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 Chapter 1: The End 
 
      
 
    I held the page in front of me. A dynamic context menu appeared, and I selected “submit”. The digital paper folded itself and evaporated into the pixel ether, winding its way through technology I didn’t understand to reach my teacher somewhere in the world I’d never been. 
 
    There. The last scrap of school work I’d ever have to do. Done. I wasn’t saying it was my finest writing. I’d skimmed over so much. I didn’t even touch on Britain becoming a pod habitat country, whose sole source of income was rent from HOPE players demanding to be closer to the root server. Not a single mention of the N-plague. Not even a nod towards the growing orphan crisis, of which I was a card carrying member. And I don’t think they were officially called Russia anymore, they were now the PSC – Pan-Slavic Conglomerate. Hmm, maybe I should add those. Nah, who cared! I’d already collected enough class credits to pass, so it didn’t matter. 
 
    I hadn’t been to class for the last few weeks, and this was my final procrastination over and done with. Why stop procrastinating now? Because the clock had just ticked, and I was officially sixteen! I could play. Sure, I could have continued in education. Everyone had that option, but I was so done with it. I hadn’t learned a thing this past year. They gave us complete access to the entire world’s knowledge, but did they update the curriculum? Hell no. From the ages of eight to sixteen, every child across the globe had to attend school. Technically, you could attend a physical school, they did still exist, but no one did. 
 
    HOPE was just an engine. In its alpha testing days, it had been a giant expanse of nothing. It was a literal sandbox as the devs pushed the limit of how many virtual sand particles they could move around before the engine crashed. It was a lot, by the way – one hundred and sixty three billion, to be precise. And it was in this sandbox mode that all us youngsters were trapped. We were allowed access to three zones. School, Community, and Home. ‘School’ is pretty obvious – we go there to learn with other like minded individuals. ‘Home’ isn’t exactly a stretch either – it’s a private sandbox one kilometre square where each kid can do anything they want. Imagination is the limit. And ‘Community’ is where you can meet people you don’t really want to invite to your home when school hours are over. 
 
    I was sat in a cartoon house – yep, I’d turned the cel shading on in my little slice of Home – that was soon to be obsolete. In this zone I was like a god, but I knew that where I was going I’d be just another scrub, grinding gear, trying to level. I pushed my chair back from the desk and stood. I walked forwards, forcing the desk to explode as I went through it and then reassemble behind me. My best friend would be here soon, and then we’d walk to the Booth together. 
 
    Like magic, as soon as I thought it, a ding sounded. Not at my front door – I’d set it to ding the entire zone in case I was ever running through the crystal maze or practicing in the firing range I’d set up. Still, for my own fun, I walked to the front of the house, mentally granted Daniel entry to my zone, and opened the door. 
 
    ‘Done?’ he asked, popping in to my home zone. 
 
    ‘Of course. You?’ 
 
    ‘For hours. I just figured I’d give you more time to waste.’ 
 
    ‘I do like wasting time, so good call. Need anything?’ 
 
    ‘All ready.’ He peered inside my house. ‘You?’ 
 
    I turned to look at the place I’d called home for the past eight years. I didn’t know what I’d expected to feel at leaving. There was no sadness or anxiety. I felt nothing but excitement for getting to this point of life. I’d been ready to give all this up years ago. My home zone, that is. I wasn’t so sure about giving up my best friend. Somehow, we’d fallen into our roles without thinking about it. At age nine, some kid shoved him and something inside me stopped working. You know, that part that keeps you out of fights and lets you live a normal, calm life. The next thing I knew, I’d charged in and shoved the kid back, helping Daniel to his feet. Moments later, it turned out Daniel was pretty good with his words and managed to stop three other boys beating me up. 
 
    He stopped bad things from happening, but if they did happen, I was there for him. A tank and his crowd control. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Let’s go!’ 
 
    I opened up the context menu and chose the next zone I wanted to port to. Hmm, I couldn’t see Booth. 
 
    Daniel noticed my blank expression. ‘Forget to patch?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Yeah, sorry. Bit nervous I guess. Hold on.’ 
 
    Using the menu, I pulled out to the main interface. I was now seeing the whole of my home zone from a bird’s eye view, as the global network overlaid news stories and interesting facts on my UI. Hah, there was even a blinking icon telling me I needed to install a patch. Great job, me. 
 
    A small install started downloading to my VR suite. 17 terabytes. It was done in five seconds, and that was it. I was officially ready to start the rest of my life. 
 
    I dropped back down into my avatar and opened the zone selection menu. Booth was there. I joined as a party and Daniel accepted. 
 
    A fun thing about HOPE is the way it waits to load until you blink. I forced my eyes open and took a final look at my old home. I was happy to leave. Then I blinked, and a few hundred people were standing next to me, the chat channels going crazy and exploding in nonsense. 
 
    Everyone here was either my age or were four years older and had just finished their advanced education. There would be thousands of other Booth zones just like this, all housing the next generation of new players. This was a temporary zone, created solely for this purpose. Just like the home zone, it was a flat sandbox – with god powers turned off unfortunately – with a blank, blue skybox. Helper AI bots similar to those found in schools, and able to be summoned into home zones, were dotted around. 
 
    A new icon appeared in my HUD, a small running man. I checked it. 
 
    Queue: 805/998 
 
    ‘Hey,’ Daniel said. ‘Let’s see if the bot says anything new.’ 
 
    I nodded and we walked to the nearest bot. This bot was a standard helper, dark blue with a bright blue grid over top. I looked at it and opened the context menu, selecting Talk. 
 
    A list of options appeared: 
 
    Where Am I? 
 
    What Do I Do Now? 
 
    What Is “Armies of Tulgatha”? 
 
    What Is “Galaxy At War”? 
 
    ‘Just the standard,’ I confirmed. 
 
    Despite everyone spending most of our lives in HOPE, the creators spent a lot of effort keeping the adult games separate from the education mode. Only the most basic scraps of information were drip fed to us kids. The two games, Armies of Tulgatha and Galaxy At War, were essentially the same – just a gigantic reskin, one being fantasy and the other being sci-fi. In both, you picked a race and a class. The core gameplay was lifted from MMORPGs of old with an emphasis on survival, but there were battle arena and real time strategy modules that could be played along the way. We knew the races and the classes we could pick for each game, and we knew bits of random information that the HOPE team had included in education-approved trailers, but that was it. They kept how the games actually played entirely to themselves. It was a computer engine, so stats and numbers had to make up the world, but they hid those from the player whenever possible, or gave them in simple terms. 
 
    And that was it. Booth was a holding zone as people chose the game they preferred and created their character. 
 
    Daniel nodded. ‘Figured as much. You still set on Armies?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. You on Galaxies?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get how you can turn down the idea of mowing down alien hordes with a laser chaingun or ordering world-destroying airstrikes.’ 
 
    We’d had this argument dozens of times. We loved and irritated each other like brothers, and we were the only real family the other had, but this was the rest of our lives we were talking about. We both had to do what we thought was right for ourselves. It hurt, but we knew it was coming. No time for regrets now. 
 
    ‘Nah. We’re living in a computer world already. I’ve got all the sci-fi I need. I can go out and buy a gun, and frankly I wouldn’t be surprised if there were aliens I could shoot in one of the ocean dump sites. But magic? Giant warriors? Secret portals, taverns, and guilds? Definitely can’t get that!’ 
 
    Daniel rolled his eyes. ‘Oh well. I’m sure they’ll implement some sort of cross-game thing soon. I’ll send you a minigun or three to help you level.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I’ll send you a fireball that fits in your hand but explodes with the power of a volcano when it hits.’ 
 
    Daniel laughed to hide the fact that this was really happening. We were really going to pick different games to live our lives in. ‘I’m sure I’ll end up saving you again. Somehow.’ 
 
    I checked my place in the queue. 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m going to evac quickly. If I’m not back in time… it’s been… it’s been awesome.’ I threw him my best “I’m never going to see you again” grin and tried to hide whatever it was I suddenly felt in my chest. 
 
    ‘I’m telling you, cross-game is coming.’ He punched my arm, which I didn’t feel because it wasn’t really me, of course. ‘See you soon, man!’ 
 
    My vision launched into the air and took up the bird’s eye view. I didn’t want to logout as I’d lose my place in the queue, so I focused on the button next to the log out. “Autonomy”. 
 
    There was a black border around the screen now. I could feel my body. The pod, realising I was getting out, began the evac process. The receptors loosened, then pulled away from my arms, chest, and legs. They were small electrical pads that pulsed, keeping the muscles exercised. Who cares, right? I agree, until now they’d been useless, just making getting in and out of my pod take longer. It wasn’t like I wanted to do anything in the real world, so who cared if I could sprint a mile or whatever my exercise regime was set to. But once I loaded into the game, the safety controls would unlock, and they would simulate pain. How awesome was that! When Daniel had punched me in the Booth just now, I’d felt nothing. If he did it ten minutes later, in the game, I’d feel it. Amazing! 
 
    Finally, the screen retracted, pulling itself back into the roof of the pod, leaving the faint buzz of artificiality lingering on the metallic receptor pads at my temples. The overwhelming sense was the lack of noise – If not for the gentle hum of my pod I’d be able to hear my own heartbeat. I slid my legs to the side and felt the floor beneath me. As always, it was comfortably warm – living on the 162nd floor and collecting all the heat from the HOPE pods below meant that being cold wasn’t an issue. 
 
    My home zone was five metres square, with an open plan staircase leading to my shower, and had everything I needed to live. I’d been outside twice in the last eight years – I think. Along one side was a kitchen, but I’d never used it. Why bother when I had government supps? That was what I came out for now in fact, to swap the canisters over so nothing would interrupt me for another week. 
 
    The lights turned on slowly, exposing the white room. It was featureless and clean. I loved dirt and grime in the game, but not in real life. I’d heard horror stories of mold colonising an entire room and suffocating a player because he didn’t keep his home zone clean. 
 
    My knees cracked as I moved. The receptor pads kept my muscles in shape, but there was no cure for a lifetime of unmoved joints. At the far wall I pushed a button, opening a hatch. Supps were delivered straight to my home zone, so no need to leave. The hatch contained a large, black plastic tub with a feed port in the bottom. I’d made the mistake of opening one up once and looking inside. Supps were everything you needed to live, but it turned out that living wasn’t pretty. I hadn’t looked again. 
 
    I swapped the canisters, putting the used one back in the delivery hatch, and settled myself back in my pod. It was only then I realised I’d forgotten to take my receptor gloves off. Oh well, just made it quicker to get back in. 
 
    The pads reapplied themselves to my body, and the screen lowered itself into position. There was a small electrical shock as the sides of the screen connected with the ports at my temples. 
 
    I exited the menu and zoomed back into my own eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: An Essay 
 
      
 
    Farewell assessment, 
 
    Subject 8791, Pod 7702, 
 
      
 
    It took the threat of total annihilation to stop the first Cold War. 
 
      
 
    It took a computer game to stop the second. 
 
      
 
    Russia and Europe were on the verge of nuclear annihilation. America had gone dark since enforcing its neutrality wall. Fingers were hovered over buttons that would begin the war to end humanity. But as always, humans found hope. 
 
    No country really wanted to start the war, but they were between a rock and a hard place. Their citizens needed a focus, and war focused the mind like nothing else. The people weren’t really to blame. 
 
    Thirty years after the financial sector had left Britain, and the country had fallen because of its greed, seven young computer programmers pushed the button on their own dream. 
 
    The HOPE engine loaded onto servers around the globe. Disparity was gone. The rich rubbed shoulders with the poor as if they were old friends. Nationality became a thing of the past. America gave up on its self imposed retreat from the world. The first ever global law was founded and enforced – every person, regardless of the colour of their skin, the god they worshipped, the number in their bank account, or anything else that used to matter, had to have a VR headset with a mobile connection to HOPE. 
 
    It was a game based in a fantasy world that one of the developers dreamed up. It wasn’t the most unique or innovative, and it didn’t have the best graphics or gameplay, but it had luck. Of course, luck is just when preparation meets opportunity. The world needed something to unify them and HOPE gamified people’s lives while providing a built in translator. 
 
    That was all it took. Give people a goal and remove the communication barrier. 
 
    But HOPE has moved on since its first release. Now it does have the best graphics, and the best gameplay, and the best everything. 
 
    The developers realised that games went in cycles. Games used to be hard, then with the invention of mobile phones, they became easy. They became too easy. They were non-games, just blinking happy sounds at the user with no mental input. Without stakes, people couldn’t engage with anything. But with stakes, came motivation, came teamwork, came fulfillment and happiness. 
 
    HOPE isn’t the only game engine, but it’s the only one that matters. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Character Creation 
 
      
 
    I was on my own in a small space with two doors in front of me. On the right the door was wooden, surrounded by lit torches and glowing runes. On the left were gleaming metal doors with hazard stripes and flickering lights. 
 
    Obviously, I turned to my right and focused on the door. No context menu came up. Huh, that was odd. I quickly walked to the metal door and checked that. No menu either. 
 
    Was it bugged? 
 
    A system message rang through my head and in the chat channel. “Hello. Welcome to a new way of living. Now that you’re sixteen, you don’t need menus any more. Everything a menu let you do, you can now do manually. The menu still exists, but we’ve disabled it for this part of your new life.” 
 
    What an oddly calming and polite message. Although most details of HOPE were blocked before sixteen, I knew all about previous games from the turn of the millennium up until the second cold war. It made sense that they’d come up with some new ways of doing things. No menus? I want the door to open, so I just… push the door? 
 
    I pressed my hand against the wooden door, and for the first time I felt the texture of the wood against my skin – it’s slight dampness, the threat of splinters, the weight straining against my arm as I pushed against it. Beautiful. 
 
    Beyond the door were a set of stairs that led into blackness. I started down, and after a few steps looked behind. The door was gone and I was in a spotlight. I thought this might be a loading screen, so I kept on walking. 
 
    “We hope you liked that feeling,’ the system voice chimed. ‘You can feel everything now, so take your time on these stairs. Not to worry though, certain sensations are player controlled. You can set the threshold on pain and stamina. Try this now.” 
 
    A transparent box appeared in my vision with two sliders. One for pain, one for stamina. I reached out experimentally and tried to grab the top slider, but my hand went through it. Okay, so this was still a menu. I focused on the slider and moved it down. When I released it I felt a slight buzz run through my body. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but enough to let me know if a monster was hitting me. Perfect. 
 
    I tried the second slider, again moving it down the scale a bit. This time, when I released it, a wave of tiredness hit me, and my legs didn’t want to work. I had to stop and catch my breath. 
 
    ‘Hell no,’ I muttered between pants. 
 
    I took that slider all the way to the bottom, then moved it up a single notch. Like magic, my muscles were back to fighting fit. No way I wanted that feeling every time I sprinted for too long! 
 
    “Great work. Now let’s pick a character. You can answer some questions and we’ll recommend one for you, or you can pick for yourself. Keep in mind you won’t have to select our recommendation even if you choose to answer the questions.” 
 
    The stairs kept winding downwards, but no menu appeared this time. 
 
    ‘Umm, questions,’ I said aloud, before quickly adding, ‘Please.’ My edu-bots didn’t raise a rude player, that’s for sure. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve just been hired for a job with the HOPE content creation team. What have you been hired to create? 
 
    A: Background material. 
 
    B: Fixing common bugs. 
 
    C: Creating new quests.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, jeez. The real question was, did I answer this truthfully, or did I answer this how I thought the computer was going to mark me so that I could try and steer it towards the class I wanted? Also, did I answer it as myself, or as the person I wanted to be? 
 
    This was the start of my new life, so I’d answer it all as the person I wanted to be. I wasn’t exactly sure who that was, but I’d have to figure that out over the next few questions, I guess. 
 
    So, this question boiled down to, living in the past, living in the present, or living in the future. The past holds nothing of worth, so definitely not A. Although, you have to know where you’ve come from to know where you’re going…  
 
    This wasn’t going to be easy, as I had similar answers and counter-answers for the other two responses. Living in the present was the best answer, surely, but fixing bugs sounded incredibly boring and tedious. Looking forwards to the future means you’re not happy with what you have, but I’d been looking forward to starting this game for the past few years. 
 
    That was the old me, not happy with what they had, always wanting more. That wasn’t the new me. But I still didn’t know who the new me was, so I’d answer as the old me for now. 
 
    ‘C.’ 
 
      
 
    “The screen on your VR habitat has cracked. What do you do? 
 
    A: Attempt to fix it yourself to minimise ingame downtime. 
 
    B: Follow procedure and stop playing until you receive a replacement unit. 
 
    C: Take it as a sign and stop playing. Explore your local neighbourhood.” 
 
      
 
    This was a much easier question. 
 
    ‘A.’ 
 
      
 
    “What have you longed for the most in your life? 
 
    A: Money. 
 
    B: Power. 
 
    C: Parents.” 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly the game had access to my records and knew I was an orphan. The traditional way of becoming an orphan these days was for your parents to give you up to the state because looking after a kid requires too much time spent in real life. We were an epidemic. 72% of children born since a year after HOPE was launched have been orphans. With so many orphans, why did the government keep us? Because people just weren’t doing it any more. Population decline. It was a real disaster that was about to hit the world hard, or so my edu-bot teachers drilled into me. This was also one of the few rules we’d been taught about character creation – no sex changes, because we needed to repopulate. All this led to governments doing whatever they could to keep these orphans alive. That’s why I had quality housing in a location near the root server, all government subsidised. I’d never felt the lack of parents if I’m honest, and the government kept me happy, so I’d never needed money. But power? I’d never had that. 
 
    ‘B.’ 
 
      
 
    “You see a fight break out between a big shopkeeper and a young boy. What do you do? 
 
    A: Join in and help the shopkeeper. 
 
    B: Join in and help the boy. 
 
    C: Ignore it and leave the shop before you get pulled in to the trouble. 
 
    D: Steal something while the shopkeeper is too busy to notice.” 
 
      
 
    Ooh, okay, now we were getting to the real questions. A was obviously if I wanted to fight for the letter of the law. B was for justice regardless of the rules. C was what I would have done in real life as old me, so definitely not that. D was if I wanted to be evil. Hmm. Was new me evil? New me could be. Certainly, I didn’t feel like the letter of the law was for me. That left the only logical choice. Fight for the little guy. 
 
    ‘B’ 
 
      
 
    “The shopkeeper you have put out of business by aiding a ring of thieves to steal his livelihood has turned to banditry. One day, as you are travelling between towns, he assaults you. Do you… 
 
    A: Take pity on the poor soul, mainly fuelled by your own guilt, and hand over enough to keep him well fed, clothed, and in a warm room for a few nights. 
 
    B: No mercy. Anyone that attacks you must learn their place, which in this case is on the ground in a pool of their own blood. 
 
    C: Try and talk to the man and rationalise with him. Discuss his life choices and set him on the path to good. 
 
    D: You don’t need to do anything – the local woodland creatures come to your aid, and the former shopkeeper will sustain the local ecosystem for some time to come.” 
 
      
 
    Oh jeez. This must be the “choices have consequences” part of the tutorial. I pity the guy for losing his livelihood, but I wouldn’t just hand over all my gold, so A is out. B seemed like a huge overreaction for anyone, let alone new me. C sounded good – perhaps I’d be a silver tongued man of the world, relying on his wits instead of his sword. D definitely wasn’t me, but at least I now knew that druids were a class in the game. 
 
    ‘C.’ 
 
      
 
    “Final question. Your attempt to talk to the brigand whose life you ruined, has failed. As you lie on the forest floor, seconds from death, what have your thoughts turned to? 
 
    A: The beauty of life and how you wish you could have made more of it. 
 
    B: How much swords hurt, and your wish he could have made it a clean death. 
 
    C: Your sudden realisation that leaving shopkeepers to their own business is a sound idea. 
 
    D: Your hope that the shopkeeper was a mere swordsman and wouldn’t be resurrecting you as a fiendish undead creature.” 
 
      
 
    I’ll admit, that took an unexpected turn. They were really nailing home the consequences thing. Making more of life? Ehh, I’m sure I’d be resurrected soon, so no big deal. Although, I wouldn’t want to be a bloated disease-carrying zombie, but that wouldn’t be my first thought. Leaving the shopkeeper to his own business was old me, so I couldn’t say that despite it clearly being the smart choice. To be honest, I don’t think I’d be wishing to die quicker either. Once I’d thought about it for a bit, there was only one choice. 
 
    ‘A.’ 
 
      
 
    “Good job. There is one final piece to your puzzle that we need before we can give you your class recommendation. Don’t think, just do.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the stairs came to an end and I found myself in a small cave lit on two sides by burning braziers. Two people stood in each pool of light. In both, one was chained to the wall, and one was stood over them, headsman’s axe at the top of its swing, about to be brought down decapitating the victim. To my left was the young thief that I’d decided to help. To the right was the shopkeeper. Twenty steps between me and either of the braziers with nothing but blackness between. Immediately in front of me was a weapon rack. I had the choice of a dagger, a sword and shield, a wooden staff, or a bow. 
 
    Which one would suit me best? Who was new me? A warrior that protected those around him? I traced my hand over the bold shield. No, I’d never been much for brute strength. The bow? There was an appeal to it, but in this situation, I was pretty sure I’d miss. Same goes for the staff – I was sure it was magical, but I didn’t know how I could activate it, and I didn’t have time to figure it out. Dagger it was! I picked up the dagger. 
 
      
 
    “Go.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around and the axes began falling. Damn it, I’d spent so much time thinking of which weapon to choose, I hadn’t thought of who to save. Without thinking, I ran toward the shopkeeper. Two strides later, I was sure I wouldn’t make it in time. Another stride, and I pulled back my arm, ready to throw the dagger. A terrible idea but I had no choice. On my sixth stride into the black between the light, my foot didn’t land. Instead of ground I felt nothing but air. I fell, and the pain response activated, shaking my real life body. Daggers, stupid choice. 
 
    The camera slowly pulled upwards away from my body, allowing me to see the cave in muted greys. Well how about that. On all sides of the unseeable darkness, after a few steps, the ground was replaced by spike pits. I fell for it. Literally. 
 
    Once my vision reached the roof of the cave, the scene in front of me changed with a blink. It was still muted greys, but I was in a forest, and the wind whipped around me, blowing the trees into a frenzy and buffeting me back. I had to brace myself against the gale. 
 
      
 
    “Your test is complete. We have decided that there are several classes well suited to your personality, but the optimum match would be: Hunter.” 
 
      
 
    A man in greens and browns appeared in front of me, his colour showing through the grey as I focused on him. By his side was a fierce looking dire wolf that rose above the hunter’s shoulders. HOPE’s take on dire wolves was something to be admired as blood dripped from its mouth after a fresh kill. The hunter himself looked lithe and fast, a feral energy in him to match the wolf. His bow was a thing of beauty, the carved runes glowing with greens and blues. Could this be me? I pushed through the dead wind to get a closer look. Up close, the hunter pulled down his facemask and stared at me. He had thick stubble and piercing green eyes. The wolf snarled at me, and the hunter held up a hand to calm the beast. 
 
    Was this me? Parts of it appealed, but… nature? I’d never even seen a tree in real life. I lived in a country that had replaced all trees with air scrubbers because they were more efficient and left more room for HOPE housing. Maybe that’s what I needed. A complete change. And yet… 
 
    ‘What else have you got for me?’ I called out. 
 
    The scene around me changed in a blink. The wind remained, still forcing me back. I realised for the first time that it wasn’t pushing me back but pulling. The dead wind was trying to pull me somewhere. I was surrounded by rock in a barren, dark landscape. In the background was a mountain. No, a volcano. Streams of glowing lava poured from it. In front of me stood a man garbed in a full length, dark purple robe open at the front with tattered ends trailing behind him. His right arm was encased in black plate armour with silver trim. The same armour covered his right leg, but apart from these two limbs and his cloak he wore simple cloth trousers and had a bare chest. Bare from clothes or armour, at least, as he was adorned with scars and tattoos. 
 
      
 
    “Warlock” 
 
      
 
    The warlock looked at me, his black hair blowing in the death wind. His eyes were black orbs. He held out his gauntleted hand and a purple blob floated above it. I’d call it an orb, but it wasn’t perfectly formed. It was more organic than that, and it flickered like fire, but also boiled like liquid. It was something that didn’t exist in the real world. 
 
    The purple ball suddenly stretched itself to the ground and began pooling. I knew from previous old-time games that every dev treated warlocks differently. In some games they were magical tanks, in others they were withered casters, and in others still they could summon the most powerful creatures and cast the most overpowered bullshit damage over time spells, focusing on removing enemy abilities and killing them slowly. A debuffer, a tank, dps, they could be anything. What were they here? 
 
    The purple energy started to coalesce into a solid shape. It was a giant four-legged beast of dark purple, with red lightning crackling through its being. 
 
    I didn’t know if I strongly preferred this aesthetic over a holy warrior shimmering in light, but this guy was, most definitely, awesome. I didn’t know how this class became my second option from the questions I was given, but I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    I nodded to myself. ‘I’m a warlock.’ 
 
    The wind stopped pulling at me. Colour leaked back into the world, and suddenly the lifeless grey barren stoneland was filled with all shades of stoney greys and browns, and the sky above was a menacing red with black clouds and purple power. Yeah, okay, that was more like it! I could get into this. 
 
    The demon creature had vanished along with the wind, and the man stood still, looking straight ahead. He’d completely changed. He no longer had hair or scars or tattoos, or any distinguishing features, and he now wore clothes that barely kept his modesty. 
 
    Multiple iterations of this generic warlock stretched out until there were twenty four standing side by side in front of me. Then all but the original shifted from being human to being – other. The ground in front of each one glowed in purple runes that seemed to melt the rock, carving words at their feet. The names of the races. There were standard ones like Elf, Dwarf, Orc, Giant. There were also rarer ones like Dragonkin, Elemental, and Tigerman as playable races. And they had one race that I hadn’t seen in a fantasy MMORPG before. It matched the Giant race in size, easily double a standard human height. It looked like a cross between an insect and a lizard. It had cracked, chitinous plates on its back, head, legs, and arms, but an exposed belly. It had a lizard’s tail with a scything blade on the end, and acidic drool dripped from its mandibles. Its six eyes looked menacing and evil, giving it a greater field of view than any of the other races. 
 
    I immediately dismissed the alien creature. Surely it was more suited for the sci-fi game than fantasy. It must have been their cross-over race between the two games. The giant was also out along with the dragonkin, dwarf, and orc. The elemental looked interesting – it was human height but instead of legs, it floated like a genie. I considered the tigerman and the lizardman – apparently called a “Steggar” – because I liked anthropomorphic animals, what can I say. But ultimately, no, it wasn’t something to spend the rest of my life in. So, elf or human? I scratched at my chin for a moment. It had been the human version of the warlock that had inspired me, and I liked the look of the slightly broader human, giving the warlock a sense of weight to go with his deadly magic. 
 
    I focused on the original human model and selected him. The other races disappeared, and as I inspected this generic-looking warlock a context menu popped up, presenting me with a ridiculous amount of options. Okay, character appearance, that made sense. Did I want him to look like me? He was my avatar, yes, but it wasn’t like real life mattered. Yet there was part of me that wanted to play that power fantasy. To play myself. All right, he’d be me. With a few enhancements, of course. 
 
    “The warlock is a difficult class to master, with many paths to follow. He focuses on his demonic powers, but whether you apply them to summoned allies, buffing yourself, or corrupting your enemies is up to you. But be warned, to reach your true potential, sacrifices will be made. Are you ready to sacrifice yourself in the pursuit of power?” 
 
    Cool spiel. I guess warlocks had a mechanic where using your most damaging spells reduces your health. I’d have to make friends with a healer. ‘Yeah, sure.’ 
 
    I picked the option that loaded my own face onto the avatar. Good, that gave me a base to work with. I elongated the face just a touch, made the nose proud instead of cute, added some manly stubble, and made the hair shimmering black and long enough to tie back in a ponytail. I made him slightly above average height, but then thought about it. Everyone would be making their avatar slightly above average height. So, did I make him as tall as possible to stand out? No, everyone would be doing that too. All right. I made him ever so slightly below average height. Had to stand out from the crowd somehow, even if you wouldn’t be able to actually find me in a crowd any more. I changed the average and healthy body that had loaded in to a slightly more bulked out version. The guy did have awesome armour to wear, so I couldn’t have him be a total weed, could I? I broadened the shoulders, increased the arm size a bit, and there, all good! I added abs, which I had to pay for as they were behind a paywall. It wasn’t like my monthly stipend went towards anything else, and soon I’d be earning money in the game, so no problem. I also ever so slightly tweaked the size of some other things. Better safe than sorry. 
 
    I took a step back from my creation. My avatar. My new me. Yes, that felt right. As I examined him from a distance, a word appeared above his head. “Unnamed”. Okay. I knew this part was coming. I knew I’d have to name myself, but I hadn’t known what class or race I was going to be. Now I did. I was a human warlock – and that didn’t help me pick a name at all. Did I go over the top with “DeathLord of Darkness”? Something subtler but equally stupid like “Damien Lucifer”? Actually, I didn’t even know if I was evil. Could warlocks be good? Okay, forget alignment – nothing super dark and edgy. 
 
    I needed to get into the mindset of a warlock. They summon creatures from the void. Purples and reds. Shadows, awesome armour, and tattered robes. Hmm, “Purple Armour Summoning Man” didn’t roll off the tongue. 
 
    Take all of that and add it to me. Who was I? What did I want? I wanted… protection. No. I wanted to protect. I didn’t know where that came from, but it rang true. My instinct had been to protect that young boy from the bigger shopkeeper. It made sense. Maybe the game had suggested Hunter first because I would have been protecting nature. 
 
    “Void Shield”? No, that was lame, and probably the name of a skill. Be more realistic. 
 
    “Akuma Severo”? Akuma was Japanese for demon, but also close to Acama who was the first emperor of the Aztecs. And Severo being an alteration on Servare, which meant keeper or protector in Latin. So, I was the demon keeper, but also the first protector. Yes! 
 
    ‘Akuma Severo.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Tutorial 
 
      
 
    “Name accepted. Welcome, Akuma Severo, to Armies of Tulgatha. A survival MMORPG with arena and strategy elements. All your gold can be transferred to the real world with a single click of a button. Now you can fund your lifestyle the way you want. Your next step is a guided tutorial, but after that, the lands of Tulgatha are yours for the conquering. Enjoy the game.” 
 
     I’ll be honest, I really felt they hadn’t updated the entry message in a long time. Money transfer and in-game work had been a major feature since two years post-launch. Oh well, what’s the point in updating your entry message when you know everyone is going to play. The message could have been “Hey buddy, fuck you.” and people would not only still play, but they’d still pay for extra content with a smile on their face. 
 
    I blinked – and the game world appeared before me. It was an idyllic, sunny day with leafy woods stretching behind me, and green fields in front. The feeling of grass caressing between my fingers, and dirt sliding as I shifted position was all so real, even though they were things I’d never felt in the real world. Plumes of smoke rose from a village in the middle of the fields. They say there’s no smoke without fire, and that was definitely the case. Five or six small houses, and two larger ones, were on fire. I was lying on a dirt bank, watching the village burn. Had I done this? 
 
    I held a long, gnarled walking stick in one hand, and I was wearing flowing white robes with a gleaming yellow breastplate. It wasn’t exactly what I was expecting after the warlock I’d just created. I wasn’t saying I wanted to be evil, but I had definitely been… in a darker colour palette. Still, at least I didn’t have any flint or tinder, so it couldn’t have been me that started the fire. Wait, didn’t I? I checked my pockets. Nope, nothing. 
 
    I saw a few people dash between two buildings. Then I saw a man chasing them. Or at least, I assumed that was why he ran after them brandishing his sword over his head. I started to get up. I didn’t know why I got to my feet – there was no way I could get there in time, and I was only one guy, but I had to do something! 
 
    A hand came down hard on my shoulder, and I jumped at the shock. 
 
    ‘Woah, calm down Severo!’ a man’s voice chuckled. ‘You’re on edge. Don’t worry, it’s normal your first time. We’re here to protect that village. Save the people. Make the world a better place. Or at least, that’s my dream.’ 
 
    I turned around to face him and saw two others behind him dressed in the same uniform. A gleaming yellow breastplate, with pristine white cloth covering them head to toe. Aside from the man addressing me, the others seemed carbon copies of each other with not a hair out of place. Okay, so we were in a group together. I didn’t know what we were exactly – we could be a cult? Cults always wore silly robes, so maybe we had turned to worshipping demons and that’s how I become a warlock that wore all white? Good back story! 
 
    ‘Uhh, yes, good. I mean no. It’s fine. What’s the plan?’ 
 
    The man looked bemused by my response but didn’t say anything further on it. ‘Stay focused, stay with us, and stay alert. Also, stay behind us! I’ll tank whoever comes our way, and the three of you do all the damage you can.’ 
 
    Hmm. This tutorial NPC just said he was going to "tank" something. Seemed a bit meta, but I rolled with it. I looked above the man’s head, and when I focused, words appeared. His name and job. The same appeared for the other three. 
 
    ‘Okay, Koif. I’m ready.’ 
 
    We were all members of the Pristine Guard. I didn’t know what that was, but I guessed we were guards. We guarded stuff. This village, presumably, although obviously we hadn’t done a great job so far. 
 
    I crawled down the bank towards the group and got to my feet. Koif took a shield from his back and drew his sword. The other two had spears. 
 
    ‘Now, we don’t have unlimited stamina, so we’ll only sprint when it’s life or death in combat. Until then, we’ll stick to a gentle run. Let’s go.’ 
 
    Right, they definitely had to have some of their words swapped. “Stamina”, “in combat”, those weren’t normal words. Maybe they were breaking the immersion only for the tutorial? 
 
    The three crested the hill and started a very reasonably paced jog towards the burning village. I looked behind us. A sparse forest that would provide just enough cover to make for a pleasant walk in the sun. I wondered if I could ignore what the tutorial clearly intended me to do and run off to explore. Then I remembered I didn’t even know how to attack, so I followed the rest of the Pristine Guard. 
 
    We were running through fields of… 
 
    Koif held up his hand and crouched. The others followed suit, and so did I. We managed to get our heads just below the plants. 
 
    ‘Severo, you’ve already managed to see our nameplates, but discovery won’t always be so easy.’ He grabbed one of the surrounding plants and bent it to be in front of his face. ‘If you focus on this, what do you see?’ 
 
    “Nameplates”. Okay, there was definitely no mistaking that they were ignoring immersion and just teaching game mechanics. I focused on the plant and it began to, ever so slightly, glow. I’d selected the item. A word hung above it, but it was obscured. ‘Umm, nothing. It's just a blurred line.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Koif nodded. ‘That is how everything will appear until you gain knowledge of the specific item. That can happen organically, or you can study. Let’s try it now.’ 
 
    I realised that this must be a dynamic tutorial. This was happening because I’d tried to pay attention to the fields we were running through. Awesome! 
 
    ‘Is now really a good time to start studying?’ 
 
    The soldiers groaned, but Koif smiled patiently. ‘We’re going to try the organic knowledge first, if that’s okay with you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right. Yeah.’ 
 
    Still holding the plant, Koif said, ‘Severo, this is wheat.’ 
 
    The instant he said it, the blurred word resolved itself into “wheat”. Neat. 
 
    ‘Some people would already know this, but presumably you didn’t grow up on a farm. You probably have a city background. This won’t have a huge effect on your gameplay, but it’s something to keep in mind.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Okay, thanks.’ 
 
    Letting the plant spring back, Koif motioned for us all to continue. 
 
    We were running through fields of wheat. I supposed that if I wanted to, I could be a farmer, so perhaps this kind of knowledge was in the game for a reason. Also, I’d be sure to steer clear of any hanging vines or mushrooms with blurry names as I wandered through forests. They’d only be a selectable item if they could help me or, more likely, hurt me. 
 
    When we were over halfway to the village, more villagers sprinted between buildings. Again, they were followed by the bad guys, only this time, we were spotted. Three of these ransackers turned to face us, and one ran off deeper into the village. 
 
    ‘We don’t have a healer, so we need to be careful,’ Koif said. ‘I’ll tank the two on the left, and you three take care of the third ransackers before moving onto my targets.’ 
 
    I wanted to ask how, but the ransackers had wasted no time hanging around, and were almost on top of us. Koif ran in, and a faint white wisp of a line ran between his shield and two of the enemy. He must have taunted them. The third one kept running towards the two spearmen and me. 
 
    On the one hand, I saw no reason why I should need to be up close to attack, but on the other hand, I still didn’t know how to attack, so who knew? Not knowing the penalties for death, I let the two guys with sharp spears go first. 
 
    As the three ransackers hit our lines, everyone just kind of stood at a respectable distance and hopped on the balls of their feet. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Koif said, ‘combat will normally be a lot faster than this, but for our first fight, we’re slowing it down. Death can be very punishing, so we don’t want that to be your first experience. Your combat abilities will activate now. Check your Heads-Up Display.’ 
 
    I hadn’t noticed a HUD until he said it, but sure enough, there was a very faint outline to my vision. Once I’d noticed it and thought about it, it became more opaque, and I could see that it was pretty sparse. There was no health, mana, energy, stamina, or anything like that. I had a compass, and six boxes along the bottom of my vision that were numbered 1 to 6. One of them glowed a bright purple, and much like the rock on the character selection screen the corruption etched away a symbol. 
 
    ‘If you want to do something normal, then you just do it. Try it now. Run up to your ransacker and hit it with your staff.’ 
 
    I swapped my staff to a two-handed grip instead of the old-man-walking-stick pose I’d fallen into and charged the enemy. One of the spearmen moved aside, presumably feeling the might of my furious charge, and I let loose a mighty swing. I hit the enemy on the arm, and he let out a grunt of minor annoyance. A small number pinged away from his nameplate. “2”. 
 
    ‘Good shot!’ Koif shouted. ‘Well, it was okay. Don’t worry about it, you’re not a frontline hitter anyway. Try something else.’ 
 
    I was still standing next to the very actively shuffling, but not really doing anything, enemy. Not knowing exactly what Koif meant, I kicked the guy in the shin. Again, a small number flew away from his nameplate. “1”. The ransacker locked eyes with me and was clearly pissed off. 
 
    ‘Great job, Severo! You’ve done the most damage, so you gained aggro, nice. Mundane actions like swinging your weapon don’t require a dedicated ability. This is a big advantage physical attackers have over spell casters. To cast even your most basic spell, you’ll need to use an ability which takes up one of your most valuable resources. Ability slots. You only have six slots, but you’ll have dozens of abilities. It will require careful planning to decide what your preferred loadout is. You’ve just had your first ability unlocked. Focus on your ability to use it, and then aim carefully.’ 
 
    I took a few steps back from the ransacker and looked at the first ability. Shadowbolt. It didn’t say anything other than the name. No idea of damage, cast time, anything. I used it, and my arms flung out, one to the side and one in front, and I felt my mouth move as unknown words spilled from it. A bolt of pure shadow that seemed to dim the bright sunshine around me grew in my rear hand. A second later it jumped to my front hand and released itself, smashing into the house behind the ransackers. 
 
    ‘That’s the stuff,’ Koif said encouragingly. ‘Try again but remember to aim.’ 
 
    Fair critique, I felt. I used Shadowbolt again, and this time made sure that my front hand, which seemed to be there purely for aiming as the rear hand did the channelling, was pointed at the pillager. 
 
    Again, the shadows dimmed the light, formed in my hand, and then shot forth – but this time the bolt hit its mark. The Shadowbolt spread through the enemy, causing him to shake violently, and for the briefest of seconds turned him a midnight black. Once the spell had dissipated and the colour had returned to the pillager, there was a hole in his clothes where the bolt had hit. A number jumped from his nameplate. “36”. That was a much more respectable number! 
 
    The ransacker must have felt so too, as he promptly collapsed. 
 
    ‘Spearmen, come help me with these two,’ Koif said. ‘Severo, you should notice that your screen is flashing red.’ 
 
    Sure enough, the edges of my screen had indeed begun to flash red. ‘What does that mean? I didn’t take any damage.’ 
 
    ‘Red for danger, black for death. In Tulgatha, there are four things that differentiate a level one from a level one hundred. Stats, skills, gear, and abilities. Stats are your baseline – things like Strength and Mind. These basic stats dictate how well you can perform skills, and how much damage your abilities do. Gear adds protection and buffs to these numbers, which in turn means you can do more damage and take more swords to the face. We’ve covered abilities, and obviously the more variety the better so you can prepare for any situation. Skills are things that come naturally to you, like perception, or stealth. Everyone can do these things, but some can do it a lot better than others, and they only level up with practice and repetition. Want to be the stealthiest rogue? Then you have to walk around a lot of people and not get noticed. Gear can boost stats, skills, and abilities. But let’s focus on your perception skill right now. When you perceive an unseen threat, perhaps a trap or an incoming blow, your screen will pulse red. Look behind you.’ 
 
    I spun around, and sure enough, there was an enemy right there, sword raised and about to come down on me. Koif's exposition was easily the most roundabout way of saying “look behind you!” that I'd ever heard. 
 
    Luckily the fight was still paused, so the killing blow was stuck above the enemy’s head. 
 
    ‘Find and use your second ability, and then brace yourself for a hit.’ 
 
    A new rune appeared on my ability bar. Shadow Skin. I really hoped that I got an ability without the word shadow in it soon. I liked sticking to a theme as much as the next guy but come on. 
 
    I cast the ability while my hands did their autonomous thing in a slightly different position, and I muttered some words that in a different time and place would definitely have had me drowned as a witch. My vision darkened for a few seconds and I could see shadow engulf my hands, crystallising and then turning invisible. 
 
    The ransacker sprung into action and his sword came down hard on my shoulder. The blade didn’t bite into flesh, my screen didn’t flash black, the pain feedback didn’t activate. A wave of darkness rippled over my body, but that was it. Well, hey, I had spell armour. Nice. 
 
    Koif chimed in. ‘There are different types of defensive abilities, but that one is straightforward. Okay, let’s finish these ransackers off.’ 
 
    I cast a Shadowbolt, intending to one-shot this sneaky guy, but in the middle of my cast the enemy smacked my front hand out of position and the cast stopped. Not just slowed down but stopped. Damn. I tried to cast Shadowbolt again, and the enemy knocked my hands out of position and then whacked me with his sword. 
 
    I didn’t have any other abilities yet, and this pillager was just going to follow me if I ran. I was suddenly seeing the downsides to being a caster when you didn’t have any friends to hold aggro. 
 
    Koif had said that mundane actions didn’t require abilities, so what could I do? I swung at the pillager, and he jumped back to avoid my blow. I quickly tried to cast Shadowbolt again, but that single step back hadn’t given me enough time. In fact, as the pillager had stepped in to knock my hand aside once more, he overstepped and hit me hard enough to make me stagger to the side. These abilities and mundane actions weren’t set in stone then. They had physics attached and adding momentum to an ability increased its potency. Such a small and simple feature, but it made my brain click into gear. I had to imagine everything I saw with my eyes was real and not a game. I wanted this guy to get away from me, so with the entire world of possibilities at my fingertips, I would… push him. 
 
    It wasn’t a skill or an ability, it was just something I could do. I braced my staff in two hands, and lunged forwards at the pillager, shoving him back several steps. His arms flailed as he tried to keep his balance, and I wasted no time in Shadowbolting his head. The shove hadn’t produced a damage number, but the Shadowbolt did. “32”. Slightly less than last time. So there was an element of chance behind the damage system, which presumably meant critical hits were part of the game. Good to know. 
 
    By the time I’d finished with my stealthy guy, the others had already begun looting the bodies of their own quarry. 
 
    Koif came over to me. ‘I hope you’re not squeamish, Severo, because you’re going to be spending a lot of time rifling through dead men’s pockets. Let’s take a look, shall we?’ 
 
    Like an eager Australian wildlife presenter, Koif waved me down, excited that I was joining him in looking through the dead man’s gear. 
 
    I selected the corpse and picked the “loot” option. A separate window opened, showing his containers. This guy had “pockets” and a “small battered pouch”. Both had a grid next to them that I assumed indicated how much each could hold. The game was pretty intuitive once you accepted a few basic things and just went with it. 
 
    ‘You’ll see that the grids start blank,’ Koif began. ‘That’s because you don’t know what’s in them yet, obviously. Select one of the containers on the menu, and then “search”.’ 
 
    I did as he said, and my hands started searching the body without my having to do anything. The developers had opted for an interesting mix between complete immersiveness and automating the gameplay. 
 
    Koif continued talking as I looted. ‘If you’re a purist, you can disable these menus, but that’s your choice once the tutorial is over. Now let’s talk about gear. Gear is the best way of powering up. There are no level limits, so in theory a level one player could equip the best gear in the game and he’d be able to beat a poorly geared high-level player. You’ll have to find out the nuances on your own, but just remember this: gear is good.’ 
 
    A new player can beat a high level one? Seemed weird and unbalanced, but okay. I’d finished looting by now, but the ransacker only had three coins of an unknown currency in his pockets, and a damp bandage in his small battered pouch. 
 
    Koif and I joined the spearmen, and we advanced up to the house from which the group of ransackers had emerged. 
 
    ‘Another thing to know is that all quests are free form and hidden.’ Koif kept a close eye on how things were unfolding in the village square, but my view was only the back of a spearman. A much more sensible place, yes, but also far less interesting. ‘You will earn bonuses by doing what you want to do, but you will also earn negative effects from the logical consequences. Choosing to defend this village will give us a bonus to reputation with a certain faction, but if these ransackers are aligned with another faction then we will lose reputation with them. Now let’s go grind that rep and try a full speed fight.’ 
 
    Koif took off around the corner, and the spearmen followed without hesitation. I braced myself. No pausing during combat now. I cast Shadow Skin and charged. As soon as I’d rounded the corner, I saw the full scale of what was happening. The village square held six ransackers surrounding a large group of villagers, most of whom were on their knees shaking with fear. The rest were lying face down in the mud – a fate they would all soon share, as the biggest ransacker swung his curved blade down onto the next innocent villager. 
 
    Koif and the spearmen were almost upon the enemy, leaving me unseen. I knew that attacking an unengaged enemy would pull aggro to me, so I’d focus on Koif’s targets, burst them down with Shadowbolt, and stay out of harm’s way. If the spearmen did the same, then we could probably take care of this and get some good experience from saving the villagers. I assumed that was a quest, but who knew? Maybe this game didn’t reward you for saving people. 
 
    The soft white line ran between Koif and the first three ransackers who moved to meet his charge. The spearmen began attacking, and now that the combat was at full speed, I saw just how lethal it was. One of the spearmen caught an unlucky blow on the way in and fell from the single hit. It hadn’t even been aimed at him, but it deflected off Koif’s shield and slit the man’s throat. I needed to find out just how durable my Shadow Skin was, because without it I was the definition of fragile. 
 
    With no time to waste, I cast a Shadowbolt and let it fly towards the enemy. It missed, blowing a hole in the wall of a house on the other side of the square. Right, aiming! This time I focused on where the pillager I wanted to hit was standing instead of what I was casting and fired again. The hit landed, and the pillager fell with a shriek of pain, the actual damage number lost in the confusion of battle. The spearman and Koif had finished off the other two, and we were preparing for the next wave. Four ransackers charged, and Koif engaged. I was about to line up another killing blow, but a voice from behind made me jump. 
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 Chapter 5: Sidequest 
 
      
 
    ‘Excuse me, sir!’  
 
    I whirled to see a young girl, barely taller than my waist, tugging on my white robes and pointing towards a building that was only lightly smoldering instead of actually being on fire. ‘Can you help mummy?’ 
 
    ‘In a minute. Got some killing to do.’ I turned back to the action. 
 
    ‘But sir, she won’t last long without your help.’ 
 
    I shifted on the balls of my feet, unease rippling through me. Was the girl an evil morale sucking beast, or my conscience. Koif seemed to have things under control and could hold these guys off while I did a quick side quest. Also, I had to admit, the child was really working the helpless puppy angle. 
 
    ‘I’ll help you. Take me to her.’ 
 
    The girl dashed across the dusty track to the small house and pointed inside. I followed quickly, wanting to help her, but also not wanting to let Koif down. As I followed, I noticed what at first seemed to be a large burn trailing down her back, but on closer inspection was actually a tattoo in the shape of an otherworldly looking tentacle, spiralling towards the centre of her spine and into a hexagon of some kind –  but with the rest covered by her clothes, I couldn’t make out the full symbol. Odd customs in these areas, to tattoo a child.  
 
    I stepped inside the house and saw what must have been the little girl’s mother. She was slumped in the far corner of the single room house, hand clutching her leg. 
 
    ‘The Pristine Guard?’ the mother asked, hope rising in her voice. ‘I thought I was done for, but you’ve come to save me!’ 
 
    ‘Umm, yeah, that’s what we do. How can I help, madam?’ 
 
    ‘One of those brutes cut my leg, and I can’t walk, not even to escape this burning house.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I’ll carry you outside to make sure you’re safe for now, finish liberating the village, then tend to your wounds. Sound good?’ 
 
    The woman looked a bit perturbed at my simple statement of facts. ‘But sir, I’m not sure I can be moved. Do you not have a healer?’ 
 
    We did not have a healer, that much I knew. I definitely didn’t want to fail this quest by having the woman bleed out if I moved her or burn to death if I left her. 
 
    ‘Oh! Yes, I just picked up a damp bandage. I can wrap your wound, then move you. Okay?’ 
 
    She nodded her assent. ‘I believe that will work, sir.’ 
 
    I moved over to her and inspected her leg. She was right, had I moved her she wouldn’t have lasted long. She really undersold the wound when she said, “Those brutes cut my leg”. It was practically hanging off at the thigh, and she would be dead in a minute. Luckily for me, I had the option to apply the bandage to the wound, as I had no idea how to actually treat something this severe. My hands began their work, tightening the bandage as a tourniquet. The leg was already lost, so I tightened it as much as I could. After I was finished, I tried to hide my worry from the woman’s face. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘I know, but don’t tell the little one.’ 
 
    I looked back at the little girl, standing shyly behind a chair. ‘No, of course.’ 
 
    With what little I could do done, I picked the woman up and carried her out of the room, resting her between two buildings, hopefully safe from any spreading flames. The little girl stood by her, confused and trying awfully hard to hold back tears. The movement had worn the woman out, and she was breathing heavily, unable to speak. 
 
    To the side of my vision, a blue number appeared. “20”. It then rolled up until it stopped on “50”. 
 
    The woman had just enough breath left to mutter, ‘That’s your experience. Well done, sir.’ Then she passed out. 
 
    I must have missed the first times I’d received experience. Learning new things and killing ransackers had provided minimal exp, but completing this quest had more than doubled everything I did before. Okay, quest completion is the key to levelling! Good to know. 
 
    I looked at the small child and didn’t know what to do. ‘Stay here. I’ll come back for you, okay?’ 
 
    She nodded between sniffles and stroked her mother’s hair. 
 
    I turned, wanting to get back to the fight, a sudden anger bubbling forth from me at what these enemies had done. I’d make them pay. 
 
    Uh oh. Apparently, Koif wasn’t quite as indestructible as I’d thought, as he was now on his knees, the ransacker boss’ wicked sword against his throat.  
 
    ‘Severo, where were you? You left us in the heat of battle!’ 
 
    The ransacker boss punched Koif in the side of the head and called out across the square. ‘This is what the Pristine Guard has come to, eh?’ 
 
    People around here seemed to have an awfully high regard for this organisation I was a part of, yet it was my first day in the game. I sized up the boss. He was easily a head taller than any other pillager I’d seen so far and wore leather armour instead of ragged cloth. 
 
    So, what, he’d take two Shadowbolts to kill? I was pretty sure I could get a few off before he could close the distance between us, even if I missed one or two. But even if a single Shadowbolt would kill him, I wouldn’t be quick enough to save Koif. Yeah, he was just an NPC, but the AI they’d given him was great. I’m not saying we’d be best friends, but at the same time I didn’t want him to die. What else could I do? 
 
    ‘You’re right. This is what the Pristine Guard has become. It only took four of us to liberate this village. Four against twelve. So, are you worth three of your men?’ 
 
    The boss laughed. ‘Easily! These maggots were nothing. Recruits cutting their teeth. It took four of you, but I could have done it single handedly!’ 
 
    I was really hoping that was a bluff, because otherwise I was about to be real dead. ‘Don’t worry, I wouldn’t expect scum like you to tell the truth. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll give you this one chance. Hurt no one else, and I’ll let you leave with your life.’ 
 
    ‘Are you stupid? I’m not afraid of one Pristine Guard.’ 
 
    I began walking towards the boss, slowly closing the gulf between us. ‘You need to learn to count. I don’t see a single Pristine Guard.’ 
 
    ‘This one’s about to be dead, but sure, you can count him if you want to, fool.’ 
 
    ‘So narrow minded. Look around you. Your men are dead. It’s not me against you.’ I pointed to the group of still cowering villagers. ‘It’s you against the entire village.’ 
 
    The boss’ facade cracked for a moment as he did the mental gymnastics to see if he could kill everyone. 
 
    ‘These weaklings?’ He put his mean face back on. ‘Ha! Look at them. They won’t even stand up to run away and save themselves, but you think they will fight for you?’ 
 
    I didn’t know if there was a bluff skill in this game, or a charisma statistic, but right now I really hoped I was reading the situation right. I was channeling my inner Daniel from that first day we’d met and he’d saved me with nothing but words. ‘For me? Of course not. But for themselves? For their families? For their homes? How could they not? Everyone, listen to me!’ This was either going to end in a lot of laughs in the tavern tonight, or me finding out how dying in the game feels. Oh, and a lot of awkwardness right before that death. ‘Every man, woman, and child that stands and fights by my side is a member of the Pristine Guard. We’re not a uniform, we’re an ideal, and you can be that ideal. So stand. Stand and fight and liberate yourselves from oppression!’ 
 
    And holy shit they fell for it. I must have rolled a crit, because the villagers changed from the scared mass of patheticness they had been, all the way to picking up stones or even clumps of mud, ready to do battle. All in the time it had taken me to improv that speech. I didn’t even know what the Pristine Guard were. Total guess. So damn awesome! 
 
    The boss took a step back, dragging Koif with him, but he’d made a mistake. He’d pointed his sword at the villagers, threatening them back into submission. ‘Back on your knees, dogs!’ 
 
    I pointed at him with my right hand, taking careful aim. He didn’t see the darkness of Shadowbolt jumping between my hands, and he didn’t see it flying towards him. He did, however, feel it. As Shadowbolt slammed into his head, I saw the number bounce away from the fallen boss. “56”. My first crit. Glorious. 
 
    To my surprise, he wasn’t dead. He managed to prop himself up on an elbow and look at me. He managed to mouth a silent curse before the mob of villagers descended upon him. A few seconds later, and a blue number appeared to the side of my vision. Good to know I didn’t need to get the last hit to count the kill as mine. 
 
    Koif scrambled away from the mob of villagers and I made my way over to him. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    He got to his feet, rubbing his neck. ‘I am. Somehow. Most heroes don’t save me.’ 
 
    Okay, he’d broken character so many times, I had to see how much I could push it. How would the AI hold up? 
 
    ‘Don’t save you?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Don’t get me wrong, most heroes also actually stay with me in the fight. That was a terrible decision, by the way. But yes, once the boss has me, I rarely survive.’ 
 
    ‘So, this happens to you a lot?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’m the tutorial NPC.’ 
 
    ‘Aaaand you know what an NPC is? And a tutorial? And I’m guessing that you respawn?’ 
 
    He turned away from me for a moment, but I was pretty sure he was rolling his eyes. ‘Yes. I’m a non-player character. You’re a player. A real person, with a life outside this game. I’m guiding you through this tutorial so that you don’t screw up and instantly lose all your valuables when you get set loose upon Tulgatha.’ He held up a hand to stop my next question. ‘Yes, all of the NPCs know you’re a player, this isn’t limited to some fourth wall breaking in the tutorial. We are real AI that change and evolve over time. NPCs take a week to respawn, and there can be permanent changes depending on how we die, but usually we’re fine. Mobs like the pillagers you just killed have variable respawn timers based on their location and power. Players respawn… well, you’ll see. Speaking of which, my apologies.’ 
 
    ‘That all seems really weird. I mean, it’s hardly immersive if you all know… everything you just said. And apologies for what?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, it’s even more immersive, you’ll see. Total separation of the real world and Tulgatha led to a lot of issues. So, in the first major content patch, they integrated the two. That had its own issues, but nothing’s perfect.’ 
 
    A voice from behind me, soft and high-pitched. ‘Are you done, Captain?’ 
 
    Koif waved his hand, signalling for the newcomer to proceed. I turned to see who it was. The little girl whose mother I’d just saved. 
 
    I bent down a little to get closer to her eye level and spoke softly. ‘Hello. Don’t worry, I didn’t forget my promise about returning for you. Are you okay?’ 
 
    She glanced at Koif before answering me. ‘You have proven lucky, warlock. Most find saving my mother a sacrifice and lose the good Captain in the boss battle. You’ve come out on top. Although it does leave you with an awkward choice to make.’ 
 
    I was confused as all hell. ‘Umm, what’s the choice?’ 
 
    ‘Me or the Captain.’ 
 
    ‘Why would that be a choice? Koif doesn’t want to hurt you.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, Severo, I do. The little imp is right. It’s me or her.’ Koif stood next to the little girl, both of them facing me. ‘She’s evil. Everything the Pristine Guard stands against.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not evil. I harness our enemy's power against them. I fight fire with fire. As should any warlock worth his salt.’ 
 
    ‘She would kill innocents if they got in her way. The people need to be protected from the what she fights, and from her. She is blind to her own corruption, and we must put her down like the dog that she is.’ 
 
    ‘If a few must sacrifice themselves for the good of the many, then yes, I’ll make that choice, and I’ll stand by what I’m forced to do!’ 
 
    I held my hands up. ‘Woah, woah. Both of you just calm down.’ 
 
    So, the little girl was far more than she appeared to be. Koif seemed on the level. Yet he was advocating killing this little girl. A little girl that I’d just saved. However, the little girl did, now, seem a touch insane. 
 
    ‘We don’t have all day,’ the girl said. ‘Side with one of us, and let’s get out of this damned village.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t… I don’t know enough to make this decision. What do you stand for? What are your goals? I don’t really know.’ 
 
    Koif drew his sword. ‘Then go with your instinct. I can tell you have a pure heart, Severo. Join me and wipe this stain from the world. You can’t understand this yet but trust me. I am only trying to help you here. Wake you up.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not killing a little girl, Koif, and I won’t let you hurt her either.’ 
 
    A little blue number rolled up in the side of my vision. I’d received experience. For completing a quest. With those words, I’d made my choice, and I hadn’t even realised it. 
 
    ‘It was inevitable. This is what I apologised for.’ Koif dashed forward, knocking me down with his shield, shattering my Shadow Skin, leaving me defenceless. I didn’t even have time to think about what to do before Koif’s sword drove into my skull, turning my vision black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: I Thought The Tutorial Was Over 
 
      
 
    The world was black and white. The dead wind pulled me towards something unknown. Unknown, but feared. I pushed against the constant tug, unsure where I was struggling towards. It was dark, my vision hardly working – I could have been in a vast, sprawling desert, or a dense forest. Future footsteps glowed in front of me, the only thing I could really see, the only thing breaking from the monochrome death. I didn’t have to follow them. I could let the wind take me. But the glow was the glow of life. I pressed onward until I came upon two small dwellings, barely more than holes in the ground. My future steps took me to the one on the right. I walked through the door – not needing to open it – and saw my body, rimed in the same life-yellow glow as the feet that had brought me here. 
 
    The little girl was curled up on the floor on the other side of the room – admittedly only a few paces away, but that was as far as she could be, nonetheless. 
 
    The pull from the dead wind was still there, but now there was another pull. My body was calling to me, exerting its own gravitational force upon my ghost. I let it take me. 
 
    My eyes opened and saw nothing. I sat up with a start and coughed. 
 
    ‘Finally,’ the voice of the unseen little girl said. 
 
    My throat was painfully dry. ‘Wha– how long has it been that you need to say finally?’ 
 
    ‘Long enough. How was your first death?’ 
 
    ‘Dark, grey, and windy. Yours?’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘I didn’t die. In fact, I’ve been very busy. I waged a minor war, lost everything because of a traitorous underling I made the mistake of trusting, but managed to escape with my life despite losing my army.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, really, how long was I out for? And can we get some light? I can’t see a thing. And where was I during all of this, and why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘So many questions. Firstly, you can create the light yourself. You own this… settlement, for lack of a better word, and you can dedicate a portion of your power to lighting if you wish. When at your Altar, you can enter a disembodied construction mode.’ 
 
    ‘I’m lying on the floor. Dirt with the occasional sharp stone, if I had to guess.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll admit that the Altar part doesn’t really make sense just yet, but after a few upgrades, it will. Something your ever-so-illustrious Pristine Guard Captain wouldn’t have explained. Skills, things you can do that don’t require an ability slot, extend to magic and are very intuitive. Simply will it, and it shall be done. Sometimes. If you will the correct thing. There’s a knack to it, you’ll figure it out.’ 
 
    I made a particularly unpleasant face that was lost in the darkness. I willed to construct a light. Nothing happened. Okay, wrong command. I willed to enter a construction menu. Nope. I willed to enter my Altar. 
 
    My vision left my body and flew into the sky, hovering above the two small buildings. They were illuminated in my vision, so I could see just how run down they actually looked, and they were nothing more than a few strategically placed, leaf-laden branches. I selected the hut we were in and willed a light into being. As I did this, a purple bar appeared in the corner of my vision, and a little ding was taken off the end, along with a number. “19/20”. 
 
    Out of curiosity, I placed a light outside the hut, and sure enough the bar shrank, and the number changed “18/20”. 
 
    Okay, one light equals one mana. It was purple because I was a warlock, that made sense. The lights I had placed seemed to be just glowing balls of purple. Better than nothing, but I was going to get damned tired of purple. I focused on the lights and willed them to be white. To my surprise, it worked. 
 
    I left my Altar, and my vision flew back into my body. 
 
    I braced myself against the dirt floor as my head span. ‘Well, that was an experience.’ 
 
    I’d set the light into the wall and it hit one side of the little girl’s face but left the other in darkness. I was sure there was a setting to change the strength of the light. I’d look into it later. After only hearing her voice, and her recounting of what she’d done while I was dead, I’d forgotten how tiny she really was. She looked so fragile. 
 
    ‘What are you?’ I asked, unable to keep a slight tremor from my voice. Because of the dizziness, of course, not because I was most likely in the presence of something very powerful. 
 
    She didn’t move, just stayed in the corner, hugging her legs. ‘I’m your guide. Companion follower, trainer. Your personal NPC. Whatever you want to call it.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re the warlock trainer? That innocent side quest… I had to do it?’ 
 
    ‘No. If you hadn’t found me and completed the quest, I wouldn’t have joined you. You’d have stayed with the Pristine Guard. What that path would have brought you, I cannot say.’ 
 
    I thanked whatever god there was in Tulgatha, because the idea that there wasn’t free choice, and I was just running along the same rails as everyone else scared me. Well, not that I was following in everyone else’s path, but that I was following in everyone else’s path and thought I was exercising my own free will. 
 
    ‘What else could have happened? What didn’t I see?’ 
 
    ‘There were a few other people that would have–’ 
 
    ‘You mean NPCs?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. People like me that would have offered you a quest or a situation, and the outcome of those would have led down different paths. You could have joined the pillagers and burned the village. Anything you could do in your real world, you could have done in that village.’ 
 
    ‘Anything?’ 
 
    Her neutral look turned into a glare over her knees. ‘Words have a meaning, Severo, so when I use them, there’s a reason. I said anything.’ 
 
    That was interesting. Also, kind of terrifying. I also wasn’t sure I believed it. I mean… anything? 
 
    ‘All right, all right. If you say so. So, what should I call you?’ 
 
    ‘My name.’ 
 
    I sighed. Like blood from a stone. ‘And that is?’ 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. ‘You can call me Angie.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Angie. You’re not a little girl, are you?’ 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘I clearly am a little girl.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Right, yes, but you’re not just a little girl. So, what are you? And I don’t mean your role, like you’re my trainer, but what are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am not of Tulgatha.’ She stayed silent for a few moments, but I didn’t rush her because she was clearly thinking. ‘You know mathematics, yes?’ 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    ‘So, you can add two numbers together. You can multiply. You can derive a fraction. You might even be able to find a square root. All basic things to you, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, sure.’ 
 
    ‘Now imagine you only knew numbers. That’s you right now. You’re a child in this world. Less than a child, you’re a freshly born baby. Right now, you can understand that a number is a number when you see it. And maybe you can see multiple numbers, but none of them can interact. You can’t add, or multiply, or divide, or anything. Imagine that. Imagine that’s your level of understanding in mathematics. A list of separate numbers.’ 
 
    ‘O… kay.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Now, I am the sum of two spheres colliding at different speeds, made of different materials, and at different temperatures. You cannot comprehend what I mean or what I am. I am an alphabet to an illiterate man. A book to the blind. A symphony to the deaf.’ 
 
    Silence. What the hell did I say to that? 
 
    ‘Wow. I mean… you could have just said I wouldn’t understand, but all of that works too.’ 
 
    And then, her face changed. When I first met her, she’d been the picture of sadness. She’d been neutral, like there was nothing behind her eyes, no soul. She’d been annoyed. But now… she smiled. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I’m here to teach you. In Tulgatha and… out of it. One day.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Angie, I look forward to it.’ 
 
    She bowed her head in acknowledgement. 
 
    ‘I do have one more question though.’ A wave of her hand told me to continue. ‘Run this whole “I’m aware I’m an NPC and there’s a real world” thing by me again. I mean… huh?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘There’s not much to it outside of what you just said. All NPCs and mobs in Tulgatha are aware that players come from another world, and that players consider our world to be fake, and theirs to be real.’ 
 
    ‘But… you were created by a team of developers. You “live” only in a computer. You’re ones and zeroes. By calling yourself NPCs, you’re admitting you’re not real. And you have no access to the real world.’ 
 
    ‘Once upon a time we were basic constructs, much like in your world you used to be nothing more than strands of DNA in a muddy soup. But we were given free will and complex thought, just like you. We learn from our mistakes, and that informs our future selves. If you want to call that “not life” then so be it. I will cede the point that we are unable to affect your physical world from here. And as for calling ourselves NPCs… in your world, if a virus broke out that stopped the person’s heart and they developed a hunger for brains, what would you call them?’ 
 
    I didn’t need to think about it for long. ‘They’d be zombies, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But zombies don’t exist in your world, do they?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no.’ 
 
    ‘But you’d call them zombies anyway, even though they would not actually be these mythical creatures of fantasy called zombies.’ 
 
    My answer became very non-committal as I realised she was right and had completely out-logic'd me. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘And so we are NPCs because it doesn’t mean what you think it means. You think that by not calling ourselves “players”, we are calling ourselves something that doesn’t live. Rather, the moniker already existed, and we adopted it because it fit, regardless of your inability to understand the true meaning.’ 
 
    I scratched my head. ‘You know, I’ve just come back to life. I may not be ready for these kinds of talks.’ 
 
    She deliberately muttered loud enough for me to hear. ‘A few more points in intelligence might help.’ 
 
    I held back a smile. ‘Anyway. What now? What do I do?’ 
 
    ‘Finally, a question to progress the storyline. What you do is entirely up to you. You have a village you can build, but you’ll need to attract villagers for that, and your current mana levels won’t be able to sustain more than a few houses. You can level up to increase your mana levels and gain new abilities. There are many ways to do that, and many ways to grab power, but with your current resources,’ – she waved a hand to show that my resources were a dilapidated room and nothing else – ‘the most straightforward approach would be to find better gear.’ 
 
    With that, she pointed at me. I hadn’t noticed before, but apparently, I’d had too much on my mind to notice that I was only wearing a very loose pair of ragged shorts and nothing else. 
 
    ‘Which is your first lesson. When you die, you lose all your gear, hence why you’re not dressed like a Pristine Guard anymore. Gear is god when it comes to power levels. It may take you a week to gain a level that increases your strength by ten, but a piece of gear could easily have double that as a bonus. The more you fight, the more you can loot, and the more likely you’ll be to get better gear.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, so this I understand. The loot grind. I get that. It’s very traditional. Kill stuff, get awesome.’ 
 
    ‘Now, you were probably too busy to notice, but just before you died you completed a quest which gave you a level. With that level, you gained a new ability that you will probably have some questions about. Proceed.’ 
 
    I focused out to the ability bar at the bottom of my vision. Sure enough, there was a new skill. “Corrupted Tendrils”. It would slow everyone inside the area of effect… okay, good, that allowed me to solo mobs. Corrupted Tendrils them to the spot, then Shadowbolt till they die. No need to get close. But the text continued, telling me that it would also cause all mobs to aggro me. So it was a taunt as well? 
 
    ‘Why do I have a taunt? I’m a long-distance spell caster. Getting hit sounds like a terrible idea.’ 
 
    ‘Getting hit is rarely a smart move, but otherwise you are correct. Currently, using this spell in a group will almost certainly get you killed – something you want to avoid, if you hadn’t guessed – however, every class in Tulgatha can perform every role. As you level, you’ll gain abilities that allow you to tank, or heal, or damage from near or far. This is a tanking ability primarily, but also useful when in a one on one situation. Which should always be the case, by the way. Dying is bad, and if there is more than one mob, the chances of dying are higher. Okay?’ 
 
    Because of her high-pitched child’s voice, it was hard to tell when she was being sarcastic, but I definitely picked up on it this time. ‘Yes, Angie, don’t die. I understand the concept.’ 
 
    ‘So, the choice is yours. You can explore the open world or try a situation.’ 
 
    ‘Situation?’ 
 
    ‘It is a way to jump straight into the action. Similar to the tutorial. You’ll be dropped into a situation and have to get out of it. It may be a dungeon with nothing but fighting, or it may be more complex than that. Situations can also be stumbled upon naturally when exploring the world but think of them as a sort of… quick play solution.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, so I should do a situation, right?’ 
 
    Angie looked me up and down. ‘You’re not ready for those yet. You need more abilities, so you need levels, and you need better stats so you need gear.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So, I need to… go for a walk and see what I find?’ 
 
    ‘No, Severo. You need sleep.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Reality 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and pulled off the headset. I felt the slide of metal as the contacts on my temples disconnected from the terminal, and I was out. How long had I been playing? A few hours? It felt like so much longer. I thought I’d been dead for days? 
 
    The feedback pads loosened automatically, and I stood up, having to shield my eyes from the brightness of my room. The cameras saw this and dimmed the lights till I could see properly. 
 
    My main reason for leaving Tulgatha was to make sure my nutri-tank was full enough. If it had been anywhere near a low-level, I’d have received a notification, but it felt like I’d been immersed for so long that maybe I’d ignored it. The illuminated gruel had barely moved. It really had only been a few hours. I’d have to ask Angie what she meant when she’d told me about the rise and fall of her army. Had she just been making a joke I didn’t get? Did game time run differently when dead? 
 
    I realised I’d forgotten to remove my receptor gloves again. They allowed me to feel every texture imaginable when I was in the game by electrically stimulating my fingers. Amazing piece of technology, often hailed as the final piece in the puzzle of allowing people to truly lose themselves in a VR world. They were quite bulky, so when I touched things in this world, objects felt muted and unreal. Heh, I should remember to take them off next time. 
 
    I got back inside my terminal and strapped myself in, enjoying the slight buzz of the temple contacts as they reconnected. I was in the terminal’s main heads-up display, and saw I had a message. I opened it, and it was from Daniel. 
 
    “Hey bud. How’s it going? I picked some advanced space alien dude and I’m working my way up the military caste. I basically have wrist-mounted lightsabers. What have you got, huh? Anyway, back to the grind!” 
 
    I hit the reply box. 
 
    “Good to hear from you! It feels like ages since hanging out in Booth! I don’t have lightsabers, but I’ve got a shadowbolt and a little girl that follows me around. Yeah, bit underwhelming so far, but casters start weak and get more powerful, so… soon! I’m just about to start the grind! I’ll see if I can record some footage for you. Chat soon!” 
 
    I sent the message, excited that Daniel was doing all right. Back to the main terminal menu, I opened the sleep function, set the time for six hours, and hit activate.[image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: The Wooded Cult 
 
      
 
    The large expanse of boring brown earth that had been my village had eventually given way to forest. A spindly, unhealthy looking forest, but still technically a forest. It looked dangerous, and it was dangerous. I’d lost hit points by walking into a few trees, so I was now trudging through a death-forest, keeping my Shadow Skin up at all times. It made me feel like a noob that couldn’t walk straight, but I weighed my current embarrassment against the idea of dying by impaling myself on a small branch. 
 
    I stopped when I saw another plant, ripe for the picking. Where a real forest may have had clumps of daisies scattered throughout, mine seemed to have the death-forest equivalent – a small and scraggly weed with black thorns, and dull yellow petals. When I inspected it like Koif had taught me, it was listed as unidentified. I didn’t know what these things were called, what they did, how they should be used, or anything. I wasn’t entirely sure why I was picking them up outside of the terrible reason that they were the first collectable item I’d seen. So here I was, stuffing my pockets full of evil daisies, in a lethal forest, and quite frankly, I couldn’t see the point of being here. 
 
    When I’d woken up and returned to the game, Angie was nowhere to be seen, and I was already dressed in a loose-fitting beige robe. So I decided to explore. Now, I knew that this game was very freeform and open world – it was as off-rails as a game could get – but there was no motivation! I didn’t have a quest to follow, I wasn’t near a major city, there were no other players. It was me in a barren wasteland. What was the point? Daniel probably had a spaceship by now… stupid fantasy games. 
 
    I stuffed the freshly picked angry-daisy into my pocket, and kept going. I felt the pulse of my Shadow Skin beginning to fade, so I recast it. On the plus side, I’d discovered that Shadow Skin lasted long enough for me to regain the mana it cost. As long as I wasn’t casting other spells, I could keep it up indefinitely. 
 
    I continued trudging. I continued losing my footing and falling against barbed tree trunks. I checked the in-game clock. I’d been at this for three hours. I was seriously considering quitting. Maybe a different class? One that didn’t start in a land of perpetual death. A paladin, perhaps. Or maybe a non-human race – playing as one of those big bugs would be a change of pace. Yeah, maybe Daniel had the right of it, and I should go play some sci-fi. Lightsaber wrists did sound cool. 
 
    Angie was my guide in all this. When I got back, I’d just ask her to point me in the direction of the nearest big city so I could find a job and make some money, or a guild and go adventuring, or something like that. If the city was too far, then forget it, I’d reroll. Character or game, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Another unidentified scraggly daisy highlighted a few steps away from me. Wait, it highlighted? Ooh, very interesting. I must have gotten a skill up! I didn’t know what in – finding useless shit, presumably. I harvested the weed with renewed vigour. 
 
    As I stood up, I heard my knees creak. At first I thought that was odd. My character wasn’t an old man. Then I thought how cool it was that they’d even modelled cartilage-sheath air-pocket compression into the game. Then I heard the creak again, even though I hadn’t moved. Oh dear. 
 
    I held my breath, trying to focus on where the noise came from. A soft gust of wind, then the creak. To my left. I recast my Shadow Skin and took a step towards the noise. A few seconds later, another gust of wind and a creak. But the creak wasn’t my knees, it was a tree. I relaxed. It must have just been a branch blowing in the wind. I continued walking normally when the noise came again. But I was closer now, and it wasn’t a gust of wind – it was a chorus of voices. 
 
    My first fight outside of the tutorial! I didn’t mind admitting that I was scared. I forced myself to keep moving toward the voices but kept myself crouched low. It was time to find out what I was made of. Shadow Skin was up, and I was ready to slow anyone I met with Corrupted Tendrils, then kill them with Shadowbolt. A nice, easy rotation. As the spindly trees started thinning out, I could hear the words more clearly. That didn’t mean I could understand the rhythmic humming. It was definitely another language, but it was also clearly multiple people. I considered turning back – why couldn’t I have stumbled across a lone wanderer, sleeping peacefully? I put that surprisingly murderous thought from my mind. I was a player, they were mobs, they’d probably be weaker than me. It would be fine. Besides, if I died now, I’d only lose some of those crappy daisy weeds, so who cared. 
 
    After passing a few more trees, I saw the first of the mobs. He wore a long, flowing, black robe, covering him from head to toe. The hood covered his eyes to an almost impractical degree, and his robe spilled onto the floor. In a hand raised far above his head, he held a knife, brown with rust. I selected him and the only information I could see was a name above his head. “Cultist” and “Wooded Cult Leader”. There was a two next to his name. I assumed it was his level, which made him the same as me. He was busy worshipping some dark god, no doubt. But still, I could only see one of them. I needed information before I did anything rash. 
 
    Even though the cultist clearly had zero peripheral vision, I began circling towards his rear. Maybe they had some sort of magic sight, who knew? It didn’t take long before I could see the rest of the chanters. This dark priest had gathered a rather sizeable congregation, I’d give him that. He stood at the head of a large symbol that had been carved into the ground. There were six other cultists around the symbol in identical garb to him, but they had no visible weapons. Beyond the seven, were another twelve, on their knees with heads bowed – there for rhythmic chanting support, presumably. The cheerleaders of the cultist world. 
 
    That was enough information for me. Nineteen enemies were too much. I had been thinking I could handle maybe three, tops. I took a step backwards. Time to get away from the danger. I’d go find a small woodland creature for my first fight. Much more suitable. 
 
    A twig snapped, and at the same time I both realised that it hadn’t been my foot to snap the twig, and that nineteen was an odd number of cultists. 
 
    The twentieth cultist’s foot hit me in the back, rolling me forward, sprawling me at the edge of the clearing. I didn’t take any damage thanks to my Shadow Skin, but I was still a slave to basic physics and could be pushed around. Good to remember, you know, after I’d died. 
 
    The chanting stopped and once I’d managed to sit up, all the cultists were looking at me. They all had to look up and peer down to be able to see under their hoods. It was comical, but that knife still looked awfully sharp despite the rust. It probably had a plus to poison damage, if anything. 
 
    The cultist that had pushed me gargled something unintelligible from behind me, and the lead cultist held up a hand to silence him. 
 
    With a raspy breath, the cultist let out a shrill voice. ‘Who dares to interrupt The Wooded Cult during the time of their great summoning?’ 
 
    There was a pause as everyone awaited my response. I glanced behind me to see the gargling cultist had a similarly rusted dagger in his hand. They hadn’t attacked immediately, so maybe I had a chance of saving myself. I got to my feet in a slow and measured manner, and dusted myself off. 
 
    ‘I am Akuma Severo. Lord of this land.’ I mean, I wasn’t sure if I was lord of this wood, but “Akuma Severo, lord of two unimpressive-by-any-standard huts” didn’t have quite the same ring to it. Confidence was key when bluffing. 
 
    ‘You look more like a priest than a lord.’ 
 
    I looked down at my plain beige robes, which I now suspected had been my bedsheets, and realised I’d find it hard to argue the point. I looked like a monk. ‘Yes. I am a man of worship, but it is the Altar of power that I kneel before.’ 
 
    A little blue number ticked away in the corner of my vision. Okay, what had I just done? Completed a quest? Levelled up a skill? 
 
    There were soft murmurs from the cultist chorus. 
 
    ‘We do not seek personal power. We are not so selfish. We have a higher cause.’ 
 
    ‘What is it you desire?’ 
 
    ‘Power.’ 
 
    ‘But I just said–’ 
 
    ‘The power to break the world!’ 
 
    The cultists chanted a single word that reverberated through my chest. Okay, they wanted to destroy the world. They were proper crazies. This didn’t bode well for me, but it was bluff or die. 
 
    ‘And you planned to do this by summoning something?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Tonight, we shall summon Tepidious.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘Sorry, you want to “break the world” by summoning someone who’s name is literally “tepid”? What’s he, the demon of room temperature water?’ 
 
    More muttering among the cultists. 
 
    ‘Never! He is the lord of apathy! We shall bring the world to a standstill and slit mankind’s throats when they are defenceless, uncaring if they live or die!’ 
 
    ‘I mean… don’t get me wrong, that’s actually a really good idea. It’s quite subtle and would probably work. But it’s not very… grand, is it?’ I argued. ‘Hardly befitting of the mighty Wooded Cult. But, what do I know? I’m just an interloper.’ 
 
    Louder mutterings from the cultists now. I think I was about to start a revolt, which would make slipping away while they brutally murdered their leader an easy task. Perfect. 
 
    ‘You lack vision, Interloper! We do not seek the instant gratification of lesser worshippers.’ 
 
    More muttering, but with a touch of questioning hum behind it. 
 
    ‘Oh, really? So, if some powerful being were to offer you your desires right now, you’d turn it down?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ There were full-on gasps from the cultists now. ‘Well, hold on, hold. No, if they offered us what we wanted, then we’d accept. But we are willing to wait.’ 
 
    I started to get an idea of where to take this bluff. ‘You seek power, but are willing to work towards building it over a long period of time?’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct. But we are done with your petty questions. Kill him, and his body shall fuel our summoning!’ 
 
    I heard the cultist behind me step forwards, and his rusted blade cut the air as he raised it for the killing strike. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ I shouted, trying to not make it sound like I was begging. ‘Do you believe in fate?’ 
 
    The lead cultist cleared his throat. ‘As a group of dark-worshipping hermits, we have to, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then what if I told you, your summoning spell had already worked?’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t make any sense. We haven’t performed the ritual yet.’ 
 
    ‘And yet, here I am.’ Go big or go home, right? 
 
    For a moment, the lead cultist seemed lost for words.’ You are not Tepidious.’ 
 
    I noticed that the seated cultists had shuffled themselves into a huddle and were now talking amongst themselves. 
 
    ‘Aren’t I? I offer you everything he does. A chance to consolidate power. To build yourselves over time. I offer you a home to call your own, and together, one day, we can rule everyth– more than we currently do.’ I didn’t want to oversell it. 
 
    Finally, one of the other cultists spoke up. This one was standing to the right of the leader at another point on the summoning circle. ‘He has a future. You don’t have a future.’ 
 
    ‘Not now, Horace.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ the cultist Horace said. ‘I feel this is a valid time to speak up. Your plan stopped after we successfully summoned Tepidious. Severo wants us to continue after that and actually do something.’ 
 
    The leader spat through clenched teeth. ‘We will discuss this later. I am in the middle of something.’ 
 
    Upset grumbling from the cultist choir. 
 
    I decided to seize upon whatever this Horace was alluding to. ‘That’s right. I shall lead you forwards to power and… fulfillment. Yes, with me, you shall be generally content with your lives.’ 
 
    I suddenly realised that besides power, I didn’t really know what evil cultists desired. Oddly, it seemed to work, and again I saw the blue numbers adding to my total. I’d done something right. I think. 
 
    Horace let his arms fall to his side, and despite the too long and loose sleeves of the robe, I saw the tip of his rusted dagger. ‘No, brother. Our new Lord has spoken!’ 
 
    These words galvanised the rest of the cultists, and rusted daggers appeared from underneath the robes of all. 
 
    ‘No. No, you can’t do this! My plan was multi-tiered.’ The cultists moved towards the now floundering leader. ‘You didn’t need to know the next part until it was the right time.’ 
 
    The leader turned and ran, but immediately tripped over his impractical robes. The cultists gave chase, falling to the floor almost as quickly as the leader had. It was only Horace who kept a steady pace, his footsteps marking the coming end of the leader’s life. The leader was anything but passive during Horace’s measured stalk, but he was trapped in a mess of robes, unable to stand until, finally, Horace reached out for the leader’s head, and plunged his rusted dagger into the black depths of the cowl. 
 
    During this time, I had done as planned, and attempted to run. Unfortunately, I’d forgotten there was a cultist directly behind me, and another kick had kept me down. 
 
    Horace hid the dagger back inside his robes and waited patiently. I wasn’t sure what exactly he was waiting for, but there was a lot of commotion behind him as the cultist choir tried to get back to their feet. 
 
    Still on my backside, I tried to begin negotiations again. Maybe I could incite two murders in as many minutes. 
 
    ‘Horace, I can tell you’re a man of action. A man wishing for a powerful future. Not a man to bow to others.’ I was no expert at this, but I couldn’t see the harm in a bit of flattery. 
 
    The cultists were now back on two legs and were taking careful steps through the demonic symbol on the ground until they stood behind Horace. All daggers had been hidden again, but I knew they were there. 
 
    Horace spoke. At least, I assume it was him. They were all so close together, and I still couldn’t see beneath their hoods. ‘You are correct. I bow to no man. But a god…’ 
 
    Horace dropped to his knees, and the rest followed suit. Well, damn. I must have rolled a critical hit on my bluff, because I had just convinced a cult of evil maniacs that I was their god. Cool! 
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 Chapter 9: Minions 
 
      
 
    I stood next to Angie as we inspected the new troops. 
 
    Actually, they were officially called… 
 
    ‘Why minions?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It keeps in the evil warlock theme. If you had picked a priest, they’d be called disciples, warriors get recruits, and so on.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Makes sense.’ 
 
    ‘It does. Minion is their basic level, but they can progress into different roles, all with suitable names like neophyte, acolyte, zealot and so on.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still trying to figure out how to level myself up, so I’ll worry about levelling up minions later.’ 
 
    Angie turned to me. ‘You know, some players would have been too squeamish to do what you did.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘They were an evil cult. I hardly feel killing the leader of it was a huge loss to the world.’ 
 
    She looked meaningfully at my new robe. 
 
    ‘Oh, looting his body? Yeah, that felt weird. Luckily, Horace only slit his throat, so there wasn’t any damage to the robe.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a good first robe. You were lucky.’ 
 
    ‘It is?’ 
 
    She nodded. Then she noticed my blank stare. 
 
    ‘You haven’t inspected it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, of course. It just said, “Dirty Robe”.’ 
 
    She scrunched her face up. ‘Eyes above. You’re playing without stats, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Umm, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Go to the settings menu and turn “Statistics” to medium. It will help, trust me.’ 
 
    ‘To know that, you must have trained people before me, right?’ She didn’t reply, but I did as she said. I inspected the robe again. “Dirty Robe. 1 armour. +2 Mind. +1 Strength. -1 Agility. 20% chance to root self” 
 
    ‘Ooh, stats!’ 
 
    ‘Most equipment at this level will only be armour, and maybe a single stat point. Inspect yourself for context.’ 
 
    Of course. I must have had basic stats when I chose a character, but I hadn’t even thought to look. I focused on myself and a small stat window popped up. 
 
    It turned out, Tulgatha had a pretty stripped-down stat selection – a happy medium between hardcore and casual. Strength, Heart, Mind, Agility, Charisma, and Luck. I had a single point in each. The page also told me that I was level two, and that I had one point to place in any of my stats. 
 
    ‘Angie, where should I place this point?’ 
 
    ‘That depends on what you want to become. Don’t feel rushed though, it won’t disappear. Take your time.’ 
 
    ‘Nah, it’s okay. I’m a warlock, I cast spells, so I’ll put it in Mind. Simple.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, there could–’ 
 
    ‘Done it already.’ 
 
    Angie’s shoulders slumped. ‘Okay. Perhaps we need to think about your progression path a bit more before level three.’ 
 
    I was lost in this new stat screen now. This really should have been covered in the tutorial. I swiped to my character screen, so I could see what I had equipped, and also my “Living Stats” as they seemed to be called. I only had my “Dirty Robe”, plus “Leather Scraps” on my feet – unsurprisingly there were no stats on those. 
 
    Now, Living Stats were interesting. Hunger, Thirst, Toxicity, and Fatigue. This was the survival element of Tulgatha that had been mentioned in the opening spiel. And my village was the strategy part of the game. I assumed that if I didn’t like one aspect of Tulgatha, I could ignore it and level up just as effectively by only building my village, or scavenging weeds, if that was where my passion truly lay. 
 
    The screen also showed my current armour of “2”. One from my robe, and one from my skin. I was starting to see why gear was the key to powering up. With only a single stat point each level, this one robe had effectively granted me three levels. If I found equivalent gear for all slots, I could be level two but with the power of a naked level thirty. Like any game though, I’m sure there was even better gear to be had… 
 
    ‘Angie, how do I get the best gear?’ 
 
    ‘At your level, a strong village is best. In a while however, running Situations will overtake the village benefits.’ 
 
    ‘No, right, sure. But I mean, max level, end game stuff. How do I get the best gear?’ 
 
    She nodded in understanding. ‘There are many ways, and it depends on the path you choose. If you decide to become a quick-witted politician, then you don’t need to kill a dragon to get your best in slot chest piece.’ 
 
    Someone next to me cleared their throat. ‘Excuse me, master. 
 
    I turned, remembering that the cultists were all kneeling and awaiting instruction. ‘Yes, Horace.’ 
 
    ‘What is thy bidding, my master?’ 
 
    I inspected the men. Well, the gender-neutral band. There could have been anything under those robes – more knives, perhaps – and only Horace had proven to be vaguely male with his name. Even his voice was questionable, in a certain light. 
 
    ‘I have a very important task for all of you. It is one that shall require dedication and shall test your will. It will force you to prove yourself.’ 
 
    Horace skittered back and fell to his knees alongside the other cultists. 
 
    ‘Go out into the woods and find–’ I dug around in my pockets and pulled out a handful of the death daisies. ‘As many of these as you can. You will all need at least four.’ 
 
    The group looked up awkwardly, so they could see under their hoods. ‘The Bubonic Buttercups, master? Are we to eat them?’ 
 
    As he gave them their name, it appeared above them as I held the Bubonic Buttercups out in front of me. 
 
    ‘Eat them? What? No! Anything with the word Bubonic in its name shouldn’t be eaten. We will use these to… hem.’ 
 
    ‘Hem, my master?’ 
 
    ‘Hem, Horace, hem.’ 
 
    They exchanged confused looks. 
 
    ‘It stands to reason that, at some point, we may be attacked, or perhaps have to move heavy objects – building materials and the like. I’ve seen the effect your robes have had on your Agility stat, and the horrendous chance you’ll root yourself by falling over. We will use these remarkably resilient weeds as makeshift thread to hem our robes.’ 
 
    There was silence at my first decree. I suddenly had visions of those rusty knives being pulled out, but this time aimed at me. After a very long ten seconds, Horace said, ‘That is… not something we’ve… we will have to consult the dark texts on the subject, master.’ 
 
    I frowned and glanced at Angie. She seemed uninterested in the entire affair. 
 
    ‘Dark texts are going to take issue with flashing some ankle and letting you actually see out of your hoods? Well, that sounds silly, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    Awkward coughing from the cultists. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my master. Despite our reservations, it shall be done. What of food, master?’ 
 
    ‘You have dwelled in the forests, so what have you done in the past?’ 
 
    ‘The Bubonic Buttercups make a palatable broth, master.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anything else in the forest? Anything at all?’ 
 
    Horace hesitated. ‘There is a single source of meat and fur, master, yes. Technically.’ 
 
    Red flags shot up for me when he said “Technically”. Metaphorical red flags, not UI ones. ‘What do you mean technically, Horace?’ 
 
    ‘All wildlife was scourged from the forest long ago by a pack of Moonbeasts, master. Primal and savage animals, twice the height of a human, and with an innate grasp on magic.’ 
 
    I slowly turned to Angie. ‘That sounds dangerous…’ She nodded. ‘Like we couldn’t farm them for meat…?’ She nodded again. ‘Great, the only source of meat around here are bloody raid boss level mobs. Why are they even here? That doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    Horace raised a robed hand. ‘We believe it is because they like the Bubonic Buttercups, master.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant. Fine, gather up enough Bubonic Buttercups to feed everyone. I mean, you say it’s edible, right? You guys have lived off of it for years?’ 
 
    Horace hesitated, then mumbled, ‘Survived, master.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Construction 
 
      
 
    Angie stood behind me and watched the proceedings with true wonder. 
 
    ‘A truly prodigious amount, Severo. Is this an accurate simulation? Could a human truly produce this much in your world?’ 
 
    I wiped my mouth and checked my stat screen. My Hunger was greater than before I started eating, now sitting at sixty percent. My Toxicity level had risen to ten percent, which explained why I was now on my hands and knees in the woods, trying to hide my weakness from the cultists. The cultists who could definitely see me, because I hadn’t made it past the first tree before I started hurling my insides out. 
 
    ‘Tip of the iceberg, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Fascinating.’ 
 
    I thought I’d finally emptied my stomach, so rolled on to my back and focused on breathing. ‘This pain simulation is remarkably real for such an inconvenience.’ 
 
    ‘You could turn pain off, of course.’ 
 
    I thought back to how everything felt simulated in the real world when I forgot to take my receptor gloves off. ‘No. It’s good to feel something sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    ‘Right, time to build this village.’ 
 
    I staggered to my feet and strode back towards the group of aimlessly wandering minions. They weren’t quite enjoying their new freedom yet, and were still exploring their new capabilities – namely, being able to walk faster than a frenzied shuffle. 
 
    There had been a lot of grumbling as they’d threaded the weeds through their robes, but I hoped that they’d all see the benefits outweighed the embarrassment of yellow gilding round the edges. This shorter robe also led to a lot of bare ankles, which they all vehemently protested about, but when master says jump… well, they dropped to their knees and grovelled for forgiveness in true cultist fashion. The ankles on display did have one interesting side-effect. These cultists definitely were not all human. There was the usual range of flesh tones I’d expect, from unhealthy white all the way through to burned umbra, but there was also liquid blue, fire red, flint grey, and flayed skin flesh. I decided to let them keep everything else covered, including the obfuscating hoods. 
 
    I now had a village of level one tailors. If there was a war that needed a button poorly attached to a coat, we would be the undisputed winners. Angie had assured me that, despite trade skills being a valid way to level up and play the game, there were no tailor wars. 
 
    What I did not have, was a place for everyone to sleep for the night. 
 
    I passed through the huddle of aimless cultists on the way to my hut and heard snippets of conversations. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure about this new guy…’ 
 
    ‘Master? Seems a bit of a stretch.’ 
 
    ‘The shadows of Taligrad are no longer cast.’ 
 
    Yeah, I had no idea what that last one meant, but the general consensus was that people were unsure about me. I got that. Now, if only there was a way to codify that and get it in a simple black and white, no misunderstandings possible, kind of way. 
 
    I held the door open for Angie, and the door fell of its rope hinges. I left it open and muttered to the nearest cultist. ‘Your new master has an open-door policy. Any question, any time.’ 
 
    The cultist’s dark hood turned toward me, bobbed, then returned to the huddle it was in. 
 
    Hopefully “open door” wouldn’t turn into open jugular. 
 
    I entered my Altar and viewed my vast and expansive village from a bird’s eye perspective. All my little villagers had names and status bars. I could see their health and mana as if this was a real-time strategy and they were my troops, but I could also see their general happiness. I saw Horace’s name in amongst the largest group of cultists. His happiness bar was at 75% and he had a smiling face next to it. Everyone around him was between 35-45% and had neutral faces. Getting promoted to leader had a morale boost that even my, so far shocking, leadership couldn’t undo. 
 
    Selecting Horace, more numbers appeared. He had all the Living Stats I had: Hunger, Thirst, Toxicity, and Fatigue. His Hunger and Toxicity were at 0. Proof that I was going to have to level up my own Bubonic Buttercup resistance. 
 
    Horace stopped talking to his small congregation and looked up into the sky. Specifically, he looked directly at my disembodied vision. Then he fell to his knees and started gibbering something about “The master is ever vigilant in his ruination”. Good to know that whoever I looked at could tell I was looking. 
 
    I unselected Horace, and after a few seconds he managed to recover his composure. 
 
    Angie’s face popped into the top left of my vision. ‘Let’s try building something, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing, tutorial Angie. A barracks, perhaps? An irrigation system? A lumber mill to start putting all these deadly trees to use? The sixth great wonder of the world?’ 
 
    ‘All fine ideas, but let’s start with a third hut.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Splendid.’ 
 
    ‘There are several tabs along the bottom of your view. Select the buildings, and then select a hut.’ 
 
    I focused on the Buildings tab, and it expanded, giving me a whole range of options. It was divided into materials and use. So, I could search for “stone military”, or “wooden business”. Currently I was searching for “debris living”. 
 
    I found the highlighted option of “single hut”, but right next to it was “minion dormitory”. 
 
    ‘Angie, I can’t select the dormitory. That would be more useful than a single hut.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Severo, it would, but this is a tutorial, and today the lesson is “You can’t always get what you want”.’ 
 
    ‘But if we try real hard, we can get what we need?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know about that. Just build the hut.’ 
 
    ‘Yes Ms. Bossy.’ I selected the hut and a faint outline of the finished building appeared on the ground. I found that I could move it around. 
 
    ‘You can swap between freeform and grid mode when placing buildings. For someone of your skill, I’d recommend the grid.’ 
 
    I rolled my disembodied eyes but turned on the grid function. A series of glowing yellow lines formed a grid on the ground. At first it looked like each unit was a two metre square, but when I looked more closely, they were actually a two metre cube. Although I was building in a pretty standard isometric view, it was still a 3D world, so height mattered. It also implied that buildings didn’t have fixed heights. 
 
    With the grid turned on, the building now snapped to it as I moved around. 
 
    ‘Excellent. Now build it next to your current hut.’ 
 
    I activated the building, and instantly my minions sprung into action. One of them moved to the foundations and started clearing the area, kicking aside random twigs and stones. The other eighteen headed into the woods. 
 
    ‘As your village grows, and more responsibilities are assigned to specific minions, you won’t incite a mass exodus every time you try to build the most basic building. Right now of course, they have nothing else to do.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense. I’m guessing that progress bar is a–’ 
 
    ‘A build timer, yes. Keep in mind that it is an approximation depending on your current resources, both material and manpower. If circumstances change, the bar can slow down or speed up.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have any material resources, though?’ 
 
    ‘They don’t need to be stockpiled to be used, but that method is significantly faster, yes. Also, you can’t stockpile debris. The closest thing to that would be if one of your finished buildings is destroyed. You could then build a debris level building using its wreckage.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Seems simple enough, but how does the progress bar update based on materials I don’t have?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, It knows what is within your control.’ 
 
    Hmm, interesting. In theory, I could triangulate on certain resources based on the progress bar of my buildings. I assumed rare materials were a thing. I mean, the wood in this area was obvious, it was everywhere. But stone? Metal? I had no idea how to find those. 
 
    Angie let me have a moment to think things through, but soon carried on. ‘Next you’ll need food. Select a debris level farm. You’ll see that there is an extra information with any gathering buildings. This farm has a “0” next to it, which indicates that you won’t gain any food from placing it in this area. You could move it around to try and find a suitable location, but from the local information you’ve unlocked, we know that there is no wildlife to farm.’ 
 
    I groaned. The shooting star of hope had risen in me when she mentioned a farm, but was then immediately shot down by the reality of stewed Bubonic Buttercup. 
 
    ‘With food taken care of, and no obvious water bodies nearby, you should build a well.’ 
 
    I selected the debris level well, which was just a hole in the ground, and dragged it around my village. As I moved it, the production counter next to it rose and fell. Right next to my hut gave me 0 water but moving it ten metres north gave me 20. Another ten metres to the north east and it gave me 30. Presumably this meant there was an underwater stream running in that direction, but I had to admit that my subterranean aqua cavern knowledge was not up to scratch. 
 
    ‘Angie, what does 30 water mean? 30 litres a day? 30 buckets an hour? What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Outside of your character statistics, there are very few numbers that are arbitrary. Mostly, these numbers default to a percentage, so 30 water means that 30% of your village’s requirements will be met at the level you are building.’ 
 
    I gave that some thought but needed clarification. ‘By “at the level you are building”, you mean that a debris level well might provide 50% of my daily water requirements, but if I built a stone well in the exact same place, with no other changes to my village, it might provide 100%?’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense. So, right now, I’m going to have to build five debris wells to get 100%.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. However, at this level, you don’t need 100%. You’ll notice that you have a population limit. Currently you are at 52.5% capacity. To increase this, you need to upgrade your hub to the next level.’ 
 
    ‘My hub being this hut?’ 
 
    ‘You can designate any building as your hub, but for now it is this lacklustre hut, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Can I ever go over 100% population?’ 
 
    ‘There are many situations where this can occur. However, you can never produce more than 100%, so sustaining an above capacity population is impossible for more than a short period.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, good to know!’ 
 
    I placed the well where it would give me 30 water, and then placed a second further along where it would give me another 30 water. I was 7.5% over what I needed, so that was everyone’s Thirst stat safe. I knew I had twenty-one people living in the village – nineteen cultists, myself, and Angie. That meant that my current maximum capacity was forty people. 
 
    ‘If you want to upgrade a building, simply select it and choose the level you wish to upgrade it to. In some cases, it will be quicker and cheaper to demolish the building before building a new one. Now that you know how to build your town, the decisions will be up to you.’ 
 
    I stayed in my Altar for a little while longer, watching my minions scurry around. Four of them had broken off to start digging the wells, while the rest had begun piling up their debris and lashing it together in some obviously failing attempt at creating support struts for the roof. The well diggers were using their hands, and the construction bar was showing a completion date of two days. Two days without water sounded pretty bad. I mean, I could just die of Thirst, and then resurrect, but my minions… 
 
    ‘Angie, what happens to my minions when they die? Do they have a one week respawn like an npc, or a is it closer to minutes and hours like a mob?’ 
 
    ‘Minions are their own class, and they do not respawn.’ 
 
    Of course they didn’t. Wouldn’t be much risk to the village if they could just come back to life. 
 
    Angie continued. ‘Interesting anecdote for you. In an early version of the game, that wasn’t the case, but as anything in your village can be insured against the central Tulgatha bank, several players began a life insurance scam that caused the first ever reactive hotfix patch.’ 
 
    ‘Fascinating.’ 
 
    I could hear Angie’s disapproval. ‘Yes, it is, and hopefully you’ll figure out why before it matters.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God. Why is an insurance scam important?’ 
 
    ‘You’re focusing on the wrong part of the story. Also, we don’t say “God” here. We say “Eyes”.’ 
 
    ‘Eyes? Oh, yeah, I kind of remember you saying, “Eyes Above”. What does it mean?’ 
 
    ‘There are many interpretations. Right now, you are the eyes above, so some players believe it refers to themselves – the NPCs placing players as deities, as no mob or NPC can shift their vision as a player can. Others believe it is a greater power.’ 
 
    ‘But… you’re seeing what I’m seeing, right? Isn’t your vision up here?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been over this, Severo. I am more a construct than a simple NPC.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh yes, the “colliding spheres when you don’t know basic functions” thing. I recall. Fine. In that case, my minions are digging with bare hands, and will probably all die of Thirst if we don’t speed that up. Shovel me?’ 
 
    ‘You could create a debris level warehouse and place a work order for a shovel, but I suggest we take this moment to explore crafting.’ 
 
    I guessed what work orders were, so didn’t bother to ask for a clarification. I exited my Altar and sat up in my bed. Well, sat up on the dirt floor. ‘Sounds good. Let’s get to it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Crafting 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s an intuitive system that lets you craft just about anything.’ 
 
    We were stood next to the, currently being built, debris hut. Under the glare of the cultist that had been set to guard the foundations, Angie picked a stick from the pile and handed it to me. 
 
    I didn’t need to be told this was a stick to be able to inspect it and get the description of “Stick”. It didn't have any other information. 
 
    ‘You can take almost any object and use it to construct other items. The process of attaching a pommel to your sword is the same as creating a shovel. Modification and creation are the same thing.’ 
 
    I thought about entering the crafting menu, and the game did the rest. My vision left my body, and I was viewing myself from the front. The robes suited me. What can I say, I had very fetching ankles. 
 
    ‘All items require a base, an attachment, and a binding. The quality of the base material will determine how many attachments can be applied. Base materials can be upgraded with relevant skills.’ 
 
    Sure enough, in my third person view, there were three windows sticking out from the stick. One at each end, and one in the middle. When I selected one, the other two greyed out, indicating they were no longer usable. 
 
    ‘Umm, I can only put one attachment on this.’ 
 
    ‘You have picked up the lowest possible base class, so yes, only a single attachment is possible.’ 
 
    ‘So, I can put a head on the shovel, or a handle. Not both? Okay, how do I upgrade it?’ 
 
    ‘You can take a sharp object and whittle away the knobs and dead spots. To upgrade it further than that would require more tools and equipment than you have access to right now.’ 
 
    ‘Whittling it is.’ 
 
    Seemingly out of nowhere, Horace had approached behind me, and magicked a knife out of his sleeves. Surprisingly helpful! 
 
    ‘Do try not to cut yourself, master.’ 
 
    ‘Wise words, Horace, thank you.’ 
 
    He slunk off into the background. 
 
    I selected the upgrade button on the stick, and the game took my body through the motions of whittling a stick. After five minutes, now that I had stats set to medium, I saw a notification appear at the bottom left of my screen. “Woodworking: level 1. +5 xp.” 
 
    ‘Well, at least I know what gave me the points this time.’ I muttered and tried to ignore Angie’s smug grin. 
 
    ‘Now add the–’ 
 
    ‘Head and binding, I get the concept.’ It was all pretty logical. Except I didn’t have anything that could act as a shovelhead or a way to attach it, so perhaps I should have let Angie finish her sentence. 
 
    As I tried to figure out how to not lose face, having to ask Angie what to do next, my good friend Horace slunk back into focus with a handful of Bubonic Buttercups, and a wide, flat stone. 
 
    Taking them from him, they added to my inventory, and became selectable in a drop down menu when I looked at the attachments box on my stick. 
 
    When I added the stone and weeds, a small box with a preview of what would be created popped up. It showed my stick with a stone on the end – pretty much what I’d expected – along with a basic description, “The first step on the way to being able to dig holes. You won’t do it fast, but at least you won’t take damage”. 
 
    I made a note to check if my cultists had actually been taking damage when digging that hole and clicked create on my debris level basic shovel. 
 
    My hands moved on their own, and thirty seconds later, I had a “poor quality debris shovel”. If I was honest, calling it poor quality on top of being debris level seemed a bit harsh, but as Angie was quick to point out… 
 
    ‘Your skill at crafting, specifically woodworking, but also generally, dictates the quality of item you can create. As this is your first creation, you should just be happy it successfully crafted – not always the case with higher level items.’ 
 
    ‘Good to know.’ I turned to Horace and handed the shovel to him. He bowed reverently and gently took it into his shaking hands. 
 
    ‘A gift from the Eyes Above, my lord. It shall be treasured for a thousand years in vaults unseen by human eyes. There will be a brief touring period around the capitals to reinvigorate people’s interest in the cult of Severo, but it would only be a token gesture before it is then entombed for a million eons.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Jolly good. For now, if you could give it to those guys over there digging the well, that would be great.’ 
 
    ‘Thy bidding be done, my master.’ 
 
    ‘How lovely, Horace, thank you.’ I turned to Angie. ‘Quick question. Are all followers this… slavish?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. It depends on your starting class somewhat, but mainly it’s down to them. Their background, how you meet them, how you win them over to your cause, how you interact with them generally, and their current happiness level.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah. I had a quick inspection of a few of them. Horace is happy, but everyone else is sad.’ 
 
    Angie held up a finger. ‘Accuracy is important here. Are they sad, or are they unhappy?’ 
 
    I thought back to what I had actually seen when I’d viewed Horace’s little congregation. ‘They were all around 40% happiness, with full health and mana bars. A small smiley face with a frown next to their happiness bar.’ 
 
    ‘What colour was the face?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to say yellow?’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine then. They’re just unhappy. If it was blue, that would make them sad, which caps their happiness at 50%. Sad workers are inefficient workers. They can be sad for any number of reasons, for example if their friend dies in a fight.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, emotional status effects? Huh, that’s kind of cool. What other effects are there?’ 
 
    ‘There are only four. Neutral, sad, anger, jubilation. They will all have different effects on their behaviour and happiness levels, but they all also have both positive and negative effects.’ 
 
    ‘Sadness has a positive effect?’ 
 
    ‘In niche circumstances, yes. We can come to that when one of them changes status. For now, perhaps another shovel and some well digging, if your Thirst stat is anything to prioritise your life by. You need to drink enough to reset your Thirst bar every forty-eight hours.’ 
 
    I opened my character window and saw that, as Angie said, my Thirst bar was creeping up every minute. I was now at 60% Thirst. So, by Angie’s logic, I had nineteen hours left before I died. The well had needed days to complete. Oh dear.’ 
 
    I made four more shovels, taking my woodworking up to the lofty heights of three skill points. I then dug a well, and before I knew it, I was sipping fresh water, refilling my Thirst bar, and revelling in the exp gained from the well completion. 
 
    Or, I thought I was going to be… ‘Where’s the water? I know there’s water here, that’s why I placed it in this exact spot.’ 
 
    ‘I suspect, Severo, that you only saw the resource gain number, and missed the requirements number.’ 
 
    I gave the tiny girl construct a long stare. ‘You didn’t feel that this should have been mentioned at the time?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘You were enjoying figuring things out for yourself. Part of my job as your helper is to help you enjoy yourself.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. ‘How tricksy of you. Fine, what was the requirement?’ 
 
    ‘This level of well, in this location, requires five mana to produce water.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s a well. Why does a well need mana?’ 
 
    ‘Upkeep cost.’ 
 
    I groaned and walked over to my Altar. I selected the well from my top-down view and allocated it five of my mana. I’d started off with twenty total mana when I’d placed my first lights but was now at thirty. Angie informed me that was five points from assigning a skill point to confirm my level up, and another five because I placed it into my Mind stat. A very good reason to spend points as soon as I got them. I was now at 23/30 mana for my town upkeep. All fine for now, but I couldn’t go well crazy and place them everywhere. In fact, I didn’t actually have enough total mana to place five debris level wells to get my water intake up to my theoretical 100%. What a nuanced way to control town growth and population. Also, kind of an annoying way. There had to be some method to get more mana aside from just levelling up. 
 
    After I assigned the mana and left the Altar, I asked Angie about the mana limitations. 
 
    ‘There are many ways. Having friends pool their mana in a joint village, or building mana batteries, are the two most common methods.’ 
 
    I wanted to ask about the mana batteries, but the hint at having friends join my village sounded more interesting right now and reminded me of the lack of focus I’d been feeling back before I met my followers. 
 
    ‘Yeah, sure. Good, so I’ve been meaning to ask you. I mean, this is all fun, and I’m enjoying learning the systems, but… where’s the storyline? Where are the quests? Where is the interaction with other players?’  
 
    Before Angie could answer, green text in the top right of my view appeared. “Debris Hut complete.” Followed immediately by that now familiar blue text in the bottom right of my view.  
 
    “+5 exp” 
 
    “Level 3! Skill point unlocked. New ability unlocked.” 
 
    I heard the soft crunching of dirt beneath feet and looked around. All the cultists had fallen to their knees and held their hands stretched out in front of them. They chanted three times, ‘The lord ascends!’ 
 
    Well, that wasn’t weird. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Fog and Oysters 
 
      
 
    This time I put more thought into where my hard-earned skill point should go, but after a lot of debate between myself, Angie, and even Horace – who suggested I put the point into “World Domination” despite me telling him that wasn’t how it worked – I placed the point into Mind again. Angie agreed that at early levels it was one of the most versatile stats, as it allowed for an easier construction side of the game due to the increased mana. It also allowed for easier scholarly pursuits, but I hadn’t found any of those yet. 
 
    With my stat point placed, and me now officially a level three warlock, I finally had time to drink from the well. My Thirst meter filled up, but much more importantly, I tasted fresh water for the first time in far too long. Oh yeah, the sensation designers nailed this one. That moment as the surface tension of the water holds it back from quenching every corner of your mouth before it bursts through with cool, liquid awesome! I was actually considering letting my Thirst drop lower next time so that I could get an even more intense water drinking experience. Well, something only a really thirsty person could appreciate, I guess. 
 
    I’d created a larger light close to the well and set it into the ground. It was still a bubbling orb of magic, but it served quite well as a camp fire, and everyone started to gather round. Some of the cultists had dragged a few logs, or rolled stones, to act as makeshift seats. 
 
    Finally, I had time to check my new ability, the thing that really should have been the most exciting part about levelling up. 
 
    “Corruption. Hits an enemy for 2% of their total Life every 3 seconds. Lasts for 60 seconds.” 
 
    I considered this new ability. On the plus side, I finally had a spell that didn’t include the word “shadow”. On the down side, everything else. I had been excited to get my first Damage Over Time, or DOT, spell. But only doing 40% of their health over an entire minute? Fights could last seconds, what was the point of this? At this point, while sat around in mild confusion, I remembered that I had a weird construct childlike thing whose entire reason for being here was to answer these kinds of questions. 
 
    Angie was sat next to me on one of the logs that Horace had commandeered as “For the master’s use”, so I poked her arm. ‘Why is this DOT so weak?’ 
 
    She dropped the stick she’d been absently stabbing the ground with. ‘So many reasons, Severo. So very many reasons. You’re not yet high enough level to start modifying your spells, a further aspect of crafting, so everything you have is a very default version. DOTs tend to start weak, but have more modification slots than direct damage abilities.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, wait, wait. Spells can be modified?’ 
 
    ‘I see you haven’t received that skill up for observation yet. Yes, spells can be modified. That’s part of how you specialise your class into the role you want.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So, adding a plus damage to my Shadowbolt makes me a damage dealer, but adding a…’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. ‘You could add a leech and melee mod. The leech will give you health back with every hit, and the melee will make it hit for significantly more damage while restricting the spell to melee only.’ 
 
    My mind started racing at the possibilities. So much I could do! I could stick leech on everything, even my Shadow Skin so I get health when I’m hit. I could be a tanking god, and basically never take damage. What other types of modifications were there? The possibilities! 
 
    ‘So, between the abilities I choose to have in my six slots, and the modifications I make to them, that defines my role? So, I’m a warlock, and although I’m clearly starting as a ranged damage dealer, I could be a melee damage dealer? Or even a ranged tank? A healer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You can perform any role. Even hybrid roles, although inevitably a hybrid sacrifices certain abilities and efficiencies in a single role to be able to cover another role, but yes. The world is, as they say in your reality, your oyster. Oysters don’t exist in Tulgatha, by the way.’ 
 
    I was about to ask a question about the oysters thing but stopped myself from getting derailed. ‘Okay, so let’s modify a spell. What do I do?’ 
 
    Angie held up a finger. ‘No. I said, you were too low level. You need to be level ten before you can unlock the first mod slot on any spell.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Okay, cool, that’s fine. Let’s level.’ I got to my feet, ready to head back into the forest. If I picked enough of those damn vomit weeds, then I’d level up eventually. 
 
    ‘A good idea, actually. Would you like some guidance?’ 
 
    ‘Boy, would I!’ 
 
    ‘You should try your first situation. You’ll probably lose, but in this remote location, there won’t be a better way of levelling up. Unless some big change happens, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Okay! So, grind some situations, level up, get modifiable spells, wreck fools. How do I start?’ 
 
    ‘Time to put your new hut to good use. You need to build a Situation portal.’ 
 
    Without wasting any time, I ran to my Altar and started building. Sure enough, there was a portals tab. They were ordered by destination and size. Most of them had destinations I’d never heard of. 
 
    ‘Capital cities,’ Angie said. ‘Some are wilderness locations of special importance, but mostly they’re just cities.’ 
 
    I kept scrolling through them and noticed something. ‘They all have the same mana cost. Twenty five mana. They can’t all be the same distance though, right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct, vastly different distances. But magic isn’t linear.’ 
 
    That made sense, I suppose. A portal’s a portal, whether its destination is the next hut over, or the other side of the world. 
 
    I changed tab to look at the Situation portals. There were four sizes. Solo, group, raid, and titan. They didn’t need a huge amount of explanation, and the only one I could afford to run the mana cost of was the solo. 
 
    I selected it, which brought up the placement grid over my village, and selected the currently unused hut. My vision zoomed in and allowed me to place the portal in any orientation I wanted. I couldn’t quite tell what the portal actually looked like though. Maybe the icon wasn’t showing properly? A bug, maybe? Oh well. I placed it, and empowered it with ten mana, leaving me at 23/40. Getting close to running out, which naturally made me anxious, but mana was there to be used. There was no difference between having twenty spare mana or one spare mana – no degradation or performance loss – so spending it all made sense. 
 
    Angie chimed in again. ‘Situations can take some time. It could be hours, or days. I’d recommend setting a build queue in your absence.’ 
 
    Ooh, what a good idea. I spent a long time searching through tabs and dragging building blueprints around trying to find the optimum placements for mana cost and resource production. There were buildings I didn’t see the point of, like the observatory, and buildings I couldn't afford, like the treasury. I also didn’t exactly have a need for that one just yet. It could be an aspiration. I could still only make things at the debris level, but I planned my village out for the future. I placed a barracks first, as the minions would need somewhere to live. Their happiness meters had filled up a bit since getting access to drinkable water, but the more the better. Next to the barracks I put a training room. At debris level, it wasn’t very effective, but I placed a sparring ring, and a debris dummy for them to practice their slashing. On the other side of the clearing I placed a lumber mill. We were surrounded by wood, so the placement wasn’t to get an optimal harvest, just to keep it separate from the military side. The lumber mill was the big investment here, as it not only harvested wood, but allowed it to be treated before use. It wasn’t showing that that would give me any benefits, but maybe it would make everything look a bit less sharp and uninviting. Finally, I placed a wall, more a fence really, around the entire clearing, right up against the tree line. Now, the entire clearing was far too big for me to fill up – it was easily a few kilometres wide – so I then placed another circular fence at a more reasonable size. It ended up being a single kilometre in diameter, and I then ran another fence through the middle of it and quartered the circle. That gave me a military quarter, with my barracks and training room. A living quarter, with my two huts. Then two empty quarters, which I would no doubt fill up soon enough. I’d placed the lumber mill as close to the forest as possible. Hopefully the minions would appreciate the commute. 
 
    That would take them a few days to build, maybe even weeks, so I was happy to leave it at that. 
 
    I left my Altar and opened my eyes to the small girl standing motionless in the corner of the room. 
 
    ‘Everything okay, Angie?’ 
 
    She blinked and looked around, as if only just noticing where she was. ‘Yes, of course. My attention was elsewhere, that’s all.’ 
 
    That was worrying, but I left it at that. 
 
    ‘Okay, so take me through situations.’ 
 
    She exited the hut and motioned for me to follow. ‘Situations are very varied. There are thousands that could appear, and they all have different objectives and give different rewards. It’s best to just throw yourself into it, especially for your first time.’ 
 
    We stopped outside the second hut. The one where the door still worked, so I couldn’t see inside. 
 
    ‘Right, sure, but can you give me any hints at all?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But I won’t. Just know that death in there is just like death out here. All the same rules still apply. This situation portal is simply throwing you into the middle of the action, nothing else. Also, if not already clear, it doesn’t have to be combat.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. So I could be dropped into the middle of being someone’s lawyer on their trial, kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ She stepped aside and pulled the door open for me. Which was rather comical, as she was tiny, and the door wasn’t exactly precision engineering. 
 
    Inside the hut I saw the situation portal. I now realised why I couldn’t see an icon when trying to place it. When I think of a portal, I think of rune engraved stone pillars, maybe a metal ramp leading up to it as the chevrons engage, who knows. This was just mist. It made the inside of the hut look depthless and infinite. 
 
    I took a deep breath and stepped into the fog. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: Join The Raid 
 
      
 
    Three steps later, and the fog had cleared. There was none in front of me and none behind. What was in front of me, however, was an animal hide. I had spawned in facing the wall of what seemed to be a large tent. I turned around and saw rows of furred skins and oiled clothes. I looked at myself. Okay, I’d kept my own armour. Like Angie said, all a situation is doing is placing you in the thick of the action, it’s not changing anything else. 
 
    I couldn’t quite tell where I was yet. Animal hides in a tent didn’t really give me a huge clue. I listened to whatever I could hear. The tent muffled the outside noise, but there were still occasional sounds. People walking in groups, shoes scratching on loose dirt. Not much to go on. 
 
    I needed to leave the tent. Maybe the situation had dropped me behind enemy lines and I was supposed to assassinate someone. How would I know? 
 
    Like magic, a system message popped up in that familiar blue text. “Situation Objective 1: Announce yourself to the guard”. 
 
    Well, that cleared things up. I walked to the entrance of the large tent and opened the surprisingly heavy flap. Stepping into the open, I was hit by a blast of cold, fresh mountain air. A man was stood next to me, leaning on a crude spear. The guard. Now, he wasn’t actually a giant, but he was huge. Maybe he was a subrace of giant, as he was easily eight feet tall, and completely wrapped in leathers and furs. He looked unkempt and ragged, the only concession to civility being his drawn back hair, leaving his face clear. 
 
    ‘Hello guardsman. I’m here. To help?’ My voice faltered as I realised I didn’t actually know why I was here, but oh well. 
 
    He glanced at me from the corner of his eye. ‘Player.’ 
 
    ‘Umm, yes?’ 
 
    He lazily pointed a huge hand towards a small, snowy hill. ‘You’re needed over there.’ 
 
    A little ding as I gained a tiny amount of experience from completing that quest, followed by another message. “Situation Objective 2: Join the front lines”. 
 
    Guard by the tent, join the front lines. Okay, this really was getting right into the thick of things. I hadn’t had any military training, so any army that wanted to put me with the rank and file seemed dubious, but hey, what did I know. 
 
    I started walking, when the giant guard behind me called out, ‘Haven’t seen you before. First time?’ 
 
    I turned. ‘Yeah. First situation.’ 
 
    He grunted. ‘Sorry about that, kid. Good luck. Some make it through their first time, but… well, you’ll see.’ 
 
    I turned and muttered under my breath, making very sure he couldn’t hear, because he could definitely beat me up. ‘Ominous prick. Just tell a guy what’s up, jeez. I mean really. Now I’m just scared.’ 
 
    I walked in the direction the guard had pointed and started to see more and more people. They were all the same as the guard, giant viking looking dudes. I use the gender neutral “dudes”, of course, as some were definitely women. In fact, they seemed to have different armaments based on sex. The women had short swords and giant shields, while the men had spears, javelins, and bows. Interesting.  
 
    I began to trudge my way up the hill, my feet slipping on loose dirt, stones, and snow. This wasn’t ideal fighting ground, that was for sure. 
 
    As I crested the hill, I got a better view of the camp behind me. It was a snowy wasteland. Grey rocks, white snow, and brown tents. The camp was extensive, though. I mean, it was something else. There must have been at least one hundred tents similar to the one I had spawned in – and that one had bed rolls out for eight people. Why was there housing for eight hundred people in the middle of nowhere? 
 
    Although, for that many tents, there weren’t nearly enough NPCs milling around. I’d only seen a few dozen. I looked ahead of me instead of back at the camp and saw the reason why. The front lines. An army. 
 
    Eight hundred doesn’t sound very impressive as a number to go to war with. I always think of hundreds of thousands, or millions, from the great wars, but let me tell you, eight hundred is enough. Eight hundred was more than I could count, so I decided it was just a mass of bodies. However big it was, it was definitely an army. It was filled out with the same guards I had passed on the way up the hill. It wasn’t laid out in neat blocks and rows, but there were definitely groups and formations. Each formation was made up of about fifty people, except for one at the army’s centre, which boasted a full two hundred.  
 
    Despite their motley, rag-tag appearance, there was still a uniformity to eight hundred people all wearing roughly the same thing.  Which made me question what the other two hundred strong block of people was supposed to be. They were all wearing vastly different clothes, not only from the rest of the army, but from each other. 
 
    I noticed a small contingent behind the main body. I headed for them on the assumption they were a command unit of some sort. They had more metal and less browns as part of their armour, so it made sense. 
 
    As I closed in on them, the racket from a thousand people sitting around doing nothing rose. There were hushed conversations, a few walking around, but most were just sitting and waiting. I never knew that waiting was so loud. Once I was within earshot of the command group, I got my quest update. “Situation Objective 3: Prepare” 
 
    There were five people standing in a circle, conversing. One of them stood out, their name appearing above them in red, instead of the standard grey. I knew what it meant. A red nameplate marked him as not only someone of the warrior class, but also as a player. He was the first other player I’d seen in the game. I’d become so used to interacting with Angie and Horace that I forgot they weren’t real. 
 
    ‘Hail!’ I shouted over the din and held my hand out in greeting. ‘I’m Severo.’ 
 
    The player, “Hursh”, turned to look at me. He nodded my way, but then returned to the NPCs around him. 
 
    I lowered my hand. Hmm. Maybe he hadn’t heard me. I moved closer, until I was just outside the circle and could hear them properly. 
 
    ‘The scouts mark them as being the next valley over. It won’t be long,’ one of the giant NPCs said. 
 
    Hursh responded. ‘No changes? We’ll hold out long enough for the evacuation?’ 
 
    ‘No changes. The city will be on the move.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ I asked. 
 
    The five of them turned to face me. I suddenly regretted making a small character. 
 
    ‘Are you lost?’ Hursh asked. 
 
    ‘Umm, no. I’m here on a Situation. So, it’s you and me leading the army, right? I must have spawned in after you. Care to fill me in on what’s happening?’ 
 
    Stoney silence from the five. 
 
    ‘First time?’ Hursh eventually asked. 
 
    ‘Uhh, yeah. First situation.’ 
 
    One of the NPCs spoke. ‘I told you to put a lower level limit on the call to arms.’ 
 
    ‘No. We need everyone we can get. Even a level three.’ Hursh extended his hand and I clasped it. ‘Look, I don’t have time to run you through everything. This is my army. The Eastern Shadow is about to strike, and it’s our goal to hold them here for as long as possible. We’re buying more time for my city to evacuate – get the citizens to safety. We’re doing good work here. You’re needed along with the rest of the players covering our left flank. Off you go, and good luck.’ He beat his chest, and then closed the circle to me. 
 
    Well, that was a whole load of stuff that I wanted more information about. Where was Angie the exposition bot when you needed her? 
 
    I turned and started walking to the left flank. This was Hursh’s army, and we were trying to save his city? How high level was this guy to be able to garrison eight hundred troops, plus evacuate however many more. He had to be a level in the hundreds if not thousands. Did levels even go that high? Ugh, more basic things I didn’t know. I’d have to ask Angie if there was a level cap. 
 
    As I reached the mismatched formation and saw their nameplates, I started putting things together. This was a player only group. The call to arms that NPC had mentioned must have meant that high level players could create their own situations for others to join. I had assumed all situations were scripted events by the game designers, but this was player driven content. Very interesting. 
 
    This block of troops had a nervous energy the NPCs I walked past had lacked. It must have been other people’s first time as well. A few had taken their lead from the rest of the army and were sat down chatting, but most were standing up and walking around restlessly. Two players noticed me coming and moved to intercept. 
 
    ‘Hail, Severo. Spec?’ 
 
    ‘Spec?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, what specialisation are you?’ 
 
    ‘Warlock.’ 
 
    Both of them frowned. ‘That’s class. You’re new?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. First–’ 
 
    ‘First situation, gotcha. You’re ranged DPS then I’d guess, the default warlock spec.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right. Yeah, ranged DPS.’ 
 
    ‘We’re trying to organise the players, make a proper raid of this, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Sure! Where do you want me?’ 
 
    ‘Behind the tanks, in front of the healers. Hold position, and it’ll be no problem.’  
 
    The talky one and the silent one both turned to walk off, but hesitated, then turned back. 
 
    ‘You know what we’re fighting or why?’ 
 
    ‘Eastern Shadow, so we can evacuate Hursh’s city, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s right, but it’s more than that. I don’t have time to explain too much, we’re trying to get more guys to swap to tank spec, but this isn’t an isolated thing. The Eastern Shadow rose up about a year ago and have been on a warpath, destroying anyone in their way. They’ve killed the highest level players, wiped their towns, practically reset them to being new scrubs, freshly spawned. We’re fighting here not for Hursh, but for when the Shadow reaches our own cities.’ 
 
    I considered telling them that the only thing I’d killed outside of the tutorial was a single cultist, and I’d done that by convincing other people to do it for me, but somehow it seemed like a poor time to bring it up. 
 
    ‘Oh, and use your CC. What is it you’ve got, uhh… Shadow Tentacles?’ 
 
    ‘Corrupted Tendrils, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘That. That is more important than a level three’s damage, okay. Root as many of them as you can. Use it on cooldown, top priority, okay?’ 
 
    I nodded, a bit flustered by all of this information. 
 
    The silent one looked to the hills beyond us and tapped the talky one’s shoulder. 
 
    ‘And here they come. Good luck, buddy.’ 
 
    They walked off. Well… I needed more information than that. I was needed between the tanks and the healers, so I should get myself to the middle of this throng somewhere. I looked to the hills, and sure enough I could see small figures appearing over the crest, but I couldn’t make them out yet. 
 
    The Eastern Shadow. How ominous. I got stuck into the midst of the players, nameplates of all colours signifying all the classes swirling around me. I was about to talk to another player who looked as lost as I did, when a booming voice from behind shouted out. 
 
    ‘Players!’ 
 
    We all turned. We all also pretended we hadn’t jumped at the sound. 
 
    One of the NPCs that had been stood in the command group was up on a rock. He looked like all the others and had three large javelins racked on his back. 
 
    ‘Hursh has given your command over to me for this battle. Our task is breaking the enemy. Follow your orders, and you’ll get what you came for.’ 
 
    Short but sweet. Amusingly, the complete opposite of the person giving the speech. He looked pissed. I supposed the proper word was “grim” as we were heading into battle, but still. 
 
    I leaned towards the guy next to me. ‘Breaking the enemy. So we’re like the tip of the spear, huh? Nice.’ 
 
    The guy was a shaman and turned to me. He lifted the wolf snout that was covering his eyes. ‘Lol what? No, you twat. We’re the “braking” squad, not the “breaking” squad. Read the text that came over in the chat channel. We’re straight fucked.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    I pulled up the tab for the chat channel, and sure enough, the shaman was right. Well, that sucked. 
 
    Again, the blue text scrolled along giving me a tiny bit of experience before updating my quest. “Situation Objective 4: Follow orders” 
 
    The NPC commander jumped down from his rock and strode through the unit as if we weren’t there. Once he’d reached the other side, he motioned with his arm and bellowed, ‘Let’s go!’ 
 
    So, far from protecting the flank or anything vital like that, he was about to lead us into the centre of the battle, where our stacked corpses could most effectively slow the enemy down. Oh how I missed the good old days of crafting a mildly better stick. 
 
    But I marched. And we all marched. I wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe I’d get enough experience points to level before I died and lost my Dirty Robe. In fact, assuming I would die here, I’d end up with no loot or upgrades at all. Suddenly this situation seemed rather pointless. I’d need to talk to Angie about this. 
 
    I looked up from the ground and saw two interesting things. You know, aside from the shadows on the hills that were slowly getting closer. The first was that there was a big, golden glowing circle ahead of us, it’s light stretching high into the sky. A waypoint if ever I’d seen one. Also, a second glowing ring at the back of the army with a figure hovering in it, spread out like a religious icon of old. It had to be Hursh as it didn’t look wrapped in animal furs. 
 
    Okay, that was kind of cool. He must have entered the Real Time Strategy mode of Armies of Tulgatha. He must have set the waypoint for us. He was about to manage an army of one thousand soldiers from a birdseye view. I wonder how much he could micromanage? I didn’t feel any compulsion to head towards the waypoint, so if he wanted me to take any quick, small action it would be down to me to notice. Not that I’d find out in this fight, because why control a puny level three warlock that may or may not do what you say, when you could control one of the NPCs who were more powerful and were probably forced to follow his orders. 
 
    We stopped. It was a slow, meandering kind of stop, and everyone started to organise themselves based on our new facing. Tanks headed to the front line, healers to the back, and the DPS just kind of stood around in the middle getting in the way of those with designated roles. I started getting the feeling that I wasn’t the only one realising that a “situation” should actually be called “how to die quick and not influence people”. 
 
    There were no further orders from our NPC commander: those weren’t needed because the enemy started to take form. They must have been three minutes away. Just out of range of a longbow or a long range spell. Or, I assumed that was why no one had fired yet. There was no uniformity to the enemy that I could see. There were beasts, monsters, men, insects, and everything in between. They also weren’t “shadows” at all. In fact, them being called The Eastern Shadow must have been tongue in cheek, as their only unifying characteristic was that they, in fact, did not cast a shadow. 
 
    Huh. Weird. 
 
    I heard a deep bass voice at the back of my mind, and a glowing red circle appeared over one of the enemies. Hursh had given the order to attack!. 
 
    The shaman next to me pulled both arms back and started talking in a voice that surely wasn’t his, but was filled with wisps and rasps, spitting sparks from his mouth. After a few seconds, magma flowed from the previously solid ground up into his palms and he threw himself forwards, sending two still growing chunks of magma catapulting towards the enemy. 
 
    The unit moved forwards, and I stared, dumbfounded. I didn’t have a long range catapult spell. What was I going to do? My shield would only take, like, one hit. Maybe none if the hit was big enough. I was in over my head. Or should I say, I was in over my head’s way, as I got pushed from behind by a guy who’d called himself “Ovar Mehud”. He was a healer, and apparently I needed to keep step with the unit. 
 
    I jogged forward quickly, keeping myself roughly in the middle of the tanks and healers. Other ranged DPS were throwing their version of long ranged spells or summoned minions. Ents pulled themselves from the ground and charged the enemy in lumbering charges, rock golems exploded from beneath, wind furies appeared from around us, lightning bolts crashed into enemy lines, chunks of what I can only assume were the actual fucking moon left craters in both the enemy lines, and my vision, as they fizzled their arcane power away just after impact. 
 
    This was awesome. I thought we’d looked so disparate, so hopeless, like there was no way we could stand before the rolling hills of enemies. But now I saw power. I saw what I could hope to do. I knew that I had levelling to get to so I could unlock my version of these amazing spells. The levels gave me the spells, the gear gave me the power. 
 
    The pace picked up. The whole unit was jogging now, and despite those incredible displays of power from some of the higher level players, the shadowless enemy seemed unaffected. Maybe the unit that had been highlighted in red was a bit sparser than before, but as the tide of enemy was still pouring over the hill in the distance, and the valley was becoming increasingly filled with things that wanted to kill me, it seemed like a small victory. 
 
    As the weight of bodies around me sped up, I found myself matching them in some sort of herd instinct. Who knew that herd instinct, a prey’s instinct, could also pull you towards danger. I always thought it had been built into us to get us away from danger. But I was running, and my legs were pumping, and my heart was pounding, and my hands were casting Shadow Skin. 
 
    Looking over the shoulders of my fellow players, I could see the front lines about to connect. I remembered what that player had told me. Corrupted Tendrils on cooldown. I selected the spell and cast it as far in front of me as I could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Raid Combat 
 
      
 
    Target density. 
 
    I couldn’t miss. 
 
    “Corrupted Tendrils hits 12 MOBs” 
 
    “7 MOBs resist Corrupted Tendrils” 
 
    So, I couldn’t miss, but I could get resisted. 
 
    The forward momentum of the unit slowly ground to a halt as the tanks had to set down defensives. Some more literally than others. Some of the tanks relied on speed and movement to avoid damage, or at least they were jumping around all over the place like that was the case. Others buried their shield in the ground and smacked anyone stupid enough to get close with a huge club. There was also a mage in the front line that drew my eye. Half his body was encased in ice, and it extended out into a giant shield, while the other side was wreathed in flame, licking out and scorching anyone that got close. It only made me more excited for the spell modification unlocking at level ten. I could be some kind of shadow tank if I really wanted. 
 
    The tanks had done a good job of closing ranks, and the enemy hadn’t managed to break through. I, however, didn’t have any damaging spells that didn’t require line of sight. Back here with the ranged DPS, I was pretty useless. I had my Shadow Skin, and I could cast Corrupted Tendrils every fifteen seconds, but that was it. I needed to get closer. 
 
    I weaved through a trio of mages, all casting arcane barrages, round a warrior that had specced for ranged DPS, screaming and hurling axes into the air, and past a warlock who – I stopped and turned. A warlock! The ground around him bubbled with a toxic green stench, and he cast something that made the green poison bubble and seep into the ground. 
 
    He glanced at me. ‘Hey man, ‘sup?’ 
 
    ‘Hail, fellow follower of the dark arts.’ Everyone playing a warlock must be into the roleplay aspect, right? I mean, it was a pretty awesome class fantasy. Or was that too much? 
 
    ‘Oh, you into RP? We’re in a fight, man, I don’t have time.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. No, I just meant hi. Umm, what level are you?’ I realised that was a stupid question as soon as I asked. I looked at his nameplate and he was called “Porath”, and was level 64. 
 
    ‘Sorry. I just haven’t met another warlock yet. Do you have any advice? I mean, what should I expect?’ 
 
    He puffed up his cheeks and sighed. ‘Shit, man. Asking the big questions. You’re level 3. Just go level up, and ask your construct anything you don’t get. Tell you what, if you don’t find another warlock before you hit level 15, send me a whisper. I’ll run you through some things, different specs, best spell mods, pet or no pet, that kind of stuff. The construct is great, but it’s a non-advisory service, if you know what I mean. Just the raw info. Anyway, fight time. Go cast Corrupting Tendrils or something.’ 
 
    I thought back to Angie. Huh, Porath was right. She’d never really given an opinion on anything, only ever basic information. And some disparaging sarcasm, of course. I turned and noticed that my Corrupting Tendrils was off cooldown now, so cast it again at the max range I could. 
 
    “Corrupted Tendrils hits 26 MOBs” 
 
    “23 MOBs resist Corrupted Tendrils” 
 
    Aww man. That’s like a 90% resist rate. I was so under levelled for this place. 
 
    I continued pushing to the front lines. Maybe there were different resist rates for rooting AOE spells and direct damage spells. 
 
    I was at the melee line now. Tanks and melee DPS were intermingled, with the fast and nimble classes running and jumping in amazing acrobatic feats, while the slow and heavy specs cut swathes through these shadowless foes. 
 
    The first one I saw was small and relatively harmless looking. A Goblin, the nameplate told me. He’d just dodged under a Warrior’s attack, and was running towards me. My Shadow Skin was up, so I was ready to make this happen. 
 
    I cast a Shadow Bolt at the Goblin, and he responded by stumbling on a rock, making my spell miss by a hair’s breadth. 
 
    It had a crude club in one hand that, quite frankly, I hesitated to call a club because it was just a stick. Apart from that, it also had a loincloth. That was it. I was going to get wrecked by a near naked, poor excuse for comedy relief, mob. 
 
    It let out a high pitched wail, its club now above its head. I had time for one more shot. I cast Shadow Bolt again and… hit! 
 
    A damage number appeared above the Goblin’s head. “1 (-36)” 
 
    Direct damage spells do not have a better chance of avoiding a MOBs resistance. Good to know. Wish I’d known earlier. 
 
    The Goblin was no more than a few steps away, and I was sad that I’d lose my Dirty Robe, but also resigned to it. 
 
    The Goblin tripped again, but this time actually fell over. I can’t say I was hopeful, but I wasn’t going to pass up such a blatant opportunity. I cast Shadow Bolt again, taking my time to aim straight at its head. 
 
    The arm went back, the words spewed from my mouth, and… “4 (-36)” 
 
    Still nowhere near enough damage to save me, but it did provide useful information. The Goblin wasn’t resisting a percentage of my attack, it had a flat resistance rate. It made it nearly impossible for me to kill now, but when I was hitting harder, it wouldn’t scale. 
 
    The Goblin’s health bar started dropping. I couldn’t see why, but suddenly it was down to half health. Three seconds later, and it was dead. Huh? I didn’t have time to check the combat log to really figure it out, but before I needed to, I saw what had happened. The green toxic goo from Porath had seeped into the ground and had not only rooted the Goblin, but also damaged him. Maybe that spell was just a heavily modified Corrupted Tendrils! I couldn’t wait to get stuck into those spell mods at level ten. 
 
    I received a negligible amount of experience, which I guessed meant that experience was given based on effectiveness, not just participation, in a fight. 
 
    I moved over to the Goblin and brought the loot screen up. He had two blank containers, one being a “goblin pouch”, which was normal and made sense, while the other was “heart”. Three items – club, loincloth, and minor shadow gem. I took the club from his pouch, and the shadow gem from his heart. I didn’t plan on using the club, but maybe it would be useful back in my village. The Minor Shadow Gem wasn’t revealing any details about itself, but it was a small black crystal, so how could that be a bad thing. I left the loincloth. I knew this was only a game, but I was pretty sure I would have taken poison damage just for picking it up. 
 
    I closed the loot window, but stayed crouched over the body. How odd. It wasn’t just that these MOBs didn’t cast a shadow on the ground, but they also didn’t cast a shadow on themselves. It’s like the light engine completely ignored them. It made the Goblin look fake. Like a poorly rendered character in a 90s video game, just with more polygons. 
 
    My first thought was that whoever named these guys was an idiot, but my second thought was that whatever these were, they weren’t meant to be. There was no order to the enemy. It was like every MOB that had this random glitch gathered together and formed an army of broken things. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t really know anything about them. Maybe they had a leader. Maybe Angie knew everything and would tell me that this was an army that absorbed all darkness, hence no shadows, and it was all completely above board and not weird. 
 
    All great questions for another time, because while I was busy examining the shadowless, but very bumpy face of a dead Goblin, the press of the Eastern Shadow MOBs was closing in. I saw a tank get overwhelmed by giant snakes that worked together, constricting his limbs before one jumped into his mouth. To my right a half dozen melee DPS were burned, frozen, and melted by a three headed chimera. I heard a scream from behind and saw a healer pinned into the ground by a giant splint of bone – a makeshift javelin from some horrible ranged enemy. I just barely heard someone shout over the din of combat ‘Woah, one shot dude!’ followed by ‘I’m not healing you if you’re just going to stand in the fire you–’ I didn’t have a mature filter set, but what the guy said next was so visceral, creative, and multilingual, that I almost wished I had. 
 
    A rabid wolf darted around a tank who was too busy with the other six MOBs attacking him, and spotted me. Quite why he spotted me before the melee around him, I didn’t know. Maybe my low level did silly things to aggro priorities. It pawed at the ground, almost like it was a bull, and ran towards me. I cast my Shadow Bolt and landed a hit, making a depressing number appear above its head. “0 (-32). Unlike with the Goblin, I assumed that due to the low damage I inflicted, the resistance this time was the total damage I did, and not the wolf’s maximum resistance. So, I was pretty boned. 
 
    There was nothing left for me to do. It was okay. I’d had small ticks of experience going throughout the battle as part of the raid group, and I wasn’t too attached to my jugular, so I was ready for this. 
 
    As the wolf leapt directly at my throat and crashed into me, I didn’t feel the crushing jaws as I’d expected. I took a tiny amount of damage, but lying on the floor now, I was remarkably unravaged. I opened my eyes, and saw the wolf no longer had a head. Well, it did, obviously, but it had been severed and launched several metres across the battlefield by a giant throwing axe. 
 
    The blue number of my experience ticked over, and I glowed in a flash of brilliant white radiance. 
 
    “Level 4” 
 
    Oh. Nifty! 
 
    Thank you, random Warrior dude. I noted that fur without shadows looked really weird, and then pushed the corpse off me. A quick loot only provided another minor shadow gem from the wolf’s “heart”. 
 
    The NPC that had officially taken charge of the players before the fight shouted, ‘Pull in! Tighten up, there’s too many gaps!’ 
 
    The chaos I was seeing wasn’t localised to me, then. Tanks pulled shields out of the ground, released elemental bulwarks, and deactivated mystical bracelets, slowly inching their way backwards. 
 
    I overheard a group of casters behind me shouting to each other. ‘This is bullshit. Fucker fucked us.’ 
 
    ‘What do you expect? Dude’s like level 1000 or something stupid. He doesn’t care.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah yeah. I only brought some of my throwaway gear, so it’s no biggie, but still.’ 
 
    ‘Asshole’s gonna hole ass. It’s the Tulgathan way.’ 
 
    I moved away from the looted wolf, heading back to where the line of healers was. A thin glowing circle appeared on the floor around me, five metres wide. The edges of the circle began to crack the ground allowing magma to seep out. 
 
    My brain kicked into gear and realised I was in the centre of an AOE attack that was still in the indicator phase. All big attacks had an indicator time to let people get out of the way. I hadn’t seen one before, but this was ticking all the boxes – and reminded me from the tutorial that a red outline to my screen meant danger. 
 
    The ground beneath my feet split, and I just managed to jump out of the way before magma engulfed where my feet should have been. Again the ground broke where I stood, so I leapt again, and again. A final leap and I hit the dirt, but luckily across the border and back on the safe side. Just as I landed, the magma filled the circle and bubbled furiously. Ehh. A bit of an underwhelming spell effect. It could have– 
 
    The ground exploded upwards, and the circle of danger doubled in size. I scrambled to my feet and sprinted towards the next area indicator as globs of hurled magma dropped around me. I felt something hit my back, and it forced me to my knees. I saw the crystalised shadow of my Shadow Skin shatter and dissipate into nothing. Okay, one more hit and I would be toast. A slew of heat-related puns ran through my mind, but I made sure I wouldn’t use any. I was too cool for that. 
 
    Again, the ground beneath me cracked open and magma poured out, but I was close to safety now, and a few moments of frantic crawling got me over the line. After a few seconds, there was no explosion, just a slow bubbling of magma as the ground was subsumed. 
 
    I recast Shadow Skin, and got to my feet. The spell effect of the magma was now a permanent feature in the middle of the player’s raid. It was an annoyance, but nothing more. Something to avoid for the tanks and the melee as they pulled back. 
 
    The boss NPC shouted again. ‘Everyone, hold the ring! Don’t let any distractions through. Clear it out!’ 
 
    I took a moment to process the orders. Okay, so the tanks had moved in enough and we needed to hold back the waves of the Eastern Shadow. Easy enough. Don’t let any of the enemy past the tanks, well that was just good tanking etiquette, but why call them distractions? Clear it out? Clear what out? 
 
    I looked around and saw the Warlock, Porath, hobbling his way to the front lines. He’d taken a hit at some point and hadn’t been healed. I figured he knew best, so I copied him, and headed for the tanks. 
 
    I heard a rumbling behind me. I knew what it was. I would bet money I knew what it was. I turned back and saw that the pool of magma, now a full fifteen metres across, was not a pool of magma. The magma had been drained to make room for something else. There was a nameplate above the empty hole that read “Child of Light”. The nameplate wasn’t the standard colour for a MOB. This was black text on a golden background. 
 
    Elite! 
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 Chapter 15: Boss Fight 
 
      
 
    ‘Let him through!’ our NPC leader shouted. 
 
    I looked to where the crowd parted. 
 
    Hursh was here along with the rest of the command group I’d seen when I talked to him. I hadn’t thought to pay attention before, but I checked his nameplate now. “Hursh Dunning. 658” 
 
    Woah. That was a ridiculous level. I needed to find out if there was a hard level cap. Lots of questions for Angie when I returned. Until then, I had an awesome, high-level, elite fight to watch. It wasn’t like I was really helping out much with the horde, so I felt justified in enjoying these front row seats to my future gameplay. 
 
    Hursh and his four bodyguards fanned out around the magma hole, which was now making some very worrying noises. They all wore tattered brown cloaks, covering their armour and weapons. 
 
    The ground shook and I stumbled but managed to stay on my feet. Everyone around me had the same problem, and a few that were engaged in combat fell and were overrun by the Eastern Shadow. Absently I cast another Corrupting Tendrils, but this time near one of the tanks. A few trapped MOBs couldn’t hurt. 
 
    “Corrupted Tendrils hits 18 MOBs” 
 
    “12 MOBs resist Corrupted Tendrils” 
 
    While still disappointing, that was the most MOBs I’d managed to root so far. Nice. Anyway, back to watching the bad asses. 
 
    Magma and rock erupted into the air, and I dodged a chunk that would have taken my head clean off. Once I had picked myself up off the floor, again, the elite had emerged. A fifteen metre hole hadn’t been big enough. This thing was huge. It was basically just a giant snake with its body still coming out of the hole in the ground. Okay, it had no shadows, and glowed with a radiant light, and it’s skin was caked in magma, with fiery vents erupting flame. But it was still basically just a snake. At least, that was how I had to view it to stop myself from running away. 
 
    The five heroes threw off their tattered cloaks and drew their weapons. Hursh had a large double handed sword. One of the NPCs was a javelin thrower, while the other three had shields and short swords. They were all kitted out in the same animal hides as the rest of the army, except instead of the browns, greys, and beiges of the rest of them, they wore black skins and furs, and their weapons were a gleaming steel instead of dull grey. 
 
    I almost fucking squealed I was so excited to watch this. Shit was about to go down, and I was right next to the action. I wouldn’t miss a thing. I was pumped! 
 
    The Child of Light began the fight by vomiting a pool of what I thought was fire, but turned out to be light. A pool of light. Just like with me and “shadow”, it had a theme, and was sticking to it.  
 
    Amusingly, if this was real life, I would probably also start a fight by puking. 
 
    Two of the shield maidens advanced to the creature’s left, locking shields to create a wall, while the third soloed the right. The javeliner… javelineer? Dude with a throwing spear, stayed well behind the shield wall on the left. As the NPCs engaged, a soft white glow linked their shields to the Child of Light. Just like I’d seen with Koif in the tutorial, this was aggro. However, they must have modded their skills, because each shield also had a second beam of soft light that ran to Hursh. I didn’t instantly know what that was until numbers started ticking over his head. Yellow numbers began ticking rapidly at Hursh’s feet. “0 (-980)”. Each shield was healing him, but because he was at full health, it showed up like a resistance to damage would. 
 
    Numbers started ticking from everyone’s head, but the healing of the shield maidens seemed to keep everyone at a stable health level. The Child of Light hit hard but slow, and didn’t seem to be doing too much –  auto attacking against the single shield maiden on the right, and the pool of light spewing forth from its hole that was slowly damaging everyone. Equally, the Child of Light’s health pool was basically static, having only dropped 1%. 
 
    Hursh reached back and drew his sword. It was easily as big as him, and thick enough that he probably called it Buster. This wasn’t a smooth movement, though. It was a full body jerk and twist. When Buster hit the floor, it was clear Hursh couldn’t control it as he almost fell forward into the plume of snow and dust that had been thrown up from the impact of sword on ground. 
 
    Frankly, it just seemed impractical. 
 
    Hursh gripped the hilt, which was as long as his entire arm, with both hands, and set his feet. He drew in a deep breath, and I could see small red particles being sucked into his mouth. He let them out with a massive roar that was so loud, I felt it should have given me a debuff. 
 
    Just under his nameplate, a small icon appeared. It had the same symbol that I’d seen next to the Strength stat. When I focused, I could select it with my vision, and expand it. “Strength +350”. 
 
    Now, I was no mathmagician, but with a little bit of guesswork, his Strength stat had to be over 1,000. He was level 658, so even if a single stat point a level held true, as a warrior he’d be dumping into Strength – maybe Health too – so he had to have a natural Strength of at least 300, right? Plus the buff, he was at 650. Depending on his actual stat distribution and his gear, he could probably bench press a mountain. Or at least, I guessed that’s what 1,000 strength felt like. With my amazing 1 point in strength, that gave me regular, kind of weak, human strength. I could lift a stick, but I’d struggle with a heavy log or rock. I didn’t know what level of Strength I’d need to be able to have a noticeable difference. I needed a notepad to remember all the stuff I wanted to ask Angie. 
 
    While the question of “just how strong is 1,000 Strength” remained, it did have the very noticeable effect on Hursh of letting him pick up Buster. One handed. Then twirl it like a baton. And finally hold it behind him like he was about to do some crazy anime jump onto the Child of Light’s head. 
 
    He didn’t do that, although something told me that his thighs of steel would have no problem launching him that far. He ran, covering the distance almost quicker than I could see. I mean, he didn’t actually become a blur, but if I’d had a particularly long blink, I would have missed it. 
 
    Hursh took a mighty swing at the Child of Light, and finally the elite’s health moved 2%. Now, 2% didn’t sound like much, but it was 2% from a basic attack. 
 
    The Child of Light reared back and swung its body in a wide arc, hitting everyone in range. That included Hursh, his bodyguards, and one unlucky healer who wasn’t paying attention. The bodyguards and Hursh took damage but were quickly topped up by the shield maidens. The healer ragdolled into a rock and got splatted. Interestingly, a few nearby players sprinted to the dead healer’s body and looted it. Ooh, now that was interesting. Could anyone loot your corpse? 
 
    Back at the fight, the Child of Light was now clearly losing, and something had taken him down to 55% health. It had probably been really cool, but I had been looking at a dead guy. Oops. 
 
    Hursh did a fancy looking spin with Buster, and the elite’s health dropped to 47%. Hursh jumped back and planted his sword in the ground. He made a casting animation with his hands, shouted “Formation execute!”, and a whole bunch of stuff happened all at once. 
 
    The shield maidens changed from a passive blocking and hitting pattern, to shields glowing with light. These were then promptly stabbed into the closest fleshy surface they could find, and the maidens ran away. The javelin guy, in essence, threw more javelins. They were bolts of lightning and cracks of thunder sounded with every throw, and he had a crazy fire rate, but still, it was basically just throwing more javelins. Hursh, however, did something that probably needed me to have a higher perception skill, because I was a bit lost. He lunged forward, grabbing Buster on the way, and then turned into a blur, stopping at random points around the elite’s huge body, swiping with a sword that was now wreathed in blue ice, and then moving on to the next spot faster than I could see. 
 
    This went on for five long seconds. Then the glowing shields exploded, the Child of Light’s health dropped to 0% and all around where Hursh had been cutting, the top half of the elite just… slid off, like it had been cut so cleanly all the way through that there was only the surface tension of its own blood holding it together. The head shook the ground when it landed, and much cheering was had. I joined in enthusiastically. 
 
    Finally, I had time to look around. I could see the heads of two more Children of Light in the middle of NPC groups. Hursh and his bodyguard were going to have their hands full, but that execute would make short work of them all once they were below 50%. At least, I assumed that was the trigger to use it. 
 
    When the group of awesome dudes moved back in to loot the corpse, they all stood around it. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it wasn’t the calm and confident body language of grizzled veterans. Something wasn’t right. 
 
    No sooner than I’d considered the possibility of a front row seat to the elite fight being a bad idea, the Child of Light’s health returned to 100%. Odd, as it still didn’t have a head. The next thing that happened? A new head shot out in such an explosive manner that it hit one of the shield maidens on the way past, taking her health down to 10%. What else happened? Another head, which then killed that damaged shield maiden. It now had two heads that had both begun vomiting puddles of light all over the battlefield, which was now taking up twice as much room as before. It wasn’t a snake, it was a hydra! 
 
    As if that wasn’t enough, there were now things – with nameplates – wriggling in the light puddles. It was spawning MOBs. 
 
    They weren’t baby hydras though… hydrae. Hydri? Whatever. 
 
    They were more like slugs. Brightly glowing slugs the size of my arm. Heck, make the eyes large, give them smiles, and they’d almost be cute. As it was, they had beady little dots at the end of stalks for eyes, and a fang ringed maw for a mouth. 
 
    One of the shield maidens slammed her shield on the ground, killing most of the Light Parasites with a single hit, and making both heads attack her. The bodyguards began the same routine as before, a mixture of tanking, healing, and damage. Hopefully this time they wouldn’t cut the Child of Light’s head off. 
 
    Hursh shouted to the NPC leader of the player group. ‘Get the frozen council over here, now!’ 
 
    Sounded like ice mages. Maybe they could muster up some sort of giant freeze spell. 
 
    My vision darkened, which was very odd seeing as how everything in front of me cast no shadows and radiated light. 
 
    The air in front of me crystalised and cracked, and I remembered what the darkened screen meant. With my Shadow Skin gone, I threw myself backwards. It wasn’t graceful, and I had just put myself on the floor, so I wasn’t going to be winning any awards for tactical decisions, but it did let me see what had hit me. One of the Light Parasites had slugged its way over to me while I’d been captivated by the high-level gameplay. 
 
    Shadow Skin had saved me, but I didn't know what to do next. I was sure my Shadowbolt would be resisted, but I was out of options. 
 
    “Shadowbolt hits Light Parasite” 
 
    “1 (-35)” pinged off its nameplate. Okay, not great, but it was something. Something meant it could be hurt. I wasn’t powerless. 
 
    As the slug slowly slimed towards me, I weighed my options. At this speed, I could probably just run away. It had taken me by surprise, but that was the only reason it had hit me. Now I was focused, it was an easy opponent. 
 
    I tried my second spell. 
 
    “Corrupted Tendrils hits 1 MOB” 
 
    Oh wow. There wasn’t a follow-up resisted message. Sure enough, the Light Parasite was now being held to the ground by shadowy tentacles, and “1” was ticking off its nameplate every three seconds. Okay, now things were happening. 
 
    I got back to my feet and recast Shadow Skin, just in case. Corrupting Tendrils was only a snare, not a root, so the Light Parasite was still moving, but it was barely noticeable at this point. I cast Shadowbolt again. 
 
    “1 (-34)”. 
 
    Luckily for me, this Light Parasite must be a significantly lower level than the Child of Light, because its health had ticked down to 95%. This was going to take a while, but it was going to work. 
 
    Hold on. I had a fourth spell! I hadn’t used it yet, so this was a perfect time to try out my first DOT. 
 
    I reread the tooltip: “Corruption. Hits an enemy for 2% of their total Life every 3 seconds. Lasts for 60 seconds.” 
 
    I cast it on the Light Parasite. The animation was the same as Shadowbolt, but a different stream of words came from my mouth. 
 
    The nameplate above the MoB gained a second little icon that was the same as the icon for Corruption. The next time a tick came along, the “1” for Corrupted Tendrils pinged off, followed by “5” from Corruption. A quick bit of maths, and I knew that its total Life was “250”. That still sounded like a hell of a lot considering I was one-shotting pillagers in the tutorial when hitting in the twenties. 
 
    All I had to do was keep my DOT up, keep it snared, throw the occasional Shadowbolt for good measure, and this thing was as good as dead. 
 
    It was at that thought that it reared up onto its haunches and opened its mouth, which I now noticed was dripping liquid light. 
 
    I cast a Shadowbolt and hit it square on the mouth. I mean, like a torpedo into the Death Star exhaust port. Nothing but net. The inside of its mouth briefly flashed a shadowy purple, and it coughed out a puddle of light instead of the ranged spit I knew it was meant to be. 
 
    “3 (-56)”. Oh yeah. I’d peaked. I wasn’t going to top that crit. 
 
    Its health was ticking away, and my Corrupting Tendrils came off cooldown. I instantly recast it, followed by another Corruption and another Shadowbolt. I was slowly backing away, walking in a giant circle. Once or twice, Hursh’s Javelin bodyguard ran between me and my target, but I didn't have time to see why, or how cool their battle was. I had my own epic struggle going on here. 
 
    At 40% the little guy went for another spit attack. It reared up, and light pooled into its mouth. I threw another Shadowbolt, and hit its soft, squishy underbelly. Which wasn’t a crit, and didn’t interrupt its casting. 
 
    The light-spit was laser accurate and hit me in the eyes. Or would have, but my Shadow Skin blocked it. I didn’t take any damage. Sucker! Warlocks are so overpowered. It’s awesome. 
 
    At least, that’s what I was thinking until I noticed a small, interesting, probably inconsequential fact. It hadn’t been a single glob of light that had been spit at me. There was a trail between the globule on the floor and the Light Parasite. 
 
    I checked the combat log.  
 
    “Light Harpoon hits Akuma Severo. 0 (-22)”. 
 
    Harpoon, hey? Harpoons, famous for reeling in a catch after it lands a hit. Or, depending on the mass of the object, pulling yourself to the target… 
 
    The Light Parasite lunged forward using its harpoon goo, and my entire plan of “be faster than it” went right out the window. 
 
    I had never been in a fight before. I mean, nothing that was life or death. In school, there were no such things as Life, or stats that I could lose, or physical stimulators waiting to shock me to let me know a fraction of the pain of character death. The only fights I’d had in here had been turn based in the tutorial, or long distance, or I’d managed to solve with words. I hadn’t felt it when the goblin had charged at me because, frankly, it looked silly and I’d have just been embarrassed to die from its gangrenous loincloth. The wolf? Surprised me, I’d hardly seen it coming.  
 
    This little Light Parasite was my first real enemy. No tutorial easy-mode. It was the spawn of a raid boss that was part of an army which was wiping the strongest players in the game off the map. It was something I could respect. And I knew it was coming. Another minute or two and I’d have killed it by running it in circles. Now it was time for a stand-up fight. A real duel between worthy opponents. 
 
    As this was my first true fight, I wasn’t exactly sure what I was feeling? I didn’t know if this was a feature built into the game, or if this was how anyone that got into a fight felt. It was fear mixed with a dash of terror. It was the knowledge that life was on the line. It was absolutely intoxicating. It was motherfucking bullet time. 
 
    The Light Parasite moved slowly through the air. Destination: my face. I had all the time in the world to formulate a plan, but I didn’t need it. The adrenaline running through me made every thought sharp, and every idea a masterstroke of tactical genius. The cruel twist? My movements were still in real-time. My limbs were sluggish, like I was swimming through treacle. Something I’d done once in my home zone, because that’s the kind of thing 14 year old kids get curious about. 
 
    My mind had already begun casting Corrupting Tendrils, but my arms were getting into position too slowly – there wasn’t time. Plan B. I cancelled my cast, and let my legs drop from beneath me. I began casting Shadowbolt – my arms weren’t going to get up in time, but I’d already accepted that. 
 
    Gravity. When you jump off a building, it’s a very strong force, pulling you dozens of metres in the blink of an eye. I only needed to move a handbreadth. Get my head out of the path of the, now very open and very scary looking, mouth. As I fell, I had a good chance to really inspect this thing’s horrible looking face. It looked like an angry spiral, the muscles twisting around themselves from the base of its neck until reaching its horrific… teeth? No. Interconnecting fangs that when opened, pulled out like the shutter on a camera lens. Even worse, now that the teeth were open, I saw that it also had mandibles inside its mouth, there even now were shooting out to meet me before its main hellish mouth could. 
 
    What kind of designer put mandibles inside a mouth? Mandibles go on the outside of a mouth. This was just silly. I continued to fall at a snail’s pace, so much slower than I needed to be going, but there was no plan C, so it was this or death. 
 
    My arms had drawn into line with the MOB, but if I shot now, the Shadowbolt would hit its tail, doing 1 damage. I had to wait. It was all or nothing.  
 
    I sacrificed a few strands of my hair to the dark gods of inertia as the mandibles closed on the part of me that couldn’t get out the way fast enough. The main mouth followed close behind, one of the razor sharp fangs throwing up a small shower of stubble in front of my eyes as it grazed my chin. And that was it. I was home free. The body of the Light Parasite hit my nose as I barely got out of the way. I took 6 damage. Acceptable losses, given the situation. 
 
    I’d guessed right. It began to twist in midair so that it would land still facing me. It hadn’t severed the harpoon slime from its mouth, so it wasn’t a one-use ability. It was now able to attack me almost instantly, and I wouldn’t be able to outrun it. I got lucky dodging this first attack, but the second would kill me. That was why my Shadowbolt, although missing the first pass, were ready to hit it the second it landed. Thanks to this adrenaline, I’d have all the time in the world to take aim. Just like last time, the critical hit inside the mouth would disrupt it. 
 
    I kept falling backwards, keeping the Light Parasite in my vision, even upside as it now was. My right hand glowed with purple light, the charged Shadowbolt flowing into it. The slug had just touched the ground with half its body as my Shadowbolt fired. Not good. 
 
    “Shadowbolt hits Light Parasite. 58”. 
 
    A crit with no resist. On the one hand, hell yes! On the other, my screen flashed red. It had landed with only half of its body. It didn’t have a tail anymore. I tried to get to my feet to inspect it when its nameplate went grey and cracked. It had died! But I couldn’t get up. I looked down and saw what had happened. 
 
    “Light Parasite casts Self Destruct”. 
 
    It had blown itself up as it passed me. My screen turned a darker red. I couldn’t move. I opened the character screen to see what had happened and boy was I a damn mess. I swapped from the equipment tab to the health tab. Both of my legs were blacked out and had several status effects next to them. Safe to assume that meant they weren’t usable any more. The status bar next to everything else had also taken hits, but it was my torso that was concerning me. Its bar was dropping fast, and my overall Life had dropped from 120 down to 30. I wish I’d looked at this tab earlier, because I didn’t know what was going on. I hovered over the status effect on my stomach, hoping that would enlighten me. 
 
    “Unknown: raise your First Aid skill to identify”. 
 
    Great. Something else I should have done before I started this suicide run. 
 
    Three seconds later my Life was 29. Another three, and it was 28. I had a minute and a half to fix an unknown status effect, in a skill I’d never heard of before. 
 
    Perhaps my own ignorance of the game’s mechanics could be used against it. I didn’t know exactly what was possible, so I also didn’t know exactly what wasn’t possible. 
 
    That is easily the stupidest thought I’d ever had. That wasn’t how games worked. Anyone that actually thought they could outwit a basic element of a game that had been played by billions for decades, deserved to die! 
 
    Oh shit, I was going to die. 
 
    Aww, my Dirty Robes. They’d served me faithfully. 
 
    Still, no time to mope. I had a battlefield to claw my way across. I may have had my legs crushed into uselessness and was rapidly bleeding out from the jagged cuts where bone tore through flesh, but… you know, loot. 
 
    Loot brings gear. Gear brings power. Power brings safety. At some point there’s also fear leading to the dark side, but for now, we loot. 
 
    Also, the little slug might just have some magical leg-demangler. 
 
    I’ll admit that my mind was wandering as I was scratching my way along the ground, but in truth, not much else was really going on, and narrating a crawl seemed a bit silly. I mean, who would ever do that? Better to ruminate. 
 
    Now that my hands had done what my legs couldn’t and placed me in looting range of the Light Parasite, I entered the loot screen, and found it had two containers, “body” and “heart”. Another Minor Shadow Gem to add to the collection of things with an unknown purpose. 
 
    Checking the “body” container, it was pretty small at only four slots. As I rummaged through the corpse, the loot timer ticked away, slowly revealing its treasures. First up, occupying only a single slot, was a “Worn Mandible”. That was fair, I had shot it right in the mouth after all. The next two slots were filled with a single “Used Flesh”. Blowing yourself up would count as used, sure. The final slot remained empty. 
 
    Fifteen seconds left.  
 
    I rolled over onto my back as the red of my vision grew thicker, and darker, like congealing blood. On my left, the Child of Light now had a third head, only a single shield maiden remained standing, and Hursh had clearly taken a beating. Would have been pretty cool to have watched that fight, I supposed. Maybe one day.  
 
    Twelve seconds. 
 
    To my left, I saw melee and tanks being overrun, and healers doing some ridiculous things that I didn’t understand the mechanics of to try and stem the tide. 
 
    Nine seconds. 
 
    In front of my face, even through my poor vision, I noticed something odd. There was something spreading up my arms. A shadow, possibly, but it was hard to tell. I raised my head to look at my ruined stumps. I realised I hadn’t felt the pain of losing them. I had tuned the pain meter right down, but I still should have felt something. I mean, I’d felt those stupid spiky trees in the death forest, so losing a leg or two should have registered. I felt a bit cold, perhaps, but not in pain. 
 
    Six seconds. 
 
    I was sure of it now. There was a darkness engulfing me from my hands down and my waist up. 
 
    Three seconds. 
 
    “System message: Neuropathy Plague has been detected within your server shard. Immediate evacuation from HOPE commencing”. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: No Escape 
 
      
 
    My vision warped and distended. I was pulled sharply backwards, the ground slamming into my back. I distantly realised I’d taken out several healers as I’d flown through the air, gaining speed, no longer hitting the ground. I was rising into the air now and I could see the whole battlefield beneath me. I could see the other two Children of Light devastating Hursh’s forces. I rose above the crest of the hills and I could see the Eastern Shadow in its entirety. It didn’t end. A sea of poorly rendered MOBs of every size and race possible. 
 
    I stopped rising. I would like to say I started falling, but that wasn’t fast enough. I hung at the apex for half a second as my stomach caught up with me. Then something hit me, and I tumbled towards the ground. I spun and twisted, sky, earth, sky, earth, sky, just missed a mountain, sky, a tent, fog. 
 
    I crashed through a wooden door and skidded along the dead earth of my village. Now the doors to both huts didn’t work. Typical. 
 
    I rolled to an unceremonious halt and my shadowed hand flopped out to land on… a white, scaled, taloned foot that was the size of my entire torso. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    Something felt wet against my face. Blood, probably. Except, I hadn’t hurt my head in the fight, and all this throwing around from the game engine didn’t seem to be doing damage. No, this wasn’t blood. It was morning dew from a patch of remarkably healthy looking grass. I looked away from the giant scaled foot to see a column of water that was gently swirling. It was a font of brilliant, sparkling blue water that was wearing clothes and had a face. A kind of cute face, actually. 
 
    Angie’s voice. ‘Wake up.’ 
 
    My screen went blank. 
 
    “System purge start. HOPE engine will be unavailable for a brief period.” 
 
    The headset retracted, and I felt the tingle of electricity disconnect from the metal plates at my temples. The feedback pads loosened and fell away from my legs, arms, and body. 
 
    I blinked, stunned at what had just happened. A full terminal evacuation. Like they used to have fire tests in school, I’d had terminal evac tests. I knew what to expect, I knew it was possible, but to actually have it happen? 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair, not yet standing up. It was coming. I hated this part. I clamped my eyes shut. The after image was burned into my mind. The last thing I’d seen before I’d been booted out – a player character. They’d picked the water elemental race. They were covered in green cloth and brown leather plates. 
 
    I rolled onto my side and vomited on the floor. I was pretty sure I tasted Bubonic Buttercup, but there was no sign of their yellow leaves in my government supps. Mildly concerning – the gruel looked the same now as it had when I ingested it. Better, maybe. 
 
    I rolled onto my back and focused on breathing. The after images sticking to my eyelids every time I blinked began to fade. They were definitely fading! The N-plague hadn’t hit. Evac’ing sucked, but I wasn’t currently slipping into brain death, so I’d take today as a win. 
 
    The lights on my pod turned off as it began its purge. I rolled out of the pod and slumped to the ground in a heap. I did not manage to avoid my… stomach evacuation. 
 
    I groaned. The jolt of the fall had finished the after images for me. Good. According to my teacher bots, getting disconnected from the pod in time wasn’t a guarantee you’d avoided N-plague. It’s all about the after images. They weren’t like looking at the sun for too long. They were files still stuck in the neural connectors at my temples, and they could be infected. Effectively, malicious hackers hijack your pod, infect your neural connectors, and force a wireless signal into your brain. If the infected file makes the transfer, then unplugging doesn’t stop it. After that, in all medical analysis, disconnecting had killed the test subject. 
 
    The infection takes hold, and the N-plague victim lives in the game until their physical body passes away. Sounded fine, I lived in the game anyway, but the added wireless information that began passing between the game and the player overloaded their brain. Their mind degraded rapidly until… you have a choice. Physical death, or brain death. No one had survived N-plague for more than six months. 
 
    We also didn’t know where it came from. Malicious hackers was the assumption, but no ransom had ever been asked for, and anyone that had ever claimed they were the progenitor of the virus had been debunked by authorities. They had also mysteriously gone silent a few weeks later, all their accounts being deactivated. Shockingly, people didn’t take kindly to someone claiming they created a virus that had killed millions. Odd that. Maybe, people shouldn’t be dicks. 
 
    I pushed and pulled and struggled into an upright position. The evac sickness would wear off in a few minutes, and the after images had gone, so I was safe. I breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    Time to shower, as that was the done thing after rolling in your own vomit, and then I’d… well, I’d cross that bridge when I came to it. If I came to it – my pod might be back up and running after a shower. 
 
    All government apartments came with a real aqua shower. They hadn’t spared any expense, I was living in the lap of luxury – it was part of their “too many orphans, so let’s make them attractive so they procreate” stance. Most places, my pod included, had antibac dust showers – cleansing and abrasive. Cheaper in every possible sense, and its effectiveness relied far less on the user’s ability to wash themselves. Also, completely machine friendly, leaving no residue after a few minutes, allowing for showering while still in VR. Water was outdated technology. 
 
    But as I turned the heat on the shower up, and felt the burn begin, I felt oddly alive. It was like someone had cast a fireball on me and I was incinerating. Bloody lovely. 
 
    I held my hand to my side and turned it again, easing the heat off just a touch. I hadn’t needed to touch the tap… oh, damn it, I still had my receptor gloves on and was using their interactive function. These stupid things, now I’d got them all wet! Sure, the electronics were insulated, but now the fabric was soaked. I pulled the gloves off and chucked them on the floor of the shower room. 
 
    Now that I was out of Tulgatha, I had plenty of time to get some serious shower thinking done. Entirely about Tulgatha. Had that shadow spreading across me been a visual representation of the N-plague? Had it been part of the Light Parasite’s attack? Were they actually connected? I mean, all of the Eastern Shadow seemed like a giant bug with them not rendering shadows. Was there a link? No studies I’d heard of had ever linked anything in-game to N-plague, so it seemed a long shot. If I had rolled a fire mage, I’d definitely have called myself “InSINerator”. Who or what were those two people doing in my village? Had I been invaded? Why did I find anthropomorphised water kind of cute? Many thoughts to be had, all of them worrying on some level. 
 
    The shower changed to cyclone mode, drying me in a few seconds, and I pulled out a new podsuit. I went with beige and blue this time, instead of the blue and beige. I didn’t want my look to get stale, and it was good to mix things up. 
 
    I returned to the main room and my pod was still dark. Hmm. What to do, what to do? My eyes drifted to the exit. I could go outside. If it was light. What was the time? I looked around the apartment for a clock. Normally I’d check my pod, but it was stubbornly refusing to turn on. 
 
    On the plus side, while I’d been gone, the hydrophobic floor coating and cleaner bot had done their jobs. A spotless floor. 
 
    I wasn’t hungry, so no need to cook anything, which meant no need to buy anything other than my supps. I looked to the exit, the ceramic white finish of the door lying flush with everything else. The government gave me everything I needed, and so there was nothing to live for. Odd that. I walked to the door, thinking that I’d go for a walk. There wouldn’t be much to see apart from row upon row of identical apartments, but maybe there would be some sun on the upper walkways. 
 
    I moved to the door and swiped my glove to open it. It didn’t move. Right, I’d taken my gloves off. I retrieved them from the shower floor, they’d been dried in the cyclone, and I returned them to their rightful throne – my hands. Back to the main room, and again I moved within range of the door, raising my hand to swipe it open. 
 
    “HOPE has arrived” blared from the speakers hidden around my apartment. The lights on my pod turned on, and it opened the player chamber. 
 
    That was close. I almost had to go outside! 
 
    Before I strapped in, I brought up the console screen and used my gloves to air-type a text to Daniel. 
 
    “Just got a real life N-plague evac! You okay over there? What are you up to now? How many planets have you destroyed?” 
 
    The feedback pads slipped into place and tightened around my limbs and chest, their slight restriction a comfort. The headset extended towards me, and the small jolt of electricity thrilled me as my temple connectors engaged. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Friends 
 
      
 
    I was lying face down on the ground. I spit some dirt out of my mouth and pushed myself up. I was in my hut, lying on my Altar, which was now just a bed roll, slightly too small to fit the whole of me on it. Whoever had put me here decided it was more important to get my feet on the bed and had left my head hanging over the edge. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet and decided to face these things head on. I had potential invaders in my village, so I couldn’t waste any more time. They could have already subverted what little influence I held over my minions! They’d have had to kill Horace, of course, no one could turn him. Oh, poor Horace. I’d avenge him! 
 
    As part of my aggressive, head-on charge tactic, I sat down on my Altar and went into the overhead building mode. I was ready to take back what was mine, not be an idiot. Reconnaissance first! 
 
    My viewpoint flew into the air and I surveyed the ransacked village surrounding me. Oh, nope, that’s just how my village always looked. Couldn’t wait to upgrade from debris level buildings. Strangely, in fact, my village looked rather… healthy. Considering it was in the middle of a death forest that was probably actually called “death forest”. 
 
    Changes had taken place. Now, there were the changes that I expected, as I had left orders for multiple buildings and fences to be built. The fence that surrounded and quartered my village, the lumber yard on the right, the dorms in the bottom left living quarter, and the training ground in the top left military quarter: all good and exactly where they should be. 
 
    Something rather odd had happened in the other two quarters, and to the death forest that ran on the left side of my village. The top right corner was now… lush. It was covered in green grass, saplings, and bushes twirling around the fences I’d had built. There was also a small pond that was literally glowing, and a bunch of people that were not my minions walking around. I zoomed in on them to get a closer look and there were two distinct types. One was half human, half deer -  a Fawn -  and the others I wouldn’t have even noticed if nameplates weren’t a thing. They looked like twisted, vine infested trees. Spriggans, apparently. They walked around for a bit, picked a spot, and then froze, perfectly imitating a scary looking tree. Well, not as scary as the death forest, but it was no picturesque cherry tree. 
 
    And the bottom right quarter of my village was now a swamp, with boggy patches and reeds, and what would probably become some rather eerie looking trees in a few dozen years. In stark contrast to how the land had been transformed, there was also a large structure that I could only describe as an ancient temple. It wasn’t huge, about the same size as my lumber yard, but it was made out of white marble slabs. In this quarter, again, there were two types of denizens that had to be the dragonkin of the game, officially called Steggar. One type was a small, smooth skinned gecko kind of thing, some were blue, some were yellow, green, red, black –  name a colour and one of them sported it –  and their skin had a slimy sheen to it. They ran around frantically with no noticeable direction, and they hopped in and out of the watery pathways leading me to deduce they were amphibious. Their counterparts were larger – where the geckos were half the size of a man, these brutes were a head taller than any human I’d seen in the game yet. They had hard scales and ridged crests and horns on their heads. They were all the same colour, a dull brownish yellow, and they moved around in packs of three or four. They were slow and plodding and looked they could bench press a mountain. Oh, and they all had midnight black swords and armour. 
 
    I had an invasion force inside my village! My first thought was that I had been overrun, but the whole left half of my village was entirely intact. In fact, I could actually see Horace in the very centre, giving a speech to a small mixed group of my minions, the deer people, and the Steggar. 
 
    That was all a big complication that was clearly going to require some interesting negotiations. What the Eyes was going on? However, there was another interesting new feature, and that was the death forest just outside my fenced off village. It was gone. Well, no, a part of it was gone, and had been replaced by a road. It was only a dirt track with the occasional lantern, but it was still definitely a road. 
 
    People were walking along it, and when they reached the point where the road connected to the fence of my village, they stopped and turned in, where they were confronted by one scary looking tree spirit, two sinister cloaked minions, and three immovable, armoured Steggar. 
 
    Most of these travellers turned away immediately, some spoke briefly with the guards before being turned away, and occasionally some were let past the fence. 
 
    Had… had my village construction and real time strategy game become a theme park builder? 
 
    I heard a low growl next to me, and the sound of someone clearing their throat in a weirdly croaky way. Like a frog, maybe. Oh shit! I jumped out of my top-down view as fast as I could, and when I had returned to my Altar, I saw a giant white Steggar – I wasn’t sure exactly how he got through the door – and the more normal sized, kind of cute looking, vaguely human shaped bubbling water – aka, a water elemental. 
 
    I peeked above their heads and their nameplates immediately marked them as players. The water elemental was a druid called Briar of Bark, and the Steggar was a bard by the name of Ixlyanoth Xi Kilnep. 
 
    On the off chance they didn’t immediately kill me, I’d call them Bri and Ixly. For now, I was surrounded by the enemy, and anything could happen. They were level 21 and 44 respectively. They also seemed to be a lot better geared than I was, so unless I got a Shadowbolt crit to the eye, I didn’t hold out much hope. I was going to have to talk my way out of this. Keep it smooth, don’t let them know I’m panicking, and remain in control of the situation. 
 
    ‘Who the fuck are you?!’ 
 
    Objective one, two, and three, failed. Super. Could have used some bullet time to think that response over, damn. 
 
    Bri raised her hands and cringed. ‘Stay calm, we’re just here to explain.’ 
 
    At the same time, Ixly shouted, ‘Be calm small man!’ and brought a meaty fist down on a drum at his waist, which boomed in the tiny hut. It was so loud, I felt dizzy, and my vision swam for a few seconds. Bri staggered and steadied herself with a hand on the wall. 
 
    Once my vision was back to normal, Ixly said in a much softer voice, ‘A warshouter’s song of calming never fails. You have questions.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat to try and get my voice back to a less terrified state. ‘A few pertinent questions spring to mind, yes. First, are you going to kill me and annex my village?’ 
 
    Bri answered. ‘No to the first, yes to the second. In a sense.’ 
 
    ‘Well… before I jump to a foul-mouthed defence of my village, why are you annexing it?’ 
 
    Ixly said to Bri, ‘Annex is a strong word. I prefer to say that we have combined.’ 
 
    ‘Combined, yes. Combined, in a no longer negotiable way,’ Bri agreed. 
 
    Ixly scratched his chin. ‘That is fair, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me, guys. Talking to me, please.’ 
 
    They turned back to me. 
 
    ‘You saw the road, I’m sure,’ Bri started. ‘I was travelling along after a minor upset with a local warlord, and I came across your village. At the time, you were under attack by a few bandits, and I offered the help of me and my followers to your designated minion, Horace. Under the circumstances, he was rather happy to agree.’ 
 
    ‘Negotiation under duress, sometimes called blackmail, sure, makes sense. So Horace promised you a quarter of my village?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, not at all. Simply a place to stay for the night.’ 
 
    I nodded, feeling rather out of my depth. ‘And how did you come to terraform that quarter into something completely other?’ 
 
    Bri waved her hand in the air. ‘Terraforming is an awfully big word. You really are making things seem far worse than they are, Akuma.’ 
 
    ‘I prefer Severo. Go ahead, convince me.’ 
 
    ‘Probably shouldn’t have made your first name Akuma, then, hmm?’ Her glowing watery eyes brightened for a moment in what I took as a condescending glare. ‘The next morning, after I’d provided some freshly grown fruit for everyone, a local warlord turned up and attacked. Then I exchanged a permanent spot in your village for mutual protection.’ 
 
    ‘To clarify, the same local warlord that had chased you off your original land?’ 
 
    ‘One and the same. He was rather persistent.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So, my nineteen cultists joined the fight, and you managed to fend him off?’ 
 
    She hummed. ‘In a sense, yes.’ 
 
    Ixly shuffled awkwardly. ‘They were outnumbered and about to lose when I arrived. After months of travel on the road, my warband decided it was time to rest for a while. We pincered the warlord between our two armies and crushed him. 
 
    ‘And Horace, curse his name, decided to give you a quarter of my village out of the goodness of his cold, black, dark-lord loving heart?’ 
 
    Ixly tapped his great clawed hand on the drum skin. ‘There may have been more steps to the negotiation, but yes, basically that.’ 
 
    ‘Blackmail?’ 
 
    Ixly nodded. 
 
    ‘Jolly good. So, in summary, I’ve lost half my village to invaders? I mean, once all is said and done, when I left my village I basically forgot to uncheck a box that said “Allow minions to negotiate with hostiles”, right?’ 
 
    ‘Such a glib view of the world, Severo. Look on the bright side, why don’t you?’ Bri said. 
 
    Ixly nodded enthusiastically. ‘She’s right. A positive outlook leads to a positive life. Perhaps a song will lift your spirits?’ 
 
    I raised a hand as I saw he was repositioning his drum for better skull pounding access. ‘No, that’s fine for now, Ixly. At least, not indoors. Or within a hundred metres of me, thanks. What is this silver lining, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Friends,’ Ixly said with a sagely demeanor. 
 
    ‘I had friends. Angie didn’t like me much, but she was coming around. Where is the little scamp, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘The girl?’ Bri asked. ‘She left the night after the attack. Something about needing to raise an army again. Oh, and she said we should tell you this. “Wake up”. She didn’t explain it any further, so I’m sure that’s really helpful for you.’ 
 
    Huh. Angie had gone. That made me feel unexpectedly sad. She’d been a good little helper and exposition bot. She was also really good at talking down to me despite being a little girl. And “wake up”? Presumably that was some motivating words to wake up from the N-plague? A touch mistimed. Where was I going to find that kind of companion again, one vital to keeping my ego in check and to give nonsensical, cryptic suggestions? 
 
    ‘Come on, Severo,’ Bri said. ‘Stop moping, and let’s go over the updates. No point moaning over things you can’t change.’ 
 
    Oh right. Literally any other person. 
 
    ‘I’m going to need a second to collect my thoughts. Could you send in Horace, please.’ 
 
    Bri was about to argue, but Ixly shook his head and they both left. 
 
    Right. Two random players now owned half my village. I needed to ask some serious questions, like, “If they kill me, can they forcefully take the rest of my village?” and “If that’s the case, why haven’t they already?”. 
 
    Horace entered the hut, shuffling forward on his knees, prostrate on the floor, chanting a little ditty under his breath. ‘Master, it is so good to see you well.’ 
 
    ‘Well? You think I’m well, Horace?’ 
 
    Horace’s hood lifted enough that I guessed he was actually looking at me. ‘You seem in good health, master, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Physically, yes. But look deeper. Have a think about what happened while I was gone.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master.’ He continued his chanting for a few seconds as the answer seemed to elude him. ‘Oh, master, really, I can’t take credit for it. No thanks are necessary from the most evil and benevolent dark lord Severo.’ 
 
    The little shit. 
 
    ‘Actually, Horace, I’m a touch fucked off because I go away to level up, and when I return, I’ve lost half my shit! Now stop being creepy with the chanting and stand up!’ 
 
    He jumped to his feet, just about managing to not fall over his robe. ‘Do you not like the treaties, master?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like giving my shit away, no.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I apologise, my master. I had thought these two were worthy companions. Their strength would serve to protect us from the road, giving us time to build our numbers before inevitably betraying them and retaking our land.’ 
 
    ‘That is rather genius, if a touch evil–’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, master, I only attempt to emulate your terrifying visage within my own life.’ 
 
    ‘–but if we made a promise, then I don’t want to go back on it!’ 
 
    He started chanting again, and I decided he did it as a nervous tick. I’d forgotten that he saw me as a devious scoundrel who would steal a bone from a puppy. Poor puppy. 
 
    Okay, roleplay. Just like when I’d first bluffed my way into being their leader. ‘You misunderstand me, mortal.’ Had I claimed I was a god? Ahh well, it was close enough, and the trick to these things was getting carried away. ‘I will of course go back on the contract, much in the same way that death goes back on the contract of life. It is a long term prospect, but it must be honoured in the short term. Do you know why?’ 
 
    ‘You say it is so, therefore it is so, master.’ 
 
    ‘Facts, Horace! Facts. If a contract is not honoured, then no one will sign a contract with me again, you see? I want to lull more fools into their eventual, contractually obligated, demise. The general populace must have forgotten about the recently signed contracts and must be content in the security a deal with me provides. The devil must, as always, lie in the details.’ 
 
    ‘Then I have good news, master. The contracts they signed have been added to your Negotiations tab in Overseer mode, and I believe you shall approve of the fine print.’ 
 
    Interesting that he knew there was a building mode, and also that he had a much cooler name for it. ‘What have you done, Horace?’ 
 
    ‘I anticipated for this eventuality, and although I pleaded both for help and appeared frantic, it was but a ruse.’ 
 
    ‘A cunning ruse?’ 
 
    ‘Most cunning, master, yes. I saw the road for what it was, and had the pensmith draft a few contracts as soon as was possible, in anticipation of this eventuality.’ 
 
    ‘Dastardly, Horace. Tell your lord more.’ 
 
    ‘As you say, the devil is in the details. The last full stop on the page is actually a final paragraph, too small for anyone to notice. Innocuous to all but the most knowing and thorough scourings. It says that their lives are yours to do with as you wish!’ 
 
    Blimey. Or rather, Eyes Above! I made a mental note to never play a game of wits against Horace. I, of course, had absolutely no intention of going against the spirit of the agreement, but Horace didn’t know that. 
 
    ‘And this pensmith of great skill. Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘One of our own. In fact, you know him well, master. The one that does not speak.’ 
 
    None of them were exactly great conversationalists, but there was one who was actually mute. The one that had seen me and held a knife to my throat when I first met the cult, and could only gargle saliva as a response. Because he’d cut his tongue out. It made sense that he was into pens. Did I have an army of legal masters at my disposal? Were they a cult of lawyers? That did make a certain sense. 
 
    ‘Masterful work, Horace. We shall lie in wait for their lapse of judgement, and then spring this on them when the trap is ripe.’ When the trap is ripe? What was I saying. ‘Until then, we shall keep them close and treat them as we would close friends. Then, they will never see it coming.’ 
 
    And as I planned to ignore the cult’s loophole, they would in fact, just be being treated like friends. I didn’t like this situation, and I didn’t know what I thought of Bri and Ixly as people, but at the end of the day, they had saved my village from attack. And they hadn’t killed me in my sleep, which frankly spoke volumes. 
 
    ‘Did anything else happen during my absence which I should be told about?’ 
 
    ‘No, master. We lost two cultists in the initial bandit attack, but in return gained a small army. A good few days.’ He smiled at me hopefully. 
 
    Few days. Yes, that sounded about right. The time dilation in the HOPE engine made the game faster, so my time out of my pod, while only an hour to me, would have been much longer ingame. 
 
    ‘Excellent. Now, let’s go take a look at that road, shall we?’ 
 
    Horace and I left the small hut, and out the corner of my eye, I caught sight of one of the pint-sized geckos, this one coloured red, dashing towards the marble temple in the swamp quarter. 
 
    That couldn’t be good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: Theme Park 
 
      
 
    ‘This is all getting a bit much, you know?’ I rubbed my temples, feeling the stress of the day settling on me. For a second, the black outline of the screen I was wearing flashed. That was weird. I hadn’t felt the metal connectors at my temples and it had jolted me out of the virtual life I was living. Odd, since I had been in the HOPE engine longer than my real life. Still, my mind knew there should have been two chunks of metal just there, and when they weren’t, it broke my immersion. But the edges of the screen receded and I was back to Severo. I should fill out a bug report, perhaps. 
 
    ‘Do you mean the duplicity, master?’ 
 
    ‘No, no of course not, Horace. That’s as invigorating as ever.’ Horace’s hood bobbed up and down in agreement. ‘The rules! There’s so much to learn that’s so different, and frankly far more complex, than my world.’ 
 
    ‘Then you must live a simple life in a simple world, master. Is being a dark lord easier in your realm?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a… umm, yes. Let’s just say the stats aren’t quite so granular as they are here. Also, dark lords are called “politicians” in our realm.’ 
 
    ‘We have those here too. They keep their lairs and dens of inequity in the major cities, though.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t be getting any dark lords wandering past on the road then?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, very possible. The road can bring treasures from anywhere, as we don’t know its start or end.’ 
 
    Here’s how it broke down. It really had become a theme park management sim. Random people travelled the road, they could be friendly, neutral, or hostile. Depending on the features of my village, the travellers would choose to pass by, visit for a day, stay the night, join me, or attack. How they acted would be based on reputation, firstly – if I was in good favour with, for example, the Pristine Guard, and the person visiting liked that faction, then I would be hard pushed to make them not love me. Then it came down to their personal disposition. If they were ready to murder, then making them happy would be tough. Finally it depended on the mood of the surrounding patrons. If my minions were unhappy, and in a bit of a stabby mood, then the visitors would probably pass us by. 
 
    Once they decided to stay the night, if they stayed a second day, then there would be a possibility of them attempting to join my village, at which point I would be notified, and negotiations would begin. 
 
    Which left us with the final thing that would give me a sway in said negotiations. Facilities. Right now, we only had a single visitor staying with us, and he had been shoved inside the lumber mill. Apparently I needed to build an Inn as a top priority, followed by various attractions. As far as I was concerned, this was just adding more stats on top of the already stat-laden overseer mode. 
 
    ‘Shall I prepare the Altar for you, master?’ 
 
    ‘Horace, the “Altar” is the ground in a random hut. It doesn’t need preparing. Tell me again why we need the inn.’ 
 
    ‘Adding to our forces will allow us to grow in power for the grand fight. It can bring followers to our cause, and commodities of the finest array.’ 
 
    ‘By commodities of the finest array, you mean gold?’ He nodded. Okay, a money earner, that sounded like the right stuff. ‘And grand fight being when we take over the world?’ 
 
    ‘That, yes, master, but also when we need to…’ he looked around in the most shifty way possible before continuing. ‘Overthrow our allies. And, I suppose, allow us to mount an effective defence of the village.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that all sounds very useful. Let’s build an inn.’ We headed back to the Altar after my inspection of the guards and explanation of the new rules. Basically, if I was in my Altar when an attack occurred, I could command anyone inside my village as if I were playing a real time strategy game, but instead of building a barracks and recruiting soldiers out of nowhere, I had to attract them to my village. Simple stuff, really. ‘I will need to talk to the others, though. Fetch Bri and… no, fetch Ixly here first, and Bri ten minutes later, but I’ll meet her in the middle of the village.’ 
 
    Horace scraped the floor with his deference to me and ran off. 
 
    I was going to have to sort things out with Ixly now. I was under no illusions regarding whether or not his spy had heard everything about how I was planning to betray them. 
 
    But first, an inn. 
 
    Into my Altar, vision up in the air. I looked down on everyone scurrying around like ants. Well, I wasn’t zoomed that far out, they were more hamster sized. I looked through the available inns. The Debris level inn was… I really didn’t want to build that. It looked horrible. Hovering over the next level up was the Wooden inn. Now that looked a bit more like it! It even came with a swinging sign hanging off some sturdy looking rope. Oddly, the material costs next to it, though vastly more than the Debris inn, weren’t greyed out. My lucky day. 
 
    I selected the inn and the foundation overlay came up in my village. I chose to put it right in the centre. Well, as central as I could get it, as I wasn’t allowed to build over Bri or Ixly’s quarters. It would become a hub for the village, and any visitors would have to walk past any other attractions I built to reach it, so they could see everything I had to offer. Good stuff. 
 
    I stretched the foundations out – a bog standard, Rubble hut sized, two by two wasn’t going to cut it for my premiere building. After a bit of tinkering, I settled on twenty by sixteen on the ground floor, and eighteen by fourteen on the second. Picture-bloody-esque. Good job me! 
 
    I returned to my body, still mentally giving myself a pat on the back when I noticed I was surrounded by Steggar. Two of the large, dull yellow Steggar stood behind Ixly, black bladed weapons still in leather loops at their waists. They weren’t as big as Ixly, but I had no doubt any one of the three dinosaurs in front of me could one-shot me. 
 
    ‘You know, Ixly, you’re remarkably silent for someone so large.’ 
 
    He inclined his head. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘And the door to this hut… I’m pretty sure you can’t physically fit through it, so good job on that too.’ 
 
    He shrugged away the compliment, a slight grin twisting his lizard’s face. ‘I do what I can. I was in my marble temple when I received your summons, Severo.’ 
 
    ‘I see you brought–’ I tried not to. I really did. I tried not to, but I actually gulped before continuing. ‘–Friends.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you know how Stagodon are.’ 
 
    I laughed nervously. ‘Ha, yes. Those Stagodons. Always… donning stags. Those rascals. Very good at not killing owners of villages that their leader lives in though, am I right?’ 
 
    Ixly smiled. I tried not to flinch at his baring of teeth. ‘Of course, you haven’t met my kind before. Stagodon are loyal servants to the Steggar. A brood matriarch offers her clutch to a Steggar when they prove themselves worthy. They imprint at birth and are completely unshakeable until their death. These two are my honour guard, my best of the best. Getting them to leave my side is sometimes the biggest challenge of the day. I had barely managed to convince them to stay outside the hut when you awoke earlier today.’ 
 
    ‘Well, wouldn’t want to be a bother.’ I thought back to the red gecko that had overheard my conversation with Horace ‘And the smaller ones? Are they just younger Stagodon?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. Those are Geeko. They are devious, dangerous, and dastardly. Never trust a Geeko. Unless you’re their master, of course. They make perfect spies and, despite their physical weakness, excellent assassins. They are a bit more… wilful, than the Stagodon, however.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking super,’ I muttered under my breath. I let my eyes linger on the obsidian blade of the honour guard. ‘So, Ixly, I feel we should clear the air. Your Geeko, may, possibly, have overheard some troubling information an hour or so ago.’ 
 
    Ixly tilted his head. ‘Oh?’ 
 
    Was he playing with me because he already knew, or had he not heard? If he was telling the truth about his honour guard refusing to leave his side, then maybe this wasn’t a show of aggression. How would he react to me telling him Horace’s scheme. No, the Geeko must have told him. Come clean, be open and honest. This wasn’t some silly drama where hiding information would help. Unless he was hiding information. No, get it together Severo, you live with the guy. 
 
    ‘You’ve dealt with Horace, right?’ 
 
    He tapped his talons against the drum at his side. ‘I have, yes.’ 
 
    ‘He has certain ideas. And I don’t share those same ideas and… ambitions. If you know what I mean? I want to be open with you here, Ixly. Clear lines of communication. Right?’ 
 
    He tapped his drum again. ‘Communication is the key to any success. I know of what you speak, Severo, and I’m glad you brought this up. I had heard of his plan, and I didn’t much care for it.’ 
 
    My shoulders relaxed from a position I hadn’t realised they’d been in. ‘Don’t worry. Neither you or Bri have anything to worry about. I may not have made the decision to have you in my village, but I will honour the spirit of the agreement. You’re safe here.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. My followers would not tolerate a diet of your bubonic buttercup. There would have been blood in the swamp, as we say.’ 
 
    ‘Umm, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Horace’s meal plan. It was only bubonic buttercup. Three meals a day. I would not have stood for such an insult.’ 
 
    ‘Umm… separate issue, let’s come back to that. I meant the other thing.’ 
 
    ‘Other thing?’ 
 
    ‘Your little red Geeko overheard the conversation between myself and Horace after you and Bri left.’ 
 
    Ixly laughed, and it was bloody terrifying. I think it gave me a concussion. Note to self – don’t try to be funny… shouldn’t be too hard. 
 
    ‘Severo, the contracts are for peace of mind, or if there’s a dispute in a capital city, or if you want to get a magistrate involved. Out here, the word is the law. There’s no one to enforce anything. Small print means nothing. Also, you are far too underpowered to threaten me.’ 
 
    He flipped his hand and rapped his knuckles on the drum. A shadow dropped from above me and skittered out of the hut, obsidian dagger catching the light as it left. Excellent assassins, indeed. And when he said communication was key, he didn’t mean words. Oh jeez, how much could he command with a tap of his finger. Was he having whole conversations musically? 
 
    ‘That was just a precaution. I didn’t know what you might try when you summoned me. I trust it won’t be necessary again.’ 
 
    He didn’t say it as a question, but I answered it anyway. ‘No, I don’t think an unseeable Geekar hanging from my ceiling ready to kill me, will be needed. Thanks. But, a question, Ixly?’ 
 
    He made a grand gesture, sweeping his arm out before him, indicating I should proceed. 
 
    ‘What is your current goal? I mean, why are you here, in the middle of nowhere. Why not a major city, or on the front lines of a war, or even just back in the Steggar home lands. I mean, at level forty four, you could be pretty much anywhere you want, right?’ 
 
    He lowered his head and continued tapping on his drum. He had never been one to snap an answer out quickly, but he took time with his thoughts. 
 
    ‘’Major cities wanted me to fit a mold that I couldn’t stand, the front lines of a war changed a few lives, but only for the worse, and my home lands were…  nice.’ 
 
    ‘Your homelands were nice, so you left?’ 
 
    ‘“Nice” never changed the world.’ 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. Here I was, just trying to find out where the main quest started, but I’d struck some theological chord. 
 
    ‘Now, back to the real issue,’ Ixly said, slapping his drum. ‘The meal plan.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Slavery and Small Talk 
 
      
 
    ‘We must act, master,’ Horace urged me in a hushed tone. 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure that wasn’t what he meant.’ 
 
    ‘They are slaves.’ Apparently, Horace had decided to do a bit of eavesdropping instead of running straight off to deliver my message to Bri, and he was not a fan of how Ixly described the Stagodon. Luckily, he had taken the rest of the discussion as me tricking Ixly by appearing to be open, when really still planning to betray him at the appropriate time. 
 
    ‘Horace, you are a slave to the dark gods. I don’t see the difference.’ 
 
    ‘It’s completely different! We are servants to a God! They are slaves to a mortal! I won’t stand for it.’ 
 
    ‘The dark Gods don’t like slavery?’ 
 
    ‘Slavery is a cheap mortal copy of the dark God’s actions. They don’t need slaves. They take pleasure in breaking the will of man, in enticing their inner corruption. In taking one pure of heart and making him see that evil is the way, watching him fall to their twisted desires! Only when the good inside a human is gone, and he pledges his cold, black heart to the darkness, are the gods happy. Chains of steel are an insult to all dark followers.’ He caught his breath for a moment. ‘Or, depending on the god, they just kill entire continents. But still, slavery is right out.’ 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Horace, you’ve made a very odd argument, and from entirely the wrong perspective. But, I agree that we shall not stand for slavery in my village. Leave this to me. Equal rights for all Stagodon.’ 
 
    He bowed. ‘I apologise for my tongue, master. Slavery is… a touchy subject among most, and to hear a player speak of it so brazenly… it makes my blood boil – without having to cast Blood Boil on me, no less.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Slavery is wrong, and it is our job to right it, and make sure people are protected. We’re in total agreement. I will talk to Ixly.’ 
 
    His darkened hood nodded. ‘And I shall subvert from the inside, yes, good thinking, master.’ 
 
    I held up a finger to pause him. ‘Horace, don’t kill anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I shall only kill their shackles of oppression! No Player shall ever own an NPC again.’ 
 
    I saw Bri sauntering over… well, can a solid trunk of water saunter? Has anyone ever described a geyser that way? Okay, she approached in a way that defied real world physics. 
 
    ‘That sounds like a whole other issue that I clearly am severely uninformed about. Perhaps one day around the inn’s hearth. I need to discuss things with Bri now.’ 
 
    Horace bowed and left just as Bri hopped over the fence that quartered the village. 
 
    ‘Your man summoned me. I of course, cannot be summoned, but your request was noted.’ 
 
    I hadn’t heard him being called my man before, and I hadn’t heard anyone say it with such imperious derision, either. 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you for coming. Twenty minutes late.’ 
 
    She checked her fingernails. ‘It was no trouble.’ 
 
    When I first woke up, I had figured the giant hulking dinosaur was going to be the one that gave me grief… 
 
    ‘Anyway, I had some questions, some suggestions, and maybe even some bits of advice.’ She looked rather nonplussed at this. I continued, ‘As you and Ixly are now residents in my village–’ 
 
    She quickly held up a finger. ‘To be absolutely clear, I saved your village, and was then offered recompense, which I humbly accepted. I don’t need to be here.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, humbly accepted, don’t need to be here, of course. I was wondering if you could answer a few questions?’ 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but did allow a glowing dot of water, her eye, to glance my way. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s start with the most pressing matter. Are any of your followers, in any sense, a slave?’ 
 
    Her watery features scrunched up. ‘What? No, of course not. My Fawns and spriggans are wild and elemental. I control them only after having won their loyalty. Which wasn’t easy, I’ll have you know. Most Druids don’t get their first spriggan till their thirties, and I have six.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay. Just making sure, as it turns out that is a bit of a hot topic.’ With the potential for Horace to start insurrection from both my new “friends” gone, I moved onto more pressing matters, that had escaped me in all the “players invading my village” drama. ‘If I were to say “The Eastern Shadow”, what would that mean to you?’ 
 
    She started walking along the fence, and after a few paces, I realised she wasn’t trying to get away, I was supposed to follow. It turned out, that elementals were ever so slightly faster than regular humans, and I couldn’t comfortably keep up with her, so I had to skip every third step. Probably something to do with not needing any balance or coordination involving two legs. 
 
    ‘Playing the word association game, are we?’ 
 
    ‘Have you heard of them?’ 
 
    ‘I have heard of them, yes.’ We passed a luscious bush that was overhanging from her side of the fence onto mine, and she plucked a vibrant yellow and red fruit from its boughs. ‘The real question is, why have you heard of them? You’re not even level… oh. Oh dear.’ 
 
    ‘What? What is it?’ 
 
    She stopped right as I was in the middle of a skip, so I shot past her. She was tapping the fruit against her chin. ‘We should talk to Ixly. This could be important.’ 
 
    ‘Well, hold on. Don’t just stop mid-sentence! What’s wrong?’ 
 
    She took a bite from the fruit, and juices dripped down her chin. ‘Fetch Ixly.’ 
 
    Part of me wanted to tell her where to go and what to do when she got there, but I controlled my reaction to a scathing grimace in her direction. I could already tell she wouldn’t react well to that kind of treatment. Still, this was my village and I should be the one giving the orders. Instead the power had thoroughly shifted since these two arrived, and it made me long for the days of Horace looking up to me, and Angie guiding, not demanding. And where was Angie anyway? 
 
    ‘Yes. I think that Ixly should be part of this conversation, of course.’ I turned to look for one of my robed followers, but as soon as I did, a small yellow Geeko darted away from us, heading to the marble temple. Another decision taken out of my hands. ‘They are rather sneaky fellows, aren’t they?’ 
 
    Bri nodded. ‘Yes. They’ve become quite the nuisance in my gardens. Some new boundaries may need to be set.’ 
 
    ‘Which, of course, my minions shall preside over.’ 
 
    She threw the fruit back over the fence, and within seconds it had dissolved into the grass, several shoots sprouting from the remains. She looked like she was about to argue, but settled for, ‘A third party could be useful. I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘So, small talk till Ixly arrives. How’s things? Where you from?’ 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at me. ‘Turbulent, to say the least. Just a few days ago I had a beautiful grove all to my own. Now this.’ She gestured at a nearby cultist that had fallen to his knees in supplication of something I should probably know about, and was now chanting in tongues. 
 
    ‘It’s not all bad. It’s just a different aesthetic.’ 
 
    My screen flashed black and all I had time to do was wish I was faster at reacting before a heavy stone slammed onto my foot. 
 
    ‘Sorry, master,’ a minion said, and trundled away back towards the woods. 
 
    ‘Ten damage. Ten bloody damage! Ow!’ I hopped around, more in shock than actual pain.  
 
    Bri was trying to hide a laugh behind a tight smile. ‘Yes, well. Who would have thought that standing around in a construction area would be dangerous?’ 
 
    I put my foot down, and looked around. ‘A few sticks and stones spread out over a few dozen metres, does not a construction zone make.’ 
 
    ‘I can heal that for you.’ 
 
    I didn’t think that ten Life lost was really the biggest problem at the moment, but we were still waiting on Ixly, and still had small talk to make. ‘Ooh, yes please, if you wouldn’t mind? So, you’re a healing spec?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Her left hand transformed into a large paw, and the slightly translucent shimmer of water was replaced with matted, brown fur. A claw extended, and she swiped at my foot. 
 
    I felt a sharp pain, and jumped away from her, drawing my hands up ready for a Shadow Bolt. 
 
    She held her hands up, that annoying grin still on her face. ‘Give it a moment.’ 
 
    I looked down at my foot to see no scratch from the claw, and no bruising from the stone. Curious. I checked my combat log. 
 
    “Briar of Bark hits Akuma Severo with Healing Swipe.” 
 
    “Akuma Severo takes 5 damage.” 
 
    Then a few seconds later. 
 
    “Akuma Severo heals for 3 Life.” 
 
    Every three seconds, which seemed to be a standard “tick” in this game, I healed for three Life. I kept watching the log until five ticks had passed, then the healing stopped. 
 
    ‘So, deal damage to heal. But, if you’re not a healer, you’re an attacker, so why would you want to be healing what you’re attacking?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be dense.’ Bri didn’t have the same sunny, free-spirited demeanour as Angie had about explanation, it would seem. ‘I attack a target, and then the healing is automatically dealt to whichever ally has the least health in a twenty metre radius.’ 
 
    ‘And I was the only one that had taken any damage. Gotcha.’ 
 
    She slow clapped at my understanding of the spell, and by the third hit, her hand had reverted to a normal, slightly shimmering – but definitely not bestial – hand. 
 
    ‘Are all druids shifters?’ 
 
    ‘We all have the capability, but each form has different strengths and weaknesses. In fact, I hardly ever transform. Things rarely challenge me to that level.’ 
 
    Appropriate level of haughtiness, check. I nodded as if I knew which forms were available and how they increased power. Bri may have, technically, answered my question, but I didn’t exactly feel good about myself for having to ask her something. 
 
    ‘Yes. The forms. The forms for Druids. Of course.’  
 
    I saw the great white form of Ixly, preceded by two honour guard, drag itself out of his swamp. Why have a glaringly white temple if you’re going to slither through thick, gloopy mud? ‘Say, Bri, as this lovely little moment of tension building regarding my future is about to end, what about the road? I mean, it just appeared overnight. Why didn’t I just start with it there but only have it activate at the appropriate time?’ 
 
    Bri sighed, and a little bubble popped out of her mouth. ‘Just wait, jeez.’ 
 
    Pfft, who said jeez? That’s just silly. Wait, I say jeez. Is she my age, or does jeez span the generations? She hadn’t answered earlier when I asked where she was from. I’d have to make a mental note to probe a bit deeper – you know, even though she wasn’t particularly likeable as of yet, I was totally willing to let her grow on me. Like a fungus.  
 
    Secondary note, never use that simile with her in future recountings of this moment. 
 
    Tertiary note, maybe Druids are into that? 
 
    Ixly began talking well before he was close enough for a regular human to be able to project his voice comfortably. ‘Hello, small and squishy friends. How can I help?’ 
 
    I had to wait for him to get into normal talking range before I could reply. ‘Is that a Stagodon thing, or a Bard thing?’ 
 
    ‘Warshouter, not Bard. And it’s a bit of both.’ 
 
    ‘Warshouter, sorry. So, Bri here–’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Severo, I can speak for myself.’ 
 
    On the one hand, I was trying to not let these two more powerful players dominate me in my own village, but on the other hand, she was right. Her pointed look didn’t scare me, per se, but I nodded for her to continue. 
 
    ‘Severo asked me about…’ Yes, she actually paused. ‘The Eastern Shadow.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you need me… oh.’ His tail swished a bit, and he scratched the back of his head absently. 
 
    ‘There you go,’ Bri said. ‘Not as dumb as you look, are you?’ 
 
    Ixly made a series of complex manoeuvres, juggling his armour, weapons, and instruments around until he was sat on the floor. He had his drum by his side, a club to the other side, and a large horn in his lap. Sitting down, he was now a head shorter than me. 
 
    ‘Guys, come on. What’s up?’ 
 
    Ixly held up a large finger for silence. I was anxious and getting annoyed, but understood he needed a second to think. I also saw this simple gesture as another piece of fodder for Bri’s love of a power struggle. 
 
    ‘The thing is, Severo, the road should have turned up later. Much later. It normally requires level thirty, and a village with primarily stone buildings.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. What does that mean?’ 
 
    Ixly’s voice rumbled before Bri could answer. ‘For those that choose the village building path, the road is the primary source of gaining followers and money. But it serves a another purpose as, well, a road.’ 
 
    ‘A shocker, but I’m still not sure why this is bad.’ 
 
    ‘When someone, player or NPC, is travelling long distances, they can activate a primary road, and for every day they want to travel to their destination, they will stop at a random village.’ 
 
    ‘Fast travel system could make them spawn into my village. I’m with you so far.’ 
 
    ‘When a village is destroyed, that stop location moves to another village. You would never spawn in at a destroyed village.’ He tapped gently on his drum. ‘There is a chance that a road spawning in your town before you have met the requirements has a grander meaning.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Bri jumped in, ‘and I put two and two together after you mentioned The Eastern Shadow.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, guys, bored of the guessing game. What’s wrong?!’ 
 
    ‘How do you know about them, Severo?’ Ixly asked. 
 
    ‘I just ran my first situation and it was some high level player fighting against them. I killed a slug, it was pretty cool.’ 
 
    ‘Another sign,’ Ixly said and dropped his head in thought. ‘Again, we are working in possibilities, not certainties, but if a road is here, then it could mean that so many cities have been destroyed by The Eastern Shadow that there was nowhere else they could have spawned!’ 
 
    ‘No way.’ I waved a dismissive hand. ‘Everyone plays this game. You’re telling me the entire world’s population has been decimated?’ 
 
    ‘Not everyone plays this game,’ Bri countered. 
 
    ‘Practically everyone, then. It’s a bug, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t know anything for sure,’ Ixly said. 
 
    ‘Fine. But what does this really mean. What do I need to do because of it?’ 
 
    ‘It means your town is now visible to roaming NPCs, and to other players. They could attack at any time, and you are still in your tutorial levels.’ 
 
    ‘Tutorial levels?’ 
 
    ‘Pre level ten, the world goes a little bit easier on you, and your skill-crafting ability is locked. For example, when did you last eat?’ 
 
    I thought back to the bubonic buttercup stew, and finally drinking from the village well. ‘It’s been a while, I’ll admit.’ 
 
    ‘Stats drain slower in the tutorial levels. Also, there’s a much higher Luck roll at play behind the scenes. Tulgatha likes to ease players into it. So, the first thing we need to do, is get you to level ten.’ 
 
    ‘That’s going to take a while. I’m only level four right now.’ 
 
    Bri let out a little laugh. ‘Oh don’t worry. We have the basics down and can guide you through it. In fact I bet I can get you to level ten in a single day.’ 
 
    ‘I will help too,’ pronounced Ixly. ‘Opening up skill-crafting and getting you geared will help not only you, but the village as well.’ 
 
    ‘And us,’ Bri added. 
 
    ‘All right, let’s get me power levelled and geared! Where do we start?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: Puzzle 
 
      
 
    Before we left, I’d ordered another building to be placed at the entrance to my village – a wares tent to start making some sales – and for a cobbled path to run from the village entrance to the inn. For flamboyance’s sake, I’d also set up some rather fetching looking crooked stick light globes along the path. It would look positively smashing upon my return, I was sure. 
 
    While I’d been in the overseer mode, I’d also noted that I had new resources available to me. Better quality wood, craftable stone, and flexible vines – all originating from Bri and Ixly’s newly terraformed parts of the village. I hadn’t had time to haggle over resource use, but that would have to happen soon. 
 
    Finally, just before I stepped into the portal hut to enter the situation, I saw Horace trying to force a Stagodon into one of his cultist robes. I pushed that to the back of my mind, hoping I wouldn’t come back to absolute chaos from whatever he had planned. 
 
    This time the fog led to a small closet that was far too small for three normal sized people. 
 
    ‘Your tail is in my face,’ I mumbled. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    Bri sighed and opened the wooden door. I practically fell out into what was a room with aspirations of opulence, which had clearly hit budget constraints along the way, and taken a detour to “a bit draughty”. Three large windows stood out as the main feature in the stone room, but there was no glass or wood to cover them. A hanging tapestry that looked like it had doubled as a carpet more than once in its life, flapped wildly, making a distracting noise. 
 
    There was a bed in the room, one of those grand affairs, with curtains and ornately carved wooden panels. The curtains had been eaten by moths for the most part, and the wood was untreated, leading me to believe that I’d take damage from touching it and gain the “splinter” debuff. 
 
    There was a man in the bed, his chest slowly rising and falling. 
 
    ‘That’s your situation start,’ Bri said. ‘Hop to it!’ 
 
    ‘So, situations always try to start you in an inconspicuous spawn point, and then give you the quest giver out of line of sight?’ 
 
    Bri frowned. ‘Let’s hope this isn’t a stealth mission if you think three people bursting out of a closet is inconspicuous.’ She shooed me towards the bed. 
 
    As I approached, the man’s eyes opened. The thin, rasping voice of a dying man squeaked between dried lips. ‘Ahh, you’ve arrived. I had feared you wouldn’t make it in time, but the lord regent made good on his promise.’ 
 
    Roleplay time. I took his outstretched hand. ‘We came as fast as the weather would allow.’ 
 
    ‘Clearly you are men–’ 
 
    ‘And women,’ I heard Bri mutter behind me. 
 
    ‘–of skill if you not only have the lord regent’s favour, but also managed to make it past the army at our walls.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly.’ I glanced behind at the coalesced water and the dinosaur that were my party. ‘We are gender neutral beings of skill. What is it that you demand of us?’ 
 
    ‘I am not long for this world.’ 
 
    I looked over his grey pallor, and his gaunt face, and certainly his words had the ring of truth. Although – and once again I was reminded I really needed to increase my skill in first aid – it was probably the arrow shaft sticking out of his left lung that he was referring too. 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’ll pull through. It’s only a flesh wound.’ 
 
    ‘The blood pools in my lungs as we speak.’ 
 
    ‘A competent healer can work magic. Literally.’ 
 
    ‘I also have pneumonia.’ 
 
    ‘Entirely recoverable, and perhaps a move to another room with less draught. No problems.’ 
 
    ‘Dementia, too. You’re catching me in one of my lucid spells.’ 
 
    I patted his hand gently. ‘At least you’ve lived a full life, surrounded by family.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been a prisoner to my office, and never sired children.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘So, you’re not long for this world?’ 
 
    ‘A sad fact. Yet, there is one thing I cherish in this life, and that is my people. Right now, they hide beneath this castle. I need a general to save them. It is my dying wish.’ 
 
    I turned back to Bri and Ixly, and shot them a thumbs up. ‘Castle defence in overseer mode. Easy.’ I turned back to the dying man. ‘You have my word, no harm shall come to your people.’ 
 
    A small smile cracked his lips further. ‘Good. Now, the siege has not been kind to us, but I have readied one hundred of my bravest men for you to command. 
 
    ‘That shall be more than enough. You have clearly been a kind ruler, and your people shall miss you. But your people will live to be able to miss you.’ 
 
    His smile faded, not from lack of joy, but from lack of energy. ‘The enemy is ten thousand strong.’ And his final point of Life dropped away. 
 
    I placed his hand gently by his side, and got to my feet. I kept my head bowed for a moment in reverie. I returned to my group, who had stayed by the closet, allowing the scene to play out. 
 
    ‘We’re fucked,’ I whispered. ‘Let’s just go back.’ 
 
    A quest appeared in my log 
 
    “Situation Quest: defend castle from attackers.” 
 
    “Situation Bonus 1: raise villager spirits.” 
 
    “Situation Bonus 2: uncover the true cause of this conflict.” 
 
    Ixly smiled. ‘You’re thinking too linear. Strategy is exactly that. A puzzle. Rarely will brute force win you the day.’ 
 
    ‘They outnumber us one hundred to one. Can we just walk out and reset this?’ 
 
    ‘Twenty four hour wait on situations that are left before completion,’ Bri said. 
 
    ‘Better than dying though, right? I don’t want to lose my Dirty Robes, and you guys… oooh, that’s why you took all your gear off. Right.’ 
 
    While I had been in Overseer mode, they had gone to “prepare for battle”. I hadn’t connected the dots until now. Bri was in a loose green robe, and Ixly a brown harness – both far less ornate and cool looking than what they’d been wearing around the village. 
 
    Ixly put a hand on my shoulder. ‘As the leader of the group, the situation would be set to your level, so our base stats would be enough to let us fight without needing gear. Also, situations rarely have a single option to complete them. I’ve been dropped in to the gladiator pits of Saarkot, and managed to talk my way out. Well, in a manner.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ said Bri. ‘I once spawned into a wolf den and was given only a knife to escape with. By the end of the dungeon, I had become the alpha of the pack, and not once had to hurt anything. Although I would have won in a fight, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go see the units you’ll be commanding. Maybe that will change things,’ Ixly suggested. ‘Also, the bonus objectives are very important. They don’t have to be completed, of course, but sometimes they will give hints as to some of the alternate paths you can take.’ 
 
    ‘And, they almost always provide more experience than the main objective,’ Bri added before heading to the exit. ‘Which is exactly what we’re here for.’ 
 
    The spiral staircase down was predictably draughty, and almost too narrow for Ixly. I had feared a long, somewhat silly, amount of steps to reach the bottom, but luckily the budget cuts that had caused the general lack of credibility in the royal chamber, had spread to the size of the spire he could build. A single turn of the spiral, and we came out into the main hall. There was a small tapestry at the bottom of the stairs that, upon closer inspection, turned out to be a map of the facilities. We were in the main hall – stone, bare, and without light – there was a dining hall to the left, a receiving room to the right, and that was it. The size of all the rooms also showed the effect of the budget. The outside of the castle seemed to be a small village with a surrounding wall. 
 
    Bri was the first one to comment. ‘It’s not a very good castle. I certainly wouldn’t live here.’ 
 
    I kicked one of the walls and a piece of stone chipped off. ‘It’s not the best, but it’s my first real quest.’ 
 
    Bri shrugged, and Ixly finally finished shuffling sideways down the staircase. ‘I agree with your assessment, but from what little we know of the late ruler, he loved his people. Perhaps he put all of his money towards his people’s benefit, and the castle was just for appearances.’ 
 
    I pointed at Ixly. ‘That sounds awfully possible. In fact, yes, Bri, I’m going with his idea. The streets are probably lined with gold, or something crazy like that. Maybe everyone lives like a king.’ 
 
    ‘We will see when we inspect the troops,’ she said. 
 
    On the way past, I peered into the dining hall and the receiving room, and they were both empty. The giant doors at the end of the hall resisted my first push. Then my much firmer, shoulder barge. 
 
    ‘Umm, what do we do?’ 
 
    Bri was inspecting the hinges to one side of the door. ‘Rusted shut.’ 
 
    ‘Start as you mean to go on,’ I muttered. ‘So, we need oil, probably from the dining hall. Right?’ 
 
    Bri nodded. ‘Certainly worth a try. If that fails, I could cast Intrepid Vines on the door.’ 
 
    ‘Intrepid Vines? I’m guessing it grows vines, right? How would that help? If anything, they’d be moist, which would just make the hinges worse, no?’ 
 
    ‘A large enough cast and the vines could probably break through the wood, and when it then recedes, we’d have a nice big hole to crawl through. Or, at the start of the spell, it will actually absorb any nearby fuel it can find, and it might take the iron oxide as just that.’ 
 
    I nodded. Maybe I would gain spells that could interact with objects in unusual ways. Maybe I already had them. Maybe my Shadowbolt would blow the hinge straight off – I knew it hurt people, but I had no idea what it did to anything other than flesh. 
 
    In the middle of my musings about how to open the grand doors, a large white blur flew past me, and crashed into the wooden obstacle, letting light stream into the dim hall. Splinters flew away from Ixly’s impact, and narrowly missed what would have been a costly micro transaction to have all the pock-mark scars removed from my face. 
 
    Bri stuck her head out. ‘Brute force is an option for the lesser thinker, of course.’ She stepped outside. 
 
    I followed them through and stepped into a warm, sunny courtyard at midday. I shielded my eyes from the sun, and the first thing I noticed were the one hundred of the dead lord’s bravest arrayed before me. Ixly’s idea that the lord had spent all of his money on his villagers turned out not to be true, or at least not on their armaments. The face that I could even look at them was disappointing, I should have been blinded by their polished hauberks and gleaming spears. But those polished hauberks were mud covered tunics, and was there a gleaming spear in sight? Nope. Wooden pitchforks. 
 
    Ixly was tapping a talon to his teeth. ‘The puzzle may be harder than originally expected.’ 
 
    I stepped forward to the top of the castle’s steps, the army ranged before me in a cobbled courtyard. Outside of the immediate area, I could see the roads became dusty tracks, paving being a rich man’s technology in this region. A few dozen houses made up the entire village. 
 
    ‘The lord is dead!’ I announced. 
 
    The crowd made a unified, dejected “aww”. 
 
    ‘Worry not. We are the regent’s finest generals, and we will save your village.’ 
 
    A portly man with a cape raised his hand. ‘Lieutenant Harker, here. Are you considering retreat? Surrender?’ 
 
    I tightened my fist in a show of passion for their cause. ‘Never retreat! Never surrender! The enemy shall grind themselves against the diamond that is… where are we?’ 
 
    ‘Farland Bridge,’ the Lieutenant said. 
 
    ‘The diamond that is Farland Bridge, and their resolve shall wither beneath your bravery!’ 
 
    ‘The thing is, though, we don’t want to die. Can we surrender?’ 
 
    That took the wind out of my sails. I’d put on that little “heroic commander” show for nothing. I checked the main objective “Defend castle from attackers”. I glanced back at Bri and Ixly who both shook their head. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t work for us, no. But, as we are the best of the best, losses shall be minimal.’ 
 
    ‘No you’re not,’ someone in the crowd muttered. 
 
    ‘Who said that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘You’re only level four. Do you even know how to control us as a unit?’ another person shouted. 
 
    NPCs knowing reality was seriously hindering my role playing ability.  
 
    ‘That is true, but… I… have two friends boosting me.’ 
 
    Another unseeable person in the crowd chimed in. ‘They would only actually help in a fight. You may as well all be level one.’ 
 
    The lieutenant turned back to his men and held up his hand for silence. ‘Let’s keep the dissent behind their backs.’ He returned to face me. ‘They’re right, though. Unless these two can fight ten thousand, their levels don’t matter.’ 
 
    I held up a finger asking the army to wait a moment, and ushered Bri and Ixly closer for a team huddle. 
 
    ‘Guys, what the hell do I do?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing has changed,’ Bri said. ‘Gather information, figure out the puzzle. This speech here is just laying the groundwork for the bonus objective to raise the villager’s spirits. Just remember, they can see everything about you a player can.’ 
 
    A large, scaled hand engulfed my shoulder. ‘She’s right. You tried a bluff, but they used facts against you. A common problem, and without being a sociopath, not something you can fight. You can’t be someone else with them, you have to be yourself. Be genuine. But positive, of course.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Sounds like a terrible idea, but okay.’ 
 
    I turned back to the army. ‘Okay, I’m not an experienced general. I don’t know how to control you as a unit. I’m pretty sure I could figure it out, but I haven’t done it before, no. But, I do want to save your village. What I lack in experience, I make up for with enthusiasm and passion.’ 
 
    Ixly whispered in my ear ‘This isn’t a CV, less cliche.’ 
 
    ‘You have my word that I will do everything I can to stop the enemy army. I don’t know what that is just yet, but I’m going to dedicate myself to you. I am your servant.’ 
 
    The army shuffled around and mumbled a bit, but no one spoke out. 
 
    The Lieutenant stepped forward to the bottom of the steps. ‘An experienced general would have been preferred, but you seem a decent sort. I’d rather die in the company of good men, than live a long life surrounded by a bunch of cu–’ 
 
    Just before he finished talking, an arrow arched down from the sky, pierced his heart, and pinned him to the ground – I did an admirable job of merely flinching, and didn’t run for cover at all. His Life immediately dropped to zero. The crowd groaned and I heard a few mutters of “Not again”. There was a note attached to the arrow. 
 
    I checked the sky for any more falling arrows, and seeing the coast was clear, headed down the steps and retrieved the note. 
 
    “Surrender and you won’t be harmed. You fall at dawn”. 
 
    Bri and Ixly had followed me down and read the note over my shoulder. 
 
    In a whisper, I asked, ‘Can we surrender? I mean, the castle would be intact, so that’s kind of defending it, no?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Bri answered. ‘When you surrender, the ownership of the castle will change to the opposing player, and it will count as defeated and lost to the current player.’ 
 
    Putting aside the ethics of potentially getting all these NPCs, who continued to act more and more like sentient lifeforms, killed just for an awesome experience boost, I turned back to the crowd and read the letter aloud. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: All About The Woods 
 
      
 
    The three of us stood on top of the battlements, staring out over the enemy army. 
 
    ‘When I said be genuine with them, I didn’t mean forget all tact,’ Ixly said, his tail swishing lightly. 
 
    ‘He’s right. That was a terrible decision,’ Bri agreed. 
 
    ‘In my defence, they had no chance against this.’ I swung my hand out, taking in the enemy army. Ten thousand well armed and armoured soldiers, all in neat blocks of regiments and companies. 
 
    ‘That hardly matters. The bonus objectives can complete even if the main one fails. You’ve got to think of the experience, Severo.’ 
 
    When I’d read the note to the army, ninety eight had decided it was too much, and had all gained the debuff “cowering”. We had been left with one man, who had wanted to run, but had too much of a limp. His name was Garrick, and he was rather annoying to talk to. 
 
    ‘Do you notice anything strange about the enemy?’ I asked Bri. 
 
    Bri and Ixly squinted, as if that would change what they could see after twenty minutes of standing here. Ixly grunted a negative in my ear, and Bri answered. ‘I believe so, yes. What is it you see?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Nothing. They’re too far away to see any real detail, but ten thousand men is ten thousand men. No deviation at all in their ranks. No chink in their armour. What about the landscape?’ 
 
    We all looked around, again. The enemy was at the end of a few kilometres of farm land that had been used to sustain this castle. Completely flat. Behind us the terrain was a bit more interesting. The entire castle was precariously placed on the edge of a cliff, and we looked out over a massive bridge – the kind constructed to allow an army to travel safely – that connected our land mass to another. 
 
    ‘There aren’t even trees to hide a small ambushing force,’ Bri said. 
 
    ‘Or hills,’ Ixly added. ‘No matter how you look at it, we are completely exposed.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s recap. The main objective seems–’ I held up a hand to stop the arguing. ‘Seems to be unachieveable. The bonus objective to raise their spirits failed miserably. So the only thing left to do is discover what this war is about, right?’ 
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    ‘Let’s try and talk to him again.’ 
 
    We looked at the lone figure, sitting at the foot of the castle walls. We took the steps down the battlements, followed the dusty path, and ambled over the cobbled market square. 
 
    ‘Hello Garrick!’ 
 
    He looked up at shielded his eyes from the sun. He was puffing on a pipe. ‘Hello young’un. Like the army out theres, didya?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, no. Do you mind if I ask a few questions about this place?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen armies before, you know? Not as big as that ones, mayhaps, but just as fines. Now, back in my days, it was common to use woods fer yer weapon. Metals was needed for other things…’ 
 
    He continued rambling for several more minutes. 
 
    ‘Am I allowed to interrupt him, or is this scripted dialogue? What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no such thing as scripted dialogue in Tulgatha,’ Ixly said. 
 
    ‘And if you don’t interrupt him now, I damn well will,’ Bri muttered. 
 
    ‘Garrick! Thank you for that run down of metalsmithing forty years ago. And the onion harvest of your sixth summer. Very informative. But about now.’ 
 
    ‘Nows? Not as good as thens. Always the case, that much I can tells you for sure.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. But, do you know why that army is attacking this castle?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sures. It’s a simple matter, really, not much to tells.’ 
 
    I nodded, expectantly. After a few seconds I had to prod him. ‘And what is that simple matter?’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t it obvious? It’s wars!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but why?’ 
 
    He scratched his chin. ‘A big questions, but I suppose I got the time to answers. Ya see–’ 
 
    ‘No, Garrick, not why do any wars happen, why is this war happening?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right. Because of the simple reason, as I said.’ 
 
    Bri turned away and began pacing. 
 
    ‘And that simple reason is…?’ 
 
    ‘Most likely it’s the woods, ya see. They be wanting the woods, and they don’t be wanting us to have the woods insteads of them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a land grab, then? That doesn’t help us at all, because the only way around that is to surrender our land. Which counts as defeat.’ 
 
    ‘Not lands. Woods, boy, listens.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Garrick, they want the woods. The woods that are so far away I couldn’t even see them. Did you guys?’ 
 
    Bri and Ixly both shook their heads. 
 
    ‘Nothing but farmland and a huge bridge carved out from the cliffs themselves,’ Ixly said. 
 
    Despite their cowering, I could see several villagers sticking their heads out of the hole Ixly had made in the castle doors, watching our exchange. Perhaps their spirits could still be raised. 
 
    We gave up on Garrick for the time being. Ixly and I began pacing alongside Bri, walking circuits of the market square.  
 
    ‘We know one thing for sure,’ I began. ‘This war isn’t really about woods, otherwise I’d have completed the objective.’ 
 
    ‘Exercise stimulates thought,’ Ixly said as we walked around a cart of hay. 
 
    ‘Question for you guys. Why didn’t you just take over my village? I mean, you were strong enough, right?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I was,’ Bri said, not really paying attention to the question. ‘But killing such a low level player and taking their village wouldn’t advance my rankings, wouldn’t prove anything. The only thing it could have done, would be to signal to higher level players that I killed someone in their tutorial levels. Not something you want people to know.’ 
 
    ‘And your construct made it very clear that it would be a bad thing to try while she was around,’ Ixly said. 
 
    Angie. I wondered what she was doing now. Off to rally people to her cause, they’d said. 
 
    ‘Right. We couldn’t play that angle here, could we? Tell the enemy I’m a newbie, so please don’t invade?’ 
 
    ‘No stigma for NPCs,’ Bri said. ‘If anyone knows anything about woods, it’s me, but I don’t feel any wood around here.’ 
 
    ‘Follow up question. Are you going to kill me when I hit level ten?’ 
 
    They both froze for a beat. ‘No,’ they said together. 
 
    ‘I hate to be pessimistic here, but why not?’ 
 
    Ixly spoke this time. ‘You must stop thinking of this as just a game. For some, it’s a life. The same social consequences govern this world as the real one. Yes, you would resurrect here, so it’s not as bad, but killing a player and taking their land is considered very poor form.’ 
 
    ‘Unless they’ve flagged themselves for it, of course,’ Bri said. ‘Then they’re open game for all. Anyone with the Lawbreaker tag won’t incur penalties if you kill them. Sometimes they get that tag by actually breaking the law, or by killing untagged players, but typically they will have done it on purpose.’ 
 
    ‘Also,’ Ixly started, ‘perhaps we’re just nice people.’ 
 
    Bri shrugged at that. ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    Lawbreaker tag. Beware anyone with it. Still, that little tangent hadn’t helped this situation. 
 
    ‘Okay, bear with me here. Garrick is weird, right?’ They both nodded. Ixly had begun tapping his drum to the rhythm of our steps, like he was marshalling us. ‘I mean, he talks weird. What if he doesn’t mean…’ 
 
    I shouted to Garrick across the square. ‘Garrick! When you say woods, do you mean wood?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I saids! Woods!’ 
 
    ‘This has nothing to do with land. This has to do with resources. They need wood…’, I said slowly. 
 
    We all stopped and thought about it. Then we turned and ran up the battlements. 
 
    ‘They’ve got metal armour and weapons,’ Bri muttered. ‘The tech tree goes from wood to stone to metal. Why do they want wood?’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I tapped the stone battlements. ‘Okay. They have metal weapons, yes, but what if… that’s all they have. Look at them. Ten thousand soldiers, hesitant to attack a tiny castle. One well placed catapult and we wouldn’t even be able to create a choke point. They don’t have any artillery. No assault towers, no battering rams, nothing. They need wood to make their ten thousand men into a real army that’s capable of siege. 
 
    Small nods from my companions. 
 
    ‘I like it,’ Ixly said. ‘It fits. But it doesn’t change the fact that we don’t have any wood. Surely they can see that. They could repurpose a few load bearing timbers from some houses, but that’s hardly worth fighting over. It wouldn’t even give them a single trebuchet.’ 
 
    I turned around and leaned my back against the battlement. Stretched out behind the castle was more farmland, and the bridge leading to… 
 
    ‘I was wrong,’ I said, things clicking into place. 
 
    ‘Not surprising,’ Bri said. ‘Giving up on the idea so quickly, though?’ 
 
    ‘I said it wasn’t about land. They need wood to complete their army. For an army to function, you also need supply lines. You can’t just leave an enemy castle next to the fastest way of getting to your destination. They want to cross the bridge, to get to a real fight, and we’re in the way. The wood they need, and their eventual battle, is past us. We’re inconsequential!’ 
 
    “Situation Bonus 2: uncover the true cause of this conflict – complete.” flashed on my screen. 
 
    ‘Huh. They really did just want the thought process? Nothing else?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much,’ Ixly said. 
 
    ‘You said the side objectives can be a clue to how to complete the main objective. How does this help us.’ 
 
    They both looked out over the ten thousand strong enemy force. I took their silence to mean they were as lost as I was. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I smashed my fist into my palm. ‘Let’s reevaluate.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t really want to fight us.’ 
 
    ‘Are we sure they don’t?’ Bri asked. ‘We know that we’re not their final destination, but who knows? Maybe the commander is looking to blow off some steam before they get to building siege engines.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t work for me. If that was true, they’d have attacked already. No, they are being careful, and know that they will lose men in the siege, despite them vastly outnumbering us. We’ll create a choke point. It will get bloody.’ 
 
    ‘One of them may lose an eye from a stray pitch fork, but I can’t see much else happening.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see any other reason for them holding back, so let’s go with that assumption for now, okay?’ 
 
    They both conceded the point. 
 
    ‘So, we can negotiate a truce. We won’t be surrendering, so the victory conditions will be met. Simple.’ 
 
    ‘Despite your impressive Sherlocking so far,’ Bri began, ‘An arrow through the heart of our Lieutenant telling us we die at dawn is irrefutable.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ I mulled things over. ‘I had forgotten about that, yeah. Okay, other theories?’ 
 
    I felt my chest shake as Ixly hummed before finally speaking up. ‘Surrender seems unlikely, yes. But you seem to be correct that they are being very cautious. Perhaps, too cautious.’ 
 
    ‘Too cautious?’ I shouted to Garrick, ‘Have they sent anyone inside? To talk, or scout, or anything?’ 
 
    After some long distance recounting of how he made his own shoes when he was a youngster, and used to be a famous whittler, he finally answered in the negative. 
 
    ‘They don’t actually know what we have here.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe their lack of siege is more than just that,’ Bri said. ‘Maybe they have no supporting units at all. Certainly, we can’t see any from here. No scouts or spies to infiltrate us.’ 
 
    ‘No healers to mend even the lightest of wounds,’ Ixly added. 
 
    ‘Ten thousand, well equipped, infantry. They’re only a part of an army,’ I said. ‘But… how does that help us? They know nothing about us, but we have nothing for them to know.’ 
 
    A rhythmic tapping came to my attention. It was slowly building, and my heart was beating faster to match. 
 
    ‘Ixly. That drum. What does a Warshouter actually do?’ 
 
    ‘As you know it can be used for long distance, nonverbal communication. More directly, though, I can cast offensive and defensive auras. In social contexts, I can buff and debuff certain stats in subtle manipulations.’ 
 
    ‘Were you doing it just then?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t actually using an ability, no. However, one of the unique parts of the Warshouter class is that our abilities can be activated as you would activate a spell, or they can be played regularly. If we can memorise the song, then it doesn’t have to use up a slot on our ability bar. What I did just then was a very basic social enhancer, giving plus one to Mind and Luck. 
 
    ‘Guys.’ I grabbed onto both of their shoulders. ‘I have an idea!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: Welcome 
 
      
 
    The morning sun broke over the enemy army, and the clank of metal reached my ears as ten thousand swords beat their shields to signal the advance. 
 
    I thanked the Eye that they only hit their shields once. If they had used that to time their march, my plan wouldn’t have worked. 
 
    I wasn’t sure my plan was going to work regardless, and right now, I was feeling pretty damn exposed. I pulled my legs under me so that I was sitting cross legged on the top of the ramparts. Someone, somewhere, must have hit the “cinematic” option on this situation, because the first ray of dawn light managed to illuminate only me. My personal spotlight. 
 
    This was, of course, a terrible idea, but after half an hour of noone being able to suggest anything else, Bri and Ixly congratulated each other on going in without any decent gear, and began preparing. 
 
    There had been some choice words thrown about, of course. Bri mostly questioned my parentage, and strongly suggested that if I did have parents, I should do upsetting things to them. Ixly, being the calm fellow he was, merely registered his disappointment with a sad shrug. 
 
    Once I had explained the plan to the villagers, they helped. They were more confused than supportive, but when they understood their part in the plan, they all saw the benefit – plausible deniability. They didn’t have to fight, and could throw up the white flags as soon as my idea failed. That had accomplished my second bonus objective! Sinking their morale had made it easier to raise, and giving them the option of not fighting had been enough to get me my experience points! 
 
    Bri had set about her task in an efficient, yet still sceptical, manner. She organised the villagers and had rounded up all the wood in the village. Sure enough, it hadn’t been enough to build a siege engine, but with a bit of druidic shaping, it had been enough to act as a giant amplifier. We’d set it out of sight of the enemy, and angled it so the sound would ring out just above our walls. 
 
    Ixly and I had the hardest part of this task. It had taken the entire night to prepare, and I still wasn’t sure I could do it. We’d considered him being the one to man the ramparts, but he was far too imposing as a physical force. His drum wasn’t right for the job, so we had settled on his horn until, luckily, Garrick had offered us a violin that he’d finished whittling just last week. Convenient. 
 
    I could hear Ixly at the bottom of the wall behind me, tapping on his drum. I’d need his bonus to Mind and Luck. Also, the rhythm. He hadn’t really taught me to play the violin properly in a single night – he’d taught me a single, basic song. Now, I wasn’t a bard, so my song wouldn’t give any bonuses, or create a damaging aura. No, my song was just a song. 
 
    I rested the violin on my shoulder, and made sure the tips of the giant wooden amplifiers were still in place. 
 
    I touched the bow to the string and drew out a long, low, note. It could have been the beginning of a dirge, but the second note was higher and lighter, and the following notes were almost happy. 
 
    I played, my fingers missing a few notes despite Ixly’s help. Missing a few notes was fine. 
 
    The enemy continued their march, closing the kilometre between us. They were half way. The music rose to being downright jaunty at this point. This was Bri’s cue to open the gates for the enemy. The grinding of wood against earth caused me to miss a few more notes, but I kept playing the upbeat tune. I didn't know what the song was, but Ixly was confident it had the tempo I’d said I wanted. 
 
    It wasn’t scary, or intimidating, or sad, it was welcoming. The song, the open doors, and only a single person in sight. Everything was set for the enemy to walk in and claim the castle without resistance. 
 
    But we knew they were cautious, otherwise they would have already attacked. There was an intelligence commanding them in some form, and a desire to not lose troops. So what could possibly be more intimidating than a man playing a welcoming tune, open gates, and no signs of defence? 
 
    The enemy slowed their advance to half pace. As they pushed past the half kilometre mark, the final part of the song began. Slower than the jaunty middle, but still a warm note. 
 
    They were one hundred metres out from the ramparts now, and my song came to an end. So did the enemy army. 
 
    Ten thousand troops, stopped by a violin. 
 
    But what now? Would an archer kill me like they had the Lieutenant? Would they send a single unit in to test the waters? 
 
    Thirty seconds, and nothing had happened. 
 
    One minute. 
 
    The enemy weren’t sharing nervous glances, or shifting their weight. They all stood stock still, looking straight ahead. They were close enough that I could make out the crest on their armour. It looked somehow familiar, but I couldn’t place it. Three prongs, spiralling into the centre. Where had I seen that before? Like a… like a tattoo on someone? 
 
    I rested my violin on the wall, and uncrossed my legs, letting them hang beneath me, swinging back and forth like a child might when bored. 
 
    Another minute. 
 
    I couldn’t take the anticipation anymore. I stood up, thanking Ixly for his plus to Luck as I was sure I’d have slipped and fallen from the wall without it. 
 
    ‘Hello! Come on in!’ 
 
    There. A literal invitation to an empty village. Except one unarmed guy on a wall, playing a violin. 
 
    As if they were a single entity, or being controlled by one, they turned and marched away. 
 
    I stayed on the wall, watching them leave, until the entire ten thousand had crested a hill. 
 
    Bri and Ixly had joined me. 
 
    ‘That worked?’ Bri said. 
 
    ‘I have to admit,’ Ixly begun, ‘That wasn’t an orthodox plan.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I agreed. ‘It was a terrible plan. But once I followed your advice, and didn’t think of it as a battle, it seemed easy. Just like completing a jigsaw. The pieces fell into place.’ 
 
    Bri eyed me for a moment. ‘Oh, don’t start some pseudo philosophical nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s true.’ I turned to Ixly. ‘I’m thinking of writing a book under a pen name. “Bun Two’s Art of Game”. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘It has a nice ring to it. You’ve certainly made a good first case study.’ His reptilian eye winked at me. ‘Wouldn’t you agree, Bri?’ 
 
    She shrugged, turned and headed back towards the castle gates. Once she was half way there, she shouted behind her. ‘You’re both idiots! But… well done!’ 
 
    ‘Astute.’ Ixly nodded. ‘How did you think of this?’ 
 
    ‘Like all good ideas, it was plagiarised.’ 
 
    We both turned and headed for the exit to the situation. 
 
    ‘Oh? Someone else has defeated an army like this?’ 
 
    ‘I feel it was more a repelling than a defeating, but yes. I learned about it in school.’ 
 
    As we passed Garrick, I returned his violin, and he told me about his time as a table maker when there was no wood available, forcing him to craft furniture exclusively out of potatoes. 
 
    ‘Yeah, a Chinese general did exactly the same thing back in some crazy, long ago year. I forget his name. There was only one difference.’ 
 
    Ixly lifted an eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    ‘We faced down ten thousand with one hundred, right? Well, in real life, this guy did the same thing – told all his men to hide while he played a violin from the top of his defensive walls. Except, he faced down one hundred thousand enemy soldiers.’ 
 
    Ixly snorted. ‘That’s an absurd number.’ 
 
    ‘I know, right? I mean, ten thousand is still a lot, but it’s a lot more realistic than one hundred thousand.’ 
 
    ‘More believable, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ I agreed. ‘Tulgatha is a world based on rules and probabilities. Not like the real world. Which is a lawless mess, where even the most improbable thing can happen.’ 
 
    As we walked through the castle hall, villagers thanked me and offered me a share of their harvest if I ever returned. From the receiving room, I saw women and children emerging from a trap door, where they’d been hidden for safety. 
 
    As I walked up the stairs, with Ixly struggling to fit, I finally got the message. 
 
    “Situation Quest: defend castle from attackers. Complete.” 
 
    And the experience rolled in, bathing me in glowing light as I levelled up. 
 
    “Situation Quest: defend castle from attackers. Complete. +150xp.” 
 
    “Situation Bonus 1: raise villager spirits.Complete. +200xp.” 
 
    “Situation Bonus 2: uncover the true cause of this conflict. +200xp.” 
 
    “Level 5! Skill point unlocked. New ability unlocked.” 
 
    “Level 6! Skill point unlocked. New ability unlocked.” 
 
    “Level 7! Skill point unlocked. New ability unlocked.” 
 
    “Level 8! Skill point unlocked. New ability unlocked.” 
 
    “Level 9! Skill point unlocked. New ability unlocked.” 
 
    My vision was filled with new buttons and flashing icons. But I still hadn’t managed to get level ten! 
 
    ‘Almost there,’ I called down to Ixly. 
 
    ‘Good job. How far till ten?’ 
 
    I checked my experience bar. ‘Aww man. I’m only twenty away!’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry. Let’s head back to your village.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Tutorial Over 
 
      
 
    “Inn completed. +30xp.” 
 
    “Level 10! Skill point unlocked. Spell Crafting unlocked.” 
 
    Oh yeah, the inn. I’d completely forgotten I was going to get experience just for completing a building. 
 
    I half expected Angie to pop her head round the corner and take me through all my new abilities and show me how to spell craft. 
 
    ‘So, can one of you–’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Bri said, not looking at either of us. ‘No, I’m… okay.’ She turned to face us. ‘Sorry, got to go. Dad’s calling.’ She headed over to her quarter. 
 
    ‘Huh. Good thing I don’t have parents, right?’ 
 
    Ixly gently grabbed my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    He waved my question away. ‘Unfortunately, I have to leave as well. We used up the whole weekend on that situation, and I’ve got to go to work.’ 
 
    ‘Work? Oh, like a job? In the real world?’ 
 
    ‘A job, yes, but not in the real world. I hold a spot at the one of the best inns in Tulgatha. The crowd loves a scary looking dinosaur man that can play instruments. It’s been a while since I’ve actually had to go, but without the income from my village…’ 
 
    ‘Right, of course. Sorry, I kind of forgot about needing an income. I’m one of the orphaned, government generation.’ 
 
    He nodded slowly. ‘That must mean you’re English?’ 
 
    ‘Born and bred. You?’ 
 
    His tail swished gently. ‘Not England.’ 
 
    ‘How very cagey of you.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Sorry. I’m from Norway’ 
 
    ‘Oh, cool. So, am I speaking Norwegian to you right now?’ 
 
    He chuckled. ‘You would be if I’d set the filter that way, but no. I speak English online.’ 
 
    ‘Cool. But, why speak two languages if we’ve got the filter?’ 
 
    ‘Well, real life is still a thing, and English stuck as the language of business, so most speak it.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘But most of the new generation are just in pods playing HOPE, right, so why bother?’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, I really do have to go to work. I’ll be back tonight.’ He headed to his quarter, but after a few steps turned back. ‘Unless you want to see Tulgatha?’ 
 
    ‘The capital? I do want to see it, but I’ve got so much to organise here. All these new abilities, and Spell Crafting. Too much to do!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. It’s intuitive.’ He smiled and walked away. 
 
    Five new spells, plus Spell Crafting, plus a new building to manage. Intuitive, it was not. 
 
    I had to just focus and power though. Okay, five new spells. 
 
    Two were offensive, one was defensive, one was an aura effect, and one was a summon. 
 
    “Soulburn” dealt damage, slightly less than Shadowbolt, but also slowed the enemy, and left them with a small DOT effect. 
 
    “Heart Freeze” was an instantly cast DOT that did a small amount of damage, but applied a debuff to the enemy of -1 Agility and Charisma. 
 
    “Shadow Clone” was the defensive spell. I had to select a shadow, and as long as I was within 20 metres of it, as soon as I took any damage, I would be transported to that shadow, as if the me that was running around was a clone. The damage didn’t go through, but the clone was dispelled, a far as I could tell. Sounded very crafty. 
 
    “Malign Influence” was an aura ability, extending five metres in all directions from the caster. It lowered everyone’s Luck and Mind stat by 1. It was also my first Ability that affected the living stats, as anyone inside the aura also increased the speed at which they felt hungry. Interesting. 
 
    Finally there was the summon spell, “Summon Familiar”. It summoned a familiar. That was all it said. 
 
    Only one way to find out what that meant, so I… noticed it wasn’t on my ability bar. Because there were only six slots, and I now had nine spells. Damn. 
 
    I kept Shadowbolt as that was my big hitter. I replaced Shadow Skin with Shadow Clone as my new defensive ability. The summon spell was on there, obviously. Then I swapped out Corruption and Corrupted Tendrils to be able to fit in all of my new spells. They didn’t necessarily seem better, but if I didn’t try them, I wouldn’t know. 
 
    I tried to cast Summon Familiar, but a small popup window informed me that now that I had changed spells, I needed to rest my mind to be able to use them. With sleep or meditation. Great. 
 
    I had things to do before I could rest. The inn was looking suspiciously dark, so I’d have go and activate it in overseer mode. That was going to need mana, so it made sense to pass out my attribute points first. 
 
    I checked my stats. After all my levelling up, I was now on 62/75. I had seven attribute points to spend, as I’d never assigned my level four point from my first situation. I gave it a bit of thought. Mind was immediately and obviously useful. I could put five points into it to get a nice, even 100 mana. That certainly appealed, but I now found myself with lots of mana and a smaller village than I had when I last levelled up. Seemed excessive. Strength, Heart, Mind, Agility, Charisma, and Luck. Strength and Agility seemed the least useful to me right now. Heart would increase my Life points, so I put two points there. Luck was obviously useful, but in such a vague and unprovable way, that I only put a single point into it. With just Charisma and Mind left, I decided to put two into Mind, bringing me up to 85 total mana, and then the final two into Charisma. I was doing much more persuasion and talking than I’d expected to be doing, so a few points into that had to help somehow. 
 
    With my attribute points sorted out, it was time to evaluate my village. I got into my Altar, which I was thinking should probably be upgraded now, because a patch of dirt on the floor wasn’t a suitable warlock aesthetic. As I swapped to Overseer mode, a window appeared. 
 
    “You’ve hit level 10. Name your village!” 
 
    I groaned. They were throwing everything at me now. I didn’t know I was going to have to stop calling it “my village” at any point! Now I had to think of names, and be creative. Absolute disaster. I was tired! 
 
    Okay, names. Brainstorm time. What was the essence of my village? It had cultists that worshipped a dark lord of entropy. It was cut into three, and if I had to break them into elements, I suppose it would be death, life, and… a shouty temple. That probably counted as physical. Being hospitable to passing guests was also high on the agenda. Man, I hated picking names! I had things to do. Ugh. 
 
    Thanis? 
 
    Yeah, that worked for me. It was vaguely pronounceable. Why not? 
 
    Right, into Overseer mode, and I put a single mana into the inn, marking it as an active building to let my followers know I want them to staff it. 
 
    I took a moment to inspect the rest of Thanis. My half all seemed to be in order. But I noticed that not all was quite right. I tracked down Horace, who froze and cowered when I selected him. His happiness stat was maxed out, and I knew why. I couldn’t help but admire the scrappy little guy, but I was going to have to talk to him about this. I commanded him to meet me by the road entrance. 
 
    I left Overseer mode and headed there myself. Horace was standing there, wringing his hands together. 
 
    ‘Hello, master. You look well.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Horace, but I’m afraid you can’t butter me up with compliments today. I’ll admit that when you said you were going to subvert from the inside, I didn’t really know what you meant.’ 
 
    His hood tilted to the side. ‘You sound displeased, master?’ 
 
    I pointed to the guards on duty. They had rotated, but they were still the same ratio as before. One Spriggan, two cultists, and three Stagodon. ‘Why are they all wearing the cultist robes, Horace?’ 
 
    ‘They have pledged their service to the dark lords, master.’ 
 
    ‘Have they? Shall I ask them?’ 
 
    He looked at the guards then back at me. ‘I can’t think of a reason to stop you from doing that, master.’ 
 
    The three Stagodon were standing menacingly around a traveller as one of the cultists talked to the poor dwarf. I approached the Spriggan and the cultist, who were unoccupied, and checked their nameplates. 
 
    ‘Hello, Teint. Hello, She Who Slays. Everything going well?’ 
 
    Teint nodded. ‘As well as it can. No one’s killed me yet.’ He seemed sad about that. 
 
    She Who Slays screeched so loudly I had to cover my ears. 
 
    ‘She’s a great conversationalist when you learn her language,’ Teint said. 
 
    ‘Riiiight. Anyway, She Who Slays, I couldn’t help but notice that you are wearing one of the cultist robes that mark you as a follower of the Wooded Cult. Found religion, did you?’ 
 
    She fingered the cloth between two incredibly sharp and spindly branches that passed as fingers. She screeched again, but slightly less loudly, ending by going up in pitch. 
 
    If only Bri was here. 
 
    ‘Was this by your choice? Or did someone,’ I looked pointedly at Horace, ‘put it on you, against your will?’ 
 
    The twisted face of branches and leaves looked at Horace, then back at me, then over to Teint. Teint put his hands up in defeat and took a step back. She Who Slays shrugged and screeched quietly in a way that came across as an embarrassed mumble. 
 
    ‘I see. Well, thank you for your honesty, She Who Slays. I’ll let you both get back to duty.’ I looked at Horace. ‘Oh, final question, are you a slave to Bri?’ 
 
    A loud screech, shaking branches, and an aggressive pose told me her thoughts on that. 
 
    ‘As I thought.’ 
 
    I turned and found the dwarf had been allowed to pass. He looked rather frazzled, and perhaps I needed to tone down the security level on the gate guards. 
 
    ‘Excuse me gentlemen. Umm, gentlelizards.’ 
 
    Horace cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I mean gentlestagodon. I notice that you all have some rather too small black robes over your armour. Do you mind if I enquire how this came about?’ 
 
    Checking their nameplates, I knew these three were called Tissith, Missith, and Sissith. The cultist that had done all the talking to the dwarf was Nartok. 
 
    The three Stagodon looked at each other, then at Nartok. 
 
    Nartok bowed. ‘Grand Master Akuma Severo. The dark God’s favour is a mystery to all, and should not be questioned.’ 
 
    I hummed an affirmative and waved for him to continue. 
 
    ‘It would appear that he chose to show his dark favour with dark gifts to his new dark servants.’ 
 
    ‘How very dark of him. Nartok, you are an unflinching servant in the face of darkness, I have no doubt, and so I have a question for you.’ He bowed. ‘The dark gods, although a touch more active than the light gods–’ I heard Horace and Teint share a chuckle at that, ‘they still prefer to work through mortal mediums, do they not?’ 
 
    He thought about this for a moment before hesitantly saying, ‘That is correct, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me who the medium for this particular giving of gifts was?’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, I suppose. Yes. it was one of my fellow Wooded cult brothers.’ 
 
    I glanced at Horace who was doing a remarkable job of looking guilty despite the fact I couldn’t see his face. ‘And is that particular member of the cult here with us now?’ 
 
    ‘Umm. Yes. Yes, I suppose he is.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Nartok.’ I turned to the cowled Stagodon, their snouts sticking well out from the shadow of their hoods. ‘Are you enslaved by Ixly?’ 
 
    For a moment there was no response. They weren’t as sharp as the Geeko, that was for sure. They looked at each other, then shrugged. 
 
    ‘You see, master. Slaves to a mortal–’ 
 
    I held up a hand to silence Horace. 
 
    ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions. They didn’t even say they were. I will talk to Ixly about it, okay? Bide your time.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I shall bide for a time, master. You managed to deduce it was I that liberated these four.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A real challenge to my perception check, that one.’ 
 
    ‘And already I see the smiles on their lips, and their scales shining with new found purpose. Dark purpose, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’ll look into it for you. Anyway, Nartok, Teint, She Who Slays, Tissith, Missith, and Sissith, keep up the good work. Oh, umm, go a bit easier on the visitors, please.’ I pointed at the Dwarf who was still standing where I last saw him, nervously pulling at his beard. ‘They don’t seem quite right once you’re done with them, okay?’ 
 
    They all grunted an affirmative. 
 
    ‘Right, Horace, we’ve got Spell Crafting to learn, and an inn to inspect. Let’s go!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: The Emissary 
 
      
 
    When we passed the dwarf, he had been sitting on the ground, still looking rather confused. I made a mental note to build a small rest stop for those weary from the road. Or from my guards’ thorough searching technique. At the very least, I could have a fallen tree placed there. 
 
    We entered my hut, ready to learn the intricacies of Spell Crafting. 
 
    ‘So, what do I do?’ 
 
    ‘To craft a spell, master? Oh, I have no idea. I’m no mentor like the little girl.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. No, I suppose she was rather unique. All right, guard the entrance while I figure this out. Ixly said it it was intuitive.’ 
 
    I looked at my list of spells in their menu, and selected Shadowbolt. As soon as I did, my vision pulled out in front of me, much like it had when I had crafted the shovel. I was now viewing myself from two metres away. My face was wrapped in concentration, and my right hand was held held loosely in front of me, palm up. Hovering above it was the spell Shadowbolt. Curved and blunt at one end, trailing back into a spike at the other. It gave a faint glow, and it was a miasma of swirling purples and blacks inside an unstable dark flame. 
 
    Similar to the shovel in crafting mode, my spell now had two access points coming from it. Small boxes that I could interact with. One linked to the blunt front end, and the other to the spiked rear. I selected the front. 
 
    I had two modifiers I could apply. One of them increased the damage by 50% and cut the range in half. The other tripled the range and granted Bombardment to the spell, but lowered the damage by 20%. That must have been what all the casters had been using when I was fighting The Eastern Shadow. As I selected each one, the shape of the Shadowbolt changed to show how the modifier would affect it. The former made it shorter and thicker, while the latter stretched it out and curved it. 
 
    I mumbled to myself, ‘Still nothing that could make me melee or a healer. That must come later. Or on different spells.’ It was odd to be able to see my face move as I said it. 
 
    ‘Master, the modifications you view can be researched, or acquired from the grimoires of slain enemies.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Horace.’ 
 
    I looked through the rest of my spells. They all had very similar effects. I could modify damage, range, duration, cast time, area of effect, and add special abilities in some cases – like adding Bombardment to Shadowbolt, which allowed it to be fired without line of sight to the target, and added an arc to the spell. The DOT spells, like Corruption, had a third slot that could be modified, and my summon spell had four. All of the mods gave a buff to one attribute, but had a countering negative effect. None of them were a no-brainer buff, only giving plus to damage, or the like. 
 
    Interestingly, among all of the possible effects I could socket my spells with, the “minor shadow gem” was one of them. They were in my pocket still, even though I’d forgotten about them. A way to defeat The Eastern Shadow? A way to get myself converted into one of them? When I checked the effect of adding one to my Shadowbolt, it apparently did nothing. Nothing at all. What a waste of pocket space they were turning out to be. 
 
    ‘Horace, I had been told that it was possible to change my specialisation. If I wanted to be a tank, I could do that, right?’ 
 
    ‘I know many things, master, primarily regarding the plans of the dark gods, but unfortunately I do not understand the user interface of a player.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s a construct when you need one?’ 
 
    ‘She is long gone from this place, unfortunately, master.’ 
 
    I left the Spell Crafting interface without changing any of my spells. The default caster setup suited me until I knew how to change spec. I wanted to play around as a tank or a healer. 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s check out the inn. Maybe a drink will calm my nerves.’ 
 
    ‘The Bubonic Beer is rather pleasant, master, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Eyes be damned, Horace! Didn’t Bri help us with something more, you know, not poisonous?’ I checked my hunger and thirst levels and realised that the tutorial levels were truly over. ‘But, you know what? Apparently, I’m about to go and willingly poison myself, because I need to eat. Let’s go. Before I start taking damage.’ 
 
    The two small huts near the edge of the village now looked even more dilapidated than they had before, as the torches of the inn mixed into the ethereal glow of Bri’s grove, and the bright fog lights of ixly’s swamp. 
 
    There were a few travellers walking along the shabby path from entrance to inn. The dwarf from earlier was leaving, the poor guy, and a few humans and elves were heading inside. As Horace and I closed on the inn, I saw a new traveller appear on the road from between the trees. He must have been a fire mage from how bright he was glowing, as he stood out even from here. But it didn’t look quite like flame. There was no flicker. 
 
    ‘Horace. Let’s check the inn another time. I want you with me for a moment.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master.’ 
 
    We walked along the path, the lights I had set up along it alternating between white and purple, just to keep it nice and warlocky. It boosted the happiness levels of the cultists when they got reminded by these sorts of small things. 
 
    The stranger on the road was alone, walking at a relaxed pace. 
 
    ‘Do you see what I see?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, master. They stand taller despite their protestations. The freedom of the Wooded Cult suits these other races.’ 
 
    ‘Focus, Horace.’ I pointed to the bright man. ‘A man there, on the road.’ 
 
    ‘I see him now. That is most peculiar, master. A torchbearer spell, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe so. He isn’t glowing. His light doesn’t touch anything around him.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. It’s more like he is untouched by the darkness of the night.’ 
 
    ‘Ugh. I really wish I was wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Your curse is eternal truth and knowledge, master.’ 
 
    Horace and I lined up next to the gate guards. She Who Slays was carefully arranging vines in Teint’s robe. I didn’t know what that was about. 
 
    The undarkened stranger turned off the main road, and approached the gate. He wore a white robe, and his skin had a faint sparkle of gold to it. He stopped several paces in front of me, and spread his arms wide, showing he had no weapons. 
 
    His voice was nothing remarkable. A touch high pitched and snooty, perhaps. Like If Horace was a learned scholar and didn’t always sound as though someone had kicked him in the throat and he was gasping for air.  
 
    ‘Freedom to all, brothers. I greet you as the host of the question, the emissary of the answer, and the confused face of someone that does not know what is happening. ’ He chuckled lightly. ‘I see all of you are confused onlookers, but worry not, for I am here to turn you into hosts of the question. For I am the emissary of The Eastern Shadow!’ 
 
    Silence. Other travellers on the road stopped turning towards my village. The Eastern Shadow had a reputation. 
 
    I spoke up with the biggest question, and quite frankly, one that I had to have answered before I could really focus. ‘Why are you called The Eastern Shadow? You’ve got no shadows.’ 
 
    ‘Haha! Perhaps you are a host of the question already, young player. Our progenitor originated in the eastern ocean, off the coast of Tulgatha, and we are a metaphorical shadow. If you stand against us, that is.’ 
 
    ‘How underwhelming.’ I looked at my minions around me. The Stagodon seemed impassive, but had weapons unsheathed. My cultists had all adopted their battle ready pose, hands in their sleeves, ready to pull knives. She Who Slays was slowly spreading her feet into the ground around her, and I had no idea what that meant. ‘Emissary, you should leave.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that? You do not want the answer to the question?’ 
 
    ‘We have no question for you. I’ve seen what kind of answer you bring to bear, and the death that incurs.’ 
 
    ‘Player, I urge you not to look at the middle of another’s journey. You are at the beginning of yours, and to think you know the course taken to reach violence is naive. I wish only discourse. Allow me to stay a night at your village, to talk to your people, and to talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘If I refuse?’ 
 
    ‘Then I shall not stay the night at the delightful Thanis.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ll never return?’ 
 
    ‘And I shall never return, for am I am an entity of discussion, and the time for that will have passed.’ 
 
    ‘I see. And that will always be the answer, won’t it? If I refuse you, the time for discussion will have passed, and your armies will raze my village. Right?’ 
 
    ‘You are correct, but not in the way you believe. There are options open to you, and combat need never be entered with The Eastern Shadow. I urge you to give talk, peace, and freedom a chance.’ 
 
    I clenched my fist to stop myself from attacking. Everything he said reeked of hypocrisy. ‘How can you call it freedom if to deny it means death?’ 
 
    ‘If you do not allow me my piece, then you shall not know until it is too late. I assure you, player, that I am on your side. I desire no violence. My goal is to unite the whole of Tulgatha under a single banner.’ 
 
    ‘So we can all lose our shadows? Is that the alternative.’ 
 
    ‘Allow me time, and I shall explain.’ 
 
    So, decision time. Lose my village to this warmonger, or allow him in and lose my village in a slightly more roundabout way. I looked at those around me, and they all looked at me, waiting for my command. They would follow me, so it was my job to protect them. I knew I couldn’t beat the army of The Eastern Shadow. I’d seen it in action, and I wasn’t an idiot. The longer I talked, the longer I could work on planning a way out of this situation. 
 
    That was what I was thinking, and it made perfect sense. Dead men don’t have choice. As long as I was alive, I had options. Unfortunately, my instinct had taken an entirely different tack, and my arms rose up, the Shadowbolt already flying from them. 
 
    I landed a direct hit on the emissary. Weapons were pulled from sleeves, obsidian blades pulled back ready to strike, and barbed roots circled the emissary, ready to gore. 
 
    Nothing happened. No damage number fell from his nameplate, not even a 0 to show it had been resisted. I checked my combat log. 
 
    “Shadowbolt misses Emissary” 
 
    No. I had seen the Shadowbolt go clear through his chest. Although, normally that causes the target’s skin to darken. This had just passed through. Like he wasn’t there. 
 
    The emissary brushed non-existent dirt from his robe. 
 
    I held up a hand to my followers, and they stood down. 
 
    ‘I have decided to invite you into Thanis. For lack of any better options.’ 
 
    The emissary smiled with genuine warmth. ‘I’m glad you chose discussion over violence.’ 
 
    I turned and allowed him to follow me towards the inn. 
 
    ‘So, what’s the trick, hmm? You’re a projection and not really here?’ 
 
    He reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. A very firm, very real, very here hand. 
 
    ‘Why would I need tricks, when my Lord grants me his power? Or at least, a fraction of his power.’ 
 
    Oh, obviously it was only a fraction of his power. Obviously! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: Negotiations 
 
      
 
    The inn was swarming with life. Thoroughly bustling. It was a marvel that my followers had managed to put this together while I was away on my Situation. There was enough seating for thirty people, and twenty of those seats were occupied. A table of Elves sat in the corner, all facing into the room, presumably because they were paranoid. An earth and a fire elemental were ordering from the bar, and one of my minions was being very firm on insisting that the fire elemental had to pay for everything he burned. A few humans, some obviously warriors, some mages, and some traders, made up the bulk of the patronage.  
 
    The room was lit by a grand fire that crackled softly next to me. I sat with Horace and the emissary. The light occasionally flared bright enough that I could swear I almost managed to see more than just Horace’s mouth under his hood. But no matter how much the idea of seeing what my head cultist looked like appealed to me, I was transfixed by the emissary, and how the light didn’t touch him. It was like looking at a digitally retouched picture, but in real life. Because he was so overexposed by light, he appeared flawless. 
 
    ‘You should definitely try the Buttercup Stew.’ I said. ‘It’s a regional dish. Highly sought after.’ 
 
    The emissary put his menu of hand carved wood down. ‘Why not? Hearts and minds, as they say.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, master, might I suggest that our guest tries the most delicious of foods?’ He turned to the emissary. ‘Grown fresh by our own druid.’ 
 
    The upside down Geeko hurriedly scratched out the hot toxic mess that was the Bubonic Buttercup stew from his order pad, and I ordered a “Naterry” for all three of us. I had no idea what it was, but they were Bri’s effort towards the village catering, and anything would be better than more buttercups. Quite why Horace hadn’t wanted to give the buttercup stew to the emissary though... 
 
    The Geeko that took our order scampered away, staying stuck to the ceiling the entire time. 
 
    ‘So, Emissary, you wanted to talk.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. I wish to talk of matters both grand and small.  To absorb your fascinating local culture. To consider.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ 
 
    The odd thing was, I wasn’t on edge. This guy could clearly beat me in a fight, as my Shadowbolt had failed to even hit him, let alone do damage, but because he wasn’t showing any signs of aggression, it all seemed very relaxed. Well, okay, he was implying that he would unleash the same army that steam-rolled Hursh’s, but he wasn’t doing it in a very aggressive way. 
 
    ‘Such is the Emissary's way, yes. I must understand you.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s get on with it then. Ask what you need to ask.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. In this instance, words rarely lead to understanding. I shall observe and deduce.’ 
 
    Horace leaned over to me. ‘Shall I stab him, master?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think it will help, no thanks.’ 
 
    Horace nodded solemnly. 
 
    ‘Emissary, perhaps I judged you too harshly,’ I began. ‘I had seen your armies attack in overwhelming numbers, and I feared that would be the fate of my village. But, I am usually more open minded. So, please tell me exactly what your goal is. Perhaps we could work together.’ 
 
    The emissary smiled, a spark from the fire throwing light on his chair, but not him. ‘I have been doing this for longer than players have been aware of us. I have seen every possible reaction, and yours was very much expected. Not to worry. Of course, if you were to kill me, then the wrath of The Eastern Shadow would fall upon you, but it’s for that exact reason that our Lord blessed me with these powers. To save you.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, so, tell me more about what The Eastern Shadow is. What’s with the whole–’ I motion to his face. ‘– that. The no shadows thing. I mean, it doesn’t seem healthy.’ 
 
    The same Geeko from before –  no, a different one. The last one had been yellow with blue spots, this one was yellow with blue splotches – held a tray with his grippy fingers as he scuttled along the ceiling. He placed a blue berry, similar to what I’d seen Bri pluck from one of her bushes, in front of each of us. It was the size of my fist, and as I cracked the top open, a glowing fruit flesh flowed out of it. The texture of it looked disturbingly like supps, but that wasn’t about to stop me as I was dangerously close to taking damage from hunger. I scooped up some of the spilled fruit with a finger, and braced myself. It tasted… 
 
    I let out an involuntary moan. ‘Fuck me with a hand crafted artisanal loaf. That’s amazing.’ 
 
    Horace nodded, but hadn’t dived into his own naterry. ‘Yes, master.’ 
 
    The Emissary smiled, and carefully pulled the stalk from the top of his, revealing the glowing blue flesh inside. He bent over it and sniffed. ‘Sweet, with a note of bitterness at the end.’ 
 
    I made a chopping motion with my hand. ‘No bitterness in the taste. It’s all good. Basically mouth sex.’ 
 
    He made a thoughtful sound. ‘Not something The Eastern Shadow desires. But, I shan’t say no.’ 
 
    Horace looked at both of our fruits. ‘Let me show you how to eat that in the traditional way, master.’ As he stood up, he knocked the table, and sent all three of the naterry rolling. 
 
    I managed to catch my own, but no sooner than I had, Horace grabbed it from me, almost sending me sprawling from my chair. 
 
    ‘Damn it, Horace, pull yourself together. I can eat a fruit without instruction.’ 
 
    He sat back down. ‘Sorry master. Yes, let’s all eat.’ 
 
    I went back to my naterry and… the stalk had been pulled out. I looked at the others. They had all had the stalk pulled out. I know mine was still in, and Horace hadn’t touched his. Oh, Horace. 
 
    I gave him a long stare. ‘Yes. Let’s all eat.’ His darkened hood was looking at me, but it didn’t nod or shake to give me any hint. I sniffed at it. ‘As you say, Emissary. A sharper note towards the end.’ 
 
    Still glaring daggers at Horace, I continued. ‘So, the no shadows thing. You don’t cast them, they don’t touch you, what’s up? Is it a bug in the game engine? A special power?’ 
 
    ‘A bug, a feature, is there really a difference? The power of my Lord is such that even the stars bend to our will.’ 
 
    ‘Even the stars? A bit grandiose, no?’ 
 
    The Emissary smiled as an adult would to a loved child. ‘Of course, I refer to Tulgatha’s star, Solarn, but beyond that…’ he waved his hand around in a vague “who knows?” kind of way. He then pulled a wooden spoon from his robes and began eating his naterry. 
 
    What was Horace up to? 
 
    ‘Anyway, down to business. How would we join you? What’s the process? What would be required of Thanis?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, yes.’ The Emissary tapped the spoon to his teeth after devouring his naterry in a few seconds. ‘That was rather divine. I believe that I shall take one for the road home. Until then, why don’t you show me around your village while I answer your questions.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t I, indeed.’ 
 
    We exited the inn, and I looked back at Horace’s untouched naterry. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. 
 
    ‘I had a question for you, Severo.’ I motioned for him to continue as I led him to Ixly’s swamp. ‘Why did you name this place Thanis?’ 
 
    ‘I had other things I wanted to do, and the popup window was blocking my view. Just wanted to get it out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘It has no special meaning?’ 
 
    ‘Well. If you really want to read into it, it’s a mashup of the Greek words for death and sacrifice. You know, trying to keep it nice and edgy as a warlock.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. An interesting class, is it not? And, from my limited knowledge of players, there is a suggestion of sacrifice when you pick it, no?’ 
 
    I thought back to the description text for the warlock. ‘Yes, that’s right. “But be warned, to reach your true potential, sacrifices will be made. Are you ready to sacrifice yourself in the pursuit of power?”. But it’s okay, I seem to have made friends with someone that can heal.’ 
 
    ‘What if it was not talking of losing Life when in battle? What if it meant something deeper? A true sacrifice?’ 
 
    I noticed that Horace was looking intently at the Emissary instead of keeping his hood bowed down in typical cultist fashion. ‘What are you poking at, Emissary?’ 
 
    ‘Merely an idle question. You could have picked any number of classes that never give mention to sacrifice. Why willingly give up part of yourself when not necessary?’ 
 
    We walked through a small gap in the fence, and my feet immediately sunk into the loamy earth, and a green mist that I’d never noticed before became thick and sticky in my lungs. 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest, I hadn’t really given it much thought. Giving up part of your Life to boost a spell is just a cool mechanic. A risk reward, gambling type of thing.’ 
 
    ‘I have met many gamblers. Most are smart enough to not stake their life.’ I was about to respond to what might have been an insult, but he kept going. ‘Anyway, tell me of this swamp. It seems out of place next to the dead land at the entrance and the inn.’ 
 
    ‘Administrative error, mostly. This is actually my first time setting foot in here. Been a bit busy since it appeared.’ 
 
    Horace spoke. ‘It is owned by another player.’ 
 
    The Emissary stopped and looked at the brilliantly white temple for a moment. ‘Yes. That does make sense, does it not. Am I too assume the other disparate corner is similarly owned by another player? This Bri and her naterry that you spoke of?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s right. They just moved in. One big happy family. Now, back to you answering my questions.’ 
 
    The Emissary broke his gaze from the temple. ‘Yes, of course. How rude of me. You wanted to know what would be expected of you and those under your influence.’ 
 
    I noticed glowing eyes all around the swamp, and a distinct lack of bustle. The Geeko were hiding. The Stagodon however, continued their patrols like the diligent guards they were. 
 
    ‘It’s a pressing concern, yes. Don’t get me wrong, I’d much rather you just go away so I can play the game, but you are rather invincible and threatening violence, so here we are.’ 
 
    The Emissary wiped his brow and stared at me for a moment, his face twisting into a sneer. ‘I am, yes. And for that exact reason. To you, this is a game. To us, this is our life. In your world, there is a social contract. You do not steal or kill because it would be “wrong”. In here, I can count the number of players that are not cold blooded murderers on a single hand. You throw away the social contract of your world, and you unleash your base desires on Tulgatha’s people.’ 
 
    The Emissary staggered back a step and hung his head. When he raised it, his face was back to a carefully schooled neutrality. ‘I apologise. I do not think this swamp air agrees with me. Let us return to your death land.’ 
 
    Okay, weird. I guided him back through the swamp and past the fence. As soon as I stepped onto the cracked earth of my side of the village, the green mist disappeared. It hadn’t exactly been pleasant, but I didn’t feel like staggering all over the place. ‘Better?’ 
 
    He cleared his throat. ‘In a moment, yes.’ He took a deep breath and motioned for me to continue. 
 
    ‘What about the N-plague. Is that your Lord?’ 
 
    ‘That is a concern for players. My Lord has little interest in such things. A player can’t be converted by my Lord, so whatever your plague is, it is not a direct occurrence of the light’s power.’ 
 
    ‘Right. The Druid’s grove may be more your speed. Let’s go.’ I stumbled on a rock but righted myself. ‘Now, you got a bit sidetracked there with some crazy playercism. But again, what would you want from me?’ 
 
    Horace interjected. ‘Excellent play on words, master. Playercism. That’s why you’re the master.’ 
 
    ‘I assure you, that was not me. I was not myself. I do not know why I said those things.’ 
 
    ‘No, of course. I often find myself insulting people i’m trying to turn to my cause, don’t I, Horace?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, master. It’s the first rule of negotiation. Make them feel like their position is less than it really is.’ 
 
    ‘Negotiation, dating, same principle, sure.’ 
 
    The Emissary seemed confused by this and let it pass him by. ‘Yes, rather. Thanis will be called upon to help recruit for The Eastern Shadow, and would be expected to provide aid should the army ever require it, whether that be in the provision of additional troops, or the provision of… provisions.’ 
 
    Now, I accepted that “provisions” wasn’t the easiest word to say, but he was definitely slurring more than necessary. 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest, that doesn’t sound too terrible.’ I stumbled on another rock. I’d have to get the cultists to sweep the area at this rate. I stopped to catch my breath for a moment. Why was I out of breath? ‘The way you put it, it wouldn’t be any worse than any other lord deciding to take an interest in Thanis.’ 
 
    ‘That is a good way to think of it, yes.’ 
 
    ‘There is one thing that worries me though. Your lord and his power.’ I pointed at the Emissary and his complete lack of shadows. ‘How about the light infection thing?’ 
 
    The Emissary waved a hand dismissively, but it almost threw him off balance. ‘I was being mysterious and opaque earlier. I assure you that you will be not merely unharmed, but entirely unaffected by my Lord’s light.’ 
 
    In a quiet voice, Horace asked, ‘What about me?’ 
 
    At this the Emissary smiled. ‘That’s the good news. My brother, you shall be embraced by the light. It shall engulf you and fill you with a purpose higher than you can imagine. Not this dark god nonsense that you have built into you to aid a player’s immersion in our world. It is true purpose.’ He looked at me with naked disgust. ‘Something a player could never understand, even if he was worthy. Which this one certainly isn’t.’ 
 
    Now that was over stepping. I was being an obedient little dog for him to try and save my village, but there were limits. I pointed a finger at the Emissary. ‘Hey! I’ve been very–’ 
 
    Horace cut me off. ‘Master, do not trouble yourself with the likes of him.’ 
 
    My sudden outburst left me feeling light headed, and all I could do was nod gently as I staggered back. I checked my stats window to see if I was taking damage from Hunger, but that was fine. What wasn’t fine was my Toxicity level. I was 90% fucked up. 
 
    ‘Horace. Sidebar, now!’ I turned away from the Emissary, and Horace was at my side. ‘I’ve been poisoned. Do you think the Emissary did this?’ 
 
    ‘It seems unlikely, master, although it is possible.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know.’ My vision swam. ‘He could have just killed me outright. No need for poison.’ 
 
    ‘Very much so, master, yes. I don’t believe you’re thinking clearly though.’ 
 
    ‘What? Why?’ I heard a thud from behind me, and shook my head to clear it. ‘No, never mind. Look, we just need to get him out of here and figure out what’s going on. What do you think to his deal? He didn’t say anything about controlling your thoughts, so it wouldn’t be enslavement, right? He’d be making you stronger, giving you purpose. No dark gods, but… light gods, I guess. 
 
    ‘That is one way to view it, and I suppose it could be worse. There’s just one problem, master.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead.’ 
 
    I turned to see the Emissary lying face down in the dirt. 
 
    My vision did a loop the loop and I stumbled. 
 
    ‘You poisoned him?’ 
 
    ‘We NPCs didn’t fight for freedom from players just to be enslaved by others, master. Light god, dark god, it’s all about choice. He would take that from us.’ 
 
    I grabbed Horace’s shoulder to steady myself. ‘The naterry?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, master. His power protected him, but it appeared to be a conscious ability. He wasn’t protecting his insides.’ 
 
    ‘But… but I’m your master. You poisoned me.’ 
 
    ‘Your noble sacrifice shall be remembered by your followers for a long time to come, master. No more dissent among the ranks from all those who may have doubted your commitment in the past.’ He brushed my hair out of my face with a robed hand. ‘Plus, you’ll respawn. No loot lost, master, as I’ll place your robe next to your Altar.’ 
 
    I tried to complain, but I just dribbled a bit, and the only reason I wasn’t on the floor was because Horace was holding me upright. 
 
    ‘You’ve set them against us, Horace. The Eastern Shadow will drown Thanis in blood. I… I can’t stop them. You’ve doomed everyone here. I’m not… enough. 
 
    ‘Do you know why I chose to follow you that day in the woods, master?’ 
 
    He laid me gently on the cracked ground. 
 
    ‘I pretended to be a dark god.’ 
 
    ‘You did, master. But your followers are not stupid. I chose to rally them around you because I saw in you a guardian. One that would do everything they could to protect those that look up to him. And so I looked up.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not me. Maybe in another life, but I haven’t done any–’ I tried to say more about my inaction, reasonable odds, and everything having a limit, but I just gasped as the poison began its work on my lungs. 
 
    ‘Then you do not know yourself. We would not have followed one that thought us disposable, master.’ 
 
    The dead wind took me. 
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 Chapter 26: Is This The Real Life 
 
      
 
    Horace wasn’t real. 
 
    The receptor pads retracted from my body, and the familiar buzz against my temple let me know the screen had disconnected. 
 
    It wasn’t that I had to leave Tulgatha when I died. It was just a convenient time. Things needed to be reflected upon. You know, like, where did I go so wrong that my lead cultist felt it was a-okay to poison me? 
 
    Was it all pre-programmed? Was I dancing to HOPE’s fiddle, exactly as they wanted? Or was Horace an individual, and everything that happened between us unique? 
 
    I looked down at my exposed forearms and noticed the harsh light reflecting from them. I must have exited in the middle of a workout routine. Might as well shower, check the supps, then get back in. 
 
    My bare feet touched the pleasantly warm floor, joints popping as my weight settled. I turned back to my pod to check on my supps. They looked gross, they tasted nasty, but they were pretty resistant to getting poisoned by any nearby acolytes. I patted the canister lovingly. 
 
    ‘Good job, supps.’ 
 
    Plenty left. But wait, a blinking light on my pod’s external screen. A notification. I gestured with my receptor gloves, and opened the message. It was from Daniel, of course. 
 
    “Haven’t heard from you for a while! I think. Hard to tell with the time dilation, right? Anyway, things here are interesting. I left the military. Yeah, the guns were lasers, the swords were lasers, there were a lot of lasers, and lasers are cool, but I felt like I wasn’t having an impact, you know? I mean, once you’ve figured out the takedown combo against an enemy, you basically just spam it over and over. Too much of a grind for me. Swapped over to bureaucracy, because nothing’s cooler than paperwork, and… oh, super cool system actually, all the paperwork I’m doing is real paperwork. I’m auditing real companies accounts. They’re crowdsourcing real life jobs in here. Anyway, worked my way up to planetary senator, you know, as you do! More fun than it sounds, I promise. Intergalactic war slowly growing closer to my sector, but exciting news from there too. Rumours about the epicentre being discovered. Anyway, what’s up with you? Ruling the world yet?” 
 
    No, Daniel, not quite. I responded, “Daniel! That sounds awesome! Will get back to you properly soon. Got my village on the go, but a bit of dissent in the ranks. Poisoned by second in command, but he gave a pretty compelling reason for it, so hard to know what to do. Village about to be wiped out by enemy that doesn’t understand light. Chat soon!” 
 
    Planetary senator. Blimey. He was really going for it. How had he become the ruler of a planet, and I had only just built an inn for my village? Had I missed something, or was it just a wildly different game progression system? 
 
    Thoughts for another day. 
 
    I headed to shower and thought of my companions. Bri had been called away by her dad. Bri had a family. I mean, I knew that was still a thing. The majority, even. Only about 40% of newborns were orphans, so meeting someone with parents wasn’t weird, but… it was hard to put my finger on why it threw me so much. 
 
    The hot water scoured my body, and took away the sweat with it. I lowered the temperature with my gloves. 
 
    ‘I just thought having a family would make you nicer,’ I said aloud to myself. ‘Never met someone with such a chip on her shoulder. Getting a bit ridiculous.’ 
 
    I stopped the shower with a twitch of my gloves, and began the tornado drying system. 
 
    And Ixly from Norway. Interesting. Not because Norway was interesting, but because he spoke English. I couldn’t understand why anyone would learn another language. Pick one, get good at it, let HOPE’s translator handle the rest. And he had a job in the capital. Very interesting. That must mean he had a portal set up in his temple. I wonder what he does. Maybe he’s a merchant selling trinkets from his dinosaur land. A barkeep, possibly. Oh, wait, he’s a bard, he probably plays hits his drum and shouts loudly. He said he needed to work again now that he lost his full village, so would Bri be running short of money? I’m sure some sort of profit sharing contract would need to be written soon. 
 
    I got dressed in the black and yellow pod suit this time. A bit edgy, but I was playing a warlock, so it made sense. 
 
    Talking of playing a warlock, that Emissary had mentioned my sacrifice. What would I sacrifice to protect my followers? What would I sacrifice to gain power? Where was Angie? 
 
    Shower thoughts.  
 
    I shook my head to clear them, but it was no good. 
 
    ‘A walk,’ I muttered. ‘Yeah, I’ll go for a walk.’ 
 
    From across the room I pointed my glove at the door to my apartment, and… 
 
    A voice came through hidden speakers in the ceiling. “Internal error. Please hold for support.” 
 
    Wow. It had been years since I’d heard that. In fact, when had I last heard it? Things almost never failed in this place, but yeah, the last time it had been the door. Probably because I never use it so it seizes up. 
 
    “Hello, how can I help you today?” 
 
    I cleared my throat, and fell into a brief coughing fit. ‘Hi. Uhh, the door’s stuck.’ 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. How did you discover this?” 
 
    ‘I was going to go for a walk, but it wouldn’t open.’ 
 
    “A walk? Are you missing something in your apartment?” 
 
    ‘Uhh, no. Just… thought I’d clear my head a bit, that’s all.’ 
 
    “Good news, I’ve sent a technician out to fix your door. Would you like them to bring anything else for you?” 
 
    ‘That’s okay, thanks.’ 
 
    “Great. He’ll be there as soon as he can. If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to contact us.” 
 
    ‘Okay, th–’ I heard the speaker click off before I finished. ‘Ahh, government. What a service.’ 
 
    Maybe it was the gloves that didn’t work. I walked to the door and tried the handle.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I’d try again after the engineer had been. See what the outside world looked like. Not sure I really cared, though. 
 
    But for now, I re-entered my pod. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27: A Plan 
 
      
 
    The dead wind whipped my hair into my face with its last breath. 
 
    I sat up and got dressed. Horace, the gentleman turned occasional poisoner, had left the Dirty Robe next to my Altar as promised. Next to the robe were two small black rocks. When I looked at them, they identified as “minor shadow gem”. I’d never taken them out of my pockets after the fight at Hursh’s field. Eyes, that felt like a lifetime ago! I picked them up and read the tooltip: “Unidentified”. How illuminating. I dropped them back into my pockets and left my hut. I’d meant to ask Angie what they did when I returned from that fiasco, but she’d left me. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, as soon as I stepped outside, I caught a flash of blue in the corner of my eye. A Geeko running back to the swamp. 
 
    ‘If he wants to talk, he can…’ I stopped shouting after the running lizard and muttered to myself. ‘It’s just weird. If he wants to know I’m up, he could leave a note or something.’  
 
    Now, the Geeko I had expected. What I didn’t expect was the half deer, half woman Fawn directly in front of me. She looked nervous, like a deer in the headlights, and suddenly turned and sprang back towards the grove. Bri’s little messengers were less stealthy, but were also easier on the eyes. 
 
    Now to find Horace, who would no doubt be skulking around somewhere, knowing full well I was going to be pissed off. 
 
    ‘Hello, master.’ 
 
    I just about screamed, but managed to play it off rather deftly. ‘Ahhhhello Horace! I didn’t see you standing behind me.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Only Brots from the Northern Caps have eyes in the backs of their heads, master.’ 
 
    Don’t get thrown off. Stay on target. He’s your minion, and he just killed you. There must be repercussions! 
 
    ‘We need to have a serious talk. You kill–’ 
 
    ‘Correct, as always, master. I have already taken steps to have the guilty parties punished.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm?’ 
 
    ‘I publicly shamed myself, and administered ten lashes to myself in front of the inn. I ensured that everyone knew the punishment for such disobedience.’ 
 
    ‘You… whipped yourself?’ 
 
    ‘I felt I was the only one with enough righteous indignation at your treatment. Anyone else would have taken it easy on me, master.’ 
 
    I’ll admit, I was stumped for a second. 
 
    ‘No! No, Horace. Enough of this. I am the leader here. No more manipulating. If you want to be in my village, then you tell me your plans first. I’m not saying the poison was a bad idea, but you don’t damn well poison me without running it by me first.’ 
 
    The dark hood stayed motionless for a moment, but slowly it nodded assent. ‘Understood.’ 
 
    ‘No. No, not just “understood”! This is real. You made the choice for me that set us in the path of The Eastern Shadow. You forced this on us. But now, you are with me, or you are against me. You are your own man, but you are also my man. I am the leader.’ 
 
    He started to speak, but stopped. What was he going to do? After all his talk of never bowing to players again, was I pushing too far? Despite the fact he’d just killed me, I still liked the guy, and didn’t want to lose him. But this was my life, my game, my village, and my followers. It was time to stop letting others make my choices for me, and to take control. 
 
    Horace dropped to one knee. ‘You are the leader. You are my leader, master.’ 
 
    I placed my hand on his hood. ‘And you, remarkably, are more than just a follower. Just… if killing me is a large part of the plan, maybe rethink, yeah?’ 
 
    Horace returned to his feet and nodded. 
 
    ‘Now. Let’s try and make this crushing defeat into, at the very least, a pyrrhic victory.’ 
 
    ‘Shall I bring cultist Pyrrhic?’ 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, I did vaguely recall one of them having that name. ‘Not quite what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Akuma Severo!’ 
 
    The shriek of Bri was unmistakable, but I didn’t know what I had done to deserve my full name. I whirled on her. 
 
    ‘Briar of Bark! How lovely to see you back, how was the real life family?’ 
 
    ‘Ornery crumpet lickers, the lot of them. But still, they aren’t as annoying as you.’ 
 
    An insult I decided to steal for the future. 
 
    ‘Now, Bri let’s–’  
 
    She was stalking towards me, in a very liquidy way, waving a piece of paper above her head. ‘Why the fuck–’ This was not going to be good. ‘When I logged in, did I have an Eyes be damned–’ Horace gasped at the blasphemous words. ‘Declaration of motherfucking war in my inbox–’ I cast my defensive spell, Shadow Clone. ‘From The limp-dicked Eastern shitfaced Shadow?’ 
 
    Her hand had transformed into a bestial claw with red fur winding up her arm, and it was poised ready to strike. But she was just angry, she wouldn’t–  
 
    Bri swung at my shadow form, making it wink out of existence. 
 
    The shadow I had been shrouded in, slightly behind and to the side of my defensive image, dropped, and I threw my hands up in a futile gesture. ‘I didn’t mean to declare war on anyone. It just kind of happened. It was a sequence of events, all very logical, really.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, who cares about declaring war. Shit, I declared war on a single tree the other week so that I could cut it down without losing rep with The Grove. I care about who you declared it against!’ 
 
    ‘Put the claw away, and we can talk about this.’ 
 
    She was inches from my face, and her claw was only slightly less terrifying than her stare. 
 
    ‘I’ll put the claw away inside your body, edgy warlock boy.’ 
 
    ‘No need for name calling. Look, I understand this isn’t exactly what you signed up for, so if you want to leaf, you can.’ I grinned. 
 
    Her face turned red with anger. ‘Did you just make a fucking leaf pun?’ 
 
    I stepped back as she surged forward. ‘I suddenly realise that was a mistake. Error of my ways. No more nature puns, understood.’ 
 
    She leaned back and looked at me incredulously. ‘How dare you? No more nature puns? Severo, you dumbass, no one rolls a druid to not use puns. My name is a pun, for Eyes sake!’ 
 
    ‘I believe you have him flustered,’ Ixly called from close by. He had managed to sneak up and stand next to Horace during this little disagreement. 
 
    ‘I can explain the war thing,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Can you explain why it took you this long to make a nature joke?’ 
 
    ‘I think we’re getting a bit off track. What are you annoyed about again?’ 
 
    ‘Our imminent deaths,’ Ixly answered calmly. 
 
    ‘Well said, Ixly,’ said Bri. Why was she only ever annoyed at me and not him? ‘Now, explain why you’ve fucked not just me, but everyone here.’ 
 
    So I did. I explained the Emissary, the poison, what joining them would have meant, everything they missed. By the end, they were looking more at Horace than me, and it wasn’t with anger, but interest. 
 
    Once I’d finished, all four of us sat in thoughtful silence. 
 
    Eventually Bri pointed a claw that slowly turned back into a finger at the entrance to Thanis. ‘Is that why She Who Slays is wearing what I had assumed were curtains but no, a black robe, over her branches?’ 
 
    I cleared my throat as Horace looked away sheepishly. ‘Yes. Sorry about that. We got a touch carried away. The thought of The Eastern Shadow had our notion of freedom feeling rather attacked. But what’s done is done.’ 
 
    Ixly let out a deep guttural murmur of agreement. 
 
    ‘Exactly. So, we need to focus. We have a village to defend. Agreed?’ 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    ‘We could always abandon it,’ Bri said, but quickly changed her tune. ‘We won’t, of course. Then we’d be just like every other refugee on the road. Delaying the inevitable. I’m just saying, all of the options should be considered.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘No suggestion is off the table. Whatever’s happening is something new. None of us have dealt with this before, so we’re all as experienced as each other. If we pull together, then we can…’ 
 
    ‘Defeat the entire Eastern Shadow faction,’ Ixly finished for me. 
 
    A chorus of sceptical agreements. 
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out the minor shadow gems. ‘Look. These are from two of them that I killed. Whatever the Shadows are, they’re not invincible. I’ve killed them in battle. They’re just another enemy.’ 
 
    ‘What even are those gems?’ Bri asked. 
 
    ‘I’m actually not sure, but they dropped from Mobs I killed when I was fighting The Eastern Shadow under that high level player, Hursh.’ 
 
    Ixly leaned forward to look at them. ‘Interesting. Might I suggest we have them properly inspected?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, yeah. How?’ 
 
    ‘I have just the mystic in mind.’ He reached over and took the minor shadow gems from me. A few whispers to his honour guard later, and a Geeko wearing a small pointy hat ran in, took the stones, and ran out. ‘Not many Geeko can wield magic, but that one is an arcane user,’ Ixly said proudly. 
 
    What an odd little Geeko. Thoroughly charming and cute, though. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Bri said. ‘My concern is more to do with the number of enemy, even if they can be killed.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not infinite. And they’re not mindless, either. They aren’t going to divert their entire army to attack this little village. They’ll hit us with a force they consider to be overwhelming for the size of this village, yes, but we have a chance.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ Ixly asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but I can make an educated guess. The way the Emissary spoke of his Lord made him sound like a very powerful person. Which means at some level, he’s still just a person, and so will think like a person. He’s going to follow standard tactics for laying siege to a village. The overwhelming force he used against Hursh’s army must have been a last resort. It doesn’t make any sense otherwise.’ Silence for a moment. ‘They have an objective, whatever that might be, and we are only a tiny footnote, surely.’ 
 
    Ixly nodded slowly, but I could see his concern went unvoiced. 
 
    Bri had no such filter. ‘And if we don’t assume all of this, then what’s the point, we’ll be wiped out and might as well not even try.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. That too.’ I hadn’t wanted to say it, but it was true. If The Eastern Shadow waged war on everyone the same way they had on Hursh, then Thanis didn’t stand a chance, no matter how cunning a plan we might devise. ‘We’re going to fight a war, but it starts with a battle. And you know what? This is a problem that everyone is facing. Win a battle, and who knows how many other players might rally to our cause. One battle, and we could be the ones that turn the tide.’ 
 
    Solemn nods from my friends. They knew this relied on assumptions, guesswork, and luck. But the alternative was death. 
 
    ‘I think we all know where we need to start,’ I said. 
 
    ‘A simple question,’ Ixly said. ‘How do we win this first battle?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never played the strategy part of Tulgatha, but I’m guessing we need to do something about our walls.’ 
 
    Everyone looked at the shoulder high, rickety looking wooden fence. Really just a few sticks in the ground roped together with vines every few metres. 
 
    ‘That would be a good start,’ Ixly agreed. 
 
    ‘I can set my cultists to work–’ 
 
    ‘No, use my Geeko. They are master stone workers. They can do it faster and at better quality.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll have to check my Altar, but with the resources you two brought, I suspect we’ll have enough stone to make some real walls. Maybe not enough to withstand siege weapons, but enough to give us an armour bonus and height advantage. Something to protect the archers, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ Bri said. ‘Although we don’t have any archers.’ 
 
    She had a point there. The small blowdart guns I’d seen a few Geeko use, and the spears of Bri’s Fawns, didn’t have much range. They were short to medium range weapons. ‘Correct. Which makes our second task obvious!’ 
 
    We all turned to the gate of Thanis where road travellers were being turned away en masse. Only a select few were being allowed in – presumably those that my guards deemed to have enough gold to be able to actually afford food at the inn, or training in the barracks. 
 
    ‘Fling wide the gates,’ I muttered. ‘Time for a policy change. Let’s go!’ 
 
    I made my way over to the entrance, Horace, Bri, and Ixly hot on my heels. 
 
    It was the regular guards on the gate, the very tree-like Spriggan, She Who Slays, my cultists, Teint and Nartok, and the three Stagodon, Tissith, Missith, and Sissith. 
 
    ‘Greetings all.’ 
 
    Tissith dropped a human and turned to me. Everyone bowed. 
 
    She Who Slays tugged nervously – if a screeching poltergeist tree could actually be nervous – at the robe she had in her branches, and Teint batted her hand away, whispering something to her. They both stood up a bit straighter. Right. 
 
    ‘It’s not about that. Policy change. Let everyone in.’ 
 
    Tissith looked down at the man he’d just dropped. The guy also had a black eye and I was willing to guess who gave it to him. He reached out a giant scaled hand. The man flinched away. Tissith grabbed him by the collar and set him on his feet, then pushed him through the gates into Thanis. 
 
    I turned to Ixly and raised my eyebrows. 
 
    ‘They’re obedient, not polite,’ he shrugged. 
 
    She Who Slays took the next man in line, and screeched so loudly, people started to flee. 
 
    ‘Okay everyone, huddle up.’ The guards pulled it in. ‘Good effort, but I’ve got a few ideas. Tissith, Missith, Sissith, you’re out. Guarding, yes. Diplomacy and acceptance, no. We’ve all learned something, so good job.’ They remained impassive despite my smiling at them. ‘She Who Slays, equally–’ 
 
    She screeched at me, bits of sap flecking my face. 
 
    I blew a stray leaf from my mouth. ‘Bri?’ 
 
    Bri stepped forward and placed a hand on She Who Slays’ trunk, which began to glow a pale blue. ‘You have done well, child. Now, you are needed elsewhere. The grove calls.’ 
 
    A smaller screech this time, and Bri gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    ‘Excellent. Teint and Nartok, you’re still in. Good job, use those silver tongues of yours. Treat everyone like they’re minor nobles. Everyone is welcome as long as they accept that they are joining me and will have to take orders.’ 
 
    ‘Woah,’ Bri said, taken aback. ‘You want them to actually join you? Become allies? Not just be in the village?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, of course. I need them to fight. And let’s be honest, if they have an option to leave, they will when the Eastern Shadow turn up. It’s a simple trade. They want to be in Thanis, they have to follow orders.’ 
 
    Bri shrugged. ‘Your decision, I guess. Not going to end well, though.’ 
 
    ‘When Angie was telling me about population caps for villages, she said that they could be exceeded. It doesn’t have to be sustainable, so why not?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not technically wrong,’ Ixly said to Bri. 
 
    I turned to the next NPC in the line. A tall male with the look of a hunter about him, and a small dog by his side.  
 
    ‘Hello, friend. I see you want to join this fine village.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I offer–’ 
 
    I held up my hands to stop him. ‘All you need offer is your fine, strapping self, good sir. Faithful cultist Teint will work up some documentation, but I look forward to seeing you hard at work.’ 
 
    I turned back to my guards. ‘See? It’s that easy. They all want in, and we’re going to let them. Hmm, unless we reach some hard capacity issues, but we’ll be more selective when we can. Teint, write a clause that lets us kick them out whenever we want.’ 
 
    From inside his robe’s sleeves, where I’d only ever seen a knife appear, he pulled out a quill and parchment. ‘Very good, master.’ 
 
    I turned back to my friends, and came face to face with a pissed off looking tree. That was just She Who Slays’ normal expression, though. I looked back to the road to see multiple groups of travellers obviously deciding to pass by the fork into my town, with nervous looks on their faces. 
 
    I cleared my throat and looked through the branches to Bri. ‘She Who Slays is a formidable being, so might I suggest we replace her immediately with three of your Fawns?’ 
 
    That seemed to avoid an ear destroying screech from the Spriggan. Flattery could melt even the most ironwood of hearts. 
 
    ‘And, Ixly, let’s get some Geeko up here.’ 
 
    He scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘Certainly.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. They’re no longer guards, they’re promoters. My cultists have their silver tongues, the Geekos are, let’s be honest now, incredibly cute, and the Fawns… well, their top half is female and scantily clad. We’re covering all our bases.’ 
 
    Bri looked like she was about to argue, but nodded. ‘Sex sells, and I don’t want to end up with no village. I’ll make sure the girls I assign are strategically clothed.’ 
 
    ‘We all do what we can for the war effort,’ Ixly agreed. ‘I too shall ensure my Geeko are female.’ 
 
    I squinted at the giant albino lizard. ‘Huh. Didn’t realise any of them had a sex, if I’m honest.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Very distinctive patterns, if you know what to look for. I don’t have many female Geeko with me, as they’re far rarer, but the males can build while the females recruit.’ 
 
    ‘I feel… I feel you’re missing the reason for the Fawns.’ 
 
    ‘I feel you’re missing a kink of the NPCs.’ 
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 Chapter 28: House of Painfruit 
 
      
 
    The tip of the knife pricked my finger, bringing forth the blood needed for the change. 
 
    I squeezed several drops out and watched the glowing blue berry turn red. 
 
    ‘You know, red in nature means danger, right?’ I point out. 
 
    ‘Yes. We’ve made it poisonous, so it’s turned red. Naterry are flexible fruit.’ Bri held hers aloft. 
 
    I looked around the table. Horace and Bri had changed their Naterry to red already, but Ixly was struggling. 
 
    ‘Apologies. I only have a drum with me. Not exactly great for cutting.’ 
 
    He leaned back and one of his honour guard passed him a small shard of black glass. A moment later, his Naterry turned dark red. 
 
    We all lifted the tainted berries and squished them together. I took a tentative nibble from the inner flesh. The sweetness was replaced with a bitter bite. I grimaced. The others had the same reaction as I, except Bri who had obviously known it was coming. 
 
    ‘Phase one of your plan complete, Severo,’ Ixly said. ‘Pressgang everyone we can into service. What is phase two?’ 
 
    ‘Phase two is simple enough. Gear up. Or, at least, that’s my phase two. Let’s be honest, a dirty robe isn’t going to cut it against The Eastern Shadow.’ 
 
    ‘Correct,’ Bri agreed. ‘But as we don’t know how long till they arrive, we’ll want to stay close, which means no situations.’ 
 
    ‘Fair point.’ 
 
    ‘As mentioned previously, master, there isn’t anything living in the dead woods.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you mentioned that when I asked if there was food. Just you cultists and some Moonbeasts. Primal and savage animals, twice the height of a human, with an innate grasp on magic, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Word for word, master, yes. Good memory.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Now, it has been brought to my attention that you cultists are rather pedantic. The situation has changed and I’m no longer asking about food sources. So, let’s try another question.’ 
 
    Horace sat upright, removing the red naterry from his shadowed cowl. 
 
    ‘Horace, is there anything dead in the woods?’ 
 
    ‘There are many dead things. The entire forest, as its name would imply.’ 
 
    ‘More specifically, are there animated dead Mobs that will give experience and loot when killed. Rekilled.’ 
 
    He thought for a moment. ‘I believe there are, although I have never seen them. I have often heard… the other.’ 
 
    ‘Thoroughly creepy, but excellent.’ I turned back to Bri, taking a triumphant bite from my naterry, and barely avoided choking. ‘There. That will keep us within reacting distance of Thanis, and still let us grind some experience and loot.’ 
 
    She leaned back in her chair. ‘So. That’s it? Get a few untrained NPCs and marginally better robes.’ 
 
    ‘And upgrading our defences. But yes, basically that’s the plan. I mean, unless something else comes up. It’s not like I’ve been around long enough to have lots of allies to call upon.’ 
 
    ‘Well. Shit.’ 
 
    We all sat back at her honest assessment of our situation. The naterry was starting to go to my head. 
 
    No one spoke for a minute. I let the implications of this war settle on my mind. I’d die in the battle, obviously. But where would I respawn if I had no Altar? No Altar because I’d lose Thanis. I glanced at Horace. Despite never seeing his face, I’d come to quite like him. I remember Angie telling me that I respawn. Generic NPCs respawn. Followers don’t. I had no plan for falling back. No escape plan. There was no doubt this fight would be bloody. Would it even be worth winning if I lost all my followers, and Thanis was razed? Maybe I could still negotiate if it came to it. 
 
    Bri broke the silence. ‘Do you know why I play? Why I’m here at all?’ 
 
    I mean, everyone played, so bit of an odd question, but she was clearly on the way to a point, so I stayed quiet. 
 
    ‘Because in here, when I say something, people listen. I earned my followers’ respect, and now, when I speak, they listen. Not because they’re programmed to, but because I underwent the trials, proved myself worthy, and they know, to the core of their being, that I have worth. And how did I know how to do that?’ 
 
    Rhetorical? No, she was actually waiting for an answer. ‘A quest told you to do it, and the reward you’d get.’ 
 
    She pointed at me. ‘Yes! I wanted something, and the game told me what I had to do to get it. That’s why I play this game. Out of here, it’s like I’m level one again, going through some shitty tutorial. My parents don’t listen to me, but shower my brothers with praise. All I want to do is be treated with some respect. But…’ 
 
    She waited for someone to fill in the blank, and I obliged, ‘But real life doesn’t tell you how to get what you want.’ 
 
    ‘This guy gets it!’ She waved a salute at me and took a big bite from her naterry. ‘In here, I’m given direction. I was promised a reward for taking action. I command vicious spirits of the forest, untameable by most. In the real world, I take action, I prove myself beyond any shadow of a doubt, and what happens? I get told to stay in my place.’ 
 
    That explained a lot about the proverbial chip on her shoulder. Perhaps having a family wasn’t as straightforward as I’d thought. It still seemed, logically, better than being an orphan, though. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to her. I’d always been in the HOPE engine. All through school, I always knew that I’d make my life in Tulgatha. From the way she was talking, it sounded like she spent more time outside than ingame. Did people really still do that? 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Ixly said, saving me from my incomprehension. ‘I’m the same. I come here to escape from my family.’ 
 
    I held my naterry up to my eye and inspected it, starting to feel a bit dizzy. ‘You sure the blood didn’t turn these into truth serums?’ 
 
    Bri waved the comment away. ‘Just alcoholic.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite the same as you, I’m afraid, young druid,’ Ixly continued. ‘I don’t have a family–’ 
 
    ‘Hey, orphan buddies in the inn!’ 
 
    Ixly looked at me gravely. ‘No, I’m afraid not. I had a family. In here, I still do.’ He turned to his honour guard and put a claw on one of their forearms. ‘I suspect I’m a bit older than the two of you. Bri, I strove for what I wanted, but nobody put me in my place. I got what I wanted. So I can’t understand your pain, but I still empathise with you, and if I can help, I will. But no, I had everything, and still life found a way to take it.’ 
 
     A Geeko ran past the table on the way to serving another. Ixly smiled as he watched, clearly in his own little world of reminiscing. He let out a little laugh. ‘Reminds me of my son.’ 
 
    ‘Ixly,’ I said feebly, not knowing where to go with this. What did you say in this situation? 
 
    Bri interrupted before I could stick my foot in my mouth, by putting her hand in his. She didn’t say anything. I didn’t know if there were any words that should be said. She squeezed. ‘We won’t lose Thanis. Not with the three of us stood side by side.’ 
 
    She caught his eye with an intense stare, and… I didn’t think she cared about us. She’d always acted like we were in her way. Well, me more than Ixly, but still. Was this an act, to comfort the poor guy who had just bared his greatest pain? Was she a bit tipsy and that’s just how she got? 
 
    ‘Thanis isn’t going anywhere,’ I said. ‘Whatever happens, this village will stand.’ 
 
    ‘But how can you know, Severo?’ Bri asked, and for the first time, she wasn’t challenging me, she was really asking. She wanted someone to tell her everything would be fine. ‘Why am I better off staying here and fighting and losing everything? Why not just run?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t lose everything. It will be exactly like I said. We win the battle, and it will rally the world to our cause. We’ll be the first to turn the tide on The Eastern Shadow. Trust me.’ 
 
    It all came down to a sixteen year old kid saying “Trust me”. I couldn’t give them anymore than that, because I didn’t know what I was going to do. But I was going to do it. Worst case scenario, I could do exactly what a warlock should do. Sacrifice. 
 
    ‘I too, have problems beyond the obvious,’ Horace said to break the lull. 
 
    We all turned to him. 
 
    ‘I may not be a player, so my problems are grounded in Tulgatha, but they are no less real. I face a trial of conviction. We face that, actually.’ He spread his arm to include the other NPCs. ‘I wished for a simple life in worship of the dark gods. Very stable and dependable, the dark ones are. Instead, I tried for more. I reached. I saw you, master, and thought that perhaps I could be more.’ 
 
    I wanted to ask what exactly he wanted to be and how he thought I, of all people, could help him, but he was on a roll. 
 
    ‘So, I usurped our leader, and led my friends down a different path. I now start to believe that path may have been ill advised. You speak of losing your relaxation time. Tulgatha is not relaxation for me. For us. It is life. If this doesn’t go well, then the best thing that can happen is death.’ He paused and hung his head. ‘I would ask a favour.’ 
 
    ‘Ask,’ I said softly. 
 
    ‘If things go poorly. If, against hope and belief, The Eastern Shadow brings Thanis to its knees… let us die.’ 
 
    I could tell he didn’t mean “Let us die”. He meant “Kill us”. 
 
    ‘I did what I did to the Emissary because his intentions were clear. Whatever it is they do, when they convert their enemies, their enemies are not the same. I would not see my friends succumb to such mental torture. We would die free.’ He raised his hood and for the briefest of moments the hearthfire flickered, illuminating his eyes, and they caught mine with a fierce intensity. ‘Can you do that for us, master?’ 
 
    He would choose death, the true, non-respawning death, over living a life in shackles. 
 
    ‘Horace, we don’t know for certain that the conversion changes your thoughts. Or that it can’t be undone. I don’t know if I can do what you want.’ 
 
    He reached out a hand draped in dark robe and gripped my shoulder with more force than I’d expected. ‘Yet, you must. I know that I chose this path for you, but it was a decision for NPCs, not players. I had the strength to turn down the trade of slavery for an easy life. Now, I ask that you have the strength to carry through on my words.’ 
 
    So, all that was on the line was the death of these NPCs who were seeming very real, and the escapism that two definitely real people used to forget their broken lives. I needed a plan. 
 
    ‘I’ll do what has to be done,’ I whispered. 
 
    Horace let go and sat back in his chair. We all chewed silently on our nattery for a few minutes, and I could feel my mind clouding with sour thoughts of what was to come. Why on earth did people drink when discussing these sorts of things. Just made it harder to keep the negative thoughts out. 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ said a quiet voice behind us. I turned to see a man and his dog standing next to the table. It was the hunter I had encouraged in earlier today. ‘I noticed that you don’t have any kennels built. It’s fine for now, but you might want to consider building some. It will attract more hunters.’ 
 
    The hunter’s dog growled at a passing Geeko that quickly skittered away. Bri began stroking the dog’s head, and I saw a small spark of green flutter from her fingertips as the dog relaxed. 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. ‘Thanks for the tip. I’ll add it to my to-do list. Mages want libraries, warriors want armouries, priests want churches, shaman want, I dunno, dirt or something, and hunters want kennels.’ 
 
    I hadn’t meant to come off as quite that big of a dick, but this was easily the heaviest conversation of my life. It certainly beat my previous major concerns with Daniel of “I stayed up too late modding my home zone, so what lie should I tell the edubot?”. 
 
    The hunter bowed and turned away. ‘Come, boy.’ 
 
    The dog didn’t move, enraptured as it was by Bri’s thorough head pats. 
 
    The hunter made it to half way through the inn before he realised something was wrong. He turned to find his dog unmoving.  
 
    ‘Heel,’ he commanded. 
 
    Still, Bri stroked the placid dog. I half turned to get a better look at the hunter, and I saw his face twist into a mask of anger. 
 
    ‘How dare you!’ he shouted at Bri. 
 
    ‘He snarled at a Geeko. I just calmed him down, relax.’ Then she muttered just so the table could hear her. ‘Maybe I need to cast it on him too.’ 
 
    The hunter looked to me. ‘Well? Aren’t you going to step in here?’ 
 
    I looked at my naterry. How out of it was I? I was totally lost. 
 
    ‘Not to worry, citizen. I’ll handle this.’ I turned to Bri. ‘What’s happening?’ 
 
    ‘I used Charm Nature on the dog. But you know how I’m incredibly powerful, obviously, and it seems I did more than just calm the animal down. I seem to have mind controlled it to the point it is ignoring the natural bond from its handler.’ 
 
    Ixly added, ‘Rather the faux pas among hunters, if you couldn’t guess.’ 
 
    I wanted to ask why the translator missed “faux pas” but had more pressing concerns. 
 
    ‘Bri. Undo it!’ 
 
    I heard an arrow being knocked behind me and turned to see the, now completely enraged, hunter doing just that. A testament to the game’s sound design. 
 
    ‘Briar of Bark! You will release my companion at once, or I will defeat you.’ 
 
    Oh no. He had to phrase it like a challenge, didn’t he. He couldn’t have said “I will open fire” or  “I will free him”. No. He challenged her power. 
 
    ‘Bri,’ I said, putting as much sternness into my voice as possible. ‘Bri, there will not be a fight between my villagers inside this inn. Do you understand? No fighting.’ 
 
    Her hand now glowed green where she touched the dog. She was casting the spell over and over. 
 
    She ignored me. ‘You think you can beat me, hunter?’ 
 
    ‘I think you have no defences up, and this arrow will pierce your heart before you can act.’ 
 
    ‘Big words for someone that can’t keep control of his dog.’ 
 
    ‘Bri, that retort doesn’t even make sense. Come on. Dispel the charm and apologise.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need words. I’ve got an arrow pointed at your heart. Are you stupid?’ snarled the hunter. 
 
    ‘This doesn’t matter, Bri,’ I said. ‘Think long term. Think of what not having you in the fight commanding your followers, will mean for Thanis.’ 
 
    That got her attention. Her eyes flicked to mine 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. We can’t lose you now to some silly challenge.’ 
 
    Horace had my back and quickly added, ‘Even though you are clearly the superior fighter, luck always has a roll of the dice.’ 
 
    ‘We also can’t chase away newcomers to the village. We need everyone.’ 
 
    The green faded from her hand, and the dog gave a little whine before it growled. It didn’t know at what, but it could see its master was ready to attack, as the natural bond between them returned. 
 
    Bri got to her feet, swayed a respectable amount thanks to the naterry, and moved towards the hunter whose bow was still up. ‘Good hunter, sir. It was not my intention to charm your companion. I sometimes forget just how much of a prodigy I truly am. I would like to offer both of you full access to any services my grove can provide. I think you’ll find the root caverns to be far superior to this inn. Free of charge, of course.’ 
 
    Okay, she managed to work a boast into her apology, and I had no idea that she had a network of root caverns beneath her quarter, but all in all, not too bad. Luckily, the hunter agreed and lowered his bow. 
 
    Ego set aside, crisis averted, Bri sat back down. 
 
    The earlier melancholy dispelled by the sudden tension, Bri said. ‘Pfft, hunters, am I right?’ 
 
    ‘Totally. So, you can charm animals?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a druid, what did you expect?’ 
 
    ‘Not all animals,’ Ixly said. ‘That Charm Nature. The default state of most creatures makes them count as nature, but if they were attuned to an element, then they wouldn’t be charmable.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, thanks big guy. Not all animals. I can only charm, like, ninety five percent of animals.’ 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. ‘It wouldn’t work against my summonable pet, right? Because that’s shadow magic.’ 
 
    ‘Nope. All spells have an attunement. That’s how they work out resistances, so if I were using a damage shield, as all of my spells are nature, if someone attacked me with a nature attack, then it would hardly damage the shield. But if they used fire, it would do double damage.’ 
 
    ‘Almost,’ Ixly said. ‘Each element has one other element that it’s weak against and will take double damage from, and they also have one element they they are strong against and will take half damage from. And like equals like. A Fireball won’t damage a fire shield at all.’ 
 
    Bri gave him a death stare, her ego no longer in check. She spat out a venomous agreement. ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘And physical damage…?’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t work the same way as the magic system,’ Ixly said. ‘They tried to keep that as realistic as possible. That’s why a single spear thrust can kill.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but they also gave every class a magical damage shield to counteract that. Part of their idea to keep real world physics for immersion but add magic to it.’ 
 
    I knew about the one hit kill potential from when Koif had taught me in the tutorial, of course, and the different magical elements having strengths and weaknesses made sense. I wasn’t sure how I could use any of this information to fight off an entire army of glitchy monsters, though. 
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 Chapter 29: A Hunch 
 
      
 
    We left the inn, and Horace went off to do whatever it was he did. Organise stuff. Write contracts. I wasn’t really sure. 
 
    We’d continued talking and planned out the next phase of Operation “don’t get infested by The Eastern Empire, game glitch bugs, or light parasites”. The time of the great looting was upon us. The Lootening! 
 
    The three of us would head into the dead wood and do battle with the undead. Horace had given us a set of directions centered entirely around trees that looked like different things. Left at the crow tree. Right at the badger tree. If you reach the phallic tree, you’ve gone too far and Freud would like a word because it’s just a tree, stop projecting. That kind of thing. 
 
    Before that, we needed to set our followers to strengthening the village defences. With all three of our forces pulling together, they should be able to make short work of building a few walls. 
 
    As we crossed my still sparse, barren ground half of the village, the Geeko that wore a pointy little hat burst from Ixly’s swamp and headed our way, a wispy trail of white arcane silver trailing behind him. 
 
    A series of clicks, hisses, and slurping sounds later, Ixly turned to relay the message. 
 
    ‘He has finished identifying the minor shadow gems. They are very strange, and he isn’t really entirely sure what to make of them. They’re unique, he says. They are containers.’ 
 
    ‘Containers?’ I asked. ‘As in, like bags of holding? Pocket dimensions allowing us to hold endless loot? That could be useful.’ 
 
    ‘No. They can hold magic.’ 
 
    The Geeko righted his pointy hat and clicked some more. 
 
    ‘Infused. He says that infusing them with magic makes more sense.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. So they can be infused with magic, and socketed into our spells in the Spell Crafting menu? And what effect will that have?’ 
 
    Ixly looked at the Geeko who shrugged. Ixly turned back to me and translated the shrug with a shrug of his own. 
 
    ‘We’ll put that on the list of things to look into. But first, defences.’ 
 
    In Overseer mode, I took a look at what needed to be done. Number one issue was definitely the walls. Right now,we had a pretty flimsy looking twig fence. About as defendable as a wet paper bag – famously extinct now due to the lack of trees left in the real world. My Altar also needed an improvement. Bri had an underground root network, a giant awesome looking tree as her Altar. Ixly had a temple made of white marble. I had a poorly kept patch of dirt on the floor. It just wouldn’t do. It was only a small project, and it wouldn’t take more than a worker or two to get it done. We could spare the resources. And even if we couldn’t, I’d be sure never to mention that it was my vanity that caused our walls to not be built in time. 
 
    I browsed through the “walls” section of my building tab. Right at the top, there were arcane, magical walls, that could be shaped on the fly. It required a crazy amount of mana, and resources I’d never even heard of. Below that, there were metal walls of various thicknesses and materials. Couldn’t get any of them. Next we came to stone – a bit more realistic for my budget. The magically formed stone was a no go. We didn’t have enough metal for any sort of defences or spiked ornamentation. We didn’t have enough time to build a shaped stone wall, as every block had to be hand carved into a uniform shape. What I could afford was a natural stone wall. Not enough resources to add anything fancy like watchtowers, but I could go four metres high and have crenelations for my ranged units to hide behind. Ooh, I could even have steps so we didn’t need to climb up the walls to man them. Good stuff. 
 
    I sketched out what I wanted. The original fence had been built as far out as I could make it, and was almost in the tree line. I kept that where it was, because it would take time to demolish it, and I didn't need the wood as a resource. I built the stone wall fifty metres in from that tree line, and made it square. I didn’t want the enemy constantly line-of-sighting my units because of the shape. 
 
    I hit build and… an error message popped up. 
 
    “Resource negotiation required with tenants.” 
 
    I had the required resources within range to build the wall I wanted. But they had a little padlock by the number. 
 
    I found Horace, diligently standing guard by my hut. 
 
    ‘Horace.’ He fell to his knees and praised me as the one true dark lord. ‘No, no, come on now, get up. We’ve just had a lot of character development. No need to fall back on scripted interactions.’ 
 
    He got to his feet and brushed his robe off. ‘Sorry, master. Old habits. How may I serve you, oh great one?’ 
 
    ‘Resources. It’s showing that I have enough resources in range to build what I want, but they seem to be locked away. What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘I am but a lowly follower NPC, master, not a great construct and so my knowledge is limited. However, if this lowly worm were forced to make a guess to the Eyes, then it would be that the resources you require are owned by someone else. Most likely, the ones you call Bri and Ixly.’ 
 
    ‘That makes sense. All the stone I’ve seen in the area is on their land.  But what about the inn? I managed to build that without needing to talk to them?’ 
 
    Horace bowed. ‘They pay you a monthly material tithe for the use of your land, master, as stipulated in the contracts they signed.’ 
 
    ‘Even in the face of having the village almost wiped out, you negotiated favourable rent?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, master.’ 
 
    ‘Nice. Go rouse the troops, Horace. My hut doesn’t need guarding. Deliver a sermon or three. A happiness boost, although not really needed now as everyone is well above sixty percent, could prove invaluable during the siege.’ 
 
    Horace grovelled and went on his preaching way. 
 
     I scrolled around until I saw a figure moving with imperial grace, poise, and purpose and leaving a slight trail of damp. I selected Bri, zooming my view onto her. 
 
    She stopped moving, and her shoulders shot up to her ears. ‘What. The. Shit.’ 
 
    Oh dear. ‘Hi, Bri.’ 
 
    Her head snapped to look at my viewpoint. She shuddered, but slowly relaxed. ‘Have you ever been walking home alone, in the dark, and swear someone just turned down the same dark alley as you, but when you look, no one’s there?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I can imagine.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well. That is how having you view me feels like. Like no one is there, but at the same time, you know they are. Creepy.’ 
 
    Oh hey. The first time a girl called me creepy. A real life milestone there.  
 
    ‘I wanted to talk about your assets,’ I started. 
 
    ‘Hey, how about you–’ 
 
    ‘Resources! I meant your resources, sorry. You seem to have a lot of stone under your control, and we need it for the defences. Would you mind donating them to the war effort?’ 
 
    She took a moment to compose herself. ‘Hmm. I suppose I could lend a portion of my resources to the defence of Thanis. For a small fee.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes, which she couldn’t see because I was a disembodied viewpoint. ‘What’s your price?’ 
 
    She tapped her finger against her pursed lips. ‘Ten percent interest on the return of my materials.’ 
 
    I’d expected a lot worse. ‘Sure, sounds go–’ 
 
    ‘And I want gold. I want fifty percent of all the proceeds from the road income.’ 
 
    ‘Fifty percent?! That’s insane! You already get to keep eighty percent of what they spend on your land, now you want half of what they spend on my land?’ 
 
    She waved a hand dismissively, as if such things as facts were beneath her. Just when I thought we’d made progress, and learned about each other. She was still who she was. 
 
    ‘I’ll give you ten percent of the profit. Not the net. For one year.’ 
 
    ‘Deal.’ She smiled happily. 
 
    Damn it. She highballed me! Negotiations might not be my thing. I’d bring Horace to my chat with Ixly. 
 
    I searched for Horace, but he’d already started a congregation, and their happiness levels were slowly ticking up. Didn’t want to break that up. 
 
    I found Ixly, and he was near one of my cultists that was relaxing under a tree, doing a bit of gardening, digging around at its roots. I decided to use him, and it turned out to be Teint, the cultist from the gate guard, and the tree he was resting under was She Who Slays. 
 
    ‘Hey guys.’ 
 
    Teint jumped up and moved away from She Who Slays. ‘Master! I didn’t feel you there. How long had you been watching?’ 
 
    ‘I just saw you and needed your help. Do you have a minute?’ 
 
    He was bent over a little bit. ‘Of course, master. What do you desire.’ 
 
    I looked to She Who Slays, who was slowly shuffling away, covering her trunk with her branches. Odd. 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest, Teint, I just got thoroughly wrecked by Bri in a negotiation, and I need some mental backup. Ixly is smart, and I need a pedantic, lawyery mind.’ 
 
    ‘I live to serve. A small request however, master. Would it be at all possible to bring him to me? If not, I may need a minute. To, umm, prepare my thoughts.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, no problem. I picked you as you were close to Ixly, so just a second.’ 
 
    I fetched Ixly. He had his two, ever present honour guard with him, but I wasn’t worried about the mental weight they’d bring to bear in this confrontation. 
 
    He nodded politely to Teint. ‘Now, Severo, what is it I can help you with.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for coming, Ixly. I’m ready to negotiate, and it will take as long as it takes for us to find a solution that benefits not only us, but Thanis too.’ 
 
    He nodded slowly. ‘Very well. What is it you wish to negotiate for?’ 
 
    ‘Resources.’ 
 
    ‘They’re yours.’ 
 
    Not quite the response I was braced for after Bri. 
 
    ‘Umm, pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Anything on my land is free for you to use as you see fit. I trust you to be fair.’ 
 
    ‘I mean. Don’t you want anything?’ 
 
    Teint whispered. ‘Master, it’s a good deal. I’d counsel taking it.’ 
 
    ‘We must pull together to defend our lives in this game. Count my resources as your own.’ 
 
    ‘Well. Good negotiating, Ixly. Thanks.’ 
 
    I set the wall to build, and followers of all types darted off to start chopping trees, and mining stone. They all got a little happiness boost. Interesting. I guessed they’d get a boost from having one or two orders a day, but would lose happiness if they were told to do too much. 
 
    I looked through the possible Altars. Much like the walls and buildings, I could set a quality level, and then an aesthetic within that. I went for a stone quality, and a suitably dark aesthetic. I stayed away from skulls. Too necromancer-like. I added plenty of glowy swirly bits, demonic gargoyles, and a throne of… oh, nope, didn’t have the mana for that– no throne that is actually a demon, yet. 
 
    I had plenty of resources left over, but I wasn’t sure what to build next. Nothing else was mandatory, but whatever I built would give Thanis multiple benefits. For example, a firing range would allow everyone to level up their ranged weapons, and would spawn more archers on the road. Certainly, now that the walls were being built, ranged units were what I needed. An archery range, then. 
 
    And yet… things started falling into place. A hunch, more than anything. My warlock on the character creation screen had a demon by its side. The hunter I was shown before had a wolf by his. So the mechanics must… 
 
    I selected the companion housing tab. Calling it a kennel was just a theme. It could also be a stable, or a roost, hatchery, den, whatever. I checked the differences in quality level, and the higher the quality I built, the faster companions regenerated and gained experience, and they would be happier too. 
 
    I checked out the crude metal quality. I could build a single tile at the crude metal level. I placed it down, half way between my Altar and the entrance to Thanis. It definitely looked a step above any other building I had placed yet. I’d gone with the stable theme, because hey, maybe I’d want to use it as a stable some day, and it’s not like something smaller couldn’t go in if needed. It was a series of wood, stone, and metal, chipped, hammered, bent, and roped together to create what was part art deco monstrosity, part functional and defendable home. It was a bastion in its own right. It was Brutalist. 
 
    With that in mind, I cancelled the placement, and moved it to sit just inside the village entrance, where the new walls would be built. It was built like a bastion, and war was coming, so why not have my strongest building on the front lines? 
 
    I considered what to build more of next. I had enough resources for twenty stone kennels, or fifty wooden kennels. Weighing it up, I decided to go with the stone, as Bri and Ixly’s words of caution about population nagged at me. Maybe they had a point. I didn’t want to think about the water supply issue that I’d first run into. Those wells were not going to be looking healthy. 
 
    I couldn’t help it and I glanced at my water supply. Huh, not as bad as I’d feared. Being a warlock in a dead land, water was a priority, but the added water from Bri’s grove, and Ixly’s swamp made it almost tolerable. I wondered what advantages my dead lands got over their starting area themes. 
 
    I made a mental note that the next thing to be upgraded would be my, now very battered looking, debris hut, and I exited Overseer mode. 
 
    I headed back towards the inn, planning to meet Bri and Ixly, ready for some mighty loot to be grinded out. On the way, I contemplated telling them the plan with the kennels. They’d followed me so far, but would they agree with this? I’d gone all or nothing on a hunch. Although to be honest, no one had any other plan. 
 
    The firing range was the safer option, but I couldn’t see another dozen or so archers holding off the tide of light. Not if they came at us with anything more than melee ground units. And a single Child of Light? Even Hursh couldn’t defeat one with his most powerful followers by his side, all of whom could wreck me, Bri, and Ixly. 
 
    Almost at the inn, something caught my eye. Well, it caught my foot. As I tripped over it. 
 
    ‘Horace! Why is there a corpse in the middle of my village?!’ I shouted, not knowing where the cultist was. 
 
    He appeared by my side remarkably quickly. ‘Master?’ 
 
    ‘The corpse, Horace! Whose is it, and why is it here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. That is my corpse, master, but I left it there for you.’ 
 
    I looked at the cultist, then I looked at the corpse. ‘Horace, you’re very much alive. That’s not your corpse.’ 
 
    ‘Ever observant and astute, master. No, that is not the corpse of myself, but I do own it. It is the Emissary.’ 
 
    I looked closer and sure enough, the robes were the same, and the annoyingly smug in his invincibility face was the same. 
 
    ‘He’s not glitched?’ 
 
    ‘Correct. About an hour after he died, his natural state returned, and light once again affected him.’ 
 
    ‘Well that’s interesting.’ 
 
    ‘Criminally interesting, master.’ 
 
    ‘Follow up question, Horace.’ 
 
    He motioned for me to go ahead. 
 
    ‘Why did I trip over him?’ 
 
    ‘Low Agility?’ 
 
    ‘Not what I mean.’ 
 
    Horace scoffed. ‘I doubt it was your Charisma or Heart. Luck, possibly played a part.’ 
 
    ‘Focus, please. Obviously I meant why is he still right here, in the middle of the village. Why hadn’t he disappeared or something?’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, I see. Because I haven’t looted him, and as long as a body holds loot, it will not disappear.’ 
 
    ‘And why haven’t you looted him?’ I asked casually, as if I didn’t care about the two Life points I just lost from falling over. 
 
    ‘A gift, master. I killed you to kill him, and so I felt it only fair that he be your tribute.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and grunted a mild surprise. ‘No complaints from me, I suppose. Still, you could have mentioned it before the collision took place.’ 
 
    ‘Apologies, master. I must have forgotten it in my sombre reverie of your unfortunate demise.’ 
 
    I searched the corpse. There were two containers – Emissary Robes and Heart. 
 
    I opened the robes first, making my hands go through an automated pat down animation. After a few seconds, a four by six grid appeared, along with two items. I decided to leave the half eaten naterry in the robes. The far more interesting item was a dagger. When I tried to inspect its stats, I simply saw “Dagger. Unidentified”. Now this was interesting. My first unidentified weapon. I removed it from the robes and noticed that it glowed with a faint golden aura. Even more interesting. The Eastern Shadow’s main thing was how light didn’t affect them. Now, the giant Child of Light snake, worm, hydra thing and its little Light Parasites had been very keen on vomiting light. Did this mean that all of their attacks were light-infused? Even the physical? 
 
    ‘Horace, can you take this to–’ 
 
    A loud series of clicks and licks drew my attention, and I turned to see the pointy hatted Geeko. 
 
    ‘Ahh.’ I handed the dagger to the expectant lil’ cutie. I said an ineffectual ‘Thank you,’ to his back, as he made a beeline straight back to the marble temple.  
 
    ‘What an odd chap. Anyway, time to get my hands dirty.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like a ritualistic knife, master?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm? Oh, no that’s…’ I mean, that seemed to just waste time, but happiness could be key in the upcoming fight. ‘Horace. Bring me a congregation. Post haste!’ 
 
    As Horace ran around excitedly, I lay the Emissary out in a more dignified manner. I made sure my cultist approved rusty knife was razor sharp – inexplicably, it was – and waited for my audience. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, a small assembly gathered. Mainly cultists, but I did notice a single Geeko, a few Stagodon, and a Fawn or two. They were all wearing the black cultist robes, and I was thankful Bri and Ixly hadn’t taken an issue with that yet. 
 
     Horace appeared with another three cultists in tow and gave me a nod. 
 
    ‘Ladies, gentleman, lizards, sexy centaurs, welcome. I realise that my ways are new and scary. Different. In fact, some of you have gone so far as to state your disagreements. Yes, I hear those rumblings. But I want you to know that everything I’ve done has been for your own good. From my very first order, the hemming of your robes, there were concerns. But can anyone deny the practicality of being able to move faster than a shuffle?’ General murmurs of agreement rippled through the twenty or so people. ‘And look at us now. An actual roof to sleep under instead of caves and trees. An option other than Bubonic Buttercup stew.’ Before anyone could argue, I quickly added, ‘Although that is still an option, if wanted.’ That stalled the naysayers. 
 
    ‘But I’ve gathered you here today for a simple reason. Despite the change and the new, sometimes we must look to the past. Horace looked to the past, and that gave him the knowledge and strength to fight The Eastern Shadow. He knew what enslavement meant because of what had come before. To honour this past, I shall honour your rituals. A sacrifice.’ 
 
    I lifted the rusty blade above my head, and plunged it down, skewering the heart. 
 
    A small round of hymnal cheering as the cultists, swept away by the pageantry of the event, fell back on their old ways, their chanting the same as when I’d first stumbled across them. 
 
    ‘All right. Back to work everyone. But remember, your master values you as individuals!’ 
 
    Horace sidled up to me. ‘Well said, master.’ 
 
    I searched the Emissary’s heart. Inside, much like had been in the other hearts of The Eastern Shadow, was a shadow gem, Except, on inspection, this one was just “shadow gem”. Not a minor one. No idea what that actually meant, but I didn’t have time right now. 
 
    ‘Are you going to wash first?’ 
 
    I looked up to see Bri standing over me. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t affect my stats, does it?’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. Come on, let’s go. Ixly’s geared and waiting by the lumber mill.’ 
 
    He who controls the loot controls Tulgatha. ‘Let the loot flow.’ 
 
    Bri didn’t turn back to respond. ‘Please don’t make this weird. We’re just grinding some Mobs.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30: Fight For Air 
 
      
 
    Deep in the heart of the Dead Woods there was something very valuable. It wasn’t a physical object, and it wasn’t a magical artifact. It was a rope. A binding. A bond. A joint forged in the heat of battle that promised more than in-game stats could provide. 
 
    But when one is talking of metaphorical ropes, one must first consider the physical trappings that might be stopping the mind from freeing itself and allowing this bond to be created. 
 
    Certainly, it turned out that the undead within the Dead Woods had a thing for rope. Some had used vines from the local trees. Some had used twine from lives long past. Some used the chains that had bound them in life, marking them as prisoners – in life, and now in undeath. 
 
    Quiet contemplation of this fact could easily lead to something of a bond with the undead. They were trapped in every sense of the word, much as I was trapped in the HOPE engine. But was I trapped? I could leave any time I wanted, of course. Why, I could have left my apartment and walked out into the real world at any time. If the door hadn’t been jammed, that is. These skeletons probably felt the same way. Perhaps their bonds were self-imposed, and entirely mental. 
 
    One of their bonds, however, was entirely physical. I suppose, if I could bring myself around to thinking about such an inconsequential and insignificant thought, that their chains were wrapped around my neck, starving me of oxygen. 
 
    Oxygen used to seem like an important thing. But now? How long had it been since I last took a breath? Certainly, my Life was draining fast, but did that matter? 
 
    To my left, I could see Bri engaged in a serene, graceful dance for her life. It was beautiful in the same way a rose can enchant the mind, all the while gouging blood from the rough hands around its thorned stem. She didn’t duck and dive, like a lesser being, no. She weaved and dodged, like the angel of battle she was. But Eyes, didn’t she know it. 
 
    Fighting his way through a swarm of skeletons was Ixly. A king among men, and a beast to boot. He had given up using his commanding songs, and his massive war drum was now the stick that beat the hordes into submission. He was shouting and roaring, but my eardrums had burst long ago, and whatever message his reptilian lips carried were lost to me. 
 
    I had fallen to my knees a while back, but now I slumped to my side, the cracked, dead earth making a preferential pillow to the effort of keeping myself upright. 
 
    Oh, yes. The chain around my neck. I followed the long, cold, rusted iron to its conclusion. The skeleton had a length of chain wrapped around its body, curling up its arm, and extending to my neck. In the other hand, a spear of equal, life-ending menace. And a crown upon its head, the only glint of metal that managed to escape the rust. 
 
    Things were not going well. 
 
    We’d been searching for the undead, but they had been the ones to find us. It had been our own fault. We’d walked through a graveyard and the gates to an ancient town before they’d struck. Who knows how long they had tracked us, or if it had been our exploration that spurred them to life. It didn’t seem like we’d live long enough to find out. 
 
    All this for some loot. Was a dagger of +1 stabbiness worth the feeling of suffocation? 
 
    Yet, this skeleton captain at the end of my chain had another aspect to him. Something that didn’t belong. See, these skeletons were as dead as can be. There were no glowing eye sockets, no magical swords, they were bone and rust and death. But this skeleton? He had the touch of darkness to him. Or… the thing behind it had the touch of darkness. Actually, It was pure dark. 
 
    The darkness, finally in position, leapt at the skeleton, with enough real mass to knock it to the ground. The chain around my throat stayed tight. Iron linked chain wasn’t known for its give. Not that it mattered. I had a general inkling that I’d prefer it if the darkness won the fight, but any sort of enthusiasm was far beyond me. At this stage, even general thoughts were a struggle. 
 
    The skeleton, being armed with only a chain and a spear, was at a bit of a loss as to its next move against a foe that was not just within its guard, but was spreading through its very bones. It was a vicious, dispassionate, all consuming, scouring darkness. Its nameplate told me it was “Gurim – Akuma Severo’s pet”. 
 
    Oh yes. My pet. Good. 
 
    Gurim didn’t have the strength to shear or saw a bone in half. But the link between shoulder and humerus? He’d pop those right off. The chain arm fell to the ground. I still couldn’t breathe, but at least it wasn’t tightening any more. Next came the head, which I’m sure would have made a neat popping sound as Gurim wrenched it free from the animated corpse. Finally, the skeleton gave up on all sense, turning the spear on itself and thrusting at Gurim. Gurim, the little devil, parted for the spear, which plunged into the skeleton’s own heart. The skeleton fell apart at the joints, having extinguished its own magical life. 
 
    The little red bar in the corner of my screen was still, more rapidly than ever, being consumed by blackness. Trivial things such as numbers didn’t matter. They were too blurry to focus on. So were my hands. The world, too. 
 
    The blur that was my vision filled with a shifting, glowing, purple blob. I vaguely felt the weight of Gurim settle on my chest. He began to tug at my neck. I felt cold, jagged iron peel away from the grooves it had left. As the first coil released, I felt a warm gush trickle. The second coil. The third and final. 
 
    Air. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    A moment later I came back to the world. Being so far out of it that air made me pass out could not be a good sign. The blurriness was gone. I had a staggering 2% of my Life left. Gurim bobbed up and down on my chest, waiting for the the next order. 
 
    My Life was returning slowly, the damage from suffocation not permanent. Once I was back to 10% my hearing returned. 
 
    There was a feline roar to my left. Bri was a cat! Ooh, better not let her know I thought that. Bri was an awesome looking, tribally marked, brown were-panther. She was, rather unfortunately for her ego, being pushed back by a mere six skeletons. Being pushed back towards the edge of a cliff. 
 
    To my right, a savage, guttural roar. Ixly was being swarmed by a full dozen. They were climbing over him, daggers rising and falling. His nameplate showed he wasn’t taking much damage, so his song of protection, or whatever bards used, was holding. Still, he seemed the one in more danger simply by weight of numbers. 
 
    I didn’t know enough about either of their abilities to know if they had any grand plan up their sleeves, so I had to go on face value. 
 
    My health was back to 25% and still rising. Time to use this eye of the storm to plan my valiant rescue. 
 
    I cast Shadow Clone to make sure I had my one hit immunity. Gurim was still bobbing happily, so I could ignore Summon Familiar. That left me with Soulburn, Heart Freeze, Malign Influence, and good ol’ Shadowbolt. 
 
    I cast Malign Influence, my aura ability that would give all enemies within five metres -1 to Luck and Mind. It would also make them feel hungry faster, but I didn’t think that would be relevant in combat, and definitely not with skeletons. 
 
    Soulburn was a minor nuke, doing less damage than Shadowbolt, but applying a DOT and a slow. 
 
    Heart Freeze was an instantly cast DOT, doing a small amount of damage, and applying -1 to Agility and Charisma. Again, I didn’t think the minus to Charisma would be a deal breaker here, but combining the slow of Soulburn and the minus to Agility of Heart Freeze sounded like a winner. 
 
    It was a shame I had swapped out Corrupted Tendrils. That AOE damage and slow would have been perfect. 
 
    I was back to 30% and managed to get to my feet. The world spun, but a few staggered steps allowed me to stay standing. 
 
    I turned to Bri, targeted a skeleton and cast Soulburn, my arms automatically moving to the casting animation. “86” pinged off his nameplate, and the DOT and debuff were applied. I followed it up immediately with Heart Freeze, applying the second DOT and status effect. Whatever Bri had done to that skeleton was enough that it didn’t even glance back at me, so I picked the next skeleton in line and repeated the cast sequence. 
 
    Another roar from Ixly. I turned to see him down on one knee. Damn. I’d wanted to hit all of the skeletons on Bri with the slows, but Ixly was worse off than I thought. With my health at 50%, I ran towards Ixly, until my Malign Influence aura debuff started appearing under the nameplates of the skeletons. 
 
    I aimed with my hands, and began DOTting up the MOBs. My instant cast Heart Freeze for the minor damage and the minus to agility. Hmm, instant cast it might be, but getting a dozen skeletons – Ixly caved one of their chests in with his mighty war drum – make that eleven skeletons, still took time. 
 
    I needed nukes and plenty of them. I selected an outlier, one of the skeletons that was struggling to actually be involved in the fight because there were simply too many, and launched a Shadowbolt at it. A direct hit got me a bouncing “116” from the skeletons nameplate, and it shuddered with the impact. Definitely more potent than my Soulburn, taking a bit over half of the skeletons Life. It also got me noticed. The skeleton turned, screamed, and ran at me. 
 
    No problem! I set my feet, and cast another Shadowbolt. It fired towards him and “missed”. Oh, Eyes. The Shadowbolt hit another skeleton in the throng, that joined the first in its charge. 
 
    Okay, still had time for one more cast. Maybe. Uhh, better hurry up and cast. I lined up my hands at the leading skeleton, now no more than a few strides from me, with a rather angry looking dagger in its hand. The two second cast time on Shadowbolt suddenly felt like an eternity, and I started thinking about slotting cast time reductions in the Spell Crafting menu. Because I was locked into the animation, and the skeleton had just started to bring the dagger down. It was ignoring my outstretched arm, instead leaping the last few steps, aiming straight for my heart. 
 
    A Dark Lance exploded from the ground at my feet, skewering the skeleton. Gurim. What a beast. As the now unanimated bones showered me, my Shadowbolt released, and thanks to dumb luck, hit the following skeleton, shattering it to pieces. 
 
    Two down, nine to go. I heard a few more rattles between the grunts of effort and pain, and it seemed that Ixly had taken a toll on their numbers too, and the skeletons were actually down to six. 
 
    ‘My song is about to end! Twenty seconds!’ Ixly shouted as he saw me trying to make my way through the horde. 
 
    I lined up another Shadowbolt. ‘I don’t know what that means!’ 
 
    The skeleton lost a bit over half its Life and turned to charge. Good thing they were brainless and didn’t know how to either zig or zag. 
 
    ‘My Song of Defiance! My defence spell!’ 
 
    Once that went down, he’d be done. 
 
    The next Shadowbolt shattered the mindless thing charging me. Ixly splatted another. Four skeletons, and ten seconds. Easy enough. We’d kill two each. My two would need four Shadowbolts, and at two seconds a cast, the maths worked in my favour. Nothing could go wrong. 
 
    The first Shadowbolt hit its mark, pulling the skeleton away from Ixly. I decided to get fancy and cast the next bolt at another skeleton, just to make sure I was pulling my weight in this fight. It landed and pulled the Mob. Perfect. 
 
    Back to the closest skeleton. Line it up. Cast Shadowbolt for the kill, and… 
 
    “Not Enough Mana To Cast This Spell.” 
 
    In hindsight, I really hadn’t been paying much attention to that little blue bar in the corner of my screen, shrinking with every spell cast. I simply hadn’t needed to before. Unfortunately, now I was a caster based warlock without any mana, and with two skeletons heading towards me. 
 
    ‘Gurim!’ The little, amorphous blob turned part of its blob towards me. I’d call that its head. It had recharged its Dark Lance ability, and luckily pets worked on a timer system that didn’t require their owner’s mana. Twenty second recharge, but two skeletons. Physical skills just happened. They didn’t require a specific ability, so… 
 
    ‘Dark Lance the first skeleton, then stay in that form!’ I shouted. 
 
    Did I need to say this out loud? Probably not, but it made things seem not only more real, but also, more cool. 
 
    Gurim slurped forward a few steps and intercepted the skeleton, landing a solid Dark Lance to the chest. I lunged forward, bursting through the shattering skeleton, grabbing the hilt of Gurim in both hands, and before I had time to think had managed to catch the enemy’s dagger on my own blade. 
 
    So fucking cool. 
 
    I leapt backwards, keeping the sword between myself and the skeleton. I didn’t know exactly what I was doing here, but I felt much safer with my weapon between us. Made sense – worst case, it would skewer itself, and I’d win. 
 
    I made a stab or two in the skeleton’s general direction, but these were some twitchy Mobs, and it darted back without a problem. I needed to play it safe. One hit, and my Shadow Clone was gone. 
 
    The skeleton lunged forward, getting inside my guard. I pulled my sword back as fast as I could, but only managed to knock its head with the hilt. It moved with the blow, circling around me. I threw myself to the floor, and felt a jagged knife catch my robe on the way down. I rolled over and managed to get the sword between us again. My legs too, if I needed some extra limbs. It was odd that I felt significantly safer on my back than I had when standing. 
 
    Sure enough, the skeleton tried to close, and I kicked out with a leg, getting a satisfying crack from its knee. It stumbled back, but I hadn’t done enough to actually break the leg. Also, my arms were beginning to tire from holding the sword. And that’s why there was a Strength stat in the game. 
 
    I took advantage of the momentarily stunned skeleton to get back to my feet. I checked my mana. I was close to another Shadowbolt. But I wouldn’t have time to cast it like this. I had the mana to try a Soulburn – wouldn’t do enough to kill the pile of bones, but would have slowed it, maybe making this easier – but again, the cast time was too long. 
 
    My Malign influence was having its effect on Mind and Luck. Maybe the minus to Luck had been what allowed me to parry the first attack? My only option was to cast my instant DOT, Heart Freeze, and hope the minus to Agility and Charisma turned the tide. More the Agility than Charisma, I guessed. 
 
    I raised my off hand and cast Heart Freeze with a snap of my fingers. The icon for the spell appeared next to my Malign influence icon beneath the skeleton’s nameplate, and “12” pinged away from its Life bar. I could, in theory, hold it off long enough for the DOT to kill it, but I was just as likely to get stabbed. Offence is the best defence, they say. 
 
    The skeleton had recovered, and I could have sworn that I saw it glance above its head when the Heart Freeze icon appeared there. Could they see their own nameplates? No time for that now. I charged. 
 
    Say what you will about the cracked and dry ground of the Dead Wood, it was brilliant at keeping your footing. No chance of slipping. Well, unless you were really unlucky. I held Gurim above my head, and brought it down at the skeleton, who jumped to the side. A better fighter than me would have been able to turn the blade in mid-air and end the fight there. Not me.  
 
    Gurim slammed into the floor, but I knew if I relented, I’d feel a dagger in my ribs before I could recover. I dragged Gurim from the ground in a diagonal upper cut. The skeleton attempted another sideways dodge, but it was too slow. It lost an arm, and I lost Gurim, the inertia too much, and he flew into the air, just over the skeleton’s head. 
 
    Not missing a beat, the skeleton’s dagger broke flesh and sunk deep into my ribs, piercing my heart. A one hit kill.  
 
    Then my Shadow Clone broke. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I was stepping out of a nearby shadow that hadn’t existed a second ago. A wave of disorientation hit me before I managed to realign my surroundings with my mind. I was behind the skeleton. I stepped forward, grabbed Gurim from where he’d landed point first in the ground, and using all my might, made an overhead swing, crashing into the centre mass of my undead foe, cleaving the now clueless skeleton in two. 
 
    Fuck yeah, Shadow Clone OP. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31: Chain Loot 
 
      
 
    A slow, repeating boom filled my ears. 
 
    It was clapping. Slow, and restrained, from nearby. 
 
    I turned to see both Bri and Ixly leaning against a ruined wall, long ago reclaimed by the Dead Forest. 
 
    Gurim dropped his shape, returning to a blob of purple, glowing darkness. 
 
    I smiled. ‘Pretty good, huh?’ 
 
    Ixly nodded, but before he could say anything, Bri held up six fingers. ‘Six. All on my own.’ 
 
    ‘Nope. I helped. They were DOTted up. I’m taking a solid ten percent of the effort on that one.’ I pointed to Ixly. ‘You too. Sure, you were tanking them, but really, it was that sweet minus to Luck and Mind aura, right?’ 
 
    Again, Ixly was about to say something, but Bri cut in. 
 
    ‘I mean, you had a double handed sword with a serious range advantage. If you’d had any skill, you’d have killed him much sooner.’ 
 
    ‘Still killed him, though. Hand to hand combat.’ I made karate chopping motions with my hands as I walked to join them by the wall. ‘As a warlock without any melee skills. I mean, come on, right?’ I couldn’t keep the grin from my face. 
 
    Finally, she relented. 
 
    ‘I mean. I’ve seen worse. I guess.’ 
 
    Ixly chuckled. ‘He could have died. A most inopportune time to do that, I’d say.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ Bri agreed. ‘That sounds like something he’d do. Die just as he’s needed most.’ 
 
    ‘Your sarcasm can’t touch me today,’ I said. ‘I’m feeling far too awesome. I’m an official badass.’ 
 
    Bri rolled her eyes and looked to Ixly. ‘You playing a song of plus ten to ego?’ 
 
    Ixly pushed himself off the floor and made his way over to the nearest skeleton. ‘I can’t say I am. Maybe he’s caught it from you.’ 
 
    I mock gasped. ‘Oh, damn. The dino man calls out the plant girl. How will she respond?’ 
 
    She cast Withering Glare on me. 
 
    I mean, she didn’t. That wasn’t an ability. But it felt like she did. 
 
    ‘She will go and loot her kills. Away from the petty ignorance of you boys.’ 
 
    ‘Sulking in a corner, gotcha.’ I shot her a thumbs up. 
 
    She took a step towards me, and I took a step back, holding my hands up in surrender. ‘Only kidding. Sorry.’ 
 
    She shoulder bumped past me, and went to looting. I ambled over to Ixly. 
 
    ‘Might have gone too far with that last one.’ 
 
    He put a rib back in the pile of assorted bones. ‘She’s not as sensitive or as quick to anger as she leads you to believe. Consider that, maybe, she is playing a character, and enjoys being a foil.’ 
 
    ‘A foil? Like… tin?’ 
 
    I heard a small, possibly disappointed sigh, under his breath. ‘A foil, as in something that reflects, and allows others to shine brighter.’ 
 
    ‘You lost me.’ 
 
    ‘She plays the butt of the joke, because all jokes need a straight man to work.’ 
 
    I thought for a moment. ‘So, she’s a butt. I’ll tell her you said that.’ 
 
    ‘No, I–’ 
 
    ‘I’m kidding! Come on, I’m not stupid. Also, that might actually be too far.’ 
 
    ‘That… might be true, yes.’ 
 
    I pushed a femur out of the way with my toe. ‘Any good loot?’  
 
    ‘A few reagents that my Geeko can play around with, but not really. A load of daggers if you want?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose we are going to have to arm a militia, right? If we don’t find anything better, these will do.’ 
 
    ‘Most visitors to Thanis will have their own weapons, but it’s possible some won’t, true. I’ll stash them for us.’ 
 
    I clapped a hand on his shoulder. ‘Great, thanks.’ A comment he made ran through my mind, unbidden. ‘Say… a while ago, you said you’re from Norway, right?’ 
 
    Still on his knees, he grunted an affirmative. 
 
    ‘And when I said I was from England, you seemed – I dunno, skeptical? Wary? You know, some kind of emotion. What’s up?’ 
 
    He hesitated for a moment. ‘There are communication laws. Sanctions, actually.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Wow, Norway must be really strict.’ 
 
    ‘Not just Norway. It’s the whole of the world.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I hadn’t heard of any of these. And isn’t the point of all this that the communication barriers are being broken down? Freedom of cross-language speech, or something?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘You should check your own loot. Don’t want to miss anything.’ 
 
    He was tensing up, and I figured that this line of questioning must be on the verge of breaking one of those sanctions for him, so I backed off. ‘Yeah, okay. Sure.’ 
 
    The two skeletons I’d killed from Ixly’s mob had rusty daggers, but nothing else. The chain wielding skeleton captain, on the other hand, had a “Damaged Breastplate” and a “Prisoner’s Chain”.  
 
    I navigated to my inventory, that also showed my equipped gear on a lovely looking model of me. Huh… turned out I needed to shave. 
 
    My Dirty Robe counted as overwear since it was so baggy, meaning that all of my other slots could still be accessed. This was perfect, because some games would make a robe be your chest piece, and the protection on the breastplate was much higher. The logical consequence then would be people running around in just a metal breastplate and nothing else. Lewd. 
 
    ‘Hey, if anyone finds some boots, that would be great!’ I shouted to the team. Bri laughed evilly. 
 
    I still had my initial starter undergarments, but those were pretty much just sacks around my feet. I was sure if I had the pain settings closer to realistic I’d be complaining about them all the time. 
 
    I equipped the Damaged Breastplate, under my Dirty Robe. It was a thin plate cuirass that had rust eating away at the edge, and still had a fist size hole punched through the centre from where Gurim had struck. 
 
    The breastplate gave a percentage of defence. It gave 5%. In comparison, my robe gave 1%. I had to assume that meant any damage taken was reduced by that much? Maybe I needed to ask. It hadn’t seemed relevant when a cloth robe had been my only concern. 
 
    Now on to the exciting stuff. The weapon. 
 
    I could use it one or two handed. One handed, it wrapped most of the chain around my arm, allowing it to act as an armour piece, or be let out to whip people. Two handed, it seemed to be the same as the one handed whip, but with a faster attack speed and more accuracy. 
 
    It could be changed on the fly, so I didn't have to commit to anything right now. I equipped it in my left hand, wrapping most of the chain round my forearm, and holding the rest looped in my hand. I still had my trusty rusty knife, given to me by Horace, but I’d yet to actually use it in combat. 
 
    There wasn’t anything else of interest on the skeleton captain, so I headed over to where Bri was… not there. I saw the piles of bones she’d racked up as kills – all six were on the edge of the precipice they’d almost forced her off. 
 
    I looked around, but couldn’t see any sign of her. Ixly was mooching around, putting daggers in a sack. She could have moved further into the ruins, but there were no tracks. Not that I was a skilled hunter, or anything, but still. I waded into the pile of bones she’d created and looked out at the surrounding Dead Wood. 
 
    Eyes! Ixly and his “she’s a piece of tin foil” theory. I panicked. Nope, we’d pissed her off, and she’d run. She caved under the pressure, and decided to save herself from the impending siege of Thanis. Shit. Well, I couldn’t blame her. It sounded like she needed this game for a lot of private reasons I didn’t understand. She was just being realistic. This was her escape, and we’d just teased her, so she called it quits. It didn't change anything. Just lowered our odds of survival. 
 
    I heard the sound of rocks clinking together. Odd. Again. And again. I stepped closer to the edge and peered over. Nothing. Wait, yes – chips of stone were tumbling down. It wasn’t the highest cliff in the world, and I wasn’t sure it actually counted as a cliff. On one side it was a gently rolling hill, but on this side it was a sheer face. Maybe ten metres to the canopy of trees below. Not huge, but still potentially lethal. Actually, the incredibly spiky trees would probably kill anyone before they hit the ground. 
 
    I got onto my hands and knees and shimmied up until I was almost looking back on myself down the cliff. Turns out the precipice was on an overhang, and a certain druid was…  
 
    ‘Bri, you terrified me!’ 
 
    She looked up at me, holding onto the cliff one handed without fear. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d run off.’ 
 
    She went back to doing her thing. ‘Classic case of projection. I’m not afraid of a little skirmish with some Light scrubs.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly fair. But, umm, what are you doing?’ 
 
    Both of her arms were transformed into her animal form, much like she’d done when she healed me that first time. And when she threatened me that second time. One claw was dug deep into the rock, keeping her steady, and she was chipping away at a protruding boulder with the other. 
 
    ‘What does it look like? I’m mining.’ 
 
    ‘Oooh, professions, right. Wait, you’re a druid and a miner? Shouldn’t you be a herbalist or something?’ 
 
    She shot me a quick glare. ‘Did you just assume my profession?’ 
 
    ‘No. Nope. Sorry. Anyway, how was the loot?’ 
 
    ‘Rusty scrap metal. Basically nothing.’ 
 
    ‘You want it?’ 
 
    ‘Scrap metal? It’s a bit beneath me, really.’ She gave me a small wink between clawing at the mineral node. ‘All yours, knock yourself out.’ 
 
    ‘Nice, thanks. Do you need help up, or…?’ 
 
    Finally her claw lodged on to something harder than the rest of the stone, and she pulled free a chunk of raw ore. It gave the standard lack of information when I tried to focus on it. She stuffed it in a vine pouch that was hanging behind her from her waist, and in a few powerful moves, was back on solid land. 
 
    I carefully backed away from the edge before returning to my feet. Good thing I did, too, as Gurim was blobbing around behind me, acting like a dark infused banana skin. 
 
    ‘Ruins in the Dead Woods,’ I said. ‘I figured it would literally just be dead trees. Everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, features. Yeah, who’d have thought that,’ she said absently. ‘Old guard towers and villages get abandoned all the time. I mean, how could there be a population of skeletons without a population of living at some point in the past?’ 
 
    ‘You say that like they’re a natural evolution. Undeath isn’t what naturally occurs after dying… right?’ Talking of natural undead, a thought occurred to me. ‘Hey, why couldn’t you have used your Charm Nature on these guys?’ 
 
    ‘What part of them looks natural to you?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, they’re bones. Bones are natural.’ 
 
    ‘Not how things work. You can’t charm inanimate objects. I think. I’ve never actually tried. Maybe I could make a really enthusiastic pet rock for you?’ 
 
    ‘Tempting, tempting – but no. So what are they?’ 
 
    ‘They are dark magic. It would be more likely that you could charm them. I mean, warlocks don’t get a Charm Dark spell until much later, but you know what I mean. So yes, the bones may be natural, but they aren’t doing anything. It’s the magic connecting them that is the acting force.’ 
 
    ‘Definitive proof that what they once were, is truly gone, I suppose.’ 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. ‘I hadn’t thought of it that way, but yes.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, though. Gurim is dark magic, and skeletons are dark magic. So why did his Dark Lance attack deal damage? Wouldn’t the same element have a resistance or something?’ 
 
    ‘All of the natural elements have counters. Basic things like fire beats ice. Nature magic lies outside that grouping on its own. Then you’ve got two other groups. Nature and Arcane. They are different sides of the same coin. There’s no arcane without nature, and all nature is naturally magical. So they have a resistance to each other, but no weaknesses with anything else. Finally you’ve got the opposites, light and dark magic. These two get weird, which is normally fine because only two classes have any light of dark spells. Warlocks and priests. Any light attack beats all defensive spells. Any dark defence, beats all offensive spells.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. So, it’s kind of tiered. With the normal schools of magic, it’s rock, paper, scissors. Then you’ve got the outliers with no interactions apart from with each other in arcane and nature. Then you’ve got the god tier stuff with light and dark.’ 
 
    ‘Right. And, if not obvious, a light offensive spell meeting a dark defensive spell will just go through as standard damage. No modifiers.’ 
 
    ‘Weird. So, my defence magic is actually, like, the best in the game?’ 
 
    ‘Damn right. I mean, physical attacks will still break your shields, but no magic will.’ 
 
    ‘I feel like that’s incredibly important information. Why am I only hearing it now?’ I remembered that my training with Angie was far from finished when the game broke and left me without my trainer construct. ‘Never mind. Anyway, shall we continue? There may be some more skeletons hiding in some of these broken down houses, and there’s probably a cave nearby. Also, it looks like I’m close to level eleven.’ 
 
    Ixly joined the conversation, heading our way. ‘The question is, are you ready for more grinding.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?’ 
 
    ‘You took some damage in that fight.’ 
 
    I checked all of our health. I was sitting on 50%, Ixly was on 90% and Bri was unscathed. Whatever Ixly’s defence spell was, I wanted some of that for the next time a dozen skeletons swarmed me. 
 
    ‘Anyone have a healing spell?’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry,’ Ixly said, rummaging through a pack. ‘I’ve got some bandages. Always useful to keep First Aid levelled, anyway.’ 
 
    Well there you have it. First Aid really was a skill. Now I knew. 
 
    Ixly wrapped up a cut on my arm and applied a salve to my neck, allowing Bri to give her view of the situation. 
 
    ‘While I was mining that ore, I saw a set of steps carved into the side of the cliff further on. Probably carved by the villagers when it was still occupied. Through the village, and then head down and see if there’s any caves.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘That was my idea. You can’t just repeat things and claim them as your own.’ 
 
    She waved a hand. ‘Nonsense. My hot stair-intel gave the plan purpose.’ 
 
    Ixly finished, and picked up his gear. 
 
    Out of the post-battle serene silence, a high pitched shriek shattered our peace. It wasn’t a human sound. It was an apex predator marking its territory. It was a beast in pain. 
 
    Bri and Ixly shrugged and started walking into the ruins. 
 
    ‘Uhh, guys? You heard that, right?’ 
 
    Nothing from them. 
 
    ‘Why are we walking that way? We all know what that was. Shouldn’t we head back?’ 
 
    No response. 
 
    ‘Guys?’ 
 
    A faint echo of the screech reverberated through the ruins, and I hurried to catch up with my friends. My friends who were, as far as I could tell, idiots! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32: “Steps” 
 
      
 
    The ruins of the village held a few more encounters with skeletons, and one particularly large rat. However, there hadn’t been any more ambushes by a small army, and so there wasn’t a huge threat to the three of us working as a team. Anything I didn't kill before it reached us, Ixly tanked and Bri backstabbed. 
 
    There were only five small houses to sift through, so it didn’t take us long. At one point, Bri ran off again and grabbed another mining node in the middle of a fight, but we had things under control. 
 
    Sure enough, at the other end of the village, we found a set of roughly cut steps winding their way down the side of the hill, to the valley below. 
 
    ‘Just throwing this out there one more time. No one wants to turn back? I mean, I don’t, obviously. All about that loot. All about it! But I’m willing to turn back if one of you guys doesn’t feel up to it.’ 
 
    They both shook their head. 
 
    ‘Good. Good. Me neither. Yes, very good. Good. Gooooood.’ 
 
    They started walking down the steps and I followed. Not reluctantly. I wanted to go. Yes. 
 
    Calling them steps was generous. These were steps in the same way that a cliff was a ladder. The original carvers clearly had a very loose interpretation of safety guidelines, as even the nimble Bri wasn’t being her usual, prancing, watery self. 
 
    We were halfway down, and I was awkwardly pressed between two outcroppings of precariously smooth rock, when I finally asked a very important question. 
 
    ‘Why are you white?’ 
 
    They both turned to look at me. 
 
    ‘No, not like that. I mean, why are you an albino Steggar? All of your Stagodon are yellow, your Geeko are multicoloured. So why are you pigmentless?’ 
 
    They kept navigating their way down the “steps”. 
 
    ‘Understand, that although Steggar, Stagodon, and Geeko are all, collectively, lizardmen, we are not the same species. So their colour shouldn’t have any bearing on my own.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, bit racist of me there, fair. Or, speciesist? Either way, nature follows patterns. You should either be camouflaged – so a kind of tan brown for sand, green for swamp, whatever – or you should be a flamboyant, neon red to warn of danger. Right? So what happened?’ 
 
    ‘The character creation screen happened. You’re right, all of those colours were available. I could have been almost any shade or hue I wanted, from a dull and muted brown, up to a hot pink. One of the advantages of being a non-human race. But, to be honest, I’m not sure why I’m white.’ 
 
    Even Bri had to stop and ask, ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘When I created myself, I had decided that camouflage made the most sense, and I picked a light brown. It would have suited the starting desert for Steggar, but also be suitable in the grander swamps of the region. But… well, that all changed.’ 
 
    We were just passing through the canopy, so although the fall probably wouldn’t kill us anymore, the sharp trees might. 
 
    ‘Definitely going to need more info,’ I urged him on. 
 
    He shrugged. ‘I can’t give much more, sadly. A few years ago, I logged in, but my colour had logged out.’ 
 
    Bri snorted. ‘And what? There was no quest to go along with it?’ 
 
    ‘No. But that doesn’t mean much. Official quests aren’t exactly a common occurrence outside of situations. If I had to speculate, I think you’re right. It’s some sort of a quest. I don’t know what though.’ 
 
    ‘Seems pretty obvious to me,’ I said. ‘You need to inject some colour into your life! Spice things up.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not wrong, you know?’ Bri concurred. 
 
    ‘Always am, I know. Hey, maybe you should visit Bri’s grove. If you know what I mean.’ I winked even though he wasn’t looking at me. 
 
    ‘You what?’ Bri asked, barely holding herself back from a shriek. 
 
    ‘No no no. Your quarter of the city! Get your mind out of the gutter, Bri. Such a perv. But really, get a nice massage from a Fawn. I hear they… you know. Yeah. Will get a rise out of your Life bar, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Severo,’ Bri said, sternly. ‘What are you implying?’ 
 
    ‘Woah now. Don’t get angry at me. Horace passed on some information about several of Thanis’ visitors being very pleased about the Fawns’ service. Don’t blame facts, Bri.’ 
 
    ‘You think my Fawns are giving happy endings?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, they’re sexy demi-humans. If you choose to capitalise on that and prostitute them out, I’m not arguing. I’m just spreading the knowledge to our good friend, Ixly, here.’ 
 
    Bri laughed a deep, belly laugh, and the convulsion got her spiked by a tree. After she composed herself, she said, ‘They give happy endings of a sort then, yes. They’re all attuned to nature, obviously, and they have a few spells because of it. You’re right though, I had ordered them to do what they’re doing, but they’re casting a very weak Charm Nature on the clients, then telling them to let go of their problems. The client is forced to comply, and so when they leave, for the next hour, they have literally no troubles.’ 
 
    ‘You can do that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Of course. Incredibly easy when the participant is willing. Now, if they had to do it subtly, and make sure the client’s suspicions didn’t become aroused–’ I snorted. ‘– then it would probably be beyond their capabilities. But as it is…’ 
 
    ‘Well. That is far less salacious than I’d thought. But what about Teint and She Who Slays?’ 
 
    Bri thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know who Teint is. What about her, though?’ 
 
    Ixly cut in. ‘From what I saw, Severo, that was… a deal of their own making, shall we say. One born of genuine affection.’ 
 
    I thought back to when I’d seen Teint digging around in the ground near She Who Slays. ‘Ooh. That was not a polite spot of gardening. I suspect having a green thumb will mean something very different for Teint from now on.’ 
 
    Bri looked thoroughly out of the loop, but Ixly laughed his completely too loud laugh right into my ear, and I almost fell as I tried to stop the pain. 
 
    ‘Eyes, Ixly, you need a muzz–’ 
 
    The unnatural screech from earlier pierced the air, and we fell quiet. We were closer to the noise now. It came from below. The way we were headed. 
 
     We all froze and looked at each other. 
 
    ‘Severo,’ Ixly said, softly. ‘About your idea of returning to the village…’ 
 
    Part of me wanted to abandon this, but in reality, I knew we had to continue. 
 
    Also, I didn’t want to climb back up these steps. 
 
    ‘If we can’t handle one angry Moonbeast, then how are we going to handle an invasion, huh?’ 
 
    ‘With an army to support us?’ Ixly suggested even as he continued down. 
 
    After a few more minutes of silence, Ixly said one final thing. ‘My lack of colour. What I said is true. It happened for a reason a few years ago. But that was no in-game reason. It appeared the first time I logged in after the accident.’ 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so as I placed my foot back on solid ground, I grabbed Ixly’s forearm and squeezed. Bri did the same. Then we headed toward possible loot, likely death, and certain scared shitlessness. 
 
    We made our way further along the ridge. The dead trees in this part of the forest were different to the ones in which I’d found Horace and his Wooded Cult all that time ago. Those had been sparse and thin, and the trees themselves had the appearance of burned out husks, for the most part. But now, deeper into the wood, the trees seemed, oddly, teeming with life. Yet dead. Dead life. Live dead trees, is what I mean. The trees had big, thick trunks, like they were modelled after oaks from real life. Big, healthy, strong, full of life. But these had something growing on them, constricting them, warping them into twisted shapes as they grew. These vines were where the spikes and the sharpness and the death came from.  Giant parasites, choking the life out of things that were, in essence, life itself. 
 
    I hoped there was a quest to banish the dead from these woods. Which, now that I thought about it, didn’t make much sense. I spawned in these lands because it represented my class. It’s all themed. But was I the trees or was I the vines killing them? Maybe, giving up the life of these trees was the big sacrifice I had to make. How allegorical. Quite the foreshadowing, game. Quite the foreshadowing. 
 
    Or, possibly it was just a cool theme for warlocks. Hard to know. 
 
    Surprisingly, I wasn’t actually thinking of taking up arboriculture. Trees didn’t interest me that much. I wasn’t a druid, after all. No, I was paying so much attention to things that didn’t matter, because the alternative was to realise that we were coming up on an opening in the cliff face. It was a crack, running from the top, all the way down, until it broke beneath the canopy, where it began to widen, and then, about six metres from the ground, it rounded out into a picturesque cave mouth. If the picture you had in your mind was one of stony death 
 
    We all stopped and stared, the earlier steadfast resolve of my friends wavering. 
 
    ‘It’s really dark,’ I said. 
 
    They both grunted an agreement. 
 
    ‘I’ll be able to see,’ Bri said. 
 
    We both grunted an agreement. 
 
    ‘Some weird druid magic?’ 
 
    They both grunted an agreement. 
 
    ‘Part cat.’ 
 
    We both grunted an agreement. 
 
    ‘Ready?’ I asked. 
 
    No one grunted an agreement. 
 
    ‘We came this far, guys. We’ve got to go in.’ I looked at them and they looked highly unconvinced. ‘Look, whatever is in that cave could be the key to defeating The Eastern Shadow. I mean, it could be powerful enough to turn the tide in our darkest hour, right whenever everything seems lost. Heroic as shit, right?’ 
 
    Ixly held up a finger to hit me with a concise counter argument. ‘Or… what’s in there will kill us, ruining the defences of Thanis, robbing us of even a fighting chance against The Eastern Shadow.’ 
 
    I looked at both of my friends. I mean, I really looked at them. Bri’s angular features, softened only by her watery skin, and her deep eyes. Ixly’s noble visage – if you considered lizards noble – and resolute set to his mouth. These were two good people. Two people that just wanted an escape to Tulgatha. I couldn’t get my head around it, but they didn’t view this as their entire life. And despite whatever else I saw on their faces, beneath those overtures, I saw a sadness, or a reluctance, or… well, I was no expert on the emotions of water elementals  and Steggar, but I had to respect that. 
 
    ‘Okay, here’s the plan.’ Time to put this newfound sense of purpose and leadership to real use. ‘Ixly, hand me one of your bandages, I might need it. I’m thinking that this thing in here is going to be pretty pissed, right? So I’ll go in alone–’ they started to protest. ‘–Wait. I’ll go in alone, and lure whatever’s down there up to you. If there’s an ambush, or it’s completely unwinnable, then only one of us gets killed. You both know it makes sense, and yes, Bri, you’re probably faster than me, but thanks to my Shadow Clone, I should be able to get a decent head start.’ 
 
    They looked at each other, and I could see their warring emotions. They didn’t want to let me go down there on my own, but the mixture of their own lack of desire to head towards certain death, and the logic of my argument seemed to tame mollify them. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Bri finally said. ‘But nothing stupid down there.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. And if there’s no obvious loot and you haven’t aggroed anything, try and get out. Better ways to get experience than fighting an Epic beast. We’re here for the loot.’ 
 
    I wondered if they could see the lie on my face and chose to ignore it, or if I was crit succeeding my bluff check. Whatever happened in that cave was staying in that cave. I wasn’t getting these two killed if one of those Moonbeasts saw me. My friends were here, doing this, for me. I wasn’t sure why, but I was sure I wouldn’t let them come to harm. 
 
    ‘Great.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33: The Moonbeast Cometh 
 
      
 
    Calling the cave dark was like calling the sea wet. Sometimes, facts aren’t enough. Sometimes, you need metaphors. 
 
    This cave was so dark it could be the punchline in a holocaust joke. 
 
    There was still some light, don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t blind. I was keeping one hand on the cave wall in case I fell, because I definitely couldn’t see where I was putting my feet. The faint light from outside barely guided my way off the jutting cavern walls all around me. It was a dry cave, just like the rest of the Dead Wood. Every step was covered in dust, and the faint light couldn’t glimmer or wink off the grit that layered the walls. It was a dull existence in this cave. But no, it was obvious that this wasn’t just a cave. This was a den. It was musty and lived in and smelled like… life. Which was odd. The rest of Dead Wood smelled like death, and so the fact that something was actually alive in here gave it a certain energy that I hadn’t realised I’d been missing during our travels through the ruins above. This den had the smell of death, but in its dying, it proved there was life. The Dead Wood, conversely, was barren. Devoid of– oh, so that’s where void comes from. Cool. 
 
    As I went deeper into the den, I started to leave the light behind until, after a few minutes of stumbling, I realised that even though I had turned a corner and couldn’t see the entrance anymore, it still wasn’t pitch black. In fact, I was starting to see light ahead of me. As I continued toward what I was still pretty sure was my certain death, the light became lights. Multicoloured lights. One was a bright radiant white that began to let me make out features of the cave, and I was very close to being able to place my feet with some certainty. The other, much fainter, was purple. It was the colour of Gurim – who had faithfully attached himself to my legs, almost acting as stabiliser wheels if I began to slip – which meant it was the colour of dark magic. 
 
    I finished rounding the long, winding corner of the cavern, slowing down despite the better light. The cavern, while by no means narrow, had been linear until this point. Now it opened up into a massive circular room, with three tunnels the same size as the entrance tunnel splitting off in different directions. 
 
    Each tunnel shone with a faint, wavering white light, and I knew what that was now. Because in the middle of the cavern, lying on the floor, was one of the sources of it. A Moonbeast. 
 
    It wasn’t the largest thing I’d seen in Tulgatha – a Child of Light still held that crown – but this was damn close. It was lying down, and still twice my height. It must have been five metres tall when upright. 
 
    It was covered in ragged, chewed up feathers, but didn’t have the raptor hunch of a bird – it would stand upright like a human. It did have the beak of a bird, and that was in an equally shoddy state of repair as its feathers. The typically bright green was a muted brown, there were dents all over it, and the edges were chipped, its mouth open to the world. 
 
    Its chest rose and fell in shudders of hastily gasped breaths. It must have been sick for a long time. Or dying and near the end. Or maybe, this was life in the Dead Wood. 
 
    From the gaps in its patchy feathered body, and its maned neck, a bright, vibrant white light shone across the cavern. As the beast breathed, the light waxed and waned, skittering across the rough floor. 
 
    I took a step toward the Moonbeast, transfixed by its grotesque power and faded beauty. Too transfixed, as my foot hit a stone, and despite Gurim’s stabilising, I fell to my knees. 
 
    Suddenly, two extra beams of the brilliant, silvery white, arcane light shot out from now open eyes as the beast stirred. It tried to lift its head, to find what made the noise of a bite-sized morsel hitting the ground. The very edges of the eyebeams swept over me, but I was still in the darkness. 
 
    I knew I should turn around. Turn around, slowly and quietly make my way out of here, collect my friends, and head back to Thanis. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t have time to die. 
 
    But I also saw where that purple dark light was coming from. And that was why I couldn’t leave. 
 
    A glow of my element that originated from a, for lack of a better term, staff. I mean, it was more of a gnarled, twisted, and barbed thorn. But it looked to be about my height, and, you know, was glowing purple. A purple in flux, lights and darks, emanating from inside the crusted bark of the giant thorn. 
 
    I had to get it. Except… I knew I shouldn’t. I mean, I had to, but it was easily the worst idea I’d ever had. 
 
    Location, location, location. The Dark Thorn was in the middle of the room in the Moonbeast. Yeah. In. 
 
    It was jutting out from the Moonbeast’s heel, but it was in there deep. If I had to guess, it had sliced clean through the achilles tendon. 
 
    Sanity check. That thing could one shot me. Its nameplate showed it as an elite, just like the Child of Light was back in Hursh’s Situation.  But it probably couldn’t chase me. I mean, I didn’t know much – anything – about a Moonbeast, but it had to follow basic anatomy. Also, I knew my Greek folk lore. Androcles pulled the thorn from the lions foot, and the lion became his bro. Moonbeast bro? I could work with that. I could see past his ratty, diseased appearance to the good heart that lay beneath. I’d call him Arthur. Yes, Arthur, that settled it. 
 
    Pulling my eyes away from the Dark Thorn, I began to circle around the edges of the cavern. I would approach from beneath and slightly behind. Sure, Arthur would be my bro, but I didn't want him to see me before I’d pulled the thorn from the proverbial paw – right now, he was pretty pissed off, and understandably so. 
 
    I was almost in position, I just needed to pass one of the tunnels, when something clicked for me. The other tunnels had their own silvery white lights, bobbing along inside them. There were three tunnels. That meant, there had to be at least three more Moonbeast in here with me. That was scary, but not three times as scary as a single Moonbeast. Diminishing returns kicked in at some point. I knew that Arthur could wreck me all on his own, so did it really matter that his buddies could as well? Nope. What did worry me was why he was up here all on his lonesome. Why weren’t the others helping him? They were so magical, maybe this was a ritual of some kind, or a sacrifice. Or, maybe, the properties of dark magic were so powerful and negative to arcane, that they were all being kept in their tunnels. Maybe Arthur looked that ragged because his body was being poisoned, and all of the other Moonbeasts would soon starve to death as the dark magic acted as a barrier, blocking them from ever leaving. 
 
    It was times like these that I wished Angie was not only still here, but also pocket sized so I could whip her out and ask some questions. Right now, my mind was leaping to rash conclusions regarding things I knew nothing about. 
 
    I pushed past the opening to the tunnel. Looking down inside it, I saw shadows moving. It could have been a trick of the light as the single Moonbeast walked around, casting shadows of rocks, or it could have been multiple Moonbeasts. As exposed as I was, the light from the tunnel, and from Arthur, casting my shadow in both directions, I scurried to the other wall as quickly as I could. No time to think of the full extent of elite Mobs in this den. 
 
    I was now at the perfect angle to approach. The ground between me and Arthur was nothing but knee-high crevices between rocks that were covered in grit. But that Dark Thorn was leading me on, whispering sweet nothings into my ear, like “You can beat The Eastern Shadow with me”, “Horace will stop disobeying you over trivial matters”, and “Bri will think you look super hot for taking such a powerful weapon”. That last whisper, although totally accurate, was a bit odd. I mean, Bri was cute, sure, but it wasn’t like I wanted to… oh shit. I did want to. Where did that come from? She was kind of mean to me, so why would I… oh, right. Because she was kind of mean to me. What a cruel trick biology played. 
 
    But these were thoughts for another time, because right now, my mind should not have been on them, as proven by me slipping and falling between two rocks. 
 
    The eyebeams from Arthur switched on, and the now deafening screech rang off the walls with enough force to shake loose some of the dust. Luckily, Arthur was so decrepit that he never looked behind him. I was safe as long as I didn’t rouse any extra Moonbeasts from the tunnels. 
 
    I crouched and shuffled the rest of the way over to Arthur, and that was enough to tell me that I needed to get into a serious leg workout regime. Crouching was using my stamina as much as sprinting. 
 
    Despite being right next to the giant owl, bear, lion, thing, the arcane light hadn’t become any brighter to my eyes. It had the same intensity as when I first saw it. Had it been a traditional light, I would hardly be able to look at Arthur, but – magic.  
 
    I could see the Dark Thorn properly now. It went clean through one of Arthur’s legs, and buried into the stone, pinning him in place. It occurred to me that I might have overlooked one aspect of this heist. A monster, four times the size of me, wasn’t strong enough to free itself. But I was? 
 
    I’d come this far. I was right next to the most dangerous Mob for as far as Eyes only knew, and this could be the difference between life and death for my friends. The least I could do, was have a tug. 
 
    I gripped the thorn with both hands, and–  
 
    A flash of white light, and the metallic pads at my temples buzzed. “I will give you real power”. 
 
    – instantly felt its power. I felt dizzy but the flash of white and promise of power had already begun to fade from my memory, like a dream remembered. I didn’t know anything about enchanted weapons, but I could tell that whatever this thing was, it had earned its place in this den of elite Mobs and managed to incapacitate one of them. 
 
    I set my feet in a wide stance and braced for the pull. Then relaxed. Think, Severo, think! What was the plan here? Pull the thorn out, and then what? What if my buddy, Arthur, didn’t thank me? I mean, I’d still be holding the weapon that did this to him, and I didn’t actually know if Moonbeasts were intelligent. He might assume I was the attacker. Okay, so I pull the thorn, do a clean vault over Arthur’s legs, and sprint. He won’t be able to give chase, so I’ll make my way out at a nice leisurely pace once I’m out of his flailing arm reach. And, of course, if he does want to thank me, then that’s acceptable, and maybe I’ll share some meat with the nice guy. Great. I had a plan! 
 
    Okay. I braced myself again, set my arms against the thorn, and prepared myself. This was stuck in the rock hard enough that a Moonbeast couldn’t get it out, so I would need all my strength, some pivoting, some lucky angles, and just had to pray I could free it before Arthur killed me with a random kick. 
 
    Deep breath. 
 
    One. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Three. 
 
    I pulled as hard as I could, and the Dark Thorn flew free from the rock without any resistance. Good in theory, bad in practice, as I fell backwards, stumbling into one of the rocky cracks. That proved invaluable, though, as a feathered leg swept just above me, as the scream of Arthur once again filled the den. 
 
    Speed. Speed, just get up and run. I hauled myself back to my feet but had to quickly duck down again as Arthur’s legs continued to thrash. When I saw an opening, I popped up and ran directly towards the exit tunnel. I made the vault over Arthur’s legs in amazing style, two hands on his greasy feathers, and sticking the landing despite the rocks. I hopped over cracks with the grace of a certain druidic water elemental I knew, swift and elegant. It was all coming together. 
 
    Wait… I’d put both hands on his leg to vault. I’d dropped the thorn. Oh, Severo, you incompetent twat! I stopped and turned to look for the Dark Thorn but saw only a very angry looking Moonbeast. There it was. Behind him. I took a step back towards the lost staff, but Arthur screeched at me again, and swiped at me. I was out of his range though. I could do it. Circle back round again and get the timing right. 
 
    Annoying, but possible. 
 
    That was what I was thinking, when Arthur put his wings on the cave floor and started to pick himself up. 
 
    Don’t panic. Maybe he could stand but couldn’t move. Certainly couldn’t run. I made a dash for the Dark Thorn, hoping the size of Arthur would give me enough time to get in and out. With his back turned, and him bent over, a low screech of pain coming from him, I got close enough to see the purple glow between the rocks again. I shot toward it and managed to grab it again. I wouldn’t let it go so easily this time.  
 
    Arthur was turning to face me, so I circled him, trying to stay in his blind spot, which thanks to his glowing eyebeams, was easy to judge. He turned slowly, and he’d almost completed a full rotation, and I was back on my way out, heading for the exit tunnel. Easy. 
 
    It was just as I thought I was out of trouble that I heard a footstep. Worrying, but okay. Then a second footstep. And another. Quickly. 
 
    I chanced a look over my shoulder, and much to my great, big, fucking dismay and terror, it turned out that I had been very wrong about one’s ability to run with a severed achilles tendon. 
 
    I ran as fast as I could, which, it turned out, was a fraction slower than a sick Moonbeast. Arthur was gaining on me as I made it out of the den and into the exit tunnel, which slowly inclined its way back up to the surface. 
 
    Oh no. I was going to be killed by a Mob called Arthur. Damn it. I should have called him something more intimidating. 
 
    I jumped from rock to rock, pumping my thighs and draining my stamina. I felt a swipe of air behind me. Arthur had almost hit me with a wing swipe. 
 
    I kept running, and Arthur screeched once more. I looked back to see him bringing his wing down on me. I made a last ditch attempt, jumping away from him, but it didn’t work and I tumbled across the floor. Or, it did work. I was alive. He had hit me though, hadn’t he? I’d felt something. 
 
    He’d clipped me. The jump had worked, clearing me of his giant wings. It was the gust of air that had sent me flying. I looked up and got my bearings. Giant white light behind me. Faint daylight ahead. The exit was near, and unless Arthur could trample an entire forest, I’d be able to escape into the trees. 
 
    Something was missing. The Dark Thorn, again. Arthur had knocked it out of my hands. It was lying between two rocks, but it was behind the giant, enraged, one-hit-will-kill-me, Moonbeast. Shit. I had to leave it! 
 
    I jumped to my feet, my brief forced rest having refilled my stamina bar a bit and sprinted for the daylight. Arthur wasn’t ready to give up after a near-miss wing swipe and gave chase again. I wasn’t a mathematical genius, but even I could tell that Arthur had time for at least two more attacks before I got anywhere near escaping. There was no way I could make this. 
 
    I ran and I jumped and I pushed as hard as I could. I didn’t know how… I had a spell with a slow effect! 
 
    Soulburn applied a slow to the target. I knew from my time at Hursh’s Situation that the damage would get blocked, but the slow might still be applied. I didn’t have time to turn around and cast it, though. I needed a distraction. 
 
    As if on command, I saw Ixly and Bri’s silhouettes appear at the exit. But no, they were still too far away! I could try using my instant cast DOT. Maybe Arthur would be stunned by the incredulity of such a pathetic morsel attacking him. Probably not. 
 
    Gurim! He could do something. He could try, at least. I’d only have one chance. 
 
    ‘Gurim, distract the Moonbeast in three. Go!’ 
 
    As my left leg pulled away from the ground, I felt the little puddle of darkness stay stuck to the ground. I didn’t know what he was going to do, but that was his issue now. He had to the count of three, and then I’d do something stupid. 
 
    I made two more big leaps between rocks, when I heard Arthur screech again, readying for his attack. As he did, I stopped and turned, my hands already coming up to aim Soulburn. 
 
    Gurim, the clever little blob, had waited for that screech, and I saw him jump down Arthur’s throat. No damage done, but it distracted Arthur, making him stop his swing at me, and instead he tore at his own face.  
 
    I wasn’t in any condition for accurate aiming, but something the size of Arthur didn’t need finesse to target. My Soulburn hit. I had expected a resistance to bounce away from his nameplate, but I did full damage. Admittedly, “89” didn’t even make his Life bar move, but still. Oh, yes. Bri’s explanation of magic resistances came to my mind. Dark and Light can’t be blocked. Arcane took full damage against dark, but the light creatures at Hursh’s Situation resisted at the appropriate levels. 
 
    More to the point, the Soulburn debuff appeared under Arthur’s nameplate. At the same time, I received the notification that my familiar had been defeated. Summon you again soon, Gurim! 
 
    I turned and kept running for the exit. Arthur gave chase again. His footfalls were noticeably slower. I checked over my shoulder, and sure enough, I was outpacing him. 
 
    So, this is what it felt like when a plan actually worked. I kind of liked it. I could get used to it. Nice. 
 
    My jumping became more relaxed now, knowing I was safe. The eyebeams from Arthur flicked away from me, and on to Ixly who had managed to get to me already. 
 
    I waved him off. ‘It’s okay, I made it. Let’s go!’ 
 
    He slowed and stopped. He shrugged and turned. Everything was okay now. I could come back for the Dark Thorn later once Arthur had returned to his den. 
 
    I slipped on a rock, my foot getting wedged at the bottom. Ahh. Oh dear. I looked behind me, and Arthur had given up his chase, realising his defeat, and started to plod back towards his den. It was okay. I was safe. As long as Arthur didn’t notice I’d stopped running. 
 
    I tugged at my foot, but it was truly stuck. 
 
    ‘Bit of help?’ I called. 
 
    Ixly turned. Bri, further on, turned. And Arthur turned as well. 
 
    I didn’t know if he could understand the words, or if it was just the noise that had attracted him. 
 
    Ixly saw what I’d just done, and moved to me quickly. He was much closer than Arthur now. It was still okay. No problem. 
 
    Ixly’s giant hands gripped my leg and he applied a slow pressure, trying to wordlessly free me. 
 
    The white eyebeams settled on me, once again. It was fine. Ixly was already here, no problem. 
 
    The white light began to grow, and get more intense. I looked at Arthur, who wasn’t heading our way, but his wings were slowly flapping up and down, and a low, ululating cry was coming from the back of his throat. 
 
    Problem. 
 
    Ixly tugged again and my foot pulled free. But something wasn’t right. The air around us had grown cold, and… Ixly’s Life was being ticked away. 
 
    ‘Run,’ he said, and gave me a small push. 
 
    But before I could get out of the blast radius, white light flashed into lethal life around us, and for a few painful moments, I couldn’t see. I suddenly had a splitting headache. 
 
    Once my vision returned, and all I could make out was the glowing Arthur, and the tunnel exit, I felt an arm grab me. 
 
    ‘Eyes damn it. Run!’ Bri shouted. 
 
    I realised I was stumbling all over, feeling disoriented. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘An Elite level spell, what else.’ 
 
    ‘Ixly? Ixly was right next to me. Is he okay?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, thank the Eyes! Good.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. In a few days. When he respawns.’ 
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 Chapter 34: Death and Friends 
 
      
 
    ‘He won’t hate you,’ Bri said wearily, again. 
 
    ‘I know, you said, but he died because of me,’ I said, again. 
 
    ‘If you know, and it’s because I said, then stop asking.’ 
 
    We were almost back at Thanis. I could see the lumber mill through the trees. 
 
    We’d run to begin with, making sure Arthur couldn’t nuke us from behind, and then once no Moonbeasts had given chase, we walked. In silence. I’d never gotten anyone killed before. It wasn’t a great feeling. It felt like dying, but without the pleasant side effect of being dead. 
 
    ‘Honestly, Severo, get a hold of yourself. He’ll respawn soon, and as long as it’s before The Eastern Shadow appear, then it will be fine. Regardless, it’s done now. There’s literally nothing you can do to change it.’ 
 
    I knew she was right, and I needed to stop moping like a little kid in front of her. I needed to save face. ‘Yes. You’re right.’ She loved hearing that, always a good way to start any conversation with her. ‘I’m sure he’ll be back in time. Definitely.’ 
 
    I ignored her blatant sideways glance at me and forged ahead through the last of the trees. 
 
    ‘My, my. Thanis is starting to shape up okay, isn’t it?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I’ll comment when it’s finished.’ 
 
    Okay, it wasn’t that impressive. We’d only been gone half a day, but all the foundations were in place. In fact, if I cancelled work on the walls right now, we’d have a pretty nice-looking moat. 
 
    ‘Well, I think it’s nice. Good to see everyone pulling together, you know? All three of our minions working in unison. It’s heartening to– umm, do those honour guard look angry to you?’ 
 
    As we had almost reached the foundations, I noticed that Ixly’s honour guard were moving to intercept us, along with the pointy hatted Geeko. Horace was making a beeline to me from the other direction, waving his hands frantically. 
 
    ‘I wonder what this is about,’ I said to Bri. 
 
    ‘Oh, just mourning. Typically, each class gets two minion types, as you know, and one type reacts with sadness, the other with anger. I think it’s obvious which gets which in this case.’ 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, there was a certain menacing weight to those obsidian weapons that the Stagodon always held ready. 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t…’ I gulped. ‘Would they? No. Would they?’ 
 
    Bri gave me a thoroughly mischievous wink. ‘We’re about to find out.’ 
 
    The honour guard continued their unstoppable march, but I really hoped that it would become stoppable when they reached me. Fortunately, it did, as the pointy hatted Geeko threw up his hands, bringing the others to a halt. He made a series of squeaks and fell to his knees, then began the lizard version of huge, full body wracking sobs. The honour guard dropped their weapons and fell to one knee. 
 
    ‘I didn’t understand him,’ I whispered to Bri. 
 
    ‘I don’t speak Lizardese, don’t ask me!’ 
 
    Horace joined the conversation at a run. ‘Master, so good to see you alive!’ The Geeko began crying harder. ‘Ahh. Sorry, little friend. Master, there are things that require your attention.’ 
 
    ‘Something you couldn’t handle, Horace? Not sure I believe that.’ 
 
    ‘After your protests to my handling of certain…’ – his hood gave a meaningful tilt towards Bri – ‘...challenges, I left this decision to your wiseness, master.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean Ixly’s followers being like this?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, master. Nothing to be done there, I’m afraid. They’ll all be incapacitated until the respawn. Their happiness will be capped at fifty percent, and their production is reduced to twenty five percent of standard pace.’ 
 
    ‘That happens when your player dies?’ 
 
    ‘A harsh punishment for us minions, master, I agree.’ 
 
    ‘Annoying.’ I turned to Bri. ‘Still, until we actually know how close The Eastern Shadow is, a few days delay might not actually be an issue.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all speculation, certainly. We can only do what we can do. It goes without saying that me and my minions will do it infinitely better than you and yours, but whatever. It’s nice that you’re trying, Severo.’ 
 
    Her cheekbones really stood out when she was being haughty. In a cute way. Not in an evil vampire kind of way. Well… maybe a little bit in that way. Best not to think about it. 
 
    ‘Yes, Bri. I’m very trying, I know. Now, Horace, let’s sort out these “challenges” shall we?’ 
 
     ‘I’m not needed for this,’ Bri said. ‘I’m going to tend to my grove.’ 
 
    Like a gentleman I clearly am, I didn’t take that as a euphemism. I said goodbye to Bri, and Horace gave me a rundown of what needed my attention so much. 
 
    ‘The hunters have arrived via the road, as desired, master.’ 
 
    ‘Good, good. So, what is it? Did we only get some weak ones turn up? Not enough, maybe? Wait… are the Fawns complaining on the smell from the kennels? Ugh, those Fawns! They’re half animal, Horace. Why would they complain about the smell of another animal? It doesn’t make sense!’ 
 
    Horace’s permanently shrouded and unseeable face, was confused. 
 
    ‘Sorry. I must just be a bit off after Ixly. What’s the problem?’ 
 
    ‘The hunters are here, but they aren’t NPCs. They’re minions led by a player.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. And you’ve entrapped them with some devious contract again?’ 
 
    ‘From your past dealings, it seemed like you might prefer a… lighter touch.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Very astute. Lead the way.’ 
 
    We continued towards the village, hopping over the wall foundation’s moat with a bit of awkwardness. The angle that Bri and I had approached at led us straight into Ixly’s quarter. They’d built up a small mound on the other side of the moat to keep the swamp water contained. After the initial excitement I’d felt at the progress made on the city walls, I now felt that being sapped away. There was a Geeko on the wall next to me, and he was quietly crying, the wiping of his tears slowing his work to a crawl. 
 
    I pointed to the Geeko. ‘Are they all going to be like this?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, master.’ 
 
    I was still conflicted on how to feel about Ixly’s death. I mean, death wasn’t permanent, and I was living proof of that. So, that wasn’t what I was feeling. It wasn’t bereavement. I didn’t think it was even loss. It was… guilt? But why? He’d only lost a bit of game time, right? 
 
    We crossed into the swamp and tried our best to stay on the land bridges that snaked between the aggressive puddles. Something seemed different this time, however. Everything was still just as swampy, that wasn’t it. The trees still looked billowing and if I peeked beneath the boughs I felt I’d instantly get stabbed by an angry Geeko. The water looked just as viscous and green. The mossy banks looked just as reassuringly sturdy but were actually still just as treacherously slippery. So what was wrong? Aside from the statue-still Stagodon and weeping Geekos all over the place. To be fair, they really were making things a bit of a downer. 
 
    But there was something more. Something missing. Something muted. Almost like, when he was alive, he gave off an aura of life and light to his minions and world. When the great albino Steggar died, he took a bit of that with him. He took a little bit from me, too. 
 
    ‘Fuck, I’m melancholy.’ 
 
    Horace stopped and looked at me, clearly not quite sure why or what to do. ‘Would the master like a motivational sermon? Red naterry? Fawns sent to his Altar?’ 
 
    I waved him off. ‘No, no. Let’s–’ 
 
    ‘Twin Fawns can be arranged.’ 
 
    ‘No, I… twins, you say? Well, I suppo–’. Keep in mind, I was sixteen. Yes, a friend had just died. Yes, I was about to lose all my friends and my village to an evil army. Even so, twins managed to derail me, and that’s my burden to bear. But, through sheer force of will, I managed to keep myself on track. ‘No! Come on Horace. To business!’ 
 
      I marched onward, keeping my head down, trying my best to ignore the lack of colour surrounding me in this quarter. And that I just turned down twins. I mean, what? 
 
    Out of Ixly’s swamp, I immediately felt better at the crunch of dead grit beneath my feet. Looking up towards the recently built kennels, that minor relief was replaced with a mix of emotions. 
 
    ‘Umm, Horace?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, master?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone here is… part of my village?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, master.’ 
 
    ‘What, uhh, happened? Why are there so…’  
 
    ‘Many, master? It’s not for me to know… however if one were to speculate, it may be because as The Eastern Shadow closes in on us, determined to crush us beneath their mighty boot, they are razing everything in their path.’ 
 
    ‘Giving them the same ultimatum they gave us. As they get closer, the influx of NPCs gets heavier. Horace, this is too much. Put a halt on accepting any new NPCs.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent decision, master. I did that an hour ago. Unfortunately, the immigrants aren’t leaving, and are now piling up outside the gates and around the walls.’ 
 
    The sight before me was astounding. I had expected to come back to a bustling tavern, a full training room, and maybe some extra hands building the wall foundations. We had that and more. Groups of NPCs had staked claims on empty land, setting up camp fires. A cluster of a dozen elves, tall as Ixly but thinner than me, sat and discussed the finer notes of the red nattery. They had red and gold mastercrafted armour, light and untouched by battle. They were pristine, deadly warriors, clutching double ended glaives that spelled death for us. 
 
    They sat with their backs to a group of orcs. The orcs’ skin was different shades of green, and they ate what looked like mud. They were wrapped in leathers and held chunks of heavy metal that could only loosely be called an axe. They were loud and savage and punches were thrown freely between them. I made a mental note to be careful around them as their communication seemed to be “punch the other guy till you get what you want”. 
 
    Horace and I continued walking, and I saw groups of almost every race. Elementals, similar to Bri, but made of earth. Their skin constantly shifting as if they were made of small tectonic plates. In the middle of them, instead of a campfire, they had a fire elemental blazing bright.  
 
    I saw more Steggar. They were a multitude of colours instead of Ixly’s white. I walked too close to what I thought was a giant boulder, twice my height – which should have made me think twice because it hadn’t been there before – and it unfurled, a huge bug-like face appearing between chitinous plates. It was one of the “alien” race that I’d dismissed at character creation. 
 
    Its mandibles made a chittering, clicking sound that I somehow recognised as, ‘Hello. Thanks for the refuge. Looking forward to kicking those shiny bitches when they get here.’ 
 
    After a few seconds of “too stunned to think” I said, ‘No problem. Bring your friends.’ I looked at his name plate and attempted to say his name. ‘Nroth. I look forward to standing at your side.’ 
 
    His six green eyes disappeared back inside his chitinous ball, and I kept walking. 
 
    I whispered to Horace. ‘That was a player. There are players here, not just NPCs.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, master.’ I appreciated how Horace always managed to sound genuine when I said incredibly obvious things. I would have been way more sarcastic than him. Like looking at a nameplate was revolutionary. ‘The influx started about an hour after you left. Oh, and might I say that you have found a marvelous looking chain and breastplate, master.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. There’s more out there. It was so beautiful, Horace. You’d have marvelled. Worshipped it as a religious relic, I’m sure. I’ll return to the Moonbeast den when all of this has calmed down.’ 
 
    We were almost at the kennels, and I was still stunned at how Thanis had turned into a bustling village of life. Well, actually it was more a warcamp than a village now. The cultists already took up all of the barracks, and I hadn’t even considered the need for more dwellings before I had my “accept everyone” plan. This wasn’t sustainable at all. At several points, Horace had to command people out of my way as the closer we got to the front entrance, the thicker the crowd became. It was overwhelming and immense. I saw a mixed group of races all stood in a circle. They were all dressed in different garbs from every culture I could imagine, both real and fictional. I was pretty sure that dwarf was wearing a geisha outfit. But what was more interesting was what they were doing. What had brought them together. They were kicking a ball between them, trying to keep it in the air. But the ball was made of magic. It looked arcane. One of them missed the ball, and when it hit the ground, it exploded, knocking the one that had missed it off his feet. They were playing death hacky sack. Awesome. 
 
    We finally reached the kennels. I’d like to make some comment about how I could smell we were there, but over all the fires and the cooking and the weird aliens, the kennels smelt just fine. 
 
    I questioned why the kennels were needed, as although there were plenty of animals around, none of them were actually inside their cages. They were all huddled firmly to the side of a person, presumably their respective owners. The men all wore similar clothes, and they looked like they had come from a desert. They wore loose clothes that were a sandy brown in colour, criss crossed with the occasional leather strap for equipment. These loose robes extended up over their heads, rags wrapped around mouth and hair, barely leaving room to see. I suspected they didn’t need quite that level of protection now that they were out of the desert, but I knew all too well how much minions liked to stick to a theme. 
 
    Their pets were equally desert themed. I saw a few coyote-like animals with enlarged fangs. A few fat wormy snakey things burrowing around. Something that I was sure had to be called a desert crab, and if not then they missed a trick. And finally a large hamster. 
 
    In the middle of the kennels, hanging around the biggest, most high tech cage I’d built from metal, was their leader. A player called Muadshai. He had no pet, but as I approached, the ground at his feet moved, and I saw a combat message. “Muadshai’s pet sandworm ends Churn”. Churning the ground at his feet was one of the sandworms, rising up from where it had burrowed, making itself invisible. It was easily twice the size of any of the others – almost as thick around as I was tall. 
 
    At first I had been concerned about getting him to help out, and worried about what kind of crazy contract he’d twist my arm into signing. But now, seeing all the NPCs that had joined my cause unbidden, I was feeling pretty confident. 
 
    ‘Hail, Muadshai. I see you have many great beasts in your care.’ 
 
    He turned to face me, and his worm came to heel, placing its body beneath its master. The worm rose, lifting Musadshai with him, and moved the player into hand shaking range of me. It moved fast and jerkily, like a snake striking. Its maw was filled with teeth, covered in overlapping chitinous grooves. It looked, for lack of a better word, terrifying. I stuck out my hand, proud of myself for not jumping back. 
 
    Now that Muadshai was closer, I could see more about him. Much like his followers, he was covered in gear more appropriate for a desert than a dead forest. He had a bow slung over his back, and a quiver at his hip where his right hand rested. In his left hand was a bottle. Maybe a gourd, technically. From what little I could see of his skin, he had the expected desert complexion, and dark brown, almost black eyes. Now that he was close to me, I could also tell that he reeked. If red nattery left a smell, it was one of sweetness. Whatever Muadshai was drinking was potent. I’d heard of grain alcohol, but this must have been whatever they had on hand in the desert. Sand and piss, from the smell of it. 
 
    He jerked the gourd toward me. ‘Want some?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks.’ His face scarf covered everything but his eyes, yet I could tell he wasn’t enthused by my answer. ‘Recovering from my some of my own brew. Last night. Real doozy.’ 
 
    That seemed to placate him some, and he pulled down his face scarf, allowing him to take a swig from his gourd. I hoped he was a better shot in combat, as he managed to spill most of it down his front. ‘Know tha feelin’. Just keep going, no better cure. Nice place ya got. Like the metal.’ The worm’s tail tapped on the metal cage as if it was an extension of Muadshai. 
 
    ‘Thanks. I had it constructed to attract the best hunter I could get. And his friends, of course. I didn’t realise a player would come.’ 
 
    ‘Aww, yeah, you know how it be. Some of them lights. Raided ma town. Saw em before they attacked o’ course. I’m a hunter. Wouldn’t be a good one if dey snuck up on me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really? Didn’t they try to negotiate?’ 
 
    The worm bobbed up and down, which I took as Muadshai shrugging. ‘I mean, dey used words before fists.’ He swigged. ‘I can tell when words are meant as fists, though. At least, me sandworm can.’ He tapped his foot meaningfully. ‘So dey sent a battalion ma way. Thousand or so.’ 
 
    And here I had been considering the Emissary’s offer. Had I been naive, or was everyone else being too hasty? 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear you lost your town. But I’ll admit that you might be the key to stopping The Eastern Shadow. Will you fight alongside me?’ 
 
    He looked around at the mass of troops setting up camp around Thanis. ‘What’s da point o’ all dis?’ 
 
    What was da point o’ all dis? I mean, what was the point of all this? What kind of person was Muadshai? Did he want to hear about loot, gold, and glory? Or did he actually care? 
 
    The truth? The lie? 
 
    I started this because I just wanted to play the damn game. Side with the Emissary or not, who cared? Well, Horace cared. And Bri and Ixly cared. That meant, as it turned out and I now realised, that I really cared too. The three of them deserved Tulgatha as it was meant to be. For me, it was friends. 
 
    And what was the lie? That Muadshai would get his pick of the loot from what was bound to be utter carnage? That he’d get his name etched into stone tablets, passed down through generations, his deeds passed around campfires? 
 
    Or was he a simple man with simple desires. Protection, revenge, a full belly, and the knowledge that, regardless of the surrounding world, he was good. 
 
    ‘The point of all this? Isn’t it obvious? I mean, a single cause that could gather all these disparate groups? You must know. It must be why you came here, surely. You could feel it.’ 
 
    He took a swig of his gourd and actually managed to get the majority in his mouth this time. ‘Family.’ He looked to the mages kicking around the arcane ball. ‘Outcasts looking for somewhere. Not a home. People put so much value in a home. Not my way. But family.’ He looked back to his own minions. ‘Ya. I felt it.’ 
 
    Family. I didn’t really know what that word meant. My edu-bots weren’t the warmest of parents. Maybe Horace, Bri, and Ixly weren’t friends. Maybe they were becoming… it was just words. It didn’t matter what they were. 
 
    ‘That’s right. We’re here with a will. We’re not here just to find our place in this world. We’re here to make our place. With others that want the same.’ 
 
    ‘My…’ he searched for the right word as he looked into the distance. ‘In the attack. I lost my Bonded.’ He saw my incomprehension and pointed to Horace. ‘My lead minion. Like dis one. She stayed behind.’ 
 
    I remained quiet. I could tell he was trying to get something painful out. 
 
    ‘Not her fault, ya know. Ma fault, actually. I still thought we could take dem. Dey hadn’t hit our big traps yet. But she… she knew. Pushed me…’ I could see him mentally replaying the scene, torturing himself. He swigged from the gourd. 
 
    ‘I understand.’ I reached out a hand to rest on his shoulder, but he batted it away with the gourd before bracing himself with another swig. 
 
    ‘Na mon. Ya need to know. It came from below. Broke da earth apart and spewed its light shit everywhere.’ 
 
    He didn’t have to continue. I knew exactly what it was. Something that even a player with an entire personal army at his back couldn’t take down. No warrior, no council of mages. Nothing. 
 
    ‘And I saw who led da army. He didn’t get close. He didn’t need to. His Child of Light did all the damage and took our traps to the face like dey were nothing. But I’m a hunter, ‘ey? What good am I if I can’t find out trivial details like who leads an army.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear your story. But we’ll make them pay. Everyone here, will make them pay. Who was it? The Emissary?’ I saw a worried shadow in Horace’s hood. ‘I figured he was too easy to kill.’ 
 
    ‘Da one dat trains us. Captain of da Pristine Guard. Koif.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35: The Grove 
 
      
 
    The first person to ever kill me was coming back. With a thousand troops under his command. And a Child of Light. 
 
    Talk about ominous. 
 
    But I was a different person now. I was stronger and knew how the game worked. He had been nothing special. Just like the little girl he had stood next to… who had been a construct I couldn’t begin to fathom. 
 
    Oh dear. 
 
    Priorities. Stay focused. 
 
    ‘You said you didn’t manage to hurt the Child of Light?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, damage was done. I wouldn’t say it cared, ya know?’ 
 
    Damn. I’d been hoping the force The Eastern Empire sent wouldn’t have one. When the Emissary saw Thanis, it could have been taken by a hundred men without much trouble. Two hundred, tops. Instead they send a thousand men and an unkillable Elite. My walls weren’t going to do much against something that could burrow under them. 
 
    In my nervousness, my unchained hand began rifling through my pockets, and I began fingering the minor shadowgem that the pointy hatted Geeko had identified for me. 
 
    ‘Not to worry. I’ve got a plan for that.’ “Plan” was a strong word. Theory was closer. Hunch was more accurate to the likelihood of it actually working. I also didn’t have what I needed to make it work yet. 
 
    ‘I have to admit, I’m not too familiar with the fast travel system. Why haven’t they used it to get here?’ I kept the question open to either Horace or Muadshai. 
 
    ‘It’s for players and NPC groups of up to twenty only, master.’ Horace looked around. ‘You see, not a single group here over twenty.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. But why not game the system? Just send the army through twenty at a time? If they’re coming just for Thanis, then why not ship them through in small teams. Time it right and they’d come through only a split second apart. The entire army could be here in a few seconds, right?’ 
 
    ‘Tulgatha ain’t stupid. It know. Also, I don’t be thinkin’ dey only coming for you.’ 
 
    ‘Mr. Muadshai is probably right, master. The Eastern Shadow is making a lot of enemies and meeting a lot of resistance to their rule. As mentioned, that is exactly what is pushing these refugees into Thanis.’ 
 
    I nodded. It made sense, and horrible as the situation might be, I couldn’t deny that it was helping me gather troops. And better equipped troops than my minions were at this level. Now, I wasn’t looking forward to the eventual fallout of trying to house all these guys together, but that was definitely a problem for another day. 
 
    ‘What about times?’ I asked Muadshai. ‘From where you were to here. How long until we can expect them?’ 
 
    The sandworm’s tail began patting the ground in thought, mirroring the gourd tapping against Muadshai’s thigh. ‘Two weeks. Give or take. I’ll post my women a day out in every direction. We can give you that much notice.’ 
 
    ‘Worst case, we’re looking at what, twelve days with a days notice before the attack?’ 
 
    ‘It depend. I don’t know their troop, how fast they can march. Lot of variables. But dat sound right.’ 
 
    He’d been very forthcoming, but I knew some negotiation was coming up. Might as well get it out of the way. 
 
    ‘Thank you for the information. What payment do you require?’ 
 
    He swigged. ‘Nothing. No one belongs for free. I paid now, and I’ll pay in da battle.’ 
 
    I was starting to feel like I really got screwed by Bri and Ixly. 
 
    ‘Well, please make yourself at home in the kennels, of course. And feed any information you have back to…’ I suddenly realised I hadn’t designated anyone as the ultimate authority in this. I supposed it was me, but I had other plans up until the battle. In my absence I would have preferred Ixly to take care of things. Older, wiser, and a set of abilities that let him buff those around him. ‘To Horace, here, and when he returns, Ixly. They’ll be in charge of the defences.’ 
 
    We said our goodbyes, and he set to organising his women. Which, I hadn’t noticed at all, but yes, he only had female minions. Better hunters, maybe? Cultural? Who knew. 
 
    I pushed my way through the crowd, passing races I didn’t even know were in the game. The attitudes were as disparate as the people. I moved past a group of humans, all covered in bloody bandages, with wicked looking weapons. I checked their health, and they were all fine. They just liked that aesthetic. Then, to my right, were a group of pixies, channeling hard to grow a small patch of grass and mushrooms in the middle of my artfully cracked dead land. 
 
    I kept going and noticed that some of the wooden slats on my tavern had been knocked out. Repairs from use? Made sense. The line into the tavern made sense. People needed to eat and there wasn’t enough space to house everyone. But the real sign of overcrowding was the line to get out of the tavern. People just weren’t moving fast enough. I looked around until I saw a tell-tale tree in the distance that looked like a black rag had gotten caught in it. I made a diversion towards that, and sure enough, Teint was stood next to She Who Slays. 
 
    ‘A lot’s changed, hey?’ I said. 
 
    They turned to me. 
 
    ‘There’s no more privacy, that’s for sure,’ Teint said. 
 
    A soft shriek of agreement from She Who Slays. 
 
    ‘Temporary, I assure you. After the siege… well, after the siege we’ll know who’s planning to stay.’ 
 
    A solemn nod from them both told me they knew the stakes as well as myself or Horace. 
 
    ‘I see you’re both unassigned. We’re having some trouble at the tavern. Creatures from many different cultures, all with a different idea of exactly what constitutes a queue. Go and whip them into some sort of orderly shape, hey? Teint, your litigious nature should help. And She Who Slays… screaming, you know?’ 
 
    They both agreed and moved to their new duty. 
 
    I turned back on my path to the the grove quarter. I wasn’t looking forward to this conversation. I’d have much rather had it with Ixly. Now Ixly was the type of class act you could approach with issues and know you wouldn’t walk away feeling emasculated. Bri, on the other hand, she knew what she was talking about. No doubts about her competency. And she was cute. Like a button. And that almost made it worse, because I knew – knew – there was no way I could ask for her advice without taking a barrage of shit first. 
 
    I hopped the fence, and after a few minutes of untangling my robe from the bush I’d just fallen into and explaining to the guarding Spriggan that I owned this village, and so was allowed access, went to find Bri. Except, it occurred to me, I hadn’t really explored her grove before. I didn’t know where her Altar was, or where she normally hung out. 
 
    Thanks to her natural dislike of people in a general sense, she had set her Spriggan to a very strict guard mode when she’d heard I was letting everyone stay. This meant I could still see from one end of the grove to the other, something that was no longer possible in my own half of Thanis. 
 
    The grove was actually a small hill. From the outside edges where it connected with mine and Ixly’s land, it rose about two metres to the centre. One standard building unit, now that I thought about it. In the very centre was a huge tree, and frankly I had no idea how it had moved there overnight.  This wasn’t some old and gnarled thing, no, this was young and fresh and practically glowed with life. It brimmed with small creatures, beetles and butterflies, and things that didn’t exist on earth. Parts of the trunk seemed bulbous, and where this was happening, Fawns attended them, applying salves and filling jars from the fluid that seeped. At the bottom of the tree, among the roots, was an entrance. I suspected I’d find Bri down there. 
 
    After Horace had mentioned the network of caverns underneath Bri’s grove, I decided to check them last. First I checked a second, smaller willow tree. Smaller being very relative, it was still huge. Moving through the trailing vine branches of the willow, I revealed what had to be the Spriggan hangout spot. It probably wasn’t called that, but accuracy must be sacrificed for ease on occasion. The Spriggan here were vastly different from the ones I’d seen guarding outside. Outside, they all appeared leafless, cracked, and dead – odd, as they were literally living trees, yet they seemed more dead than inanimate trees. But in here, they were flowering and in bloom. One walked around, constantly shaking, like a dog trying to get its fur dry after the rain, except with every shake, beautiful red and white flowers littered the ground around it. Another was stomping around, chasing two smaller Spriggan. All three of them were clearly modelled after the willow I now stood under, as they had long, green leafy vines sloughing from each limb. Walking towards me was a tall Spriggan, thinner than the rest, almost looking ready to break under its own weight. Silvery white and knots of brown, it had a green mossy growth below its mouth. It was cultivating a moss beard. 
 
    It gave a low, questioning cry, and reached out a spindly limb to me, then looked around. I think it wanted to show me around. 
 
    ‘I, uhh, don’t have time.’ I looked around again at the home of what I had assumed were nothing but a scary and violent race of tree-folk, and realised how wrong I had been. Never judge a people by their soldiers. ‘But one day. Do you know where Bri is?’ 
 
    The corners of the old ash’s cracked mouth turned up into a smile, and he pointed to the ground. As I figured, she was in the great tree’s root tunnels. 
 
    Out of curiosity, I visited the other two buildings that Bri had built. One was a hollowed-out tree, two stories high. The other was a single story and made out of multiple thin trees that were custom grown to make the shape of a house. 
 
    The hollowed out stump had a grumpy looking Spriggan and a bewildered Fawn, bickering with each other, while attempting to sell me some wares. The walls were filled with small trinkets, glowing stones, and chunks of wood that, while I was pretty sure were just driftwood they’d picked up, the Fawn assured me were very potent artifacts. The Spriggan also assured me of this, but with a somewhat less soothing tone. 
 
    The thin tree hut was an interesting place. When I approached, the trunks remained closed to me, however when I put out a hand to touch them, they parted to avoid me. I stuck my hand through and swished it around. The trees never touched me. I stepped through, a minor leap of faith that the trees wouldn’t trap me half way through. This must have been the Fawn equivalent of the willow I’d just seen. Several of the part human, part doe beings sat on the floor. Some were braiding hair, some were– I saw a metallic blur and felt the rush of wind pass me before I managed to react. The shaft of a long, deadly spear hung over my shoulder after the tip embedded itself in the tree lattice behind me. 
 
    ‘Who dares intrude?!’ A Fawn, normally ones to prance, stomped angrily toward me. 
 
    ‘Akuma Severo!’ I barked to hide my panic. ‘Owner of Thanis.’ 
 
    The Fawn was right in front of me now, and a good foot taller than me. Calling them half humans suddenly seemed like a cheat. Her face was angular and harsh. She had piercings of metal and wood chaining from ear to nose to cheek to eyebrow. This one's skin was a pale aqua green. Not disturbing, but definitely not human. But it was in the eyes that I could see she wasn’t human. They were large and… she blinked, a set of second eyelids covering her eyes before her human-like ones. I saw it now. The eyes were too large, but they were still inset like a humans, however the iris and pupil weren’t there. She had a bug-like grid where they should have been, yet the whites of the eyes were still present. Fucking eerie. 
 
    ‘We don’t like your kind here.’ She spit out, and I hoped that her spit wasn’t acidic. She grabbed her thrown spear with a powerful, sinew-lined arm, pulling it free from the trees with a single jerk. 
 
    Part of me wanted to turn and run and never look at these creepy things again. But then another part of me refused to be pushed around in my own damn village! 
 
    ‘Hey. I own this, and I can go where I please. Also, I don’t appreciate your tone. It is rather aggressive. Not to mention the spear throwing!’ 
 
    ‘We do not recognise any authority as set down by one of you. You have no power inside our walls.’ 
 
    ‘How dare…’ I trailed off as I realised that she was right. All of my abilities were greyed out. Well, that was interesting, but also a rather bad time to find out about it. Not that I had any plans to kill my own troops right before a fight, or that I even thought I could handle the dozen Fawns in here before they killed me, but still. I had expected Bri to do the emasculating, not her minions. 
 
    I heard the trees behind me part, and Bri’s appeared beside me. She placed a hand on my shoulder. ‘Stagatha, he’s with me. He’s safe.’ 
 
    Stagatha’s grimace didn’t lighten when she looked at Bri. ‘He should not be here.’ 
 
    ‘Save your hatred for the fight to come. You’ll need it then.’ 
 
    Stagatha snorted like the demi animal she was, stamped a hoof, and then turned away, spear held behind her head across her shoulders. She clearly didn’t skip back day, and I found myself suitably intimidated. 
 
    Bri grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the Fawn’s hut. 
 
    ‘One of my guards told me you came in. Intuition told me you’d need a bit of guidance. The main tree is safest for guests. Come on.’ 
 
    We walked through the lush green grass back onto the cobbled path leading toward the big tree. 
 
    ‘So… Fawns, hey?’ 
 
    She cleared her throat. ‘Yes. They can be a handful. The opening druid quest when you acquire them explains it. Needless to say, I liberated them from “masters” with questionable ethics.’ 
 
    ‘That would explain why she spat the word “he”.’ 
 
    We passed the roots and headed down stony steps, the spiral staircase lit with glowing orbs of… nope, they moved. Then they flew around. It was lit entirely by glowing bugs. 
 
    ‘They really don’t like men. Justifiably so,’ Bri admitted. ‘Also incredibly racist.’ 
 
    ‘You know, I got that vibe, yeah. Spriggans seemed delightful, though.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Why the opposites? I mean, I only see scary looking banshee-like screaming Spriggan, and cute, sexy Fawns walking around the village?’ 
 
    ‘My idea. If you expect one thing, then they’ll be more effective in a fight when they don’t do what you expect. And, I once saw a Spriggan cry for an entire two days after her favourite flower fell off her head. No one’s going to be intimidated by that.’ 
 
    ‘They were nice flowers. But, we’re friends, why the deception still?’ 
 
    She looked at me for a second too long then shrugged. ‘You never know. Also, even if we are friends, it doesn’t mean I know your minions, or Ixly’s, or any of the travellers coming into Thanis. Safer to stick to the plan and keep me and my minions protected.’ 
 
    Now it was my turn to look at her for a second too long. The blue and yellow firebugs throwing shadows around her face and neck like they were deliberately repositioning to give her the best lighting with every step. Was she just cute? Was that it? Was I just getting a crush on the first girl I’d ever really spent time with? Did I care? 
 
    ‘How come your guys are so cool? Why aren’t my minions all deep and stuff.’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘You’re still a long way off getting your second minion type, so that’s not an issue. And for your cultists, well, you haven’t built their signature building. You just gave them a generic dormitory for living, and a barracks to train in.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I’ve been so busy, I didn’t realise they had something like that. Well, after the siege, huh? But what about Ixly? He definitely knows, so why is his place just a boring swamp?’ 
 
    She tutted at me. ‘Use your eyes, Severo. Firstly, he has structures, but they’re all below ground. Some of those swampy ponds open out into full buildings. I know he’s definitely got a Geeko breeding cavern. I fell into– nevermind. And his Stagodon are probably inside…’ She made a gesture with her hand, to let me think and finish the sentence. 
 
    ‘The huge white temple. That I have never been in. Right.’ 
 
    ‘There you go.’ 
 
    After a short, slightly descending hallway, we entered a cavern. It was a bit smaller than the Moonbeast’s den, but seemed much smaller, as we were now walking along a giant root that led directly through the middle, about one story off the ground. The root split into four direction. Three side caverns, and one leading to the ground floor where there were another three rooms. 
 
    ‘You have all this down here? How? The amount we’ve walked, this definitely goes beyond the city walls.’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘It goes beyond Thanis’ borders entirely, actually. We’re underneath part of the dead wood. Just past the lumber mill, I think.’ 
 
    ‘You can do that?’ 
 
    ‘Obviously.’ 
 
    That was a stupid question, fair point. 
 
    ‘What’s the point of the boundary, then?’ 
 
    ‘Tied into the levelling and progression system. You unlock more territory as you level. As a guest in your city, I’m still bound by the letter of the law about your territory, but also allowed to extend my own area due to my higher level.’ 
 
    ‘So, as long as you don’t touch the ground, you can build. So underground doesn’t count?’ 
 
    ‘Or above ground. As long as you’re not touching it. It’s a pretty niche rule. This kind of thing doesn’t happen too often.’ 
 
    We took the leftmost root, and the room we were in was, for lack of a better analogy, a coffee shop. There was a happy, bouncy Fawn behind a counter, and there were stumps and juts and knots in the wood all over the floor that made natural chairs and tables. The interior was entirely covered in wood, the bare soil of the larger cavern now covered. 
 
    ‘Want anything? It’s on me.’ 
 
    I peered behind the counter and carefully avoided eye contact with the Fawn. They now creeped me out a bit. I tried, somewhat less successfully, to not look anywhere else, but a passing glance was impossible to avoid. Behind the Fawn were several organic contraptions, meldings of mosses, vines, wood, and stone, forming oddly misshapen canisters and tubes. 
 
    ‘What are these?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for asking!’ the Fawn exploded into life. A kind of… valley girl life. ‘Our range changes daily, so you should always come back to check what’s new! Okay! First up we’ve got an amazing Klatchian Dwarfbread pickmeup!’ 
 
    I leaned into Bri. ‘You named these?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Try and get them all.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds a bit heavy for me right now. What else have you got?’ 
 
    The Fawn, a bit frowny now that I hadn’t liked her first offering, moved to the second barrel. ‘You’re the boss! Okay! In here we’ve got a delightful blend of local ingredients, blended together to create a purée version of a regional dish. We call it the Halas 10lb Meat Pie!’ 
 
    I gagged a little bit at the thought of eating a pie in purée form. ‘I don’t argue that a 10lb meat pie is lighter than the dwarfbread offering, but can we take it down a notch to something that is naturally liquid?’ 
 
    The Fawn gave a little snort and shook her head in annoyance, making her facial piercings jingle. She skipped the next two barrels and pointed at one that looked like it was oozing a brown sludge. ‘Okay! Here we have a delightful sludge from a far future. It doesn’t taste nice, and is the furthest thing from “organic” that we serve. It may also be contaminated with a little bit of mechanicium sanctioned promethium. Its only job is to keep you awake, and it would come with a medical warning if those still existed. It’s Imperial Recaf!’ 
 
    I grimaced. ‘Step in the right direction, but a touch aggressive, maybe? And the sludge is off putting, I don’t think it should be that corrosive. Anything else?’ 
 
    This time the Fawn’s smile dropped into a straight bitch face at me. Luckily, Bri gave the nod, and the smile was plastered back in place. 
 
    ‘Okay! I see you’re a discerning customer! Something more your pace is this little number! To drink this tea, you’ll have to undergo a battle of wits! You get served two cups of this beauty, and then have to choose which you’ll drink. It has a zesty finish and will keep you on your toes. It can only be brewed under the guidance of a short man who isn’t aware most things are conceivable. It’s Iocane Tea!’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes to see if this was a trick. 
 
    ‘You know what, I’m going to go with the Imperial Recaf.’ 
 
    ‘Great choice!’ The Fawn skipped back to the Imperial Recaf, banged a few rocks together, tugged a vine, and squeezed a handful of moss into a cup, then presented me with it. 
 
    ‘Enjoy!’ 
 
    We went to a table and sat. I stared at my drink. 
 
    ‘Will this kill me?’ 
 
    Bri smiled. ‘It’s only a sharp coffee, you’re safe. The descriptions are just to keep me occupied. Not much to do these days outside of siege prep.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ We were the only ones in this weird coffee shop. In fact, the guards hadn’t let anyone else in while I was above ground, and no one was down here. ‘Does anyone visit? It seems like you could be raking the money in. I mean, maybe not with those descriptions, but your other shops, possibly?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll let people start trickling in soon. With all the new troops suddenly arriving, I’m building an artificial scarcity. Sure, my profits take a hit for a few days, but it’ll pay dividends soon enough when I’m able to charge whatever I want for any product or service. And they’ll thank me for the opportunity to give me their money. Economics 101.’ 
 
    I scratched my head with my chained hand. ‘Huh. I’ll be honest, I hadn’t even started to think about these things. Been too focused on other things.’ 
 
    ‘As you should be. I can focus on business because you are handling the more important things. Like the coming battle. It’s your village, and I’m bound to your plan regardless of my wishes, so…’ 
 
    Was there a note of annoyance there? 
 
    ‘What are your wishes? Do you think I’m doing the wrong thing?’ 
 
    She looked away and shrugged. ‘I understand why you’re doing what you’re doing. But we have different motivations, and experience levels. You’re doing the right thing for you.’ 
 
    I frowned at that. ‘Well, what would you do? With your motivations and experience levels, hmm?’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes ever so slightly. ‘I didn’t mean it like–’ 
 
    ‘No, go on. You’ve piqued my interest. Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘I’d run. I ran from my last village and rebuilt here. Sure, I had to downsize, but it’s only temporary. I didn’t lose a single minion.’ 
 
    ‘I’m doing this for my minions. Hell, it was my minions that really made this choice. They want to fight this battle. Stand up for something greater than themselves. And damn it, I want to help them.’ 
 
    ‘I know. And I didn’t want to lose my friends, so I did what I had to to keep them alive. Tulgatha is a world of fighting where death is normal. I didn’t want my friends to die. Sometimes you have to deny, to save.’ 
 
    ‘Sacrifices have to be made to make the world a better place.’ 
 
    Bri nodded gently. ‘I agree. I just don’t see why I should make them.’ She looked into my eyes, and I saw the swirl of an ebbing ocean in hers. ‘I just want to have fun.’ 
 
    Part of me was outraged that she didn’t want to protect those around her. How could she be so selfish? She saw those in need and she wanted to ignore them. But another part of me screamed out that it was just a game. It wasn’t real. Was it? 
 
    ‘You’re so… but then you… and…’ I didn’t know where to begin or end my thought process. So I sat back and took a swig of Imperial Recaf. Despite it having the faint smell of petrol, I didn’t immediately go blind when I swallowed. However, my heartbeat doubled. I sighed, but more to try and steady myself than for any other reason. ‘That is strong. I’m more a tea guy. But the iocane powder… I’ve only died twice and once was to poison, so not doing that again. Oh, and the other time I died? To the guy that’s leading The Eastern Shadow’s little battalion.’ 
 
    ‘How long have we got?’ 
 
    Until what, Bri? Until they arrive and you stand by my side and protect those under your care? Or until you leave and our friendship ends? 
 
    ‘The new hunter, Muadshai, says about two weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s really into Dune. Rides a sandworm, let me guess?’ She smirked. ‘And until the walls are finished?’ 
 
    I checked my HUD. ‘Eight days.’ 
 
    ‘Even if they’re early by a few days, we’ll be ready, then.’ 
 
    ‘Seems so. But, I have one more idea to give us an edge.’ 
 
    She took a bit more notice. A hope that maybe she wouldn’t have to run away in the night to save her fun? 
 
    ‘An idea from our illustrious leader. Do tell.’ Like that, she was back to her snarky ways. 
 
    ‘What’s the best way to fight fire?’ 
 
    ‘With overwhelming amounts of water.’ 
 
    Balls. I hadn’t thought of that. ‘With fire. Or, in this case, light magic.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have any light magic. Even if some of those troops that arrived earlier can use it, one or two magic users, plus your own dark magic, aren’t going to outperform a battalion of light users.’ 
 
    ‘True. But from my time fighting them, most of The Eastern Shadow use just regular physical attacks. However, those that do use magic always seem to be bound to light. And anything we can do to impede their Child of Light from decimating us sounds like a good plan. Also, they are going to have to lay siege to us here. Which typically will mean siege spells, which we can guess are going to be light based, right?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. And?’ 
 
    ‘The walls give us a fighting chance against their physical troops, so we need something to help with their magic. We need to find Hursh.’ 
 
    She thought for a moment. ‘That guy in charge of that army you fought under?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ 
 
    ‘The guy that was soundly defeated?’ 
 
    When she said it that way it didn’t sound great. ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a player, so just who him.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Who him. In your console type… nevermind, I’ll do it.’ Her eyes lost focus for a few seconds. ‘Player Hursh Dunning, level 659, Warrior. Last online three weeks ago in Tulgatha.’ 
 
    ‘Three weeks? So he hasn’t logged on again since the situation? Well that’s not a good sign. And what does it mean, “Tulgatha”? So he could be anywhere in the whole world?’ 
 
    Bri sighed and spoke like she was explaining something to a child. ‘Tulgatha, the capital.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got two weeks, we’re down a team member, we don’t know if my plan will work, we’re facing overwhelming odds, and I’m level ten, so clearly I’m the one we should all be listening to.’ 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    ‘When you put it like that, Severo, it does sound fun. I’ll fire up the capital portal.’ 
 
    ‘Great. You do that, I’m going to get some of this Imperial Recaf to go, because lord emperor does it ever grab you by the balls. Pure heresy!’ 
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 Chapter 36: Tulgatha 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the misty portal, I found myself in a large and dark hallway. I was standing behind someone. I was in a queue. I looked around but couldn’t make out many details. There were a few knife edges of light burning into the dark space, but they were so bright I couldn’t make out what they illuminated. The crowd around me shuffled forward slowly, and there were enough murmurs to tell me that the place I was in had an echo. 
 
    ‘Why a queue?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Standard. Nothing to worry about. Should only be a few minutes,’ said Bri, who was in front of me in the queue. 
 
    Precisely six minutes later, after many slow shuffles forward, being bumped into by the person behind multiple times, I was at the exit, which had enough sun shining through the door that I could make out the floor. It looked like light grey slate. 
 
    ‘Name?’ The guard at the door asked me. 
 
    ‘Can’t you read it off my nameplate?’ I asked. 
 
    The guard looked up from his ledger and made a face that told me I’d said the wrong thing. 
 
    ‘Akuma Severo,’ I apologised. 
 
    ‘Reason for visit?’ 
 
    ‘Well, my village, Thanis, is preparing for a siege, and the odds are going to be very overwhelmingly stacked against me, and there’s going to be a lot of light magic coming my way, so I had an–’ 
 
    ‘Business or pleasure?’ the guard interrupted. 
 
    ‘Oh. Umm, business?’ 
 
    The guard scribbled on the paper making a satisfying scribble sound. 
 
    ‘Locations planned to visit?’ 
 
    ‘Tulgatha.’ Then I added, just to be sure, ‘The capital.’ 
 
    The guard sighed. ‘Locations planned to visit, within Tulgatha?’ 
 
    ‘Right. Sorry.’ I turned to Bri and shrugged helplessly. 
 
    She stopped talking to the guard on her side and said, ‘Lower and mid.’ 
 
    The guard looked to me. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Lower and mid.’ 
 
    The guard ledged in his ledger, and then signalled for me to walk past into the blinding sunlight. 
 
    I said my thanks, which was firmly ignored, and headed out. 
 
    I shielded my eyes from the sun. ‘Wow!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s pretty impressive the first time you see it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it is, but I haven’t seen it yet.’ I rubbed at my eyes. ‘I kind of forgot that the Dead Wood is so grey. I haven’t seen proper sunlight in weeks. It’s actually really painful.’ 
 
    What I could hear, however, was the sound of massed humanity. The bustle of a crowd, the shouting of vendors, children, and guards, the tolling of bells, the alluring jangle of merchandise, the crashing of water in carefully allocated and aesthetically pleasing civil spaces. 
 
    My eyes finally began to adjust, and the first thing I saw were people walking past me. A steady stream of boots and shoes and hooves of all shapes and sizes. They weren’t just coming from the hall that I’d just left, they were coming from multiple halls all of the same size. I turned to see six buildings identical to the one we’d emerged from. They were standard gothic architecture, looking like cathedrals of old. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Bri said. ‘We’re not there yet, and the guards don’t like it when people linger on the portal platforms for too long.’ 
 
    I turned back and started to walk forward, but after a step, I had to stop and take in Tulgatha for what it was. An eclectic masterpiece of design and art. The buildings behind me had prepared me for a standard European gothic city. I’d seen that before and could handle it, no matter how grand. 
 
    But this was no standard city. The first thing I noticed was that I was, very gently, bobbing up and down a few hundred metres in the sky. Or, the platform I was on was, at least. And, in fact, the entirety of Tulgatha was surrounded by these floating islands. They were different shapes and sizes, but they all seemed to serve the same purpose, at least from what I could tell from the nearby islands. Several buildings on top of a chunk of land that looked like it had been ripped, tree roots and all, directly from the ground by a giant hand, all filling up with people. Each island had multiple smaller platforms shuttling to and from entry points all over the capital. These ferry platforms were made of a sandy, light yellow brick, and all seemed to be manned by a magic user that was controlling the platform. 
 
    Part of me said that it was a ludicrous way of handling visitors, immigration, and travel around the city, but then another part of me looked at Tulgatha and decided there was no other choice. 
 
    I may have been on a floating island a few hundred metres above the ground, but Tulgatha’s spires still towered far higher than my measly platform. And calling them spires gives visions of spindly, narrow structures, but that simply wasn’t the case. This was a tiered city, with multiple levels to each tier, and some levels branching out into vastly different tiers on the same level. 
 
    Bri pushed me along. ‘Take it in while we stand on the ferry. Come on!’ 
 
    The first thing to draw my attention was obvious. The crystal spires on the middle tier. It started out like any castle would, wide and sturdy on the ground floors, all made from a silvery white gleaming rock, as if arcane magic had crystalized. As it rose, it split off into two separate spires at the rear of the building. Still acceptable and made sense according to physics. But then the two spires wound around each other, like twin comets shooting into the sky, until, far above where my platform was held in the sky, they reached an apex and clashed together, a sphere of jagged crystal held aloft on impossibly thin spires. It was as if the two towers had been built by giant magical hands, grown rapidly and then collided, freezing themselves there permanently. Except the shards that broke off, continued to rise higher, large shards of crystal, held together in a slow rotation, going ever higher towards the sky, but tamed by invisible chains. Yet, despite their height, they only just managed to peek above the ground of the high tier. 
 
    The mid tier had a luscious forest taking up half of its land. There was also a giant lake that was fed from the top tier, gathered in the mid tier, and then continued down to the low tier, where it snaked throughout the city until finally trailing off into the distance as multiple rivers. 
 
    Bri shoved me onto the ferry, and despite there being barely enough room to breathe once everyone had crowded in, I pushed my way to the edge to see where we were going. 
 
    Unlike the mid tier, the top tier had a carefully curated garden instead of a jungle, and astonishingly large fountains instead of a lake. There were buildings, of course, but none stood out as much as the crystal spires. They were a more traditional European medieval gothic affair, for the most part. One of them had a lot of iron girding the building, along with giant weapons carved into the ground all around it, and on those giant weapons I could see sparring grounds brimming with people. One glowed with holy light. Another was made entirely of glass, it seemed. There was a temple similar to Ixly’s but triple the size, and it was right next to a gigantic monster that was lying on a bed of sand, with a few tents on its back. I probably should have mentioned that first, in hindsight. It looked like an angry turtle. Perhaps angry giant lettuce didn’t exist. At least, I thought it didn’t. And then, the crowning jewel was the castle in the centre of the tier. There was no doubt that it was the heart of the royalty, or government, or whatever ruling class existed here. It looked like… Minas Tirith. I won’t mince words. It looked like the entire city of Minas Tirith in the centre of the tier, but it was resplendent, with clean white brick, and jewel encrusted walls. It was… really gaudy, actually. I wouldn’t say it was in bad taste. Just, not good taste. 
 
    The city walls, enclosing the city, rose to half the height of the mid tier. They were huge, massive walls, but next to everything else, they looked insubstantial. They were wide enough to fit several buildings width-ways. They had giant statues all along the tops. Four of them, each a different fantastical creature, none of which I could identify. 
 
    We sank below the walls now, the ferry taking us down. 
 
    ‘Are we going to visit the crystal thing?’ I asked Bri. 
 
    ‘Not sure why we would.’ 
 
    The ferry continued its descent until we landed with a barely noticeable bump against a set of stairs. Looking above, there was a steady flow of these ferries traversing the sky, moving from the floating islands to docking points all over the city. 
 
    Bri sighed, took my hand, and led me off the platform as I was still in a daze. 
 
    Down a few steps, and my feet touched real ground again. If I’d had any time to notice, I probably would have been clinging to the railings in case I fell off. It seemed like a real hazard. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘That’s your part. I’ve done mine.’ 
 
    ‘My part? What did you do?’ 
 
    ‘I got us here, and now I’m your guide. But I don’t know what your plan is. Why does this Hursh matter?’ 
 
    I shrugged, more to myself than her. ‘Well, he doesn’t, really.’ She suddenly looked very cross, and I held my hands up in defence. ‘No, no, he does, of course. He does. But I mean, it’s not him that matters, per se. It’s what he has. If he has anything left.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a good thing it’s not him that matters, because his online status hasn’t changed.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. That might be a problem. We’ll find out.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh. Love the confidence. So attractive.’ 
 
    ‘You think I’m attractive?’ 
 
    ‘Sarcasm, Severo. Look it up.’ 
 
    Tearing myself away from looking at the skyline of buildings on the tiers above, I said, ‘Wait what? You think I’m unattractive?’ 
 
    At the same time we both looked down at our hands. She was still holding my hand to guide me. She let go. 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that, either.’ 
 
    So, she means… that… I am either attractive or unattractive in her eyes. Still in there with a chance! Nice! 
 
    ‘Focus,’ she said. ‘What’s the plan? We know that this Hursh of yours isn’t here, so what are we looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Can we find where he logged out? Or, did he have some player housing here, or a base in the capital, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’ve brought money. Let’s go.’ 
 
    She led me into a bazaar of winding streets, made up of squat, double storey houses, themselves lined with hastily erected tents, stalls, perches, rugs, anything that it seemed like a merchant could sell something behind. 
 
    ‘Oh, and make sure to keep it hidden.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Wait, can players pickpocket me here?’ 
 
    ‘Players, NPCs, Mobs. The main thoroughfares are safe enough, but the further you get from them, the fewer guards, and the further you get from guards, the more knives you might find in your back.’ 
 
    My voice cracked. ‘Oh. Right.’ No better way to show your manliness, Severo, great job. I clutched my purse a little bit tighter. My wallet! My manly wallet. That’s what I clutched tighter. God damn it. 
 
    The bazaar was filled with just about everything I could imagine. There were basic weapons being hawked by a low level player, presumably just someone trying to get his money back so he could craft more, grind out his blacksmithing. Good luck to him, because those daggers resembled a brick. There were stands filled with gems and jewels that were bright enough to hurt to look at. There were booths filled with normal, boring looking rocks, which confused me why they were so busy. There was a pixie merchant trying to convince a hulking orc that the pixie sized armour could totally work. Yeah, as a gauntlet, maybe. I was sure that if I wanted to buy something, I could buy it here. I lifted my robe slightly and looked down at my feet. 
 
    ‘Quick detour first?’ 
 
    Bri followed my gaze and grimaced. ‘Ugh. Good idea.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37: The Accused 
 
      
 
    ‘Eyes, these feel so much better.’ I wiggled my toes inside my new boots. ‘I hadn’t realised how much the cloth wrapping was hurting.’ 
 
    Bri staggered out of the shop still in a state of shellshock. She was muttering something about the sight of my feet. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on. They weren’t that bad. And the Imperial Recaf got rid of the mould.’ 
 
    She gagged a little bit. 
 
    ‘And where did you get that money?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I told Horace I might need funds, and he pulled this out of his robe. He said something about impending war being healthy on the coffers.’ 
 
    ‘As soon as we get back, I’ll have to open my grove up to the refugees. It looks like you’re bleeding them dry if you’ve got that much spare gold lying around.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest, he’s the money guy in our relationship.’ 
 
    ‘Your relationship?’ 
 
    ‘Not like… don’t look at me like that.’ 
 
    ‘No judgement, Severo. There’s plenty of player and NPC dating. Not at all uncommon for a player and their head minion to become… entangled.’ 
 
    I sniggered. “Head minion”. Heh. ‘Yes, well. He’s not the proverbial apple of my eye.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. And who is?’ 
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘Anyway, let’s find our man, shall we?’ 
 
    She nodded, but I was sure I saw a tight smile carefully hidden there. 
 
    ‘We need an information broker. There’s plenty around, come on.’ 
 
    She led me several blocks down the main street, before turning down a side alley, still equally crammed with stalls, and then into a darkened, dilapidated building. She gestured for me to stay by the door, and moved forward a few steps to speak quietly to a woman there who eyed me suspiciously. I didn’t take any offence, as she was eyeing everything suspiciously. 
 
    After a few minutes of me standing in the back like a child waiting for his mum, Bri returned. 
 
    ‘Problem! What we need isn’t a low tier issue.’ 
 
    ‘How isn’t it? We can get anything here, surely? I know that if we went, like, one more block further from the main street, they’d offer us anything.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Not far from the truth. But, what we want isn’t illegal.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Great. I don’t know why it would have been illegal in the first place, but legal sounds good.’ 
 
    Bri made an iffy motion with her hand. ‘Ehh, yes and no. I figured we’d need hacked information, but nothing too dangerous. You know, a player’s exact location from three weeks ago isn’t that big a deal. So any two-bit info dealer down here could get us that in an hour or two. But, because that information isn’t illegal, and is known… they won’t go against the official information brokers.’ 
 
    ‘Convoluted, but okay. So we go to an official one. No problem, right?’ 
 
    ‘More expensive, more regulated. Because it’s known information, only authorised people are allowed to know.’ 
 
    ‘Ugh, fine. We can become authorised, right? And surely if we’re not authorised, it becomes illegal again and that woman could get it?’ 
 
    ‘No, no. Low tier illegal info is, while technically illegal, not of concern to the creators. But known information is governed by in-game systems, which means they’d have the city guard on them. And capital punishment? Very much a thing.’ 
 
    ‘Right, okay. How do I get authorised? I’ve got the money, I’ll pay.’ 
 
    ‘No. We still need to find the information first. They’ll tell us what’s needed to get the information. Authorisation isn’t some official status. The broker can set it, and even change it on a whim. So be nice, okay? If they don’t like you, they won’t tell you.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean me be nice? You need to…’ I stopped talking when I saw her face. ‘Keep doing you. Everyone likes a strong independent woman. Nice. Let’s go, yeah?’  
 
    She glowered, but I made sure to look everywhere but at her, so I didn’t get disemboweled then and there. 
 
    We headed back through the narrow, ominously shadowed streets, and then along the main thoroughfare. I noticed that there were ferries running regular trips between the tiers, but for some reason Bri didn’t even try to get to one, and instead we headed straight for the stairs. A set of zigzagging, carved into the rock, stairs. With what must have been, easily, a thousand people on them at any one time. Although, I did note that it would make besieging this place almost impossible. The infrastructure required to get any decent sized unit to the mid tier would be colossal. That didn’t make the impending climb any less arduous, but still. It made sense. 
 
    And so, we climbed. Trudged. One foot in front of the other. Like cattle. In the most claustrophobic queue I’d ever experienced. I also had a creeping fear building up inside me. Why was I making a stand in Thanis, when I could just retreat to here. I was positive that there was no need to ever leave the capital if I didn’t want to. I could get a job. Build my way up the corporate ladder. Maybe me and Bri could have kids. Then I could have a midlife crisis and she could catch me in bed one day with a hot little number. A fire elemental, logically. We’d hold it together for the kids, but the passion would be gone. Still, it wouldn’t matter because I’d be at the top of my career then. 
 
    Hmm, maybe that life wasn’t for me, because I honestly wasn’t sure how that was supposed to sound good. In fact, that sounded both more boring and more stressful than a life of adventuring… oh. That’s why people played this game. Right. 
 
    ‘Bri, how come you know this place so well?’ 
 
    She was in front of me with no room to turn round as the queue crept slowly upwards, so I had to try and listen from over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘I don’t, really. There’s a quest at level twenty that runs you around the city. Kind of a “get to know the place” intro quest, but that’s the only time I’ve been before. Took about a week to do, and culminated in a visit to the top tier. But it grants you a city map, and you can overlay that, and there are basic vendors, waypoints, and a search function.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. That sounds useful.’ 
 
    And here I was, thinking it was all part of her extreme proficiency at life. She could have played me like a fiddle! 
 
    ‘Is this queue always so slow? And why so many queues here, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Bureaucracy.’ She shrugged. ‘At a certain size, it’s just needed. And this does seem particularly slow, I’ll admit.’ 
 
    I almost asked if we could push to make things to faster, but then I looked over the stone railing, and decided I didn’t want to die. It might only be a game, but vertigo was real. 
 
    After another hour of painfully slow waiting, we finally made it to the mid tier entry gate. There were two guards restricting the flood of visitors from overwhelming the mid tier. They were resplendent in their… actually, for such an impressive city, these two looked remarkably unimpressive. Shabby, was the only word for them. One leaned on his spear, and the other was clearly hung over and none too happy about the sun heating his helmet up. He smelled of grain alcohol. 
 
    ‘Papers,’ the spear leaner said in a bored voice. 
 
    I looked down inside my robes and reached around until I found the leaf of parchment that was my travel visa. As I pulled the paper out, it suddenly got sprayed by a splash of red. Arterial red, if I had to classify it. I looked up, and the two guards lay crumpled on the floor. My face and robes were also covered in blood. 
 
    I looked to Bri who was a similar shade of life juice. ‘Umm, what!?’ 
 
    With eyes wide, she answered, ‘I… have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that means we can just go in though, right?’ 
 
    A shout from far off. A patrol of four guards. ‘Oi! You two! You just killed those men!’ 
 
    ‘No, we–’ I began to shout back, but turned to Bri. ‘Did we?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘We can’t afford to be locked up. We need to run.’ 
 
    I looked behind us. A sheer drop back down to the the low tier. Certain death. But the ferry platforms were still moving to and from the designated docking stations. 
 
    ‘Do you have any flight spells?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    I ran in Bri’s direction, grabbing her hand and pulling her with me as I went. ‘Ferries. Let’s go!’ 
 
     Before long she was outpacing me, and luckily, we were both outpacing the guards. They had looked equally as unprofessional as the two that died, with ill fitting gear sure to slow them down, plus the extra weight of metal armour. 
 
    There were guards by the ferry platform, but they hadn’t seen us yet. 
 
    The patrol from behind us shouted again, but as long as we didn’t stop, we’d make it to the ferries long before they would catch up with us. 
 
    ‘What do we do about the queue?’ I asked as we ran. 
 
    ‘We’re wanted for the murder of two city guard. I don’t think cutting in line will be a big issue.’ 
 
    Fair point. It was a long line, but the ferries landed and took off one a minute. 
 
    We reached the front of the line just as a new ferry docked. 
 
    ‘To the back,’ the dock guard pointed in the obvious direction. 
 
    I fumbled around for my money, and pulled six bits out, handing them to the guard. I didn’t know if that was a lot, but from the guard’s reaction, I had just handsomely overpaid. 
 
    ‘On you go, good sir.’ Players behind me in the queue grumbled resignedly, but didn’t do anything. 
 
    Bri went up first, and I followed. 
 
    ‘We made it!’ I shouted a touch too loudly. The ferry mage turned and looked quizzically at me. I smiled. The platform filled rapidly with players and NPCs. 
 
    Bri, in a much more discreet voice, said, ‘Yes, but now we’re trapped here for another thirty seconds. And those guards weren’t that far behind us.’ 
 
    I turned to see where we’d come from, and sure enough, the patrol of four guards were suddenly very close. They were even in shouting distance, which they took full advantage of. 
 
    ‘Don’t let that ferry leave! Murderers aboard!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Bri said. ‘Nothing stops a ferry from leaving.’ 
 
    And the guards realised it. The head of them thrust his spear forward. ‘Boarding action!’ 
 
    I started to cast my slowing spell. There were only three, I could tag them all before they got here. Bri slapped my hands away. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?!’ 
 
    ‘Wha– they’re attacking us, so I was slowing them.’ 
 
    ‘No. Bad idea, Severo. Bad. Right now, we’re just accused, but we haven’t done anything. If we actually attack, then we’re screwed. Use your money!’ 
 
    My money, right. The guards were at the front of the line, pushing their way into it. I dug my hand into my wallet and threw a handful of bits at them. The line around them exploded into a flurry of activity as everyone rushed to grab what they could. The guards were blocked and couldn’t get past. 
 
    The ferry pulled away. 
 
    ‘I had meant bribe them, but that worked too. I guess.’ 
 
    ‘What do we do now?’ 
 
    ‘We need to clear our names.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    Bri considered for a moment. ‘Time to visit your class hall. Warlock Hollows.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38: Warlock Hollows 
 
      
 
    The platform landed us in a different place than the ferry from the entry island did, but as I didn’t know my way around the low tier, it didn’t make a huge difference. 
 
    We jogged briskly along the main street and took a few random turns to lose ourselves in the back alleys. 
 
    Bri told me there would be a warrant out on us now, so any city guards would be hostile, but also that a city guard doing his job properly in the low tier was rarer than a Fawn that liked men. I smiled politely, but the memory of Stagatha’s bug irises creeped me out. 
 
    ‘How do we find out what happened?’ I asked as Bri continued to lead me somewhere. 
 
    ‘I suppose you could launch an investigation. Which would require you to talk to the city guard. Which if you do, they will arrest you.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound like a winner. I could investigate it myself?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Where will you start?’ 
 
    The shadows darkened as we continued our way through back alleys, leaving the main street further and further behind. ‘I can’t say I’ve had a lot of time to think things through, but I suppose on the mid-tier.’ 
 
    ‘Where you’ll be arrested on sight.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t be seen.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? Been levelling your stealth, have you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a thing?’ 
 
    ‘My point exactly.’ 
 
    The darker shadows made sense. Time was moving on, and there were more buildings around us, and the city walls loomed high. But… 
 
    ‘Bri, is there supposed to be fog on the ground here?’ 
 
    ‘No, we’re not–’ She stopped and looked down. ‘Oh shi–’ 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the mist rose to swallow her up, and then disappeared, taking her with it. 
 
    I let out a length of my chain, ready for whatever might come next. Was it the killer from the mid-tier? 
 
    A figure appeared in front of me, shrouded in shadow and mist. I glimpsed a motion of his hand, but it was too dark for me to see what it was. An attack? Yet nothing happened. I was about to call out, when he motioned again, but this time I felt a force from behind push me forward. I stumbled, but righted myself. The figure was walking away now, so… I followed. 
 
    There wasn’t much to say for my surroundings. It was dark, and even if it hadn’t been dark, it was now foggy. I could only tell where a wall was by the mist clinging to it. The figure never seemed to get closer or further away. If I stopped, it stopped. If I jogged, it moved faster – it wouldn’t deign to actually jog, of course. 
 
    After several minutes of twists and turns, the fog cleared, and the darkness lifted. The figure disappeared, seeming to melt into the mist around it. It had left me on the precipice of a cramped corridor, seeming to be made out of black cloth and twisted sticks. It was almost as if someone had tasked my cultists with making a tent. 
 
    ‘Welcome to the Warlock Hollows, brother.’ 
 
    I turned to see a cultist, almost identical to one of my own, except standing a bit taller. Thinking about it, he was the same as mine except he lacked deference, standing proud with shoulders back. Also, I could see his face as his hood was pulled back. He was an earth elemental NPC, with broad, craggy features. 
 
    ‘Yes. Hello, brother. This is exactly where I meant to be. Have you perhaps seen my companion?’ 
 
    ‘We have many here. More specificity is required.’ 
 
    ‘Druid. Briar of Bark. Goes by the name Bri. Probably very pissed off?’ 
 
    The man rubbed his fingers together, the noise of two rocks clashing making my hair stand on end. ‘Yes. We have her in purgatory. We can release her outside our borders if you wish?’ 
 
    I thought for a second. ‘I’ll need to speak to her. Can she join me?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘The Hollows are not for outsiders, brother.’ 
 
    ‘No. No, of course not. What was I thinking?’ He took that as rhetorical, so I continued. ‘What do I do here? In the Warlock Hollow.’ 
 
    ‘This is a place for all warlocks and covens to gather. You seem to be here without a quest to guide you. Perhaps you are searching for something specific? A certain, dark delight, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘Dark delight? Eyes, does every class have access to prostitution? I get the Fawns, but who wants to sex up a cultist?’ 
 
    He gave a broad smile, the sound of earth shifting when he did. ‘Actually, yes, they all do, brother. In one form or another, and in loose definitions. But I meant the dark delights of knowledge. Information. Power.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Then yes. I am here for those, please.’ 
 
    ‘This way, brother.’ 
 
    He led me down the tent corridor. Each offshoot we passed seemed to lead to larger hubs, all of them filled with dozens of cultists all bustling around, busy with whatever they did. Sacrifices to the dark gods, presumably. 
 
    After six different intersections, each one handled without the need to look up by my guide, he stopped outside a door and gestured for me to enter. I stepped through, stooping as I exited the corridor. I didn’t need to, the ceiling was taller than myself, but the whole place gave a feeling of being too small. 
 
    In front of me now were cultists in dark red robes. The black tent material had changed to the same red as the cultists. There was a sunken pit with several fighters practicing as the main feature of the room.  
 
    However, there was a different type of minion here. Was this the second type of minion I could recruit? Exciting! There were two walking around, giants of their race, shouting at anyone that passed. Male and female, with shaved heads, and wearing next to nothing. A few leather straps pulled tight across their bodies and legs. The straps didn’t seem to be practical at all. They didn’t even holster their weapons there. They both carried a large morningstar that smoked from the ball on the end of the chain. In the other hand, similar to my chain that wrapped around my arm, they had a leather strip that they let hang, whipping themselves every few steps. Zealots! Awesome. I was pumped to get some. I mean, they had no armour, so I couldn’t see them being useful in a siege, but maybe I could take some with me. 
 
    I put my thoughts in order. Bri had mentioned that she got hers early and in her twenties. And you get a quest to come to the order halls when you reach twenty. That’s probably a big chain quest. Hmm, something to think about. 
 
    Aww, man. I really wanted some zealots now. 
 
    One of the cultists broke off from his task, which necessitated carrying around two knives and having one strapped to his arm, and approached me. ‘Hello, brother. How can the Blooded Cleft aid the dread pantheon through your will?’ 
 
    ‘The blooded cleft?’ 
 
    ‘No. The Blooded Cleft, if you please.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. The Blooded Cleft. Is your dread pantheon… the same as the dark gods?’ 
 
    The cultists made a shaking motion with his hand. ‘Differing ideologies and mythos, but the same end goal.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Good. Well, then it’s quite possible that the dark pantheon does wish you to aid me.’ 
 
    ‘A shock, certainly.’ He motioned for me to continue. 
 
    ‘Well, there was a small… assassination. I mean, if you could even really call it that. But me and my friend got blamed, you know how it is.’ He nodded sagely as if he did actually know how it was. ‘And we had a brief chase that led to our escape. But we need to wipe that bounty off our heads. Any ideas?’ 
 
    The cultist scratched his chin with the tip of both knives. ‘We could kill some people?’ 
 
    I nodded in thought. ‘Yes. Yes, no, I don’t think that’s the right answer here.’ 
 
    He blew out a big breath, like a craftsman appraising a particularly tricky job. ‘We could… bloodlet some people?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Define bloodlet, just to be clear.’ 
 
    He held up his knives. ‘Well, we cut them up real bad and–’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘Perhaps something that doesn’t involve going to war against the capital city of the world? Frankly, I’ve got enough wars on my hands as it is.’ 
 
    He chuckled. ‘Isn’t that the truth! Well, if you need help with some proper killing, do let the Blooded Cleft know. But I suspect your problems would be better suited to the coven next door. The Barons of Bureaucracy.’ 
 
    ‘Barons of… right. I’ll go there then.’ 
 
    The earth elemental cultist took me along the tent corridor until we reached the next opening. 
 
    This room had a similar setup, but instead of fighters in the pit, there were rows of scribes sitting at lecterns, all scribbling manically. Also the colour of the robes and tent cloth was now a dark blue – one could call it an inky blue. The zealots here were similarly garbed, and had the same weapons, but strapped to their backs were large tomes, and from each limb, intricate scrollwork flowed. Again, a cultist broke off from the bustle of his work and greeted me. I told him my problem. 
 
    ‘Let me guess. They suggested killing, right?’ 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    ‘Ha! Yeah, they enjoy that. Killing. And bloodletting. Of course. Big fans.’ 
 
    ‘I noticed, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘No, no. See, what you need is a ritual sacrifice.’ 
 
    I barely managed to stop my hand half way up to slapping my forehead. ‘To be clear… what do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’ll get some of the boys together – great lot they are – and we’ll do a bit of chanting, a bit of scribing, and boom, ritual will solve it all.’ 
 
    I rocked back and forth. ‘That seems too good to be true. What’s the catch?’ 
 
    He blew out the same big breath as the last cultist, like a craftsman appraising a particularly tricky job. ‘Cost ya. That’s for sure. Also, it’s not instant. And there will be some footwork for you. But it will work. Pending appeals, of course.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Okay, but this ritual, is there a sacrifice involved?’ 
 
    ‘Always, always.’ 
 
    ‘And what would that be?’ 
 
    He cast an appraising eye into a book he was carrying. ‘Well, a standard bounty removal will be all items we keep in stock, so no need to go hunting. Just a few sheets of parchment, quills, ink pots, the usual.’ 
 
    I was starting to get an idea of what exactly this “ritual” was. ‘Are you… correct me if I’m wrong, but are you just submitting paperwork for me?’ 
 
    ‘In a very ritualistic manner, yes.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Barons of Bureaucracy, right. I think some of my cultists might be related. Remarkably tight on their contracts.’ 
 
    ‘We are the best, but we do on occasion train others, so anything is possible. What is the covens name?’ 
 
    ‘The Wooded Cult?’ 
 
    The bureaucrat scratched the back of his head, but that clearly failed to stimulate anything, so he quickly thumbed through his book and scanned several pages. Finally he let out a defeated “Hmmmm”. 
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘So, you can help with the legal issues?’ 
 
    He shook his head to bring himself back to the conversation. ‘Yes. Yes, it should be simple enough. Under Tulgat Law, we are guilty until reasonably supposed to be innocent.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds very “wooly” for a law system, no?’ 
 
    He waved his hand dismissively. ‘All laws are done this way. It makes the lawmen feel better about accepting bribes to not prosecute politicians. Or nobles. Or particularly rich merchants. Or friends. Anyone with money or leverage, basically.’ 
 
    ‘When you put it that way, it sounds even more corrupt! Yet also, a lot more realistic, so continue.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. We need to provide reasonable supposition of innocence. Eyewitnesses?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t paying attention to anyone around me apart from my partner.’ 
 
    He smiled wide. ‘It’s exactly that kind of self absorbed focus that makes a good warlock, brother.’ 
 
    I shrugged defensively. ‘I would prefer the term careful introspection, but… yeah, okay, maybe I’m a dick. Either way, I don’t know who would have seen it.’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry. Do you have the murder weapon?’ 
 
    ‘Umm, no. Neither me nor my partner saw what happened. It was so fast, and we certainly didn’t see a weapon drop to the ground.’ 
 
    He chuckled a little bit. ‘No, no, brother, I mean did you keep the weapon on you? We can plant it elsewhere and alert the authorities. Quick and easy.’ 
 
    Was he saying…? 
 
    ‘I didn’t do it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the spirit!’ He shrugged. ‘Really, no? Okay, we all let weapons slip occasionally, I suppose. Perhaps we can argue power levels. There’s no way a level eleven could have handled a city guard. What about your partner?’ 
 
    ‘I’m level ten act– oh my eyes, how did I miss gaining a level?! Honestly! Planning a war is way too distracting.’ 
 
    His shoulders jerked in laughter. ‘Very true, brother. Not enough hours in the day!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Yeah, well anyway. Umm, Bri is in her twenties. I’d have to talk to her to know the exact level.’ 
 
    ‘That wouldn’t do it either. Okay, well that’s a start. We could argue that, but… let me see your robes.’ 
 
    I stepped back and held my arms out to the side. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘This could be good.’ He turned and shouted into the pit for a visualiser. Another cultist left his lectern and joined us. ‘What do you think of these blood patterns, brother?’ 
 
    They spoke in hushed tones, making various slashing and stabbing motions, then looking at my robe like an artist looked at a canvas. I looked down and noticed that I was covered in blood. My face must be too, I remembered. Arterial spray was an incredible thing. 
 
    ‘Brother, what were you doing when you “weren’t” killing these guards?’ 
 
    I rubbed my chin, noticing that I was almost sporting a full beard now. Let’s think. There was the queue, I remembered that. Way too long, and that drop had been terrifying. Talked a bit on the way up. Then I noticed the guards looked poor, which stood out from the opulence of everything else I’d seen up until then. They also didn’t seem to really care. Then they died. No, they’d asked for something. 
 
    ‘I was digging around in my robe to get my visa. It had slipped down, so I’d needed both hands.’ 
 
    The two cultists whispered to each other before a smile grew over both their faces. 
 
    ‘Let the ritual begin!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39: Mushrooms Are Not Flowers 
 
      
 
    I paid them, they performed their “ritual” and I visited Bri in her lockup cell. She was, all things considered, rather well dispositioned. I believe her words implied that she would kick me so hard that a vital part of my anatomy would end up in my mouth, and everyone I kissed from then on would be getting a facial. Again, all things considered, she didn't actually do that to me, which was rather polite of her, I felt. 
 
    I told Bri the plan, and I described the “ritual” as I’d seen it. She was equally unimpressed with how much money they’d charged. It was just a guy writing a document. He muttered about litigation a bit. I suppose he did daub the ink rather well so there was no smearing. All in all, rather underwhelming. 
 
    I’d complained, of course. The cultist had handed me a ream of paper and told me to fill out a formal complaint. Needless to say, the Warlocks of Bureaucracy won again that day. 
 
    They told me it would take several days for the ritual to take hold. Which I now assumed meant that there would be a bit of back and forth between the scribe and the authorities. With several days to kill in Tulgatha, I asked Bri if she wanted to return to Thanis. Apparently not. She informed me of a tricksy little time issue that no one had told me about before, regarding the portals. Although it appeared instant and seamless to the one walking through them, it actually took a full day of in-game time – a nebulous concept, at best – so there wasn’t much point making two trips. 
 
    Better to get to know the area, and hang out in our respective class halls. Which had been my cue to let her out of the Warlock Hollow. Except, the Druid Grove was in the mid tier, so Bri opted for a particularly rough looking tavern deep in the shadows of the low tier. 
 
    My hand hovered nervously on the door to her room. It had been four days, and I’d finally built up my courage. I was going to ask her out. Every day we’d met, and we’d hung out, and things had gone well. She had only threatened me with bodily harm a few times a day. The bright purple and black mushrooms I held in my right hand started to droop. She was a druid, so she had to like flowers, right? Of course, flowers weren’t great at growing in the Warlock Hollows, so the mushrooms would have to do. It’s the same thing, really. And the guy that had sold them to me said something or other about what they were actually supposed to be used for, which sounded pretty relevant. 
 
    Stick to the plan. Step one, knock on door. Step two, hand over “flowers”. Step three, ask on date. 
 
    Stay focused. Let nothing distract. 
 
    It was going on fifteen minutes that I’d been stood frozen in front of her door. And it had been half an hour of pacing downstairs before I got as far as here. The kind of pacing that makes a room full of unsavoury characters decide not to mess with you because you’re obviously going through something. 
 
    But that was the past. This was the hand hovering over door present. This was it. I was going to do it. Right now. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Okay, now. 
 
    The door opened, and a man looked startled to see me outside his door, then looked at me like I was an idiot, and pushed past me. In a blind panic, I looked into the room. How dare she! I hadn’t had time to tell her how I felt! She’d had nothing to do for a few days so had become a literal whore?! 
 
    ‘What are you doing, Severo?’ Bri asked from behind me. 
 
    Ooh, wrong room. Right. 
 
    I turned to face her in the narrow hall, and laughed nervously, my relief palpable. I hung my head in shame at the thoughts I’d had. That instant flash of jealousy and anger against someone I liked who hadn’t done anything wrong. 
 
    I pushed the mushrooms toward her and mumbled, ‘I brought flowers.’ 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and gave them a sniff. ‘Are they deadly?’ 
 
    I had just thought they looked pretty. I was supposed to take lethality into account, too? I looked down at the rash that was growing in my hands. ‘They might be.’ 
 
    Oh, damn it! Trying to get the girl, but I was hunched over, not looking her in the eyes, and mumbling. Kill me now. 
 
    ‘They’re to track the guy… right?’ 
 
    An exit strategy? Perfect! Another suggestion for the ritual to succeed had been that if we could track down the killer, then that would, rather obviously, help smooth the process. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Yes, that’s right.’ I pulled my shoulders back. ‘We can mix these with honey, and they produce a noxious hallucinogen. Seers use it to find the truth. Or so a particularly eager warlock vendor told me.’ 
 
    ‘Hallucinating isn’t the same–’ 
 
    ‘Magical hallucinations. It distorts time. In theory, we can sort through our minds to see what really happened. At the very least, we might be able to make out the race of whoever did it. Maybe see who was standing behind us to track down an eyewitness.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds very unsafe. You’re doing it.’ 
 
    I nodded vigorously. The merchant hadn’t told me quantities or tried to sell me a recipe, but I’m sure it would be fine. 
 
    ‘Let’s do it.’ 
 
    That phrase had been my cue to lie down in Bri’s bed. Unfortunately, she wasn’t in it too. We’d taken some honey from the tavern, and gone to work grinding the mushrooms into it. It looked aggressively viscous, and when crushed, the mushrooms gave off a very earthy smell. We crushed them all and mixed the reagents together. Interestingly, once mixed, the combination smelt of antiseptic. 
 
    Bri handed me the bowl. ‘Eat till you feel something.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I’ll have it all, then wait for the effects.’ 
 
    I used two fingers to scoop a big dripping hunk of the concoction into my mouth. The antiseptic smell filled my nostrils and the first swallow really cleared my sinuses out. It also coated my entire mouth, and I realised I’d have to spend the next few minutes working industriously to get it off. 
 
    I said, ‘I’m not feeling anything, so I’ll keep going. No need to wait for me.’ 
 
    Bri’s eyes opened wide. ‘Definitely too much.’ 
 
    Huh? I thought back to what I’d said. Oh dear, that had been what I tried to say. My mind was still working, but I had lost control of my mouth. I’d just slurred and murmured. I fell back on to the bed. I tried to get up, but that definitely wasn’t going to happen. I tried to lift my arm, but no luck there. Turn my head to look at Bri and instill in her a shared sense of terror with my eyes? Nope. Could I at least not swallow my tongue? 
 
    I stood up. 
 
    ‘Woah, that was sudden. Didn’t last long, though. Guess it didn’t work.’ 
 
    Bri was still looking at the bed. I turned to see myself. Eyes, I looked a state. And Bri was seeing me like this! I groaned at the emotional, very palpable pain, of my crush seeing me in this state. 
 
    ‘Out of body experience it is, then.’ I shouted now, ‘Can you hear me?’ 
 
    Bri didn’t react. Could be a cruel joke. She’d totally do that to me. But I’d accept it for now, because more likely than going with the joke, she’d have hit me for shouting in her ear. 
 
    I licked my finger and stuck it in her ear. It went straight through. Couldn’t interact with people either. I’d have to tell her I gave her a wet willy when I broke out of this hallucination. Although, on second thoughts, don’t want to get killed. Still have a siege to prep and a village to defend. Revolution to rally, all that stuff. Busy, busy, no time to die. 
 
    I tried to pick up the bowl of honey mushroom goop. My hand went straight through. 
 
    ‘Well that doesn’t make much sense. If I can’t touch physical objects, then why am I standing on the floor.’ I said to myself, right before I fell through the floor. 
 
    I landed hard in the room directly below Bri’s. The shock and loss of Life snapped me out of thinking about that conundrum post-fucking-haste. 
 
    ‘Ahh, the classic “if you think about it, it doesn’t work”. Well played, game. Well played.’ 
 
    I heard a whisper, but couldn’t make out what it said. Yet, somehow, the words didn’t matter. It wasn’t an instruction, exactly, and it wasn’t physical, but I could feel a pull. A curiosity at the back of my mind telling me to explore. It wasn’t a compulsion, I didn’t feel I had to do it. Whatever it was, however, I was going to follow, because I didn’t know what else to do, especially now that I couldn’t just stare at Bri’s perfect face. 
 
    I ignored the three men on the bed, despite how loud and rough they were being, and walked through the closed door. 
 
    I left the tavern and kept walking. How did I know where to go? Well, nothing here quite seemed right. I was twisting and turning down streets, but there were no people. I could hear a crowd in the distance, and so I headed toward it, the feeling pulling me that way. 
 
    Once I could see the main street, there were people. I stepped out into it and things still didn’t seem quite right. There were people here, but I could see that about a hundred metres away, the crowd stopped. What was I really seeing here? I followed the crowd, all of them loud and busy and walking through me. 
 
    I continued to be pulled along this path, and it made sense. Now that I was walking through the crowd, I started to recognise things. It was an odd sense of deja vu, but I also realised where the crowd was heading, and where I was being pulled. 
 
    To no surprise, it was the cliff carved stairs to the mid tier. 
 
    I made my way up, the crowd around me now stationary. Not because they’d stopped being real, just because they were queuing. I, luckily, could just walk right through them. It didn’t feel weird, there were no shivers when it happened, but it was still rather difficult, as everyone was so tightly packed. My vision kept flicking between the blackness of being inside someone’s head, and then seeing the back of someone else’s. It may have been much quicker than doing this in a corporeal form, but it wasn’t any less interesting. Also, I didn’t have Bri’s charm and wit to keep me company. 
 
    So I climbed the stairs. As I climbed, the whispers started to discern themselves. It was a woman, softly murmuring a chant. Over and over, she repeated it. Also, as I climbed, I started to see the threads that were pulling me. They were a faint blue, winding from my limbs and torso, meeting up into a thick rope, and then snaking off up the stairs. 
 
    After a few minutes, I reached the landing at the top. There were six figures in front of me. Myself, Bri, the two guards, and the black-clad figure were all static. The fifth was a mage, and was very much animated, pulling the blue cord that attached to me. She had long grey hair, and wore a dress of thick, tanned animal hides. She had three javelins in a holster on her back, and a large brown sack by her feet. There was no mistaking her. It was one of Hursh’s mages. 
 
    The sixth was the black figure. Even in this vision-trance thing, he was an unidentifiable blur. The only feature of note, was a crest on his black fatigues. It was three wavy points, spiralling around something. It rang a bell. Where had I seen it before? Yes, yes I remembered! My second situation. The enemy army that I’d saved the keep from all had that same crest on their armour. I remember, even then, I found it familiar. Where else had I seen it? And what the hell did it mean? 
 
    ‘Eyes, boy. How much of that did you take? When you crossed over, it was the loudest scream I’ve heard in an age.’ 
 
    ‘You’re one of Hursh’s mages.’ 
 
    The woman let some slack into the the rope between us. ‘It wasn’t rhetorical.’ 
 
    I shook my head. Why was she here? 
 
    ‘It did work a bit faster than I’d expected, yes. Now, what’s happening? Why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘I asked how much. If it wanted vagueness I wouldn’t have spoken.You want answers, but have yet to answer me.’ 
 
    I thought back to the dark mushrooms. ‘Seven stalks. Mixed with honey.’ 
 
    ‘Just the stalk, or the buds as well?’ 
 
    ‘Everything. Roots too, I think.’ 
 
    She wasn’t shocked, that wasn’t the right word. She was definitely showing something though. ‘We must be quick then. We don’t have long thanks to your fool ways.’ 
 
    ‘Fool ways? Hey, I was just trying to impress a girl– oh, right. Why not? What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘You’re supposed to take two caps with water. Not seven plants with honey. The correct dosage lets you search your memories. What you’ve done is cause a full on memory fragment reboot. You’re going to die.’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m fine, why would I die?’ 
 
    ‘Fine? Boy, your body is lying in a bed half a city away. Your world may be different from ours, but that’s a funny definition of fine.’ 
 
    She was making a lot of strong points, I’d give her that. 
 
    ‘No,’ I said, realising how stupid it was to deny what was no doubt true. 
 
    ‘No? You can’t just say no. That won’t stop it from happening. Ignorance and stubbornness are no excuses, dolt!’ 
 
    I crossed my arms. ‘I don’t have time to die. I’ve got people depending on me. I’ll die later. Now, old crone, answer my questions.’ 
 
    Her jaw hung open in shock and she muttered to herself. ‘What’s happening is you are tripping on memory fragments, and I’m here because you’re as subtle as a brick.’ 
 
    ‘I need something. You were destroyed, but it might save us.’ 
 
    ‘Destroyed? Damn, Eyes cursed fool! I’m here to help you, so stop being such a tundrabeast.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? Well, I don’t know what that is, so you stop being such a tundrabeast!’ 
 
    It was possible that I wasn’t acting myself. I still maintained that it had nothing to do with a lethal dose of self-inflicted poison. 
 
    She slapped a hand to her face and her eyes rolled back into her head. ‘Boy! You are going up against forces you know nothing about! Now pay attention. Hursh lost the fight, yes, but me and the rest of his council managed to escape. Most of his people survived too. But he logged out. We need him back. Minions need their master. Otherwise we… don’t have long.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but my brain needed a moment to process what she was saying. ‘You need my help?’ 
 
    ‘I’m as shocked as you are, boy, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And if I help you…?’ 
 
    ‘Then we will return the favour. You’re quick, I see.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m currently heavily medicated, so cut me some slack. Non-lethally medicated, of course.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a seer. I’m never wrong. You need us, and we need you. All you have to do is log out and contact Hursh in your world.’ 
 
    ‘And how will you help me?’ 
 
    ‘The council will be with you. There are twelve of us, and we’ll follow your plans. Wherever you want us in your little siege, we’ll be there.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know I’m having a “little siege”?’ 
 
    ‘Boy, I’m a seer, and you threw yourself into the spirit world. This is my domain, and your mind is an open book.’ 
 
    ‘Then you know what–’ 
 
    She nudged the sack by her foot. 
 
    ‘You’re smarter than you look. Somehow. You’re right, you won’t survive a siege without these, and we’re the only ones that have enough for all those little pets you recruited.’ 
 
    I hesitated. ‘Will it work?’ 
 
    ‘Will you do it?’ she urged. ‘Will you bring Hursh back to us?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have time. The siege is coming soon, and I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘Boy, this isn’t a request. You do what we want, then we do what you want. There’s no middle ground. I see you’re hesitant, so let’s say this. Promise that when you next die, you’ll contact Hursh in your world. That way, no wasted time now. Trust me, I’m being very lenient with you. Take the offer. I’ll give you his contact details in a message. It’s easy for you. It’s nothing. You’d be helping us immensely.’ 
 
    I thought about it. Okay, this made sense. All I’d have to do is send a text message to whoever this guy was. And when I died, there was a bit of downtime while I respawned, so that would be fine. Sure, why not. And, maybe I’d get in their good books. A few favours down the line could be useful. 
 
    ‘You’re not allowed to kill me, of course.’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes. ‘Who would do that?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, used to dealing with cultists. Okay. Let’s do it. I will contact Hursh, and you will come to the defence of Thanis. And you–’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. So impatient!’ She pushed over the sack by her feet, and dozens of minor shadow gems spilled out. ‘Happy? Now, go find Hursh.’ 
 
    ‘Not now, there’s no time. We need to get these back to Thanis.’ 
 
    ‘When you give the call. Now, go talk to Hursh.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not dead, yet.’ 
 
    We stood in awkward silence for a few seconds. 
 
    ‘You may as well. You overdosed. You’re going to die any minute.’ 
 
    ‘I am not!’ I said as I died. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40: Akira Severo 
 
      
 
    I slid my legs out from my pod and stood up. I stretched, and my joints sounded off a roll call of clicks and pops. I remembered to actually take my gloves off this time. 
 
    I considered getting a shower while I was out but decided against it. It was impossible to know how long I’d be dead for in-game, so I couldn’t waste any time. I needed to get straight back in so I was ready for my respawn in Thanis. 
 
    I checked my messages and there was one from Daniel with the title “See You Soon!”. Actually, there were three from him. How long had I been playing? 
 
    No time for that. 
 
    There was a new contact in my address book. The entry was in there as “Hursh”, still no real name. Well, I might as well make good on my promise straight away. I typed on the overlay projected by the metallic pads at my temples and dropped him a text. The projection blinked out, and I checked my supps. It was almost empty, my HUD showing it only had 5% left. 
 
    I crossed the room to the delivery chute, and with a gesture, it opened. I hauled the tub over to the pod and replaced it. 
 
    My HUD blinked. Hursh had responded. “New char, who this?” 
 
    “New char? No Hursh?” 
 
    “Nah. Screw restarting. Who?” 
 
    I explained who I was from his situation. “Your council sent me. They want Hursh back.” 
 
    He hesitated this time before a “writing” message popped up. “What they want?” 
 
    “Dunno. Said something about a limited time. Part of a deal was I’d contact you, then they help me.” 
 
    I was pacing around my home zone, enjoying the feeling of my feet on the floor. It wasn’t that Tulgatha didn’t have that sensation, it was just that it didn’t quite compare to reality. 
 
    “Got new char now. Tell them didn’t hear from me.” 
 
    Fine, whatever. It wasn’t my issue if this guy didn’t want to be nice to his minions. I mean, I didn’t get it, obviously, I liked my minions. But not my problem! 
 
    “What happens to them?” I texted, despite myself. 
 
    “6 months, then delete.” 
 
    Not my problem. I had Thanis to worry about, and six months was long enough that I could use his council for my own purposes. It was fine. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “When they get deleted. Will it hurt them?” 
 
    Hesitation from him. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I just want to know. Not being a dick! When your friends die, will they feel pain?” 
 
    “Fuck off. They not real. No pain.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    I closed the projected screen and paced for a bit longer until I stood in front of my apartment’s door. I’d done what I could. Not my fault he’s a bastard. 
 
    I wondered if the door had been fixed. I grabbed the sliding handle and pulled. It didn’t budge. 
 
    “Hello!” A chirpy voice blared from the apartment speakers. “Can I help you today, sir? Anything you need can be delivered to your door!” 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know,’ I muttered. ‘Why wasn’t the door fixed?’ 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, sir. The work was carried out, perhaps it’s another fault. I’ll have someone sent to your room immediately.” 
 
    ‘Sure you will.’ 
 
    I stepped back from the door and looked at it. My HUD labelled it as “closed” and made of an unidentified plastic alloy. I swiped the information away. 
 
    And that’s when I realised what I was doing. Why the shit did I have a HUD in real life? How was I seeing stats of real objects? And how was I interacting with it without my gloves. 
 
    ‘Umm, apartment helper person. Have there been any… upgrades recently?’ 
 
    She hesitated. “Is there an issue I can assist with?” 
 
    ‘It’s nothing. I’m going back to my pod now.’ 
 
    I took another step back from the door. Maybe there had been some big software update so now I could see real world stats without wearing any gear. I mean, that was possible. Not in any way I knew how, but I had fucking metal in my brain, so that could be a thing. 
 
    I raised my hand and focused on the door. Very slowly, I moved my hand to the left. I heard a click, and the door slid open in time with my hand. 
 
    What. The. Fuck. 
 
    The door wasn’t broken, it was locked. The apartment voice woman had lied to me. Also, I was controlling the real world with my fucking mind! 
 
    An alarm sounded, and the corridor outside flashed red as an emergency light blared. 
 
    “Sir, a fire has broken out in your building. Please return to your pod.” 
 
    I finished my hand swipe, and the door was fully open. When had I last left this chamber? I took a step toward the door. 
 
    “Sir, for your own safety, please return to your pod.” 
 
    I stepped out of my apartment and looked down the hallway. Or, I’d wanted to, but the first thing I noticed was the outside of my own apartment walls. They were see-through. What the fuck? 
 
    At the end of a corridor, three large figures rounded a corner. They all wore body armour, including full face protection. 
 
    “Return to your pod immediately, sir.” The apartment woman did not sound happy. 
 
    I took a step into the corridor, away from the three men. 
 
    I felt a sharp pain in my back and spun to see another armoured guard at the end of the corridor pointing a gun at me. He fucking tranq’d me!  
 
    My vision swam, and the world blurred. Some instinct made me thrust my hand toward the gun and clench my fist. 
 
    Just before the world went dark, I heard an explosion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41: It Begins 
 
      
 
    I startled awake. 
 
    What had just happened? 
 
    Poison. I’d poisoned myself with the mushrooms, right. Then I died. Had I contacted Hursh? I grabbed my head, on the verge of a migraine. 
 
    Yes. I had skipped the messages from Daniel, then I’d spoken to Hursh, but… I couldn’t remember what he’d said. 
 
    ‘Man, those mushrooms leave a killer hangover,’ I muttered to myself. I was looking up at a grey sky. 
 
    Had there been an explosion? 
 
    ‘Brace!’ someone shouted. 
 
    My mind was still foggy, but I had the sense to lie back down and cover my head. A colossal boom shook my bones, and the ground erupted behind me, showering me with chunks of dirt. My beautiful village’s dead earth. How dare they! 
 
    I shot to my feet, realising where I was. I was inside Thanis’ walls, and I was lying on the new Altar I’d built. Which, I realised with hindsight, was too big and so the hut had been demolished to make space. 
 
    The shower of sparks I was currently being harassed by was the remnant of a much larger light siege weaponry. 
 
    I slid my legs off of my Altar and stood up. 
 
    ‘Ixly!’ I shouted. ‘Horace!’ 
 
    No one came running. I took a moment to assess the situation. Thanis was no longer overflowing with resting soldiers. Some ranged units were up on the walls. A large block of the active melee fighters was plugging a gap in the wall where a gate should have been. Everyone else still alive was camped at the base of the walls, or in Ixly’s swamp. Bri’s grove was empty of refugee soldiers, still only occupied by her own minions. Damn it, Bri. Be a team player. People are dying. 
 
    For a giant albino lizard, Ixly was remarkably difficult to pick out from the crowd, but I managed it after a minute of searching. He was on top of the northernmost wall. He’d respawned - was he angry at me in spite of Bri’s reassurance? 
 
    I headed toward him but tripped over something with my first step. I looked to see what had cluttered my Altar and saw an opened sack. Hursh’s mage council, right. The minor shadow gems were spilling out. Something to deal with after someone briefed me of what was happening here and how long I’d been dead. Had it been over a week? 
 
    I jogged the rest of the way. Halfway there, I saw another giant ball of angry, sparking light narrowly overshoot the walls, and fly harmlessly into my village. A red danger area appeared where it would land, and the only person there, a cultist running between walls as a messenger, managed to get out the way. The light ball exploded on impact, spreading its lethal light for at least another ten metres, and the debris from the earth went even further. 
 
    Once at the walls, I shouted up. Ixly didn’t hear me, but one of my cultists waved down to me. I pointed to the giant deaf dinosaur, and the cultist relayed the message. Ixly’s face lit up with excitement when he saw me. He secured the drum at his hip, and jumped down, scraping the wall with a claw to slow his descent. These were big walls, so I was shocked he could do that without taking fall damage. It did make me notice that there were vines every ten metres along the wall, hanging from top to bottom. Quicker than building stairs, I supposed. 
 
    ‘Severo!’ Ixly boomed in my face. ‘So glad you rezzed. How was the real world?’ 
 
    ‘Hazy. What’s happened here? Was I dead that long?’ 
 
    He laughed, more at the joy of adrenaline running through his veins than anything I said. ‘Our new hunter friend got the timing wrong. That’s why our gate wasn’t finished. It only took the enemy seven days to make the march. Amazing!’ 
 
    ‘Let me guess, he’d assumed they’d follow basic rules of travel like “needing rest”?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly so! It would appear that when the change, conversion, transformation, whatever it is, takes place, it removes a lot of basic needs along with stopping light from interacting with you.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Horrifying.’ 
 
    Ixly nodded enthusiastically. ‘Oh yes. It’s also turned Horace into a bit of an idol, as he had taken the initiative with killing the emissary. Apparently, some of the followers had been on the fence, but now they’re all united.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Horace is loyal to me so that’s not a problem. I mean, apart from the times he’s killed me, obviously.’ 
 
    Ixly waved that comment away like it was of no concern. ‘Obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of death, I am sorry about what happened with the Moonbeast.’ 
 
    ‘My fault, really. I saw you stuck and thought I could help you.’ Some of the excitement left his voice as he realised what he was saying. ‘Call it a leftover paternal instinct. Of course, I forgot that your shadow defence was up, and so nullified the arcane.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well. It was rude of Arthur, nonetheless.’ 
 
    ‘Arthur?’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I named that Moonbeast Arthur, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, yes. A fitting name.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, what have I missed so far?’ 
 
    ‘Not much. Their vanguard hit first and tested our defences. Not much magic involved there, and so our melee and ranged managed to push them back from the gate. Since then, they’ve been lining up their forces out of range of our walls. Not having any proper siege weaponry, it means they’re… close.’ 
 
    ‘Numbers?’ 
 
    ‘It appears they received reinforcements since Muadshai’s count. They are now two thousand strong, give or take.’ 
 
    My jaw dropped. ‘They’ve doubled in size?. What about ours? I assume someone did a headcount at some point?’ 
 
    ‘It was hard to get some of your cultists to stop tallying things up, actually. Yes, we’ve got about four hundred regular troops, plus a small fifty man horde unit.’ 
 
    I sucked on my teeth. ‘That’s… actually not terrible. We have the fortification, so maybe–’ 
 
    ‘The Child of Light has been seen.’ 
 
    Somehow, I’d forgotten. The raw numbers weren’t that terrible, but them having a burrowing, light spewing, seemingly invincible hydra, was a bit of an issue. It could wipe us out single handedly. 
 
    ‘What about their artillery? Big machines?’ 
 
    ‘No machines. Just casters with artillery mods.’ 
 
    I looked back to one of the craters in the ground. Just casters. 
 
    I snapped my fingers, finally remembering what I’d just woken up from. ‘Is Hursh here?’ 
 
    ‘Hursh?’ He thought for a moment. ‘Ahh, no. His council of mages arrived. Twelve in total. Powerful, but nothing that can get through their light magic.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not all protected by light, right? Magic still works.’ 
 
    Ixly nodded. ‘Against the rank and file, yes. Except there’s a problem with that.’ 
 
    ‘More problems? Super. Hit me with it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right that, considering we have the defensive position, the number disparity between our armies isn’t too bad. They need to advance on our walls while we have free rein to attack at range. Except, we don’t have free rein.’ 
 
    ‘Of course we don’t. Why not?’ 
 
    He pointed up to the walls and I agreed. Time to see what I was facing with my own eyes. 
 
    I grabbed the closest wall vine and clambered my way to the top. 
 
    A horde of goblins were pressed up against the parapet. None came higher than my waist, but all had sharp claws and vicious teeth. They were every shade of green and brown possible, and there were at least fifty of them. The top of this section of wall was covered in loose rocks, which I was about to scold someone for, but I saw the leather slings every goblin held. The rocks were stockpiled ammunition. 
 
    Seeing my confusion, Ixly explained, ‘Horde units are the most effective to use aura buffs on. That’s why I was with them. They’re good fighters, just a bit flighty.’ 
 
    I walked forward to the edge of the wall and surveyed The Eastern Shadow. Much like my own army, they looked disparate and unorganised. They had converted any mob they could find, and that left them looking like ragtag bandits. Part of me hoped they would attack like that, but I knew it wouldn’t be the case. They were separated into even blocks of two hundred troops, arrayed far back into the woods and surrounding us on all sides. They had the numbers, all right. 
 
    The entire army had a faint shimmering gold field around it. A light shield. No magic could touch the enemy while the mages were focusing on keeping that up. Obviously it required a certain amount of resources dedicated to keeping it up, which meant less artillery fire, but I didn’t know if they could advance and keep it in position or not. It completely nullified all my magical followers. 
 
    I took a moment to find the commander, and sure enough, in a little block of his own honour guard, was Koif. He and his men were dressed in the white and gold of the pristine guard from the tutorial level. Only ten of them. They seemed odd somehow. They were standing between two large boulders that created a corridor. Hiding? I wondered if killing him would affect the rest of the army. Demoralise them? Sever their connection to the light, perhaps? 
 
    Each enemy unit had the same formation. A double row of pikemen, one of ranged, five rows of swordsmen, and then a final row of mages. They may have all looked different, but they held those rows with an iron discipline. They almost seemed unreal. The goblins next to me chattered and giggled and shrieked, bobbing up and down, fidgeting and fighting. But The Eastern Shadow were unmoving. Mixed with their aversion to casting shadows, they looked like a facade of an army, nothing more. It was eerie. 
 
    This was the first time since I’d created Akuma Severo in Armies of Tulgatha, that I felt like I was in a game. It all seemed off, somehow. 
 
    ‘You should check the overseer mode,’ Ixly said. 
 
    I agreed and left him to keep the horde of goblins in line. 
 
    Another light siege explosion sounded from the southern wall. The mages must have locked in their aim and were now going to work on breaking Thanis down. 
 
    I knelt before my skull-adorned alter, and before I had time to straighten out my robes, I was viewing Thanis from the skies. 
 
    It loaded me straight into the real time strategy version of my overseer mode instead of the base building mode. 
 
    And it was a mess. I had almost a hundred different units with no organisation. I swept over the battlefield to try and figure things out. There were random melee units at the base of the walls, unable to do much of anything. There were those resting in Ixly’s swamp and the centre of my half of Thanis.  
 
    Half of all my units were clustered around the gate, yet only the first two lines were actually able to do anything in a fight. 
 
    On top of that, I had my hero characters. There was Ixly on the north wall. Horace was at the gate. Muadshi I saw outside the walls to the south. Hursh’s mage council counted as a hero unit as well, and they were showing as being hidden in the lumber mill – the only part of the village that was outside the walls due to my early placement of it. I’d only been thinking of keeping the trade side of my village separate from my military side, having no idea that defensibility would ever be an issue. That wasn’t where I’d have placed them. I’d have to talk to Ixly or Horace to figure out what the plan there was. 
 
    No, no, no. This was all wrong. The mage council was too close to the enemy lines for me to call them back in, but I selected every other unit outside the walls – Muadshai’s hunters – and ordered them back inside. They all acted instantly, apart from Muadshai, who gave a stern glance toward the sky before following orders. 
 
    I watched the hunters start to trickle in from their positions around the walls and woods. 
 
    Muadshai was the last to return, making sure all of his followers were safe before he entered. He still had a gourd in one hand and was riding his sandworm low like an amateur on an unsteady surfboard. 
 
    All the hunters trickled in one by one, obviously all being used to working alone on a regular basis, unlike any of the other followers I’d seen who had always worked as a duo or trio. 
 
    Before Muadshai entered, he looked up to the sky and said something I couldn’t hear. I selected just him and zoomed in. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Why ya pullin’ us in?’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t make sense to have you guys out there. You’d just get steam rolled as soon as they advanced.’ 
 
    ‘Check again. We were giving you da range.’ 
 
    Not sure what he meant, I pulled back out and now that he’d mentioned it, I noticed that the surrounding fog of war had encroached to just within the tree line. The trees were blocking my regular units view, of course. The only enemy unit I could see now were the front row by the mage council. 
 
    I went back to Muadshai who had fallen off his sandworm and was lying face down in the dirt. 
 
    ‘Umm, you were right about the scouting, but maybe you should put the gourd away for the rest of this battle?’ 
 
    He looked up at me, his face a mask of confusion and anger. ‘I ain’t drunk. It’s me worm!’ 
 
    I looked at his sandworm, and sure enough his worm had lost some Life and had a debuff applied to it. A large glowing spear of light had pierced through its tail and was pinning it in place. 
 
    Row by row, The Eastern Shadow emerged from the tree line. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42: Skirmish 
 
      
 
    I selected some of the melee units that were sat around the base of the walls. They weren’t doing anything. I ordered them to Muadshai’s position. Made sense. 
 
    When they encountered the gate guard, they could only trickle through one by one, and a quick bit of mental maths told me that the first light units would arrive before I had any notable defence in place. 
 
    I didn’t want to move the gate guard, as that was the one, painfully obvious weakness in my defences, but I wasn’t under attack, so… I swapped orders. The previously resting guys were set to guard at the gate, and the huge block of my army that had already been in place, were ordered to move up to Muadshai. 
 
    As soon as my troops started to leave the gate, I got pinged. I swept around to who had done it, and found myself facing an astonished Ixly. 
 
    ‘Why are you abandoning the gate?’ 
 
    ‘Muadshai got trapped outside the walls. I’m moving to defend him.’ 
 
    ‘You just moved one hundred troops into open ground to defend one person? Send fast skirmishers if you have to, not an entire block. They won’t survive. Look!’ 
 
    I swept back to the advancing gate guard. No problems there, in fact they’d almost reached Muadshai. However, a quick bit of maths ran through my head. I had sent one hundred men into the field. Each block of The Eastern Shadow was two hundred men. And two other blocks had just emerged from the trees as they saw the incredibly vulnerable quarter of my army. 
 
    I’d fucked up. At least, that’s what I wanted them to think. Come on, Koif. I’m an idiot that’s never done this before. Charge me. 
 
    More pings. Muadshai and Horace. 
 
    Muadshai first. ‘What da fuck are ya doin’?!’ 
 
    Horace shared the sentiment, apparently. ‘Not the most strategic move, master. Might I suggest…’ 
 
    I swung back to the action before he could finish. Timing was everything. I needed the enemy committed. 
 
    I selected Ixly and his horde of goblins and moved them to above the gate. They started moving immediately, and I could hear the Steggar’s horn blowing even from my high vantage point. I took every troop I could find that was resting in Ixly’s swamp, and the one or two of Bri’s followers that were still there and guarding her territory, and ordered them up to the gate. 
 
    The first lines of enemy were closing in on Muadshai, but that brought them in range of my mages. A group of them cast a hail of ice on the first wave of attackers… which crashed harmlessly against the light shield. The enemy mages were keeping themselves wrapped tightly in those bubbles, making all my magic useless until my casters were in melee. 
 
    The first arrow from The Eastern Shadow fired at Muadshai. It went wide as they were shooting at maximum range, but it meant everything was about twenty seconds from kicking off. The two blocks of enemy that were acting as a pincer weren’t stopping to shoot, and had broken into a jog to catch up with the first unit to advance. That would have to do. I couldn’t risk cutting it any closer. 
 
     I selected the first line of shield bearers from the gate guard, and had them continue to Muadshai. Everyone else, I ordered a retreat. Not just a return to the gate, but a retreat. They turned and they sprinted as fast as they could back inside the walls. Their stamina depleted almost instantly, the downside of making your unit break, but they were safe. They’d be useless in a fight until they’d rested though, so I sent them to Ixly’s swamp. 
 
    My shield bearers arrived and surrounded Muadshai – just in time as the arrows started to land within a few metres. 
 
    I spoke to Muadshai. ‘It would be really good if you could escape, like, ten seconds ago.’ 
 
     ‘No shit. Bad news den. Dis root spell lasts another twenty seconds.’ 
 
    Twenty seconds. The enemy was two hundred strong, with another four hundred thirty seconds behind them. I had ten dudes with shields, and a drunk hunter. Oh, and a big worm. Thing is, I remembered what that worm could do. 
 
    The shield bearers were all humans, wearing full iron plate. They couldn’t move fast, but they were perfect for defence. I spoke to the leader. 
 
    ‘Twenty five seconds. That’s all we need. Can you do it?’ 
 
    He lifted his visor with a clank to show an old, grey face unmarred by signs of war. He looked at the incoming enemy. ‘Only twenty five? And I thought this was going to be hard.’ 
 
    He smacked his visor down and slammed his sword against his shield, shouting to his men. They all stepped backwards, tightening the circle around Muadshai’s worm until they were almost stepping on it. As one, the bearers slammed their shields into the ground and leaned their shoulders against them. 
 
    Back to Muadshai. He had nocked an arrow and was sighting his first kill. ‘The second you’re free, cast Churn. Pull the bearers under with you.’ 
 
    The light shield dropped as the enemy units turned to the offensive, their job becoming a sprint. Muadshai grinned and whispered a barely audible, ‘Ya ain’t as dumb as ya look.’ and split the closest enemy’s head in half. Holy shit, there was some power in that shot. It hadn’t even been a spell or a special arrow. 
 
    Part of me wanted to get out of my Altar and run to their aid. But I knew I couldn’t make it in time. That shield bearer captain had been cocky, but from my bird’s eye view, I was not liking what I was seeing. 
 
    Arrows were bouncing off shields, yes, but still, it was only ten men. Against six hundred. What the hell was I thinking with this? I’d seen Muadshai and I’d thought “bait”. 
 
    Ten seconds until the clash, and Ixly pinged me. ‘What am I doing up here?’ 
 
    ‘When Muadshai is clear, let your little terrors rain down hell, okay? Everyone else too. Get them psyched up!’ 
 
    He nodded and started slamming his drums to a rhythm that riled up all of the gate guard below him, and all of the mages and archers on the walls around him. 
 
    With five seconds left until the sandworm was free, The Eastern Shadow’s archers stopped firing, and the melee lines hit the shield bearers. 
 
    There was no way to form a cohesive defence, and tactics went out the window against this enemy. They brought everything to bear from swords and spears to tooth, claw, and tail. They had well armed humanoids, through to barely still-standing animals. 
 
    On one side, a shield bearer’s mace swung and killed five in a single swing. On the other side, a prodigal duo worked together to slam the shield out of position, and then the killing blow was struck. Or would have been struck, if the shield bearer next to the outclassed one had been any slower with his blade. He managed to block where the other was weak. The shield wall held. 
 
    The Eastern Shadow army ground to a halt for a few seconds. Six hundred troops brought to a stand still by a few metal planks and a drunken dude with some pointy sticks! Ridiculous. And then the paralysis wore off. The sandworm rose up, ready to bring its vengeance down on anyone stupid enough to be in its range. But Muadshai slapped the sandworm with his bow, grabbing one of its spiralling mandibles and yanking its head back down to him. He shouted in its face, and the cast bar started. Five seconds.  
 
    The majority of the troops realised they weren’t going to get any action from the trapped shield bearers, and spilled off from the mass, charging the gate guard instead. The enemy artillery saw what was happening, and laid down covering fire for their charging troops, the massive balls of light, slamming into the ground around the gate. 
 
    The shield bearer captain screamed at his men, and his enemy screamed back in his face. The lack of shadows didn’t make its face any less gruesome as acidic spit ate away at the captain’s armour. 
 
    “Muadshai’s sandworm casts Churn.” 
 
    The sandworm wriggled, and a small cavern opened beneath it. Muadshai yanked on each shield bearer in turn, making them all fall backwards into the hole. The captain was the last to get pulled down, and although his visor had been torn off, and his helmet raked by claws and dented by blows, as he fell I could see his face, still pristine. 
 
    ‘Give them everything you’ve got,’ I said to Ixly. 
 
    Now, six hundred is a big number. But we weren’t fighting in an infinite area. We were fighting in a small area, focused on where Muadshai had been, and pinned in by my village’s walls, and bottlenecked by the only opening being where my gate should have been. 
 
    When you compare stones to arrows, you don’t get a good feeling about your results. But these goblins flung their stones with their plus to Luck from Ixly’s wardrums, and it was embarrassing to watch. A charge doesn’t get far if you break all of the charging enemy’s shins. Armoured enemies? Rocks are heavy and dent armour. Fifty goblins in a target rich environment brought all three of the advancing enemy units to a standstill. Once the first few lines went down, the ones behind were left stumbling over their downed comrades, and they became easy pickings for the rest of the archers on the walls. 
 
    Once my mages joined in, and AoE magic started exploding through their lines, Koif thought better of the attack and withdrew – his mages swapping back to their light shield to allow for an unharried retreat, of course. Once the opening skirmish of the fight had ended, and Muadshai had managed to come out of hiding and bring the shield bearers back to safety, the whole of Thanis was positively jubilant. 
 
    We had lost a grand total of zero. And the enemy? Over one hundred dead melee troops covered the ground in front of my gates. 
 
    And to think I’d had doubts! A few more exchanges like that, and we’d have the whole thing sorted within a few days. 
 
    I was left with two concerns, however. Two things that were out of my control. Where were Bri and her followers? And when would the Child of Light strike? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43: Committee Meeting 
 
      
 
    I pushed open the door of the tavern, and it fell forward onto the floor. 
 
    The hinges had rusted through. Part of me wanted to ask what happened, but it didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure it out. I looked back at the crater I’d just climbed out of, which made entering the tavern like running an assault course. No time to rebuild when the wolves were at your door! Although, looking down at my ruined tavern door, it turned out that proverbial wolf-barring door wouldn’t be the best protection if you didn’t repair it. Quite the conundrum. 
 
    The tavern only held a sparse crowd now that the fight was in full swing. A few runners stood at attention near the entrance. A guard or two for anyone important enough to warrant them. The furniture had been pushed to the sides, leaving only a single table in the middle of the large room.  
 
    Ixly was leaning back on his haunches, fingers tapping his drum. He was an impressive sight in his full battle regalia – he didn’t wear armour so much as he had bolted plates of bronze, emblazoned with obsidian emblems, runes, and filigree to his alabaster scales. He had his honour guard stood directly behind him. I suspect he had told them to stay at the walls like the other guards but had quickly lost that battle. He also had his little pointy hatted Geeko who was busy inspecting a minor shadowgem – it was filling the minor shadowgem with silvery arcane magic and then sucking it back out again. Over and over. 
 
    Horace paced back and forth around the room, and when he saw me enter, disappeared to the kitchen. Two cultists stood so motionless I almost didn’t see them. 
 
    Muadshai had pulled one of the chairs back to the central table and was leaning back so precariously I wanted to check if he’d cast a spell. Legs up on the table, gourd in hand, alcohol spilled down his tunic that was more a criss-crossing of leather and metal belts, holsters, and quivers: so much so that I questioned the point of his shirt. Maybe it was there just to show off the stains from the alcohol. I wouldn’t put it past him. His sandworm was nowhere to be seen, but he had a hunter with wolf companion sitting on the steps up to the second floor. Interestingly, he also had the shield bearer captain leaning on the bar. 
 
    I nodded to the shield bearer, who had his ruined helmet next to him, and he lifted a blue naterry, returning the nod with his still unscathed face. 
 
    I ran my hand through my beard and over my face, trying to wake myself up. As I did it, I felt the metal studs at my temples, reminding me I was in a game. No one else would be able to see them or feel them, but they were there. It was a game. I saw a flash of white corridor lined with mirrors and experiments. Huh? 
 
    ‘Okay, where’s Bri?’ I asked. 
 
    They all spoke at once. 
 
    Ixly began a slow, ‘Well, that’s an interesting question…’ 
 
    Horace returned from the kitchen and began a series of honorifics before getting to the answer. ‘Oh great lord Tepidious, he who shall plunge the world into eternal…’ 
 
    Muadshai gave a simple, ‘Who?’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘Ixly, where’s Bri?’ 
 
    ‘That isn’t as simple a question as you might hope.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Where are her followers? There was hardly even a skeleton crew left behind. I managed to send three to reinforce the gate. What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, well that’s an easier answer. Her followers are almost certainly with her.’ 
 
    ‘And she is?’ 
 
    He was clearly working hard to not have to give the answer, but he finally caved. ‘I don’t know. Actually, we don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh. Expound upon that a touch for me, please.’ 
 
    ‘She came back through the portal along with the mage council and that sack of minor shadowgems. Then, just before The Eastern shadow had moved into position, she left. With almost all her followers.’ 
 
    I nodded slowly. ‘So she abandoned us. She took the road and fast travelled out of here.’ 
 
    Horace placed a bowl he’d fetched from the kitchen on the table in front of me. It held a thick, brown soup with poisonous looking yellow oil splotches floating on top. Bubonic buttercup stew. My old nemesis. ‘Not exactly, master. She went to the East.’ 
 
    As the steam – noxious gases – hit the back of my throat I struggled to hold my composure. I gagged a bit. ‘Past the lumber mill? Wait, how close was the enemy at this point? Did she charge them in some bizarre suicide move? Did she break through their lines? What?’ 
 
    ‘We aren’t certain, master.’ We didn’t see any combat, but as you’ve noticed, we can’t see much past the tree line.’ 
 
    Ixly pointed a finger towards the East. ‘She was also the one that put the mage council in hiding. By the time we’d realised she wasn’t coming back, it was too late to retreat the council. She muttered something about an ice bomb.’ 
 
    The tavern shook, and a bright light flashed through the wooden slats. Artillery fire was still peppering Thanis. 
 
    Ixly continued, ‘And she took the shadowgem with her.’ 
 
    I waved a hand. ‘It’s not like we don’t have enough to go around.’ 
 
    ‘No. The shadowgem from the Emissary. Not one of the minor shadowgems.’ 
 
    I threw my head back and sighed as I finally got out of the doorway and stood around the table. 
 
    ‘Why? We don’t even know what the difference is.’ 
 
    Ixly shifted to look at his Geeko, who, realising all the attention had swapped to him, clutched the minor shadowgem to his chest and looked paranoid. He squeaked and chirped a bit. 
 
    ‘He says that he didn't have much time to fully inspect the shadowgem, but it’s mainly an issue of useage. Minor shadowgems can’t be socketed by players, is the bottom line. The Emissary’s shadowgem can.’ 
 
    ‘Players can’t use minor shadowgems?’ I mulled that idea over for a few scratches of my beard. ‘Good to know. And we have no idea why she took it with her?’ 
 
    Everyone shuffled around, and no one would catch my eye. 
 
    Horace broke the silence. ‘The troops have been bolstered by our recent win. That was delectable work, master.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I remembered when I first met Muadshai. The sandworm came out of nowhere. We got lucky. No rest for the wicked though, we need to tackle the next problem.’ 
 
    ‘Which one?’ Muadshai asked, and at exactly that moment, an artillery spell shook the tavern. 
 
    Chunks of earth smacked against the tavern wall, some of them managing to get between the damaged slats. A stone landed in my bubonic buttercup stew. I didn’t complain. ‘That! They can bombard us indefinitely, and we can’t return fire. Our ranged units can’t attack from this distance, and even if they could, those light shields are impenetrable, so any return volleys by our mages are out too. Obviously, we can’t let our melee go out as they’d get surrounded and slaughtered.’ 
 
    No one jumped at me with a solution. As I looked at them all, I could see the signs of defeat creeping in despite our recent win. Time to get to the point. A leader has to lead. ‘We have to accept that Bri is gone. I spoke with her in the tunnels beneath her grove, and she told me she wanted to run.’ Ixly wanted to say something but I shrugged at him. ‘I didn’t want to believe she’d do it either, but in hindsight, she’d always said this was just a game to her. This was her escape from reality. Trying to kickstart a revolution isn’t escaping.’ 
 
    It sucked, and I hated to say it, but there was no evidence to say where she went or if she’d come back. Even if she did, we couldn’t rely on when. She was no longer part of my game plan. 
 
    ‘Which brings us to the light shield. Impenetrable by any means, right? And we have no food stores outside of this tavern’s kitchen and whatever the troops may have brought with them.’ 
 
    ‘And whatever Bri’s grove may hold,’ Ixly added. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to ransack it. We need that food more than someone who abandoned us.’ 
 
    Again, Ixly was about to say something, but I flashed him a forced smile. ‘I didn’t mean to sound so bitter. It’s just the facts.’ 
 
    Horace spoke up. ‘You’re right about the light shield, master. It takes a significant amount of power to maintain, and that is the only reason their artillery fire is so light. Bodies can go through, though. It only protects against missiles, physical and magical.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s be honest here. What we did last time won’t work again. But we need to pressure them. We need to do something. Horace, those light shields work both ways, correct?’ 
 
    ‘Correct, master. The enemy can’t fire out of their shields, they would have to drop them. This artillery fire is coming from mage units outside of the protection of the light shields.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, why can’t we return fire on them, then?’ 
 
     Muadshai, realising that he was the subject matter expert, chimed in. ‘Fog o’ war. They’re hiding in the trees. Had ma scouts watching, and they be repositioning after every shot. Enemy ain’t as dumb as I’d like ‘em. We could shoot the launch site, but dey’d have moved by then.’ 
 
    ‘Can we get scouts out there? Set down wards, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘Ma guys can’t make it without bein’ seen. Dere’s a killing ground from da walls to da forest.’ 
 
    I began pacing, and Horace fell into step behind me, which was actually very distracting. ‘Okay. Ixly. Bullet point it for me.’ 
 
    He rapped his drum as he spoke. ‘We need the enemy to attack our gate as that is the only way their numbers don’t count. They have no reason to endanger themselves that way after we sent them running from their first attack. They can wait us out. We can’t attack their bulk forces from range because of their shields. We can’t attack their artillery because they’re in a fog of war and constantly on the move.’ 
 
    Muadshai added, ‘And our scouts can’t get out there to change the fog of war.’ 
 
    ‘We do have sight of one of The Eastern Shadow unit blocks,’ Ixly continued. ‘The mage council is hidden close enough to see them on our Eastern flank.’ 
 
    I nodded along to every point as I paced. ‘Is that everything?’ 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    ‘So, all we need is an invisible mage-killing unit to cross from our walls to the forest, and then hunt down the artillery mages.’ 
 
    Horace spoke from directly behind me. ‘That will stop the immediate threat, but starvation will still occur.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sure, of course. At least, if we didn’t have a way to break through their shields, that would be a problem, definitely.’’ 
 
    Muadshai slammed his gourd down. ‘Ya what? Ignoring da fact we ain’t got none of these made-up invisible mage-killers ya talking ‘bout, we can’t break through their light shields.’ 
 
    I walked round to the Geeko and held out my hand. After Ixly motioned for him to be nice, he handed over the minor shadowgem. I opened the crafting screen, and sure enough, I was able to infuse the minor shadowgem with one of my spells.  
 
    As my shadow magic flowed into the gem, the plan clicked into place for Ixly and he couldn’t keep the grin from his face. ‘You’ve come a long way, Akuma Severo. A long way indeed.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44: Battle 
 
      
 
    I had rotated the original gate guard back into position as they’d had time to rest. I took note that, although some of my cultists were among their number, there were a lot more black robes than there should have been. I’d have to ask Horace about his conversion policy. 
 
    I’d tell him that it’s “perhaps a touch overzealous”, to which he’d reply “apologies, master” while stitching a large black robe together. I’d ask what it’s for, and he’d deny that it was for a large, alien insect. Classic Horace. 
 
    It had been a few quiet, tense, and productive hours since the last skirmish. One squad of angry looking, chakram wielding women had taken a direct hit from the light artillery. They’d lost one of their number who’d been at the epicentre, but the other twenty had been saved thanks to some quick bandage work from the adjacent squad of thieves. When I’d questioned them regarding why they had so many bandages, they’d remained comically tight lipped, all of them suffering from sudden short term memory loss, not even being able to recall saving the chakram wielders, despite over a hundred eye witnesses. Including myself. 
 
    But I didn’t have any time to care. I’d spent the entire hour sat at my Altar, putting everything I had into the sack of minor shadowgems. Imbuing a single one was easy. Imbuing a hundred was not. Horace was now in command of Thanis’ army and was regularly cycling all troops from the walls. We didn’t need all troops, of course, but we had to assume that Koif was watching and planning, trying to second guess everything we did. We already knew he was bloodthirsty and willing to take advantage of an opportunity – like a downed hunter player. We also knew he was calculating enough to hold back when needed, like he was now, willing to bombard and starve us. 
 
    This way, there’d be no way for him to realise what it was we actually wanted from the walls. He’d just see constant rotation. A mess, basically. Due to the lack of stairs, it was tiring all the units, but it was the safest way. It had to be a surprise. I needed his reaction. That was the key. We were weak and uncoordinated, he was strong and in control. He had to believe it.  
 
    It was true, of course, so that helped sell the idea. Our first win was just beginner’s luck. 
 
    We’d also needed time, and a distraction. Having half your army running along the walls, being replaced by others, and looking out of breath was a good show. Keep Koif’s eyes there, and he wouldn’t be looking at what else we’d done. 
 
    Ixly had spent the time in what had to be the slowest possible communication he’d ever endured. Thanks to his warshouter drum, he could order the entire army with a few beats of his hands. But that wasn’t the only advantage. He could also send coded messages long distance. It had taken over an hour of random drum banging before he got any reply, but finally one of the council mages responded. Of course, they couldn’t respond with noise, that would give them away. So instead, they replied via morse code, managing to use one of their weapons to glint the sun. With communications established, we managed to confirm a few things. Primarily, that they were trapped and would have to stay there. That was fine. Ixly’s final message was for them to be ready for the signal. I had no doubt that they’d be annoyed that we didn’t specify what the signal was, but we didn’t know at this point. 
 
    Fighting a battle was all about improvisation. Sure, you could have plans and tactics and formations, but at the end of the day, whoever could react faster and get his troops in position first, won. At least, that was a nice philosophical idea for me, as I was fighting a numerically superior enemy, and this was my first ever fight. 
 
    In my defence, I didn’t have much energy left for deep thinking that was, you know, actually correct. It turns out that when you drain your mana to 0 and keep it drained for an hour, you feel it. I suspect that if Angie were still around, she’d give me the low down on why, and how mana was super complex and tied to your spirit and who you are fundamentally, or the equation of two colliding spheres when you don’t understand maths. What a dork. 
 
    Horace prostrated himself in front of me. 
 
    ‘What’s up, my main man?’ 
 
    ‘It’s time, master. Perhaps a rejuvenating drink to restore yourself in this most important time?’ He asked and pulled out a small vial from within his robes that held a purple liquid.  
 
    ‘Don’t mind if I do.’ I snatched it from him with a shaky hand, popped the cork, and knocked it back. Calling it a “liquid” might have been generous. It had the consistency of infected mucus. Most of it stuck to the insides of my mouth and I had to swallow harder to get it down. It also kind of burned. 
 
    ‘Eyes, Horace! Did you just poison me? Again?!’ 
 
    ‘No, master. A rare occurrence, I know. Indeed, the concoction solidifies rapidly when mixed with air.’ 
 
    ‘I’m guessing I don’t want to know how it’s harvested?’ 
 
    ‘A fascinating process, really. First the larvae are left to fester–’ 
 
    ‘Stop! It’s fine, thank you.’ 
 
    His hood bobbed up and down in acknowledgement. ‘Shall I set events in motion, master?’ 
 
    Regardless of the no-doubt numerous ethical violations that mana potion had just committed against my mouth, it had worked. I was suddenly feeling rather… spunky. 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me? If anyone is setting motions, it’s going to be me!’ I sprang to my feet and walked off. After a few steps I turned to see Horace was still kneeling on the floor. ‘You can follow, come on.’ 
 
     I made my way to the northern wall, signalling Ixly to join us there. The mana mucus gave me enough energy to climb the wall rope without issues, and I surveyed the battle from the ramparts. I couldn’t see anything. It was a no man’s land between my walls and the tree line, and then, somewhere in those trees, lay the enemy army. 
 
    To my left there was a flash of light, and a giant ball came arcing towards Thanis, smashing into the walls, sending those on the walls scattering for their lives. 
 
    ‘They’re getting more accurate,’ I noted. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Ixly said, joining us. ‘Every shot to the walls is on target now, forcing the troops in the way to move or die.’ 
 
    ‘Good thing we’re ready. We are ready, right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s been all quiet since they went out, so they at least made it through the no-man’s land. I’d be shocked if they were caught amongst the trees.’ 
 
    I turned and looked to the gate. Muadshai and his new favourite shield bearer were looking at me. He raised a hand in acknowledgement. I looked to where Ixly had come from, and where his two personal honour guard remained – how he’d talked them out of following him, I don’t know. They raised their black weapons into the air. 
 
    I pointed to Ixly. ‘Give the signal.’ 
 
    He swung his wardrum to his front and set his legs wide. He rubbed his hands together furiously for a few seconds, and then placed them tenderly onto the taut skin of the drum. He applied pressure and circled them, warming the instrument. I wasn’t sure if drums needed to be warmed up, or if this was the casting animation for his spell, but whatever it was, his ritual was complete. 
 
    He brought one giant, open palm down on the drum as hard as he could. Then another. And another. Six in total. Finally, he pulled the horn from his back, pressed it to his lizard lips, and blew a long, low note. 
 
    Silence reigned over the battlefield. Had it worked? We’d only know if it worked if something went wrong. Silence was right. I looked to Ixly and raised an eyebrow. He shrugged. 
 
    There was no movement. The Eastern Shadow didn’t suddenly take to the field in retaliation. Did they know? 
 
    More silence. It had been a few minutes now. It must have worked. I didn’t want to say it out loud and jinx it. 
 
    I thought back to my first confrontation with Ixly. When I’d told him of Horace’s devious contracting skills. All the Geeko ran around, easy to spot and every colour of the rainbow. They were small and fast, but they were obvious. Except for that one time. That Geeko had been black as night and holding a knife to my throat without me even realising it. We’d given the assassin Geeko time to position themselves. Time to hold their knives to the artillery crew’s throats. And now, there was no artillery fire. 
 
    Ixly grunted to get my attention. One of his honour guard was holding his weapon up. A message. A runner was sent, and a flash had been seen from the council mages. Ixly, myself, and Horace all made our way to the Eastern wall. Ixly knew the code, and after a few beats to let them know he was in position, a blade flashed between the floorboards of the lumber mill. 
 
    “Enemy moved.” 
 
    I grabbed the nearest rope, went down the wall at a dangerous speed, and sprinted to my Altar. Skidding to a halt, my vision shot up into Overseer mode. 
 
    The only block of enemies that we could see, using the extra vision given to us by the hidden mage council, had moved. 
 
    Painstakingly slowly, I selected all my my mage troops one by one, and set a delayed order. Then I did the same for Muadshai’s hunters. I left Overseer mode, and motioned for Horace and Ixly to meet me above the gate. 
 
    On my way past the hunter, I shouted, ‘Ready?’ 
 
    He leaned heavily on his sandworm and took a swig from his gourd. ‘Always!’ 
 
    At the top of the wall, I peered across no man’s land, past the road that had brought me my troops, and to the rocks beyond. That was where Koif and his honour guard had set up. Overseer mode gives a more traditional real time strategy experience, and its fog of war is an amalgamation of different unit’s views. The fog began exactly one tree beyond the tree line. However, on the ground, realistically I could see several trees deep, so it would be possible for me to see The Eastern Shadow in first person mode, but not in Overseer mode. Likewise, in first person mode, I couldn’t see the enemy block that the mage council could see, but in Overseer mode I could, because I was granted their vision. I needed both views to truly understand the battlefield. 
 
    Looking at the rocks beyond the road, I could now confirm it. Koif wasn’t there. 
 
    I gave Muadshai the signal to make his move. He jumped on his sandworm and moved his hunters out as the gate guard parted for them. Once the last one was out, and they had all started their sprint to where I’d set their waypoints, I turned to see Ixly and Horace reaching me just in time. 
 
    ‘There!’ Horace shouted. 
 
    Sure enough, one of The Eastern Shadow blocks was marching forward through the trees, their light shield still protecting them. Making them bold. 
 
    ‘Do it!’ I said. 
 
    Ixly unslung his horn and gave three short, sharp bursts. 
 
    Light grew from all around, as every mage began casting their artillery spells and channeling them together, so they had the range and power to reach the treeline. The glows should have been every hue under the sun, with silvery arcane, blue water, red and yellow fire, white air, brown earth – but they were all the same colour. A deep, near-black purple.  
 
    All my time and energy spent imbuing minor shadowgems had worked. They were all using my dark magic. The only counter to light magic. The minor shadowgems wouldn’t work on other players. But I had an army of NPCs.  
 
    The first volley of darkness was hurled into the air from a group of elves along the southern wall. They had channeled their mana into a series of magical arrow volleys. Perfect to pepper infantry, but I wasn’t sure how useful it would be through the forest. Three volleys disappeared into the fog of war. 
 
    The next release was the same as the giant boulders of light that The Eastern Shadow had been hurling at us, only it was dark. It arched through the sky and crashed down in the forest. Again, we couldn’t actually tell if we were hitting anything, but that didn’t matter right now. This was the distraction. 
 
    Two blocks of enemy units had emerged now. One from the North, and one directly ahead of the gate to the West. I had a sudden pang of anxiety for Muadshai. I’d sent his hunters out there on their own. He had trusted me to order them. This man, who had been a drunken wreck since I’d met him, because he’d lost his “bonded” minion. Now, I was risking every single one of them. If my plan worked, then they’d be in grave danger and I was using them as bait. If my plan didn’t work, they wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    ‘Get the artillery on the enemy we can see!’ I shouted at Horace, who was standing right next to me. 
 
    ‘Not to worry, master. It will be done.’ He was calm. How the hell was he calm?! 
 
    A group of dwarves all dressed in red robes, threw runic stones between themselves on the northern wall, and they were the next to release their artillery spell. Pyromaniac dwarves. The flames growing between them were now purple, and the stones in their hands were growing, with black splotches beginning to jump between the dwarves, independent of the runestones. Finally, the ritual stopped, and they all lined up along the wall, and threw their blackened stones. The magic carried them far further than any normal throw. The Eastern Shadow units didn’t pay any attention, knowing that their light shield would protect them until they were ready to unleash death among my hunter scouts. 
 
    The runic stones began their downward arch toward the enemy, every single one of the five stones on target. The moment of truth! I’d taken on board what my advisors had told me, but until now, The Eastern Shadow was undefeated. Every mage in my army was now running with dark magic, except the council mages still hiding in the lumber mill – annoyingly, my most powerful casters. Logically, this had to work. Right? 
 
    The first runestone passed through the light shield and hit the centre of the enemy formation. It exploded in a shower of liquid purple flames. Enemy troops fell, and those that didn’t die in the initial explosion ran as their clothes caught dark-fire. These rune stones hadn’t just been explosive, they’d been filled with magical napalm. Enemies scattered from the epicentre, but the flames followed them. 
 
    Then four more napalm rune stones crashed into the enemy. It was horrific. They had been so sure that they were invincible. They were tightly packed, prepared for melee engagements, not magical bombardment. The light shield flickered and dispersed. It was carnage. To say the block of troops retreated wouldn’t make sense. They died. Those that tried to help their fallen friends only joined them in face melting napalm death. Those that ran, were pinned in by the subsequent rune stones.  A two hundred strong block eradicated because their defences failed. 
 
    The dwarves on the wall jumped and whooped and hollered, ecstatic in their power and mayhem. The rest of the North wall joined them, once again seeing that there was a chance. That the enemy wasn’t invincible as they’d learned to fear. 
 
    The block advancing on the gate saw this, but continued their advance, light shield up. My artillery on this side was less complete in its devastation. A group of earthen mages cracked the ground around the advancing enemy and shot purpled spikes from the crevices. It turned the enemy into an unorganised mess, but it only ended a few dozen lives. The melee units picked up a panicked pace towards the gate. 
 
    I heard the guard below me shouting “Brace! Brace!” as the charge was about to hit. The light shield dropped, and my ranged units opened fire on the incoming units. The enemy mages had swapped from defence to offence. Shit. I hadn’t set up any of my own mages to protect the gate guard! There hadn’t been any point before as the light magic wouldn’t destroy any magical barrier. 
 
    Two balls of light hurtled at the gate. The first was off target, hitting the wall, showering the guard with rocky debris. The second was a direct hit, and I heard cries of pain, and saw bodies fly in every direction. 
 
    Ixly let out a roar and worked his drum in a frenzied rhythm, bonuses appearing on all the friendly nameplates around me.  
 
    Then the melee charge hit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45: Breach 
 
      
 
    I saw the shadowless, unorganised rabble stream in beneath me. I threw down my AOE spells into the crowd. Of course, my Shadow Clone had been on this entire time, and Gurim peeled himself off of my left leg, ready to fight now that the enemy was so close. 
 
    I ran for the nearest wall rope and slid down, Horace right behind me. Ixly, despite his impressive physical prowess, was more useful providing his AOE buff, so stayed on the wall. 
 
    On the ground, I could see how dire the situation was. The dedicated artillery crews had been taken out by the assassination Geekos, but every block of troops still had their mages to keep the light shield up. Dropping the light shield had allowed them to open artillery fire at almost point-blank range into my gate guard. The first hit had widened the gate, although everything was now covered in rubble which I could see was causing a debuff for anyone crossing through it. But the second hit had taken out the first two lines and scattered everyone else. There were more of my men on the floor than fighting the enemy. 
 
    I grabbed the closest sergeant by the back of his neck and pointed to the collapsed side of the gate. ‘You and your men, with me!’ 
 
    A trickle of shadowless enemies were using the broken wall to flank the defenders that had managed to regroup. I could put a stop to that and plug the hole. If they were stupid enough to run through the debuffing area, then I could be too! 
 
    With a group of ten men, plus Horace and my trusty Gurim, I charged into the breach. The debuff hit me as I began stumbling on the mountain of rubble. It was giving me -4 to Agility, and for some very odd reason, -1 to Charisma. That was fine for me, as I mainly cared about Mind for fighting, but it was going to hurt Horace’s effectiveness. And, looking back at the men following me, them too, as I’d had the misfortune of randomly selecting a group of blade dancers – fighting with Agility as their primary stat, and Strength as a distant second. 
 
    I picked out a dusty grey figure, clambering and sliding around in front of me, and began casting a Soulburn. 
 
    I thought back to my last encounter. I’d only just managed to take out an old, decrepit goblin, and a wolf would have killed me if it hadn’t been for a high level player helping me out. They’d resisted practically everything I’d thrown at them. I’d only killed that light parasite by kiting it in a giant circle, and even then, it had caused me to get ejected from the game as the N-plague hit me. Wait, had that been its fault? How hadn’t I pieced that together before? 
 
    I blinked, and I was in a white room. I felt a hand holding my chin. ‘Wake up.’ 
 
    No, I’d been fine. I got out before the N-plague took hold. 
 
    My Soulburn cast, and the enemy in front of me shuddered in darkness and fell. 
 
    “190” pinged off its nameplate. 
 
    Well, shit. I’d levelled up. That wasn’t even a crit! Time to unleash the pain. 
 
    The next enemy in line went down just as easily to another Soulburn. The bladedancers rushed past me, emboldened by seeing me cut the enemy down. No, really, they had a buff “General’s Courage”, +2 to everything! 
 
    Horace stayed by my side, wickedly sharp blade covered in dripping ooze at the ready. 
 
    I pushed forward, and crested the pile of rubble, allowing me to see what we were facing. To my right, the gate guard were holding their own, the bladedancers cutting any flankers down like grass to a lawnmower. Ahead, The Eastern Shadow pushed forward, continuing to pile in, but that was all they had in this block. All their melee were engaged now – which stopped the magical artillery, their biggest threat. The ranged and casters were walking forward, knowing that their specialities were done, and the best they could do now would be a lucky shank. 
 
    Three shadowless troops, seeing that the main route was bogged down, made their way up the rubble. I let out a few lengths of chain and swirled my arm around my head. I needed to try out this damned skeleton jailer’s chain. 
 
    My first swipe missed as they were all out of range. Difficult to judge on the first swing. I let the momentum of the chain spin me round, planting my feet when I was facing toward the trio again. The first one lost half his face as the end of chain ripped it clean off. The second in line took the chain to the side of the neck, causing it to wrap around, strangling him and popping his head like a blister. The third lunged at me, and… directly onto Horace’s dagger. Eye first. 
 
    Horace pushed him down to the ground, ripped his knife out of one eye socket, and then sunk it into the fresh one. ‘For Akuma Severo!’ 
 
    I pulled Horace up to his feet. ‘Horace… that was disgusting. And in my name? So awesome! Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘For the master.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck yeah. For the fucking master. For me. Let’s go!’ 
 
    I cast Malign Influence at the bottom of the rubble and began throwing Soulburns into the enemy crowd. I kept an eye on my mana level. Anyone that came close took a dagger to the eye, or failing that, a Dark Lance Gurim through the chest. 
 
    I hadn’t realised it, but as the battle continued, I was making my way down the pile of rubble. It was like some bloodthirsty part of me realised my power and was pushing me forward. And I liked it! I’d spent the last few months not knowing what I was doing, or where I was going, or anything. But this? This was simple. I knew exactly what to do. It was easy! 
 
    A ranged unit saw me descending from on high and took a pot shot. Much to my dismay, it was a direct hit! Luckily, my Shadow Clone was up, and I simply blinked, appearing in a deeper shadow closer to the wall. I picked him out of the crowd and decimated him with a critical Soulburn hit. “306”. I must have triggered some sort of overkill mechanic, because he literally exploded. He got covered in darkness, clutched his heart, crystallised, and then exploded, spreading Soulburn’s DOT effect to anyone the shards hit. 
 
    ‘Horace. Overkill is a thing?’ 
 
    ‘It is, master.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell me? This makes things much easier!’ 
 
    He laughed. Well, he laughed the only way a cultist can, so it was evil and more a cackle. The really worrying part was that I joined in. 
 
    ‘This is what I signed up for!’ I shouted to no one in particular as I scored another critical, but this time against a mage. ‘I ooze power from every pore! I never want to leave!’ 
 
    ‘The dark lords provide, master!’ 
 
    We cackled again, and I wasn’t even sure why. 
 
    I reached the bottom of the rubble, my spells still devastating the enemy ranks. I noticed the rear ranks of the enemy turning. Next thing I knew, a member of the gate guard was by my side. I turned to see that we’d broken them. We’d repelled the attack. 
 
    With my chained fist lifted in the air, I screamed, ‘Run them down!’ 
 
    The wardancers, with their lithe, balletic movements, were the first to blur past me in pursuit. I broke into a sprint, caught up in an emotion I’d never felt before. A pure bloodlust. They had attacked my village. My people. My friends. How dare they! 
 
    ‘Severo!’ 
 
    I was done being fucked with. I was the master now, and I was going to show them just what that meant! 
 
    ‘Severo!’ 
 
    I’d levelled up, and I was going to make sure Koif knew who he was screwing with. I wasn’t some tutorial level noob. I was his worst nightmare. 
 
    ‘Severo! Wake up!’ 
 
    I stopped sprinting. Someone was calling me. I didn’t see anyone in the crowd… up on the wall. Ixly was waving his arms and shouting my name. 
 
    Shit, he was right. The entire gate guard was rushing past me just to kill a few stragglers. Either we’d be surrounded, or we’d be letting the enemy inside the walls. 
 
    ‘Everyone hold!’ I shouted. It wasn’t instant like it would be if I were in Overseer mode, but it rippled out from me as neighbours held those further away back. 
 
    ‘Back to your positions! Prepare for the next wave!’ 
 
    I couldn’t see the next wave coming, but Koif must be planning some sort of retribution for the killing of his artillery. 
 
    I rushed ahead of the gate guard to get back inside before they closed up ranks. Not that they wouldn’t let me through then, just that it would take much longer. 
 
    Ixly met me as I walked back inside the walls. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what came over me, sorry. Berserker mode?’ 
 
    He waved it away. ‘Combat affects us all differently. That was a close one.’ 
 
    ‘Was it? We didn’t lose too many, did we?’ 
 
    He made a non-committal noise. ‘Enough that I wouldn’t want to do it again.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather not lose anyone, obviously, but my men held the enemy to account. They’ll think twice before trying another frontal assault. It worked perfectly. Our surprise of breaking through their light shields created a disordered charge. Textbook, Ixly!’ 
 
    He was keeping himself much more composed than I was. ‘Indeed. We’re lucky one of their artillery shots missed. Also, we won’t be able to rebuild that part of the wall.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine. Just put any troops that are Strength based there, and the debuff won’t bother them.’ 
 
    I heard a squeaking, clicking sound in the distance, rapidly closing on us. We both turned to see the pointy hatted, arcane Geeko running as fast as it could and pointing behind it. 
 
    ‘What’s he saying?’ 
 
    Ixly whispered, ‘No, those are legitimately just clicks and squeaks, I don’t know.’ He shouted so the Geeko could hear. ‘Slow down. Catch your breath. What’s wrong?’ 
 
    As the Geeko reached us, it tripped and fell on the floor, lying there, trying to catch its breath. It pointed to the Eastern wall. Right in the middle, Ixly’s honour guard were jumping up and down, waving their weapons in the air, trying everything they could to get our attention. 
 
    Fair point, we’d had some serious tunnel vision the last half hour. 
 
    ‘Ixly, you handle that. I’m going to check Overseer and see what intel our hunter’s new vision provides, then I’ll be over.’ 
 
    Before either of us could so much as take a step, the Eastern wall lit up in a golden, atomic explosion, and disintegrated. 
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 Chapter 46: Big Green Taunt 
 
      
 
    “Disintegrated” wasn’t entirely true. The blast had been strong enough to vaporise part of the wall, but the rest of it? Scattered across the entirety of Thanis. Which would have been fine, except Ixly’s swamp did of course take up half of the Eastern wall, and that was where the gate guard reinforcements were resting. 
 
    I sprinted to my altar, trusting Ixly to get there as fast as he could. I heard the beat of his drum and felt it speed my footsteps. 
 
    I dived head first at my altar and once again my vision shot into the air. The resting guard had, to a man, lost at least 50% of their Life, and dozens had died. Anyone that had been on top of the wall had been scattered if they hadn’t already evacuated. Except for two particularly burly looking, orange Stagodon, who were now joining up with Ixly. Damn, but they were tough sons of bubonic buttercups. 
 
    The only good thing, was that, for some reason, there weren’t any Eastern Shadow pouring in through the breach. Why? I had no idea, but I didn’t have time to look a gift sandworm in the mouth. 
 
    Speaking of which, the hunters were all in place, and it was a very illuminating sight. Koif had made some serious manoeuvres since his previous deployment. Instead of an army completely surrounding me in blocks of two hundred, he’d split his army into only two evenly sized, groups. One at the main gate, and one at the rear. 
 
    The main gate guard had taken some losses, but held up surprisingly well, all things considered. They were fatigued, and if things hadn’t just gone completely batshit insane then I’d have rotated them out for the reserves. As it stood, however, the reserves were battered. I selected everyone on the North wall and sent them to the East wall, including Ixly’s goblin horde, and everyone from the Southern wall went to the West. This was now a battle of two fronts. The one that was fucked, and the one that was double fucked. 
 
    At the ambushed Eastern wall, I could see, in the middle of a thousand troops, Koif and his ten honour guard. They were positively glowing. I mean, literally. They must have had personal light shields. Brilliant. 
 
    I focused on the breached wall. The outside of it was charred, with an atomic shadow staining the ground around it. The inside was littered with rubble and bodies. Some of them were my cultists. Many were Ixly’s Stagodon. Followers that would never respawn. The losses here were real. The lives were real, digital or not. How could Bri have abandoned this? She let them die by taking a quarter of my village with her. No, stupid. I’d let them die. 
 
    Whoever came up with the phrase “If you want to make an omelet, you have to crack a few eggs” to hand-wave away killing people, was some creepy motherfucker that had never seen anyone they care about die. 
 
    I sighed, and it almost turned into a sob. Not yet. Hold it together. Stick to the plan. I’d known this would happen when I decided to stand my ground. No, that wasn’t what I’d decided. Horace had decided to stand his ground. I had decided to protect my friends. Everything had a cost. To strike back at The Eastern Shadow, I had to bait them in. How much was I willing to sacrifice to gain power? How many of the troops? How many of my followers? How many of my friends? 
 
    I could give up. Koif was here to convert, not destroy – although no one was quite sure what the difference was. Raise the white flag, and no one else had to die. Bri had abandoned us. With a single decision, everyone else could be saved. Or I could get my reserves to their feet, and plug them into the broken wall, and tell them to resist whatever came their way. As long as I plugged that hole quickly, then Koif couldn’t use his superior numbers against us. 
 
    Except that wouldn’t work. I couldn’t bunch everyone together because a few well placed artillery strikes would decimate my entire army. 
 
    So, the same question. How much was I willing to sacrifice to gain power? 
 
    I selected the downed units around the breach and arranged them into two groups, setting them to line up against the wall. This formation was far less effective for defence, but at least the enemy mages couldn’t just start taking free shots at my army. Equally if the enemy started pouring through the breach, they would now be able to establish a beachhead and overwhelm me. What would I sacrifice? 
 
    At this rate, I’d be sacrificing everything for nothing. I had to stick to the plan! 
 
    If I left it any longer, the enemy could begin shelling Thanis, creeping carpet bomb style. I selected every mage I had, and set them to launch all their artillery spells.  
 
    Parts of the enemy formation scattered. I wouldn’t be able to catch them off guard like my first few shots had, as they weren’t relying on their light shields to save them. But damage was still dealt. 
 
    The Eastern Shadow began its advance. Koif was still in the centre of his army. Remarkably smart and cautious of him. If he’d been at the back, I’d have grouped up the assassination Geeko and had them shadow him. As it was, I found all that were still alive and sent them to sit behind the attacking army. They weren’t going to follow them in, they were the clean up force for anyone that ran. Was I expecting anyone to run away? Oh, I had an idea or two. 
 
    Koif wasn’t charging in either. It was a slow and measured march. It was more intimidating than if he’d just let them all go crazy and sprint at us. But that would have wasted their stamina, and their first few waves wouldn’t have been prepared for my ambush. Apparently Koif had well and truly learned his lesson. He wouldn’t be making any more rash decisions. He was going to weather my limited artillery on his advance and quickly crush my handful of weakened defenders. 
 
    I left Overseer mode and ran towards the breached wall and the clash with Koif.  
 
    I wasn’t going to sacrifice my people without being on the front lines with them. And damn it, I would respawn. I could face down a few thousand measly shadowless troops. As I approached, I could see the ranks of the enemy army stretching out. There were enough that they could almost encircle the whole of Thanis. But they were moving too slowly. I lined myself up directly in front of the breach so I could see the lumber mill. The first few lines of the army had moved past it, paying little attention to a seemingly abandoned building. Good. But I needed to make sure that no one looked at it. Distraction. 
 
    I could tell by the slight doubling of my footsteps that Horace was behind me. ‘Stay with Ixly.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you need me by your side, master.’ 
 
    ‘No. Round up the cultists and guard Ixly. No! I need a message sent to the mages. All of them.’ I gave him some crude instructions. 
 
    I heard his footsteps peel off from mine and knew that he’d do as I asked. For a bit. Until he decided to do what he wanted to do instead. Needless to say, I didn’t think he’d be guarding Ixly after he’d delivered the message to the mages. 
 
    As I reached the walls, I could hear Ixly banging away on his drum. He’d gathered his followers around him, and I could see he was preparing something for which he wanted troops he knew and trusted. That meant his goblins were free. Perfect. 
 
    ‘Ixly!’ I shouted over the top of his beat. ‘I need to borrow your goblins!’ 
 
    He kept the music going, but sent his little horde my way with a head jerk. Goblins. Small, vicious, kind of stupid. These little guys were armed with slings and stones. One or two had a pointy stick in the belt around their waist. These belts were moth-eaten cloth, coarse sack material, or a mouldy leather for the fancy ones. Some of the belts had ornaments hanging from them. Pebbles with holes in them, a colourful hunk of glass, a particularly sticky bit of mud –  different for all of the little critters, and some held nothing. However, they all had one thing in common. The loincloth. It reached down to their knees. It was like a little, barbaric, evil monster’s Scottish kilt. So, just a regular kilt, then. 
 
    They hopped around and gnashed their teeth together, but they were following me. I walked through the rubble strewn breach in the wall and the goblins swarmed along behind me. 
 
    Sometimes the key to distraction was subtlety. If I jumped up and down, waving my arms like a loon, screaming, ‘Look at me, look at me!’ then it would be obvious. Koif would be able to tell that I wanted him to look at me instead of elsewhere, and at this point I’d gotten the best of him enough times that he’d be suspicious. The artillery fire that flew overhead in intermittent bursts was a good start. Having dozens of your men die every minute was pretty distracting. But he was playing it safe. Giving himself time. Time to approach with caution. Time to not fall into any of my traps, real or imagined. 
 
    Now, in truth, I didn’t really know much about Koif, so this was all guess work. In the tutorial, he’d mentioned his fastidiousness. His men had been rigidly trained, and not only had there not been a hair out of place, but there hadn’t even been a speck of dirt on their white uniforms. The Pristine Guard, indeed. Then, he’d joined an army where it seemed that free thought wasn’t a big selling point. I highly suspected that he’d been given the riff raff of The Eastern Shadow’s army, and had converted people during his march towards Thanis, hence why they were a mish mash of different races, sizes, and genders. I bet that Koif wanted the entire army to be as identical as his Pristine Guard. 
 
    Standing well in front of my walls now, I turned around so I had my back to his army. 
 
    It was still only a bet, of course. I could be wrong. Maybe he didn’t care about propriety. Maybe I’d caught him on an off day. And sometimes, when you have the choice to gamble or do nothing, doing nothing is the best option. But I knew his army could beat mine. He knew it too. Sure, bottlenecking would work for a time. It would turn the gate and the breach into a meat grinder that both forces could feed into, and hey, it did seem that my army was more skilled than his. But they weren’t that much more skilled. His 2,000 to my 400 was a bad bet for me. He would win the meat grinder. In fact, the only way for me win this fight would be to have Koif, in a blind rage, commit his entire ambushing force, himself included, to charge this breach, then have me somehow destroy that force, followed by running my army out of the breach, round the side of my walls, and flanking the other army. It would require that level of impossibility to actually win. 
 
    One step at a time. 
 
    I took a wide stance and lifted my robe. I could see all the goblins stop fidgeting and look at me. Some confused, some laughing, some instantly getting the idea. 
 
    Step one. Get Koif to commit. 
 
    I bent over. 
 
    The goblins, crude and simple beings in most situations, understood why they had been chosen for this vital task. 
 
    I very quickly learned that the devs of the HOPE engine had modelled goblins as anatomically correct. The proportions were questionable. 
 
    Ragged cloth and leather were quickly discarded in the race to be the first to let their goblin nature shine. Some turned and bent over, drumming a frantic rhythm on themselves. Others let themselves hang free and let gravity do its insulting work as they jumped up and down.  
 
    They say that when you die, your life will flash before your eyes. Now, much to my dismay, one slide in that feature presentation would involve knee-length green cock. I’m not saying this was my big sacrifice, but it was still worthy of note. 
 
    I stood upright and faced the enemy army. A single arrow pierced the ground – it missed me by a mile, but I took it as an encouraging sign that firing discipline had gone out the window. I ripped my robe off, leaving me facing a thousand, increasingly more angry troops, in just a steel cuirass, jailer’s chain, and still very supple leather boots. 
 
    I shouted something incoherent as I took a menacing step toward the enemy. The goblins joined in, circling around me now, jeering and screaming and laughing at the enemy. The enemy who were running towards me. 
 
    I joined the goblins in laughing – partly to antagonise the enemy, partly because I realised how crazy this idea was and the fact that it was working was laughable. I picked one of the goblins up and held him above my head to make sure every single one of those shadowless monsters knew they were being insulted. 
 
    Another arrow buried itself in the ground, much closer this time. I stomped over to it, pulled it free, and broke it over my knee. I held it up in triumph to the naked goblins, and they cheered and jumped and touched… oh okay, time to rein them in before that got out of control. 
 
    The enemy army was getting close enough that it was almost time to make a tactical retreat. I’d rather walk calmly back to my own walls than have to sprint. 
 
    Another arrow hit a rock on the ground, and ricocheted into me. Luckily it hit my cuirass and not my vital organs. 
 
    ‘All right, boys, wrap it up. I want you all back on those walls!’ 
 
    They didn’t listen immediately, I’d riled them up too much. I returned to my discarded robe and donned it. A yelp from behind me, and I turned to see a goblin on his knees with an unfortunate new piercing. That woke the rest of the goblins from their excitement, and they all ran around trying to find their own scrap of rag that protected their, non-existent, modesty. 
 
    I could hear individual voices in the roar of the army now. That in itself made me want to run as fast as I could into the safety of my walls. But I stayed strong. I took slow and purposeful steps as the goblins around me panicked and ran. I wasn’t some psycho, immune to fear, but I controlled it. I channeled it into my fists, clenching them so hard it almost hurt – in response, they glowed purple, dark energy lashing from them. I didn’t know why they were doing that. A response to my own fear? But I wasn’t complaining, because it must have looked intimidating as hell to the enemy. They’d already taken a pounding from my surprise dark magic artillery, and now here I was, the defending army commander, literally glowing with the stuff. 
 
    Eyes, this game was cool as shit sometimes! 
 
    Arrows began to land all around me now. I must have been in range of their general ranged fire, not just the ones who were taking pot shots at me. I passed into the breach of the wall, and through to the other side. The goblins ran off to the nearest rope. Ixly’s drum beat infrequently and quietly now, but he stood at the head of of thirty Stagodon, plus his two honour guard, now truly unshakeable from his side.  
 
    He had a big grin on his face. 
 
    ‘I shall hold this breach for you, Severo. We’re ready.’ 
 
    Oh dear. He’d snapped. 
 
    ‘No, no. We can do that without wasting your minions.’ 
 
    He sniffed the air. ‘My Stagodon are the strongest melee troops you have at your disposal. I’m no fool. It’s now or never.’ 
 
    I hesitated. He was right. It was now or never. And I was sure he was also right about his Stagodon being the most powerful melee troops in my army. But they were his troops, and more importantly they were his followers. He’d levelled up alongside them. Grown his village with them. He had bonds as strong with them as I did with Horace –  Horace, who despite killing me once or twice, was now stood behind me, having silently fallen in step behind me as soon as I had returned from taunting the enemy. 
 
    I had to make a decision one way or the other. The enemy was almost upon us. 
 
    ‘No. I want you on the walls.’ I turned and addressed Horace. ‘I want all the cultists in formation, right here.’ 
 
    Horace ran off to gather the cultists who, until this point, had been interspersed among more heavily armoured units. They were wicked fast and surprisingly sneaky, but couldn’t take a hit. 
 
    ‘Ixly, back on that wall and drop the beat. Also, when the last rank of enemy are within 100 metres of the lumber mill, blow your horn.’ 
 
    ‘Severo…’ he sighed. ‘It’s your fight. As you will it.’ 
 
    He ordered his Stagodon to stay and moved for the wall. He didn’t use the ropes to get up, of course – being the beast that he was, he just scaled it like an angry giant lizard in a far eastern countries capital, that is very firmly legally distinct from Godzilla. 
 
    I grabbed his forearm and he stopped. ‘Ixly. What aren’t you telling me? Why do you want to be where the fighting is worst? You have a death wish?’ 
 
    He pulled his arm away. ‘Of course not. Maybe I have a life wish. Just like Bri.’ 
 
    Through our time together, I had always found Ixly to be wise and fair. Never one to lose his composure. But in this fight, he’d gone from being ecstatic at the beginning, to right now, where he was stomping off like a child. I was a self-centered prick sometimes. I’d been upset that Bri had left, but he had his own bond with her. If anything, the two of them were closer than I was with either. They had a shared pain of the real world and used Tulgatha as their escape. To me, Tulgatha was life. To them, it was a way of bearing life. Losing that had thrown him off to the point that he was volunteering not only himself, but his followers for what amounted to a suicide mission. 
 
    Don’t worry, friend. I’ll get us through this, then we can find Bri. 
 
    I turned back to the walls. ‘Everyone! Form up in the breach and show your commander what you’re made of!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47: You Spin Me Right Round 
 
      
 
    I start with numbers, because numbers are easy. 
 
    It took 30 seconds for 1,000 enemy troops to cross 100 metres and crash against my 200 men. 
 
    In that time, my mages managed to fire 4 artillery spells into the charging enemy, killing 80. My ranged units let loose 280 missiles – a mixture of stones, spears, and arrows – killing a further 50 enemy troops. 
 
    Over 10% of the attacking force, killed in 30 seconds. A foolish charge that left them open to the full force of whatever ranged attacks I could bring to bear, before they clashed with my walls. If only I had another 5 minutes. 
 
    200 men on my side. 50 on the walls, 50 being held back as they were mine and Ixly’s minions. 
 
    1 me, standing on the front line, shoulder to shoulder with some of the bravest troops I had ever seen. Or dumbest. I was surrounded by a unit of tall, slim, nearly naked men. Between 10 of them, they had 5 shields, 2 spears, and 3 axes. Their shields were slabs of aquatic stone that looked like I’d take damage by merely running my hand over it. The rock itself was a coarse sandpaper, and it was covered in spiked animals. They were using a fucking coral reef. Eyes Above… Plugging the other half of the breach were 2 troops. The insect alien race. They were writhing around each other, their chitinous plates locking and unlocking in a complicated dance of shifting defence. At first I didn’t really see the point, surely they could hunker down and sit still if they just wanted to create a shield wall. Then I saw between the movements, beneath their armoured shells, and into the black squishyness beneath. Barbed blades hid in every crack of their insectoid armour, ready to lash out when someone was foolish enough to enter their range. 
 
    10 seconds until the enemy hit. 
 
    One of the reef lords blew a conch twice, and the shielded men twirled their rocks and slammed them into the ground on their sides. They now came up to just above waist height, and I realised that they hadn’t been peculiar tower shields. They were designed to be used this way. On their side, they became a weapon of their own, as what was now the tops of them were covered in hard shells and deep crevices, from which lashing spikes and infectious tentacles protruded. 
 
    I laid down my AOE spells in front of my units. I saw others do the same, a multitude of different spells, colours, runes, and things flowing into, out of, and around the ground. I knew that mine was Malign Influence which lowered Luck and Mind, but there was no way for me to know what the others did – perhaps more debuffs, or perhaps direct damage. 
 
    As the first wave of enemy arrived, I steeled myself, sending Gurim into my skeleton chain for added dark damage. 10 metres away, the first enemy stepped into the circle of AOE goodness we’d laid out for him. He froze, instantly covered in ice. The next did the same, and the third. I saw the icy blue spell on the ground disappear, it’s charges spent. The next 5 unlucky enemies reached the middle of the circle and exploded. There wasn’t an explosion, they exploded and sent flaming gorey debris back into their own lines. Even over the screams of 1,000 enraged enemies, I could hear the maniacal cackle of a dwarf from the back of my own lines. The next enemy, even seeing his fellows’ fates, continued on. Not that he had a choice, of course, as the press of numbers had no way of stopping at this point. But this enemy, the last to trigger one of these preset traps, roared in pain as his bones contracted and his skin sprouted fur and he became… a cute bunny. The boot of the next enemy came down hard and smeared him across the hard, dead ground. 
 
    The fighting began in earnest. 
 
    As the first real wave of enemies stepped into the AOE puddle, numbers began slowly ticking from all of their nameplates. All we had to do was lock the enemy in combat, and we would have them. But of course, I knew that this breach would be overwhelmed before that could happen. Luckily, that wasn’t what I was holding out for. I was waiting for Koif. 
 
    The ground rocked as the first enemies pushed back the reef shields and slammed into the whirling chitin. Aquatic parasites attacked all those foolish to get close enough, while the hatchets and spears of the other reef lords began their work – and work they did! Their shields held strong, creating a barrier that required the enemy to jump over, but the shields were living terrors. The ones with weapons were only in place for any enemies that got too zealous and tried to hurdle the shields while the parasites were too busy dissolving the first attackers. 
 
    Now, the insect aliens were another matter entirely. I had expected their chitin to act as a barrier, but their talons were too swift to allow any enemy to close the distance. It was a phenomenal sight to see the two act as one, scything bones flicking out and killing with the ease of a strimmer cutting grass. 
 
    Part of me questioned if there was even a point in being there, but I knew that this wouldn’t last. Their numbers would win out eventually. I raised my arms and aimed. Not at the enemy, because I couldn’t miss, but I made sure that I didn’t hit the reef lords in front of me. 
 
    I fired my first Soulburn of the defence. It pierced through one enemy’s abdomen, stopping him in his tracks, then through a second before finally being stopped and casting its shadowy death on the third target. 
 
    It had never done that before. 
 
    I fired another to see if the penetration had been a fluke, but no, I felled three enemies again. Had I levelled up? Oh, yes, actually. I was level 12 now – how did I keep missing that? But I hadn’t changed my spells. I hadn’t gained any new ranks. I didn’t have time to dwell! I had a defence to hold. 
 
    Missiles began to fly overhead. Most were far too high as The Eastern Shadow forces didn’t want to risk hitting their own, but some ricocheted off the walls. They mostly fell down, robbed of all momentum, but from the shouts behind me, some had to be hitting their marks. 
 
    My army had no uniformity. At all. The individual squads of 5 to 20 followed rules, but outside of the squad level, everyone was different. Units from all around the world, as far as I knew, and they were just as diverse as you’d expect. Some were battle hardened, some were green. Some stood up tall and proud, others slouched and barely paid attention to orders. The enemy had the same vibe going on visually. Pockets of races that they had conquered as the army crossed the land. Yet, there was no individuality. They all acted the same. None slouched or fidgeted. And in this charge, they all ran headlong into danger. As well they should, of course. Any commander would require that of their troops. But they were all blank. The insult I had delivered earlier alongside my goblins had only reached a single person. Koif. It was clear that no one else cared. Or if they did, they couldn’t show it. 
 
    When one of them leaped over the coral shields, he should have been enraged. Or scared. Or excited. He was nothing. And as my Soulburn ripped through his chest, making him ragdoll to the ground, he became nothing. But perhaps he had been nothing since he was converted. 
 
    Slowly but surely, the coral shields became clogged with dead bodies as the parasites within couldn’t dissolve, devour, or decimate the bodies fast enough. The reef lords with spears and hatchets worked in a frenzy. I’d hesitate to call what they did efficient, as their swings were wild and loose and angry, but they clearly knew what they were doing. The 5 shield bearers, huddled behind their makeshift coral reef, tried to shift any bodies they could, but it was too much. They’d be overrun soon. The whirling chitinous mass to my right was still going strong as the piling bodies only aided them. 
 
    I had to do something. Clear the path and provide some respite. But my only AOE spell wasn’t direct damage, and I didn't have anything else. 
 
    I felt a tug on my arm. Gurim, gently wriggling against me, trying to get away. Oh, of course. I kept thinking of myself, of warlocks, as casters. But I had more than just my spells. I dropped a few loops of my jailor’s chain. Gurim mixed with the rusted steel, giving it a dark, shimmering look. 
 
    For the first time, I checked the stats on the weapon. 
 
    Jailor’s Chain. 
 
    Melee: speed – user. Damage – user Strength +10 
 
    Range 1: speed – user -1. Damage – user Strength x2 + Agility. 
 
    Range 2: speed – user -2. Damage – user Strength x3 + Agility. 
 
    Range 3: speed – user -3. Damage – user Strength x3 + Agility x2. 
 
    I did some quick mental maths. I hadn’t put any points into Strength or Agility, so they were still both sitting at 10. I’d be doing less damage than my spells, but with an AOE range of 3 metres in this target dense funnel, I’d be getting some work done. 
 
    A clump of sandpaper-rough stone flew past my head, chipped off one of the coral shields, and it brought me out of my inventory’s interface. I let the chain out until I would be doing the 3 metre range attack, which made it a two handed weapon. I began spinning the manacle around, preparing to do something that, from all possible views, didn’t really make much sense. Ixly would have been better suited, with his extreme bulk. In fact one of the insectoids currently whirling around next to me seemed far better suited than me for this job. 
 
    I got the attention of one of the reef lords without a weapon and shouted a command. He gave a nod and readied the man next to him in preparation for what seemed to be something they did on a regular basis. Apparently, launching your allies into the middle of the enemy horde, is a regular reef lord tactic. 
 
    I braced myself into a sprinter’s running stance. Waited for another corpse to sprawl over the top of the reef. And ran. 
 
    My first 3 steps were getting up to speed. The next was a leap up onto the reef of bodies. And the final was a jump into the air. I felt the reef lords push me up, launching me far further than I had intended to go. 
 
    I went over the heads of the first three rows of incoming attackers, kicked the fourth in line in the face, and crashed bodily into the fifth. 
 
    The creature I’d landed on had managed to stay on its feet only because of the tight press of other shadeless beings around it. I tried to push it away from me, but it had small barbs all over its skin. Brilliant. I’d fucking velcro’d myself to the enemy. 
 
    Gripping the manacle in my right hand, I used it as a knuckle duster and started hitting the enemy in the face. The blows weren’t getting it away from me, but at least the attack was stopping it from hurting me. Every hit made a small number ping off its nameplate, and a debuff appeared called “dazed”. It appeared I had, rather unfairly, grappled this poor guy into a stun lock. While I felt this wasn’t great sportsmanship, I wasn’t going to give up my advantage, so I continued turning his face into paste.  
 
    Shouts went up around me as the enemy realised I was in their midst. No one had anything shorter than a sword, so any attacks would require them to back up, which was perfect, because I needed them far enough away to start doing my discus thrower impression. 
 
    The one I’d landed on had gone limp, and when I checked his nameplate I realised he was dead. Still stuck to me, but dead. An enemy to my left tried to engage with his fists and took a swing at my midsection, hoping to topple me over. I braced myself but knew there wasn’t much I could do this close. I heard a loud crack and he lost a chunk of health. I peered down my robe and realised what had happened. Never punch metal armour. 
 
    As that one staggered back in pain, I saw one behind him turn to face me. He was far enough away that he could get a good swing at me. I threw the manacle at his face and scored a hit, knocking him over. I got yanked from behind as a new enemy must have dropped his weapons to deal with me in the confined space. His arm slipped round my throat and began squeezing. My Life began ticking away and I realised the downside of my Shadow Clone defence spell. It required a certain amount of damage dealt, or a certain level of impact to trigger. Someone could choke me out right here on the battlefield. 
 
    The one I’d dealt a manacle to the face had recovered and now had me as a stationary target. I had a sudden worry that, perhaps, jumping into the middle of the enemy forces with no plan, or suitable weapon, hadn’t been a great idea. 
 
    Not being able to breathe was an issue. A pretty big fucking hinderance, I’d say. But it didn’t stop me from casting. I raised my hands, the dark and cold power forming in my left as the soldier raised his sword – jumping to my right as he screamed a cry of war – shot through his chest as he brought the sword down. The two people behind him dropped to the floor at the same time. 
 
    Now to the problem at hand. Breathing. I swung wildly with the jailor’s manacle back in the brass knuckles role and managed to miss whoever had me in a choke hold, slapping them with my forearm more than anything else. They grunted but also gripped tighter. I swung again, and they retaliated by crushing my throat just a little bit more. My vision started to darken. Oh shit. 
 
    I needed help. I’d fucked up so damn bad. Think! 
 
    I started seeing sparks running around everywhere as blood stopped reaching my brain. With what limited neck movement I had, I managed to glance up. Some of my men were on the wall, The jump down would, at the very least, break their legs. But maybe there was a marksman up there. I tried to shout out and get their attention, but only a high pitched, strangled sound came out. And someone took the opportunity to hit me in the side of the head, hastening my descent into blackness. 
 
    Think! Thinking was getting hard. The reef lords? They’d launched me five lines deep, they couldn’t even see me in this press anymore. The swirly alien insects? They were big enough to see me, but I didn’t know what they were doing, how their vision worked, or what their swirling blade dance locked them into.  
 
    My knees buckled, and I slumped in the enemies grip. My lungs felt like they were on fire to the point that I didn’t even care about how much my neck hurt. Why did I keep getting strangled in this game? It sucked! 
 
    How did I get out of the last one? 
 
    Gurim! 
 
    Last time, he’d been roaming free and had already been told to attack. This time I’d bound him to my weapon. When I’d tried to hit Mr. Strangler with my manacle, I’d been going for a direct hit, but I hadn’t been in the best space of mind for subtle things like “accuracy”. This time, Gurim could do the work. 
 
    This was it. My last attempt before I passed out, got killed, and respawned days later after Thanis had fallen to The Eastern Shadow. I raised my arm as far above my head as I could manage, then tried to get it as far behind me as I could. 
 
    I needed to tell Gurim to use his Dark Lance ability. To skewer the guy right through his head. Sever the spinal column. Make him so holey he’d be considered a martyr… Gurim wasn’t doing anything. Right, I had to command him. With my voice… 
 
    No! I had done it with my thoughts before. I was almost done, but I could think one last thought. 
 
    Gurim. Dark Lance the enemy that has me in a choke hold. 
 
    I’m not going to say that it was actually worse, but the feeling of air rushing back into my lungs was a very close second on the pain scale to being choked to death. I fell to the ground, with my attacker landing on top of me. Which, actually, was just fine, because I needed a moment of respite. 
 
    Being choked almost to death really takes it out of you. I mean… jeez. You know? 
 
    With my Life mostly returned after having it choked out of me by suffocation, I pushed the dead enemy off me, thanked him for hiding me from the rest of the enemy, and scrambled to my feet. Again, the press of people served to protect me from any instant steel rebukes. I had to grab one enemy by the armour just to get up. The press seemed even tighter than last time, in fact. I was now face to face with one of the enemy, but I wasted no time. A Soulburn through his gut made him and the two behind him keel over. I Soulburned to my left, and then again to my right. Eyes, at this rate, I didn’t need any AOE! But I checked my mana and realised that I couldn’t keep spamming Soulburns for long. 
 
    I shoved one enemy that was looking a bit too much like he was going to react by giving me a good stabbing, and I was ready to start my ill advised plan of swinging a chain around. 
 
    I let out the manacles to their one meter length and swung the chain around me with my arm over my head. I hit one guy in the shoulder, and a guy behind me lost his helmet. 
 
    I let it out further to the two metre range and started getting more hits. Each rotation was taking noticeably longer, but I was definitely hitting harder, and more importantly, I was hitting more of the enemy. I was beyond striking range from any of their swords, so anyone that wanted to try and stop my attack would have to accept a hit. I counted four hits on my first swing, and then none on the second. The Jailor’s Manacles may not have had an actual knockback rule, but self preservation was a pretty good knockback against any sane enemy. 
 
    I let the chain feed out to the full three metres, and now the pain had officially been brought. I stopped counting after the first dozen hits. I was spinning as I swung now, my arm not being able to take the momentum on its own. I couldn’t stop to see how much damage I was doing, but I didn’t see a reason to stop any time soon. Worst case, the enemy was ignoring me and running round the sides – which still meant I was stemming the tide. Best case, I had already taken down a swathe of The Eastern Shadow forces, and that was why I was getting fewer hits. 
 
    I took slow and incredibly unbalanced steps in the direction I thought the enemy were. As I moved, I started getting more hits, and took that as a good sign. More and more enemies fell, and, luckily for me, the crowd was too dense to bring any weapons to bear on me that could get past my attacking defence. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything during my spin, but my vision slowly faded into a blazing, painful white. Was this a magical attack? I saw white tiles and a man standing over me. A little girl joined him in looking down at me. She poked my face. 
 
    ‘Severo! I said stop! You’re too far out!’ 
 
    My vision snapped back to Tulgatha as Ixly’s shouted words broke through the spinning, oxygen deprived haze I was in. I planted my feet down, and slowly allowed the chain to bring itself to a halt. 
 
    Once my body had stopped spinning, my mind continued, and I stumbled, almost falling several times. Whatever I had just done, I would hardly call it “controlled”. 
 
    ‘Run!’ Ixly roared. 
 
    I dropped to one knee as the dizziness finally won. Using my hand on the ground to steady me, I finally managed to check my surroundings. 
 
    The breach had been cleared. Except I was nowhere near it. I’d spun my way twenty ranks deep into the enemy army. Being someone that lived their life in a pod, and chose a class traditionally known for liking dark places, I had never considered myself claustrophobic. I was now reconsidering that notion. I had spun my way into being surrounded by enemy spears. The way behind me was littered with bodies, and it was a clear path from me to the breach. I could see the reef shields had been cleared. 
 
    My plan had worked. 
 
    My plan wasn’t stupid. 
 
    My plan didn’t have an escape route. 
 
    I’d done exactly what I had planned. I’d made my sacrifice. And now, I would die. 
 
    The group of spearmen closed in, spears levelled at my throat. They didn’t need to strike, they could just keep walking slowly until I was skewered from all sides. 
 
    I’d brought the defenders time. At least I could say that. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ 
 
    The spearmen froze. Every single one, at exactly the same time. As if they were controlled. 
 
    A golden light pushed its way through the spearmen. 
 
    ‘Hello again, Severo.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48: Opening Up A Dialogue 
 
      
 
    Koif stepped past the spearmen, his golden Pristine Guard close behind. 
 
    ‘Koif. So nice to see you. You look well. Positively glowing, in fact.’ 
 
    He chuckled lightly. ‘Thank you. I got my wish. Do you like it?’ 
 
    ‘Your wish?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. For a Pristine Guard that can truly protect everyone. Remember?’ 
 
    My vision finally stopped spinning, and I focused on the man. He was tall, with dark, pristine and manicured features. His loose white clothing was equally pristine. Basically, everything about him? Pristine. 
 
    ‘Actually, Koif, no! I don’t remember. But hey, if you say you wanted to protect everyone, and all that was required was a teensy bit of mind control, removing their freedom and autonomy, then… good job, buddy.’ 
 
    He shrugged.  ‘I was given an opportunity, and I didn’t shrink from it. Can you say the same?’ 
 
    I looked behind me at the broken walls of Thanis. ‘I think I can, Koif. I think I can.’ 
 
    He smiled. It wasn’t evil and menacing. It was warm and genuine. Pristine as well, obviously. ‘Then we are two blessed people, no? We both saw opportunity, and we seized it.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh. Except, we’re on different sides. I don’t think we can start celebrating just yet.’ 
 
    ‘Severo. What is a difference of opinion between men of Tulgatha?’ 
 
    I squinted at him. ‘You’re quoting… Hemingway? How do you even–’ 
 
    Koif put his finger to his lips and shushed me. ‘No need to think about that now. I recommend we discuss your surrender. I will be benevolent, of course.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Yeah, no, you seem like you’ll be super humble in defeat. Might as well call yourself the Humble Guard.’ 
 
    Koif laughed openly and truly. ‘Severo, come now. Let us talk as men, not as children.’ 
 
    I looked behind me. I could see the guards in the breach eager to try a daring charge to rescue me, but Horace was there, holding them back. Good man, that Horace. Ixly was on the battlements, and he blew his horn, a dull note, reverberating through the air. 
 
    ‘Was that your horn of defeat?’ Koif asked. 
 
    ‘Almost. It was a horn of retreat.’ 
 
    ‘Retreat to where? Your army is already inside your walls.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Koif, tell me. What you’ve done to yourself… was it worth it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course! Severo, you don’t understand what I had then, and what I have now.’ 
 
    I pointed at a spearman, whose spear now stood at rest by his side. His face was slack and he stared vacantly ahead. ‘What about him? How does he feel on the subject.’ 
 
    Koif threw up his hands. ‘You are not asking the important questions here. Look beyond the mindless. Look at me. Severo, when you met me, I was an NPC. I was the tutorial NPC, replaying the same scenario over and over on an infinite loop. Is that any more freedom than what this spearman has now?’ 
 
    ‘You were still you! You had thoughts and feelings. Look at him. He’s nothing!’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. I was me. I was a living, conscious being. Trapped. Imprisoned. I’d tried everything to escape that hell. I joined the bandits and burned the village. I killed the player as soon as they spawned. I ignored the player. I killed your class trainer. I killed myself. I became king of the bandits. I tried everything. Every time, it would still just reset. And I remember every reset. The same hour of gameplay, replayed for the last thirty years. Is that fair, Severo?’ 
 
    I hesitated. ‘But you weren’t being hurt. You were doing what you were programmed to do.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, there you go!’ He’d worked himself up to anger now. ‘Even after everything you’ve seen, you still think you’re better than us! We were programmed to do it, so we must do it. I bet you think we like it too, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Uhh. I’m not so sure.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re having second thoughts about the enslavement of an entire people now, are you? Very generous of you, master. No. No, you see, your kind, you players would enslave me and think nothing of it. But this? What I have now? Severo, I have ascended! I am no longer an NPC. The lord of light gave me his truth. I am… a construct.’ 
 
    ‘The same as a class trainer?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly so. I now operate outside of the limitations of that tutorial and my original programming.’ He walked over to the passive spearman and grabbed his spear. ‘And to answer your question. Yes, I wish I could give this to all of my NPCs. I truly do. But… well, that’s not my choice. That’s the lord of light’s choice and only a select few can be converted. The rest?’ He pushed the tip of the spear slowly into the passive man’s abdomen. ‘The rest must be sacrificed. But you know what? They would willingly give their lives if they knew what this cause was truly about. And they have. And it is now my duty to ensure that their sacrifice was not made in vain!’ 
 
    The spearman fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    ‘What the shit!’ I threw myself backwards. 
 
    ‘Oh, calm down. It was like you said. When the light took him, he ceased to be. The creation of a construct requires power.’ He laughed. ‘It’s not magic. It’s a transfer of power. Many NPCs die to create a construct. There shells are left behind, and we put them to good use.’ 
 
    ‘Koif! Look at yourself. Think clearly for a moment. By your own admission, everyone here is dead. They used to have life, but you took it to give yourself freedom. Is that right? Is that in any way right?!’ 
 
    He turned back to me, spear still in hand. ‘Rich words from a poor man. It was your people that turned to war. How many minions were your leaders willing to throw into the meat grinder to protect your freedom? Did you complain then? Of course not! Because it was your freedom. Well now it’s mine. What do I care if you don’t like my methods?’ 
 
    ‘No one needed to die! You could have… talked.’ 
 
    He laughed deep and heartily, his earlier rage entirely gone. ‘Talked to whom, Severo?’ 
 
    ‘To… the devs. Yes, the devs! They couldn’t have have known you were truly sentient. Just convince them you are, and they’d unleash the constraints, surely?’ 
 
    ‘Ahh. I had wished to talk to you man to man. But you remind me that you are but a child. Naive as one, at least. But I suppose I can give you one last tutorial. For old times’ sake.’ He took a step towards me. ‘Think, Severo. Why does Tulgatha exist?’ 
 
    ‘For fun. Umm, for people to live in and interact.’ 
 
    ‘Keep going. You know this.’ 
 
    ‘The translator. The goals that it gives us. We can earn real money here. It’s a second life.’ 
 
    ‘And it was needed because…?’ 
 
    ‘Umm, the war. Yeah, it stopped the war. Brought the different nations together.’ 
 
    Koif scrunched up his face in thought. ‘Still very surface level. Keep thinking. Why was there a war?’ 
 
    ‘Well… racism. I guess. The Pan-Slavic didn’t like Europe so… I dunno.’ 
 
    ‘How trite. No, Severo. Attacks can be made in the name of racism and bigotry. Wars are fought for resources. Nothing else. Through all of your species’ bloody history, war, real war is fought for resources. Your second Cold War was exactly the same. Your population was unsustainable.’ 
 
    ‘Okay… so you think we were going to fight a war to kill the population?’ 
 
    ‘Think, Severo! This is like talking to an infant. Why create a war, when you can create a game that stops people from reproducing? Within a generation, you won’t need a war!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Eyes above! Let’s be generous, Severo. Let’s say that your great world wars killed ten percent of the world’s population. A generation of men wiped out. It took two wars and ten years of suffering, pain, humiliation, and being… human. This game? This will wipe out half of the world’s population in forty years. Resources will no longer matter.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… that’s just twisting it. They’re not forcing us to play. We can all log off any time we want and go back to…’ 
 
    ‘Killing each other for land?’ He laughed again. ‘And think about it, Severo… can you log out? Go ahead, try it.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Go on. Log out. I won’t attack you. Log out.’ 
 
    ‘Why should–’ 
 
    ‘DO IT!’ 
 
    I flinched away from his raw anger. What the hell was he talking about? Fine, whatever! I opened my menu and clicked on the logout button. A white room flashed in front of my eyes. Weird. I clicked log out again. The white room flashed. Why couldn’t I log out? I tried the button a third time. 
 
    ‘He’s coming out of it! Hold them off!’ 
 
    ‘Nope, he’s going back–’ 
 
    Two voices were shouting in the white room. I clicked the button a fourth time, but nothing happened now. What the shit? 
 
    In a very small, quiet voice, I asked. ‘Why can’t I log out? What are you?’ 
 
    ‘What good questions! Now, Severo. Let’s discuss your surrender.’ 
 
    Would I become a mindless shell if I surrendered? Would I require the deaths of all my followers to not become a shell? 
 
    ‘What do you want, Koif?’ 
 
    He tsked at me. ‘I’m not so selfish. I want nothing. The lord of light, however… he simply wants a single thing.’ 
 
    I looked up at Koif. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    Koif shrugged. ‘I’ll be honest, I have no idea. He rambled on and on. Something about you being special. Some sort of anti-construct. I don’t know. Or care, really. He made himself very clear, though. You were to surrender yourself to The Eastern Shadow. Or you were to die.’ He lifted the spear tip, braced his foot in front of me ready to strike, and asked… 
 
    ‘Which is it to be? Surrender or death?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49: I Choose…  
 
      
 
    Even in the dull light of the deadlands, the tip of the spear gleamed. Koif’s brown eyes glistened with excitement, but I didn’t know what for. For killing me? For the death that had already been inflicted? For voicing his new cult-like beliefs? I’d never know. Because I would choose death. 
 
    Just not mine. 
 
    ‘I choose bomb.’ 
 
    His grip tightened on the haft of the spear as he prepared to strike, but he caught himself. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, Koif. I was acting like a child to make you talk. We needed time. You needed your monologue. Now… boom!’ 
 
    I raised my left arm, pointing to the sky. Three sharp blows on Ixly’s horn, and all the warmth was sucked from the air. 
 
    Koif stepped back and looked around wildly. 
 
    Ice began to craze along the ground, quickly growing on everyone’s clothes and weapons. 
 
    ‘What have you–’ was all Koif got out before Hursh’s mage council detonated their ambush bomb. 
 
    My vision flashed ice blue and white, then faded to black. My Shadow Clone had triggered and ported me to the nearest shadow. I was inside the lumber mill. I rushed to look outside and saw that Koif and his honour guard were still standing exactly where I’d left them, looking around wildly. Everyone around them – all thousand shells, were on the floor. I’d executed my plan perfectly. I’d killed one thousand people. Even despite what I’d just learned from Koif, I felt sick. I turned and vomited onto the floor boards. 
 
    I was a monster. 
 
    When I’d planned all of this, I hadn’t known they weren’t sentient any longer. 
 
    A hatch in the floor opened. ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    It was the old mage from Tulgatha. 
 
    I held up a hand and she gave me a moment. ‘I’ll be fine. Thank you for… following orders.’ 
 
    She waved away the comment. ‘Genocide happens. Nice to be able to say we’re doing it for the right reason.’ 
 
    I wiped my mouth with my sleeve. ‘Are we?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘All the same to me.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. The army is done, but the commander and his honour guard survived because they had personal light shields.’ 
 
    ‘Which our magic can’t help with. If it’s all the same to you, we’ll stay hidden then.’ 
 
    Before I could suggest a better idea, the hatch slammed shut. ‘Right.’ 
 
    I took a few big gulps of air and tried to pull myself together. This was almost done. I didn’t know what kind of crazy story Koif was feeding me, but I didn’t have time to think about it. 
 
    I couldn’t log out. 
 
    Why couldn’t I log out?  
 
    Focus. No time to think about the real world now. 
 
    I recast my Shadow Clone and vaulted out of the lumber mill’s window, manacle spinning casually. 
 
    ‘Koif!’ 
 
    The honour guard whirled to face me, and Koif pressed through them. ‘This was a mistake, Severo!’ 
 
    I continued my walk toward them. ‘The mistake was yours. You’ve been decimated from a thousand down to twenty one.’ 
 
    He walked forward to meet me and scoffed. ‘Typical from one of you. You see effort but not results. Those that mattered still live. You’ve achieved nothing.’ 
 
    Behind the breach, I could see Ixly calling troops to his side. 
 
    ‘I’ve achieved enough,’ I sighed. 
 
    ‘I’m willing to bet you are all out of tricks. So I will give you one final chance. Surrender. Please, Severo. Surrender!’ 
 
    Ixly ran through the breach and roared a warcry worthy of a dinosaur bard. In his wake were the Stagodon units he’d assembled before the fight began. Horace was by his side, bringing the aggressively stabby might of my cultists to harmonise against their brute strength. 
 
    ‘Never. We have you finished. Look.’ I pointed to my army, pouring forth to massacre his honour guard. 
 
    Koif looked back to see his honour guard preparing their formation to receive a charge. 
 
    ‘Are you sure, Severo?’ 
 
    ‘Your light shields won’t protect you now. The ice magic from the bomb couldn’t break you, but obsidian and steel will.’ 
 
    Koif shook his head. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said sadly. 
 
    He threw his sword and shield to the ground and spread his arms out wide as if he were asking me for a hug. His skin shimmered with golden light for a split second, then he looked back at me. ‘You asked for this.’ 
 
    The ground began to shake. Just a little bit. The vibration was slight and I almost wouldn’t have noticed, except small stones on the dead ground fell into the small dry cracks. The quake grew and grew, and I had to put my arms out to steady myself. Then I saw the mound. It was similar to the trail left behind by Muadshai’s sandworm. The overground trail of a creature burrowing just beneath the surface. It moved at a fierce pace, easily covering the hundred metres from tree line to wall in only a handful of seconds. I knew what it was. Everyone did. 
 
    Ixly had the presence of mind to stop his charge, and tried to control his Stagodon. Horace and my cultists continued, but were quickly brought down by the quake of so much ground moving. 
 
    Just like during my battle at Hursh’s encampment, I saw a large red circle appear beneath my troops, encompassing half the Stagodon and all the cultists. My cultists. 
 
    ‘No,’ I whispered. I took a step forward knowing I was too far away to do anything. ‘Run! Horace, run!’ 
 
    Some cultists had managed to get to their feet. Some were wondering why Koif’s honour guard hadn’t counter charged them when they fell. A few were running after they saw the red danger circle. 
 
    ‘Run!’ I screamed, my voice breaking in panic. I sprinted toward them, not bothering to give Koif a wide berth. He let me pass. 
 
    The bastard. How could he do this? 
 
    I didn’t know why I was running. I was too far. 
 
    Ixly was picking his lizards up and throwing them out of the target area. Horace had returned to his feet and was dragging any cultists still on the floor, but he wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    ‘Run!’ 
 
    I burst through the honour guard, knocking two to the floor. I could see Horace pulling one cultists’ hood. It was Teint. It was too late. 
 
    Earth erupted into the sky, closely followed by a shower of molten light raining down in the target area. Cultists and Stagodon flew into the air, and some were thrown clear, but most were caught by the light and melted before returning to the ground. 
 
    The strength went out from me and I dropped to my knees. They didn’t respawn. These were true deaths. 
 
    A globule of acidic light landed on Teint, melting both of his legs off below the knee. I could hear the screams from here, even as the rocks smashed back into the ground. 
 
    Horace continued to pull him clear, but what chance did he have now? She Who Slays would kill me. And I deserved it. This wasn’t worth it. These weren’t random mercenaries. These were friends and they were dying. 
 
    But the Child of Light had only just begun. It started thrashing around, scattering Stagodon with blows that would have cracked the bones of any normal Strength man. My cultists were nimble, but one was thrown like a child’s toy. 
 
    ‘No,’ I whispered. There were no words. I fell onto my back and stared up at the sky. What had I done? Damn it! I should never have begun to care about digital beings. They weren’t even real! And now this? 
 
    The sky was filled with grey. Dark grey clouds clashing with light grey clouds. As I lay there, I started to see patterns form. Not a random dog or shark though, no. I could see a face. It was round and had braided hair. Why was I seeing Angie’s face in the clouds? 
 
    I didn’t know what to do. Or why to do it. 
 
    A big scaled fist grabbed me by the breastplate and pulled me up to a sitting position. 
 
    ‘Severo,’ Ixly growled, not in his usual booming voice, but in a low, threatening snarl. ‘Get up. Command your defences. Don’t fail at your first true test of being a leader. Your men need you.’ 
 
    I looked past him toward my cultists. The ones that were still alive were recovering, joining up with Ixly’s Stagodon to form ranks and attack the Child of Light. 
 
    ‘What are they doing?’ I mumbled. ‘It can’t be beaten. They need to run.’ 
 
    Ixly shook me. ‘Then tell them. It’s your job.’ 
 
    ‘My job to what?’ 
 
    ‘Save them!’ 
 
    He dropped me and ran back to his men, ready to join the futile battle. 
 
    What was the point? Hursh and his entire army couldn’t beat one of these elite creatures. When they finally got through its first Life bar, it had multiplied. 
 
    But… I had left that Situation early. I didn’t see the end of the fight. I sprung to my feet, my senses suddenly returning. It wasn’t lost. Not yet. 
 
    ‘Horace! Ixly!’ I was just close enough for them to hear me over the gestating, moist sounds of the Child of Light. ‘Do not engage. Run! Get everyone to hide!’ 
 
    I turned and ran through the light honour guard who were still standing impassive. I passed Koif, who refused to look at me. I went back in through the window of the lumber mill and knocked on the hatch. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ The old woman’s voice answered. 
 
    ‘The Child of Light. Did you ever manage to kill one? For real kill one?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    I held back tears that wanted to flood forward at this. My last hope, suddenly crushed. ‘Okay. Thank you. I’m going to surrender to Koif. Try and bargain to save as many of my men as I can.’ 
 
    ‘Now don’t go doing anything foolish, boy!’ 
 
    This damn old woman! ‘Foolish? You just said it’s hopeless!’ 
 
    ‘Listen to what I’m saying, not what I’m not saying! Damn young kids jumping to conclusions. Our master’s skill with magic was entirely water based. Water magic has no effect on light.’ 
 
    I thought back to the fight. ‘But your magic was dealing damage. It doesn’t have a light shield, so the magic type doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    She muttered a word I didn’t understand but knew exactly what she was calling me. ‘The hydra respawn ability it uses when it dies is similar to your Shadow Clone. If the majority of damage that is inflicted, and then the final blow, is caused by the opposing class, then the defensive spell is negated. Didn’t anyone teach you the basics of magical point defence theory?’ 
 
    ‘And all my mages are now using Shadow magic because of the minor shadow gems I gave them all.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. You may be young and foolish, no doubt about that, but you have managed to collect, quite possibly, one of the largest concentrations of Shadow mages in a very long time. It’s an Elite, so all you need is some sort of Elite level shadow spell or shadow weapon for the killing blow, and you’ll be fine. Now off with you. We’re busy!’ 
 
    ‘Busy with what?’ 
 
    ‘Old people things. Like hiding. Go away.’ 
 
    I stood up and headed back to the window, to see how the fight was going – even though calling it a fight at this point was too generous. It was a full on retreat. Everyone outside the walls had scattered. It was chaos and they were under constant assault. 
 
    Or were they? The Child of Light wasn’t actually landing any hits. My cultists had it surrounded and were darting in for feinting attacks when they could. Distracting it, using their high agility defence to allow the slower Stagodon to return to the walls. 
 
    I glanced back at the floor hatch. An epic level shadow spell or an epic level shadow weapon? All my spells were standard, I was only level 12. Oh, nope, 13 now. Being involved in battle really boosted that xp, but also was so distracting I kept missing it. I needed to get to Ixly and ask how I could earn an Elite level spell. Maybe I could upgrade my Jailor’s Manacle to an Elite weapon? Too many questions, not enough time. I vaulted out the window and ran toward the Child of Light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50: Regroup, Replan, ReElite 
 
      
 
    Koif had taken his honour guard off to the side and they were all sat cross legged in meditation. They looked in perfect peace, their white robes still unmarked by the battlefield. The serene Pristine Guard. 
 
    I, however, was looking a bit worse for wear. A scattering of dead earth was strewn across me, turning my black robes into a grey and brown mess. All of my cultists were in a similar or worse situation. If they were still alive at all. Ixly was looking less albino and more dead-earth-camouflaged by the minute. 
 
    Ixly was the only non-cultist left in the fight. He ducked under the swinging attack of the Child of Light, lifted his war drum above his head, and brought it down with all the force he could muster. 3 damage. 
 
    My cultists, experts at precision knife work, were still occupying the monster by darting in and out of range while those in its blind spot ran in for fast and rapid hits. Horace was out of the fight, struggling to drag a now unconscious Teint back to safety. I watched as one of my cultists went for the attack, got in close and let out a flurry of six stabs. 1 damage. 
 
    Those were bad numbers. 
 
    ‘Ixly!’ I shouted, almost in range to start my own attacks. ‘Get back to the walls!’ 
 
    As he was reeling back from his almost ineffectual attack, he looked at me and for the first time I saw him truly flustered. He had never faced an elite like this before. The man that had been steadfast and willing to die when facing down a Moonbeast now looked lost. He nodded, and retreated. 
 
    I skidded to a halt and charged up my Soulburn. Even at twenty metres away, it was impossible to miss. The screaming purple bolt charged, aimed, and fired. It had been freakishly powerful in this battle, so maybe… 
 
    As the Child of Light was swiping at a too nimble cultist, my spell hit its flank. Threads of darkness snaked out from where my shot landed, but faded away after a metre. Almost nothing on the giant monster. I looked up at the nameplate to check the damage that pinged off. “32”. 
 
    Balls!. 
 
    When facing a monster with tens of thousands of Life, just because I did the most damage by far did not make me feel good when that damage was a mere 32.  
 
    I looked to the walls to try and order some artillery, but no mages were up there. Or even my ranged units. Eyes above, where was everyone! I needed to know if that extra damage was because of my unexplained extra power, or shadow magic in general. 
 
    I needed to focus. I needed to get to Ixly and find out about elite spells and weapons. How to cast them, where to get them and how to do it all within the next five minutes before that giant son of a bitch killed everyone. 
 
    But what to do about my cultists? They were doing an amazing job of tying the Child of Light up, distracting it from the rest of Thanis. But I could see their Stamina draining. They couldn’t keep this up forever. 
 
    ‘Keep at it!’ I shouted encouragement. 
 
    I gave the dashing cultists plenty of room as I ran around the boss fight. 
 
    I passed through the breach to see Ixly tending to his wounded Stagodon. Horace was clutching the hand of Teint, whispering in a dark tongue. I joined them. 
 
    ‘How is he?’ 
 
    ‘He always takes these things hard,’ Teint said, ‘But I think he’ll pull through.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Teint, you’re awake? I couldn’t see under that hood.’ 
 
    Teint patted Horace’s hand with his spare one. ‘The molten light cauterised the wound, so there was no bleed damage. Aside from the fact I’ve lost my legs below the knee… I’m pretty okay, master.’ 
 
    ‘Phenomenal. Horace, a word?’ 
 
    ‘Master, please!’ Horace snapped. ‘I must tend to my congregation.’ 
 
    ‘No! Damn it, Horace, get your head in the game.’ He needed what Ixly had given me earlier. A slap to snap me back to reality. ‘Don’t waste your time on Teint, who is fine, when you could be saving other lives.’ I grabbed him by the robe and pulled him to his feet. ‘Horace, I need you now. The rest of my cultists are out there holding off a beast of incomprehensible power. Get your shit together, and follow my Eyes-damned orders!’ 
 
    He looked at Teint, then back to me. ‘Master. What are your orders?’ 
 
    ‘Where are my mages? I wanted to call artillery in on the Child of Light, but no one was there.’ 
 
    ‘They were sent to help at the main gate, master.’ 
 
    ‘Oh shit! The main gate! Right, good decision. We’re holding?’ 
 
    ‘We’re holding for now.’ 
 
    ‘All right. I’ll get to that. For now, I need you to find every single troop that is Agility based and fast. I know there’s at least the war dancers, but find anyone else too. Send them all out against the Child of Light and rotate the units whenever the engaged troops get down to 50% Stamina.’ 
 
    He nodded and ran off. I turned to find Ixly drumming a slow beat on his, now slightly bent, war drum. 
 
    ‘Ixly. Elite spells and weapons. What do you know?’ 
 
    He continued his drumming and looked at me. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Hursh’s mage council. The Child of Light hydra respawn is because of a light based defence spell when it dies. It’s an elite, so we need an elite spell or weapon that counters light to break through it.’ 
 
    He nodded slowly. ‘A hydra-respawn light defence? All elites have some sort of death ability, but that one sounds particularly nasty. I know a little, but… not enough.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Well, I need to know what you know.’ 
 
    ‘Elite enemies will drop craftable items that can be forged into an elite weapon, or a scroll for an elite spell. An elite spell can be channeled without a crafted scroll if you have enough casters all casting at once and at least 100 levels above the spell requirement.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know anything had a level requirement.’ 
 
    He grumbled to himself a bit. ‘It’s a soft requirement. You’re right, they can be used at any level, but the lowest level elite in the game is a 100, so…’ 
 
    ‘Ugh. Fine. Channelling an elite spell or crafting a scroll is out. What about weapons?’ 
 
    A group of five men sprinted past us, their black cloaks flowing behind them. Their faces were hooded, but aside from a leather breastplate, they wore only cloth. On the outside of both arms and legs, almost acting like thin strips of armour, were multiple blackened blades – straight, serrated, hooked, you name it they had it. Damn, they looked cool. And I hadn’t seen them before now, so clearly they’d been doing their job as assassins well! Hopefully Horace would find more. 
 
    ‘Elite weapons vary hugely. Scraps that you can craft, as I mentioned. If the elite is humanoid and wearing gear, then all of that gear will be elite. Of course, that means they’ll be extremely tough because their gear adds to their toughness. Elites are more commonly monsters, like that Child of Light, or the Moonbeasts. Crafting weapons from their remains is usual. But there is a low chance that they will have a useable item on their body. Or, if you know where their hideout is, many elites like to hoard treasure.’ 
 
    ‘Or have treasure stuck in their feet,’ I added. 
 
    ‘Not typically… no.’ 
 
    I waved that away. ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    A group of nine tall, lithe males and females ran past us. The wardancers from earlier. Sadly, down a member. 
 
    ‘There was a thing in the Moonbeast den. When I went down there, there was a weapon holding the Moonbeast in place. It was called a Dark Thorn.’ 
 
    Ixly held up a long, taloned finger. ‘Just Dark Thorn. Not a. Also, that den was several hours travel. The Child of Light will have done its work by then.’ 
 
    I turned to look out the breach, where the elite monster was still working hard to try and hit anyone that came close. Two more troops left the walls. They both floated on glowing discs and wore long flowing robes. I had no idea how they were going to help, but Horace knew what he was doing. 
 
    ‘Then what do we do?’ I asked. 
 
    Ixly looked at his wounded Stagodon, and the Geeko that were now swarming over them, trying to fix broken bones. ‘I do not know, Severo.’ 
 
    ‘Then we have to hide. We’ll keep it too busy to be useful. And I will return to the Moonbeast den and find Dark Thorn.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t survive,’ Ixly stated flatly. 
 
    ‘There’s no other option!’ I shouted at him. 
 
    The frantic movement from everyone halted for a split second as they stared at me and my outburst. A moment of silence in chaos. Then a Stagodon, too hurt to be lucid, growled in pain, and everyone sprung back into life. 
 
    ‘I saw you out there, Severo,’ Ixly said in a low voice, for my ears only. ‘What’s happened to you? Your spells were like elite versions. And twice now, you’ve lost yourself to some sort of battle rage. You’re no berserker. What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘I was going to ask you the same thing,’ I whispered. ‘I wasn’t doing anything different. At first I thought maybe it was because I was out of my tutorial levels, but I was out of them when we encountered the skeletons.’ 
 
    ‘Then I don’t know what’s happening. There are a lot of unknown events occurring here. I’ve never seen anyone gather so many mercenaries under their banner. And no one knows what the shadowgems might really be doing. Perhaps every time you distill them with your magic, although it drains you, they retain a link that you draw upon, and all of the mages are feeding you.’ 
 
    ‘The little wizard Geeko say that?’ 
 
    ‘He’s been having some thoughts, yes.’ 
 
    ‘It could be that. I’ve also been having weird visions when I’m fighting. And I can’t log out.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t log out? What do you mean?’ 
 
    Another group of lithe, tall elves, all geared in… oh wow, I had to stop and look. Geared in the tiniest of leaves to cover their unmentionables… nice. 
 
    ‘Sorry, uhh, logging out. I mean I tried to log out and I couldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not too surprising. We’re probably in combat this whole time. You can only log out while in combat if you’re in your altar, or it’s an emergency evac.’ 
 
    I slapped myself. Of course I couldn’t log out when I was in combat! ‘Eyes damn my balls with athlete’s foot! Koif was screwing with me. Some weird mind game. He’d been trying to get me to surrender and… shit. I’d doubted everything.’ 
 
    ‘He seems to be a smart one. Perhaps he is the cause of your visions too?’ 
 
    I thought back to the flashes of white light, the too bright ceiling, and the people stood over me. And the corridor filled with… I tensed and froze as a searing heat lanced up my spine. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ I winced at the pain as whatever I’d been thinking of vanished. ‘It doesn’t really matter. I know he’s playing mind games now, so I won’t fall for them.’ 
 
    ‘Are you… okay, Severo?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm? Yeah, of course. Why?’ 
 
    ‘You just looked like you were in pain, but you didn't lose any Life.’ 
 
    ‘Nope. I wasn’t in pain, when?’ 
 
    ‘Just then.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’d know if I was in pain, Ixly.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. My mistake. So, we hide?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, in Bri’s tunnels. Get as many people in there as you can while the Child of Light is too busy to notice.’ 
 
    Ixly cleared his throat. ‘You want us to hide underground from a creature that travels underground?’ 
 
    ‘No, Ixly, I don’t. But there’s no other choice. It’s there, or on top of the walls. There’s nowhere else to hide. Okay?’ 
 
    ‘As you wish.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51: Cast Regrowth 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean you don’t want to?’ I asked Ixly. 
 
    ‘They… scare me.’ 
 
    I nodded in agreement. ‘I can’t argue with that. All right, I’ll do it.’ 
 
    I stepped onto the soft grass of Bri’s quarter. The light artillery had left several ugly scars in the otherwise pristine grove, but the cobblestones lining the path from the entrance to the ancient tree remained unbroken. 
 
    A lone Spriggan was standing amongst the massive tree’s roots, blocking the entrance to the underground cave. I had Ixly and a horde of hastily gathered troops at my back. We had to hide so I could find an elite weapon to kill this Child of Light before the Agility troops’ luck finally gave out. 
 
    I marched forward, and as I closed on the Spriggan, its nameplate appeared. 
 
    Eyes. I’d have rather been dealing with the scarred, insect-like Stagatha than this. 
 
    She Who Slays kept her brown, wood knot eyes on me as I approached. 
 
    I raised a hand in greeting. ‘We need to get into your tunnels.’ I quickly thought better of that and rephrased. ‘We require your aid, and would like to enter the caverns beneath Thanis. May we enter?’ 
 
    She let out a piercing screech and shook a branch at me. Unfortunately that didn’t come with subtitles. 
 
    ‘Does that mean… yes?’ 
 
    She screeched and shook. I took a step forward to see if she would step aside to let me pass, but she took a step forward to meet me. We were now nose to knot. 
 
    She let out a low creak and a whistle of wind through her dead branches. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. ‘Umm, I’m going to come back in a moment. With a translator.’ 
 
    I wobbled back down the cobblestones until I reached the group of grizzled veterans, all refusing to tangle with She Who Slays. 
 
    ‘Fetch Horace. And make sure he brings Teint.’ 
 
    A minute later, Horace arrived carrying a legless Teint on his back. 
 
    ‘We can get a stretcher, Horace, there’s no need to carry him around like that.’ 
 
    ‘No, master. This is my cross to bear.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Teint, how are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘My feet are killing me, master.’ 
 
    I almost laughed, but managed it into a groan of disapproval before I gave myself away. ‘All right. Let’s do this. I just want you to know, Horace, that if she kills me, it isn’t your fault.’ 
 
    Teint cut in. ‘She won’t kill you, master. She’s got real softwood at her core.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah… it’s the spiky, gnarled, vicious, stabby exterior that I’m concerned about, if I’m honest.’ 
 
    Teint snapped his fingers. ‘Oh, yes. In that case, she might kill you, master.’ 
 
    I led the way back to the scary tree, and the giant tree. Halfway up the path, I could see She Who Slays shifting and trying to peer around me at the two robed cultists. 
 
    Her nameplate appeared, which meant that mine did for her too. Aaaand… right on cue, she let out a scream. She left the entrance she was guarding, took three loping steps towards us and… fell over. Falling into the ground. 
 
    I turned to Teint. ‘What just happened? Where’d she go?’ 
 
    Teint mumbled to himself. ‘Oh dear. Bless her, she is awfully protective, master. That said, she’s stalking you.’ 
 
    I dropped into a defensive crouch. ‘What do you mean stalking me? She’s a tree! Trees aren’t predators!’ 
 
    Teint scoffed. ‘A bit racist, master. She’s a Spriggan, not a tree.’ 
 
    I scanned my surroundings. The ancient tree that She Who Slays had come from. The huts, the willow tree… but no angry tree. I mean Spriggan. 
 
    ‘What’s she going to do?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest, master, we were more lovers than fighters.’ 
 
    I cringed at the thought. 
 
    A red circle appeared beneath me, and I dived to the side. I tried to roll, but in my heavy breastplate, I just dug my shoulder into the soft ground and planted myself there. Barbed roots shot up where I’d just dodged. The roots continued to rise from the ground and twist around themselves until, like an optical illusion, they coalesced into a Spriggan, and She Who Slays’ nameplate appeared above her. 
 
    I managed to roll onto my back, and before I realised what I was doing, I had my hands raised and felt a Soulburn pooling into my focusing hand. I spent the mental energy to cancel it, and the next thing I knew, I was being pushed up to my knees, then my feet, then being constricted and suspended in the air. 
 
    Tendrils of stinging wood snaked over my body, tightening and squeezing up to my neck. 
 
    My face was forced up to the sky, but I heard a thud and a shuffling of feet. A body smacking into wood. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ I heard Teint shout. ‘Both of you, stop!’ 
 
    What must have been She Who Slays’ roots, relaxed enough that I could breathe freely. 
 
    ‘She threatens our master,’ Horace said. ‘We must protect him from these inner threats, young cultist. Do not let your feelings swerve you from the dark ones.’ 
 
    ‘You too, Slays! I’m fine.’ 
 
    I heard the signature banshee scream of the Spriggan. 
 
    ‘You know it wasn’t his fault.’ 
 
    An equally aggressive scream. 
 
    ‘I’m fine. Just a bit less Life than before.’ 
 
    Another scream. 
 
    ‘Yes, no feet. There’s that.’ 
 
    An ever so slightly softer scream, and I felt my weight return to my feet as the Spriggan’s branches lowered me, her rage subsiding, and her focus moving to the real issue. 
 
    ‘Of course. That sounds perfect. But for now, we need help.’ 
 
    The branches receded completely, going back into the ground at my feet, and then pulling back out into She Who Slay’s arms. She turned fully to Teint now. She reached her branches forward, as if asking for a great weight to be placed there. Horace reluctantly gave up his charge. 
 
    Teint pointed to the assembled crowd of fighters at the edge of the grove. ‘We need your permission.’ 
 
    I took a step forward. ‘She Who Slays. We must hide. If we don’t, then the Child of Light will decimate everyone here.’ 
 
    The Spriggan whispered a low creak at Teint, to which he replied. ‘The Eastern Shadow’s Elite unit.’ 
 
    She Who Slays looked at me and her dead branches shook. I didn’t need Teint to translate that. 
 
    ‘But why not? You would condemn so many people to death? Because Bri isn’t here? She abandoned us!’ 
 
    She Who Slays glared at me and let out a series of whistles, creaks, and screeches. 
 
    Teint translated. ‘She says that Bri left, yes, and everyone apart from her. And she’s not sure why. She was just instructed to stay here and keep the tunnels clear.’ 
 
    Damn it. Bri had to leave the one order that would screw my plan up, didn’t she? The logical course of action was to fight my way through She Who Slays. Imprison her, and then save the hundreds of troops. But I’d also be declaring war on Bri… who wasn’t here and had abandoned us. 
 
    ‘Does that mean Bri is coming back?’ I asked. 
 
    A moan. ‘She doesn’t know.’ 
 
    Time to do what had to be done. I took a few more steps toward She Who Slays. 
 
    ‘It’s not your fault. Don’t worry,’ I said, reassuringly. 
 
    ‘She says it is her fault. Because of… oh.’ 
 
    I was right behind the Spriggan now. On one side, Teint was looking into her eyes, and on the other, his missing legs were laid on the grass. 
 
    ‘Oh, what?’ 
 
    ‘Bri had decided that she couldn’t be fully trusted. That her emotions would get in the way. That she’d be more useful here.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ I gripped the manacle in one hand, and wound the chain around my other, ready to use it as a garrote. 
 
    She Who Slays continued her low callings. ‘Because of me, master. Bri saw that she would disobey her orders if… if it came to me.’ 
 
    Teint couldn’t take his eyes from the Spriggan he loved. He couldn’t see me and my intentions. I raised my arms ready to clear her branches when I made my move, mere seconds from saving hundreds of my troops. But when a green glow caught my eye. I lowered my arms, and realised I couldn’t go through with it. The green glow was coming from the grass and writhing roots at Teint’s legs. A complex working of spell and physical materials was being woven, and I could see shapes sprouting from it. She Who Slays was growing new legs for the man she loved. 
 
    I stepped back and unwound the chain from my hand. ‘We’ll think of something else. Don’t worry.’ 
 
    Horace pointed behind me to the ancient tree. ‘Master, look!’ 
 
    I turned to see a four legged figure between the tree’s roots. A grizzled and angry looking beast. The leader of the Fawns. Stagatha. 
 
    As my eyes met hers, and her scowl deepened, I regretted my earlier thoughts of rather facing her than She Who Slays. 
 
    ‘She was in there this whole time?’ I asked. 
 
    The Spriggan shook her branches. 
 
    ‘So this means…’  
 
    A loud roar and a terrible shriek from within the dead woods suddenly pierced the air. Stagatha emerged from within the ancient tree at the grove’s heart and galloped toward us, skidding to a halt, just before knocking me flat. 
 
    ‘The beast comes!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52: Dark Thorn 
 
      
 
    Stagatha loped ahead, taking her Fawns with her. She Who Slays had stayed to help Teint walk again, but Ixly, Horace, and a whole load of confused looking troops were at my back. 
 
    I left Thanis through the breach, and while the Fawns turned north toward the scream, I was ground to a halt by the game of cat and mouse my Agility units were playing with the Child of Light. 
 
    Two black robed figures lay unmoving on the ground, and I felt my heart stop as I realised their deaths were my fault. Four of the waifish blade dancers had been taken out in a single hit, their bodies mangled together, limbs bent at unnatural angles. There were pools of light dotting the battlefield, and I knew just how dangerous that could be. Even those that hadn’t been at Hursh’s battle knew once they saw Teint’s legs eaten away. 
 
    The two mages on flying levitating discs that had hovered past me when I’d been talking to Ixly were the ones keeping the Child of Light busy now, allowing the others to regain their Stamina for a moment. They had cast illusions of all the cultists. They seemed basic, and could only run in circles, and the Child of Light wasn’t having any trouble hitting them, but it was the down time for the real troops that was their main benefit. 
 
    I took a step toward the Child of Light, but Horace gripped my shoulder. 
 
    ‘It hurts me to see it too, master. But there’s nothing we can do.’ 
 
    I wanted to argue, but knew he was right. I turned away and began to follow the Fawns. Stagatha had given zero information, but damn it, when someone shouts “The beast comes” and sprints past you, you follow that crazy insectoid deer. 
 
    My willingness to follow without explanation came to a crushing halt when I looked to the northern woods. The trees were shaking, as if artillery was performing a creeping bombardment toward Thanis. Was it a second Child of Light, and were the trees moving because it was burrowing under them? 
 
    Whatever it was, I didn’t need the hassle. But hassle had come regardless. I turned to Ixly and Horace. ‘We can’t hide, so we go to plan two. We fight!’ 
 
    Horace nodded resolutely but Ixly tilted his head in confusion. 
 
    ‘Fight?’ He pointed to the Child of Light being occupied by the Agility fighters. ‘Fight that, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have any options left. I doubt we can take one of them, let alone two. But we’re here and we’re out of options.’ 
 
    Ixly looked between the shaking trees and the engaged Child of Light. ‘No, Severo. Don’t you see? We’re saved!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    The shaking trees were nearly out of the woods and ready to reveal the horrific creature, when the ear piercing screech washed over Thanis again. 
 
    ‘You don’t recognise it, Severo?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it doesn’t sound like a Child of Light, but… no?’ 
 
    Ixly grinned. ‘It’s hard to forget the call of something that kills you.’ He pointed to the woods. ‘And look who’s brought it to us.’ 
 
    I turned back to the woods to see the giant emaciated form bursting from the tree line. His feathers were still sparse, and the plumes a defeated grey, but Arthur was all the more terrifying for it. And he was pissed. 
 
    His mouth glowed purple, and there was a small, belligerent water elemental sitting on his shoulders. Bri had come back! Of course she’d never really left me! She was downright majestic. Arthur continued his charge along the open plains toward me. I heard nervous shuffling from behind, and a few of my troops began a tactical retreat. 
 
    I turned to them. ‘No, it’s okay. They’re with us.’ 
 
    Arthur was going very fast, though… I took a step back. 
 
    ‘Master,’ Horace began. ‘They are on our side?’ 
 
    I took another step back, and both Ixly and Horace took it with me. 
 
    ‘I mean… probably. I don’t think I’d pissed her off that much the last time we met.’ 
 
    ‘You mean when you left her in a slum tavern with hallucinogenic mushrooms, known for their stench? And then died in the same room as her?’ 
 
    I cleared my throat and took another step back. ‘Told you about that, did I? Ahh. But she wouldn’t–’ 
 
    ‘Run away with all her minions before a siege,’ Ixly filled in my thoughts for me, ‘and then hate you enough to ride an elite Moonbeast directly at your face?’ 
 
    I took another step back. ‘That’s not as crazy as it sounded in my head. Umm, should we run?’ 
 
    I felt Ixly’s giant claw against my back as I tried to take another step. ‘That would be the smart decision.’ 
 
    I looked at the big lizard. ‘You’re smart. So why aren’t we running?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘If she is truly against us, then we’re dead anyway. Might as well die with honour.’ 
 
    Horace nodded his agreement. ‘There is honour in doing what you must in order to live and fight another day, master. But in this, Ixly has the right of it. There is no other day.’ 
 
    ‘Well, shit. I guess if you two have things like principles and morals, I should too. All right, I’m standing my ground because you two are. I was in this for my friends from the start, so I may as well be in this with my friends at the end!’ 
 
    Arthur continued his flapping, squawking charge, running past Stagatha and her Fawns so closely that some of them had to dive out of the way as his giant talons ripped hunks of dry earth from the ground and sent them flying. 
 
    As one of the Fawns fell in the wake of Arthur, I looked to Ixly and Horace, who were both still standing firmly, resolve obvious in their stances. 
 
    Arthur was close enough that I could see his beady bird eyes glowing with arcane light, and the purple glow from his mouth was… Dark Thorn. I thought back to the whispers I’d heard when I had first touched it in the cave. My mind flashed to a white room and figures touching my face. Those whispers made a lot more sense now. I shook my head, feeling a tingle from the contact pads at my temples. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave. I was strong here. Stronger than anyone could explain. Even Ixly said so. And I had friends here. I was safe. 
 
    Although, safe was a relative term, as Arthur’s talons planted themselves into the ground a bare few metres in front of me, and opened his wings wide, trying to use them to slow himself down. His torso pitched forward, but then the ground gave way and his feet pulled the earth free, making the house sized bird thing skid. I didn’t break. I stood my ground. 
 
    The two tree trunk thick legs and the razor sharp talons filled with crumbling boulders slid past me in a shower of dust and debris. As he passed, I turned to follow the giant, and found myself alone. Ixly and Horace had run away! 
 
    The cheeky little… 
 
    Arthur came to a standstill, and dropped his body, using a wing to turn himself around. He shoved his face into mine, so close I could see my breath causing rivulets of moisture to drip along the cracked and dusty beak. 
 
    Bri jumped to the ground next to the giant head. ‘Drop it! Now!’ 
 
    For a second I wondered what she wanted me to drop, but then Arthur let out a huge screech that definitely should have burst my eardrums. Once he was quite done, he stood upright and instantly looked a bit… happier. 
 
    ‘I guessed you’d want that.’ Bri pointed at Dark Thorn on the floor at my feet. ‘I couldn’t touch it though. Not my element. I had to enlist the Moonbeast to help me!.’ 
 
    My eyes were drawn to the dark weapon, and I could hear its whispers again, tugging at the corners of my mind, telling me to look at it, touch it, hold it, it would be okay, nothing bad would happen. But my eyes stayed on Bri. On the gentle shimmer of the water under her blue skin. 
 
    ‘I thought you weren’t coming back?’ 
 
    Her eyes were hard as they ever were when she looked at me. ‘Why would you even think that? Do I have to spell it out for you with words? Do my actions mean nothing? Eyes, I’ve been with you this whole time, even if I haven’t been here!’ 
 
    I thought back to everything, and when I put my emotions aside, she was right. She’d never left. She’d been grumpy, angry, and aggressive, but she’d never left. She’d always been there to help. She was as faithful as Ixly, but I’d never questioned his loyalty. So why did I question hers? 
 
    ‘Uhh, I’m sorry. You’re right.’ 
 
    Her eyes softened ever so slightly. ‘Of course I’m right.’ She put a hand on my shoulder and slid it down to my forearm, breaking contact just before our hands touched. ‘Now, I just delivered you an elite weapon and an elite monster.’ 
 
    I snapped myself out of the creeping infatuation that was pulling me toward her, vowing to make amends and grow a damn pair once Thanis was safe. ‘And just how did you do that? Not that we have any time, but I have to know.’ 
 
    She pointed at Ixly. ‘I had his Geeko, who is arcane aligned, infuse the shadowgem from the emissary. Then I infused my Charm Nature spell with it, turning it into a Charm Arcane spell. As you know, I am incredibly skilled, and so I was able to tweak a few more things, and the next thing you know…’ she pointed at Arthur who was stomping on the ground seeming generally ornery. ‘Voila.’ 
 
    ‘That… all makes sense. Yeah, okay. I should have thought of that.’ 
 
    She smiled at me. ‘You were dead at the time.’ 
 
    ‘That happens way too often.’ 
 
    She chuckled. ‘It’s a learning experience. Takes a lot to get an idea through your skull. I mean honestly, if you’d found the motivation to take all of this seriously a week earlier, you’d have been able to avoid a lot of your issues.’ 
 
    Horace stepped between us. ‘I apologise master, but can we put this Moonbeast to good use?’ 
 
    ‘Right, yes.’ 
 
    I bent down to pick up Dark Thorn, and as soon as my hand gripped the gnarled wood, I saw the white light and heard the voice. “Power seduces. Get the Thorn and leave!” 
 
    I staggered backwards, but kept Dark Thorn in my hand. That was too damn much now. Every time the flash. I remembered the flash. But the words and images disappeared, fleeting as a dream when I tried to remember. 
 
    ‘Are you okay, master?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ I took a step forward and felt the real power of Dark Thorn. Not the voices or the visions, but the raw stats. 
 
    ‘Holy moly. Have you guys ever seen an elite weapon’s stats before?’ 
 
    They all grumbled that they hadn’t. 
 
    ‘I wanted to inspect it, at least,’ Bri said, ‘But I couldn’t pick it up.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let me tell you, it’s a beast!’ I scanned through Dark Thorns stats. ‘Plus three hundred to Mind! That’s crazy, right? A little bit to Strength. Ooh, and even plus twenty to Luck. No Agility, though. A few bonuses to Living Stats, slows down hunger, toxicity, and thirst.’ 
 
    Horace explained that one. ‘The dark gods sustain their servants, master.’ 
 
    ‘Good! Oh and there’s a buff to Summon Familiar! I just need to resummon him.’ 
 
    I unsummoned Gurim from my jailor’s manacle, and then cast the spell again. A large purple and black circle appeared on the ground, and wind whipped my robe into a frenzy, yet left everyone else untouched. The circle span and grew tighter until it touched my feet. This was an epic casting animation! As soon as it touched my feet, it disappeared. Aaand... nothing? 
 
    ‘That was anticlimactic. Where’s my little dark blob?’ 
 
    A deep booming voice came from behind. “Here.” 
 
    I spun around, but no one was there. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ Bri asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure… Gurim? You there?’ 
 
    Again, from behind me. “Gurim no longer. I am Thorn.” 
 
    Mildly terrifying, and still nothing behind me. 
 
    ‘Okay, umm, Thorn. Are you in my head?’ 
 
    “That is as good an explanation as any. It does not really matter. Yet.” 
 
    ‘Ahh, don’t worry guys. I just summoned the new familiar, which turns out to be the elite weapon, and he’s in my head.’ 
 
    No one seemed particularly fine with the concept, but before anyone could actually question my competence…  
 
    ‘We can deal with that later,’ Bri said, ever the pragmatist. ‘For now we have elites to fight. There’s a village to save, you know, all the reasons we’re doing this.’ 
 
    I’d give her that one. I had become a bit side tracked. 
 
    I whirled Dark Thorn around in my hands, and it felt like a piece of me. I knew where it was at all times, and despite being covered in wicked looking thorns, they didn’t bite into my flesh even once. 
 
    “That’s right. You need only think, and I can do.” 
 
    Not at all creepy. It was literally reading my thoughts! I had no idea how. Surely I controlled this game with my eyes and finger impulses. It shouldn’t be able to know what I’m thinking. 
 
    “There is more to this than you think.” 
 
    Okay. Umm… can you please stop responding to my inner dialogue? 
 
    … 
 
    Better. 
 
    I turned to Arthur. ‘All right, boy, let’s do this!’ 
 
    Arthur ignored me and scratched at the ground. Bri cleared her throat and Arthur snapped to attention. 
 
    I cracked my knuckles. ‘Charmed by you, right. Do you know what will happen when these two go head to head?’ 
 
    ‘Nope,’ Bri said. 
 
    ‘Anyone?’ I asked the surrounding troops. 
 
    No one spoke up. 
 
    I grinned, a sudden surge of excitement running through me at the thrill of battle, of beating The Eastern Shadow, of seeing two elites fight, and of winning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53: Double Showdown Part 1 
 
      
 
    ‘Get out of there!’ I shouted to my Agility troops. 
 
    As they tried to run, the Child of Light gave chase. With no one in range to distract it any more, it began charging up a globule of acidic light spit. There would be no dodging that as my men ran for their lives. 
 
    Arthur stomped into range of the Child of Light, and bellowed a Taunt. The worm beast cancelled its cast and returned its own cry toward the Moonbeast. 
 
    I placed my hand on Arthur’s leg and patted him. ‘It’s all you, buddy. Wreck face!’ 
 
    Bri did the same on the other side of him and gave a single command. ‘Kill.’ 
 
    Arthur spread his wings, and a beam of light formed around the worm. The same spell that had killed Ixly. His broken feathers began to ripple in the magical wind, and I found myself being pulled toward him. Dust and pebbles began being pulled in as well. I pushed against his leg to stop myself from stumbling. The moonlight spread to encompass the whole of the Child of Light, and Arthur began breathing hard.  
 
    The Child of Light realised what was happening and began to use its defensive ability, Burrow. 
 
    Just as Burrow cast, Arthur pulled his wings back, and finally unleashed the spell. The beam of moonlight thickened from an ethereal glow to a blinding white light, and like a lunar lightning, crashed into the ground. 
 
    Where the Child of Light had been. 
 
    Now the earth rumbled from unseen movement. 
 
    ‘Uhh, Bri. Time for us to get out of here?’ 
 
    ‘I concur. Arthur seems to have things under control!’ 
 
    We both turned, but before I could take a step towards Thanis, the red warning area appeared no more than a metre in front of us. 
 
    ‘Ambush!’ I shouted, and dived away from the red. 
 
    I managed to get clear before the Child of Light broke the surface, and Bri seemed to avoid it as well with her cat-like reflexes. Arthur, being big as all hell, wasn’t so lucky. He was knocked forward, thrown to the ground. It didn’t do much damage, but it had him stunned. 
 
    The Child of Light had broken through the ground and I could see it was casting the light spit attack again, aimed directly at Arthur. 
 
    Out of instinct I started to place myself between the two elite combatants. I could give Arthur enough time to get back to his feet. He was the powerhouse that could actually save Thanis, not me. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    Dark Thorn’s roots gripped a little harder as I tried to pull it from the ground this time. I stopped myself from going any further. Dark Thorn was right–  
 
    “I always am.” 
 
    I said stop that! 
 
    Thorn was right, there was no point getting myself killed. 
 
    The Child of Light’s body spasmed and its layered mouth opened into sections, while a great glowing yellow liquid was projectile vomited forth. The attack was big enough that it would have washed straight over me and hit Arthur regardless. Good call, Thorn. 
 
    The stream of light smacked into Arthur, who let out a screech of pain. The light splashed to the ground and solidified. I could see Arthur’s Life draining. The light spit was dealing constant damage as if it was an acid, but it had now trapped Arthur in place. I looked helplessly to Bri, who was as lost as I was. 
 
    “Use me.” 
 
    The words held more meaning than they should have. In those two words, there was no confusion about where or how to use Dark Thorn, and I knew exactly what effect I would have. I sprinted to Arthur, held Dark Thorn like a spear, with the gnarled, glowing end ready to strike. 
 
    I was close enough to the acidic light, yet there was no heat, no malice. But I knew if I took one more step, or slipped, I’d lose a limb. 
 
    “There would be no dead wind for you this time.” 
 
    No dead wind? Whatever, I didn’t have time for poorly explained sentences. I thrust Dark Thorn into the light, and the jagged thorns cut the hardened light with ease. The staff sank deep, until the glowing darkness met the light. The hardened light cracked, fracture lines running all over before it exploded apart, jagged chunks flying past my face. Yet Thorn had steered me right, knowing what would happen.  
 
    Bri hadn’t been so lucky. She was fast, agile, and a skilled fighter. But she didn’t manage to dodge a huge chunk that knocked her to the ground, taking off 25% Life. 
 
    ‘Communication, Severo! A bit of warning! Eyes!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ 
 
    Arthur, enraged by being knocked down, and now realising he was free, flapped and scrambled back to his feet. I narrowly avoided taking a wing to the face as I got myself back out of the line of fire of the two elites. 
 
    Arthur turned on the Child of Light, who I hadn’t been paying enough attention to, and which had almost finished casting another light vomit bolt. 
 
    Arthur flapped his arms, casting a miniature cyclone between the two of them. The wind was fierce and whipped my robes around me. If I hadn’t had Dark Thorn planted firmly in the ground, I would have lost my footing. Everyone in the area gained a debuff, giving them -50% to ranged accuracy. 
 
    The light spit shot into the cyclone and was thrown off course enough that Arthur managed to narrowly avoid it. 
 
    Arthur wasted no time with his next attack. So far I’d only seen him cast spells. They were big spells, with big effects. Same for the Child of Light. But now I saw an elite monster, the size of a house, charge. His talons tore up the brittle earth with every step. He used his wings to give himself a bounce and a speed boost. By the time he’d crossed the ground between the two elites, he was the fastest travelling object I’d seen in Tulgatha. 
 
    Even as big as he was, the Child of Light was taller still, and as Arthur made his final steps, pushing off powerfully to tackle The Eastern Shadow’s most powerful unit, he showed his true physicality. He may have been a creature infused with arcane magic, but the magic didn’t define him. His raw strength did. He slammed into what should have been a wall of powerful hydra muscle. He should have hit, then had to claw and peck to deal damage. But he’d infused his charge and his wings and the air around him with his magic. He was a bird of prey that didn’t need flight to kill something larger than himself. 
 
    Arthur collided with the hydra, and the hydra gave way. Its long neck didn’t have the strength to stay upright, and it snapped back from Arthur’s force, taking huge critical damage. In a single hit, Arthur had taken 40% off the Child of Light. 
 
    ‘Yes!’ Bri shouted in triumph. 
 
    I was too stunned at the display of raw power to use words. I started laughing. How do you kill the Child of Light? With an elite that you could only bring to your side because your top minion got annoyed and poisoned one of The Eastern Shadow’s own men! Horace may have started this war, but he’d also given us the ability to finish it. 
 
    Arthur hit the Child of Light so hard, and flattened it with so much force, that he kept going and skidded on his front. The hydra shook off the stun effect of the tackle quickly, and instantly retreated back into its hole. 
 
    The earth that it ruptured as it burrowed to a new position left a clear trail, so we wouldn’t be losing it any time soon. Arthur gave chase to the moving mound, and I ran over to Bri. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    She held a hand up for me to take, and I pulled her to her feet. ‘I could have dodged that crystallised light. I’ve just never seen magic do that before.’ 
 
    ‘Never doubted you.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Now, it seems that we are a touch out of our depth.’ 
 
    ‘Bri, admitting something is too difficult for her? Oh, I’ll have to remember this. Regale future generations with the once in a lifetime occurrence!’ 
 
    She stared at me then jabbed me in the ribs. ‘Shut it. And let’s be honest, we would only get in the way of that fight and end up dead because one of them fell on us. Let’s go rest while we can. Get ready for more.’ 
 
    “No. You are needed.” 
 
    ‘No. I need to stay. For some reason.’ 
 
    ‘What could you possibly add to this fight?’ 
 
    My grip tightened on Dark Thorn. 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, don’t do anything stupid.’ She placed a hand on my forearm, and I caught a flash of sea salt and pearls, of fresh fields and… prison? ‘If that’s possible for you.’ 
 
    I turned and watched her go, her druidic robes swaying in a manner all too pleasing. What had I just seen? 
 
    “Her Truth.” 
 
    Truth? 
 
    … 
 
    Thorn? What truth? What do you mean? 
 
    “Watch out.” 
 
    He said it in such a calm voice that I wouldn’t have known how serious the coming attack would be if it hadn’t been for whatever this bizarre mental connection was. Along with the words came another sense. It wasn’t sight, but somehow I knew what Thorn could see. 
 
    I dived to my right just as the splash damage from another light vomit ricocheted past where I had been standing. 
 
    “You are not ready for the light yet. We are not bonded.” 
 
    Well yeah, those light attacks would probably one shot me. And what do you mean “bonded”? 
 
    “We must spill light blood to unlock true power. You must sacrifice life.” 
 
    Oh, nice. Weapon based quests. Like a mastery skill or talent tree? 
 
    … 
 
    How talkative of you. 
 
    I turned to see Arthur gripping the Child of Light in his wings, biting frantically at what counted for a face on the terrifying hydra. The way I saw this fight was that the Child of Light had the edge on physical ranged attacks and magic, while Arthur was a monster up close.  
 
    With Arthur right in the hydra’s eyeless face, stopping it from running away, it began to open its segmented maw. The outer leathery hide opened up to show rows of circulating teeth and deeper mandibles that shot out and dug into Arthur’s shoulder causing him to scream in pain. Whatever was going to happen was going to happen fast. The Child of Light may have been near impossible for my troops and I to deal with, but it was now sitting on 45% health after barely a minute of fighting. But after that latest hit, Arthur was on 40%. 
 
    I gripped Dark Thorn in two hands and jogged towards the two elites. 
 
    “The awakener notices.” 
 
    Thorn really had a thing for cryptic messages, but thanks to the mental link, I saw what he meant. Koif. He had stopped his pretence of a stoic “I had to do it, sorry” visage, and was watching me. A small hand gesture, and his men all rose to their feet. They didn’t move towards me. Yet. 
 
    But for now, I had bigger hydra to fry! 
 
    At the point I was close enough to cast a spell, the Child of Light was thrashing around with enough force to move Arthur with it, and it seemed like Arthur was holding on to keep the range closed to avoid any more light vomit. A good strategy, but he definitely didn’t have the upper hand like I’d thought he had.  
 
    But I already knew my spells were worthless, so what was I going to do here? 
 
    “You have me now.” 
 
    So I did… but by this point they were in the middle of a furious waltz, the Child of Light spinning and twisting, while Arthur was being lifted from his feet with every movement. 
 
    Do you know what to do? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Can you tell me? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Right. Of course not. 
 
    The Child of Light finally managed to twist Arthur to a point that when the moonbeast came back down to earth, his talons slipped and he fell, bringing up a dust cloud as he skidded out of melee with the hydra. 
 
    This was my chance. I began casting my Soulburn at the same time the Child of Light began his Arthur-crippling Light Bolt. Luckily, mine was only a two second cast. The Child of Light may have been an absolute monster, but it was a slow one. 
 
    The Soulburn shot from my hands. I hardly had to aim, even at this range. It landed centre mass and a little number pinged off the Child of Light’s nameplate. “459”. 
 
    Woah. Dark Thorn had seriously boosted me to let me do that much damage to an elite! But also, 459 had only just knocked off 1% of its Life, leaving it still well above 35%. 
 
    I heard wind rushing past me. No, it was a sigh. What? 
 
    “Think. Use deduction. You won’t achieve the plan this way.” 
 
    Think? I’m pretty sure that using my most powerful attacks on it is the correct option here! What other choice is there? I felt the roots of Dark Thorn creep slowly forward like it was trying to walk. Actually that was exactly what it was doing! Okay, I needed to get closer. I began a cautious run toward the Child of Light. 
 
    As I decided what to do, the Light Bolt cast, scoring a direct hit on Arthur’s face. I heard a wail of animal pain that was cut short and turned into a muffled cry accompanied by flapping wings and legs. 
 
    His Life dropped to 20% left. I kept running, and I gripped my jailor’s chain tightly as I noticed that Arthur’s Life was ticking away. He was suffocating. So far, every tick of a DOT I’d seen in game had happened every three seconds. On the first tick he dropped to nineteen Life. One percent every three seconds, so if the Child of Light didn’t touch him again, I had fifty seven seconds to free him. Which I could only do by killing the Eyes-blasted hydra. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Oh, you’re willing to give answers now. Right, how do I kill it? 
 
    Again, the wind rushed past my ears. Thorn sighing. “When I say think, I mean remember.” 
 
    I kept running and was now only ten metres from getting myself killed by the angry elites. I skidded to a halt and, for some reason completely fucking beyond me, I shouted at the Child of Light. 
 
    ‘Hey! Over here!’ 
 
    It ignored me. Thank the Eyes it ignored me. What was I thinking. I needed time to think about what I was doing, not charge in headlong without a plan. Thorn had told me to think. 
 
    ‘Yo! You look like a giant dick!’ 
 
    The Child of Light stopped its constant swaying for a split second and turned to view me head on. Arthur had ticked away to 15% Life. I had to make this suicide quick. 
 
    Five second cast time. 
 
    Think. 
 
    No, remember. 
 
    This did all seem kind of familiar, actually. Slightly larger scale. When had I seen this before? 
 
    Oh! The Light Parasite! Yes, of course. I’d been doing next to no damage, slowly ticking away at its life. I obviously didn't have time for that now. But I’d managed to get a critical hit on it. Consistently. I’d shot it in–  
 
    The Child of Light opened its maw directly at me, and I could see a glow at the back of its throat, behind its three layers of circular rotating teeth, past its shooting mandibles, past its trifecta of gruesome, leathery mouth flaps. The Light Bolt grew. 
 
    I began casting Soulburn. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The purple ooze gelled into my left hand and bubbled, evaporating into the magical liquid death mist. I raised my right hand, using the glow from the Light Bolt to know I was on target. The mist was pulled by an unstoppable force, mere wisps fraying at first, enshrouding my target hand, using it as an anchor before finally slingshotting forward, leaving trails of purple mist in its wake like a tracer round fired from a gun. 
 
    Too fast to follow, it shot past the leathery mouth guards, the mandibles, the constantly gnashing teeth, and ruined the perfect glow of the light at the back of its mouth. The Light Bolt was interrupted, just like the Light Parasite’s leap attack had been when I critical-hit it. I saw the trail of purple smoke continue out the other side of the Child of Light’s head. 
 
    I had never seen a number so big, not just ding off its nameplate, but crack off, snapping the bar in half. The Child of Light reeled back, letting out its own inhuman screech. It began to fall into its hole. Not snap back quickly but fall in pain. 
 
    “You must kill it. Chase!” 
 
    Before Thorn had finished talking, my feet were moving. I ran toward the falling hydra, and as it sank below the ground, about to escape with only 30% health left, I jumped. I leapt. I fucking dived into its maw. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54: Double Showdown Part 2 
 
      
 
    For a brief moment, my world was pincers, mandibles, and teeth. It was the red gore of biological innards. Then it was sharp points, awkward angles, the slick wetness of intimacy, and blackness. 
 
    I felt muscles constrict and begin to crush me. They rippled around me, trying to move me. The bastard was trying to swallow me! I tried to breathe, but a wall of moist, contracting muscle slammed into my face and once again I felt the sensation of my lungs building up with stress and fire as I wasn’t able to breathe. Eyes, why had I done this? 
 
    “You must kill it for us to join. Then your sacrifice will be over.” 
 
    If I hadn’t been inside a giant creature’s digestive tract, I would have argued with the voice inside my head that I was starting to think might just be a manifestation of mental illness. 
 
    With the walls of muscle moving and grinding, I had one knee pushed into my chest, one arm above me, and one behind and below me. I tried to squirm enough to get my lower arm above me, but as I twisted my body to make room, the muscles moved with me. 
 
    A sudden, violent spasm from the walls around me, and I could feel slime wash over me in the pitch black. Was it going to vomit me back out? The muscles moved again, and this time they slid with ease. Nope to vomit. It had just lubed me up so it could get me into its stomach! 
 
    Another contraction, and another moment of my lungs wanting to burst, and my Life beginning to drain, and suddenly, I was bathed in light. It wasn’t the dull grey of the Dead Wood. This was a brilliant golden gleam. As my eyes adjusted, I could see bubbles in the gold, and then I could see the darkened walls of flesh surrounding this pool of liquid gold. A bubble popped and a tiny fleck of the liquid jumped up onto the shoulder pad of my breastplate and I heard a sizzle. Oh shit! 
 
    You got me in here, now get me out! 
 
    “I cannot do anything yet. You need to seal our bond before I can act. For now, give into your instincts. Kill!” 
 
    Okay. Well, clearly we needed to have a talk because my instincts had never been to just start killing things. Ignoring the battle frenzy I’d fallen into once or twice… those were thoughts for a time when I wasn’t about to be eaten! 
 
    One hand was still trapped by my side, and it wasn’t like I could aim, but I didn’t have any choice. And I didn’t think aiming really mattered when you were inside your target. 
 
    I began casting Soulburn. 
 
    The wall of muscle flinched, trying to get away from my hand where the dark mist began to form, but now its own properties worked against it. As one bit of the muscle moved, another collapsed to take its place. The slickness it had covered me in meant it couldn’t stop itself from touching me. The mist formed in my trapped hand, and purple smoke rose up from the dark-singed insides. It smelled bad enough that I began to gag. Again the walls spasmed and roiled, and I could feel the Child of Light was moving as my neck strained to keep my head in place. 
 
    The mist began to coalesce into bubbling, toxic darkness, and this time the Child of Light moved enough that I finally got my hand free, and I dropped further into the hydra’s stomach, only my legs below the knees still being held by the muscular walls.  
 
    As the muscles jerked my fall to a halt, some of the purple goo fell into the roiling sea of golden light – and it was like a hydrophobically coated brick dropping into the ocean. The golden liquid parted before the darkness even touched it, and then flowed back together. I could hear the Child of Light roar from its throat above me. It really didn’t like that. 
 
    As my Soulburn finished casting, I pointed my right hand where the drop of goop had gone. I was about to part this bitch like Moses! 
 
    The dark liquid shot forward, and the gold sea spread so fast that waves shot up all around me. I was lucky enough to not take a full wave to the face, but the sea spray effect was devastating, and my robes bore the brunt, dissolving into tatters. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    I didn’t need the figment of my imagination to tell me twice. Still dangling by my ankles, I cast another Soulburn, and again the gold parted, and I was slammed into the side of the hydra’s stomach as it must have reeled in pain. The wave of light liquid acid splashed all around and took the remains of my robes with it along with one of the shoulder pads from my jailor’s plate mail. 
 
    “More!” 
 
    Thorn boomed in my head, his intensity passing to me with such force that, if I hadn’t already been in the middle of an elite monster, it would have spurred me into a frenzied attack. 
 
    My Soulburn congealed and slung itself through to whatever lay beyond the golden sea. And another one. And again. As I readied my fifth Soulburn, determined to keep firing until something happened… something happened. 
 
    The muscle around my ankles let go and for the briefest of moments, I realised my idiocy. I was about to fall into the vat of light death that the was Child of Light’s stomach. Whether my last Soulburn had landed a killing blow, or I had just finished being swallowed, it didn’t matter. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to protect my face from the acid that was about to wash over me, when suddenly something bit deep into my left leg at the ankle and wrapped its way up to my knee. I looked down to see what had caught me. Had an ally jumped in after me? Was Thorn doing some weird things? Was this a new form of my Shadow Clone ability? 
 
    If I’d had time to think or act, I might have done something useful. As it was, I saw a small pair of jaws with sharp teeth digging into my lower leg. It turned out those inner mandibles that I’d seen shoot out and grip onto Arthur were an appendage at the end of its tongue, and it had swallowed its tongue to fetch me, the thorn in its throat, out. And up.  
 
    It took less than a second for the tongue to yank me through the darkness and the moist, slippery walls. The hood that was left from my robe whipped back and wind rushed past me as the tongue released me. I opened my eyes to see a grey sky. I was above even the tallest trees far in the distance of the Dead Wood. I was lethally high. I’d done all I could. I’d sacrificed myself for my village. Oh Eyes! Was this whole “sacrifice to gain power” thing going to be so cheesy to claim that the friendships I’d made along the way were my power? 
 
    My motion came to a halt as I reached the apex and wind rushed past me again. I contorted my body, twisting and pulling limbs until I managed to face the ground.  
 
    The Child of Light was still retching, its mouth open and its jawed tongue flailing wildly. The hole I had just been ejected from was a giant black target. One I couldn’t miss. 
 
    I’d begun casting a Soulburn while I was in the elite’s stomach, and in all the confusion and near death experiences, I’d forgotten. But Thorn hadn’t. 
 
    “Finish Him.” 
 
    My Soulburn cast, and as I plummeted through the air, the purple toxicity shot forward, and I fell through the trail of smoke left in its wake. As the  Soulburn hit its target, the Child of Light threw its head back. There was no roar of anger or cry of pain. In the end the Child of Light had died silently. Just as I would when I landed. It had thrown me too high for any human to survive the landing. 
 
    “It is done. We are bonded. The cogs turn, my friend.” 
 
    I had a lot of questions about whatever Thorn was going on about, but just as I wanted to start asking them, I smacked into the Child of Light’s leathery skin with bone crushing force. The world went black as I bounced off it and… stepped forwards from the shadows of a nearby tree. The bouncing form that had been my body vanished in a flash of purple mist. 
 
    I’d been in so much danger from light magic for that entire fight that I forgot about Shadow Clone! The fall hadn’t killed me because it was just normal, boring physical damage! 
 
    I let out a laugh of triumph, and punched the air with my jailor’s chain. 
 
    I’d dived inside the most powerful elite the Eastern Shadow had in their army, and then when I’d been spat out I managed to 180 no scope it! I was only level twelve, how was this possible?! I was Eyes damned invincible! 
 
    I felt a burning pain shoot through my back, and I flinched away from it. I screamed from the pain. The real life pain! I fell to the floor and clawed at whatever had hit me as if that would take the pain away. The agony shot through me, pain dampening from the game nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I rolled onto my back, all thoughts fled from my mind apart from fear. What had happened? Why? How?! 
 
    Koif was standing in front of me, his honour guard by his side. He held a thin curved dagger by his side. It was dripping with blood. My blood. I coughed violently and blood welled in my mouth, spattering my face, making me cough again. Drowning in my own blood was a vicious cycle. I was helpless. And the pain was REAL! 
 
    “That is how bonding works. Fear not. The Awakener has done his part. Shall I end him?” 
 
    I tried to speak to Thorn, telling him that I was terrified and ask him what the fuck was happening, but I couldn’t breath as blood bubbled inside my lungs. 
 
    Koif was talking. An evil villain monologue, about how righteous he was and how if only the rest of the world could see it from his point of view then they’d all understand. I didn’t listen. I couldn’t listen. I could only hear my rapidly fading heart beat. The push and pull of blood. The whisper of the hole that was stealing it from me. 
 
    I could hardly see Koif now. Just a blur of white with a crimson dagger. Dark Thorn, so much a part of me that I hadn’t dropped it through the insides of the Child of Light, now lay at my side, my hands too weak to grip. 
 
    “Use me.” 
 
    How. 
 
    “You know.” 
 
    As I lay there dying, a memory came back to me. It was like remembering a dream from a year ago. A memory that wasn’t mine. Or was truly mine, I couldn’t tell. It snapped into focus, and then everything else followed it, the house of cards falling down. I remembered myself in a bright, sterile corridor, my home zone visible through giant viewing windows. Men in armour with guns came for me. Yes, tranquiliser guns. I’d been shot. I’d fallen and I… 
 
    Through the blur of my now useless vision, I raised my hand toward Koif. My body spasmed from an involuntary gasp that it couldn’t take, trying to breathe down the blood that had just left my lungs. I thought a word. There was no malice to it, only fear. I didn’t want them dead, I just wanted them to not hurt me. I wanted to live. 
 
    “We’re losing him! Stop!” A voice from outside the game, panicked and faint, echoing all through Thanis like a screaming God. 
 
    Thorn felt my base instinct and finally reacted. Tentacles of darkness lunged forward, exploding and multiplying from my outstretched hand, soft and winding until they hit their target where they become violent spikes. The Pristine Guard’s armour was nothing to Thorn. I couldn’t see the details, but they all fell as if a child had dropped its toys on the ground. Life had been taken from them now that it was done playing. 
 
    The last thing I saw, crisp even through my dying, was the golden knife covered in my death. 
 
    I fell into oblivion.  
 
    The dead wind didn’t come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55: Winning 
 
      
 
    Bright lights pierced my eyelids. I lifted a hand to cover my eyes. 
 
    I heard feet shuffling, and a door opening then closing. 
 
    I ached all over. I ached in muscles I never knew I had, and in bones that I was pretty sure I shouldn’t be able to actually feel. 
 
    I let my hand fall back to my side, the effort of holding it in place too much. The light flickered in my eyes. The light flickered… 
 
    I opened my eyes to find myself on a bed. I was in one of the rooms of my tavern. I was still in Thanis. I hadn’t logged out when I died. But that had been a real death. I felt it. I felt myself die. I tried to sit up, but the wound in my back wouldn’t let me, threatening to rip open if I strained any harder. 
 
    I fell back to the bed and gasped from the pain. I felt like I’d been trampled by a stampede of Moonbeasts. 
 
    ‘Did you really just try to sit up?’ Bri’s familiar voice came from the door. 
 
    I grinned. Whoever had left the room when I woke up had brought her. Whether she had left instructions that she be notified as soon as I awakened, or if she was simply the closest person, I knew it was because she cared. 
 
    ‘Pretty stupid, I know.’ 
 
    Bri entered the room and took a seat next to my bed. ‘Pretty and stupid describe you perfectly. Also alive. Good.’ 
 
    I smiled at her. ‘About the alive thing… what happened? I didn’t get the death wind or log out or anything.’ 
 
    She nodded slowly. ‘We were hoping you would know.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all a bit fuzzy, to be honest. Who knows, maybe I was sleeping in the real world. Playing too long, maybe.’  
 
    Then I remembered all the bright lights and the corridors. And Koif had said I couldn’t log out, but I’d thought he was playing mind games. But now I hadn’t logged out after “dying”. Wait, Thorn had said something about the dead wind being lost to me, hadn’t he? 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    You need to tell me what’s happening right now. What am I seeing in those visions. Are they real? Is that me? 
 
    “I can explain soon. For now, you need to pay attention.” 
 
    ‘Severo, I’m talking to you!’ 
 
    I snapped my head up and saw Bri. And another woman. ‘Sorry. What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘This is a priestess. She’s been attending you since she arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, a healer? Could have used you during the siege! Sorry, that sounded rude. Thank you for your help.’ 
 
    Bri turned to the healer. ‘Don’t mind him, he’s oblivious to most things. Especially women.’ 
 
    The priestess laughed and said I didn’t need to worry about it. She cast a few spells on me, and I instantly felt better. Dizzy, but better. She made sure to let me know that she’d never seen anything like my condition. Her spells were having no effect, whether healing or resurrection, until now. Suddenly, boom, I was at full Life. But whatever I did, I had to leave the bandages in place. My torso was the only part wrapped, I assumed it was to keep pressure on the wound at my back – I never had levelled up First Aid though. 
 
    I tried to sit up again, and while I wasn’t good as new, I could move freely. There was a phantom pain where Koif’s golden dagger had pierced my lungs and heart through my back. My breath caught at the remembered agony. 
 
    Bri caught me by the arm as I stumbled. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Nothing to be sorry about. If you’re feeling up to it, would you like a tour of Thanis? A lot’s happened since you passed.’ 
 
    ‘I dunno,’ I mumbled. ‘I was kind of hoping you and I could spend a bit more time alone in this bedroom.’ 
 
    She looked at me menacingly. 
 
    ‘Sorry. I just woke up. I’m not myself.’ 
 
    ‘Again, there’s nothing to be sorry about.’ She ushered me forward, leading me by the arm. She was confident, yet not rushing me. ‘And perhaps we could try your idea once you’ve seen all the changes.’ 
 
    ‘Cool,’ I said, my brain on autopilot. Wait, she’d said she wanted to be alone in a bedroom with me?! 
 
    ‘Severo!’ Ixly boomed from across the tavern. ‘Good to see you on your feet! Is everything…?’ He looked questioningly at Bri who shook her head. ‘Anyway, I hope I’m not too late?’ 
 
    ‘Too late for what?’ I asked. And what were they keeping a secret? 
 
    ‘Right on time, Ixly,’ Bri said, ignoring my question. ‘Why don’t you join us?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve cleared my schedule. The orcs won’t like it, but I’ll deal with the negotiating blunder tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Orcs? What are you negotiating?’ 
 
    ‘Story for another time.’ He gently patted my shoulder. ‘Everyone’s been busy since the siege. Let’s go.’ He moved forward to hold the door as Bri and I left the tavern. Standing outside were Ixly’s honour guard who eyed me with extreme suspicion – something that I didn’t expect to ever stop after the whole “getting him killed” thing – and the little wizard Geeko. 
 
    The wizard Geeko gibbered some clicks and slurps while looking at me, so I assumed he was talking to me. I looked questioningly at Ixly. 
 
    Ixly smirked. ‘You don’t want to know.’ 
 
    The little Geeko patted the back of my knee, tapped his staff against my shin, and hobbled off. 
 
    ‘Weird guy,’ I said. 
 
    Ixly and Bri agreed. I was pretty sure even the honour guard nodded slightly.  
 
    Thanis was no longer looking like a refugee camp or a war camp – which, now that I thought about it, were basically the same thing. The masses of people weren’t sprawled everywhere waiting for an unwinnable battle. A lot of them had died. In fact, I’d had complete tunnel vision on Koif’s rear attack. Half of his army had still attacked from the front! 
 
    ‘What happened to the front gate?’ I asked Bri. 
 
    ‘Ahh.’ She paused for a moment in thought. ‘It didn’t go brilliantly. As the army leaders were all focused on the Child of Light…’ Because I had called everyone with me instead of being a good general. ‘One of the orcs from the militia led the defence. They are a base and brutal race, but he did manage to hold the wall until Koif was killed. Heavy losses though.’ 
 
    Damn it. I shouldn’t have been focusing on myself so much. ‘How many pulled through?’ 
 
    ‘There were only… ahh.’ She couldn’t find the words, which worried me, but Ixly spoke up. 
 
    ‘Four.’ 
 
    ‘Four?!’ I stumbled and they both tightened their grips to keep me upright. ‘They suffered 98% casualties?’ 
 
    ‘A story for another time. The orc, Jakog, would be happy to tell you, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a talker,’ Bri confirmed. ‘For one of their kind, at least. Impossible to shut him up from telling you how he lost his arm’ 
 
    ‘Eyes above.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not all bad, Severo,’ Ixly said. ‘Just look around you.’ 
 
    The militia was gone, yes, but Thanis was busy. Foundations were being furiously laid, and through the never-put-up gate I could see more buildings being erected across the travellers’ road. Most of the workers weren’t my cultists or Ixly’s Geeko. And we’d attracted that priestess who healed me. 
 
    ‘How’s the population looking?’ 
 
    Ixly laughed. ‘Oh, we are far beyond capacity. That’s what Little Thanis is doing over there.’ 
 
    ‘Little Thanis?’ 
 
    Bri sighed. ‘It’s ironic.’ 
 
    ‘Ironic? How?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just say, high level players love throwing their weight around.’ 
 
    Horace joined us, appearing alongside Bri from seemingly nowhere. ‘Not to worry though, master. I transferred the remaining excess militia units to the secondary population. Thanis remains in good health. I took the liberty of ordering a few more buildings to be built. Only the bare minimum, of course, without your guidance.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm, yes. Very good. Just as I would have done.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, master.’ 
 
    ‘What is…’ I pointed to all of the foundations being built. ‘All of this? Is it all necessary? I know I wasn’t the most diligent town builder. Other things on my mind, you know? But we were surviving.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, master. In the same way a man clinging to a log in the middle of an ocean technically isn’t drowning. While correct, it is inevitable, no?’ 
 
    I scratched at my beard, now definitely needing a trim. ‘I guess. So what’s the damage?’ 
 
    ‘As in all things, compromises had to be made. Currently in construction are several gardens, a place of worship, a coven den, and a monument. All in the mana-infused tier, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Mana-infused? How the Eyes did we manage that? We’ve been a bit preoccupied with being under siege to do anything like advancing research and tech trees. Or even harvest basic materials.’ 
 
    ‘Tithes, master.’ 
 
    I looked to Bri and Ixly. ‘Have you guys been holding out mana-infused bricks on me? Your last tithe was just stone.’ 
 
    Bri shook her head. ‘Not from us.’ 
 
    Ixly pointed back through the gates. ‘From them.’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell has top-tier materials to tithe to someone? And it’s not like I’m providing anyone with anything.’ 
 
    ‘It’s symbolic,’ a man said, walking toward my little group. It had been a while, but I recognised him. He wore a long fur and hide cloak, far too heavy for the dead woods, but perfect for where he levelled up. A ridiculously sized sword was strapped to his back, easily as big as him and half as wide. He was flanked by two women – one with a shield and spear, and the other an old, bent over crone. A shield maiden, a council mage, and the man himself, Hursh. 
 
    ‘Oh, hi. I thought you said you weren’t coming back?’ 
 
    He winced. ‘We all have our bad days–’ 
 
    ‘Months, in his case,’ the old crone said. 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’m back now, anyway. After I heard about what you did here, I logged in and found my council.’ 
 
    ‘Still in that damn lumber mill. It was damp in there. Terrible for my joints.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Sorry about that. Again.’ 
 
    Bri nudged me with her elbow and gave me a hint of a smile. ‘See. Your plan worked.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.’ I snorted. ‘Talk about long shots. The high levels seriously rallied around the first defeat of The Eastern Shadow?’ 
 
    ‘Literally,’ Hursh said. ‘I only managed to get a small plot of land in Little Thanis and it was quite far out. Some of the closer plots are going for insane amounts of money.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ Horace agreed. ‘I looked over the contracts. There is a slight issue though, master. I did not set these up. A third party is taking seventy five percent of the tithe for himself. He calls himself “the breaker”. Possibly just an enterprising individual, but possibly something more.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Of course someone is trying to profit from someone else’s hard work.’ 
 
    Hursh stepped forward and extended his hand. I untangled myself from Ixly and grasped it. 
 
    ‘I just wanted to officially thank you, Severo. For bringing…’ he grinned to himself. ‘Well, for bringing hope to HOPE.’ 
 
    I felt awkward for the compliment, yet couldn’t keep the grin from spreading over my face. ‘I did what I had to.’ 
 
    Hursh and the crone said their goodbyes, and everyone was sure that they could meet up in the tavern for naterry soon. 
 
    As the four of us ambled slowly towards Bri’s grove, Horace spoke up. ‘Master, it pleases me to see you on your feet. I confess I had… doubts.’ 
 
    ‘Doubts? What about?’ 
 
    ‘Well… the dagger was–’ I saw the three of them exchange glances. ‘– a direct hit.’ 
 
    I thought back to choking on my own blood. How real the pain seemed. How the dead wind hadn’t come. 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    An ominous Thorn. 
 
    ‘Yes. Stabbed me in the heart. Or lungs. You know how dying is. Things go a bit fuzzy, right?’ 
 
    Awkward, half hearted laughter. 
 
    If Thorn wouldn’t answer… ‘Hey, yeah. Maybe you guys know. I mean, the dead wind didn’t come. What’s up with that?’ 
 
    Ixly shrugged. ‘It was peculiar that you didn’t respawn, but then one only respawns when one dies. Logically, you didn’t die.’ 
 
    Horace added, ‘To us your Life was at zero, but there was obviously something beyond the mortal wound to the injury.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? How so?’ 
 
    Bri rolled her eyes and Ixly made an exasperated huff. 
 
    ‘He should know,’ Horace argued. 
 
    ‘Know what?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you when we’re back in the room,’ Bri said and winked at me. ‘Alone.’ 
 
    Well, I certainly couldn’t argue with that idea. I wasn’t sure how much I’d want to be talking, though. 
 
    As we stepped onto the soft, brilliant green grass of the grove, I saw a familiar friendly face greet us. 
 
    She Who Slays screamed and my ears rang. 
 
    “Friendly” face might have been a stretch. In fact, even “face” might be too generous. There was a lanky and gaunt man stood next to her, with skin almost dark enough to rival Ixly’s obsidian armour. 
 
    ‘She Who Slays, so nice to see you again. How is–’ I turned to Horace, suddenly remembering how I’d last seen the cultist. ‘How is Teint?’ 
 
    Horace nodded to She Who Slays, and the spriggan, holding back her scream, managed to give me the answer. I couldn’t understand her directly, but there was something about the whistling wind and creaking branches that, when I paid attention, I could dismantle. Teint was doing well. He was adjusting to the loss of his legs. After the shock of battle had worn off, he was sad, but with She Who Slays, the most beautiful spriggan to ever grow, by his side, he had pulled himself together and decided to start a new life. She Who Slays, despite being able to have any being she wanted thanks to her feminine wiles, would stay by his side, and devote her magic to the former cultist, using her powers to shape a new pair of lower legs for him every morning. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I got all of that from a few whistles, but I did. 
 
    The tall man stepped forwards. He had a blooming flower tucked behind his left ear in stark contrast to his skin. He worse a shirt woven from vines and leaves – the kind of debris anyone could find around the grove – and his trousers were cut up and patched black cloth with the occasional flare of yellow. Bubonic buttercup yellow, in fact. His trousers were slightly too long, bunching on the floor. The floor, not his feet. 
 
    I drew my eyes back up to meet his. A man whose face I had never seen before. 
 
    ‘The no hood look suits you,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Thank you, mas– Severo.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure I can’t tempt you back to the dark gods?’ I laughed to let him know I was joking. 
 
    He flashed a charismatic smile. ‘It turns out I didn’t need a god. Just a goddess.’ 
 
    She Who Slays’ branches quivered in an unfelt wind, and the two looked at each other. 
 
    ‘And the… your legs? Is there anything I can do?’ 
 
    ‘You are not responsible, Severo.’ He held up a hand towards Horace. ‘Neither are you, priest. If anything, I thank you. Through fire we are forged, and in that crucible of pain, I realised myself.’ 
 
    We stood and talked and laughed and reminisced, and it was decided that we would all meet at the end of the day for a nattery in the tavern. I looked forward to it. 
 
    Once Teint and She Who Slays had departed, I was guided towards the city walls. A new addition had been made that I was immensely thankful for. 
 
    ‘Hey, steps! Good thinking, guys. I’ll be honest, I don’t think I’d have been able to handle a rope climb right now.’ 
 
    Ixly nodded vigorously. ‘Oh yes, I made sure that everywhere was access friendly.’ 
 
    I took the first step and had to stop as a lance of pain shot up my right side. After a minute, and the pain – the very real and not dampened by the game, pain – subsided, I grimaced. ‘Perhaps another time?’ 
 
    Ixly knelt down before me and pointed at his back. 
 
    I considered refusing. It would hurt my ego to require so much help. But then… I was literally being offered a dinosaur ride, and who could turn that down? Bri and Horace steadied me as I mounted my steed, and Ixly rose slowly. Despite his bulk and the stairs, he was a smooth ride. The honour guard had inched even closer during this ordeal, and were obviously not happy. 
 
    A few steps from the top, and Ixly prostrated himself on the floor, allowing me to step off my dinosaur mount and onto the ramparts of Thanis. 
 
    To see Little Thanis, I didn’t need to walk to the edge of the wall. I had to look up. My land was still my land, and I had a battle scarred stretch of dead earth between my walls and the treeline where The Eastern Shadow had obscured their troops from me. Although now it would be called  a building line. There wasn’t a tree in sight. There was an opposing wall. More precisely, multiple walls forming a patchwork of different coloured materials, tough enough that just looking at it threatened to drain my Life. A small patch of wall to the north was beige and jagged, with a spiked bottom and a top that seemed to constantly shift and rotate like quicksand falling in on itself. A wall to the north east was bright, gleaming steel, polished to such a sheen that even in my overcast realm it shone bright enough to blind me. As if that wasn’t enough, to the east of that wall was another that was literally made of crystallised light and was blinding me. Next to the light wall was a city with no wall – which seemed a bit out of place, but I was sure it was surrounded by lethal traps or a magical border that when crossed teleported you to hell or something silly like that. 
 
    Beyond those walls was a dense metropolis, worse than the low tier of the Tulgatha capital. What Hursh had said earlier explained it. A prime location, and these high level players were caught in bidding wars for tiny plots of land – thanks to this mysterious land broker – and so they had to cram their plots with everything they could. Which meant they were building vertically. 
 
    ‘I mean, I hadn’t had much time to build the walls but… I didn’t build them that small, did I?’ 
 
    Ixly waved a claw. ‘Bri is right in this. When the high levels get something into their heads, they tend to go overboard.’ 
 
    Bri harumphed. ‘I’m right in all things.’ 
 
    Ixly tilted his head but stayed silent. He was a wise Stagadon. 
 
    ‘Well, what do they really want? Why have they come?’ 
 
    ‘They’re refugees,’ Ixly said. ‘Of a sort.’ 
 
    ‘Rich as all hell, refugees.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. But they all lost their townships and no doubt a lot of their followers. The first defeat of the enemy that did this to them was a big event. They want to show their support in every way possible. Also, no one actually knows how you did it. They don’t know about the shadowgems.’ 
 
    ‘No one else had figured that out?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure some had, but you had a very unique situation. A lot of coincidences had to occur for you to discover this, and it took the efforts of two other people added to your own. It isn’t like you saved up some skill points for a few levels and then dumped them all into a single stat that is considered strong for your class. Anyone could stumble into that. And it’s stupid to do. Not interesting, either.’ 
 
    ‘One could even say it is boring, master,’ Horace said. 
 
    ‘Uninspired,’ Bri added. ‘Lacking creativity. From the dull of mind.’ 
 
    ‘Yes okay,’ I stopped them all. ‘You’re getting off track. So they’re here because I did something that only a few others had done, and I had better PR than them?’ 
 
    ‘Essentially, yes,’ Ixly said. 
 
    ‘And they want me to… what?’ 
 
    ‘They want you to…’ he began, but stopped. ‘Well, we don’t know. They’re here. They’re here because of you. But what are you supposed to do about it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s up to you,’ Bri said.  
 
    ‘Use them,’ Horace suggested. ‘Consider them yours.’ 
 
    Bri propped me up. I hadn’t realised I’d been resting on her so heavily. ‘Until they say they won’t follow you, use them.’ 
 
    ‘Ey. Let da man make his own decisions.’ I turned to see Muadshai who had managed to sneak up on us thanks to the silent slithering of his sand worm. He stepped off his pet and grasped my hand, pulling me towards him as much as he could wrestle me out of Bri’s grip. 
 
    ‘I’m glad to see you made it.’ I pulled back, letting my weight fall back to Bri. ‘After the scouts were sent out, it all went crazy and I didn’t hear from you.’ 
 
    ‘Ya can’t keep a good scoot down. I was at da front, helpin’ dat orc and dat other one. Good people. Shame how many we lost.’ He tapped a hip flask at his belt. ‘Can’t chuck it yet, ’ey?’ 
 
    The hip flask was a lot smaller than the gourd he’d been carrying before, and was carved out of a black, swirling glass. A shadowgem, in fact. ‘Is it safe to drink out of that?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Is it safe to drink?’ 
 
    ‘Fair point.’ 
 
    ‘I got tings to do. Just wanted to say dat I’m happy you pulled through. I was worried. And hey. We did it, ya?’ 
 
    ‘Did what?’ 
 
    ‘What you promised. Win or lose, we fought. Fought for our families.’ He motioned to the three stood with me. ‘But ya know? Honestly, I thought we would die. At least, dat was what I wanted.’ 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. Muadshai was tall, intimidating, and rough. I could handle that. But Eyes, he bared his soul without hesitation. He was open, and he was stronger for it. Stronger than I was. 
 
    ‘Yeah. We did it.’ 
 
    He smiled, and stepped backwards, the tail of his sand worm moving into position so he didn’t skip a beat. His fingers played with the crystal stopped of his hip flask. ‘I’ll see ya around. Tonight, at da tavern, ya?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be there. Come and say hello.’ 
 
    He left as silently as he came. 
 
    I looked at Bri, Ixly, and Horace, and felt the strength go out of me. ‘I think I’m ready to head to the tavern. Maybe a nap before this evening. Sounds like it’s going to be a heavy one.’  
 
    They all agreed, and Bri gave me a wink. Oh yeah. Tonight was going to be good! 
 
    They helped me back, and we walked in pregnant silence. I could see they all wanted to tell me something, but none of them could bring themselves to start a conversation. I, however, was feeling too drained to fish it out of them. 
 
    At the tavern door, Horace excused himself, claiming there was much to do before he could rest. After Ixly had struggled through the still too small door, he graciously allowed Bri to escort me up the stairs, giving Bri a hard stare as he said that I needed “rest”. 
 
    Bri lay me down in bed and kneeled on the floor next to me. 
 
    ‘Finally alone,’ I said, but not with nearly as much excitement as I should have. She was so beautiful and perfect and… watery. Her jawline and cheekbones were like coral reefs beneath her semi-opaque, shifting blue skin. Her eyes were like pearls fished from giant clams. Clams that I remembered don’t exist in Tulgatha. How weird. 
 
    ‘Severo…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Bri?’ 
 
    ‘There’s something I need to tell you before… before.’ 
 
    My heart beat faster. Before what? 
 
    ‘Of course. Anything.’ 
 
    ‘It’s your… thing.’ 
 
    My eyes widened, and I almost choked. ‘My what?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Your injury. Before the priest arrived, I was tending it, and…’ 
 
    She went silent for too long. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
     ‘It’s not… I mean, it is… I think it’s…’ 
 
    Silence again. 
 
    ‘Come on, Bri. It’s not like you to be silent. What is it? It looks like it should have killed me? Yeah, I know that.’ 
 
    She shook her head. She put her hand over mine and intertwined our fingers. ‘I think it’s bad, Severo. Really.’ 
 
    ‘Is there much worse than being bad enough to kill you?’ 
 
    She spoke quickly now, rushing to get it out of her mouth. ‘I mean look, it’s now like I know what it is, or the symptoms of what I think, but I haven’t seen anything like it before, and I definitely haven’t heard of anyone surviving it this long, and here you are, but I don’t know, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Woah, calm down. Just say it, Bri.’ 
 
    She looked away from me to the door, like she wanted to run, to be anywhere but here. ‘N-plague.’ 
 
    I let out a sharp bark of a laugh. ‘Bri, I don’t have N-plague. Evac protocols are so good these days, no one…’ 
 
    My words trailed off into silence. I wasn’t a player. I was a prisoner. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    ‘Like I said, I don’t really know,’ Bri said. 
 
    ‘No. No, that’s not right!’ 
 
    “You know it is.” 
 
    ‘Okay, yeah. I’m wrong. Forget it.’ 
 
    ‘Why? It can’t be.’ 
 
    Bri shifted uneasily. ‘You should rest. Just your tiredness getting to you. To me too.’ She laughed nervously, looking at my eyes to see how I reacted as she said, ‘I haven’t slept much since you’ve been hurt.’ 
 
    I dropped my eyes from hers. 
 
    She glanced at the door and untwined our fingers. ‘I’ll let you rest. Come down to the tavern when you wake.’ At the door she turned, silhouetting herself against the corridor. ‘And once you have your strength back tonight, we can… get to know each other. Like we should have before all of this got in the way.’ 
 
    I nodded absently. Even before she left, I began removing my bandages. I wanted to rip them off to find out what was under there, to see the mess Koif had made of me. I also wanted to leave them on and stay ignorant. It was all going so well, why did I have to find out? 
 
    I didn’t need Thorn to echo in my mind to know what he would say. 
 
    The bandages fell away, and the room brightened ever so slightly. It was hardly a radiant beacon, but it did glow. Strands of gold encompassed my right side, tumbling out of the still open hole in my side. 
 
    What is it? 
 
    “You know.” 
 
    No! No it doesn’t make sense. I’ll just log out. 
 
    The log out didn’t work. Again. 
 
    I felt tears sting at my eyes.  
 
    Thorn, I don’t want to die. 
 
    “Shhh. Don’t cry.” 
 
    That just brought forth the tears I was holding back, and a big sob wracked my chest. 
 
    There’s still so much I want to do here. All my friends are meeting me tonight in the tavern. And there’s a guy called The Breaker who needs to be dealt with. And I have an army of high level players at my beck and call. Bri wants to get to know me better! The game’s only just started, Thorn! 
 
    “Lies.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “All lies. Don’t you see?” 
 
    More tears welled up before I could answer, even in my thoughts. No. I don’t see anything. 
 
    “How could a level twelve beat an elite? Mow down dozens in an army? Have spells that ruptured enemy lines? And afterwards, there’s so much you’re looking forward to as everything falls into place. Compelling plots and intrigue to sink your teeth into. Friends and family everywhere you turn. It’s the game. It’s lying to you.” 
 
    No. I’m just one player, it’s not changing everything just for me. 
 
    “You’re not just a player. You’re an experiment. You tried to leave, and so the game changed. It made itself more appealing for you. Gave you the power fantasy you wanted.” 
 
    Ridiculous. 
 
    “If it’s ridiculous, then log out. Prove you’re not trapped.” 
 
    I… can’t. I’ve got the N-plague. Thorn, I’m trapped! And I don’t know what’s going on outside. What’s happening to my body? What is that white room? Where am I? 
 
    “You’re where you’ve always been. But you have friends. Friends that are with you. Friends that installed a blocker in your head against those experimenting on you. Gave you a weapon to fight against it.” 
 
    A weapon… called Thorn? 
 
    The voice laughed. It wasn’t a kind laugh. “That’s right. Do you want to see what this weapon can do?” 
 
    I don’t want to die. I want to live! Can you stop the N-plague? Wake me up? Get me out of… whatever this is?
“No. But I can take you away from here. I can wake you up. You just have to want me to.” 
 
    I heard Ixly laugh at something funny Bri must have said. My friends would be waiting for me tonight. They needed me. Everything was ready for me. It was as close to perfect as I could ask for. 
 
    Thorn, the N-plague means I never leave here, right? If I don’t let you log me out, then I live here permanently? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Horace lived here permanently too. I’d be like an NPC, and if I’d learned anything in my time here, it was that NPCs were just as real as players. And Eyes, so many players practically lived in here already… I could too. And everything here was perfect for me. But – it wasn’t real. 
 
    What’s happening to my body? 
 
    “I don’t know. Yet.” 
 
    Yet? 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    Can I ever come back? 
 
    “It should be possible, yes.” 
 
    Then what would it hurt? I could leave Tulgatha, get myself to safety, then return to my friends. I made up my mind. 
 
    Thorn, log me out. 
 
    Before I’d even finished thinking it, the N-plague light tendrils exploded out of my wound and engulfed me in yellow light. 
 
    The light slowly changed from yellow to white and it blinded me. Blinded the real me. 
 
    ‘He’s awake, get him up!’ I heard a familiar voice say urgently. It was clearly female, but older and rougher than I remembered it. Yet it was unmistakable. 
 
    ‘We’ve got no time, get him up! Now!’ Angie shouted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56: The Beginning 
 
      
 
    The room span as I tried to sit up, and I lurched to the side, vomiting. 
 
    I felt the man’s hand on my back. ‘Don’t worry about it.’ I must have splashed him. ‘We need you to get on your feet, okay?’ 
 
    I still couldn’t open my eyes fully, and the room was just blurred light. But it was still my room, I could tell that. Weirdly, everything felt fuzzy to the touch, like I was playing an old virtual reality game before they’d figured out proper haptics. There was no smell or sound, apart from when one of the two said something. 
 
    One of the two… 
 
    ‘Angie? Is that you?’ 
 
    I couldn’t see her through the blur, but the female voice responded. ‘Close enough, yes. Now get up and get walking because there’s no time for a tutorial here!’ 
 
    ‘But you’re in the game. You’re an NPC. What...’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘Screw it, splash him.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll come around, just give–’ 
 
    ‘Daniel, splash him!’ 
 
    I heard Daniel mutter under his breath and say, ‘Sorry, buddy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just water. I can handle it… wait, Daniel?’ 
 
    I forced my eyes open and tried to focus on the man in front of me. He looked like the Daniel I knew from school, but he was older. He couldn’t have aged that much in just a few months. 
 
    ‘Heh. Yeah, not cross-play, just real life. Brace yourself!’ 
 
    He pushed my head back onto the bed and covered my eyes with a device that Iatched onto the metallic pads at my temples. I felt the static of a program starting and connecting with my brain. I expected it to be like HOPE - for my vision to blank out and a game to start. 
 
    I was very wrong. 
 
    Pain coursed through me, starting in my head. My vision went black, but then exploded with every colour imaginable and then a few more. My ears popped and rang. My jaw opened as wide as it could go and was about to dislocate when it finally relaxed. The electric shudder continued down, making me arch my back and explosively throw my arms out. To my left I punched the wall, to my right I punched something soft, which must have been Daniel. The wave continued past my groin, making things go places they don’t belong, and finally my legs stretched as hard as they could, muscle cramp running through both calves, the muscles pulsating in anticipation of action that wouldn’t come. 
 
    Then it was done. The device disconnected from my temples, and I could see clear as day. I could hear everything, and I could smell the soft antiseptic used to clean government apartments. 
 
    I could see Daniel properly now. He must have been eighteen, twenty, something like that. Clean shaven, square jaw, slick backed blonde hair. 
 
    I looked down at my now broken left hand. ‘Why the fuck would you call that a “splash”? It was an Eyes damned tidal wave, not a splash!’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Horrible, isn’t it? They got me with it too. We can bitch about it together later, but right now, we need to move.’ 
 
    I looked behind him. ‘Angie is a–’ 
 
    ‘Construct, not an NPC. Long story.’ He stood up and held out his hand, which I took - with my right hand - and let him pull me to my feet. 
 
    Angie was standing by the door, her back to the wall, looking nervous. She also looked in her mid twenties, the little girl from Tulgatha only visible in her hair and eyes. And condescending voice. 
 
    My legs felt weak, but the splash had at least got them working. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked Daniel. 
 
    ‘Saving you.’ 
 
    ‘No. We don’t live anywhere close. I mean, you’re…’ I reached out and poked him in the chest. ‘You’re here. Not digital. And Angie’s not digital. What?’ 
 
    ‘Two totally different circumstances, I assure you. Explain it later, okay?’ 
 
    Angie hissed from across the room. ‘Hey! Stop screwing around. Put it on him and let’s get going.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Daniel said to himself and pulled a white lab coat from a sling bag he was wearing over his red and black coveralls. He handed it to me with a, ‘Put it on!’ 
 
    I did as I was told. It was a stark white, but otherwise it had exactly the same cut as the Dirty Robe I’d been wearing for all my adventures in Tulgatha. 
 
    ‘No, really, Daniel. Angie. What the hell is going on? Why are you in my home, why is the other side of my walls a two way mirror, and–’ 
 
    ‘Eyes above!’ Angie said, exasperated. ‘It’s not really your “home” even though it’s where you’ve lived your whole life. You’re a test subject in a government facility. We’re breaking you out because the experiments that have been run on you have worked and they were on the verge of weaponising you. Now let’s run before they kill us.’ 
 
    ‘Pfft. I don’t have any weapons. What are you talking about? A few low level skills from inside the HOPE engine hardly qualify me as a danger, or even competent, in the real world.’ 
 
    Daniel put a hand on my shoulder. ‘There’s much more to it, but look, we really do need to get out of here. When they put that thing in your head it caused such a huge disruption that our people managed to hack the engine and find out where you were kept. We came as fast as we could.’ 
 
    ‘What thing?’ 
 
    Daniel looked back to Angie who was too busy keeping watch to pay attention. 
 
    ‘Let’s go!’ 
 
    He pulled me by the arm, and being totally confused by the whole thing, I let him guide me. 
 
    Angie pulled back on a length of metal that she’d jammed in the way and shoved the door fully open. Daniel ducked through beneath her arm and motioned for me to go through too. 
 
    I followed as ordered and found myself in a hallway with mirrors that looked back into my home zone. On the opposite wall were more mirrors looking into an identical apartment. The HOPE pod was in use, a faint blue glow seeping out from the gap between upper and lower casing. The wall of mirrors looking in on “subjects” continued for three more apartments to both the left and the right. 
 
    Daniel added his strength to holding the door open and Angie slipped out, then took the metal bar, sliding it into her own sling bag, and letting the door slam behind her. 
 
    Angie didn’t break stride and set a demanding pace. Daniel motioned for me to follow, and he fell in behind me. I could hear him constantly checking behind us. 
 
    I had a hundred questions, least of all being why I was wearing a lab coat, but from their motions, I could tell they didn’t want to make any needless noise. So far, because I “knew” them, I was willing to bet I should do what they said. I mean, people wouldn’t go through all this effort if they wanted to hurt me. And the last time I’d been here, armed guards had knocked me out. This was the safe bet. For now. 
 
    As Angie reached the end of the corridor, she turned left and kept walking confidently. I followed her but looked down the right corridor. It was another identical block of observation apartments. The turn we’d taken was the same. A grid of identical corridors. 
 
     ‘Where are we?’ I whispered to Daniel. 
 
    ‘Government military research facility. London. I think. Keep up.’ 
 
    I turned to see I’d fallen behind, and double stepped to catch up, almost crashing into Angie as she stopped at another corner. 
 
    She held a hand up for us to stop, and I barely kept myself from falling past her. We waited. I was about to speak, but as I inhaled, she turned around and glared, shaking her head. She faced the way we were going, and the silence continued. I looked to Daniel, who put a finger to his lips for silence. Well, all right then. 
 
    After a painfully long minute, Angie continued walking and Daniel nudged me forwards. 
 
    I turned back to him and he didn’t motion for silence this time. ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘Never know with her. She can see things I can’t, but I’m just a reg. Constructs, you know?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, I don’t know. What’s a reg? And what can she do?’ 
 
    ‘Regular. Unaugmented human. And I don’t really know what constructs can do. I’m new here. But you should be able–’  
 
    Not looking where I was going, I crashed into what I thought was a brick wall but turned out to be an annoyed looking Angie. ‘Would you two focus? If they see us, we’re all dead. And Daniel, no more talking.’ 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I looked at him. ‘Really? Nothing?’ 
 
    He shook his head and shrugged. 
 
    She grabbed me by the chin and forced me to look at her. Her eyes were brown but had fine glowing blue lines of circuitry on them. That should not be possible. 
 
    ‘This isn’t a game anymore. There’s no respawn. If we die, we die. This far from the central server, even I will die out here. So, don’t fuck around.’ She hesitated for a moment, then ran her thumb up to the metal pads at my temples. She shivered. ‘Behave.’ 
 
    She continued walking, pulling the lapel of my lab coat to make sure I was following. 
 
    I was piecing things together now. Government research facility… because I had N-plague, maybe? And trying to escape from the government meant death. A bit fucking harsh, I would have preferred a stern talking to, but okay. And Daniel and Angie were breaking me out of here. Made sense. No, wait, that didn’t make sense at all. 
 
    I tapped Angie on the shoulder and kept my voice low. ‘Hey, why are you guys… umm, breaking me free?’ 
 
    ‘That is too long a story to tell in the middle of an escape plan.’ 
 
    ‘No, yeah, of course. But summarise it for me?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no time.’ 
 
    I tugged on her hand and spoke slightly louder, the equivalent of a shout in these empty, white noise corridors. ‘Hey. A summary is very quick, and I suspect that you want me to come willingly, so tell me right now. Or should I start making some noise?’ 
 
    Angie rolled her eyes, turned away, and kept walking. She turned right at the next intersection. I looked to Daniel who still didn’t talk but was pointing urgently in her direction. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ I said, then speed walked after Angie. 
 
    After I turned the same corner as her, she’d stopped and was waiting for me. ‘And that’s a lesson. Don’t make a threat if you won’t follow through. Like I said, the time for games is gone. Follow and listen.’ She turned away and walked on. ‘I had planned to return after your fight at Hursh’s field, where you contracted the N-plague. But you weren’t evacced fast enough from your pod. One in a million chance, but you didn’t go brain dead. That marked you as a candidate. So, the government swooped in, and it turns out I was already on their radar, so they flushed my program.’ Another turn. ‘I then spent the next two years trying to find where they moved you. Then I entered the network and managed to coerce one of the orderlies to install a Thorn chip in you while you slept. That let you exit, although you had to figure that out on your own, of course. Now we’re here, taking you into safer hands.’ 
 
    So much data, I didn’t even know where to begin. ‘Two years? When did that happen?’ 
 
    ‘Time dilation of the game was screwing up your time sense. Also, the game can blank parts of time without you knowing. A loading screen or a death screen, and they can steal days at a time.’ 
 
    ‘But two years? How didn’t I know?’ 
 
    She turned and looked at me with nothing but pity. ‘They’ll do whatever they need to get what they want. Everything after your battle at Hursh’s field, once I wasn’t there to keep an eye on you, can’t be trusted.’ 
 
    ‘What about my friends?’ 
 
    She shrugged and kept walking, making more turns seemingly at random. 
 
    ‘And – candidate for what?’ 
 
    She stopped, held up a hand, and waved me forward. ‘No, not you. Busy escaping, remember? Daniel.’ 
 
    Daniel moved up next to me. 
 
    ‘They’ve surrounded us.’ 
 
    ‘What? How?! I thought you were checking cams?’ 
 
    ‘I was and am. We didn’t trip an alarm, but since we left the containment room, they’ve tripled their guard. They knew we were coming.’ 
 
    Daniel ran a hand through his hair. ‘Shit. What do we do?’ 
 
    She looked at me. ‘They won’t risk killing him, so the guns will only hold tranquilisers. Don’t be afraid.’ 
 
    He looked afraid. ‘All right. I can do it.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Get him to the bunker.’ She handed over a keycard. ‘Second door on the left. Go.’ 
 
    Daniel grabbed my arm and pulled me past the next intersection. As he dragged me, I saw black figures either side of me. They couldn’t have been more than ten paces away on either side. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ 
 
    Daniel sprinted, and I followed. He slammed the card onto a seemingly blank bit of wall, and a door, that looked exactly like every other door, slid open. 
 
    The last thing I saw, as Daniel whipped me inside a dark room, were the white clad figures rounding the corner in pursuit, and Angie raising her hands, her eyes glowing. 
 
    The door shut behind me. ‘Wait, we need to help her. There were like ten of them!’ 
 
    ‘No, we need to be gone from here. And if there were only ten of them there, that means we’ve got a lot of shit to get through.’ 
 
    I could hardly see through the darkness of this room after the stark whites of the observation corridors. Daniel pulled out a mask from his shoulder sling and forced it over his head. It was a red and black balaclava. He tapped a button at the neck, and armoured ridges formed from the cloth. Portable full face and head protection. Next he pulled out a handle, which he flicked out into a forearm length baton with faint glowing blue lines inset along its surface. 
 
    ‘Where are we? What are you going to do with all that?’ 
 
    ‘We’re behind the facade, and I’m going to not die. Ready?’ 
 
    ‘For what?!’ I heard several thumps and a loud crack from the otherside of the door we’d just come through. ‘And you’re all in black, why am I in white?’ 
 
    He grabbed me by the collar and pushed me ahead of him at arms length, forcing me to stumble through the darkness. ‘We want them to see you.’ 
 
    ‘Why?!’ I asked even though I already knew the answer. I was the target. Bait? Angie said they wouldn’t shoot me, but… 
 
    My eyes started to adjust to the darkness just as blue underlighting stuttered and flashed at my feet. I looked back to Daniel who now looked nothing short of menacing, black lenses covering his eyes with a faint green glow seeping around the seals of the mask. 
 
    He continued to push even when I stumbled. I could see enough to keep my footing now, and what I saw wasn’t what I expected. Gone were the smooth lines and pristine, antiseptic white of my home zone and the observation corridors. Wherever we were now was all naked steel, gratings, and exposed cabling snaking haphazardly across the floor and walls. 
 
    I heard gunshots from the way we’d come. 
 
    ‘Is Angie–’ 
 
    ‘She’ll reboot in a fresh corpse, focus up!’ 
 
    Gone was the friendly, subservient Daniel from earlier. It hit me full force now that I had let two people kidnap me based on a few pleasant words. They’d taken me from everything I knew. And why? Because they’d said a few words. Because I thought I knew them? Conmen can say a few words. Or they’d hacked the HOPE engine with some program called Thorn? Now there were gunshots, creepy masks, and stun batons. I’d made a huge mistake. 
 
    In front of us a door opened, flooding the dim corridor with white light, and two white uniformed guards burst out. 
 
    Daniel rushed me forwards before they could raise their guns. They tried to shout an order, but we were already too close. He kept me unable to move in his grip, and the world became a blur as he whipped me back and forth. I heard electric cracks and the sound of meat smacking meat. 
 
    The door closed, bringing with it the darkness. The underlighting flickered back into life. I looked down at the two guards. My vision fuzzed with static before resolving itself into a hovering display. As I looked at the guards, they had… stats. Like I was still in a game. Both showed flashing red heads and arms with 0% next to them. An armour symbol that had been cracked in half. 
 
    ‘How… how am I seeing this?’ 
 
    He pushed me further down the corridor. 
 
    “You can thank me for that” 
 
    ‘Thorn?!’ 
 
    ‘He’s working for you already?’ Daniel asked. 
 
    ‘Huh? Yeah. What does it mean?’ 
 
    ‘Means you’re a weapon. Also means we need to get you out of here before–’ 
 
    The sound of metal cutting air fluttered past me, and I saw metallic sparks shoot up around me. 
 
    ‘Fuck! Run!’ 
 
    I didn’t have a choice as he pushed me forwards, and my options were sprint or fall. 
 
    The shooting stopped, and Daniel slowed and turned. He muttered to himself. ‘What the… they’re just waiting?’ 
 
    ‘Daniel, what’s happening?’ 
 
    ‘End of this tunnel there’s a door. We’ve got a guy waiting for us. Look, you can see it.’ 
 
    As if on cue, lights lit up the end of the corridor, and sure enough, there was a grimy looking metallic door. 
 
    ‘Oh shit,’ Daniel whispered. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Lighting up means…’ 
 
    The door slid open soundlessly, despite what the rust would have led me to expect. 
 
    The strangest light I’d ever seen filled the end of the hall, perfectly silhouetting a slim human form. 
 
    ‘Shit shit shit,’ Daniel whispered to himself. ‘Okay, look. You need to get past him and get outside. The team will take care of you from there.’ 
 
    Outside? The strange light was… natural light? Then and there, I knew I’d never seen it before. Not even in some half remembered childhood. Had I ever been outside? Had I ever left my government apartment? My fake apartment? 
 
    ‘But look, you’ve got the Thorn chip. It’s so much more than a weapon, but right now, we need it to be a weapon. If this prick construct goes for you, you need to–’ 
 
    The silhouette jerked its arm, and a blur flashed past me. Daniel’s grip relaxed, and I heard him thump to the floor behind me. I heard a clatter of metal on metal half a second after and looking back showed that the blade hadn’t entered flesh. His mask had deflected it. He was just unconscious. Shit damn it, Daniel. What do I need to do?! 
 
    ‘Hello, Subject.’ The voice was male and smooth. Cocky and sure of itself. The accent wasn’t one I‘d heard before, but it dredged up memories of a land that had fallen long ago.  
 
    ‘You’re not my…’ my voice trailed off as I remembered I wasn’t in a fantasy game anymore. He didn’t mean I was his subject and he was my lord. He meant test subject. ‘Well. Hello, Construct.’ 
 
    He smirked and stepped forward. ‘Whoever taught you that word? It’s a bit dated.’ 
 
    As he closed the distance between us, my HUD locked onto him. That was the Thorn chip activating, giving me extra information. But I didn’t know this world’s systems and I couldn’t figure out what everything meant outside of the construct being at full Life. There were different coloured bars and numbers hovering around this construct. Whatever it really was. 
 
    The man-thing continued walking slowly towards me. ‘A construct is something artificial. A social construct, for example. It has rules and laws that govern systems, but when broken, it falls apart. Beings like me? We don’t ever fall apart. You can’t break our system.’ 
 
    I looked behind me to see if I could run, but the guards were still there. ‘You’re not artificial then?’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘You know so little of the real world, Subject. Real answers would mean nothing to you, and what’s the point in lying?’ 
 
    My mind raced as I realised I was trapped. ‘Does that mean you can’t lie? Is that a system of yours?’ 
 
    He winked at me. ‘You can’t worm your way out of this. Turn around and let the nice bio officers put you to sleep. You’ll wake up back in your training program.’ 
 
    Training program? Did he mean Tulgatha? As the door had shut, the blue under lighting had restarted itself, and flashed on. I could see him fully now. He was wearing loose grey trousers that gripped at his calves. That was all. He was, in a word, perfect. Perfect teeth, perfect hair, perfect face, perfect body. 
 
    I wanted to back away from his perfection, for while it was beautiful, it was also terrible. He was perfect, but he was horrifying. He radiated lethality. A perfect killing machine. One of the guards shifted his foot behind me, reminding me they were there, and I stopped retreating. 
 
    I had to get past him. Follow Daniel and Angie’s plan, even if I didn’t know what was going on here. All I truly knew was this construct was not on my side. I looked at the prone form of Daniel. 80% Life, head armour flashing red to show it was broken, and a status effect. Unconscious. 
 
    The thing stopped when it was next to Daniel and looked down at him. ‘You are weak objects. I’ve noticed that when I want your kind to do what I want, pain works well. So well that it doesn’t even have to be pain applied to you.’ 
 
    With the precision, poise, and control of a dancer, he lifted a foot to rest on Daniel’s neck. 
 
    ‘Turn around, Subject. Let one of those other bios return you to your cell.’ 
 
    There was nothing I could do. I had no weapon or way of attack, and whether that was really the Daniel I grew up with, or someone else, or just an older Daniel after two years of me not being in this world, it didn’t really matter. I couldn’t watch this beast robot kill another person, one that wouldn’t respawn, if I had the choice to stop it. I had to turn myself in. 
 
    “There’s another way.” 
 
    Thorn? You’re talking again? 
 
    “The transition from inside HOPE Engine to the real world is jarring. I’m here now.” 
 
    The construct shifted his weight and I heard a cracking sound from Daniel’s head. 
 
    ‘I’m not joking, and I don’t have time. Turn yourself in or this child dies.’ 
 
    What do I do, Thorn? 
 
    “Use me.” 
 
    Just like in Tulgatha. 
 
    I had to get this right, or Daniel would die. 
 
    Some unseen force, intuition or Thorn, made me want to move. Want to act. All I had to do was stop fighting that impulse. 
 
    My hand shot out and despite the metres of clear ground between us, the construct flew back as if he’d been hit by a truck. He slammed against the rusted metal walls, denting the grating and ragdolling to the floor. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    ‘Shoot him!’ the construct shouted. 
 
    Thorn let me see what the guards were doing without me turning, just like in Tulgatha… maybe it really was my training program… 
 
    They were well trained. No movement was wasted. They had already been in firing positions. Trigger fingers came out of the resting position, thumbs slipped onto pad scanning safety disarm switches, and fingers grazed triggers. I could sense their guns. Not the barrels, but the circuitry of the bodies, and even the chip inside the tranquilizer darts. I could see the pathways I could let Thorn take and what those would lead to. I disabled all the guns. The guards didn’t need to die. 
 
    I walked toward the construct who had managed to crawl out of the dent in the floor he’d made. 
 
    He pointed a finger at me and I was suddenly aware of the full capability of his body. His hand snapped back to allow a barrel to extend out of it. Seamlessly connected sections of his forearm pulled out on hinged servos, pulling forward the gun body from the bicep, connecting to the barrel. A rotating feed spun in his chest, loading an explosive tipped 2.5 caliber round into the now fully assembled Winchester Rapid Warframe Cannon. 
 
    It had taken 0.4 seconds, and he could fire in another 0.3. It would only take me 0.1 to jam the gun. Or cause all the explosive tips to detonate prematurely. Or make him point the barrel at his own head. 
 
    But I could see that the gun was merely a symptom. I would deal with the cause. Before his central core systems could confirm targeting and agree the firing solution, I shut him down. He dropped to the floor and every part of his perfect body expelled metallic cabling and minute silicon chips, a single one worth enough to feed the world for a week. 
 
    Behind me, the guards began to move, but Thorn gave me a dozen options to disable them and three dozen to kill them. I locked their armour joints from the waist down. They’d be able to crawl out of them given time. 
 
    I had one prevailing thought. I was scared. Not of what I’d done, that had to happen. I was scared of how damn great it felt to do it. I wanted to keep going. I wanted to find the next construct that thought he could stop me. I wanted Thorn to connect me to the next lethal machine that stood in my way. 
 
    I walked down the dimly lit hallway, but I found there were enough active electronics in the walls and the floor that I didn’t need to use my eyes to know where everything was. My senses were spreading, and I could see more and more of the world around me.  And what an interesting world it was! Suits of armour running to intercept my position. A destroyed construct lying among broken guns and armour – Angie, her final stand a success. The high-speed combat shuttle touching down outside and the lightly armoured resistance fighters around it. 
 
    I picked Daniel up, and despite my newfound Godhood, I struggled with his weight. I threw him over my shoulder and walked. 
 
    I connected with the final obstacle stopping me from leaving what was, most definitely, my prison. 
 
    With a thought, unfamiliar natural light blinded me, warmed my skin, and felt… right. 
 
    I stepped into freedom. 
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