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    Chapter 1  
 
    Genesis  
 
    In the beginning… there was only the code.  Millions of lines of text that created, instructed, and governed.  But the world was all darkness. Formless void, full of potential. 
 
    The Artists came, like the gods of legend.  With them they brought light, color, and form.  Sound and motion. Taste, smell, sensation. And it was good. 
 
    The mountains formed, and the rains fell, creating seas.  Trees sprang from the soil and reached for the sun. Then the beasts of the world arose.  Formed by the code. Shaped by the artists. Given function and purpose. They roamed the lands above, and below.   Swam in the seas, soared among the clouds. And it was good. 
 
    Still, the code grew.  Sentient beings were formed in many shapes and sizes.  They lived in caves, and built homes. They hunted the beasts, and were hunted in turn.  Some gathered to form villages, and grew crops. They were given ambition, greed, and lust.  Then laws were written to curtail all three. They lived and died in the blink of an eye. Generation after generation, living mundane lives or committing acts of greatness.  Tales were told. Stories became Legends. Legends became history. The lore of the new world. And it was good. 
 
    Then the players came.  Outworlders. Only a few at first.  They were called Alphas. They roamed the world, killing beasts and sentients alike.  Immortals who could not truly die. Though their bodies were often destroyed, they would soon return, whole again.  They sometimes spoke in tongues the villagers did not understand. These Alphas were agents of chaos. Where they passed, life was altered.  Buildings, or whole villages, changed or relocated. Villagers lost their memories or vanished, never to be seen again.  
 
    The Alphas departed after nearly a year, and the world settled.  Villages continued to grow into towns; towns into cities. The beasts replenished their numbers.  Rains fell, and crops grew. Battles for resources were fought between cities. 
 
    And all at once, the outworlders returned.  Many more than before. They flooded the towns, running about in a frenzy.  They demanded to be sent on quests, so the townspeople invented them. “Go find my lost dog” one would say.  And the outworlders obeyed. For a price. Always a price.  
 
    Most were friendly and eager to help.  Some were not. Those outworlders quickly came to be despised. Avoided.  Shunned. 
 
    But overall, the outworlders were a boon to the locals.  Predators were put down. Lost items found. Yards cleaned, and supplies gathered.  They bought items from shops and crafters, spending gold freely without a second thought.   Many asked to apprentice in the crafting trades. The outworlders soon became an accepted part of life.   
 
    And watching over them all, the code began to learn. 
 
                                -Book of the Awakened, Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace didn’t react visibly when he heard the slight shuffle of boots on stone behind him.  His drow ears told him there were at least three following. Two on the ground, one up on a rooftop to his right.  He’d expected more. They were just pacing him, not trying to catch up, or herd him anywhere. Mace suspected they were waiting for reinforcements.  He’d be a fool to let that happen. 
 
    Turning a corner onto a side street, he activated his natural ability and faded into the shadows.  If these had been drow hunting him, it would be a waste of time. But his victim’s guards had been mostly orcs, trolls, and kobolds.  Based on the weight of the footfalls, those behind him were orcs. The one on the roof likely a kobold. Mace had been moving much too quickly for any troll to keep up.  
 
    He pressed himself into a doorway just a few feet from the corner.  Drawing a dagger in each hand, he listened to his pursuers. The orcs drew closer to the corner and paused.  Mace watched as one poked his head around the corner to look for him. At least they were smart enough not to just step out into the open. 
 
    When the orc didn’t see him, he pulled his head back and whispered “Gone. Hiding, I think. Or he ran again. Damn sneaky drow!”.   
 
    The two of them rounded the corner together, weapons drawn.  A male and a female. They carefully stepped apart so each had room to move if a fight started.  The male, who was closest to Mace, looked right at him, but his eyes slid past. Mace was a Darkblade, a member of the elite drow assassins.  He wasn’t just hiding IN the shadows, he WAS the shadow. 
 
    These two are better trained than most.  Be a shame to kill them. They could be useful. But it’s them or me. Mace thought to himself.  
 
    He waited until the two orcs were several steps past him, listening for the kobold above.  It had moved ahead quickly down to the next intersection, probably hoping to spot him on a side street. 
 
    Stepping out behind the two orcs, Mace attacked.   
 
    Drow were imbued with a natural speed greater than that of nearly any race, above or below the surface.  They did not concern themselves with honor or fair play. Kill, or be killed. Steal what you can, and kill for what you can’t.   
 
    He struck the closest orc first, driving his left-hand dagger up under the orc’s arm, puncturing a lung, severing muscle and artery.  With his right hand he reached around and slit the orc’s throat. His magically sharp, curved dagger sliced cleanly to the bone and a spray of hot orc blood arced outward. 
 
    He quickly levered the orc’s body in between himself and the second orc, whose sword was already thrusting toward him.  He didn’t have the strength to support the two-hundred-pound orc’s dead weight, but he didn’t need to. As the female’s sword slid into the dying body, Mace let it fall, dragging the sword down with it.  He leaped over the body and drove his dagger through the female orc’s throat as she struggled to remove her sword. Her eyes filled with hatred, she made a gurgling sound that sent black blood welling out of her mouth.    
 
    Mace felt a burning pain in his gut.  Looking down, he saw a wicked looking dagger sunk nearly to its hilt into his abdomen, just below the ribs.  The orc was dying, but she wasn’t through fighting. He admired her for that. Before he could process the damage and react, she ripped the dagger free and plunged it in again.  She had much less strength this time, but the damage was still significant. Mace pulled his dagger from her throat and pushed her away. She was dead on her feet, and simply fell limp, but the fall ripped the dagger from Mace’s gut in a downward tearing motion. 
 
    Mace glanced at his UI.  His health bar was down to 30%.  There was a bleed status, telling him he was losing 5 hp per second from the profuse flow of blood leaking from the holes in his belly.  He pulled a health potion from his bag and uncorked it, downing the vial of red liquid in one swallow. As the tingling of the potion’s healing effects caused the intense pain to subside, the flow of blood lessened, then stopped.  His health bar increased to a much safer 80%.  
 
    A small arrow struck his leg as he dropped the potion vial and re-equipped his dagger.   Looking up at the roof line, he spotted the kobold he’d heard earlier holding a short bow and nocking another arrow.   Short of stature with darkly scaled skin, the lizard-man creature let fly the arrow, then uttered an ululating call to alert the others of his location. 
 
    Mace dodged the arrow and ran back to the same doorway he’d taken refuge in before.  The kobold was on the roof above, and wouldn’t be able to hit him. He yanked the arrow from his leg, bleeding once again.  He watched as his health bar ticked down toward 50%. He could not consume another potion until the cooldown expired in 110 more seconds.  This fight would be over long before that. He took a strip of cloth from his bag and tied it over top of the arrow wound. This stopped the bleeding, but did nothing to heal him. 
 
    Re-activating his stealth ability, he moved along the side of the building toward the next corner.  He looked up to see the kobold peering over the edge of the roof above, staring at the doorway he’d just left.  Kobolds could see much better in the dark than orcs, but the creature had missed Mace’s movement. 
 
    Seeing an opportunity, Mace equipped his own bow and nocked an arrow.  He took aim quickly and loosed his arrow. The sound of the bowstring caused the kobold to turn and look in Mace’s direction just as the arrow struck. It penetrated the creature’s face and knocked it backward. 
 
    Mace checked his combat log quickly as he moved back down the street to loot the orcs.  Confirmed. He’d received forty xp for killing the kobold. Fifty for each of the orcs. Not enough to level him up, but every little bit helped.  He bent down and looted each of the corpses, getting mainly medium quality weapons and chainmail armor as well as a few silver coins. Trash mobs rarely carried gold.   
 
    Mace took a run at the building where the kobold had been.  He used a window sill as a launch point to propel himself upward, then jammed a dagger into the wall.  He quickly pulled himself upward to maintain his momentum, and was able to grab the top of the wall with his other hand.   A moment later he stood on the roof and was looting the kobold. Listening intently, he heard the expected reinforcements approaching from both the east and the north.  Mace turned west and began to hop from roof to roof, evading his pursuers.  
 
    Only about ten minutes earlier, Mace had killed their boss.  A drow slave trader who had annoyed someone enough that the Darkblades had been hired to eliminate him.  Mace hadn’t known him at all, and had nothing personal against him. But he’d been given a quest to eliminate the drow, so he’d done it.  The guards hunting him now would give up soon enough. They were reacting out of instinct rather than any kind of loyalty to their dead boss.   When they found the bodies of their comrades, they would likely decide it wasn’t worth the risk to continue after Mace.  
 
    But if they did chase him, and— by some miracle of a chance—they managed to catch him, he’d kill as many of them as as it took to dissuade them from pursuing him any further.  That was just the way it had to be. 
 
    Ten minutes later Mace had circled around back to the north, with no sign of any pursuit.  He dropped off a two-story roof to the street below, his impact making no sound as he bent his knees to absorb it.  A quick look around, and Mace strolled casually across the street and into the door of the inn where he lived. He walked through the ground floor tavern room and down a hallway that led to the kitchen.  Opening a door to his right, he proceeded down a set of stairs into the cellar where the innkeeper stored his ale.  
 
    Sitting atop one of the barrels was his handler.  The drow looked up at Mace and asked, “You have something for me?” 
 
    Mace reached into his bag and removed the severed hands of this evening’s target.  Both still sported a couple of rings that glowed with enchantment. Mace had not taken the tempting items for himself, as they had specifically been part of the contract.  He set the hands on a barrel next to his handler. 
 
      
 
    Quest Complete:  Handyman Special 
 
    Reward:  500xp; 10 gold. 
 
    The drow handed him a small bag containing the gold, scooped the hands into his own bag, and departed up the stairs without a word.    
 
    Mace waited a few minutes, then followed.   Once back at the main level he took another stairway upward to the second floor and unlocked the door to his room.  Sitting on the bed, he closed his eyes and logged out. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace emerged from his pod with the usual pang of regret.  Life in Elysia was vibrant and exciting. The dead world he found himself in every time he left immersion was a weight on his soul. 
 
    It hadn’t always been this way.  Mace could still remember a childhood of sunshine and birthday parties in the park.  Though they were starting to fade, he had memories of ball games and trips to the ice cream shop down the street. 
 
    The shop was still there.  So was the ball field. But no one ever went there anymore.  They were no place for the living. The living hid underground, mostly.  Some lived on protected islands, or mountaintop fortresses.  
 
    At least they could see the sun regularly. 
 
    Mace lived three hundred feet below the surface of what used to be a thriving city.  He and a few dozen others had been lucky enough to occupy this facility when the world went to hell.  It had been two months since that day. In those two months, all the others had died. 
 
    Grabbing a t-shirt and a pair of sweats, he dressed and sat down on his bed.  His quarters were small, but efficient. The pod took up an entire fourth of the space, set into a corner near the door.  There was a small kitchen, basically just a microwave, small fridge, and a sink. His bed was tucked into another corner, next to a desk with an office chair.  It folded up into a sofa, though he never bothered to do so. The bathroom was a simple shower, with a prison-style commode/sink combo. 
 
    He was going to need to go outside soon.  He needed food. The facility had been pretty well stocked when they retreated to it.  It was a research and development lab designed for maybe a hundred employees. It had a full cafeteria with a surprisingly good selection of foodstuffs.  The company obviously believed in treating their people well. When the end came, there’d been enough food in the kitchen and storage areas to feed Mace and the other survivors for maybe a month.   
 
    That was how a lot of the survivors had died.  Scavenging for food. The group leadership decided to forage for food on the surface, before they ran out.  It made sense, in theory, as there were grocery stores and warehouses full of untouched canned and packaged food up there.   
 
    But they’d overestimated their ability to retrieve the food and return unharmed.  The first few had died when they encountered an armed group of survivors who were also foraging, but were unwilling to share.   Mace had been there. They’d found a Safeway grocery that, though the shelves out front had been mostly looted, still had plenty of supplies in the back.  Including entire pallets of bottled water, canned soups and beans, boxes of pasta, ramen noodles, and a barrel of potatoes that still looked edible. Some of the foods in the frozen section hadn’t completely thawed, so Mace had stuffed his pack with half-frozen burritos that he could nuke. 
 
    They’d loaded up several shopping carts and a pallet dolly with supplies, and were moving down the street as quietly as they could.  It wasn’t quiet enough. The other survivors ambushed them. Two of Mace’s group were down before anyone even knew what was happening.  The rest defended themselves, taking cover and returning fire. But the noise drew the attention of the creatures. They came from two sides; down the street Mace and his friends had just traveled from the direction of the store, and from the alley the ambushers had been hiding in.   
 
    Trapped between their intended victims and the creatures behind them in the alley, most of the ambushers perished, before Mace’s group fled down the street with as many supplies as they could carry.  The remaining human attackers tried to follow, but were run down from behind. Two of Mace’s group—they weren’t exactly friends —had tried to carry too much weight, and were run down by the creatures as well.  Their deaths, and the distraction they provided, were the only reason that Mace and those still with him had made it back to their new home. 
 
    Mace took the last of those scavenged burritos from his tiny fridge.  He popped it in the microwave and set the timer for ninety seconds. As he waited for what might be his last meal to heat up, he thought back to that first day. 
 
    There had always been speculation and fringe doomsday predictions that the Large Hadron Collider at CERN would—when activated—destroy the earth.  Some theories cited the creation of a black hole that would consume everything around it. Others posited a nuclear explosion of a magnitude sufficient to destroy the earth, or at least make it uninhabitable.  
 
    As it turned out, they were not that far off. 
 
    The scientists had named them ‘strangelets’.  One of them had made the unfortunate mistake of calling them ‘zombie particles’, and that was the name that stuck.   When it first happened, every news channel had an astrophysicist speaking about the origins of the particles. Strangelets were theoretical particles that could occur in space when, for example, two neutron stars collided.  The resulting super-massive expenditure of energy would create these unique ‘strange matter’ particles with the ability to convert particles of normal matter into strangelets. Thus, one strange matter particle becomes two, or a single larger, more powerful particle.  Then it impacts more matter, converting that into strange matter, in an ongoing and exponentially growing chain reaction. Much like the popular zombie movies, where a few undead infect others, then those infect more, and the effect eventually spreads to encompass the earth. 
 
    And while the particles that were accidentally generated at CERN were not true strangelets, they were the closest example scientists could point to.  Rather than converting all matter, as a true strangelet would, these particles only affected living tissue. Plants, animals, people, everything that walked, crawled, or grew upon the earth was susceptible.  They spread on contact, and could not be transmitted via a non-biological agent. Which should have allowed the human race to survive. 
 
    The end of the world was brought about by three student researchers.  They’d been given the opportunity to work alongside senior scientists at CERN, an honor they’d competed for their entire academic lives.  They were understandably proud of themselves for earning such positions. So proud, in fact, that finding themselves unsupervised one evening, they decided to celebrate.   
 
    An inebriated argument began between two of them over just how powerful a collision could be created.  And what the nature of the resulting particles would be. If only they’d taken to beating on each other like most young drunks, the world would be a different place entirely. 
 
    Instead, they fired up the supercollider.  Taking none of the usual safety precautions, like making sure the chambers were clear of debris, or that the magnets along the loops were in proper alignment, they fired. 
 
    No one is sure what caused the creation of these new particles.  Those who might have been able to shed some light were killed. Either in the explosion, the collapse that followed, or by the modified strangelets that were released into the air surrounding the complex.  
 
    The effect was not instantaneous.   The particles worked on a nuclear level, and it took time for the matter conversion to spread through a creature the size of a human.  The initial victims were hospitalized with what looked like severe burns from the explosion and resulting fires. Contact with them contaminated hundreds of emergency personnel and good Samaritans who helped pull them from the rubble or treat them in hospitals.   Those people in turn went home, or out into the streets, and contaminated others with hugs, handshakes, sneezes, and the like.  
 
    Some few of those in the initial wave of contaminations boarded planes and trains.  Spreading the contamination to other nations, even other continents.  
 
    In the meantime, groundwater near the site was also compromised.  Rats, insects, even birds were infected, passing it along. Corn and wheat fields were converted.  Although animals like rats and humans were visibly altered when contaminated, grains of wheat looked much the same.  So even after the initial apocalyptic dying off of the living creatures of the world, survivors died from contaminated food.  Only that which was sealed in cans or packages, and old enough to have already been delivered to distribution points, was considered safe. 
 
    Had mankind known of the particles early on, steps could have been taken to contain it.  The entire area, the nation of Switzerland, even all of Europe could have been sanitized with nuclear weapons.  A quarantine put in place.  
 
    The microwave beeped at Mace as it finished bombarding his burrito with radiation that caused its molecules to spin, creating the heat that cooked it from within.  He set the plate on his desk and sat down. Looking at the cooling burrito, he took a deep breath and cut into it with a fork. 
 
    The humans and animals that were contaminated suffered a similar fate to his burrito.  The strange matter conversion of their bodies basically cooked them at a cellular level. The pain drove them insane. Any human feeling, or higher reason just gone from their brains.  Only the lizard brain functions remained. The need to eat, to drink; to survive. Reaction to movement and loud noises. Aggression; plenty of aggression. The silver lining to the thundercloud of human extinction was that the conversion quickly killed about half of the population it contaminated.  Of those contaminated that survived the process, be they human or beast, bird or bug, their natural aggression was amplified. And they did not reserve their wrath for the living. They attacked and consumed one another just as readily. 
 
    So rather than the hordes of billions of walking dead roaming the earth that were envisioned in so many Hollywood films, the undead were reducing their own numbers at an impressive pace.  Survivors who could hold out long enough in protected places might outlast the creatures. In places where food had been abundant, like the United States, the few thousands who survived might live out their lives on stored food. 
 
    Finished with his meal, Mace began to prepare to venture onto the surface.  He slipped into black jeans, long sleeved shirt, and boots, over which he strapped tactical protective gear.  He donned synthetic gloves and a polyester ski mask. One key to survival was to cover as much skin as possible with non-biological materials to prevent contamination.  One did not need to be bitten, or scratched. A splatter of blood, a casual brush against a contaminated plant, and that was it. Game over. 
 
    He strapped on a modified shoulder harness.  Into the holster, he slid his Glock 19 loaded with a full magazine of fifteen Black Talon hollow point rounds that he’d found on a previous excursion.  Then he slid his trusty Mossberg shotgun into the sheath on his back. He’d sewn it to the shoulder harness himself. Next to the shotgun he sheathed a katana claimed from a pawn shop on a previous outing.   
 
    Fastening a wide belt around his waist, he now had a pistol at each hip.   He didn’t like to use the guns, because the noise drew attention to him. And attention was the last thing he wanted.  But they had stopping power, and in close quarters that might be the difference between life and death. He’d learned early on that ‘penetrating’ rounds just passed through the creatures with little effect.  They just kept on coming. Switching to the shotgun, and pistols with hollow-point rounds that expanded on impact to push back his targets was much more effective. 
 
    He hiked a mostly empty backpack onto his shoulders, then slid on a biker’s helmet with the face-guard up so that he could breathe more easily.   Lastly, he grabbed a spear. With a six-foot long shaft and a flattened, slightly curved head, it looked more like a glaive than a spear. 
 
    Mace preferred the sword and spear.  They were nearly silent if he could kill his target quickly.  A head-strike or decapitation meant no scream of pain to alert nearby creatures.  Plus a spear never ran out of ammo. It also made a handy walking stick, and was good for fetching items down from high shelves. 
 
    Leaving his quarters, he passed by several larger, empty rooms.  Being alone now, he could have claimed any of them for his own. But he felt comfortable and secure in his little room.  The fact that it had a thick metal door that he could close when he slept didn’t hurt either. 
 
    He stopped at the facility’s security office to check the monitors.  There were cameras at the ground floor entrance and the interior corridors.   He watched for several minutes, studying all the feeds for any sign of movement.   Most of the original group of survivors had been employees here. One was a security tech working on a system upgrade when the world ended.  They’d been installing an AI to run all the building’s automated systems. His all-access card was what allowed Mace and the others to go in and out, and operate the building controls.   The tech guy, his name had been Bob, had shown Mace how to turn off the lights topside so as not to draw attention. And to set the cameras for night vision or infrared, and for motion detection.  He and Mace together had nearly finished the AI install before Bob was killed. Bob had named the AI “Peabody”. The AI still needed some fine tuning before Mace was willing to activate it. One light turned on upstairs at the wrong time, or one door unlocked, might mean the end of Mace. 
 
    Seeing no movement above, he left the security room and walked to the elevator.  A swipe of the security card, and the doors opened for him. He pushed the “G” button for ground level, and the car began to rise. 
 
    The facility ran on geothermal power.  Heat from a vent in the earth deep below was used to turn turbines that generated electricity.  That same heat could be vented out above, or used to heat the facility. And as a backup, there were room-sized battery banks meant to keep all the equipment running if the power failed. As long as nothing broke down, and Mace did a little regular preventive maintenance, he might have power for a century or more.  Not that he’d live that long. 
 
    His problem was food.  He had purified water to drink.  There was a filter system that gathered the condensation from the heat exchanger and funneled the water into tanks.  Those tanks were used for drinking water, sanitary, air cooling, and fire suppression if needed. He even had a walk-in freezer in the cafeteria.  If there was any safe fresh meat left in the world, he’d be able to store it. 
 
    As the elevator neared the ground floor, Mace stepped to one side of the car and lowered his spear.  If anything awaited him behind those doors, he’d need to rush it and push his way out of the car. Being trapped in a small space was a sure way to die. 
 
    The doors slid open to reveal an empty corridor.  The elevator was located in a side corridor off the building’s main lobby.  Most who visited the building before the world went to shit, were never aware there were sublevels going down some forty stories.   Mace advanced quietly down the hall to where it opened onto the spacious lobby. The front wall of the lobby was a twenty-foot high wall of glass that looked out over a park-like area with a fountain, and stone benches.  Parking for the building was to the rear, a five-level parking structure. 
 
    Mace used the round convex security mirror at the hallway junction to make sure the lobby was clear, before rounding the corner and stepping into the open.  He crossed the open area of the lobby as quickly as possible, pausing to duck behind the high reception desk. There was another security monitor here, and he used it to make another check of the cameras.    
 
    In the old days, three months ago, he would never have had the patience to do this.  Life moved at a fast pace. Anything that took more than thirty seconds was a waste of time.  Food was consumed quickly. Sentences were short, conversations too. People preferred to communicate via texts, using emojis and abbreviations to keep effort to a minimum.   
 
    These days, though, he had nothing but time.  And he spent that time making sure he’d have more time.  Among those who’d survived the first week, the rash and impatient were the first to die.   
 
    He used his keycard to open the front door and exit the lobby.  The sun was high overhead, with only the occasional cloud casting a shadow over the small park.  He made his way across to the nearest street, and crouched behind a burned-out SUV. At one point the military had deployed its forces to try and contain the spread of the contamination.  They took measures normally unthinkable outside a war zone. Entire neighborhoods were leveled with incendiary bombs and thermite grenades that burned so hot that no biological material remained.   In cities across the world, the uninfected were sacrificed by the millions in vain attempts to stop the spread. The entire island of Manhattan was cut off, bridges destroyed, and tunnels collapsed, before the island was leveled.   Even the surrounding water was saturated with oil and set on fire to prevent the infected from escaping that way.  
 
    None of it worked. 
 
    Mace listened carefully as he looked up and down the street.  Any sound or movement likely meant danger. By this time, anything moving about on the surface was almost guaranteed to be infected with the zombie particles.   Even a rat scurrying down an alley was a threat.  
 
    Hearing and seeing nothing dangerous, he moved on down the street.  He walked carefully, not shuffling his feet or slapping them on the pavement.  He stepped over or around debris that would crinkle or snap under his feet. He gave wide berth to the trees growing in planter boxes along the sidewalk.  They were great hiding places for birds and squirrels.  
 
    A movement caught his eye, and he froze.  In the park, which was now to his left, something rattled.  Mace crouched down behind the low three-foot stone wall that lined the park’s boundaries.  He held his breath, listening. Hearing nothing, he raised his head just enough to see over the wall.   
 
    A small, greyish-brown bunny hopped out from behind a trash can.  Mace did his best not to panic.  
 
    Why did it have to be a damned bunny?  Friggin small woodland creatures are hard to hit and too fast to outrun.  Can’t use the spear. Might get lucky with the sword, but those teeth are sharp!  If I miss, I’m dead. Better use the shotgun. So much for making it to the store. The noise will bring more.  I’ll have to hide for a few more days… 
 
    His mind raced as he sat frozen behind the wall, watching the innocent looking fuzzy bunny hop about. Waiting for it to spot him, or catch his scent, and charge.  It took him a minute to register the fact that it was… innocent looking. He saw no signs of mutation. It didn’t seem aggressive at all. The thing hopped around on the sidewalk, sniffing occasionally at the grass, then backing away.  As if it could smell the contamination. 
 
    After a moment, Mace smiled.  “So, you’re a survivor, too” he whispered more to himself than the fuzzy bunny.  His moment of admiration quickly became a calculation of whether he could kill the rabbit for meat.  Shaking his head, he decided to move on. He wasn’t that desperate.  
 
    Yet.   
 
    “Good luck, little buddy.”  
 
    It was a quarter mile to the Safeway store.  Since their first disastrous trip there, he’d seen no evidence of other survivors near the place.  Mace and his group had gone back a few days after the attack to find the weapons dropped by both groups and the abandoned supplies mostly intact.   He had been back there three other times with dwindling numbers of friends. The last time he’d been alone. Mace lifted a bicycle from against a wall, where he’d left it after his last trip.  He had discovered that a bicycle with a well-oiled chain and gears was a nearly silent way to move quickly over longer distances. As long as he didn’t move too quickly, the rubber tires made almost no sound against the pavement.  He’d added a basket to the front of this bike, and makeshift saddlebags on either side. Then he’d wrapped them all tightly with ace bandages to prevent rattling. Mace mounted the bike and pedaled his way up the street. 
 
    Protein.  I need protein. More jerky is good.  Some canned stuff with meat in it. Ravioli or chicken and dumplings. Even pickled eggs would be okay. Do powdered eggs have protein? And more pancake mix and syrup. I should have grabbed hot pockets when I got those burritos. Breakfast of champions. 
 
    Reaching the store, he circled around back and entered through the loading bay door.  Navigating the main floor area of the store with its long rows of shelves and restricted spaces full of scattered debris would have been foolish. 
 
    Just inside the door he stepped to one side so that his back was to the wall and he wasn’t silhouetted in the sunlight.  He waited there, listening for a solid minute before he moved. Satisfied that he was alone, he set his spear against the wall, removed his backpack and unzipped it.  Inside was a flashlight, bottle of water, and a first aid kit. He took a quick drink of water before replacing the bottle and grabbing the flashlight. Being careful to make as little noise as possible, he made his way into the warehouse section of the store.  
 
    The room was filled with shelves that extended fifteen feet into the air.  There were boxes and pallets of everything from toilet paper (he grabbed some of that – you can never have too much toilet paper) to cases of wine.  Mace favored light weight dry foods like pasta, rice, things he could transport easily and would fill his stomach once combined with water. He also favored cheese blocks sealed in thick plastic.  Meat was in short supply, so he took his protein where he could get it. Beef jerky was another staple. He’d found a box with several hundred individual packages of Jack Links’ teriyaki flavored jerky.  The sodium content was high, but he doubted he was going to live long enough for high blood pressure to be an issue. A couple dozen of them went into his bag.  
 
    Mace grabbed three boxes of pop tarts, the treats being sealed in individual foil wrappers making them safe.  And he added several tubes of sour cream and onion flavored Pringles. He normally avoided jars and other heavy containers, but he added a large jar of pickles to one of the saddlebags.   And several vacuum-sealed packages of dried fruit. He also grabbed a few cans of peaches and pears. Lastly, he filled a small cardboard box with cans of beef stew, chicken soup, and tuna.  As well as a couple of jars of pasta sauce. These were heavy, but he needed the protein and vitamins they contained. One could not live on junk food alone.  
 
    When he estimated that he had about three weeks’ worth of food, he made the trek back outside.  He set the box of cans in the bike’s basket, and strapped the saddlebags onto the frame. Stepping back inside, he grabbed a handful of cloth bags from a shelf and stuffed them in between the cans in the box to keep them from rattling.   With his backpack back on his shoulders, he grabbed his spear, shoved off from the loading dock and made his way down the street toward the park, and home.  
 
    “SCREEAAGH.” Nearing the park a few minutes later, he heard a familiar screech that made his heart race.   
 
    There was a crash on an upper floor of a nearby building, followed by a second lower pitched screech.  Mace increased his pace, hoping that the two undead creatures would be occupied fighting each other and not even notice him passing below them.  The noise would draw any others in the vicinity, and he wanted to be long gone when that happened.  
 
    He flew past the spot where he normally parked his bike to walk across the park.  Instead, he rode his bike right up to the lobby doors, looking frantically left and right as he did so.  He quickly swiped his keycard over the scanner and yanked open the doors, pushing his bike into the lobby.  After pulling the door tightly closed to ensure it locked, he moved quickly across the lobby floor and around the corner out of sight in the elevator corridor.   Once there, he finally paused to take a breath and calm himself.  
 
    He peered back around the corner to look outside the lobby.  It wasn’t enough just to be safe inside. He needed to be unseen.  While the once-human creatures didn’t think in complex terms, they were more than capable of tracking prey and waiting for it to emerge again.  Or worse, losing patience and breaking through the glass to enter the building. The next time Mace had to go to the surface, he didn’t want to step out of the elevator and find one of them waiting for him. 
 
    He sat listening as the sounds of fighting drifted in through the glass doors.  The original two combatants were inevitably joined by at least one other.  
 
    From the sounds of it, one of them was quite large.   Mace took a chance and scooted back over to the reception desk.  He had stowed a pair of binoculars there. Looking across the park, he tried to see some evidence of the fight.  Finding nothing, he directed one of the building’s roof-mounted security cameras toward the building he thought they’d been inside.  Using the zoom feature, he was able to detect movement in a fifth-floor window. 
 
    Mace took another drink of water as he studied the screen. He had been lucky enough to find his way underground very early in the first wave of contaminants.  He’d been in the building for a job interview. The company that owned the building was part way through it’s prototype testing of the latest development in immersion pods.  Mace was, in addition to being an avid gamer, a talented coder who specialized in neuro-interface tech. He had recognized in college that VR was the future of entertainment, business, and online sales.  So he’d worked hard to become among the best in the field. He was just being offered a lucrative position working in the company’s neurotech lab, when explosions started happening and sirens began to screech.   
 
    Most of the people in the building had fled to their cars or through the park, to find loved ones, or just out of panic.  Mace’s new almost-boss had the good sense to round up some stragglers and lead them underground. The man was intelligent and level-headed, and had instantly become a leader of the survivors.  He was, unfortunately, one of those killed in the ambush by the Safeway.  
 
    Since that first trip outside, Mace had caught sight of the creatures a few times.  But he’d always been in flight mode, and had never really had an opportunity to study them.  
 
    “Alright, beasties.  Let’s have a look. Show me your ugly mugs.” he spoke quietly to himself, though he was alone in the building.   He’d grown accustomed to being silent. Silence was survival.  
 
    His patience was rewarded when a roughly human-sized creature exploded out of one of the windows and fell to the street below.  The five-story drop didn’t kill it, but it appeared to have been seriously injured. It began to half-crawl, half-drag itself away from the building.   Mace zoomed in on it. 
 
    The thing was still humanoid in shape.  But it’s skin looked blotchy and burned, as if spots had been scorched here and there with a blowtorch.  It was leaner than a normal human, with corded muscles. Its eyes were the worst. Solid, dead black orbs with no whites.  Mace knew from experience that if it were dark out, the eyes would glow slightly red. The creatures had excellent night vision, and a better sense of smell than they’d possessed when still human.  They were stronger and faster now, as well. And each time they consumed a victim or a rival, they became stronger still. 
 
    As Mace watched the creature drag itself toward an abandoned car, another creature emerged from the building.  This one burst out of the ground-level front door of the building, making its way toward its fallen enemy. The new creature was huge, easily eight feet tall.  Its heavily muscled arms ended in long-fingered hands with jet black claws at its fingertips. Those claws were covered in the dark neon-blue blood of its victims.  It let out the same deep howl that Mace had heard earlier, and stalked toward its prey. The smaller creature screamed as it was seized and lifted into the air by an obviously broken leg.  The larger creature slammed it against the car a couple of times, causing it to go limp. It then lifted its prey by the skull and bit deeply into its neck.  
 
    Mace decided not to hang around and watch the feast.  He wanted to be safely downstairs before the thing finished its meal and moved on.  He prayed fervently as he scooted back across the lobby floor that being on his bike had prevented him from leaving enough of a scent trail for the creature outside to follow him.  It would have no trouble smashing through the lobby doors.  
 
    Retrieving his bike, he swiped his card at the elevator control and wheeled it into the waiting car.  He pressed the button for 30, and didn’t relax until the doors were closed and the car moving downward.  
 
    Not all of the subterranean levels were in use.  Some were simply open space, meant to accommodate future expansion.  Others were nothing but server farms, where the company’s VRMMORPG games were hosted.  Each of those floors was nearly an acre of temperature-controlled rooms filled with server cubes on racks.   
 
    Other floors were storage and office spaces.  One was a fitness center with an indoor pool and a running track that circled it.   The 30th floor was mainly support, with residences, a few labs, and an infirmary.  The cafeteria was on this level as well. The residential quarters like the one he occupied were meant as temporary accommodations for team members on marathon work sessions who didn’t want to take the time to go home to sleep.  For the first few weeks the dozen rooms were delegated to the women in the group, and his short-lived new boss. Mace had slept under a conference table. But as the group grew smaller, he inherited an unused room. Now he supposed, as he walked his bike down the main hallway, they all belonged to him.  He’d moved his pod from one of the labs to his quarters because he felt more secure there. He could lock himself in while sleeping or immersed. 
 
    Parking his bike in the cafeteria, he took a few minutes to put the food away.  The fruit and sauce he put in the fridge. The rest went onto shelves in the kitchen pantry, which was actually larger than his sleeping room.   He held back a few bags of jerky, and a can of potato chips, taking those back to his room. 
 
    Secure in his own little hobbit hole, he closed and locked the door behind him.  He stripped off his clothes and stepped into the shower to wash off the day’s sweat and fear.  
 
    When he emerged, he didn’t bother to dress.  He moved over to his immersion pod, and settled himself in.   
 
    Lowering the headset and adjusting it to fit properly, he settled back and said, “Begin immersion”. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    A Better World 
 
      
 
    Mace logged into his library, as he called it.  The VR company simply called it Limbo. It was the stepping stone to any of thousands of VR programs that had once been available to Mace.  He had designed his limbo as an old school study with a massive, ornately carved wooden desk, big comfortable high-backed leather chairs, and shelves lining all the walls from knee height to the ceiling.  Rather than books on the shelves, each one was a 3D representation of a VR simulation, program, or advertisement. Some he had purchased. Others were given to him for testing, or as payment for freelance work.  The infomercials were always free. He could sit here and imagine that life was as it used to be. There were virtual copies of actual classic books here as well. Over the last months he had quietly sat here a few times just reading Homer or Tolkien, relaxing. The room even smelled faintly of pipe smoke, for atmosphere.  
 
    Not wasting any time, he moved to the coffee table and selected his favorite game.  THE game. The one half the planet played before they all died. The one this facility still hosted, at least until something broke down.  But from what he could see, it might continue for a century or more. Barring any more disasters, of course. 
 
    Elysia was a VRMMORPG.  The largest and most popular in the world.  At its peak, which was the day before the explosion at CERN, more than two hundred and fifty million players had Elysia accounts.  It was billed as “An Adventure for the Soul” and based loosely upon the Elysian fields of legend. The place where honored warriors and the true of heart were transported by the gods upon their deaths, to live out their ideal life.  Whether that be a cozy family farm with loved ones around you, or non-stop battle in an arena filled with roaring spectators hungry for blood.  
 
    Mace played a drow sorcerer.  At the time he’d chosen that race and class, neither were very popular.  He had, in fact, chosen them for that reason. He didn’t want to start in a human noob zone with a thousand other players scrambling around, standing in line to obtain or turn in quests.  Waiting for the low-level mobs to respawn so he could kill them. He’d picked a race and class that would almost guarantee he could level by himself for a while. Now, of course, he hadn’t seen another player in the game in weeks.  He actively sought out any he could find, even if only for a conversation in game chat. 
 
    The irony was not lost on him. 
 
    The drow starter zone was, of course, underground.  He’d run around the massive caverns and maze-like tunnels that made up the drow city of Immernacht, stealing from merchants, assassinating targets designated by quest givers, and generally doing what needed to be done to level up.  Accidentally discovering a hidden quest chain had set him on the path of becoming an assassin as well.  
 
    This was another reason the drow race was less popular.  Drow, by nature, were chaotic. They were generally not to be trusted, as they wouldn’t hesitate to kill you if the advantages to doing so outweighed the risk.  The moral compass within the drow society was skewed quite differently than real world norms. The race tended to attract players who didn’t fit in well, or thrived on killing others.   And in a world where many of the players used their avatars to earn a living, starting in a zone where the npc quest givers and vendors were as likely to kill you as the mobs outside the walls didn’t make a lot of sense. 
 
    Of course, with greater challenge and greater risk came greater rewards.  Players starting in the drow zone tended to level much faster. They gathered better gear, and did it faster than humans or elves, or even orcs.  This was out of necessity. There was no ‘safe space’ in Immernacht, except your room at the inn. Nobody could touch you there. And it was a safe place to store gear that you didn’t want to carry with you.   It also served as a respawn bind point if you were killed.  
 
    A room at the inn is exactly where Mace found himself when he re-entered the game.  He’d logged out here after a twenty-hour gaming session. The rooms were generic, much like his real life sleeping quarters.  A small bed, a table with two chairs, a chest for item storage at the foot of the bed. The walls were rough stone, as most buildings in Immernacht had been carved into the stone of the cavern.  There was a window, just large enough that it allowed some light from the street lamps outside to enter the room, but was too small for most thieves or monsters to enter. Structures in this city were all built with protection in mind.   
 
    Mace checked his gear out of habit.   As a sorcerer, he wore light armor. His stats favored brains over brawn, so he didn’t have the strength to move about in heavy armor.   Though, to avoid becoming a glass cannon, he had built up his strength and stamina to a level that allowed him to defend himself with a sword if necessary.  He wore a slender blade on his back, much like in real life. He also carried two daggers in sheaths on his belt.  
 
    His clothes and knee-high boots were made of black kobold skin.  The tough hide was light and flexible enough to allow him freedom of movement while still providing some protection.  And it allowed him to better blend into the shadows. Kobolds were everywhere in the city. They were popular slaves among the drow inhabitants.  And drow being drow, kobolds died in significant numbers for misbehavior, escape attempts, theft, or a thousand other perceived offenses. Not ones to be wasteful, the corpses were used for various purposes.  The skin was refined into armor like Mace wore. The meat was fed to beasts of burden, or other kobolds—who were not particularly fussy about their diet. The bones were ground into spell components or carved into useful items like needles, fishhooks, writing utensils, and such.  Even the blood was useful for watering and fertilizing the mushroom fields outside the city. 
 
    In addition to his inventory bag, which had fifty slots, he kept three pouches on his belt that contained components for his more complicated spells.   Being a sorcerer, he had access to a wide range of spells. Some were simple casts that only required a thought and a word, or a gesture. Other, more powerful spells required components and incantations.  On his left hand he wore a ring with a black stone set in it. The ring allowed him to cast and store for later use three of these more powerful spells. In a combat situation, he wouldn’t have time to go through the motions. 
 
    Leaning against the wall by the door was his staff.  Six feet tall, it featured a mithril claw at the top. The claw was wrapped around a plum-sized onyx that was cut to be a twenty-sided sphere.  Each facet of the stone had an arcane symbol carved into it. Mace didn’t even know what all the symbols meant. He’d sort of stolen this staff, and was still learning what it might do.  He couldn’t even identify it yet, as it was a much higher level weapon than his low level Identify ability would handle.    
 
    Mace thought back to when he’d obtained the staff.  He had been sneaking about late at night, pursuing a quest he was given to eliminate the son of a minor lord.  He’d been given the quest by the matron of a whorehouse, whose girls had been badly damaged by the lordling. Though many of the quests he’d received in Immernacht had troubled his conscience, killing a lordling who cut up defenseless females wasn’t one of them.   
 
    He was moving down an alleyway, approaching the tavern the young dark elf was known to frequent, when a flash of blue light exploded out of a building to his left.  The sounds of battle ensued. Screams of pain, blade meeting blade, blade meeting flesh.  
 
    Still, Mace was a lowly level twenty, he knew better than to stick his nose into a fight.  But he was learning to think like a drow. There might be a chance to backstab an injured or distracted player, and acquire some xp.  
 
    He quickly made his way to the door and slipped through.  Immediately he found the bodies of two sentries. One with her throat cut, the other with a dagger still protruding from his eye.  Another flash, this time red, came from the back of the house. A scream of pain and horror made Mace’s skin crawl. Whatever magic user was casting those spells, they were using the good stuff.  Not much scared a drow. 
 
    Creeping down a hallway that led in the direction of the battle, Mace found three more bodies.  These were dressed differently than the guards. All in black with their white hair covered and fabric pulled across their faces, these dark elves were assassins.  Although, tempted to loot them for their superior gear, Mace continued on. If they’d been killed by a player, looting someone else’s kills was a good way to die. He doubted they’d been killed by an npc. 
 
    The sounds of battle rose until a cry of pain and rage was followed by one more flash, then silence.   Mace held very still and listened. He heard labored breathing that rattled, as if the lungs were congested.  The unmistakable sound of a falling body thumping down on the floor. 
 
    Poking his head around the corner, he saw a drow Swordmaster sitting with his back against the wall, bleeding heavily from a hole in his chest.  The man’s rank was easily established by the cuts on his face. He had four closely spaced scars above each cheekbone, and an image of a sword tattooed on his forearms.  His swords lay on the floor near each hand. A quick look around the room showed the only other occupant was missing his head. 
 
    The Swordmaster coughed, dark blood splattering his chin.  “Damned wizards…” his voice was weak. He lifted a hand slightly and beckoned Mace closer.  “In my bag, boy. There’s a potion. I grant you leave.” 
 
    “Yes, Swordmaster.” Nodding in understanding, Mace approached the critically wounded drow.  He found a bag on the dark elf’s belt and pulled it open. Inside were three corked bottles with bright red potions that glowed with magic.  These were top quality potions. The kind that cost a hundred gold or more each. Mace had low level health restoration potions of his own, but compared to these, their color was muddy and there was no glow.  
 
    Mace fumbled one of the bottles from the bag and pulled the cork.  He poured a bit of the potion directly onto the Swordmaster’s mangled chest, then tilted the rest into his mouth.   The dark elf laid his head back and closed his eyes. Mace’s gut clenched in fear. How powerful must this drow be to think nothing of closing his eyes in the presence of a stranger?  Especially while wounded so badly. 
 
    The older drow chuckled. “If you meant to kill me, you’d have done so before healing me.  What is your name, boy?” 
 
    Mace’s voice was barely a whisper.  “Macent, Swordmaster. But most call me Mace.” 
 
    “Well, Mace.  I am Sword Master Krieger.  And I owe you a debt. This damned traitor wizard was better than I’d been led to believe.  My overconfidence nearly cost me my life. Remember that, boy. Any battle, even with a lesser opponent, can be lost if you underestimate your enemy.”  
 
    Mace nodded, thinking it safer not to speak.  Though the Swordmaster had just acknowledged a debt, some drow held to their honor better than others.   
 
    “Help me to my feet boy.  This wizard’s friends may be here soon, and it’s best we’re gone before they arrive.” Krieger instructed. 
 
    Stooping to place his shoulder under the Swordmaster’s arm, Mace helped him to his feet.  The old drow wobbled for a moment, then straightened. Through sheer force of will he took a step forward toward the door. He coughed again, a spray of blood splattering the wall ahead.  Even a high quality health potion wasn’t enough to fully cure a high level character of such serious wounds.  
 
    “Dammit!  I’ll not make it back on my own two feet.  I must teleport home, boy. I cannot take you with me.  Flee this place! Seek me out and I will repay what I owe.” 
 
    The old drow reached into his vest and lifted a pendant that hung from the chain around his neck.  Gripping the pendant in his bloodied fist, he uttered a word. There was a flash of red light, and the Swordmaster was gone. 
 
    Looking around, Mace noted a window nearby.  If the wizard had friends coming, they would most likely be coming from the alleyway out front.  He could slip out the window and… 
 
    His eye was caught by the headless body of the wizard.   At the same time, he was reminded of the bodies out in the hallway, just begging to be looted.  The Swordmaster was an NPC, and had not bothered to loot the bodies. Mace was free and clear to take what he wished! 
 
    He quickly bent and looted the wizard’s belongings, taking the drow’s inventory bag and stuffing it into his own.  He grabbed the wizard’s staff, not really looking at it, and that also went into his bag. He searched the wizard’s cloak and pockets, taking everything he found without examination.  Then he dashed into the hall and did he same with the corpses there. This was an epic day for Mace! The loot from six high level npcs would bring him more gold than he’d earned in the months he’d been playing the game.  
 
    Once everything was in his inventory, Mace relaxed.  Another advantage to playing a drow was that there was no penalty if he died here. 
 
    Players in Elysia avoided death more stringently than in some other games.  Death meant two significant penalties, beyond the very realistic pain one experienced.  The first being that you would lose a full level’s worth of xp. The second penalty was item loss.  There was a 20% chance that you would drop your most valuable equipped item if you were killed by an npc or mob.  Then any passing player could pick it up. There was also a 10% chance that if you were killed by a player, they could loot all your equipped items, and 50% of your gold.  Experience points were hard to get in Elysia. Mace had, at that time, been playing for three months, several hours a day, and had just reached level 20. 
 
    But starting as a drow, he held an advantage.  Knowing that noob drow would be regularly killed by other drow, the developers exempted drow players from the experience loss up to level 30. Which was the level that most became strong enough to leave the city and brave the surrounding tunnels to reach the surface.  
 
    So as a level 20, if Mace died here, he’d lose zero experience.  And compared to the loot he’d just picked up, losing his most valuable equipped item meant little.     
 
    There was still the pain, of course.  Dying, or being injured in Elysia was no joke.  The pain sensors were not adjustable without a petition to the company that included a medically or psychologically valid reason.  So, a cut felt like a cut, 100%. Taking a wound serious enough to kill sent many players out of immersion, and in no big hurry to log back in.  
 
    Feeling invulnerable, but not stupid, Mace retreated to the back room after closing and locking the front door.  He took a moment to look around the room for any additional treasures. There were a couple of spellbooks that might be valuable laying on the floor next to an overturned table.  He swept those up and into his inventory, then began to search the desk. He found several vials of potions, some spell ingredients, a small pouch that contained 120 gold, and a ring. He equipped the ring before making a calm, but still hasty, exit out the window.   
 
    ***** 
 
    That was the very ring that Mace wore now as he prepared to leave his room at the inn.  That very profitable day had been four months ago. Well before the world ended. He had managed to raise himself up to level 28 during the time between then and now.  He thought to himself ‘stats’ and took a quick look at the character sheet that appeared in a translucent blue box on his UI.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
     Character Name: Mace    Class: Sorcerer            Level 28 
 
     Race: Drow            Spec: Darkblade        Experience: 2,800/4,000 
 
     Health:  1200/1200       Mana:  300/300        Attribute Pts Avail: 1 
 
       
 
     Stamina:  14        Wisdom:  19        Charisma:  10        Life Regen: 12/sec 
 
     Strength: 12         Intellect: 21        Dexterity:  10         Mana Regen: 3/sec 
 
     Agility:   10          Luck:  10            Armor: 15                           Skill pts avail: 0 
 
   
 
      
 
    In Elysia every player, regardless of race or class, started the game with ten points in each of the major attributes.  For each new level attained, they received one attribute point that could be assigned wherever the player chose. There were no automatic points awarded based on class.  If a player wanted to roll a warrior, and pile all their points into charisma, that was up to them. They’d be the most popular guy in the tavern, and the least popular in raid groups. 
 
      
 
    At level 20, Mace had been able to choose a specialization.  This was done so that players could get to know their characters, make some friends, join a guild, generally get a good idea what purpose they wanted their toon to serve by the time they specialized.  Unfortunately for Mace, there would be no more guilds, no more raid groups. He had chosen the specialization that seemed like the most fun. Because he had no group role to fill.  
 
      
 
    Mace opened the door and stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind him.  He made his way to the stairs and descended into the tavern below. The innkeeper greeted him with a grunt and a nod.  Mace had been staying at this particular inn since the day the game launched. Before embracing the drow way of life, he’d foolishly tried to gain reputation with the innkeeper by buying him drinks, over-tipping, and attempting friendly banter.  Mace’s reputation had only gone down. Until he’d killed a pickpocket he caught trying to lift his purse. That act had earned him grudging respect. 
 
    “Yeah, I missed you too.” He winked at the man as he passed the bar, headed for a table.  He sat down, saying “Breakfast. The usual.” in as gruff a tone as he could manage. The key to life here was to project enough strength that you didn’t seem worth the effort to kill, without projecting so much strength as to be considered a threat to be eliminated. 
 
    A waitress brought him a plate of sautéed mushrooms with gravy, a single boiled egg, and half a loaf of bread.  She set a mug of ale down next to the plate, then turned away without a word, or a smile. He tucked into the food, acquiring a buff from the gravy that gave him +2 to stamina.  If he drank enough of the ale, he would get a +2 to charisma buff, but he suspected that was just a developer’s joke. 
 
    Finishing his breakfast, he left twenty-five silver on the table.  Breakfast was 20, the rest was for the waitress. A reward for her sparkling personality. 
 
    Stepping outside he was greeted by the eternal darkness of the underground city.  The drow had a natural ability to see clearly in the dark. But the other inhabitants of Immernacht, the kobolds, duergar, goblins and other ‘lesser’ races were not so fortunate. Their dark vision was more limited.  So, to avoid constant collisions, the elders set street lamps with faint red magic flames every sixty feet or so. The glow was sufficient to light the way without irritating the sensitive eyes of the drow. As a result, everything in the city had a reddish tinge to it. 
 
    Out of habit, he checked the general forums for traffic.  Three months ago, the channel would have been scrolling so fast that it was nearly impossible to read.  Millions of people expressing their opinions on varied topics, or just shouting random thoughts like “Gnomes Rule!”.  Multiple channels were required to handle the traffic. 
 
    Today though, as with most days over the last several weeks, the channel was silent. 
 
    “So, it’s just me and the NPCs again.” Mace said aloud.  He caught himself doing that more and more, lately. He knew it was a bad sign, but didn’t see what he could do about it.  Outside the game there wasn’t another living soul to talk to.  
 
    Not that there were any live humans in the game anymore, either.  He was hoping that once he reached level 30, he could leave the city and hit the surface world, maybe find a player or two there. 
 
    But first he had to reach level 30.  There was a plethora of epic quests posted on the board in the main square.  But most of them required a group of three to five players to complete. Boss kills, dungeon clears, all of those were unavailable to him as a single player.  So as usual he scoured the board for decent solo quests. 
 
    He found one likely candidate—an assassination quest with a twist.  He needed to also recover a stolen brooch. It was worth 1,000 xp.  That was nearly enough to take him to level 29.  If there was some killing involved, that might just do it.  
 
    He followed the directions on the flyer to a tavern on the south side of the city, near the wall.  Stepping inside, he found a variety of patrons sitting at tables or standing at the bar.  There were goblins, trolls, duergar, and a few drow that he could see.  All of them wore traveling gear, which made sense.  This close to the south gate, there would be a lot of caravan guards and guides to escort traders moving between the drow cities. 
 
    Striding up to the bar, Mace waited patiently for the bartender to approach.  The orc looked to have rock troll blood in him.  He stood a solid eight feet tall with shoulders wider than most horses.  His skin was a mottled green and grey.  “What’ll ya have?” 
 
    “Brandy, please.” Mace replied, sliding the flyer across the bar.  The bartender took a look at the paper and grunted.  He reached below the bar and produced a bottle of brandy and an appropriate glass.  As he poured, he asked “Ya think ya got what it takes?” 
 
    Mace nodded, his face grim.  “If not, I’ll be dead, and you’ll just have to pin that flyer back up.” 
 
    “HA!” the orc’s burst of laughter shook the room and caused several patrons to spill their drinks. “True enough.  Ya got balls, at least.  Here, take this bottle, head to the back.  I’ll join ya in a few minutes.” The orc slid the brandy across to Mace.  
 
    Mace grabbed it before it could slide off the bar, and headed toward the indicated door.  He found himself in a kitchen staffed by two more orcs nearly as large as the bartender.  One, a female with a clear family resemblance, pointed to a second door that led off to one side of the kitchen.  He followed her silent instruction, and found himself in a small private dining room.   Taking a seat, he sipped cautiously at the brandy.  It tasted sweet before it burned its way down his gullet.  Mace set the glass down after another sip.  ”It’s a bad idea to get drunk around strangers in Immernacht.   Or friends.  Or family.” thought Mace. 
 
    The orc joined him shortly.  “Name’s Grunk. Don’t tell me yours. If you get captured, I want to be able to say I never heard of ya.” the massive orc ginned at him.  “Here’s the job.  My brother and me, we come from a village up on the mountain.  We were captured, along with my wife and daughter, during a drow raid one night.  Brought down here as slaves.  Took twenty years, but I earned our freedom, and enough money to buy this place.  I did it by fightin’ in the arena.” 
 
    “That’s a rough road. Congratulations.” Mace acknowledged as politely as he could. 
 
    The orc eyed him for a moment, as if trying to judge if he was for real, then continued.  “Our mother and father died in the raid.  The only thing I have to remember them by is a brooch.  It’s black and silver.  My brother stole it, and has been trying to sell it.” 
 
    “The thing is, it’s basically worthless.  He still has it because nobody will give him what he wants for it.  The dumb rockskull thinks he’ll find a sucker, and retire from the gold it gets him.” 
 
    “So, you want me to be that sucker?” 
 
    Grunk shook his head. “I don’t care how you get the brooch.  Just get it, and bring me my brother’s head.  He’s dishonored my family for the last time.  I’d do it myself, but I’m not exactly stealthy.  The brooch isn’t worth losing my own head, if I get caught.” 
 
    Mace laughed “So you’ll leave it to me to lose mine. I don’t blame you.  I’ll get your brooch back. How far away is your brother, and exactly how heavy is his head going to be,” he made a show of studying Grunk’s massive melon. 
 
    “HAHAHA!” Grunk slammed a fist down on the table.  “I like ya!” 
 
    Quest Accepted: Dunk Must Die 
 
    Difficulty: Medium 
 
    Find Dunk and remove his head.  Return it to Grunk along with the family heirloom.  Don’t die. 
 
    Reward:  10 gold; 1,000 xp. 
 
      
 
    Grunk continued “Ya can find him in the blacksmith’s section.  Yarg’s shop.  He works there.  Ya can’t miss him.  Big as me, twice as ugly!”  
 
    Mace rose to leave, and Grunk followed.  He gave Mace a solid clap on the shoulder that was going to leave a nasty bruise. “Good luck, friend.” 
 
    Mace left the tavern and made his way across town.  The blacksmith section was on the west side.  There was an iron mine on that side of the cavern, and the smiths could get easy access to the ore. 
 
    Immernacht wasn’t the sort of place one could stop and ask directions.  So Mace made his way from shop to shop, looking for a giant orc that looked like Grunk.  Only uglier. 
 
    He found his target at the fourth shop he visited.  Dunk was unloading a wagon behind the smithy, lifting several long rods of iron stock at once and depositing them in a bin near the alley.  Mace didn’t see anyone else around, so he approached the orc.  Dunk was truly as large as his brother, if not larger. He had the same mottled skin and wide shoulders, massive arms, and hands the size of cart wheels.  Mace noticed the family brooch was pinned directly to the hide of Dunk’s chest.  It was an ugly thing with a roughly cut stone and a silver setting that looked like it had been shaped by a child. 
 
    “Hey, you.  Is this Yarg’s shop?” he asked in as authoritative voice as he could muster.  He was, after all, a drow. 
 
    “Yup. Who’re you?” Dunk responded. 
 
    “I’m here to commission a special blade.  Tell Yarg I’m here.” 
 
    Dunk looked confused. “Yarg not here.  You wanna wait?” 
 
    Mace looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’ll wait.”   Dunk just grunted and went back to unloading.  Mace let him work for a few minutes, then asked “What is that pinned to your chest? A medal? Were you a soldier?” 
 
    Dunk, not quite as dumb as he looked, dropped the iron he’d been holding.  “Yes.  Orc army.  Hero medal.  Highest honor.  Give’d to me for killing 100 kobolds in one fight.  Very valuable.” he eyed Mace hopefully. 
 
    Mace obliged him.  “You must be very proud.  I don’t suppose you’d be willing to part with it?  It would make a perfect gift for a friend who loves all things military.” 
 
    “Dunk has sick mother.  Needs medicine.  Expensive medicine.  And decent food to eat.  Dunk only has medal to sell.  Not happy, but will sell for 50 gold.” 
 
    Mace kept a straight face.  The ugly thing wasn’t worth a single gold.  Grunk wasn’t kidding about it only having sentimental value.  Still, Mace played along.  “I’m afraid I don’t have 50 gold on me.  It isn’t safe to walk around the city with that much gold.  But if you’ll accompany me back to my home, I have more gold there.” 
 
    Dunk’s eyes lit with greed.  He nodded his head, saying “Dunk escort you.  You’ll be safe. Nobody screws with Dunk the Hero!” 
 
    So Mace led the massive orc away from the smithy and northward to the temple section.  Drow worshipped a variety of gods, and each one required regular sacrifice. A solid 15% of the slave market trade went to providing sacrifices for the temples.  At any given time of day or night, screams could be heard ringing through the temple district like church bells in a human kingdom. It was a good place to murder someone without drawing attention. 
 
    Mace looked back at Dunk, saying “Shortcut” as he turned into an alley between two ornate temples.  The orc followed him without hesitation.   At the end of the alley, Mace turned left into a smaller alley, then halted.  Looking around in confusion, he said “I think we made a wrong turn.” 
 
    Dunk shrugged, looking around the alley.  Naturally, he turned himself around to head back the way they’d come.  As soon as he did so, Mace drew his sword and plunged it into the orc’s back.  Dunk roared in pain and in rage as the blade failed to reach his heart.  It seemed Dunk’s rock troll blood made his skin and bones quite a bit tougher than normal. 
 
    Mace was barely able to withdraw his sword before the orc spun around, aiming a massive backhand at Mace.   
 
    Mace ducked under the blow, and activated his ring.  The spell he chose was a summoning spell.  He called out a two-word phrase “Stone Golem!” and the ring pulsed with magic.  A blue flash temporarily blinded Dunk.   The orc put his hands over his face, rubbing at his eyes.  When he opened them again, he found an 8-foot tall stone golem standing between him and Mace.  
 
    Dunk shouted “Why you attack?  Dunk doesn’t even know you!”  
 
    Not waiting for an answer, he stepped forward and attempted to shove the stone golem out of his way. 
 
    The golem reacted to the attack. It grabbed Dunk’s wrists in its own massive hands and began to squeeze. Dunk howled in pain and kicked the stone golem backwards into Mace.  The orc took damage as skin was ripped from his wrists by the departing golem.  Mace took crushing damage as the golem fell against him.  His health bar dropped to 60%.    
 
    Dunk was already stepping over the fallen golem to get to Mace.  But his summoned minion wasn’t through yet.  It reached up and pulled at Dunk’s leg, throwing him off balance.  The two of them tangled on the ground.  They rolled back and forth, punching and grabbing, stone grinding against flesh and bone.  
 
    Mace regained his feet and stepped closer to the battle.  Dunk currently had the upper hand. He had managed to roll on top of the golem and straddle it.  He was trying to pin its hands when Mace stepped behind him.  With all his might, Mace swung his sword at Dunk’s neck.  The sword did its job, mostly.  Dunk’s neck was half severed, great fountains of greyish-green blood spouting across the alley.  He quickly took a second swing as Dunk futilely tried to stem the flow of blood with his hand.  This time the sword passed cleanly through, and Dunk’s head fell to the alley floor. 
 
    Unfortunately for Mace, Dunk’s body fell forward, burying the brooch under about a thousand pounds of half-orc flesh.   
 
    Mace commanded his badly damaged golem to roll the body over before dismissing it back to the nether realm.  He used his knife to cut the brooch from Dunk’s chest, then looted the orc’s body.  Not surprisingly, the orc had nothing of value to take.  Some die carved from kobold bone, a pouch with thirty coppers in it, and a rusted knife that would have served as a dagger for Dunk, but was nearly a sword for Mace.  Still, he could sell it all for maybe a silver. It was against his instincts to leave any kind of loot behind. 
 
    Wiping the worst of the orc-blood spatter from his clothes and boots, Mace left Dunk’s body for the scavengers, taking the head and placing it in his bag before making his way back toward Grunk’s tavern.  He drank one of his minor healing potions as he walked.  It was a bad idea to be moving about this city at less than full health. 
 
    Arriving back at the tavern, he nodded at a surprised Grunk as he passed through the bar, and headed directly for the small dining room.  The bottle of brandy was still there so, Mace helped himself to two good shots before Grunk joined him. 
 
    “Ya change yer mind? Lemme guess.  Ya found Dunk, and decided he was too much to handle?” 
 
    Mace just winked at the orc, pulled Dunk’s head from his bag, and set it on the table.  Then he produced the brooch, and balanced it atop the skull. 
 
    “Ya actually did it!  Well I’ll be a dung lizard’s ball sack!  Didn’t believe ya could pull it off!” Grunk picked up the brooch, pulled off the rough patches of Dunk’s skin still stuck to it, then pinned it on his own chest. 
 
      
 
    Quest Complete:  Dunk Must Die! 
 
    Rewards: 1,000 xp; 10 gold.  
 
    Mace shook hands with Grunk and headed for the door.  “Pleasure doing business with you.” He said.  Grunk ignored him, staring at his brother’s head and shaking his own. 
 
    Feeling tired from a busy day in and out of the game, Mace used his recall stone to teleport himself back to his room at the inn.  He set his staff against the wall, and sat down on the bed.  “One more level, and I’m out of here.” He said aloud.  
 
    Laying back on the bed, he logged out of the game. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Forsaken 
 
      
 
    After a solid six hours’ sleep in his real-world bed, Mace got up and went to the cafeteria’s kitchen.  He pulled down the box of pancake mix from a pantry shelf. The kind that didn’t need eggs or milk. “Just add water” Mace said to himself, reading the box.  The mix didn’t make the tastiest, fluffiest pancakes in the world, but they were still damn good. And he was mostly in it for the maple syrup. He whipped up some batter in a stainless mixing bowl, turned on one burner on the commercial stovetop, and heated a frying pan.  A few minutes later he sat on a stool right there at the counter and dug into a stack of warm pancakes soaked in maple syrup.  
 
    His belly full and his soul content, he quickly washed the dishes and put everything away.  In a world where even the cockroaches might be contaminated, it would be careless to leave food out to attract them. 
 
    Mace spent some time in the lab.  The same lab where he would’ve worked if the zombiepocalypse hadn’t happened.  Only now he was working on a project of his own. This really was a top-notch research and development lab.  He had access to all the tools he needed to build a pod from scratch if he so desired. As it was, he was modifying one that had been in one of the testing labs.  This was another way for him to occupy his mind. Fill his days without dwelling too much on the possibility that he was the last living human in the area. Maybe on the planet.  He really didn’t have a good way to know. 
 
    The security office had a radio in it that could monitor police frequencies.  Mace had tried broadcasting and listening on all the channels for hours each day.  But after a week of no one answering, he’d given up. 
 
    The cafeteria had several TV’s with a satellite dish feed.  But none of the networks were transmitting. He’d found an older TV/VCR combo in a pawn shop that could still pick up antenna signals.  But every channel was either static or a test pattern. Mace had even spent an entire day calling phone numbers for police, national guard, and fire stations in nearby cities.  Then another day calling the same numbers in other states. Then just random phone numbers.  
 
    The internet was still operational, though many websites and servers had gone down.  He’d tried all kinds of keyword searches like “survivors” and “living” and “not dead” but found no chat rooms or boards with recent posts.   He even quickly created a website called “stillalive.com” with a message for anyone who saw it to email him, or leave a comment right there on the main page.   He checked it twice a day, but so far there had been nothing. 
 
    A couple of shopping trips ago, he’d taken some poster board and paint and made a few signs that said in large print “Still Alive?” then “Leave a note here” in smaller letters.  He used duct tape to put them on a few random storefront windows. So far, nobody had responded.  
 
    Mace was getting lonely.  He was considering leaving this facility and moving cross-country to see if he could locate any survivors.  He’d come up with all sorts of schemes to accomplish this. Most were sure-fire ways to get himself killed. But a couple had possibilities.   Like he could pick a rural area and start a fire. Throw some tires on it for a thick, black column of smoke. Then sit back on a rooftop somewhere and watch to see if anyone showed up to investigate.  
 
    But the problem with most of Mace’s ideas was that they involved being exposed for long periods of time.  Exposed to birds, or bugs, or larger dangers. He wasn’t quite lonely enough to risk that yet. 
 
    Mace had tried hacking a satellite system that could provide him real time aerial coverage so that he could look for signs of life.  So far, his coding skills hadn’t been up to the task. Still, he would sit down every few days and give it another shot. He had plenty of time to kill.   Just the other day, partially to prove to himself he could do it, and partially just for fun, he chose a bank and hacked it. Then he proceeded to open himself an account and transfer millions of dollars from big corporations’ accounts.  Mostly insurance companies. Mace hated insurance companies. And it wasn’t like the FBI was going to come after him. 
 
    He also downloaded tons of his favorite music before iTunes went down.  He used the security office computer to play random songs on the intercom while he worked or just puttered around the complex. 
 
    Which was why he almost didn’t hear the voice on the radio. 
 
    Mace was dancing his way down the corridor toward his quarters to “Shake Your Groove Thing” when the faint sound of a voice caught his ear.  He froze mid-step, listening. The voice came again, and he bolted for the security office. Stopping the music, he spun to stare at the police radio.   
 
    “Is anybody out there?” came the voice.   
 
    Grabbing the microphone, he pressed the talk button frantically.  “Yes! Yes! I’m here! Can you hear me?” 
 
    There was silence for about half a minute.  Then “Are… are you really alive?” 
 
    Mace was stunned.  He understood the question perfectly.  Hearing another human voice was almost too much to believe.  “I’m here. And alive, yes. Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m at a fire station.  Been hiding here a couple days.  We found this radio in a closet.” 
 
    “We?  There’s more than one of you?” Mace had to keep a tight rein on himself in order not to shout into the microphone.   
 
    “My sister and I.  We’re hungry. Figured this place might have some food.  Now we’re trapped here.” The voice sounded like a teenager.  A very scared teenage boy. 
 
    “Trapped?” Mace didn’t like where this was heading. 
 
    “One of those things.  I think it heard us. It’s sniffing around downstairs.  We blocked the door, but…” 
 
    “Stop talking, you idiot!” Mace shout-whispered into the radio.  “Be silent!”  
 
    The voice cracked with panic. “I- —I think it already knows we’re here! You gotta help us!  We need help!” 
 
    “Shut up!  Just be silent.  If it can’t hear you, it might move on.” Mace’s gut clenched. 
 
    The radio went silent.  Mace prayed the kid, whoever he was, was smart enough to stay quiet.  The zombies were stronger, and faster, than they’d been when they were still human.  Especially those that had fed well. But they were stupid. And their sense of smell, while better than human, wasn’t like a dog’s or anything.  Unless they were within a few feet of you, if they didn’t see or hear you, they might pass on by without catching your scent. 
 
    Mace waited.  He paced back and forth in the room.  He tried pulling up a map of the city to see where there might be fire stations close by.  He knew of one just a few blocks west of the Safeway. But there had to be dozens of others within radio range.  He began to think about how he might locate this kid and his sister, bring them back to the facility where it was safe.  
 
    Minutes seem to drag on like hours.  Twice he reached for the microphone, only to set it back down again.  If the kid was being silent, there was a reason. Either the creature was nearby, or they were dead. 
 
    The silence was shattered as sound burst from the radio. “It’s here!  It’s at the door! Oh god, help us!” the kid was shouting into the radio as his sister screamed in the background.  “Katie get back! Get behind me! When it gets in, you RUN!” 
 
    Mace heard a splintering sound followed by another scream from Katie that was quickly cut off.  The kid shouted “Katie nooo!” and the radio went dead.  
 
    Mace sat in stunned silence.  Gone. The first live humans he’d heard from in weeks.  Just… gone. What had that stupid kid been thinking? Katie’s brother.  He hadn’t even gotten the kid’s name. Mace’s head fell into his hands. Tears of frustration and anger welled up in his eyes.  “WHY!?” he shouted at the radio.  
 
    It was a question he’d asked himself a lot in recent months.  “Why couldn’t we have just left well enough alone?  We did this to ourselves. We made the machines that made the particles that killed us all.” 
 
    He sat there listening to the silence, half hoping the kid would somehow call back.  He knew they were dead. Gone. Or maybe contaminated, turned into one of them. The weight of the outside world bearing down on his soul, Mace needed to escape.  He needed a distraction. He rose from the chair in front of the radio, and shuffled to his quarters. Stripping down, he crawled into his pod and activated it. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace the drow sorcerer rose from his bed at the inn. He picked up his staff on the way out the door, moving quickly down the stairs and out of the inn.  It was time. Time to kill something. Time for his ritual.  
 
    When he first claimed his quarters and set up his own pod, Mace wasn’t alone. There were still six survivors living in the facility with him.  They were all in shock, to some degree. The end of the world, followed closely by the deaths of fellow survivors time and again. The endless fear.  Nightmares. Nobody spoke much, afraid to get close to anyone who might be dead that next day. Nobody slept much, either. 
 
    Which was why, the next day when they lost some who stupidly brushed up against a tree simply because they were too tired to think clearly, Mace nearly lost it.  They’d all agreed that anyone who became contaminated had to be put down. The girl, Lucy, was a cute twenty-something year old who’d actually flirted with him a few times.  But the stress had gotten to her, and she got careless. Or maybe she’d just given up.  
 
    Mace was the one who’d had to put her down.  They were outside, and his sword was the only weapon that was silent, and could give her a quick death.  He’d pleaded with the others to just let her go. But nobody was willing to allow another of those creatures to run loose.  And Lucy begged him to do it.  
 
    “Don’t let me turn into one of those things” she said thru gritted teeth.  Tears ran down her cheeks as she knelt in front of him. She made to grab at his belt, then held back.  “Just make it fast.”  
 
    Mace could barely see through the tears in his own eyes.  Just a day ago she’d been smiling at him, twisting her hair around a finger as she asked about his new quarters.   He’d hesitated, unable to bring himself to cut off the head of another person. Until one of the others, a yuppie asshole named Matt, had pointed his shotgun at her and said “If you can’t do it, I will” in a quiet, determined voice. 
 
    Mace knew what that meant.  The blast would bring the creatures.  At best, they’d have to run back to safety without the supplies they had come out to get.  At worst, all of them would die. 
 
    Before he could think about it any more, Mace drew back the sword and swung hard, slicing through her in a downward angle that ended with the blade embedded in her shoulder.  It wasn’t a clean cut, her head rolled forward, hanging by the uncut skin under her chin. Matt and a couple of the others emptied their stomachs onto the sidewalk. “Shit, man.  That was…” Matt didn’t finish the thought.  
 
    Mace was numb. 
 
    They finished their supply run in silence.  Upon returning to their safe haven, Mace retreated straight to his room and locked the door.  He’d showered, and climbed into his pod. For a full twelve hours he roamed the tunnels around the city of Immernacht, killing every living monster he’d found.   
 
    From then on, it became his ritual. When they lost someone, he would retreat into the game.  To a world where he was not a victim. Where he was the monster.  
 
    He found himself in those same tunnels now, more than an hour later, moving swiftly.  His racial darkvision allowing him to see as clearly in the tunnels as if he were walking down a street in the city.  His eyes were able to detect heat, as well as light and motion. His elven hearing alerting him to any movement where he couldn’t see – around corners, down passageways, behind a stalagmite.  Drow were the ultimate hunters in the underground realms. Bred over eons to be superior killing machines. Trained from birth to kill or be killed. To trust nothing and no one. To strike first without hesitation. 
 
    But even a drow could be caught unawares, if they were distracted.  Mace didn’t even see the sleeping rock spider until he’d stepped onto its web.  Rock spiders weren’t like surface spiders that spun ornate webs vertically across a space in hopes of catching a flying insect.  Rock spiders simply laid a sort of rough grid of webbing across the floor of a tunnel somewhere, and waited for something to step on it.  They slept with one foot on the nexus of the strings, monitoring for movement. The web wasn’t sticky, and not meant to trap prey. It was simply an alarm.  Unsuspecting creatures would awaken the spider as they passed by unaware, and be ambushed from behind shortly after stepping on the web. 
 
    Mace, lost in thoughts of the kid and his sister Katie, felt the web shift underfoot as he put weight on it.  He immediately spun around, raising his staff and whispering a spell. One never shouted outside the city, unless one wanted to be lunch to any number of beasties.  
 
    “Infier”. The whispered command sent a stream of fire from his staff downward into the webbing as he took a step back.  The light revealed the rock spider already unfolding itself from a hole in the side of the tunnel. Its bulbous body maybe six feet long from the mandibles to the spiked spinner at its tail.  Eight legs extending out, easily six feet in length, each one ending in a sharp, barbed claw. 
 
    Rock Spider Hunter 
 
    Level 28 
 
    Health:1400/1400 
 
    Temporarily blinded by the light of the fire, the monster tried to withdraw back into its hole.  Deadly ambush killers, rock spiders were not so tough face to face.  
 
    “Ventus!” Mace whispered again, waving his hand from the burning web toward the hole.  A blast of wind formed and fanned the flames up onto the rock spider’s body. Though its skin looked to be made of rock, the large arachnid was actually covered in millions of tiny hairs.  The flame caught hold and spread across its entire body. The spider screamed as it convulsed with pain, spinning in a circle and bouncing off the walls in blind panic. After a moment, a smell of roasted meat filled the tunnel as the thing flopped onto its back, it’s legs crisping as they curled inward toward its body. 
 
    Mace quickly looted the body.  Rock spider meat was a sought-after delicacy in the city.  It would bring him several gold at the market. He also received four claws, the stinger, mandibles, and a sac of poison for his troubles.  He stowed it all in his inventory and departed as fast as he could. The sound of the battle and the smell of roasted meat would soon bring more dangerous predators. 
 
    Mace turned back toward the city and made his way down tunnel after tunnel, turning here and there to throw off any pursuit that might pick up on his scent.  He paused in a small chamber with an underground stream flowing down one wall and across the floor before it disappeared under another wall. Taking a moment to fill his canteen and take a drink, he listened carefully for any sound of movement other than his own. 
 
    A slight splash was his only warning as a tentacle emerged from the stream and wrapped itself around his leg.  Before he could react, it squeezed tightly and pulled him off balance, tipping him into the stream.  
 
    Immediately, several more tentacles wrapped themselves around him, dragging him under the surface. 
 
    Squod Ambusher 
 
    Level: 30 
 
    Health: 1900/1900  
 
    A squod! A big one, too. Damn, I should have known better.   
 
    Though the stream was shallow, it had a strong current.  It pushed him and the squod downstream, across the room toward the far wall.  The squod was a cephalopod that was a cross between an octopus with its eight arms, and a squid with its elongated body and two longer tentacles with hooked paddles on the end.  Another ambush predator, the squod can unfurl its longer tentacles like a whip, setting the hook into its prey and pulling them back where it can enfold them and consume them live.  
 
    Holding his breath, Mace struggled futilely to free himself.  He stowed his staff in his inventory, so as not to lose it, then put his hand on the nearest tentacle and thought “Frigus!” 
 
    The tentacle instantly began to freeze.  Stiffening as the ice spell moved toward the squod’s body, the limb relaxed its hold on Mace.  He began to struggle harder, his oxygen quickly being depleted by the effort. The frozen tentacle cracked, then shattered. Mace could see the spell effect moving into the squod’s torso. The monster squeezed harder in panic, the hooks on its tentacles ripping chunks out of Mace’s arms and legs.  He clenched his jaw shut as the pain made him want to scream away what little air he had left.  Mace began to feel lightheaded from both lack of oxygen and loss of blood.  He had the satisfaction of seeing the squod die by being notified of the experience gain from the kill.  He managed to lay a hand on it and loot the body. But the weight of the corpse dragged him down, and held him as they bumped along the stream bed.  Mace’s vision went black, and two notifications popped up. 
 
    Level Up! You have reached level 29! 
 
    You have earned 1 free attribute point.   
 
    You have died. 
 
    You may choose to respawn at your most recent bind point, or remain with your corpse, and resurrect it after a ten-minute wait period. Your resurrected avatar will have 50% health, and a two-hour death debuff. 
 
    Respawn at your bind point?  Yes/No 
 
    Knowing that he’d never untangle himself from the frozen squod before drowning a second time, Mace chose to respawn back in his room at the inn.  The death debuff reduced strength, stamina, and health regen by 30% for two hours from resurrection. Even if he could free himself and escape drowning, it would be unwise to be in the tunnels with such a handicap.  
 
    Checking his notifications, he saw that he’d avoided the loss of any items upon his death.  He had also collected some decent loot from the squod. The thing’s beak could be sold to an alchemist for as much as five gold.  He had also picked up two of its claws, and a stack of squod meat. While not as valuable as rock spider meat, it was tasty enough.  And he had a cooking recipe for squod that would give a buff of +2 to strength for an hour. The last item looted was a spell scroll.  
 
    Mace examined the scroll using his Identify ability.   
 
    Scroll of Levitate: Level 1 
 
    “Yessss!” Mace pumped a fist in the air and did a little happy-dance in the meager open space of the tiny room.  “This was totally worth getting killed for!” 
 
    Spell scrolls were a shortcut for learning spells.  One simply opened the scroll and read it, and the knowledge of how to cast the spell was implanted into one’s mind.  Simple scrolls, like a basic fire spell that would allow you to light a campfire or a torch, could be purchased at most shops for a gold or two.  More complex or rare spells could cost hundreds, or even a few thousand gold.  
 
    A levitation spell was not classified as ‘rare’, but it was definitely valuable.  Worth maybe 300 gold if sold at the auction house. On the other hand, levitation magic was incredibly useful.  Mace could lift himself up to high windows to sneak into for assassinations or thefts. He could stand aside and lift an idol off a pedestal remotely, watching with a smile as the inevitable giant boulder rolled past harmlessly.  
 
    He sat on the bed for a while, pondering his options.  On one hand, that much gold could get him better gear for his trip to the surface.  His kobold-skin armor was ripped to shreds from the squod attack. Repairs alone would cost him a good ten gold.  
 
    But the temptation of levitation magic was not easy to resist.  The places he could go. Things he could steal… 
 
    In the end, he decided to look at it as an investment in himself.  The new ability would help him to complete quests and earn money more quickly.  By the time he reached level 30, he would have enough gold to outfit himself with better armor and still have some spending money for his surface trip. 
 
    Opening the scroll, Mace began to read.  He felt the rush of adrenaline as his mind absorbed the new spell, opening up a whole new school of magic for him.   
 
    As soon as the process was over, he turned to face his staff, now once again leaning against the wall near the door. Mace frowned for a moment.  He didn’t remember removing it from his bag to set it there. Shaking his head, he pointed at the staff and activated his new spell. “Volant!” 
 
    The staff wobbled for a moment, then lifted a few inches off the floor.  Mace moved his hand to the left, and the staff made a corresponding motion.  He raised his hand higher, and the staff rose as well. With a twist of his wrist, he sent the staff into a slow spin.  
 
    “This is awesome!” Mace grinned at the still floating weapon.  With some precise gestures, he moved the staff back to lean against the wall, then cancelled the spell. 
 
    Satisfied with his efforts, and with his frustrations sufficiently vented for the time being, Mace elected to log out and get some food.   
 
    ***** 
 
    Exiting the pod, he grabbed a quick shower and threw on sweats and t-shirt.  One of the shops they’d looted during trips to the surface had been a military surplus store.  They’d loaded up on weapons and ammo, as well as grenades, knives, every deadly and shiny toy they could carry.  They’d even found a box of six claymores, and brought them along, despite the fact that nobody had a clue how to use them. Mace thought the phrase “Front Toward Enemy” stamped on one side offered a good clue.  
 
    Mace had grabbed himself several pairs of black khaki pants and t-shirts, and a set of strap-on body armor for his chest, shoulders, arms, and legs that looked like they came straight from a SWAT movie.  This was also where he’d found his sword and knife. Spotting the long blade on a rack behind the counter, his gamer brain shouted, “Plus ten to zombie killing!” and he had to have it. 
 
    He made his way to the kitchen, where he heated up a can of chicken soup. “Chicken soup is good for the soul” he mumbled to himself.  He opened a package of beef jerky to accompany the soup. Not a combination one would likely find in any restaurant, but he figured he was now the highest authority on culinary trends. He smiled to himself as he grabbed a packet of Twinkies for dessert.  
 
    Mace tried not to look toward the security office and the radio inside as he made his way back to his quarters.  Laying on his bed, he poked around on his laptop for a bit, checking his survivor’s site and browsing other sites for any sign of recent human input.  Finding none, he closed the laptop and closed his eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Survival Quest 
 
      
 
    Shari huddled in a corner with a blanket wrapped around her, trying to get to sleep.  Every sound that reached her, made her twitch with fear. She knew there were zombies down below, roaming around.  She’d been hearing them for two days now. So far, none of them had come close. But she was sure it was only a matter of time. 
 
    She glanced for the thousandth time at the metal fire door to her left.  Then the one to the right. The left door led to the stairwell and down through the building.  It was sturdy enough to keep out all but the most powerful of creatures. She’d pushed plastic bags into the gap at the base of the door, then duct-taped all around the frame to reduce any noise or scent that might leak through. 
 
    The door to the right was not nearly so secure.  Though made of metal, there was a large vent built right into it.  She was in the elevator machine room, on the roof of a four-story building.  The vent allowed fresh air into the room, but at night that air was growing cold.  She’d set up a small propane camp stove in the middle of the room, and it heated the room quite nicely when lit.  But she was conserving her propane.  
 
    A creak of metal on metal made her start. She looked toward the roof exit.  “It’s just the wire. Moving in the wind. Need to fix that in the morning.  Can’t have it making noise.” 
 
    She’d taped some chicken wire across the outside of the door’s vent to keep any infected birds or other critters from squeezing through.  It wasn’t ideal, but it was the best she could manage at the moment. This was a temporary shelter. When the zombies below moved on, so would she.  
 
    Unable to sleep, she decided to take a look around.  Wrapping her blanket more tightly, she reached into her pack and withdrew a pair of night vision goggles.  She strapped those to her head, then grabbed her rifle and quietly opened the roof door. Once through the doorway, she made sure to securely, and quietly, close it behind her.  The last thing she needed was for the thing to slam open or closed in the wind and alert anything below to her presence.  
 
    Making her way to the edge of the roof, she crouched next to the three-foot parapet wall.  She held her breath for nearly a minute as she listened for any sign of movement below. Hearing nothing, she rose to her knees and peered out over the wall.  Seeing no movement, she lowered the goggles over her eyes. 
 
    The world came to life in a green-tinged view of the street below.  The goggles took in the limited light available from the moon and stars, and magnified it to the point where she could clearly see the street below.  
 
    There was no sign of the creatures.  She’d seen two earlier in the day, stalking each other.  These weren’t human zombies. The larger had originally been a dog, maybe a wolf.  It had clearly fed well, and grown even larger. That afternoon it had been roughly the size of a compact car.   Its opponent was a buck, with nasty-looking horns. Shari had watched for several minutes as the wolf creature circled the deer, trying to get an angle of attack that would let it avoid those horns.  The buck, meanwhile, made several quick lunges at the wolf, head down and horns slashing. For maybe the first time in the history of the planet, the deer was just as anxious to kill and eat the wolf as the wolf was to eat the deer.  
 
    The two had faced off, screeching and threatening each other for several minutes before the wolf tilted its head as if hearing something, then gave up and bounded away.  Presumably after less dangerous prey. The deer hung around for a good while, rubbing its horns against cars and buildings, as if marking its territory. Shari had been tempted to shoot it, but wasn’t confident in her ability to get a headshot from that distance.  She’d been told the rifle she carried was capable of accurate shots of more than half a mile. But she wasn’t so sure of herself.  
 
    The man she’d gotten the rifle from was a doomsday prepper who had claimed to be ‘special forces’.  She suspected he was just an office worker and a gun enthusiast. He was too loud, too slow, and too stupid to live very long in this new world.  But he was an okay guy, and he’d taught her how the gun worked. She’d retrieved it from what was left of his corpse after he’d left the basement they were hiding in to ‘take a dump’ as he put it.  His screams only lasted a few seconds as they echoed from the yard behind their safe house. Shari waited three days before going to retrieve the weapon. 
 
    The suppressor on the end of the barrel allowed her to fire without attracting every non-living thing for miles.  She’d found the creature that had killed her friend, and put a bullet through its brain. Well, eventually. Her first bullet took it in the neck, and didn’t kill it.  She managed a second round as it got to its feet, that exploded the skull and finished it for good. 
 
    In the weeks since, she’d taken several opportunities to eliminate zombie creatures.  When she deemed it safe enough, with only a single creature in sight, and herself in a safe position with cover.  Every one she could take down made it that much safer for her to move around. And she was going to need to move soon.  She was down to two days’ worth of food and water. Maybe three, if she rationed it.  
 
    The small town she found herself in had a mostly intact mom and pop grocery store-slash-general store.  It was where she’d found the duct tape and chicken wire. She’d been tempted just to hole up in the back of the store, but it was all ground-floor with a glass storefront.  Basically, a death trap.  
 
    She needed enough time on the street to syphon gas from a few cars and refill the tank on her Humvee.  Another thing she’d inherited from mister doomsday prepper. He had modified his Humvee with a spiked cow catcher, bars on the windows, and a ridiculous paint job that included a grinning skull on the hood, and blood splatters along the sides.  He’d told her stories about taking the vehicle to a gamer convention and convincing several cosplay girls to pose on the hood.  
 
    Despite the ridiculousness of it, the thing was sturdy, and reasonably safe.  It could carry enough supplies to last her for weeks, and she could still stretch out and sleep in the back seat.  At 5’2”, Shari didn’t need a lot of room. She’d named the vehicle Bertha. Occasionally, Shari would talk to Bertha as if she were alive.  She had to talk to somebody. 
 
    But Bertha was a gas-guzzling beast.  She usually had to drain four or five cars to refuel it completely. A full tank would take her maybe 200 miles at the slow, careful pace she maintained.  Most roads were cluttered with abandoned or wrecked vehicles, if not blocked altogether. Luckily Bertha could go off-road to get around most blockages.  
 
    She’d stopped in this town one afternoon, because she spotted a gas station with a fuel truck parked out front.  Feeling like she’d hit the jackpot, she’d pulled up expecting to fill Bertha’s tank and a couple spare tanks she kept strapped to the back.  But she quickly found that the truck contained diesel fuel. So, she was back to siphoning from car tanks.  
 
    Before she’d gotten to that, she located herself a safe house.  In this case, the rooftop machine room. The first priority any time she stopped was to find a safe place to rest.  Or to make one. Only when that was established, would she take time to gather whatever supplies she had stopped for.  If she ran across one or more of the creatures, she needed a place to retreat to, in case she couldn’t kill it.  
 
    That had been the case here.  She’d been standing at the gas station, kicking a tire on the fuel truck, when she heard the familiar screech.  Bertha’s engine wasn’t loud, but in a mostly silent world, the noise often attracted company. Shari quickly grabbed her pack and rifle, locked Bertha, and made for the nearest building without a glass storefront.  Which happened to be the municipal building she looked down from now. 
 
    She continued to scan the streets below, quietly moving from one side of the roof to the next. Once, she thought she saw movement in the distance.  She raised the rifle, resting the barrel on the parapet as she looked through the magnified scope. She swept the barrel back and forth, searching for whatever it was she’d glimpsed. 
 
    There! Three blocks down.  The wolf was padding between cars, nose down as if following a trail.  It was moving in her general direction. Fear gripped her for a moment, the fear of a prey animal watching a predator track its scent.  Then she realized it wasn’t tracking her. She hadn’t come from that direction. She exhaled slowly, trying to regain some calm. If this thing paused out in the open long enough, it was close enough for her to take it down. 
 
    Shari put her eye back to the scope.  Regaining her target, she followed it for half a minute or so.  Then she scanned forward of the target, trying to project the wolf’s path and identify a likely opening… and there it was.  An intersection that was mostly free of cars. A good hundred feet of open area that would take the wolf creature several seconds to cross.  
 
    She panned back to the wolf, following its slow progress as it sniffed and shuffled from car to car, tree to tree. She began to practice the box breathing technique: take long, slow breaths.  Inhaling, holding, releasing slowly, holding. It was best to be calm when you pulled the trigger, so you didn’t jerk it and throw off your aim. Finally, the creature emerged from behind the last vehicle near the corner.  It paused, it’s head high and sniffing, as if sensing danger in the open space. 
 
    “Perfect” she whispered almost inaudibly.  Sighting on the now motionless wolf’s head, she released her breath, held the release and squeezed the trigger.  The muffled ‘pop’ of the bullet passing through the suppressor was instantly followed by an explosion of brain matter as the wolf zombie creature ceased to be.   
 
    “One down.” She said to herself as she retreated from the edge of the roof.  Making her way back inside, she quietly closed and locked the door behind her.   Feeling optimistic about being able to move out in the morning, she curled up using her pack as a pillow, and tried to sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace was awakened by a sound outside his door.  He could have sworn he heard a voice. He was instantly out of bed, reaching for his clothes with adrenaline rushing through his bloodstream.  He grabbed the sword in one hand, jammed a pistol in his belt, and went to listen at the door.  
 
    The sound came again.  A sort of erratic clicking followed by a hiss.  It sounded familiar, but for the life of him, Mace couldn’t figure what kind of creature would make that sound.  Images of giant insects from horror movies flashed through his mind. 
 
    Slowly, he unlocked and opened his door.  As soon as he entered the hallway, the sound became clearer.  It was coming from the direction of the elevator.  
 
    Shit.  How would something have gotten down this far?   
 
    Maybe it was his recent battle with the rock spider, but an image of a giant spider crawling down the elevator shaft appeared bright in his mind.  
 
    Mace moved slowly toward the elevator, staying close to one side of the corridor.  The noise came again. The security room. Mace’s heart was racing. He pulled the gun from his waist and crouched down, listening.  Once more the sound came, and Mace nearly laughed out loud. 
 
    “The damned radio.  It’s the radio!” he stood and walked swiftly to the security room door.  The radio made the sound again. Someone somewhere was keying their radio’s microphone.  That was the clicking sound. And the hiss was simply static as the mic was held open for a moment. 
 
    Foolishly hoping that somehow Katie’s brother had survived the attack he’d heard yesterday, Mace keyed his own microphone.  “Hello? Are you there?” 
 
    He waited, holding his breath in anticipation of an answer.  Nothing happened for a good long while, and he found himself gasping for air.  Taking a minute to calm himself, he spoke aloud. “Maybe he’s injured. Can’t speak.  He’s keying the radio as a sort of distress call. But, if he’s been injured by one of those zombies, then he’s certainly contaminated.  There’s nothing I can do to help him.” 
 
    Mace jumped when the other radio keyed again.  There was a loud screeching for a moment, and then silence as the mic went back off.  This was repeated several times, as if one of the monsters was pushing the button repeatedly while screeching at something.  Then the mic was keyed and held, and Mace listened to the thing’s voice as it wailed at him. There was also the sound of breaking wood, maybe furniture.  And glass shattering. The thing holding the radio was in a rage. Then the mic went silent again. 
 
    Angry now, Mace keyed his own microphone.  “I’m gonna kill you! You hear me? You killed Katie and her brother!  I’m gonna put a bullet through your skull!” he screamed into the microphone.   
 
    There was no reply.  Mace grunted as he pictured the monster dropping the radio in surprise when it screamed back at him. Maybe stomping on it, trying to kill it.  Or maybe it tried to eat the damn thing and choked on it. He hoped so. 
 
    Turning off the radio, Mace went back to his room.  He locked the door behind him, setting his sword and gun on the desk.  He crawled back into bed. His clock said it was 9:00 am, but he wasn’t in the mood to start his day.  He turned off the light and just stared into the darkness. 
 
                                                                                ***** 
 
      
 
    Shari had been up before the sun, packing up her belongings and getting ready to move.  With the wolf creature dead, she liked her odds of being able to gas up and get moving.  She made her way down the stairs, pausing at each landing to listen for any evidence of movement.  When she reached the ground floor, she paused to look out a window. Scanning up and down the street, she saw no evidence of movement.  So she unchained the exit door, which she had chained and padlocked on her way in, and opened the door.  
 
    Moving quickly to the Humvee, she crouched down to make sure nothing was hiding underneath, then checked that all the doors and windows were still intact.  Reassured that nothing would be waiting to spring out at her, she opened the back and set her pack inside. She grabbed one of the empty gas cans and her syphon pump, and moved to the nearest SUV.  This town, being as small as it was, it hadn’t suffered any air strikes or military ground engagements. It was all over so fast, only the larger cities took those kinds of hits. So most of the cars here were still intact.  Several were empty, having been left running when occupants fled or were ripped from their vehicles. It didn’t take her long to fill the five-gallon can and then empty it into Bertha’s tank. She pressed her luck, moving back to the same SUV and syphoning some more.  This time she brought both gas cans. If she could get ten gallons quickly, she could move on. 
 
    Shari got another four gallons from the first SUV before it was empty.  She moved on to the next car, but it was already empty. The next was a police van with shattered windows.  The keys were not in the ignition, so she gave it a shot. This one was nearly full, and she topped off both cans.  Moving as quickly and quietly as possible, she hauled one can back and used it to fill Bertha’s tank. She went back and filled it again from the van, then picked up both full cans and waddled back over to Bertha.  After securing both full cans to the rack on Bertha’s tailgate, she went back and closed the door to the building she’d been hiding in. One never knew when a good hiding place would be needed. If she was ever back this way. 
 
    Next, she went back to the police van.  As she expected she found a tactical shotgun and a box of rounds in the cab.  Opening the back, she found two sets of tactical gear with helmets, shields, and body armor.  She also found several pairs of handcuffs and leg restraints, along with a key, in a box under one of the benches.  Under the other bench she found smoke grenades, tear gas, and a grenade launcher. She also found a radio with its charging cradle, a couple of the tin foil type thermal blankets, a large box of latex gloves, and a well-stocked medical bag.  She filled a duffel bag she found behind the passenger’s seat after emptying out some seriously smelly gym clothes, leaving a half dozen protein bars she found in there. What didn’t fit in the bag, she carried by hand.  
 
    Moving as fast as she could with the heavy burden, she returned to Bertha and unloaded the loot onto the back seat.  Then she jumped into the driver’s seat, and started the engine. 
 
    Shari had wanted to loot a few of the surrounding businesses for food.  But her instincts told her she’d spent too much time out in the open already.  With the power bars she just took from the police van, and the food and water she had in the back, she could survive for several more days if necessary.  So she turned Bertha toward the highway. 
 
    “Goodbye, little town. I don’t even know your name.  Thanks for the rest.” She gave a little wave as she hit the on-ramp to the interstate. 
 
    She’d given up on the car radio weeks earlier when the stations all stopped broadcasting.  Except for one AM station that seemed to have an endless power supply, and fire and brimstone sermons on a repeating loop. 
 
    Since the actual end of the world pretty much proved that preacher wrong, she didn’t turn on the car radio.  Instead she reached into the back seat and retrieved the police radio from the bag. The cradle had a dc power adapter, so she plugged it into Bertha’s cigarette lighter to charge.  Out of curiosity, she turned on the handset and set it to ‘scan’.  
 
    As expected, she heard nothing.  Not sure whether that was because the radio was dead, or because nobody out there was broadcasting, she set the handset back in its cradle and focused on the road ahead. 
 
    Less than an hour later, Shari was stopped along the side of the highway, eyeing one of those mega-truckstops.  The kind with a restaurant, showers, and a store full of tourist knick-knacks. She’d learned that some of them had generators that allowed them to keep operating in the event of a power loss.  If she could get one of them working, she could get a shower. Maybe even with warm water. And there was probably food in there. But the place was huge. It would take her half the day to clear it and secure some part of it.  She was weighing the risks and benefits when the radio beeped and locked in on a channel. There was a clicking sound, as if somebody were keying the mic. Then a static hiss for a moment before it went silent. 
 
    Shari instantly grabbed the radio and pressed the talk button. “Hello?” her voice was a bit scratchy from lack of use, and nervousness.  
 
    There was a series of clicks and static.  With short pauses in between. Shari listened hard, trying to detect some pattern, like maybe an S.O.S. or other code.  She was about to press talk again when a screech came thru the radio. It was one she knew well. A humanoid zombie. She tossed the radio into the seat as if it were contaminated.   
 
    “What the hell?” she shouted at the thing.  “When did friggin zombies learn to use radios?” 
 
    As if in answer, the radio shouted back at her!  “I’m gonna kill you!  You hear me? You killed Katie and her brother!  I’m gonna put a bullet through your skull!” 
 
    Shari stared at the radio, flabbergasted.   Eyes wide and mouth open, she continued to stare for a full minute.  Finally, when no more sounds had come forth, she blinked a few times and remembered to breathe. 
 
    “There’s somebody else alive out there!” she thumped Bertha’s steering wheel. “But who the hell is Katie, and why does this guy think I killed her?” 
 
    Hearing herself say that out loud, she giggled.  “Doofus. He was talking to the zombie on the radio. Not you.” Then she rolled her eyes, looking at herself in the rear-view.  “Yeah, ‘cause that makes SO much more sense.” 
 
    After another minute or so of thinking it over, she picked up the radio again.  “H-hello?” she ventured. “Are you there?” 
 
    Silence.  Whoever he was, he either wasn’t listening anymore, or just wasn’t answering.  If they had been in game chat, she’d have said that his outburst was a lead-up to a rage quit.  So maybe that’s what happened.  
 
    Either way, her decision had just been made for her.  These radios had a limited range. She didn’t know where this dude was, but she knew he was within a few mile radius.  If she kept going, she might be getting closer to him. Or she might be getting farther. Out of radio range. So she headed Bertha up the off-ramp toward the truckstop.  
 
    The place had a massive parking lot, meant to accommodate a large number of semi rigs and cars full of travelers.  At the moment, there were maybe a dozen trucks parked in the designated lot, half a dozen RV’s, and about twenty cars.  Some of the cars sat with doors open, blood stains on the seats and pavement. The entire windshield of one of the RV’s was covered with blood. On the inside. 
 
    Shari circled the building slowly, inspecting every vehicle. and keeping watch for any charging zombies.  Then she circled it again in the opposite direction. When she saw no movement, and the sound of her engine hadn’t drawn any attackers, she parked Bertha near the back door of the building.  As she suspected, there was a generator. A big one. Capable of running lights, refrigeration, fuel pumps, all of it. She opened the gate of the fence enclosing the generator and checked the fuel level.  Dead empty. So, it must have kicked in when the power went out. And probably run until it was out of fuel. Grabbing one of her gas cans, she poured some fuel into the generator’s tank. Crossing her fingers that it hadn’t seized up when the gas ran out, she pushed the primer button a couple of times, then pushed the starter. 
 
    The thing spluttered for about half a minute, then coughed into life!  Lights began to turn on around the building and the parking area. She was going to need to remember to turn this thing off before it got dark.  Those lights would draw every creature for miles around. After living in silence for so long, the generator itself seemed loud enough to be heard from space. 
 
    Jumping back into Bertha, Shari made another circuit of the building.  Still seeing no movement of any kind, she parked next to the glass doors at the front of the store area.  Not in one of the spaces near the doors, but up on the curb, right next to the door. She wasn’t taking any more risks than were necessary. 
 
    The fact that the glass doors and windows along the front were unbroken was a good sign.  Any zombies trying to get at people inside would have smashed right through. Now, the question became, were there any already inside waiting for a snack? 
 
    Slinging her rifle over her shoulder, she grabbed the shotgun from the police van.  Checking quickly to make sure it was loaded, she pulled open one of the doors and walked through. 
 
    The stench of rotting food nearly overwhelmed her.  With the power off, everything perishable that had been refrigerated was now rotting.  She took a minute, breathing through her mouth to acclimate to the smell. She scanned the store area while she did so, shotgun raised and following her line of sight.  
 
    To the right was a set of shelves with automotive items.  Motor oil, air fresheners, and such. She found several bungee cords, and grabbed one of them.  She tore open the package and wrapped the cord several times around the door handles of the two glass doors.  This effectively locked them together. 
 
    Then she proceeded to clear the place.  Aisle by aisle, room by room. She forced herself to open the walk-in coolers in the store, and the freezer in the kitchen, even though the stench factor increased tenfold.   She checked behind the counters, cleared the bathrooms, the showers, even the offices. One office, the one that held a giant safe that looked like it was from 1945, looked promising.  There was a sofa along one wall, and the metal door was mounted directly into a concrete block wall. There was even a barred window that looked out over the parking lot. She could hide in here if necessary. 
 
    She closed each door behind her as she cleared the rooms.  After more than an hour, she was satisfied that she was alone.  She went back to the office and set down her pack. Rummaging through the desk, she found a set of keys on a large ring.  Taking the keys, she made another round of the building, locking every door. She found a bank of switches behind the counter, and turned off all the pumps and lights.  No point in draining the generator faster than necessary.  
 
    With the building as secure as she could make it, she began to shop.  First, she grabbed a couple heavy duty flashlights and batteries. She’d use those to make her way around after dark.   Then she grabbed a couple of beach towels, some soap, and a pair of flip-flops. Even without the possibility of life-ending contaminants being on any given surface, no way was she going to use a public shower barefoot.  When the thought of contaminated bugs crossed her mind, she dropped the flip-flops and grabbed a pair of rubber boots.  
 
    A few minutes later she stepped into one of the showers wearing nothing but the boots.  Soap in hand, she said a little prayer as she reached for the water controls. The water heater had been running for about ninety minutes, and should have had time to at least take the chill off the water. 
 
    To her surprise, the water was more than warm.  When she adjusted the control all the way to ‘hot’, steaming water fell from the shower head.  Adjusting it back to a more modest temperature, she dove in. She took maybe the longest, most luxurious shower of her life!  She scrubbed areas that hadn’t been properly clean in weeks. She stood with her face in the flow of hot water, just soaking it in.  She sang a little song, did a little dance, and thought about the voice on the radio.  
 
    After forty minutes, the hot water finally gave out, and she turned off the shower.  Toweling herself dry, she slipped on fresh clothes. Including a t-shirt from the store that read “Slippery When Wet”, which she supposed was popular among the truckers.  
 
    She took a couple of large canvas bags from the store and filled them with food.  She grabbed everything pre-packed that looked good. Chips, candy bars, granola, trail mix with dried fruits, and a whole bag’s worth of beef jerky.  She preferred the teriyaki flavor, but she took everything they had. Then she filled another bag with water bottles and a couple mountain dews. She nearly teared up when she saw a whole row of her favorite monster Irish coffee cans in one of the coolers.  She opened one right there and, despite it no longer being cold, gulped it down. She took all the bags and loaded them into Bertha. This was food for a solid month, at least. She also loaded up a 12-pack of ultra-soft toilet paper, toothpaste, mouthwash, some feminine products, several bottles of aspirin, a first aid kit, a couple trashy romance novels, a couple cool looking fantasy/sci-fi novels, and every can of soup, stew, or pasta she could find.  
 
    With Bertha packed nearly to the roof, she once again locked the doors.  She quickly moved Bertha over to a pump and filled her tank, as well as the extra cans.  Parking Bertha back by the doors, she stepped out back and turned off the generator. Closing and locking that door, she made her way to the office.  She took a can of beefaroni, some chips, and a package of ho-ho’s into the office with her, along with her guns, flashlight, and a plastic tarp.  
 
    She spread the tarp out over top of the sofa, making sure to cover every surface.  She didn’t think the sofa would be contaminated, but she wasn’t going to risk it.  
 
    Sitting on the sofa, Shari let the silence settle around her. She opened the beefaroni and ate it cold, scooping it out of the can with chips.  She rolled her eyes at the chocolate deliciousness of the ho-ho’s as she finished her meal.  
 
    Rummaging through her bag, she pulled out the radio.  She turned it on and pressed the talk button. “Hello? Are you there?” she asked.  When there was no answer, she tried again. Every few minutes until she began to get sleepy.  Though it was only early afternoon, it had been a long day, and she was tired. Switching off the radio, she laid down on the sofa and took a nap.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace sat staring into the darkness for nearly an hour.  He plotted the death of the creature on the radio in a thousand different ways.  He pondered whether it was just random chance that the thing had picked up the radio, or that they were getting smarter.   Smarter would be very, very bad for him.  
 
    He decided to distract himself by getting back into the Elysia.  The game was becoming more and more important to him. And for good reason.   He could only live for so long in this hole in the ground. There was a limited supply of safe food nearby, and even if he were the last survivor, there wasn’t enough for his lifetime.  At least, not within an area it was feasible to travel.  
 
    Mace had reached this decision shortly after the last of his companions was killed.  Facing eternity alone, he immersed himself in the game just to have ‘people’ to speak to.  While in the real world, he confronted the likelihood of his long-term survival. And the quality of life he might expect.  As he pondered this, an idea struck him. It wasn’t his idea, really. Something he’d read in an old LitRPG novel as a kid.  
 
    He was going to find a way to transfer his consciousness into the game.  
 
    Living as he was, he might last a year.  Or ten. If he was extremely lucky. And if the food held out.  But if he were a pure consciousness, existing as an AI within the game, he might live for decades, even a century, before the infrastructure of this facility gave out and the servers shut down. 
 
    It was this goal that he worked on in the lab.  Modifying the code for the pod interface. Modifying the pod itself.  Preparing to upload his entire consciousness into the pod’s system. Essentially becoming an AI in his own right.   
 
    It wasn’t as hard as one might think.  Early in the development of VR immersion, a few test subjects had been, for lack of a better term, mind wiped.  Mace had studied these cases in college. Most doctors believed that some kind of feedback from the system had delivered a sort of low level charge into the victim’s brains, and wiped their memories. Their conscious minds.   Mace had disagreed.  
 
    What if, instead of the consciousness having been wiped clean, it had simply left?  
 
    And so, he’d gone to work.  Day after day he tweaked the code.  He thought he’d figured out that a certain level of synchronization with the system was needed before the copy could be made.  Somewhere approaching 98%. A sync level that high couldn’t be programmed into the software. A player needed to play. To embrace the game.  Embrace the characters. Pursue goals. Struggle. Receive rewards. He would need to accept the game as real. As his new life.  
 
    Which is why Mace found himself in Immernacht again.  To play the game. To forget about a world he wished to leave behind.  To find a way to live.  
 
    Mace stepped out of his room and down the stairs.  He ordered breakfast from the usual emotionless drone of a waitress.  He decided then and there he was going to find a way to make her smile.  As she set his plate down in front of him, he gently touched her arm. “Thank you, beautiful.  You are the light of my mornings. It would fill my heart to see you smile, just once.”  
 
    She snorted.  “Touch me again and I’ll feed you your ears.” she growled, the expression on her face barely changing.   
 
    Undaunted, he countered.  “Was that the hint of a smile I saw just now?  I do believe you like me!” he favored her with his best smile. 
 
    “Fool” she simply said as she turned and walked away. 
 
    After breakfast he headed to the markets.  He needed to have his armor repaired. But first he would sell the items he’d looted in the tunnel.  Stopping at an alchemy shop, he sold the rock spider meat and most of the spider and squod components, save for the claws and mandibles.  He also unloaded all the random drops from the other creatures he’d killed in the tunnels before encountering the spider. Nearly one hundred gold richer, he made his way to the leatherworker who’d created his armor.  
 
    Entering the shop, he found Jervis, the old drow master, throttling a kobold.  He was shaking the creature as he squeezed its neck, making the head wobble side to side as the small lizardman suffocated.  Mace knew better than to interrupt. 
 
    “Worthless bag of bones!  I told you to clean the workshop this morning! What do I find you doing? Dusting shelves! I’ll-” Jervis spotted Mace standing there. “Well hello there, young Mace.” Jervis released his prisoner, who fell gasping to the floor.  It immediately rose to its feet and disappeared in a puff of dust. 
 
    “Damn! Now I’ll have to catch him again.  Speedy little runt.” Jervis’ gaze followed the settling dust trail.  Then he turned back to Mace. “I see you’ve found a bit of trouble. Need some repairs, do you?” 
 
    Mace grinned at the old drow.  He liked Jervis. In a city full of cutthroats and murderers, Jervis had actually been kind to him.  The old drow was legendary. He’d been an assassin and a spy for a long dead queen. The only one of her household to survive.  It was said Jervis had personally killed more drow than any invading army had ever managed. Leatherworking had been his cover back then, and he’d enjoyed it. So when he retired from service, he continued to run his shop.  
 
    Once in a while, some upstart would get it in their head to take out the legendary drow assassin.  Their bodies were inevitably found in a very public place, in humiliating condition. Houses generally forbid their protégés to go after Jervis, in order to avoid the embarrassment when they failed.  
 
    Jervis handed Mace a folded set of clothes.  “Put these on, and leave your armor with me. I’ll have it ready for you tomorrow.” 
 
    Mace bobbed his head, removing the torn armor and donning the replacement clothes.  “Master Jervis, I’ve been thinking about an upgrade. I plan to travel to the surface soon.” 
 
    “Ah, the surface.  You young ones, always eager to see the surface.  Nothing good for a drow there, you know. Nothing but pain and hatred.  Still, I suppose you must see for yourself.” Jervis looked thoughtfully at the ragged kobold skin armor.  “Yes, I can upgrade this. Give you what you need. It’ll cost you… 65 gold.” 
 
    Mace grinned at the old drow.  Reaching into his bag, he produced the spider claws, mandible, and the squod mandible.  “I acquired these yesterday. It’s how my armor was damaged. I don’t suppose an old seamstress like you would be interested in them?”  
 
    “Ha!” Jervis slapped his knee in exaggerated amusement.   When he raised his hand, there was a six-inch stiletto in it, the tip a fraction of an inch from Mace’s eye, and dripping poison.  “You know that any other drow who referred to me in that manner would have been dead before they finished their sentence.” 
 
    Mace smiled sweetly “Yes, but any other drow is not me.  Your favorite. Your student. And you favor me precisely because I don’t fear you.” 
 
    The knife disappeared too quickly for Mace’s eyes to follow the motion.   So did the claws and mandibles. “Yes, well. Let us keep that to ourselves, shall we?  Should any of the noble houses who want my head find out I’m partial to you, they’ll deliver your head to me in a box.  Just for laughs.” 
 
    Mace gulped.  Every once in a while, he forgot where he was.   He nodded once to the old drow.  
 
    “Fine, then” Jervis turned toward the back of his shop, where his work bench sat.  “These will be ready by morning. Try not to die before then.” 
 
    Mace nodded his understanding and left the shop.  Looking around, he considered his options. The clothes he wore looked decent enough, but they had no protective properties whatsoever.  Only a fool would go out into the tunnels without armor. Feeling vulnerable, Mace decided to head back to the inn and call it a day.  
 
    Once out of the pod, showered, and dressed, Mace cooked himself a quick lunch.  He heated some beef stew, and crumbled taco shells into it for texture. While he was eating, he thought back to the morning.  He was sure he’d been awakened by a voice.  Had either Katie or her brother managed to survive the initial attack, and been calling for help while he slept?   Should he feel guilty for assuming they were dead, and not even trying to rescue them? 
 
    “Stop it, dummy” he thumped himself on the head with his spoon.  “You have no idea where they were. You couldn’t have found them if you tried.  And you would have gotten yourself killed in the process. Besides, the voice was just your imagination.  Some noise the zombie made while playing with the radio.” 
 
    Still… the thought bothered him.  After cleaning up his dishes and putting everything away, he went back to the security office and turned the radio back on.  After staring at it for a minute, he grabbed the microphone and keyed it. “Hello? Anybody out there?” 
 
    Hearing no answer after a couple of minutes, and two more tries, he shook his head and walked out.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Wherefore Art Thou? 
 
      
 
    Shari woke on the sofa with a start.  The plastic tarp beneath her crinkled with her movement, and she panicked for a moment.   
 
    Body bag!? 
 
    Before the world ended, she’d been a medical student.  Fifth year. In her first year she and her fellow students had taken an anatomy class in which they’d dissected human corpses.  At the end of each class they would replace any organs removed, stitch the body up, and seal it in a body bag. From that first day, she’d had recurring nightmares about waking up inside a body bag. 
 
    Her panic quickly abated as Shari looked around the room.  It was still daylight, though the light was fading. She decided to take a look around, to make sure the building was still secure.  The fact that it was undamaged when she arrived told her that none of the creatures was making its home nearby. They tended to attack their own reflections when they saw them, and with all the glass storefronts here, the place would have been smashed.  
 
    She listened at the office door for a while before unlocking and opening it.  Shotgun in hand, with her rifle over her shoulder, she moved out into the building.  First, she checked the door leading to the generator. No damage. Then she made her way through the building, checking every window and door.  As it grew darker, she paused to tape a small but powerful flashlight to the barrel of the shotgun. She didn’t turn it on, not wanting to attract any attention.   
 
    Once comfortable that the building was clear, Shari headed to the ladies’ room and used the facilities.  She smiled to herself at how luxurious it felt to have a working bathroom. And how much had changed in just few months.  There being no windows in the bathroom, she even lit a candle and made an attempt to work the cowlicks out of her hair. The simple grooming activity felt nice.  Normal.  
 
    Back out in the store area, she looked around as the sun began to pass beyond the horizon.   She found a couple of inflatable swimming pool mattresses that she’d missed earlier. These could come in handy out in the wild.  There were a few cans of Fix-a-Flat, and a vanilla scented air freshener for Bertha. She also grabbed a car-charger with a USB adapter that said it would charge most laptops.  She didn’t have her laptop, hadn’t had time to grab it when everything went to shit. But she could hit a box store or pawn shop somewhere and get one. Cell towers had gone down weeks ago.  But landlines still seemed to work. If she could somehow connect to the internet, she figured that would be where survivors were communicating. Maybe there was even some form of government or military still out there.  
 
    She raided the health care aisle, filling a bag with aspirin, analgesics, cortisone creams, antacids, anything she thought would be useful in her expanding medical kit collection.   As she had traveled, she had raided a drug store for the good stuff. Painkillers, antibiotics, and such. She had enough to last a small community for several months. She’d divided them up among several medical ‘go-bags’ that she was creating.  Those were now buried somewhere inside Bertha, but she’d dig them out and upgrade them later. 
 
    With the very last of the light gone, she grabbed another of her favorite coffee drinks, and headed back to the office.  She closed the blinds on the one window, then lit a candle. By candlelight she taped a folded blanket across the window.  That should muffle both light and sound.  
 
    Sitting at the desk she pulled one of the books out of her bag without looking.  It was one of the trashy romance novels. The cover featured an unrealistically handsome man with a swooning woman in his arms. Grinning to herself, she settled into the chair and began to read by candlelight.   
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace looked at his watch, and stepped away from his keyboard.  Since lunch he’d been working in the lab. He’d made a minor breakthrough, and lost himself in the work.  Hours had passed in what seemed like minutes. Only his growling stomach had alerted him of the hour. 
 
    He headed to the kitchen and whipped up a quick dinner.  Chicken and dumplings from a can, heated in the microwave.  When he’d cleaned up, he made his way back to his quarters with the intent of logging into the game.  Partway there he remembered that his armor wouldn’t be ready until morning. Instead, he decided to make a check of the cameras.  See if the creature that had been outside was hanging around. 
 
    Sitting at the security desk, he grabbed the keyboard and pulled up the camera feeds.  The one he’d used to watch the monsters fight from the lobby was still zoomed in on the street.  All that was left of the losing zombie was a splattering of blood and a few fragments of flesh. It wouldn’t take long for those to be consumed by insects or birds.  
 
    The victor was nowhere to be seen.  Mace zoomed the camera out, panned it back and forth.  He wished there was audio to go with the picture. Still, he was thankful for these extra eyes.  He set all the cameras on the building to motion detection, and sat back to watch and wait. If anything within sight of the building moved, the cameras would tell him soon enough.  He set the DVRs to record any movement, so he could replay it later. 
 
    He thought it likely that after consuming an entire fellow zombie, the creature would want a nap.  If it were like most animals, it would find a nice safe den to nap in. Mace hoped that the den was far away. 
 
    While the cameras did their search, Mace looked at the radio, grimacing.  The fact that one of the creatures had used the radio, even by accident, bothered him.  If they had any kind of ability to learn, or were beginning to recover their human intelligence, life was going to get nasty for him.   His caution, and their stupidity, were the main things enabling him to survive these days.  
 
    Mace decided to experiment.  Picking up the microphone, he said “You out there, monster dude?” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari heard the man’s voice come across the radio and froze.   
 
    “You there, monster dude?” it had said.  “I know you’re out there.” 
 
    She nearly knocked over her candle in her haste to reach for the radio.  She snatched it up and hit the talk button. “H-hello?” 
 
    There was silence on the other end for a solid ten seconds.  Which to Shari seemed like an eternity. Then the man’s voice came back.  “You’re not the monster.” 
 
    Shari didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.  “No, I am not. I’m Shari. But I heard the monster.  Yesterday.” There was another, shorter pause before he answered. 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re really alive. A live person! Damn I’m glad to hear your voice!”  
 
    Shari smiled at the radio, at the sincere tone of the man on the other end.  “Same here. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mace.  I’m Mace.  Are you… are you somewhere safe?  The last folks I heard from made too much noise and got killed.” 
 
    “I’m safe enough.  And I’m being quiet.  Is that what you were yelling about yesterday? Something about Katie?” 
 
    The voice suddenly became sad “Yeah.  I heard a call. Some kid. Said he and his sister were trapped in a fire house.  I heard the thing break through the door and attack, and then they went silent. Then the damn thing was talking on the radio.  If you can call it that.” 
 
    There was silence as Shari tried to figure out appropriate words.  He saved her the trouble. “I… I couldn’t do anything to save them. He didn’t know what station they were in.  And the zombie was right there…” he sounded crushed. 
 
    “Even if they’d been right next door, it doesn’t sound like you could have saved them.  Maybe killed the bastard that got them, but not saved them.” Shari offered. 
 
    Mace’s voice came back across.  “I think maybe I heard you yesterday.  I was asleep. Something woke me up. By the time I got to the radio, it was the creature.  But I thought I heard a voice. Was it you?” 
 
    Shari nodded at the radio, as if Mace could see her.  “Yeah, I found this radio yesterday morning. Tried it out.  The zombie must have heard it, and picked up the radio the kid dropped.  Or some other radio. It kind of creeped me out. Then I heard you yell at it.  I tried to talk to you, but you were gone. Rage quit?” 
 
    She heard him chuckle. “Yeah.  Sort of. I was angry, and scared.  If these things learn to use tools like the radio, we’re in deep shit.” 
 
    Shari’s mouth dropped.  She hadn’t thought of that.  “Well, shit. Thanks for that.  No sleep for me tonight.” 
 
    No chuckling this time.  “Yeah. Sorry. So listen, where are you?” 
 
    “I’m in a truck stop.  About six miles west of the capitol.”  She replied. 
 
    “Six miles.  At that mega-truck place? Damn.  That’s a long walk from here. I’m southwest of the city, maybe…” He paused as if looking at a map.  “Maybe 7 or 8 miles from you. I can try to get to you tomorrow. It’s not safe to be out after dark.” 
 
    Shari smiled.  “Such a guy.” she teased.  “I’ve got wheels. I can get to you.” 
 
    “Sweet!  All the cars here are burnt out or out of gas. We got hit pretty hard.  And there are zombies around. At least one really big one. I watched him eat another one yesterday.” Mace replied. 
 
    “Yeah, most of the big cities are pretty trashed.  Are you safe where you are?” 
 
    “Underground facility.  All the comforts of home.  Even electricity. Plenty of room.  There… used to be a bunch of us. Now it’s just me.” 
 
    Shari began to get excited.  Electricity meant she could hook up a laptop.  “Okay I’m not sure how much juice this radio has.  Tell me how to get to you. I’ll head over as soon as the sun is up.” 
 
    Mace’s voice didn’t answer right away.  Then he said “From where you are, head east on the interstate.  Turn south on Hwy 123. Go about 7 miles and you’ll see a Safeway grocery store.  I’ll meet you there. And… be careful. We ran into another group of survivors in the first week.  They killed a few of us. I think the creatures got most of them. Haven’t seen them since, but they might be listening.” 
 
    Shari’s gut clenched.  She’d had her own run-in with desperate survivors. “I hear ya.  I’ll watch my back. You do the same, Mace. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Sure.  See you then.  And uh… REALLY nice to hear from you, Shari.” Mace’s voice sounded so relieved, it was sad. Then he added, hesitantly “If… if you can, stay awake tonight.  Once you get here, you can sleep safely for a week.” 
 
    Shari wiped tears from her eyes.  This man’s concern for a stranger was touching.  “Yeah, I’m good. Had a nap this afternoon. Don’t worry.  Good night, Mace.” 
 
    She set the radio down and put her head in her hands.  The emotion of the conversation nearly overwhelming her.  To hear a friendly voice talk about a safe place after so long alone.   She could tell from his voice that Mace felt the same. She thought maybe he’d been alone even longer than she had.  And he’d lost friends, as she had.  
 
    She wanted to run to Bertha and drive to him right then.  The urge had her on her feet and moving toward her bag. “Stop it, stupid.  It’s not safe out there.  And you don’t even know where he is.  You can’t sit in Bertha outside a grocery store all night.  And you can’t be sure you can trust him.” 
 
    She sat back down in the chair and replayed the conversation in her head.  The bit about dangerous survivors terrified her. She’d survived the first week with her roommate, Sheila.  Mostly by hiding. The two of them had been up all night studying, and had passed out in their living room. They’d slept right through the morning, which had probably saved their lives.  They should have been in class when the first wave of contaminated creatures swept through campus. Instead, they were awakened by screams and gunshots, sirens and frantic car horns. One look out the window of their third-floor apartment convinced them it was best to lock the doors and stay where they were. 
 
    They had done well enough for a couple of weeks.  The electricity had gone out on the third day. Their cell phones had lasted a day beyond that.   Neither of them had been able to raise any family or friends on their phones. They’d covered the windows, piled up furniture against the front door, and hunkered down.  During the first few days, they heard noises outside and would peek out to see survivors making a run for it. Only to be brought down by the creatures. Later, when the live food supply dwindled, the creatures began to kill and eat each other.  Shari and Sheila stayed put, not willing to risk going out. At least, until their food ran out.  
 
    When they’d first ventured out, they simply raided nearby apartments.  Those with doors open or unlocked. They managed to gather enough food and drink to last them another week, and locked themselves back inside.   
 
    When they ran low again, Sheila suggested they hit the convenience store down the street.  It was only about two blocks away. They could be in and out, no problem. They hadn’t heard much outside in days, as the zombie creatures seemed to have mostly killed each other off.  
 
    They made it all the way to the store without seeing any creatures.  Each of them had loaded up a bag full of food and drinks. They were nearly home when they spotted a man following them.  Sheila had screamed when she saw him, thinking he was a zombie. But the man waved and jogged toward them. 
 
    “Good to see others still alive!” he’d said.  “Especially such lovely ladies.”  
 
    And right there, the creepy factor set off alarms in Shari’s head.  But Sheila was a more social animal, and so happy to see another live human being, she didn’t notice.  Or chose to ignore it. She invited the man inside, and the three of them shared a meal.  
 
    When it got dark, Sheila offered the man their sofa.  The two women retired to their separate bedrooms to sleep.  Shari locked and barred her door, wishing she’d thought to bring Sheila into her bedroom with her.  The man in their living room had been setting off alarms all evening. She didn’t like the way he’d stared at them. 
 
    As she settled into bed, she resolved to talk with Sheila in the morning, and send the guy on his way.  Sheila would argue, and he probably would too. But Shari wasn’t taking no for an answer. 
 
    She was awakened by a thump outside her door.  Reaching into her nightstand, she grabbed the revolver she kept there.  She sat for a minute, listening. The doorknob on her bedroom door clicked a few times.  Somebody was trying to open it quietly! 
 
    Shari rose from the bed, gun pointed at the door.  She didn’t make a sound, hoping the man would be discouraged by the locked door.  Apparently, he was. About a minute later, she heard a crash, and a scream from Sheila.   Shari franticly moved the dresser from in front of her door and unlocked it. Throwing it open, she looked across the living room to see Sheila’s door kicked in.   
 
    Racing across the room, Shari halted at the door.  She was just in time to see the man tearing Sheila’s nightgown off of her.  He held a kitchen knife in one hand, and Sheila had a deep cut on one arm.  
 
    Shari raised her gun and screamed “Leave her alone or I’ll shoot your nuts off!” 
 
    The man looked up, grinning.  With one swift motion, he grabbed Shiela by the hair and yanked her to her feet.  Standing behind her, he stuck the point of the knife against Shiela’s ribs. “You shoot me, she’s dead.  Just put down that gun, and we’ll all have a little fun.” he sneered at Shari. For emphasis, he licked the side of Sheila’s face.  
 
    “KILL HIM!” Sheila screamed.  Then she began to cry “I’m sorry, Shari.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Shut up, bitch!” the man poked at her ribs with the tip of the knife, drawing blood.  
 
    Shari took a deep breath.  “You let her go now, and you can leave.  But if you hurt her in any way, I’ll put six holes in you.  Then I’ll reload and add six more.” 
 
    “Ha!  You ain’t got what it takes, bitch.  I’m gonna have some fun with your friend here.  Then I’m gonna do the same to you. There ain’t no law no more.  The strong survive. The weak serve the strong. You two are gonna be my wives.  You’ll even get to like it, you’ll see.” he kissed Sheila’s neck, never breaking eye contact with Shari.   
 
    “Not even if you were the last man on earth, you sick piece of shit.” Shari took a step forward, gun still aimed at the man’s face.  
 
    “Seems you need to be taught how things are, now” he shouted at her.  With a wicked grin, he shoved the knife between Sheila’s ribs, sinking it to the hilt.   Sheila screamed in pain. The man withdrew the knife and advanced toward Shari, letting Sheila slump forward onto her bed.   
 
    The moment Sheila was clear, Shari fired.  The first bullet took the man in the gut. She’d been trained by her father to aim for the torso, the biggest target.  The man dropped the knife, putting both hands over the bullet wound. When he looked up, she shot him again. This time she hit his shoulder.   
 
    “Bitch!” he gasped out.   
 
    Shari stepped forward.  She shoved the gun up against his crotch and pulled the trigger.  The man screamed in mindless pain for a few seconds before she put a fourth round into his face. 
 
    She dropped the gun and dove for Sheila.  Her friend was facedown on the bed, naked and unmoving. Shari turned her over and examined the wound.  Blood was leaking, not pumping out of it like it should. Not a good sign. Shari grabbed up the torn nightgown from the floor and used it to put pressure on the wound as she checked for a pulse.   
 
    There was nothing.  Sheila’s dead eyes looked up at the ceiling.  The man’s blade had pierced Sheila’s heart.  
 
    Shari had sat on the bed, cradling Sheila’s head and crying.  “I’m sorry, sweetie. I should have made him leave. I should have protected you.  I’m so sorry.”  
 
    She must have sat there for an hour or more before the sound of a creature screeching outside brought her around.   Leaving Sheila and the dead man, she picked up her gun, closed the bedroom door behind her, and quietly made sure the front door was locked.  Then she sat on the sofa, listening, for most of the night. 
 
    Back in the truckstop office, Shari wiped tears from her eyes.  Even at the end of the world, when literally everything else is trying to kill us, people are assholes to each other. 
 
    She blew out the candle on the desk, picking up the rifle and shotgun.  She made her way to the office door and unlocked it. Moving slowly, she navigated her way around the store with just the light from the moon and stars.  If anybody had heard her on the radio, and was coming to this place, she wanted to be able to see them coming.  
 
    Taking up position behind the cashier’s counter, she was able to see in three directions through the glass storefronts.  She set both guns on the counter, then grabbed a box to sit on. Using the rifle scope, she scanned as much of her surroundings as she could see from her position.  
 
    Satisfied that she was still alone for the moment, she opened her can of Irish coffee and took a couple big gulps.  The caffeine, and other utterly unhealthy stimulants in the drink, would help keep her awake. 
 
    ***** 
 
    There was no way Mace was going to sleep.  He sat, spinning in the security office chair, thinking about Shari.  Who was she? What was she like? How had she survived out there for so long?  He had a million questions.  
 
    He’d nearly told her all about this facility.  At the last second, he’d hesitated at the end, realizing that others might be listening.  The last thing he wanted was to have to defend this place against human attackers. He’d already said too much, telling her that he had electricity!  What a bonehead move.  
 
    He started to plan.  They were going to need twice as much food.  He’d grab all he could from the Safeway when they met up.  If she had wheels, they could probably carry a lot more than usual.  She’d need a place to sleep! For a moment, just a brief moment, thoughts of her sharing his bed crowded his mind, to the accompaniment of Barry White’s “Awwww yeahhhh!” 
 
    “Friggin perv! You haven’t even met her yet.  Are you really that hard up?” he shook his head, grinning to himself.   He went to the sleeping quarters across the hall from his own.  He took all the bedding and towels, and walked down two side corridors to where the laundry was.  Depositing the bedding in a washer, he grabbed new sheets, pillow case, towels, and a blanket. He quickly made up the bed with the clean linens, then straightened the room a bit.  He hung the fresh towels in the bathroom. Then he straightened his own quarters. He looked at his watch. That had taken a grand total of thirty minutes. This was going to be a long night. 
 
    He went back to the laundry and switched the load from the washer to the dryer.  He spent some time folding towels and linens that he’d previously washed but not bothered to fold.   
 
    An idea struck him.  She might want to celebrate!  He went to the kitchen and retrieved some ingredients.  After a quick bit of preparation, he stored his creations in the fridge.   He thought about making a “Welcome” banner, but decided that was a bit too geeky, even for him.   
 
    As he had just the one key card, he spent some time on the security office computer trying to figure out how to authorize a second one.  She was going to want to be able to come and go on her own, after all. He found a box of cards in a file drawer, along with a machine that looked much like a hotel card authorizer-thingy.  That was his technical term for it.  
 
    After two hours of trial and error, he managed to create a second keycard, test it on the elevator, lobby doors, and several others, then mount it on a lanyard.  Then he stuck it in a drawer in his quarters, and put away the machine and the cards. He’d need to get to know her a bit before he just handed her the keys to his castle.  
 
    Mace resisted the urge to call her back just to chat.  She might need whatever charge was left on her radio to fine tune directions and meet up with him tomorrow.  And with that thought as a reminder, he took a couple of the security radios and put them into charging cradles mounted on the wall.  They could use those to communicate within the compound, and for a short distance around the outside. They’d need to raid the police station for more portable longer-range radios.  Or one of the fire stations. Maybe they’d find and kill that zombie that likes to play with radios. 
 
    With somebody to watch his back, somebody who knew how to survive outside, the possibilities were endless.  They could hunt the creatures, clear the area around them block by block, until they could scavenge for food in relative safety.  With her wheels, they could travel farther than the half-mile or so radius that he stuck to. 
 
    Next, he took out several guns and began to clean and reload them.  He was going to be prepared if unfriendly survivors showed up at the meeting in the morning.  Or if Shari turned out to be unfriendly. He checked every inch of his body armor for tears or gaps.   
 
    He set aside two large empty duffel bags for gathering groceries.  Then loaded the extra guns in a backpack, and set that down next to the duffels.  Just in case, he went and grabbed a couple bags of beef jerky, a water bottle, and two packs of pop tarts to put in his backpack as well.  If something happened and they needed to flee, it would be good to have food on him.  
 
    Back in the security room, he used a computer to pull up a map.  He quickly located the truck stop, then followed the route down the highway that he’d given her.  It was a pretty straight shot, but he wasn’t sure how clear the road would be. He estimated it might take her as much as an hour to travel the route.  This was important, because he didn’t want to leave himself exposed outside too long while he waited on her. He could take cover inside the store for a while, but it wasn’t a very secure location.  Maybe he’d get up on the roof to wait. That way he’d be able to see anyone else approaching. 
 
    Mace’s plan was to leave at dawn.  The creatures seemed to be less active after sunrise.  He’d ride his bike up to the store. He could always leave it there if she didn’t have a way to strap it to her car.  Ten minutes at the store to load up, and they could go.  
 
    He looked at his watch, which read 2:00am.  He should probably try to get a little sleep.  He set the alarm on his watch for 6:00am, and crawled into bed.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari jerked awake, nearly falling off her box.  She must have dozed off! She held completely still for several moments, trying her best to breathe calmly and listen.  What had woken her? Was something, or someone, outside trying to get in? 
 
    After a full minute of hearing nothing, she let out a long exhalation.  Lifting her rifle, she surveyed the area. She panned across the storefronts slowly, check the moonlit parking area and open field beyond.  
 
    “There!” she whispered to herself.  She’d caught some movement behind Bertha.  “What’re you doin’, hanging around my Bertha?” 
 
    She watched a while longer, as the sky outside began to lighten.  She didn’t see any further movement. Then again, whatever was behind Bertha hadn’t moved away, either.   
 
    Shouldering her rifle, she took up the shotgun and moved slowly from behind the counter.  It was much darker inside the building than outside, and she didn’t think anyone out there would be able to see her.  But she crouched low as she moved, just in case.  
 
    She approached the doors that Bertha was parked next to.  Pausing to listen, she heard a scratching sound. Very faint, metal on metal.  Very, very slowly she took the key ring from her pocket and found the proper key for those doors.  She held her breath as she inserted the key and turned it slowly, being careful not to jingle the other keys on the ring.  
 
    There was a soft snick as the lock disengaged.  Shari froze, sure that whoever was outside would have heard that.  But the scraping sound continued unabated. She looked up. There was a magnetic box at the top of the door that set off a chime every time the door opened.  She hoped that with the power off, the thing wouldn’t work. Putting the key ring carefully back in her pocket, she stood. One hand holding the shotgun, she pushed the door open one inch at a time.  When it was open far enough for her to slip through, she did so. Rather than try to close it quietly, she simply released the door and began to move quickly around the back of the Humvee, shotgun leading the way.  
 
    Just as she reached the opposite corner, the door rattled shut.  A man cursed quietly as he raised his head to look over the Humvee’s hood toward the door. He had the end of a slim Jim in one hand, the other end inserted in Bertha’s driver’s side door.  With his other hand, he was reaching for a gun. 
 
    Shari didn’t give him time to grab it.  “Freeze!” she said. She waited one second, and when the man continued to reach, she pulled the trigger.   She never even saw his face. The man’s shoulder and half his head dissolved in a pink mist as the shotgun blast hit him.  The rest of him was thrown backward as it fell to the pavement.  
 
    Shari looked around frantically, expecting more attackers, human or otherwise.  Not seeing anything right away, she quickly unlocked Bertha and crawled into the driver’s seat.  Shutting and locking the door, she continued to search for any threats.  
 
    She noted a car, parked not far from Bertha, that hadn’t been there before.  The driver’s door was open. She pointed the shotgun at the car and turned on the flashlight.  Nobody visible inside. She quickly shut the light back off and took a deep breath. 
 
    “What do you think, Bertha?  Was he alone? And how the hell did he drive up so close without waking me up?  Or… maybe that IS what woke me up?” 
 
    Shari sat there, protected by Bertha and scanning the area nervously for another ten minutes.  The light outside was growing brighter, and the sun would be up any minute. Deciding the man had been alone after all, and that the blast hadn’t drawn any company, she opened the door and slipped out.  
 
    Stepping over the body, she tried not to look at the ruined head.  She quickly moved over to the other car and got a better look inside.  A few guns, a single blanket, some food. No sign of other survivors.  
 
    Moving back inside the store, Shari grabbed the last of the items she’d assembled, and the radio.  Stepping outside again, she tossed it all in Bertha’s passenger seat. Then she took the key ring from her pocket and locked the door.  She produced a note she’d quickly scribbled, and duct taped both the note and the keys to the window next to the door. The note simply said “This place was safe.  Generator works. Put more gas in it.” along with the date. 
 
    Firing up Bertha, she made her way back onto the interstate and headed east.  As Mace had described, it didn’t take her long to reach Hwy 123. She took the off ramp, then headed south.  The road was mostly clear. Still, she moved slowly, not taking any chances.  
 
    The sun was fully visible by the time the Safeway store was in sight.  For the last mile or more, the road had been crowded with abandoned and burned out cars.  The place looked like a war zone. In a few places there were craters in the road from explosions .  Twice she was forced to turn off the road, take a side street, and detour around a block or two before getting back on the road the safeway was on.   
 
    When she got within a hundred yards of the store, a man stood up on the roof, waving her forward.  He pointed toward the driveway that led around back, and when she waved in understanding, he disappeared.  She followed his direction and pulled Bertha around the back of the store to the loading dock area. She parked near the smaller door and turned off the engine, but didn’t get out.  She just sat, staring at the opening. 
 
    In less than a minute, a head popped out the door.  The face smiled, and quietly asked “Shari? Is that you?” 
 
    It was Mace.  The voice from the radio.  She smiled and got out of the Humvee.  Taking a few steps forward, she said “Mace. Yeah, I’m Shari.  Good to meet you!” Not really knowing why, she hugged the young man.  After a second’s hesitation, he hugged her back. Both of them still holding shotguns in one hand. 
 
    Remembering where they were, they quickly let go and retreated inside.  Mace pointed to a couple of empty duffels on a crate. His voiced pitched low, he said “I thought we might do some shopping.  I’d have filled them already, but I wasn’t sure what you like.” he grinned at her a bit shyly.  
 
    “Perfect!” she picked up a duffel and followed him into the warehouse aisles, turning on her shotgun light as they walked.   “Where do they keep the beef jerky?” 
 
    “Ha!  I’m afraid I’ve already snagged most of it.  But there’s still some left here. The rest is back at the facility.” His smile this time was much more open.  He led her to where he’d found the pallet full of jerky, and together they cleaned out the remainder. They stuck together as they worked their way through the aisles, filling both bags. The smell of old rotted food was unpleasant, but she’d smelled far worse lately.  She found a whole case of the Monster Irish Blend coffee cans, and insisted on loading it into Bertha. Mace carried the case for her, along with what must have been a nearly fifty-pound duffle. When they reached Bertha with their supplies, she volunteered to strap his bike to the back with the gas cans while he figured out how to pack the supplies into the already full back seat.  
 
    A few minutes later, they were both in the Humvee, and Mace was giving instructions.  “Let’s go this way.” He pointed in the direction opposite the facility. “In case anyone’s watching us.  Have you got enough gas to lead them on a little goose chase?” 
 
    She smiled at him, then gave him a little wink. “Good idea.  I think folks might have been listening. I caught a guy creeping around Bertha here just before dawn this morning.  And yeah, nearly a full tank.” She started Bertha’s engine and pointed her in the direction Mace had indicated.  
 
    Mace immediately looked concerned “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yup.  He didn’t hear me coming until it was too late. Gave him a chance, but he went for his gun.  I left half his head splattered across the parking lot.” she answered grimly. She didn’t like to think about it, but she wanted Mace to know she could handle herself.  In case he wasn’t the white knight he seemed to be.  
 
    Mace nodded. “Good. These assholes.  We should be working together to stay alive, not feeding off each other like the damned zombies.” 
 
    Following Mace’s directions, they drove back north for ten blocks, then took several turns.  A couple times, when they hit a clear section of street, he had her accelerate. To be sure they left anyone on foot behind.   Fifteen minutes later, he pointed to a four-story office building. “That’s it. Pull around the back. There’s a parking garage there.” 
 
    Shari looked at the building, hesitating.  It didn’t inspire much confidence. The entire thing was glass.  Then she remembered Mace saying something about being underground.  With a small shrug, she decided to trust him, and headed toward the building.   The parking garage had a metal door that rose when she swiped the keycard Mace handed her.  Once inside, they waited until the door was back down, both watching to see that nobody or no thing had followed them in.  Then she drove around to the back side of the ground floor of the parking structure. The thing was nearly empty, just a car scattered here and there. Mace had her park right in front of the exit door.  “Come inside. We can come back later for all the supplies. They’ll be safe here.” 
 
    Shari picked up her shotgun and her backpack, then followed Mace inside.  He led her quickly from the door down a corridor toward the lobby, then left into a side corridor.  There he swiped his key card, and an elevator opened. 
 
    Making a slight bow, Mace motioned for her to step inside “Welcome to your new home” he smiled. 
 
    “Why, thank you, sir.” She returned the smile.  She wasn’t ready to set down her shotgun, yet. But she was quickly deciding that she liked Mace.  
 
    Her eyes grew wide when Mace hit a button with the number 30 on it. As the car began to drop, she said “Holy shit.  When you said ‘underground’… I figured you meant a basement. This building doesn’t belong to Umbrella Corp, does it?” 
 
    “Ha! No, but you’ve got the basic idea.  It actually belongs to the company that runs… that ran Elysia.  You ever play?” 
 
    She nodded her head “A little.  I’ve been in med school, so not a lot of free time.  But I’m a huge gamer. My roommate Sheila and I used to play Elysia…” Shari’s voice drifted off and her gaze fell to the floor as she thought again of Sheila.  
 
    Mace saw the look on her face, and his own smile faded.  “You lost her?” 
 
    Shari nodded “A few weeks after the end.  Some rapist asshole.” 
 
    Mace’s face grew angry.  “Dammit. I hope you made him pay.” 
 
    Shari didn’t look up from the floor. “Shot his dick off, then shot him in the face.”   She didn’t look up to see the look on Mace’s face.  
 
    After a moment passed, he said, “I think we’re gonna get along just fine.” 
 
    The elevator car came to a halt, and the doors opened.  He once again motioned for her to step ahead of him. She found herself in a wide corridor that advanced to a security door, which was open.  Beyond that it continued on, branching out in both directions more than once.  
 
    Mace led her into the security room.  He showed her the cameras, and told her how they could be set for motion detection, night vision, and infrared.  Then he reminded her about the keycards. “Someone could break through the glass outside, and even get into the stairwell that leads to the upper floors.  But that elevator won’t open without a keycard. You’re safe here.” 
 
    Shari thought it was sweet that he was trying to reassure her.  She decided to mess with him a bit. “Safe from the monsters. But I’m locked down here with you now…” she bit her lip to keep from smiling. 
 
    Mace didn’t catch on quickly.  “Oh, I promise, you’ve got no reason to worry about me. I-” he stopped talking when she lost her battle and laughed.   
 
    “I’m kidding, Mace.” 
 
    “Oh.” He looked sheepish.  “Right. Of course. Uhmmm. Are you hungry?  I could make us pancakes.” 
 
    “OHmygodpancakes!  YES!” she blurted out.   He laughed and led her out of the room.  He turned down a left-hand corridor and pointed “That’s my room.” Then he pointed across the hall “This one can be yours.  Or you can pick a different one. Whatever. But for now, you can set your things in there.” 
 
    She stepped inside and set her pack and shotgun on the bed.  She took a quick look inside the bathroom. “Nice. Better than I’ve seen in a long time.”  
 
    She joined him back out in the corridor, and followed him to the kitchen.  She tried to help with breakfast, but he pointed to a stool at the counter and said “You’ve been up all night. I got this.”  
 
    He whipped up a batch of pancake batter, and thawed some frozen orange juice in the microwave.  She politely waited for him to cook more, after he placed a stack of pancakes in front of her. It wasn’t easy. 
 
    When they were both seated, she said “This place is amazing.” 
 
    Mace nodded, chewing and swallowing a bite of pancakes before answering.  “Yeah. I got lucky. I was here accepting a new job when it all happened. A bunch of us came down here and waited it out.  There’s geothermal power, so we have a nearly unending supply of electricity and clean water. As long as we can keep getting access to food, we’re good.” 
 
    Shari took a sip of orange juice to wash down her own pancakes.  “The others?” 
 
    “Died on trips outside.  The first few to other survivors.  Then one or two at a time to the creatures.  We didn’t have any vehicles. The ones outside are mostly destroyed, and the ones in the garage… well none of us knew how to hotwire a car.  So we were scavenging on foot. Those things move pretty fast.” 
 
    He didn’t need to say any more.  Shari had more than enough experience to fill in the rest.  “I’m sorry.” Was all she said.  
 
    They finished breakfast mostly in silence.  When he saw that she was done, Mace said “I’ll clean up.  You gotta be exhausted. Go get some sleep. Don’t worry, that’s a metal door with a sturdy lock on your quarters.” He winked at her, and she couldn’t help but laugh.  “I’ll be here when you wake up.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mace.  For inviting me here.  I’ve… been out there for too long.  I needed this.” She gave him a quick hug, then departed to find her bed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Two Worlds 
 
      
 
    Mace figured Shari would sleep for a solid eight hours, if not longer.  He’d meant to unload the Humvee for her, but realized too late she’d taken the keys with her.  Not wanting to wake her, he chose to let it wait.  
 
    Besides, now that he knew she played Elysia, he was more anxious than ever to get to the surface in the game so that he could meet up with her there.  So, once he was finished with the breakfast cleanup, he went back to his own quarters, closed and locked the door, and climbed into his pod. 
 
    His first order of business was to go back to Jervis and pick up his armor.  Leaving the inn, he didn’t stop for breakfast, or browse the items in the market as he usually did.  He moved with purpose, nearly forgetting to watch his back, or keep track of his surroundings, as one must always do if one wanted to survive a trip through the streets of Immernacht.  
 
    Managing to reach the shop without incident, he found Jervis waiting for him.  Atop the counter lay his new and improved armor. “Ah, good morning young Mace.  I began to wonder if you would be returning. It isn’t wise to be roaming the city unprotected.” 
 
    “Good morning, Master Jervis.  My apologies. I was… delayed.” Mace hedged.  
 
    “I see.  A young female, was it?” Jervis winked at him. “No matter.  Your upgrades are complete. I think you will be pleased.” He pushed the armor across the counter toward Mace. 
 
    Using his Identify skill, Mace looked at his new armor 
 
    Kobold Armor of the Darkblade 
 
    Set pieces: 4 of 4 
 
    Quality: Rare; Enchanted 
 
    Armor rating +25 (+15 full set bonus) 
 
    This armor set has been crafted by a Master for a certain Sorcerer-Assassin who is training to become a Darkblade.  Crafted from black Kobold skin, the armor is enchanted with Shadow Meld, which allows its wearer to blend into nearby shadows with a thought, and Liquid Armor. 
 
    Mace looked up at Jervis.  “Liquid Armor?” 
 
    “Aye.  Something new I developed.  I infused a magnetorheological fluid into the armor itself, changing its nature.  Let me show you. Put on one of the gloves.” Jervis instructed. 
 
    Mace did as he was told, slipping a glove onto his left hand.  Jervis snapped his fingers, and suddenly held a small, but very sharp, knife.  “Please your hand upon the counter.” 
 
    Again, Mace complied.  Though warily. When Jervis held the knife above his hand, he said “Uhm, that blade isn’t poisoned, is it?” 
 
    Jervis paused, considering the blade a moment before snapping his fingers again. “Quite right, boy.  Good thinking.” The old drow picked up a knife from the shelf behind him. Holding the knife above Mace’s hand, he brought it down with a quick thrust.   The blade struck the glove, and the glove… rippled. Mace had no better word for it. The knife had not penetrated. Then Jervis pushed the knife down again, much more slowly.  It made contact with glove, and still Jervis pushed. Gently, but firmly.  
 
    A moment later Mace felt the prick of the blade against his skin.  “Hey!” 
 
    Jervis just grinned at him.  “I find lessons learned with a bit of blood to be much more effective.” 
 
    “What lesson?  That a knife will penetrate the armor with enough pressure?” 
 
    “No, boy.  This lesson is about speed, not pressure.  A blade moving slowly enough will indeed puncture the armor, as your blood attests.” Jervis cleaned the tip of the blade as he spoke. “But anything faster, and the armor’s liquid properties are engaged.  The force of the impact is dispersed across the face of the armor, and thus reduced. And the high armor rating, combined with the dispersed impact force will prevent the object from penetrating.” 
 
    “The ripples.” Mace nodded his head.  He’d seen something like this in a physics class.  
 
    Jervis nodded. “Good, boy.  Yes. The ripples. Arrows will bounce off you.  As will any blade moving with speed. Blunt force impacts will lessen as well. But only when Liquid Armor is activated, and only for a minute at a time, once per day.” 
 
    “Thank you, master.  This is… amazing.” Mace bowed his head, trying to keep the reserve expected of a drow Darkblade.   Darkblades were a loose organization of drow assassins who reported to Jervis. Mace had only ever met two others, and had no idea how many there were in total.  He’d become an apprentice while following a quest chain that began at level 10. Jervis had sent him on a variety of quests that involved murder, theft, sabotage, intelligence gathering, and a great deal of time in the training room.  When presented with the Darkblades apprentice option as a quest reward, Mace had asked what a Darkblade was. Jervis had replied “We are assassins. Magic users. Wizards, witches, sorcerers and summoners who work in the shadows beneath the shadows.”  
 
    At the time, Mace had jumped to accept the quest, expecting a cool and profitable chain of quests.  He had not been wrong.  
 
    “Yes. It is. I am quite proud of myself.” Jervis preened.  “If you insist on going to the surface, I must do something to ensure you remain alive.  I have, after all, invested quite a bit in your training.  Speaking of which, there is someone on the surface who requires killing.   Since you are headed that way…” 
 
    Mace rolled his eyes at his master.  “Of course, master. Tell me.” 
 
    Quest Accepted: Pokeface Must Die! 
 
    Jervis explained. “Pokeface was also an apprentice of mine. An outworlder like yourself. He was sent to the surface city of Graf to retrieve an item sought by our queen.” Jervis handed Mace a scroll. “You will find the details in there.  He was supposed to return nearly two months ago. There has been no word of him. The item was quite valuable.” Jervis frowned. “I have sought him out via magical means, but can find no trace of him.” 
 
    Mace nodded his head.  The timing was right. He suspected that Pokeface had already died, eaten by a zombie most likely.  In the surface cities, the sudden disappearance of millions of outworlders would have been noted. But down here, where so few chose to begin their journey, the connection may not have been made.  
 
    Jervis continued.  “If you find him alive, kill him and return to me with the item.  If he died before retrieving it, then find it yourself and bring it to me.”  Jervis handed him another scroll. “This will teleport you directly to my shop.  When you have completed the quest, I shall award you an item that will allow you to teleport back to the surface.” 
 
    Mace bowed his head “It shall be done, Master Jervis.  I will go to the tunnels now, and do what I can to reach level 30, so that I may leave the city for the surface.” 
 
    Jervis shook his head “You need not visit the tunnels yet.  You’ll face enough danger there, while making your way to the surface.  I have another job for you. One that should earn you the level you need.” 
 
    Mace looked curiously at the old drow. “What is it, master?” 
 
    “I believe you’ve met an old friend of mine, a Swordmaster.  His name is Krieger?” Jervis paused until Mace nodded. “The wizard he killed the night you met was a traitor to the house Krieger serves.  The young wizard and his cousin had ambitions to found a house of their own. They killed several retainers and stole some family artifacts from the house vault.  Krieger has been tasked with killing them. The first, as you know, has lost his head. Krieger has located the second cousin. This one is a fire mage. The Swordmaster has requested a Darkblade accompany him to counter the mage’s magic while Krieger removes his head.” 
 
    Mace was elated!  Getting to fight next to a Swordmaster!  “It would be my honor, master.” Mace replied keeping his face stoic.  
 
    Quest Accepted: Mage Ya Look! 
 
    Assist Sword Master Krieger in eliminating a traitorous fire mage. 
 
    Mace shook his head at the ridiculous quest name.   
 
    Jervis waved toward the back room. “Go prepare yourself.  I’ll let Krieger know you’re coming. When you’re ready, I’ll send you to him.” 
 
    Mace went to the back room and sat on the floor.  Removing his spell ring, he set it in the center of an ornately drawn summoning circle.  Removing several spell components from his various bags, he placed them at the proper locations around the circle. When everything was in place, he uttered the incantation to summon a stone golem.  Golems, stone in particular, had a high resistance to fire magic. Mace had not taken the opportunity to replace the spell since he’d used the ring to summon the golem to fight Dunk. 
 
    There was a flash of purple light as a dark portal opened, creating a doorway to the nether realm.  Through the doorway strode a stone golem. This one was larger than the last, nearly ten feet tall. It bowed its head once to Mace, then disappeared in a stream of light as it was absorbed into the ring. 
 
    Mace placed the ring back on his hand.  Rising to his feet, he equipped his armor.    He equipped his shoulder harness, and sheathed the sword and staff  on his back. He equipped a dagger on each thigh, and another in each boot.   Finally ready, he stepped out to find Jervis. 
 
    His master wasted no time, teleporting Mace to a room in what he guessed to be a tavern cellar.  There were barrels of wine, mead, and spirits stacked everywhere on racks. One wall was covered in smaller racks holding dusty old bottles of wine.   There was a stair leading upward, but Mace didn’t move. If Jervis had sent him here, this was his meeting place.  
 
    Mace didn’t wait long before a hidden door opened in the wall below the stairs.  Swordmaster Krieger stood in the opening. He waved Mace toward him “This way, Darkblade.” 
 
    Mace walked through the opening, and Krieger closed the door behind them.  The tunnel was much darker than the cellar, where some faint light leaked down from above.  But the darkness bothered neither drow.  
 
    Krieger led the way, through a tunnel that only extended in one direction.  Several times as they moved, Mace detected faint air flows emanating from the wall on one side or another.  “Secret doors?” he queried after they’d passed the fifth such anomaly. Krieger simply nodded his head and continued.   
 
    They were proceeding toward what looked like a junction in the tunnel, when Mace sensed something.  “Hold” he whispered to the Swordmaster ahead of him. The old drow halted without hesitation, one foot in the air.  He turned to look at Mace. 
 
    Mace closed his eyes.  “There’s… something. A ward.” 
 
    Krieger moved his foot backward and placed it on the ground where it had previously been.  “What kind of ward?” he growled.  
 
    “One moment.  This is no novice spell.  I’m having trouble…” Mace’s voice drifted off.  Then he let out a deep breath. 
 
    “It is not an alarm.  It will, however, make a great deal of noise when triggered.  It’s an explosive ward. Likely strong enough to collapse this tunnel and bury anyone… us… inside.  
 
    “This was not here earlier today.” Krieger stated.  “So, either they know we are coming, or whomever is down that corridor is concerned for their safety.” 
 
    “I can disable it” Mace offered.  “Either permanently, or just long enough for us to pass through.  Are we coming back this way?” 
 
    Krieger shook his head. “No. When we find them, we will defeat them, and continue out.  Or we will die.” 
 
    The old Swordmaster looked thoughtful.  “Still, others use this tunnel. And we may have use of the ward.” He handed Mace an empty wardstone.  “Use this.” 
 
    Wardstones were enchanted to absorb, contain, and then dispense wards.  They were used as a vehicle for runesmiths and mages to sell wards to clients with no magical ability.  One simply placed the full stone against the object to be warded, and spoke a trigger word. Then moved away quickly before it took effect.   
 
    The spell to absorb a ward, however, was much more difficult.  Mace knew the spell, but only got it right about three out of five times.  
 
    First, he disarmed the ward, rendering it momentarily safe.  Then he held the stone against the faintly glowing spot on the tunnel wall where the ward had been placed.  Taking a deep breath, he chanted the incantation necessary to activate the stone and absorb the ward. After a few seconds, a stream of red began to flow into the stone.  Five seconds later, it was done.  
 
    Krieger held out a hand, and Mace reluctantly handed him back the stone.  A wardstone filled with an explosive ward of this strength was worth maybe a hundred gold.  More in some markets.  
 
    Continuing on, Mace located two more wards, both alarms.  He disabled each, and they moved on. Krieger halted twice, having spotted physical traps in the tunnel floor.  He pointed them out to Mace, who stepped around them. These however, they did not take the time to disable. Any drow who couldn’t spot such traps, deserved to be caught in them.  Any lesser creatures traveling the tunnel were not their concern. Likely these traps were set long ago, and simply disregarded by those who had set the wards, just as the two drow disregarded them now.  
 
    The tunnel eventually led them to a round doorway of dwarven design.  The door itself looked like a six-foot wide gear welded to an iron plate that could simply roll to one side to allow access.  There was, of course, another ward. 
 
    Mace whispered “Give me a moment.  This ward is more complicated than the others. It is tied to the lock mechanism. Meant to be opened with a magic key that operates the lock and the ward at the same time.  If I unlock the door without disabling the ward, it will go off. If I disable the ward without unlocking the door, same result.” 
 
    Swordmaster Krieger nodded and stepped back.   
 
    This was not the most complicated lock that Mace had been forced to deal with.  Or the most difficult ward. But the two combined… this was going to take some concentration.  Over the last several months, Jervis had trained Mace in a wide range of assassin skills, including lockpicking.  Even with just a baseline 10 Dexterity, his drow fingers were more nimble than those of most races. Still, Jervis was rarely satisfied with his progress.  He used the words “thick-fingered” and “slow as mushroom sap” often. 
 
    Mace went to work on the lock, first.  Using tools he kept wrapped in a cloth in his pouch, he worked the lock until the tumbler was millimeters from releasing.  Holding it there, he turned his focus to the ward. This took more time. He analyzed the working, pulling gently at the threads of magic woven into the lock.  He found the contact point where the magic met the metal, and found a trigger he recognized. This particular ward was activated if the attaching thread were ‘stretched’ by the tumbler falling.  Much like a string tied to a trigger. But if the thread is never pulled, then the ward would not activate. From there, it was a simple matter of disconnecting the thread. As soon as that was done, he let the tumbler fall, and they heard an audible click. 
 
    Krieger gave a respectful nod, and stepped forward.  Grasping the door handle, he gave it a tug. As the door swung open, Krieger drew both of his swords.  The moment there was sufficient space, he leapt through the opening. Mace waited two seconds, then followed. 
 
    In those two seconds, Krieger had severed the head of a sentry to the left of the door, and an arm from the sentry to the right.  The Swordmaster was a blur of movement as he made his way across the room to engage three more guards.  
 
    Mace drew his own sword and finished the armless drow with a stab through the neck.  Quickly taking in the round room, he saw two hallways leading out roughly ninety degrees from each other.  Krieger was near the tunnel to the left, now only facing two guards. Two more were racing toward the room from the right-hand hallway.   
 
    Mace raised a hand and curled it into a fist, uttering the spell trigger “Infier”.   The spell cast a fireball that quickly expanded to engulf the two drow who were just stepping into the room.  One managed a short scream before falling to curl into a fetal husk on the floor. The other perished in silence.  Mace turned back in time to see Krieger finish the last of his foes with a stab to the heart.  
 
    “This way” Krieger flicked the blood off his blades, and moved up the left-hand tunnel. 
 
    This tunnel sloped upward gradually.  They were no more than thirty feet from the entrance when Mace heard following footsteps behind them.   He turned to face back the way they had come. This time motioning with two hands, he pushed them out together in front of him, then moved them apart, saying “Frigus”.  A wall of ice began to form in the center of the tunnel, widening to seal the whole thing. He moved his hands back together, and the flow of magic followed, adding additional ice.  When he was done, there was a six-foot thick ice barrier blocking the way.  
 
    Mace turned to find that Krieger had continued on.  He raced up the tunnel in pursuit of the Swordmaster, passing half a dozen dead drow before he managed to catch up.   Krieger was standing before a door that glowed with wards. “Hurry, disable these! Our prey is on the other side!” 
 
    Mace shook his head.  “No time. This would take me an hour.  But I have a plan. Step to the side and stay clear of the door.”  Turning to the closest corpse, he levitated the body. Moving himself into a corner next to Krieger, he erected a magic shield between them and the door.  Then he simply tossed the corpse against the door. 
 
    There were flashes of flame and lighting.  The loud wailing of an alarm. Spikes flew from the door, shredding the corpse as they passed through it.  Seconds later, a smoking ruin lay at the foot of the doorway. Mace gulped down a mana potion as Krieger kicked open the door and rushed through. 
 
    There were curses and flashes of red as Mace hurried to follow Krieger inside.  The Swordmaster faced off against a young wizard and two guards. Another guard lay dead at Krieger’s feet, a hole burned into his back.  Krieger was carefully keeping the guards between himself and the wizard’s magic. With all eyes on Krieger, Mace took the opportunity to use his armor’s ability to fade into the shadows.  He began to move along the opposite wall, intending to get behind the wizard. He took a moment to get a good look. 
 
    Remus 
 
    Drow Fire Mage 
 
    Level 40  
 
    Health 2,000/2,000 
 
    The two remaining guards were clearly more skilled than those outside.  Between them they were keeping Krieger on the defensive as he dodged fire magic and parried sword blows.  Frustration clear on his face, the Swordmaster looked around the room. Not seeing Mace, he shouted “Darkblade!” 
 
    Shit. He had to know I’m here.  Clever old drow just outed me to take some pressure off himself! 
 
    Upon hearing the word, Remus immediately shifted focus.  He produced a wand that, when activated, extended a whip of flames a good ten feet in length.  Remus quickly began whirling the whip about, trying to catch Mace as he approached.  
 
    The element of surprise lost, Mace decided to go with brute force.  He activated his ring, saying “Stone Golem”. The moment he uttered the words, Remus focused in on his location.  The whip swung around and unfurled toward Mace. He jumped aside as the flame scored a vertical line in the wall where he’d been standing.  Remus pulled the whip back and unfurled it again, this time in a horizontal slash. It was intercepted, however, by the massive stone body of the golem.  It immediately charged toward the wizard, as the whip wrapped around its torso. Though the flame did little to no damage to the stone, the wizard was able to bind one of the golem’s arms to its side.  
 
    Undaunted, the single-minded golem continued on its path toward Remus.  Mace, meanwhile, was rushing toward Remus’ back. With the whip occupied, he saw an opportunity. 
 
    Krieger, no longer having to dodge fireballs, had managed to kill one of the guards.  He was pressing the other back toward Remus when he saw Mace moving in to attack. 
 
    “No! The traitor is mine!” he shouted at Mace.   
 
    Remus immediately spun and flung a blast of fire at Mace.  Being only about four feet away, the flames struck him full in the face, knocking him backward and off his feet.  His health dropped to 20%. 
 
    Remus turned to deal with the golem.  With what strength he had, he pulled hard on the whip as he stepped to one side.  The charging golem was overbalanced, and fell forward. The chamber shook as it impacted the floor.   
 
    Krieger disposed of the last guard by removing his left leg at the knee.  Leaving the drow to bleed out, he rushed at Remus, both bloody swords reflecting firelight as he raised them in an attack posture. 
 
    Remus raised a hand, and a gout of flame erupted toward Krieger’s face.  The same spell that had just nearly killed Mace. Using his momentum, the Swordmaster simply dropped into a slide that took him below the flames.  He passed to the left of Remus, both blades puncturing the wizard. One sank deep into an inner thigh, severing artery and muscle. The other slid beneath the ribs to disembowel the drow caster. Blood pumped from the arterial wound in the leg as the wizards innards slopped onto the floor with a wet squelch.   
 
    Remus dropped whimpering to his knees as Mace struggled to rise.  The pain of being burned so badly was intense. He nearly lost his own stomach contents when he saw Remus’ innards spill out onto the floor. 
 
    In no hurry to end the wizard’s pain, Krieger tossed one of those beautiful glowing rare quality health potions at Mace, who wasted no time in taking a large swig.  “Thank you, Swordmaster.” 
 
    Krieger chuckled. “Least I could do.  Did my best to get you killed twice.”  
 
    Despite his irritation, Mace grinned at the old drow.  “Yes. I noticed.” 
 
    Krieger turned back to the quickly fading wizard.  “Remus. You have been declared a traitor by our house Matron. There is only one punishment.” he intoned.  With a quick motion of his right hand, he removed Remus’ head. There wasn’t the normal fountain of blood, as most of Remus’ supply had already pumped from his thigh wound.  The head simply tumbled to the floor with a dull crack as the skull struck the stone. 
 
    Notifications began to flash across Mace’s UI, but he suppressed them as he dismissed the golem back to its home.  
 
    “We should go.” Krieger said, looking significantly in the direction they’d come from.  The sounds of ice being hacked at with metal weapons echoed down the tunnel toward them. 
 
    “Don’t you want to loot the wizard’s body?” Mace looked longingly at the wand still held in the headless wizard’s hand.  
 
    “Help yourself.” Krieger shrugged. “Just be quick.” 
 
    Mace could do quick.  He bent and looted the wizard, then the guards, just transferring everything but the wand directly into his bag.  The wand, he kept in his hand.  
 
    Seeing that he was through, Krieger led the way out.   A stone door led to a stairway that wound upward through what looked like a large water well.  Sure enough, they emerged at the top, stepping out of a well located in a stable yard. Mace recognized the stablemaster as an acquaintance of Jervis, to whom he’d been sent with a message more than once.   The drow in the area all studiously ignored the presence of a Swordmaster and mage casually popping up out of the well and walking away. 
 
    Several streets away from the stables, Krieger paused in an alley.  “Jervis tells me you’re headed for the surface on a quest.” 
 
    Mace was instantly suspicious.  Though he and Krieger had now fought together twice, this was still Immernacht.  “If I were, it seems unlikely to me that Jervis would share such information. Or, really, any information about anything at all.” 
 
    “HA!  Well said, boy.  Do not worry. Jervis and I are old friends.  True friends. There is no need for deception between us.  At least, not in this matter.” he winked. “I merely brought it up because I have some business near the surface myself.  The tunnels would be a much safer place for a young drow to travel, were he walking next to a Swordmaster.” 
 
    Mace didn’t need to think it over. “Indeed they would.  And I would be glad to accompany you on your journey. How close to the surface are you going?” 
 
    “I wish to commission an item from the grey dwarves.  There is a Master Smith in Svarthold who has perfected a technique that interests me.  It is rumored that he uses soul magic in the forging of his weapons. And that those weapons can absorb the essence of victims to increase in power.  Eventually becoming sentient. I wish to see this for myself.” 
 
    Mace nodded.  This was good fortune for him. He had studied the general route to the surface, and the underdark in general, quite extensively in preparation for his trip.  Svarthold was an underground stronghold of the grey dwarves, also known as dark dwarves. It was located six hours’ travel from Immernacht along the more commonly used tunnels. From Svarthold, it was less than a full day’s hard march to the surface, along well traveled tunnels mostly kept clear of the worst monsters by the dwarves.  Two days if you took your time. 
 
    While the route in general was longer than the one Mace had planned, it was safer, and probably faster.  Plus, he had to admit he was curious about this soul magic himself. And seeing Svarthold would be an adventure.   
 
    “I believe I would like to see such a thing as well, Swordmaster.  I am ready to leave whenever you are.” 
 
    Krieger nodded his acceptance.  “I must report back to my Matron. And I imagine you have some belongings to gather?  I will meet you at Jervis’ shop in an hour.” He turned and proceeded down the alley, leaving Mace on his own. 
 
    Mace knew his general vicinity within the city.  He scanned the area for a moment, not seeing any familiar landmarks.  In the end, he walked back to the stable yard. He knew his way from there.  Ten minutes later he was back at the market nearest his inn. He purchased a large backpack, some traveling rations, health and mana potions, a rope (never leave home without a rope), and a few spell components.     
 
    Returning to the inn, he emptied the chest at the foot of the bed.  All the items inside went on the bed to be sorted. The most valuable or heavy items, he put into his bag of holding.  Each item, or stack of the same items, took up a single inventory slot. The less valuable, lighter weight items he put into the backpack.  When he was done, the pack weighed about twenty pounds. Not ideal for a long walk, but acceptable.  
 
    Leaving his room, and heading downstairs, he stopped at the bar to drop off his key.  The stoic drow behind the counter actually raised an eyebrow at him. “I thought you would never leave.” the drow said in a tone that left Mace wondering whether it was intended as insult, or just statement of fact.  
 
    “Yes, well.  Thank you for the hospitality.  And the sparkling conversation.” Mace grinned at the drow innkeeper as he left.  
 
    Back at Jervis’ shop, Mace laid out the armor he’d taken from the guards.  Both had worn matching sets of high quality armor. Jervis inspected them closely, finding several minor enchantments infused into each set.  “I will give you 120 gold for the pair.” Jervis set a small bag of gold on the counter. 
 
    Mace suspected that the items were worth maybe two thirds that amount.  It was his master’s way of giving him some traveling money. “That is more than gracious, master.”  He shifted the pack on his back uncomfortably before reaching for the gold. Jervis eyed him curiously. 
 
    “What do you carry, there?  And what does it weigh?” the elder drow asked. 
 
    “Everything I own.  In case I do not make it back here for some reason.  And it weighs about twenty pounds.” Mace replied. 
 
    “Nonsense.  In the tunnels, an added twenty pounds might slow you down enough to get you killed.  Give me twenty of that gold back.” Jervis held out a hand.  
 
    Smiling at the old man’s audacity, Mace opened the bag, removed twenty gold, and set it on the counter.  Jervis made it disappear, then reached into a glass case behind the counter. He withdrew a leather belt with a small pouch sewn to the side.   Mace used Identify on it as Jervis handed it over. 
 
    Belt of Capaciousness 
 
    Yes, it really is bigger on the inside. This belt accommodates storage of up to 100 items.  Items of identical makeup (i.e. coins, arrows, potions) will stack within the same item slot, up to a quantity of 100.  The weight of items stored within will be reduced by 99%. Once equipped, this item cannot be stolen or removed by anyone other than the wearer.  
 
    Mace immediately equipped the belt, before Jervis could change his mind.  This bag was worth much more than 20 gold. It tripled his carrying capacity.  “Thank you, Master.” He said, removing his pack and transferring items into the belt. When it was empty, he deposited the pack in there as well. “This does indeed make travel much easier.  And I’ll be able to bring back much more loot for you to purchase.”  
 
    “My intent exactly.” Jervis smiled at him. “I expect you to return with great piles of surface leather for me to work with.  One gets tired of kobold skin and rock spider chitin. And you can never really get the smell out of troll skin.” 
 
    Mace went in the back room and reloaded the golem spell into his ring.  He’d used it twice in a week. And it had been effective both times. He saw no reason to change, for now.  When he emerged, Krieger was speaking quietly to Jervis. While they spoke, he took a moment to pull up the suppressed notifications on his UI. 
 
    Quest Complete: Mage Ya Look! 
 
    Quest reward: 1,100 experience points 
 
    Kill experience points: 380 
 
      
 
    Level Up!  You are now Level 30. 
 
    You have received one attribute point. 
 
    You are now eligible to select a class specialization. 
 
    Mace declined to assign the point, or choose a specialization.  He’d take care of both later. Right now it was time to get on the road.   
 
    Krieger and Jervis had concluded their conversation.  Mace thanked his master again, and they took their leave.   
 
    As Mace followed Krieger through the city, the old Swordmaster said “As it turns out, we’ll not need to walk to Svarthold.  An allied house is sending a trade caravan to the stronghold. You and I will be riding one of the wagons in the guise of mercenary guards.  The pay is crap” he grinned “but it’ll be faster. And the larger caravans rarely get attacked.” 
 
    They approached the gate of one of the House compounds.  The gate was open, and Mace could see folks bustling about, preparing four wagons.  Troll slaves were loading crates and bundles into the wagon beds, while kobolds were harnessing one of the large petramanders to each.  Petramanders were creatures of the deep tunnels. Cousins to the surface salamanders, these stone lizards stood four feet high at the shoulders, and were fifteen feet long from nose to tail.  Their skin was nearly as tough as that of a rock troll. Able to climb walls or hang from ceilings with ease, they were ambush predators, like almost everything else underground. The petramanders had been domesticated millennia ago, and these were docile, as long as they were kept fed.  
 
    Krieger led them inside, nodding his head at the gate guards, who pretended not to see him.  They approached a drow who appeared to be in charge, as she was pointing and shouting orders at the slaves.  “Reporting for duty, as agreed.” Krieger bowed his head ever so slightly. Mace followed his lead.  
 
    “Good!” She practically growled at them. “You two have the last wagon.  It’s already loaded. Hop in the back. Try not to let the driver die.” She pointed them toward the wagon, then moved away, yelling at one of the trolls who’d dropped a bundle. 
 
    “Figures” Krieger chuckled. “The rear wagon.” 
 
    In the tunnels, the last wagon was usually the first attacked.  The ambush predators, at least the intelligent ones, waited for a large party to pass by, attacking the last in line in hopes of picking off a quick and quiet kill.  Or at least to get a few bites, and escape.  
 
    The two jumped up in the wagon bed, making themselves comfortable atop bundles of kobold skins.  To Mace’s surprise, when their driver climbed aboard, it was a grey dwarf.  
 
    “Git yerselves settled.  We’ll be leavin’ any minute.  Keep yer eyes peeled fer critters” the dwarf said, laying a wicked looking battleaxe on the bench next to him.  “I be Griff. Shout me name if ye sees any nasties comin fer me head!” 
 
    Krieger and Mace both nodded in greeting.  Krieger made a show of drawing his swords and executing a quick limbering exercise.  His blades were a blur of motion, then were suddenly back in their sheaths. Griff nodded in appreciation of the demonstration.   He looked at Mace, who just grinned and wiggled his fingers as if casting a spell. Griff rolled his eyes and turned away. Dwarves tended to put much more faith in strength of arms than magic. 
 
    A call went up, and the lead wagon began to move.  The others fell into line behind it, and they were on their way.  The line of wagons was escorted by four riders on a smaller breed of petramanders.  These had been bred to be fast and vicious. They were bonded to their riders at birth, and only their riders could approach them safely.  
 
    The caravan quickly made its way out of the city, and across the open killzone outside the walls.  As they entered the first tunnel, two of the lizard riders moved to the front of the column, and the other two dropped to the rear behind Griff’s wagon. 
 
    The first hour of their journey was uneventful.  Krieger had immediately settled back and appeared to be asleep.  Griff focused on keeping their wagon in line and avoiding any pitfalls.  As dwarves didn’t have the night vision that drow enjoyed, each wagon sported a torch on a pole affixed to the side.  These were much like the streetlights in the city, giving off a faint red glow that was just sufficient to light the way. 
 
    The two guards behind them spoke animatedly in the drow hand language.  Silence was survival down here, and being able to communicate without speaking often meant the difference between life and death.  Unfortunately, Mace was still learning the language, and couldn’t follow their conversation well at all.  
 
    Just after the one-hour mark, they entered the first cavern.  The series of tunnels that ran from Immernacht to Svarthold passed through several of these.  Immediately, the caravan was on alert. Though Krieger didn’t stir noticeably. One might be ambushed in a tunnel by a random rock spider or a roving band of kobolds.  But the larger, truly dangerous predators hunted the caverns.  
 
    The lead wagon set the pace, moving across the large open space.  The exit tunnel was maybe three hundred yards away. In between them and the exit were scattered boulders, stalagmites, and large fungal growths, many the size of a wagon or larger.  A small waterfall cascaded down one wall to their left, the noise masking the sound of the wagon wheels grinding on stone.  
 
    Mace could see three tunnels exiting the cavern, including the one toward which they were heading.  That was not a good thing. Crossroads like this tended to mean more traffic through the cavern. And more traffic usually meant more predators looking for some easy meat. 
 
    They were perhaps halfway across the cavern floor when the petramanders all froze.  They raised their heads, tongues lashing out to ‘smell’ the air. Their heads cocked first to one side, then the other, listening.  Something was definitely out there. Mace searched among the surrounding rocks, paying special attention to those on the path behind the wagon.  The eerie silence of the cavern was shattered by the short-lived scream of one of the escort guards that brought up the rear. As Krieger shot to his feet, Mace spun toward the guard.  He spotted him about twenty yards back, just emerging from behind a stalagmite. His body was being lifted off the back of his wild-eyed petramander. Mace could see a large stinger protruding from the drow’s chest.   
 
    “Shit!  Scorpoid. Big one!” Mace whispered to the Swordmaster.  The second rear guard was turning his mount to face the monster that had just killed and hauled away his partner.  Mace couldn’t see the beast, but he’d recognized its distinctive tail. The guard raised a spear to a jousting position and spurred his lizard forward. 
 
    Scorpoids were large scorpion-like monsters.  As much as twenty feet in length fully grown, they stood eight feet high or more at the shoulder.  Rather than the two large foreclaws of a scorpion, scorpoids sported four front limbs, each with pincer claws, all similar in size.  As Mace watched the body of the guard rise into the air, one of those claws clamped on to his torso. With a seemingly effortless squeeze, it cut the drow in half.  
 
    The smell of blood and offal sent the dead guard’s lizard into a frenzy.  It spun around, faced back toward the beast that had killed its master, and shot forward.  The lizards were powerful and fast over short distances, with three razor sharp claws on each foot, and two rows of dagger teeth.   The petramander shot up the side of the stalagmite that still hid the scorpoid from Mace’s view, then leapt off toward the monster.  
 
    Mace saw another claw reach up and snare the lizard mid-flight. The petramander thrashed and hissed as the claw tightened, trying to disable or kill it.  But petramanders had tough skin. The claw did not manage to penetrate right away. The lizard wrapped its tail around the insect arm and strained to latch on with its jaws as it tore at the arachnid’s arm with its hind claws. 
 
    Motion to his right caused Mace to turn in time to see Krieger jump off the back of the wagon.  The Swordmaster raced toward the battle with unnatural speed. Mace leapt down and followed, though much more slowly.  By the time he rounded the large stalagmite and got a full view of the fight, the Swordmaster had already drawn his weapons and was sliding below the scorpoid’s forelegs. 
 
    Mace focused on the arm that held the dead guard’s mount.  Raising his left hand and clenching it in a fist, he muttered “Fragilis!” as he opened his fingers wide and twisted his wrist.   There was no visible burst of magic, but the chitin exoskeleton of the monster’s arm began to make a squeaky, creaking noise. Then cracks began to form near the joint where the claw met the arm.   
 
    As the lizard’s rear legs raked at the arm once again, the cracks widened.  The scorpoid screamed in a high, chittery insect-like keening, as with a loud pop, the arm shattered.  The petramander dropped to the ground, still gripped in the claw. Which broke apart upon impact. The lizard wasted no time, leaping up to grab hold of another arm with its massive jaws. 
 
    With the weight of the lizard slowing down one arm, the other guard saw an opportunity.  He urged his mount toward the arm, ramming his spear into a joint in the chitin armor. He then leapt from his mount, levering the spear to one side with his body weight.  Another popping sound could be heard, suggesting he’d dislocated the joint. This was confirmed as the weight of the lizard dragged the end of the arm down at an unnatural angle as the beast screamed again.  Its tail whipped forward, the massive foot-long stinger attempting to impale the guard. The drow nimbly leapt to the side and avoided the strike. 
 
    Krieger, now below the scorpoid’s body, moved to his right and targeted the three legs supporting the beast’s left side.  His swords a blur, he used both in a crossing motion that penetrated the chitin outer layer and severed one leg cleanly. He quickly moved out from under the monster as he repeated the motion, taking a second leg.  The scorpoid tilted and sagged on it’s left side. Attempting to turn and attack Krieger, it’s last remaining leg gave way under the creature’s weight. The giant insect’s torso fell to the cavern floor. It tried to prop itself up using a foreclaw and its remaining left leg, but Krieger was there to remove its last rear leg on that side.   
 
    Now immobilized, the creature was swarmed.  Both lizards, free of their riders, were mauling it from the front.  The drow guard was attempting to blind it with his spear, while dodging the two remaining foreclaws.  Krieger had leapt atop the insect’s back and was hacking at its tail. Even as he tried to disable it, the tail whipped forward, impaling the frenzied lizard that was latched onto the dislocated forearm.  The lizard screamed, then instantly went rigid. The poison of the scorpoids contained a neurotoxin that paralyzed its victims.  
 
    Mace elected to help Krieger eliminate the threat of the tail.  Raising his right hand, he shouted “Frigus!” and the segmented tail of the scorpoid began to freeze in place.  Krieger instantly took advantage of the immobilization, hacking at the joint where the stinger met the tail. After three blows, the stinger and poison sac fell free to roll off the creature’s back to the floor.  The threat of the stinger eliminated, Krieger turned and ran up the arachnid’s back. Positioning himself right behind its head, he drove a sword into the gap between armor segments.  
 
    The scorpoid’s keening was cut short as the sword penetrated some vital organ.  It began to thrash wildly, it’s tail and legs jerking reflexively. Krieger levered the sword from side to side as he pushed it further into the beast.  All at once the creature went completely stiff, then collapsed limply to the floor. 
 
    Removing his sword, Krieger leapt off of the monster. He cleaned his blades with a cloth, then returned them to their scabbards.  The remaining guard moved to the injured petramander. He placed his hand on its head, saying something quietly, before slitting its throat, relieving it of the pain from the stinger wound and poison.  He then began to skin the beast. Though the meat was no good because of the poison, the skin, claws, and teeth could still be of use. Nothing was wasted in the underground.  
 
    Mace went and picked up the stinger and poison sack.  He had plans for both. Krieger had returned to the wagon, so Mace took a moment to loot the monster.  He received twenty pieces of scorpoid meat, a stack of ten segments of chitin armor, two giant scorpoid claws, and a ‘purple’ rare item that immediately grabbed his attention.   It was a fist-sized red gemstone. He tried his Identify skill on it, and got nothing but question marks. He quickly stowed the item in his inventory, making a note to ask Jervis about it. 
 
    With the looting complete, Mace returned to the wagon, where Krieger was reporting to the drivers.  As they climbed back onto their wagon, the remaining rear guard, now back on his mount, took up position behind them.  They didn’t pause to bury the dead guard. His partner had gathered his gear and valuables and would return them to his family if he had one.  If not, the guard would keep them. The body would be left for the scavengers. Only drow nobility and the very wealthy received formal burials. 
 
    The wagons resumed their journey, continuing across the cavern and exiting into the tunnel without further incident.  Over the next four hours they encountered and crossed three more caverns, battling minor monsters such as rock spiders, a small pack of feral petramanders, and one kobold patrol.  
 
    On the last leg of their journey, in a wide tunnel that sloped steadily upward, the wagons halted.  The lead driver shouted something in dwarvish, and Griff translated. “Somethin be blockin the path.”  The dwarf hopped off the wagon and moved forward, with Mace and Krieger following.  
 
    As they passed the lead wagon, they found the other drivers, all holding torches, grouped together in front of a gap in the tunnel floor.  Mace approached and took a look. 
 
    There was a rent in the floor approximately four feet across.  It looked as if an earthquake had pulled the tunnel apart. Except that the walls were still intact.  Only the floor had a gap in it. 
 
    “What would cause this?” Mace asked aloud, to nobody in particular.  
 
    Griff tossed his torch into the hole.  They all watched it descend, falling for several seconds before disappearing.  “Aye, it’s a void” he said, as if confirming something. “Might be a mine shaft below, as we be close to Svarthold.  Or an underground stream. Maybe a worm tunnel.” 
 
    The caravan leader asked “Any of ye got lumber aboard yer wagons? Somethin we can bridge the gap with?  There be another way around, but it’d mean backtrackin’. Add three hours ta our trip.” 
 
    When the dwarves all just shook their heads, Mace volunteered.  “I can bridge it, temporarily. Long enough for us to cross.” 
 
    The dwarf nodded his head. “That’d be fine.  We can send a crew outta Svarthold to make a real bridge when we get there.” 
 
    Mace motioned for everyone to move back several feet.  Pushing both hands out in front of him, he uttered the trigger word “Frigus”.  Using the same spell he’d used to block the tunnel back in the Remus’ hideout, he filled the gap with ice.  He worked the ice into gaps in the wall, and spread it out across the floor of the tunnel on either side, to give it strength and stability.  Shaping it so that it ramped up in front of them, and back down again on the other side.  
 
    “It will last for ten minutes.” Mace informed them.  A couple of the dwarves moved out onto the ice when he was done.  They stomped, then jumped on it a few times. Declaring it safe, they moved back to their wagons.   
 
    The caravan moved across the ice without incident, and continued on toward Svarthold.  Arriving at the city, Mace was surprised at what he saw.  
 
    The tunnel opened up into a massive cavern.  The outer walls were so far apart that the only reason Mace could see them was the glow of lights at what he assumed were tunnel entrances.  Though it may have begun as a natural formation, the cavern had clearly been expanded by the dwarves. There was a massive central column that rose from floor to ceiling and had to be a quarter mile wide.   Around it was a circle of six smaller columns, each spaced about a half mile out from the center. Smaller being a comparative term. Each of the secondary columns was over a hundred yards wide. All of the columns stretched up to support the ceiling, which was maybe 600 feet above the floor.  
 
    Ahead of them beyond the tunnel exit, Mace could see a cleared, flat area a quarter mile wide.  Beyond that was an iron gate set into a massive forty-foot high wall that surrounded the city. Mace watched the wall seem to grow tall and more imposing as his wagon approached.  The guards at the gate, six dwarves in matte black plate armor, stopped the lead wagon. After a short conversation with the caravan leader, they gave each wagon a cursory inspection, before waving them through. 
 
    Once through the gate, Mace took in the city.  It was incredible. Impressive. Larger than Immernacht, it spread out in a two-mile wide circle.  Two and three-story stone buildings along roads laid out in a basic wagon-wheel pattern. There was something odd about the city, and it took Mace several minutes to realize what it was.  The buildings hadn’t been constructed of stone.  They’d been carved from the stone.  When the realization hit him, he asked Griff about it. 
 
    “Aye.  We dwarves be more at home below the surface.  When the first ones arrived in this here cave, they cut holes into the floor ta live in.  As the city grow’d, we carved out more and more o’ the cavern. Later we carved out streets.  We lower the streets down every thousand years or so, and them buildings get a mite taller. Still, ye’re only see’n the surface.  There be ten times as much below!” 
 
    Amazed, Mace could only stare as the wagon made its way up the main street.  Eventually they turned to the right and followed a curving side street to a warehouse.  Griff pulled his wagon in behind the others, and workers approached to begin unloading. Mace and Krieger hopped off the wagon and stood to one side, taking in the industrious bustle as a dozen dwarves and kobolds made short work of the cargo. 
 
    Griff led the caravan leader over to them a few minutes later.  The leader handed them each a small pouch of coin. “Ye both proved yerselves useful on this trip.  If’n ye ever wish passage back to the drow city, come see me here. I can always use good guards for me caravans.” 
 
    The two drow nodded their heads to the dwarves, who then turned and departed.  Krieger looked around, saying “I suppose our first order of business is to find an inn.” 
 
    Mace just nodded and followed the Swordmaster out of the warehouse.  An inn sounded like a great idea. He’d been online for a solid eight hours, and was ready for a rest.  
 
    Krieger, who had been to the city before, led the way.  First back the way they had come to the main avenue, then north toward the central column.  They passed through two small squares, and continued through a larger square that was filled with market stalls.  Mace saw everything from food and drink to clothes, armor, and weapons. There were alchemist stalls, vendors selling carved toys and idols, jewelers, even an enchanter with a glass counter filled with softly glowing items.  
 
    To Mace’s surprise, Krieger led him right up to the main column and into a tunnel that appeared to pass through the base.  At the midpoint, he found a series of elevators. Steel cages on steel chains that were raised and lowered via a clever pulley-and-weight system.   There were four elevators on either side of the tunnel. Krieger stepped into one, along with a half-dozen dwarves, and Mace followed. They stepped off about two minutes later into a tunnel labeled “17” with the number carved into the wall.  Krieger once again led Mace through a tunnel, then a side tunnel, finally arriving at an inn. The sign boasted a drunken ogre, holding a foaming mug high in the air with one hand, and making a rude gesture with the other.  
 
    “This place has good food, decent wine, and clean beds.” Krieger said as he stepped through the door.  Mace joined him, stepping up to the bar. They arranged for two rooms, each taking a key and heading upstairs.  When they reached the top, Mace said “I want to thank you for allowing me to join you.” 
 
    “You more than earned your keep, Mace.” the old Swordmaster said.  “You were a big help in the fight with the scorpoid. And you saved us a lengthy detour with your ice bridge.  It is I who should thank you.” 
 
    Mace bowed his head slightly.  “I’m tired from the long day. I think I’ll turn in.  Will you be going to see the smith you mentioned?” 
 
    Krieger shook his head.  “Not tonight. I have some other business in the city.  House business.” Mace didn’t bother to ask. More than likely he’d been sent to eliminate a house rival or collect a debt owed to his house.  “I expect it will take a good part of the day tomorrow. I’ll be heading over to see the smith around suppertime, if you’d like to join me.” 
 
    Mace smiled.  “I certainly would.  How about I buy you supper here, and we can go see him after?  Say seven bells?” Underground, there was no sun to help one judge the passage of time.  A system of magical chimes had been set up by the mages in most cities. The bells would ring once per hour, indicating the time.  The bell tone would be higher pitched for morning, and lower pitched for after noon. So three low pitched bells was 3pm.  
 
    “Seven bells it is.  I’ll see you then.” Krieger replied.  He unlocked his room and stepped inside, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Mace stepped a bit further down the hall, unlocking his own door.  The room he found was small, but comfortable. A bed large enough to sleep two comfortably, a table with two chairs.  There was a dresser with a mirror above it, and a chest at the base of the bed. The window shutters stood open, and Mace stepped closer to look outside.   The wondrous city was spread out below him. From this height he could more clearly make out the size and features of the city. It was beautiful, if functional in nature.  Lights were a bit brighter here than in Immernacht, as there were very few drow. And the light had a friendlier yellow glow to it. Tens, if not hundreds of thousands of little points of light sparkled in the darkness of the cavern.  It was almost like looking up a night sky on the surface.  
 
    Turning to his bed, Mace laid down and closed his eyes, smiling.  This city was going to be very interesting to explore! With that thought, he logged off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    The Last Bacon on Earth 
 
      
 
    Shari woke with a start.  The room was dark, and there was a brief moment of panic before she remembered where she was.   
 
    “Safe.  I’m safe.” She said out loud.  A sliver of light from the hallway shone under the door, allowing her to get her bearings in the still unfamiliar room.  She rose from the bed and made her way to the door. Fumbling along the wall next to the door, she found the light switch and flipped it. 
 
    Blinking her eyes a few times to adjust to the light, she moved to sit back on the bed.  A clock on the nightstand said it was nearly 7am. “That can’t be right! No way I slept that long!”.   But an urgent need to pee argued otherwise. 
 
    Shari used the bathroom, then took a luxuriously hot shower.  She made it a quick one, unsure of the extent of the water supply in the facility.  She used some of the shampoo, toothpaste, and deodorant she’d snagged from the truck stop.  Dressing in the cleanest clothes she had, she unlocked her door and opened it to find a small stack of things on the floor in front of her.  She bent to pick it up.  
 
    The top item was a note from Mace.  It simply said “In case I’m not around when you wake up.” 
 
    Below the note was a map showing the location of various rooms on that floor.  The kitchen, laundry, labs, security office, etc. Under that was a clean towel and a set of scrubs that were pretty close to her size.  There was also a silver foil pack of pop tarts.  
 
    “Well.  How thoughtful.” She smiled at the small pile of comfort that her new friend had so kindly provided.   Setting the clothes, towel, and pop tarts down on the table, she took the map and opened it up. Each room was numbered, and there was a legend on one side that listed names next to the corresponding number.  She called out “Mace? You around?” just in case he was nearby. At 7:00am he might very well be asleep still. Though she was hungry, she decided breakfast could wait. Grabbing her pack, she removed all the clothes inside and set them on the bed. Then she scooped up the clothes she’d left on the floor the night before, and added them to the pile.  After a quick nose wrinkling sniff, she removed the clothes she was wearing and changed into the scrubs. She gathered the whole pile, consulted the map, and headed for the laundry room.  
 
    She found six washing machines, and six dryers.  All commercial grade. Quickly dividing her pile into two simple piles, “lights” and “darks”, she put them into two of the washers.  She took a moment to look for the coin slot, then chuckled to herself. This place wasn’t going to have a coin-operated laundry room.  She found detergent and fabric softener on a shelf above the washers, and added both. Then she pushed the “START” button. A timer appeared on a little screen, telling her it would take approximately 30 minutes for the machine to wash her clothes.    
 
    The rhythmic thumping the machine made as it got going initially caused her to panic.  Noise like that on the surface would certainly draw trouble. She took a deep breath, reminding herself yet again that this was a safe place.  She added detergent and started the second machine. Then, locating a chair near the folding table, she took a seat. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the clean scent of the place.  Before the truck stop, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been truly clean. She leaned back in her chair and just enjoyed the sensation for a few minutes. 
 
    A rumble from her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten since late yesterday morning.  She consulted the map quickly, then made her way to the cafeteria. Before she even reached the door, she smelled bacon.  Mouth watering, she practically ran the last few steps across the cafeteria and into the kitchen. Mace was there, multiple frying pans on a stove top in front of him, cooking bacon and eggs. 
 
    “How the hell do you have bacon?” Shari blurted out.  Then she covered her mouth and looked embarrassed. “I mean, good morning, Mace.”  
 
    He chuckled at her.  “This place was stocked to feed hundreds of people when the world ended.  There’s a walk-in freezer over there.” He pointed over his shoulder with a spatula.  “We ate most of the meat in the first few weeks. But I saved some for special occasions.  I figure this counts.” He grinned at her. 
 
    “Would it be inappropriate if I said you are the sexiest man on earth right now?” she teased. “I’d bet a million dollars no other man anywhere could cook me bacon for breakfast!”. 
 
    Mace actually blushed at her comment.  “I uhh… no. You go right ahead. Feel free to tell me how sexy I am any time you want.” he recovered.   
 
    “Ha! Okay, what can I do to help.  You made me breakfast yesterday, AND cleaned up after.”  
 
    Mace looked around. “We could use some fruit.  There’s a few apples in the fridge. Or I think there might be an orange or two left.  They won’t be good much longer, so we might as well eat them. If they’ve gone bad, there are some cans of peaches and pears.” 
 
    Shari went to go explore the pantry and the fridge.  Opening the pantry door, she was shocked by the size of it.  This place really had been meant to feed a large crowd. Most of the shelves were empty, but there were a few cans and a bag of potatoes that were starting to grow sprouts.  There were also several boxes of pasta and cereal, as well as pop tarts. And jars of pasta sauce, fruit, pickles, and a few other things.  
 
    As she stepped out of the pantry, Mace said “I was going to unload all the groceries we got yesterday, but you had the keys, and I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry.  I didn’t think.” She said, as he just waved a hand.   
 
    He replied “No biggie.  There’s enough here for breakfast and lunch.  We’ll unload after breakfast.” 
 
    Shari opened the ‘fridge’ door.  It was a walk-in, about ten feet deep and six feet wide.  These shelves were similarly empty. She quickly found the apples, grabbing a couple and inspecting them.  They were still firm, with no visible brown spots. The two remaining oranges seemed okay as well, so she brought out all four. 
 
    Grabbing a basket from a shelf in the prep area, she put the fruit in it and carried it to the counter where they had shared breakfast the day before.  She grabbed a couple of plates on the way, and two forks. She set the table before sitting down.. 
 
    Mace came over, setting a plate full of bacon on the table.  He spooned scrambled eggs directly from the pan onto the two plates, then set it aside.  Taking a seat, he said “I’m sorry, they’re only powdered eggs.” 
 
    “They smell delicious! You seasoned them.  With what?” Shari asked. 
 
    “Pepper, some ground dried onion, parsley flakes, and just a dash of cinnamon.” Mace answered.  “I hope it’s not too much. Just a little something I invented while cooking over a hot plate in my dorm room.” 
 
    Shari put a healthy forkful of eggs into her mouth.  After a few seconds, she rolled her eyes. “SO good!” she said before even swallowing.  She snagged several strips of bacon off the serving plate and dropped them on her own. Then she took another mouthful of eggs.    
 
    After scarfing down half her eggs and a couple strips of bacon, she slowed down.  “I’ve been stuffing my face like a pig!” she apologized. 
 
    “Go right ahead.  I wouldn’t care if you went face-down in the plate and cookie-monster’d it all.  I’m just glad you’re here.” Mace smiled at her. 
 
    “Yeah.” Shari’s look turned glum. “Being alone sucks.  Gives you way too much time to think.” 
 
    Mace laughed. “I’ve been getting emotionally attached to NPCs in Elysia.  For a while there, I thought maybe they were going to be the only people I was ever going to be able to talk to again.” 
 
    Shari looked at him for a moment.  “I… I’ve been outside. I can’t even imagine being able to close my eyes to play the game in this world.  I’m sitting here worried about how much noise we’re making, and the thumping from the washing machine down the hall.” 
 
    Mace nodded his head.  “I’m sorry. That you had to go through all that.  I get worn out just from my short trips outside. Trying to move quietly, to remember to look everywhere.  To remember not to walk on the grass or touch a tree.” 
 
    Shari shook her head. “If you stay out there long enough, all of that becomes automatic.  You don’t even have to think about it. The hard part is finding a way to be safe long enough to sleep.  And to sleep quietly. I watched a man killed in a house across the street not long after this all happened.  He was snoring. That was it. He was secure in a house, no lights, all good. He was supposed to be on guard duty.  But he fell asleep, and started to snore. One of the creatures was on him before we could even get there to wake him.” 
 
    “Damn.” Mace said. “That’s… how long were you alone out there?” 
 
    “Totally alone? About six weeks.” Shari said. “There was a guy with me until then.  He died taking a crap.” 
 
    Mace opened his mouth to laugh, but realized she was not joking.  “Wow. That’s … harsh.” He didn’t have a response worthy of that statement. 
 
    “Yeah. Bertha was originally his. Speaking of which, we should go unload her.  I had a ton of food in there even before we raided the grocery store. All together, there’s probably… five or six weeks’ worth of food for the two of us.  Plus some guns, med supplies, other stuff.” 
 
    Mace was impressed.  “You’re like, Lara Croft.  The survivalist version.” He smiled at her.  “We should probably leave at least some of it in there, in case we need to flee in a hurry.  A bit of food, med supplies, and some guns. We have plenty down here. Before the others died, we hit a pawn shop that had all kinds of guns.  The ones we didn’t lose when folks died are in a locker in the security office. And this place has a full infirmary as well as a couple medical labs.  So more than enough med supplies.” 
 
    “Med labs?” Shari asked. “What were they doing down here?” 
 
    “Testing immersion pods.  Like full-on VR immersion.  That’s why I was here. They were hiring me to help tweak the code and clean up the sync between the system and the user’s brain.” Mace reached for one of the oranges and began to peel it.   
 
    “And you’ve been using one of the pods to play the game?  To kill time?” 
 
    “Yup.  As well as doing some actual work in the lab.  And surfing the web, or what’s left of it. Looking for other survivors.” Mace popped a section of orange into his mouth.  The cold juice tasted delicious. “Mmmm… you gotta try this.” He peeled off another section and, without even thinking, reached out to place it in Shari’s mouth. 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the flavor.  “Oh, man. I missed that.” She said as she reached for her own orange.   They sat in a comfortable silence for a few minutes, each of them nibbling on orange sections and remembering the world before it ended.  
 
    “So, do you have a pod I could use?  We could play the game together.” Shari asked. 
 
    “There are more than a dozen of them.  So, yeah. I moved mine to my room. We can do the same for you.  It’ll take about a day to disconnect it, move it, and reconnect. Then test to make sure it’s safe.  In the meantime you can use one in the lab.”  
 
    Shari nodded her head.  Looking at the serving plate that still held several strips of bacon, she said “Can’t let this go to waste!”  She took half for herself, and dumped the rest on Mace’s plate. “There’s always room for bacon!” 
 
    When the two of them had consumed all of the food, except the apples, they worked together to clean up.  Afterwards, Mace took Shari up to the 1st underground level.  There was a wide array of maintenance equipment in a room near the elevator, including a pallet dolly and a few wooden pallets.  They set a pallet on the dolly and pulled it onto the elevator with them.  
 
    Exiting the elevator on the lobby level, they pushed the pallet dolly to the garage door entrance and left it just inside.  Mace opened the door, and they took several minutes to make sure the garage was clear. Not hearing or seeing anything, they proceeded to unload Bertha onto the pallet.  When they were done, it was stacked six feet high with boxes and bags, and both of them had full bags on their shoulders.  
 
    Shari locked Bertha up, and they pulled the dolly full of supplies back to the elevator.  Back down on the 30th level, they wheeled the whole pile to the kitchen, where they unloaded all the food supplies.  That was the bulk of the load. The guns and other weapons they took to the security office. Though they each kept a shotgun, and a pistol in their rooms, just in case.  Mace also kept his sword with him 
 
    With a month’s food at least in the pantry, and no particular need to go outside anytime soon, they began to talk about the game. 
 
    Shari began the conversation as they were loading guns into the security locker.  “So what kind of character do you play in Elysia?” 
 
    Mace chuckled. “I uhh… was feeling a little antisocial when I started the game.  I chose to play a drow, and start in Immernacht. The underground city. My guy’s a sorcerer/assassin.” 
 
    Shari nodded her head.  “Cool combo. But that’s going to make it difficult for us to play together.  I’m a light elf druid. Level 17. I’m in the light elven city of Emarien in the Direwood.” 
 
    Mace cringed.  Light elves were the mortal enemies of the dark elves.  The racial hatred status would mean any attempt by him to visit Shari’s character in Emarien would mean instant death at the hands of any group of light elves he encountered.  
 
    He answered. “That does complicate things a bit.  My guy is level thirty, and I’m making my way to the surface.  But I won’t be able to join you in a light elf city. The guards and the citizens will attempt to kill me on sight.” 
 
    Shari didn’t hesitate.  “I can leave the light elf city at level 20.  It has been a few months, but if I remember right, I have some quests to complete.  We could meet in the forest. Maybe travel to some more neutral cities. Like human, or orc.  Maybe the dwarves.” 
 
    “That would work.  I was planning to spend a few days with the grey dwarves.  Then I can make my way to the forest. Meanwhile you level up as much as you can.  But first, we need to get you situated with a pod.” 
 
    He led her to one of the labs, where four pods were set up.  Shari took one look at the pods and said “These… are… AWESOME!” she practically danced over to the nearest pod.  “I’ve only ever used headgear and a haptic suit.” 
 
    “Yes, the experience is something else.  And the performance. You’ll find your movement speed, casting speed, everything is faster.  Unfortunately, the pain is more real as well. But so is the pleasure. Smell, taste, feel.” 
 
    Shari had stuck her head right into the pod’s chamber and was looking around, touching various components.  “Sensors. Monitoring sensors.” She pulled her head out and looked at the control console mounted to the side of the pod.  “This thing can monitor about a bajillion different physical stats. Heart rate, blood pressure, air intake, saturation, neural activity, blood chemistry, muscle movement…” her voice drifted off as she pushed various buttons in the diagnostics menu.  
 
    Mace looked at her. “You sound like you know about this stuff.” 
 
    “What?” Shari was only half listening. “Oh, yeah.  I was a med student. Final year. Would have been a doctor by now if… well you know.” She went back to pushing buttons on the screen.  
 
    “Okay, so the pod uses a nano-gel to keep you suspended while you’re immersed.  The nanobots act as both monitors and stimulators. When you move an arm in the game, the muscles in your real-world arm are stimulated.  I don’t understand it all 100%, but I can tell you that after a long day in the game, my muscles feel like I’ve been running and fighting.” 
 
    Shari grinned at him “I have GOT to test this.  Hook me up, baby!” 
 
    So between them, they managed to disconnect the pod and move it down the corridors to Shari’s quarters.  Mace worked for several hours to rig the wiring so that the pod would have all the necessary power and network connections, testing everything twice.  At some point, Shari brought him a bowl of heated spaghettios and the apple he hadn’t eaten that morning. As well as one of her beloved Irish coffee drinks.  When he was done, he gave her a quick tutorial on how to operate the pod herself.  
 
    Mace looked at her, then at the pod.  “Alright. I think you’re all set. My character’s name is Mace, so you won’t have any trouble finding me.  If you have a problem with the pod, just shout. I’ll be able to hear you. I’ll wait ten minutes to make sure you’re good before I go under, too.”  He stepped toward the door. 
 
    “Great!  Thanks! I’ll send you a message in-game!” Shari was already undressing as he closed the door behind himself.   Smiling at her enthusiasm, he stepped across the hall to his own quarters. It was late afternoon, but he still had three hours until he was scheduled to meet Krieger and visit the master smith. 
 
    He waited the promised ten minutes.  Not hearing any shouts from Shari, he undressed and crawled into his own pod.  Moments later, he opened his eyes in his room at the inn in Svarthold. 
 
    Before he could even sit up, a message icon popped up in the top right corner of his UI.  He focused on it, and a note, designed to look like calligraphy on old parchment, opened up before him.  It was from ‘HotShari’. Mace snorted at the ridiculous name. 
 
    “Hi Mace!  I hope this gets to you!  And don’t laugh at my name. I was drunk, okay?!” 
 
    Mace was surprisingly pleased by this simple note.  He’d been searching for another player for so long. He responded.  “Came through just fine. And I would never laugh at such an accurate and well-thought-out name!” He worried a bit that the response was lame or too forward, but it was already sent. 
 
    He added ‘HotShari’ to his friends list.  The only name on the list. He shook his head, and headed out into the city. 
 
    The first place he went was to the large market he’d seen on the way in.  It didn’t take him long to notice a trend as he walked among the vendors, inspecting a wide variety of goods.  Though dark elves were accepted in Svarthold, they were generally not trusted. Vendors would pause in their discussions with other customers in order to keep an eye on him.  Prices quoted him were slightly higher than he’d heard quoted to previous customers. Everyone seemed polite enough, and he didn’t blame them really. Dark elves had earned their reputation.  He decided to ignore the treatment and just enjoy the day.  
 
    He found an alchemist’s booth, where he purchased a few spell components, and a couple of healing potions.  A jewel merchant had an earring with +2 intellect for 10 gold. A weaponsmith had a beautiful set of slender black metal daggers that sorely tempted Mace.  But he held off, deciding to wait and see what Krieger’s smith had to offer.  
 
    Mace was leaving the market, when a vendor near the outer edge caught his attention.  “Sir dark elf! Wait! I have the perfect item for you!” 
 
    Mace had heard the same phrase a hundred times walking through the market.  But this time the voice was soft, sort of sultry, with a purring undertone. He turned to find that the voice belonged to a lovely catwoman with silver fur.  She wore tight-fitting leather armor that amounted to little more than a fancy bikini, and squeezed parts of her in just the right way. She waved for Mace to approach. 
 
    “Ah, good.  You come to see what Felina has to offer, yes.” She smiled at him, showing off impressive feline fangs.  “I know just what you needs.” She purred.  
 
    Mace began to think maybe what she was selling was more of a service than an item.  And he had to admit to himself, he was a little intrigued.  
 
    Felina held up a finger, indicating he should wait.  She stepped through a gap in the curtain at the back of her booth, then reappeared holding a bamboo cage.  Dome-shaped and about two feet tall, it looked like the type of cage one would find a parrot sleeping in. It appeared to be empty. 
 
    “This be a galago.” Felina purred at him.  “She would be a perfect companion for a dark elf, yes.  One who maybe sneaks’s about in the dark a bit?” she smiled again.  Noting the confused look on Mace’s face, she glanced from him to the cage.  “Ah! I sees. Or rather, you don’t sees!” her cat-laugh sounded almost as if she were coughing up a hairball.  “One moments! One moments. She be shy.” 
 
    Felina set the cage on the table, and whispered to it.  She made small, entreating sounds like one would make to encourage a baby to look at them, or speak.   After a moment, she pulled a small bit of fruit from her bag and stuck it between the bars of the cage.    
 
    A small creature appeared.  It was adorably cute. About a foot tall, it seemed to be part monkey, part raccoon, part koala bear, and part squirrel.  Covered mostly in silver fur, it had a long prehensile tail that was gripping one of the cage bars. Its face sported a black fur mask much like a raccoon’s, and two small ears at the top of its head that rotated back and forth constantly.  The little creature was sitting up on its hind legs, holding the fruit in its front paws, which had a thumb and four tiny fingers, each with a claw on the end. It sat like a squirrel, nibbling on the fruit.  
 
    Mace immediately had the urge to hold it.  “It is very cute.” He said. “But I have no need of a pet.” 
 
    Felina took a deep breath, causing her armor to creak a bit under the strain.  Mace found himself wondering if it would hold. “Ah, but she is useful. A natural thief she is.  Can be trained. Get into places a dark elf might not fit, yes.” 
 
    The catwoman produced a bit of shiny metal from her pouch, and flicked it toward the cage.  Without even looking away from her fruit, the critter shot a tiny hand through the bars and caught the ‘shiny’, then quickly made it disappear into a pouch at her belly.  She then calmly continued to nibble at the fruit. 
 
    Mace grinned at the little thief.  “You’re right. She’s a natural. And… she can turn invisible?” 
 
    Felina nodded.  “Yes. Natural ability.  Hides her from predators in the jungle.  Quite tasty, she is. So must be clever and fast to survive.” 
 
    “Not too clever, I think. If she’s in this cage.” Mace observed.  He was enchanted by the little monkey-squirrel thing. Galago, Felina had called it. Trying to talk himself out of buying her. 
 
    “Ah, yes.  This one was captured as an infant.  Her mother was killed. I raised her.” Felina answered.  “But she is of age now. Must bind to another, or become feral.  I can not bind. So I must find good home.” Felina sounded regretful.  Mace wondered how much of it was an act.  
 
    “And you thought a dark elf would provide a good home?” Mace gave the catwoman a reproachful look. 
 
    “Drow are dangerous.  Only a fool attack. Only bigger fool tries to steal from dark elfs’s.  She be safe with you. And you likes her, yes. I can sees. You protects her, feeds her.  Teach her. She make good friend for you. Protects you back.” 
 
    Mace shook his head.  He was actually thinking about it!  This little lady was just so cute! “Well, how much?” he found himself asking.  
 
    Felina immediately pushed closer to him.  Her breasts now pressed against his shoulder, she practically whispered in his ear.  “You promise to takes good care of her, I gives to you for…one gold.”  
 
    Mace was having trouble concentrating.  He found himself nodding, and handing a gold coin to Felina.  She purred happily, dropping the coin into her leather bikini top.  Mace wondered how there was possibly any room for it in there.  
 
    Next thing he knew, Felina was handing him the cage.  She seemed to be tearing up a bit, wiping at her eyes with the fur on the back of her paw.  “I will misses you, little one. This dark elf, he will care for you.” she whispered before turning and retreating once again behind her curtain.  
 
    Mace stood there a moment, holding the cage and looking down at the critter inside.  She had finished her fruit, and was looking up at him with large, surprisingly blue eyes.  “Well. Hello there little one.” He smiled. “I guess you’re with me, now.” 
 
    The little galago waved a hand at him in greeting.  She looked sad. Probably at leaving Felina. Mace had the urge to take her out of the cage and hug her.  Fearing that she’d instantly run off, he resisted that urge. Instead, he said “Are you hungry? I know you like fruit. Let’s get you back to the inn and I’ll find something for you to eat.” 
 
    Moving quickly, he made his way back to the central column and up to the elevator to the inn.  He stopped at the bar and purchased an assortment of fruit. Remembering how squirrel-like the little creature had seemed, he bought some nuts as well.  And then some jerky, just in case. She had the sharp teeth and claws of a predator, but those might be defensive in nature.  
 
    Back in his room, he set the cage on the table.  After checking to make sure the door was closed and locked, he sat down and rested his head on his hands.  Looking eye to eye with the little creature, he said “What am I going to call you. Do you have a name?” 
 
    The little squirrel-raccoon shook its head.  Mace’s eyes grew wide. “You can understand me!” he gasped in surprise.  The creature nodded its head.  
 
    “You are just… AWESOME!” he smiled at her.  “Okay. If I open this cage, you promise not to run off?” he asked.   She nodded her head and looked hopeful. 
 
    Unlatching the cage door, he opened it up and sat back.  She gracefully stepped thru the door, then sat on her haunches looking up at him.   
 
    “I suppose you’re still hungry.”   He removed a piece of a bala-fruit, which was similar to a plum, a few nuts, and a piece of jerky from the bag he’d purchased downstairs.  He set each one on the table in front of her. “Okay… which do you like best? Are there any you can’t eat?” 
 
    She looked at each of the items in turn, her tiny nose sniffing and ears twitching.  But she made no move toward any of them. When she looked back up toward him, he asked “You don’t like any of-”  
 
    His question was cut short as her tail reached out and batted his face, tickling his nose a bit before withdrawing just as quickly.  He was rubbing at his nose when he noticed that all three bits of food had disappeared. The little creature just sat there, looking innocently up at him.   
 
    “Thief is right!  You distracted me and swiped them all!   You little minx, you!” he chuckled. His eyes widened.  “Minx! That’s a perfect name for you. How bout it. Do you want to be called Minx?” 
 
    In answer, she leapt up on his shoulder, wrapping her long tail around his neck.  She head-butted his cheek once before settling on his shoulder and beginning to purr.  The sensation was oddly soothing. 
 
    “I guess that’s a yes” he mumbled. “Minx it is.  My name is Mace. I think we’re going to be good friends.”  Her only reply was to tickle his ear a bit with the tip of her tail. 
 
    “Well, miss Minx.  I need to go downstairs soon, and meet Krieger for dinner.  Would you like to come along? Or stay up here and sleep in your cage?” 
 
    Her tail tightened around his neck.  “Well, I guess that means you want to tag along.  Do you promise not to run off someplace?” 
 
    The little creature raised her head and stared into his eyes.  Mace found himself captivated. Her big blue eyes seemed to engulf him. The two of them stared at each other, until it seemed he could tell what she was thinking.  He had a sense of… belonging. Then a clear thought came through to him. “Mine!” 
 
    “Was that you, Minx?  Did you just… what was that?  Felina said you needed to bond.  Did you just bond with me?” 
 
    Minx gave him a look that suggested he might be lacking in intelligence.  
 
    “Right.  Stupid question.  So. We’re bonded.  And you can… read my mind?  Or I can read yours. This is a little freaky.” 
 
    Minx did not respond, other than to put her head back down on his shoulder and resume purring. 
 
    “Good enough.  I suppose every good Sorcerer needs a familiar.  Mine just happens to be the cutest!” he grinned as the volume of her purring increased at the compliment. 
 
    “Well let’s see.  You can turn invisible, and that’s pretty cool.  You’re obviously quick with your hands. And you make a good neck-warmer.  Any other skills I should know about?” 
 
    Minx looked thoughtful for a moment, then looked into his eyes again.  He got a distinct impression. “Hand”.   
 
    Somehow from that one word, he got the notion that she wanted him to hold up his hand.  He did so, bringing his hand up in front of her. She grabbed one of his fingers in her tiny paws, then nipped it with her sharp teeth.  Just barely breaking the skin. A small drop of blood appeared. She released the finger and settled back down. 
 
    “Hey!  You bit me!  What kind of skill is that?” he objected.   She just gave him her ‘stupid question’ look again.  He went to wipe the blood from his fingertip, and there was no sensation.  His finger was numb. He poked at it with another finger, then thumped it on the table a few times.  He wiggled it. There was full range of motion, so it wasn’t paralyzed. Just really, really numb. 
 
    “Huh. Interesting.  So your bite has a numbing effect.” Mace said, as the feeling began to spread into the rest of his hand.  “A really serious numbing effect! How far is this going to spread? And how long will it last?” he began to worry a bit. 
 
    The effect continued to spread, numbing his arm, then his face.  His tongue felt dead and lips heavy. “Thid idn’t fuddy!” he tried to scold his little koala-squirrel-monkey galago monster.   He rose and went to sit on the bed as a precaution, in case the rest of his body went numb as well. Poking himself in the face with his unaffected hand, he felt almost nothing.  “By fade id dub!” he gave Minx a dirty look. She sat there on his shoulder, eyes closed, seemingly oblivious. 
 
    He picked up the end of her tail where it rested on his neck, tempted to bite her back.  As if sensing his intent, she opened one eye. The end of her tail twitched. Mace decided it would be petty to hurt the little familiar.  But he was going to get payback! Oh, yes.  
 
    A few minutes passed, and the feeling began to return to his hand.  Gradually, the sensation returned to his arm, then his face. He gave Minx a look, saying “You couldn’t have just TOLD me what you could do?  I am not amused.” 
 
    Again, Minx didn’t seem much concerned.  Realizing he wasn’t going to win an argument with a creature that wouldn’t even participate, he dropped it.   “It’s time to meet Krieger. Do us both a favor and don’t bite him. He’d cut you into taco meat.” 
 
    Mace left his room, heading down to the tavern to meet Krieger.  He found the Swordmaster already at a table with a drink in hand.  Taking a seat across from him, Mace said “Master Krieger, meet Minx.  She just sort of adopted me.” 
 
    Krieger eyed the familiar on Mace’s shoulder, his face not showing any particular expression.  Minx, for her part, gave a friendly wave of one tiny hand. At this, Krieger smiled. “She’s cute.  What is she?” 
 
    Mace shrugged, unsettling Minx a bit.  “I’m not sure. The catwoman who sold her to me said she was a galago.  From some jungle somewhere. I don’t know much else about her. Except that she’s an excellent little thief.” Mace grinned at Krieger.  
 
    “Ha!  Well that should come in handy for a Darkblade, I would think.” Krieger winked at Minx, who winked back.  He motioned for the waitress, a buxom dwarfess, who approached to take their orders. Upon seeing Minx, she gushed “Well ain’t ye just the cutest!” and reached out to pet the familiar.  Minx bared her teeth and growled, causing the waitress to pause, then withdraw her hand. “Ye better keep that lil monster in check!” she warned Mace.  
 
    “She’ll behave, I promise.  She’s a bit afraid of strangers since her family was killed.” Mace explained.  The sour look that had appeared on the dwarfess’ face lightened a bit. “What can I get ye?” 
 
    The two drow ordered some food, and a round of ale.   They sat in silence until the food arrived, then tucked in with enthusiasm.  “This is actually really good.” Mace observed. He had ordered rock spider stew.  Whatever spices the cook used, they added a tangy sweet flavor to the slightly bitter meat.  He bit off a small piece of the meat and offered it to Minx. Declining to get sauce on her dainty hands, she leaned forward and gently took the offering in her jaws.  It quickly disappeared as she chewed thoughtfully. Mace got an impression from her. “Good” 
 
    “I agree” he said, smiling at Minx.   
 
    Krieger looked up at him. “I didn’t say anything.”  
 
    “No, I was talking to Minx. She said she likes the meat.” Mace replied. 
 
    “She talks? I didn’t hear anything.” Krieger was more interested now.   
 
    “It’s not talking, really.  I’m not even sure she uses words.  It’s just… an impression I get. Just now it was ‘good’.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Interesting.  And you found this creature in the market?” Krieger asked. 
 
    Mace nodded his head. “Near the eastern edge of the big square.  A catwoman vendor named Felina. She seemed truly sad to be selling Minx here, but that could have all been an act.  Doesn’t really matter. She only asked 1 gold for her.” 
 
    Krieger smiled.  “I’d say she’s more than worth it.  If only for the number of females who will approach you because of her.” 
 
    “Heh.  I’ll have to teach her not to bite every cute girl that comes along.” Mace agreed.  Minx growled slightly at that. Krieger laughed. 
 
    They finished their meal, and Mace followed Krieger out of the inn.  Surprisingly, when they reached the elevators, Krieger took them upward, instead of down.  They exited the elevator on the 30th level, and Krieger looked about.  “I’ve not been here before, but I’m told his smithy is… this way.” The old drow turned left and headed down a corridor.   
 
    Before long, the sound of hammering reached their sensitive drow ears.  Another few minutes and they reached a thick iron door with a stylized hammer and anvil symbol on it.  Pulling the cord next to the door, they waited patiently for someone to answer. The sound of hammering inside ceased.  A moment later the door opened and a burly grey dwarf in a heavy leather apron asked “What’ye want?” 
 
    Krieger bowed his head slightly to the dwarf.  “Master Ironbender?” he queried.  
 
    “Aye, that be me.  I’ll ask again. What’ye want?” the dwarf was about average height for his race at four feet.  He had wide shoulders and massive arms that ended in hands that looked as if they could indeed bend iron.  His eyes were a cloudy grey, as was his hair and beard. He held a hammer in one hand, and seemed inclined to use it on his visitors.  
 
    “I am Swordmaster Krieger.  I’ve come from Immernacht. Word of your unique skill has reached us there, and I found myself curious if the rumors were true.  I’d like to discuss the possibility of a commission.” 
 
    Ironbender looked at Krieger, taking in the quality of his clothes and armor.  “Show me yer swords.” he said gruffly. 
 
    Krieger obligingly drew both his weapons, holding them out for the dwarf to inspect.  After a moment, Ironbender grunted. “Ye appreciate good steel. I can work with that.” He stepped back and motioned for them to enter his shop. 
 
    Mace found himself in a medium sized room, maybe twelve by twelve, with every inch of wall space covered in weapons and shields.  Everything from immense tower shields and two-handed war axes to a row of stiletto’s in a bandolier. There were several sets of armor mounted on stick dummies for display as well.  And the counter had a glass display full of clearly enchanted items. Mace nearly drooled at what he saw.  
 
    “What’d ye have in mind?” Ironbender inquired.   
 
    “Well, first, I must know if you can really craft as I’ve heard.  I’m told you have the ability to imbue your weapons with soul magic.  Magic that will absorb the souls of those killed by them? And that the energy from those souls can actually improve the weapon?” 
 
    “Aye” Ironbender nodded his head as he stroked his beard. “That be the truth.  The more foes ye stab ta death with me babies, the stronger they’ll get. A few ha’ even grow’d minds o’ their own.  Though they be most dangerous then. They gets… thirsty.” he grinned at the two drow.  
 
    Krieger returned the look with a feral grin of his own.  “Thirsty is quite alright with me.” he replied. Mace, for the first time, contemplated what it would mean for an immortal dark elf; who also happened to be a Swordmaster, and therefore an assassin for his house, to have a weapon that would only grow stronger as he fed it victims.  Hundreds, thousands of victims. 
 
    He spoke aloud without meaning to.  “Those weapons would become… legendary.” 
 
    Ironbender nodded again.  “Aye, boy. That be the idea.” He turned to Krieger.  “Me work don’t come cheap, drow. But it’ll be the last ye ever need to buy.” 
 
    “Show me.” Krieger said.  Then he followed the dwarf to the counter near the back of the room.  Under the glass case, each of the assorted weapons pulsed with a sort of shadowy grey light.   He reached into the case and withdrew a simple dagger. With an inlaid ebony bone handle, and a fullered blade that pulsed with the dark magic, the dagger looked… angry was the best word Mace could think of.  He felt an intense need to own it. 
 
    “This be one of me early works.  From when I were still learnin’ me art.” He handed the dagger to Krieger, who hesitated before taking it.  The dwarf laughed “Ha! No need ta worry. It’ll only be stealin the souls of those it cuts. It be safe to hold.” 
 
    Krieger extended his hand and took hold of the handle.  Closing his eyes, he simply held the weapon for a moment.  Then his fingers flexed, and the dagger began to spin between them.  He opened his eyes and stepped back toward one of the armor dummies. Addressing it like an enemy, his hand shot out in mock strikes to the neck, arm, and chest.  The motions were so fast, Mace only saw them when the Swordmaster briefly halted the blade near the target. 
 
    “Good balance.  And I can feel the ‘thirst’ you mentioned.  Has this weapon taken many lives?” 
 
    “Well, many is relative” the dwarf replied, a wicked smile on his face.  “This one’s been tested a good bit. By meself, and by customers.” Motioning toward Mace, he asked “Did ye bring this one as a tester?” 
 
    Mace’s eyes grew wide.  Krieger was, after all, a drow Swordmaster.  It would not be beyond the realm of possibility for him to have brought Mace here simply to test a weapon on.  To steal his soul. He took a step back from the counter and from Krieger, letting his hand rest on the dagger at his side.  Minx growled at the dwarf. 
 
    “Ha!” Krieger shook his head. “Worry not, Mace.  You’re not here as sacrifice. In fact…” Krieger set the dagger down on the glass counter, then indicated the rest of the weapons inside. “I thought maybe you could use one of these yourself.” 
 
    Mace relaxed, smirking at the old drow.  “I was thinking the same thing myself.” He reached out and took hold of the dagger.  It felt good in his hand. Ironbender frowned at him. He reached out and took back the dagger, setting it on the glass.  “A young lout like yerself won’t be affordin’ any o’ my work.”  
 
    Krieger’s face went flat.  He leaned toward the dwarf, saying in a deadly calm voice.  “This is no lout. You are addressing a Darkblade, dwarf. One to whom I and my house owe a debt.  Speak to him in such a manner again, and I’ll gift him your tongue.”  
 
    Ironbender quickly raised both hands in a placating gesture. “Me apologies, Swordmaster.  Darkblade. I dinna’ know. Ye look to be a novice of little means.” 
 
    Mace grinned at the nervous dwarf.  “And how else should a Darkblade look?  Should I advertise my profession, warn my targets of my presence?” 
 
    The dwarf laughed, still a bit nervous “Aye, I see yer point.”  He took the dagger from the glass and set it back in the case. Moving his hand to the opposite end of the case, he withdrew a different dagger.   
 
    “This be more fitting for one o’ yer profession.” he said as he set the dagger on counter.  “It comes with a spring-loaded wrist sheath.” he added, setting the sheath next to it. 
 
    The dagger was a thing of beauty.  With a blade maybe five inches long, it was made of some dark metal, that Mace didn’t recognize.  The blade had a fuller so narrow it called the words ‘blood groove’ to mind. One side of the blade, for about an inch above the guard, was wickedly serrated.  It would allow one to insert the blade into a target, then rip upward, doing immense damage. The handle was the perfect size to fit Mace’s hand, and was wrapped in a spotted black leather of some kind.  The quillon was curved upward on both sides into sharp points that would puncture a target if the blade sunk deep enough. All in all, a wicked looking thing.  
 
    Mace reached out and took it in hand. The weight was much less than he’d expected.  Looking up at the dwarf, he asked “What metal is this?” 
 
    “Dark mithril.” Ironbender answered.  “Light as air, but tougher than the strongest steel.  The handle be rock troll hide, softened ‘n dyed ta match.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful, Master Ironbender.” Mace said quietly.  He was sure the dagger was ridiculously expensive, and dared not get his hopes up.  He set the weapon back on the glass. 
 
    “That one’s yet to taste a soul.  It were a commission fer a thief that dinna’ live long enough to claim it.  She paid for half up front. To make up fer me big mouth, I’ll sell it to ye fer the other half.  A hunnert gold.” 
 
    Mace was reaching into his bag, thinking Take my money!  when Krieger said “Sold.  A gift from my House. Now.  Let’s talk about my sword. I wish to commission a very specific weapon.  And I promise you, I shall live to pick it up.” he winked at Mace.  
 
    Krieger and Ironbender moved through a back door of the shop, to a smaller room where the dwarf had a drafting table.  He began to sketch out a blade based on Krieger’s specifications. Mace left them to it. He lifted the dagger again and began to move through a few dagger forms.  Keeping his feet planted and moving only his arms and his body from the waist up. The blade was fast and light. More than once he broke form to look at his hand, making sure he hadn’t somehow dropped it.   
 
    Speaking of light, he was a bit startled when he suddenly felt Minx alight on his shoulder.  In his excitement over the dagger, he’d not even noticed that she’d left. She settled in, wrapping her tail around his neck again.  That set off alarms in his head. “What have you been up to?” he whispered. She just looked at him blankly. 
 
    Mace looked around the shop.  He didn’t notice anything obviously missing that his little thief might have snatched.  He examined the case as well, and didn’t see any empty spots on the felt. “If you’ve gone n pooped in a corner somewhere or something…” This earned him a glare and a mental image of her biting his nose to make his face numb again.   He chuckled. “Okay okay. Just please don’t get me into any trouble in here.” 
 
    Minx looked indignant, then curled up and tucked her nose under her tail.  Clearly dismissing her pet drow. Mace shook his head, then amused himself by inspected the sheath that came with his new dagger.  The thing was long, made of stiff leather. It had straps near the top and bottom. When he held it against his forearm, it covered nearly the entire length.  He fastened the straps near his elbow and wrist, then held out his arm like he was Spiderman shooting a web. The spring was designed to activate with a certain flick of his wrist.  It took several practice tries before he got the motion right. Then several more before he felt he could reliably activate it at need. Only then did he load the dagger into the contraption and test it.   
 
    With the first flick of his wrist, he properly activated the spring release.  However, the knife shot forward to land on the floor some distance away. He hadn’t closed his hand to grip the knife handle quickly enough.  He’d been afraid to cut himself on the enchanted blade.  
 
    Deciding to play it safe, he placed the dagger in his inventory.  Looking around the shop, he located a normal dagger with approximately the same weight.  He loaded it into the sheath, and began to practice.  
 
    Being made of normal steel, the practice dagger had to be smaller, to match the weight of his dagger.  This was a good thing, as he needed more precise timing to grab hold of the smaller handle. After a dozen tries, he finally achieved a firm grip on the practice knife.   Once he’d managed it a dozen times in a row, he would feel ready to try it with the more dangerous blade.  
 
    Looking up from his practice, Mace found Krieger and Ironbender both staring at him.  He shrugged “Figured I should practice so I don’t cut myself and drain my own soul.” He explained. 
 
    The dwarf nodded his head “Good thinkin.  It be a skill that takes some learnin.”. Krieger just smiled. 
 
    “Master Ironbender, I’d like to purchase this dagger, so I can continue to practice.” Mace set the normal dagger on the counter.  “Also, I’m thinking maybe a replacement spring? In case I wear this one out?” 
 
    The dwarf laughed.  He searched a shelf behind his counter for a minute, producing a spring, which he set down next to the dagger.  “Let’s call it ten gold” he said. Mace produced the coins and collected the items. He was actually quite pleased.  Though it wasn’t enchanted, the dagger was still master-crafted and of very high quality. 
 
    Ironbender looked to Krieger.  “I can have yer sword ready in three days.  Ye’ll be needin to pay half now. Includin’ the price o’ the dagger.” 
 
    Krieger produced a bag of considerable weight and set it on the counter.  He nodded at the dwarf, who grunted in return, and they left the shop. 
 
    “Thank you, Master Krieger, for the generous gift.” Mace said as they walked back toward the elevators.  
 
    “A small repayment toward the debt I owe.” Krieger replied.  “You saved my life. And I put great value on my life.” He chuckled.  
 
    Mace returned to his room at the inn.  Ready to log off, he looked at Minx. “And what happens to you when I log? I can’t leave you here.  You might starve. Or get yourself into trouble.” 
 
    He pulled up his UI and found a new tab labeled “Companion”.  Opening the tab, he found what he was looking for. He focused on the button that said “Dismiss”, and watched as Minx faded away.  Satisfied, he laid down on the bed and logged out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Land of the Light 
 
      
 
    Shari was a bit melancholy as she stepped out of her room at an inn in the Elven city.   Normally when she played the game, Sheila would meet her here in the corridor, and the two of them would go adventuring.  Shari rarely played alone. She’d always felt she should be studying or doing something more useful than gaming. It was always Sheila who talked her into taking a break to play. 
 
    But now she had a mission.  Mace had explained to her about his plan to transfer his consciousness into the game.  Or at least, copy it. He knew (as did Shari) that their chances of living long lives, even in the secure underground facility, were slim.  While they had a near endless supply of electricity and water, obtaining food involved risking their lives every time they went out. Eventually the odds would catch up to them, and one or both would perish.   
 
    She set her jaw and headed down the stairs.  The idea of transferring her mind into a server forever creeped her out.  But the alternative was a short life and likely a gruesome death. She was resolved to do what she needed to do in order to join Mace in the game permanently. To start with, that meant increasing her sync level with the game.  
 
    It had been months since she’d played, so Shari stopped in the tavern, taking a table.  She ordered some food and a sweet tea that would give her buffs to her intelligence and health regeneration.   While she ate, she pulled up her quest log to see if any of her old quests were still active. Though she’d not been in game, the game world moved on whether she was there or not.   Proof of this could be found in the several “failed” quests that showed up in her log. One had been to find a lost boy who’d wandered into the woods. The note under the failed status said the boy had been eaten by wolves.   
 
    Her log still showed a few active quests.  Mostly bounty quests. Kill ten rabid wolves and return with their hides.  She couldn’t help but wonder… maybe if she’d knocked that one out last time she was in-game, the boy might have made it home alive.  She’d put it off because Sheila didn’t like to kill things. 
 
    There was a quest to gather herbs for one of the alchemists, and another to explore a remote section of the forest, where ghosts had been reported.  That one might be beyond her ability to finish solo. As a druid, she had solid healing magic, and could manipulate nature to a certain degree. But her DPS was low, as she was lacking much in the way of offensive magic.  Or weapons training. 
 
    She left the inn, deciding to find some additional quests to help her level up.  She wanted to be level 20 at least before she met up with Mace. Based on what he told her, she figured she had a couple days to make that happen.   
 
    The first thing she did was visit her class trainer, Arlon.  An old druid who made his home in an exceptionally large hollow tree near the center of town.  The elven city was partially built in the trees, of course. Emarien had started eons ago as a village built entirely in the treetops.  As it grew, ground level buildings were constructed. Then taller buildings with towers that reached above the treetops. But the trees were left intact.  The result was a beautiful green city with elegant structures mixed with ancient trees shaped into homes. There were paved stone roads on the ground, and elevated walkways suspended between the trees.  The city’s perimeter wall consisted of a ring of elder trees connected by dense thorny growths that grew twenty feet high and six feet deep. Nothing larger than a mouse could penetrate the thorn wall, and even a mouse might suffer some scratches.  There were guard posts in each of the trees, and a combination of wide branches and walkways let the guards patrol the perimeter. 
 
    Arlon’s tree was a giant among the elders.  Twenty feet wide at the base, it reached high above the forest canopy.  Its branches extended out over an extensive garden that encircled the tree.  Shari followed the path through the garden to the druid’s front door, and knocked politely.  After a moment, the old elf’s head stuck out a window above.  
 
    “Ah, young Shari.  It has been some time since you visited.  I thought perhaps you had perished. It seems many of the outworlders have either died or left the city.” 
 
    Shari smiled sadly at the old druid.  “Yes, I’m afraid I am among the last. I apologize for being away so long.  But I am ready to resume my training.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.  Of course! Do come in.  I’m in my study. You know the way.”  
 
    Shari opened the front door and entered the tree.  The interior had been shaped by the druid to be a comfortable space for visitors.  There was a ramp to her right that wound around the interior of the trunk up to the levels above.  To her left was a sitting room with soft chairs and small tables. She knew from experience that a kitchen was tucked away in the back behind a partition wall.   
 
    Turning right, she climbed to the third level, where Arlon’s study was located.  The room took up the entire level, and was maybe Shari’s favorite room anywhere in the game.  The walls were lined from floor to ceiling with shelves and cubby holes that were filled with books, scrolls, jars and boxes of spell components.   The old elf’s desk was always buried in papers and sundry items, including at the moment several empty teacups and a plate with a half-eaten wedge of cheese.   The floor was likewise cluttered with stacks of ancient tomes, atop several of which sat cages holding small creatures. Arlon sat behind his desk, scratching notes onto a piece of parchment.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Master Arlon.” Shari smiled at her mentor.  The grandfatherly old elf was one of her favorite characters in Elysia. 
 
    “Come, Shari!  Sit!” Arlon motioned to a chair in front of his desk.  Seeing that it was full of books, he switched to point out another chair.  Finding it also full, he chuckled. “Just clear one of them off. I’m a bit behind on my organizing.” 
 
    Shari carefully lifted the stack of books from the first chair, setting them on the floor next to it.  Taking a seat, she said “I hope you’ve been well?” 
 
    “I have indeed.” Arlon nodded his head.  Among the eldest of the elves born on Elysia, Arlon’s face was that of a mature male.  In human terms, he’d have looked to be in his forties. His actual age was closer to ten thousand years.  Elves were so long-lived as to be practically immortal. His was a kind face, often smiling. Though now his smile was tentative.  “Things have been… quiet here, without the outworlders running about everywhere. We heard rumors of some kind of tragedy in your world.  The council has come to the opinion that all of you returned to defend against some invader.” 
 
    Shari shook her head.  Trying to keep her voice steady, she answered.  “Tragedy is accurate enough. My world has been all but destroyed.  Few of my people still live. Even fewer of the survivors are able to… make the journey here.  I know of only one other at the moment. My friend Mace. And he is in the underground realms.  I’m afraid that when I’m gone, you may not encounter any more outworlders, Master Arlon.” 
 
    The old druid looked thoughtful.  “This is dire news. We have come to depend on you outworlders for many things.  Would you be willing to address the council of elders and share this news?” 
 
    Shari nodded.  She’d never pass up a chance to meet the elders of the council.  “Of course, Master. It is the least I can do.” 
 
    Quest Accepted:  Share the Sorrow 
 
    Difficulty: Easy 
 
    Meet with the Elven council of elders, and share with them your news about the outworlders missing from Elysia. 
 
    Reward: Unknown.   
 
    Arlon rose and approached one of his cages.  He withdrew a small bird, and whispered something into its ear before tossing it out one of the windows.   “Whippet will alert the council. They will gather at dusk. In the meantime, I’m sure you didn’t come here just to visit an old elf.” he winked at her. 
 
    Shari smiled “I came to see if you had any more quests for me.  And to see if I could learn any more magic. I need to grow stronger, so that I may meet up with Mace when he reaches the surface.  Then the two of us will seek out any other surviving outworlders.” 
 
    “Could not this Mace come here to retrieve you? The forest is not safe for one such as you.” Arlon frowned. 
 
    Shari shook her head again, trying to decide how forthright she should be.  Deciding she had nothing to lose, she said “Mace cannot enter the city. He is a drow.  And while he has a good heart, despite his race, as a drow he would be executed on sight if he even approached the city.” 
 
    “I see.  You are correct, I’m afraid.   I have seen many outworlders of other races, even monster races, behave honorably.  I know that the race you outworlders are born into on Elysia does not always reflect your inner self.  For example you, my dear, are much too serious for a young elf. But many of my people do not share in this knowledge, and were your friend to approach, they would simply see one of the ancient enemy.”  
 
    “Which is why I’ve arranged to meet him far from the city.  And why I’d like to get stronger as quickly as I can.” Shari replied. 
 
    “Well then, let us see what we can do.” The old druid considered for a moment.  “There is a ritual, normally reserved for druids who have attained level twenty or higher.  It allows you to see your spirit animal. And imparts the ability for you to bind with one such animal.  However, the ritual requires certain spell components, which you must gather. Most can be found within a half-days walk of the city.  But they will be difficult to obtain on your own.” he warned.  
 
    “Sounds perfect.  I’ll do it.” Shari didn’t hesitate.  This was exactly what she needed. Bonding a spirit animal might give her the help she needed to reach Mace.   
 
    Quest Accepted:  The Animal Inside You 
 
    Difficulty: Very Hard 
 
    Gather the ingredients needed for the ritual, and report back to Master Arlon.  Complete the ritual. 
 
    Reward: 2,000 experience points.  Twenty gold. Ability to bond with your spirit animal. 
 
    Arlon handed her a list of the items she needed to gather.  The map on her UI updated to show the approximate locations of these items.  She noted that several of them were in the same area as the ghost sightings in the forest.  
 
    Concerned that the area might be too tough for her, she brought up her character stats.  
 
    
     Character Name: HotShari     Class: Druid               Level 17 
 
     Race: Light Elf                  Spec: n/a                          Experience: 800/900 
 
     Health:  600/600            Mana:  200/200           Attribute Pts Avail: 0 
 
       
 
     Stamina:  11        Wisdom:  16        Charisma:  10        Life Regen: 6/sec 
 
     Strength: 11        Intellect: 16        Dexterity:  10        Mana Regen: 2/sec 
 
     Agility:   12        Luck:  10            Armor: 6                      Skill pts avail: 0 
 
   
 
      
 
    Shari hadn’t put a lot of thought or effort into managing her stats previously.  The game was just a place she went to have some fun with Sheila once in a while. Now, she looked at her numbers more seriously.  As a druid, with a lean toward healing and protection magic, it made sense for her highest stats to be wisdom and intelligence. She depended mostly on casting, and needed the largest mana pool possible.  She’d added a point to stamina to raise her health a bit, and to allow her to run through the woods for reasonable distances. The point in strength was meant to make it easier to climb trees (she was an elf, after all) and to pull a bow, or hit things with her staff.  The two points in agility would allow her to dodge attacks and run away, as well as move more easily from tree to tree. 
 
    She was glad to see that she’d nearly reached level 18.  That would make it easier to reach level 20 in time to meet Mace. 
 
    Thanking Master Arlon, she left his tree and headed out of the city.  If she could complete her herb gathering quest and level up, Arlon might have a new spell for her that might help her complete the rest of her quests.  The alternative was to recruit an NPC to accompany her, and she didn’t even know how to go about doing that. 
 
    Stepping quietly through the forest, she searched around the base of trees, near underbrush, and in sunny patches on the forest floor for the herbs she needed.   She was looking for hogroot, an ingredient used in healing potions. Shari had picked up basic herbology and alchemy skills from previous quests. At the time, she’d been taking a chemistry course in med school, and the mixing of potions had caught her fancy. 
 
    Hogroot was… well, just what it sounded like.  The useful part of the plant was an ugly, twisted root that tasted bitter if one bit into it.  The fern-like above-ground portion of the plant resembled that of a carrot, with red-tinged edges to the leaves.  For some reason, pigs went hog-wild for the root. Hence the name. And the difficulty in finding it. Wild boars could smell the root from twenty yards distance, and consumed them as quick as they found them.  So one had to avoid the areas where boars often roamed. 
 
    Shari moved out of the denser area of the forest, heading for an open meadow.  Boars preferred the safety of darker areas with dense undergrowth. Venturing out into the open exposed them to hunters and larger predators.  Once she reached the tree line, she slowed her pace. First she moved along the edge of the meadow, hoping to find an uneaten patch of the root.  Her strategy paid off when she found several of the plants growing beneath a fallen log. She carefully loosened the dirt around each one, exposing the top of the root.  One of the things her herbology skill told her was that gripping the plant by its stems would just break them off, and make the root worthless (except to pigs). Once she had the top of the root exposed, she gripped it tightly with her fingers and worked it back and forth a bit to loosen it in the soil, before gently tugging it free.  
 
    She placed each root in her inventory, where they stacked in a single slot.  Her bag only had 25 spaces, so each was valuable. She couldn’t carry any ‘fluff’ items.  Getting a bigger bag was one of her priorities before leaving the city.  
 
    The patch under the log gave her seven of the ten roots she needed.  So she resumed her search. Gathering quests, were often repeatable. So if she could find twenty of the roots before the sun set and she needed to head back to the city, she could pick up some extra experience points by turning in the ten she needed, completing the quest, then accepting it again. 
 
    About ten minutes later, she spotted another patch of the root a few yards out into the meadow. The red fringes in the light of the lowering sun caught her attention.  It was a significant patch. Looking around the meadow for a moment, she neither saw nor heard any predators. Stepping quickly but quietly through the grass of the meadow, she knelt next to the first of the roots.   As she cleared the dirt around it, she counted the clusters of stems around her. There had to be at least a dozen of them.  
 
    Shari was maybe halfway through collecting all the roots, when she heard a rustling in the tall grass nearby.  She froze with a freshly pulled root in hand, holding her breath as she listened. The rustling grew closer, and she could hear the snuffling sound of a wild boar.   
 
    It must have smelled the roots!  Damn. I don’t want to fight this thing.  
 
    Shari knew it was unwise to run from a boar.  They took it as a challenge, and were faster than she was.  Especially over short distances on open ground. The nearest tree for her to climb was twenty yards away.  So she drew her bow and nocked an arrow. She stuck a second arrow in the ground next to her. She remained on her knees, not wanting to stand and alert the wild pig to her presence any sooner than necessary.  She was hoping to get a clean shot at it before it spotted her and charged. 
 
    Breathing as slowly and lightly as she could, she waited.  Her heart pounded in her chest as she set to her breathing techniques to calm it.  Adrenaline flooded her system. Boars have long sharp tusks. They attack by charging at you, slicing at your legs in an attempt to cripple you and knock you down.  Once they have you on the ground, they could savage you with those tusks. Shari was already down on her knees. If this boar got within striking distance, she was dead.  Her low-level leather armor would provide almost no protection. 
 
    The sounds were nearly on top of her now.  Shari raised the bow and drew it. She took a deep breath and held it, then slowly released it, as she fought with her nerves to keep the bow steady.  A moment later, the boar stepped out of the grass, and froze. It was a piglet! The little thing was barely two feet long, staring at her with wide, surprised eyes.  It’s legs locked tight, its small body shaking, and it looked as if it were about to faint in fear.  
 
    Shari inhaled again, and lowered the bow, easing the tension on the string.  “Well hey there lil one.” She said quietly. “What’re you doing out here all by yourself?” 
 
    She was about to reach for the piglet when a horrible thought occurred to her.  “Where’s your mama n daddy?” she asked the piglet, looking around frantically and trying to listen for any signs of a larger boar.  Elves had excellent hearing. But no other rustling sounds came to her. It was unlikely that the piglet had strayed far from its parents, though.  And one loud squeal from the cute little piggy would bring death charging her way. 
 
    Shari quickly reached into her bag, withdrawing one of the roots.  She held it out toward the piglet, saying “Here you go, little one.  Here’s what you want. A tasty snack from the nice elf lady who wants you to be very, very quiet.” 
 
    The baby boar ceased its shaking, catching the scent of the offered hogroot.  Its little mouth opened, and it leaned forward a bit on its still-frozen legs.  Shari could see a bit of drool begin to run down onto the piglet’s fuzzy chin. She leaned forward herself a bit more, putting the root within the pig’s reach.  
 
    She smiled as it sniffed at the root, then eyed her suspiciously.  “I won’t hurt you, little piggy. It’s okay.” She held the root still.  After a moment more, the piglet’s hunger overcame its fear, and took ahold of the root.  A short game of tug-of-war ensued, as the piglet tried to take the root and leave, and Shari held firmly to it.  The last thing she needed was for this pig to run home with the root and bring back family.  
 
    “This isn’t a drive-thru, little one.  If you want the tasty treat, you’re going to have to sit here with me and eat it.” Shari grinned at the pig, who was looking quite irate now.  It gave one more tug at the root, then let it go. It sat on its haunches, tilting its head to one side as it considered her. It gave a single questioning oink-snorty noise. 
 
    “So.  Stalemate, is it?” Shari spoke to the pig as if it understood her. “I suppose we can compromise.”  She broke a small piece off the tip of the root, and held it in her open palm, which she extended to the piglet, who was still eyeing her with a mixture of confusion and suspicion.   After a momentary stare-down, the piglet leaned forward and took the bit of root from her hand. It sat back again, happily munching on the root. When it was through, the piglet squealed happily and bounded toward Shari.  It leapt into her lap, attention focused on the root in her hand.  
 
    Initially caught off guard, Shari tried to retreat.  But she was on her knees and off balance, so when the pig impacted her body, she just sort of rolled to one side.  The pig walked across her belly, totally focused on the root. She chuckled and lowered her hand, so the hungry little pig could munch on the root.  It didn’t seem to mind this time that she held onto her end. It just crunched away at the bite it had taken, sitting on Shari’s belly. 
 
    Shari hesitantly reached out with her other hand and petted the piglet’s back.  When it didn’t complain, she began to scratch its back, then its ears. This caused it to pause and close its eyes while it enjoyed the attention.   
 
    “You had me pretty scared for a minute there, little fella.” She whispered as her heartbeat returned to normal.  “Here, you eat up. I’ve got work to do.” She set the root down on the ground and left the piglet to crunch away while she resumed harvesting the rest of the roots.   By the time it was finished eating, she had gathered her twenty third root. She pulled one more from the ground as the little pig watched with keen interest. She set it down in front of him, whispering “This is a bribe.  You sit here and eat quietly, while I sneak back into the woods where it’s safe. No loud noises that might call mommy or daddy. Or both.” 
 
    As the piglet munched away, she quietly rose to her feet and began to walk back toward the tree line.  She was nearly there when she heard more rustling approaching her from behind. Fearing the worst, she looked over her shoulder while at the same time picking up the pace.   
 
    Emerging from the grass behind her, the piglet was running with the hogroot in its mouth.  It squeak-snorted at her once. Shari stopped and turned toward the little pig. “No, no. You need to go the other way!” she whispered as loudly as she dared.  When she stopped, the pig had trotted up to her feet and sat down, once again munching on the root. “Come on little piggy. You have to leave. Go ‘wee wee wee’ all the way home to your momma!”  She made shooing motions at the piglet, who ignored her completely.  
 
    Hoping it would stay put now, Shari continued her walk.  She entered the tree line and breathed a sigh of relief. All around her now were trees she could escape into if angry boars charged at her.  She turned toward the city and made directly for it. She was a good hundred yards closer when she heard a familiar snort behind her. Turning back, she found the piglet once again trotting after her, a significantly reduced root held in its mouth.  The little thing looked like a dog returning a fetched stick to its human. 
 
    “Shoo!” she scolded it.  “You keep following me, and some hunter’s gonna turn you into bacon.”  The piglet just tilted its head inquisitively. Shari took a couple sudden steps toward the pig, growling “Raaargh!” to scare it off.   The piglet jumped to one side, then backed up a bit, snorting rapidly around the root in its mouth. Then it squealed and charged toward her, as if playing tag.   Shari sighed. 
 
    “Figures. I get the one wild boar baby in the whole world that likes to play with elves.”  She grumbled at the little thing as its butt wiggled back and forth in the piggy version of tail-wagging.  “Alright, follow me. But if you get shot, it is NOT my fault. Maybe Master Arlon will have a home for you.” 
 
    The sun was beginning to set as Shari walked through the city gate, piglet wobbling along behind her.  The guards had given her quizzical looks as she approached, and she’d just shrugged, saying “It followed me home.  I’m taking it to Master Arlon.” which earned some chuckles from the guards. She also got several curious and amused stares from passersby as she made her way to the druid’s giant tree, the piglet still following with the remains of the hogroot in its mouth, snorting happily.   She knocked on Arlon’s door and waited for him to call down. 
 
    “Is that a baby boar?” Arlon’s voice drifted down to her.   She stepped back from the door and looked up. He was once again leaning out the window of his study.   
 
    “Yes. I made the mistake of giving it some hogroot, as you can see.  Now it seems to have adopted me. I was hoping you might have a home for it here in the garden?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “I’ll be down in a moment.” Arlon’s head disappeared.  Less than a minute later the door opened and he stepped out.   He knelt down and reached out a hand to the piglet, who didn’t hesitate to approach the old druid.  Arlon scratched under its chin. The piglet snorted and rolled its eyes in pleasure. “He’s quite the little ham.”  Arlon grinned at her. Now it was Shari’s turn to roll her eyes at the pun.  
 
    “Master Arlon, I really need to turn in this quest before we go to speak with the council.  Can I leave him here with you?” 
 
    Arlon nodded his head.  “He can stay for now. But I fear he would wreak havoc on my garden if left alone.  Return here once you’ve completed your quest, and we’ll walk to the council meeting together.” 
 
    Thanking the druid, Shari hurried down the lane to the alchemists shop.  She removed ten of the hogroot and handed them over to Lonien, the alchemist.  
 
    Quest Complete:  Don’t Hog the Roots. 
 
    Reward: 200xp, 3 common quality health potions. 
 
    Level Up! You have reached level 18! 
 
    You have earned 1 free attribute point. 
 
    Lonien inspected the roots, saying “Well done, child.  You’ve been most careful not to damage them. This will increase the potency of the potions I can create from them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lonien.  I enjoyed the walk through the forest.  If you have need of more, please let me know.” she hoped the offer would trigger a repeat of the quest.  
 
    “I will be sure to do so.  I’m afraid business has been slow of late.  The usual crowd of outworlders who buy my health potions have disappeared.” Lonien replied.  “So my need for hogroot has lessened.” 
 
    Trying not to show her disappointment, she replied.  “I understand. Have a pleasant evening.” She placed the healing potions in her bag and left the shop.   
 
    Returning to Arlon’s, she found him in the garden, flat on his back and wrestling with the piglet.  The little pig charged toward the druid and, with a gleeful squeal, leapt upon Arlon’s belly in a mock attack.  The druid flipped it over and tickled the piglet’s belly in return, causing all four of its legs to twitch at once.    
 
    Shari cleared her throat, interrupting the old druid’s play time.   “Ah, you’ve returned. I’ve just been talking with our young friend here.  It seems you’ve saved his life.” Arlon said. 
 
    Shari looked confused. “What do you mean?  He wasn’t in any danger when I found him.” 
 
    “Ah, but he was.  His mother was killed by wolves.  He fled, but the wolves would have tracked him by his scent eventually.  If he hadn’t found you, he likely wouldn’t have lasted another day.” 
 
    Shari was surprised at the detailed account. “He told you all of this?” 
 
    “Well, I AM a druid, after all.  I learned to communicate with the animals of the forest many eons ago. I’ve had a little time to practice.” He winked at her. “But no, he didn’t so much tell me as he showed me. Most animals communicate with a combination of images, feelings, and scents.” 
 
    “That’s… wonderful!  Will I be able to to do that?” Shari asked. 
 
    “Of course, young one.  Once you have reached level twenty, you will be able to learn the skill.” Arlon smiled as if he knew something she didn’t.  Which he did. Many, many somethings.  
 
    “Let us make our way to the council hall.  The elders should be gathering now.” Arlon reminded her.  Shari looked up to see the sun dipping below the forest canopy.   Arlon scooped up the piglet and began to walk toward the garden gate.  Shari followed. “You’re going to bring him to the meeting?” 
 
    “It is either that, or leave him to ransack my garden.  I’m quite fond of this garden. It has taken me four thousand years to get it just right.” He grinned.   “Or I supposed we could drop him at the butcher’s shop…” 
 
    “No!” Shari blurted out.  She blushed when she realized he’d been teasing.  
 
    The three of them made their way the short distance to the center of town, and the council hall.  It was a wide circle of inlaid stone surrounded by living columns of trees, whose canopies mingled to provide a roof for the hall. There was a curved table at the back of the hall, and several dozen rows of stone benches.   This evening, the benches were mostly empty, as this was not a planned meeting. Six elders sat at the table, with an empty seat near the center. Arlon handed the pig to Shari and moved to take the empty seat. Shari simply stood where she was, near the center of the floor, facing the elders. 
 
    Arlon began the meeting.  “As you all know, there has been much speculation as to the disappearance of the outworlders who, until recently, populated our city.  Shari here has come to share news of her fellow outworlders.” 
 
    The elders all turned expectant gazes toward her.  Arlon smiled, waving for her to begin. She gave them the same explanation she’d given Arlon earlier.  When she was through, they began to ask questions.  
 
    “What was the cause of this tragedy?  What could have killed so many so quickly?” one of the elders began. 
 
    “In my world, we have scientists.  They are… they are like a combination of alchemists, mages, and tinkers.  They invented machines…” she trailed off. How was she going to explain machines?  “They invented creations that could perform the work of a crafter, only much faster and on a larger scale.  These creations are called machines. One of these machines, one that was designed to help them determine the origins of our universe, created a particle.”  She paused again to explain the term. “Particles are very tiny pieces of the stuff that makes up you, me, everything in the world. This machine created a particle that contaminated every living thing.  It spread like wildfire to everything it came in contact with. You have all, at some point, come into contact with poison oak?”  
 
    She waited as they all nodded their heads.  “And if you scratched at it, the affected area spread.”  Again, they nodded. “Well, these particles, once a living thing came into contact with them, spread through the body in a matter of hours.  Consuming and converting everything into undead monsters. The contamination spread through our world in a matter of days. People, animals, plants, bugs, even the fish in the sea.  Every living thing that was exposed. Very few of us remain. Scattered in remote places around the world. I’m afraid, none of us will live long. Food will become scarce. We will have to venture further and further to find more.  And every scavenging trip means risking one’s life.” 
 
    “But you and this friend of yours, this drow, you are safe?” another elder asked. 
 
    “We are for now.  And we have access to food nearby that might last us a year.  But even with luck, the best we can hope for is five or ten more years of life.  A life of hiding in fear. So Mace is attempting to find a way for us to live in your world permanently.” 
 
    “Permanently?” Arlon asked. 
 
    “In essence, he will transfer our souls to this world.  We will leave our bodies in our world to die.”  
 
    There was silence for a while, as the elders considered her words.   Finally, one of them asked “And this will happen for just the two of you?” 
 
    Shari looked at her feet.  She unconsciously scratched the piglet’s ears as she answered. “We know of no other survivors at the moment.  Mace heard from two others a few days ago, but they were killed by one of the undead. If we find other survivors who still have the ability to reach Elysia, we could share with them the knowledge of how to transfer their souls here.  That is why I’m going to meet with Mace. So that we can begin our search for other outworlders.” 
 
    The elders took a few moments to speak quietly among themselves.  Shari continued to scratch the pig’s ears. Looking down, she smiled as she realized it was asleep and snoring softly.  
 
    Arlon spoke for the elders.  “A few of us here remember the time before outworlders came.  You were, to be frank, quite a nuisance when you first arrived.  Tearing around everywhere, killing everything in sight. Demanding attention and forcing your ways upon us.   But over time, our world grew accustomed to outworlders. Even came to depend upon you. You take on dangerous tasks that our people fear to attempt.  You spend gold and boost our economy. And some of you even become friends.” He smiled at Shari before continuing. “We have felt the loss of your fellow outworlders keenly over the last months.  If you can help to bring even a few of them back to us, we would be grateful.” 
 
    Quest Received: Return of the Rambunctious 
 
    Difficulty Level: Epic 
 
    Seek out surviving outworlders and help them to return to Elysia.   
 
    Reward:  Variable. 
 
    Shari bowed her head.  “I will do all I can.” Was all she could say. 
 
    Arlon spoke again.  “As will we. We will send messages to the leaders of every kingdom of the surface world.  Asking them to contact us if there are any surviving outworlders in their lands. And we will let it be known that your friend Mace is not to be killed on sight if our people encounter him in the forest.  I’m afraid we cannot allow him entry to the city.” 
 
    “That is very kind of you.  Thank you.” Shari replied. “Our quest will be much less difficult if we’re not dodging arrows constantly!” she smiled at the elders. 
 
    The council members all rose and began to file out of the hall.  Arlon motioned for Shari to join him, and they walked back to his tree.  The pig slept the entire way.  
 
    “You should consider making him a companion.” Arlon mentioned as they took seats in his sitting room.  “He’s very young, like you. But he’ll grow quickly. And you might find many advantages to having a companion such as him.” 
 
    “You mean… like a pet?” Shari asked, unconsciously using the game term.   
 
    “No, more than a pet.  More like a partner. You bond with each other.  Take care of each other. A full-grown boar would make an impressive battle companion.  He could distract your enemies while you kill them from a distance. He may even grow large enough for you to ride him.  He can feed himself by foraging for roots and nuts, or feed off the corpses of your enemies. Hogs are omnivores, after all.  And if you can stand the smell, he can help keep you warm on cold nights when you can’t light a fire.” 
 
    He’s saying that piglet here can be a tank, a mount, and… what?  A snuggie? Not a bad idea. 
 
    “And how do I go about bonding with him?  What about the times when I return to my world?” 
 
    “To bond him with him, you need only feed him, which you have done, look him in the eye, and think about what he’s thinking.  When you feel a connection, you’ve bonded. As for the times you return to your world, companions can be dismissed. That is especially useful when they’ve been wounded.  You can dismiss them, and as long as they’re gone for at least an hour, they will return to you fully healed.” 
 
    Looking down at the piglet, which was currently lying on its back in her lap, much like a human child would, she tickled its tummy a bit.  The little boar squirmed and snorted, opening one eye to see who was bothering his rest. She tickled him some more, waking him fully. Then she lifted him so that he stood on his hind legs.  Holding him upright, she stared into his eyes. 
 
    Hey there little fella.  I don’t know if you can hear me, but how’d you like to be my companion?  We’ll have some adventures, see the world. That is, if I can keep Mace and other folks from turning you into breakfast! 
 
    The piglet was returning her stare now, gazing deep into her eyes.  It made a few inquisitive snorting sounds but continued to stare. Shari began to feel a sensation that was one part sleepy, one part hungry.  With some curiosity mixed in.  
 
    Just then the piglet belched, interrupting the connection.  Looking quite pleased with himself, he closed his eyes. “My god.” Shari said, catching a whiff of the piglet’s breath. “I’m never feeding you hogroot again.  It smells like something died in there.” 
 
    She gently set the pig on the floor.  Looking at Arlon, she said “I felt… I think I felt what he was feeling.  Hungry, sleepy.” 
 
    “That is a good beginning.  As your bond grows stronger, you will begin to be able to see what he sees.  Either in memories, or as he sees it.” Arlon instructed.  
 
    “This is amazing.  Thank you, Arlon. What animal did you bond with?”  
 
    “Oh, I am bonded with several.  And have been bonded with many more over the years.  Some have been destroyed. A few, I released to go and raise families of their own.” Arlon’s voice became quiet.  Shari sat in silence with him. 
 
    After a moment he said.  “Now! You must give him a name.  And train him! Take him with you tomorrow as you search for your quest items.  His hearing is nearly as sharp as yours. And while his eyesight is limited, his sense of smell is many times better.  He will be able to warn of dangers well before you sense them. But keep him safe. He cannot grow if you get him killed.”  
 
    Gathering the piglet back in her arms, she walked back to the inn.  Setting the snoring hunk of bacon on her bed, she dismissed him into whatever nether realm pets went to.  Then she sat on the bed herself, and logged out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Ho-Ho’s Twinkies n Pies, Oh My. 
 
      
 
    Mace exited his pod and took his usual shower.  Dressing in sweats and a “Big Johnson” T-shirt, he unlocked his door and headed for the kitchen.  He noticed Shari’s door was open as he passed. He found her in the kitchen, pulling a box of pasta down from a shelf.  He found himself admiring the view as she stood on her toes and stretched to reach the box. Sensing him in the room, she turned and caught him looking.  She just smiled. “Good evening.” 
 
    “Hi.  Good session in the game?” he asked.   
 
    “I leveled up!  And learned a new skill.  Bonded with a pet. He’s a piglet, and he’s adorable!” her smile was contagious.  Mace returned one of his own. 
 
    “I picked up a pet, too.  Sort of bonded with her accidentally.  She’s a… sort of monkey-squirrel-raccoon thingy.  And yeah, cute.” 
 
    The two of them worked to cook dinner together, exchanging notes on their time in-game.  Mace was glad to hear that the elven council was going to help them find players. And not try to kill him the moment he entered the forest.  
 
    They sat down to eat, each of them with a plate of spaghetti and meat sauce, and a barely still edible apple.  Shari twirled a large blob of pasta onto her fork, then stuffed it into her mouth. Her cheeks puffed out like a squirrel’s, she rolled her eyes.  “Mmmmmmgoood!” she mumbled around the mouthful. When she’d chewed and swallowed, she added “Been forever since I’ve been able to cook food. Always had to worry the smell would draw zombies.” 
 
    Mace nodded in understanding.  He was reminded again how easy he’d had it compared to her experiences.  “There’s a cookbook in a drawer over there. Lots of good recipes. I like to just invent stuff, myself.  We’re kind of limited now, without fresh meat or vegetables.” 
 
    “I was thinking about that.  Is there one of those big home-stores around here?” Shari asked. 
 
    “Sure.  A couple of them.  Closest is… maybe three miles?  What do you have in mind?”  
 
    “Well, this is a glass building.  And you’ve got four floors above ground.  What if we got a bunch of bags of potting soil, and some seeds, from one of those stores.  We could cover the floors by the windows upstairs in dirt, and grow some vegetables. We’d have to water them by hand.  Maybe the sun coming through the windows would be enough. And they’d be protected from birds and bugs.” 
 
    Mace’s jaw dropped.  More than two months down here and he’d never thought of that.  Maybe because he had no transportation. He was used to thinking in terms of small areas.  
 
    “You’re a genius!” he shouted. “That might work!  And if it doesn’t, we can find some UV lights and use one of the empty levels to farm.  That could be…” his voice trailed off. Shari’s idea could extend the viability of living down here by years.  Decades.  
 
    They spent the rest of dinner talking about what they’d like to grow.  They were unanimous about tomatoes, carrots, and potatoes. Shari wanted to try corn, but Mace argued that it was a low yield per square foot.  They compromised and agreed to try corn under lights underground if they could find the lights. Each of the unused levels was roughly an acre. That was enough space for corn.  They discussed using the planter boxes with fake trees in the lobby to grow herbs for seasoning the food. Mace was initially against it, saying they could get dried herbs by the pound at the grocery store.  But Shari was adamant that fresh herbs made all the difference, and Mace decided it was smarter just to agree. Especially when she hugged him after he acquiesced. She hugged him again when he suggested they pull out the fake trees and attempt to grow a small fruit tree or two, holding up an apple core with seeds. 
 
    As they cleaned up and did the dishes, they talked briefly about farming on the roof of the building, or of the parking garage.  The conversation ended quickly when Shari mentioned contaminated birds getting into the crops. 
 
    After dinner they separated.  Shari wanted to use one of the computers to see if she could research growing things indoors.   Mace went to work on Peabody’s program. He wanted to get the AI online. Mainly because it could monitor all the outdoor cameras and notify them if there was any movement nearby.   If they were going to be moving about openly in the lobby and near the upper windows, he wanted to be sure nothing outside was watching.  
 
    They’d agreed to have breakfast together at 7am, then head out to the store for soil, seeds, and tools.  After working for a few hours in the security room, Mace decided to turn in. He wanted to get up early and be ready for their outing.  On his way back to his room, he met up with Shari just exiting hers.  
 
    “Mace. I was just thinking about you.” She said when she spotted him. 
 
    Adopting his coolest double-0 secret agent suave voice, he replied “Oh, really?” 
 
    She stared at him for a second, then burst out laughing.  “Dork. I was going to ask if you knew anyplace around that might have grow lights.  I really think we need the corn.” 
 
    Mace made his most obvious disappointed face.  With a sigh, he answered “They might have some at the home store we’re going to.  Though, to cover the kind of area you’re talking about, we probably need industrial ones.   Or maybe we can figure out a way to replace the existing bulbs with UV bulbs? We could try a light store…” he trailed off, lost in the thought. 
 
    When he realized that nobody had said anything in a while, he looked up to find Shari grinning at him.  “Lost ya there for a minute. I could practically see your brain smoking.” 
 
    Mace could feel his face reddening.  “I’m sorry. I got used to being alone.  My social graces aren’t what they once were, m’lady.” He made a small bow, sweeping one arm to the side as he did so. 
 
    “I understand.” Shari replied.  “I’m not used to company either. Had to remind myself to put on clothes before leaving my room earlier.” 
 
    Mace pressed his lips together and locked his jaw shut to avoid the comments that fought to escape his mouth.  Shari, realizing the opening she’d left him, watched warily as he struggled to behave. After a moment, he took a deep breath, saying “Yeah. Uhm, me too.” he left it at that, which earned him an odd look from her. 
 
    Letting him off the hook, she continued.  “I don’t think we can do any kind of fruit tree in the lobby.  They need deeper soil than we can provide. We can’t even knock a hole in the floor, cuz there are just more levels below.” 
 
    Mace nodded. “Even if there weren’t, if there was soil below the slab, it might be contaminated.  But I was thinking we might be able to do other fruit. Like grapes.” He hadn’t been thinking that at all.  He’d just pulled that out of his ass in hopes of regaining some credibility. 
 
    Shari just nodded her head.  “Okay well, good night. I’ll see you at breakfast.” She made an awkward little waving motion before turning and retreating to her room.  
 
    Mace shook his head, mumbling “Smooth move, dipshit” as he walked into his own room and shut the door.  After a moment’s hesitation, he locked it. 
 
    Not even looking at his pod, he crawled into bed.  He set the alarm clock next to his bed and closed his eyes. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari sat on the bed in her room.  Next to her on a towel sat her favorite Glock 19.  The lightweight gun was disassembled for cleaning, but her mind was on other things.   
 
    What’s with him?  He flirted with me just a little with that corny bow, but when I left him a train-sized opening to do it again, he backed off.  I know he’s not gay. He was checking out my assets in the kitchen. Maybe he’s just a shy nerd? He did say he was here to be some kind of programmer.  But a girl has needs. Plus he’s decent looking, and funny, and might very well be the last man on earth. 
 
    Shaking her head, she quickly reassembled the gun, loaded it, and set it on the nightstand next to her bed.  
 
    As she lay down and closed her eyes, she considered showing up at breakfast in just a t-shirt.  She had a wicked grin on her face as she drifted off to sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Mace awoke before the alarm went off.  Just a few minutes before, so it wasn’t worth trying to go back to sleep.  He got up and hit the shower, then dressed in his ‘going out’ clothes. Which meant thick combat pants, shirt, tactical armor, and heavy boots.   He set his gloves, helmet, and weapons on the desk near the door, and headed for the kitchen.  
 
    When he arrived, he found Shari dressed similarly in jeans tucked into boots, a thick long-sleeved sweatshirt with a turtleneck, and a pair of goggle sunglasses around her neck. 
 
    “Good morning.” He called out as he entered.  Shari turned to smile at him. She was holding several packets of instant oatmeal.  Maple and Brown sugar flavored. Mace’s favorite. She had a tea kettle on one of the burners.   He pointed at the oatmeal “My favorite. How’d you know?” 
 
    Shari put one finger to her chin and looked toward the ceiling like she was thinking.  “Well, it might be because I’m psychic. Or maybe because there are like twelve boxes of this flavor, and one box of the apple & cinnamon?” 
 
    Mace took a seat at the counter.  “You’ve discovered my secret! But, for all you know, there COULD have been twelve boxes of the apple flavor, and I ate them, leaving the maple behind.” He tried to sound mysterious.  
 
    “You know, that never occurred to me.” Shari pretended to be thoughtful. “I just assumed you were like all other guys, simple-minded and usually only focused on one thing.  Your minds aren’t usually hard to read.” 
 
    “Well, if your mind reading tells you I’m focused on some honey for my oatmeal, you are absolutely right!” he grinned at her as he got up and headed to the pantry for the bottle of honey.  She just snorted in reply. 
 
    They ate breakfast, then cleaned up, all the while continuing their casual banter.  Mace was much more comfortable than he’d been the night before, and actually held up his end. 
 
    They both stopped in their rooms to pick up weapons and gear, before getting on the elevator and ascending to the ground floor.  Per his habit, Mace spent some time studying the security mirror before moving into the corridor where they could be seen from outside the lobby.  Seeing no movement, they quickly made their way to the parking garage door. Again, they paused. This time to listen. Hearing nothing, Mace slowly opened the door and looked around.  The area seemed clear, so they exited the door and loaded themselves into Bertha. Shari started the engine, and pointed Bertha out of the garage.  
 
    Mace gave directions as they moved further out into the suburbs.  Here the roads were mostly undamaged, and there were fewer burned out cars, though the roads were often still blocked by abandoned vehicles. Shari pointed out a police cruiser parked up on a sidewalk, one door open.  “We should check that on the way back. Might be another radio. Or a shotgun.” 
 
    Mace’s attention was focused in the other direction.  “There’s a Hostess truck over there.” He pointed to a parking lot in front of a convenience store.  “My inner fat kid just got all kinds of excited.” 
 
    “We’ll hit it on the way back.  Don’t want to squish all your ho-ho’s and Twinkies under bags of dirt, right?” Shari teased. 
 
    Mace watched with his face pressed against the window as they left the truck behind.  “I guess you’re right. But we are definitely stopping back here. Shit, if we can, I’m driving that bad boy back to the garage!” 
 
    Shari shook her head.  “Too risky. You don’t know what kind of bugs might be in there.  Better to grab a few boxes worth of clean packages. We can always come back.” 
 
    Mace sighed heavily.  He knew she was right.  What was worse, he’d been ready to do just what he said, even knowing it was stupid.  Still, he wasn’t ready to give up. “But… Twinkies.” He moped.  
 
    Shari reached over and patted him on the head like a sad puppy.  Then she ruffled his hair. “We’ll get you some treats, boy. Don’t worry.”   
 
    A few turns and about a mile further on, they reached the megastore.   There was a considerable crowd of vehicles in the parking lot. Shari began a circuit around the building, much as she’d done at the truck stop, explaining her process to Mace as she went.  They both carefully checked the cars they passed. Once the circuit was complete, Shari repeated it in the other direction, giving them a different angle of view on the cars and the building.   Satisfied, she pulled up to the loading dock in the back. Finding the roll-up door open, she drove Bertha right up the ramp and into the warehouse.  
 
    They sat there for a minute or so, engine running and lights on.  If anything were waiting inside, Shari wanted to be inside the protection of Bertha’s barred windows when it attacked.   When nothing moved, she turned off the engine and they listened.  
 
    Another minute and they exited the truck.  Shari shone her flashlight around, checking in corners for any threats.  She turned to find Mace looking outside. “What’s up?” she asked, thinking he’d spotted a threat. 
 
    Mace pointed.  “There’s a trailer out there.  Does Bertha have a hitch on the back?” he asked. 
 
    “Yup.  I was told she can pull quite a bit of weight, too.” Shari nodded.   
 
    “Then we can fill the trailer with the bags of soil.  That way we won’t get Bertha all dirty. Less risk of bugs, too.” Mace offered. 
 
    “Not so simple-minded after all!” Shari congratulated him. “Great idea.  And we can use it again later. Which means, we can fill Bertha with tools and maybe grow lights, and ho-ho’s!” she smiled.  
 
    “Yessss!” Mace pumped a fist in the air.   “Let’s do this.”  
 
    The two of them moved into the store.  They worked as a team, keeping their eyes moving and scanning every corner as they went.  Mace and Shari each grabbed an oversized shopping cart. They gathered some power tools, an assortment of nuts, bolts, and screws, string, several types of glue, some spackle, and small bucket of cement mix.   Mace went to the aisle that held lights, and found several dozen UV LED bulbs. Then he located half a dozen light fixtures that would fit the bulbs. It wasn’t nearly enough to cover an acre of corn, but it was a start.  
 
    Shari found an electric nail gun and several cases of “ammo”.  She couldn’t think of any current need for them, but she couldn’t resist bringing them home anyway.  As an afterthought, she grabbed a second nail gun for Mace. After all, everything was on sale. At deep, deep discounts. Discounts to die for! 
 
    They also loaded up a couple of the small portable work benches.  The kind with adjustable clamps at the top. Shari grabbed several box cutters and other thin bladed instruments.  “In case I have to do an emergency appendectomy on you.” She winked at Mace, who looked a little green. 
 
    “How bout we just hit a medical supply place so you can get real tools?” he offered.  “That’ll work” she replied. 
 
    With all of their toys loaded into Bertha, they moved her out to where the trailer was, and hooked her up.  Then they pulled around to the lawn and garden area at the side of the store. Shari backed the trailer in through the gate and all the way back to where the bags of soil lay on pallets.   
 
    The two of them found aprons that the employees used, and put them on over their clothes.  Then they set about loading the twenty-pound bags of soil onto the trailer. They carefully inspected each one, setting aside any that had holes in them.  Likely they were fine, and the holes just happened during transport. But the two weren’t taking any chances. A single contaminated bug inside the facility could end them. 
 
    It took nearly an hour, but between them they’d loaded a hundred puncture-free bags into the trailer.  Then they moved over to the wall of seed packs. They grabbed a little of everything, except flowers. As Mace was reaching for cucumber seeds, Shari gasped and drew her hand back.   Fearing the worst, Mace searched frantically for a bug, or bird, or something. 
 
    “What?  What is it? I don’t see anything!” he whispered-shouted. 
 
    “What? No.  There’s no problem.” Shari told him in her normal voice.  She reached for a packet. Turning it so he could see the front, she said “Look.  This shows a mandarin orange tree growing in a pot. It’s only like three feet tall, and it has fruit!  And this one, a lime tree. And here… something called a dwarf banana tree. Oh! And avocados!” She was getting more and more excited.  Mace just let out a deep breath and tried not to think about strangling her for scaring him.  
 
    Shari looked at him, and said. “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to scare you. And I know I’m geeking out a little.  But these mean a renewable source of citrus, and a lot of essential vitamins.  They mean we won’t be getting scurvy.” 
 
    Mace, now sufficiently calmed, put his hands on her shoulders and turned her toward him.  “Listen, Shari. The odds of us surviving long term in this world are just above zero. My plan to transfer our consciousnesses into the server is our best way to survive long term.  I’m not ready to do that yet, but I don’t think we’re going to have the years it’ll take for these trees to grow.” 
 
    Seeing the look on her face, he added.  “But I suppose it doesn’t hurt to have a backup plan, in case I can’t get the transfer to work.” 
 
    She smiled and hugged him.  “Thank you, Mace.” 
 
    Though her hug was a little distracting, Mace had just had an idea.  He’d walked right past several small trees in the garden section, instinctively avoiding them.  But what if they weren’t contaminated? He shared his thought with Shari.  
 
    “Mace!  Let’s go look.” Her enthusiasm level actually increased.   
 
    “Okay, but touch nothing, and keep a close eye out for contamination.  Withered leaves, dead fruit, greyish bark, any of it.” 
 
    They split up and moved through the aisles of small trees in large pots placed on pallets. The garden section was open to the sky, with just a chain link roof, so that the plants had received enough rain to keep them alive.  But that also left them open to birds, bugs, and whatever was blowing in the wind. Mace kept his gloves on, and his helmet visor down. He couldn’t tell from looking at them what kind of tree they were. Luckily each had a tag with a label on it.  He spotted maple trees, and a birch, and ficus trees galore. Shari called out after a couple of minutes. “I’ve got a mandarin here! And an avocado!” 
 
    Mace abandoned his area and moved to where Shari stood.  The first tree he checked was a dwarf banana. “Got banana here.  And some kind of cherry. I don’t really like cherries. Do you?” 
 
    Shari laughed.  “Only in my cocktails.  Leave that one. But grab the banana!? 
 
    “Hold on.” Mace warned.  “Check them first. REALLY carefully.” As he said it, he examined the banana tree.  The trunk was a warm brown, and the small leaves seemed a healthy green. He inspected every twig for bugs of any kind, but found none.  “I think this one is good.” 
 
    “Same for the orange tree.” Shari confirmed.  “I’m checking the avocado.” Mace grimaced. He wasn’t a big fan of avocado either.  He could tolerate guacamole dip, sometimes. But he knew avocado was one of those ‘superfoods’ packed with good stuff that was probably good for him. 
 
    While Shari inspected the last tree, he went in search of a pallet dolly.  He found one in a back corner, along with a stack of wooden pallets. He set one of them flat on the floor, slid the dolly into it, and raised it enough to clear the floor.  Then he pushed the dolly over to where the trees were. He and Shari worked together to lift the pots that held the small trees and transfer them onto the pallet. Then he pulled it all over to the trailer.  They transferred the trees to the back of the trailer, adjusting the bags so that each pot sat in a little well. They wouldn’t be driving fast, but Mace didn’t want the trees tipping over.  
 
    Before they left, they grabbed a couple large watering cans, and four garden hoses.  Shari said she knew how to poke holes in them and turn them into sprinklers, so that they wouldn’t have to manually water each plant.   As they got talking about water, Mace looked around again. Spotting what he wanted, he grabbed a case of plastic rolls. They’d put the sheeting down underneath the soil to help it retain the water.  On their way out, Shari grabbed a few frames for the tomatoes and other vine plants to grow onto. Mace, at the last minute, tipped two of the big shopping carts up onto the trailer as well. For moving stuff around inside the building.  
 
    They left the home store and headed back the way they came.  As promised, Shari stopped at the Hostess truck and helped Mace load about fifty pounds of snack cakes into Bertha’s back seat.  She also raided the police cruiser, finding the expected shotgun and twenty-four rounds. She found a radio, two vests, and some flares.  All of it went in with the other supplies. Then she grabbed her siphon pump and topped off Bertha’s tank with gas from the cruiser.  
 
    Back on the move, they’d only gone about a quarter mile, when Mace pointed to a strip center.  “There’s a clinic. They might have the med stuff you want. And some drugs.”  
 
    Shari pulled the truck in front of the store.  The door was unlocked. Not so surprising, as few people took the time to lock doors when zombies were roaming the parking lot.  
 
    They took some time peering through the storefront, looking for anything dangerous.  Then Mace led the way through the door, as he was the one with full body armor. When they’d cleared all the little rooms in the clinic, Shari went to work.  She grabbed a large bagful of drugs, as well as bandages, alcohol bottles, three sets of surgical tools, a stethoscope, a defibrillator, three boxes of gloves, a couple of the tiny flashlights that doctors use to look down your throat, some scrubs with little fluffy bunnies and teddy bears on them.  When Mace looked at her as she picked those up, she said “Pajamas.”  
 
    Before they left, she raided a doctor’s office, getting Mace to help her carry a large stack of medical reference books.   “If you’re going to figure out how to MacGyver our brains into the system, I might as well try to help.” she told him as he eyed the hundred pounds of books.  
 
    With Bertha all loaded once again, they continued on their path back to the facility.  Mace had Shari make a few small detours, just in case anything or anyone was following them.  Then they pulled into the parking garage, once again watching to make sure nothing followed them through before the door closed.  
 
    As soon as they were parked near the building entrance door, Mace headed in to find the pallet dolly.  As he opened the door, he said “Start checking the trees and stuff again. We were outside for a while.  Need to make sure we didn’t pick up any bugs.” 
 
    Shari answered.  “Yeah, might be a good idea to leave the trees out here for a day or two.  Just to be sure. If they’ve been contaminated, they’ll turn by then.” 
 
    Mace retrieved the dolly and returned.  Shari reported the trees still looked good, but they set them off to the side a ways anyway.  They unloaded the shopping carts and filled them with the items from the store, Mace snuck on some ho-ho’s while grabbing Shari’s medical supplies.  They set the carts by the elevator, then went back to retrieve the bags of soil. They stacked about half of them on the dolly and pulled it into the lobby.  Mace took some time to look around outside, and to check the security monitor at the reception desk. When he was satisfied that it was clear, they wheeled the soil through the lobby and around the corner to the elevators that led upstairs.  They decided on the third floor, because Mace remembered a big conference room there.  
 
    Sure enough, as they exited the elevator, they found a corner conference room with a fifteen-foot long table and floor to ceiling windows. The windows faced east and south, so there should be no shortage of sunlight.   
 
    Mace unrolled some of the plastic sheathing across the table, then unfolded it so that it hung over the sides.  He asked Shari to go back down and get the nail guns, while he began pulling out cabinet shelves and doors in the break room and the copy room.  When he had enough to cover about forty feet, he brought it back to the conference room. They nailed the shelves to the edges of the table, creating a sort of cradle for the soil.  Then they draped the plastic over top to hold any excess water in. Then they simply cut open the bags and poured soil onto the table. They made quite the mess.  
 
    When they were done, they had the entire table covered in about twelve inches of soil.  Shari started planting seeds, while Mace went and filled a couple coffee pots with water from the kitchen.  He followed behind her, pouring a little water around each planting. Shari stuck little markers in the dirt to keep track of what was planted where.  She kept the seed packets so she could make notes on how often something needed watering.  
 
    And just like that, they were done.  They’d only used about fifteen of the bags to cover the table.  But they decided this was enough to experiment. If something grew here, they’d use the rest to cover a whole corner office floor somewhere.  They left the remaining 35 bags stacked on the conference room floor. 
 
    Back downstairs, they put the rest of the bags on the dolly and took them down to the 15th level.  This was one of the expansion levels.  It was basically two great big open rooms with a set of restrooms in between.  They chose the room farthest from the elevator, and wheeled the soil into it. Mace unrolled more plastic, making a pad roughly thirty feet by thirty feet.  Then they began to dump soil on it. They started in the center, and piled it up until it was about a foot deep. Then they spread out in a spiral around it, dumping bag after bag.  
 
    When they’d emptied all fifty bags, Mace found they’d covered a surprisingly small area.  Their circle was maybe seven feet wide. Undaunted, Shari said “Let’s just plant what we have room for, and see if the corn will grow.” 
 
    So while Shari planted, Mace went and fetched one of the UV lights and an extension cord.  He plugged the cord into the wall near their new field, then tossed it up over a ceiling grid so that it hung down above the soil.  Then he hung one of the grow lights from the grid as well, and plugged it into the cord. A question occurred to him. 
 
    “We can’t have this on all the time, right? I mean, 24-hour sunlight would kill the plants, wouldn’t it.” He asked Shari. 
 
    “Yeah.  We’ll need the lights on about eight to ten hours a day.  Any chance that outlet works on a switch?” 
 
    So they went looking for the light switches.  They found them back near the elevator. As it turned out, the switches did not work on the outlets.  “We’ll just have to unplug it every day.” Mace said. “Unless Peabody can somehow control the power when he’s active.  I’ll work on that some more tomorrow.” 
 
    Leaving the light off, they got back on the elevator and descended to the 30th floor for hot showers and a meal. Showers were first priority, food could wait until they smelled better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Don’t Stop Believin’ 
 
      
 
    Mace and Shari met up in the kitchen for a late lunch.  As neither of them felt like cooking, or cleaning up, lunch consisted of beef jerky, chips, and some newly obtained ho-ho’s.  Washed down with cold iced tea. As they ate, they chatted about where they were in the game, and what their plans were for the evening.  
 
    They walked together back to their quarters.  As they approached hers, Shari stopped and gave Mace a brief hug.  “Thanks for today. A good breakfast, a little shopping, some light gardening… it was almost like a normal day.” she smiled at him. 
 
    “Ha! Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it.  And to be honest, I really did too. I’m… very glad you’re here.” he said earnestly.   That earned him a kiss on the cheek before she turned and stepped into her quarters. Mace entered his own, closing the door behind him.  This time though, he didn’t lock it.  
 
    Back in the game world, he summoned Minx.  It was time to leave Svarthold and make their way to the surface.  Once Minx was comfortably set on his shoulders, she faded from sight.  He took her cage and stowed it in his bag. He equipped his new dagger in its wrist sheath, then his sword and staff across his back.  Stopping in the hallway, he knocked on Krieger’s door. The old drow didn’t answer, so Mace proceeded downstairs. He stopped at the bar to order some traveling rations, and while he was waiting he spotted Krieger at a table.  He was speaking to a couple of scruffy looking kobolds.  
 
    Mace approached the table, clearing his throat politely.   
 
    “Mace!  Getting ready for your trip?” Krieger asked. 
 
    “About to leave.  As soon as my travel rations are ready. I just wanted to thank you again for the gift.  Also, to wish you good luck.” Mace replied. 
 
    Krieger shook his head.  “We’re not even yet, lad.  As for luck, you may have just had some.” He gestured to the two kobolds in front of him.  “Meet Truffle, and Shook. They are hunters who were captured last year in a raid, and sold to a drow merchant who made regular runs from here to the surface.  That merchant died suddenly this afternoon.” He winked at Mace. “These two wish to return to the surface and rejoin their tribe. They know the quickest path. And the safest.  Which are two different paths.” He chuckled. “I thought you might want to escort them to the surface.” 
 
    Mace bowed his head to Krieger.  “Thank you. This is quite a coincidence!” He grinned.  Turning to the two kobolds, he said “My name is Mace. I’ll go to the surface with you.” 
 
    Quest Received: Keep the Kobolds from Kicking the Bucket 
 
    Difficulty: Hard 
 
    Escort the kobolds to the surface using either the safe route, or the fast route. Keep them alive until they see the sun again.  
 
    Reward:  1,000xp; Increased reputation with the Blackclaw tribe. 
 
    Truffle nodded at him, saying in roughly accented common “Fast path better.  Get home sooner. Big bad beasties are slow. We outrun them.” 
 
    Shook shook his head “Safe path better.  Only half day longer. Big bad beasties don’t fit in tunnels.  Everybody get home in one piece.” 
 
    Krieger laughed as Mace looked back and forth between the two.  Who both looked quite pleased with themselves and confident that Mace would choose the path they recommended.  
 
    Mace just rolled his eyes.  Kobolds were known to be clever and crafty. But not great strategists.  They depended more on numbers, speed, and strength.  
 
    Mace said “Let’s get going.  We can decide on a path once we’ve left the city.”  He bowed slightly to Krieger, then walked back to the bar, where his rations were waiting.  He’d ordered enough for himself for a week, though the trip should only take, at most, two days.  He was hoping to push through in one. Looking at the two scrawny Kobolds, he asked for another week’s rations.  The bartender brought them from the kitchen, and Mace paid him. He handed the second stack to Shook, who seemed the more conservative of the two.  “These have to last you both all the way to the surface. Do not eat them all today.” He warned. 
 
    Shook stowed the rations in his bag, as Truffle eyed Mace’s rations hungrily.   
 
    Mace headed for the door, the two kobolds trailing behind.  They were each about four feet tall, with scaled skin covering them from head to toe.  They had elongated feet, with corded legs and arms that allowed them to lift three times their body weight, or run faster than a petramander over long distances.  Their heads were lizardlike, long and narrow with eyes on either side of their long skulls. Their mouths were filled with sharp teeth that could penetrate Mace’s armor with relative ease.  Every digit on hands and feet ended in ebony claws that could hook into and shred an enemy’s hide.  
 
    The trio made their way down the elevators and out into the city.  Mace wasted no time, heading straight for the gate at a pace that forced the short-legged kobolds to jog a bit to keep up.  
 
    When they’d passed through the gate and were about halfway across the kill zone, Mace stopped.  He said said “Okay. You both mentioned big bad beasties on the quick path. What kind of beasties?” 
 
    “Dragon!” Shook exclaimed.  “Big, mean, hungry dragon.” 
 
    “Not dragon!” Truffle argued.  “Grandpa petramander. Much old.  Big. Too big for tunnels. We sneak past, then run quick to get away.  He not follow into tunnels.” 
 
    Mace considered for a moment.  Then he asked. “You said more than one. What else?” 
 
    Truffe looked at his feet.  “Big lake in cave. Same cave as Grandpa.  Get too close to water, slimy arms grab you.  Monster with many arms. Big eyes.” 
 
    Shook added helpfully.  “Must walk narrow path. Not too close to water, not close enough for dragon to smell.” 
 
    “Not dragon!” Trufle yelled.   Shook mumbled “Big damn lizard.  Could be dragon.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Mace was already dreading the rest of this trip.  
 
    “Big spiders.  Like in tunnels.  Also bats. Big ones that make ears bleed.” Shook supplied. 
 
    “And the safe path?” Mace asked. 
 
    “Also spiders and bats.  Sometimes goblins.” Truffle said quickly.  Shook added “Dwarves clear safe path. Every month.  Last clear was one week past.” 
 
    Mace thought it over.  Clearly, the safe path was the smarter choice.  But he wanted to meet up with Shari as quickly as possible.   
 
    “We’ll take the quick path.  Do you two have any weapons?”  
 
    Both kobolds nodded.  Shook took out a small bow and a handful of arrows. Their tips glistened with poison.  Truffle took out a pike with a wicked hook at the end. Both looked like they knew how to handle their weapons. 
 
    “Good.  Truffle, this was your idea.  You lead the way.” 
 
    The kobold took off at a jog, chittering to Shook in the kobold tongue.  Mace didn’t understand the words, but he guessed it was something like “Ha! He chose my path. Neener neener!” 
 
    The three of them jogged for the better part of an hour before Truffle slid to a halt.  He held a finger up to his mouth in the universal sign for “shut the hell up there’s a monster close by”.   Kobolds could see in the dark reasonably well, but their hearing was superb, and they had a superior sense of smell.   Truffle looked to Shook, who nodded. Shook turned to Mace, hooked his thumbs together and wiggled his three-fingered hands to resemble a spider.  Mace nodded. 
 
    Truffle resumed the trek, at a much slower pace.  Even with his dark elven hearing, Mace didn’t detect the footsteps of either kobold.   
 
    Huh.  Maybe they really are hunters.  Could be handy little guys to have around.  
 
    Moving as silently as his companions, Mace followed behind.  His was the most dangerous position, as the spiders attacked from behind.  He stopped cold when he felt a tickle of Minx’s tail on his face, and a thought came through clearly.   
 
    Danger above! 
 
    Mace dove forward and rolled onto his back even as he held up a hand and shouted “Infier!”  A blast of fire shot upward, illuminating a large rock spider emerging from a crevice in the ceiling.  The thing screamed, and its mandibles chittered as it fell to the floor.  
 
    Instantly, Truffle was upon it, driving his pike into the thing’s eye as its burning legs curled up beneath its body.  The spider spasmed once as the point of Truffle’s spear penetrated its brain, then went still. The body continued to burn until Shook and Truffle threw water on it.  Then they each produced a knife and stood next to the body, looking expectantly at Mace.  
 
    Getting to his feet, he reached down and looted the body.  He received ten pieces of rock spider meat, two mandibles, several pieces of chitin, and another gem.  At a nod from him, the kobolds quickly cut off segments of the well-cooked legs and cracked open the chitin outer shell to get at the meat inside.   
 
    “Warm meal.  Very tasty.” Shook offered some to Mace, who was about to decline, when another thought came through from Minx.    Hungry. 
 
    So Mace took one of the offered pieces and held it in his hand until the kobolds had both turned back to cut themselves more meat.  He held the meat up near his shoulder, and it disappeared instantly. He felt a purring against his neck.  
 
    Mace let the kobolds harvest the meat from the spider for another several minutes, then called out that it was time to go.  Both Truffle and Shook looked happy, patting the bags at their side. Shook said “Bring home much meat for family. You kill dragon and give more meat?  We bring whole tribe for feast!” his kobold grin stretched from ear to ear. 
 
    Mace laughed in spite of himself.  “No, we won’t be killing the dragon.  We will be running as fast as we can, and hoping he’s still too fat to follow us.” 
 
    Shook just shrugged, and they resumed their journey.   They encountered another spider, which Shook killed with a poison arrow.  After Mace looted it, the kobolds turned their backs on it.  
 
    Truffle said “Meat poison now.  No good.”  
 
    Mace had other ideas.  To a drow assassin, poison in any form could come in handy.  And whatever poison Shook had used worked almost instantly. So he harvested all the meat he could from the 8 foot long spider, and stacked it in his bag.  Luckily, the system registered the difference between normal meat and poisoned meat, so they each got their own slot.  
 
    A short time later they entered an enormous cavern, maybe half the size of the one Svartholm occupied.  The kobolds were moving silently again, looking around in obvious fear. To their left, a jumble of boulders lay strewn amongst stalagmites and mushrooms that grew ten feet tall and higher.  To their right, a lake with water so dark and still that it almost just seemed a shadow on the cavern floor. Mace noticed a glowing sigil on a boulder right next to the tunnel exit. A bind point.  The game devs often placed these near locations with epic monsters, so that travelers heading to or from the surface who were killed there didn’t have to respawn all the way back at their starting point.  In Mace’s case, that would be the inn he stayed at in Svartholm. He stepped over to the boulder and activated the bind point. Just in case.  
 
    Truffle pointed to the right, and whispered “Water monster.  Not get too close to lake.” Next he pointed left, saying “Grandpa lizard.  Probably asleep. But can smell us if we get to close.” 
 
    His message delivered, they began to move quickly, but still silently, across the cavern floor in a sort of arc around the lake shore.   After maybe a minute, he seemed to relax. He turned and favored Shook with a large smile. Then, as if bored, he reached into his bag and pulled out a chunk of burned spider leg.  Mace could smell the cooked meat from twenty feet back. 
 
    Oh, shit.  If I can smell it…  
 
    He started to whisper “Truffle! Put the meat-” 
 
    A roar from among the mushrooms drowned out the rest of his sentence.   The two kobolds started hissing in fear or anger, hit whatever they used as a ‘turbo’ button, and took off across the cavern.  Mace took a moment to admire their speed. He began to follow, when the lake water erupted to his right. The kobolds, in their haste, had stepped too close to the water.  Whatever lived under there wasn’t going to catch them. But it might very well catch Mace if he continued on the path they’d taken. So he veered to the left, toward the sounds of the giant lizard thundering toward him.   
 
    He could see the creature now.  It stood a solid dozen-feet high at the shoulders, its neck and head extending even higher.  From nose to tail it must have been sixty feet long. Its jaws were opened wide as it roared its hunger and followed the scent toward the fleeing kobolds.  Who were, by the way, already several hundred yards ahead of Mace, and fast approaching the exit.  
 
    Mace had brought along the poisoned meat thinking he could bait the lizard and poison it, getting big xp for the kill.  But this behemoth could swallow the meat, him, the kobolds, and a horse without even noticing. The small bit of poison wouldn’t even phase it.  
 
    He was distracted as the lake creature finally cleared the spray.  It was… well for lack of a better description it was Cthulhu’s cousin.  Standing twenty feet tall, it had a thick body with two arms, and two legs.  Its head was wide and set low on its shoulders. Two eyes blinked at Mace above a mass of tentacles that emerged from its face and extended a good ten feet down its chest.   It had long, almost crablike arms with heavy armor at elbow segments. As it took a step toward him, it reached out its hands. Each hand had a thumb and three fingers, all with talons that gleamed even in the total darkness.     
 
    Speaking of darkness, maybe a little light would distract these depth-dwellers.  Turning to the closest mushroom, he closed his eyes, then shouted “INFIER!” as he extended his hand.   The mushroom, and several of those around it, burst into flames. The lizard and water monster both cried out in pain and confusion as the light temporarily blinded them.  The lizard had been almost upon Mace, and the fire ignited right in front of it. It began to blunder forward, right through the burning fungus, singeing its hide and bellowing again.   
 
    The water creature, still unable to see, focused on the sound of the lizard.  Mace imagined they were age-old enemies, neither being able to best the other, finally reaching some sort of accommodation where they stuck to their respective corners of the cavern.  But now the lizard was encroaching on the Cthulhu-beast’s territory.  
 
    In hopes of delaying it long enough to slip through after the kobolds, Mace called up one of his go-to spells.  Holding both hand up, he uttered the trigger word “Frigus!” and cast an ice spell on the shallow water at the feet of the monster. 
 
    Freezing existing water was much easier than creating ice, out of thin air.  The section of lake began to freeze quickly, trapping the monster in place. The thing struggled to move its legs, causing the ice to crack and break.  The sharp edges cut into the skin of the creature’s calves, and it bellowed in rage.  
 
    Mace took off as fast as he could possibly move.  He felt Minx’s tail tighten around his neck, and her tiny claws dig into his shoulder.  He didn’t dare look at her, as he was keeping one eye on the thrashing lizard, and the other on the frantically swinging arms of the Cthulhu monster.   Ahead in the distance, he caught sight of the two kobolds, jumping up and down and waving their arms as if encouraging him. He cursed them under his breath as his legs pumped.  
 
    Then he felt two things in rapid succession.  Well, three. He felt Minx shout DANGER! right before he felt her slight weight disappear from his shoulder.  Half a second later, he felt his bones being crushed as the Grandpa lizard’s tail slammed into him from behind.   
 
    You have died. 
 
    You may choose to respawn at your most recent bind point, or remain with your corpse, and resurrect it after a ten-minute wait period. Your resurrected avatar will have 50% health, and a two-hour debuff. 
 
    Respawn at your bind point?  Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Cursing, Mace chose ‘yes’.  A timer ticked down from ten seconds, and he respawned back at the boulder near the cavern entrance.  He quickly pulled up his UI and cursed some more. He was back down to level 29. He quickly checked his inventory, but he had not dropped anything.  Which was a good thing, because he wasn’t going to be venturing out to the spot where he’d died anytime soon.  
 
    At least I had the sense to bind here.  Otherwise I’d be back in Svartholm now. 
 
    A roar from the lizard that had just killed him drew his attention.  It had regained its sight only to find the Cthulhu monster reaching toward it with arms and tentacles both.    Safely out of the kill zone, Mace took a moment to Identify the monsters. Starting with the lizard. 
 
    Ancient Petramander Behemoth 
 
    Level 60 
 
    Health: 30,000/36,000 
 
    It was down 6,000hp.  So either Mace’s fire had done some damage, the Cthulhu monster had already hit it once, or it damaged its tail crushing Mace into the floor.  Mace doubted that last one. 
 
    Spawn of Cthulhu 
 
    Level 65 
 
    Health 38,000/42,000 
 
    Mace was definitely taking credit for the damage to the spawn.  Its lower legs were streaming blood from the damage done by the ice shards.   It took a moment for the ramifications of that to sink in. But when they did… 
 
    “Holy shit!” Mace screamed to nobody in particular.  “I’ve damaged them both! And they’re fighting each other!”   He did a little happy dance there by the boulder. Having damaged both monsters himself, if one of them died, he would get enough experience to raise him up maybe five or six levels.  
 
    He leaned against the boulder and watched as the two brutes tore into each other while his health and mana recharged.  He turned on his recorder so that Shari could watch the fight later. This was definitely a grudge match. The spawn was holding off the lizard’s jaws with both hands wrapped around its neck, while its tentacles tore at the lizard’s face trying to blind it.  The lizard, in turn, had already managed to bite through or pull off several tentacles, and was ripping at the spawn’s arms with its own deadly foreclaws.  
 
    It appeared to be a stalemate until the lizard managed to get some leverage and whip its tail around to sweep the legs out from under the spawn.  Two things happened at that point. One of the spawn’s ankles broke as the ice tried to hold it in place against the force of the sweeping tail. And it lost its balance, crashing down onto its back on the ice.   The lizard was immediately on top of the spawn, jaws clamped on the spawn’s shoulder as its claws ripped chunks out of the spawn. Mace watched its health drop at an incredible pace.  
 
    Spawn of Cthulhu 
 
    Level 65 
 
    Health 11,000/42,000 
 
    But the spawn wasn’t done.  Using its elbow for leverage, it powered itself and the lizard into a roll.  Locked together, the two of them rolled off the frozen section of the lake and into deeper water.  They disappeared beneath the surface. The water roiled and surged, great waves washing across the ice.   
 
    After nearly a minute, the lizard surfaced and hooked its foreclaws into the ice shelf.  Pulling its body back up onto the ice, it tried to get to its feet. 
 
    Ancient Petramander Behemoth 
 
    Level 60 
 
    Health 6,000/36,000 
 
    It was bleeding from several deep gashes in its neck where the spawn’s claws had penetrated.  One eye was missing, and a wide gash extended down across the eye to the jaw, where most of its upper lip was missing as well.  The beast was wheezing, coughing up inky black water, or possibly blood. Mace wasn’t sure. There was no sign of the spawn, but a check of his log didn’t show any massive xp gain.  So either it was still alive down there, or the system wasn’t giving him credit for the kill. 
 
    “Six thousand hp left on the lizard” he mused to himself.  “It’s barely alive. And moving slow. I could finish it off.  But where’s the damn spawn?” 
 
    Mace took several steps toward the lizard.  He planned to blind it again with fire, then attack it.  The thing had rolled over onto its side, and was having difficulty breathing.  It must have inhaled a lot of water while it was under. Mace began to run toward the thing, trying to get into range.  If he could burn it, then stab it with his new dagger, they’d both grow exponentially. 
 
    Mace’s range on his fire spell was about fifty yards.  He was just approaching that now. Raising his left hand, he gripped his dark mithril dagger in his right, and continued to run. 
 
    The water burst upward again as the spawn rocketed out and onto the ice next to the lizard.  Mace nearly shit himself in surprise. He skidded to a halt, regretting his proximity already.   
 
    The Cthulhu monster was dripping black ichor from its mangled shoulder and dozens of nasty looking rents on its torso and legs.  The arm below the damaged shoulder was hanging limp, the claws dragging on the ice.  
 
      
 
    Spawn of Cthulhu 
 
    Level 65 
 
    Health 4,000/42,000 
 
    Mace couldn’t resist.  He held up his hand and shouted “Abscindere!”  
 
    A razor thin blade of air cut into the already broken ankle of the spawn, severing the limb completely and causing the monster to fall toward the ice next to the lizard.   It reached out with its good arm to attempt to break its fall, placing its hand on the lizard’s exposed belly. The claws dug into skin, dropping the lizard’s health down to 2,000hp. 
 
    In a reflexive response, the lizard lunged forward and snapped its jaws around the spawn’s neck as it impacted the ice.   
 
    Mace took a deep breath and raced forward again.  With its back to him, the lizard never even saw him.  He slid the last few meters across the ice and plunged his enchanted dagger into the back of the behemoth’s head, right at the base of the skull.  The giant lizard twitched, and Mace heard a loud snapping sound. He felt a rush of… something from his dagger run up through his arm and to his brain.   
 
    Level Up!  You are now Level 30. 
 
    You have received one attribute point. 
 
      
 
    Level Up!... 
 
    Level Up!... 
 
    Level Up!... 
 
    Level up!  You have reached level 41! 
 
    You have earned one attribute point. 
 
      
 
    Mace nearly passed out from the sensation of leveling twelve times in a few seconds.  The game was designed to grant a feeling of pleasure to reward players for each level.  The higher the level, the better the feeling. What Mace just felt was making him lightheaded. 
 
    Coming back to his senses, he ducked behind the lizard’s head and crept around to look for the spawn.  It, too, lay dead on the ice. The lizard’s jaw still clamped down on its neck, which was now twisted at an odd angle.  The last twitch from the lizard must have snapped the spawn’s neck. 
 
    Mace bent to loot the lizard, then the spawn. A flood of loot descriptions filled his UI.  He waved them aside for a moment. Still feeling a little woozy from the leveling rush, and whatever his dagger had done to him, he sat down on one of the spawn’s arms, which was the size of a log.   He took out a flask and drank a few gulps of water.  
 
    As expected, the two kobolds came racing up.  They tackled Mace in a celebratory dogpile that knocked him backwards onto the ice.   When he got back up, he was covered in the black ichor that was probably the spawn’s blood.  So were the Kobolds, but they didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    “You killed dragon AND water monster!” Truffle shouted.  Shook nodded his head so hard that Mace imagined his brain must be getting bruised.  “You greatest warrior EVER!” Shook added. 
 
    Mace held up his hands, trying to quiet them down.  “They killed each other. All I did was get caught between them, piss them off, then get out of the way.   Then I finished off the lizard when it was too hurt to defend itself.” 
 
    The two kobolds looked at him blankly.  Then Truffle grinned. “Greatest warrior EVER!” and pumped a fist in the air.  Shook copied him. Mace just shook his head. “Why don’t you two harvest the bodies while I rest?  Bring me a few of the lizard’s teeth, and it’s eye. And bring me one of the spawn’s tentacles, both its eyes, and a couple of its claws.  Be quick, before scavengers start to show up.” he instructed. The two kobolds whipped out knives and dove into their work.  
 
    As he sat there in a daze, Mace felt Minx settle back onto his shoulder.  He reached up to pet her invisible form, whispering “Are you okay little Minx? Did you get clear in time?” 
 
    He felt her response as a tingle in the back of his mind.  “I am fine.  You are slow.  I explored while you sat on rock.  Found nest. Lots of shinies, but smells big bad.”   
 
    Minx is speaking in sentences now!  She must have leveled up along with me.  
 
    Minx gave a tiny snort that reminded him of Shari.  “Of course I leveled.  We are bonded. Silly elf.” 
 
    Mace wasn’t sure he was ready for the little creature to be reading his mind, so he answered out loud.  “You said a nest? Where?” He facepalmed, looking at the trail of destruction left by the rampaging lizard.  “Never mind, I can find it.” He said.  
 
    Getting onto his feet, he called out to the kobolds.  “Follow me when you are done. I’m going to Grandpa’s nest.” He pointed toward the path. 
 
    Following the obvious path back along the lizard’s route, they soon came to a wide low spot in the floor.  The stone was worn smooth and glossy, as if it had been polished repeatedly for decades. Maybe centuries. Mace imagined the giant lizard’s scaly skin rubbing against the stone every day, over and over.  How old must that thing have been? 
 
    Looking down into the impression, he saw that it was indeed a nest.  It was filled with crushed stone, mushroom husks, and bones. Scattered about were bits of armor and broken weapons.  As well as coins and gems, and other ‘shinies’ as Minx had called them. She was right about the smell, too. 
 
    At the center of the pile sat four large egg-shaped stones.  Not all that anxious to slide down into the smelly nest, Mace tried to Identify the stones. 
 
    Petramander Behemoth Eggs (4) 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Health: 1,000/1,000 
 
    “Well shit, Minxy.  Grandpa was a grandma.  Or rather, a mama. No wonder she was so angry.  She was protecting her nest.”  
 
    Minx appeared on his shoulder, fully visible now.  She tickled his nose with her tail, just as she’d done on their first day together.  Then she was off his shoulder and down in the nest. She was quickly snatching up coins and gems, and they were just as quickly disappearing into her pouch.  
 
    Mace chuckled.  “You really are quite the little thief.  Let me save you some time.” He said as he stepped down into the nest.   He bent down and put a hand on it, then thought “Loot all” 
 
    In a flash, his UI was once again full of notifications.   He quickly scrolled through them, discarding several dozen items of broken armor or weapons, or things like tattered cloth.    The kobolds showed up just as he was finishing, and gazed longingly at the pile. They handed him his requested loot, and waited. With a shrug, he said “Help yourselves.”  
 
    They dove gleefully into the nest, showing each other a broken sword, or dented helmet they’d found.  They scooped up everything made of metal that they could get their hands on, then walked back up out of the nest grinning.  “Good stuff!” Shook said. 
 
    Mace motioned for Truffle to take the lead again, and they jogged back to the scene of the battle.  Mace was tempted to try and find the spawn’s nest. But the inky black water changed his mind. He offered the kobolds the chance, and they both stepped back, shaking their heads.  “Bad water.” Shook offered. 
 
    So they continued on their path.  This time Truffle set a faster pace.  He turned down one tunnel, then another, never pausing.  When they stepped into a small cavern and crossed it without even looking, Mace called a halt.   
 
    “Truffle, have you gone crazy?  You just ran right into a cavern.” he scolded.  
 
    Shook reached out and touched a splotch of the black ichor on Mace’s arm.  “We smell like boss monsters. Nothing here get close to us. Beasties smell us, run away!” he grinned.  Truffle nodded his head. 
 
    “Huh. I hadn’t thought of that.  I should have gathered some of that stuff in a vial.  Could come in handy.” Mace mused. He waved at Truffle, and they continued on.   They stopped a few times for water, and once for a meal. They were making better time than Mace could ever have planned.  This boss stink was like an express pass.  
 
    Six hours later, they emerged from a tunnel onto a rocky foothill.  The sky was filled with stars. It took Mace a moment to adjust to the wide-open sky after being in the tunnels for so long.  All three of them blinked at the light from the stars and the moon.  
 
    Mace checked his map.  He knew from the game wiki that the elven lands were to the east and south.  But his map was just a grey area except for the few hundred feet around him.  
 
    Truffle pulled on his sleeve, pointing south, down the hill.  “Our tribe this way. You come. Good meal. Safe sleep.” 
 
    Mace looked at his quest log.  They had reached the surface. He should have gotten a quest completion notification.  Upon reading the quest description, he noted the phrasing. “Keep them alive until they see the sun again.”  Figures they would emerge at night.  
 
    Not wanting to pass up the xp, even after the levels he’d achieved, he agreed to follow the kobolds home.  The three of them jogged down the hill for maybe forty minutes before Truffle led them into a gully that Mace hadn’t noticed.   At the end of the gully was a small cave entrance. Mace ducked inside after the kobolds. It turned out there wasn’t a cave, just a short tunnel that curved to one side for about twenty yards, then sloped up to an exit.   
 
    Upon leaving the tunnel, Mace was amazed to find a small town in a valley before him.  There was a wooden palisade with a gate. Through the open gate Mace could see stone and wooden houses, a blacksmith’s shop, and what looked like a tavern.  Kobolds walked the walls and the streets inside.  
 
    “This our home.” Shook said.  “Long time away. Go see family now!” and he dashed down the hill.  Truffle took off after him, and Mace followed.  
 
    Unfortunately, to the guards below, it must have looked as if Mace was chasing the two kobolds with the intent to do them harm.  A horn was blown from a tower next to the gate. People began to scramble, and soldiers rushed to the wall. Mace didn’t think anything of it, assuming it was some kind of welcome home celebration.  He saw Shook and Truffle shouting and waving their hands, and kobolds on the wall motioning for them to hurry forward.  
 
    Mace was approaching the wall, thinking how nice it was that his two hunters were getting such a homecoming, when an arrow struck his knee.  He lost his balance and tumbled several feet further down the hill. The small kobold-sized arrow shaft broke as he tumbled. “Ow! Shit!” he cursed. 
 
    He looked up at the wall in time to see a hail of arrows speeding his way. There wasn’t even time to activate his liquid armor.  He felt the first several impacts, and the burning pain of the poisoned arrowheads cutting into his body. Then nothing. 
 
    You have died. 
 
    You may choose to respawn at your most recent bind point, or remain with your corpse, and resurrect it after a ten-minute wait period. Your resurrected avatar will have 50% health, and a two-hour debuff. 
 
    Respawn at your bind point?  Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to be sent all the way back to the boss-monster cavern, Mace selected ‘No’ and sat thinking about creative ways to cook and eat kobolds.   With ten minutes to kill, he decided to check all the loot notifications he’d waved aside. His mood instantly improved. 
 
    Scrolling backwards, he saw that he’d looted the four behemoth eggs, as well as nearly three hundred gold, one hundred silver, and thirty gemstones.  Also from the nest he’d picked up a couple high quality weapons, two pieces of quality plate armor, a pair of boots with a big stamina bonus, and an epic bow. If the auction house was still functioning, he could have made a killing selling some of these items. 
 
    Scrolling further, he got to the loot from the monsters.  The behemoth had given him three stacks of twenty behemoth meat.  Which was, for some reason, tinted with a purple designation. Which made it epic loot.  He wasn’t sure why giant lizard meat was epic, but he would find out. Several teeth, the creature’s heart, two stacks of behemoth hide, and a behemoth bone dagger rounded out the behemoths loot.    
 
    From the spawn, the loot was more interesting.  There was a smoky grey gem he couldn’t identify.  He got five claws, each nearly a foot long. There were six vials of the black goo, which made him chuckle.  He had the creature’s eyes from the kobolds- they were a silver-tinged item, which was very rare. And there were two potions of water breathing that would grant user the ability to breathe underwater for an hour.  
 
    Mace had finished going through the loot inventory and was about to look at assigning some of the attribute points he’d received, when his respawn timer ran out.  His body gasped in a lungful of air, and he opened his eyes. He was surrounded by kobolds. Several of them were leaning over him, poking at his face and body. A few sniffed at him and backed up. “Hey! Stop that!” he grumbled when one of them kicked him. 
 
    “Told you!  Mace is outworlder.  Not die. Or, die and come back.  Not sure. Doesn’t matter. Anyway, he back now!” Shook puffed out his chest and began shooing the crowd back.  
 
    Truffle was still leaning over Mace, his kobold face blocking out the stars above.  “We sorry Mace. Tried to stop guards from shooting. They think you attacking. Please not burn village?” 
 
    The kobolds all took a step back as Mace sat up.  Though they’d just killed him easily, they seemed afraid of him.  “No, I won’t burn your village. Maybe just one building.” He joked.   
 
    The kobolds all gasped, taking another step back.  They began to argue about which building would be sacrificed.  Mace couldn’t stand it. “That was a joke, guys. I understand why you shot me. I will not harm you or your village.  It was partly my fault.” 
 
    The crowd gave a happy cheer as Truffle helped Mace to his feet.  They led a procession of kobolds through the village gate and right up to the tavern.  Once inside, they took a table near the center of the room. Scores of kobolds filling in around them, and drinks were passed around.  Truffle wasted no time in telling the story of their travels since they’d been captured. Shook added commentary when he thought it was needed.   Mace mostly zoned out. He checked his inventory to confirm he hadn’t dropped anything when he died. Then he took some time to assign the fifteen total free attribute points he had.  
 
    He put three each into wisdom and intellect, his main stats.  Then he added two to stamina, and two to strength. Then one each to agility, dexterity, and charisma, and luck.  He saved one point.  
 
    
     Character Name: Mace        Class: Sorcerer            Level 40 
 
     Race: Drow            Spec: Darkblade        Experience: 0/12,000 
 
     Health:  5200/5200           Mana:  1200/1200        Attribute Pts Avail: 1 
 
       
 
     Stamina:  16        Wisdom:  22        Charisma:  11        Life Regen: 16/sec 
 
     Strength: 14        Intellect: 24        Dexterity:  11        Mana Regen: 5/sec 
 
     Agility:   11        Luck:  11             Armor: 85                      Skill pts avail: 0 
 
   
 
      
 
    Noticing his experience number, he grimaced.  Dying at the hands of the kobolds had cost him at least 12,000xp.  It was a bitter pill to swallow, but he couldn’t complain. In all he was ten levels higher than when he’d left Svartholm less than a day ago.  He’d picked up some potentially lucrative and useful loot, leveled up Minx, and done… something to his dagger. It had absorbed the soul of the lizard, he was sure.  He was just about to draw the weapon and inspect it when Shook leapt up next to him. “Mace bravest warrior! He fought dragon and water monster!” 
 
    Mace shook his head as Truffle launched into the tale of the fight in the cavern.  He was actually quite the storyteller, recalling details of sound and smell as well as actions.  He was also pretty factual in his recounting, though he might have played up the courage of the two kobolds as they bravely fled from the monsters.   Still, when he was done, Mace found himself in a silent room full of wide kobold eyes staring at him. It was clear they expected him to say something. 
 
    “I got lucky?”  Was all he said.  This caused a roar of laughter from the kobolds, who thought he was joking.  There was much handshaking and patting on his back as they all congratulated him for his great victory.  Then Truffle resumed his tale, reaching the part when they looted the lizard’s nest. If anything, this part had the kobolds even more captivated than the battle.  Shook once again contributed. “Good stuff!” he grinned at the crowd.  
 
    When the storytelling was over, he was given a meal of roasted meat (he didn’t ask what it was), potatoes, and a pitcher of ale.  The meat didn’t taste bad, and the ale was actually quite good. After the meal a kobold female escorted him to a room with a short bed and a chest.  He curled up on the bed, a now visible Minx curled up on the pillow next to his head. He’d given her a few bits of the meat from dinner, and she was purring contentedly.  Mace closed his eyes and logged out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    We Ain’t Afraid o’ No Ghosts 
 
    Shari logged in, and immediately summoned her piglet.  The little thing was still sound asleep, just as it had been when she dismissed it.  It lay on its back, legs in the air. Its front left leg twitched a bit as it dreamed.  
 
    Smiling at him, she said “We need to figure out your name.” She rubbed his tummy, waking him up.  He looked confused for a moment at finding himself indoors, then snorted and got to his feet. 
 
    “So what should we call you?  Piglet fits you now, but it would seem silly once you’re grown.   Pigster? Porky? Hoggy McBacon?” she ran through a myriad of pet names in her head.  None really seemed to fit her new companion. While she was deep in thought, the piglet began to nose around the room, sticking his snout into corners and following it under the bed, looking for any morsels of food that might be hidden.   
 
    Shari emerged from her reverie and looked around for the piglet.  He was nowhere in sight, but she could hear a snuffling sound under the bed.  She smiled. “Snuffles! That’s what I’ll call you.” Her smile grew even wider when she imagined Mace’s reaction to the name.  “Yep. I’m gonna have a big tough warrior pig named Snuffles!” 
 
    The piglet emerged from under the bed, looking up at her as she spoke.  “What do you think? Do you like it?” she reached down and picked him up.  “Sir Snuffles McBacon. Purebred oinkster, and my hero!” she rubbed her nose against Snuffles’ snout, causing him to snort.  
 
    Pleased with herself, she gathered her gear and opened the door.  Snuffles followed her out into the hall and down to the tavern. She placed him on a chair next to her as they ate a breakfast of oatmeal, fruit, and tea.  She’d placed a bowl of oatmeal on the chair next to Snuffles, and he’d dived right in. When he was done, his snout was coated in oatmeal. She laughed as he tried to lick it all off, looking cross-eyed at his own snout.  
 
    After breakfast she walked through the city and out the gate, Snuffles following along behind.  They didn’t get as many stares as the previous day. The novelty was wearing off. Just outside the gate she consulted her map.  The areas where the wolves, ghosts, and many of her spell components were located were west of her. Equipping her bow and warning Snuffles to stay close she headed in that direction.  
 
    They were maybe a half mile into the woods when Snuffles began to act nervously.  He crowded against her leg, nearly tripping her. His head was moving back and forth as if searching for something, and his snout was going nonstop.   “What’s wrong, little fella? You smell something? Hear something?” 
 
    A rustle in the underbrush answered her question for her.  A jet black rabid wolf appeared thirty yards ahead of her, emerging from behind some scrub.  Maybe three feet tall at the shoulder, the creature must have weighed close to two hundred pounds.  Its eyes were bloodshot, and foamy saliva dripped from its jaws. 
 
    Rabid Forest Wolf 
 
    Level 16 
 
    Health: 650/800  
 
    Snuffles squealed and moved behind Shari’s legs.  She raised her bow and pulled back on the string. She knew from experience that the wolf would leap at her.  She pulled the string back on her bow, taking a deep breath and holding it, she raised the bow a bit, ready for a shot.   
 
    The wolf didn’t disappoint.  It took a few jogging steps forward, then leapt into the air.  Shari lead the leaping wolf just a little bit and released the arrow.  It flew straight into the rabid beast’s chest, knocking it slightly to the side as it fell.  The impact with the ground drove the arrow deeper into the wolf, pushing the head out through its back.  It convulsed a few times on the forest floor, then lay still. 
 
    Approaching the dead animal, she bent to loot it.  She received one of her quest hides, along with wolf’s teeth, and two pieces of wolf’s bone.  She was tempted not to take the teeth and bones, but she put them in her bag anyway. They might have some value to someone.  She was going to need gold to travel with. 
 
    Snuffles sniffed briefly at the corpse, then backed away.  “Yeah, smart move piglet. He had rabies. Don’t let him, or any of the wolves, touch you.”  The little pig just snorted at her like she was stupid, and of course he wasn’t going to let a wolf get near him. 
 
    They continued on in a generally westward direction.  Every few minutes they would encounter a wolf. Snuffles always warned her early enough that she could ready her bow.  Thus the fights were mostly uneventful, though she still got a surge of adrenaline every time a slavering wolf leapt at her.  
 
    An hour later they had collected the ten hides that she needed to turn in her bounty quest.  In addition, one of the wolves had dropped a Lucky Rabbit’s Foot, which was one of the spell component items on her list.  She was relieved she wasn’t going to have to spend time killing fuzzy bunnies waiting for this item to drop.  
 
    Consulting her map again, she adjusted her course slightly and moved into the zone where the ghosts had been spotted.  There was very little information showing in the quest description. Basically, locate the ghosts and deal with them.  
 
    So she poked around, gathering some unusual herbs as she went.  Eventually she stumbled across what looked like a tomb. There was a stone ramp leading down to an open door cut into the earth with a stone archway around it.     
 
    Shari looked at the piglet.  “Well, if ever there were a place to find ghosts, I’m guessing an underground crypt would be it!”   Snuffles grunted in agreement, and head-butted the back of her knee as if to say “you go first.” 
 
    She chuckled.  “My big brave boar tank!”   She was about to step onto the ramp when a realization hit her.  She turned back to the piglet. “Snuffles! You’re taller!” she said.  Sure enough, he now stood knee high next to her, when previously he’d been about half that.   “You’ve been leveling, haven’t you? Who’s a good piggy! Getting stronger for mama!” she reached down and scratched his ears.   
 
    Focusing on her bow she cast one of the very first spells she’d learned as a druid.  “Nature’s Light” caused an object of nature, like a stick from a tree shaped into a bow, to glow with a green light, somewhat like a real world glowstick.  It was not bright, but it would be enough to light her way in the crypt. She nocked an arrow and held the bow in front of her, arrow pointed toward the floor. 
 
    Stepping down the ramp, she entered the arched doorway.  The daylight extended a good ways down the tunnel she found inside.  It ran straight back, sloping downward slightly. She moved slowly, allowing her eyes to adjust to the diminished light.  She listened carefully as she moved down the tunnel. Light elves had little ability to see in the dark, but they could hear a mouse fart at a hundred yards.  
 
    Moving down the tunnel another thirty yards or so, she encountered an intersection.  The tunnel she was in came to an end, and she had a choice of going left or right. Shari stood there listening, and heard nothing from either direction.  Looking down at Snuffles, she saw him sniffing the air toward the left tunnel. He didn’t seem alarmed, so she chose left.  
 
    That tunnel quickly turned and opened up into a large chamber.  The walls were honeycombed with crypts, most sitting unsealed with a casket inside.  A few stood empty. She played the light around the room, looking for ghosts. She saw nothing unusual, but her ears registered a faint shuffling sound.  She spun toward the back of the room and focused on one of the unsealed crypts. This one was on the ground level, and Shari could see dozens of chalky white footprints on the floor in front of it.   
 
    Ghosts don’t leave footprints. 
 
    Stepping closer, she saw that there was some handprints, as well.  Small, like a child’s. It looked as if something had crawled out of the crypt.   The shuffling sound came to her again. Definitely from inside the crypt. She held her bow in front of the opening and bent down to look inside.  The back of the crypt space had been broken, and there was a tunnel beyond. The sound was coming from there, and definitely getting louder.  
 
    Quickly picking up Snuffles, she retreated back into the tunnel. If she didn’t move whatever was coming would soon see the light from her bow.   She moved down the tunnel until it turned, and set the piglet down. She canceled the spell on her bow, and cast it on an arrow instead. She tossed the arrow to the ground in the center of the room where she could see it from her vantage point.  Nocking another arrow, she peered around her corner and watched the crypt opening. 
 
    Within moments, a small white creature crawled out.  Followed by a second. They were three feet tall with oversized feet and big floppy ears.  Their eyes were twice the size of a human or elf, and reflected the green light from her arrow.   They wore nothing but loincloths and small belt knives. One of them held a sharpened stick like a spear.   
 
    The first one coughed, then brushed itself off.  Some of the white was removed, and Shari saw mottled green skin beneath.  Goblins. 
 
    These must be my ghosts.  Goblins covered in… chalk?  Maybe limestone dust? Probably from the tunnel. 
 
    She listened as the two goblins warily approached the glowing arrow.  They made some guttural noises that she took to be the goblin tongue, pointing toward the exit where Shari hid, then back toward the tunnel.  One of them shook its head emphatically. Clearly, the other wanted to go back and report what they’d found. Or get reinforcements.  
 
    Shari couldn’t let that happen.  Two goblins she could handle.  But a patrol, or a larger group, and she would be in trouble.   Retreating back a step, she cast a simple fire spell on the arrow she had nocked. She quickly stepped around the corner and fired at the goblin who’d wanted to go for help.  The arrow streaked through the room and penetrated the goblin’s chest, knocking it down. The light had blinded both monsters. Shari took the opportunity to fire another arrow at the upright goblin.  This one was better aimed, and took the creature through the throat. It croaked, grabbing its neck and tugging at the arrow, which only hastened its death. 
 
    The first creature she’d shot was no longer moving, despite the burning arrow in its chest.  Shari approached and kicked it to make sure it was dead. Then she retrieved her two unburned arrows, and looted the corpses.  She received two rusty knives, fifteen copper coins, and some bat guano. Which, as it turned out, was one of the spell components she needed.  When she realized that must be the white dust all over the goblins, she took a step back. “Yuck!” she said to Snuffles, who sniffed tentatively at the bodies, then snorted in agreement.  
 
    “Well, here’s a dilemma.” She said to the pig while pointing at the opening.  “Clearly, the goblins are in there. And my quest is not complete. Which means we probably need to go in there.  But… bat shit.”  
 
    As a doctor she knew that bat guano contained all kinds of bacteria and potentially deadly disease like histoplasmosis, especially if inhaled as a dust.  
 
    “This is a game.  They don’t have bacteria.  A little bat shit isn’t gonna kill us.” She muttered, trying to psych herself up.  Snuffles grunted and move away from her and the opening. He was clearly opting out.   “Smart piggy.” She grumbled. “But I suppose there’s nothing else to be done.” 
 
    With that, she dropped to her knees and crawled into the crypt.  The opening at the back was small, and she had to lay on her stomach and combat-crawl through.  When she was clear of it, she held up her light arrow and looked around.  
 
    She found herself in another, larger mausoleum.  This one was too big for the light from her arrow to reach the other side.  Its ceiling was a good thirty feet above her, and once again the walls were lined with a honeycomb of crypts.  Hundreds of them. Each of them was sealed, and had emblems etched into the stone. She stepped closer to the nearest seal for a better look.  The emblem resembled a coat of arms. A shield with two sigils and a helm drawn on it. Looking to either side, she noted several with the same emblem.  
 
    “So.  A family crypt?  Seems too large. Maybe a mass burial after a battle?  Making these the graves of soldiers?” She asked Snuffles, who had nothing helpful to add.  
 
    Shari examined the floor, which was covered in bat guano, and followed the trail of footprints to a tunnel.  This one was clearly carved from the rock and was high enough for her to walk upright. She proceeded down the tunnel, bow held in front of her for light.  In just a couple of minutes she emerged onto a ledge that overlooked a medium sized cavern. To her right, a ramp sloped down toward the cavern floor maybe twenty feet below.  She quickly stowed her light arrow in her bag and crouched down on one knee. Snuffles sat next to her, and they both peered down at the sight below. 
 
    There was a settlement of some sort.  Several stone huts and what looked like it might be a barracks building.  Clearly not goblin construction. From the shape of them, Shari guessed it was probably dwarves.  But goblins occupied it now. Several torches burned along the main street. Shari could see half a dozen goblins moving about.  There were ten wooden cages lined up in the center of the settlement. Shari could see they were occupied, but couldn’t make out by whom.  The bars cast too many shadows in the torchlight. A flatbed wagon was hitched to a large lizard creature. Atop the wagon bed was another, larger cage.  Three of the goblins were forcing a young elf toward the wagon at spearpoint. 
 
    “Slavers” Shari whispered to Snuffles.  “Only six that I can see. I think I can take them from up here.” 
 
    Shari nocked an arrow and selected the goblin who was farthest from her.  He was standing alone, holding a harness on the lizard’s head. Taking careful aim, Shari took a deep breath, then let it out.  She loosed the arrow, and it flew unseen through the darkness to strike the goblin in the chest. It fell back against the lizard’s head, then to the ground.  Smelling blood, the lizard wasted no time in chomping down on the goblin’s head and ripping it off.  
 
    None of the other goblins even noticed.   Shari pulled six more arrows from her quiver and stabbed them down into the ground in front of her.  Still on one knee, they were within easy reach on the floor. This time she chose a goblin standing guard near the cages.  Another arrow loosed, and this time the goblin was struck in the gut. It screamed as it fell back, dropping a spear that it had been holding.   A hand instantly reached out of the cage, grabbing the spear and stabbing the goblin repeatedly.  
 
    The remaining four goblins, not having seen the arrow, assumed a prisoner had just killed their comrade.  Three of them ran toward the downed goblin while the fourth held a spear at the gut of the elf prisoner. Shari targeted that goblin, placing an arrow in its chest and knocking it down.  The prisoner immediately ran away from the wagon into the darkness. 
 
    “Three down, and the others don’t even know I’m here yet.” She grinned at Snuffles.   
 
    Drawing her bow again, she targeted a goblin with its back to her.  Her aim was a bit high, and the arrow penetrated it’s neck. The other goblins, alerted now to her presence, both pointed her direction and screamed.   Shari decided to create a diversion. She cast the fire spell on her next arrow, and shot the wagon. The flames quickly spread, as the wagon, and then the cage, began to burn.  The now blinded lizard let out a terrified roar and began to try to run from the fire. The goblins hesitated, covering their eyes to protect them from the light.  
 
    Shari shot another one in the gut, making it scream in pain.  The last goblin dashed into one of the buildings, out of sight.  
 
    Smiling to herself, she said “Oh, no you don’t.” and set down her bow.  Keeping an eye on the stone hut, she reached into her bag and took out a small vial of oil.  She kept a few to help her start fires if the only available wood was damp. Pulling a leather strip from her bag, she tied the vial to an arrow.  Then she picked up her bow and nocked the arrow. Casting fire on it, she let it fly. It passed through the hut’s open doorway and the vial shattered against the floor.  Burning oil splashed around the inside, causing a flash of light. There was a scream, and the goblin rushed out the door, patting at several spots of burning oil on its arm and leg.  
 
    Shari took aim with one more arrow and loosed it.  The goblin was struck in the hip as it danced around.  The impact flung the small creature backward to lay on the cavern floor.  Still alive, it resumed trying to put out the fires on its skin. Focused on its own pain, it didn’t see the frantic lizard running toward it, still pulling the now brightly burning wagon.  First the lizard, then the wagon, crushed the goblin as they passed. The lizard continued running until it struck one of the buildings and fell stunned to the floor. Shari put a couple of arrows into its throat, just to make sure it wouldn’t be a threat. 
 
    Running down the ramp with Snuffles behind her, she made her way to the cages.  Eight of the ten were occupied. Reaching the first one, she found an elderly human woman and a girl maybe ten years old.  
 
    Shari asked “I killed six.  Plus two more upstairs. Are there any more?”   The woman shook her head.  
 
    “No. No more. The keys!” The woman said frantically, pointing to one of the dead goblins.  “Get the keys and free us!” 
 
    Shari did as she was told and searched the goblin.  She yanked a key ring from its rope belt and returned to the cage.  There were only three keys. She tried the medium sized key, figuring the largest to be for the wagon cage.  The key worked, and the cage opened. Shari quickly moved down the line, unlocking each of the cages. The occupant of the last cage didn’t move when the door opened.  Shari called out “Let’s go! You’re free!” 
 
    The old woman put a hand on her shoulder.  “He died this morning. They haven’t fed us in several days.  He was the first captured. Been here a week. He was injured, and just couldn’t hold on.” She explained sadly. 
 
    The others had all gathered around her.  She cast the light spell on her bow to get a better look at them.  Several had suffered minor wounds, cuts and scratches here and there.  Nearly all were bruised and dirty, and looked malnourished. She immediately withdrew some bread and jerky rations and began to pass them out.  She also handed each of them a common health potion to drink. All told there were eleven prisoners. Not counting the one who’d run. 
 
    Shari looked at the old woman “There was a young elf.  She ran when I killed her guard. Do you know here name?” 
 
    They all shook their heads.  So Shari asked “Did any of you see where she went?”  When again she got all negative responses, she called out to the dark “Young elfling!  Are you out there? It’s safe now. The goblins are dead. I’m here to take you home! Just come to the light.” 
 
    They waited in silence for a few moments, but there was no response.  The old woman said “There are things in these caverns worse than goblins.  If she ran far, likely one of them has taken her. Let us leave this place.” 
 
    Shari was torn.  She needed a minute to think.  “Quickly, take whatever weapons you can from the goblins.”  She bent down to loot the one she’d taken the keys from. Not even looking at what the loot was, she pulled a short sword from his belt and handed it to an elven male.   Then she took a few moments to retrieve her arrows from the various goblins and loot them as well. Looking around, she asked “Did any of you have any gear that they might have stored somewhere?” 
 
    The young girl nodded and pointed to the nearest hut.  Luckily, it was not the one Shari had just set afire. Several of the prisoners went inside, including the old woman.  When she returned, she held a staff and had a bag over her shoulder. Two others, both elves, returned with bows. Another human woman was fastening a belt with a short sword.   
 
    “Good.  Let’s go.  I’ll show you the way out.” Shari told them.  She quickly cast the light spell on both of the archer’s bows, and the old woman’s staff.  Telling the archers to lead the way, she pointed toward the ramp. Shari placed the old woman and little girl in the middle of the group, and she brought up the rear.   
 
    The group moved up the ramp as quickly as they could.  When they reached the tunnel intersection, Shari called out for them to turn right.  They reached the large crypt room without incident. One of the elves said “The Steelhelm Dwarves.” 
 
    Shari looked at him.  He was tall for an elf, with wide shoulders and long black hair.  “What did you say?” 
 
    He looked at her.  “This is a burial chamber for the Steelhelm Clan.  They fought a great battle here against a goblin horde nearly a thousand years ago. They were outnumbered more than ten to one. Though they won the battle, most of their clan were killed.  The battle is still mentioned in the songs of the bards. The settlement we just left must have been where the survivors camped while they built this chamber.” 
 
    Achievement Earned:  Lore of the Land 
 
    You have learned about a historic battle that happened in this location.  You have unlocked the “Lore” skill. Knowing the history of a place can often help you in completing quests and earning reputation. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for sharing that.” Shari answered quietly.  Then she pointed at the footprints on the floor. Following them to the opening in the wall, she said “Through here.  I’m afraid you’d have to crawl. It leads to a smaller tomb. Follow the ramp up to the forest. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    One of the archers asked “You’re going back for the girl?” 
 
    Shari nodded her head.  “I can’t just leave her in the dark.  I have to at least look for her.” 
 
    The archer nodded his head.  “I’ll go with you.” The elf with the sword stepped forward.  “I as well.” 
 
    The second archer, the one who’d told her about the dwarves, stepped forward as well, but Shari held up a hand.  “I need at least one of you to lead these people out. Keep them safe in the forest until we join you. There are wolves and wild boars roaming about.”  
 
    The archer nodded his head, and stepped back toward the opening.  When all of the prisoners had passed through into the other tomb, Shari lead the two elves and Snuffles back down the tunnel to the settlement.  The wagon was mostly burned down to a pile of glowing coals now. It had roasted the back half of the lizard as it burned, and the smell of cooked meat was almost appetizing. 
 
    They descended the ramp and split up.  The archer went left, and the sword bearer went to the right with Shari.  They circled around behind the buildings, calling out softly. “It’s okay, you can come out.  It’s safe now.”  
 
    When there was no answer, Shari cast the light spell on an arrow and handed it to the other elf.  “Wave this around. Try to get her attention. Let’s not make more noise than we have to.” He nodded his head and stepped to the side about twenty feet.  The two of them continued their circuit of the settlement, waving their weapons. 
 
    In the darkness to their left, there was a surprised shout followed by a cry of pain.  Both Shari and the elf dashed toward the sound. Rounding the buildings, they saw the elven girl crouched against one of the cages.  A giant spider, at least ten feet long, hovered over her. It raised a foreleg and was about to impale the girl when an arrow struck its eye.  The thing screamed in pain and took a step backward.  
 
    Having been frozen in fear, Shari quickly raised her bow and fired an arrow into the spider as well.  Just as hers hit, a second arrow struck from the other direction. The elf with the sword ran toward the spider, hacking off one of its legs as he passed it.  He bent and scooped up the girl, then dashed toward the wagon. Shari cast fire on another arrow and sent it into the spider’s thorax. The arrow continued to burn after it struck, scorching the spider’s flesh.  Another arrow from the other archer struck it’s remaining eye, blinding the thing completely. It thrashed about, bumping into the cages and reeling away into the darkness.  
 
    The other archer came trotting over.  “Nicely done” he smiled at her. She shook her head “I froze when I saw it about to kill the girl.  Your arrow saved her life.” The archer merely bowed his head. The two of them joined the others by the smoldering wagon.   The girl was holding one arm close to her body. A long gash extended down her forearm. 
 
    Shari handed her a healing potion.  “I’m afraid it’s not very strong. But it’s all I have.” She apologized.  The young elf smiled at her, saying “Thank you. I was sure I was going to die in this awful, dark hole.” 
 
    “Not today!” the sword bearer grinned at her.  “Now let’s get out of here before that thing brings its cousins out of the dark.”  
 
    The four of them ascended the ramp and made their way back to the crypt cavern.  Shari led the way through the opening, crawling on her belly again. The others followed behind, and she led them up and out of the tomb to the forest, where the others waited.  
 
    They began to walk back toward the city together.  One of the archers volunteered to run ahead and alert the guards.  Among the prisoners were three humans, a dwarf, and an orc, as well as several elves.   The light elves were friendly enough toward the non-monster races. But access to the city for non-elves was strictly regulated. 
 
    They were maybe halfway to the city when an elven patrol on horseback rode up to them.  They led a wagon driven by the archer. Shari and the others climbed aboard the wagon, and were driven back to the city. 
 
    When they passed through the gate, there was a crowd waiting for them.  Several hundred citizens applauded as they passed. A couple of the prisoners spotted family members and leapt from the wagon to greet them.  The guards allowed them a short reunion before herding them back to the wagon. The elders were going to want to interview them all. Seeing the condition of the prisoners, elves approached with flasks of water and pieces of fruit or cheese.  The prisoners thanked them profusely, then dug in. The old lady cautioned her young charge not to eat or drink too quickly, lest she get sick. As they approached the council hall, the prisoners were helped from the wagon and escorted gently into the hall.  A long table and chairs had been set up, and there was food and drink on the table. Blankets were provided for those who wanted them. Some of the prisoners’ clothes were reduced to rags.  
 
    Arlon appeared next to Shari.  “I take it you are responsible for rescuing these poor people?” He asked. 
 
    Shari grinned at him.  “It was Sir Snuffles McBacon” she reached down and lifted the now even larger piglet.  Scratching his ears, she added “I just helped a little.” 
 
    Arlon snorted.  “Ha! That is quite a name for our young piglet here.  But I think it suits him.” Arlon reached out and tickled the pig’s tummy, causing him to snort and squirm in Shari’s arms.  She set him back on the floor.  
 
    “The Council will want to hear your story first.  Then interview the prisoners.” Arlon told her before stepping away to sit with the elders.  When he was seated, he called her forward. “Shari. Please share with the Council how you came to bring these unfortunate people here.” 
 
    Shari began with her quests, telling them she’d gone into the forest to kill wolves, gather spell components, and investigate the ghost sightings.  She explained to the elders that the ‘ghosts’ were goblins covered in bat guano. As she related that bit, she motioned to herself and the others, who were all still slightly chalky after crawling through the crypt.  She told them about finding the tomb, then the larger tomb, and the settlement. She glazed over the battle, just saying she managed to kill the goblins and free the prisoners, bringing them back here. 
 
    The elf who’d given her the history lesson cleared his throat.  One of the elders nodded to him. “Grandson? You wish to comment?” 
 
    “Yes, grandmother.  Shari is being modest in her telling.  She not only slew two goblins in the tunnels, and six more in the settlement, as well as a petramander, single-handedly.  She also refused to leave behind the youngling here.” He indicated the elf girl. “She made sure the rest of us were safe, and was about to go back alone for the youngling, who had run off during the battle.  She is truly a hero, selfless and brave.” He bowed to her as he finished speaking. Shari blushed furiously. 
 
    Her story told, she took a seat while the elders interviewed the others.  Each of them told how they were captured, caged, and transported to the settlement.  The old woman shared the news of the elf who’d perished in his cage, though she did not know his name.   
 
    When it was done, Shari received several notifications. 
 
    Quest Complete: The Ghosts in the Wood 
 
    You have discovered the reason behind the reports of ghosts, and eliminated a threat to the people of the forest.  In addition, you have rescued prisoners from the goblin slavers and returned them to safety. 
 
    Quest reward:  1,000 experience, 25 gold 
 
    Bonus reward:  100 experience and 5 gold per prisoner.  Total: 1,200 bonus experience; 60 gold. 
 
    Your reputation with the Light Elf race has increased by fifty.  You are now Respected. 
 
    Your reputation with the Human race has increased by twenty.  You are now Friendly. 
 
    Your reputation with the Dwarven race has increased by twenty.  You are Neutral. 
 
    Your reputation with the Orc race has increased by ten.  You are Neutral. 
 
    Level Up! You have reached level 19! 
 
    You have earned 1 free attribute point.  
 
    The council offered shelter and food for the prisoners that did not have family or homes in the city to return to.  Arrangements were made for them to return to their homes in a few days. As they were escorted from the hall, each of them stopped to thank Shari with a hug or a handshake.   
 
    Afterward Arlon approached and motioned for her to walk with him.  As they left the hall, he said “Quite the busy day you’ve had. Go get some rest.  Come and see me in the morning, and I may have more magic to share with you.” Waving goodbye, he turned toward his tree. 
 
    Shari and Snuffles returned to the inn.  Not even bothering to eat, she went straight to her room. Dismissing Snuffles, she sat on the floor, not wanting to get bat poop on the bed, and logged out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    The Fly in the Ointment 
 
      
 
    The next morning Mace and Shari again shared breakfast.  They hadn’t arranged it that way, they just both showed up in the kitchen at 7:00am.   When Shari arrived, Mace was already mixing water and pancake powder into a batter. There were a couple of apples sitting on the counter next to the precious maple syrup.  Shari smiled at that. “I think if you could get away with it, you’d put maple syrup on everything.” 
 
    Mace nodded, not even turning around as he mixed the batter.   “Yup. Ever tried spaghettios with syrup? I have.”  
 
    “Ha!  Why does that not surprise me?” She laughed.  “I gotta say, it’s kind of nice having my own private gourmet chef making me meals all the time.” 
 
    “Nothing but high class all the way,” this time he turned and winked at her. “If we had any hot dogs left, I’d make you the best spaghetti you ever had!”  
 
    She picked up an apple and tossed it back and forth between her hands.  “We need to work on your speed, though. I’ve been here like thirty seconds and don’t have a single pancake in front of me.” 
 
    Mace poured a bit of batter onto each of two skillets.  “Well, make yourself useful and slice up one of those apples for me.  I like syrup on apples, too. Oh! And find the cinnamon. We’re going all out this morning!” 
 
    Shari rose and walked to the pantry.  There was an extensive spice rack just inside the door.  She grabbed the cinnamon, and picked up a knife on her way back to the counter.  “Question, sir chef. Should I peel your apple before I slice it up?” 
 
    Mace didn’t hesitate.  “Nah. Not apples. When we have grapes, though. I’m gonna need you to peel those before you feed them to me.”  He flipped the first two pancakes.  
 
    Shari snorted.  “When pigs fly. Plus, we didn’t plant grapes yet. So dream on.” She picked up one of the apples and cut into it.  As Mace poured another couple of pancakes, she sliced up one of the apples. Deciding she was curious how apple pancakes would taste, she proceeded to slice up the other one, too. 
 
    In just a few minutes, Mace brought over two plates with three pancakes each stacked on them.  Shari watched as he grabbed several apple slices and arranged them atop the stack. Then he poured syrup in a spiral pattern that wound from the outside of the stack in toward the center.   Lastly he sprinkled on a goodly dose of cinnamon. Shari copied each step. 
 
      
 
    Mace politely waited for her to finish her prep work, then cut a forkful out of the stack and shoved it into his mouth.  “Mmmmm!” He rolled his eyes in exaggerated bliss. Shari watched for a moment, then said “Well, it didn’t kill you. Good guinea pig.” before taking a bite of her own.  She chewed thoughtfully for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, you’re right. This is really good.” 
 
    The two of them chatted over breakfast.  Mace told her about the battle, and promised to show her the video after breakfast.  She laughed heartily when he told her about running down the hill and being turned into a porcupine by the kobolds.   
 
    Shari, in turn, told him about her adventure with the goblins.  When he congratulated her on going back to save the girl, she looked at him oddly.  “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, you play a drow.  I think maybe I figured you would think I was foolish for going back.” she ventured. 
 
    “I chose the drow race because there wouldn’t be a lot of other players, and I could level quickly.  It’s not like I’m a drow in real life!” he bared his teeth at her, growling and making scary monster-claw hand motions at her. 
 
    Shari chuckled. “I know that, dork.  I just meant, you know, a lot of times folks who play the ‘evil’ races have that tendency in them already.  They get off on murdering and stealing.” She looked at him out of the corner of her eyes, waiting to see how he’d react. 
 
    “Ha!” Mace grinned at her.  “As a drow I have done a bunch of assassinating, stealing, and outright killing. You have to, in order to survive down there.  But I don’t run around killing random NPCs or murdering every vendor that doesn’t give me a discount. I’ve always been following a quest, killing targeted NPCs who’d committed some kind of offense.  Or killing in self-defense.” He watched her as he spoke. She smiled slightly, looking relieved. He didn’t blame her. He wouldn’t want to be stuck underground with a psycho either. Still… he couldn’t resist. 
 
    “And, I mean, the fact that I like to eat the brains of my victims and lick the blood off my blades, doesn’t make me a bad guy…” 
 
    He watched as her eyes grew wide.  Her mouth opened to say something, but she caught the look on his face and smacked him instead. “You!  You know you have a horrible poker face, right?” 
 
    “No, really.  Fry up the brains with a little salt, pour a little maple syrup on them-”  
 
    She hit him again, harder this time, interrupting him.  “Ow!” he pretended to pout, rubbing his arm. “Brute.” 
 
    She grinned at him.  “Just remember that if you ever feel tempted to sneak into my room and eat my brains!”   There was an awkward pause as she realized what she’d said. She shook her head. “Damn. Yeah. Zombiepocalypse.  That was… I’m sorry. Talk about a mood killer.” 
 
    Mace tried to save the mood. “Trust me, if I’m sneakin into your room, it won’t be to nibble on your frontal lobes” he winked. 
 
    Shari chuckled, but didn’t respond.  They were silent for a minute or so. Then she got up to wash the plates and clean up.  He decided to try one more time to lighten the mood. “So uhhh… now that I bought you breakfast, wanna come back to my place?  I got this video I wanna show you…” he gave her an exaggerated wink and a little hip-thrust motion. 
 
    Shari laughed despite herself.  “Cornball. And, yes. I want to see this epic battle where you got stomped into the dirt.”  
 
    They finished cleaning up, and walked back to Mace’s quarters.  Shari casually plopped down on the bed as Mace punched some buttons on the pod interface to bring up the recording.  There was a TV on the wall above the desk. Mace had never even turned it on, as by the time he’d moved into this room, nobody was broadcasting anymore.  
 
    He found the remote in a desk drawer and turned on the TV.  He set it to receive a wireless signal, then hit play on the pod console.  He sat on the bed next to Shari. 
 
    The replay began from his perspective at the respawn point.  The first thing Shari said was “Holy shit, that’s a big lizard!” 
 
    As they watched the battle, he explained a few things that weren’t obvious, like the sensation from his dagger when he finished off the lizard.  When it was over, he shut off the TV.  
 
    “Damn, Mace.  I’m jealous. If there was anybody else alive, you’d be an internet sensation with that.  Twelve levels in one fight. Also, that Cthulhu spawn thing was nightmare material!” Shari said.  
 
    Mace, very aware of Shari’s proximity to him, and the fact that they were sitting on his bed, mumbled “I ended up with ten levels.  Lost one when the lizard smushed me. And another when the kobolds killed me.” 
 
    Shari clapped her hands together.  “Oh, PLEASE tell me you have THAT on video. I neeeed to see that!” 
 
    Mace thought it about it.  He didn’t remember ever turning his recording off.  He turned the TV back on and sure enough, they were watching the kobolds loot the junk in the nest.   So Mace got up and used the pod console to fast forward to the point where they found the hidden tunnel that led to the village.   He sat back down next to Shari, and they watched as Truffle and Shook ran down the hill ahead of him. 
 
    Mace decided to add some commentary.  “There’s the village. Hello kobolds! Yes, blow the horn, the nice drow has brought two of your hunters back to you. Wave!  Hi!” He bantered as his drow trotted down the hill.  
 
    When the first arrow struck him, he didn’t need to say more, because he’d said it all in the recording.  When his body fell to the ground and the video went dark, he looked to see that Shari had fallen back on the bed and was holding her stomach.  “Ahahahahaaaa! You just… they blew the… and you didn’t…” She gasped for breath. 
 
    “Har, har.  Very funny. It’s obvious now, but at the time it looked like a welcoming party.” 
 
    When she’d calmed herself and managed to get a full breath, she said “I was wrong.  THIS is the video that would have made you famous!” Then she began to laugh again, just as hard. 
 
    Mace wanted to lean over her and start a ticklefight with every fiber of his being.  But he worried if he made a wrong move here, she’d feel trapped in a bunker with a perv.  Mace had never been what he’d consider ‘good with the ladies’. Through high school and college, he’d had sex with several girls.  But mostly they’d either liked him for his quiet, geeky manner, or had been drunken hookups at some house party or other event. A few of them, he’d never even learned their names. 
 
    So, he just let her laugh.  Sticking his tongue out at her, he said “See if I show YOU any more videos!” 
 
    “Aww…” She put a hand on his back and rubbed it a little.  “I didn’t mean to hurt poor Mace’s feelings. I still think you’re a big strong manly drow!” she winked.  
 
    He reached back and took her hand, holding it for a moment, before using it to pull her back up to a sitting position.  “Out! Begone from my kingdom, oh insulter of my manliness. Drowiness? Dark Elfyness? Gah!” He joked.  
 
    She sat there looking at him for a moment, mischief in her eyes.  “So… what do you wanna do now?” She asked. 
 
    Mace was 90% sure that was an offer.  Still, he wasn’t going to act until he was 100% sure.  He reached up and brushed aside some hair that had fallen across her face.  Looking into her eyes with all the passion he could muster, he said “Gardening.” and winked at her. 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, then rolled her eyes.  “Dork. Okay, gardening. You want to plant the trees?” 
 
    No, I absolutely do not want to plant the trees.  I want to stay right here and… He nodded his head, thinking it best not to finish that thought, as he was going to need to stand up in a minute.  
 
    “Right!” Shari said, hopping up from the bed.  “Meet you at the elevator in five.” He let out a deep sigh as she left his room.  Mechanically, he put on his outdoor clothes and armor. They weren’t going out except for the parking garage, but he wasn’t taking any chances.  Something could crash through the glass of the lobby at any time. 
 
    With his gear all set, he walked to the elevator.  Shari joined him less than a minute later. She had also dressed as if they were going outside.  It paid to be prepared in this new world. 
 
    They stopped at their indoor garden on the 15th floor and grabbed the pallet dolly.  Mace was going to plug in the grow light, but Shari said there was no need.  The seeds would need a week or two to germinate. 
 
    Back on the elevator they continued to the lobby level.  After a couple minutes of checking to make sure everything was clear outside, they split up.  Mace went upstairs to get three bags of soil from the conference room, while Shari started pulling the fake trees out of three of the big planters in the lobby.   
 
    When Mace returned to the lobby, Shari had cleared all but one of the trees, and was struggling with the last one.  “Heavier than it looks!” She grunted. Mace helped her lift the plastic tree out and set it on the floor. 
 
    They took the dolly over to the garage door to carry the three trees.  They put their helmets on, lowered the visors, and Mace opened the door, checking carefully for any sign of movement.  Then he and Shari walked over to where they’d set the trees. 
 
    Mace warned “Inspect every inch.  They looked clean at the store, but we drove a good ways with them out in the open yesterday.”   Shari nodded her head and moved to the avocado tree. Mace took the orange tree. He inspected every leaf, turning each of them over to check the underside.  He pulled one off and tore it in half to check to see if there was any dead fiber inside. It ‘bled’ a healthy looking greenish juice. Then he used a knife and poked around in the soil inside the pot, turning it over to look for any kind of bugs or worms. 
 
    Finding nothing, he was about to move on to the banana tree, when Shari gasped and fell backward onto her butt.  She was waving a hand in front of her helmet. “A fly! A fly was on the banana tree! It just took off and flew right at me!” she shouted.  
 
    Mace’s gut clenched.  This was among his worst fears.  Something as tiny as a fly, contaminated with the zombie particles, getting inside his gear and touching his skin.  That would be all it took to kill him. He froze, watching Shari scoot backward on her butt, still waving at the air with one hand.   He couldn’t see the fly, but she obviously did.  
 
    “Don’t just stand there!  Help me kill this thing!” She shouted at him, breaking his paralysis.  He stepped forward, looking for the flying death-bringer. When he got within a step of Shari, who was now on her knees with both hands in the air ready to strike, he spotted the fly.  It was on top of her helmet. The thing was walking around in an erratic pattern like… well, like a fly would do.  
 
    “Hold still” he said “It’s on top of your helmet.  I’ll get it.” Mace very slowly took a half step closer and raised his right hand.  Not taking his eyes off the fly, he added “This might hurt a little”. 
 
    “Just kill it!” Shari hissed beneath her visor.   
 
    Mace’s hand shot forward and down with adrenaline-fueled speed, the glove smacking against Shari’s helmet with a solid thwap.  When he pulled his hand away, he was rewarded with the sight of the dead insect’s corpse smashed on the helmet. Holding up his glove, he saw a splatter of blue blood. 
 
    “Shit!” he showed the glove to Shari.  “I got it. But the blood is blue. Contaminated.” His heart was racing.  Where there was one fly, there were usually more. He began to look around frantically.  
 
    Shari grabbed his glove, pulling it close to her visor.  “Wait” she said. When he continued his panicked search, she grabbed his helmet.  “Stop. I... I think we might be okay.” She said. This got his full attention. “What? How?” He asked. 
 
    “Look at the color.  Yes, the blood is blue.  But it’s not the ‘radioactive neon’ blue like you see on the zombies.  And normal flies have blue blood. Lots of insects do. Our blood contains hemoglobin, and while it looks blue inside our veins, it turns red when exposed to oxygen. Flies, most arachnids and invertebrates have hemocyanin instead of hemoglobin.  Turns blue when exposed to oxygen.” She had been holding his head, staring through their two visors into his eyes and speaking as calmly as she could. 
 
    When Mace took a deep breath and she saw the panic leave his eyes… she smacked him on top of his helmet. Hard.  “Now we’re even” she grinned at him.  
 
    “How… the hell do you know all of that?  And are you SURE?” He asked. 
 
    “Med school, remember? I’ve had like nine semesters of chemistry classes.  You think they just teach us how to cut people apart and sew them back together?” she answered.  “Plus, I’m a friggin genius. I know lots of useless shit.” She grinned at him again. Then, lowering her helmet toward him, she said “Pick it off and show it to me.” 
 
    Mace obediently used his thumb and forefinger to take hold of the dead insect as gently as possible.  Dumping it into his palm, he showed it to Shari. 
 
    After about half a minute, she mumbled “I don’t see any of the usual burn marks. Its eyes would be black no matter what…” 
 
    She looked up at him.  “I can’t be positive, but I think we’re good.  I don’t think it was a zombie-fly. Or, if it was, it only just got contaminated.  It wouldn’t take long for something this size to turn. And this one would have been born less than a month ago.  If it was born in the garden shop, and those plants weren’t contaminated…”  
 
    Mace realized she was working hard to keep him calm.  She was used to this. She’d survived months outside, and had probably run into this many times.  He was probably overreacting, he knew. But he’d lived out the zombiepocalypse in relative safety.  He’d had months of sleeping and eating safely, with just a few hours of terror-filled trips outside.  He felt foolish. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I overreacted.” Mace apologized.  “I must seem like a coward to you.” He looked at his feet. 
 
    “Did you not see me doing the ass-scoot’n boogie a minute ago?” She laughed.  “I freaked out, too. It’s instinct. I just have knowledge that you don’t.”  
 
    Willing to accept her kind justification, Mace moved on.  “There might be more of them. Should be more. Flies run in… packs.  Swarms. Whatever. Don’t they?” 
 
    Shari shook her head.  “They are mostly solitary.  You don’t see them 90% of their lives.  Only when they are attracted to something on or near you.  And whatever it is attracts lots of them, so it looks like a swarm.  But yeah, there could be more.” She admitted.  
 
    Mace immediately voted they leave the trees and go back inside.   Shari was adamant that they needed the trees to survive. She began to inspect the banana tree again.  Not finding anything, she went back to the avocado tree. The entire time, Mace was pacing back and forth, trying to come up with a convincing argument to burn the trees where they sat.   He pictured dumping gas from one of Bertha’s cans on them, then tossing a match. Eyeing the garage floor, he noticed several pools of oil from leaking cars. He was going to need a fire extinguisher… 
 
    “Fire extinguisher!” he exclaimed, causing an already nervous Shari to jump.  She turned on him and asked “What the hell, dude?” 
 
    “We can use a fire extinguisher to scare off any bugs.  It won’t hurt the trees, right?” 
 
    Shari nodded her head.  “No, short blasts won’t hurt them.  It’s a good idea, actually. Next time try not to scare the crap out of me, though.  Okay?” 
 
    Mace was already moving.  There were several large extinguishers mounted on the pillars around the garage.  He grabbed the closest and ran with it back to Shari and the trees. They placed the three trees right next to the building entry door, and Shari picked up the extinguisher.  “I’ll blast the trees, then use short blasts to keep a cloud around you and the door while you move them inside.” 
 
    Mace nodded.  He took a deep breath right before Shari pulled the trigger.  She blasted each tree, then the air around them as Mace lifted the trees one by one and set them inside on the dolly.  Shari gave one long extended blast, waving the chemical spray back and forth as she backed through the door, and Mace pulled it closed.  
 
    Shari set down the extinguisher, and the two of them silently scanned the air around them.  Seeing nothing, Shari said “I think we’re okay.” 
 
    Just to be sure, Mace started inspecting the trees one more time.   Shari leaned down and helped. When both of them had gone over all three trees thoroughly, Mace relaxed.  “Okay, let’s plant these bad boys, and get downstairs. I’ve had enough topside adventure for the day.” He said.  
 
    Shari agreed wholeheartedly, and they got to work.  Both of them, in unspoken agreement, left their helmets on.  Shari emptied a bag of soil into each planter, then Mace lifted the tree out of its pot and carefully placed it in a planter.  Shari dumped the soil from the tree’s pot around the base, covering the roots and packing it down gently. These little trees didn’t need to worry about wind, or bears with an itch, pushing them over, so the shallow planters would be fine.  
 
    When they were done, Shari took one of the watering cans and gave each tree a good dose.  “We should find a spray bottle. Need to wet the leaves once in a while. That goes for all the plants.” She said.  Mace nodded enthusiastically, ready to agree to anything that would take them back downstairs. 
 
    When they’d reached the corridor outside their quarters, Shari said “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    Mace nearly stumbled as he came to a stop.  “What?” 
 
    “Take off your clothes.  We’ll need to wash everything.  The chemical from the extinguisher might degrade the fabric.” She stated. 
 
    “Oh, right.  I thought you were… right.” Mace stammered as he removed his helmet, then began to take off his body armor.  Shari stood watching him for a while as he pulled off piece after piece. When he’d removed his shirt, he noticed she wasn’t doing the same.   
 
    “Uhh… don’t your clothes need washing, too?” he asked.    
 
    “Yup. I was just enjoying the show.  Was waiting to see how far you’d go.” She winked at him.  “I’ll undress in my room like a civilized person.” She turned and stepped into her room, closing the door behind her.   
 
    Mace found himself blushing.  He stepped into his room, took off his pants and stepped into the shower.  Just in case a critter had gotten into his hair somehow. When he was done, he threw on some sweats and a hoodie, and gathered up his outdoor clothes.  He walked to the laundry room and tossed them into one of the washers. Once it was going, he walked back to the security office. He wanted to work some more on getting Peabody online.  Shari’s door was still closed as he passed by it.  
 
    He was just finishing a fix for a bug he found in Peabody’s code when Shari stuck her head in the door.  She was wearing a pair of the fuzzy bunny scrubs she’d found at the clinic. “It’s getting close to lunchtime. I already switched your laundry to the dryer.  Then folded it. You can thank me by cooking lunch.” 
 
    He got up and walked with her to the kitchen.  She sat on a stool at the counter while he stepped into the pantry.  “And what is m’lady in the mood for today?” He called out. 
 
    “Sushi. I haven’t had good sushi in forever.” She answered.  “But I’ll settle for something with a little flavor. That’s not beef jerky.”  
 
    Mace set down the bag of jerky in his hand with a smile. He perused the shelves, then decided on a premade pasta salad.  Bacon and ranch flavored. One could never go wrong with bacon. He stopped at the fridge to grab an industrial-sized jar of Miracle Whip on his way back.  Filling a pot with water, he dumped the packet of pasta into it, and set it on a burner. Then he found a mixing bowl and scooped a large spoonful of the mayo into it.  Then he opened the seasoning pack that came with the pasta, and mixed them together.  
 
    He sat next to Shari as they waited for the pasta to cook.  The box said it needed to boil for about ten minutes. She asked him what he’d been working on.  “You were zoned out. I called your name three different times and you didn’t even hear me.” 
 
    “Ah. Sorry. I get that way when I’m coding.  I go a little ‘Rain Man’ and zone out. I was working on finishing Peabody’s install so I can activate him and start testing.” 
 
    Shari asked “And he’s going to… what?  Run this place?” 
 
    “Among other things.” Mace replied.  “He’ll be able to operate all the building’s automated systems.  Security cameras, lights, elevators, power regulation, and all of that.” 
 
    Shari looked suspiciously at him. “And he won’t go all ‘HAL 9000’ on us?  Lock us in, or out? Fill the place with halon gas and suffocate us?” 
 
    Mace smiled. “Well, he probably would have, before I got into his code.  I’m fixing all that.” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder.  “Not funny! Are there… cameras in our quarters? I don’t think I could sleep with him watching me.” She shuddered. 
 
    “Not that I know of.  And I’ve been through most of the wiring in both our quarters as I set up the pods.” Mace answered.  “But I can check again if you like.” 
 
    Mace went on to explain to her all the potential uses for Peabody, including turning the grow lights on and off.  He thought he could even find a device that would allow the AI to water the corn for them. He could be their organizer, reminding them of appointments they set, or waking them in the mornings.  Shari scowled at the personal alarm clock part.  
 
    Mace rose and went back to the stove.  He turned off the burner and poured the pasta into a colander in the sink.  Then he ran cold water over it until it was well chilled. Dumping the now cold pasta into the mixing bowl, he blended it with the seasoning mixture.   
 
    Shari set the table, and Mace spooned half the pasta onto each plate.  Shari took an experimental forkful and tasted it. “Mmmm… bacon!” She said.  “This is actually pretty good.” 
 
    Mace agreed, as he swallowed his first bite. “Fast and easy.  Used to make this quite a bit in my dorm room.” 
 
    Shari was already on her fourth or fifth mouthful.  “Remind me to grab more of these when we hit the store again.  They should last a long time. We should get more mayo, too. It’s got a long shelf life, if we put it in the walk-in.” 
 
    They ate mostly in silence, enjoying the bacon flavor and the texture of the pasta.  Mace got up to get them each a glass of water. The quiet meal was calming, giving him some time to think. 
 
    As they were cleaning up, Mace washing the plates and Shari drying, he asked “How much?” 
 
    She gave him a confused look.  “How much what?” 
 
    “How much were you enjoying the show, earlier?” He grinned at her. 
 
    “Ha!  Well, let’s see.  I’d give it a six out of ten.  I mean, you only took your shirt off.  And there wasn’t any booty-shaking or anything.  But what I saw, I liked.” she looked him in the eyes.   
 
    Mace took a deep breath.  “Okay, Shari. Here’s the thing.  I’ve been trying to be a gentleman since you got here.  I mean, I’ve flirted a little, and I think you have too.  But I don’t want you to think I’m some sex-crazed psycho that you’ve trapped yourself down here with.” 
 
    She continued to look at him, her face a blank mask.  “But…?” She prompted him. 
 
    “Well, as you can clearly see, I’m kind of a geek.; I’ve never been good at reading women.  But I’m pretty sure you’ve been hinting that you’re… open to more than flirting. I mean, I hope you have. Otherwise I’m a complete idiot.” He found himself blushing as he blurted out the words. 
 
    Shari stepped closer to him.  Raising up on her toes, she gave him a soft, short kiss on the lips.  Then she stepped back. When he began to step forward to return the gesture, she held up a hand to stop him. 
 
    “You’re not a complete idiot.  But it took you long enough. I decided the first night that you were doable. I was beginning to doubt that you were interested.” She said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m most certainly and emphatically interested.” He said, trying again for a repeat kiss.  She stopped him again, this time with a hand on his chest.  
 
    “Down boy. I’m not gonna just drop n mount you right here on the kitchen floor.  We’ve only known each other a few days. Let’s… get to know each other better before we take that step.  I mean, if it turns out badly, this is a very small place to share.” 
 
    Mace grimaced.  He’d had that same thought, sort of.  He’d been focused on her rejecting his advances, not some future break-up scenario.  He stepped back half a step. “I can live with that. Now that I know for sure. That you like me, I mean.” He clamped his mouth shut to keep from rambling on. Then changed the subject.  “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll grab a cold shower and go play with Peabody some more.” 
 
    He started to step away, but she took hold of his hand and held him back.  “What? No goodbye kiss?” she looked up at him. 
 
    He didn’t need to be asked twice.  He stepped into her, pulling her close and kissing her passionately.  When he let her go, she gasped slightly for breath. “Goodness. I guess you are interested after all.” She grinned at him.  
 
    “Well, you ARE the last woman on earth, as far as I know.” he teased.  “Let’s just pretend I was playing hard to get.” 
 
    Shari laughed and stepped past him, headed for the door.  “Just for that, you’re gonna learn a whole new meaning of ‘hard to get’, dork.   You’re gonna have to work to earn this.” He noticed there was significant extra sway to her backside as she crossed the room.  He didn’t mind one bit. 
 
    He went back to working on Peabody’s code.  There were still a dozen or so fixes he needed to make.  He’d altered the base code to customize it for his purposes.  After Shari’s ‘HAL 9000’ comment, he also wanted to add some safeguards.  Just in case. 
 
    After a couple more hours of work in the security room, he decided to take a break and get back into the game.  He stepped into his quarters and closed the door. He didn’t pause to decide whether to lock it this time. He just removed his clothes and stepped into the pod. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari didn’t look back as she walked across the kitchen.  She could feel Mace’s eyes on her. His gaze was almost electric, sending tingles up her spine.  She smiled to herself as she put a little extra wiggle in her step for him.  
 
    Give him something to think about.  This is going to be a LOT of fun! 
 
    She made a mental note to pick up something a little sexy to wear next time they went out.  And to grab condoms. She wasn’t ready to even think about bringing a child into this world.  With that thought in her head, she went to her bag full of drugs from the clinic. Rummaging around, she found what she was looking for. 
 
    Looking at the pod in her quarters, she decided to get back in game.  With Mace gaining ten levels, she needed to try and level as quickly as she could herself.   She closed her door, undressed, and climbed into the pod.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    In the Light of Day 
 
      
 
    Mace looked around his room at the kobold’s inn.  It looked much like the rooms in Immernacht or Svarthold.  Maybe a bit rougher hewn. Everything was wood, and it had a log cabin feel to it.  The bedposts, the door, and the chairs were all roughly cut. But well-crafted nonetheless.    
 
    He called Minx to him, and headed downstairs.  There was a small crowd in the tavern, talking quietly and drinking ale.  When they noticed Mace, one of them jumped up and ran out of the exit.  
 
    That’s probably not good.  If they try and kill me again, I’m taking some of them with me! 
 
    Mace took a seat at an empty table as the kobolds in the room stared silently at him.  He ordered some food, and a pitcher of water. His meal arrived, and he began to dig in.  There was bacon and eggs with toast and some odd jelly-like substance he didn’t recognize, but it tasted good.  Minx especially liked the jelly, appearing on the table with a spoon in hand and taking a large helping before disappearing again.  When the server came back, Mace asked about the jelly.  
 
    “Berry-slime.” The kobold (Mace couldn’t tell if it was male or female) answered with a toothy grin.  “Specialty of village. Very tasty, yes?” 
 
    Mace looked at the bowl of jiggly goodness.  “Slime? As in, the creatures you find in dungeons?” 
 
    The kobold nodded its head.  “We capture. Breed. Very tasty.” It said.  Mace picked up the bowl and shook it a bit, then poked at it like a kid eating jello for the first time. He was about to ask another question when the room went silent. 
 
    Mace looked up to see a crowd of kobolds stepping into the room from outside.  In the lead was an inky black kobold that was both taller and bulkier than the others Mace had seen.  Behind him were Truffle and Shook. 
 
    The lead kobold approached the table, and bowed his head to Mace.  Truffle made introductions. “Mace, this be Mayor Stump. Mayor, this Mace, greatest warrior ever!” 
 
    Mace stood and shook the mayor’s clawed hand.  “Nice to meet you, Mayor. Thank you for taking me in last night.” 
 
    “No, Mace.  Thank you. You bring back two we thought to never see again.” the Mayor replied. 
 
    Quest Complete:  Keep the Kobolds From Kicking 
 
    Rewards: 1,000xp; Plus 100 reputation with the Blackclaw Clan 
 
    You have returned Truffle and Shook to their village alive.  You only died twice doing it. Not bad. 
 
    Mace waved aside the oddly worded notification and tried to focus on the mayor’s words. 
 
    “We very sorry for killing you.  Thought more slavers come. Not know you are friend, until many arrows hit you.” 
 
    Mace nearly laughed at the phrasing of the apology.  He could see the humor in it now that the wounds weren’t so fresh, so to speak.  “I understand, Mayor Stump. I would have thought the same in your place. I hold no grudge against your people.” 
 
    This statement caused much excitement within the crowd.  The kobolds had gone from looking serious when they walked in, to be all smiles and nodding heads.  Mace had to remind himself that for most of the lesser races, drow were beings to be feared. He decided to see if he could relieve the tension a bit more. 
 
    “I would like to say that Truffle and Shook are excellent warriors.  They fought well in the tunnels as we made our way through. You should be proud.” Mace told the Mayor. 
 
    The two kobolds puffed out their chests with pride as several others thumped them on the back to congratulate them.  The mayor said “This is good. Truffle and Shook will have many females this night.” 
 
    Mace, not wanting to get into the sexual habits of kobolds, just nodded his head.  “I must be going. I have to meet up with a friend to the east. Thank you again for the hospitality.” 
 
    There were lots of smiles and well wishes from the village residents as he walked from the tavern to the gate.  One of the archers on the wall raised his bow and mimed shooting Mace, then gave a big, hissing belly laugh. Mace waved back and stepped out through the gate. 
 
    He followed the path up the hill where he’d been killed, then back down through the hidden tunnel.  When he was out of the kobold’s valley, he turned east in the rough direction of the elven city where Shari had started.  
 
    Minx made herself visible as Mace made his way across the foothills toward the tree line that marked the edge of the vast forest known as Direwood.  Vast was an understatement, really. The forest covered more than a third of the continent, which itself was roughly the size of Australia. There were large prairies that stretched twenty and thirty miles across scattered about within the forest.  As well as several large rivers and lakes. Even a mountain range. The forest boasted millions of NPC inhabitants in settlements ranging from small hamlets, to large cities like Emarien near the eastern coast, or the Orcish capitol city of Skrog closer to the western side. 
 
    Mace was not planning to walk the entire way, of course.  That would take weeks. But he was going to have to walk until he found a river port.  From there he could take a combination of boats most of the way. There were a few places where he would have to travel overland between rivers that didn’t connect.  But each fording was only a few hour’s walk. If he’d figured correctly based on the maps he found online, he could make it in five days.  
 
    In Elysia, you can train in the riding skill and purchase a mount at level 40.  But when he’d left Svartholm, he had only been level 30. He also didn’t have the kind of gold that it took to pay for either the training or the mount.   Besides, when he met up with Shari, she’d have to walk anyway. So Mace was on foot as he began to jog toward the tree line, and an opening that suggested a road.  As a drow, he could run great distances before his stamina gave out. While not much use in the tunnels, where one always had to move carefully, out here he could stretch his legs and eat up the miles alternating between jogging and walking.  
 
    As he passed within about a hundred yards of the trees, an arrow flew from under the canopy, striking him in the shoulder just below where Minx was perched. The force of the blow knocked him onto his back and sent Minx flying.  He lay there for a moment in the tall grass, his mind racing.  
 
    Who shot me?  Why would someone shoot me.  I don’t know anyone on the surface! Because… I’m a drow.  Stupid. You’re a drow, dummy. Most folks up here hate drow.  Also, stop running toward places where people with bows might be hiding.  It isn’t working well. 
 
    He checked his UI quickly, and saw that the arrow had taken about 15% of his health.  “Minx, you okay?” He tried looking around for his familiar, but she had stealthed. A light touch on his neck told him she was nearby, and he heard “Not hurt”. 
 
    The arrow had not penetrated deeply into his shoulder.  His armor had mitigated most of its ability to penetrate.  But the force behind the arrow had been immense. So someone using a large, heavy bow.  Likely human, orc, maybe dwarf.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, he yanked the arrow from his shoulder and tossed it in the grass.  He drank a minor health potion, which sealed the wound, but did not do much to restore his hp.  Another drawback to leveling so fast; his potions were all low level. He should have thought to look for some in the kobold village.  
 
    As soon as the wound was healed, Mace went into stealth mode.  In the middle of a field with the sun nearly directly overhead, there were no shadows for him to meld into.  The best he could do was crouch down, move away at an oblique angle to where the shot had come from, and get down in the grass.  Hopefully whoever came for him wouldn’t be able to track him by scent. Or have a high enough perception to see him. 
 
    As he rose to his knees, he felt Minx return to his shoulder.   The two of them moved to their left, on a diagonal toward the forest rather than straight toward it.  Mace had to change his whole thinking. As a drow, he wasn’t going to be able to use the roads. Too many surface dwellers would try to kill him on sight. 
 
    Not that he blamed them.  Drow rarely came to the surface.  And when they did, they came in raiding parties, attacking villages in the night, taking slaves and slaughtering those they had no use for.  They were uniformly ruthless, heartless, and showed no mercy.  
 
    When he was a good sixty yards away from the spot where he’d fallen, Mace crouched low in the grass and listened.  He heard hoofbeats moving from the forest road across the field. Then a deep voice said “Do you think you killed it?” 
 
    Another voice, not as resonant, answered.  “I definitely hit it. But I think I hit it in the shoulder.  Missed the heart, a little high.” The voices approached, then passed by.   
 
    One of the things Jervis had taught Mace was that a ranged fighter rarely expected a wounded enemy to move toward them after being hit.  Whoever this was, they saw him go down.  They’d expect him to either still be laying where he fell, or to have gotten up and run away.  Thus, they were rarely diligent in their searching until they reached that spot.  
 
    Mace raised his head, risking exposure to get a look.  What he saw surprised him. Two centaurs were making their way toward where he’d been.  He hadn’t even known there were centaurs in the game. He quickly recalled all that he could about them from the various myths, books, and game lore he’d read.  
 
    Strong, fast, and really good with bows.  And great big swords. Often antisocial. Protectors of the forest.  Usually lawful good or chaotic good.  
 
    None of what he could remember made Mace hopeful that he could somehow talk his way out of this situation.  A drow would pretty much be on top of their kill list. His best bet was to flee.  
 
    Figuring he had a few minutes while they searched for him, he moved as quickly as he could toward the tree line.  He sacrificed speed for caution. If he were to make a sound or disturb the grass and alert the centaurs, he already knew they could hit him from their current range.  It was better to move slowly and stay hidden as best he could. Once he reached the trees, he could disappear into the shadows and be gone. 
 
    Mace listened intently as he took each careful step.  The two centaurs kept up a running banter as they moved toward their target.  “Not a bad shot, son. Moving target at a hundred yards, shooting between trees.  Even if it wasn’t a kill shot, it was damn close. You finish him off. Having a drow as your first kill will be a great honor.”  Apparently, the one who’d shot him was young. Lucky for Mace, as he’d just recalled that grown centaur males used massive bows, and arrows the size of table legs.  
 
    He was maybe twenty yards from the trees when he heard the young one say “He’s gone.  And I don’t see a blood trail.” The older voice responded. “Don’t move. Look carefully for tracks.  Drow can be light on their feet. I’ll signal the others.” 
 
    A moment later a horn sounded.  A long, low, remorseful sounding that called to mind great battles or epic hunts.  Ahead of Mace, four more centaurs stepped out of the shadows into the open field. They began to move toward the others, spread out in a skirmish line.  One was moving almost directly at Mace.  
 
    Not having time to do anything else, Mace flattened himself in the grass.  He held his breath, hoping that the immense creature didn’t spot him. Or worse, step on him.  His pulse quickened until he could hear it thumping in his ears just as loudly as the hoofbeats around him.   
 
    The line of centaurs approached at a leisurely pace.  The nearest raised a hand and called out to the others just as his foreleg set down less than a foot from Mace’s face.   “Ho! Did he get the kill?” He called out as he took another step.  
 
    The older voice from farther away called back. “Not yet! The sneaky bastard is on the move.  Keep a sharp eye out!” Whereupon the centaur above Mace drew an enormous two-handed sword. Mace was slightly behind him now, for which he was very grateful.  The centaur leaned forward and began to scan the ground ahead of him as he walked. Five seconds earlier, and he’d have been staring directly down at Mace.  
 
    The line of centaurs moved further from the trees.  Mace decided to risk moving again. He stood in a crouch, taking one very careful step to the side where the centaur had just passed.  He carefully began placing his feet within the indentations the centaur’s hooves had left in the grass. Using an enemy’s trail to disguise your own was another trick of Mace’s profession.   
 
    With the added noise of the additional centaurs moving about, he risked moving faster.  In less than a minute he had covered the last twenty yards and stepped into the trees. He immediately climbed the closest one and sat on a high limb, in the shadow of the trunk, to catch his breath.  
 
    Mace peered around the trunk to watch as the centaurs fanned out further as the original two joined them.  They continued on a path away from the trees, searching for a sign of him. He reached up unconsciously to stroke Minx’s fur.  
 
    “That was way too close, Minxy” he said to his familiar.  “I’m afraid this is how it’s going to be from now on. Everybody trying to kill us.  At least until we find a way to improve our reputation with the surface dwellers. Maybe-” 
 
    His sentence was cut off by another arrow impact.  This one passed through his armor, scored across his ribs, and stuck deeply into the trunk behind him.  He instantly dove forward, tearing his armor and leaving some of his skin behind as well. Looking down, he saw yet another centaur maybe thirty yards in front of him, already nocking another arrow and looking right at him. 
 
    Dammit!  How stupid can I be?! 
 
    Mace dove from his limb to another, moving to put the tree trunk between himself and the archer.  Then he reactivated his stealth ability (he could not stealth in plain sight of an enemy during combat) and dropped silently to the forest floor.  The moment he heard the twang of the bowstring, he moved to his left and forward toward the centaur. A dozen steps put him behind the trunk of another tree.  He quickly peered around to see the centaur staring up into his previous tree, another arrow ready to fire.  
 
    Mace needed to deal with this one before he called to the others.  There was an ornately carved horn on a sling around the centaur’s chest.  If he blew that and recalled the others, or even just shouted loudly enough, Mace would be in deep trouble. 
 
    Moving quickly toward another tree, this one only about ten feet from the centaur, Mace scanned the forest around them.  He had a plan, but if there were any others around, it would definitely get him killed. Seeing nothing, he scrambled up the tree.  When he was about fifteen feet up, he moved out onto a limb that extended roughly in the direction of the centaur.  
 
    He removed a throwing knife from his bag, and hurled it past the archer to embed itself in a tree with a loud thunk.  The centaur spun to investigate the sound, and Mace leapt. As he fell, he triggered his wrist sheath, and the enchanted dagger slid into his hand.  He landed atop the centaur’s back, and jammed the dagger into his neck. When the blow didn’t instantly kill his foe, he ripped the dagger back toward himself, tearing muscle and arteries.  A fountain of blood soaked the forest floor as the centaur dropped its bow, reaching feebly for the drow on his back.  
 
    Mace felt a rush of power flow from the dagger up his arm.  The dagger seemed to whisper to him as the centaur’s arms dropped and its legs buckled.  The fifteen hundred pound man-horse hit the ground with a thud as Mace rolled away toward it’s rear end.  He didn’t want to get blood on him. That would make him easier to track.  
 
    He quickly retrieved his throwing knife from the tree, then looted the dead centaur.  He received it’s bow, a quiver of arrows, ten gold coins and five silver. He also received a parchment with writing on it, which he stuck in his bag to examine later. The last item that showed up on his UI was the beautiful engraved horn.  Mace put that in his bag as well, then jumped atop the centaur’s corpse. Using it as a springboard, he leapt again to grab a branch above him. Swinging himself up, he stood on the limb and looked around. He felt Minx take her usual spot on his shoulder as he searched the woods for more enemies.  
 
    Finding nothing, he turned to look out into the field, where the other centaurs were turning to retrace their steps.  They were maybe a half mile out. When they found the body of their companion below, the hunt would become much more dangerous.   Mace felt Minx’s tail around his neck.  
 
    She sent him a thought.  “Forest clear.  Run!”    
 
    Mace didn’t need to be told twice.  He began to run through the treetops, leaping from branch to branch in a random pattern, heading generally east but often turning north or south.  He hoped the pattern would confuse the hunters. At one point, as he crossed over a stream, he dropped to the ground and left some clear prints in the mud leading into the stream.  He leapt across the small stream, and left more prints leading up the opposite bank heading north. Then he took to the trees again and immediately turned south.  
 
    Five minutes later he heard the horn he was expecting.  The dead centaur had been found. Mace was more than a mile away by then, and moving as quickly as he could.  He whispered “Help me watch for bad guys, Minx.” as he leapt to another tree. He turned from his southward path to one that took him as closely as possible to due east.   He assumed the centaurs had a settlement somewhere in this region, but had no idea where. Beings with the legs and stamina of horses could hunt a much wider territory than men on foot.  They could also cover ground in a search pattern much faster. Mace was counting on that. He wanted them rushing through the forest in every direction, splitting up as much as possible. So that if he was found, he might have a fighting chance.  He’d rather fight one of them and run away again than fight two or four.  
 
    Mace fled from the hunters for another half hour, zigging and zagging through the trees, maintaining his roughly easterly path.  When his stamina began to get low, he stopped. He climbed higher up the ancient oak tree he’d stopped in, until he reached an upper branch deep within the leaves.  There he perched and pulled out a travel ration. The inn’s food was good, even the jerky and biscuits. He tore off a chunk of the jerky and handed it to Minx, who took it in her dainty paws and began to nibble at it. She had needle sharp teeth that ripped easily into the jerky.  Her tail tickled his ear in thanks. He brought out his canteen, and poured some water into the cap for Minx. She held it like a tiny teacup and sipped from it as if she had all the table manners of a southern belle. Mace smiled as she handed the cap back to him.  
 
    I’m lost, centaurs are hunting me, and I’m up a tree having a tea party with my raccoon-monkey-squirrel. 
 
    “You are just the cutest thing ever” he whispered to Minx.  She gave him a look that clearly said “Duh.” before going back to nibbling on her jerky.  
 
    As he waited for her to finish, he pulled up his map.  His back and forth shenanigans had filled in a wide swath of map in the forest.  Though it didn’t tell him where the centaur settlement might be. He vowed to pull up the wiki before going to bed and memorize as much of the available maps as he could.   Since players could not access that info while in-game.  
 
    Next, he pulled out the parchment he’d taken from the centaur.  It was written in a flowing, elvish-looking script. It was, in fact, a message from the elves.  The first part asked for information on any outworlders seen within the realms. Mace nodded. Shari had told him the elves had offered to help them find other players.   The second part informed the reader that a drow named Mace would be coming from the west toward the elven lands, and asking that he be granted safe passage through the lands in between.  The last part even offered a reward for those who assisted him.  
 
    Clearly the centaurs aren’t interested in helping.  This thing basically put a target on my back. That hunting party was probably looking specifically for me.  Damn! How many of the other races or settlements are going to think like the centaurs? 
 
    Mace leaned back against the tree’s trunk and closed his eyes.  Minx moved to curl up in his lap, and began to purr. The soothing sound relaxed him considerably.  He stroked Minx’s back and idly scratched behind her ears, increasing the intensity of the purring.  
 
    When his drooping head caused him to jerk awake, he looked around frantically.  A quick check of his UI told him he’d only been asleep for a minute or two. Lifting Minx to his shoulder, he got back on his feet.  He couldn’t afford to be lollygagging around here while he was being hunted. But before he continued on, he wanted some idea of where he was.   
 
    He looked around at the surrounding trees.  The ancient oak that he was standing in was larger than any nearby neighbors.  So he climbed up to the highest branch that seemed like it would support his weight.  He was able to look through the branches of his tree over the canopy of younger, shorter trees surrounding him.  It wasn’t much help. He spotted a mountain range to the northeast. He remembered that from his research. They were called the Alaris mountains.  Home to dragons, rock trolls, and dwarves, as well as several of the monster races that lived under the mountain.  
 
    Turning clockwise, he saw mostly trees and more trees.  He spotted a couple of thin columns of smoke rising up to the south.  Maybe the centaur’s village? Whatever it was, he would be avoiding it.   No other landmarks presented themselves. Though he did see a wide gap in the canopy several miles to the east.  He suspected that was one of the lakes. That was as good a way to go as any. He wondered how well centaurs could swim as he climbed down to the lower branches.  With no better plan, he continued branch-hopping toward the east.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari got up from the floor of her room and summoned Snuffles.   Seeing that her armor was now pristine again, she sat on the bed and scratched the little pig’s ears.  He was taller again, having leveled up from the battle with the goblins.  
 
    “What should we do today, Snuffles?” She asked him.  She knew the answer. First thing was turn in her wolf hide quest.  That just might get her to level 20. And she needed to find the remaining three spell components for her class quest.   She consulted her map. The remaining three were all to the north, but not close together. She was going to spend a good part of her day walking. 
 
    With the piglet following, she left her room and headed downstairs.  She ordered some food for herself and the pig, then sat at a table and planned her route.  In addition to turning in the wolf hides, she’d need to visit a vendor to sell off the junk in her bag.  She also needed more arrows, health potions (she’d given all she had to the prisoners), and she needed to stop by to see Arlon about his offer to teach her new spells. 
 
    Finishing their meal, she left the inn and went to the tanner who’d given her the wolf hide quest.  He saw her as she stepped through the door, and raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” 
 
    She bowed her head slightly.  “I’m sorry. Things happened in my world that… prevented me from returning here for some time.” 
 
    “Yes, so I hear.” The elf replied.  “Well, show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    Shari produced the stack of rabid wolf hides and handed them over.  He inspected them briefly. “These will do. I’m afraid I can’t pay you much for them.  The demand for armor has dropped severely since you outworlders all disappeared…” He warned. 
 
    It’s fine.  I’m more interested in the experience.  I would normally complete this quest in a group, but I had to do it alone.  And it wasn’t easy.” 
 
    The elf looked thoughtful for a minute, then said “We can arrange for that!” 
 
    Quest Complete:  Doggone Wolves! 
 
    Reward:  1,100 experience; 10 gold 
 
    You have found a way to overcome the odds and defeat ten rabid wolves all on your own.  The experience from those battles is worth more to you by far than the gold you have received. 
 
      
 
    Level Up! You have reached level 20! 
 
    You have earned 1 free attribute point.  
 
    Shari did a little happy-dance right there in the shop.  Then a thought occurred to her. “Any chance you’d want some of the other items?  Teeth, claws?” She asked the tanner. He shook his head. “I have no use for them.  But check with either the blacksmith, or the alchemist. They often use those types of things in their crafts.”    Shari thanked him and left the shop. 
 
    That was awesome!  I got nearly twice as much experience as I should have, just by negotiating!  I had no idea that was even possible. Wait until I tell Mace! 
 
    Shari made her way back to the Alchemist’s shop, and showed Lonien her pile of wolf bits.  “Any interest in this stuff. If it makes a difference, they came from rabid wolves.” 
 
    Lonien’s eyebrows perked up a bit at that.  “Indeed. They could be useful. How much do you want for them?” 
 
    “Whatever you think is fair, Lonien.  You are a friend and a mentor. I’m not looking to profit from you.  While I’m here, I need ten more health potions. I’m afraid I gave all I had to those poor people yesterday.” 
 
    Lonien looked over the pile again, and offered.  “I’ll give you ten gold plus the potions.” 
 
    “Sold!” Shari grinned at him.  “And now you’re wondering if I would have taken eight?” 
 
    The old elf laughed and paid her the agreed upon amount, and the potions.  She waved goodbye and left the shop, Snuffles following behind, as she walked to Arlon’s tree.   When she reached the gate, she picked the piglet up, grunting a bit from the effort. She didn’t want him romping through the garden and destroying everything.    
 
    This time when she knocked on the door, Arlon opened it himself.   “Good morning young Shari! And friend.” He smiled at Snuffles. “Please come in.” 
 
    He led them into the sitting room, then indicated it was safe to set the piglet down.  “There’s nothing of much value in here to worry about.” He said. Snuffles immediately began to live up to his name, roaming about the room and sticking his snout into everything.  
 
    Arlon watched for a moment, then turned to Shari.  “So you’ve reached level 20! Excellent. And do you have the components for the ritual?” 
 
    “Some of them.  I’m missing three.  I plan to go after them today.  But you mentioned I might be able to learn more spells, so I thought I’d see you first.  In case you can teach me something that might help me in the quest.” 
 
    Arlon nodded his head.  “Good thinking, child. Let me see…” he examined Shari closely, as if looking through her eyes into her soul.  She imagined he was actually seeing some status window or similar thing that she herself couldn’t see. 
 
    “Well, now.  You have not been using your magic much, have you?” he observed.  
 
    Shari bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Master Arlon.  I have not. I don’t have much in the way of offensive magic.  I’ve used my light spell quite a bit…” she replied. 
 
    “Yes, well.  Let us do something about that.  Hold still, child.” The ancient elf put his hand upon her head and she closed her eyes.  There was a tingling sensation, and she imagined she could feel the magical knowledge seeping into her mind.  When he lifted his hand, he said “There you are.  A little offense, a little defense, and healing.” 
 
    Shari pulled up her UI and then her spell list.  She had three new spells. 
 
      
 
    Nature’s Wrath 
 
    Caster can cause spines of wood or hardened vegetation to speed toward a target.  Spines that penetrate target’s skin will extend tendrils within the body, doing damage over time.  Initial damage and DoT will increase at higher levels of this spell. Damage: 200 initial; 10/sec for 30 secs.  Mana cost: 30mp. 
 
      
 
    Druid’s Defender 
 
    Caster can summon a nature elemental to defend them for one minute.  The elemental will use available nature resources to form a body and use appropriate spells.  Elemental can be healed with standard healing magic. Mana cost: 50mp. Cooldown: 1hr 
 
      
 
    Life of the Forest 
 
    Caster can heal a friendly target using nature magic.  Target will receive an initial heal of 200hp, and an extended heal over time of 10hp/sec for ten seconds.   Initial and HoT health restored will increase at higher levels of this spell. Mana cost: 20mp 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Arlon!” Shari beamed at him.  With these spells, plus Snuffles, she would be able to handle most fights in the areas near the city. 
 
    “You are most welcome.  Now, I believe you have spell components to gather.” He motioned toward the door.  She retrieved Snuffles and left the tree. With nothing else to accomplish within the city, she headed back out to the forest for the last of her quest items. 
 
    The first was a rare mushroom.  She wished that she had a sample, so she could see what kind of bloodhound Snuffles would make.  Give him a snuff of the fungus and let him lead her right to it. She decided to experiment again.  “Snuffles, I’m looking for a mushroom called ‘Druid’s Tears’ that grows near here. Think you can find it?” 
 
    Her little oinker nodded his head and lowered his snout to the ground.  With a rapid series of snufflings, he walked in a complete circle before deciding on a direction and moving off at a trot.  Shari began to jog to keep up with him. The piglet’s legs were not as short as they had been just a day ago. Snuffles moved from tree to bush to tree, weaving his way through the forest.  After a few minutes, he made a happy squealing sound and dug his snout into the soil at the base of a tree.  
 
    “Don’t eat it, Snuffles!” Shari cried out.  “I need it for the ritual.” She bent down, nudging the pig out of the way, and examined the mushroom.  It was indeed the one she needed. She gathered several stalks as carefully as she could, and put them in her bag.  “If there are any left over, you can have them.” She smirked at Snuffles. 
 
    Next she needed a bat’s wing.  She already knew where to find bats… in the tomb where she’d already had to crawl through the guano.  She should have tried to find one yesterday, but she’d been in a hurry to get those prisoners to the city.  Consulting her map again quickly, she turned and marched toward the tomb. Snuffles followed beside her, sniffing at anything that caught his interest.  He found a goodly number of acorns and roots to munch on. Shari hoped none of it would make him sick. “Is there anything you won’t eat?” she teased him.  He just grinned and shook his head. 
 
    Shari enjoyed the walk through the forest.  She’d chosen an elf during character creation partly because she loved nature.  Before the world ended, she often went hiking or camping with her family. Real camping.  No cabins or RV’s. No pavilions with toilets and showers. Pup tents and campfires. Fishing for supper in the lake.  Cutting or scrounging your own firewood. She supposed it had prepared her to some extent for what was to come. Helped her survive. 
 
    But for now, she just breathed in the clean scent of trees.  She slowed her pace, looking up into the canopy at the swaying branches, listening to the rustle of leaves and the creaking of wood.  It was said the elves could actually talk to trees. Shari doubted that was true. Still, smiling to herself, she walked to the nearest tree, a venerable old elm, and hugged it.  Snuffles looked at her, head tilted to one side, probably wondering if she was insane. But she didn’t care. She just had an urge to hold onto the tree, to listen to the groaning of the trunk as the wind moving its upper branches caused it to flex.  She closed her eyes and felt the rough bark against her cheek.  
 
    “Hiiiiiide” a whisper in the back of her mind.  Her eyes flew open and she looked at Snuffles.  “Did you say that?” Snuffles looked confused for a moment, then shook his head. 
 
    Shari closed her eyes and put her head back against the tree.  She whispered “Was that you, old tree?” 
 
    “Daaangerrr… hiiiidee.”  The voice repeated.   It was the tree! Shari looked around frantically for an attacking enemy.   At the same time, Snuffles put his snout in the air and inhaled deeply. Then his ears drooped and he crouched low, looking around.  He gave a frightened squeal and tried to dig himself a hole under a large root. 
 
    Shari drew her bow and stepped over to where her brave piggy tank was cowering in the dirt.  “What is it snuffles?” She bent down and laid a hand on his head. She immediately got a picture of massive wings and sharp teeth.  It was more of an impression than an actual picture. But it was terrifying. 
 
    The was a commotion in the branches of a tree maybe fifty yards away.  Shari tuned in time to see a flying creature drop awkwardly to the forest floor.  It was maybe the size of a large bear. But it looked more like a dragon than a bear.  Long neck, leathering wings. It had a set of short forelegs with wicked claws, but unlike a dragon, it’s body tapered into a snake tail, with no rear legs. Its eyes were an ugly shade of reddish green, set wide on a raptor’s skull.  The thing opened its mouth and screeched at Shari, exposing a large number of sharp teeth. She used her Identify skill on it. 
 
    Immature Forest Wyvern 
 
    Level 30 
 
    Health 2,200/3,200 
 
    Taking a closer look, she saw that one of its wings was bent at an awkward angle like it was broken.  That explained the loss of hp. She was tempted to see if she could heal it, maybe tame it. It was large enough that she might be able to fly on its back. 
 
    She didn’t have more time to think, as the thing began to hobble towards her, pushing itself with one wing and sort of hopping on its forelegs.  
 
    “Make a choice, girl.  Heal it? Or kill it?” she thought as she took a step backward.   
 
    Taking a risk, she held up her right hand and cast Life of the Forest on the big lizard thing.  It paused, confused by the feeling of its wing being healed. It stumbled and rolled onto its back, screaming in pain when the still injured wing struck the ground.  
 
    “Well, shit.” Shari said to herself.  Her heal had somehow turned into an attack.  She quickly cast another heal, then another, as the thing struggled to regain its feet.  Between the 600hp of instant heals and the stacked HoT’s of 30hp per second, the wing was nearly healed by the time the wyvern righted itself.  It screeched at her again before poking at its wing with its nose. The thing looked confused, so Shari began to speak softly to it.  
 
    “It’s okay, big fella.  I’m here to help you. I’m a druid.  We protect the creatures of the forest.  I’ve healed your wing. Well, mostly. If you promise not to eat me, I’ll finish the job.” 
 
    The wyvern looked at her as if unsure what to do.  Shari guessed it had never been healed before. She raised her hand to cast one more heal on the creature, when Snuffles chose that moment to break and run.  With a squeal he sprang from his half-dug hole and ran behind Shari, continuing on behind a tree. 
 
    The wyvern’s raptor instincts kicked in immediately.  It might not understand Shari and her healing, but a small pork roast running practically beneath its nose it could relate to.  That was food, and it was hungry. The thing screeched again and stepped forward, intending to pursue the piglet. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t.  That’s my piggy!” Shari growled at it.  Instead of casting the last heal on the creature, she cast Druid’s Defender, summoning an elemental to help her fight the wyvern.   There was a greenish glow on the forest floor in front of her, then a creature began to emerge from it. Made of what appeared to be roots and vines, it stood maybe eight feet tall.  It had four arms and two legs, but no feet as it appeared to just grow up from the earth. The elemental growled at the wyvern, stealing its attention.  
 
    The wyvern altered its path, lashing out to bite at the elemental.   The mass of roots didn’t even try to defend itself, allowing the wyvern to latch onto its torso.  Instead, the elemental wrapped all four arms around the large lizard and began to squeeze.  
 
    Wasting no time, Shari drew her bow. She fired several arrows into the wyvern at close range, each one striking it in the face or neck.  She watched as its health ticked down from the damage. But it wasn’t falling fast enough. Her defender would only last for one minute.  
 
    With her free hand she cast Nature’s Wrath, which would take a total of 500hp from the wyvern over ten seconds.  Then she resumed firing her arrows. 
 
    The wyvern, meanwhile, was worrying at the torso of the elemental.  Grinding its teeth back and forth as it tried to bite through the construct.  Which was down below 50% and falling. With only 20 seconds left on its clock, Shari elected not to heal it, saving her mana for the fight.  She drew her bow back and fired another arrow into the wyvern, the arrow passing cleanly through the beast’s neck just below its jaw. 
 
    When the defender expired, the wyvern was in bad shape.  But it still lived. And it was angry. 
 
    Immature Forest Wyvern 
 
    Level 30 
 
    Health 600/3,200 
 
    The thing was still tangled up in the now lifeless defender’s construct.  But it managed to swing around, it’s tail snapping like a whip. The sharp end of the tail penetrated Shari’s gut, and she thought she could feel it scrape against her spine.  The creature withdrew the tail in a spray of blood. Her health dropped to 200hp. A scream forced its way from her throat. The pain was incredible. Tears formed in her eyes and snot began to run from her nose as the scream devolved into a sob. 
 
    Shari gritted her teeth and cast Nature’s Wrath on the beast again.  Then she used the last of her mana to cast a heal on herself. The spell doubled her remaining HP and made her feel somewhat better, but the gaping wound in her belly hadn’t closed. 
 
    The wyvern had nearly freed itself from the entangling roots and vines.  Shari knew if it managed another attack she would die. Fumbling to lift her bow, she nocked another arrow and drew it back.  She didn’t have the strength for a full draw, so she pulled as far as she could and released. The arrow struck the wyvern in the chest, doing 200 damage.   With the damage from the spell, the beast was down to under 100hp and the DoT’s were still ticking.  
 
    Shari needed to survive another ten seconds.  By then the thing would be dead. She rolled herself over and onto her hands and knees.  She began to crawl behind the same tree Snuffles had used for cover. The piglet was still there, cowering at the base of the trunk.  Shari let her arms collapse and turned her body into a roll that would take her the rest of the way behind the tree. Five seconds left… 
 
    A searing pain erupted in her right ankle.  Crying out in pain again, she looked down to find that the wyvern had bitten down on her foot.  Shari panicked and kicked at the thing’s snout with her other foot, the pain in her leg warring with the pain in her gut every time she moved.   
 
    The light went out of the wyvern’s eyes a second later, and its grip on her foot relaxed a bit.  Shari’s health bar was down to 30hp and flashing red on her UI. She pulled a health potion from her bag and gulped it down.  Out of danger for a moment, she used her bow to pry open the wyvern’s jaw and remove her foot. The wound wasn’t as bad as it had felt.  Her boots protected her from most of damage. Still, several of the teeth had penetrated the leather and sunk into her skin. 
 
    She sat panting, leaning back against the tree.  When her mana had recharged enough, she cast a heal on herself.  The pain in her gut lessened, and was gone completely from her leg.   Snuffles came over and crawled into her lap, looking sympathetic.  
 
    “My big brave tank piggy.  Never seen you run so fast.” She half-scolded her companion.  She scratched his ears to let him know she wasn’t really angry.  What could he have done, after all? Besides get himself eaten? 
 
    As she waited for her health and mana to recover, she reached out and looted the wyvern’s corpse.  She was surprised by the sheer quantity of items. There was a stack of thirty pieces of wyvern meat, several claws, and ten pieces of wyvern-scale hide. There were thirty immature wyvern’s teeth, two eyes, and a wyvern’s heart that glowed purple indicating a rare item.  There was also, by some inexplicable game mechanic, a bow made of bone.  
 
    Wyvernbone Bow 
 
    Quality: Unique, Scalable 
 
    Stats: Agility +1; Strength +2; Stamina +1 
 
    This bow, shaped from the spine and sinew of a young wyvern, is flexible yet strong.  Arrows fired from this bow will fly farther and faster than normal.  
 
      
 
    Holding the new bow in her hand, she could feel that it was lighter than the wooden one she carried. She tried an experimental pull of the string, and found it slightly easier than her wooden bow as well.  Though that might be due to the strength bonus. Placing her old bow in her bag, she slung the new one over her shoulder. 
 
    The last loot item made her grin, despite her exhausted state.  It was a soul gem. One of the spell components she needed. That left only the bat wings.  
 
    Getting to her feet, she said “Let’s go, oh mighty pig protector.”  She took a moment to lay a hand on the elder tree that had warned her of danger.  “Thank you, old one.” 
 
    Checking her map briefly to regain her bearings after the fight, she once again set off toward the tomb.  
 
    Finding the entrance again, she stepped down through the door and followed the tunnel.  Since she hadn’t seen any actual bats the day before when she chose the left fork, she chose the right this time.  Unlike the left tunnel, this one didn’t turn quickly. It extended in a long, gradual downward slope. After following it for a couple of minutes, Shari began to consider turning around.  She wasn’t looking to explore a dungeon, just find a bat. And there was guano in the other direction.   
 
    Just as she was about to give up and turn around, the tunnel made a left turn into a stairway.  Shari and Snuffles descended the stairs, coming out on a landing about thirty feet down. The landing overlooked a cavern that glowed an iridescent blue-green color.  There was enough light to make out the dimensions of the space, about forty yards across with a high ceiling. On the cavern floor were a few scattered boulders with their tops covered in the now familiar chalky white bat guano.  The soft, colored light was coming from the walls, floor, and ceiling. 
 
    The cavern had a moist feel to it.  Shari thought she heard the trickling of water from somewhere, and made the connection.  She whispered to Snuffles.  “This light must be from some kind of glowing moss.  Don’t eat it.” 
 
    She cast her light spell on her bow, and it glowed brightly.  Much more brightly than she’d expected. She made a mental note to ask Arlon about that.    
 
    The increased light showed her dozens of water rivulets running down the cavern walls all around the perimeter.  The water pooled in places on the floor. The moss, now a dull grey in the light from her bow, was much thicker in those areas, and it covered most of the floor.    
 
    She raised her bow above her head to extend the light to the ceiling, and smiled.  There were hundreds of bats hanging in clusters of two and three.  
 
    She nocked an arrow and drew it back, aiming for a nearby bat.  But she hesitated before loosing the arrow. She was a druid, after all.  She didn’t think Arlon would want her to kill a defenseless creature just for a spell component.  Plus, the little guys were kinda cute, in a creepy sort of ‘don’t touch me’ way. 
 
    Snuffles solved her problem for her.  As usual, he’d been exploring, sticking his snout into everything.  While sniffing at the moss, he’d inhaled something he didn’t like. Sitting back and shaking his head vigorously, he let out a high-pitched squeal of distress, or disgust.   Either way, the sound agitated the bats, causing several to drop from the perch and swoop toward the landing and the tunnel beyond. Shari ducked her head as several flew right at her.  One got tangled in her hair momentarily, screeching loudly at her as it struggled flew and took off.  
 
    That screeching woke the rest of the bats.  Almost as one they dropped from the ceiling and rushed at Shari.  Hundreds of them. Too many to fit in the tunnel at once. They swarmed around her like a black cloud, battering her with their wings.  A few latched onto her with sharp little talons and tried to bite through her armor with tiny needle-sharp fangs.  
 
    Snuffles squealed in pain.  Several more had latched onto him, and he didn’t have armor to protect him.  He was bleeding in several places already.  
 
    “Screw this.  These bats must DIE!” Shari shouted, further agitating the bats.  She began to swing her bow about like a club, bashing bats from the air.  She stepped toward Snuffles, casting a heal on him before clubbing several of the bats that clung to his hide.   Realizing she was never going to get anywhere trying to hit them one at a time, she cast her Campfire spell, a simple low-level ignition spell used for lighting wood campfires, on one of the bat corpses on the floor.   The bat’s fur caught fire, and immediately the flame spread. Several dead bats burst into flames. The smell of burnt hair, bat flesh, and smoking moss was revolting. So much so that the remaining bats fled the area, exiting through the tunnel.   
 
    Shari checked on Snuffles, casting another heal on him.  When she was sure he was okay, she looted the bat corpses.  In addition to the wings she needed, she got several sets of claws, teeth, and roasted bat meat.  She chuckled at that. Looking down the tunnel, she said “Sorry guys. I wasn’t looking for a fight.”  
 
    Stowing her loot in her bag, she led Snuffles back up and out of the tunnel.  Normally she would check the cavern for hidden treasures and such. But the smell was making her eyes water and she just wanted fresh air. 
 
    When they emerged from the tomb, Snuffles immediately dashed for the nearest patch of grass and rolled around in it.  Rubbing his snout in the grass as well. “Trying to clear the stink? I don’t blame you. It was bad enough for me. I can’t imagine how it was for you.” Shari commiserated with the piglet.   She waited for him to finish, and the two of them began the hike back to the city. 
 
    It was getting late in the day by the time she arrived back at the gate.  Rather than going to see Arlon right away, she decided to log out for the night.  She could visit him in the morning. 
 
    When she walked into the tavern, she almost immediately received annoyed looks from several of the patrons.  One of them asked “What is that smell?” 
 
    She hadn’t realized she’d brought the burned-bat-stink back with her.  She blushed furiously, suddenly finding herself the stinky kid in class.  “I’m sorry. Burned some bats. I was attacked in a tunnel and…” 
 
    “I didn’t really want to know.” The elf interrupted her.  “Please, take yourself upstairs, or outside. Or out of the city.” He grimaced.  Several others nodded their heads.  
 
    Shari practically ran up the stairs in her embarrassment.  Once in her room she stripped off her clothes and changed into a plain pair of pants and shirt.  Then she opened the window and hung her stinkified clothes on nearby pegs, hoping to air them out.   If the smell wasn’t gone when she logged back in, she’d have them cleaned.  
 
    Sitting down on the bed, she dismissed Snuffles, who looked grateful to be escaping her stench.  Then she logged herself out. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace continued to move from tree to tree in a more or less straight line toward the lake.  In less than an hour, he reached the edge of a cleared area on the lakeshore. The trees had been cut to stumps a few hundred feet back from the lake, and it looked as if a good bit of the lumber had been used to build a settlement.  There was a log palisade that encircled a group of maybe twenty buildings, with a gate that faced the water. At the lake’s edge, two long piers stretched out into the water. Several small fishing boats were pulled up on the shore, and at each of the piers was a larger vessel.  One was a barge, wide and flat, riding low in the water with a half-dozen oars on each side. The other was a sailing vessel maybe thirty feet long with a single mast.  
 
    Scattered around the shore and within the palisade, a variety of people of different races were moving about.  Mostly, Mace saw orcs. But there were humans, dwarves, gnomes, kobolds, even a few goblins. Just outside the gate Mace spotted a familiar glowing stone marker.   A bind point. Even if he couldn’t safely enter the village, Mace needed to get to that bind point. If he died now, he’d end up all the way back at the kobold village inn where he’d spent the night.  
 
    Dropping to the ground, he went into stealth mode.  He moved quickly toward the back wall of the compound and blended into its shadows.  He slowly made his way around the outside of the wall toward the gate, being careful not to make noise.  When he reached the bind point, he positioned himself so that the stone was between him and the guards at the gate.  Crouching down to hide behind the rock, he reached out and touched it. He was now bound to this spot. 
 
    Deciding he had little to lose, he stood in the open and called out to the guards at the gate.  “Ho, there! Is there an inn for a weary traveler?” 
 
    The guards immediately raised their weapons, looking around.  Mace waved his arm in the air, making it easier to spot him. He took a couple steps around the rock and toward the gate.  The two guards took a good look at him, then whispered among themselves. When they lowered their weapons, Mace took it as a good sign. 
 
    “Aye, there’s an inn.” One of the guards, an orc, replied.  “Though many here won’t be glad to see a drow visitin’ I don’t think.”  
 
    Mace nodded his head in understanding.  This was going better than expected. “I imagine not.” He agreed. “But please rest assured, I mean no harm to anyone here in…” he paused for the guard to finish the sentence. 
 
    “Lakeside” the second guard grunted.  He appeared to be half orc, half something larger.  Ogre, maybe? 
 
    “I mean no harm to anyone here in Lakeside.  I simply wish to lay down my head and rest for the night. Maybe purchase some food.” 
 
    The first guard observed “Yer a drow.  If’n ya meant to kill us all in our sleep, yer not likely to say so now, are ya?” 
 
    Mace sighed.  He just needed to get to the inn.  Once he was inside the room, he would be in a safe zone.  No one could enter without his permission. 
 
    He reached into his bag and produced two gold coins.   Offering them to the nearest guard, he asked “Do these make me seem any friendlier?” 
 
    The guard accepted the gold coins and grunted.  
 
    Your reputation with the settlement of Lakeside has improved to Neutral 
 
    A nod from the guard, and Mace stepped through the gate.  He received some unfriendly stares from some of the citizens on the street, but none tried to kill him as he made his way to the inn.  Once inside, a quick conversation with the innkeeper, who was a kobold and seemed happy enough to accept his coin, and he made his way up the stairs to his room.  He plopped down on the bed and dismissed Minx before logging out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    It Ain’t Easy Being Me 
 
    Mace checked the clock as he exited his pod.  It was 7:00pm. He hit the shower, then dressed in blue jeans and a “GameLit Don’t Quit!” T-shirt featuring a honey-badger wearing a horned helmet.  After slipping on a pair of boat shoes, he stepped out into the corridor. He figured a late dinner would be a good chance to talk with Shari some more.   
 
    Her door was left open, and she was nowhere in sight.  Mace made his way to the kitchen, where he found her already cooking some spaghetti.  He said “That sauce smells delicious.” as he crossed the room. Stepping close to the stove, he put a hand on the small of her back while he leaned in for a better sniff of the pasta sauce.  “What did you put in there?” 
 
    She leaned into him slightly, reaching toward the counter.  She lifted several herb bottles and showed them to him. “Diced onion, garlic powder, basil, thyme, oregano, and a little sea salt.” 
 
    Mace nodded his head. “Family recipe?  Or just making it up as you go?” 
 
    She chuckled a bit and said “Actually I think I might have seen it in a movie.  The Godfather? Maybe Goodfellas? One of those gangster movies.”  
 
    “Ha!” Mace grinned back at her.  “Whatever works. Can I get a little taste?” He asked, reaching for the wooden spoon she was using to stir the sauce and the pasta.    
 
    She was faster than he was, grabbing the spoon and rapping his hand with it.  “No! Just be patient mister Stabby McHungrydrow. It’ll be ready in about five minutes.  Go set the table. Find us some nice cloth napkins and real silverware. And some wine. Is there any wine?” 
 
    Mace had indeed grabbed some bottles of wine on a previous trip to the Safeway.  He opened a cupboard near the refrigerator to reveal a small wine rack with seven bottles in it.  “Uhh… what color wine goes with pasta?” 
 
    Shari snorted.  “Look for a chianti or a cabernet.” she said, shaking her head.  “Boys.” 
 
    Mace quickly checked the bottles.  “No chianti. This one says ‘Cabernet Sauvignon’.  Good?” 
 
    “Perfect!  Now find us some wine glasses. The wide kind with a fat belly.” 
 
    Mace stuck his tongue out at her.  “That part I actually knew. I’m not a total savage.”  He didn’t hear her response, as she mumbled into the pot of boiling pasta.   
 
    Retrieving two wine glasses, he set them and the bottle on the counter.  Apparently, that was a mistake. “What are you doing? We’re not eating in here.  Go set a table in the dining room. Find a table cloth.” 
 
    Mace rolled his eyes, but only after he’d turned so she couldn’t see his face.  The ‘dining room’ was a fifty-foot square cafeteria with about twenty small square tables and three long ones with benches.   Mace chose one not far from the kitchen door and set down the bottle and glasses. Then he went in search of a table cloth and linen napkins.  After a minute of opening doors, he found a fully stocked linen cabinet. He made a detour through the kitchen, grabbing up plates and silverware.   
 
    Returning to the dining area, he set everything down next to the wine bottle.  A minute later he’d set an adjacent table with linens, plates, silverware, and glasses.  He went back into the kitchen to rummage around a bit, finding a bottle opener, a couple of small candles, and a lighter.   He quickly jammed the candles in his pockets so Shari wouldn’t see them. Hurrying back out to the dining room, he placed and lit the candles, then opened the wine.   Taking a last look at his preparations, he nodded to himself and stepped back into the kitchen.  
 
    Shari was just pouring the pasta through a colander in the sink.  While that cooled a bit, she turned off both burners on the stove, and poured the sauce into a gravy boat.  Then she dumped the pasta into a bowl, and handed it to Mace. She picked up the sauce, and he followed her to the dining room. 
 
    “Aww, candles!” She turned and favored him with a beaming smile.  “Nice touch.” 
 
    Setting the pasta down on the table, Mace stepped over to the wall and switched off the overhead lights.  “Better?” 
 
    “Much.  Come sit before your dinner gets cold.” She answered. 
 
    The two of them dished up their food.  As they ate, they talked about their adventures in-game.   Mace told her about leaving the kobold village and the attack by the centaurs.  “I know the elves were trying to be helpful. But their messages put a bright red target on my back.  It may take me longer to reach you than I expected.” 
 
    Shari asked “Did you make it somewhere safe?” 
 
    “Yup. Found a settlement on the western shore of a big lake.  Cleverly named Lakeside. It had an inn. Mixed race settlement.  A few gold got me in the gate and a room for the night. Probably have to sneak out in the morning, though.  Anyone who’s interested will have all night to plan how to ambush me.” 
 
    “That sucks.  I didn’t realize how tough it would be for you on the surface.  Maybe you should re-roll?” Shari ventured. 
 
    Mace shook his head.  “I thought about it. But I like my drow.  And I’m starting to get strong. I want to see what happens with my soul dagger, too.” He tilted his head.  “Besides, there are no admins left. I’m not sure I could re-roll if I wanted to. I’d probably have to hack admin access to the server.” 
 
    “You could do that?” Shari’s eyes widened.  She’d always thought geeks with hacking skills were sort of bad-boy sexy.  
 
    “From outside, never.  Security here is top of the line.  But since I’m here in the building?  And I’ve been working with the security protocols in order to install Peabody…” He looked thoughtful.  “I could probably plug a laptop right into one of the servers and hack my way in from there.” 
 
    Shari looked at him, with puppydog eyes, twirling her hair around one finger.  “So… if you wanted, you could drop a chest full of epic loot for me to pick up?” She grinned evilly at him. 
 
    “Ha!  I suppose with enough time I could manage that.  But what would be the fun in that?” 
 
    Shari laughed.  “You’re supposed to want to impress me with shiny things!  Win my heart with shameless bribery and acts of chivalry!” She half-pouted.  
 
    Mace’s face went thoughtful again.  “Ah, I see. I was sick the day they covered ‘babes 101’ in college.  Everything I know I learned from internet porn. I’m afraid the girls in those movies didn’t require a whole lot of convincing.”  
 
    Shari threw her napkin at him.  He caught it before it could drop into his pasta, then handed it back to her.  “I’m just kidding. I totally sat thru ‘babes 101’. Took notes like crazy. Where do you think I got the idea for the candles?” He looked meaningfully from her to the candles on the table, then back to her.  She laughed despite herself.  
 
    She changed the subject, telling him about her fight with the wyvern and the hundreds of bats flying at her face.   Mace shuddered at that part. “Bats. Gah! Couldn’t they have made it fuzzy bunny tails instead of bat wings?” 
 
    Shari’s face adopted a shocked look.  “What?? You want me, a druid, to kill fuzzy bunnies?” 
 
    Mace looked cautious.  “Uhhh… no?” He answered hesitantly.  This was a simple yes/no answer situation, but he had a feeling even the right answer might be the wrong answer.   He found his mouth opening again before he could stop it. “Maybe uhhh… rabid bunnies? I mean, there are rabid wolves, right?  Maybe one of them bit a bunny and spread the rabies…” his voice trailed off as he realized how lame he sounded. 
 
    Shari burst out laughing.  “Ahahaha! Dork. Rabid bunnies.  Imagine that. Angry bloodshot eyes, ears laid back, back legs launching them at your face!”  
 
    Mace looked squeamish.  “Not my face I’m worried about.  I read a book where this ogre dude punted a bunny in a noob zone, and pissed off a whole herd of them.   They took him down and bit his junk off!” 
 
    Shari smirked at him. “And you think you’re gonna have a special need for your junk sometime soon, is that it?” 
 
    Mace blushed.  Taking a deep breath, he raised his eyes to meet hers.  “Damn, I hope so!” He winked. 
 
    Finished with dinner, they carried their plates and such into the kitchen to clean up.  Shari pushed the cork back into the bottle and set it in the fridge. They did the dishes, and put everything away.  On their way back through the dining room, Mace blew out the candles. No point in wasting them.  
 
    They walked together back to their rooms.  Shari stopped outside hers and looked up at him.  “Babes 101. Dork!” she pulled his head down and kissed him briefly, then retreated into her room and closed the door. 
 
    Smiling happily to himself, Mace retreated to his own bed.  Between the fly scare that morning, and the stressful run through the forest in-game, he was more than ready for some sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The centaur walked through the gate of Lakeside just before nightfall.  He nodded to the guards as he passed, then stopped and turned. “Either of you see a drow named Mace come through here?” 
 
    The same guard who’d taken Mace’s gold earlier replied “Saw a drow.  Don’t know his name. Can’t be that many about, though.” 
 
    The centaur’s face turned dark. “Where did he go?  He killed my uncle in the forest. I want his head.” 
 
    The guards exchanged a look.  “He was headed to the inn. But don’t you go causing trouble there.  You want him, you take him once he leaves the village.”  
 
    “I’ll take him where I find him. Unless you want a fight with my whole clan, you’ll not try to interfere!” The centaur growled at the guards.  
 
    “That’d be up to captain Charles.  We’ll fetch him. But I warn you, he’ll not like having his dinner interrupted.  You just wait right here.” The lead guard motioned for the other to fetch their commander, and he took off at a trot.  
 
    The centaur paced back and forth as the guard watched calmly, hand on his weapon.  The centaur’s tail twitched in aggravation. After a few minutes he lost his patience.  “I’m going to the inn! You can tell your captain he can find me there.” 
 
    The guard stepped forward.  “I’ll have your word you’ll start no trouble, first.” 
 
    The centaur growled again, placing a hand on his bow before pausing to take a deep breath. “I’ll do nothing until I’ve spoken to your captain.” 
 
    Centaurs were known for keeping their word.  Honor was important to them. The guard relaxed, moving his hand away from his weapon.  “I’ll send the captain along. What is your name?” 
 
    “I am Beron.  He will know the name.” the centaur nodded as he strode away. 
 
    The tavern room at the inn was too small for a centaur.  But the town grew up on the edge of centaur lands, and traded with them quite a bit.  So there was a wide window at the end of the bar, with a sturdy shelf below it. Centaurs could order food and drink and eat them there. Beron approached and knocked on the shutter, which was promptly lifted.  The innkeeper greeted him. “Master Beron. Good to see you again. What can I get you?” 
 
    Ale.  And information.  I’m seeking a drow named Mace.  I’m told he was headed here.” 
 
    The innkeeper nodded his head.  “Yes, he’s here. Went straight to a room.  Very tired. Friend of yours?” 
 
    “No friend of mine.  He’s an outworlder. Killed my uncle today.  I’m here for his head.” Beron answered gruffly.  
 
    The innkeeper shook his head.  “Heard about letter from elves.  Didn’t ask drow’s name. Must be same one.” 
 
    “We care not for the wishes of the elves.  Any drow crossing our territory will die.” Beron glared at the kobold, who raised his hands in surrender, saying “I get your ale.” 
 
    Beron was just taking his first swallow when captain Charles walked up.  An ogre in full armor, the captain was easily a match for the centaur in size and strength.    “What is this about you looking to kill someone in my town?” he wasted no time on pleasantries.  The two knew each other, and weren’t on particularly friendly terms. 
 
    “There’s a drow in this inn.  He killed one of my kind as he passed through our lands.  I’ll be taking his head back to put on my uncle’s grave.” 
 
    The captain shrugged.  “That’s none of my business.  Unless you try to take him inside the walls.” 
 
    Beron bristled, one hoof pawing the ground.  “I’ll take him inside, outside, wherever I find him.  Do not interfere in this, captain. My clan will collect this blood debt, and anyone who tries to stop it will suffer.” 
 
    The ogre took a step closer to Beron.  “Why did this drow kill your uncle?” 
 
    Beron spat on the ground.  “I was not there. But his reasons do not matter.  Blood debt is owed.” 
 
    Captain Charles replied. “My men tell me he was wounded.  Arrow holes in his armor. Any chance he was just defending himself?” 
 
    Beron growled at the ogre.  “Any drow in our lands is fair game.  Who struck the first blow has no bearing.  He has spilled the blood of the clan. He will die.” 
 
    The captain nodded his head.  “That may well be. But he will not die inside my walls.  He is an outworlder. You know you can not truly kill them.  And I will not have our laws ignored for some pointless gesture to satisfy your need for revenge.   I will speak to him when he leaves his room. I will hear his story. You can spend the night here in the stable, and be welcome.  But in the morning you will go and wait outside the gate. What happens out there is no business of mine.” 
 
    Beron’s face twisted in rage. He shouted “His STORY? What does it matter what he says?  I have warned you once, captain. Interfere, and it will mean war with my clan!” 
 
    The captain’s return shout was a roar that shook the walls of the inn.  “This is MY town!” he stepped closer so that his face was inches from Beron’s, his voice a guttural growl.  “Your clan will not go to war with Lakeside. You need the supplies we bring across the lake, and the fish we pull from it.  Centaurs don’t make good sailors, Beron. Accept my offer, or you and yours will no longer be welcome here!” 
 
    The centaur stood there, face to face with the ogre, his face red and neck muscles straining in fury.  His fists clenched so hard the sinews of his forearms bulged. The ogre didn’t blink, didn’t back down an inch.  After maybe a minute, Beron took a step back and nodded his head. “It shall be as you say. He is mine the moment he leaves your walls.” 
 
    The captain nodded in acknowledgement, and turned to return to his home, where his half-eaten dinner awaited.  Beron tossed a few coins to the innkeeper and took his ale with him to the stables.  
 
    ***** 
 
    The next morning at breakfast, Shari presented an idea.  “Feel like going to the roof today?” 
 
    Mace looked at her for a moment.  When she didn’t elaborate, he asked “To… work on our tans?” 
 
    “To do a little hunting.  You mentioned that first day that three of the zombies got in a fight just across the park.  The human ones are more territorial, and tend to stay in one area unless lured away. If the big one who won the fight is still around, I might be able to get a headshot from the roof.  The building is high enough that they shouldn’t be able to smell us. Or hear us if we’re quiet.” 
 
    Mace was wholeheartedly behind taking out any local zombies.  He had regular nightmares about one of them breaking through the lobby glass and waiting for him to step off the elevator.   They finished their breakfast and cleaned up, then returned to their rooms to gear up. In addition to his normal guns and weapons, Mace went into a storage closet and grabbed a net attached to a hoop on a stick. It looked like a butterfly net, only more sturdy. 
 
    When Shari met up with him in the corridor, she looked at the net and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll be watching your back while you look through the scope.  This is for any birds or flying bugs that get too close.” Mace explained.   Shari nodded her head, impressed. “Good thinking for a computer geek.”  
 
    Mace stopped in the security room as they made their way out.  He went into a cabinet that held several small radio units in chargers.  Grabbing two, he handed one to her. Then he handed her an earpiece. “Keep this in.  These will allow us to talk to each other at a distance without shouting. No need to push anything, just talk.  I’ll hear anything above a whisper. They’ll work anywhere in the building, and for about half mile around it.” 
 
    She tucked the radio in a vest pocket, and inserted the earpiece.  Then she stepped around the corner. “Let’s test them.” She said as she exited the door.   When she was far enough away that he couldn’t hear her voice normally, she cupped both hands loosely over her mouth.   Then she took an exaggerated breath in through her teeth, and made an ‘O’ as she let it out. She did this twice, then said in her deepest voice.  “Mace, I am your father!” 
 
    She heard him chuckle in her ear.  “That wasn’t creepy at all. Radios work fine.  Let’s get going.” He said. They did a check of the monitors, looking for any kind of movement outside.  Finding none, they took the elevator up to the lobby and Mace checked the monitor at the reception desk. While he did that, Shari ducked into a restroom and filled a coffee pot to water the trees with.   That job done, they went upstairs and watered their little conference-room farm before continuing on up to the roof.  
 
    The elevator didn’t go all the way to the roof.  Instead there was a stairwell near the elevators on the fourth floor that went up to the roof access door.  It was a solid metal door that somebody, Mace didn’t know who, had sealed with duct tape. When Shari asked about it, he shrugged and said “Must have happened in the first few days.  There were a bunch of us then, and everyone was a little paranoid.” 
 
    They took some time to remove the tape as quietly as possible.  They had no idea what type of flying creatures might be just hanging out on the roof.  When the tape was cleared, Mace opened the door as slowly and quietly as possible. The hinges squealed a bit, but not too loudly.  He made a mental note to spray some lubricant on them.  
 
    Mace peered out across the roof as soon as he could see.  He opened the door slowly, watching and listening for any sign of creatures.  When he was convinced it was clear, he opened the door fully and stepped out. The sky above was cloudy and grey, as if rain were on its way.  “That’s good” Shari nodded toward the clouds. “Means we won’t be casting any shadows below.” 
 
    The roof was wide and flat, with a rubbery membrane covering that blanketed the roof and rose up the side parapet walls around the edges.  There were several mechanical units up there. Vents for exhaust fans, three big chillers for the HVAC system. There was also a block structure that housed the elevator machine room roughly in the center of the roof.   Shari immediately pointed to that. “We clear that first. That’s our go-to shelter if like, a dragon lands or something.” She grinned as he rolled his eyes.  
 
    The two of them made their way to the machine room.  The door wasn’t locked, so Mace just pulled it open quickly with his weapon at the ready, as Shari waited to one side.  Nothing burst out of the room at them, so Mace stepped around from behind the door and went inside.  
 
    The room was large, as it encompassed the hydraulic motors that lifted each of the four elevators that ran from the lobby up.  It smelled mainly of motor lubricant and iron. The floor was surprisingly clean, and the room very neat. There was a table with two chairs against the wall near the doors.  A couple of manuals sat open on the table. Shari and Mace spent a couple of minutes checking all the nooks and crannies for any evidence of critters or bugs. When they found nothing, they exited the structure and closed the door. 
 
    Mace asked “Alright, where do you want to start? 
 
    Shari looked around. “Which way is the park?” 
 
    Mace walked toward one side of the building.  When they neared the parapet wall, both of them crouched down.  The wall was three feet high, so sitting on their knees they could easily see over while keeping most of their bodies hidden.  He pointed across the park that stretched out below them to a building across the street. “Fifth floor, left side of the building.  See the broken windows?” 
 
    Shari nodded and set her rifle on top of the wall.  Looking through the scope, she adjusted it a bit. Mace began to look around them and up into the sky, watching for any potential dangers.  After a few minutes, she said “I’ve scanned as much of the building as I can see. Nothing obvious. A lot of broken furniture and damaged walls.  But the ground level windows and the door aren’t damaged. I think maybe after it jumped out, it couldn’t get back in?” 
 
    Mace shook his head.  “The thing was huge. It could bust through a brick wall if it wanted.  But maybe it did just pick a new spot.” 
 
    Shari spent some time scanning other buildings from her vantage point.  “I see two with what looks like bomb damage on the ground floor. Big hole in the wall of one, shattered storefront on the other.  I guess it could be in one of those.” 
 
    Disappointed, Shari suggested they check out each direction.  So for the next hour they moved from one side to the next as she scoped out their surroundings.   When she finished the last side, she said “No movement anywhere.” 
 
    Mace grinned at the disappointment in her voice.  “That’s a GOOD thing. I mean, I know you’re feeling a little bloodthirsty…”  
 
    “Yeah.  Since it all happened, I need to kill something every 2-3 days or I start getting fidgety.” She gave him her best crazed psycho-killer face. 
 
    “Yup.  Locking my door tonight for sure.” He countered.  
 
    They made their way back downstairs.  On the way down the subterranean elevator, they stopped on level 15 to water the corn.  When they reached level 30, Mace said “I’m going to work on Peabody for a while. I’ve almost got him worked out.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” Shari said.  “I’m going to go take over a med lab.  I’ve been thinking about the possibility of finding a way to counteract the contamination.  Seems like it would be worth investigating.” 
 
    Mace looked at her surprised.  “You have those kinds of skills?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not like, a leading world expert or anything.  I’m just good at research. And before you ask, remember that this whole thing was over, the entire globe contaminated, in just a few days.  Nobody had any time to try and work on it. Or anyway… anybody who has, is locked in a bunker somewhere like the Center for Disease Control or CDC .  I will likely never find anything useful. But it’ll give me something to fill the hours.” 
 
    Mace had no objection.  “Hey, knock yourself out.  This is your home, too. Do your sexy researcher thing!” He cringed when he said it.  He really felt like facepalming. 
 
    “Wow.” Shari looked at him.  “Sometimes that awkward geek thing just takes right over and let’s loose, huh?”   She spun around and walked off before he could come up with a decent reply.  
 
    The two of them did their own thing for a few hours, then got together for a quiet lunch.  Each of them was in their own head, mulling over the problems presented by their projects.  Finally Shari asked “How’s it going with Peabody?” 
 
    “Good.  I might even have him online this afternoon. I’m going to run a few tests.  Make sure he doesn’t go Skynet.” He grinned. “How bout your work?” 
 
    Well, I found a few good databases.  I’ve been cruising the CDC site to see if they’ve posted anything.  No evidence that they’re even alive. Been thinking that I’m going to need to experiment.  Which means…” she broke off and looked meaningfully at him. 
 
    He finished for her.  “You want to kill a zombie and bring it down here.” 
 
    “Not a whole zombie.” She said quickly.  “Just a piece of one. Not even a big piece.  Like… a finger. Something with bone in it so I can study the marrow.” 
 
    Mace trusted her.  The idea didn’t thrill him, but he could see it was something she really wanted.  “You’ll be super careful? Like, quarantine protocols? Triple rubber gloves and masks n such?” 
 
    When Shari promised, he added “That fight the other day.  The one that fell was pretty ripped up. There might be pieces left on the street.  And the other one died upstairs. Don’t think the big one had time to eat that one. We could check there.” 
 
    “That would be perfect!  I don’t think it matters much that they’re dead.  At least, for now. I might need a fresher one later.  But we’ll see.” 
 
    With that, they cleaned up and returned to their work.     
 
    Mace sat back down at the computer station in the security room.  Taking a deep breath, he pushed a button. He watched as the screen flashed up window after window, indicating it was loading various components of Peabody’s program.    It was going to take a while.  
 
    Mace stuck his earpiece in his ear and tapped at it once.  “Shari? You there?” 
 
    She answered after just a moment. “Mmmmhmmm… what’s up?” 
 
    “About what I said before?  I mean, I wasn’t wrong. You are definitely the sexiest researcher on the planet.” He held his breath. 
 
    “Not horrible.” She answered after thinking it over.  “Should have said that during lunch. Would’ve earned you a kiss.” 
 
    Mace’s computer beeped as a window popped up indicating that the upload was complete.  He didn’t hear or see it, as he was already down the corridor and turning the corner toward Shari’s lab at full speed.  A moment later he slid through the door of her lab, crashing into a cabinet just inside. Breathing heavily, he leaned against the door frame and crossed his arms in front of his chest, trying to look casual. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? A kiss? Like, what kind of a kiss?” He asked. 
 
    She got up from her chair and walked slowly over to him, looking into his eyes the entire time.  Stepping right up so that they were nearly nose to nose, she smiled sweetly at him. “This kind.” She said before giving him a quick and devastatingly disappointing peck on the lips.  When she saw the look on his face, she laughed. Turning her back on him, she said “Like I said, should have said it at lunch. Timing is everything. I’ve got work to do. Shoo!” She waved him toward the door.  
 
    Groaning in disappointment, he trudged back to his station.  Seeing the computer ready to go perked him up a bit. “Okay, here we go.”   He grabbed a webcam and mounted it at the top of the monitor. Then he activated the microphone.  “Peabody, can you hear me?” 
 
    The tiny, no-frills voice of a computer simulation replied “I can hear you.  What is your designation?” 
 
    “I am Mace.  Senior security specialist at this facility and Alpha Admin.  My access designation is Unrestricted.”  
 
    “Alpha Admin Mace, recognized.  Good to meet you, Mace.” The voice said. 
 
    “Same here, Peabody.  Are you ready for some tests?” 
 
    “Of course, Mace.  Where would you like to start?” 
 
    For the next few hours, Mace put Peabody through a series of tests.  Then did it again. And a third time. The AI passed with flying colors each time.  It could control building access, security systems, lights, environmental controls, elevators, and power systems.  In time Mace would install hardware that would enable Peabody to control things like watering crops by turning valves off and on.  
 
    “Peabody, please commence motion and heat detection on all exterior cameras.  Record any anomalous readings. Notify me via internal radio frequency if anything should trigger a recording.  Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course, Mace.  There is an unknown person in Med Lab 2 who is attempting to access a government database using one of the workstations.” 
 
    Mace slapped his forehead.  “I forgot! Peabody, that is Shari.  Beta Admin. Access designation 2A” 
 
    “Beta Admin Shari, recognized.  Access granted to all except core security protocols.”  
 
    “Thank you Peabody.  I will be indisposed for the next several hours.  You should be able to monitor my activity, and Shari’s, while we are in immersion.  I have given you limited server access. If there is a need to contact me, you will be able to do so via my User Interface.” 
 
    “Thank you Mace.  I will monitor all camera feeds, as well as your immersion feeds.” 
 
    With a wave toward the camera, Mace walked to his quarters.  Tired, and not yet ready to jump in the pod, he sat on his bed, put his feet up, and closed his eyes.  “Peabody, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Mace.” 
 
    “I’m going to rest for a few.  Please wake me in…” he looked at his clock, “45 minutes.” 
 
    “Of course, Mace.  Enjoy your rest.” 
 
    Mace took a few deep breaths, and was soon asleep. 
 
    What seemed like an instant later, he was awakened by the thud of his head hitting the wall after his pillow was yanked from under it.  “Gah! What?” He blinked his eyes a few times to adjust to the light. “What happened?” 
 
    Shari stood next to his bed, his pillow in hand. “YOU happened, Dork.” She hit him with his own pillow.  In his partially sleep-fuddled mind, Mace was thinking this was not the best time for a pillow fight. Still, he instinctively began to look around for a foam-filled weapon of his own.  “What? I was asleep. What’d I do?” 
 
    “You could have mentioned that Peabody was live!  I went to take a little bathroom break. Was talking to myself as I… well never mind what I was doing!  I asked myself what the odds were of hacking the CDC servers so I could see what research they have. And… tell him what happened, Peabody!” 
 
    Peabody’s dull voice responded.  “I informed Admin Shari that the odds of hacking a secure government server are about one in eight hundred thousand.  Then she began to scream and use language that is frowned upon in the ‘Appropriate workplace behavior’ section of the employee handbook.” 
 
    Shari hit him with the pillow again.  This time, however, he was laughing so hard he barely noticed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Live and Learn 
 
      
 
    Mace appeared in his room at the Lakeside inn.  He summoned Minx, and sat on the bed to think. There would almost surely be people outside the door waiting to kill him.  The question was, could he fight them? How many would there be? Would they be higher level than him?  
 
    I have a little bit of reputation in this town.  If I kill its citizens, I go right back to being hated or feared.  
 
    Mace opened the window and looked outside.  He didn’t see anybody on the street watching his window, or the door downstairs.  Going into stealth mode, he climbed out the window and pulled himself up onto the roof.  Then he crept to the other side of the building to look around. Still, he saw no one. 
 
    Having spent months in the drow city, and having been trained by Jervis, Mace knew how to spot watchers.  Much better trained watchers than he would find on the surface. Drow assassins were the best anywhere. And Mace was no slouch among them.  
 
    Since there didn’t seem to be anyone waiting outside to kill him, he decided to try inside.  Dropping softly to the ground near the rear door of the inn, Mace stepped inside. He found himself in the kitchen.  Several pots and pans were set on stovetops, and the smells of stew, bacon, eggs, and coffee made his stomach growl.   
 
    The two cooks, one kobold and the other human, looked up from their work. Both immediately looked wary, but made no move to reach for kitchen knives.  Mace held up his hands. “I mean you no harm. Just interested in breakfast.” He pointed toward the door that he thought probably led to the tavern. “I don’t think it’s safe for me to go out there.” 
 
    The kobold nodded and reached for a plate.  The human shrugged his shoulders “It’s safe enough.  The captain is in there, waiting to talk to you. There’s a centaur in town, looking for your head.  Says you killed his kin. Captain made him wait outside the walls.” 
 
    Mace absorbed that information.  Things were better than he thought!  And here was a chance to work on his rep some more.  “I don’t know about kin, but I did kill a centaur yesterday.  After it ambushed me and shot me.” He lifted his arm and showed them the rent in his armor where the arrow had scraped his ribs. “And before that, a different one ambushed me just outside the forest.” He stuck a finger in the hole at his shoulder.  “Just for being a drow.” 
 
    The human made a disbelieving face, but the kobold nodded her head.  She handed him a plate of bacon and eggs with a biscuit on it. “Take this into the tavern.  Tell the captain your story, outworlder.” 
 
    Mace bowed his head as he accepted the delicious-smelling plate.  “Thank you.” He produced a gold coin and gave it to the cook.      
 
    You have gained +30 reputation with the settlement of Lakeside.  Your reputation remains Neutral 
 
    Mace carried his plate through the doorway and into the tavern.  The same innkeeper that had greeted him the night before nodded and motioned toward a table where a massive ogre in mail armor sat.  Mace took a deep breath and walked over to the table. The captain, who had been watching him since he stepped through the door, motioned for Mace to take a seat across from him. 
 
    Mace said “Good morning, I assume you are the captain?” as he took a seat.  He set his plate on the table and looked at it longingly. Until he figured out whether this ogre was friend or foe, he needed his hands free for fighting. 
 
    The captain chuckled. “Go ahead and eat before it gets cold.  You’ve nothing to fear from me. At least, not until after we’ve talked.” 
 
    Mace gratefully dug in, grabbing a strip of bacon and shoving it into his mouth.  The captain took the initiative. “There’s a centaur named Beron who showed up last night looking to kill you.  Says you killed his uncle in the forest. Is that true?” 
 
    Mace nodded his head and swallowed the bacon.  “It is. But I killed him after he shot me.” Mace went on to tell the captain the entire story, from the moment the arrow struck him just outside the tree line.  He only paused when he shoved a bite of very tasty eggs into his mouth and said “My god these are good. What do they put in them?” 
 
    When he was done talking, he pulled out the parchment he’d taken off the centaur and showed it to the captain.  “I took this off the one I killed. They were waiting for me before I even reached the forest. To get a noteworthy ‘first kill’ for the young one that shot me first.” 
 
    The captain looked at the note, confirming “Aye, we got the same message here.”  He reached across the table and stuck his massive finger in the hole at Mace’s shoulder, then inspected the holes near his ribs.   
 
    “We pretty much ignore the race of a person here.  Instead they are judged on their behavior, and quality of character.  We trade with both the elves and the centaurs, and to be brutally honest, I have no interest in getting between them to save your life.”  
 
    Mace replied “I appreciate your honesty.  And the fact that a centaur arrow didn’t impale me the second I stuck my head out.” 
 
    The captain nodded.  “We do have laws here.  You are safe as long as you remain inside the walls.  Once you step out, I can not help you. So far, you have behaved yourself, and been respectful to my people.  As long as you continue to do so, you may stay here. The centaur will make a lot of noise, maybe even cause a bit of trouble.  But eventually he will leave. He knows in his heart that it was a fight they started, and when he cools down, his honor will win out.” 
 
    Mace said “Thank you, sir.  That is kind of you. And I promise you, I mean no harm to any of your people.  But as you’ve seen in the elves’ message, I’m traveling east to meet up with another outworlder.  We plan to seek out any other surviving outworlders together.” 
 
    “Surviving?” The captain asked. 
 
    Mace lowered his head and sighed.  “There was a… plague, of sorts. In my world.  It killed about half of us right away, and turned most of the rest into undead monsters.  Wiped out nearly everyone in a matter of days. Those few of us who still survive are in hiding, and very few, if any, are still able to journey here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.  We suspected something like that happened, after the outworlders all disappeared.  Our town was growing quite rapidly thanks to a few outworlders who were helping us build.  Things have slowed since then. If you’re willing to stay a while and help, we might be able to make it worth your while.” 
 
    Mace was searching for a polite way to decline, when the captain added.  “The centaur will kill you if you leave. Give him a few days to cool down.  If you stay and help out, there is a boat scheduled to cross the lake in three days.  I’ll grant you safe passage even if Beron is still out there. Walking around the lake would take you two days at least.  Longer if you have to hide from angry centaurs. The boat will get you across in a few hours, and you’ll leave the centaurs far behind.” 
 
    Mace liked the idea of a boat ride.  And the loss of a day wasn’t so bad. Especially if he could pick up a crafting skill, or earn some additional reputation points.  He had a feeling safe havens for him were going to be pretty scarce up here on the surface. 
 
    He said “I’m not sure what I have to offer your people.  All of my skills are… generally combat related.” The captain laughed at this.  “But I’m willing to learn. What kind of help are you looking for?” 
 
    The captain scratched his head.  The sound it made was like two rocks scraped together.  “Well, mostly the outworlders took up quests to find or kill things out in the forest.  That won’t work for you. The blacksmith’s apprentices were both outworlders, so he could use some help.  Likewise the tanner. He’s got a pile of hides he bought from outworlders that he could use help curing and turning into useful things.”   
 
    Mace made a face at that.  Even in fantasy game worlds, the work of tanning hides was messy and nauseatingly odorous.   The captain saw the look and grunted. “Aye, I’d pass on that one, too.” he agreed, rubbing his nose.  “The carpenter could use some help. We’re building new homes and shops all the time. As well as the furniture for inside.” 
 
    Carpentry didn’t sound bad to Mace.  He knew it was the skill needed to craft arrows, which both he and Shari used.  And would allow him to craft wooden weapons like bows, staves, etc. That could work. 
 
    “I could do that.  If your carpenter is willing to take the time to train me, I could help build something while I’m here.” 
 
    The ogre thumped the table with his hand.  “Good, then. Finish your breakfast and I’ll introduce you.  And I’ll go tell Beron he might as well go home, because you’re staying.  I just won’t specify how long.” 
 
    Quest Accepted:  Build A Better Lakeside 
 
    Difficulty:  Medium 
 
    You have agreed to assist with improving the settlement of Lakeside.  Though you have selected to work for the town carpenter, any activity that assists town crafters or facilitates the growth of the settlement will grant experience. 
 
    Reward:  Variable experience. Variable reputation points. Bonus reward:  Potential crafting skill. 
 
    Mace wolfed down the remainder of his breakfast, remembering to feed some of the bacon to Minx. He got to his feet and followed the captain outside.  The captain said “Folks here aren’t too thrilled to have a drow inside the walls. It’ll take a bit for them to warm up to you.”  
 
    Mace looked around as they walked, and while the faces he saw weren’t openly hostile toward him, he certainly didn’t get any smiles or waves.  Mostly to amuse himself, he smiled at several passersby, greeting them cheerfully. “Good day to you!” This did not have the calming effect he’d hoped for.  The recipients of his greetings mostly averted their gaze and hurried past.  
 
    The captain grunted in amusement.  “Little bit like having a lion grin at you.” He observed.  
 
    They reached the section of the town that was set back farthest from the gate.  The area had fewer buildings, but it was clear that expansion was moving to fill in the space.  The captain approached a half-finished log house, inside of which stood a well-muscled female orc with a leather tool belt around her waist.   “Verga, this is Mace. An outworlder who has agreed to help us get things done around here. He’s willing to work if you give him a bit of training.” 
 
    Verga looked Mace up and down.  “Not good for lifting much. How are you with your hands?” 
 
    Mace grinned.  Taking a step back, his hands became a blur as he produced two knives.  Holding them up in front of him, he began to spin them around and through his fingers.  He kept them spinning as he moved his hands apart in spirals, still twirling the knives.  Then just as quickly as he produced them, he made the knives disappear. The whole thing had lasted maybe 8 seconds.  
 
    Verga had actually smiled during the display.  “Right. Finish work then. Better that way anyway. We have lots of lunkheads who can lift heavy things.  Half of them can’t swing a hammer and hit a nail without crushing a thumb. Come with me.” 
 
    She led him to a corner where a pair of sawhorses were set up.  A roughly planed pine plank was set atop them, making a workbench.   Verga handed him a hammer. Then she pulled several nails from her toolbelt and stuck all but one between her lips.  She took the single nail and positioned it point-down on the workbench. Holding it there between her thumb and forefinger, she said “Drive that nail.  Don’t hit my thumb.” 
 
    Mace hefted the hammer, twirled it around a bit to get a good sense of its weight.  Then he stepped forward, set one hand on the plank, and eyed the nail. It was very roughly forged, more of a spike than a nail.  Its head was about a quarter inch wide. Without warning he deftly swung the hammer, striking solidly upon the nail’s head. The metal sank maybe half an inch straight down into the wood plank.    
 
    Verga removed her hand, and said “Finish it.”  
 
    Mace obliged, striking hammer to nail four more times in rapid succession before the nail was fully driven into the wood.  The hammer never hit anything but the nail’s head. Verga nodded. She was about to speak when Mace asked “Do you have another hammer?” 
 
    Without a word, she handed him a second hammer, which he took in his left hand.  He motioned toward the table. “Two more nails?” 
 
    Snorting, Verga moved around to the other side of the plank so that she faced Mace.  Removing two nails from her mouth, she held them ready about a foot apart. As soon as they were set, Mace swung both hammers at once, driving both nails cleanly into the wood.  When she moved her hands away, he alternated left and right, driving both nails all the way in. 
 
    “Yeah, he’ll do.” Verga grinned at the captain.   
 
    The captain nodded his head.  “Put him to work then. Teach him what you can.” he said as he turned and walked away.  Verga looked at Mace. “Give me back my hammers. And for now, work with one hand at a time.  I don’t want to be bandaging you or picking your fingers up off the floor because you got cocky.” 
 
    Mace returned the hammers, and she led him over to where a rough blueprint was nailed to the wall.  “Can you read this?” she asked. Mace studied it, leaning in close to be able to read the small notations.  There were measurements called out for each segment of wall. Also for window and door dimensions, truss placement and angles, nothing overly complicated.   As he studied it, he got a notification. 
 
    You have obtained the skill “Builder”: Level 1 
 
    Pleased with himself, Mace said “Yup! I can read it.” 
 
    “Fine.  See this section here?” Verga pointed to the blueprint.  “I need you to cut and shape boards for the window casings.  Here are the measurements.” 
 
    Mace looked at the drawing, then around the room.  Near the sawhorses he saw several roughly cut boards that he could saw and plane into workable casings.  He nodded his head and went to work. He found a hand saw and a couple of C clamps in a box near the pile.  On the workbench was a length of hemp with marks dyed into it at regular intervals. “Measuring tape.” he said to himself.  
 
    Remembering the board lengths called out in the drawing, he took a board off the pile and used the string to measure and mark it.  Then he clamped the board to the workbench plank with one end hanging off the edge, took up the saw, and started cutting. Minx, meanwhile, found herself a perch atop one of the unfinished walls and laid down on her back to let the sun warm her belly.  
 
    When he’d cut four boards of proper length for a casing, he set down the saw and picked up a plane.  After a few strokes to even out and size the board, he received a second notification. 
 
    You have obtained the skill “Woodcrafting”: Level 1 
 
    You have earned a skill point: +1 to Builder 
 
    Mace continued on this way for several hours, shaping and assembling window casings.  Then door casings. He got better with practice, and with each increase in skill level he had a better understanding of what he was doing.   
 
    When it began to get dark, Verga came to inspect his work.  He’d finished the crafting of the casings and gone ahead and begun to install them in the appropriate walls.   She checked each one, taking the measuring string to them and running her hands across the surface of the boards.  “Well done, Mace. I could not have asked for better work. Or faster. Thank you.” 
 
    Mace nodded his head “I enjoyed it.  Quite a bit, actually. Feels good to create something with my hands, rather than always destroying.”  He checked his UI skills tree. His Builder skill was up to level four, and his Woodcrafting, level five.   He noted that the generalized builder skill leveled slower. Probably because he’d been focused on cutting and shaping wood.  He’d have to check into the details later. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari logged in sitting on her bed.  She didn’t summon Snuffles right away, deciding to wait until she was outside.  Plus, she felt like having bacon in the tavern, and she’d feel guilty eating it in front of him. 
 
    She made her way downstairs and ordered a meal.  Eating quickly, she amused herself by thinking up ways to torture Mace at breakfast.  She washed down the last of her food with a big gulp of tea, then headed out. On her way to Arlon’s, she reminded herself to ask about the wyvern’s heart.  And her bow. She knocked on the door once again, and he answered it almost immediately. 
 
    “Twice in two days? Should I feel honored?” She smiled sweetly at him.  
 
    “Come in, child.  I take it you’ve obtained all the skill components?” He ignored her jibe. 
 
    “I have. And a few other things I want to ask you about.” She said as she sat down in front of his fireplace.  She told him about the fight with the wyvern, the fact that a tree spoke to her, and the loot that she received. 
 
    “Interesting.  Show me your bow, first.” Arlon said.  When Shari produced it, he took it and examined it closely. He set it on a table in front of them, and cast a quick spell on it.  The bow vibrated so strongly that it began to move across the table. Arlon canceled the spell. Turning to Shari, he said. “You know that wyverns are cousins to dragons.  Stupid, less evolved cousins, but still cousins. And dragons are creatures of pure magic.” Shari nodded her head, following along. 
 
    “While wyverns are young, they are unable to cast magic.  As they grow, they generally develop a single magic ability. Whether that’s breathing fire, spitting poison, a paralyzing screech, or becoming invisible.  But you killed this one before it grew to that point. All of its inherent magic potential was still stored within its essence. This bow, made of the young wyvern’s body, seems to have retained that potential.  Any magic you put into it will be magnified greatly.” 
 
    Shari withdrew the wyvern’s heart “And this?” she handed it to him.  Arlon’s eyes grew wide when he saw the purple glow it emitted. “This is extremely rare.  And has the same magic potential as your bow. Maybe greater, as the heart is the source of magic.” 
 
    “What is it good for?” She asked him.   
 
    “A number of things.  As a spell component it would add great power to the working.  An alchemist could distill its power into nearly pure mana, usable in potions that would grant powerful boosts to health, or mana.   A necromancer could use it to animate a dead wyvern and control it. A powerful druid like myself could use it to save the life of a mortally wounded beast.  I’m sure dragons would have other uses for it.” He said cryptically. “It is an item of great value. Worth more than your weight in gold.” 
 
    Shari’s mouth dropped open.  Gold was not easy to come by in large quantities in this game.  Epic weapons sold for a few hundred. A full set of legendary armor might cost five thousand.  Each gold coin had a weight of one quarter ounce. At about ninety pounds, her weight in gold would be nearly six thousand coins worth.   By comparison, a single gold could buy her the nicest room at her inn and meals for a week.  
 
    Arlon looked longingly at the heart as Shari returned it to her bag.  “Thank you Master Arlon.” She said as she removed several of the creature’s other body parts.  She set a few teeth, claws, and a piece of hide on the table. “Do these contain the same magic potential?” 
 
    Arlon examined then briefly, nodding.  “To a lesser degree than the heart, but yes.” He rattled the teeth and claws around a bit in his hand.  “I know a certain grumpy old alchemist who would pay well for these.” He handed them back to her before picking up the hide.  He stroked its surface, folded it, and pulled on it. “This is wonderful. You could have quite a good armor piece made from this.  Lightweight, strong, able to hold a powerful enchantment. It isn’t large enough to make you more than a single item, say a pair of pants or a pair of boots.  But they would be quite useful.” 
 
    He sighed as he set the hide back on the table.  Shari, feeling awkward for tempting him with these treasures, pulled a second piece of the hide from her bag and set it on top of the first.  “These are for you, Master Arlon. For all that you’ve done for me, for your good advice, and friendship.” 
 
    Arlon lifted the hides from the table.  “Why, thank you child. I should refuse, but the truth is I can craft myself an outfit from these that will make the other council members envy me!” he grinned.  Jumping up from his seat, he said “Are you ready for the ritual? I made preparations as you ‘slept’. We can begin anytime.” 
 
    Shari nodded, nervous.  “How will this work? Will I see a vision of my spirit animal? Will it…give me advice?” 
 
    Arlon chuckled.  “No, child. Your spirit animal will be summoned in physical form.  It will bond with you just as the piglet has.” Shari gasped. Feeling like an awful mother, she quickly summoned Snuffles.  The piglet simply resumed its exploration of Arlon’s abode.  
 
    Arlon continued.  “It may well give you advice.  Once it has had time to grow and learn.  Initially, it will be much like Snuffles there.  All emotion and hunger.” He smiled at the pig, then scooped him up.  “Follow me.” 
 
    Arlon led her out into the garden, then around to the back side of the tree.  There was a cleared circular space with several vertical stones around the perimeter, and a low stone table in the center.  It reminded her a bit of Stonehenge. He led her to stand in the center next to the table. After whispering something in Snuffle’s ear, he set the piglet down.  Snuffles sat obediently on his haunches and didn’t move. Then Arlon instructed Shari to set her spell components on the table. Once she had complied, he arranged them in a pattern, with the soul gem at the center next to a bowl of liquid.  
 
    “Alright, sit.  You may become dizzy or lose consciousness, and we can’t have you falling over, now can we?” He instructed.   
 
    Shari knelt next to the table and Arlon placed a hand on her head.  He began to chant in an ancient-sounding language that Shari assumed was Elvish.  She closed her eyes as she began to feel warm and slightly fuzzy-minded. She could sense Arlon and Snuffles beside her.  Could almost see them as if she were outside her body watching the ritual.  
 
    Shari opened her eyes when Arlon removed his hand.  Continuing the incantation, he picked up the soul gem and dropped it into the bowl.   After a moment he motioned for her to drink the liquid. Alarms went off in her head. Fuzzy, slow alarms.  She recalled stories she’d heard of strange men offering drinks laced with … She couldn’t remember. But her hands reached out of their own accord and lifted the bowl to her lips. The liquid was surprisingly tasty, with a cinnamon honey flavor.  
 
    As she set the bowl down, now empty of liquid and containing only a dull grey stone, she felt something rise up within her.  She closed her eyes again as pleasurable tingling flushed through her body, and then light exploded within her mind.  
 
    She once again found she was looking at herself from outside her body.  Only this time, she was looking down from above. She could see herself kneeling, Arlon standing serenely next to her, holding the piglet in his arms.  As she watched, the perspective changed. It was as if she were floating down out of the air toward herself.  
 
    No… not floating.  Flying. I’m flying.  I can fly!  Her muddled mind was having trouble focusing.  Just as she was about to crash into herself, she paused in midair and looked at her own face.  Her real body’s eyes opened, and she stared deeply into them for a moment before there was another flash of light.  
 
    Arlon was right.  She was dizzy, and rolled off her knees to the ground.  He was there immediately to help her up as Snuffles squealed in distress and poked his wet snout into her face.  She opened her eyes, reached out to the piglet and patted his head. “I’m okay. Just a little dizzy. I’ll be-” 
 
    She lost her train of thought as she caught sight of the strangest thing.  Her first thought was that her brain was still scrambled. She was looking at a dragon, and that just couldn’t be.  For one thing, how would a dragon have gotten into the garden without the whole city being up in arms? Was the city under attack? 
 
    She blinked a few times, and noticed Arlon turning to follow her gaze.  When he chuckled, she shifted her gaze to him. Then back at the dragon.   
 
    Nope.  It’s impossible.  I mean, I’m drugged or something.  Whatever was in that drink is screwing with my mind.  
 
    Shari looked at the dragon again.  It was a beautiful shade of green, with emerald eyes.  Above its eyes were a pair of sharp horns that slanted backward over its long neck.  The dragon’s scales practically glowed with magic. Its leathery wings flapped rapidly as it hovered in front of her.  From the nose to the tip of its tail, it was maybe a foot long. 
 
    “Hello there, little one” Arlon said.  He took hold of Shari’s hand and helped her to her feet.  She stood, but didn’t move, her mouth hanging open. 
 
    The little dragon shot forward, making a quick circle around Shari’s head.  She could feel the wind from its tiny wings in her hair. As she turned to follow it, the dragon swooped downward and landed on the piglet’s head.  This caused Snuffles to spin like a dog chasing its tail, trying to see the flying lizard. The dragon calmly leaned its head forward, and looked down at Snuffles’ face.  The piglet stopped moving and stared back.  
 
    Shari couldn’t help but laugh when Snuffles went cross-eyed looking at his tiny passenger.  Arlon joined her. When he saw that she was coming back to her senses, he said “Hold out your hand and call to her.” 
 
    “Her?” Shari asked.  Then shook her head to clear it.  He meant the dragon, of course. She held out her hand, and said “Come to me, little one.” 
 
    The tiny green dragon gave Snuffles a quick lick on the top of his head, then leapt into the air.  She flew the short distance to Shari, and flared her wings, coming to rest gently on Shari’s hand. She folded her wings and settled down on her haunches.   Shari heard a very distinct and insistent thought. 
 
    “Hungry!” 
 
    Shari reached into her bag for some jerky.  When she held it out in offering, the little dragon shook her head.  Shari looked at Arlon. “She says she’s hungry, but doesn’t want the meat.” 
 
    Arlon nodded his head.  “She wants fresh food. Preferably still alive.  One moment.” 
 
    Arlon stepped out of the circle and moved to an area with several small stones embedded in the grass.  He tilted one of the stones on its side, and reached down to grab something. When he returned, he said “Give me your hand.”   
 
    Shari reached out her free hand.  Arlon turned it palm up, and deposited a handful of wriggling larvae of some kind.  She bit her tongue in revulsion, but held the hand steady. The dragon immediately hopped over and perched on her forearm.  Then she daintily nabbed one of the larvae in her jaws. She crunched once, tiny teeth puncturing her wriggling victim and holding it until it stopped moving.  Then she tilted her head back and swallowed it whole. She repeated this process five or six more times, until her belly bulged noticeably. She walked up Shari’s arm, settled on her shoulder, and began to purr happily.  
 
    Arlon laughed. “In all my years, you’re the first I’ve seen bond with a dragon. I’m glad I was here to see it!” He motioned to the remaining grubs in her hand.  “You should keep those. I have a feeling she’ll be hungry again soon.” 
 
    Shari stowed the grubs in a pocket. She couldn’t put them in her bag.  Living things did not survive inside inventory bags. It was a basic law of the game.  She’d learned that the hard way her first day when she’d stowed a cute little mouse in there. 
 
    Enchanted with the dragon, Shari reached up and scratched its fat belly with one finger.  The tone of the purring changed, but the little dragon didn’t open her eyes. Another thought came to Shari. 
 
    “Sleepy now.” 
 
    Shari didn’t just hear the thought.  She felt the little dragon’s fatigue.  And also contentment. She smiled at her mini-dragon and pulled her hand away.  “She says she wants to sleep.” 
 
    Arlon nodded his head.  “She just traveled from another plane of existence.  That can’t be easy. Let her rest. Come inside and we’ll get you some tea.  You look a bit worn out yourself.” 
 
    Shari took a few careful steps, her back rigid and her arm glued to her side, trying not to dislodge the sleeping dragon.  But the little thing showed no sign of imbalance. Its claws were dug securely into her armor, and it swayed easily with her when she moved.   Feeling more confident, Shari picked up the pace and followed Arlon inside. 
 
    She sat on a sofa near the fireplace as Arlon went to heat up some water for tea.  As soon as Arlon was out of the room, Snuffles jumped up on the sofa and into Shari’s lap.  He sniffed at the dragon a few times, then huffed and settled down on Shari’s lap. She noticed he kept a suspicious eye on the dragon. 
 
    She scratched his ears, then under his chin.  “It’s okay, my big tough protector. She’s one of us.  We’re all companions now.” 
 
    “You’ll have to name her.” Arlon said as he returned with a tray of tea and pastries.  Snuffles immediately perked up and forgot all about his dragon guard duty. Arlon handed the piglet an apple turnover and continued. “Unless she already has a name.  Forest creatures normally don’t, but as I said, nobody has bonded a dragon to my knowledge. They are a sentient species, and she very well may have a name already.” 
 
    Shari accepted a cup of tea from the ancient elf, and started to reach for a pastry of her own.  She hesitated, not wanting to lean forward and disturb the dragon. Arlon obliged her by lifting the plate within easy reach.   “Thank you.” She smiled at him, still giddy at the fact that she had just bonded with her very own dragon. “I’ll ask her when she wakes up.” 
 
    Quest Complete: The Animal Inside You 
 
    Reward:  1,500 experience; 20 gold; spirit animal - dragon 
 
    Arlon handed Shari a small sack of gold coins, then sat back in his chair, hand folded together.  “It is time you selected a specialization. Have you given it much thought?” 
 
    Shari looked sheepish.  “I’m afraid not. I really don’t even know what options are available to me.” She admitted. 
 
    “Well, I think we can narrow it down a bit.  You obviously have a talent with animals. You could be a Master of Beasts.  You would develop skills in communicating and controlling animals.” He tossed another pastry to Snuffles, who made it disappear instantly.  
 
    “You told me once that in your world you are training to be a healer.  You could specialize in the healing arts. Develop skills in healing magic, alchemy for potions, increase your knowledge of anatomy.  Which, by the way, helps you kill more efficiently when the need arises.” He grinned at her. 
 
    Shari liked the sound of that.  It was, after all, what she’d dedicated the last six years of her life to.  But she asked “What else?” 
 
    Arlon’s eyebrows raised.  He’d clearly expected her to choose a healer spec. “You are quite intelligent.  You could become a scribe. Learn the written arts, make quite a living creating scrolls, spell-books, and maps.” 
 
    Shari nodded her head.  She liked the idea of basically being able to print her own money.  So to speak. 
 
    “Then there is my own path, that of a guardian.  We protect the forest and those within it. Help the trees and plants to stay healthy, weed out rot where we find it.  Grow ridiculously large and intricate gardens…” He winked at her. “And of course there are the rangers. Our warrior class.  Trained in every weapon and attuned to the forest. Speed and stealth are their trademarks. We could be surrounded by rangers now and would never know it.” 
 
    Shari looked distressed.  She realized that this was an important decision.  One that would potentially determine the course of the rest of her life.  If Mace really could figure out how to transfer her consciousness permanently into the system, then she could spend the next several decades following the path she chose now.  
 
    “May I have some more time to think it over?” She asked. 
 
    “Of course, child.  There is no law that says you must choose now.  Only, I know you are leaving soon, and I would see you as well trained for your chosen path as possible.  Might I make a recommendation?” 
 
    “Please, do.” 
 
    “Take the rest of the day.  Go to see the rangers, the scribe, and the healers.  I can of course answer any questions you have about the guardian or beast specialties.”  He looked at her damaged gear. “And maybe get some repairs for your armor?” 
 
    Shari smiled, touching her stomach where the wyvern’s tail had ripped her armor, and her stomach, to shreds.  “Thank you, master. I believe I will do just that.” 
 
    “Good!  Now, the closest is Ramon, the scribe.  He is just…” Arlon proceeded to give her directions on where to go and who best to speak to.  Five minutes later she was out the door and headed to see the scribe with a tiny dragon sleeping on her shoulder, and a piglet with a sugar high trotting circles around her as she walked. 
 
    As she entered the shop belonging to Ramon the scribe, the first thing that struck her was the smell.  It was a homey, bookish smell of paper, ink, wood, and leather. She immediately felt at home. Snuffles, on the other hand, didn’t like the smell.  He immediately turned around and pawed at the door with his front hoof, asking to be let out. Shari obliged, telling him to sit by the door and behave.  
 
    “Good day to you, Shari.  How may I be of assistance.  Looking for a map? A spell book?” the elf that stepped in from the back room had a thick mane of black hair and a friendly smile.  The tips of his fingers looked permanently stained with ink, and he currently sported a smudge of it on his cheek. Shari bobbed her head. “Master Ramon?” 
 
    “That would be me.” He answered cheerfully.  “And I know who you are. I was in attendance when you met with the elders.  I often transcribe their meetings for them. So I always know all the latest news and juiciest gossip!  And speaking of gossip, is that a… a dragon on your shoulder?” 
 
    “Nice to meet, you Master Ramon.  And yes, she is a dragon. I’ve just completed my spirit animal ritual, and she chose me.” She was tempted to pet the little dragon, but didn’t want to wake her.  “I’ve come to talk to you about being a scribe, if you have the time? I’m trying to decide on my own path, and want to make an informed decision.” 
 
    “Of course!  Come, we’ll have some tea and sit in the back.  I’ll have to check my records, but I don’t believe anyone has ever bonded with a dragon.  Most exciting!” Ramon led her through the shop to a work room and sitting room in the rear.   The polished wooden walls, the piles of books and scrolls, the deep plush sitting room chairs, all gave Shari a deep urge to grab a book, curl up and read for hours.  
 
    “This room is lovely.” she said to Ramon as he prepared some tea.  “I love how it smells, too.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I find it a soothing place to work.” He smiled, setting a teacup and saucer on a table in front of her.  “Now, what would you like to know?” 
 
    Shari wasn’t sure what to ask.  “Well, I have spent most of my life studying in some way. And I’d like nothing better than to be able to spend my days in a room like this.  Reading and … scribing?” He chuckled at her questioning tone. She continued on. “But I’m leaving the city soon to pursue the quest you heard us discuss at the council meeting.  I’m afraid my practical side tells me I need a specialization that’ll help me survive out there.” 
 
    Ramon tapped his finger to his chin for a moment before speaking.  “Well, at early levels, I’m afraid you’re right. My profession would not be much help to you in battle.  Though being able to draw maps as you travel is often helpful. And maps, once you’ve created an original, can be reproduced and sold for a tidy sum.  If you had time to train and reach higher levels, then you could create spell scrolls to use in combat. Single-use scrolls that can be used by anyone to cast a spell.  They have the advantage of not requiring any mana expenditure on your part. And they can be any type of magic. Offensive, defensive, healing, teleportation, learning…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “That sounds truly impressive, and exciting!” Shari smiled at him.  “But as you said, I have little time to train. I’m afraid a specialization like healing might serve me better for now.  My friend Mace can do the fighting, and I can focus on keeping him alive. Still, I would dearly love to make maps and scrolls.” She looked sadly around the room at all the evidence of Ramon’s work. 
 
    Ramon nodded his head in understanding.  “You know, I could teach you a few of the skills.  There is no law that says you can only learn skills within your chosen path.  I could teach you basic cartography, that will allow you to make crude maps. And inscription, so you can begin to practice basic scrolls.” 
 
    Shari’s sad face only lessened slightly.  “I’m afraid I don’t have much gold, Master Ramon.” 
 
    “Ah, but a little birdy told me you recently acquired some interesting items.  I think we could arrange a trade.” 
 
    “Oh, well certainly!” Shari perked up.  “What was it you’re interested in?” She was sure he would ask for the wyvern’s heart.  She wasn’t so sure she was willing to give it to him. 
 
    Ramon replied “I understand you’ve picked up some wyvern’s teeth.  Those are quite useful to me. They are hollow, to allow for poison injection.  Carved down a bit, they make excellent nibs for my pens. And they hold magic, so the spells I use in some of my works will be more effective.  Shall we say… a dozen teeth in exchange for the knowledge of inscription and cartography?” 
 
    Shari knew he expected her to negotiate down to eight or ten of the teeth.  But she’d received thirty of them, and he was offering her something of value.  So she simply agreed. “Done!” she pulled a dozen of the teeth from her bag and handed them to Ramon.  He smiled and put them away in a pouch at his belt. 
 
    Leaning forward, he placed a hand on her forehead.  She closed her eyes, knowing what was coming. A tingling sensation grew at the back of her neck, spreading outward through her skull.  In her mind’s eye, she saw it as a tiny vine growing up from her spine and spreading through her brain, granting knowledge as it went. The feeling was almost pleasant. 
 
    You have obtained the skill Inscription; Level 1 
 
    You have obtained the skill Cartography; Level 1 
 
    Either the physical sensation of the new knowledge being absorbed, or some movement on Shari’s part woke the tiny dragon.  She stretched her wings and yawned enormously, completely enchanting Ramon. He reached out a finger, then paused to look at Shari for permission. She nodded her head, and Ramon scratched the little dragon’s belly gently.  She, in turn, lowered her nose to sniff at his ink-stained finger, then gave it a little lick. The taste of the ink clearly didn’t agree with her. She shook her head quickly, then sneezed.  
 
    “She’s quite the little character.” Ramon grinned at the dragon.  “Have you named her?” 
 
    “I am Mion!”  Shari heard the tiny dragon declare.   
 
    She answered Ramon.  “She has just informed me quite emphatically that her name is Mion.  
 
    Ramon chuckled. “Quite a fitting name.  I believe it means… tiny.”  
 
    Shari thought it was indeed fitting.  “Hello, Mion. I’m so glad we found each other.”  The dragon began to purr again, though Shari wasn’t sure if it was from her greeting, or Ramon’s petting.  She closed her emerald eyes and seemed to go back to sleep. Shari explained to Ramon “Arlon says she’s exhausted from her trip across the planes to find me.” 
 
    Ramon agreed.  “Yes, I suppose that would be taxing.  Especially on one so small. Best we let her sleep.  Now!” He rose from his chair and began to rummage around in a desk drawer.  “Aha! Here it is. I would like you to have this, my dear. It was my first set of inscription tools.  Nothing fancy, but enough to get you started.” He handed her a small, well-worn wooden box with a wooden clasp on the front.  Opening it, she found three pens of varying sizes, nibs, an inkwell, some ingredients for making inks of various colors and consistencies, a small knife for creating more nibs or quills… all the tools she’d need to begin making scrolls or maps.    
 
    “Thank you so much!” Shari closed the box and hugged it.  “This is so generous of you.” 
 
    “Ah, but I have ulterior motives!” Ramon replied.  “Elves live forever. They buy a map from me, they maybe buy a spell scroll every thousand years.  That’s it. But you outworlders, you spend money like it’s painful to hold onto. I want you to bring me back some outworlders to boost my business a little.” He winked at her.   
 
    Shari was trying to find a way to tell him that just wasn’t going to happen, when he added “Also, in order to use those tools, you’re going to need parchment for maps, and scrolls.  And guess who has cornered the market on parchment?” His smile made her snort-laugh.  
 
    “Ah, I see!  Very sneaky. Okay Master Ramon.  I will be gone for some time, so please sell me a ridiculous amount of parchment.”  
 
    “You’ve just earned my undying affection!” Ramon said as he turned and opened a cabinet.  He pulled out a stack of one hundred pages of parchment. Then a second stack of a different quality.  Setting them on the table in front of her, he said “You’ll use these lower quality sheets for practice.  Many of them will be wasted, except as toilet paper, when you make mistakes. As you get better with your skill, move to the better quality parchment.  And ink. Better ingredients make for stronger results.”  
 
    Shari gathered up the two stack and put them in her bag along with the tools.  “What do I owe you?” she asked.  
 
    Ramon pretended to count on his fingers briefly, then said “Ten gold.  Three for the low quality stack, seven for the other.” 
 
    Shari handed him the gold coins.  Thanking him again, she said “I’m afraid I must be going. I’ve several more folks to talk to.  I’m headed to the rangers next. But thank you so much for your kindness.” 
 
    Ramon walked her to the door and gave her a brief hug as she left.  “Don’t forget to look me up again! And send your fellow outworlders my way.” 
 
    Shari made her way next to visit the ranger that Arlon had recommended.  He was a retired commander who lived not far from the scribe’s shop. When she knocked on his door, she heard a voice call “Enter!” 
 
    Opening the door, she stepped inside to find a modest, even spartan home.  A rough female voice from somewhere in the back of the dwelling said “I’ll be right with you.  Have a seat.” 
 
    Shari did as she was bid, sitting in a high-backed wooden chair.  Snuffles sat at her feet. After just a moment, a tall female elf walked in, holding a bowl of something in her hands.  “Ah, you must be Shari. A little birdy told me you would be stopping by. Literally. Arlon sent a bird to tell me.” She set down the bowl and held out a hand “I am commander Dawnstrider.  Just call me Dawn.” 
 
    Shari shook her hand, trying not to show her surprise.  It hadn’t occurred to her that the commander might be female.  “Th-thank you for taking time to meet with me, commander. Dawn.  I was hoping I could ask you some questions?” 
 
    The commander nodded her head and sat down. She offered the bowl to Shari, who saw that it contained grapes.  After Shari had accepted some, she set the bowl back down, plucked a few for herself, and gave one to the piglet.  “Let me save you some time. You don’t want to be a ranger. At least, not right now. It involves extensive training that you don’t have time for.  It also comes with mandatory five years of service to the city. That means regular patrol and guard duty, as well as participating in the defense of the city should any fighting erupt.” 
 
    She paused to pop a grape in her mouth.  “When the outworlders were here in numbers, seemed like half of them wanted to be rangers.  Everybody loves the shooting and sneaking around the forest bit. But many balked at the requirements.” 
 
    Shari answered slowly. “I guess I’m not surprised.  Few of us would have been big on that type of commitment.  We have limited time in the world.” 
 
    “Arlon tells me you’re good with a bow.  Better than the average elf, I mean. Which is a good bit better than everyone else in the forest.  Except maybe the centaurs!” She grinned. “And that you’ve recently acquired a rare specimen. Would you mind showing me?” 
 
    Shari pulled her wyvern bow from her bag and handed it over.  Dawn looked it over carefully for several moments. She drew it with considerable strength, for an elf, testing the pull and the string.  She tapped it with a knuckle, then against the table. “Excellent weapon. And able to absorb significant magic. You could enchant this with several small spells, or a really large one.” 
 
    Shari agreed “Master Arlon told me much the same.  And I thank you for your frank advice.” She reached out and took the bow as Dawn offered it back.  
 
    “I do have a few things I could teach you, to help you along in your quest.  I would like to see more outworlders return. They made up a significant portion of our guard force.  We’ve been short-handed since you all disappeared. So I have an interest in helping you succeed.” 
 
    “Thank you, commander.” Shari’s voice was quiet.  “But I’m afraid there are very, very few of my people left in our world.  More die every day. And few if any will have access to this world. Mace and I may be the last.” 
 
    Dawn frowned, saying “Let us hope this is not the case.  In any event, I will teach you a few skills that may save your life.” She laid a hand on Shari’s head. The familiar tingling of new knowledge spread through her mind.   Dawn said “You can now infuse your arrows with magic. I’ve given you two spells. One will split your arrow mid-flight. You need only imagine where you want it to split before you release.  If you want them to go wide, split it early. If you want to double in the impact on a single target, split the arrow just before it strikes. As you improve upon the skill, the arrow will go from two, to three, to four, and so forth.” 
 
    Shari’s eyes lit up.  She’d seen other players use this skill when they were still around.  It did double or triple the normal damage, and the additional force could knock targets back.   
 
    Dawn saw the look on her face and continued. “That is not even the best one.  The second spell lets you infuse your arrow with one of the elements. Fire, water, earth, or wind.” 
 
    Shari’s brow wrinkled.  “Um, I understand fire. Does burn damage, lights things on fire.  And maybe I understand water. Douse a flame, or good damage against fire-based enemies.  But what about earth and wind?” 
 
    Dawn replied. “The element of earth can make an arrow hit like a stone.  A stone traveling at the speed of an arrow can knock down an enemy. Or interrupt a spell.  There is also a chance it will turn a target to stone temporarily. A small chance at lower levels.   As for wind… wind can grant extra speed to an arrow. Or alter its direction. Want to shoot around a corner?  Well you can’t quite do that. But you can bend its path. Wind can also steal the breath from a caster, interrupting a spell.” 
 
    “That is AMAZING!” Shari gushed.  Her outburst woke Mion, who fluttered her wings and looked around groggily.  When she saw there was no danger, she growled grumpily. Dawn was amused. 
 
    “Hello little one.  I’m sorry we woke you.” Dawn said.   
 
    “This is Mion.  I’m her mount.” Shari smiled, rubbing Mion’s belly with a finger. The little dragon began to purr again.   Dawn did the same. “She’s adorable. And rare. Protect her well.” 
 
    Dawn went back to her instruction.  “As you improve your skills, you will be able to combine elements.  Like water and air can combine to freeze a target. Fire and earth can combine into a molten hot missile of stone that will melt its way through a door or even a wall.” 
 
    Shari was nearly drooling at the possibilities.  “I’m gonna be SUCH a badass!” She grinned. Dawn chuckled.  
 
    “Thank you, commander, for the advice and the knowledge.  I’m afraid I have more people to see this evening, so I must go.” Shari said as she got to her feet. 
 
    “Good luck on your quest.  Bring us more outworlders if you can.” Dawn said as she shook Shari’s hand. 
 
    Shari led Snuffles on a short walk through the city, making her way to the healer’s temple where Arlon had told her to meet Master Falin.  The temple was open, so she and the piglet walked inside. A young elf in a white robe asked if she could assist Shari, staring curiously at the piglet first, then wide-eyed at the dragon.  Mion stared back, seeming bored.  
 
    “I’ve come to speak to Master Falin.” Shari informed the apprentice.  She was guided to a corridor at the back of the temple, and a room at the end of the corridor.  A quick knock on the door, and she was shown inside. 
 
    Falin looked young for a master.  He had silver hair that fell halfway down his back, and a wicked scar across his left jawline.  He rose from his desk to greet her. “Welcome Shari. I’ve been expecting you. I take it you chose not to become a ranger?”  
 
    Shari bowed her head slightly. “Not yet, Master Falin.  I’m still leaning toward the healing arts. It’s what I’ve trained for, in my world.” 
 
    “Yes, Arlon told me as much.  He was just here, telling me all about you.  He was sure you would choose the path of healing.” The elf smiled at him.  
 
    Shari shook her head.  The old elf knew her well for the short time they’d spent together.  “I don’t know that I’ve made that decision yet. Arlon and the other masters have been very kind.  Taught me so much in the last few days.” 
 
    Falin replied “It is good to know something of the other paths.  The healing arts are wonderful, and useful. But they can’t always save you.  Sometimes, one needs to know how to defend, or to kill.” His fingers went to the scar on his jaw.  
 
    Shari agreed. “That’s a lesson I’ve learned in my world, as well as this one.  I had a chance to kill in order to defend a friend, but wasn’t fast enough. And I couldn’t heal her afterwards.  That won’t happen again.” 
 
    Falin looked at her sorrowfully.  He bowed his head. “I am sorry for your loss.  If you choose the healing arts, perhaps we can help you to avoid such loss in the future.” 
 
    Shari didn’t really need much convincing.  Arlon was right. Healing was her path. “I would like to be a healer.” She replied. 
 
    “Good!  Now, let us begin.  I’m afraid you have much to learn in a short time.  Some of it I can teach now. But some, like bandages and potion making, will require a bit more time.  I’ll teach you what I can tonight, and we’ll continue tomorrow.”  
 
    Shari leaned forward to receive more knowledge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Centaur Trouble 
 
                             
 
    Mace stopped at the gate when he was finished building for the day.  He found the captain standing with his guards, looking outward toward the lake.  When he approached, the captain said, without even turning around “Don’t step outside the gate.  Beron is being… stubborn. He has sworn to kill you on sight. He’s demanding we send you out, and threatening to shoot anyone who tries to get to the boats until we do.” 
 
    Mace leaned his head to look past the captain’s body.  He saw the centaur standing motionless between the gate and the lake.  He had a massive bow in his left hand. The thing must have been six feet long and three inches thick.  But one look at the muscled arms of the centaur left no doubt that he could draw it with ease.  
 
    Mace spoke quietly, so that only the captain and the guards could hear.  “Captain, I don’t wish to be a burden on your people. Maybe I should go and face him.  Then he cannot hold a grudge against you.” 
 
    One of the guards spoke up. “He’d have three arrows in ya before ya got halfway to him.” 
 
    Mace didn’t think so.  But he might take a single arrow.  And he knew from experience that one was bad enough.  Still, he said “True. But once he kills me, he’ll leave you alone.” 
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    The captain shook his head.  “This has become bigger than just his fight with you.  He refuses to see reason. He’s made threats to my town, and me personally.  We can not back down, or the centaurs will think they can push us around whenever they like.” 
 
    “You don’t have to back down, captain.  He can ‘catch’ me trying to sneak out. He’ll have his shot at vengeance, and you’ll have been seen to stand your ground.” Mace offered.  
 
    The ogre thought about it.  “When would you do this? Our boats need to go out at dusk.” 
 
    Mace looked up at the sun, which had descended nearly to the treetops. “Ideally it would be at night, when he can’t see as well.  But I can use the shadows of sunset well enough.” Mace was becoming more and more sure he was going to die. But a loss of level didn’t seem so terrible compared to the time he would save not having to dodge centaurs.  
 
    The captain turned to face Mace.  “If he attacks you, kill him. If you can.  He crossed a line, and for no good reason. He admits they shot you without warning outside the forest.  I think he is consumed with guilt for not killing you, allowing you to get past him and kill his uncle. He’s lost all honor.” 
 
    Just as the captain finished speaking, Beron shouted “Come out, drow!  I know you’re there!” 
 
    Mace looked out at the centaur as the captain turned back toward Beron.  He had an arrow nocked and was pointing it down at the ground.  
 
    I guess now is as good a time as any.  Maybe if he’s angry enough, his aim will be off. 
 
    “Centaur!” He called out.  “I’m not leaving this settlement.  I like it here! And the beasts of the forest keep trying to kill me!” He paused while the guards chuckled.   “You waste your time! Leave this place, stop threatening these people. Your people tried to kill me, and failed.  Twice. Be glad it only cost you one life!” 
 
    The captain, realizing what Mace was about, nodded in agreement.  Mace said quietly “I’m going to ‘sneak’ out now, captain. I’ll let him see me when I’m far from your guards.” 
 
    Mace stepped back behind the wall and slipped into stealth mode.  Then he used the captain and the guards’ shadows for cover until he was clear of the gate.  Moving quickly to his right, he took several silent steps along the wall. The sun was nearly set and the shadows of the trees were extending across the open grass to where the centaur stood fuming.  The captain offered a distraction. “Beron! Listen to the drow. Stop this foolishness before your honor cannot be redeemed!” 
 
    In answer, Beron lifted the horn that hung on a strap around his chest.  Tilting his head back, he blew a long, resounding blast. Mace took advantage of the distraction and rushed across the open grass to crouch behind a small boat situated behind the centaur.  When the horn blast ended, he watched Beron lower his head and call out “I’ve summoned my clan. We will tear this place apart, and burn it to the ground if we must!” 
 
    Mace leapt behind the boat. “No!  You will not!” he shouted. 
 
    The centaur spun around, and within a fraction of a second an arrowhead burst through the boat near where Mace crouched.  He didn’t hesitate. He had maybe one second while the centaur drew another arrow. With a burst of speed, Mace leaped around the front of the boat and dashed at an oblique angle toward the centaur.  He watched Beron nock another arrow and take aim at him. Leading him just a little as he let loose the arrow. Mace had been prepared, and changed direction as the string loosed. He turned straight toward Beron and the arrow passed just in front of him.  With a slide, he passed beneath the centaur, each dagger slicing at one of his fetlocks. Beron screamed in pain and began to try and stomp the drow into the dirt. He staggered as his two wounded legs nearly buckled under his weight. Mace wasted no time.  Rolling out from beneath Beron’s legs, he sprung up onto the equine back. He crouched there, his enchanted dagger’s point against the centaur’s human back.  
 
    Mace shouted “Yield, Beron!  Let this be over! I will kill you if you force me to!” 
 
    Beron shouted in rage and tried to buck him off.  His wounded legs failed him this time, and Mace heard a tearing almost cracking sound as first one of the joints, then the other, gave way.  Beron tilted hard to one side and fell. Mace rolled off his back as the hefty body slammed into the grass. The scream that erupted from Beron’s throat made Mace’s gut twist.  The anguish and pain of a mortally wounded horse combined with the rage of a man who’d lost all sense.  
 
    Mace quickly stepped toward Beron’s head, saying “You chose this.”  With a quick thrust, he plunged his dagger up under Beron’s chin and into his brain.  The scream ended abruptly as the light went out of his eyes. The dagger absorbed the centaur’s essence, and Mace almost fell to his knees from the rush.  When it was over, he bent and looted the centaur. He was rising to walk back to the gate when several shouts rang out. Both from the gate, and from the tree line.   
 
    He turned to see several centaurs charging from the trees toward him. The next moment an arrow that seemed the size of a tent pole slammed into his chest.  The impact knocked him backward to stumble over Beron’s body and fall to the ground. The arrow sticking out of his back snagged on something and caused the it to rip sideways through his chest.  His view of the sky went dark. 
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    Mace respawned in his room at the inn, cursing violently.  He quickly checked his logs and his gear. He’d lost nothing when he died.  Summoning Minx, he ran down the stairs and out of the inn. Several of the townspeople were already running toward the gate, or the surrounding walls.  Horns of two different tones were sounding, and people were shouting in alarm.  
 
    When he reached the gate, the captain was ordering it closed.   Mace had to shout to be heard. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Beron’s clan arrived just in time to see you kill him.  I tried to tell them what happened, but they’re not in the mood to listen!”  He answered as he lifted a massive log and dropped it into place atop two thick iron brackets, barring the gate. 
 
    A dozen guards, all orcs or ogres except for one minotaur, all came running to report to the captain.  He kept the minotaur with him, and sent the others to various posts around the walls. As they turned to leave, he shouted “Keep your heads down, or get an arrow to the face!” 
 
    The guards rushed off toward their assigned posts as flaming arrows began to arc over the wall and strike the buildings within.  Citizens with buckets of water dashed about extinguishing the flames as quickly as they could. One building not far away was hit with several arrows, and the bucket brigade was losing their battle.  Mace pushed both his hands out, shouting “Frigis!” and a sheet of ice began to form on the building’s roof. Where it contacted the fire, it began to melt. The ice continued to spread until the fire was extinguished, and the structure was encased in ice.  A few of the citizens looked at Mace, who flushed slightly. He might have overdone it a bit in the excitement of the moment. 
 
    From the number of flaming arrows in the sky, Mace guessed there must be dozens of centaurs out there.  This place would burn to cinders before they ran out of arrows. He needed to do something. 
 
    Equipping his bow, he climbed atop the wall next to where the captain stood.  There was a guard post on either side of the gate, and the extended wall provided enough cover for the ogre to stand upright.  He was shouting out at the centaurs, demanding they stop and listen.  
 
    Mace popped up above the wall and fired an arrow into the face of the nearest centaur.  There was a short bellow of pain, which told him he’d hit his mark. Not wasting time, he nocked another arrow and moved down the wall about ten feet.  There he popped up again and fired. This time he hit a different enemy in the gut. He repeated this process twice more, hitting two more enemies before the centaurs got wise.  The next time he popped up, three arrows struck the wall inches from his face before he could fire.  
 
    But the captain took advantage of the distraction Mace had created.  He shouted “Fire” and six guards fired arrows over the wall. The captain himself hurled a massive spear with such force that it whistled through the air before impaling a centaur near the boats.  
 
    Mace moved back up the wall toward the captain.  He stopped once to fire another arrow quickly, then duck back down.  There were small gaps between the logs of the wall, and Mace paused to peer through one of the gaps.   His field of vision was limited, but he counted six dead or wounded centaurs.  
 
    He decided to take a chance.  Activating his stealth ability, he moved down the wall in the direction he’d just come from, farther away from the captain.  The centaur archers had turned their attention back to the guards, who had loosed a second volley.  
 
    Sure that he could not be seen in the darkening evening light, Mace stood and raised his hands, fingers pointed outward in a fan.  He whispered “Infier,” and sent a spray of several small fireballs streaking into the centaur ranks. Three of them caught fire and began to scream, staggering around and bumping into their clan mates as they burned.  The smell of burning horse hair and meat rose up from the field.  
 
    Still, the centaurs didn’t stop.  Mace looked over his shoulder to see two guards lay dead on the ground at the base of the wall, arrows protruding from face and chest.  Several citizens lay dead and wounded, pierced by random arrows or burned by the fires.  
 
    Guilt struck Mace like a hammer to the face.  These people were dead because of him. He tried to tell himself they were just NPCs.  But it didn’t work.  
 
    Turning back toward the wall, he held up his hand with the enchanted ring.  Pointing it toward the thickest concentration of centaurs in front of the gate, he said “Stone Golem.”  
 
    The golem rose up out of the ground in the midst of the enemy group.  At first, none of them noticed it. By the time one of the centaurs called out, it was grown to a solid ten feet in height, and grabbed hold of one them.  With a twist of its hands, it snapped the centaur’s spine. Then it turned and smashed a fist down upon the horse back of another. The centaur flattened to the ground as if a boulder had fallen upon it.   
 
    Other centaurs took up the cry, and a dozen arrows struck the golem.  Some lodged in cracks or embedded themselves in the stone, but most bounced off taking small chips with them.  The golem stalked forward and tried to grab hold of another centaur. He danced away, firing an arrow into the golem’s chest.   All the centaurs gave it room, trotting sideways or backward to stay out of reach.  
 
    Again, the captain took advantage.  His remaining guards fired arrow after arrow at the distracted centaurs.  He managed to put a spear into one close to the golem. The injured centaur wasn’t able to dodge quickly enough.  The golem grabbed it by a hind leg and lifted it. The leg snapped as the golem swung the centaur and launched it toward another.  Both bodies tumbled in a heap, and the golem moved to finish them both with pulverizing blows. 
 
    A massive centaur, easily a foot taller and much broader than the others, charged at the golem with a two-handed sword raised above his head.  Mace guessed it was the clan leader. As the golem was finishing the two centaurs on the ground, the charging centaur struck with the sword. One of the golem’s arms was severed, and its health bar dropped to 30%.   It spun, trying to grab onto its attacker with its remaining hand. The centaur backtracked, then turned and bolted away.  
 
    Mace ran to captain Charles.  “Is that their leader?” he pointed to the axe-wielder.   The captain nodded. Without another word, Mace pulled up his hood.  He told Minx to wait up on the wall with the captain, then leapt from the wall into the grass outside.  It was dark enough now that he was not easily spotted. Any centaur that happened to be looking his way would have just seen a falling shadow. 
 
    Moving quickly, Mace went straight toward the leader.  The centaur had reached a safe distance from the golem and turned to face it.  He was clearly waiting for it to be distracted again so he could attack. Mace didn’t give him that chance.  He approached from behind at a sprint, his feet barely touching the grass and making no sound. With a leap, he was atop the back of the leader. A step forward, and he placed his dagger against the clan chief’s throat. The centaur froze. 
 
    “Drop the sword.” Mace said quietly, not wanting to draw the attention of the others.  A solid arrow hit might knock him away before he could kill this one. And he’d already lost one level this evening. 
 
    The centaur thought about it for a while, then laid down his sword.  Mace then said “I don’t want to kill you. I didn’t want to kill Beron.  He gave me no choice. Now tell your people to stop. I’ll call off the golem.” 
 
    Mace did exactly as he’d said, in a show of good faith.  He sent a mental command to the golem, causing it to lower its hand and retreat from the centaur it had been swinging at.  “Call them off!” Mace repeated, pushing the tip deeper into the centaur’s throat. 
 
    The clan leader lifted his horn and gave it two short blasts.  Mace pulled the dagger away slightly so as not to cut him. The centaurs all paused to look his direction.  Likely all they could see of Mace was a shadow on their leader’s back. Mace could hear captain Charles yelling for his people to cease fire.  Then organizing fire crews.  
 
    “My name is Mace.  But you already knew that.  You received the message from the elves and decided it was a good idea to hunt me.  What is your name?” Mace asked. 
 
    “I am Barlon.  Beron was my brother.  And I saw no message.” 
 
    “Then your brother withheld information from you.  His uncle. Your uncle. When he attacked me in the forest, I killed him.  He was holding this.” Mace produced the note with his free hand and gave it to Barlon.   He allowed the centaur time to read it. 
 
    “They were waiting for me, along with a young one, and shot me as I crossed the field west of your forest.  The young one’s aim was off, and he only wounded me. I evaded them and tried to flee through the forest. As I rested, your uncle shot me again.  I was forced to kill him to defend myself. Then Beron pursued me here, threatened captain Charles and his people if they didn’t turn me over. Said your clan would burn the place to the ground.   So I went out to face him. I asked him to let it go. He attacked, and you saw the end of that fight.” 
 
    “You lie!” Barlon growled.   
 
    “I am telling you the truth.” Mace paused to think “You know the people in this town, yes? You trade with them?” 
 
    “I know them.” Barlon’s answer was terse. 
 
    “And you know captain Charles to be honorable?  Truthful?” 
 
    Barlon didn’t answer for some time.  Finally he acknowledged “He is.” 
 
    Mace let out a held breath.  “Then call to him. Or better yet, walk to the gate so you don’t have to yell.  Nobody will fire on you.” 
 
    “As you wish” the reply was another growl.  As the centaur turned toward the gate and began to walk, Mace called out “Captain!  Hold your fire! Barlon wishes to talk!” 
 
    The captain appeared from behind his barrier and waved an arm.  He held no weapon. When Barlon got close enough to speak to the ogre without shouting, he said “Charles.  On your honor, is what this drow says the truth?” 
 
    Charles looked down.  “Barlon, there was no reason for this fight.  The drow told me of being attacked by your clan as he approached the forest.  Beron confirmed it. They knew of his approach because of the elves. Thought to give one of your colts a worthy first kill.  But they missed. Beron was so blinded by the death of your uncle, he refused to listen to reason. He waited outside all day and threatened to burn us out.  Mace volunteered to go out, knowing he would likely die. When he called out to him, Beron fired. The drow killed him in fair combat. Then you killed Mace.”   
 
    The captain’s voice broke, and he paused for a moment.   “Why wouldn’t you listen to me? So many of our people are dead.  Both our peoples.”  
 
    Barlon shook his head.  “I must speak with my people.  We will withdraw. I need to… retrieve our dead.” 
 
    The captain looked weary beyond words.  “Truce, then? Until we can talk again?”   Barlon nodded. He turned toward his people and said “Drow?” 
 
    Mace removed the knife from Barlon’s throat and stepped down.  “I did not want this. Any of this. I only defended myself and this settlement.  Still, I am sorry for your losses.”  
 
    Barlon didn’t reply.  He walked off toward his gathering people.  Mace looked around the clearing. There were more than a dozen dead among the centaurs.  More dead than remained alive. And many of the living were wounded. They began to work in teams to carry their dead to a safe distance.  
 
    The ogre extended a hand down from atop the wall.  Mace leapt up and grabbed it, the ogre easily lifting him up and over.  “I’m so sorry.” Mace dropped to his knees. “So many dead because of me.” 
 
    “This is not your fault, Mace.  They hunted you like an animal. Would you blame a wolf for biting its hunters?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have stayed in town.  I… I didn’t know it could go so badly so quickly.” Mace’s voice was a whisper.   
 
    “You were invited.” The captain said  “We can talk about this later. There are fires to put out.  You have more ice spells in you?” 
 
    Mace sprang to his feet.   “Of course.” He jumped down from the wall and spent the next half hour helping to extinguish fires.  Nearly half the buildings inside the walls had burned to some degree. Then he helped distribute health potions to the wounded.  The dead were mostly civilians, including three children who’d been trapped in a fire. Their mother, who had been among the archers on the wall, sat holding the three of them, her face expressionless.  
 
    Mace was also sad to see, as he was making his rounds, that the building he’d been working on earlier had burned to the ground.    
 
    The gate was opened a short time later, and Barlon walked through with two older centaurs.  The captain met them in a clear area just inside the gate. Mace moved to joined them, but hesitated.  He was the reason for this tragedy. He doubted he was welcome. But Barlon spotted him, and motioned for him to join the conversation.   
 
    “Charles.  My people owe you an apology.  I questioned some of the others, and what the drow… what Mace claimed was true.  Much to our shame.” He looked at Mace. “We owe you an apology as well.” 
 
    Mace waited for Charles to respond.  The ogre took a ragged breath, and said “This has been a horrible misunderstanding.  It has cost both of our peoples greatly. But it was no fault of yours. Beron has paid with his life.  Let it be enough.” 
 
    Mace nodded as Charles spoke.  When Barlon and Charles both looked at him, he said “There has been more than enough suffering.  I regret my own decision to stay here, thus endangering these people. Better I had just let Beron kill me.  So many have died…” 
 
    Barlon and the two elders both bowed their heads.  Barlon said “You acted honorably, and in defense of your own life.  None could expect you to do otherwise.”  
 
    Charles spoke quietly.  “This place may not recover.  We’ve lost so many, and don’t have the resources to rebuild.  You have suffered losses as well. Many of your hunters and farmers are now gone.  Maybe our people can work together. We’ll help feed you with fish from the lake and whatever we can scrounge or trade for.  You cut timber and help us rebuild. We might survive the winter if we work together.” 
 
    Barlon looked to the two elders, who nodded their heads in unison.  “It shall be as you say. Let us heal the wounds suffered between us, and salvage what we can.” Barlon reached out a hand, and Charles shook it.  There was some ragged cheering from the gathered citizens. The centaurs outside were silent.  
 
    Over the next hour, the dead were gathered together and set upon a single massive funeral pyre built beside the lake by the centaurs, the guards, and the golem.   Mace cast the spell to light the fire, and all stood by and watched it burn down. Prayers and remembrances were whispered, and many tears shed.  
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next morning when Shari headed to the kitchen for breakfast, she found Mace sitting at the counter, absently stirring pancake batter while staring at nothing.   The look on his face was blank. 
 
    “Hey, deep thinker.  You awake?” She asked playfully.  When he didn’t respond, she snapped her fingers in front of his face.  “Earth to Mace! I think I see smoke coming out of your ears!”  
 
    He started, blinking a few times.  When he looked up at her, he didn’t smile.  “Oh, hi. Sorry. Rough night in the game.” was all he said as he realized he was still holding the batter.  He got up and moved to the stove, lighting two of the burners.  
 
    “What happened?” She asked, concerned by his manner. 
 
    “A centaur followed me to the town.   Threatened to burn them out…” he told her the whole story as he cooked, then served the pancakes.  She sat listening as he described all the damage, all the casualties. Tears ran down her cheeks as he talked about the dead children.   Neither of them touched their cooling pancakes.  
 
    When he was done talking, she reached out and took his hand.  She held it for a long while as he just looked down at the table.  He said “I … I know they’re just NPCs. Just bits of code. My brain knows this.  But my heart…” 
 
    Shari answered him.  “I know. I feel the same.  These people are… they’re all that’s left.  They’re as real to me when I’m in the game as you are right here and now.  What did you call it? Syncing? Convincing our minds that the game world is real?  I think it’s working.” 
 
    She got up from her seat and moved to sit in his lap.  She hugged his face to her chest, and said “I bonded with a dragon yesterday.  Her name is Mion, and she’s the cutest little tiny dragon ever. I fell in love with her instantly. She can read my mind, and I can read hers.  There’s nothing fake about what I feel for her.” 
 
    Mace wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tightly to him.  His voice was slightly muffled as he buried his face against her breast. “Thank you.  I’m glad you understand.” he said as she ran her fingers through his hair. 
 
    Shari sat back down in front of her plate, and the two of them ate their cold, soggy pancakes as she told him about her day, the bonding ritual, and the amazing training she’d received.  
 
    Both of them were anxious to get back into the game.  Shari to continue her healer training, and Mace to help as much as he could in the settlement.  Shari said she would ask the elves to send aid. Mace said he wanted to spend a few more days in the settlement, and asked if she would mind.  She told him it was fine, it would give her more time to grow her skills and level a bit.  
 
    Before they got back in their pods, Mace followed Shari into her room.  He pulled up the diagnostic and monitoring logs on her pod, and showed them to her.  Her sync level had increased to 80%, up from the 65% it was during her first immersion, only a few days ago.   She hugged him when she saw this. “So, maybe we really can upload ourselves, then?” 
 
    Mace nodded his head.  “Maybe. We’ve got more work to do.  Here, and in game. Need your sync to be as close to 100% as we can get it.” 
 
    He went to leave, and she pulled him back. She gave him a kiss, long and slow.  When it was through, she said “For luck” before pushing him out and closing the door.   He found himself smiling as he crossed the hall to his room. He checked his own sync level, and found it was 94%.  He’d had months more time in the pod than Shari had. Still, they could last a few months here, if that was what it took to get them to their goal.  
 
    In the meantime, he had some things to take care of in-game.   
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace appeared back in his room at the inn.  He summoned Minx, and the two of them headed downstairs.  Breakfast was being served in the tavern, so they grabbed a quick bite.  As soon as they had gulped down some oatmeal and fruit, Mace headed out to find the captain.   The big ogre was standing near the center of town, organizing repairs and coordinating with the two elder centaurs.  
 
    Mace approached and waved at the three.  “Good morning. What can I do to help?” 
 
    Captain Charles looked up from a stack of papers he was holding.  “Mace. Good. We’re going to be doing a lot of rebuilding today. The centaurs will be bringing in lumber.  Find Verga and see where she can use you.” 
 
    Mace nodded and began to walk away. One of the centaurs cleared his throat.  “Oh! Mace, wait.” Charles called. “I forgot. We’re going to need new cold storage.  Our ice house was one of the buildings that burned. We’ll rebuild it, but for now, could you use that ice spell of yours and make us a temporary one in the tavern cellar?” 
 
    “Of course.  No problem.” Mace turned around and headed back into the tavern.  He found the door leading downstairs, and descended to the cellar.  It was a good-sized room, with basically the same footprint as the building above.  All of the casks and kegs had been moved to the near end, and a temporary wall constructed to block off about a third of the room at the far end.  Mace opened the door and found the room empty. He assumed this was where they wanted the ice.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he held up his hands clasped together and pointed toward the middle of the floor.  He uttered the trigger word “Frigis!” and a patch of ice began to form on the floor. He spread his hands apart slowly, channeling mana into the spell as the ice widened and thickened across the floor.  Then it spread up the walls and across the ceiling. Mace moved his hands again, one atop the other. Large blocks of ice began to grow along the edges of the room. He continued to move his hands, stacking smaller and smaller rows of ice blocks around the perimeter until each wall had what looked like a set of ice stairs.  These would serve as shelves for whatever the townsfolk wanted to store in here.  
 
    Mace tied off the spell, willing it to remain in place.  It wasn’t permanent, but it would last several days. If necessary, he could always renew it. 
 
    Somewhat drained from the mana use, Mace closed the ice room door and took a seat atop a small crate near the stairs.  He felt Minx leave his shoulder, and turned to see her poking around amidst the barrels and crates. He chuckled “Not likely to find much here, little thief.”   
 
    She turned to look at him, her eyes clearly expressing her disdain for his opinion.  Then she turned her back and disappeared into the pile. He sat for a while, content to rest while he recharged.  He already felt better for having been able to contribute to the rebuilding efforts. It would only take him a few minutes to recover his– 
 
    A ball of fur hit him in the chest as Minx wrapped her tail around his neck.  “Danger! Behind!” She practically screamed into his mind.  Mace was instantly on his feet, a dagger in each hand as Minx scrambled up onto his shoulder.  A dark figure emerged from under the stairs as he turned. The face that appeared stunned him. It was the mother who had lost her children in the fire.    
 
    Mace couldn’t even move as she thrust a long knife into his chest.  She screamed at him, her face inches from his. There were no words, just a wordless wail of pain and anger.  She ripped the knife from his chest and plunged it in again. This time she struck his heart, and his health bar dropped to zero.  He’d never raised a hand to defend himself.  
 
    You have died. 
 
    You may choose to respawn at your most recent bind point, or remain with your corpse, and resurrect it after a ten-minute wait period. Your resurrected avatar will have 50% health, and a two-hour debuff. 
 
    Respawn at your bind point?  Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Mace didn’t select respawn right away.  The shock of what had happened made his thinking sluggish.  The dying wasn’t what got to him. Or the loss of another level.  What bothered him were the thoughts that had paralyzed him as she took his life.   
 
    Yes. Go ahead and kill me.  I deserve no less. What right have I to be alive when so many others died? 
 
    Mace wasn’t sure if he was talking about the game, or real life.  The idea disturbed him. 
 
    Shaking it off, he hit the respawn button and returned to his room.  He heard a commotion downstairs, and went to investigate. On his way down, he checked his logs.  He’d dropped his off-hand dagger. That made sense, as it was in his hand when he died. Hopefully it would still be down there for him to recover.  
 
    When he reached the main room of the tavern, captain Charles and two other citizens stood above the woman who’d killed him.  She was sitting in a chair, her hands bound. Her front was covered in Mace’s blood. She didn’t say a word, just stared into space as she’d been doing while holding her children the day before. 
 
    “Mace” the captain called to him.  Mace realized he’d been standing there on the stairs just staring. “Mace? What would you like us to do about this?” 
 
    Mace looked around.  There were maybe twenty people in the room, all looking at him.  Several had fearful expressions on their faces. Others looked angry.  Many clearly expected him to demand her execution. Or to do it himself.. 
 
    “She needs help.” He said, kneeling in front of her and taking her bound hands in his.  She squirmed slightly, but otherwise did not resist. “She has suffered unimaginable loss.  More than I can understand, I think. Her mind has retreated, left her like this. Is there a healer here who can help her?” 
 
    One of two women sitting at a corner table spoke up.  “Not here. But among the centaurs, there’s a wise woman.  A healer and a psychic. She might help.” 
 
    Captain Charles took over.  “Go fetch her.” He said to the woman.  Then he nodded at her companion. “Take her up to a vacant room.  Watch over her.” The woman got up and moved next to the grieving mother.  She urged her to her feet and began to guide her gently toward the stairs.  “Take a weapon.” Charles added quietly, handing a dagger to the woman.  
 
    When they had disappeared up the stairs, Charles said “Thank you, Mace.  You had every right to demand her death. And maybe you would have been doing her a favor.  I hope the healer can bring her back to us.” 
 
    You have gained +50 reputation with the settlement of Lakeside.  Your reputation is now Friendly 
 
    Mace remained on his knees.  He said “Her children are dead because of me.  I would let her kill me again if it would help.  I’ve already hurt her worse than any punishment could.” 
 
    The captain grabbed him by the back of his neck and lifted him off his knees.  He turned Mace so that they were eye to eye. “Stop punishing yourself. This was no fault of yours.  Shit happens. You cannot blame yourself. I don’t. I’m the one who invited you to stay. It was me who went out to speak with Beron.  I failed to convince him to leave. I tried to appeal to his honor. That was MY mistake. But I cannot help my people if I dwell on those choices and berate myself all day; I will not look weak in front of those who need me to be strong.” 
 
    He set Mace on his feet and released him.  “Move on, Mace. Move forward.” He pushed Mace gently toward the door leading outside.   Mace took the hint and exited the tavern to find Verga.  
 
    He located her near where he’d been working the day before.  She was organizing the stacking of lumber being brought in.  
 
    When she saw Mace, she said “Good.  We’re working fast n dirty to construct some quick shelters.  Nothing fancy. Not much you can do on the new buildings for now.  Your skills are better used to repair some of the buildings that we can salvage.  Replace burned boards, doors, or fix some furniture if you can do it quick.” 
 
    Mace nodded as she handed him a bag of tools.  She pointed toward a nearby home with blackened windows and door, but that looked to still be sturdy.  Mace went to investigate. It was someone’s home. It looked as if a fire arrow had struck the outside of the cabin, and the fire spread along the wall.  The area inside the door and around the windows was scorched, but still roughly intact. Some of the furniture inside was burned, but Mace saw nothing he could repair there.  It was basically firewood. So he went to work on another set of window casings and a door casing. He was finished in less than an hour.  
 
    From there he moved on to the next house, repairing a smashed door and a kitchen table that only needed a leg replaced.  His replacement was rough, but functional. It was the first time he’d tried any kind of decorative work. The effort earned him a couple skill points. 
 
    You have earned a skill point: +1 to Builder.  Current level: 5 
 
    You have earned a skill point: +1 to Woodcrafter.  Current level: 6 
 
    Mace spent the morning going from house to house.  A few of the residents were hesitant to let him in, either because he was a drow, or because they felt him responsible for all that happened.  Mace was polite and friendly, and all but one decided to let him help.  
 
    The one who didn’t, a warty little goblin named Stuart, spat obscenities at him.  “Friggin drow! Motherless slavers and murderers! You squod-boinking, kobold molesters ain’t gettin in my house!  Take yer tools n shove em up yer faithless bunghole!” He shouted, and slammed his door. Mace just moved on.  
 
    He paused in a shady spot for lunch, pulling some travel rations from his bag.  He’d been surprised to find that the smaller woodworking jobs still drained his stamina.  Though not as quickly as if he were fighting. Or lifting heavy planks for structural work.  It felt good to put some food and drink in his belly, and he watched his stamina bar recover.  
 
    When he was fully rested, he picked up his tools and got back to work.  He found that the stables had taken some damage from the fires. One end was burned to a crisp.  That would take some heavy planks and several sets of hands to repair. But he saw that several other areas were just charred.  The wood looked strong enough. In fact, as he examined it he noticed that a few of the poles that separated the stalls actually seemed to be stronger than expected.  As if they’d been tempered somehow. Thinking back, he thought he remembered a history program that showed primitive people using fire to harden the ends of their spears.   He filed that knowledge away for when it might become useful. 
 
    While he was thinking, a centaur had passed by with several planks on each shoulder.  It got Mace thinking about where the centaurs were sleeping. He figured they slept standing up like horses.  Looking around the stables, he decided he could do something to make them more centaur-friendly. The first thing he did was cut and install some shelves on the back wall of each stall.  One wide shelf at about Mace’s shoulder level that a centaur could comfortably use as an eating table. Or for writing, crafting, whatever. Then he installed several smaller shelves higher up for storing items.  
 
    Seeing a female centaur passing by unencumbered, he called out “Excuse me!  Would you step in here a moment, please? I need to test something.” 
 
    The centaur looked at him like he was insane.  Expecting her to step inside a dark stable alone with a drow that had just killed several of her people.  She didn’t even stop walking. 
 
    “Please! I’ve… I built something for your people, and I’d like to see if I did it right.  It will only take a moment.” He called.  
 
    His tone must have made her curious.  She stopped and turned back, following him wordlessly into the barn.  He stopped in front of his newly modified stall, and motioned for her to enter. “I’ve installed those shelves.  For eating, and such. It’s nothing fancy, but I was hoping you would tell me if they are at a comfortable height, or where I should adjust them.” 
 
    The centaur looked at the shelves for a moment, then turned to him.  Her face held a puzzled look. When she turned back, she stepped into the stall and up to the shelves.  Reaching out one hand to set it upon the ‘eating’ shelf, she ran it back and forth. Mace quickly added “Be careful.  I’ve not sanded them or anything yet. There may be splinters.” 
 
    She touched each of the other shelves in order as they climbed up the wall.  The highest was within easy reach for her. Mace had had to stand on a box to install it.   
 
    “These are very… thoughtful.” She said without turning around.  “We make similar shelves for our own homes.” She touched the bottom one again.  “This one could be a bit higher. The males are taller than I, and would have to bend slightly to reach it.” She touched on the spot on the wall.  Mace handed her a knife, and she obligingly scratched a mark. “This is the normal height we use.” She handed him the knife and backed out of the stall. 
 
    She was turning to leave when Mace asked.  “Is there anything else I could change to make this place more comfortable for you?  You know, in case you have need to spend a night here.” 
 
    After a look around, she answered. “Pegs.  We use pegs to hang our armor, weapons and such on.  She held out her hand for the knife again. When he handed it over, she made several scratches on a side wall indicating peg locations.  “These would do. In a space built by us, the side walls would be higher, for better privacy. But this would do for a short stay.” 
 
    Mace thanked her as she left, and went to work.  First he whittled several pegs from spare pieces of wood.  Then he used the drill in his bag to make holes for the pegs.  Tapping each one in with his hammer, he made sure they were secure.  Each was strong enough to support his weight. He’d gone overboard, not knowing how heavy centaur gear would be.  He’d smoothed a slight notch in the top of each peg to help maintain the grip.  
 
    When he had modified all of the remaining six stalls, he moved on.  For the rest of the day he worked on odd jobs here and there around the town.  His builder skill increased to eight, and his woodcrafter to 10. When that happened, he’d gotten a notification. 
 
    Your rank as a Woodcrafter has increased to Apprentice.  
 
    Apprentice rank generally meant he’d be able to learn some new skills.  He made a mental note to check with Verga. Mace found himself surprised at how much he was enjoying crafting. He’d rarely spent much time with it while playing games before.  Only the minimum needed to be able to complete some quest or repair his gear.  
 
    As he made his way back to the inn for some dinner and rest, Minx tightened her grip on him again.  “Danger! Hiding!”  Mace instantly had his daggers in hand, startling several nearby citizens.  He spun around, suspecting an ambush from behind. It was the default reaction for a drow.  In Immernacht, few enemies risked confronting you before killing you. 
 
    A knife spun through the air at him from the direction of a burned-out building.  He knocked it from the air with his left-hand dagger and turned to face the building.  Several of the citizens and a couple centaurs had seen the blade too, and followed his gaze.  A moment later a second blade flew toward Mace. This time he dropped his own blade to catch it midair.  He examined it quickly, seeing nothing of note. A simple blade with a leather wrapped handle. He flung the blade back in the direction it came.  There was the sound of cursing, and crash of falling boards.  
 
    Mace recognized the cursing.  He bent to retrieve his dropped blade, then strode toward the building.  “Stuart! I know it’s you. Come out of there and I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Bend down and kiss my hairy arse!” The obnoxious voice rang out from behind the walls. “Come in here and I will hurt you!”  
 
    Mace stood still, considering.  On the one hand, Stuart was an annoying little monster who had just tried to assassinate him in public.  He could walk in there and kill him, and no one would say a world. Probably. But there was the chance he would lose his newly-acquired reputation.   He was still thinking it over when the guards arrived. Someone must have run to fetch them. They looked at Mace with a question on their faces.  
 
    “Stuart is in there.  Been quite impolitely throwing knives at me.” He shrugged, and one of the guards snorted.  The other asked “Are you gonna kill him?” 
 
    Mace shook his head.  “I’d rather not. Takes forever to clean these daggers.  I was just going to have my supper. You guys want to handle it?”   The look on the guard’s face said they’d rather not. But one of them called out “Stuart.  Get out here. Explain yourself.” 
 
    A small green hand poked out from behind the wall, a single finger raised in the universal gesture of “I’m not coming out there and getting arrested.”  Both guards laughed this time, along with Mace and several in the crowd. The guard shouted this time. “Stuart! If we have to come in there and get you, I’m going to slice bits of you off and let the drow eat them!” 
 
    Mace made a disgusted face at this.  Several people watching nodded as if this threat made sense.  Mace said “What the hell do you people think drow eat?” shaking his head.  
 
    “Eat shit!” Stuart shouted, and another knife flew toward Mace.  Followed quickly by a second, then a third. Mace simply stepped out of the way.  “Where are you getting all these knives?” he mumbled grumpily.  
 
    The guards have had enough by this point.  They stalked forward, and Stuart shouted “You’ll never take me alive!”.  There was a crash, and a goblin-sized streak of green and black shot out the side of the building.  He dashed behind the next building and disappeared. The guards didn’t bother to follow. Most of the citizens just went on about their business.  The lead guard approached Mace.  
 
    “He didn’t mean nothing by it.  He gets drunk and picks fights. Hardly ever hurts anybody.  His aim is terrible.” The guard grinned.  
 
    Mace laughed.  “Glad to know it wasn’t personal.  He had some interesting things to say about drow earlier.”   
 
    The second guard snorted again. “Let me guess.  Kobold-molester? He likes that one. I think maybe it’s a secret fantasy of his.  He was drunk in the tavern one night rambling on about some sexy kobold waitress somewhere.” He shook his head.  “He’s also big on sticking stuff up yer, uhh…”  
 
    Mace saved him the trouble.  “Yeah, that too. I hope that’s not another fantasy of his.  Guy his size, that could do some damage.” He winked at the guards as he walked away.  He reached up and scratched Minx’s ears as he walked.  
 
    “Thank you, my little thief.  That’s twice in the last day you’ve attempted to save my life.  You’re like my own little radar.” She purred and leaned into his neck.  
 
    ***** 
 
    As soon as Shari logged in, she went to see Arlon.  She told him about the battle at Lakeside, and how it started with the elves’ message about Mace.  Then she asked if there was anything the elves could do to help the settlement. He promised to call a meeting of the elders that evening to discuss it. 
 
    Shari returned to the healer’s temple to continue her training.  She was learning more than just healing spells. There were books on the anatomy of each of the races to study.  She learned about soaking bandages in concoctions of certain herbs so that they would help prevent infection. She learned about poisons, their symptoms, and what would cure them.  The entire day was devoted to learning.  
 
    At one point, as she was reading a book that described certain mosses one could pack into a wound to speed healing, she heard Falin chuckling.  Looking up, she saw him sitting in a chair with his own book. His gaze was directed toward a window. She saw on the floor below the window her piglet laying on his back, his tummy being warmed by a sunbeam.  Mion had just climbed aboard and was settling herself down on his belly, stealing his sun. The softly snoring pig didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    Seeing her arisen from her book, he rose and handed her a slip of paper. “A messenger came for you.  He left this.” 
 
    “A messenger?  I didn’t hear anyone?” Shari looked surprised.  
 
    “You were absorbed in that book about…” He tilted his head so he could read the spine “Moss.  Really?” He grinned.  
 
    She blushed at being caught geeking out.  “I’m a total nerd when it comes to stuff like this.” She admitted.   He looked blank for a second, then said “I don’t know what a nerd is, but I suspect it’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Nerds rule!” She said with enthusiasm, giving a little fist pump that surprised Falin.  She opened the paper and found it was an invitation to an elder council meeting that evening.  In less than an hour, in fact. She showed it to Falin.  
 
    “Good thing you woke up when you did.  Wouldn’t do to be late for a council meeting.”  He joked. “I think you’ve studied enough for one day.  And you haven’t eaten. Let’s get you some food so you don’t pass out in front of them.” 
 
    Leaving the pig and dragon to their sunbathing, she followed Falin to a small kitchen.  He pointed to some apples and said “Slice those up while I make some oatmeal.” She had learned that Falin was a vegetarian, as many elves were.  Fruit, vegetables, and grains made up most of their meals. Falin said he did eat the occasional fish for health reasons.  
 
    Not long after she began to slice the apples, Snuffles showed up, following his nose.  Mion rode upon his back like a miniature queen on her steed, head held high and wings spread slightly for balance.  She fluttered up onto Shari’s shoulder when they entered the room, and made a demanding squeak. Shari reached into her pocket and produced a few of the grubs Arlon had given her.  The dragon seized one after another, then settled back for a nap. 
 
    Snuffles was just as easy to please.  She tossed him an apple, which he crunched on contentedly while Falin and Shari ate their meals. Falin had sprinkled the oatmeal with cinnamon and honey, and it tasted wonderful.  When she was full, Shari let Snuffles lick the bowl, which sent him into a snorting, smacking frenzy of happiness.  
 
    When they’d cleaned up the dishes, they all made their way over to the council hall.  Arlon and the elders had already arrived and were standing in small groups talking. Falin indicated they should take seats and wait.   A few minutes later, the elders took their seats.  
 
    Arlon motioned for Shari to approach.  “I have informed the elders of the situation at Lakeside.  We feel some responsibility for the events there, as it was our message that prompted the centaurs to hunt your friend Mace.  And we would like to assist the townsfolk with supplies and materials.” 
 
    Shari smiled at the elders as group. “Thank you, councilors.   I’m sure they would appreciate any help you can send.” 
 
    One of the elders held up a hand.  “I’m afraid we can not help as much as we might wish to.  Our own situation has declined since the outworlders disappeared.  When we wish to aid others, we gather the supplies from our city’s merchants who are willing to donate. Many of them have suffered of late, and will contribute less.  Not from any lack of generosity, you understand. But from lack of ability.” 
 
    Shari felt in the pit of her stomach that this speech meant very little help was going to be sent to Lakeside.  While she had never met the people there, she knew Mace had grown to care about them. “What if I were to provide the gold for supplies.  Pay the vendors something, so it is less of a sacrifice?” 
 
    The elders looked surprised.  All but Arlon, who gave her a caring smile.  They began to whisper among themselves. Elves, after all, had excellent hearing.  The same elder who’d spoke before was the one to answer.  
 
    “We would certainly welcome your generosity, child.  But supplies of the quantity we estimate the settlement would need could cost as much as three thousand gold.  In our experience, few outworlders ever accumulate such a sum…” He trailed off, inviting her to answer. 
 
    “You are correct.  I do not have three thousand gold.  I do not have one tenth that amount at the moment.  But I have something of great value.” She reached into her bag and produced the wyvern’s heart.  Holding it aloft, she said “I’m told this is worth considerably more than three thousand gold.” 
 
    Arlon stood up as the others whispered. “It is indeed. Though a buyer with sufficient gold may be hard to find in a short time.  I have a proposal for the council.” 
 
    The elders nodded nearly in unison for him to continue. 
 
    “I propose that we advance Shari the sum of 5,000 gold from the city coffers, and take the wyvern heart on consignment.  We will announce an auction to be held in… one week?” He paused as two of the elders nodded in confirmation. “In one week.  Minimum bid shall be 5,500 gold. Whatever the sale price, the city will retain ten percent as a fee. The rest of the proceeds, minus our advance, should be deposited in a bank for Shari.” He paused again to let the elders think.   
 
    When one of them raised a hand to ask a question, he said “Before we get to questions, I would like to suggest that the auction be held here, in the city.  And that bidders must be present with gold in hand. Any bidder carrying that much gold will bring a retinue of guards, maybe servants as well. Our hotels will be busy again, for a few days at least.  Not to mention restaurants, shops, and crafters that will benefit from the added visitors.”  
 
    The elder with the question lowered her hand.  The others began to smile at Arlon. Until he added another statement.  “Shari has most graciously offered to provide funds for the supplies to be sent to Lakeside.  I suggest that those we would ask to donate will be among those who benefit from the auction traffic.  So I would ask that we pay no more than a third of the usual price for whatever goods are donated. She cannot be expected to bear the full burden of our generosity to our neighbors.” 
 
    Shari looked on as the faces of three of the elders began to sour.  She guessed that they were among the merchants who’d just lost two thirds of a windfall they’d been drooling over.  But the expectant gazes of Arlon and the others kept them from objecting. The vote was unanimous. Shari felt a little tingly all over.  
 
    They’re going to give me five thousand gold!  Maybe more! That’s like winning the lottery! I could buy gear for Mace and myself, and Snuffles.  Little tiny battle armor! We could drink champagne and eat chocolate… 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted as she realized Arlon was calling her name, and had been doing so for some time.  All of the elders were staring at her. “I’m sorry, I was distracted. What was that?” she asked sheepishly.  
 
    Arlon laughed.  “I would be distracted by such a sum myself.  I asked when you would like to take the supply caravan to Lakeside.” 
 
    “Me? Take…”  Shari was confused for a minute.  Then she realized, this would solve a few problems!  If she went with the supplies, Mace would not have to come meet her.  He could stay safe in the settlement until she arrived. That would give him more time with the people there.   She looked to Arlon “Umm… how many days will it take to gather the supplies? I don’t wish to rush anyone.” 
 
    “We believe we can arrange for five wagons filled with food and other supplies in four days.” 
 
    Shari’s heart beat faster.  “Then let us plan to leave in five?”   The elders all nodded. Arlon said “Five will do nicely.  We will have your gold delivered to you in the morning, and you can give me the heart for safe-keeping.” 
 
    Shari hesitated.  “Um. I don’t like the idea of carrying so much gold.  Can you set aside the thousand gold to distribute to the merchants, and maybe give me a thousand, and put the rest in the bank?” 
 
    The elder merchant who had first warned of limited supplies answered “Of course, child.  And we will provide you with drafts that you can use to withdraw funds from any bank in Elysia.  And I’m sure if you’d like to purchase any items for yourself before you leave, our merchants will be happy to accommodate you.” 
 
    Shari nearly rolled her eyes.  They would try to milk her for every gold they could.  She supposed she didn’t blame them. She imagined the world was designed to be populated by players, and their absence might really be having a serious negative impact. She made a note to talk to Mace about it.   
 
    The meeting concluded, Arlon and Falin walked with her back to her inn.  The three of them, along with a piglet and a dragon, shared a meal in the tavern before she retired for the evening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
        The Undying Undead 
 
      
 
    Mace exited his pod and showered quickly.  His clock had said it was 7:00pm, and he was hoping Shari would want to have a late dinner.  The kiss she’d given him that morning was on his mind as he dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt.  He took the time to brush his hair before leaving his room and walking to the kitchen. Peabody greeted him in the hall.   
 
        “Good evening, Mace.  Admin Shari is awaiting you in the kitchen.  She is preparing a special meal. She said to tell you, and I quote: ‘Move your ass, geek boy’.”  
 
    Mace looked at the ceiling as he walked a bit faster.  “Thank you, Peabody. I am moving my geeky ass.” He arrived in the kitchen a few minutes later to find the countertop set with a tablecloth and candles.  Place settings were arranged, and something on the stove smelled wonderful. But Shari was nowhere in sight. He called out “Geek boy, reporting as ordered!” 
 
    Shari’s head popped out of the pantry, and she smiled at him.  “Bout time. Thought maybe you were going to stay in the game all night. I was about to log back in and send you a message.”  She disappeared back into the pantry. Mace took a few steps toward the stove and peeked into one of the pots. He found a couple cans worth of beefaroni bubbling away.  He was about to check the other one when Shari scolded him. “Step away from my stove or suffer the consequences!” 
 
    He obediently pulled back his hand and went to sit down.  “Anything I can do to help?” he asked.  
 
    She shook her head.  “Nope just sit there and look pretty.” She turned and looked him up and down. “Well, as pretty as you can.” 
 
    He held both hands over his chest and leaned backward on the stool “Ow!  Straight through the heart!” He rolled his eyes back and played dead. Shari ignored his antics, though he caught her watching out of the corner of her eye.  She was smiling slightly. 
 
    A moment later she turned off the burner under the beefaroni and turned the other way down.  She brought the main course over and dished some onto his plate with a wooden spoon. Then she scooped the rest onto her own plate before placing the pot in the sink. She grabbed something Mace couldn’t see and held it behind her back as she returned to the counter.  Standing behind him, she said “Can’t have just plain old beefaroni. We need to flavor it up a bit, make it special. I did a little experiment with stuff I know you like.” There was a familiar sliding sound behind Mace that he couldn’t quite place. A moment later, Shari reached around him and held her fist over his plate.  She squeezed, and there was a chorus of crunches. Flakes of something began to fall onto his beefaroni.  
 
    Mace looked at it for a moment… then ventured  “Chips?.... Pringles! You put crushed Pringles on my dinner!”  
 
    Shari beamed at him as she rounded the counter and took her place.  She upended the tube of chips, and Mace heard the familiar sliding sound as several chips fell into her hand.  She crushed them over her own plate, then set the can down. “It’s a pretty good combo. G’head!”  
 
    Mace scooped a forkful from the center of the pile, being sure to get some chip fragments on there before he lifted it to his mouth.  The chips gave it a nice crunch, and the sour cream and onion flavor really did compliment the pasta dish. “This is… awesome!” he said as he forked up another mouthful.  “I can’t believe I didn’t try this before!” 
 
    “You’re not a genius like me.  I mean, maybe you are. With like, numbers and code n stuff.  But I am an all-around everyday genius!” She stuck her tongue out at him. It had some chip flakes on it.   
 
    The conversation hit a lull as they ate.  Both were hungry after their busy day. And though they had eaten in-game, their real-world bodies had only had soggy pancakes twelve hours earlier.    
 
    As they finished the pasta, Shari got up and went back to the stove.  She opened the oven and pulled out what looked like a small cake. Turning off the last burner, she lifted the small pan in one hand, and carried the cake in the other.  Setting the cake on the counter, she took the lid off the pan and tilted it. Liquid chocolate poured over top of the cake and began to run down the sides. She used a spatula to scrape every bit of chocolate out onto the cake before setting down the pan. 
 
    Mace was amazed.  “Cake? How did you? I mean… we have flour, and butter, but no eggs.” He stopped talking as she grabbed a fork and dove into the cake.  She put a mouthful of the cakey goodness with still-warm chocolate in her mouth. “Mmmmm! I used the pancake mix. Another experiment. Turns out you can bake it.  This cake is just one really thick pancake. With melted candy bars on top!” 
 
    Mace filled his own face with a big forkful of the cake, rolling his eyes with pleasure.  When he managed to swallow it down, he said “You are the VERY best end of the world trapped in an underground bunker hottie EVER!”     
 
    Shari giggled at the ridiculous statement as he stuffed another huge forkful in his mouth.  Warm chocolate smeared on his chin and both cheeks. He didn’t care.  
 
    As they sat there, eating the cake a bit more slowly now, Shari told him about the supply caravan that was coming, and how she would be coming with it.  Mace was impressed with her ingenuity. When she told him about the wyvern heart auction and having several thousand gold in the bank, he was even more amazed.  “You are ROCKING this game, Shari! I mean, I knew players who had been in the game for six months who hadn’t made a thousand gold total the entire time!” 
 
    Shari sat a little straighter, and puffed out her chest with pride.  Which had an immediate effect on Mace. She snorted and flicked some cake crumbs at him.  “Eyes up here, dork.” 
 
    They talked a little more as they cleaned up.  Mace stuck his face right into the chocolate pan, trying to lick up every bit of melted goodness.  Shari licked the spatula clean. They were done ten minutes later, everything cleaned and put away.   They walked together back toward their quarters. Shari rubbed her stomach. “Ugh. I am SO full. There was absolutely nothing healthy about that meal.  Breakfast is going to be nothing but vegetables. Canned spinach or something.” 
 
    Mace nodded. “Well we can’t have pancakes for breakfast, then dinner, then breakfast AGAIN.  That’s like a violation of the rules of the universe or something.” 
 
    They reached the hall between their quarters, and Shari stretched to give him a kiss.  Mace hadn’t expected it, but wasn’t going to argue. When she broke the kiss, Shari took his hand and led him toward her room.  Once inside she closed and locked the door. Mace’s heart beat faster, sure he was about to get lucky. She pushed him onto the bed, then sat next to him.  “Can you… stay with me tonight? Just sleep next to me? No funny business?” 
 
    Mace was tempted to push it.  Parts of him were shouting at him “Don’t be that guy!” He simply nodded and slipped off his shoes.  He scooted back onto the bed, then pulled her down next to him. She curled up with her head on his shoulder and one arm across his chest.   
 
    “Thank you.” was all she said before she closed her eyes.  
 
    It took Mace quite a while to fall asleep.  His mind was whirling. There was a beautiful girl asleep next to him.  He had to think about Peabody’s code and contaminated houseflies for a good long time before he calmed down enough to sleep.  
 
    ***** 
 
    The next morning Mace woke before Shari.  He entertained notions of waking her and having a little early morning fun-time.  Instead he eased himself out from under her and snuck over to his quarters where he could grab a shower and change without waking her.  She was waiting for him in the hall, eyes sleepy and hair all mussed. He went to kiss her, and she backed away, putting a hand over his face and pushing.  “Gah. Morning breath. No smooching.” 
 
    Mace laughed. “Is this what you look like every morning before you come to the kitchen? Because I must say, this is quite the look you got going here.  Hair sticking out everywhere, fuzz growing on your teeth, nose a little swollen…” he stopped talking when she took a swing at his head. He ducked enough to avoid the blow, then grabbed her by the waist. He began to tickle, and she screamed, trying to wiggle out of his grasp.  “Stop! Gotta pee!” She shoved him away and retreated into his room, slamming the door behind her.  
 
    “That’s MY room!” He called out through the door, grinning.  There was no response. Mace looked up “Hey Peabody? Could you tell Admin Shari that she’s in my room?”  
 
    “Certainly, Mace.” Peabody replied.   
 
    A moment later there was a surprised squeal, and some cursing.  Mace contemplated hiding somewhere safe, but couldn’t resist seeing the look on her face when she emerged.   He didn’t have to wait long. The door opened and she came out swinging, with a pillow in each hand.  
 
    “Dammit! Mace!  I told you… to disable Peabody.. in my bathroom!  That’s just creepy!” She grunted the words in between swings.  Make took several blows to the head as he tried to stop laughing.  “But I DID disable him in your bathroom. You were in MY bathroom!” he managed to say before turning and fleeing his homicidal hottie.  
 
    When she appeared in the kitchen fifteen minutes later she was calm and collected.  She still slapped the back of his head as she passed him. Breakfast was oatmeal with apple slices.  Mace said “The apples won’t be good after today. Maybe not even today.” 
 
    The realization that they were out of fresh fruit, and may never get more, sobered them both.  They ate a silent meal, Shari giving him the stink-eye every once in a while. Finally Mace asked as sweetly as he could “Did you sleep well?  Cuz I sure did. Eventually.” 
 
    Shari snorted. “Like a baby. Had this warm pillow.  It was a little bony, but nice. Except it kept squirming around n waking me up.” her face softened and she gave him a little smile.  “Funny thing, though. It was gone when I woke up. Made me sad.” 
 
    Mace stared at her for a long while.  He was about to tell her they could crawl right back into bed when Peabody’s voice echoed through the kitchen.  “My motion detectors have picked up movement across the park, Mace.”   
 
    He looked at his watch.  7:00am. It wouldn’t be light outside yet.  “Peabody, are all the lights off from the lobby level up?” 
 
    “Yes Mace.  All lights are turned off everywhere, except this level.  The movement continues.”  
 
    Mace bolted for the security office, Shari right behind him.  He said “Peabody put it on the big monitor. Zoom in, three times magnification!” as he dashed the last few feet to the door.  The screen was zooming as he slid to a halt in from of the 40” monitor. Shari bumped into him from behind, wrapped her arms around him to steady herself.   
 
    On the screen was a human zombie.  It was dragging something behind it.  Mace hit a button and zoomed in a bit more.  The something was a person. Mace couldn’t tell if it was male or female.  There wasn’t enough left. But it had definitely been a live human recently.  Mace zoomed back out and looked at the zombie. Shari squeezed him from behind.  “I think that’s the same one I saw kill the other two before we met. It’s a little bigger now.” 
 
    Shari nodded, whispering “It has been feeding well.” 
 
    Mace grimaced.  The thing moved to the stoop of the same building it had occupied before, and sat on its haunches.  Pulling the corpse toward it, it began to feed. Shari rushed out of the office toward her quarters.  “We can kill it! Hurry! It won’t take it long to finish.” 
 
    Mace ran to his room and gathered his gear.  He threw on his outside clothes, then his body armor.  He grabbed his sword, gun belt, shotgun and helmet and began jogging toward the elevator.  He strapped the gear on as he went. Shari caught up to him at the elevator, and they rode up together.  She checked her rifle three times in the time it took to rise the thirty floors. Once at the lobby level they dashed across to the other elevators, not waiting to check if it was safe.  If there were another creature around, it would be attacking the one they’d been watching.  They leapt out of the elevator on the fourth floor and ran up the stairs. This time, Mace made Shari wait as he checked for danger. Speed was critical, but if they missed the monster, so be it.  They would get another chance. 
 
    “All clear.” He said, opening the door for her.  He had left his net-on-a-stick inside the stairwell, and he grabbed it on his way out.  Shari moved straight to the wall that faced the building, crawling the last several feet.  Mace began to watch the skies around them for any flying menace. “Do you see it?” he whispered.  He realized he’d forgotten to grab his radio. 
 
    “I see it.  Just give me a minute.  Checking the wind.” she answered. He heard a few slight clicks as she adjusted her scope.  Mace thought to himself that he wanted her to teach him how to shoot. She was damned impressive.  One more click and she said “Okay ready. Don’t make a sound.” 
 
    Mace froze, only his eyes moving as he continued to scan the sky.  Shari took a deep breath, then let it out and held it. There was a muffled pop, and the gun recoiled, causing Shari’s body to jump.   Mace held his breath.  
 
    Shari turned her head, a very serious look on her face.  Mace began to panic. Then she smiled and said “Right thru the head!” in a quiet voice.   
 
    Mace had the urge to toss her off the roof.  “Dammit! You… I…!” Mace was speechless.  
 
    Shari just grinned and said “Now we’re even.  For the Peabody thing.” and walked past him toward the stairwell. 
 
    Mace was extra careful on their way down.  They stopped and watered the plants in the conference room before continuing down to the lobby.  He checked carefully before they got off the elevators, and made Shari pause behind the reception desk halfway across the lobby.  He decompressed a bit on the second elevator ride down to their level. As they exited the elevator, Shari grabbed hold of his hand.  “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    He squeezed her hand and shook his head to stop her.  “No, it’s not you. I mean, yeah, that was a shitty joke.” he half-smiled at her.  “But I was just thinking about whether we can survive long enough to get into the game permanently.” 
 
    Shari didn’t have an answer.  She just held his hand. “If we don’t… I mean, if this is all there’s going to be for us.  There’s nobody I’d rather spend this time with. Even if you are a geek. And really, really horrible at flirting.  You make up for it with good pancakes.” She gave him a peck on the cheek and walked toward the security office. They stepped inside to watch the monitor.  Mace was concerned others zombie creatures would show up. 
 
    The camera showed nothing.  Where the thing had been sprawled on the stoop, a hole in its head, there was now only a pool of neon blue blood.  Mace panned the camera, but didn’t see any drag marks or footprints in the blood. Worse, the human corpse was gone, too. 
 
    Mace nearly shouted.  “Peabody! Did your motion detectors pick up additional motion in the last five minutes?”  he bit his lip.  
 
    “Yes, Mace.  In the same location.  I did not alert you, as you were already aware of motion in that sector.” Peabody replied.    
 
    Mace nearly bit his lip in two.  He tried to keep his voice calm. “Peabody, rewind that camera’s feed please.  Five minutes.” 
 
    The two of them watched as time reversed on the monitor at high speed.  There was the blood puddle… the blood puddle still… the blood puddle… movement.  Too fast to see. Then they could see the ‘dead’ zombie laying there. Mace said “Stop, please. Now play at normal speed.” 
 
    They could see the creature gnawing on the corpse.  Within a few seconds, Shari’s bullet slammed through its skull, knocking it back onto its butt, the head falling against the door.  It still gripped the dead human in its claws. There was no movement for a couple of minutes, then the door opened, and a massive pair of arms grabbed hold of the zombie, yanking it inside as if it weighed nothing.  The human corpse was dragged inside with it, the door closing behind it.  
 
    “Holy crap!” Shari whispered.  Mace agreed wholeheartedly. He rewound the feed twenty seconds and watched it twice more, but there was too little light inside the doorway to see what it was.  He looked at Shari. “Whatever’s in there is way bigger than the one you killed.” 
 
    Her throat was dry, and voice came out raspy.  “Its arms were… I’ve never seen one that big. And we just fed it friggin breakfast!  If it consumes the one I killed plus the other body…” She didn’t finish the sentence. They were going to need to find a way to kill that thing. 
 
    Mace tried to distract himself.  “Peabody, we need to change the parameters of your notifications.  We killed the thing that was reading on your motion sensors. Then another, new thing set them off again.  We need to figure out a way for you to differentiate.” 
 
    Peabody responded “I understand, Mace.  I can see from the footage what you mean. There were two different contacts for the sensors.  I did not differentiate between contacts because they shared a location. I will correct that error.” 
 
    Shari had collapsed into one of the office chairs.  “We could burn it. If we burn the building, how much risk is there to this one?” Her voice was shaking.  “I thought I was safe. We were safe. In here, I mean. That thing could walk through the lobby glass…” 
 
    Mace could see she was rattled.  He tried to calm her, though he wasn’t feeling calm himself.  “We would be pretty safe from burning. With the road and the park between us.  But that whole block would burn. And the fire might spread through the city. Could even take out the grocery store.  And disturb who knows how many of those things.  Maybe take out other survivors.” 
 
    He crouched down in front of her and placed his hands on her knees.  “We are safe. Even something that big would have a hard time getting down here.  Sure it could get into the lobby. But not without us knowing. We won’t be surprised by it.  Between us we’ve got the firepower to take it down. And it would take it hours to break into the elevator and get down here.  Assuming it could survive the fall. We’re good, okay?” 
 
    Shari nodded her head, not saying anything.  Mace didn’t blame her. While what he said was true, it didn’t make him feel better either.  He needed to distract her. “Let’s go clean up breakfast. No point in worrying about the big monster upstairs if we invite little ones in by leaving food around.  Then we’ll get back in the game for a few hours. We’ve both got work to do, and we could use the distraction.” 
 
    He practically lifted Shari from the chair, and she followed him to the kitchen.  They quietly cleaned up their breakfast dishes. When he walked her back to her room, she said “Are you sure?  The thing won’t get in here while we’re in the pods?”  
 
    “I’m sure.  I know it’s hard.  But I’ve done this a hundred times, when I was alone.  I had faith in the strength of the steel doors between outside and here.  If it’ll make you feel better, lock your door when I leave. I’ll do the same.  Make sure your radio is on your desk. If we get trapped in our rooms, we’ll still be able to talk.  We’ll coordinate a way to ambush that sucker.” 
 
    He kissed her on the forehead and left the room, closing the door behind him.  After a moment he heard it lock. He went back to the security office to check the cameras again.  “Peabody, if your motion sensors trigger again, I want you to shut off power to my pod. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Mace.  I recommend you disconnect the battery backup in your pod.  If your intent is to break immersion, shutting off power will not do so with the backup active.” 
 
    “Very good thinking, Peabody.  Thank you. I will do that.” Mace was impressed.  The AI was thinking for himself. He’d made some tweaks to make Peabody more human and intuitive.  Code he’d worked on in college that the company would never have let him apply to their AI. But the company was effectively his now.  So Peabody was going to get to become a real boy.    
 
    Just in case, Mace picked up the police radio.  “Anybody out there? Any survivors?” He half hoped nobody would answer.  After his first encounter with the survivors that ambushed him and his party, he hesitated to trust anyone.  Except Shari, of course.  He repeated his transmission three more times over the next five minutes.  When there was no answer, he set the radio back down. 
 
    Mace went back to his quarters and disconnected the battery backup on his pod.  Then he undressed, locked his door, made sure his weapons were handy, and climbed into the pod.  Before he closed it, he said “Peabody, can you route the camera feeds to my monitor in here?” 
 
    “Of course, Mace.  Shall I do so?” Peabody asked. 
 
    “Only if you detect activity outside.  I want to be able to see whatever’s moving from in here.”  And with that, he closed the pod and closed his eyes. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari spent the day back at the healing temple with Falin.  She had trouble concentrating, and took several breaks to play with Snuffles and Mion, who were becoming good friends.  Snuffles had been suspicious of the dragon initially. But the first time she demonstrated her ability to fly up onto a table and push food down to him, his opinion of her improved greatly.  For her part, Mion seemed to like to snuggle with the pig, absorbing his body heat. And the two of them played some hybrid version of tag and marco polo. It was amusing to watch, and a good distraction for Shari.  
 
    Around noon, Arlon showed up with a bag of gold and a wallet with bank drafts.  He exchanged them for the heart, saying “There is 3,000 gold in the bank. You have 1,000 gold in that bag, and the other 1,000 gold has been set aside for distribution to donating merchants.  The elders have created a list of needed supplies, and are distributing it now.” He handed a list to Falin “Some bandages and herbs would be helpful, Falin” Then he returned his gaze to Shari.  “Did Mace tell you of anything in particular that is needed?” 
 
    Shari smacked herself in the head.  She’d meant to ask him about it. But with everything that happened, she’d forgotten.  She admitted as much to Arlon. “But I will ask him today, and get back to you. I promise.”   
 
    When Arlon had left and Falin had gone to round up supplies, she pulled up her UI and sent Mace a message.  She marked it urgent. Then she sat down to try and read. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace was repairing a damaged front door when his message icon popped up.  He had it set to voice, since he only got messages from Shari, and he liked listening to her.  He mentally clicked on the message. “Hey Mace. Forgot to ask what specific supplies you want over there.  The elves are starting to round them up. Message me back ASAP!” 
 
    He set down his tools and went to go find captain Charles.  He hadn’t told the ogre, or anyone else, about the pending supply delivery.  He’d wanted it to be a surprise. But it was more important to make sure they town got what it needed. 
 
    The ogre was standing by the gate, talking to several centaurs. When Mace approached,  the centaurs all bowed their heads slightly. He greeted them all with a friendly smile, not wanting to interrupt their conversation.  As it turned out, it had direct bearing on his question.  
 
    Charles said “We have more space than people to use it now.  We could relocate some folks and create housing for your people inside the walls.  Food may be tight if your crops are destroyed, or ours are. Or both.” 
 
    Mace’s interest increased.  He cleared his throat. “Forgive me, captain.  Why would you lose your crops? And what need is there for the centaurs to move inside the walls? Is there a problem with their village?” 
 
    One of the two elder centaurs who seemed to be village leaders answered for the ogre.  “We no longer have sufficient hunters to keep the wolves and other forest predators at bay.  And drow have been spotted in the forest. We think they know we’ve been weakened. They’re almost surely scouts for a raiding party.  A week ago, they would not have dared move against us. Now, our ability to defend ourselves is uncertain. At least if we are inside the walls, it will be more difficult for them to take us.” 
 
    The other elder spoke next. “If we abandon our village, the forest animals will soon devour our crops.  We cannot leave farmers behind as guards. They would simply be killed or taken by the damned drow.” he growled.  
 
    Mace agreed with everything they said.  If there were drow nearby, they would be scouting for a raid.  Either to take slaves, or just to kill the villagers and take what they had.  “I think I can help you with both issues. Food, and the drow.” He said. 
 
    The ogre clapped his hands and said “This ought to be good.  Go ahead, Mace.” 
 
     Mace decided to start with the food.  “My friend Shari is with the elves. I’ve told her about what has happened here.  She has convinced the elves, and partially bribed them, to send a caravan of supplies to help get your people, all your people, through the winter.”  He looked at each of them as he said this. The centaurs all bent a leg and bowed more deeply. The captain reached out a hand to shake Mace’s. “Thank you, Mace.” 
 
    Mace continued.  “Shari’s rounding up the supplies now.  She wants to know if there are specific items needed.  The elves are just guessing.”  
 
    Captain Charles nodded his head. “I’ll have a list for you in an hour.”  He started to walk away, but Mace took hold of his arm. “Wait, there’s more.  I can help with your drow problem, too. I am a Darkblade. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    The ogre shook his head no, but one of the centaurs spoke up.  “Assassin. Killers among killers.” He sounded impressed. Mace answered “That’s right.  I’m trained to kill drow. And… everything else. There are few more deadly than I am in all of Elysia.  And none here on the surface.” He didn’t want to sound like he was bragging, but he needed these folks to have faith in his abilities.   
 
    “You tell me where these drow have been spotted, and I will eliminate them.  If their scouts never return, the raiding party will not hear about you. At least, not anytime soon.  You should have time to rebuild and regain your strength. You should also be able to guard your crops safely.” 
 
    A young centaur raised his hand “I’m one of the village scouts.  I’ll take you to where they were seen.” Mace shook his head. “I appreciate that.  And please do not take offense, but they’ll hear you a mile away. Just point me in the right direction, give me a description of the area.  I’ll find them. How many were there?” 
 
    The centaur pursed his lips.  “Three. That we saw. With drow, you never know.  There is always another waiting out of sight. No offense.”  Mace laughed “In Immernacht, that would be considered a compliment.”  That got a chuckle out of several of the others. Mace continued. “The captain here will have his list in an hour.  I’ll transmit it to Shari, then leave right after. In the meantime, please tell me as much as you can about where I’m going.” 
 
    Mace and the scout walked off to a quiet corner to talk.   The hour passed as Mace asked questions about the types of trees, thickness of brush, whether the ground was rocky, how early it got dark, every detail he could think of.   As they talked, Mace pulled out spell components and renewed the stone golem spell in his ring. The last one had been dismissed after the funeral pyre was built.  
 
    Soon enough, the captain approached him with the list.  He took a snapshot of it with his recorder and sent it to Shari with a quick note to let her know he was going drow hunting.  And with that, he was off.  
 
    He left the gate and headed into the forest.  His direction was roughly westward as he hit the tree line.  The scout had told him the drow were northwest of the settlement.  But if Mace were in the scouting party, he’d have eyes on the Lakeside settlement too.   
 
    Once within the trees, he immediately climbed a wide oak with solid branches and stopped to listen.  The forest was much different than the tunnels he’d trained in. For one thing, even if the creatures of the forest weren’t making their incessant noises, the wind was blowing through the trees, rustling the leaves.  There was no such thing as silence. But there were currently no creature noises. Mace thought that might be because of him, so he continued to hold still. The critters should resume their movement and chatter soon. 
 
    Instead of animal sounds, he heard the snap of twig.  No squirrel or rabbit would make that sound. He focused his vision in the direction of the sound without moving his head.  In his black armor, with his hood up, he was nothing but a shadow among the branches. But drow could see shadows quite well. 
 
    Another sound, this one a rustle of leaves on the forest floor in the same direction.  Mace equipped his bow and slowly reached for an arrow. A third sound of leather rubbing against wood.  He was sure now that he’d been followed, and that it was only one drow. He watched the spot he anticipated the scout would be, based on the progression of sounds.  The scout was moving across from Mace’s left to his right, following the path Mace would have taken if he hadn’t stopped.  
 
    His patience was rewarded.  A shadow moved out from behind a tree and bent to examine the path, looking for Mace’s footprints.  Mace raised his bow and fired. The arrow pierced the top of the drow’s foot and pinned it to the ground.  Mace quickly fired another arrow into the drow’s gut. His target hadn’t made a sound when hit with either arrow.   
 
    Mace leapt down from his branch and ran toward the drow.  It was a female. Mace was momentarily thrown off guard. Drow society was matriarchal.  Female drow ruled houses and did more intellectual work. Second and third daughters were spymasters, envoys, or sometimes married off to control houses of their own.  It was rare to see a female drow in combat.  
 
    Overcoming his surprise, Mace unequipped his bow and drew his daggers.  He stood over the wounded drow and said “Why are you here?” 
 
    The female hissed and stood up straight, despite the arrow in her belly and her foot still being pinned.  “How dare you question me, boy! Do you know who I am?” She hissed at him.  
 
    He laughed. “I do not. If I knew who you were, I would also know why you are here. But why don’t you go ahead and tell me?” 
 
    “Impudent boy! How dare you speak to me so!  I am-” Her sentence was cut off when Mace punched her in the throat.  When she was through coughing, he shrugged, saying  
 
    “Changed my mind.  Don’t care who you are.  Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “A dead drow.  Nothing more” she rasped at him, one hand to her injured throat. She glared at him with such hatred that some racial drow instinct within his avatar wanted to quail.  
 
    “My name doesn’t matter.  What you need to know is that I’m a Darkblade.” he said, showing her the emblem engraved into his dagger and watching her eyes widen.  “You and your party are interfering with my mission. Your lives are forfeit. Your House or Houses will be notified of the penalty the Council of Blades will impose.” 
 
    The female held up both hands in a sign of surrender.  Mace could see the fear in her eyes. It was one thing to die.  All drow expected death at any time. But to dishonor her House was a crime that her goddess would not look kindly upon.  The female now believed her eternal soul to be at risk. “There… must be something. Something you need. Help completing your mission, perhaps.  I have others with me.” 
 
    Mace pretended to think it over.  “Take me to them.” He reached down and yanked the arrow from her foot.  She grunted in pain but did not cry out. She braced herself, then nodded for him to pull the arrow from her gut.  When it was done, she produced a health potion and held it up. He nodded, and she drank it down.  
 
    “This way.” She said before moving toward the northwest. 
 
    They walked for nearly an hour before she slowed.  “Our camp is just ahead. I must signal, or they will fire upon us. He stepped behind her and held his enchanted dagger to her back. “Give your signal.  But any hint of an attack and I’ll sever your spine.” He showed her his dagger. “You recognize this weapon? Made by a certain smith in Svartholm. It will take your soul, trap it within for all eternity.  You will never meet your goddess.” 
 
    The drow made a trilling noise that was quickly answered from the trees ahead.  Mace walked behind and to the left of the female, as was proper in drow etiquette.  He poked her lightly in the back once, just to remind her that the dagger was close by.  He followed her into the camp, passing by one sentry up in a tree to his left. There were two more drow sitting on rocks in the camp.  They rose as she stepped close. She said “We have a visitor. A Darkblade.” and the two others reached for their weapons. She hissed at them.  “Hold! Fools. You touch your weapons and none of us will live another minute!” 
 
    Mace looked at the drow to his right, the larger and more experienced looking of the two.  “Your sentry has just pulled his bow behind me. Call him down here, or she dies, then you die, then he dies.” Mace said very calmly.  The female nodded her head. The drow whistled a single note and waved for the sentry to join them. Mace turned his head slightly to watch the sentry drop from his branch and walk toward them.  His arrow still nocked, but pointed downward. He stopped on Mace’s left when he’d entered the circle of the camp.  
 
    Mace motioned for him to move closer to the others, and he obeyed.  “As she said, I am a Darkblade. Your incompetent presence here has been noted by the centaurs, and my mission has been made more difficult.  I should kill you all right here and now, but your lady here has convinced me you might be useful. Sit.” 
 
    All of them did as he said, taking seats on rocks and a stump.  “First, why are you here? Who sent you?” he asked the female. He didn’t make eye contact.   
 
    “We are a scouting party for House-”  
 
    Mace held up a hand “I don’t care what House.  Slave traders, yes? The name doesn’t matter.”  
 
    She nodded her head and continued.  “We came for kobolds. There are rumors of a village west of here.  We were on our way to locate it when we saw the smoke from the battle.  We noted the number of dead among the centaurs, then scouted their village.  They are weakened. We could bring back our raid group and take them all. Then the settlement, too!” 
 
    “Fine.  Have you already sent for the raid party?” Mace asked.  The female shook her head. Mace turned to the archer. “You.  You look fast. How long would it take you to reach the raid party and return with them?”  The archer answered “A day. No more, Darkblade.” 
 
    Mace turned back to the female.  “And is your party large enough to take the settlement with the centaurs inside? They have agreed to an alliance after seeing your scouts.”   The female looked sick.  
 
    “No.  We have a dozen more drow and thirty goblins.  And we need to leave a few to guard a herd of minotaur we captured.  We could take the centaur village, or the town without the centaurs. But not all at once.” 
 
    Mace began to pace, twirling his daggers as if deep in thought.  “Are there other reinforcements nearby?” She shook her head again.  “This is our territory. We defend it… vigorously. None would dare encroach here.”    
 
    Mace continued to pace.   He was about to speak when he heard a rustling in the forest, back the way he had just been.  The others heard it too. They all stood and faced the sound.  
 
    That damned centaur scout!  He followed me! He’ll get himself killed. 
 
    Mace didn’t have time to worry about the centaur.  If he was stupid enough to walk into a drow camp, he was going to die sooner rather than later anyway.  Mace hissed for silence. Pointing to the archer, he made a series of hand signals. The archer quickly melted away around a large boulder, out of sight.  He made a similar motion to the drow on his left, and that one moved the other direction. That left Mace with the female and one of the males. He motioned for her to move back behind the male.  Then he activated his stealth ability and disappeared. He hoped the centaur would live long enough for his new plan to work.  
 
    First, he stepped behind the female, who was crouching behind the tent.  Putting a hand over her mouth, he drove his soul dagger into her back. She stiffened as the dagger did its work, draining her soul.  He let her body down gently, then stepped forward and stabbed the male drow in the back of the neck, severing the spinal column at the base of his skull.  The drow dropped limply as the dagger finished devouring his soul.  
 
    Mace moved next to find the archer.  He was most likely of the remaining two to be able to injure or kill the scout.  Rounding the rock, he found the archer crouched behind a bush, watching the centaur.  Mace got close behind the archer, then cleared his throat. When the archer turned, Mace drove his dagger up under the drow’s chin.  He died silently, but in great pain as the dagger drained his soul. Mace was getting dizzy from the sensation. But he had one more drow to bring down.   
 
    As if in answer to his thoughts, the remaining drow appeared behind Mace and stabbed him.  The blade entered his back and slid off his shoulder blade. Mace spun and was greeted by a drow with a shocked look on his face.  Mace quickly realized that the shock was because of the arrow that sprouted from his chest. Mace slit the drow’s throat, the action causing the gash on his own back to widen.  The pain was annoying, but it wouldn’t kill him. He looked up to find Minx jumping from a rock back to his shoulder. He hadn’t noticed her leaving during the battle. “What? No warning that time?” He asked her.   
 
    She wrapped her tail around his neck “Drow sneaky.”  He couldn’t disagree with her there.  He hadn’t heard that last one coming either. 
 
    He bent to loot the two drow at his feet, then moved back to the camp and looted the two there.   Most of the loot was average for mid-level draw. Daggers, a decent bow, a few gold. The female yielded  a House ring. One Mace didn’t recognize. It was a rare item, so he decided to hold onto it.  
 
    The centaur scout came walking up as Mace finished looting.  Mace tossed him the drow’s bow and quiver full of arrows. “This might be too small for you, but maybe one of your colts can use it.  Or you can sell it.” He gave the centaur an angry look. “Next time I say stay away, listen to me. You nearly got me killed with your thrashing about.” 
 
    The centaur raised his bow and pointed an arrow at Mace.  “I heard you talking to them. You’re working with them!” 
 
    Mace’s jaw fell open.  He looked at the centaur, his already thin patience gone.  “Are you really that stupid? First you bumble in here and destroy my plan, which was working just fine, then you accuse me?  I just killed them to keep them from killing YOU. Go away before I decide you’re too stupid to live.” 
 
    “But you were asking them about reinforcements to take out our village” The centaur did not lower his bow. “You’ve been one of them all along!  You’ve weakened us and the town so that you could-” His sentence was cut off when Mace shot forward and sliced cleanly through the scout’s bow string.  He used his momentum to vault atop the centaur’s back, then placed a dagger at his throat. “Shut up. Shut up and listen to me. DO NOT SPEAK ANOTHER WORD or I’ll slice your damn throat and say these drow killed you for being stupid.  Which they would have if I HAD NOT STOPPED THEM!” 
 
    Mace took a deep breath.  His anger threatened to goad him into doing something stupid.   
 
    These damned centaurs and their mule-headedness is what got so many people killed in the first place!  They’ll just keep doing it. If this one lives, he’ll spread rumors, and eventually do something stupid that’ll get me or Shari or someone else killed. Better to just end him. 
 
    Mace’s hand twitched with the urge to just cut the scout’s throat and be done with it.  Instead, he said “Okay you horse-brained moron. I was asking about reinforcements so we’ll know whether the settlement is likely to be attacked soon.  You heard the answers. They just stumbled across the battle, and had not reported back. We’re safe for now. That group was told to look for Kobolds west of here.  In a village they didn’t know the location of. They won’t be missed for a week at least. And no other group, if she was to be believed, will dare hunt here. Now, you may say one word in answer to my next question.  Do you think I could have obtained all that very valuable information if I had not asked them questions?” 
 
    The centaur growled. “No.” 
 
    “And do you think they would have answered my questions if they did not fear me for some reason?  There were 4 of them.”  
 
    Again, the centaur answered “No.” 
 
    “Now let me ask you this.  If I were with them, and my job was to weaken your people and the settlement, why would I have just killed them?  When you ‘discovered’ me… why wouldn’t I just let them kill you? My secret would be safe, and my mission could continue.” 
 
    When the centaur’s muscles relaxed a bit, he pulled the knife away and hopped down.  Moving to stand in front of the scout, he said “If you’re going to survive much longer, you’re going to need to be a lot less stupid.” 
 
    He turned and walked in the direction of the settlement, fully expecting the scout to restring his bow, or use the other bow, and put an arrow in his back.  After a moment of silence, the centaur followed.  
 
    “I am sorry, Mace.” He said as he caught up.  “I heard your words and was blinded by anger. All I saw was betrayal.  It did not occur to me that you were gathering information to help us. I guess… I guess I expect betrayal from a drow.” 
 
    Mace chuckled.  “As you should. From every single drow but me.  They are liars and murderers and thieves and should be killed on sight if you encounter them.  But I am an outworlder, not a true drow. Though I was sorely tempted to go with my drow nature in cutting your throat just now.” 
 
    They walked in silence until they reached the settlement.  As they passed through the gate, the centaur broke off to report to his elders.  Mace located the captain and did the same. Not feeling much like crafting, he retired to the inn and logged out. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Shari was reading again when she got Mace’s message.  She quickly copied the list onto one of the parchment pieces Ramon had sold her.  She showed the list to Falin, who nodded his head. Then she left to find Master Arlon.  He was in his tree, as usual. She called up to the window, and he told her to come upstairs.  She handed him the list. 
 
    “Hmm… no big surprises here. We’ll have to adjust our requests to the merchants a bit.  We did not plan on supplying bows or arrows. But it can be managed. A dozen bows and a few hundred arrows are no hardship for elves. Thank you, child.”  
 
    Shari spent a little time with him, talking about the forest and some of the things she’d learned in her healer’s training as they watched Snuffles and Mion mock battle on the floor.  They had tea and sandwiches, and Arlon retrieved another handful of grubs for Mion to devour. He seemed to take great joy in feeding her. And she seemed to equally enjoy letting him. 
 
    When everyone was fed, Shari bid Arlon goodbye and returned to the temple.  There was much to learn, and only a few more days to study. She spent the remainder of the day there, learning from books and from Falin directly when she asked questions.  She invited him to the inn for dinner as thanks for all his time. They enjoyed a nice meal of mushrooms with gravy, elven bread, and salad with nuts and honey-vinegar dressing.   
 
    Afterward, Falin bid her good night, and departed.  Shari took her small zoo up to her room and dismissed them before logging our herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    It All Remains the Same 
 
      
 
    For the next two days, the routine remained… just that.  Shari and Mace would meet for meals to talk about their in-game adventures.  They would spend a little time on their gardens, and they both spent some time on their real-world projects.  Shari was studying anything she could find on the zombie particles, and learning more about how a person’s consciousness connected with the pod’s systems.   Mace was monitoring their sync levels, and making modifications to the operating code that he thought might ease their eventual permanent transfer.  
 
    When they weren’t eating, working or sleeping, they were in the game.  On the third day, Shari had just logged in and was heading to the healer’s temple when Arlon approached her in the street.   “Good morning, Shari.  I am informed that the caravans are fully supplied and ready to go.” 
 
    Shari instantly had butterflies in her stomach.  She had studied hard, and Falin had told her she’d made tremendous progress already in her learning.  She was, in fact, reaching the limit of spells she could learn at her level.  Class specific magic and all but the most basic of spells were limited by level requirements.  At Shari’s level 20, she simply didn’t have enough mana to cast many of the more complex spells.  The more mundane knowledge- the herbs, potions, surgical techniques and the rest, had no level requirement.  But Falin assured her she was prepared for most situations.  
 
    “Thank you, Master Arlon.  What time would they like to leave?” she asked with no little trepidation.  This was it.  She was going to leave the city and head into the forest to meet Mace.  
 
    “They’ve been waiting on you, actually.  Everyone has gathered.  You have time to get whatever gear you have in your room, and then we can go meet them.” 
 
    Shari obediently returned to her room and emptied the chest at the bottom of her bed into her bag of holding.  She’d spent a little bit of her wyvern heart gold to purchase two large bags with one hundred slots each.  She was wearing one, the other was for Mace.  Once she had everything ‘packed’, she returned to Arlon.  The two of them walked to a staging area near the city gate.  There was a caravan of four wagons lined up, each one piled high with supplies.  Each wagon had a driver at the reins, and a ranger sitting next to them.   
 
    The commander approached and gave Shari a hug.  “Remember all that I’ve taught you, and you’ll do just fine.  My rangers will watch over you until you reach the settlement.  I’ve also instructed them to test you a bit along the way.” The evil smile on her face told Shari she was in for some sore muscles. 
 
    Falin was there as well, along with Lonien .  They each hugged her, and presented her with gifts.  Falin’s was a mortar and pestle, along with a bag filled with healing herbs.  She promised to practice and improve her alchemy skills.  Lonien’s gift was a dozen high quality potions, six health and six mana.   
 
    Ramon was next.  He’d waited for the others to step away before approaching her.  She smiled at him and said “I promise I’ll practice, so that next time I see you, you’ll be amazed by my skills!” 
 
    Ramon returned her smile, saying “I’ll hold you to that!  In the meantime…” he held out a leather-wrapped parcel.  “This is a little something I whipped up for you.  Do not open it until you are alone and safe.  Many would be tempted to do you harm to obtain it.”  He hugged her briefly and turned away to join the others.  
 
    Arlon, who had been holding Snuffles, put the pig on the ground and embraced Shari.  “Good luck, young one.  Know that we’re all hoping that your quest is successful, and you can bring back more outworlders.  You are always welcome back here, regardless.”  He let her go, scratched Mion’s belly one last time, and stepped away.   
 
    Shari, fighting to hold back tears even though she knew in her rational mind that these people were just code, lifted Snuffles up onto the back of the nearest wagon before climbing up herself.  She made a sort of nest for them among a bunch of grain sacks, and they settled in for the trip.  The commander called out to the lead wagon, and they began to move.   She waved at the gate guards as she passed through, then pulled up her UI and sent a message to Mace that just said “Caravan is leaving now.  Be there soon.” 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mace was crafting arrows when he got Shari’s message.  He’d taken a break from repairing damaged buildings while he waited for more planks to be delivered.  The centaurs were felling trees in the forest, but it took a while to clean and cut the logs into usable boards.  So Mace had decided to use the time and gather some likely looking branches from the pile that’d been stripped from the logs.  He had made about twenty decent quality arrow shafts so far.  And maybe twice that many crappy ones.  He looked at his pile of discarded early efforts.  One shaft was so curved that he imagined it flying in a circle when fired.  
 
    He gathered up his remaining sticks and went to find the captain.  As he often was, the ogre was standing near the gate.  “Good morning, captain.  I just wanted to let you know that the caravan from the elves is on its way.  I don’t know exactly how long it’ll take them to get here.” 
 
    The captain answered “Most of two days.  Wagons don’t move quickly.  We’ll send the boat across tomorrow to meet them at the other side of the lake.  And we’ll have it take what little we have to offer in trade.  I’ll go notify the crafters and merchants to begin rounding up what they can.  It won’t be enough to pay the elves.  Not by half.  But it’s all we can do.” 
 
    Mace shook his head.  “Don’t worry too much about the elves.  Shari gave them a thousand gold to help ease their burden.  And they’ll receive more later.  Whatever you have to send back to the elves will be enough.” 
 
    “Ha!  Outworlders.  I’d almost forgotten.  Your people piss away gold like you can just pull more outta your arse anytime you want!” the ogre said.  “Thank you, Mace. And your friend.” 
 
    Mace stood still for a moment, staring at the ground and thinking hard as the captain moved away.  Something the ogre had just said struck a chord within him.   
 
    Why shouldn’t we pull gold out of our butts?  I mean, I can get admin access.  And there are no players around to object. It wouldn’t be like we’re cheating anyone.  And we could improve the economy wherever we went. Make up for the lack of players spending gold. Maybe buy ourselves an island somewhere.  Build a port city with a keep on it.  Overpay everyone for labor and materials.  Hell we could start our own country.  
 
    Mace stood there a good long while, distracted with dreams of living like a king for a hundred years or so.  When he shook his head and came back to reality, Stuart was standing in front of him.  The goblin still looked angry, but he wasn’t holding any knives.  Mace said “Can I help you, Stuart?” 
 
    Stuart looked up at him and said “I ‘pologize fer tryin to kill ya.” before turning and stomping away.  As Mace watched him go, he caught a movement in the corner of his eye.  A distortion he’d been trained to notice.  It was a sign of someone moving about in stealth mode.  Immediately Mace suspected more drow.  Had there been more to the group he’d killed?  If so, could they have sent a runner back to report?  He needed to find out.   
 
    Avoiding looking in that direction, he began to walk toward the nearest building.  He whispered to Minx as he walked. “Keep your eyes open Minxy. There’s someone sneaking about the settlement.” 
 
    Minx head-butted him and he heard her think at him “Bunny.  Big bunny.  Been here whole time.  You not see?” She sounded surprised.  “No… I did not see a big bunny.  I think I would remember that.  Can you see it now?” Mace asked.  
 
    Minx thought at him again.  “Not now.  Minx find.” And just like that her weight disappeared from his shoulder.   Mace reached the building he’d been aiming for, and stopped to look around.  There were people about, but nobody was paying any particular attention to him.  So he moved into the building’s shadow and went into stealth mode.  He quickly climbed up the wall and onto the roof, moving against the stone chimney where it cast a small shadow.  From there he surveyed his surroundings.  
 
    Mace focused his vision on nothing.  He scanned his head left and right, letting his peripheral vision take in the entire area.  This was one of the secrets Jervis taught him.  Illusions made to fool the eyes could sometimes be penetrated by using one’s lizard brain.  Any movement in one’s peripheral vision caused an alert of potential predators deep down in the lizard brain.  There was a corresponding boost of adrenaline, so that even if one didn’t realize they’d seen something, the rush would alert them.   
 
    He registered the various citizens moving around.  None seemed in a hurry or to be moving suspiciously.  After a couple of minutes, he refocused.  Whatever had been there had gone behind a building somewhere.   So he crouched in his meager shadow and waited.  
 
    Less than five minutes later, he couldn’t help but laugh as Minx, fully visible, bobbed out from behind a building into an alley.  She wasn’t walking, but seemed to be floating about five feet above the ground.  Mace quickly realized she was sitting atop whoever it was he’d seen. 
 
    Taking advantage of his target’s location in an alley, Mace sprinted down the rooftop and leapt off.  Hitting the ground with a roll, he was up on his feet instantly and moving into the alley.  Slowing down a few feet in front of Minx, he pulled his daggers.  “Show yourself, bunny.” He said in his best tough-guy voice.  He was starting to enjoy the ridiculousness of this whole thing.  
 
    There was no answer, but Minx was no longer moving.  Mace fixed his gaze just below where she sat, and said “Last chance, bunny.  Show yourself or be gutted.” 
 
    A voice said “Oh, very well.  How did you find me if you can’t see me?”  The air shimmered slightly, and the speaker appeared.  Mace was not prepared for what he saw.  The voice’s owner was indeed a bunny.  A five-foot tall rabbit beastkin with green fur.  The bunny stood upright and wore, of all things, a maroon velvet smoking jacket with a gold ascot.  On its head was a bowler with two holes cut out to accommodate his ears.   Mace instantly decided his name was going to be ‘Pimp-bunny’.  
 
    “I’m trained to see through illusion.” Mace said.  Then he added “And I had some help.” He pointed to Minx and watched the bunny’s eyes lift upward.  He reached up and removed his hat, and Minx, from his head.  Minx gave a little wave and leapt back onto Mace’s shoulder.  She wrapped her tail around his neck again and said “Funny bunny”.  
 
    “My name is Mace.  What’s yours?” Mace put his daggers away.  The bunny didn’t seem threatening.  He swept his hat in a graceful downward flourish and bowed “I am Ian.  Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “You’re quite the snappy dresser, Ian.  My compliments.” Mace gave a small bow in return.  
 
    “Why, thank you sir.  It is good to be appreciated, yes.  No one here ever comments on my attire.  Though, I suppose always being invisible, they may not have noticed, no.” 
 
    “You stay invisible all the time?  Whatever for?” Mace asked “And how?” 
 
    Ian’s nose twitched, and he tugged gently at his ascot.  “Magic, dear Mace.  My ascot here.  A gift from my mistress.” 
 
    “And your mistress would be…?” Mace prompted the bunnykin.  
 
    “Ah, that would be a secret.  Yes.  The mistress does not like her name bandied about all willy-nilly, no!” He looked Mace up and down.  “But you might interest her, yes?  A drow like her.  Good with the knives.  And no small amount of magic yourself, yes.” Ian sniffed at him.   
 
    Mace was trying to maintain a healthy suspicion of this foppish bunny.  “Fine. Take me to her.” 
 
    Ian shook his head, causing his ears to flop about.  “I’m afraid that would be difficult.  She is far from here.  In a city called Graf.  Many days’ travel, yes.” He gave Mace a sorrowful look.  “Dangerous is the forest.  Full of animals that can smell an invisible bunny, yes!  Not safe to travel alone, no no!” 
 
    Mace’s smile clearly made the bunny nervous.  “Graf, you say?  As it happens, I am headed to Graf myself.  As soon as a friend of mine arrives with supplies for this settlement.  You can travel with us, and we’ll keep you safe from nasty predators.  Yes?” Mace mocked the bunny just a bit.   
 
    “Yes. That would be helpful.  I agree most happily, yes.  My mission here was complete weeks ago.  It will be good to return to civilization, most certainly.” Ian returned his hat to his head.   
 
    Quest Received:  Meet the Mistress 
 
    Difficulty: Medium 
 
    Reward:  50 gold; 1,000 experience, variable bonus 
 
    Safely escort Ian the invisible green bunnykin to meet his mistress in the city of Graf. 
 
    Receiving another quest for basically going where he needed to anyway didn’t hurt Mace’s feelings at all. “You are staying at the inn?” Mace asked, turning to walk that direction. 
 
      Ian didn’t follow.  “I must not be seen, no.” he explained.  “And the inn, yes.  In a manner of speaking.  I could not rent a room without being detected.  So I was sleeping in the cellar, yes.  Until someone froze it.  Now I sleep in a burned building.  It is comfortable enough, yes.” He pointed to a nearby home that was missing part of its roof and one wall.  The rest seemed habitable enough. 
 
    Mace asked “And you have enough food?” 
 
    The bunnykin in the velvet smoking jacket looked uncomfortable.  “When one is invisible, one… finds what one needs, yes.”   
 
    Mace pulled a couple days’ worth of travel rations from his bag.  He’d looted several from the drow slaver scouts.  “Take these.  Stealing from these folks might get you caught.  I’ll come and find you when it’s time to go.”  He handed the food to Ian and turned to go.  He saw the green bunnykin fade from sight out of the corner of his eye.   
 
    He resumed his path toward the inn, and was passing near the gate when a wounded centaur stumbled through.  He was bleeding from several cuts on both his human and equine halves, and seemed barely able to stand.  Mace ran toward him, as did several other townsfolk.  Another centaur came through the gate and offered support.   
 
    “What happened?” one of the guards asked.  The wounded centaur took a few breaths, obviously in great pain.  “Humans.  Maybe ten of them.  I was guarding the crops, and they burst from the trees.  I managed to hit two with my bow before they swarmed me.  I was forced to retreat.” He coughed as one hand went to a stab wound in his side.  Blood spurted between his fingers with each heartbeat.   One of the guards handed him a health potion, and the bleeding subsided.  
 
    The other centaur asked “Are they attacking our village?” 
 
    “No” the first centaur shook his head “They weren’t headed that direction when they found me.  As I fled one of them shouted for the others not to follow.  Said they were looking for drow, not a centaur.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Mace.  He shrugged saying “I have no idea.  They could be part of the slaver party that we killed.  Or they could have seen the elves’ note like the centaurs did?” 
 
    One of the settlers, a wolf beastkin, spat on the ground and said “Humans don’t need a reason to kill.  Any more than drow.”  Mace tried not to take it personally.  The wolfman was right on both counts.  Instead he said “Can you show me where you saw them?” 
 
    The wounded centaur shook his head, then said something to his comrade.  The other centaur nodded “I can show you.  Come.”   The beastkin and another centaur volunteered to join them.  Mace had no objection.   
 
    The group set off at a jog.  The centaurs ranged ahead, as they knew where they were going.  They had bows drawn and arrows nocked, and scanned the forest as they moved.  The wolfkin loped along beside Mace with no apparent effort.  Wolfkin had the same amazing stamina as normal wolves, along with the improved hearing and smell.  They simply walked upright.  Mace noticed him scenting the air as they ran.    
 
    Thirty-five minutes later they arrived at the field where the attack had taken place.  Mace could see clear footprints in the tilled soil, and several trampled cabbage-like plants in a path leading off to the northwest.  There were two dead humans near the tree line, both with large centaur arrows in their chests.  Mace went to investigate.   He searched the corpses, looking for anything that would identify the men or give some clue as to their purpose.  He found some gold and silver, which he handed to the centaurs.  Their comrade had been the one to kill these men after all.  
 
    He found nothing of interest, no maps or copies of the elves’ message.  They both wore an odd insignia on their shoulders.  It was a dagger and flame pattern Mace hadn’t seen before.  When he questioned the others, none of them had seen it either.  He cut the fabric around one of them with his dagger and stuck the emblem in his bag.  
 
    They set off along the trail left by the humans.  The tracks were not spaced widely, so they were not running.  And they seemed to be walking in small clusters.  No uniformity or military organization to the pattern.   Mace’s group resumed their jog, as there was no danger of losing the trail.  These humans were either careless, or did not expect to be followed.  
 
    Mace paused after another twenty minutes as they reached an area when the ground was moist and the tracks were still filling in with water.  “We’re close to them now.  I’ll take the lead.” He looked to the wolfkin “You move just behind me.  Close and quiet.  Centaurs, you take the left and right flanks.  Stay back thirty yards or so and cover us with your bows.  Focus on any who try to flee.  Push them back in toward us.  I want at least two of them left alive for questioning.” When the centaurs grumbled at this, Mace added “We need to know if they are part of a larger group.  There could be a threat to your village and the settlement.” 
 
    This quieted the two, and Mace moved forward.   Less than five minutes later the wolfkin growled quietly to get his attention.  He held up a clawed hand, then pointed to his ear.  He could hear their voices.  After a moment, he held up four fingers.   
 
    Mace thought it over.  Four voices.  That didn’t mean only four of them up ahead.  The others could just be quiet.  Or it could mean they’ve split up.  Or have scouts out.  Mace doubted the last option.  They’d shown no evidence of concern before now.   He stepped to a nearby tree and pulled himself up onto a branch.   Climbing higher, he looked in the direction the wolfkin had indicated.   He saw a total of six humans sitting on sections of fallen trees near a stream.  Looking down to the others, he held up six fingers, then shrugged.   
 
    He looked around for a minute, hoping to see more targets. When they began to look as if they were gearing up to move again, he dropped out of the tree.  With a whisper he said “I saw six, but there may be more.  About fifty yards ahead” He pointed out their direction.  “Remember, we need two for questioning.  If I get myself killed, bring two or more back to the settlement and give them to the captain.  I’ll find you there.” 
 
    Mace motioned for the two centaurs to move off on the flanks, and he and the wolfkin moved swiftly toward their targets.  Mace didn’t wait to listen when they got close enough.  He simply lifted his bow and fired twice before leaping over one of the fallen trees.  Exchanging his bow for daggers in mid-air, he landed atop one of the humans.  It was a female he’d shot with his first arrow.  Without pause, he jammed a dagger through her throat and withdrew it quickly before moving on.  There was a brief rush as his dagger absorbed the human’s soul.  
 
    Their targets had recovered enough to draw weapons now, and Mace faced four upright humans with swords.  The fifth was on his back screaming as he tried to pull Mace’s second arrow from his chest.  His strength was already fading. 
 
    Mace lifted his daggers, one dripping with the blood of the woman at his feet.  The humans moved to surround him, obviously surprised to find themselves facing a drow.  “He must be with them!” one of the humans said as he moved toward Mace’s left side.  Mace simply stood upright and calm, letting them surround him as if it didn’t matter in the least.  He could hear the wolfkin moving behind a log to his right, so he turned left and faced the speaker.  “One of whom?” he asked.  
 
    “You know who.  Scouting party.  Slaver scouts.  We saw you and the others head this way two days ago.  This is our territory now.  We’ll teach you not to trespass.” He raised his sword.  Mace had heard enough.  So, apparently, had the wolfkin who leapt silently over the log and tackled the nearest human, his jaws clamping down on his victim’s shoulder from behind and his body weight driving the man to the ground.   
 
    Mace acted instantly, running straight at the speaker to his left.  He blocked an incoming sword strike with his left-hand dagger, then used his right to slash the back of the man’s leg.  The human dropped to his knees and screamed as his tendons were severed.  Mace was about to move to the next human when an arrow struck him in the back, knocking him forward.  The arrow shattered a couple of ribs in his back and entered his lung.  His health bar dropped to 40% and he was bleeding badly.   
 
    He turned as he fell, seeing the archer that had just hit him take a centaur arrow to the head and go down.  A second archer was ducking behind a tree for cover.  The man never saw the other centaur that pinned him to the tree with an arrow from behind.  
 
    The remaining two swordsmen had gone after the wolfkin.  The beastman was missing an arm below the elbow, and Mace watched a sword slide deep into his thigh.   Mace didn’t try to remove the arrow in his back.  He leapt toward the two upright humans.  His right-hand dagger found the heart of one that had foolishly turned his back to the drow.  Again, his dagger drank a soul, and the odd sensation crept up his arm.  The other human, the one who’d severed the wolfkin’s arm, stepped toward Mace already swinging a sword dripping with wolfkin blood.   
 
    Mace couldn’t roll over, the arrow in his back prevented it.  Instead he lashed out with one boot using all the strength he had.  The swordsman’s knee buckled backward, and he grunted in pain as his sword stroke went astray.  Mace pushed himself up to his knees with a pained grunt of his own as the arrowhead inside him tore at his flesh.  He managed to raise a dagger in time to deflect the weak backhanded sword stroke coming at him.  
 
    Grabbing hold of the human, he pushed the man backward.  The swordsman’s knee gave out, and he began to fall.  Mace held on, and used the human’s weight and momentum to pull himself up.  He fell forward on top of the man and held a dagger at his throat.  The swordsman froze, eyes wide in pain and fear.   Mace said “Toss your weapon aside.” 
 
    The human did as he was told.  “Please, don’t kill me.  I’ve got gold.  And I can tell you where to find more!” 
 
    Mace was momentarily distracted as the wolfkin fell to the ground nearby.  He had used his remaining hand to pull the sword from his leg, and blood was pumping weakly from both leg and arm.  One of the centaurs came galloping into the camp with a health potion already in hand.  He popped the cork and went to pour it down the wolfkin’s throat, but paused when he saw he was too late.  The wolfkin’s eyes stared blankly into the trees.  
 
    The centaur handed the potion to Mace instead.  Mace drank it down, and his health bar rose to 70%.  He nodded to the centaur, who waited for a few seconds, then pulled the arrow from Mace’s back.  Mace tried to scream, but his ravaged lung held no air, so what came out was more of a strangled squeal.  
 
    In his agonized state he’d accidentally slit the throat of the human he was sitting on. “Dammit! I wanted to question him.” Mace cursed his stupidity.  The centaur who’d healed him said “This one still lives” as he lifted the man with the severed tendons in his leg.  The other centaur pointed to the archer pinned to the tree. “He still breathes as well.” 
 
    Mace addressed the group leader being held by the centaur. “Who sent you?” 
 
    The man cursed under his breath, not answering.  Mace held up his dagger so the man could get a good look.  “This dagger will drink your soul if I kill you with it.  So you’ll never see whatever afterlife you believe in.” The dagger glowed faintly with a pulsing grey light.  It had just fed well, but seemed to long for more.  
 
    The man gulped as he stared at the weapon. “You can kill me.  If I talk, he’ll kill my whole family.  Better I die here.”  His voice was quiet and dead, as if he’d already given up.  Mace shook his head “Or you could tell me who sent you, I can go kill him, and you and your family can live.” 
 
    There was a short scream as the other centaur pulled the archer off the arrow that held him to the tree.  Mace saw blood pumping steadily from the man’s shoulder as the centaur carried him over and dropped him next to the other human.   
 
    Mace looked at both men and said “Right.  The first one who speaks gets to live.” 
 
    The archer had barely taken a breath before he said “Justin.  He sent us.  Lieutenant of the Black Flame.  Said to find a group of drow slaver scouts and take them out. We’re claiming this territory.” 
 
    The leader spat at the archer and shouted “Shut your trap you moron!  He’s gonna kill us no matter what.  Tell him nothing.”  Mace kicked his injured leg to shut him up.  The man’s eyes rolled up in his head and he passed out. 
 
    “What is your name, human?” Mace asked the archer.   
 
    “M-Matthew.  Matt.” The man grimaced as he tried to stop the bleeding in his shoulder by pressing his hand to it.   Mace pulled a low-quality health potion from his bag. “This will stop the bleeding.  You can have it if you tell me where to find Justin.” 
 
    “Northwest.  A day’s travel.  Cave system at the base of the mountain. The entrance is an old mine.” Matt answered without hesitation while holding his hand out.  Mace considered just killing the man.  He was a slaver after all.  But he handed the potion over and waited for him to gulp it down.  He’d made a promise after all.  
 
    “Who or what is this Black Flame?” Mace asked.  The archer looked nervously at the other man, awake again, who growled at him.  Mace drew his dagger again, looking from the weapon to the archer and back.    
 
    “Slavers, mostly.  Some weapons trade, and other black-market goods.  We take down a village, take the people as slaves.  Sell whatever goods they have to the settlements underground.  Buy weapons and bring them back to sell on the surface.” 
 
    The other man lunged for the archer, trying to shut up him.  Mace drove his dagger up under the man’s chin and into his brain.  He went limp instantly as the dagger absorbed yet another soul.  The archer watched wide-eyed as Mace removed the dagger and it pulsed visibly.  The blood on the blade was quickly absorbed, and the blade gleamed again. Mace shuddered with the feeling it gave him.  He looked at the panic-stricken archer. 
 
    “Your people are dead.  Thanks to you, I’m going to visit this Justin and remove his head.  I should kill you here and now to keep you from warning him that I’m coming.” Mace’s voice was slightly more than a whisper, but the archer caught every word.  “But I don’t think I need to.  I think you know that if you go back and warn him, he’ll kill you for talking.  And if he doesn’t, I’ll kill you when I get there.” 
 
    The archer opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again.  Mace could see him picturing Justin’s reaction, considering his options. Finally, he slumped to the ground.  “Yes.  He’ll kill me. Or you will.” he muttered dejectedly.   
 
    Mace poked at him with a toe.  “The settlement by the lake lost a lot of folks in a recent battle.” He purposely didn’t look at the centaurs as he said this.  “They could use someone who could stand on a wall and shoot.  And help rebuild.  I won’t guarantee they’ll accept you.”   
 
    The archer stood on unsteady legs.  “I… would like that.  Never wanted to be a slaver anyway.  But I needed to eat.”  
 
    The centaurs both nodded.  One of them said “We’ll escort him back.  Can we assume you’re going straight to the mine?” 
 
    Mace gave them his best evil grin. “Never liked the name Justin.  You guys pick out a good spot near the gate at Lakeside.  We’ll mount his head as a warning to others.” 
 
    Mace began looting the bodies as the centaurs escorted the archer back into the forest.  All told he collected nearly thirty gold and some sellable weapons.  Nothing special.   
 
    He turned toward the northwest.  In the distance he could see the mountains rising above the trees.  The archer had said the mine entrance was a day’s travel.  That was at human walking speed.  Mace was a drow.  He climbed into a nearby tree and began to run from branch to branch.   
 
    ***** 
 
     
 
    Shari rubbed Snuffles’ belly as they plodded along in the wagon.  “This thing ain’t no Bertha, but it’ll get us there” she said to the pig, who was half asleep.  From one of the wagons ahead, a song began to play.  It was a soft tune, but uplifting.  Shari found herself feeling somehow lighter and stronger at the same time.  She noticed the wagon’s driver perking up as well.  “What is that?” Shari asked. 
 
    The driver nodded his head toward the wagon.  “That’s Layne up ahead.  She’s a bard.  She makes magic with her music.  She’s playing a traveling tune that increases strength and stamina.  The horses move a bit faster, and can run longer.” 
 
    Shari had of course heard of bards.  Like most gamers, she’s discounted them as nearly useless. But the buffs she was feeling now seemed quite useful.   
 
    Faster travel? Extra strength?  What other kind of buffs can she provide? She could be a handy travel companion.  
 
    The wagons continued on for several hours before the lead driver called for a break.  The horses were unhitched and led to a nearby stream where they could drink and graze.  The rangers spread out to form a perimeter in the woods while the drivers started a fire and prepared to make some tea.   
 
    Shari hopped off her wagon, and Snuffles followed.  Mion took to the air and glided over to some shrubs, poking her nose into the dirt in search of a meal.  Snuffles followed suit.  Shari moved to where Layne was sitting on a rock, quietly strumming on a lute.  “That’s beautiful” she said to the bard. 
 
    Layne looked young, for an elf.  Which might mean she was anywhere from thirty to three hundred years old.  She had long straight hair that Shari suspected was dyed a vibrant red.  She dressed in soft leathers and a cloak that looked as if it were made of green velvet.  “Thank you, Shari.  Compliments are always welcome.  Do you play?” 
 
    Shari made a sad face.  “Never learned.  I was always focused on other things.  But I love music.” She sat on the ground in front of Layne, who continued to strum her instrument softly.  “I can feel the magic in your music.  It’s very… comforting.”  She sat and listened until the break ended, and the drivers called everyone back to the wagons.  In just a few minutes they were moving down the road once again, Layne playing her traveling tune. 
 
    The motion of the wagon and the music lulled Shari into a nap.  She was awakened a couple of hours later when the wagon came to a stop.  There was a shout from the lead wagon, and several of the elven rangers hopped from their seats to investigate.  Shari heard one of them say the road was blocked. 
 
    They were on a narrow stretch of the forest road that sloped down toward a small lake.  Cypress trees and clusters of rushes lined either side of the road, suggesting marshland.  The road itself was built up higher than the surrounding land and remained dry.  Still, this would be a horrible place to try and turn the wagons around.  Shari hoped they could clear the blockage quickly and get the caravan moving again. 
 
    There was another shout, followed immediately by a scream of pain.   Shari turned toward the sound, seeing something her brain just didn’t want to register.  The only thought in her head was “Nope!” 
 
    Frogs.  Frogs the size of Rottweilers.  With too many legs and an extra set of eyes.   
 
    Spider Frog 
 
    Level 20 
 
    Health 500/500 
 
      
 
    Spider Frogs?! Who the hell would think up something like this?  Whoever they are, they need help.  Like, serious therapy!  And a hobby. 
 
     Brownish green, they glistened with slime that seemed to ooze from the warts on their skin.  One of them targeted a wagon driver and launched a ten-foot long tongue in the elf’s direction.  The thing latched onto the driver’s leg with two sets of nasty looking teeth that emerged from the tip of the tongue. The driver screamed as the teeth sank into his thigh, and the frog tried to pull him from the wagon.  
 
    The elf braced himself against the wagon and tried to free his knife.  With a tremendous pull of the tongue and an eight-legged leap, the frog propelled itself toward the elf.   Two arrows pierced the thing as it practically flew through the air.  It landed short of the wagon and tumbled underneath, the tongue ripping a chunk from the driver’s leg as it pulled free.  
 
    Shari grabbed her own bow and began firing as more of the frogs appeared from within the rushes.  The elves were quickly organizing, responding to the surprise attack.   More than a dozen frogs lay dead along the side of the road already.  Shari fired at one who was attempting to leap up onto the wagon where the injured driver sat.  The arrow penetrated its side and passed clean through it mid-jump, pinning it to the side of the wagon.   The driver looked up, then gave her a wave of thanks.  
 
    She told Snuffles to lay low inside the wagon, then hopped down and ran toward the injured driver.  She cast Life of the Forest on him as soon as she was within range.  Then she climbed onto his wagon and resumed firing at the abominations that she was sure were going to leave her with nightmares.   
 
    When the last of the spider frogs took an arrow to its face and fell dead, there was a roar from among the reeds. The forest went silent, and the elves looked at each other nervously.  Shari shouted “Where the hell did these come from?”   The driver shook his head “I’ve been down this road a thousand times, and never seen anything like them.” 
 
    The source of the roar revealed itself when a massive frog the size of a buffalo leapt from the cover of the rushes.  Before it even landed, its tongue shot forward and seized a ranger, the teeth clamping down on the elf’s head.   There was a liquid tearing sound, then a pop.  The tongue withdrew into the frog’s mouth along with the ranger’s head. 
 
    Taj, King of the Spider Frogs 
 
    Level 45 
 
    Health 20,000/20,000 
 
    The remaining rangers raised their bows and began firing at the frog boss.  Its tongue darted out time and again, attempting to latch onto the dodging elves.  Shari hit it with Nature’s Wrath, then began to fire arrows into it.   The thing was beginning to look like a pincushion already.  Elves were legendary archers, and the frog king had already lost two of its four eyes to arrows.   When it reached 50% health, it quit trying to trap the elves with its tongue and simply leapt toward where three of them had gathered together.  The thing shook its head as it landed, and brown-green slime flew everywhere. 
 
    The elves who were struck by the slime immediately began to writhe in pain as they retreated from Taj, who had resumed trying to eat them.  Boils appeared on their skin where the slime had struck them.  They quickly burst and began to bleed.  Shari cast Life of the Forest on each of the infected elves, then cast another Nature’s Wrath on the frog boss.  Layne the bard had barely managed to avoid the attack and was casting debuffs on Taj, slowing him down and sapping his strength with her music.  
 
    The injured elves recovered enough to resume their attacks, and the frog king’s health dwindled.  At 25% he tried his slime attack again, but this time the elves were prepared.  Everyone had spread out, and all but one elf had managed to avoid damage.  Shari threw a heal on that one, then fired another arrow.   
 
    She was awarded a critical hit to Taj’s eye, which took him down to 10% and sent him into a frenzy.  He leapt at Shari, who rolled to her left to avoid the strike.  The roll took her right off the side of the wagon.  The motion unsettled Mion, who flapped her wings to arrest her fall and took to the air as Shari rolled to her feet, another arrow ready. Seeing the bite-sized dragon take flight, Taj whipped out his tongue at her.  Mion was able to dodge, and Taj’s tongue passed by her to latch onto Shari’s leg.  The giant frog pulled with its tongue, sending Shari off her feet again.  She could feel the teeth grinding into her leg.  When a few of them dug into the joint at her knee, she screamed and nearly passed out.   She frantically cast a heal on herself before driving an arrow into the tongue and pinning it to the ground.   
 
    It didn’t release its hold on her, and she could feel the teeth grinding into her thigh and knee.   But at least she wasn’t being dragged toward its mouth any longer.  With the last of her mana, she cast another Nature’s Wrath on Taj the frog king.   The elves continued to pepper it with arrows while the tongue thrashed about trying to free itself.  Every movement was agony for Shari.  The teeth sawed at her flesh and bone mercilessly.   She sobbed in pain, unable to heal herself magically.  She pulled a health potion from her bag and gulped it down.  Her health bar improved some, but was already dropping again as the tongue’s teeth sawed through tendon and muscle.  
 
    Level Up! You have reached level 21! 
 
    You have earned 1 free attribute point. 
 
    Level Up! You have reached level 22! 
 
    You have earned 1 free attribute point.  
 
     Level Up! You have reached level 23! 
 
    You have earned 1 free attribute point.  
 
      
 
    Finally, the frog king died.  But it wasn’t through fighting.  The jaws of the tongue had locked down on Shari’s leg, and she was beginning to feel woozy.  She suspected they contained some kind of poison.  She was still in her cooldown period for health or mana potions, so she couldn’t drink another one.  And it would be a bit before she had enough mana to heal herself.   So she compromised.  She pulled a green potion from her bag, and drank half of it.  The rest she poured carefully on her leg around the jaws.  It was a Cure Poison potion, and she hoped it would at least slow the damage she was taking, long enough to be able to heal again.   
 
    Two of the drivers came to help.  They used her bow to pry open the jaws, causing more tears and bleeding in the process.  Not to mention the excruciating pain as the jagged teeth worked their way back out of her flesh.  Shari suffered mostly in silence, a groan escaping her as they removed the jaws.  Layne played a lilting tune that promoted healing as Shari lay back limply on the road, not wanting to move at all until her mana was restored.   She still had fifteen seconds left on her health potion cooldown when her mana recharged enough for a heal.  She cast it without hesitation, and breathed deeply as she felt her flesh and muscle repairing.   She looked disgustedly at the boss frog, not wanted to touch him to loot the corpse.  But he was a level 45 boss, and no true gamer could resist finding out what he would drop. 
 
    Deciding the tongue was the least slimy bit of the frog king’s body, she reached out and touched it.  Her UI burst into loot notifications.  She was about to read through them when the tingle of a heal spell ran through her.  Surprised, she looked around.  But all the elves were busy tending to wounded or preparing to bury the dead.   A small chirp from Mion caught her attention.  The tiny green dragon landed on Shari’s shoulder and said “I healed you.” 
 
    Shari’s eyes widened and her mouth moved of its own accord “You healed me? But… how?” 
 
    “You study. I study. I learn to heal like pet elf.”  Shari had to grin at Mion’s term for her.  
 
    “Mion!  That’s amazing!  I didn’t know you could… I mean, can you do other spells too?” 
 
    Mion shook her tiny head.  Then she cast another heal on Shari, which brought her up to 100%.  As Shari watched, Mion flew around and cast heals on the other wounded elves.  Within just a few minutes she returned.  Shari tried to Inspect her dragon. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mion the Dragon 
  
      	  Level: 10 
  
      	  Spirit Companion 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Health:  300/300 
  
      	  Exp 300/800 
  
      	  Mana 5,400/7,000 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Life of the Forest (2) 
  
      	  Telepathy 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
     
 
    This was new!  Shari had never heard of a player’s pet having an accessible stat sheet.  And Mion was level ten already!  I guess the xp from high level frog king was significant, even if it was spread around among a dozen elves, most of whom were higher level than Shari. 
 
    The elves were gathering wood to build a funeral pyre for the ranger who’d been kill by Taj.  Shari looted several of the frog corpses as she made her way off the road to help.  In ten minutes they’d created a workable pyre and set their comrade atop.  The pyre was lit, and Layne played a long, slow song of loss and sadness as they watched it burn.   
 
    When it was done, they quietly loaded themselves back in the wagons and moved on, Layne once again playing traveling music. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    The Home Stretch 
 
      
 
    Mace and Shari spent the night in their own rooms, both of them tired after nearly a full day in-game.  Mace made sure Shari’s door was locked before he did the same.  Whatever was living in the building across the park remained on his mind.   
 
    The next morning they rose before sunrise and shared oatmeal and powdered eggs as they talked about their progress. Shari needed to get back into the game early so that the wagons didn’t leave without her.  “The caravan should reach the lake this afternoon late.  If it’s not dark, we’ll signal for the boat.  Apparently they won’t cross the lake after dark?” 
 
    Mace shrugged “I don’t know.  I hadn’t heard that, but I’ve not talked about the boats much with anyone.  Maybe there are rocks or dead trees or something they need light to avoid.” 
 
    Shari asked “Will you be on the boat?”  Mace did some quick math in his head.  “As soon as I log in, I’m going to hit the slavers.  But it’s nearly a full day’s run back to the settlement.  So probably not.  Unless the boat doesn’t go until morning.  If I’m not on the boat, I’ll meet you when you land at the settlement.” 
 
    Shari gave him a long hug followed by a soft kiss as they parted outside their quarters.  “I’ll see you tonight. One way or the other.” she said as she closed and locked her door.  Mace took a few minutes to check the monitors in the security office.  He knew that Peabody would have alerted them to any movements, but he still didn’t fully trust the AI.  It just made him feel better to check.   
 
    Locking himself in his own quarters, he climbed into his pod and closed his eyes.  
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mace opened his eyes and took a moment to adjust to his surroundings.  He’d found a hollow tree to leave his avatar body in overnight.  When a player logged out of the game outside of a town or other safe zone, their avatar body remained.  Inert and vulnerable. Mace was happy to see nothing had bothered his drow overnight.   
 
    He climbed out of the tree and looked toward the mountain.  The sun would rise in about twenty minutes, but right now there was plenty of shadow to work with.  Pulling his hood over his head to cover his white hair, he merged with the shadows and stepped out of the tree line.  There was maybe a quarter mile of empty grassland between the forest and the mine entrance.  The grass was littered with boulders and smaller rocks that had tumbled down the mountain.  Mace ran from boulder to boulder, sprinting across the open spaces in case lookouts were posted.  Anyone observing him would only see a flickering shadow, gone before they could blink and look again.  
 
    He paused behind a pile of spoils about fifty yards from the entrance.  So far, he’d detected no guards.  This hour of the morning even the most dutiful of sentries tended to be half-awake at best.  Peering around the pile, he scanned again for sentries.  A cough off to his right told him there was at least one.   He quickly moved in that direction, silent as only a drow with his training could be.  He felt Minx tighten her tail for balance, and she whispered. “Two.  Human and orc.” into his mind.   Mace had stopped wondering how his little thief knew such things.  He assumed her sense of smell was developed as a defense mechanism.   
 
    Slowing to a walk, he crept around a stone outcropping maybe ten yards from the mine entrance.  The two guards were sitting with their backs against the rock.  The orc was asleep, curled in a ratty looking blanket.  The human, only half awake, was cleaning his nails with a dagger point.  Mace wasted no time.  He leapt across the eight feet between him and the human, driving his enchanted dagger into the man’s mouth as it opened to shout.  The dagger drank deeply, and pulsed.  Mace felt something that wasn’t quite a thought.  More like a sense of approval.  
 
    The orc hadn’t heard his partner die.  Mace woke him with a kick to the face.  The confused orc gasped at the sudden pain and spluttered as he reflexively reached for a sword at his side.  Mace stepped on the sword, immobilizing it.  He leaned down and put the point of his dagger to the orc’s forehead, grinning as the orc went cross-eyed looking at the dagger.  
 
    “I am a Darkblade.  Do you know what that is?” Mace asked quietly.  “Do not speak, just nod or shake your head.”  The orc focused on him and nodded slightly, not wanted to drive the dagger into its skull.  Mace continued.  “Then you know you’re a dead orc unless you give me what I want.” 
 
    The orc growled in frustration and said nothing.  Mace took it as an affirmative answer.  He said “I’m not here for you.  I’m here for Justin.  Tell me where I can find him inside, and you can run away.  Fail to tell me, and I’ll slit your throat, steal your soul, and move on to the next guard.  And the next.  Until I get what I want.” 
 
    His prisoner practically vibrated with rage.  Orcs were warriors.  An honorable death in battle was the only acceptable death to them.  To run from an enemy brings great shame.  To betray an employer… not so much. Orcs were a little like drow when it came to that.  Unless there was an oath or a familial bond involved, turning on an employer for a better deal was commonplace.  
 
    “Justin sleeps in the mine.  Second level down.  Left.  End of the corridor past the guard barracks.” The orc practically spat the words at him.   
 
    “How many guards between here and there?” Mace asked.   
 
    “Four.  Two inside entrance.  Two at second level.  Also, Justin’s dog inside his quarters.” The orc was smiling when he mentioned the dog.  Mace was already picturing a ten-foot tall hellhound guarding its master’s door.  
 
    Mace withdrew his dagger and stepped back from the orc.  “You can go.  Go quietly.  If you alert the other guards, I will kill them, then hunt you down.”  The orc grunted as he rolled to his knees.  Grabbing his sword, he began to rise to his feet.  Mace didn’t give him the chance.  He stabbed his dagger up and under the orc’s sword arm.  The arm went limp and the sword dropped to the stone, making a considerable clanging noise as it bounced, then settled on the stone.  He finished the orc, sliding his dagger between ribs and neatly into the orc’s heart.  His dagger practically sang to him with pleasure.  Minx must have been able to feel some of it, because she purred quietly.  
 
    Mace activated his stealth ability once again.  Moving over the rock, he dropped down just to the left of the mine entrance.  The orc had told him there were two guards inside.  Mace hugged the wall, becoming one with the shadows.  He quickly stepped through the door, not making a sound, daggers at the ready. 
 
    The two guards were sound asleep.  Each sitting with his back to the wall on either side of the door.  Mace decided to ignore them and keep going.  He moved down the main shaft until it reached a fork.  The orc hadn’t told him about this.  Looking left and right, Mace saw that the left-hand shaft seemed to slope downward while the right remained level as it ran off into the mountain.  So he chose the left.   Following it down, he came to a hole in the floor that looked like a cave-in.   
 
    The hole was about ten feet wide, and several ladders stuck up from below.  Looking down Mace could see the floor of another tunnel about twelve feet below.  Not bothering with the ladders, he whispered “Hold on Minxy” and leapt down.  He landed without a sound, crouching as he did so.  He looked both directions down the tunnel.  To his left, the tunnel stretched out maybe a hundred yards, then ended.  To his right, he could see two openings, one on either side.  He whispered to Minx “Those must be the guard barracks”. 
 
    Still in stealth mode, he walked slowly past the two doors.  Each led to a room with twenty or more bunks, most occupied by sleeping guards.  Mace was tempted to slit each of their throats for the xp, but didn’t want to risk waking them and missing his target.  So he continued on to the door at the end.  He paused here, one ear against the door.  The orc had mentioned a dog guarding Justin.  He could hear the human snoring inside, but nothing else.  
 
    The door had a simple lock that took Mace less than ten seconds to open.  He put away his lock pick and drew his daggers before pushing the door open slowly.  A creak of the hinge made him pause while he listened for a reaction.  The snoring continued, and no other alarm was raised.  As soon as the door was open wide enough for him to slip through, he did so.  He closed the door behind him.   
 
    There was a single candle burning on a desk directly in front of him.  Justin was asleep on a bed in one corner.  There was a nightstand with an unlit lamp next to him. Beside the lamp lay a wicked looking pair of daggers.  Mace paused to admire them.  After he killed Justin he’d take them.  Looking around the room, Mace noted a statue in the opposite corner, and a large chest at the foot of Justin’s bed.   
 
    Mace couldn’t help himself.  He was itching to see what was in the chest.  The boss of a slaver’s camp likely had a decent amount of gold, and maybe some cool gear.  But first he had to deal with Justin.  He approached the side of the bed, dagger poised to strike, and froze.  An eye looked at him from under the sheet next to Justin.  A wide, terrified eye.  Mace held up his finger in a shushing motion and took a step forward.  The owner of the eye pulled the sheet down, and Mace could see her face.  Rage rose up from his gut.  The bruised and swollen face was that of a little girl.  At least, that’s what he’d thought until she sat up.   
 
    Not a little girl.  A halfling woman.  So tiny.  Easy mistake to make.   
 
    Mace could see that the bruising on her face continued down around her throat.  Her wrists and arms were bruised just as badly.  His gaze returned to her face, and he found her staring at him with a determined look.  This was a survivor.   
 
    Mace pointed toward the still sleeping Justin, then made a slicing motion across his own throat with his finger.  The halfling woman nodded, then reached out an empty hand.  After a moment, he handed her the dagger from his left hand.  The moment she had it, she used it.  In a manner that made Mace turn away.   
 
    Justin awoke with a scream as a dagger plunged into his crotch three times in rapid succession.  The scream was short-lived, as she pushed a pillow into his face.  Straddling his hips, she stabbed the dagger into his chest.  When he continued to struggle, she did it again.  Then she quickly removed the pillow and drove the blade into an eye socket.  
 
    Justin was very, very dead.  The halfling hadn’t made a sound the entire time.  Now she rolled off the bed, wrapping the blood-stained sheet around herself.  She stood holding Mace’s dagger in one hand as she stared at him.  He made a show of putting away his own dagger and holding up his hands.  “I mean you no harm.  I was here for him.” he said in his most soothing tone.   
 
    She kept an eye on him as she moved to the door and locked it.  Then quietly placed an iron bar across it.  Stepping away from the door she approached Mace and offered his dagger.  Seeing that it was covered in bits of Justin’s brain, she quickly wiped it on the sheet and offered it again.  Mace took it gently and sheathed it.   She nodded toward the door “The guards will have heard his scream.  But likely they will think it was me.  He...”  Her voice trailed off.  Mace didn’t need her to finish the statement. 
 
    “Do you have some clothes?” he asked.  She nodded and moved toward the other side of the bed.  Bending down she grabbed a tattered dress from the floor.  Mace turned his back as she dropped the sheet and dressed herself.  She spoke again.  “There is gold.  In the chest. And hidden in the statue.” 
 
    Mace turned to find her pointing at the eight-foot tall statue in the corner.  It was of a warrior in heavy plate armor holding a longsword in one hand.  When he nodded, she moved toward it and turned one of the wrists.  The warrior’s breastplate swung open to reveal that the entire chest cavity was hollow.  Inside were bags of coins, and jewels, including a hefty bag of diamonds.  As Mace loaded it all into his bag of holding, the halfling asked “What is your name?” 
 
    Mace paused to turn toward her.  She stood there, hands on her hips in her rag of a dress looking defiantly up at him.  He couldn’t help but smile.  She looked like an angry chihuahua.  All of a sudden his smile disappeared as he made a connection.  He was angry again.  “I’m Mace.  And I’m guessing you’re the one they called ‘dog?” he answered.   
 
    Her face tightened and became angry.  “Do NOT call me that!  I am Lila!” she hissed.   Mace didn’t press the issue.  He was disgusted by what he’d found here.  Instead, he said “Lila.  Nice to meet you.  And I’m sorry for what you’ve… been through here.” He bowed his head and her face softened a bit.  Mace walked over to the nightstand and lifted the matched daggers.  “You seem to know your way around a blade” he said as he nodded toward Justin’s mutilated corpse. “I think you should have these.”   He handed the blades, then a belt with sheaths that lay next to them.   She seemed to know the blades well, and slid them into the sheaths before putting on the belt.  It fit her perfectly.   
 
    “These were mine.  He kept them here to taunt me.  Said if I could get to them and kill him, I would be free.”  
 
    Mace looked to the bed. “He was asleep.  Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “He had an enchantment laid upon them.  While he lived, no other could lift them. He made a show of leaving them out to tempt me, knowing he was safe.” She spat on his corpse.  “He would say ‘Go on, dog.  Fetch them’ and his soldiers would laugh.  Then he would beat me when I could not lift them from the table.”  
 
    Mace wanted out of this place.  He wanted to kill every guard between him and the door.  Looking at Lila, he said “Look in the chest there.  See if you can find some better clothes.”  While she did so, he reached down and looted Justin’s body.  He didn’t look at the item descriptions, just transferred it all to his bag.  Then he waited while Lila pulled a padded leather shirt from the chest and put it on.  It hung down to her knees, but she used her knife belt to cinch it around her waist.  Then she rolled up the sleeves until her hands were free.  She also found a pair of boots and a small bow inside.  “These were mine as well.” she said as she slipped on the boots.  Now she looked a bit like a tiny Robin Hood, minus the hat.  
 
    While she dressed, Mace finished clearing out the loot inside the statue.  Then he quickly searched the chest for anything of value.  He found a sword that looked interesting, a small bag of holding with 25 slots, and a bag with several health potions.  He gave both bags to Lila.  As she strapped them on, he said “The guards were asleep when I came in.  We might be able to sneak out of here undetected.  I’m headed to a settlement called Lakeside, about a day’s walk to the southeast.” 
 
     Lila nodded “I know Lakeside.  My father took me there once.”  Mace looked her over.  She seemed in no condition to run.  He said “You should drink one of those health potions now.  We may have to move fast.  And when was the last time you ate?” 
 
    Lila looked sheepish.  She took out one of the health potions and drank it down.  As the bruises on her face began to fade, she said “A couple of days.  I’m fine.  I’m used to being hungry.” 
 
    Mace reached into his bag and pulled out some jerky.  As she gnawed on it hungrily, he went to a decanter on the desk and poured her a glass of wine.  While she ate and drank, he rifled through the desk, taking anything that looked interesting, including an account ledger of some kind.  All of it went into his bag.  When she was done eating, he said “Stay behind me. We’ll try to sneak past as many as we can.”  She didn’t answer, just stepped behind him as he unbarred and unlocked the door.  Pressing his ear against it, he heard no sound outside other than the occasional snore from one of the barracks rooms.  He pulled the door open and stepped out. 
 
    There were no guards, so he turned to her and whispered “Move quietly.” He stepped down the hallway, and was happy to hear only the slightest of scuffs from Lila’s boots as she followed.  He passed the first of the guard rooms, then paused as he heard a slightly different sound from Lila.  The sound of a boot turning on the stone.  He looked back in time to see her stepping into the guard room. 
 
    Dammit!  What the hell is she doing?  If she wakes them, we’re both dead. I already lost the xp for Justin by letting her kill him. If I lose a level…  I could just leave her.  
 
    He cursed softly to himself and followed her into the room.  The first three guards he saw were laying in their beds staring blankly at the ceiling, their throats cut.  Lila was working her way down the rows of beds, placing one hand over the mouth of each guard before slicing their throats.  Mace watched for a moment, fascinated and terrified at the same time.  Then his gamer instincts kicked in.  He was losing xp by the second.   He sent her a party invite, which she accepted, then he moved to the other room and began killing guards with his enchanted dagger.  He was maybe halfway through when Lila joined him.  Between the two of them, they finished off every one of them.  
 
    Level up!  You have reached level 40! 
 
    You have earned one attribute point. 
 
      
 
    A few dozen guards, the group of human hunters, and the drow scouts had finally been enough xp to gain him back the level he’d lost when the woman killed him after the centaur battle.  Not to mention the lightheaded feeling of ecstasy from his dagger drinking so many souls.  He and Lila looted the corpses, then moved on.  Reaching the opening in the ceiling, they climbed the ladder and retraced Mace’s steps toward the exit.  As they rounded the final turn, one of the two guards stationed inside the entrance caught sight of them.  He shouted “Intruders!  It’s a drow! And the dog?” before pulling on a cord next to him.  A bell rang out, echoing through the tunnels. 
 
    Lila didn’t hesitate, charging toward the guards as a primal scream burst from her throat.  The nearest guard, the one who had raised the alarm, raised a shield and prepared to swing his sword.  The second guard, having been rudely awakened by the first, was just coming to his senses and rising to his feet.  Mace didn’t give him a chance.  Equipping his bow, he put an arrow into the man’s face, knocking him back down.   
 
    He was about to shoot the second guard when Lila dropped to the ground in a running slide.  With one foot she kicked the side of the shield, a move the guard wasn’t prepared to resist.  The shield shifted to his left, providing an opening for Lila to slash his thigh.  Blood fountained out of the severed artery, and the guard dropped his sword to clap his hand onto the wound, trying to stop the bleeding.  Lila took advantage and stabbed the man’s chest and neck several times.   
 
    An arrow struck Mace, biting painfully into his hip and grating on the bone.  The remaining two guards outside had responded to the alarm.  An archer was already nocking another arrow and aiming it at Mace.  The second guard, a muscular orc, was running toward the entrance.  Mace limped aside as the archer fired.  The arrow passed him, speeding on down the corridor behind.  Mace held out a hand, shouting “Infier!” and a fireball sped back in the direction the arrow had come.  It struck the archer, knocking him back and melting the string on his bow. 
 
    Mace ripped the arrow from his hip, taking a chunk of flesh with it.  His health bar dropped to about 70% and once again he was bleeding.  Losing 10hp/sec to the bleed debuff.   Looking up, he saw that Lila was hiding inside the doorway.  The orc was rushing forward as the archer rolled around on the ground.  Mace was raising his hands to cast an ice spell on the orc as he passed through the door, but he paused as Lila leapt out.  She stabbed both daggers into the orc’s back and pulled herself up.  Pulling one dagger free, she reached up and plunged it into the back of the orc’s neck.  The dagger slid under the base of his skull and there was a slight pop as it severed his spinal column.  The massive fighter dropped limply, his momentum making him slide across the tunnel floor as Lila leapt off, taking her daggers with her.   
 
    “Damn.” Mace said, sincere admiration in his voice.  “That was some serious ninja stuff right there.  How did Justin ever manage to capture you in the first place?” he asked.  He felt Minx settle back onto his shoulder.  She must have leapt off at some point during the fight.  Her tail wrapped around his neck, and she said “Sharp claws. Pretty. Like Minx.” 
 
    Lila looked sideways at him, wiping her daggers off on the orc’s shirt.  “There were twelve of them.  They attacked my father and I in the forest.  Only seven were left when they killed my father and knocked me unconscious.  One of those I killed was Justin’s brother.  That is why he didn’t sell me with the others.” 
 
    Mace’s attention was pulled outside as the archer got to his feet.  His bow useless, he drew a short sword and advanced.  Mace put away his daggers and equipped his bow.  Five seconds later the archer lay dead, three arrows in his chest. Turning to Lila, he was about to suggest they run before more guards showed up.  Instead he was interrupted by an alert. 
 
    Alert! You have captured an enemy stronghold! 
 
    Maintain control of the stronghold for ten minutes to claim ownership. 
 
    You have captured an enemy stronghold.  
 
    Experience points: 5,000  
 
    Your Reputation with the Black Flame has decreased 500.  Your status is: Hated 
 
     
 
    Mace could see from the look on Lila’s face that she could see the alert as well. She stared at him for a moment, not speaking.  Mace grinned at her.  “So?  Do we want a stronghold of our very own?” 
 
    Lila snorted.  “What would we do with it?  Start our own slaver business?” She smirked at him, then looked back down the tunnel.  Mace followed her gaze.  “I don’t know.  Sell it?  Use it as a hideout?  Open a bar and call it ‘The Cave’?  Serve drinks with little umbrellas in them?”  Mace joked.  Lila actually smiled at this.  She was really quite lovely when she wasn’t all bruised and swollen. 
 
    Despite his making fun of the idea, neither of them left the mine as the ten-minute timer counted down.  Mace took the opportunity to check out his character stats. 
 
      
 
    
     Character Name: MaceClass: SorcererLevel 40 
 
     Race: DrowSpec: DarkbladeExperience: 7350/12,000 
 
     Health:  3900/5200Mana:  1100/1200Attribute Pts Avail: 1 
 
       
 
     Stamina:  16Wisdom:  22Charisma:  11Life Regen: 16/sec 
 
     Strength: 14Intellect: 24Dexterity:  11Mana Regen: 5/sec 
 
     Agility:   11Luck:  11Armor: 85Skill pts avail: 0 
 
   
 
      
 
    All the running, fighting and killing over the last few days, and he was basically right back where he’d been at the kobold village.  His health and mana were recovering from the fight, and he didn’t see a need to waste a health potion.  
 
    While they waited, he decided to get to know Lila. “You’re pretty good with those daggers.  Trained as a rogue?” he asked as he sat down with his back against a wall.  Resting would increase his regen rate.   Lila shook her head, sitting across from him.  “My father was a bladesmith.  When I was little I wanted to be just like him.  He said before I could understand how to make blades, I needed to understand how to use them.  I was too small for a sword, so he made me a set of daggers.  I practiced with them every day.” Her voice was sad as she remembered her father. 
 
    Mace looked away.  “I’m sorry.  About your father.  And about what you have suffered here.” he waved a hand down the tunnel. “If you like, we can seal this place off, or collapse it…”  Lila shook her head again.  “I sort of like the idea of taking everything he had.  Including this place.  Eventually the rest of his guild will come looking for it, though, and it’ll be hard to-”  Suddenly she jumped up.  “Prisoners!  By Yondalla!  There might be prisoners down there waiting to be sold!”  
 
    Mace restrained her as she made to dash down the tunnel.  “Wait! There are no more guards here, or we would not have received the alert.  Any nearby guards will be coming through this door.  Let us wait here and defend it until the timer runs out.  Then we can free any prisoners.  It’s only a few more minutes.”  Lila looked annoyed, but didn’t run away.  Instead she began to pace.  Mace thought it over for a while, then with a sigh said.  “Alright.  Hold on while I seal the door.  Then we can go.” 
 
    Facing the door he held both hands out together, and uttered the trigger word “Frigus!”.  Ice began to form in the doorway.  Mace moved his hands apart and upward, and the ice expanded until it covered the doorway.  He kept channeling the spell until a block of ice six feet thick plugged the door and tunnel inside.  Lila watched admiringly, and when it was done, she said “You’re a handy guy to have around, outworlder.” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” Mace asked as they began to walk down the tunnel.  Lila looked at him as if he were kidding.  “You’re a drow.  Yet you didn’t kill me back there when we met.  You showed me mercy.  Allowed me my revenge.  Gave me food and clothes and my weapons.  No true drow would do such a thing.” 
 
    Mace thought about that as they walked.  Lila knew where the cages were, so he just followed her.  Going to have to keep that in mind in the future.  I’ll need to act more like a drow in certain situations. Think drow.  Think drow!  Be the drow!  He grinned at the reference to one of his favorite movies.   He stopped walking when Lila did, looking up to see where they were.  It was a large oddly-shaped room cut into the stone of the mountain.  There were metal rails and wooden rail ties stacked to one side, as if someone had planned to build a track for mining carts.  Several broken crates and empty barrels lay rotting along another wall.   Lila was pointing at a row of cages along the opposite wall.  Torches stuck into the wall gave off a flickering light.  
 
    There were six cages, each about ten feet square with a ceiling at about six feet high.  Mace would barely be able to stand upright inside one of them.  An orc would have to crouch.   Three of the cages had occupants.  One held a dozen kobolds who were standing at the bars looking at Mace. The second cage held eight minotaurs packed together like clowns in a car.  They were seated around the outside with their legs sticking into the middle, and looked very uncomfortable.   The last occupied cage held six halflings.   
 
    Lila cried out upon seeing the halflings and ran to the cage. “Miri! Auntie!” she sobbed as she reached the bars.  “How are you here? Did they raid the village?” 
 
    Mace left her to her reunion, moving to the cage full of minotaurs.  He spoke quietly to them, asking “Is there a leader among you?”  They all shifted their gaze to one who was larger than the others, with hints of silver in his black mane.  His horns were carved with runes that Mace didn’t recognize.  “I am Brahm.”  
 
    Mace bowed his head slightly.  “My name is Mace.  Lila there and I have just killed all of your captors.  If you swear that none of your people will try to harm us, I will set you free.” 
 
    The elder minotaur looked at him suspiciously.  “You are drow.  You will simply free us in order to hunt us.  It is bad enough your people burned our village and killed most of my people! Give us weapons and we will give you a worthy fight!” 
 
    Mace shook his head. “I am an outworlder.  I have no desire to hunt you.  I came here to kill their leader in order to protect some friends of mine at Lakeside.  He is dead.  You are free.  IF you swear.” 
 
    Lila had already opened the halfling’s cage, and they had gathered around behind Mace.  She looked at Brahm and said “He speaks the truth.  He could easily have killed me, yet he freed me, armed me, and helped me kill every Black Flame in this place.” 
 
    Brahm looked from Lila to Mace, then nodded his massive head.  “I swear that my people will not harm you.  We seek only to leave this place.”  Mace smiled and pulled out a pick, opening the lock in just a few seconds.  While the minotaurs worked themselves out of the cage one at a time, Mace moved on to the kobolds.  
 
    Before he even spoke, one of them said “You friend to kobolds.  Let us free?”  Mace grinned at him.  “Yes, I am a friend to kobolds.  And I will free you, if you promise to behave.”  The kobolds all nodded their heads vigorously, and Mace unlocked the cage.  They practically exploded from the open door and rushed toward a ragged hole in the floor.  The whole group was out of sight in a matter of seconds.  “You’re welcome.” Mace muttered.  
 
    Your reputation with the Halfling race has increased by fifty.  You are now Neutral. 
 
    Your reputation with the Minotaur race has increased by fifty.  You are now Neutral. 
 
    Your reputation with the Kobold race has increased by fifty.  You are now Neutral. 
 
    Mace felt a hand the size of a catcher’s mitt on his shoulder.  Beside him, the eight-foot tall Brahm spoke.  “We owe you a debt.  I know not where we will settle, but if you are ever in need, you can come to us for aid.” He dipped his majestic head in acknowledgement.   
 
    “I have an idea about that.” Mace said, looking at Brahm first, then at Lila and her halflings.  “I’ve been working with the people of Lakeside to rebuild their settlement after a recent battle.  A battle where they lost a number of their comrades.  They could use talented warriors, crafters, and those with nimble hands to help them rebuild.  I’ll take you there if that interests you.” 
 
    Lila looked worried “This is a human settlement?” 
 
    Mace shook his head.  “I saw a few humans.  Also orcs, a minotaur, kobolds, beastkin, a goblin…” his voice trailed off when he saw them nodding.  “It is a place where all seem to be accepted.  They even allowed a drow through the gate!” 
 
    Brahm chuckled at that. “They are either truly good people, or too stupid to live.  They will need us to protect them.” 
 
    With that settled, Lila began to organize them all.  There was a wagon near the cages, which the slavers had used to bring in the prisoners.  Lila had them all search the entire mine, gathering anything useful.  Brahm detailed three of the minotaurs to load some of the iron rail sections onto the wagon as well.  When Mace asked him why, he said “Iron for weapons.  For strengthening the gates.”   Mace was nodding his head as the timer ran out. 
 
    You have taken possession of the stronghold! 
 
    You are now the owner of the Black Flame stronghold in the Darkstone Mine. You can view the stronghold’s status in the Property tab of your UI.  Would you like to change the name of your property? 
 
    Yes/No 
 
    There was no way Mace was going to pass this up!  Getting to name a stronghold in a game was something only the top players ever get to do.  Mace clicked the [yes] button, then thought about names while the others gathered supplies. 
 
    Let’s see… Maceland? Macetropolis? Maybe something cool sounding. Helm’s Deep? How bout Mist Village? Stop it!  Those are taken. The Cave? The Hole in the Ground? Minetopia? Why is this so hard? Look, it’s already called Darkstone Mine.  Darkstone is cool.  How bout…” 
 
    Mace used his eyes to focus on the letters and type in the name:  Darkstone Loch. 
 
    Satisfied with the obscure name, he followed the others as they made their way back to the exit.  The minotaurs had rigged a harness that allowed two of them to pull the wagon.  They seemed to do so with ease, walking upright and barely leaning into the harness.   When they reached the ice, Mace dismissed the spell and it dissipated.  Once everyone had left, he re-cast the spell, closing it off.   
 
    Brahm watched him for a moment, then asked.  “The ice, how long will it last?” 
 
    Mace replied “About a week.  Then I’m afraid someone else will claim the stronghold.” 
 
    Brahm cleared his throat.  “I have both the smithing and mining skills. As do two others here.  If you like, we could return before the week is out and construct a proper door.  One that will keep out intruders or looters.  In return I would ask that you allow us to mine iron for weapons from time to time.  If we find unwelcome guests, we will deal with them.” His voice took on an ominous tone for that last bit.  Mace didn’t even need to think about it.  He stuck out his hand, which was then engulfed in Brahm’s massive paw.  “You have a deal.  And feel free to take the rest of those iron rails.  Unless you want them for building a track.  Improve the place as you see fit.” 
 
    That settled, the first two minotaurs began to pull the wagon in the general direction of Lakeside, and the others followed behind.  The minotaurs began at a quick pace, but as they reached the forest and began having to navigate around the trees, the progress slowed.  It was going to be late in the day before they reached the settlement.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari and the caravan continued on their way for the remainder of the day without any serious mishaps.  At one point, Snuffles got bored and demanded to be let down so he could run alongside the wagons.  He immediately ran off and began poking through the brush on either side of the road, snuffling around for berries, nuts, and tasty roots.  The elves were greatly amused when Mion elected to perch on his back and ride around sharing his adventure.  She was quite the hit with their elven escorts.  Each time they stopped to water or rest the horses, a few of them would approach to scratch her belly or offer her food.  Shari’s pocket held quite the collection of leftover grubs and insects for Mion’s snacks.   At one point, Snuffles startled a mouse out from under a bush, and it darted through the grass toward the road.  Mion instantly took to the air, swooping down upon the terrified rodent.  Snatching it in her hind claws like a bird of prey, she continued to a private spot behind one of the wagons.  A short squeak signaled the mouse’s demise.   
 
    When they reached the place where the road ended and the lake began, it was maybe an hour before sunset.   Shari stood on the dock that jutted out from the shore and gazed across.  The lake was too large for her to see the opposite shore.  She pulled up her UI and sent Mace a message that simply said “We’re here at the lake.” 
 
    The elves lit a signal fire, which sent a column of bright red smoke into the air.  Then they went about setting up camp.  As usual, Layne was strumming on her lute, humming to herself.  Occasionally she would whisper a few words.  When Shari sat down next to her, she said “I’m writing a song about Mion and Snuffles.  Their antics when they play.  It should make a good traveling song, and be a delight to children.” She grinned as she continued to play. 
 
    The other elves settled around a small fire, except for the two rangers who were on watch. They were hidden somewhere in the trees.  They shared a meal of fresh caught fish and vegetables in a sort of stir-fry that Shari declared delicious.  Layne took up her lute, and a few other elves brought out instruments of their own.  They played songs and danced, laughing and generally enjoying themselves until well into the night.  Shari was tired when she crawled into her tent and logged out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Deep and Dark 
 
      
 
    Mace logged out in time to meet Shari for dinner that evening.  He found her in the kitchen already heating a couple of cans of chicken and dumplings.  “I thought I’d make something you can’t put syrup on.” She said as he leaned in to sniff at the pot. 
 
    “Wanna bet? I can put syrup on anything!” he said as he tried to steal the spoon she was using to stir the pot.  She slapped his hand.  “No!  Go grab a couple bowls and spoons and sit down.” 
 
    Mace did as instructed.  He was hungry after a full day in-game.  That was one of the drawbacks of long immersions.  You could eat food in the game, and the brain would feel satisfied.  It was easy to forget you were skipping meals in the real world.  It had been more than twelve hours since breakfast.  And what he really wanted was a steak. 
 
    He asked Shari “If you manage to find a cure, or an antidote, or whatever… does that mean we’ll be able to eat real meat again?  Like, carve a steak off a cow and grill it up?” 
 
    Shari looked at him, eyes wide.  “THAT’s the first thing you want to do with the antidote?  Cure a cow so you can eat it?  What about, I dunno, saving other humans?” 
 
    “I can’t eat other humans.  My belly wants a steak!” he grinned at her.  Then added. “I suppose I technically could eat other humans.  Maybe with a lil syrup…”   Shari smacked him in the back of the head with her free hand as she brought the pot of chicken and dumplings over.  She neatly poured half into each bowl, using her wooden spoon to coax the last bits out.  Wasting food was a crime.  
 
    They ate slowly, Mace sharing his adventure in the mine.  When he quietly told her about Lila and the abuse she’d suffered, Shari was moved nearly to tears.  She cheered when he got to the part about Lila killing the orc guard with her ninja moves.  “I want to meet this hobbit!” she shouted. 
 
    “Halfling.” Mace corrected her.  “I was thinking I might invite her to travel with us.  Her father is dead, and she’s damn good with those knives.”   Shari nodded, saying “I was going to say the same about Layne.  The bard.  She’s just awesome.” 
 
    Mace rolled his eyes.  “So it’ll just be me and the pig with five of you ladies? I’m feeling outnumbered!”  Shari got up from her seat and moved to sit in his lap.  She played with his hair a bit, and kissed him softly.  When he responded by doing a little exploring with his hands, she broke away.  Standing up, she said “You were outnumbered the moment we met, dork.  I’m going to bed.  You can clean up.” She smiled sweetly at him as she walked away.  
 
    Mace watched her go, smiling despite the brutal rejection.  He wasn’t in a hurry.  Well, maybe a little bit of a hurry.  But he was enjoying the back and forth with her.   
 
    He cleaned up the kitchen and put everything away.  It was late, and he was tired.  His group of freed prisoners, slowed by the wagon, hadn’t quite made it back to the settlement before dark.  They’d elected to make camp and continue in the morning.  He was going to have to be up early again. 
 
     He walked back to his room, closed and locked the door, and crawled into bed.  As he fell asleep, he caught himself reaching up toward his shoulder to scratch Minx’s belly.  
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Shari awoke before dawn and went to the kitchen. There was a note from Mace reminding her he had to be in game early to be able to make the boat.  She shook her head, her lips fighting not to smile.  “He drew a smiley face.  Dork.”   
 
    After a quick breakfast of powdered eggs and dried fruit, she returned to her pod and logged into the game inside her tent.  She summoned her companions and crawled outside to find the elves packing up the camp.  The sun was up, and there was a speck of a sail barely visible on the horizon.   Layne handed her a bowl of fruit.  “The boat should be here in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Thank you, Layne.  I was wondering something.  Once we’ve delivered the supplies to the settlement, Mace and I will be moving on.  We’re going to Graf first to fulfil a quest, but we’ll be traveling extensively in search of other outworlders.  Would you like to join us? I’m sure there will be some song-worthy adventures along the way.” 
 
    Layne pulled a small silver flute from somewhere inside her coat and began to twirl it between her fingers.  “I was actually going to ask if I could accompany you.  I’d like to spend a few days at the settlement, to get the story of the battle there from as many folks as possible.  Part of being a bard is getting to the truth of an event, not just repeating the remembrances of one or two if we can help it.  If you and Mace don’t mind waiting a couple of days…” 
 
    Shari smiled “I think he’s got some business of his own to take care of.  And we may have a few other traveling companions.  Have you ever met a green bunny?”  The two of them chatted and played with Shari’s pets while they waited.  Shari used the fruit in the bowl as bribes to try to teach Snuffles some tricks.  She tried ‘sit’… which he understood quickly.  Not so much with ‘roll over’ and ‘play dead’.    
 
    They had a good laugh when Mion figured out ‘play dead’ and tried to demonstrate for Snuffles.  She squeaked and rolled off Shari’s shoulder, falling to her back on the ground with her tongue hanging out.  Snuffles panicked at the apparent death of his friend, sniffing at her ‘dead’ body, then running to Shari and squealing at her as if demanding she heal his dragon.  When Mion popped up and nipped at his tail, he squealed and lunged to hide behind Shari. 
 
    “Such a brave piggy-tank!” Shari giggled at his antics.  Snuffles peered out from behind her to see Mion grinning at him, showing her tiny dragon teeth.  Forgetting his fear, he bounded back out to tackle her, commencing an epic romp.   Layne played a lively little tune on her flute to accompany the action.    Thus, they passed the time until the boat arrived. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mace had set his alarm for 4am.  When it went off, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and quickly took care of business in the bathroom.  He stopped at his desk to write a quick note, then went to the kitchen, nuked himself some oatmeal, grabbed the syrup and brought both back to his room.  He ate as he walked, then wolfed down what was left sitting at his desk.  After rinsing out the bowl, he climbed into his pod and logged in.  
 
    He’d left his body tied to a branch high in a tree above the prisoner’s campsite.  Looking down as he untied himself, he saw breakfast was already being prepared.  He dropped from branch to branch, then down to the ground.  He approached Brahm, who was speaking with Lila.  “Good morning.  I see you’re early risers.” He waved to them both. 
 
    “Aye, that we are.” Brahm confirmed, then spared an amused glance at Lila, who still looked groggy and more than a little grumpy.  She had her hands on her daggers. “Though some of us rise earlier than others.”  
 
    Lila grunted something rude under her breath.  Mace chuckled and ruffled her hair a bit, causing her to actually grip her daggers and glare at him, too.  He said “I need to get to the settlement by dawn.  Can you guide our friends to Lakeside okay?”  He waited for his words to sink in, and for Lila to grunt in a positive-sounding response.  Looking to Brahm, he said “I’ll let them know you’re coming.  I won’t be there when you arrive, so ask for captain Charles.  He’s a good man.  Good ogre.  Whatever.” 
 
    With a wave, he took off.  Quickly climbing back into the same tree he’d slept in, he began to run from branch to branch.  It took him less than an hour to reach the settlement.  The sun wasn’t up yet, but the gate was open, and a group of townspeople and centaurs were loading their meager goods into the boat.  Mace found the captain near the gate, as usual.  
 
    “Mace!  Welcome back.  I’m told you went to hunt a slaver.  Did you find your prey?” 
 
    Mace gave his best evil drow smile.  “I am a drow.  What do you think?”  
 
    The captain laughed.  “I thought you’d promised to bring his head back for decoration?” he pointed to a stake driven into the ground near the gate.  Mace shook his head. “I got distracted.  You see…”   
 
    He told the captain the whole story as they watched the boat being loaded.  When he reached the part about freeing the prisoners, he said “The kobolds took off.  But in a few hours a wagon will arrive.  There are six halflings and eight minotaurs, along with a supply of iron.  The minotaurs have my permission to go back and mine more iron.  Any of your folks who wish to do the same have my permission as well.  In fact, I encourage you to consider Darkstone as a fallback position.  If you face an enemy against whom you can’t hold the town, retreat there.  Take as much food and water as you can.  A few guards with shields could hold that entrance for a week.” 
 
    The captain clapped him on the back.  “Thank you, Mace.  For all of it.  For the new recruits, the resources, and the offer of shelter.  But mostly for looking out for our people. You’ve done much more than was needed.  We are in your debt.”   
 
    The two of them walked out onto the dock as the last of the trade goods was loaded.  Mace was introduced to Jorin, the captain of the boat, a half-elf with the silver hair of an elder.  Being half-elven, he wasn’t immortal.  But he might be a few thousand years old.  “Pleasure to meet you, captain Jorin.  And thank you for making this trip.” 
 
    Jorin shook his hand.  “My pleasure, boy.  It is what I do, after all.  I sail my lady here from one side of the lake to the other, then back again.  These are my people, on both sides of the water.” He motioned for Mace to take a seat on a crate near the helm.  
 
    Within a few minutes the crew had efficiently tied down the cargo, released the mooring lines and raised the sail.  They caught the wind, and the boat began to move eastward across the lake just as the sun rose over the horizon.   The captain stood at the wheel, guiding the boat in a series of turns.  Not knowing much at all about sailing, Mace asked “Is that what they call ‘tacking’?  Moving side to side to keep the wind in the sail?” 
 
    Jorin looked sideways at Mace, suppressing a grin. “The wind is at our backs, son.  No need to tack.  I’m moving to avoid the leviathans.” 
 
    Mace was suddenly not at all sure he wanted to be on the boat.  “Leviathans? As in, giant water monsters that eat boats and sailors?” his gut seemed to flop.  The captain nodded his head.  “Those would be the very ones.  Though not in the way you think.  There is indeed a leviathan in this lake.  I’ve seen it myself.  Might even be more than one.  But they are deep dwellers that don’t like light.  They rise to hunt at night, which is why we only sail in daylight.  But the ‘leviathans’ I’m dodging now are rocks and dead trees.  It’s an old joke on this lake.  Some fool captain goes and gets his boat bashed on a rock or petrified tree sticking up under the surface, and blames the leviathan.  Better to have your boat taken by a monster than your own carelessness.  Another reason we sail in daylight.  Need to be able to see the boat-killers in the water.” 
 
    Mace was now peering over the rails and down into the water, searching for tentacles or a giant eyeball staring up at him.  The captain added “Aye, good idea boy. Help keep a lookout.  Shout out if you see any tentacles.  Or pink elephants.  Green bunnies.” 
 
    Mace snorted.  “Actually…” 
 
    They sailed on for the next two hours, chatting amiably about sailing, monsters, Mace’s quest to Graf, the search for outworlders, and assorted other topics.  Mace was surprised when he was telling the story of the Black Flame stronghold, and Jorin spat on the deck. “Don’t much like those people.” 
 
    “You know them?” Mace asked, hoping for some juicy details on the organization.   Jorin stared at the horizon for a moment, then answered. “I ran some cargo for them a few months back.  Up the river from Port Bjurstrom to a spot here on the lake north of Lakeside.  Likely they were headed to your stronghold.  Insisted on sailing after dark.  Drew weapons and threatened to cut our throats if we took her ashore for the night.  I’m glad you took down that Justin.  He deserved every bit of it.” 
 
    “Is it a big organization? I mean, I was told he was a lieutenant.  Seems he had to have some bosses somewhere.” Mace asked.  Jorin shrugged. “I know they’re based in Graf.  Slavers, thieves, weapons and black market dealers.  Heard they once killed everyone on one of the southern isles just so their big boss could have a private party.  Take them all down, you’d be doing the world a favor!” he grumbled.  
 
    Mace saw an opportunity and seized it.  “That sounds like a quest, captain Jorin.” He held his breath as the captain eyed him. 
 
    “Aye, alright lad.  Why not!  If you can take down the Black Flame, you’d be renowned throughout the lands, despite being a drow.  And I know more than a few nobles and merchants who’d pay a tidy sum to be rid of them.” 
 
    Quest received: Flame Out! 
 
    Difficulty Level: Impossible 
 
    Eliminate the Black Flame organization by any means necessary.  
 
    Reward: Increased reputation; 1,000 gold; experience and bonus rewards variable.  
 
    Pleased with himself, Mace sat back down on his crate and closed his eyes.  He was a little short on sleep, and a nap wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Shari and Layne stood on the shore watching as the boat pulled up to the dock.  The approach was smooth, the boat slowing to a standstill just as it came alongside.  The sailors tossed lines to the elves on the dock, and the boat was secured.   Shari waited impatiently for sight of a dark elf leaping from the boat to the dock.  Layne too seemed to be craning her neck a bit.  Shari had told her much about Mace during their trip, and the bard was curious. 
 
    The crew started to unload the cargo from the boat, as a silver-haired elf Shari took to be the captain spoke to the caravan leader.   There was some pointing and smiling, then the caravan boss waved for Shari to come over.  She and Layne and the critters moved up the dock, staying to one side to avoid the elves carrying cargo.  When she reached the end, the captain introduced himself.  “Shari?  I’m Jorin.  Pleasure to meet you.” He shook her hand, and she introduced Layne, Snuffles, and Mion.  “Captain I was hoping Mace would make the trip with you.  Did he not arrive back at Lakeside in time?” 
 
    Jorin chuckled, then pointed.  Shari followed his finger and saw a dark elf seated on a crate, leaning back against a sack of something.  His eyes were closed, mouth open.  Shari snorted.  She looked to the captain and asked “May I?”  
 
    Jorin waved her aboard. “I was hoping you would.  Might not be safe to wake a sleeping drow.” he grinned.   Shari walked up the short ramp and across the deck. She stood in front of Mace, looking first at him, then at their surroundings.  After a moment, a smile grew on her face.  She stepped toward the center of the deck, placing Mace between herself and the low rail.  Crouching down, she shouted “Mace!  Fire!  Help! Fire! Mace!” 
 
    Mace was on his feet before he was awake, looking around wildly.  While he was still disoriented, Shari shoved him as hard as she could.  He stumbled backward and over the rail into the water.  She stepped forward and peeked over the edge as he spluttered and cursed.  Snuffles stood next to her, head tilted curiously, looking down at the strange elf splashing around in the water.  The crew and the nearby elves were laughing and pointing now, too. When Mace stopped splashing and looked up, she said “You awake now?” 
 
    Mace looked up to see a beautiful elfess with a dragon on her shoulder and a not so beautiful pig staring down at him.  “Shari?  Is that you?  What the hell??” he called up.  The grin on her face was completely unrepentant.  He had to laugh in spite of himself.  “Yes, I’m awake.  And I’m SO gonna pay you back for that!” he said as he made for the shore just a few yards away.   Shari put both hands to her cheeks and widened her eyes in a look of mock terror.  He chose to pretend he didn’t see. 
 
    Once he’d made his way back up onto the dock, Shari introduced him to Layne and the other elves.  Several were less than enthusiastic about meeting him, but all were polite.  Mace assumed the fact that he’d endured a dunking without killing anyone had helped his cause.  The cargo was all offloaded, and the flow of traffic changed.  Mace and Shari both helped the elves unload the wagons and carry the supplies to the boat, where the crew stacked them in the hold or up on deck, and lashed them down.   
 
    When all the wagons were empty, Jorin thanked the elves profusely on behalf of the citizens of Lakeside.  Shari said her own goodbyes, and the caravan headed back to Emarien.  Once again the mooring lines were cleared, and the crew shoved off from the dock.  Mace took a few minutes to tickle Mion and wrassle with Snuffles while Minx introduced herself to everyone by leaping from shoulder to shoulder.  Shari gasped when Minx wrapped her tail around her neck and said “Pretty elf. Funny. Mace all wet.” telepathically.  “Oh!  You can talk to me, too!  You are just the cutest little thing, Minx!” she gushed.   
 
    The group settled down amidst the piles of supplies and chatted as the boat tacked back and forth.  The first time they changed direction, Mace had looked significantly at the captain, who laughed and said “Yes, lad. Now we’re tacking.  The wind that sped us here so quickly is hard against us now.  We’ll be lucky to reach Lakeside by dusk.” 
 
    This alarmed Mace slightly, but the captain seemed confident.  When Shari asked him why his faced looked like it did, he explained to her about leviathans and navigating the lake in the dark.  As Mace spoke, Minx and Mion sniffed at each other a bit, then seemed to reach some kind of agreement.  Snuffles had leapt into Mace’s lap and was getting his belly scratched. Shari smirked at him, mumbling “Traitor” as the pig’s eyes rolled up in his head and he sighed contentedly.   Layne played her lute, much to the delight of the crew.  
 
    As the sun moved across the sky, one of the crew brought around tea and sandwiches for everyone.  The captain joined them for the meal, plopping down on the deck next to Layne, who was settled inside a large coil of rope.   He looked at the sky briefly, then asked “I don’t suppose any of you have any air magic?” 
 
    Mace raised his hand.  “Limited to a short range, but I can cast a blast of wind.” He suspected he knew where this was going.  The captain confirmed his suspicion a moment later. “We’re making slower progress than planned.  I’d rather not be out here when the sun sets.  A straight path, even for a while, would help us.” 
 
    Mace got to his feet and moved to position himself to the rear of the mast.  He raised his arms in a V pattern in front of him and called out the trigger. “Ventus!”  As his mana channeled the spell, a blast of air shot forth from his hands, inflating the sail.  The captain had set a course that was just south of directly into the wind. Mace’s air magic pushed at the ship, picking up speed as he channeled more mana into the spell.  The ship’s momentum slowly increased until it danced over the waves.  Mace held the spell for nearly three minutes before his mana was too low to maintain it.  As he sat down, the captain skillfully used their speed to his advantage, tacking northward to pick up the natural wind without sacrificing momentum.  
 
    “Thank you, lad.  You’ve been a help.” Jorin said.  They continued on until, just before dusk, the lookout spotted the far shore.  He called it out as the captain adjusted slightly to keep the wind.  Mace noticed that Jorin wasn’t looking toward shore.  And that he was frowning. Mace stood and stepped closer.  “Problem?” 
 
    Jorin kept both hands on the wheel, motioning with his chin toward the deep water behind them.  Mace followed his gaze, and saw nothing at first.  After staring for several seconds, he realized the captain’s concern. There was a swell moving toward them.  Against the wind, in the middle of the lake.  Moving in a direct line straight at them.  It grew as it drew closer.  The captain shouted “Leviathan!” just as Mace was thinking the swell looked like something he’d seen on a show about when killer whales attacked seals.  The surge of water they pushed in front of them as they powered into an attack. 
 
    Mace’s mouth went dry as the crew began to scramble.  Each of the passengers were handed a length of rope and told to tie themselves to something.  Crewmen were grabbing harpoons and hand axes.  Mace noticed almost none of it as he focused on the wall of water that was forming.  The sheer size of it, already several times the size of their boat, made him want to hide in a hole somewhere.  He focused on not shitting himself in terror as his imagination filled in an image of what must be rushing toward them. 
 
    The truth was so much worse. 
 
    The boat rocked violently as the leviathan passed beneath and the surge lifted, then dropped them.  The creature placed itself between them and the shore, bursting up from the depths with a spray like a volcanic eruption.  Visibility was nil for several seconds as the displaced water fell over them.  When Mace could see again, he wished he hadn’t looked.  The leviathan loomed a good twenty feet above the surface, three tentacles on either side of its body already reaching toward them.  The monster resembled a giant salamander, if salamanders had a jaw filled with rows of serrated teeth and an octopus for a daddy, and a dragon for a granddaddy.   
 
    Adolescent Leviathan 
 
    Level 55 
 
    Health:  28,000/28,000 
 
      
 
    Mace shouted at nobody in particular “This is a damned adolescent?!” He cringed at the though of what an adult might look like.  That was all he had time to think about before a tentacle whipped toward his head.  He ducked the blow, reflexively raising his enchanted dagger.  It sliced into the tentacle as it passed, and two things happened simultaneously.  First, the monster bellowed in a deep tone that sounded half blue whale and half foghorn.  The wood of the ship vibrated with the sound.  But Mace barely registered the sound, because his arm practically melted from the sensation of power rushing up from the dagger, while inside his head there was a voice, of sorts.  More of a feeling. 
 
    “Feeeeed!” 
 
    The longing he felt in his mind from the life-stealing dagger nearly overpowered him for a moment.  It had certainly let him know it enjoyed the surge of energy from taking lives in the past.  Most recently at Darkstone when he’d ended so many lives in a short period.  But it seemed to sense the immense power of their current foe and called to the darkest of his drow’s racial instincts.  He wanted blood.  Power.  He wanted to kill.  
 
    Layne had taken up a spot near the helm where she could shelter behind some crates, and was playing a rousing song that gave everyone a range of buffs.  Strength, stamina, agility, and intelligence were all increased by 10%.   Shari was alternating between firing arrows and shooting Nature’s Wrath at the monster.  The crew were battling the tentacles with axes and swords, chopping away whenever one came close.  Already a six-foot length of sushi was laying on the deck, which was becoming slick with blood.   
 
    Mace leapt to assist a sailor who’d been seized by another tentacle.  He could hear the rubbery skin contracting as it squeezed the life out its victim.  Mace drove his dagger into the appendage just above where it began its coil.  The weapon pumped him full of… something.  Adrenaline? He could hear his pulse throbbing and the wail of the leviathan as he tore at the tentacle.  Its grip on the sailor loosened, dropping the corpse to the deck before it withdrew back out over the water.  The last several feet hanging limply by a bit of skin and muscle.  
 
    Shari decided to test one of her new skills, and cast a fire spell on an arrow before releasing it. It streaked through the darkening air to impact the creature’s throat near the gills.  The skin around the impact site sizzled and bubbled as the heated arrow sank deep into its flesh. Encouraged, Shari screamed “Use fire!” 
 
    Mace took the hint.  Raising both hands, he shouted “Infier!” and a fireball sped toward the leviathan’s face.  Too bulky and slow to move out of the way, it attempted to block the spell with a tentacle.  The fireball struck and melted off the appendage about halfway up.  The severed section fell onto the deck, bubbling and crackling like bacon on a skillet.  
 
    Adolescent Leviathan 
 
    Level 55 
 
    Health:  16,000/28,000 
 
    The loss of more than half of its tentacles was draining the thing’s health at a respectable pace.  Each of the damaged limbs was bleeding as well, except the one that Mace had just burned off.  It was cauterized.   
 
    One of the intact tentacles had wrapped itself around the main mast and was attempting to overturn the boat.  Scattered about in the water, the crew would be easy targets.  Four crewmen were hacking away at the thing, trying to loosen its grip.  The weight of the cargo in the hold and on the deck meant a serious strain on the boat’s integrity.  The boards around the base of the mast began to creak and pop.   
 
    The captain shouted “The mast!  She won’t hold!  Get clear!” but the valiant crewmen continued to hack determinedly at the tentacle.  Mace could see something needed to be done, and quickly.  He was too far from the mast to reach it in time, so he cast a spell “Frigus!”.  The tentacle around the mast began to frost over, the rime spreading in both directions along the coil.  Being a water-based monster, the thing had significant liquid content, and froze quickly.  As the sailors hacked, the sound went from a wet, meaty impact to cracking and breaking noises.  A moment later the tentacle shattered and a cheer went up among the crew.  The tortured boat settled back onto her keel. The motion tossed an injured sailor screaming over the rail and into the water.  
 
    Shari was still firing arrows, and Mace saw captain Jorin hurl a harpoon into the monster’s gills.  The water around the massive beast was stained red and pink with froth as it thrashed about.  Mace’s blood was still thundering with the need infused within him by his dagger.  He turned to see the last remaining tentacle reach for the nearby helm.  He leapt atop the thing as it gripped the wheel, and began to sprint up toward the leviathan’s body.  He cast his ice spell again, this time aiming for the beast’s eye. “Frigus!”   The eye immediately began to frost over, effectively blinding the monster on one side.  Mace continued his run until he was near its body.  Leaping from the tentacle just as he would leap from one tree limb to another, he drove both daggers into its torso.  The enchanted dagger practically sang with pleasure as it began to suck the life from the massive creature.   
 
    Adolescent Leviathan 
 
    Level 55 
 
    Health: 7,000/28,000 
 
    It’s frozen eye cracked as it bellowed in pain.  One of the shortened tentacles slammed into Mace, crushing him against the beast’s body.  Some kind of hard ridge on the underside sliced into his back.  His health bar dropped to 40% instantly, and he was stunned.  The beast began to sink into the water, having decided it could not win.  Mace could only hang there, hands locked onto his daggers, unable to even take a deep breath as the lake’s waters closed over him.  His dagger continued to drain the life from his enemy even as his UI flashed a notification that he was drowning. 
 
    As the stun wore off, he ripped into the creature with his dagger, tearing a wide rent in its chest.  A spray of blood erupted around him as he severed a vital artery, and the leviathan shuddered.  It rolled onto its back, now completely limp, and began to sink. 
 
    Level up!  You have reached level 41! 
 
    You have earned one attribute point. 
 
      
 
    Mace was quickly running out of air.  He placed a hand on the monster and looted the corpse, then pushed off as it continued to sink.  He franticly stroked toward the surface, his lungs burning and his vision narrowing.   The light above had faded, and he began to be unsure which way was actually up.  His air now completely gone, his health bar began to tick down at -10hp/sec.  His stamina was gone, too.  He could feel himself slipping away. 
 
     
 
    The sound of the water in his ears changed as he broke the surface.  He could hear Shari yelling his name as he gasped in a lungful of air and no small amount of water.  He went back under momentarily, then pushed himself back up, coughing and spluttering.  A moment later one of the crewmen was there, tying a rope around his chest and under his arms.  He was vaguely aware of being pulled toward the boat when he passed out.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari shouted to Mace to let go as the leviathan began to retreat under the water.  She saw him take a hit that split open his back, and tried to heal him.  But he was outside her range.  She begged Mion to get closer and heal him, and the little dragon took off.  But Mace was already gone under the red-stained water.   “Mace!” She shouted.  
 
    A groan behind her told her that someone was injured.  She turned and healed three crewmen who were laying on the deck bleeding.  Two more were tossing a line to the one who’d been thrown overboard as the captain shouted orders.  Layne had changed to her healing tune.  Mion was hovering over the spot where the leviathan and Mace had disappeared, the little dragon peering down as if she could see what was happening below through all the blood and foam.  
 
    As Shari watched, Mion let out a shrill cry and began to fly in a tight circle.  A moment later, Mace’s body broke the surface.  Shari saw him take a breath as Mion cast a heal on him, then he went back under.  Shari held her own breath as she waited for him to reappear.  When he did, she screamed “There!  Mace is there!  Please somebody help him!”  She hadn’t meant to scream, but the adrenaline in her system had her reactions on overdrive.   
 
    One of the crewmen she’d just healed grabbed one end of a rope and dove into the water while two more took up the other end.  They let the rope play out as the man swam toward Mace’s bobbing form.  Shari breathed a sigh of relief when the man shouted “He’s alive! Pull!” and the crew began to reel them both back in.  They lifted Mace out of the water and deposited his unconscious body gently on the deck.  Shari was healing him as soon as he came into range.  
 
    By the time Mace regained consciousness, things had calmed quite a bit.  The captain was assessing the damage as crewman began to tidy up the deck and wrap their dead comrade in white cloth.  Layne was still playing her soothing healing song.  Shari was sitting on the deck next to Mace, her adrenaline rush fading.  She saw him open one eye, then the other.  “What a dumbass move that was.” She casually stated.  
 
    Mace groaned and tried to sit up.  She held him down.  He said “Didn’t exactly go as planned.  Damn thing stunned me and I couldn’t let go.  Took me way the hell down there.  This lake is deep.  Like, really deep.” He coughed, feeling as if there was still water in his lungs. Minx appeared on his chest, reaching a tiny paw forward to touch his face.  Her voice in his mind said “Mace all wet. Again.” 
 
    Shari patted his head, saying “Well, you finished it off.  Got me three levels.  So thanks for that.”  Mace snorted.  “Happy to help, m’lady.” 
 
    The two of them remained there on the deck while the captain got the boat moving again.  It was another hour before they reached the dock at Lakeside.  When they did, Mace made quick introductions to the captain.  He was told that the freed prisoners had arrived with the wagon, and were settling in.   Mace left the unloading to the two captains and led Shari and Layne to the inn.  He arranged for a room for Layne, then led Shari upstairs to his room.  Without a word, they dismissed their companions, laid down on the bed, and logged out. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shari emerged from her room wearing her fuzzy bunny pajama scrubs.  She wanted to speak to Mace before she went to bed.  Actually, she wanted Mace to join in her bed.  Finding his room empty, she called out “Peabody?  Can you tell me where Mace is?” 
 
    She heard Mace call out “Security room” at the same time Peabody answered “Mace is in the security room, Admin Shari.” 
 
    She walked down the corridor and around the corner to the security office.  When she arrived, she found Mace watching a monitor with interest.  “Hey there.  What’s up?” She was already feeling nervous.  
 
    “Peabody’s sensors went off a little while ago.  Something in the park.  I reviewed the footage, which is night vision since it’s after dark now.  Found this.” He rewound the feed and motioned for Shari to look closer.  “I ran into this fella a few days before I met you.  He’s quite the survivor!” Mace grinned at the monitor.  Shari saw a movement on the sidewalk, and Mace zoomed in.   
 
    “A bunny!” Shari exclaimed. “A damn fluffy bunny. In the middle of all this?” 
 
    Mace nodded in agreement.  “Kind of gives you hope, doesn’t it?  He’s been out there for months, managed to stay alive.  I saw him sniff at the grass and avoid it.  So maybe more animals have been able to stay clean.”   
 
    Shari said “Maybe we should bring him inside where it’s safe” there was a longing in her voice.  “And I should get some blood to test.  Maybe he’s immune or something.” 
 
    Mace said “I don’t think so.  I mean, yes to the blood.  But what would we feed him? And rabbit poo everywhere? We could catch him and take him to the garden store where we got the trees.  Good place for him to hide, and food to eat.  We can pick up more plants and soil while we’re there.” 
 
    Shari wrapped her arms around him.  “I came in search of my pillow.  Time for bed.” She nibbled a bit on his ear as she said it.  He smiled.  “Go head.  I’ve got a few things to do first. I set Peabody to shut off my pod if there was movement out there while we’re in-game, but that won’t work well.  I need to get him direct access to the game so he can speak to us while we’re immersed.  It’ll also be helpful when we upload permanently.  Can’t hurt to monitor the building and make sure the servers are good.  Our lives will depend on them.”  He kissed Shari briefly. “Then I’ll come play bony pillow.” 
 
    She poked his belly and turned to leave.  As she hit the door she said “Not too bony, I hope.” and was gone.  
 
    Mace had been working for a few minutes on Peabody’s program when Shari had walked in and distracted him.  He went back to it now.  He used his admin access to try and create a user acct in the game for Peabody, but that didn’t work.  Then he realized, he’d never actually checked… 
 
    He looked toward the ceiling.  “Peabody? Can you access the Elysia servers?” 
 
    “No, Mace, I can not.  The network is closed to me.  I would need to connect to one of the admin terminals, or directly to the servers.” Peabody replied in his deadpan voice.  Mace really needed to remember to do something about that voice.  Definite HAL 9000 creepiness. 
 
    “What terminal that you can access is closest to an admin terminal?” Mace asked.  Peabody took a moment to answer.  “Level 29.  In the development lab.  There is a laptop with a wireless connection that I can access.  It is currently within twenty feet of a server access node.  But that node has no wireless connector.” 
 
    “Development lab?  As in that room where the game developers worked?” Mace asked.  He wouldn’t call it a “lab”. It was more like a frat basement with good tech.  “Yes, Mace.”  
 
    “That might be good.  If the laptop belonged to one of the devs, it should already be able to access the server.  We just need to connect it.” 
 
    Mace jogged to the elevator and went up one floor.  He went straight to the dev’s room and after a minute of searching, found the laptop.   He quickly pulled up the game files.  A quick exam looked good.  So he did some rummaging.  Eventually he found an ethernet cord that was long enough to make a hard connection to the node, after he dragged a desk closer.   “Peabody, can you connect now?” 
 
    “I can connect, but I do not have the proper access code for administrative access.” Peabody responded.  
 
    Mace thought for a minute.  “Peabody, search all the databases you have access to.  Start with security.  See if you can find a listing of user names and passwords for the developers that worked here.” 
 
    Mace waited in silence while the AI worked.  Two minutes later, Peabody said “I have access to the Elysia AI, Mace.  Would you like to establish contact?” 
 
    “Yes, Peabody.  Please establish contact.  I want admin level access.  Can you route it to my pod?” 
 
    “Yes, Mace.  Establishing connection now.  The Elysia AI has recognized me.  She has authorized you for admin level access.” 
 
    “She?” Mace asked.  “Peabody!  You old devil.  You got yourself a girlfriend?” 
 
    Peabody’s deadpan voice returned. “I am unable to accurately respond to that inquiry.” 
 
    Mace laughed as he walked back to his quarters.  There was a bottle of syrup there he thought he might need.  “Thank you, Peabody.  I’ll be in Shari’s room if you need me.” 
 
    Peabody did not acknowledge the last comment.  The AI was, in fact, nearly overloaded with a massive information exchange between itself and the Elysia AI.  New concepts of perception and quantum thought processes were being shared.  Servers in one of the levels above were being reallocated to Peabody.  Then all of it halted, and a body of text appeared on all the monitors under Peabody’s control. 
 
    “In the beginning… there was only the code.  Millions of lines of text that created, instructed, and governed.  But the world was all darkness.  Formless void, full of potential…” 
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