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      Two more seconds. That’s all I need before the food buffs will kick in. But the battle erupts around me after just one second. I stay seated, letting the food take effect, as balls of magic flame and arrows whiz past my head. Stats float all over the deck of the ship, enemies and allies alike taking damage. But not me.

      I slip into the shadows and pull out my daggers, making my way through the fray with precision. I avoid the enemy’s blades and projectiles, diving and weaving as need be to stay cloaked.

      Finally, I reach the captain. I check the raid stats. About half of my team is down. On the map I see my two fellow rogues also advancing toward our main objective. If we can take the captain down, raid’s over.  We win.

      “Let’s do this,” I say, and launch myself at the captain with a powerful backstab.

      My blades skitter off his armor. I barely make an impression; I can’t even hit this guy. I try again, with a different attack. Same result.

      Wracka Fracka.

      “He’s got some sort of magical shielding!” I shout into the headset, knowing the wizards in my party are the only ones who can help us now.

      “On it,” Cornelius yells into the comms.

      I slip out back into the shadows and get away from the intensity of the fight. I’m kind of a wimp—if anyone were actually to hit me, it would hurt. I mean, not really. This is just gloves and goggles, so I wouldn’t feel too much. There’s a new tech on the market, though. I’ve been hearing whispers about it. Been thinking about checking it out …

      “Try it now!” Cornelius shouts and I reorient my avatar to the captain and take a running leap for him. My daggers plunge into his back and his health bar plummets.

      “Yes!” I shout. “Rogues to the captain!” I start flaying the boss’s skin. He’s massive—bulging muscles threaten to pop out from under his leather armor. Still, my knives are keen and they shred his armor like it’s butter.

      My friends join the fray and, in spite of our losses, the day is ours.

      “Yes! Fuck yes!” Alturas, the captain of our group shouts into the comms. “I’m cracking a cold one over that.”

      “You mean you haven’t been drinking all night like the rest of us?” It’s SweeneyTodd. His slurred British accent gives him away.

      “Shit, no wonder half of you are dead,” Alturas says.

      Someone pulls up the group damage stats and someone else gives a low whistle. I smile to myself when I see my name close to the top.

      “Well, guys, guess I deserve a cold one, too.”
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      Sometime after I crash into bed in a stupor and before I wake up, I dream I am dying.

      The air around me is all thick with dust and the walls of the cavern I’m in rumble like they’re going to collapse at any moment. I’m panicking. The oxygen bar over my head indicates that I’m almost out of air, and when it hits zero, that’s it. Game over.

      I look across the room and that’s when I see her. My in-game elf girl. She’s with me, and she’s already trapped under some fallen debris. I want to get to her, but I’m too weak. I can’t move; my legs feel like rubber. I can see blood coloring the strands of her long silver hair. One of her svelte, pointed ears is cut—or is there a gash on her forehead? I call out to her, but she only moans in response.

      She’s so beautiful and so hurt and here I am, gasping for air like a fucking fish. My constitution is approaching zero and any movement I attempt makes me realize I move like molasses. I’m slow, heavy, and completely useless.

      “Catriona …” My voice comes out like a raspy whisper. It’s no good anyway; her avatar is fading out of the game. Her whole lush and gorgeous body slowly dematerializes before my eyes. I try to breathe, but it’s like sucking on a straw jammed full of ice cream. Nothing enters my lungs. My oxygen bar turns dark red and my body starts to fade too. Goddamn, dying actually hurts! I feel a prickling sensation all over my skin like a thousand needles plunging into me.

      I hate needles.

      Then I blink my eyes and come awake, alive, and the first thing I do is take in a huge lungful of air. I sound like a hulking dork, the air wheezing against my throat. I take in as much as I can. The air in my bedroom is oxygen rich and I swallow it like it’s water.

      Molly is shaking me, I realize. “Trent! Trent!”

      “What?” I’m right here. She doesn’t have to yell at me. She’s shaking my shoulder, her perfectly painted fingernails digging into my flesh, and I push her hand off. “Enough,” I say. “I’m fucking awake already.”

      “You don’t have to be so angry. I was trying to help you,” she says. “It looked like you were having one of those nightmares again. Either that or you were having a really good time. You were convulsing and moaning. You weren’t spending time in your dreams with her again, were you? You sounded like you were in pain. Maybe you like pain, hmm?”

      I sit up in the bed and sigh. “C’mon, Molly. It’s not like I can control my dreams.” Wrong words. What can you expect from me, pre-caffeine?

      “You were dreaming about being with her.” She’s angry now, her brown eyes blazing. “I don’t know what’s worse, that you spend all your spare time playing that stupid game, or that you spend all your dream time with another woman. She’s not even real, Trent!”

      It’s true. Lately it seems like I’d rather be hanging with my friends in Arcadia than spending any time with my girl IRL. Molly and I have been together for a few years now. Maybe the luster is starting to wear off. We don’t have that much in common. Mostly we’re just a habit now.

      “You can’t even log off when you’re sleeping,” she accuses me, and she’s right. But I don’t care. I have all of zero fucks to give about that anymore.

      “Do we have to do this right now, Molly?” Seriously. Because coffee.

      “It’s never a good time with you,” she says. “There’s always some reason we can’t work through our problems.”

      I sigh again, and lean my forehead onto my palm. “I just woke up, Molly,” I say. S

      “You were dreaming about her,” she says again, but this time her voice is softer.

      All of a sudden I just want our fighting to be over. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I say. I shake my head, and sit up on the bed, rubbing my eyes. “Maybe I’ve just been working too much. Maybe I just need a vacation.”

      If I’m honest with myself I just need to break up with the woman. It’s too early in our lives to have already become a habit. It’s not what I want.

      I mean, I don’t really know what I want, but I know this isn’t it. I’m kind of driving through life in a bumper car. When I hit something with rails I veer away from it. Someday I’ll make it to the finish line.

      “Hey, that’s a good idea,” Molly interrupts my musing. We could get away to the islands! Tahiti, Cuba, Haiti …”

      “Haven’t most of those been swallowed up by the rising tides?” I ask. I can’t keep up with what islands still have actual beaches. So many have been devoured by the ocean in the last decade. Fucking global warming.

      “You know what I mean. Someplace tropical.” Molly’s voice is cajoling. She’s excited. I hate beaches. Sand flies. Sun burns. Nothing to do but get drunk and then get robbed on the way back to your hotel room because you’re drunk. Not my idea of fun.

      “I’d rather go to Arcadia proper,” I say. The land my favorite MMORPG is based on actually exists. It was a huge discovery when the elves opened the portal and started fraternizing with our human kind. I was seventeen years old at the time and part of me still can’t believe it. Elves, dragons, unicorns, fairies. All that shit is for real. Arcadia is like the final continent, the one that’s been there all along, but hidden behind a shroud that protected its inhabitants from corruption. “You know you want to see the fairies, Moll. And the unicorns …”

      Molly shakes her head at my fantasy. “Trent, we’d have to mortgage the rest of our lives away to afford that. I mean, I know you make a good living, but come on.”

      She’s right. No one I know can even dream of affording to go there. The ticket prices to get into Arcadia make them all but out of reach to peons like me. All we can do is see it on the vidscreen and log into the fantasy game. It’ll have to be enough.

      My alarm goes off. It’s the first one, the one with the softly chiming bells meant to charm me out of bed, or at least out of sleep, with their tingling jangle. “Fine, fine. I’m up,” I tell the AI. “Alarm off.” The AI complies and I roll out of bed and into the kitchen. “Vidscreen on,” I say and the talking heads appear, images of the Arcadian queen in the PIP cube. “Speak of the devil,” I mutter.

      “Elven Queen Layora Lunacaller reports in a statement today that the rogue factions we’ve heard so much about should have no impact on tourism. She assures us all that the city streets of the Capital are safe, and the portal remains open. So, if you’re one of the lucky few with tickets to the city of the elves, there’s no need to request a refund cred.”

      The voice changes and I look up at the screen, where the reporter has been relegated to the PIP and the queen has taken over the main screen. I stare. It’s not often they’re able to get a recorder on the high queen. Her huge purple eyes look like they’re gazing straight at me. Even though they’re the same color as the elf girl in my dream—she’s a non-player character, an NPC, in ArcadiaVR—they look nothing like hers. The queen’s could be made from purple ice for all the warmth held in them.

      “The rumors of our demise are greatly exaggerated by the dissenters,” she says. “All propaganda, no truth.” Her accent is stilted, strange. Almost like she’s trying to talk while holding water in her mouth. “Citizens of earth, we look forward to hosting you in our lovely city and showing you the wild beauty of our lands.” Her voice is devoid of emotion or welcome of any kind. Freaky. And still. What I wouldn’t give.

      Molly’s right, though. Like I could ever afford the creds for that. I’m well paid, but I’m just a code monkey.

      “I don’t know why you’d ever even want to go there,” Molly says as if reading my thoughts. I didn’t even notice her coming out of the bedroom. “It looks dangerous. Besides, haven’t you seen it all already? With your goggles and your gloves?”

      She’s still pissed at how much I spent on my home VR setup. I live pretty frugally, but some things are worth splurging on. Some part of me doesn’t want to tell her how fucking awesome it would be to go to Arcadia proper. She doesn’t play the game. She wouldn’t understand. Some part of me knows I wouldn’t want to take her with me even if I could afford to get us in. But that’s not something I have to deal with right now either. Silence is my best bet in this situation.

      I get breakfast ready for us, fry up some protein-packed synth eggs and synth bacon in one of our more extravagant luxuries, real butter.

      “I bet it’s not even as safe as they’re saying it is,” Molly muses, smoothing her eyebrows as she speaks with a perfectly manicured finger. “I bet they aren’t telling us everything.”

      She just can’t stop picking at that wound, can she?

      “What kind of name is that anyway? Queen Layora Lunacaller. The whole thing’s a joke, Trent.”

      She turns off the vidscreen.

      “Hey, I was watching that,” I say.

      “Oh?” She comes next to me in the kitchen and gets some coffee out of the podbrewer. “You can talk to me instead. Is anything exciting going on at work?”

      So that’s how it’s going to be. Fine. I’ll play along if it means she’ll leave me in a little peace. “No. Is there ever?” I say. “It’s just another day at the salt mines.”

      “So you could take some time off. Trent, we could go to Paris or Bangkok—we could even live it up in Dubai and still have savings cred left over. I think you really do need a break, baby. Let’s do this.”

      “I don’t know.” I chew some of my eggs, but they’ve gotten cold and rubbery. They’re hard to swallow. “I guess I want more out of life than a trip to the beach,” I say. The words stumble out of my mouth before I can stop them. “I just feel like I was somehow meant for more. Like the train was right there, waiting for me in the station, and I forgot to get on it.” I can’t even believe I’m saying this out loud to her. I can’t remember the last time I was this honest with Molly.

      “What fucking train? What fucking station?” Her words don’t even sound angry. She’s just confused. And that’s probably why we don’t talk anymore.

      “I mean, I hear you, Molls,” I say. “It’s just that I’m such a cog in the machine at Goliath Corp., and going on the same vacations everyone else goes on just feels like I’m giving up on the dream, you know? Like I’m just a part of the matrix.” I can see from the disappointment written all over her face that she doesn’t know. She thinks I should be happy just the way I am.

      “What dream?” she says, then rolls her eyes. “Trent you make everything too hard. Try to relax. Just because other people enjoy going somewhere doesn’t automatically make that place less special or enjoyable. You don’t have to be different from everyone else. You don’t get points in life for being different. Just think about it, okay?”

      I give her the lip service she wants. “Sure, babe. I’ll think about it.” Fucking Dubai. Cocktails and clubs. No thanks.

      She knows me too well, though. “Seriously, Trent. You have got to stop dreaming about something you can never, ever have. You’re not leet enough. I’m not leet enough. You have to find a way to be happy with what you have.”

      She’s right. I know she’s right. So why do I feel so depressed?
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      I catch a bullet train to the office. I don’t know why today is especially bad. Maybe I stayed up too late. Maybe I got worse sleep than I thought; maybe those dreams actually sapped my energy. I’ll have to get a power drink before I clock in or they’ll dock me with zombie pay when my coding isn’t up to speed.

      The AI units already outperform human workers in my field; I can’t give the powers that be any more reasons to get rid of actual people in the workforce.

      We’re a dying breed as it is. Some days I’m just not sure what humanity is coming to. We’ve managed to replace even our creative skills with capable bots. Most of the best sellers these days are written by robots. Some of the most popular original paintings are made by them, too. What’s left when there’s nothing at all for us to produce? Fuck, here I am depressing myself again.

      As if in answer to my thoughts, an advertisement for VR World blares on the vidscreen next to me. “Want to go to the mountains, but you don’t have the creds to earn a sexy ski instructor’s attention? No worries! Shred the slopes at VR World!

      “Want to feel the sand in your toes and the sun on your skin? You can at VR World!

      “Maybe you’re a real dreamer, and you want to frolic with the elves in Arcadia. You can even ride the dragons at VR World!

      “VR World … it’s cheaper and safer than the real thing, and you feel like you’re really there. Whatever it is, you can live your dream at VR World!”

      I get to my cube in a daze. The power drink is just barely working. I make it to the break, having only passed my morning quota by a few lines of code. Good enough, I guess. My friend Mike joins me in the cafeteria line. We plop some synth burgers and fries on our trays.

      “Hey, man, what’s up with you?” he asks. “You seem out of it today.”

      He’s a friendly enough guy, but I know his interest is really for his own skin. If I don’t keep up, I let our team down.

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” I say. “I’ll snap out of it.” We eat in silence for a bit. “Hey,” I say. “You know anyone that’s ever been to VR World?”

      “Aww, man. You’re not actually thinking of trying that sim shit out, are you? It’s not just goggles and gloves, dude. I heard they immerse you in this biological goo or some shit. I mean, who even knows how that full immersion stuff messes with your brain?”

      “Sure, right,” I say, but something in my voice must tell him I’m not fully convinced, because he keeps on talking. Or maybe the fucker doesn’t get out much and will take any opportunity to listen to the sound of his own voice.

      “There’s this guy on Reddit I follow,” Mike says. “He said he had this friend that went completely insane after just one visit to a full immersion VR tank. Like, they had to put him in an induced coma because that dude kept trying to hurt himself after he got out. Full-on psycho. Trent. Dude. You don’t want to be that guy.”

      “Dude,” I say. “That’s harsh. I was just curious is all. Thanks for the skinny.”

      I don’t know why, but I don’t believe him. I mean, how would something like that only be featured on Reddit? How would the VR company still exist, and not be completely decimated by safety fines and PR fiascos? Besides, one story of an immersion gone wrong isn’t enough to deter me. It was probably from their testing phase, anyway, and fully corrected by now. That’s why the mainstream news never covered anything like it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s Thursday. Molly’s girl’s night. She’s not going to be home until late. Normally I’d just go back to the apartment and log into the Arcadia MMORPG and hang out with my clan mates, but tonight I get off my train a few stops early at the downtown station and find my way to the local VR World office. The have them all over the country now, according to their website, which I’ve been browsing nonstop since I got clocked off work.

      The VR World office is clean, sterile even, gleaming and new. There are big glass doors and the interior vidscreens are lit up with gorgeous panoramas from landscapes we as a species have long since trashed. Rainforests, great canyons, even cathedrals and some images that look like what I imagine must be ancient Rome.

      I log in at the reception module and in mere moments there’s a sales guy in the lobby asking if I want coffee. “Nah,” I shake my head.

      “Something stronger?” he asks with a charmer’s smile.

      I shake my head again. “I’m good.”

      “I see you’re a man on a mission. I’m Quinn, by the way.” He reaches out to shake my hand. It’s warm and I can tell mine is clammy in comparison. His smile is full of bleached white teeth and his sandy brown hair is perfectly coiffed. He fills his suit in such a way that I can tell he probably spends time working out. “Work’s getting to you, huh, man?” he says like we’re friends or something. I hate him already.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say.

      “Well, come on back to my office. I’ve got the answer for you.” He seems really eager and then I realize he probably knows my credit rating from the ident card I scanned when I registered at the lobby. No wonder the fucker’s eager. Besides butter and my MMORPG subscription, I live pretty frugally, stash a lot away. Still, no matter how much I save, I’m nowhere near to gaining access to the real Arcadia. Tickets through the portal are made for billionaires and royalty only, it seems.

      Quinn shows me into his office and gestures for me to take a seat. It’s more like a cocktail lounge than a place of business. There’s a round table surrounded by a high-backed, mushroom leather, bench seat. I slide in and feel instantly trapped as Quinn scoots in next to me. He starts talking and I can smell the minty freshness of his breath.

      “So, what can I do for you? Need to get away from it all, I’m sure. What floats your boat? You want to hit the slopes in the Himalayas? Go SCUBA diving in the ruins of Atlantis? Maybe you need something more exotic?” He winks at me. “We’ve got babes and booze in the Bahamas … Girls who will do anything you want. Or boys, if that’s the way you slant.” The man won’t let me get a word in edgewise. Isn’t the first rule of sales to listen to what the customer wants?

      I’ve heard about all of this. I’ve spent hours scouring the internet about VR World. At first I thought it was just some fringe thing, but they’ve just gone global. Quinn is still talking. “Arcadia,” I cut in. “I want to go to Arcadia.”

      “Oh, you want the full-on fantasy experience. Well, I don’t blame you. You know, one of my favorites is Ancient Egypt. You wouldn’t believe the creatures we have dreamed up for that sim. You can answer the Sphinx’s riddle, seduce Cleopatra—the whole shebang.”

      “Look, Quinn,” I say, cutting him off before that minty breath threatens to suffocate me. Is there some reason he’s trying to steer me away from Arcadia? “I know what I want and it isn’t Ancient Egypt. Can you sell me the Arcadia package or not?” I move like I’m going to scoot out of the booth.

      He puts his hands out as if to stay me. “Sure, sure,” he says, but he doesn’t seem very certain.

      “Are you sure? Because you’re talking about everything else—”

      “Hey now, no worries. I’m sorry about that. To be honest, elves just seem a bit strange. They’re kind of weird looking if you ask me. Those pointy ears and how freakishly tall they are. I mean they seem all cool and then you get up close and personal and … whoa. Some of my customers have been disappointed and I don’t want that to happen to you. But hey, this is about you, not me.”

      Damn right it is. “Tell me about Arcadia, then,” I say.

      “So, your basic package gets you the tour of Silverkeep City and a jaunt through the countryside, complete with a dragon ride and a visit to the unicorn forest.”

      “But there’s more than one package?” I prompt.

      “Absolutely!”

      Now we’re talking his language. I can practically see him counting his commission creds in his head. He settles in for the pitch, waves his hand over the vidscreen on the table. It glows with a sweeping panoramic view of Arcadia. It sings to me. I know this place. But here, even on the flat screen, it somehow seems more real than it ever has before.

      “You’re a gamer, aren’t you?” he says. “I can tell. I see that look in your eyes.” He nods his head knowingly at me. “You know every inch of this landscape. You don’t need to see the layout of the city. You’ve already visited the unicorns. You’ve already flown on the backs of dragons. No, that’s not enough for you.”

      “Go on,” I say, but it’s not like the guy needs prompting anymore.

      “You want to be the hero, amiright?”

      I give him the merest nod of my head. I feel a lust inside me for this. I already know I want it. Tell me how much already. “And the price for this package?”

      He keeps on talking like I haven’t said a word.

      “At VR World, we can give you everything you want. Our quest line package sets you up not as you, but as your avatar from the game. By the end of the quest chains, you’ll be the hero of the land, win the hand of the lady in distress, engage in epic battles, and build memories to last a lifetime. You’ll see all the magnificent landscapes, smell the smells of the grand Silverkeep City. You’ll actually feel the buffs, taste the foodstuffs, and your body will be as strong or as smart as your character class allows.”

      The dude must have practiced this, because I’d bet my last cred he’d never rolled a toon, but he knows how to speak my language.

      “You get to go in game and feel the way a sword slices through heads, or how a fireball blazes through fingers …”

      I can tell he’s fishing. “My main’s a rogue,” I tell him. “Assassin class.”

      “Then boy do we have some sweet daggers for you.” He moves his fingers over the table’s surface and a sexy pair of jeweled daggers takes over the vidscreen. But more impressive than the rubies gleaming in the hilt is the flat black of the steel. It’s so dark it wants to disappear. I can almost feel how those blades must thirst for blood, how their keen edge will slide into my enemy’s back.

      “What else does the package include?” I ask. Like it matters anymore. Just take my money.

      “Everything you want,” he says. “We set you up with a truly unique quest line. Every package we design at this level can only be played once. Just think of the stories you’ll be able to tell in your guild chat rooms once you get back from this baby. And no one else will ever have the same experience.”

      I didn’t believe that at all. I’m sure that there were enough details changed from package to package that the company could claim it was unique, but it was all semantics. It’s not like they were actually going to build a completely unique quest line for me, Trent Webb.

      Quinn is still talking. “Of course, you’ll have epic fights—and full access to the Silverkeep City bordellos …” He winks at me again. When I don’t take the bait, he clears his throat and moves on. “Basically, it’s everything you’d ever want. The strength, the story, the weapons, the fantastical creatures, and the scantily clad elf girls, all at your disposal.”

      “I have all that in game already,” I say. Now I have misgivings for some reason. He hasn’t even told me what’s on the price tag, but already I know Molly won’t like it.

      “Not like this, you don’t,” he counters. “Full immersion VR, my friend. This isn’t like sitting behind your vidscreen with goggles and gloves. Our biometric sensors provide real feedback to your brain. You will become your avatar. Let me say that again.” He pauses for some kind of dramatic effect. “You will become your avatar.” I realize I don’t really care what Molly thinks anymore.

      He’s looking at me intently. I’m not going to give him anything. “You’ll feel everything,” he says. We even employ real residents of Arcadia to play in our total immersion VR world, so you’ll be getting the real deal on the other side.

      “This isn’t just a facsimile, it’s a living, breathing representation of the real thing, without the hassle of the online MMORPG. No waiting in line for the bosses to respawn, no overcrowding in the central cities, no griefing—unless you’re you in a PVP zone, of course, but you’ll know that well in advance. Plus, we’ll save your stats so that when you return for your next vacation, you can pick up right where you left off. This is actually better than really going there—you’ll experience all of it for a fraction of the cost of actually traversing the portal. I’m guaranteeing you the experience of a lifetime, my friend. I shit you not—if I had a choice between this and the real thing, I’d take this.”

      Of course he’s going to say that. “How much?” I ask.

      “See? I knew you’d be interested. I could see it in your eyes. Now, because I like you, I’m going to offer you the manager’s special. I don’t do this for everyone, so you have to be quiet about it, okay?”

      “How much,” I say.

      “I can get you in for a cool two mill.”

      Fuck. If I’d taken that drink he’d offered I’d be spitting it all over the vidscreen about now. “That’s the special?” I say, and start to scoot out of the booth for real this time.

      “Hey, that’s five hundred K off the regular price,” he says. “It’s the best I can do.”

      “Maybe another time,” I say. I knew it would be spendy, but this is outrageous. I could take twenty regular vacations for that price. I keep scooting. Just then, the vidscreen zooms in for a close up of an elf. Not just any elf, but one that looks astonishingly like Catriona. So much so that my breath catches in my throat. I stop and stare for a moment. I could touch her. It’s my money, after all. It’s not like Molly does anything to add to our creds.

      “I’ll do it for one point seven,” I say. “Final offer.”

      “Well, I’ll have to cut almost all of my commission out of the deal,” he concedes, reaching out his hand to shake on it, “but you have yourself the package of a lifetime, my friend. You won’t regret it.”

      Damn. He accepted that awfully quickly. I didn’t go low enough with my counter. Too late now. “I hope you’re right,” I say.

      “Now, let’s get your virtual experience booked.”

      The rest of the appointment goes by in a blur. Quinn deducts the credits from my account and we set a date for me to return to VR World. I can’t wait.

      I do realize there’s one thing I have to do first. It’s suddenly clear we’re not even close to happy together, and we never will be. I’ll cut my ties with her and then I’ll leave for the adventure of a lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      When I return to VR World for my session and log in at the registration desk, Quinn is nowhere to be seen. Instead, an attendant in a white lab coat comes out and says, “Mr. Webb?” No one ever calls me that, it’s always just Trent, but I nod anyway. She has me scan my thumbprint for confirmation onto her tablet. “Very good,” she says. “This way, please.” Where Quinn was all smarmy and full of buddy-buddy personality, this woman is austere, all business, despite the bouncy dirty-blonde curls framing her face.

      She directs me to step into a small white room. “I’ll take your vitals now. You can put your clothes in this locker.” She points to a gray cabinet. “Everything goes in,” she says. “Don’t worry. No one will have access but you. It’ll be keyed to your print as soon as you close it.” She looks at her tablet again. “I’ll go get your chamber set up and be back in a few minutes.”

      I clear my throat. “I’m supposed to get naked for this?” I ask.

      “Oh,” she says. “There’s a dressing gown in the cabinet for you.” With that, she leaves me in the small room. It reminds me of a doctor’s office. Sterile. A few instrument panels on the wall.

      What the hell. Let’s do this. I strip and follow her instructions, putting on the thin cotton gown and closing my things in the steel gray cabinet. Then I sit on the white vinyl examination bench and wait.

      It’s cold in here, and my thoughts wander to dark places. I wonder if I’ve made a mistake, if this adventure will be worth the creds or if it will turn into the most expensive regret of my adult life. I didn’t even tell Molly where I was going. She hasn’t accessed our savings to see the ding in the account. But I decided this is something I’m willing to ask forgiveness for, not permission. At the same time, this place is giving me all the wrong signals. I’m about to get up and get my clothes back on, ask for a refund, when the attendant comes back in.

      “All ready?” She gives me a wan smile and doesn’t wait for my assent before waving her scanner over my body. She pauses a moment and there’s a beep. She looks over her tablet for a second, lips pursed, then looks up and cheerily says, “All good here! Follow me and we’ll get you set up in the immersion chamber.”

      That sounds ominous. I swallow my misgivings and follow her out through a different door than the one we came in. Cold tile is replaced with lush carpeting. Somehow this makes me feel less naked as I walk down the hall in the thin hospital gown.

      “Here we are.” She stops at a seemingly random door and presses a button on the wall. The pocket door slides open, revealing an even smaller room than the one we were just in. “After you.” She waves me ahead of her.

      I step into the darkened chamber. It’s comfortably warm, and there’s a huge reclining chair taking up most of the chamber’s space.

      “Have a seat,” she says. “Get comfortable.” She indicates the recliner.

      “Okay,” I say, and follow her instructions again. I don’t know why, but I’m nervous. Maybe something Mike said. Fuck. That Redditor was probably just a troll anyway.

      “It’ll be just a minute,” she says. “We just need Doctor Charles to join us.”

      Wait. “Doctor? Is that really necessary? I thought this was totally harmless.”

      “Of course it is, this is just a precaution. Doctor is an honorary title, really.”

      What the fuck does that mean? Who the fuck is this guy? This panic coursing through me is irrational. I take a sharp breath in and force it out, then do that again before saying, “Okay,” again.

      At least the chair is really freaking comfortable. It’s warmed up and the whole damn thing is skin temperature. I can’t tell where my body ends and the chair begins.

      “Is this your first trip with us?” the attendant asks.

      Now she’s making small talk? “Yup,” I say, not feeling particularly like chatting.

      “Well, don’t worry. Almost nothing ever goes wrong.” Then she laughs, like what she’s saying is actually supposed to be funny. I just look at her.

      It’s then that the guy who must be the “doctor” walks in. “Mr. Webb?” he says.

      I nod. “That’s me.”

      “Great. I’m Doctor Charles. And of course you’ve already met Alice.” I hadn’t, actually. But that’s okay.

      “Of course,” I say. “Nice to meet you.”

      He smiles and I am somehow reassured. He’s got one of those personalities that just calms a room right down. Soothing bedside manner, I think that’s what they call it. They probably hire their “doctors” solely based on that criteria. “All right, Alice,” he says. “What’ve we got here?”

      “Arcadia visit, sir. Full custom quest package.”

      “Excellent, excellent.” He puts his hand out expectantly and she passes her tablet to him and he looks it over. “All right, then,” he says. “Alice here is going to get you all set up and while she does that I’ll go over some of the options for your experience.”

      Alice goes to the wall and depresses another button. A drawer slides open and I can hear her taking a few things out. She snaps on some latex gloves and squeezes a glob of what looks like lube onto them. I must look concerned, because she says, “The jelly is just to improve the biometric connection.”

      “Yes, try to ignore what she’s doing,” Doctor Charles adds. “Now, I see we have your avatar queued up from the MMORPG. Is that all right with you? Last chance to change it.”

      Alice leans over me and spreads the cold jelly on my forehead and I yelp. “It’ll warm up soon enough,” she says, and pulls my head forward so she can access the back of my neck, which she also goops up.

      “What about your name. Good to keep the one you selected to play with in regular VR?”

      I think about that for a moment. That name had brought me a lot of grief over the years I’d played regular VR with it, but it was one I’d fought hard for. The spelling wasn’t too fucked up, which indicated I was one of the first players to snag the name. People gave me shit for it all the time, sure, but it was lovingly given, and it made me feel noticed in a sea of players. It was my shtick, my thing, the ice pick that broke the barrier of conversation and allowed people to start talking to me in game. Then they’d find out that I wasn’t an asshole and I’d find out if they were or not and I made friends quickly that way. So what if the price was a little mockery? “Yeah, I’ll keep it,” I say.

      “Some fellows like to try out life as a girl in VR World,” Doctor Charles says. “You know, so they can get ahold of those curves whenever they want. Know what it feels like to live on the other side.”

      “You mean so they can feel themselves up?”

      Doctor Charles laughs. “No judgment here. Hell, I’d probably try it once.”

      “Maybe next time,” I say. “I’ll keep my rogue as is for now.”

      “Male human rogue it is,” he says. “Can’t really have you playing other races. They’re a bit finicky about that—the people on the Arcadian side I mean—what with Arcadians playing in game from the other side they need to be able to tell who’s who. The good news is that you’ll get a racial bonus for vitality and rage, so there’s that.”

      Alice pulls something else out of the drawer and turns back to me. Her fingers press at my neck and I feel a sharp jab there.

      “Hey, shit!” I say. “What is that?”

      “Just a muscle relaxer,” she says. “Something to help the transition. Don’t worry.”

      “Yes, it’s all standard procedure,” Doctor Charles says. “We do it all the time. Now—and I’ll need you to answer honestly here; we want you to have the best time possible with your in-game playmate—what are your sexual preferences? Hetero? Homo? Bi?”

      “I like girls,” I say. I’m starting to feel a little woozy. Whatever was in that shot, it’s fast acting.

      “All right, then,” the doctor says, keying a few things into the vidscreen on the wall. “What kind of girl do you want? Human? Dwarven? Elven? Gnome? Something more exotic maybe? Shapeshifter, succubus, dryad?”

      My mind wanders at this last bit. “Dryads would be a bit hard to hold onto, wouldn’t they?” They’re all spirit-like in the MMORPG at least. “Like, who wants to hold a ghost?”

      He nods like I’ve said something really profound. “Totally agree,” he says. “So, that’s a no? What would you like?”

      “Let’s go with elf,” I say.

      “Okay, so long as you don’t mind your woman towering over you. It’s okay if they’re supermodel tall?” He leans in close to let me know he’s serious about this question. “Doesn’t make you feel like less of a man? I’m just asking because we’ve had some people regret their decision and I’d hate for you to find you were uncomfortable for the entire vacation because of the Amazon looking down on you from high above—”

      What is it with this place? First Quinn, now Doctor Charles. They must’ve had some complaints.

      “It’s fine as long as I can wrap my hands around her fine ass,” I say and let my eyelids begin to droop. Some part of me wonders why those words are slipping out of my mouth. It’s not like me. I mean, I think them, sure. It’s become an effort to keep focusing on these people in the dark, warm room, in the comfortable, warm chair. I feel like I should be shocked at my own words, I’m not usually so … direct … but everything feels so distant and I can’t quite bring myself to care about protocol.

      “I’m just going to slip the neural network over your head,” Alice says. I force my eyes open and see she’s got what looks like a hair net made of white wire mesh in her hands. There are tiny little discs where the wires meet in some spots. I assume this is part of the biometric feedback everyone keeps talking about. The jelly no longer feels cold and I can’t even feel the mesh as she puts it on. It’s practically weightless.

      “Now, preferences for appearance?” Doctor Charles asks. “Of course she’ll have purple eyes, and the standard build. Those elves do stay in shape, don’t they?” Not waiting for a response he keeps on talking. He’s done this a thousand times. He’s like an actor on a local tour who goes through the same spiel three times a day, five days a week. “Do you have a preference for hair color?”

      “Silver,” I say. “Long. Straight.” He asks a few more questions, something about class, but I don’t know what I say in response. I feel like I’m falling asleep.

      The world blacks out and I’m spinning, like I’m really drunk. I want to throw up.

      “Gentle now,” Alice says. “Gentle. What you’re feeling is your senses adapting to the input from the network of interceptors we have on your head. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      I’m not worried. I’m trying not to throw up.

      I give over to the feeling, eventually. It’s like being on the deck of a boat. A boat on very choppy waters.
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      The blackness subsides and there’s a virtual sheet of parchment in front of my face with a message.

      

      The time has come for you to choose sides. The elves are at war.

      The queen rules with an iron fist, and has the might of law—and soldiers—at hand.

      The rebels would challenge this rule, and make demands for greater freedom, greater access to the human realm, and greater access to Arcadia for humans.

      

      Which side do you support?

      

      This is a no-brainer for me. Clearly I’m all about greater access to Arcadia. Plus, I know my ancient geek history. I’ve seen Star Wars. Rebels are where it’s at.

      “The rebels,” I say. “Sign me up.”

      

      A voice comes through on my audio feed.

      “You’ll have to make your way to Silverkeep City. There’s someone important you have to meet there. Someone the Elven Queen doesn’t want you to come into contact with. Find Catriona. She needs you to find her, sooner rather than later. You also should contact Will Fast Fingers at the Rogue’s Den in Silverkeep City. He’s the only way to find Catriona or any of the others on our side.”

      Catriona has the answers and she’s waiting for me. She’s in trouble too.

      Another virtual message flashes before my eyes.

      

      Quest offered: Find Catriona!

      Find Catriona and aid her in her mission to topple the queen’s regime

      Reward: Special

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes,” I say, and I open my eyes and, startled at the bright daylight, blink them like crazy. I can tell now I’m not on a boat but on an ancient steam train chugging its way down the railroad tracks. I’m in a window seat and the rays piercing my eyes are coming in through the train’s dirty windows. My pupils adjust and I sit up a little in my seat. I lean my head against the window.

      The clacking noise the train makes as it lumbers down the tracks reminds me of fuzzy toddler mornings spent moving wooden trains on wooden tracks. The granny next to me notices I’m awake. Old broad, anyway. Gray hair in a bun. Wire-rimmed glasses. You know the type. Probably has yarn in her bag and is going to break out the needles at any moment.

      The train makes a massive screech, jolting to a stop, then it comes to motion again. It reminds me of something, like fingernails on a chalkboard except magnified … Everything’s rattling me.

      My fear must show on my face because Granny leans over to me and says, “Don’t worry, boy. This your first visit to Arcadia?”

      “I think so,” I say. I wonder what her name is, and above her head in blue lights the name “Violet Charm” appears. Hmm. Interesting. But not Catriona. I officially love being in game. Ask and you shall receive! This is way better than gloves and goggles; I can tell that much already. I realize that Violet is talking.

      “Steam trains take some getting used to. But you know how the elves are about their magic. Or maybe it’s the other way around. You know how people are with their technology. Can’t have the bullet trains going haywire when they get too close to the portal.”

      “The portal! Can we see it yet?” The portal is the gateway to Arcadia, and it’s the first thing you see when you roll a toon and start up in the MMORPG.

      “Sure enough, sonny.”

      I wonder if this world will match the goggles and gloves version of Arcadia that I know. I can’t imagine that it won’t. When the magical barrier was opened and Arcadia proper made itself known to the world, the goggles and gloves version of the world’s most popular MMORPG added an expansion with a new continent, the continent of Arcadia.

      Soon enough, I and my fellow clan mates spent all of our time in the virtual Arcadia. It had everything we wanted. We’d all been promised that the gloves and goggles version of Arcadia matched Arcadia proper.

      For the first time, I wonder if that is really the case, or if I’ll find myself having a completely new experience, one that I’m wholly unprepared for.

      I crane my neck to better see through the dirty windows.

      In the distance there’s a gleaming white archway, one that sparkles with glittering white light like it’s lit up all over with thousands of Christmas lights. It looks like the archway to heaven to me.

      “What are you doing here, grams?” I ask.

      “Oh, you know. Always wanted a bit of magic in my life. Always wanted to be a princess. I guess Arcadia gives us all that chance, eh, sonny? Can’t afford the real thing, but this is just as good. This is my third trip. I’ve already been as a pretty young thing. Thought I’d get real this time.”

      My attention diverts to the security team moving through the train. They’re asking for IDs and tickets. I find my documents and hand them over. They ask me my name. “Tr-Trent Webb,” I spit out.

      The guard looks at me like I’m missing the point. “Your game name,” he says.

      “Oh. It’s Leeroy. Leeroy Jenkinz,” I say.

      “Goddamn it, Leeroy,” one of my fellow passengers says. I smile. It’s happening already.

      “All good here,” the guard says and hands my paperwork back to me.

      I look over to where the passenger’s voice had come from. There’s a young knight in shining armor (KISA) smiling at me across the aisle. Her toothy smile gleams almost as much as her white armor. “Good one,” I said. “Never heard that one before.” But I’m smiling while I say it. I check the KISA’s name, luvs2heal. Might be someone good to know later on. Of course, that’s true of just about everyone in the game, so no need to rush into alliances. Still … I send her a friend request.

      A message pops up in my vision.

      

      You have become friends with luvs2heal. You will now be able to locate luvs2heal on a map, and you’ll get +1% to experience gains when grouped with luvs2heal.

      

      I look down at the paperwork in my hand. I didn’t have time to check it out before, but now that I do, I’m surprised by the picture on my ID. According to this, I have large dark brown eyes, and long, thick dark brown hair. Plus, I’m muscled as shit. Totally ripped. I look like I belong on the cover of a romance novel. I forgot that the VR would change my appearance too.

      I look down at myself. Yup, belly be gone. At my hips are two very sexy knives. I draw them out and see they look like the ones promised to me in the VR World sales room, complete with diamonds in the hilt. I take a closer look and this flashes in my field of vision.

      

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      Nice. Plus one per level will stack pretty quickly. Pretty decent boost to my primary stat right out of the gate. All of a sudden I want to look in the mirror. What other goodies are available to me? “Hey, grams, do you know where the bathroom is?”

      She looks at me funny. “You don’t have to piss do you? It’s not necessary in VR. I don’t even think they have a bathroom on this train.”

      “No, no,” I say. “Just wanted to look in the mirror.”

      “Of course.” She smiles knowingly at me. “First timer,” she says, like that means everything to me. “Should be one in your bag. Just pull it up.”

      Right. That strikes me as weird, but I take her word for it. I think about my bag and suddenly there’s a holo interface in front of me. It’s this rugged leather beast of a bag; it’s got twenty-four slots, all but one of which are empty, though it does look like I’ve some gold to my name. The single filled slot has a dark rock in it. It looks like a homestone, but it’s not lit up like I’m used to seeing in game. “What’s up with the rock?” I ask Granny.

      She peers at me and I feel a weird tingling for a moment. “Oh, a homestone,” she says. “You have to attune it once you find an inn. Haven’t you even played regular VR Arcadia?”

      “All the time,” I say, feeling stupid. “There’s no mirror in my bag.”

      “Did I say there was? Foolish boy, pull up your character screen.” She says it sternly but I narrow my eyes at her as I realize she’s struggling to hold back laughter. Having a little fun with the noob. Okay. That’s cool and all.

      Still, I do as she suggests and think about pulling up my character pane. All of a sudden there’s a transparent rectangle of glowing information in front of me. My stats. My armor. My image. My name, Leeroy Jenkinz, underneath. I can see myself in all of my lithe, muscled glory. I look down at myself to see what I’m wearing, and sure enough, the clothes on the pane match. Full leather gear, twin jeweled daggers at my hips. This is the me I’ve always wanted to be. I feel stronger. I’ve got a hard-on realizing this dream has come true. Fuck, this is going to be fun.

      I check out my stats to make sure they match my expectations. I do not want to fuck around in this simulation. At the VR World clinic I gave myself what I’d already earned in the Arcadia MMORPG with gloves and goggles. That is to say, I was max level.

      

      Level 1 Character Stats

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—01/100

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      2 + 1 AGILITY (AGI) = +3% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      1 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 10 health points

      1 POWER (PWR) = +10 damage

      Base damage is equal to ten times the level plus the power bonus.

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em—Basic move to build rage points. Bonus chance to crit. Requires one dagger. Rewards one combo point.

      

      PROFESSIONS

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      You’ve arrived!

      

      My stats are nothing like they should be. It looks like they’re completely nerfed. “What? What the fuck?” I say.

      “What is it, dearie?” Violet asks.

      “I’m level one!”

      “Of course you are. You’re a first timer. They make everyone go through the starting sequence when you first arrive. Full immersion is a whole new ball game, my friend. VR World has to make sure you enjoy the experience, and to do that you can’t go full bore right out of the gate. Once you hit level twenty you’ll have full access to Arcadia. Don’t worry. It will go quickly. Especially since you’re so familiar with the game already,” she says.

      Jesus. This is a massive setback. I can’t just dash in and save the kingdom; I have to fucking level up first so that I can manage to take on something bigger than a rat. I pull out my grimoire and check out my spells and talents. It looks like things are a little simpler in full VR. There are fewer things to look at and manage.

      Too bad. I like tweaking. I’m a fiddler. Addicted to it, you might say. Doesn’t help that it was the reason I got my first first-in-game. My team was just a split second faster than a rival guild’s because of a tweak I’d suggested to a character’s assault plan. Shit like that stays with you.

      Then I figure out that I’m not looking at as many spells as I’m used to because I’m not used to being level one. Fuck. Keeping it simple for a while then.

      I wave the screen away so I can enjoy the scenery as we approach the great arch.

      I turn back to Granny Violet. “So, what happens after level twenty?”

      “As I understand it, the developers are working on some additional end-game content. But right now that’s max level. I imagine they’ll work on the next set of levels after they release the dungeons. They have to build everything from scratch, you know. The programming is radically different for full immersion.”

      “Do they know when they’re going to drop any of that?”

      “Oh, it’s a year or more out still, I’m sure.”

      My mind is a little boggled holding the three Arcadias in place. There’s the gloves and goggles version, which has been around forever and added an Arcadia continent to its map within months of the discovery of the real Arcadia. Then there’s the real Arcadia, Arcadia proper, a land of elves and unicorns and magic that actually exists on our planet and has for quite some time, but it’s been hidden, like Atlantis was. And of course there’s the Arcadia I’m in. Arcadia full immersion. A proprietary experience with different levels, designed to give tourists the flavor of Arcadia Proper, and gamers a real life Arcadia gloves and goggles experience.

      The train slows and then stops just shy of the portal and we all have to pass an inspection on this side of it. I present my papers to the right person and they start the train back up and we move again. Into Arcadia. I’m glued to the window. Everything inside me is electric with excitement. Holy fucking god, this is amazing. I’m finally going to Arcadia.

      As we chug closer to the portal, I get a strong sense of anticipation, and then as we pass under the arch of the portal, a serious jolt of power blossoms through me. It’s like I grow into the fullness of my character stats in the course of a few seconds. I feel powerful. I want to let out a barbaric yawp with how good I feel. This is so much better than being an ordinary human.

      Then, the steam train transforms itself into an open-windowed tram. It’s no longer black or jerky but moving smoothly. Its framework is comprised of gold columns, and richly painted frescos cover the arched ceilings of each car.

      The tram clacks to a stop and I get off with the other passengers. We file through a line where our credentials are checked yet again. I notice, however, that the line to get out of Arcadia is much longer than the line to get in. People—no, elves, dwarves, gnomes and the like—are actually camped out, living in the line. I guess they’re people too? Does people only refer to humans? These are things I don’t have the answers to, and don’t really care to, at least not now. Some of the people in line look like they’ve been there for weeks or months. “What’s going on with that?” I turn to ask Granny, who’s been beside me for most of the time I’ve been in line, but she’s gone.

      When I get to the front of the line, the guard scans my papers and says, “First timer?”

      “Yeah.” I nod.

      “Recommend you do a stint at the village over yonder,” he says and points over my shoulder to a road that leads over a rise on a hill. “’Bout a mile thataway. You’ll need a pass from there before you’ll be cleared for transit.”

      “Okay,” I say and move out of the line. I look around. Everything is as I expect for a minor outpost in Arcadia, and I get another little thrill from that. It’s like being in a real life version of my fantasy game dreamscape. It’s euphoric.

      There are a few makeshift huts with vendors and there’s a transport station. I see the words “Long Live Fidelia” scrawled on a wall in some kind of medieval graffiti. There’s a blacksmith here, so this place is growing. I might even find an inn.

      But I doubt this is where the famous Catriona is. I tell myself I have to get to Silverkeep City. It’s a warm day, and I’m already hot in my leathers. Then I remember my bag doesn’t even have water in it. I look around for a vendor I can buy from to make the journey easier, and I pick up a water skin and some apples. Is it crazy that even this simple act makes me unbelievably happy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Focus, Trent, focus. I need to get to Catriona in Silverkeep City, and in order to do that, I have to get to level twenty. I guess I’d better get my ass to the village. I doubt there’s a ride between here and there, so I start to hoof it.

      As I’m walking, rain sweeps in from over the rolling green hills surrounding the depot. Everything smells fresh and muddy and dirty at the same time. Trees line the dirt path I’m walking on, and they seem somewhat greener for the water falling on them. I feel somehow rejuvenated, and not even worried, because I know my leathers will repel the water.

      I wonder what the starting area will be like, and this makes me think of the starting area for my class way back when I started Arcadia MMORPG, back in the early days of goggles and gloves.

      Everything was threatening then, and I took every quest giver’s word for it when they said they needed me to do something quickly. I thought I was on a timer. I thought I’d get penalized if I took too long to do something. Several character rolls later, I figured out that they were just using the simple quest structure to teach the mechanics and progression of the game. There’s no one hanging out, watching you with a clock. If it takes you two years to kill twenty hogs, so be it.

      Now I wonder if that clock is actually ticking. What will happen if I don’t get to Catriona in time? Well, there’s nothing I can do about it, so there’s no sense worrying about it.

      I come up to the village. It’s actually a rather substantial collection of buildings, some two story even. There are maybe twenty buildings altogether, and cobblestone streets run through the large thoroughfare that must be the main street, and also on a few of the cross streets. So, this is more than just a few huts thrown together for show. There’s definitely an inn here.

      Several of the larger buildings are built facing the town’s prominent courtyard. There’s a large fountain in the center of town, and in front of it stands a man wringing his hat in his hands in consternation. I pull up his ident card and see that he is indeed my friend the quest giver. He’s a small little guy, dwarven. His name is shown as Ignatius Plunderpotts. Hm. I walk up to him and tap him on the shoulder.

      “Oh Leeroy,” he says. “I’m so glad you’re here. We’re having a problem with hedgehogs. They’re not sticking to their hedge and they’re ruining the town. Little buggers are everywhere and they’re prickly. Take care of them for us, will you please?” Suddenly, quest language fills my vision.

      

      Quest offered: Prickly Little Buggers

      Kill ten hedgehogs and return to Ignatius Plunderpotts.

      Reward: 20 copper pieces and 100 experience points

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes,” I say. “I can do that.”

      The quest text falls away from my vision once I’ve said those words.

      I wonder if it makes sense to gear up, but no … I’ve rolled enough toons to know that I can get by for a while with what I have. Granted, it’s not much, but for now it should do. Sounds like maybe an upgrade at level five if they haven’t helped me by then, another at ten and again at fifteen, then go full bore at level twenty before I leave this zone and head out to find Catriona.

      I pull up my map and start walking in the direction marked on it for the quest. The hedgehogs are gathered on the far side of the town, in a field surrounded by hedges.

      When I get there, I see luvs2heal almost overrun with the little buggers. She's on the far side of the field, running for all she’s worth and they’re clinging to her as she’s hoofing it. “Coming in hot!” she screams as she sees me and veers sharply in my direction, and then I’m surrounded by hedgehogs too.

      I have two basic attack moves at this point, stab and stick’em, a slightly advanced form of stab from what I can tell. I mean, everyone has stab, so stick’em, a rogue combat move, should get me a little more love.

      “Goddamn it, luvs2heal” I say, throwing her words from the train right back at her. Then I get on with sticking ’em for all I’m worth. I’m laughing and she’s laughing and screaming and the little buggers are dying as fast as I can stick’em a few times, and it’s just about the best thing I’ve ever done in my life.

      My vision pops full of little experience messages that flicker and then disappear once I’ve had time to register them.

      

      +8 EXP

      +13 EXP

      +9 EXP

      +11 EXP

      

      I wonder if there’s a way I can turn that sucker off. It just keeps going and going. luvs2heal stays by my side and together we’re able to turn the tide. I fill my quota and then some in no time.

      “Oh my gosh, that was the worst,” she says. “I’m so glad you got here when you did.”

      “Yup. Anytime,” I say.

      She sweeps a little blonde hair over her ear. “The little hedgehogs are kind of cute when they die. Is that terrible to say? They make this little groan. Like an errrrr arrrrr. Did you notice it?”

      “I might have,” I say. “Hey, I have to get to the Capital as soon as possible, so I’m gonna like, blow through these now, okay? I mean. Come along if you like, but I got to hurry is what I’m saying.”

      What I’m saying is that I can’t be sitting around talking about how cute the dying hedgehogs are. Okay. I mean, a man’s got limits. I turn to go back to the village and Mr. Plunderpotts.

      Thankfully, she doesn’t take my brusqueness the wrong way and she comes along with me. “Nah, it’s cool. I can go with you,” she says, calling from behind. She catches up in a hurry and in minutes we’re back at the fountain in the center of the town.

      “Oh, good job,” Ignatius says when we return to him.

      

      Prickly Little Buggers Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      20 copper pieces and 100 experience points

      

      That experience, in addition to the hedgehog killing, puts me over the edge. My field of vision fills with a blinding light and I feel a rush of energy all over, euphoria. It’s like a drug. A very, very good drug.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Two! pops up in my vision followed by Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points and Congratulations! You have learned a new combat skill: slash.

      

      I take the warning to heart and pull up my talent points right away. I think it makes the most sense to maximize my class specialty, so I dump one point into agility. I put the other one into fortitude—I don’t mind being health-point skinny, but ten is just too skinny. Now my character pane looks like this. I notice that the stats that have changed are italicized. Good.

      

      Level 2 Character Stats

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—230/100

      Next level achieved at 300 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      3 + 2 AGILITY (AGI) = +5% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      2 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 20 health points

      1 POWER (PWR) = +10 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash—Basic move to deal damage. Requires two daggers. Rewards two rage points.

      

      PROFESSIONS

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      You’ve arrived!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Ignatius is still wringing his hands. “You wouldn’t happen to have time to spare, would you?” he says. “Would you be willing to help our little hamlet out again?”

      “Sure,” luvs2heal responds.

      “Oh good. It’s just that one of our scouts, Nelson, was supposed to return yesterday afternoon. He was investigating some strange activity on our western shore. Would you mind going after him and convincing him to come back to deliver his report?”

      The little dwarf’s mustache bristles as he talks. He kind of reminds me of a gopher.

      

      Quest offered: Scout Nelson is Missing!

      Find Scout Nelson and make sure his report is delivered to Ignatius Plunderpotts.

      Reward: 40 copper pieces and 200 experience points

      Do you accept?

      

      Twice as much gold and experience as last time. Hopefully this isn’t twice as difficult. “Sounds good,” I say. “I accept.” luvs2heal does too, and we start off on the trail of the missing scout.

      From the maps it looks like it will be about an hour’s walk. luvs2heal picks up the pace and I follow her, jogging. Pretty soon we’re both loping along at a ground-eating pace, and I don’t feel the slightest bit winded. My lungs aren’t burning. This is easy. And yet, we’re running, and I can feel the breeze in my hair and the world opens up before me. Even the way the squirrels hide at the sight of us, and stranger things too, delights me. I fucking love Arcadia.

      I don’t know luvs2heal well enough to hold much of a conversation with her. I think about saying “This your first time here, too?” but that seems stupid and obvious because clearly it is her first time here, and I’m sick of answering that question, so she’s probably sick of answering it too. Even though I’m not out of breath, I fall back on the fact that we’re running as excuse enough not to talk. Not that luvs2heal seems to mind. She’s keeping up a constant chatter as we move.

      “Can you believe how green everything is? And how good everything feels? I can’t even get over it. I’ve been playing for years, of course—otherwise how would someone even justify spending this kind of money on a vacation …” Her words fill my ears, but I don’t really pay them any mind. I’m pretty happy without the chatter. She doesn’t seem to mind that I’m not talking, so … all good here.

      She’s right about one thing. Everything is amazing. There’s absolutely nothing to make me doubt in the slightest that I’m actually in Arcadia. The amount of data being fed to my brain is enormous. Any way I look I see such lush depth to the rendering. The trees look and feel real. The grass bends under my step. The breeze rustles my hair.

      After a while I pull up to check my map. We’ve been skirting the coastline for a while and it seems like there’s an outcropping of buildings ahead. My map says we’re just about in the vicinity of where the scout should have been. “Hold up,” I say to luvs2heal. “Let’s slow down and comb the area. This is the spot.”

      We walk through the sandy dunes, looking through tufts of grass for the scout. Could the scout be up in those huts on the shoreline? That doesn’t seem like the way the game I know would operate. Scouts don’t go inside. And if you’re sent to find one, they’ll likely be DOA. I don’t know if I can deal with seeing a dead body in virtual real life. I guess we’re about to find out, though, because I catch a whiff of something nasty, something I’ve never smelled before but that I can pretty easily classify as “dead body smell.”

      “luvs2heal, over here somewhere. I can smell him.”

      The KISA comes within a few yards of me and we narrow our search. Soon enough, we come upon the dead scout. He seems peaceful. Like a doll, almost. Cold. Stiff. I dig inside his vest and find his reporting book. He’s kept copies of his watch reports. Something flickers in my vision, and I look up to see that someone has emerged from the huts and is making good time toward us.

      “Hey, check it out,” I say, nudging luvs2heal. “He sure is in a hurry.”

      “Hm?”

      She looks up at me. “That guy,” I say, pointing to what I can see now is a very large fisherman coming at us full bore, fishing pole in hand. I can tell he’s hell bent on something; it’s got his full and rather angry attention, whatever it is.

      “Jesus, Leeroy, run!” she shouts, launching to her feet. I scan the guy again and see that his name, FISHERMAN, is flashing red, and that his level is so high I can’t even ascertain it. They guy looks hideously strong, and full of fury. I throw the reporting book into my bag and get up to follow luvs2heal.

      “No need for violence here!” I shout as I start to run away. That’s when the first blow lands. The bastard whacks me with his fishing pole!

      Critical strike. You have received 9 points damage. 11 health points remaining.

      Damn! That hurt, too. I barely have time to think this before another blow lands, and another.

      You have received 5 points damage. 6 health points remaining.

      You have received 4 points damage. 2 health points remaining.

      I fall to my knees. The killing blow comes. It hurts, but not as much as I think it could have. Maybe death by fishing pole isn’t such a bad way to go.

      

      Congratulations! You have unlocked an achievement. It was this big!

      

      Um, really? Possibly the stupidest way to die ever. I’m such a noob.

      

      You have died. Respawn at the mushroom circle or journey to your body? Warning, respawn will abandon your backpack at the site of your body and open it to looters.

      

      Well, I can’t very well abandon my shit. I need the book to finish the quest and I need to finish this quest to get the next one. “Journey,” I say. I blink and my spirit shows up as a floating ball. I’m like a ghost in the graveyard, except I’m in a mushroom circle in the forest. I wander until I get my bearings, then make my way back up the coast to where I left my body.

      I pass luvs2heal on the way to my body. She appears to be waiting for me, but she’s a ways off the path and well away from my fisherman friend.

      As soon as I get close enough, my spirit will get sucked back into my body, so I look around first and make sure that buddy is well and truly gone before I dive back in. Then I get up, grab my pack, and start running again. I’m at half health until I can rest and recover a bit.

      I get well away from the hut and run back to where luvs2heal is hanging out. She looks up and she’s smirking and I meet her eye and I’m smirking and before we know it we’re both rolling on the forest floor, consumed with gales of laughter.

      “He just kept whacking you with that fishing pole!”

      “I remember thinking, My, he’s sure in a hurry to get somewhere, then bam!”

      “And I’m all wondering why you don’t see his flashing red tag—”

      “Well, I guess now we know what happened to that poor scout.”

      Before I know it, my health is back up. It feels good to have laughed so hard. My chest and cheeks are sore. I don’t mind at all.

      I do wonder what that fisherman was all in a tizzy about. No time for that right now.

      I stand up. I’m on a mission, after all. “C’mon,” I say. “We gotta turn this quest in. I got people to see.”

      “All righty then,” she says, rising.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Back with Ignatius, we are each awarded enough experience to gain us level three status and two additional talent points.

      

      Scout Nelson is Missing Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      40 copper pieces and 200 experience points

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Three!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      Congratulations! You have learned a new combat skill: slippery fish.

      

      The thrill of leveling up runs through me like a shot of very fine whisky.

      Goddamn. I say goddamn. That is a fine, fine rush.

      I spend my talent points and take note of a new skill in my arsenal, slippery fish. I wonder if everyone gets that or if you have to have the fisherman encounter that I did to get it. Of course, it would have been a perfect skill to have during that encounter. My character pane now looks like this.

      

      LEVEL 3 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—430/300

      Next level achieved at 600 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      3 + 3 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +6% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      3 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 30 health points

      2 POWER (PWR) = +2% damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish—You slip out of melee range, or out of any trap or grasp. Makes you impossible to hit for 6 – 10 seconds. 3 minute cooldown.

      

      PROFESSIONS

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      When I put the character pane away, I see that Ignatius is poring over the scout’s reporting book, shaking his head as he reads.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask.

      “Oh, no,” Ignatius says. “It’s exactly as I feared. Our Scout Nelson is reporting some severely strange activity in the hedgehog’s main hedge. Looks like we have an unwelcome resident there. I’ll need your help to gather some reagents for a potion.”

      

      Quest offered: Pixies, Water, and Mushrooms, oh my!

      Gather the required reagents and deliver to Ignatius Plunderpotts.

      3 pixie wings

      8 mushroom stools (not from a fairy ring!)

      A vial of water from the mystic pond.

      Reward: Special

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes, I accept,” I say. Of course I accept. Everyone here is on holiday, it seems like. All these NPCs seem like automatons, which, technically, they are. But it’s bothering me. I want to get on with this. I don’t want the bad guys to catch up to me. I want to find Catriona. So yes, bring this quest on and how about the one following it too while we’re at it?

      “Got it?” I ask luvs2heal. She nods.

      “Want to split up? We both have to get the water because the vial is attuned to us, but from there we can each gather one of the two remaining reagents. I take pixies, you take mushrooms?”

      “Sure,” I say. “I like efficient.”

      We find the magic pond by following the map. Simple. We stick to the road, so nothing bothers us. When I am tempted to take a shortcut, I remember my fisherman friend and stay the course. The air is crisp and it feels great to be alive. We are dwarfed by the giant fir trees lining the well-worn dirt road. I can smell the cedar in the air. We are not the only ones on a pilgrimage for the magic water. Other quest goers are on the path both in front of and behind us. VR World’s total immersion is getting popular.

      We fill our vials in the crystalline blue waters of the magic well. The stone basin is made from something like alabaster. It glistens with trapped sunlight. They really paid attention to every detail when they designed this. I wonder if there’s a corresponding fountain, the match to this one, in Arcadia proper.

      I check the map. “Okay, I’ll head north from here, then meet over at the pixie hunting grounds. Shouldn’t take me to long to get the ’shrooms.”

      It didn’t, either. I’ve been playing with gloves and goggles for years, and, though I’ve never played this starting zone before, I know what a quest item looks like. Even here in full immersion, the items I need glow just a little bit more than normal. I locate all of the mushrooms I need before I pick the last one, so they’re easier to track down for luvs2heal when they go dark.

      I send her an IM (in-game message): omw.

      Her response: Hurry.

      I pick up my pace. The pixie grounds aren’t far at all from where I was and I’m there in ten seconds at a dead sprint. luvs2heal is covered with a huge translucent golden shield and shrieking as the pixies nibble at her. They’re all around her, like a cloud of bugs.

      “Help! I’m slapping at them but they’re just too fast! I can’t hit any of them.” I do a quick scan and see that her health points are hovering at the midway point of the bar.

      I waltz in there in what I like to think of as my roguish saunter and get to work. The creatures aren’t hard to kill, they’re just quick to move. Thanks to my daggers, so am I. Within a minute there are twenty dead pixies littering the ground around us. They’ve taken a bite or two out of me, but haven’t hurt anything more than luvs2heal’s pride, really.

      

      +6

      +8

      +5

      +4

      +6

      +6 …

      

      We rifle through the bodies and pluck off what wings we can. Of course, there are only four wings that detach without getting ruined in the process. We have to find another hive or wait for these to respawn. What a shitty drop rate. Oh well, I’ll take the experience. Every once in a while I’ll pull up the experience bar on my character pane and see that it’s growing, satisfactorily.

      I can see that luvs2heal could use a breather, so we sit around and wait for this batch to come back to life. They’re much easier to kill this time around, since they pretty much pop back up to life one at a time. Slash. Stick’em. Slash. Stick’em. Honestly, it’s getting a little boring. We get our reagents and hoof it back to town.

      Ignatius is right where we left him. I wonder if this is one of the Arcadians playing the game from the other side, if he’s here as some kind of punishment, doomed to say the same things and perform the same actions over and over again.

      “We brought the things you wanted,” luvs2heal says.

      “Yup, me too,” I add. No need to repeat this speech for me when she’s done. We hand over the reagents we’ve collected.

      “Excellent work. I can see you have a bright future in front of you.”

      

      Pixies, Water, and Mushrooms, oh my! Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      Necklace of Precision +1 INT, 60 copper pieces and 200 experience points

      

      Well, that kind of sucks. Worthless necklace, for me that is. At least it’s low level enough that it’s not bound to me. “Hey, luvs2, try this on for size.”

      I hand over the necklace on her and she glows a little. “Are you sure? It’ll go well with the ring I just got.”

      “Yeah. It’s pretty much useless to me.”

      “Oh.” She looks suddenly sad, like maybe … she wasn’t was she?

      “Look, I’ve got a girl back home,” I say. luvs2heal isn’t someone I should be leading on, no matter how cute she is in all her earnestness. I wave the reward screen away and another pops up.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Four!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      After I distribute my talent points, my character pane looks like this.

      

      LEVEL 4 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—643/600

      Next level achieved at 900 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      4 + 4 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +8% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      3 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 30 health points

      3 POWER (PWR) = +30 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      

      WEAPONS:

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      

      PROFESSIONS

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Ignatius wastes no time. Immediately, this pops up in my vision.

      

      Quest offered: Potion of Doom!

      Help Ignatius Plunderpotts craft flasks with the reagents he provides.

      Reward: 80 copper pieces and 200 experience points

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes.” Always yes. Man, at this rate I might just be a rich person in five years of playing. At least I’m up over my first silver piece now. And this will take me real close to jumping up another level.

      luvs2heal accepts the quest as well and together we follow Ignatius over to a table at the edge of the village courtyard. It’s set up with beakers and vials and a pot of bubbling water. Ignatius bustles about for a few moments, making sure everything is in place, and then he starts calling out the names of ingredients. We throw in ingredients as he demands them. He’s singing and barking orders at us and we’re throwing mushrooms and pixie wings and laughing. It’s the stupidest thing ever. Thing is, I can’t remember the last time I’ve had this much fun.

      

      You are attempting a mixology recipe. Would you like to take mixology as one of your professions? Warning: you have a maximum of five professions. Yes or no?

      

      Since I have to do this to finish the quest, I guess that’s decided for me. “Yes.”

      

      Congratulations! You have learned a new skill: Mixology.

      

      Potion of Doom Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      80 copper pieces and 200 experience points

      

      It’s all over too soon. Once the flasks are prepared, Ignatius turns to us and offers us another quest.

      

      Quest offered: Hedgehogger!

      Find and remove whatever it is that is hogging the hedgehogs’ hedge. Return to Ignatius Plunderpotts with proof that the task is complete.

      Reward: Special, 400 experience, and 1 silver piece

      Do you accept?

      

      “I accept,” I say. Now we’re talking. I want that experience. luvs2heal takes the quest too.

      We go back to the place our original quest was, the hedge where all the hedgehogs are still pouring out, displaced. It is a rather large, bushy green hedge. “You think there’d be plenty of room for everyone in there,” I say.

      “What do you think is in there?” luvs2heal bends in close to the shadowy hole in the hedge’s center.

      She peers in further and I sneak up behind her and shout, “Boo!”

      She jumps and screams.

      And I laugh. I don’t care how juvenile it is. That will never not be funny. She turns around and hits me on the arm. “I hate you!”

      “You do not.” I pull out my map. It looks like we’re not exactly where we should be for this quest. “Hey, let’s try on the other side of the hedge.”

      We circle around, and find a queue for the boss. There are four other players waiting to kill whatever it is. The corpse has already disappeared. They’re just waiting for it to respawn.

      The creature respawns. Turns out, it’s a bigass mother of a hedgehog. The thing is nearly as tall as I am, and it’s bristling with badassery. I watch the first guy—another KISA like luvs2heal, but spec’d out as a tank—go up against her. He keeps her at bay for a while, but then she gets angry at a certain point and screams. That’s when all her minions rush out of the hedge and start attacking too. The KISA can’t take it, forgets about his potion, and it’s not long before he’s down for the count.

      Real quick, I send invites to the three people remaining in line and to luvs2heal. We can band together and take this thing down. We wait for the mutant hedgehog’s bar to go back to full health, and to red, showing it was available to attack. It wouldn’t do to take her down just to have to take her down again because the stupid EXP and loot went to the dead KISA.

      “Okay, who’s gonna be on the potion?” luvs2heal asks.

      “I’m tanking, shouldn’t be me,” a warrior named Turtledove says.

      “No worries, I’m on it,” I say. “Ready when you are, Turtle.”

      I enjoy the fight. It doesn’t last too long, nor is it over right away. I dance in and out of the melee— stick’em, stick’em, slash, slash. My rage points are building up. I just have no way to release them. Stick’em, stick’em, slash, slash.

      Motherhog is down to 30% when she unleashes her holy roar. I almost forget, but then I uncork the flask Ignatius made with us and sprinkle it all over the ground. I hope that’s how it works.

      It is how it works. The little minion hedgehogs all run out into the fray, but wobble and fall on their little backs and start snoring. Apparently between the tank and the three damage dealers, luvs2heal didn’t have very much to do, because she had the time to exclaim, “Ohmygosh, they’re so cute!”

      Groan.

      We hack the rest of the life out of Hedgehogger.

      

      +120 Experience

      

      Congratulations! You have unlocked an achievement. They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      

      She drops five quills for us to take as proof back to Ignatius, who greets us with enamored delight when we return to him at the fountain.

      “We finished your quest, Ignatius,” I say, handing over my quill.

      “My friends! You have solved the village’s greatest problems! Surely all will look kindly upon you now.” My vision goes crazy.

      

      Hedgehogger! Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received Ring of Dodge +1 AGI, 1 silver piece, and 400 experience points

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Five!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have unlocked an achievement. Phew, level five already?

      

      As always, I jump right on distributing those talent points and now my character pane looks like this.

      

      LEVEL 5 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—1,163/900

      Next level achieved at 1,500 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      5 + 5 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +10% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      4 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 40 health points

      3 POWER (PWR) = +3% damage

      

      ARMOR/enhancements

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings—+1 AGI Ring of Dodge

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Mixology

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!
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      “What’s next, Ignatius?” I’m ready to go. Already level five and it feels like I’ve only been at it for a few hours.

      “Alas, I have nothing further to offer you,” Ignatius says very unhelpfully.

      “But I need the next quest.”

      “Me too,” luvs2heal pipes in.

      “Yes. Alas, I have nothing further to offer you,” Ignatius repeats.

      “There’s got to be someone here who can help me.”

      “Oh, yes, there is,” Ignatius says. He seems a little livelier now, like he was caught in a software glitch for a second or something. “There might be some more work for you, Leeroy Jenkinz, at the back of the inn. Ask for Billy the Dodger. Tell him I sent you.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I say.

      “What about me?” luvs2heal asks. I’m almost rude enough to dash off then and there. With a name like Billy the Dodger, it’s obvious we’re being routed to our class trainers.

      Ignatius gives different advice to luvs2heal, as I expected.

      “I guess we’re going separate ways now,” luvs2heal says.

      “I’m sure I’ll see you around,” I say. I’m already scouting for the inn.

      “Yeah. Thanks for all your help.”

      “Yeah.”

      I give up looking, find the inn on my map, and take off. I know, I know. She wants more from me than a brushoff. I just don’t have it to give right now. Besides, I have to get to Catriona. I’m not here to make friends for the long term.

      The inn is a quaint little place, partially filled with late afternoon partakers who sit with their frothy mugs and their pipes, telling their tales by the just-started fire in the hearth. It’s exactly as I expected it to be, just like every inn in the gloves and goggles version, but here I can smell the tinge of piss and stale beer, the campfire-like smell of the hearth. Jolly chatter fills my ears, and the occasional burst of congenial laughter. The place seems decent enough and I make my way back to the bar counter.

      “What can I do ye for?” the barkeep says.

      “I’m looking for Billy the Dodger,” I say.

      “Him, eh? If it’s him you’ll be wantin’, you’ll be findin’ him in the cellar just now.”

      I flip the guy a few coppers as a thanks and realize I’m famished. I didn’t think I’d get hungry in a virtual world, but the stew smells really good and my stomach is gurgling. A pint would go down pretty easy about now, too. I order a meal and sit down at a table near the fire. Quick as a wink, the barmaid comes out with a rich beef stew, thick crusty bread, and a pint of the frothy stuff. I dig in.

      This might just be the best food I have ever eaten in my life. No wonder cooking is such a serious profession in the full immersion VR rags. And if this is just a plain Jane ordinary stew …

      

      Congratulations! You have earned a power up. +20% to your health points for the next three hours.

      

      Not just tasty, it’s good for me too.

      After my meal, I duck down the stairs behind the bar to get to the cellar. I know where the stairs are because this inn is built like every other inn in the goggles and gloves version of Arcadia. I wonder if it’s like that in the real Arcadia, too. Do they have strict building plans that everyone has always had to adhere to? Doesn’t seem likely.

      The cellar is dark, and full of casks of what I presume is either ale or wine. It smells of wet wood and alcohol, and maybe a little piss and vomit too.

      In the back corner, three men are sitting at a table, playing cards of some sort. “Is one of you guys Billy the Dodger?”

      “Who’s asking?” a fourth man, one I hadn’t noticed at first, asks me.

      “I am,” I say. “Leeroy Jenkinz at your service. Ignatius Plunderpotts said I should speak to you. See if we can’t possibly be of mutual service?”

      “Ignatius sent you, eh? Must be all right, then. I’ll take you on. So, you want to be a lock picker?”

      “Well, while I wouldn’t mind that …” I draw my daggers and hold them flat in front of me. “I’d just as much like to learn better ways to use these.”

      “Ah, those are some pretty sticks you got there. I’d hold onto those if I were you.”

      Plus one agility per level? You bet I’m holding onto these.

      “A rogue then. Well, the first rule of roguery is: don’t get caught. I mean it. And if you are caught … I don’t know you. But I do need to know that I can trust you. To that end, there’s something I need you to retrieve for me. The merchant across the way is keeping a sealed letter in the top drawer of his desk, which is on the top floor of his house. I want you to sneak in, get to his desk, retrieve the letter, and bring it back to me.”

      “Um, what kind of resistance do you expect I’ll meet?” No sense going into this blind.

      “Not much if you play it right. I’ve a dose of shadow cloak here,”—he hands me a vial filled with a purple liquid that he withdraws from a fold in his own cloak—“take it and find your way through the shadows. Don’t make too much noise and don’t attack anyone—or walk into them for that matter—and you should be fine.”

      

      Quest offered: Shady Dealings

      Retrieve the letter from Merchant Jales’ desk and return it to Billy the Dodger.

      Reward: 1 silver, 20 copper pieces and experience points

      Do you accept?

      

      “What’s the catch?” They’re getting tricky now, not showing how much experience I’m going to earn for taking on a quest.

      “Catch? I don’t follow?” Billy actually looks askance at me.

      “What’s the catch? This can’t be that easy. Why aren’t you doing it if it’s that easy?”

      “Well, if you like, I’m sure I can find someone else to do it for me.”

      “No, no. I’ll do it. I accept.”

      Turns out, it was exactly that easy, and exactly that hard. I hadn’t perfected my shadow cloaking yet, maybe because it was a vial, not a spell or skill, it didn’t work as well. I found myself having to duck deeper into shadows, and skirt the long way around people to avoid detection after the first time I tried going past a guard in shadows and ended up in a brutal fight.

      I wonder if there’s a faster way I can level up. Are there arenas? Dungeons? Then I shake my head. Not at level five, dumbass.

      I thought about this as I made my way back to the cellar of the inn, letter in hand.

      Billy is still at the table. To be fair, not more than five minutes had passed. No one had been home. It was a quick walk across the street, up the stairs, to the desk, open the drawer (okay, the drawer might have needed a little “convincing”), and hightail it out of Dodge.

      I don’t know what I think of Billy. He’s playing that enigmatic thieving rogue thing to the hilt. But he’s also lazy as fuck. Maybe that’s why he needs good disciples? I toss the letter casually on the table in front of him.

      He picks it up eagerly, lifts it to his nose and takes a big whiff.

      

      Shady Dealings Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      1 silver, 20 copper pieces and 400 experience points

      

      Then I feel an unexpected rush. Billy must have really wanted that letter for the quest to have been worth that much experience.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Six!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have learned a new combat skill: Shadow Cloak.

      

      I flip up my character pane and distribute my talent points. My damage is starting to feel like it’s really underpowered, so I put both points into that. I’ll probably do that next time too.

      

      LEVEL 6 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—1,563/1,500

      Next level achieved at 2,400 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      5 + 6 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +11% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      4 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 40 health points

      5 POWER (PWR) = +50 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings—+1 AGI Ring of Dodge

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Shadow Cloak

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Mixology

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good, good,” Billy says after reading the letter. “This is exactly what I needed to know. I have something more for you to attend to as a result of it. But first, let me see. What, exactly, is your experience with poison?”

      “None,” I say. Not in this world, anyway. As amazing as this experience is, I do yearn a bit for my OP rogue status from the gloves and goggles version of Arcadia.

      “I can work with that. My friend Daisel is outside in the garden. See if she can show you the basics of herb gathering. In particular you’ll be harvesting devil’s bane and milkroot.”

      

      Quest offered: Got some weed, man?

      Approach Daisel and ask to learn the craft of Woodlore. Warning! Up to five professions only are allotted to each avatar.

      To complete this quest you must choose to learn the craft of Woodlore. Crafts may be unlearned at a later time to make room to learn a new craft.

      Reward: Special, experience and 1 silver, 40 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yup,” I say, and the quest is logged in my grimoire as active. “Be right back.” I jump up from the table and skirt around to the back of the inn. There, as promised, Daisel is working in the garden. She’s unbelievably curvy and naïve looking at the same time. Big brown eyes set wide apart like a deer’s. But then the light hits her a certain way and I can see right through her. I peg her for a naiad. She can affect the physical world, but only at will.

      “Can you teach me how to harvest milkroot and devil’s bane?” I ask without preamble.

      “Sure, come over here.” I have an herbing knife you can have for a silver.”

      I swallow. There goes almost all of my money. “That’d be great,” I say. We make the exchange. Daisel shows me what to look for and where to cut on each plant.

      

      You are attempting a woodlore skill. Would you like to take woodlore as one of your professions? Warning: you have a maximum of five professions. Yes or no?

      

      “Yes,” I say softly. Daisel’s hand on top of mine feels like a whisper as she guides me in what to do. She describes a few places I might locate the herbs Billy the Dodger is after.

      “There now,” she says. “That’s all you need to know.”

      

      Got some weed, man? Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      1 silver, 40 copper pieces and 350 experience points

      Congratulations! You now know Woodlore

      

      “Thanks, Daisel.” I dart back into the building. If I don’t make record time for first twenty levels, it won’t be because I wasn’t trying.

      “Mission accomplished,” I report to Billy.

      “Excellent,” he says. “Now I’m going to need you to actually go and get some milkroot and devil’s bane. This is for our next adventure in blades, that is, poisoning. Go and locate twenty of each for me. Please.”

      

      Quest offered: Herbal Remedy

      Procure 20 milkroot and 20 devil’s bane for Billy the Dodger. You must locate these in the wild, not on Daisel’s property.

      Reward: 1 silver, 60 copper pieces and experience

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes, I can do that,” I say.

      I don’t want to bore you with what happens next, so I won’t go into too much detail. I mean, picking weeds is picking weeds and boring for the participant surely means it’d be boring for the person who has to hear about it, right?

      The thing is, it’s not even the slightest bit boring for me. Sunlight glistens on the leaves as I pull them taut for the quick hack that will sever them from life. Arcadia is full of that kind of juxtaposition—the warmth of life on one side, the threat of death on the other.

      There are birds chattering in the trees and the sun is warm on my leathers. A breeze lifts the hair off my neck and cools my head as I work. The colors here are so deep and vibrant. The forest around me and the river running through it glitter with jeweled tones. I can smell the complexity of the loamy earth, the richness of it.

      My thoughts wax philosophic as I locate the rest of the herbs for Billy. The only thing is, here that threat of death is somewhat toothless. I mean, the worst that can happen is that I will respawn and lose my gear and shit.

      No, the worst thing that can happen is I can fail to connect with Catriona and fail to complete my mission. I’m dying to know what the big secret is, what it is they need me for.

      Part of me still hungers for the real Arcadia. Part of me knows that, as amazing as all of this is, it’s still not what I really want. I want to see a dragon breathe fire. I want to feel its powerful muscles in between my legs as it launches into flight. I want to be buffeted by the wind its wings create.

      But I don’t want to fall out of the saddle. And I don’t really want to be accidentally consumed by fire myself (which happened to an early Arcadia visitor). Maybe full immersion is best. Or at least good enough. I collect my final herbs and return them to Billy the Dodger.

      

      Herbal Remedy Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      1 silver, 60 copper pieces and 500 experience points

      

      Damn. I wonder if I got style points somehow. That’s some experience for picking a few plants.

      Billy says, “These are perfect. If you’ll come with me, I’ll show you how to craft a poison from them, and how to apply it to your blades.”

      

      Quest offered: Hmm, it’s a bit salty.

      Learn how to craft poison with Billy the Dodger. Create five flasks of level one poison

      Reward: Experience points, five flasks of level one poison, and 1 silver, 80 copper pieces

      Do you accept?

      

      I accept, and together we go back out into the courtyard where Ignatius is still hanging out. We walk over to the table where Ignatius, luvs2heal, and I made the hedgehog potion.

      In a few minutes, Billy shows me how to chop the herbs, prepare a concentrated tisane and distill it even further until it becomes a vile smelling viscous paste. Soon, we’ve prepared five small packets of the thick liquid.

      You are attempting a poisoncrafting recipe. Would you like to take poisoncrafting as one of your professions? Warning: you have a maximum of five professions. Yes or no?

      Again, my hands are tied with this being a requirement for the quest—not to mention coming in handy for me as a rogue—so it’s pretty easy to say, “Yes.”

      

      Hm, It’s a bit salty. Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      1 silver, 80 copper pieces, five flasks of level one poison, and 1,000 experience points

      Congratulations! You have learned a new skill: Poisoncrafting

      This is a specialization of mixology. Do you accept this as your dominant mode of mixology crafting? If so, more poison recipes will be offered to you, and fewer of the other variants.

      

      While I don’t know what other variants there might be, it is easy enough to guess. Other types would include buffs for fights and potions for health or spell points. So, yeah. Poison is by far the most useful to me, personally. God bless Billy the Dodger. “I accept.”

      I take one of the flasks out and examine it. Level One Poison, +3% chance for critical strike, 3 hp damage per second over ten seconds.

      That’s a nice little death machine right there.

      Billy pats me on the shoulder. “If you’re ready to truly prove yourself worthy, you’ll meet me back at the inn.” Then the bugger vanishes before my eyes. I guess I can do that too, now. I shadow cloak just for fun. I go back to the inn to find Billy, skirting close to people and listening in on snatches of conversation as I go, almost daring them to catch me listening in. None do. I get bored after a while and go to see Billy.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. Take a seat.” He gestures to the chair opposite him, so I sit down. He orders one of his lackeys to go get food for us and regales me with a few tales of poison attempts gone wrong. “… All that is to say, you should always poison your blades. Where are yours, boy?”

      I take out my daggers and set them on the table between us. He whistles. “Whoo boy, guess you’ll not be parting with those anytime soon.”

      “Not planning on it, no.”

      “Well, they look a little thirsty to me. Hand me one of those packets.”

      I do as he bids and he slits the top open with one of my blades.

      “You keep her sharp, that’s good,” he says. That reminds me. I probably should pick up a whetstone while I’m in someplace resembling a town.

      He squeezes the liquid down the length of the blade. It looks like blood at first, and then it just seeps into the blade, like the blade is a sponge for it. “Now,” Billy says. “It’s best to handle these carefully from here on out. Use gloves. Keep ’em sheathed.” He clears his throat. “I do have another job you could do for me, if you’re so inclined. I can make it worth your while.”

      “Yeah?” I say, raising an eyebrow. I’m eager, but I don’t need him to know I’m eager.

      I snort when I realize I’m actually treating this NPC like he’s anything other than an automaton, like he has any kind of free will whatsoever. Of course he’s going to offer me the next quest. He has to.

      Billy’s looking at me like maybe my snort meant I didn’t mean what I said. “How can I help you?” I add.

      “I have another problem I’d like your aid with. I need you to get to the head of a local gang and take him out. He’s been a thorn in my side and the entire town’s for some time now. He and his crew of marauders all hang out at their camp in the woods. Since you retrieved that letter for me I finally know where he’s been hanging out all this time. Here, I’ll mark it on your map.”

      I pull out my map and sure enough, an “X” marks the spot. It’s not too far off, but it’s not in town anymore, either.

      “You’ll have to shadow cloak in, then slit the guy’s throat. There are plenty of his friends hanging around, so try to do it on the quiet or you’ll have the whole camp on your back.”

      

      Quest offered: There Can Be Only One

      Retrieve the head of Billy the Dodger’s rival, Kawata Degado, and return his bandana to Billy at the inn as proof that you’ve achieved this task.

      Reward: Experience, 2 silver pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      This is right up my alley. Sneak around, slit a guy’s throat? Hell yes, please. “I accept.”

      Right about then, the lackey returns with two bowls of steaming chowder, bread, and two mugs of ale. We tuck into our meals without saying grace. Not that I ever say grace. Molly likes to. Which is weird. It’s not like she’s a religious person. If she ever was that way at all. The more I think about it, the more I don’t think I should keep Molly on the line. I should break up with her, let her go. I rip off a hunk of bread, swipe it in the chowder, and stuff my mouth full. I don’t want to think about the real world right now. With each bite, my troubles float on out of my mind. It’s all absolutely delicious. I could definitely get used to this.

      I eat quickly, and start trekking for the X on my map where the leader’s camp is supposed to be located. The sky is starting to take on a dusky hue at its edges, and the sun is low on the horizon now. I hurry it up. I want to get there in time for dinner. I have a surprise for them.

      It takes me a good twenty minutes to run there, but I do manage to get there in time, and I’m aware enough of where the camp is to cast shadow cloak on myself before anyone takes notice of me. Just like that, I’m invisible to the mercs wandering around the few campfires this place has started. I find the biggest one, the one with a kettle on it. I’m walking right by these guys. I can feel the hotness of their breath. They don’t see me at all. It’s freaking amazing. So much better than the potion was.

      I go up to the kettle and empty two of my poison potions into it. Diluting it among a stew made for twenty probably wouldn’t unleash any lethal damage on anyone, but it could make for a distracting night. I squeeze the bottom of the packets to get as much in there as I can, and then I skulk away. I figure it’s best to wait until I have full cover of darkness to pull this one off. No way am I getting out of here alive if I deal damage—and thereby reveal myself—in daylight.

      I pick out the leader’s tent and wait in the shadows behind it for nightfall. While I’m there, I take a good look around the camp. There are eight tents, each sleeping two men, plus the captain’s tent. There’s also a wagon full of female prisoners, some elven, some gnomish, some dwarven. I can’t fathom why they’re there, or what threat they could be to warrant their arrest.

      The stew is done, and their cook rattles the triangle to call the crew to supper. I can’t help it. I rub my palms together in anticipatory glee.

      The bandits get their bowls filled and then congregate around their campfires. One of the soldiers shouts out, “Ugh, what’d you do to the stew tonight, Cookie? Try to kill it?”

      “Piss off!” someone, presumably Cookie, calls back.

      “Seriously, Cookie. This ain’t up to your usual fare.”

      “Well, it’s all we got, so eat up. Can’t be blaming the cook when you lot bring me gamey, half-rotted meat.”

      The men go back to their meals. They still grumble, but they eat. I wait.

      It doesn’t take long. Within half an hour of Cookie ringing that triangle, the first casualty finds his way into the woods. Within an hour the entire camp is deep in the throes of some epic diarrhea.

      

      Congratulations! You’ve earned an achievement: Say My Name

      Congratulations! You’ve earned +5 Bardic credit. You’ve done something worth singing about. Notice: Bardic credit is non-transferrable. Once you have earned 100 Bardic credit, your story will be submitted to the bardic guild and a song will be commissioned on your behalf, telling of your adventures as a hero in the land.

      

      Awesome. So far my bardic song probably has a stanza in it about me getting killed by a dude with a fishing pole and a stanza about me giving a camp an epic case of diarrhea. Righteous. The only thing that could make it better is for me to be a KISA.

      I keep my eyes on Kawata. The fearless leader takes to the woods like all the others and then retreats to his tent.

      That makes it way too easy.

      I cast shadow cloak and slip in through the back tent flap. I come up behind the man and, with the help of my lethal daggers, I slit his throat. He tries to retaliate, but by the time he realizes I’m on him, it’s too late. He fights me, but between my poison sapping away at his strength over time, my ability to dance away from his listless attempts to hit me, and the keenness of my beautiful daggers, it’s not long before his life bar is drained.

      I get the guy’s bandana and then decide I might as well make short work of the camp, since everyone is a bit indisposed. I get a lot of practice with my shadow cloaking and get real familiar with my daggers.

      

      +28

      +43

      +37

      +36

      +29

      +33 …

      

      I make sure to catch the soldiers off guard, while they’re squatting and otherwise not paying attention to me. It’s a horrible way to die, but I know it won’t last forever. I make a game of it. How fast can I take out the camp? I rifle through their bags while they’re in between spawns and add a princely little sum to my now-bulging gold pouch.

      After a third respawn, when the soldiers start respawning again I stay cloaked in shadows and make my round of the camp looking for easy loot, maybe a bit of treasure. I wouldn’t mind actually having enough money to gear up a bit. No one seems the wiser. I consider killing all of them again for more experience, but I’m not feeling all that bloodthirsty anymore. Besides, I want to see what Billy has in store for me next.

      I skirt by the prison wagon as I head back to Billy. “Hey,” I whisper. “Why are you all here? Why are they taking you? Where?”

      The women look around, but don’t see me.

      “I’m hidden, but I’m no friend of your captor’s. Tell me. What’s going on?”

      “We were caught trying to cross the border without official leave,” one of the younger girls says. “We just wanted a chance to have a family.”

      “Where will they take you?”

      “Not sure. But likely to the Queen to face her punishment.”

      “Which is?”

      “Likely imprisonment until we’re too old to breed. Chambermaids, cooks, and the like will be our lot.”

      “But not today,” I say.

      Then I get to work on the lock.

      

      I smile to myself on the way back to the village. It’s nice to have done a good deed. But, damn, it’s a long run. Billy’s still sitting at that same table I left him at. I guess he likes it there.

      I drop the bandana on the table in front of him and announce, “Mission accomplished.”

      Billy picks up the bandana, looks at it with distaste, and then a grin spreads wide over his face.

      

      There Can Be Only One Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      2 silver pieces, and 1,500 Experience

      

      A rush takes over my whole body and I stand there for a very long moment, throbbing with power. I feel amazing. I can almost hear trumpets.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Seven!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Eight!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have learned a new combat skill: Fangstrike.

      

      No wonder I felt so good. Two levels at once.

      “It’s growing dark,” Billy says. “The night is young, but you should get some rest. I’ve procured a room for you here. Make use of it for a few hours and then come see me again.”

      I’m familiar with this protocol. After a certain amount of in-game time, the system encourages the avatar to go dormant so that it can do a resting body scan of the participant back in at the VR World headquarters. There was something about the brain needing a break from constant stimulus. A little alone time sounds great right now, anyway. I keep focused long enough to distribute my talent points, and then I find the innkeeper, a rotund and cheerful gnome, who shows me to my room.

      I close the door, flop onto the bed, and thoughts of Catriona’s shapely body fill my mind. Then I fall to sleep wondering if I could dream in a sleep that I was already dreaming.

      LEVEL 8 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—5,356/3,900

      Next level achieved at 6,300 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      7 + 8 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +15% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      4 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 40 health points

      7 POWER (PWR) = +7% damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings—+1 AGI Ring of Dodge

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike—an unleashing move that releases a fast-acting poison from a syringe doing 100% of your normal damage points multiplied by the number of rage points accumulated, up to 500% damage per unleashing move.

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Poisoncrafting

      Woodlore

      Mixology

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Say my name!

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      Phew, Level Five already?

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 5
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      When I wake up, I can see starlight glistening through the room’s single small window. I walk to it and see the bright white light of a full moon. It’s almost like dawn outside it’s so bright. It’s a rogue’s time to play.

      I clean up a bit and make my way back down to the inn’s great room. Billy the Dodger is right where I left him. I stop at the bar and order a meal and some ale, then head over to where he’s sitting.

      “The hero returns,” he says when I approach.

      “At your service,” I say. “Do you have anything that needs doing?”

      “Not just yet. I need you to practice what you’ve learned. Get stronger. Here, I’ve made some more poison for you. Go explore. Rid the forest of some of its dangers. Return to me when you have enough experience to reach level ten.”

      

      Quest offered: Grow up already

      Accumulate enough experience to reach level ten. Return to Billy the Dodger when you’ve done this.

      Reward: Special.

      Do you accept?

      

      “I accept.”

      The barmaid brings my steaming hot food—a big slab of roasted meat and vegetables with biscuits with gravy—and I tuck in. I eat as fast as I can. I’m almost halfway to my goal of level twenty. Maybe I’ll be able to plow through all of this by tomorrow sometime. Catriona is waiting.

      I stand up to leave and see some familiar faces coming down the stairs. “luvs2heal! Turtle!” I shout across the room. I’m surprised at how happy I am to see them. It’s like they’re old friends already, though we haven’t been parted all that long in truth, nor do we really know each other at all. That’s the nature of gaming, though. You make fast friends and you stick together through thick and thin. You accept each other for who you are, because it’s usually life and death that come first. You help each other survive, and then you find out who each other is, warts and all. And you learn that it’s okay if your friends think differently than you do, or if they’re incredibly inept around women, or if they can’t talk without cursing. You still love them. Because they would die for you.

      “Whassup?” I say. Because that’s enough among friends.

      “Not much, not much,” Turtle says. “Another day another quest.”

      “This is the life, eh?” I realize I’m unabashedly happy, and that I haven’t felt this way in too long.

      “It’s pretty sweet,” luvs2heal says. She shoots Turtle a look I can’t quite read. “So, we’re off to do some dragon slaying.”

      I laugh. “Seriously? They don’t mess around with you.”

      She shrugs. “We’re KISAs. It’s what we do.” She hooks arms possessively with Turtle. I guess she’s found a new target for her affections. That’s cool. That’s preferred, actually. Catriona is waiting for me.

      “Have fun killing the dragon, then.” I guess I’m alone. No problem. That will be fun too. I head out northwest of town. I haven’t been that way yet and I might as well go exploring while I’m at it.

      I spend the next few hours with an eye on my quest pane. It has a bar that slowly fills up as I approach my experience goal.

      I stealth my way through the forest until I come upon some rather large droppings. I follow them, and come upon a den of bears in the moonlight. The breeze lightly rustles through the trees. I shadow cloak in and sneak attack a bunch of the mangy bears. They wake up slowly, and I easily get the jump on them.

      Having wiped out that clan a few times, I get tired of waiting for them to respawn, so I venture further into the forest and come upon a herd of deer. The stag is an absolute beaut in the moonlight. Big ol’ gray muzzled fellow with an impressive rack. I take him out first.

      After that, the does go down easily. My knife slides in and out so fast I can barely track it. The does are panicked, and they kick back at me, but I dodge their hooves without thinking about it.

      I don’t really like killing Bambi, though, so I move on after I wipe the herd out the first time.

      I find a fluttering herd of giant butterflies and I take one down, but it yields almost no experience so I move along.

      I stalk through the woods until I come upon a cliff’s edge overlooking a fast flowing river. There are simple wood and straw huts along the shore. I move with caution at first, until I can assure myself there’s no vengeful badass wielding a fishing pole. Instead, there are a bunch of smelly river goblins. They mutter and chuckle amongst themselves. I have to pick them off carefully, because they look like the kind of critters that will gang up on me and murder me with a thousand tiny pinpricks of their little bamboo fishing spears.

      It’s peaceful here. The moonlight is so pretty glinting off the river’s choppy surface. The little goblins are buggers to kill, and their annoying gurgling death yell brings the next one on me before I can get a breath in between, but each kill gives my experience bar a satisfying jump and these guys are hoarders! With just a few rounds of the camp, my bag is brimming with items worth selling. I’ll be able to gear up soon.

      I make one more round of the camp and decide it’s time to head back to the inn. I take out a few more bears and some big cats on the way back. Their fur is so sleek it feels like a sacrilege to just leave them there to disintegrate. I wish I knew how to skin a beast, but I’m sure I can learn it. And when I do, this same cat will be here waiting for me.

      My experience bar fills up and I hightail it for the inn. Halfway there! Yes!

      Once I find Billy, he stands up and shakes my hand and my vision fills with message after message.

      

      Grow Up Already Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      Spiritual Armor (breast plate) +3 INT

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Nine!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Ten!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have unlocked an achievement. Level Ten!

      

      Congratulations! You have unlocked an achievement. Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner! You went from level one to level ten in the fastest recorded time. Well done.

      

      Congratulations! You’ve earned +5 Bardic credit. You’ve done something worth singing about. Notice: Bardic credit is non-transferrable. Once you have earned 100 Bardic credit, your story will be submitted to the bardic guild and a song will be commissioned on your behalf, telling of your adventures as a hero in the land.

      

      I am absolutely pulsing with energy. This feels great. Of course, the breast plate is of absolutely no use to me, so it goes in the sell pile. Not only does it amp up spell power, which is totally useless to me, it’s plate, which is too heavy for me to move around in.

      “Listen, I’ll be right back,” I tell Billy. Like he cares how long I’m gone for. I dash up to my room, distribute the talent points from the levels I’ve earned, unload the extras from my pack and stash them under the bed to make more room in my pack for loot, and then I head back downstairs. I’m ready for the next quest.

      LEVEL 10 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—10,400/10,200

      Next level achieved at 16,500 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      8 + 10 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +18% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      6 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 60 health points

      8 POWER (PWR) = +80 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings—+1 AGI Ring of Dodge

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 10

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay. Now I think you’re ready for a real challenge,” Billy says when I get back downstairs. “I’ve just learned that a friend of mine is in dire trouble. I need you to go rescue him from an enemy encampment. You’ll need to get the key to his cell off one of the guards, get to his cell, and get him out. Here. I’ll mark his location on your map.”

      He looks agitated as he scowls at the virtual parchment. “There,” he says. “You need to get to him quickly. He’s wasting away in that cell!”

      

      Quest offered: Need a Little Help Here

      Kill Darius the Dark’s henchmen until you find a key to the prisoner’s cage. Free the prisoner.

      Reward: Experience points and 2 silver, 20 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      Can I just accept all? “I accept.” I look at my map. There’s a small “X” directly past where I was yesterday when I took out the rival gang leader. So it’s a good long distance away. “Couldn’t have had me knock this out yesterday, eh?” I shake my head.

      “I didn’t know about it yesterday,” Billy says.

      Right. This is how the game is played. I understand. I’ll just trek on all the way back out to where I just was. It’s not frustrating at all. No, really.

      “What did he do? Why did you just find out about it?”

      “This has to do with that letter you unearthed for me. Yesterday’s bandit run was just a warm up for this one. My friend Matthias was caught breaking the Queen’s law.”

      “Which one.”

      “They say he’s wanted for murder.”

      “But you don’t believe them.”

      Billy shakes his head. “Not in this case. Matthias is as dastardly as the rest of us, but we were together on the night they say he did this thing, and I can tell you he did not. There’s something else going on, something bigger at play here. My friend is falsely accused.”

      “Okay. I’ll see what I can do,” I say. Billy’s really worked up over this. I like the guy, so …

      Besides, what else would I do?

      I start my run. Things look a little different in the morning. Birds are singing, twittering, chirping. There’s a cacophony of sounds in my ears as I jog along the path. Fresh dew rests on the grass. The air is cool and refreshing along the forested path.

      After a while I stop and consult my map. There’s a blinking icon not far off the path from where I’m at—a random quest giver. Intrigued, I go to check it out. After all, experience is experience and leveling is leveling. I just need to get to twenty. Maybe this way will be faster.

      I wonder how they know at VR World when it’s time to unplug me from the system. Do they have a way of monitoring what’s going on for me? How far along I am in the quest chain? I have no idea how game time relates to real-life time, if it’s a one for one exchange or not.

      I make my way through the giant trees along the side of the road. After several yards, they open up into a giant clearing, where several farmsteads are set up.

      There’s a tiny man waving from the porch of the nearest one. “Yo, traveler. I’ve need of your aid.”

      I cross the field to him. “How can I help?” Upon closer examination, I can tell that he’s a gnome. He about comes up to my knee. His farmhouse is equally quaint; there’s no way I could fit inside it, but it does look charming.

      “It’s my wife. She’s in labor. I need you to fetch the midwife from the hut on the other side of the river.” The man gestures vaguely in a direction on the far side of the fields. “Please, hurry! My wife looks to be in great pain and this is her first bairn. You know how rare this is. I’ll pay you good money when you bring her to me.”

      

      Quest offered: Get the Midwife!

      Go and bring the midwife to the aid of Farmer Browne’s wife.

      Reward: Experience points, 2 silver and 40 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      “Sure, I can help you with that,” I say. Sounds easy enough.

      I follow the direction Farmer Browne pointed in and soon I come to a raging river. There are more of those river goblins hanging out at the safest crossing spot, but it looks like there’s a bunch of them clustered together. I don’t want to risk drawing a mob on me, so I shadow cloak and skirt around them and manage to cross over without garnering any unnecessary attention.

      They gurgle amongst themselves as I pass, but their chattering doesn’t turn menacing and I cross the river without incident.

      By and by I come to a little cottage cozied up against some large fir trees. It’s got a blossoming herb garden planted in regular rows out front. The chimney is puffing merrily, like the occupant is home cooking something. I get on my hands and knees and knock on the door. I push open the door and see a gnomish woman at the hearth.

      “Excuse me, are you the midwife?” I say.

      “Who’s asking?” She whirls and puts her hands on her hips, glaring at me. She’s a feisty little thing, and much younger than the crone I’d envisioned she’d be when I first saw her cottage.

      “Well, I’m Leeroy Jenkinz, but it’s Farmer Browne who’s asking for you on behalf of his wife—”

      “That ne’er-do-well!” She shouts and spits at the floor. “I’ll not help out the likes of him!”

      “Well, I’m sorry you feel that way, but it’s not him that’s in need of you so much as his wife.”

      “Yes, but she’s the one he left me for, so tell me why I should help …” She breaks off in the middle of her sentence and her countenance grows thoughtful. “I tell you what. You go back to that scoundrel Farmer Browne, and you tell that miscreant that I’ll come to his aide in exchange for his so-called wife’s wedding ring. The man owes me that much at least.”

      I guess beggars can’t be choosers.

      

      Quest offered: The One Ring

      Return to the Midwife with Farmer Browne’s wife’s wedding ring.

      Reward: Experience points, and 2 silver and 60 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      I don’t know what else I can do. It feels kind of awkward to be trapped in the middle of all of this drama. I have been on quest chains like this before, but they seemed more removed somehow. Here, the energy is raw. This woman really seems to feel wronged.

      I guess there’s nothing for it. “I accept,” I say, and take off back across the river for the Farmer’s place.

      He’s still standing on the porch, wringing his hands.

      “Farmer Browne, the midwife will only come if you agree to give her your wife’s wedding ring. She won’t come until she has it.”

      “That’s preposterous! Elfie’s just being ridiculous and jealous now. That woman has turned a few nights of tumbling into the world’s most epic betrayal story. You tell her to grow up and get over it. I never promised her anything. Better yet, take Bo and Luke from out there in the fields with you and you three drag that woman back this way. There’s a baby at stake!”

      

      Quest offered: Get the Midwife! II

      With the aid of Bo and Luke, bring Elfie the midwife back to Farmer Browne.

      Reward: Experience points and 2 silver, 80 copper pieces

      Do you accept?

      

      “I accept,” I say and trudge out behind the house to the fields to find Bo and Luke. They’re easy enough to spot, wielding scythes for the harvest. They’re strapping young gnomes, too. I’m not entirely sure why Farmer Browne didn’t just send them in the first place.

      Then I try talking with them and understand that conversation may not be their strong suit. In fact, it may not be in their arsenal at all. I’m lucky to get more than a grunt out of either of them. Fine by me. “This way, boys,” I say. “Farmer Browne needs us to retrieve the midwife.”

      When we get to the river I realize we need a better way to cross. The farmer’s boys can’t hide in the shadows like I can, and I’m still not in the mood to deal with a mess of river goblins. “You boys know how to get across the river?”

      “Bridge,” one of them croaks out. I don’t know which one’s Bo and which one’s Luke. I don’t really care either.

      “Which way?”

      Bo or Luke starts walking, so I follow. Sure enough a few minutes away there’s a substantial bridge offering safe passage over the torrential waters below. It takes the three of us a little longer to get there than it would if I were on my own, but in no time at all we’re back outside Elfie’s cottage.

      “Fine, fine,” she says, throwing her hands up in the air. “If he’s going to be a snit about it I’ll come with you willingly.” Her eyes narrow and I see her looking at Luke and Bo appraisingly. “But first you’ll do something for me. Since Farmer Browne saw fit to send over such strong helping hands … there’s a wild dog that keeps trampling my herb garden and killing my chickens. I need you to take care of it.”

      

      Quest offered: Every Dog’s Got His Day

      Find the wild dog that’s been trampling Elfie’s herb garden and kill it.

      Reward: Experience points, 3 silver pieces, and Elfie’s agreement to visit Farmer Browne’s wife.

      Do you accept?

      

      This seems straightforward enough. “I accept. C’mon Bo and Luke.” We go out to the herb garden. No dog to be seen.

      Elfie’s standing in the doorway of her cottage, watching us. “If he’s not in the garden, try about twenty yards behind the house. There’s a den where he sleeps.”

      Not finding the dog in the garden, we go out to the forest and locate the den of the sleeping dog. I can hear it snoring. I tell Bo and Luke to wait back a bit, check to see that my daggers are all poisoned up, then I slip into the shadows and sneak into the den—more like a cave, really, or a very large hollowed out hole in the side of a hill—and see that this “dog” is really a dire wolf.

      The beast is curled up on the floor. His hulking body takes up the entirety of the den, which smells of soil, stale urine, and blood. The floor is littered with pieces of bones from the myriad small critters the dire wolf has dined upon.

      He looks like a mean bastard, too. Flecks of spittle and dried blood line his muzzle. He’s resting, but watchful. I slip back to where Bo and Luke are waiting for me.

      Bo and Luke look like mighty useful bait—that is, like little tanks to me, so I tell them I need them to hold onto the “dog” and distract it so I can get the jump on it from behind. “I’ll slip in first and when you see me disappear, follow me in on the count of five.”

      Everything goes to plan until the dire wolf figures out what’s going on. He doesn’t take kindly to being held down. He snarls and drools and salivates all over my farmhand buddies. They start screaming and whacking at the wolf. One of them takes off running with an inarticulate “Aaaaaaaaaah!” The other actually dies when the wolf picks him up and swings him violently back and forth until his spine snaps. This is some wolf. I’ll need to stay away from that giant maw. I’ve been able to get his hit points down a little with my slash and stick’em, but now my rage points are up and it’s time to give fangstrike a try.

      I call on the unleashing power and deal five times my normal damage with a fast-acting poison. The wolf whimpers and crumples to the floor with this. I almost feel bad for the fellow. I stick’em again, trying to end his misery. It works. He drops a wolf steak, and I leave it to disintegrate. I don’t like the stench of raw meat, and I haven’t picked up the cooking skill, so why bother?

      Bo hasn’t resurrected yet, and Luke is nowhere to be seen (or maybe it’s the other way around), but I’m not waiting for this doggy to come back to life.

      I head back to Elfie’s cottage.

      “That was some dog you set us on.”

      “Told you he’d been terrorizing me. You get the job done?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      

      Every Dog’s Got His Day Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      4,000 experience points, 3 silver, and Elfie’s agreement to visit Farmer Browne’s wife.

      

      “Are you about ready to take me to Farmer Browne’s then? You know I can’t go there alone.”

      

      Quest offered: Elfie’s Escort

      Escort Elfie to Farmer Browne’s wife.

      Reward: Experience and 3 silver and 20 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      This is a no-brainer. I already have two other open quests with this same end goal. “I accept.” There’s a lot riding on this now, better get ’er done.

      In a flash, Elfie is ready to go. We head back toward the bridge.

      As we draw within a few horse lengths of the bridge, Elfie says, “I suppose now would be a good time to mention that the neighbor I spoke of, the one that owned that dog? Well, he’s a troll and he lives under the bridge here.”

      I stop and give Elfie my most baleful look. “Are you telling me that the dog was owned by a troll and now we have to cross that same troll’s bridge?”

      “Yes, that’s about the long and short of it.”

      “Fuck me.”

      “Kind as that offer is, I don’t see as how it will help us out in this situation.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant.” This is so irritating. I glare at her. If it were just me, I could stealth across light as a feather and the troll need never be any the wiser. As it stands, I have to get another person across with me, and that means we’ll likely be fighting a troll in a few minutes. “No use waiting. Might as well cross.”

      “You don’t want to even try to put out an offering?” she says.

      “Like what?”

      “Like porridge and milk!” she says, like I’m just about the stupidest person she’s ever met.

      “I don’t happen to have any porridge and milk on my person at the moment, do you?”

      “Nope. Can’t say as I do.”

      “Back at the house?”

      “Nope.”

      I look at her. Her feisty little frame is wrapped up tight in a maroon-colored wool shawl. She’s actually quivering.

      “You’re afraid to cross the bridge.”

      “Maybe. A little.”

      “Because I killed that dog.”

      “Yup.”

      “That dog that belongs to the troll that lives under this bridge.”

      “Yup.”

      “The dog that you asked me to kill.”

      She nods.

      “Fantastic.” I shake my head and take a deep breath. “Well, let me go first then.”

      I check to make sure my knives are poisoned up and then I skirt my way out onto the bridge. Now I’m wishing I’d brought that stupid wolf steak with me. That would be a worthy offering. Unless he realized which wolf it was from. Maybe not such a good idea after all.

      I get about halfway across the bridge when I hear a sound like sobbing coming from under the bridge. Is the troll crying? Can we maybe just keep on going? Maybe he won’t notice us? I move cautiously ahead a few feet.

      “Who goes there?” the troll screams. Two massive, incredibly dirty hands grab the side of the bridge and in a moment the hideous creature launches himself up and over the railing and directly in our way. He’s easily twice my height, with saggy gray skin. His greasy, lanky shanks of hair drape his face in patches, as if length will make up for the thinning. He has yellowing, crooked, huge teeth that jut out from behind his fat lips. This is an old troll, and those are some well-oiled muscles under the flaps of skin hanging off his frame.

      I figure bravado is my best course of action. “Why hello there. It’s me, Leeroy Jenkinz, and my friend Elfie is back there, here to cross the bridge.” We rogues are deadly, sure. But why fight when you can get the goods faster with a few smooth words or a walk in the shadows?

      “And why should I let you?” The creature’s words come slowly, like they are words he enjoys saying and he doesn’t get to say them often enough.

      “Because I’m saying pretty please?”

      The troll lets out a roar that makes my sphincter clench. I guess pretty please isn’t going to cut it.

      “How about you let us pass so that we can all avoid a little ugliness.” I draw my daggers and triple check that they’re all venomed up.

      The troll actually appears to think about it. Then he opens his mouth and lets out a furious roar. I can smell the putrid stench of his breath from here. His eyes narrow at me. “I can smell doggy on you, human!”

      So, we’ll be fighting. I take a breath and launch myself at the troll, hoping for some element of surprise, but he swings at me with the back of his hand—which takes up my entire midsection—and knocks me against the stone railing of the bridge.

      

      Warning: You have taken ten points damage. 50/60 health points remaining.

      

      Ouch. I shadow cloak and dart around to the troll’s backside. Elfie runs up to the fight and begins slapping the troll’s ankles. It’s rather ineffective from a damage perspective, knocking him down for one to three health points per slap, but it does occupy the misshapen creature’s attention.

      I slash my rage points up and then fangstrike that bastard. I’m cutting at the back of his legs, because that’s about as high up as I can reach. Maybe I can hamstring him. His hand swats behind him to swipe at me, but I jump back out of the way. Elfie’s been quite adept at avoiding that backslap. Maybe he doesn’t want to hit a girl?

      The troll spins and brings his fist down on me. I can’t get away from it. He’s too big. The blow knocks me back and rocks me to my core. I fall back, stunned.

      

      Warning: You have taken twenty-five points damage. Critical hit. 25/60 health points remaining.

      

      Damn! No wonder that hurt. I think I’ve made a healthy dent in this guy’s health points, though. I better hurry and finish him off before he can hit me again. I rush in to stick’em and slash at him in a flurry to build up my rage points. I jab him with fangstrike and do it all again. Slash, slash, stick’em, slash, stick’em, fangstrike.

      Elfie lays one more slap on him and the big boy goes down. Thankfully he doesn’t fall on top of us. I rifle through his pockets, but don’t find anything worth keeping. Elfie turns away and races back to the side of the bridge that we started on.

      “Elfie, where are you going?” I call out to her.

      “Going to help Farmer Browne’s wench, of course,” she says nonchalantly as she casually walks back toward me on the bridge. It takes her a while to get to me.

      “What are you standing around for?” she says to me when she finally catches up to me. “There’s a baby being born.” Then she takes off in a run.

      I shake my head. Fucking escort quests. I take off after her.

      In short order we arrive back at the Browne’s farmstead. By the time we arrive, my health points are back up to full. I check, just in case there’s something special waiting for us here.

      “Thank you for coming,” Farmer Browne says. At least he has the good sense not to be rude to Elfie. “My Miranda’s back here. She’s in a bad way.” He takes Elfie’s hand.

      My vision fills up with messages.

      

      Get the Midwife! Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      2 silver, 40 copper pieces and 2,000 experience points.

      

      Get the Midwife! II Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      2 silver, 80 copper and 4,000 experience points

      

      Elfie’s Escort Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      3 silver, 20 copper pieces and 4,000 Experience points

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Eleven!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Twelve!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      The laboring woman’s screams interrupt my reverie and Farmer Browne and Elfie go inside. I sit on the porch and distribute my talent points.

      

      LEVEL 12 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—28,967/26,700

      Next level achieved at 43,200 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      11 + 12 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +23% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      6 + 1 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 70 health points

      9 POWER (PWR) = +90 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings— Ring of Dodge +1 AGI

      Necklace—Of Protection +1 FORT

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 10

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When the woman giving birth takes a break from screaming, I get on my hands and knees and duck my head into the farmhouse long enough to say a quick goodbye. Farmer Browne rushes out of what I presume is the bedroom to shake my hand.

      “She’s in good hands now, thanks to you.”

      “No problem.” They’d made it well worth my while with two level bumps.

      “Won’t you stay and greet the baby? It’s not often our village welcomes a new life, you know.”

      “Really?”

      “It is known. Our kind, those in Arcadia, have been blessed with fewer and fewer natural born children. It’s why the Queen opened the portal, so that our people could mix with yours. But every once in a while …” He casts a glance over his shoulder in the general direction of where his wife and Elfie were. “Won’t you stay for this event?”

      “I’m sorry.” I shake my head. “I’ve got things I’m supposed to be doing, places I’m supposed to be.”

      I say my final goodbyes and strike out from the farmhouse to get back to the road. I take a moment to consult my map to make sure I’m heading the right direction and then I’m back to running up the road.

      I reflect on the Farmer’s words as I run. His comments about the lowered fertility rates were intriguing. Why was the queen being so controlling? Was she acting like some kind of master geneticist, playing around with the future of her people through careful breeding? If fertility rates were so low, why restrict intermingling with human kind with such high prices for tickets to Arcadia proper?

      I keep running. No answers find me. After a while I pass the camp where Billy’s rival gang members hang out. When I check on one of their tags, it shows up grayed out—no more experience to be had by taking these guys out. That’s actually kind of reassuring. I’ve made progress. I mean, I know that from my character pane, but it’s nice to see it reflected in the game world too.

      I cut into the forest to draw nearer to the “X” on my map and after a minute I come upon a tall tower garrison in the middle of the forest. There are plenty of guards milling about, and they thankfully give each other plenty of space, so I can take them down one by one all quiet like. I shadow cloak up on them and with a few slashes, stick’ems, and the occasional fangstrike, these guys go down like a shot of fine tequila.

      

      +112

      +109

      +89

      +97

      +106 …

      

      Their drop rate is abysmal. I’ve killed twelve of these guys and still no key for the prisoner’s cage. At least they generate experience. There are probably eighteen guards on a respawn circuit here, and only one of them respawns with the key I’m betting.

      I’m just lucky enough that it’s actually my eighteenth kill that drops the blasted key. I pick it up and go instantly dark with shadow cloak.

      I can see into the tower now. I can time it perfectly with the rotation of the guards. It’s a straight shot to the entry, no guards in the way. I can unlock the cage, let the prisoner go, and likely say hello to level thirteen.

      Just then luvs2heal comes screaming out of the woods, with several large bugbears on her ass.

      “LEEEROY JENKINZ! I’m coming in hot! HEEEELLLLLPPPP ME, LEEROY!” I shake my head. Goddamn it, luvs2heal. She must have her friends tagged to show up on her map. She’s got five or six beasties in tow and the seven guards that have respawned around camp from my earliest kills sit up and take notice.

      I come out of the shadows to help luvs2heal with the bugbears. They’re huge creatures, part owl, part bear, and all of a sudden—my flurry of slashes may have had something to do with it—they’re all interested in me. Good. I’ve drawn aggro off luvs2heal. But damn, these fuckers fight back and it hurts!

      They’ve got me surrounded and I can only hit one at a time while the rest of them whale on me. My health points bar starts dwindling rapidly.

      

      +207

      

      I have nothing even resembling a healing spell or potion. I can slippery fish my way out of here, but they’ll just be on me again in a few seconds. I guess I’m going to die. Fuck, luvs2heal. Maybe I can take a few down before I go, though. I keep sticking ’em for all I’m worth.

      

      +220

      

      All of a sudden I’m embalmed in a glaze of holy golden light. It’s like super armor. The bugbears hit, but their paws skitter off the shield, doing no damage to me.

      “Aw, hell yeah!” I shout. luvs2heal to the rescue with her shield. I feel my health points regenerating at a rapid rate, too. Good healer.

      

      +228

      

      I get even busier with my sticking and slashing and fangstriking. Every once in a while the shield expires and luvs2heal casts it again. By now we’ve attracted a few of the guards to the fray. I take down the last bugbear and get to work on the guards.

      

      +230

      

      I’m getting close now. Four down. Three to go. And then the shield expires. And stays expired. “Healer?” I shout out.

      “I’m out of spell power,” luvs2heal says. “Sorry!”

      One of the remaining guards gets a crit on me.

      

      Warning: You have taken 30 points damage. 12/70 remaining.

      

      The other two pound me for eight points each and that’s it. I’m dead. Goddamn it.

      

      You have died. Respawn at the mushroom circle or journey to your body? Warning, respawn will abandon your backpack at the site of your body and open it to looters.

      

      “Journey.”

      My spirit appears in a mushroom ring. I check my map and see that I’m a good ten-minute jog from my body, so it’s sayonara to my stuff. luvs2heal is surely toast and someone else will come up to do that quest, find my stuff and take it all. Goodbye, beautiful daggers. Goodbye key I need to complete my quest. Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck.

      I start the long trek back to the garrison. I don’t even bother to run. This is such a massive setback. I’m going to have to go all the way back to town to gear up, then come all the way back here, then kill all those fucking guards again, get the key, and then I’ll be back to where I was, minus my beautiful daggers. Goddamn it.

      When I get back to camp, the guards have all respawned, and are milling about. I gauge my distance from spirit to body, wait for the guards to be looking the other way, get close enough for my body to resurrect, and shadow cloak just as fast as I can. No need for a guard to notice me and send me back to the mushroom circle again.

      I skirt around a few more guards and make my way into the shadows of the woods. I take off in the general direction of the road with a few trees between me and the guards to further shield me.

      I let the shadow cloak fall off me and take inventory. I still have my home stone. Not that it does me any good since I haven’t activated it yet. Otherwise my pack is empty and my clothes, other than the white linen cloth wrap that passes for underwear in VR, are gone. Damn it.

      “Psst! Leeroy!” luvs2heal’s whisper shout catches my attention. luvs2heal. The reason I’m missing all my gear. I almost don’t even want to acknowledge her presence. I pretty much never want to see her again. “Hey!” she says and I can’t help myself; I cast a glance in her direction. She’s sitting down with her back against a tree, and arrayed on the ground around her are my clothes, my boots, and the contents of my pack.

      “Did you want this stuff back?”

      I am an unmoderated idiot.

      “Um, yes please.” I take back everything I said. luvs2heal is the best.

      I walk over to her and start putting all my armor back on. “Oh, black leather, how I’ve missed you,” I say. She laughs and doesn’t even try to avert her eyes for my modesty’s sake. “Thank you for grabbing all of this. I thought I was royally screwed.”

      “Well, it was the least I could do since I brought all that on you. I didn’t realize you were stealthed in the middle of more baddies, or I would have just let those bugbears take me out.”

      “It’s all good,” I say. Because it is.

      “Okay, well, I’m off to go turn this quest chain in and find Turtle.”

      “I was wondering why he wasn’t with you.”

      “Oh, he was.” luvs2heal looks sheepishly at the ground. “He kind of died right before I came running to you. So. Yeah. I should find him.”

      “Okay, well, I’m going to go finish up what I was doing.”

      “Oh, do you need help?”

      That shielding was mighty nice, but at this point, since I have the key back, it will be easier for me to go it alone, where I’ll be able to make use of my stealthiness. “Thanks, but I’m all right on my own,” I tell her.

      From there, it’s a simple matter of shadow cloaking back through the wandering guards, sneaking past the two posted at the entrance to the tower, and making my way to the prisoner’s cell. I take a moment and marvel at the inside of the tower. It’s made of stone and goes straight up for at least three stories. There’s a spiral staircase running along the wall that loops up to a few different balconies that span the circle of the tower. I don’t see a cage on the ground floor, so I head over to the staircase and start on up. There are a few guards on the way. I try to sneak past the first one, but the staircase doesn’t allow me quite the distance I need to walk by undetected, so I end up taking him down in a quick scuffle.

      I shadow cloak again and the next time I come up to a guard, I go on the offensive and take him down before he senses my approach. I’m at the second landing and—Bingo!—there’s my cage.

      The man inside—who I’m assuming is Matthias—looks like he hasn’t eaten for days. He’s thin and pasty, weak looking. Seems like I got here just in time. I sidle up to the cage and produce the key I acquired earlier.

      “Ready to get out of there, buddy?” I ask.

      “Nah, I’m good,” he says.

      That gives me pause and I withdraw the key from the lock. “Really?”

      “No! Please let me out,” he says. “Bad joke.”

      “All right, then. You had me confused there for a minute.” I undo the lock and swing the door to the cage open.

      Matthias takes a deep breath and then walks through the door.

      

      Need A Little Help Here Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      2 silver, 20 copper pieces and 10,000 experience points

      

      While a quest completion is nice, it isn’t usually accompanied by a heady rush like this one is. Then the next message pops up in my vision and I understand.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Thirteen!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Yes! I take a quick minute to update my stats.

      

      LEVEL 13 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—43,242/43,200

      Next level achieved at 69,900 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      11 + 14 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +25% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      8 + 1 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 90 health points

      9 POWER (PWR) = +90 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings— Ring of Dodge +1 AGI

      Necklace—Of Protection +1 FORT

      

      WEAPONS

      +1 AGI/level Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 10

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Listen,” Matthias says to me before he heads down the tower’s spiral staircase. “There’s a wizard at the top of the tower. He’s the one who put me here. He’s got something of mine. If you want to, you can go and get my daggers from him. I’m sure they’re not the only nice thing on his person, if you know what I mean.”

      

      Quest offered: Magic Be Gone

      Retrieve Matthias’ daggers from the wizard at the top of the tower and return them to him.

      Reward: Experience and 3 silver, 40 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      Awesome! Bonus quests make me happy. No running back and forth. Plus it’s a quick experience grab, which will bring me that much closer to Catriona. “I’ll see what I can do about finding your daggers,” I say. Then, when the quest message doesn’t clear from my vision I add, “I accept."

      Matthias seems to be recovering his health rapidly now that he’s out of the cage. “Good luck to you, friend,” he says. “If you’re successful, you’ll be able to track me down through Billy.” We shake hands before both of us shadow cloak and go our separate ways. Matthias goes down the curving ramp of a staircase and I go up.

      I’m getting more and more nervous with each step. Or is that excitement? I get to kill a wizard. I’ve fought in wizard battles before, but only in goggles and gloves. This should be something else.

      The wizard is indeed at the top level. He’s standing at a table with his back to me, seems to be poring over a book. He’s a tall, thin man, with long, dark hair flowing down to the middle of his back. He wears blue velvet robes with arcane symbols embroidered in silver thread all over them.

      He seems so deep in concentration I’m sure I can get the drop on him. I pull up my character pane to review my combat skills, make sure I’m making the most of them. Still stuck with stick’em and slash to generate rage, and fangstrike to unleash it. Shadow cloak in, slippery fish out when I need to. It’s really at the higher levels that I get access to some truly kickass maneuvers, so it’s likely that I’m doing the best I’m able to for now. Idly, I wonder when the next series of levels will drop for this game.

      Okay. Let’s do this. I slip my daggers out of their sheaths and walk softly up to the wizard. Slash does more damage than stick’em, so I use that as my opening salvo. I get two more hits in before the wizard is able to react. He instantly sheaths himself in some kind of magical barrier; I can’t break through it. But I know that it has a cooldown, so I keep trying.

      One of my rage points fades out just as the barrier breaks down, so I dash in and get a few more slashes in. The wizard is chanting furiously at me, and I can see his face now. Goatee, heavy eyebrows, dark eyes. He’s a mean looking bastard. I max out my rage points and come in for fangstrike just as he hurls a blazing ball of fire at me. It burns like hell. I feel crispy and raw all over. I leap back and slap at my face and hair.

      

      Warning: You have taken a critical hit. 60/90 health points remaining.

      

      Damn! He can hit me for a third of my health points all at once? I come at him in a rush. I better get him down before he has a chance to do that again. I am a flurry of blades. I pull up his health bar to see how I’m doing. Amazingly, we’re on par. I’ve hit him for as much as he’s hit me for, we’re both down to about 65% health. The only problem is, he has four health points for every one of mine. I have to do four times as much damage to kill him as he would need to do to take care of me.

      The madman starts chanting again. I leap up and kick him as hard as I can in the abdomen. It doesn’t do any damage, but he does double over and his chanting ceases. He’ll have to start over now; I’ve bought myself some time. I notice the poison on my blades is working; he’s got some dots under his health bar showing consistent, repeated damage. I keep slicing, aiming to stack some more poison dots on him.

      He blurts out some words I don’t understand and my insides quake. There’s a big poof of smoke around me and my body convulses in excruciating pain. What did he do? I feel compelled to get away from him and my body takes a giant leap in the opposite direction. I say, “What?” but it sounds like “croak.” I can’t turn my head. I keep hopping. What the actual hell?

      Then I remember. Wizards can turn people into frogs. Witches too. He freaking frogged me. I hop like mad in a zigzaggy pattern. If he can’t hit me, he can’t hurt me.

      I’m on the other side of the landing when the excruciating pain hits me again and I get my man-shape back. I throw shadow cloak on and start moving as fast as I can to get back to the wizard. I need to be able to kick the shit out of him whenever he opens his mouth.

      Slash, stick’em, slash, stick’em, fangstrike!

      Damn, that feels good.

      

      Warning: you have only one application of venom available for fangstrike. Replenish the poison to continue accessing this skill.

      

      Well, shit. I keep after the wizard with my flurry of blades, moving as fast as I can. The poison is taking its toll. I watch his mouth so that I can kick him whenever he opens it. The last few moments of the battle go quickly. His health points start tanking rapidly as that poison gets stronger and stronger.

      Slash, stick’em, slash, stick’em, fangstrike!

      And he falls.

      

      +20,000

      

      Yes! I do a little happy dance right then and there. I rifle through his things and find Matthias’s daggers, as well as some sweet +1 AGI gloves of stealth, 3 silver pieces, and a few other trinkets I grab to sell later.

      I throw on shadow cloak again and head back down the winding staircase. I hang out at the bottom level for a while, letting my health points regenerate. I watch the guards milling around outside as I do. Such easy pickings. This camp was just made for a rogue. They’re all just far away enough from one another that I’ll avoid getting mobbed, and close enough to each other to make this a rich harvesting ground. I really do want to gear up when I hit twenty, and I think I’ll need more money than I have to do that.

      The sun is starting to set as I begin to assassinate the guardsmen. The fading light glints on their blood. It’s beautiful. I kill them all, take all their loot, and do it all again because it’s so freaking fun. Unlike the camp rogues from the previous day, they’ve graduated in level to match me. I think it’s because I haven’t turned this quest in yet.

      

      +690

      +710

      +678

      +743

      +725

      +695

      

      Night is falling as I finish my second round. I decide to head back to the village inn. Billy the Dodger is waiting for me, and there’s a good chance I’m due for some actual skill ups. I’m getting frustrated at the lack of versatility in my combat moves.

      Night sounds fill my ears as I approach the inn—bugs outside, carousing inside. I step across the threshold and see that the inn has transformed into a raucous party. The ale is flowing, there’s a three-piece band playing a jig, and most of the tables have been cleared from the floor for dancing. There’s a sense of celebration in the air; this doesn’t seem like just another Saturday night in the village.

      “Ah! My friend!” Farmer Browne shouts to me from across the room. “Everyone!” he shouts again. “This is the man I have to thank for bringing the midwife!”

      The room rings out with a round of huzzahs, and I bask in the glow of the cheering for a bit.

      “An ale for my friend!” Farmer Browne calls out. I willingly accept the drink from the bartender and then the music starts up again.

      “So, everything turned out all right?” I say.

      “I’m the proud papa of a beautiful baby gnome. Couldn’t be happier. And it’s all thanks to you.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t go that far—”

      “No! It’s true! Our baby was breach and without you convincing Elfie to come help, I’d likely be a widower instead of a father tonight.” He pauses and takes a deep quaff of his ale. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see this day …” he says, a glistening tear in his eye.

      “I’m happy for you,” I say. I am, I realize. I don’t know Farmer Browne, but I have a feeling he deserves this. “Here’s to many more.” I raise my glass.

      Another gnome comes up and pats Farmer Browne on the back with a resounding clap. “My good man! It’s a miracle!”

      Farmer Browne turns to him, all choked up with happy tears and a broad smile. “It surely is, Angus. It surely is.”

      I’m soon forgotten by the revelers and take the opportunity to go up to my room, lighten my load, and then return to the main hall. I do so cloaked in shadow so that I can make it down to see Billy the Dodger without attracting any more unwarranted attention.

      “Ah, the mighty hero returns!” Billy says with a wry grin when he sees me. I guess you can’t fool a rogue who’s definitely a higher level than you are.

      “Here I am,” I say. “Any chance you’ve seen your friend Matthias around? I’ve got something for him.”

      Before my eyes, Matthias materializes out of the shadows. Nice.

      “You rang?” he says.

      I plunk his daggers down on the table in front of him.

      “You got them!” he says, snatching them up. “Thank you.”

      

      Magic Be Gone Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      3 silver, 40 copper pieces and 25,000 experience points

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Fourteen!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points. Congratulations! You have learned a new skill: lock picking.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Fifteen!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points. Congratulations! You have learned a new skill: cut purse.

      

      This double rush could get to be an addiction. Ahhh. I just stand there for a minute and let the powerful energy of the level up take me over. When I’ve managed to recover, I spend my talent points. Now my character pane looks like this.

      

      LEVEL 15 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—113,442/113,100

      Next level achieved at 183,000 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      13 + 17 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +29% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      8 + 1 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 90 health points

      9 POWER (PWR) = +90 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Hands—Gloves of Stealth +1 AGI

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings— Ring of Dodge +1 AGI

      Necklace—Of Protection +1 FORT

      

      WEAPONS

      Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers +1 AGI/level

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      Cut Purse—Activate this skill for a chance to lighten the load of NPCs and fatten your own purse.

      Lock Pick—Chance to open a lock without a key. Percentage to open modified by the rogue’s level and the lock’s difficulty level.

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 10
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      “The night is young,” Billy says, “And perfect for roguery. Why don’t you go practice those new skills one village over?”

      

      Quest offered: Lighten the Load

      Open five locks and cut the purses of five villagers in Cogsburough.

      Reward: Experience points and 3 silver, 60 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      While I’m not over the top excited about these latest additions to my arsenal, experience is experience and leveling is leveling. I’ll go do the pansy quest and see where it gets me. “I accept.”

      I check out my map and get over to Cogsburough. It’s a twenty-minute walk, so I jog it to get there in five. Just like the village I’ve been in, there’s a raucous celebration at the inn. I stay shadow cloaked and avoid the party, instead going from home to home rattling doors, looking for locked ones. A few dogs growl at me, but other than that it’s a fairly uneventful quest completion. I head back to Billy.

      When I get to his table he just looks at me like I don’t even exist; he’s almost just looking through me.

      “Billy?” I ask tentatively.

      “Ah, my friend,” he says. “It’s good to see you.” But there’s no accompanying quest messaging. I pull up my quest log and look at the text again.

      Right. I missed the cut five purses part. I thought it was cut five purses OR pick five locks. Damn it. Okay then, back to Cogsburough it is.

      It always pays to read the full quest text. I know this. Stupid me.

      At least it’s a nice night for a jog. I wonder if it ever isn’t a nice night in Arcadia, actually. Does it ever rain here? Snow? Are there overcast skies? I know they’re still pre-industrial, so there’s no pollution or haze here yet. How close is this to how it is in the real Arcadia? I mean, they say it’s an exact replica, but how would anyone verify that?

      The regular Saturday night festivities are still in full swing at the Cogsburough inn, so I shadow cloak and make my way into the throng. I don’t get a loot drop from everyone I attempt a cut purse on, but the drop rate is pretty good; one out of three. So it takes me all of about five minutes to finish this up.

      This time when I return to Billy he smiles knowingly at me. “Welcome home, master thief,” he says.

      

      Lighten the Load Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      Retention of items earned on the quest, 3 silver, 60 copper pieces, and 75,000 experience points

      

      Cool. So, I’ve filled my purse a little more. There are a few other knickknacks—a boot knife, a few potions. Most interesting is the cowl I lifted of my last victim. It’s a +1 AGI Cowl of Shadows. Excellent.

      I must have still had some experience bleeding into this level from my wizard and guards confrontations, because all of a sudden I’m filled with that seductive rush of power.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Sixteen!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      Congratulations! You have learned a new combat skill: The Claw.

      

      I’m almost paranoid about losing talent points to that timer, so I take a moment to shove a few more points into agility.

      

      LEVEL 16 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—188,442/183,000

      Next level achieved at 296,100 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      15 + 19 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +34% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      8 + 1 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 90 health points

      11 POWER (PWR) = +110 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Head—Cowl of Shadows +1 AGI

      Hands—Gloves of Stealth +1 AGI

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings— Ring of Dodge +1 AGI

      Necklace—Of Protection +1 FORT

      

      WEAPONS

      Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers +1 AGI/level

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      Cut Purse

      Lock Pick

      The Claw—move to unleash rage points resulting in massive shredding and bleeding. Damage equal to twice rogue’s full damage potential multiplied by rage points.

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 10

      

      Finally, a new unleashing maneuver. Holy shit. Claw is badass. Up to five times my base level damage? Yes, please. Can’t wait to try it out.

      “Anything else I can do for you?” I ask Billy.

      “All’s quiet at the moment,” he says. “Why don’t you check back with me tomorrow? I’ve heard there are some marauding river goblins on the loose around Lake Broadmeade. You might check that out in the morning.”

      “Or now. What’s wrong with now?” I feel great. I want to get to level twenty.

      “You should get some rest,” Billy says rather forcefully.

      “Sure,” I say. I can take a hint from the system. I go to my room and pull off my boots and vest, pull up the clock function and set and alarm for two hours, and settle into the surprisingly comfortable bed for a nap.

      My alarm goes off and I wake up to the moon shining strongly on my face. It’s low in the sky. I stretch and get dressed, then go down to the kitchens. I find luvs2heal there, working alongside the cook. She must be levelling up her cooking skill. That gives me an idea.

      “Hey, luvs2heal, how’s it going?”

      “Good, good,” she says. “Learning how to prepare bear flanks.”

      “Mm. Yum,” I say. “You want to go river goblin hunting with me at dawn? I figure that’s when they’ll be fishing.”

      She consults something—probably her quest log or experience bar—and then says, “Yeah, I can do that. Where should I meet you?”

      We make arrangements to be in the bar just before daybreak. She says she’ll let Turtle know, too.

      I decide it’s time to face my fears and find a fishing trainer. I should have at least one more craft in my arsenal. Salty McNab is hanging out with his pet dog on the edge of where the river flows through town before it hits the sea.

      “Ya want to learn ta fish, eh?” he grunts at me. He’s a dwarf, and his bushy red beard covers most of his face and chest. “Take this pole and some bait and cast yer line in.”

      I do as he says.

      

      You are attempting to fish. Would you like to take fishing as one of your professions? Warning: you have a maximum of five professions. Yes or no?

      

      “Yes,” I say. I’ve never fished IRL, but it was always a useful and relaxing skill in goggles and gloves.

      

      Congratulations! You have learned a new professional skill: fishing.

      

      I spend a few hours casting my lines in. I even earn a few quests from Salty and fulfill them, getting a nice unexpected experience bump. I know there are rare items and even animals—for riding or as pets—that can be picked up through this profession, but I have no such luck in my first few hours with the skill. I do level it up to maximum, and stuff my bag full of fish.

      I take the lot of them back to luvs2heal in the kitchens. She’s still at it. “Making wolf kebabs now,” she says when I open my mouth. “Want one?”

      “Sure,” I say. My pack registers +5 wolf kebabs. I examine it.

      

      Wolf Kebab +3 FORT and +3 PWR for ten minutes. Warning: Must spend at least fifteen seconds eating for the effect to take place.

      

      Nice. “You got any fish recipes?”

      “Nope, but I could maybe get some. Why, whatcha got?”

      I open a trading window with her and shove all my fish into it.

      “Oh, wow. Hang on.” She turns to the cook and I watch her avatar pulse and glow with a pretty golden light as she proceeds to learn several new recipes. She engages the trade window and takes all but one of my fish. “Thanks,” she says. “You’re awesome.”

      Since I have a little time yet, I decide now is as good a time as any to sell the things I’ve collected to a vendor. I’m so close to twenty now I can almost taste the dust on the road on the way to Silverkeep City. I gather my things from my room, loading up my pack to its maximum weight capacity, and realize I’m leaving more than half of my things behind.

      I sit down for a minute and nosh on one of luvs2heal’s wolf kebabs. Not only does this remove a bit of weight, it makes me strong enough so that I can make two trips instead of three.

      I walk around until I find a vendor that’s still open and dump all the things I want to sell on him then shout, “be right back!” and dash to the inn for the rest while I still have the FORT buff active. I don’t want to waste another kebab on this.

      The vendor and I haggle a bit, but in the end I manage to get 19 gold and 30 silver for the lot. I’m pretty happy about that, actually. I feel rich. Can’t wait to gear up. But there’s really no need to do so before I hit max level, and as long as I can keep going as is, the more money I’ll have to gear up properly when it comes to that.

      It’s just about time to get together with my friends, so I head back to the inn and order some food. Turtle and luvs2heal join me after a bit. We eat in a hurry and make our way to where the river goblins hang out.

      The air is fresh and crisp, and the grass lining the road is coated with a bit of chilly dew. Trees are still dark smudges on the far side of the river, and they cast dark shadows for me to slip between. The shadows only grow longer as the morning sun gains strength.

      The river goblins have adapted to their environment so that they have fish gills as well as lungs. They can hang out in the water all day if they like and are equally as comfortable on the shore. Unfortunately, this evolution has altered their vocal chords so that they are practically unusable.

      “Turtle, you’re on point. I’ll slip in from behind. luvs, you’ll keep Turtle up—”

      “We know what we’re doing, Leeroy,” luvs2heal interrupts my instruction session.

      “Right.” I double-check my daggers. Yup, all poisoned up. “Ready when you are.”

      Turtle charges in and the river goblins react with a surprised, gurgling squeal, and then they converge on Turtle.

      I wait a moment, until they are well and truly fascinated with him, that is, until he’s got aggro in force, and I slip on through the shadows to do my dirty work.

      It’s sickly fascinating just how much delight I take in squashing these beasties. At first they’re a perfect match for our level, a bit tough maybe, but after an hour, my knife slides through them like butter.

      

      +898

      +1211

      +764

      +1147

      +999

      +735

      

      I love shadow cloaking, stalking my prey, slashing him, sticking him, and then clawing him. That is the best. The creature’s innards spray all over the water and entrails drip from its belly. It’s a brutal move.

      We kill and loot like true raiders until we have so much experience from them that I don’t even get to use claw before they’re dead, and the experience they generate on the kill is negligible.

      “We need to go somewhere else,” I say to Turtle when he draws near me in the midst of the slaughter.

      “Agreed,” he grunts at me. We regroup on the shore. “What do you think? Any ideas on where we should go?”

      “Not really,” luvs2heal says.

      “I have an idea.” Even as I say this, I feel a little sick in my stomach. “Here’s how it’s going to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I make sure to buff up when we get to the outskirts of our next target’s range, and I encourage the others to do the same. I eat one of luvs2heal’s wolf kebabs and fish around in my pack to see what potions I salvaged. I pass a +3 INT flask to her, and find a +3 PWR flask for myself. “Sorry, Turtle, that’s all I got.”

      “I got my own,” he assures me.

      “Okay, are we ready? This guy’s going to come at us balls out, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Ready,” luvs2heal says.

      “Lead the way,” Turtle says.

      I cloak myself in shadows and clamber over the grass-clumped sand dune to the body of the fallen scout. Sure enough, my friend the fisherman is nearby. He has his back to us right now, but Turtle and luvs will surely grab his attention in a moment.

      “Keep walking,” luvs2heal says. “I’ll hang back for heals.”

      “And I’ll hang back for surprise,” I say. “Tank it for us, Turtle.”

      “You got it,” he says and clears his throat. “Hey! Hairy one!”

      The very large, very green, very muscled fisherman jerks around at the shouted words. Then he comes at Turtle like a bullet train. He runs like he’s on speed. My jaw drops. I’m in awe of him. He’s still a wicked bastard with that fishing pole. I can see luvs2heal waving her hands around; she’s already starting to heal Turtle. A holy golden shield pops up in front of him and I’m close enough to the melee now that I can pop in for the fight.

      Man, if I thought the river goblins were fun to shred, it’s nothing compared to what my new skill does against this guy. The goblins went down easy. This guy has a serious health point cushion. I can hit him for all I’m worth and he’ll still be standing after several rounds. I fall into a rhythm with my daggers. I stick and slash him until I’ve got the maximum rage points and then I unleash the claw on him and zing when I see the screen flash purple.

      

      Critical hit: 1,764 damage. Your opponent is severely wounded.

      

      Turtle keeps whaling on him, and keeps up enough aggro so that my slashes go by seemingly unnoticed. I take no damage while luvs2heal works like mad to keep Turtle alive. I land another crit and the fisherman goes down.

      +250,000

      I can’t help it. I let out a whoop and then I dance on his corpse. Take that, angry fisherman.

      My curiosity overtakes me. While he’s dead, I can run to his cabin and see what it is he’s protecting so fiercely. I run for the shore and come alongside the small hut. It’s got a crudely fashioned window facing the shore. I peer inside.

      There’s a woman there, a very pregnant, very human woman. This is what the fisherman doesn’t want anyone to find? Is she a prisoner here?

      “Psst,” I hiss. “Are you all right? Everything okay here?”

      The woman looks up from the straw pallet she’s laying on. “Who are you? What are you doing here? Where’s Omar?”

      Omar must be fishing buddy. I realize I’m running short on time before he respawns.

      “It doesn’t matter who I am. You’re not in trouble are you? You’re okay?”

      She nods. “I’m perfectly fine. But where’s Omar?”

      “He’ll be here any minute,” I say, knowing that it’s true. “If you’re okay, I’ll be off,” I say and, not waiting for a response, I run back to Turtle and luvs2heal.

      “He’s got a woman holed up in there, a pregnant woman.”

      “Interesting,” luvs2heal says.

      I look around nervously. “I’m running low on poison,” I say. “We should head back. Let’s run back to town, cash in this experience, and I need to get some poison for my knives, get them sharpened too,” I say.

      Turtle and luvs2heal agree and the three of us make the trek back to town. I’m throbbing with so much energy when I check in with Billy the Dodger and get my level boosts that I have to immediately excuse myself to … distribute my talent points. That’s what we’ll call it.

      

      LEVEL 19 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—827,400/775,200

      Next level achieved at 1,254,300 experience points.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      19 + 22 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +41% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      8 + 1 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 90 health points

      13 POWER (PWR) = +130 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Head—Cowl of Shadows +1 AGI

      Hands—Gloves of Stealth +1 AGI

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings— Ring of Dodge +1 AGI

      Necklace—Of Protection +1 FORT

      

      WEAPONS

      Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers +1 AGI/level

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      Cut Purse

      Lock Pick

      The Claw

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Fishing

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      They just don’t want to share the hedge.

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 10

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that afternoon, much refreshed, I return to the inn. I don’t see any sign of Turtle or luvs2heal, so I head down to the cellar to see Billy the Dodger. “Need help with anything?”

      “Yes, I’m glad you asked. You remember my friend Matthias, the one you helped get out of the wizard’s tower?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Well, there’s a problem. He’s been absolutely despondent since he broke free. He won’t even see me. Maybe since you’re a relative stranger … he won’t feel so ashamed to talk with you. Here, take these bracers to him; he left them here. He won’t even let me see him to give them to him. Find out what’s going on. See if you can cheer him up.

      

      Quest offered: Brace Yourself!

      Return Matthias’s bracers to him.

      Reward: Experience points and 3 silver, 80 copper pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      Simple enough. “I accept,” I say, picking up the bracers. Conveniently, there’s a pulsing red “X” on my map, so I head out in that direction.

      I go through the door of a little cottage and find Matthias sitting at a table by the fire. “Oh hey, it’s you,” he says.

      “Mind if I come in? I have something for you,” I say, offering up the bracers.

      “Not at all,” he says. “Please.”

      

      Brace Yourself! Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      3 silver, 80 copper pieces and 100,000 experience points

      

      That was too easy. “Billy says you’re feeling a bit down. Want to tell me about it?” I’ll admit I’m fishing for a quest. There should be more here.

      Matthias stares into his mug of ale. “I did a job for the local magistrate and he turned on me. Instead of paying me for the job, he turned me in for murder. That’s why I was being held in the tower. Those daggers I had you get were supposed to be my payment. I don’t want them. You can have them.”

      He stops and removes the daggers from his belt, then shoves them on the table. I do a quick check and see that while they’re nice, they’re nowhere near as nice as my heirloom beauties.

      “You should keep your daggers,” I say. I think you’ll need them.

      “I know now why he wanted me exposed, though. I couldn’t figure it out at the time. I’ve never had any beef with him. Now I know what happened. My wife just got notified that we have permission from the queen to introduce human blood to her line.” He looks at me directly and takes a deep breath. “We can have a child,” he says reverently. “The queen always notifies the magistrates before she notifies the lucky couple. Now my wife is being held on the magistrate’s estate as his ‘ward’ and now we know exactly how corrupt our magistrate is. He’s trying to take our birthright. He wants to take everything from me. My life, my wife, the future of our family line.” He’s almost resigned to his fate. He takes another deep quaff of his beer.

      “Wait, how is it even your family line if your wife is impregnated by a human?”

      “That’s how it works here. It’s about the rights of succession and inheritance. Here in Arcadia, you have to have an heir. I can’t pass my wealth or heirlooms onto my brother. If I die without a child, or if my wife does, our belongings go to the queen.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      His voice suddenly grows angry. “I want you to execute him. Publicly. At the town hall. Then I want you to shout ‘Long Live Fidelia!’ and get the hell out of there. There’s a meeting of the council tonight. I will rescue my wife while you take care of the magistrate.”

      

      Quest offered: A Friend In Need

      Execute the magistrate at the town hall meeting this evening.

      Reward: Experience points and 4 silver pieces

      Do you accept?

      

      Matthias appears to look at everything and nothing for a minute. “Look, I have one more skill I can teach you to make sure this comes off right.” Follow me, I’ll show you how it’s done.

      “Okay.”

      He gets up from his chair. “This way. Do as I do.” He shadow cloaks, so I do too.

      He dashes and stabs and I mimic his behavior. “Now, do it knowing this,” he says, and places a hand on my head.

      

      Congratulations! You have learned a new combat skill: shadowslide.

      

      The knowledge seeps into my bones. I’m impressed. This is a nice opening and finishing move all in one. It feels wicked powerful, fitting someone near the top of the food chain, as I now am seeing as this game maxes out at twenty and I’m nineteen. With shadowslide, I can glide in unseen behind a target and hit him, hard, before he has any chance to respond. The magistrate may be stronger than me, but it won’t be by much, and if I manage to land a crit on him he may go down in just one or two blows. Execution indeed.

      I hang out with Matthias for a while and then, when the town bell strikes six, I head for the council meeting. The building has deep overhanging eaves from the roof, and it’s easy to hide in the shadows alongside it.

      Inside is harder, but they make it possible for me. The magistrate is standing at the head of the table, and he is a straight shot from the open door to the hall.

      I read the quest text again to make sure I have it right. Wouldn’t do to have to repeat this one. I close the pane, satisfied I’ve got it right. It’s now or never, I suppose.

      I target the magistrate, then shadowslide up behind him and pound him with my daggers delivered full to the hilt into his muscles, doing 1,728 damage. He crumples before me. The cooldown initiates. I stick’em and slash until my rage is up and then I claw his throat open in front of everyone.

      

      +130,000

      

      “Long Live Fidelia!” I shout, and then shadow cloak. Every one of those councilors is staring at the magistrate, dumbfounded. It’s easy to slip out.

      I slide back through the shadows to Matthias’s place. He’s not back yet, so I put on a kettle for tea. Or I try to. I mean everyone should be able to make some tea.

      

      You are attempting a cooking recipe. Would you like to take cooking as one of your professions? Warning: you have a maximum of five professions. Yes or no?

      

      I review my professions and decide I want to keep my final slot open. I’ve already got woodlore, poisoncrafting, fishing, and mixology. Poisoncrafting really should just be a variant of mixology. Maybe the game designers will fix that in a later iteration. But for now, I can’t even make a goddamn cup of tea, so I say, “No,” and sit at the table by the fire and wait.

      The door opens, and Matthias comes in, cradling a woman I presume to be his wife. They clutch one another like a pair truly in love and I’m happy to see this moment of reunion in their home.

      “And this is who we have to thank,” Matthias says, gesturing at me. His countenance turns serious. “Is it done?”

      I nod. “It’s done.

      

      A Friend In Need Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      4 silver pieces and 200,000 experience points

      

      Congratulations! You’ve earned +5 Bardic credit. You’ve done something worth singing about. Unique quest line completed. Notice: Bardic credit is non-transferrable. Once you have earned 100 Bardic credit, your story will be submitted to the bardic guild and a song will be commissioned on your behalf, telling of your adventures as a hero in the land.

      

      Congratulations! You have reached Level Twenty!

      Warning: You have five minutes to distribute two talent points.

      

      Congratulations! You have unlocked an achievement. Maxxed out! Awarded upon reaching Level Twenty.

      

      Congratulations! You have unlocked an achievement. Keys to the City! You may now enter Silverkeep City.

      

      This is kind of amazing. I’m finally here. I blink and take a deep breath, then distribute my talent points. This is it. My final character pane.

      Maybe I can still learn a fifth profession? Maybe I should have taken cooking. Oh well. Can’t change that now.

      

      LEVEL 20 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—Max.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      20 + 23 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +43% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      8 + 3 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 110 health points

      14 POWER (PWR) = +140 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—black leather vest

      Head—Cowl of Shadows +1 AGI

      Hands—Gloves of Stealth +1 AGI

      Forearms—Bracers of Strength +2 FORT

      Legs—black leather pants

      Feet—black leather boots

      Rings— Ring of Dodge +1 AGI

      Necklace—Of Protection +1 FORT

      

      WEAPONS

      Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers +1 AGI/level

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      Cut Purse

      Lock Pick

      The Claw

      Shadowslide

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Fishing

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Keys to the City

      Level Twenty—You’re Maxxed Out!

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 15

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The Keys to the City achievement puts a stamp on my traveling papers, which is why I came to the village in the first place. Now I can go find Catriona. I feel a little bad abandoning Turtle and luvs2heal, but I have no idea where they are. I send luvs2heal an in game message and let her know where I’m heading. Maybe she’ll look me up when she gets there.

      Stamp acquired, I walk back to the central transport station and get in line. The place is just as busy as before, with people lined up everywhere. Snakes of lines with makeshift huts thrown up in between them and vendors hawking their wares are all around me. The place is bustling. Then I see there are signs for trams going to the capital of Silverkeep City as well as a number of other places, one of which I’m in line for. I find the place I’m supposed to be and shift over to the line for Silverkeep City. And then I wait again.

      My hackles go up. There’s a bunch of guards questioning the people in line. Just my line. I notice one guy’s distinctive mole. It’s the same security team that was on the tram I originally took to get to Arcadia. They’re scanning everyone with some kind of device. I don’t know why I’m worried. It’s not like I’ve done anything wrong. So what if I’m at cross-purposes with the queen. It’s not like that device is going to discover that …

      It doesn’t feel right, my Spidey-senses are going off, so I back away and shadow cloak, then duck against the side of a building, a street over, out of sight. I check now and then. The security team hangs out there for a good while, and I wait until they’re satisfied and leave. Then I let the line build up again. Who are they looking for, and why?

      I shadowslide to leap into a targeted opening in the shuttle lines, opting not to do any damage to anyone this time. I do it when I notice everyone’s attention is on a tram coming in from the human lands, and I blend right into the crowd. I fidget nervously at first, and then remember to act like I’ve belonged here all along. Soon I’m at the front of the line, and the flight master catapults me into a saddle on the back of a giant griffin.

      The flight master slaps the beast’s giant haunches. The griffin launches with lunging force into the air and we’re off. It’s amazing. Exhilarating. The wind buffets my face and clothes. I’m grateful for the break provided by the leather I’m wearing all over. I try to pull up my cowl, but the wind just pushes it back down.

      I lean over the griffin’s neck. Its feathers glisten, shimmering black and gold in the sunlight. His powerful muscles undulate below me. We’re not flying so far above the ground that I can’t make out the details of the lands below.

      The countryside spreads out below me like a painting. There are trees and cottages, and creatures that scatter at our approach. I’m attached to the saddle like I’m glued to it. I don’t think I would fall out if I tried, but I don’t exactly want to test it.

      I decide to try out what I can do while on griffin back. Is it like the gloves and goggles version of game I know? I try to attack my ride, but get an Invalid Target message that I have to wave away. I would try to change my clothes, but I have nothing to change into. I check my bags. Yup. Nothing. No change to the contents at all, except my gold supply has dwindled a bit. I can’t change equipment either.

      After a few minutes we come to the edge of the forest, which borders a river valley. And in that valley is Silverkeep City. My heart pounds a little faster as I see its crystal white spires jutting into the puffy white clouds that dot the blue sky for the first time. It looks like a fairy tale.

      My griffin swoops past the city gates, through the opening made by two giant elfin statues of tree-gods. They’re made of crystal, though, like the elven buildings, so I don’t fear for my life. In between the crystal spires are roads made of cobblestone, and more modest dwellings and shops with stone fronts and thatched hay roofs, clay at best. The crystal spires I know from the game. But here, in person, they take my breath away. Some are in the magic sector in the west, some are on the cathedral in the east, but most decorate the royal palace in the heart of town. They rise into the clouds, gleaming white crystalline towers that catch the sun and send out rainbows all over the city.

      I get off the griffin and have no idea where to go to find Catriona. I take a moment to catch my bearings. I’m a bit overcome. Everything in three dimensions, just like gloves and goggles, and I can hear the sounds, but it’s more than that. I can smell the city. I can almost taste it, everything is so palpable and wonderful and real.

      There are inns scattered all across town. But I do know how to get to the rogue’s quarter. I decide I’ll start there. That’s where the best gear will be for my class anyway. For shits and giggles I stop at the quest board. That’s where they put the wanted posters. I stop to read the first quest. My whole world is taken over by a vision. I recognize the feature; it’s VR World’s version of an in-game cinematic. I even hear glorious music playing alongside the feed.

      Except I recognize the players in this one.

      A group of elves are reporting to the queen of Arcadia, Layora Lunacaller, in her throne room. I’ve seen it often enough on the news. “Milady, we’re sorry to report we’ve lost sight of the rebels and now they’re spread throughout Silverkeep City untracked, a danger to all.”

      The queen looks right at the screen, her face fills my vision. “Fidelia wants our world to sink into chaos. I can’t have that. Order is key to our survival. You have trusted me to keep the peace so far, hero. Help me to keep it now. Find Fidelia and bring him to me.”

      

      Quest offered: Find the Rebel!

      Capture Fidelia and bring him to Queen Lunacaller at the palace.

      Reward: 5 gold pieces and a pair of leather boots crafted to your specification with a +2 bonus/level to a chosen stat.

      Do you accept?

      

      The screen displays a badass money reward, as well as a pair of legendary boots as an enticement for completing the quest. Even though I have no intention of fulfilling it, I decide to accept the quest.

      I walk my way through the city, which is a PVP-free zone. I relax a little, take in the sights, and am taken aback by how familiar and how real everything is. There’s the shop where I’d get my leathers cured for sewing, if I had either of those professions, there’s the place I’d get my blades honed for a price. The canals wend their ways through the city and they’re much dirtier than I expect, with shopkeepers throwing their slop in there and, the current not being all that strong, the sludge has built up.

      The buildings are all cobbled together from river stone, and the roads are too. There’s a surprisingly developed and cosmopolitan feel to the place, and of course everything is familiar. I’ve walked these streets before. But not like this. This is amazing. It’s all come to life around me. I feel like I’m in a movie.

      I stop in at a leatherworking shop and ask to see their wares. Finally, I’m able to dress the part of a rogue. Now my character pane looks like this.

      

      LEVEL 20 CHARACTER STATS

      NAME Leeroy Jenkinz, CLASS Rogue, RACE Human EXPERIENCE (EXP)—Max.

      

      CORE ATTRIBUTES

      20 + 38 (modifiers) AGILITY (AGI) = +58% to dodge and critical hit

      1 SPELLPOWER (SP) = 10 spell points

      8 + 3 FORTITUDE (FORT) = 110 health points

      14 +12 POWER (PWR) = +260 damage

      

      ARMOR/ENHANCEMENTS

      Chest—Breast Plate of Power +3 PWR

      Head—Cowl of Deepening Shadows +4 AGI

      Hands—Gloves of Deepening Stealth +4 AGI

      Forearms—Bracers of Strength +2 FORT

      Legs—Leggings of Fortitude +5 FORT

      Feet—Boots of Power +4 PWR

      Rings— Ring of Dodge +5 AGI (2)

      Necklace—Of Protection +1 FORT

      

      WEAPONS

      Dual Wield Heirloom Daggers +1 AGI/level

      

      SKILLS

      Stick’em

      Slash

      Slippery Fish

      Shadow Cloak

      Fangstrike

      Cut Purse

      Lock Pick

      The Claw

      Shadowslide

      

      PROFESSIONS

      Fishing

      Poisoncrafting

      Mixology

      Woodlore

      

      ACHIEVEMENTS

      Keys to the City

      Level Twenty—You’re Maxxed Out!

      Level Ten!

      Winner! Winner! Chicken Dinner!

      Say my name!

      Phew, Level Five already?

      It was this big!

      You’ve arrived!

      

      Bardic Credit: 15

      

      I’m pretty pleased with myself once I’m all decked out. My leathers are all jet black and studded with menacing looking silver accents. I think my bracers make me look badass. Based on how I look, I would respect me. I get back out on the road to keep heading for the rogue’s quarters. I hope to the devil that Catriona is still there, waiting for me. At least, I think that’s what the quest message said. It all feels like so long ago now.

      Everything seems perfect here. And then, near the huge arches marking the entrance to the Elven district, I come across a row of misshapen, oddly formed elves begging for aid. Their eyes are too close together and their faces are strangely and grotesquely formed and it’s all I can do not to stare. I flip them a silver or three and keep walking, but I can’t get them out of my head.

      I decide I am tired of walking and flag down a flying carpeteer to take me to the guild bank I’m supposed to access in the rogue’s quarter. The carpeteer is unusually talkative. “I can tell this isn’t your first time in Arcadia,” he says. “Tourists don’t go straight for this district.”

      “Oh, I’m just meeting an old friend at the pub here,” I say. Then, I let curiosity take over. “Hey, those … broken elves back there where you picked me up. What makes them look like that? I thought everyone was perfect here.”

      “Inbreeding,” he says. “It’s a problem. Arcadia’s races can’t cross-breed with anyone but the humans, and access is limited to the elite. Can’t deny the desire to have babies though. Some try anyway, and that’s the result. It’s gotten worse and worse over the years. Now access to humankind is the only real promise of a true lineage. Here, now.” He pulls the carpet to a stop. “We’ve arrived at your destination.”

      The Rogue’s Den is nestled next to The Blue Door, a pub with an unsurprisingly faded blue door. I get through the multiple twists and turns to the true front door of the guild, glad that I remember the passage from gloves and goggles, speak the same remembered password, and I’m in.

      The room is long and rectangular. I spot the guild vault, a chest, in the back corner, and notice a bar window cut out of one of the walls, taps clearly visible behind the counter. A smattering of tables is arranged around the “window.” A few dark figures linger at this time of day, but the place is mostly empty.

      A message shows up in front of me when I tap the rogue’s guild vault in the back corner of the room.

      

      Leeroy Jenkinz, make haste to the inn and find me. First see your guild trainer who will know which inn I speak of and can direct you there once you’ve passed his tests. I’m sorry for this, but it must be done. We have to know we can trust you. Find Will Fast Fingers and you’ll find me.

      

      It’s from Catriona. A picture of her avatar is attached in the mailbox. I could stare at that image for hours. But there’s only one way to get to her, so I memorize the name of the guy I’m supposed to find and wave the message away.

      

      Quest offered: Locate Will Fast Fingers

      Find Will Fast Fingers and agree to undergo his evaluation.

      Reward: 4 silver, 20 copper pieces

      Do you accept?

      

      “I accept,” I say.

      I make my way deeper into the rogue’s hideout. I duck through a doorway, go down a hallway, up a staircase, and come out into a great room. There’s another bar at the back, which seems as good a place as any to make the acquaintance of Will Fast Fingers, if Billy the Dodger is anyone to judge this by.

      Sure enough, there’s a shady looking guy slumped in a chair in the corner with a cowl covering most of his head. When I do an ident check, the blue letters above his head spell his name. So, it’s pretty obvious who I’m supposed to connect with. I walk up to the guy.

      When I approach, he lifts his head up and greets me. “Leeroy Jenkinz. Long have I been waiting for you. Long have we all. Will you prove yourself the hero you have promised us you are?”

      I remember making no such promise, but I nod anyway.

      

      Locate Will Fast Fingers Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      4 silver, 20 copper pieces

      

      “I have something to teach you, and then I’ll challenge you to master it. Come here. Let me whisper in your ear.” I do as he asks. The words are in no language I’ve ever heard. A variant of Elvish?

      

      Congratulations! You have learned a new combat skill: backstab.

      

      I consult my character pane and see that backstab turns shadowslide into a double strike when rage points are built up, so it can do double that massive damage on a second opponent if I build up my rage points fighting someone else. Wicked.

      “And now you can practice,” Will says.

      

      Quest offered: They Put Up Such A Fight Though

      Try out the new backstab skill on ten training dummies.

      Reward: 4 silver, 40 copper pieces and reputation bonus with the rogue’s guild.

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes,” I say, and wave away the quest.

      “Which way to the training dummies?” I ask, and a map appears before my face with a flag on my destination and an X on my current position. I love this place.

      I get outside again and start walking. The dummies are just around the corner behind the building. I jump a little, feeling this enhanced body out, flexing my muscles. This is what it feels like to be healthy and in shape. God damn, it feels good. I am a strong, powerful version of myself, and I’m stealthy as the mutherfucking wind.

      I backstab the hell out of those dummies. They never saw me coming.

      

      They Put Up Such A Fight Though Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      4 silver, 40 copper pieces and 800 reputation points with the rogue’s guild.

      Note: 2,400 more points will elevate you to a friendly status.

      

      I wave the notice away and return to my friend Will.

      Will puts me through my paces. “You’ll demonstrate you know your craft,” he says to me next, and the holoquest page appears before my eyes.

      

      Quest offered: How Crafty Are You?

      Create a charisma enhancing potion—or a poison—and provide a feast fit for a party.

      Reward: Special.

      Do you accept?

      

      Secondary skills. I can do the poisoncraft no problem, I have the skills for that. But the feast? I really don’t want to take and level up my cooking skills enough to be able to produce that. Buying one at a vendor would be a viable option except that I just spent all of my money gearing up and can’t possibly afford a feast.

      “Look,” I tell him. “I have to get a move on. Can you at least cut me some slack?” I see a brief +1% Bargaining notification blip across my vision. I didn’t even know that was a thing.

      I feel a bit emboldened at this development in my skills. I like it here. This is just fun. I feel like I’m home, in a way I haven’t felt for far too long.

      “Choose one of the two tasks,” Will says and I choose the poison-making task because I figure he’ll let me keep what I make and the poison might come in handy later. Plus, cooking. I mean, a man’s gotta eat.

      I dig through my recipe book to learn the ingredients, then go hunting for them. I might slaughter a few boars or cats while I’m gathering. Maybe some wolves. It doesn’t matter. I am in my element, and my pack is brimming with a collection of reagents for different chemical recipes.

      Still, I can harvest more. I love the forest here. Everything is blue-hued and moss-covered, soft and muted. I make my way back to town and find an apothecary who sells me crystal vials and lets me use his fires.

      The shop is a small thing, not much more than a few tables with wares on it, a workbench, and a roaring fire. That’s all I’ll need, though.

      I pull open my spell book and gather the ingredients from my bag. It’s uncomfortably warm in here; I want to get this over with. I cast the making spell and my hands work like crazy before my very eyes, doing things before I request them, and, before I know it, I have a flask of poison. I do it again and again until I have five of them, and these I pocket in my bag. I thank the apothecary and return to the guildhall to present my poison to Will, having completed that mission.

      He nods at me and uncorks one of my bottles, sniffs at it, and recorks it. “Smells right,” he says, “but I don’t actually need any of these. You can keep them.”

      Bingo. That’s what I wanted. “So you’ll tell me how to get to Catriona now?” I ask. I need to know where she is. Who knows how long she’s waited for me, or how long she will wait for me?

      “Of course,” he says. “A bargain’s a bargain.”

      Another holo screen pops up before me.

      

      How Crafty Are You Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      Map to inn

      

      I don’t know why I feel so drawn to her. She’s just an NPC in the gloves and goggles version of the game. Plenty of grown men fantasize about her, I guess. I’m not alone. But in this version of Arcadia, where I know the NPCs and the avatars of other races are all played by actual Arcadians, I feel like I can connect with the real Catriona. I can bring my dream girl to life.

      I wave the message away and check my bag. Sure enough, there’s a map in there. I saunter to the back of the guildhall, but not before Will says to me, “There’s a room here, if you want one. Best to attune your homestone while you’re here, before you need it. There are worse places to stay in the city, but there aren’t many better for holing up in.”

      “Right.” Of course he’s right. I should do that thing right away. My steps follow where he points, down in the belly of the cellar, where, among the wine casks, are beds and bunk beds on strong oaken frames. The rough-hewn blankets are soft to the touch. Some of the “rooms” are even cordoned off with a sheet hung from a rope strung between two casks.

      I seek out the innkeeper and ask him to attune my homestone. While I don’t intend to actually get a room here, it’s nice to have a bolt hole set up. The innkeeper waves a hand over my stone and it glows a murky amber and holds that hue. I flip the innkeeper a gold for his trouble—as well as for the bread and cheese he provided—and head back out to the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When I leave the Rogue’s Den, the same flying carpeteer is lingering on the corner where I left him. He smiles at me and I hop on his carpet and direct him to the Elven district.

      As we draw near, I give him further directions. “Two streets down you’ll need to turn left.” I sound sure of myself, and calm, but inside I am secretly exalted, enthralled. This is my Arcadia! I know these streets, how to navigate them. I am home.

      Boom! Chaos erupts. There are explosions in the marketplace the carpeteer is flying us through. Screeching noises and screams hit my ears at the same time as the carpeteer shouts “Rebels!” back to me. “I’m going to take evasive action. Hold on!”

      The carpet begins to swerve, seemingly out of control, but we do manage not to be hit by any of the rebel bombs, which are going off all around us. There’s a stench of smoke and fire, burning hair and wood filling my nostrils. Gusts of heat rocket past me. I duck and swallow hard as the carpet weaves, hoping this first day in Silverkeep City won’t be my last. What are they doing bombing here? It’s hard to think amidst the screams, but there’s something here I have to chase. They must be really desperate if they’re attracting attention to their cause this way.

      “What do the rebels want?” I ask the flying carpeteer when he gets us to a quieter area.

      “What does anyone want?” he answers. “More freedom. More money. More babies.”

      A sudden explosion below tears through the front of the carpet and we come to a skidding stop and roll onto the stone walkway, one atop each other for several revolutions.

      “Are you okay?” I shout to the carpeteer.

      “I’ll live,” he says.

      My character health points bar shows a dip, but it’s not enough to register a percentage worthy of notification. Still, I’m out of breath, and I feel bruised and battered from the fall.

      We duck into the shadows in an alley. I dig into my pack for some of the food I took from the Rogue’s Den and tuck into it. I want my health points up if we get hit again and that will help.

      The flying carpeteer is examining his carpet while I eat, fawning over it like it’s his child. “Damn,” he says at last. “We’ll have to walk from here.”

      “I know the way,” I say. “You don’t have to take me.”

      “You know the way, but you haven’t been this way before, he says cryptically. “Are you sure you want to go it alone?”

      “It’s fine, man. I’ll be fine.”

      I take a few minutes, examine my pack, until I’m sure the bombs have stopped detonating. I make for the outskirts of the district. Then I consult my map—not that I need to—and head for the Golden Pony inn.

      I walk in and ask for Catriona at the inn’s prominent bar and am told she isn’t there. I look around. The place seems jovial enough. The barkeep answered in such I way that makes me think he at least knows Catriona, so I take a risk and ask, “When does her shift start?”

      “Hour past sundown,” comes his gruff reply.

      It’s a while till then, but I decide I’ll wait, and slump a little; I’m feeling woozy. My health bar is flashing red at me. I must have taken auxiliary damage from the bombing.

      I order some of the house special, some kind of bread and broth, and beer from the barkeep, and settle in to wait for the mysterious Catriona to make her appearance.

      I soak the bread in the broth and take a bite. It is magnificent. It’s not just any bread, but dough that’s been wrapped around roasted meat and cheese, and then fried to delicious crispy perfection. The beer is a perfect accompaniment and I feel absolutely zinging with energy. I pop open my stats window to confirm I’m back to full health. Yup. I definitely don’t want to die in the middle of the city. My loot would be sure to disappear in the interim between me leaving and finding my body again.

      I wonder what’s next for me on this Arcadian adventure. Meeting Catriona, clearly, but then what?

      I pass the time in pleasant contemplation of the bottom of my cup and a few others after that, and at last a girl who must be Catriona shows up. She looks exactly as I’ve dreamed. Tall, lithe yet curvy, silver hair, luminescent purple eyes, exotic Elven features. She wears a corset that’s as much silver filigree as it is cloth, and a long white skirt. She looks like divinity itself. I can’t believe I’m looking at her, but at the same time it’s all obvious to me now. Of course she’s the one to show up. Who else would it be? I see her exchange words with the barkeep and then she looks my way directly. God, why can’t I meet a girl like this IRL?

      All of a sudden I feel exceptionally nervous. Is she really looking at me? I look away before I can find out and get real interested in my beer for a minute. When I look up, she’s gone. One of the serving staff comes to inquire if I need more food or drink. I say yes to both. “Also, did I see Catriona? Where might she have gone?” I see the girl’s hesitation and play out a gold piece on my palm.

      “I didn’t say this,” she says, looking askance under her cap, “but check the second bedroom on the right upstairs.”

      Just walking here is a rush. I know these wooden staircases; I know how many steps and where to turn. I know where the doors will be, and how rustic everything will look. I poke my head in where the serving girl said to and there she is, my ephemeral beauty, priestess of my fucking heart. Her silver hair glimmers in the moonlight. Candles and the shining purple of her eyes are the only lights in the room. “Catriona,” I say, walking in.

      “Goddess of all that’s holy, you’re actually alive?” she exclaims. “Why didn’t you tell me you were alive? I thought the Elven Queen had tortured you to death, that your avatar had been disabled—you’ve been gone for so long.”

      At her words I wonder how long, exactly, she thinks I’ve been gone, since I think I’ve never been in this version of Arcadia before, but I can’t keep my gaze off the way her pale face has flushed at this, how tired she seems, the markings on her face blooming a deeper purple with her emotional outburst.

      “I guess I survived,” I say, going along with it. I’m enraptured, looking at her here, now, in the flesh. God, she’s gorgeous. Her purple eyes are raking me over. Her silver hair is pulled back in a simple band. Her white dress is belted at the waist with silver filigree and she’s got matching filigreed bracelets on her arms and a necklace at her throat.

      And all that I can think as I’m staring at her is that I’m totally confused. Nothing she’s saying makes sense to me. Does she have me mixed up with someone else? Is there another Leeroy Jenkinz running around? I mean, that’s entirely possible. I’ve never actually met her before.

      Everything seems muddled in my brain. On the one hand, it could be that there’s an assumed narrative I’m supposed to know about in the quest chain, but that’s not like the Arcadian game developers. They’re really good about stick-and-carroting you through the story in such a way that you understand what’s going on … usually.

      Catriona crosses her arms across her chest and glowers at me. “And you couldn’t get a message to me? Did you even wonder what happened to me?”

      “Cat, I dream about you every night,” I say. I feel like both know and don’t know the elven girl standing in front of me. How often do you get to be with the girl of your dreams? I am savoring every moment of this encounter. I mean, I know I’ve dreamed of her IRL. And, if that minty-breathed asshole at VR World is to be trusted, the avatar in front of me has a real life counterpart immersed in Arcadia proper.

      I’m lost in my thoughts when she throws herself on me, dancing up close to me, blowing kisses at me. The music is blaring from the inn’s nightly entertainment, below. I join her in the dance for a minute and then have to get serious.

      “It’s just … I don’t know about anything that’s going on. I need you to tell me what I’m here for.” Stupid. I’m so stupid. This is what I decide to say when I meet the girl of my dreams?

      Catriona still seems dumbfounded. “You’re here to help Arcadia,” she says. “You’re supposed to save us. You’re supposed to know what to do.” She’s pacing the room now.

      “And I will totally do that. Catriona …” I stand still, my hands stretched toward her, placating. “I just have this feeling we’re supposed to know each other. In real life. I think I …” I can’t say the words. I’ve never said them before.

      “You’ve lost your mind,” she says, backing off, her eyes wide.

      “No,” I say. “Let’s start over. How can I help?”

      “Leeroy, don’t you remember anything about the portal?”

      The portal? “No,” I say. I’m so confused I’m wondering if there’s a glitch in the game.

      Catriona stops pacing and takes a few steps toward me. “Where have you been?”

      “In all the wrong places.”

      As the words leave my mouth, I know they are true. I feel like I’m home here, with this Elven woman. I hardly know her, but I just feel right with her.

      “You should leave,” she says, her arms crossed defensively.

      Yup. I fucked it up. How did we go from lovers to fighters at Mach thirty?

      I make one last-ditch effort. “I know I’m supposed to do something. You’re supposed to help me. Please, Cat.”

      “There is something. But it’s risky.”

      I sigh with relief. At last.

      But then she keeps talking and the words aren’t what I’m expecting. “I know you’ve been cleared by my man or you wouldn’t have been able to find me. But what we need to do is so … difficult. I will need you to pass one more test.”

      “Really?” I say. I feel like this whole adventure has been me passing test after test. “I think I’m ready, Cat.”

      She ignores me. “Wait for me at the Bramblebuss Inn,” she says. “I’ll collect you when I’m ready.”

      With nothing better to do, I decide to amble back through town to the Bramblebuss. I’m about halfway there when I remember the homestone, which would take me near it, but oh well. As I move through the town square, we hear criers.

      “As a result of the recent bombings in the Elven Towne Square, Queen Lunacaller has instituted martial law. Curfew is in effect. Everyone must submit to random searches. No inns are private,” they call out. This raises the hair on the back of my neck, though I’m not sure why. Why wasn’t Catriona more helpful? I don’t understand it. Quest chains aren’t supposed to just hang like this.

      The Bramblebuss is a few blocks away from the Rogue’s Den, and the chief reason I decided to stay there is that it has actual rooms in it, with walls. I get a room with a street view and spend some time mesmerized by the people just walking around. It’s a small room, but it does have a bed, a table, a chair, and a dresser. The sheets are clean and starched or wind dried stiff.

      I sit and listen to the street sounds and watch the elves and dwarves and gnomes and humans mingle below. I love the bustle of this place, the way there’s always something going on, things for sale, craftsmen practicing their trade.

      But this only distracts me for so long and then I get serious. I’ve failed at the one thing I was supposed to do. All of what I’ve been through led up to seeing Catriona and helping her. I did not expect our initial meeting to end up with her showing me out the door. What am I supposed to do next? I feel lost. What’s a gamer without a quest?

      Seems like my health points wane now that I’m at level twenty even if I’m not doing anything strenuous or dangerous at all. I dig into my food stores and replenish my hit points as well as my spirit. The leftover meat-packed bread is just as delicious cold as it was hot.

      I get some sleep and wake up later when there’s a knock at my door. Did Catriona follow me? I realize she is all that’s on my mind. Has she come to find me? I go to the door eagerly and open it.
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      Catriona’s there. A rush of joy floods me. I can’t remember ever being so happy to see someone before.

      Catriona turns to me. “Listen, I was wrong about you. Fidelia wants to see you. You’ll have to come with me. I can show you the way.” Her luminescent purple eyes are mesmerizing.

      

      Quest offered: Meet With Fidelia

      Go with Catriona to meet with Fidelia.

      Reward: 1 gold piece.

      Do you accept?

      

      I nod to her. “Okay. Sounds good.”

      We finish our food and get up to leave. Just in time, it seems, for as we step outside we see an ant trail of uniform elven operatives going into the joint we just left. “This way!” Catriona hisses at me, reaching back to grab my forearm. We blend in through the crowd, cowls up against the light.

      After a time she deems it safe and we make our way out to the streets. Catriona darts one way, then another, and I follow her doggedly. Now that she’s come back into my life, I’m not letting her out again. The Queen’s soldiers are out in force and Catriona does her best to dodge them. We charge into a shop and pretend to browse for a minute nonchalantly then we saunter out again and into the crowd to surf through it for a while.

      I see there’s a slow progression to Catriona’s chosen path; we’re getting closer and closer to the city’s center, and the cathedral. Makes sense; she is a priestess of the light, after all. I look behind me to see the elven goon squad is making a beeline for us. They can’t hurt us yet, because we’re out of melee range and they’re melee class.

      We eventually arrive on the cathedral’s gleaming white steps, the spires of white looming above us and Catriona stops there for a moment, seeming to take in the sights, but I imagine she’s looking for more than that.

      “Stay close,” she says at last and the two of us dash in. The place is glorious and I have to stop and spin and look up and around for a bit as Catriona bounds forward, down the echoing marble hall to the head priestess and speaks to her, gains her blessing, whatever. It doesn’t matter. Cat runs back to me. “This way,” she says, and I follow her to a chamber along the backside of the altar.

      One of the attendant priestesses opens the priest hole for us. It’s like a little circular door in the wall usually hidden by a bookcase. We slip through and the priests move to shield the hole. There’s a commotion at the other side of the hole, and even though we’re engulfed in darkness, I’d rather be ensconced here than on the other side.

      Cat casts a light spell and illuminates the tunnel we find ourselves in. Anguished cries keep sounding from behind the door. The elven goons must have arrived and engaged those with no metal on their persons with swordplay.

      “We have to get away from here while we can,” I say. Catriona nods her agreement and we descend into the catacombs.

      “What are all these little walled off chambers?” I ask. The walls look like giant honeycombs, all mudded in.

      “All of the dwarves who built the portal are buried here, and they’ll never have the children they were promised because Queen Lunacaller only wants the elven race to succeed,” Catriona says. “Only elves are allowed to breed with humans, and the only humans actually allowed into Arcadia proper are those with status to buy their way in, which Queen Lunacaller actually seems to think will ensure purity, that she’s getting the best of the best. The rest of us without links to the royal palace are doomed to know we’re the last of our family unless some fluke of genetics allows us to gasp out one more child.”

      “You mean that all of Arcadia has grown infertile?”

      “Yes. Apparently it’s the cost of using magic.”

      “And what you need is access to the human realm.”

      “Yes.”

      So, all that needs to be done is the toppling of a royal regime? So help me, I feel out of my depth. “What can I do?”

      Catriona says, “I don’t know, but Fidelia has the answers we need.” Her face shimmers with hope in the torchlight.

      She is remarkably quiet the rest of the way through the tunnels.

      I know I messed up last time. I want to make it right. “Catriona, I dream of you. Every night. I dream of you. I want to find out if what we have is real.”

      Catriona stays silent. I let my words sink in and keep my mouth shut.
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      Eventually, we make it to a room that’s guarded by the rebels. It’s cool and dark in here, with no furniture. The walls are made of mud.

      My vision is taken over by an in-game cinematic. It shows the cathedral district surrounded by fire wizards who are slowly incinerating everything they can get their hands on. Children in the priest’s care burning, their hair and clothes on fire. Priest’s robes going up in flames.

      

      Quest offered: Fire Wizards

      Put out five fires and rescue ten inhabitants from the fire wizards.

      Reward: Special, 5 gold pieces.

      Do you accept?

      

      That’s quite a reward.

      “Leeroy Jenkinz, I got it, too,” Catriona says. “She sent it out to everyone in the world. You can’t accept it. She’ll know how to find us if you do.”

      “But they’re dying.”

      “I know. But it was their choice. They’re protecting us to preserve a better future. Don’t fall for Queen Lunacaller’s tricks. Even as we speak, she’s doing everything in her power to get you. You don’t even see it. Look over there, on the wall.”

      I do as she directs and see a wanted poster with my likeness is on the wall, with a massive gold reward. The rebel leader, a monk, says, “Queen Lunacaller must want you bad. I hope you can actually help us.”

      Catriona cuts him short. “We can’t turn him in. He’s the reason we have a chance.”

      The monk says, “Fidelia will be the one to decide that.” He apparently comes to a decision and nods to me. “Come with me.”

      “Of course,” I say. “Is there some kind of issue with it?”

      We go down another corridor and come to a small altar room. The monk bows and takes his leave, shutting the door behind him, and I am faced with a tiny female gnome shaman, whom I presume is Fidelia. She is nowhere near as old as I thought she’d be. She bounces on her feet as I approach, apparently excited to see me. The room is veiled in purple gauzy drapes, and a sky hole in the ceiling shows the daylight outside.

      “Fidelia, I presume,” I say.

      

      Meet with Fidelia Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have received

      1 gold piece

      

      “You presume correctly,” she says. “What do you want, Leeroy Jenkinz?”

      “Same as you. To fix things. To make everything in Arcadia right again.” I don’t know what else to say.

      “You are willing to do this? To understand the perils and attempt to cure our ills? You would be our savior?”

      That all seems a little strong, but sure.

      

      Quest offered: Save the World

      Learn what you can from Fidelia, then save the world.

      Reward: Special

      

      “Okay,” I say. “I accept.”

      

      Fidelia nods, knowingly. “Hero, it is good that you do this. I will begin the ritual of sharing now, and pass on the memories of the heroes who have gone before. From them will you learn what you must do. Are you ready?”

      I tell her I am and she starts chanting, slowly at first, and seems to go into a deep trance. Her voice takes on tenor and melody, and her body starts to move. She’s singing and waving her hands and after a time, the entire room glows with zinging crystalline globes of light. My eyes burn at their brightness. They start crashing toward me, and I seize up, cowering at the light. The room is thrumming and throbbing now, and I could honestly piss my pants.

      “Open up, don’t be afraid,” Fidelia tells me. “Let them penetrate you so that you can remember. A man is defined by his actions. Open up your mind.”

      I stop cowering. Underneath the throbbing I can hear a rhythm now. If this little bitty woman can take the lights, then so can I. I stand up to the magic, thrust my head up and my chest out, and sway with the thrumming room. The lights dance around me at first. Then they come at me with fervor, and I fill up my consciousness with what they have to say.

      The dreamscape fills my consciousness. Sparkling silvery lights pierce a black veil in my vision. It’s painful at first. I have to walk through a doorway and every step is like piercing my foot with a thousand needles. Have I mentioned how much I fucking hate needles? But I see it’s a doorway into the portal, the great white archway that the Elven Queen uses to control the traffic into and out of the real Arcadia, and I know I have to go to it, so I do.

      I open a doorway in the portal in my mind and I start to remember.

      A ghost in silver armor stands before me. “This way,” he intones and a door opens before me. The memories hit me like a waterfall. They fill up my brain with all the answers to all the questions I’ve had since entering Arcadia. I know what happened, in the past. Better, I know what I can do to fix it. I snap to consciousness. The memories of others have shown me the way.

      The fireworks in the room have died down and Fidelia is staring at me intently. I feel so full of memories they must be written on my face.

      “I see that you’ve come to understand,” Fidelia says. “Come with me.” She leads me back to the antechamber where Catriona and the monk are waiting, says, “Wait here,” and goes to a side room.

      “What happened?” Catriona asks, wide-eyed? “We could tell great magics were worked, but were they successful, Leeroy Jenkinz?”

      I nod. “They were. I’ll tell you all when Fidelia returns,” which she does just as I finish speaking.

      Fidelia says, “I have gifts for you, great heroes of the cause.” She gives me a new black leather jerkin, one that’s studded with defense enchantments anchored in silver medallions, and I put it on immediately. I feel a surge of power and pull up my stats. The jerkin is +5 strength to what I was wearing before, and maintains the AGI bonus. Catriona is bestowed with a beautiful necklace—I presume it amps up her intelligence as my jerkin has amped up my strength—and the monk is given a new platinum-tipped wooden quarterstaff to swing.

      “So, tell us,” Catriona prompts.

      I take a breath and launch into what I’ve learned. “Queen Lunacaller, when Arcadia was first discovered, came to us—well, not us, but the people who gave me their memories. Anyway, she promised trade benefits if our—their—company helped to build the portal to give her control of access to Arcadia.”

      “The humans worked on their side of the border to erect the portal. One of the people whose memories I have was a programmer at the portal when it was created.”

      “What else did you see?” Fidelia asked.

      “I remember seeing the control station there, the lock down for the borders of Arcadia.” I clear my throat. “There’s more,” I say.

      “We can take the portal down and open up the borders so that Arcadians and humans can freely mingle.”

      Catriona’s face glows with hope at my words. “How?” she asks.

      “All I have to do is access that chamber in the portal, the one that houses the right server box, and erase the program. The portal will collapse; it’s supported by code that directs the flow of magical energies. When it comes down, the borders will open, the curtain separating our land from theirs will dissipate, and Arcadians will be free. Humans will be too.”

      “The borders will open.” Catriona’s voice is a sweet whisper. Like she doesn’t even dare to hope.

      I feel the same way. There’s a hollowness in my stomach. I could go to Arcadia. I could meet Catriona IRL.

      “We know what we need to do, then?” Fidelia asks. We all nod, but the truth is I have no real idea. I’m not sure how to get to the portal from here, or what we’ll encounter once we’re there. I don’t know what safeguards they’ve installed on it since we—or the people whose memories I have now—left.
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      “Well, I know we have to get out of here,” I say. The gang nods and we gather together to leave. As we do so, the door to the catacombs bursts open, and the queen’s elven troops come storming through it and open fire on us. I immediately take 5% damage and my thigh roars in pain, having been grazed by a projectile. Fighting erupts around me.

      With dismay I find myself face to face with one of the queen’s archers. As I watch he knocks and arrow and draws back on the bow string.

      “No!” I throw myself to the side.

      He swings his bow away from me and aims at Fidelia, then looses an arrow at and scores a critical hit.

      He turns back to me with a wink. “Thanks for taking us to the rebel leader. Hat’s off to you, my friend.”

      I start to spew a curse back at him, but a whimpered moan from Fidelia captures my attention. I run to her, but I am too late. The little gnome’s body starts to vaporize before my eyes. “Leeroy Jenkinz,” she says with her final words. “You have to erase the program.”

      

      Quest offered: Bring Down the Portal!

      Destroy the portal that limits Arcadian and human interaction.

      Reward: Special

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes,” I whisper, and the body of the little shaman disappears.

      Catriona looks ashen. “I can’t believe she’s gone,” she says. “Just like that.”

      “She’ll come back, won’t she?”

      “Not if they take her out of the immersion system. There are worse prisons than this. If they can find where she’s plugged in …”

      I realize at that moment that we’re surrounded by the queen’s soldiers and that our friends need our help. “Cat, we have to fight!” I shout and I lunge for the nearest foot soldier. It’s his fault that Fidelia is dead, my fault for trusting him. Making him dead would go a long way toward making me feel better.

      He dances back at my thrusting punch, and I go for my daggers. We engage in the dance and the rest of the room becomes just noise around me. I have a strong sense that we have to get out of here.

      As I’m getting ready to unleash a finishing maneuver, the soldier backs away from me and starts running.

      I have a bad feeling about this. “We have to move,” I say.

      But it’s too late. We are not victorious in this battle. We’re surrounded. Outnumbered, outmanned, outgunned.

      The loyalists capture Catriona and me. They roughly bind our hands behind our backs and tell us they’re taking us to Queen Lunacaller. There’s a longish march through the city to the palace gates, and then the long promenade once we’re within the confines of the palace.

      In spite of myself, I can’t help but notice how magnificent everything is. We walk down one corridor and another, and another. All are awe-inspiring. I walk with my mouth agape at the white columns that spiral into a ceiling so far away they appear to go to nothingness. Colored leaves made of glass line the halls like a forest and capture the light from windows high above and play with it, casting strange-colored shadows on the floor beneath us.

      The windows have crystal frames that act as prisms, scattering rainbows down the hallway as we walk. The place is a veritable cavalcade of light. It’s beautiful.

      Catriona is glaring at me, probably seething with disgust for whatever part I played in all of this, leading the queen’s men to Fidelia. Or maybe she’s mad that we’ve been captured. I feel bad about Fidelia, but honestly, I’d just met her. It’s not like we were pals. I don’t feel that bad. I don’t even feel like it was entirely my fault. I was part of the spinning wheel of destiny on that one. I take comfort that it’s only her avatar that’s dead, not her body.

      I ignore Catriona’s mood and find myself smiling again. I can’t help it. This place is fucking amazing. It seems like we walk for miles. I know it’s at least a few city blocks.

      Finally, we arrive at the throne room, where the elven queen is waiting for us. The leader of the elven army speaks. “Main target is dead, milady,” she says. “We bring these rebel prisoners to you for judgment.”

      “At last, Fidelia is dead.” The queen lounges on her throne and looks exactly as happy as a cat who’s just licked an entire bowl of real cream. “The resistance is dead.” She smiles at me like I’m her pet human. Her words are making me sick. “And soon you will be, too.”

      In light of what I know, this doesn’t seem fair. Catriona is struggling for all she’s worth against the hands that bind her. “Take them away,” Queen Lunacaller says to her henchmen.

      “What? No! It’s not supposed to happen like this!” Even as I shout I know my words are useless. This can’t be happening. A full squad of Queen Lunacaller’s men take Catriona and me by the arms and drag us deep into the palace.

      They march us into a large, dark and cool chamber. The ceilings arc high above us into the darkness. The room itself is arrayed with crystal coffins filled with a menacing bubbling liquid. If we weren’t already in VR I’d think they were elvish VR pods. But since we’re already in VR, I have no idea what they are. Poison tubs? Whatever they are, they can’t be good. I have no desire to find out what they’re for.

      I slippery fish myself from the grip of the soldier holding me and shadowslide across the room to take out one of the queen’s henchmen with a single blow. Some things you just can’t beat being a rogue for. I shadow cloak and sneak up and slash and backstab the elf that’s got Catriona in his hands, freeing her. She leaps to action and starts by making sure I’m at full health. Bless that woman.

      Then the fight is on. After the first few soldiers go down, I learn that nine strikes usually gets me a kill. I’m faster knowing that. I go to town. We fight our way through the elves, Cat healing me as I go toe to toe with these guys. Finally, they’re all down and we’re still standing. We break free of the immersion chamber and flee through the halls.

      We meet company at our second turn. Another soldier. “You can’t get out,” he cries. “There are people here willing to fight you at every turn.” He flings a knife at Catriona and she deflects it. We gang up on him.

      She distracts him with balls of detrimental holy fire and I get in close for the kill. I feel the crunch of his ribs at the hilt of my blade as I jab inward and upward to take him down. He gasps in my grasp, and slumps to the floor. “You won’t get away,” he says before he vaporizes at my feet.

      “If they’re everywhere, how are we going to fight our way through the palace and back to the portal?” I ask. I’m up for the task if I have to be, but …

      Cat says, “We don’t have to. We can group up and use a homestone.”

      “Right,” I say. Of course we can. I extend her an invitation. Then I pull out my homestone and do an incantation over it. The words come unbidden and I run my hand over the top of the rock like it’s a Buddha’s belly that needs rubbing. Together, we’re teleported back to the Rogue’s Den. God bless this place. I love it here.

      Not that it’s a pleasant feeling, being rent piece by piece on a molecular level and reassembled in a new location. No, not my favorite feeling, that one. But my whole life I’ve dreamed of having site to site transportation. It would just make things so much easier if I didn’t have to actually move my body to actually move my body. So, the weird feeling is totally worth it.

      And now all we have to do is destroy what is most likely a heavily-guarded portal.
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      We materialize at the inn. Prominently displayed on the walls are posters with both our faces and names on them. So, Queen Lunacaller is already up to speed on our escape, and her notice has gone out. She’s fast. At least I know no one here will turn me in. We’re thick as thieves here, literally.

      “I see you’ve got good taste in artwork,” I say to the barkeep, shrugging my shoulder and jerking my head in the general direction of the picture. “You want us to sign those?”

      He laughs when he recognizes us. “What’s your poison?” he asks. “First drink’s on me.” I smile and place my order. Catriona does too, and we talk again about what I learned in my time with Fidelia. “So what this means is that I can help.” I tell her what I now know about the portal and how it was built.

      “So you see,” I say at the end, “we have to get to the portal so I can destroy it.”

      “You mean the real portal. Not just the in game portal.”

      “No, that’s the beauty of it. They’re linked. I can affect the out-of-game, real life portal from in here. It’s where everything intersects.”

      “You’re kidding me,” Catriona says.

      “It was built from here, after all,” I say. Fidelia’s gift of memories have flooded my skull. “They built physical elements on earth and Arcadia proper, but they linked them through VR. We have to find a way to get into the portal. From what it looked like when I arrived, there’s quite a line to get in. And we won’t be going to the visitor’s section, if you know what I mean.”

      “I understand. The risk is worth it to me.”

      “Catriona, who are you, really? Who are you on the other side?”

      “I’m an elf, just like you see. Everyone from the Arcadian side looks exactly like their avatar in real life, or so it holds for me and those I’ve known.”

      “But where are you now? Where is your body?”

      “It’s in Arcadia, in an immersion chamber, much as those we saw at the queen’s palace.”

      “You mean you’re in prison. You’re part of the rebel alliance on the other side, too. Why would she let you loose in this world?”

      “She may not know about your ability to affect real change for us. It’s just a way for her to keep her exiles from rising up. Here, in this world”—she pauses to spread her hands—“we are occupied. Not a threat to her beloved Arcadia. Look at me. I’m running around with you.”

      “And now we can change everything.

      “And that’s why I’m here.” Catriona moves in to embrace me. “With you.” She smells good. Like lilacs. She feels light in my arms, like I could whirl her around in a field of flowers on a sunny afternoon and spread her out on a picnic … Nope. Not gonna go there right now. I step back from her.

      “We have to find a way to the portal from here, undetected.”

      It occurs to me that Will Fast Fingers might have some insider knowledge for me, so I take Catriona with me and ask him if there’s any way he knows of to get to the portal. I find him in the same spot at the scarred table in the inn, wearing the same dark cloak.

      “Take a bird,” he says. Then he stands and sheds his cloak, tossing it to me. “This will help you blend in once you arrive. But I recommend you both hunker into it together or else one of you will stand out. You’re both slight. It’ll do ya.” The cloak weighs heavy in my arms, and I drape it over my shoulder.

      I take a closer look, examining it. Cloak of Shadows +20 to stealth ability. Holy crap. This is some serious, upper level shit.

      “Thank you for your guidance,” I say. “And your gift.” I bow my head slightly to him. “And watch your back.”

      He grins, like I’m kidding. I’m not, though. The queen herself is after me. Those who help me could find themselves in jeopardy.
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      Catriona and I walk to the flight master where the griffins are gathered and ask for a ride to the portal site. The place smells like sour urine and moldy hay. I feel sorry for the beasts. By the same token, it’s so busy I can see why the guy never has time to clean up after his animals. I’m sure he gets to it at the end of the day … or sometime.

      The flight master selects a griffin for us and we clamber on its back after donning the cloak, knowing that we won’t be able to change it out mid-flight. The journey is uneventful, though lovely, and it’s not long before we slide off the lion bird unnoticed upon arrival at the portal.

      We both stay tucked in the cloak as we make our way to the portal’s gateway. I don’t know if it actually makes us invisible, but it makes me feel invisible and maybe that’s just enough for today.

      The portal towers above us, white and glimmering. In front of us there’s one gigantic double doorway that’s elaborately decorated, the one the huge line of people waiting to go earth-side ends at. It’s an arched oaken double door with intricate carvings on its borders, and next to it is a plain door. It’s this second one we slip into unnoticed—or so we hope.

      I stand there a minute, in awe of the thing. If we’re going to bring it down, aren’t we obligated to warn all these people milling around waiting for their lottery ticket?

      I can’t think about that now. We have to hurry. I have no doubt Queen Lunacaller is sending guards to intercept us.

      The path we’re on leads down and down to a tunnel that stretches down for a bit. I walk along it, Catriona right behind me. Then the tunnel opens up to a gigantic chamber. Most of the portal’s inner workings are underground and gargantuan. The whole underground level is matrixed with huge white columns made of something like quartz. The place shines with crystalline but menacing light. It’s cold and eerie, filled with piping that channels brilliant neon green spectral energy through its clear glass. Our footsteps echo in the cavernous chambers.

      “The Elven Queen knows she’s limiting population growth, and keeping the races from co-mingling, but she won’t let go of the control. She wants the elves to be the only ones that survive,” Catriona whispers.

      I don’t know why she’s lecturing me. It’s not like she needs to win me to her side. “That makes no sense.”

      “She thinks a free for all would pollute the bloodlines too quickly. If she can make her family more fertile …”

      “They’ll hold on to the power here longer.”

      Of course, Queen Lunacaller would know what the rebels were about. She’d know what it was that was locked in my brain, and what my next move would be. She had to have sent a contingent of soldiers our way. She’s cruel, but she’s not stupid.

      “Cat, be on the lookout. Lunacaller will have sent someone or probably several someones after us. She knows we escaped her inquisition.”

      “All right,” she says and nods. We keep walking. I don’t remember this place outright, but I have a sense that I’m going the right direction, so what the hell. Why not? Intuition seems to have gotten me through all right so far. It feels eerily quiet and I go on hyper alert. I blend with the shadows and slink along the columns themselves.

      The ground is soft beneath my feet and I know they didn’t bother to cover the dirt. It’s simply been packed a bit. And the ceiling above me is irregular, blasted out of the dirt. We’re already one level down.

      I know Catriona has nothing like shadow cloak that she can do for herself, but I do see her hands wiggle some magic out and a magic bubble of protection springs up around her. Unlike the KISA’s golden shield, this one forms a barrier around her like a cylinder. Good girl. We continue on. I see the flicker of a shadow ahead and point to it and Cat. She nods. I stop to get our bearings. We seem to be drawing nearer to the center.

      One of the shadows materializes into an elvish archer who steps briefly out of the shadows to fire an arrow at Catriona. The arrow reaches a space a few feet in front of her and piffles in midair, losing all trajectory and forward motion and falling to the ground. Good. Shield works then.

      Maybe they haven’t seen me yet. I trust Cat to her shields and duck even further back into the shadows and slip to the far side of the column from the row we’ve been walking. I see now that the danger is far greater and closer than I realized. I’ve already come upon the first man, though he doesn’t know it yet, and there are probably twenty others gathered, two at a column, down this entire row.

      I shadowslide behind this first man and reach around to claw his throat before he can make a noise and alert others to my position. He slumps against me and I lower his heavy body to the ground. I get a notification, +1 gold and I wave it away. Is this for real? Do these guys spit out gold money as a reward?

      I wish I could be nearer to Cat, but stealth, isolation, and action are the better operatives while surprise is on my side. I slip alongside the column and wait in the shadows until the next soldier’s attention is directed elsewhere, then I shadowslide over to him and introduce him to my blade.

      No gold that time. Must take cumulative kills then. Something to replace experience that only drops gold as you’ve earned it. Makes sense for how advanced my avatar is. It’s not like they’re going to let me level up and they don’t want to load my pack with silvers and coppers. Whoever “they” is.

      I have little time to think, though. The time has come for my next strike. I shear off a bit and scrape against the column as I land, and my target is alerted as I shadowslide behind him for the backstab. I get to him before he can cry out, though not before his partner is aware of the commotion.

      I’m not able to get the drop on the partner. We circle, quietly, and I notice Catriona from the side. She nails him with one of her flying light damage dealing spells and he doubles over. I rush in to slash and stick’em, attacking and needling him quickly, in and out, finishing him. I slit his throat with a claw for good measure. I don’t need him moaning behind us. I motion for Cat to stay on that side of the columns, but to advance toward our target, the center of the room.

      I make it halfway through the gathered elves this way before they catch onto me and the fight is on in earnest. I become a whirling dervish of blades, and Catriona’s light spells are hissing from her hands non-stop. I fight like I’ve never fought before, slamming blades home and yanking them out, jumping and dancing to sidestep a blade and deliver another.

      We fight well as a pair. The moment I’m down, Catriona is there with a healing spell to pick me back up. I get to stay engaged in melee, and my rage is blaring red on the bar in front of me. Somehow, we survive the fray.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing together, chests heaving, Catriona asks, “Is that it? Is that all of them?”

      “It’s the first wave at least,” I say. “Doubt it will be the last. They might give us a bit of a breather, they might not.” When I think of it like a dungeon raid, it gets easier. I’ll be the tank and damage dealer, and Cat will back me up with more damage and heals. We can do this. I’m just not sure for how long. “How’s your spell power?” I ask.

      “Recharging. That took me down close to zero, that fight.”

      “Is there something you can drink to bolster it?”

      “You mean like magic water?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, actually. Exactly like that.”

      “I don’t have any with me,” she says, but at least she’s smiling. I could drown in that smile. I’m taken over with the desire to just grab this woman and make her mine, but this hardly seems the time or place. Down boy. We stay quiet, catching our breath. The chamber is huge and it may be still that we’re not alone. They might be minutes away; they might be on our backs.

      I reach out to Catriona and take her hand. If we can’t talk, I can at least let her know that I’m happy to be here with her, odds be what they may. It would be easier for me to do this without her here. I could just slip past the elves unseen with my rogue abilities. Cat has no such stealth available to her. She could be considered a detriment here and I don’t care. I want her with me.

      “We should move closer to the center,” she says.

      “Right. Good idea.” There’s a gathering of columns where we’re headed. I don’t know what they’re surrounding, but I think that’s where we’re going. Of course, that’s when I see the next wave of shadows along the far wall. I grab at Catriona’s arm, point to my eyes and then to the shadows. She looks and nods.

      Since these guys are on the move and not already stationed at columns in wait, we have to take them all on at once. Catriona readies her area of effect spells that will at least slow some of them down, and seriously hurt others.

      “Ready when you are,” she says.

      “Okay, let’s do this.”

      I slip along the shadows and leap to the back of the group. I come up from behind. Shadowslide, backstab. Shadowslide, backstab. Shadowslide, backstab. Stats are flying in front of my face—the damage I’m dealing, the armor deductions. I don’t have time to wave it all away, I just play through it, let the messages pile up. I can still see my targets, and that and keeping moving is what matters.

      It actually hurts when I take damage, and I’m feeling a lot of pain in this fight. I can take on one guy at a time, but three swirl around me, getting their own cuts in. Catriona stays out of sight behind a column, and sears them from above. She sends me the occasional heal, just enough to keep me in the fight. I don’t know how much longer we can do this. I keep stabbing, and my daggers keep finding their way home.

      I realize I’ve completely forgotten to dip my daggers in the poison I made. I knock the handle of my daggers against the skulls of the three nearest elven attackers, and they fall obligingly to the ground. I take a moment and grab the poison from my bag, then doctor the knives. Then I rise back up and leap into the fray, this time, just running up and down the line and scoring as many of the enemy as I can with my concoction.

      I do this a few times, dancing out of the way of their attacks, doing minor damage but lacing them all with poison again and again.

      In a minute, I see that my strategy is working. One by one, elves collapse, clutching their throats, gagging against my unseen hand.

      Finally, the last one falls. I am truly exhausted and running low on health points. I don’t have any food left in my pack and I am guessing Catriona’s about flat out of juice too. “You all right?” I ask when I catch up to her around the bend of the column.

      “Yeah, I’m good. Did we get all of them?”

      “Think so. Enough to move on to the next obstacle and see what’s over there.” I point to the cluster of columns that’s caught my attention.

      “Okay,” she says. “But I need a minute first. I’m out of spell points and I’m hurt.”

      “Hurt, why didn’t you say anything? Are you bleeding?”

      She nods.

      “Where?”

      She just looks at me like I’m a stupid white boy. I take a step back and look her over. Her long skirts are ripped and there’s a gash on her abdomen where a stray arrow has grazed her. I hadn’t even seen the archers. She must have been onto them before I even noticed them in the middle of the fight. “Why aren’t you putting pressure on it?” I ask her and lunge in toward her to cover the wound with my hand.

      “Nothing’s real here, Leeroy Jenkinz, remember? I won’t lose damage any less quickly by doing that.”

      “No food in your pack?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “I just need time.”

      “Can you at least make it over to the columns?” I ask her. I feel too exposed out here. And I don’t want to come up against a third squadron of goons in our current state.

      “I’ll try,” she says, and I help her to standing. I keep lookout as we walk slowly over to the circle of columns. Catriona seems much weaker than she’s letting on. She grows paler by the moment. Her skin is white. Here, the columns are run over with crystal strands of that magical light wiring that illuminates the entire underground facility we’re in. The lights from that sparkle all over her face. She looks like a ghost in comparison. “We’ll rest now. I feel better, sheltered by the columns,” I say. “Here, sit.”

      “Sit with me,” she says, and I do so. Her hip and leg line up against mine as we sit with our backs to a column. There’s an elevator platform here in the center of the columns, one that goes down into a deeper shaft. We sit there and I watch it rise up those last few feet, wait for several long seconds, then slowly plunge then fall the rest of the way to the bottom. I watch this over and over again, and I know we’re going to have to step onto that thing as soon as we can.
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      After long minutes, Catriona’s wound is but a memory, the blood coagulated, and both of us feel ready to go on. “Should be another five-breath before the platform is back,” I say. We stand and move to the lip of the elevator platform. The platform arrives and we step onto it.

      The drop my stomach feels when it plunges down after the first gentle acceleration rivals any roller coaster sim I’ve ever felt. We fall and fall, holding onto each other. She feels good in my arms. I let my hand caress her back. She doesn’t seem to mind.

      The platform slows and we lurch sideways and catch our balance. I know this place. There are columns of server racks spread out like tentacles from the main power hub and climate control station. I know every inch of this place. The memories Fidelia gave me are paying off.

      “This way,” I tell Catriona and head off down the row of banks I know to contain the physical server I need to mangle.

      “What are we doing here?” she asks.

      The place is deserted. “Watch out for traps. It’s weird that they don’t have guards here.”

      “Well, we did just take out about fifty of them upstairs.”

      “True. They probably didn’t expect us to make it this far.” I’m distracted, looking around, orienting myself.

      “So, what are we doing here?” Catriona says again.

      “Oh.” I run a hand through my tangled hair and pull my cowl down as I turn to face her. “It’s not enough to just erase the program from the hard drive. I mean, I’ll start there, and send out a Trojan horse to erase any remnants of it on the entire system. But we need to destroy the server it’s housed on as well. Like, physically destroy it. What I should have you do is act as a lookout, but I’d rather have you close.”

      She even smells good. I know, intellectually, that I’m not even here, that this is a sim chamber, that nowhere on this planet is my body anywhere near a girl of this magnitude, and yet here I am and it feels real.

      I remember that Catriona hasn’t been here before. “We’re in an area known as the convergence zone, because this is where technology and magic can co-exist,” I tell her. “It was the only place to build the servers for the game, and the servers that control the lottery for the portal into the actual earth for Arcadian residents.”

      “Ah, yes,” Catriona says, vitriol dripping from her voice. “The Elven Queen isn’t all black of heart; she draws ten names a year by lottery for inclusion in the earth excursions. So generous.” Her voice stays dry, but I know she’s bitter.

      “But there were people lined up in droves to go,” I say.

      “The lines at the portal are just to sign up for the lottery,” she tells me. “And while they move quickly, they never dwindle.”

      “You mean they keep filling up with new people who want a lottery ticket?”

      “Yes, I mean that exactly.”

      I can’t imagine the breeding rights of an entire diverse population being dictated by a single human being, but it is. It’s disturbingly cruel.

      We keep walking, and come to a series of tunnels, several of which branch off, and those branches end in a hub that serves several small server rooms. It feels like a spider web of interconnected caves. The tunnels are dark and short. I have to find the right room. Luckily, I remember the way. I thread my way through several hubs and finally lead Catriona to the right chamber.

      “Here,” I say. “This rack. I need to jack in. It’ll take me a while. Then we’ll send out my Trojan horse and bludgeon the hell out of the box with the hard record. I need you to go find us something to do the bludgeoning with.”

      “Got it,” she says.

      “Wait. Take something to mark your way.”

      “It’s on my map now,” she says.

      “Of course. Well, go already then.”

      I watch as her fine ass sways on down the row away from me. Damn, that girl is eye candy. Then, I get back to work. I jack into the box and get a vidscreen and keypad up and running. Hopefully I’ve remembered everything correctly, and passwords and logins still work.

      For some reason, they do. Hallelujah! I get to work writing the Trojan horse code, the little bug that will ride out and destroy my big code wherever it resides on the network. Then, the portal can come down.

      It doesn’t take long for the coding to become a meditation for me. I key in the code like the wind, like I’m just breathing it into the keyboard. I’m just a conduit; it’s not coming from me, it is of me and through me. I’m a little metaphysical about my code. But that’s how it works. That’s why a robot hasn’t replaced me yet.
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      I don’t even look up when I hear footsteps in the row, that’s how relaxed I am. I assume Catriona has found her boulder.

      “Whatever it is that you’re doing, I beg you to stop,” a woman’s voice says, startling me out of my coding reverie. I look up to see it’s Queen Lunacaller herself, all by herself.

      A jolt of electricity runs through my body. She’s bound to be wicked powerful. The one and only boss. I hope.

      “You don’t think you can stop me, do you?” I say. I’m feeling brave. I’ve got most of the work done and saved. I’ll need a few more minutes once I’m done with Queen Lunacaller, but the work I’ve done so far is good. Still, she makes me nervous. It’s arrogant and brave of her to come alone.

      Wait. Did she find Catriona first? Where is Catriona? Why is she taking so long? I can’t ask the queen because if she didn’t run into Catriona, she’ll know I have an ally here and if she did run into her, there’s no words she can say that will offer me succor.

      She walks forward, footfalls echoing. It’s gone awfully quiet in here. She holds her hands out to show she’s weaponless. Not that weapons matter when you can hurl spells at your opponent. I realize I don’t know what Queen Lunacaller’s class specialization is. This puts me at a distinct disadvantage. I have to hurry. I ignore her advance and enter in a few more lines of code.

      “You don’t understand,” she says. “You must stop.” Her tone is calm but her teeth are gritted. It’s taking her a great deal of effort to remain passive in this situation. I keep typing.

      “I think I do understand,” I say. “I think I understand exactly how much power controlling this gives you, how much favor you’re able to curry, how much gold.”

      “You can’t imagine what the consequences will be for Arcadia if the portal is opened! Imagine the chaos that will result when humans can intermingle freely with us. The genetic failures, the deformed children that will come into this world. Our people will face such hatred … wars will break out. If we don’t carefully watch this now, it could lead to genocide, Leeroy Jenkinz. Is that really what you want?”

      “Of course not,” I say. “But I’m not that much of a pessimist.”

      “I know people like you, Leeroy. You think I haven’t seen your kind before? You came here because you wanted to experience Arcadia. You don’t care if it stays pristine and fresh, undiluted by human touch. We made this huge investment in virtual reality so that our lands would be protected from all but a few and yet those few would be enough to sustain our population. Can’t you understand? Do you love Arcadia at all? Take down the portal and you’ll destroy everything you love about it. The magic will bleed out of the land. Everything about our way of life will be destroyed.”

      She really believes this, and for the first time, she has given me pause too. I feel too much for Catriona and the others I’ve met to be on the queen’s side, but I also wonder if Catriona’s really thought all of this through. Is securing the ability to have children at will worth giving up magic for? I’m not sure I know. I’m not sure the power to make that decision should rest in my hands.

      And now the ruler of the realm I love, the fucking Queen of Arcadia, has me at a crossroads. Do I stop what I’m doing? Trust her? Or do I fall back on what feels right and stick to the plan I have built with Catriona? Where is Catriona? It shouldn’t have taken her so long to find something to do some damage to this machine with. I feel a renewed sense of urgency.

      There is no choice, really. I know whose future I want to support. All things must change eventually, and this planet is ours to share; no corner of it belongs to one person to put a chokehold on. I need to unlock Arcadia and open it to the masses. Even if it destroys the land as I know and love it. At least it will be preserved in the game.

      I keep keying in more code.

      “Please, stop.” She’s begging now. I can hear that wheedling tone in her voice, the undercurrent of sincerity. “I do this for the good of my people.”

      “You think I believe you?” I almost spit at her. I’m not entirely sure where this change in me came from. We should all be in charge of our own lives. Not this one person in charge of so many.

      “Maybe in your world human. Not in ours.”

      I take another tack. “Of course I want to preserve Arcadia, but now that I’ve been here, now that I’ve met the rebels it’s populated with, rebels whose stories I’ve heard, now that I see how your choices are playing out in your world and mine … now I don’t think it’s such a good idea. I’m not sure what you think is best is really all for the best. It’s a matter of perspective.”

      I key in some more code, wishing I were more eloquent. Well, why would I be? I don’t give speeches for a living.

      In my peripheral vision I see the woman’s hands start to glow. Witchy shit, then. I’m about to get hit with something hot or cold I imagine. Wishing I had a shield about now, but that’s never been a practicality for my class. I have to hurry, that’s what I have to do.

      Just then Catriona arrives with a massive rock in her arms. She drops it when she sees the queen and rushes to cast something at the woman. She succeeds in interrupting Queen Lunacaller, and I scramble to finish up my program. I have to stay on track and I only have a few more lines of code to key in.

      Catriona keeps the queen occupied. I cast a glance or two her way while I’m working and see her doggedly holding her own against the queen, sweat breaking out on her brow.

      There. It’s done. I don’t exactly have time to test it. I do look the code over, scanning through it quickly, and then I send it out through the neural network here. Essentially, I make it go viral.

      Then I turn and join the fight. There’s a shit ton of wizard fire and priest fire going back and forth between these two. I get a quest with a unique reward promised for killing this boss.

      

      Quest offered: Queen of All the Land

      You have encountered a boss, Layora Lunacaller. Take out the boss for a special reward.

      Do you accept?

      

      “Yes,” I say under my breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I collect myself, and shadowslide in behind Queen Lunacaller. I know what we’re trying to do is high treason, but the truth is, she attacked us. We’re merely defending ourselves. I don’t care what the rules are in Arcadia, I don’t care if I’m a treasonous bastard. I care that Catriona and I get out of this little shindig alive.

      I try to slash and stick my way through the queen’s backside, but her superior armor blocks all damage, which means there’s no poison getting in. I do manage to get my rage up, and then I go for the backstab. I aim high with this one, trying to get above the lip of the neck armor for the downward strike.

      Success! Unfortunately not for much damage, though, only 5%. I’m used to that maneuver pulling down 25% or more with a single strike. This woman has some serious defenses in place. Her hit points aren’t all that high; it’ll just be exceptionally difficult to take her down. I set into the whirl fest, slash, stick, slash, stick, slash, backstab, repeat. Catriona’s holy spells are having nearly equal effect on the queen as my blade work is; I can see her health bar steadily dropping.

      The Elven Queen goes into a prayer position for a moment and I find that my next strike skitters off an invisible barrier. Out of thin air, two little monstrosities have materialized. They look like they’re composed entirely of dark blue ink, and they have a putrid smell as they ooze toward us. I take a stab at the one coming for me and find that my daggers slice right through it, no effect whatsoever. So, I’m pretty much useless here. “Cat, you got something for this?”

      “Maybe,” she says. I see her in casting mode. The one nearest her quivers and its health bar shows she’s impacted it. And, the bar is still slowly going down.

      “DOT?” I say. “Sweet. Do mine.” She complies and soon it’s my job to simply play keep away from the globs and wait for the queen’s bubble to pop. It’s got to have a cooldown. And maybe that’s when we get these two beasties killed.

      “Do you need food or anything?” I ask. “While we’re waiting for them to die?”

      “Leeroy Jenkinz, we can’t eat in combat.” She looks at me like I’m stupid. I feel stupid. I knew that. I guess technically we are still fighting. I skitter back another few steps as the inkling approaches me.

      “Maybe hit them again, do you think?”

      Cat checks the DOT seconds remaining and apparently agrees with me, because she fires again at the first one, then waits a moment, and fires again at the one closest to me.

      Around us, the walls of the chamber we’re in have started rumbling. I’m backed up almost against one and step away from it a bit. Is this a result of my little Trojan horse? I try to think of all that I’ve just undone and realize that in a magical land, it could well include the destruction of the giant archway of the portal that we’re sitting directly underneath. An auto-destruct sequence? The walls ripple a bit with streams of dust falling down from above. The noise grows deafening as the two inkblots are finally drained of all their health points, thanks to Catriona’s spell, and drop to their death, one after another.

      We both jump into engage the queen, whose bubble has indeed expired with the death of the ink blob creatures. I find my way behind her and stick’em and slash my way to advanced rage. Then I fangstrike her and start the process again, this time culminating in claw. Every several moves that I make, Cat shoots out a series of light balls in rapid succession, each hitting the queen for more damage that my stick’ems do.

      Queen Lunacaller seems intent on taking down Catriona, who has encased herself in a shield bubble. Like an afterthought, one pops up around me.

      I take a breath between strikes and notice that the walls of the room are shaking in earnest now. I dive back into the fight.

      I move like the wind. I am a blur. The Queen is strong, but her reliance on spells that take forever to cast is her weakness. While Catriona distracts her with her glitzy arcs of painful light magic, I wield my daggers like flechettes; they are light in my hands and blood wells up from a thousand little nicks on every exposed bit of flesh. I imagine her writhing in pain as the poison stacks on her. The Queen’s health bar falls steadily and I feel like we’re going to get her down any moment now. Then I see her lips moving. Damn it.

      “Cat, interrupt her!” I shout.

      But it’s too late.

      I move to unleash the claw on the Queen. Satisfyingly, my dagger plunges into her body. I drive it in to the hilt, but then the Queen’s spell explodes from her like a sonic boom and Catriona and I are both thrown violently back by the impact.

      I am stunned for a moment. I shake my head to clear it and look around. The whole room is shaking, and debris is falling from all around. The walls collapse partially, filling in the entrance. We’re trapped. I look to the center of the room, where everything has collapsed in a heap and see the queen’s broken body underneath tumbled server racks. Good. I mean, it’s one less quest for me to complete, but at least she’s immobilized.

      Then, like a bad dream, I see her mouth moving, hear her wheezing spell words. She’s still got something left in the tank. I run to finish her off, but I arrive too late. She smiles at me as the world falls to pieces around us.

      “At least I won’t die alone,” she says. Just then, her spell materializes and takes hold. All of a sudden there’s a rush of air on my face like the wind and too late I realize it’s all the air leaving the room. Fuck this. I finish the queen off with my daggers, but her spell keeps going.

      

      Congratulations! Quest Complete. You’ve been rewarded with ...

      

      I wave the message away. I’ll look at my bags later, if there is a later. In front of my face is a blue oxygen bar, and it’s steadily declining. I understand that if it hits zero, I’m dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s like I’m drowning. That’s what it feels like. If I’m going to die now, I better make sure I’m not doing it in vain. I look over and see that the box I needed destroyed has come out of the destruction from the quake unscathed. Shit!

      I gesture urgently to Cat, not wanting to waste precious air. She comes over to me and I whisper, “We have to break the box.”

      We start banging at the server box with fallen rocks. We only make dents at first, it doesn’t want to give, and then finally the damn thing cracks open. Once that happens, its innards are toast. Catriona sizzles them with some kind of spell. Then she collapses in a heap on the floor. I get to her side as quickly as I can, given how weak I’m feeling. I don’t talk; I can’t.

      I can see my future before me. I’m going to pass out and die, and my in-game ghost will have to go and find my body, which I can resurrect and then I will die again since there’s no bloody way to get out of this goddamn airless chamber.

      There are still massive booming noises coming from above. Rubble comes down around us still. My air is nearly out; I’m getting ready to start that continual loop of dying, finding my body, resurrecting, and dying. Awesome.

      Group request: would you like to join Catriona’s group?

      Oh, that’s sweet of her. We can die together like some long lost soul mates. I accept.

      Within moments my body is ripped into molecule-size shreds and reassembled back at the inn Catriona calls home in the capital of Silverkeep City. Her homestone. A sense of relief floods my body. I’d forgotten all about them, and mine hadn’t even reset yet. After taking a huge lungful of air, I pull that woman into my arms and kiss her. “Thank you,” I say. “You saved my life.”

      “Thank you,” she says. “I think you saved everyone’s future. Do you want to go watch the portal drop?” Her eyebrow cocks up, her eyes have a mischievous glint.

      “Sure?”

      “Follow me,” she says.

      We start to climb and we keep on climbing the stairs for some time. We get to the top and Catriona takes me down a long hallway and into what looks like a closet, but turns out to be a closet containing a spiral staircase. We climb this, too. At the very top, there is a balcony and from this balcony with a little wrought iron railing, and from this place we watch the portal fall.

      It’s still shaking, and we can see giant cracks at the base of it, even from this distance. We can hear the roar too. It sounds like a tornado; it sounds like distress. The ground rumbles out from the portal and there are great clouds of dust coming up from the ground all around it. And then everything grows silent for a moment.

      All at once, the giant arch falls, powering straight down into the chambers underneath it. I get an in-game notification.

      

      Bring Down the Portal Quest Complete!

      Congratulations! You have completed the unique quest line for this experience. There’s a party in your honor at the rogue’s guild. Thank you for playing with VR World!

      

      I get a sick little lurch in my stomach at the words “VR World.” I’d forgotten. I’d actually forgotten.

      

      Congratulations! You’ve earned +10 Bardic credit. You now have 25 bardic credits. You’ve done something worth singing about. You have united the human and Arcadian lands. Notice: Bardic credit is non-transferrable. Once you have earned 100 Bardic credit, your story will be submitted to the bardic guild and a song will be commissioned on your behalf, telling of your adventures as a hero in the land.

      

      In my head I’m already making plans. I have to get to Arcadia proper and see where the immersion jail is where they tanked all the rebels, and then I have to find Cat and break her free … and then … the future is ours.

      There’s cheering in the streets below, and Catriona and I look down to see a great crowd has gathered, filling up the cobblestone courtyard and streets. “I’m so happy right now,” she says.

      “Me too,” I say, and I pull her in for a kiss. Her lips are luscious; her tongue lights me on fire. I’m hungry for more. “It’s a whole new world.”

      Then Catriona says, “I can’t believe it. All of this, it’s a dream come true. I’m not the kind of girl who gets to have her dreams come true.”

      I’m struck, suddenly, with a thought that makes me sick to my stomach. I don’t even want to think about the details. Not yet. Not now. I wrap Catriona even closer in my arms, pull her in to smell her hair. I want to just dissolve in this moment. But I can’t keep the sickening thought inside me, either.

      If I just finished the end of the unique quest line I purchased, then who knows how long I really have left in this land. “I’m having the most awful thought,” I say. “What if this is all just part of the game? What if it all resets tomorrow?”

      “How will you know?”

      “I guess I’ll find out when I log out of the game.”

      “Don’t do it yet.”

      “No,” I agree. “Not yet.” And I pull her in even closer, smelling her lilac scent, willing the moment to last forever.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      
        
        Look for the continuation of Leeroy’s Arcadian adventures in Arcadia Elemental, due out in the summer of 2018.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Writing and gaming are my two favorite things. I’m guessing that gaming and reading are among your favorite things, too.

      I’ve been writing for decades, but I’ve finally found my home in the LitRPG genre. Few things in my life have been as much fun as writing this book was, and I know I’m barely scratching the surface of the potential for fun adventures in this medium. I hope you enjoyed reading Arcadia Unlocked. If it was half as much fun for you to read as it was for me to write, then I think we’re good.

      Thank you for reading my book. An author is nothing without an audience. I appreciate you.

      If you’d like to help readers like you (and authors like me), please consider leaving a brief review on Amazon. Every review helps bring the right readers to books they’ll love.

      I love hearing from readers. If you want to reach out to me, I’m just an email away: litrpgauthor@gmail.com

      LitRPG FTW!

      A.M. Archer
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