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    Chapter One - Chess


  


  “Checkmate!” I use a pawn that hadn’t been on the board eight moves ago, but twenty dollars is twenty dollars. I don’t normally cheat like that. I’d been preoccupied with my big plans and assumed that since I hadn’t seen him in the park playing any of the other hustlers, he wasn’t going to be as good as he is.


  The glint in his eyes shows that he’s seen through the cheat. He lets me take the money. The glint isn’t anger. If I had to guess, I’d say it is amusement. You don’t play hustlers in the park if you don’t want to get hustled, and this guy can certainly afford to blow twenty dollars. He sits there in a long, gray and probably expensive peacoat, seemingly impervious to the damp cold of the morning. Just thinking of the coming weather causes me to shiver involuntarily.


  “You really got me good,” he lies. “How old are you boy?” He speaks with a slight accent, one I can’t really place.


  “Seventeen.” I lie. One year and one month till then, but at least the papers and ID I have on me back this up.


  “Shouldn’t you be in school?”


  I shrug, “I got my GED, and this way I make a little extra to help my grandfather. He’s the only family I got.” This is all true. I had even passed the GED two times to help reinforce my papers. Gramps always insisted on having real records just in case someone gets too nosey. I’m planning to pass it again under my real name, though Old Pa said it was a waste. It’s important for me to still be me.


  “Tell you what, you beat me again, I’ll give you forty dollars to help your Grandpa. If I win, I won’t even take a dime from you.” He pulls two bills out of his wallet. “None of this timed shit though, and you call your moves. I’ll move the pieces myself.” He definitely knows about the extra piece I sneaked. Inwardly I cringe. Should have saved the swap for someone I know is stupid and not just to try to guarantee a win for just a twenty-dollar game. I push the thoughts of my future plan out of my head.


  “Sure.” I tuck my hands under my lap. “Queen’s pawn to D4.”


  Today, I’m not at a spot where I need the money or charity. I’m more secure. I have a plan. This game is a last hurrah. If everything goes well, I won’t have to make my way in the park. Plus, I’ve got my pride. I’m not just a hustler who sneaks in an extra pawn. I’m good at the game.


  Even without any skin in the game, I find myself sweating bullets over a few moves. Maybe it’s because I hate wasting time. I’m sensitive to that. With speed games, I could easily have made what Peacoat Man is offering, in way less time too. But today the park isn’t busy. I think the weather is keeping most folks away, though I see one of the park regulars who, with a sob story, will sometimes buy me breakfast.


  It’s half an hour before I collect the cash.


  “Good Game,” the man says, offering his hand to shake. “I’m Saunders.”


  Instead of shaking I bump the back of my hand to his. I had learned the hard way about letting someone grab you, even a handshake, could be a mistake. “Jay,” I say using my current alias.


  He gives me an extra twenty and a business card tucked in the folded-up bill. Standing up, he looks around the whole park. ”You’re better than this. If you ever need help or a challenge, give me a call.” Then he walks off, leaving me to my thoughts. Which is mostly, that the man is weird, and I have a challenge waiting for me soon.


  I get up, counting my money while it is still in my pockets. This isn’t the first time I’ve gotten offers, though none so fancy. Half the local dealers will try to get you to work for them, passing product under the table while you hustle. A geek or concerned teacher will want you to join their chess club. I know how to handle them. Pa always helped keep an eye on the local players while getting set up in new parks. Still, I’ve been a regular at this park for almost a year, so the new offer is a bit of a surprise.              


  I can already see Pa calling it a lure for something other than chess and then ripping the card up. But he hadn’t been here to watch the game and see that the man could play. So, I keep the card instead of discarding it, because it never hurts to have a backup plan. I skip across the park to Betty’s Buns, a bakery slash coffee shop and get my usual, a small decaf latte and a fruitcake muffin for my growing body. Joseph, the police officer who likes to Patrol the park isn’t here yet. I have them pay it forward, reserving a muffin for him, like I usually do to keep on his good side, then head over to the bus stop with my change.


  It takes two bus changes to get where I want. I get out at the edge of the poorer part of town and walk to The Gamer’s Gate, which shares the parking lot with a dollar store. Like most game shops, they try to get cheap space to rent, finding that trying to set up in the more well-to-do areas can make them a bit short on space. I’m on time for its opening, but the owner Mel hasn’t shown up yet to unlock the door. It’s a school day and punctuality has never been his or any game shop owner’s primary trait.


  A flyer for a CCG tournament covers most of the front door. I’ve dabbled in collectible card games, but they usually turn out to be a money sink instead of a way to make a profit, unless I buy or trade something someone doesn’t realize is valuable to sell. I know enough to be useful when I accompany Pa on his trips to find treasure at the flea markets, and that’s all I need to know about CCGs. It is the row of ten computers that interests me. That and Mel’s lack of caring if I use them to play games that let me wager on the outcomes, something the law frowns upon.


  In chess at the park, you’ll get five-dollar games, maybe twenty-dollar games if you’re lucky. Online you’ll get some rich kid five states away willing to put up eighty on a twenty-year-old shooter because he managed to beat all his local friends. They never even research how the best players have played the game, one thing chess has taught me is that if you want to be the best you must learn from the best. Watch their games, read their notes and listen to their advice. You do that, and very few days will you end up with a loss. My new plan doesn’t have that crutch.


  Eight months, and I’ve built a nest egg larger than even Old Pa would suspect. Sure, I love and support him, but I know better than to let him know how much I really have. First time I tried saving up, and he found out, emergencies started happening and I needed to contribute more and more. I don’t blame him, but this time I have a plan to use my funds on. Pa may not like the saying it takes money to make money, but sometimes it is true.


  Jingling behind me lets me know Mel has arrived. He only has five keys on his ring, but eight keychains attached to them. Everything from a police box to a small lightsaber. “So, this will be your last day before you abandon me young Padawan.”


  I let out a groan. Five months ago, when he heard I hadn’t seen the movies, he made me watch all of them. Even the bad ones. “I’m not abandoning anyone.”


  The locks click, and he pulls the door open for me, his green army jacket sporting dozens of sci-fi novelty patches he stitches on by hand during slow days. “I see you looking at the site for that immersion game, Fair Quest. I’ve lost others to those games before.”


  “Not like I play games just to play games. There’s money to be made there. Even without the two-million-dollar prize if you’re the Kingmaker. If my plan fails, I’ll be back here in a week taking money from Warfare’s Call fanatics daily.”


  He gives me a little bit of a sad look. “There’s more to games than making money. And I sell games for a living. There’s fun, escapism.”


  I pull out a twenty to cover access for the day and hand it to him. “Winning’s fun.”


  “There’s more to games than winning. I’d also be lying if I told you I wasn’t going to check out the game on tomorrow’s big release when I’m not working. It’s supposed to be some next level shit, and you should go and appreciate that.”


  I don’t know what to say. At best this is a chance for the big score, and a legal one at that. The one Pa always seems so afraid of. At worst my plan to craft items for some real cash fails and I’m out quicker than I like. There’s no direct exchange rate. That would be stupid. But you can sell crafted or in-game items for other players to buy at the auction house with cash, and Immersion Arts takes their cut.


  Tomorrow the game goes live. I’ve already reserved my immersion suite. Today I just need to see if any new info has been added.


  The official homepage hasn’t changed, no new info. World’s greatest yadda yadda experience. Become Kingmaker and win two million dollars. I have already read the contest rules, all twenty pages of fine print. Gramps hates contracts, says they’ll sell you with their words then screw you in the fine print. He avoids them, I read them. Being underage, I had to make sure I could still win. They’ll hold the money in a trust until you turn 18 if you are underage. Parents and family can’t even touch it, which is even better because Pa tends to let money slip through his fingers rather than holding on to it.


  There is a catch. I need to use my real name, age and other information. Old Pa would pack me up and take me to a new city if he knew that, afraid that my name will lead to his past catching up to him.  Immersion Arts is serious about privacy, so I’m not worried. Best not to cause him any extra stress. After all, he’s the only family I have left.


  I’m not done though. There are already half a dozen fan sites and dedicated message boards up for the public, most of which are run by those former testers. Even these sites have nothing for me. Leaks from the alpha and beta testers have been rather slim and sometimes contradictory. The game economy of being able to sell items is key, that and using in-game gold to continue the monthly fees. That way they can argue it is free to play.


  They stress that it’s not pay-to-win, a phrase that is anathema in the gaming community. Vendor’s don’t even have that high a quality gear, so you can’t shell out a couple thousand and jump ahead of everyone else. The greatest items will be crafted by players, and that is who you will need to buy from. I plan to be the person they will be buying from.


  It doesn’t take a lot of browsing to see that there is nothing new. Time to go back to making money. While not technically legal, there are several sites where you can wager your skills against other players, sometimes through cash transfers, other times through online credits or cryptocurrency. I know them all, and of course, with everyone waiting for Fair Quest to begin most of them are empty.


  I manage to wrangle one game where I bet fifty credits to the other player Smoke97’s twenty-five. This matching site keeps player reviews and an anti-cheating system for their game matchups. Smoke can see me rated well above him. We play WarCall, a first-person shooter with fixed maps. Each player has a team of NPC you can direct, and you get points if you, not your NPC, kill the opponents NPC. When a player dies the round ends. It’s best of three. I feel a little bad for schooling him, but at this rate, I would have been better off playing chess in the park during slow hours than here today.


  The second game only lasts two minutes before I blindly lob a grenade into a common camp spot hoping to pick off an NPC and instead get him.


  “How’d you know I was there?” He messages me because I never use the speaker and headset options.


  At this point, I often get called a hacker with a string of expletives. The site doesn’t allow modded connections, so I usually just ignore my opponent. This guy is a good sport though. “Didn’t. I got lucky. I blind-throw common camp spots to get NPC. Here.” I paste in a link to a strategy video by one of the former world champions of WarCall. “I watched this video to learn from the best. It really does help.”


  “Oh, cool. Got any more tips?”


  I link a few more videos and strategy sites for him. Maybe next time we play, he’ll be willing to wager even money.


  The next few games against other players don’t go so well. It’s not that I don’t win, just that the opponents are pricks, insulting me, my mom and everything else. Some people are sore losers. Most of those people play first-person shooters.


  I tire of it. I stop playing. Like many in the world, I’m anxious about tomorrow’s release and don’t need the harassment. Peacoat Man had made my haul for the morning enough to make Grandpa happy. I should just relax. Tomorrow will be work.


  Mel eyes me as I stop playing and stand up, which is unusual. “You alright Jay?”


  Jay? Right. That’s my name now. And before that Joe, John, Jason, Jim. Only J names. That way if someone calls an old name, me responding can be a simple mistake. I barely remember being called by my real name Nate because I stopped using it when I was six. “Yeah, I guess even I can get tired of winning.” I flash him a smile, but even then, I know it’s not in my eyes. “Do you know what you want to play in Fair Quest Mel?”


  “I can only casual considering I still have to work, though if the game cuts into business too much, I might cut back on the days I’m open. I’ll be going crazy and impractical, dragon rider, maybe, if the leaks are true. I can have my artificial intelligence companion train and care for the dragon in-game while I work. I’m sure you’ll min/max and try to rush the citadel to win the prize, right?”


  I shake my head. “They haven’t released enough on the game. I would be behind all those alpha and beta testers starting over for the release. Even then it’s too much playing the odds to manage to make it there, win, get the gem and make it back. I’m going to be a crafter of sorts, see if I can get that real-world money flowing.”


  Mel snorts. “Never pictured you as that. I see you crushing scrubs for their lunch money. You’ll even swing for the CCG drafts if you think you can win and turn a profit. “


  “Maybe I’ll burn out and be back here in a week.”


  “Maybe you have a rub you’re not telling me about,” Mel says with a wink. “Well, only a couple of hours until we do our CCG draft. It will be a Fair Quest themed event if you’re interested?”


  “Nah, I’m going to go home early and get some family time in before the release tomorrow.”


  Mel nods, and I start to walk away. “May the force be with you!” he hollers as I exit the door.


  This time I don’t need public transportation, I just need to walk from the edge of the bad part of town into the bad part of town. It’s where rent is cheap, and landlords don’t ask too many questions if you provide cash. Which makes it perfect for Grandpa Stu, though I think I’m supposed to call him Kyle now.


  Gramps has always had a fuzzy relationship with the law and whatever the local crime is. He’d piss off the wrong person or scam someone he shouldn’t, and we would need to move. Once, a year ago I asked him why he didn’t just go straight. He just said he burned that bridge years ago and that no one wants to hire an old man with no references.


  Gramps taught me to read, write, ride a bike, count cards. He taught me chess when I was so young that I can’t remember not knowing how to play. He claims I managed to beat him once before the accident that took my parents.


  I cross the rail tracks, and then I’m home. Home is off the grid, which in this day and age just means a shit hole with no cable or internet and an absentee landlord. I’m pretty sure we can afford better, but we don’t.


  Grampa’s chatting away as I enter. The faint unintelligible buzz of words become clearer a few feet into the house. “He’s in real bad trouble, he’s just embarrassed to ask for help and would be ashamed if you bring it up. It’s just a small amount, two hundred dollars to a couple of loan sharks who you’ll need to wire the money too…” I force myself to stop listening. I hate that he’s doing this now.


  He’s the one who taught me to work chess in the park once I insisted on helping, he was never as good at the game as I am. He relied too much on extra moves and palming a piece in the chaos. He says it’s his joints making him slow. He messed up bad two town’s back. Picked the wrong mark, got caught, beat up, and his jaw and wrist broke. That ate most of our funds and caused us to move. I had to blend his lunch for him to eat through a straw.


  Now it’s less hustle and more con, using a phone to convince people to wire him money, one step away from being a fake Nigerian prince. He finishes his transaction then stops himself from starting another call. He breaks out in a grin. “My boy, I didn’t expect you back so soon. Come here give me a hug.”


  I oblige, and he uses his hand to ruffle my hair like he always does. ”You know you don’t need to do that anymore. I make enough to take care of us, and if my new plan works, we won’t have to worry at all.”


  He lets out a low growl. “I don’t like that plan. Not sure if it is safe. I remember immersion causing seizures.”


  “That was a decade ago. This company is also paranoid about player privacy, so no one will know who I am.” I know he’d throw a fit if he knew I am using my birth name for this. The company’s privacy policy means even he can’t find that out. “It’s paid for already, and if it fails, I’ll move on to the next thing. Not like you haven’t had plans that didn’t work out.”


  He squeezes me a little tighter. “I just want you to be safe.”


  “It’ll be safer than working the park or this neighborhood.” I wince knowing I shouldn’t have said that. I can feel his shame and a bit of anger. When I was too young to know better, it was fine. Now it is a bone of contention between us. “We have each other,” I say. “It’s okay if this works out or not, I’ll take care of you the way you’ve taken care of me.”


  “Yes, we have each other,” Pa agrees. But the look on his face doesn’t change. I shouldn’t have brought up our lifestyle. He’s doing the best he can.


  I pull out my take from the park and hand it to him. “Let’s order a pizza for dinner. Maybe two. I think I’m growing.”


  The pizzas arrive just as it starts to rain and I’m glad I got home early. Gramps decides to get a few more calls in, and I take my share and hide in my room, grabbing an old paperback copy of The Queen’s Gambit to reread, allowing the door and the rain to muffle the sound of the sweet talking.


  The rain is still falling as I fall asleep. Rain always brings bad dreams. It was raining the day Grandpa picked me up from school when I was six, with a hug and a ruffle of my hair before he looked me in the eyes and told me there was an accident and my parents were gone. It was raining a few days later went we to the funeral. We sat in the back, and he let me listen to a documentary on chess to calm me. We left the day after.


  In the dream, I’m at the funeral again, and instead of Grandpa holding an umbrella over me, the rain is soaking me. A fight breaks out, and I fall, hurting my ribs. I try to run but keep slipping on the mud as a woman roars at me. I wake up wet like I just left the dream, but it is sweat, not rain. I hate rainy nights.


  




  

    Chapter Two - Chess


  


  The immersion center is packed. Word is, the place is booked up for months, and the company is trying to get another one set up quickly for backorders. Some of the people waiting are hoping to sneak in on a cancelation. The crowd is mostly men, and older than me. There are a few younger players like me who had somehow gotten permission to play the game. Of course, our experience will be muted for combat and more adult situations. Neither of those aspects appeal to me anyway.


  “Reservation for Nate Shoefield.” I know I say it fine, it’s just words, but my real name feels gummy in my mouth. Like I’m channeling Rumpelstiltskin.


  The agent looks at the paperwork she has on me. “This being your first time, you’ll need to take a quick calibration test before you start. Don’t worry. It won’t cut into your reserved time.”


  They have me change into a full body suit and specialized goggles. True immersion these days is a room that moves with you as the goggles and suit provide sensations. Asia has some pods, but good luck getting them approved here. Closest thing to the pod experience is headsets, but those have heavy restrictions limiting play, so I’ve chosen to go the reactive room route. As it is, the most I can get is eight hours here. I’ll be competing with the over twenty-one crowd who can stay in twelve hours a day, which is even more reason I’d be at a disadvantage for a citadel run.


  The reactive rooms are smaller than I thought it would be, maybe seven feet by seven feet. They have me do some running and jumping, the floor moves with me, keeping me centered in the space. It’s amazing. I barely feel it except for the fact my mind is telling me something is off. Last, they have me act randomly trying to touch a wall for about five minutes. I fail, but that’s expected.


  “Calibration complete,” the computer announces in a soft, pleasant voice that everyone associates as not quite human. “To begin your registered session, make sure the goggles are secure and say ‘Begin.’”


  I take a deep breath. “Begin.”


  Trumpets blare, and I nearly jump at the suddenness of the “world” being wiped away, leaving me in a black void. Shapes shoot through the air forming the words FAIR QUEST. It’s all very stylized. The I is a sword, and the R is flaming. I reach toward it. It feels hot, though not uncomfortable.


  A rumbling baritone breaks the music as the narration begins and text scrolls across the action scenes that play, like a movie, in the air.


  

    Fair Quest


  


  

    The kingdom Lusania is in turmoil after the royal family is assassinated. Many bear the blood of the King, from poor farmers to lesser lords, but there is no clear line of succession.


  


  

    In the far reaches of the East, an ancient evil known as the Man of Masks stirs, awakened by its hunger for power as it senses Lusania’s loss.


  


  

    Using great magic that ultimately costs him his life, the Royal Wizard calls upon the Gods to send their emissaries, those Touched by Gods, to find the rightful ruler and bring peace unto the land.


  


  

    The future sovereign could be anyone of royal blood. To prove their worthiness.They may partner with one of the Gods Emissaries, the Touched, and defeat the Man of Masks.


  


  

    Today the adventure begins. Meet your companion. Defeat the Man of Masks. By presenting the Star gem, proof of the Man of Masks defeat, your companion will prove their worthiness to be king.


  


  

    Are you, O Touched One, the Kingmaker?


  


  The trumpets start up again, and the words and pictures fade away. New words scroll in front of me.


  Welcome new player, state your name to log in.


  “Nate Shoefield.”


  Select your game name.


  A keyboard display appears in front of me. I have given it a lot of thought and hope the name isn’t taken. I type in Chess and hit Accept. It greenlights, and I’m transported to the character creation page.


  Select your race.


  I know the build I want, but there is still a lot of information about the game that has not yet been released. I scroll through the dozen races listed. I want something charisma-based. All the non-human races that have bonuses also have penalties to strength, (like the halflings) or wisdom (like the fae.) Neither of which I want to have a penalty in. I guess it’s good old human and our two free bonus attribute points and free skill.


  Select your class.


  There are only ten base classes, but each branches out into dozens of subclasses. You can be a fighter monk, ranger sniper, hundreds of final options, each giving different abilities but also restricting how you spend your attribute and skill points. I’m feeling a little overwhelmed knowing there is a best option that I will probably miss out on due to not having enough information. I take a breath. I have a plan. I’m sticking to it. I select Sorcerer.


  A brief description pops up.


  Sorcerers are magic users who use their force of will to control magical forces of the land. Unlike wizards and mages, they do not need items, scrolls or ingredients to help cast spells. They will a thing, and it happens. Consequently, their spells are weak and prone to failure if Will is lacking.


  Requirements:


  

    ●        15 Charisma


  


  

    ●        Secondary focus on Wisdom or Intelligence recommended.


  


  Dozens of subclasses are shown after my selection. I fiddle with how to sort them: alphabetically, by recommendation, or by secondary requirements. I start by looking at dexterity required builds and see sorcerous duelist or monk.


  Ultimately, I choose to sort by recommendation to see how they have ordered that list. The top choices all follow an aggressive fighting style, summoning creatures and letting them do the work or getting strength from outside sources to make up for a weaker mana source since high charisma is needed to have your spells not fail. Demonologist and Blood top the list. These either use their charisma to help control summons or use the blood of their kills to restore a lesser mana pool.


  The next highest recommended classes are fighters who use sorcerous powers to help boost their combat.


  I’m still not seeing the class I want and start to worry my plans won’t work. Then I find it, at the bottom among the least recommended subclasses for sorcerers. Just Above sorcerous healer and below sorcerous nulwark is what I want, sorcerous enchanter.


  I click to read the description. Enchanters empower the materials and items of the world, allowing players to fight the battles of the future. Sorcerous enchanters call forth the inner nature of the materials and beings enchanted, where clerics inscribe holy symbols, mages transfer outside powers, and wizards combine special materials for their work. Sorcerers are the least common, and often considered the weakest of the enchanters. I groan a little. The designers are literally calling it a weak selection. Still, it beats having to go out and farm tons of resources for my work, the subclass also has a requirement of seventeen charisma, meaning I’ll have even less stats to pull up my mana.


  The two level one spells that go with it are: Strengthen, which says it brings out the best in the materials enchanted improving all aspects of them, and True Nature, which can bring out additional benefits or traits in materials enchanted. Those will be paired up with the level one primary class spell of Sorcerous Bolt which I will never use. I hit Accept on the selection.


  Next up is the option of spending a skill point to select a profession instead of a skill. There it is a disclaimer.


  All professions can be learned, and there are benefits gained from doing so, though some are so difficult or dangerous that it may be nearly impossible to do so in the game. Be sure to choose wisely.


   


  I select it to see the options. Like the subclass section, there are several ways to search. Maybe because of the warning to choose wisely, one of the options to sort by is ease to acquire.


  I look at the easiest ones first. Merchant, sell stuff. Miner, dig for rocks. Jester, tell jokes. I keep a close eye out for the crafting professions as I scan the list. Most have very few skill requirements. You just need to do the work. Some, like sculptor and artist, require charisma. Smithing requires fifteen strength to use the tools.


  I switch to look at the most difficult professions to acquire. Top of the list is dragon rider. I think it’s a requirement for the dragon rider subclass, and I’m a little surprised it is even considered a profession. General, you must be cocky to pick that one. Shipwright, because everyone wants to build boats. Alchemist, this one is tempting. Probably has more to do with potions and poisons. Next is artificer. That is probably the one I want. I click to read the description.


  An Artificer finds Strength and power in creation and beauty. They can create and improve on many items. Profession requirements are any magic class.


  Benefits:


  

    ●        3% Crafting quality bonus


  


  

    ●        3% Enchantment Strength bonus


  


  

    ●        5% Artification Strength and quality bonus


  


  

    ●        Access to Artificer spells and abilities


  


  Attribute requirements


  

    ●        14 Charisma


  


  

    ●        13 Strength


  


  

    ●        12 Intelligence


  


  That’s what I want. Point spent.


  A genderless gray character model in a loose-fitting gray robe appears before me. Just to the right of the head, the name Chess hovers in golden letters. To the left are the categories, Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Wisdom, Intelligence, and Charisma, each showing a base of 10.


  Human appears under my name, and the model changes slightly, broadening at the shoulders and gaining a couple inches in height. Attribute points:16 appears and hovers there a moment before the class I selected shows up in the display, Sorcerer. Five glowing balls shoot out from the attribute points reducing the number by five. The balls spin twisting towards charisma adding to the total, which brings me to the base class requirement. Next, the subclass enchanter shows up, and the same effect happens. This is followed by artificer, the profession I selected. In the end, I’m left with the handful of attribute points that I’m able to assign myself: Four points.


  I assign one to charisma bringing it to 18, and a warning tells me I have assigned the max starting value to that attribute. Thinking back on the smithing profession requirements, I assign two points to strength and the last one to wisdom. Each point changes the model’s shape slightly in response to the assigning of points.


  The game automatically selects my gender as male. I’d heard of some guy gamers selecting female characters to get gifts from other players. I don’t know if Immersion Arts wants to stop that or has other reasons. It is giving me the option to change the features. Some have been known to spend their entire first day doing just that, making it look exactly how they like. I keep the random defaults. I have work to do.


  After a series of Accept, Accept, Accept, golden words hover in front of me:


  Entering Clarion, capital of Lusania.


  The room glows brightly and feels like it is moving. I’m thrown off balance, causing me to stumble forward, and I’m outside. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the change.


  The sky is blue. The day is sunny and warm,  a clear contrast to the miserable weather outside the immersion center. Behind me is the glowing blue portal I have apparently stepped out from. I’m standing on a stage, in front of a crowd of people looking, well, like they think I’m their savior or something. A slight breeze blows across my body. I look down. Shit, I’m naked. My junk’s pixelated due to age filters. Almost as soon as I notice that, someone is pulling a formless white robe over my head.


  “Welcome to the world of Lusania!” cries a man in a blue robe who is now standing beside me. This gets a smattering of applause from the crowd. NPC, I guess. I wonder whether these non-player characters are running on a script or driven by basic artificial intelligence. It would be good to know. If Fair Quest is as good as they say, it might be both.


  In the distance, I can see more platforms with portals and players stumbling out. I’m itching to leave because there’s no point in a player sticking around to watch this, then I notice a smirk on someone’s face in the back of the crowd. Maybe they’re not all NPC.


  “As one of the Touched by the gods, you will help protect and shape our land. We have assigned a companion of the blood to you. With your guidance they may be the next king,” Blue Robe says as he grabs the hand of the young man standing at his side and shoves him toward me.


  The young man stumbles into me. “Hi,” he says a little shyly. “I’m Jasper, your companion.”


  Now Blue Robe is shooing us, and when we don’t move quite quickly enough, shoving us, off stage. Together we stumble down the stairs. There’s a flash behind me, and I turn to look. A naked young woman stands in the space I just vacated. Well, I assume naked because everything in the important areas is blurred out for me, due to the age filter. We continue walking, and I miss what Jasper is saying as Blue Robe begins to yell welcome again.


  I turn to my companion. “What was that again?”


  “I said we are supposed to go down to the training fields near the southern wall.”


  I snort. ”They’re going to what, equip us, have us hack at dummies, then send us to kill rabbits?”


  Jasper shrugs. The response is amazingly lifelike. I almost reach out to pinch his arm but resist, knowing that’s not the best way to get off on a good foot with the AI I’m partnered with. “Pretty much. The priests are having each of us companions escort the Touched there.”


  I shake my head. “No time for that. Do you know where the nearest artificer is?”


  “What? Laslow? He’s the kingdom’s artificer. Even with the money they’re giving out to you Touched
at the training grounds, we wouldn’t be able to afford anything from his shop.”


  “Don’t worry, I’m not planning on buying anything,” I say with a smile. “Now, where’s his shop?”


  Jasper seems stunned briefly. “It’s on King Street. I’ll show you the way. It’s in the opposite direction from where we should be going.”


  Jasper leads. I take it all in. All around me there are throngs of people going about their lives, hanging laundry or sweeping steps. Even some dogs and chickens are running in the street. I would be hard pressed to tell they are NPC except or the fact that no player would do such mundane things in the game. Every time I think my gawking has caused me to lose my companion, I look ahead, and he is there, walking. He’s making sure I keep up by not moving too far ahead of my haphazard pace.


  As I catch up, I remember not to get caught up with the special effects and to get down to work. First, figure out how to use my abilities. Then gawk. I don’t want to regret not going to the training fields.


  I know that everything I’m seeing is actually a display on the goggles I’m wearing. I shift my focus from my surroundings to the three glowing blue dots in the upper right-hand corner of my vision. Not sure how to interact with them. I try to touch them, and nothing happens.


  The game advertised new advanced display interactions but hadn’t put out the details. I kind of flick my eyes to the first dot and think hard on it in my mind. Suddenly the classic health and mana bars display there, as well as ahead of me letting me see the name and health bar of my companion. No one else in the crowd has one, but I suppose that’s because they aren’t my companion and I’m not fighting them. Maybe this will let me see players. I’ll have to try this later. I will that one closed, and the bars fade away.


  I focus on the next dot. Most of my vision is assaulted by an almost transparent status display. It doesn’t quite block out my vision, but it’s certainly not comfortable while I’m moving. I focus on my starting stats and they suddenly solidify like subtitle text and the rest fades out. Both my strength and charisma have tiny *i symbols next to them. I focus on the symbols, and suddenly an information window pops up.


  Strength: important for work and fighting. Every five levels, a bonus for Strength action is given. One bonus achieved.


  Then there is another i symbol if I want to get more info. That window closes by my simply being annoyed at it and wanting it closed.


  In the lower left-hand corner, there’s an action log. Only one action is listed.


  Charisma influence used (Jasper) success.


  There is another info tab there, and I focus on it next.


  Players can influence interactions with NPC using their attributes.


  I read on for more information.


  

    ●        By flexing, players can use their Strength to influence situations.


  


  

    ●        By placing their hand on their temples, players can use their Intelligence to influence situations.


  


  

    ●        By placing their hand on their hearts, players can use their Wisdom to influence situations.


  


  

    ●        By smiling, players can use their Charisma to influence situations.


  


  I guess Dexterity and Constitution-heavy players are out of luck here. I’ll delve deeper later. Reading while walking is hard enough.


  Closing out of all the status sections, I focus on the last dot. This time the Skills display pops up. I see the subsection on spells and focus on that. This first bit describes the skills and how to use the info dots to delve deeper. I see a little tab. Focusing my attention on that causes the spell display to fade and shrink down to three small icons in the lower left-hand side of my vision. The first icon, a purplish ball of flame, must be my sorcerous bolt spell. The other two are glowing objects, but at this resolution are too small to tell what kind.


  I keep walking as I focus my hands and vision towards the sky (I don’t want to hurt anyone) then concentrate on the fire like spell, just like I did the other tabs. A ball of purple energy shoots into the sky. The crowd around me screams and ducks to the side. Shit.


  Jasper does an about face and grabs my arm. “Hey! You can’t do offensive magic in the city! The guards will grant some leniency for you Touched for now because you’re new, but if you keep doing that there will be fines, and you could be banished for a time.” He’s shifted into what sounds like a script. A second later he comes off more naturally. “If we had gone to the training grounds like I suggested they would have taught you that, and hopefully more control.”


  “Sorry,” I say weakly, giving a halfhearted smile.


  His glare softens a little, “Just don’t do it again.” We continue, but instead of walking ahead of me, he leads on from beside me. I guess so he can watch me better. We walk in silence for several minutes.


  Not wanting to mess up again, I leave my display options alone. “So Jasper, what made you want to be a companion?” I wonder if he even existed yesterday.


  He gives me an uncomfortable look that leaves me even more impressed with the NPC, “I guess it would be nice to be the next king,” he says with little conviction.


  I chuckle. “You guess it would be nice to be king?”


  There are thousands of thousands of companions for the Touched who will be led into dangerous situations. Death will be more likely than becoming king. And sure, we’ll look after our companions the best we can, but if we die, we’ll just be reborn. Not companions. Which means the situations companions are being led into will be more dangerous than not. “Come on, why did you choose to be a companion? You don’t look like you’re eager for the adventure and danger.”


  I know the real answer. It’s because it’s a game and he is programmed to be one. According to the playtesters, bad things happen if you attempt to push that reality in the game. It makes people think you’re crazy. I’m curious though. How does an NPC respond to things like this?


  He lets out a long sigh, “It’s a job. I was an apprentice bookmaker until I got pushed out of that. There were no other jobs. Refugees from the east with more experience took them. Then the military and mercenaries disbanded because the funds used to support them got diverted to supply the Touched.


  “While you’re here, I have a job. I’m bound to help you in any way I can. You can assign a job for me and assuming some requirements are met, I will be guaranteed a spot. I get room and board and a small stipend, which is better than sleeping on the street. Most Touched will only be here a few hours each day and be gone for days at a time”. He lifts his right hand displaying a thick silver bracelet with a purple gem set into it. “Whenever our Touched enters this world we can get summoned to them. A little danger and not a lot of work is better than my other options.”


  It is a surprisingly well-reasoned response. I guess many of the NPC companions have similar sob backstories. A few are probably eager for adventure. Even fewer must be stupid or conceited, thinking they will become king. “Don’t worry Jasper. I share your lack of desire to run headfirst into danger and the need for a steady paycheck.”


  A few minutes later he stops me in front of a shop that looks like it has been splashed with as many colors of paint as possible. There are lots of gaudy, shiney items in the window. There are bags, dresses, and daggers that sparkle with gems and gold. The sign outside just says Laslow’s. “We’re here. I don’t know why, but here’s the artificers.” Jasper eyes the door nervously, not entering. Maybe he’s afraid I will try to rob the place.


  I look at him, “You can wait outside until I am done.” He lets out a breath I didn’t know he was holding.


  When I enter the shop, a chime rings. From the entrance, I get a good view of the strange “general store” sort of shop. It’s filled with just about everything you can imagine, from weapons to household utensils, to clothing. A tall, older man with gray hair and a strong body stands in the middle of the room adjusting a half-made suit of armor on a dummy. He has on a thick leather apron with pockets overflowing with tools, bits of ribbon and pieces of metal. The fingers of his hands are stained a rainbow of colors, much like the outside of the shop. My plain white robe is a complete contrast to him and the bright, gaudy shop items.


  I give him the biggest smile possible, hoping to bank on my charisma and give him a half bow. “Laslow, I humbly ask for training to be an artificer.” One of his eyebrows arches up on his face, and he walks over to me, carefully looking me up and down the way he looked at his dummy.


  His words come out clear crisp and precise, almost a British type accent except there is no Britain in this fantasy world. “A Touched, here? This is the first day we welcome you to our world, not that the whole mess of it matters to me. I wasn’t expecting to see any of you in my shop for a while. You must have come straight here. Bold. I do see a touch of the talent in you. There needs to be more than that though. To be an artificer, you need to create. As you stand here, I can see you have done nothing. Go and create something good, bring it back here and I may help you. I don’t want to see you until you do.” He leaves me standing there and goes back to his work.


  In front of me, a quest notification pops up.


  

    Laslow has instructed you to bring him a good quality item you have crafted yourself. Failure: returning without such an item. Rewards: possible training in your profession. Do you accept?


  


   


  “Yes,” I say softly. The window closes, and I turn and leave the store.


  Jasper is waiting for me outside, watching me leave empty handed. “You get what you want?”


  “Yes companion, I think I did. Do you know where the closest smithy is?”


  “Of course. There’s one two blocks that way.” He takes off, me in tow. In contrast to the Artificer’s small shop, the smithy is large, with multiple open forges surrounded by anvils and several smiths working away. It is set up perfectly to accommodate multiple players or companions working on the profession. I have no money. I’m hoping they will take me on without it.


  “Jasper, do you think they would take me on for some apprentice work? “


  He gives me a look of exasperation, “If you’re strong enough they’ll give you a crap job to see if you’re willing to handle it. The pay is one of the worst though. You could go gather horse droppings and make more. Don’t tell me you want us to work there?”


  Us. I’d forgotten that I need to assign my companion some work. Not that I don’t have plans for him, he did say he guessed it would be nice to be king. “No, it will be just me doing that crap work. So, as my companion, what can I have you do Jasper?”


  “Anything.”


  I raise my eyebrows at him.


  “Well not anything, you can’t tell me to kill myself or to go attack anything out of my league.” He shifts uncomfortably, “The specifics are covered as part of the training. You could tell me to become an archmage, a bishop, a member of the High Council. If you did that you would be wasting my time and I wouldn’t even know where to start. You want me to be sworn to carry your burdens, I can do that. You tell me to do something, I am sworn to try my best. You get me a profession, I’m even required to stick to it even while you are departed.”


  I spend a moment pondering. Top priority is not to risk losing my companion. I’m going to need him for the final quest. At the same time, I need some time to figure out how things work in this game. And… I know I’m going to need crafting materials. “I have two tasks for you today. The first one will be for you to go around looking for small jobs people need help with. Carry groceries, deliver a message, paint a fence, whatever you can find. While you are doing this, I want you to be on the lookout for things I might be able to craft with, buttons, leather, shiny stones, a hunk of odd metal. If someone offers to pay, say you prefer materials. If you do get money, feel free to give a quarter of it to the needy. What I don’t want you to do is any fighting.”


  I pause. Is there any way that assignment could come back and bite me? I add, “Don’t outright refuse any job. I don’t care if there is a scary spider in a bathroom or rats in the cellar that someone needs help with. Tell them you’ll see if you can find someone to help with that. Then go tell a Touched nearby. We usually love stuff like that.”


  “So, my job is to be an eccentric?” he says with a sour look on his face.


  “No, your job is to be helpful to the community and look for things I might find useful later. Do it politely and with a smile. You can be as grumpy as you want with me or in private, but I want you to leave a good impression as you work. I’m going to be busy today, so you can find me tomorrow and tell me what you did and gathered. Is there a place we should meet?”


  He holds up his bracelet, “With this, I can find you whenever you enter our world.”


  “Well get started, I have some work to see about.” I shoo him off and start walking to the smithy entrance.


  There is a half wall encircling the whole area and a small waist high gate to go with it. I suspect to prevent small children and animals from wandering in. The whole area radiates heat and smells of ash. Four men with big muscles and one woman each work on different projects and the sound of metal on metal assaults my ears. I open the gate and go in. No one greets me. I’m ignored until one of the smiths reaches a stopping point.


  He’s a large man. Of course, all the smiths here are large, but he’s the largest. He has a mop of ash streaked blond hair and an air of indifference. “What do you want,” He pauses for a moment, “Touched?”


  “I was wondering if I could work as an apprentice some?”


  He looks me up and down. “Can you pick up that hammer?” he asks pointing to one of the larger hammers resting next to an unused anvil.


  I walk over and pick it up. It’s heavy but not frightfully so.


  “Then you can pick up a shovel. I need you to add coal to each of the furnaces until they all burn with a bluish orange glow.”


  I pick up the shovel.


  He grunts at me, “You can’t work wearing that. A floating ember and then we’ve got to deal with you running around screaming while on fire. You’re lucky we lost most of our apprentices. Ran off to be companions with foolish dreams of being king. Some didn’t take their work clothes. He points to a wardrobe in the back, “The bottom left hand shelf should have a pair you can use.”


  I smile at him. “Thank you, smith.”


  He pauses a moment, “Call me Byron, and now that I think on it, the clothes in the shelf above that one might fit you a little better. Their owner actually frequented a laundress.”


  I walk over to the wardrobe and peek into the first shelf he mentioned. I nearly gag from the smell. Immediately I get a prompt asking if I want to equip the soiled work clothes. I think No and open the shelf above it. Inside is a set of worn leather clothes. Inspecting them shows they have some heat and fire resistance. I choose to equip those. I really should smile more often.


  A quest box pops up in front of me.


  Byron has asked you to get the furnaces to the proper heat. Rewards: 5 copper and more smithy work. Failure: leave before the task is complete and not be invited back. Do you accept?


  I think yes and pick up the shovel.


  There are five furnaces I need to feed from a single mound of coal. I load the first furnace up until it glows the bluish orange glow that Byron had mentioned, and then move to the next one. After loading up the third one, I notice the color on furnace one is no longer the ideal blue orange. I sigh, it’s a game. They just can’t have everything be easy.


  Switching tactics, I move faster, almost running. I give each furnace a little bit of coal with the farthest getting the most until they are all almost the right color, then I top them off making them all have the blue orange flame.


  I’m panting a little as the Quest Complete notification pops up.


  Prove your worth: quest complete. You will now have access to more productive work at the smithy, 25 experience gained.


  The whole process had taken me almost fifteen minutes. To think, instead, I could have been at the training grounds chasing rabbits and throwing dark energy balls at them!


  Byron grunts behind me, “Not bad, do you want to work on shields or swords?”


  “Swords,” I say. More player builds require weapons than shields.


  He nods. “You’ll get 6 copper per finished sword, and you may keep one sword for every four you make.” He points to a barrel filled to the brim with rough sword blanks. “Start here and use the anvils on the south side.”


  I walk over and pull one out, inspecting it. It’s basically a long rectangularish piece of metal, flat along the edges instead of having any edge at all. No one in the shop is giving me any directions or any help at all. Each of them is working, focused on their own projects. I’d ask for help, but I get the feeling that if they are going to help me, they would have done that already. “How do I do this?” I mutter to myself. “How about let’s start with common sense.”


  I grab a hammer in one hand and the unfinished blade in the other. I shove the blade into the furnace. A color gradient display bar shows up, brown at the bottom and white at the top along with different shades of yellow orange and red in between. An arrow at the bottom pops up in my vision. It starts to rise slowly. I guess that shows the heating of the blade. I wonder how to figure out the ideal temperature. There will certainly be a too cold and too hot. I decide two thirds of the way up is good before I pull it out. A small +2xp floats up, and I move the blade to the anvil.


  Do I just bang on it now? A ghostly hand appears moving up and down. I start trying to move my hammer with it matching the movements and striking the blade. Completely failing to line up nets me +0 xp, to +1 if I do it partially and +2 if I’m successful in matching the movement. After a few hits I see I’m just hitting the same place on the blade. I start moving it slowly, guiding it across they anvil so that my hammer strikes a path along the edge, which rewards me with another small xp bonus.


  Yay, common sense is king. I work my way along the edge of the blade trying to keep up with the movement properly, every few strikes they would add in a hesitation making it difficult to match up. I almost finish making my way around when I notice the blade has lost much of its color from the furnace. I wonder if it isn’t hot enough and I need to heat it again during the process.


  With one more hit a prompt pops up.


  Crafting complete.


  I look at the sword, its information displays.


  Poor iron sword. Poorly crafted, poor quality iron blade. 20 durability, Damage 4-6 slashing. Crafted by Chess.


  It asks me if I want my name to be displayed publicly as the player who crafted this, I wave it off with a no. That would be embarrassing. I look at my spell abilities in the corner I guess this would be a good time to try them out.


  I cast True Nature and Strengthen on the blade. Two small +3xp bonuses float up. Now I check out the blade again. It now lists as enchanted, and the bonuses of +1 rending damage and a trait of 30% resistance to breaking. My heart drops when I see the next note on the item.


  Enchantment duration 1 day 11 hours 55 minutes.


  If enchantments have a duration instead of staying, it’s barely worth the work put into making an item. Might as well have set up a booth before popular farming spots and collected a handful of copper for boosting players weapons.


  “Stop lollygagging and work!” Byron yells from across the shop.


  Angry, I grab another blade from the barrel and shove it into the furnace.


  I had a plan, and this is a crack in it. Already I’ve spent so much just getting to play the game, booking the reactive room, arranging for a lunch service when I take my break, making it a rolling contract so I can keep my spot if I continue past the initial month. This is the gaming gold rush, and I’m going to be the man selling shovels to the miners.


  I’m not paying attention. The blade is approaching white hot when I pull it out. It doesn’t even give me an xp bonus. This time I just start wailing on the blade. It can take my frustrations.


  Bam! I could be at the park pulling in bills.


  Bam! I could be taking lunch money from scrubs at dozens of different games while working Gamer’s Gate.


  Bam! I could be helping grandfather, showing him the money I’ve saved up. Much of which is now invested in this game.


  I let out a groan of frustration; a pop-up interrupts my thoughts.


  Crafting complete.


  I don’t know when it got quiet, but Byron is next to me. I look at the item info.


  Terrible iron sword. Terribly crafted, terrible quality iron sword, 12 durability, 3-5 slashing damage. 20% chance to damage the welder.


  Byron’s hand is on my shoulder squeezing. Not a gentle squeeze. If this was real, I imagine I would be feeling some pain. “YOU THINK THIS IS A JOKE? YOU THINK THIS IS A GAME?”


  I hold my tongue to keep from saying, yes this is a game. He takes the embarrassment of a blade from my hand and shoves it into the hottest part of the furnace before taking it out and shoving it into a barrel of iron shavings letting them adhere to the hot metal. “You will remake this blade into something decent, or I will make sure you will never see the inside of a smithy again!”


  It’s a new quest notification.


  Repair your shame. Byron has tasked you with fixing your mistake. Rewards: you may continue training as a smith. Failure: you will be banned from all smithy’s in Lusania. Cannot be refused.


  I have one thought for that, oh Shit.


  Talk about shooting myself in the foot. I take the sword. It’s an ugly thing. Haphazardly lumpy from awkward beatings, with clumps of metal adhered to it. Even the balance feels wrong, which for a game is amazing. I think about putting it in the red-hot furnace, but instead lay the sword on the anvil grabbing more coal, feeding it to the furnace until, like with the first quest, it has a blue-orange quality.


  I place the sword in the furnace and watch the arrow start to rise. Last time, I let it sit in there way too late, but the first time, I think I pulled the sword out too early. At least that’s what I hope. Once it is a little higher than it was the first time, close to the orange of the furnace, I remove the blade. A +3xp floats up, so better.


  Taking the blade to the anvil, I start to follow the edge of the blade with my strikes, doing my best to keep up with the hand. When I get a +1xp with a strike instead of the usual +2, I cringe a little. I only hammer the same spot twice if it feels a little lumpy.


  I get all the way along one edge, and the color is starting to fade. I shove the blade back into the fire hoping I’m making the right choice and watch the arrow rise again. I pull it out at about the same spot as last time. I get no bonus and wonder if I made a mistake. I cast True Nature and Strengthen on the blade. Nothing happens except the same pinkish +3 xp I got the last time I cast those spells. Even if I fail this, I’ll need to level up my enchanting profession anyway.


  I work my way back along the other edge. There is no completion notification. And the blade still doesn’t look right. I flip the blade to the other flat side. Maybe it’s only halfway done? The heat is starting to fade from the blade, so I shove it back into the furnace. Either I’m doubling down on my mistake or, I hope, I’m doing it right.


  The first blade ended up complete after I made it around the edge, but it had also cooled by that point. I know if I don’t hammer it right….


  Lost in my thoughts, I almost leave it in longer than I should. I pull it back out, casting True Nature and Strengthen on the blade, depleting the rest of my mana before I start to work on the other side. I don’t reheat it again, knowing I can make it around before it finally cools.


  Crafting complete.


  I check the stats of the blade.


  Decently crafted.


  My heart drops when I see the rest.


  Poor-quality iron blade. 20 durability, 4-7 slashing damage. Enchanted +2 searing damage, .5 second reduced cooldown after using combat abilities.


  I look for a duration but find none. I get an achievement,


  Nature of Enchanting. Enchanting’s greatest strength is while you are creating an item. +1 Wisdom. +10xp.


  I feel glad but deflate a little. I can do permanent enchantments. The plan can still work, but with that quality, I’m about to be banished from working at all blacksmiths.


  Byron had been watching while I was working. He takes the blade from my hand and inspects it. “So, you’re an enchanter?”


  I nod.


  He holds the sword out looking like he’s testing the balance. “This will do.”


  Quest complete +50xp.


  “But the quality was poor?”


  Byron laughs, and I’m a little unnerved, “You think we give apprentice’s good iron? You can pretty much only get a poor-quality blade from what we give you. Those blades will be shipped off to the testing grounds for you Touched to beat dummies with. Though I must tell you, because you’re an Enchanter, I can only give you four copper per finished non-enchanted sword. I’ll give a silver for the enchanted ones. That’s to give you some incentive for not keeping every enchanted sword you make.”


  “Thank you for giving me another chance.”


  Byron yells, but not just to me, “Back to work!”


  The other smiths had stopped to hear my ruling.


  I pull another blade from the barrel and get back to work. I complete two non-enchanted blades before my mana is back to full, one poor and one decently crafted. I figure I can make every blade enchanted if I cast one spell on each blade. My attempt at that ends up with a single bonus of +1 rending damage. It’s a permanent bonus but doesn’t seem enough. I discard that idea as not worth it. I’ll stack enchantments to make the strongest blade possible for higher quality work.


  I complete four more basic blades and two more fully enchanted ones before an alarm goes off telling me to log off for lunch. I tell Byron I’ll be back soon and log out.


  I’m back in the reactive room, and suddenly I really need to pee. I barely notice such things in the game and rush off to the bathroom. I’m not the only player with the issue and must painfully wait in line. I do get to listen to other players chatting. “I’ve made level 3 and got the Slayer of Rodent’s achievement and unlocked my cleave skill. That prize money is calling me.”


  “I think it’s calling everyone, I took my starting gold to the gaming house and doubled it.”


  Starting gold? Maybe I should have gone to the training grounds.


  “Only you would be lucky enough to do that, I lost most of my coin there,” quips the player behind me.


  I have no temptation to brag about my enchanting; I haven’t even leveled yet. Grandpa tried to teach me the verbal aspect of chess hustling, using your mouth as much as your speed to distract your opponent. I prefer to just to be the better player. Doing online wagers soured me on it more, with its insults and shit talk.


  It’s a relief to finally make it to the bathroom. When I get back to the room, my lunch service already has a meal and a two-liter bottle of water waiting for me. I try not to eat too fast, but lunch does cut into the time booked for the room. I put my waste in the trash bin outside the door and slip my goggles back on. “Log on.”


  It doesn’t immediately go back into the game and allows me to review my status and messages before entering the world. I’m a little shocked when I see I only have 305xp. I need close to another seven hundred before I level up.


  It doesn’t make sense with all the small xp bonuses floating up while I smithed. I check my skills. Smithing is listed at 834 xp, almost three times my base xp. I look deeper into that and see a notification stating


  Profession xp gains grant a 1/4 primary xp bonus.


  Enchanting only has 45 xp listed under it. Maybe I can at least get the Smithing profession today, I’ve got three hours and twenty minutes left on the room.


  I enter the world. It’s a thin portal that appears just outside the smithy before it disappears. I wave to Byron, “I’m ready to work more.”


  I complete ten more swords, three of which are enchanted. A clock pops up informing me I have twenty minutes left. I know I pass a thousand xp in smithing, but still, no profession achievement happens.


  I have six sword’s I enchanted as fully as I could to keep. I choose not to keep the one that has the temporary bonus. Waiting for Byron to be done with his task I take a small cart and bring the fifteen finished swords to Byron while awkwardly carrying the six I’ve enchanted for myself. He gives me a little more for the partially enchanted blade. It’s a total of 69 copper.


  “Any suggestions on how I can carry these?” I ask, indicating the six swords. I try to give him a smile.


  “Didn’t you go to the training grounds and get your gear?”


  “I kind of skipped that.”


  “I guess you did come in here with that silly gown. Hand me those coins back.”


  I hand them back to him.


  He goes to a set of drawers in the back corner of the shop and comes back with a small pink bag with yellow flowers stitched onto it. I wouldn’t hesitate to call it a purse except it is made to be tied on at the waist. “Wife’s old bag, she would be mad if I just gave it to you for free.”


  “How do I…”


  He just opens the bag and takes a sword, sliding it in until the bag swallows it. Right, magic game rules. Once he finishes filling it up with the six swords, he hands it to me. I’m penniless again. Maybe I should head to the training grounds after all. “Thank you. Do you want me to put the clothes back on the same shelf?”


  He shrugs, “You’re coming back right? Keep them.”


  I say my goodbyes and start walking south towards the training grounds with my last few minutes. If I’m going to go see them tomorrow, I might as well get started. I reach my hand into my new bag. A display pops up with fifteen slots, six of them full. I can use my finger inside the bag to highlight different squares and select the sword I want to pull out. It’s kind of neat.


  After a short time, my clock approaches zero and I logout. There is still a line of people waiting to get into the immersion center as I’m leaving, I heard they were planning to stay open twenty-four hours a day until the game’s popularity fades out. I get my dinner from a food truck and take the bus home.


  




  

    Chapter Three – Chess


  


  The next day, when I enter the game, Jasper is waiting for me in the exact spot where I logged out. “That’s better than the robe. I swear I could see you naked through it in the sunlight at times.”


  I suppress a laugh, “Well how did your day go, being eccentric?”


  “There’s a cafe down that way. It’s easier to sit and talk than explain it in the middle of the road.”


  I follow him to it. The place is mostly empty, most of the players are still working on their beginning quests near the training grounds. We find some seats at one of the many empty booths and sit down.


  I touch the bag I’m trying not to think of as a purse. “I have to warn you. I have no money to pay for anything.”


  “Then what were you doing all day yesterday?” Not waiting for an answer, he continues, “It’s okay. I can use some of the money I earned yesterday to get us drinks. It’s your money anyway.” He waves a waitress down and orders two caffs, giving her six coppers.


  “I had to use all the money I made to get this bag.”


  Jasper chuckles a little at the flowery pink bag. I pull out the six swords and set them on the table for him to see. He picks one up and looks at it.


  “What do you think?”


  “They’re not bad; the enchanters here really have a thing against making weapons, armor…well, anything that requires outside help. There’s a big rift between them and the smiths. It can take a lot of money to overcome that. I’m surprised the smiths let you do enchanting there, though being Touched, you guys are probably separate from all those politics.”


  I put the swords away, and he pulls out his own bag. First is a coin purse. “Your eccentric idea really payed off. Three silver and forty-five copper, well thirty-nine now. I can’t remember there ever being so many odd jobs or people needing help before. That was with me refusing almost twice that amount asking for materials instead.” He pulls six more items out of his bag.


  First is a rough gem, dark blue in hue with sparkles. I hold it, and a description comes up.


  Raw starlight gem, Crafting material.


  Next, a large ingot of metal, high steel, with a stamp of some kind on it. A mysterious, twisted piece of metal that just says unknown metal. A sheet of snakeskin. A razor viper hide. A bag with a dozen strange looking teeth and last, a polished twisted stick that seemed to hum, appropriately named harmonium root. Truth be told, I have no idea what to do with them. I can figure that out later. More importantly, I don’t need to go out and get them myself.


  The waitress comes with the caff. It smells odd, like beef and mocha. Not thinking, I lift it up and get a gulp of air causing a small coughing fit.


  “You okay?”


  “Sorry, wrong pipe.” There is nothing to swallow, me forgetting this isn’t real tripped me up. Amazingly, I can taste it. I pick up the drink again and sip in the flavor. I look at the items, a little overwhelmed because I have no idea what to do with them. There are no official crafting guides, and the unofficial ones may be trial and error. “Jasper, do you know what these are used for?”


  “The steel is obvious. I assume you made those swords.”


  “Don’t think I’m a good enough smith to start from scratch. Maybe with some help. “


  “I was a bookmaker, well an apprentice one. I could probably use the hide as a cover. Your best bet is to research at the library or ask some crafters. If you can trust them.” I perk up at hearing him mention a library. I love those, even outside the game.


  “I don’t think I’m at the point I can reliably use any of them. If you do bring in a haul like this everyday, my bag will run out of space. Do you know of a good secure place to store the items?”


  Jasper nods, “It’s pricey, but for a silver a month we can get a box at the bank that will hold fifty items.”


  “Can you get that set up for us by the end of the day? Maybe before, if you need to clear out your bag for more space.”


  “Sure. You going to want me to do the odd jobs around town some more today?”


  “Probably, but first I want you with me while I check out the training grounds.”


  He nods looking a little resigned, collects the items back into his bag and then finishes his drink before we head out of the cafe. He leaves two more coppers for the waitress as we go. I guess tipping is alive and well in Lusania.


  As we get deeper into the southern part of the city, I see more and more players. None of them are wearing white robes. Instead, they are dressed in gray leathers. But I can tell they are players because they just act different from the NPC. A few are gawking like I first did. I see one poke a girl, an NPC in the butt with more curiosity than malice, only to get pulled to the side by his companion. We pass another smithy, groups of players are pounding away on swords of their own. The competition is alive and well.


  The training grounds are past the south wall, close to the platforms I entered the world on. I see a steady stream of robed players heading south toward the training grounds and geared players returning. All the players going out to the training grounds wear the starting uniform of white robes. The ones coming back into the city wear drab gray padded armor. All are being escorted by their companions.


  I join the line of new players, drawing some looks. “How’d you get that gear?”


  I look to the speaker, an elf with long blue hair. “Showed up yesterday but skipped out on the training grounds to roam the city. Going to see what I missed out on now.” The line wanders down past players using bows on archery targets, swinging swords at dummies and shooting spells at scarecrows.


  Ahead, giant signs direct us to split up by name, A-C, D-F and so on. “It’s friggin’ college orientation all over again,” mutters one of the players next to me. I head to the A-C line. After waiting my turn, I’m in front of a grizzled soldier of an NPC holding a clipboard.


  He looks me up and down. “You sure you got the right place son? I’ll know if you are trying to double dip in the supplies.”


  I give him my best smile. It doesn’t seem to affect his mood. “Came in yesterday but chose to tour the city before heading here.”


  “Aren’t you lucky. Lines were much worse the first day. Level of moaning I heard made me think we were handling children instead of people Touched by the gods. Name?”


  “Chess, Sir.”


  He snorts a little at my use of Sir and flips through the papers on his clipboard before checking something off. He reaches into the large box next to him and pulls out a small coin pouch, a bag, and a set of the gray clothing everyone is wearing. He starts to grab a very familiar kind of sword from a very familiar kind of barrel. “Oh, I don’t need that, I’ve brought my own sword.” With a grunt, he drops it back into the bucket and hands me the pile.


  “Being a caster, you’ll want to go to the scarecrows to start orientation. There. If you hurry, you might make the next group.”


  I walk quickly, with Jasper following at my side, a bored look on his face. Maybe I should have sent him off again. The clothes are just listed as poorly crafted poor-quality leather clothes. I know the swords are similar. The bag I reach into is an empty eight slot bag, making me glad I got the one from Byron. I tie it to the other side of my waist and see I have no problem equipping multiple bags. The small coin purse has one gold coin, five silver coins, and eight copper ones. Whatever funds the Kingdom is using to supply the Touched, most of what they get has to be cash. Makes sense. All the players will want to specialize their gear to their classes. Easier to let them buy what they need on their own.


  A large group of about fifty players is ambling about near the scarecrows, some still in their white robes. Others had changed into the clothing. I can see some stripping naked; their private parts blurred while equipping the clothes. The player’s companions wait off to the side in their own group.


  Just as I join them, there are three loud thunderous booms, and we’re surrounded by a translucent blue wall, I guess to keep any late comers out. Gandolf, or rather a guy who could be Gandolf’s twin but wearing a blue robe and holding a staff, floats over to us. “Welcome Touched, to the training grounds. I am Arnus and will help ease your transition to Lusania and start you on your first steps to your mighty quest.” His voice projects loud and evenly to everyone without the man making an effort.


  He might have our attention, but one of the players near me chuckles, “Anus.” That sends a little bit of laughter tittering among the players. Before the laughter subsides, a bolt of lightning shoots down from the sky, causing me and many others to jump. It crashes into the player who I hope is the one who made the comment, leaving a blackened corpse.


  “You’re immortal. He’ll be back,” Arnus says in an offhand way before adding. “Hopefully with more manners.”


  Now Arnus really has our attention. He is right, but death is still a motivator. No one wants to wait for respawn and have to trek back down the hill to wait for the next orientation.


  “The royal mage summoned you here at the great cost of his life. The council has decided to use you to help decide our next king. Because of your immortality, you will deal with the neighboring menace of the Man of Masks and his bestiary. You, among the Touched, are all users of magic, so I have been given the chore of orienting you.” His tone makes us all sure that for him this is a chore and a waste of his time. The recent display of power shows his opinion is fully warranted.


  “A blue star should be in the corner of your vision. Concentrate on it and think of the skills you’ve been given.”


  I open my skill display, just like I had before.


  “Now think on the spells and magic, take your time if you need. Don’t focus on using them, just get oriented on what they can do.”


  I already have mine accessible, but other players obviously need to figure it out. Someone shoots a glowing white ball out. It meanders before hitting another player who yelps. Suddenly the player who cast the spell flies into the sky, propelled by a pillar of earth that then retracts, leaving him to crash back down.


  “I did not say to use them yet.”


  The player-turned-projectile moans and moves a little on the ground.


  “If anyone is finding it difficult to figure this out, raise your hand and I will come see you.” No one raises their hands. Everyone is suitably cowed. He waits a few more moments before talking again. “The other group has moved on to their next task. I want each of you to find a scarecrow and shoot it ten times with an offensive ability. I’ve arranged for everyone in the area to be refreshed faster, so you don’t have to worry about being drained after hitting it a few times.”


  A quest box pops up.


  Training. Rewards: 50xp. Failure: None.


  I accept it. Pointless but I can use the xp. I only have one offensive spell, so I face my scarecrow and shoot off a Sorcerous Bolt at it, wait three seconds and do it again and again until the Quest Complete box pops up. Most of the other players are trying out multiple spells, tangling the scarecrows in vines or shooting beams of ice at them.


  Arnus is standing off to the side looking a little bored. In the back, more players are starting to trickle into a loose group just outside the shielded area for their turn to be oriented. I find myself agreeing with Arnus’s attitude on the banality of this training. I remember other new players already working the southern smiths, and Jasper isn’t doing any good just lounging about instead of working. I jog over to Arnus. What’s the worst that can happen? hesitating briefly, I remember what happened to those who had annoyed him. If he turns me into a crisp, I get a free trip closer to the city. “Honored teacher,” I say to him respectfully.


  Arnus gives me a disdainful look as he pulls out a pipe and starts smoking it. “Once everyone is finished we can move on to the next training.”


  I give him a smile. I don’t know if it has any effect. Probably not. Arnus is clearly a high-level NPC. “I was just wondering if this is what all the training is like?”


  He blows a ring of smoke. “Pretty much. You’ll hack some dummies, shoot some targets, use your companion, and then we’ll send you out to kill a bunch of moles and rats that have been infesting the south. They’re what we make those leathers out of.” He says, indicating one of the gray outfits the other students are wearing.


  “If I left, would I miss out on collecting any items or special things with my companion or anything?”


  “Just the valuable experience of training,” he says in a tone leaving me thinking he considers it anything but.


  I nod. “Then do you mind if I just leave with my companion and skip all this?”


  He gives me a hard look and takes a few more puffs of his pipe. “Fine, but I don’t want to see you back here again. Got that?”


  This gives me a quest.


  Better things. High wizard Arnus has asked you to leave and not come back to the training grounds. Success: unknown. Failure: death and loss of status with Arnus. Do you accept?


  “I got it.” The box closes, accepted.


  “Now go!”


  I jog over and grab Jasper, “Aside from getting the money, this is a total waste of time. Let’s head back. “


  “Couldn’t have happened sooner.” He turns to the other companions and waves at them, “Bye suckers.”


  It’s a march back up the hill. “Jasper, I want you to be an eccentric again. Same setup. But, you should probably avoid the south section of town. I think all the new Touched will have most of those jobs covered. Before you get started, can you direct me to the gaming house? I want to check something out.”


  “Sure. A big one set up shop near the south gate. With the money being handed out to the Touched, they figured they could separate a lot of fools and their newly gained monies. Just promise me you won’t be one of those fools. I would hate to be the only one making money.”


  Once into the gate, he gives me directions and leaves to find his own odd jobs. The gaming house is large. Seeing it, it isn’t something I could have missed. The entire front is painted with giant dice and playing cards. Players are both stumbling in and out of it. The ones coming out mostly have sour looks on their faces. Maybe one in ten is smiling.


  It’s Vegas come to Lusania. There are dice games, card games, and games I’ve never seen before. The programs running the place are probably better than real places at finding weighted dice or marked cards, considering everything is part of the game. There are many NPC walking around with free drinks and helpful, but slightly predatory smiles on their faces.


  One approaches me, a well-dressed elf with his dark hair slicked back and classic pointed ears. “Ah, Touched. What can I help you find? We have any game you can think of and some you can’t.”


  “Do you have any skill-based games?”


  “They are all skill-based games Sir, even if some luck might be involved.”


  “Do you have chess?” I ask with a smile.


  He gives me an even larger grin, “We have masters of Go, Shogi, and many other skill games that you can test your metal against, including chess. For a price of course.”


  “I would love to meet your chess master.”


  “Right this way Sir.” I follow him to a room in the back. I see two players playing Go and one playing Shogi against the house masters. The players are playing against NPC, so their opponents are actually computers. I idly wonder how they chose the difficulty levels.


  I am used to playing against computers. I hope they don’t have them set to be impossible to beat. Most of the places me and Grandpa have lived didn’t have internet access, and when they did, Grandpa refused my pleas to pay for the service. He said it was one way he can be traced. He let me have handheld and console-based chess games, but nothing that required internet access. It was an approved way to kill my boredom and as Old Pa liked to say, keep my skills fresh.


  The NPC pulls out a seat and a chess board and goes to fetch the house master. An elderly man in a velvet robe comes to the table. He has a curling gray mustache and a slight smile on his lips. His eyes are gray and cool, but inviting at the same time. He sits down and presents his hand. “I’m Gioachino.”


  I clasp his hand firmly. It’s warm and has a good grip. “I’m called Chess.”


  Gioachino lets out a small chuckle, ”That’s a bit presumptuous, isn’t it?”


  “It’s the name I was given here.” Thinking of the historical chess player, I couldn’t help but add, “And your name isn’t presumptuous?”


  “My mother gave me my name!”


  I give him a smile, “Sorry. Let’s just accept that our names are our names.” The programmer obviously has a sense of chess history but had neglected to program it into the NPC. “How is this supposed to work, wager-wise here?”


  Gioachino shifts in his seat a little. “You bet against the house. I’ll start out easy on you. If you win, you have an opportunity to leave or continue, double or nothing, and I’ll take the game more seriously after that.”


  “How many times can I double it against you, assuming I win?”


  “Ten times, then you will have truly beaten me. If I tried to keep playing after that, the owners would have my head. Though I must tell you, that has never happened.” I have to wonder if the game makers would really go deep blue on me. Would they really do a challenge like this and make it impossible? Though with ten difficulty settings it probably will be close to impossible anyway.


  “What are the min and max bets?”


  “Ten coppers is the minimum bet. If you go all the way, you can win a little more than five thousand copper, essentially two whole golds. Max bet is twenty-five silver. You can earn 512 gold. Like I said if I tried again after that I wouldn’t be welcome here anymore.”


  I run the math in my head. 50 copper equals one silver. 50 silver one gold. So, that small starting bag represents a good bit of wealth. Too many players will be throwing it away here, but this is my game, and I’m not going to let some fancy chess program beat me. That is unless it really is rigged.


  I pull the gold coin out of my bag and put it on the table. “Well, I’m named Chess for a reason.” He slides me back my change, and we set up the board.


  The first game is easy, a throwaway. I doubt the game will let me quit now and come back and get first game odds multiple times to farm that way. I’m sure some player will try that, then get banned from gaming houses. One of the issues professional chess players have playing some computers is that the program can take the games you’ve played and use them against you, so it is not just that the program is designed to be good at chess, but that it improves to beat that one player.


  I have no idea if Gioachino is designed that way, can it learn from me and improve its chance of beating me? I doubt ten games will be enough. Still, it won’t hurt to do some different strategies and playstyles the first few games.


  Six wins in, more than 30 gold lays on the table between us. We begin to draw a small audience. In the seventh game, I try to get fancy with an uncommon opening strategy while playing black. I almost lose.


  I honestly think about quitting with sixty-four gold on the table. (It only takes two hundred gold to buy another month of the game, so it isn’t that much.) Then Gioachino smiles at me. It isn’t a true smile. It is more of a smirk. He knew he almost had me. Worse, this isn’t a he; it is an it.


  An it. If this game is fair, I’m not going to let myself lose to an it.


  The next three games are not easy. Harder than Peacoat Man. Harder than anyone I’ve played in the park (not that I haven’t gotten sloppy once or twice and lost a game while playing in the park.) Harder than any computer I’ve played against and still managed to win. The clock in the corner is eight minutes in the red, past when I should have logged out for lunch. I know I will really need to pee. But still I press on, I win.


  It’s satisfying sliding the pile of gold coins into my small pink bag. “So, do we start over?” I ask Gioachino, lifting up a coin.


  He shakes his head, “After ten wins, the house won’t let you play me again. I wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t let you in here for a good long while unless you wanted to stick to roulette.”


  In front of me, a notification pops up.


  Achievement. Chess Master. You have proven yourself to be one of the best. +5 Intelligence +500xp.


  This seems too good to be true. A stat boost this early may be as close to as over powered as it gets. I don’t know enough about stats in this game. With all the other achievements and professions providing different boosts, it probably isn’t as broken as it seems and won’t matter in the long run.


  I step out of the gaming house and log out. The need to pee that I’ve been trying to ignore hits me like a brick now that I’m out, and I almost don’t make it to the bathroom in time. Once back, my lunch is cold now-soggy tacos. I eat them happily, sure I can’t repeat that achievement, but at the very least I’ve achieved a couple of months in the game free.


  “Log in.” There is a notification flashing that I had missed in my rush. Winning caused me to level up. I have two free attributes to distribute. I add one to charisma, and one to wisdom bring me to nineteen and thirteen.


  I head to Byron’s smithy with my newly boosted mana pool. Now I can stack even more enchantments on a blade, though now I must also do three plain blades before my mana recharges to full, even with the small wisdom increase.


  I do three more enchanted swords, even stronger than the last, and six plain ones before I finish for the day. I take the twenty-four copper the smith gives me for the plain blades, even if it feels like it doesn’t matter. After all, I’m already five hundred gold richer. I log out and head home.
 


  




  

    Chapter Four – Casey Ellis


  


  Sixty-hour work weeks, so tired. At least I get my name on the glass door, even if it looks backwards from my perspective. sillE yesaC, well Casey Ellis. They added it yesterday. I got the promotion and the office with the door on the day of the game’s release. I’m just glad I don’t have kids; wife is mad enough at the hours as it is. The promotion and small raise did calm her down for now, after I added the promise it wouldn’t be as bad in the future. Fair Quest is my baby, our baby, the baby of everyone at Immersion Arts. And right now, it’s getting slammed with more players than we expected in our wildest dreams so that just means more hours making sure everything runs smoothly.


  Almost time to call it a night. Through the glass door, I see Frank Lutz heading my way. I groan. Frank is the extremely competent architect of the AI systems that manage many parts of the game, which is good for him because that is the only reason he still has a job. Frank has a serious character flaw: he’s an asshole. A giant, unrepentant, in your face asshole. The nasty office joke is that the reason he’s so good is that he had to build his own friends. A joke I, of course, try to squash whenever I hear it. And he is walking my way. Is it too much to ask that he goes somewhere else instead of to my door? He’s staring at me and what’s worse, with an unpleasant smile on his face.


  Because of that smile, I am in no way shocked by his words as he opens the door, “You are in so much shit Casey.” He extends the E sound in my name a bit too long. He knows it annoys me. “You’re just lucky the boss has gone home already.”


  “Why is that Frank?”


  “One of your game programs bugged, Gioachino gave some kid ten wins, a major achievement with a stat boost and a pile of gold. It’s only the second day! You’re sure to have hundreds of players doing it now, messing up the balance, using that gold to jump ahead of the competition or cut off the money we get from subscriptions. You better hope this doesn’t get out of hand, or you’ll be out of your pretty new office.” Frank storms out of the room now that he has made his point.


  I pick up my phone to call Stella, to tell her that I’ll be late, which will mean another cold dinner and shoulder, then I put it back down without making the call. You know what, fuck Frank. I’ll deal with this tomorrow. I’m going to go home and have a nice dinner with my wife.


  At home dinner is wonderful. I cuddle with my wife as she picks a show. I can’t help but feel that it’s only 90% as wonderful as it could be, because of that asshole and his comments nagging in the back of my head. At least I am able to keep most of the negativity out of my head, at least until I’m trying to sleep.


  When I wake up, I have a text from my boss, Sun Aya the development lead for Fair Quest. Meeting 9:30. Well if I was really in as much shit as Frank implied, it would say meeting 8:00, giving me only twenty minutes to get to the office. Now I have time to get in and check to see what’s been going on while I was asleep.


  The meeting is Sun, Frank, Sally who handles AI/Player interactions and of course me. I’d spent the morning catching up on the situation. Frank would call it an escalating situation, but I know I will be going into the meeting with him playing the bad cop. Sun shoots me the opening question, “What do you think of the Gioachino situation?”


  “It’s nothing.”


  Frank’s face flushes red, “It isn’t nothing? Beginners shouldn’t get such achievements.”


  Sun sighs. “You’ll have your turn Frank. Casey, continue.”


  “Gioachino’s chess program and all the skill-based games have achievements, but they are just that, skill-based. An expert, like a high-level chess player, can come in at any level and have a fair shot at beating him. Hell, the player that beat him named his character Chess. The quest is non-repeatable, and a player can’t stack up on multiple games. It is not going to be a common event.”


  My peace finished, Frank almost jumps out of his chair to get his words in. “Except the player is not an expert, he’s a kid, fifteen and his name isn’t related to any chess master or tournament or player ranking searches online. Worse, his achievement has been posted on multiple sites.”


  I give Frank my best stink eye. I know exactly who made those posts. Not that I could trace it to him. “We’ve had six variants of Gioachino active all night as players make a run to exploit him.” They aren’t true copies. But they all have the same chess skills rooted in their AI architecture. And slightly different backgrounds and names.


  I clear my throat. “With hundreds of players making runs on him, not one of them except this Chess,” I refuse to use a client’s real name unless I need too, “have managed to get close to beating Gioachino. The farthest anyone has gotten so far is winning five games and losing the sixth. Players will soon dismiss those anonymous posts and move on to other aspects of the game.”


  Sun turns to Sally. “How did your conversation go?”


  “I had a nice conversation with Gioachino. He said that Chess seemed a little rough around the edges socially, but as a chess player he is the best he has ever played against. We have had several chess experts play against the AI in testing, and only one made it to the final game, which he did not win. We have actually considered making him less difficult but figured we could do that in a future patch, putting it on a to-do list.”


  Sun looks everyone in the eyes. “We all know I don’t want this to be a bug. It’s bad press to go in and take a player’s achievement and gold away. More so with someone underage. Suggestions?”


  Frank speaks up first. “Take the program offline, give it a thorough review. Remove the achievement and money, then comp the kid a few months free to leave him happy.”


  “I believe in the AI,” Sally says firmly.


  Sun looks at me, “Casey, this is your baby.”


  I know he is testing me. My office still has that new car smell. “We have a log of all the games. I’ll take them to an expert to review, keeping the player’s real name out of it. Those forum posts are giving us a perfect test of the system with hundreds of players making runs at it. Someone else manages to win all ten games, and a flaw shows up, then I will take responsibility. Until then, I will verify the games and say everything will play on.”


  Sun claps his hands together. “Well back to work everyone. I’ll expect the results as soon as you have them Casey and immediate notification if there are any continuing issues.” Frank grumbles and frowns as he leaves the meeting. That alone would put a big smile on my face. I know it’s best to save that for when I am back in my office.


  With a search, I find Dimitri, though not a grandmaster he is a tutor who has had many of his students become chess masters, two of which became grandmasters. He is well respected and obsesses on chess games between grandmasters. Perfect for reviewing the games.


  I even tell him the truth: I’m a programmer who helped develop an AI to gage the level of chess ability of chess players and want him to review the games of a player who defeated it. It costs five hundred dollars. While he is reviewing the games, I keep an eye on the in-game situation. One player has managed to win six games but decides to cash out instead of continuing and achieves the advanced chess player achievement. Other than that, most can’t make it past the fifth game.


  That evening I grin after receiving Dimitri’s review and immediately text Sun. Dimitri’s requests to meet the grandmaster who played the AI. Chess really is an appropriate name picked by that player.


  




  

    Chapter Five - Chess


  


  Jasper and I hit the cafe right after I log back in. I think we’ll make it our thing. “Anti’s tits, we’re rich!” He stares at the bag of gold for a few minutes. “What did you do, rob that place?”


  “Pretty much. I took my name to heart and wagered on it. Don’t think I’m allowed back though.” A pair of mugs hits the table. Jasper had ordered a drink called Saffri. Smells like strawberries. “How did you do?”


  “Not as well as you.” His small purse has three silver and sixteen copper. The six items he pulls out are as unique as what he had gathered previously. I inspect them all and shake my head a little. No real rhyme or reason to crafting items here. I’ll need to do some research about whether anyone else has figured this out. That or go to the library Jasper had mentioned.


  “Not bad.” Truthfully, I don’t know if it’s good, average or a poor use of him. “I want you to continue the same type of jobs today, though soon I may have you do something else. What do you know of politics, like how the High Council works?”


  Jasper sips his drink. “They have the final vote on everything that happens in the kingdom, though honestly, I don’t pay much attention to politics. The king will be a member once he’s selected. I suppose as a candidate I really should know more. Though at the point when I decided I wanted to become a companion, I was really just willing to take any job.”


  “Could you look into it for me, how it’s made up and how things are decided?” I sip in my drink and flavor coats my mouth. How does the game company add taste, I wonder.


  “That will take a bit of time, depending on how detailed you want the information.” He eyes the bag of gold. “How about you give me a gold piece, and I’ll investigate it, and any other topic you want me too while you’re away. That way it doesn’t interfere with the odd jobs you want me to do.”


  He can do things while I’m away? I grab a coin out and flip it to him. “Deal!” I can see him mentally cursing himself for not asking for more. I really do love the NPC in this game. “I’m going to head back to the smithy, Laslow wanted me to bring him something good that I’ve made and I’m not there yet.”


  I head back to Byron’s smithy. The fact that it is away from most players suits me. Almost all the quests and fighting mobs are outside of the city, in the countryside. Players just don’t have time to explore the middle of the city if they want to level up. Hardcore gamers will focus on leveling up first in order to get the gem and win the two-million-dollar prize.


  I’m hit with a little surprise to see two players working at one of the anvils in the smithy. They aren’t even at the first furnace Byron had assigned me, which I’m now sure is a starter one, with all the equipment a little on the used side. The worn status popped up whenever I inspected the equipment while working. The familiar gray leather outfits both bend over a glowing blade, with one player trying to work around the other. It is a tandem approach I have not seen before.


  I walk up. I can hear them nattering at each other. “Watch the hammer. It tickles if you nick me with that.”


  “Not like you’ll lose a finger in this game.” As I get closer, I can see one player pushing a small blue rat skull into a red-hot blade. The item is puddling into the metal. There is a light blue glow around his hand that I have come to associate with magic in the game.


  The player wielding the hammer spouts, “That was one time, and it added character to your otherwise vanilla form.”


  “They made my nickname pinky!” There is no anger in his voice, only mock outrage and amusement with a bit of friendliness. I did my best to remain unobtrusive as the blade cools and sets into a finished product. It would be rude if I made them mess up.


  I clear my throat and smile, not that I expect my charisma to do anything here. “What are you doing? I wasn’t expecting to see any other players in this area.”


  “Enchanting!” He holds up the sword, the half-melted blue rodent skull throbbing as twisted blue veins creeped out from it to the edges. “This is the only smithy in Lusania that will let enchanters work, a least Touched ones. Some beef between them and the enchanter’s guild. Wasn’t like that before. Apparently, a player impressed the master smith here, showed them not all enchanters are lazy do-nothings. So, we get to work here on a trial basis.”


  I inspect the weapon.


  Queen mole totem, iron sword, 30 durability, decently crafted, decent quality, 6-7 slashing damage. Enchanted +3 earth damage. Earth splash ability.


  I inspect that.


  Wielder may use the sword against the earth to move some and splash enemies. A short-range Area attack that does 2-3 damage per target. It also has +5 damage vs. rodents. One use every 5 minutes.


  It’s better than anything I’ve made so far, and that’s with stacking six enchantments on a blade.


  The next thing the player smithing the blade says is, “Not bad for a first attempt post-release,” making me feel disheartened.


  Post-release. “You were beta testers!” I look around to see if any NPC are around. You’re not supposed to slip up like that in-game. I let out a little sigh as they are all working on their own projects.


  The smith leans in a little, seeming to enjoy my wide-eyed response. “Alpha testers actually.” It looks like he is about to say more when he suddenly clams up seeing Byron head this way. Those out-of-game response penalties are really harsh. Those who hear you think you’ve been infected by god-caused madness.


  He looks the three of us over. “Glad to see you are meeting. Chess here has helped show me not all enchanters are lazily resting on the laurels of their magic. Though maybe being Touched has something to do with it. He is why you’re even getting this opportunity Marvlin.” He turns to me. “You’ll need to go back to the forge I assigned you when you start working. He brought a professional with him, and that has some perks.”


  I nod respectfully, as do the other two players and he heads back to his area to start another project.


  “You’re an enchanter too?” Marvlin asks. “I don’t know what I would have needed to do to open a smithy to me. They were all very cold. Then I heard of this one. I guess I owe you one.”


  “You don’t owe me. I’ve just been working on my skills to gain the blacksmith profession. Seemed to impress them I was willing to work, though my spells aren’t the same as yours. What was it you were doing?”


  “Not a wizard then? That was Imbue. It lets me add one crafting item that is holding power to another item, melding the two together in the process. Luckily, through alpha, I knew you had to do it during item creation to make it permanent. They have made it trickier though. I also have a charge ability where I can destroy a crafting resource to add a one-time special effect to an item or recharge a skill. It works better on wands and staffs. Some of the crafting materials will only adhere to better quality metals. That’s one reason why Hephesty here took smithing as a starting profession.”


  “How do you tell if the crafting item is holding power?” I don’t remember any such notifications from any of the resources Jasper had brought me.


  “One of the enchanter profession skills. Guess you didn’t get that one. Professions can be really important and powerful here. “


  I only nod in response, since I hadn’t gotten to use any of my profession’s skills or even crafting materials yet. I reach to my bag and pull out my latest creation. “This is what I’ve managed to make.”


  Searing Iron blade, decently crafted, poor quality. Durability 22, Slashing 4-7 damage. +2 searing damage with a 20% to ignite on hit. Immune to targeted durability effects, attempts to break have 25% chance to rebound.


  Marvlin looks at it and then passes it to Hephesty. “You didn’t use any crafting materials with this?”


  I shake my head, “None of my spells use them. I have Strengthen and True Nature which seem to boost whatever material I’m working on. The hot iron usually adds a heat-based effect once the blade is completed. I have to stack casting on them though, and it takes all my mana.”


  Hephesty whispers something to Marvlin before handing the sword back to me. “Can you do us a favor? I have a crafting item and was wondering if you could cast those two spells on it, as sort of an experiment?”


  “Uh, sure.” He pulls out a claw. It identifies as a wizened rat claw, probably another one of the drops from the training grounds rodent farming quest. The item glows a little when I cast my spells on it, but since it is not a weapon or armor, it doesn’t relay any obvious stat boosts. I hand it back.


  After looking at it, he seems to bounce up and down a little. “It’s holding power now! I couldn’t enchant with it before and now I can. What class are you? That’s a powerful ability. It could make you rich.”


  “I’m a sorcerer enchanter. It wasn’t a recommended class, so I’m not sure how many players took it. “


  “Me and Hephesty here have had quite a few gaming economy successes. Pre-immersion stuff mostly, like Battletrax and Morpheus. Always been more of a side hobby than an actual job. We hit it big on the first quality immersive game Chrysalis though. That is one reason we were brought in on the alpha to help with how they’ll do the economy.”


  The games start to click. I’d done a lot of research on my plan for Fair Quest. “Wait, wait, wait! You’re Able and Timmon. There was a Game Future article on you. You were going to retire.”


  Hephesty, I don’t know if he is Able or Timmon, starts laughing and keeps going until he is out of breath. “Two days.” He wheezes. “Two days and one of the most privacy-paranoid companies ever and we get spotted.”


  “I did give me a lot of details.”


  “True,” he replies, finally catching his breath. “Able really doesn’t know when to shut up. We’d appreciate it if you keep this on the down low though. People can get a bit touchy if they know professionals—” He uses air quotes. “—are working a game. Though we do still consider it a hobby.”


  I know that I’m worried my plans will fail with these ringers working here. The article was one of the things that inspired me and made me believe that this might be possible. Now I have to face them, or maybe join them. “With your abilities, we’d like to offer you a chance to join us. Usable enchanting items can be a pain to find.”


  The offer is tempting. It would be money. Maybe not as much, but these guys know the business. These were some of the guys I studied before the game’s release, as I put together my plan. I’d read articles about them plus a few they had written


  On the other hand, they might just have me in a room empowering items all day. How would they react to my other plan as well? Plus, I want to succeed, not just be a third wheel to those with success. “I want to try on my own a while. I hope you don’t mind the competition.”


  Mervlin chirps in, “Oh, we got a player over here! We’ll keep the offer open for a while if you are still interested.” A player, yes, they have a player.


  I thank them and head back to my furnace. I’ll need to gain the smithing profession in order to get the better materials and equipment to catch up. Hopefully, completing my artificer quest will give me an edge. If the enchanter profession takes this much experience I’ll be in trouble if I want that as well. My mana limits how much xp I can get there.


  I wish I can say I work hard, kick ass and produce more than I have before. But just the time it takes to make a good blade and the mana needed for enchanting means it can’t be rushed. I keep on hoping that I’ll crack the smithing profession today, but at the end of the day it doesn’t happen.


  In order to win I’ll need more knowledge. I need to see what the others have learned from the game. Outside the immersion center, a chill makes my breath fog up. It’s a strong contrast to the warm and sunny land of Lusania. A few more weeks and winter break will start, and the world will be flooded with students. I take out my phone, a cheap one with prepaid minutes, and call Mel at Gamer’s Gate. “You still open? I was wondering if I could come by and look some stuff up?”


  “Jay! I thought you died. It’s been so long. There’s a Battlecraft tournament taking place in half an hour if you want to join in, though if I tell some of the regulars you’ll be joining in they may drop out.”


  “It’s only been three days. You can tell those scrubs I won’t make it in time, so they can keep their entry fees. Not that I want to stay up that late. The reactive rooms leave me sore. I’ll see you soon.”


  Public transportation is unusually efficient this evening. I make it over in time to register for the tournament if I want to. Mel’s “Hey, Jay!” elicits a few audible moans from my former competitors.


  “Don’t worry I’m not here to slaughter you guys.” The gaming units look pretty booked for the tournament. “Mel, do you mind if I sit back with you behind the counter and use your laptop for some research?”


  “Sure, as long as you give me the dirt on what you’ve been doing in Fair Quest and your life as a gold farmer.”


  I hop over, and he hands me his laptop. “I’m a crafter and I haven’t actually managed to sell anything yet. I want to access my profession’s abilities.”


  “Slow down, what class did you decide on? What’s your character name? I’m Jediwalker, a dragon rider. Which really kind of sucks. Did you know you have to find your own dragon egg? My companion is required to start training as a dragon caretaker, so she’s off to school all the time, that I have to somehow pay for as well. The game has student loans.” He finishes with a shudder.


  I can’t help but laugh a little, “Jediwalker? Was Luke Skywalker already taken?”


  He looks at me deadpan, “Yes. Anakin Skywalker was taken as well.”


  “I thought you were scared they would take all your business. And you’re playing now?”


  “The wait’s so long at the center, and the headsets really restrict the amount of time you can play. Most of the people are just playing here until they can log on with their headsets. The six hours wait time between three-hour sessions is killer, one of the reasons immersion centers are popping up as quick as people can make them.”


  “Well, you complain about your character’s requirements. I picked a sorcerer enchanter, probably one of the least recommended classes in the game. I got my first choice of name though, Chess.”


  Mel interrupts, “What! You’re famous.” He scrunches his brow together. “Or infamous, depending.”


  “Uh?” I say confused.


  “Some prick went on all the forums and said a player named Chess abused an exploit in the gaming house yesterday. Got like a thousand gold and a big achievement.”


  “I didn’t abuse nothing, and it was only five hundred gold. That NPC chess player was legit good. I just barely managed to squeak through the last two wins.”


  “So, it was you! Not that I think you cheated or anything.” He leans over me and types a link to one of the fan forums into the browser. “Here, look.”. The thread is now locked under the title of gaming exploit, but I can still see the old comments. The original poster is whiny, stating that some kid named Chess exploited some flaw in the chess master NPC program to win big. Someone else confirmed there was a match that had a huge pile of gold on the table. There was a crowd gathered near the end of me playing Gioachino. Don’t know why anyone would yell exploit. It isn’t like the NPC bugged in his play.


  I don’t like how the post lists my character name. No one’s name shows up in the game unless they tell you and I haven’t been that social. Sure, Byron had introduced me to Able and Timmon. Could Gioachino have told this poster? I suppose I did introduce myself to Gioachino and someone could have overheard. The fact he also called me a kid rankles. Most kids were in school at that time.


  After a while, players start to call bullshit on the OP who had posted under the name BigFd3al. Probably a throwaway because I check, and he hasn’t posted on or any other threads. Many of the posters had taken runs at the chess masters, and either got beat fast or managed to get the novice chess achievement before losing. After enough piling on, BigFd3al posts claiming that it must have been secretly patched up. At that point, the site mods locked the thread for turning toxic.


  I look to Mel, “So people either think I’m an inadvertent cheat or really good at chess. Do you want to challenge me to a game?”


  “No, I suck at it and know about your time in the park.” This surprises me a little because he’d never brought up my chess hustling before. He’d seen me try some online betting matches playing chess early on, but the crowd just wasn’t there.


  I shrug off the post. Some people online are just dicks. “Like I was saying I picked a sorcerer enchanter. Aside from the base sorcerer spell, it’s not exactly an offensive powerhouse. I’m actually only level two.


  “How? I just completed the training grounds, and I am level 4.”


  “I kind of chose to skip the training grounds. Well, at least after grabbing the starting money and gear. Didn’t go there the whole first day, actually. I’ve been working on getting the smithing profession almost nonstop. I’m planning on crafting my way to success, though I’ve just discovered some professionals wanting to do the same thing. My plan is to see what information I can get from the other new players on the forums, looking for anything that can help. You know how stingy the company is about giving out info. Finding what you want in-game is a chore of its own.”


  Mel nods, “Makes sense, I should get back to my own job.”


  A lot of the new information on the forums is about fighting the low-level mobs and best tactics to use. Most of the quests are either unique or competitive with other players, though someone made a sticky list of quests that are either repeatable or open to everyone. Proving your worth seems to be a common one, like I had to do at the smithy to be able to work on my profession, but different tasks are given at different times.


  I check to see what it would take to work at the enchanter’s shop. Maybe that would be a more fruitful profession to work on. Consensus is that they are total dicks, like the smiths of Lusania believe. Either asking for five special crafting materials or 200 gold to get in. Only one player completed it, and he made a bitter post about enchanting the starting bags. He ranted about how they’ll only teach you one spell, Create Pocket, and how you had to cast it eight times on a bag to make one of the starting bags. You only get to keep one in ten bags as payment, and that is the only payment they give you. They did have a special mana aura setup that lessened the cooldowns as well as providing mana, so you could hammer away at gaining experience. He’d quit once he reached 1000 profession xp and still hadn’t gained the profession.


  There is a post about a player who had achieved the herbalist profession, picking his way through the forest while fighting creatures. He wrote that it takes 5000 xp to gain the first level of a profession and he got an achievement bonus. A day or two more and I can gain the smith one.


  No new tricks for smithing blades, but I am able to find the basics for how to work shields, gauntlets, and other pieces of armor. You can also work on different styles of blades and weapons depending on different molds. Someone had spent time at shops checking out what they call the quality ladder: terrible, poor, decent, well/good, fine, excellent, and masterwork. He posted he thinks there is possibly a legendary ranking but hadn’t found one yet. The type and quality of metal affect the quality of the items as well as the tools used and profession rank.


  I need more mana or mana regen to enchant better. I Look into options other than just raising my intelligence and wisdom since I know I will need to invest more into my primary stat. Mana potions are too expensive. There are a few subclasses that have spells that can help. There isn’t a price for hiring one. I guess I can ask Jasper to train in that. But if it is anything like Mel and his companion, it would cost money and limit what I can use Jasper for. There is an herb. It is cheap and happens to be one of the ingredients for making mana potions. You can chew it for some small benefit, but someone warns it tastes awful.


  Not a lot of anything else online interests me, though BigFd3al had really spread his post around most of the sites. I skim the responses. Most who comment think it is bullshit. A few latch onto the idea I had abused the system to beat the difficult NPC chess master and joined the outrage. Of that group, a minority states that if they find me, they will kill my character. Some suggest BigFd3al is Chess and is doing a twisted humble brag. Having my name out there for something other than making quality items annoys me. Not that I’ve sold any yet.


  It starts to get late, so I return the laptop and head home. Grampa is waiting. He has some cold Chinese food on the table for me. “A little later than usual son.” He opens his arms for a hug. I go over and give him one.


  “Stopped by the game shop. Research is the cornerstone for a good plan.”


  He lets me go. “You sure this is something you want to do? The park, that’s guaranteed money. This is, well,…” He let his words fall silent. I know he isn’t happy about this choice. But he also feels guilty about my childhood, enough that I feel a little guilty leveraging his guilt to do this. “The boys at the park miss you, a few said you brought good luck. Others admitted having a young face brought more into the park to play and watch games. Officer Joseph was asking if you were feeling alright, though he may have just missed the baked goods or coffee you sometimes get him.”


  “What did you tell them?”


  “Just that you were doing teenage things and trying out a new game. Joseph actually said, good, that it means you are growing up. You sure you’ll be able to contribute from the game soon? I can spend more time calling out if I need too.”


  I hate that type of work, and if he messes up, we might have to move again. I don’t want to tell him that it might take weeks to be where I need to be, or about the hiccup the professionals might cause. So, I don’t. “No, everything will be fine. A week or two and I’m sure I can start making money.” I may have to float on my saved winnings some. I’m uncomfortable with the possible lie, but maybe if I work hard, it won’t be.


  




  

    Chapter Six -Chess


  


  I stick another herb in my mouth and nearly puke. You would think I would get used to the taste, but whatever system they are using to make me taste it in-game makes it equally awful each time. I gained my profession two days ago. It comes with a +1 Strength and Constitution achievement bonus, but Byron is having me get used to the new anvil and hammer before he lets me purchase better quality metal to make the sword I need to impress Laslow with. It is a quest to provide him ten well-crafted blades as a gift to the smithy to earn more privileges. Part of the profession knowledge shows me that it is more difficult to achieve using poor quality metal instead of the decent or good iron ones I will be able to buy after this quest is completed.


  More than once I consider bringing out some of the crafting metal that Jasper had collected. I suspect Byron would dislike me trying to go around the requirements. Jasper says he’s still looking for the political information. I think there is some pride there in not asking me for more gold to buy it. Apparently, clarity and openness are not a cornerstone of the political process in Lusania.


  I decide I want to gift the smithy ten enchanted blade’s even though it isn’t required as part of the quest. I have done more than ten total well-crafted blades but still feel like sticking to my plan. I’ve also leveled up my character to level three, gaining one more enchanter spell. It added a charged ability to an item but had to have a spellcaster recharge it after use. Not my favorite to use, but still could be useful. On the poor iron blades, it generally gave a counterattack, but with the increased cost of casting the new spell I would miss out on two of my early boosting spells.


  One left, my body sweating, and my mana empty from enchanting it, I watch as the blade cools and I make a final strike before the completed notice displays. I smile at seeing the well-crafted status. I would have gone and high-fived Hephesty and Marvlin, but they had managed to get Byron’s recommendation to give to a smith closer to the edge of town. Or as they put it, where the action is. The professionals had tasked their companions with mining resources in the wild, taking turns so one would guard the other while they worked.


  “Byron! I have my gift for you.” I add the blade to the nine other well-crafted but poor-quality enchanted blades. Byron is working so he doesn’t come over until he is finished at his task. I present him the ten blades with a grin on my face.


  He inspects each one. He also looks over my shoulder to the non-enchanted blades I had made for practice while waiting for my mana to return, some of which managed to be well crafted. There are also the enchanted blades that didn’t end up making the cut and are just poor or decently crafted. “Chess, I was not impressed when I first saw you approaching me, still in the robes you received when you first came to our world. I had not heard good things about the men and women coming in to deal with the problems to the west, and I still don’t. But you work hard, don’t complain and try. Now you’ve gone and done more than I’ve asked. I can’t reward you with more than I’ve promised, but you do have my thanks.”


  Quest, Prove your worth again, Complete. Rewards: 200 xp, access to more weapon and armor options and the ability to purchase decent and good quality iron. Bonus: Reputation improved with master smith Byron Woodwell.


  It costs one silver to buy the amount of good iron needed for a weapon. There are eight different new weapon molds I can pick from at this point. Along with the molds are a few yet-to-be worked examples. I choose what looks like a katana. Not appropriate for the theme of the game, nor will it go with most common player builds, but it is kind of a gimme for anime fans. Mel had made me watch a few, as I was spending a lot of time at his shop. I ask Byron if he had any advice on working this one. He suggests adding a little horizontal force with the strikes, and I thank him.


  Working on the single-edged blade, I can tell the metal moves easier with each strike. The hand motions to follow are also clearer. I think that as I advance, each blade will be more difficult, but apparently having the profession, the tools and the materials, makes everything easier for now. I chose not to add a charged enchantment on this blade just Strengthen and True Nature. As the blade cools, I look at the results and grin.


  It is time to go see Laslow again.


  I’m greeted by the eerie chime. From the door, I can see the Artificer in the loft-like workshop above the rear of the store’s main floor. He looks up from the shirt he is stitching together. “Better than the robe, but you could have at least cleaned up first.” I look down at my dusty smith’s leathers then back and see a trail of ashy footprints into his shop.


  I try to give him a goofy smile. “Sorry.”


  A wave of magic hits me. I stumble a step back, but it’s not me it’s pulling at. Dirt, ash, and dust cleave away from my body. A dirty, grimy ghost; an outline of me being pushed out the door, peeling away the footsteps that I had tread in as well until it is all poof out the door.


  “Minor inconveniences,” Laslow says. “Have you got it?”


  He doesn’t move, so I take this as an invitation. As I head up the stairs, I pull out the sword. I present it to him with both hands. “Here.”


  He takes it and I get the Quest Complete notification.


  Laslow inspects the blade, much like Byron would. “I prefer fabric and thread, but I suppose it’s a bloody world you Touched are going into. A plain simple killing tool. But we can fix that, at least the plain part. I assume you brought decorations?”


  I nod. I had Jasper bring me several crafting items he had stored away. I pull out the sheet of razor viper hide and several different raw gems. Never did want to go to a jeweler to have them cut. Also, a small spotted shell called a noss shell.


  He touches each of them briefly. “Good. We can work with these.” He sets the sword on a side table and motions for me to join him at his current project, a half-sewn shirt. He rummages through a box of items and pulls out a braid of silver hair that he lays on the top of the shirt’s shoulder. “Here, put your hands over mine. You’ll need to concentrate and feel this.” There is a warm vibration where his hands are and a soft blue glow. I watch as the hair adheres to the shirt.


  “If you think you got this, I want you to try one.”


  A prompt pops up.


  You have learned the Artificer spell Meld. This spell allows you to adhere Crafting components onto items. Restrictions. Profession: Artificer.


  He hands me another braid of hair. I do my best to line it up on the same spot on the other shoulder. It only takes a small amount of mana. The hair seeps into the shirt where it touches. I get a +3xp notification pop up in a brighter pink than enchantment xp. “What happens if you use an empowered material.”


  He raises an eyebrow. “Your item becomes more powerful. The enchanters are obsessed with that. They don’t appreciate the aesthetic and only see the power there.”


  “How would I know if an item is powered?”


  “You’d have to find a skilled enchanter you can trust to tell you. Maybe a Touched. I wouldn’t trust any of the local ones not to knock you out and take all you have if you bring them something they want. You better just trust your own strengths. Show me what you got.”


  I think the razor viper hide will make a cool handle for the blade I brought. Seems not to be so slick as to cause the blade to slip out of someone’s hand. The piece is too big, both too wide and too long. Folding it up made bulky patches. I see if I can use my hands to tear it.


  Laslow just puts his hand on mine, stopping me. “You’re forgetting to use common sense.” He pulls out a fine small knife, wickedly curved almost to a U. He quickly cuts the hide to a square perfect for the handle of the blade. “You don’t need to swallow the melon in one bite. Though you still have to be careful about possibly making the material unusable. It is also possible to add more than an item can handle.”


  “How can I tell?”


  He taps the center of my head. “Look carefully and use this.”


  I get a notification.


  New skill: Crafting awareness.


  Both pieces of hide still list as a crafting material when I look at them. Looking at the blade, it has a new part to the description. Three slots available.


  I wrap the handle with the razor skin. Perfect fit. I remember Mervlin working and our experiment. I need this to be more than just decorative. I try to use my will to combine Meld and True Nature together. A glow emanates from my hand as I grip the material to the hilt. Two chimes of +3xp rise up.


  Laslow looks at me with a slight curve to his lips, “Seems like you won’t even need one of those enchanters ever. Milo’s never did tell me his secret. It’s because you’re a sorcerer, right? He’s the only sorcerer enchanter in their guild, and even he stays away from the others.”


  “Yes, I can empower materials. Though I would be hard pressed to even cast another meld right now with how much energy that took.”


  He pulls out two purplish vials of mana potion. “Show me.”


  I drink, careful to brace myself, half expecting it to have the awful taste of the herb I’ve been chewing. Instead, it’s slightly minty, and I can feel my body get a little warmer. I pull out one of the raw gems.


  He sighs, “Here, you can have my spare.” He hands me another copy of the small hooked blade.


  Item acquired: Artificers blade.


  I take it and move to cut one side, I expect resistance but get none. Cutting the stone is like slicing paper. Not wanting to mess up anything too bad, I end up making a cuboid by simply taking all the rough sides off. The gem slivers lost all crafting status. The end result is a simple red heart gem, as opposed to the raw one it was before. I set this one into the middle of the cross guard, hold it there, and I cast meld again with Laslow’s hands on top of mine. The enchantment fails, and I only use a little bit of mana. Laslow is disappointed. I don’t know if I just failed at casting it or I can’t empower an already empowered item. It has a new trait relating to the gem. I guess it is the fact it already had power. “We’ll try again.”


  This time I pull out a piece of obsidian and shape it the same then set it into the other side of the cross guard. I dual cast and feel all my mana flow into it. Laslow’s eyes widen, I don’t know if he learns the spell or just got an inkling.


  I inspect my completed work.


  Venomous Black Heart Iron sword. Well crafted, good quality, 32 durability, 6-8 slashing damage. Enchanted +3 searing damage, resists durability damage. Venomous, 1-3 poison damage per second lasts 4 seconds. Black, attacking magical barriers costs 1 durability with a 50% chance to destroy the barrier. Heart, while equipped welder restores .5 hp a second.


  I feel giddy, but also wary. It costs so much mana. It is bad enough to enchant a blade while crafting it without now needing to spend this much mana artificing it to compete with Hephesty and Marvlin.


  “Almost nice enough to sell in my shop. I’ll give you three gold for it,” quips Laslow.


  “I’d like to see what I can get selling it myself, first.”


  “Fair enough Chess.”


  “I didn’t tell you my name.”


  “You’ve been working at Byron’s workshop every day for days, just down the street, and it’s not like you don’t put yourself into the blades you work.” I inspect the blade again, and it does say Crafted by Chess. There is no option to remove that notice, just one for renaming the blade.


  “Will you be here if I need help?”


  “Possibly, but I would be wary of owing someone too many debts.” I nod and watch my mana bar slowly climb. I really need to figure out how to finish all my blades. I give Laslow my humblest of thanks before leaving the shop anxious about finding a solution.


  I hit the shops. Forty silver for a low-grade mana potion cut into the cost too much. I imagine I’ll need to buy crafting materials eventually, as the number of slots on blades will outpace the rate Jasper is currently collecting them. I’m sick of the herbs, even though I still have a bunch in my inventory. I find myself cringing at the idea of using any more.


  With my mana filled up again, I pull out one of the poor-quality enchanted swords, since that is the only quality I’ve made so far outside of the one I rushed to Laslow. Only one slot is available for attaching materials. While in the street, I take out the small spotted noss shell and place it on the pommel, channeling almost all my mana to meld and empower it with its True Nature. At least I can slowly peck away at it while I think. Maybe another search of the forums at the game shop?


  Ahead, I see an enchanter’s shop. These are dominated by the guild symbol of the profession. Most shops have personal names. Enchanters just use their guild symbol, a glowing hand. I lean by the door and wonder if I can rent space there. My mana starts to recharge faster, and a weaselly little man pokes his face out.


  “No loitering!” he yells in a shrill voice and throws a fireball at my feet.


  I hop away. Jerks. I inch closer to the front of the building. I’m basically laying against the face of it, and I see my mana start to rise fast. Online there had been a mention of an aura for those working on the profession, and apparently the walls didn’t contain it all. Hanging out front would probably just mean more hotfoots. Even with all my charisma, after all the comments from everyone about enchanters, I can’t imagine they would let me work there cheap. I step back to the other side of the street and look at the shop. It’s sandwiched by two other stores, sharing walls with both. One is a jeweler, and the other is a cobbler.


  I enter the cobbler’s shop, and the man working there pauses from his current project. “Welcome to My Left Shoe. What can I help you with?”


  I give him my widest smile. “I was wondering if I could rent out some space from you.” In the end, I manage to procure space in the cellar, where, if I hunch in one spot closest to the enchanters’ shop I manage to siphon off some of the benefits. I had tried the attic, but it didn’t work.


  It cost 1 silver a week, and he is reluctant until I also agree to buy his best pair of shoes. They cost me two gold. The shoes are excellent quality. For ten times the price, I can commission a masterwork pair. I’m just glad he didn’t have any in stock. Where before I was fine walking, now it feels like my feet are being massaged with each step. When I inspect the shoes, I can see five open artificing spots and a notice that the shoes have to be balanced to work.


  I head to the bank and fetch the twenty-five poor quality enchanted swords and a bunch of the crafting resources and haul them back to the cobbler’s to get to work. Trying to stretch my resources costs me a few items. Apparently, shells don’t like to be cut in half. It is time to do my first sales.


  *


  First up is the Holy Exchange, the player auction house. It costs five silver or a dollar to put an item up. If your item doesn’t sell or sells for less, that amount is lost. Twenty percent of an item’s value of a completed auction is taxed. If it sells for ten dollars or gold, you’ll only get eight. There is the option that if someone pays in cash, you can get gold instead, which is the only real way to buy gold in the game. It also turns out there isn’t a way to exchange gold for cash. Hephesty and Marvlin are already selling pieces. I can see one is at twenty-five dollars already. I dump my first batch onto the market so they can be bid upon for the next five days.


  I step outside into the marketplace. There are vendors, NPC, and players hawking wares in the street. Items that aren’t worthy for the auction house are unloaded here. We spend the next hour looking for crafting materials. The artificing had given me a loose idea of what benefits different kinds of items could provide. I stumble upon a raw gem filled with blue and purple, called a pools stone, being hawked by a companion in the market. I buy it and remember the heart gem I used back in Laslow’s. I end up spending another hour splurging on materials that might work. If it is possible to get multiples of gems or other materials that interest me, I do. I’m twenty gold lighter as I make it back to the cobblers.


  I buy two good quality pairs of shoes and head down to the cellar. I first work with the duplicates I bought, to test the effects. I leave the shop with two more items to sell, wearing a pair of sparkly blue and violet shoes. I may look silly, but I did manage to make a pair that focused on helping my mana issues while crafting.


  Shallow blue waking pool’s power leather shoes. Excellently crafted, excellent quality, 50 durability. Lessens discomfort. Enchanted. Shallow. Ignores terrain and low water restrictions to movement. Blue, offensive actions gain +1 magic damage and added visual effects. Waking, +5 mana regen per second when equipped. Pool’s, after gaining experience gain mana equal to half the amount of experience gained. Power, +3% increased Strength of all spells, spells cost +3% more mana to cast.


  I shouldn’t need to chew that damn herb any more while working, and hopefully, it will be enough of a boost that I won’t need to take as much as a break while enchanting at the forge. I decide to log out and take an early lunch before heading back to Byron’s to try them out. I can use the time before lunch is delivered to call Mel and ask him to advertise my new auctions on the forums and message boards.


  




  

    Chapter Seven- Casey Ellis



  


  

     


  


  The Immersion Arts weekly staff meeting is packed, which of course means Frank is here. I’ve done my best to avoid him since the Chess incident. If he had let it drop after Sun was satisfied, I would have continued doing my best to just ignore him, instead of avoiding the asshole. But he had the gall to suggest a few times that I had somehow snuck in and fixed the phantom exploit on the chess master NPC. Sun sternly told him to drop it, but his glares whenever we pass tell me he hasn’t.


  Sally opens the meeting, we all turn to her. Except for Frank who, I see out of the corner of my eye, is staring daggers at me. “It’s been two weeks since release day. We’ve had no major glitches or flaws.” A smattering of applause fills the conference room. “Our earliest concerns about players stalling on the Kingmaker quest has been relieved, as player made items are entering the market at a greater rate than expected. Our earliest projections have players rushing to complete the final phase of the questline in a little more than eight months.”


  The fact that player-crafted items are key for the ability to survive in the more difficult zones of the world has been a concern, and one of the reasons why it was one of the few bits of information that we released prior to release day. When release day hit, and we saw that players avoided the enchanting and crafting classes and even the option to take professions, we reached out to Timmon and Abel. As unpaid consultants, aka alpha testers, they had helped design the economy. Early on we nudged them to use what they’d learned to kick-start the economy.


  Sally continues, “Everyone should be prepared to begin focusing on continuing to develop the next arc of the game once we have our king and Kingmaker named. If anyone has any initial concerns, we would love to hear them.”


  Frank clears his throat and raises his hand. I groan silently inside.


  “Yes, Frank?”


  “Can we go over why the Kingmaker quest is advancing so fast?”


  I frown, Frank hates the designed quests. He especially hated Kingmaker, calls it a gimmick, a two-million-dollar prize for a game that cost three hundred million to make. His preference was to have all the quests be AI generated and bristles at the limitations on that put into the game. With him as the AI architect, I could understand his issues here. Like having a pet lion only to have it declawed and caged. Everybody loving the NPC has probably also fed his ego.


  Sally gives Frank her winning smile, though I can tell by the corner of her eyes she didn’t see this interaction going well. “There has been a large expansion of player enchanted and created weapons and items, the heart-blood of Fair Quest’s economy and the path for players to advance to the more difficult quests. The better the equipment, the quicker players can both level and work toward the Kingmaker’s quest goals. As we had hoped, the initial early burst of enchanted items thanks in part to Timmon and Abel, has gotten many more players interested in crafting. We then use our models to extrapolate when players can get powerful enough to complete the main quest line. We’ve gone over this already during the Kingmaker development meetings. The ones you chose to skip.”


  Frank smiles back, but even his best smile ends up kind of smarmy. “I may not have graced the meetings, but I still received and reviewed the relevant data. Under the best-case scenario, we were projecting twelve months until there was a new king. Quite a shift considering our poor start.”


  “Timmon and Abel are contributing greatly.”


  “Greatly but not the most, and not enough to throw off the projections.” He shoots me a glare, and I have no Idea what he is getting at. “In fact, it is one player unbalancing the situation.”


  “Frank, none of this is misbalancing. Everything has been reviewed. Players are not your area. If you have an issue with any one individual in particular, we can have a more appropriate meeting to deal with your concerns.”


  Frank starts to flush.


  “Sally!” Sun puts his hand up stopping the conversation. He walks over to Frank and puts a hand on his shoulder, bending over to whisper into Frank’s ear. Sun nods his head to the group and starts to walk Frank out of the room, “Sally, continue. There is much more news to go over.”


  She continues with her presentation, and all I can think of is, what the hell Frank.


  Two hours later I’m back in my office. I have an email from Sun. “Meeting. My office. 2:30 Be there Casey”. I guess it is too much to hope Frank won’t be there, though I don’t know why I’m being dragged into this.


  Inside is Sun, Sally, and Frank. “Ok, what did he say I did now?”


  “Nothing,” Sun assures me, while Frank’s look tells me otherwise.


  “It’s your player’s fault the schedule is off track,” Frank says, pointing at me.


  I’ve no idea what he’s talking about. “What?”


  Frank continues on, “That kid Nate is producing more and more powerful items. More than we ever predicted would be possible at this point.”


  I blink, wheels spinning in my mind until it clicks, the kid that beat Gioachino.


  “He’s not my player, and we really should stick to the player’s in-game name for privacy reasons. So, Chess is a crafter. I don’t see the problem.”


  Frank is gritting his teeth. “He’s only able to do what he is doing because he got that blip of an achievement from you.”


  Such a hungry dog with a bone. “Look, I have supported and still supported skill-based achievements. I like that a grandmaster or the next Bobby Fischer can come in and win them. Chess won fair and square. I even verified with Dimitri, if you want to double check with him. But if Sun wants to change his mind on having skill-based achievements in the game, I won’t protest.”


  Sun pops in, “I’m actually thinking of adding more of those, even if that gives some players advantages for having real world skills. Perhaps we can add martial skill competitions for fencing or Judo. I think the value of it outweighs the occasional unforeseen consequences. That man you hired Dimitri has been asking if he can return his fee and get around the NDA, so he can share some of those games we sent him with peers. He was disappointed when we said no.”


  I still don’t see why this meeting is happening. “So, what’s the problem?”


  “Chess has received another exploit,” Frank bursts out.


  Sally just rolls her eyes. She brings up an eagle eye view of the city. Players have privacy inside most of the buildings in the city. Characters are walking up and down the business district of the city center. There are not many players. It is away from most of the action outside the city. “This is what we have, and there is no proof, so it is a moot point.”


  We watch the video and Sally starts to narrate. “Chess had just left Laslow after having learned his profession’s spell and skills. He even managed to use his starting empowering spells while melding the crafting items. Something we consider an advanced thing because of the mana pool required to do it. Empowering then melding would have produced lesser quality effects.”


  Frank butts in, “He was only able to do that because of that game achievement.”


  Sally ignores him and continues. “He spent time going into shops and looking at stalls before he made it to the enchanter’s store.” A completely generic player character in work leathers stands next to the door thinking. Then we watch as the NPC shoots a fireball at him causing him to dance away before approaching the building again until he’s leaning against the wall farther from the door. Chess walks away to the other side of the street stares, then enters the cobbler shop next door. “He then approached the NPC cobbler and purchased some crafting space in the cellar. He leaves, returning with swords he had made at the smithy.”


  Frank moves into the conversation, “He had to have been told that the mana stone aura of enchanter’s shops can extend past the physical shop. It doesn’t take him long to come out and take his finished products to the market.”


  I still don’t see why I’m here. “Frank, it looks to me that he figured that out on his own. It’s not like he went straight to the cobbler. And he still has to rent out the shop, costing him however much to use it.”


  Sally pipes in, “One silver a week, and he purchased a two-gold pair of cosmetic shoes.”


  “I wouldn’t call that cheap, though if you like, we could probably patch in a lower area effect from the mana stones in the enchantment shops.”


  Sally shakes her head, “Too late for that. He crafted these next after his stint at the market.” She pulls up an item display for mana boosting shoes. “We make that change, and he’ll probably just bedazzle some pair of pants and never leave the smithy again. The expectation that crafters will make or get crafting gear has always been there, so none of this is shocking. Timmon and Able are already getting such gear ready, and news will spread fast from there.”


  I look at the room. “Ok, so why am I here?”


  Sun speaks up, “I promised Frank a second opinion. He thinks someone from inside the company or with access may be helping this player, even for that early achievement, though he can’t say how. Sally thinks he’s just a smart, motivated player. He’s already looking to be one of the higher earners from the auction house. I chose you because of your previous interactions.”


  I sigh, “All I did was verify that he legitimately beat Gioachino. If the kid’s smart enough to do that, he can probably figure out how to borrow the buff from the enchantment shop and that he needs crafting gear. I don’t see how this is a problem, other than that this kid should be playing and not spending all day making items to sell.”


  Sun nods. “Straight farming for money isn’t ideal, but it was always a risk with the economy set up. As it is if he doesn’t change how he’s playing, Chess will run into the mandatory social quest. Frank thinks that’s just another way to game the system. But considering he hasn’t stopped crafting yet, I think he would rather just stay working. Frank, does this satisfy you?”


  Frank glares at the room, “For now.” His body language screams that isn’t the case as he forcefully makes his way out of the room.


  Sally lets out a long breath. Sun gives her a pat on the back and speaks up again, “He really is a genius at what he does. I’m sure he’ll move on to some other thing to be angry about soon enough. There’s a log of a test character he was using in beta to play chess against Gioachino. He never made more than eight wins. I think there’s some pride riding here for him. How are the mock ups for the next phase of Fair Quest Casey?”


  “The political side quests should be developing soon. Frank can be happy that they rely extensively on his AI-generated quest system. It also helps that we had the base of everything set up and active in case we needed to explore that route if Kingmaker stalled. I’m still working on the northern kingdom stuff, running simulations through the AI clusters before we open that area to explore in the next expansion.”


  I finish up with a few interesting possible outcomes I see coming up, but mostly everyone is decompressing about Frank, who hopefully won’t be a problem anymore.


  




  

    Chapter Eight -Chess


  


  Today is the day I will get to the second tier of smithing. takes 2500 profession XP, and I’ll have managed it in three weeks. Grampa has appreciated the money I’ve been able to bring in, and this should open it up even more. I might be able to convince him to stop his side jobs. I’ve already gained the first level of the enchanting profession achievement +1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom and I’m now able to see if an item is already powered.


  I hit level 5 several days ago. Having had two blades explode in my hands due to enchantment failures, at level 4 I put my two stat points into charisma. At five, I get the generic sorcerer class familiar spell which lets me summon an animal companion. I’ve yet to use it.


  Jasper finally manages to get details on the High Council and is getting a very positive reputation from the small quests he’s been doing in the city. The current six-member council has representatives from multiple groups. There will be a seventh, the king. Once named, he is supposed to lead the council.


  

    ●        The guilds representing the financial interests of the country elect one member.


  


  

    ●        The Mages association elect one member.


  


  

    ●        The Clergy elect one member.


  


  

    ●        The martial orders, Knights and soldiers and such elect one member.


  


  

    ●        The Lords appoint one. (I asked Jasper if he counts as a lord because companions have royal blood. He explained that because Royals were a randy bunch and it is rarer to have no royal in your bloodline, it does not make you a lord. It is possible to earn or buy a lordship, but purchasing one’s way in gives one a poor reputation.)


  


  

    ●        The final council member is a political representative elected from the city council.


  


  Jasper isn’t happy when I next ask him to figure out how the city council members are selected and if there are any looking to retire soon or step away. “You’re going to have me be a politician, aren’t you?” he asks me in a sour voice.


  “Probably. Though I still could send you to do mining or a full-time job selling my items and buying crafting materials instead. Plenty of companions are stuck doing that.” I could tell he’d be less happy with those options as his face soured even more. I give him ten gold to use to get the information I need, so hopefully it won’t take as long.


  The Smithy is turning into a bustling place now that schools are off out the holidays. There are even some companions working on getting a smithing profession for their players and a player named Hawken working on his armor as well here. I enter, only to Find Byron waiting for me. “Chess, you work too hard. Life isn’t all about the forge and the flame. You need to go out, have fun and make friends. I don’t want to see you working here until you go and relax some.”


  A quest notification pops up.


  Quest: all work and no play. Join a player group and add three players to your friends list. You must also complete a group quest. Non-refusable.


  Restrictions: Players can’t access crafting, market, gaming, and relaxation sites until quest is complete. Rewards: Fun and 10000 XP.


  Fuck. I log out and call Mel. “Hey, Mel.”


  “Hey, Jay. What’s up? That sword you had delivered to me is sweet. Too bad our playing times don’t match up, so you could actually give it to me.”


  “I have a favor to ask, if you’re not too busy.” Mel agrees, and I give him a rundown of the quest and what info I need. Most quests in Lusania are not repeatable, you can’t have every player delivering Antonio’s love letter to Isabella and doing it over and over again. The same is true for group quests, but there are some. They also tend to be for higher level players. Worse for me is that I don’t exactly have any desirable combat skills and I’m at an extremely low level for someone who’s been in the game for close to three weeks. If I go to a player area and state I’m looking for a group, most would just pass on me, unless they were fresh out of the training grounds. I could be there waiting forever.


  I have to hire a group, pay them to take me on a quest, and baby me through one I’m not leveled for.


  The Garrish Mine Works is a resource quest to gather materials for the enchanter’s guild. It is recommended for players between levels fifteen and higher in groups of five to eight. It is almost always open because enchanters always want more materials. Considering how much I need to buy every week, I didn’t blame them. There is one repeatable group quest for levels ten and higher, but in the mines, I can get some resources myself. Mel uses his connection to post a looking for group message on multiple forums.


  

    “LFG ASAP: Crafting player looking for group of four or more to escort and complete Garrish Mines quest. All gold, silver, copper coins will go to party while crafting player will get all excess crafting materials from the quest. Warning, player is low level. Upon completion, each member may choose from receiving 10 gold or a crafted item instead as additional payment. Meet at Southern Willows Pine player lounge. Crafter will be wearing purple/blue shiny shoes. First come first served.”


  


  I ask him to post it in twenty minutes. I’ll need to head to the bank and pick up whatever gear I haven’t sold before heading down to the player lounge. I hang up and log back into the game.


  Player lounges are giant domed buildings just outside the city walls, places only those Touched by the gods can enter. If you want to talk stats, speculate drop rates, game theory, or anything about the real world, you can do that there. They have rooms adult players can rent for private time, combat arenas set up for non-lethal player duels, and of course an area for players looking for groups.


  It is weird. They have couches, TV’s and vending machines, and interface kiosks. They even have a few retro arcade boxes. TVs stream sports or other players’ screenshots for those who decided to sign up for that. I use a kiosk to put the floating text over my head. LFG Garrish Mines. I keep my privacy function on, so I’m not displaying my name, level or gear. I recognize some of my handiwork on the players hanging out, and can’t help feeling a little bit of pride. Sure, I’m earning money, but I missed the satisfaction of beating opponents like I did in the park. I should go back next time I take a day off.


  I’m still in my work clothes as most of the gear I’ve made I can’t wear without it interfering with my class abilities. I do have a bunch of swords in my pack. I’m now proficient in using blades despite my class. crafting a hundred swords gave me the Heart of the Blade achievement, +1 attack with a sword and so, I pack a few with charge traits or abilities that might come in handy.


  “Hey twinkle toes, you the one that posted that message board request?” I turn around to see a group of five players. “You better not be jerking us around about that payment.” They hadn’t kept their privacy function on. The speaker’s name is Axel Thorn, a level 19 fighter, bulging with muscle and wearing a hodgepodge of armor like most players seem to be sporting these days. I recognize his sword as one of mine. It has the razor skin handle of one of my earlier poor-quality works.


  I nod as I walk over. “Don’t worry I’m good for it.”


  He looks me up and down, unimpressed. “Prove it.”


  “That blade,“ I point to the one at his waist. “I made it.” All my enchanted works have Crafted by Chess attached to them. I awkwardly maneuver through my status page to send him a new acquaintance level friend request. That way he could see my name, level, and class/subclass. The game has other levels of friend requests, ones that show stats, gear, and other things. I hadn’t really looked into all the details and want to keep this a bare-bones group.


  “Chess. You’re only level 5! How does this prove, “


  “Inspect your blade.” I interrupt him, “You’ll see my name on listed as the blade’s creator.”


  “I paid twenty bucks for that. You can make us any gear?”


  “I only have the smithing profession, so it would have to be something along those lines. Though I can do some special enchanting if instead you want me to boost something you currently have with the right crafting materials.” I shoot friend requests to the others in the group, two accept, and two decline. I guess saving their friend lists for actual friends.


  Sarah Tam, a level 16 Ranger Huntsman, speaks up, “Why you interested in doing this quest? And one so far above your level?”


  I don’t feel like telling them about the mandatory find friends quest I had received. “I need to level up for more crafting abilities and picking a place where I can get good crafting materials even if I have to hire a group to watch my back seemed prudent.”


  El Morde, a level 14 elf mage approaches me. He had obviously taken a shine to the character creation process. His cheeks and chin jut out at sharp angles, and his eyebrows are triangles of thick black hair. “If you craft us some items before we go, we can handle the quest better. What’s to guarantee you’ll make us items once we complete the quest?”


  “Other than my reputation?”


  Someone in the group snorts.


  I pull twenty gold out of my pink bag. “A twenty-gold deposit. After we complete the quest, you can either get the rest of the gold or have me make an item for you.”


  Axel Thorn takes the money. “Fine, let’s do this.”


  I accept the party invite. A notice informs me that because of our difference in level that I will only get 1/5th of the normal group experience bonuses. I guess Immersion Arts didn’t want to promote power leveling. Mad Monk, a cleric brawler, and Geoorge, a fighter duelist, round out the group.


  I use a terminal in the lounge to notify Mel to cancel the LFG post now that I’ve got a group. The place we need to go to sign up for the quest is just outside the player lounge. A lot of NPC who want to use Touched for collecting resources or bounties have set up booths nearby.


  A tired looking companion with a large backpack is waiting outside. Axel pats the companion on the head “This is our mule. You can use him to carry anything we gather. You can see we’re used to keeping weaklings alive.” The NPC gave me a curt nod. I guess there is a worse fate I can threaten Jasper with if he dislikes the direction I’m going in.


  The glowing hand banner of the Enchanter’s guild floats in the air near the makeshift booth they have set up on the dirty road outside the lounge. A bored looking man in loose blue robes chews on this thumb as he waits there. Axel walks up and drops his fists onto the table in front of the man. “We’re here for the Garrish Mines job.” The Enchanter draws a lazy gaze to all of us. He hesitates only briefly on me.


  “You sure you are all up for this, Touched?”


  I start to smile, but Axel puts himself in the way, flexing his muscles to use his strength influence. “I said we are here for the Garrish Mines job!”


  It’s not the pleasant response I get when I use my charisma. The NPC seems to have a little mixture of fear, disgust, and annoyance. “Fine. Each of you will need to collect five farren ore shards.” He pulls out a dusty brown rock with streaks of faintly glowing blue running through it. “They look like this.”


  He gives me a particularly long glare, maybe noticing my lack of recommended level. “You’ll need to make sure you cover all the party. Half of you can’t bring in five and the other half none to complete the contract. You will each get two gold once this is completed.” He pulls out a contact. “You’ll all need to sign this agreeing to the job. You’ll have one week. If you don’t complete it, don’t expect any more work from the guild. Ever.”


  We all sign, I get the quest notification once I lift the pen up. “Any tips?”


  “Don’t die. It’s a long walk back. You’ll need to take the south road. Follow the left fork. It gets a bit overgrown. There will be the ruins of the old workhouse before the main mine entrance.” At the last signature, he takes the contract and puts it in the stack piling up off to the side.


  This group I’ve joined aren’t very chatty, not that I’m not all business much of the time. We walk mostly in silence down the path, me being in the middle. I ask if they are friends in real life and all they do is grunt in reply. Sarah Tam, the archer, raises a hand, and everyone stops. “There’s a Rill beast up ahead. I think it’s time to see how well our employer can handle himself.” She turns to me. “Don’t worry, we’ll stop you from dying, but we need to know if you can handle yourself in the group.”


  Reasonable. I guess now is not the time to tell them I’ve never actually fought anything in Fair Quest.


  I reach into my eight-slot starter bag and pull out one of my latest pieces. Blades with charged abilities are selling well, so that’s what I’ve been making the most of recently. The length of this blade is a dusky pulsing orange. A purple six-pointed star glows at the guard, and the hilt is twisted white and black. I make my way to the front, my sword drawing looks from others in the group.


  I can see a creature coming down the path towards us, at a brisk but not quick pace. It is a cross between a salamander and a dog, glistening red skin with large claws and teeth. It’s producing a bubbling whiny growl.


  I fire off my Sorcerous Bolt from my left hand. The normally black and purple flame has a streak of blue in it. It peters out before the rill beast gets into range. I obviously underestimated its range.


  The beast picks up the pace as he nears me. I flick the blade towards the beast using up the Searing Strike. The burning color drains from the blade and travels through the air hitting the beast, causing it to yelp in pain, its skin blistering up.


  A red health bar appears over its head at the damage, no time to figure out its details as it lunges at me, and I use Star Strike, the only other charge ability on that sword, ending most of its usefulness. The strike hits the beast; purple energy laced with blue binds it in place for a second. Not trusting my nonexistent fighting skills,


  I drop the used blade and quickly pull another from my bag. I activate the new sword’s ability. Power Strike controls an outline of my body as an image of me stepping in cutting hard at the beast’s body leaving a wicked slash. It snarls and the purple bonds holding it dissolve. I ready my Sorcerous Bolt to use just as an arrow from behind me hits it in the chest, and it lays there immobile. An exp notice floats up near the body.


  Axel claps a little. “Not bad. Those weapons are strong stuff. You bring many with you?”


  “Several. I can recharge them out of combat after use.” I retrieve the star strike sword and tuck it under my arm. Meanwhile, I focus my mana to recharge the one I had used for the power attack before sticking it back in the bag.


  Axel pats me on the back, “Those weapons are probably better than what most of us have in this group. Even if they aren’t perfect for all our builds, they could still mean the difference between us all dying and having to start the quest over. That is if you let us use them.”


  Based on the gear they’re wearing now, I’d say only Geoorge and Axel are suited to use them. They might help Sarah if she can’t use range attacks in the mines.


  “I’ll try to make you the perfect items once we’re done. If we get into a tight space and really need them on the quest, I can see to having the team use them.”


  Axel nods flexing his muscles like he did with the NPC enchanter. “Sure buddy.”


  Axel’s mule, the only companion we’ve brought along, is already getting the loot from the Rill beast. As we walk, I focus on recharging the star strike blade. The process takes longer and uses more mana because I’m doing it while moving.


  The group starts opening up to me a little more, though mostly just to ask what I can make for them. They don’t like hearing that I can’t make them whatever they want. I suggest some metal fighting gauntlets for the cleric brawler Mad Monk, but he isn’t sure it will go with his skills. Sarah Tam really wants a better bow, but that’s not something I can do at the smithy.


  “Well what can you do?” she snaps at me. “You’re going to make them their fancy swords but it seems like the rest of us will be getting the short end of the stick.”


  So far, I have been focused on swords, though I’m starting to experiment more with other crafting options at the forge. Maybe I should also make a deal with some crafters to buy in bulk quality, so I can make things like my shoes. “I can add abilities or stats to things. Do you have any crafting materials?”


  She shrugs. “Mule sells them whenever we are done playing.” I look over at the mute surly companion following us. I can’t imagine he gets them the best prices.


  “Can he talk at all?”


  “Axel ordered him not to speak first five minutes into the game. “


  Well, he is most assuredly getting them the worst price, probably sells in bulk to whoever is closest. “Maybe he picked up some material from the Rill beast.”


  Sarah comes back a few moments later with a rill beast hide. “What can you do with this?”


  “We’ll find out after I work it onto an item.”


  This causes her to sour even more. “You don’t know?”


  I have been taking notes, but a lot of the crafting materials seem to either be unique or just widely varied. Sometimes two of the same type of item had different abilities or imbued different powers into depending on the items you’re adding them to. Iron bark on a weapon handle, even empowered, generally just gave a big durability bonus, but on armor, you could usually get a negate damage effect. I can tell she isn’t interested in that kind of answer. “It’s awfully random. We just find out after I try. Hand me your bow.”


  She is hesitant but hands it over. It is decent quality so can hold two materials melded to it. I had not brought my Artificers knife along, not wanting to risk losing it. Laslow implied that aesthetics is important, so I’m not sure what this hack job is going to do. I wrap it around the middle of the bow making it tight to it. It is both ugly and a waste of the material. Still, I cast True Nature and Meld, and my mana almost completely drains from me.


  On inspection I see it gains the trait aggressive, each consecutive attack on the same target adds a stacking +1 attack. I hand it back, Sarah isn’t impressed, though it could get impressive if you got into a long fight with a single creature like a boss. “Thanks.” She says, sounding not that appreciative. The rest of the group are chatting faintly between themselves, loosening up, I guess.


  Once we move off the fork, the ground turns boggy and harsh. While the others trudge through it, my shoes keep me out of it, giving me a whole new level of appreciation for them. I have to stagger my pace to keep with them. El Morde is using his staff to help pull his feet out of the muck. “You got a spell to help with this noob?” he asks.


  “Just got lucky enchanting my shoes. I could lend you a hand if you need it.” Thankfully, the bog is starting to subside, and we start to enter the rockier wooded area where the mine should be located. Mad Monk even starts whistling a tune from the rear.


  Boulders jut out of the ground in the middle of the forest like they were placed there or had burst out of the earth years ago. They vary in size. Some are as large as cars or even houses. At times it is hard to see the trail from the woods and stone.


  A crying howl pierces the woods “EeeeeeeeeeeeEEEE!” and birds shoot from the nearby trees.


  Hairs on the back of my neck start to rise, and I shiver. “What’s that!” My voice cracks a little. This isn’t like me, in the corner of my vision. I noticed a new icon. It is a fear debuff, you would think that would calm me, but my heart beats faster.


  Sarah frowns, “Haven’t you….”


  “Shhhhhh…” Axel interrupts. “They’re hunting us. Chess, let’s get you safe. You being lowest level means they’ll target you first. It’ll be wasted time for us all if you die.”


  El Morde pulls Sarah back with him while the others pushed me forward.


  We hurry, the howling egging me on and making my skin crawl. “Cave!” barks Geoorge. It’s more of a pit than a cave surrounded by several large boulders. It has a three-foot steep angular drop leading a short way back only a few meters before dead ending.


  At the entrance, Axel nudges me in, and I slide down the short drop. “Quick! The swords, we’ll take care of this fast.”


  A screeching howl, even closer now, makes me cringe and sweat. Keeping the Star Strike blade, I hand him the eight-slot bag they’d given me at the training grounds. The four other swords in there should be enough. I get a prompt asking about the item transfer and select Yes.


  As he steps back from the entrance, bag in hand, a small smile touches the edge of his lips. The physical sensations are still ripping through me. Why smile. Suddenly the boulders shift crumbling over the entrance, “Wait!” I yell. It’s too late, and I’m sealed into the dark.


  




  

    Chapter Nine - Chess


  


  I go through my character windows. There must be a team chat function. Thankfully the screen is nice and bright in the darkness for me, though it did fail to illuminate the surroundings. “There.” A notice pops up before I can do anything.


  You have been removed from the team.


  I notice the fear debuff is now gone, but that doesn’t make the wrongness in the pit of my stomach feel any less intense.


  Axel Thorn has removed you from his friend list.


  El Morde has removed you from his friend list.


  There is an incoming message prompt. I hit Accept. It is Sarah Tam’s voice: “Sorry man. I’m kind of stuck playing with my brother and his friends. No hardies.” The last notification is


  Sarah Tam has removed you from her friend list.


  “FUCK!” I push at the rocks sealing me in. I am pushing uphill with no leverage, and they refuse to budge. I punch the rock. All it does is cause my knuckles to tingle, and I lost a hit point. Too eager to get my next level in smithing, I should have just stuck with players closer to my level, fresh out of the training grounds. Most importantly I should have taken into account the fact that they chose to treat a companion as a mule. Sure, it’s an NPC, but it’s a sign.


  The timer for lunch starts: thirty minutes and counting. I already planned on taking a break before making a run at the mines with the team. Well, former team. As it is, they already got paid twenty gold deposit, and my starting bag holding four swords. I need to calm down, so I log out.


  Compared to the dark cave, the reactive room is blindingly bright. There is also the now very familiar feeling of needing to pee really badly. That alone pretty much kills any anger I have, and I shuffle off to the bathroom. The long line moves at a glacial pace. “Hey, what are the creatures that go eeeEEEE and cause fear?” I ask the captive audience of the line.


  “Howlees. Not even worth the XP. Some beast trainers will summon them to clear low level areas of dumb beasts to make travel easier. That or harass noobs. Only affects lower level things though. Pure limited utility since it will affect you too.”


  We all move forward with the line, “I guess you would really need to be raw to get played by them,” I say.


  “Yeah, who doesn’t check the wiki?” Who indeed. When I finally get my turn in the restroom, I try to void my stress as I void my bladder. The stress doesn’t all go away. I could have handled the whole situation better. I played myself into a corner, or in this case, a sealed pit. It has happened to me in chess at times as well, either by underestimating my opponent or just not being in the game. Sometimes you lose, tipping your king over not seeing an out. Other times you can take stock of all your options and make your way back.


  I make it back to my room just in time to catch the delivery of my lunch. The tacos are much better warm and crunchy. Between bites I plan. The easy way would be to die, literally fall on my sword, to give up on the Garrish Mines quest, and therefore any other future Enchanters guild quests. Considering I’ve only seen them be dicks, that wouldn’t be a huge loss. Then I’d join a low-level group and hope to stumble on one of the random group quests, though rumor is that can take days.


  Another option is to see what I can do with where I am at. Odds are I will die anyway and just find a new group tomorrow. It all depends on what I want to do with my final four hours of playing time.


  I log back into the darkness. The only light is the faint orange glow of my sword. I charge a Sorcerous Bolt in my hand, focusing on keeping it there and not releasing it. The illumination improves with blue and purple sparks dancing in my palm, but not enough to really see. I wait for my eyes to adjust to the limited light. This is a game. You’d think there would be some mysterious writing or maybe a slight breeze coming out of a crack. All I can find is stone and dirt.


  The spell in my hand starts to flicker and squirt off wisps of sparks and colored flame. I direct it back at the entrance. The impact produces a splash of rock chips and dust. The room settles back into darkness. I flick through my skills. Strengthen will probably have the opposite effect of what I want, assuming I manage to cast it. I suppose I could try to dig with my sword, but that seems a waste, not that I haven’t already wasted four others this trip.


  I focus on the latest spell that I had earned at level 5, Summon Familiar. I haven’t used it yet. It would have been a waste of mana while I was working the forge, besides, who knew what kind of creature might appear. The base description is Summon a creature or spirit to be bound to the caster and assist him in the game. Would being trapped keep it from finding me? I look deeper at the descriptions info tab.


  Creature summoned in part based on the casters class, sub class, professions, and achievements. Summon generated by the game system upon being cast and bound to the caster. Status: unbound, more info available once binding takes place.


  What’s the worst that can happen? I get a canary and die in this coalmine? At this point, it’s this or dig. I focus on activating the ability for the first time. An amorphous blob pulses next to me, bringing light. Being trapped wouldn’t be an issue at all, I guess. It starts to solidify and darken into a shape. Of course, in the dark I can’t tell exactly what shape. I bring energy to my hand again to lighten up the room.


  “Hello!” shrieks a voice in my head.


  I nearly blast it then and there, an instance of Familiaricide, but manage to stumble back in surprise, falling on my ass, onto the hard ground.


  My eyes adjust slowly to the low light. The creature is roughly three feet high, standing on two legs. It reminds me of a large otter with claws and a pointed snout, much like a badger’s. It has eyes so small they are almost invisible. “Um, hi. What are you?”


  “Me familiar, Me digger.”


  Maybe I am lucky. “Can you dig me out of here?”


  The creature starts shifting back and forth from one foot to another, rocking slowly. It walks slowly to a wall and sticks its hand into the wall. It goes in like it’s sliding into pudding. “Me.” It then pulls its arm out and punches the wall, this time hitting the stone with a solid thud. “You. No out.”


  At best, I can send it out to get help, if there is any help to be gotten. I let out a long sigh, “What do I call you? What can you do for me?”


  “You name.”


  A prompt pops up before me, asking me to name my familiar. Well, my character is Chess, so the obvious route will be something along those lines. Pawn seems too diminutive, but knight, rook, bishop and the rest don’t seem to suit the creature. Duffer would also be similarly insulting. Zeitnot? Nah.


  “Cook. I’ll call you Cook. It’s not a cooking thing. I’ll explain it later.” Now I’m dithering towards my NPC familiar. Well, if this cave is my island, he can be my Wilson.


  “Cook!” Cook squeals excitedly causing me to cringe. “I do my best. I find and bring you metals and gems. I help when you need.”


  With all my crafting spells and professions, a familiar to help gather materials is useful, just maybe not so much now. The spell in my hand starts to sizzle and spurt again. I try to shake it out, but that only half works and I take a small amount of damage with a warming sensation to my hand. “Ugh! It would be nice to see without needing to do that.”


  A notice pops up.


  Cook casts Darkvision on Chess.


  The room isn’t bright, but it’s now certainly much easier to see than it was with any of my previous attempts. A timed buff in the corner of my vision is counting down from two hours. “You can cast spells?”


  “Only see in dark and hide. Diggers don’t fight.”


  “Do you have any idea of how I can get out of here?”


  Cook starts to go back and forth on its feet again, hobbling around the room. He walks in and out of the walls a few times before coming back and settling near me. “No. But Cook see another cave past little rock there.” He points to the ground near the lowest part of this cavern.


  The blast of Sorcerous Bolt didn’t do any real damage to the entrance blockage, so I doubt it can do much here, but maybe there is something I can try.


  I stand at the spot Cook indicated. What’s the worst that can happen? I blow myself up and die? If this doesn’t work, I’ll need to die to escape anyway. I hold the sword in my right hand and point its tip at the ground. The bolt in my left hand is ready, and I’m holding both charges on the blade, the Searing Strike and Star Strike, ready to activate. I lift the blade and bring it crashing into the ground while channeling both strikes and my Sorcerous Bolt there. The rebound blast throws me up in the air for a half second, and I crash back down, a quarter of my life gone.


  A cloud of dust obscures the area that I hit, but there’s no hole, no sign that the blast did any good. Well, that sucks.


  Crack! The floor splits and starts to fall away, and I’m falling with it. I land with a jolt that knocks all the air out of me. Now I only have a quarter of my life. I look around a bit dazed, trying to get my bearings. “You okay, Cook?”


  The little fellow phases himself out of the rubble, no worse for wear. “I found a shiny.” Cook hands me a large blue crafting gem. I put it in my pink bag, the bag from Byron, where I’d been keeping supplies that weren’t weapons. I hadn’t wanted to grab the wrong thing in a fight, which is why I kept the weapons Axel stole separate. While the bag is open, I fish around until I find a healing potion. I toss back the potion and, well, inhale its cherry syrup medicine taste. It bumps me back up to half a life.


  I’m in what had been a tunnel to somewhere, the rubble my blast created blocks the way behind me. At least there’s one direction I can go. After a few yards, the path curves out of sight. “Cook, can you check up ahead for anything that might be dangerous? And if you find anything special or shiny,  bring it back too.”


  Cook takes off. I use the time to recharge the charges on the sword. Using it as I did to make the explosion has taken off several points of durability.


  Cook returns carrying several pieces of crafting material, including two farren ore shards that are part of the quest. The description lists them as a base material for farren ingots. My enchanter’s skill shows them as a powered item. At least players aren’t collecting something useless. “Nothing until big cave. Big scary there.”


  We make our way slowly down the tunnel. Cook weaves in and out of the walls grabbing two more shards and another gem before we reach the opening to a larger area. I poke my head in and quickly pull it back out after getting a quick look around. We have a problem. A big problem, in the shape of a giant with a craggy, rocky exterior, sharp fangs and overly long arms filling much of the space. Inspecting tells me it’s a Troll. This troll is maybe 30 feet taller than I’d thought trolls were supposed to be and wields a long stone club that extends his reach to those parts of the cavern his body isn’t taking up.


  There are two obvious exits, this one and one straight across the cavern. There’s what looks like it might be another opening behind the giant troll. The creature is big enough that I don’t see how it could fit through either so, if I can make it to the other exit, I should be fine.


  I take a step into the large cavern to get a better view. The Troll is in a crouched seated position, the ceiling barely allowing him to straighten his back. No way would he be able to stand. I say “he” because, well, it’s naked, and though the parts are blurred out because of age restrictions, it is certainly a male-shaped blur. Two heavy chains with links as thick as my waist anchor the troll’s feet to the wall behind him. A large semi-circular gouge in the stone floor begins a few feet in front of me and curves around past the far exit to the wall on that side of the cavern. Behind the troll, the wall sparkles with farren ore shards and gems.


  The only sound is the steady breathing from the troll. Maybe he can’t see me in the dark? I inch closer to the grooves to get a better look at them. I squat down and reach out to touch them. A faint metal grating sound disrupts the rhythm of the room and warns me to stop, which is good as the stone club suddenly flies inches away from my face. The force from the gust of air generated by the swing knocks me back, and little sparks fly as the club scrapes along the groove clipping the far wall before it finishes the swing. “Shit, I suppose that should have been obvious.”


  The troll roars and the cavern shakes. I duck back into the tunnel, covering my ears to shut out the roaring that continues. Then it clicks. The troll isn’t roaring. He’s yelling, yelling in a thick grumbling accent that garbles the words. I try to decode the accent.


  “Obvious! Obvious to all! They wait then run! When they don’t choose to waste fire and arrows on me!” At least that is what I think the troll says.


  Cook is still waiting outside the cavern, “Cook.” I whisper. “Can you sneak your way through the walls and grab some of those shinies that are behind the troll.”


  The digger trembles, “Scary!”


  My head rings. “Not so loud,” I whisper.


  “Only you hear Cook.”


  “And only I need you to be quieter. Can you sneak over there? I’ll try to keep him distracted.”


  Cook nods but is clearly unhappy with my plan and phases slowly into the wall. I step back into the cavern, making sure to stay in the area that the troll’s club can’t reach. I raise my hands around my mouth to form makeshift megaphone. “Seems to me like you could use some help!”


  “Help?” the troll roars. The gust from a new swipe pushes against me as the club scrapes around the cavern. “You won’t give me peace! How can a pest like you give me help?”


  “I don’t know. What do you want? Maybe you can tell me. Maybe start by telling me who you are.”


  The troll glares at me with a mixture of malevolence and sadness. He can’t reach me, and he knows it. “I’m a monster!” His roar shakes the cave. “I’m a slave!”


  He continues to speak at a quiet rumble now. “Dwarves of the stone axe so long ago found me, took me and bound me and forced me to guard this door.” His lips curl into a sneer, displaying his large sharp teeth. “Then they fed me. I wasn’t even hungry. Magic. Scraps. Garbage. Slime. Their own dead. And I grew. Then they sent their prisoners, murderers, beggars. Then they hunted the underworld taking prisoners. It was a steady stream. I could not stop. I wanted to. They would use a word, and I would freeze, allowing them to pass. I would crush every one of them if I could, but they denied me that. Then they died. Plague or magic, I know not. Dwarves of the stone axe died, their restless spirits still haunting their old homes. But me, Gar, I survive. I am still bound. I am bound by these chains and by my size, and you say you could help me!” The club swings its arc, but this time with less enthusiasm.


  “You may not be able to leave, Gar, but there are things you might want. For example, you seem to really want to be able to use that club on me.”


  Gar snorts.


  “And maybe you want something to make your life more bearable. Make you more comfortable. A story or a song, perhaps. Or a pet. Or advice.”


  He doesn’t push back at that, so maybe he’s listening.


  I continue, “Did you know that those groups who harass you and run past live for doing things to earn rewards? They seek those stones that decorate your walls. They even seek the experience of doing things.”


  “Am I to offer them rewards while they shoot me, or while they throw pitiful magics at me?”


  I shrug and give him a lopsided grin. Does charisma even work on a troll? “There will always be some who do those from time to time, but there could be more who wouldn’t do it if you give out quests if they ask and reward them if they succeed. I could help you by spreading the word that you do this. I have ways to spread that news far and wide.”


  He doesn’t look convinced. “Or not. And eventually those pla… people, ” I almost slip up and say players “, may grow strong enough to come back to kill you and steal whatever there is in the cavern that you guard. I can pretty much guarantee that will happen unless you give them a reason not to.”


  Gar glances toward the opening behind him at the door the dwarves made him guard.


  “Do you even know what is in there?” I ask.


  “No,” Gar grumbles sullenly.


  “Do you want to know?”


  “I have been here for hundreds of years standing over that cave. Yes, I want to know.”


  I no longer see rage in the troll. Who knows how long it has been since he has talked to anyone. “I can go in there and find out for you. That is, if you let me, instead of killing me.”


  “Why would you do that?”


  “I’ve only been here for several minutes, and I would like to know too. I can’t imagine hundreds of years of not knowing. Plus, I’m one of those who likes quests.”


  “What is to stop me from killing you once you get close enough?” He wiggles his club a little.


  “Nothing. But then you wouldn’t get to know what is down that cave. Besides, I’m not afraid of death. It would only be an inconvenience for me. I, like many who now come here, am one of the Touched by the gods. I would be reborn. If you killed me, you would lose my help. I doubt you will get this offer again.”


  Gar stares me down. “Come here.” He taps a spot only a few feet in front of himself.


  The game is so real. I know that if I go there and he swings at me, I will flinch. Still, it’s a game, and today’s been a waste already. Time for a gamble. I take a breath and step over the gouge he’s pounded in the rock floor and walk slowly to the spot he pointed to. It is hard to maintain a slight smile and eye contact, but I do. “Now what?”


  “Show me how you can help me.” A quest notification pops up; with failure I would lose my life. Success I get my life, access to the entrance and maybe other rewards.


  I’d have preferred a quest to tell him what was in the dwarves’ room, but at least now I have a chance of getting out alive. How can I help, though? I can tell him about the cave-in, maybe hinting that it could reduce the number of people coming here. But just because I can’t get through it doesn’t mean others can’t find a solution. I’m not even sure if that is what Gar wants.


  I look at Gar’s massive club. It may say poorly crafted and decent quality, but the damage and durability are massive. Two slots are open for artificing.


  I pull out the large blue gem Cook had found me in the cave-in. It’s raw, lumpy and about the size of my fist. Wiping off some dirt I can see motes of brown floating in the blue. I use my abilities to pull up a description.


  Raw gem of crashing sound, empowered.


  Now I regret not having my crafting knife. “May I approach your club?”


  Gar shrugs his massive shoulders. I press the gem to the weapon just above the worn area where he grips the handle. I slowly cast Meld, and as I’m fitting the raw stone into the club, I channel my charge spell through the stone, once and then twice, leaving me with only a sliver of mana. “Give me a few minutes, and I can do this again.” I check my bag to see what I can put in the second slot. None of the other things I’ve collected are both empowered and large enough for his club.


  Around me the walls sparkle, mostly with the ore the enchanters were looking for but also gems. Most would have been just out of reach of the dwarves that used to call this place home. There must be something.


  “Here.” My familiar whispers into my mind pointing at a spot behind the troll before fading out into the walls. I see it, a reddish lump, higher than I can reach.


  I turn to the troll. “Gar can you please get that gem down.” I point to it.


  He reaches up and plucks it from the wall with two fingers, then drops it into my hand. It’s even bigger than the blue one and more a solid crystal than the lump the other one is. It shows as an unfinished scorching gem, empowered. It feels warm in my hands. I repeat what I did with the blue gem, mirroring the setting on the other side of the club. I don’t know if it’s because it’s larger or because it’s unfinished rather than raw, but I have no mana left when I finish. “Look.”


  It is now the Scorch and Crash Giant Stone Club. It holds two charges of a wave of sonic damage that can cause disorientation and two charges that give it a flaming aura strike increasing its range. Gar lets out a low rumble. I don’t get a Quest Complete notice, so I wonder if I’m going to be killed soon, but no; he’s chuckling. “Huh, huh, huh, ha.”


  “You’ll need to find someone with magic to recharge them if you use the abilities. If I can get other Touched to come to you for quests, you might want to pay them to do that or even make recharging your club a requirement before giving them quests.”


  Gar still hasn’t stopped laughing. I continue to make the case that I’m better alive than dead. “You’ll need me alive to spread the word or once you use them or you’ll have a hard time finding help.”


  His laughter peters out, though his attention is still riveted to the improved weapon he’s brandishing. The gems, though raw and unfinished, sparkle in my Dark Vision.


  “You may go,” he says motioning behind him, “and tell me what you find in the cave I am guarding.”


  “If I come running back out, I’m probably being chased by something. I’m not very strong.”


  He peers down at me now, making me feel like a curious insect. “You’re strong enough. Go.”


  The massive chains attached to the shackles on Gar’s ankles are anchored in the stone walls to either side of the opening behind him. I’m forced to pass through the massive troll’s legs and under his pixelated parts to get to the entrance. I only have to duck my head a little, which makes me realize how huge the troll really is. Once through, I follow a twisting path and a short while in, Cook joins me. He transfers a large amount of ore shards to me. “Scary, master.”


  “Not exactly the distraction I planned, but I think I did alright. Can you scout ahead for me?”


  Cook nods, looking happier with that than being near the giant troll. This allows my mana to recharge in case I need it.


  It doesn’t take long before my familiar is back, “Room, stuff, two doors.”


  When it is clear I’m not going to get more than that. I head down the tunnel. The room, as Cook had loosely described, is larger than the cavern that holds Gar. A giant hexagon with five large pillars supports its pyramidal ceiling. Each pillar is carved with intricate designs.


  As for the rest of the room, Cook was right. It is just filled with stuff, piles of degrading furniture, books, suits of dwarven armor. Piles ranging from waist high to taller than me. On the far side of the room are two barred doors, large enough for me see them over the piles, but they are the least of my concerns as I wade my way into the room that looks to be packed like a hoarder’s house.


  Five minutes in, I know it will take hours to sort the treasure from things that have decayed into trash. I don’t have hours. “Cook, go see if you can find anything interesting in these piles, like metal or gems. Find me if you do, or if you run into trouble.”


  “Yes, master.”


  I poke around and make mental note of the types of things I find. After a while, I discover a small chest that isn’t locked. Inside is a mix of silver, gold, and gems, a classic treasure chest in all senses of the word. It’s heavy, but I can carry it with both my arms after putting my sword away in my bag. I’ve probably already wasted enough time.


  “Master!” Cook screeches nearly causing me to drop the chest on my foot. “Follow me.” At least he doesn’t seem scared.


  I set off lugging the chest with me, knowing that if I set it down, I will have the hardest time finding it again.


  Thankfully Cook seems to know where we are going. He leads me to a canvas tarped area with some half-degraded chairs stacked on top. He points, and I sigh, setting the chest down as I get to work uncovering the area.


  It’s a smithy. Well, a small one. Just one cooled down furnace and an anvil. Off to the side is a decent sized stack of ingots. There is even a rack of tools. I look at the ingots. Most of them are metals I don’t recognize. Too heavy to carry on their own. I’ll need to use my bag since it eliminates most of the weight.


  Fuck Axel for taking my other bag.


  After some experimentation, I figure out how to fit four ingots into a single slot. To free up slots, I cut a makeshift bag out of the tarp for my two health potions and the handful of loose gems given to me by Cook. I grab a random sheaf from the dwarves’ ancient stash and strap my sword to my waist.


  I’m torn when it comes to the quest items Cook’s been bringing me. What’s better, the forty farren ore shards, a single slot hold will hold or four unknown ingots? I decide to keep one slot-full of ore shards and dump the rest. As I’m shoving ingots into the slots I’ve emptied out, one of the hammers on the tool rack catches my eye. Masterwork Crafting Tool. I maneuver it into the final slot in the bag and know it’s time to go. With my bag full of ingots and the hammer, I take the chest for good measure, deciding I’ll give that to Gar.


  I’m sweating by the time I make it back. I’ve also lost Cook, who is probably making his way through the rock to the exit to avoid the troll. “I was beginning to think you died and wouldn’t be back to tell me,” the troll rumbles at me.


  I nearly jump at his voice and would have, if I wasn’t weighed down by the chest. “I brought you a present,” I say, panting between breaths.


  I set down the chest. He picks it up, which makes it look tiny, and uses his fingertip to open it. “Gold, hardly useful.”


  “More things you can reward people with if they come to you for quests. This is just a fraction of what is in the room.”


  He stares down at me. “So, it’s just filled with treasure?”


  I shake my head. “It’s a room, larger than this one, filled with stuff. Much of it destroyed due to time. Other things are useful, but it’s all been thrown in there, with no order. It would take days to explore. There are also two large barred doors that I stayed away from, not sure if they are barred to keep something out or some other reason.”


  He seems disappointed. I’m sure it didn’t match the thousands of speculations he’d had over the hundreds of years he has been trapped here.


  “And you don’t want any of this?” he asks?


  I reach into my bag and pull out an ingot, “I like to make things. This, I hope will be more valuable than gold to me.” I point to the other exit. “What’s down that way?”


  “The restless dead of the dwarves, picking up stones for their flesh, may they never find peace. Your kind, too. They come from there, seeking to hunt whatever riches are in the low world.”


  I look at the giant, still wary of him crushing me, and slowly walk that way. I call back to him, “It may take a while to get word out that you can give quests, but I’ll try my best.”


  Gar’s knuckles whiten on this newly improved club, and a vicious grin curves on his rocky lips. “I’ll make do.”


  I enter the tunnel that will hopefully lead out. I’m not sure about logging out in a dangerous area. Once the cavern is out of sight, I get the Quest Complete notification on Gar’s test. I also gained an achievement.


  Friend to monsters. Not everything is simple as it seems, sometimes it is best to help and not hurt. +1 Wisdom, +1 Charisma. While not in a group some monsters will treat you as neutral rather than hostile.


  I look at it to gain more info:


  Does not affect simple minded creatures or the undead.


  I guess it won’t help as we try to make our way past the dead dwarves.


  Cook scouts the way whenever we see a fork in the tunnels. We avoid the restless dead when we can. They appear to be mud and rock golems animated with an eerie yellow glow and a shuffling gait.


  Fifteen minutes in, I hear voices and crouch in a corner behind some rocks and ask Cook to cast Hide on me. If I don’t move, the spell causes me to blend into the scenery, in this case, the tunnel walls.


  The voices get louder, and I start to make out words.


  “Come on. We’ve spent enough time on these clods of earth just because they sometimes drop a gem.” I know that voice: Axel Thorn.


  The next voice is El Morde’s. “We’ll need to get to the next area in order to get enough shards. According to the forums, there will be a massive troll up ahead. Purely an obstacle. We won’t need to fight him. No one’s been able to do much damage to him anyway. We just have to make him mad with a few magic bolts or a few arrows, then run by after he swings. Everything says we should be able to make it at a sprint.”


  Sarah speaks next, sounding resigned. “I don’t like the idea of shooting something just to piss it off. And I still can’t believe you’re not going to let Chess out.”


  Axel snorts. “He tried to buy our loyalty sis. No one does that. You keep harping on him. I’d say you had a crush on the noob.” When she doesn’t take the bait, he adds, “He’s probably suicided or logged out by now. Besides, he’s not as nice as you think.”


  The gravel on the ground crunches as they pass me. El Morde speaks up again, “Word around is he’s a cheater. Did something to boost his stats and money, so nothing to feel bad about.”


  I resist the urge to go out there and hit him across the shins. All risk and no gain, Gar will probably get to try out his club’s new abilities. Even if they make it across, I doubt they’ll have the patience to clear the cave-in.


  I’m still unnoticed as they walk by and start to move. Then I see the companion who’s trailing them, his backpack now weighing him down with the bric-a-brac collected from all the mobs. He sees me and gives me a silent tired grin, forbidden from even talking and warning the others even if he wanted too. I grab his hand and pull him closer, I whisper. “Don’t follow them into the cavern with the troll.” Companion’s don’t respawn, so I might as well warn him.


  I wait another minute before peeling myself off the wall and heading off in the opposite direction. My ex-teammates have cleared most of the warren that is the mine. With nothing between me and the exit, it is a quick trip to the surface. Outside is the overgrown ruins of a crumbling fort and the slightly worn path leading back out towards Lusania’s capital.


  The few encounters I have on the way back involve me and the mobs passing each other, staring but neither of us moving to fight. A group of goblins carrying a rill beast corpse on a stick gives me extra space on the path. I can initiate fights, but now that I’m listed as neutral I don’t have too.


  I have forty-five minutes left in my session by the time I make it to the edge of the city. All that walking in the reactive room has my legs feeling like they might give out. Still, I might as well try to complete the quest I came for. The enchanter at the makeshift booth gives me the stink eye as I approach. “I can’t remove your name from the contract. If you can’t complete it, we won’t allow you any more jobs.”


  I pull out five farren ore shards, “Actually I’d like to complete the job.” The enchanter’s eyes widen when he sees them.


  “Where are your friends? You all agreed that everyone needed to turn in their shards together to complete the job.”


  I grit my teeth and try to maintain a smile. The only reason he had added that requirement is because he didn’t respect me. “They’re busy.” I start pulling more ore shards out of my bag , twenty-five to cover the group and finish the quest, and with each one I pull out, the man’s eyes get wider and wider. ”That should cover it. I would like to collect all the gold as well.” That should cover some of my loss from the deposit I gave the group.


  He pulls out two gold and gives me a flat smile. “It’s against our policy to give payment to anyone but the signee.”


  I let out a long sigh, “Oh well.” Then I begin shoveling the ore shards I’d pulled out to cover the others back into my bag.


  The man panics “Wait, Wait, Wait!”


  I believe he is thinking the others might come by later for their gold. “I can make an exception this one time.”


  I stop mid-shovel and start returning the ore to the table. “That’s good. After all, we’re all friends.”


  He hands me the gold, one coin at a time, “We haven’t had anyone actually complete this job in the past few days. Let alone bring this much in. Was there any secret stash or tricks you used to find this?” His voice drips with a hint of greed. Two gold probably isn’t half what this is worth to them.


  I consider telling him about my deal with the troll, but realize the enchanters guild would probably not be the best way to spread info about getting quests from Gar. With the last of the coins collected in my makeshift bag, I smile. “Just good old-fashioned hard work.” I dismiss the Quest Complete notification and make my way into the city. It will be nice to make it to Byron’s smithy before I log out, even if my legs do feel like jelly.


  Less than ten minutes to spare and Byron greets me at my return, “Ho, Chess, you have a good day out? Make any friends?”


  My first thoughts are of the group, and my missing, well stolen gear, it brings a little sour frown to my face. I pat my little pink bag that’s filled with the exciting new metals and the masterwork hammer. I think of Gar and what I achieved there. “You know, tiring as it was, it actually was a very good day. And I do think I made a friend.”


  Byron puts his hand on my shoulder. “Good.”


  The Quest Complete notification hits for the quest that made me go out today, and a large amount of experience floats up in gold. Level up!


  Exhausted, I log out. Too tired to do my normal bus routes, I use a car service to get to Gamer’s Gate, eating the cost. Mel’s chatting away with some regulars as I enter. Sam and Lucy, a couple with matching tattoo sleeves. They are mostly tabletop roleplaying nerds, so I only know them in passing. There’s no money to be made in that pursuit.


  “There, the man of the hour!” Mel declares proudly as I enter.


  Sam and Lucy turn to me. “Are you really Chess? How do you do it?”


  Tired and obviously having missed whatever conversation they are having, all I can say is, “What?”


  Lucy pipes in, “Jediwalker here showed us the blade you sent him. Did you know guilds and groups are pooling resources to get your work?” I’d picked the sword for Mel because it glowed green a little and had a slight hum to it, making it almost but not really, sound like a lightsaber when you swing it.


  “Well, crafting items is pretty much all I do in the game. If you just stick to one thing you get pretty good at it. Mel likes to make fun of the fact I’m a glorified gold farmer.” Mel shrugs at that. “That group you helped hook me up with today was a dud by the way. They took some gear and kicked me out. Managed to work things out my way in the end.”


  “I just helped with the post. Fate picked the players.”


  Sam and Lucy lean in “So do you think you can make us some gear?” Sam asks.


  I give Mel a look, and he at least has the respect to look a little guilty. This is the kind of situation I like to avoid. I had set up my Fair Quest account to send an auto reply to every message. It told them my auction schedule and that I don’t reply to specific requests. Too many people are hitting me up trying to either purchase me into their guild or wanting specific items or abilities.


  “Aside from that small group of thieves today, Mel’s blade is the only one I’ve given away. My other stuff I just post to the auction house.” The digital creators rights act lets me sell my stuff like an artist would their paintings, even though I’m underage. But the terms and conditions of the game force me to use their system, so the company gets their cut.


  Sam pulls out some cash. “We can pay.”


  I push the bills away. It’s hard because I like the feel of cash, one of the things I miss about frequenting the park less often. “I’ll have to think about it. If I agree, we’ll have to set up a private auction to go through the game system, so I’m not breaking any rules. Give Mel a list of what you’re looking for, and I’ll see about letting you know how much it would cost.” I pause thinking on this, “Just don’t go telling anyone else about this.”


  Sam and Lucy walk off, both excited and disappointed while discussing what their characters need. “I wish you hadn’t done that Mel.”


  “Sorry Jay, I didn’t know they’d ambush you like that. I just wanted to get some cool points for knowing you. “


  It’s understandable, like bragging you know some semi-celebrity, which is what I guess I’ve become. Sort of a mini-celebrity, like the Cubs shortstop or an extra in a movie. Grandpa will hate that I’ve become like this, though it’s not like I use my real name. I feel a little bit of sadness. Even Mel doesn’t know my real name, and he’s been my gateway to all this pop culture stuff. “Well, you can make it up for me by posting a cool thing I’ve found and taking all the credit.”


  I explain about how the giant troll in the Garrish Mines will be giving out quests and rewards to players who approach it respectfully and ask. I also tell him to post that sometimes the troll is difficult to understand.


  As I tell him this, he’s already searching the web. “I can’t find anything about this anywhere online. You pulling my leg?”


  “One hundred percent legit. I mean he’ll still attack you if you piss him off. Just have them be humble and respectful and none of that flexing influence stuff. If I’m wrong, I’ll equip you with more than just that fancy sword for free. You spread the word. I really just came in today to ask that favor of you anyway. I promised Gramps I’d be home early today.”


  Mel grunts okay and is already typing away as I leave the shop. Grampa has food waiting when I get home, takeout pho. That and a big hug with some hair muffing. The meals have been getting better thanks to the money I’m bringing in. “Boy, how was your day doing that game. You’ve been proving me wrong so far.”


  “Good, good.” I don’t feel like telling him how I got scammed. “There is actually something I wanted to talk to you about.”


  “What my boy?” he asks, letting me go and handing me a soup container.


  It’s rich lemongrass smell wafts up as I open the container. “I want you to stop your phone games and other things. I’m making enough you no longer need to do that.”


  I can see his face fall. Before, it took both of us earning enough to get by. “There’s college plans, and maybe emergencies?”


  I look him in the eye, trying to project more as an adult than the skinny growing teenager I am. “It’s not worth the trouble. If we have to move again, it will mess with a lot of the stuff I’m working on. I don’t mind the counting cards or stuff like a quick cash chess game. But this taking money from people who aren’t choosing to risk it in the first place has to stop. It makes me feel bad, and I wouldn’t want someone doing that to me.”


  He gives me a sad smile, “You really have grown up, and have become a much better person than I am.”


  I give him a quick hug, “You’re the one who raised me. You took care of me after my parents and, well, I can handle this for a while. I really mean it though. I don’t want any trouble while I’m doing this.”


  He has that sad look he gets every time I mention family. He opens his mouth for a moment before closing it again. “Taking you, well I did what I thought was right. I hope you can forgive me for any mistakes I may have made.”


  “You picked me after school and held me tight as you told me they died. You comforted me at the back of the funeral, letting me listen to recordings. Yes, it’s been hard when you get into trouble, but you’ve always been there when I needed to talk. Hot hand or big deal brewing, you always put them aside. “


  He laughs awkwardly, “But what will I do with my time?”


  “Be a house Grampa. Take cooking lessons, so we don’t need to eat out all the time. Read a book, play chess for fun again like you did when you taught me.” This will be one more worry off my back. I don’t want to lose him, even if it’s only to jail. He’s the only family I have left.


  We stay up late, chatting. He tells me stories of some of his more entertaining cons, both hits and misfires. How my mom, the fireplug, bloodied up half a soccer team for disrespecting her on the field. He laughs about how she gave him a black eye once, something easier now that she’s gone. He is always glad I didn’t get her temper. I drift off to sleep thinking I should try the next part of my Fair Quest plan soon, now that I can afford to spend all day at the smithy.


  




  

    Chapter Ten- Casey Ellis


  


  Will, one of the interns at Immersion Arts, knocks on my door. Thankfully we do paid internships here. Low paying, but paid. “Come in.”


  “Mr. Ellis, there have been some questions.”


  “Call me Casey, Mr. Ellis is my father.”


  “Casey there’ve been some questions about whether there’ve been any new quest updates like the one at the Garrish Mines?”


  I have no idea what he is talking about, but it doesn’t pay to show that. “The quest system in FQ has always been flexible because of our unique AI-like system. “


  “Abigail was just worried about what it might do to the work she put into the Underdoom scenario, even though that plan is far in the future. She was hoping you could talk to Frank about his AIs interfering with her stories.”


  I smile, but inside I am cursing. Abigail is part of the story team, helping plan and setting up quests that will influence where we want the story to go. Frank wants the game system led by his AI architecture to produce the quests in a more organic manner. Where Abigail is spreadsheets and storyboards, Frank is all heart and motivations of the NPC living there. They both have strong points, and I find myself agreeing with Frank more here, but it doesn’t help that Frank is an unrepentant asshole and Abigail is as sweet as they come, except in respect to Frank.


  My promotion means I get to be the paper-thin wall between them, as they are no longer on speaking terms. “Tell her to forward me the info, and I will talk to Frank before making a decision.”


  Later that evening I find myself standing in Frank’s cubicle, action figures climbing the walls and a chess set in the corner. “Apparently it’s been going on a little over a week. Ever since someone posted on the forums that you could go to the troll and ask for quests.”


  Frank works on repositioning one of his toys to look like it is knocking out another one in a boxing match. “I don’t see how this is a problem. The NPC are working like they are supposed to. You want life-like, self-motivated characters, and an ability to use their needs to generate quests for the players. Gar was just inspired enough to see those needs and act on them. Whatever Gail’s Underdoom plans are, we can plan a different trigger later, or maybe it will evolve naturally as it should. If you wanted the non-player characters to act like puppets this would be like every other game,” he says with an air of superiority.


  Frank is right, and it is one of the major selling points of the game. This change is popular as the area was starting to get ignored after groups of players had rushed in quickly to claim the resources for easy gold. “I know, but there are other concerns about what would happen if the event gets triggered early.”


  “Gar’s strongest built-in trait is the urge to keep people away from what he is guarding. There have been no quests about going there from what I can see. If you’re worried, have Sally interview him in the shell. I’m swamped. I need to focus on creating those self-motivations for the people of the north before some player completes the Kingmaker quest. I don’t want to copy personality architectures en masse to them at the last minute. Too many of them are still just empty dolls.” With that, he dismisses me and turns back to his computer.


  I feel my blood pressure rise. One isn’t supposed to dismiss someone who is technically their boss. He’s right though. Sally would be the next stop. So I shoot her an email about the situation and let her know I will be in with her soon.


  Sally has an office like mine, though not a management position. The office demonstrates how important her job is. With respect to the intelligence system in the game, Frank is the programmer and Sally is the social engineer and builder. Where Frank has toys on his walls, Sally has diplomas. Both are infinitely valuable to the game creation and how it is running. Other than degrees, she has one large flat screen, nicknamed the shell, built into the wall of her office. This is where she interviews mirrors of specific AI in the game.


  “Casey,” she says with a smile as I enter. I nod to her. “I’ve been reviewing the baseline we assigned to Gar. He’s an excessively strong opponent, with a high base intelligence and high rage quotient arising from the designed situation. With so many the players running past him, he registered a frustration spike for the week before he triggered into a quest giver. Because the location is a low priority, we don’t have any archived recordings of the incident. I’ll be bringing him into the shell for an interview.”


  A mirror of Gar forms on the screen, a temporary copy of the program in a more suggestible state. He is big, ugly and naked, with oversized extremities on his knobby rocky body. The simulation retains equipped items, so he grips his club in his hand. Not my favorite design choice, but the whole game is a group project.


  “Whaaa…” he says to the empty gray expanse he stands in.


  Sally speaks into the microphone on her desk, and her voice echoes in the shell. “Gar, why are you sending people on quests?”


  The monster looks around for the source of the voice in the landscape, “They get what they want, and I get what I want.”


  “What made you decide to start this?”


  Gar starts to wander to nowhere in particular, enjoying freedom of movement, “I needed help. He saw.”


  “Who saw? What was his name?”


  “The crafter. Bars more than gold.” Gar’s brow wrinkles in thought as he takes a few more steps. He then looks down at his moving legs. “I’m free!”


  “Focus, Gar. Will you still keep people from the tunnel behind you?”


  “I’m free, free, free!”


  “The tunnel?” Sally pushes a button on her console.


  Gar wavers a little. “No one else. He took little and told me of the doors. No one else deserves it.” He shudders a little. Sarah turns the shell off.


  “Not a great interaction. But considering the burdens built into the character, it wasn’t bad. He’s not going to let anyone new into the tunnel, and since the Underdoom hasn’t been triggered, we’ll probably be fine. Too bad he couldn’t tell us who the player was.”


  I think about what I saw, “I think I might know. Can you bring up the current and historical status of his weapon?” The current one has two gems and abilities. The historical one is plain. “Bring up the player named Chess. Let’s see his item lists and status.”


  Sally looks a little spooked. “Oh my.”


  I see the stuff that came from the vault in the listings. There’s nothing he can work with until he achieves master smith status. He also gained one of the interesting achievements for interactions, but it looks like he hasn’t left the city since that one time. I continue to study the timeline. “Looks like it’s my fault he left at all, though he should have been with a group for this. He’s too low level for the area.”


  Sally gives me a slightly concerned look, “Let’s not tell Frank. It’ll feed his obsessions.”


  “He’ll be happy enough we’ll be letting Gar continue as a quest giver, though I think we should have a flag to check in on it every few weeks. He’ll take that as a win over Abigail. Who actually triggered this should be inconsequential.”


  I spend the last part of my day disappointing Abigail, elating Frank and then sending a private note to Sun on this whole situation.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven- Chess


  


  “Jasper, you sure I need to come along?” The Fair Quest boom hasn’t stopped. They are building immersion centers as fast as they can and filling them up. This only means there is more demand for the gear I make. I’ve even made a deal to get masterwork clothing from the tailor’s guild and bought crafting materials in bulk from the merchants, leaving me with days of just artificing clothing as fast as I could to sell. Winning is part of the plan, but it I can’t turn my back on the money I’m earning. It just rubs to be pulled away from the forge.


  “He knows I’m a companion and insisted my Touched be at this meeting. It’s taken me over a month to get to this position, and I don’t think he would take a refusal well.” Jasper’s sources had said Alerin King is the oldest city council member and that he’s been constantly flirting with retirement. I’ve had Jasper make himself known through acts of goodwill in the man’s district.


  “You sure I have to wear this though?” I’m decked out in some of that masterwork clothing I’d bought and artificed. It’s high quality but now decorated in a not quite matching fashion with more than just a little sparkle. “I want to make a good impression, not make him laugh.”


  He tries to give me a reassuring smile, “The clothes make the man, and unlike your work clothes, these at least say you’re wealthy and powerful.”


  “I hope this will bear some fruit.” The truth is, in the three weeks since I’d come back from my trip to the Garrish mines, nothing had quite gone to plan. Getting the next level in my smithing profession did give me a minor stat boost again and let me work with better materials and tools, just not the ones I had proudly brought back. They are still out of my skill range. A twenty percent boost to the speed I could craft also helped, but the income boost isn’t there. Sure, you can work twenty percent faster, but it’s a physically tiring job, so it is not like you have the energy to actually do so.


  The pros, Hephesty and Melvin, have acquired the ability to add elemental effects to their items. Visually having lightning, ice or fire just looks cool, and they can do it consistently. I’d still like to think I’m making better quality, but coolness factor always plays a large part in players buying gear. I think I had put too much hope on my Level 7 class spells being as cool, but it turned out to be just an enchantment focused on living creatures. Best or worst day, it allowed me to buff or weaken things also affecting their disposition towards me. I also can’t cast it on myself.


  Cook, as much as I thought he would be useful, has stayed unsummoned most of the time. Having an unusually large rodent didn’t go over well with the citizens of the city, no matter what my charisma is. All the sewers and underground spaces in the city are occupied, making him unable to gather crafting materials. “Maybe I should summon my familiar to go with us?”


  Jasper snorts. “No, he has a face only his master could love. We’re still having the new Touched hack at the plague of rodents around the training grounds. It was worse when we didn’t have you guys.”


  The Whole Pie bakery is King’s office. He isn’t a baker, but he owns the shop and several others in the city. The moment we step in, we are assaulted by delicious smells and delectable pastries on display. My stomach growls. Grandpa has dived into cooking in his spare time with full force, just not in a satisfying way.


  “Let’s let him know we are here.” It is really torture being in here. I can smell and taste it but not actually eat it, while Grandpa keeps on turning out inedible dish after inedible dish. It distracts him from his lack of work. Only knowing his moaning would be worse if I didn’t eat one stomach clenching bite after another helps me gag the stuff down. Part of the problem is that he has a hard time staying focused, outside of the constant moving he always switched from con to con. With cooking, it’s one night of haggis then another of spaghetti and chutney.


  A young woman in pigtails mans the counter taking orders. “How may I help you?” she asks with a smile.


  “We have some business with Mr. King,” Jasper informs her. She rings a bell.


  A baker comes to the front. “Special order for some special guests,” she tells him, and he runs into the back room.


  Out come two deadly looking guards, hands resting on the hilts of their swords. They motion for us to follow and we go around the counter into the backroom and then up some wide stairs. They open the door at the top for us. It’s less a room and more a flat that takes up the whole top floor of the bakery. The style of everything is that of the fantasy world. It is expertly set up allowing each portion, from a freestanding library to a dining table have its own space. If I had to guess, I’d say someone outside the game had spent time designing this room. In my outfit, I’m sure my presence alone ruins the ambiance of the design.


  “Welcome guests!” I turn to see a man greeting us with open arms. He’s tall, muscular, with a face and hair like Santa.


  I give him a quarter bow. “Mr. King.”


  “Welcome the ever-handy Jasper, and Chess the famous creator, artificer, and chess master. Call me Alerin.”


  I shoot Jasper a look. He leans in a little and whispers, ”I didn’t tell him anything.”


  Alerin steps up and gives us both hugs, “I feel we’ve been friends forever, considering I already know everything about you.” His words seem happy and heartfelt, but obviously, there is a warning there. “Sit. I’ll have some refreshments brought up.”.


  Alerin sits in the best chair, biggest, softest covered in a light gray fur. Our chairs are sturdy and comfortable, but clearly not on equal footing. I try to smile, using my charisma to as much as an advantage as I can. “You must be wondering why I wanted to have this meeting?” I try to ask pleasantly.


  “Not really. You’re interested in making a play for a seat in Lusania’s elected city council. The information agent your friend acquired the information from was one of mine. I care deeply about this country and find it important to know about all the major players.”


  I shift uncomfortably. “I’m not sure you can consider me a major player.”


  “Or me!” pipes in Jasper with a little nervousness in his voice.


  Alerin lets out a big laugh. He follows with a warm smile. “How quaint that you don’t see it. Jasper, you are well respected by much of the city through your good deeds and willingness to help with any problem. As a companion, some of that favor will also be there for your Touched. Not that either of you has advertised that it is Chess.” He gives me a wink from under his frosty eyebrow. “And you, Chess, have stimulated the economy though your work with the sellers of crafting materials. Clothing that Touched would normally ignore in the place of weapons or armor are suddenly desired. Even Laslow has had an uptick in business. The enchanter’s guild is furious because you are showing what they could be if they were not the lazy, spoiled brats they are. That is also the least of how you’ve changed our land.”


  At this point, the trays of food come in. They smell like exactly what I’ve been missing at home. I take a bite only to have it go puff in my mouth, leaving the flavor but none of the substance. Alerin notices my chagrin.” Something not acceptable?”


  “Tastes wonderful. Just reminds me of outside issues I’m currently having. Since you know what we want, you’ve yet to tell us if you are interested in allowing Jasper a chance at your seat. I can pay handsomely if you need.”


  Alerin leans in. “Chess, does it look like I’m lacking for wealth? I don’t care about wealth, as useful as it is. I care about this kingdom and will do what is best for Lusania. Yes, I have flirted many times with retirement, but every time my cohorts have convinced me what is best is for me to stay where I am at, working for the greater good. Now, both of you seem like good people. For a Touched, the hard work I hear you dedicate yourself to is astounding. Many Touched seem to lack respect for our nation,” he says with a hit of disdain. “Because your companion is beholden to you. That is why I had to meet you in person. One of the best ways to know someone’s metal is to look them in the eye.”


  I smile, hoping to use every bit of my charisma. “And what do you think of me?”


  Alerin King stops being the happy, jovial, and warm man that greeted us. His eyes lose their twinkle, and his voice comes out cold. “I think you fail to understand the trouble you have caused and will have to correct it before I consider what you want.”


  I just sit there, my mind pulling a blank. All I do is make stuff every day, then sell it off at the auction house. As fun and interactive as painting houses. “Trouble?”


  This brought back King’s chuckle, this time with less mirth. “You really don’t see it? All you Touched are trouble. That is why we send you to the front to fight the Man of Masks. You act like you own everything and get strong because you don’t fear death, often embracing it in a way we can’t. I feel it was a mistake to have your kind come here, and of course, now we can’t stop it, so we manage it. You, specifically, make powerful weapons and items that other Touched can acquire, making them feel like they can challenge even the mightiest and most respected of us. If we could purchase them from the holy exchange, I might have made a move there to create balance, but it is forbidden.” NPC can’t buy from the auction house. Players would complain if one suddenly outbid them.


  “What can I do to help and convince you that I will work towards what is best?”


  Alerin, looking like he’s thinking, finishes his small pie and wipes crumbs from his mouth. “If I wanted the impossible I would ask you to mend the rift between the smiths and enchanters. I’m not one to offer impossible tasks. What I want you to do is go to the heads of the six marshal orders, talk to them, get a feel for them and then make each of them the most appropriate and most powerful weapons you can. My name can get you through the door. You will have to do the work of making sure you can complete my task. You do this, and I will consider supporting your cause.”


  A quest notification pops up. I guess this is what players do in Fair Quest.


  For the good of the kingdom. Alerin King has tasked you with creating six Great Weapons for the heads of the six martial orders of Lusania. First, you must judge and be judged by each of the order heads to create their weapons. Success: Alerin’s support in your endeavors. Failure or refusal: Alerin will look upon you less kindly.


  I don’t know how influential a powerful NPC’s disapproval can be, but Alerin doesn’t look like a man to piss off. “I will gladly do my best.”


  The counselor nods, “Be sure to take your companion Jasper with you, these are not the type of people you should meet alone.” Jasper looks like he wants to object but clearly knows better. “I recommend you go to the Order of Duelists first, as their leader has been having some headaches in their dealings with the Touched.”


  He waves us off, and the guards start to escort us out. “Do I really have to come with you?” Jasper blurts out as we start down the stairs.


  The whiny tone leaves much to be desired and reminds me too much of Grandpa and his separation pains, “Yes,” I say with force. “Mr. King suggested it, and I’m sure his suggestions should not be taken lightly. You should see what other Touched have their companions do. I’ve been positively lenient.”


  He looks a little guilty. I think he knows what other companions have to put up with. While we’re exiting the bakery, I start to think of the stuff I’m putting up with at home. Then there is how much time this will take away from my job. He follows me as I walk, after a short while he taps me on the shoulder nervously. “Uh, Chess.”


  “Yes?”


  “The Duelists headquarters are that way.” He points the opposite way I am going. Oops. I was lost my thoughts on how the quest is going to impact my income.


  “Thanks.” We turn around, and this time I follow him and ask for a quick rundown on what he knows about the Order of Duelists.


  Jasper is a little flabbergasted I don’t know. The Duelists act as one of the arms of the law, often serving in leadership positions in city and town watches. They are thief catchers and keep the peace in the courts. If you decide to do trial by combat, they represent the state. This isn’t a club of sword fighters. It is a function of the government.


  Because of this, the compound for the Order of Duelists is across from House of Justice, the seat of high law for the kingdom. The House of Justice building is glorious, with gold trim and statues. The duelist compound is a rather plain fenced off area with several tall buildings and a large training yard. One guard waits at the gate with a bored look on his face. We approach the gate, and the guard speaks up. “State your business.”


  “We are here to see the head of the Duelists.”


  The guardsman starts laughing, “Wait, wait. Let me guess, you’ve found the writ of justice and want to return it to its rightful place.”


  I try a smile, “I’m serious.”


  The guardsman is too busy wiping tears from his eyes. “No, it’s that you’ve come to challenge her to be the new head of the Order. Souz sent you, didn’t he?”


  “Alerin King sent us here on a mission to help.”


  The guard lets out a loud, slow breath. “That ledger pusher. Well, if you’re serious, I’m going to get major Innez to handle this. Wait here.”


  After he leaves, I look at Jasper in frustration. He just shrugs. “This is a lot of what you missed out on by having me go around looking for good deeds without you.”


  Major Innez is a short, balding man. What little hair he has is flecked with gray. His leathers, while trim and clean, had obviously fit better five pounds ago and now stretch at the seams. “So, these are the troublemakers?”


  “We are not troublemakers. We are here to help, on a mission from Alerin King,” I say with a smile.


  He lets out a snort. My charisma must not be working today. “The only swords that man knows are ones written in ledger books. You two are probably none better.”


  Hopefully, my achievement will mean something here. “I’ve familiarized myself with blades through shaping them.”


  He looks at Jasper. “I’m more comfortable with a book than a sword any day,” my companion admits.


  “Allynance won’t see anyone who lacks the discipline of the sword. If you want to see her, you have to prove to me that you have what it takes.”


  The quest notification pops up, and I wave it away not even wanting to read it. “Fine, we’ll do your test.”


  He marches us to the training grounds. Fighters are striking dummies and sparring. We stop as we get to an area by the fence that is mostly clear. “First, you’ll need to take off those hideous clothes. They are not appropriate for training in.”


  “Fine but I didn’t bring any spare clothes.”


  “Shorts will do.” I start to strip, Jasper snickers. “Time for you to show some solidarity companion! You too!” Innez barks, suddenly becoming more and more a drill sergeant. I nod to Jasper who groans but follows suit. “Now you’ll need swords.”


  I go to my bag and pull out one of my recent creations. I’d developed the habit of always having at least one on me. The entire blade is blood red. I’d gone with red and gold for crafting it, and the red had bled into the already sunset burnished blade. “Sorry.I didn’t bring a spare Jasper.”


  “I said a sword, not something you stole from your grandma’s jewelry box.”


  I give Innez a glare and bare my teeth into a snarl. “I made this. You provide something better, and I will train with that.” That breaks him out of his snippy persona, and he walks over to give the blade a good look.


  “Fine. I’ll fetch something your friend can work with.” He fetches Jasper a practice blade. “I want both of you to copy my movements for as long as possible.”


  He starts to move slowly at first. I try to follow. It’s not exactly easy. A blue outline appears, like what I’ve seen when smithing. After weeks of following that, my body and mind start to adjust to this exercise. I get +1xp, a red type for every second I’m matching the forms. Ten minutes pass, and we don’t stop, twenty minutes, in I’m starting to sweat. It starts to dawn on me, I’m in my underwear doing a motion dancing game with no music and a sword. I hate dance games. At least I have the coolest sword.


  Almost two hours in, my lungs and muscles are burning. I get an achievement notification, Beginner Sword Master profession achieved +1 dex, +1 con. +2 attack when using swords.


  Great. Useless stats and abilities. Still, we keep going. Another hour passes. I’m sluggish and match only about half of the movements. In a moment of failure, my muscles fail to activate, and I go to my knees. Jasper is still going, though he looks winded too. My stopping seems to be an excuse to stop on his own. Of course, he has the advantage of not having a real body.


  While doing the exercises, I had leveled up to eight. I toss both my level level stat gains into intelligence. I’d already gotten a charisma boost when I had finally gotten five thousand experience in artificing, though since I had the profession, I got no new skills. I’ve been needing more mana.


  Innez comes forward. He is breathing a little heavy himself. “You Touched are usually pansies. Twenty or thirty minutes, then you give up.”


  “I swing a hammer on an anvil all day,” I say, panting on the ground, still unable to stand. “This is similar,” I say between breaths.


  He grunts in approval, “Well you’re not one of those slackers.”


  I get the Quest Complete notification. I’d passed whatever this test was. “Does this mean I can see the head of the Duelists?” I pause trying to remember her name. “Allynance?”


  “She’s booked up. I’ll pencil you in for day after tomorrow.”


  Inwardly I groan. Five more after this and who knows what side quests they will want. “See you then, Major Secretary.”


  “It’s an honorable position,” he stammers out.


  “I’m sure it is.” Tired, I try to log out while still laying on the floor, but apparently, they wouldn’t let you on the compound grounds. “Come on Jasper.” We slowly get up and walk away.


  “I hope you don’t have any more chores like that for me today. I don’t think I can take it.”


  I give him a tired look, “I think I’ll take the rest of the day off. Tomorrow too. If you can, will you look into all of the marshal orders and their heads?”


  “Sure.”


  We pass through the exit. I log out and sit down.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve – Chess


  


  I sit there, tired. I’m still not sure what caused me to keep going. Eventually, the urge to go to the bathroom motivates me, and I get up rather than have something embarrassing happen. At least lunch will be good. I’d convinced Grandpa a bagged lunch wouldn’t work. The burned grits from this morning are still needling their way through me. After a long, uncomfortable time in the bathroom, I make it back.


  Billy’s BBQ is waiting for me. I open the box. “Where’s my pickle!” I blurt out. The food is still good, but it’s not the same. I know I should log in and work a couple more hours, make some money. The idea of following any more of those faint blue outlines makes me feel nauseous. I check out early.


  Home isn’t much of an option, not to say Grandpa is making it unbearable. He understands that I want to work without trouble coming to our door. He just isn’t taking the transition well.


  Over at Gamer’s Gate, Sam and Lucy are still convinced I should give them a discount because we are friends, when the only thing we have in common is that we both go to the same game shop. Even showing them results of past auctions doesn’t convince them I’m offering a reasonable price. They let it slip, or someone overheard, which led to Mel putting up a sign saying not to pester Chess. Too many took it as a suggestion and not a requirement. It’s worse when non-regulars hear and come over. If I talk to Mel now, it’s on the phone.


  So, I go to the park. The ride is long enough I can take a small nap, and the driver is kind enough to wake me when we get there. Snow had settled in, and it crunches under my shoes. Many of the regulars are still here, chess sets in front of them. I make note of who I might need to bring a coat to after a stop at a thrift store.


  “Hey if it isn’t Boy J,” Samael yells from his spot in the park.


  Hate that nickname. “Hey Sam, you play any good games?”


  “In this weather, I’ll be lucky to see anyone outside the regulars. They keep on asking where you went to. Ms. Daugherty is besides herself with worry.”


  “I told you guys to tell everyone I’m fine, still working on a side project.”


  Samael picks up a king and starts twirling it in his fingers. “It’s not the same if you don’t get word from the horse’s mouth.”


  I eye the board. I haven’t played since my big win. In the game, the gaming house doesn’t let me play there anymore. The one time I tried to go with my last few minutes, I found myself barred. “Five dollars for a game?” I ask, feeling the itch.


  “I’m not letting you take my money. I still need to buy lunch.”


  “I’m rusty. How about I just give you five dollars, and we play.”


  “You know I don’t do charity,” he says, eyeing the bill I’d pulled out.


  I put it on the table and slide it to him. “I’m paying you for a challenge that I’ve missed.”


  He pockets it, and I take a seat. He pulls out his clock. “You know I only play speed.” I know for a fact that the side I got has been rigged to run faster. It did it’s five minutes in four minutes, while his side ran fine.


  He set up white for himself, not even asking. I set up my side of the board. “Ok, your move.” For the next seven minutes, it’s the click clack of the clock and the chess pieces on the board. Samael makes a double move, I raise my eyebrow at that but continue. “Mate.”


  He offers me a fist bump, and I oblige. “Good game. You still have it. Some here thought you might be prepping for some big cash tournament.”


  I shake my head, “Nothing like that.”


  “You going to be back soon?”


  I see James shivering a few tables over, “Yeah, I’ll stop by tomorrow for a short bit.” I eye Betty’s Buns., “Probably stop by and get some fresh baked goods in the morning.”


  I spend the rest of the evening just hanging out and playing a few games for fun, as shocking as that is. The cool winter air feels nice. No matter how good the simulation of the reaction rooms, the air there still feels stale and recycled. Before heading home, I stop by a thrift store and buy some coats and sweaters to give out in the morning.


  I suppose the first thing I should have noticed is the black smoke coming out of the top of the door. Pa had removed the fire alarms a few days into his cooking as they had become a hindrance. “Pa, everything ok?” I yell while coughing a little as I enter our place.


  I see him rounding the corner, trying to fan the smoke out with a broom. “Yes, yes, just an incident with the beans. They may be salvageable yet.”


  I dump the coats just inside the front door. “Maybe we should go out tonight, let this place air out.”


  He sets down the broom, and I look across our living space. Half-done projects litter corners. A ship in a bottle, mast broken. A discarded crossword book with a pen jabbed through the cover. An ugly painting of a bowl of fruit. “Maybe you’re right, boy. Come here and give me a hug. “


  I come over and hug him. This time I muff his hair to get some soot out. “On the way home, I passed a flyer for a church rummage sale starting tomorrow. Maybe we should hunt for treasures again?”


  “You said no jobs. And what about your work?”


  “That only means not to try to lie or swindle someone if your trying to resell something. I meant no crooked jobs. Plenty of people try to make money from old stuff. As for work, I could use a break. It’s a game, but it’s not like I’m playing it for fun.”


  Dinner is Boone’s Burgers and Fries. I tell him he doesn’t need to try so hard. He denies that he is. Other than that, a perfectly good meal. Home is smoke free, and I head to my room and grab an old fantasy book, Magic’s Pawn, to read before going to sleep. After I picked it out, it had turned out to have nothing to do with chess but is still a decent read that keeps my mind off the game until I fall asleep.


  The sale doesn’t start until two, after morning services and lunch, giving the people running it time to set up. My morning is free. Gramps is sleeping off his old age and the two beers he had with dinner. I know at the park a fresh muffin has my name on it, so I gather up the coats I bought and head to the bus stop.


  I hand the coats out to those I feel need them. The extra’s I toss into a donation bin set up near one of the stores. I can smell the baked goods before I enter Betty’s Buns. Officer Joseph is sitting inside eating a snack and drinking his coffee. I wave hi as I pass him on my way to the counter. “What’s the freshest from the oven?”


  “I think the apple turnovers came out a few minutes ago.”


  “I’ll take two of those and a decaf mocha.” A few minutes later I have my food and drink, and I’m sitting in a booth. Breaking open a turnover, I smell the still warm apple cinnamon filling.


  “Jay?” I look up. It’s Peacoat Man. I wouldn’t have recognized him without him still wearing that very nice jacket.


  “Sandy?”


  “Saunders,” he corrects. “You never did give me a call. Can I sit?”


  I don’t want to say yes, just don’t feel comfortable saying no and making a scene either. The place is crowded enough I’m not worried, and officer Joseph is still picking away at his snack. I simply shrug. Saunders takes the seat across from me. “I had a project I’m working on. You were also a little vague. That, and I’ve been taught to ignore strange offers.”


  Saunders winces, maybe realizing how strange the first meeting was.” Sorry. I was hoping the mystery would incentivize you to call. When I came back a few days later, you weren’t around for me to explain.”


  “I guess you got lucky today.”


  His eyes dart to the chess tables. “Yeah, lucky.”


  Samael. Samael had sold me out. I take a rough bite out of my turnover. “So why did you want me to call you?”


  He sits up a little straighter in his seat. “You’ve got talent, and I know talent. It’s not just that I consider myself decent at chess. I’m an agent. Now, I don’t usually represent chess players. One of my clients off hand mentions some great chess kid in the park, and I had to see. You do tournaments?”


  I shake my head, though I have had a few people I play suggest I try one. ”Not really.”


  “Well you can make a name for yourself, and even a good bit of money. Even better, your coming out as an unknown, obviously taking care of himself through hustling chess at the park, there is a story there. You’d only have to win or even place at some of the smaller tournaments, and then we could sell your image.”


  The way he talks is how Pa would sometimes talk while on a scam, a bit of charisma, a bit of energy. Buy this, it’s great. Listen to me. “How much money?”


  “Two hundred thousand annually are what pros can make. The best of the best get more than that. Like I said, I can see a story here. That could mean endorsements or book deals and other things.”


  “And you would get?”


  “Ten percent, plus some fees for travel to tournaments, booking hotels, usual stuff.” The catch, though it doesn’t seem that bad. Two hundred thousand is more, quite a bit more, than I’m farming in Fair Quest even with Saunders here taking his cut. I’d have to abandon my plans though. His quote is probably on the high end of possibilities too. I look over and see a slight smile on his lips. He can see I’m considering it.


  “I have your number. I have friends I want to talk to first, before deciding.” It’s a dismissal. I’m not just going to say yes.


  “Ok,” he says getting up. “I just wanted to thank you for hearing me out. Offer won’t last forever though.” He extends his hand for a shake. I take it, shake and he leaves.


  Can I do that? It’s not like I’m not playing a game for money now. How good am I, really, at chess? My toughest opponent has been in a kid’s game. Grandpa has always shied away from having me do tournaments. If there really is money to be made there, Gramps would want me doing it. Even hustling in the park, I had never considered chess as a career. It was just something I did with Grandpa. I try to imagine what my life would be like. There’s more risk though, harder players. Saunders talked about it like it would be easy. My turnovers and coffee are getting cold while I sit there thinking about it.


  With Fair Quest, every time I make something, I can sell it. I’m in a half daze about it until I meet up with Grandpa for the rummage sale. He’s happy to be doing this with me, more so than he has in the past few weeks. When we get there, there is a small line outside the door with ten minutes until it opens to the public. Our breaths leave their little clouds in the cold air. “Pa, is there a reason why we never had me do any chess tournaments?” I ask not really thinking of a way to beat around the bush. “I hear you can make some money if you can win?”


  I could tell he’s a little surprised. This, to him, is coming out of nowhere. “Just something I never really thought about.”


  I give him a knowing look. If there is money involved, he has looked at all the angles. He sees I’m seeing through his bullshit. “Ok, you start doing well, and then I get in a bit of trouble, and we have to move. Chess isn’t anonymous like your games. You show up to a tournament, and someone recognizes you as Jack, not as Jonas, who you are now. It wasn’t worth the trouble. You put in all the work maybe get some notoriety, and I ruin it for you.”


  “But if you’re done with that now, is it something to consider?”


  His mouth opens then closes a little like a fish out of water. This isn’t something he’d considered. The doors open, and people start heading in. “Can we talk on this a little later?”


  “Sure.”


  And we enter. It’s a large church, and it’s filled with stuff, but as they say, what’s one step from rummage? Rubbish. Still, it’s nice to dig around and look for things. Grandpa always goes to check out the jewelry or paintings first, hoping to find some bit of real gold for cheap, or a painting he can pass off as some famous work. I go to see if there are any gaming things or toys. Mel had introduced me to that whole group of people who obsess over such things.


  The place reminds me of the room Gar is defending. Except this time, I don’t have a four-foot rodent to send off to look for anything that might be good. Despite the rough patches that day had, it was better than most of the days I spend hammering out items at the forge or using the basement at the cobblers to accessorize clothes.


  I find a small tin windup toy and a few older comics in one section. I’m digging through things that people have given up on or left and forgotten. There is something exciting about doing that and finding something cool, but there is also something sad there. Two hours later, having thoroughly gone through the place, I have a small pile of things that I should take to Mel and a few items for myself. Another fantasy book. A hand carved six-inch wooden knight.


  Grandpa has found some jewelry and silverware. He even nabbed a painting declaring that this one had to be the real deal. We make it home with our spoils and order a pizza. Thankfully, we are too tired from digging to have Grandpa make a home cooked meal. “Do you think I should maybe try a chess tournament?” I ask between slices.


  “What about this project of yours that’s bringing in the bacon?”


  I slurp up some soda. “Somedays are hard. Not very fun.”


  Grandpa laughs a little. “Work is work is work. Why do you think I avoid it? You’re good, though it’s not like you’re guaranteed to win if you enter.” He lets out a small sigh. “You turn eighteen, real eighteen, and are free of parental type restrictions and want to try that for a career, I’ll support you a hundred percent, though I still think college. I can just fade away from all my mistakes. Any of them come trying to find me through you, you can just tell ‘em you’re an adult now and have moved on and don’t see me anymore. “


  I give him a light slug in the shoulder, “Like I can go without seeing you. You sure I shouldn’t try it sooner? Maybe I can make more than I do in Fair Quest?”


  “It’s been years,” he mutters. “Can I think on it? You can think on it too. So far this job thing has been good for us. I know I was reluctant, but I also don’t want you to keep going if you feel like you can’t.” He rubs his shoulder where I tapped him. “I think you’re building up muscles too.”


  I agree to think on it. When I go to my room, I don’t pick up the new fantasy book. I pull down some of the old chess strategy books that I used to read and start flipping through them. I even set up a small board to practice a bit with myself before finally going to bed.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen - Chess


  


  Jasper is waiting for me as I log back in. He has one of the in-game drinks ready for me. I breathe it in, and a butterscotch flavor coats my mouth. “Thanks.”


  “I figured we could use it. After what they had us do two days ago, who knows what they will pull today. You have a good break?”


  I look at my companion. He looks so real. “It went well, mostly. What did you do on your day off?”


  “I read mostly. I did do a little more research on the other martial orders, but mostly it’s just waiting around at the companion boarding houses.”


  Is that really the case or does he just disappear like Cook does when I’m not around? The thought of that happening disturbs me a little. I should probably look into that. “Guess we should see whether the head of the Duelists will actually see us today or they plan on making us run through more hoops. “


  It’s the same guard at the gate. I suppose I shouldn’t expect otherwise. He holds up his hand. “Let me guess. You’re here to see the head of the Duelists.”


  I give him a weak smile. “How did you know?”


  “I have it marked down. You are expected this time. Follow me.” He rings a bell, and someone runs over to take his place manning the gate. “Sorry about the other day. Every few days we get a Touched coming up and asking or doing something ridiculous. Just walking up and asking to see the head of the order isn’t far from that. Innez filled me in that it is legitimate this time.”


  “It’s okay,” I mutter, accepting his apology even though the laughing had been annoying.


  We make our way through the yard again, to the main building. The outside is plain, utilitarian, and to me looks like it was added in as an afterthought by the game designers.


  Inside tells a different story. The decorations are not gaudy like some I’ve seen, but they are fine quality. Every few feet a mural on one of the walls tells a story of some great duelist. Beneath the picture of two men bleeding out in a circle. I read:


  

    Indigo, having chased Rudden, the man who murdered his father, through two neighboring kingdoms, finally brings him back for justice. Rudden demands trial by combat. Against the wishes of the order, Indigo is the man who faces him. Out-skilled at the blade, Indigo sacrifices his body to kill Rudden. Both end up dying of their wounds.


  


  All the scenes play out like this. There is either a mistake to be learned from or an achievement to be honored. I have to stop reading to keep up.


  We’re led up some stairs to an office on the third floor. The head of the Duelists sits behind a desk, two stacks of paperwork neatly squared on either end. A sword is displayed at the end of a desk on a stand. In fact, several swords are also displayed on walls in the room. Allynance has graying hair and a stern look on her face as she reads a sheet of paper. She looks up and gives us a slight smile., “Jasper, Chess. Have a seat. I’ll be with you in a moment.” She looks to the guard. “Dip, you may go.”


  We sit and wait. I put a smile on my face in an attempt to exert my charisma, hey, it never hurts. Allynance sets down the paper she finishes and speaks. “So, you’re here to make me a sword?”


  I open my mouth. I hadn’t mentioned anything about that.


  “Alerin sent me a letter three days ago telling me you were coming.” It didn’t take me long to connect the fact that she received the letter before I had even met with the man. More showing off on his part.


  “He feels that I can create some balance between the Touched and the citizens by providing powerful swords to the heads of the marshal orders.”


  Allynance gives an unladylike snort. “You would have to supply my whole order to even cause a dent. This doesn’t even begin to help with the problems I have with you Touched running around. There is no fear of a trial by combat when you can’t die.”


  “So, you’re saying you don’t want a sword?”


  “What? No! I’ll take any resource I can get. I’m sure King has plans, but by now he should know better than to try to use this as an excuse to get a favor from me.”


  Allynance seems to consider this whole thing either a joke or part of some powerplay. I guess she has a point. According to the quest, I’m to judge her and pick a weapon that suits her. I stare at her, concentrating. Maybe there’s a skill, or…. I give up as she just stares back. “Is there a type of weapon or color you like?” I ask, deciding to give up on getting a ray of inspiration or a game notification.


  She touches the sword on her desk. It is a little bit longer and thinner than the standard blades I make at Byron’s. “This is a Duelist’s blade. While a little old fashioned and not as popular as it used to be, it should be fitting for the job.


  “I’m partial to green personally, and if you can attach this symbol to it, ” She pulls out a metal pin of a sword over a book. The guard Dip and major Innez had been wearing ones like it. “It represents our order; most orders wear their own.”


  I look at the pin. It displays as a quest related crafting item. “You don’t need me to do any task or help prove myself before making the sword? Is it okay if I just make it today and bring it back to you?”


  She smirks. “You Touched, always wanting to go out and do some work or job. I think you did enough flailing around half naked two days ago. I had a grand enough time watching from my window.” I peek out, and I get a good view of where we had been. I like to think I’m not blushing, but I feel my cheeks warming.


  “I’ll do my best to complete the sword and get it back to you today.”


  We leave. Jasper pats me on the back. “See that wasn’t so bad. You still going to need my help with all this?”


  I look at him, “What, you miss painting old ladies’ fences for a bit of brass?”


  “It’s just that then I at least feel useful.”


  “Just stay with me until we get the sword delivered, then you can go back to helping people. We’ll start in on approaching another order tomorrow that way I can work on making items to sell this evening.”


  We stop by the bank that holds my crafting supplies. I’m now paying for six chests worth of things and have merchants deliver materials to the bank according to deals I’ve set up. I find a good selection of green items to artifice the blade with and pull out a few pieces of interesting metals that might work. I also change out of the gaudy outfit I’ve been stuck with and back into my work clothes. That alone makes me feel more comfortable.


  Since I’d leveled my smithing profession, I’ve had to pay a silver a day to use the better tools. I still choose Byron’s because being near the center of the city, the area still isn’t a popular hangout for other players. When I get to Byron’s smithy, he does something I’ve never seen him do before. He stops in the middle of a project, putting down his hammer and the work when he sees me. “Chess, welcome back. I hear you have a big new project you’re working on. Alerin contacted me and asked me to help insure that you would be making your best.”


  I get a notification.


  While working Alerin’s quest Byron’s assistance will allow you to use Master quality tools and materials.


  I go to the work space I had claimed for myself. I’d stored a couple of the ingots I got from when I ran into Gar there, in case I leveled up, so I grabbed some. “Does that mean we can use these?”


  Byron had said they were beyond my ability before. This time he nods slowly. “I think we can work with those.”


  I select an ingot that has a dark greenish tint. Eltrim. I know nothing about the material. Nothing was posted online when I had checked. The ingot pulses in my hand. I grin. Finally, something new.


  I have never used ingots before. Most of the standard pieces of equipment are already molded and just need to be worked. I try to enchant the bars, but nothing sticks. Thankfully, Byron has a mold for a duelist blade. It would be just like the game to have me jump through hoops to get what I need.


  Byron brings out a crucible, and we put the ingot in and set it in the furnace to wait for it to melt. I haven’t given up hope that there will be more advantage to using the ingots, so as it melts, I try a few spells. Strengthen, nothing. True Nature, nothing. I watch the metal swirl into a melted pool. On a whim, I cast my new spell’s positive effect, Best Day. It had failed in all of my previous attempts. I’m rewarded with a small XP bonus floating up in front of me, though repeated castings don’t do anything. We pour the metal into the mold and wait.


  I could have finished a new sword in the time it is taking to cool.


  “Hey Chess.” It’s Jasper. “You have someone here to see you.”


  I walk towards him. Is it possible Mel, I mean Jediwalker, managed to get off early and see me in-game? He’s been lamenting the fact I haven’t been by the shop recently but understands why. It’s a girl though. “Oh, it’s You.”


  Sarah Tam, level twenty-seven now, is attractive, with long brown hair and a shapely figure that is exaggerated by her leather armor. That is one way to spot players in this game. Their avatars are almost always attractive as a base aspect of character creation. Even mine, which I randomed, isn’t ugly. I figure I can still see her information because we were grouped together. She stares at me a moment before getting on with it. “I just wanted to apologize to you for what my brother and his friends did to you. Me too, I guess.”


  Indirectly their betrayal helped me, even if it was a bummer. “Apology accepted. Not my best day, but it did end up working out okay for me. You really didn’t need to find me.” As I say this, I’m wondering just how difficult the finding was. No player’s name is displayed unless you join a group or want to show yours. This is a nice anonymous spot. Sure, Mervlin and Hephesty know where I am at, but they haven’t told anyone as far as I can tell, and I’m grateful for that. It is bad enough getting asked for favors in real life. I don’t need that in the game, especially with the number of players fast approaching millions. Thankfully, since the release, they’ve expanded starting spots to not just the capital.


  “I did try to send a message to you. all I got was a form response.”


  I can filter my messages by friend list and those not on it, but outside of Mel, I haven’t added anyone. Players may not be able to see my name, but as long as they know it from the auctions or the created by label, they can message me. “I get a lot of requests, either people wanting special orders or for me to join their guild. I’d have to spend my whole time on that if I had to sort through them all.” I look to Jasper. He seems to be doing his best to ignore both of us. This conversation is awfully close to breaking the game or outside talk rules. “So how did you find me?”


  “It wasn’t easy, but I suppose the game helped make it fun. You see, I wasn’t as into this game as my brother. You know him as Axel. My job was to make sure him and his friends were being appropriate. There was some past trouble, and I made a deal with our parents.”


  “So, the in-game babysitter?” I ask.


  She giggles. “He’d be so pissed if he heard that. I’m older, but we’re Irish twins. But, yeah, pretty much. I’m free of him for a few more days since he got his account suspended. Him screwing up again kind of started this whole goal to apologize.”


  Now I’m curious. “What happened? “


  “We made it to the front lines. Well, Mad Monk didn’t. He left after Axel started ragging on him for not being useful. He didn’t have the gear to keep up in close range fights. The only reason Axel and Geoorge managed to do what they did was because of the swords they stole from you. My companion Sunell was with us at that point. She had completed her healer training and provided more support than Monk could manage with his brawling focus.”


  “You sent your companion to school?”


  She looks at mine, who is off to the side trying his best to be invisible. “That’s what most players are doing. Keeps them safe for the prize, has them learn support skills. Mostly crafting or healing. Enchanting has gotten popular, but the guild’s price is high, and they are slow to teach. The unlucky ones end up like Harlow, Axel’s mule. What do you have yours do?”


  “Help citizens in return for crafting items. Odd jobs. Gathering information. Jasper calls it being an eccentric.”


  She leans in close and whispers, “You check his stats and status?” Then she pauses looking at me. “Oh, you’re not high enough level yet. You get to do that at level ten.”


  She backs up and clears her throat. “We made it to the front lines. I was probably one of the lowest level players there. Did you know you’re famous there? When you joined us, I thought Axel was right, that you were just some low-level noob. But there, well you can’t be on the front lines without something from M&H or Chess. Axel had let Geoorge pick his sword, then kept the rest for himself, claiming that Geoorge had taken the best one. He also said he would sell the extras if he ever thought he could get a good enough price.


  “My brother really liked to show off the fact he had three of them. But at the front, almost everyone had enchanted items though, except for maybe a few support players, so he was no longer special, just odd. It made him try so much harder. If someone asked him why he had three, he usually just said it was because he was a good player. Everyone there either farmed or paid money for their equipment, so the shit he liked to talk didn’t mean much.


  “He didn’t win any friends, but one of the top guilds was willing to offer him a spot for a price. He thought he could impress them. Didn’t even notice their faces change as he told them how he tricked you using the Howlees, with you being a noob about them. Every guild there dreams of recruiting you and having you outfit them, a guaranteed way to win Kingmaker. No guild will touch someone who cheated you.”


  I hadn’t thought of that. A team, a way to win, splitting the winnings. I guess I’d just never been into the team thing. Groups in the park were always punkish things, messing with the players at the tables. It’s always just been me and Grandpa.


  Sarah continues, “They literally picked him up and threw him out. When word got out, he became a pariah. Geoorge and El Morde left. Morde goes to school with us, so that really burned. Axel got depressed and angry, mostly at you for being such an easy mark. I left him to his melancholy, my mistake. He ended up groping some citizens, all while talking about things outside the game. A stupid thing. He got an alert, and the game booted him. So now he’s suffering a few days suspension. I decided to find you and apologize.


  “I’m glad he’s gone. Everything’s better. It’s like he had sucked the fun out of the game. I was even flirting with quitting before he pulled his stunt.” She smiles. She certainly looks less the surly, hesitant ranger she had been in the group.


  That long ramble didn’t really answer my question. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, but how did you find me? You go from smithy to smithy, only to stumble onto Jasper here and have him say, oh, he’s inside now?”


  “Nothing so mundane, though I suppose it could have gone that way. I know what you look like, that helped. Most people think of you either as like this big hulking smith or some robed mystical Gandalf-like figure. I asked the traveling smith at the front lines if he knew where you were at. He made me describe you before even continuing with the conversation.”


  She puffs herself up trying to imitate the smith. “He tapped me in the chest with his hammer,” she says tapping me with her hand. “‘You know him, but does he want to see you? If you were friends, you would know where he is.’” She continues tapping my chest as she is talking in her gruff attempt at a man voice. Which just makes me laugh. Back to her normal voice, she continues, “Well I told him I wanted to apologize and explained the situation. He believed me and said that he didn’t know, but he knew who might know. This started me on a quest.”


  “A quest to find a Touched?”


  “Like, I guess. Well, I won’t bore you with all the little things I had to do to get here. I got here not one hundred percent sure this was the place, so I asked Jasper. He said yeah, you were here, and he would get you when you were done.”


  She shoots me a friend request for the second time in this game. I hesitantly accept, bringing my friends total to two. Her and Mel. “If you can, please don’t spread my location around.”


  She zips her lips with her fingers then turns the imaginary key. “Keeping your privacy is actually part of the quest.”


  I look back. The sword is probably cool enough now. “You want to see what I’m working on?”


  “Sure.”


  Byron helps me part the mold and retrieve the green blade. I look to the master smith, “Any advice on the right temperature?” I ask as he brings up the heat on the furnace.


  “Never worked this metal before, but I believe you will feel when it is ready.”


  Feel? My masterwork hammer is waiting for me by one of the best anvils in the shop. I plunge the blade into the furnace and watch as the arrow slowly moves up. How will I know, I wonder? I wait, and it passes the point where I would pull it out if it was the fine iron. Is it too much? My palm starts to tingle, I pull it out, and I’m rewarded with a satisfying xp boost. It’s not glowing white or orange or red, but a brilliant emerald green.


  I take it to the anvil and begin my work, enchanting and hammering as I go. At this level, the strikes often have little hesitations or twists and flourishes in them. Keeping up with the ghost movements is hard, but not as hard as training in the yard was. I heat the blade two more times during my work until I’m satisfied.


  Once my mana recharges I take the duelist sigil and press it onto the cross guard, empowering and attaching it to the sword.


  Sarah lets out a slow whistle. “Nice. I didn’t know you could make quest items.”


  I look at the sword.


  Quest Item: Sword of the Duelists. Master crafted, epic quality enchanted sword. Durability 250, Damage 40-65. Eltrim’s True Nature allows this blade to strike insubstantial enemies, +1 to all stats when equipped. Duelists wielding this blade gain +10 attack. Six artificing slots available.


  I get two game achievement notifications as well. Both provide a chunk of experience. The second achievement was the one that caught my attention.


  Epic Crafter, +5% Crafting quality. Your experience now lets you see Crafting materials quality.


  Quest maker, +1 Charisma. You may now make quests and quest items. Quest items crafted cannot be sold at auction and must be used to generate a quest with a concrete goal.


  I didn’t even know players could generate a quest. I’d have to check online about that.


  I look to Sarah, “You don’t have to stay. I just need some time to finish the piece up and deliver it.” Hint, hint. Now that I remember she’s here, I get a little weird about having an audience. It feels rude to just tell her that, though.


  Looking at the materials I brought to artifice with, I now immediately avoid any poor or common quality items and get to work finishing the details. I’m looking for anything that seems relevant to the head Duelists. Sarah watches me trim and add on a few pieces before taking her leave to keep playing and work on some other quests she has active.


  I get up and leave the smithy with the finished piece. Jasper looks to me, “You know, you could have had me doing something useful while you worked?”


  “Maybe next time I’ll have you fetch refreshments and do my laundry.”


  “That’s not what I… “


  I interrupt him with my hand. “I know. I think you like going out and doing odd jobs for the citizens, as much as you complained at first. But while I’m doing this quest, I think you need to be with me. How about once we are done for the day, you go and do some research on what it is like to disappoint Mr. Alerin King?”


  I watch Jasper stiffen up and bow. He’s rankled. “As you wish my Touched.”


  I snort and give him a light rap on the back of his head. “Let’s get back to Allynance and drop this off. Maybe she can suggest which order to approach next. Then you can get back to your helping little old ladies and getting kitten’s out of trees while I keep up my day job at the forge.”


  Despite not seeing how the sword would help Duelists issues with the Touched, she accepts it with almost an eagerness. It is nice to see someone like my work, as opposed to just seeing how much they’ll pay at an auction. She suggests the Rangers next, as they tended to be friendlier to Touched, having incorporated some into part-time positions of power.


  I finish my day back at Byron’s, working. Without him helping, I’m stuck at the level restriction, not able to make anything as glorious as the duelist sword. I’m done with swords for the day and focus primarily on armor, and a few exotic weapons that I had read were popular enough among other players.


  When I step out of the immersion center my face flushes and stings from the cold winter air. I shiver, not just from the cold but also because of the shock to my system from spending the better part of the day in the warm and sunny Fair Quest only to come out into the cold. Surreal. I’m living in a surreal age. With some trepidation, I head to Gamer’s Gate, hoping there aren’t too many people around who know about my online persona. Though after what Sarah told me, some of the reactions from players who visit the game shop make more sense.


  It’s a quiet Monday night with school back in session. “Hey Mel,” I say as I enter, the door chiming behind me.


  “Jay!” He gets up and gives me a hug.” I’m really sorry for all the trouble I caused you.” At the height of the trouble, some players from a state over had come looking for Chess. Mel had to spread the word that I’m no longer going to that shop and contact the sites who hadn’t yet removed the information. Grandpa would freak if I hint any of this to him.


  “It’s okay,” I say peering around the shop.


  “None of the troublemakers are here. I was considering closing early before you came in, being a slow day and all. What brings you in?”


  “Behind on my research for Fair Quest, check out what’s popular at the auction and do some research for a quest.”


  He raises an eyebrow. “I didn’t think you were questing. You only did that last one because they made you.”


  “It’s to improve my companion, and I want to find out about player generated quests. Apparently, I’m able to generate my own now.”


  Mel let out a slow whistle, “Don’t let anyone know you can do that, or you will have people hounding you more. The game generates plenty of quests, but some players are a little obsessed since ShinyK managed to defeat the first of MoM’s lieutenants and get awarded a minor lordship, making him able to generate quests.”


  “Mom?”


  “That’s what everyone calls the Man of Masks now. M Oh M, for MoM. Well, news got out, and players started to pester him about giving them quests. He was restricted to tasks that helped his new land out. He also didn’t have the funds to pay rewards on all the quests. Rumor is, some of the harassment was so bad he was able to get a waiver from the company to change his character name and appearance. Once this type of achievement becomes more common, it will probably be fine, but since he was the first….”


  “You can do that? Get a waiver?”


  “Only in extreme cases. So what type of quests can you create?”


  “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I know I can make quest items to give out once you’ve completed them. I can’t sell them though.”


  “That’s kind of cool. Well, go do your research. No need to pay with the trouble I’ve caused you.”


  I decide to at least slip him a five when I leave and head over to one of the many empty computers. First, I check out the auction threads. Archers are lamenting the lack of quality enchanted items for them. Currently, they are either sporting some of the clothes I artificed or the few pieces of leather armor I had bought and done the same with. Armor being so much more expensive than clothes, I just hadn’t considered it cost efficient. Laslow is getting more business but is expensive and booked up. I make a note to buy some excellent quality bows to enchant and put on the market.


  The six orders are next. Duelists, Rangers, Knights, Officers, Shadows, and Spellworks. The last three are the most esoteric.


  

    

      

        	

          

            Duelists handle the law and much of the police work, players imagining some glorious thing were quickly disappointed for the most part.


          


        


        	

          

            Rangers act as scouts and guides. Since their work brings them to the fringes where players are most active, they’ve been most receptive to training and helping players.


          


        


        	

          

            Knights are armored and mounted fighters. They encompass a lot of different groups under their management and often conflicting ones.


          


        


        	

          

            Officers are the military branch, managing conscripts and fighting militaries and groups in a more organized fashion. They had originally been the ones fighting on the front lines against MoM, I snicker a little at the image the acronym brings to mind, but now have been relegated to more of a border patrol force as the Touched now do most of the fighting against MoM instead.


          


        


        	

          

            Shadows are the intelligence operation, spies, assassins, and undercover work for the government. Most assassins are in a separate guild. The ones that are members of the Shadows only take on government work.


          


        


        	

          

            Spellworks is the order of government magic users. Though all orders have casters in them, the Spellworks are more of an R&D type outfit and acted to support different orders when needed. There is a note about them being on their last legs.


          


        


      


    


  


  The public forums don’t have a lot of info on any of the orders, except for the Rangers, I do see hints of private guild forums that have more info. Using my character’s fame to try to get in will probably be more trouble than it is worth, and require me to prove I am who I say I am. I decide to see what the internet thinks of Chess.


  It’s not pretty. People like my gear, but they don’t like the fact I don’t respond to any message or request. Even folks who understand why I don’t are not particularly happy. They just like to make fun of the forum noobs who whine about it. There are still rumors about the gaming house floating around. A few people suggest there have to be multiple people playing one account to put out so many items, something Immersion Arts has stated is impossible. So, either I’m the Nike of crafters with a sweatshop of players working for me, or I’m an arrogant player who won’t help anyone.


  Would playing actual chess be better? Maybe I’m just fooling myself by thinking I might be able to be a pro. If I can win the Kingmaker prize, I could have enough cushion to try. I check the contest rules again, still no updates. Despite all the hype about killing MoM and retrieving the gem, that isn’t really in the rules. You just have to have your companion deemed worthy and named king. If getting close to the council doesn’t work, I guess I can always join a guild and take a cut.


  I turn off the computer, my thoughts just circling themselves on what to do. “Hey Mel, I’m heading home.”


  He nods. “I’ll probably close up now, then go home and play some. My dragon should be hatching soon.”


  I slip that five I’d decided to leave near the register before heading out and making my trek home.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen -Chess


  


  “It’s crowded here, let’s go to a cafe and get a drink.” Jasper’s words are the first thing I hear when I log in.


  He looks a little shaken, so I shrug and say, “Okay.”


  The place Jasper leads me to not what I would call reputable. He usually takes me to low key, homey cafes. This one is crowded with other players and their companions. Scantily clad women of all races rush about with swaying hips to serve customers. The booths have opaque privacy options, several of which are in use.


  Jasper hands the hostess two silver. “Booth please. Give us a few minutes before we order.” Once we enter the booth, he immediately closes the privacy screen.


  “What gives?”


  “I think I picked the wrong politician for us to approach.”


  “King? He might not have given us the easiest of tasks, but he seems to support our goals.”


  “I looked into what you asked me to look into while I was helping out in his district. I tried to find someone who had disappointed Alerin King. I couldn’t find anyone. You’ve had me working his district for a while, and I know most of the people there by name, if not by face.”


  “So?”


  “So, I dug around some more. Everyone had only glowing things to say about him. Apparently, the information broker was wrong. King has never flirted with the idea of retiring. He is their fixture in the council. His own broker was wrong. I found out there have been people who have done things for him or have asked him for help and they can’t fault any of his actions.”


  I frown. “Doesn’t that all add up to a positive recommendation? You think he’s not going to step down and help us win his seat? Should we just stop the quest and find a different person to ask?”


  Jasper pales. “We can’t do that. Then we will disappoint him. Me, I’ll never be seen again. You, you’re Touched. I’m sure he would find other ways to deal with you. Merchants deciding not to sell you clothes or crafting materials. Byron seems to respect him. He might suggest that you no longer to work there. That no smithy should let you work there.”


  So, King’s good reputation might be based on his eliminating anyone with anything bad to say about him. “I think you are probably just being paranoid. Did you hear that he actually did any of those things?”


  He steadies himself. “No, just implication and a gut feeling.” My NPC is scared of another NPC. Great.


  “If it makes you feel better, I plan to complete the job,” I say, “I appreciate you telling me your concerns. Now, let’s go see the head of the Rangers.”


  He opens the privacy screen, outside waiting for us is a halfling waitress. Even with tall shoes her head only approaches the top of the table. Her size makes the scantily clad outfit more awkward than attractive for me. “You done having fun?” She asks with a wink. “I’m ready for your order.”


  “Uh…” I stutter.


  Jasper steps, “We’ll have two Cooloas to go.”


  The halfling pouts, “To go?”


  “Yes, to go,” Jasper says seriously, gazing down, looking her in the eyes. In a short while, we have our drinks and are leaving the establishment. “Chess, sorry about bringing you to that place. It was the only place I could think of to get true privacy.”


  From my brief glance at the menu, I saw there are some things that could be bought with real money, and not the drinks. There are a lot of things that cater to players in Fair Quest, like the gaming house and that place. “How did you find out about that place?”


  He hesitates, obviously uncomfortable with the topic. “Word gets around at companion housing. Say your Touched has inappropriate or unique wants, then there are certain safe areas or activities you can direct them too. Palm lotus house is just one of those places. You’ve never shown any interest in anything except work, and well, I have the feeling that you’re not ready for such things.” His feeling would be my age restrictions. I’m sure there would be more pg-13 type scantily clad events and places if I desired them.


  “I guess I don’t have time for such things. I wonder what the Rangers would like me to make for them.” I’m a little worried. Rangers are all about shooting things. If they need to use a melee weapon, they would be backed into a corner.


  Rangers are the only order to have their headquarters outside of town. It is in the royal reserves, a protected forest where hunting and logging are limited. One of the Order’s jobs is to protect and maintain it. The forest is also only a stone’s throw from one of the player lounges, and the area is advertised as a good place to practice your woodcraft safely if you follow the rules. The foot traffic in that direction is starting to pick up as player’s alone, with their companion, or in groups head back and forth from the area.


  The road is well worn but twisty. The builders have chosen to go around trees rather than have them cut down for the sake of a straight path through the woods. Unlike the Duelists headquarters that had one guard and no visitors, here six guards manage a long queue of people in front of doors that have been grown from the ground. As we get closer, I can see the wall isn’t built either but is grown from long tough roots that rise as a solid line from a massive tree at the back of the compound.


  Jasper elbows me in the side. “Don’t just stand there gawking. Let’s get in line.”


  We shuffle forward with the crowd until we get to the front. A guard holding a clipboard barely looks us over. “If you want your companion to get training, take him to the southernmost building. Make sure you have your payment. It’s ten silver per individual skill: tracking, trapping, and so forth. Ten gold for Ranger training. Any Touched wanting to be a ranger must go to the westernmost building where they can prove themselves and spend thirty gold for ranger training. All payments are non-refundable.”


  I look at the guard and put on a smile. “We’re not here for training. Alerin King sent us. We’re here to see the head of the order of Rangers.”


  He lets out a short sigh, “Look man, I’m just here to get my hours in of proving myself so I can get trained. No one has told me to expect anyone, and I don’t know who Alerin is. If you give me your name, I can pass it up the chain.”


  Not an NPC, I look closely.. He doesn’t have the otherworldly beauty some go for with character creation. Maybe he tried to get it as close to real life as possible or randomed like I did and got unlucky. “I have a mission to make a weapon for the head of the order. I’m Chess. This is my companion, Jasper.”


  “Chess.” the guard mumbles, then stares at me. “The Chess. Not what I expected. Wait here a moment.” He leaves us waiting at the front of the line and goes inside the gate to talk to some other people, NPC or players, I can’t tell. Behind me, a few players in line start whispering. When the guard comes back, he’s looking a little less bored. “Let’s prove it. Come with me. There is an in-house smithy inside the compound.”


  The guard, who introduces himself as Cappo, leads us into the compound. He whispers to me he’s a headset player, so the ten hours of busy work, mostly gate duty to prove his worth seems to be taking forever. He says he’d quit, but they had already taken his deposit. He’s six hours in, and I’m the biggest thing he’s had to deal with since being here.


  The smithy is a small open-air one. One furnace and four anvils. Nearby is a larger, busier area for making bows and fletching arrows. “Trulon!” Cappo calls to a man working on the anvil in the back. “This man says he’s a crafter and I have to have you inspect his work.”


  Trulon put down his hammer and walks up to meet us. He looks me up and down. He has a bald furnace-tanned head that shines gold with sweat and a chin that seems to take up half his face. I know I don’t look like most blacksmith crafters. The strength gains have added a little bit of muscle to my character’s frame, but a sorcerer’s default isn’t as muscle bound as some of the other classes, to begin with. “Show me what you got,” he says in a deep rumbling voice. A quest notification pops up that I wave away.


  “You have a sword I can work on?”


  Trulon put his face near mine. “Does it look like we do swords here?”


  I try to peer around him. I don’t see any of the standard sword or armor molds. “No Sir.”


  “We do tools and arrowheads for the Rangers.”


  I have never done either. I swallow my nervousness. “I’ve never had Byron show me how to do tools or arrowheads. Never seemed sufficient to make and enchant an arrowhead that would get used up in one shot.”


  Trulon spits. “Guild smiths,” he curses. “They don’t teach you anything, do they? A good archer will retrieve arrows to reuse. Even if they can’t save the shaft, the head is usually still good. That is truer with special arrowheads.” He stomps over and grabs a mold. It is like a large case and opens it up to show ten arrowheads linked together by tips and corners. “We do them in batches of ten. They can be plain or have settings for enchantment, like these ones.” He points out the small indentations in the middle of the heads. Using tongs, he grabs the end of one and twists it off the bunch. He hands it to me, “Not too different from swords, just smaller. Now show me what you got.”


  I use the tongs to stick the arrowhead into the furnace getting it to the right heat. It is fine iron, so I know the color it should be. The palm sized head won’t take many strikes to sharpen. I enchant it as I work. I have time for three stacks but only two stick. He points to the next one, and I have nine more to do, I brace the cast and twist a new one off only to repeat the process a minute later, all under Trulon’s watchful gaze.


  I look at the ten finished heads, all crafting spots empty. I hadn’t brought anything with me. “You have any crafting materials?” I ask Trulon.


  He grunts, “Nothing good.”


  “Any old spare bit of common stuff will do.”


  With a shrug, he walks over and pulls out a small bundle of knotted wood chunks. I inspect it.


  Raw twistwood: common Crafting item.


  I pull out my artificing knife, something I have been keeping on me now at all times, and carve the pieces to fit into the slots for the arrowheads. The wood isn’t powered, so I enchant it as I affix each piece to the arrowheads. It takes longer than I like because I’m not back at the cobblers, borrowing from whatever field the enchanters guild uses, but I finish.


  I hand one to Trulon and one to Cappo to look at.


  Enchanted fine Iron arrow head. Finely crafted, Fine quality. 30 durability, 7-10 damage piercing. Does an additional 2-3 searing damage on hit and immobilizes target for one second rooting them in place. Crafted by Chess.


  “You really are Chess,” Cappo blurts out.


  I look to him, “You get many people claiming to be me?”


  “Well, since people can lie, there are rumors on the um… out there.” He says vaguely not wanting to get into trouble.


  Trulon simply says, “Not Bad. Let’s take these to Leah to get a shaft attached and have it fletched.” He takes the heads I made, and we walk over to the larger crafting area where people are making bows and fitting arrowheads. Leah is a halfling. I am relieved that she is in sensible ranger greens, as opposed to the awkward almost-lingerie I saw earlier today. She is straightening a shaft and fletching the feathers to it. Her hands glow with a familiar light blue light


  “You’re a sorcerer enchanter as well,” I exclaim with a little surprise. She fumbles the arrow as my words interrupt her thoughts. “Sorry.”


  She stands up, her cheeks flushed, “And who do you th…!” Her eyes widen as she sees Trulon. She bows her head to him slightly, “How can I help you master?” she says with a demure smile. Player, I think.


  Trulon is amused at Leah’s temper, however cut short it is. “We have a guest, Chess here, who’s come too…” He pauses looking at me.


  I wait a little too long, and Jasper steps up. “See the head of the Rangers, as part of a mission from Alerin King.”


  Trulon nods. “He has kindly made us some interesting arrowheads, and I would like you to prepare them for us to try out.”


  “Ch-Chess,” she stammers, looking to me and Jasper. She composes herself. “It’s an honor to work with a fellow practitioner. Let me see what we have to work with.”


  Trulon gives her the arrowheads I crafted, and she gets to work attaching them to shafts and fletching them as she channels her enchantment into the arrows, wood, and feathers. A short while later we have our usable arrows.


  We march out to the practice range together, Trulon leading the way, with Cappo and Leah behind me and Jasper. There are dummies the shapes of people or monsters set up. Trulon grabs a practice bow out of a barrel at the far end of the field, then, in one smooth motion, fires one of the arrows. It strikes the head of one of the dummies. A small sizzle of black smoke curls up from the wood. Moments later, ghostly brown vines wrap the dummy and squeeze for a moment before disappearing.


  “I’d like to see how well these will work on a moving target,” Trulon muses. “Cappo, run out that way a bit and keep running.” He points down the field towards the targets.


  Cappo stands there shocked. “I would rather not.”


  Trulon chuckles. “It’s not like you can really die. You’ll just be reborn. You do this, you can consider yourself proven. I’ll even personally train you a little.”


  Cappo nods in affirmation, his body sagging a little before he straightens back up and starts running.


  “Faster, show me what you’ve got in you.” Trulon takes aim and fires.


  “Aiiieeeee!” Cappo screams as the arrow hits. His body stiffens, trapped by the vines, while his momentum carries him forward, face dragging on the ground. I can’t help but wince.


  “You okay down there!” Trulon bellows. Cappo raises his arm up and gives a thumbs up to confirm he has indeed survived. “I like what you got! Now you can get to training with the other Touched. I’ll handle these guests.”


  We all watch as Cappo gets up and limps off a bit. Jasper speaks up first. “Don’t you think that was a bit extreme?”


  “If he really wants to become a true ranger he’ll have to face more pain than that in training.” Trulon gives us a mirthful smile. “We’ve really grasped the idea that Touched can’t die, so we can put pressures on them citizens couldn’t cope with. Not do or die. Do and die. Show us what you got. If it takes death to accomplish your goal for a Touched that is a minor inconvenience. Leah here, might not look tough, but she’s made it through that training.”


  “Thank you Sir!” Leah pipes up.


  “Her skills though, make her more valuable to us here than in the field. Something I would imagine you are familiar with Chess. When King told us you were coming, my brother put me to thinking on how to best use your skills.”


  “Your brother?” I ask.


  “Loro, head of the Rangers.” He turns to Leah. “Thank you for fletching those arrows. You can go back to work now.” She runs off, her short legs pumping back to the crafting area of the compound. “She really admires your work Chess, but she doesn’t seem to have the focus to put in the time and effort you did to get where you are. She likes adventures. In the future though, her name may become more famous than yours, at least among Rangers. Come, let’s go to my brother.”


  I follow Trulon to the great tree. It looms over everything, bringing an early dusk to those in its shade. A simple one room hut is at its base with a small garden surrounding it. Trulon enters first, and Jasper and I follow. It is cozier than crowded, with chairs facing a desk not too different than the one I had seen Allynance working at. Similar stacks of paperwork take up the bulk of the surface.


  A pale Trulon sat behind the desk, or to be clearer, Trulon’s pale identical twin Loro. “Ho, Brother.” He looks to me and Jasper. “Chess, Jasper, welcome to the Rangers. Don’t worry. I won’t make you dance naked in the yard for my approval. Allynance has a strange sense of humor.”


  I smile. “Alerin King has tasked me with making a weapon for you. Trulon mentioned you might have some ideas.”


  He looks to both of us, pausing a little longer on Jasper. “As you can see, as head of the order I’ve been having more battles with paperwork than anything that requires a weapon for my hands. The same will be true for all the heads, though as a symbolic gesture it’s okay. It’s been a long time since each of the orders gained a powerful weapon to represent us. It’s not like the kingdoms enchanters are itching to do such things out of the goodness of their hearts. Not that King cares, I suspect his real reasons. To that end, I don’t have any inane tasks you Touched seem to love, nor the time to manage such things myself.“ He points to me. “You Chess, go with Trulon. He’ll explain the ideas about what might be suitable.” Moving his finger to Jasper. “You get to assist me today. It’s good to know how important rangers are and what exactly we do. Chess can have you back after he’s delivered his gift.”


  “Yes Sir,” I say.


  Loro shoos me and Trulon off. I leave Jasper sitting there with a nervous look on his face. If he gets treated anything like Cappo did, I have the easier job.


  I follow Trulon. As we walk, I wonder if I should ask him what he wants me to make. Before I can break the silence, he says “Traditionally, Rangers use wooden bows. We want to know that if we send a ranger out into the woods with nothing, he has the ability to make his own weapons and hunt. The accuracy of those weapons tends to be lacking, but still, we want them to have that skill if they need it. Not very useful for you, is it?”


  “Not really,” I reply.


  “The Kingdom of Lusania doesn’t make metal bows. We’ve got lots of wood and tradition. And what use is a Ranger with a sword? Sure, we can use them if needed. But it certainly doesn’t represent who we are. There are other kingdoms though, and some do use metal for their bows. I had to use my contacts to find a few to look at. The northern kingdom, in their mountains uses them.”


  We make it back to his small smithy, and he continues. “I fear that if we have you do this, it will start a trend of people wanting such items. Because of that, I’m going to ask you to only make one for the time being.”


  He goes to a chest and pulls out a large mold and a couple of rusted metal bows. “I got lucky with the mold. These sorry excuses are the only finished examples I could find in such short time.”


  I inspect both the bows. One says rusted broken steel bow with zero durability. The other one has the title of ancient to go with it. Areas on the bows flash red in my vision. “Should we try to fix them?” I haven’t learned anything about fixing items, too focused on making new ones to sell.


  “We’re just as likely to break them worse. With the mold, we can have a raw example to work on.”


  Makes sense. I reach for the mold, but he pulls back. “I want to see you get good with that before you make the weapon for Loro. Put some fine Iron in the crucible and get it melting. I expect we’ll have a long day.”


  It doesn’t take as long as he thinks. Having the guiding hand and playing off floating XP gains gives plenty of clues. I catch Trulon muttering something about the blessings of the Touched. Still, his advice about how to rotate the bow and when to reheat it and other techniques prove more valuable than not. It’s the kind of hands-on help Byron never gave me. I come back from my lunch break, and Trulon hands me a pin with the Rangers’ sigil on it to use, a fist gripping a bow. He has the mold packed up to take back to Byron’s smithy where I can decide on what metal and crafting materials to use.


  I take the mold and start heading back, Trulon follows, and I look back with a confused look.


  “Don’t think I’m going to miss out on you making this. I also know what my brother likes better than he does.”


  *


  Byron looks up as we enter his smithy. “Trulon,” he says with a flat tone.


  Trulon responds with a grunt.


  “You ready for the next weapon, Chess?” Byron asks.


  “Yup. I just need to decide what to make it from.” I approach the chest I’m renting from Byron and pull out several ingots and hand them to Trulon.


  He looks at each one carefully. “I’ve never seen these kinds of metals before.” He shoots Byron a look.


  Byron shrugs. “He’s Touched. His skills grow great fast. He finds great resources. His deeds will shake our world.”


  I bang some metal together. “I’m right here guys. I got lucky, I made a choice and found some cool metal that I can’t work on my own yet. Any look interesting for the bow?”


  Trulon tosses me an ingot. “I think it will take two of these to make it.”


  I catch it. It’s black and has a sheen like glass or cut obsidian. I inspect it. Metallic Ebony ingot. Well, that’s not very inventive, the designers just stack resources away and give them lame names as place holders. What’s Gar’s official name these days, Guardian of the Undecided?


  We get everything set up and ready to work. The Best Day enchantment that worked on the Duelists blade does nothing. Maybe a spell that didn’t work before will work this time then. Strengthen does nothing. True Nature. A blue aura seeps into the liquid black taking almost all my mana with it, and nothing else sticks.


  While I wait for it to set in the mold and my mana to recharge, I let Trulon paw through the crafting materials I have brought for this project to decide what to affix after the smithing is done.


  We break open the mold. The weapon though raw is ominous. I suspect that would be true of anything that is so black that it absorbs most light. Only the edges seemed to shine like glass. Byron and Trulon both agree we need to get the furnace really hot for this. The amount of heat we had needed to melt the ingots had been extreme. We wait as it heats up. There is no color change to the metal. It just stays that pitch black. Instead, we feel the heat coming from it, and I use that tingling feeling to know when to pull it from the fire.


  I hammer and enchant, relying heavily on my practice from before. The blackness hides much of the results of my blows. I have little choice but to cross my fingers. True Nature does nothing this time. Maybe it had its fill in the crucible. Best Day still does nothing. I curse inwardly but try not to let it impact my work. At this rate, the bow will only have one enchantment and maybe whatever I artifice on to it. Maybe I need to go out and level up the old-fashioned way for more spells.


  I cast worst day, the other side of the coin to best day. It takes, but I hope I’m not fucking anything up, like having the user get a penalty for equipping the bow. In for a penny in for a pound, I cast the spell two more times before it no longer has an effect.


  I affix the pin just above the grip displaying the crest of the Rangers and then inspect my work.


  Quest Item: Ebony’s Shade Bow of the Rangers. Master crafted, epic quality. Durability 200, Damage- Arrows gain 20-25 shadow damage when fired from this bow. Beings hit by arrows from this bow suffer a -3 penalty to all stats for ten minutes. Does not stack. Rangers get +5 attack when wielding this bow. Six artificing slots available.


  Trulon has half the work done for me when I go to him with the weapon, with a selection of materials he wants, even a sketch of where he wants them. “You sure this is for your brother and not for you?”


  He grins. “Who said I can’t borrow it from time to time? I wonder if I can get Cappo to run for me, so I can do another test shot.” I get set to work finishing the bow. I won’t have much time left in the day after getting this to Loro.


  We pack up the bow and the mold to take back. As we get up to go, Byron is blocking our way. “That mold should stay with the smith’s guild. It can open up new avenues for us.”


  Trulon sets the mold down and leans in until his nose is nearly touching Byron’s., “You’ve had no interest in archery before now, but now you see a toy and do what your guild always does, try to take it.”


  Byron snarls. “The guild offered you a spot, and you refused us. We allow you to exist. Do you really want to see what it is like to run a smithy even as small as yours with our disfavor?”


  A quest notification pops up for me.


  Decide who gets the mold. Byron wants the mold for the guild, not supporting him will cause a loss of respect. Trulon owns the mold, not supporting him can have consequences to your quest. Decide who you support.


  Fuck that. I wave the notice away.


  If my charisma is useful for something, I hope it is useful now. I try to put a grin to my face but know it’s forced. “Men calm down,” I say, approaching them. I tap Bryon on the chest, “You are a great smith. You’ve seen the mold. You’ve seen the weapon. Are you telling me that you don’t have the skill to recreate it? You may even be able to find some metal bows or another mold in the city. Trulon found this one within the last few days.”


  Byron looks at me, anger in his eyes. “The smith’s guild is the authority here. Are you saying you don’t respect the guild that allows you Touched to work in our smithies.”


  Shit, shit, double shit. I try not to let the smile slip from my face. “I’m saying I respect the guilds skill. If the guild wants to make iron bows, they have the skill do so, and do it better than whatever old mold they acquire from someone else. If you ask, I’m sure Trulon can provide the metal bows he purchased to use in your research.” I turn my head to Trulon and mouth please to him silently.


  Byron doesn’t soften his look but does take a step out of the way. “You will provide those bows to me.”


  Trulon looks like he is going to say no. Instead, he says “Fine.” Then he picks up the mold and marches off. I follow after him with the Ebony bow. Both men are still silently fuming as I head off, hoping I haven’t made a mistake. We are nearly out of the city before Trulon calms down and speaks. “Sorry to put you in the middle of that. Me and Byron have a history.”


  “I didn’t know. I guess we could have tried making the bow at your smithy.”


  He shakes his head, “My tools aren’t good enough for the task, we needed a mastersmith anvil and tools. In Byron’s eyes I chose to be a Ranger over being a smith, well that is what I told him when I left. I suppose I would be angry too if one of my most talented Rangers spurned the job to be a cobbler or a trader.”


  I sigh. “Do you think I’ve ruined my working relationship with him?”


  “Nah, he likes you. Just bring him those broken bows and stroke his ego. Even the humblest and least skilled people love having their egos stroked, and Byron is neither of those.” By the time we make it back, my time in the game is almost up for the day. We find Loro at the practice field running some drills. Jasper is by his side looking pale and tired. He perks up a little when he sees me.


  “Your bow, Sir.”


  He gives Jasper a little nudge towards me. “Your companion, crafter.”


  With speed and precision, he strings the bow, takes an arrow and shoots it into a target. The target shakes, then explodes. Bits and pieces flow everywhere. “I like what you brought me,” he says with a grin. “Even if I won’t get to use it much.”


  Saying our farewells and gathering the broken bows, Jasper and I start walking back. I want to make it to the edge of the city before logging out. “So, Jasper have you found a new career choice in being a ranger? I can pay your entrance fee.”


  Jasper stiffens almost tripping on his next step. “If that’s what you require me to do, Touched.”


  “Don’t worry. I have other plans for you. Can’t have you being an eccentric all my time here.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he mutters crossly behind me.


  We make it as far as the player lounge by the time runs out. I task Jasper with dropping off the bows before I log out.


  I pull off the suit off to put in the used bin. Today was interesting. Maybe a little fun. It will cost my bottom line a bit. I’ll need to focus on enchanting for the auction house all day tomorrow. A text message blinks on my phone. It’s Mel.


   You joining the Rangers Jay? Someone posted a screenshot of someone they claim is Chess at their compound. Hit me up with info later.


  He’s sent the picture too. It’s me at Trulon’s forge. The player who took the picture is inspecting one of the arrowheads I made. His display takes up a quarter of the image and shows the arrowhead’s stats, abilities and the statement Crafted by Chess. Cappo I curse, no longer feeling too bad about his time as a practice target. If players look hard enough at the picture, they’ll be able to recognize me in the game. It’s one thing to avoid their messages. It’ll be another if they find me in person.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen - Chess


  


  Work on the quest is slower over the next week. I need to stock up on things to auction, and Jasper needs a break from the excitement.


  I look for info on companions online. Some players had become attached and wanted to know more. There is a housing area for them in each of the starting cities. If you quit or restart a character, they become NPC relating to how you used them. Have yours trained as a ranger, they become one, a healer same thing. That is if they survive you. There is a small trend of players who lose their companions quitting and starting new accounts. I don’t know if you have to have one for the contest or they just feel like they can’t play without them. It helps my business because if they’re serious, they’ll throw down a little cash to get a weapon or item to power level with.


  Grampa’s cooking is improving. Thanks to his new hobby, we are back to having a night of noodles with a jar of sauce occasionally. Now he has a small collection of things from estate and garage sales that he’s trying to turn over for an honest profit. Not to say his honest profit doesn’t come by him using his skills to wheedle down his initial buying price and convince a new buyer they must pay more than it might be worth.


  Thanks to enchanting so many auction items my enchanting profession levels up to advanced, another +1 intelligence and +1 wisdom with an added the benefit of being able to sense the best uses of crafting materials, damage, defense, health, mana or other effects. Nothing specific, but very useful.


  The head of the Order of Knight’s request turns out to be simple. He just wants a sword for himself and swords for each of the five Knights below him. He made a strong point that they not be as nice as the one I make him.


  I manage to hit level nine and Jasper got chivalry lessons. The spells I got on leveling were basic sorcerer spells, a Haste / Slow combination. I can’t use Haste to craft quicker though. It was the first thing I tried.


  Now Jasper and I are working on the Order of Officers. It has been two straight days of shit work to get to see the head. I would finish one prove-your-worth quest, and they would give me another. They literally have us shoveling horse shit to clean out the stables, I’m sure some programmer took real pride in getting it to smell like the real thing. Outside of minor quest experience, it earns me the Dirty Work achievement which simply gives me +1 Constitution. I think they ran out of jobs because we are finally waiting to get into the head office and have been waiting for an hour. A completely enthralling game experience. Right.


  Supreme general Chatwin, top of the armed forces of Lusania, heads the order. His office however, is in the back of the barracks at the school that trains aspiring Officers. “Come in.“ The office is spartan. The desk has the least amount of paperwork that I’ve seen on any of the heads of the orders’ offices. Only a few sheets litter the table.


  I put on my best face, “Sir, I’ve come to…”


  He puts up a hand stopping me. “I know why you’ve come.” His voice has a slight drawl, almost a southern accent to it. “The answer is no. I don’t want whatever fancy toy you are offering.”


  My smile strains my face. “I’m not asking for anything in return, just to make you a weapon worthy of your order.”


  Chatwin reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out a bottle of ruddy brown liquid and a glass, then pours himself a drink. “You don’t want anything in return?” He downs the drink, then pours himself another. “This would have been easier if you had just taken the hint and left, but you Touched never give up, do you? You may not care for anything, but I don’t want him to even think I owe him any favors.”


  “Him?”


  “That god forsaken King!” The general roars. “Before your kind came, we held the front against the Man of Masks. We had to decide what to do with you. I suggested an army of undying soldiers under my command. I thought Alerin supported me. I would get the weapon I needed to defeat Man of Masks’ army. It’s why I joined the Officers. I was going to be the one to lead us to victory, to get revenge for those he had killed. Like my family.”


  This time he only takes a sip of his drink before he continues, “Apparently, being under the command of Officers, and working with the conscripts was not a thing that could keep those Touched by the gods’ attention. Sure, many of them would take up the fight at the front lines against his creations and army, but my vision wasn’t enough. They needed guides, and much of my conscripts met the requirement of having a few drops of royal blood to be used as companions. They needed supplies, and the money would come from the force that was no longer needed to fight. Alerin King led that push. Our training grounds became your training grounds. Our glory became yours.” He pulls out a bag and dumps the contents on his desk, round disks. The badges of officers clattered out bouncing everywhere. A unit of men standing ready on a field decorated them. “No mission. No goals. My men slowly turned in their badges for other careers. King used you to destroy my order, and as long as I am here, I will not accept any gift he has coming my way. Now get out!”


  I see my charisma is working great. I look to Jasper. Neither one of us can think of anything to say. We get up and leave. I use my foot to nudge one of the fallen badges out of the door with us as we exit. After the door closes, I bend down and pick it up. Quest-related crafting item. I stick it in my bag. “Jasper let’s go get our own drink.”


  Jasper orders for me, like usual. The drinks are spicy and creamy, and I breathe in the flavor. Jasper groans, “That was a waste of two days. I had to burn that outfit after the stables.”


  I use my display to look at the active quests. “You think Mr. King is going to accept the fact that the head of the Order of Officers turned down his free toy after we complete the other ones?”


  “Not at all,” Jasper says with the weariness he feels about Mr. King still in his voice.


  He said he didn’t want to give us impossible tasks, but my Charisma didn’t matter. Chatwin isn’t going to budge. “I suspect Alerin knew Chatwin would react this way. The only way we can get the head of the order to accept a weapon would be if Chatwin was no longer the head of the order.”


  Jasper’s frown deepens, “Is that what you think his goal is, having us remove an obstacle for him?”


  “If that’s the only one he has. Maybe it is to see if we are willing to do that. What’s the best way to remove him anyway.”


  Jasper follows up with a low groan. “Heads of the orders can only be replaced if they step down, retire or pass away. I don’t care if he’s a drunk, you must be skilled and strong to run an order. He would kick both our asses if we tried to ambush him. You’ve also banned me from doing anything risky, so it’s not like I would be good in a fight.”


  For a game that is primarily about killing things, we certainly lack the experience doing such things. “We could pay someone,” I whisper quietly.


  “I don’t think any local assassin would be foolish enough to take a job like that.”


  We could probably find an NPC to take the job, I’m not lacking in gold. No guarantees though. I flick through my skills screen. “I think I might know some people foolish enough to try, though after that run around I’ll need to do a few days of crafting to catch up on my finances. Are you really okay with trying to remove Chatwin?”


  Jasper eyes me. “I will do whatever you need me to do.” He’s my companion. Of course, he would do whatever I need him to do in the game. I’m remembering Axel’s mule.


  “I know that, but how do you feel about it. Is it the right thing?”


  Jasper sits there, frozen for a moment; his eye starts to twitch a little. Did I break him? “The prospect of disappointing Alerin King scares me, but even without that, sometimes you need to do the hard thing to complete a job or do what’s right.”


  “Go pick some easy odd jobs to do. I need to work on some ideas. Meet back with me in three days.” Jasper gets up, leaving me alone to think in the booth. I’ll need to go to see Mel tonight, use the internet to figure out who to contact and what quest rewards I’ll need to craft. Maybe my in-game fame will work out for me on this.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen - David


  


  For me, the worst parts of my life are when the immersion helmet is off, and I can no longer pretend.


  After my stroke, I became locked into the coffin that happened to be my body. They call it lock-in Syndrome, without technology the most I can do in the real world is blink. The first immersion games that let me bypass the condition was a god send, though I had to learn to walk again in that environment. I still can’t spend all day away, letting an aide take care of my useless body while I’m off somewhere else, but my disability did give me an exception of being able to use one more than most. An “accommodation,” as they call it in the world of disabilities. I suppose the time off gives me time to check up on the news and read various emails and game messages.


  Right now there is only one game for me. Fair Quest it’s the absolute best. I’ve essentially stopped playing my other immersion games. You can taste, you can smell, you can feel. I check player messages. I have them organized by the guild first. I’m in the Bottom Dwellers guild. Friends then fan messages are listed after that. I read all the fan messages, commenting on the screen-shot-heavy videos I post showing off my assassinations. It lets me keep on pretending a little longer.


  The guild is having a meeting Tuesday. They have booked a room at the northeastern player lounge to discuss who will get to use this month’s dues for an item that would bring them out to the frontline crew. The guild crafters make sure everyone is equipped okay, but you really need an H&M power item or a Chess piece to have any kind of showing against the monsters there. An assassin’s skills aren’t highly requested out there, at least not enough to earn a spot on the guild item list, even with my levels. Assassinations, while fun, never pay as much as you can get from farming mobs.


  Moolow wants to do another IRL,  In-Real-Life get together. I’m planning to use work as an excuse again. I don’t need them to know. I don’t need them to pity me. That is the best part, no one knowing. No one pitying me. In the game, I am an assassin, the power of life and death in my hands. Out here I’m a stroke victim trapped in his own body. I would rather them imagine me as a nerdy gamer junkie, even at a couple hundred pounds with an exemption playing an assassin, than know I’m a locked-in stroke victim who can’t even wipe up their own drool.


  I flick to my spam messages:


  

    ●        A flyer from H&M. They send them out to those who sign up at any of the player lounges. Game porn for me. I can pretend to play with all the items I can not afford to buy.


  


  

    ●        A couple dozen messages from fans of my videos, most calling me awesome, a few with critiques I ignore, and a trickle with insults.


  


  

    ●        And this one. Header: This is Chess. I have a quest for you. The sender is Chess, no backwards three for the E or a 5 for an S or even an angle bracket for the C, not that Fair Quest allows that those kinds of spellings. Though a player can have three S’s in an attempt to spoof. Is he doing personal advertisements now? I hadn’t signed up for anything from him, not to say I wouldn’t. I click the link to access the message.


  


  Hi Noxtimus, this is Chess. I have a quest for you. Everyone online says you are the best assassin there is in Fair Quest and your videos are impressive. I wanted to give you first crack at it. My inbox tends to get a bit crowded, so if you are interested, meet me at the front of the Palm Lotus house in the capital city at 3pm ET on February 17th, I’ll be wearing a large red hat, don’t be late.


  The message is from yesterday, but the meeting is today. With the two-hour time difference, it’s in about four hours from now. I will have to pay for fast travel to meet him if I want to. Do I want to meet him? I laugh inwardly at myself, hell yes. The stories online about him have him being a recluse. A little more than a week ago, someone had posted a picture, claiming that it was the very first picture was of Chess.


  I use the system to call the total care home aide. I need an early lunch and some care before I log back in.


  *


  It feels good to be able to walk and move again. Hillgon is becoming a bustling city. It had started out as a small town with bandit and goblin problems. It is a little off the main roads, about the halfway point from the capital to the front lines. In addition to the bandits and goblins, the area is riddled with rogue lords who had fled rather than fight when the Man of Masks horde first came. They are the type of mobs that have money for players to earn from. It is a natural place for players and my guild to gather. IA is even building another player’s lounge here.


  Companions set up shops to earn money for their players here, too. If I get enough money I can see me setting up a shop for my companion here. Right now Mizzie’s income from the flower shop she works at in the capital isn’t exactly glamorous, but her burgeoning skills in herbalism and alchemy have been valuable for my play.


  The mage association booth lets you do fast travel for a price. A mousy looking girl in blue robes is manning it today. I pull out a gold coin, rolling it in my knuckles. Chess better not be jerking me around. “I need transport to the Palm Lotus House in the capital.”


  “Oh!” She says blushing. “There are local places cheaper and closer.”


  Huh? “I’m meeting a friend there.”


  Her blush deepens.


  “More of a business deal,” I add.


  No matter what I say, she just keeps turning redder.


  “Send me off.” I place the coin in her hand and get into the chalk circle, careful not to smudge the lines. I’m early. Apparently, so is Chess. I come into existence just a few feet to his left. At least I assume it is him from the red sparkling hat. It’s a hunting hat cut like the old Errol Flynn Robin Hood movies.


  I point to him, “Chess?”


  “Noxtimus. Glad I didn’t have to wear this for long.” He takes off the hat and shoves it into a pink flowery bag. “Let’s go get a booth. Then we can talk.”


  Once inside I can see why the mousy mage had been blushing. An elf with silver hair and inhumanly long legs walks by; her dress barely reaches the tops of her thighs. Chess tosses some silver to the hostess at the front and leads me to a booth. This is not really my thing. “I don’t know what ideas you got about me online,” I say.


  Chess hits a button, and a screen slides over the door covering the booth. “It’s for the privacy, not the establishment. My companion’s idea. Sorry if it bothers you.”


  To be fair, I had done my share of immersion interactives, though not in Fair Quest. My condition makes it my only option. “It’s fine, just not what I was expecting. The message said something about needing me for a quest.”


  Chess pulls a small gray box out of his bag. “This is a player quest box. If you complete the quest, you get the reward in it. I used your videos to guess the gear you prefer to use.”


  I touch it, and a quest notification box is displayed for me.


  Player created Quest: A human obstacle. Chess requires General Chatwin, head of the Order of Officers, to be removed from his position. If accepted, you will have seven days to complete this quest.


  Rewards. Excellent quality enchanted leather armor set: chest, gloves, bracers, leggings. Excellent quality enchanted cloak. Excellent quality enchanted weapons: longbow, sword, paired daggers. These items cannot be sold at auction, but have additional bonuses given to the player who completes the quest for them.


  I try to keep my jaw from dropping. It’s basically saying hey, here is a quest for a thousand gold. Though I can’t sell the items, I’m pretty sure all of it is better than the gear I have. I hit Accept before the notification might disappear. A pop up notifies me I now have possession of the quest box.


  “What’s the catch?”


  “If you don’t complete it, the box will disappear from your inventory and reverts back to me. You only have seven days to do it, and as the head of an order he will be very hard to kill or convince to step down.”


  “Why do you want him dead?”


  “I need someone else running the order to complete a quest of my own.”


  “Why me?”


  Chess shifts a little, “You were the first name recommend to me. I’ve got a friend who watches your videos. Just don’t tell anyone I put you up to this. I heard one of the other players who is able to give out quests had to change his name.”


  “That’s fine, man.”


  Chess opens the privacy screen, “Bye, Noxtimus. Good luck.” He then dashes out, leaving me to stare at my new box. It lists that it can’t be stolen, dropped or given away. I show up to the guild in this gear, my friends will freak. It is time to make a quick trip to the florists.


  Mizzie looks up from her beaker, her brown hair cut short so it doesn’t interfere with her work, “You Sir, are a complete idiot.”


  The florist, recognizing me, had let me into the back room to see my companion as she worked on making a perfume. They let her use the alchemy equipment after work, an ideal situation since the equipment is expensive.


  “Did you not hear what I said, I’ll get enchanted armor and enchanted weapons when I complete this job. I’ll be the best-equipped member of my guild.”


  “Sir, you just told me you accepted a job to deal with one of the heads of the marshal orders and will not get paid a single gold coin. “


  “Come on Mizz, that gear has to be worth over a thousand gold combined.”


  She snorts while carefully pouring her creation into five small perfume bottles. “That, you told me you could not sell Sir.”


  “I wouldn’t sell it anyway.”


  Mizzie gets up and starts gathering more ingredients to start a new batch. “We are talking about the head of the Order of Officers. He’s been in wars, battles, contests of strength and skill. Now maybe, just maybe, if Chess had given you access to those items now, you would stand a chance Sir. If you get caught even attempting to do this, I can’t imagine it would do great things for your relationship with the kingdom. My advice Sir, pretend this offer never happened and let it expire after the week.”


  Mizzie. Practical and blunt to a fault. When they handed out companions, I like to think I got the best. “I can do this. I obviously have to work smarter, not stronger in this case.”


  She lets out a long annoyed-at-my-stubbornness type sigh. “Fine. I’ll see what I can dig up on the general to help with this fool’s errand, Sir.” She reaches under her work area and pulls out four vials that she hands to me. “None of these poisons will probably help in this case Sir, but you might as well take them now.”


  The rest of my playing time for the day is spent stalking the general. Figuring out when he takes his breaks and where he goes when he gets off work. At level thirty-five, I have a lot of skills, and most of them are suited to this kind of work more than fighting mobs. Other players would find this work boring, but it is nice to move through the crowd and not stand out. Here, eyes drift past me, instead of staring like they do in real life.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen -Chess


  


  I can’t help but wonder if hiring Noxtimus is a good idea. Was I really completing my quest by letting someone else do the heavy lifting for me? But I also don’t think loading up all my most powerful gear and challenging Chatwin head-on would leave a good impression on anyone. The NPC here actually react to situations, so it’s not like you can do something like that without getting negative attention. I make the quest blade for the Order of Officers anyway, just to have it done. Since I don’t know who the new head will be or what he will want, I decide to go all out on the design. I figure I can present it to the new head of the order if this works out. If it doesn’t, I’m not sure what my best option is, hire a guild or maybe do try it myself.


  I still have two more orders to make weapons for. Jasper is having a hard time finding the Order of Shadows headquarters. If he can find a member, we can backtrack from there. It’s my quest. I should probably put some work in myself. The game might even make that required. The Spellworks is in the Warren of the Magic quarter, no address is listed, but at least I know where to look. Only spellcasters and their servants are allowed, so if Jasper hasn’t found anything more on the Shadows in a couple of days, he and I will have to make a trip there next.


  With nothing found, we walk slowly towards where the spellworks should be, “You’ve got to listen to me. No one goes there if they can help it. Magic users only go there because they have too.”


  I look to Jasper who, while not exactly trying to talk me out of it, really would have prefered to go here last. “You never really explained that to me. Why would they have to come, other than the laws requiring them to set up headquarters in this quarter?”


  “I’m not a magic user. I don’t know all their secrets.”


  Companions are supposed to be more useful than this. “And If I asked you to train to be a wizard or a mage?”


  Jasper’s eyes bug out a little at that. “I would, of course, as your companion, do my best. As part of the blessings, companions get I, am able to learn magic if you wish it.”


  “Sorry man, I know that’s not your cup of tea.”


  “I’m your companion. I must do what you ask. It’s the price of the job. Maybe that would be my cup of tea. I didn’t think I would enjoy the odd jobs, but I did.” Programming not magic, but, potato, po-tot-o.


  “My sources tell me that most buildings in the mage’s quarter shift about. Once you join an organization, you can get a token that will lead you back to them if you need to return. If you want to find something, there will be a house with a blue door on the first street where you can meet old Lady Else, and after doing some chore, she’ll give you a current map of where you need to go.” The wiki is only moderately useful.


  “That’s more than what I found out. People who visit are not supposed to talk about it.”


  “Touched don’t exactly have the same restrictions or moral codes.”


  Two guards man the entrance to the quarter, their long staff’s glowing with faint magic power. They only briefly stop those who enter. “State your name and business?”


  “I’m Chess, and this is Jasper. We’re just looking to meet with one of the magic organizations in the quarter.”


  “Ah, a Touched. You going to submit your companion to one of the colleges of magics?”


  “Nothing like that. I’m a sorcerer and just have some business.”


  The guard looks me over. My clothing choices are not the traditional ones for the class. “You’ll need to summon your familiar. All magic users who have one are required to have theirs out and present while in the quarter.”


  It has been a while since I’d summoned Cook, mostly because of the reactions. One time he had actually been attacked. Maybe the mage’s quarter will be more enlightened. “There a reason for that?”


  “A while back it was considered cruel to leave your familiar unsummoned.” I focus on the spell, Energy gathers to form the shape of the digger, and then he materializes into existence. “Ugh, what did you do? Dig yourself a grave, then climb into it before you summoned your familiar?” the guard exclaims.


  “Master!” Cook squeals into my head with undertones of joy and happiness.


  “Volume,” I mentally admonish him. “Something like that, but he’s very useful when I need him,” I tell the guard. The guard snorts derisively at that. “He can help find precious metals and gems when I go outside the city.”


  “Wow, a money maker.” He put his hand to his mouth and whistles.” A giant eagle flies down from the sky to land on top of the gate. “All Paro does here is spot trouble and eat me out of a quarter of my paycheck in piglets. He’s pretty good in a fight too, not that I see much action.” The bird screeches at Cook who promptly hides behind me. “Looking at your familiar is making him mighty hungry.”


  Behind me, Cook is mumbling, “Scary, scary, scary…”


  I dig out a silver and hand it to the guard, “Buy him a pig on me.”


  He accepts it gratefully. “Do stick together and try not to get lost in there.”


  Stepping into the quarter is stepping into a whole other land. The screenshots hadn’t done it justice and looked completely different from what I see before me today. There are no straight lines. It is all just jagged lines or twisty wiggles. The buildings either look melty or dangerously sharp. Even the road isn’t right. It takes a moment to get my bearings. Jasper isn’t so lucky, and he empties whatever is in his stomach on the road. “I hate you right now.” He groans.


  “Well let’s hope this deal with King works out. Who knows what job I’ll have to find for you if it doesn’t. An extra hand at enchanting is an option.”


  His only response is a glare.


  It’s difficult walking at first, as the ground looks flat but really isn’t. You have to walk with strong heavy steps expecting your foot to come down on something not quite level to where it left off. Makes me wish for the extra stability a staff would provide. Maybe it isn’t just a weapon of choice for magic users.


  Once we fully get our bearings, we start to look for Lady Else’s door. There are green doors, and red doors, maroon doors, and tangerine doors. I guess your door is a good way to know where your house is in this ever-twisting landscape. One building shifts a little, and another one disappears only to be replaced by another one. “I found it!” Jasper and I announce almost simultaneously.


  The door Jasper has found is more turquoise or robin egg blue, mine is darker, almost navy. Well, shit. The small paragraph in the wiki hadn’t been that clear. After a little debate we go to the house I picked first. A big man opens the door. He stands taller than the door and looms over us. In his hand is a staff as thick as my leg. His meaty hand manages to grip almost fully around it. He looks at us narrowing his eyes. “Two silvers,” He grunts in a deep voice. Jasper manages to be quicker than me and digs them out first, handing the coins to him. “The door you want is the one across the street.” He says gesturing to the one Jasper had found.


  “Thanks.” He closes the door in our faces.


  Lady Else looks like a kind old lady with gray hair and a frail-looking body that moves with surprising vigor. She insists we sit for tea before talking. “Sorry about Aaron. He isn’t usually on this street. But when he is, he dislikes having the Touched knock on his door. I keep on telling him that you are only looking to be useful.”


  I smile, “We appreciate that you are willing to help ma’am.”


  “You going to have your companion enroll at a school?” She eyes my familiar with a little bit of a frown. Hers, a large cat, sits lazily in a chair but never lets its eyes off of Cook. “Maybe a meeting with some high mages? I hear for the right price you can summon a new familiar.”


  I clear my throat and mentally tell Cook I would never do that. “I actually have business with the Order of Spellworks and need to find their headquarters.”


  “Oh gods, why would you want to go to that awful place? They are the reason we’re forced to live in this quarter.”


  I frown. There really is a lack of information on this order online. “Are they not one of the marshal orders of Lusania?”


  “I guess they still are, technically. Though in reality, it’s more like they used to be. If the kingdom wants something done right, they go to the guilds, associations, high mages. If they all say no, then they go to the order, I guess. The council has tried to get the guilds to take over, but no one wants to be at the beck and call of politicians.” She leans forward and whispers loudly. “Rumor is they are all cursed.”


  “Well, we’re kind of required to meet with the Spellworks as part of a quest. There is really no avoiding it.”


  “It’s a mistake, but I won’t keep you young men from it. I have the perfect job for you, and after that, I’ll help you find where it is. “


  Jasper speaks up, “With everything always moving around, how do you know where places are?”


  “Oh, I’m a bit of a precog. I think I gained it almost as a reaction to living here. You Touched and companions always have the trappings of a great destiny, so it’s hard to predict your futures. Finding where the mage guild is or where the stuck-up enchanters are holding out after the latest shifts are easy things.”


  Remembering what she said about the Spellworks I ask, “How is it the Spellworks are the reason magic users are forced to live in this quarter?”


  “They cast the spell that caused all this mess. Shifting of buildings. Crazy streets. It was an experiment in making the city difficult to capture during a siege. Of course, back then the Spellworks was large and powerful. I suppose that was the start of their downfall. Once they cast the spell, they couldn’t reverse it. Citizens fled, and the city became flooded with refugees from within. The council declared since magic caused this problem, magic users in the capital would stay there until it was fixed. Which is why many rent instead of buy or move out to other cities. And, if you start a magical organization, it must be founded and headquartered here as part of the requirements. The enchanters have tried several times to skirt those rules only to get slapped down.”


  “No wonder no one likes them.”


  Else chuckles. “I could tell a dozen more stories about Spellworks’ actions causing chaos. These days, everyone just keeps their head down and tries to avoid attention from them. Technically they handle magical policing, and no one wants their bad luck brought to their doorsteps. You two sweeties really shouldn’t go there.”


  I smile. “I’m afraid we must. If you would be so kind as to direct us the way to get there.”


  “I’ll be glad to help you if you could only help me. You see, all this shifting and moving really does a number on my libraries. I really could use some help putting them back together. Your familiar can keep my snookums entertained downstairs. Don’t worry. He wouldn’t hurt a…” She pauses a moment. “Mouse.”


  We leave. During our walk, Cook is whimpering in the back of my head. Jasper is walking with a wince. And I’m a little cross at the directions, which was Else explaining that the Spellworks occupies the tallest tower in the quarter. It’s tall and thin, and I just have to spot it in the distance, then start walking in that direction.


  “When this is over, we are never coming here again,” Jasper declares. “Whenever that woman got me alone she went straight for my butt.”


  “Well, when she got me alone, she merely leered and got comfortably close.”


  “I swear I have a bruise on my ass from where she kept pinching me. Who knows why she didn’t get you.”


  I suppose my age restrictions saved me. I remember the leers and shudder at the thought of what it might have been like if I did have mature content on. “Well let’s get going. Maybe we can make this our one and only day here.”


  The walk that should have taken twenty minutes at a brisk pace takes over an hour. Dead ends, sharp turns, buildings appearing and disappearing, sometimes blocking the route. As we approach the tower, things are shifting less, but the buildings also look worn down or abandoned. Garbage litters the street, something I hadn’t seen before in Lusania. The tower itself looks no less worn down than the rest of the buildings nearby. Cracks spider web the stone walls and entrance. No one stands watch waiting to see who would come in.


  I turn the handle and the door swings open with a groaning creak. The light inside is faint as it filters through dust-covered windows. I have to wonder if Else has sent us to the right place. “Hello?”


  “Whazzit!” calls a slurred voice. Up pops a tall, skinny, elderly man who had apparently been sleeping on the bench, he is wiping the sleep out of his eyes. He hugs a large open book to his chest.


  Jasper pales. “Highness?”


  “What? No. Spell gone wrong as usual.” The man speaks with the same southern-like accent I’d heard from Chatwin. “Welcome to the Order of Spellworks. Have you gotten lost? Perhaps only misplaced?”


  “I’m here to meet with the head of the order. I have a quest. “


  The man sets his book down where he had been sleeping and slowly walks up to me. He takes his finger and slowly pokes my arm. “You must be one of those Touched. Don’t feel no different than any old folk. First one I’ve seen. I’m Bolle, by the way.” He offers his hand for a shake.


  “Chess.” I give it a good shake. “Can you take me to the head of the order?”


  Bolle scratches his chin. “I suppose, as long as you’re not afraid of heights.” He gathers us up onto a platform near the back of the room. His whole body glows with magic, and the platform starts to rise. I look at the ceiling only to have it flicker out into a long shaft. We continue to rise at a slow and steady pace. Most of the floors we pass through are empty. We’re assaulted by wind as we rise through one floor that’s also missing the majority of its exterior walls. As we pass a man in a long coat working at an alchemy set, he waves. He looks identical to Bolle. After a while, we stop at what must be near the top.


  We are greeted here by another copy of Bolle, this one wearing a blue robe sitting in a chair reading a book. “Hey Roz, the boss in?” the first Bolle asks.


  Roz merely let out a short murmur and points to a door. We make our way inside to be greeted by yet another duplicate. “Hey Vale, a Touched and his companion are here to meet you.”


  “A messenger bird warned of his coming, but I wasn’t sure to believe it,” Vale states in a deep rumbly voice that does not at all match his body.


  Bolle takes that as his chance to exit. There are some seats near his desk that me and Jasper sit in..


  “Alerin King asked us to make weapons for the heads of each of the marshal orders. You’re not brothers, are you?”


  “The former king, his highness Berry the seventh, had asked for stand in’s that could not be detected by magic. The guilds and various magical associations refused, so the job fell on the Spellworks or what was left of us. It worked, at least outwardly on our two volunteers. Then it spread.” There is a small squeak as Jasper scoots his chair farther away. “Don’t worry, we’ve fixed the contagious part, but we still haven’t been able to reverse it. That’s one of the reasons those of us affected have been confined to this tower. The council feels people shouldn’t see their dead king wandering around. Fixing it has become our primary focus.”


  “I used to be a woman damn it!” a female voice, I assume Roz, yells from the outside.


  “As you can see, a weapon for the order is the least of our problems.” His deep voice is tired and depressed.


  I smile. “Yes, I can see that. But I still have to complete this quest for Mr. King. Turning this offer down won’t help you. Having a powerful staff or wand might.” Before he can say he isn’t interested I add, “Once I complete the item for you, I will gladly look into your situation, though I don’t know how I can help with your problem. My skills are currently limited to enchanting and smithing and Jasper here, while he’s always helpful, doesn’t know a lick of magic.”


  Vale shakes his head, “I suppose you’re right. We can’t afford to alienate anyone. Let’s have a look at your work.”


  I reach into my bag. I’d brought the sword I made for the Order of Officers with me, my plan is to deliver in the event that Noxtimus is successful. It’s the most powerful of my completed weapons that I can use, even without the bonus for Officers. I’d made the blade from eltrim ingot because the Officers I had seen had all been wearing green.


  “Here’s the blade I have made for the Officers,” I say, not mentioning that they didn’t even want it. I set it on Vale’s mostly empty desk. The green blade pulses with power. A thin vein of silver wood circled the officer’s pin I had stolen and set into the handle, then extended down a quarter of the blade. I’d placed a moonstone and a sunstone on opposite ends of the guard. Two spiral Horns into the grip and a high-quality crafting material called a battleseed for the pommel. Vale touches the sword lightly “This metal, it’s eltrim isn’t it?” His voice holds a bit of awe.


  “You’re the first one to recognize it. Even mastersmith Byron hadn’t seen it before. I had a small find and acquired some ingots along with alurite, metallic ebony, and a few others that no one recognizes.”


  “You found one of the lost treasure rooms! Were there any spell books or summoning circles? I should have heard about this happening!” Vale now has more life in him than I have seen in anyone working here.


  “I got lucky, managed to get some ingots, nothing else. Everything else there was pretty much crumbling.”


  “Can you at least tell me where it is? There might be some old magic in that place that can help us.”


  Sending them to Gar would not help either group. “No, it’s not mine to tell.” He looks like he is going to interrupt me, so I keep going. “Help after I make a weapon for you. Even I don’t always know what the finished product will be able to do.”


  I can see the anger in him, and the desire to pit his will against mine. He clearly saw potential in that horde of junk that I don’t. “But..”  I watch as whatever will he has about his fade away, I think the years trapped here as someone else has weakened him. He slumps in defeat, like a chess opponent, who realises I will have checkmate in three moves.


  “I don’t see many spellcasters with swords though, so first we should talk about what you want.” I say.


  “No one really uses metal staffs now. Wood is plentiful, lighter and easy to replace. You need to be decently strong to even carry a metal one. I think there was a fad a long time ago, kind of like the one a few years ago where you cast a spell and have your familiar gain a glowing aura all the time. If we have a mold for one, it would be in the basement if you can find it, which is bad luck for you.”


  “Why is that bad luck for me?”


  “People don’t come back from visiting the basement. We’ve stopped sending them. I had hoped the basement might hold some books that could help with this.” He gestures to his body. “But there isn’t any point if no one can come back.”


  “I think you are forgetting something. I’m a Touched. If whatever you think is killing those who go down there kills me, I can just come back.”


  Vale’s jaw falls open slightly. “You would be able to come back, wouldn’t you? You can find the mold. And the books that are down there too! I can write up a list.”


  A quest notification pops up about reversing the curse. I hit Yes.


  “I would be glad to, though my companion Jasper wouldn’t be able to come back, should he die. Could you keep an eye on him while I go down there?” Jasper shoots me a dirty look, not that he wants to go down there, but I can tell he would much rather be out of this building, out of this quarter, than stuck here.


  “I will keep him safe for you. We can always use help with one thing or another. When would you like to go?”


  “You’ll help them, right Jasper? You can always say no if you feel it’s too dangerous.”


  “Of course,” Jasper replies through strained lips.


  “As for going, I just need to fade to home for a bit then I’ll be ready to go there soon.” It’s a little early for lunch, but I can have it delivered sooner.


  “I’ve never seen a Touched fade in and out, do you mind if I watch?”


  “Fine.” I pick up the sword and put it back in my bag. I check the log out button. It doesn’t show any restrictions here, unlike when I’d been in some of the other compounds for orders. I suppose if there is a quest in the basement, they want you to be able to log out before you start it. I log out.


  I arrange for the earlier lunch and use the time waiting to check the bank account. The cushion I had built is going down and not up, pretty much in direct proportion to the stuff that Gramps is buying at sales and still not selling. The living room is now half the size it used to be from the clutter. I guess a long time spent living out of a duffel in case you needed to go made Old Pa excited to have stuff, even if he is supposed to turn it for a profit. The quests are also cutting into my income, but not as much as Gramps new hobby. Thinking that I’ll need to sit him down for a talk makes me feel old.


  Lunch is a personal pizza. I’m not that hungry, but this will give me more time in the game if the basement takes a while. Stomach full, I log back in.


  Vale is staring at me as I appear back in his office. Jasper has gone, and Vale tells me Cook dissipated as soon as I logged out. “Fascinating, I sense no magic.”


  “It’s part of the power of the gods.” 
“Do you think you can put in a word with them about helping us out with this body situation?”


  “Doesn’t really work that way.” I re-summon Cook. “Where’s my companion?”


  Vale shrugs. “I assigned him to the alchemy lab to help clean equipment there. A digger familiar is fascinating, most get familiars that can help in close combat or can fly and scout around. My own Podge is on the roof watching the city right now.” He pauses as if he is talking to someone in his head. “Well speak his name.” Vale waves his hand, and one of the walls of his room becomes transparent. “Someone set fire to a portion of the city.” A long streak of smoke is billowing near the city center. “I hope we don’t get blamed for this.”


  “Is that near the barracks?” I ask softly, almost making out the area from our bird’s eye view.


  He waves his hand, and the wall goes solid again. “I’ve got the list of books we are looking for. Obviously, we would like them all, but if you can find any of them, that may give us more to work off of. The mold for the staff too, of course.”


  I take the list and my quest updates. “Well, show me the way to the basement.”


  It is an invisible hatch on the first floor. When they ask if I need a light. I say no, “Cook cast Dark Vision on me.” With a torch, I can see this place being a little creepy with flickering flames lighting up the dark corners, but with Dark Vision, I can see rather well. Piles of crates filled with what I assume are magical knick-knacks, a rack with old dusty robes. Still not seeing any books or anything the size a smith’s mold would need to be for a staff. “Cook, let me know if you find any books or a tall rectangular thing about my height.”


  I take out the list Vale gave me, Transformations in Progress by Marlow, New Faces Same Places by Marlow, Ugly No More by Marlow. This Marlow fellow was certainly a prolific writer. Three more books are on the list, Marlow by Marlow written by Marlow, Physical Transformations by Erikson, and lastly Fixing Marlow’s Mistakes by Farnsworth. People may go missing here, but it still looks like just a dusty old storage room to me.


  There is a click, and a tile beneath my foot sinks down. I freeze, half expecting to be riddled with darts or fall into a pit. I wait, and I wait, and nothing happens, I move my foot. The whole room rumbles and the two passages appear in the wall straight ahead of me, one partially blocked by crates. Great, a maze, I look to Cook who has been peering into crates. “You up for doing a little scouting?”


  “Scary.”


  “Would you rather go back to Lady Else’s house and hang out there?”


  “Not that scary.”


  “See, there is always something worse. Do the rightmost one, then come running back if you see anything dangerous or find any books or that long mold.”


  Cook goes that way, and I wait, picking through the crates. Left shoe, no sign of the right; broken glassware; worn robe; attached to the robe I see an old pin. Badge of the SpellWorks. I doubt Vale would refuse me one, but this means I won’t even need to ask. I unpin it and put it in my bag. The next crate is even worse. Most of what is in there is just labeled junk or garbage when I analyze it.


  I’m hit with a brief tingling spasm. A notification pops up.


  Your familiar has died.


  I’m also down about twenty percent of my hit points. I check the spell, there is a twenty-four-hour casting restriction on casting the spell to revive and re-summon the familiar. A red clock next to it slowly counts down the seconds, minutes, hours. The Dark Vision buff is still on, but I only have an hour and forty minutes to find a light source, or I’m stuck in the dark.


  I look at the door Cook had gone through and the other partially blocked one. I guess I’ll take the one half blocked by crates. Can’t be any worse than the one Cook died in. I start shifting the crates out of the way, peeking in them while I do. Why even keep any of this junk? Of course, maybe the next adventurer coming down will be looking for a, I touch a random piece of junk, broken Rambaldi crystal. For them, finding a smithing mold for a staff would be junk, as much as this stuff is junk to me.


  The crates and piles of stuff extend into that room, overwhelm it, as though all the crates and clothes and mishmash I have passed until this point consisted of all things that had not made it into this room, you could still the maze a room. The room turns into a twisting corridor, with walls made of boxes and crates. So narrow I can just fit through them. Poor Cook. It would have been nice to have an extra set of eyes in here. This time, even the Dark Vision can’t negate the creepiness of being surrounded by walls of stuff. Things like a doll’s arm and a wand are sticking out, sandwiched between boxes. I spot one book, but it turns out to be Poems for Naughty Children.                                         


  The path splits three ways I wonder how big this room is. I must have passed under and beyond the base of the tower by now.


  The proper way to complete a maze is to pick one side, right or left, and just follow it to completion. I’m just not sure I have time. I follow the left side, picking up the pace as I search for anything close to what I’m hunting for. I find several more books, none on the list, but flip through one called Transforming Yourself. It turns out to be a self-help book.


  I finally find Marlow by Marlow, at this rate, I’ll have to waste another day here tomorrow. Still no sign of what caused people not to come back from their basement visits. I continue following the left wall, one sharp turn then I’m suddenly no longer crowded in by stuff. There are people just ahead. “Hello?” I call out. None of them move, so I walk to the closest one, It’s not quite a statue. It’s a person wearing a wizard’s long white robes with the pin of the Spellworks attached. The man is preserved in a bluish amber film that covers him from head to toe. Probably dead. Then I see him blink.


  I jump back a little. If this wasn’t a game, I would totally leave. I make my way forward, and the number of frozen people grows. In the silence of the room, I hear a faint murmuring. Hidden mostly by a mass of frozen members of the Order of Spellworks is a woman, pink like a flamingo, naked except for the censored spots. Her tail twitches idly, keeping just inside a glowing circle. The circle is roughly six feet in diameter, that I know enough to know she’s probably trapped in. I see a notice above her head: Archdevil, status: Neutral. If I hadn’t earned that achievement from Gar, I would probably already be dead.


  “You’re not one of those Spellworks buffoons, are you? I’m still mad at them for this.” Her words come out in a throaty purr. She cocks her head to the side, more like a cat looking at something they want to get than any human interaction.


  “No ma’am, just looking for some things.”


  “So polite. It’s been years since I’ve had new company. Come here.” Her tone left no the possibility of refusal.


  Running would possibly make her hostile to me. I walk forward to the edge of the circle, not stupid enough to cross it. She looks me up and down in a predatory manner. “I could add you to my collection.” She pauses. “Oh, that spell won’t work on you. You’re something different.” I guess too many players would complain if their character is frozen for years. “I could kill you still, though the smell would linger for a while.” Her nose scrunches up, clearly thinking about how the smell would be worse than my death.


  I smile, “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you that way. I’m merely looking for some books and a mold for casting a metal staff.” I hold up the list Vale had given me.


  “Oh, a treasure hunt, though this is more a shopping list than a search for anything valuable, and there are valuable things here. I know where those trinkets you seek are. If I help you, will you help me?”


  I get a new quest. It’s even titled a Deal with a Devil. I would rather not be killed and have to come all the way back down here, though making deals with devils usually doesn’t end well in most games. “I’m not opposed to such an idea, but I would like to talk details first. I’m Chess.”


  “I am Azamatiel.” She extends her hand as though to shake, but only as far as the circle will let her.


  I roll my eyes at this and don’t respond.


  “Oh, you’re no fun.”


  “You’re right. I’m more business than fun. Now, back to that. What exactly would I do to help you?”


  “I just need help with a spell to get me out of here. Here I’m a slave forced to—” Her body shudders, and she starts mumbling in a strange language, her fingers twitching as if they are at a keyboard until her body stills again.” —move this part of the city around for Spellworks’ little game. I’m a slave, even if their spell was inadequate to contain all my powers.” She gestures to the frozen wizards, sorcerers and mages. “I’m bored and want to be free.”


  “I don’t like the idea of enslaving anyone. But if I free you, then what? I don’t want to let you go only to have you kill everyone here or destroy part of the city or use your power to rule it. That would reflect badly on me. “


  “They did this to me! They deserve to be punished!” Under her skin, power glows, a light inside her. “They thought they were safe, restricting me from killing them. All I can do was suspend them.“


  “You have punished them more than you know. If they’ve been here as long as you say, any friends or family they have are gone. They’ll wake up in a time where even the culture is different. I’ve seen the Spellworks. It’s a sad thing hanging by a thread. That is what they will go back too. You ripped them from their homes. There are not many fates worse than that.”


  Her eyes narrow, and she tries to put her friendly poor little me smile back on her face. Which didn’t really work because everything else about her screams predator. “Perhaps you are right. Your kind really does care about those things more than is proper.”


  “If I do free you, would you promise not to destroy the city, kill a bunch of people, or do anything too drastic that might make me look bad? I still have to work here and would rather not be known as the sorcerer who caused that kind of mess.”


  “Fine,” she harrumphs. “I’ll help you find those trinkets, though there are real items of power here I can direct you to as well. I hate the feeling of owing someone. Makes my scales itch. It is much more pleasant to have someone owe me.”


  My Dark Vision is running down, maybe forty minutes left. “We have a deal. I get what I am looking for. Then I help you with the spell to attempt to free you. Though if you’ve been trapped here, how would you know where these things are?”


  Before she can answer, she’s lost again doing her task of shifting the mage quarter around. “I can extend my perception. That’s why they have me do this. Though even there they restrict me. Can’t accidentally squish someone with a moving building, can I? Over the years I’ve read every book here, cataloged every item, counted every hair. Simply out of boredom. Now let me tell you where the items you seek are.”


  She is good at giving directions. I suppose it helps to know exactly where everything is. The Staff mold is in the wall of crates, and I have to dig it out. Most of the books are in the room with the frozen Spellworks people. Dropped by the most recent addition to her collection from a few years ago, with only one other in the stacks.


  “Ok, I have what I need. What do you need me to do for the spell?”


  “You’ll need to reach your hands into the circle and grasp mine. Your body will start to feel warm, then hot. Once the heat is flowing, you’ll need to say these words.” She lifts her arms. While I was away gathering my stuff, she had carved words into both of them.


  “Ok, but before we do this can you make it so the quarter is mostly normal? I would rather an easier time leaving than I had getting in.”


  She twitches her fingers making them dance in the air again. “It’s done. Now let’s do this, I am ready to be free.”


  With a little hesitation, I put my hands into her circle. This is a game, after all. Even losing them wouldn’t be permanent. She takes them and lifts her arms, so I can read. Once my body starts feeling warm enough, I say, “Sim Sala Nikto Mechanis Mekka-Lekka…” I continue reading snippets of geekdom I only vaguely recognize. As I say the last word, “Pocus,” there is a flash and then darkness. Azamatiel’s hands are no longer in mine. The Dark Vision notice, which, by the way, still had time on it, is gone. “Well, this is great.”


  Even in pitch black, I can still see my game notifications just fine. I’ve just had them minimized. I open them now.


  Quest accepted. You have learned Ritualistic Casting. You may share or receive mana from a willing caster. You have learned the spell Grand Dispelling.


  I boggle at the mana cost. Azamatiel had provided ten times the mana I had in order to have me cast it. It also explains why my darkvision buff is gone.


  Quest completed.


  I level up twice from the xp alone. For level 11, my new enchanting spell is elemental effects. I can add a random elemental damage effect or resistance to weapons and armor. I’ve been jealous of Mervlin and Hephesty because they have had that ability for a while.


  Of course, now I’m in the dark. Even a simple light spell would be useful. The Officers sword can produce a glowing hot mini-sun, though according to the description, it kind of explodes if you touch anything with it. Going back through the maze of stuff, trying to be careful and carry the mold for the staff that I was unable to fit into my bag will be a pain.


  Suddenly a ball of light flickers on nearby. A very angry looking mage stands there, blue goop sliding off his body dollop by dollop. I can see by the light that others are slowly being freed as well. He points at me with his free hand, and a fleck of goop drips from his finger. “Who are you and what have you done!”


  Rude. “I’m Chess. I’ve just freed you all. You should be more grateful. Who are you?”


  “You freed the demon! Who knows how many will die because of this. You did this. I want you to find her and bring her to heel. Adain, head of the Spellworks commands you.”


  I get a new quest notification. This is certainly one I don’t need. I already have to deal with Vale. I don’t need this guy too.


  “Former,” I mutter softly before selecting No. “Adain, you’ll have to find someone else to clean up your mess. I may have freed her when I freed you, but I didn’t bring her here in the first place. I’m going to see the current and actual head of the Spellworks. I wouldn’t mind the light, so if you want to join me feel free.”


  Adain’s temple is throbbing. I pick up the staff mold, hoping that if he does decide to torch me, it might count as inventory which would mean there is a chance I might get it back when I revive. Having never died, I’ve never actually found out what that is like.


  “Fine!” Aiden huffs. Other sources of illumination appear as more casters regain their senses and cast their light spells.


  I take my time getting back through the maze. The hole in the wall I dug to get the staff mold saves me from getting lost. Behind me, there is a long trail of sad and soggy spellcasters. Bolle gawks at me and then Adain as we climb up through the basement hatch.


  “Can you take me to Vale again? I think I have what he needs. This guy wants to come too. There will be more coming, so any extra hands to manage them might be useful. “


  “Sure,” Bolle answers softly and walks us to the lift. His eyes still tracking the slowly emerging stream of people from the basement.


  The three of us take the lift. I see Jasper giving me a pleading look as we pass the alchemy lab, a blue potion is being slowly poured over his hand. Eventually, we reach the top. Bolle looks to Roz. “I need you downstairs to manage a situation. I’ll be down shortly.”


  She puts down her book. “Can’t you see I’m reading.” Her feminine voice sounds cross. Aiden’s features twist in confusion.


  “Now, Roz. We don’t have time for this. You’ll understand when you get there.” Bolle opens the door to the office, letting us in before he runs back to get down to the new problem.


  Vale is staring out the windowed wall at the now clearing smoke. “I think they’ve got the fire out,” he says as he turns to face us. He looks from me to the damp-with-blue-goop wizard and back to me again.


  “I got the books you were looking for.” I dig them out of my bag and put them onto his desk. I get the Quest Complete notification, but Vale is too busy staring at Adain to respond to me.


  “Adain?” Vale asks quietly.


  Adain turns to me, “See, someone recognizes me as the head of the Spellworks. Though why people are running around here mimicked like each other I have no Idea.”


  At least it is a good thing these NPC are not aware of the length of time they were frozen. I clear my throat, “Aiden this is Vale, the current head of the Spellworks. I am helping him with a little problem.”


  Aiden jabs a wet finger in Vale’s direction, “He recognizes me. He sees that I am the head of the Spellworks.”


  It is during this exchange that Vale gathers himself. “Former head of the Spellworks, from three hundred years ago. Your portrait is still up with the others, though it had to be repaired after being defaced a few times. I’m a distant nephew, though I don’t advertise that fact. You were removed from the office when you were declared dead. You can petition to be reappointed, but I doubt you’ll find the support you once had still around. “


  Adain is struck speechless for several breaths, “Three hundred years!” he blurts out before going quiet again.


  Vale looks through the titles of the books. “Good work Chess. I’ve been thinking about the staff. It would be nice if you can make it out of the lightest metal you have. I would like to be able to weld the thing. I’ll leave the other details to you. The incident had more members go missing, and the rescuers as well.”


  I wince. “Yeah, I’ll be leaving you with a bit of a mess to clean up while I work. There are dozens that may be coming up from down there. I’ll bring the staff by tomorrow when I’m done. The quarter should have stopped shifting at least. Adain here can probably give you more details than I can. “


  “Oh, I don’t mind the work. Usually, I’m just sitting around exiled in my office reading reports on different enforcement actions. It will be nice to get my hands dirty again.” He eyes the slimy shocked guest. “Even if it will be literal in this case. You Touched really are shaping the world. Do you mind if I continue with Jasper’s help today? We can use all the hands I can get right now?”


  “That’s fine. Just thank him properly when you’re done with him.” I leave, and sounds of Vale talking to Adain becomes muffled as the door closes behind me. The lift is waiting, and I step onto it, and it slowly takes me back down. I have to wade through the now burgeoning crowd as Roz and Bolle try to manage it all.


  I make my way back. The ground is mostly flat, and the buildings are mostly the right shape. I don’t think Azamatiel was in the mood to make everything perfect. Groups of residents and a few players are outside just looking at everything. I suspect they are waiting for it to shift again.


  Back near the entrance, Lady Else is outside, her fuzzy familiar circling her feet. I pick up my pace hoping to get by unnoticed, but she spots me.


  “You!” She yells marching in my direction. “You did this! How am I going to get nice young Touched people coming to my doors to help me anymore? I’ll have to sit home alone with no visitors.”


  I try to ignore her, but she’s spry and keeps up with me until I finally turn to face her. “Look, Lady Else, we Touched love to help people with their problems. You just need to find a new niche, and maybe advertise. You can see where things are. I’m sure that gift alone can draw many to you who still need to find a specific object or place for one of their many missions.”


  “You’ll spread that word around, or so help me I will use my abilities to find you and haunt you as long as I’m living.” A quest notification pops up.


  I accept. “Fine, I’ll use my methods to tell everyone about your wondrous abilities.” I’m not sure if posting on a forum will count. I’ll probably have to post notice at some player lounges as well, just in case.


  “If I don’t have people showing up by the end of the week, I will find you, and your little companion too!”


  I hightail it to Byron’s with the mold underneath my arm.


  “Welcome back Chess, you ready to work on another piece for Alerin?”


  “I think I should practice smithing some of these first.” I hand him the mold.


  Byron opens it up and looks at it. “My grandfather talked about working on these back in the day. I have a mold myself.”


  Of course he does. I groan inwardly. I should have gone to him first, instead of causing whatever trouble I stirred up in the basement.


  “Yours is better though.”


  “How is mine better?”


  “The one in my collection has some of the seals chipped and a crack in it. I would have needed to have it repaired. Yours also has a slightly different design. It uses less metal, so it won’t be as heavy. It will do a little less damage if you need to strike someone with it. Not a lot of casters have the strength to wield this kind of weapon either way.”


  “I should practice before we make the weapon for the Spellworks. Only have about two hours left in the day for me. I doubt I’ll get good enough at this by then.” It is clear this will not be easy. Even with the good iron I am using, my first two tests end up poorly crafted in quality. They are long and awkward and require a different technique than hammering blades or even working bows. I have to keep the end I’m working on hotter than normal, and part of the process requires I to roll the staff on the anvil while scraping the hammer along it to smooth out patches. They are also so long I have to flip them over to do the other side as well.


  Byron walks over to point out that because of the advanced design that lightens the weight, this one requires a little bit of hammering for divots that can hold powered items. “One of the reasons these were popular is that they can hold more items than the wooden staffs,“ he explains as he helps. “And channeling spells through them also has less of an effect on their durability


  Inspecting the poor-quality work shows there are two additional slots for crafting materials available. They have a +1-damage boost to spells and effects channeled through them and a 15% chance of searing the targets in the process. My new Elemental spell added an additional +2 elemental damage and visual effect to spells depending on what is attached to the staffs. These can only be enchanted once with elemental effects. However there is a 16-strength requirement for using them, and that’s with what Byron considers an improved design.


  My timer ticks down. I want a little more practice before I do the real thing, but that will have to be tomorrow. I log out and call Mel about posting or updating the wiki for Lady Else and her ability to help find things. I’ll ask Jasper to spread the word around as well tomorrow. That way I’ll have done something in-game to hopefully count as enough to keep that NPC away from me.


  I make it home in time to see Gramps trying to shove an oversized painting through the door. I run up and grab the back end to hold it steady. ”Thanks, my boy,” he says with a grin as I help guide the monstrosity into the house. I call it a monstrosity not only because of its size. The thing is ugly. It’s a forest scene painted in oranges and purples.


  “How much did this cost?” I wonder aloud.


  “A steal, only a hundred dollars. The canvas and paint alone probably cost twice that to make it.” I don’t know what to say. I wouldn’t have given five dollars for that thing, though I might have paid that to someone else to have it taken away. I feel my blood pressure rise and a headache start to come on but say nothing as we maneuver it inside the house to stand along with the other items the old man had managed to collect. A lamp sways a little and falls as we accidentally bump it. I manage to catch it with my foot instead of letting it hit the ground. The worst thing about setting the picture down is that the forest side now faces the inside of the house instead of the wall.


  I take some breaths and center myself, or at least try. I have to look away from the picture before I finally do. “Gramps, you’ve made some very nice purchases, but I’m going to have to ask for you to hold off a bit. Or at least only use the money from selling these to buy new ones.”


  His face droops in sadness. I have seen him use that face to get out of sticky situations or to scam one more bill off a mark. “Kids are back in school; more players are focusing on doing the work I’m doing. I’m just not going to be bringing in as much until spring break, or I get my character up to the next smithing skill level.” All true, but I’m not being completely honest. This quest is taking a lot of my time. I’m also starting to worry about Noxtimus and what I will do if he fails. I just need a little break.


  “What if I find something I need?” Gramp’s sad face still not letting go.


  “Then sell one of these, ” I hesitate as I almost call the stuff junk. “, treasures and use the funds for your next purchase.” I eye the stuff. Even the basement had been more organized than this. Old Pa nods, and I look at the picture again. I know art is supposed to cause a reaction, but the only reaction this one gives me is the creeps. “Let’s go out to dinner. I’m buying.” I spend some time making sure everything is stable before we head out.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen- David


  


  Mizzie has gotten me as much the dirt as she can on general Chatwin, and I bribed the cleaning staff of the barracks for the rest to fill in the blanks. Thankfully, most NPC in Lusania are creatures of habit. They have jobs, tasks, and appointments that pretty much keep them on a schedule. It is not unlike most people’s lives in the real world.


  My days are filled with so many assisted cleanings, feedings and doctors’ appointments that I have to schedule time to log in and truly live again. Seven days isn’t a lot of time to plan this type of action, but I’m not going to complain, considering the prizes inside the quest box.


  The first day is gathering intel on what his week is like. The next day I spend planning. General Chatwin sleeps with his Officers in the barracks. It is a show of solidarity since they had been moved there after having their budget cut. A few had family and houses of their own, but it is mostly a single person’s job. You did it for the glory and the pay, both of which had been cut. Still, it left Chatwin sleeping in a room with dozens of trained soldiers who kept their weapons by their beds. It’s one thing to invade a man’s home; it’s another to invade fifty soldiers’ shared bedroom.


  They all like to drink their current sorrows away, but it’s not like I would run into them all passed out drunk. Chatwin spends most of his day in his office writing letters for more support or looking at reports from patrols along the border. He is now a paper pusher, but rumor is he had been a badass on the front. He preferred to lead with his men rather than behind the lines, something he had gotten reprimanded for by the council. Online, all the reports of anyone facing a high-level NPC in a battle tell of getting their asses kicked hard and running away.


  I have learned from one of the cleaning staff, that the general usually takes a few drinks and has a solitary siesta in his office, either resting with his eyes closed or napping. He always makes sure to be up and ready before the other men in the unit and often goes to sleep after them, so it’s not like I could blame him. Having not yet met the man face to face, he seems like a good, hard-working guy. Really is a shame I have to kill him.


  I had to arrange my outside world schedule so I can do this today. The first step is to swap out the bottle of his favorite rum that is being delivered to him with one that I’ve poisoned. It had taken a night of tests to see what would work. Certain poisons changed the color and consistency of the alcohol too much. Others, well, I had to taste. The poisoner skill helped me figure out the least I could mix in while making sure it will still be potent enough. After I made a mistake and a target realized their drink was poisoned, I worked harder. I acquired the Poison Tester achievement by tasting several different options to make sure the flavor didn’t change too much.


  Ultimately, I decide to go with a mixture of a sleep aid (the actual sleeping poison added too much of a peppermint flavor) and a constitution poison that Mizzie had managed to make tasteless. Once he is out and weakened, I’ll sneak in and strike.


  Right now, I’m waiting across the street from Two Jugs, the brewery where Chatwin gets his hooch. My passive blend lets me stand in the crowd attracting no attention at all as long as I don’t start anything. The lieutenant who had been assigned to the job of making the general’s purchase is inside. Once she comes out, it will be time to make the switch.


  She is a short blond thing, her hair cropped but still sticking out wildly from beneath her Officers’ cap. She got lucky on the looks for an NPC. She’s backing out of the store using her butt to push the door open. It’s a nice butt too. God, it’s been too long since I’ve been in anything other than Fair Quest. Chess bringing me to that glorified men’s club didn’t help either. I make a line towards her as she rotates out of the door and I see why she opened it that way. She’s holding two bottles, not one. Both wrapped in the generic brown sack that is popular. A similar one adorned the bottle I aimed to swap with hers.


  Assuming she has two different liquors, fifty-fifty shot getting the right one isn’t so bad. If she’s got two of the same kind, then it will be a fifty-fifty shot of poisoning the general. I brush against her, activating disarm against something not a weapon and not in combat has an almost one hundred percent success rate. I catch the bottle with my left hand as it starts to fall and tuck it behind my back before pulling my replacement out with my right hand. “Woah there. You almost dropped this.” I hand her the replacement bottle.


  She blushes and gives me a faint smile. She’s got dimples, and oh god, I love dimples. “Uh, thanks, I’m not usually this clumsy.”


  “No problem, miss.” I tip my hat goodbye and move into the crowd. After a few steps to get lost in the crowd, I activate blend again and check the bottle. Strawberry peach hard cider, not general Chatwin’s preferred drink. I spin around to search for the blond hair and Officers’ cap. She’s gone now, but I know where she’s heading.


  I make my way through the crowd and start cycling through my abilities and skills. I focus on Assassin’s Track. Useful when chasing crippled prey through the woods to get experience, but I haven’t actually attacked the pretty young lieutenant. I activate it, hoping my use of Disarm will be enough. Off to my right, faint blue sparkles drift in the air in a line like suspended glitter. The trail is on. I push forward following it, trying not to lose the passive by moving too fast.


  The sparkles of my ability dance around the cap and the wild blond hair trying to escape it. I pick up the pace and touch her shoulder. Her brief flash of recognition tells me I blew my passive. I activate Distract, and her eyes glaze over briefly. Then Disarm for the other bottle, switching them again. “Oops, this time it’s my fault.” I hand the cider bottle back to her as she blinks out of her momentary stupor. “You’re an officer, right? We Touched haven’t really seen many of you. I had to find you and ask what’s the job like? Think maybe some of you can show up to the front lines and whip us into shape?”


  “What? Um, yes. I’m an Officer. Lieutenant Maye, not to be confused with my father general Maye.” She attempts to tuck some hair behind her ear, only to have it spring back out. “I haven’t met many Touched,” she admits. Then, with a smile, she adds, “I’m on duty, but if you want to meet later and swap stories, I would be up for that.”


  “Noxtimus,” I say. She cocks her head just a bit questioningly, so I add, “I know. One of those funny Touched names.” Then I follow up quickly with “There’s an inn in the market district, The Pearl Petals. It’s near a flower shop” I use my display to check the world clock. “How about we meet up there around nineish this evening and chat.” By then I hope to have my mission complete and can express my sympathy for the lost leader of the order.


  “That would be great, but I do have to run.” I wave bye, and she flashes me a smile over her shoulder. It almost makes me feel guilty about what I’m planning to do. This kind of an exchange with an NPC is one of the things that are so amazing about this game. I had selected rogue assassin because I thought it would be cool, not to deal with moral dilemmas.


  Sneaking into Chatwin’s office is not as hard as switching the bottles had been. The door isn’t even locked. Half my skills are built for this rather than combat. The general is drooling on his desk. I shed the cleaner’s uniform I had acquired for this and don my armor, over which I put a cloak of obscurement, which makes my whole body look blurry unless the viewer focuses on me for five seconds or longer. I also slip a mask on. It’s the kind worn by the enemy at the front, a twisted mask screaming in agony representing one of the higher-level soldiers you could currently kill out there. It gives off a slight fear effect but also increases the chance the wearer will be attacked.


  The weak link in my gear is my sword. It’s is a poor thing from the guilds crafter and causes only minor fire damage on hit. I add poison just in case. I hold it over him. I try to activate the skill Coup de Grace, only to get a warning that the target is too high level to use.


  I’d figured that might be the case. Might as well try. The game won’t even let you paralyze someone then kill them unless you are much higher than them in level. Their force of life breaks the effect after the first attack if they live. This is just business, I say to myself as I bring the sword down into his neck.


  It goes in part way, and the general is up screaming. With a kick, he sends me and the desk flying towards the wall. Papers and the bottle of booze shoot off to the side. The half-full glass he had been drinking before falling asleep splashes all over him.


  I bring my sword down on his forearm, activating Cripple. It cuts into his arm before he can unsheath his sword and I watch as it goes limp.


  “Who are you?!” he yells. Alcohol is so heavy on his breath I can smell it from where I stand. It doesn’t slow him down much though. In no time he has pulled out his sword with his other hand. 
He parries my next swing with such strength my blade bounces back into the partially broken desk. When it hits, the searing aspect activates, igniting some loose papers and the booze.


  He swings, and I jump back and activate my Hidden Dagger ability to throw a pair of poisoned ones at him. One hits.


  “Fine don’t talk,” he says as if catching a dagger in his shoulder happens every day. “I’ll just have to get the information from your corpse.” He pulls out the dagger, and his body starts to glow. His wounds start to seal up and disappear.


  Behind me, I feel the heat of the fire is spreading. This is all unexpected.


  He tosses his sword to his primary hand and hits me. Pain is numbed the least in the game with the adult settings, but it still feels like the combination of a bee sting and a gut punch. Enough to really get your attention if you need it. More than half my life is gone in one hit, and if I die here, he can get enough info from my body to figure out that I’m a Touched and who I am. Getting magically restricted from the city would be awful.


  Chatwin grabs a flaming chair leg for his other hand.


  Time to go. I use Distract and drop a pouch of concealing mist as I dive through the door. It’s only been moments since the fight started, but Officers are already running towards the door. I activate my latest skill, Temporary Invisibility, and start booking it out of the complex. Behind me, there is a crash. When I glance back, I see Chatwin plow himself out of the smoky room.


  I’m invisible, but I can hear by his yells he still has my trail. I guess it would be too much to ask that he didn’t have any tracking skills.


  Instead of running down the street I make for the businesses of the district, jumping over hedges, climbing fences.


  The guild mocked me for my parkour practice. I had just wanted to move in ways I couldn’t in the real world. Now it is useful.


  I dash around laundry hanging to dry. A brief look behind me shows Chatwin is still there, torch and sword in hand. I throw another blade. He dodges but gets tangled up briefly in a sheet, catching it on fire before he gets free and keeps coming at me. I keep running and start to feel my stamina run down.


  A player’s reactive room stamina reflects their real stamina as they run walk and fight. Headset players get this forced tightness around the chest and arms as it starts to run low, eventually slowing our movements till it’s like traveling in honey. Players are recommended to visit reactive rooms to get a baseline, but because of my exceptions, I’ve been given an excellent amount. Clearly Chatwin’s stamina, even poisoned, well exceeds my own. This escape route I’d designed for if this went to shit isn’t working.


  I run into the tannery nearby and throw another bag, this one causing a fear effect. The workers there start running out screaming of demons. Fumes from giant vats of noxious chemicals sting my eyes and nose while skins of animals and monsters hang to be worked on. Chatwin barges in, his face red and eyes angry. “You will not escape me!”


  Yes, that is certainly clear. No point in banter. I don’t know if he thinks I’m a person or an agent of MoM.


  I pull out a final surprise, a magical suicide charge. I’m hoping the extra flammable materials inside the tannery will add some punch. (The forums have mixed information on such things).


  Just as the head of the Order of Officers swings at me, I take a step back into a vat, and at the same time activate the charge. I feel the stinging punch of his blade hitting me in my chest. The sting turns to an icy numbness that quickly radiates down my torso, out my legs and arms, until it reaches my toes.


  You have died.


  While my body is going numb, my vision fades. Now it switches to a point of view outside my body. I watch myself splash into the tannery’s murky vat and disappear beneath the surface just before the explosion goes off. My view pulls back, and I see the building explode and fires leap out from it as if trying to catch me as I recede. I see the laundry, its hanging clothes burning. I see the barracks office fire still raging and people, now small as ants, swarming to contain it. The scene below continues to drop away as my sense of place rises as if carried away by the billowing clouds of smoke.


  Finally, my view fades to black. A clock pops up among the notifications.


  Time-to- respawn: 5:00


  Level progress lost.


  No losing actual levels in Fair Quest, just the experience you’ve accumulated towards your next one. Stings the higher level you are.


  Equipment lost or damaged:


  I read through the list. It bites because I had my best gear on. Suicide charges cause normally-recoverable items to be forfeited. Only my bound bag and the quest box make it through. I check the box. It still shows that the quest is not completed. Shit.


  Plan A was the office. Plan B was escaping or having this tannery explosion work. Plan C is in the works. I watch as the timer finishes its countdown. With a brief flash, I revive at one of the player lounges in a white robe, my bag at my side. I access my bank storage there for some basic clothes and weapons before I head out again.


  Mizzie is in the back of the shop, eyes focused on her work. “So, he beat your ass Sir?”


  I snort. “Maybe I killed him, and then the other Officers got me. I haven’t said anything yet.”


  “If you had killed him Sir, you would be showing me your fancy new gear, not your second-hand stuff Sir. Someone has already come in and commented about that part of the city burning.”


  “Yes Mizz, he kicked my ass. I need you to spread some rumors that the general went into a drunken rage and torched his office and some of the city, causing that tannery explosion. Maybe I can shame him into retiring.”


  Mizzie sets down her work and gives me a sour look. “If that’s what you need me to do Sir, I am at your service.”


  “It is what I need you to do. That, and anything else you can think of that might help. I’m going to need to go out for a little bit. Then, well I can’t beat him in a fight, so Plan C will have to work.”


  “I’ll let them know I will need to leave work early today. I still think this is a fool’s task, Sir.”


  We leave together, and I log out. There is always this point in the transition where I go from being active in the game and into reality, where my brain screams at me. I try to move and react but can no longer move. Frustration rages. I use the other function of the headset to call for lunch and a cleaning before my trip to the doctors.


  After a frustrating couple of hours, I’m finally back home. David have you considered using the headset access for a career? David, you need to socialize more in the real world. David you should spend some time having the physical therapy machine work your body more. David, you need to face your troubles not escape them. If I could punch something, I would.


  I log back in and stumble forward a little . As my movement returns, the shakiness of my game body reflects my frustrations. I have to ease back into this world.


  I make my way to the Pearl Petals Inn and Restaurant across the street. I’m early, so I order a tea to drink, which I sip while twirling a dagger in the palm of my hand. My fingers moving with ease and the soft sweet taste of the tea warms me up. Why would I want to be anywhere else?


  I’m awakened from my introspection by Lieutenant Maye. “Sorry I’m late.” I notice her uniform and spiky hair have a little bit of soot on them and immediately feel guilty.


  “Are you okay? What happened?”


  She sits down across from me. “A fire at the barracks and some of the city nearby, I had to help clean out some of the rubble. They say Chatwin, the head of the order, caused it. Had an episode while drunk. He says he was attacked by something, but we could still smell the alcohol on his breath. I can’t help but feel responsible. I’ve been bringing him bottles when he’s requested them. At first, it was once a month, but recently he’s been asking for new ones weekly.”


  “It’s not your fault,” I say with the confidence of knowing it wasn’t her fault. “It’s not like you can say no to him when he orders you. And I’m sure there are plenty of things you’d rather talk about. Being an officer can’t just all be courier duty?”


  She laughs a little, and I see those dimples again. “These days it seems like it is. That or patrolling the borders with whatever locals volunteer there. We used to be leading the fight at the front, organizing troops against the Man of Masks, though father describes it as more holding the line with trenches rather than a real war. The government didn’t want to risk losing what defense we had for an attack. Of course, that was before you Touched came and we put you to work out there.”


  “I’ve been to the front a few times, though I don’t have the equipment or skills to really stand out there. I wouldn’t call what most Touched are doing there a war either. You have groups raiding areas or fortifications before heading back, only to have them taken back by enemies, or other random Touched crossing the lines for solo missions. It’s more unending chaos than any real fight to push in.” I catch myself before I say “players” and clear my throat. “Touched could probably use some advice organizing and running real army missions out there. I’m shocked I haven’t seen any Officers doing that in villages near the front.”


  “Chatwin is still too broody about being pulled off the front to want anything to do with the Touched. The council took funding and space from the Officers to pay for the starting supplies and do basic training. They decided to have you fight rather than sacrificing citizens’ lives. Chatwin had wanted a more active war first but was shut down. He’s always wanted to be on the front lines attacking. He has too much pride to help from the back.”


  “With all the trouble and stubborn pride, maybe he shouldn’t be running the Officers anymore.” The lieutenant didn’t jump to Chatwin’s defense, but neither did she support my suggestion. We move on to easier things. I get the basics on what officer’s skills are and talk about all the different skills and Touched abilities, how even if they don’t learn them, they can be granted skills by the gods as they get stronger. At least that’s the story of the leveling system as it relates to new skills.


  We order a meal and have some drinks. I find out her first name is Joyce. It is the best and only date I’ve had in a long time. I feel sad when I finally take a moment to think about how none of this is real.


  “Is there a way to meet again?” Lieutenant Joyce Maye asks, interrupting my little pity party. I look up to see her smiling with her dimples, and it warms me a little. Reality sucks. This is better.


  “My companion Mizzie works at the flower shop across the street. I don’t really have a home, but if you leave a message there, I’m sure we can work out more meetings in the future.” With a goodbye, she leaves, and I take another moment sitting there alone before I get up.


  I pull out most of my money from the bank before heading to my last stop of the day. Jimbo is one of Chatwin’s oldest friends according to the research I have done. He is a drinking buddy; someone Chatwin has been seeing more frequently. I had considered using their meetups as a chance to poison the general before he went home to sleep. That was before I’d learned he was sleeping with a bunch of armed Officers.


  Jimbo is a retired soldier, not an officer. He has a wooden leg from his battles and an old scarred body. Most of his time is spent at various bars, soaking in their atmosphere and booze. That’s why I find myself in a dive bar called Karita’s. It smells of fresh puke and stale liquor. “Jimbo?”


  He looks at me with a mix of confusion and suspicion. “Do I know you?” Drunk, but not too drunk.


  I signal the bartender to bring two drinks. “I’m just someone concerned for a friend of ours.” He narrows his eyes at me. “Chatwin.”


  Jimbo stands up a little wobbly pushing the drink that had just been placed in front of him away. “Lies! He would never torch the city.”


  “I believe you,” I say with all honesty. “Others, not so much. He says he was attacked and that is what caused the fire.” I hand him the drink he had pushed away, which he now takes reluctantly. “He was drunk though.”


  Jimbo flushes. He knew of the general’s problems better than me. He then plops back down onto his stool. “He bled for them, and then they took everything away from him. What man wouldn’t hurt from that? He’s a hero. Saved my life, though I did end up losing this leg.” He knocks on the wood.


  “I know, Jimbo. He’s still strong.” I remember him kicking me away, poisoned, my blade still in his neck. “He’s still skilled.” Tracking me while I ghosted out. “He’s still brave.” Killing me as I explode the tannery. “A true hero, but the longer he stays, the less others might believe that.”


  He can hear the truth in my words, NPC are always keen lie detectors. “What can I do about that?” He downs half the drink I paid for him. I sip mine. Tastes like piss.


  “Be his friend, tell him it’s best to move on before his name gets dragged in the mud. Me and him had a fight a while back. I still respect him. But I doubt he wants to see me. He should resign, break out of the cage he’s in that’s hurting him so much.”


  Jimbo sniffles a little. “How can I do that. He loves being an officer, the Officer. “


  “That is why it’s hurting him so much. He respects you. Tell him to move on before the whispers come. He deserves more than to be chained behind a desk.” I pull out a small bag of gold. “A gift. Do what I can’t do.”


  He looks into the bag. “It’s too much.” That’s not a no. Maybe he would tell him without the gold, but I want all the leverage I can get.


  I lift my glass, “To Chatwin, and a more deserving life.”


  Jimbo repeats the sentiment and we both drink. Whoever spent their time designing awful tasting alcohol overdid it. One of the most revolting and burning things I’ve ever tasted slides down my throat. Which is impressive because I often get fed hospital food by a tube. Reactives just get the flavor, but I have to get the full effect. “Talk to him for me. It’s for the best.”


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen- Casey Ellis


  


  Passwords at Immersion Arts are tricky. They have to be long and include numbers. They also change weekly. This makes quotes popular. I think by now, Sally has used every line of dialog from that old sci-fi western she loves too much.


  Login: CEllis


  Passwd: 10allthishappenedmoreorless13


  I hit continue. As the game gets bigger and bigger every morning, we get reports of incidents in the game. We’re recording it all a database that Europe and Asia can use when they launch in a couple of months. They’ll have their own command centers for their servers, but records of incidents here and how we handled them will be useful.


  Huzzah, the mage district’s shifting has ended! Complaints is a little excited about that. There had been incidents of nausea and vomiting since the release. I hear cleaning throw up out of a reactive room is an extremely difficult and time-intensive task. We had to up the number of quests that could end the shifting. The shifting of the mages quarter is also one of the few things that will not make it into the other releases because of its problems. I read through the rest of the news.


  

    ●        The west watchtower was destroyed in an attempt to defeat the mini-boss inside without having to fight their way up. The boss escaped.


  


  

    ●        A guild is collecting tolls from traders and other players who want to use the northern pass.


  


  

    ●        A small fire in the capital city destroyed a tannery and part of the officer’s barracks. There were no deaths.


  


  

    ●        Giant spiders are overwhelming the southwest corner due to the spawn rate and lack of player interest in fighting them.


  


  

    ●        The Chaos guild has destroyed the small community of Issily. Three shops, a baker, and four farmsteads destroyed along with twenty NPC. Meeting at 8:30 discuss solutions to this rising problem.


  


  I can’t help but groan. Griefers have always been a problem in MMO’s, though usually, they focus more on other players than NPC. The Chaos guild that popped up a couple of weeks ago likes to do both, probably because the AI framework is so innovative and lifelike. They had struck a larger town at first, only to be slaughtered by local guards.


  There are penalties for their actions: a bad reputation; being barred from entering the capital if caught; not being allowed to use the local banking system, which you need to use if you want to use in-game gold to pay for monthly fees; some shop owners refusing to sell to them.


  They mostly stick to picking off stray players and travelers on the roads. The small-town thing is new. They killed five NPC in Westview before a retired soldier there unretired and killed them. But not every place is lucky enough to have someone so strong living there. A lot of players are already rough with NPC, despite recommendations to treat them like people. These types of actions are just souring the relationship between the players and the NPC citizens.


  There are a few more notes on yesterday’s events in the game, but nothing worth their own meeting. One player attempted to marry an NPC in game but couldn’t get permission from the church. I sent a message flagging that, to keep an eye out for any rise in attempts at AI player relationships. There are always concerns among certain online communities about such things when the characters are more lifelike.


  I search the database for any more Chaos guild incidents to prepare for the meeting. Then I grab a Danish and coffee from the snack table and head to the meeting room.


  I eat and drink as other employees file in. Frank gives me a grumbly hello. Sally nods politely. Abigail just looks lost in thought. Joe who heads Complaints and Customer Service takes his seat, along with a few others who have been invited to this.


  Sun comes in last and takes his place at the head of the table and looks out at the gathered employees. “We all knew something like this might happen. There are more extreme games that players like this tend to flock too. Our NPC’s life-like reactions are not helping, despite the restrictions we’ve put on certain types of player actions and the penalties involved. This Chaos guild will not be the last such group, and I can’t just ban them, as they are avoiding the specific deviant actions in the terms and conditions. I would still like to hear ideas.”


  Frank speaks up first. “Can’t we just change the terms, so we can ban them? It’s not like these children are doing anything other than purposefully destroying our hard work.”


  Sun shakes his head. “NPC will die. It’s part of the game. Some battles that may happen in the future will cost more than these players are taking out, but I would rather not reach a point where they’re hostile to all players because of senseless acts. Sally, how are the AI’s doing?”


  “Those directly impacted by these actions will be angry. The church’s doctrine explaining that even these acts have a purpose and that Touched are not fully in control of themselves only helps so much. Overall, it’s a mixed bag. Those benefiting from players quests like them. The ones they’ve run roughshod over hold grudges. And in general, the AI community has soured somewhat in response to seeing some companions treated like slaves. Allowing that might have been a mistake. We might want to consider ways to promote more cooperative interactions, to temper the current, more divided system. “


  Sun just nods. He’s always been more concerned with positive player feedback than how the AI actually feel. “Any solutions?”


  I’d actually been thinking about this and speak up. “Calculate the revive time based on reputation with the NPC. That creates a direct correlation between player/NPC interactions and game time. It’s also an easy update in the game. Of course, if the players who are doing these raids don’t die during the attempts, it might be a moot point.”


  “Then we should make sure they do die,” Frank mutters beside me.


  Joe speaks up. “Players already don’t like the five minutes revive time. They want to get back into the game and maybe have a chance to run back to help their friends who are battling. It’s one of the bigger complaints. I’m just glad there will be fewer puke calls now.”


  Sun ponders this. “We could do it on a scale. The better the reputation, the shorter the revival time. But if you’re as bad as these chaos players, you may have to wait ten minutes instead of the starting five before revival. The frustration might cause players to change their ways or move to easier games. Any ideas for making these actions more dangerous for them?”


  Abigail clears her throat to take the floor. “We have a lot of strong characters in the capital who are not being used to their strengths. A lot of guilds and orders and factions are pretty much sitting around while the players do all the quests and interactions. We can free some of them up to spread across the land. We’d need to tweak their activeness gradually to avoid a sudden massive change. Those key to main story quests would be exempt of course. But sending a troop of Knights to root out the troublemakers should be easy. We could make Azamatiel wander the area where the chaos players are active as kind of a wandering super boss now that she’s free.”


  “Who?” I ask.


  “The demon we had shifting the Magic District. I got notice she was freed, which is what stopped that particular teacup ride. Her temperament is at neutral, so if she’s in the area and the guild decides to poke that bear, they’ll be dead quicker than you can blink at their levels. Since we’re no longer twisting up the magic district, we can redeploy her character once we open the other servers,”


  Sun eyes our group. “Fine. We’ll get programming to implement the new revival patch for the next update. Abigail, you and Sally will need to keep an eye on the NPC to make sure we don’t have a mass exodus of them going out and ruining the players’ good times. Can’t have the demon just wandering about and slaughtering all the players. Joe let me know if there’s an uptick in complaints about NPC interactions.” With the issue decided we all get up. “Casey can you stay for a minute.”


  It always feels awkward when the boss asks you to stay after. “Sure Sun.” I watch as the others leave the room. “What do you want to talk about?”


  “I’ve put your name forward to run the EU release. It’s a small promotion, like my job but with a smaller support staff.”


  “I’m honored,” I say a little shocked. I just got this promotion.


  “You would have to move to the French offices, and there would be more overtime work once we get the multi-language translation system working. I know you would need to talk to your wife. I just wanted you to know, so you can have that talk.”


  “Thanks.” Sun pats me on the shoulder as he leaves me in the office alone, thinking of a possible future.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty - Chess



  


  

     


  


  Gramps is burning breakfast again. The smoky smell makes me wake up dreaming of working on staffs at the forge. There is another sound too. At first, I think it’s a kettle, but no, it is him whistling. He only ever did that when he made a decent score. It’s a tell for him, not that he’d ever do such a thing in an actual poker game. Though if he had won big, he would be whistling on the way home. It has been a while since I last heard that sound.


  After getting up and ready, I pop my head into the kitchen and dining area. “Good morning?” I ask, the question clearly in my voice. Gramps is sitting at the table waiting. The food set out is a grand display and would be impressive if it wasn’t for the quality of what is sitting on the table. Sunny-side up eggs with the top a little clear, toast still a little black on the edges with most but not all the char scrapped off. Thankfully, I’d talked him into using that microwavable precooked bacon, so that looked alright.


  “Come, boy, sit down. I thought we would have a family meal this morning. You are a growing young man, and it’s not good to eat and run or run out and grab fast food.” There’s enough cheer in his voice that I wonder if he met and got engaged to some wealthy old woman who had fallen for his more than slightly used charms.


  I ease into the seat across from him and try to select the most cooked eggs and least cooked toast to put on my plate. “You seem to be in an exceptional mood, Pa.” When I had headed off to bed last night, he’d been a little sad about being cut off until he sold some of his purchases.


  “After you went to sleep, I went out and did some online stuff and found a buyer for one of my pieces.”


  “That big one?” I ask hopefully, not wanting to look at it again.


  “No, one of the first ones I got. We’re supposed to meet up for coffee later this evening, so he can get an in-person look at it before purchasing it. Nothing big, fifty dollars over what I paid, but it’s a start.”


  It is nice to see Gramps excited. “I’m glad you’re happy.” I take a bite.


  He smiles and finishes up what’s on his plate. His cast iron stomach never seems to mind the food he cooks. “You look happier yourself, stronger from all that reactive room stuff, too. When you were younger, I was always worried you would just stay kind of sad.”


  I try to think back. I was kind of teary. It was hard moving around after my mom and dad died. I was always leaving my friends behind. I can’t even remember their faces now, but I was six. “My parents did die,” I point out.


  Gramps pauses. “You were sad even before that.”


  It’s hard for me to remember before that. Mom and Dad fought, but all parents fight. Did a fight in the car cause the crash? Just thinking that makes my heart beat faster.


  I try to push the thoughts aside. I remember being happy once when the class all signed my cast after some kind of accident. I was still a little weird but had a cool robot arm. “If you say so.” I get up and grab my jacket to go. “Don’t get into too much trouble while I’m working.” This just causes him to chuckle as I wave goodbye.


  Nearby, two additional reactive buildings are finally finished. There is still a small crowd here though. I’ve noticed that there are more players about in the game as well, even though most of them are out west doing the main quest line.


  I log in, check the auction results, then enter the game world. I’m a little surprised not to see Jasper, though he has said he feels useless while I’m working the forge. Remembering I gained two levels yesterday, I go to my displays. I can finally get more information on my companion’s status, and I’m a little curious. I can’t see his actual stats, that’s a bonus you get if he manages to survive until you hit level fifty.


  Jasper Fells, level twenty-six.


  Of course, he would be more than twice my level. His class is still listed as NA. I didn’t exactly have him fighting battles, stealing things, casting spells or any other traditional class work. Still, it is a little surprising nothing had stuck while he was running about the city. His profession shows up as intermediate Jack of All Trades. He only gets half experience from profession actions but receives boosts to related actions and skills. If I do get him in as a politician, I wonder if that will supersede this.


  I close the display and catch up on artificing some of my creations before I get back to work making more practice staves. I call Byron over when I’m ready to make the final product. “He wants the lightest staff possible.” I have all the ingots out, even some of the stuff Jasper had managed to acquire. It takes two ingots to make one staff. “You want to help me decide?”


  Iron variations and metallic ebony are out. They’re heavier than the rest. Fairthen Vein is the lightest. One of those unique things that Jasper had brought back from a job. It’s so light it feels like holding a balloon. The problem is, I suspect it would only amount to a single ingot if we melt it down.


  We toss it into the crucible to see how much we can get, melting the raw chunk and let the impurities separate before pouring it into an ingot mold. Just enough for one. I doubt the game would actually allow for a little bit more or only a little bit less. “Any way we can maybe combine two metals?” I ask. Using one ingot of fairthen vein will cut the weight of the final project in half.


  “If they’re compatible. Of course, if you pick wrong ones, the metals are rendered useless in the process.” It seems like he might want to say more.


  I give him a grin and wave the large bar in front of his face, tempting him.


  “There is a way. wizard enchanters can figure out if things combine well.” He says with a heavy dose of reluctance in his voice. “But I don’t know who we could ask.”


  I pick up an ingot, press it against the Fairthen and look at both the items’ properties. Technically I am an enchanter and have achieved the intermediate level of that profession, so maybe this will tell me something.


  No notifications or hints pop up for me. I look to Byron. “I have a few avenues I can look into. Hopefully, I can figure this out.” I gather up the ingots what we decide are the next best bet for lightest materials and put them into my bag and head out.


  I make for the nearest player lounge. I doubt there is much info online, but more and more players have started crafting. Lady Else and her abilities will be my last resort. I’m not even sure her abilities will work in this manner, and I’m shy about the price.


  The lounge is a hive of activity with players bragging about skills, stats, their latest pieces of gear. I catch snippets of your mother jokes and the best way to take down whatever a bull haunt is. I sign in for kiosk usage and wait my turn to access the internet.


  There is almost nothing on what I wanted. Someone had mixed iron and gold ingots to disastrous results, but iron and silver work and give benefits against certain monsters. I file that fact away in my head, but there is nothing on the funny metals I’m working with. There are private groups: one for smithing and another for enchanting. Both require proof of your skills with a screenshot. I think shouting “Hey, I’m Chess!” would end up more a headache than provide answers.


  Hephesty and Mervlin are much more public players than me though. They actually take custom jobs. It isn’t easy to get real money for custom work, which is why I stick to the auction house. But they do take crafting materials and gold straight from players to create, something I don’t do. It doesn’t take long for me to find out they’re operating out a smithy at one of the makeshift player cities along the front lines.


  There is a wait for teleporting at one of the tents outside the lounge. There are three tents set up for it, but each of them has roughly the same length lines. The mage managing the teleportation looks a little bored. “Khol’s forge at frontline town, please.”


  He looks me up and down. “The frontlines are a dangerous place if you’re not prepared for it.”


  “I just have some business there. It shouldn’t take long.”


  He gives me a look that implies it is my funeral. His hands glow in front of me and it feels like I’m standing before a heater. “It will be ten gold because you’ve never been near that location before.” His tone says I probably don’t have the money.


  I hand him the coinage and moments later find myself stumbling forward elsewhere. The familiar sound of hammer and anvil work helps me steady myself. There is, of course, a line here as well. A short blond woman is at the end of the line. She held a ledger and quill. “Pick-up or are you here to make an order?”


  “I actually just want to get a word with Mervlin.”


  “Consultations are fifty gold or the equivalent in crafting materials and last ten minutes. I can squeeze you in about six days from now.” I let out a low whistle. I have the money, but after paying the ten-gold fastport fee, I’m not sure I have that amount in my bag. Fifty gold is a lot. It’s the cost of a week’s play if you’re using in-game funds to cover it. I have the bank automatically tithe two hundred from my account to the church each month.


  I sometimes get gold from my auctions, but I prefer cash. I’ve set up one of the lowest cash-to-gold ratios in the game so players will be more interested in saving their gold to cover the monthly fee and spending cash on my items. Ten dollars is worth one hundred gold to me, so a player has to bid 101 gold to beat a ten-dollar bid.


  For me, saving gold to covering the monthly fee just makes more sense. “I have crafting materials. Hephesty and Mervlin know me, it would be nice to see them today.”


  She gives me a little glare, “If you know them you should have sent them a private message.”


  “Yeah, you’re holding up the line!” someone yells from behind me, causing a grumbling there.


  Once that quiets down she continues, “M and H are very busy people.” Oh god, I think I may have to go see Lady Else again.


  Lucky for me, either Mervlin and Hephesty are taking a break, or they’ve come over to see the commotion. “Chess!” they yell as they see my face and make their way over.


  Upon hearing my name, the crowd pushes forward and starts to stare at me. Mentally I can hear them all taking screenshots as they all get the messing with their interface looks to them.


  Mervlin and Hephesty clap me on the back. “You going to be offering us jobs to assist you this time?” Mervlin quips.


  I feel myself giving a sheepish grin, remembering how early on they had offered that to me.


  Unlike me who still prefers my forge leathers and only a few items like my shoes to help with crafting, Hephesty and Melvin are decked out from head to toe in sparkling, enchanted gear, more garish than stylish. That is more of a burn at me though because I recognize more than a few pieces I had artificed and put up on the market. I suppose at fifty gold per consultation they can afford to splurge past whatever money bid was on an item. “You’re looking plenty successful. I was actually hoping to check with you about a project I’m working on.”


  “Sure,” Mervlin says, and they escort me away from the crowd to the back of the shop. “It’s good to have a solid relationship between the Touched crafters in this world.”


  “There is a project I’m working on that I need some advice. I heard that some enchanters can tell if you can combine metals without destroying them. Since I don’t have the skill myself and I’m not exactly friendlies with the guild, I thought I would check here.”


  Hephesty is grinning, “You’re in luck. Mervlin here went and got trained after his last profession boost. Took him like three days and five hundred gold, though.”


  Mervlin motions for his friend to calm down a little. “It’s not like I can just open up our notebook on metals that combine well. We got to have some surprises since I can’t artifice like you can.”


  “I just want help with one thing.” I pull out the Fairthen ingot, “I’ve got several others that I want to see if I can combine with it in a crucible.”


  “May I?” Mervlin asks.


  I nod and hand it to him.


  He turns it over, looking at it. “It’s amazing all the unique or rare crafting materials in this world.” He lets out a short sigh. “Show me what you’re considering combining it with?”


  I pull them out one by one. Both their eyebrows start to rise until they look suitably impressed.


  Hephesty coughs, “You interested in sharing where you got those. We’ve managed to acquire some ore, but not enough for an ingot.”


  I think of Gar. “Not really mine to share. I’m only able to use them for this quest currently. I would appreciate if you can tell me if any of these will work with the Fairthen ingot. “


  Mervlin touches the ingot to each one. A spark of color shows in his eyes as he does. Out of the seven I pulled out of my bag, only two are compatible. The first is the alurite that I had used for the Order of Knights blade. The shiny white gold metal glows with light, which is appropriate; it added quickness and a blinding effect to the blade I had made for him. The other is a new one called coral, presumably because of its pinkish color. Enchanting it would increase utility. Since that didn’t seem very offensive in nature, I had always figured I would use it more for a future armor project. “These two,” Mervlin says with confidence.


  I start putting them back into my bag. I leave out the metallic Ebony ingot and hand it to them. “Thanks. Take this for helping. My next few options to figure this out were less than fun, or I could have risked a combination that would destroy my resources.”


  They send two friend requests, and I blink in surprise. “Just in case we ever need to talk shop.”


  I accept them, in part just not wanting to be rude after they helped me. “Sure. I should get crafting. These things don’t make themselves.”


  There is still a crowd as I leave the smithy. In fact, it looks bigger than the line had been when I arrived. I hear, “Hey Chess, you going to start doing commissions too?” and a few cries of, “Join my guild!”


  I yell, “Auction house as always.” then try to ignore the rest, making my way to the nearest teleportation booth. Halfway there I get the notification that Noxtimus has completed the quest I had given him. It actually rewards me some experience to have a quest I have given out get completed. “Woah, he did it,” I mutter under my breath while wondering if he had actually managed to kill Chatwin.


  I wait in line and notice some players from the smithy have followed me.


  “Military quarter,” I tell the mage, giving her one gold. I log out as soon as I transfer, unsure if the players are going to try to follow me. My heart is beating a little fast as I find myself in the reactive room. H&M may like those crowds, but I’m not interested in having a bunch of players show up where I work begging for me to make them things.


  With twenty minutes until lunch should be delivered, I make a run to the bathroom. This time I can maybe eat mine hot. After lunch I log back in, I look around and see no one waiting. Probably just paranoia. The mage had sent me just outside one of the entrances to the quarter that holds both the orders of Knights and Officers along with several other groups. I enter and start to make my way towards the compound the Officers are using.


  I see bits of fire damage here and there, leftovers I guess, from that smoke I’d from the Spellworks tower the other day. I turn the corner to the office and barracks area for the Order of Officers, only to see it is destroyed and Officers are clearing the cool rubble. I interrupt one in their work. “What happened here?”


  “A fire. Some say Demons; other’s say the general went on a bender.”


  “He die?’


  The man laughs, “He may be crazy, but he’s tougher than that.”


  “You need a hand with anything? I helped out a bit last week and was just coming back to check on things.” Not exactly true, but not a lie.


  He looks me up and down. “Yeah, you’re one of the ones that saved me from stable duty. Don’t see many Touched willing to shovel shit or even work for anything. Grab a shovel; we could always use extra hands. I’m Leon by the way.” I get a quest accepted notification, interesting because Leon hasn’t actually asked for help. Not that this is the type of work most players would volunteer for; I doubt the experience alone will be worth it.


  I spend the next half hour working until I finally get a quest complete notification as Leon decides to take a break and I join him. “Do you know where General Chatwin is? I still have some business with the head of the order.”


  Leon shakes his head a little sadly. “Chatwin’s gone. Retired after this mess. The man is a hero, a fighter, but being here and not fighting is a wound that was just hurting him day after day. There was a rumbling about him formally leaving this morning, and he actually did it. Volunteered to help the effort to contain some rogue Touched that have been harassing and killing citizens in the country. “


  “Sorry. I know some Touched can be a little not caring.“ I look around at the destruction. I know is probably my fault. It’s so real I can’t help but feel bad.


  Leon looks a little surprised at my apology. “Well, you’re showing they aren’t all bad.” This just causes me to flush a little more. “General Maye is now the interim head of the order, though I can’t imagine they won’t make it official. I’ll walk you to him.”


  The senior Officers have set up a makeshift shaded command center where their small practice area is. The general is a large man, wide and tall but more muscle than fat. He has close-cut white blond hair making him look almost bald. He’s active and engaged with a construction crew and bending over blueprints. “I don’t care if it’s not in the budget. I would say this fire allows us access to some of the city’s emergency funds.”


  Around them, a young curvy lieutenant with spiky blond hair under her cap is filling everyone’s water cups. The general looks up to see me and Leon walking towards him. “Lieutenant Dusky, I wasn’t expecting you to be finished quite so soon.”


  “Touched Chess here helped some, and I told him I would escort him to see you before getting back to work.” My appearance proves I was helping. You can’t even see the blue on my shoes anymore because of the ash.


  The general snorts and looks to Leon. “Well get back to work then.” He now turns to me. “Chess huh. Chatwin said you were wanting to pester him. Never did tell me exactly about what. Guess that isn’t changing now that I’m in charge. What do you want?”


  “Want? Nothing. I was assigned to give a gift to the head of the Order of Officers. Chatwin didn’t take me seriously, so I brought the gift to show him how good I am at what I do.”


  “Who wanted you to give us a gift?”


  “Alerin King.”


  General Maye lets out a small chuckle, “Yeah that would have pissed Chatwin off. Doesn’t make me too excited either. Well get it out, show me what you’re offering.”


  I reach into my bag and pull out the eltrim sword I had made for them. The green blade glows with power and two Officers stiffen. Their hands go straight to the hilts of their swords. Maye looks relaxed however. I extend the blade to him hilt first. He grabs and proceeds to inspect the blade.


  “It’s supposed to be a weapon suitable for the head of the order and represent a little goodwill from the Touched to you.” Not exactly wrong.


  He activates the flaming ball at the tip. It looks like a mini sun. “This could have caused a bit of damage if Chatwin had had this to chase his demon with.” He sinks the ball into the grass. It flares a little leaving a charred circle. “I didn’t think Alerin gave us a thought at all anymore. It’s a very nice blade. Maybe my daughter is right; maybe you Touched aren’t so bad and can be of some use.” He looks me right in the eyes. “I accept your gift. You may go now.” Then he turns back to the blueprints and construction workers who had tried to appear invisible after I pulled out the sword.


  Leaving, I hear the general ask if they could get some Touched to help with the work to save costs.


  When I make it back to the smithy, Byron asks if I found what I needed. I pull out the fairthen and coral ingots having decided that whatever utility is, it is probably better for the staff than alurite’s blinding effect. I decide to wait until the metals are combined before trying enchantments on the melted metal. When I ask him about it, Byron gives me a shrug and says, “That is probably wise.”


  I cast my first spell, True Nature, excited to see the xp boost. I go through two more spells Strengthen and Best Day each netting me more xp before I decide to go to my storage chest here and put on the enchanting jacket I had made. Like my shoes, it helps me keep my mana up while I cast spells. It isn’t that I
can’t dress like Mervlin. It’s just that I rarely need too.


  Back at work, I keep on casting, and every time those small xp bonuses come up. I am skeptical before my third successful casting of elemental effects on the combined metals. Eventually, I run out of mana and we pour it into the mold. The time it needs to set will let me recharge.


  I keep the gear on as I crack the mold and get ready to work the airy pink staff in the forge. It is at least half as light as any of the previous ones that I have worked. I start enchanting as I work, and again every bit of magic I push into it sticks. This is either going to be supremely powerful or have some kind of catch or twist to i,t making all the mana I’m burning on this wasted, probably the latter. With my last strike, I let it cool and then inspected it.


  Coral-fairthen staff. Master crafted Epic quality. Enchanted. Durability 125. Three times per day, its wielder may choose to have one of these effects active.


  One: Spells and charged abilities gain 20-30 elemental damage.


  Two: Wielder gains +3 to all stats and damage effects produced apply a -1 to all stats penalty that lasts one minute but stacks 5 times.


  Three: Minor weather control 1000 feet area and minor telekinetic abilities 10 lbs. or less.


  12 Strength requirement. 10 artificing slots available.


  I hope it’s light enough for Vale. It certainly is much better than the Iron staffs. Unlike other objects, staffs require the attached items to have charge effects, but don’t need artificing because the spots for the items are built in.


  It takes my full mana to empower the Spellworks pin and place it on the staff. This last item turns it into a quest item and changes the title to Spellworks Staff. It also gives the ability for the wielder to send a five-second message to all members of the order. I look through the other crafting items I’ve brought for this project. I carefully affix all rare or higher to the staff. Five are attack-based that could use the utility aspect the best. Two are health-based. One turns out to be an actual healing spell. The other gives a temporary health boost. The last two add defensive abilities to create an ice wall and a thorn hedge.


  For the price of a gold, I fast-travel to the edge of the magic quarter. The guards at the entrance are handling a line this time. Not sure if there’s an event going on or this is the backlog of visitors that had been put off by twisty nature of the place.


  The twenty-four hours were up on Cook, so I summon him while waiting my turn. “Master.” He squeals as he forms into existence.


  I think hard at him, “So dying. What happened? How did it feel?”


  “Walking. Falling. Aieeeeeee! Ouch! Waiting again.”


  Well, that is as descriptive as Cook is going to get.


  “State your name and business.”


  “Chess, I uh, just have a delivery to make.” I look around. “Sure is busy today.”


  “With everything staying put, people have come out of the woodwork to actually go to places instead of wasting half their day wandering around lost or getting groped.” The guard’s eyes narrow. “Weren’t you here yesterday when the curse was lifted?”


  I picture the conversation. It was me. How’d you manage that? I freed this arch-devil, and she’s probably causing trouble elsewhere. No. I didn’t want to go there, so I say, “Just for a little bit.”


  “Well enjoy your visit.”


  Cook and I make our way back to the spire that houses the Spellworks. The once mostly empty wobbly streets are now bursting with life. I even spy a few players waiting at Lady Else’s door as I walk by it. A few magicians are using earth magic to fill in odd dips that remain in the road. The area around the Spellworks that had looked dead yesterday is looking a bit spruced up. I even see people moving boxes into one of the once abandoned houses.


  Inside the spire, people are milling around a bit. “Hello?”


  “If it isn’t Chess,” calls with a familiar twanged voice.


  “Bolle?”


  I glance around seeing no one I recognize until a stranger says “Right here.” He’s tall, with red hair and rosy cheeks, looking nothing like the duplicates I had seen before.


  “You’re fixed!”


  “I have you to thank for some of that. Well, almost all of that. The books helped some, but with those lost revived we more than tripled our membership, and some of their old ideas were better than the new ones we were trying.”


  Then I do see a face I recognize in the crowd. “Jasper! I wondered where you went off too.”


  “Oh, I never left. Once people started coming up, it was crazy. They really needed the extra hands. Quite a few people haven’t recovered from the fact they’ve been out of it for sometimes hundreds of years. Luckily, I’m experienced at helping with even the oddest of problems. You finish the staff?”


  I nod. “I’m about to ask Bolle here to help me with the lift up to see Vale. Want to join me?”


  Jasper agrees, and Bolle agrees to escort us. The lift starts rising. Floors that were once abandoned are now packed with people. Roz is there. No longer a man, she’s applying makeup with a mirror. A burgundy dress hugging all her curves. She winks at Jasper as we pass by.


  Vale is working furiously away at his no longer empty desk. It appears he’s writing a lot of letters; a fresh stack off to his left. Surprisingly, he still looks the same as when I left, still in the body of his highness Berry, just a bit wearier. It takes him a moment to realize we are there.


  “Oh! I wasn’t expecting you back so soon. Jasper has been a lifesaver with organizing people. I hope you’re not going to take him away. We are paying him well for his work, in crafting materials.”


  “What? No, if you need him to stay longer and he’s willing, that’s fine. I’ve just come because I’ve finished your staff.” I can’t help but follow that up with, “why aren’t you back to normal?”


  Vale’s brow wrinkles. “So soon. Well, the fix requires you to know what you looked like before. It’s been so long I just don’t remember. Bolle had a painting to go from. Roz, I swear, looks a bit too more like a famous actress then I think she did before. “


  Roz yells through the door. “I heard that!”


  Vale yells back, “You know I’m right!” Then he takes a breath. “I’ve never been one for paintings, and I’ve seen myself enough times in the mirror that this is me when I dream. There might be something in my old family estate. I don’t suppose you could…”


  “No.” I interrupt him. “I’m sure you can get some Touched to help you, but that kind of work doesn’t really fit my skill set.” What I don’t say is that I also don‘t want to get caught up in a new chain quest when this one is already cutting into my work time. I reach into my bag and pull out the staff. “This is what I’m good at.”


  I hand it to Vale. He stands up and examines the pink cloudy glass surface, totems, and gems glowing from the spots where I had affixed them.


  “This is amazing.” He says with more awe than any of the other recipients have so far. “You’ve already done so much for us. If you ever need help, we’ll be at your service.”


  I think. “There is one thing. Do you know where the Order of Shadows is and who heads it?”


  The staff glows briefly, and I assume he’s selecting one of the utilities. A few seconds later the papers on his desk start magically organizing themselves into piles while Vale returns his attention to me and my question. “What do you mean? I thought you knew. Afterall, he’s the one who told us you were coming.”


  I’m struck a little dumb by the obviousness of it. Alerin King. Politician. Jasper’s self-described not-the-man-to-fail-on who has his own information agents. He is the head of the Order of Shadows. “Thank you. You can have Jasper for a few days. I need to get some more work in at the forge before I go greet Mr. King again.” I say my goodbyes, I leave kicking myself mentally a little on the way back.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-one - Chess


  


  I spend the next few days working the forge and getting items up for auction. Between running around to the orders and making the quest items I used to hire Noxtimus, my bank account had taken a little bit of a hit after the rent and reactive room costs had come rolling through. I find myself contemplating getting one of the headsets, so I can do overtime at the Gamer’s Gate. Mel is ordering three specialty chairs that players can use and hook up to while at the shop.


  The test staffs I’d done in fine iron brought me a decent price. I don’t know if it is that players can handle the strength requirements or they just
wanted the newest item on the market. Byron finishes his own iron bow design. This one is shorter and lighter. I even experiment with some silvered Iron for a few weapons, though with the cost of a silver ingot, it didn’t seem worth it unless a player needed the weapon for a specific quest.


  On the fourth day after dropping off the staff, Jasper is back, waiting for me with a cold beverage and a few large bags filled with crafting supplies from his work at the Spellworks. “Finally made it out of there?” I quip while accepting the drink. It tastes like cold honey and cardamom.


  “They tried to convince me to join, promising to activate my latent magical potential as a companion. As it was, they stuck me with a pin and declared me an honorary member of the Spellworks.”


  “Well, we only have one more to do. Do you think Mr. King will be at the bakery today?”


  “He takes appointments there, though we haven’t made an official one. It couldn’t hurt to check.”


  The Whole Pie is packed, and I find myself wondering how many people here are members of the Order of Shadows. The person at the counter smiles. She is cheery and young. “How may I help you?”


  I can’t help but wonder if she is secretly an assassin.


  “My friend and I are here to see Mr. King. We don’t have an appointment, but he’s probably expecting us. The name is Chess.” I take a moment looking at the selections. “And one of those crumbly buns.”


  Jasper taps me on the shoulder and flashes me two fingers.


  “Make that two crumbly buns,” I say.


  “Have a seat. Your order will be ready in a few moments.”


  Within minutes, two large guards, with their hands on their weapons come out of the back to escort us; they didn’t bring the crumbly buns. They open the door to Mr. King’s den but don’t enter after us. He is sipping some amber drink from a patterned crystal glass and raises a snow white eyebrow at our entrance. “Chess, Jasper, welcome. How’s your little project going?”


  Like he didn’t know. “We’ve completed them all except the one for the head of the Order of Shadows.”


  Alerin takes a sip, “Surprised Chatwin would accept that. He’s a bit stubborn.”


  I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes, “He retired. Something to do with a fire? General Maye who replaced him seemed to like it.”


  “I did hear something about a fire. You didn’t have anything to do with that did you?”


  “I was with Vale at the time, and I can say I was as surprised as he was seeing the smoke from his tower.”


  He gives me a little smile, “Was this before or after the magic quarter stopped moving?”


  I find myself annoyed by this game. “I know you’re the head of the Order of Shadows, and probably know everything I’ve done. Can you tell me what you would like me to make for you?”


  Alerin starts to laugh, a big bellyful of laughing. Then he stops and flashes a grin. “I was going to have you running around the city doing little things for clues. Who told you?”


  “Vale. Though I would have checked with Lady Else before running around town.”


  “Leave my mom out of it.”


  I look to Jasper whose eyes widen. I suppose she had pinched his ass. “Vale makes sense. You have helped him more than any of the orders. Fixing the quarter and boosting their ranks. Most of the time you Touched seem to just run around with no purpose, even though your actions impact us all.”


  “So, what would you like me to make for you to complete my quest?”


  “Nothing. This position doesn’t exactly call for having any symbol of its office. We have none of those fancy badges. Don’t worry though. Your job is done.” At those words, I get the quest complete notification. “I will step down from my position on the city council, and Jasper here can attempt to win it. Between this job and that one, my time has been booked up and it will be nice to not be so busy. I’ll lend what support I can to him, but it won’t be easy, considering how underground we like to keep our politics here.”


  I groan a little inwardly. The last thing I need is more chain quests taking up my time. “What do you need us to do?”


  “Jasper just needs to be his friendly helpful self. I have a map of the official voting district and even the names and addresses of some of the secret voters. He’s already known for offering his help to people, so his going to them or their families specifically shouldn’t be too out of the ordinary. The list is only about half of those who will vote, and not wholly accurate so he should still be out helping people.” He gathers up some papers from a table and hands them to Jasper. “You should get working. I plan to step down tonight, and there will only be three weeks before the election. Don’t tell them you’re a candidate.”


  Jasper takes them and rushes off, leaving me alone with Alerin. “What do you need me to do?”


  Alerin pours some drinks, a new one for him and one he hands to me. “You are a pickle. Not personally, just the fact that you are a Touched and Jasper is your companion. Citizen’s don’t like the idea of having their representative be under the control of a Touched and, well, public opinion about Touched is not entirely positive. You’re lucky this is an inner-city district. If it was one of the ones near some of the popular Touched hangouts, I would say you had no chance.”


  “You saying I need to run around and convince voters I’m on their side?”


  Alerin shrugs. “That could help. It could also hurt. Might be better off for you not to be around. One thing an election needs though, is money. Gold. I’ll help put his name on the ballot, but it will cost some. Then there are bribes, bodyguards, and other things. Since I did say I am willing to help, you provide me with money, and I’ll have a trusted crew help you get Jasper elected.”


  “How much?”


  “As much as you can give to me every week starting tomorrow, until the day of the election.” A quest notification pops up.


  Funding the future. Provide gold to Alerin King to help support Jasper’s election. Rewards: Variable, based on amount of gold provided.


  I hit accept, “I’ll see what I can do.” I sip in the drink he provided, and a warm butterscotch peanut flavor coats my mouth, then hand him back the glass.


  “Oh, Chess?”


  “Yes, Mr. King.”


  “If this endeavor is successful, you are planning on lobbying for Jasper to be crowned King, are you not?”


  I consider lying. I think Alerin will know if I did. “Yes. That is my goal. The High Council names the king and having a Touched bring the gem of the Man of Masks back here so their companion can be crowned king is just as arbitrary as any other method for picking someone. I’ve seen nothing that says they can’t just pick someone of the right bloodline earlier if they so choose.”


  He gives me a big wide smile with a little bit of mirth in his eyes, “Good. Please keep my order identity a secret. I can assure you I have been making sure any other Touched inquiring about the great crafter Chess are looking elsewhere when they ask. See you tomorrow with your gold.”


  I leave not feeling great about how my plan is unfolding, but also not feeling too bad. My first stop on the way back is the bank, to see what I have to work with. I decide I want to keep at least five-months of gold for automatic tithing to the church to maintain my membership. I set aside a thousand gold set aside for that and another thousand for materials for crafting. In game terms, I am still wealthy, and it’s not like I’m saving up for the best gear. I hope two thousand three hundred and twenty-three gold will be an impressive start. The quest didn’t provide any details other than a timeline.


  I decide that for the next few weeks I will adjust my auction prices, so I can bring in more gold to pay Mr. King. 51 gold can now outbid ten dollars instead of the 101 that used to be my gold to dollar exchange rate. With these changes, it is time to work.


  The quests were a good break from work, but in some ways, work is a good break from the quests. There is always enjoyment in completing both, but I didn’t start this game for fun. This is rent, food, and keeping Gramps out of trouble. If I do win Kingmaker, maybe then life can be different. I get to work and plan to adjust my personal schedule too, and lengthen my work week by only taking Sundays off to hang out with Gramps, maybe stop by the park.


  I’m able to bring Mr. King even more gold for the next week. The assistant I hire, Mort,  a local boy Byron knew, helps me with production. His slightly high-pitched voice often cracks when just saying “Yes, Sir!” sometimes with a slight stutter. It’s strange thinking of him as a boy; he is as close to my real age as characters get.


  Right now, he is using tongs to hold a gauntlet into the fire as I bang out any lumps in the breastplate I’m working on. Strengthen is the key spell for armor. I also add some elemental damage reduction to it, but Strengthen is my go-to spell. Even though I got it early, it has always been useful compared to other effects that are situationally useful for players. With that the breastplate done I’m able to take the first of the gauntlets from Mort and get working on that. Somewhere between that one and the next, I pick up an audience of one watching me work.


  At first, I worry another player has found me. The extra crafting gear I need to wear to help me efficiently enchant makes me stand out more now, since I decided refusing to wear the jacket was just stubbornness. This man isn’t a player though. He is old; gray hair, deep-set wrinkles around his eyes and face. He even has a slight hunch to his body. Players can’t play as children and don’t ever look old. Even if someone tried to go the Gandalf route, they would still have vigor and smooth skin. I keep working until I wave Mort off from starting the next one and take a break to artifice the pieces I’ve completed.


  As I dig through my bag looking for things to adorn the breastplate, I notice the man is still watching. I pull out a thorn bear pelt and use my artificers’ knife to cut it to the dimensions of the armor, leaving a few circles holes for other materials. This is a technique I’ve learned that lets me get around the fact that stacking crafting items on top of each other lessens the power given to the main item. I use my skill to affix and enchant it. The thorn bear pelts are part of a high-level vendor quest, so I can get them pretty cheap for a rare crafting item. Players turn them into the vender and then I buy them from him. I start affixing the other parts to finish it off, aiming for at least some symmetry of color, even if I can’t pair things up exactly. I finish, and he’s still watching me. “Can I help you, Sir?”


  He snorts, grumbling out a response. “I’m judging the man who aims to control my district.” One of the voters or at least a resident.


  “I’ll be working all day. It’s not very interesting. I’ll answer any questions you ask as long as you don’t mind if you don’t have all my attention.” I pull out the gauntlets and decide having them look like fuzzy mittens might not be the best use of the leftover pelt.


  “You planning on using your companion to have him send government contracts or materials your way?”


  I affix a stone golem’s eye to the back of each gauntlet. “I hadn’t considered that, but it’s not as if I’m lacking in work or money. Throw more work at me, and I won’t even be able to complete it.”


  “You going to add more protections for Touched? Some of you folk are doing bad things.”


  “Not interested in that. I agree some aren’t very nice or considerate. Jasper probably hears more about that stuff than I do. He will have better ideas on how to corral such behaviors too.” I put the gauntlets in the completed chest and pull out a mace to work.


  “This is just the start of the Touched taking over our government!”


  I’m silent while I work, but he’s still standing there. “You could do worse than Jasper. He’s a good guy. I don’t have time to manage any citizen politics. You’re going to get a companion as your king eventually, but I suspect at that point they won’t be taking orders from their Touched. I have my reasons for wanting him in politics, but it’s nothing nefarious.” I flash him a smile trying to exert my charisma.


  “What reasons?”


  I don’t like his tone, and I’m ready to start working the anvil again.


  I call Mort over and look at the notes in my heads-up display on what I want to craft today. I relay to my new assistant what I need,  “Get a silver iron mix ready with a staff mold and we’ll do some greaves after that.”


  “Yes Chess!” Mort answers, his shrill voice not quite steady.


  I turn to the man. “Curiosity. To get Jasper known in the political circle. Maybe I want to meet the High Council. Jasper will work hard and do what’s right. When I need him, I won’t take much of his time away from helping with your problems.”


  I turn my back to him and get working, first enchanting the silver and iron mixture. Undead tend to be resistant to magic, and this mix will boost damage against undead assuming the player has the strength to wield it. Players have fewer issues because of all their achievement and job stat boosts.


  When I finally turn back towards the man, he’s gone. Either he liked my answers, or he didn’t. I have a long day of working ahead of me, after the election I should probably find some kind of quest for a mental break from work, not that this is so bad.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Two - David


  


  I know this is not the best thing to be focusing on while climbing the wall of the creepy five-story watchtower, but, I can’t help thinking that accepting that quest from Chess is the best thing that has happened to me in a good long time. My specialty armor cuts my chances of being noticed by a good thirty percent on top of my abilities. I also only have an hour to complete this job and get to my date.


  MoM’s sub-commanders occupy these watchtowers. Normally, players fight their way through the entrance, up the trap-filled stairs and through rooms full of fodder only to end up bloody and battered as they faced the beast down. They have very nice bounties on the masks they carry and decent drops. This will be my third one this week.


  As I finally pull myself up onto the top balcony, I’m almost bitter about how rock climbing would be an awesome hobby. There I sit in stealth, waiting for my stamina to return. Pulling out my two daggers, I ready myself to fight.


  I’ve renamed the daggers; I couldn’t stand one being called Thunderous Dark Strike Dagger of Night, and whatever the other one was named. They are now Thunder and Lightning. Lightning doesn’t actually have an electrical effect. I just thought the name would go well with it.


  The key thing about enchanted weapons is that they tend to combine and magnify battle abilities. Dual-one-two strike will let me critical strike off the added damage boosts as well as make the charged thunderous strike ability weaken and stun the sub commander. Damage gets even more massive if I follow up blow with lightning.


  I can’t quite one-two punch for a kill, but the last two sub-commanders I faced were hardly any trouble. Stamina full, I sneak in behind my target. The first hit causes him to bend all funny sideways while the second nearly finishes him off. Easy as pie.


  I don’t see the huge club at all until I feel the force of it send me flying across the room into an already broken mirror. Head spinning slightly, I look back at what hit me.  My analyze threat passive displays a name, Elite Ogre Bodyguard. That’s new. Without my armor, I know that hit would have killed me. As it is, my life drifted down just below half. The sub-commander is already starting to recover, his health regeneration being crazy good. I curse my complacency and not poisoning my blades after the first assassination. It had seemed like a waste of good poison.


  I throw out two vials of gaseous poison Mizzie made for me, letting them shatter. Their fumes rise in the room. I stick the antidote chew in my mouth.


  I already spent a good portion of time working my way past the front lines and don’t want to give up my prize. Sure, dying would suck, but it really is the worst that can happen. I put my daggers away, their charge spent, and pull out my sword, Whiplash. I charge at the already-wounded sub-commander, his twisted hairy humanoid body looking like a werewolf gone wrong. The mask covers an even more frightening visage. as I had seen after removing the last two.


  The bodyguard swings his massive club. This time I’m ready and activate Sidestep which quickly shifts me out of the way, and I’m there swinging at the recovering sub-commander before he can fully recover. I activate my once-daily use of Fatal Push as the blade cuts through its thick hide. I shove the blade to the hilt through its body, and the last of its life drains away. I quickly loot the mask and a few golds before disengaging myself from the body just in time to have a new blow from the bodyguard wing me, bringing me down to twenty percent health.


  Now I’m running for the balcony and yell back, “You’re a poor bodyguard if you can’t protect your charge!” I know the truth is I got lucky. If he’d managed to get me before I landed my second dagger strike or if either of them noticed me sooner, I’d be dead


  “Die!” the ogre roars as he charges after me. I make my running jump and activate one of the few charges on my armor. Chess had put nighthawk wings on the back. It doesn’t grant flight, but it does gain the Feather Fall ability. I turn in the air and give the ogre a middle finger.


  The ogre doesn’t stop. Shit! He’s jumping. My heart revs from double-time to triple as I watch him leap out after me and fly forward. He falls short without the same benefits that I have and falls down fast, his large fingertips just brushing me. He plummets like a stone, straight down onto the hard ground. There is a thud, and I swear I can see the tower shake a little. If he gets up, I’m screwed.


  Lucky for me his form is still as I drift down. I inch forward to check his loot, but I hear the slow creak of the rusty main doors of the tower. I decide discretion is the better part of valor and book it instead. Activating my stealth abilities while I can, I head back to the frontlines town simply named Front.


  Front is one of several towns along the frontlines that move with the line. Every time a group of players or a guild manages to take and hold an old town that had been taken when the Man of Masks first captured the western part of the country, a lot of the NPC would pick up their stuff and s move in. A few would stay and try to keep the old town in shape even naming it after those who liberated it. Just one way a player or guild can literally leave their mark on the land in Fair Quest. Only two have been taken far enough for Front to move. Battleridge has had three incarnations as it moved onward.


  Cosimos is one of the businesses that follows the town as it moves. It is not a popular player haunt like the pleasure or gaming houses or even most other restaurants, which is why I picked it to meet up. I am early, though not as early as I like to be. This way I can see what the atmosphere is.


  I can tell from the back of her head that my date is here. I guess she is tired of always showing up and having me waiting and ready. She looks a little to the side, and I can see the profile of her face sticking out from under her spiky blond hair.


  I can’t help feeling myself grin. I know it’s wrong. I know she’s not real. But all the real girls I’ve met want to meet in person. You do that once, and the pity in their eyes causes me to scream in my unmoving body. I don’t want reality. I walk over and touch her on the shoulder.


  She starts speaking as she turns to me her tone flat, “If you want special training you can fetch…” She stops herself when she sees me, a grin breaking the stoic look and flat tone she was giving off. “Nox! Sorry about that. I get a lot of Touched approaching me in my off time. It’s easier to send them on some silly quest than tell them I’m not available.”


  I take my seat, “Do they really get special training?”


  She lets out a small unladylike snort. ”They get extra push-ups, extra laps, extra drills and I get whatever I set them out to bring back for proof. Special treatment for wasting my time while not at work.”


  As for why she’s at Front, and near the war. Under new management, the Order of Officers is now offering training sessions on the front lines to get groups and guilds better at working together and using tactics for the military battles out here. Joyce Maye has been sent out here as one of those instructors.


  I pull out my newly acquired sub commander mask. “I got my third one. Though now they apparently are assigned bodyguards.” I can turn in five for a large gold bonus.


  “Nice. That should make pushing to the next town easier.“ Joyce really believes in taking back the part of her country that has been overrun. Many of the officers had relatives or family that were killed or driven out. It was the Order’s primary motivation before the Touched came along and took over the job.


  “We’ll have to give a toast then. To victory.”


  A nasally teen’s voice interrupts us. “Nice Chess set. You sell your mom’s jewelry to get it or are you just one of those wealthy brats. “


  I shoot the boy a dirty look. He’s geared like a cross between a Viking and a Mongol. He has obviously maxed out his character’s height and size during character creation. I recognize the telltale style of an H&M ax and shield in his gear. Of course, everyone on the front lines has to have some kind of power item from them or Chess to be here. “I’m busy now. If you want to chat later, you can give me your name, and I can send you a message.”


  Others decked out in a similar motif move in next to their friend. Must be some new guild. “It doesn’t look like you’re doing anything important now. Just ditch the cit. You can get a quest later. Unless you’re one of those Cit-Lovers?”


  I find myself flushing more in anger than embarrassment. Cit is the shorthand for citizens since you get penalized for calling them NPC or AI in public. Cit-Lovers are players who feel that the Fair Quest NPC are more than just strings of code and are true AI, despite what Immersion Arts has stated. They believe that the AI have a right to life. I grab my sword only to get a prompt that Front is a limited safe zone and I can only challenge a foe to a duel.


  The nasally teen laughs. “I think we got a Cit-Lover here.”


  I haven’t admitted that to myself, but as I shoot the lieutenant a glance, I know it is true. It’s also why accepting Chess’s mission has been the best thing for me and why I’m hunting for masks. Of course, safe zones and limited safe zones are jokes. They only protect players from other players. The NPC are fair game if you didn’t mind dealing with the city or town guards, and the penalties that come with losing reputation. “Leave us be,” I growl at him.


  The barbarian Hun whistles to his friends, seeing a way to get me without having a fight. “Get her!” He cries out, voice cracking in the middle of his yell.


  The four players rush forward, and I’m forced to watch almost completely helpless. Joyce is already moving, NPC are almost never unarmed near players. She slides out of her chair holding it’s back to lift it up as a makeshift shield as she unsheathes her sword with her other hand. All I can do is use my body as kind of a wall they can’t attack. Even then I can only manage one or two at a time. I also spam duel challenges remotely hoping one of them will accept.


  They have no teamwork. Joyce could give them a large number of lessons. As I block the man with the ax and his friend who is two fisting a broadsword, a skinny one dashes forward with a charge ability his rapier swinging. Blue sparks light the air as he combines the dash skill with his weapon’s charge ability. Joyce’s sword blocks both the player’s swing and his momentum, causing a shower of sparks and freezing him in place like he’s run into a wall. With one step forward and a solid kick, she sends that player halfway across the room, demolishing two tables and a few chairs.


  I shouldn’t be worried, but I am. She and the other non-players don’t respawn. The excuse Immersion Arts gives is that they want players to really feel their impact. We had sparred after she first got this training gig. Me, decked out in full gear. I only had to get her below half-life to win, while she could kill me since I don’t die here. She kicked my ass. Then she told me she was worried I wouldn’t return from the gods out of shame if I lost to her. Still, I can’t shake this little bit of worry that one day the players will get strong enough or there will be enough of them that she can’t win.


  The second unblocked player, a spellcaster, reaches Joyce while the skinny player with the rapier is still recovering. A stream of blue lightning erupts from female player’s hands. Joyce catches the blast with the chair, which explodes into a fine spray of toothpick sized pieces of wood across the room. I can tell Joyce is having fun as she flips the table up to act as a wall and pulls out a poisoned caltrop I had Mizzie make. I gave her a set as a gift. She does a wind-up and pitches it at the spellcaster like a professional baseball pitcher.


  The ax and shield jerk has finally gotten frustrated at me using my greater dexterity to block his path and accepts my duel request. The prompt pops up, Cone-Hun has accepted your duel. I roll out of the way in the nick of time as the ax, finally able to strike me, swings by. I free my sword Whiplash from by back making it appear in my hand, my Quick Strike ability allowing me both to equip and strike my opponent in a flash. It only grazes him, but that is all I need to deliver Mizzie’s latest poison. I’d made sure to fix all my weapons up on the way back into town after the mistake of not having them prepared at the tower.


  The poison icon flashes above Cone-Hun’s head with a sixty-second timer. This poison doesn’t cause any stat loss or damage which, is why it stays applied so long. Now the punk has to deal with double vision. He takes a swing and a miss, my swing doesn’t as he blocks the double vision of the blade instead of the real one. As the blade cuts into his leg, I activate the paralysis charged ability from the blade, freezing him for one full second so I can poke three holes into him. Being a tough bugger, he only loses half his life.


  When he does manage to recover and lands a hit on me, me not being a tough bugger, I find that I lose a little less than half my life, at the same time finding myself pushed across the room from the blow. There is a gleam in his eyes as he approaches me. My two best actions, which I used earlier in the day were on cooldown. Still, most of my abilities are not made for straight up fighting. That gleam fades as his body freezes before dissolving into sand and smoke as the bodies of Touched do when the player dies.


  The tip of Joyce’s sword occupies the space where the back of Cone-hun’s skull had been. She is panting, her hair is a little burnt, and a small cut on her arm leaves a streak of red on her shirt. No loot drops for me because I hadn’t been the one who killed him.


  I pull myself up off the ground and dust myself off. “Sorry about that.”


  “It’s okay. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good fight.” She looks around at the chaos. “Do you think maybe you can cover the damages though? The stipend I’m given isn’t that much.”


  I nod and pay the owner. “Let’s get out of here.” I follow her noticing not just her nice rear end, but also the slight limp to her gait, which wasn’t there before the fight. I vow to get the last two masks and spend the gold to get her some real gear at the auction house to give her. I almost wish I had made friends with Chess so I could ask him to design something special.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Three - Chess


  


  Alerin King, retired councilor, head of the Order of Shadows, and the man not to disappoint,  shows up personally on the final day of the quest. I stop mid work on a blade I am hammering and put it down. “Is something wrong?”


  “Come with me. We need to get your funds. “


  I drop all my work and flip a silver coin towards Mort, shooing him off. “We’ll need to stop at the bank.”


  LJ Silver’s bank serves as the default bank for players; there are other ones you could hunt for or unlock with quests. Overall though, there isn’t much difference between them other than bragging rights and LJS banking has more locations. The real money of course, minus the transaction fee, gets deposited into my real bank. LJS is all in-game currency, and automatic payments for the tithe if you want that to cover the subscription and sometimes guild fees.


  I leave my standard six-month tithe fee cushion and a chunk for resources since with Jasper has been busy, I now have to purchase most of my own crafting materials. Still, I’m able to pull out thirty-eight hundred gold from this week’s improved production and auction sales. Oddly enough a quarter of the gold has come from Noxtimus buying more items with gold. He’s purchased boots that grant a move speed boost and have a short teleportation ability and a decent sword that has more crowd control abilities. Alerin is looking at me impatiently, so I close the transaction history window and grab the bag of gold.


  I hand it to him. He takes it and my arm. “You’re coming with me. The election is today.”


  “I thought it was tomorrow.”


  “I did too, but it’s not a fixed day. Transparency is not a hallmark of our election process. We’re more about privacy, individual power, rights, freedom from the mobs and masses. It’s a lot more straightforward once you’re elected. Mostly. I got my letter this morning; You’re going to be my guest.”


  We push our way to King’s part of the city and from there enter a small shop. King flashes a letter with a seal to the owner who takes us into the back and opens a cellar door. The stairs that lead down are dimly lit by candles on the wall. At the bottom, two guards with duelist badges and hoods masking their faces stand guard, their swords drawn. “Hello,” I say, and they just continue to stand there stoically.


  Alerin presents his letter. “This is my guest Chess. You might say he’s related to one of the candidates, being their Touched.”


  The guards, still silent, pull out two necklaces and give one to each of us. Alerin puts his on, and his face becomes a blur. His clothing appears now as a plain brown robe. I put mine on and assume it does the same thing, though my robe looks a shade lighter. I guess for non-voting guests. Alerin tugs at my hand. “Come on. We only have an hour or two to schmooze before the vote.” His voice, at least, isn’t disguised, so I still have one way to recognize him.


  It is only a short walk before we enter a giant gilded ballroom. Hundreds of blurry-faced robe-enshrouded people mill about. Several tables are set with food and drink. I hear the faint strings of a band playing. Other personages line our entrance, their palms outstretched, facing up. Alerin takes out stacks of gold coins and drops them into each hand, firmly saying “Jasper,” as the coins clink into their palms.


  “Are you buying votes?” I whisper to him.


  “Oh, I’ve already bought the votes I know can be reliably bought. These folks are just opportunists and have probably already decided who they want. Still, a small chance of influencing someone is better than none. Leaving them empty-handed would also be an insult.”


  The next group of people is less obvious in that they want to socialize before presenting their palms for handouts. A woman, I can tell by her voice lets out a long sigh and puts a tart into the blur of her face then removes it with a bite taken out. “I don’t know if I can stand having a Touched creature enter politics for us. I hear they’re killing townsfolk in the reaches and there is nothing anyone can do to stop them.”


  “A few bad ones doesn’t mean they are all bad.” I pipe up.


  She finishes her tart. “I wish that was the case, but even the good ones can get bored and do something crazy. Jasper seems alright for a companion. I still can’t believe he refused to hire assassins to target his opponents.”


  A deep voiced man chortles next to her at that. “It’s positively devious, as long as his opponents are alive, they’ll split the vote of those unwilling to pick the companion and tangentially their Touched. It also appeals to those softies who don’t think politics should be bloody. It’s brilliant.”


  The woman tips her head acknowledging this. “They are also all so focused on sending killers after him that they don’t realize their mistakes. Jasper seems positively nice compared to Eo and Alura. Tyrone well, let’s just admit he’s never had a shot.”


  King steps up here. “Jasper certainly is the best of the bunch, and despite his condition, he has my vote and support.” With the key word of support, there is a clinking of gold into both voters’ hands.


  My heart beats a little quicker after the conversation. Killers after Jasper. If he dies, I can’t be Kingmaker. It’s a selfish thought. Weirdly, I realize I kind of like Jasper, It’s hard admitting that I like a game character. I’ve just been too busy for stuff other than work recently; he’s always been there for me. I tap Alerin’s shoulder after we leave the group. “Killers? Is Jasper safe? I wasn’t told anything about this.”


  “Didn’t want to scare you away. I certainly didn’t say this would be a safe goal. No risk, no reward. Don’t worry. He has the best bodyguards your money can buy. I even put a hold with the assassins’ guild using some of the funds, so his opponents are forced to buy non-guild trash and mercenaries or break their bank.”


  I’m not exactly relieved, but the vote is soon, and I haven’t received any notifications that my companion has died. I put my hand in my pouch to look at the weapon I had brought with me. It isn’t as good as the epic pieces I had made for the heads of the orders, but if I need too, I will use it. Reaching master smith status is something I’m looking forward to.


  We work the room, and by we, I mostly mean Alerin King. If someone is ranting too much about Jasper being a companion or the evils of the Touched he inserts himself and changes the conversation or shuts it down. Gold continues to exchange hands, and we dance from group to group. I almost wonder why I am here. The few words I manage to get in can’t mean much. I guess it is nice to be here to see the results of my spending.


  A gong rings, interrupting and bringing an end to all conversations. It continues for several beats until its only accompaniment is the silence between the rings. An announcer somewhere calls out the first name. “Eo Trubard.” An elder man, probably in his late thirties with hay blond hair and a severely dour face enters. Four guards march next to him wearing faux officer’s uniforms, obviously stylized to look like them, but not actually be them. The lockstep march at which they moved with him just made him seem even more unapproachable.


  Once he has made his way to a slightly raised platform in the middle of the room, the announcer calls the next name. “Alura Fairbloom.” She is beautiful, in a wide flowing gown. She smiles and curtsies at almost every person she passes. But when she does it for me, I can see that for all her shows of warmth, her eyes look cold. Her guards, all six of them are at least as pretty as her, prettier in some cases. Each in a suit accented with a color of the rainbow and carrying swords with golden sparkling sheaths and handles. Despite their number, only the two women in the group seem serious about their job, their eyes constantly darting around for things that might be threats.


  “Companion Jasper Fells.” I hadn’t seen him for a while, both of us being busy, but I still wasn’t expecting him to be like this when he enters. He is sweating, panting, a slight gash still bleeding on his temple. He is geared out in my rejects, the items I had passed onto him to deal with because after I had completed them, I didn’t think would sell to players. His bodyguards wear similar pieces of leftovers. They eye everyone as though they might be a threat and the formless masses take a step back to give them and their dangerous looks some space. Each of the guards is bleeding and has some form of injury. Seven obviously dangerous, tired and bleeding people make their way up the platform. There are some murmurs from the crowd, but I can’t tell if they are positive or negative.


  Alerin King whispers into my ear. “See. Perfectly healthy, maybe only a little worse for wear.”


  I respond with a low grumbling. If either had asked for help or informed me, I could have made sure they were all properly outfitted. I hope the gold I made for this is more important.


  “Tyrone King,” the announcer calls out.


  I look over to Alerin, not that he can see the look I am giving him. “A Nephew,” he says in a voice that is laced with some level of unhappiness.


  Tyrone looks like Alerin except younger. He has thick black hair instead of the snowy white, but he has the same general face and large imposing form. Instead of having Alerin’s smile lines and clever eyes, his face is set in a scowl and eyes brim with anger. His clothes are black. His guards, looking like they were plucked out a stereotypical veteran mercenary company, are also dressed in black, and all move like they own the place. You can tell from how the crowd shifts that they don’t like him. As much as they have doubts about Jasper being a companion, they have none about Tyrone’s worthiness.


  Once each group is settled on the platform in the center of the room, the announcer’s voice echoes again. Since I don’t see anyone it has to be some kind of projection magic. “In a brief moment, each candidate will make their case to the voters.”


  Eo and Alura’s speeches both stress that they are longtime members of the community, not newcomers and not beholden to anyone. Direct jabs at Jasper, but other than that there isn’t anything special or noteworthy and both are on the verge of being boring. I make my way to the front, curious about what Jasper will say.


  Jasper had used his time well, straightening his clothes and cleaning the blood off his minor wounds. He still looks like he has been in a fight, but no longer like he’s immediately out of one. He takes a deep breath and begins to speak.


  “They are right. I am a newcomer here. I’m a companion, magically sworn to my Touched. He’s not so bad though. He spends all day working, like he lives here instead of off fighting, killing, running amok. I barely see him, and he’s only given me one task since he first entered this world, Help people.


  “I thought his task was ridiculous, vague and just plain odd. Other companions are out mining, learning to heal, selling their Touched finds. Even carrying their burdens. I was shocked when he then told me he wanted me to run for this council seat, a path he set before me well before I knew I was traveling on it. I have moved down that path with the goal of helping people. That is what I plan to continue to do if elected. I may be new, but I’ve grown to know this community. I helped magister Jonas repaint his house. Babysat Tia’s twins. Spent most of my evenings reading Captain Swans Adventures to Antimony. I’ve fought for this community, and I bleed to be here today.”


  It is hard not to be moved by someone speaking passionately while bleeding for their cause. With the robes and the face concealers, it is impossible to read the room though. Is the speech and my gold enough?


  Tyrone King steps forward looking down at the voters with a level of disdain on his face that is inappropriate for this contest. His glare is so uncomfortable I put my hand in my bag just to have easy access to my sword.


  “There is only one choice!” A dozen more grizzled warriors shimmer into existence on the stage, and one of Tyrone’s bodyguards tackles Jasper’s limping protector as another, in a coordinated move, lashes out to strike my companion.


  Somehow, I have gotten my sword out and manage to activate an interrupt ability charged onto the blade. An arch of light blocks that strike. It isn’t a lot of time, but just enough to allow the rest of Jasper’s guards to get into the fight.


  I want to do more. A hooded duelist appears next to me, his hand on my wrist and blade drawn. “You can’t attack them. It’s against the rules,” he tells me in a low voice. He grips my wrist with enough strength that it is clear I can’t fight him.


  “Damn it, Tyrone!” Alerin King yells. “This just isn’t done!”


  Tyrone’s eyes stare at us. He must have recognized the voice. “But it’s not against the rules, Uncle. If all the other candidates are dead, the only votes that count are the ones for me. Renna’s bloody rise might be a footnote in the secret histories; mine will be a chapter.”


  The fight progresses too damn fast for my liking. Eo’s guards are more than useless, having obviously spent more time practicing marching than fighting. One guard is dead, and Eo is bleeding profusely from a gash in his side. Alura is doing slightly better, she has pulled a golden wand from somewhere under her dress and is using blasts of dark necrotic magic to help her bodyguards. Sadly, half her bodyguards don’t seem to know how to use the swords they are carrying, and it is only a matter of time before Tyrone’s men get through their clumsy waving.


  After having recovered from the initial surprise, Jasper and his guards are handling a greater number of opponents well, but once the others are able to finish off Eo and Alura, they won’t have a hope against them all. The mercenaries know it too. With their gamble having failed, they just focus on making sure none of Jasper’s more skilled bodyguards kill any of them until the rest of their crew finish off the other candidates.


  It is frustrating watching. The duelist, having removed his hand from me, is keeping an eye on me with his bared blade near his side. I don’t think I can even make an attack, not that it would matter. I’m not even level fifteen and most of my spells are crafting or support. I have no ace up my sleeve to kill Tyrone and end this.


  Eo is on his knees, and I watch as a fighter with a vicious smile on his face moves forward to end him. I cast Haste on Eo, expecting a sword in my gut and a revival countdown. The speed boost helps Eo rolls out of the way. The duelist beside me grips his sword tighter but does nothing. I can feel the gears in my mind turn fast before it clicks. I didn’t attack, I supported.


  I start casting spells to help the guards and candidates. Alerin King nudges me a little, “What are you doing?”


  “I’m supporting the candidates.” There must be other casters here. “Support the candidates!” I yell to the crowd.


  Alerin sees what I’m doing and takes up the cry as well and spells start to trickle in. Still, two of Alura’s guards don’t make it as a wild swing leaves them open for savage strikes. The call is echoed a few times in the chamber. Suddenly the announcer’s voice booms through the hall. “Support your candidates!”


  The trickle of spells suddenly becomes a flood. I see boosts, mirror images, rays of healing. Tyrone’s men are not the ones getting any of them. Tyrone stamps his foot, “Cheating! Cheating! Cheating! You are all cheaters! How dare you steal what is mine!” I keep casting and watch as the newly invigorated defenders start to tip the scales. Tyrone turns his eyes to my spot. “This is all your fault!” he yells. He draws a sword and dives off the stage with a spearing drive.


  I step to the side to dodge, but it is not me he’s going for. Alerin King gracefully moves out of the way. Before Tyrone can move to attack again, two Duelists are there restraining Tyrone, one from behind and another grabbing his wrists. “This is against the rules.” They admonish him. Tyrone’s response is to growl, a little bit of spit frothing at the edge of his mouth.


  In a voice with a mixture of sadness and scorn Alerin addresses Tyrone, “Why do you have to try to destroy everything you touch?”


  Soon half of Tyrone’s attack force lie dead, and the rest are retreating. Tyrone is escorted back onto the stage, two Duelists at his side, each firmly gripping an arm.


  Eo gets off the stage, his now lone bodyguard trailing him and walks to me. He looks bloody and beaten, yet slightly revived due to the heals. “I want to thank you. I would have died without your support.”


  I didn’t expect him to notice that, me being the first with the others following up. It takes a moment to think up a response. “I couldn’t watch the slaughter. I had to do something. I support Jasper in the election. He is my companion.”


  Eo’s eyes widen in surprise then narrow as he goes through his own thoughts. “My apologies then, for some of the comments I have made about Touched during this endeavor. You have my thanks, Chess.”


  “You are not all wrong about the uncaring nature of Touched. I’m just glad you see that not all of us are as bad as we are made out to be. I’m glad I could help.”


  He gives a little bow of goodbye, and I return it.


  There are several minutes of conversations and regaining composure among everyone in the underground ballroom. Alerin himself darts over to other groups to get a word in while I just stand there admiring the game. Jasper chuckles at some comment one of his bodyguards makes. Alura uses a spell to clean up her appearance, so she looks as good as when she arrived. Tyrone just stands there restrained, fuming.


  The announcer’s voice is back. “Ahem.” His clearing of his throat echoes everywhere. “Now that the statements have been settled, the voting will commence. Voters focus in your mind the name of the candidate you wish to be elected. Be it Eo Trubard, Alura Fairbloom, Jasper Fells, or Tyrone King.” At this point, the announcer is having difficulty keeping disdain out of his voice when he said Tyrone’s name. “Begin.”


  The room glows and sparkles as magic infuses the air. Lights drift up from the voters and swirl toward the candidates on the stage coalescing over the candidates. Two bright balls over Eo and Alura, a dim almost dark sphere over Tyrone. The brightest shines over Jasper, flaring before exploding into fireworks that danced around the room. “The winner is Jasper Fells!” the announcer announces. The crowd gives a round of applause then make their way back to the refreshments table.


  Behind me, I feel a hug that has the strength and size that it can only be from Alerin King. “We did it!” he announces. “This probably counts as the most exciting election in decades!”


  “Did you doubt it?” I ask.


  “I totally expected us to lose, even with Jasper’s hard work and all your money,” he says with cheer in his voice. ”Your save of Eo, hell your save of all of them, really helped tip the scales. You really are smarter than you look. Now we can move on to the more serious stage of making Jasper king.”


  I don’t know if I should feel insulted or proud. I itch at a chance to win. “Just tell me what I need to do next.”


  “Go home, work, rest, celebrate. I’ll contact you after everything here is settled. First, I need to make a prayer to the gods about this.” His voice and manner took a slightly off tone when he mentions the prayer, but then he adjusts and jubilantly helps me out of the underground where we part ways, and I head back to the forge.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Four - Casey Ellis



  


  

     


  


  “Now welcoming Chase Ellis, one of the lead designers of Immersion Arts hit game Fair Quest. “


  I try to turn my grimace into a grin as I walk out. It’s Casey, damn it. I wave at the cameraman and technicians as though they are an audience. In response, there is canned applause. The producer had stressed maintaining the illusion. Normally it would be Sun out here doing the interviews, but this is my chance to get my feet wet before committing to the EU job.


  “Well, Chase…”


  “Casey.” I correct him. I can see anger in Jimmy Stovell’s eyes at that. Even in his online review days, before jumping to the mainstream after online monetization went belly up, he was known for his big personality. There are still online reviewers who get more views. They just have no money in it anymore. Since he upgraded from his anime shirts to a nice suit, it is clear that Jimmy likes money.


  “Well Chasey—”


  I don’t correct him this time, and his grin widens ever so slightly.


  “—this latest patch has continued to get mixed reviews from the Fair Quest fan base and vocal cries of outrage from many. They feel ten-minute revival time is too much given the limits on headset usage and the cost of the reactive rooms.”


  “Starting revival times are still five minutes, in fact with the changes, players’ average revival time is down to four minutes. It is even possible to have instant revival, which would have major benefits for guilds and teams who can afford to have that player teleport back into battle. We really wanted to focus on the benefits that could be gained by building a good image and relationships with the NPC of the game.”


  “The players and guilds who now have ten-minute wait times disagree. They feel they are being targeted unfairly for how they want to play the game. Even now, they have high-level NPC hunting them. How do you respond to their concerns?”


  “Actions have consequences in Fair Quest. It’s a selling point of the game. You can’t just destroy a group of NPC and not expect the law to come after you. Long memories and an ever-changing landscape are the result of players’ actions. Players can grab their own destinies. The revival time based on how you are perceived in the game makes sense and will be in place for the future EU and Asia releases. I can assure you, no one is being targeted.”


  Jimmy put his hands up in a sign that he didn’t really believe that. “There you have it; Immersion Arts says its players are not being targeted.” His tone makes it clear that he feels they are. “Now, Chasey, with the startling emergence of Pods allowing for long-term gaming in places like China and Korea, is Immersion Arts ready to support living in Fair Quest?”


  Pods are one of the headaches that we don’t want to deal with as a company. As much as they are a dream of gamers, none of us wants to see them spread everywhere. “Immersion Arts is proud of our relationship with reactive rooms and that players of our games have shown major health improvements with their use. We have no current plans for compatibility with those untested systems. We don’t expect them to become legal in the United States for decades to come.”


  “So, you don’t believe the rumors of Pods being fast-tracked as a medical device in the EU?”


  I hadn’t heard anything about that and find myself giving Jimmy a strained smile, “No Comment.” The work phone in my pocket vibrates. They all know I have an interview scheduled, so I’m surprised anyone would text me.


  Jimmy leans forward, “One more question, Castey.” My temper flares as he continues to not use my real name. There were also only supposed to be two questions, one on the patch and one on Pods. “What is Immersion Arts’ stance on players who have fallen in love with NPC or feel that they are people and deserve rights?”             


  Sun’s official thoughts on that were that it’s just a game and they are just characters that can be changed or removed at will. Talk of anything different is strongly discouraged at work. Sally avoids the topic. Frank is well, Frank, and it’s easy to remember his jarring conversation well: “They’re game characters, balls of code that react based on their architecture and experience in sometimes random ways. They have no bodies, no souls.” He then took an overly large bite of his submarine sandwich before continuing. “Of course, souls are not real even for us. We base all our decisions on our genetics and experiences. We just have non-digital bodies. Not too different from us in how we live, except their world is limited to Fair Quest, and we get the whole world.” Just enough of a non-answer to be annoying.


  I look back at Jimmy, “We are very proud of how lifelike our NPC are and that it separates our game from the competition. People have always cared about or fallen in love with characters from books, and games, movies and cartoons. It is a sign we are good at our job. As lifelike as they can appear, they are video game characters and are not alive.”


  Jimmy points at the camera and speaks to his audience. “There you have it losers, grow up and get a real girlfriend.” Canned applause and cheers echo from the sound system again as the interview shuts down. When the camera light shuts off Jimmy turns to me. “They should have told you not to correct me.” His tone makes it clear that he isn’t really talking to me nor is he expecting a response.


  I try to give him a friendly nod while getting up. The unpleasantness is enough to make me doubt a little if I even want Sun’s job for the EU release. I check my phone. It’s Sun.


  Alternate victory is active. Come in ASAP for a meeting.


  All I can think of is how today is going to get even longer. I call my wife and let her know I need to stop by the office after my flight home and to have dinner without me.


  I spend the whole flight back thinking. Alternative victory is our plan for what to do if player development stalls. It would be decided the Kingdom needs a king to move forward and players would have an opportunity to work hard and impress the High Council to be Kingmaker with their companion. There would be a new small cash reward for the main Man of Masks quest, and the game would continue to expand in response. Only a handful of people at the company know about the alternative victory plan: Me, Sun, Sally, Frank. It was a break glass in case of emergency type of scenario.


  When I finally get into the office, I let Sun know I’m back, leave my luggage at my desk and head to the private meeting room. Sun and Sally are waiting for me. “Welcome back Casey. Or should I be calling you Chase or Chasey now?”


  Sally snickers a little at Sun’s comments. I just wave him off. “Yeah, yeah, I bet you knew that was going to happen.”


  “Jimmy is always a dick. If you can put up with him, you can handle the rest of the media in the job. Good answer to the NPC question too.”


  “So, what’s up with the Alternative Victory? Or do we need to wait for Frank to show up first?”


  Sally pipes up. “Sent him home early. When he finds out about this, I’m not expecting a pleasant reaction.”


  “Why? He’s always hated the designed Kingmaker quest and how the NPC are forced to think of it as the solution.”


  Sun grimaces a little, “Chess is the player working for the alternative victory.” Inwardly I groan, Frank has never let the Gioachino incident go. Sun gives me a moment to think before he continues. “I don’t want to believe that a player has some connection inside the company, which you know Frank will claim. But even if there is a small chance and it ends up that it is true, it would put a stain on the company. It might even destroy the company. Of course, it could also be bad if we actively use the game to stop him from winning if he can. “


  I look from Sun to Sally, “So, what should we do? How much time do we have?” I ask.


  Sally speaks up first. “It could be days, but most likely weeks before a petition is put before the High Council. Then we will have one week before they vote if it makes it that far. No way of knowing exactly what they will decide. The scenario was designed for multiple players lobbying for this type of action. Just one player trying will have them decide on the original contest or this one companion. They could even open it up for all players to participate in.”


  I wrack my brain for what I know about how we set up the politics in the game. “Shouldn’t it be hard to even get a petition?”


  “Chess has already gotten his companion on the city council, making the petition pretty much a formality. The NPC who is aware of the Kingmaker goal apparently didn’t believe there was a shot of this working until that happened. He was also cynical about him even winning that victory. We set it up so that an NPC would pray to the gods and contact us only if they truly believe a player will become Kingmaker. Similar to how they contact us if there is a belief of excessive abuse.”


  “Who was the NPC?”


  “Alerin King.” Sun answers. I wince, that is another thing that will set Frank off. He is one of the dozens of high-level NPC architectures that he’s worked on and is proudest of. I even designed his office.


  “One of his spies discover the plot?”


  Sally shook her head, “He’s supporting Chess in his quest. Says he found Jasper, Chess’s companion, poking around about entering politics and decided on his own to support them. Arranged for most of the election support.”


  “Jesus,” I mutter.


  Sun turns to both of us. “Sally will be doing an internal audit checking to see if there was any internal access to the alternate victory plan and if anyone has figured it out on their own. I’m going to have you review the player’s game activity, and I’ve scheduled you for a management seminar in his home city in a couple weeks and want you to do a thorough vetting if you can.”             


  I find my stomach clenching worse than it had during the interview with Jimmy. Looking into the life of a teen is not something I want to do. “Is that even legal?”


  Sun didn’t look comfortable himself when he answers. “According to our lawyers, it is covered in the terms and conditions. With Chess being a minor, I won’t say that it is black and white, but there is a clause dealing with suspicion of collusion or cheating that gives us some leeway. We will not tell Frank any of this.”


  I spend the drive home wondering if I should have put my foot down and refused. But if I had, would it have cost me that spot as head of Fair Quest EU?


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Five - Chess


  


  Gramps is gone when I get up, and his collection of garage sale gems is smaller in size. Not the giant ugly purple and orange monstrosity though. He told me he’d found an outlet for selling some of them. It would be a lie to say I’m not a little afraid he is up to his old tricks. Though he did promise he wasn’t lying to anyone, the man can still stretch the truth farther than you can pull taffy. On the other hand, I know better than to go digging too hard. After all, he hasn’t looked too hard into the fact I used my real info for my bank and gaming accounts.


  With no point waiting for breakfast, I stop by Gamer’s Gate on my way to the immersion center, not to brag but do more research. I only have a few days of work before I become a master smith, I’m also coming up on intermediate level of my artificer profession. All of this means I can start to work my fancy metals, which adds a whole new type of difficulty.


  I could easily run through the supply I have in a week, and with no solid supply line, that might be a big mistake, flood the market and then have nothing. Worse, I don’t even have a sense of how valuable the stuff is, so picking a starting value for the auction house will take time. Plus, with Jasper at his new job, I am running low on good crafting materials.


  It all boils down to less time working, and more time doing quests, so I can get back to working. I’m glad Gramps is no longer asking for money and has even managed to pick up some of the rent and groceries with his sales. I find myself making a to-do list, with a promise to spend half my day trying to complete some of them.


  

    ◻      Figure out the values of the rare metal I do have.


  


  

    ◻      Find a consistent source for one or more of the metals.


  


  

    ◻      Figure a way to get more and better crafting materials.


  


  

    ◻      See if I can get any new skills from Laslow when I hit intermediate.


  


  Of course, if I manage my end run at being the Kingmaker all of this can be tackled at my leisure. Sure, I won’t have access to the money for a few years, but knowing it is there would help.


  I’m playing a waiting game now. Alerin told me he would contact me if he needed help and Jasper is busy learning his new job. It’s almost like one of those phone games where you need to wait x hours or days before collecting your reward. Most of the quotes online about pestering NPC involved in your quests tend to either end them early or make it more difficult. The plan has always been a long shot anyway.


  I squeeze into the reactive room gear and log on. The smell of horses, sweat, and the forge hits me in a wave as I transition into the game. The election has gotten me another level, lucky thirteen, thanks to the experience generated from the event. I now have a new area of effect class spell, Sorcerous Storm, which randomly generates lightning strikes hitting anything in the area underneath it every few seconds. So, for me, basically useless. I wave to Byron and Mort as I enter the work area.


  “Ho, Chess! Come to put in another long day?” Byron asks with a smile.


  I shake my head a little. “I actually have to put in some other work before I can get back to working at full steam.” I give him a slight smile. “I was wondering if I can ask you for some advice?”


  “Sure thing, Chess. I hear stories of how other Touched show up at a smithy and after only a few hours are yelling, demanding ways for them to become a great smith and make good weapons like you do. You’ve always just shown up and put in the work. I’ll be glad to help.”


  “I can tell I’ll be a master smith soon and want to know if there is a way to get better metal to work with consistently? You know, the kind of things I used when making weapons for the heads of the orders. I’d also like to figure out the value of the ingots I do have. Can you help with any of that?”


  “We pretty much just get iron here, maybe some copper and silver ingots for certain projects. Citizens just don’t ask for the fancy stuff for their orders. I can tell you who we order our supplies from in the market district. They might have an idea of where to get that specialty stuff and be able to appraise what you have. I’ll write you a letter of recommendation. If you just show up being a Touched, they’ll probably make you jump through dozens of hoops before they help you. Maybe this way it will only be a few hoops.”


  “Thank you.” I wait as he writes me a letter and gives me directions. A new quest notification pops up, and I wave it away before I head off.


  Market district in the city is one of those places that is inundated with players and their companions. buying and selling, starting new quests or turning in items to complete them. I decide to equip a new outfit instead of my standard work leathers and crafting gear. No point wearing the same outfit that all the screenshots taken of me have me wearing. I’ve managed to skim by on luck alone, it’s a wonder that no one has found my workspace. Lucky I’m not lacking in gear to choose from, though I don’t go all decked out in items I’ve already enchanted. I decide to wear a sword instead of keeping one in my bag. I’ve gotten enough strength achievement boosts so that even with my basic sorcerer body build I can at least fake the appearance of a fighter.


  I make my way towards the market district, moving out of my comfortable little corner where NPC know me as the one who goes to work at the smithy all day. The citizens’ glances are less than friendly here. You get used to unfriendly or disapproving looks when you work chess in the park instead of being in school. It’s a little surprising to see them in the game though.


  The looks change more to annoyance or citizens just outright ignoring me as I make my way into the more player-populated area. I can see why, as groups of players sometimes just walk into the NPC as though they are not there, even knocking one over without stopping to apologize. The world may literally be their playground, but you don’t see that stuff at Disneyland.


  The market district square is busier than my last visit. Players stand yelling on the corner trying to attract business. “Early Chess piece, good for new players or for your first taste, twenty gold or best offer!” one yells as I pass him by.


  I stop by a booth of loose crafting materials and use my skill to tell common from rare and pick up a handful of the latter. The direction Byron has given me is to a small shop just by the fountain, though all the tents make it hard to find. I tap another player on the shoulder. “Do you know where the fountain is?”


  The player who styled his gear as a barbarian, maxed his character creation height and added more height with a bright red mohawk asks, “You here for the protest too? I guess it is about time to head over that way.”


  I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything and follow as the player motions his companion to come with him. His companion is wearing rags and has gray make-up smeared all over his surly face. He follows just slow enough to show his unhappiness but not enough to stop being nearby.


  We wade through the crowd. At the fountain are about a dozen players holding signs that read Care or Respect Citizens. They magically project their voices as they shout, “Talk to them, have a conversation. You will see they are no different than people everywhere. They feel, have jobs and worries.” It is obviously a practiced speech, skirting the edge of what you can acceptably say in Fair Quest without penalties.


  I turn to the barbarian who isn’t quite matching the protest crowd. “So, you’re going to join them?”


  He scoffs, “What, those hippies. I’m here for the counter-protest.” Now I do sort of have some questions about all this. Suddenly a force bubble clears a wide space near the fountain. Even the protesters are thrown back a few feet for the creation of this new clear area. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see a mage running off with two guards in pursuit.


  “DANCE OFF!” someone in the crowd yells, like the “hippy” protesters using magic to project their voice. The barbarian now ushers his companion into the cleared space. A band starts playing, the music not exactly right since it is being reproduced on period and fantasy instruments. I can almost name the tune, and then it clicks as the two dozen or so companions in rags and bad makeup jobs line up then slide as one unit to start the choreography from Thriller. The number continues for five minutes before the song changes up into a pop dance beat I don’t recognize, and from across the way, another group of companions’ come tumbling, in twirling and breakdancing. A few look like they are enjoying it, but most look annoyed.


  “How?” I ask the barbarian.


  He grins proudly, “Took a lot of work and some practice to stretch the limits of the command function on the companions.”


  “Command function,” I mumble. I really hadn’t looked up much about the game other than things related to my plans.


  “Remember in the training grounds where we got to practice the limit of the command functions. Order them to jump five times or try to stand on their heads and crab walk. You can’t order them to strip naked or hurt someone they feel is innocent or themselves. They talked about it being an emergency measure, but if you work hard enough on it, you can get them to do things like this.”


  “Skipped that day.” I continue to watch the show and the reactions to it. The original protesters look ashamed. Most of the players in the audience are entertained. NPC have a wide range of feelings on their faces. Enraged, disgusted, a few were amused but mostly what I can see is not happy faces. The crowd of players applauds as the music dies down and the performers move away, a few even forcing their companions to applaud as well.


  The barbarian’s companion is sweating and a little out of breath when he comes back. The player pats his companion on the back. “Well done Pennyworth.” I arch an eyebrow at that. “I first named him Alfred, but it wasn’t recognizable enough.”


  “Don’t they come with names?”


  “Sure, but you can order them to respond to anything. BruWaynez can’t have a companion that responds to anything else. I suppose I could have gone all Grayson or Drake, but the butler style lets me keep him out of the fighting as I try to win Kingmaker. You got some nice Chess pieces. You interested in joining the bat guild at all?”


  I suppose wearing my own gear would make me look like someone competitive enough to spend money at the auction house. “Not doing the guild stuff right now. Actually, have a quest I am working on at the market today.”


  “Well if you are looking for a guild to do more frontline advancing, look up the bat guild. We could really use someone with gear like yours.”


  “Will do,” I say forcing a smile.


  “Have a GG man. Come Pennyworth, let’s get you back to looking proper.”


  I watch as he and the other counter-protesters leave the area giving each other high fives and sometimes drawing questions from other players in the area. I should have expected the game to take this route. There is no strict role-playing rule. Just suggestions and penalties that can be worked around.


  With the crowd now clearing I can see the shop Byron suggested for me. It is a skinny building wedged between two larger ones. It’s maybe the width of two doors, so the one it does have takes up half the space. Above the door is a plaque that simply reads, Ores Fine and Refined.


  Inside is a small old gnome with white hair and fluffy eyebrows that take up half his face. He sits behind a counter that separates the front half of the shop from the back. “Come to brag about twisting our youth?” He snaps at me. “I heard the music and saw what was going on out there.”


  I put my hand up. “I had nothing to do with that. I would like to think I respect my companion and mostly let him do his own thing. I’m just here for business.”


  “What makes you think I want to have business with the likes of you?”


  I reach into my bag and pull out the letter, “I have a letter of recommendation from smith Byron.” I say, handing it to him.


  He starts reading, his eyebrows twitching every few seconds. “This could be a forgery!”


  “Having him come down would waste all of our time,” I sigh. “And, really, has anyone else been coming to you with forged letters?”


  He makes an animated huffing sound but continues reading. “You don’t look like a smith.”


  Once I can see he is finished reading I pull my sword out slowly and hand it to him handle first. “I made this, and the new weapons for the heads of the marshal orders.”


  He takes up the weapon, the thing looking giant in his hands, but shows no strain from handling the weight. “So, you’re Chess. I like Allynance’s blade, though I don’t know why you went with ebony for the Rangers. I’ll give you a chance but expect to work for it. I’m going to put you to work, and if you prove acceptable, I’ll let you ask for the help you want.”


  Inwardly I groan a little. It would have been too easy to have the letter work out. There is always a quest. Outwardly I smile and nod my head in respect. “Just tell me what you need me to do.” After a while of listening and watching the eyebrows move in unexpected manners, the quest chain updates.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty- Six -Casey Ellis


  


  Timmy, the security guard at the Immersion Arts offices, checks my badge, a formality since he knows who I am. “You’re looking awful tired Mr. Ellis.”


  “You know you can just call me Casey. I’ve just had a hard couple of nights sleep, Timmy.“ The idea of looking into a player’s life has been filling me with dread. It isn’t even a comfort when my wife says that if there is cheating going on, I probably should investigate it. I left out the fact that the player is a minor and other information. I spent the first day back at work avoiding the task. Today I resolved to get started or barring a lack of progress, tell Sun I won’t do it.


  Normally, reviewing months of a player’s in-game interactions would take a long time. Just narrowing down a search to the player’s interactions with other players by either touching or talking to them should bring up dozens of daily hits. For Chess, there is almost nothing. He’s pretty much stuck to his isolated corner of the city. Even his quests, which normally push players out towards the front lines, just sent him deeper into the city where there is nothing to kill for experience.


  An online search of the forums about him is much of the same. There are fan groups who like the items he makes, even major strategy sites dedicated on how to pick the best ones off the auction house lists to combine with your skills. They all say tough luck if you want to find him. Some theorized that he is really an NPC created by Immersion Arts to push the auction house and that the company is making money from the sales.


  I steel myself and open several social media sites and type in the player’s real name: Nate Shoefield. The hits I got were a forty-eight-year-old mother of three in New Jersey who went by Nateline and a seventy-year-old retired carpenter in Texas. A teenager without social media is just odd.


  Search engines also don’t have many results. I switch it to search for news, wondering if maybe he has won a chess tournament and been covered in some local paper. I scan through a few pages and nothing, until I see a headline from several years ago. It’s not really news, more of a blog post. Scars of the Missing. The article talks about how having a child go missing affects a family. The name Nate Shoefield is only mentioned once with no other info other than his family moved away from the town where it happened. The reference is from an even older blog post from years ago, not real enough news to show up under a news search and insignificant enough to be lost in a normal search. I select it and begin to read.


  

    Three years ago, just a junior in high school, I joined my father and half the town in search parties looking for the missing boy Nate, who had gone missing during first-grade recess. The teacher recalls him standing looking off into the distance then she turned around to handle some scuffle with some other students. When she looked back, he was gone, but it wasn’t until she did the headcount of the forty kids she was supervising that she found that the one kid was missing.


  


  I skip the part where he writes about wading through the tall grass with his father, where he is more excited about missing school than the actual hunt. Both parents were working, and the grandfather who doted on the boy managed the tip hotline and helped organize the search parties through his phone. Mrs. Johnson, who worked at the community center where Nate and his grandfather often hung out after school playing board games, was quoted as saying they all hoped he would just show up at the desk asking for a checkers or chess board. He was a quiet and sweet boy who loved his grandfather.


  Mrs. Johnson is quoted as saying the grandfather left first. He had moved one town over and just started visiting less frequently until he finally stopped showing up. You could see pain in his eyes and the stress of being here. A year later, the Shoefield’s jumped at the chance to take a job in the city. There were more quotes from searchers, but ultimately the piece left more questions than answers. Name and age are about right though.


  I search some more, but this hadn’t hit major, or really any, news outlets. Not surprising with hundreds of thousands of kids reported missing each year. Could it be someone just using his identity, I know some games and businesses have had cases of people using personal information from dead or missing people to start new accounts. The lack of social media and other information make it suspicious, I pick up my phone and call Sun’s office.


  “Hey, any new info?”


  “I don’t see any sign he’s contacting anyone in-game to get information. There’s almost no one on his friends list, and he spends most days away from other players, crafting. Online there is almost no info about the player at all. It’s like outside of the game contract he doesn’t exist. I’m a little concerned someone’s using the identity of a kid who went missing about nine years ago, age and name match.”


  There’s a pause as Sun processes this information. “Do you think we should cancel and flag the account as fraud? Maybe at least hard stop the quest line?”


  Hard stops involve direct interface with the AI architecture of those involved, which can damage them. It would also mean involving Frank. The easiest way would be just to have Chess’s companion killed. Flagging and suspending as fraud is another matter. The company has a strict policy of getting a police report; most dealt with payment issues. “No. Not yet. You have me going to that conference in his town for a reason. If it’s not a teenage boy using that account, I’ll call you right away. I don’t want us overreacting just because a player is thinking outside the box.


  “Okay, but I’ll need a decision before the AI get together to decide and trigger the alternate victory condition.”


  I hang up and double down on my real job in an attempt to get this whole strange situation out of my head.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Seven - Chess


  


  The gnome Gromley is testing my patience hard. First thing he does is show me stacks of interesting metals, some I recognize from my collection but many I have never seen before. He immediately tells me he is not going to sell me any of them. “Ya see, most of this stuff’s been sittin here for decades. Sure, we’ve put some feelers out to you Touched saying we’re looking for any interesting ores or metals, but even then, the flow has not been consistent. No flow, ya might as well call all this supply priceless. I won’t sell you this stuff without knowin’ what it’s properly worth and how easy it is to replace.”


  I sigh before I accept the quest.


  It’s times like this that make me feel like except for being a sorcerer, all my charisma is pretty much just a useless stat. strength would let me lift heavier objects. dexterity would improve my shots if I tried to shoot something. Sure, intelligence and wisdom can’t actually make me smarter or wiser, but at least they affect my mana. Maybe there is something I’m missing and can check out on the forums.


  This all means trips to several far-off mines to see if they even have material to mine. Quests to convince the miners to mine it and find out how much they will sell the ore for. Then I will need to convince the traders to move it and find out how much that would cost. Will there be a strong monster guarding a source of Ore? Probably. Since I’m not equipped for that, I’ll either have to hire someone to deal with it or figure out a workaround.


  Gromley laughs when I start muttering complaints about it all. “Aren’t quests what all you Touched love to do?” He laughs even harder when I say I need to get back to the forge so I can work for money.


  I log out irritated about all the work I have to do to get better crafting materials and because of my arm being sore from working the forge. When I get my clothes and other items out of the locker in the corner of the room, I see my phone has five texts, all from Grandpa. Hey Nate, I’m in a bit of a spot. Might be a little later than usual. I feel queasy in my stomach. There is only one reason he would be using my real name. He is having some issue with the law. He’s always been firm about how lying to them would get you into too much trouble. Unless you are being detained or arrested, it was best to be respectful and get out of their way as quickly as possible.


  One of the most recent texts tells me to call his lawyer Joe Turino, at the phone number he provided. Then a note that he might need some help with bail. I’m not happy as I leave the center. A little angry even, because he promised me he would play it clean. I dial the number once I’m outside. “Turino legal services. How may we be of help?”


  “This is Stewart Gales’ grandson. He told me to contact you about helping with bail.” The rest of the conversation is setting up a meeting. There is an opening in an hour, and it isn’t that far away. It is however, just a small office sandwiched between a bail bondsman and a Payday Loans. Hopefully going for more of the affordability route rather than a major firm.


  “You’re just a kid!” the lawyer exclaims upon seeing me. He is an older man in a comfortably worn suit.


  “My grandfather, he said he’d been arrested. What happened?”


  “An art dealer named Jimmy Lews got pinched for being a bit exaggerated on who actually painted the work. He fingered Stewart as his supplier. Now, your grandfather recorded the conversations he had with Jimmy, and he made no claims to the pieces being done by famous artists, so I’m sure I can get him off this. But because of your grandfather’s criminal record and how he likes to move about, the cops arrested him. Bail was also set rather high at fifteen thousand. My services cost another five. Though I don’t see there being too much of an issue getting him out of this. He said you could cover this. You gotta trust or something?”


  I sigh and think of my bank account. This will take almost everything, and that isn’t considering bills coming up. Gramps is technically a joint account holder because I’m underage. He really could have just taken the money out without asking. “Can you take a check?”


  The lawyer nods. “I’ll post the bail and send a ride out to take him home from the holding center. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours to get your grandfather back to you.”


  I write the check and take the bus home.


  I’m fuming in my seat on the ride back. It’s not the money. Well, it’s not just the money. It’s just that something like this happens every time or almost every time. Then we pick up and move again. If it’s not the law, it’s local criminals or pissed off neighbors. I have a job. I like it here. The reactive room is reserved for two more months, and I get first chance at renewal. Sure, if we move, I could go to a different one, but who knows how long the wait and cost will be, let alone the hassle to get eight-hour days. I would have to do something like night runs, assuming they even let a fifteen-year-old sign up for that.


  I’m so angry the door slams behind me as I enter our place. The collection of thrifted goods, which used to bring some pride, makes me want to grab them and break them. It takes a few breaths to stop myself from doing that. Then my stomach reminds me I need to eat, and I order a pizza.


  I destroy most of the pie. Working in the reactive room makes you hungry. Now I’ll need to put in even more work to cover the bond and the lawyer. If I do get desperate, I can join one of the guilds who would pay for a private smith. That might just cause them to push to defeat the Man of Masks. My plan with Jasper would then be moot. Maybe if that fails.


  The door creaks open interrupting my worrying about money. The old man edges in looking like a sad puppy. “How could you!” I yell as my anger flashes. I’m in front of him, not even sure how I got up so fast. Gramps starts to fumble his words. I hug him tight. He half flinches as if he expected me to hit him. “Don’t you ever get involved in something stupid like that ever again.”


  He hugs me back ruffling my hair. “I… I’m sorry boy. You come home sweaty and tired. I was hoping if I added a little bit of an edge to my plans maybe you wouldn’t need to work so hard. Maybe add an extra day off to focus on some college prep classes.”


  “You don’t always need an edge or an angle. What if something goes south or you are convicted. I don’t know what I would do. You’re the only family I have left.” My voice chokes up a little thinking of Grandpa in jail or worse.


  We release the hug. Gramps is looking even guiltier now. “I’ll win this. Don’t worry. I know my actions are kind of misplaced at times. But I really do try to do my best by you.”


  I shake my head feeling my anger simmer down. “Come on. I left a quarter of a pizza for you.”


  




  

    Chapter Twenty- Eight - Chess


  


  I put the Gromley quest chain on hold and get focused on work. Days of focusing on crafting turns into weeks of working on pieces that the forums suggest players would like to buy. I kind of flooded the market with swords, that being the most basic weapon and what I’m most comfortable making. Even with my newly achieved mastersmith status, some things just don’t work up to that quality, because I’m either new at doing that type of item or the good quality iron doesn’t always hit that mark. Beating your frustrations out on an innocent piece of digital metal probably doesn’t help with consistency.


  At home, I spend most of my time in my room. Gramps is having a hard time looking me in the eye, and even though I love him, I am avoiding him and the frustration of the whole situation. Sure, I am angry, but not that angry. Still, it is hard not to snap at him when he hints that he might have an idea to make a little more. I just don’t want to think of what will happen if something goes wrong and he does go to jail. I push that away and focus on the crafting, going through the motions following the ghostly hand. That is why when someone yells out “Chess!” My blow slips, causing the strike to bring up the 0xp indicator.


  “What?” I yell back while looking around. I don’t see anyone I recognize. It is the cocky grin and the mismatched outfit of a player standing there that makes me figure out what is happening. My item chimes done and for the first time in a long time, I get the prompt that I created an item that is only decent quality.


  “So, you are him. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure from the images I saw.” The player says with a grin. “I can’t wait to tell my guild about this.”


  Then he is gone, logged out before I can ask him not too. A few hours later there are five of the yahoos outside. One with a mohawk has his character name Killock set to public yells, “Hey man we can pay you a thousand gold if you join our guild!” His voice cracks mid-yell.


  It is jarring enough to cause me to miss the strike on the new piece I’m working. Achieving master smith status makes it harder to follow the motions, with them coming quicker and needing you to match the forms closer for experience.


  “Can’t you.” Strike. “See.” Strike. “That I’m a…” Strike. “Little busy right.” Strike. “Now”


  Killock ignores my hint. “A thousand gold man. Then we can go beat MoM.”


  I ignore him, but moments later a guild invite pops up obscuring my vision, and I miss several strikes dismissing it.


  Not even having the patience to wait for me to finish, he yells, “You suck man. It’s a good offer.”


  He logs off or teleports away. One or two people stay to watch me work before they leave bored, too. By the end of the day, there is an uptick in players walking the area and shooting me glances as they walk by.


  There are more texts on my phone when I log out. This time it’s only Mel.


  

    Some scrub guild really offers you just a thousand gold to join them? They got mocked for the lowball, though they did post screenshots and your location.


  


  I groan a little. The more popular the game has gotten, the more players I see in my little corner of the woods. The zone the forge is in used to insulate me from the hordes of players. The shops were too expensive and the quests related to the area higher level or just social ones. With so many players reaching higher levels, well, things have changed.


  I take the bus home gloomily, not wanting to check out how much the information about my whereabouts has spread online or the comments about it. Dinner is on the table, but Grandpa is still avoiding me after I chewed him out for suggesting he could work the phone again. The night is spent hoping it won’t be too bad.


  There are people waiting when I log in. Of course, there are people waiting. I’m tempted just to turn around and walk the other way. Or to simply log out and take a day at the park. The room is already paid for, and it is a Wednesday so any money I could make working the chess tables would pale beside what I can do at the forge in the game.


  Not at my best with everyone watching. Little things with my timing that can add up to me not doing even my average. It doesn’t help that every time I look up, there are more and more players. I can hear Byron rebuff a few players who try to sneak back where I’m working.


  Then someone breaks the stalemate. I don’t know if the player has an item or just an ability that let them project their voice like they did at the Thriller-break-dance protest, but I can hear him loud and clear. “Hey Chess. We just want to talk. Some here want some special orders. I think you could do better if you join our guild, the Red Skies.”


  I look up just in time to see someone push the speaker aside and shout “Dread Pirates is a better guild.”


  Everyone working the smithy stops to watch the commotion. It is a small scuffle, but the crowd swells in size as more players trickle in. One player breaks the imaginary line that held them back and rushes in aggressively. Byron is so startled he lashes out with his hammer, and the player doesn’t get up then slowly disappears into a gust of ash and dust.


  That probably wasn’t the right move. The whole crowd starts to surge in. “He can’t take all of us!” someone yells. It reminds me of those old videos of Black Friday sales.


  I drop the hammer I’m using and the blade I’m working as the first friend request pops into my vision. I manage to cast haste on myself and turn to run. I’m quietly thankful this place has a back way out were they get their fuel and metals delivered.


  I run out and can hear the others bottlenecked in the shop, I consider logging out, but then they would know where I’ll be when I log back in. If I were to die maybe. Screw that I haven’t died yet. I run.


  I weigh my options. At least a dozen players are keeping up with me. Thanks to the quest for the marshal orders I may be able to hang out at one of their complexes. Waiting for permission would probably get me caught though.


  I know where I need to go.


  My legs are sore, and I’m breathing heavily as I cut past the line at The Whole Pie. The only headquarters of King’s that I know.


  I make my way past the crowded line that stretches partway out the door, the crowd muttering as I do. I make eye contact with the woman who mans the counter. She is the same one that had manned the station when I visited previously. I hop around the counter keeping low to the far side of her where I wouldn’t be visible. There is no way to go into the back then up the stairs without being seen. I can hear more grumbling in the line as more players push their way in after me.


  “He has to be here somewhere. I saw him come in,” a player mutters loudly.


  “I’ll check in the back.” Another young man replies.


  There’s a small shiver in the air, and the girl with pigtails who is manning the desk is now holding a knife. “Access to the back is restricted. If you wait back in line, I can get you some pie. I’ll even cut it for you. We could also try you on as a baker if you’re interested in that position, but please wait your turn.”


  I can hear someone fumbling with their weapons, and I consider getting my own out of inventory. “Dude she’s red. Don’t try it.”


  I guess one of them had some kind of threat assessment skill.


  “OP cits.” The player curses.


  “There’s a back exit over here!” someone yells, and I can hear stomping as I exit the room.


  The woman looks down at me. “The other Touched are gone. Mr. King is a little bit busy, but if you want to head up to see him, I’m sure he’ll allow it.” She smirks a little at some thought.


  I have been thinking about visiting for a while, since Gramps got back. Work is shot. With me having been chased out of the smithy, I probably can’t go back there for a while. “Yeah, I think I should head up and talk business.” I nod to her and then make my way into the back buffeted by the smell of sweets and spices.


  Two big guards are at the bottom of the stairs guarding it. They see me then shrug soundlessly, letting me go up. I knock on the door. “Come in.” King’s confident merry voice answers back.


  King is washing his hands and a tool that kind of looks like the combination of a corkscrew and a cheese knife at a basin of water. “Oh, it’s you Chess.” He says with a little bit of surprise in his voice. “I didn’t realize we had a meeting scheduled today and was just working on a little business.”


  He dries his hands on a white towel staining it a little bit pink from the water. That is when my eyes are drawn to the other object in the room, a lumpy chair covered in a white sheet. A few splotches of red are blooming on the fabric. I hesitate a little before speaking. “I understand. Things kind of have been coming up for me, and I was thinking about visiting anyway. Then I found myself in the neighborhood.”


  Alerin King nods sagely. “I understand. Doing great tasks are hard and sometimes have—” He shoots a look at the sheet— “Unforeseen problems. So, what can I do for you today?”


  I know enough to know that if I do win the Kingmaker prize that I can probably get a loan against it. I have seen enough of those need cash now advertisements. Bail, the lawyers’ fees, and rent have almost run me dry. The auctions are trickling in a little more than day-to-day expenses. I know that any kind of emergency would wipe us out. “I need us to move ahead with having the High Council decide if they want to name a king sooner, with Jasper as the candidate.”


  King doesn’t respond right away. He goes to a cabinet and gets a drink of amber liquid. He makes a motion offering some to me, but I shake my head no. He pours a full glass, then drinks it all in one motion. “I love this Kingdom. I like to think of myself as the father of Lusania. Guiding it in the best way I know how. I hold lots of jobs: creator, order head, businessman. Sometimes I must do things that put me in a bad light, but it’s all for the kingdom. I’m tried daily and often find myself lacking. Lacking in power, in what I need to make this the best place It can be. “


  King shoots me a serious, solemn look as he takes another deep breath and continues. “Our partnership has been good. You provide me with gold, and I work to make it possible for us to get a decent king. If we win, our relationship allows me to be a voice in the room when decisions are being made.


  “I like you. You’re hard working, dedicated, and not running around mucking everything up like most Touched like to do. Yes, if I could wave my hand and send you Touched all away I would. You hurt as much as you help, but the gods will not allow it. I would need years and millions in gold to accomplish what we have planned in order to get the utmost certainty. But for your sake, I will try to get the ball rolling faster. You’ll need to help though. “ He awaits my response.


  I hear a faint dripping. I look over and see it coming from under the red and white sheet. It sometimes feels so real I need to remind myself this is a game and one that I will win. “What do you need me to do?” I ask.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Nine - Casey Ellis


  


  The fundamentals of leadership. That is six hours of my life I am never going to get back. I swallow two aspirin and down it with some bottled water. This is just the first day of the five-day conference, and I already miss my wife, Stella.


  The real source of my headache is sitting in a folder on the passenger seat of my rental car. I sigh and make my way to the parking garage. I turn on the engine to idle and get the heat going, and crank up the radio to drown out my doubts before I pick up the file labeled Chess. Sun wants to keep this work in hard copy and off the company email servers in part because he is still wondering if someone inside the company is feeding the player information.


  I open the file and start to read. Chess, AKA Nate Shoefield, newly sixteen-year-old gamer. Address listed as a PO box, so, it’s not like I can go and knock on his front door. We should probably require residence and not just mailing address for the game registration information.


  He’s been playing at least thirty hours a week since opening day. That puts him at the top .01 percent of players in-game time. You need an expensive in-home reactive room or a combination of reactive rooms and headset to play longer.


  All play comes from an immersion center downtown. Based on his normal play time, if he is there today, he should be getting out in an hour. In my gut, this whole thing feels wrong. Setting down the file, I map out a route and put the car in drive.


  A painful drive through downtown traffic, and I’m sitting near the exit, creeping on whoever is leaving. I’m already picturing conversations if a police officer stops by to ask why I’m idling near the exit of what is essentially a gym/game center. Why officer, I’m just waiting here to see if I can spot someone my boss suspects might either be stealing someone’s identity or has infiltrated our company. No, I don’t know what the person looks like. I just have a picture of a missing kid from nine years ago to go on, and I’m trying to imagine him all grown up. The truth is I’ll just say, I’m waiting to pick up a friend. If asked.


  Most kids are back in school and school should have let out a little more than an hour ago, so most teenagers are on their way into the center rather than out of it. Most of the people leaving are older, or obviously back from an exercise routine. There is one kid who might be the right age wearing a beat-up coat, and about the right coloring to match the missing kid flyer.


  An older man in a maroon coat, a little overweight with graying hair, waves to the kid with his right hand and holds up a bag of takeout in his left. The kid grimaces but goes in for a hug all the same, and the man tussles his hair a bit while doing it. They walk off to the bus stop, and I resume watching the exit.


  A few more teens that could be our boy leave. One has dyed blue hair. I use a pen to take some notes. Of course, if it isn’t a teen using the Nate Shoefield identity, this is all moot, and it could have been anyone leaving the center, though the people running it would probably notice if someone older is registered there as a sixteen-year-old.


  I turn back to the file. There is an old and mostly ignored forum post about Chess frequenting a local game shop. We had the post removed because it’s against policy to have any player’s personal or location information posted like that on the official forums, but the internet and our backups never forget. We’ve even sent out a few notices to remove information from unofficial forums as well.


  I turn on the car. If my boss is going to make me play a gumshoe I might as well go to the next breadcrumb. Maybe I should have bought a trench coat and a fedora for this.


  The game shop has the dubious name of Gamer’s Gate and shares its parking lot with a dollar store. My clothes are business casual from the management seminar where more than half the attendees wore suits but for a game shop I’m overdressed. I shove the file into the glove compartment of the rental and prepare to head inside with a vague idea of what I’m going to do.


  The door chimes as I enter, the inside has the unique smell combination of cardboard, computers, BO, and body spray. On one side there are four virtual headset stations and chairs along with a dozen or so linked desktops. The headsets are already filled up, most likely with players playing Fair Quest.


  The other side is populated by folding tables and chairs while the walls are stocked with board games and a few comic cases. “Can I help you?” The man at the counter asks. If you had to pick someone out of the crowd to be the man who works at a game store, this is it. Everything from being slightly overweight to a Star Wars t-shirt.


  “I heard that the Fair Quest player Chess comes here, Nate I think.”


  A woman pops into the conversation. I hadn’t realized she was listening in. “You mean Jay? He’s pretty strict about going through the auction house if you want to buy one of the items he’s crafted.”


  The man behind the counter clears his throat. “Lucy,” he says with a warning glare and points to a sign printed over the counter. It reads, No Talking About Other Patrons’ Personal or Gaming Information.


  I stop myself from frowning when I hear he goes by Jay and not Nate, “I’m actually from Immersion Arts. Jay has become a big part of Fair Quest, and we were thinking of doing a piece on him.”


  A man next to Lucy bounces a little excitedly. “I knew I recognized you. You were on Jimmy Stovell’s the Game Report. Chase, right?”


  I groan inwardly, that is going to follow me forever. “I was on that show. Well, I’m looking for info on what kind of person he is, likes and dislikes and stuff. Anything quotable really.”


  The owner, seeing that he won’t be able to stop this, turns most of his attention away to business behind the counter, though he is keeping one eye on us.


  They guy next to Lucy says, “Quote this. He’s a cold serious hardcore gamer, started coming here like a year ago and shook all the casuals up.”


  Lucy elbows him. “Come on Sam. He’s a nice enough kid, just kind of distant. Only really plays if there is something to win. If there is a local tournament or card game draft for credit, he’s usually there to win and then flip it into cash. Never really played casual games, just ones if there was money to be won. We were all surprised he joined Fair Quest. He usually just works the bet boards.”


  “Bet boards?”


  Lucy flushes, obviously unsure if she should mention that. “Underground-ish sites where you can wager against other players on who will win. Nothing big, but Jay was good.”


  I’d heard of such places. “If he was so good, he ever try to go pro or do streaming?”


  “He’s always been a bit shy or nervous. Not exactly unusual for gamers. Never even really likes having his picture taken for the wall of champions.” I look around to see what she’s talking about. Back behind the counter is an old-style tack board with even older Polaroids pinned to it. Who even uses those? Gamers holding mini-trophies decorate the wall. There were a few with a kid trying to hide behind his. I recognize the same worn jacket from outside the immersion center.


  “I think that is enough of this.” The man behind the counter speaks up defensively. “If need be, I’ll ask you all to leave.”


  Sam lets out a whine. “He really is from Immersion Arts. I can show you the video.”


  I have what I need or at least what I think I’m going to get. “It’s okay. We all have rules we should follow.” I pay twenty dollars for figurine, hoping that will soothe the worker more than just coming in, asking questions and leaving without buying anything. It also gives me a few more minutes to look at the pictures on the wall. I am fairly certain it is the kid that was with the old man outside the immersion center.


  I leave, walking back to my car. Still, something’s itching at the back of my mind. Why would Nate go by Jay in public? I suppose anyone could have a preferred name they go by. I turn to the file I made for the trip. One page is the photograph of the missing child. I’m still asking myself if this Nate is the boy who went missing all those years ago.


  I grab dinner to go from some burger place named Boones, a stone’s throw from the hotel I’m staying in. I sit there hoping to put my doubts out of my mind. Even putting on the news doesn’t help. It’s the itch I can’t scratch and it’s not helping that I’m going to have to go to the second day of the leadership convention. I shudder a little. According to the flyer, it’s going to be a day of trust exercises.


  Everything about this sucks more than dealing with Frank. The convention sucks, this mystery sucks, even more, time away from my wife sucks. I open the file and flip to the printout of the blog post. Off to the side, I see a contact email that’s many years old, probably defunct. Doesn’t hurt to try, I sit back and start to compose a message.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty - Chess


  


  What King needed me to do is socialize. That and give him almost all my in-game gold. I keep enough for six months of automated deductions to pay for the membership. Still, it hurts to see the number go down so far. If I can’t work on crafting safely, I don’t need so much to buy materials with.


  I go to parties, and social events where Alerin shows me off to people he feels are important. It also reminds me this is a game. Every event has some quest that lasts at most between forty-five minutes and an hour. That way players using the headsets can do a quick quest or three while they are hooked up. The sudden influx of experience pushes me to level twenty-one, I just put everything in charisma when it came to stat boosts.


  In some ways, it shatters the illusion of Jasper’s election because it fit the same format. I have to solve a puzzle box, take place in a murder mystery at a masquerade party, settle a series of disputes equitably. It might be fun if I wasn’t worried about life outside of the game. The one thing I’m not doing is working.


  I keep thinking about Peacoat Man (Mr. Saunders) and his offer to have me play chess competitively. I still have his card in my wallet sitting with my things. Gramps would say no. I can feel my anger flash at that. I take a breath calming myself. Maybe if this plan doesn’t work out.


  I log in at Alerin King’s office, still fretting. Alerin stands up from his sitting position with arms wide, “Good news! Tomorrow my man in the city council will push Jasper’s name forward in nomination to be king and, luck willing, it will go to the High Council in a week for the decision to be made. At this point, I put the odds of winning at two lucky coin flips, but gods willing, we win.”


  A one in four chance, not sure how good that news is.


  A week, I can wait a week. The last of my recent auctions will be over, I can either move on or come up with a different plan after that. Lose, then I can sell or rent myself to a guild to outfit them to safely cover rent, groceries, lawyer expenses, maybe put up for a portion of the contest winnings as part of the deal. Then retire or at least take a vacation from the game. Not working the forge has not made me miss the constant repetitive actions and sore muscles in the morning. Get Gramps off, maybe talk to him about me playing some real chess again.


  I’ve obviously been standing here for a few minutes thinking. Alerin is standing respectfully, waiting. “What do you need me to do?”


  “I need you to break the news to Jasper. As his Touched you’ll probably be best to tell him. A willing man is always best.” I remember the dance off. I know the implication is there that I can make him comply. That idea sickens me a little, but how hard can it be. After all, who doesn’t want to be king?


  I get the quest notification and accept it. I could summon my companion, but it would both negate the quest and is strongly suggested it would not be a good way to break the news of our plans. Instead, Alerin hands me a pass to get into the government building where the city council conducts business.


  Considering the convoluted nature of the voting and the secretive nature of it all, I wasn’t be surprised when the directions lead me to a dead end ally a few blocks away from the House of Justice. The walls around it are so high it makes it seem like dusk in their shadows. There is a single red brick on the wall. I have to push the one that is four bricks to the right and two bricks up from that one. It wiggles slightly, and there is a click.


  Nothing happens. I wait a moment and check the instructions I was given. “Hello? This says I’m to answer five questions.”


  “Three questions,” calls a voice coming from the wall.


  I sigh, checking the instruction. “Three questions? This says he who answers five questions.”


  “Three questions and you may enter safely.”


  I wait a little longer. “What are the questions doorkeeper?”


  I hear some shuffling about. “What… is your name?”


  “Chess.”


  “What… is your quest?”


  “To see and speak with representative Jasper.”


  “What… is your favorite color?”


  It’s green, but I answer according to the directions that were given to me. “Blue.” The bricks start to shift and fold inward.


  It’s well-lit compared to the alley and waiting is a single guard with a long spear. “Papers please.”


  I hand him the pass I received. He spends a few moments looking at it. It had looked like chicken scratches to me. “I don’t think we’ve ever had a Touched enter here before. You better not be telling more of your kind. I don’t want to have to deal with more showing up.”


  This is the attitude I’ve seen more and more of in the game. When I first started, the NPC were friendlier or at least indifferent. My charisma is supposed to help with that. But it makes sense. Just ten percent of players behaving badly towards the non-player characters makes us an untrustworthy bunch. Plus, the NPC seem to have a long memory. Social quests should help rebuild trust in the Touched, but there are whole threads bemoaning social quests online and how difficult they are if you have low reputation and charisma.


  It doesn’t help that there is a small group of players pushing back by being as mean and rude as possible to the NPC. Then there are the AI rights people, Asimov’s or Cit-Lovers as they are called on the other side. Forum threads end up in locked troll-filled messes. Like most of the players, I just want to avoid the drama. “I won’t tell anyone. Can you direct me to Jasper?”


  The guard shrugs. “There should be a vote on the floor soon. They do about three a day, and most of the representatives show up. Just go straight down the hall. You can’t miss it.”


  I start walking and can tell the floor is sloping down. I’m pretty sure it sloped down a good bit in the alleyway as well. It keeps on going farther than I thought it would until it ends. My jaw falls open at the spectacle of it, a large domed auditorium with more than two hundred silver desks surrounding a central speaking platform. Maybe a tenth of the desks are empty, while the rest holds representatives from every part of the city. Support staff buzzes around like bees attending to their needs, bringing food and drink, passing messages, even rubbing backs and necks. Gilded frescos lit by glowing balls of light adorn the walls, showing scenes from the history of the city.


  I look around trying to spot Jasper among the hordes. I spot him only to see him taking his place at the center platform. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised; the game always tries to play up coincidences for quests and events. In some ways, it is surreal knowing that if you go out and try to do something, an act requiring your involvement has a good chance of happening. The crafting areas like the forge are mostly immune.


  He starts speaking. His voice is clear as though he is standing right next to me even though I’m at the edge of the room. “Fellow representatives, again I come to you imploring you that actions must be taken to curtail the men and women we call the Touched by the gods in our lands. They don’t respect us. They act as though there are no consequences to their actions, and to be fair, dying just means they come back. Even the most heinous of actions usually means only that they have a longer wait before returning. Whatever economic and training restrictions we put on them only minorly inconvenience them. There are always those willing to look the other way for extra money or a task they need completed.”


  Jasper talking against players is one thing I had not expected. Our relationship has always seemed pretty friendly. He would tell me how the odd jobs went while we tried various drinks. He even got over the eccentric nature of the jobs rather quickly. I hadn’t ever talked to him about how he felt about people like me. Mostly, I’ve just been too busy.


  I stand there fascinated, watching as he continues, “Even the best of them, those that some of us have grown to trust, have had episodes where they lash out. Saying it was because they were bored, or for fun. They even seem to be going mad at times spouting gibberish. They commonly stop and laugh about some kind of egg when there clearly is no egg. They treat us all like we are here for their entertainment.”


  His impassioned statement is drawing no reaction from the crowd. He continues while looking determined but a little defeated. “As you know, despite considering my district my home, I still choose to live with the other companions, and you would be shocked to hear the stories they tell.”


  It is clear he is no longer the shy bookmaker I first met. A bell rings in the room, and a deep voice announces, “Cleric Dolores for the rebuttal.”


  Up walks a short, squat woman wearing cleric robes, they were dyed pink instead of the traditional white. She gets up on the platform, sharing the space with Jasper. She gives him a critical and disapproving harumph, letting her grunt of displeasure be heard by all before speaking herself. “Those Touched by the gods are a gift given to us by the gods, fighting our battles and solving our problems. But like everything god given, there is also a risk. The rain that waters our crops can also flood our towns. The wind that fills our sails can grow strong and strip things away. The fires that cook our food can also burn our houses down. The world with all its joys, also has sorrows and is not a peaceful place.” She makes a holy symbol before continuing. “The Touched are forces of nature provided by god, and like forces of nature, they bring good and bad. Their lack of fear, lack of death, brief spurts of madness show us that despite the appearances of life, they aren’t even truly alive as much as they appear to be. They deserve pity and shaping for they only exist for brief moments of time before they are gone, and some never return. There is no appropriate restriction or punishment for them because, in the end, they are not real people. They are just flames from the gods that flicker in and out of our world, acting like waves that can move us forward as much as they can come crashing down. “


  I don’t know whether to be amused or insulted about being called something not truly alive by artificial beings in a video game. The deep voice calls out again. “We will now vote to put forward to the High Council a proposal to put further restrictions on the Touched. Those For.” The occupied desks started to light up glowing blue, less than half maybe a third of them. “Those against.” More than half of them now light up red clearly outnumbering the blues. “The proposal is defeated.”


  I watch as Jasper and Dolores make their way back to their desks, following Jasper with my eyes, so I know where to go. I slowly make my way in that direction.


  Most of the representatives I pass are either reading or writing at their desks. A few are sleeping, their snores audible. I’m close enough to him when he finally sees me that I can see a shocked look on his face. I smile, giving him the full force of my charisma. “You really believe I don’t respect you and that I’m going to go mad and snap?”


  “Ch-Chess I didn’t know you were coming. It’s not that… um, I.”


  Something about his flabbergasted look causes me to crack up. It has been a long time since I’ve laughed. “It’s okay. In some ways, I share many of your opinions of my fellows. It’s just that hearing it from you is not quite how I expected it.”


  “So, you’re not mad?”


  I ponder that. If Jasper had succeeded, he could conceivably have hurt my crafting. Still, it is my fellow players who are making it harder on me. Between their poor behavior and Gramps’ I think everyone could use a wakeup call. “No, I’m just shocked to be hearing you say those things. I’ve never heard you so forceful on the topic before.”


  Jasper looks a little relieved but also embarrassed. It is all more human than I expect. As much as some things reminded me this is a game, others make me forget. “The other representatives don’t know what it is like to be bonded with a Touched. You haven’t forced me to do anything the way I have seen happen to other companions. The other representatives just see you as useful tools who they can tell to do tasks they need done. The Touched are less a part of their lives than they are for most people in our world.”


  I don’t really care that much. I’ve made my decision. In a week I will have won or moved on. Okay, looking at his face, seeing one of the few faces I see consistently, maybe I do care a little. I’m also curious. “And how do you see us?”


  I can see in his eyes that this is not a conversation he wants to have. “Your name, Chess. It’s like that. You all are beings who see this as a game, and all of us as pieces to play with. And our purpose for being here is to entertain you, and it’s not right.”


  It is deep, on the nose, and the type of point that games and movies with moral storylines like to play with. I appreciate the moment, but it’s not why I play. “You’re not wrong. I have something to tell you. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”


  With a nod, Jasper leads me to another underground area that isn’t spectacular and just has doors lining the halls. We enter one, and it opens to a small, modest room with a desk, a cot, a couple of guest chairs and a small bookshelf, all of which are pretty pedestrian. Magic lights keep it well lit. “Welcome to my office. What do you want to talk about?”


  No point in beating around the bush. “Tomorrow your name will be put forth to be passed up to the High Counsel to be crowned king.”


  “What!” Jasper physically backs away from me. “No. No. No. No. No. I’m already considered a joke here, or at best a novelty. That vote you saw me have is the most support I have gotten for any of my proposals. The vote will fail, and I will become a complete laughing stock. The boy who wanted to be king.”


  I can order Jasper to accept the nomination, but I get the feeling that would take all the goodwill or reputation points I have developed with him. If he’s unwilling, I can’t see the play for the throne succeeding. This may take a while. I take a seat in one of the chairs. “Alerin thinks we have at least even odds of getting this through the city council.”


  Jasper snorts at this. “I bet he also had you give him all your money and do favors for people.” I open my mouth but can’t think of anything to say. Jasper takes this as the confirmation that it is. “This is why the representatives and people in power won’t give up using Touched. A few words and requests and they can get you to help them and have Touched give them things they want, consequences to be damned. As much as the Touched have their nicknames for us, there are many citizens who call your kind useful idiots. You don’t even question if what you are being told is true.”


  I’m a little stunned. I hadn’t wondered if Alerin King is lying to me and even more importantly, if the quest pop-ups can lie. I have enough lies in the real world. Being here always feels like a little vacation even if all I’m doing is working the forge. If tomorrow’s vote fails, I can always move on. One thing I do have is a lot of experience with is moving on and a grandfather who is very good at convincing people to do things they might not want to do. “You may be right. Maybe I have been one of those useful idiots. The nomination will be happening tomorrow anyway, and I’m not going to force you to accept it. Though it might look worse for you if you don’t. I would like you to hear me out.”


  Jasper doesn’t leave. He doesn’t get angry. He just looks frustrated and a little tired, so he sits down. Picking up a little bell that is on the desks he rings it. “I’ll have someone bring us some drinks.”


  I’ve had drinks in this game that tasted like sweet rosemary, creamy mint, burnt strawberries, and even something akin to French fries, all with strange or silly names. Almost all of them with Jasper sitting next to me as we talk about how his day went or our plans before I head over to the forge. This is the first time that it’s one that tastes like rich and creamy chocolate. I spend a few moments breathing it in while Jasper sips his. “What is this called?” I ask.


  “I believe it is called… a hot chocolate.” Jasper finishes his drink and sets the empty cup down. “Tell me what you want to say.”


  “Hot Chocolate. I’ll have to remember that one.” The game got me this time. “Imagine winning. Those concerns you have, you’ll finally have the power to act on them. The way the Kingmaker quest is going, a companion who’s spent months acting as a mule or sitting at a shop making healing potions will be the next ruler. “


  I see him grimace, obviously thinking about some of the tasks his compatriots have been given. “That doesn’t make me better than them. I just needed a job to keep off the streets. You may not have ordered me, but even all this is at your request.”


  “Fine, you’re unhappy with what I’ve asked you to do.”


  “That’s not what…”


  I lift my hand up interrupting him. “I know the feeling of not being allowed to do what you want, the need to work for your goals. This was my goal before I even met you. It doesn’t matter if you are better or worse than anyone else. I could have gotten anyone assigned as my companion, and they would be where you stand now. You could have been made a mule and ordered not to speak. All of this is luck.


  “I’m not a fighter. You don’t see me slugging it out on the frontlines trying to defeat the Man of Masks. If this attempt fails, I’ll make you a deal. You can pick what you want to do, and I’ll leave you alone. You want to go back to bookmaking or whatever you want to do, it’s yours.”


  “This is just. I don’t…“ He sits there lost in thought looking conflicted about what I’m offering him. I could just order him. I flick through my player menu options to separate myself from the melodrama. The quest giver toolkit is on a tab. I’ve kind of ignored it since I used it with Noxtimus. So, I start poking around it while Jasper sits there looking lost… Maybe. A box appears in front of me. You have offered Jasper a quest.


  Jasper’s eyes focus on me. “I’ll do my best, no promises on succeeding.”


  




  

    Chapter Thirty-One - Casey ELLIS


  


  There is a buzz around the office. Someone leaked the information about Chess’s runaround for the Kingmaker prize to the rest of the staff. I don’t really know who leaked the information, but I would say probably, almost definitely, Frank. Thankfully, there hasn’t been a peep outside of the office, which makes sense because we were good about not having leaks before the game’s release. Still, when Sun got a whiff of it spreading around, he sent out a memo about if anyone did release the information and he found out about it, they would be fired with cause.


  The whole situation creates unhappy people around me. While I was gone on the leadership training, I think Frank whittled away at Sun about the situation. Sun is unhappy that I can’t definitively prove the player was cheating. He is unhappy with me for not getting the news he wanted. He is unhappy with Sally and Abigail for being unable to tell him whether Chess will succeed, because if you want AI’s that act like real people they are not always the easiest to predict. Outside of a lot of solid yeses and no’s there is a wide middle ground of those who hadn’t decided on it yet. I don’t even know how Frank managed to dodge the ire, being the AI architect.


  To be fair, the Chess issue is just one mess with the potential to be a headache, as opposed to all the other messes that are slowly piling up and may turn into bigger problems. There is pressure to get the long-term gaming pod systems that are taking off in Asia and starting to pick up steam in Europe working with the game.


  Asimov’s, AI rights groups who can’t accept that the characters in the game are just that, characters in a game. Having relatable, almost human characters above and beyond the competition is probably the biggest draw of Fair Quest. It is also drawing small protests outside immersion centers and larger ones inside the game. Most players don’t care, but the protests inspired a counter group of fanatical trolls and players who like to take advantage of the game characters to piss in the protester’s cheerios.


  During all of this, we’re setting up the final touches for the EU release, before moving onto Asia and running predictive models on area and story expansions we have waiting in the wings.


  Stella is unhappy about the long hours, trips, and how stressed I am.


  It isn’t shocking to find a cold dinner waiting in the fridge as I get home late again. “Stella?” I call out to a quiet apartment. She has stuck a note to the fridge: Gone off with the girls to blow off steam, don’t wait up.


  I can’t say I blame her. I say it’s work stuff when she asks what’s bothering me. I don’t want to burden her with the fact that I’ve stretched the bounds of what I’ve been comfortable doing. I grab a beer from the fridge and take a portion of the dinner out to heat up. I don’t want to tell her about the almost decade old flyer with the photo of the missing Nate Shoefield that I just can’t stop seeing.


  The author of the Scars of the Missing blog had taken a few days, but he’d finally gotten back to me with an address in Texas of where the mother is living. I’m still not sure what I’m going to do with it and have just been sitting on the information. I push those thoughts aside and find a cheesy rom-com with Matthew McConaughey to take up my attention as I eat my food.


  The movie is mostly over when Stella stumbles in. She is wearing a cocktail dress and moves like she’s been drinking. “I thought I said not to wait up,” she says slurring her speech a little.


  I pause the show and go to help make her more stable. “You look like you’re trying to re-live our college years.” I can smell the alcohol on her breath. “Come on, let’s get you to the shower and to bed.”


  She snorts but lets me lead her towards the bedroom. “One of us has to not be grumpy and relax. “


  I don’t feel like fighting. I’ll admit I haven’t been as present in recent weeks as I would like. I know the in-game city council will be voting tomorrow, and it will probably be settled, and if not, then in a week. “In a week I’ll put my foot down and take a vacation. Maybe we can go and relax at a beach together.”


  “That’s nice,” she says a little woozily. Instead of making it to the bathroom she crashes on the bed and is mostly out and beginning to snore.


  “We’ll fix us soon,“ I say to her unconscious form. Then I take off her boots before tucking her in and starting to get ready for bed myself.


  My phone wakes me up, and not in a pleasant way. I’m already cursing leaving the ringer on. It stops only to start up again half a minute later. I grab it. It’s 3am and work calling. I answer groggy and clueless about what is going on. “What?”


  “Go check the latest FQ Report upload. Then get back to me.” It is Sun on the other end. He hangs up, and I slowly peel myself out of bed, wondering if I really shouldn’t have waited up. I make my way back into the living room where I keep my laptop and boot it up.


  The FQ Report is one of those gaming vlogs that focuses primarily on Fair Quest. While we don’t allow streaming because of the adult nature of some situations, we still have censored screenshots players can take. They often take enough of them to make animated clips like with the Thriller dance, and other performances groups chose to organize.


  There is one from two days ago: No new Chess item auctions!?!. Not shocking. The newest one was uploaded an hour ago. The Raze of Pequant. Pequant is one of the three starting zone towns just south of the training grounds. It is probably the smallest and least popular, with maybe a hundred NPC’s making it home. I select the video to play.


  The host wears a 3d printed armor set and looks a little tired himself.


  

    “Breaking news from Fair Quest. Two Anti-Asimov and Cit-Lover guilds, Flame Droogs and Sad Pups, along with scores of independent players gathered an hour ago at Pequant. Unofficial numbers put it at between three hundred and four hundred players in total gathered in the span of ten minutes before they started to assault the town.”


  


  A cut-in window to the right of the host displays shaky screenshots of waves of explosions, magical bolts of fire, lightning or balls of plasma raining towards the town.


  From what I have seen, the presenter has never been one to take sides on the debate about whether the NPC are alive or playthings. Still, he looks strained and emotional, taking a brief pause before continuing.


  

    “Though Fair Quest is famous for making it difficult to kill NPC outside of certain quests and in most situations, guards are quick to response to events like this, it is clear that Pequant was selected because of its small size and the fact that it only had ten guards working there. The battle lasted twenty minutes. A few handfuls of starting players tried to help defend the town against the high-level guilds.”


  


  More screenshots showed the fighting.


  

    “Some of the marauders who died initially in the assault were able to wait the ten minutes to respawn and then get back into action. By our count, the hundred NPC were able to take out more than twice as many players before the whole town was wiped out. Only the handful of women and children that were escorted away at the beginning of the fighting survived.”


  


  The next series of images are pictures of destroyed buildings and bodies littering the street. Wounds that are particularly gruesome are blurred out.


  

    “It didn’t take long for ripples from this action to be felt throughout the game by NPC and players alike. Asimov groups immediately started a petition to restore and recover the village back to how it was before the attacks, while counter groups immediately started their own petition to leave it as it is. Where the news has spread, players are finding themselves kicked out of some businesses and are refused to be served by NPC. The in-game ripple effect is only just beginning. Either way, expect more and frequent updates from the FQ Report.”


  


  The video ends, and I stop whatever autoplay is going to start next. It is shocking. We did have pre-planned trigger events that could change the balance in the world if a player stumbled upon them. I suppose we should have seen something like this coming as well. Not sure I needed to be woken up for this. After sitting a while, I start to wonder if I should just go back to bed. My phone rings again, and I answer. “Do you think he planned this?”


  “Who?” I ask confused.


  “Chess!” Sun exclaims, sounding more like Frank than his usual self.


  “I don’t see how this helps him. He’s just a lone player.”


  “Abigail has assured me that this will push his companion over the edge to win the city council vote because of his anti-player stances. Who knows what this action will do for the High Council one.”


  I hold back a sigh, still not sure how Frank managed to weasel his way under Sun’s skin so deep. “These types of actions have been building for a while. It may be surprising, but it shouldn’t have been. It’s most likely a coincidence. We’ve seen very few signs of Chess interacting with players in the game. He is practically a hermit.”


  “He could have organized this all from outside the game. You said he was ruthlessly playing games to win.”


  Of all the things for Sun and probably Frank to focus on from my report on what I gathered while at the convention this had to be it. I can feel a headache coming on. “Still no signs that he is cheating, even if he was behind this.” I feel my thoughts drifting back to that image of the missing boy and how it matched up to the name on Chess’s account. “There is one more place I can go to get more information on whether Chess is breaking the terms of service and we can remove him from the game.”


  There is some silence on the other end of the line before Sun speaks again. “Where’s that?”


  I feel my chest tighten up about taking another trip down this path, but I still answer. “Texas. I want to go in person. We’re talking about a minor. I’ll need to handle it with care.”


   Texas is hot. I promised Stella, who is more than a little irritated and still hung over, that I will try to make it back tonight. Though I did say it is possible I might be away a day or two. She threw her shoe at me. She did calm down some when I told her that my boss has assured me I’ll get three days off starting ten days from now for a vacation with her.


  After ten minutes in the Texas heat waiting for an auto-cab, I have already decided that this would not be the state to take Stella on vacation too. I run my credit card and give the address. During the drive, I do my best to calm my nerves. I had considered calling first, but it seemed so impersonal and strange. Not that this whole situation isn’t strange anyway.


  I‘m relatively calm when the cab stops and dings that it is at the destination. The sound undoes most of my calming attempts. I pay an extra fee to have it wait around for an hour rather than having to call a new one out if I need it.


  I get out and walk to the door of what looks to be a normal looking home in a normal looking suburb. I have a little guilty hope that no one is home, or that the family has moved on, so I can say I tried my best with what I had and put it all behind me. I knock on the door.


  After a few moments, I hear shuffling behind the door. Then it opens, and I see is a short woman with red dyed fiery hair. “We’re not looking to buy anything, and I already have a church, mister,” she declares before I can get a hello in.


  “I’m looking for a Ms. Shoefield to talk about some business.”


  She looks at me with even more suspicion. I’m afraid she might even close the door on me, “I haven’t gone by that name in years. This isn’t about some debt you are trying to collect?”


  I didn’t figure it would be this awkward. “No, no, nothing like that.” I take a short breath and just spit it right out. “It’s about Nate.”


  I could see her shake a little and lose some of that fire in her eyes. “They find him? Is he alive? Are you with the police?”


  I have tried to rehearse how this was going to go, but reality is different. “It’s complicated. Can I come in to talk?”


  She looks me up and down, I don’t think I look all that threatening, but I’m still a strange man she’s never met. “Fine, that might be best. But if you’re jerking me around, you will wish you never came to this house.” she says with determination and more than a hint of anger.


  She takes me to a couch in the family room and introduces herself as Annie, then offers me some tea.


  “Yes, please.” I wait patiently as she makes it. She brings it out in tall glasses iced and with a straw. I take a sip, and it’s so sickly sweet I wince a little before speaking. “My name is Casey Ellis, and I work for the game company Immersion Arts.”


  After drinking some of her own tea with more gusto than I managed, she says “You’re with a game company? What does this have to do with Nate?”


  “We were doing a check for security reasons on players and the name Nate Shoefield came up with the same birthday as your son. Research led me to the missing persons report, and our company wants to make sure that someone isn’t using your son’s identity. Now it is going back to a boy about your sons’ age who goes by the name Jay. Did your son ever go by some sort of nickname like that?


  “What, no. Do you think that this Jay might be using my son’s identity? How could anyone do such a terrible thing.”


  I take another sip of my tea. Once you get used to the shock of it being so sweet, it really isn’t so bad. “That is what we are trying to figure out, ma’am. So, we can take appropriate actions. I’m just looking to get more information before we make our decision. Did your son like to play games?”


  “What child doesn’t like to play games, Mr. Ellis.”


  “Does Chess mean anything to you?


  “The game? My father taught him to play and use to say Nate was pretty special at it. I remember stepping on a piece at some point. It was worse than stepping on a Lego. I was so mad.”


  I could see her getting angry thinking of it.


  “Do you have a photo of this boy? Any real information? You’re from a game company, and all you are doing is asking about games. You can’t do this to me!” She slams her ice tea onto the table, splashing it a little because of the way her hand is shaking.


  Guilt and dread well up in me. I shouldn’t have come here. I don’t have a plan, and I’m obviously upsetting her. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean…. Is there a towel I can grab you?”


  I can see her focusing on her breathing and slowly counting silently. “There’s one in the bathroom you can use. Down the hall and to your left,” she says between breaths.


  Excusing myself, I stand up slowly calming myself down as well. The hallway is decorated with pictures, and I can’t help but look as I make my way down it, expecting to see the boy from the missing picture. Mostly it’s more recent pictures of Annie. There is a girl, I watch her progress to growing up to maybe eight years old. I see a picture of the boy, smiling, with a cast on his arm and to do my best to match it with the shy awkward looking young man from the pictures in the gaming shop. Similar but not quite the same shade hair. Same eye color though, and the skin tone is close. I just don’t know.


  I grab a hand towel from the bathroom. Maybe I should just apologize and leave. Then a flash of color catches my eye from the wall of photos. It’s a group photo, and there is an older man next to Annie, uncomfortably pulled into the photo. Truthfully there is nothing much memorable about his face. I pull the photo from the wall. It’s the jacket I recognize, distinctly Maroon, the same shade I saw outside the immersion center not long ago.


  I make it back with the towel and the framed photo. Quickly dabbing up the mess, I turn the photo to her putting my finger on the man. “Who’s this man? What kind of relationship did he have with Nate?”


  Finally calm, Annie takes the photo from me. “That’s my father. He doted on the boy. He’s kind of a wanderer. For a while, we thought he was going to settle down. He was away when Nate went missing and took it kind of hard. Only visits every couple of years now.”


  “I’m pretty sure I saw him outside the immersion center with the kid playing as Nate. “


  Annie shook her head, “What, no.” She sits there, holding very still, then starts shaking again. “Why…” When she speaks again, there is an edge to her voice. “Are you sure this is who you saw?”


  What if I’m wrong? I wonder and look at the photo. “I’m pretty sure,” I slowly say.


  With white knuckles and her nostril flaring, she stares at the photo. “So where are they now?”


  “I don’t know where they’re living. The boy registered for the game with a PO Box.“ I paused thinking. “I do know where the boy will be a week from now.” I do my best to sound confident, though I wonder if I’m wrong. I hope I’m right.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty-Two - Chess


  


  The omelette is actually not half bad. Sure, it has Gramps’ leftovers inside it, but the process improved upon what had been overly spiced sausage. “This is one of your best meals yet.” I’m able to tell him honestly.


  The food is improving, and Gramps is actually clearing out the hidden gems he has bought, even if he says he is only breaking even doing the hundred percent honest route. Something has motivated him. For me, it’s the day that the High Council is going to decide if I won the contest. Maybe I am a little giddy and worried. I spilled the secret to Gramps after Jasper had managed to win the city council vote.


  To celebrate, I took a few days off from the immersion center to visit the park and spend time at Mel’s to keep an eye on the top guilds, checking out who might pay me for my services if this final vote falls through.


  “Glad you like it,” Gramps says, digging into his own plate. “Even if you don’t win, I think you should know I’ve always been proud of you. I know it hasn’t been easy staying with me. I just want you to know I don’t regret making my choice and doing my best.”


  I both like the compliment and groan inwardly a little. He knows he messed up with the charges and me needing to put up the bail money. As a new way of apologizing, he spent the last couple of days complimenting me on how much I’ve grown and how proud of me he is. He has only mentioned his itchy feet once. That just earned him a glare, knowing his court case is soon. “I love you too. But if this works, we can be comfortable for a while. I’ll even be set up for starting college in a few years, like you’ve wanted.”


  Quickly finishing the meal, I grab my jacket to head out to the immersion center. “Don’t go rush out on me. Come on give me a hug before you go.” Gramps says.


  “Fine.” I go to him. He squeezes me tight and muffs my hair like he likes to do.


  “I’m going to miss you boy, and best of luck with everything.” I have to detach myself from him and head to the door.


  The immersion center is crowded. With school having just let out, everyone seemed to want to get in there instead of being limited to the three hour spurts the headset allowed. That or calibrating their characters. I’ve already got a bunch of messages asking if I’m going to be putting up any new auctions soon. If I have my way, there is going to be a lot of disappointed players today.


  The vote with the High Council won’t be for a couple of hours, but I might as well wander around in-game until it’s time to meet. They require that Jasper and I, me being his Touched, be there for the vote. Like much of my recent login’s I pop into the game in Alerin King’s office. He’s doing paperwork at his desk and doesn’t even look up until he’s finished. “So, today’s the day,” he says, his deep voice rumbling as he strokes his white beard.


  “Any quests or advice to help me get a little more edge for winning?”


  Alerin eases himself up out from behind his desk and walks over to me, his large frame dwarfing me. He puts one arm around my shoulders giving me a little squeeze. “At this point, nothing. Just be yourself. As cheesy as that sounds, you’ve worked hard for this, and yes, I have done a lion share of the groundwork. It is still better that you be there than me or any other Touched. You work hard and don’t complain much; you’re about as good as a Touched get these days. I would offer to go with you, but I have so much baggage. I would way down your chances like an anchor. Just remember who was there when you needed help.” His tone is friendly and positive, but he does squeeze just a little hard with that last statement. He lets me go and nudges me towards the door. “Now shoo, I have work to do.”


  I grab a pastry on the way out, breathing in the taste of the zero calorie, zero substance treat. Byron’s smithy isn’t far. Even if it’s only a game, I feel bad for having not stopped by since the player incident caused me to flee from there weeks ago.


  I make sure to check if there are any obvious groups of players waiting to see If I would return here. It has been long enough that even the most diehard players should have given up by now. With the coast looking clear, I carefully approach the cluster of forges and anvils. I can see Byron’s broad shoulders as he’s working on some project. “I was wondering if I could work as an apprentice some!” I yell from behind him, my voice muffled by sounds of work.


  He slowly starts to turn around to point at a set of tools. “Can you lift that Hamm…” He stops mid-word upon seeing me. He comes over and gives me a big hug, hammer still in his hand. “Don’t you go running out on me again. I had to draft half a dozen or so Touched to clean up the mess they made after they trampled through here to get to you, even then I had to fend off questions. Chess this, Chess that.”


  Today is certainly a day of hugs. Glad I hadn’t made any plans to run off and see Gar from the mines. “I figured I had finally waited them out. And I had a quest I was focusing on. Thought I would stop by before finishing it up. The truth is, I don’t know how much I will be back here in the future.”


  Byron does look a little sad when I say that. “I kind of figured when you hadn’t been back a while. People still show up looking for you every few days. If you have time, how about we work on a piece together? I still have some of your special metal stored for you here.”


  I check the in-game clock, plenty of time left. “Sure, why not.” Byron goes to get the forges hot, and I pull out one of the few eltrim Ingots I have left. It looks more like a rich dark emerald than a piece of metal. I picked it for no reason other than it being my favorite color. It would also give me a chance to cast my newest spell. Unlocked potential. When cast on an ally it boosts their stats and makes all their skills and abilities have greater effects for the next five minutes. It does the same type of effect when cast on an item as well. It uses up a lot of mana to cast. I wonder how it’ll work in crafting.


  Byron speaks to me. “I’m ready when you are.” Then we get to work. It is easier as a team. If it looks like I’m doing something not quite right, Byron gives me a little suggestion. “Pound it a little harder than that. In about five seconds we’ll want to put it back in the forge to get the heat up.” Before now, he pretty much had me figure it out on my own.


  It is a sword, the same basic form I started with on my first day using only poor iron and shoving them into barrels even if the blade didn’t make it out quite straight. Unlike those poor things, this one looks almost perfect. Byron holds it out in the sunlight, and the light shines through the blade like it is green glass. “Don’t be selling this one. I want you to keep this to help remember me by.”


  “Sure,” I say only half thinking about it, and he hands it back to me, and my palm tingles a little as I take it. I inspect it.


  Farewell. Legendary sword. Legendarily crafted enchanted weapon. Durability: Indestructible. Damage 80-100. Damages insubstantial foes. Stats lower than your highest character stat get a bonus equal to one half the difference between them. Bound, Item can’t be stolen, traded, sold or disarmed.


  A new notification saying I completed a secret quest pops up as well. At first, my heart stutters because if I’m able to sell this, I may be able to get over a thousand dollars for it. Well maybe. My brain does catch up to me though. I had heard about this quest online, though it is a secret quest, It’s not like it is really a secret. Once you decide to graduate from your trainer, they’ll work with you to create a much better quality item than you can normally make, a bound item. If you’re crafting consumables, you usually just get a bound gift like a cauldron or harvesting scissors.


  I had kind of forgotten about it because I had leveled to master status a while back, even then I hadn’t gone out of my way to set up my own separate workplace. “Thank you Byron, it has been a pleasure working with you.”


  I play with the bound status as I make my way deeper into the center of the capital. I can let go of the blade, and it stays stuck to my hand. My options are to have it equipped or stick it in my bag. If it’s in my bag, I can’t drop my bag while it is in it. This certainly would have helped back when Axel scammed me out of my starting bag and the gear I had packed into it.


  Jasper plans to meet up at the appointed time and location. I summon Cook for some company “So shiny.” He squeals into my mind upon seeing my new sword. It’s so screechy that I immediately regret summoning him


  “It was a gift from Byron,” I think back at him.


  “Scary man.” Cook finds everyone scary, but he also can’t resist anything that might sparkle a little. Like a certain mastersmith’s personal tools. Which earned Cook a threat and me a chastisement and had made me decide not to summon him at the forge. So, he pretty much has been staying wherever the lore says familiars stay while un-summoned.


  Even now he is getting unfriendly looks for his rodent-like form. “You deserve better than the glares. I’m sorry, but I think I’m going to have to dismiss you.”


  He pouts as much as his little rat-like face can. “I know, I’m not shiny and pretty.”


  That just makes me feel bad as I activate the dismissal and watch him fade away.


  The High Council is not in a secret underground complex. They meet in a small but comfortable meeting room inside the House of Justice. I’m early. I always like to get to places early. Often because Gramps tended to be late and I always find it embarrassing. It also shows that you respect other people’s time over your own.


  One guard in a duelists uniform with a sword stands outside the barred entrance holding a clipboard in her hands. I recognize the gaudy and sparkling green handle before I recognize the person wearing it. “Allynance, you’re on the council?” I ask the head of the duelists, seeing as she is standing outside the council chambers thick wooden door.


  She looks up at me and snorts at that, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “What? No. I’m not enough of a sucker to take that position. By tradition, the head of the duelists guards the council chambers. It also gets me out of my office and away from all the paperwork once a week. I must say, I was a little surprised to see Jasper and your name on the list for a meeting.”


  That grabs my interest a little. “Why’s that?”


  “You mostly seem to stick to yourself, and your political associate Alerin King isn’t looked upon favorably by many of his peers. They dislike his methods and ambition. Feared and respected to a degree, sure. Just not well liked.”


  Before I can invest too much effort and anxiety into how much associating with King might hurt me, footsteps interrupt my thoughts. Jasper walks briskly towards us. He has a drink in each hand and a cheerful grin on his face. “I thought it would be wise not to go in on an empty stomach.”


  Not that it would do much for me. I take the one he offers to me. Jasper having a happy, active demeanor just before a major event is off putting, “Who are you and what have you done to my companion, Jasper?”


  This creates a brief perplexed look on his face.


  “The cheerfulness,” I explain. “I was pretty sure you didn’t want to be king or are at least reluctant. “


  “The vote to be recommend to the High Council was the first one that I’ve won. I’ve got other council members already apologizing for this burden and saying they’ll work with me once this attempt is rejected. Most don’t think this will succeed, and it’s a symbolic gesture to stand against the more violent actions of the Touched. So, there is nothing to worry about.”


  Does no one think I’m going to win this? The cup in Jasper’s hand is shaking a little. I stare my companion in the eye, “You’re totally lying to yourself, and are actually freaking out.”


  Jasper lets out a short sigh, breaking his facade just a little, then downs his drink in one big motion. “Yep, and I’m totally staying this way.”


  Allynance chuckles at all this. “Come on boys, nothing to worry about. Worst they can do to Chess here is reject him and kill him. Might as well be a slap on the wrist to a Touched. And I’m pretty sure they’ll forgive you for whatever trouble you’re getting into Jasper.” She puts her hand on the door, and there is a hard, loud thud as the door unlocks for her. “You both should get in there. It’s best not to keep them waiting.”


  The door swings open and Jasper and I step inside. The six people who represent the High Council sit at a large round table, watching us. Behind us, the door shuts with a heavy sound and the very audible locking of the door.


  I recognize Loro, head of the rangers. His hairless head and dominant chin make him hard to miss. The rest I don’t really recognize. A woman in cleric robes, her hair done up like a tower on her head. A man with a bored look and a frilly shirt, who lounges in his chair rather than sits in it, the picture of a bored aristocrat. There is a short woman with piercing blue eyes in gray leather, rolling a gold coin across her fingers. An older man in blue robes with a tall staff. Last is a man who looks completely out of place, as though you just grabbed him off the street. He’s wearing common clothes and lacking anything distinguishing other than the company he keeps. The plain man gives us a slight smile before speaking. “Let’s get this started. This Kingmaker proposal came up through the city council, and I have convinced my fellows to do their due diligence rather than reject it out of hand. Because this affects us all, we want to talk to you privately.”


  He nods to the old man in blue who stands up and, staff grasped in his hand, floats toward us a few inches off the ground. Stopping before Jasper, he lifts his staff slightly. There is a sound like a thunder clap, and then Jasper falls straight down into a blue void that opens beneath his feet. Next is my turn, so I brace myself expecting it to come.


  “I know you.” The blue robed, white beared mage says slowly. I look at him, and my mind draws a blank. “The precepts state one must always remember someone who you owe or owes you a favor.” Something clicks in my mind, some quest. “When you left the training grounds, this was not where I expected to next see you.”


  I have to force my mouth shut to keep from saying, Oh Anus! because I know that’s not his name, but that is all I really remember from then. “Ah, yes the training grounds.”


  I get a notification. You have been inspected. The master magicians’ eyes narrow. “That you managing to succeed without proper training won’t matter for this meeting though. I figured you would show up at some point and I would teach you a spell.”


  The plain looking man calls out, “Can we move on Arnus. No one wants to be at this all day.”


  That’s his name, I suddenly remember. At that, there is a loud booming, and suddenly I’m falling.


  I don’t so much as land as cease having the falling sensation. An endless purple void stretches in all directions and though my feet feel solidly on the ground, looking down only opens into more purple expanse and starts to cause some vertigo. “Where am I?” I ask loudly, expecting to hear some echo. Instead, the sound is swallowed up.


  “It’s called the meeting place. I don’t know if Arnus creates it or simply takes us there. The magic is far outside my experience or understanding. I’m Trey Bags by the way.” It is the same plain and pleasant voice that started the meeting. Turning around to see the utterly ordinary looking council member did not surprise me.


  “Trey, was all this really needed? I was ready to answer any questions in the meeting chamber.”


  “We all wanted to talk to each of you without the others listening in. I know you like games, and, well, the council is one big game where one day your ally is your enemy and the next your enemy is your ally. I find myself in a bit of a hard place because it would look bad if after the city council voted for Jasper to be considered to be crowned, I reject him. Yet, I also really, really hate Alerin King.”


  “We’re not doing this for King. We’re doing this because…”


  “No need for the bullshit!” Tray says waving his hands in an overly exaggerated manner, in fact, his whole pleasant and ordinary vibe is starting to slip. “He’s using you. I’m sure you think you are using him, but not as much as he is using you. I’m sure you can’t even see what he has taken from people. He actually wanted this job before I put a stop to that.” Trey lets out a quick short laugh. “So, you can see the situation I find myself stuck in.”


  I don’t like the wild look in Trey’s eyes. I suppose I shouldn’t have expected this to be as easy as showing up and having the vote. “What if I could promise to have nothing to do with him again?”


  This only causes the High Councilor to laugh more. “You Touched are always good at doing what we want. What do you call them, quests? I could ask you for my greatest want, the end of Alerin King.” As if in response, an optional quest notification pops into my face, I dismiss it automatically. “I would give the world for that, but I fear not even those Touched by the gods have such power. “


  I’m tempted to back away as I can see more madness in his eyes. But it is not like he can really hurt me, so I stand my ground. “What do you want from me?”


  He leans in until his nose is nearly touching mine, a grin splitting his face from cheek to cheek. “For now, nothing! You can tell Mr. King that he has won this round. You’ll still need at least three more votes to truly win. I will no longer consider you an idle piece Chess, be assured of that.”


  Then he breaks away, and I watch as his mannerisms meld back into a dull, average, pleasant persona. Straightening his clothes wherever his movements had left them out of place. Then he is gone, and I’m left alone waiting for the next visitation.


  It is a slow clap that announces the next council member who again comes into the meeting place from outside my field of vision. “I’m lord Dark.” He introduces himself with a short bow. “I must say, this play of yours is quite amazing.”


  “Does this mean we’ve got your vote to crown Jasper?”


  Lord Dark shakes his head, “I’m sorry I can’t. I was just admiring the audacity of this attempt, and it’s maneuver.”


  “Anything I can do to convince you? Maybe you can at least tell me why not?”


  There is no change in lord Dark’s mannerisms. He still has the relaxed look of the man who lounged about the High Council chambers. But his voice holds conviction. “Kill the Man of Masks and bring us the star gem that lies near his heart as proof.” A notification tells me I already have this quest. It is just a repeat of the main quest to start the game. “I know about the gods-given prize to the Touched who wins Kingmaker, and I can’t allow anything to make the Touched less interested in winning.”


  With players doing the war thing, most NPC don’t seem to care much. “There will still be plenty of motivation for Touched to fight the war. Why does this matter to you?”


  “I’m lord Dark, don’t you recognize that name?”


  Is this something I should know? “I’m not much into the story, er, history of the fight against the Man of Masks.”


  This clearly annoys the lord. A vein in his temple throbs and he no longer is as relaxed. “The Man of Masks first appeared in my family’s lands before taking over a third of the country. My father and siblings died in that rise, causing me to become the lord of a terrorized and occupied land. That’s why the Lords put me on the council. I have no lands to manage, and I’m no threat to trying to claim myself as king.”


  I’m not going to convince him, and I can’t help myself. “Because you’re a Dark… lord?”


  Lord Dark lets out a long groan. “Yes, I get some pushback from my peers about that. Though not as much as the strange stuff you Touched pull. Asking about rings, and journals of riddles, and other such things. It’s my name. It’s my family. I didn’t choose them, but I plan on doing them proud. So as much as I admire your unique approach, I can’t do anything that might put taking back my homelands at risk.”


  I nod at that sentiment. “My skills could be valuable there. I could outfit the top players and push hard to defeat the Man of Masks. I get your support, and I will do that.” I use the tools to send him a quest like I did with Jasper earlier.


  He stares at me briefly. “I just can’t take the risk.” Quest declined, and he’s gone.


  The girl with the gold coin appears next, twirling it in in her hand. “Michelle-Sony Eirling.” she introduces herself.


  “Will you.”


  “No.” she interrupts me. “There is no profit in this. You can’t expect us to support something that has no profit. “


  I wrack my brain. “Stability of the kingdom. Sell little flags to wave at the coronation, commemorative plates?”


  “You’re amusing. I’ll give you that. But amusing won’t pay my bills. Win or lose, this doesn’t matter much to me either way. Best of luck.” With that, she is gone. I need four of them to agree. I figure a tie won’t do with no seventh member to break it.


  The priest with the tall hair simply appears and starts to mumble a prayer without giving her name. I wait calmly as to not interrupt and then she leaves before I get a word in. I’ll take that as a maybe. Still, I’m uneasy knowing I may have just lost it here and don’t know yet.


  Loro, head of the rangers comes from the void, a serious look on the man’s smooth headed, wide chinned face. The large ebony bow I made is in his hands.


  “How’s that weapon working out for you?” I ask.


  “I don’t get to use it as much as I would like. I let my brother borrow it when he needs a demonstration. I like what it’s got, when I have been able to use it.”


  I might as well cut to the chase, “So you going to support this push to have Jasper crowned?”


  “I’ve met a lot of good companions and even decent Touched. They tend to go hand in hand. If it was up to me, I would take the five best and have them show me what they got and slowly eliminate them until it’s down to the one I feel is most skilled, most worthy. But that is not the situation we have here. I’ve respect for the hard work both you and Jasper have done.”


  I see an opening. “If we go with the defeat of the Man of Masks and his star gem, we don’t know if we’ll get a king who has what it takes to be king. I hope you can see the advantage of having Jasper crowned king.”


  Loro lets out a sigh. “Jasper isn’t eager for this, but perhaps that is the type of person we need. Perhaps you are right. I can tell you I will give it a few more moments of thought and won’t disregard this decision out of hand.” With that, he is gone.


  I would like to think he is a yes. Arnus winks into existence in the purple void, materializing a chair for himself to sit on. “Would you like one, too? I can teach you the spell and get that favor done with?”


  None of these meetings have been that long, and I can picture myself falling, still in a sitting position when I’m brought back to the High Council chamber. “I would rather stand. I think.”


  Arnus takes out a pipe and starts smoking. “To get to the point. I don’t like any of you Touched by the gods. Training you has just shown me how childish and immature most of you are, with unrealistic expectations of greatness. To do anything that benefits any one of you individually fills me with nausea.”


  I feel my dreams fold in a little, “Does that mean it’s a no from you?”


  Arnus blows a ring of smoke that travels across maintaining its shape until it hits me in the face. I start coughing because I wasn’t expecting it to be as strong as it is. “I didn’t say that. This world is all about who you know, and more importantly who owes you and who you owe. Jasper is amenable. You, my friend, have friends, if you can call them that, with more power than you know.”


  “Alerin King,” I whisper just loud enough to be heard.


  “What! Not that fool. He could go clean my stables for all I care and then I might be slightly grateful to him. That is with the bestiary I keep; my stables are quite impressive.” Arnus reaches into his robe and pulls out a gilded envelope. He hands it to me. “You really should be careful who you deal with.”


  With that, he is gone, and I’m still alone in the room, probably will be until they finish up with Jasper. I carefully open the envelope. The card is gold as well and inside is a note in clear and crisp cursive and deep red ink. This more than covers what I owe you, in fact, I think now you owe me. I can’t wait to collect. -Azamatiel. Next to the signature is a lip imprint in bright pink lipstick. A few moments after I read it, the letter turns into motes of light.


  I don’t even have time to ponder it. Space shudders and suddenly I’m back in the High Council room. Jasper is next to me looking equally shaken. The six members of the council stare at us calmly. Looking relaxed, as though they had never left their seated positions. “We are ready to vote on the proposal as to whether we will grant the city council’s request to have Jasper crowned king,” Trey Bags announces. “As a representative of the city council, I find myself having to support their request. A yes from me.”


  Lord Dark looks around the room. “I cannot support this distraction. I vote no.”


  Loro speaks next. “It is better to have someone I know has what it takes for the position and that I can work with. I vote yes.”


  Michelle flips her coin, “Pointless. No from me.” she calls out while the coin is still in the air.


  The clergy representative who’s name I had not been told speaks up. “I prayed and had a vision. Yes from me.”


  Arnus stands up. “You all know how I feel about Touched and their quests.” Bags’ eyes glint with delight, Lord Dark looks confident, and Loro looks resigned. It’s clear to me what they think will happen. “In this case, I vote yes.”


  At that, the room explodes in action, with everyone on the council moving and talking at once. Lord dark shoots out of his seat to protest this. Trey Bags has somehow taken off his shoe and proceeds to throw it at Arnus, only to have it turn to ash before it hits him. The cleric is praying loudly and praising the gods. Michelle has a stack of paper out and is furiously writing from sheet to sheet. Loro looks a little shocked, but whenever he looks like he wants to speak, he gets drowned out by the actions of another. The council now is acting like a squabbling group of kids rather than the calm and collected council they had presented.


  Giving up, Loro just shoos us away with his hand. The door unlocks for me and Jasper, and we step out. Allynance is laughing off to the side. A notice pops up in front of me.


  World notice: Chess has won the Kingmaker quest. Through political action and good deeds, he has convinced the High Council that the kingdom needs a King in these troubled times. While the threat of the Man of Masks still awaits with great rewards for those who succeed, the Kingmaker prize has been awarded.


  I jump up and yell “Yes!” I can’t help it.


  Allynance finally catches her breath and takes Jasper’s arm. “Come with me. I’ll help you get this sorted out. We have a lot of work to do.” I watch as she leads him away, partially dragging him at times.


  I did it. I log out.


  My heart is beating as I strip off the goggles and suit. I dig out my phone, not even fully dressed, and hit Gramps’ number. I get an automated message “We’re sorry the number…” I hang up. It’s better to tell him in person anyway. He never liked phones much.


  I get dressed feeling good. By the front desk on the way out there is a man, a woman, and an officer. I ignore them, barely giving them a glance until I hear one call out “Nate? Nate Shoefield?”


  I turn and look at them, a little confused. Why is an officer here? Did something happen to Gramps? “Something wrong?” I ask. Looking at their faces, I don’t recognize them. Though the woman is bringing up something in the back of my mind.


  Before I can get a hold of the thought, she rushes to me grabbing me in an awkward hug. “I thought you were gone. I thought I would never see you again,” She cries out.


  There, her holding me, something clicks. “Mom?”


  -the end-
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