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  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 1 ::::>


   


   


  Never Split the Party


   


   


  ERIC


   


  I stared at my father as he stood behind his desk. He swiped the screen of his tablet, ignoring me as usual. 


  “Why can’t I play the game a few minutes to test it out?” I asked. “You said it’s safe, right?”


  He looked over and frowned.


  “It’s perfectly safe, but I don’t want you playing it.”


  Using my mind, I moved my hover-chair toward the door.


  “Why aren’t you using your legs?” he asked.


  “They give me headaches, remember?”


  He frowned. 


  "Neuroplasticity takes time, Eric. If you don't wear the exoskeleton enough, your brain won't have time to merge correctly with the hardware."


  I watched as he peered back down at his tablet as if the conversation between us were over. 


  “You can go to your meeting, Dad. It’s not like I can get into the gaming cabinets myself.”


  He sighed as he lowered the tablet.


  “Come on, Eric. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Time to make something of your life. You spend so much time in your games already.”


  “That’s why I want to play yours."


  “I’ve said no, and that’s my final decision. You stay out of trouble this evening. I’ll be back in a few hours.”


  That’s more than enough time, I thought, hiding my excitement.


  “We’ll talk more about it at dinner tonight, okay? I haven’t told you everything there is to know about the Tower of Gates project.”



  “It’ll be the hottest game ever if it’s as immersive as you say, especially for people like me.”


  “We’ll talk more about your exoskeleton tonight too. There’s no reason for you to be wallowing in self-doubt because you’re paralyzed from the waist down. You’re eighteen now, and you need to take better care of yourself.”


  “Fine. I’ll talk to you later,” I said as I whisked out of his study and up the stairs to my bedroom.


  Living in 2042 had perks, but science hadn’t given me back full use of my body. Well, if you didn’t count the new Tower of Gates game. My father had been working on it for years.


  The immersive Virtual Reality Massively Multi-player Online Role-Playing Game (VRMMORPG) used cryogenics to aid in connecting a brain to the VR game world.


  I made it to the top of the stairs and headed into my bedroom to wait for him to leave. As I watched out the second-story window, my father got into his land-speeder and left.


  He had programmed the androids to not help me get into the gaming cabinets, but he didn’t realize I had at least one friend in the world. Sarah would be over any mine.


  I turned my chair in midair and headed downstairs. On the way, I pulled out my tablet and sent her a message. “He’s gone. Come quick.”


  “On my way,” she responded.


  We didn’t hang out as much as we had in our younger years, but I occasionally saw her in one of the online games I frequented.


  At the bottom of the stairs, I stopped at the front door. With another few swipes and taps, I sent the androids to their charging stations and turned off the cameras in the house.


  If my father caught me sneaking into his Tower of Gates prototype gaming cabinet, he would know I had control of the house’s security system–root privileges.


  The doorbell rang. Another tap of a button, and the door opened. I smiled as I saw Sarah’s curly black hair bouncing so fresh and free. My expression changed as I noticed Josh, her boyfriend.


  “What’s up, brah?” he asked, already looking and sounding the part of a frat boy.


  “Hey,” I said, looking at Sarah. “You made it… and you brought him.”


  “I’m her boyfriend,” Josh said, looking around the entrance of our ten-thousand square foot house. “This is a great pad you have here.”


  “I’m sorry,” Sarah said, putting her hand on the edge of my hover-chair.


  “For what?” I asked, moving away a few inches.


  “She meant me,” Josh said. “But don’t worry, you’re in a hover-chair and not the man for Sarah.”


  I took a deep breath and smiled while biting my tongue.


  “There’s no way I could've lifted you on my own,” Sarah said.


  Josh stepped forward, still looking around.


  “Your dad invented some kind of video game or something?”


  “He works for the company that’ll be releasing Tower of Gates.”


  “Stupid games. Luckily Sarah don’t play them anymore.”


  I stole a quick glance in her direction.



  “Yeah, I’ve missed her.”


  “Let’s do this,” she said. “We don't have much time, but I want to check this game out quickly."


  “You can’t stay and play?” I asked.


  “We’re going on a date," Josh said. "You know, like normal people.”


  He snickered. 


  “Cool," I said. "It's set-up in the basement.”


  “Lead the way, fly-boy.”


  I ignored the insult and floated past him toward the stairs leading downstairs. They followed behind. 


  In the back basement, I used my security code to open the special room with the gaming cabinets.


  “Prepare to be amazed,” I said as the door slid open.


  Six metal boxes big enough to fit one person covered most of the room. Three ran end to end on each of two long walls.


  “What kind of game is this?” Josh asked as he glanced at one of the game cryogenic units.


  “The best kind,” I muttered.


  Excitement raced through my mind as I floated over to one of the units. 


  “Help me, Josh?” I asked. “Once I’m in, you two can get in the other ones on this side.”


  "What? You're kidding, right? I'm not getting in one of those coffins," Josh said. 


  "Come on," Sarah pleaded. "Please? For me?"


  He sighed but said, "Okay."


  “Why are there six of them?” Sarah asked.


  “I think parties are supposed to be six people, but we should be okay if we’re just checking it out.”


  She nodded.


  “Josh, help him in.”


  He walked over. 


  “There’s a helmet, but I can put that on myself. Once you two are inside, there’s a button to close the unit and start-up the cryogenics. That’s when the game starts.”


  Josh lifted me in his arms.


  “How do you know all this?” he asked.


  “It’s a long story.”


  “Whatever,” he said, setting me in the padded interior.


  I reached up and slipped on a helmet attached to a thick cable.


  “That should do it. I’ll see you two inside the game.”


  “I have no idea what’s going on, but okay,” Josh said.


  He stared at me as I pressed the button to my left. A tempered glass top slid out of the wall. The hiss of gas escaping filled my ears. My heart beat faster.


  Everything went black momentarily. When I could see again, I found myself standing in a curved hall with walls made of stones. 


  A heads-up display with a notification message floated in the air a few feet in front of me.


  
    Welcome to the Tower of Gates
  


  I swung my head around, but I didn't see the others. The cold stone walls curved to the left and right.



  Unlike the real world, I found myself with a body that worked. A smile came over my face as Sarah then Josh flickered into existence.


  This is amazing so far, and we haven't even started.


  As the other two appeared, I noticed bricked up doors spaced evenly along the outer wall. 


  "Whoa," Josh said. "This is cool."


  
    Character Generation


    Please choose a race:


    Elf / Human / Gnome / Half-Orc / Hobgoblin

  


  What an odd combination.


  “Character creation seems simple enough,” I said, reaching out to select Human with my finger. “Are you getting the HUD, Sarah?”


  “Yeah,” she said. “I’m going with an Elven Mage build.”


  “Surprise, surprise,” I chuckled, remembering old times.


  “I still have no idea what you two are talking about,” Josh said. “Can we quit the game now?”


  “Not yet,” Sarah said. “I want to see the game world at least.”


  “Fine. I’ll be an Elf too.”


  “No, you should go with human,” I said. “We need a tank.”


  “What did you call me?”


  Josh walked over, stopping inches from my body.


  “He said we need a tank, a fighter, someone to do the heavy lifting.”


  “Oh. That sounds like me. I’ll go with a half-orc.”


  Idiot, I thought then stared at my next prompt.


  
    Character Generation


    Please choose a Starting Class:


    Mage / Cleric / Rogue / Warrior

  


  “I’ll go rogue. We can hire a healer if necessary.”


  “We’ll not be playing long, but okay,” Sarah said.


  I tapped the word Rogue.


  
    Character Generation


    Congratulations. Your character is ready.


    Further customization will be available in the game.

  


  “What now?” Josh asked.


  “Exploring,” I said.


  With another tap, I turned off the HUD and glanced around, noticing a massive metal portal set in the outer wall.


  “Maybe this is the gate of the tower?” I asked, walking over and placing my hand on the cool metal.


  “There’s another one further down the hall,” Sarah said.


  “Okay, I’m back to thinking this game is stupid. Aren’t we going to become our characters?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Anxiety reared its ugly head as I scrambled to maintain control.


  “Look at this,” Sarah said, saving the day once again.


  “Good job, babe.” Josh put his hand on her shoulder. “That’s what I call a gate.”


  “It looks like it’s from Stargate,” I said, joining them in front of the massive wall of energy surrounded by metal. “There’s writing up top.”


  I stepped back and read, “Isles of Grabisco – 1240 Common Era.”


  “This must be the first level.”


  “Yeah,” Sarah said. “And the others open once we clear the level.”


  “Screw all this talk,” Josh said. “I’m going in.”


  “No wait…” I cried out, too late to stop him.


  Josh walked through the energy and disappeared.


  Sarah smiled and said, “See you on the other side,” before stepping through.


  This will be over way too quick.


  I took a deep breath then followed the others. At least I thought I would spawn in the same starting location. I should’ve figured different races would begin the adventure in different parts of the world.


  Oh well, I thought. One little mistake won’t kill us.


  


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 2 ::::>


   


   


  Elf Mage Spawns in Thyananore


   


   


  SARAH


   


  I emerged in a tidy room with wooden walls and floor. A bed to my right and desk to my left looked unused. Where are the other two?


  A notification popped up in the air.


  
    New Quest – Join Your Party


    You have a new quest.


    Travel to Fishguard on the Southern Coast to join a band of adventurers.


    You have four (4) days to complete this quest.


    On completion, you will receive 1,000 xp.

  


  That's cool. Might as well enjoy a bit of gaming before Josh wants to go do something else.


  I suddenly realized how much I had missed gaming with Eric.


  War of Spellcraft had eaten hundreds of hours as we leveled to obscene levels, having fun every step of the way. Excited and nervous, I thought a command.


  
    > Stats Spells


    Spells: Level One


    
      	Fish Slaying (1mp) - Slay fish in ten-foot radius.


      	Golden Bolts (2mp per bolt up to 4+ lvl of caster) - Golden bolts of energy shoot out of your palms dealing 1d4 damage per bolt + INT modifier.


      	Glorified Cloaks of Bronze (2mp per armor adjustment up to 4+ lvl of caster) - Golden energy surrounds the target of the spell, improving their defense by 10%

    


    Tip: At you gain levels, you will have access to more powerful spells. Some, like Fish Slaying, are requisites for higher level spells.


    Tip: Armor Class in Tower of Gates runs from 0 (naked) to 100+ (magically armed)

  


  Fish slaying? I chuckled. This is looking to be an interesting world.


  What about skills?


  


  
    > Stats Skills


    
      	Spell Craft - Basic Level 4 of 10


      	Create Item - Basic Level 2 of 10


      	Languages: Forest Creatures, Elven, Common, Hobgoblin


      	Ride Horse - Basic Level 2 of 10


      	Perception - Basic Level 1 of 10


      	Sense Motive - Basic Level 1 of 10


      	Weapon Craft (Elvish Long Bow) Basic Level 5 of 10

    

  


   Not bad. Next up, attributes. Before I ran the stats command, I heard a woman's voice outside the door of the bedroom.


  "Kali?" The bedroom opened. "I have something for you."


  Guess they picked my name for me. Maybe there isn't a lot of customization?


  "Hello," I said, wondering how to find out who had come into my room.


  My mother? I concentrated on her face and remembered as another notification popped up, drawing me out of the game.


  
    [NPC] – Ellowynn Tracaryn


    While over a hundred and fifty-years-old, Ellowynn looks ravishing.


    Your aunt has looked after you since your parents were killed by orcs.


    She loves you very much. You trust her.

  


   "Thank you, Ellowynn," I said, loving the role-playing aspect of games. "What is it?"


  "A scroll."


  She stepped forward, holding out a worn parchment rolled together.


  I'll play along a few minutes then quit and leave with Josh. Everything will work out fine.


  Thoughts of the real world faded as the beautiful elven woman continued speaking.


  "You're old enough to adventure out and see the world," Ellowynn said.


  Her smile put me at ease.


  "Come home when you've had enough or you find the outside world impossible to bear. The forest will always be here for you. Unless the orcs keep destroying the land."


  "They're not all bad," I said, remembering Josh had picked a Half-Orc character. "People are people."


  "Don't you go off and marry a hobgoblin."


  She laughed nervously.


  I stood and picked up my bow.


  "Oh, before you go..."


  "Yeah?"


  "I have a parting gift for you."


  "That's unnecessary."


  "Never turn away a sincere gift, my dear."


  I smiled, feeling the wisdom and love pouring out of her.


  "Okay. What is it?"


  "A special spell your mother wrote before she died."


  I swallowed a lump in my throat, remembering my real-world mother had died. How did the game know? Coincidence? Probably.


  "A spell?" I asked.


  "Yes, it's a common one, but I believe it will help you as you journey through the forest."


  "What is it?"


  She reached into her robes and pulled out a parchment. I accepted it from her.


  
    New Magic Item – Scroll of Find Familiar


    This scroll will allow you to find your familiar,


    a creature who will bond with you and level as you level up.


    Spell will attract creatures found in 100-mile radius of casting

  


  "You cast it once when you have enough experience."


  "Thank you," I said, accepting it. "Do you have any other advice for me?"


  "Follow your heart, my dear, and never forget the power of love."


  Or magic fireballs, I thought as I smiled.


  "Thanks again."


  I waved then walked out of the small wooden home. Outside, my heart pounded. Everything looked so real. Even the sounds were amazing and lifelike; birds, crickets and people in the distance. 


  Was my body back in the real world okay? As I walked down the streets of Thyananore, it became more difficult to concentrate on anything other than the present moment. I kept walking. 


  Outside of town, I stopped at the edge of the forest, marveling at everything around me. Trees thick as a house rose high into the air. A path led into the wondrous woods.


  "Eric will never leave this game," I said.


  A notification popped up.


  
    You Receive an OOC penalty!


    For talking Out of Character in-game, you will receive


    -10% experience points next encounter.


    You now have 5 minutes in-game to talk OOC without a penalty

  


  "What?" I shouted.


  Using the heads-up display in front of my face, I looked up the rules. Any out of character speech led to a penalty and a five-minute allowance to talk out of character.


  Special items and spells were available for communicating OOC, but they were rare as far as I could tell. What kind of crazy game is this? Role-playing purists?


  My longbow slung over my shoulder and my backpack full of supplies, I headed into the forest for whatever adventure awaited me. The reality of the game world overtook me as sounds surrounded me. Trees with impossibly thick trunks shot hundreds of feet in the air.


  With each step, I became more immersed in the game. Everything felt, looked, and even smelled genuine. Once they released the game, I'd come back.


  Not a hundred feet down the forest path, I heard a commotion to my right and stopped. Are there other players in the game? A monster?


  Curiosity got the better of me. I slipped off the well-worn path and into the woods. The voices got louder as I brushed tree branches away.


  I reached the edge of a clearing and stopped. Two humanoids more than a couple feet tall were standing a few hundred feet away. I recognized their language as Brownie.


  Forest creatures, I thought, wondering what to do next. They decided for me, turning in my direction. With dirty fur clothes and spears a foot or two bigger than them, they weren't intimidating.


  I stepped out into the clearing, the hot sun beating down on me. They stopped a few feet away, not saying anything buy eyeing me closely. I tilted my head back and stared down at them.


  "Well met," I said. "Why are you arguing?"


  "That's none of your business," the pudgier one said.


  "Don't be rude," his companion said them shoved him.


  "Hey, I'll get you for that."


  "Stop it, you two," I said firmly, falling into character. "My name is Kali, and I'm in a hurry. Tell me if I can help, or I'll be on my way."


  "Hello, Kali," the thinner Brownie said is a suave voice. "I'm Evan."


  "And I'm Ewen," the other said, stepping forward.


  I took a step back. Better safe than sorry.


  "And why are you two arguing?"


  "We too are on our way to Fishguard, and this bozo has got us going the wrong way," Ewen growled, leveling a mad stare at the other Brownie.


  "You're on your way to Fishguard too?"


  Are they supposed to be NPCs? I wondered.


  "Yes, we are. Both of us have jobs with fine families in Upper Fishguard to clean their homes."


  "Okay..." I said, stifling a smile.


  "Can you help us?" Evan asked. "Please?"


  "Sure."


  
    New Quest!


    Help Evan and Ewen make it to Fishguard.


    Potential experience points: 500xp

  


  Not bad for a babysit the caravan mission. 


  "Let's get going. I don't want you two slowing me down."


  "Sure thing, Kali," Evan said, standing ridiculously close.


  "The path is this way."


  I walked back into the forest, feeling at home in the cool, dark woods.


  Back on the dirt and gravel path than ran the length of Shockly Forest, I wondered how Eric and Josh were doing. Had they already made it to Fishguard?


  Eric would be okay, but Josh might have problems. He would be great at playing the hero, but he never had the patience to play video games with me.


  I pushed my relationship problems with him aside and concentrated on enjoying the game.


  "Stop," Evan said, grabbing my arm.


  I glanced down.


  "What?"


  "I hear something."


  "You're stupid," Ewen said. "I hear nothing. Let's keep going."


  I heard a rustling in the forest. The sound of twigs snapping and snorting got louder. Get ready, I told myself.


  Two wolves emerged from the forest, snarling as they approached. Cast five golden bolts, I thought frantically. My body moved in a strange dance.


  At the end, I pointed my palms at the two wolves. Golden bolts of magical energy formed in the air and shot toward them. All five struck, causing both wolves to yelp.


  
    Your Golden Bolts WOUND the wolves for 13 damage!


  


  The gray and white wolves turned to run away, back into the forest.


  "Oh, no you don't," I said then repeated the spell.


  Five more bolts of magic golden energy shot from my palms and hit the wolves as they fled.


  
    Your Golden Bolts WOUND the wolves for 9 damage!


    Combat is over!


    You receive +50 xp


    Minus 10% Penalty = +45 xp!

  


   The Brownies, sensing our overwhelming position, rushed forward with their spears. Another yelp filled the forest as they stuck the animal.


  I guess I don't get experience points for something I don't kill.


  "We got him, Kali," Evan shouted triumphantly.


  "Keep it down. We don't want to attract any more attention."


  "We're invisible," Evan yelled.


  "You mean invincible, bozo," Ewen chided.


  "Come on, you two. Let's go."


  Time for more information.


  I checked stats while we walked down the forest path. 


  
    > Stats


    ₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪₪


    Name: Kali Tracaryn


    Race: Elf


    Class: Mage


    Level: 1


    XP: 45 


    XP for Next Level: 2,955 


    Alignment: +75 (Very Good)


    HEALTH: 8 (8)


    MANA: 4 (24)


    Strength: 72 (+10% to hit melee, +2 damage)


    Dexterity: 96 (+35% to hit ranged)


    Constitution: 52 (+0%)


    Intelligence: 93 (+30% INT saves, +6 mana points per level)


    Wisdom: 43 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)


    Tip: Stats in Tower of Gates run from 1 to 100+. The higher your stat, the better.

  


   I guess I'm out of magic until I rest up. That's not good with so many miles yet to go.


  "Wait," Evan said. "You're walking too fast."


  Maybe I should ditch them and run the rest of the way. I would lose the experience for getting them to Fishguard, but would it be worth it?


  I slowed down, allowing the Brownies to catch up.


  "We're vicious wolf killers," Evan said. "You're smart to let us escort you to Fishguard."


  "I'm escorting you two," I said, smiling at the ludicrousness of the entire situation.


  "That's what you think," Ewen said.


  I wish I'd spawned with Eric.


  Memories of the real world flooded my mind. Why hadn't I thought of Josh first? I once again pushed thoughts of him away and got lost in the beautiful world around me.


  While it wasn't real, it seemed that way. The game would be an instant hit when it went on sale. I wondered if we were the first three to try the game.


  They probably had beta-testers. Wouldn't that be an amazing career?


  "Watch out," Evan said, tugging at my arm.


  Louder sounds emerged from the forest to my left. I grabbed my bow then drew an arrow.


  If this hour or so is all I get to play, I’ll make the most of it and stay alive.


  "Stay close, you two," I said, squinting my eyes and preparing myself for anything.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 3 ::::>


   


   


   


  Half-Orc Warrior Spawns in Mang


   


   


  JOSH


   


  After walking through the trippy portal of light, I found myself in an empty room with mud walls.


  What the...


  Before I finished my thought, a burly pig-human creature stepped into the room from an open doorway. I heard horses passing outside.


  "Jonan," the creature said. "What are you still doing in here? I told you to get to work."


  "Where's Sarah?" I asked.


  
    You Receive an OOC penalty!


    For talking Out of Character in-game, you will receive


    -10% experience points next encounter.


    You now have 5 minutes in-game to talk OOC without a penalty

  


  The creature's brow furrowed.


  "Who Sarah? You messing with human women again?"


  "She's my girlfriend, and I want to see her. Now."


  I stepped forward, realizing I had a huge body with bulging muscles. A fur cloak and loincloth were the only thing I had on, but it felt natural on my game body.


  "Do not defy me," he bellowed, puffing his chest out.


  "This game sucks," I muttered.


  
    You Receive an OOC penalty!


    For talking Out of Character in-game, you will receive


    -10% experience points next encounter.


    You now have 5 minutes in-game to talk OOC without a penalty

  


  "Stop it with the notifications already."



  The creature continued looking at me angrily.


  
    Are you sure you want to turn off notifications?
  


  "Yes," I yelled.


  "Who are you talking to?" my in-game father asked.


  "The stupid game."


  I waited for a notification. When it didn't come, I smiled.


  "You need to get to work at the mill. I said you're not going adventuring, and I meant it. The war between the goblins and humans may be over, but you shouldn't mingle with them."


  "Screw you," I said, side-stepping him.


  "What did you say?"


  An unexpected blow landed on the back of my head.


  "Hey, that hurts."


  "You still dare to defy me?"


  I turned, surprised to see the pig-man had pulled out a steel sword.


  Sure, it's just a game, but no father will kill me.


  I reached up and grabbed the handle of a club hanging from my back. The creature drew his sword back to strike me, but it was game-over for him.


  My massive wooden kill-stick came down on the top of his head. He fell to the floor in a heap. What kind of game is this? I wondered, looking at him.


  The blood effects were almost too realistic, even for me, a fan of gore and horror. Screw this place. I need to find Sarah and make sure she's not making out with that rich nerd.


  I replaced my club without bothering to wash it. Walking out of the adobe dwelling, I wondered briefly if I should turn the game notifications back on. Nah, screw that.


  Outside, I saw a small village full of the pig-people. They all went about their business, not even paying attention to me.


  Where would Sarah be? Maybe I'll turn the notifications on.


  "Jonan," someone hollered behind me.


  I turned and saw a younger pig-man approaching, his face ferocious.


  "What do you want? I'm looking for Sarah?"


  "Sarah? That's a human name. Are you..."


  "Leave me alone," I interrupted.


  "We're going raiding in the forest today, remember?"


  "Raiding?"


  That sounds fun. Maybe Sarah can wait.


  "Yeah, elves or humans, whatever we find. I'll kill a gnome if I see one."


  I snorted, loving my huge, muscular body.


  "Where's your father?" the pig-man asked.


  "Don't worry about him."


  How am I going to find out my friend's name? Ah, the game interface.


  
    [NPC] – Jokan


    Jokan, your half-brother and a full orc, is set to inherit the family's wealth after your father passes. He dislikes you because you're half-human, and he constantly teases you about it.

  


  He better not, I thought.



  "What are you staring at, Jonan? I’ll get father."


  "No, let's go. We should leave now if we want to feast on the blood of elves or humans."


  "Why do you want to make our father angry? I want to go see him."


  "Does it look like I care?"


  How had the game known I had problems with my father in real-life? Things were getting weird. My first goal was to find Sarah.


  
    New Quest – Join Your Party


    Jonan, you have a new quest. Travel to Fishguard on the Southern Coast to join a band of adventurers determined to find fame and glory. You have four (4) days to complete this quest.


    On completion, you will receive 1,000 xp.

  


  At least I know I'll be running into Sarah soon. Time to have fun.


  "You coming all the way to Fishguard with me, Jokan?"


  "Fishguard. Why would you go to a human city?"


  "I'm joining a band of adventurers."


  This game is sucking me in. It all seems so real.


  "I'll go with you as far as the forest, but I won't go all the way."


  "That's fine. We'll kill some people on the way."


  "Now you're talking, brother."


  He stepped forward and slapped me on the arm. I didn't budge.


  We went around to the side of the house and climbed atop two sandy-colored horses. I'd never ridden before, but I jumped on with no problems.


  Jokan, my orcish brother, squeezed his legs together and yelled, sending the horse bolting down the dirt road heading out of the village.


  "Ya-ya," I yelled, spurring my horse.


  It neighed and took off at a trot. Pleasure washed over me as I forgot about the real world and enjoyed the sensation of starting a brand-new adventure.


  Had I killed my in-game father? Did it matter?


  The rules of the game were a mystery, but I didn't let that stop me from doing whatever I wanted like I did in the real world. No game could stop me.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  



  Miles later, my butt hurt. How do they make it feel so real? I wondered as Jokan slowed down. We were on the bottom of a hill. The path led upward.


  "What is it?" I asked, stopping next to him, reins in hand.


  "You don't smell that?"


  "What?"


  "Human flesh in the air."


  I grinned.


  "Some bad guys to kill?"


  "You idiot. We are the bad guys."


  I guess so...


  "You're not backing out, are you? I should never have believed you would kill a human like a true orc."


  "I'm not backing out, but..."


  "You're afraid. I knew it. Secretly, you love the humans and wish you were one."


  "Hold on a minute."


  I made my horse side-step a few feet away.


  "Come help me kill these travelers, and I'll make sure you get to Fishguard safely."


  "Fine."


  While I didn't need his help, I also didn't look forward to being alone.


  "Let's go," he snarled, saliva dripping from his mouth.


  "You lead the way."


  He spurred his horse and took off up the hill.


  
    Tip - Alignment


    Killing this commoner would be considered an evil act.


    Doing so will lower your alignment by thirty (30) points.

  


  Who cares about alignment. This is a stupid game.


  "Ya," I yelled, following Jokan up the hill.


  I pulled out my club as I rode.


  As I reached the top, I saw a caravan of wagons on the side of the road.


  "Orcs!" someone yelled.


  Jokan screamed a war-cry and sped toward them.


  This is gonna get ugly, I thought as my horse galloped after him.


  "Whoa," I said, pulling on the reins as we got closer.


  Two arrows whizzed by my head. A third plunked into my shoulder.


  "Ow," I screamed, reaching up to yank it out.


  Furious, I spurred the horse to go faster. When I reached the first wagon. I swung my club and hit some poor guy in the back of his head. He went down quickly, laying lifeless.


  Yeah, that's what I'm talking about.


  All the anger and aggression built up in me came out as I rode around and killed innocent people in the game. I hadn't even wanted to play the stupid thing in the first place.


  If it wasn't for Sarah, I wouldn't be in a situation to do something like this with no consequences. Adrenaline rushed through my veins.


  The human travelers had no chance.


  
    Twelve Villagers dead!


    You get 60 experience points.


    -20% Penalty = +48xp


    
      

    

  


   Whatever that means.


  
    Alignment


    Your alignment has been lowered by 30 points.


    Your new alignment is -100.


    You can be no more evil.

  


  I laughed out loud. This game knows me.



  "What is funny?" Jokan asked as he munched on some poor guy's arm.


  "Forget about it. Let's go to Fishguard."


  He stared at me, chewing man-flesh slowly.


  "Come on. A deal is a deal."


  After throwing the arm to the side, he pulled his blade.


  "You don't think I know you killed father? I brought you here to kill you with your precious humans."


  I launched into action, spurring the horse forward and raising my club. I swung.


  
    Your blow HITS Jokan the orc for 8 damage.

  


  Is that even a lot? I wondered, turning the horse around.



  Jokan rushed forward with his sword high in the air.


  Guess it didn't hurt him too bad.


  
    Jokan's blow GRAZES you for 6 damage.

  


  That hurt. I can't let this beast kill me before I find Sarah


  My shoulder still aching, I climbed off the horse to kill my brother.


  He yelled and ran toward me, wildly swinging his steel blade.


  


  
    Jokan's blow GRAZES you for 7 damage

  


   Tired of messing around, I went into a barbarian rage.


  
    You go into a barbarian rage!


    At level one, you get one extra attack per round


     with a +50% damage modifier.


    



    TIP: Be careful so you don't attack friendly party members!

  


  My blurred vision didn't stop me from pummeling the young orc with two swings in quick succession.


  
    Your blow INJURES Jokan the orc for 12 damage.

  


   Jokan stumbled back as the second blow landed on the side of his head. He fell to the ground, not moving. 


  
    Your blow INJURES Jokan the orc for 14 damage.


    Jokan the orc is dead! +500 xp

  


  I glanced around, adrenaline still pumping through my system. As it subsided, pain returned full force.


  How bad am I hurt?


  No sooner than the thought passed through my mind, yet another notification window popped up.


  
    > Stats


    



    Name: Jonan


    Race: Half-Orc


    Class: Warrior


    Level: 1


    XP: 1048 


    XP for Next Level: 252 


    Alignment: -100 (Very Evil)


    Health: 4(18)


    Strength: 99 (+35% To Hit Melee and +7 damage)


    Dexterity: 46 (+0%)


    Constitution: 92 (+30% CON saves and +6 health per level.)


    Intelligence: 43 (+0%)


    Wisdom: 43 (+0%)


    Charisma: 34 (-5% when dealing with people.)

  


  Wait, that experience points number doesn't add up. Oh, yeah, I killed my father with notifications off. This game would be fun if it wasn't so complicated.


  The ludicrousness of the situation hit me.


  What kind of game is this, anyway?


  No one around was alive to give me an answer.


  I need to get to Fishguard and find Sarah. She won't want to leave, but I don't think she should be in this type of game. It's too violent for her.


  Before leaving, I reached down and grabbed Jokan's sword.


  
    New Item – Orcish Short Sword


    This crude blade isn't pretty or even very well made, but it does its job without complaint. Deals 1d8 damage plus strength damage modifier.

  


   I tossed the bloody club aside and put the sword into the strap on my back. Should I look for other stuff? Might as well. I might run into other people on the way to this Fishguard place. 


  Smirking at the damage I could cause, I walked over to one of the three wagons. Inside, I saw two barrels and a couple chests. What do we have here? I climbed inside the wagon, eyeing the crude wooden containers.


  After opening the two chests and finding nothing, I sighed. What am I doing? I need to go find Sarah. Why does this game keep sucking me in?


  I climbed out of the wagon. The sun had begun its descent in the western sky. Tall trees in the distance beckoned. Somehow, I instinctively knew the way to Fishguard.


  This game is too much, I thought as I walked over to my horse which surprisingly hadn't bolted during the short but lethal battle with Jokan. I'm a friggin' hero.


  I smiled as I climbed atop my horse. My girlfriend might be a nerd deep down, but there's no way she would get back with Eric when she could be with me.


  As I rode away, the setting sun painted the horizon an array of colors, reds and oranges that reminded of all the blood that had been shed. No consequences.


  "Whoa," I said, pulling back on the reins.


  A large dust cloud in the distance concerned me.


  "What now?" I muttered out loud.


  In the distance, a caravan approached.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 4 ::::>


   


   


   


  Human Rogue Spawns in Harrisburg


   


   


  ERIC


   


  I didn't see Sarah or Josh as I appeared in a tiny bedroom on the other side of the portal.


  Might as well make the best of it, I thought, amazed at the detail of everything. The window on one of the wood-panelled walls looked out on a well-maintained backyard. 


  A few seconds after spawning, I got a notification for a "Join Your Party in Fishguard" quest. Who came up with that name? I wondered as I accepted the quest.


  Maybe I'll be able to level up before I reach the city and find Sarah and Josh. The challenge would be fun. I spent a lot of time in game-worlds, but nothing like Tower of Gates.


  Time to check stats.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Drexmao ("Drex")


    Race: Human (Special)


    Class: Rogue


     


    Level: 1


    Experience Points: 0


    XP to Next Level: 2300 


    Alignment: +85 (Quite Good)


    Health: 12(12)


    Strength: 75 (+10% To Hit in Melee and +2 to damage)


    Dexterity: 75 (+2 to Armor Class)


    Constitution: 75 (+10% CON saves.)


    Intelligence: 75 (+10% INT saves)


    Wisdom: 55 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)


    



    Tip: Stats range from 1 to 100. Higher values are possible with magic equipment. 

  


  Special human?


  The more I used the heads-up display, the easier it became to control it with my mind.


  I might as well check my inventory. Stats look a bit odd.


  
    > Inventory


     


    


    
      	180 gp (You've been saving for ten years as you worked at your adopted father's pawnshop in Harrisburg.)


      	Lamellar (Hobgoblin) Armor – You have hobgoblin in your bloodline. This ancient armor still works and will protect you as you venture forth from the life you've always known.) Armor Class: +20


      	Broadsword – 1d8 damage + strength modifier (+2)

    

  


  Magic hobgoblin armor? What the...


  
    > Examine Armor


    



    Magic Item – Ancestral Lamellar armor (+5)


     


    This specially crafted armor is light enough for a ROGUE yet strong enough to defend you against the fiercest attacks. It's of hobgoblin design, so you've never worn it before deciding to leave town. You plan to wear it proudly on your way to Fishguard.


     


    Armor Class: +20


    Magic Ability: -5% modifier on attack rolls from enemy.


     


    Your current Armor Class is +30 with armor and bonuses. 


    You are decently armored.

  


  What an odd character. This game is amazing. Skills are next.


  
    > Stats skills


    Your Current Skills:


    Black Market Connections – Basic Level 1 of 10


    Monster Lore – Basic Level 1 of 10


    Weapon Craft – Blades - Basic Level 3 of 10


    Stealth - Basic Level 1 of 10


    Create Item - Basic Level 1 of 10


    Identify Item – Basic Level 5 of 10


    Language: Human, Common


    Sense Motive – Basic Level 5 of 10

  


  I wonder if I'll get skill points to improve them. No telling. Best to check the rules.


  
    > Help Skills


    Skills


    Your skills improve as you use them. Some new skills may be learned automatically while others will require a trainer.  

  


  Okay, that's cool. Not all rogues are thieves. Finally, someone gets it.


  I grinned.


  While I couldn't unlock the character class trees and multi-classing wasn't available, I could work with a strong rogue build. It wasn't like I would be playing a long time, anyway.


  The wooden bedroom door opened, and a young man my age in the real-world rushed in. Terror and dread filled his eyes as he rushed over. Who is this?


  
    [NPC] – Jak


    While you're not related to Jak, you've always treated the younger man as a true brother. He looks up to you and will miss you when you're gone. You hate to leave him, but adventure awaits and you want to clear your family name in the world. His father has just died, and he doesn't want you to leave.

  


  I put my hand on his shoulder and squeezed.


  How much older than him am I? No mirrors to tell, really.


  "You'll be fine, Jak. You're the man of the house now."


  "But our father..."


  "He would understand," I interrupted.


  I didn't have the heart to tell him the man we had called father wasn't my real father. He had raised me as his own after my real father died when a veteran of the Great War found out he had helped a goblin refugee family.


  "But Drex..."


  "You be brave, Jak. I'll return someday."


  Why am I getting into this game so much with roleplaying? I need to go find Sarah and Josh.


  They were probably both freaking out. Well, at least her idiotic boyfriend would be. Ever since she met him, she spent less time with me. Because of my condition in the real world, I'd never told her my feelings about her.


  In the game world, they didn't matter. We only had another few hours of playing at the most. Tower of Gates used time dilation, but I'd never found out the exact equation. My father would likely come home and yank the cord at any moment.


  The time in-game with Sarah would be worth it. I wished briefly that Josh would have problems as Jak hugged me tightly, still sobbing.


  "Go take care of your sisters and mother," I said firmly, pushing him away.


  He stared up and into my eyes, tears streaming from his. Did the non-player characters in the game have feelings? The processing power to run Tower of Gates was probably massive. Was that why my father hadn't wanted me to play? I pushed the questions aside.


  "Come back, Drex. I'll miss you."


  "Don't worry about me."


  I patted him on the top of the head then walked out of the room. My mother and younger sisters were gone, allowing me to slip out. As I walked out of town, I stared at all the buildings, the trees, and even the sky so blue and full of puffy white clouds.


  Whoever designed this game needs a medal.


  People stared at my hobgoblin armor, but none dared approach me. I reached the edge of town and kept walking with a bounce in my step.


  It had been so long since I'd walked without a clunky exoskeleton. Was that the reason my father didn't want me to play? I pushed the thought out of my mind.


  Time to have some fun.


  Leaving the town behind, I wondered how far it was to Fishguard. The information popped up in a notification window. Three-hundred miles?


  I stopped. Should I go back to town and find a ride? Would someone give me a ride in this armor? As usual, I had more questions than answers.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement in the field to my left. Rabbits were hopping back and forth, stopping occasionally to munch at grass.


  I used my monster lore skill to check their level. The two I studied were basic rabbit. No vorpal rabbits here, I guess.


  
    You've increased your Monster Lore Skill.


    Monster Lore - Basic Level 2 of 10 

  


  The game is giving me a lot of tips. Does it think I need them?


  I want some experience points. Over the years, desire for xp in-game overtook most of my other goals and responsibilities in life, but I didn't want to think about that.


  Once in the field, I pulled my broadsword out of its sheath. As I thought about how ridiculous I must look in the ancient armor while in a field about to kill rabbit, I chuckled.


  A rabbit wandered near me. I swung, missing completely. Maybe killing rabbits in armor with a sword isn't going to be as easy as I thought.


  I glanced around and saw a man in a cart heading into town. While he wasn't heading in the direction I wanted to go, I walked toward him.


  The bearded man lifted his head and eyed my carefully as he slowly approached. The horse pulling his cart looked to be about ten-years post-retirement.


  Should I kill him to see how battles work?


  A notification popped up.


  
    Tip - Alignment


    Killing this commoner would be considered an evil act and would lower your alignment by ten (10) points. 

  


  I don't think I'm going to go dark elf. Let me check something.


  
    > Stats Alignment


    Your Current Alignment is +85 (Quite Good)

  


  That's right. I forgot.


  
    > Help Alignment


     


    Alignment ranges from -100 (super-evil) to +100 (super-nice). Acts in the game will be reflected on your alignment score. When this number changes, you will receive a game notification on your heads-up display. Your alignment score is very important in the Tower of Gates game.

  


  Interesting.



  The cart slowed as I approached. 


  "Well met, traveler. I mean you no harm," I said. 


  "Please don't kill me. I love the goblins and humans," he said.


  "No, no, you misunderstand, kind sir. I need a lift into town."


  His eyes narrowed.


  "You're not going to kill me?"


  "No. Why would I kill you?"


  I sensed someone behind me and turned. A young boy in tattered clothes approached through the field.


  "That your boy?" the man in the cart asked.


  "No," I said, not taking my eyes off the boy.


  "Well, here's something for not killing me."


  A black shirt flew in front of me, landing on the ground a few feet away. The cart pulled away down the dirt road as the boy stopped a few feet away.


  "Can you help me, mister knight?"


  I grinned.


  "What's your problem? I'm not a knight, but maybe I can help."


  "My father saw you in the field and told me to come ask for your help."


  I glanced up and across the field and saw a farmer staring in my direction.


  "What's the problem?" I asked again.


  "Our barn, sir. We've got a problem with rats. There's one big one. It ate my cat."


  "That's terrible," I said as the small boy cried.


  He lowered his gaze to the ground.


  "I'm sorry for crying, mister, but it was my favorite cat."


  "You're in luck, boy. I'm an expert at killing rats."


  He stared up at me, some of the sadness gone from his eyes.


  "Do you kill them with that sword? It looks so great. My father wants me to be a farmer, but I want to go fight goblins."


  "Not all goblins are bad."


  "Whatever." He turned. "Come on, I'll show you the barn."


  "I'm going to negotiate a cart and horse to get to Fishguard out of this."


  As I followed the boy, a notification popped up to let me know it was officially a quest with a reward of 500xp. That must be one huge rat!


  I remembered the black shirt a few steps away, and I returned to get it.


  
    Item – Black Shirt (+1 Laundry Skill)


    This black shirt will help you hide stains if you don't have a chance to do laundry. Gain new general skill: Laundry at level 1.

  


  A black shirt of +1 laundry skill? Haha. Someone has a sense of humor.


  
    New Skill – General - Laundry


    You know how do laundry if the occasion ever arises. With more practice, you can improve your skill.


     


    Laundry: Basic Skill level: 1 of 10


     


    Tip: At Basic Skill Level 10, you can specialize the skill and further improve on it.

  


  Heh. I bet Sarah and Josh didn't pick up a random skill like laundry.


  Thoughts of the other two popped up in my mind momentarily. Was she having as much fun as me in the game? I didn't care about Josh one way or the other.


  I reached the farmer on the edge of the field. The boy stood next to him, staring at me like I was a superhero or something. In his world, I probably am.


  "Well met," I said, stopping in front of the weathered man.


  "My boy says you'll help us? You're not going to rob us, are you?"


  "What? Why would I rob you?"


  "That's hobgoblin armor, isn't it? I haven't seen a set of that since the wars..."


  His voice faded away as if he were reliving horrible memories.


  "Not all goblins are evil," I said. "Not that I'm a goblin."


  "This rat has got to go. I don't care about your politics. Ten years ago, I would've dealt with the problem myself, but I can't do it anymore, and the boy is too young."


  "I'm just the man to help you."


  "Great, I'll..."


  "Hold on," I interrupted.


  "Yeah?"


  "I need something from you."


  "You want my wife? You can take her?"


  He cackled with laughter.


  "No, but I'd like a cart and horse to get to Fishguard."


  "Are you crazy?"


  Did I ask for too much?


  "Fishguard will let goblins and anyone else in the city. That's no place for a true human."


  "Okay. I'll be on my way, then..."


  I turned and took a step away.


  "Stop," he said. "I've got an old cart and a horse that might have one more long journey in her. As long as you get rid of all the rats."


  "We have a deal."


  The man and I shook hands.


  "I'll show you the barn," the boy yelled.


  Time for my first encounter, I thought with excitement as the boy led me further onto their property outside of town. I hope it goes better than the rabbits.


  Behind their rundown house, a huge barn that looked like it might collapse at any moment came into view. Maybe I should have asked for more.


  "This is it," the boy said, stopping a few hundred feet away.


  "Stay here," I said. "Wait, even better, go get that horse and cart ready for me. This won't take too long."


  "Yes, sir," the boy said then scampered away toward a newer barn closer to their house.


  Two decrepit wooden doors were open. I stared into the darkness. After pulling my trusty blade, I stepped toward the entrance. Almost immediately, two cat-sized rats shot out.


  
    Your blow HITS the rat for 8 damage.


    The rat is dead!


    You get +5 xp

  


  Only five experience?


  Another rat ran from the barn. I made quick work of it too, racking up another five experience points.


  Time to get serious.


  I stepped into the barn. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I heard the squeals of rats in every direction. Two more ran toward me.


  "Take that," I said, gleefully impaling them.


  Another ten experience points.


  Ten minutes later, I'd racked up a healthy hundred experience points by killing twenty rats. Emboldened, I stepped toward a dark corner.


  Bales of rotting hay were stacked on top of each other. I saw a pair of eyes before the giant rat showed itself. That's huge, I thought, taking a step backward.


  The rat rushed forward, unafraid of me or anything. I lunged at it.


  
    Your blow GRAZES the giant rat for 7 damage


  


  Uh oh. Less damage.



  The rat gnawed at my leg.


  
    The giant rat's bite SCRATCHES you for 2 damage.


    You have been POISONED.

  


  That can't be good.


  I lunged again, sinking my blade deep into its matted fur. It squealed as I delivered another 5 points of damage. I'm going to need to do better than that if I want to survive.


  
    The giant rat's bite GRAZES you for 4 damage.


    You have been POISONED.

  


  Poisoned again? Am I double-poisoned or something now?


  Strength left my body as I felt the effects of the rat's diseased bite.


  "Die, rat," I screamed, bringing my sword down and into its flesh.


  
    Your blow DECIMATES the giant rat for 12 damage.


    The giant rat is dead!


    You gain +25 experience points!


    Quest Complete! (Clear the Barn of Rat)


    You gain +500 experience points!

  


  I don't think getting poisoned by a diseased rat was worth it, but oh well.



  As I hobbled out of the barn, I stumbled and nearly fell. 


  The small boy ran over.


  "What's wrong, mister?"


  "One of the rats bit me. Get your father."


  I fell to the ground and closed my eyes.


  Pain coursed through my body.


  What a way to die in the world's best video game ever built.


  Here lies Drex, I thought, killed by a rat at level one.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 5 ::::>


   


   


   


  Does it Taste Better than it Smells?


   


   


  SARAH


   


  A black bear roared as it emerged from the trees.


  "Kali, we should go,” Evan said.


  Out of mana, but I've got these arrows.


  “Hold on,” I said as I pulled out my bow.


  Twang. I let one fly, watching it sail through the air. .


  
    Critical Miss!


    Your arrow totally misses.


    Additionally, your bowstring snaps.

  


  Uh oh, I thought, dread falling over me like a thick fog rolling in.


  "Come on, Kali."


  Evan grabbed my hand and yanked, bringing me back to reality.


  Wait, I meant the game.


  I shook my head, confused, wanting it all to stop.


  The bear growled and moved forward as I turned and ran into the woods.


  My heart pounded as I kept up with Evan and Ewan. They were quick-footed brownies.


  "Good luck," Evan called out. "A stream is coming up."


  "Why is that good luck?" I asked.


  "Because bears can't swim. We can escape across the river."


  "If we can get across, the bear can get across...the stream."


  The three of us stopped at the edge of a shallow yet wide river lazily twisting and turning through the woods. What are we going to do now?


  "It's been nice knowing you, Kali," Evan said, his huge head hanging low.


  "Come on," I said, grabbing his hand. "Let's go."


  I sprinted through the water and across to the other side, spying plenty of fish in the crystal clear water as we ran. This just might work.


  On the other side, I turned and immediately started a spell. Good old Fish Slaying.


  I pointed my palms to the water and fish in a ten foot radius floated to the top.


  The bear stopped midstream and feasted on the fresh food.


  "Good job," Evan yelled, getting the bear's attention.


  "Be quiet," I hissed. "Let's go before he gets mad at us or something."


  "You so smart, Kali. We so happy you help us."


  "Thank me later," I said.


  My whole body ached. With only two of twenty-four mana points available, if anything other than a medium-sized sloth came at us, we'd be in trouble.


  "Stop here," I said after we made it over a fallen tree.


  The trunk – nearly ten-feet high on its side– gave us good cover.


  "We’ll rest here," I said.


  "Kali, we should go. It's not safe here in the forest. Back to the path."


  "Not yet. I need to..." Don't go OOC. "...rest and refresh. Do you understand? No more magic."


  "Oh," Evan said, his head bobbing up and down.


  The ever-present smile on his face freaked me out. It was one of the reasons brownies only worked in humans' homes after everyone went to sleep at night.


  How do I know that? Is the game feeding me thoughts?


  Evan walked over as I sat on the ground with my back against the massive tree trunk.


  "Kali?"


  "Yes, Evan?"


  "I can help."


  "Oh, you can?"


  I smiled politely, nodding my head.


  "No, really, I can."


  "Don't give her the potions, bozo," Ewen boomed.


  Evan reached into a sack on his side and pulled out a potion.


  "I have potion to heal, a potion to restore you magic, and..." He smiled even wider. "A love potion."


  A notification informed me the potion would only work on someone with an intelligence score of forty or lower. I grinned, hoping to teach the brownies a lesson about love potions.


  
    You Learn a New Skill!


    Identify Magic Item - Basic Level 1 of 10

  


  This will be fun.


  "Do not drink it," Ewen warned as I put it to my mouth.


  A few drops of liquid came out, hitting my tongue with a sweet and sour taste.


  "Oh," I exclaimed, getting to my feet. "I love you, Evan. We must go to Thyananore, get married, and have fifteen children. You must go find a full-time job in the mines, of course, but you don't mind, do you?"


  Evan's eyes opened wide. The smile faded from his face.


  "I'm kidding," I said, chuckling. "Come here, you."


  He backed up as I tried to hug him.


  "Kali’s not funny," he said, crossing his arms over his chest.


  "I'm sorry. Can I please have a potion? We'll make better time. You want to go to Fishguard, right?"


  "You no want to marry me?"


  "She was faking, bozo," Ewen said, shaking his head.


  "Here," Evan said, handing me three tiny blue potions.


  "Each one will restore your magic completely. Is that enough?"


  The murky, oily substance smelled like spinach.


  "I hope it’ll be enough, and I really hope it tastes better than it smells."


  After quaffing one potion, I got a notification.


  
    You feel rejuvenated!


    Mana 24 (24)

  


  "That's better," I said, smiling.


  "We go now?" Evan asked.


  "Follow me."


  I headed back toward the path, skirting the black bear.


   


  



   


  ▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨


   


   


  



  Thirteen wolves, forty-five rabbits, two bears, six giant lizards, thirty-five badgers and two days later, we were nearing the southern edge of Shockly Forest. And I almost had enough experience for level two.


  Would I get more spells? Skill points? I had to find out what awaited me at level two. Not even Josh could convince me to leave the game until I found out. If I ever found him and Eric.


  I loved huge game worlds, but I hated adventuring solo. While I'd played Spells of Warcraft alone a few times, they were never as fun without Eric adventuring along with me.


  "You good on potions?" Evan asked.


  "Don't give her all our potions, bozo," Ewen scolded.


  I smiled, shaking my head at the NPC duo of the year. They would win awards when the game hit the market. After all the kills, I stopped and checked my stats.


  With twelve of twenty-four mana and all right health, I wasn't looking too bad. Still, one more potion wouldn't be bad to have handy.


  "I'll take one more," I said. "To keep handy."


  "Here you go," Evan said.


  "Let me pay you for these."


  Do I have gold?


  
    > Inventory


    


    
      	94gp



      	Elven Bow (Damaged)



      	10 Arrows



      	2 Loaves Elven Bread



      	Container of water x2



      	Normal Clothes


    

  


  I reached into my pouch and pulled out two gold coins.


  "Here you go. I wish I could give you more, but I need to equip myself for the journey ahead."


  "So do we," Evan said, grabbing a coin.


  "Be quiet, fool," Ewan hissed.


  He took his and stuffed it in a pouch on his side.


  "Your journey is almost over isn't it?"


  "Look." Ewen pointed down the path. "I see the edge of the forest. We can make it before sundown."


  "I want to stay in the forest one more day."


  "Why?" Evan asked. "You like killing innocent creatures?"


  It's for the experience points, I thought but said nothing.


  "Leave her alone," Ewen said. "She gave us money. We can stay one more day."


  "No, Evan is right. I need to find my friends."


  "I am not your friend?" Evan asked.


  "You're my friend, but these are the people in my adventuring party." I stepped forward. "Come on, you two. We need to get going."


  "The journey is ending," Evan said as sadly as possible for a brownie.


  As I stepped toward the light at the end of the path, I thought about all my adventures in the forest. They were fun – and so realistic – but I wanted to see Eric and even Josh.


  I'd become so immersed in the game, I needed something or someone to remind me of reality again. The brownies were cute and all, but they were sucking me deeper into the game.


  Their stories were so rich and detailed. A lot of work had gone into the Tower of Gates. But for what end? To get everyone in the world addicted to the game, their bodies frozen.


  Evan tugged at my arm, breaking me out of my thoughts.


  "Kali, look."


  I followed his arm to the edge of the forest."


  "What? I see nothing."


  "It's sunlight," he exclaimed, laughing hysterically.


  "Cut it out," Ewen said. "There’s gnolls in the area."


  They shouldn't be in this forest.


  Evan rushed forward, Ewen following close behind. I ran to catch up with them.


  When I emerged from the trees into the sunlight, I shielded my eyes. The dirt path widened as it continued toward the walls of a city in the far distance.


  "Thank you, Kali. We have it from here."


  
    Quest completed!


    You gain +500 experience points!

  


  Nice. Why no level gain?


  
    > Stats xp


    You have 2,995 experience.


    You need 5 experience to make it to level two.

  


   


  Come on. I sighed.


  One more rabbit won't hurt me.


  I heard an old man's voice. About a mile down the road, I saw a cart.


  Maybe that will be worth five experience points.


  Knowing Eric, he had already leveled up to three or four. I ran past Evan and Ewen as they trod toward the city. The sun wouldn't be in the sky much longer.


  When I neared the wagon, I heard the old man yelling.


  "Help. Someone help me. It's an emergency."


  I ran faster until I reached the cart and stopped.


  "What's wrong?" I asked the man.


  "Ugh, not an elf," he said, shaking his head. "What did I do to deserve this?"


  "What's wrong with elves?" I asked, putting a hand on my hip.


  "First it's a guy with goblin armor and now and elf coming out of the woods to trick me. I was trying to do good, but this man is a curse."


  "What man?" I asked.


  The rustic man with a long beard stood and scrambled to the back of his covered wagon. I walked around to the back as he unceremoniously tossed a man in armor to the ground.


  "Curse you."


  The man spat then got back into the cart. I heard moans from the ground.


  "Hey, that's no way to treat an injured man," I said, walking back to the front of the wagon.


  "Yeah? What are you going to do about it, elf?"


  "I'm a powerful mage," I lied, raising my hands. "Do not go anywhere until I attend to this man."


  Evan and Ewen caught up.


  "What's going on?" my favorite of the two said.


  "Shut your trap, bozo. We're on our way."


  "Don't treat Evan that way," I snapped. "I need a potion for this wounded man."


  "Him? I have no potion for him."


  "Why not? He's my friend."


  "He is the one you adventure with?"


  I realized the wounded man in armor might be Eric or Josh.


  "Yes. Please help him with a potion, Evan. I'll give you more gold."


  Evan walked over, still grinning, and peered at the man in armor.


  I turned to the old man in the cart.


  "Don't go anywhere. We may need a ride to the city."


  "I'm not giving a ride to an elf and two brownies."


  "Evan, give the driver of the cart the special potion, okay?"


  The brownie tilted his head as he stared at me.


  "Special potion?"


  "You know, the one you love."


  "Oh," he said. "Yeah, yeah. Let me get it."


  The man in the cart leaned forward.


  "A magic potion? What's it do?"


  "It'll make you feel ten years younger," I lied.


  "Let me have it,” the man said.


  Evan handed it to him as the man in armor groaned. When the old man tipped the vial up and drank the contents, I stepped in his line of vision.


  His eyes widened and his mouth drooped open.


  "You're so beautiful," he said.


  Evan cackled with laughter. Ewen rolled his eyes.


  "Keep the wagon here," I commanded.


  "Yes, ma'am. I'll do anything for you."


  I rolled my eyes then turned my attention to the wounded warrior.


  Eric? Or Josh? Why does it matter?


  "Come on, Evan. We need to heal this man."


  The brownie walked back over and shook his head.


  "What's wrong now?" I asked.


  "You want the bad news or the worse news?"


  I sighed. For a game, I wasn't having much fun.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 6 ::::>


   


   


   


  Magi Inyontoo and his Father


   


   


  JOSH


   


   


  As I rode toward the long line of covered wagons, my thoughts turned to Sarah. I bet she's in that caravan. This crazy game would never start us so far apart.


  When I saw three men dressed in armor with shiny swords and shields clamor out of the back of a wagon, I pulled back the reins and stopped the horse.


  "Whoa," I said in a soothing voice.


  This can't be good.


  A man screamed something I didn't understand and raised his blade into the air. Crap. They’ll kill me. Serves me right.


  The knight charged forward, but he only made it three steps before a fireball came searing through the air and hit him directly. Chunks of metal armor flew into the air.


  Screams continued as more armored warriors appeared, forming a line. I glanced to the right and saw the source of the fireball, some dude in a black, hooded robe.


  Cool, I thought as lightning bolts shot out of his hands, causing several of the knights to fall to the ground, shaking uncontrollably.


  Don't tase me, brah.


  I laughed at my joke as I watched the warriors who would battle me flee in every direction. The dude in a robe finished them off one after one.


  The fireworks shooting from his hands were spectacular. I should've picked a mage. No wonder Sarah did. Thoughts of her brought me back to reality.


  Screw this stupid game. I'll wait until the guy in the robe is done killing the others, then I'll take him out with this new sword I got. Maybe it's magic or something.


  Blood pumped through my veins faster as I prepared myself for battle. Should I go into another one of those rage things? Not unless it looks like I'm losing.


  The screams of the last knight faded as the man in black robes turned to face me. Bring it on, dude. I spurred the horse and rode toward him with my sword brandished.


  All I need is one good hit. That's it. Come on...


  I rode into battle like a movie star. When I made it to the first wagon, I brought my sword down on a distracted knight. He screamed as my blade clanked against his helmet.


  He whirled around.


  "What are you doing? Help us."


  "I'm one of the bad guys, dude."


  As he tilted his head to the side in confusion, I brought my sword up again. This time, I stabbed him in the neck, piercing through his armor.


  
    Your stab INJURES the Paladin of Fish Trainee for 11 damage.


    The Paladin of Fish Trainee is dead!


    You gain +100 experience points!


    Only 152 experience needed for next level.

  


  The bad guy in the robe will help me now, I thought as I guided the horse around the cart to look for any survivors of the fireball. Men groaned on the ground, their flesh charred and burnt.


  Maybe I should kill another couple. Do I win the game when I get to the next level? Maybe that's how I get to find Sarah in this crazy world. Might as well try to do something. No sense in going soft.


  I maneuvered the horse toward a man on his knees struggling to stand. With a quick slash of my sword, he fell down in a heap of armor and flesh.


  


  
    Your slash HITS the Paladin of Fish Trainee for 10 damage.


    The Paladin of Fish Trainee is dead!


    You gain +100 experience points!


    Only 52 experience needed for next level.

  


  This is kind of addictive, I admitted to myself as I looked for another Paladin of Fish.


  
    Your stab INJURES the Paladin of Fish Trainee for 13 damage.


    The Paladin of Fish Trainee is dead!


    You gain +100 experience points!


    You are now level two! You need to find a trainer.

  


  Trainer? I don't have time for no stinking trainer.


  Even a little exertion had me tired.


  Why do I feel so bad?


  I led the horse back around the line of wagons. The other knights were burnt to a crisp or otherwise deceased. A laugh caught my attention, and I turned.


  The man in the black robes walked toward me.


  Please don't shoot fire at me.


  He stopped a few hundred feet away.


  "Well, dumb orc, you going to come and get me?"


  That's it. I've had enough of this chump.


  The wizard guy didn't move as I rushed toward him. Halfway there, the horse stopped in fear and lifted on its back legs, sending me to the ground.


  Ouch, that hurt.


  
    You take 2 damage from falling off the horse.


    Warning. You have 2 health remaining.

  


  That doesn't sound good.


  I sat up, unable to get to my feet. All the strength had been sucked from my body. The robed man approached.


  
    Caution! PVP Enabled by [PC] Magi Inyontoo

  


  PVP? What the heck is that?


  "What do you want?" I asked. "Can you tell me where I can find Sarah?"


  "I'll find her soon enough," the man said.


  "Great. Can you help me up? I'm not feeling well."


  "You make a great stupid orc."


  He laughed while looming over me.


  "Who are you?"


  "My name is Magi Inyontoo. You killed my father. Prepare to die."


  "What?"


  "You heard me."


  "I did, but you're not making any sense."


  "Don't you watch old movies?"


  "Wait...You're not part of the game?"


  Magi Inyontoo laughed.


  "I'm part of the game alright."


  "Can you tell me where I can find Sarah?"


  "Why would I do that when I'm hunting for her too?"


  "You're hunting for her? Why?"


  "Stupid orc. To kill her, of course."


  He laughed maniacally.


  I flew into a barbarian rage.


  
    Skill Activated


    You go into a barbarian rage. At level one, you get one extra attack per round with a +50% damage modifier.

  


  "Silly barbarian. You think that’ll work on me?"


  "Aargh," I screamed, rushing forward while wildly swinging my sword.


  He nimbly stepped aside, still laughing. Anger built up to intolerable levels as I swung at him.


  
    Your slash misses [PC] Magi Inyontoo.


    Your slash misses [PC] Magi Inyontoo.

  


  "Enough playing around," he said.



  I ran toward him as he danced and chanted.


  A bolt of energy shot out of his palms. Still in a barbarian rage, I rushed forward unconcerned. Physics happened as the golden beam hit me square in the chest. It knocked me to the ground.


  
    [PC] Magi Inyontoo's Golden Bolts DEVASTATE you for 42 damage.


    You are dead.

  


   Everything faded to black.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 7 ::::>


   


   


   


  Quest: Join Party is ... Successful?


   


   


  ERIC


   


  I looked up and saw an elf and two creatures with oversized heads and small bodies.


  "Sarah?" I asked.


  
    OOC Penalty: -10%  xp next encounter

  


  "Eric, is that you?"


  I nodded my head.


  "Stupid rats poisoned me..."


  "I have a potion that will keep you alive, but we need to get to the city to take care of the poison. Can you get back in the cart?"


  As in the real world, I couldn't move the lower part of my body.


  "I'm too weak."


  "Help me get him in the wagon, you two," Sarah said. 


  They lifted me into the back of the covered wagon I'd been riding on for days. Would I get kicked out of the game if I died? Respawn? I didn't want to find out.


  "Get us to the city," Sarah yelled to the driver.


  "I can't," the farmer said. "This is all too much."


  "Here's some gold," she said then muttered something about brownie potions not lasting long.


  I struggled to sit up, but fell back to the wooden floor of the cart.


  This sucks so bad. Pain in a game is not fun.


  "Ya-ya," the farmer shouted.


  The cart pulled forward, bouncing me up and down.


  "Are you okay? I think we have a minute or two out of character,” Sarah said.


  "Where's Josh?" I asked.


  "I don't know yet. Have you noticed there's not a quit option in the menu anywhere?"


  "What? You're kidding."


  "No, I'm not. Did you know about this, Eric?"


  "Why would you say that about me?"


  Sweat poured down my face.


  "Hey, we should try to join our party."


  "Now?"


  "We've got a while until we get to the city."


  "Fine..."


  
    You have joined a party with Kali Tracaryn.


     


    Quest: Join Your Party completed!


     


    You receive 1,000 xp!


     


    -10% penalty = +900 xp


     


    You need 475 xp for next level.


     


    Tip: Be careful who you allow into your party. Your decisions will affect your progress through the game. Wait and choose wisely…

  


  "Why did the quest complete?" I asked.


  "Because we joined our party?"


  "Yeah, but what about Josh? Shouldn't the quest not complete until he joins?"


  The smile fell from her face as panic swept in.


  "Do you think he's dead? What happens when you die in this game, Eric?" She paused then groaned. "Another xp penalty. I hate this game."


  "We should stop talking out of character as much as possible."


  "I know, but it's hard."


  Her upper lip stiffened. She never showed any emotions.


  "We have five minutes now. I don't know what's happening, Sarah. I swear to you."


  She nodded.


  "You believe me, right?"


  Another nod of her beautiful elven head.


  I sighed, the constant pain driving me wild as the poison coursed through my system.


  "We should try to clear this level. I bet we can get out of the game once we beat the beginner level."


  "How do we know, Eric?"


  "We don't, but what else should we do?"


  "I've been thinking about letting a monster kill me. Maybe that's the way to quit."


  "Don't do that," I said, sitting up.


  The cart hit a bump, sending me a few inches in the air.


  "Careful," Sarah hissed at the old man in front.


  "Whoa," came the reply.


  The cart stopped.


  "What are you doing?" Sarah hissed. "We're in a hurry."


  I saw the farmer turn around. He shook his head.


  "Gold or no gold, you’ll have to go."


  "No," Sarah insisted. "It's just me and him. The brownies are walking to the city."


  The farmer sighed, eyeing us both.


  "First it's him in the antique hobgoblin armor. Then you and two brownies show up. I can't risk my life."


  "Why would you be risking your life?"


  The farmer laughed then shook his head.


  "You're something else, elf. Have you been in the forest so long you don't know how the world works?"


  "I know how it works well enough," she said.


  "Please," I gasped. "This pain is intolerable."


  "Here's five more gold," she said, throwing the coins at him. "That's worth a bit more of your time."


  "Fine," the farmer relented.


  The cart lurched forward, jostling me.


  "Are you okay?" she asked me.


  "I'm more worried about Josh."


  She frowned.


  "One problem at a time, okay?"


  "I'm sorry about all this..."


  My voice trailed off.


  "Don't worry about it now. We can talk later."


  "I don't want you to think I did this on purpose."


  She stared into my eyes. Neither of us looked away.


  "We're fine. I'm just worried about being in this game too long."


  "Did I forget to mention the time dilation?"


  "You might have. Everything has been so crazy since we started."


  "Right? This world is amazing."


  "Except for the rats, huh?"


  She smiled. I did too – until it hurt too much.


  "We'll be there soon," she said. "I can smell the city and see where it got its name."


  "I noticed the smell," I said, wishing the pain would stop.


  "Hang in there."


  She put her hand on my shoulder. The gesture calmed me.


  I closed my eyes, drifting off.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨


   


   


  When I opened my eyes, I felt Sarah helping me out of the back of the cart. Or, better put, she was trying to lift my body with her delicate elven limbs.


  "I got it," I said.


  When I dropped off the wagon, I tumbled to the ground.


  "Hold on," Sarah said. "We're at the healer."


  She walked away. When she did, the cart took off, leaving me on the side of the dirt path that served as a street. I glanced over and saw Sarah walking toward a two-story adobe building.


  Instead of checking my health again, I closed my eyes, trying to save up my energy. The people and carts moving nearby didn't help. Why is this all going so horribly?


  "They're closed," Sarah said.


  I detected a distinct tone of worry in her voice.


  "Closed?"


  "I know, right?"


  She glanced up and down the street.


  "Help me up," I said, struggling to sit up.


  "No, hold on. Let me think of something. Maybe I can go buy a potion or find a healer in a tavern."


  "Did I hear you say you're in need of a healer?" a man asked as he walked over.


  I glanced up and saw a human man with a pot belly. He wore robes with a simple fish symbol on them.


  "Who are you?" Sarah asked him.


  He put his hands together and bowed, showing the top of his balding head.


  "I am Benji Bigelow, faithful servant of the Order of Fish."


  "My friend is poisoned. Can you help him?"


  "Can I ask a question first?"


  "Sure," I said. "But hurry."


  "Would you allow me to join your adventuring party?"


  I tilted my head and stared at him.


  
    [NPC] – Benji Bigelow


     


    This middle-aged man has a pot belly and radiant face. Something about him makes you want to trust him and question him at the same time. That's all you can tell about him.

  


  "He's not a..."


  "Don't say it," Sarah said. "I can see too."


  Benji tilted his head slightly and stared at us in confusion.


  "You can't join our party, but we'd love to hire you for your services."


  "Just this one-off deal, or can I..."


  "Please," I gasped. "This hurts."


  "Oh, yes, of course. Stand back."


  With much flourish, he shook his arms, his ill-fitting robes swaying in the wind.


  I stared as he moved his hands, chanting in an unknown language.


  
    The poison in your system is gone.


    You are now at 12(12) Health.

  


  "Wow," I said, standing up. "That feels better. If I never see another giant rat again, I'll be a happy man. Thank you so much."


  "Not a problem. A giant rat, was it?" Benji asked, nodding his head solemnly. "They're the worst. I've become good at slaying them with my prayers and my handy mace."


  He produced a rod with a big, spiked metal piece at the end from within his robes.


  "Nice," I said. "Thanks again."


  "How much do we owe you?"


  "I'll tell you what," Benji replied. "If you let me join your party, there's no cost for this."


  Why is he so interested in joining our party?


  "You can come with us," Sarah said. "But I don't know about joining the party yet. We'll hire you."


  "A job as a hireling would be nice. I've been trapped in Fishguard way too long."


  "Trapped here? You can't leave?"


  "I could, but why go solo in such a dangerous world?"


  "You talk strange," Sarah said.


  "Forgive my companion," I said, holding out my hand. "We'd love to hire you."


  "About what I would expect from a hooty-tooty elf," he said then shook my hand.


  I smiled. Sarah turned up her nose.


  While I kept thinking her of Sarah in my mind, I realized I'd have to call her Kali in the game. Did we even know each other in the game world? I wondered.


  "I'm Drex of Harrisburg," I said, holding out my hand.


  Benji smiled and shook it enthusiastically.


  "And this is our mage..."


  "Kali," Sarah interrupted, saving me.


  "Nice to meet you both," Benji said. "It's late. We should get some rooms. I'll show you around the city in the morning, and you can buy whatever you need."


  "We should get a map," I offered. "To see what we're working with."


  "That's possible," Benji said. "I'm at your service."


  The three of us walked a few blocks until we came to the Half-Full House, a two-story brick and timber building. Inside, a long shelf of bottles stood behind a carved bar.


  Benji did all the talking, getting us a great deal on a room. With only one vacancy, we had to share, but three rough beds gave us our own sleeping spot for the night.


  I kept wanting to have an OOC chat with Sarah, but the opportunity never came up. We were all exhausted and turned in as soon as we got the room.


  After all the action, pain and adventure of the last few days, I fell asleep right away. My dreams were filled with a blend of the real world and game world.


  Strange, and a bit unsettling.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 8 ::::>


   


  



   


  Take as Many Maps as You Want


   


   


  SARAH


   


  When I opened my eyes, faint images of dreams slipped away. I checked to find out about getting a trainer for my next level.


  
    > Help trainers leveling


    As a first-level mage, advancing to second level is relatively easy. You will need to go to a nearby library and read a book. The more levels you increase, the more difficult it will become to find an adequate trainer or source of information to get to the next level.


    Would you like the name of the closest library in [FISHGUARD]?


    > Yes


    In Fishguard, the only library is a rundown shack on the edge of town – outside the city walls. Ruffians, bandits, and worse roamed the local wilderness. The nearest library of quality is to the West in Mednia.

  


  Could be worse. Going to read a book will be worth whatever gains I make.


  
    > Help skill points


    On this level of the Tower of Gates, you learn skills by using them. Occasionally, as you're using a skill, you will improve. On rarer occasions, when you're trying something new, you may gain a new skill.

  


  Ooh. I like.


  The game drew me in with the dangerous, dark power of a black hole.


  Eric rustled in his bed next to mine then sat up, breaking me out of my thoughts. Sunlight streamed in through the clear glass of our second-floor room.


  "Good morning, sleepy-head."


  "You been up long?" he asked.


  "No."


  I watched as he yawned and stretched.


  "You should see your body."


  "My body? Oh, my avatar. Yeah. How do I look?"


  I giggled.


  "Old."


  "How old?"


  "Ancient?"


  "I don't feel that old."


  "You look twenty-seven or twenty-eight at least."


  Age is so relative.


  He grinned then rolled out of his bed and stood.


  Benji, near the window, snored away in bliss.


  "Should we wake him or leave him here?" Eric asked.


  "I like him. Don't be mean."


  "He seems harmless enough, but there's something about him."


  "You say that about everyone in every game we've ever played together."


  "Well, it's true. You never know a person's real intentions...especially here."


  I hoped he hadn't got an OOC penalty. When he didn't keep talking out of character, I figured we were lucky. While I had reached second level, we didn’t understand how to get back to the Tower of Gates. And even when we did, we couldn’t be sure we would escape.


  Dread creeped into my mind, but I pushed it back and got out of bed. The bodily functions in the game only led to its authenticity. It would be so easy to forget the real world.


  "Let's get ready for the day and let him sleep," Eric said.


  "Fine with me."


  "You can wash up first. I'll go find us some food and whatever passes for a morning beverage in this world."


  "Are you saying I'm a stinking elf?"


  He laughed and shook his head.


  When he left the room, closing the sturdy wooden door behind him, I went to see if the world had invented indoor plumbing. Unfortunately, they hadn't.


  Two days in the forest on adventures getting to Fishguard had left their toll. Maybe they had a bathhouse out in the city. I'll ask the innkeeper downstairs.


  I glanced over at Benji, his belly lifting the blanket. Content snores filtered into the air rhythmically. Like the other NPCs I'd run into, he acted so genuine.


  The details in the Tower of Gates game were amazing. I had to give props to that aspect even if I hated being trapped in the game.


  Benji snorted then sat up, a look of terror on his face.


  "Are you okay?" I asked.


  He glanced around the room, eyes wide open, breaths coming fast and uneven.


  The door to the room opened and Eric walked in.


  "What's wrong?" he asked.


  "Benji had a bad dream? That's so...odd?"


  "Right?"


  Eric shut the door and walked over to the nearest bed.


  "This is the best I could find, a loaf of bread, some honey, and a pitcher of water."


  "I'm so hungry," I admitted. "We need to buy so much today. How much gold do you have left? I gave so much to that stupid farmer who ran away."


  "I'm okay, don't worry," Benji said as he got out of bed.


  Eric tore off a piece of the bread and said, "Come eat with us. You must have had a bad dream."


  "Yeah, that's it," he said.


  I accepted a piece of the bread from Eric then dipped it into the bowl of honey. Would I be able to buy elven food in Fishguard? I doubted it. Maybe smoked herring? Yuck.


  "We need a lot of equipment," Eric said to Benji as the cleric ate a piece of our loaf. "Including magical items. Will that be a problem?"


  "Not at all, master."


  "You don't have to call me master."


  "Well, you won't let me join your party."


  I wonder why he's so intent on joining our party.


  "Maybe later," I said. "We need to pool our money first."


  I dumped my pouch of gold on the bed.


  "That's..."


  "Eighty-five imperial gold coins of the finest quality," Benji said.


  "How do you know?"


  "Count them, but I have a lot of experience with gold coins."


  "Yeah?" Eric asked, staring at him.


  "For the coffers at the Church of the Order of Fish here in the city."


  "That makes sense," I said. "How much do you two have?"


  "Unfortunately, I'm low on funds currently."


  "Don't they pay you?" Eric asked.


  "They do, but...it's a long story. I'll not bore you."


  "Good," Eric said.


  I reached over and pushed his arm.


  "Cut it out you two. How much gold, Eric?"


  He tossed a pouch onto the bed.


  "That's a hundred and eighty gold," Eric said. "Should be anyway."


  Benji and him locked eyes.


  "So, altogether, that's two-hundred and sixty-five gold. Do you need that armor as a rogue?"


  "This is family armor," Eric said. "It's special, and I'm not selling it."


  "Fine," I said, lifting my hands in the air. "Oh, that reminds me, I need to go to find a book outside of town to...um, increase my learning and take it to the next level."


  Benji stared at me but said nothing.


  "We can do that after we go shopping, right?"


  "Sure," I said then finished my food.


  A day of adventure in a new city awaited.


   


   


  



  ▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨▧▨



   


  



   


  Outside the inn, the city met us in all her miserable glory. Humans made of the bulk of people walking around, but I noted a few other elves, gnomes and even a nasty looking half-orc.


  Josh? I wondered as the warrior passed.


  "This way," Benji said. "We'll stop of Mystra's Magical Motion Potions."


  Eric laughed.


  "What was that name?" he asked.


  "Try saying that three times fast," I said then smiled. "Show us the way, Benji."


  Our new friend stepped into the street with Eric and I close behind. After the people, the smells of the city stood out the most, especially the fish. As a port-city, I saw seafood wherever I looked.


  Why would the makers of the game go through so much trouble to make it real? Did they expect to win awards or something from the authentic fish smells? They would if they entered a competition.


  "Right this way," Benji called over his shoulder.


  I watched his white, grey and mud colored robes swing back and forth as he confidently navigated the city. Three blocks away, he stopped in front of a wooden shack in disrepair.


  "This is the place?” I asked. “Can we trust it?"


  "You don’t have a lot of coins, right? Unless you're holding out on me?"


  "Fine," I said.


  I walked past him and opened the flimsy door to the shack, almost pulling it off the hinges.


  "Careful," I called out to the others as I stepped into the darkness.


  Barely any light penetrated the inside. A woman with wild, frizzy hair sat on a high stool behind a counter. Vials, bottles and other mystical items adorned shelves on all the walls.


  "Can I help you?" the woman asked, her voice scratchy and deep.


  "Yes,” I said. “We’re in need of potions.”


  The woman ignored me completely.


  "Benji," she called out when she noticed him. "Good to see you, old man."


  "Good to see you," he said. "My friends here are on a budget, but they want protection for traveling outside the city walls."


  "You know that's what I do best."


  She cackled with laughter, her gray and white hair bouncing.


  "Pick out what you want. I'll give you the usual discount."


  "Hold on a minute," Eric said. "You two know each other?"


  "What?" Benji asked, attempting to look innocent.


  "You heard me. It wouldn’t be smart to try to rip us off."


  I looked from Eric to Benji. The latter frowned, his chin dropping to his chest.


  "All I want to do is join your party," he said.


  "Why would we want a thieving cleric in our party of adventurers?" Eric asked.


  "Calm down, Drex. No need to go crazy. Let's buy what we need and go on our way." I turned to the woman. "Do you have healing potions?"


  "Of course," she said, not getting down off her stool.


  "And something to cure poison,” Eric said.


  "I can help you two too," Benji offered. "I'm a powerful cleric who can heal.”


  While I couldn't determine his true class or level, I doubted he was high-level. The fact he wanted to join up with us told me everything I needed to know. Still, we needed help.


  “You can come with us,” I said.


  Eric glanced at me with a scowl.


  "I'll get the potions," Benji said.


  After he walked away, I stepped over to Eric.


  "We shouldn't spend everything in here. Technically, I have more money than you. Or are we grouping our money?"


  "Is there something you want to buy?" I asked.


  "Maybe."


  "Like what?"


  "Oh, I don't know. We've not gone to any other shops yet."


  "Here we go," Benji said, setting five vials down on the counter. "This should be enough healing to get us the thirty miles outside of town to get your stupid book."


  "It's not a stupid book," I said.


  "Most books are stupid," Eric said.


  Why is he defending an NPC over me?


  "And a remove poison too. Make it three," Benji said.


  The woman plopped down from her stool and reached under the counter. She placed a big bottle down.


  "Will one big potion work? I don't have smaller sizes."


  "Fine," I said, wanting to get out of the city and away from its smells. "How much?"


  "That will be three hundred gold."


  "What? You're kidding, right?"


  The woman flinched backward.


  "We know they're worth a hundred gold at the most," Eric said, stepping forward. "We'll give you eighty, and you'll be happy about it."


  "Ninety," the woman said.


  "Seventy," Eric countered.


  "We'll pay you eighty gold," I said, digging the coins out of a pouch at my side.


  I wanted to get it over with and move on.


  "No," Eric said.


  I sighed.


  "Let's pay it and go, okay?"


  "Bargaining to save ten gold might save us later in the game."


  "I'm sure we’ll find more gold. We are adventurers."


  "We'd be a band of three if you allowed me to join your party," Benji said.


  I continued staring at Eric.


  “Will you trust me for once?” I asked. “Please?"


  He raised his hands in the air and backed away from the counter. I turned to the woman.


  "Thank you," I said. "Here's the eighty gold."


  "Come again,” she said.


  "Let's get out of here," Eric said, moving toward the door.


  After scooping up the potions and placing them in a larger sack on my side, I followed him and Benji outside.


  
    New Items!


     


    You have added the following to your inventory:


     


    
      	Five [5] vials of Good Berserkers' Lotion - Heals 3 to 30 health


      	One [1] large bottle of Remove Poison - Removes poison from your body. Three doses.

    

  


  The limited buffs would have to do until I leveled up and had a better idea of what we needed to survive in the game. At least until we quit. I hadn’t found the quit button, but it was okay.


  "Where next?" I asked as we stood in front of the shack.


  "The cartographer," Benji said.


  "We definitely need a map," Eric added. "Lead the way."


  Benji walked down the side-street back to the crowded main street. People gave him a wide berth as he passed. I wasn't sure if it was his stench or his reputation, but I told myself to keep an eye on him.


  A few blocks over, toward the docks, Benji opened the door of a sturdy and clean brick building.


  "Thank you," I said, walking past him and inside.


  Maps covered all the walls inside, ranging from full-color affairs to black and white masterpieces. I glanced around in awe as the other two walked inside the shop.


  "Can I help you?" a snooty man in fine clothes asked as he walked over. "Oh, it's you."


  He turned up his nose at the sight of Benji.


  Does the whole city know this guy? Is that good or bad?


  "We need a map," Benji said. "I don't want any trouble."


  "No one wants trouble, but it never has a problem finding you, does it?"


  The man shook his head.


  "Do you two know each other too?" Eric asked.


  "Yes, we do,” the shopkeeper said. “But it's none of your concern, I'm sure."


  "No need to get nasty,” Eric said.


  "We want to buy a map," I said to the man. "How much for that one on the wall of the whole world?"


  Even his laugh was haughty.


  "You could never afford such a map. It's twenty-five hundred gold pieces."


  "What? Are you insane?" Eric asked.


  "I assure you I'm not insane."


  "Do you have anything cheaper?" I asked.


  "Well, we have free maps by a local artist, but the quality is questionable. Take as many maps as you want."


  "Are they accurate?" Eric asked.


  The man laughed again.


  "You'll find them over there in a pile by the door. Please take one or all of them on your way out."


  "Listen..." Eric said.


  "We're leaving," I interrupted, putting my hand on his arm. "Let's go."


  Our eyes met briefly. He backed down.


  Benji stooped over near the door and picked up a few sheets of parchment.


  "These will be fine," I said, trying to assure myself as much as Eric.


  "I hope so. We're already off to such a bad start. I mean, we don't even know..." He paused. "Why we're here or what we're supposed to do."


  "We're here to adventure," Benji said, opening the door.


  The three of us walked outside into the sunshine. A bright new day awaited us. I hoped for adventure but not more than we could handle.


  "Let's go get this book," I said. "Then we can decide what to do next."


  Eric took a map from Benji. I did too.


  "Shouldn't we buy more supplies?" Benji asked.


  "I want to get the book first,” I said. “Maybe I'll learn something that can help us. Or we’ll find our friend."


  “Your friend,” Eric said.


  I rolled my eyes then waved my arm.


  "Lead the way, Benji Bigelow.”


  "With pleasure," our hireling cleric said.


  He hadn't asked for any payment yet, but I expected it at any moment. Something in the back of my mind told me not to trust him completely. Not him or anything in the game. Instincts?


  Only time would tell.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 9 ::::>


   


   


  Can we negotiate my payment now?


   


   


  ERIC


   


  I looked at my map then glanced at the one in Benji's hands.


  "Guys, I see a problem."


  "What?" Sarah asked.


  "Look here." 


  I pointed to Fishguard on Benji's version of the map.


  "Yeah? So?"


  "Look on my map. Fishguard is in an entirely different location."


  "Oh, I see," she said.


  Benji folded up his map and tucked it away somewhere inside his robes.


  "Don't worry about it, guys. I know my way around the realms."


  “That’s great,” I said as I put my map away. “We’ll pay you handsomely.”


  "Oh, you’ll let me join your party?"


  "No," Sarah said. "Quit asking."


  "We haven't discussed my fee for being your hireling either."


  "Can we get to that later?" I asked. "We need to find this book-seller outside of town."


  "I know exactly where it is currently," Benji said.


  "What do you mean currently?" Sarah asked.


  "They move the books around because there are some forbidden texts among them."


  "Like a medieval bookmobile?" I asked, chucking.


  
    OOC Penalty: -10% xp next encounter

  


  "Cut it out," Sarah snapped.


  “Hold on Benji,” I said, motioning for Sarah to follow me.


  I stepped away. She sighed but followed.


  “What?”


  "I wanted to go OOC on purpose, okay? We need to keep our eyes open. This game has been throwing a lot of trouble our way since the beginning, and it’s odd he keeps asking to join our party."


  “Right? I thought it was me maybe, but it doesn’t seem natural.”


  “Yeah, I noticed it too,” I said.


  I put my hand on her arm.


  “We’ll be okay if we stick together and don't go crazy,” I said. “We'll figure out our main quest soon and clear the level."


  "But what if..."


  Her voice trailed off.


  "What?" I asked.


  "Nothing. Forget it."


  "Tell me, Sarah. We don't have much OOC time left."


  "I'm worried about Josh."


  "We'll find him. I promise."


  "Benji is looking at us strange,” she said, peering over my shoulder.


  "He's a weird one. I keep getting feelings about him, but I'm not sure if they're good or bad."


  "Are you two ready?" Benji called out.


  "Yeah, hold on," I said then lowered my voice. "Are we good?"


  "We're good," she said.


  I squeezed her arm gently before letting go.


  Both of us walked back over to Benji.


  "Lead the way," I said.


  "It's outside the city walls," Sarah said.


  “Not anymore,” the cleric said. “They moved it about twenty miles to the north.”


  "You know where it is, though, right?" I asked.


  "Sure, master boss-man."


  "Quit throwing random titles on me. I'm Drex. That’s it."


  Benji turned and walked toward the city gates without another word. Sarah and I followed close behind, keeping our eyes on him.


  "Wait," I said, grabbing his shoulder. "We need to walk twenty miles?"


  "No, of course not. You have money left, right? We’ll buy a used cart."


  "Can we afford one?" Sarah asked.


  Benji bobbed his head back and forth and smiled.


  "Not a good one," he said.


  We walked a few more minutes in silence, passing through the massive city gates. On the road leading out of town, we veered to the left and headed toward a farmhouse.


  "I hope he knows what he's doing," I muttered.


  "Has he failed us yet?" Sarah asked.


  "No, but he might."


  "I heard that," Benji called over his shoulder as he walked in front of us.


  As we approached the farmhouse, a man in tattered clothes stepped out of the front door.


  "Ello," Benji called out in his hypnotic and charismatic voice.


  "What do you want?" the man asked.


  I stopped and pulled my sword as I saw him raise a knife.


  "Hold on," Benji said, lifting his hands in the air. " We're here to buy a horse and cart."


  "You owe me money," the man said, still brandishing the knife.


  "My new employers will pay that and the cost of your worst horse and wagon."


  "Hold on," I said, stepping forward.


  The man thrust, stabbing the air with the rusted blade.


  "How much does he owe you?" Sarah asked, also walking forward.


  "Stay away, elf. Don't bewitch me."


  The man stumbled backward.


  Sarah shook her head.


  “Really?” she asked.


  "How much does Benji owe you?" I asked as I sheathed my sword and lifted my hands in the air.


  "Thirteen silver, plus interest,” the man said, still holding his knife.


  "Okay, and how much for a decent horse and wagon?"


  "I ain't got no more horses since the famine, but I have a mule. That and the cart would be thirty gold."


  "No way," I said. "We'll give you twenty."


  "Twenty-five and it's yours."


  "And you'll forgive Benji's debt?"


  "Sure.” The man smiled. “What debt?"


  
    You have learned a new skill.


    Bargaining – Basic Level 1 of 10


    You know how to haggle fairly well

  


  "Thank you," Benji said.


  "Go get us the cart and mule,” I said. “We'll get your gold ready."


  "I'm throwing a curse on it," Sarah said.


  The man's eyes widened in fear.


  I sighed.


  "Come on, Kali. Take it back."


  She laughed.


  "I'm kidding, I'm kidding..."


  The man turned and walked around the house to a barn in back.


  "You're getting on my nerves now," I told her.


  "Do you two ever do anything but argue?" Benji asked.


  Both of us looked at him.


  "You brought us here to pay off your debts, didn’t you?” I asked.


  "Two birds, one stone, you know the deal."


  He smiled, looking smug and humble at the same time.


  "We still haven't worked out my payment,” he said.


  "Can we do it later? We've got to get this book. I want to get it and be back to the city before sundown."


  I wanted to test how committed he would be to our party.


  Benji nodded, lips pursed tightly together. We left in the cart, heading north of Fishguard.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  Four bumpy hours later, we arrived at a remote encampment on the plains north of the city.


  "Whoa," Benji said, pulling back on the reins.


  Our faithful horse stopped.


  "This is it?" I asked him, looking at the dozen tents pitched in a circle.


  "I'm sure of it."


  "Stay here," Kali said as she climbed out the back of the wagon.


  I hopped down from the front and walked around to intercept her.


  "You can't go alone."


  "I don't need you to protect me here."


  "What's going on with you? You're acting weird."


  "It's you, Eric. You're treating me like...I don't know, but I don't like it."


  Her furrowed brow and squinted eyes concerned me. I knew her angry-look well.


  "Fine." I raised my hands in the air and stepped back. "But I don't like it."


  She walked around me and approached the tents. A man in red robes outlined with gold stepped out and waved at her as she approached.


  Okay, she needs to level up on her own. I get it, but still...


  "We're on schedule, don't worry," Benji said as he walked over.


  "Good. I want to get back to Fishguard before the sun goes down."


  "That shouldn't be a problem."


  We waited a few minutes. Instead of checking my stats, I watched Benji pace back and forth as if having an intense conversation with himself.


  What's that all about? I wondered.


  Sarah walked out, breaking me out of my thoughts.


  "Let's go," she said. 


  "You get the book?"


  She smiled and nodded.


  "This is a cool game. Except for trapping us in here and everything."


  "Argh," I groaned.


  "Game?" Benji asked, one eyebrow raised.


  "Stupid magic stuff," I said, glaring at Sarah.


  She frowned.


  "It's fine," I said. "But we need more levels, so try to not mention the unmentionables?"


  "Levels?" Benji asked, this time raising his other brow..


  "Don't worry about it," I said. "Turn the cart around."


  "This is the most stubborn mule," Benji said. 


  A young boy screamed. 


  I pulled my sword and scanned the immediate area. Three dog-like creatures were chasing a boy toward us. I noticed leather armor strapped to them. Hyenas.


  
    Your Monster Lore Skill Has Increased!


    Monster Lore Basic Level 2 of 10

  


  "Hyenas," Benji yelled as he pulled out his mace.


  "Battle formation," I said. "Let's save that boy."


  Sarah moved her arms while swinging her body around and singing. A moment later, golden bolts of energy shot out of the palms of her hands, striking a hyena.


  "Attack," I screamed, rushing forward.


  The boy darted to the left, narrowly escaping. 


  I struck the one damaged by Sarah's magic bolts.


  
    Your slash HITS the hyena for 9 damage.


    The hyena is dead!


    You receive 400xp divided by two party members.


    You get 200xp (-10% penalty) = 180xp

  


  Why xp for just one kill? This game changes so much. 


  Benji struck one of the nasty beasts on the snout with his mace, causing it to yelp.


  "That's not very funny, is it?" he asked. 


  I ran forward and brought my sword down.


  
    Your pierce GRAZES the hyena for 5 damage

  


  The hyena snarled, turned, and lunged at me.


  
    The hyena misses you.

  


  Benji connected again with the other. I delivered a killing thrust.


  
    Your thrust HITS the hyena for 8 damage.


    The hyena is dead.


    You get 400xp divided by two party members.


    You get +200 xp

  


  I turned to see the last one go down as several more energy bolts hit it.


  
    The hyena is dead.


    You get 400xp divided by two party members.


    You get +200 xp


    You Level Up! You need to find a trainer.

  


  "Yeah," Kali screamed, raising a fist in the air. "We did it."



  I nodded my head in the direction of the boy. 


  "We should help him," I said as I walked over. 


  Sarah and Benji followed. The dirt-covered boy had curled up in fetal position. His tears and cries pierced my armor.


  "Are you okay?" Kali asked in a soothing voice.


  "No," the boy yelled. "They killed them all."


  "Who killed who?" Benji asked. "We should get going."


  "Hold on," Sarah snapped then turned to the boy and adjusted her tone. "Tell us what happened. We can help."


  "The monsters are moving into the forest. I tried to warn my family, but it was too late. When I ran away, they saw me and sent their dogs after me. I almost didn't make it."


  He burst into a fresh round of tears.


  "The gnoll rumors are true," Benji said.


  "What rumors?" I asked. 


  He frowned, shaking his head. 


  "They're trying to start a community here, so they've probably sent an advance team to set something up. If we don't do something, they'll keep growing in the area."


  "We have to take them out," I said.


  "It's not our battle," Benji said.


  The boy cried harder.


  "Cut it out, you two," Kali said, soothing the boy.


  I looked over at Benji.


  "This is our battle now..."


  He nodded. 


  
    New Quest – A Hunting We Will Gnoll


     


    Stop the gnoll advanced scouting party from setting up permanently in Shockly Forest. On completion of this quest, you will receive 2,000 experience points and all their treasure.

  


  "You get that?" Sarah asked.


  I nodded and opened my mouth to reply in-character, but before a sound came out, I heard a deep, throaty voice yell out in an unknown language.


  "What now?" Kali asked, looking around.


  "Gnoll," Benji yelled. "Can we negotiate my payment now?"


  "No," I said.


  "I was only kidding," he said while brandishing his mace. 


  The terrified boy leapt to his feet and ran toward our wagon.


  "We'll talk about this later," I said. 


  A gnoll and two more hyenas approached cautiously.


  "Let's do this smart," I said. "Kali, get a hyena or two if you can. Benji, back her up. I'm going for the big guy. Ready?"


  Sarah danced and sang another spell. Benji ran forward, keeping the other hyena busy. I stepped toward the tall dog-like creature.


  He growled and ran forward, swinging a long sword.


  
    The gnoll scout GRAZES you for 6 damage.

  


  Ouch. I'm already down half my health. This is it. Do or die.


  I screamed and swung my blade.


  
    Your slash SCRATCHES the gnoll for 2 damage.

  


  That won’t do it.


  I dodged to the left as the gnoll swung again.


  
    The gnoll scout MISSES YOU.

  


  I slashed again, hoping the others were okay.


  
    Your slash HITS the gnoll for 9 damage.

  


  A little better, but...


  "Watch out," Sarah yelled.


  I dodged at the last moment as three energy bolts shot by.


  The gnoll screamed and went down to the ground.


  
    The gnoll and two hyenas are dead!


    You get 1200xp divided by two party members.


    You get +600 xp

  


  "Everyone okay?" I asked, scanning the battlefield.


  "Fine here," Sarah said.


  "I'll be fine," Benji said in a strained voice.


  "What's wrong?" I asked. 


  "Dumb hyena bit me," he said.


  "Use one of the healing ointments," I said. “We need you healed.”


  "You would do that for me?" he asked.



  "While you're not officially part of our party, we do like you, Benji."


  Sarah walked up and gave him a vial full of healing liquid.


  Benji perked up after quaffing it. He stretched his arms and legs.



  "How's the boy?" I asked. "We should get back to the city for the night."


  "I'll go check on him," Sarah said.


  We found the frightened child in the back of our wagon, huddled under a pile of straw. I watched a moment as Sarah comforted him. 


  I tapped Benji on the arm. 


  "Let's go. I want to get back to the city."


  "I agree," he said. "These woods are nowhere to be after dark."


  Benji and I sat in the front of the cart and got the mule going in the right direction. 


  We reached the gates of the city at dusk. They were closing them for the night when we rolled up. A bribe of a gold piece got us inside.


  Back at the Hall-Full Inn, we splurged for two separate rooms. Sarah and the boy would take one with me and Benji in the other. He took me downstairs before we went to sleep.


  He knew a man who gave me the book needed for level two. I read it late into the night, finally leveling. I checked my stats before I fell asleep.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Drexmao ("Drex")


    Race: Human (Special)


    Class: Rogue


    Level: 2


    Experience Points: 2805


    XP for Next Level: 2195


    Alignment: +85 (Quite Good)


    Health: 31(31)


     


    Strength: 75 (+10%)


    Dexterity: 75 (+10%)


    Constitution: 75 (+10%)


    Intelligence: 75 (+10%)


    Wisdom: 55 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  Not bad. Could be better. I need to buff up my stats before I level again. Looks like I get d10 hit points plus bonus each level? I wish I could min-max this game better. Maybe that was the point?


  I pushed thoughts of the real world aside. The game had trapped us, but somehow I didn't mind. Having full mobility meant so much. Adventuring with Sarah made it even better.


  While I wasn't sure what awaited us next, I needed to tell Sarah my true feelings for her. I fell asleep with Benji snoring in the bed next to mine.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 10 ::::>


   


   


  A Hunting We Will Gnoll


   


   


  SARAH


   


  When I woke in the morning, I forgot where we were at first. Too quickly, I remembered the Tower of Gates game had trapped us.


  The boy had disappeared out of the room and never returned, but I had other things to worry about. Like my stats at level two.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Kali Tracaryn


    Race: Elf


    Class: Mage


    Level: 2


    XP: 4695


    XP for Next LeveL: 2805


    Alignment: +75 (Very Good)


    HEALTH: 12 (12)


    


    MANA: 48 (48)


    


    Strength: 72 (+10% To Hit Melee, +2 melee damage)


    Dexterity: 96 (+35% To Hit Ranged,+35 Armor Class)


    Constitution: 52 (+0%)


    Intelligence: 93 (+30% INT saves, +6 mp every level)


    Wisdom: 43 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  Any new spells?  I wondered.


  
    > Stats Spells


    Spells: Level One


    Fish Slaying (1mp)


    Slay fish in ten-foot radius.


    Golden Bolts (2mp per bolt up to 4+ lvl of caster)


    Golden bolts of energy shoot out of your palms.


    Glorified Cloaks of Bronze (2mp per armor adjustment up to 4+ lvl of caster)


    Golden energy surrounds the target of the spell, improving their defense by 10%


     


    Choose one new first level spell from the following list:


    Ritual of Clean Helms


    Conjure Bronze


    Illusion of Earth


    Negate Sneaking


    Ladder of Dwarven Earth


    Purify Arrows


    Identify


     


    Tip: At level three, you will gain one second level spell and one more first level spell.

  


  Ugh. No second level yet, but a few useful first level ones. Negate Speaking is so tempting, but I’ll choose identify. That'll save us from having to buy more expensive identify scrolls.


  I dragged myself out of bed and stretched. Before going to get the others, I went downstairs to talk to the innkeeper, a nice man named Basil who liked us because we'd spent a lot in his inn.


  "Good morning, Kali," he said as I approached a tiny room that served as his office.


  I smiled.


  "Good morning. You have wonderful rooms here, and we're very happy, but I was wondering..."


  "We have a bath in the basement. Easier to heat the water that way."


  "That's wonderful," I said. "How much?"


  "First bath is free, but after that it's five copper each."


  "Here's enough for all of us for a few weeks."


  I tossed him a gold coin.


  He smiled, swiping it from the air with his thick, hairy hand.


  "You need anything else, let me know."


  "I will, Basil. Thank you. We'll be leaving for a day or two, but we'll be back."


  "That's what I like to hear."


  I nodded my head then walked to find the bath in the basement. Elves in Tower of Gates needed little sleep. After only three hours, I felt refreshed.


  The book of wizardry had taken me half the night to read, but it was worth every minute. I'd learned so much about the magic in this world. Big things were coming.


  When I reached the door to the basement, I peered down into the darkness. A damp odor emanated from the depths. Do I want to go down there by myself?


  It's a bath. What could go wrong?


  Step by step, I descended the steep stairs to the basement. Sconces on the wall lit the way but left flickering shadows on both walls.


  I meandered toward a light at the end of the hallway. When I reached it, I stopped in wonder and amazement at the luxury bathroom.


  Boris or someone had spent a pretty penny creating an expansive room etched out of marble. In the far corner, a massive tub sat filled with water.


  I saw steam rising from it. This will be so good, I thought as I crossed the room, undressing on the way. When I slipped into the warm water, I moaned in pleasure.


  Various perfumed soaps filled a nearby shelf carved into the marble walls. I tried two or three until I found the best scent, a touch of rose and lavender.


  I never wanted to leave the water. Closing my eyes, I sat back, almost submerged in the water. Everything faded away as I got lost in my thoughts.


  After a few seconds or minutes, I sensed a presence in the room with me and opened my eyes.


  "Drex, this isn't funny," I called out, thinking it was him.


  While I wanted to use his real name to emphasize my anger, I didn't want the OOC penalty.


  No one answered. Was it Benji? Basil? Someone else?


  I got out of the marble tub and dried off with a cotton towel hanging nearby. Not wanting to wait in the creepy basement any longer, I wrapped it around me then walked upstairs.


  Basil saw me and nodded with a smile as I passed his office. I returned the gesture, not mentioning the presence in the basement. Maybe I imagined it, I told myself as I made it to my room.


  I pushed the incident aside and got ready for the day. Dressed and smelling fresh for the first time in days, I went to the boys' room and knocked on the door.


  "What?" Benji snapped.


  I opened the door and walked in.


  "Hope you two are decent."


  Eric stood next to the window, looking at the street below.


  Was he the one spying on me in the basement? There's no way.


  He turned and smiled.


  "Where'd you disappear off to?"


  "There's a bath in the basement. I paid up for us."


  "I could go for one of those," he said.


  Benji stood up.


  "We don't have time. If we want the best deals, we need to get to the shops early,"


  "Fine," I said. "But if you ever want to be join our party, you need to work on your personal hygiene."

  "Sarah," Eric hissed. "Don't be rude."


  "We were all thinking it. Anyway, Benji's right. I want to get going."


  "Do you feel...um, more experienced?"


  I nodded and smiled.


  "Go get the cart ready, Benji. We'll be down in a minute."


  After he left, closing the door behind him, I turned to Eric.


  He shook his head.


  "We can talk later, okay?"


  I frowned. Josh not showing up had been weighing heavily on my mind, and I needed to talk to someone about my feelings.


  "We should go," he said.


  He stepped toward the door.


  "Ugh, I'll take the penalty, Eric."


  
    OOC Penalty


    For talking Out of Character in-game, you will receive


    -10% experience points next time you receive some.

  


  "Sarah...Why?"


  "I need to talk to you, Eric."


  "You couldn't talk in-game?"


  "Games are all you ever care about, aren't they?"


  He sighed then frowned.


  "We already have the penalty."


  "This game is so screwy."


  "Right? I'm having fun and all, but what if we never get out of here?"


  "We will," he said, putting a hand on my arm.


  I pulled away.


  "How can you be sure? We don't even know what happens if we die."


  "Wait..." he whispered, holding up a finger to his lips.


  I scrunched up my face in confusion.


  He stepped to the door of the room and flung it open.


  Benji stumbled, almost falling to the floor.


  "Were you listening?" Eric asked.


  "I heard nothing. Honest."


  "Why were you listening to us?" I stepped forward. "Were you the one in the basement spying on me this morning?"


  Eric turned his head.


  "What?"


  "Yeah, I said nothing, but someone or something was spying on me."


  "We were in the bedroom all morning," Benji said.


  "Yeah," Eric added. "I don't like your implications."


  "Can we please just go?" I asked. "Forget about it."


  "No. If someone was spying on you, we need to get to the bottom of it. Do you think it was Basil?"


  I shook my head.


  "No, it was an evil presence."


  "We're running late," Benji said. "Should I go get the wagon?"


  "Let's go," I said as I walked through the door and into the second-story hallway.


  "Our conversation?"


  "We'll finish it later."


  I almost slipped and called him Eric, but I caught myself.


  Benji must think we're both nuts.


  The other two followed behind as I made my way down the narrow staircase to the first floor.


  Basil stood in the lobby, talking to a local merchant when we walked by.


  Eric gave him a nasty look, but he said nothing.


  "See you later?" Basil asked.


  "We'll be back tonight," I said. "Thanks so much."


  "Don't mention it. You three are my best customers, and I want to make you happy."


  "Thanks, Basil."


  Once outside, I climbed up front with Eric while Benji climbed into the back of the wagon.


  "Sheryl's Fine Antiques is on the way out of town, and she'll have a good selection of offensive wands for you," Benji said from the back as he peered over our shoulders.


  "Great. I'm able to cast more magic every day now, but it will be good to have backup."


  "I want to buy a ring or something."


  Benji laughed.


  "You two don't have enough for a magic ring."


  "We will soon," Eric said.


  A few minutes later, we arrived at single story wood structure. The building appeared newly constructed. We headed inside, me leading the way.


  Wands and staves of all shapes and sizes covered the walls.


  "I wonder what this one does," Eric said, picking up a willow limb.


  "Don't touch unless you plan on buying," a snooty voice called out.


  I turned and saw a middle-aged man with a long, curved nose and outrageous bushy moustache.


  "Can I help you three?" he asked, looking down that monstrous nose at us.


  I stifled a giggle.


  "Sorry," Eric said, replacing the wand.


  "I only have about a hundred gold. What can I find that's offensive?"


  "For a hundred gold?" He laughed haughtily. "Let me take you in the back for the discount items."


  We followed him through the store to a door on the far wall. He opened it and walked in a smaller room with a table in the center. A wooden box sat on top of it.


  "This is all I have for customers like you."


  He nodded his head at the wooden box. I walked over and peered inside. A single wand sat on the bottom, carved from warped oak at first glance.


  Should I cast an identify spell on it?


  "It's a powerful wand that will do wonders for your group."


  "We can't trust this guy," Eric whispered into my ear.


  
    > Identify


     


    Cursed Ogres' Blowgun of Fire Beam


    This cursed item will backfire 50% of the time, hurting the one using the wand instead of the target.

  


  "Hey," I said, turning around. "This is a cursed wand."


  "Well, yeah. That's why it's only a hundred gold pieces."


  "This isn't the way to treat my employers," Benji said, puffing out his chest.


  "By your smell, I can tell they think little of you."


  "That's enough."


  Eric drew his sword.


  Seriously? What's his deal today and in games generally? He could act brutish or smart depending on his mood.


  "I'll call the local guard," the man said, backing into the main store. "Or use one of my wands on you."


  "We're leaving. No need to be hostile. Come, friends, let's go. We'll come back when we have more money."


  The man laughed as we made our way through the shop. We got in the cart and headed toward the city gates, intent on eating a late breakfast on the way to Shockly Forest to make up for lost time.


  Randall, a local guard, nodded his head as we rolled by.


  "Be safe," he called out.


  "We will," I said from the back as we rolled away toward adventure.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  Hours later, we reached the edge of Shockly Forest. The path narrowed as it entered the dark woods full of huge, old trees, ambassadors of time.


  "Should we leave the cart here? It's unpractical in the woods."


  "We can't leave it out here in the open. Things are still rough out here," Benji said.


  Eric stared down the trail leading into the forest.


  "I say we bring the cart in and stay on the path. We can hide it, but I want to scout the area before we make any firm plans."


  "Sounds like a plan," I said.


  He pulled on the reins. The mule stubbornly refused to go.


  "Come on," Eric said.


  I laughed.


  "What?" he asked, turning.


  "You remind me of this strange dream I had..."


  He cut me off.


  "Don't say it."


  "You two are the strangest," Benji said from the back.


  "Don't you have a spell you can use?" Eric asked.


  "No, but let me see if I can help."


  "You can talk to mules?"


  "No, but I have empathy with animals."


  While it wasn't a skill in the game, in the real-world I had an affinity with animals.


  I climbed down from the cart and walked over to the mule.


  "Good boy. What's wrong?" I asked in a soothing voice.


  "You're kidding, right?" the mule replied.


  I stepped backward, tripping over a tree root and falling.


  Benji and Eric burst into laughter.


  "We have a magic talking mule," I declared. "Why is that so funny?"


  "Benji knows how to throw his voice," Eric said then twisted his head to look in the back. "I want you to teach me that trick."


  "Not funny," I said as I got to my feet.


  For whatever reason, the mule took a few steps deeper into the woods.


  "Get on," Eric called out. "I think he's going."


  "Can I join your party now?" the mule asked in Benji's voice.


  Eric chuckled as I climbed in and sat down next to him.


  "Not funny," I muttered.


  The mule pulled us down the path and into the forest. Sounds of birds and other woodland creatures hit my perky ears. They filled me with a sense of calm and peaceful serenity.


  None of us talked as we rode a mile or two down the path. When we reached the giant bee hives I'd skirted on my way out of the woods a few days earlier, Eric stopped the cart.


  "What are you doing?" I asked. "We need to go another mile or two at least."


  "Look at those bee hives," he said, pointing. "They're huge."


  "Well, yeah, they're made by giant bees."


  "I don't think messing with them is a good idea," Benji said.


  "There's no bees around," Eric said, handing me the reins. "I'll be right back."


  "Eric, don't..."


  He ignored me, jumping off the cart. I watched as he crossed the path and looked up at one of the monstrous hives. How does he think he’ll get it down?


  When he failed, I'd have a good laugh. Until then, he could make a fool of himself. Benji climbed over the bench and sat down next to me – a little too close for comfort.


  "I've got a bad feeling about this."


  "Me too," I said.


  We both watched as Eric attempted to climb one of the humongous trees. I heard a buzzing noise getting louder. I stopped smiling and looked around.


  "There's bees coming," I shouted, standing up.


  "Aargh," Benji screamed, clamoring back over the bench and into the back.


  "I hear them," Eric said. "But I don't see them."


  The moment he stopped talking, two five-foot bees buzzed out of the woods and in our direction.


  "I don't think they're happy with you," I said.


  "Can someone help me, please?"


  "Benji's in the back hiding, but I have you covered."


  I hopped out of the wagon and began a spell, my hands moving through the air rhythmically.


  Eric drew his sword and ran at one of the two bees that had appeared.


  "Are they gone yet?" Benji asked.


  I ignored him and everything else, concentrating on my spell.


  
    Your Golden Bolts MAUL the giant bee for 24 damage!


    The giant bee is dead!

  


  "Be careful with those," Eric shouted. "You nearly hit me."


  "Can you take care of the other one by yourself?"


  "I'm doing my best," he said, dancing around the bee that had dropped to the ground.


  "You okay back there, Benji?" I called out.


  "Are they dead yet?"


  "No, but almost."


  I watched Eric swing, parry with his buckler, then stab at the bee.


  He's got this, I thought. Or not.


  The bee turned around and stung Eric's arm.


  Crap...


  I cast another six golden bolts.


  
    Your Golden Bolts MAUL the giant bee for 24 damage!


     


    The giant bee is dead!


    Combat is Over!


    You receive 800xp split between 2 party members.


    400xp (-10%) = 360xp

  


  "Are you okay?" I asked.


  "I'm fine," Benji replied.


  "Not you," I hissed then rushed over to Eric.


  "He got me. I think it's poison."


  "Again? What is it with you and poison?"


  "If Benji had been out here, we would've been fine."


  "Did I hear my name?"


  Our so-called fearless cleric stepped over.


  "We need to use one of our remove poison potions. That only leaves two. I'm about out of mana too."


  "Can't we ever get a break?" Eric asked, rubbing his arm.


  "Don't touch it," I said.


  Benji and him watched as I pulled out a potion. As I poured it over the wound, the skin magically healed as we watched.


  "Feel better?" I asked.


  "Ugh," he moaned.


  "What is it?"


  "I'll tell you later."


  Something about the game? I bet he lost strength or constitution points because of the poison.


  "You'll be fine," I said. "Next time we leave the hives alone, okay?"


  "I hate rats and bees," he said, sheathing his sword.


  "We haven't even run into any gnolls yet, but I don't want to waste my last potion to restore my mana."


  "I can fight gnolls," Benji said. "They're no problem. It's the bees."


  "And the rats," Eric added.


  "Come on. Let's get going. I don't want to be out in the wilderness after dark."


  "We have plenty of time," Eric said. "Those bee hives could bring a lot of money in the city."


  "Are we honey-collectors or adventurers?"


  Benji laughed as Eric glared at me.


  I walked back to the wagon and climbed in, taking the reins. The other two rushed over as I started back down the path, moving around the two dead bees.


  Another mile into the forest, three gnolls appeared out of the woods and stepped onto the trail ahead of us. Two of them had two hyenas in armor by their sides.


  "This is it," Eric said, hopping out of the wagon.


  "Come on, Benji," I said. "Time to earn your keep."


  "You guys still haven't technically paid me anything."


  "Really? Now?" I asked.


  The NPCs in the game acted so real.


  "I'm kidding," he said, crawling over the bench.


  We joined Eric in front of the cart as the three gnolls talked amongst each other.


  "I can take out a hyena or two myself if Benji can get the others."


  "That leaves the gnolls for me," Eric said, drawing his blade.


  All four hyenas growled and rushed toward us. The gnolls hung back on the edge of the path.


  I swung into action, casting six Golden Bolts at the lead hyena.


  
    Your Golden Bolts WOUND the hyena for 18 damage!


    The hyena is dead!

  


  Maybe I should try fewer bolts on the next one. I'm down to twelve mana.


  Benji bolted forward with his mace lifted in the air. I wasn't sure if he would do more damage with that or the odors coming from underneath his sweat-stained robes.


  He connected with a hyena, sending it flying across the trail as Eric dashed past him. The other two dog-like beasts continued toward Benji and myself.


  Perfect.


  I cast another Golden Bolts spell, only sending three shooting toward one of the fresh hyenas.


  
    Your Golden Bolts HIT the hyena for 9 damage!

  


  Uh oh. I've only got six mana lest, and I never fixed my bow. Why is this stupid game so hard?


  Benji took out the wounded hyena then moved to another. I repeated the motions for my Golden Bolts spell, using the last of my mana to shoot three of them at one hyena.


  
    Your Golden Bolts spell INJURES the hyena for 12 damage!


    The hyena is dead!

  


  Better, I thought as I looked past Benji to Eric.


  He had closed the gap on the gnolls and was fighting all three at the same time.


  I need to help him.


  On the way around Benji and the last remaining hyena, I reached into my pouch and grabbed the last potion of mana restoration. My body tingled as I felt energized once again.


  "Your mother was a dead goat," Eric screamed as he slashed and stabbed.


  One of the gnolls fell down as I made it within range and cast my spell.


  
    Your Golden Bolts MAUL the hyena for 23 damage!


    The hyena is dead!

  


  The hyena dropped as the bolts of energy hit his body.


  More mana gone, but we can't lose this battle.


  Distracted by the magic, Eric hit the last gnoll with his sword.


  The gently curved blade plunged into his stomach.


  Ouch. That's gonna hurt.


  Instead of fighting more, the gnoll took off into the woods.


  
    Combat is over!


    You get 2,400xp divided by two party members.


    You get +1,200xp

  


  "Get him," Eric yelled. "He’ll warn the others."


  I rushed over, but I couldn't get line-of-sight.


  "He's gone," I said. "Are you okay?"


  "No," he snapped. "I had a sword thrust into my stomach, and it hurts."


  "Do not fear," Benji said, walking up. "I can heal him. We'll want to save the other potions."


  "Are you poisoned again?" I asked, unable to stifle a chuckle.


  "No, and it's not funny," Eric said.


  I stepped back, allowing Benji to hold out his arms and chant a prayer.


  After he finished, Eric stood up and brushed himself off.


  "Not bad for our first big encounter together, but one got away. That's not good."


  "We should go back to town,” I said.


  "No," Benji said. "That will give them too much time. Remember, this is just an advance scouting party. We need to clear the area of them now, or they'll come back in even greater numbers."


  "How are we going to take on a whole party of gnolls? I'm almost at my daily limit of spells again."


  My words weren't entirely true with thirty-six mana points left, but those would disappear quickly if we ran into another group of gnolls, not to mention black bears or other forest creatures.


  "I’ll go after that one and scout out the area. You two hide the wagon and get ready," Eric said. 


  "Will you be okay alone?" I asked, getting into our mini-adventure.


  Thoughts of Josh and the real-world were far away in my mind.


  "I'll be fine," he said. "Be back in ten minutes. If I'm not, leave without me."


  "Don't talk like that," I said.


  "You worried about me, are you?"


  He grinned.



  "I am. You know that..."


  We made eye contact, neither of us looking away.


  His weathered face and piercing hazel eyes captivated me.


  "If you two love birds are done making kissy-faces at each other, we should get working."


  Eric smiled. I turned to glare at Benji.


  "I'll be back," Eric said then disappeared into the woods.


  "Let's get this wagon hidden," I said then sighed. "This afternoon is going to last forever."


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 11 ::::>


   


   


  A Gong and a Strange Note


   


   


  ERIC


   


   


  I put my stealth skills to good use as I ran after the wounded and frightened gnoll.


  Don't mess this up, I told myself, still getting accustomed to running.


  My virtual legs were real for all intents and purposes.


  When I heard a whimpering nearby, I slowed and ducked behind a tree.


  Creeping forward, I came to a crude clearing under construction.


  A tall gnoll verbally lambasted the wounded one. I had no pity for the creature. We were only playing a game, but being trapped made me want to perform even better.


  The wounded gnoll limped away while their leader went back to tend a fire. No other gnolls were in sight. Were these the only ones left? Had we lucked out?


  I pushed the questions aside and prepared for battle.


  
    > Stats health


    You feel okay with 20 (31) health, but you could be better.

  


  I should've had Benji heal me, but we had no time.


  The gnoll poked the fire with a stick, sending burning embers into the air. Smoke filled my nostrils. I decided against going back to get the others and crept forward.


  Don't let him hear me...


  As I crept closer, I drew my sword, intent on some back stab damage.


  
    Your back stab attack DECIMATES the Gnoll Scout Leader for 35 damage!


    The Gnoll Scout Leader is dead!


    You get +600 experience points.


    You only need 35xp to hit level three!

  


  "Come on," I groaned.


  So close yet so far away.


  I glanced around the camp, waiting for other gnolls to arrive. When they didn't, I crept away, back to the others waiting on the trail.


  Sarah appeared majestic as I approached.


  Those elven eyes and perfect skin.


  "Well?" she asked. "What are we up against?"


  "I used a back stab to take out their leader."


  "Love those," Benji shouted, punching the air with his fist.


  Sarah and I both turned to look at him.


  "I mean, I love when others do them, you know."


  "And you call us strange?" Sarah asked him.


  "There might be more around," Benji said. "We should be sure."


  I glanced up at what sky I could see through the canopy of trees.


  "We have a few hours of daylight left. I need to heal-up, but we should be okay."


  "Did you see any loot?" Benji asked.


  "I didn't have a chance between killing their leader and coming back to tell you guys."


  "Fair enough," he said. "Let me heal you."


  He chanted his prayer and laid his hand on my shoulder.


  
    You have been healed!


    You feel great at 31(31) health!

  


  "Thanks, brother," I said.


  "Aw, I'm touched you think of me as a brother."


  "No, it's a saying where I come from..."


  He laughed.


  "I'm only teasing, brother."


  "When you two finish your bromance, let me know, okay?" Sarah asked. "We've got work to do."


  "She's right," I said. "What about your bow? You haven't used it yet."


  "I broke the string, and I've completely forgotten about it. Not all mages get to use a ranged weapon."


  "You're definitely special," Benji said, smiling at her.


  "Let's go," I said gruffly, trying to hide my jealousy.


  The three of us headed back into the woods toward the clearing made by the gnolls. I sensed more nearby, but it wasn't like I had a game radar map or anything.


  "It's up ahead," I whispered as we approached.


  With me in the lead, Sarah in the middle, and Benji guarding our rear, we walked into the clearing. The body of their leader still laid lifeless by the fire.


  "Nice job, boss," Benji said. "I'll see if he's got anything salvageable."


  "We should check those tents too. Did you get the wounded one?"


  I frowned, kicking myself mentally.


  "No, I forgot about him."


  Sarah stepped toward the two large tents.


  I rushed forward to make it there before her with my sword drawn. When I threw back the tent-flap, I saw a bunch of items, including a chest, but no gnolls wounded or otherwise.


  "Nothing?" Sarah asked.


  I stood up straight and shook my head.


  "No. He must've gone to warn the others in their party."


  "Will they come back or go get more gnolls?"


  Benji yelled, “We have company."


  Six gnolls and four hyenas in armor entered the clearing from the other side.


  "Positions," I yelled, hoping the others remembered what we'd done last time.


  I raised my sword and ran toward them, relishing my role as a fighter-heavy rogue. With no real tank in our group, I had to handle most of the action while Benji protected our mage.


  Half-a-dozen golden bolts of energy whizzed by my head and struck a hyena, causing it to yelp and stop in its tracks. She’ll kill me one of these days.


  I ran to the left of the hyenas, leaving them for the other two. Six gnolls bore down on me. Maybe I should've thought this through more. Too late to stop, I carried on.


  My first blow struck one of the six.


  
    Critical hit!


    Your slash WOUNDS the gnoll scout for 17 points of damage.


    The gnoll scout is dead!


    You have momentum to attack again.


    Your slash INJURES the gnoll scout for 12 points of damage.

  


  Two swords came for me, landing decisive blows on my arms. While my armor stopped most of the damage, the force of the blows knocked me off my feet.


  I rolled and got to my feet on the other side of the group of gnolls.


  "Looking for me?" I called out then stabbed the nearest one.


  
    Your pierce HITS the gnoll scout for 8 points of damage.

  


  I need those strength buffs so bad.


  Another slash and a stab hit me, bringing me down to a little over half my health. Do or die time.


  I slashed again.


  
    Your slash INJURES the gnoll scout for 12 points of damage.


    The gnoll scout is dead.

  


  That's what I'm talking about.


  As I congratulated myself, two of the gnolls hit me again for ten damage. Six more golden bolts flew in my direction. They missed me and took out another of the four remaining gnolls.


  Benji screamed and smacked a gnoll across the face with his mace, sending it to the ground in a heap of lifeless flesh. The others didn’t back down or run away.


  Two more to go. You got this...


  One of the left hit me with his rusty short sword, dealing five more damage and poisoning me.


  "Again?" I screamed. "Aaargh."


  With a mighty roar, I swung my sword.


  
    Your slash HITS the gnoll scout for 9 points of damage.

  


  The world spun and my vision blurred as I felt another stab in my arm. I fell to the ground with only one hit point. Glancing up, I saw one of the tall creatures grinning and laughing like a hyena.


  The gnoll raised his short sword into the air. Before he could bring it down and kill me, six more golden bolts shot into his body, followed by a lethal blow from Benji with his red-stained mace.


  I rolled over as the gnoll crashed to the ground, nearly crushing me.


  
    Combat is over!


    +4000xp divided by two party members.


    You get +2,000 xp


    Quest: A Hunting We Will Gnoll Completed!


    You get +1,000 xp


    Your Weapon Craft skill has increased to Basic Skill Level 4 of 10


    Your Sneaking skill has increased to Basic Skill level 2 of 10


    



    You have 7,965 experience points, welcome to level 3, Rogue.


     


    Level three requires a harder to find training manual. The nearest one is in the city of Mednia to the West. You will make more decisions about your long-term career as a rogue in a few levels.

  


  "Poison," I gasped, still smiling after reading the stream of notifications.


  "Why are you smiling?" Benji asked. "Everything okay? You look confused like you're staring at something."


  "I'm fine," I said, chuckling. "Good, in fact."


  "You too?" Sarah asked without asking.


  I nodded. She knew me so well.


  After drinking one of our two remaining remove poison potions and some healing by Benji, I felt better. 


  Looking around the encampment, I saw a lot of work ahead.


  "Their swords and armor will be worth something back in town," Benji noted.


  "We need to gather everything up and get it back to the city before dark," I said.


  "Do you think that's all of them?" Benji asked. "The gnolls, I mean."


  "Yeah, I'm sure," I said, knowing we had defeated the quest.


  Sarah chuckled but said nothing.


  "Let's see what they have in the tents," I said, walking in that direction.


  "I'll gather up the weapons and armor, boss."


  "Good idea, Benji."


  Sarah followed me across the field of battle to the two tents near the edge of the clearing the gnolls had made in the forest.


  "That was a close one," she said, staying in character.


  "Yeah, but we did good. This haul should fund our trip to Mednia."


  "I was about to say the same thing."


  Her smile brought me happiness.


  Inside the tent, we took stock of the items and made a list, including approximate weight and value.


  
    
      	Masterwork Gong (100 gp)


      	Bag of Iron Nails (5 sp, 1 lb)


      	Box of 20 Arrowheads (5 sp, 1 lb)


      	7 x Chisel (5 sp, 2 lb)


      	Iron Bar (1 sp, 5 lb)


      	Pole (10') (5 cp, 8 lb)


      	Rack of Firewood (1 sp, 200 lb)


      	2 x Sack of Animal Feed (2 sp, 50 lb)


      	Signet Ring (5 gp)


      	Medium Wooden Chest (3 gp, 20 lb)


      	Vial of Ink (8 gp).

    

  


  The chest contained thousands of copper pieces. All told, we would make a couple hundred gold. Not as much as we needed, but it would help.


  Sarah glanced down at the coins and smiled.


  "I’ll not count them, but they’ll buy Benji quite a few baths."


  "Tell me about it. You don't have to sleep in the same room as him," I said.


  She laughed.


  "If you guys paid me a salary, I could afford new clothes," Benji said behind us.


  I changed the subject.


  "Most of this stuff will be easy to carry in the cart, but I'm worried about that gong."


  "Do we need to take it?" Sarah asked. "Really?"


  "Well, I reckon it's worth at least a hundred gold in the city. After almost dying today, I want to get the most out of it as possible."


  "I should have cast protection magic on us."


  "You have a protective spell?" I asked.


  She pressed her lips together and looked to the left.


  "Remember next time, okay? It could mean..."


  "She did great," Benji interrupted, patting her on the shoulder.


  "Will you cut it out? You're just trying to get us to let you join the party."


  "Maybe we should," Sarah said.


  I groaned, shaking my head.


  "You two will be the death of me."


  "If it's not rats or giant bees first, boss."


  Sarah giggled.


  "Or giant rat-bees."


  Benji's eyes opened wider.


  "Those are a thing?"


  "No," I muttered. "You two are nuts, but thanks for healing me, Benji."


  "Anything for you, boss. Either of you."


  He smiled at Sarah. She returned the gesture.


  "You should load the other stuff in the cart," I said to Benji. "We might need to spend the night here."


  "I've done it before on my own," Sarah said. "We'll be fine."


  "Great. Let's get started."


  "Look at this," Benji said, holding up a note on the other side of the tent.


  "What's that?" I asked.


  "I found it behind the stack of firewood."


  "Read it," I said.


  "I would, but it's all gibberish."


  "Let me see," I said. "It’s hobgoblin, but ancient and encrypted somehow."


  Sarah took the note.


  "The elf saves the day again, huh?"


  I watched as she glanced over it.


  "This will take time to translate."


  "You work on that while Benji and I load this stuff into the wagon. We'll sleep there tonight. It's hidden well enough."


  "Sounds like a plan," she said, still staring at the note.


  I smiled. She loved her puzzles in games.


  Benji and I spent the next two hours loading the cart. The round, golden gong turned out to be easier to move than expected as it rolled along the forest floor.


  We slept under the wagon, keeping watch in shifts in case something happened during the night. I found it hard to sleep after all the excitement of the day, but I slipped off to dreamland, or what passed for it in the game.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 12 ::::>


   


   


  This New Quest Sounds Too Easy


   


   


  SARAH


   


  I opened my eyes the next morning and found myself still in the game. Faint images, dreams of the real world, faded in my mind as I went back to work on the hobgoblin note. After a good night's sleep, the translation came easy.


  
    Snargao,


    Protect the Cursed Pendant of Visions until we arrive. The future is ours. Magictology will spread throughout all the realms. Fail me, and you will face my wrath.


    Magi Inyontoo

  


  Excited at my breakthrough, I woke up Eric and Benji who were both still asleep under the wagon.


  "I've translated the note," I said as I held it up.


  "What's it say?" Eric asked.


  I relayed the message. Benji's eyes widened and his mouth dropped open.


  "You've heard of the pendant and this Magi person?" I asked.


  He nodded.


  "I..."


  Words stopped coming out of his mouth.


  "Go on," I said.


  He opened his mouth again, but nothing came out.


  "Ugh," he sighed. "Forget about it. Yeah, I've heard of the pendant. We should try to destroy it."


  "Why do that?" Eric asked. "Maybe it's magic. And what’s Magictology?"


  "It’s a cult,” Benji said. “And the pendant is magic alright, but it's cursed. Some say it has the power to destroy the whole realm."


  
    You have discovered the main quest on Level 1:1


    Main Quest: Destroy Cursed Pendant of Visions


    Find and destroy the Cursed Pendant of Visions, and you will clear the first level of the first world in Tower of Gates.


    15,000 xp on Completion!

  


  I glanced over at Eric.


  "You get that?"


  He nodded.


  "Get what?" Benji asked. "Is there something you two want to tell me?"


  I pursed my lips together. Telling him the truth would only confuse the poor NPC.


  "No, it's nothing."


  Eric stood up.


  "We’ll destroy this pendant. You want to come along? We need someone like you."


  "I'd love to join your party."


  "We can't let you do that yet," Eric said.


  Benji nodded his head, forcing a smile.


  "Let's get back to Fishguard and prepare for our journey to Mednia. You know the way, don't you Benji?"


  "Yeah, it's due west. The road should be clear of bandits, but you never know these days."


  "Great." I put the note away. "Let's get going. We can eat on the way."


  All our loot from the gnoll camp filled up the back of the wagon, so all three of us sat up front. I felt safe with Eric on one side and Benji on the other. We made a great team.


  Half-a-mile down the road, as we ate cold rations in the wagon, I heard a buzzing noise.


  "Uh oh..." I said, looking at the others. 


  "I hear it too," Eric said. "Can you cast protection magic?"


  "Good idea. Stop the wagon."


  Benji pulled back on the reins. Our trusty mule stopped.


  I hopped out of the wagon. The other two followed as I cast Glorified Cloaks of Bronze. It cost two mana per armor adjustment.


  At level two, I could cast up to a +6 AC on one person for 12 mana. That would help us, but I didn't want to waste all my mana on protection spells.


  I protected Eric then repeated the spell for Benji, only pumping six mana into his protection. When I finished, I checked my mana. Thirty points left.


  "Aren't you going to protect yourself?" Eric asked.


  Golden energy swirled over the top of his armor and Benji's robes.


  "I'm saving my energy in case I need the golden bolts."


  "Good idea," he said as the buzzing noise got louder.


  "You don't think the whole hive will come after us, do you?" Benji asked.


  "I hope not. We should've never messed with those bee hives."


  Eric turned away to evade my gaze. Benji chuckled.


  "Bees," Eric yelled, pointing down the path toward the edge of the forest.


  Three giant bees barreled through the air toward us.


  Here we go again, I thought as I cast Golden Bolts.


  Benji and Eric charged down the path toward the bees flying in the air.


  I let loose with another twelve mana of golden bolts. Six glowing bolts shot through the air.


  
    Your Golden Bolts WOUND the giant bee for 18 damage!


    The giant bee is dead.

  


  As Eric and Benji fought the other two bees, the one I'd struck fell to the ground.


  "Don't get poisoned again," I yelled out.


  A bee flew higher then dove down toward me.


  Not so fast, bee.


  
    Your Golden Bolts MAUL the giant bee for 21 damage!


    The giant bee is dead.

  


  Only six mana left for the day, and it's early, but we'll be okay if we don't run into anything else on the way back to Fishguard.


  "Got him," Benji yelled.


  I looked over to see the final bee fall to the ground.


  
    Combat is over!


    You get 1200xp divided by two party members.


    You get 600xp!


    5,145xp needed for Level Four

  


  That's a long way off, but we've got our final quest. Hopefully, we're high enough level to finish it.


  Eric wiped his blade off on the body of a bee.


  "I still say we should take those hives back to the city and sell them," he said.


  "We've got more than enough in the wagon as it is now," I said.


  "She's right," Benji said. "We need to get back to the city."


  "I've exhausted almost all of my magic, and we only have one remove poison potion left. We should pick some up before going to Mednia."


  "You two are right," Eric admitted as he and Benji walked over to the cart.


  "We don't even know what we're going up against."


  "It's not good," Benji said.


  "Have you heard of this Snargao or Magi Inyontoo before?" I asked him as I climbed back onto the wagon.


  "I've heard of them," he said, joining me on the bench. "They're both bad people."


  "You're still going with us, right?" Eric asked.


  "I've got nothing more for me in Fishguard," the cleric said.


  Benji grabbed the reins and convinced the mule to get going.


  Should we allow him to go with us to Mednia? I wondered as the cart moved forward. Was he the one spying on me in the basement of the inn?


  More questions than answers appeared in my mind. I pushed them aside and concentrated on enjoying the game-world. If all went well, we would soon be leaving.


  I had mixed feelings about quitting the game. Part of me wanted to get out to prove we could, but another part – deeper down – wanted to keep going.


  One more level...


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  A few hours later, we rolled up to the city gates of Fishguard. The sun had begun its descent behind the horizon, but we still had a few hours of daylight left.


  "We made it," Benji said.


  "I think we should celebrate tonight," Eric added.


  "We need to get to Mednia as soon as possible. Is it safe to travel there at night?"


  I glanced over at Benji. He shook his head back and forth before answering.


  "We should be okay. You don't want to leave in the morning?"


  "No, she's right," Eric said. "We've got to destroy this pendant. The sooner we find it, the better."


  The three of us fell silent as we reached the gates of the city.


  "Hold on a minute," Randall called out. "I want to talk to you three."


  Uh oh, I thought to myself, fearing the worst.


  "What's wrong?" Eric asked.


  "Nothing," Randall said. "But I have a question."


  "Go on," I said.


  "Alexander, come here, boy."


  The small boy we had rescued outside the city came out the door of the guard tower. He sheepishly walked over, avoiding eye contact.


  "He says you three rescued him the other day. Is that true, or is he telling me lies?"


  "It's the truth," I said, staring at the boy. "He disappeared on me."


  "Tell them you're sorry, Alexander," Randall said.


  "I'm sorry," the boy said, eyes facing downward as he kicked the dirt with his foot.


  "That's okay. We were worried that's all."


  "I’ll adopt the boy, but I wanted to make sure he wasn't lying."


  "That's wonderful," I said. "He needs someone."


  "We should get going," Benji said. "Especially if we want to leave tonight."


  "You guys are leaving again already?"


  I nodded.


  "We're going to Mednia."


  "Good luck to you all," Randall said. "I’ll miss you guys."


  "You know what," Eric said. "I've got something for you."


  I watched as he jumped out of the cart and walked around to the back.


  What's he doing? I wondered.


  A moment later, he returned with an armful of gnoll swords.


  "I'd like to give these to you," Eric said. "They're not much, but you can sell them or something."


  "Are you kidding?" Randall asked. "Some of these are antiques. I've not seen a sword like this since the Great War with the goblins."


  He picked a blade up and waved it through the air.


  "You deserve something for helping the boy," I said.


  "I was just doing what was right, but I'll not complain about this gift."


  Eric smiled as he handed the half-dozen blades over to the guard.


  "We'll be back through in a few hours," I said. "Maybe we can say goodbye again."


  "Yes," Alexander yelled. "You guys saved me."


  A sudden sense of joy shot through my body as Eric climbed back in the wagon.


  "See you later," Randall called out as Benji got us moving again.


  "That was nice," I said to Eric after we'd passed through the gates into the city.


  "I figured it would help him out raising that boy."


  "This..."


  I stopped myself before I said the word game and gave us another OOC penalty.


  He grinned, nodding his head.


  "I know what you mean."


  "You two are acting strange again," Benji said. "It's nice you gave that guard a bunch of loot even if you haven't officially paid me yet."


  I laughed.


  "You're getting paid today, Benji. I promise."


  "Really? I'd like to buy a few things and settle a debt or two before we leave."


  "Eric, if it's okay with you, we should give him half the copper pieces. What do you think?"


  "That's fine with me," he said. "I'll go with him to sell the rest of the stuff. Can you settle up with Basil at the inn?"


  I nodded.


  "Sounds like a plan."


  The wagon pulled up to the two-story structure where we'd been staying. I hopped out and waved before going inside. Basil wouldn’t like us leaving, but we had our main quest to finish.


  Are we going to get out of the game? They probably just designed the levels without a quit feature. Once we get back to the Tower of Gates, everything will be fine. At least I hope so.


  Thoughts of the game and the real world mixed together as I walked inside the inn. Basil saw me and waved at me to come over to the bar in the main room downstairs.


  I wanted to go upstairs and pack our stuff first, but I forced a smile and walked over to him. A few other patrons glanced in my direction, but I ignored them.


  "You're back," Basil said with a smile.


  I nodded.


  "We got stuck in the forest last night, but we're here to pay up and gather our stuff."


  His smile faded.


  "You're leaving?"


  "Unfortunately, yes. We may be back this way, but I doubt it."


  "I hate to hear that."


  "Hey, I was wondering. The other day in the basement, I felt like someone was watching me. Did anyone go down there that you remember?"


  "I don't recall seeing anyone, but I wasn't watching closely. Did you see anyone?"


  "No, but the corners and other side of the room were dark."


  "I'm sorry. You should've said something when it happened."


  "Don't worry about it. I was probably just tired and seeing things."


  "Happens to the best of us," he said. "By the way, your other friend is upstairs waiting."


  My heart stopped. Josh? Had he respawned?


  "Good. I'll pay you whatever we owe on my way out."


  "You're paid up for two more days, but I'd love to say goodbye before you leave."


  "Count on it."


  I smiled then turned and walked through the lobby that also served as a tavern. Walking up the stairs to the second floor, I quickened my pace. How did Josh find us? I wondered.


  As I approached our rooms at the end of the long hallway upstairs, I heard someone shuffling through our things on the other side of the door to Eric and Benji's room.


  That's just Josh, I told myself as I took a few steps forward.


  "Idiots," a male voice screamed.


  The door to their room flung open. I saw a tall man dressed in black robes. He noticed me as I stood frozen in terror.


  "Josh?" I asked.


  "No, dear. My name is Magi Inyontoo. You killed my father. Prepare to die."


  
    PVP Enabled!


    [PC] Magi Inyontoo is on the hunt for [PC] Kail Kali Tracaryn.

  


  As he danced the start of a spell, I turned and ran. With one six mana points left, I didn't want to risk an encounter with him, whoever he might be.


  "Basil," I called out as I whisked down the stairs two at a time.


  Lightning crashed into the wall next to the top of the stairs.


  "What's going on up there?" Basil yelled.


  "No time to explain," I said, running out the front door of the inn.


  I glanced to the left and right, searching for any signs of Eric, Benji or our cart.


  Seeing nothing, I ran toward the largest crowd nearby, hoping Magi Inyontoo didn't see me.


  Another player character? Was it Josh or someone else? Should I have gone OOC with him?


  Outside in the open air with other people around, I calmed down and stopped running.


  I should go back and talk to him OOC, make sure it's not Josh.


  When I walked out of the throng of people I'd been hiding behind, I saw the man in black robes, his hood covering most of his face. All I noticed was the creepy grin.


  "Josh? Is that you?" I called out. "Did you respawn and start a new character?"


  
    OOC PENALTY!


    -10% xp on your next encounter.

  


  The other mage walked closer, still grinning.


  "Josh? Tell me whether it's you or not."


  "It's me," the stranger said. "Sure."


  Can I trust him?


  "Where have you been?" I asked.


  I noticed Basil run out of the inn as the other player walked toward me.


  "I've taken the OOC penalty already. You can talk to me."


  "Maybe I don't want to talk with you," the mage said.


  "That's close enough." I put up my hands, palms out. "Stay there."


  He stopped and chuckled.


  "Newbies are so much fun."


  "Are you Josh or not?" I asked.


  Behind him, I noticed Basil walking toward us.


  "Maybe I am."


  Such a cocky voice. It's him.


  "Where have you been?" I asked.


  "Oh, here and there. You know how it is here in the game."


  "You didn't even want to play the game,” I said.


  "I didn't? Well, I changed my mind."


  He stepped forward.


  "Stay away from me," I said, wondering if I should run.


  Where would I go?


  "I thought you were playing a barbarian. What happened?"


  "Perhaps I died," he said.


  Basil had nearly reached us.


  "Did you die? If you're Josh, tell me the first time we kissed."


  The mage frowned, his voice turning angry.


  "You've got a note that belongs to me,” he said.


  "I have no idea what you're talking about. You need to step-off before my friends arrive."


  "Or are they dead already?"


  Eric? Nooooo....


  The mage laughed.


  "Caring for someone in this game is a sure-fire way to get yourself killed," he said. “You need to join me. Magictology is the way.”


  I'm not dead yet.


  "Now," I yelled at Basil.


  The innkeeper pushed the mage.


  "What the..."


  As the strange player character turned, I used the chance to sprint in the other direction. Running away and living to fight another day made the most sense.


  If it wasn't Josh, who could it be? Were others trapped in the game?


  Basil yelled, causing a commotion. I kept running, not looking back.


  Around the corner, I spotted Eric standing by the cart in front of a shop.


  He smiled as I approached and held up a pouch.


  I stopped, breathing heavy, and put my hand on his arm.


  "We've got to go," I said, glancing behind me.


  "Everything okay?"


  I hated lying to him, but I knew he would want to confront the other PC. We weren’t ready. Not at level two.


  "Yeah, but we need to go. Now."


  "Why the hurry? Benji is carrying the rest of the stuff inside the shop. We made out like bandits on the gong."


  "That's great, but we've got to go."


  I scanned the street, not seeing any sign of the mage in black.


  "Fine. I'll get Benji."


  "Hurry," I said. "We've got to go train for our next levels."


  
    OOC PENALTY!


    Total of -20% xp on your next encounter.

  


  Ugh. Not again.


  "Yeah, I'm excited about hitting next level too, but you shouldn’t have gone OOC to tell me."


  "I know..."


  My voice trailed off.


  "Well, we've got the penalty, we should talk. You sure everything's okay?"


  "Yeah..."


  I still saw no sign of the other player character.


  Benji came out of the general goods shop before we talked.


  "That's the last of it," he said. "Now to spend my share of the copper pieces."


  "We've got to go," I said, climbing onto the cart. "Come on you two. Mednia awaits."


  "She's serious?" Benji asked. "We just got here."


  "Our next treasure haul when we get this pendant will be even bigger. You can rest then, Benji," Eric said as he climbed onto the wooden bench in front of me.


  Benji followed him. I flicked the reins to get our mule going.


  "Should we get a horse instead of the mule, maybe?" Eric asked. "And don't you need a new bowstring still?"


  "We don't have time," I said. "The mule is fine for now, and I can repair the bow in Mednia. From what I gather that's a better idea."


  The wooden wheels of the cart rolled us toward the city gates as the mule click-clacked down the cobblestone street.


  "What are you looking for?" Eric asked. "You keep looking around?"


  "It's nothing. Our other party member. I'm just wondering if he made it here, you know?"


  Eric nodded, not saying anything else. I knew bringing Josh up would quiet him down.


  All I wanted was to level up, solve the main quest, and get back to the Tower of Gates portion of the game. When we did, I hoped to quit even if I never got to play the game again.


  Some aspects were too real for my tastes, especially the pain and negative emotions. I sensed the game-world adapting around us. Did it read all of my inner, private thoughts?


  What did it mean if there were other player characters? And, more importantly, were they all evil like the black mage? The questions piled up in my mind as we reached the town gates.


  "Safe travels," Randall called out, giving a salute.


  I waved along with the other two, all of us silent, anxious about the journey to Mednia. As the cart bounced on the dirt trail leading west, I stole a glance at Eric.


  He looked so different as a middle-aged man. He's so heroic and... I squelched the thoughts that formed in the back of my mind. No time for romantic feelings.


  We were at the beginning of a quest we had to win. Not knowing what happened if we died frightened me, but I had to keep going.


  Benji climbed into the back of the cart. As we pulled away from the city. Eric glanced over and smiled, staring into my eyes. I needed to tell him about the other player character.


  “Hey,” I said in a low voice. “Something happened back there.”


  “What?” he asked.


  Benji poked his head up front.


  “You’re not talking about me, are you?”


  “No,” I said. “Thanks for coming with us.”


  “I had nothing going for me back in Fishguard,” he said.


  Once again, I admired the reality of the non-player characters. Were they AI?


  The cart carried us west toward a new city. I thought about my encounter with the other player. As soon as we camped for the night, I’d tell Eric everything about the other PC.


  With him and I working together, no game could hold us down.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 13 ::::>


   


   


  We're Gonna Need a Bigger Party


   


   


  ERIC


   


  We reached Mednia a few days after leaving Fishguard. The three of us went our separate ways. I spent two days with a master rogue named Gord to level up. He gave me a book that would help me train on my own until I reached level five.


  After leaving him, I checked my new numbers on the way to the Golden Eagle Inn. We had gotten three rooms until we figured out what to do for our new quest. None of us had any idea how to find Snargao or the Cursed Pendant of Visions.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Drexmao ("Drex")


    Race: Human (Special)


    Class: Rogue


    Level: 3


    Experience Points: 7565 (1435 for next level)


    Alignment: +85 (Quite Good)


    Health: 42(42)


     


    Strength: 75 (+10%)


    Dexterity: 75 (+10%)


    Constitution: 70 (+5%)


    Intelligence: 75 (+10%)


    Wisdom: 55 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  That poison took a toll on my constitution. I need to find some buffs soon. Only gaining ten hit points a level isn't gonna work, and I'm so close to leveling again.


  Gord the master rogue had helped me increase some of my skills too.


  
    > Stats skills


    Your Current Skills


    Black Market Connections – Basic Level 2 of 10


    Monster Lore – Basic Level 3 of 10


    Weapon Craft – Blades - Basic Level 4 of 10


    Stealth - Basic Level 2 of 10


    Create Item - Basic Level 1 of 10


    Identify Item – Basic Level 6 of 10


    Language: Human, Common


    Sense Motive – Basic Level 5 of 10


    Bargaining – Basic Level 1 of 10

  


  After staring at the numbers for my character, I heard a knock on the door to my room.


  "Come in," I said, standing up with a hand on my sword.


  The door opened.


  "Settle down," Sarah said. "It's just me."


  I took my hand off the hilt and sat down on my bed.


  "Where's Benji?"


  "Buying clothes or something. He's almost spent all of his copper pieces."


  "Are you ready to finish this quest of ours?"


  She nodded.


  "And more."


  "Don't say it."


  "I didn't."


  "Good. Don't."


  "I'm not."


  The door opened. Benji walked in, carrying a live chicken by its feet.


  "Carry on," he said. "Don't mind me. I bought a chicken."


  Sarah laughed.


  "What are you going to do with a live chicken?"


  "Eat it, hopefully. Are we leaving again to find clues for the pendant right now?"


  "No, Benji. Go feast for tomorrow we ride into battle for victory or death," I said dramatically.


  His eyes opened as the chicken struggled to free itself.


  "I'm voting for the former if I get a vote. Talk to you guys later."


  "Close the door on your way out," I said.


  "Ah, gotcha, boss."


  He over-winked.


  Sarah rolled her eyes. I turned to her after he left and stared into those magical green eyes.


  "Well..."


  "I should go study my spells before bed."


  "Have you gotten new ones?"


  She nodded.


  "A few surprises."


  I loved her smile, the way her face lit up, radiated joy.


  "Good. We don't even know where to find this stupid pendant. I've used my knowledge of monsters and villains, but I've got nothing on this Snargao character."


  "We'll find him," she said.


  "I know."


  "Eric..."


  "You're building up quite a big penalty for yourself. This better be good."


  "Back in Fishguard. I ran into someone."


  I leaned forward.


  "Yeah? Was it Josh?"


  "No, but I got a notification screen that it was another player character."


  "It must've been Josh then."


  "No, Eric. He tried to kill me. I barely got away."


  "That's why you were in such a hurry."


  "Yeah. I wanted to tell you, but I thought you would want to fight him."


  "We should've fought him if he was trying to kill you."


  "That's the thing. Josh wouldn't do that, not to me."


  "Are you sure?" I asked.


  She sighed.


  "Come on, Eric. I know you don't like my boyfriend, but you've got to respect what I want."


  "And you want him? That's fine. I get it. He has legs and can walk around."


  "That's not it at all," she said, standing up.


  I gazed at her elven features, but her mind mattered most.


  "You always think it's about you and being paralyzed. It's bad and all, but the entire world doesn't revolve around you."


  I held up my hands.


  "You win. I give up."


  "Can we talk about this before our five minutes is up? I'm already at minus thirty percent next encounter."


  "What?"


  "Yeah, I went OOC to talk to the other PC."


  "What did he say?"


  "Not much. Some lame line from an old 2D movie. "


  "Oh? Which one?"


  "It doesn't matter. The point is there's other players in the game, and they're PVP not PVE like us. Are the other players able to quit the game because they're higher level or something? Why do they want to kill us?"


  "We can play PVP too," I said.


  "I know you can play PVP, but that's not the game I want right now, okay? We need to finish this level and get back to the tower. Hopefully, we can quit from there and get back to the real world. Something isn't right about this game, Eric. It scares me."


  I nodded. She was right.


  "Like you said, we'll clear this level by finishing this quest then get back to the tower. There should be a way to get out of the game. If not, we stay there in the tower until my father gets home. We're probably missing something stupid, and that's why we can't quit."


  "He’ll be angry with us, won’t he?"


  "Yeah," I said. "Very. We can worry about that later. I want to make sure we're both safe."


  I watched her walk – so graceful - toward the door of my room.


  She stopped and turned around.


  "Oh, Eric?"


  "Yeah?"


  "I'm glad I'm here with you. Don't ever forget our secret vow."


  "The one to never lose a game together? How could I ever forget?" I smiled. "Goodnight, Sarah."


  "Goodnight, Eric. See you in the morning."


  She left the room, closing the door behind her.


  I laid back on the semi-comfortable bed stuffed with feathers.


  Would I be able to get us out of the game? My father had warned me not to play. Why hadn't I listened to him? I need to get my act together and grow up in the game and reality.


  Sleep overcame me quickly after such a long day. I didn't know what we would face the next day, but having Sarah around would make it somehow more tolerable.


  One day I might tell her my feelings.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  The next morning, I met Sarah and Benji downstairs in the main dining hall. A huge fireplace made of stone covered a good third of the back wall. They didn't notice as I walked up.


  "You two having a good breakfast?" I asked.


  "Hey, boss."


  "You always sleep so late," Sarah said. "Have a seat. We ordered extra meat to prepare ourselves for the journey ahead."


  "We still don't even know where we're going."


  I sat down on the wooden bench in front of the long table across from the other two.


  "You'll figure it out, boss."


  "Quit calling me boss," I snapped.


  Sarah frowned with her thin elven lips.


  "What? He's getting on my nerves. We've been here a couple days now, and we still don't know where to find this thing."


  "If he has a name like Snargao, he shouldn't be too hard to find."


  "Did someone say Snargao?" someone asked from behind us.


  I turned in my chair and saw a female gnome with copper hair, dark brown eyes, and small ears. She wore hide armor and had a hefty battle-axe on her side and a heavy wooden shield strapped to her back. Benji stood.


  "Can we help you?" he asked.


  "What do you know of Snargao the Impatient?"


  She stared at each of us for a few seconds before moving to the next. A notification popped up.


  
    [NPC] Thrukad


    After Magi Inyontoo killed her parents, Thrukad swore to avenge them.


    You think she will help on your main quest to destroy the Cursed Pendant of Visions.

  


  "We're looking for him," I said, standing up. "Care to join us?"


  "I'm not looking anymore," the gnome said. "Yesterday, I heard he's in the Cave of Fish Smells. While I don't want to go up there and face it myself, I need to avenge my family."


  "Did Snargao kill them?" I asked. "Please, join us."


  I sat back down. The gnome took a seat next to me.


  "My name is Thrukad, and I'm on a mission to kill Magi Inyontoo. Snargao will lead me to him."


  "What was that name?" Sarah asked. "I've heard it before, back in Fishguard."


  The other player character she ran into? I listened closely.


  "Magi Inyontoo. He goes around accusing people of killing his father then executes them."


  "Sounds dreadful," Benji said as he pushed away his half-empty plate.


  "He's more than dreadful. No other mage or hero on the Grabisco Isles can compete with him."


  "We'll help you take him out," I said.


  "Hold on a minute." Sarah shook her head. "We need to talk about this first. IF he's the most powerful, how are we going to defeat him?"


  "I'll defeat him on my own with all the anger that rages through my veins."


  "You've got fire to you, don't you?" Benji asked then smiled at the warrior.


  At least he's not hitting on Sarah anymore, I thought. Should we trust this NPC?


  When I studied her face to know her motive, nothing came to mind.


  "I think we could use a warrior like you," Sarah said. "How much to hire your services?"


  "You don't need to pay me for this if we kill Snargao and Magi Inyontoo."


  "I still get paid, though, right?" Benji asked.


  "Yes," I said, waving his concerns away with my hand. "We can leave today if you're ready."


  "Just the four of us? Are you kidding? We might be ready if we had one more warrior."


  "Do you know anyone?" I asked.


  Thrukad smiled.


  "In fact, I know just the man to help us."


  "Great, it's settled." I glanced over at Sarah. "Sound good to you?"


  "Well, considering we've not discussed it at all, sure, yeah."


  I noted the sarcasm in her voice but ignored it as usual. Her humor and wit were two of the many reasons I loved spending time with her in games or the real world.


  "Perfect. We should go see this man and ask him to join our quest to the cave of fish smells."


  "His name is Athard. Don't judge him on first impressions. He can be rough around the edges."


  "Sounds like just the man we want for this mission."


  I stood up and looked from Benji to Sarah.


  "You two ready or do you need to prepare spells or something?"


  "I'm ready, boss."


  "Sure, let's go."


  I watched as they stood up and walked around the table. Along with Thrukad, we walked out of the dining hall and into the street. Unlike Fishguard, the city of Mednia looked brand new.


  The architecture looked ancient Grecian, tons of pillars and lots of white everywhere. Anything was better than the rundown buildings and fish smells in the other city we'd been in.


  "Are you three new to Mednia?" Thrukad asked as we walked down the side of a brick paved street.


  "Yes, we're new here," I said. "After learning of the cursed pendant of visions, we traveled here to learn more about it and how to destroy it."


  "Oh, you know how to destroy it? That's great."


  "My boss is a great man. He's wise and also a warrior."


  "You're a warrior, huh? We'll see about that."


  Thrukad chuckled. I let it roll off my back like water.


  A few minutes later, we reached the outside of the Drunken Cyclops tavern.


  "Should they stay out here?" I asked, worried about Sarah's safety in such a dive.


  "We'll be fine," she said. "Let's go."


  "I'm more worried about your priest more than anything," Thrukad said then followed Sarah.


  "Me? What about me?" Benji asked.


  I stepped toward the entrance of the tavern.


  "Are they going to hate me in there? I can stay out here if you want. Go back and get the wagon, maybe?"


  I laughed.


  "Yeah, go get the wagon, Benji. Thanks."


  "Sure thing, boss. I'm on it right now."


  After walking inside to find Sarah and our new gnome friend, it took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the darkness. Two men with long, grey beards played stringed instruments on the far side of the great room. A wooden bar ran the length of one of the longest walls.


  I followed Sarah who was following Thrukad to the opposite side of the room from where the bards were playing their tunes. As soon as we approached a round table in the back and the man sitting down saw me, he leaped up with a scream.


  "Bloody goblin armor, eh? I'll show you not to come in 'ere."


  He charged forward and crashed into me. I fell to the floor, knocking my head on the edge of a wooden table on the way down. Everything went dark.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 14 ::::>


   


   


  She Was in a Class by Herself


   


   


  SARAH


   


  Eric is the unluckiest player in this game, I thought as I saw him go down.


  Before the man who charged him could do any damage, I cast my new second level spell, Snares of Dust. After dancing the moves and singing the words, I used my palms to kick up a dust storm.


  The silver-haired warrior launched into a coughing fit. Benji rushed over and put himself between the man and Eric while our new gnome friend pulled her acquaintance back out of the dust.


  "What the..."


  "You need to settle down, Athard," Thrukad said.


  He continued coughing, trying to catch his breath.


  I kneeled beside Eric as he opened his eyes.


  "Are you okay?"


  "Yeah. What happened?"


  "Don't you remember?"


  "That guy came rushing at me, and then..."


  "You hit your head. Are you sure you're okay?"


  "I'll be fine."


  Eric got to his feet. Athard held out his hand.


  "Sorry, stranger. My emotions got the better of me."


  "It's fine," Eric said, shaking the man's rough hand. "My name is Drex. This is trophy armor from my father. He got it during the Great War."


  "Athard," the man said.


  His shifty, gray eyes concerned me, but I kept my thoughts to myself. Studded leather armor, and a long sword strapped to his side screamed stupid fighter.


  "Thrukad here should've told me you three were coming."


  "I didn't think you would be a brute at first sight."


  "That's all in the past," Eric said, sitting down at a nearby table. "We'd like to talk with you about taking out a hobgoblin named Snargao. You ever hear of him?"


  "Snargao the Impatient?"


  Anger flashed over the man's face.


  "Yeah, that's him," I said.


  "He's responsible for hurting plenty of people around these parts. If you're going after him, I'd love to be part of it. Your armor reminded me of his goons."


  "We'll give you a share of any treasure we find," Eric said. "Time is of the essence, though. We need to leave soon."


  "I'll be sober enough to ride out of the city in an hour or two," Athard said, slurring a few words.


  "Great." Eric clapped his hands. "That gives us time to shop for supplies before we leave."


  "There's only one problem. Snargao is holed up in the Cave of Fish Smells, and there's no easy way to get up there."


  "Oh," I said. "Don't worry. I've got that figured out.”


  "She's a powerful mage," Benji said. "Perhaps you've heard of us before?"


  "No," Athard said. "Who are you?


  "We're nobodies," Eric said. "On a quest to rid the realm of evil."


  "Speaking of which. You guys should go buy rope, water, food, torches and other supplies. I need to go study in my room."


  "Lucky mage," Benji said.


  "Come on, it'll let us get to know Athard and Thrukad," Eric said.


  I loved when he backed me up in situations without me having to ask.


  As the other talked amongst each other, I went back to the inn. Before we left on the dangerous mission to destroy the Cursed Pendant of Visions, I wanted to find my familiar.


  I'd been waiting patiently since first level to cast the scroll given to me at the beginning of the game. Would I get an owl? Maybe a cool black panther? Anything but a mouse.


  Back in my room, I closed the door and got the scroll from my backpack. Even after studying the body movements and sounds on the parchment, I'd not been able to cast it.


  I went through the motions, briefly wondering if I should go outside. Would a cool familiar be able to find me in the inn? The thoughts faded as magic energy took over my body.


  "Did it work?" I asked.


  Whenever I found myself in a stressful situation, I talked to myself.


  "Be careful," a voice, distinctly feminine, said in my mind.


  "Who is that?" I asked, jumping back and looking around the room.


  Had the Magi character cast some weird spell on me?


  "Careful" the voice said. "I'm down here."


  I glanced to the floor, still not seeing anything.


  "Make yourself known."


  "You need not speak out loud, Kali. I can't do that yet. We can talk, though, through your mind."


  "Oh," I said, finally getting it. "You're my familiar. Where are you?"


  "Down here. The spider. I might not be what you expected, but I'll do my best to help you. Do you have a name for me?"


  I grinned.


  "Your name is Charlotte."


  When game-life gives you spiders, you name them Charlotte.


  
    Congratulations! You Have a Familiar!


    You have found your familiar, Charlotte, a Scarlet Sac Spider with a body roughly two inches. As you raise in levels, her intelligence and power will also increase.

  


  "Very well, Kali. I'm rather fond of the name. Thank you."


  Are you going to be talking in my head all the time?


  "Only when you need me, but please keep me safe," Charlotte said.


  "Agreed," I said out loud, still getting accustomed to the telepathy.


  We chatted, causing me to lose track of time until someone knocked on the door.


  "Quiet now," I said to Charlotte.


  I opened the door and saw Eric standing in the hallway. He looked gruff yet heroic.


  "Come in," I said. "Where are the others in our ever-expanding party?"


  "They're still shopping. I wanted to see if you were finished."


  "Oh? Why?"


  Does he have something he wants to tell me?


  "I can't read his mind, Kali," Charlotte said.


  "No, don't do that," I said out loud.


  Eric tilted his head to the side.


  "You okay?" His eyes widened. "Watch out, there's a spider on you."


  He reached his arm back. I stepped away before it came down and squished my familiar.


  "Don't," I said. "It's Charlotte, my familiar."


  "You got your familiar? And you named her Charlotte? Did you pick a spider?"


  "No, she came to me. I think she's cute. See the beautiful red colors, so deep and true."


  "Still a spider." He frowned. "Is she poisonous?"


  I stifled a laugh.


  "She's harmless. Trust me."


  "Okay. I do."


  We stared at each other a moment.


  "Oh, yeah, the reason I came up here. Can you help me find a buff ring? Ugh. OOC."


  "Smooth move, Eric."


  "I wanted to talk with you, anyway. Even five minutes of real-world talk makes it easier somehow."


  "Right? I've been thinking the same thing."


  "Anyway, I want to get a ring to buff my constitution. These other NPCs are fine for now, but I don't think we should trust them."


  "Oh, Eric, you're always so paranoid."


  "Just because you're paranoid doesn't mean they're not out to get you."


  I smiled.


  "Sure, I'll go with you. Anything else before we're forced back into game-speak?"


  "Only everything," he said.


  "Yeah, it's been amazing. This should be our last quest in the game."


  "They're making it so easy."


  "Well, it's the first level. They're usually the easiest."


  "Yeah, but...I don't know. We'll get through this then figure out the rest."


  "It's been fun," I said. "Exciting."


  "And funny. I swear, if I get poisoned one more time, I'm suing the makers of the game."


  "Like your father?"


  I studied his face for a reaction.


  "Don't tell anyone about that, okay?"


  "Who would I tell, Eric?"


  "I don't know. Anyone we might meet. There's other player characters in here."


  "We got away from him, and our party is big enough now to take care of him if he comes back." I put my hand on his arm. "Let's go get that ring."


  He grinned and nodded his head.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  After learning the ring would cost twenty-five thousand gold pieces, we laughed our way back to the inn. Benji and the others were standing by the cart, talking to themselves.


  He coughed as we approached.


  "Everything alright?" I asked.


  "Fine, fine," Benji said. "I was just getting to know our new crew."


  "We're excited to be killing one of the foulest hobgoblins that ever lived," Athard said.


  Thrukad lifted her battle-axe above her head.


  "One less goblin in the world is one less problem if you ask me."


  "Not all goblins and hobgoblins are bad," Eric said.


  The silver-haired warrior stared at him.


  "We should get going. I want to make it to the base of the hills by evening. We'll camp there and make our plans to get up to the cave."


  Benji put his hand on Thrukad's shoulder.


  "I bought pillows for the back."


  "That sounds nice," she said.


  As the three of them climbed into the back of the cart, Eric and I walked around to the front. Sitting down, I took the reins.


  "Oh, wait, my bow," I said. "Ugh. Never mind. I'll get it fixed when we get back."


  "What kind of mage uses a bow, anyway?" Athard asked gruffly.


  "She's a powerful one," Benji said.


  He came to my rescue so often, I almost thought he had a crush on me. Then I realized he was that way with everyone we met on our journeys.


  I blocked out the conversation starting up in the wagon and concentrated on the beautiful scenery. The Grecian architecture looked brand new.


  "They built Mednia less than fifty years ago," Charlotte said.


  "Oh, that's nice to know," I said aloud.


  "Excuse me?" Eric asked.


  "Oh, nothing. I was daydreaming."


  Why hadn't I told him more about my familiar? Simply staying in-character or was there something more to it? No answers came by the time we reached the city gates.


  Once past them, Athard poked his head up front.


  "Just so you know, if we run out of food, I know five good mule recipes I learned during the Great War."


  "Yuck. There’ll be no eating Muley."


  "You named your mule?" he asked.


  "Why not?"


  I looked over my shoulder. Athard sat back and peered over at Benji.


  "They're strange ones, but I trust them," our faithful cleric companion said.


  I turned back around as Athard continued his verbal tirade. Had we picked the wrong tank?


  The talkative tank. I smiled. Eric would like that one.


  "All I care about is killing that stupid mother-grabbing goblin and smashing his..."


  "That's enough," I said. "Save your energy for the real thing."


  My thoughts returned to the game. Would we be successful in our quest? Could we get out? And what about Josh? We had more levels, sure, but less answers.


  In the distance, with my superior elven vision, I spotted hills leading to a vast range of mountains. The artwork had been wonderfully well in this first game world. Was each level different? Did we keep our levels and skills between worlds? How did it all work?


  Non-continuity would be a bummer. Even if we got out of the game, I might consider coming back to play with Eric when the stakes weren't as high. Not knowing what happened when we died was a bummer.


  I heard our three companions chatting to each other in the back of the wagon. The depth of the game fascinated me. How did they have enough processing power for more than one level? So far, I'd gotten precious little information from help commands.


  The thoughts and questions floated away as I found myself drawn deeper into the game. I called up my new spell list to figure out the best way to cast as many as possible with the mana I had available.


  
    > Stats Spells


    Spells: Level One


    Fish Slaying (1mp)


    Golden Bolts (2mp per bolt up to 4+ lvl of caster)


    Glorified Cloaks of Bronze (2mp per armor adjustment up to 4+ lvl of caster)


    Ladder of Dwarven Earth (2mp per square foot) – Build an earthen ramp.


    Spells: Level Two


    Snares of Dust (3mp) – Clouds of dust particles rise up, often rendering a person unable to do anything other than cough and stumble away.


     


    Tip: At level four, you will gain one third level spell, one more second level spell and one more first level spell.


     


    > Stats Mana


    You have 48(48) mana points currently.

  


  And how far to the next level?


  
    > Stats xp


     


    You have 8855 xp. You need 7455 xp for next level.


    You have a -20% xp penalty next encounter.

  


  Ugh. Stupid OOC rules.


  The road went ever, ever on, but we eventually reached the foothills that evening. Eric gave out orders to make camp near a group of trees. I stayed up for the first watch, letting the others rest.


  "You don't need as much as them, anyway," Charlotte said in my mind.


  Indeed, but I want to talk to you about other things. Tell me what you know of this world, Charlotte.


  "I know nothing, Kali. My eyes were only recently opened to the gloriousness of reality."


  You're rather smart for a spider, a class all your own you could say.


  "If you say so, Kali. Study your spells. We may have to battle tomorrow."


  Can you help me in other ways?


  "As you progress, our bond will grow and more will be possible. For now, I need to rest."


  Very well. Good night, Charlotte.


  In the morning, our new adventure awaited, and, maybe a way out of the game.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 15 ::::>


   


   


  A Maze of Twisty Little Passages


   


   


  ERIC


   


  When I woke from my strange dreams that mixed in-game and real-world memories into a collage of emotions, I saw Sarah reading from one of her books.


  She didn't notice me, and the others were nowhere to be seen, so I watched a moment, so glad she was with me. I should've listened to my father.


  At the same time, the game had blown away my expectations. We were in another world, a realm beyond imagination. Sarah looked up and smiled.


  "Morning," I said.


  "Good morning. The others went to catch a rabbit before we ascend the hills."


  "You sleep okay?" I asked, standing up and stretching.


  "As well as a Forest Elf in the plains can rest, I guess."


  "This is it, the final part of our quest already. It's been fun, but I have good feelings about this."


  She nodded as the others returned with three rabbits. We feasted on the protein and planned our assault on Snargao in the Cave of Fish Smells.


  "I've heard he doesn't even guard the entrance the smell is so bad," Athard said.


  He turned the meat over the fire, roasting it perfectly.


  Should I try to pick up a cooking skill? Nah, we won't be here that much longer.


  "We should still go up there with a plan."


  "Agreed," Thrukad said. "A plan is better than no plan."


  "You're so good at this," Benji said, nodding his head and smiling.


  The rest of our breakfast before the big raid comprised small talk, each of us preparing in our own way. I thought about who we might have to battle to destroy the pendant.


  All of us stretched the meal out to over an hour. I stood up.


  "It's time to get this done. Today, we earn our place among the names of the famous of this realm."


  Athard stood and said, "Hear, hear..."


  The cheers didn't last long as our party tied up the mule then trudged up the first hill. A rain during the night made the grass slick as we walked.


  Progressively steeper hills came across our path. Even the most fit in our bunch were struggling to catch our breath by the time we reached an impassable area.


  "Stand back," Sarah said.


  As she danced and sang, Athard snickered. Thrukad shoved him.


  When the earth itself rose and formed into a ramp leading higher, everyone shut their mouth. Sarah stopped, smiled, and motioned for us to go.


  I nodded my head as I approached her.


  "After you, m'lady."


  She rolled her eyes.


  I followed close behind as the group made its way up the earthen mound.


  This is it, I thought. We should have brought masks.


  At the top of the magical ramp, a sweet floral scent wafted in our direction.


  I looked from one face to another, searching for an explanation from someone.


  "Do we have the wrong cave?"


  "I know what it is," Sarah said. "Snargao named it the Cave of Fish Smells to keep people away. I mean, if you knew of a fresh smelling cave, everyone would flock here."


  "Brilliant," I said.


  "No, but it's clever with a hint of evil."


  "You two talk strange, but I'm glad we're here."


  Athard drew his blade. I got my sword ready.


  "Let's do this," I said. "Slow and steady wins the race. Everyone do their part."


  So many raids over the years made a run like this second nature. The game might throw surprises at us, but I doubted it. We were winning the game.


  I marveled at the detail of the cave entrance as we entered. Athard and Thrukad were in front as our tanks. Benji and Sarah were in the middle. I covered our rear.


  The narrow width of the cave as we walked further in concerned me, but I said nothing. Our torches cast flickering shadows on the moist walls covered in slime.


  "Curve coming up," Athard said.


  "Follow it." I glanced backward over my shoulder. "We need to move."


  The others picked up the pace. I did the same, nervously waiting for something to jump out at us. My reflexes were decent, but having full use of my body still felt weird.


  "A room ahead," Thrukad said. "All clear."


  We entered a round cavern cleanly carved from the rock of the base of the mountain.


  "There's runes," I said, pointing above the entrance we came in.


  Sarah looked up and studied the hieroglyphics.


  "I think is says...Atari?"


  "What does that even mean?" I asked.


  The roof above the entrance suddenly slipped down with a deafening thud. A huge stone blocked our way. Six giant centipedes rushed out of a hole in its bottom.


  Colored red, blue, green, yellow, orange, and black, they attacked without delay.


  Sarah stepped back and danced a spell as Athard, Thrukad, and I all rushed forward to confront the giant insect. They better not be poisonous, I thought.


  I swung my sword at the orange one.


  
    Your stab HITS the giant centipede for 8 damage!

  


  Immediately after striking it, my armor glowed with golden energy.


  
    Spell Effect: Glorified Cloaks of Bronze


    +12 Armor Class. Your AC is now +42. You are well protected.

  


  The highest mention of armor class I'd seen was +100, so her spell must protect me somewhat. I stabbed at the same centipede, hoping Athard and Thrukad were winning their battles.


  
    Your stab INJURES the giant centipede for 12 damage!


    The giant centipede is dead.


    Combat is Over!


    1200xp divided by two party members.


    You get +600xp – 10% = 540xp


    You have 8,105 xp.


    You need 895 xp for level four Rogue.


    Your Weapon Craft skill has increased to Basic Skill Level 5 of 10

  


  Sarah smiled, wiping her brow.


  "We didn't waste as much magic on the first encounter"


  "This is all your fault." Athard walked over. "Why didn't you detect that trap, thief?"


  "Hey, I'm not a thief."


  "I know a thief when I see one."


  He stepped forward, puffing out his chest.


  "Knock it off," Sarah said. "We need to get out of here before something nastier comes along."


  "How do you propose we do that?" Athard asked.


  "Stand back," she said.


  I grinned and moved away as she did a dance and song she'd performed earlier. This time, the earth below the massive stone moved away, forming a staircase down.


  The sheet of rock blocking our path fell, clearing the way.


  "Great job," Benji said, patting her on the back.


  "We still have to find out where we went wrong. I’ll look for whatever I missed."


  "Be careful," Sarah called out as I climbed over the stone and back into the wet tunnel.


  Roses, lavender and other floral scents were almost overpowering, but I powered on. At the curve in the tunnel, I searched and found a hidden door. Pressing a stone in opened it.


  I smiled. This is a good raid so far. Some centipede trap, but that wasn't much to guard this place. Maybe Snargao was more powerful than we realized?


  "Come on guys, I found the way."


  "Why should we trust you now? It's not like you're letting us join the party officially," Athard said.


  "Do you do anything besides complain?" I asked as he passed.


  We had to stop Benji and the others constantly asking us to join the party. Did they want more money? That soon wouldn't be a problem.


  Athard grumbled but moved into the other cave leading deeper into the mountain. Thrukad went through next with me close behind. I wanted a better chance to spot anything ahead.


  On the other side, I found myself in a maze of twisty little passages, all alike. We walked. I still found myself in a maze of twisty little passages, all alike


  "Stop, guys. We're in trouble," I said.


  "What is it?"


  Athard looked around, weapon at the ready.


  "We're going in circles, I think. This is some sort of maze. I can't figure it out."


  "I've got this," Sarah said.


  "Another spell to save the day?" Athard asked then smirked.


  "Um, no, it's common sense. I'll use this spelunking chalk and twine I brought along. We can use it to map our way through the maze. Easy."


  "You're the most intelligent elf I've ever had the pleasure of laying my eyes on," Benji said. "Songs should be written about your beauty and intelligence together."


  "Okay, okay, that's enough," I said. "Good idea, but we don't know what's at the end of the maze. Is it a minotaur? Or something else?"


  "I want to kill goblins," Athard said. "They all deserve it."


  "Calm down," I said. "Do you hear chanting?"


  "I do," Sarah said. "Doesn't sound good at all."


  "You have that chalk?"


  She nodded. At every turn, we made a mark to find our way. The chants became louder as we neared the end of the maze.


  "There's nothing here," Athard said. "It's a dead-end."


  "Alright," I said. "Let's be smart about this."


  I searched the stone wall and found another hidden door.


  
    You have gained a new skill!


    Find Hidden Doors – Basic Skill Level 1 of 10

  


  "Okay, it's open, but I want to scout..."


  "Charge," Athard yelled, cutting me off.


  He rushed through the hidden door and into a short hallway that opened into a larger cavern.


  "Ugh, let's go," I said, running after him.


  The others followed behind. I ran into Athard as he stood at the end of the hall. A suite of rooms had been cut into the stone. In the middle of the one we were in, I saw a hobgoblin in robes.


  "You dare come here?" he asked in common.


  "We're here for the pendant," I said.


  "Die, goblin scum," Athard shouted.


  I grabbed his arm, but he pulled away and ran toward the Snargao who was dancing about to cast a spell. Before Athard reached him, part of the wall broke free in a humanoid form.


  Uh oh, I thought, pulling my sword while keeping an eye on Snargao.


  "Have fun," he said as he grabbed a pendant off the workbench in front of him.


  "I'll get him," Athard said.


  He turned to run, but the earth elemental smacked him hard with a compacted dirt fist.


  
    > Consider Earth Elemental


     


    You use Monster Lore.


    All you know at your skill level is that it's resistant to fire and can move through earth easily. It's very resistant to damage.

  


  Ugh. I want more information. Need to consider more mobs. Time to battle.


  As Athard and Thrukad attacked from the front, I worked my way around to the rear. Problem? The earth elemental simply switched its orientation. With me in its sights, it charged.


  The golden glow of my extra protection still lit up my armor. I held up my buckler and raised my sword ready to attack. It barreled into me first, being quicker than I thought.


  
    The Medium Earth Elemental's slam INJURES you for 12 damage.

  


  I kept my balance and thrust my sword into the dirt.


  
    Your stab GRAZES the medium earth elemental for 5 damage

  


  "You need to do better," Athard screamed then attacked again.


  His blow landed, getting the elemental's attention.


  Can I backstab an elemental? I wondered. Time to find out.


  I crept forward and slid my sword into the elemental.


  
    Your stab HITS the medium earth elemental for 9 damage!

  


  I guess not. Gotta keep fighting.


  Sarah cast another spell. The floor of the cave rose, enlarging the elemental.


  "Watch it," I screamed, slashing at the dirt creature.


  
    Your stab HITS the medium earth elemental for 8 damage!

  


  This is taking forever. Athard and Thrukad continued attacking from other sides. Doesn't Benji have any offensive spells? I wondered as I struck again.


  
    Your stab GRAZES the medium earth elemental for 5 damage!

  


  I wanted to run after Snargao and the pendant, but the others needed my help. The elemental threw a mighty fist in my direction. I jumped to the side.


  
    The medium earth elemental's punch HITS you for 8 damage.

  


  At least my armor is holding up with Sarah's buff. I liked that she was saving her mana for catching up with Snargao.


  The elemental flowed to the left, flanking Athard.


  "Watch out," I shouted, too late.


  Athard fell to the floor of the cave, screaming in pain. I rushed the elemental as Benji ran toward our new warrior friend. My sword barely connected.


  
    Your stab GRAZES the medium earth elemental for 5 damage!


    Your sword has become dull. Minus 2 damage.

  


  Really? I needed a new sword anyway. Time to take this thing out.


  Summoning all my strength, I ran forward and aimed at what passed for a head on the elemental.


  
    Your stab INJURES the medium earth elemental for 11 damage!

  


  Athard stood after being healed and rejoined the fray. Between him, Thrukad and myself, we kept the elemental busy. The blows, hits, grazes and scratched added up and it collapsed to the floor in a heap of loose, crumbly dirt.


  
    Combat is over!


    You receive 800xp divided by two party members.


    You get +400 xp

  


  "Blast that hobgoblin wizard," Athard said. "I saw my life flash before my eyes."


  "Knowing you, it probably wasn't pretty," Thrukad said with a chuckle.


  "Shut-up, shorty."


  "All of you, knock it off," I said then sheathed my sword. "This isn't over yet. He got away with the amulet."


  "He escaped through that tunnel," Athard said, pointing. "Let's follow him."


  "Wait," I said. "He's likely laid another trap. We need to think this through."


  "And heal," Thrukad said. "I'm hurting bad."


  "Benji, take care of her, will you?"


  "Sure, that's all I'm good for, isn't it?"


  I ignored him and walked over to Sarah.


  "How are you on mana?"


  "Could be better, but I want to save the restoration potions."


  "Good idea. We don't know what else is next. An earth elemental is not an easy kill."


  She glanced around.


  "We should search this place and see if there's anything that will help us."


  "Smart."


  I searched along with the others, coming up with a nice haul.


  
    
      	Ring of the Spider - + 5 to climbing skill


      	Potion of the Mages – restores full mana


      	Scroll of Become Unknowable Humanoids


      	2 yellow gems (10gp each)


      	12 red gems (30gp each)


      	72 gp


      	142 sp


      	5142 cp

    

  


  While Athard counted the coins, I worked with Benji to barricade the secret door Snargao had used to escape. Sarah placed the new spell in her book, and Thrukad continued searching the other rooms.


  "That's everything," she said, walking back into the main workroom.


  "Not a bad haul," I said. "But we haven't met our objective yet."


  "Let's go get that goblin," Athard said then spat on the floor.


  "For once, I agree with you," I said. "Let's heal first. There's no telling what's coming up."


  Benji moved from one person to another, looking to wounds and using magic where necessary to heal us up. We weren't back at full health, but it would have to do. Time was short.


  We moved the impromptu barricade and entered a smooth, round tunnel. It led slightly upward and was only wide enough to walk single-file.


  If anyone ambushed us, this would be where they did it. My dull sword wouldn't help us any, but I hoped to find another on the way.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 16 ::::>


   


   


  That’s No Ordinary Wax Golem


   


   


  SARAH


   


  "Be careful," Eric whispered.


  He and the others were all in front of our single-file line. We'd cleared Snargao's lair, so I hoped no monsters or enemies came at us from behind.


  The last thing we needed was another player character showing up again. While the pendant had slipped away when we got near, we would get it.


  "I can scout the way," Charlotte said.


  Why didn't I think of that myself?


  "You're busy and nervous, Kali. It's fine."


  "Drex, stop. I have an idea."


  "Stop, Athard," he hissed.


  The warrior grumbled. Thoughts of Josh floated through my mind, but I cast them aside.


  "I'll send my familiar to check out the path ahead."


  "Good idea," he said without turning around.


  We barely had enough room to move forward.


  "Go, Charlotte. How far can I still hear you?"


  "A hundred feet now, but it will grow as we get to know each other."


  "Who's Charlotte?" Benji asked. "Is she getting paid a full share?"


  "It's her familiar. Now be quiet," Eric said.


  "Stupid wizards," Athard said.


  "I'm going now, Kali, as fast as I can."


  Be careful, I thought as I waited, tapping my left foot.


  "I should be able to consider any creature we run into," Eric said.


  When he didn't continue talking out of character, I said, "Oh, cool. We can talk about it later."


  "I want to go," Athard said, reminding me of Josh again.


  "Shut it," Eric said.


  Anything, Charlotte?


  "I'm reaching the end of the tunnel, Kali. There's a lit cavern. It's so big."


  Do you see anyone?


  "Only two statues, Kali."


  Great. Wait for me.


  "Let's go. There's two statues, but that's it."


  "The spider does better than our thief," Athard said from the front of the line. "This is the strangest party I've ever not joined."


  Maybe it isn't Josh. He's almost talking like a gamer. Joke by the coders who build the game?


  "Keep moving," Eric said.


  Our procession inched forward. We reached the end of the narrow tunnel and walked out into a natural cavern. Several tunnels led out, including the one we'd just exited.


  "I've got a bad feeling about this," Eric said.


  The two statues Charlotte had seen stirred to life when we entered.


  "Wax golems," I said. "Get ready."


  As the two creatures lumbered toward us, I noted something different.


  "Those aren't normal wax golems," Eric yelled.


  "What are they?"


  "Ear wax golems. Be careful."


  Yuck. This game is getting too weird.


  My protection spells on the party were still going strong,


  "They're vulnerable to fire," he called out before rushing one of them.


  Athard and Thrukad fought valiantly beside him.


  Benji held back with me.


  I should've taken Lava Hands.


  "Do you have fire magic?" he asked me.


  Neither of us took our eyes off the battle raging in the cavern.


  "Unfortunately, no, but let's look around. Maybe we can use torches or get a fire going."


  "I'm not sure a fire in this cavern is a good idea," Charlotte said in my mind.


  "Right."


  "What?" Benji asked.


  "Forget the fire."


  "You're talking stranger than normal."


  "I'm stressed, okay?" I snapped.


  "Calm down," Charlotte said. "We've got this."


  "Okay, the warriors seem to do okay. Let's look around and get to know the cavern batter. You go that way."


  I pointed then took off in the other direction, circling the fighters battling the wax golems in the center. Would Benji know to attend to the wounded? Too late to tell him.


  Eric looked heroic as he thrust, sparred, and pressed forward, battling the unholy golems. They were not sentient, but they still could take our party out if we weren't careful.


  I planted my feet and tried a single Golden Bolt. It bounced off the wax creature. The golem turned in my direction and walked toward me.


  Uh oh. They must be magic resistant.


  Eric noticed the one coming toward me. He rushed forward and slashed again, sinking his blade into the wax. The golem stopped and swung a fist at him.


  You got this, Eric.


  The other two were handing the second golem well, so I continued my exploration of the cavern. One massive yet short tunnel leading to a set of stairs caught my eye.


  Is that the entrance to the Tower of Sherlock? We must be in the basement.


  I carefully continued my circle, meeting up with Benji.


  "Athard needed healing again, but I took care of him."


  "Looks like they're down to just one golem."


  Charlotte, can you come to me?


  "I'm here, Kali, climbing to your shoulder now."


  "We've got this," Benji said.


  The final golem lost its form, creating a second lump of wax in middle of the cavern.


  
    Combat is over!


    You gain 1600xp divided by two party members.


    You get 800 xp.


    You have 9735 xp.


    You need 4265 xp for Level Four Mage

  


  "We did okay," Eric said. "But we should've taken them down sooner."


  I rolled my eyes. Why does he always have to pick apart everything?


  "Kali, we've got more company in the cavern," Charlotte said.


  I turned to see an even larger stone golem lumber into the cavern. Snargao and a group of goblin grunts fell in behind the monstrous living statue.


  "That's it," Athard shouted. "I'm out of here, and I'm taking the loot."


  "No," Eric said.


  "I'm going too. Riches alone just aren't worth it for me," Thrukad said.


  The two of them ran into the tunnel we'd come in through.


  In that moment, I learned the problem with not having NPCs officially join the party. Eric and I would need to have a talk unless we got out of the game.


  While our newest hirelings had terrible morale, Benji stayed with us, holding his trusty mace. I glanced over at Eric as he gripped his sword and stared at the golem.


  "I don't think we can do it," he said. "We should retreat."


  "You don't need to tell me twice," Benji said then turned and fled.


  "No," Eric called out. "Let's try another tunnel. I've already got the scroll, ring, and gems in my backpack. Those other two can have whatever they scavenge if Snargao doesn't get to them."


  "Fine," I said. "Lead the way."


  Eric dashed through one of the other tunnels. While wider than the other one, we could only fit in single-file again. Charlotte? Everything okay?


  "I'm fine, but I'm worried."


  "Don't be. We got this."


  "Can you please talk to her in your mind?" Eric asked as we rushed through the tunnel.


  "Sorry, I'm still getting used to it."


  "We're coming to the end," Eric said.


  I hoped we didn't run from the frying pan into the fire.


  "Are they following us?" Eric asked.


  "I don't think the golem will fit in this tunnel, but I can't hear the goblins."


  "Maybe they went back to Snargao's lair," Benji offered.


  "Would serve those other two right for breaking rank," Eric said.


  "Hey, they're not full members of our party. We've got to talk about that soon."


  "I agree," Benji said. "Can we do it later, though?"


  He emerged from the tunnel, allowing me to see a rectangular room filled with broken glass, bits of steel, and other junk. Where are we now?


  "I have no idea," Charlotte said.


  Sorry, I was talking to myself.


  "No problem. You do that a lot."


  Yeah, well...


  Eric turned to face the only entrance to the room. I watched where we'd come in, waiting for the nasty sounds and catcalls from the goblins.


  "Maybe they didn't see us?" Eric asked.


  "I doubt it," Benji said. "They're probably going to Snargao's lair first. We're not going anywhere."


  Eric glanced over.


  "Any bright ideas?"


  "I could use Ladder of Dwarven Earth to seal the entrance, but that will trap us in here."


  "Do I get a vote?"


  "Yes, Benji. We'll let you join the party after we get out of this."


  "Not without my approval," Eric said.


  I sighed.


  "Let's not fight now, okay? What about the ring?" I glanced up. "Nowhere for you to climb, really."


  "May I give you a suggestion, Kali?"


  Sure. What is it?


  "The scroll of Become Unknowable Humanoids may help. While it would take you a day or more to permanently add it to your book of known spells, you can cast it once immediately. The parchment will be destroyed and its magic lost, but..."


  "Brilliant," I said with a smile. "Charlotte may have saved the day. Well, her and you, Drex. Give me that scroll."


  "Sure," he said, sheathing his sword.


  "Keep watch, Benji," I said as Eric dug out the rolled-up parchment.


  He handed it to me.


  "Can you learn spells so fast?"


  "No, but we can use it once. I say we change ourselves into goblins and try to sneak our way out of here."


  "You're so smart," Benji said.


  Eric nodded his head.


  "Not bad, Kali."


  He used my in-game name.


  "In-game?" Charlotte asked.


  Maybe later I'll explain.


  "We're out of options at this point, so give it a shot. Aren't we too tall for goblins?"


  "I don't know how the magic works, but we'll see soon enough."


  "Someone's coming down the tunnel," Benji said.


  I unrolled the scroll and studied the text and images.


  How do I...


  "Read the very bottom," Charlotte said.


  Oh, for single use...


  I read the arcane words. The printing on the page lit up then faded.


  "Concentrate on the creatures you want to impersonate," Charlotte said.


  A moment later, I stifled a laugh as I saw Eric and Benji turned into two of the ugliest and tallest goblins I'd ever seen. This isn't perfect, but it needs to do for now.


  "You'll get better, Kali. I have faith in you."


  "Wait, I don't speak great goblin," Eric said. "I know a few words, but..."


  "Me either," Benji said as he picked his new, bulbous nose.


  "Let me do the talking," I said, getting ready.


  Any advice, Charlotte?


  "I would try to act like a goblin."


  A green-skinned goblin with no facial hair and pointy ears walked into the small dead-end.


  "What are you three doing here? I've not seen you before.”


  "I heard there's work for goblins here," I said.


  The goblin stared into my eyes. I froze, my heart pounding.


  "You're tall and fat for a goblin, aren't you?" he asked Benji.


  Benji stuffed a finger up his bulbous nose, not saying a word.


  I cringed as he licked his finger clean then grinned with green teeth.


  “Well?” the goblin asked.


  “I came to work and join Magictology,” I said.


  “That’s what I’m talking about,” the goblin said, nodding his head.


  "You three will do fine. Come with me."


  The goblin turned and went back down the tunnel toward the cavern. I took a deep breath, hoping nobody cast dispel magic.


  It would've been nice to add the spell to my book to use it again, but I'd saved the party...at least for the moment. Who knew what awaited us.


  As we walked single-file, I heard screams coming from the large cavern. They sounded like a bratty five-year-old throwing a tantrum. What now?


  "Hurry up," the goblin said. "You're about to meet your new master, the founder of Magictology."


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 17 ::::>


   


   


  Rogue and a Ring of Spider Climbing


   


   


  ERIC


   


   


  I almost forgot our goblin disguise when we entered the cavern. Snargao stood in front of a mage in black robes. The stone golem stood at his side with its massive arms crossed over its chest.


  "How did you lose them again?" the mage screamed. "I hate you and this game."


  Did he talk OOC? What the...


  
    > Consider black mage


    [PC] Magi Inyontoo


    This high-level mage is the most powerful player character in the first level of the first floor of the Tower of Gates. He is known for PvP victories. This is all you know.

  


  My goblin jaw dropped. He turned in our direction, lashing out with more fury.


  "Who are these goobers?"


  "They were hiding, master. I think they're with the new recruits."


  "I've never seen them before," Snargao said. "We don't have time for this, Magi."


  "Tell them to clean up all that ear wax. And no eating it," he yelled.


  Sarah and I made eye contact for the briefest of seconds. Even as a goblin, she looked amazing.


  Magi turned and walked back to the immense stairs with the stone golem following close behind. Its feet pounded the floor of the cave as it walked.


  Snargao went in the other direction, heading toward his lair.


  That went better than I thought it would.


  "Alright," the goblin underling said as he pointed at the two piles of ear wax. "You heard 'em. Get all that in wheelbarrows and take it up to the workshop. Took a lot of goblins to get that much ear wax, and we're not wasting any of it, you hear me?"


  I nodded. Sarah belched. Even without a skill level, I farted on command.


  The goblin grinned and nodded his approval before following Snargao.


  "Let's get out of here," Sarah said in common as soon as he disappeared into a tunnel. "We got lucky, but I don't want to push it."


  "I want to check on Athard and Thrukad too," Benji said. "Cleaning up goblin ear wax is not in my contract."


  "First, you don't have a contract yet. Second, this is an opportunity to get the amulet back."


  "We don't even know where it is now," Sarah said.


  "Can't your familiar find it?"


  "No, Charlotte is too low level to detect magic that far."


  "Figures." I took a deep breath. "Here's what’ll happen. You two clean up the ear wax, and I'll sneak through the tower to find the pendant. Once I have it, I'll come back down here, and we'll make our escape. There's no way that stone golem can follow us through the tunnel back to Snargao's lair."


  "No, but he's probably got fireballs and all other sorts of magic."


  "That's why we need to rely on my skill set for this part of the quest. I am a rogue."


  She sighed.


  "Fine, but be careful."


  "You know me." I grinned. "Plus, I've got this new Ring of Spider Climbing."


  I slipped it on my right wedding-ring finger.


  "Don't say it..."


  She knew me well. I couldn't resist.


  "I'm your friendly neighborhood spider-rogue."


  Did Benji just crack a smile? How would he know about old comic book heroes?


  "Go now if you're going," Sarah said.


  After dropping my backpack to the floor of the cave, I turned and sprinted across the cavern to the tall opening with the staircase leading up. Even with bad lighting, sneaking up a set of stairs would be tough.


  My skills will increase, I bet.


  Step by cautious step, I made my way up the grand spiral staircase. No noises ahead. As I neared the top, I slowed down even more.


  Now or never. I peered into the room at the top of the stairs and saw nothing. Adrenaline continued to rush through my body, heightening my senses.


  Another massive spiral staircase led upward. I saw several wooden doors not big enough for the golem to get through. Sneaking carefully, I moved toward the nearest one.


  If I were a cursed pendant where would I be?


  Voices from above got louder. I opened the wooden door which led outside of the tower. Not knowing where else to go, I rushed outside and closed it behind me.


  I found myself on a plateau at the base of the massive stone tower. It stretched up nearly two-hundred feet in the air. A sheer cliff offered no access to the tower.


  Well, there's no way to escape from here, but I can go up.


  Eager to test out the new ring, I grabbed hold of one of the giant boulders that made up the tower's walls. The ring worked its magic as I nimbly climbed higher.


  I'll start from the top and work my way back down. Either he has his personal space up there or he's holding a princess hostage. I would be happy no matter what I found.


  Ten feet. Twenty. Forty. I climbed higher. The wind whipped around me, threatening to send me to my death below. It's easier this way, I told myself as I grabbed another hand-hold.


  Reality hit me like a snowball in the back of the head half-way up. I froze. Can't go back down. I've got this. Do it. Pushing my fears aside, I climbed even higher.


  Near the top of the tower, I spotted a window. It better be open, or I'm smashing it. Completing the quest and getting back to the Tower of Gates to quit the game fell on my shoulders.


  Luckily, my game shoulders were broad and could handle the weight of all the pressure. I reached the window ledge. My foot slipped, but I had a good grip on the stone above me.


  Almost there...


  I pushed the colorful stained glass window. As it swung open, I heard a creak in the metal hinges. Nobody better be in here, or I'm toast.


  While I considered myself a fine rogue, there was no way I could defeat a high-level mage on my own. I shimmied through the narrow window opening, looking around the room.


  Nobody...


  Inside, I saw a comfortable couch, and a bookshelf filled with old tomes. Nude portraits of women from the realm hung from the walls like pin-up posters back in the real world.


  How can this guy be a PC? Does he know my father? Or did he break in the game?


  I searched a few titles on the bookshelf then noticed a secret button. After pressing it, I stepped back. The bookshelf swung open like a door. Whoever he is, I've found his secret room.


  A grin on my unshaven face, I peered in and saw parchments stacked on a desk on the far corner. More nude portraits filled the walls. I smiled when I noticed a medium-sized chest.


  Leaving the bookshelf door open slightly, I walked over to the open chest and looked inside. Several pendants had been casually tossed inside. What does the Cursed Pendant of Visions look like?


  I thought about throwing them all on, but I had no way to know if they were cursed or not. Since I'd left my backpack with the others, I didn't have an easy way to carry all of them.


  Maybe I should just throw them all out the window? What if someone is down there? I need to keep the important one with me. No other ideas popped into my head.


  I took a deep breath then reached down and grabbed a pendant with a gold chain and huge ruby. Here goes nothing. After slipping it around my neck, I waited. Nothing. With no way to identify magic items on my own, I used a time-tested method. First, I checked my stats with it on.


  When I took it off, I checked the stats again. My strength went up by ten. Not bad. This is a keeper, but I need to find the cursed pendant. Are amulets and pendants the same?


  I took the other one off, not knowing if I could wear two chains or not. Maybe Sarah can teach me to identify magic items like my skill for identifying normal treasures.


  Later, later. Keep on task.


  A pendant attached to a silver chain caught my eye because of the design, a fish constructed out of diamonds. Benji would love that, I thought as I grabbed it.


  I tried it on, but I couldn't notice any changes. Either it wasn't for me, or it was affecting something like my chance to hit a creature or something. No way to know...


  Didn't feel cursed, though, so on to the next one. I studied the half-dozen amulets and pendants for anything that struck my eyes as unique or extraordinary.


  They were all powerful magic items for all I knew. Sarah would be helpful right about now. I picked up one with a round, black stone with an eerie sheen to its surface.


  Maybe this is it.


  When I slipped it on, a jolt of energy shot through my body as I saw a vision clear as day.


  The sight of Sarah exploding after a fireball hit her terrified me. I tore the amulet off. Well, that was nuts, but at least I got it. My head hurt, but I couldn't stop.


  I slipped the ruby amulet of strength around my neck and wrapped the other chain around my wrist. While I didn't want to climb back down the tower with it, I had no other choice.


  Going down the stairs would be too risky, so I slipped out of the secret room and back into the mage's man-cave. I thought about grabbing a portrait too, or adding a moustache to one, but I heard noises approaching.


  Time to go.


  I grabbed the top of the window and went out feet-first. Without the Ring of Spider Climbing, I would've never been able to get out easily let alone climb down.


  "Why is this window open?" I heard the mage yell from above.


  Go, go, go. I pushed my skills to the limit as I descended the rocks of the tower.


  Lower and lower I went. About half-way down, the mage yelled again.


  "There he is. He's got the amulet," he screamed.


  The whipping wind made it hard to hear him, but I knew they'd be coming after me.


  "Lightning bolt, lightning bolt, lightning bolt..." the mage screamed.


  As electricity whizzed by, I lost my grip and slipped. Uh oh...


  
    Your Climbing skill has increased!


    You are now Advanced Level 1 of 5.


    When using your climb skill, you will gain experience points.

  


  Wow. I'm such a high skill level, I must only improve when I make mistakes now. Too bad I'm about to die.


  Here lies Drex, crushed to death.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 18 ::::>


   


   


  Hold On While I Destroy the Pendant


   


   


  SARAH


   


  I stared at the immense piles of non-animated ear wax and almost lost my breakfast.


  "Let's get to work," Benji said, walking over. "I wonder why they said don't eat it."


  "Don't you dare. Come on, we're not staying down here,” I said.


  "But our new boss..."


  "No one is the boss of me."


  "Understood, boss. Where we going?"


  "To save Drex. He’ll probably need it."


  "Be careful, Kali. I'm here for you."


  Thanks, Charlotte.


  "Let's go, Benji."


  I walked toward the stone stairs leading up. The bond between my familiar and I kept growing. She could only read the thoughts I directed toward her.


  "Should I...you know...maybe stay back here and guard our rear?"


  "No, I need you to tank while we look for Drex."


  Benji sighed but kept following.


  "Quiet now. I'm sending Charlotte ahead."


  Go, my friend. Tell me what you see.


  "Yes, Kali. I'll be more careful with the magic statues."


  I watched as she climbed from my shoulder to the stair we were on. She headed for the wall, using its flat surface to make a good pace.


  "Nothing so far, Kali."


  I checked my mana. Low.


  "Give me Drex's backpack," I said.


  "Are you sure?"


  I tilted my head and gave him the elven look for "Do it. Now."


  "Here," he said as he handed it to me.


  After opening it, I pulled out the potion of the Magi we'd found in Snargao's lair. Magic energy coursed through my body after I quaffed it.


  "Better?" Benji asked.


  I shushed him.


  Anything, Charlotte?


  "I'm nearly at the top, Kali. There's a room with wooden doors and another set of stairs leading up. They're massive."


  Okay, we're coming up. Wait for me.


  "Yes, Kali."


  "Let's go," I said.


  Benji walked up the last few stairs. Charlotte hopped on board as I surveyed the room.


  "Where to now?"


  "Try a door," I said. "The one on the far right."


  With three doors, I hoped one had something good behind it.


  Benji walked across the spacious room and opened the door.


  "It's a closet," he said too loudly. "Ooh, a sword..."


  "Quiet," I hissed as I walked over.


  "Oh, sorry. Look, it's a sword."


  "Grab it for Drex. He needs a new one."


  "Is it magic?"


  "No time to check."


  I opened the next door. A stone terrace stretched out around the base of the tower we were in.


  "We can escape."


  "No, wait..."


  Benji ran past me. I followed, closing the door behind me.


  "We should go, Kali."


  Not now, Charlotte.


  I walked over to Benji as he stood at the edge of the terrace formed out of the rock of the mountain.


  "That's a long way down," he said. "Even if we had a rope..."


  His voice trailed off.


  "We're not leaving until we find Drex."


  "I know, but still, it's good to know we can't get away."


  "Kali. I see your friend."


  What?


  I turned and looked up the tower. A man in armor miraculously climbed out of the window and descended the wall stone by stone.


  What does he think he's doing?


  "I don't know, Kali, but he's a foolhardy one. Watch yourself around him."


  Thanks, Charlotte. He's a friend.


  As I watched, the mage PC leaned out the window. Come on, Eric. You can do it. My muscles tensed up as he climbed further down. Then came the lightning bolts.


  No...


  Eric dodged the blast, but he fell. With only a second to react, I did the dance and sounds for Ladder of Dwarven Earth.


  
    You cast Ladder of Dwarven Earth for 36 mana points!

  


  Instead of a mound of dirt, I fashioned an earthen ramp like skateboarders used.


  This better work.


  He landed like a professional acrobat and rolled down one side of my magical earthen ramp and up the other. I rushed over, hoping he didn't have too much momentum and fly over the side.


  "Drex," I called out as he rolled to a stop.


  I waved the magic away and kneeled beside him.


  "Benji, get over here." I stared into Eric's eyes. "Are you okay?"


  He grinned.


  "Can I ride again?"


  "Be serious," I snapped. "Did you get it at least?"


  He held up his arms. Both had amulets wrapped around them. Another one hung around his neck.


  "I only had time to grab three, and I was trying to climb down."


  "Yeah, I saw. That took a lot of mana."


  "Thanks for the save. We should get going."


  "Shouldn't we destroy the amulet and end the quest before they get down here?"


  "I don't want to chance it. We'll go back to Snargao's lair then out of the cave. On the way out, can you use your magic to block the cave entrance?"


  "Not permanently, and I don't have enough mana."


  "That's fine. Let's go. I'll think about it on the way," he said, taking control.


  "Wait. Let's use Charlotte. She's helpful."


  "There's no time, Kali. He knows we're here."


  "He saw us as goblins. As soon as we get out of the cave of dreams, we can end the illusion spell."


  "Fine. He still might attack us."


  Eric opened the door to the tower. We raced across the open room and down the stairs to the basement dug from the mountain itself.


  "It’ll take them some time to get all the way down, but we need to move it," Eric said.


  With more effort, I rushed past the other two as we ran across the cavern.


  "That's not the right tunnel," Eric said.


  I slowed down and turned.


  "Are you sure?"


  "Pretty sure."


  "What about you, Benji?"


  "I don't remember."


  Ugh. Charlotte?


  "This is the wrong one, Kali. I remember. Two tunnels to the left."


  "Follow me," I said, taking charge and not caring if Eric got upset.


  We were in a game but not in a game at the same time. He'd have to deal with it.


  I ran through the correct tunnel, hating its narrow width.


  "We'll block the entrance to this tunnel from the other side again," Eric said behind me.


  At the end of the tunnel, I emerged into Snargao's lair and took a deep breath.


  "Come on, Benji," Eric yelled. "Let's move this table."


  "That won’t stop them," I said. "Let's go."


  "It'll slow them down."


  The two of them turned the table over and propped it against the door.


  "Anything else heavy?" Eric asked.


  "Time to go," I said, walking out of the room.


  Benji and Eric followed as I made my way through the maze of twisty passages all alike. The sense of doom following us hit me hard. Just a little longer.


  "You got this, Kali."


  I smiled, spurred on by my familiar.


  When I emerged from the maze, the smell of flowers hit my nose.


  "This is it," I said, turning to see Eric and Benji walking out of the maze.


  "Hold on, a minute," Eric said. "I'm tired."


  Benji bent over, hands on his knees.


  "Me too."


  "Give me the pendant," I said, walking over. "And your mace, Benji. Time to end this here and now."


  "But..."


  "Come on, Eric. We did it. Time to go."


  He sighed then handed over the Cursed Pendant of Visions.


  "Do not put that on, Kali."


  Why not, Charlotte?


  "It will destroy your mind."


  "You didn't put this on, did you, Drex?"


  Eric nodded.


  "Yeah, why?"


  "It doesn't matter because I'm destroying it and clearing the level now."


  
    OOC Penalty: -10% xp on your next encounter.

  


  "Think I care?" I yelled as I set the pendant on top of a flat rock.


  With all my might, I held the mace down on it. Instead of smashing the gem into fine dust, the weapon ricocheted, my arm swinging back.


  Eric walked over.


  "Need help?"


  "Be my guest."


  He took the mace from me and smashed at it with the same effect.


  "That's my only mace," Benji said. "Just so you know."


  "It's like nothing hit it," I said, shaking my head.


  "Some magic items are very hard to destroy, Kali."


  "I should've guessed."


  "What?" Eric asked.


  "This won’t be easy to destroy. We should go. At least we have it."


  "Yeah," Eric said. "Apparently, I have a friend in Harrisburg who's a blacksmith. He'll be able to help us destroy this accursed item."


  "We're OOC," I said.


  Benji opened his mouth, but no words came out.


  "We've got to go," Eric said. "We can talk about it later."


  "Fine," I said. "Let's go."


  We rushed downhill until we came to the impassable section.


  "Your magic ramp is gone," Benji said.


  "I told you they didn't last. And I'm almost out of mana."


  "Use that potion," Eric said.


  "It's gone already. That's how I saved you."


  Eric turned and glanced back in the direction we'd come.


  "Still no sign of them."


  "We've still got to get out of here."


  "I know," he snapped.


  "Come on, you two. Keep it together," Benji said.


  "The pot-bellied one is correct, Kali."


  But how? Have any bright ideas, Charlotte?


  "No, Kali. Sorry."


  "We're gonna have to jump. It'll hurt, but it won't kill us."


  "No way," Benji said.


  "Fine, wait for Snargao and the mage."


  "Hold on...You can climb down, can't you."


  Eric's eyes lit up.


  "Great idea. Once I'm down, I'll toss the ring up to you. Just give it back."


  "Settle down, Smeagol. You'll get your precious back."


  Benji giggled then turned away.


  There's something going on...


  With no time to think about it, I let the thoughts drift away. Eric climbed down thirty feet. On the bottom of the cliff, he threw his ring up.


  "Oh no, where'd it land?" I asked.


  "You're kidding, right?" he called up.


  "I'm kidding."


  After slipping the ring on, I turned to Benji.


  "I'll throw it up after I'm down."


  "Please do. I'm glad you're here. Jumping down and taking the damage was not a good idea."


  I smiled politely, not wanting to bad-mouth Eric without him around.


  "See you soon," I said.


  Even with the ring, I took longer to get down because I had no skill in climbing. Still, I made it down safely. Benji peered over the edge.


  "Catch," I said, throwing the ring.


  "Wait," Eric said, but it was too late.


  The golden ring flew upward. Benji grabbed it.


  "Are you coming, or what?" Eric yelled.


  "I'm coming, boss. Not like I’ll screw over the party for a stupid, basic ring."


  Benji began his descent down the cliff.


  "You need to take it easier on him."


  "Benji? Why?"


  "He’ll leave us like the others. We should let him join the party."


  "Not yet," Eric said. “Remember the warning.”


  Stubborn as always.


  "Made it," Benji said, jumping the last five feet. "Here's your ring."


  Eric took the ring and slipped it back on his right ring-finger.


  "What now?" I asked.


  "Back to the mule and cart," Eric said. "We'll go to my friend in Harrisburg and have him destroy it."


  "Sounds easy," Benji said.


  "This easy quest just keeps getting harder."


  "We've got this, Kali. Don't worry."


  Is Eric enjoying being trapped in the game? Did he have something to do with it?


  He smiled as I peered into his eyes, searching his soul for the truth.


  "We should get going," Benji said. "I'm starving."


  The three of us walked down the last hill to where we'd left Muley and the rest of our stuff.


  "Where is it?" Benji asked. "All my worldly belongings were in that cart."


  "Athard must've taken it," I said. "That means him and Thrukad got away."


  "We should go to Mednia and hunt them down," Eric said.


  "No, we don't have time for side-quests and revenge-missions."


  Eric sighed.


  "Fine. Let's get walking."


  "All the way to Harrisburg?" Benji asked.


  Eric turned to him.


  "You want to quit the party too?"


  "Technically, he's not in the party yet," I said.


  "Great. Now I've got both of you on my back."


  He walked away.


  "Do you know where you're going?" I asked.


  "I remember my hometown, Kali."


  We walked then marched some more. I wasn't in the mood to check my stats, skills, or anything else. We had been so close to finishing the quest only to have it whisked away by powerful villains.


  After rescuing it again, we had learned it wasn't as easy to destroy as we assumed. Even worse, a player-killer mage of unknown level wanted us dead.


  Not fun in the slightest, but the game pulled me in even deeper. Would we meet other player characters at some point? And josh. I hadn't forgotten him.


  After hours of walking, Eric stopped.


  "What is it?" I asked.


  "There's a cave. We should rest for the night."


  "I thought we'd never stop," Benji said. "I'll go check the cave."


  "We should all go," Eric said.


  "You need rest, Kali."


  "Charlotte and I agree."


  "It's settled," Eric said. "I'll take first watch."


  We went without a fire as the temperatures weren't as cold in the hills. In the morning, after a good night of sleep, my mana would be replenished.


  More adventures awaited us whether I wanted them or not.


  During the night, our illusory disguise wore off - thankfully.


  I never wanted to be in the skin of a goblin again.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 19 ::::>


   


   


  At Least We Got the Pendant, Right?


   


   


  ERIC


   


  The next morning, I woke up no longer looking like a goblin. Had my ancestors looked the same? No, my distant relative had been a hobgoblin. What does it matter?


  A bit after dawn, we made our way to the main road leading north to Harrisburg. Two hours later, a farmer showed up heading in the right direction.


  "We need to get our own horses," Sarah said.


  "Are you saying we kill this guy and take his ride?" I asked.


  "What?" She scrunched her nose. "Is that what you want to do?"


  "No, of course not. This...world is getting to me."


  While I wanted to say the word game, the OOC penalty concerned me. I might occasionally earn a few xp for climbing with the ring on, but I needed more.


  "I know what you mean," Sarah said.


  The farmer slowed his two-horse cart to a stop while staring at us.


  "Friend or foe?" he asked. "I saw the cleric's get-up. That's the only reason I stopped out here in the middle of nowhere."


  "We need to get to Harrisburg," I said.


  "Oh? In a hurry, are you?"


  "Kinda," Benji admitted. "The regional under-Bishop has requested my presence."


  "Harrisburg ain't got no under-Bishop or over-Bishop neither," the man said while stroking his unkempt beard.


  "My good friend is mistaken," I said, using my Sense Motive skill.


  
    > Sense Motive


    This farmer means you no harm, but he's cautious because your party looks worse for wear.

  


  "We're simple travelers looking to return to my hometown. Mayor Griggsby will want to speak with me, probably."


  The older man sat up and leaned forward.


  "You know the Mayor of Harrisburg? What's he like?"


  "He's okay enough," I said, not knowing if the man was a fan or not.


  Politics had never been my thing, but in the game, they were important.


  "I can't stand the man."


  "Me either," I said.


  With my best smile, I approached the cart.


  "Could we bother you for a ride back to town? I can pay you with a gem."


  I reached into my backpack and pulled out one of the orange stones from Snargao's lair.


  "Will this help change your mind?"


  "That's a fake," the farmer said, shaking his head. "I ain't never seen a diamond that was orange."


  "It's not a diamond," I said. "Kali, back me up."


  Sarah stepped forward.


  "He's right."


  "I don't trust elves."


  "We'll stay in the back. I'll give you this whole sack of gems, okay?"


  I held out the leather pouch I'd been keeping the small stones in.


  "And all I gotta do is give you a ride back?"


  I nodded.


  "That's it."


  "Fine, you get in the back. The cleric can sit up front with me."


  Sarah and I climbed in the back of the wagon filled with fish.


  Can this get any worse for us?


  "At least we have the pendant," I said in a low voice.


  The cart lurched forward, settling into an irritatingly bumpy ride.


  "Yeah," she said. "Eric."


  "Ugh. I was gonna go OOC earlier, but..."


  "It's fine. All the xp in the world isn't worth not losing my mind."


  "You and your familiar aren't getting along?"


  "She's great, but we're still stuck in this game."


  I saw Benji stick his head back. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.


  The farmer grabbed him and kept rattling on about blessing his business.


  "Are you listening?" Sarah asked.


  "Yes...I mean, no. Benji keeps giving me these strange looks."


  "Like he's doing a deadpan into an invisible camera?"


  "Yeah. Exactly."


  I stared into her eyes. The wagon hit something, sending her flying into my lap.


  "Oh, I'm sorry."


  "It's okay," I said.


  She reclaimed her seat opposite me.


  "I bet you love having your legs."


  Why does she always bring that up?


  "Yeah, it's nice, but like you said, we're trapped in this stupid game."


  "It's not stupid, Eric. We're just learning the rules. This is the first level."


  "Well, it's amazing too. I mean, the NPCs like Benji..."


  I glanced toward the front. The farmer had him occupied.


  "There's something about him. We should let him into the party."


  "It's a moot point now. We're close to destroying the pendant and finishing the main quest."


  "Yeah, but we said that about getting it in the first place."


  "Stop worrying," I said, mustering confidence from down deep.


  We spent the rest of the journey in silence.


  I never found the right words to tell her my feelings.


  They ran deep. She caught me staring and smiled.


  Elven eyes and facial features could not hide her true soul.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  On the edge of Harrisburg, a genuine sense of homecoming came over me as the farmer stopped his cart. I jumped out of the back and stretched, my bottom sore from the ride.


  Sarah joined me, also stretching.


  "Benji?" I called out.


  "Coming. Just thanking this nice man."


  He walked around to us a few seconds later.


  "Not that I noticed you paid him a lot more than you've paid me."


  "We'll get you straightened out, Benji. I promise. Right after we destroy this pendant."


  "Completing this quest is important," Sarah said.


  He nodded.


  "Very well. I trust you two to come through on your word and allow me to join your party."


  I shook my head. Typical Benji.


  "Let's go find my friend, John the Blacksmith," I said.


  The farmer's cart rolled away, leaving us in middle of the empty street.


  "Come on. It's this way."


  We made it a block before Jak ran up and threw his arms around me.


  "Drex, you made it back. I knew you would."


  I drew back and tousled his hair.


  "Didn't I say I would?"


  "Yeah, but there's goblins out there in the world."


  "And a bunch of other nasty creatures," Benji said.


  "Who's he?" Jak asked, nodding his head at the cleric.


  "He's a friend," I said. "We've got business to do right now, but we'll catch up later, okay?"


  "Are you coming home?"


  "No, we'll be at the Branching Tree Inn tonight."


  "Aw. Why aren't you coming home?"


  "I can't explain it now. Talk to you later."


  The excitement left Jak's body as he turned and walked away, kicking the dust.


  "He's your brother, boss?"


  "No, but I treat him like one."


  "Why aren't you going to visit your parents?"


  "Maybe I will, but we need to destroy this pendant first."


  "No, you don't," a female voice said.


  My heart sunk.


  "Who are you?" Benji asked.


  I turned around and saw my in-game mother.


  She smiled then threw her hands around me, squeezing tight.


  "You ran off without saying goodbye right before your father's funeral."


  "He knew I would go adventuring after he was gone."


  "Yeah, but you could've stayed to help us get him in the ground."


  Sarah giggled as my mother hit me on the chest with the palm of her hand.


  "He's a bit of a monster," Sarah said. "I'm Kali, his friend."


  "Oh, you didn't tell me you were dating."


  My mother smiled as she looked Kali over.


  "We've got to go," I said.


  "Business more important than your family?"


  She sniffled, fighting back phony tears.


  "Yes, it's..."


  A short man with a black vest over a white shirt ran up.


  "The Mayor is requesting your presence right away, Drex."


  "Does everyone know I made it back to town?"


  "You're a hero, dear."


  "Tell the Mayor he has to wait," I said.


  My mother's eyes opened wide.


  "Come on, Drex. You know how he gets," the man said.


  "Fine." I turned to the others. "You want to come?"


  "We should destroy the pendant first," Sarah said.


  "This'll only take a minute."


  Part of me liked all the attention.


  "Fine," she said.


  We followed the messenger in the vest a block to the west. The Town Hall stood proudly in a center square with various merchant carts set-up.


  "You know the Mayor, boss?" Benji asked as we approached the three-story building.


  "It's a small town," I said.


  The Town Hall had been constructed at great expense. While it was the most magnificent building around, a lot of people had suffered to see it constructed.


  Inside the building, we were taken to the top floor by a gnomish lift-contraption, aka a crude elevator. When the wooden doors swung open, we were in Mayor Griggsby's office.


  Did he take the whole top floor for himself?


  The Mayor stood behind his desk and clapped his hands. His clothes were odd, even for the magical realm we were in.


  
    > Sense Motive


    Mayor Griggsby is worried about goblin attacks and his waning popularity.


    He believes being your friend will help win him votes.


     


    Your Sense Motive skill has increased to Basic Level 6 of 10.

  


  I grinned.


  The Mayor walked over to us with open arms.


  "Welcome home, Drex the Hero. That has a ring to it, doesn't it?"


  "Make this quick," Sarah whispered.


  "And who do you have with you?"


  "These are my traveling companions," I said.


  He stopped and smiled like a politician.


  "Did you have a good journey? And by that, I mean did you kill many goblins?"


  "No, but we're going to destroy an evil item to help the whole realm."


  "Is it a goblin item? They're not smart enough to craft, are they?"


  "No, it's not a goblin item," I snapped.


  "Interesting," Mayor Griggsby said. "None of the goblins followed you here, did they?"


  "They'll never find us here," I said. "We were careful."


  He straightened his posture, staring at me intently.


  "But there are goblins after you?" he asked.


  "Don't worry about it," I said. "We've got work to do."


  "Sounds good, Drex. Your father was a great man, and you're shaping up to be one too."


  “We’ve got work to do,” I said. “This pendant needs destroyed.”


  “Magictology doesn’t sound too unreasonable,” Mayor Griggsby said.


  “It’s run by a madman,” I said. “That’s reason enough to hate it.”


  “Fine, fine,” Mayor Griggsby said. “Go destroy your pendant or whatever. I’m only trying to keep my town safe from the riff-raff adventurers inevitably bring back with them.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said.


  We turned and left his office.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  Across town, we arrived at the only smithy in town. The game told me John Johansen, and I had been friends since childhood, so I didn't expect any problems.


  Unfortunately, the game notification had left something out. When I showed my face at the open entrance of his main workshop, him and two workers stopped.


  He straightened up, a good six-foot seven feet high. A snarl formed on his face as our eyes locked. I stepped forward with a smile and my hand out.


  "You've got a lot of nerve showing your face here," he said.


  I stopped a few feet away from his towering body.


  "What are you talking about?"


  "You know exactly what I'm talking about."


  Why don't I get a telepathic spider to give me answers?


  "Are you going to just stand there like the half-goblin you are, or are you going to apologize?"


  "I'm sorry, John."


  He crossed his hands over his broad chest and tilted his head back, studying me through the slits of his half-closed eyes.


  "Ain't no woman worth a friendship," he said.


  His arms dropped and his face relaxed. I groaned when he stepped forward and hugged me like a bear.


  "Alright now," I said. "That's enough. You're going to embarrass me in front of my friends."


  "Who are these fine people?"


  "I'm Benji Bigelow. While not officially in their adventuring party, I tag along."


  John nodded then looked at Sarah.


  "And who might you be, beauty of the woods?"


  Sarah smiled. I wasn't sure if it was his charm or his chiseled, muscular body.


  "I'm Kali."


  She offered her hand. He kneeled and kissed the top of it.


  "Alright," I said. "That's enough."


  "Oh, I'm sorry. Are you two in a relationship? I thought those didn't matter to you, Drex."


  "We're not in a relationship," Sarah said. "But I'm not looking for anything, at least not long term."


  Is she flirting with him? Maybe coming here was a bad idea.


  
    > Sense Motive


    John Johansen wants to sleep with Kali.

  


  Benji stepped forward as Sarah and John stared at each other like long-lost lovers.


  "We should, you know, destroy the you-know-what," he said.


  I cleared my throat.


  "He's right. Can you help us destroy an evil magic item, John?"


  "Depends," he said, still staring at Sarah with a smile spread across his face.


  I pulled out the pendant.


  "This is it. Over here."


  John rolled his eyes then turned his attention to me and the pendant.


  "That's it? Should be easy. Let's throw it in the furnace."


  Sarah clasped her hands together.


  "You're so great."


  "Let's see if he can destroy it first," I said.


  "Don't be jealous, boss," Benji said.


  I ignored him and followed John inside. He put the pendant in a stone bowl.


  "This will melt down the gold and other precious metals. We'll have to destroy the gem another way."


  "Stand back," he said, picking up the stone bowl with a set of tongs.


  A moment later, he put it in the furnace.


  "Give it a few seconds...and..."


  He pulled it out.


  "What the...It didn't melt down."


  "Great," I said sarcastically with a sigh on the side.


  "Um, boss?"


  "What now, Benji?"


  "Turn around. We've got company."


  I turned and saw Snargao standing in the doorway.


  "Remember me?"


  "Get out of here," John said.


  Snargao raised his hand and twisted it.


  A flame shot out, catching John's apron on fire.


  "Hey, cut it out."


  "Give me the pendant," Snargao said. "And hurry it up."


  "Here's the pendant, stupid goblin," John said, picking up the tongs.


  "No..." I cried out, running to stop him.


  He swung his arm and threw the hot pendant at Snargao. The hobgoblin raised his hand and caught it.


  "Aargh," he screamed in pain. "You'll pay for that, human fool."


  I saw Sarah casting a spell, but instead of Golden Bolts to kill Snargao, she cast protection on John right before the hobgoblin's magic stream of blue energy hit him.


  "Get Snargao," I yelled as I pulled my sword.


  Benji, mace in hand, rushed toward the door.


  Snargao slipped out, replaced by a dozen goblin warriors.


  "Not in my town," I said, swinging my sword and missing.


  "Go after Snargao," Sarah yelled.


  I took a step toward the retreating hobgoblin, but I saw Jak across the street with a look of terror on his face as two goblins poked and prodded him with spears.


  He wasn't blood, and it was just a game, but my character needed to save him. I rushed across the street.


  "Why don't you two pick on someone your own size?" I asked.


  They peered over their shoulder as I swung.


  
    Critical Hit!


    Your sword goes through the neck of one goblin then continues through the neck of the other. Both are dead.

  


  Jak burst into tears at the scene.


  "Hide," I said. "You'll be okay."


  I hoped he listened as I turned and surveyed the battle-field. Benji and Sarah had taken out eight goblins which left two remaining.


  Benji and I ran toward them at the same time. They threw down their spears and raised their shaking arms into the air.


  "Don't kill us," one said.


  "We surrender," the other added.


  I stopped in front of them.


  "Hold on, Benji. We're going to interrogate these guys."


  "No, no, kill us instead," one with a slightly rounder face said.


  The other shoved him.


  "Shut-up, idiot."


  "Cut it out," Sarah yelled.


  Everyone shut-up and turned to her.


  "We're keeping them alive," she said.


  
    Combat is over!


    1620xp divided by two party members.


    You get +810xp (-10%) = 729 xp


    You have 10,094 experience points.


    Welcome to level four, Rogue.


     


    Your Weapon Craft (Blades) skill has increased to Basic Level 6 of 10


     


    Your training manual from Gord the master-rogue will help you.

  


  "Are you paying attention, Drex?" Sarah asked.


  "Yeah..."


  I wanted to check my stats, but I held off.


  We had more important things to do.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 20 ::::>


   


   


  Resource Gathering Side-Quest


   


   


  SARAH


   


  I placed my palms outward, scaring the two goblins we'd captured.


  "Benji, make sure everything is clear and help Jak, will you?" Eric asked.


  "Sure thing, boss."


  "Tell us your names," I said in crude hobgoblin.


  "We ain't tellin' you nothin'," the round-faced one said.


  As the alpha-goblin, I went after him.


  "Do you want to live?"


  "Hey," Eric interrupted. "I thought we said no torture."


  "Yeah, I changed my mind."


  "Kali, I'm saddened by your actions."


  It's an act, Charlotte. Good cop and bad cop. Watch.


  "You wouldn't dare torture me after slaughtering five of my friends who were peacefully protesting."


  "What?" I tugged at his ear. "Tell me your names."


  "Hey, cut it out, you can't do that," he said.


  "My name is Krit. That's Izz. We're..."


  "Shut-up," Izz said, slapping him.


  "Cut it out," I said.


  Ugh. If I'd added Become Unknowable Humanoid, we'd be able to trick them.


  "I told you, Kali, but we had to do it."


  Eric pushed me out of the way.


  "Where is Snargao going?" he asked.


  I stalked off, doing my best to look pissed.


  "Are we going after Snargao, Kali?"


  What do you know about him?


  "Nothing, but what we know together."


  Eric stepped backwards toward me, keeping his eye on the goblins.


  "They're going to the ruins of Esterhollow. He's meeting Magi Inyontoo there to give him the cursed pendant."


  "Which one?" I asked to mess with him.


  "Huh?"


  "You mean the pendant that was supposed to be easy to get and destroy?"


  "I never said it would be easy to destroy."


  "Are you two arguing again?" Benji asked. "I swear you're an old married couple."


  "Have fun storming the castle," I said in a shrill voice.


  Eric and Benji laughed. What?


  "Why are you laughing, Benji?" I asked.


  "Um, because you two were laughing."


  I nodded my head slowly, staring at his face.


  He coughed and looked down.


  "Jak's okay, but he's scared."


  "Did you bring the goblins here Drex?"


  "No, but I'll get blamed for it, I bet."


  "We kinda led them here. They wanted that pendant."


  John Johansen walked out of the smithy.


  "Are you okay, Kali?" he asked, putting his hand on my shoulder.


  I smiled at him dreamily while Eric glared at us.


  "Yes, I'm fine. Thank you. We need to go get that pendant the hobgoblin stole. I want to have a way to destroy it first."


  John nodded.


  "I see. What you need is some Dawn Acid."


  "What's that?" Eric asked.


  "It's rare. The only person I know who would have the list of ingredients to make it would be Captain Riggard at Castle Casteel."


  Eric continued his bluntness.


  "Where's that?"


  "You know, idiot. To the northwest from here. North by northwest to be exact."


  "Will you come with us?" I asked.


  "No way," Eric said.


  Benji chimed in his dissatisfaction.


  "Is he joining the party before me?"


  "While I want to go, the threat of another looming war means I'm busy all the time with work. Adventuring is not in the cards for me." He looked at Eric. "I can't abandon my family."


  "That's it, we're out of here," Eric said.


  "Hold up. Maybe John can help us with horses? I'm not walking all the way to this castle. No way."


  "That's part of the adventure," Eric insisted.


  Benji took Jak's hand and led him away from our argument.


  "I can lend you three horses," John said. "Sales have been good, so the money is not a problem."


  He stared into my eyes with his ocean blue ones. I got lost.


  "Are you coming?" Eric asked a few steps away.


  "Not until we get our horses from the best blacksmith in the lands."


  John smiled.


  "Be right back," he said.


  As he walked back into the smithy, I approached Eric.


  "Horses are better than walking. Admit it."


  "They are, but..."


  "He's just an NPC, Eric. It's not like I can fall in love with him for real or anything."


  
    OOC Penalty:


    -10% xp on your next encounter


    Tip: At level five and above, you get xp for good role-playing in Tower of Gates.

  


  That's new, I thought.


  "Why'd you go OOC?" Eric asked.


  I saw Benji a couple hundred feet away.


  "Because I needed to talk to you, Eric, and not Drex. You're getting too into your character. Also, I just found out we get xp bonuses for good role-playing at level five and above."


  "What? That's cool." The excitement on his face faded. "The only thing I'm trying to do is get us out of this game."


  "You really want to leave?"


  He nodded and put a hand on my shoulder.


  "You mean an awful lot to me, Sarah."


  I loved hearing my true name on his lips.


  "Who is Sarah, Kali?"


  Oops. She's my...I'll tell you later.


  "That's fine, Kali. I'm here to help you."


  "You talking to your spider again?" Eric asked.


  I raised a finger.


  "Charlotte says you're more handsome than John."


  "Oh, great. Your spider thinks I'm more handsome."


  "Kali, I didn't..."


  Don't worry about it, Charlotte. I'm teasing him.


  "Be careful about your alignment, Kali."


  I tease people when I like them. That's all.


  "Oh..." Charlotte said in a knowing voice.


  "Ahem," Eric said. "Anything else while we're OOC?"


  "We need to let Benji join the party, eventually. How did your leveling go?"


  "I don't like not having skill points to devote, but I've got more hit points."


  "We should think about letting others join our party. In your house, there were six gaming consoles. Maybe a full-party does better?"


  I saw Benji approaching and changed the subject.


  "And that's why I love horses."


  Eric smiled and nodded his head.


  "Makes more sense now. Thanks, Kali."


  "You two are something else," Benji said.


  "Where's Jak?" Eric asked as he looked around. "And the goblins?"


  "Uh oh," Benji said. "He was right there."


  "The goblins must've taken him," I said.


  "Let's go after him."


  "We have more important matters, Drex."


  "Yeah," Benji said. "I want to show you my worth and join the party."


  Eric took a deep breath.


  "You're right. Our quest is most-important. Let's do this."


  
    New Side-Quest!


    Create Dawn Acid to Destroy Cursed Pendant of Visions.


    Find the list of ingredients to make Dawn Acid then collect them.


    You will receive 3,000 xp on completion.

  


  "Drex?"


  Eric nodded as John walked over. Another two men came out with three horses saddled up and ready to go. I smiled at the well-built blacksmith.


  "We need to leave right away," Eric said. "The goblins took Jak."


  "You're going after him?"


  "We need to go get help first. Snargao has almost taken us out a few times now."


  "I understand. Captain Riggard is your man, but he's busy. He might not see you right away."


  "Oh? How long will it take?" I asked.


  "Not more than a year or two," John said with a straight face.


  My eyes opened wide.


  "Are you kidding?"


  "No. He's one of the two most powerful men in the realm. The other is Magi Inyontoo."


  "You know of him?" Eric asked.


  "How do you not know him if you're a big fancy adventurer now?"


  "We know him well," Benji said.


  He always helped defuse situations.


  "Yeah, I had a run-in with him..."


  "I hate to be rude," I said, cutting Eric off. "But we should go."


  Eric walked over to a dark brown horse.


  "You're right," he said as he climbed on.


  "Here," John said, putting his strong hand on my arm.


  "Hmm?" I asked.


  "Are you in heat, Kali?" Charlotte asked.


  "No," I muttered out loud.


  John cocked his head to the side.


  "Are you okay? Do you need to rest?"


  "I'm fine..."


  "Come on, Kali, let's go," Eric said from his horse.


  Benji climbed onto a tan horse.


  "Here," John said. "I've got a map for you. While it's not very detailed, it'll give you a good view of the world outside your forest."


  "Thank you," I said.


  "Come on," Eric moaned.


  I turned and shot him an angry glare.


  "Stop being rude."


  My face softened as I turned back to John.


  "I appreciate your kindness."


  He smiled, those impossibly blue eyes sparkling.


  "Kali, are you sure?"


  Yes, I hissed in my mind. Quiet.


  "Tell Mayor Griggsby I'll be back," Eric called out.


  John waved.


  "Safe travels, you three."


  I smiled and walked backward to the last horse - white with black spots all over.


  We rode off to the opposite side of town than where we'd come in from the south.


  "I'm sorry I failed you, boss," Benji said to Eric.


  He calls him boss, but I'm trying to get him into our party.


  "It's fine, Benji. You're a good man following the righteous path. I bet you've taken a vow of celibacy, haven't you?"


  "Well, no, but..."


  "It doesn't matter."


  Eric grinned as he glanced over at me.


  I shook my head then looked ahead.


  Was he getting too drawn into the game?


  Or did our silly quest matter?


  I needed to know I could quit the game.


  Was that too much to ask?


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 21 ::::>


   


   


  How Does Benji Know This Guy?


   


   


  ERIC


   


   


  After camping for the night, we woke up refreshed and ready for the next leg of our adventure. The game had a way of tricking you into thinking you were in control, but we weren't.


  I wasn't sure if Sarah had realized that yet. Her flirting with the NPC back in Harrisburg had disturbed me. Didn't she know I had feelings beyond just gaming with her?


  Time to check stats.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Drexmao ("Drex")


    Race: Human (Special)


    Class: Rogue


    Level: 4


    Experience Points: 10,094 (5,906 for next level)


    Alignment: +85 (Quite Good)


    Health: 58(58)


     


    Strength: 85 (+20%) (+10 magic amulet – unknown)


    Dexterity: 75 (+10%)


    Constitution: 70 (+5%)


    Intelligence: 75 (+10%)


    Wisdom: 55 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  My stats still suck, but I'm working my skills up.


  
    > Stats skills


    Your Current Skills


    Black Market Connections – Basic Level 2 of 10


    Monster Lore – Basic Level 3 of 10


    Weapon Craft – Blades - Basic Level 6 of 10


    Climbing – Advanced Level 1 of 5 (+5 basic levels w/Ring of Spider Climbing)


    Stealth - Basic Level 2 of 10


    Create Item - Basic Level 1 of 10


    Identify Item – Basic Level 6 of 10


    Language: Human, Common


    Sense Motive – Basic Level 6 of 10


    Bargaining – Basic Level 1 of 10

  


  "There's the castle," Benji said, breaking me out of my thoughts.


  In the distance, I saw Castle Casteel for the first time. Four walls twenty-feet high surrounded a massive stone complex with towers and other defenses.


  Sarah pointed ahead and to the left. A grizzly bear growled ferociously as a peasant cowered in fear.


  "Let's help him," I said, riding in that direction.


  
    Your Alignment has changed!


    +5 alignment you are now +90 (very good)

  


  "Wish we were near a river," Sarah said.


  "Huh?"


  "Never mind. Hurry."


  I spurred the horse which took off faster.


  "Over here," I called to the bear.


  Where's Benji? Is he going to help?


  The horse, terrified at the bear towering in front of us, lifted on her back feet. I tumbled to the ground.


  
    You take 2 damage, but you still feed good at 56(58) hit points.

  


  Gah At least falling can't poison me.


  The bear lumbered forward, swiping its paw.


  
    The bear claw INJURES you for 11 damage.

  


  "Be gone, mighty beast," Benji yelled then swung his mace.


  The bear turned its attention to him. I scrambled backward before getting to my feet.


  Is Sarah ever going to cast a spell?


  On cue, six golden bolts shot through the air and struck the bear.


  It growled then dropped to all fours and clamored toward her.


  "Get him, Benji," I yelled while rushing to intersect the beast.


  "Take this," I said, stabbing.


  
    Your thrust INJURES the grizzly bear for 12 damage.

  


  With the amulet that improved my strength, we might make quick work of the creature.


  The bear screamed in pain but kept barreling toward Sarah. She stepped out of the way as Benji caught up and based the bear on its head with his mace.


  We really should invite him into the party.


  I ran over and swung again.


  
    Your stab HITS the grizzly bear for 8 points of damage.

  


  The bear didn't look well. It stood on its back two feet then fell forward. I leaped to the side, barely avoiding it.


  
    The grizzly bear is dead!


    You get 1200 xp divided by two party members.


    You get +600xp (-10%) = +540 xp


    You have 10,634 xp.


    You need 5,366 xp for next level


    You have a new skill: Dodge Basic Level 1 of 10

  


  "Thank you," the peasant said as he ran off toward the ramshackle buildings outside the castle walls.


  "We should bring the bear to the castle. They might want it."


  "I hope it wasn't Captain Riggard's pet or spiritual animal or something," Sarah said.


  "We don't have the cart, so we'll leave it here for now."


  "Sounds good, boss. The peasants will probably be back for it."


  "Let's go," Sarah said as she climbed onto her horse.


  "Wait, where'd my horse go?"


  I turned all the way around, looking for it.


  "Mine's gone too," Benji said.


  Sarah laughed.


  "Looks like you boys are walking."


  Benji, always positive, said, "At least it's not far."


  "True," I said. "Let's go. It's getting late, and I want to at least get in the castle."


  While I had said nothing to the others, I wondered about John's statement we might not get in to see Captain Riggard.


  Did we need his help? If he refused, we would have to find Snargaos on our own. Either way, I didn't plan on losing.


  As we approached the castle, I saw half-a-dozen men in full-armor standing near the closed gate. Two watchmen on the walls called out.


  "Strangers approaching."


  My armor causing problems again? Why are people in this game so racist?


  I nudged Benji then held up my arms.


  "We come in peace seeking Captain Riggard," I said in a loud voice.


  "Get off the horse, elf," a man on the ground said.


  Clad in shining armor, including a full-helmet, he stepped forward.


  Sarah hopped down and held on to her reins.


  "Why are you wearing that garbage armor?" he asked me.


  "It's a family heirloom and all I can afford."


  He snorted then spat on the ground.


  "Goblin-lovers aren’t allowed at Castle Casteel."


  "Look, we want to talk to Captain Riggard."


  "We know he's busy, but he'll want to talk with us," Sarah said.


  "We don't need no fancy-prancy elves around here either."


  Benji stepped out from behind me.


  "You got something against men of the cloth?"


  The man sheathed his sword and held out his arms.


  "Benji Bigelow? Is that really you?"


  "In the flesh and blood, Rathgar."


  The two men hugged.


  "Enough," Benji said. "Your armor is crushing me."


  "I remember when you wore the same armor."


  Had Benji been a soldier in the Great War with the goblins?


  "My friends and I need to talk with Captain Riggard right away. It's concerning Magi Inyontoo."


  The joy fell from Rathgar's face.


  "We've heard reports someone stole the Cursed Pendant of Visions."


  "That would be us," I said, raising a finger.


  "We lost it, though," Benji said.


  Rathgar stepped back and swung his arm toward the gate.


  "Come inside. I'll get the Captain. He'll want to talk to your motley crew."


  "Good job, Benji," I said as we followed Rathgar toward the gate which was opening.


  "Don't mention it," he replied, not calling me boss as usual.


  There was something different about him, but I still couldn't figure it out.


  After the tall wooden gates swung open, we followed Rathgar inside. Hundreds of soldiers milled about, some of them practice-fighting each other.


  "Get a stable for her horse," Rathgar called out.


  "Be good to him," Sarah said as another soldier took the reins.


  "Don't worry," Rathgar said. "We haven't had to eat horse meat in years. Things are getting better for humans. One of these days, it’ll go back to the old ways."


  "The humans weren't meant to lord it over all the other races," Sarah said.


  Rathgar stopped on the far end of the courtyard.


  "What did you say, elf?"


  "She's a friend," Benji said. "I swear my life on it."


  Rathgar stared at Sarah a bit longer before turning and walking toward the four-story brick and stone structure in middle of the complex.


  "Can we trust this guy?" I asked Benji on the sly.


  He nodded as we reached a wooden door. Rathgar opened it and walked in without fanfare.


  "How do you know him?"


  "I...um...I can't say?"


  "That a question or an answer?"


  Benji stopped walking and nodded his head to a man sitting at the head of a long oak table. He stood up and walked over in our direction.


  "Is that Benji Bigelow I hear?" Captain Riggard asked.


  He stopped and patted Benji's arm with his hand encased in a chain-mail glove.


  "You know it's me, old dog."


  "And who are these two?" he asked.


  "We may look like riff-raff, but we were the ones who stole the Cursed Pendant of Visions from Magi Inyontoo in his lair."


  Captain Riggard laughed.


  "Yeah, and I heard you lost it too."


  > Consider Captain Riggard


  This player character is the highest level with a good alignment. In constant opposition with Magi Inyontoo, he hopes to dispel him from the realm entirely. Captain Riggard will kill anyone who goes OOC in his presence.


  What the...


  "And who are you?" he asked me.


  "My name is Drex, and I hail from Harrisburg."


  "That's mighty offensive armor you're wearing."


  "I'm just doing my part to make the world more inclusive."


  Captain Riggard snorted.


  "The world would be great with no goblins at all. If you only knew half the things they're doing to people in the realm."


  "We've had our run-ins with them," Sarah said. "That's why we came here. We need your help."


  "Need is a strong word," I said.


  "No, Drex. We need Captain Riggard's help to find the list of ingredients for Dawn Acid."


  "Dawn Acid, huh? And you're intent on destroying the Cursed Pendant of Visions?"


  "We are," I said.


  A faint memory of placing it around my neck flashed in the back of my mind.


  "Good. That thing is evil. Anyone who's worn it can't be trusted. You haven't worn it, have you?"


  "No," I said before the other two could speak.


  
    Your alignment has changed.


    -5 alignment you are now +85 (Very Good)

  


  "Can we join your party?" I asked to change the subject.


  "No," Captain Riggard said then laughed. "You're too inexperienced to join in a party with me."


  Benji stopped smiling and looked away when he saw me notice him.


  "Thanks for your help," Kali said. "We want to destroy this thing so bad."


  "And destroy it we will, but first we will need to get the ancient recipe for Dawn Acid."


  "Where's it at?" I asked.


  "The ruins of Esterhollow. My scouts tell me Snargao the Impatient has arrived and will hand-off the pendant to Magi Inyontoo soon. We must maketh much haste."


  I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Something about his hardcore role-playing struck me as positive on a personal level. Why wouldn't he talk OOC?


  "We need new horses," Benji said.


  "Not a problem. Rest up and eat. In the morning, we ride."


  Captain Riggard left the room. Servants came in with plates of food and pitchers of water and wine. After we had our fill, I took Sarah aside to go OOC.


  "We need to talk, Sarah."


  
    OOC penalty!


    -10% xp in your next encounter

  


  Her smiled faded.


  "What?" I asked.


  "Nothing. What did you want to say OOC?"


  "It's about Captain Riggard. He's a PC, but the game told me he would kill anyone who went OOC with him."


  "That's odd," she said. "But thanks for telling me."


  "We need to watch out for each other. There doesn't seem to be any designated PvP zones."


  "I'm tired of this game. We've been in here for days and days."


  "Me too," I said.


  Another slight lie wouldn't hurt.


  "Really?"


  She stared into my eyes. I opened my mouth to speak, but Benji walked over.


  "Everything okay?" he asked.


  I nodded.


  "Good night, you two," Sarah said. "I'm off to get some rest and think."


  "Don't say up too late reading your books," Benji said.


  After she'd left, he turned.


  "It's okay, boss. We'll finish this quest. I'm with you until the bitter end."


  "Thanks, Benji. I appreciate you."


  He perked up.


  "Enough to let me join your party?"


  "Not now, okay? Soon. I promise."


  Lips pursed tightly together, he nodded.


  "I’m ready for bed too. All this riding and running around adventuring takes its toll on the body."


  "You're telling me," he said.


  We both found sleeping rooms on the first floor of the main building in the castle walls. As I drifted off to dreamland, I wondered why the game didn't have a quit feature.


  Did it have to do with my father not wanting me to plug into the game and play it? No answers came, but sleep eventually did, resting my body and mind for adventures to come.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 22 ::::>


   


   


  Are Overland Encounters Random?


   


   


  SARAH


   


  The next morning, we ate heartily then got on our horses. Riding behind Captain Riggard gave us a certain sense of grandeur. I felt like a heroine in a video game.


  Maybe that's the point.


  "What, Kali?"


  Nothing, Charlotte.


  "I'll keep my eyes open for new spells when we're at the ruins."


  Good idea.


  A mile down the road leading to Castle Casteel, we veered toward the northeast. I wondered if we would ever find success with our quest, the main one to get out of the game.


  Eric looked cool in his armor, riding casually as we made our way to an unknown future. His jealousy back at Harrisburg had surprised me, at least a little. Did he care for me?


  "Riders approaching from behind," Benji said.


  I peered over my shoulder and saw a group of four figures in cloaks with hoods rushing toward us.


  "Whoa," Captain Riggard called out as he stopped his horse.


  The riders turned before reaching us and went around, galloping ahead.


  "What was that all about?" I asked.


  "They're probably up to no good, but we're on another quest. We should keep going."


  "I can scout ahead," Eric said.


  "Not necessary. I have powerful magic to help warn us."


  Who is this Captain Riggard guy? Should we stick with him?


  "It might be wise, Kali, at least for now."


  Thanks, Charlotte.


  "Let's ride," Captain Riggard said.


  He took off at a slower pace in the direction the hooded figures had gone. They were only one worry in a world we didn't know well.


  "Are you sure they won’t attack us later tonight?" Eric asked.


  He rode next to Captain Riggard across the field we were in.


  "They wouldn't dare fight me. Only one man in the realm has the power to defeat me, and we're on the way to deal with him now. Soon, I'll be the most powerful man."


  As he quit talking, I studied his expression. Could we trust him? Eric's paranoia had rubbed off on me. I continued watching Captain Riggard as I rode behind him.


  How long has he been in this game? Is he forever stuck in the game? Are we? The questions continued most of the morning with no answers evident. I needed to keep going.


  We rode hard for another three or four hours. I had no sense of time anymore. The days and nights were all running together in my mind.


   


  



  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨



   


  



  Later that evening, we stopped and made camp near a group of trees on the edge of a long-since abandoned field. I tied my horse to a tree then walked over to the others.


  "We'll start a fire to keep warm. I want to leave first thing in the morning."


  "Sounds good," Benji said.


  "I had an idea about our assault on the ruins," Eric said.


  Captain Riggard laughed.


  "You? Have an idea?"


  He threw his head back and laughed harder.


  "I'm serious," Eric said, his brow furrowed.


  Why did he always get so upset when things didn't go his way? Did it have to do with his being paralyzed in the real world? Or something else?


  "I'll tell you three a story after we get the campfire going. After you hear it, you can tell me about your plan."


  "Fine," Eric said then turned and walked off.


  "I'll go with him to get wood," Benji said.


  We need to get him in our party soon before he leaves us. Benji apparently knew more about the game world than us. I wasn't sure how, but I would get it out of him.


  "He would make a good member of your party, Kali. I recommend him."


  Oh, you do, do you?


  I smiled.


  "What's so funny, elf?" Captain Riggard asked.


  "Nothing."


  "Can you start a fire with your magic?"


  "No, but I can do it with sticks."


  "Gah, what use are you? Typical woman."


  My head flinched back at his blatant sexism. Was he trying to stay in-character or was he a douche in the real-world too?


  "Don't provoke him, Kali. Please."


  "You got something to say, elf?"


  Each one of his words came out like an insult.


  "No," I said. "I'll help them get wood."


  "Do something. I'll be here resting for the fight tomorrow."


  If I ever make it to a high-level, I’ll never be like him, I thought as I walked away to find Eric and Benji.


  They were walking around the trees, gathering sticks and twigs to get the fire going.


  "Isn't Captain Riggard great?" Benji asked as I walked up to them.


  "He's something."


  "Everything okay?" Eric asked.


  "Yeah. He got sexist with me back there, but I didn't do you-know-what."


  Benji groaned and walked away to gather wood away from us.


  "Hold, travelers," Captain Riggard called out behind us.


  What now?


  Eric and I returned to our campsite. Captain Riggard stood a few feet away, his sword drawn as a cart with two poorly dressed people sitting in front. I couldn't tell if they were men or women.


  "I am Captain Riggard, defender of these lands. What news have you for me?"


  "The goblins are attacking again," the person on the left said in a faintly feminine voice.


  "Oh? Tell me more."


  "We were with a band of settlers, and they attacked us yesterday. Everyone died except for us."


  That's terrible.


  "This will not stand," Captain Riggard said.


  He's so melodramatic.


  "I thought so too, Kali."


  "You two can camp here with us tonight."


  "Thank you, kind sir."


  Eric, Benji and I went back to gathering wood. We soon had a nice fire going. Our new guests sat next to each other on a log, not saying much even when we asked them questions.


  Captain Riggard didn't mind. He launched into a story of the Great War with the goblinoids. To hear tell him, it had happened only a week or two earlier. His eyes lit up at the violent parts.


  I forgot about the newcomers as I got swept up in Captain Riggard's tale.


  "At that point, I had to chance it all to save us all or walk away and watch the city burn."


  "But the city burned to the ground, right?" Eric asked.


  Here we go. Someone must've cast Raise Testosterone at a high level.


  "Were you there?" Captain Riggard asked.


  "No, but..."


  "Then shut up, pup. You know nothing. I'll tell you of another battle the night the city went up in flames. After storming Castle Casteen and razing it, the goblinoid hordes crossed into our lands. When they reached Esterhollow, we didn't have a chance."


  He stared up into the sky as reliving the battles of that night.


  "I lost many good friends that day."


  "To friends," Benji said, raising his water pouch.


  "We had little clean water in those days either. The goblins poisoned our wells as they rampaged. I'll never forget those days."


  He's really getting into it. Why is he stuck here on the first level?


  "I’ll get more firewood," Benji said.


  "Fine, but be careful," Captain Riggard said, waving his arm as if dismissing him.


  Not knowing why Benji was acting so weird and having a PC unwilling to go OOC under threat of death weighed heavily on my mind as the hero of the Grabisco Isles told his story.


  That's it. I can't take this anymore. He's going OOC whether he likes it or not.


  "No, Kali..."


  I stood up.


  Captain Riggard and Eric both glanced up.


  "There's something I need to say..."


  My voice trailed off as I thought about my decision.


  I opened my mouth to go OOC, but Benji walked up.


  To be exact, five of him stood just outside the flickering light of the fire.


  "What magic is this?" Captain Riggard asked as he stood up.


  He drew his sword and held it aloft.


  "Wait a minute," I said. "One of them must be the real Benji."


  "I am," said one.


  The others repeated the claim.


  Eric drew his sword.


  "There's one way to know which is the real Benji. Who wants to join our party?"


  "I do," said four of them.


  The fifth shook his head.


  "You’ll never let me in your party. That's fine with me."


  "Get them," Captain Riggard yelled as he jumped over the fire.


  The real Benji hit the ground and rolled toward us.


  What are those things?


  "I believe they're doppelgangers, Kali. Be careful."


  Just what we needed. I prepared my Golden Bolts spell, dancing and moving my arms. At the end, I shouted while pointing my palms at the Benji clones.


  
    Your Golden Bolts MAUL the doppelganger for 21 points of damage.


    You have 50(64) mana remaining today

  


  Eric slashed at one a creature. At his side, Captain Riggard swung a glowing sword. One doppelgänger fell to his blade. Eric finished the one I'd hit.


  "Your underling wants to disobey you," one of the remaining said as he pointed at Eric.


  Captain Riggard turned to look. I glanced back at the shapeshifters and saw two copies of Eric. They ran forward, shuffling around with the real one, confusing me.


  "Enough of this," Captain Riggard shouted then drew back his sword.


  "No, wait. You’ll kill Drex."


  I'm so glad I didn't mess up and use his real name.


  Captain Riggard hesitated long enough for me to cast Snares of Dust followed by Ladder of Dwarven Earth. The one-two combo led to the two doppelgangers and Eric falling to the ground.


  Benji dashed over to my impromptu trap and dragged a body out. Captain Riggard made quick work of the other two in their prone position.


  They cried out in agony as they died at the end of his shimmering blade.


  
    Combat is over!


    You receive 800xp party xp divided by two party members.


    You get +400xp


    You have 12,204 xp


    You need 2,796 xp for Level Four Mage.

  


  I rushed over to Benji and Eric.


  "Are you sure you got the right one?"


  "Yeah, I'm good with keeping track of people," Benji said.


  "Drex?" I asked as Eric stood up.


  "Yeah, it's me."


  I breathed easier.


  "That was nuts."


  "I should've known when they didn't congratulate me on my reputation in the realm," Captain Riggard said.


  You could thank me for the magic that averted you killing another PC, I thought but said nothing.


  "I'll keep first watch tonight," Captain Riggard said. "This might not be the last of them. Many strange creatures are wandering the earth thanks to the goblins."


  Eric opened his mouth but shut it quickly. We didn't need a high-level PC killing us. Not yet.


  I retreated to my bedroll by the fire and curled up under my blanket to check my stats.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Kali Tracaryn


    Race: Elf


    Class: Mage


    Level: 3


    XP: 12204 (2796 for next level)


    Alignment: +75 (Very Good)


     


    HEALTH: 20 (20)


    MANA: 64 (64)


     


    Strength: 72 (+10%)


    Dexterity: 96 (+35%)


    Constitution: 52 (+0%)


    Intelligence: 93 (+30%)


    Wisdom: 43 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  I also went over my spell list to think of new ways to use them in combination.


  
    > Stats Spells


     


    Spells: Level One


     


    
      	Fish Slaying


      	Golden Bolts


      	Glorified Cloaks of Bronze


      	Ladder of Dwarven Earth

    


     


    Spells: Level Two


     


    Snares of Dust (3mp) – Clouds of dust particles rise in the air, often rendering a person unable to do anything other than cough and stumble away. More mana may be used for more dust.


     


    Tip: At level four, you will gain one third level spell, one more second level spell and one more first level spell.

  


  Nothing had changed, but I'd noticed sometimes the notification messages were slightly different or had new information.


  Did I chose the right spells or will I end up a useless and weak wizard? And what happens if I die in-game?


  Finding new spells in the ruins would be a priority along with stopping Snargao, rescuing Jak, and staying alive. Sometimes the game made the last one too difficult.


  I closed my eyes and allowed myself to be whisked away to the land of dreams. Memories of the real-world filtered in with game memories, making both illusory.


  Would we ever find our way out? Only time would tell.


  Not even Charlotte had answers to all the mysteries of the game.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 23 ::::>


   


   


  When Heroes and Villains Die


   


   


  ERIC


   


  The next morning, on the final leg of our journey to find the list of ingredients for our side-quest, I spotted the ruins in the distance. Smoke billowed from somewhere in the center, lazily rising into the sky.


  "We confront Snargao first about the pendant," Captain Riggard said. "Then we'll look for the recipe you need for Dawn Acid. Everyone understood?"


  I said nothing. He wanted a frontal assault with brute force, but that wasn't my style. And I didn't trust Snargao either. We were likely riding into a trap.


  As we approached the southern edge of the ruins, I slowed my horse then veered to the left. The others didn't even notice me ride off.


  The game sucked me in as I rode, wind whipping on my face. Battle-scarred buildings left in disrepair approached. I heard war drums in the distance.


  Were the goblins gearing up for another war? Or was Snargao more interested in the Cursed Pendant of Visions? Either way, I would save the day.


  I stopped at the edge of the ruins and dismounted. After tying up my horse, I snuck down a back alley, nimbly leaping over piles of stone and wood.


  A block later, I surprised three goblins in piece-meal armor scraped together. They snarled and ran toward me. My sword came out to play.


  The first one reached me. I stabbed at the goblin.


  
    Your stab GRAZES the goblin warrior for 7 damage.


    -2 damage for blade's dull condition

  


  Ugh. I forgot to switch out swords. This dull piece of crap better not let me down.


  A goblin took a swing at me with a lengthy sword.


  
    The goblin's slash BARELY SCRATCHES you for 4 damage.


    You have 54(58) health points.

  


  That health notification is convenient and new.


  I swung again.


  
    Your slash GRAZES the goblin warrior for 7 damage


    -2 damage for blade's dull condition


    The goblin is dead!

  


  As the first one fell, the other two attacked me at the same time.


  
    The goblin warrior's pierce GRAZES you for 6 damage.


    The goblin warrior's slash GRAZES you for 5 damage.


    You have 43(58) health points.

  


  "That all you got?" I shouted.


  Probably dumb if others were around, but I was getting into the battle.


  
    Your slash HITS the goblin warrior for 9 damage.


    The goblin is dead!

  


  As his buddy went down, the last goblin turned to run.


  He screamed for help, but the insistent pounding of the drums drowned out his voice. I sprinted after him and finished him with a final, forceful slash.


  
    Combat is over!


    You get 420xp!


    You have 11,454 xp.


    You need 4,546 xp for level five Rogue


     


    TIP: At level five Rogue, you will need to think about class specialization. When you reach level 6 through level 15, you will specialize in one of the following...


    
      	Thief (leather armor) - Whether a cut-purse or a burglar, you’re all about sneaking around and getting what you want.


      	Bard (no armor) - You are known for entertainment and the magic that comes with music.


      	Bounty Hunter (any weapons/armor) - Stealthy and deadly, this class is a mix of fighting and thieving.


      	Assassin (leather armor) - This class is concerned with killing others in one way or another.

    

  


  Without a fighter in the party, Bounty Hunter sounds interesting, but I've got time to decide.


  "No time now," I said as I picked up a goblin sword, hoping it would do better than my dull blade. With it safely sheathed at my side, I continued sneaking through the ruins.


  The drums increased in tempo and loudness as I got nearer to the center of the ruins. When they were the loudest, I stopped and scanned the block.


  A tower on the north end had collapsed partially, but it looked sturdy enough to climb. Especially with my ring. I grinned as I sprinted toward my prospective perch.


  The magic of the Ring of Spider Climbing saved the day again. Ropes would have made it easier, but I didn't have to scrounge around for any.


  I reached the top of the tower and tested the roof with my foot. Seems solid enough. After a deep breath, I crept across to the far side and looked down.


  Snargao and a small band of goblins were at the far edge of a clearing. I glanced over to where Sarah and the others were riding in. They had company.


  Behind their three horses, I saw a band of twelve goblins stalking them quietly for an ambush. Several held crude bows while the others were


  "Sarah," I called out, not caring about penalties.


  The game gave me one, regardless.


  I screamed again, but the thick bass of the drums blocked out my voice. Time to become a hero, I thought as I easily climbed down the outer tower wall.


  
    Advanced Climbing Skill Used


    +50xp


    You have 11504 xp.


    You need 4,496 xp for level five Rogue.

  


  That's not much xp, but I don't care. I need to get to Sarah before she and the others are ambushed in the back with arrows.


  I wasn't at full health, but the only thought on my mind was making the rest of the party wasn't taken out before they made it to the clearing.


  As I rounded the last corner, I slowed, looking for my first targets. Two stragglers in the back focused on the horses and riders ahead.


  This is how it's done.


  
    Critical back stab!


    Your sword goes through one goblin completely and kills one more.

  


  Eight goblins turned to face me while the other three continued forward. The drums continued filling the air with a sense of urgency.


  "Bring it on," I yelled.


  Three raised their bows and fired.


  
    The goblin arrow MISSES you.


    The goblin arrow MISSES you.


    The goblin arrow GRAZES you for 6 damage.


    You have been poisoned!


    +1 damage


    (-1hp per hour until poison is removed)


    You have 36(58) health points.

  


  Not again. This game has it out for me.


  I channeled the anger into my next attack.


  The closest goblin faced my wrath.


  
    Your slash HITS the goblin warrior for 8 damage.


    The goblin is dead.

  


  Five of the pint-sized terrors remained. I hoped Sarah and the others could take care of the ones still stalking them. Two goblins rushed toward me with swords while three others loaded their bow.


  "I've got a bad feeling about this..."


  Six bolts of golden energy hit three of the goblins with bows, releasing them of their earthly bodies.


  I looked up and saw Sarah dancing and singing her magic spells with strange sounds I'd never heard. A smile spread across my face as I made quick work of the last two.


  
    Your slash HITS the goblin warrior for 8 points of damage


     


    The goblin is dead.


     


    The goblin slash MISSES you


     


    Your slash HITS the goblin warrior for 8 damage


     


    The goblin is dead.


    Combat is over!


    You get 1680 xp divided by two party members.


    You get +840xp


    You have 12,344xp


    You need 3,654xp to level


     


    New Spell Effect: Glorified Cloaks of Bronze


    (+5 Armor Class)

  


  "Thank you," I said. "Save your mana. This isn't over."


  "You think I don't know that?"


  We both turned and saw as Captain Riggard get hit in the chest with a lightning bolt.


  "Let's go," I yelled, running toward the clearing.


  Benji jumped off his horse. The goblin drum circle continued until Captain Riggard pulled out a wand of some sort and pointed it at them. All noise in that area ceased.


  "Now that I can talk, you've got some explaining to do, Snargao."


  Sarah and I stopped next to Benji, watching the showdown.


  "Retreat," Snargao screamed them read from a scroll.


  Not this again.


  As goblins fled in every direction, the earth itself rose us to attack us.


  Snargao cackled gleefully as both elementals slammed into Captain Riggard, knocking him backward.


  "Attack," I shouted, hoping Benji would come along.


  Captain Riggard got to his feet and slashed at an elemental.


  Benji and I reached the other, attacking with all our might.


  
    Your slash GRAZES the medium earth elemental for 6 damage.

  


  That won’t do it.


  Benji turned and shook his head.


  I stabbed the moving dirt again.


  
    Your stab GRAZES the medium earth elemental for 5 damage.

  


  Benji beat it with his mace. An earthen fist swung back then hit him.


  Ouch. That had to hurt.


  
    Your slash GRAZES the medium earth elemental for 4 damage.

  


  "That all you got?" Captain Riggard shouted.


  He had taken his elemental out and attacked the one in front of Benji and I.


  The elemental rushed forward and slammed into Benji. He fell over, moaning and barely moving.


  "I'm going for Snargao," Sarah yelled.


  What is she doing?


  I attacked again.


  
    Your slash SCRATCHES the medium earth elemental for 3 damage.

  


  Scratches? Really?


  Captain Riggard laughed and struck the elemental again.


  
    The medium earth elemental HITS you for 9 damage.


    You have 27 (58) health points.

  


  Benji struggled to his feet, acting dazed and confused.


  "Attack," I screamed.


  In the distance, I saw Sarah get hit with lightning. She fell to the ground.


  The image of her falling would be etched in my mind forever.


  Leaving Benji to his fate, I ran around the elemental and toward her.


  The creature noticed and slammed into me.


  
    The medium earth elemental's slam INJURES you for 12 damage.


    You have 15 (58) health points.

  


  "Ouch," I muttered as I used the momentum to keep running.


  Snargao saw me and pointed a wand.


  At the last minute, I dodged to the left.


  The bolt of energy came close but missed.


  "I remember you." Snargao pointed in my direction. "There's no time for this now, but I will return."


  "Oh, no you don't," Captain Riggard said as he ran over and barreled into the hobgoblin wizard.


  Both tumbled to the ground. I bent down to check Sarah's pulse.


  She's alive, but barely.


  "Benji," I called out.


  I craned my neck to look for him and saw as he used his mace to finish the last earth elemental.


  He looks like he's about to pass out.


  "We need healing," I called out.


  "Join the battle," Captain Riggard screamed as he wrestled on the ground with Snargao.


  I stood and rushed over to him as Benji bent over Sarah.


  "Die, foul beast," Captain Riggard said as he stuck his sword in the belly of the hobgoblin.


  "Not before you," Snargao muttered then raised the wand.


  Bursts of energy shot out the tip, causing Captain Riggard to shake uncontrollably.


  I seized the moment of opportunity and plunged my blade into the neck of the prone hobgoblin.


  
    You have killed Snargao the Impatient!


    You get 1,600 xp


    You have 13,944 xp


    You need 2,156 xp for level five rogue

  


  "MetaToG won't save me now..." Captain Riggard with his last breath.


  The drums had stopped, but I could sense goblins in the ruins watching us.


  "Benji, you need to heal me," I said as I glanced around.


  "Sarah is all better, but I can't boss. My healing days are over."


  "What are you talking about?" I asked. "This isn't a good time for negotiations."


  "There's something I've been meaning to tell you. I'm not really a cleric."


  "Are you kidding me?"


  He shook his head.


  "There's more, but I can't talk about it?"


  "You can't talk about it, or you won't?" I asked.


  Sarah stepped between the two of us with her arms stretched out.


  "Will you two cut it out?"


  "Let me join your party," Benji said. "Please?"


  "No," I said, holding my head high and puffing out my chest. "You got a problem with that?"


  "I'm leaving then. You guys can adventure on your own. Good luck."


  He turned and stepped away.


  "No, wait," Sarah said.


  She looked at me with those elven eyes.


  "We promised him."


  I sighed.


  "Fine. You can join the party."


  When he officially joined our adventuring party, I almost fainted.


  
    [PC] Benji Bigelow (Human Rogue) has joined your party.

  


  The surprise hit me like a high-level lightning bolt.


  Stunned, I asked the first thing that came to mind.


  "You're a player character now?"


  Benji grinned and nodded.


  "About time you guys let me in. Let's go OOC and talk."


  I looked over at Sarah. Both of us turned to Benji, eager to learn more.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 24 ::::>


   


   


  How Long Were You an NPC?


   


   


  SARAH


   


  Wait a minute. If characters become an NPC when they die...


  "Josh? Is that you?"


  Benji tilted his head and stared at me.


  "No, my name is Bernard."


  "How did you get in the game?" Eric asked. "It's not supposed to be open to the public."


  "I signed up for a beta-test."


  "This is all so..."


  I stepped back, glancing around the battlefield.


  "Right?" Bernard shook his head. "I've been trying to get you guys to let me join your party since Fishguard. That's why I pretended to be a cleric."


  "What?"


  He smiled.


  "You guys rolled into town needing a cleric in your party not a rogue, so I bought my robes, this mace, and a wand of curing magic."


  "And that just now ran out?" Eric asked.


  Bernard nodded.


  "Something happened, and no new players were coming into the first level. I got stuck as an NPC for a while."


  "How long?" I asked, not wanting to hear the answer.


  "About twenty years now?"


  My eyes shot open even wider.


  "What?"


  "You're kidding, right?" I took a deep breath. "That's a long time."


  "The game has time dilation. At least that's what they told me when I signed up and got into the cryogenic thingy. How did you guys get in here?"


  "His father is one of the men who created Tower of Gates."


  Anger flashed over Bernard's face.


  "Your father had something to do with this? Why can't I get out?"


  He stepped toward Eric and grabbed him by arms and shook him.


  "Calm down," I said. "We've got to figure this out. There has to be a way out of the game."


  "What else do you know about the game?" Eric asked.


  "Not much. I never made it past this first level after getting stuck as an NPC. Did you guys come in together or as part of a group?"


  "There was three of us," I said. "Josh is my...boyfriend."


  Eric flinched at the word, but it was the truth. Or it had been.


  "But did you guys come in as three or a bigger group?"


  "There were six gaming cabinets, but only three of us."


  "Huh," he said, backing away from Eric. "That's weird."


  "Did you come into the game with anyone else?"


  "No, they wanted me as a solo-player to test."


  "I don't remember seeing anything about them beta-testing Tower of Gates," Eric said.


  "Well, they were in Germany, where I'm from."


  "This is too much," I said.


  My heart pounded faster.


  "We have little time OOC," Bernard said. "Now that I'm in the party, we can finish this quest and clear the level. Maybe that's how we get out of the game."


  "That's what we've been thinking," I said.


  "I can't believe Captain Riggard died."


  "Do you know his real name?" I asked.


  He shook his head.


  "No, he was a weird one. That's probably why he did so well in the game."


  "But he was only on the first level," Eric said.


  "Think about it," Bernard said. "If you were trapped in this game, would you rather be a high level in a levels one to five world, or face unknown threats deeper in the game?"


  "Smart," I said, not sure if I agreed with him or not.


  "That wasn't my plan, but like I said, I got stuck as an NPC when new players stopped logging in."


  "Maybe there was a bug, and they're fixing it."


  "You would know," Bernard said. "Captain Riggard had been to the other levels, but he came back for some reason. I adventured with him for a while, but he wouldn't let me join his party and become an NPC."


  "Did you learn anything from him?" Eric asked.


  Bernard nodded.


  "Quite a bit, but not how to get out of the game. He hinted there's guilds and a ton of other players on the other levels. Some of the higher-level magic items give you special powers in the Tower of Gates part of the game."


  I shook my head, all the information still sinking in.


  We were not the only ones trapped in the game.


  "Do you know Magi Inyontoo?" Eric asked.


  "He's a bad dude. No one knows his real name, but he's a sadistic griefer who hangs out in this first level to kill newbies left and right for the lulz."


  Is Bernard a crazy person too? Can we trust him?"


  "We should get going," Bernard said. "Word of the battle here will spread throughout the land."


  "How do you spend twenty years being an NPC?" Eric asked.


  "I got married to a nice fishmonger woman for ten of those years. They were wonderful, but the game took her away from me."


  "What do you mean?" I asked.


  "She died."


  "Wait. Are you saying all NPCs are player characters who died?"


  Bernard shook his head.


  "No, I don't think so. You're asking the wrong person. We need to clear the level and get further into the game for more answers."


  "You're right. Let's check Snargao's body. I doubt he has the pendant on him, but maybe we'll find something else."


  "I’ll explore," I said.


  "Be careful," Eric said. "And look for something to heal poison."


  "Are you saying what I think you're saying?" I asked.


  He nodded.


  "Goblin arrow. It's not bad, but I've got to take care of it."


  I watched as him and Bernard walk over to the hobgoblin wizard's body.


  "Loot Captain Riggard too," I called out.


  Eric raised a hand in the air as they walked.


  "What was all that about, Kali? Are you okay?" Charlotte asked.


  I'm fine. We'll talk about it later maybe. Can you help me find spells here?


  "I've never been to the ruins of Esterhollow, Kali, and I can't detect magic yet."


  Well, keep your eyes open.


  "I will, Kali."


  As I walked away from the other two, all the new information swirled around in my brain. Not all of it made sense, but we were finding pieces of the puzzle.


  I walked into a rundown building with my thoughts elsewhere and ran into two goblins torturing Jak. He's still alive? I've got to help. The goblins turned around.


  
    You cast Snares of Dust!


    You have 47(64) mana remaining today

  


  The two goblins went into a coughing fit as the dust magically swirled around them. I followed up the first spell with two Golden Bolts to each of them.


  
    Your Golden Bolts Hit the goblin for 8 damage.


    The goblin is dead.


    Your Golden Bolts Hit the goblin for 8 damage.


    The goblin is dead.


     


    You have 39(64) mana remaining today.


    Combat is over!


    You gain +280 xp


    You have 13,324 xp.


    You need 676 xp for Level Four Mage

  


  I rushed over to Jak and untied him.


  "Are you okay, dear boy?"


  He had been on my thoughts since being kidnapped from Harrisburg. I didn't know if he was just a computer controlled NPC or a real human person. Maybe that was the point.


  "Where's Drex?" he asked. "I'm sorry I wandered off..."


  "It's not your fault," I said in a soothing tone. "Can you move?"


  He groaned as I helped him to his feet.


  "They beat me..."


  He burst into tears. I consoled him.


  
    Congratulations! Your Alignment Has Gone Up!


    +5 Alignment.


    You are +80 (Very Good)

  


  "Let's go, honey. I'll take you to Drex."


  "Wait," he said. "There's treasure hid in the back room."


  "Oh?"


  "Yeah, they showed me some of the gold coins."


  "Okay, let's get you outside and safe. Drex and I will come back."


  "He's not mad at me, is he?" Jak asked.


  I shook my head.


  "No, dear. He's not mad at all. In fact, he’ll be happy to see you."


  Outside, Jak ran to Eric and threw his arms around him. I watched as Eric patted his back and stared at me from a distance.


  "There's treasure," I called out.


  "Nice," Benji said, walking over. "Look what I found?"


  "The pendant?" I asked.


  "No, but the recipe to make Dawn Acid. He must've heard we were looking for it and came to destroy it."


  "We got here in the nick of time," Eric said.


  I held out my hand.


  "Let me see the list."


  "I can't understand it," he said.


  After giving it to me, I glanced at the list of ingredients written in magic symbols.


  "Tree troll blood, Gnomish Battle Oil (original), Chunk of a Lava Golem, a Star Rock, and two pounds of Ghoul Monkey brain."


  Eric laughed nervously.


  "You're kidding, right?"


  "I wish I were, but that's what we need to get."


  "We should gather up all the treasure and take Captain Riggard's body back to Castle Casteel," Bernard said.


  I looked at him differently since we discovered he had been a player character. How many people were playing Tower of Gates? How big was the game?


  Every answer we received only led to more questions, but we would figure it out. Jak quit hugging Eric but continued holding onto his hand tightly.


  "Can they help us find this stuff?" I asked as we walked toward the building with the hidden treasure.


  "They might. It all depends," Bernard said. "Rathgar and I get along, so he might help. He’ll want to replace Captain Riggard as the leader of the human army."


  "I’ll check for traps," Eric said as we reached the building. "You stay here, Jak."


  "No, Drex. Please don't leave."


  Bernard patted him on the back.


  "You'll be fine, Jak. It'll just take your brother a minute."


  Once Jak let go, Eric went into the building. Bernard and I waited outside.


  "I bet we score big," he said.


  "You'll get your share. Don't worry."


  "I know. There's a reason I stuck with you two. You make a good team. We can go far in this..."


  "Watch it," I said, interrupting him before he got an OOC penalty.


  He grinned. Eric walked back out.


  "What's so funny?"


  "Nothing," I said, hating his jealousy. "Did you find anything?"


  He shook his head.


  "There's no treasure?" Bernard asked.


  "No, I meant there's no traps. At least not that I could find."


  "We're on our way to becoming legendary heroes of the realm," Bernard said. "You guys don't mind if I get out of this costume and find myself some armor, do you?"


  "By all means," I said while smiling. "Can't smell any worse."


  "Hold on," Eric said. "I hear something."


  "Goblins?" Bernard asked, pulling his mace.


  "No, human voices."


  Men and women dressed in rags and furs appeared from behind walls and around corners, making themselves known. Eric pulled his sword. I put my hand on his forearm.


  "Hold on..."


  "Thank you," a man called out. "We have a settlement not far from here, and we heard news of the battle. Are you here to restore Esterhollow?"


  "No, that's your job," Eric said. "We'll leave you some of the goblin riches so you can rebuild the city."


  "That's fine with me," Bernard said. "You?"


  He turned. I nodded in agreement.


  The villagers congregated outside as we took stock of the goblin's treasure. Three hours later, we had a complete list of everything. I cast identify on all the items to find any infused with magic.


  
    
      	641 gp


      	2845 sp


      	Golden Yellow Topaz (400 gp)


      	Hematite (9 gp)


      	Moss Agate (12 gp)


      	Onyx (20 gp)


      	Bullseye Lantern (12 gp)


      	Master Crafted Scimitar (Medium) (315 gp) – 1d10 damage – extra grip for no dropping it


      	Arcane Scroll (Shut the Front Door – Level One Spell) (12 gp 5 sp)


      	Arcane Scroll (Cloud of Marvelous Sound – Rare Level 2 Spell) (100gp)


      	Arcane Scroll (Divine Arrow of Energy – Rare Level 3 spell) (100gp)


      	Heavy Steel Shield (Small) (+15 shield) (inscription provides clue to function) (4170 gp)


      	Potion of the Good Berserker x4 – Heal to full health (25gp each)


      	Potion of the Magi x2 – Heal to full mana (50gp each)


      	Wand of Summon Monster II (15 of 50 charges) (1350 gp)

    

  


  I also cast a spell on the fish amulet Eric had found in the Tower of Sherlock. The amulet could only be worn by clerics, so we threw it in with the gifts for the villagers.


  We gave the rest of the items to them for help with rebuilding Esterhollow. They were happy with the mundane items. We were happy not to have to lug them around.


  
    
      	10 x Anvil (5 gp, 200 lb)


      	Bag of Wheat (1 cp, 1 lb)


      	Box of 20 Arrowheads (5 sp, 1 lb)


      	Box of Charcoal (1 sp, 20 lb)


      	Cart (15 gp, 200 lb)


      	17 x Chisel (5 sp, 2 lb)


      	Flask of Oil (1 sp, 1 lb)


      	Flint and Steel (1 gp)


      	12 x Hammer (5 sp, 2 lb)


      	Large Iron Box (2 gp, 100 lb)


      	Low Boots (1 gp, 2 lb)


      	Pair of Oars (4 gp, 20 lb)


      	Rope Net (10' x 10') (4 gp, 40 lb)


      	Sledge (1 gp, 10 lb)


      	Workbench (30 gp)

    

  


  Total value of goods we donated to help them rebuild the town? 123 gp, 2 sp, and 1 cp. While the money would've helped make our lives easier while tracking down the ingredients for Dawn Acid, we donated to help the people rebuild Esterhollow.


  We would never be around on the first level long enough to see the fruits of our labors – at least I hoped we wouldn't be. Bernard might help us get further in the game.


  It didn't sound like clearing the first level would allow us to quit and go back to the real-world, but I clung to the idea because without it all hope might be lost.


  The villagers brought our horses and a new wagon. Bernard tied all three steeds to the front while Eric and I talked to Yutrow, the leader of the group determined to stay.


  "You gave us hope today," he said. "The goblins came again, and you pushed them back. We won’t give up this land a second time."


  "We're happy to help, but we need to get going. Do you have Captain Riggard in the wagon?"


  "The coffin isn't pretty, but we made it quickly. Safe travels, brave warriors," Yutrow said.


  Eric, Bernard and I walked to the front of the wagon and sat down on the bench with me in the middle. The villagers cheered as we rode off down a desolate, destroyed street.


  "I love you, Kali," Charlotte said.


  Love you too.


  Exhausted, we rode toward Castle Casteel and an unknown future.


  We had to make smarter choices in the game or it would cost us.


  I stared out at the breathtaking scenery as the wagon bounced on the dirt road.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 25 ::::>


   


   


  Old Friends and New Enemies


   


   


  ERIC


   


  With three horses pulling the wagon, we made good time toward Castle Casteel. About midway, we saw two short figures standing by the side of the road. I used Monster Lore.


  Brownies? Are they going to attack us?


  "Whoa," I said, pulling on the reins to slow our horses.


  The two brownies turned in our direction. Each had an overblown smile on their face.


  "We've got company," I said.


  Sarah leaned forward.


  "Evan? Is that you?"


  "Kali," a brownie said as he ran over.


  I tossed the reins to Bernard and jumped off the wagon.


  "Hold on," Sarah said as I pulled my new, glistening scimitar. "I know them."


  "You know them?"


  I sheathed my blade as the first brownie reached the wagon. He looked up with that smile, causing me to turn away.


  "What's wrong with their faces?" I asked.


  "Don't be rude," Sarah said, bending to hug the brownie.


  The other cautiously stepped closer.


  "Don't trust her, Evan. She's the reason we had to leave Fishguard."


  "No," Evan said. "You're the reason. I'm not the bozo. You're the dimwit."


  Ewen rushed forward toward Sarah and Evan. I stepped in front of him.


  "Slow down, little man."


  "I'm big for a brownie," he said.


  The smile on his face diluted the anger I sensed.


  Sarah stepped over and put her hand on my shoulder.


  "They were one of the first quests I completed before meeting you."


  I wondered if they were player characters at one point who had been turned into NPCs or if they were computer controlled. This game always keeps you guessing.


  "Never trust a brownie," Bernard called from the wagon. "We should get going."


  "Give me a minute," Sarah said.


  "Where are you two going? Did something happen in Fishguard?"


  "You bet something happened," Ewen said. "All that gold you gave us ruined our lives."


  "What?" she asked.


  "It's true," Evan said with downcast eyes. "We got lazy with all that money and gambled it away."


  "We're on our way to find work," Ewen said. "The people of Fishgaurd and Harrisburg don't want us."


  "You know who might want your help?" I asked. "The people of Esterhollow."


  "The ruins?" Evan asked.


  "No, they're rebuilding. They would appreciate your help."


  "That's a wonderful idea," Sarah said. "Let me give you two some gold to help out."


  "No," I said. "Don't you see you’ll end up hurting them again by giving them free gold?"


  "Let's not discuss politics in the game, okay?"


  "I second that," Bernard said from atop the wagon.


  "We'll be fine, Kali. Thank you," Evan said.


  Their constant grins unsettled me.


  "Come on, bozo," Ewen said. "We've got a new destination. The goblins wouldn't've liked us anyways."


  "The goblins? Where were you headed?"


  "Forbidden Kingdom," Evan said.


  The other brownie shoved him, both still smiling.


  "Keep quiet about our grand plans."


  "Sorry, Ewen. Bye, Kali. See you around."


  "Maybe," she said.


  I hoped we didn't run into them again. Their ever-present smiles freaked me out. Sarah and I climbed onto the wagon.


  "Brownies creep me out," Bernard said as he passed me the reins.


  Sarah nodded and smiled.


  Great. Those two will be flirting even more now. Why can't she ever flirt with me?


  "You okay?" she asked.


  I nodded grimly.


  "Yeah. I'm fine. We need to go."


  The brownies turned and headed toward Esterhollow. I snapped the reins and got our three-horse-power wagon moving toward Castle Casteel.


  A mile down the road, two dozen armored men on battle-steeds blocked the way forward. I stopped the wagon a few hundred feet away.


  "I'm in no condition to fight after that battle today," I said.


  Sarah stared at the armored men.


  "All my mana is gone from identifying so many items."


  "I doubt I could talk all of them on," Bernard added.


  What to do? Better to run and fight another day?


  I glanced to the left then right. The plains stretched out to the horizon, offering us no place to hide.


  Four of the men rode forward, their armor gleaming in the setting sun.


  "Hold," I said, standing up in the wagon. "We mean you no harm."


  They stopped only fifty feet away from the wagon.


  "We've come for the body," one said, not raising the visor on his helmet.


  "You want Captain Riggard? But why?" Sarah asked.


  "Who has ordered you to do this? Are you with Castle Casteel?


  The man laughed.


  "We are with the true power in the realm, Magi Inyontoo. Our orders are to take the body and leave you alone."


  "Take it," I muttered.


  Sarah turned.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Keeping us alive," I said.


  "We’ll need the wagon and everything else in it," the man said, pushing his luck.


  
    > Sense Motive


     


    The captain of the Black Guard appears willing to bargain.


    He values personal gain over doing his master's bidding.

  


  "You can have it all, but I’ll need information."


  He laughed again.


  "You're in no position to be bargaining, Drex."


  That's what you think.


  "Kali the mage would beg to differ. She took the powerful magic of Snargao and will use it against you."


  "You're bluffing," the man said.


  "Am I?"


  I hoped Sarah went along. Her new wand of Summon Monster might help or hinder us. She stood and pointed the wand at the man.


  Three of the others who had come forward moved to block their leader.


  "Your ugly elf friend better drop that wand," he said.


  "Or what? Are you ready to face our wrath?" I turned to Bernard who still had on his robes. "Benji, would you mind praying to turn those men into toads?"


  He looked over at me with a confused look on his face.


  "You know, the powerful prayers you recently learned."


  "Oh, yeah," he said them mumbled a bunch of unintelligible words.


  "Tell him to stop praying," the man said. "I'll give you information and let you keep the wagon and your baubles if you give up the body."


  With no idea of why they wanted a dead PC body, I didn't see the harm in giving it to them if it kept us alive. On the other hand, it struck me as odd they wanted the dead body of a PC.


  "That priest has ten seconds to stop praying," the man said, breaking me out of my thoughts.


  "Be still, Benji," I said, still looking forward. "Why does your master want his body?"


  "You know we can't say anything about it. Why are you being so difficult?"


  "Should I pop off a shot or two of this wand and hope we get lucky?" Sarah asked.


  "No," I said.


  "I think we're just going to take our chances and attack," the man said. "We're allowed to kill you if necessary."


  This body must be important, but I've got to let it go.


  "Fine. Benji, let's get the coffin out of the back."


  "Bring the war wagons out," the man called.


  Three armored wagons appeared with the other men.


  "Where did those come from?" I asked out loud.


  "I've got powerful magic too, but it's best for us not to fight today."


  "Tell us where your master is hiding out, and we'll get this over with."


  "He's in the Forbidden Kingdom making plans to rule the entire realm. We're with him all the way. You have no chance of defeating us."


  That remains to be seen.


  I hopped off the wagon.


  "Come on, Benji. Let's get this body for them."


  
    Your Bargaining Skill has increased!


    Bargaining – Basic Level 2 of 10

  


  "Are we doing the right thing?" he asked as we reached the back of the wagon.


  "Do you know why he would want his body?"


  Bernard shook his head.


  "Me either, so we give up the body to stay alive."


  "Why isn't he killing us now?"


  "I don't know. Maybe he's too cocky. Help me with this."


  Bernard assisted with pulling the wooden box out of the back of the wagon.


  "We've got to be more prepared for ambushes. This is too sloppy."


  "I agree."


  We walked around to the front of the wagon.


  "Tell your men to clear a path. If a single arrow or spell comes at us, we’ll unleash a fury you've never seen before."


  After the man stopped laughing, he said, "You're a riot, Drex, but we shall let you pass."


  He barked an order to his men. They cleared the road ahead. I climbed back on the wagon. Bernard did the same on the other side.


  "Be on the ready," I said as the wagon lurched forward.


  I kept my eyes on the armored men on the Black Guard as we passed. They did nothing to stop us. Half-a-mile down the road, Bernard stood up and looked back.


  "Are they following us?" I asked.


  "No, they're headed north toward the Forbidden Kingdom."


  "Something tells me where going to end up going there before this is all over."


  "Why does Magi Inyontoo want a dead PC body?" Sarah asked, going OOC.


  "I told Eric I have no idea," Bernard said.


  "What happens when an NPC dies?" I asked.


  Bernard looked out at the castle in the distance a moment before speaking.


  "As far as I know, you get three chances as a humanoid NPC. If you mess up, you became a monster race. What happens after that, I'm not sure, but I imagine you become an animal or insect or something."


  "That would make it impossible to join a PC party, and..."


  Sarah's voice faded.


  "Exactly," Bernard said. "This game is messed up in some ways. I've been careful as this is the second time I've been an NPC. As for why Magi Inyontoo wants his body, it's probably some kind of magic we've not heard about yet."


  "We had to do it," I said. "Otherwise we'd be stuck as NPCs."


  "I agree," Bernard said. "We've got to be more careful."


  "The stakes on this easy quest keep getting higher and higher," Sarah said.


  I took a deep breath. "We'll be okay."


  The sun set on our right as we continued south to Castle Casteel.


  I hoped giving up the body didn't have in-game repercussions.


  We rode in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts.


  The poison continued coursing through my body.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  When we arrived at the castle gates, the sun had been down a few hours. Dark clouds blocked the stars and other heavenly bodies as a light drizzle hit us.


  The gate opened at our approach. Rathgar stepped away from a group of men and walked toward our wagon. I pulled on the reins and stepped the horses.


  "Where's Captain Riggard?" he said.


  I frowned and slowly shook my head.


  "Please tell me you brought his body."


  "We were stopped on the way here by members of the Black Guard."


  "They're humans who are supporting the goblinoids. Scum."


  Rathgar spit on the ground, adding to the wet mud.


  "Come inside," he said. "We've got to talk."


  Does he understand or is he upset? Should we make our escape?


  I glanced over at Sarah then Bernard. They were cold, wet and shivering.


  "Hurry," Sarah said, nodding her head toward the open gates.


  I flipped the reins. The horses trotted forward, pulling us into the castle courtyard.


  Rathgar walked to the main building and went through a door.


  "Let's get inside," I said. "Hopefully they won't steal anything from the wagon."


  "Sounds like you're missing the most important thing," a man said as he walked up.


  He stared at me with a cold, dead look in his eyes. I wasn't sure if it was the rain or anger.


  "Get the horses out of the rain," I said confidently then hopped down to the muddy ground.


  Water splashed up, hitting his legs. He looked down at them then back up at me.


  I shrugged then jogged to catch up with Sarah and Bernard as they made their way inside.


  They were standing in the great room with the long, well-used table in the center. Rathgar stood next to them. He glanced at me as I walked over, wet, miserable, and not wanting problems.


  "I'm sorry about losing the body, but we had no way out of that encounter and no one to back us up."


  "Don't worry," Rathgar said, waving a hand though the air. "It's fine. Just so you know, I'm next in line for Captain of the Castle and the Human Guard."


  He stared into my eyes.


  "Unless one of you three want to challenge me for the spot?"


  "You're the man," I said.


  Bernard nodded.


  "Can you help us find these items?" Sarah asked while holding up the list.


  "You got the ingredients for Dawn Acid."


  I nodded.


  "And we’ll get them all and destroy the cursed pendant once and for all."


  "That's what I'm talking about," Rathgar said then clapped his hands.


  
    > Consider Rathgar


     


    [NPC] Captain Rathgar


    This is a man who loves his life and everything in it.


    His ambitions are high but not too high.


    He's trustworthy if you're honest with him.

  


  "Can you help us on our quest?"


  "I certainly can." He turned to a man sitting at the table. "Go fetch Sam for me."


  The man grumbled but got up, leaving his food behind.


  "Sam the Cartographer will help. If you give him the list, he'll make a map of where you can find each ingredient."


  "He can make a copy of the list," Sarah said.


  I grinned, loving her even more. A tall, thin man dressed in an ill-fitting white robe wandered into the room with several scrolls tucked under his arm.


  "This is Sam," Rathgar said. "He's the best map-maker in the land."


  "Oh, I don't know about all that," the meek man said as he set the maps down on the table.


  I walked over and stuck out my hand.


  "They call me Drex. It's nice to meet you."


  He shook my hand with semi-firm grip. I didn't squeeze too hard.


  "Can you write out these ingredients?" Sarah asked.


  "Not on these maps. Do you have extra parchment?"


  "I don't think so," I said, removing my backpack. "Oh, wait, I do."


  After pulling out one of the free maps we'd gotten back in Fishguard, Sam's demeanor changed.


  "Where did you get that map?" he snapped as he snatched it from me hands.


  "Back in Fishguard. Why?"


  "I hope you didn't pay too much for it," he said with a snort.


  "We got it for free. Why?"


  "This is a cheap, mass-produced forgery by Claudio, my owl apprentice. He stole some of my maps and went off to work on his own."


  "Well, you can write on the back of it, right?"


  "I can, but..."


  His voice trailed off.


  "What?" Sarah asked.


  "If you three would hunt him down and steal back my original prints, I'd be forever thankful and in your debt."


  "And you'd be doing something good for the kingdom of humans," Rathgar added.


  I glanced over at Sarah then Bernard. She took a deep breath. He shrugged.


  "We'll keep our eyes open, but our current quest is more important."


  "I understand," he said. "Give me that list.


  
    You cast Snares of Dust!


     


    You have 47(64) mana remaining today


    



    You have a new Side-Quest:


    Case of the Counterfeit Cartographer


    If you find Sam's original map prints and return them to Castle Casteel, you will receive a reward and 1500 xp.

  


  Not bad.


  Sarah read off the list of five items. We needed tree troll blood, Gnomish War Oil (original), a chunk of a Lava Golem, the Star Rock, and two pounds of Monkey Ghoul brains.


  "I'll have your map ready in the morning," Sam said.


  "You give cartographers a good name," I said.


  He smiled then turned and left with our list and his other maps.


  "Take rooms and rest for your journey ahead is long and fraught with dangers," Rathgar said.


  "Are you going to send troops to Esterhollow to help them rebuild?" I asked.


  "You let me worry about politics while you finish your quest."


  "He's right," Bernard said then nodded his head to the side.


  Rathgar left us to ourselves.


  "OOC," Bernard said then frowned. "I hate to lose the xp, but you guys need to know Rathgar used to be a PC named Ivan. He's power-mad and determined to become the highest-level NPC ever in the game."


  "How did so many messed up people get in the game?" Sarah asked.


  Maybe that's why my father told me to stay away?


  I kept my mouth shut about my observation.


  "You can level as an NPC?"


  Bernard nodded.


  "Yeah, but it's not the same. It's easier and safer, but the rewards aren't as good."


  "He's Captain of the Castle now."


  "That probably won't last, but who knows these days," Bernard said.


  "I want to study these new spells I found in the ruins."


  "Good idea," I said. "We might need them."


  She smiled then walked toward the far end of the room.


  "She's something else, huh?" Bernard asked after we were alone.


  "Yeah. Why? Do you like her?"


  Bernard laughed.


  "You're kidding, right? I'm all about getting out of this game."


  "Me too," I said.


  Part of me enjoyed being a fully working human male in an exciting new world, but I didn't want the others to know how much fun I was having playing.


  I wanted to get out as much as them, but I also intended to become a power-player and confront some of the other PCs. A little PvP fun is always good for destressing.


  "You two make a cute couple, though," Bernard said.


  "Man, I've got ninety-nine problems, and a female elf ain't one."


  He smiled and nodded at the reference.


  "Do you miss the real world?" I asked. "After twenty years..."


  "Yeah," he said. "I do. Not knowing how much time in the real-world has passed or why they have us in this game makes me think too. I've got so many questions."


  "I hear you, brother."


  "Time for sleep," he said. "Talk to you in the morning."


  "Yeah. Good night."


  He waved then walked away into one of the single rooms on the first floor of the main building. I wondered if he was hiding information from us. Could we trust him?


  More importantly, could they trust me?


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 26 ::::>


   


   


  I Think the Scar is Kinda Sexy


   


   


  SARAH


   


  With Charlotte's help, I added the new level one and two spells to my repertoire. Another a few hundred more experience points, I'd be able to cast the third level spell.


  This game is sucking me in.


  I'd been helpful up to this point, but my powers kept growing at an accelerated rate.


  I stood up from the desk in my room and stretched.


  "You're not getting enough sleep," Charlotte said.


  "I'll be fine. The party needs me to be ready," I said.


  "Okay, Kali. I trust you. And I love you."


  I smiled. Funny how a spider loving you can lift your spirits.


  After gathering my belongings, I went out to the great room. Eric and Bernard were seated at one end of the table. I walked over and sat down next to Eric.


  He glanced over and smiled.


  "Good morning."


  "Morning," I said. "You still poisoned?"


  "Nope. It's all better. They have a healer here."


  "Great. How's the food?"


  "About what you would expect from the military," Bernard muttered.


  "It's not too bad," Rathgar said, walking into the room. "At least we're not eating horses."


  Why do people keep bringing that up? Questions about the game multiplied every hour spent in it.


  "I need you three to do a favor for me."


  "What is it?" Eric asked, continuing to eat the mushy porridge in front of him.


  "Deliver a message to Fort Bliss. We’ll be sending a third of our men to secure Esterhollow. If the people are ready to rebuild, they’ll need our help."


  "We can deliver a message," I said. "Anything else?"


  "To help you, I'm assigning you war wagon. It'll help keep you safe on your travels throughout the land. Now that you're on this side of the realm, you should have less problems, but these days you can't be too careful."


  A war wagon wouldn't solve our problems, but it would help make our lives easier.


  "Thank you," I said.


  "No, thank you for your help and not attempting to wrest control away from me."


  I smiled politely, happy we were getting away from him and the other men at the castle.


  Something about them increased my anxiety.


  "We can’t trust all of them, Kali. Be careful."


  Thanks, Charlotte.


  "What can you tell us about tree trolls?" I asked.


  "Nothing I couldn't tell you," Eric muttered.


  He pushed his crude bowl away from him and stretched.


  Rathgar looked at Drex but said nothing.


  "Go on," I said. "Forgive my rude friend."


  "He's fine," Rathgar said. "None of us here are completely civilized."


  "Please, continue," Eric said, motioning to Rathgar with his hands.


  "As you probably know tree trolls regenerate quickly, so you must burn them. They're good at camouflage in the forest, so be careful."


  "How do we get their blood?" I asked.


  Rathgar grinned.


  "How do you get maple syrup out of a tree?"


  I nodded. It made sense.


  "What should be store it in?"


  "Glass containers. I've put some in the war wagon for you."


  "Thanks for your help," Bernard said.


  "Anything for you, Benji, and the other upcoming heroes of the realm."


  I detected a sense of sarcasm in his voice.


  "Do you have questions?" he asked.


  "No, thank you," I replied before Eric could speak up.


  "With that, I bid you goodbye. The letter to Sergeant Harris is in the war wagon too. Safe travels, and good luck on your quest."


  Rathgar turned and left the room.


  "Whatever you do, don't mention that it sounds easy," I said.


  Eric grinned but wisely kept his mouth shut.


  We walked outside to the courtyard where a tall and imposing wagon made of wood and metal stood. Two warhorses also decked out in armor were attached to the front.


  "It's like one we saw earlier," Eric said.


  "Yeah, they're not common in the realm," Bernard said.


  I hoped Eric didn't go OOC to discuss the specifics.


  "Does this one disappear into thin air like the other one?" Eric asked as he walked toward it.


  Benji and I followed.


  "Yeah, there's invisibility magic involved."


  A short man limped around the front of the wagon.


  "This one's not charged up all the way, but it's a short ride to Fort Bliss. You three should be okay. Captain Rathgar told me to get you guys on the road right away."


  I didn't trust his crooked grin, but I kept my mouth shut as he opened the door.


  "Benji and I will ride up front," Eric said, taking control as he always did.


  "Fine," I said, climbing into the wagon. "I'll have time to read up on the magic of this world."


  As the door closed, a magic ball of light lit the interior. Nice touch, I thought, leaning back on the padded bench. I cracked open a book. Instead of in-game help screens, we were being taught by in-game items.


  The game had me hooked which frightened and exhilarated me at the same time. It was almost like logging into a multi-player game in VR the first time but more powerful. By a factor of a hundred.


  I read and got drawn into the world of the Grabisco Isles. Were there other realms in the game? How did they all tie together? Questions multiplied like tribbles in the back of my mind as the wagon lurched forward.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  An hour later, I discovered a panel that opened, allowing me to hear and talk with Eric and Bernard as they drove our impressive ride.


  "You two doing okay?" I called out.


  "Good up here," Bernard said. "You got your nose in that book still?"


  "It's good," I said then laughed.


  "Fort Bliss," Eric said. "Sounds like a fun place."


  "Don't get too excited," Bernard said. "The name is more than a little sarcastic."


  "I figured," Eric said.


  Bernard sighed then spoke, spilling more details of his experience in the game.


  "After the Great War, the humans have been trying to rebuild and dominate the others again. That's when I died as a player character."


  "You like to go OOC a lot, don't you?" I asked.


  "I hate losing the xp, yeah, but when you've been in this game over ten years as an NPC and not allowed to talk OOC, you want to do it all the time. That make sense?"


  "Yeah, I get it. Are you a first level rogue?"


  Bernard nodded.


  "I know the party needs a fighter and an actual healer, but we'll be able to hire help along the way."


  "But will they be game-run NPCs or trapped player characters?" Eric asked.


  "Exactly," Bernard said. "This game is messed up in so many ways, constantly drawing you in deeper."


  "I can't imagine being in here for twenty years."


  "We'll get out before then," Eric said, puffing his chest out and holding his head high. "We've just got to keep being careful and think about building the best party possible."


  I rolled my eyes like a pair of d8s for damage.


  "Here comes gamer Eric with the stats."


  Bernard laughed.


  "You couldn't do it solo, but with the right team we can do it."


  "We get it, Eric," I said. "Trust me. We get it."


  "I'm just saying..."


  His voice trailed off. The words he spoke sometimes didn't match up with the tough and older exterior of his avatar. Did me being an elf effect how he thought of me?


  The deep questions in the deep-dive of a VRMMORPG floated around in the back of my mind. Until we learned more about the game and why it'd been created, we had to survive.


  "Is that the fort?" Eric asked, pointing.


  "Yeah," Benji said.


  "Looks like they have people waiting for us."


  I saw a group of soldiers hanging around the open front gate of the wooden-walled fort.


  "Great," Bernard muttered.


  "What?" I asked.


  "Two Great Tigers just walked onto the road ahead, and I think they’ll go for the horses."


  "Let's get them," Eric said then hopped down to the dusty road.


  I opened the door and climbed out the other side. Two huge predatory tigers inched toward us, ready to pounce on the poor horses at any moment.


  As the first one leapt forward, I cast seven Golden Bolts and sent them toward the creature.


  
    Your seven Golden Bolts MAUL the Great Lion for 21 damage.


    You have 50(64) mana remaining today

  


  Eric ran toward the one I hit. Before he swung his sword, the tiger pounced and bit into his arm.


  "Be gone, filthy cats," Bernard yelled, joining the fray.


  His mace hit the same tiger on the top of the head.


  Meanwhile, the other crept forward inch by inch.


  I began a repeat of the same spell.


  The injured tiger lashed out, raking Eric with two sets of razor sharp claws. One of them hit him in the face. He screamed in pain and stumbled backward.


  
    Your seven Golden Bolts MAUL the Great Lion for 28 damage.


    The Great Tiger is dead!


    You have 36(64) mana remaining today

  


  The second tiger noticed me and my dance moves. It pounced toward me, only to meet Bernard's mace a few feet later.


  Eric lunged and pierced his new, shiny scimitar into the creature's hind quarters. The tiger hissed, growled, and stopped to take care of them.


  As the other two fought the beast, bashing and stabbing it repeatedly, I cast a final volley of seven Golden Bolts, scoring a direct hit.


  
    Your seven Golden Bolts WOUND the Great Lion for 18 damage.


    The Great Tiger is dead!


    You have 12(64) mana remaining today


    You get 3200 xp divided by three party members.


    You get +1067 xp


    You have 14,391 xp


    Congratulations, you are a level four Wizard!


     


    Tip: Leveling


    You will soon need to choose your specialization...


    
      	Inventor (levels 6 – 16) – practical magic


      	Warlock (can use weapons) (levels 5-15) – offensive magic


      	Elementalist (levels 5 – 15) – elemental / summoning magic


      	Wizard (levels 5 – 15) – defensive magic

    

  


  I read the notification as I ran over to Bernard.


  They need to make that an in-game skill, I thought with a chuckle.


  "Give him one of the healing potions," I said. "You're still our cleric for now."


  Bernard pulled one of our Potions of the Good Berserker and poured a few drops on the gash across Eric's face. The skin pulled together, but it left a scar.


  "Drink this," Bernard said as he put the potion to Eric's lips.


  "At least I didn't get poisoned," he said.


  I shook my head.


  "They didn't even help us, and they're going back into the fort now."


  "I told you two we can't trust Rathgar."


  "Should we take the war wagon and skip Fort Bliss?"


  "No, we've got to deliver this message to them," I said.


  "You two know he could have used a carrier-pigeon, right?"


  "No," I said. "Are you saying he sent us on a fool's errand?"


  "I'm just saying we need to keep our eyes open," Bernard said. "Expect the best but prepare for the worst. That's been my motto."


  I resisted the urge to point out how long he’d been trapped as an NPC.


  Eric stood up.


  "Let's get into the fort," he said.


  "You feeling okay?"


  "Better."


  "You have a scar," I noted, nodding toward his face. "But it's kinda sexy."


  He reached up and put his dirty finger on it.


  "Don't do that unless you want an infection."


  "Benji, will you help me tie these big cats to the back of the wagon?"


  "You're keeping them?" he asked.


  "They make a good gift, no?"


  "I guess."


  While Eric and Bernard tied the beasts to the wagon, I climbed in and opened one of my books about magic. The new spells I had would be helpful on our quest.


  A few minutes later, I felt the wagon moving forward. The wood and metal surrounding me wasn't claustrophobic. It gave me a sense of safety and security.


  When the wagon stopped again, I opened the side door and stepped out. A group of weather-worn men in dirty clothes and bits or armor stood around, gawking and pointing.


  Eric and Bernard climbed down from the front and walked over.


  "We're looking for Sergeant Harris," Eric called out.


  "I'm him," a man with a fur cap said as he walked forward. "You bring a present for me?"


  He nodded toward the back of the wagon then laughed, causing his men to follow suit.


  "I'm Drex, and this is Kali and Benji."


  "We've heard of you three," Sergeant Harris said. "The bards are slinging some saucy and funny tales."


  The men laughed again.


  "I don't understand, Kali."


  Don't worry, Charlotte. We'll be leveling soon, and you'll become smarter and understand more.


  "I would like that very much, Kali."


  "We need lodging for the night and food," Eric said. "We'll be leaving in the morning."


  "Captain Rathgar sent word via pigeon to put you up for the night and send you on your way tomorrow. You'll leave the wagon here."


  "That wasn't what Rathgar told us."


  "It's Captain Rathgar, half-blood. You'd best remember it."


  "Can you give us our horses, at least?" Bernard asked.


  I loved his diplomacy skills.


  "That's fine," Sergeant Harris said. "You can stay in the barracks of the men on third shift."


  "Why are you training so hard?" Eric asked.


  Sergeant Harris stepped forward.


  "Are you a spy, son?"


  Eric didn't back down.


  "No, and you'd be smart to step back."


  "Did I ever tell you the one about the one time I officiated a brownie wedding?" Bernard asked.


  Everyone turned to look at him. I took Eric's hand and pulled on his arm.


  He stepped back as Bernard continued telling his ridiculous story.


  "When it concluded, I had to bathe for three days to get rid of the smell."


  "That story makes no sense," I said with a chuckle.


  Sergeant Harris walked away.


  "I can't believe Captain Rathgar is doing this to us."


  "Didn't I say we couldn't trust him?" Bernard shook his head. "I doubt they’ll give me any armor."


  "Maybe it's better people think you're a cleric," Eric said.


  "You might be right," I said.


  "I'm good at disguises."


  "We should rest. I want to study and learn my new spells tonight."


  "Don't stay up too late," Eric said. "We should leave early in the morning."


  "Yes, dad," I said in my best annoyed teenager voice.


  Eric stared at me without smiling.


  "I'm tired," he said, turning around. "Good night."


  Bernard glanced over at me.


  "I'm exhausted too. See you in the morning."


  "Good night, Benji."


  I smiled and watched as he walked toward one of the barracks near the gate to the fort. Instead of going to bother them, I went back to the war wagon.


  We have it until the morning, so I might as well use it, I thought as I climbed in and shut the door. The magic lantern shed more than enough light for me to read.


  As promised, the book given to me back in Mednia allowed me to level up.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Kali Tracaryn


    Race: Elf


    Class: Wizard


    Level: 4


    XP: 14,391 (8,609 for next level)


     


    Alignment: +80 (Very Good)


     


    HEALTH: 24 (24)


    MANA: 12 (64)


     


    Strength: 72 (+10%)


    Dexterity: 96 (+35%)


    Constitution: 52 (+0%)


    Intelligence: 93 (+30%)


    Wisdom: 43 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  I also went over my spell list to think of new ways to use them in combination, especially the ones I'd recently added.


  
    > Stats Spells


     


    Spells: Level One


     


    
      	Fish Slaying (1mp) - Slay fish in 10' radius per level of caster.


      	Golden Bolts (2mp per bolt up to 4+ lvl of caster) Each bolt dows 1d4 damage.


      	Glorified Cloaks of Bronze (2mp per armor adjustment up to 4+ lvl of caster)


      	Ladder of Dwarven Earth - (2mp per cubic foot of magic dirt created. Lasts 10 minutes per level of caster.


      	Identify – (5mp) Identify magic items.

    


     


    New Level One Spells:


     


    
      	Shut the Front Door – (2mp) – Close and seal a door. Portal receives 10hp per level of caster and will stay sealed until it takes that much damage. Even the caster cannot unseal this door. It's shut.


      	Conjure Bronze – (2mp) – Need one gold coin to create one bronze coin. Prerequisite for higher level spells.

    


     


    Spells: Level Two


     


    
      	Snares of Dust (3mp) – Clouds of dust particles rise in the air, often rendering a person unable to do anything other than cough and stumble away. More mana may be used for more dust.

    


     


    New Level Two Spells:


     


    
      	Mystic Therapy –(10np) – Target heals 1d10 damage.


      	Cloud of Marvelous Sound [Uncommon] – (15mp) – A cloud of sound surrounds your enemies, disorienting them. One foot radius per level of caster.

    


     


    Spells: Level Three:


     


    
      	Divine Arrow of Energy [Rare] – (25mp) – send a blue energy bean up to one hundred feet per level of caster. The person hit heals 1d50 damage, regains 1d50 mana (if applicable), and receives a +10% to-hit bonus. Caster may not be the target of this spell.

    


     


    (Choose One Level Three Spell)


     


    
      	The Three Lesser Chants of Platinum – requires conjure bronze


      	Portable Sword of Fire – 10mp – Wield a flaming sword for five minutes per level of the caster. Sword deals 1d8 + 1d4 fire damage. You must be skilled in the use of a blade.


      	Blessed Webs of Gold – 15mp - Cast an energy net to confine your foes.


      	Villainous Cold Auras – 20mp – Make a humanoid appear unlikeable and cold.


      	Fish's Virtue (Water breathing) – 5mp per minute - Requires Chant of Just Kill Fish


      	Shooting Discs of Lava – 5mp per disc. Each disc deals 1d6 fire damage.

    


     


    Tip: At level five, you will gain one fourth level spell, and one more spell of each lower level.

  


  I went with Shooting Disks of Lava. Without a fighter, I needed to become an offensive wizard.


  The sacrifices I make for this party.


  "I appreciate you, Kali."


  Charlotte always brought a smile to my face.


  Are you feeling smarter?


  "Oddly, I am."


  It's normal. Don't worry. Get some rest. We're leaving tomorrow.


  "Good night," Kali.


  After I said good night to my spider friend, I curled up on the padded bench in the war wagon. The boys can have the stinky barracks to themselves, I thought as I drifted off to sleep.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 27 ::::>


   


   


  More Like Sylvar the Stupid Sylvan


   


   


  ERIC


   


   


  I woke to the sound of Sergeant Harris and a bunch of other soldiers talking loudly. Bernard, on the bunk next to me, sat up and stretched.


  "Up and at 'em, boys," Sergeant Harris said. "We're moving out, and we need you to vacate the fort."


  "We're going," I said as I rolled out of bed and stood.


  Part of me wanted to question him about why they were so eager to get rid of us, but I kept my mouth shut. We had our own problems to worry about.


  "Let's go, Benji."


  The rogue in disguise as a cleric stood with a smile. After being trapped as an NPC so long, I'd be happy with freedom too. I also enjoyed having the full use of my body again.


  Bernard and I walked through the group of men as they mumbled to each other, laughing occasionally. Outside, the bright sun hit me. I marveled again at how real the world appeared.


  They had left nothing out.


  "I’m hitting the outhouse. Can you get Kali up and ready?"


  "Sure can. I'll get the horses ready too. The ride to Talbot shouldn't take too long."


  "Have you been there before?"


  "I've been everywhere in this realm at one time or another."


  He walked away toward the wagon. I hit the head, missing some conveniences of the real world. Maybe we should use magic to invent plumping in the game-world.


  The thought made me smile. We had a rough road ahead, but we'd learned so much. Slowly but surely, the game's secrets were being revealed.


  Outside, walking to the war wagon where the other two stood, I saw masses of troops preparing to march east to Esterhollow. What have we started?


  "Give me a few minutes, and I'll be ready to ride," Sarah said as I reached them.


  A few minutes later, we were on the dusty trail leading toward Talbot, a new settlement started years after the Great War. The humans were on the march again.


  None of us talked much during the ride. I went over the quest in my mind, wondering how the game would try to screw us over. Being prepared hurt no one.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  We rode into Talbot an hour after sundown. The collection of less than a dozen ramshackle buildings could hardly be called a town.


  "I don't see an Inn, but there's a tavern" I said as we clip-clopped through the middle of the dirt trail leading through the tiny outpost.


  "The Cowardly Blade, huh?" Sarah asked.


  Music, light, and laughter spilled from the windows and open door of the single-story wood building. I glanced from Sarah to Bernard then got off my horse and tied it to a hitching post.


  After they got down and did the same, our trio walked through the front door. Two dozen or more men, women, and children sat inside. Not many tables were open.


  A blond-haired elf stood in middle of the room, gesticulating with his arms as he told a story. We stopped just inside the door and listened as he continued.


  "The hobgoblin leader by this point had no idea what was going on."


  "Stupid, miserable goblins," someone in back called out.


  "Exactly," the male elf continued. "So, what did I do? The only thing a human-loving elf could do in such a situation. I opened the gate, let the pigs out, and they swarmed all over that goblin."


  The crowd went wild, laughing and cheering. I walked toward one of the few empty tables nearby with Bernard and Sarah close behind.


  "Greetings," the elf said as he walked over. "I'm Sylvar Sylvarum. You're new in town, aren't you?"


  "Yeah," I said as I sat down at the table.


  Sarah stepped up to Sylvar and offered her hand.


  "I'm Kali, and this is Bernard, our cleric, and Drex."


  "Very good," Sylvar said. "And why have you visited this part of the world?"


  "That's our business," I said, staring up at him.


  He glanced over at me and smiled then turned his attention to Sarah.


  "Do you know where we can get lodging for the night?" she asked.


  "This town is too small to have an inn, especially since no one ever visits us here. However, I may have a solution for you."


  "Go on," Sarah said.


  "I have a place in the woods nearby. Would you three like to stay with me?"


  
    > Consider Sylvar


     


    [NPC] Sylvar Sylvarum (Ranger)


    This tall, thin elf wears rugged brown clothes with an elven long bow slung over his shoulder. He is charismatic. There's something off about him, but you're not sure what.

  


  "No thanks. We'll be fine," I said.


  Sarah turned and frowned.


  "Where are we going to stay?" she asked me.


  I shrugged.


  "Come, come," Sylvar said. "You'll stay with me tonight. First, let's celebrate."


  "Sounds good," Bernard said. "What are we celebrating?"


  "You'll find in Talbot you don't need an excuse to eat, drink and be merry."


  For tomorrow we might die, I thought glumly.


  The elf had enamored the other two, but I wasn't so sure about him. As I watched Sylvar, a weasel popped out of a pouch at his side. Sarah screamed and pointed.


  Sylvar laughed.


  "Don't worry. Eddie here is my companion."


  I rolled my eyes. Maybe it was all the traveling we'd done or the fact we were trapped in the game, but I failed to find the humor in anything lately.


  "We're here looking for tree trolls," Bernard said. "They're in the forest around here, aren't they?"


  Sylvar nodded, his fine hair staying perfectly in place.


  "You can find them all throughout the Woodshore Forest if you know where to look."


  "Can we hire you?" I asked, still not standing.


  "We can discuss that tomorrow, good man. Tonight, we celebrate your overall to our fair town."


  Sylvar turned around and lifted his arms. The other patrons cheered. Sarah and Bernard sat down at the table, one on each side of me. The male elf flashed a near-perfect smile.


  "Have a seat," Bernard says. "This is the best welcome we've had in a while."


  "Stories of you three are traveling through the realm quickly."


  He pulled out a wooden chair and sat down, tipping it back slightly.


  "Who's talking about us?" I asked.


  Sarah sighed.


  "Don't mind him. He's been poisoned a few times lately, and he's still grumpy."


  Bernard laughed but quit when he turned and saw my expression.


  "It's fine, it's fine," Sylvar said. "The realm is once again moving in a positive direction for humans, elves and the other higher races."


  Great. We had to run into a racist elf out in the middle of nowhere.


  Sylvar raised a hand into the air, causing a waitress to appear.


  "My good woman," he said in a charming tone. "Would you be so kind as to bring us some chicken and mead?"


  "Anything for you, Sylvar," the woman said.


  She turned and walked away.


  I ate and drank with the others that night, but my mind was a million miles away. Thoughts of the game, my father, Sarah, and everything else fought for dominance.


  Later that evening, Sylvar led us out of The Cowardly Blade and down the dirt road leading into the forest. I heard crickets and other creatures of the night all around.


  Even our horses were spooked as we led them into the woods.


  Sarah and Sylvar walked next to each other in front while Bernard kept pace beside me. He stumbled on a rock and almost fell face-first into the dirt.


  "Careful," I said, patting him on the back as we walked.


  Sarah glanced over her shoulder but said nothing.


  A few minutes later, Sylvar led us off the path and into the woods. We stopped at a massive tree next to a slow-moving stream. His weasel came out of his pocket and scurried up the trunk.


  "He's so cute," Sarah said.


  "I've had him since he was no bigger than this..."


  Sylvar held a hand up with his thumb and index finger a few inches apart.


  "Oh, that's so sweet. I have a spider for a familiar."


  "A spider? That's interesting."


  I watched Sylvar's face as he talked, still sensing something off about him.


  "Whoa, a rope ladder," Bernard said then laughed.


  The weasel had sent down a ladder of thin rope. It didn't look like it would support any of us.


  "Come, come," Sylvar said. "Welcome to my humble abode."


  He nimbly climbed up the ladder, stopping halfway to call down, "Don't be afraid. Follow me. It's perfectly safe."


  "I'm not afraid," I said then motioned toward the ladder with my hands. "Go ahead, Kali. Elves first."


  She grinned briefly then followed Sylvar up the tree.


  "You going to make it?" I asked Bernard.


  "That rope doesn't look like it'll hold me," he said then burped.


  "It'll be fine. Just take your time."


  He positioned himself in front of the ladder, giving it a few tugs with his hand.


  Don't take too long, I thought, not trusting Sylvar alone with Sarah up there.


  "I've got this," Bernard said.


  One rung at a time, he climbed the side of the tree. I followed a few feet behind. We must've climbed at least a hundred feet into the air. At the top, I emerged on a wooden platform.


  "Isn't it beautiful?" Sarah asked as she swirled around, taking in the views.


  The moon above shed just enough light for us to make out the wonderful sights.


  "Yeah, it looks great," I said without enthusiasm. "Where are we sleeping tonight?"


  "Tuckered out already, are you?" Sylvar chuckled. "Come inside. I'll show you where you can lie down."


  "I'm staying up for a while," Sarah said.


  "Me too," Bernard added.


  I followed Sylvar to a room with pillows and blankets.


  "Here you go," he said. "Let me know if you need anything."


  I nodded. He smiled then walked back to the others.


  While I hated being a jerk, we'd learned more than once you couldn't trust everyone in the game.


  I laid down with my eyes closed, but sleep wouldn't come easily. The sound of the others laughing and having a good time filtered through the entire tree-house.


  Eventually, I found myself unable to make sense of the voices as sleep overtook me. The game took me to whatever passed for dreams and rest in its strange world.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  Deep in a dream about being chased by a bear, I woke to the sound of laughter.


  They're up already?


  I struggled to my feet and stretched, determined to stop falling asleep with my armor on.


  The laughter and mirth continued as I walked from the sleeping room toward the voices.


  "He's awake," Bernard said, too chirpy for how much he'd drunk the night before.


  "Morning," I muttered then sat down at a round, wooden table across from Sarah.


  She sat next to Sylvar. Every hair on his head still looked perfectly in place.


  Damn elves.


  "Have something to eat and drink," Sylvar said, motioning over the table with his hands.


  I saw several plates stacked high with pancakes, sausages and scrambled eggs.


  "He's a great cook too," Sarah said. "Can we keep him?"


  All three of them laughed.


  I reached across the table for a pancake, biting into it without a plate.


  "We need to get this tree troll blood today."


  "Indeed," Sylvar said. "It's on the agenda."


  "No, I mean we should go right away. We've got to get other things too."


  "Don't be rude," Sarah said, frowning as she stared at me.


  "I'm not being rude."


  "He's right," Sylvar said. "We can pack a nice lunch and leave now."


  "We were waiting on you," Sarah said.


  I stood while munching on the pancake.


  "Well, I'm ready now. Let's go."


  The others stood and walked into an adjoining room. Sarah stepped over.


  "Everything okay?" she asked.


  I nodded.


  "Yeah. Bad dream."


  "I had one too. This...you know what is getting to me."


  "We'll finish the quest soon. It should be our main priority."


  "I agree." She grinned. "You're not jealous, are you?"


  A million or more thoughts shot through my mind at once.


  "No, not at all," I said.


  The lie didn't cost me any alignment points, but I wondered if it hurt my friendship with Sarah.


  "We should go. Maybe we can talk-talk later."


  She nodded, knowing I meant OOC. We were limiting our talk out of character to converse experience points. Then again, what would happen if we went after a small mob after we got the penalty?


  We'd lose an experience point or two, but it wouldn't be as bad. Had the game thought of that already? Would it penalize us for trying to bend the rules? I wished I had more answers.


  After finishing our morning routine, we left the treehouse and followed Sylvar deeper into the woods. We walked in a single line, him in front with Sarah right behind. Bernard was next with me in the rear.


  We had five items to get for the Dawn Acid, and I didn't want to waste any time. Sarah might get mad, but we were on a mission. Someone had to think about the whole party and not just themselves.


  The line stopped. I almost ran into Bernard. Sylvar held his arm up with the elbow bent and a clenched fist. Does he think he's in a war movie or something? Maybe he's another player character.


  Maybe there were ways to know without technically knowing. I kept a close eye on him. We couldn't afford someone else screwing us over, especially not him.


  "Never mind," Sylvar said. "I though t heard one, but it was the wind."


  He continued forward. I sighed but followed. We walked for miles and hours before he stopped again.


  "Maybe your tracking skills aren't as good as you thought?" I asked.


  Sarah glared at me but said nothing.


  "Perhaps," Sylvar said with a chuckle.


  I hated how unconcerned he acted.


  "What now?" I asked.


  "I'm out of spots to check, but there's one sure-fire way to attract them."


  "Like bait?" Bernard asked.


  "Exactly. Tree trolls love fish, but I don't think we could catch enough to make a difference."


  Sarah smiled.


  "Need fish, do you? Point me to the nearest river or lake. I've got just the spell."


  "Perfect," Sylvar said. "Follow me."


  We walked a few hundred feet to a sparkling stream running through the forest. Sarah stopped and did a dance that ended with her palms pointed to the water.


  Dozens of dead fish floated to the top.


  "That spell is turning out to be more valuable than I thought it would be," she said.


  "Brilliant." Sylvar smiled and put his hand on her shoulder. "Now, we wait."


  "Wait for the tree trolls?" I asked.


  A screech rang out in the canopy above.


  "Get ready," Sylvar said, grabbing his bow.


  "I've got to get mine fixed soon," Sarah said.


  "Positions, everyone," I called out as I unsheathed my scimitar.


  I looked toward the screeches as they got louder. A thin, tree-like creature dove from above, landing on top of Bernard. It bit his shoulder before leaping off.


  "Get him," I yelled, running over.


  Sarah began a spell as I reached the lithe and strong creature that stood at least six feet tall.


  
    Your slash INJURES the tree troll for 12 damage.

  


  This scimitar isn't bad, but I need a better magic weapon.


  Bernard struggled to his feet as Sarah shot a disc of lava at the tree troll. It caught fire then fell to the ground.


  "Brilliant," Sylvar called out. "They can't regenerate fire damage."


  This is going better than I expected.


  As the thought hit my mind, four more tree trolls dropped from above, surrounding us.


  "Attack," I shouted, running forward with my sword in the air.


  I hacked at one of the tree-like creatures, causing bark to chip off and fly into the air.


  
    Your slash HITS the tree troll for 8 damage.

  


  Bernard ran for another while Sarah prepared another spell.


  "Do something, Sylvar," I called out.


  Instead of shooting his bow, he called out to local forest creatures.


  Birds, squirrels and two mean-looking racoons showed up and attacked the tree trolls.


  That's not very helpful, I thought as I swung for an arm-branch reaching toward me.


  
    Your slash HITS the tree troll for 9 damage.

  


  Sarah sent two more discs of flaming lava at one of the other tree trolls. Sylvar fired arrows at the last one.


  We've got a chance of winning this battle.


  
    The tree troll's claw GRAZES you for 5 damage.


    You have 53(58) health remaining.

  


  "Foul beast," I yelled, working myself into a fury.


  I chopped at the arm again.


  
    Your slash INJURES the tree troll for 12 damage.

  


  The tree troll dropped to the ground, but it kept stirring.


  "Need fire over here," I yelled as I assessed the situation.


  Bernard appeared okay, but I worried about one getting to Sarah.


  She cast another spell. The flaming disc of lava hit the tree troll I'd dropped.


  I ran toward her, ready to chop down another.


  At the sight of all the fire, the remaining three dashed into the woods, shrieking and howling.


  "Should we give chase?" Bernard asked.


  "No," I said. "We need to get some of the blood out of these before they burn up."


  "We must put out the fire," Sylvar said. "To extract their blood."


  "They'll keep healing," I said.


  "I know, but you can stand there with your big sword and bonk it when it sits up."


  "Fine," I said. "Get as much as the blood as you can. Benji, stand guard."


  "I've got my animal friends watching out for us too," Sylvar said.


  "Yeah, I saw the raccoon. Big help. Thanks."


  "Cut it out," Sarah said. "And help me get a tap in its leg."


  "How about this?"


  I raised my sword and stuck it deep into the tree trolls leg, causing it to shriek and sit up.


  Sylvar shot an arrow into its head, and it fell back to the ground.


  "Where's the glass bottles?" I asked as the troll's sappy blood spilled on the ground.


  "I've got it," Sarah said, pulling one out of the leather bag at her side.


  The tree troll popped up again. I pierced its throat with my sword, sending it back to the ground.


  "Hurry," I said.


  "I'm going as fast as I can. This stuff is sticky."


  "Be careful," Sylvar said. "It's dangerous stuff."


  "Will you guys leave me alone and let me work?" Sarah asked.


  I shut my mouth, occasionally hitting the tree troll with my sword to knock it back out.


  "There," she said a minute later. "That should be enough, I hope."


  "Light him afire," Sylvar said. "But be careful. We don't want to set the forest on fire."


  
    Combat is over!


    You get 1600 xp divided by three party members.


    You get +533 xp.


    You have 15,011 xp


    You need 989 xp for Level Five Rogue


    Be ready to specialize.

  


  I'd decided on the bounty hunter path. With our mini-quest to find the counterfeit cartographer, it made sense.


  "We can stay and watch a few minutes, but we've got a long hike back."


  "You're staying another night, aren't you?"


  "No, I don't think so," I said.


  "We're staying." Sarah stood up and put the glass bottle filled with tree troll blood in her bag. "I want to rest one more night before hitting the road."


  "I vote for staying another night," Bernard said.


  "Fine, but we leave early in the morning."


  "Perfect," Sylvar said. "We'll have a grand evening. You might be persuaded to take me on your quest with you."


  He grinned.


  "That would be great," Sarah said.


  "A ranger in party never hurts."


  "You can't join our party, but you can ride with us. We'll pay you for your services."


  I studied his face for a reaction to the news.


  "That's wonderful," he said, still smiling.


  Did he have brownie blood in him?


  Fortunately, all three of our current party members had to agree to allow someone new into the group.


  "We'll talk more about it later," Sarah said. "For now, I want more of that elven wine and some fresh food."


  "Now you're talking," Bernard said.


  After the fire died down, we returned to Sylvar's magnificent elven tree house. My whole body ached from tromping through the forest all day, so I retired early, falling asleep right away.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 28 ::::>


   


   


  Two Wizards Walk into a Bar


   


   


  SARAH


   


  I woke the next morning refreshed and ready to take on the game. We would find a way out. Eric was the smartest gamer I knew, and I wasn't a slouch either.


  With Bernard in our party, we would succeed. I wondered about him as I got up and took care of my business with Sylvar's ingenious bathroom set-up.


  In the main room, I found Eric and Bernard already sitting at the table with Sylvar. They were laughing and talking as I entered. I'm glad they're getting along better.


  "Morning," Eric said.


  I took a seat next to him at the round table large enough for half-a-dozen guests.


  "Good morning, everyone."


  I glanced over at Sylvar and smiled.


  "Hurry and eat. I want to get on the road soon," Eric said.


  "Excuse me?"


  I squinted my eyes while looking at him.


  "You're always in a hurry," Bernard said.


  "The realm has been too kind to us lately. I'm expecting something bad, so I want to get this quest finished."


  "We have plenty of time, but we can leave now," Sylvar said, agreeing with Eric.


  That's strange.


  "Watch him, Kali."


  I grabbed what passed for an apple in the game and a chunk of fresh elven bread. After eating, we climbed down the rope ladder one after another.


  Our horses were fine, which put my mind at ease. Eric was being paranoid again.


  "We'll head through Talbot then west toward High Keep. It’ll take a day or three even with horses," Sylvar said.


  "Do you have a horse?" I asked, looking around.


  "She's in town. Follow me."


  I watched as Sylvar strode ahead. We followed behind, leading our horses. The three bottles of tree troll blood and all our other equipment were all safely stored away.


  We left the woods and walked down the trail leading toward Talbot. As we neared the edge of the forest, four people stepped out of the trees, two tank, a wizard and a cleric.


  "Be careful, Kali."


  You know it.


  "Who are you?" Eric called out.


  "You don't want to know," a warrior said then laughed.


  "We're here for the tree troll blood and your recipe," a man in red robes said.


  I glanced over at Eric, wondering if he had a plan or not.


  "That’ll not happen," he said. "And you can tell Magi Inyontoo we're coming for him."


  The warrior laughed again.


  "We're going for him too, and I bet we get there first."


  Are they player characters? I checked the game interface. They were another band of PCs.


  "Drex..."


  "I know," he said, pulling his sword then called out with his familiar, "Positions."


  Sylvar looked on as Bernard took out his mace and stepped forward.


  Now's the time to prove your worth to the party, my elven friend.


  The two warriors unsheathed their swords and stepped forward.


  "He's casting," I said as I noticed the mage in red moving around.


  Sylvar unslung his bow and let loose with an arrow, striking the mage in his arm.


  "Hey, that hurt," he called out.


  Were they new to the game? I hated not knowing what was going on.


  I cast Snares of Dust followed by Cloud of Marvelous Sound. The eighteen mana took me down to sixty-eight. More than enough to do damage.


  The laughing warrior coughed uncontrollably as the other grabbed his ears and screamed.


  "Banzai," their cleric yelled, rushing forward.


  For some unknown reason, he clocked Eric's horse in the side of the head with his morning-star instead of coming after one of us.


  "Now you asked for it," Eric said and slashed at the cleric.


  "Hey, that hurts," he said. "Where's the stupid quit button? I'm done."


  Eric slashed at him again as I turned my attention to the red-robed mage as he finished dancing a spell. Six familiar golden bolts came whizzing toward me.


  They hit, causing ten points of damage, leaving me with sixteen health. A shield of green energy popped up in front of my body.


  I glanced over at Sylvar.


  "A little late, but thanks," I called out.


  He smiled then turned to face the other mage.


  Their cleric turned and fled back to the others.


  Unfortunately, their warriors were no longer preoccupied.


  "Get them," the wizard yelled, pointing at us.


  As the two warriors in shiny chain mail ran forward, Eric and Bernard rushed to meet them.


  "Watch this," Sylvar muttered.


  He called out to his animal friends. Once again, several squirrels and a racoon appeared. This time, two brown bears also showed up.


  They ran, growling, toward the two warriors.


  Eric and Bernard held their ground as the bears reached them.


  Both the other warriors freaked out at the appearance of the creatures.


  Sylvar laughed as they clawed at the men in chain mail.


  "Run away, run away," the red-robed wizard screamed. "They're too powerful."


  I thought about sending a volley of Lava Discs their direction, but I held off, wanting to save my mana in case an emergency popped up.


  Eric and Bernard backed up as the warriors did their best to run from the bears.


  "Should I have the bears chase them?" Sylvar asked.


  "No, give them a chance. We taught them a lesson."


  Eric walked over with Bernard be his side.


  "A cleric worse than me, I can't believe it," Bernard said.


  I laughed. Eric cracked a smile, but I saw he'd taken a hit to the arm.


  "Are you okay?" I asked.


  "Yeah," he answered. "We should go."


  "Okay..."


  When we turned to gather our horses, I noticed a gnomish woman in leather step out of the woods.


  "More company," I said, nodding my head toward her.


  The others turned to face the gnome. She appeared noble with short-cropped black hair and sharp green eyes. Dressed in leather armor, she had a short sword and dagger sheathed at her waist


  "Your friends left already," I said.


  "No, no," Sylvar said, walking over to her. "She's a friend of mine."


  Oh? I followed him along with the other two.


  "They attacked Monde earlier," the gnome said in a squeaky voice, referring to herself in the third person. "Are you okay?" I asked, noticing a cut on her hand.


  "Monde is fine."


  They've certainly got some colorful NPCs in this game.


  "Good, good," I said. "Would you like to come to High Keep with us?"


  "What are you doing?" Eric asked.


  "Asking for more help. No offense, Benji, but we need a healer."


  "None taken," Bernard said.


  "Monde would love to join you."


  "We can't let you join our party, but we'll pay you well," Eric said.


  "Monde no mind."


  Was he testing to see if she might have been a PC?


  Monde smiled, a gap between two of her top front teeth.


  Eric used the mention of parties to question Sylvar again.


  "You're not concerned about joining our party?" he asked him point-blank.


  "It's fine either way," he said, a sly smile on his elven face.


  Was he bluffing to keep us from knowing whether he was an ex-PC or not?


  "Monde comes too," the gnomish warrior said in her high-pitched voice. "Monde know how to take care of herself, and she wants to go home."


  "You live in High Keep?" I asked.


  "No, silly elf-ears. Monde no live here."


  "We should get going," Eric said. "There's no telling if that group will come back or not."


  "They might have gone to get reinforcements," Bernard said, backing him up.


  Typical good old boys club.


  "Can we stay one more day?" I asked. "We need to heal and rest. That was a big battle."


  Eric took a deep breath.


  "Okay, but can we not get crazy drunk again? You weren't at your best today."


  I pursed my lips and bit my tongue, but he couldn't escape my angry glare.


  "We'll have a few drinks," Bernard said to defuse the tension.


  "Monde love drinks."


  "I'm walking around to think," Eric said.


  Fine. Be that way.


  "Good. We'll catch up with you later," I said as he walked away.


  After so much craziness in the game, we could afford to take a break for one more day. I put my arm around Sylvar's and said, "Lead the way, kind sir."


  We walked into town and headed for The Cowardly Sword.


  "Sylvar," the patrons all called out in unison as he entered.


  The morning turned to afternoon in a flash as we laughed, ate, drank, and told stories real and imagined. Eric never came back, but I didn't care at that point.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  Bernard had left an hour or so earlier, but I was having too much fun.


  "Another round?" Sylvar asked.


  I loved his sexy elf smile.


  "Yeah," I said. "That would be wonderful."


  "I don't understand why Drex is in such a hurry."


  "Right? Me either."


  I accepted the wooden glass of wine he handed me.


  The bitter liquid went down fast, adding to my buzz.


  "You're the best," I said, putting a hand on Sylvar's arm.


  "Better than that Drex guy?"


  I smiled.


  "An elven lady never tells her secret thoughts."


  "Be careful, Kali. I don't trust Sylvar."


  Not now, Charlotte. I'm having fun.


  "But, Kali, I'm worried about you."


  You sound like Eric. Leave me be, okay?


  Charlotte stopped talking in my mind as Sylvar continued staring into my eyes.


  "You've got the most interesting familiar I've ever seen in the realms. She's so unique."


  "Where's Drex?" I asked to change the subject.


  The inside of the tavern spun as I looked around and saw only strangers.


  "We're better off without him. He doesn't like to party or have any fun."


  "Maybe," I said. "We should go find him."


  "I know exactly where to look," Sylvar said. "Let me show you."


  He smiled, mesmerizing me with his clear, blue eyes.


  "That's a good idea. I'm glad I thought of it."


  After another fit of giggles, I scooted my chair back and stood.


  The room spun even more. Are there two Sylvar's now?


  "Kali, I told you not to drink so much."


  "Enough," I snapped, forgetting to keep it a thought.


  Sylvar glanced at me but said nothing.


  He gets me, I thought. Us wizards have a bond.


  "Not all wizards are the same, Kali."


  I sighed then smiled at Sylvar.


  "You ready to go?"


  He waved his hands.


  "Lead the way, m'lady."


  I walked out of The Cowardly Sword. The cool evening air felt better than the stuffy tavern.


  "Right this way," Sylvar said.


  Where's he going?


  "I don't trust him, Kali."


  Not now, Charlotte.


  Sylvar took my hand and led me out of town.


  Are we going the right way? Is he taking me somewhere else?


  "We're having a good time, aren't we?" he asked.


  "You taking me somewhere special?" I asked.


  "I'm taking you somewhere special."


  After a few more steps, I heard Eric's voice behind us.


  "Your treehouse is the other way, buddy."


  Sylvar and I turned. He smiled, not skipping a beat.


  "You're right," he said. "I've had too much wine this evening, and I've lost my bearing."


  I giggled, almost falling over.


  Eric rushed over and put his arm around me.


  "My hero," I said.


  "Come on, let's go. We need to get her in bed," Eric said.


  "You're telling me," Sylvar said with a gleam in his eyes.


  "Excuse me?" Eric asked him.


  "He's kidding," I said. "Right Sylvar?"


  Eric and I turned to look at the ranger.


  "Yes, yes, I'm only kidding."


  "I'm tired," I said. "We should go. And Monde too."


  "To my tree house," Sylvar said. "As your burly friend so bluntly put it."


  I giggled again, unable to control myself.


  We made it back to his home with no incidents.


  Safe in the tree, I fell asleep. My dreams haunted me.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 29 ::::>


   


   


  There’s No Place Like Gnome


   


   


  ERIC


   


  Our growing group of five reached high Keep three days later. We saw no signs of the PC party who had attacked us or any others either.


  During the trip, we racked up two-thousand three-hundred and fifty experience points each with random encounters.


  I'd read the manual from Gord the master rogue on the journey, reaching level five and choosing Bounty Hunter as my specialization.


  Bernard and I rode in front with Sylvar and Sarah behind. Monde brought up our rear, talking to herself as she had done for most of the journey. No one in our party had gone OOC the entire trip.


  I still didn't trust Sylvar, but his ranger skills had come in handy on more than one occasion. After I'd agreed to let him join the party, however, he refused. Was he a computer-controlled NPC?


  "That's a beautiful castle," Sarah said as we got closer to the main gates.


  "It's technically a keep," Bernard said. "I know what you mean, though."


  "Hopefully we'll be able to get our original formula Gnome Oil, stay the night, and continue on."


  "The lava golem is nearby too," Sylvar said. "Your map fascinates me."


  I twisted around and glared at Sarah again for having let him see the map Sam the cartographer had made for us. Sylvar knew where to get everything for making Dawn Acid.


  She ignored me, chatting with Sylvar in elvish.


  Does she know she's driving me crazy?


  "I concentrated on the road ahead."


  "Do you have any contacts here, Benji?" I asked, hoping he didn't go OOC in front of the others.


  "No, but I know the Gnomish General Achbark is in charge."


  "Achbark," Monde called out from the rear. "Achbark."


  "Should we split the party in two before we ask to see him?" I asked in a quieter voice.


  "Probably," Bernard said.


  "Achbark," Monde yelled again.


  She repeated it all the way to the gates of the keep.


  Two gnomes dressed in full plate mail stood next to the entrance.


  "We're here to see General Achbark," I said.


  "Yeah? Who are you?" the gnome on the left said.


  "Drex. Maybe you've heard of me? I killed Snargao the Impatient."


  "That was you?" he asked.


  I nodded with a grin.


  "We've heard tales, but why are you here? Are goblins on the move?"


  "No," Sarah said. "We're here on a quest to destroy the Cursed Pendant of Visions."


  The gnome soldier stared at Sarah a moment then turned back.


  "Open the gate," he called out.


  I heard a loud click before the gate slid into the stone walls, giving us passage.


  "They'll see to your horses inside," the soldier said.


  "Let's go," I said, spurring my horse forward.


  The others followed me inside the gate. Even Castle Casteel couldn't compare with the quality of construction by the master masons who build High Keep.


  Several other gnomish guards stood around in the courtyard as we rode in. They gathered around as we stopped and got off our horses.


  "The general is inside the south tower waiting for you," a gnome said.


  "Monde is happy to go home."


  A few of the guards looked over at her but said nothing.


  "It's this way," Bernard said, walking off toward one of the four towers at each corner of the keep.


  The rest of us followed him. I glanced around, looking for possible exits if we needed one.


  Gnomes in the realm were not known for being particularly evil, I found myself trusting fewer people the longer the game went on.


  At the south tower, Bernard stopped at a wooden door and turned around to face us.


  "We don't want to mess around in here," he said.


  I nodded.


  "We'll be fine. Maybe you should stay out here with Sylvar and Monde while we go in?"


  He took a deep breath, his brow furrowed.


  "Fine. I can do that," he said.


  "Monde like the outside."


  Sylvar chuckled as he stroked the top of his tiny weasel's head.


  "Come on," I said to Sarah then opened the door.


  She walked in first with me close behind. When I got inside, I stared up at the high ceiling, amazed by the craftsmanship of the place. Why weren't the gnomes in control of the entire realm?


  "Welcome," a voice boomed.


  I glanced around, not seeing anyone.


  "We've come to see General Achbark," I said.


  A gnome with a long, white beard and bald head appeared in middle of the room. He smiled and walked over to us, his plate mail squeaking as he moved.


  "You're Drex, aren't you?" he asked.


  I nodded.


  "Yes, and this is Kali. We've come for your help in acquiring the ingredients for Dawn Acid."


  "Are you, now?"


  He chuckled and stroked his beard.


  "That's powerful stuff. Why would a human wearing hobgoblin armor want such a dangerous substance?"


  "We plan on destroying the Cursed Pendant of Visions," Sarah said.


  "Ah, now it makes sense. Someone should have destroyed that thing four-hundred years ago, when they first created it."


  "What can you tell us about the pendant?" I asked.


  "Not much you don't already know if you're on a quest for Dawn Acid."


  He smiled then motioned for us to follow him toward a spiral staircase leading up.


  Sarah and I followed him up the stairs to the third floor of the tower. A huge map of the realm hung from one a wall. An octagon-shaped table carved from marble sat in middle of the room.


  "Have a seat," General Achbark said.


  I walked over and took a seat in a high-backed, leather-wrapped chair. Sarah took the seat next to me while the general sat across from us.


  "We need Gnome Oil, the original recipe."


  He rested his elbows on the table.


  "I know, and I'd like to help you."


  "You won’t help?" I asked.


  Sarah sighed and shook her head.


  "I didn't say that. You need to listen, young man."


  "With all due respect, general, we don't have time for riddles and games."


  The gnome laughed, the sounds bouncing off the walls of the room.


  "I've seen so many heroes like you," he said.


  
    > Consider General Achbark


     


    [NPC] General Achbark (Gnome Guardian)


    This gnome has been around the realm more than once.


    It's rumored he's been to the lands beyond the Grabisco Isles.

  


  Interesting.


  "What are you trying to say?" I asked.


  "I'll give you the Gnome Oil, but I need help from you."


  "What do you need?" Sarah asked.


  "There's a pesky lava golem in the mountains to the east that's been harassing our citizens."


  Sarah glanced over at me then back at General Achbark.


  "As far as I know, you also need a chunk of lava from just such a golem."


  "How did you know?" I asked.


  "I have my ways," he replied then smiled.


  "We'll do it," Sarah said.


  "Hold on a minute."


  "We need to get the lava chunk anyway," she said.


  "I don't want to send my own troops to do it because of the impending threat of another Great War. Destroy the golem for me then contact the Gnomish Guard in Westwood. Captain Kashim will give you the Gnome Oil once you prove you've defeated the lava golem."


  General Achbark stood up and clapped his hands together.


  "Are we agreed?"


  "Yes," Sarah said before I answered.


  
    New Quest!


    Destroy the Lava Golem East of Westwood.


    If you destroy this vicious creature,


    you will receive 1,500 experience points for your party.

  


  I shot Sarah a nasty glare, but I said nothing in front of the general.


  "We'll do this for you," she said. "Can we rest here for a night or two? We've been traveling for days."


  "You can, but you should know another group of adventures have also taken up this quest."


  "They're going after the lava chunk," I said as I stood up.


  Sarah got to her feet.


  "We'll beat them," she said.


  "Either way, whoever brings the proof to Captain Kashim in Westwood will get the Gnome Oil."


  "Thank you," Sarah said.


  "Yeah, thanks," I muttered. "We'll see ourselves out."


  "Good, good," the general said. "I've got plans to make."


  "One more thing," Sarah said, stopping and turning at the stairs. "Who's controlling this golem?"


  "Magi Inyontoo created it, of course."


  "Of course," I said, shaking my head then walking down the stone stairs.


  Sarah followed behind. Outside, the other three were standing facing each other. They stopped talking as we walked up to them.


  "How'd it go?" Bernard asked.


  "Good," Sarah answered.


  "I don't know if I would say good, but it went," I said.


  "What do you mean?" Bernard asked.


  "I'll tell you on the way out of town," Sarah said. "We've got to ride."


  "Monde love to ride."


  We know, I thought. You love everything.


  "Are you sure you two don't want to join our party?"


  "Now you ask everyone to join," Bernard said. "I see how it goes."


  "I can't speak for Monde, but I'm fine."


  "Monde speaks for herself."


  As we headed out of town, I checked my stats.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Drexmao ("Drex")


    Race: Human (Special)


    Class: Rogue -> Bounty Hunter


    Level: 5


    Experience Points: 17,361 (5,639 for next level)


    Alignment: +85 (Quite Good)


    Health: 73(73)


     


    Strength: 85 (+20%) (+10 magic amulet – unknown)


    Dexterity: 75 (+10%)


    Constitution: 70 (+5%)


    Intelligence: 75 (+10%)


    Wisdom: 55 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  
    > Stats skills


    Your Current Skills


    Black Market Connections – Basic Level 3 of 10


    Monster Lore – Basic Level 4 of 10


    Weapon Craft – Blades - Basic Level 7 of 10


    Climbing – Advanced Level 1 of 5 (+5 basic levels w/Ring of Spider Climbing


    Stealth - Basic Level 3 of 10


    Create Item - Basic Level 1 of 10


    Identify Item – Basic Level 6 of 10


    Language: Human, Common


    Sense Motive – Basic Level 6 of 10


    Bargaining – Basic Level 2 of 10

  


  Not bad, but they could be better.


  Being trapped in the game, I had to give it my all for Sarah's sake and my own.


  We rode south and east toward the mountains rising into the sky. I wondered why we had seen no dwarves in the game. They were a rather standard race.


  Maybe we'll find some.


  Stranger things had already happened.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 30 ::::>


   


   


  Should We Use Summon Monster?


   


   


  SARAH


   


  As we approached the foothills of the nameless mountains, we still didn't have a good plan for defeating the lava golem. What Eric learned with Monster Lore scared me.


  "I'm not sure we should try to battle this yet," I said.


  "Smart, Kali," Charlotte said in my mind.


  "We have to if we want to destroy the pendant and you-know-what," Eric said.


  I wanted to get out of the game too, but making bad decisions would hurt us.


  "All I'm saying is that we should go back to Woodshore, chase easy-to-kill creatures, and level-up again before we take on this lava golem."


  "That would be nice," Eric said. "But that other party of adventurers is after the lava golem too."


  He sighed then stopped his horse.


  "Sylvar, Monde, can you give us a minute?"


  The elf and gnome rode ahead.


  "Look," Eric said. "If they're going after the same quest at the same time as us, that's not how most games work. There might not be a respawn."


  He turned to Bernard.


  "Do you know how quests are handled in the game?"


  "They're never quite the same," he said. "Time moves forward as long as I've been here."


  "Was it worth going OOC for this conversation?" I asked.


  "You keep fighting me on everything," Eric said.


  "I'm only trying to help us stop making stupid decisions."


  "We're not doing too bad," Bernard said. "I'm happy to be a player character again."


  "Fine," I said. "We'll do it your way. Do you at least have a plan?"


  "Yes." Eric grinned. "And it involved that wand of monster summoning we got from Snargao."


  "I don't think it will summon creatures big enough to defeat the lava golem."


  "No, but it can help us cause a distraction."


  Bernard shook his head.


  "Do you two ever stop arguing?"


  "I should go scout ahead and see if I can find the other party."


  "That's an idea I like, but I'm going with you," I said.


  "It's too dangerous, Kali."


  We'll be fine, Charlotte. I promise.


  "No, you can't go. I have scouting and sneaking skills."


  "And I'm an elf. It's not like I don't know how to move stealthily."


  "Okay," he said. "But you stay behind me. And Bernard, you stay here with Sylvar and Monde."


  "Will do," he said.


  "How far can you shoot one of those lava discs?" Eric asked.


  "They won’t hurt a lava golem."


  "No, but if you can shoot it high enough, we can use it a signal for the others to come up."


  "Good idea," Bernard said.


  "That's not bad."


  Sylvar rode over.


  "I don't mean to interrupt, but something is happening ahead. A lot of animals are on the run. I can sense their fear."


  "Kali and I are scouting. When you see a lava disc shoot into the air, come and help," Eric said, looking at Sylvar. "Got it?"


  "Perfectly."


  "Great. Let's get going. We'll go on foot."


  Eric climbed off his horse. I did the same. Together, we walked up and over the nearest hill. I wanted to go OOC with him without Bernard around, but I kept quiet as we crept forward.


  On the bottom of the fourth hill we encountered, I heard yelling ahead. Several voices were screaming as if they were in midst of a battle. Eric stopped and put his hand on my forearm.


  "You hear that?" he whispered.


  I nodded.


  "Stay here."


  He let go and ascended the hill. Near the top, he got down on his belly and crawled. I followed, not enjoying him still telling me what to do in the game.


  When I reached the top of the hill and stopped at a spot next to him, he turned but said nothing. I looked down and saw the party we'd fought earlier battling a lava golem.


  The creature, constructed out of flaming magma, had already killed one of their fighters. Eric turned his head then nodded it back toward the way we'd come.


  I shook mine.


  "We should go send up the signal and call the others."


  "I want to use the wand first."


  "Can we please call them first?" he asked.


  "If we do, the others will know we're here, and we'll lose the element of surprise."


  "You're right."


  I turned back to the battle and activated the wand. A portal ringed in golden energy appeared behind the mage in red. Three eagles swooped out and attacked.


  He screamed as one clawed the top of his head. Eric chuckled. Is he enjoying this?


  "More," he whispered.


  I pointed the wand next to the cleric and activated it. A giant frog hopped out of the portal.


  
    You have a new skill.


    You learn Use Magic Item Basic Level 1 of 10

  


  "I'm getting better," I said. "But I can't control it yet."


  "Random is fine. They're freaking out."


  Between the lava golem and random animals appearing, the other party were having difficulties.


  I zapped the wand again in front of the lava golem.


  A portal opened and a giant spider crawled out. The golem immediately crushed it with a fiery stomp.


  "Kali," Charlotte said aloud.


  "You can talk now?"


  "Keep that spider quiet," Eric hissed. "And keep your head down."


  I lifted my arm and shot the wand in a random direction.


  A dog barked then yelped. I scrunched up my face.


  
    Your Skill Level has Increased.


    Your Use Magic Item skill is now Basic Level 1 of 10

  


  Might as well keep going.


  Two more zaps of the wand, and I heard two frogs croaking deeply.


  
    Your Skill Level has Increased.


    Your Use Magic Item skill is now Basic Level 3 of 10

  


  "What's going on?" one of their party members yelled. "Is the golem casting magic?"


  I giggled. Eric shushed me, keeping his eyes on the battlefield.


  "We can swoop in at the last minute, kill the golem, and get what we need," he said. "You should call the others."


  "Hold on. I've got the hang of it," I said. "Watch this."


  The wand went off three more times in quick succession and three small earth elementals rose out of the ground, surrounding the fire golem.


  "I think they're hurting the golem. Maybe your Dwarven Earth spell would help?"


  "Good idea, but we should call the others."


  I crawled down the hill backward before standing and casting a Lava Disc high into the air.


  "There's someone over the hill," a voice cried out.


  Uh oh.


  Eric stood and drew his sword. I ran up the hill to his side, hoping the others came quickly.


  "You ready?" he asked.


  "Ready for what?"


  He yelled and charged down the hill toward the fray. The lava golem turned in his direction while the mage in red robes ran the other way.


  Where does he think he's going?


  Eric reached the other party's cleric and slashed with his sword.


  "We came a bit early," Sylvar said behind me. "Hope you don't mind."


  "Not at all. We need to take care of that golem and the other three."


  "Their wizard is still running," Bernard said. "Should I go after him?"


  "Let's not split up. Benji, you go help Eric. The rest of us will deal with that wounded golem.


  I saw Eric take down their warrior. Sylvar took out his bow and shot an arrow, missing everything.


  Monde ran toward the lava golem on all her own, screaming her own name in her high-pitched voice.


  "Kali, use the wand above the golem's head," Charlotte said.


  I leveled the wand above the golem's head as Monde rushed toward it. A giant octopus fell from the portal and landed on top of the golem, covering its head.


  The smell of burnt seafood filled the air as Monde reached the magical creature. She stuck it with her short sword which melted away in the heat.


  I check on Eric and Bernard. They were racing toward the other cleric. Where did the mage in red go?


  "Start helping, Sylvar," I yelled as I decided what to do next.


  The lava golem reached up and pulled the burnt octopus off its head. After slamming it to the ground, the golem hit poor Monde with a flaming fist. She flew a few feet before landing.


  Smoke rose from her melting leather armor.


  Ladder of Dwarven Earth.


  I cast the spell with twenty mana points, causing the small earth elementals to grow. They continued attacking the lava golem.


  "Get Monde," I called out to Eric then pointed.


  He stopped and saw the gnome's smoldering body on the ground.


  "Do something," I said to Sylvar as he stood doing nothing.


  His weasel popped out of the bag at his side and hissed.


  I cast another Ladder of Dwarven Earth spell while Sylvar shot a single arrow.


  My mound of earth pushed the lava golem back, dampening its flames.


  "It's working, Kali," Charlotte said. "Keep it up. You're the best."


  She had a way of keeping me calm in the most bizarre and stressful situations.


  The lava golem dropped to its knees as the earth elements continued pummeling it.


  Burnt remains of the other animals I'd summoned littered the battlefield along with the other party's two fighters. I didn't see the mage in red robes anywhere. Their cleric rushed toward Eric.


  "No, you don't," I muttered as I cast two lava discs and sent them hurtling toward the man in chain mail with a fish symbol on the front.


  They hit him, catching his other clothes on fire. He screamed out in pain as Eric reached Monde.


  I ran toward them. Bernard did the same. We reached Eric together as the lava golem collapsed to the ground in a pile of quickly hardening lava.


  "Give her a healing potion," I said to Bernard.


  "She's too far gone," Eric said.


  
    Battle is over!


    You get 3000 xp divided by three party members.


    You get +1000 xp


    Quest Completed!


    Destroy the Lava Golem


    + 1500 xp divided by three party members.


    You get +500 xp


     


    Your Alignment has Changed!


    Alignment: Minus 40


    Killing other player characters is not encouraged.


    Your alignment is now +40 (Sometimes Good)

  


  What? It was self-defense. The experience points and alignment shift didn't concern me as much as losing the eccentric Monde.


  Eric put a hand on my shoulder as I kneeled next to her lifeless body.


  "It's the way of the realm," he said coldly.


  After pulling away, he walked off with Bernard.


  Sylvar stopped a foot away.


  "I'd like to bring her body back to Talbot," he said.


  "Are you being serious right now? You're helping us, aren't you? What's your deal?"


  I stood up and stared into his eyes. Had Eric been right about him all along?


  "Careful," Eric called out.


  Sylvar and I turned to see Bernard chipping away at the magma.


  "How much do we need?" he asked.


  "I don't know. Just get a few chunks," I called out then turned back to Sylvar. "Why are you so interested in leaving us?"


  "I cared for Monde," he said.


  Enough to bury her body in a game? Was she an NPC? Maybe he was one?


  "You look beautiful when you think hard," he said then smiled.


  I rolled my eyes then turned and walked over to Eric and Bernard.


  "Did you get it? I want to get out of here."


  "That smell is horrendous," Bernard said. "My clothes will smell like smoked octopus for a week."


  "Leave her alone," Eric said. "She did good and saved us with her quick thinking."


  The hilt of Monde's short sword laid on the ground, the blade half-missing.


  "Should we loot the warriors and their cleric?" Bernard asked.


  "Definitely," Eric said. "We've got proof we killed the lava golem, so we should be able to get the Gnome Oil easily enough in Westwood."


  "Original recipe," Bernard said.


  I laughed nervously, the weirdness of the game getting to me on so many levels.


  We found nothing of value on the other bodies.


  "Their mage must've taken off with all the good stuff," I said. "We're smart like that."


  "Let's get going," Eric said. "I want to get to Westwood before the sun goes down."


  "What about Monde's body?" Sylvar asked. "We can't leave it here."


  "Yes, we can," Eric said. "You have a problem with it?"


  He stepped in front of the elf, invading his personal space.


  "No," Sylvar said then pursed his lips together tightly.


  "Let's not fight," Bernard said. "We did good."


  "Except for Monde," Sylvar said.


  Geez. It's just a game. What is his problem?


  "Let's go find to Captain Kashim and get this Gnome Oil," Eric said then walked off.


  The four of us left the animals and bodies behind. Back on our horses, we galloped away from the hills and toward a sparse grouping of trees.


  On the other side, Westwood and new adventures awaited. If we were lucky and smarter, we wouldn't end up like Monde, burnt to a crisp.
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  Westwood Side Story Letdown


   


   


  ERIC


   


  Leaving Monde on the battlefield weighed heavily on my mind during our ride to Westwood. On the one hand, doing so reminded me it was just a game. What if it wasn't so simple?


  Did Sarah, Bernard and anyone else playing the game have such a hard time remembering the real world? After so many days – nearly a fortnight – I missed modern conveniences.


  We emerged from the woods surrounding Westwood and found ourselves in a neighborhood outside the walls of the inner-city. Peasants and children stopped and waved as we passed.


  Almost all races were present as we progressed toward the walls of the city. Except Dwarves. What was up with that, anyway? I pushed the thought aside and dreamed of enjoying the game.


  "We should buy property here," I said. "Have a home base."


  "Excellent idea," Bernard said as he rode beside me.


  "Hold on a minute," Sarah said. "We’ll finish this quest, destroy the pendant then see what happens. The last thing we need is to set down roots here."


  "It wasn't so bad after ten years," Bernard said.


  "Hold," a gnome in full armor said as we approached the city gates. "Where do you think you four are going? And what have you been doing? You're a mess."


  "We need to meet someone inside the city," I said.


  "Not with those filthy horses, you're not. Haven't you been to Westwood before?"


  "Oh, yeah," Bernard said. "No horses in the inner city. They try to keep it clean."


  "You could've mentioned that,": I said then shook my head.


  Bernard shrugged and smiled sheepishly.


  "Can we leave the horses out here?" Sarah asked.


  "Yeah, there's a stable down the way." The gnome pointed to a series of wooden structures a few hundred feet away. "It's gonna cost you."


  "We're be okay," I said. "My name is Drex, he who slayed Snargao."


  "Uh huh," the guard said in an unimpressed tone.


  "Let's go," Sarah said. "I'm dying to get cleaned up."


  "I'm willing to share a bath to conserve money," Sylvar said.


  Bet you are, I thought, nudging my horse toward the stables.


  After paying by the pound, we walked back to the gate. The guard paid us no mind as we entered the inner-city. Miraculously, the gnomes had it going on with proper streets with no open sewage.


  No smell lingered heavy in the air like in Fishguard, Harrisburg or Tablbot. But it didn't have that new-city smell like Mednia either. They had improved the city over many years, and it showed.


  "How do we find this Captain Kashim guy?" I asked.


  We stopped at the corner of an intersection of two busy streets full of people.


  Bernard pointed his finger and said, "The market is down that way."


  "That's a good a place as any to start," I said. "Let's go."


  "I'll be back later," Sylvar said.


  "Oh? Where are you going?" I asked.


  "To attend to some business."


  I bet it's not good, I thought as he lithely walked away.


  "He's not in our party. Leave him alone," Sarah said.


  "I've offered him to join more than once now. There's something about him."


  "He doesn't sit well with me either," Charlotte said.


  I flinched, still not accustomed to the talking spider.


  "That's two of us then," I said. "We should all keep our eyes on him."


  "You both are too paranoid, right Benji?"


  Bernard nodded, agreeing with her as usual.


  "Let's go to the market," I said.


  We walked in the direction Bernard had pointed. The brick paved streets were wide enough for all three of us to walk side-by-side. Sarah ended up in the middle.


  "Hey, look," she said as we approached the hustle and bustle of the market.


  "What?" I asked.


  "It's a cartographer."


  "Get out of here. Where?"


  She pointed. I followed the line from her finger and saw a dark-haired man with a bushy moustache leaning against a post with piles of maps around him.


  "Let me sneak up on him," I said.


  Sarah ignored me and took off in his direction.


  "Hello, are you selling maps?"


  I sighed.


  "Come on, Benji, let's follow her."


  "I liked your idea better," he said.


  "She never listens."


  "You do tend to bark orders about."


  I glanced over at him a moment but said nothing as we walked after her.


  "Where did you get these maps?" Sarah asked, standing in the poor man's face.


  "Forgive my rude friend," I said. "We're interested in buying some of your maps."


  "You are?" he asked. "They're the finest in the realms."


  Sarah cleared her throat then said, "How did you make them?"


  "What?" the man asked.


  "I said, how did you make these maps? They're not all hand-painted, are they?"


  The man grinned, stroking his moustache.


  "It's my magic secret," he said. "What are you willing to give me to spill it?"


  Cool it down, Sarah.


  "Does the name Sam mean anything to you?" she asked.


  Argh. She's the worst detective ever.


  The man lifted his hand, palm up, then blew dust in our direction. Most of it his Sarah. She screamed out, rubbing her eyes. I stepped back, my eyes watering.


  "What was that?" I asked.


  "I don't know, but I can't see."


  Sarah continued rubbing her eyes."


  "Don't rub them," Bernard said. "I'm not officially a healer, but you can't be helping."


  "I can't stop," she said.


  "We need water," Charlotte said.


  "She's right," I said, loving the spider even more. "Benji, get some water. We'll flush it out."


  I glanced to where the man had been standing and saw our counterfeit cartographer had taken off.


  "Don't you dare tell me I told you so," Sarah said.


  "It’ll be okay. We're all making stupid decisions."


  "You're making most of the decisions," she said, her voice lowering.


  "I know, and I'm sorry. We can do this if we stick together."


  She nodded. Bernard arrived with a bowl of water.


  "Here," he said, handing it to her.


  I watched as she splashed water into her eyes. They were so red.


  "We should visit a healer," the ever-practical Charlotte said.


  "No, wait. I can see again.


  Sylvar strolled up, casual as ever.


  "What did I miss?" he asked.


  Still suspicious, I questioned him.


  "How did you find us? Were you following us?"


  "Simple, dear Drex. I'm a ranger."


  "An urban ranger? Hah. Like that exists."


  "I'm not yet, but maybe someday."


  He grinned. Was he serious?


  Did he know more about the game?


  "I went to make arrangements for Monde's body."


  "That's sweet," Sarah said. "I felt bad about leaving her."


  "We're losing and leaving bodies left and right. You won’t leave me behind if I die, are you?" Bernard asked.


  "No," I said. "And I've got to admit, you might be a better person than I thought."


  "Better elf," he said. "But I get your point."


  "Aw, we're all getting along again," Sarah said. "Too bad it took the death of a new friend."


  "Enough talk of death and dying. I've got the perfect place for us to spend the night," Sylvar said.


  "Fantastic." Sarah sighed in relief. "All that horseback riding hurts."


  "I miss our mule and wagon," Bernard said.


  "Mule?" Sylvar asked.


  "Don't ask," I muttered. "Let's go get a good night's sleep before we take off for the Four towers tomorrow."


  Sylvar led us through the deeper into the inner-city where the marvels of gnomish architecture and tinkering increased with every footstep.


  "I've got one more surprise," Sylvar said, stopping in front of a building. "Captain Kashim is inside."


  "You're the best," Sarah said.


  At least he didn't screw up like you did earlier.


  I kept my mouth shut as Sylvar opened the door for her. She walked in, followed by him.


  "You coming?" Bernard asked in the doorway.


  I nodded.


  "Yeah, hold the door."


  Inside, I saw a gnome with a goatee leaning back in a chair. He dropped it back down on all four legs when we entered and stood up.


  "Can I help you?"


  "Are you Captain Kashim?" I asked.


  He put his hands on his waist and puffed out his chest.


  "Yeah, I am. What's this all about?"


  "General Achbark sent us here for the Gnome Oil."


  "The original recipe," Bernard added.


  "I see." The gnome stroked his lengthy goatee. "We have a problem."


  Oh, no. What now? Can't this game give us a win?


  "The wizards of the Four Towers requested it," he said. "They told me you wouldn't mind."


  "We mind," Sarah said. "We've come a long way for that oil."


  "Not my problem."


  He returned to his chair and tilted back on two legs. Propped up by the wall behind him, he tilted his head back and closed his eyes.


  "Why did they think we wouldn't mind?" I asked.


  "They said you need to talk to them for the Star Rock anyway."


  "Did they say anything else?" Sarah asked.


  "Nope."


  "Let's go," I said. "We won’t get any help here."


  As I turned around to leave, I heard the chair drop back to the ground.


  "Do you have a problem with me, son?" Captain Kashim asked.


  "No," I said as I opened the door. "Let's go, guys."


  "Turn around when I'm talking to you," he said.


  I sighed but listened. He stared at me, nostrils flaring and brow furrowed.


  "What?" I asked.


  "You need to show me some respect."


  "Are you kidding? You've not shown us any respect."


  "Who are you?" he asked then walked closer.


  He only reached my chest in height, but I doubted I could stop him from thrashing me.


  "I'm Drex, the one who slayed Snargao."


  "Yes, yes, I know." A smile spread over his face. "I'm only messing with you. We get little action here in Westwood. Even during the Great War everything here ran as normal."


  "Do you want to come with us?" Sarah asked. "We're missing a warrior."


  "No, no, I couldn't. As part of the Gnome Guard, I've got responsibilities. They're not stressful, but I still have to see to them."


  "Good one," I said then turned and left the building.


  The others followed, standing around me a few feet away.


  "What now?" Bernard asked. "I'm starving."


  "I know a great inn down the street," Sylvar said. "We can rest tonight and leave in the morning."


  "We’ll get charged double for the horses overnight," I said.


  "After today, I don't care." Sarah stood. "I'm going upstairs to read. See you guys in the morning."


  She waved. I wanted to talk OOC with her, but we were getting so wrapped up in the game and our stupid quest to craft Dawn Acid.


  "To adventure in the realms," Sylvar said then raised his mug in the air.


  I begrudgingly hit his mug with mine. Maybe he wasn't so bad after all.


  Had I been wrong in not trusting him? Only more time would tell.
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  Never Trust a Ranger with a Weasel


   


   


  SARAH


   


   


  We left Westwood and traveled south on horseback toward the Four Towers. I hoped the famed mages had the items we needed and would help us.


  Keeping toward the coastal plains helped us avoid any encounters the first day and night. On the second day of our journey, everything fell apart.


  "Look," Bernard said, pointing down the trail.


  Out of the woods, a creature towering at least nine-feet tall lumbered out and leveled his single eye toward us. I turned to Eric.


  "What are we doing? This looks tough."


  "I don't want to go back around," he said, hopping off his horse. "We got this."


  "Are you sure?" Bernard asked with a hint of worry in his voice.


  Sylvar laughed.


  I turned to him.


  "What's so funny?"


  "Nothing," he said.


  The cyclops stepped toward us.


  "Let's go," Eric called out.


  Bernard climbed off his horse and ran to join Eric moving toward the giant.


  Unable to cast spells on horseback, I got down and walked in their direction.


  "What you do here?" the cyclops asked in broken common. "This my land."


  Eric still hadn't drawn his sword. Bernard stood next to him. I readied myself to cast.


  "We mean you no harm," Eric said. "We're simply passing through to the Four Towers."


  "You know Four Towers?" the cyclops asked.


  It stood about a hundred feet away from us.


  "Yes," Eric said. "They're expecting us."


  An arrow arced through the air and stuck into the cyclops' arm.


  "What you do?" the cyclops bellowed.


  He angrily pulled out the arrow. I turned and saw Sylvar riding off.


  "That wasn't us," I yelled. "Please forgive him, he's not our friend."


  "He came with you, and he dies with you."


  The cyclops raised his massive club into the air.


  Why had Sylvar shot an arrow and run away? Did he want to get us killed?


  "Careful, Kali. We should cast protection."


  I made the motions for Glorified Cloaks of Bronze. Eric received +10 to his armor class for a cost of twenty mana. With only sixty-six remaining, I needed to be careful.


  The club as big as a young tree came down. Both Eric and Bernard dove out of the way. It hit the earth with a dull thud, leaving an impression in the ground.


  "You die now," the cyclops said. "You die hard."


  I chucked, having seen Die Hard 14 in the theater before we plugged into the game.


  "Watch out, Kali," Charlotte said.


  The cyclops stepped forward, heading in my direction with a nasty growl.


  I cast Dwarven Ladder of Earth for ten mana, making a mound big enough to trip him.


  While it worked, I had forgotten about gravity. The cyclops fell forward, almost crushing me.


  Eric and Bernard used the opportunity to come up and strike the creature twice each.


  I dashed aside just in time. The horses, spooked, took off running north.


  This is not going well.


  "We got this, Kali," Charlotte said.


  The cyclops stood and turned to take care of Eric and Bernard.


  I sent four Lava Discs toward him, all direct hits. With only thirty-eight mana remaining, I stepped back further as Eric and Bernard took the cyclops on.


  With a mighty scream, it raised its club and hit Eric on top of the head.


  "No," I cried out as he went down to the ground.


  Bernard also yelled and went crazy with his mace, hitting where he could on the one-eyed giant's body. Eric rolled over, but he didn't get up.


  Time to test this new spell. A Divine Arrow of Energy came shooting out of my outstretched palm and shot across the small battlefield toward Eric.


  I only had thirteen mana left, but seeing him jump up off the ground and attack with renewed vigor, made it all worth it. Why haven't I gotten my bow fixed yet?


  "You've been busy, Kali. Do you want me to remind you?"


  "When we get to the next city, okay? Busy now."


  The cyclops roared in anger as Eric and Bernard danced around it, delivering quick blows and thrusts with mace and sword. It swung at both men, missing completely.


  Frustrated, it yelled out, "I'll be back."


  I watched as it dashed toward the woods, knocking down trees and anything else in its way as it ran.


  "Let's go after it," Eric said, pumped up on adrenaline and my magic.


  Bernard pointed behind me.


  "We've got company, guys."


  I turned and saw Sylvar and the mage in red robes riding toward us.


  "We want to talk," Sylvar shouted.


  Eric and Bernard walked over and stopped, weapons still drawn.


  "Maybe we should listen to them," I said.


  "I thought you were turning a leaf when you went to make arrangements for Monde," Eric called out.


  Sylvar laughed.


  "You believed that lie? I couldn't care less about her. Back in Westwood, I met with Rizzo here."


  The wizard in red robes raised a hand but said nothing.


  "I'm low on mana," I whispered to Eric.


  He kept his eyes on Sylvar and Rizzo.


  "Sylvar has joined the wizard's group," he said.


  Did that mean he was actually a PC after all?


  "I'm surprised your group is still around with all the mistakes you've made," Sylvar said.


  "They fell for you being an NPC," the red mage said then laughed.


  "You had a friend become an NPC just to trap us?" Eric asked.


  Rizzo cackled with laughter.


  "You have no idea how evil or powerful we are in this game, son of a creator."


  "What are you talking about?" Eric asked.


  "Lie all you want, but the truth will catch up to you," Rizzo said.


  "There's more than one way to regain my status," Sylvar shouted.


  What does he mean? I wondered as the pair turned and fled north on horses. .


  "Should we chase him?" Bernard asked.


  Eric shook his head.


  "No, our horses are gone, and we've got a quest to complete. We've got to be more careful around all strangers, no matter what information we think they might have to tell."


  "I agree," I said.


  "Me too," Charlotte added.


  "This game just keeps getting weirder," I said.


  "You've not seen anything yet," Bernard said.


  A noise from the woods caused all three of us to turn. The cyclops had returned with another.


  "There they are," the first said, pointing at us. "They hurt me first."


  "Get them," the other yelled.


  Both lumbered forward.


  "What are we going to do?" I asked.


  "The only thing we can do," Eric said. "Attack."


  He yelled and ran forward to meet the two cyclops head-on. Bernard shook his head but followed him into the fray. I pulled out my wand of monster summoning, hoping for something good.


  Before Eric and Bernard reached the two giant creatures charging forward, three more appeared out of the woods. All of them had nasty looks on their faces.


  I zapped the wand, using all five remaining charges. A giant frog fell on the head of one cyclops, stopping him in his tracks. A sheep fell out of the second portal.


  That cyclops grabbed the poor animal and slammed it to the ground. The other three summoned creatures were small earth elementals. Finally.


  "You need to concentrate, Kali."


  "It's a moot point now, Charlotte. The wand is dead.


  Eric and Bernard stopped as the two giants dealt with the other animals falling on them.


  "Retreat," Eric yelled then turned and ran back toward me.


  The elementals moved back and forth around the five cyclops that had appeared out of the woods.


  "What are we going to do?" I asked as Eric reached me.


  "Keep running until we hit the ocean," he said, running past me. "Come on. Hurry up."


  Bernard and I ran after him. Did he know something about cyclops I didn't? Or was he hoping to get lucky? I had no way of knowing, but I followed him anyway.


  A mile later, we stopped, breathless, at the edge of a sandy beach littered with rocks.


  "What now?" I asked, bending over with my hands on my knees.


  Eric glanced around.


  "I don't see them. Apparently, cyclops in this game don't like the ocean for whatever reason."


  "Thank you for not trying to kill them," I said.


  "Yeah," Bernard added.


  "We could've taken that first one if Sylvar and Rizzo hadn't ridden up, but there's no way we would've come out alive against a group of cyclops." Eric took a deep breath. "If we stick close to the shore all the way down to the Four Towers, we should be okay."


  "I love your confidence," Bernard said with a twinge of sarcasm on the side. "Speaking of which, did anyone notice Sylvar is now a PC?"


  "Yeah," I said. "That's crazy. How are we supposed to know which NPCs used to be players and which ones are computer controlled?"


  "Kali, your words are not making sense," Charlotte said.


  "It's okay," I said. "We're talking in a language you don't know yet."


  "She can't understand us when we talk OOC?" Eric asked.


  I shook my head.


  "That's interesting," he said. "But we should keep moving. I don't trust my monster lore skill completely yet."


  "It would be like the game to feed you false information about a monster," Bernard said. "That's how I died. I must've rolled a critical failure because I got bad information about this basilisk."


  "What level were you?" Eric asked.


  "I made it as high as sixth level on this first world. No idea what the cap is though."


  "While I'd love to stay here on the beach and talk game theory with you two all night, we should get going."


  "I agree," Charlotte said. "About the get-going part."


  "We can talk as we walk. It sucks we lost our horses."


  "At least we're alive," Bernard said. "And we're player characters."


  "We need to come up with a system for allowing people into our party," I said.


  All of us walked south along the beach.


  "I understand now why Sylvar didn't want to join our party," Eric said. "We've got to be ready for anything because we still don't know all the rules."


  "Hey," Bernard said. "Before we lose our OOC time, what day did you guys come into the game?"


  "December 12th, 2042," Eric said. "You?"


  "Really? That's the same date I came into the game."


  "What time of the day was it?" I asked.


  He stopped and stared up at the sky.


  "You know what? I don't remember. What time did you guys plug in that day?"


  Eric and I stopped. No matter how hard I tried, the time wouldn't pop into my brain.


  "It's on the tip of my tongue," I said. "But I can't remember."


  "We've been in this game a while now," Eric said. "Maybe it's messing with our memories."


  "That's not a good thing," I said.


  He nodded then resumed walking.


  The four of us (Charlotte included), made our way south in silence. Questions piled up in my mind like snow during a long, hard winter in Maine.


  Would we get more answers at the Four Towers? Did they have it out for us too? Or would they hand over the Gnome Oil and Star Rock we needed?


  I walked forward, leaving impressions in the sand. The ocean lapped up against the shore, erasing any trace of us having been there in the past.
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  The Tower is Bigger on the Inside?


   


   


  ERIC


   


  The four towers were each several miles apart, so we choose the nearest one to visit first. Not having our horses helped me decide.


  Four mages in different colored robes stood next to each other as we approached. Did they somehow sense we were coming to see them?


  "What's up, mighty players," one said.


  A mop of curly red hair rose from his head.


  "Watch this," another said then closed his eyes.


  His robes changed from green to a mix of colors.


  "Groovy, right?"


  "Watch this," a third said.


  "Okay, okay, we get the point," I said. "You're powerful wizards. Do you have our Gnome Oil?"


  "The original recipe," Bernard added.


  All four of the other mages laughed.


  "That never gets old," red-hair said.


  "You called us players," Sarah said. "Does that mean you’re players too?"


  "No, we're still NPCs, but we can speak OOC. It's part of the magic here. We were high level mages who came back to the first level to experiment and create new spells."


  "Wait." Sarah hopped off her horse. "You create new spells?"


  "Do you think the game came up with tie-dye colors for robes? Or a spell called Fish Slaying?"


  "You invented that spell?" she asked, laughing and shaking her head. "When I saw it, I laughed."


  The red-haired mage smiled.


  "You three look tired," the one with the long, crooked nose said. "I'm Ferris. My red-haired friend is Wheel."


  "My name is not wheel," the red-haired wizard said. "It's Thom. With an 'h' in there."


  "And I'm Sherlock. Our fourth friend, Aaron, doesn't talk anymore. Magic backfired on him."


  "Thank you," I said, preparing to use the consider command on all of them.


  "No need for that here," Thom said. "We've got permanent magic in all the area between the four towers we built. You can talk OOC and not worry about it. We'll tell you truth, unlike Magi Inyontoo."


  "You know him?" I asked.


  "Come inside my tower," Ferris said. "It's by far the best one, and we've got a lot to talk about."


  I glanced over at Sarah then Bernard. She nodded, and he shrugged.


  The mages walked over to a metal door on the door. After tapping four raised stones in a complex sequence, it rolled to the left, leaving an opening.


  "Welcome to my lair," Ferris said then laughed liked an evil maniac.


  "Quit freaking them out," Sherlock said.


  "We've been to your tower," I said.


  "Magi Intontoo took it from me, but we'll have the last laugh," Ferris said.


  He walked inside. The rest of us followed. Strangely, the inside of the tower looked at least ten times larger than the outside. What's this all about?


  "It's bigger on the inside," Bernard said, wide-eyed. "Why didn't I ever come here before?"


  "The Tower of Holding was my idea," Thom said, his red hair bobbing up and down with his excitement.


  "It's all four of them working together that makes the difference," Sherlock said. "Follow me."


  He led us to a room with comfortable and modern couches. A fireplace took up one wall. Images of flames flicked on the bricks inside. Despite no actual flame, warmth spread out from it.


  "Take a seat," Sherlock said. "I expect you'll have questions."


  "How long have you been in the game?" I asked.


  "First, I have one for you," he said.


  The other three wizards took seats on three separate couches which were throughout the room. All of them faced each other.


  "You guys throw a lot of parties or something?" Bernard asked.


  "We do," Thom said, sitting up on the edge of his seat.


  "Do you remember the date you came into the game?"


  I glanced over at Sarah. Would she out me as the son of a guy connected with the company that built the game? She caught my eyes but quickly looked away.


  "The date," Bernard said. "But not the time. What about you four?"


  "No," Sherlock said. "The game appears to mess with our memories."


  "We're making new, better memories," Thom said.


  "Like helping you," Ferris added.


  The way they all spoke in quick succession spooked me.


  "So, you do have our Gnome Oil?" Sarah asked.


  "We do," Sherlock said. "And more. Come upstairs. We want to show you some of the magic we've been working on."


  "Nothing can be carried out of the space between our four towers." Ferris paused then added. "Yet."


  Thom walked over and put his hand on her shoulder.


  "You can get the Gnome Oil and Star Rock on your way out."


  "We'll stay here," I said, hatching a plan.


  "Yeah," Bernard added. "That was a long walk."


  "Rest up," Sherlock said. "We'll be back down soon."


  Sarah followed them up a flight of stairs.


  "Can we trust them?" Bernard asked after they were out of earshot.


  "I think so," I said without confidence. "They've got a nice set-up here."


  "A better life than I thought possible as an NPC."


  "You need to explain that some time, but for now..." I glanced around. "...We should practice up on our sneak skills."


  "Are you thinking what I think you're thinking?" he asked.


  "Probably. We're rogues, Bernard. Let's sneak around a bit. Maybe we can find some powerful magic."


  He grinned.


  "It feels good to hear you call me my real name, Eric."


  "Yeah, it does," I admitted.


  He glanced to the left then right before saying, "Let's go."


  We snuck through the first floor of the immense tower. In a far corner, we found a metal portal on the floor with a dirty, iron handle.


  "First, we check for traps," I said, glancing around.


  "They are wizards," Bernard said. "Can you detect magic traps?"


  "Not yet. I need more practice."


  "Tell me about it. I hate not being able to assign stat points yet."


  I stopped and tilted my head as I stared at him.


  "Yet, you say?"


  "I don't know a lot, but have you noticed the rules change slightly as you progress in level?"


  "Yeah, I've noticed." I smiled. "Let's see what's behind this door."


  I wrapped my fingers around the handle and pulled with all my might. Unfortunately, what looked solid turned out to be light as a feather. I almost threw my arm out of its socket.


  Bernard stifled a chuckle. I glared at him then peered into the darkness below. He brought out the bullseye lantern from back in the ruins of Esterhollow.


  I watched as he lit it then pointed the beam into the darkness below.


  "There's a ladder," he said.


  "I can see," I said, wondering what laid below. "Hold the light while I go down."


  "Sure thing."


  As Bernard pointed the beam of light, I nimbly climbed down the iron ladder suspended in space.


  "Can you see anything?" he called out.


  "It's a huge cavern," I said as I glanced around. "Hand me the lantern."


  He got down on his belly and held the bulls-eye lantern out. I reached for it.


  "Got it?" he asked.


  "Yeah...No, wait..."


  The lantern slipped from my fingers and fell into the cavernous darkness below. I saw it tumble and fall for a good ten seconds before it hit with a loud thud.


  "Can you see anything?" Bernard asked.


  "Treasure," I said. "Treasure everywhere."


  "I'm coming down."


  "No, wait..."


  Two red reptilian eyes opened and stared up from the darkness at me.


  "Go back up," I said. "There be dragons here."


  "In the tower basement? Hilarious."


  "Seriously, Bernard, climb back up."


  "There's something blocking me," he said.


  I couldn't miss the twinge of terror in his voice.


  The lantern tumbled down a mountain of gold coins as a red-scaled dragon lifted its massive head and peered at me with curiosity. I swallowed a lump in my throat.


  "I've got a bad feeling about this," I said.


  "The wizards," Bernard screamed. "They're back."


  "Come up here," Sherlock said in an irritated tone.


  Bernard scrambled up the ladder with me close behind. The hot breath from the dragon's nostrils hit my back, burning it slightly.


  "Hurry," I said, looking up and climbing.


  "They woke Smoke," Thom said as I emerged from the round hole in the floor.


  "Back to sleep," Ferris called down.


  Sherlock closed the metal portal, sealing the dragon beneath us.


  "Is that safe?" I asked.


  "What were you doing down there?"


  Sarah frowned. Bernard bowed his head.


  "Looking for stuff to help us," I said. "We got bored."


  "Didn't your mother teach you to not go wandering in a wizard's tower?" Ferris asked.


  Sarah shook her head with lips pursed together in disapproval.


  "That lava golem almost took us out. Not to mention the cyclops we met on the way. I need a sword if we want to finish this quest."


  "And you go looking around on your own?" Sarah asked.


  "How did you know to come down?" Bernard asked.


  "Magic," Thom said with a smile.


  Sherlock shook his head.


  "We want to destroy Magi Inyontoo and get rid of the Cursed Pendant of Visions. That's your goal too, right?"


  "Don't you think we planned on gifting your party normal magic weapons that will work outside our area of influence?" Ferris asked.


  "I'm sorry for my friends' behavior," Sarah said. "Please forgive us."


  "Don't worry," Thom said. "Ferris and Sherlock are too uptight."


  "Nevertheless, there's much work we need to complete, and as we were telling Sarah upstairs, we need your help."


  "What are your real names?" I asked. "And why aren't you player characters?"


  "Good questions," Ferris said. "We've been hiding as NPCs until we found heroes mighty enough to take on Magi Inyontoo."


  "What about your names?" Sarah asked. "I'd like to know too."


  Thom frowned. Ferris looked away. Sherlock tilted his head back and took a deep breath before speaking.


  "We've forgotten them," he said. "After so long in the game, we're not sure anymore if we entered the game as humans or not."


  "That's crazy," I said. "We should get out of here."


  "You're welcome to not believe us," he continued. "But you try spending forty years in this game without changing."


  I stared into his eyes – the virtual representations of the windows to his soul. Was he lying? Another trick of the game to stop us from completing the first so-called easy quest?


  "We know who you are, Eric." Ferris turned and looked me in the eyes. "Creator's Son."


  "Yeah," Bernard said. "I was going to mention that, but..."


  His voice trailed off as Ferris and I stared at each other.


  "I know no more than you," I said. "Trust me. I've been ready to get out of this game for over a week."


  "We should do it now. Can we do it now?" Thom asked.


  "Fine," Sherlock said. "Cast the spell."


  Aaron, who had been silent the entire time, chanted and moved his body. The four wizards joined hands as electric energy coursed around them in circles.


  The magic died down a moment later.


  "We've got work to do on the higher levels of the game, but we trust you three to finish this quest and rid the realms of Magi Inyontoo forever."


  "He'll just be turned into an NPC if we kill him," Bernard said.


  "Perhaps, but if you kill him with this sword, that won't happen."


  Sherlock pulled a glowing broadsword from his robes.


  "This is something we've imbued with extra magic to make sure he's stuck as an NPC. When used to kill a player, it takes three of their NPC lives as well."


  "Wait, I thought you said none of your unique magic worked outside your area of influence," Sarah said.


  "Yeah," I added. "What she said."


  "It's experimental," Thom said. "But now that we're player characters, we think it'll work."


  "You think?" Bernard asked. "On a scale of one to ten, how hard do you think it will work?"


  Thom laughed, his bushy red-hair bouncing.


  "We need to stay here at the Four Towers a while longer, but once you three have vanquished Magi Inyontoo, we'll be able to figure out how to get out of this game."


  "Hold on," I said. "Who are you guys?"


  "We don't remember our names, but we were hired to work on the code of the game," Sherlock said.


  "Yeah," Ferris added. "But we can't access the code without sufficient privileges. Now that we're players again, we'll be able to zoom through the other levels and get to the top of the tower."


  "The top of the tower?" I asked.


  "Yeah, from what we've learned, there's twelve levels that need to be cleared before the second level of the tower opens."


  "What's up there?" Bernard asked. "Maybe I should stay here."


  Sherlock frowned.


  "To be honest, no one knows. Anyone who has gone up there hasn't been able to come back to the first twelve levels."


  "I hate this game," Sarah said.


  "You're doing great, Kali. I love you," Charlotte said out of the blue.


  "Whoa, a talking spider," Thom said. "I thought I'd seen it all."


  Sarah smiled. I wanted to console her, drive away her fears.


  "We've got this," I said. "With an experimental blade on our side, what could go wrong?"


  "Actually," Aaron said. "Quite a lot can go wrong. If you don't mind, I've not talked in a few years, so I'd like to explain exactly how the sword might be misused and cause problems."


  Great, I thought. A walking-talking instruction manual. I'd never had time for those before.


  "Not now, Aaron," Sherlock said. "They need to rest while we plan our journey to the other realms."


  "Can you tell us anything about the upcoming levels?" I asked.


  "Yeah," Sarah said. "And will we see you again in the future?"


  "That all depends on the decisions you make and the mood of the game," Sherlock said.


  "What do you mean the mood of the game?"


  "The AI," Thom said. "Robot brain."


  He laughed. I wondered about his sanity. Did the game drive him mad after forty years?


  "Seriously," Ferris said. "We can't tell them anymore. You guys know the rules."


  "What rules?" Bernard asked.


  "He's correct," Sherlock said. "We've said too much already. You should prepare for your journey."


  "Thank you," Sarah said.


  For what? They've left me with more questions than answers.


  "One more question?" I asked as they walked away.


  All four turned.


  "Where are the Dwarves?"


  Thom smiled, but none of them said anything.


  We spent the night in the tower, resting and going over our equipment. They provided us with horses and everything we would need for the final leg of our journey.


  The ingredients for Dawn Acid would be ours. With Sylvar and Rizzo the Red still on the loose and looking for us, I wanted to get moving before they caught up.


  With a ranger on their side, they would be able to easily track us. I pushed thoughts of tomorrow out of my mind and examined my new sword one more time before bed.


  
    Magic Item:


    FAST Sword +5


    This broadsword deals 1d10 damage + 5/x3 Critical. It has +25% to hit modifier. The bearer of this sword created by Ferris, Aaron, Sherlock and Thom will always go first in an encounter. When used against another player character, they have a 25% chance of losing 1d3 NPC lives.

  


  I grinned. A human with hobgoblin armor wielding an experimental magical sword forged by four wizards who had been trapped in the game for forty years.


  What could go wrong?


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 34 ::::>


   


   


  Bringing Out the Evil Dead


   


   


  SARAH


   


  In the morning, we stood outside the tower with Sherlock, Ferris, Thom and Aaron. The four mages unexpectedly had two more gifts for the ride.


  Sherlock held up a thick, intricately carved wooden staff.


  "This is the first Staff of the Ram," he said, admiring it.


  I accepted it, loving the weight in my hand. Various sized holes covered the staff from top to bottom.


  "Thanks," I said as I checked it out. "What's it do?"


  "Not much," Thom said. "But it's cool."


  "It will charge other wands," Ferris said. "Pop a wand in one of the numerous holes in the staff, and it will get back one charge per day."


  "That is cool," I said.


  "It'll also allow you to talk OOC whenever," Aaron said, his voice scratchy.


  "Now that's what I'm talking about," Bernard said.


  "When others hear you speaking OOC, it will sound like gibberish to them."


  "Including other player characters?" Eric asked.


  "Yes, them too," Sherlock said then lifted a pair of sparkly slippers.


  "For me?" I asked.


  "They won't fit me, Kali."


  I laughed at Charlotte then asked, "What do the glitter slippers do?"


  "They're for stealth," Ferris said. "With two rogues in your party, we thought you might find them useful."


  Bernard took the slippers and looked them over closely.


  "How do slippers covered in glitter help with sneaking?" he asked.


  "Magic," Thom said then smiled.


  "If you won’t wear them, I will," Eric said.


  "No, no, they're fine if they work. I'll wear them."


  "They work well," Sherlock said. "We would give you more, but the game loves balance."


  "You can't tell us anything else?" Eric asked.


  Sherlock frowned. Ferris shook his head. The other two mages looked on, saying nothing.


  "We should go," I said. "Thanks for the gifts."


  "Yeah," Bernard said. "Bye, bye, stupid OOC penalties."


  I smiled at his enthusiasm. The magic items weren't all-powerful, but the thought counted more than the actual gifts.


  "Thanks for the sword too," Eric said.


  "Put it to good use." Ferris placed the tips of his fingers together in front of him. "There's only one like it."


  "Do you have any advice for us getting this last item for Dawn Acid?" Eric asked.


  "We've not been out of the area between the towers in years," Sherlock said.


  "Thanks again." I turned to Eric and Bernard. "Let's get going. We can make it to the edge of their area of influence and sleep safely tonight."


  "Great idea, Sarah." Bernard smiled.


  After packing everything on our horses, we rode south. The first few miles went by in silence. Questions about the game rose in my mind.


  "Were you able to choose your profession after you were an NPC?" I asked Bernard.


  He sighed.


  "No, it defaults to the one you choose when logging in. I've heard rumors other levels will let you multi-class or switch classes. Who knows for sure."


  "We need a party of six," Eric said. "All these encounters and other parties are overpowering us."


  "Tell me about it," I said. "Sylvar must go down."


  Eric snorted then said, "Add him to the list."


  "So says the Slayer of Snargao," I joked.


  "We got lucky Captain Riggard was with us," Bernard said.


  "And Monde," Eric added in a solemn tone.


  The more I saw him as a man in his late twenties, the less I thought of him as a child, the boy I'd grown up with.


  "We're looking good," Eric said. "The quest is almost over. We only need one more item."


  "We've still got to make this stuff too," I said.


  Eric glanced over and smiled.


  "As I recall, you've always been good at crafting."


  I returned the gesture.


  "Thanks, but we also need to find the pendant and destroy it."


  "And take out Magi Inyontoo," Bernard said.


  "How do you eat an elephant?" Eric asked.


  I glanced over at him as we rode side by side.


  "One bite at a time."


  He grinned. I rolled my eyes, but he was right.


  One step at a time, we'd reach our goals.


  The game couldn't trap us forever. Could it?


  "What if we get trapped in here forever?" I asked.


  Our horses continued forward at a steady rate.


  "What do you mean?" Eric asked. "You don't think there's a way out?"


  "I don't know. We've met people who have been in here a long time."


  "Like me," Bernard said.


  "Yeah..."


  I took a deep breath.


  "We'll find a way out," Eric said. "A developer or other players have probably figured out a way to quit. If not, my father or someone will find us eventually."


  "But what if they still can't get us out?" Bernard asked.


  I'd been pushing that thought aside for days, but it reared its ugly head.


  "There's always a way out," Eric said. "Why would they build a game you can never escape?"


  His words made sense, but the fears lurking deep in my mind wouldn't go away.


  "Those four mages are something else," I said to change the subject.


  Eric chuckled. I turned to look at him.


  "What?"


  "I'm just thinking about that red dragon in the basement of one of their towers."


  "You almost got killed," I said. "Which wouldn't be good."


  "I hear you," Bernard said.


  "Yeah, but it was funny in a way."


  I shook my head and pursed my lips.


  "Anyway, we're back on the road, and we have magic items that might help us in our quest."


  "These slippers don't look too feminine, do they?" Bernard asked.


  I stifled a laugh. Eric wasn't so polite.


  "Well, if they work, what do I care?"


  "You're one of a kind, Bernard," Eric said.


  I watched as our faux cleric rode ahead.


  "He's a good guy," I said.


  "I think so too, but..."


  "But what?" I asked.


  "I don't know. There's something about him."


  "You say that about everyone."


  "Well, I was right as far as Sylvar is concerned."


  "A stopped clock is right two times a day," I said.


  "Yeah..."


  "Do you think he’ll attack us again?"


  "I hope so," Eric said. "I really do."


  Both of us fell silent as we rode through the land between the Four Towers. Later that night, we camped at the edge of their lands. I slipped the wand of monster summoning in my staff to charge it.


  I slept better than I had in a while even though we were roughing it under the stars.


  The cool night air comforted me as the game continued, unrelenting and cold.


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  The next morning, after a quick breakfast, we passed over the boundary of the land protected by the magic of the Four Towers. Charlotte sat on my shoulder as I rode next to Eric.


  Bernard led our party of three as we headed further south to Top Henge monuments. We only made it ten miles before we ran into a lone man on the road ahead pulling a cart.


  "Bring out your dead," he called.


  "Whoa," Eric said, stopping his horse.


  Bernard and I did the same. The man continued yelling as he got closer.


  I noticed a pile of bodies on the back of the cart.


  "Bring out your dead."


  He stopped in front of us and looked up. Covered in mud, dirt and grime, he looked little better than the bodies in the cart he was hauling.


  "Can we help you?" Eric asked.


  "Bring out your dead?"


  Eric frowned.


  "We left her back in the hills east of Westwood."


  "He didn't mean her," I said.


  "I know, but..."


  "Careful ahead," the man said. "Graveyard is hopping these days. More undead than living these days."


  "Safe travels," I said. "Wherever you're going."


  The strange man picked up the handles of the wooden cart and continued down the road.


  "Bring out your dead."


  "What an odd man," Charlotte said. "He confuses me."


  "You and me both." Bernard turned. "Kinda wish I was a real cleric right about now."


  "Do you think we'll run into undead?" I asked. "Skeletons creep me out."


  "Well, we're looking for monkey ghouls, so I bet there a good chance other undead might be around," Eric said. "We should be ready for anything."


  I nodded, going over calculations for spells in my mind. Finding the perfect mana spend each day might be what saved us in the game.


  How much would the magic system change as I gained levels?


  "I'd love to know too," Charlotte said.


  "Know what?" Bernard asked.


  "Nothing," Charlotte said.


  "Spider secrets aren't good for a party," Bernard said.


  "Leave her alone," I said. "She's still learning. We were talking about magic in this game."


  "Hey," Eric said. "Do you still have that healing wand you were using when we first met you?"


  "I do." Bernard reached into his robes and pulled it out. "Will it fit in the staff of the Ram?"


  "Probably," I said. "Let me try."


  Bernard handed me the wand. After a few tries, I found a slot for it.


  "It looks like I'm carrying around a broken hat-rack," I said.


  The two others laughed. Bernard lifted a foot as we rode.


  "Function over form," he said.


  "Indeed."


  We continued down the road.


  "Graveyard ahead," Bernard said.


  He pointed to the left.


  "Do the dead come out at night?" I asked.


  "No," Eric said. "I don't think so."


  "We're about to find out," Bernard said.


  He slowed his horse, so we were riding three abreast.


  "It's an odd place for a graveyard," I said.


  As we rode closer, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.


  "Guys, I've got a bad feeling about this."


  "Me too," Eric said then unsheathed his sword. "Be ready."


  The horses slowed as we approached the tall, iron gates surrounding the plot of land.


  "Why is this here in the middle of nowhere?" I asked.


  "Years ago, a few villages were located here," Bernard said.


  "What happened?" Eric asked.


  "No one knows, but the graveyard remained."


  "I see nothing," I said. "Let's ride by."


  "No," Eric said. "We should stop and check it out."


  Ugh. I sighed internally but kept calm on the outside.


  "Fine, but we shouldn't spend much time here."


  "You worry too much," Eric said then galloped off toward the gated entrance of the graveyard.


  "We should follow him," I said.


  Bernard nodded. We both took off toward Eric. As I got closer, I saw a shadowy figure standing in middle of the tombstones. The sky filled with clouds, making it darker.


  "Eric..."


  "I see him," he said.


  "Why's it looking at us?" Bernard asked.


  Eric hopped off his horse.


  "Only one way to find out."


  "We need to tie up the horses this time," I said.


  Bernard and I got down and led our rides to the iron fence surrounding the graveyard.


  "He's still not moving," Eric said. "Can you get my horse too?"


  "Sure," I said.


  After securing our mounts, I walked over to Eric as he stood in front of the gate.


  "It's not locked," he said then swung it open.


  The dark figure in tattered robes stepped forward. Piercing lights appeared where his eyes should be.


  "Is that a lich?" Bernard asked.


  "Only one way to find out for sure," Eric said.


  "Wait, Eric. Do you think we'll be able to defeat him?"


  "If we do, the loot will help us in the rest of the game," he said, sword drawn and ready.


  "Why aren't we running in fear?" Bernard asked.


  "Good question. Charlotte, you got anything?"


  "I'm afraid, Kali. This doesn't look good," she said.


  "Why do you disturb me?" the creature hissed.


  I followed Eric as he stepped into the graveyard. The gate swung shut behind us, squeaking then crashing as it closed and locked.


  "All of you killed my father. Prepare to die..."


  The lich inched forward, arms raised.
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  The Inconceivably Botched Ambush


   


   


  ERIC


   


  As the lich walked forward, I wondered if we had bit off more than we could chew. When the creature tripped on a twig and fell on his face, I had second thoughts.


  The clouds overhead cleared, allowing the sun to shine once again.


  "Hold on," the lich said as it got to its feet. "That's better. Where were we?"


  "You were about to die," I said.


  Sarah stood to my left. Bernard and his trusty mace were on my right.


  Do liches drain levels in Tower of Gates?


  My thoughts switched to ways we might defeat the evil undead facing us.


  "It's casting a spell," Bernard said.


  "Get him," I yelled as I ran forward.


  The lich finished casting and sent four golden bolts flying toward me.


  
    Four golden bolts HIT you for 8 damage.


    You have 65(73) health remaining.

  


  Golden Bolts? From a powerful lich? Something's not right...


  "Drop your items here as a tribute, and you will not die," it said.


  I moved forward. Three steps before reaching the lich, it yelled out, "Now."


  An arrow whizzed past by face. I saw Sylvar emerge from behind an old, stone tomb.


  "What's going on?" Bernard asked.


  "That's no lich," I said.


  Another arrow flew by, hitting Sarah.


  "Ow," she said.


  "Get Sylvar," I said as I rushed toward the fake-lich.


  My new magic sword came down in an arch, hitting him on the shoulder.


  
    Your slash INJURES Rizzo the Red for 11 damage

  


  I knew it.


  Rizzo turned and ran, giving me another opportunity to strike.


  
    Your stab HITS Rizzo the Red for 8 damage

  


  He's still not going down?


  As I took off after him, two black bears along with an even larger grizzly bear growled in Sylvar's direction. I turned and saw all three bears coming toward Bernard.


  "I've got this," Sarah said. "Go after the lich."


  She still thought it was a lich? Maybe Rizzo had cast a spell or was using magic?


  I jumped and brought down my sword again on the ill-armored wizard.


  
    Your slash HITS Rizzo the Red for 8 damage

  


  Why's he not going down? Regeneration or something?


  He turned and cast a spell. Ringing noises surrounded my head.


  I dropped my sword and put my hands to my ears. The piercing sound continued.


  As I stood immobilized, Rizza the Red cast another spell. Two of the familiar flaming discs of lava pummeled me.


  
    The Lava Discs INJURE you for 14 damage.


    You have 51(73) health remaining

  


  The ringing around my head continued. I took a deep breath then grabbed my sword from the ground. Another four Golden Bolts struck me in the chest.


  
    The Golden Bolts GRAZE you for 6 damage


    You have 45(73) health remaining

  


  The ringing sound continued in my ears. I screamed and charged forward.


  Rizzo the Red ducked, but he wasn't quick enough. My sword connected.


  
    Your pierce INJURES Rizzo the Red for 12 damage


    Rizzo the Red is dead!

  


  Rizzo the Red fell to the ground with a whimper. Immediately after, a bear claw knocked me over.


  
    The Grizzly Bear's claw GRAZES you for 6 damage


    You have 39(73) health remaining.

  


  I turned and thrust the magic sword into the bear.


  
    Your thrust INJURES the grizzly bear for 11 damage


    The Grizzly Bear is Dead!

  


  He must've been hurt already.


  I turned and saw Bernard surrounded by wolves. Sylvar continued shooting arrows at Sarah as she attempted to cast a spell. He interrupted her each time.


  "Death to all weasels," I yelled as I leaped over the bear's body.


  Should I help Sarah or Bernard?


  One of the smaller black bears noticed me and charged forward on four legs.


  I stopped and braced myself, sword at the ready. When the bear reached me, I swung.


  
    Your slash INJURES the grizzly bear for 11 damage


    The black bear's claw GRAZES you for 6 damage


    The black bear's claw HITS you for 8 damage


    You have 25(73) health remaining.

  


  "You can still give up, Sylvar," I yelled as I stepped back before swinging.


  
    Your stab INJURES the brown bear for 11 damage

  


  Several flaming discs of lava flew past me and caught the bear on fire. It growled in pain and ran away, fanning the flames before it fell ten or twenty feet away.


  I turned and saw Sylvar take out a sword and grin.


  "Are you fools ready to die?" he asked.


  He cackled. I charged forward, using the last of my strength.


  Half-a-dozen wolves surrounded Bernard, but he would have to help himself.


  
    Your slash HITS Sylvar for 9 damage

  


  "That all you got?" he yelled then thrust.


  
    Sylvar's blade HITS you for 9 damage


    You have 16(73) health remaining.

  


  Sylvar dropped his sword and clutched his ears.


  I attacked with two slashes one after another as he screamed.


  
    Your slash HITS Sylvar.for 8 damage


    Your slash HITS Sylvar.for 8 damage


    Sylvar is dead!


     


    Alignment: -60


    Killing players with this sword is a very evil act.


    Your Alignment is now -15 (Breaking Bad)

  


  Penalty for self-defense? That’s not fair. With the last of my energy, I turned to see Bernard and Sarah battling the last two wolves.


  I thought about helping, but a couple good bites would take me down.


  "You got this," I yelled in support.


  The final wolf let out a yelp then fell to the ground.


  
    Combat is over!


    You receive 13,600 xp divided by three party members


    You get +4,533 xp


    Welcome to level 6, Bounty Hunter!

  


  looked around at all the dead wolves.


  "Everyone okay?" I asked.


  "Barely," Sarah said.


  After Bernard lifted his mace in the air, I turned my attention to Sylvar's body.


  "I've got Rizzo's corpse," Sarah said as she walked over to where he had fallen.


  "Keep an eye out, Bernard," I said then bent to the body in front of me.


  I grabbed his pouch full of gold and gems. Maybe his bowstring will work on Sarah's bow.


  "Guys, I've found something," she called out.


  "What is it?" I asked as I stood.


  Bernard met me by her and Rizzo's lifeless body.


  "They finished the last part of the quest for us," she said.


  I looked over at the bad she'd opened on the ground.


  "Monkey ghoul brains? How do you know?" I asked.


  "Lucky guess, but watch this..."


  She picked the bag up.


  
    Your Quest is Completed!


    +2,000 xp divided by party members


    You get +667 xp


    You now have 23,911 experience points

  


  "They were obviously trying to get the rest of the items for the Dawn Acid from us," I said.


  "And they failed," Bernard said then fell to the ground.


  I rushed over.


  "Has his wand of healing charged yet?" I asked.


  "No, but I've been saving a potion."


  While low on health, he needed it more than me.


  "Give it to him," I said.


  "Hold on a second."


  She removed the bag from her shoulder and dug inside.


  "Here it is."


  I watched as she poured the precious liquid down Bernard's throat.


  He sat up and coughed. The color returned to his face.


  "You okay?" I asked, patting him on the shoulder.


  He nodded.


  "Yeah, I think I’m poisoned. An arrow maybe?"


  "Knowing them, probably," I said.


  "We've got one more of those too," Charlotte said.


  "Save it for Eric," Bernard said. "He'll need it later."


  "Quit," I said to him then glanced at Sarah. "You have one?"


  She nodded.


  "I was saving it for you."


  Maybe she cares about me?


  "Give it to him. I'll be careful."


  "You better."


  She handed another potion to Bernard. He quaffed it in a single gulp then burped.


  "That's what I'm talking about," he said then smiled.


  We checked the other bodies and found several potions and more gold and gems. Rizzo the Red had a platinum ring on a finger of his left hand. I pulled it off.


  "I don't have enough mana to check them, but I can do it in the morning," she said.


  "That's fine. We all need to rest."


  "Away from here," Bernard said. "This place will be even creepier at night."


  "Creatures will come for the bodies too," I said. "We'll camp near Top Henge and hope the monkey ghouls don't respawn."


  "I've still got to mix all these crazy ingredients too," Sarah said.


  We left the graveyard and evil dead behind.


  "Did you two get the negative alignment points?" Bernard asked.


  "Yeah," I said. "We must fix that, but for now our main goal is to find Magi Inyontoo and destroy the Cursed Pendant of Visions."


  "I don't want to be evil," Charlotte stated as we rode.


  "We won’t be," Sarah assured her.


  An hour later, we broke camp a few hundred feet away from the road. We'd killed Sylvar and Rizzo the Red, but who knew what other dangers lurked just out of sight.


  "What next?" Sarah asked as we sat around a roaring fire.


  The horses stood tied to a tree nearby.


  "You know what's next," I said.


  "I do, but where's Magi Inyontoo going to be? He probably sent those other player characters after us somehow. Now that they're gone, will he come at us?"


  "Probably not," I said. "We must find him somehow."


  "Exactly. That's why I said what next."


  I glanced across the fire at her.


  "We'll figure it out," I said. "This game hasn't been able to stop us yet."


  "Don't tempt it," Bernard said as if it were a living entity to fear.


  I chuckled, remembering how we'd met him so many days earlier.


  "What?" Bernard asked.


  "I was just remembering how we met you, and how far we've come," I said.


  "And yet it feels like this next segment of the quest will be the hardest yet."


  "We've got at least one new magic item." I smiled to reassure her. "Magi Inyontoo is powerful, but together we can defeat him."


  All three of us fell silent until Bernard spoke up.


  "You know what? I kinda miss talking in-character."


  Sarah patted the Staff of the Ram on the ground in front of her.


  "I'm not getting rid of this."


  "No, it's just...I don't know. Talking OOC with you two, I've thought about home."


  "We should talk about everything we know so far about the game," I said.


  "No, not tonight. I'm tired." Sarah stood. "Good night, you two."


  "G'night, Kali," Bernard said then smiled.


  I called up my stats to go over them while Bernard curled up next to the fire.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Drexmao ("Drex")


    Race: Human (Special)


    Class: Rogue -> Bounty Hunter


    Level: 6


    Experience Points: 23,911 (11,089 for next level)


    Alignment: -15 (Breaking Bad)


    Health: 16(89)


     


    Strength: 85 (+20%) (+10 magic amulet)


    Dexterity: 75 (+10%)


    Constitution: 70 (+5%)


    Intelligence: 75 (+10%)


    Wisdom: 55 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  
    > Stats skills


    Your Current Skills


    Black Market Connections – Basic Level 4 of 10


    Dodge – Basic Level 2 of 10


    Monster Lore – Basic Level 5 of 10


    Weapon Craft – Blades - Basic Level 8 of 10


    Climbing – Advanced Level 1 of 5 (+5 basic levels w/Ring of Spider Climbing


    Stealth - Basic Level 4 of 10


    Create Item - Basic Level 1 of 10


    Identify Item – Basic Level 7 of 10


    Language: Human, Common


    Sense Motive – Basic Level 6 of 10


    Bargaining – Basic Level 3 of 10

  


  Maybe Sarah will let me help create the Dawn Acid to increase my skill level. Crafting new items in the game world would be very cool. I closed my eyes and fell asleep.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 36 ::::>


   


   


  Please Don’t Spill the Acid, Guys


   


   


  SARAH


   


  I woke in the morning with a stiff neck and sore back.


  At least we're not being attacked, I thought as I pulled up my stats.


  
    > Stats


    Name: Kali Tracaryn


    Race: Elf


    Class: Wizard -> Warlock


    Level: 5


    XP: 23,874 (11,126 for next level)


     


    Alignment: 0 (True Neutral)


     


    HEALTH: 28 (28)


    MANA: 104 (104)


     


    Strength: 72 (+10%)


    Dexterity: 96 (+35%)


    Constitution: 52 (+0%)


    Intelligence: 93 (+30%)


    Wisdom: 43 (+0%)


    Charisma: 44 (+0%)

  


  I also went over my spell list to think of new ways to use them in combination, especially the ones I'd recently added.


  
    > Stats Spells


    



    Spells: Level One


    



    Fish Slaying (1mp) - Slay fish in 10' radius per level of caster.


    Golden Bolts (2mp per bolt up to 4+ lvl of caster) Each bolt dows 1d4 damage.


    Glorified Cloaks of Bronze (2mp per armor adjustment up to 4+ lvl of caster)


    Ladder of Dwarven Earth - (2mp per cubic foot of magic dirt created. Lasts 10 minutes per level of caster.


    Identify – (5mp) Identify magic items.


    Shut the Front Door – (2mp) – Close and seal a door. Portal receives 10hp per level of caster and will stay sealed until it takes that much damage. Even the caster cannot unseal this door. It's shut.


    Conjure Bronze – (2mp) – Need one gold coin to create one bronze coin. Prerequisite for higher level spells.


    



    New Level One Spells:


    



    Future Spell of the Keen Lanterns – 2mp - Cause an object to glow with light.


    



    Spells: Level Two


    



    Snares of Dust (3mp) – Clouds of dust particles rise in the air, often rendering a person unable to do anything other than cough and stumble away. More mana may be used for more dust.


    Mystic Therapy –(10np) – Target heals 1d10 damage.


    Cloud of Marvelous Sound [Uncommon] – (15mp) – A cloud of sound surrounds your enemies, disorienting them. One foot radius per level of caster.


    



    New Level Two Spells:


    



    Become Unknowable Humanoid – 25mp – Target becomes an unknowable humanoid creature of roughly the same size and shape. Effects last 1 day per level of caster or until dispelled.


    



    Spells: Level Three:


    



    Divine Arrow of Energy [Rare] – (25mp) – send a blue energy bean up to one hundred feet per level of caster. The person hit heals 1d50 damage, regains 1d50 mana (if applicable), and receives a +10% to-hit bonus. Caster may not be the target of this spell.


    Shooting Discs of Lava – 5mp per disc. Each disc deals 1d6 fire damage.


    



    New Level Three Spells:


    



    Blessed Webs of Gold – 5mp per target - +1 to hit and +1 damage per 5mp up to 1 + level of caster


    



    (Choose One Level Four Spell)


    



    Deathly Heat Bolt – 20mp per bolt. Each bolt does 1d10 heat damage. Up to 1+ level of caster bolts. Target begins stripping off clothes and armor to cool down.


    Charm of Thought – 40mp – Charm a person. The higher their intelligence, the harder to charm.


    The Shackle of Courage (fear) – 40mp – Everyone in area of affect must save vs fear or run.


    The Blessed Calling of the Sacred Gnomes – 50mp – Fix any mechanical item.


    Kill Foul Fish – 40mp – Bring dead fish back to life. 10-foot radius per level of caster


    Hypnotise Barbarian – 40mp – Hypnotize a Barbarian down from a rampage.


    Prismatic Balls of Alertness – 25mp – Target has improved perception for 1 hour per level of caster.


    Touch of Wondrous Thieving – 100mp – Touch a person and steal any item. This is considered an evil act and will result in -10 alignment each time used.


    



    ToG Tip: At level six, you will gain one fifth level spell, and one more spell of each lower level.

  


  I choose Charm of Thought because we were sneaking into the Forbidden Kingdom, and it might come in handy.


  "Are you okay, Kali?" Charlotte asked as she crawled onto my shoulder.


  "Yeah. Going over these new spells. How do you feel?"


  "Different," she said. "Smarter, maybe?"


  I smiled.


  "Are you ready to help me mix these ingredients?"


  "I don't think we'll be able to do it out here in the wilderness, Kali."


  "Oh? Is it complicated?"


  "I'm not sure, but the fact it's been so difficult to gather the ingredients, I assume it will be even more difficult to mix them."


  "Good point," I said.


  I got to my feet as Eric and Bernard stirred next to the fire.


  "Up and at 'em, boys," I said. "We've got a long day ahead."


  Eric moaned.


  "Five more minutes?" he asked.


  Bernard sat up and stretched.


  "Come on, Eric. It's a good day. We've vanquished our foes, and we're on a roll."


  "Did you level-up yesterday, Bernard?" I asked.


  He nodded and smiled.


  Eric sat up and yawned.


  "We've got company, Kali," Charlotte said from my shoulder.


  Uh oh. What now?


  "Where?" I asked.


  "Look up."


  I raised my head to the sky and saw a dragon pass overhead.


  "Was that what I thought it was?" Bernard asked as he stood.


  "There's no way we're fighting this," I said.


  "I agree, Kali."


  Eric got to his feet. I continued staring in the sky as the dragon circled, preparing to land.


  "Doesn't look like it’ll attack," Bernard said.


  "No, but we should still be ready." Eric turned. "You got any new dragon-busting spells?"


  "Maybe," I said then pointed to the nearby field. "But look."


  The mages of the Four Towers climbed off an intricate saddle on the dragon's back and waved in our direction. I smiled and ran over to them. They reminded me of home.


  "Well met, travelers," Ferris said as I approached.


  Eric and Bernard followed behind.


  "What are you doing here?" I asked. "Everything okay?"


  "Everything is fine," Ferris said.


  "For now," Sherlock added.


  Thom smiled and nodded his head, blissfully unaware. Aaron looked on in silence.


  "We came to check on you," Ferris continued.


  "They tried to ambush us, but we're okay," Bernard said.


  "Who are they?" Sherlock asked.


  "This mage named Rizzo the Red and an elf ranger who calls himself Sylvar. We killed them both," Eric said.


  "They were working with Magi Inyontoo," I said. "We had no other choice, but we got hit with an alignment penalty."


  "Yeah, this sword gave me another one on top of it," Eric said.


  Sherlock frowned and shook his head.


  "Be careful. If you fall to far down the dark path, we may end up enemies."


  "That would never happen," I said. "We had to protect ourselves."


  "Violence isn't always the way," Sherlock said.


  "But we're glad you're okay," Thom added.


  "Have you retrieved all the items for making Dawn Acid?" Ferris asked.


  I nodded.


  "But I haven't mixed it yet."


  Thom laughed.


  "You won't be able to do that here without the right equipment," he said.


  "Go to Mednia. They will have everything you need," Sherlock said.


  "Thanks. Is that why you came to see us?" I asked.


  "No," he said, stroking his grey beard. "We've found out where Magi Inyontoo is hiding."


  "Yeah? Where?" Eric asked.


  "The Forbidden Kingdom of Goblins," Ferris said. "It won’t be easy to get in there undetected."


  "I picked up Become Unknowable Humanoids," I said then smiled.


  "Good, good," Sherlock said. "You’ll need that and more."


  The red dragon in the field roared impatiently.


  "Hold on," Ferris snapped, waving his arm behind him.


  "Wiley is the best, isn't he?" Thom asked.


  I nodded.


  "He's cute."


  "And dangerous," Eric said. "The skin on my back is still peeling."


  Thom laughed. Sherlock shook his head. Ferris walked back to the dragon.


  "We need to go, but you know your destination now," Sherlock said. "Safe travels."


  "Can you give us a ride?" Bernard asked.


  Thom laughed again.


  "No," Sherlock said. "We can't risk riding the dragon over the rest of the realms, but we wanted to talk with you before we left the Grabisco Isles."


  "Where are you going?" Eric asked.


  "To the many islands south of here," Sherlock said.


  "It's a higher level of the game," Thom added.


  Sherlock shot him a nasty stare while Aaron looked on in the background.


  "Thanks for everything," I said. "You've helped us so much."


  "Maybe you'll repay us someday," Thom said.


  Sherlock punched him in the arm.


  "Careful, Thom. Loose lips sink ships. They can't know about the prophecy yet."


  "The prophecy?" I asked.


  "Not even Munsee and the Underground?" Thom asked.


  Sherlock sighed and shook his head.


  "We should get going," Aaron said.


  "Yes, yes..." Sherlock turned around, oaken staff in hand. "Be careful, adventurers, the end of your quest will be perilous."


  Thom stood staring at us a moment then waved before walking away. I watched as they climbed atop the dragon. As soon as they were on board, it crouched down then leaped into the air.


  After breakfast and discussion, our party of three went to Mednia and create the Dawn Acid. I wasn't sure how we would even carry it if it were so powerful.


  We made small talk during the journey east, but each of us were caught up in our own thoughts. I hoped completion of the first quest would allow us to quit the game.


  Somehow, I didn't think the game would let us go so easily.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  A couple days later, we reached Mednia. It cost us a thousand gold for a high-level alchemist to mix the ingredients for Dawn Acid. While almost all our savings, I wanted it done right.


  Theor the gnome known for mixing items, delivered it to us in a clay jug two-feet tall. As we stared at it in the middle of his shop in downtown Mednia, I wondered how we would transport it.


  "Make sure you don't drop it," Theor said. "It's dangerous."


  "How dangerous?" Bernard asked.


  "More than you want to find out." Theor chuckled. "Now, about my payment..."


  "We've got your gold," I said.


  "Hold on, hold on." He held up his hands. "I know I said a thousand gold, but it turned out to be harder than I originally thought."


  Eric shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest.


  "No," he said.


  "What do you mean, no?" Theor dropped his arms to his sides. "I can't unmake it now."


  "How much do you want?" I asked. "We're not looking for trouble."


  Theor grinned.


  "It's not money I'm after."


  "What do you want?" Eric asked bluntly. "We don't have time for this."


  "That hat rack you're carrying around," Theor said. "How about you throw that in? I can fit it and use it."


  "It's not a hat rack," I said, tightening my grip on the Staff of the Ram.


  "No deal," Eric said. "We'll give you more gold."


  "How much more?" Theor asked.


  Eric sighed then walked over to the gnome and put his hand on his shoulder.


  "Let's go talk a moment," he said.


  We're already leaning toward evil. He better not do anything.


  I watched closely as Eric and Theor talked back and forth across the room.


  They walked back over a minute later.


  "Well?" I asked.


  Theor smiled.


  "We've got a deal."


  I looked at Eric.


  "What are we giving him?"


  "Eight—hundred gold," he said.


  My head moved back and my forehead scrunched up.


  "Huh?" I looked at Theor. "You're okay with this agreement?"


  The gnome alchemist nodded as he wiped his hands on his once-white apron.


  "Let's go," Eric said. "Is the wagon outside?"


  Bernard nodded.


  "Ready to go."


  The two of them picked up the clay pot and carefully carried it outside. I followed behind.


  "What happened in there?" I asked.


  "I bargained with him," Eric said. "No biggie."


  "Did you lose more alignment points?"


  "Yeah, but it was worth it."


  He grinned. I sighed and shook my head.


  "Sherlock and the others warned us. We can't turn evil."


  "I'm already a little bit evil," Eric said. "What's a bit more?"


  "Seriously?"


  "Hey," Bernard said. "We got the Dawn Acid. Let's not fight, okay?"


  "I'm not fighting, but we need to talk about this," I said.


  "Not now, okay?" Eric hopped into the back of the wagon. "Help me tie this down."


  Bernard climbed in after him.


  "They're ignoring you, Kali," Charlotte said.


  "I can see."


  After securing our precious and dangerous cargo, Eric hopped out of the wagon.


  "What?" he asked as I stared at him.


  "This is now how I want to play the game. We're the good guys."


  He sighed, a frown settling on his unshaven face. The scar made him look even more dangerous.


  "Are we done?" he asked.


  "Whatever," I said then walked to the front of our wagon.


  "Come on, you two," Bernard pleaded. "Let's not fight. We're doing good."


  "We're Breaking Bad is what we're doing," I said as I climbed aboard.


  "The original television show is way better than the reboot," Bernard said.


  "No way, man," Eric said. "The new one is the best."


  "It doesn't matter," I snapped. "Can we go? Please?"


  After they climbed in the back, I snapped the reins. Our three horses pulled the wagon toward the gates of the city. I expected more from Eric, but they were two rogues.


  "It'll be fine," Charlotte said. "I love you, Kali."


  "Love you too," I mumbled.


  My spider familiar sensed my mood and stopped talking. I heard Eric and Bernard in the back, laughing and talking.


  "Be careful with that acid," I called back as we continued down the street. "The road will get bumpier outside of town."


  "We've got it," Eric called out.


  Did he, though? I wasn't sure. Had the game changed him or was I learning more about him because we were spending so much time together? Either way, I didn't like what he was becoming.


   


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


   


  Before entering the Forbidden Kingdom, we stopped in Esterhollow to check on their progress. I also wanted to find Evan and Ewen to ask them to join our party again.


  Maybe they've changed their minds, I thought as we approached the ruins being rebuilt. On the outskirts of the new town, several soldiers stopped us. I glanced over at Eric.


  "Well met," he said. "We’re here to check on the progress of Esterhollow."


  "It's doing just fine," a soldier with purple on his chest-plate said. "What's a bunch of crooks and killers like you want here?"


  "Excuse me?" Eric shook his head in disbelief. "Crooks and killers?"


  "We've heard of your exploits," he said.


  "Yeah? And who are you?" Eric demanded.


  "I'm Kiern," he said. "And who are you?"


  Eric held his head high as he sat next to me on the wagon.


  "Drex, the one who slayed Snargao."


  "That was you?" Kiern asked.


  Eric nodded proudly.


  "You look different from what I imagined," he said. "But welcome. We'll let Captain Rathgar know you're here."


  "Is he here?" I asked.


  Kiern nodded.


  "He's been running the show here."


  "We'd love to meet with him," Bernard said.


  "That will be arranged," Kiern said. "Welcome to Esterhollow."


  He stepped aside along with the other men. We rode past them and into the burgeoning town.


  "They're really coming along," Bernard noted from the back as he looked out the front.


  "Yeah," I said, noticing a sign that read, "Sign-Up to Fight Today."


  "Cheer up," Eric said. "We're doing good."


  "We were, but I want to be heroes not outlaws."


  "It's just a game," he said. "Chill out."


  "Look," Bernard said, pointing toward the clearing in the center of the ruins.


  Dozens of tents had been set-up as temporary shelter for the villagers and soldiers. A big bonfire crackled as we approached. Captain Rathgar noticed us and walked over.


  I stopped the horses as he approached.


  "Well met," Eric said.


  Captain Rathgar laughed.


  "I didn't expect to see you three again."


  "Yeah, thanks for taking our war wagon," Eric said.


  I nudged him with my elbow.


  "We're at war, son, and we need everything we've got to destroy the goblins once and for all." He turned around to a group of men and woman and lifted his fist. "Right?"


  They cheered, agreeing with him.


  Did everyone get a testosterone boost?


  He turned around to face us.


  "And how did your quest go?"


  "We've got the Dawn Acid," Eric said.


  "That's fantastic," Captain Rathgar said. "We should celebrate your victory."


  "Our quest isn’t finished yet," I said. "We've still got to find and destroy the Cursed Pendant of Visions."


  "You don’t plan on doing that tonight, do you?" he asked then laughed.


  The people behind him joined in the laughter.


  "No," I said. "But it's too early for celebration. We've got to enter the Forbidden Kingdom."


  Captain Rathgar and the others quieted down. He walked over to the wagon.


  "You're going to the Forbidden Kingdom?" he asked.


  I nodded.


  "Yeah. Why?"


  He laughed, causing the others to do the same.


  "What's so funny?" Eric demanded.


  Captain Rathgar shook his head.


  "You three are something else. How do you propose two humans and an elf sneak into the Forbidden Kingdom?"


  "We've got a plan," I said, not offering details.


  I wasn't sure if we could trust the man completely.


  "You have a plan, do you?"


  He laughed again.


  "And I suppose you’ll need our help with this plan of yours?" he asked.


  I shook my head.


  "Nope. We've got it covered."


  He stared up at me and nodded his head solemnly.


  "Very well," he said. "But tonight, we celebrate."


  I turned to Eric and whispered, "This isn't a good idea."


  "We'll be fine," he said.


  "One of us has to watch this Dawn Acid at all times."


  "You worry too much," Eric said then stood.


  He climbed over me then hopped out of the wagon.


  "Let's go eat," he said, putting his arm around Captain Rathgar.


  The captain of the guard chuckled again, obviously already well on his way to inebriated.


  I glanced at Bernard. He stared at me like a teenager wanting to go out with his friends.


  "Go," I said with a sigh. "But be careful and don't get too drunk."


  "Thanks," he said then scrambled off the wagon.


  I watched as he hurried after Eric and Captain Rathgar as they walked away with their arms around each other's shoulders. We've come this far. They better not screw up.


  After finding a secluded spot for the wagon, I got into the back and opened my spell books to study. Hope for the best but prepare for the worst had gotten me far in the game.


  When Eric and Bernard still hadn't shown up after a few hours, I asked Charlotte to keep watch while I rested. She agreed. I closed my eyes, hoping for good dreams.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 37 ::::>


   


   


  Entering the Forbidden Kingdom


   


   


  ERIC


   


   


  We spent a week in Esterhollow preparing. Sarah finally repaired her bow, and we bought an entire city block in Esterhollow. Captain Rathgar gladly accepted the last of our gold.


  Although we weren't sure if we would stay in the area after completing our first major quest, I figured it was better to be safe rather than sorry. The gold would also help the city rebuild.


  Before we left, Sarah cast her illusion spell, turning us into goblins. All the way from Esterhollow to the land-bridge leading to Castle Chang, I still wasn’t fully accustomed to being a goblin.


  Horses would've made the journey easier, but we'd look out of place riding horses in the land of goblins and hobgoblins. We needed to blend in if we wanted to survive.


  "This is it," Sarah said as we stopped on the land-bridge leading to Castle Chang.


  "Yep," I said. "Are you two ready?"


  Bernard shook his head no but said, "Yes."


  "Ready as I'll ever be," Sarah said.


  "I'm ready too," Charlotte added.


  "Keep that spider quiet," I said. "We don't want to give ourselves away."


  "I have a name," Charlotte said.


  She's picking up Sarah's personality, I noted to myself.


  "The point is, we want everyone speaking goblin or hobgoblin."


  "It's you and me then," Sarah said.


  "Exactly. Let's do this."


  I walked toward the castle. Hobgoblin archers stood atop the walls, looking down as we passed. At the gate, two guards stopped us.


  "Where do you think you're going?" one asked.


  "On our way to Taowutang then Changtao," I said.


  "Your accent's funny," he said. "Why were you in the human lands?"


  "We were scouting," Sarah said.


  The hobgoblin guard grinned.


  "We will rule the realms soon," he said.


  I nodded and smiled.


  "That still doesn't tell us why you're going to Changtao. If you're scouts, why are you heading to the slums?"


  "It's a secret mission," Sarah said. "We're in a hurry."


  "Things are moving quickly these days," the guard said. "Carry on."


  As we turned to leave, a goblin wearing a squire's outfit ran up.


  "Let's get out of here," I mumbled.


  "Hold on," the guard yelled. "Unless you have papers for whatever mission you were on, you're needed here. There's a battle brewing for Esterhollow. We’ll make that land ours once and for all."


  "Needed here?" I asked.


  He grinned evilly.


  "Yeah, we need fodder for the front lines."


  "That won’t work for us," Sarah said.


  Everyone present turned to look at her.


  "What're you talking about?" the hobgoblin asked.


  She waved her hands in front of her face three times.


  "We aren't the goblins you're looking for," she said firmly.


  Like that’ll work. The force is surely not with us.


  "Hold on," the guard said. "These aren't the goblins we're looking for."


  "You should send us away," Sarah said, still staring into the hobgoblin's eyes.


  "Get out of here before I change my mind," the guard said.


  The goblin squire cocked his head to the side and looked up at the guard.


  "Let's go," I said, walking away.


  When we made it out of ear-shot, I turned to Sarah.


  "Did you just do what I think you did?"


  "New spell," she said then smiled.


  "Maybe this will be easier than we thought," I said.


  Bernard shook his head as we walked north toward the other edge of the island.


  "You don't think so?" I asked.


  "I'm just saying, the more important thing is that the goblins are amassing a new army to fight Esterhollow."


  "Yeah..."


  I frowned.


  "Should we go back and warn them?" he asked.


  "No, we need to finish this quest."


  "I agree," Sarah said. "We're too close to get sidetracked."


  "And if we take out Magi Inyontoo and the Cursed Pendant of Visions, who's to say things don't get better throughout the realm."


  Bernard nodded.


  We continued walking toward the north end of the island. The only map we had of the Forbidden Kingdom had been provided by the four mages, and it wasn't the greatest.


  I knew we had to cross two islands before going to a bigger island, but beyond that we were flying blind. Once we got closer, the game would probably give us clues.


  At least that was how most games worked. If I'd learned anything from Tower of Gates, it was that the game wasn't like any others I'd ever played.
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  Later that evening, after walking all day, we arrived at a half-dozen brick buildings.


  "Are we staying here for the night?" Bernard asked.


  "Yeah, I'm tired," Sarah said.


  I shook my head.


  "We should cross tonight. If that spell you cast on the guard wears off or something, I want to to be as far away as possible."


  "You're right," she said, surprising me.


  "Let me barter for the cost of the ferry across the channel. I need to practice my skill, and we don't have a lot of copper pieces with us."


  "Do your thing," Sarah said.


  "And remember to keep the magic to a minimum, okay? We don't want to draw attention to ourselves."


  "I just hope no one casts dispel magic and blows our cover."


  "We need to be ready for anything. It's time we smartened up."


  "Like not running to harvest giant bee hives?" Sarah asked.


  "Come on," I said. "Let's go."


  We walked three abreast into the town. The brick road was well maintained, almost better quality than we'd seen in Mednia and Westwood. Had they hired gnomes to do the work?


  Three of the buildings we passed were barracks. Goblins and hobgoblins both were everywhere. Near the water's edge, I saw a dock jutting out into the murky water.


  I quickened my pace and walked ahead of the other two. My hobgoblin appearance and armor would help us get a good rate on crossing the channel in a hurry.


  At the end of the wooden dock, I stopped and looked around.


  "No one's here," I said as I turned to the other two.


  "We should just steal the barge and cross," Bernard said.


  "No," Sarah said. "We're already on the path to evil."


  "I was just kidding."


  "Let's head back and see if we can find someone," I said.


  We walked down the dock. Before we reached the end, a drunken goblin stumbled toward us.


  "Hey-ho, hey-ho, the nasty humans have got to go," he said, slurring all his words.


  "Are you the ferry captain?" I asked.


  The goblin looked up and stopped a few feet away.


  "Who's asking?"


  "Me," I said.


  "And who are you?"


  The one who slayed Snargao, I thought.


  "No one important, but we're willing to pay for passage."


  "You'll pay alright," he said then stumbled forward. "Follow me."


  "Can he get us across?" Sarah whispered.


  "I heard that," he called over his shoulder. "If you know of another ferry, go take it."


  "No," I said, following him. "We want the best, and that's you from what I've heard."


  The goblin laughed.


  "You're a slick one from the cities of humans, aren't you?"


  Had the illusion worn off early?


  "What do you mean?" I asked.


  "You're trying to charm me," he said. "I get it."


  "No, no, not at all." I stepped forward and patted him on the shoulder. "Stories of your service are known all over the realm."


  He laughed then shook his head.


  "You're full of it, but I'll take you. I'm surprised they didn't recruit you into the new army."


  "We're on a special mission," Sarah said.


  I shot her a nasty look.


  "Oh?" the goblin turned to look at her. "What mission?"


  "It's none of your business," I said. "We're under orders."


  "From Magi Inyontoo? He's the one calling all the shots now."


  "Yes," I said. "He sent us to scout the human lands for the next attack."


  "No charge for the service, then." The goblin stepped onto his barge. "Name's Gizgar."


  "Good to meet you, Giznar."


  I didn't give him our names because we hadn't thought up goblin names before we left. Yet another mistake. How had we survived so long in the game?


  Giznar watched as we stepped aboard his barge. He belched long and loud before pushing off from the docks. We floated out into the channel.


  "What are you waiting for?" he asked. "Get to rowing."


  He pointed to a pile of wooden oars in the center of the barge.


  We were tired from walking all day, but we sat on benches and rowed the barge further out into the water. I saw the faint lights from a city in the distance.


  As we got closer to the other side, a few buildings came into view. I could barely see them in the darkness, but the lights went up a few stories.


  I glanced over at Sarah on the other side of the barge. She raised her eyebrows and smiled as if to say, "This is not fun." We both looked away.


  After a few more minutes of rowing, I noticed the city slipping further to the south. Had we gotten off-course somehow? I looked up front and saw Giznar asleep.


  "Hey," I called out. "Aren't you supposed to be guiding us?"


  When he didn't stir, I stopped rowing and walked over to him.


  "Is he okay?" Sarah asked.


  "Bernard, get to the other side and keep rowing. We need to correct our course."


  "Sure thing," he said.


  I stood down and tapped Giznar on the side of his head. He didn't move.


  "You okay, buddy?" I asked, shaking his arm.


  I checked his pulse. Still alive.


  "He's passed out drunk," I said as I turned to the others.


  "Really? He didn't look that drunk."


  I shrugged my shoulders. So much about the game made little sense. Was that the point?


  "We'll tie his barge up at the docks once we get across," I said.


  "I hope we find somewhere good to sleep," Sarah said. "I'm so tired."


  "Let me take that. You go guide us up front."


  "Are you sure?" she asked.


  I nodded.


  "Yeah, I got it."


  She stood then moved to the front of the long, flat barge.


  I sat down and picked up the oar. The rest of the way, I stared at Sarah as she stood next to Giznar's sleeping body. None of us did much talking.


  When we reached the other side of the channel, I saw several docks.


  "To the left," Sarah said. "I see a spot we can dock."


  We tied the barge up then left a pile of thirty copper pieces next to Giznar.
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  "Finally," Sarah said.


  Bernard nodded.


  "We're on the right path," he said.


  "Let's go find a room for the night," I said. "Tomorrow, we can find passage to the west."


  "I wonder why that guard called Changtao the slums," Sarah said.


  "Well, I've never been in the Forbidden Kingdom," Bernard said. "Your guess is as good as mine."


  At the end of the dock, we reached a wide cobblestone street. Three-story buildings were everywhere we looked. Everything looked fresh and new which was odd for what I knew about goblins.


  We walked two blocks, stopping outside The Prancing Man. I looked at the other two. Everyone looked tired.


  "This look okay to you two?" I asked.


  Sarah yawned.


  "If they have beds, I don't care."


  "Hopefully they have something open," I said as I opened the front door.


  Inside, we were greeted by a well-lit room full of hobgoblins. All of them turned to check us out as we entered. I once again felt like our illusion had faded without us knowing.


  They all went back to their business as we walked across the room toward a long bar on the far side. I sat down on a stool. Sarah and Bernard took seats on either side of me.


  A well-endowed female goblin wandered over and smiled. Tattoos covered her hairless head.


  "Can I help you three?" she asked.


  "We're looking for a room," I said.


  "Just one? We don't rent 'em by the hour."


  "Yes, just one," Sarah said. "We have little money."


  "Why do you let your servant talk for you?" the barkeep asked.


  I tilted my head to the side as I stared at her.


  "Sorry," Sarah said as she elbowed me.


  Oh, yeah. I'm the hobgoblin. They must have some sort of pecking order.


  "They'll be punished," I said. "And you will too if you don't hurry and get us a room."


  I tossed a handful of copper coins onto the bar.


  "Will that cover it?"


  She glanced down at the half-dozen coins. A smile spread over her face.


  "More than enough."


  "Can you make sure we're not disturbed? We'll be leaving early in the morning."


  "Not a problem." She scooped up the coins. "The rooms are upstairs on the third floor. You're in number thirteen. We serve breakfast in the morning around sunup."


  "Great," I said then turned to the other two. "Let's go, grunts."


  The barkeep laughed. Sarah rolled her pretty goblin eyes but turned around.


  We walked past a few tables full of hobgoblins enjoying food and drink.


  A few of them stared at us, but no one said anything. I breathed a sigh of relief when we reached the other side of the room.


  Upstairs, we found number thirteen. I opened the door and waited for the other two to go inside. After they did, I followed, closing the door behind me.


  "Wow," Sarah said as she looked around. "This is nice."


  "Nicer than I thought it would be," I said.


  "Maybe I should've spent the last twenty years in the Forbidden Kingdom," Bernard said.


  "The past is the past. We're here now and getting closer to finishing this quest."


  "Uh oh," Sarah said.


  I turned to her.


  "What?"


  "There's only two beds. Looks like you two are sharing."


  "You two are the lowly goblins," I said then grinned.


  "Don't start," Sarah said. "I'm too tired."


  "Yeah," Bernard added. "Goblins are people too. Or something."


  I shook my head. Amidst all the danger and excitement, we were bonding as group. Maybe we had a chance of clearing the first level of the Tower of Gates.
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  In the morning, I woke without a sense of dread for the first time in a while. Maybe it was because we were on our way to finish the first quest. The reason didn't matter.


  "Good morning, Kali," Charlotte said.


  She crawled down my arm.


  "Morning," I said. "Where are the other two?"


  "They left an hour ago. You stayed up too late studying."


  "Yeah, I guess I did. Get ready, I'm about to stretch."


  Charlotte scurried up my arm to my shoulder as I reached for the ceiling. Outside our third-story window, I saw the city in all its glory. While impressive at night, it looked even better by the light of day.


  "You should eat," Charlotte said.


  "Good idea. Then we'll go find the boys."


  "They're men, not boys, Kali. I don't understand."


  I grinned as I walked across our room.


  "Don't worry about it."


  "Okay, Kali. I love you."


  What an adorable spider.


  I headed downstairs. They had fine cuisine, much better than I'd expected with all the bad things we'd heard about goblins in our travels.


  As I ate bacon and eggs with a big glass of milk, I thought about the game. While I'd wanted to try it, I never thought we would get stuck in the Tower of Gates.


  Eric kept insisting he knew nothing about it, but I had my doubts. After we'd split apart in high school, I found it more difficult to understand him and his actions.


  Hobgoblins at the table next to mine were talking about the new army they were raising. I listened in while doing my best to appear unconcerned with their conversation.


  "Once our dear leader convinces that mage to do our bidding, we'll be set," one said.


  "The humans and others will never know what hit them," the other replied.


  Both chuckled, sending a shiver down my spine.


  Say nothing out loud here, Charlotte.


  "I know, Kali. As I said, I'm getting smarter. Like you and the others."


  What do you mean?


  "You've made bad decisions that put us in unnecessary danger."


  If you had all the details, you would understand, but you don't.


  "You can tell me, Kali. I'll do my best to understand."


  The artificial intelligence likely running my familiar in the game would not understand what to think if I mentioned we were trapped inside a game. I wondered if she understood our OOC chatter.


  Not now, Charlotte. Maybe later, okay? We need to go get the boys...I mean men.


  I finished my meal quickly then stood. A hobgoblin turned to face me.


  "Doesn't it feel good to act civilized like a hobgoblin?"


  "Yes, sir," I said, not wanting to cause any trouble.


  "We should go, Kali."


  I'm trying, Charlotte.


  "You and your kind have a place in the new world. Don't you worry."


  I bowed then turned and went to the bar to pay for my meal.


  "Do you know where my companions went?" I asked the lady who took my copper.


  She shook her head.


  "Do you know how many guests we have here? Besides, it's hard to tell you goblins apart."


  Another racist hobgoblin, I thought as I lowered my head.


  "Sorry. I'll go now."


  "That would be best," the woman said.


  I turned and hurried out of the great room of the inn. Outside, the sun beat down. Where would I go if I were Eric? Did he and Bernard do something stupid?


  As if in answer to my internal question, I heard a ruckus a few streets over. Voices were chanting, cheering and jeering all at the same time.


  "Let's go investigate, Charlotte," I said.


  I headed toward the noise, soon finding a large crowd of goblins and hobgoblins in a central square. One of the former group stood on the edge of a water fountain.


  "This is our time. No more will we be downtrodden," he yelled.


  I scanned the crowd, spotting Eric and Bernard near the front. They better not say anything, I thought as I walked over to them. Bernard saw me approaching and waved with a smile.


  Eric shook his head, getting worked up. Why is he being so stupid in this game? Doesn't he realize this is an incognito mission? What is he thinking? Or is he thinking at all?


  I reached them and tugged on his shoulder. He turned and asked, "What?"


  "Me? What are you doing?"


  "Listening to this joker."


  "Yeah, but we're trying to fly under the radar, remember?"


  He tilted his head and stared into my eyes.


  "I know, but...His words...They're getting to me."


  "Don't let them," I said.


  I gripped my staff more tightly. We had taken the wands out after they fully charged, but that only made it look more impressive and less silly.


  "The game is doing it," Bernard said. "It works against you."


  "What are you talking about?" Eric asked.


  "Yeah," I said. "The game works against us?"


  "It's hard to explain," Bernard said.


  "Hey, these three are speaking in some strange language," a nearby goblin said as he pointed at us. "I think they're spies or something."


  The crowd moved away, encircling us, as the hobgoblin who had been speaking looked in our direction.


  "What is that language you speak?" he demanded.


  Oh, great. This will not go over well.


  "It's nothing," I called out. "We made up our own language."


  "You better keep your goblin servants in check," the hobgoblin said to Eric.


  "Excuse me?" Eric asked as he stepped forward.


  "You heard me," the hobgoblin said.


  Eric turned.


  "If I don't stand up to him, they’ll know something is wrong with us," he whispered.


  "No, Eric. It's the game. Stop."


  He didn't listen, turning back to the hobgoblin who had been working up the crowd.


  "You're out here rabble-rousing, but have you fought the humans or elves?" Eric asked.


  The crowd, all silent, turned to the hobgoblin who had been speaking.


  "Well, no, but..."


  "But nothing," Eric continued. "My servants and I have come from the lands of the humans.


  I passed my staff to Bernard and cast Charm of Thought. The forty-mana drain would hurt, but I had to do something before Eric of the game got us killed so close to finishing the quest.


  My spell went off without a hitch, and the hobgoblin up on the fountain looked directly at me. I took a deep breath before launching into my spiel.


  "Goblins rule," I said.


  The hobgoblin blinked twice in quick succession then turned to the crowd.


  "Goblins rule," he repeated.


  Cheers rose from all the goblins present while the hobgoblins looked on like Roman Senators of the Classical World. I should've stopped while I was ahead, but I pushed on.


  "Elves aren't so bad either," I yelled.


  The entire plaza went quiet as all eyes turned.


  "She's right, guys," the hobgoblin said. "Not all elves are bad. I have one or two elf friends."


  "Get out of here, traitor," a short goblin yelled then threw a tomato at the hobgoblin.


  "Hey," the hobgoblin shouted as it bounced off his armor.


  As he turned his attention back to us, I wondered if I needed to cast the spell a second time.


  "Hold on a minute," another hobgoblin said.


  Dressed in black clothes and wearing a beret, he walked toward us.


  "Now you did it," Eric said.


  "I didn't start this," I hissed at him.


  "Maybe not, dear goblin, but I’ll finish it," the hobgoblin in black said.


  He stopped in front of us, looking each of our group over one after the other.


  "Was that magic I saw?" he asked as he stared into my eyes.


  "Yes," I said.


  "How does a lowly goblin like you know the magic arts?"


  The rest of the crowd were silent, all their eyes on us.


  "Wait a minute," he said. "Are you with Magi Inyontoo?"


  Finally, a break, I thought as I nodded.


  "We are with him," I said.


  "The plan progresses well? Why are you here in Taowutang?"


  "We're on our way back to report to him," I said.


  "Yeah," Eric added. "Are you trying to impede us?"


  The hobgoblin chuckled.


  "You seem to do a good enough job of that yourselves."


  Isn't that the truth.


  "We should go," I said. "Time is of the essence."


  "Indeed," the hobgoblin said.


  He stroked his chin as he continued staring.


  "Can we go now?" I asked Eric. "Please?"


  "Yeah, let's get out of here," he said.


  I grabbed my staff from Bernard. All of us turned to walk away.


  "Hold on," the hobgoblin said.


  Eric stopped and turned around.


  "Yeah?"


  "Aren't you going the wrong way? The docks are over there."


  He pointed in the opposite direction.


  "I know," Eric said. "We've got other business to do. Are we going to have a problem?"


  "No, no," the hobgoblin said. "Carry on."


  "Come on," I said, grabbing Eric by the arm.


  We walked off in a hurry.


  "Are you crazy?" I asked when we were out of earshot of the crowd.


  "What do you mean?" he asked. "You're the one who cast a spell and got us noticed."


  I stopped and crossed my hands over my chest.


  Bernard sighed.


  "Will you two please stop arguing? I told you, the game will work against us because we're getting so close. It always works this way. We've got to keep our wits about us."


  "He's right," I said, dropping my arms. "Let's go."


  Traveling undercover, we didn't have very many belongings. I carried everything I had in the game, including my bow. Had the game stopped me from learning it? Or was that on me?


  We skirted the city square and doubled around to the docks.


  Several larger ferries were waiting. We chose the cheapest one to save our money for the rest of the trip. I didn’t know what to expect once we reached the Forbidden Kingdom proper.


  You know anything about the Forbidden Kingdom, Charlotte? I asked with a thought as I leaned against a railing and stared out into the water.


  "No, Kali. I'm sorry."


  That figures.


  "We could listen to the conversations of other passengers."


  Ooh. That's not a bad idea.


  I turned around and scanned the deck. Eric and Bernard were standing on the other side, talking with each other as they looked out at the beautiful view.


  The few conversations I heard on the journey across the channel painted a glum picture of Changtao. Why did the game world have to be as messed up as the real one?


  No answers came as I stared over the rail at the approaching island. Unlike Taowutang, the docks of Changtao were rundown, almost dilapidated. Time to find Eric and Bernard.


  I found the other two talking to each other in common.


  "Be quiet," I said as I walked up to them.


  "Take it easy," Eric said. "They're all interested in getting off the boat first."


  "We need to be more careful," I said. "There's no telling what the Forbidden Kingdom will be like."


  "I've got an idea," Bernard said. "And it's not good."


  "Have you noticed that goblin watching us the entire trip?" Eric asked.


  I looked around.


  "Which one?"


  "Don't look," he said. "Trust me. I think that hobgoblin in black sent someone to watch us."


  "We'll be fine if we make it off the boat," Bernard said.


  Eric nodded.


  "Until then, let's all lay low and hope we make it to the docks."


  "I saw them," I said. "We're close."


  "Yeah, but we've been close more than once in this game," Eric said.


  We huddled together in a group while waiting to make a hasty escape once we made landfall. My stomach felt queasy. I blamed it on the choppy waters and the rocking of the boat.


  Truthfully, though, I felt a sense of dread as we neared the end of our quest. At least pirates hadn’t attacked us. I looked over my shoulder and saw the goblin in black watching.


  "Landing," the captain called out from the bridge on the second deck.


  Goblins scurried toward the other side of the boat, causing it to perilously tip over on its side. The stupid game will drown us, I thought as I clutched the rail.


  The ferry crashed into the dock. I cringed at the sound of smashing wood. Goblins climbed over the side and scrambled off in droves.


  "Let's go," I said. "Maybe things are going our way."


  As we walked across the deck to climb off the ferry and onto the dock, I heard a trumpet in the distance. The goblins on the dock scattered as a procession approached.


  I saw the goblin in black grin as it stood at the end of the dock, waiting for us to come forward.


  "What now?" I asked.


  Not even Charlotte answered as we walked toward the gathering crowd of goblins.
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  As we neared the end of the dock, I saw a goblin dressed in furs in front. He held a staff with two bright feathers tied to the top. Throngs of goblins stood all around him.


  I prepared to sweet talk our way out of whatever we were about to encounter. With no way to fight so many goblins, we had to act smart. All of us stopped in front of the shaman.


  "Welcome to Changtao," he said then tapped the staff on the wood.


  The goblins cheered our arrival. I noticed the goblin in black who had ridden over with us walk over to the shaman and stand by his side. He whispered something into the elder's ear.


  I glanced over at Sarah and Bernard, shrugging my shoulders.


  "Thank you," I said as I turned back around to face the shaman and the crowd. "We've had a long journey, and we're in a hurry, so..."


  My voice trailed off.


  "Celebration tonight," the shaman declared. "Goblin-style."


  Another roar of approval erupted from the barely clothed goblins. Most of them had ribs showing they were so skinny and malnourished.


  "Something's not right," Sarah whispered.


  "Don't be paranoid." I smiled. "Things can go our way sometimes."


  "Yeah, but...I don't know. Something's not right."


  I turned to the shaman. He stared at me.


  "Thank you for the welcome," I said. "We're honored, but we must go."


  "No," the shaman said. "You'll come to our feast tonight. We have little food in Changtao, but what we have is yours."


  The shaman stepped forward and patted my arm with his left hand as the goblins wandered off. I stared into the goblin's eyes.
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  "Come, come," Garr said as he pulled on my arm. "Follow me."


  Sarah and Bernard followed me as I headed after the aging goblin. He ambled, giving me time to check out the so-called city. Changtao consisted of shacks and shanties hobbled together.


  Compared to Taowutang, progress and sanitation were not valued in the goblin slums. Strange, acrid smells wallowed through the air like pollen in the summer. My eyes watered as we walked.


  Mountains rose in the distance, kissing the sky with their snow-capped peaks. I wondered why so many goblins were ill-treated by their own kind. Whatever the reason, we were finally getting lucky.


  We continued down a muddy street, walking beside Garr the shaman. He glanced over at me once or twice, but I found it difficult to read his emotions or intentions. At the end of the road, he stopped.


  I looked around the town square. A well stood in the middle. Even more goblins appeared, crowding next to each other and raising the stink level by at least two notches. I turned to Sarah.


  She scrunched up her nose. I grinned. We'd let them honor us or whatever then leave Changtao as heroes on the way to see Magi Inyontoo. The goblin in black stood next to the shaman.


  "Welcome to Changtao," Garr said.


  He lifted his staff into the air. All the goblins quieted down.


  "Tell us about your people," I said.


  "Don't you mean our people?" Garr asked.


  The other nearly naked goblins all looked from their shaman to me.


  "Yeah, I meant our people. My bad.".


  The ancient goblin stared at me with narrowed eyes, but he said nothing.


  "Shall we prepare the ritual soup?" the goblin in black asked.


  Garr smiled and nodded.


  "Time for us all to eat," he called out to the crowd.


  Goblins all around cheered at the news.


  "I'm going to be sick," Sarah said.


  "Yeah, it's pretty bad."


  "No, I'm serious," she said.


  I turned and saw her pale face.


  "Are you okay?"


  "No. I need to sit down."


  "We should stick together," I said. "We'll be leaving soon."


  "You must stay and eat," Garr said.


  He put his hand on my shoulder and flashed a toothless smile.


  I nodded and returned the gesture. We were low on rations. Eating with the goblins before we headed out made sense. Bernard shuffled his weight from one leg to the other.


  "You okay?" I asked him.


  He frowned and shook his head.


  "This won't take long," I said.


  Another round of cheers filled the air as six goblins carried out a huge, iron cauldron. Steam and foul smells escaped from the top, trailing up into the air.


  Sarah clutched her stomach.


  "Here comes breakfast."


  I turned to Garr.


  "My friend needs somewhere to rest."


  He continued smiling.


  "Do you have somewhere she can lie down?" I asked.


  "Harrah, come here," he said.


  A female goblin wearing tattered rags walked up.


  "Take our goblin guest to my quarters," he said.


  "Are you coming with me?" Sarah asked.


  "No, I should stay here for whatever’s about to happen."


  "Fine," she said. "Bernard?"


  "I'm staying here too. Sometimes the worst smelling dishes taste the best."


  "Good luck with that," she said then walked toward the female goblin.


  I watched them walk across the town-square. A part of me wanted to rush after her, but Garr slapped me on the back.


  "Are you ready to eat a hero's meal?"


  "We're not heroes," I said humbly.


  "Nonsense. Our friend from Taowutang told us all about you and your mission."


  "He did?"


  I shot the goblin in black a nasty look.


  "We're honored to have you here," Garr said. "People of your status rarely deem to come to Changtao and mingle with the common people."


  "You're anything but common," I said.


  Maybe I could convince them to rebel against their hobgoblin masters. That would put a dent in their plan to attack the humans and other races with a goblin-fodder army.


  "The music is here," Garr said before I could continue.


  Several goblins banging drums strapped around their necks showed up in the square, stomping through the mud as they beat a rhythm that struck fear in my heart.


  "What's wrong?" Garr asked. "Doesn't the music please you?"


  "It's fine," I said. "We should be going."


  "You need to eat the ceremonial soup first."


  "Ceremonial soup, huh?"


  Garr nodded then tapped his staff on the ground. The feathers up top jostled as a team of six goblins picked up the giant cauldron and brought it toward us.


  After they set it down nearby, I walked over and peered inside. Steam rose from the murky liquid inside. Bits of this and that floated on the surface. The smell pushed me back.


  "What do you think?" Garr asked me.


  "Does it taste better than it smells?"


  Garr laughed along with all the goblins nearby.


  "Not really, but it's ceremonial, so you need to have some. It will give you luck on your journey."


  I glanced at Bernard. He shrugged.


  "Sure. Then we can get out of here."


  "Yes, yes, you're in a hurry," Garr said. "We know. Grab a handful and eat."


  "A handful?" I asked.


  "It's the traditional goblin way."


  The shaman grinned and waved a hand at the cauldron.


  "Let's get it over with," I said.


  Smells of sour pickles and other unknown items hit my nose as I reached an arm inside. My fingers hit the thick liquid. Trying not to grimace, I scooped up a handful of the soup and brought it out.


  Bernard did the same as he stared at me. I brought the reddish-brown mush to my mouth and shoveled it in, intent on getting it down. As soon as it hit my taste-buds, my head snapped back.


  "That's not bad," I said.


  "I told you," Bernard said.


  As we licked our hands clean, the drum sounds changed, getting slower. Or was it faster?


  "Have more," Garr said, motioning. "We made it special for you, the heroes."


  "Might as well," I said. "Fill up for the road. Can we get some to go?"


  "Get some to go?" Garr repeated then laughed hysterically.


  The goblins followed his example. I glanced over at Bernard. He grinned then licked more of the mush from his hand. Bass from the drums enveloped us.


  Were the sounds getting louder? As I watched Bernard, he changed back into a human. Had the illusion broke? I looked down at my own hands. They were human.


  "That's right," Garr said, his voice deeper and more menacing. "We've caught the three most-wanted adventurers in all the realms. Our reward will be incredible."


  "No, wait..."


  I stepped toward him, but I only made it one step before my legs turned to jelly and gave out under me. While falling to the ground in slow-motion, I realized they had spiked the sweet and salty soup.


  My thoughts went to Sarah. Would she be okay? If I lost her, it would all be my fault. Why had I not made a bigger fuss about her going off on her own? Unable to keep them open, I closed my eyes.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 40 ::::>


   


   


  Back On the Road Again


   


   


  SARAH


   


  Inside the shaman's shack at the edge of town, the smell wasn't as bad and my stomach settled down. I wanted a chance to look around for clues.


  "Be careful, Kali."


  "I will be, Charlotte," I said.


  "What are you looking for?"


  "I'll know when I see it."


  As I scanned the one-room abode, I saw a cabinet on the far wall. Maybe he's hiding something good. I walked over and opened the wooden door.


  Several items of clothing hung on the inside. None of them looked new or interesting, but I pushed them aside. Eric should be here looking for secret doors.


  "He had to keep them busy," Charlotte said.


  "I know, I know..."


  After closing the door, I turned and saw a desk in the corner. The drums in the distance changed tone as I crossed the room. Some had tacked a sheet of parchment with "Don't Squeeze the Shaman" on the wall.


  This game would be fun if we had a way to log-out.


  "What do you mean, Kali? You're talking strange again."


  "Don't worry about it," I said. "Can you help me search the room?"


  "Sure," she said. "Where should I start?"


  "Never mind. I've found something."


  "What?" Charlotte asked.


  "I'm not sure," I said as I unrolled a parchment. "Maybe a spell?"


  "We should cast identify, Kali."


  "You read my mind."


  I set the parchment down and cast identify, losing a few more mana. The scroll glowed.


  
    Magic Item:


    Sacred Invocation of Mana and Hunger – Level 4 Spell – Trade one mana for ten pounds of food.

  


  "What is it, Kali?"


  "A spell that could come in handy."


  "That's great."


  "I don't think I’ll take it."


  "Why not?"


  "I think it's the only way the shaman is feeding his people."


  "But they're the enemy, Kali."


  "Are they?"


  "I think so," Charlotte said, raising the inflection of the last word and almost turning it into a question.


  "They're not."


  I left the parchment on the desk and turned toward the door.


  
    Your Alignment Has Gone Up!


    +5 Alignment.


    You are +5 (On the Good Path)

  


  If it were a normal game, I might've taken it. With the other player characters we'd met, I didn't want to take a chance of hurting someone real over a stupid spell.


  As I pondered my moral decision, the drums stopped outside. I rushed toward the door, hearing shouting outside, something about get the female. Is Eric okay?


  I cast Shut the Front Door then turned around and ran to the back wall. The flimsy boards came off easily, and I slipped outside as goblins pounded on the front door.


  "Open the door," they called.


  Sticking behind the shacks in a make-shift alley, I walked toward the town square. When I arrived, I saw Eric and Bernard being put into metal cages on carts.


  What happened to them? I wondered as worry rushed through my mind. After casting my charm spell and others, I didn't have enough mana to take on a whole goblin town.


  Had they killed Eric and Bernard or were they knocked out? I watched in silence as the carts, pulled by goblins, rolled toward the edge of town. What should I do?


  "Be careful, Kali. We should follow them."


  "Yeah, but how?"


  "Take it slow. I can help. We got this."


  A pep-talk from a telepathic spider was the last thing I would've ever thought I needed, but in that moment Charlotte kept me calm, cool, and in control of my emotions.


  They must've dispelled the illusion on them. I still appear as a goblin, but they know who I am. Where are they taking them? Questions piled up in my mind.


  I crept back down the alley toward the edge of town. Tall, scraggly bushes and shrubs dotted the desolate landscape. Using them for cover, I followed the carts.


  Several dozen goblins marched in front and behind the carts. Whenever possible, I checked to see if either Eric or Bernard had woken up. They had to be alive.


  Why would they imprison them if they were dead?


  "I don't know, Kali."


  Rhetorical, Charlotte. I was being rhetorical.


  "Sorry."


  It's okay, but let's be quiet, okay?


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  Miles added up. While short, the goblins moved quickly. The shaman had stayed behind in the village, so I expected little trouble unless they saw me.


  Stealth wasn't my forte, but I stayed out of sight while tailing them from a safe distance off the main path. Mountains rose to our left, majestic and ancient.


  Once again, I noted how fun the game would be if we weren't trying so desperately to find a way out. Josh popped in my thoughts, but I pushed him aside.


  The last thing I needed was to think of him and get sad. I needed everything I had to continue the journey and somehow save the other members of my party.


  Why hadn't we let more people into our party? The mistake kept hitting me over the head as I struggled to keep up with the goblins on the march.


  They had brought at least a few drums which they beat constantly, filling the air with the sound of their struggle beat after beat.


  I wanted to quit when they continued through the night, but I marched on. What little rations I had in my bag went fast. Should I have taken the shaman's spell?


  "You did the right thing, Kali. Being good makes sense."


  My spider made sense. Why let the game turn me into some mindless killer only out for myself? I stepped in time with the beats of the drums.


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  At daybreak, the goblins stopped. To the left of the road, a path led toward the hills. I spotted a cave entrance in the distance. Goblins carrying the cart continued walking.


  The others stopped and broke camp next to the road. I sat down, my legs aching.


  "You should eat something, Kali."


  "I will. Are you okay?"


  "Put me down, I want to hunt."


  She crawled down my arm. I put my hand to the ground. After she crawled off, I dug into my bag for some of the last iron rations and water.


  Maybe I should go rescue them now. I can take on a few goblins.


  "No, Kali. You've not rested, and you need more mana."


  I took a deep breath.


  You're right.


  "I've caught something, Kali."


  After I put my hand back down on the ground, she hopped on and scurried up my arm. I stood and bit into the beef jerky. Eric and Bernard need my help.


  "We're leaving, Kali?"


  "I can eat and walk," I said. "We need to scope out that cave."


  Charlotte said nothing as I moved from one hiding spot to another. As I neared the cave, foul smells hit my nose even from several hundred feet away.


  Four goblins in chain-mail stood guard outside the cave's entrance. They had taken the cage-carts inside. Maybe there's another entrance somewhere?


  "We can check, Kali."


  I'm too tired to do it now.


  "You should sleep."


  Can you keep guard and wake me if needed?


  "I will, Kali."


  After a few minutes, I found a particularly bushy shrubbery and crawled inside. Curled up in the fetal position on the ground, I put my hand between my knees.


  Exhausted, I fell asleep instantly as the world carried on around me.


   


  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  When I opened my eyes, I saw the sun had gone down while I slept. A cold, biting wind whistled through the twigs and leaves, hitting my body.


  It's so cold.


  "You should get up and move around," Charlotte said.


  I crawled to the edge of the bush and peered out. Seeing nothing, I stood up and stretched. After running in place a few seconds, blood circulated through my body.


  "You should eat, Kali."


  There's not much food left.


  "You could summon something and kill it."


  That would make too much noise. I'll eat the last of these rations for now. We've got to rescue Eric and Bernard. I need to do something, but I don't know what. Ugh.


  I took another deep breath. You got this, I told myself. The sound of drums filled the air again, coming from the road. Were they permanently camped?


  And what were they doing to Eric and Bernard in the cave? I had to find out.


  "Don't go, Kali. It's not safe."


  We've got to rescue them. It's what they would do for us.


  Charlotte quieted down on my shoulder as I crawled to a spot where I could see the cave entrance. No ideas were magically popping in my head, but I had all my mana again. Enough to be dangerous.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 41 ::::>


   


   


  Escape is a Bittersweet Word


   


   


  ERIC


   


   


  I opened my eyes and found myself in a dank cell with natural stone walls. My head pounded. Where are the others? Sitting up, I glanced around. Bernard sat with his back against a rough wall.


  Bars from the ceiling to the floor of the cave blocked out escape. Outside them, I saw a smaller area and a cave leading off into the darkness. Two torches outside the call were our only source of light.


  "You're awake," Bernard said in a low voice so unlike him.


  I struggled to my feet.


  "Careful," he said. "They slipped some kind of potion in that soup, I think."


  "Yeah..."


  I rubbed the top of my head. While I still had on my armor, I didn't see my weapons or other possessions. Did Sarah still have the Dawn Acid or had they captured her too?


  The world spun, and I almost fell.


  "Sit down," Bernard said. "You need to rest more. It'll wear off all the way soon."


  I took a seat near him, my back against the cold, hard stone.


  "What happened?" I asked. "We ate that delicious soup, and then..."


  Bernard nodded his head.


  "And Sarah?"


  "I don't know," Bernard said. "Maybe she got away?"


  "We can hope. How long have you been up?"


  "Half-an-hour, I think. Who knows for sure?"


  "Are you okay, buddy?" I asked.


  He nodded.


  "Sure? You seem down?"


  "I need to talk to you," he said. "Not as Benji."


  "Wait, we don't have the staff around."


  "I don't care about losing the xp right now. We've got bigger things to worry about, and I need to come clean with you."


  "What do you mean?"


  "There's only one way for us to get out of this situation, but I want to be honest with you first."


  I didn't like the way he was talking.


  "Come on, man. We got this."


  He frowned and shook his head.


  "First, I need to tell you my story."


  I tilted my head and stared at him.


  "When I said I signed up for a beta-test, I was lying."


  I nodded, still staring into his eyes. He turned away.


  "How did you get in the game?" I asked.


  "My parents had me committed to this mental institution, and they told me if I tested their machine for them, they'd let me go back home. They lied."


  He turned back to face me, anger flashing over his face.


  "I'm sorry," I said then pursed my lips together and frowned. "Why did you lie to us?"


  "After being trapped in here so long, I didn't want to take a chance of you not wanting to help me."


  "Because you were in a mental institution?"


  He nodded and said, "Yeah."


  "Bernard..." I shook my head. "We would've still helped you."


  "Really? You don't know this game like me, Eric. There's crazy and dangerous people playing."


  "It's still just a game," I said.


  He shook his head.


  "You don't understand. There's ways to do permanent damage to a person. I've seen it happen."


  My eyes widened.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Exactly what I said. There's bad people in here doing bad things to people."


  My thoughts went to Sarah. Was she okay? Did we have a chance?


  "What else do you know?" I asked. "Did they tell you why there's no quit option in the game?"


  "I know nothing else," he said. "We should rest more before trying to escape."


  "Yeah..."


  My voice trailed off. I closed my eyes, but sleep wouldn't come as thoughts of a way out of our predicament floated through my mind like a flock of drunk seagulls.


   


  



  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  



  When I opened my eyes again, my head didn't hurt as bad. I glanced over and saw Bernard watching me. How long had he been up?


  "You okay?" I asked.


  He nodded.


  "About what you said before...It's okay, man. This game is messed up, and you've more than proven yourself."


  "I've not done enough," he said. "I have a way out of this."


  He stood and stared down at me.


  "What are you doing?" I asked.


  "Don't worry about me. One of us needs to sacrifice themselves for the other. That's the only way out."


  "I don't understand," I said. "We can both get out of here."


  I struggled to my feet, still feeling faint.


  "No, we can't. When I do this, you need to take the guard out. Go find Sarah and get her out of here."


  "Bernard, you're scaring me, bro."


  He took a deep breath. A smile spread over his face.


  "Who says there's not honor among thieves?"


  "Bernard, whatever you're thinking about doing, don't. We can come up with another way."


  He shook his head and smiled.


  "You and Sarah helped me, and I’ll help you."


  I stood up and walked over to him. He stepped toward the iron bars.


  "Get in here," he yelled. "Get in here now!"


  "What are you doing?" I asked, putting a hand on his shoulder. "They won’t understand you in common."


  He pulled away.


  "Get ready," he said. "I see the guard coming."


  "Ready for what?"


  He placed a tiny knife in my hand.


  "You'll have one chance to back stab the guard. Make it count."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Get away from the door," the goblin yelled. "What's going on in here?"


  "Nothing," I said.


  Bernard held up a red gem in his palm. The goblin's eyes glazed over.


  I crept toward the back wall instinctively as the guard opened our cage.


  He didn't even look in my direction as he rushed over to Bernard and snatched the gem.


  I leaped across the cell, bringing the knife down on the back of his neck in just the right spot.


  
    Your back stab INJURES the goblin guard for 21 damage.


    The goblin guard is dead!


    You get 50 xp.


    You have 23,961 xp


    You need 11, 039 xp for level 7 Bounty Hunter

  


  "Well, that worked out better than I thought," I said, wondering why I'd gotten all the experience points.


  I smiled until the goblin's body dropped and I saw he had stabbed Bernard with his sword, a critical hit to the heart. Why didn't you hide the wand instead of the knife and gem?


  As I kneeled by his body, I realized he wasn't breathing anymore. Had he known this would happen? Why had he sacrificed himself for me to escape? There's always another way.


  I turned and grabbed the goblins short sword. As I stood, clutching the low-quality hilt, I stared down at Bernard's lifeless body. Why did he have to die? This stupid game!


  Waves of emotions washed over me as I stared at the open door of the cell. Don't make his sacrifice worthless, I told myself as I walked forward. Time to play smart.


  Using my skills, I stealthily crept down the cave. All the shadows and nooks and crannies of the natural cave helped me evade detection until I reached the entrance.


  Hiding in the shadows, I saw four goblin guards standing outside in the bright sun. They stood casually, swords sheathed, talking with each other.


  I can take four goblins, but I need to be smart. The battle might call the others out. Were others around? My in-game mind went into overdrive as I ran through situations.


  With nothing else in the cave complex, my only option was to kill the guards and make my mistake. If I got lucky, I might find Sarah and salvage the quest.


  Did she still have the Dawn Acid? Was she alive?


  Only one way to find out. I crept forward, short-sword drawn and ready to strike.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 42 ::::>


   


   


  Are You Two Following Us?


   


   


  SARAH


   


  I didn't believe my eyes when Eric crept out of the cave and stabbed a goblin guard in front of the cave. Where's Bernard? I wondered as I ran from behind a bush.


  The other three guards all turned to face him. I cast Cloud of Marvelous Sound with a ten-foot radius centered between two of them. They both dropped their swords and clutched their ears.


  Eric used the opportunity to take the other down. I ran over as he went after the two who were immobilized. They went down as he swung his sword like a true hero.


  "You're alive," I said, out of breath as I reached him.


  "And you," he said.


  I threw my arms around him, holding tight. We stayed that way a moment, the game drifting away from my mind. It returned in full-force as he pulled away.


  "What's wrong?" I asked when I saw his face.


  "It's Bernard. He did something stupid."


  "Oh, no. Is he okay?"


  Eric shook his head.


  "We should go," I said. "There's more goblins down by the road."


  "I've cleared out the cave, but I want to get Bernard's body. We need bury him.


  "You're right," I said.


  "Maybe it's stupid because it's a game, but it's the right thing to do."


  "It's not stupid. Not to me." I took a deep breath, opening up to him. "I'm scared, Eric."


  "Me too," he admitted. "But we've got each other."


  I stopped hugging him and backed away.


  "Promise me you'll come find me if I become an NPC," I said.


  He stared into my eyes, calming me.


  "I will."


  We connected for a moment. All our younger years spent together gaming flashed through my mind.


  "I hate to break this up, but we should get him and get out of here."


  He ran back into the cave. I followed him. We stopped in a chamber partially separated by steel bars. When I saw Bernard's body on the ground in the cell, I almost lost control of my emotions.


  "Did you check for secret passages or anything?" I asked.


  "No, and I lost most of my items. You have the Dawn Acid still, right?"


  "Yeah, it's in the smaller containers in my bag. I hope we brought enough."


  "Wouldn't that be the kicker," he said. "I'll carry Bernard. You watch for goblins."


  "Okay," I said.


  Eric went into the cell and hefted Bernard over his shoulder.


  "Maybe we can revive him," I offered.


  "There's probably a way, but we don't have time."


  "You're right," I said.


  "Come on."


  He walked back down the tunnel to the cave entrance.


  "Why did they bring us all the way out here?" I asked.


  "I have no idea, and I don't plan on sticking around to ask."


  "Back on the second ferry, I heard people talking about Tang Province which is run by the hobgoblins. I bet it's more like Taowutang."


  "Probably," Eric said, his breathing labored.


  We reached the mouth of the cave.


  "This way," I said. "There's a place I've been hiding."


  I walked to the side of the cave entrance then continued around. Behind the hill, hidden by bushes and shrubs, we kept walking. As Eric walked in front of me, I watched him carefully.


  The game had changed more than his appearance. He acted differently. Maybe it was because our time as friends was years earlier? I wasn't sure, but I wondered why we'd stopped being friends.


  A half-a-mile or more away from the cave, he stopped, dropping the body to the ground.


  "Sorry, Bernard," he said. "But you're heavy."


  I stifled a smile. No time to be silly.


  "What did he do, exactly?" I asked.


  "Called the guard in and gave me enough time to back stab the goblin."


  "You couldn't save him?"


  He shook his head.


  "It all happened so quick. He wouldn't listen when I told him we'd find another way."


  "We should've let him into the party a lot sooner," I said.


  "Right? The game was screwing with our heads by giving us that warning."


  "We have met crazy people, though."


  "Can't change the past," he said. "All we can do it carry forward."


  "Do you want me to help dig?"


  "No, keep guard. It'll be a shallow grave, but I wanted to do something for him after all we put him through. Maybe it will help him become a better NPC or something."


  "Yeah..."


  I let my voice trail off. He used the goblin's sword to dig. As he did, I took a few steps away and looked around, hoping to not see any goblins. While watching, I heard an argument, a familiar one.


  "We're not lost, bozo."


  Is that Ewen?


  "Be careful, Kali," Charlotte said.


  Evan and Ewen walked from around a bush, startled to see me.


  "Are you two following me?" I asked.


  "Kali," Evan said. "Good to see you."


  He ran over and threw his arms around me.


  "We never should've left you."


  "I thought you two were in Esterhollow," I said. "When we went through there, I couldn't find you."


  "They kicked us out of Esterhollow," Ewen said. "They're making it a human only city."


  "What? That's crazy," I said.


  Evan nodded his head.


  "What's crazy?" Eric asked as he walked over.


  "I said it was crazy too," Evan said.


  "You said no such thing, dummy," Ewen said then pushed Evan.


  "Stop it, you two," I said. "We've got to work together."


  "Kali?" Evan asked in a soft voice.


  I looked at him.


  "Yeah?"


  "Can we join your party now?"


  My eyes opened wide in surprise. I looked over at Eric. He nodded.


  "You sure?" I asked.


  "We need the help," he said. "Even if they're brownies."


  I turned to Evan and Ewen and officially invited them into our party.


  They became player characters who were brownies. What?


  "Whew," Evan said. "I never thought it would happen."


  "Interesting," Eric said. "You're still brownies."


  Ewen smiled.


  "There was some method to our madness. We've seen other players with strange races that weren't available at the start of the game before, but we weren't sure."


  "I was sure," Evan said.


  "You were not."


  "Are you two contractors working on the game too?" I asked. "Or were you in an institution?"


  "No, we were in prison in Nashville, Tennessee," Evan said.


  Ewen shoved him again.


  "What?" Evan asked. "We need to tell them the truth."


  The brownie turned to face me.


  "We signed up for a test program to get out early. The game was so hard, and we were having fun as Brownies, so we settled into it. Until you came along, Sarah, You reminded us of the real world."


  "How long have you two been in the game?" I asked.


  "Eighty-three years and change," Evan said.


  My eyes widened and my mouth opened.


  "Are you sure?" I asked.


  "Yeah. How long have you guys been in?"


  "Over a month now," Sarah said. "Time is so weird in here."


  "So," Eric recapped. "We've got developers stuck in here, two people from a prison, and others from a mental health facility."


  "None of it makes sense," I said. "Who was in a mental health facility?"


  "No. Bernard lied to us. He came clean before he sacrificed himself for me."


  "I can't believe he’ll become an NPC again."


  "We'll find him," Eric said. "Him and Josh."


  The sound of my boyfriend's name shocked me. I hadn't heard it in a while.


  "Were you guys trapped as brownies long?"


  "A long time," Evan said. "We liked it."


  "On the outside, we were eco-warriors. When we found ourselves in the forest as brownies, we made the best of it. Players came around, but none of them offered anything better than what we had going on in the woods."


  "Until you left," I said.


  "We weren't going to until we met you that day," Ewen said. "I made up the story about going to Fishguard. We have been following you, in a way. Evan wanted to ask about joining your party and becoming PCs again, but we have to both decide on something before we do it."


  "This is a lot to digest," I said. "And we still have to finish this quest."


  "Don't worry, Sarah. With us here now, things will go great," Evan said.


  I smiled.


  "About your appearance..."


  "What about it?" Ewen asked.


  "I need to cast a spell to make you into goblins."


  "Will it work on us?" Evan asked. "Is it permanent? Can I be a tall goblin?"


  "Slow down," I said. "One question at a time. This won't be permanent, but it will allow us to travel more freely when we don't stick out."


  "Great idea," Evan said. "Sarah."


  I smiled.


  "Once we get past the Great Wall, we still need to find the pendant," Eric said.


  "Remember the elephant, oh wise one?"


  Eric cocked his head to the side as he stared at me.


  "One bite at a time."


  He smiled.


  "Nice."


  "I thought so. You ready for this?"


  "Yeah. And you?"


  I nodded.


  "Let's play to win and clear the level. Hopefully, we'll find out more information on this game."


  "About the game and inviting you..."


  His voice trailed off.


  "Don't worry about it. We're good."


  "Yeah?" he asked.


  I nodded.


  "Definitely."


  After I cast become unknowable human, we finished burying Bernard. What other surprises did the game have in store for us? I wondered as we headed southeast toward Tang Province.


  We had no concrete plan to get past the Great Wall, but I felt confident we would find a solution. Even with Bernard gone, our party had doubled in size. We've got a chance at this.


  The two brownies led the way with me in the middle and Eric following a few feet behind.
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  Do You Monde if I Join Party?


   


   


  ERIC


   


  The Great Wall of the Forbidden Kingdom rose a hundred feet in the air, visible from a long distance away. I admired its beauty as we approached.


  "Someone's coming," Evan said.


  I turned and saw him pointing behind us.


  "What classes are you two, anyway?"


  "He's a rogue, and I'm a fighter," Ewen said.


  I put my hand up to shield my eyes from the sun.


  "A fighter, but I can't make out whether they're goblin or not. We better get ready."


  "We should try to talk our way out of it," Sarah said.


  "I'll try, but I'm not making any promises. We can't lose any other members in our group."


  The figure drew closer, zigging and zagging like they were about to pass out.


  Could it be Bernard as an NPC? I moved forward with my short-sword drawn.


  "Who goes there?" I called out in goblin.


  A female gnome warrior stopped a few yards away from me.


  "We don't mean you any harm," I said in common.


  The gnome cocked her head to the side as she stared at me.


  "I'm running out of languages," I said.


  Sarah walked over and stopped.


  "Monde no want trouble," a familiar high-pitched voice said.


  "Is that you?" Sarah asked as she stepped forward.


  Monde drew a sword.


  "No hurt Monde anymore."


  "We don't want to hurt you," Sarah said.


  I sheathed my sword and inched forward.


  "We can help each other," I said. "Do you understand?"


  She looked from Sarah to me.


  "Monde know you?"


  "We met before, yes," Sarah said in a soothing voice. "It's okay."


  "You no leave Monde again?"


  What's with this person? An idea popped in my head.


  "Do you want to join our party, Monde?" I asked.


  She looked at me quizzically.


  "Monde not sure."


  "We can help if you join our party," Sarah said. "It doesn't hurt."


  "Monde join party," she said.


  "It's not working," Sarah said.


  "Everyone in the party needs to agree," Ewen said. "Game rules."


  "Are you two okay with it?" I asked.


  Evan nodded, but Ewen asked, "Is she...okay?"


  "She's fine," I said. "Odd, but she can fight."


  "That would bring our party to five," Ewen said. "I agree."


  
    [PC] Monde (Gnome Fighter.) has joined your party!

  


  "Well, that tells us she's a person and not a computer controlled NPC," I said.


  "Monde no understand."


  "Do you know where you are right now?" Sarah asked.


  Monde shook her head.


  "We should get off the main road," I said. "There's a group of trees a half-mile back."


  "No, let's keep moving forward," Sarah said. "We can talk on the way. I want to get behind the Great Wall before the sun goes down tonight."


  I glanced up. We'd make it to the wall before sundown, but I wasn't sure if we would make it inside.


  "Let's go," I said, turning around.


  "Come on, Monde," Sarah said. "Do you have a name outside the game?"


  "Monde."


  "Do you remember coming into the game?"


  "Monde."


  "I guess not," Sarah said.


  "Can you cast your illusion spell on her?" I asked.


  Sarah nodded.


  "Yeah, but then I'm out of mana for the day."


  "Do it. We'll be careful."


  I watched as Sarah danced and cast the spell, turning Monde into a pudgy goblin.


  "Monde no change," she said then stomped her foot.


  "It's okay," Sarah said. "It's temporary."


  Monde looked at Sarah, saying nothing.


  "We should get going," I said.


  I turned and headed off toward the Great Wall. As we walked, Sarah continued asking Monde questions. Every one she answered with her own name.


  The tones were slightly different each time, but none of it made sense. Monde offered us no new information on the game, but it would be good to have her in the party.


  In another hour, we'd be at the Great Wall, and I still needed a plan.


   


  



  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  



  A few hundred feet from the wall, I noticed a huge close gate. Over a dozen archers stood atop the wall, silhouettes against the bright blue sky.


  We all stopped walking. I hoped we wouldn't have any trouble getting past the wall with our illusory disguises, but I expected the game surprise us.


  "That's what I call a wall," I said, still admiring it.


  "I'll feel better when we're on the other side," Sarah said.


  "Let me do the talking," I said as I walked forward.


  The others followed. At the gate, two hobgoblins stood guard in glistening plate-mail armor.


  "State your business," one said from behind his helmet.


  "We're here for work," I said.


  "Are these your goblin slaves?" he asked.


  I nodded.


  "You know you're almost at the limit, right?"


  "Of course," I said. "Why are you holding us up?"


  The guard's helmet faced me, but I couldn't tell what he was looking at. Seconds ticked by tensely.


  "Open the gate," he said.


  I looked toward at the massive gate as it slowly swung open.


  "Step back," the guard yelled. "You know the drill."


  We stepped out of the way. Beyond the gate, I saw a broad street leading off into the distance.


  This is going better than I thought it would.


  "Pass through," the hobgoblin guard said after the gate opened the entire way.


  "Let's go," I called out, waving my arm for the others to follow.


  I led the way through the gate and into a tunnel. The wall had to be thirty or forty feet thick at the base. On our way through, a tingling sensation ran through my body. That was nice, I thought then smiled. Things are finally going our way We'll find the pendant and destroy it.


  Sarah called my name and grabbed my shoulder. I turned around and saw she no longer looked like a goblin. The others had also lost their illusory disguises.


  "They must dispel magic in the tunnel or something," Sarah said.


  Monde continued walking forward, heading for the light at the end of the tunnel.


  "Hold on," I said.


  She kept walking. On the other side of the wall, I saw several dozen hobgoblins walking and going about their daily lives. None of them had noticed us, but it was only a matter of time before they did.


  "What are we going to do?" Sarah asked.


  "I'll protect you," Evan said as he pulled a dagger.


  "Put that way," I said. "Maybe they won't be as racist here as they were back in Taowutang. Let's catch up to Monde."


  I jogged the rest of the way out of the tunnel and caught up with the gnome warrior.


  "Whoa," I said.


  She turned and looked around.


  "Monde like it here," she said.


  "That's good, but we need to stick together."


  I glanced around as the others walked over and stopped. Several hobgoblins were staring, pointing, and talking. The main brick-paved street continued as far as I could see. Side roads branched off.


  "Come on," I said. "This way."


  As I walked toward one of the side streets, hoping to find us a quiet spot to figure out our next move, someone yelled, "Stop."


  I turned and saw a group of hobgoblins in armor. The helmets on their heads glimmered in the sun.


  "Take it easy," Sarah said. "We can't fight a whole city."


  "I know," I said as I glanced around and looked for an escape route.


  "Did you hear me?" the voice called out again.


  A hobgoblin stepped forward and took off his helmet. He pointed his finger.


  "I'm talking to you."


  "Me?" I called out. "We're in a hurry."


  The hobgoblin lifted a fist in the air and rotated it. A dozen soldiers fanned out, surrounding us and blocking any chance of escape. Ewen pulled out a dagger.


  "Put those away," I said. "We're outnumbered."


  "Monde no like numbers."


  Time for more Intel.


  
    > Consider Hobgoblin Leader


     


    [PC] Prince Drekmao the Valiant (Guardian)


    This hobgoblin hero appears well known in the area. You notice the armor he's wearing is familiar to what you are wearing.

  


  Huh? A player character? Can I work with this?


  "What are beings like you doing in Tang Province?" Drekmao asked. "Who are you?"


  "I'm Drexmao," I said. "And I think we're related."


  The hobgoblin's face scrunched up in confusion.


  "I haven't seen other players in a while," he said. "But good to see you."


  "We need your help to destroy the Cursed Pendant of Visions," Sarah said. "Want to join our party?"


  He laughed.


  "I'm too high-level, but I think I can help you get rid of the most annoying low-level player in the game."


  "That's great," I said. "This is quite a coincidence."


  Drekmao shook his head.


  "There's no coincidences in this game. Come with me. Are you hungry?"


  "Monde could eat."


  Drekmao looked at our gnome warrior but said nothing.


  "We'd love to eat," Sarah said. "We weren't sure how we would be accepted here."


  "It would've been bad if I hadn't seen that armor you're wearing. The game must've connected us somehow. We can talk about it more at dinner."


  He raised his fist in the air. The armored hobgoblin surrounding us relaxed, putting away their weapons.


  "Follow me," he said.


  I turned to Sarah. She smiled. The only thing that would've made it better was having Bernard around to enjoy our burst of luck.


  We followed Drekmao through the city. As our quest drew to a close, I didn't want the adventure to stop. Not right away.


  My legs moved my body down the virtual street that felt more real than the world I'd left behind.
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  You think this happens every day?


   


   


  SARAH


   


  Drekmao led us to a private residence surrounded by a massive iron fence. The odds of him and Eric's character being related were crazy, but I wasn't arguing.


  First levels were always easy. We had messed up more than once since starting, but we'd made it to the final part of the quest. I hoped the hobgoblin would help.


  "You've amassed quite a party," Drekmao said.


  We were sitting at a round table large enough for a dozen.


  "Thanks," Eric said. "How long have you been in the game?"


  Drekmao smiled.


  "That's always the question, isn't it?"


  "We know there's a lot of messed-up people in the game," Eric said.


  "Oh? You do?" Drekmao said as he nodded thoughtfully.


  "We haven't run into too many other player characters," I said. "Eric and I came into the game together with a third person."


  "One of you?"


  Drekmao glanced around the table.


  "No, he died before we found each other."


  "Ouch. It's the first level, but it can be tough, especially with Magi Inyontoo."


  "What's the deal with that guy?" Eric asked.


  "He's a high-level player character like me, but he enjoys killing others."


  "A griefer?" Sarah asked.


  Drekmao laughed.


  "I haven't heard that term in forever. To answer your question, I've been in the game roughly eighty-years now, I think. I was one of the first to plug-in all the way?"


  "Plug-in all the way?" Eric asked. "What do you mean?"


  Drekmao sighed.


  "I'm a developer of the game," he said.


  Eric looked over at me then back to Drekmao.


  "Tell us more," I said.


  "I only worked on part of the neural-interface. None of us knew anything about the whole project. When a request went out for alpha-testers, I signed up. They paid my family a million dollars if I gave up my body and moved into the game full time."


  "Hold on," I said. "Slow down."


  Drekmao frowned.


  "Your friend Monde makes me think they went ahead with their plans to upload other people into the game, people who had no other choice."


  "Wait," Eric said. "You're telling us no one is ever supposed to come out of the game?"


  "There's ways, at least for you if you entered one of the cryo-cabinets."


  "We did," I said. "Three of us."


  "You should be fine if you can get to the end of the game."


  "How big is the game?" Eric asked.


  "Monde hungry."


  "Yeah, Sarah. Are we going to eat, or what?"


  Drekmao clapped his hands. Servants appeared with tropical fruit sliced and presented exquisitely on silver platters. The others dug into the food while Eric and I concentrated on our new friend.


  "What's your real name?" Eric asked.


  "They erased it from my memory. I know I had another life, but I also know I'm stuck here."


  "Why would you do that to yourself?" I asked.


  "I had no other choice. My family needed the money."


  "Don't you miss them?" I continued.


  "Of course," he said. "But there's nothing I can do except make this game the best possible. And that means helping players like you."


  Drekmao smiled. Eric sighed then shook his head. I looked at the others as they ate with relish. Would I be like them after ten or more years in the game?


  "Can you tell us anything else about the game?"


  "Only if you tell me about your OOC magic item. Did the Four Wizards make it for you?"


  "Yeah," I said. "It's been useful. Losing experience all the time was annoying."


  "Don't worry," Drekmao said with a chuckle. "The game is different once you get past the third level of the first floor."


  "How many floors are in the tower?" Eric asked.


  "The original design called for seven, but they had plans to expand it as more people were uploaded into the game."


  "It's all so crazy," I said.


  Drekmao nodded.


  "You'll come to enjoy the finer things in the game. The guilds are available on level-four. At that point, you'll meet some of the other players."


  "How many people are playing Tower of Gates right now?" I asked.


  "Monde want last fruit."


  I glanced over and saw her and Evan fighting over a round, red fruit.


  "Can you two share, please?"


  "Sorry, Sarah," Evan said.


  "I'm not sure of an accurate count," Drekmao said. "But I reckon over a million by now."


  "How could they have that many people in the game with no one knowing about it?"


  "There's a lot of forgotten people in the world," Drekmao said. "The real one and this one."


  "You said you could help us?" Eric asked.


  "I did, and I can. Magi Inyontoo is a punk, and we need to teach him a lesson."


  "The Four Wizards gave me a sword that would take his NPC-lives away, but I lost it."


  "Uh oh," Dremkao said. "That's not good."


  "We've made a lot of mistakes in the game," I said.


  "You've not done too bad if you've made it this far without a party of your own. Why didn't you two flesh out your party earlier?"


  I shook my head.


  "A friend of ours said the game was working against us."


  "That's rare, but it's possible."


  "Can you tell us anything else about the game?"


  "No, but I can help you with Magi Inyontoo. We'll stay here for the night. In the morning, I'll take you to see my uncle, Emperor Harubi."


  "Is Magi Inyontoo nearby, or what?" Eric asked.


  "He's in our lands, but he's broken an agreement he had with my uncle. The problem is that he's become too powerful for me alone to get rid of him."


  "We're here to destroy the pendant, but I have no problem with taking him out," Eric said.


  "Yeah," I added. "He's been after us since the beginning."


  "It's a miracle you've made it this far in the game with him running around, but working together, I'm sure we can defeat him. Let's eat and rest. The journey will take a day or two on horseback."


  "Monde no like horse."


  The rest of us laughed.
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  After dinner, I found myself on a balcony overlooking the city. Eric stood beside me, leaning on metal rails. We hadn't had time alone to talk in a while.


  "You doing okay?" I asked.


  He nodded.


  "Yeah. Why?"


  "I'm just worried about you."


  "All of a sudden, you care, huh?"


  "Eric, don't be that way. We had fun gaming, but our lives went in different directions."


  "You didn't want to be seen with a boy like me. I get it."


  "No, you don't," I said. "Look at me."


  He stood and turned. Our eyes met.


  "You mean a lot to me, Eric. I've realized since we've been in here that I've missed you so much."


  "I'm always in the same place."


  "And that's the problem," I said. "You had no goals in life."


  He opened his mouth, but I continued.


  "And don't tell me it was because you were paralyzed. You've got a brilliant mind."


  He looked away. I put my hand on his arm.


  "We’ll get out of this game, and it'll be different," I said.


  "Are you sure?" He turned to face me. "You heard Drekmao. He doesn't even remember his real name anymore he's been in here so long."


  "Yeah, but he's not been looking for a way out. If anyone can hack their way out of an immersive virtual reality game, it's you, Eric."


  "Meh," he muttered.


  "I believe in you," I said, squeezing his arm.


  He stared into my eyes again. I had trouble remembering what he looked like in the real world.


  "And I believe in you."


  He tilted his head and moved in for a kiss. I backed away.


  "Eric..."


  "Forget it."


  He turned and stepped away.


  "Wait," I said. "You can't keep running."


  "I'm not running," he said as I stepped around him.


  "You're not?" I raised my left eyebrow.


  He sighed.


  "Okay, I am, but I get it now. You're not interested."


  "It's not that," I said. "We're stuck in this game and have everything else going on. I can't think about something like love right now. We've got to escape the Tower of Gates."


  "You're right," he said softly.


  "Don't be that way, Eric."


  "What way?"


  "Sulking. No one likes a whiner."


  "We never asked Evan and Ewen their real names," he said, changing the subject.


  I saw what he was doing, but I played along.


  "They told me. It's Evan and Ewen. Creative, huh?"


  He snickered. The flash of a smile on his face gave me hope.


  "We need to stick together and figure this out," I said. "There's no way I'm staying in here for decades or longer."


  "I miss the real world too," he said. "Even without my legs..."


  His voice trailed off. I saw the internal conflict in his mind play out on his face like a summer storm, quickly changing from one moment to the next.


  "We should get back inside and sleep," I said. "We've got a big few days coming up."


  "Sounds like we’ll get help with this quest. Maybe the game doesn't like griefers either."


  "No one likes griefers," I said then smiled.


  We didn't mention the aborted kiss as we walked back inside. The others had gathered around a roaring fire in the great room. Monde snored as she slept in a recliner.


  Evan and Ewen were close to the fire, arguing over something. Drekmao had gone to bed in another room. I hoped we could trust him. The game was messing with our heads.


  I fell asleep curled in a blanket with Charlotte perched on my chest. She had been suspiciously quiet all day. The OOC talk must've confused her. Dreams came at me.
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  Preparing for the Chong Monastery


   


   


  ERIC


   


   


  The next morning, we left early for Castle Harubi to talk to Drekmao's uncle, the ruler of the land. We rode in two carriages entirely propelled with magic. Humans had nothing like it, not even their war wagons.


  Our journey lasted two days. I saw the Tang Province up close as we rode through like royalty. Day and night, we passed over a million hobgoblins all living together in peace and harmony.


  What had caused them to hate the humans so much? They had it made in the Forbidden Kingdom. None of it made sense, but I kept my mouth shut as we all prepared for our final encounter.


  Drekmao sat with me atop one of our two carriages on the last day of our journey. I saw Castle Harubi in all its majesty on the horizon. He'd been silent the last few miles.


  "Why do the hobgoblins in the game hate the humans so much?" I asked. "Part of the back story for the game or something?"


  He turned his head and smiled.


  "You've got so much to learn."


  "That's why I'm asking. I need to keep Sarah safe."


  "It's all about working together in this game. Trust me."


  "We should've increased our party size a lot earlier. I guess I was hoping to spend time alone with Sarah."


  "She's special," he said. "Lots of relationships have started up in this game."


  I nodded, wishing he would tell me more.


  "You asked about the goblins and humans," he said. "One of the interesting things about this game is the different levels reached by the portals in the tower. When you get to the second one, you'll be able to shape this first level for future players."


  "Huh? What do you mean?"


  "The next level is the Grabisco Isles in 842 C.E."


  "C.E.?"


  "The common era."


  "We have to do the whole level again?"


  "No, it will be different because it's in the past. You'll see when you get there yourselves. I changed the first level many times before, but since Magi Inyontoo began hanging out here, things have been different."


  "This is all too much," I said as the carriage continued rolling down the brick-paved road leading to the castle.


  "It can be," Drekmao said. "I can't even remember my real name, but I keep playing."


  "Don't you want to escape?"


  "The higher levels can get crazy. With few new players coming into the game, the first three levels are usually places to get it away from it all."


  "But Magi Inyontoo is ruining it all."


  "Yeah," he said, nodding his head.


  "What's the deal with that guy, anyway?"


  "I think he's certifiably insane."


  "That's obvious, but...I don't know. He seems to evil to be in the game. Or did the game make him evil?"


  Drekmao put his hand on my shoulder.


  "This game can turn you to the dark side. Be careful."


  "I've noticed," I said.


  Both of us fell silent as the carriages reached the castle gates.
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  Inside the throne room, I stood with Sarah and the others as Drekmao chatted with his uncle.


  "Do you trust this guy?" Sarah asked.


  I nodded.


  "No reason not to at this point. He's helped us. All we have to do now is find Magi Inyontoo and destroy the pendant."


  "Don't you dare say it’ll be easy."


  I grinned as Drekmao walked over.


  "Everything is set," he said. "You can spend the night here and travel to the Chong Monastery in the morning."


  "Where?" I asked.


  "The Chong Monastery. It's at the base of the mountains to the west. Magi Inyontoo has been holed up there for a while now. I've not been powerful enough to defeat him."


  "You're coming with us?" Sarah asked.


  Drekmao shook his head.


  "I've got somewhere else to be. The Four Wizards need my help."


  "We got this," I said.


  "I'm sure you do, but I'd like to offer help."


  He turned to the entrance. I saw a human in leather armor and a half-orc wearing nothing but a loin-cloth.


  "Josh?" Sarah asked. "Is that you?"


  The dumb half-orc nodded his head. Sarah shot across the room and threw her arms around the bulking beast. I considered the other figure.


  "Bernard? Is that you?"


  He smiled and nodded.


  "Please don't hug me, though."


  I smiled, but it faded as I saw Sarah still hugging Josh.


  "Where have you been?" she asked.


  "Here and there," Josh said then turned to face me. "This is the stupidest game ever."


  "It's not my fault you can't play," I said.


  He growled and broke away from Sarah. I drew my sword.


  "Cut it out, you two," she yelled.


  I stared at the half-orc barbarian. Sarah walked in between us, holding her arms up.


  "No fighting here," Drekmao said. "I thought you would be pleased."


  "How did you find us?" Sarah asked Josh.


  "I found them," Drekmao said.


  Josh nodded his stupid half-orc head.


  "After talking with you on the journey here, I dispatched men to find them."


  "But how?" I asked. "This world is so big."


  Drekmao laughed.


  "The Grabisco Isles are small compared to the rest of the planet. But I had help."


  He pulled a thick silver chain out of a pouch and held it aloft. A sapphire the size of a grape hung from the chain, glowing with a blue, electric energy.


  "This is the Amulet of the Party. It's rare, but you’ll need it. Normal parties can only include up to six people, but this magic item will allow you to have a party of up to twelve people. And you can talk OOC to anyone in the party."


  I nodded, letting the information sink in. Just when I thought I had the game figured out, something new popped up. Drekmao handed the amulet to Sarah.


  "You should wear it," he said.


  She took it.


  "No offense, but I'm doing to cast identify on it," she said.


  Drekmao nodded.


  "I understand."


  "This is legit," she said a moment later.


  "I'm so glad to see you," Josh said.


  He put an arm around her slender waist.


  "Don't hurt her," I snapped.


  "Hoverchair boy thinks he's a hero now, huh?" Josh asked.


  I stepped forward, ready to clobber him.


  "Stop," Sarah said. "We've got to finish this quest and get out of here."


  "Get out of the game?" Josh asked.


  "That's not possible," Bernard said. "I don't think so, anyway."


  "Anything is possible in the Tower of Gates," Drekmao said, his voice full of ominous dread.


  "Let's get this done," Josh said. "As the biggest, baddest guy, I'm taking charge."


  "That won’t happen," I said.


  "I've got the Amulet of the Party," Sarah said. "Maybe I should be in charge for a while."


  "Fine," I said. "But this stupid half-orc better keep his mouth shut."


  A hobgoblin in long, red robed strode into the throne room.


  "Emperor, the gifts from Magi Inyontoo have arrived."


  I glanced from red-robes to the emperor.


  "That's great," he said, clapping his hands together. "This means we're at peace with Magi Inyontoo."


  "What are you talking about?" Drekmao asked.


  "I made a deal on my own. You know I make the best deals," Emperor Harubi said. "Let's go see the tribute they've paid."


  Drekmao shook his head.


  "You're an idiot."


  "Oh, yeah? Well, I'm the emperor, and you're a silly guardian. Doesn't that make you the dummy?"


  Drekmao sighed and waved his hand.


  "Follow me," he said. "This won’t be good."


  I glared at Josh then followed Drekmao as he left the massive room.


  Outside in the courtyard, a band of goblins stood around two carts. Each of them had something covered by a tarp. One of the armored goblins stepped forward.


  "Where is the emperor?" he asked.


  "Go away," Drekmao said. "We've got no interest in bargaining with your master."


  "Doesn't matter," the goblin said. "You're in violation of our previous agreement by harboring known criminals Magi Inyontoo wants dead."


  "We got this," I said. "A bunch of goblins won't be any problem."


  "Hold on," Drekmao said.


  I walked forward. Josh followed, holding his massive wooden club.


  "Bet I kill more of them than you," I said.


  "You're on," he replied.


  The goblin who'd been talking walked back to a cart.


  "Now," he shouted as he pulled a string.


  The tarps fell away, exposing two deadly looking golems. One, made from scraps of wood, leaped off the wagon as the goblins all rushed forward.


  Uh, oh.


  The second golem, composed entirely of metal masks melded together, stepped off the wagon.


  "Get the metal one," I shouted, running forward.


  Drekmao had provided me with a new long sword, and I was dying to try it out.


  As I rushed the mask golem with Josh at my side, I saw two flaming discs of lava strike the wood golem. Evan, Ewen and Bernard waded into the goblins along with Monde.


  We got this.


  I reached the metal mask golem and slashed with all my might.


  
    Your slash INJURES the mask golem for 14 damage.


    The mask golem HITS you for 9 damage.


    You have 80/89 health remaining.

  


  After it slammed me with a fist, one of the metal masks flew from the beast. I watched in horror as it covered Josh's entire face. He dropped his club and screamed as he clawed at it.


  What the...


  I swung again.


  
    Your slash MISSES the mask golem.


    The mask golem HITS you for 9 damage.


    You have 71/89 health remaining.

  


  I stepped back, dizzy from the blow. Josh picked up his club. The hideous mask grinned as he came at me with the club. It smacked me on the arm, knocking me back.


  
    The half-orc barbarian HITS you for 8 damage.


    You have 63/89 health remaining.

  


  This is not going well.


  "Bernard, some help please?" I called out.


  I glanced over and saw the wood golem burning as Evan stuck it with his sword.


  Drekmao waded his way through goblins and struck at the mask golem.


  As he kept the golem busy, I focused on Josh. How to take him out without harming him?


  "Go for the mask," I said.


  Bernard rushed by and swung his mace, hitting the mask head-on. It shattered, breaking into several pieces which fell to the ground. Unfortunately, Josh fell to the ground.


  "He's not moving," I yelled. "Did you kill him?"


  "First-level problems," Bernard said. "Let's get this golem."


  I turned to see Drekmao battling the metal monstrosity.


  The wood golem gave a final shriek and sprayed a thousand splinters in every direction.


  
    The wood golem's splinters DECIMATE you for 31 damage.


    You have 32/89 health remaining.

  


  Ouch.


  "I got you," Bernard said then waved his wand of healing.


  
    You've been healed!


    You have 60/89 health remaining.

  


  I glanced around.


  "Check on Sarah," I said. "She might need healed after that."


  "She's fine," Bernard said. "I saw her throw up a wall of earth to protect herself."


  "Good," I said. "Let's finish this mask golem."


  As Drekmao continued slashing and piercing it with his glowing sword, I snuck around, hoping for an opportune moment to stab it in the back.


  I crept forward, ready to strike, but the masks all flew apart. The swarm of metal masks rose as a group toward the sky. Drekmao glanced over at me with sweat pouring from his brow.


  "We've got to kill it," he said.


  The swarm of metal masks dove from the sky, all plowing into him one after the other. Drekmao fell to the ground. I ran toward him.


  "Bernard, heal him. I've got this."


  The mask golem reformed as I slashed with my sword.


  
    Your slash INJURES the mask golem for 14 damage.


    The mask golem's slam HITS you for 8 damage.


    The mask golem's slam HITS you for 9 damage.


    You have 43/89 health remaining.

  


  After Bernard healed him, Drekmao popped up.


  "Go for the head," he shouted.


  
    Your slash HITS the mask golem for 8 damage.


    The mask golem's slam GRAZES you for 7 damage.


    The mask golem's slam HITS you for 8 damage.


    You have 28/89 health remaining.

  


  "Die," I screamed.


  Bernard and Drekmao hit the mask golem one more time each. It broke apart and fell to the ground.


  
    The mask golem is dead!

  


  I turned and scanned the courtyard. The battle had gone in our favor from what I could see. Two or three dozen dead goblin bodies lied scattered everywhere.


  Monde, Ewen, Evan and Sarah stood by each other behind a mound of magic dirt.


  "Everyone okay?" I called out.


  "I'm out of magic, but I'm fine," she said.


  "Can I get healed?" Ewen asked as he held up his hand.


  "Go help them," I said to Bernard.


  "I need to check on the emperor," Drekmao said.


  As he walked away, I took a deep breath. We'd done it.


  Wait, why didn't we get experience yet?


  "Eric, watch out," Sarah yelled.


  I felt a cold, steel blade plunge into my back.


  
    The goblin rogue's back stab MAULS you for 27 damage.


    You have 1/89 health remaining.

  


  I fell to the ground.


  "No," Sarah yelled.


  It was the last thing I heard before losing consciousness.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 46 ::::>


   


   


  Too Early to Suck up to the Boss?


   


   


  SARAH


   


  When Eric went down, I unslung my bow and fired an arrow, something I hadn't done since starting the game. Maybe I should have practiced more. The arrow flew true.


  
    Critical HIT!


    Your arrow MAULS the goblin rogue for 26 damage.


    The goblin rogue is dead.


    Combat is over!


    You get 9800 xp


    Divided by 6 party members = 1633 xp


    You have 25657 experience points.


    You need 9343 xp for level 6 Wizard -> Warlock

  


  The xp didn't matter as I rushed across the courtyard toward Eric.


  "Bernard," I called out. "We need healing." .


  "The wand is out of charges again," he said. "This was unexpected."


  "Can someone heal him?" I asked.


  Drekmao walked over and kneeled beside Eric.


  "Can you help him?" I asked.


  He laid both hands on Eric's chest, closed his eyes, and lifted his head to the heavens.


  A glow surrounded the area. Drekmao pulled his hands away. Eric sat up.


  "What happened?" he asked. "Am I poisoned again?"


  I laughed, so glad he hadn't died and turned into an NPC.


  The laughter faded as I remembered Josh.


  "I'm sorry," Bernard said. "I forgot breaking the mask might kill him."


  "Can you help him, Drekmao?" I asked.


  He stood and shook his head.


  "I'm sorry, but I can't resurrect the dead."


  "Ugh," I sighed and walked over to the half-orc's body.


  Why did you have to die again so soon?


  "He scared me, Kali."


  "Why did he have to die again?"


  Overwhelmed by emotions, I dropped to my knees.


  I felt a hand on my shoulder as I sobbed.


  Part of it was Josh dying again, but all the other emotions and feelings I'd been bottling up came rushing out. The hand on my shoulder squeezed gently.


  I sniffled then looked up. Eric stared down at me, a somber expression on his face.


  "Are you okay?" he asked.


  "Yeah, but..."


  "I know. Maybe I should've watched him closer."


  "No, it's not your fault," I said as I stood.


  I threw my arms around Eric and squeezed tight.


  "We'll find him again," he said as he stroked my back.


  "I've got to leave," Drekmao said. "You should leave for Chong Monastery as soon as possible."


  "We'll leave now," Eric said. "Camp tonight then be ready to take out Magi Inyontoo in the morning."


  "And get rid of the pendant," I said.


  Evan, Ewen, Monde and Bernard walked over.


  "You guys still with us?" I asked.


  "Wouldn't miss it for the world," Bernard said.


  Drekmao nodded.


  "Good luck. You’ll need it."


  "Tell the Four Wizards hello for me," I said.


  "I will," the hobgoblin hero said. "Until we meet again."


  He walked away, heading toward the stables.


  "We'll rest and heal on the way to monastery. Bernard, make sure you charge that wand," Eric said.


  Bernard handed his wand of healing to me. I stuck in my staff to charge it up.


  "This will only give it a single charge for tomorrow," I said.


  "We need everything we can muster," Eric said.


  "I've got a few potions left," Evan said.


  "That's great," I said. "Let's get these carts hitched to horses. There's no telling what Magi Inyontoo will throw at us."


  "I'll go find someone to take care of the half-orc's body," Eric said.


  Thoughts of Josh entered my mind briefly. I pushed them aside to concentrate on the final portion of our quest. Magi Inyontoo would do anything to stop us from succeeding.


  I helped the others ready for the carts. When Eric returned, we left Castle Harubi and headed toward the Chong Monastery. Not knowing what to expect, I prepared for anything.


  Two miles away, we stopped and pitched camp for the night. We needed to be fresh and ready for our final encounter. I hoped the last leg of our quest went smoother than the beginning.


   


  



  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  



  In the morning, I woke before the others. They only gave me ten minutes to myself before they got up and ruined my silence and solitude.


  "You're never alone with me, Kali."


  Sometimes I like being alone, Charlotte.


  "Do you want me to leave?"


  "No," I said. "Don't be silly."


  "Monde not silly."


  The gnome's high-pitched voice still brought a smile to my face.


  "I know. Sorry. I was talking to someone else."


  Monde looked around the campfire, her brow furrowed.


  "Don't worry about it," I said as I stood. "Are we ready to do this?"


  "We need a plan," Eric said.


  "I know, but we have no information on the monastery."


  Eric stood and said, "Maybe I should go check it out first."


  I shook my head.


  "You shouldn't go alone."


  "I'll go with him," Evan said.


  As I thought about our lack of a solid plan, I saw someone approaching.


  "Someone's coming," I said.


  Eric pulled his new long sword.


  "Hold on," I said. "We don't know who it is yet."


  "It's not human," Bernard said.


  A three-foot tall humanoid with the head of a Terrier walked up and stopped in front of us.


  "Can we help you?" I asked.


  "It's a dogma," Eric said.


  I glanced over at him.


  "Huh?"


  "The creature is a dogma."


  "Smart human. My name is Eddie, and I've been sent to tell you to go away. Magi Inyontoo has fled the monastery," the creature yapped in common. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll be on my way."


  "Wait," Eric said. "Where are you going?"


  "Away from the monastery," Eddie said.


  He reached up with a paw and scratched his ear.


  "This is nuts," Ewen said. "Who is this bozo?"


  "I'm an unemployed henchman now," Eddie said. "You guys really scared Magi Inyontoo."


  We can't trust him, Kali.


  Oh? Why not?


  I don't like him.


  "We don't believe you," Eric said.


  Terry shrugged.


  "Believe what you want. I'm out of here. You can go check the monastery for all I care."


  "How rude," Charlotte said.


  The dogma turned to face me.


  "What did you say?"


  "It wasn't me," I said.


  Eddie shook his cute little head.


  "You're all pathetic. All of you."


  "Monde smash?"


  "Let him go," I said.


  "Yeah..." Eric nodded. "Something isn't right."


  As everyone talked at once, I missed when our smaller party.


  I lifted my hands in the air and shouted, "Quiet."


  Everyone turned their attention to me.


  "This is obviously a trap. We need to come up with a better plan."


  "We should go check out the monastery," Eric said. "That's the only way we’ll know what's up. Dogmas are known for lying and scheming."


  "You're the expert now, huh?"


  "He's right," Ewen said.


  "Monde hungry."


  Eddie strode back up and said, "Excuse me."


  We all looked down at him.


  "I couldn't help overhearing you say all dogmas are lying schemers."


  "Did I?" Eric asked, feigning innocence.


  "You did," Eddie said. "And I don't like it."


  He barked twice then bared his teeth.


  Eric laughed. I stepped forward.


  "We don't want any trouble from you, but we will protect ourselves," I said.


  Eddie glanced up at my staff and backed away.


  "Alright, then. I guess you're not interested in my map of the monastery."


  The dogma turned and took a few steps.


  "Hold on," I said. "You have a map?"


  Eddie stopped and turned.


  "I do. And it can be yours for the low price of ten gold."


  "Are you kidding?" Eric asked. "What's to stop us from taking it?"


  The dogma laughed.


  "Do you know who I am?"


  "No," Bernard said as he walked up. "Who are you?"


  "Eddie Ferengi is my name, and making deals is my game."


  I leaned over to Eric.


  "Can we trust this guy?"


  He nodded.


  "I think so."


  "Can we see your map first?" I asked.


  "Not until I see the gold," he said.


  "Monde get map."


  Eddie side-stepped to the left with his paws up.


  "No," I said. "We'll buy it."


  Even if we could've easily defeated the dogma, I wasn't sure there weren't others around. The game could've been testing us. Taking the map would be too easy.


  "I've got the gold," I said, reaching into my pouch.


  "We're not out?" Eric asked.


  "I kept a bit back for emergencies."


  Eddie walked forward, holding out his paw-like hand palm up.


  "The map," I said.


  He sighed as he pulled a rolled parchment out of his blue jumpsuit.


  Out of nowhere, Evan ran up behind Eddie and snatched the map.


  "Hey," Eddie said then barked as he backed away.


  "It's okay," I said. "Here's your money. Can you tell us anything else?"


  "The big boss in black robes is no joke. He's the reason I'm leaving my entire life behind."


  "Are there others at the monastery?" Eric asked.


  "Probably?" Eddie asked in a non-committal voice. "My memory is fuzzy."


  "Let me guess," Bernard said. "More gold will help jog it, right?"


  Eddie grinned, a freakish look on his canine-face.


  "I'm out of gold," I said.


  "Can I have one of your carts?"


  "Sure," I said.


  Eric looked at me, eyes narrowed into slits.


  "It's a rundown cart and won't bring me much gold, but it will do," Eddie said.


  "Bozo," Ewen muttered.


  I held out my hand.


  "Let me see the map, Evan."


  He walked over and handed it to me.


  "What else do you know about the monastery?" Eric asked. "It's convenient for you to have a map."


  "Hey, I've been planning to get out of that cult a while."


  I dropped the hand holding the map to my side.


  "Cult?"


  "The cult of Magictology."


  Eric looked at me. I glanced at Bernard.


  "You've not heard of it?" Eddie continued. "Crazy stuff. This fool in the black robes, the big boss, believes in a world where magic doesn't exist. Talk about loony."


  Eddie circled a finger to the right of his dog-head.


  "Magictology, huh?" I asked.


  "The biggest cult in the realms," Eddie said.


  Can we trust this dogma? I asked Charlotte.


  "He appears trustworthy."


  I glanced over at Eric.


  "Sounds like Magi Inyontoo for sure. Is he trying to break the game or something?"


  "I hope not," Bernard said. "There would be nothing worse than all the game characters walking around dropping pop-culture references to sound cool."


  "Right?" I shook my head. "Is this cult big, Eddie?"


  "It wasn't until a year ago. Now, everyone is scrambling to join."


  "How do we know you're not still working for the big boss?" Eric asked.


  Eddie sighed and pointed his thumbs toward his face.


  "Do sleeping dogs lie?" he asked.


  "Huh?"


  "It's a saying the big boss used. The whole story makes little sense at all."


  "Can you condense the story for us?" I asked.


  Eddie laughed, barked, then laughed again.


  "He's no help," Eric said. "We need to study that map and come up with a plan."


  "Good luck storming the monastery," Eddie said. "I'm Audi Five-Thousand, Gee."


  The dogma turned and got into a cart.


  "Yah, yah," he yelled while flipping the reins.


  As he rode off, I opened the map.


  "It looks legit," I said.


  Eric walked over and looked down at the precisely drawn layout of the monastery.


  "Not much to it either," he said. "I'll come in here from the mountain side."


  "You don't have the ring of spider climbing anymore," I said.


  "It won't be easy, but I'll manage. Are you ready, Evan?"


  "We should all go," I said. "This is likely a trap, and we don't want to split the party."


  "Now that we have one," Bernard quipped.


  I glanced over as the others sat around the camp fire.


  "Let's eat a quick breakfast then ride to the monastery and check it out. If Magi Inyontoo fled, we need to chase him," I said.


  "And if he's there, we need to kill him. You still have the Dawn Acid, right?"


  "Yes, Eric. Do you think I would come all this way and forget it? Really?"


  He raised his hands defensively then turned and walked away.


  I double-checked my bag. Wouldn't that be my luck?


  The glass containers felt warm to the touch.


  Will this stuff work as advertised?


  In another hour, or less, we would find out.


   


  



  ▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨▧▨▧▧▨▧▧▨▨▧▨


   


  



  After breakfast, I took Eric aside before we left for the monastery.


  "You were right," I said.


  His face perked up.


  "About us?"


  "No, about scouting. You should go ahead on your own. If you take Charlotte, you can use her to relay messages back to me and the rest of the team."


  "Charlotte will be our spider-phone?" he asked then grinned.


  "I'm not a phone," Charlotte said. "I don't even know what that is."


  "Don't worry about it," I said. "You need to go with Eric. We'll be close behind."


  "I'm scared, Kali."


  "Me too," I said.


  "You are?"


  "I am. That means we understand the danger. We'll be okay."


  "She won’t bite me, will she?" Eric asked.


  "Only if you deserve it."


  I smiled as nervousness rushed through my body.


  "Be safe," I said. "Do you still want Evan to come?"


  "No, I'll do better on my own. He's still first level."


  "You're right," I said. "Be careful with that Dawn Acid. I'd hate to find everything to make it again."


  "I should be fine with the map Eddie sold us," he said. "If it's accurate. The problem with a skill to discern a person's motive is you never know if you failed the roll or not."


  "Right?" I smiled. "Here..."


  I put my hand on his shoulder.


  "Go to him, Charlotte."


  We both watched as the red spider climbed onto his shoulder.


  "If he's in trouble, contact me," I said.


  "You can count on me, Kali."


  "Call me Sarah," I said.


  "Sarah?"


  "Yeah. I'd like that."


  "Okay, Sarah. You can count on me."


  "Me too," Eric said.


  I pulled my hand away.


  We stared at each other.


  He cleared his throat.


  "I should get going. Follow behind with the others. Once I find out what's going on at the monastery, Charlotte will let you know."


  "Talk to you soon," I said.


  He nodded then turned and walked off toward the monastery. I turned to the others. They'd all been watching us. Evan walked over.


  "I've got your back too, Sarah."


  "Thanks, Evan. As soon as we finish this quest, we should know more about quitting the game."


  "We leaving the carts here?" Bernard asked.


  "Yeah. We'll give him a ten-minute head-start then follow him."


  "Sounds like a plan," he said. "Keep my wand of healing. I need to be ready to fight."


  I gripped my staff tighter then turned to watch Eric disappear into a field of tall grass.


  Charlotte? You there?


  "I'm here, Sarah. Are you following?"


  We're coming soon. Be strong. And look after Eric.


  I turned to the others.


  "Everyone packed and ready to go? We've got a mile to walk."


  "Monde hate walks."


  I nodded.


  "Me too, Monde. Me too."


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 47 ::::>


   


   


  I Want my Father Back you SOB


   


   


  ERIC


   


  I approached the monastery from behind. Even without the ring of spider climbing, I made it onto the roof of the single-story stone building.


  "Tell her I'm going in," I said.


  "She said be careful," Charlotte said.


  I put the spider out of my mind and moved swiftly to a chimney in center of the roof. While not optimal, it would serve as a way into the monastery.


  Eddie may have been telling the truth. I saw no one on my initial observations of the building, but it made the most sense to sneak in.


  I thought back to sneaking into the Tower of Sherlock. Sarah and I had come so far in the game since then. Were we powerful enough to finish the quest?


  "Quiet now," I said.


  Charlotte didn't respond as tied a rope around the chimney then dropped it down. I leaned over and listened. Hearing nothing, I climbed into the confined space.


  That spider better not talk and give me away, I thought as I descended. Splitting the party might be a mistake, but rushing head-first into problems isn't smart.


  I stopped near the bottom of the chimney. Above cold coals and the remains of a few logs, I listened for any sounds coming from the main chamber behind the auditorium.


  Nothing. Time to do this.


  As I descended the last few feet, I made sure to not leave footprints in the ashes. The amulet probably wouldn't be so easily found, but I had to try.


  I ducked and stepped out of the fireplace. The walls of the room were once again filled with paintings and maps. Still listening intently, I crept toward the door.


  Locking it would give me time if someone came. I expected Magi Inyontoo to appear at any moment.


  "Tell Sarah to come around and get on the roof," I said.


  "Are you sure?" Charlotte asked.


  "Yes, I'm sure," I snapped. "Do it."


  "Fine," she said.


  I scanned the room, looking for anything out of place. Wooden bookshelves filled two entire walls of the windowless room. A desk in the corner looked promising.


  "They're coming," Charlotte said as I walked across the room.


  When I reached the desk, I felt around underneath it. Nothing. Where would he hide the amulet? Maybe he has it on him? That's what I would do if I were him.


  I walked over to one of the bookshelves and scanned the titles. Some were in languages I'd never seen before, but a few titles like "Mist Magic" stood out.


  Before giving up, I went to the other bookshelf and searched for anything abnormal. A book with less dust than the others caught my eye. I grabbed it.


  When I opened the book, I saw it had been hollowed out. The Cursed Pendant of Visions sat inside. My eyes widened and my heart raced faster.


  You got this, I told myself as I put the book down on the wooden desk.


  "How close are they?" I asked.


  "Another few minutes. Monde is having trouble getting on the roof."


  "Okay," I said. "Time to destroy this."


  I pulled out a bottle of Dawn Acid and uncorked it. A foul smell wafted out.


  Ugh. That's bad.


  I covered my nose with one hand while holding the acid in the other.


  A rustling at the door caught my attention. I turned around.


  "Who's in there?" a voice asked.


  The door shook.


  "You better open up now."


  "Who is it?" I asked in a falsetto voice.


  "Open this door. Now."


  "Who?" I asked.


  Hurry, Sarah.


  "I'm breaking the door down," the voice said.


  "Tell me who you are, and I'll open it."


  I took a deep breath, not wanting to destroy the pendant until Sarah and the others arrived.


  "Are they close?" I whispered.


  Someone banged on the door again.


  "Open up in there. This is your last chance."


  I glanced at the fireplace as the bottom half of Bernard appeared.


  He crawled out as Sarah came down the chimney.


  "Now or never," I muttered as I turned back to the book.


  "Wait," Sarah yelled as I upended the vial. "I forgot to tell you something."


  The magical mixture had already left the bottle, dripping down, thick like honey. It hit the magic pendant and sparked, setting the book and desk on fire.


  "It's super flammable," she said as she walked over.


  "A little late," I said then chuckled.


  Something big crashed into the door.


  "We've got company," I said. "But it looks like the acid is doing its thing."


  The pendant popped, sending thousands of sparks into the air.


  
    Quest complete!


    +15,000 xp divided by six party members.


    You get +2500 xp


    You have 28,244 xp.


    You need 6756 xp for Level 7 Rogue->Bounty Hunter

  


  "Level up," Bernard shouted.


  "We've still got work to do," I said.


  Monde made it down the chimney and into the room as the door burst open. Three dogmas stood on the other side, surrounding Magi Inyontoo in his black robes.


  "What have you done?" he screamed. "You guys are idiots. That was the way out of the game."


  I glanced over at Sarah. She shook her head.


  "He's lying," Charlotte whispered into my ear.


  Magi Inyontoo glanced around.


  "You've put together a decent party, but it won’t be enough."


  He cackled with laughter as he turned and walked down a hall leading to the auditorium.


  "Get him," I yelled, drawing my sword.


  Monde rushed the door, screaming her own name as a battle-cry. The three dogmas turned and fled after their master. I rushed after them.


  With Monde in the lead and me close behind, we chased the dogmas into a huge room filled with benches all facing a stage.


  "Stop," I said, grabbing Monde's shoulder as we entered.


  I saw Magi Inyontoo leap up on the stage. A tarp covered something.


  Sarah and the others crowded around us.


  "Monde, Ewen, Bernard, go cover the exits. We're not letting him get away." They took off. "Sarah, Evan, you two are with me."


  I waved for them to follow as I walked toward the stage. Magi Inyontoo stood with a hand on the tarp.


  "Let me guess," I said. "Another lame golem."


  I stopped in front of the stage.


  "Look," Sarah said as she pointed behind Magi Inyontoo.


  A glowing portal like the one we'd entered the game through hung in the air.


  "We've got company," Bernard yelled. "Dozens of dogmas."


  "Take care of them," I yelled without taking my eyes off Magi Inyontoo.


  He pulled the tarp away. A seven-foot tall flesh golem lumbered forward to the edge of the stage.


  "Back up," I said, following my own advice.


  Sarah stood next to me, but I saw no sign of Evan.


  "Monde smash."


  I heard yelps behind us as the flesh golem stepped off the stage.


  "Kill them," Magi Inyontoo shouted.


  The flesh golem lumbered forward.


  "It's disgusting," Sarah said.


  "More than the ear wax golem?"


  "I don't know," she said. "You want me to play this defensively or offensively."


  "Offense is the best defense," I shouted then ran forward and slashed the golem with my sword.


  
    Your slash INJURES the flesh golem for 12 damage.

  


  Two flaming discs of lava flew past and slammed into the patchwork flesh of the golem. While the golem's movements were slowed down, it still hit me with a giant fist.


  
    The flesh golem's fist INURES you for 13 damage.


    You have 76(89) health remaining.

  


  "Get the mage," I yelled as I swung again.


  
    Your slash HITS the flesh golem for 9 damage.

  


  "They're swarming us," Bernard called from somewhere behind me.


  "Deal with it," I said.


  The flesh golem lunged at me.


  
    The flesh golem's fist WOUNDS you for 16 damage.


    You have 60(89) health remaining.

  


  I really need to buff this armor soon.


  As the golem prepared to strike again, I stepped back to view the battlefield.


  Sarah and Magi Inyontoo were exchanging magic blasts of one sort or another. I hated to leave her alone, but she could fend for herself.


  The flesh golem needed to die.


  I screamed and ran forward, pressing my sword into its flesh.


  
    Your slash HITS the flesh golem for 8 damage.

  


  The golem growled, apparently frustrated at moving slower.


  "I should be with Sarah," Charlotte said from my shoulder.


  "Not now," I hissed then dodged as the golem swung again.


  
    The flesh golem's fist MISSES you.


    Your Dodge skill has increased!


    Dodge - Basic Level 3 of 10

  


  As I prepared to swing again, I saw Evan sneak up behind Magi Inyontoo.


  The mage in black screamed as the brownie stuck him in the back with a dagger.


  Sarah used the opportunity to hit the mage with another spell.


  I turned my attention back to more pressing matters and swung my sword.


  
    Your slash MISSES the flesh golem.


    The flesh golem's fist HITS you for 8 damage.


    The flesh golem's fist INURES you for 13 damage.


    You have 39(89) Health remaining

  


  "Monde, no," Bernard yelled.


  I resisted the urge to turn around and swung again.


  
    Critical Hit!


    Your thrust MAULS the flesh golem for 22 damage.


    The flesh golem is dead!

  


  I stepped back as the creature fell to the floor in a pile of bones and flesh.


  Up on the stage, I saw Evan on the floor. Magi Inyontoo raised his palms and shot lightning from them.


  I thought he was aiming for me, but the bolts of electricity hit the flesh golem, stirring it to life.


  "Come on," I muttered, readying my sword.


  The flesh golem let out a blood-curdling scream as it got to its knees.


  I swung again, hoping to take it out once and for all.


  
    Your slash HITS the flesh golem for 8 damage.

  


  The golem finished standing and looked at me with rage in its mismatched eyes.


  I stepped back, checking on Sarah as she battled Magi Inyontoo.


  "You should give up," the mage in black yelled. "You can't win against me."


  "Bernard, I could use some help," I shouted over my shoulder.


  "We're busy ourselves," he replied, breathing heavy. "Ewen, watch out."


  I screamed and ran toward the flesh golem, aiming for its head.


  
    Your slash GRAZES the flesh golem for 7 damage.

  


  The motley mix of body parts ran forward and slammed into me.


  
    The flesh golem's slam INJURES you for 13 damage.


    You have 26(89) health remaining.

  


  "Ouch," Sarah screamed.


  I looked over and saw her drop to the floor.


  "Nooooo..."


  Rage burned throughout my whole body as I attacked again.


  
    Your slash INJURES the flesh golem for 14 damage.


    The flesh golem is dead.

  


  I turned to face Magi Inyontoo.


  "My name is..."


  Before he finished, I rushed the stage, leaping up on it.


  He pointed a wand in my direction. Flames shot out, hitting my chest.


  
    Magi Inyontoo's Flamestick WOUNDS you for 16 damage


    You have 10(89) health remaining.

  


  "Why are you doing this?" I asked.


  "You destroyed the one way I had out of this stupid game."


  "I don't believe you," I said, holding my sword up.


  Pain enveloped my entire body. Everything hurt.


  "Believe what you want, but it's true. You think the Four Wizards know what they're talking about?"


  "I trust them more than I trust you."


  Magi Inyontoo laughed.


  "That's why you're so bad at this game. You can't trust anyone."


  "We can work together on getting out of here," I said, intent on convincing him to stop fighting us.


  I glanced over at the back of the auditorium. Bernard and Ewen stood near the main entrance. Dogmas were piled up high outside.


  "My name is Magi Inyontoo. You killed my father. Prepare to die."


  He lifted the wand. I crouched to rush forward and give him some damage before I died.


  Drekmao, holding his glowing sword, appeared behind Magi Inyontoo in a cloud of smoke.


  The mage in black turned around to face him. I used the opportunity to rush forward.


  My sword plunged into his lower back. He cried out in agony.


  
    Your stab HITS Magi Inyontoo for 8 damage.

  


  What? No back stab? Come on...


  Drekmao followed up with a thrust of his sword.


  Magi Inyontoo stumbled backward while clutching his stomach.


  "This isn't the last time you'll see me," he said.


  "Stop him," Drekmao screamed.


  I stepped forward as Magi Inyontoo escaped into the magical portal.


  
    Combat is over!


    You get 7400xp divided by five party members.


    You get +1480 xp


    You have 29,724 xp


    You need 5276 xp for level 7 Rogue->Bounty Hunter

  


  "That's not good," Drekmao said after Magi Inyontoo went through the portal.


  "At least he's gone," I said as I looked around "Who died?"


  I jumped off the stage and ran to Sarah.


  She looked up with a blank stare in her eyes.


  "Are you okay?" I asked. "We need healing over here."


  I put my hand on her cheek. Wake up. Don't leave me.


  Drekmao walked over and laid his hands on her chest.


  She sat up, eyes open wide.


  "What happened?" she asked.


  "You went under," Drekmao said. "But you should be fine."


  "Where's Magi Inyontoo?"


  "He got away," I said. "We should go after him."


  "Wait," Drekmao said. "You won't find him in the tower. He'll be in the second level already."


  Bernard and Ewen, both battle-weary, walked over.


  "Monde died," Bernard said. "We tried to help her, but she's not too smart in battle."


  "Sorry," Ewen said.


  "It's not your fault."


  "Give me to Sarah," Charlotte said.


  "Hold on a minute."


  Sarah stood and retrieved her spider. I glanced around at all the destruction. The portal glimmered less than a hundred feet away. Could we finally quit the game?


  "Are you coming with us through the portal, Drekmao?" I asked.


  He shook his head.


  "I've got to stay here."


  "Can you tell us something about the second level?" Sarah asked.


  "No, but you'll find out more once you get back to the tower."


  "What do you mean?" I asked.


  "You'll see," he said. "I need to go find the Four Wizards. There's much work to make the first level safe for everyone again."


  "This game is nuts," Bernard said.


  Evan stumbled over. He looked rough.


  "Are you okay?" I asked. "That back stab was incredible."


  I didn't think it was possible for a brownie, but his smile got bigger.


  "When I saw him hurting Sarah, I had to act."


  Sarah smiled and put her hand on his shoulder.


  "Good luck to your party," Drekmao said. "Maybe our paths will cross again."


  "One more question," I said.


  He sighed.


  "What?"


  "Magi Inyontoo said the pendant was a way out of the game..."


  Everyone turned to Drekmao, waiting for an answer.


  "I'm sure he was full of it."


  "But can't high level mages make magic items? Or hack the game?" Sarah asked.


  "The Four Wizards and others have tried for countless years to get out of the game. I don't see how that punk Magi figured it out."


  "Yeah," I said, nodding my head.


  "If you'll excuse me, I need to go."


  Drekmao exited stage left.


  "What are we going to do about Monde?" Sarah asked.


  "Bury her again," I said. "Does anyone know how long the portal to level two stays open? Should we be in a hurry?"


  "No idea," Bernard said.


  "You're coming with us, right?" I asked.


  "I'm not sure," he said.


  "What about you two?"


  "I'm going with Sarah," Evan said.


  "And I'm going where Evan goes," Ewen said.


  "What about Josh?" Sarah asked. "Will he spawn as an NPC in the first level or the next one?"


  "No idea," I said. "But I don't think we should wait around for him."


  "We can't leave without him," Sarah said.


  "Let's bury Monde. We can decide what to do after that."


  The others nodded in agreement. As we turned to the back of the auditorium, I saw a hobgoblin climb over the pile of dead dogmas. He didn't look happy.


  "I found them," he shouted. "Come around back."


  "We're too depleted to win another large battle," I said. "We've got to go. Now."


  I walked toward the stage, motioning for the others to follow.


  "But Josh..."


  "He's a big boy who can take care of himself," I said. "We've got to go."


  Three arrows whizzed by.


  "Let's go," I said as I hopped up on the stage.


  I waited for Evan and Ewen to step through the portal. Several more arrows flew by. Bernard stepped in front of the portal and took a deep breath.


  "You got this," I said. "Hurry."


  Sarah stood next to me as hobgoblins poured in through every door. One of them cast a spell.


  "Go, now," I shouted.


  Bernard stepped through the portal. Sarah looked in my eyes then followed him.


  I glanced back one more time before stepping into the shimmering light.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  ()xxxx[:::: Chapter 48 ::::>


   


   


  What Can I Say? I'm Thrilled


   


   


  SARAH


   


   


  On the other side of the magical gate, I found myself back in the stone tower. The curved hall gave me a strange sense of calm. We were all still in our game gear.


  “We all make it?” Eric asked.


  “Yeah,” I said. “And no sign of Magi Inyontoo.”


  “He’s probably in the second or a higher level,” Bernard said. “Who knows?”


  “I do,” a tall man in plain white robes said from a few feet away.


  Everyone turned to look at him.


  “Well, well…Here we are,” he said, looking us over. “I’m the game master.”


  I looked over at Eric then back to the wiry balding man.


  “Excuse me, sir? I think there’s been a mistake. This is a game, but we’re trapped here.”


  “No, you’re not,” he said, waving away my concerns with his hand.


  “Why can’t we quit the game?” I asked.


  He sighed.


  “Can you be quiet and listen a moment? Please?”


  “We have questions,” I said. “You need to answer them.”


  He laughed.


  “I don’t have to do anything because I’m the game master.”


  “This is the worst game ever built,” I said.


  He stopped laughing and stared into my eyes.


  I glanced away.


  “Are you done talking?” he asked.


  I crossed my arms over my chest but said nothing.


  “Good, he said. You did okay in the first level, but your alignment scores are low.”


  “There’s crazy players in this game trying to kill us,” I said.


  My heart pounded faster as I worked myself up.


  “That’s the point of the game, isn’t it?” he asked.


  “You need to give us answers,” I persisted.


  “We’ll just stay in here and refuse to play the game if you don’t answer us,” Eric said.


  “Oh, yeah?” he asked, nodding his head. “You think you’re tough? Watch this.”


  
    You lose 500 xp. 


    You have 27,657 xp. 

  


  Eric turned.


  “Did you lose xp?”


  I nodded. We both looked back to the game master.


  “Don’t mess with the bull, young woman. You’ll get the horns.”


  “Eat my shorts,” I said, maybe taking it too far.


  
    You lose 500 xp.


    You have 27,157 xp.

  


  “You’ll find resistance leads to a more difficult time in the game.”


  “This game sucks,” I said.


  “You just bought yourself another penalty, missy.”


  The game master pointed a finger at me.


  
    You lose 500 xp. 


    You have 26,657xp.

  


  “Whatevs,” I said.


  
    You lose 1,000 xp.


    You have 25,657xp

  


  “More xp gone. You wanna keep going?”


  Eric looked over and mouthed the words, “Stop.”


  I took a deep breath and turned. The game master fumed, his brow wrinkled.


  “Now, as I was saying, the higher your alignment score, the more help you will get.”


  Bernard stepped forward.


  “Sir, I’ve got a high alignment score, and I’ve gotten no help.”


  “You better keep quiet, Bernard.”


  Eric and I looked at him as he stepped back, head bowed.


  “That’s better,” the game master said. “I’m in control. The sooner you accept your reality, the better off you’ll be. Do we understand each other?”


  “Cry-stal,” I said sarcastically.


  “I’ve got my eye on you, missy.”


  The game master pointed his finger to his eyes then back to me.


  I kept my mouth shut. Brute force wouldn’t get us out of the game. Higher alignment would help us, but how? My mind turned the thoughts over quickly, searching for a solution, a way out.


  “Are you ready to hear about the second level?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “We’re going back in time?”


  “Very observant,” the game master said. “The second level of the game is still a beginner level, but it’s unique in that the way you play the game will affect events four-hundred years later in the first level.”


  “Huh?” Ewen asked.


  The game master sighed and rolled his eyes. Beads of sweat had formed on top of his hairless head. He wiped it away then rubbed his hands on his pants.


  “You’ll have a chance to affect world events in level two. If they’re big enough, the first level will be different for incoming players.”


  “There’s still players coming in the game?” Eric asked.


  “And what about Josh?” I added. “Will he be in the second level?”


  “He will. I had to bend the rules, but I want to see you three interact again.”


  I but my tongue before I shouted about the unfairness of the game.


  “You have the Amulet of the Party, so you’ll be able to have a party of up to twelve people. The question is whether you’ll change the Grabisco Isles enough in 842 CE to make the first level easier or more difficult for new players.”


  He glanced from one face to another, this sick and twisted grin on his face.


  I wanted to punch him, but I controlled myself.


  “Where’s the other one?” he asked.


  The smile faded as he glanced around.


  I saw Evan sneaking up behind him.


  “No, don’t,” I called out as Evan leaped forward.


  He went through the hologram-man and landed on his stomach.


  “Are you okay?” I asked as I kneeled next to him.


  “Yeah,” he said. “I didn’t know he wasn’t real.”


  Who are we trapped in this game with? I wondered as I helped the brownie up.


  I looked around but didn’t see the game master.


  “Where’d he go?” I asked.


  Bernard shrugged.


  “Evan, we’ve got to talk, buddy,” Eric said. “You need to let us know what you’re planning, okay?”


  The brownie walked over and hid behind me, his hands on my waist.


  “I’m sorry, Sarah,” he said.


  “You’re fine, Evan. We’re just worried about you.”


  “He’s a bozo,” Ewen said.


  “Enough,” I shouted, my voice echoing through the curved hall.


  They all turned their attention to me.


  “I want to go into the second level with two things on our mind. First, we should accept all party members until we find Josh.”


  “And Monde,” Bernard added.


  “I’m thinking she won’t be hard to find.”


  “She might not be on the second level,” Eric said. “We might’ve blown it.”


  “Regardless, we need to find Josh. Our second goal should be getting our alignment as high as possible. The more tips and help we get, the easier it’ll be to quit the game.”


  “Good plan,” Eric said. “I concur and pass the mantle of leader to you.”


  I cocked my head to the side.


  “The mantle of leader?”


  “I think he means title,” Bernard said. “Right?”


  “Whatever you call it,” Eric said. “You’re smart, level-headed, and I’m ready to follow you to the end of the game no matter how long it takes.”


  Evan leaped from behind me and raised his dagger into the air.


  “All for one, and one for all,” he shouted then plunged through the portal.


  “Here we go,” I said. “Let’s follow him.”


  Ewen walked through the shimmering light, followed by Bernard. I stepped over to Eric and took his hand.


  “We’ve got to stick together,” I said. “You’re the only one I trust completely.”


  He nodded, not saying a word. I forgot all about him in his hover-chair and everything else as, hand in hand, we walked through the second magical gate of the first level of the tower.
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  Damage Inc: Circa 842 CE


   


   


  JOSH


   


   


   I stared at the tall, bald man as he lectured me in the plain white room.


  “Do you understand?” he asked.


  “Yeah, sure,” I said.


  “This is important,” the man said. “You only have one more chance as a PC. If you die again, you’ll become a monster NPC, and it will be more difficult to exit the game.”


  “Uh huh,” I said.


  The man sighed in frustration.


  “Off you go, then.”


  He pointed to a glowing portal of magical energy in one of the walls.


  I stood and stretched, loving my massively muscular body.


  “You need to learn how to act right,” the man said.


  I lunged forward and inch, causing him to flinch.


  “That’s not funny,” he said. “I’m in control. You need to accept that fact.”


  I’ll accept the fact Eric will die as soon as I find him again. The idiot had let me die. He would pay if it was the last thing I did in the game. Maybe becoming a monster would be better.


  Full orc instead of half-orc maybe? That would be cool.


  I stepped through the portal and back into the game


  The sun shining down hit my eyes. I put my hand up to shield them.


  An arena? I glanced up in the stands and saw tens of thousands of people.


  “Out of nowhere, we have Jonan the Barbarian,” an announcer called.


  The crowd booed as I glanced around and got my bearings.


  On the other side of the sandy arena, a gate swung open. A giant of a man strode out and lifted his hands into the air. The crowd went wild, cheering and chanting.


  “Kill the half-human. Kill him dead,” the crowd roared repeatedly.


  The other gladiator howled with delight before he charged toward me. I dodged to the side at the last moment, avoiding any contact. He stopped and turned.


  
    You now have the Dodge skill – Basic Level 1 of 10

  


  Do I still have that barbarian rage thing? I need to figure out how to play this game.


  Bad memories rose in a wave of anger that crashed against my brain and sent me into a chaotic rage.


  The crowd cheered even more as I beat my chest with my fists. After a scream of my own, I rushed across the sand toward the other gladiator.


  He cocked his head to the side, wondering why I’d charged him. I reached him as he raised a massive battle-hammer into the air. Our bodies crashed together.


  We fell to the ground with me on top of him. I wailed on him with my fists, all the frustration of being trapped in a stupid game coming out of me as raw energy.


  Minutes that felt like hours went by before two heavily armored men pulled me off the other gladiator. I kicked and screamed as they dragged me away.


  The people in the stands went wild, re-energizing my fury. I broke free of the guards and ran across the arena. When I reached a wall, I leapt up and grabbed the top.


  Pulling myself up, I saw people running away in every direction, trampling each other. I hopped over the wall and landed on my feet. Still enraged, I ran into the crowd.


  Where were Sarah and Eric? Did I have a chance of finding them again in the stupidest game ever built? The odds were against me as I fled the arena with the mob.


  Eric would pay for allowing me to die in front of Sarah.


  I ran through the city streets until I found a horse.


  
    You lose 10 alignment points for stealing a horse.


    Your alignment score is now -10 (Breaking Bad)

  


  Whatever it takes to get my revenge.


  The rage consumed my mind.


  I rode out of town fast.


  No looking back.


  Only forward.


  Time to go.


  Kill Eric. 
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