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            One More Death, Then You Can Eat

          

        

      

    

    
      The steady thud of arrows peppered my shield for the third time that day. Once again, they ended as abruptly as they began. Sweat poured from everywhere, and my nerves were close to shot, yet I couldn’t wait for them to start up again. They were the only things drowning out the distant screams from farther down the line.

      As I readied my shield for the fourth round, a great, savage war cry came from a few hundred feet in front of me. Finally, something different. The enemy forces were coming, and they couldn’t have come soon enough. I was tired, hungry and completely out of patience. I didn’t have to pee, though. Glass half full, right?

      Fortunately, patience wasn’t in my opponents’ vocabulary. A tall, green-skinned creature pointed his clawed hand toward me and shot a blast of something red and beautiful at me. I could almost smell the burning. So pretty. It was less pretty when it melted through my shield and took off twenty percent of my health. I’d just got that shield too.

      This isn’t real, I told myself yet again. I didn’t need to, as my dad’s excited yell made the point for me a second later.

      “You need to dodge that, kiddo.”

      Totally broke the immersion, but that’s what parents were for. They give you an awesome game then find a way to make it not fun. Hard to believe you’re in a hyper-realistic fantasy game when your dad’s sitting next to you playing armchair general and color commentator.

      “If I dodge the next one, can I eat dinner?”

      I felt stupid not using a controller or a keyboard. Sure, these more realistic games—where you used your mind to move like you do in real life—had existed since before I was born, but I’d always liked the old-school games where I could take advantage of my fantastic hand-eye coordination and not have to worry about my lesser (OK, pathetic) physical abilities.

      The orc in front of me scratched his head in confusion at my comment. Not wanting to waste an opening like that, I stabbed him in the gut—the orc, not my dad, though that thought was tempting as well. The orc snarled in pain as I yanked up sharply on the blade, revealing yellowed teeth and at least one cavity.

      If this hero thing didn’t work out, I could always go into orc dentistry. Surely a lucrative profession, though since orcs probably hadn’t heard of anger management classes, it probably wasn’t any safer than being an adventurer.

      “Honey, he shouldn’t have to dodge if he doesn’t want to,” my mom said. “Dinner’s going to get cold soon, anyway.”

      As the orc slumped to the ground, I pulled my blade free. Almost immediately, another blast shot toward me from an identical orc. No, scratch that, his sash was on the other side. I think his cavity was too. This time I barely managed to dodge, though I dropped my sword in the process.

      My dad slapped me on the back, causing me to stumble both in and out of game. “Now you’re getting it.”

      “Yay!” my sister squealed. “You’re not an idiot, Lucas.”

      “Shut up, Lilly. I've never played this thing.”

      “Now watch out for his axe!” Dad said.

      “What axe—yow!” The axe whizzed past my face, nearly cleaving it in half. My ear wasn’t so lucky. I could feel the blood pouring down the side of my head and into my heavy plate-chest piece.

      “Did you see that?” Dad said. “Look how realistic this thing is. The way the blood is spraying out, I’ll bet you feel like your head is on fire.”

      As soon as I thought about healing, a glass vial appeared in my hand. I took a swig of the healing potion as two of the NPC soldiers nearby speared the orc from each side.

      “Yeah, Dad, this is great. Everyone loves getting to feel it when parts of their body get removed in a game.”

      “This is only the home demo version. In the real version you can feel it more . . . Oh, you said you didn't like that. You can turn the pain filters off if you want. In the real version, I mean.”

      “Sissy,” Lilly said.

      I ignored my bratty sister as I tossed the empty potion away and picked up my blade. It seemed like my side was winning despite my contribution as mostly a distraction. The graphics were incredible. It felt like I was really on that battlefield. I could hear the screams of the dying, the ear-ringing clash of blades, the explosive blasts of magic, and the clang of armored bodies as they rushed about. The smell of sweat, burning, and death, I could do without. I could even feel the pangs of hunger.

      “Speaking of feeling, Dad, can I feel my dinner going down my throat?”

      “You can! And it even tastes better than the real thing. Oh, you mean in real life. Just three more minutes, then we can eat.”

      I grumbled as a towering, gray-green monstrosity with a lone arm longer than its body thundered into view. My legs wobbled as it lumbered forward, pausing only to swat anyone foolish enough to get within its reach. I gulped as I pointed my shaking sword arm toward it. How did they expect someone in a level-twenty-demo avatar to take on that thing?

      “Cast a spell at it, son! Trollgres are susceptible to ice.” The couch bounced much like the ground in game as my dad jumped up and down.

      “Mecca lecca hi mecca hiney ho.” I did a pirouette and twinkled my fingers extra hard.

      “Oh, my God,” Lilly said between sobs of laughter. “That—Why didn’t I record this?”

      “I meant select a spell from the options,” Dad said. “What was that?”

      “My version of casting a spell, which is kind of like your version of eating dinner, meaning it doesn't work,” I muttered as I fumbled through the options, finally finding the “Freeze” spell. The spell landed squarely in the Trollgre’s chest, living up to its name as the smelly, potbellied giant became paralyzed right in the middle of a swing that looked like it’d knock me several zip codes away for the peasants there to deal with my burial.

      “You won’t have to look for it next time,” Dad said. “Just think ‘Freeze’ and you’ll cast it automatically. In the real game, you’d automatically know your spells, though.”

      “Good to know.” I stared up at the ten-foot-tall snowman statue and began to chip at it ineffectually with my sword. “Now what do I do?”

      “Oh, this is the best part! Just stand there and you’ll see.”

      Lilly giggled. “Unless he marries that thing and they star in a sitcom, I don’t see how that’s possible.”

      Shards of ice exploded from the beast, knocking me to the ground and blinding me for several seconds. Even before my vision returned, I knew I was going to die. The deep, reptilian screech threatened to take several of the more fragile ornaments off my parents’ wall. At least Lilly stopped laughing. My vision returned barely long enough to see the inside of the massive mouth. The diamond-like teeth tore me to shreds. Fortunately my death was swift, and since I died, the demo simulation’s pain sensors turned off, saving me from feeling like I’d been thrown in a woodchipper.

      I took off the headset and breathed a sigh of relief.

      My dad jumped up and down in excitement. “Wasn't that great? Just like being there. Sorry about tricking you at the end, but we put the dragon in there as an end point. You wouldn’t have been able to avoid it no matter what you did.”

      As much as I loved to see my dad happy, I couldn’t share his enthusiasm. Mom’s casserole smelled delicious, and he’d been talking about this game non-stop since I was born. Probably before that too. But when your livelihood depends on a game, you tend to get pretty excited about it. He and his team had put a lot of work into the demo, and it was much more realistic than any of the previous ones.

      “Yeah, it’s great, Dad,” I deadpanned.

      I’d heard the real game was even better but was neither brave enough nor desperate enough to try it. Sun & Shadow Online (S&S) wasn’t the only VR MMORPG out there—there were close to fifty last I’d heard—but it had been the most successful by a mile. When my dad was in his twenties, it was even more successful than its ten closest competitors combined. That was when Pyrite Games came up with the idea of converting in-game winnings into actual money. People paid real money to enter the game, and if they did well inside, came back out with a fortune. True, the vast majority of people came out with nothing, but the news didn’t like to talk about that. They only liked to talk about the winners. Just like the lottery.

      As usual, Dad heard what he wanted. “I know, right? This demo is sure to crush Chang’s project. His last one might have made Pyrite a decent chunk of change by transferring dying rich people’s consciousness into the game permanently—along with all of their money—but his new one doesn’t have nearly the revenue potential.”

      With so much competition, my dad and his team had been tasked with regaining S&S’s market share. This new demo would help, but I didn’t have the heart to tell him it wouldn’t be enough. What made the game special back then was the Trium. They’d forged the first legendary weapons, took down the first dragon, and then the first god. Nothing seemed impossible for them. Some of the things they did still hadn’t been replicated. Who takes on two raid bosses at once with only three people?

      They had been everywhere. Talk shows sent people into the game to interview them. Hundreds of streaming channels dedicated to just them. What would they do next? How would they do it? What were they wearing? Who were they dating?

      Apps. Shoes. Conventions. Stuffed animals. Movies. Streaming shows. And then they disappeared. The game thrived as people signed over their life savings just to enter and try to find them. There were multiple rewards posted that topped out at probably more than the trio ever made in game, but no one ever found them. New stars have come since then, but none like those three. And unless my dad’s new demo could locate them, then he was down for another disappointment.

      Mashed potatoes splattered onto my plate as my dad thumped the headset down.

      “Frank!” Mom said. “Not at the dinner table. You know the rules.”

      “Sorry, dear.” Dad sheepishly picked it up and set it under his chair. “No work at dinner. Talk or demos.”

      They’d made up that rule when I moved away and avoided visiting. When they confronted me, I told them Dad’s constant talk of work was the reason. Now that he doesn’t, I discovered that my dad is actually a pretty nice guy. Who knew? Now if only I could get them to not bring up school . . .

      “Lucas, how are your engineering classes going?” Mom asked.

      “I switched to computer science.”

      “I thought you tried computer science last year?” Dad asked between shovelfuls of food.

      Lilly smirked. “No, that was Computer History, which was before Art History and the History of Ballet.”

      I playfully punched her in the arm. “I did not do the History of Ballet. Oh, wait. I did, but that wasn’t before Art History. Speaking of which, Lilly, how are things going with your boyfriend, Art?”

      “Art?” Mom asked. “Who is this ‘Art’ boy?”

      “Doesn’t matter. I broke up with him when I found out he was too short.” Lilly pushed her plate away.

      Mom, being a veteran of all things Lilly, picked up her plate and took it to the kitchen, directing Lilly to follow. “In one of your games or in real life?”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ve refined my search criteria and have several other potential applicants.”

      “Well, as long as you’re learning, dear, but remember to add in skill with both shooters and platform jumping, smells nice, and picks a handsome avatar, so you don’t make those mistakes again.”

      “Moooom! I’m not an idiot. I did learn from the last three.” Lilly picked up the casserole dish and took it into the kitchen.

      I thought about chasing after her but decided the potatoes looked just as good and scooped another helping onto my plate.

      Dad wiped his chin as he eyed me taking thirds. “Son, do you need any money? As much as I love your mother’s cooking, no one likes potatoes that much.”

      I sighed. My parents always found an excuse to try to give me money. It was great that Dad had done so well for himself, but I was determined to make my own way in this world. Sure, it’d taken me a lot longer than most, but I knew I’d figure it out eventually. “No thanks, Dad. I do have a job.”

      Dad patted me on the back. “You’re a good man. But if you ever need it, your mother and I are here for you.”

      I absorbed myself in finishing my potatoes, and fortunately he took the hint and let the subject drop. We finished clearing the table and joined Lilly and Mom in the kitchen. It was a normal evening just like any other.
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      As Mom and Lilly left to go shopping, I tried to duck out with them. It was rude, but Dad always wanted me to stay to catch up on the latest streaming news for S&S. I did love him, but after the demo, watching more of that game—no matter what awesome things Typhonious or The Squeak Twins had done—was toward the bottom of my list.

      “Wanna watch a movie, kiddo? I’ll even watch one of those re-animators you like. How about the one with Adam Sandler, Jerry Lewis, and Harpo Marx, or the one with Zack Galifianakis, John Belushi, and Lucile Ball? Always seemed ghoulish to edit clips of dead people together, but I know how much you like them.”

      I hadn’t been into those since I was a teenager, but it was nice that he was trying. “Sorry, Dad. I’ve got some studying to do tonight.”

      His face deflated as he patted me on the back. “Right, school comes first. Maybe next week?”

      “Sure.” I shook his hand and hurried out the door to my car.

      As I fumbled for my keys, a sudden wave of guilt hit me. Dad wasn’t asking me to do anything game related, and it’d been months since I spent any time with him. Plus, with all the hours he put in at work, he didn’t really have any friends unless you counted his weasel second-in-command, Carl.

      I put the keys back in my pocket and decided to watch a silly movie with him, just like when I was a kid—after I emptied my bladder. Not sure where that wave came from, but I was seconds away from doing the “pee-pee dance.” I snuck in the back and scurried to the bathroom. I probably should’ve shouted to Dad that I was back, but I had only one thing on my mind.

      After I finished and washed up, I made my way back down the hallway, wobbling slightly from the relief when the doorbell rang. The door swooshed open around the corner, and a nasal voice echoed down the hallway. I immediately stopped. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. Carl. Never did get what Dad saw in him. Annoying voice, personality to match, and hated kids (which I’d always be in his eyes). The only good thing about him was that he hated talking about S&S as much as me.

      "This isn't the best time," Dad said.

      "You don't always get to choose everything, Frank," Carl said with a weaselly laugh. “We’re not at work.”

      “Do you have a reason for being here?” Dad tapped furiously on something hard, probably the doorframe.

      “It finally happened. Soooo, you know what that means.”

      “N—” A sound like I’d heard a gun make in one of those old movies went off, followed by a thud. I thought it might be the TV but hadn’t heard any other sounds from it before.

      "Y—" Carl said with a sneer I could almost picture. "After all these years it feels good to get that off my chest—well, your chest. Oh, come on! Why aren't you laughing? Oh, right. Well, you would have found that funny.” Another laugh was followed by the sound of footsteps steadily moving away.

      I rushed into the room and found my dad sprawled on the floor in a pool of his own blood. It seemed to be coming from his chest. My fear-addled mind went over the little I remembered from my semester as pre-med.

      His pulse! I grabbed his wrist, trying—and mostly failing—to ignore the red stuff below my knees. It took me several panicked tries to find it; it was there but faint.

      As I looked at his face, his eyes suddenly shot open. “The wristband.”

      “Dad, I have my own communicator.” I held my wrist out to show him the cheap one I’d always managed to hide so he wouldn’t try to buy me an expensive one. “I’ll call a medic.”

      He pushed my hand away from making the call and then gripped it tight. “No . . . this.” He pointed at his left wrist and the thin, cheap-looking white band wrapped around it.

      I reached for its center but realized there was no screen to call from; it was just a band. Had probably bought it at a convenience store to help some cause.  I figured he was embarrassed and didn’t want the paramedics to see it on him. I pulled the band off his wrist and put it on mine. Easier than arguing. During the exchange, I’d completely shut out what was going on in the rest of the world, so when I reached over to my other wrist to start the call, I was shocked to see the shadow of a figure. As I abruptly turned, I almost fell over the slick blood. I didn’t see his face, but I knew that laugh instantly. My arms reflexively covered my head as the shot rang out.

      At first I thought Carl missed. The pain didn’t come until I saw the blood squirting out of my chest. I screamed as the agony suddenly hit me in one big wave. Somehow I fought it off, but the only thing I could manage was an awkward roll toward the door.

      Carl was nowhere to be seen, but two people dressed head to toe in some sort of white hazmat-like outfits had just entered the room. One of them knelt and grabbed me. I tried to struggle as she put a device over my mouth, but my body went limp. I couldn’t see the woman’s face through the thick, glassy visor as she leaned over, but I swore she was smirking. My consciousness . . .
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      I awoke with a start and tried desperately to open my eyes, to no avail. My attempt to reach for my eyelids met similar failure. Probably would’ve helped if my hands had been of any use, but I quickly discovered that nothing in my body was responding, not even my bladder. They had even taken that away from me.

      Had they? Not sure why I assumed they were there for nefarious reasons. Must have been the outfits and who they arrived right after. They were probably only medics in strange outfits, and I couldn’t do anything because they’d sedated me.

      I’d just have to lie there and do nothing but think while the professionals did their work—though it really would’ve been nice if I had something to distract me—well, besides the army of tiny imps that seemed to be hammering on every nerve in my body.

      My prayers were answered a second later when a voice told me to be patient while the system calibrated to my brain pattern. What system? Smooth jazz began playing in the background, making me pray for the return of the quiet and the pain. Nothing’s worse than smooth jazz.

      Mercifully, right as I was about to decide to end it all and then try to figure out how exactly I was going to do that without access to my arms or legs, the music stopped and everything returned.

      I was sitting in a sunny, butterfly-filled meadow. The complete lack of any medical equipment was odd; the presence of butterflies was odder. I’d never seen real butterflies before, since most of them were now extinct. The breeze caressed my skin lovingly like no breeze in our wasteland of a city ever had. It was beautiful. It was perfect. It was heaven?

      I wanted to just lie down and stay there forever, but then I remembered Carl and how he’d murdered my dad—and me? I didn’t want to die; I wanted to live.

      I hopped up angrily, and out of nowhere, a piece of polished wood landed hard in the spot I’d just vacated. Spinning around, I found myself staring at a ponytailed, muscular, greenish-yellow orc. He smiled sweetly as he lifted the sword from the ground and pointed it at me.

      “Don’t suppose you could sit back down, so I could try that again?” he asked.

      I stared at the six-inch indent in the ground and then at the orc. “Oh, crap. This isn't heaven.” I was in Dad’s game—or maybe I was in hell. Not that there was any difference to me.

      Was his game really my own personal hell? Sure, I was sick of hearing about it. Wasn’t like I hated it that much. I mean, I did occasionally watch some of the streaming channels on the game, though that was more to fit in with my friends . . . well, mostly. Dantanion’s videos were hilarious.

      The orc rested his sword on the ground. “Yeah. I’m your own personal demon or some crap. Here ta make ya pay for all your past ills. Not at all here to explain how a fantasy game works to random newbs who stumble in.”

      Before I could answer, a dinging sound drowned out the rest of the surly—and I’m sure brilliant—gibberish that came out of the orc’s mouth, and a glowing mail icon appeared in the top left of my vision. A message soon followed, covering most of my view.

      
        
        Frank,

        

        You were in a terrible accident and your body didn’t make it. My sincere condolences on your situation. Fortunately, you were wearing the wristband attached to your Sun & Shadow Online VIP Resurrection Plan, and our technicians were able to save your mind.

        

        Congratulations! You have now been reborn as an avatar within the game which could potentially allow you to live forever. We wanted to give you a few minutes to get acclimated to your surroundings before we sent this message, but you should see in front of you an NPC (non-player character) named Sarge who will teach you the basics of the game.

        

        When you exit the tutorial, we will connect to the bank account that was attached to your communicator and convert that money into in-game currency. Remember, in Sun & Shadow Online, you will be charged in-game money for each death, and if your balance reaches zero, you will die for good (unlike most players who can come back and play again). Invest wisely and avoid death as much as possible. But most of all, have fun in your new home!

        

        Sincerely,

        Pyrite Games

        

      

      I was alive, but that meant my dad wasn’t because the message was directed at him. It sounded like he’d died because I’d taken his wristband. He hadn’t meant for me to take it. He’d only been trying to explain . . .

      Oh, God. I’d never see his face again. See his smile. Hear his wonderful, terrible jokes. Toss the football around with him in the backyard even though neither of us could make an accurate pass to save our lives. See his downtrodden face when he realized I hadn’t been listening about his silly game that I was now permanently in.

      I’d never see my mom either! Hear her sweet, reassuring voice when I told her about my latest switch in majors. Get pestered by her about how I was still single and that the girl with the annoying laugh was still available next door. Get to eat her slightly overcooked food. Smell her strong, overly floral perfumes. Or see my annoying sister, who I’m sure deep, deep down loves me. At least Lilly wouldn’t be able to take my stuff anymore—well, after she’d take everything in my apartment now that I wasn’t there to protect it.

      This was terrible, but . . . No! I was being given a second chance and there must have been a reason for that. “No sense dwelling on the past,” like Dad used to say all the time. He wouldn’t want me to sulk. He’d want me to make him proud and make the best of it. And it would even be in the game he had put so much of his life into.

      I did a poor job of holding back the tears which drew a sigh and then a fart from the large orc in front of me.

      “So, this is a tutorial then?” I asked.

      He held his pointily fingernailed hand out. “Name’s Sarge, and I’ll be your instructor, newb.”

      I decided against shaking his hand, as it was bigger than my head. That and the whole trying-to-hit-me-with-the-sword thing. “That’s great, but I’ve played my fair share of games. I think I can figure it out.”

      “Ahh, an expert.” He nodded thoughtfully and then whacked me on the side of the head. “What're ya screaming for, expert? Looks like we got some kind of moron here, boys.” Sarge looked behind him, but no one was there. “Bet he thinks he can just log out and come back later too. There ain’t no logging out of here, expert. Ya only get one character, and if ya go to one of them exit places, your character gets deleted and ya gotta start over from scratch if ya re-enter. Speaking of scratches . . .” Sarge hit me again.

      “Oww!” I said. “I thought you were designed to help me.”

      Sarge smirked. “Don't mean I can't enjoy myself. Not like there are a lot of fun things for me ta do in this place. Not like they let me leave or anything. Which reminds me.” Sarge took my legs out from under me with his sword.

      “That is not helping.”

      “Sure it is. I'm helping you learn about the pain filters. Like for example yers are turned off right now, and I ain't actually hurting ya. Yer brain is just seeing me hit ya and assuming it hurts. I ain't no psychologist, but ya might have problems, kid.”

      As I covered my face with my arms, he sighed as he reached down and lifted me off the ground to my feet. A screen popped up with a big arrow pointing to the pain filter. It was turned down to zero. “Oh, yeah. Now I see it.”

      Sarge rapped me on the side of the head.

      “Oww—You're right, that didn't actually hurt.”

      Sarge laid into my stomach before giving up. “Now ya know. The default of eighty percent should’ve gone back on now. That’s roughly equal to what most people feel in that place you newbs come from. You can change it if ya want to. Warning though, if you turn it all the way off, you might not realize you’re being attacked until it’s too late. Ya also won’t be able to feel the good stuff either. If ya know what I mean.” He winked at me.

      As I rolled my eyes, another prompt popped up asking me to pick a faction. I decided that Sarge’s painful demonstration had led to a good point. As much as I knew about the game from what my dad had told me and from having played other non-VR MMORPGs, I really needed to learn everything I possibly could about this game. It was my life now.

      “Before you pick,” Sarge said, “there’s a few other things not in them descriptions. The Sun Alliance currently has 77,032,457 players and the Shadow Consortium has 47,981,413 players. More players in a faction means more competition fer mobs—what us cool kids call monsters—and loots in most areas, but it also gives ya an edge in large-scale PvP (player vs. player), or it should anyway.”

      “Thanks, Sarge.” I breezed through the descriptions, as I already knew which I was going to pick from going through Dad’s demo. I picked the Sun Alliance because they were the supposed good guys, or at least pretty guys, and I always picked the good guys. Surprisingly, Sarge didn’t hit me this time. Maybe, he actually responded to kindness?

      “Good, now pick a race. I'm getting tired of staring at yer weird, shapeless form. Too bad ya can’t pick to be as gorgeous as me. Half-orcs are an NPC-only race for now. Not that it matters. Not like I can leave this place and meet a nice girl. Settle down. Have half-orc babies with their mother's eyes and my beautiful fangs . . .” As his eyes began to water, a screen with details of all the races appeared to block my view of him.

      
        
        Beaverkin: +1 STR, +1 END, -1 AGI. Bonus Skills: Carpentry (at level 5), Polearms, Regen. Other Bonus: +20% water resist. Drawback: poor eyesight (costs 1 extra skill choice to learn Inspect and Detective).

      

      

      
        
        Dwarf: +1 STR, +2 STA, -2 CHA. Bonus Skills: Mine (at level 5), Smith (at level 5), Survivalist. Other Bonuses: infravision, + damage to earth-based creatures & constructs (golems, rock people, etc.), + faction to Gnomperton, +20% earth resist.  Drawback: - faction to all Duchy of Kagsgrude factions.

      

      

      
        
        Forest Giant: +3 STR, +2 STA, +1 END, -1 CHA, -2 AGI, -2 DEX. Bonus Skills: 1-Handed Blunt, Carrying, Lumberjack (at level 5). Other Bonuses: resistant to knockback, +10% earth and wind resist. Drawbacks: can only build giant items with most trade skills (only usable by giants, require more resources), cannot use many items made from non-giant-made trade skills, mobs aggro from farther away, - faction to Gnomperton.

      

      

      
        
        Gnome: +2 INT, +1 WIS, -1 STA, -1 END. Bonus Skills: Detective, Inventing (at level 5), Lucky. Other Bonuses: infravision, + faction to all Archduchy of LeMaeon factions, +5% earth and dark resist, +10% water resist. Drawbacks: flammable (+10% extra damage from fire), -faction to the Ever-Moving Caravan.

      

      

      
        
        High Elf: +1 AGI, +2 INT, +2 WIS, -1 STA, -1 END, - 1 STR, -1 CHA to interactions with non-high elf NPCs. Bonus Skills: Alchemy (at level 5), Lore, Mental Toughness. Other Bonuses: + damage to shadow elves, + 20% light resist. Drawback: - faction to all Archduchy of LeMaeon factions.

      

      

      
        
        Human: +1 to a stat of your choice. Bonus skills: 2 bonus skill points. Other Bonuses: Can enter some Shadow-faction towns when created (but start at Untrusted faction level), +10 to resist(s) of your choice.

      

      

      
        
        Wood Elf: +1 AGI, +1 DEX, +1 CHA, -1 STA, -1 STR. Bonus Skills: Bowcraft (at level 5), Bows, Sneak. Other Bonuses: +10% wind and dark resist, + damage to orcs, infravision. Drawback: Can't learn Inventing skill.

      

      

      “Yer race determines a lot of faction bonuses you'll start with, too. Most of ’em are with the NPCs of yer same race or other races allied with ’em. Some of ’em are listed in the descriptions there. Me, I don't have any allies because there are no half-orc villages out there. I don't ever get to leave this place. I just stay here every day and get ta explain the same thing over and over to you stupid newbs. Ahh . . . where was I?”

      I felt bad that I didn’t feel bad for Sarge. He was very lifelike, especially his pungent aroma and penchant for nose picking when he was sure I was watching. I would’ve sworn he was real if I hadn’t known any better, but I had more pressing things on my mind than considering the moral issues of trapping a seemingly sentient being in a small area and forcing it to do the same thing over and over. I had to pick a race for a character in a video game!

      As I focused on each race, I noticed that I could drill down to get more information about each portion of the description. Most of the info, like the faction bonuses and resists, didn’t mean anything to me, so I glossed over them.

      Forest giants were obviously meant for front-line fighters. When I thought about them, I was transported out of my body so I could look at myself as one of them. They were, well, giant. I could imagine it’d be a great asset for a healer to be able to pick you out from a mile away, but it also would mean having to hunch over whenever I entered a normal-sized building—and judging by the sizes of the other Sun Alliance races, that would be most of the time. I’d always liked to be a DPS (damage per second) in other games, and this one seemed to be more geared for tanking (absorbing hits while the rest of the group did the damage). I decided to throw the dwarf out for the same reason. I needed something more focused on either Strength and Dexterity or Intelligence and Wisdom.

      I didn’t like the shortness of the gnomes or beaverkin as I figured that’d make it difficult to see as far or over tall objects. I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to be a caster or a more physical fighter, but either way, being able to see more would be a big help. The two elves could do one of each of those roles, but if I picked one of them, I’d be stuck going caster or physical damage. I decided to go with the bland human as it gave me the most flexibility.

      “Are ya sure?” Sarge said.

      “Yes.”

      Sarge shrugged nonchalantly. “Great, now pick your appearance.”

      A page popped up with literally thousands of options. Being the daring, adventurous soul I am, I ended up looking exactly like I had on Earth, but a few inches taller with more muscles.

      “You can always change your appearance and race later for a hefty fee. Currently, appearance changes vary from a couple dozen gold to a few thousand, depending on complexity, and race changes cost 5,000 gold. More than I make in a week, a month, a year. Well, ever since they don't pay me. Why aren't there laws against that? Whatever. I know something else there ain't laws about.”

      I shifted my feet into something similar to the fighting stances I’d seen in movies to prepare for Sarge’s next attack. He wouldn’t catch me off guard this time. Sarge chuckled and dropped his sword. My plan had worked beautifully: make him think I didn’t know what I was doing—by actually not knowing what I was doing—and then when he became incapacitated by giggle fits, I’d strike?

      A dull pain erupted from the middle of my back. I fell forward into Sarge, who recovered from his laughing stupor just in time to prevent me from accidentally landing a blow on him. He grabbed hold of me none too gently and turned me around to face my attacker. Right when I was sure Sarge was going to use me as a human shield, he let go. With his vicelike grip gone, I could use my arms again, and I stuck them over my head just before the wooden sword landed. My wrists felt like they were broken but sooner them than my brain. I’d need them for—

      Sarge sighed and held his hand out in front of me. My vision was blurry, and I could barely see the faded outline of my HP indicator telling me I was close to death. I couldn’t make out the numbers or even see my attacker very well. A few notifications popped up telling me I had several status ailments, but I couldn’t make them out.

      A bottle of a thick, red liquid was thrust into my mouth from behind. Normally, I’d have questioned anything held by the dirty, meaty hands of the surly half-orc, but I was desperate and too maddened by pain to debate the source. The red liquid was the most wonderful thing I’d ever tasted—smooth, cool, and rejuvenating. Every molecule of my body tingled in ecstasy. I screamed in joy and took a step forward, ready to fight.

      I was invincible. No one would be able to stop the reinvigorated me! With my sight fully returned, I was surprised that my opponent was actually my height and not a half-orc like Sarge at all. As I took in his handsome face and dark hair, I realized why I knew he was exactly the same size as me. He was me—right down to the dirty creases in his undershirt from Sarge’s earlier blows. I made a note to get a comb as soon as I got out of there.

      “Self-loathing jerk!” I said as I took a swing at myself, the irony of the statement not dawning on me until it was already out.

      It should’ve occurred to me that hitting myself would likely also damage myself, but fortunately I was in no danger, as my blow missed by a good three feet. In case I wasn’t sure, the faded, gray word Miss floated from the middle of my mirror image’s chest. The other me smirked as he landed a well-placed blow to the exact spot where I’d been aiming, but on the real me. The bright red 3 that floated up put a convenient number to how much my chest hurt as did the accompanying 1 when I landed hard on my butt.

      Sarge laughed as he picked me off the ground. He put his hand out again, and my gorgeous opponent lowered his club. “Ya have to aim when ya attack, newbiecakes.”

      I lined up my arm and then swung at my now stationary opponent. A Miss floated in the center of my vision for a bit too long, like it was taunting me.

      Sarge covered his eyes in embarrassment. “No, not like in your world. In this world, yer an avatar of destruction, designed by the gods themselves with the potential to one day take them on. You have to think ‘aim’ to unlock the potential they gave to ya.”

      I thought really hard about aiming this time and only missed by a few inches. My next few attacks were worse, but by that point, the doppelganger had resumed attacking me.

      I could hear Sarge slapping himself in the face behind me. A prompt did pop up telling me I’d unlocked the Unarmed Combat skill and asking me if I wanted to use a skill choice and learn it. I wasn’t sure how precious skill choices were, so I hit “no.”

      “Jeez,” Sarge said. “You’d be better off swinging at random.”

      Another message appeared on my screen, but I was so angry I dismissed it. I put all my focus into my next punch. As it landed, I could hear teeth rattling as the other me’s head cracked to the side. The white 3! was bigger than any of the other damage notifications I’d seen before. Sarge informed me the exclamation point on the end meant I’d landed a critical hit. After two more hits interspersed with a couple of misses, my clone dropped to the ground and vanished in a puff of smoke.

      “Fantastic,” Sarge said, “you’re now capable of going toe to toe with ants, baby gerbils, and maybe a wounded, elderly squirrel. Oh yeah, and other newbs who just finished this tutorial. Now to set your stats . . . I probably should’ve told ya that before ya fought the freakishly ugly fella.”

      The stats page popped up. I’d played a lot of tabletop role-playing games and non-VR MMORPG in the past, so the stats were familiar.

      
        
        STR – Strength plays a large role in the calculation of most melee damage and determines your carrying capacity. It also plays a minor role in the damage of most ranged weapons.

      

      

      
        
        AGI – Agility determines your chance to dodge most non-magic attacks. Your non-mounted movement rate is also influenced by Agility.

      

      

      
        
        DEX – Dexterity increases your attack speed and chance to do extra (critical) damage on attack. It is a major component in the calculation of most ranged weapon damage.

      

      

      
        
        STA – Stamina determines how much damage you can endure. Each point of Stamina translates into 1 additional Hit Point (HP) per level.

      

      

      
        
        END – Endurance determines how many special actions you can perform both in and out of combat. Special actions include in-combat abilities such as the Warrior’s Shield Slam as well as out of combat skills such as Sprint. Each point of Endurance translates into 1 additional Action Point (AP) per level.

      

      

      
        
        CHA – Charisma determines how charming you are when interacting with NPCs (non-player characters). A higher Charisma will increase how much merchants pay for items they buy from you and decrease how much they will sell things for. In addition, certain quests will only appear at higher Charisma levels. A small number of skills and spells are also affected by Charisma.

      

      

      
        
        INT –The higher your Intelligence, the more spells you can cast. Each point of Intelligence translates into 1 additional point to your Mana Pool (MP) per level.

      

      

      
        
        WIS – Wisdom determines how long buff and debuff spells last on your target. It is also the main factor in the calculation of healing or damage for most spells.

      

      

      
        
        AC – Armor Class determines the damage you take from physical attacks. It cannot be raised with stat points. The primary method to raise your armor class is through equipment.

      

      

      
        
        Resists – Increases your chance to resist a spell, skill, or effect of the listed type (Light, Dark, Earth, Water, Fire, Wind). It cannot be raised with stat points.

      

      

      I got a base of ninety points to distribute plus a bonus one for being a human. Remembering what my dad had told me, I knew I wouldn’t get spells until I picked a class at level five, so if I wanted to focus on DPS, I’d have to be a melee for now. That meant I needed to focus on Dexterity and Strength, with some points thrown into Agility and Stamina for survivability. I’d probably have to run occasionally (and probably more than I’d like to, being I was such a newb), so I put a few points in Endurance too. “Do I get more stats when I level, or is this like some of the tabletop games where you’re mostly stuck with your starting stats?”

      “You get two more points at every level, but don’t worry so much about them. When ya hit level five, ya get to pick your base class and ya also get to redistribute all yer stats for free. The same thing happens at level twenty-five when ya pick yer sub-class. Ya can also have a class trainer reset them at any time but ya have ta pay.”

      I nodded in thanks and went about implementing my plan. Since I got more points when I leveled and would get a free redo in a few levels, I didn’t put too much thought into it. I made a note to learn more before I hit level five, though. As a human, I also got ten points to put in resists. This is what I came up with:

 
 
  	
  <Nameless>

  	
   

  
 

 
  	
  Level: 1

  
  	
  HP: 15/15

  
 

 
  	
  Class: Adventurer

  
  	
  MP: 4/4

  
 

 
  	
  Race: Human

  
  	
  AP: 8/8

  
 

 
  	
  Experience: 0/1,000

  
  	
  AC: 0

  
 

 
  	
  STR: 19

  
  	
  Resists

  
 

 
  	
  AGI: 13

  
  	
     Light: 0

  
 

 
  	
  DEX: 19

  
  	
     Dark: 5

  
 

 
  	
  STA: 15

  
  	
     Earth: 0

  
 

 
  	
  END: 8

  
  	
     Water: 0

  
 

 
  	
  CHA: 9

  
  	
     Fire: 5

  
 

 
  	
  INT: 4

  
  	
     Wind: 0

  
 

 
  	
  WIS: 4

  
  	
  HP Regen: 1 per minute

  
 

 
  	
  Carrying Capacity:  0/380

  
  	
  MP Regen: 1 per minute

  
 

 
  	
   

  
  	
  AP Regen: 1 per minute

  
 

 
  	
  Skills: none

  
 


 
      “Great,” Sarge said through a yawn. “Two things left, and then I get to play with a different clueless moron. Now I want ya to Inspect me.”

      I gave the yellow, green-skinned mound of muscle a hard look. He rested his arms on his hips and offered a lopsided grin, exposing his discolored right fang down to his blood red gums. As I continued looking at him with no response, he finally got bored and began aggressively scratching the left side of his body. A notification covered my view, but I dismissed it quickly out of fear that it’d prevent me from seeing whatever it was Sarge meant for me to see.

      “So?” he asked. “What ya got for me?”

      “You probably have gingivitis and fleas.” I backed away in case he either decided to hit me or pass his fleas on.

      He shook his head in exasperation. “True, but that’s not—Let’s try something else.”

      He tossed me his wooden practice sword, and I caught it. It was much thicker and wider than the longswords I’d seen in other games, yet it still felt light in my hands. I assumed that was from all the points I’d put in Strength. I took a few practice swings and noticed that my limbs seemed to move quite a bit quicker than they had earlier. Sarge cracked his grapefruit-sized knuckles and advanced on me.

      Miraculously, I attacked first. I focused as hard as I could on aiming directly at his wide midsection and swung parallel to the ground. My wooden blade made a whooshing sound as it sailed awkwardly toward him. When it was inches away from him, my arms twisted suddenly, and the gray Miss floated up as my momentum took me past the muscular half-orc. Sarge hit me on the back as he twirled behind me. I had a feeling the red 2 meant he was toying with me. A notification annoyingly popped up on my screen, but I pushed it away so I could see.

      “And now?” Sarge asked as my next swing sailed wildly over his head.

      I managed to twist around to face him. “That you’re awesome and I suck. And since I suck so much and you don’t, would you happen to know how to turn off notifications? It’s really distracting in a fight to have those getting in the way.”

      Sarge looked straight up into the air in silent prayer to whatever god he followed. “I’m really going to have to talk to my union about regular time off to visit a shrink . . . or a whore. Ya turn those off by thinking about bringing up the menu to turn 'em off, like ya do for anything else, but in this case, think about bringing them back up. Those were the things I was trying to teach ya about: skills. When ya do an action that’s related to a skill, there’s a chance for ya to unlock it. In the case of basic things like, I don’t know, Inspect and 1-Handed Swords, ya should get them to appear the first time ya try them.”

      I thought about the notifications and a screen appeared in front of me. “It says I’ve unlocked the Unarmed Combat, Inspect, and 1-Handed Swords skills. Where do I see what my skill level is?” I thought about that and another menu appeared. “It says I don’t have any skills, and I have seven unused skill choices. I thought I learned three.”

      “Unlocking isn’t the same as learnin’. Don’t learn something unless you plan on using it a lot, as it costs one of your skill choices. Skill choices are a highly limited commodity. Everyone starts with five plus the bonus ones they get for their race, or two extra fer humans like you. You get one more every other level too. Also when you pay fer a class change or hit level five, twenty-five, and fifty, ya can unlearn any you have, so you can spend the points on something else. Warning, though, any skill advancements for ones you drop get lost permanently. Those seven you have might seem like a ton of points, but there’s a catch. If ya want to go past twenty-five in a skill, ya have ta spend an additional skill choice, and another at fifty and one more at seventy-five. So, you probably want to think long and hard about spending ’em.”

      I focused and brought up the notifications again. When I looked closer at each one, a description popped up for the three skills:

      
        
        Unarmed Combat: Like hitting things but too cheap to buy a weapon?

        Description: The higher you advance in the unarmed skill, the more accurate and damaging your punches become. You can also equip a limited selection of special weapons that use this skill, like the cestus and brass knuckles, though these weapons do quite a bit less damage than most other weapons, unless enhanced by the Fists Like Rock skill of the Bruiser class. Even if you plan on taking up a weapon skill, it never hurts to have your fists as a backup, because your fists can never be disarmed . . . de-fisted? (Technically that’s not true, but if your hands get chopped off, you probably lost the fight a long time ago.)

      

      

      
        
        Inspect: I’m not staring at you; I’m only using Inspect. I swear!

        Description: Inspect mainly helps by getting more detailed information about items and opponents, which might not seem like a lot, but trust us, it is! Hard to know if you can take that rabid teddy bear if you don’t know how strong it is. The higher your skill, the more likely information will be revealed. Not the flashiest of skills, but one of the most underrated.

      

      

      
        
        1-Handed Swords: It slices. It dices. It . . . OK, that’s about all it can do, but do you really need more?

        Description: The 1-Handed Sword skill makes your sharp thing hit the thing you’re aiming at more often, and not the thing you’re not aiming at. Kill your enemies while not inadvertently killing your friends. A real win-win of a skill!

      

      

      I debated taking one or both the weapon skills, but decided that since skill choices were so precious, I’d hold off on them at least until I got my first weapon. I did pick the Inspect skill since it seemed like a very valuable skill for someone who knew so little about the game. If I didn't like it, I could always remove it at level five. I immediately tried the skill out on Sarge.


 
  	
  Sarge

  
 

 
  	
  Level: ???

  
  	
  Resits: 

  
 

 
  	
  Type: Boss

  
  	
    Light:???

  
 

 
  	
  Race: Half-Orc, All Stud

  
  	
    Dark: ???

  
 

 
  	
  Faction: none

  
  	
    Earth:???

  
 

 
  	
  HP: 1 Gagillion/1 Gagillion

  
  	
    Water: ???

  
 

 
  	
  MP: ???

  
  	
    Fire: ???

  
 

 
  	
  AP: ???

  
  	
    Wind: ???

  
 

 
  	
  AC: 1,000

  
 

 
  	
  Special Attributes: Nose Picking, Pointing Out the Obvious, Horticulture, Pwning Newbs, Sarcasm

  
 

 
  	
  Weaknesses: Baths, Half-Orc Boobies

  
 



      “Lookin’ at something sexy?” Sarge winked. “When ya Inspect someone, they can feel it. Good thing ta know, as some people don’t take kindly to it.”

      A tingle washed over my body. I assumed it meant he’d used Inspect on me, so I returned the favor. “What’s with all the triple question marks?”

      “Means your skill check failed. When ya use Inspect, a separate check happens on each stat, as well as their skills and equipment. The equipment check fails a lot more often than the others. Even with a 100 in Inspect you’re still gonna fail sometimes, especially if the other person is a higher level. You can always try again, but ya might fail on different stuff. Welp, guess it’s time we part.”

      He smirked sweetly, which I took for a bad sign and braced myself for whatever he’d planned. After a few minutes of nothing happening, Sarge scrunched up his brow in confusion.

      “Didn’t you say there were two more things left for me to do before I left?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah. You were such a dummy with the skills that I forgot. Give yerself a name so I know what to curse when I can’t sleep tonight. Not that I sleep or anything. Be creative because ya have to pick one no one else has.”

      I said my normal character name of “Lucellent” and then the names of every alt in every game I could think of, but the names were all taken, even “Stabbington Bladesworth III.” Not sure what to pick and deathly afraid of what Sarge would do if I kept him waiting any longer, I remembered my dad’s favorite joke when I was little. He’d tell Lilly and me that if we weren’t good, we’d end up like our fictitious half-brother Horus. Horus was evidently terrible, so terrible Dad buried him in our backyard. We both knew he was joking—Dad made that obvious—but the message stuck. I said “Horus” and the game made sure I got it right before it appeared as my name.

      “Great, Horus,” Sarge said. “I’ll add it to my list of curses. Now since yer extra stupid, I’ll give ya some advice. First thing ya should do when ya get to town is buy some gear. And if ya see any half-orc babes, send em Sarge’s way.”

      Sarge gave me an elaborate bow. I wasn’t sure if he was mocking me, but I decided to take it as a sign of respect, so I bowed in response. Before I could ask another question, a strong force pulled me from behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Well, That’s One Way to Learn About Combat

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t hear Sarge’s laughter through the powerful wind, but it looked like he was going to literally bust his guts as I was sucked through some sort of portal into a bright blue sky. The whipping wind made it feel like I was falling off a hundred-story building, but fortunately it didn’t last as long or hurt nearly as much as a fall like that should have. It was mostly just disorienting. I abruptly landed with a thud on a patch of worn grass. I was lucky that I hadn’t landed a foot to the right on the brick road, but I suspected the game was designed for me to not die as soon as I entered. Several similar patches dotted the field around me, and my suspicions were confirmed when another player landed to my right.

      Before I could stand, a dinging sound came from nowhere, and a message appeared in front of me:

      
        
        Welcome to Sun & Shadow Online!

        Accessing bank account . . .

        Your $3,527 has been converted into 35 gold 2 silver 7 copper.

      

      

      I cursed as I saw the number. That was all the money I had, and from what I knew of the game, it was not a lot. I was a little surprised it had accessed my bank account and not my dad’s, since I’d come in on his resurrection account, but I was a grateful it hadn’t, as that would’ve left Mom and Lilly destitute. I figured that the resurrection wristband must have been only for the resurrection—it was awful cheap looking after all— and they must have accessed my bank information from my normal wrist communicator.

      I remembered Dad saying most people went into the game with at least 100 gold, since new players tended to die a lot, and if you died with no money, you were kicked out of the game. For a normal player that would’ve only been somewhat bad; with me being dead in the real world too, it meant I’d be dead everywhere. At least I thought so, but I really didn’t want to test that. I’d definitely have to play it safe; probably something crafting-related, as those tended to die a lot less. And maybe when I’d saved up enough to afford dying a few times, I’d try a bit of adventuring. To think all the babbling my dad had done about work would one day prove useful.

      Dad . . . I would never hear his enthusiastic nerding out ever again . . . his big laugh and terrible sports metaphors . . . his mispronunciations of all things pop culture . . . his awkward but sincere attempts at romance with Mom . . . his groaningly awful attempts to connect with Lilly and me—all gone. He was dead and so was I, but I would at least live on in the world he loved so much. I owed it to him to do my best in my new life.

      Wiping back a digital tear, I took in my surroundings. I was in a dirt field. More and more people fell from the sky and landed around me. I considered asking them what to do, but every one of them immediately jumped up and ran off before I could get a word out.

      It was probably for the best, as the way they’d arrived meant they were new players like me and more than likely just as clueless. As the fifth anatomically inspired name ran by to the main part of the town, my heart stopped when I saw a bald, red-bearded man pop out of a shop across the street. My first thought was that it was Carl, but that was ridiculous. Why would he kill me and then come into the game?

      The bald man shouted something back into the shop, and the response caused him to laugh. As the high-pitched, weaselly laugh caught my ears, I hopped to my feet and ran toward it. I stared hard at him, and suddenly a name appeared over his head, “Nyytro.” My gut told me it was him, even if my brain was screaming that it made no sense for Carl to be in there. But that name . . . It was so similar to his email address of nytro@pyrite.com, a play on his last name of Nytrander. It had to be him, but why was he here?

      I stopped looking for a second as I puzzled out what I’d do when I got to Nyytro, and in that second he turned down a side street. My heart nearly stopped, but fortunately I found him a few minutes later. He’d gained considerably on me and was now a few hundred yards away.

      I slowly closed the distance, but as we neared the open gate and the blindingly white town wall, the crowd grew thicker, and I had to stop. He was about a hundred yards away now, but he might as well have been a mile away as the wall of humanity between us wouldn’t move. I was about to yell at them, but one look at their gleaming armor and stylish equipment, and one look down at my threadbare boxer shorts and cloth booties, told me I’d be laughed out of the area.

      Fortunately, the area was only two ways, and as Nyytro hadn’t passed me, I knew where he must have gone. I was finally able to get to the gate twenty minutes later. The guards gave me a funny look as I passed but didn’t say a word.

      A prompt covered my vision saying something about going into a combat area and something else about being bound, but I quickly cleared them away. There was a lush forest to the left. A pair of glowing, yellow eyes stared at me from the darkness as I took a step forward, almost daring me to enter the forest. I decided against taking them up on that challenge, which had nothing to do with how scary they looked and everything to do with seeing a familiar bald head and red beard bouncing through a field filled with bunnies to the right. Honestly, I wasn’t at all intimidated by the big, scary eyes. I had priorities.

      Carl—sorry, Nyytro—weaved through a pack of fluffy white bunnies that were munching happily on some farmer’s latest crop. Several other players decked out in threadbare attire madly stabbed and whacked away at other bunnies all around. I didn’t know that bunnies could scream, until I turned and realized it was mostly the players. Evidently cloth armor isn’t very good protection against long, flat bunny teeth.

      Nyytro made his way through the field easily, as the rabbits only seemed to attack in self-defense. I followed his lead without any difficulty besides occasionally tripping over a pile of soft adorableness. When he turned toward the forest, my stomach dropped as the yellow eyes continued to follow me; no doubt whatever they belonged to would make a fresh newbie dinner out of my corpse in several seconds of combat. I breathed again when he veered toward a path going up an incline on the edge of the forest. As the owner of the eyes hadn’t leapt out to attack him when he walked past, I was confident it was restrained to the boundaries of the tree line. I still gave the forest a wide berth as I reached the path and managed to climb it without being torn to shreds—unless you count what the gravely terrain was doing to the bottom of my feet through the thin cloth excuses for shoes I was wearing.

      The sloping path soon ended at a flat plateau. On the right, I could see a bunch of horned, waist-high, doglike creatures as well as an occasional winged gray eyeball; to the left was a collection of tents that seemed to be the homes of hunched, anthropomorphic lizards with weapons and the modesty to wear loincloths and half shirts. Among the few players busily slaughtering the lizard villagers, I saw Nyytro’s bald head, so I headed that way.

      As soon as I entered the village, my ears were assaulted by strange hissing sounds coming from every direction. I willed them out of my mind and focused on the small bunch of tents between me and him. It was the closest I’d gotten to him and my mind raced as I prepared what I was going to say. I decided to stay away from comments on his clothes. Hard to target that when you’re only wearing boxers. I definitely should’ve bought some equipment first, but give me a break. If you got murdered, reborn in a fantasy role-playing game, and saw the guy who murdered you, you’d immediately go chasing after him before you bought gear too. OK, kind of hard to relate to that, but you’re going to have to trust me on this one.

      I’d have to rely on my wits for now. Maybe get him off balance with some of my handy-dandy, brilliant insults, and then try to trick him into going back to the guards or someone who could do something about him. His hair and his weight were always sore spots for him, so I readied all the things I’d held back before as too mean.

      I had a brilliant one on the tip of my tongue about his stomach eating all the hair that was supposed to be on his head when a red 2 flashed on my screen. That it was blood red should’ve been my first clue about what was happening. Unfortunately, my mind was elsewhere. A second number flashed, and the staggering pain in my chest finally clued me in. The splash of blood that wetted my chin confirmed my theory. One of the lizards was using my abdomen as a training dummy.

      Now that I knew what was going on, I managed to dodge the Lizardman Youngling’s next blow. I felt like a genius when I managed to catch him on the side with a kick and a white 1 floated off him. My euphoria was short lived when a prompt covered my vision asking me if I wanted to use a skill point on the newly unlocked Kick skill, and the jerk got in another stab to my shin. I was about to counter the lizardman when another prompt appeared indicating I had my first negative status “Hamstrung.” I was about to grouse about how my hamstring was in the back of my leg and he’d hit the front, when three more red numbers floated to the far right. I turned to find three more Younglings had decided to join in on the fun. I couldn’t remember how many Hit Points I had, but when I thought about it, a bar in the top right began to glow with the fraction 1/15 highlighted. I decided to run and made it a few steps before searing pain erupted from my back. A fountain of blood covered my vision as my ghostly form floated from my body.

      
        
        You Have Died

        You have lost 5 gold. If you make it back to your corpse in less than 24 hours, you will recover 2 gold 5 silver.

      

      

      The helpful prompt told me what the searing pain, out-of-body experience, and view of my corpse—complete with dancing Lizardman Younglings—had made blatantly obvious. At least the follow-up was more helpful.

      
        
        Do you want to resurrect at your last bind location: Highwall Main Gate, or wait for another player to resurrect you?

        Say “Yes” or “No.”

      

      

      I said “yes” because I was sure that no one in such a low-level zone likely had a resurrections spell. In every RPG I’d played, that was a high-level spell.

      I appeared back near the gate and hurried toward the field outside. Five gold was a lot of money to lose. I’d have to remember to get back to my corpse before I confronted Carl so I could recover half of that. The monetary death penalty was the chief reason why few players made it past two weeks. In this game, you couldn’t store money in banks. Pyrite did that to make losing money as easy as possible.

      As I passed the bunnies, I decided to take a shortcut and began planning out everything I’d say to Carl when I cornered him. I’d start with the belly-eating-his-hair joke, then go with how his voice sounded like weasel mixed with a certain dimwitted cartoon sidekick, and then maybe something about the way he ran. How can I mix a duck insult with a fat joke? I know I’ll—

      A dark red 5 flashed across my vision. The number looked different this time. A 7! quickly followed it, and I realized it was from the dimmer lighting. That proved to be the high point of the situation, as my guts were torn from my body on the next strike. I didn’t even get a chance to scream. My disembodied consciousness floated above my mangled corpse.

      When I cleared the branches and leaves, I realized what had happened. I hadn’t been paying attention and had wandered into the forest. The yellow eyes that’d been following me before belonged to something that looked like a mixture between a bear, a wolf, and a mobile home. Evidently in a bodyless state, I wasn’t allowed to Inspect it to see what it was called, but I definitely knew to stay out of that forest.

      Now that I was down to twenty-five gold, two silver, and seven copper, I’d be ejected from the game if I died five more times without finding more money. I yelled “yes” and respawned again.

      After exiting the gate, I ran through the bunny field, avoided the forest, and ran up to the path to the lizardmen plateau. The first thing I saw was the trio of lizardmen still dancing over my corpse. There was no chance I’d be able to get to it without adding another one. I was about to skirt the side of the camp when I noticed a small incline overlooking it which would give me a much better view. As I got closer, I realized the spot wasn’t empty.

      A fiftyish gnome with a long, graying, blond mustache, a bald head, and a wiry build was kneeling on the far edge. He bowed his head in recognition, respecting the single-minded determination on my face by not asking any questions. I quickly found the area where Nyytro had been hunting, and my stomach dropped when I saw he wasn’t there. As a matter of fact, no players were in the camp at all.

      “Say, friend,” I said. “Have you seen an overweight, balding, red-headed guy recently?”

      He turned slowly and twisted the edges of his mustache. “Is he friend or enemy?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked.

      He nodded seriously. “Not at the present, only curious. I believe he is the one who just gained a level.”

      “You can tell when someone levels?”

      The gnome appraised me, and I could feel a weak, invisible force across my body. I could see why people didn’t like to have Inspect used on them.

      “Level one.” He mumbled something under his breath that I probably didn’t want to hear. “Yes, you glow golden yellow for about a minute. You should probably try hunting elsewhere for a few more levels.”

      “But that guy I’m looking for couldn’t have been much higher, and he did fine.” Carl had to have come into the game after he murdered me, and since you couldn’t “save” a character and come back, I knew he also must have started at level one. Much to my dad’s chagrin, that rule even extended to executives.

      “While I did not exactly use Inspect on him, I am quite confident he had more than the rags you now wear, friend. Anything more than a bunny or squirrel would be too much in your situation, and even then, I highly recommend you get some starter gear first.”

      “Whatever. Did you happen to see where he went?”

      “Down into that cave at the back of the village, but you should not go down there until you get gear and a good group. Getting a few levels would be a good idea too.”

      Vengeance was screaming through the back of my skull, but my recent experience and basic logic beat it down. If I died a few more times—and I almost assuredly would if I tried to go in that cave—I’d be dead forever, and a dead me wouldn’t be getting any vengeance. Carl would have to come out of there eventually. There’d be ample time to confront him in the city—since that was where he’d need to go to sell his loot and buy new gear, among many other things.

      My new friend looked concerned as he stared up at my scowling face, but his worry was unfounded because I’d actually learned my lesson. I smiled in thanks and walked steadily away from the camp toward the path below. Deep down, I knew I’d made the right decision.

      Absorbed in forming a plan to find Nyytro later, and what I’d do when I managed, I ran straight into a Youngling. The lizardman did not appreciate being run into—even if I didn’t do any damage—and retaliated. I twisted away awkwardly and only got caught on the side, right above my hip. As I stared at the gaping wound, the lizardman set his feet and placed a blow directly into my belly. His spear stuck as the 5! came out, followed closely by a blood drop icon—indicating I was now bleeding. The steady stream of blood coating my boxers and the constant pain were more than enough to relay the same information.

      In desperation, I backhanded the short, green monster across his leather snout, getting a white 1. I turned around and ran—not an easy thing to do with a spear still stuck in your belly, rattling across the uneven, rocky ground. The Youngling didn’t much seem to care for my new change in tactics—or my unique method of stealing his weapon—and chased after me. Unfortunately, my opponent was faster than me as three red 1s accompanied sharp pains in my lower back and butt. I was down to 6/15 HPs, after another 1 in damage from bleed, and the path down was still a hundred yards away. I was sure I wouldn’t make it, but I didn’t have any other choice. At the very least, I’d learned an important lesson: listen to other players when they tell you something is too hard for you. It wasn’t a total loss, though, as I unlocked the Improved Stamina skill. That was little comfort, as each jarring step banged the edge of the spear harder and harder against the ground.

      A red 3! followed by a pain suggesting I wouldn’t be sitting down anytime soon flashed on the screen. “Bastard! I don’t know about lizardman society, but in human society it’s considered bad manners to bite someone in the butt.” I doubt he heard me or could even understand me, especially as the words came out as a half-jumbled, panting mess, but I had to release some frustration.

      It was comforting that my corpse would at least be in a safe spot to loot for the first time. As I cleared another fifty yards without more damage, I glanced back and to my surprise, the Lizardman Youngling was laid out on the ground in a pool of blood. I was shocked as I hadn’t seen a notification that I’d gotten any experience for the kill, but the tenacious monster was most definitely dead.

      I was no longer in danger and would likely bleed out anyway before I got down the path, so I decided to at least loot my kill. As I turned fully around, I realized I wouldn’t even get to do that, as the mustachioed gnome stood over the corpse. That explains why I didn’t get an experience notification. Too bad it also ruins my theory that my butt is poisonous to lizards. I decided to go back and at least thank him before I died. An involuntary growl rolled out of my mouth as another point of bleed damage popped up from my new, extra-long outie belly button.

      The gnome stood back up from looting his kill, and the corpse faded and slid into the ground. The only thing left was a pool of blood twice as large as a creature that size could possibly leave behind. “I really should’ve listened to you,” I said.

      “You are one brave man, I’ll give you that. Stupid, but brave nonetheless.” He reached up and yanked on the spear. The pain was excruciating, and I passed out.

      
        
        
        You have unlocked the Survivalist skill!

      

        

      

      By the time I came to, the lower part of my face was coated in a sweet red liquid. My boxer shorts were coated in a very different red liquid which I was confident I didn’t want to taste. I decided to thank my savior, but once more the words came out as more of a gurgle than anything resembling words.

      My new friend set the empty vial down and smiled. “You hit 1 HP there, but I managed to get a healing potion in at the last second.”

      I licked some of the liquid off my face. My body felt rejuvenated and my HP meter ticked up another point. The Bleeding indicator was gone.

      “My name is Olaf, in case you were wondering,” the gnome said. “I heard a rumor at our drinking establishment that this would be an excellent place for my group of level threes to farm for experience and loot, so I decided to investigate. I must confess, I only agreed so that I could placate our overbearing group leader, Decrona. It was a good thing I did so, for you.”

      I shook his hand and gave him as big a smile as I could muster. I imagined it looked more like I was constipated than grateful, but it was the thought that counted. “Sure was. Thanks again.”

      He eyed the spear he’d taken out. “Is it OK if I take that? The potion was a bit expensive for someone like me. I only brought 100 gold into this game.”

      I did owe it to him, but having a weapon would’ve really increased my damage output, and by extension my chances of survival. I gave the spear a few experimental thrusts. The motion felt awkward. It was probably due to me not unlocking the skill yet, but the weapon just didn’t feel like the right choice for me. Seeing I didn’t have a use for it, I handed him the spear. He’d been the one who killed the lizardman after all. Plus, I had a feeling that if he’d let me die, it would’ve dropped to the ground for him to loot anyway.

      “Good to see there are still some honorable people in this world. On my first day, an elderly woman trailed a pack of wolves on me, and not long after some young person just stood there and laughed as a badger bit me to death when I got stunned. If you obtain a little better gear and hit level three in the next few days, send me a message, and I shall see if Decrona will let you join us.”

      I nodded excitedly like the newbie I was. “Sure thing, but at the rate I’m going I’ll be level one forever—or at least until I run out of money.”

      “Without gear, I’d stick to the bunnies in the field below this plateau, though you should definitely get a weapon if you can afford one. Safety is paramount with the penalty you receive for death in here. Though remember: the better your gear, the higher the penalty gets.”

      I was floored by his generosity and the level of help he was giving me. I barely had anything, so I tried to hand him a gold piece. He declined.

      “You’ll need that more than I, but it is appreciated. Well, I must leave. Decrona has begun messaging.”

      “Sure thing. Say, if you see that guy I was looking for again, could you let me know?”

      “Of course. Do you know the way back down?”

      “Yup, and thanks again.” I waved goodbye to him. He soon disappeared from view as I made my way back down the plateau.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If The Clothes Make the Man, What Does This Used Sack Say About Me?

          

        

      

    

    
      As I re-entered the city, I decided to finally listen to the advice of Olaf and the yellow, violence-prone sage whose instructions I’d stupidly ignored in the tutorial. Sarge may have been a surly bastard, but he was right. I needed to get some gear.

      I wasn’t sure where to go in the massive city. Most of the buildings were made of huge, white stones, and none seemed to have roofs of the same color. Some of the larger ones were so tall I couldn’t see the tops, though I wasn’t sure what purpose that height served, as anything past the third story was too long and spindly to possibly hold anything.

      I couldn’t make heads or tails of the elaborate script on the signs They might or might not have been in another language. I tried asking for directions, but one look at me and the only response I got was laughter. After twenty minutes of going in circles and ducking into shops that apparently only sold gear that was either too expensive, that was level restricted, or whose use I couldn’t figure out, I finally tried the interface. To my shock, a map appeared with red dots to label the places that sold new player equipment. I picked the closest one. It was only a block away.

      I opened the thin door (probably that way to account for the players who didn’t put anything in Strength) and was greeted a balding, middle-aged man with the worst combover I’d ever seen. His plastered-on smile screamed used-car salesman.

      “Hello, good sir, do you know what you’re looking for or would you prefer our starter special?” He seemed a little too pleased with himself. When I didn’t respond, he hastily added, “The starter special includes an excellent assortment of every gear slot a low-level person has. It also comes at a discount from purchasing every piece separately. Buy it and you’ll be slaughtering badgers, bats, and moles with ease. Only ten gold.”

      A trade window appeared in front of me as I looked at this starter package he was talking about. As I focused more closely on each item, I could see he hadn’t been lying, and that if I bought each item individually, it would’ve cost fifteen gold. “Where’s the stuff for the back and finger slots?”

      The merchant rolled his eyes. “Items for those slots are far too expensive for most newbs. Back items don’t start dropping until you get to level-five mobs. Rings and other finger items start appearing around level twenty. As you can imagine, their cost is relative to those levels—thus far out of your price range.”

      “Ahh.” I decided to buy the package as it seemed like a good deal, but at the last second I noticed it was conspicuously lacking one other important item I knew couldn’t be out of my budget. “What kind of weapons do you have?”

      The trade screen disappeared, and he put the bag away. He beckoned me to a rack in the back of the store. As I got closer, I could see why he put them in the back. Rust and rotting wood seemed to be the primary components in new player weapon construction. I gingerly picked up a longsword. I’d already unlocked the skill for it, but it just didn’t seem like the right weapon for me. It was too slow. The iron knuckles felt much the same as soon as I picked them up; I didn’t even bother to try them out. Knives required me to get closer than I liked to my opponents. The club was too bulky and slow. Spears were too awkward, and I didn’t like that they made me defenseless if my opponent got past the point. I was about to try the longsword again when I noticed a shorter, curved sword lying below it. It’d evidently fallen and been forgotten. I gave it a few experimental swings. It was perfect—not too long and not too short. It was designed for slashing and speed. As I focused on it, a notification told me it was called an Inferior Shamshir.

      “How much is this—” I asked before hastily adding, “piece of junk?”

      “Eleven gold.” A trade window appeared. “Would you like it wrapped up?”

      I rejected his trade. If I paid that, I’d be under five gold and another death would end me for good. I simply couldn’t afford to be in that situation. “I mean, it looks like it’s been sitting down there, rotting away. You should probably pay me to take it.”

      
        
        
        You have unlocked the Improved Charisma skill!

      

        

      

      He took my smile from seeing the skill notification the wrong way and gave me a dirty look, but after a few seconds finally sighed. “Fine, eight gold. But don’t expect me to go any lower on the starter package. I don’t make money on them. I only sell them because The Scion decreed we sell them at cost to help out new fighters in the struggle against the Shadow.”

      I managed to get two lesser healing potions for another gold apiece, keeping me barely over the five-gold level I needed to survive another death. I could’ve tried to get back some of the gold I’d lost on my corpses, but with how things had gone in that camp, I felt it was more likely I’d add another corpse to decorate the area.

      The merchant even threw in the backpack the starter package came in, also by law. I’d have asked him the way to the gates, but considering the surly way he was acting after I negotiated the sword down, I decided he was just as likely to direct me to somewhere dangerous than the right place. I pulled up the map and focused on the gates. A red dot appeared on the map immediately.

      As the breeze tickled my body, I realized I was still in my boxers and put on my new gear. I looked like I’d ransacked a dumpster, but at least I wasn’t cold anymore. I picked up the backpack and it shrunk to attach itself to my belt. A notification appeared a second later.

      
        
        
        You have unlocked the Carrying skill!

      

        

      

      Thinking about it brought up a list of skills I’d unlocked but not learned by spending a skill point. I skipped over rereading Unarmed Combat and 1-Handed Swords.

      
        
        Carrying: How exactly are those ten-foot-long pikes fitting into that two-foot-long bag?

        Description: There really is nothing more tragic than not being able to carry all your hard-earned loot. This skill fixes that problem. For every point gained, you can carry 5 extra pebbles in weight.

      

      

      
        
        Improved Charisma: If only there was a way to get better at talking people into things they don’t want to do . . .

        Description: If that sentence didn’t convince you that you need to get this skill, then maybe I need to buy the skill to help me convince you to buy this skill . . . Wooooah! That thought was . . . something. Deep, maybe? I may need Improved Wisdom to figure that one out. Every two points in this skill increases your Charisma stat by one.

      

      

      
        
        Improved Stamina: Getting stabbed will still hurt, but it’ll take more stabs before you croak!

        Description: More Stamina equals more Hit Points. Yay!

        Disclaimer: If after purchasing Improved Stamina, you experience an increased feeling of grandeur, please see your physician, shaman, druid, or preferred medical practitioner. Buying this skill in no way guarantees that you will not die as often or as gruesomely.

      

      

      
        
        Kick: Fear the toes!

        Description: Tired of those two lazy, good-for-nothing lower limbs of yours refusing to contribute any DPS no matter how hard you beg them? Well, now for just the low cost of one skill choice you can make them do just that. Kick does damage based on the Armor Class of your equipped foot item and has a chance to decrease the accuracy of your opponent's next attack and interrupt spells.

      

      

      
        
        Survivalist: I’m not dead yet.

        Description: Tired of dying right before a heal spell lands on you? Then this is the skill for you! With the Survivalist skill, you won’t die when you hit 0 HPs. Though you won’t be able to move while below 0 HPs, the important thing is you won’t be dead. For every point in this skill, you will be able to survive going below 0 HPs by an additional 1% of your maximum HPs, rounded up.

      

      

      Those four skills sounded cool, but Sarge had said I’d only get a small number of skill points. I’d forgotten I’d unlocked Survivalist earlier, but with my penchant for dying, it was a no-brainer to spend a point to unlock that one. Kick was interesting but didn’t seem worth spending a precious point on. Since I now had a sword, I unlocked 1-Handed Swords.

      I’d decided to maximize my offensive stats for DPS, so I threw out learning Improved Charisma. Improved Stamina seemed more useful, though. I went back and forth on it before deciding against it. There had to be other “improved” skills for the rest of the stats that would be more useful for what I was going with. When I unlocked Improved Dexterity, I’d definitely spend a point on that one.

      That left Carrying and like the description said, more carrying capacity could be very useful. I decided to look over my character to see if I needed more of it.


 
  	
  Horus

  
  	
   

  
 

 
  	
  Level: 1

  
  	
  HP: 15/15

  
 

 
  	
  Class: Adventurer

  
  	
  MP: 4/4

  
 

 
  	
  Race: Human

  
  	
  AP: 8/8

  
 

 
  	
  Experience: 0/1,000

  
  	
  AC: 7

  
 

 
  	
  STR: 19

  
  	
  Resists

  
 

 
  	
  AGI: 13

  
  	
     Light: 0

  
 

 
  	
  DEX: 19

  
  	
     Dark: 5

  
 

 
  	
  STA: 15

  
  	
     Earth: 0

  
 

 
  	
  END: 8

  
  	
     Water: 0

  
 

 
  	
  CHA: 9

  
  	
     Fire: 5

  
 

 
  	
  INT: 4

  
  	
     Wind: 0

  
 

 
  	
  WIS: 4

  
  	
  HP Regen: 1 per minute

  
 

 
  	
  Carrying Capacity: 25/380

  
  	
  MP Regen: 1 per minute

  
 

 
  	
   

  
  	
  AP Regen: 1 per minute

  
 

 
  	
  Skills: 1-Handed
  Swords: 1/25, Inspect: 1/25, Regen 4/25, Survivalist 1/25


 


  	
  
  Equipment:


  
    	
    
  

  
 


  	
  
  Main Hand: Inferior Shamshir

  
  	
  
  Off Hand: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     Damage: 1-4

     Speed Rating: 3

  
  	
  
     

     

  
 


  	
  
  Ranged: N/A

  
  	
  

  
 


  	
  
     

  
    	
  

  
 


  	
  
  Chest: Used Sack

  
  	
  
  Arms: Moth-Eaten Sleeves

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 1

  
  	
  
     AC: 1

  
 


  	
  
  Hands: Holey Mittens

  
  	
  
  Head: Ragged Cap

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 1

  
  	
  
     AC: 1

  
 


  	
  
  Legs: Threadbare Pantaloons

  
  	
  
  Feet: Sandals

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 1

  
  	
  
     AC: 1

  
 


  	
  
  Waist: Old Rope

  
  	
  
  Back: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 1

  
  	
  
     

  
 


  	
  
  Finger 1: N/A

  
    	
  
  Finger 2: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     

  
    	
  
     

  
 



      Since I wasn’t anywhere near full weight, I decided not to spend a point in it quite yet. I could always change my mind later.

      As I moved down the street, I could hear a lot of shouting, so being the newbie I was, I decided to investigate instead of running in the opposite direction. I soon reached a crowd gathered in front of a bright building marked “Exit Area.” The people in the crowd were much better dressed than the near-naked players at the rabbit field. I got a skill up and a few dirty looks from using Inspect, but most were too focused on the scene in front of them to notice. Nearly everyone’s information came back full of ??? I really needed to work on increasing that skill.

      After I got done with my wide-eyed crowd gazing, I noticed what everyone was staring at. Two players in glowing blue armor had a short, middle-aged man on the ground. The man, named “Arkimedees,” had barely better gear than me. Afraid that it was open season on newbs, I decided to slink to the edge of crowd.

      “Did you really think you could get away with this?” the tall, blonde woman asked. I assumed by her demeanor she was the leader.

      “Look,” Arkimedees said, “I haven’t been in this game for very long, so I’m not sure what exactly I did. But whatever it was, I’m sorry, and it’ll never happen again.”

      He tried to stand up, but the redhead kicked him back down. “Do it again? Do it again? Can you believe the audacity of these newbs, Cedra?”

      The crack of a smile lined the blonde woman’s face. “Irredeemable they are, Marlisu. Only one way to solve something like that.”

      “Yeah!” Marlisu said. “Sensitivity training.”

      Cedra pushed Marlisu. “No, idiot. The exit.”

      “Yeah!” Marlisu said. “Wait . . . isn’t that a bit much, Cedra?”

      “Only way they’re going to learn.” Cedra lifted Arkimedees up. “Did you really think it was OK to name your character after Archimedes Red, the leader of the legendary Trium?”

      “Boss, how is he going to learn if he’s not here anymore?” Marlisu said.

      Cedra stared at the crowd. I could’ve sworn she was looking directly at me when she said this, but I was peeking out from behind the corner far to the back, making it unlikely she could see me. “The message isn’t for him but for all the others. Don’t pretend you’re better than your betters.” She tossed the middle-aged man through the doors in the Exit Area and with a glow he was gone.

      I hustled out of the area as fast as I thought I could without drawing attention to myself. I was fairly confident I wasn’t in any danger but decided to play it safe just in case. It was terrifying to think that a group of angry players could throw me out of the game on a whim (which my dad had mentioned once was what that door was for), but on the other hand, it did provide a way to get Nyytro out of there so he could face justice in the real world. Before I knew it, I was back at the familiar gate, and the same guards were there to greet me with thinly veiled derision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Run Away! Fluffy Bunnies!

          

        

      

    

    
      As I neared the bunny field, I decided to actually think about what I was doing before I started combat this time. Previously, I’d approached each battle with a headlong charge and no pre-planned strategy. Now, I decided to get to know my opponent a little better beforehand.

      To my left, a hook-nosed teenager with greasy black hair had just started his assault on one of the fluffy white rabbits. I think a small part of me died inside as a gout of blood shot out from the bunny’s left ear, staining its fur. Almost reflexively, I rushed to the bunny’s aid, but stopped when the rabbit seemed unaffected by the blow and countered with a backflipping hop that scraped a deep blow on the teenager’s right forearm. I gave myself a mental slap. It was so realistic, I’d forgotten this was a game. It isn’t a real rabbit, dummy. It’s not alive.

      More blood geysered out to coat the bunny’s fur, though this time it was not its own. The teenager scowled and slashed right between the rabbit’s eyes, resulting in a white 4 and a fountain of blood. The number was lighter and in a different shade of white than the ones from my fights. I assumed this difference was so you could tell your own damage numbers from those happening nearby.

      The rabbit took a chunk out of the teenager’s boot with his large front teeth, resulting in a dull red 1, but that left it open for a stab into the back of its head. Its HPs hit zero, and it violently flipped over on its back like it’d been shot and stopped moving. The teenager raised his hands in triumph and let out a whoop. I thought it was a bit much to celebrate having killed a cuddly pet, but then again, I hadn’t actually killed anything yet (besides myself) so I shouldn’t have been one to judge. When he was done acting like he’d won the Super Bowl singlehandedly, the teenager bent down and soon the bunny faded into the ground like the Lizardman Youngling had before.

      With all the blood that’d spurted out of him, I was about to ask the teenager if he was OK when he charged off and engaged another rabbit. I watched this battle and several others against the fluffy, deadly rabbits, but learned little apart from ignoring the blood showers that were caused by even the tiniest blows. Curiously, a man in blindingly shiny armor was in the field also killing bunnies. When he took a hit, however, only small droplets of blood resulted from the blows. I used Inspect on him but all the information came back as ???

      With that expensive looking armor, the strange man had to be a much higher level than anyone else. I developed a theory that the amount of blood loss from a blow was proportionate to the percentage of Hit Points you lost. A useful bit of information if I was right.

      I shrugged and decided there wasn’t much more for me to learn. Drawing my sword, I approached a lone bunny. The little guy was chomping away at a big bunch of lettuce. He looked so cute and innocent. I was about to go hunt something else when I remembered the fountains of blood I’d seen the tiny terrors produce from the other new players.

      I bit my tongue, swallowed my emotions and took the bunny on its side. Through the blood shower, I almost didn’t see the white 3. As I focused harder, the interface popped up on a page titled “Blood Filter.” The bar was currently all the way up. It moved down to fifty percent when I thought about decreasing the blood. As I considered moving it down farther, the bunny hit me to produce a much more realistic amount of blood. Unfortunately, fiddling with interfaces wasn’t the smartest thing to do during combat. A red 2 was floating barely out of view as another red 2 spit out of my shin. I was almost down to half of my Hit Points, and the dastardly rabbit was barely hurt.

      I quickly got my head back in the game and nipped the bunny in the back for a 4. It tried for the same shin, but this time I was ready for it. It missed, and I countered with a backhand slash for 3 more. The rabbit did a flip onto its back and stopped moving. Now that I was safe, I took the time to use Inspect. I scanned another rabbit that had hopped on top of the one I’d just killed. Evidently, the bunnies didn’t care what you did to their kin. It only had 10 HPs total. I wasn’t sure if there were other mobs behaving like that, or if these and maybe a few of the other ones in the new player area were the only ones—but I’d have to figure that out when I started hunting anything new.

      Kneeling, I pushed the other rabbit off and touched the corpse. Thank God they hadn't made this too realistic, like some other MMOs. No way I wanted to actually skin this thing and cut out its guts. It was a cute, fluffy bunny after all. A non-moving fluffy bunny with dead eyes but . . . a fading fluffy bunny with dead eyes, and now just a spot of grass with a blood stain.

      I did vaguely remember Dad moaning when players demanded they take out some of the more realistic features. For some reason, they felt bad when they realistically crushed someone's throat or could smell burning flesh after casting a fireball. I’d a feeling that most players only complained because skinning and gutting things took more time before they got their loot.

      My first kill contained:

      
        
        
        Unlucky Rabbit's Feet

        Rarity: Junk

        Weight: .01 Pebbles

        Description: The feet certainly weren’t lucky for the rabbit . . .

      

        

      

      I doubted it was worth much—probably one copper—but it was still the most wonderful thing I’d seen. My first loot! As easy as the bunnies were, I could probably safely kill them forever without much in the way of danger, as long as I made sure to stay away from the forest. The bright yellow eyes were back, following me in case I needed a reminder. From what Olaf said, I should also stay away from other players. The weird, high-level guy who was mercilessly slaughtering bunnies (mostly with his feet, for some reason) was probably exactly the kind of person he had in mind.

      My instinct was to go straight for another bunny, but I remembered my vow to learn from my mistakes. Fortunately, this opponent had been easy. Distracting notifications had popped up throughout the fight. If this had been a harder fight, the extra missed dodge or hit on my opponent could’ve been the difference between celebratory dancing and a fresh, handsome corpse.

      I decided to check what options there were and pulled up the interface. The Swear filter I left off, as those things tended to have hilarious, unintended results sometimes. I was really after the Notifications section, even if I hadn’t realized it. I selected to turn off all non-damage/non-healing messages during combat. I also put my HPs, MPs, and APs permanently in the top-right corner of my vision. With that done, I exited the screen and read the messages I’d ignored during the fight.

      
        
        
        You have gained 1 skill point in 1-Handed Swords! 2/25

        You have gained 2 skill points in Inspect! 4/25

        You have gained 50 Experience Points! 50/1,000 to next level.

        You have received -2 Faction with the Fluffy Bunny Collective. Total: -2 Fluffy Bunny Collective (Suspicious).

      

        

      

      It was good to know in only nineteen more kills I’d be level two. I suspected the level progression would be much slower past the first few levels. It sounded easy to get to level two, but that high-level guy had me worried. He was easily slaughtering the bunnies in one hit, and I was desperately afraid he’d get bored and decide to target the new players next (if that was possible). He even took out two bunnies by blowing his nose on them. I wasn’t sure if he was using magic, though I suspected he wasn’t.

      As I prepared to just ask him what he was doing there, one of the other players beat me to the punch. He completely ignored the young woman, laughed at random intervals, and talked exclusively to the dead bunnies. I decided to give him as wide a berth as I did the forest. At least I knew exactly what to expect from the yellow eyes.

      My next bunny went down while only doing 3 to me. There was no loot on it, though. I was down to 8 HPs, which quickly bounced up to 9 when I naturally regained a point. I felt more than half of my HPs were safe enough and immediately engaged a third one. Why didn’t more people just stick to the easiest thing they could? Sure, it’d take longer to make a fortune, but if the easy stuff was like this, only an idiot like me would ever die. Slow, steady, little risk.

      Another bunny fell to my blade with a paltry 2 more lost HPs, and I got an uncommon Rabbit Pelt, which the description said was usable for trade skills. With my 8 remaining HPs, I charged another one from behind. I was a big, strong man mercilessly taking on soft, shoe-sized animals. I was beginning to see why they’d done so many studies on players after they reintegrated into Earth society.

      Without even thinking about it, I swung again. Now that I knew what to do, this was easy. I missed my first attack and was caught so off guard that the bunny bit me in the shin for 4!

      “Oh, a swing and a miss,” a deep voice said from behind me. “Young Lucas isn’t going to stay in the majors much longer with moves like that.”

      The bunny caught me in the crotch as I turned to see who was talking. It was that weird high-level.

      “I hope he didn’t plan on ever having any digital babies, folks, though with moves like that, I think this is what the folks in the biz like to call ‘natural selection.’ But remember, the opinions presented here do not reflect the management of this station or Major League Baseball.” He winked at me.

      I tried to shake off the pain and ignore him but didn’t manage it very well. My next attack would’ve only hit the bunny if it’d grown an extra five feet.

      “Does the boy see something we don’t, folks, or is his depth perception that bad? Maybe they’ll add the optometrist class in the next patch. You all know how much I want to try the old ‘You wouldn’t hit a guy with glasses’ on Grafvitnir.”

      I considered aiming my next strike on the high-level but knew he’d destroy me, assuming I even could attack another player. I’d need to find that out later. I shook off my distraction and focused, finally hitting the bunny for 3.

      “‘Look out, Lucas!’ our brave and handsome hero shouted. ‘He’s about to perform his dreaded Bunny-Hop special attack.’ Lucas stared at him, perplexed by our brave hero’s obvious brilliance and stunning handsomeness, but worry not, folks, our brave hero then instructed Lucas on how to prepare himself for the hare-raising attack. ‘Move a little to the left after his tiny mouth stops moving.’”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of my new “friend,” but considering how everything else had gone in the fight, I decided to listen to him. The bunny’s mouth stopped moving, and I moved to the left. A second later, it backflipped and kicked. The attack barely missed breaking my nose, and as soon as it landed, I took advantage of its Stunned status and landed a critical hit to finish it.

      The “brave and handsome hero” pumped his fist in celebration. “And the crowd goes sedately appreciative with a rousing golf clap. With moves like that, he should be level two in . . . a below average amount of time, but at least he won’t get sent down to the minors.”

      At first, I thought he was just a lunatic using metaphors for a game that hadn’t been played professionally in over fifty years while talking to an invisible audience, but then I remembered you could record your exploits and stream them for extra cash. Some of the richest former players in the game’s history had gone that route and quite a few of them never advanced past level twenty-five before they retired, though my new friend’s manic grin and long, curly mustache indicated the strong possibility he was an outright loon.

      “So, what kind of channel are you streaming to? Baseball fanatics?” I held my hand out to shake his. “Also, my character’s name is Horus, not Lucas . . . How do you know my real name?”

      He recoiled from my outstretched hand like it was a snake and ran off. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. There didn’t appear to be anything wrong with my hand, but given the guy’s crazy actions, I figured it was probably for the best.

      Noticing that I was down to 4 HPs, I decided to wait the eleven minutes until I was back to full before continuing my losing battle exterminating cute, adorable bunnies from the field. Three more popped into existence right behind me, and it looked like there were more bunnies in the area than when I began.

      Now that I knew how to dodge the bunny’s special attack, they were even easier. I took out the next sixteen without incident and was rewarded with a glowing aura and nice celebratory music. I assumed that meant I’d leveled and checked the notifications I’d been ignoring. Evidently, I’d missed quite a bit.

      
        
        
        You have gained 3 skill points in 1-Handed Swords! 5/25

        You have gained 1 skill point in Inspect! 5/25

        You have unlocked the Regen skill!

        You have gained a total of 1,950 total Experience Points and a new Level!

        Welcome to Level 2! 0/2,000 to next level.

        You have received 1 skill choice on leveling!

        You have received 2 stat points on leveling!

        You have gained 15 Hit Points on leveling! 30/30 HP Total.

        You have gained 4 Magic Points on leveling! 8/8MP Total.

        You have gained 8 Action Points on leveling! 16/16 AP Total.

        You have received -38 total Faction with the Fluffy Bunny Collective. -40 Fluffy Bunny Collective (Suspicious).

      

        

      

      With all the deaths I’d had and considering how I’d be kicked out of the game if I had another two, I decided to put both points into Stamina for the extra Hit Points. Once I got to level five, I’d probably be safe enough on money to not worry as much, so I could move them back out if needed.

      After all the awesomeness of leveling and the ensuing dance I did until the celebratory music stopped, I almost missed the new skill I’d unlocked. I let out another “Woooo!” as I finished reading the skill description and immediately used a point to learn it. As its name implied, Regen increased my hit point regeneration by five percent per skill point (though only out of combat), making it an insanely valuable skill for a soloist like me. That left me with two unused skill points.

      I took a look at my character sheet.
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  Skills: 1-Handed Swords 5/25, Inspect: 5/25, Regen 1/25, Survivalist 1/25

  
 


 
      I was so thrilled I took out two more bunnies before I even noticed how tired I felt. I tried ignoring it because I’d more important things on my mind, but when I barely took out the third one even with my extra Hit Points, I realized the feeling was accompanied by a debuff of the same name that dropped all my stats and skills by ten percent. It occurred to me the developers had put that in there to prevent players from literally playing themselves to death as the human brains behind them still needed sleep (though it may have also been to prevent people from playing longer to get more loot and thus more of the company’s money). The real capper was the Hunger debuff which completely halted all natural HP, MP, and AP regeneration. I gave the bunnies a salute as worthy opponents and left just as the debuff increased to twenty-five percent. I think several of them tipped their heads in return, but that may have been the debuff’s effect on my Intelligence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Olaf, Tiny Slayer of Tiny Wolves

          

        

      

    

    
      After trying several different merchants near the gates, and after using the map a few deeper inside the city, I sold my meager haul from my deeply traumatic day of hunting adorable animals. The five unlucky rabbit’s feet, two pelts, six tufts of fur, and three hunks of rabbit meat netted me one gold, two silver, and two copper. The merchants nearest the gate only offered me around half that. I vowed to try a few different merchants whenever I sold anything to build a list of who offered the best prices. I’d also figured out that it helped to pair up the item with the appropriate merchant. Selling the pelts to the tanner and the meat and other bits to the butcher had netted me twice what the other merchants offered.

      Fortunately, I found an inn before my Tiredness debuff rendered me nearly immobile. I was now down to a seventy-five percent decrease in all stats and skills. The inn charged one gold a night for a bed and meal, cutting my day’s profits to two silver and three copper. Now I knew why nobody hunted rabbits for money. Would I’ve been better off eating the raw rabbit meat to cut the food portion off my bill, or was salmonella poisoning possible in the game?

      I didn’t even feel the pillow as my head hit it. Exactly eight hours later, I awoke without experiencing my usual post-wakeup grogginess. My clothes weren’t wrinkled at all, I had no morning breath, my hair was perfect, and I didn’t even have to go to the bathroom. While it was odd to not experience all those, I certainly wasn’t complaining.

      When I went down the stairs to get my complimentary breakfast, I headed toward one of the few empty tables in the back. Most of the people in the inn I was sure were players, given their mismatched clothing styles and clashing colors. In these games, players often put on whatever they found as loot or picked stuff for stats instead of aesthetics. The two men in glaringly polished plate armor were definitely NPC guards, since the names displayed over their heads were preceded by “Guard.” I guessed this was to make sure players knew who they were and to deter anyone from causing trouble when they were near.

      As I weaved between the crowd to get to my target table, an arm grabbed me gently and pulled me back. I was about to summon my weapon but stopped when I saw the owner of the small hand. It was Olaf, my savior.

      “Horus, was it not? I have been keeping my eye out for that person you were talking about but have had no luck. Why don’t you sit down with my friends and me?”

      “Thanks for looking, Olaf,” I said.

      He was seated with three other people. Closest to him was a tall, thin high elf with golden blonde hair in a ponytail that he named as Decrona. She immediately used Inspect on me, so I returned the favor. She was level three and wearing something called Fine Leather from head to toe, which appeared to be player crafted and probably cost as much as a nice house in the real world. Her Finely Crafted Bronze Dagger probably cost as much as a car.

      The person next to her, named Alizia, was sticking out her long tongue at Decrona but paused to smile when I looked in her direction. Her huge, green-skinned frame barely fit in the human-sized chair. Inspect identified her as a forest giant.

      Alizia waved at me in greeting. The resulting breeze nearly toppled me over. “So, you’re the newest member of our group? Welcome to the team!”

      Decrona rolled her eyes and glared at Alizia, which only made her smile bigger. “He’s not a member yet. I only said we’d consider him.” Decrona turned to me. “Normally, I’d let you in on the word of our kind-hearted but impulsive associate here, but we are still grieving from our recently lost fourth member. Nanny left us to join some friends of hers from the real world. Understandable, of course, but I doubt her friends have anything like the knowledge and leadership abilities that I possess. Her levels will certainly suffer in the long run, but friendship, I suppose, does have its advantages.”

      Decrona’s tone was already starting to grate on me, but it wasn’t like I had a lot of other offers. My solo endeavors hadn’t gone terribly well, and it’d be great to have some backup. Besides, Olaf was awfully nice, and the goofy giantess seemed friendly too. If I didn’t end up liking them, I could always go back to soloing.

      “So, what do I have to do to join?” I asked. “Is there an initiation? A quest?”

      Decrona used Inspect on me again. “First, you need to catch up to us in level. Right now, that’s only one, but if you take too long, it could be more, as we’re much too busy to wait for you. You also need to do something about that gear. I’d say about three pieces upgraded or seven more Armor Class. Please don’t think I’m doing all of this to be hard on you, it’s only that the mobs our group will be fighting are quite a bit tougher than the ones you’ve likely been soloing, and you’ll get torn to pieces without the things I’ve mentioned.”

      Those sounded like very reasonable requirements, but with what I earned on bunnies it’d likely take me six months to afford any upgrades. “I’ll try, but I’m not sure how long it might take to get better gear.”

      Decrona gave Olaf a withering look, at which Alizia giggled like a someone a quarter of her size. After she finished turning her scowl on everyone at the table, Decrona stood up. “You’re going to have to figure that out on your own. Every member of my party is expected to carry their own weight. With that, I bid you adieu. I have people I must talk to before we go out adventuring. I will meet the two of you back here in three hours.”

      Alizia clapped her hands, causing the people at the table behind her to cover their ears. “Leaving me plenty of time to do some shopping. Finally, a plan I can get behind.”

      Olaf shrugged at me as they left. At least his group wouldn’t be boring, though figuring out how to make enough money to upgrade three pieces of equipment seemed almost insurmountable in a reasonable amount of time. Fortunately, I was saved from having to broach the subject when the waitress brought me a plate of food. I hadn’t ordered anything, but later learned that they only served one thing for breakfast. As I munched on a bit of bacon, Olaf stared into my eyes.

      “That went well. I was expecting her to demand you reach level five and upgrade all your equipment. If you push hard, you should be able meet her requirements by the end of the day.”

      I dropped the bacon and stared at him.

      The tingle of Inspect washed over my body and Olaf’s eyes widened. “You know it took me almost a week to get to level two. It was only after I teamed up with Decrona and Nanny that I figured out how to play properly. These types of games are new to me. Since leveling shouldn’t be a problem for you, I assume you are worried about the gear. There are some good quests from the farmer right next to the bunny field. They are a chain of three and each one of the quests grants a different piece of gear.”

      I smiled, forgetting that my mouth was still full of food. “That’s great. What do I have to do?”

      “My memory is not so good, but I do remember it being fairly easy. You will just have to remember to be careful, especially when you get later in the quest line and have to fight the wolves. If they see you fighting another wolf, they’ll join in. So, make sure you take solo ones, away from the others—a lesson our group barely survived when we did the quest two weeks ago. Now, finish eating, and I’ll show you where to start.”

      I quickly devoured my breakfast, and we made our way to the bunny field.

      “I wanted to thank you again for everything,” I said as we neared the gate. “You really went out of your way.”

      Olaf waved at a young dwarf woman we passed. “Do not mention it. I am always happy to help one of the rare honorable players I find in this strange, digital world. Our whole group is like that, you will come to find. You probably would not think that from the way Decrona speaks, but deep down she is a good person.”

      “I trust your judgment. I’m sure I’ll come to respect Decrona as much as you.”

      “Always happy to help a person in need. Besides, you remind me of my son.”

      “You have a son?” I don’t know why that fact surprised me, since I’d seen people of all ages in the game so far, but for some reason it seemed odd to me that a dad was in here. It made sense, given how popular the game was, especially with members of his generation back when they were my age. Still, you just don’t think about your parents playing the same games as you.

      “And a stepdaughter too. The son is why I am in the game, though. He is a good boy. About five years older than you. Finished college and got a great job as a software developer, but one of his friends talked him into selling everything to strike it rich in here. I tried to talk him out of it. His friend was not so good. I tried telling my son the friend only wanted him for his money, but he went in anyway. I wouldn’t even read the first few messages he sent, but eventually I resigned myself to it. They were doing pretty well; so well in fact, that after a year he was talking about cashing out and coming back to Earth. He only had one last mission to go on—said he owed it to his friend Oskar—but then we never heard from him again. We paid thousands of euros for in-game detectives to try and find him, but they failed. So, without anyone else to turn to, my wife and I sold everything and came in after him. His sister, Therese, even joined to help out, which was perfect as we could split up and each take one of the starting Sun cities.”

      I was so floored by his story I almost ran into the gate guard as we exited the city. To go through all of that for your son . . . That’s a good dad, though after I thought about it, my dad would’ve probably done the same thing and so would my mom, probably even my sister (after claiming she only did it so I’d owe her). “If you can describe him, I’ll be sure to look out for him. By the way, what was his character’s name?”

      He slapped me on the back. “I knew I was right about you, but you’ve just hit on our biggest problem. We don’t know what either his or Oskar’s character’s names were. When he was safe and still sending us messages, it wasn’t important to ask. The only thing we do know is that he chose the Sun Alliance. Our biggest hope is that he kept his appearance the same.” A picture appeared in his hand, and he handed it to me.

      His son had a low brow and messy brown hair that covered most of his forehead. The smile that creased his pale face made it look like he’d just done something mischievous and gotten caught for it. In the background, I could see the edge of a fishing pole and water. He reminded me of my best friend from high school, Lou, and it made me feel sad that I’d lost touch with Lou. Considering everything Olaf had done for me, I was now completely determined to help him find his son. I focused hard on the picture and the game copied it into my personal folder. “I’ll look out for him, Olaf.”

      He guided me through the bunny field and away from the forest. A farmhouse soon came into view. “Thank you. And I will continue looking out for this balding man for you. What is it you want from him?”

      I told Olaf all about Nyytro, my dad, and my journey into the game. I was afraid I’d lost him when he didn’t say anything for a while, but he finally stopped and gave me a big hug.

      “I think we were fated to meet, you and I. We have too much in common for it to not be so. Now, let me show you the quest giver and where the wolves are for the later parts, so that you can get that equipment and join my group. Then, we can always be there to look out for each other in this crazy, dangerous world.”

      As we got closer, a fat bald man with a pitchfork came into view. At random, he turned toward the field and shook his pitchfork menacingly at the rabbits before returning to staring at his farm.

      “Are all quest-giving NPCs so robotic?” I asked.

      Olaf chuckled. “No. Only this one. Decrona said they made him act in that way so it would be obvious to new players that he has a quest, but Alizia thinks he is part of a cabal looking to destabilize the market by flooding it with overalls and fingerless, leather gloves in a plot to take over the world.”

      He walked me up to the NPC named “Farmer Fran.” When the man finished his pass of waving his pitchfork at the bunnies, he rubbed the sweat from his brow and began talking to me. “Goodness. You startled me. To make up for nearly giving me a heart attack, could you help me out? Bunnies have invaded my field and are eating all my cabbage, lettuce, and carrots. If they keep this up, I won’t have any food left. Would you help me?”

      A quest prompt popped up, covering my vision.

      
        
        
        Quest: It's Rabbit Season!

        Description: Farmer Fran’s fields have been invaded by a fluffle of rabbits. While it’s not likely you can ever clear all of them (they do breed like rabbits, after all), the farmer has agreed to give you a reward if you bring him ten rabbit heads to mount on his mantle. Yeah, he’s a sick one, but he more than makes up for it by giving out phat lewtz.

        Completion Objective: Bring 10 Rabbit Heads to Farmer Fran.

        Reward: Work Gloves, 300 EXP, 2 silver, +50 Faction with Highwall

      

        

      

      As much as I hated fingerless gloves, stats were key at this point and by focusing on them I saw they had one more AC than my current ones. I hit “accept” and nodded to Olaf.

      “I only have a few more minutes before I must return,” Olaf said. “I can’t remember if it is the second or third part of this quest, but in it you will have to do battle with wolves. Let me show you where they are now.”

      He walked toward the forest where the yellow eyes that belonged to the wolf/bear had followed me. When we got close to the forest, Olaf saw my reservation and pointed to a spot on the far left where the trees grew thinner.

      “Amphicyon does not come out of the forest proper. As long as you remember not to enter there, you will be fine. Now, let me show you how to hunt these wolves before I must leave.”
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      As I used every bit of my will to turn away from the large yellow eyes, I examined the sparser forest in front of me. I could see three packs of knee-high wolves that were wandering through the area. As cute as the diminutive canines looked, I knew better than to judge an opponent by appearances after the bunnies.

      
        
        
        You have gained 1 skill point in Inspect! 6/25

      

        

      

      “Do not try to take on multiples of anything unless you’re at least three levels higher than them. Wait until you see one run off from the group. Then, when it’s at least fifty feet away from any other wolves, you can attack. Pay attention to where you move while you’re engaged as well. If you get within fifty feet of another wolf, it will join in.” Olaf pointed at a wolf as it sprinted off from its pack of three to attack a squirrel. The other two wolves continued jogging straight ahead and didn’t seem to notice or care that their companion was gone.

      Olaf held out his thumb and forefinger in some sort of effort to judge the distance. I wasn’t sure if he was using a skill or if he was only doing crude estimation. He eventually nodded and engaged the wolf.

      The wolf leapt at him. Olaf took a couple of steps back, and the wolf’s mouth caught nothing but air. Olaf inverted his knife and pushed down hard as his blade sunk into the back of the wolf’s skull, producing a white 5! and a staggered yelp. The pain didn’t distract the wolf as it raked Olaf in the shins with its claws breaking up his next move and causing him to stumble back. The wolf lowered its head and began shaking violently, growling the whole time. Remembering what the odd high-level had told me about the bunnies, I was about to warn my friend, but he was way ahead of me. Olaf rolled to the left and the wolf’s special attack (which the prompts called “Wolfish Grin”) landed with a snarling, growling pounce in the place he’d vacated. Olaf spun behind it, reached under the disoriented wolf’s throat and thrust the blade up. Even with the Blood Filter most of the way down, Olaf’s hand and most of the ground under the wolf were covered in blood. A giant white 33! floated out of the top of the wolf’s head, and it flopped over.

      As the blood faded away on his hand, Olaf turned to me and grinned. “Striking in a vital area when added to the bonus for hitting from behind with the Flanking Attack skill almost always finishes them. I can’t imagine the kind of damage I could do if I had the Thief class’s Sneak Attack skill in addition to that.” He leaned down and looted the wolf.

      “Wow,” I said. “I haven’t unlocked Flanking Attack yet. I’ll definitely spend a point on that one when I do.”

      “Very worth it, especially when you combine it with vital spots.” He stood up and patted me on the shoulder. “Unfortunately, I must run. You should be fine, though. Any last questions?”

      I felt like there was something I should ask him, but I couldn’t think of anything, so I just shook my head.

      “Well, if you need anything, send me a message. If you don’t already know, you can send messages by thinking about the other player’s name and then dictating the message to the game mentally or verbally. If I don’t get back to you right away, it is because the group is doing something dangerous, but I will return the message as soon as I can. Later today, I will try to be at the same inn as this morning; if you do not see me, then you’ll find me there tomorrow morning.”

      We shook hands and he left, making sure to keep a healthy distance away from the deep forest and those yellow eyes. When he was gone, I made my way back to the bunny field.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Quest 1: Kill 5 Mobs. Quest 2: Kill 10 More. Quest 3: Screw It. I’m Killing the Quest NPC

          

        

      

    

    
      There were quite a few more players in the field, though no higher-level players this time. Fortunately, the bunnies seemed to respawn more quickly to make up for the increased demand, and I barely had to move to find one. Now that I knew what I was doing, I made short work of my first bunny. I was especially proud that I’d taken no damage in the fight, though my enthusiasm dimmed considerably when I saw that I’d only been awarded thirty-eight experience, instead of the fifty like yesterday. I figured the game had decided that since they were so easy now, I shouldn’t get as much.

      I quickly squashed that thought when I remembered a few other games I’d played where experience for the same enemies dropped as you gained levels. I went back through my notifications from the day before until I found the ones for the two bunnies I’d killed after leveling. They’d awarded thirty-eight as well. That and the crappy loot must have been why so few people hunted easy mobs.

      After I killed two more rabbits while only suffering 3 damage, it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen any rabbit heads as loot on the previous day. I was worried that they were rare drops and I’d have to kill a ton of them to get ten heads, but then another thought occurred to me: What if they dropped in a different place or from a different type of mob? Olaf seemed to indicate the rabbits in this field were the right ones, though, and a careful examination of the quest description confirmed that.

      I resigned myself to the monotony of grinding (repeatedly killing the same enemies over and over) that I’d honed in several other non-VR MMORPGs and went to work. It wouldn’t be too bad since my other option was to do the exact same thing, just not for a quest. Two bunnies and 5 damage later, I was rewarded with my first head. I was shocked when two more dropped in two-out-of-three kills after that. My luck dried up quick when it took six more kills for the fourth. I should’ve known that whenever you’re expecting something, it never comes until right after you give up.

      Eight more kills and half an hour later, I had all ten rabbit heads while also unlocking Improved Agility. Given how many skills I’d unlocked, I figured there were many more to come, and with only four skill choices left, I decided against learning that for now. It sounded useful, but I wanted to see what else was out there before spending more. My new Regen skill leveled three points as well. I handed the farmer my bag full of children’s nightmares, and he stared at them like they were made out of gold.

      
        
        
        You have gained 300 Experience Points. 1,212/4,000 to next level.

        You have received 2 silver.

        You have been granted the loot: Work Gloves.

        You have received +50 Faction with Highwall. +50 Highwall (Receptive).

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: Work Gloves

        Slot: Hands

        Rarity: Common

        AC: 2

        Weight: 2 Pebbles

        Description: It’s hard work massacring small woodland creatures, so you need a little extra protection to keep you from getting blisters. These gloves are perfect for that; they even come pre-blood stained!

      

        

      

      After I finished drooling over my fancy new gloves, I did a little dance of celebration. (Don’t laugh, you do it too when no one is looking . . . which was technically the case, as the farmer was only an incredibly lifelike computer program—who was right then giving me a very lifelike look of disgusted befuddlement). As I finished my dance, I realized the farmer had been talking to me.

      “Well,” Farmer Fran said, “can you help?”

      “Umm . . . I’m not sure, could you go over that again?”

      “Thank you again for freeing my field of those evil rabbits. You’re a true hero. Would you be interested in another act of heroism?”

      “I would, Fair Farmer, and I do it not for the loot you’re sure to give me or the experience and money either. Is there loot for this endeavor, by the way? Only asking for a friend.”

      “There sure is. But now that all those darn bunnies are gone, I’m beginning to think they were only a part of a larger problem. My crops are still being gobbled up.”

      I looked back and there were still at least 100 bunnies in the fields. Since he had loot for me, I decided not to argue. Besides, even if all the rabbits had been dead, there’d be no way he’d be able to notice a change until the next planting season. “Sure, glad I could crush those vile furry invaders and drive them from your wonderful farm. What’s the quest?”

      “I was so focused on the immediate threat of those rabbits that I forgot about the deer, since they don’t tend to stick around very long. I’m quite confident that if you get three deer carcasses and place ’em near the field, the rest of them deer will stay away.”

      
        
        
        Quest: Deerly Departed

        Description: Farmer Fran forgot about the deer that have also been ravaging his crops. Hard to blame him with that many rabbits stalking his field. Well, now it’s time to show those deer who’s the boss, and that no one messes with Fran (or the random adventurers who happen to pass by his farm looking for clothing)! Take three deer carcasses from the psychopathic, serial-killer deer (you’re going to have to trust us on that) and place them around the field to get the rest of the deer to stay away. The deer are located in the forest to the west of the field.

        Completion Objective: Gather 3 Deer Carcasses and place them in the marked locations around Farmer Fran’s field.

        Reward: Farmer’s Overalls, 300 EXP, 2 silver, +50 Faction with Highwall

      

        

      

      I gave him a thumbs up, and he went back to pretending I wasn’t there. I made my way to the area that Olaf had shown me before and almost ran straight into a pack of wolves. Fortunately, they were looking the other way and hadn’t aggroed.

      Not needing to kill the wolves, I circled back through the field and entered the forest from the opposite direction. This time I went slow and paid attention. It was good thing I did because there was another pack of wolves about fifty feet away staring straight at me as I pushed through the first bush. They didn’t aggro, but they also didn’t move away; the leader just stared, like it was daring me to move closer so it could attack. I moved diagonally out of the bush and its eyes followed me the whole way. After I edged to a clearing, I backpedaled away from it. The wolf finally stopped looking at me when I got about a hundred and fifty feet away.

      I spent the next thirty minutes edging around wolves, until I finally sighted my first deer in the distance. It was roughly three hundred feet away and further reconnaissance determined that there was no way to get to it or any other deer without fighting wolves. Olaf’s warning about how dangerous they were for my level ran through my mind, but it appeared there was no other way if I wanted to complete the quest and get gear decent enough to join his group. I stalked a pack of wolves until one of them loped away from its brethren to attack a robin that Inspect told me was level zero.

      It soon began munching on its meal with a complete lack of anything resembling table manners. Remembering Olaf’s fight, I decided to try to sneak up on it and take advantage of the bonus for hitting a vital area. I also wanted to see if I could unlock the Flanking Attack skill and if the game had some sort of stealth skill I could unlock as well. While the wolf was still busily munching away at his meal, I slowly inched forward, getting about five feet away. As I raised my arm over the back of its neck, I inadvertently caught my foot on a root and tumbled down. I did manage to land an awkward blow on the side of its muzzle as I fell, but by doing so didn’t brace myself for the landing. My reward was a white 3 on the wolf and a red 2 on myself.

      The wolf quickly recovered from my attack and rolled to the side, biting me in the midsection as I tried to rise. With no chance to dodge, it easily got a critical hit of 7! I was down to 31 HPs and considered trying to make a run for it, until I noticed the pain in my right ankle as I rose. A red icon in the corner of my vision told me I had a Sprained Ankle and my movement would be slowed by 50% for the next two minutes. The wolf could probably outrun me in that state, so I had to fight.

      It aimed for the same weak spot as I stood, but this time I was ready and managed to twist to the side to avoid it. With the wolf straight in front of me, hitting it in the neck would be almost impossible. I assumed its eyes qualified as vital areas too, but with its head bouncing around so much, figured that would be too difficult—so I decided to just stick to normal attacks and hope that would be enough.

      I lashed it across the snout with my Inferior Shamshir for a 6. The wolf nicked me in the side of my leg for a 2, but this time I braced myself for the pain and was able to turn it into a positive by catching the wolf on the side of the head right below the eye for an 8! The wolf shook violently and growled. At first, I thought I’d inflicted some sort of status aliment on it—likely tetanus from the rust on my blade—but realized at the last second it was readying its special attack.

      Barely leaping to the side, I almost tripped over the same root as before. I fumbled my blade under the stunned neck of the beast and sliced it at half strength. The 23! was barely enough to end its life. The tiny beast toppled, and I quickly looted it. The Wolf Paws were junk, but at least it was something. I got 60 experience and a -5 faction hit to “The Wolf Pack.”

      A deer was now only two hundred feet away, and I took a step forward in my excitement before remembering my earlier lessons about not charging straight into dangerous areas. As I stopped, I noticed a tuft of wolf hair sticking out from behind a tree nearby. I stalked toward it and managed to catch it unawares, hitting it under its neck and being rewarded with 22! A minute and 5 damage on my shin later, it was dead. Sighting two more in the way, I decided to wait until I healed up to full before taking them out separately. Olaf’s tip about hitting vital areas really paid off. The last one even unlocked the Flanking Attack Skill. I didn’t hesitate to take it.

      With my confidence at an all-time high, I charged toward my first deer. For some reason, it didn’t like the idea of a crazy guy with a sword charging at it and ran away, straight into the path of a wolf. The wolf joined in, and I barely managed to get the killing blow in before it did. Like a player angered over another player taking their kill, the wolf immediately turned on me. Without the advantage of getting a vital attack on it to start the fight, I finished with only 3 HPs and to add insult to injury, both the wolf and deer had nothing on them.

      After waiting an excruciating thirty minutes to heal back up to full, I tracked my next deer down. This time I made sure to approach slowly and unnoticed. When I got within ten feet, I leapt up from my crouch and charged. I barely managed to stretch out and catch its back flank with my blade for 2. The way it hobbled suggested that I’d landed some sort of debuff like I’d received earlier. I got a couple more attacks in for a total of 6 before it even turned to engage me, though I unfortunately missed getting a vital or flanking bonus on either. The buck’s wide antlers were not easy to dodge, and I got hit for 3 and then 4, while managing to do 2 and then a nice crit (critical hit) of 10! When it lowered its head and began scratching the ground with its right leg, I figured it was readying a charge attack and braced myself to dodge instead of taking advantage of its sudden lack of movement. I rolled to the side and was rewarded with an easy shot at its exposed side, landing two more blows. It collapsed to the ground, and I received my first deer carcass for the quest.

      I stalked deer for another couple of hours, letting ones go that managed to run away into the wolf area, and seven kills later had three smelly, though surprisingly light, deer carcasses in my inventory. After fighting three more wolves to get back to the field, I hastily plopped the items on the marked spots, ensuring no deer would come near Fran’s field (even though I’d never seen any near there), and marched back to the NPC for my reward.

      The farmer seemed to be looking through me as I stood before him until I mentioned the word “quest.”

      “Splendid work!” Farmer Fran said. “Let me get ya them overalls I promised ya.”

      When he reached toward his shoulder, I was terrified that he was going to take off his clothes in front of me. He was definitely not my type—being pudgy, somewhat plain looking, and a man. Thankfully, he only reached back to grab a second pair of overalls to hand to me.

      
        
        
        You have gained 300 Experience Points. 2,547/4,000 to next level.

        You have received 2 silver.

        You have been granted the loot: Farmer’s Overalls.

        You have received +50 Faction with Highwall. +100 Highwall (Friendly).

      

        

      

      I thanked him and put them on. As much as I hated overalls, the three extra AC would be a big help. I now looked like, well, a thinner, younger version of the farmer, but stats were more important than looks.

      
        
        
        Item: Farmer’s Overalls

        Slot: Legs

        Rarity: Common

        AC: 4

        Weight: 4 Pebbles

        Description: They keep the mud stains on the outside so you only have to worry about the other type of “mud stains” below.

      

        

      

      “Do you have any more problems, Mr. NPC?”

      The farmer contorted his face into a scowl. “It seems like somebody up there hates me. While you were taking care of the rabbits, the wolves started attacking my chicken coop. Could you go get revenge on them dastardly wolves?”

      “So, let me get this straight,” I said. “This started before I left to kill the deer?”

      “Yup.”

      “And you didn’t tell me about this even though I’d have to travel through an area with wolves to get to the deer.”

      “Yup. Why do you ask?”

      I sighed. “No reason. What’s the quest?”

      
        
        
        Quest: Open Up and Say Ow!

        Description: Farmer Fran has problems, and the only solution is you (or some other random adventurer who happens to wander by). You’ve conquered the deer. Now it’s time to move on to something more challenging: diminutive wolves!

        Completion Objective: Kill 12 Pocket Wolves in the nearby forest.

        Reward: Manure-Stained Boots, 400 EXP, 4 silver, +50 Faction with Highwall

      

        

      

      I made my way back to the forest. It took me a couple hours to kill the wolves. I gained another point in Swords and got my first skill up in Flanking Attack. Fran rewarded me with stinky new boots and the next quest.

      
        
        
        Quest: Yes, They’re Delicious but You Can’t Have Them

        Description: The good news is that you killed a lot of wolves; the bad news is while you were away some other wolves took out the rest of the chickens. Peculiarly, you think you can still hear the clucking chickens from deeper in the forest. Could they still be alive? The farmer would like you to find out and so would your curiosity.

        Completion Objective:

        1. Find where the wolves have taken the chickens.

        2. Find out why they are not eating them.

        3. Take the chickens back to Farmer Fran.

        Reward: Family Heirloom, 500 XP, 7 silver, +100 Reputation to Highwall

      

        

      

      Normally, I wouldn’t even read the description of the quest in an RPG and would just focus on the objective and reward, but this one was odd. Why would wolves capture chickens and not eat them? And how would they even go about doing that? I guessed they could theoretically grab the chickens lightly with their mouths, but perhaps there was more to this.

      “Are these the same wolves I saw earlier?”

      Farmer Fran shrugged, but a second later my map appeared in front of me. The red dot indicated that they were still in the sparsely treed area of the forest but farther north than Olaf had taken me. As I entered the wolf area, I was extremely careful to stay a safe distance away from any of them. I could take them solo but figured it’d be best to avoid fights if I had to, especially since it was five pm and I wanted to get the quest done before I needed to go back to the inn to rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            There’s a Twist in My Quest. Get it Out!

          

        

      

    

    
      This time I only managed to aggro two packs of wolves before I made it to the area indicated on my map. I eventually shook them off and got within two hundred feet of my objective. Before I could even make out my surroundings, something jumped out of the bushes and took me to the ground. As I struggled toward my fallen sword, it occurred to me that what I assumed was a wolf on top of me hadn’t bitten or clawed me at all.

      “Excuse me, good sir,” the heavy object on top of me said. “I don’t suppose you could stop squirming, so I could get a good shot for the viewers at home, could you?”

      I paused while reaching for my sword and looked up in surprise. The long, thin mustache of the high-level player from before tickled my nose. He scrunched up his nose as he stared at me for a few minutes and then broke out in a broad grin.

      “I believe that is the first time I’ve seen confused and happy together in the same facial expression. Splendid. And my viewers agree. Well, 93% of them do. While 5% of them would rather you mix constipated and something called ‘erudite,’ majority rules in my stream, or it will when I figure out how streaming works.” He stood and helped me to my feet.

      I wasn’t sure if he was just messing with me or if he was legitimately crazy, but he hadn’t tried to kill me when he easily could have, so I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt for now. Besides, having a high-level nearby would be helpful in case I got into danger. I still found it odd there were more legs to the quest than Olaf had mentioned, but perhaps he’d stopped early or they were different for everyone.

      “So, are you out here on the farmer’s quest too?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes. I’m building tutorials for my fans. Or at least I will be when I figure out what ‘tutorial’ and ‘fans’ mean. By the way, what farmer quest are you talking about?”

      I wasn’t sure if he was playing with me or if he was an idiot. But I really didn’t have time to find out. I pointed toward the area indicated on my map and he followed.

      The area was a clearing, and by the look of it had once been a farm. Patches of weeds had sprouted in what used to be the field. The paint was almost completely faded on the main building, and the windows were so coated in dust that I couldn’t see through them. Surprisingly the door looked brand new. The chicken coop had big holes in it, but two wolves stood guard, pushing any chickens that wandered out back inside with their noses.

      I snuck around in the bushes to gather as much intel as I could before I made my move. I probably didn’t need to with the high-level player behind me to back me up, but he hadn’t physically helped me with the bunny before, so I wasn’t sure if I could count on him.

      The high-level tapped me on the shoulder. “Excuse me, Lucas, but my fans would like to know what you’re doing? If you’re trying to unlock the Sneak skill, that’s only available to thieves and wood elves.”

      “I’m trying to figure out what mobs are out here because I don’t want to get surprised. I’m only level two and I can’t survive against more than one—unless you want to help. And again, I go by Horus in here.” I tried using Inspect on him again but only got ??? in everything.

      “My name is Clewd, sir, and despite that cheeky tickle you just gave me, I’d be happy to help you in your endeavor. Lead the way, good Lucas.”

      I focused on my sword and it reappeared from my inventory. The two wolves in front of the chicken coup lowered their heads and growled as we approached. Clewd mumbled a song that had something to do with a naughty, anthropomorphic pudding. It was very distracting, but given the level disparity between him and the encounter, I couldn’t blame him for not taking it very seriously.

      I caught the first wolf on the side of his snout for 3 and managed to dodge his counterattack. The second wolf had an easy shot at my forearm for a 6! and clamped down hard as I danced back from the first one’s bite.

      “I thought you were going to help,” I said as I abandoned attacking and focused on defense, parrying one bite and sidestepping another.

      He clapped as I parried another blow. “I am helping; I’m streaming your encounter. Your Q rating is off the charts now.”

      “Stop recording this and take one of these!” I managed to use Clewd as an obstacle and get the second wolf blocked between the first one and him, while I hit it for 4.

      “You have to record to stream? Hmm . . . I think I will have to miss the rest of your epic battle while I go purchase one of these wondrous recording devices at the auction.” He backed up and tripped on the second wolf, landing on top of it. It let out a pitiful whine as a white 2 floated from it.

      I shifted all my weight to the left, and at the last second took a hard step to the right. The first wolf bought the fake and chewed on nothing but air as I brought my blade under its chin. A 21! floated up, followed by a Flanking Attack skill gain notification. It was down to 2 HPs, and began to shake as if preparing to do a special attack. This time I decided to risk using its pause to attack rather than wait. My blade caught it right under the eye as it leapt up. The force of the collision knocked me on my butt as the beast toppled over.

      As Clewd now had the other wolf safely distracted by letting it clamp onto his forearm while he checked his hair in a mirror, I looted the corpse for some Wolf Meat. When I turned back, he waved at me happily, the wolf dangling in the air as it held its bite. “Before I waste time making the lengthy trip to the auction, I thought I might ask if you happen to have one of these recording devices on you.”

      “We all do. It’s built into the interface.” I focused on recording and “now recording” flashed on my screen.

      He clapped happily. “Oh, your eyes lit up. Are you recording? How do I do that?”

      “Just think about it, and it’ll happen.” I thought “stop,” and it stopped recording.

      His whole face scrunched up. “Am I doing it now?” His eyes did not light up.

      I said “no” and he tried repeatedly for several minutes before I finally gave up and lied to him. The sky was beginning to get dark, and I didn’t have any more time to waste.

      “By the way, you have a wolf on your arm,” I said.

      He glanced at the wolf and swung it back and forth “This old thing? It’s always been there. I’d replace it, but I haven’t been able to find an upgrade that matches my shoes.”

      The door to the rotting farmhouse slammed open. A dirty, hairy man in clothes so tattered that even a newbie would be ashamed to wear them charged out. Shock and disgust lined his face as he saw the dead wolf at my feet and the second wolf still firmly attached to Clewd. A skinny, similarly attired teenager poked his head out from behind him.

      “What is the meaning of this? This is private property, and I’ll call the sheriff on you for what you done!” The man drew an ancient, rusty broadsword from his back and moved forward.

      Clewd stepped between us, the wolf swaying from his forearm. “Good sir, we are a documentary crew, here to record what steps it takes to complete a beginner quest.”

      The man took note of how Clewd didn’t seem to care about having a wolf continuously bite him and of his obviously high-level gear. He decided to take a step back. “And this quest involves killing my pet wolves and then what, me?”

      Clewd scratched his head and then the wolf’s. “I’m not actually sure. You see, I’m not the one on the quest. Lucas?”

      I scanned the quest again. The first objective had been completed while I was distracted with Clewd’s antics. “It says I need to find out why you’re not eating Farmer Fran’s chickens.”

      The man growled at me but held off on outright attacking when his eyes caught Clewd. “I’m not eating them because I need them for food during the winter. Those are not his chickens. They’re mine! He stole them while we were away, and I took them back.”

      This new bit of information was troubling. The quest changed.

      
        
        
        Quest: Yes, They’re Delicious, but You Can’t Have Them

        Description: The chickens have been chicken-napped by some smelly vagrant who has the audacity to claim they’re his. Well, they’re not; they clearly belong to the fine, upstanding Farmer Fran. He told you so, therefore it must be true . . . Look, he has cleaner clothes and a nicer house, so that means he’s automatically more trustworthy.

        Completion Objective:

        1. Find where the wolves have taken the chickens.

        2. Find out why they are not eating them.

        3. Take the chickens back to Farmer Fran.

        Bonus Objective:

        1. Kill Warl.

        2. Kill Warl Jr.

        Reward: Family Heirloom, 500 XP, 7 silver, +100 Reputation to Highwall

        Bonus Reward: 1,000 XP, 1 gold

      

        

      

      In RPGs I normally did what the quest told me to, but Warl and his son were too realistic to just casually murder. If I’d encountered them in the city and put better clothes on them, I’d have never been able to tell they weren’t players. After all, the son had been giving a very realistic scratch to his pimply face and was now very realistically howling at the appearing moon . . .

      “They’re werewolves!” I accidently said out loud.

      Warl turned back and clamped his hand over his son’s mouth, his long fingernails drawing a drop of blood in the middle of his son’s cheek. “Are not.”

      “My subscribers believe this rustic fellow,” Clewd said.

      “I thought you said you hadn’t figured out how to stream yet.”

      Clewd pouted. “It’s very rude to dismiss them like that because they aren’t real, and my subscribers happen to agree. Well, 90% of them do, 5% agree with you that it’s all right to be prejudiced against the imaginary, 3% don’t care, and 2% want more explosions and free ponies. And since majority rules, I’m going with the smelly fellow.”

      Warl removed his hand from his son’s mouth and put both hands on his waist. “Told you so.” His point was somewhat undercut when his son resumed his howling.

      The wolf on Clewd’s arm finally gave up and let go. Clewd didn’t care for that, so he punched it in the side of the head until it collapsed. He picked up the unconscious wolf and clamped its jaws back into his forearm. “With that point concluded, we should go back to town and record the bonus content, Lucas. Perhaps, we could go through your thought process on why these two gentlemen were werewolves, and I could explain where you went wrong.”

      Warl Jr. stopped howling and smirked. “Yeah. We’re clearly not werewolves anymore.”

      Warl reached his hand out to cover his son’s mouth again but realized halfway that he couldn’t retroactively take the words out of Junior’s mouth, so he turned back to us and sighed. “About ten years ago, a forlorn vagabond visited our farm here and asked if we needed any help in exchange for food. I wanted to send him on his way but my wife, Neora, insisted on letting him stay. Her kind heart was one of the chief reasons I loved her. As I’m sure you guessed, the vagabond was a werewolf. He infected Neora and Junior as they slept. I managed to kill him, but not before he bit me too. When the rest of the town found out, they ran us out, and we lived on the run scraping by on whatever we could.”

      “Is Neora inside?” I asked hesitantly. The pain in his voice made me forget he was only a computer simulation of a man, and a tear trickled down my face.

      “A hunter caught her three years ago, and the town held a festival in that murderer’s honor. He tracked us down too, but as fortune would have it, right before he could get us some adventurers fought him off and handed us a strange potion that cured our disease. We tried to thank them, but they ignored us and said something about ‘lewtz’ and ‘dinging’ before running off. We made our way back to our old home a few days ago and are trying to rebuild our shattered lives. The first thing on our list is to regain the animals stolen from us by our former neighbors. The one good result of our terrible ordeal is that we can still communicate with wolves, though we’ve maintained some less desirable traits as well.” He pointed at his incredibly hairy arms.

      I wasn’t sure what to do. On the one hand, the loot from this quest was the last thing I needed to get into Olaf’s group, and this guy was only a computer simulation of a person. On the other hand, he sure seemed real, and he was in the right. Farmer Fran and the rest of the town had driven him out and taken everything from him; he deserved those chickens . . . Perhaps there was another way. “What if you came back with me to speak to Farmer Fran?”

      
        
        
        You have unlocked the Detective skill!

      

        

      

      Warl eyed Clewd and then looked back at me. “Fine, but not my boy.” He turned to Junior. “Go to the secret place.” The boy got down on all fours and loped off.

      We made our way through the forest. When any wolves approached, they looked into Warl’s eyes and immediately turned back around, so it only took a few minutes to get back instead of the hour it’d taken to get there. Farmer Fran was in exactly the same spot where I’d left him, though he seemed spooked when he saw Warl. Clewd circled behind him, saying he needed a better shot for his pretend audience.

      Farmer Fran repeatedly wiped the sweat pouring from his brow. “I know you’re not the most experienced adventurer out there, young man, but that is not one of my chickens.”

      Warl stepped between us and put his finger in Fran’s chest. “Of course I’m not. All your chickens died before you had me exiled, and lo and behold, now you have quite a few and mine are all gone.”

      Farmer Fran took a step back. “That was a decade ago! Chickens only live seven years, nine tops. All of yours are dead.”

      Warl crossed his arms. “But they had babies and some of those babies had babies. I want those.”

      “None of those’d be here if I hadn’t taken them in. Besides, you’re still exiled. I’m going to get the sheriff.” Farmer Fran turned to walk off and ran right into Clewd. Clewd cursed Fran for ruining his shot and asked if we could do the take from the top. We ignored him.

      “The magistrate already cleared me to return, since my exile was contingent on me being inflicted with lycanthropy,” Warl said. “There was an all-day trial in town where they had three different healer classes cast all sorts of spells on me. All three concluded I was cured. Why weren’t you there? I thought everyone in Old Hope was there.”

      Fran wiped his forehead again as he sputtered a response, “I was busy supervising the removal of those despicable rabbits and even more despicable deer.”

      “Then why don’t we get the magistrate to settle this chicken problem?” I asked.

      “No!” they, as well as Clewd, said in unison.

      “He’ll take half of them as a consultation fee,” Fran said, “and he’s biased against the overweight.”

      “He’s also biased against former werewolves,” Warl said

      “He’s not photogenic and will demand I pay him above scale,” Clewd said.

      “Then why don’t you each take half of the chickens?” I said.

      Clewd’s eyes widened. “That’s an awful lot to cut in half, and even the robust farmer can’t possibly eat half of thirty chickens before they go bad.”

      “They each take fifteen live chickens, not half of each one,” I growled.

      “A reasonable arrangement,” the farmer said, “but the rabbits have come back in spite of our young adventurer’s efforts, and I need those extra chickens for food to survive.”

      “Do wolves like the taste of rabbit?” I asked Warl.

      His eyes glinted yellow for a split second. “They do.”

      “If the wolves take out the rabbits, will you agree to give Warl half of the chickens?” I asked Fran.

      Fran brushed off his overalls. “If he can get the wolves to stay away from my coop as well, it’s a deal.”

      Warl grinned and then sprinted off into the forest. A few minutes later a wave of wolves descended from the forest onto the field. The ten or so players in the area scrambled away in panic. One of them ran into the wrong part of the forest, straight into the yellow eyes of Amphicyon. A loud scream emanated from that direction shortly after. Even as the wolves tore into them, the bunnies continued their assault on every leaf in sight. Within three minutes, the field was full of rabbit corpses and the wolves returned to the forest. A quest update splashed in front of my screen.

      
        
        
        Quest: Yes, They’re Delicious, but You Can’t Have Them

        Description: You got past Warl’s looks and managed to broker a peace between him and Farmer Fran. Farmer Fran now has half as many chickens, but his field is clear of rabbits. Plus, the wolves will stay away from his chickens in the future.

        Completion Objective:

        1. Find where the wolves have taken the chickens.

        2. Find out why they are not eating them.

        3. Broker a peace treaty between Warl and Farmer Fran.

        Bonus Objective:

        1. Don’t kill Warl.

        2. Don’t kill Warl Jr.

        Reward: Family Heirloom, 500 XP, 7 silver, +100 Reputation to Highwall

        Bonus Reward: Straw Hat, 1,000 XP, 1 gold, +500 Reputation to The Wolf Pack

      

        

      

      
        
        
        You have gained 1,500 Experience Points and a new Level!

        Welcome to Level 3! 927/8,000 to next level.

        You have received 2 stat points on leveling!

        You have gained 17 Hit Points on leveling! 51/51 HP Total.

        You have gained 4 Magic Points on leveling! 12/12MP Total.

        You have gained 8 Action Points on leveling! 24/24 AP Total.

        You have received 1 gold and 7 silver.

        You have been granted the loot: Family Heirloom and Straw Hat.

        You have received +100 Faction with Highwall. +200 Highwall (Friendly).

        You have received +500 Faction with The Wolf Pack. -590 (Suspicious).

      

        

      

      The Family Heirloom appeared in my inventory. It was a weapon, and when I tried to equip it, I was given the option to pick from a list of weapon types. I chose another curved sword called a scimitar. I also got a bonus item for my unorthodox completion of the quest. The Straw Hat wasn’t anything special, but the extra 2 AC would certainly help.

      I was so excited trying out my new items that I almost forgot about my new stat points. I’d survived pretty well now that I had equipment and mostly knew what I was doing; I put a point in Dexterity and another in Strength, so I could hit a little harder and faster.
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      “Wowie! Thanks, Farmer Fran.” I tried a few practice swings with my new sword. It seemed faster than the Inferior Shamshir even though the speed was listed as the same. It was definitely sharper. I quickly sent it to my inventory after accidentally cutting off the back of Fran’s wide-brimmed hat. Fortunately, he was too busy bickering with Warl to notice. As much as I wanted find out which of the men’s ancestors were worse, I figured it was past time I got back to town to get that pesky Tiredness debuff off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I Clearly Detailed That On Row Thirty-Seven of Spreadsheet Forty-Three Where It Says “Welcome to the Group”

          

        

      

    

    
      After I quickly sold my paltry loot, I lurched back to the same inn I’d slept in the night before. Neither Olaf nor any of his group members were there, but it was late, so I wasn’t surprised. I was actually a little relieved because the Tiredness was seriously hampering my ability to do much without difficulty. The devs had really gone overboard with that one. It’d jumped to a 33% percent decrease in all stats, and I only had thirty more minutes until it jumped up again.

      This time I was told the cost of a room and breakfast was one gold and one silver, instead of the one gold it’d been only a day ago. I wasn’t sure if the innkeeper could tell how desperate I was to remove the debuff, or if Pyrite had put in a gradual increase in cost as yet another money sink, but I didn’t argue. Whatever the reason, I dropped the coins on the counter without argument. Within three minutes, my face was in a pillow, and the last thing I saw was the debuff icon flash away.

      As my consciousness returned eight hours later, I was once again shocked that I didn’t have the need for my morning pee and that my breath was still minty fresh. A quick rub of my face showed no new stubble, which I thought was a neat feature until it dawned on me that if I ever did decide to grow a beard or mustache, I’d probably have to pay money for it.

      When I got downstairs, Olaf waved at me frantically to sit down at a booth on the other side of the room from his group. I assumed his group had found someone else, or they’d come up with a new requirement at which I’d failed. At least Olaf was being nice enough to explain it to me personally.

      I slumped down into the booth and mumbled something to the waitress. Either I’d somehow managed to form a coherent food order or she knew exactly what to bring the forlorn, because she immediately scampered away. Olaf didn’t even look me in the eye, confirming my suspicion of the worst.

      The waitress plopped down a bowl of oatmeal a second later and sprinted back into the kitchen without a single word. I was about to mutter a complaint about not getting a spoon when a loud voice nearly took me from my chair.

      “I should too get a cut, you pompous jerk!” The towering voice belonged to a squat mound of slick brown fur with a bright pink bow on top of her head. She was so mad she was literally hopping in front of the table that held Decrona and Alizia.

      Decrona leaned as far back in her chair as she could without falling over. “Nanny, the agreement states that everyone in the group gets a cut of any item sales that no one can use, and you are no longer in the group.”

      Olaf gave me a wincing smile.

      “But I was in the group when we looted it!” Nanny reached forward with her overly large teeth toward the nearest leg of Decrona’s chair.

      Decrona stood and slid the chair back before the beaverkin could chew it out from under her. “The agreement states that you have to be in the group when it sells. I was very particular with my wording when I created the group charter, and as much as it pained me to not include you in the split when the Tin Knuckles sold, the rules are law here.”

      “Pain? I’ll show you pain.” A warped spear with a wooden tip materialized in Nanny’s hands. “I want my money.”

      A pair of guards rose from the table behind Decrona, but she waved them off. “Nanny, dear, you’re embarrassing yourself, and for what? Seven paltry silver? That’s only worth 70¢ when you leave. Is that really worth fighting over?” She hesitantly moved toward Nanny.

      Nanny was saved from having to decide whether she wanted to spear Decrona when she caught the movement of a large green hand at the corner of her vision and twisted to intercept it. Alizia’s hand stopped as the spear point reached an inch from her fingers and seven silver coins slid out onto the table.

      “Jeez, Nanny,” Alizia said. “I was only trying to give you my cut. I know Decrona ruffles your fur, but that’s no reason to take it out on me. You should be used to her ‘pleasant’ personality by now.” She crossed her arms and somehow managed a pretty pout despite her protruding fangs.

      Nanny hopped back in embarrassment, her spear disappearing in a puff. “Sorry, dearie. Decrona’s lack of a personality made me temporarily forget about the good people in the group. You keep your money. Richie Rich over there, however, can afford to be a little more generous.” As Nanny turned to leave, her elbow connected with Decrona’s shin, scratching the polished leather and almost causing her to topple over.

      “I am quite generous, and you know it!” Decrona said as soon as Nanny’s back was to her. “But the group agreement must always be followed, and we didn’t include a sentiment clause in it. You might want to make sure your new group has one if it’s so important to you.”

      Nanny spun around with fury in her eyes. “Why, you . . . I wish it was you who . . . who . . .” She stuck her large paws over her mouth in embarrassment.

      Decrona smirked. “You wish I what, ‘dearie’? Do tell.”

      Nanny charged forward, but Alizia pulled her back. “I wish it was you who died in Amphicyon’s forest yesterday,” Nanny said.

      “That’s hardly a rarity,” Decrona said. “Amphicyon kills lots of players. Not one of your better ones, Nanny. My favorite was how you wished I fell off the cliff into a boiling vat of poison.”

      “Vat of poison?” Alizia asked. “Ohh, that makes way more sense than a boiling bat of hoisin.” She looked back and forth between two angry friends staring daggers at her. “Sorry, continue.”

      Nanny laughed maniacally. “You don’t know? Didn’t your vaunted contacts tell you? The poor woman didn’t just die in game; she died in real life too.”

      “That’s quite terrible,” Decrona said. “But in a game with hundreds of millions of players over decades, deaths in the real world are inevitable. I’m sure I could prove it statistically if you’d like.”

      Nanny shook her head and stared at the floor. “This one was different. Her group rezzed back at their bind point, but she never joined them. They tried sending messages to her, but they came back as errors. Even talked a high-level player into casting a Resurrection spell on her, but that came back with a ‘Player Not Found’ message. A friend of theirs in one of the big guilds pressed his sources inside Pyrite, and they said the logs showed her dying in the real world at the same time her character did. None of her vitals had shown anything out of the ordinary before either. They even said some sort of tall monster in a long, black cloak that they’d never seen was walking around the area where she died.”

      The beaverkin became suddenly aware that every eye in the place was on her and quickly found a pair of wood elves near the door. Nanny turned one last time as she exited to flip Decrona off. The door closed with a creak and the noise picked up again as everyone went back to their business.

      Alizia let out a nervous laugh but quickly covered her mouth. Decrona grumbled as she hurriedly scooped up the seven coins from the table and counted them out in Alizia’s large hand.

      “Sorry about that,” Olaf said to me with an apologetic smile as he removed his hands from his ears. “But I thought it best to keep you out of it.”

      I smiled back. “You mean to keep you out of it.” The waitress finally returned to the dining room, so I waved her over and asked for a spoon.

      “That as well.” He laughed. “Also, do not mind what Nanny said. She just likes to frighten Decrona. The reaper at the end made it obvious that she invented it. As much as I miss Nanny’s leadership, it’s been nice to not have to listen to their daily argument.”

      The waitress handed me a spoon, and I dug into my oatmeal. “Is leadership a skill you can learn?” I asked between bites.

      “It is, but I was referring to the non-game variety. Decrona is very knowledgeable about the game, but Nanny was the one who made the decisions. Don’t tell Decrona I said that.”

      I don’t know how, but Pyrite made even bland oatmeal taste delicious. I hadn’t realized how fast I’d been shoveling it into my mouth until I saw the empty bowl. I hastily wiped my face with a napkin as Olaf rose and directed me to his group’s table.

      Decrona nodded at us as we sat down and resumed her explanation of budgeting while Alizia made faces at her. “I think we should each contribute 4.35% of all loot to a fund for camping supplies and healing potions. And then set aside another 5.8% to reimburse any members who die for lost money. Also, I learned of an investment fund where they buy cheap items at auction and resell them for more. I think we should put 5.37% of our earnings toward that. And then there’s the matter of—” A silver coin flew from Alizia’s hand to land directly into Decrona’s mouth.

      Olaf slapped Decrona on the back of the head, and the coin plopped down into the middle of the table. Not being sure of the group dynamic or my standing with them, I had to use every bit of my willpower to hold back my laughter.

      “And that is precisely the poor money management I was trying to explain to you. You still have three slots of newbie gear and you risk losing a whole silver? What if I’d swallowed this thing?” Decrona wrapped the coin up with a napkin and slid it back to Alizia.

      Her statement only caused Alizia to laugh harder. Decrona raised her hands in defeat and turned in my direction. My body tingled lightly as she used Inspect on me.

      “A whole level in a day,” Decrona said. “Impressive. It took us more than two weeks to hit level three—thanks to certain people. However, you only gained the minimum in Armor Class. I’m not sure.” She tapped the table repeatedly.

      Another tingle indicated that someone else was using Inspect on me. Alizia’s grin revealed who it was. “But he got five upgrades. That’s two more than you asked for, Scrooge. That’s good enough for me.”

      “Now, now. Let’s not be so hasty,” Decrona urged. “I only said we’d consider him if he completed those objectives. We need to do a pros and cons list first. Afterwards, we can begin the proceedings for a vote.”

      “Pros: he’s in and Decrona doesn’t waste our time,” Olaf said. “Cons: Decrona complains more. Welcome to the group, Horus.”

      “Welcome to the group.” Alizia shook my hand. “And I don’t think it’s possible for someone to complain more.”

      Decrona shook her head and grinned. “If you two keep it up, I’ll really show you complaining. I spent all night calculating how to make myself more efficient, and if I follow my new plan, I can increase complaining by at least 15%. Furthermore, since I’ve been outvoted and what our charter says goes, welcome to the group, Horus. Please read this document thoroughly, and then accept the invite.”

      
        
        
        Decrona has given you the item “Decrona’s Group Charter.”

      

        

      

      
        
        Decrona has invited you to a group!

        Do you accept?

      

      

      I scanned the agreement quickly. It was mostly about how to split loot, which in my experience from other games was where most of the conflict arose. Not seeing anything out of the ordinary, I accepted the group invite. Above each of their heads, the bars that displayed their HPs, MPs, and APs began displaying numbers instead of percentages.

      Alizia mussed Decrona’s hair. “Be careful, Deccy. If that heart of yours melts anymore, you’ll flood our favorite inn and tavern.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve accounted for two mop purchases in today’s budget.”

      The plump waitress grinned as she took the group’s breakfast dishes from the table.

      “Now that there’s some room, I think it time to go over today’s hunting options.” Decrona spread three pieces of paper on the table. “As Alizia is going for the Warrior class when she hits level five, we need to start gathering some high Armor Class gear for her. As such, our first option is to complete the shield quest which begins in the plateau above the forest. This will involve taking on the lizardmen, our first intelligent opponents. Olaf scouted it out for us two days ago, and I think we’re ready to try it now that we have a fourth member again.”

      The first piece of paper contained a map of the plateau with detailed descriptions of the monsters in the area and the quest line for the shield. Most of the information wasn’t new to me, but the “Do not take on without a group unless over level five or have exceptional gear” next to the Lizardman Youngling made my stomach churn.

      “If we want to focus on leveling instead, there are the Saplings to the west of Old Hope, but they drop little besides junk and lumber.” Decrona pointed at the second piece of paper.

      Alizia stared at the picture of the tiny tree men and gasped. “I was the president and founder of the Wood Appreciation Society in high school. There’s no way I’m signing up to kill things made of my favorite substance.”

      Decrona sighed. “They’re not actual trees; they only look like them. Besides, we’re not in the real world.”

      Alizia crossed her arms and glared.

      “Fine. I don’t want to rehash the argument of a few days ago.” Decrona pointed at the third piece of paper. “If we want to focus on pure money, the Flying Squirrels in the forest past the Saplings are our best bet. One of them can drop up to a whole silver.”

      The group stared in wonder at the description of the mob. If the information was correct, they averaged seven copper per kill and didn’t have a lot of Hit Points.

      “However, they tend to fly away when low on health. We’d all need ranged weapons to reliably finish them off, and since my sling is the only such weapon we possess . . .”

      “So, then it’s settled,” Alizia said as she turned back to the first page. “We go get my shield—after we vote. My vote is the plateau with the lizards.”

      “For,” Decrona said.

      Olaf caught the look of fear in my eyes as I stared at the Lizardman Youngling. “I am not sure. Those things looked rather difficult when I scouted them the other day.”

      “I—I think we can take them,” I said. “Getting that quest done would be the best choice for the group. I vote for the plateau.”

      “Three is a majority,” Decrona said. “To the lizardmen!”

      As we rose and left the inn, I caught a subtle nod of thanks from Alizia. It seemed like I was fitting in, but would that mean anything if the lizardmen murdered us all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            It’s a Different Quest With a Ring, I Swear

          

        

      

    

    
      We arrived at the plateau and immediately headed to the right, away from the lizardmen. I was about to object when Olaf pointed at an armored human standing on a large rock in the distance, reminding me that our ultimate objective was to complete a quest for a shield. Decrona took the lead and expertly guided us in a convoluted path toward our objective, which I thought was odd until Alizia pointed to the map overlay Decrona was following. Our path seemed to be taking us around every pack of Uni-Jackals and Eye Flies wandering the plateau. We were evidently on a timetable to get this quest done in one day and couldn’t afford any extra fights. With each step, our objective’s armor glowed more and more—the lone exception being her shield, as most of its outer surface was scraped off into a crude cross pattern. Decrona directed us to the left into a small ravine.

      “Where did you hear about this quest?” I asked.

      “Decrona has ‘sources’,” Alizia chirped sarcastically.

      “Sources?” I asked. “I thought they cut off all access to the net in here.”

      Since Pyrite introduced converting in-game coin to real-world money, they wanted to make the game as hard as possible, so they cut off all net access besides streaming—as it was too useful as free marketing—and sending messages on a one-week delay to the outside. At least that was what Dad had always told me.

      Decrona guided us out of the ravine and around a large boulder. “I know important people who supply me with useful information about the game in exchange for errands and any information I happen to come across.”

      The armored woman’s ears perked up at the sound of Decrona’s voice. In one fluid motion, the woman turned and drew her sword. When she took in our gear, her stance relaxed and she sheathed her sword. “This is hardly the place to be sneaking up on someone. What do you want?”

      “Our sincere and humble apologies, Lady Paladin,” Decrona said. “We didn’t mean to sneak up on you. You seemed to be in deep thought, and we did not wish to interrupt you. Is there something we can help you with?”

      The paladin removed her helmet to reveal a mess of half-braided dark hair. The sudden breeze at her back pushed a pungent odor toward us that made me take a step back. “I am a paladin no longer. After months of consternation, I’ve decided to abandon my vows so that I could marry, but just as I neared home, I noticed his ring was missing. How can I look him in the eye and tell him how important he is to me if I couldn’t even keep safe the one symbol of our love he entrusted to me?”

      “If he really loves you, he shouldn’t care,” I said.

      Alizia nodded enthusiastically.

      Decrona stepped in front of me to get the former paladin’s attention back. “What my friend means is that we’d be happy to help you find this ring. Did the lizardmen take it?”

      The former paladin bent down to sit, the scraping of her armor forcing me to cover my ears. “I’m not precisely sure where I lost it, but I’m sure it was somewhere on this plateau. I remember taking it out to look at as I ascended the slope, so I know I had it then. The lizardmen would be the most likely culprits.”

      
        
        
        Quest: It’s Not Your Preciousssssss, but It Is Shiny and a Ring

        Description: The fallen paladin, Velfantine, has lost her engagement ring somewhere on the plateau. She’s not exactly sure where, but the lizardmen do like shiny things and they have an encampment nearby. Maybe you should start there? Not that we’re telling you what to do or anything; it’s your digital life after all, and we at Pyrite Games are firm believers in the freedom of all people and digital representations of people.

        Completion Objective: Find Velfantine’s ring and return it to her.

        Reward: Battered Shield, 8,000 EXP, 1 gold, 5 silver

      

        

      

      “Neat, I got a quest,” I said.

      “We all did,” Decrona said, “but no one besides Alizia should need the shield as the rest of us are going for either a DPS class or healer. It should still sell for two or three gold to a vendor. My contacts say the market is too glutted with them to be worth auctioning.”

      The NPC put her helmet back on and climbed the tall rock to resume staring into the distance. We turned around and again began on the zig-zagging path from Decrona’s map.

      “What classes is everyone going for by the way?” I asked.

      Decrona didn’t even look up from her map as she spoke. “I’m going for the Mage class, so that I can go Light Mage at level twenty-five to be the group’s healer. Alizia is going for Warrior and then Shield. Olaf—”

      “Olaf can speak for himself,” Alizia said, “just like the rest of us.”

      “My apologies,” Decrona said while continuing to stare at the map. “I sometimes forget my manners in exchange for expediency. I suppose it is better that our new member hears it from your own lips.” She guided us to the left, around a large boulder. I could hear the growling of a pack of the horned dogs on the other side as they fought over some morsel.

      “I am going to be a Thief because they can use the Sneak ability,” Olaf said. “Very helpful if I need to access out-of-the-way places to look for my son. If I still have not found him by the time I hit twenty-five, I shall go for the sub-class that has improved Sneak. Which one was that again?”

      “While Ninjas do have Disguise, which does sort of act like an improved Sneak on intelligent mobs,” Decrona said, “Burglars are the one with the true ‘Improved Sneak’ ability.”

      “Burglar it is then,” Olaf said confidently. “Though hopefully we find Kasper well before that.” Alizia enveloped him in a hug, making his tiny, gnomish body disappear.

      “Oh,” Alizia said as she released a wincing Olaf. “My turn.”

      Decrona stopped moving and looked up. “This time I want you to explain it in a way that doesn’t make you sound like a crazy person.”

      Alizia put both hands on her waist and glared at Decrona. “Just because your ‘extensive and all-knowing contacts’ say it’s a bad idea, doesn’t mean it is, Deccy. Going all in on Charisma is a perfectly viable build.”

      Decrona turned back to her map and started moving. “I don’t need contacts to tell me what’s common knowledge. Charisma is only useful for getting better prices from NPCs, revealing a few quests, and improving the effects of a very small number of spells. And I’m not going to help pay for a respec. You’ll just have to wait for the free one you’ll get at level five.”

      “Why would I redo my stats? Charisma is awesome. I save a whole silver off my inn bill every day.” She reached her hand down to high five Olaf.

      Olaf awkwardly received her high five. “What about you, Horus?”

      “I was going to go for some sort of DPS class, but I haven’t really done any research yet,” I said. “I’ve always liked classes that attack fast in other games. What does that leave me with if you’re going for Thief?”

      We passed the path which had taken us to the plateau, but Decrona still continued to stare at her map despite there being no further enemies between us and the lizardmen’s village. “You could go for the DPS Warrior sub-class called the Gladiator at level twenty-five, any of the Thief sub-classes, or the ranged-based Woodsman sub-class called the Archer. There are also the caster classes, but all of their attacks are rather slow.”

      “It would give us more flexibility if you did not choose the Thief,” Olaf said. “But you should choose what best suits you, friend. The other Thief sub-classes would give our group some advantages that my Burglar would not, such as how Ninjas can cast spells, and how Assassins do more damage.”

      Decrona nearly fell through her map overlay as she stopped. “Very impressive, Olaf. Perhaps my influence has finally rubbed off on one of you.”

      Alizia gave Olaf a noogie. “Look at my whittle owd man contributing!”

      Decrona continued forward, eventually leading us to the incline where I’d met Olaf two days ago. I could hear the same low hissing sound coming from the village as before. “If you go Archer, put most of your points in Dexterity. If you go Gladiator or Thief, split points between Dexterity and Strength. When you pick which one you want, let me know—and I’ll tell you what other stats are optimal based on what you’re going for.”

      “She has been very helpful in guiding my decisions,” Olaf said. “I would take her up on the offer, friend.”

      Decrona expanded her map so we could all see it. “Now that we’re here, let’s go over the plan. According to my information, the item can drop off any of the lizardmen in the area.” She drew a circle around the camp with her finger. “Now, as we have a new member, I think it’s best if we start with something easy.”

      “Like that guy over there?” Olaf pointed at a lizardman toward the center of the camp.

      “No. No,” Decrona said. “One of the ones on the periphery.”

      “I still think we should get that guy.” Olaf pointed at the same one.

      “There’re several other ones near him. That’d be suicide.” Decrona pulled her head up from the map to point out the other lizardmen in the area. She stopped at three because she couldn’t find the other two through Alizia’s large, charging form. “Oh dear, not again.” Decrona closed the map and the three of us ran as fast as we could to catch up with our groupmate.

      Alizia caught the first lizardman with a brutal downward smash of her odd club that appeared to have once been the sign of an alchemist shop. I couldn’t read the damage numbers, but figured it was a crit from the loud howl of her opponent. Two more lizardmen circled behind her and landed blows to the back of her legs.

      “Hey, that wasn’t very nice,” Alizia said as she spun to face her two flanking attackers. “To make up for your rudeness, I’d like both of you to go stand in the corner for the next five minutes while I kill your friend. Agreed?”

      They raised their spears in unison and thrust. One of them caught her in the thigh. The other’s blow skidded off the side of her left thigh. Alizia yelped and rubbed her backside as her initial target hit her from behind.

      Decrona yelled, “Number two!” as she and Olaf sped off in front of me. I wasn’t sure how they were running faster than me all of a sudden, until I saw the running icon float from them. I made a note to learn that skill as soon as possible.

      Alizia stayed on the lizardman in front of her while Olaf and Decrona each drew the attention of the other two. The 2s and 3s of damage she was taking were coming at a much more manageable rate, but with the four gaping wounds, I wasn’t sure if she’d make it.

      I rushed to join Alizia. While she was focusing all her efforts on dodging, her large build made her an easy target; the Youngling didn’t even need to aim to score another shot on her thigh. With her HPs down to 4, I desperately threw everything I had into my assault to draw the thing off, but it knew it had her and wouldn’t budge.

      “Guys, a little help,” I said.

      Decrona shook her head. “The strategy we call the ‘number two’ dictates that when faced with two extra enemies, an additional person must draw aggro—called ‘off tanking’—on each one. We do this so that one person isn’t receiving all the damage.”

      “That also means our offense is split up and everything dies slower.” I aimed my shot at the forearm holding the lizardman’s weapon to knock its swing off course. With my terrible luck (though probably more from my low sword skill), I missed and instead hit its jaw for 4. Its blade skidded against Alizia’s leather vest for a modest 1.

      “True,” Decrona said. “But this way is much safer, and not dying is the name of the game.”

      “I may not know this game very well,” I said. “But in every other role-playing game I’ve played, if you’ve done enough to make an enemy start hitting you and nobody else does anything to change that, it’ll stay on you.”

      This time I gave up trying to aim at anything specific with my terrible weapon skill and tackled the lizardman. Despite being twice its size, I bounced off it. I did manage to push its sword off course. The blow landed harmlessly between Alizia’s legs.

      “A very astute description of how aggro works in this game. Perhaps you aren’t as much of a newb as I thought. However, I don’t see how this helps us in this situation. I told Nanny the same thing when she suggested it.”

      “Well, if you have the attention of those two, you should be able to start swinging at Alizia’s without losing their aggro, right?”

      “So, that’s what Nanny meant . . .” Decrona mumbled.

      “His point is good, Decrona,” Olaf said. “Will our young friend’s plan work?”

      As the monster reached back for another thrust, I feared Alizia was about to be finished—but prone on the ground, I couldn’t help. A pebble whizzed by the side of my head and landed with a resounding Plink! on the lizard’s elbow. I took a quick look back and Decrona had switched from her dagger to a sling. The monster’s poke skidded off the dirt, landing two feet wide of the target.

      Decrona’s shot was all the answer Olaf needed. He rushed in and caught the lizardman in the back of the skull before it could attempt another blow. Given my position, I couldn’t quite make out the damage number, but it began with a 3. The monster howled in pain and dropped its weapon. As it attempted to run away, another pebble caught it in the back of the knee and Olaf ended its life with another Vital Shot/Flanking Attack combo at the base of its skull.

      
        
        
        You have gained 83 (75 +8 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,010/8,000 to next level.

        You have received -5 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,005 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      With one danger gone, I jumped up and veered slightly to the left, arriving behind Decrona’s lizardman as it caught her on the edge of her left hip for 3. An empty vial crashed to the ground behind me, distracting me enough that my sword connected with the side of my opponent’s jaw instead of under it for 7. The smooth, scaly humanoid hissed as he twirled around to respond, but I was too close for his spear point to reach, and the only thing he could do was bludgeon me with the haft for 1. My sword was similarly ineffective that close—hitting for 3 with the pommel—but it didn’t matter as Olaf landed a Vital Strike from behind for 26! Its spear plopped down in the dirt beside me as a wide-mouthed icon accompanied by the word Panicked floated into my face. The distracting icon caused me to swing wildly into its back, but through incredible luck I still managed to end its life.

      
        
        
        You have gained 1 skill point in Flanking Attack! 4/25

        You have gained 83 (75 +8 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,093/8,000 to next level.

        You have received -5 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,010 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      I almost stopped to celebrate when the pained curse of Olaf shot out from my left to remind me of the last lizardman. Olaf was under half HPs, and even as well as we were doing, I knew how a few lucky damage rolls could end you quick. I howled in defiance as I landed a blow into the side of the loinclothed monster for a 4. Decrona’s next pebble whizzed by my cheek, hitting the mob for 4 but causing me to miss. Alizia bashed its face for a 5 almost at the same time as Olaf caught it on the other side. It tried to fight back but couldn’t aim very well as four different attackers rained blow after blow on it. 4, 8, 3, 2, 5, 4, 6, 3, 7, 12!, 4, 8, and a 15! It panicked but failed to make a step. The poor mob was more blood than corpse as Decrona looted it.

      
        
        
        You have gained 83 (75 +8 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,176/8,000 to next level.

        You have received -5 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,015 The Lizard King (Hated).

        Decrona has looted a Lizardman Youngling.

        You have received 1 copper as your share of the loot (out of 6 copper).

        Decrona has looted a Lizardman Youngling.

        You have received 1 copper as your share of the loot (out of 5 copper).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: a Lizard’s Tail.

        Decrona has looted a Lizardman Youngling.

        You have received 2 copper as your share of the loot (out of 7 copper).

      

        

      

      Very nice to get straight cash instead of things I’d have to haul and then sell, but that wasn’t the real shock. “Group experience bonus? Nice!”

      Decrona patted me on the back. “In groups, the experience is divided by the number of members. So, to compensate there’s a 10% bonus if you have four members and 25% percent for a full five-person group.” She glared at Alizia. “And when we don’t go charging off like a crazy person, it’s much safer.”

      “Harder mobs like these—they have a better chance for rare loot as well.” Olaf beamed. “Such as equipment, potions, or even world drops.”

      “What’s a world drop?” I asked.

      “No use worrying about that,” Decrona said. “World drops can be truly amazing things, like a potion that grants free levels, a deed that allows you to found your own town, or even mounts that can fly, though most of them are only for cosmetic changes. It’s better not to think about them anyway. My information indicates their chance to drop at .00000000001%, and they only drop off rares and bosses. I’d focus on more immediate concerns.” She pointed at Alizia, who was downing a second healing potion.

      “What?” she asked as she wiped the thick, red liquid off her chin. “You said we need to have less downtime, so I was topping off my health.”

      “You could’ve done that by just not getting hit for a while.”

      Alizia giggled and pulled out another potion.

      “You have a problem.” Decrona grabbed the potion.

      Alizia jumped up, turned around, and charged toward the heart of the lizardman camp. “And the only cure is more mobs!”

      Decrona put a pebble in her sling and chased after her. “One of these days, we’re not coming after you.”

      I raised my sword and followed. “She does this a lot?”

      Olaf grinned as he sprinted past me. “Only when Decrona is being especially insufferable. So, yes, a lot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Deadly Shenanigans

          

        

      

    

    
      This time Alizia only managed to draw the attention of two lizardmen—or rather one lizardman and one lizardwoman, judging by the fur bikini top over its very un-lizard-like breasts. By the time I rounded the tent, Olaf had managed to draw the female named as a “Lizardwoman Initiate,” while Alizia had the Youngling. As Alizia’s target was closest and easiest to get behind, I decided to join her.

      I missed landing a Vital Strike to the back of its head, but still managed a respectable 6. Alizia danced to the right and artfully dodged a thrust of its spear, but in doing so positioned her club in an awkward angle and missed.

      The crack of a pebble as it connected with the Initiate’s hard scales was followed by the howl of Decrona’s voice. “Horus, get over there. Initiates are—”

      A terrifying blue light erupted from behind me. My back seared in pain as everyone but Alizia's HP bars plummeted by roughly 25%. I barely managed to stay on my feet as tears welled in my eyes. Jeez. What would’ve happened if my pain filters were all the way up? Before I could pull up the option to turn off the filter, Olaf’s bar suddenly dropped another 15%, and I hurried to his aid.

      Olaf expertly maneuvered his dagger to go low under the Initiate’s chin, but the Initiate suddenly reversed her swing and whacked him in the wrist.

      “Gah!” Olaf shook his arm furiously. “It’s Disabled. Did I mention how much I hate casters?”

      Alizia bounced on the balls of her feet and grinned. “Only like a hundred times. Is there an achievement for that or something?”

      A pebble skittered off the Initiate’s elbow for 2. “Focus on your opponent, Alizia,” Decrona said. “And I keep telling you this game doesn’t have achievements.”

      Alizia landed a hard smash with her odd club, imprinting an upside-down potion symbol in the Initiate’s midsection for 5. “Relax, Deccy. I know what I’m doing. You’d think I wiped the group four times or something.”

      Determined to prove myself, I rushed my blow and only managed to hit the Initiate’s side for 3. His weapon hand still useless, Olaf caught the initiate in the side with a kick for 1.

      Decrona’s pebble bounced off the Initiate’s back for 3. “You did wipe us four times.”

      “Nuh-uh,” Alizia said. “Olaf lived through the last one, so that only counts as a three-fourths. You know, for someone who’s so precise about everything, you’re not very good with math.” Her club crashed down on the initiate’s skull for 13!

      Decrona’s shot sailed way over everyone’s head. “I’ll have you know, I aced all of my Accounting classes in college. Just for that, I’m not doing your budget anymore!”

      Olaf kicked for another 1, and I nicked the Initiate for 4.

      The Youngling caught Alizia in the shin for 7, dropping her to 45%, but it didn’t stop her giggle. “Darn. My spam filter’s going to get fat and slow without its daily exercise of deleting your budget messages. Could you sign me up for The Scion’s newsletter to fill the void?”

      Decrona gasped. “You haven’t signed up for that? But it’s full of useful information about changes to the game. I’d never have known they’d decreased the experience from goblins by 2.3% without it. Why, we’d be hunting them now, if not for that.”

      The Initiate raised the staff over its head, lips quivering in a low, hissing chant. All mirth left Alizia’s face as she abruptly changed targets. She reached her right arm all the way back and then brought it forth with all her might. A white 14! appeared as her club connected with a crunch on the still-chanting Initiate’s temple. The force of the impact knocked the Initiate’s head to the side six inches, completely ruining the aim of my attempt at slicing its throat. I did at least manage to get a 5, so it wasn’t a complete loss. Decrona’s flying pebble, however, only managed to connect with Alizia’s club.

      Bluish energy engulfed the Initiate’s staff, raised above its head. I winced at the pain I knew was coming, and just as I pulled my sword back to cover my face a white 37! exploded from Olaf’s knife as it dug deep into the middle of the Initiate’s back. He added in an extra kick for good measure as the mob dropped limply to the ground. The Initiate’s staff clattered on top of it, and the blue light faded gradually before ending in a sad puff.

      
        
        
        You have gained 110 (100 +10 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,286/8,000 to next level.

        You have received -5 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,020 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      Olaf stared at the bloody corpse and wiped his forehead in relief. “If that debuff had lasted another second, close as the three of us were . . .”

      I patted him on the back. “Focus on the good. Like how perfectly you aimed that shot and under so much pressure. I hope I can develop nerves of steel like that someday.” The sentiment was ruined as one of Decrona’s pebbles slapped me on the side of the cheek.

      “Less back patting, more backstabbing,” Decrona said. “There’s still one on Alizia.”

      My feet took the hint before my brain processed what she was saying. A line of blood trickled down the side of Alizia’s face. She had most of her weight on her left foot as three holes poured blood onto her right thigh. Her HP bar showed 40%, and it dropped steadily as each second passed by. The pulsating blood droplet icon indicated that Bleeding was the likely culprit. She attempted to hobble to the left to dodge another hard thrust but in vain. A red 6 dropped her to 30%, then 28% as the Bleeding took its cut. I was only halfway to her, but I knew that barring a miss, I wouldn’t make it in time.

      “Use a potion now!” Decrona howled.

      Alizia summoned one, but right as it got to her lips the lizard’s spear shattered it, spraying delicious red liquid everywhere. A few drops did get into Alizia’s mouth, taking her to 35%, but the lizard’s next poke took most of that back. She toppled onto her back and the lizard raised its spear high over her torso. It licked its lips, savoring the kill—but giving Olaf and me just enough time to close the gap. We leapt side by side, catching the scaly monstrosity with nearly identical blows right where the neck and jawline met on opposite sides of its body. Our 22!s neatly merged together into one huge number and the lizardman gurgled its last breath. The ringing pain that shot up my arm as my sword connected with Olaf’s dagger was oddly comforting, since it meant my new groupmate was safe.

      
        
        
        You have gained 83 (75+8 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,369/8,000 to next level.

        You have received -5 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,025 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      Alizia groaned as she hobbled back to her feet. Olaf poured a potion down her throat, and she suddenly stood straighter. The Bleeding took her down to 53% a few seconds later before fading. With her leg now mostly healed, she bent over to loot it before changing her mind and giving it a kick instead. “Take that, you jerky jerk face.” After she was done giving it a few more kicks, Olaf looted it.

      
        
        
        Olaf has looted a Lizardman Youngling.

        You have received 1 copper as your share of the loot (out of 6 copper).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Lizard-Skin Belt.

      

        

      

      “Neat, an item,” I said.

      Decrona held the belt out and smiled. “Who can use it?”

      I didn’t want to seem greedy, so I held my tongue and shook my head.

      Olaf stuck his finger in his furry belt and said, “I am out on this roll.”

      
        
        
        Alizia has looted a Lizardman Initiate.

        You have received 2 copper as your share of the loot (out of 8 copper).

      

        

      

      “Eww, green. It doesn’t match any of my outfits,” Alizia said. “No thanks.”

      Decrona was about to put it in her bag when her eyes caught the cloth cord holding up my pants. “Horus, your selflessness is laudable but if you need it, it’s yours.”

      “I still have my newbie belt, so probably.” I focused Inspect on the scaly belt and got a skill up.

      
        
        
        Item: Lizard-Skin Belt

        Slot: Waist

        Rarity: Uncommon

        AC: 3

        Weight: 2 Pebbles

        Description: Lizardmen (and lizardwomen) like to fashion belts out of the skin of their fallen rivals. While the craftsmanship is crude, they are surprisingly sturdy and are quite the conversation piece at parties.

      

        

      

      Decrona handed me the belt. “It’s group policy that any loot goes to someone who can use it. If no one can, we sell it. If more than one person needs it, I go to my spreadsheet, and it does a complicated equation that balances who’d benefit the most against how much loot they’ve received.”

      Alizia licked the remnants of her third potion off her chin. “There’s no spreadsheet. Deccy just picks whoever’s having the best hair day.”

      Olaf rubbed his bald head. “Is that why I never win?”

      Alizia slapped him on the back. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you a nice wig when we go back to town. I’m thinking something in dreadlocks or maybe a mohawk. Ooooh, both! I’ll call it the dreadhawk . . . mo-locks?”

      Decrona handed me the belt. “Thanks.” It was a duller green than the lizardmen’s skin and felt hard and scaly to the touch. As I moved it near my waist, it suddenly contracted and snapped into place. My old belt dropped to the ground, and I picked it up to put it in my bag.

      “Congrats, Horus,” everyone else said at roughly the same time.

      “And plenty more to come,” Olaf said with a grin.

      Decrona caught Alizia’s eyes lighting up as she looked back to the camp. Before the large, green woman took off, Decrona hastily summoned a comically large healing potion and waved it toward her. Alizia greedily grabbed it, knocking Decrona over. With a practiced flick of her thumb, the cork popped off, nearly taking Olaf’s eye out.

      “Now that we have time before our overexuberant one-person pulling team is otherwise occupied, I think we should go over The System™ with our new member,” Decrona said.

      Olaf twisted the end of his long mustache. “I don’t know. In an odd way, I enjoy the thrill of nearly dying every time we engage something.”

      Alizia finally reached up for air after a thirty-second-long chug. The multi-gallon-sized potion was almost a quarter of the way gone. “Finally, someone who gets me.” She grabbed the potion two-handed and raised it back over her mouth, splashing red liquid everywhere.

      “The System™ is relatively simple,” Decrona said. “Since I won’t get a healing spell until level five, the only way we can heal is through potions or our natural regeneration. The group budget pays for some potions, though it isn’t nearly enough due to the meager amount of coins these mobs drop.”

      Alizia shook her head enthusiastically while continuing to drink.

      “And someone who shall remain nameless drinks all of those. As such, I developed The System™. As Alizia is going to pick a tanking class when she hits level five and she has a predilection for drawing enemies’ attention, we let her tank while she’s at full Hit Points. But when she’s not, she holds off while the rest of us draw aggro and split up the damage between us. Then she takes the next one while we use our natural regeneration to heal up.”

      “That sounds like a pretty good plan,” I said. “I assume we each take a turn and by the time it’s back to her, she should be back to full.”

      “No. No. Only two turns. Her and then the rest of us.”

      “I like Horus’s idea better,” Olaf said. “We’d have less downtime and go through fewer potions.”

      Alizia almost dropped her potion. “That’s a terrible idea! Fewer potions? I’m going to file an official protest with . . . someone. Decrona’s mom! No supper for her and lots of spankings, assuming I’ve filled out all the forms correctly and don’t anger the arbitrator with off-color jokes about his pet platypus.”

      “Fine,” Decrona said. “We’ll try it Horus’s way this time. As Alizia is still not recovered, why don’t you take aggro this time, Olaf? I’ll take the next one and then Horus.”

      Olaf nodded and maneuvered around the tent behind us. Ten seconds later, he gave us a thumbs up and charged forward. I was about to charge after him, but Decrona put her hand on my shoulder and shook her head. A few seconds later Olaf appeared again, stopping just in front of us with a Lizardman Youngling hot on his tail. Olaf quickly spun it around to face us and the rest of the group whacked it from behind. It only took 20% off Olaf’s HPs before I finished it off with a Vital Strike/Flanking Attack combo for 23!

      
        
        
        You have gained 83 (75 +8 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,452/8,000 to next level.

        You have received -5 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,030 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      Alizia returned to her more than half-filled potion, and Decrona went around the tent to repeat what Olaf had done with another Youngling. I went next and found the area around that bunch of tents deserted, until a lone Youngling waddled out of the bushes, tightening his loincloth as he moved away from me. I gave an incoherent shout, and he obligingly turned and ran toward me, his warped spear appearing in his scaly claw. I repeated what my friends had done and soon the scaly humanoid fell in defeat. I was only down to 85%, something I’d have been hard pressed to accomplish solo.

      
        
        
        You have gained 83 (75 +8 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,535/8,000 to next level.

        You have received -5 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,035 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      Alizia shone with a golden light that lasted almost a minute, and everyone congratulated her on her new level. As she performed her spastic celebratory dance, Decrona snatched the half-full potion from her.

      “You can have it back if you pull one—only one Youngling,” Decrona said. “No casters, bears, dragons, or invisible/intangible men this time, either.”

      Alizia crossed her arms and pouted. “His name was Norvin, and just because you couldn’t see him, hear him, or touch him, doesn’t mean he wasn’t there doing naughty things to you. I was trying to protect your dignity and as thanks you made fun of me. Some reward.”

      Decrona jiggled the potion and pointed at the other side of the tent. A broad grin crossed Alizia’s face as she charged off. That grin was both adorable and terrifying, but surprisingly a minute later Alizia arrived with only a single Youngling behind her. She spun the mob to face us like Olaf had, and in thirty seconds it was dead. Decrona handed her back the potion as Olaf ran off to find the next one.

      We repeated the process of taking turns for another hour, before moving on to the next cluster of tents. Even after her novelty-sized potion ran out, Alizia stayed with us until it was her turn. Instead of insane pulling, she switched to annoying Decrona as her new distraction. Decrona mostly ignored her, until Alizia mentioned her height. Decrona’s face got bright red and she looked on the verge of breaking the massive, empty potion vial over Alizia’s head, but Olaf ran in front of her with a Youngling. By the time the fight was over, Decrona seemed to have completely forgotten about it. Just to be safe, I immediately ran off to pull another.

      We continued that routine for another four hours, with Olaf leveling halfway through. When I questioned if we were even fighting the right mobs for the ring, Decrona assured me her information said it was. She also informed me that this was typical of this type of quest and that the average time to get the drop was around four hours. It wasn’t unheard of for it to take days, and for one unlucky group she knew, it’d taken more than a week. Although for every instance of those, there were just as many who got the drop on the first few kills.

      “I’m bored again,” Alizia said. “I know a great way to spice up the monotony of farming for shinies.”

      Decrona reached into her bag and pulled out a small healing potion, while Olaf and I moved behind Alizia to block both paths back into the camp.

      “That’s not what I meant.” Alizia frowned but took the potion from Decrona anyway. “Horus I could understand, but the rest of you should know me better than that. I never use a shenanigan twice in the same day. No, what I think we need is a sing-along.”

      “Oh, God,” Decrona said. “Not that. Please go back to charging headfirst into packs of mobs, at least then the pain is swift.”

      “Alizia,” Olaf said, “I trust you with my life, but your singing is just pure . . . doo-doo.”

      Alizia smirked. “Doo-doo? Olaf! If your wife heard you using words like that . . .” She raised her arms in pretend shock. “Remind me to teach you proper curse words when we get back to the inn —or I could do it now in song!”

      Decrona uncorked the potion and pushed it to Alizia’s mouth. Olaf charged off into the camp, and by the time Alizia had taken her first gulp, a Lizardman Youngling was in our midst. When it slowed down after several crits, Decrona broke off and ran into the camp. So determined was she to not give Alizia a chance to sing that she didn’t even stop to celebrate leveling. Trusting the group’s judgement, I repeated Decrona’s quick pull.

      Unfortunately, when I arrived at the spot we’d been pulling from, there was nothing there. The continual hissing of the lizards communicating with each other had been deafening when we first entered, but for the first time it was completely quiet. As I tried to figure out what that could possibly mean—hoping desperately that it didn’t mean there were no more lizardmen—the silence was broken by the screams of my group. I desperately sprinted back to them.

      “Oh God,” Olaf said. “Make it stop! Make it stop!”

      “It burns!” Decrona said.

      A sharp pain hit my ears, stopping me in my tracks.

      “I like potiooooooooons! They’re my devotiooooooooon! Smooth like the oceaaaaaaaaan! Potiooooooooons!” I swore the tents nearest the group inched away as each new “note” came out of Alizia’s tone-deaf mouth.

      Decrona caught me out of the corner of her eye and pointed emphatically behind me to go get something quick. Unfortunately, the area was still deserted. I ran to the other end of the camp, but nothing was there either. Even though I was now several hundred yards from the group, I could hear their screams and Alizia’s awkward song just as clearly as if I stood with them. I was about to venture into the plains and start pulling the horned, dog-like creatures to keep her distracted when a hissing growl caught my attention from behind.

      A huge axe hit me in the side of my midsection for 20! as I spun around. I stumbled back from the pain just in time to barely duck under a swipe that would’ve easily given my head a great view of the rest of my body from several feet away. The hulking, seven-foot tall lizardman licked its lips as it caught me in the shin with the haft of its axe for 4. It was toying with me now. It had easily gotten me down to 53%, and I’d offered no resistance. The good news was that with the panic hammering around my skull, I couldn’t hear Alizia’s singing anymore.

      I smiled at that thought and regained my composure. Time to change things. I waited for its large axe to come again, ducked under, and caught the huge lizardman right above the knee for 8! It grunted and abruptly halted its swing, backhanding the blunt end of its axe down toward my skull.

      I saw the blow coming and timed my skip perfectly when Decrona’s voice shot out of nowhere into my ear. “Horus, we see the Rare now. Don’t bother trying to pull it as those things are unusually fast. We’ll be there shortly.”

      Despite the distraction, I managed to at least partially dodge, but the bone in my left shoulder felt like it was shattered. With only 4 HPs, I stumbled to the ground. I tried to roll to the side, but my body wouldn’t cooperate. The icon of a star-encircled head floating above me indicated I was Stunned. The lizardman opened its muzzle in what I assumed was a smile as it raised its axe for the killing blow. It could’ve probably just stepped on me to finish me, but its long tongue licking the top of his lips gave me the impression it wanted to make my death something special.

      “Take that, vile beast!” Olaf said as his dagger connected with some part of the lizardman’s meaty back.

      The lizardman’s descending axe didn’t even change course as Olaf’s blow landed, but it was the thought that counted. Although I was going to die, it was comforting that I now had friends who’d stick up for me. I closed my eyes as the axe blade reached less than a foot overhead. The sound of it connecting with my skull seemed strangely far away and more like a poke than a crushing blow. I didn’t want to see my mangled corpse before I went back to my spawn point, so I held my eyes firmly shut.

      “Drink a potion!” Decrona said. “Please tell me Alizia didn’t drink all of them.”

      “Hey,” Alizia said, “I do not steal from groupmates; I ask politely, and then beg and cry until they give me them, but I never steal. Besides, yesterday that cute boy I met at the bar gave me like thirty of them, so I don’t need any.”

      Olaf grunted as an axe blow connected. “My Flanking Attack/Vital Strike combo barely drew its aggro. A 33 crit tends to do that.”

      A pebble connected with the Rare’s scaly hide. “Well done, good Olaf,” Decrona said, “but I think you did a bit too good at getting his attention. Alizia, aim for something vital to try to get him off.”

      “What do you think we’re doing, genius?” Alizia asked. “I’m beginning to think this cool signpost wasn’t the best choice. It’s too awkward to poke with, and since he’s wearing a helmet, I can’t bonk him on the squishy parts of his head.”

      “Goodness . . . you have no imagination. While he’s obviously not a human male, he should have the same weaknesses one does. Do you not see his skirt?”

      Alizia’s club sounded like it hit a brick wall. “Jeez, only 12 damage, and I got a perfect shot in too. I’m guessing he wasn’t very popular with the lady lizards.”

      The axe bit into flesh, followed by a grunt from Olaf. “One, maybe two more of those is all I can take. I’m at 40% now.”

      “I could stub his toe instead,” Alizia said. “Is that a vital area, Deccy?”

      “Unfortunately, no. Aim where Olaf did.”

      The lizardman yelped and countered with a hard whack of its axe. Alizia screamed.

      “It was the tiny penis joke, wasn't it?” Alizia murmured. “A 36! I’m under 30% already. Deccy, you’re up.”

      The sound of three blade scrapes against a scaly hide followed. The lizardman yelped again.

      “Goodness,” Decrona said. “I got a crit, but it wasn’t enough. Alizia just focus on dodging. Everyone try your best to pull it off. Don’t worry about taking turns. Where is Horus?”

      I wasn’t sure if I could talk to her while dead, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt trying. Except I forgot about trying to keep my eyes closed. “I’m d—”

      Before I finished the word, I realized I wasn’t dead at all. At first, I thought Olaf must had gotten the hulking monster’s attention before it finished me off, but then I checked my notifications. Survivalist had triggered, and I’d even gained a point in it. While I had been dropped to 0 HPs, my natural Regen had taken me back to 1 HP and consciousness. A quick downing of a lesser healing potion took me back to 16/51 HPs.

      My first swing was wild with exuberance, hitting the lizardman’s unusually thin legs in the back of the knee. Vital Strike and Flanking Attack messages floated up with the white 26! It growled as it lurched slightly to the side. After it recovered its balance, it awkwardly turned to me. As I jumped over a low sweep of its axe, I accidentally caught Alizia’s HP bar in the top corner of my vision. She was down to 3% but quickly shot back up to 35% as an empty bottle crashed to the ground.

      “Hmm,” Decrona said. “My contacts didn’t tell me about that weakness. Everyone, aim for the back of its knees!”

      I almost dodged the next swipe of its axe, but the creature still managed to catch me across my midsection for 4. I nervously waited for its next strike to come. At 43%, a good crit could’ve killed me. However, before the lizardman could even reach its axe back for another swing, three blows landed against its right knee in rapid succession. Its large upper body toppled to the side as the knee gave way. The huge axe skidded away, and the lizard tried desperately to crawl toward it, only advancing about six inches before my group mercilessly hacked it into a bloody pulp, crits flying up and nearly covering my vision in white. When we hit ground instead of lizard, Decrona called us to halt.

      
        
        
        You have gained 1,100 (1,000 +100 Group Bonus) Experience Points!

        Welcome to Level 4! 1,056/15,000 to next level.

        You have received 1 skill choice on leveling!

        You have received 2 stat points on leveling!

        You have gained 17 Hit Points on leveling! 68/68 HP Total.

        You have gained 4 Magic Points on leveling! 16/16 MP Total.

        You have gained 8 Action Points on leveling! 32/32 AP Total.

        You have received -10 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,115 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      “Remind me to stay away from rares unless we’re all at full HPs and have backup, preferably a tank battalion or a katana-wielding half vampire,” Alizia said between gulps of a potion.

      Decrona rolled her eyes. “Does anyone have Bleeding or any other damage-over-time effects?” She looked above each of our heads in turn. “Ahh, good.”

      As I checked myself for any DoTs (damage over time) like Bleeding, I noticed the leveling message. I grinned and put both my new points into Dexterity like Decrona had suggested.

      “Can I loot this vile monster?” Olaf knelt beside what remained of the lizardman captain’s corpse and looked up expectantly.

      Alizia lowered her half-full potion. “You don’t have to wait for Commander Spreadsheet’s permission, just loot it already.”

      “Commander?” Olaf smirked. “You have been promoted, Decrona.”

      Decrona sighed dramatically. “I have enough on my plate without you joining in on her silliness, Olaf. Loot it.”

      
        
        
        Olaf has looted The Lizardman Captain.

        You have received 3 silver as your share of the loot (out of 15 silver).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: a Lizard’s Tail, Raw Lizard Steak, Lizard-Scale Chest Piece, and Tiny Garnet.

      

        

      

      Alizia’s potion fell from her hand. Her jaw dropped and little red beads of drool rolled down her chin. “I want it!”

      Olaf gave her a wry grin. “I thought green did not match any of your outfits. Also, I am out for the chest piece. I upgraded my first one, and I know others need it more.”

      “I’ll buy new outfits to match it and new makeup. I might even put green dye in my healing potions.”

      “I’m in on this as well,” Decrona said.

      I shook my head. I’d already won something and didn’t want to seem greedy. I did inspect the item out of curiosity, however.

      
        
        
        Item: Lizard-Scale Chest Piece

        Slot: Chest

        Rarity: Rare

        AC: 5

        Stat Bonus: +2 STA

        Weight: 22 Pebbles

        Description: Made from real lizard people! . . . No, that can’t be right. The scales are too big . . . Ahh, that explains it. Made by real lizard people in imitation of their natural scales. These chest pieces are both stylish and incredibly durable, the perfect combination for the newb on the go.

      

        

      

      Decrona stared off into the distance and bit her lip. “Let’s see: If we factor in the cost of that dragon-sized healing potion I gave Alizia—”

      Alizia crossed her arms and pouted. “No fair! That was a gift and gifts shouldn’t count, unless I give them, then they should count double—not that I ever give any. Say, can I have another one of those dragon-sized potions?”

      Decrona’s eyes were crossed so deeply in concentration that I doubt she even heard Alizia. “Of the two of us, I did win the last item. But then again, you won two before that. And we also had to pay your bail when you drank the sprite village’s entire water supply.”

      “It’s not my fault. They mix berries in with their water,” Alizia murmured. “Anyone would’ve mistaken it for a healing potion.”

      “Yes, well, that ruined yet another day of hunting. We barely got any experience. And when I factor that into my calculation . . . Congratulations, me.” Decrona held up the green armor for all to see. When we were done admiring it, she placed it over her midsection and it attached itself to her chest with a sucking sound and melded over her upper body, wrapping all the way around the back to fit perfectly. With that complete, she held out her arms to give it a slow once-over and smiled for the first time since I’d met her.

      I waited for Alizia’s argument, but when it didn’t come, my head shot toward her in surprise. What wasn’t surprising was that she’d run in the direction of a small, hunched lizardman who had just wandered out of the cave at the edge of the village. It looked like an easy target—the kind even I could take—with a frail body and complete lack of anything resembling a weapon, unless you were allergic to feathers (which it had in abundance on its tall blue headdress). Alizia obviously thought the same, as she hadn’t even summoned her weapon, choosing instead to subdue it with the empty potion bottles she had in each hand.

      Decrona and Olaf were still focused on the chest piece, so I was probably the only one who noticed the steadily brightening glow coming from the frail lizard’s hands.
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      Decrona knelt and began carving a chart into the dirt. “Now, assuming that Olaf manages a consistent rate of loot and Alizia continues to consume her portion of the split in potions at a similarly consistent rate—”

      “Fascinating,” Olaf said more to his fingernails than to Decrona.

      “Guys,” I said.

      “Ah, yes,” Decrona said. “Good point. And she doesn’t receive another windfall of free potions from the guys she meets at the bar.”

      “Fascinating,” Olaf said again.

      “Guys!” I said. “Alizia left almost a minute ago, and she’s charging straight at a caster.”

      Olaf nearly dropped his dagger as he sprinted off. I immediately followed.

      Alizia’s first potion bottle arched down, but a second before impact it shattered onto some invisible barrier. The shrapnel produced a floating red 3 from the giantess’ hand. The lizard looked up and grinned. More white energy flowed from its hands, dissipating in a semi-circle roughly six inches away.

      Alizia braced herself for a counterattack, but when none came, she shrugged and wound up for a swing with her other arm against what Inspect identified as a Lizardman Vice-Shaman. Before she could unload, Olaf elbowed her out of the way and began his own assault. He placed his dagger strike perfectly between the creature’s eyes. It would’ve been sure to draw the monster’s attention on him if the blow had not struck the same barrier. Alizia joined back in—this time with her club—with shots toward the back of its head. None of their blows penetrated the barrier.

      The rest of us soon joined in a relentless five-minute assault on the barrier. Beyond a gain in my Swords skill and finally getting the answer to what a lizard’s laugh sounds like, our efforts produced no results. The good news was that maintaining the barrier seemed to prevent it from attacking. While the rest of the party continued, I paused to check that no other lizards were nearby.

      “Horus,” Decrona said. “While I know it’s disheartening to see no results after so much effort, please rejoin our assault. I think the barrier’s finally weakening.”

      “Sorry. Was just making sure nothing new was coming.” My next blow rebounded off the barrier and bounced to the side. “There’s a trio of lizardmen a few tent clusters away, and they might be coming this way.”

      Decrona nearly dropped her dagger as she spun around. “Not good. Everyone, redouble your efforts. We might only have a couple more minutes, then we’ll have to make a run for it.”

      Affirmative response came from the rest of the group, as well as a nod from the shaman. More energy flowed out of his small claws and each of our blows rebounded like they’d struck rubber. After Olaf’s dagger nearly deflected into my kidney, I realized there was no way we’d break it before the pack got to us. The other lizardmen were only two minutes away.

      “So, what does a Lizardman Vice-Shaman want in life?” I asked. “Could we interest you in some shiny coins, or maybe strike a truce?”

      Decrona groaned. “Horus, you can’t reason with mobs. I know they look sort of like people, but I can assure you their only interest is killing us. They can’t even speak.”

      “Yeah,” Alizia said. “I mean, he can’t be too smart if he’s wearing that blue headdress with that orange loin cloth. Nothing with any brains would match those colors.”

      “Says the girl with red splotches of some sort of sticky liquid dribbling all over her green skin and yellow armor,” the Vice-Shaman said with perfect diction. “Fashion. Disaster.”

      “I’ll show you a disaster!” Alizia unloaded with all her might. The club bounced off the barrier, shot up in the air and landed on top of her head for 4 and a Stunned status.

      The shaman snickered. “Now as to your question, I don’t need any currency, but I am looking for a Tiny Garnet. I’d be willing to trade that for something you might need. Also, I’d pay a bundle for a blonde wig, on the condition that you don’t ask what I need it for.”

      Alizia stood up and swayed like she was drunk. “I do have a blonde wig, but because you were so mean, I’m not going to give it to you.”

      Decrona put her hand out to steady Alizia. “I think he wants the wig for a quest.”

      “I don’t care. No wig for you!” Stunned wore off and Alizia picked up her club.

      “Well, fortunately, I’m the one with the Tiny Garnet, and I might be willing to trade it. What do you have to offer?” Decrona held out the small gem.

      The shaman scampered forward and began hopping up and down in front of the gem. “Ssssteve’s room is full of treasures. It’s at the bottom of that festively decorated cave behind me. I’ll take you there in exchange for the gem.”

      “Ooooh, room full of treasure,” Alizia said. “That’s my second-favorite thing. Give it to him!”

      “Yes. That does not at all sound like a trap,” Olaf said. “I know when someone says, ‘Go to that dark area over there, and I swear you’ll get a big surprise at the end’ that it always ends well. I believe someone said that to Napoleon before he invaded Russia.”

      “Good enough for me. Let’s go!” Alizia tried to snatch the garnet out of Decrona’s hand, but she was too quick.

      “Your offer is intriguing,” Decrona said, “but what we came here for is a lost engagement ring. We’d be willing to trade the garnet for the ring. Have you seen it?”

      The Vice-Shaman nodded enthusiastically. “Yup. Ring with a sappy phrase engraved in it. Ssssteve took it from some Youngling a few days ago. He loves to show it off. Says it’s a sign from the true god, Shhhamusss, but I know better. I’ll take you to him if you give me the garnet.”

      “In addition to Steve’s treasure?” Decrona asked.

      “It’s Ssssteve—don’t be ignorant—and no, it’s a different Ssssteve. This one is only halfway down the cave.”

      “Oh well, then,” Alizia said. “Halfway should be plenty safe. Let’s go.” She walked toward the cave.

      Olaf grabbed her and pulled her back. “I have seen huge trains of mobs come out of there. I doubt we will survive more than a minute.”

      The Vice-Shaman continued to hop up and down to reach the garnet. “I’d be willing to furnish disguises. What do you say? I’ll lead you down to Ssssteve with foolproof disguises in exchange for the garnet.”

      “If we make it there safely and this Sssteve does have the ring, we’ll give you your gem—but only after we see Sssteve and the ring. Agreed?” Decrona placed the garnet back in her inventory.

      “Agreed, but it’s Ssssteve. No need to be a jerk about the name, warmblood.” The shaman pulled four headdresses out of his bag and dropped them on the ground in front of him. “There ya go, foolproof costumes.”

      
        
        
        Quest: It’s Not Your Preciousssssss, but It Is Shiny and a Ring

        Description: The fallen paladin, Velfantine, has lost her engagement ring somewhere on the plateau. After promising the Lizardman Vice-Shaman the Tiny Garnet, he has agreed to lead you to the current owner, Ssssteve. He even gave you foolproof disguises to get by his kinsman. Wow, how convenient! If only all quests were this straightforward . . .

        Completion Objective: Find Velfantine’s ring and return it to her.

        Reward: Battered Shield, 8,000 EXP, 1 gold, 5 silver

      

        

      

      I held up the blue feathered headdress and shook my head. “There’s no way this is going to fool anyone.”

      Alizia shrugged and put it on. “Ehh, at least it matches my shoes.”

      “Like you know how to match anything,” the Vice-Shaman said low enough for only me to hear.

      I stared at the headdress and then at my group. Everyone else had already put theirs on, and it didn’t change their appearance in the slightest. I thought about tossing mine at the shaman, but he’d raised the barrier again. I was about to toss it at him anyway when Decrona frantically pointed behind me.

      “The patrol is almost here,” Decrona said. “We need to get going.”

      The shaman shook his head. “Not until he puts the headdress on.”

      “Ridiculous.” I turned to look at the patrol; they were barely out of aggro range and getting closer.

      The shaman rolled his eyes at me, and Decrona tapped her foot in frustration. I sighed as I put it on just as the patrol sped up and ran toward us. Everyone in the party readied their weapons, and Alizia moved to intercept them. All three members of the patrol abruptly stopped and went down to one knee.

      The lead lizard stared at the ground as he spoke. “Our apologies for disturbing you, O reverent shamans of the great and powerful Shhhamusss, but would you happen to know what became of everyone in the village? We didn’t see a single soul on our path here.”

      The Vice-Shaman stepped forward. “There was another explosive potion scare and everyone went below to the shelter.”

      All three patrol members let out a deep sigh. “Thank Shhhamusss,” the lead one said. “We were afraid those terrible demons known as ‘adventurers’ were loose again. Why do they keep murdering us? It’s not like the paltry few copper we have can possibly be worth the effort.”

      “Shhhamusss only knows,” the Vice-Shaman said. “Perhaps you should go back on patrol to be sure none of them are lurking about.”

      The patrol members rose, saluted him, and headed back toward the village. A minute later, the Vice-Shaman turned and headed to the cave. Alizia bumped her head on the decorative bones hanging over its entrance as she and the rest of the group entered. I waited until the patrol was out of view before hurrying to catch up.

      We soon passed by a few more lizard people, all of whom knelt and bowed without giving us the slightest bit of trouble. The cave’s musty smell was mitigated slightly by the burning of incense from low braziers sitting at regular intervals through the twisty complex. I waited until we reached a straightaway and no other lizard people were in sight before asking the obvious question. “How can these headdresses possibly pass us off as lizardmen? Except for Olaf, we’re at least a foot taller than them and none of us have scales.”

      The Vice-Shaman’s jaw dropped. “They obviously don’t, but unlike some people, we’re not racists. Any being, no matter their race, who becomes a shaman of Shhhamusss and wears the blue headdress deserves deference and reverence amongst my people. None of us would ever think of harming one of the Divine One’s chosen representatives.”

      He led us to the right at a fork in the passage. Two more lizard people bowed as we hastily passed them. I decided not to say anymore for fear that I’d further insult him, and in case he decided that it’d be better to turn us over to his people and take the gem from our corpses.

      Olaf twisted the ends of his long mustache. “So, what is this Ssssteve person like? Do you think he will just give the ring to us, since we are revered shaman of Shhhamusss?”

      The Vice-Shaman didn’t even turn around to answer. “No, Ssssteve is the High-Shaman and my rival. He adores that ring and the only way he’d give that up is if you kill him. Why else do you think I let your obvious murder of a quarter of the village slide? It’ll be worth losing so many of my kin if that poisonous blasphemer is eliminated.”

      Decrona nodded sagely. “And I don’t suppose you’re going to let us walk back out of here after we take care of Ssssteve?”

      The Vice-Shaman turned around slowly as we halted outside a large, elaborately decorated door. “Yes, in a manner of speaking.”

      Alizia rubbed her head after she caught it on yet another low-hanging stalactite. “Good enough for me. The sooner we get outside the better.”

      “Not so fast, Alizia,” Decrona said. “I don’t like this ‘in a manner of speaking’ business, Mr. Vice-Shaman. As such, I won’t give you the Tiny Garnet until after we’re safely on the outskirts of your village.” Decrona waved the garnet tantalizingly just out of the reach of the Vice-Shaman and then placed it near her bag where it disappeared with a puff.

      His eyes widened as the gem vanished, and he nearly tripped as he reached out to steady himself on the door. He hissed something incomprehensible, before giving a begrudging nod and slowly pulling the door back to give us all a view of the room that held his rival. “If you’re lucky, Ssssteve will be sleeping, but if not, you’ll have quite the fight.”

      Decrona tapped her foot. “You wouldn’t happen to have any tips to defeat him, would you?”

      “He has a barrier like me.” The Vice-Shaman looked Decrona in the eyes and smirked. “What? You won’t give me my gem until later, I’m not gonna give you much help.”

      “Your rival won’t get removed and you won’t get your precious gem unless we win. So, help. Now!”

      The Vice-Shaman stared at the door in the hopes it contained an answer to his dilemma. When he was certain one would never come, he bit his lip and then spoke. “Fine, he’s partially undead. Been blasphemously dabbling in necromancy and sacrificing parts of his body to undeath for more power. That’s why I can’t take him alone.”

      “Take him alone . . . so then you plan on helping?” Decrona summoned a brittle looking but lightly glowing dagger and handed it to Olaf.

      “If you get Ssssteve below 25% health, I may join in, but I can’t risk getting involved unless I’m sure you can defeat him.” The Vice-Shaman pointed through the crack in the door. A lizard in a multi-colored headdress roughly my height with white splotches spread around his body danced in the center of the room around two idols: one a muscular lizard person and the other a human skeleton with glowing red eyes and a top hat.

      “Olaf, the undead are weak against silver,” Decrona whispered. “It looks like the white parts of his body have succumbed to undeath, so aim for those. Alizia, do your best to keep him off Olaf so he can take advantage of Vital Strike as much as possible. Any questions?”

      I raised my hand. “We should probably try that rotation thing like we did outside. I’m going to try to draw him off Alizia when she gets low and then you should do the same for me.”

      “Excellent idea. I was about to say that myself.”

      Alizia tossed an empty potion vial against the side of the cave. The Vice-Shaman winced as the loud crash echoed down the cave, though fortunately Ssssteve was too absorbed in his ritual to notice. Alizia wiped most of the red liquid from her chin and shrugged. “One question, Deccy, and then we can get on with killing Stevie over there. Where do babies come from?”

      “The Stork!” Olaf said.

      “Eggs,” the Vice-Shaman said.

      “When a mommy one and a daddy zero love each other very much, they get together in a nice, quiet place in the code, and nine months later, a new digital baby is born,” I said.

      “I do not think they necessarily have to love each other for that to happen,” Olaf said. “Also, what if the mommy is a zero and the daddy is a one?”

      Alizia put her hand on his shoulder. “An interesting question, Olaf. Some philosophers posit that’s where mobs come from. However, I believe that’s how the thing that’s constantly up Decrona’s butt was created.”

      “Ha-ha,” Decrona said. “Now that you’ve had your ceremonial pre-fight insult of me, can we go kill this thing?”

      “Sure thing, smelly.” Alizia opened the door and charged in.

      “Feel the bludgeon of justice and modestly priced alchemical supplies, you skelameleon!” Alizia caught Ssssteve in mid-hop just above his right hip for 13!

      Ssssteve spun around and raised his hands above his head as Alizia caught him in the collar bone for 6. The rest of us spread out around him. Decrona and I landed our own hits for 4 and 3, and Olaf’s silver dagger scored a Vital Strike into its white shoulder of 20! The High-Shaman was already down to 80%, and we hadn’t suffered a single point of damage.
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      “I’m going to make a rug out of your skin, ugly,” Alizia said as she slammed her club down toward its head. “A partially bony, hard rug made of scales . . . OK, that doesn’t really work, but the point is you’re going to die.”

      “I’m already dead, idiot!” The gray energy from the High Shaman’s hands finally shot out. Alizia covered her face with her club in preparation for the coming blast. However, the energy stopped halfway and instead spread out to form a circular barrier roughly a foot away from his body.

      “Quickly,” Decrona said as her sling bullet flew past my head. “The barrier will only get stronger as he pours more energy into it. Hit it now when it’s at its weakest!”

      The rest of the group followed her example and unloaded with our strongest blows. Our shots bounced off the barrier and deflected back at us, the red damage numbers almost merging together as they floated from our shiny, new wounds. Undeterred, Alizia and Decrona attacked again and were rewarded with more damage. Olaf and I wisely stopped. I was the one who had done the best and was only down to 60%, while Alizia had fared the worst at 25%. Fortunately, like his competitor the High Shaman didn’t seem to be able to attack while maintaining the barrier.

      Decrona shouted back at the doorway. “You never did tell us how to knock down the barrier, snake. If you want us to win, you’ll tell us now.”

      “Who’re you calling a snake?” the High Shaman said. “I’m a proud member of the undead, and even if I weren’t, I used to be a lizard, which are decidedly not snakes, so that makes you both a racist and ignorant. You, igno-racist!”

      Decrona sputtered something incomprehensible before calming down enough to form complete sentences. “I wasn’t talk—you’re right, I’m an igno-racist, whatever that means. If someone could offer a suggestion on how to get through this barrier, it’d be appreciated. Perhaps someone outside the group?”

      Our group, with the exception of Alizia, turned to stare at the doorway, hoping our guide would offer us some help. Alizia was too busy tossing what looked like grubs from a nearby bowl off the barrier and giggling as they bounced around the room. The only sound from the doorway came when one of the grubs flew through it and sizzled upon landing in a brazier.

      “Let me guess,” the High Shaman said, “one of my rivals sent you here. Now come out so I can see you, traitor! I’m going to kill you anyway after I dispatch these warmbloods. You might as well show your face and save what little dignity you have left.”

      “I’m perfectly fine with the level of dignity I have right now,” the doorway said.

      The two of them began hurling insults at each other, but we ignored them as Decrona called us into a huddle. “We can’t attack him with that barrier up,” Decrona said. “Any ideas?”

      I tried pressing my sword against the barrier, but as soon as I applied the smallest bit of pressure, my sword flew away, almost impaling Alizia. Olaf tried using his silver dagger as a battering ram, but only managed to go catapulting across the room. The crash took him down to 5%. Alizia pulled out a shovel in the hopes of digging under the barrier, but without the Mining skill, each shovelful didn’t move the floor in the slightest.

      “We could just wait him out,” Alizia said. “He can’t attack us while he maintains it, and he’s going to run out of mana eventually.”

      “I like this plan,” the High Shaman said. “While you do that, I’m just going to go outside and murder the traitor.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Alizia said. “He hasn’t been much help to us anyway. We’ll take a snack break while we wait.” She pulled out another healing potion and sloshed half of it on the floor. As the High Shaman moved forward, she realized she was in his way and offered a mumbled apology before moving to the side. Olaf downed a potion as well.

      Decrona bolted toward the High Shaman. “What? No! Alizia, stop him. He’s going to either run away or drop the barrier and regain all of his mana.”

      Alizia scratched her forehead for a few seconds before her mouth dropped. “Oh yeah.”

      Unfortunately, the High Shaman was too far away for her to reach. He was laughing so hard, I hoped he’d lose his concentration and drop the barrier, but it didn’t happen. My hopes that he’d slip on the pool of discarded healing potion were similarly dashed when his bony left foot landed firmly on the red liquid. His next step was just as firm, or at least it seemed to be, until he began screaming. Smoke poured up from his sizzling foot and he hopped back, barreling into the chest of the pursuing Alizia. Fortunately, the barrier dropped a second before the collision or else Alizia would’ve been firmly planted in the wall.

      Decrona yelled for us to attack, which was completely unnecessary. I caught the High Shaman in the thigh for 5 and Olaf twisted around me to barely catch his wrist for 7! The High Shaman’s wrist sizzled as the silver dagger struck. With the rest of us in the way, Decrona must have decided not to risk it, as no pebbles whizzed by.

      “Keep at it,” Decrona said. “Don’t give him a chance to raise the barrier again.”

      The High Shaman hissed as Olaf’s next blow landed on his bony hand for 9! preventing him from raising it to cast another barrier. Alizia had regained her wits and joined in. We soon had the High Shaman down to 45%. After his third failed attempt to raise his left hand, the High Shaman gave up and went to his green, scaly right hand.

      Olaf rolled around me to poke the hand, barely catching the High Shaman’s index finger. While he did do 1, there was no sizzling; the only effect produced was a tiny droplet of blood, which wasn’t enough to stop his casting. Blue-gray energy shot out in an arc in front of him, knocking everyone to the ground. As I regained my wits, another burst knocked us back again.

      Free from assault, he raised his hands, quickly formed a barrier, and charged. Olaf landed against a wall, Stunned and down to 3%. Decrona crashed into a brazier and gained Burning when her armor caught fire. I hit the opposite wall and was down to 9%.

      Alizia regained her feet and swung her club wildly on the other side of the room. “Hey, ugly! I’m back to full now, thanks to my best-friend healing potion. Just try and hit me. I’ll bet you can’t.”

      “Yeah,” the High Shaman said. “I’m not dumb enough to give them time to heal up while I chase you around. Come back when you have the Shout skill, Tree Boobs.” The High Shaman raced in the opposite direction, directly at Decrona, who was too busy hopping about in an effort  to put out the numerous small flames on her armor to notice.

      Alizia’s distraction wasn’t a complete failure, as Olaf and I had managed to get healing potions out of our bags. Olaf quickly downed his to get back to 38%. I was about to down mine too when I remembered the new use for potions Alizia had discovered. After popping the cork, I aimed to the spot right in front of the shaman. The arc was perfect as the bottle left my hand, but right before I literally patted myself on the back, my eyes widened in shock as I noticed the low-hanging stalactite in the potion’s path. The vial shattered directly over the High Shaman, splattering thick, red liquid on the gray barrier. I tried to summon another potion, but none came. I was all out.

      Decrona finished putting out the last tiny flame on her forearm, but her relief turned to horror when she finally noticed the coming shaman. She yelped and crossed her arms futilely to brace for the impact, but a second before the collision, the gray barrier miraculously evaporated with a pop. A red 1 floated up from Decrona as the small and now unprotected shaman bounced off her forearms. A white 7! followed as he crashed to the floor.

      The High Shaman was literally Stunned, while the rest of us were only figuratively stunned. Ours was shorter, and we charged forward to take advantage of the situation. 5, 4, 9!, 6, 3, 4, 12!, 6, 8, and a kidney shot from Olaf of 26! rained down on the prostrate High Shaman. He was down to 17% before Stunned wore off but still on the ground. I knew we had him. Decrona stayed back and didn’t join in on the assault with her weapon, instead she waited until the shaman attempted to cast a spell and stomped on his hands with her thick boots.

      With the High Shaman down to 1%, we all backed off as Olaf put his dagger high over his head and let out a scream, plunging down with all his weight toward the High Shaman’s skull. To his credit the lizardman kept his eyes open and stared defiantly. The blade landed right in the middle of his head and the undead half immediately began to sizzle.

      “Nooooo!” The High Shaman thrashed wildly, throwing Olaf off as a white 50! flew from his skull. The smell of burning rotten flesh filled the air as he rose.

      If he’d been any other mob, I’d have wondered why he wasn’t already dead, but I knew from my years playing video games that boss mobs often get an elaborate death. The Vice-Shaman even shook off his cowardice as the noise reached a crescendo and came through the door. Alizia took out some popcorn.

      “What type of loot do you think he will drop, friend Decrona?” Olaf asked.

      “It better be worth more than the five silver I spent on that dagger,” Decrona said. “With all of that smoke coming off it, I doubt it’s in a usable state.”

      The High-Shaman Ssssteve waved his arms as he paced back and forth aimlessly, screaming the whole time.

      “Speaking of loot,” the Vice-Shaman said. “Can I have my Tiny Garnet now?”

      Decrona held the gem high, well out of the diminutive Vice-Shaman’s reach. “When we get out of here safely.”

      Alizia tipped over her bag of now empty popcorn in the hopes of shaking out one last piece. “How much longer is this going to take? The inn stops serving dinner at nine.”

      “Give me my Tiny Garnet!”

      Ssssteve stopped pacing and raised his hands over his head. The group craned our heads forward as one in anticipation of him finally dying, but instead gray energy flowed from his hands to form another barrier.

      “What kind of gyp is this?” Alizia said. “We killed you and we demand our reward, which after that stupid, long death scene better come shooting out of you piñata style.”

      The Vice-Shaman kicked Decrona in the shins, causing her to drop the gem. The rest of the group was too focused on the still very much alive—sorry, very much still undead and moving Ssssteve to prevent his underling from reaching the Tiny Garnet. Ssssteve stomped forward, the smoking dagger still stuck between his eyes. Before I could yell for Alizia to toss another potion at Ssssteve, a dark red light shot out from behind me. I turned to find the Vice-Shaman holding the garnet over his head.

      Ssssteve stared in horror. “Nooo!”

      Alizia snorted. “You already said that. Or were there more Os on it last time? Was anybody recording?”

      When the red light finally stopped getting brighter, the Vice-Shaman lowered the gem and set it on the ground. Ssssteve dropped his barrier and sprinted toward it. Before he got halfway, his rival brought his tiny moccasin down on the garnet and smashed it into a thousand pieces. Ssssteve clutched his heart for a second and dropped to the ground dead (un-undead?).

      
        
        
        You have gained 1 skill point in Inspect! 8/25

        You have unlocked the Improved Dexterity skill!

        You have gained 4,400 (4,000 +400 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 5,456/15,000 to next level.

        You have received -100 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -1,225 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      Several weak, nearly breathless mumbles of joy sputtered out of the group despite both Olaf and Alizia gaining a new level, followed by Alizia collapsing to the ground in exhaustion. Olaf slowly made his way behind the Vice-Shaman in case he tried to make a run for it. The Vice-Shaman was too busy doing a celebratory dance to notice him. Decrona immediately stopped holding her shin, the thought of loot proving to be a highly effective pain remedy, and knelt over the fallen boss.

      
        
        
        Decrona has looted Ssssteve, the Lizardman High Shaman.

        You have received 4 silver and 2 copper as your share of the loot (out of 25 silver and 3 copper).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: High Shaman’s Headdress and The Ring of Love.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: High Shaman’s Headdress

        Slot: Head

        Rarity: Extraordinary

        AC: 4

        Stat Bonuses: +1 INT +1 WIS + 1 STA +3 CHA

        Weight: 5 Pebbles

        Description: It’s not the hat that makes the man (or woman or sexually ambiguous lizard); it’s the person who makes the hat. At least that’s what we’d normally say about any other hat, but in this case, the hat does make the person. Look at the stats!

      

        

      

      I let out a quick, “No,” and Olaf shook his head.

      Alizia shot up off the ground like someone had tossed a bucket of water on her. “I want. I want!”

      Decrona stared at Alizia incredulously. “Intelligence and Wisdom are the primary stats of spell casting classes, and I plan on becoming our healer. I think this would benefit me and therefore the group more.”

      “But it has way more Charisma, and I’m going for a Charisma build.” Alizia towered over Decrona and leaned down to poke her in the chest.

      Decrona pushed Alizia’s finger off and stood her ground. “There is no such thing as a Charisma build.”

      “Just because nobody’s ever done one, doesn’t mean it’s not a viable build!” Alizia stomped hard, causing a nearby stalactite to crash to the ground a few feet away.

      Decrona let out a harrumph and glared harder. “When one gets in a situation where something like a build can make or break you, and you find that nobody in the decades-long history of that thing has done that build, it’s probably wise not to pursue that course. Now, for once, could you please do the sensible thing and let me have this?”

      “When one gets in a situation where a pompous jerk can make or break you, and you find that nobody in the millennium-long history of that thing has been this pompous of a jerk, it’s probably wise not to be such a pompous jerk. IN!”

      Decrona backed away. “Fine. Then I’ll just go to my spreadsheet to find who’s the most deserving.”

      “Oh, no. I’m not letting you go to some mysterious spreadsheet that no one besides you can see. We roll on this.”

      Decrona turned to look for support. Olaf shrugged helplessly from behind the Vice-Shaman. I tried in vain to hide behind a foot and half tall brazier. Realizing that Decrona could see me through the barely perceptible smoke cloud in front of me, I coughed out a pathetic, “I’m new?”

      The Vice-Shaman stopped his victory dance to wave his tiny claws in the air. “I helped, so I want a roll too.”

      After a thirty-second-long glare at Alizia, Decrona realized she had no other recourse, so she pulled out a one-hundred-sided die and rolled a sixteen. She grabbed the brazier in front of me and tossed it hard against the bedraggled mat that the High Shaman used for a bed. The mat caught fire instantly distracting me from seeing Alizia’s roll, but her “Woot!” told me she’d outdone Decrona’s paltry sixteen.

      The Vice-Shaman reached down in front of me to pick up the die. “Don’t count your hatchlings before they’re hatched.”

      Olaf shrugged from behind the lizard and smacked him in the back of the skull with the hilt of his dagger for 9! The Vice-Shaman collapsed in a heap and the die rolled out to land at Decrona’s feet.

      Alizia snorted. “Olaf, I figured you liked me, but this is too much. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you had a crush on me. Say, what is your opinion on giving pretty girls healing potions?” She batted her eyelashes while holding her hands over her heart.

      Olaf flipped his dagger, tempted for a brief moment to finish off the Vice-Shaman before putting it away. “That my wife would not approve, and that they are a gateway to worse things.”

      Alizia fluttered her eyelashes more before wiping off a non-existent tear. “What would these worse things be, exactly?”

      Olaf sighed and turned to the rest of the group. “We should probably get out of here before he wakes up. If he was not going to sound the alarm before, he certainly will now.”

      “How are we going to get out of here without him?” I asked.

      “The headdresses we’re all wearing, remember?” Alizia held her hand out to Decrona. “Speaking of which, may I please have my new one that I won fair and square?”

      Decrona held the die out instead. “A one hundred. You weren’t the winner after all.”

      A loud explosion rocked the cavern, knocking us all to the ground. Shouts from the passageway and the sound of falling rock followed as we rose to our feet.

      Olaf sprinted off through the doorway and peered around the corner. “All the lizards appear to be running to the surface. I suggest we follow their example.”

      Alizia and Decrona were in too deep of a staring contest to hear him. Olaf moved next to Alizia, and I moved next to Decrona. We grabbed them and hauled them through the door. Right before they each offered their, I’m sure, brilliant arguments for why we should let them go, another loud explosion rocked the passageway from below. Bits of ceiling tumbled around us. Feeling Decrona’s resistance to my pull evaporate, I let her go. As we rounded the corner, a second loud crash of rubble followed by the Vice-Shaman’s scream came from the direction of the room.

      
        
        
        You have gained 2,200 (2,000 +200 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 7,656/15,000 to next level.

        You have received -25 Faction with The Lizard King. Total: -2,250 The Lizard King (Hated).

      

        

      

      When we came back to the place where the tunnel split, we could tell that most of the noise seemed to be coming from the tunnel down. Fortunately, we weren’t going that way anyway, so we pushed our way past several heavily armored Lizard Elites and Lizard Wizards to go the other way. I swore I could see Nyytro’s balding head in their midst. Before I could get a second look, the tunnel shook violently and collapsed on top of them. Olaf pulled me back as I foolishly tried to dig through the rubble. We resumed our course up, following the mass of lizards, and made it out in half the time it took to go in.

      As we pushed our way through the crammed entranceway, the lizard people spilled past us in what seemed to be a nearly impossible number, making me wonder how far the tunnels actually went. Panicked as they were, I doubted we even needed to keep the headdresses on to avoid a confrontation. Most of the fleeing lizards were heading through the village to the east, so as soon as were able to break from the press, we headed south.

      Decrona pulled up a map overlay in front of her for us to see. “If we follow the path indicated here by swigging farther west for a bit to get around the village, and then head northeast, we should be able to get back to the quest NPC in about an hour. It should take us another half hour to get back to the inn, which would put us eating dinner by 6:15, only fifteen minutes later than I predicted. Not bad, if I do say so myself.”

      Alizia walked through the map overlay and crossed her arms. “Does this calculation include the five seconds it’ll take to give me my headdress?”

      Decrona began walking forward. “That can come when we’re out of danger.”

      Alizia grabbed Decrona’s shoulder and pulled her back. “Ohhhh, no. We’re not going to be in any more danger in the five seconds it takes you to give it to me. Now hand it over.”

      “Technically the Vice-Shaman won, and since he’s not in the group, the item should be put on the auction house with the proceeds divided among the group.”

      Olaf moved in between them. “Honor dictates—”

      Alizia summoned a piece of paper and looked it over; however, she quickly put it away when a deafening howl echoed across the plateau. The lone howl became a chorus, and with each new repetition the sound seemed to get closer. Alizia and Decrona quickly agreed to a wordless truce, as a trio of Uni-Jackals bounded in. They weren’t terribly difficult—as long as you made sure to avoid their horn charge—and we made short work of them.

      Unfortunately, their truce ended when the last jackal fell. With the added distraction of Alizia’s arguments, Decrona repeatedly led us into pack after pack of Uni-Jackals and winged eyeballs called Eye Flies. The trip, which had only taken us fifteen minutes before, took nearly two hours. After a particularly hairy fight where Alizia missed dodging an Eye Fly’s “Eye Gaze” stun ability and nearly died, she stomped forward and looked like she was going to finally take her frustration out on Decrona, but before she could bring her club down, she found a shimmering sword blade touching her neck.

      “Attacking a defenseless groupmate can get you killed where I’m from, giantess,” the paladin said.

      “But we’re not in some paladin’s hall,” Alizia said weakly. “And she’s not defenseless; her weapon is false words and smug jerkiness.”

      The paladin raised her visor. “A matter for the courts to settle, not for clubs and fist.”

      Alizia’s club faded in a puff. “Not a bad idea. I think I saw one of those near the palace. We’ll go there tomorrow, and I’ll sue Deccy’s pants off.”

      “That’s hardly necessary, Alizia,” Decrona said. “We can talk about this after we both have a belly full of stew at the inn. I find a full belly always leads to calmer heads.”

      “Sue your pants off and then your shoes.”

      “Later. Right now, we’ve more important things.” The puff of smoke in Decrona’s hand faded to reveal the Ring of Love.

      The paladin sheathed her sword and dropped to her knees in one smooth motion. A flood of tears poured out. “You found it! Now I can finally be reunited with my beloved.”

      Alizia’s hardened face melted, and she held her hand over her heart. “Oh, her beloved! How did you meet? What’s he like? Does he have any brothers? Are they cute?”

      “They look like NPCs,” Olaf said flatly.

      Decrona pulled the ring just out of the paladin’s reach. “Do you have something for us?”

      The paladin wiped the tears from her eyes. “Of course. My apologies.” She unstrapped her shield and handed it to Decrona in exchange for the ring.

      
        
        
        Quest: It’s Not Your Preciousssssss, but It Is Shiny and a Ring

        Description: You have returned the lost engagement ring to the fallen paladin, Velfantine, after “borrowing” it from its most recent owner, the very dead Ssssteve. As reward, she has given you her shield. You might want to wipe her tears of joy off it first before using it, though.

        Completion Objective: Find Velfantine’s ring and return it to her.

        Reward: Battered Shield, 8,000 EXP, 1 gold, 5 silver

      

        

      

      
        
        
        You have gained 8,000 Experience Points and a new Level!

        Welcome to Level 5! 656/25,000 to next level.

        You have received 2 stat points on leveling!

        You have gained 17 Hit Points on leveling! 85/85 HP Total.

        You have gained 4 Magic Points on leveling! 20/20 MP Total.

        You have gained 8 Action Points on leveling! 40/40 AP Total.

        You have received 1 gold and 5 silver.

        You have received the loot: Battered Shield.

        Decrona has received the loot: Battered Shield.

        Alizia has received the loot: Battered Shield.

        Olaf has received the loot: Battered Shield.

        You have received +50 Faction with Highwall. +250 Highwall (Cordial).

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: Battered Shield

        Restrictions: Block Skill Required

        Slot: Off-Hand

        Rarity: Unusual

        AC: 6

        Stat Bonus: +2 STA

        Weight: 10 Pebbles

        Description: It’s seen some use, but it also hasn’t ever broken—an important feature in a thing you’re counting on to keep that angry troll or angrier ex (probably not the same person?) from doing you harm.

      

        

      

      Decrona glowed from leveling as well. Alizia and Olaf offered their congratulations. As excited as I was to gain a new level, I was more excited about my new shield.

      Since I evidently couldn’t equip a weapon in my left hand, I immediately tried to strap it on. With the amount of damage I’d been taking since joining the group, I really needed more Armor Class. I tried to slide my arm under the strap, but as soon as it got halfway, it was like I hit some sort of invisible barrier. After my third unsuccessful attempt, I looked at the item description again and noticed “Block Skill Required.” I wasn’t sure how to get that skill unless I was supposed to keep hitting the invisible barrier on a bunch of different shields until it unlocked.

      “No, no,” Decrona said. “You can’t use it until you hit level five and pick a class with that skill.”

      My face momentarily reddened until I realized she was talking to Olaf. He stared at the ground in embarrassment as the shield poofed into his inventory. I did the same with mine. The paladin abruptly climbed the large rock again and resumed staring off into the distance. Her shield reappeared on her arm a few seconds later.

      As the rest of the group started walking away, Olaf saw the questioning look on my face and laughed. “She stays here for a set amount of time so that other people can also complete her quest. Once that time elapses, she’ll go off and be reunited with her love. So, happy ending for all—both her and all the players on the quest.”

      Decrona turned to the group. “Now that we’re done here, I will need complete silence to navigate us back safely through the dangerous animals in this area. Don’t worry, I promise to address Alizia’s grievance later, after we’ve all had supper back at the inn. Agreed?”

      Alizia’s only response was to scowl at Decrona which she took as agreement. Decrona summoned her map overlay and turned around. We made our way through the plateau without incident. Amazingly, Alizia left Decrona alone to guide us through the dangerous plateau.

      I assumed she’d given up on getting the headdress, but as soon as the last Uni-Jackal faded in the distance, she immediately resumed her assault. Decrona responded much like my mom did when I was a kid and being extra bratty by completely ignoring her—quite the feat, considering Alizia was being so loud that the guards at the city’s gate drew their blades as soon as we got within earshot. Fortunately, they put their weapons back in their sheaths when we got closer (though that was likely so they could free their hands to cover their ears). I was quite confident that Alizia would’ve continued all the way back to the inn and through dinner, but she stopped when I shouted in alarm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            We Fight for Some of the Marbles

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten feet away, I was faced with a balding head bordered with a sprinkling of red hair. Every fiber of my being screamed “Nyytro.” My confidence faded considerably when most of the people in the crowded outdoor marketplace turned to stare at me, doubly so when my group members joined in. My target did not, as he was too absorbed in haggling with a fat merchant. Before I could find out if I was right, two extremely well-armed guards pushed through the crowd toward me.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” the taller guard said.

      I pointed at the bald head. “That man killed my dad.”

      “You’re an adventurer,” the taller guard said, “which can only mean your pa is also one and will come back to life when he dies. I fail to see what the big deal is.”

      I was about to blurt out how the murder had occurred in the real world, when it occurred to me that they probably wouldn’t be able to understand what I was talking about. To them, they and the other NPCs were the real people, and we players were some sort of magic, unkillable beings like minor gods. As I tried and failed several times to formulate some way of explaining in terms they’d understand, Olaf intervened.

      “That man killed his father while in a place where our deaths are permanent.” Olaf put his hand over his mouth to whisper in my ear. “Are you sure that is him? I do not have Inspect.”

      After the fight with the Rare and then the one with the High Shaman, I had finally begun feeling like someone who knew what he was doing in the game, but as this encounter with the guards unfolded, I was back to feeling like an idiot newb. I focused Inspect on the back of the balding man as he exchanged his goods with the merchant. He quickly turned around and his face came into full view. I knew the results of the ability before the notification even finished populating. Nyytro.

      Nyytro’s eyes narrowed and another tingle washed over my body.

      The taller guard exchanged a look with his partner and then turned back. “While that is terrible, it doesn’t break any laws here. If it happened within the city limits and you could prove it, though . . . As such, we ask you to keep any acts of vengeance outside of the city limits or within the designated dueling areas, else we will have to arrest you.”

      Nyytro’s brow crinkled in confusion for a moment as he stared at me. Eventually, he switched to staring at the guards before finally bolting to the left.

      “Hey, someone stop that guy,” Alizia said. “He—what was it he did again? Sorry, I was too busy fuming over Deccy to listen. I mean, it’s not like the bald guy could’ve possibly done anything worse than that.”

      “He killed my dad,” I said as I twisted around the guards to give chase.

      “Ohhhh—that’s like twice as bad,” Alizia said from behind me.

      I could hear my groupmates joining in the chase even through the clamor of the busy marketplace. Nyytro suddenly cut to the right and weaved his way through one of the stalls, knocking items everywhere. A blue smoke spread from one of the baskets in front of me, but I pushed through it, losing sight for a split second and narrowly avoiding a collision with a building. Nyytro had gained a few dozen feet on me and was edging toward an alley.

      I wasn’t sure how close my friends were, but I didn’t have time to look back as I redoubled my pace. The notification for unlocking Sprint appeared a second later, and I thanked every higher being I could think of before sputtering out a too excited, “Learn Sprint.” With the sudden burst of speed, I barely managed to correct my course to prevent crashing into a pole. He was only a house length away, and I was gaining. There was a four-way intersection coming up and my only concern was that I’d fail to make the turn if he decided to go left or right.

      He cut right, but my curse turned into a prayer of thanks as he immediately bounced off something around the turn. I leapt at him as he skidded backward on his butt. Unfortunately, I was going too fast and sailed over him, landing on my chest in a cloud of dust.

      My body tensed in surprise as I was lifted off the ground by my shoulder, but relaxed when I saw the bright red fingernail polish on the green fingers that held me. Alizia rubbed off the dust as she set me back on my feet. As Nyytro backpedaled furiously, Olaf quickly maneuvered behind him to intercept. Nyytro countered by adjusting his course to the only open alley left. It led to a plaza, but Decrona was at the other end.

      Alizia offered Decrona the helpful hint of, “Stop him!” in case there was any doubt of what to do, but Decrona just stood there like a statue and Nyytro easily passed her. As I went by, I quickly checked the status bar over her head, but she was not affected by Stunned or any other debuffs that could’ve explained her inaction; she’d simply frozen.

      My prayer was partially answered as the plaza turned out to have a wall of people straight ahead. Nyytro tried to push his way through, but the crowd refused to cooperate, probably because there was no room for them to surrender. His failure gave me time to catch up—I was now only ten feet away—but he finally realized the futility of his attempts and darted to his right, directly toward the towering round building at the end of the plaza.

      As we pursued him through the massive archway, my Action Points finally ran out and Sprint faded. I lost him soon after. Still, there was only one way for him to go: a second large archway guarded by two women dressed as centurions. Surprisingly, neither of them made any motion to stop me as I lumbered past, but I quickly understood why. I was in a massive open field, surrounded by a ten-foot wall built in an oval shape. Atop the walls were stands that were thankfully only a tenth of the way full.

      If I had any doubts as to where I was, the smears of blood in the dirt and the broken, discarded weapons to my left cleared them. Nyytro had led me into what appeared to be an arena. Whether by design or happy accident, it didn’t matter. A gate I hadn’t noticed slammed shut behind me.

      Nyytro purposefully walked toward me, and a puff of smoke appeared over his right hand to reveal a thin blade. “What do you want from me? I don’t know who you are, but you’ve obviously mistaken me for someone else. Someone who’s obviously incredibly handsome.” He gave his patented weaselly laugh that I could barely hear over the murmurs of the crowd. “Anyway, I’ve made a point to not interact with anyone since I came in here a few days ago, so you can’t be looking for me.”

      My face twisted in rage. “I’m not here for what you did in the game, but what you did before you came in—as in right before, Carl.”

      Doubt creased his face, and he stumbled as he backed away. A tingle of Inspect washed over me as he scanned me again. “Who . . . who are you?”

      My sword appeared in my hand. “My name is Lucas, and you killed my father!”

      I put all the force and menace I could muster into that, but it must have only sounded intimidating in my head. Nyytro shook his head and laughed in response. “All that planning. We figured we thought of everything, but then you showed up. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Screwing up is kind of your thing. Just lie down and die, kiddo, so the big person can get on with his big boy work.”

      I barely managed to twist left as his blade flashed forward. He caught me on the edge of the shoulder for a 5. I was about to curse his luck getting such a high damage number for what amounted to a glancing blow when I caught the faint bluish glow of his dagger. That has to be magic. It probably cost more than my car. As a matter of fact, everything he’s wearing looks like it’s magic. I was so overawed by his equipment that I forgot to attack. My next dodge attempt was clumsy, and he again caught me on the shoulder for 6.

      The metal gate rattled behind me, and I could see my group on the other side.

      “Do not worry, Horus,” Olaf said. “We shall find a way in.” Olaf stuck his arm through the bars and swung his dagger at Nyytro, but it bounced harmlessly off an invisible barrier.

      Nyytro nearly choked on his laugh. “No cheating. A duel is a sacred thing, or whatever the equivalent of sacred is where money’s concerned. They patched that little exploit out in the first week after some spirited entrepreneurs bet all their money on someone then jumped in from the stands to take out his opponent. Not a thing you can do to help besides pray.”

      He effortlessly caught me in the ribs for 9. I was already down to 48%, and I hadn’t even scratched him. Worse yet, his weapon made my skin turn red and begin to itch. A red 2 floated from the spot, and then 2 more a few seconds later. It was a DoT (damage over time) effect and according to interface, would last another thirty seconds. I roared more out of frustration than to intimidate him, but it still gave him pause.

      That hesitation was all I needed as I finally remembered I could fight back. My swing missed by a mile as he easily danced to the side, but my points in Dexterity must have paid off when I managed a quick backswing that caught him under the armpit. Getting that first hit in took away my nerves even though I’d only done 2 against his thick, well-crafted armor. The unexpected blow knocked him just enough off-balance that his next strike sailed over my head.

      I knew normal attacks wouldn’t be enough due to his higher Armor Class and my lower-quality weapon. I’d have to do something different. To reinforce that, another 2 points from the DoT ticked off as I aimed my next strike at the blue vein in his neck for a Vital Strike. He tried to step back out of the way, but with the unexpected change of fortune he’d forgotten where he was. He collided with the wall behind him and bounced into my blow instead of away from it. A 23! accompanied the spurt of blood. My arm quickly shot out again, and I landed a nearly identical blow. He let out a scream as the 22! floated up.

      “You’ve got him, Horus!” Alizia said.

      “Remember your father,” Olaf said.

      My Inspect wasn't high enough to see Nyytro’s exact HPs; I could only see a percentage: 37%. With the damage I’d done so far, I figured he had to be around 30 HPs left. I was finally above him at 42—no, 40 HPs—as the DoT ticked off again. No time for waiting. One or two more of these.

      I aimed another strike at his neck, but this time he was ready for me. He spun to my left, while still managing an off-balance hit to my forearm for 6. The fight was far from over. He easily dodged the next two attempts at his neck. Now that he knew what I was trying, it was highly doubtful I’d be able to land another blow there. The good thing was he was panicking and swinging wildly. His next two counterattacks were easy to dodge. I figured the fight would’ve gone either way at that point, at least I did until the DoT ticked off again.

      In desperation, I tried to think of another possible target for a Vital Strike when he caught me under the eye for 8. The pain was terrible, but it did give me an idea. If I can get him in the right spot . . .

      “Look out! There’s a wall behind you.” I spun to the left to stand in front of the wall.

      He shook his head in disdain at my intentionally terrible ploy, but then his eyes lit up as he took in the actual location of the wall. His next shot was slow, no doubt to get me to back up, and I did the last thing he expected; I stepped into the blow, taking it hard in the gut for a 7.

      With his momentum pushing him forward, not to mention his complete surprise, I had an easy time catching him across the right eye with a Vital Strike. If I’d chosen a straighter sword or had more room to slash, I’d have ended him there. As it was, I could only stab him awkwardly with my curved scimitar. A 25! was still fantastic. With him blindly staggering about with 8% left, I could’ve even taken my time. However, I was full on vengeance and empty on patience. I kicked him on his back for 1, so he couldn’t squirm away.

      Just before I brought my sword down, a puff of smoke appeared over his off hand, replacing his knife with some sort of roundish object. I reflexively dodged to the side for what I assumed was some sort of incoming grenade. My sword came down hard in the dirt next to his head as the healing potion touched his lips. His Hit Points shot up to 41%.

      “You have no honor, do you?” I growled.

      “Exactly like your old man.” He grinned as he tossed a handful of loose dirt at my face. As I frantically tried to clear my eyes, his blade caught me in the knee for 7.

      “Don’t you dare mention my dad!” I swung my blade in the direction his blow must have come from, and he screamed. The white 12! that shot through the darkness was all I needed to see. I quickly pulled the blade back and swung it again in the same spot to finish him, yet found nothing but dirt. A sudden noise came from my right, and I instinctively swung there. My blade briefly scraped against hard leather for 6 before finding air.

      I could feel his presence a split second before a blunt force hit me hard in the midsection, and I toppled to the ground on my back. A foot landed on top of me, and my vision returned just in time to see him smirking down before he finished me off. I tried to squirm away, but he had his full weight on me.

      “You know I could’ve used my new Sneak Attack skill to turn you into a bloody pulp, but I figured why bother,” Nyytro said. “You were always below average in life, why should you get a spectacular death? Even my weakest Vital Strikes should be more than enough to finish you . . . again.”

      As his blade descended, a wry thought crossed my mind. With how well everything’s been going, of course I’m going to be killed this easily. In my last fight we took down a boss and I leveled too. Levels don’t equal smarts, though. Level . . . I just leveled and I have two stats points I haven’t used! I hastily tossed both points into Stamina, bringing my current HPs up to 24, and it just as quickly descended back down to 5 as his blow landed.

      Nyytro released his foot and turned around, raising his hands in victory as the 19! floated from my body. “And that is what losers get,” he said to my friends through the gate.

      My groupmates rattled the gates impotently in response, but they should’ve saved the effort as I jumped up and landed a perfect Vital Strike to the back of Nyytro’s neck for 20!

      Carl clutched his neck and turned back to me. “Eh, at least it’s a shorter walk from the bind location than it is from here. Thanks for saving me the time, kiddo. See ya around.” His weaselly laugh faded with his body.

      Elation coursed through my body as I soaked in my victory; at least until I took in the disappointed look on Decrona’s face. As I stared at the spot where Nyytro had been, I knew where I’d gone wrong before Decrona even opened her mouth. An appropriately ragged clap came from the tiny crowd in the stands.

      “Killing him put him back at his bind point,” Decrona said. “If you’d gotten him down to 5%, the fight would’ve ended.” Decrona kicked the dirt in frustration.

      Olaf pushed past her and shook my hand. “What she means is that was some very impressive fighting, and we are all very proud of you.”

      Alizia’s large hand gripped my shoulders and nearly lifted me from the ground. “Best duel I ever saw.”

      “You told me you have never seen a duel before,” Olaf said.

      Alizia let go of me to scratch her chin. “True, but still awesome!”

      The two guards in the archway were motioning for us to leave. With nothing more to do, we complied.

      “If he’s at the bind point, maybe we can still catch him,” I said as we entered the plaza. The crowds were thick, just not as thick as before. I pulled up my map and headed to the dot that was helpfully marked for my bind point next to the gate. I didn’t look back but could hear my friends following.

      We arrived back at the bind point a few minutes later; Nyytro was nowhere to be found. I slowly nodded in resignation as I stared at the ground. “I was so close.”

      Decrona patted me on the shoulder awkwardly. “Fret not. We’ll find him again. Remember all the loot we got today, though. You upgraded your belt and with the split for the junk loot, you will probably be able to afford to upgrade another piece or two. Why don’t you go back to the inn and have a drink while I go sell this stuff?”

      Alizia paused her mock reenactment of my duel. “You better not be selling my headdress, Deccy.”

      Decrona bit her lip. “I promised I wouldn’t, and I won’t.”

      “The villain may still be in the area,” Olaf said. “We can meet at the inn after we’ve scoured the area.”

      I saluted him. “I’ll cover the west and you cover the south, Olaf?”

      “And I will ask around with the merchants while I sell today’s loot,” Decrona said.

      “While I search for him in the tavern!” Alizia said. “They are the best place for information in every fantasy story, after all.”

      I started with a visual search, running through the area as fast as the crowds would allow. When that didn’t work, I began systematically asking every player and NPC who would speak to me if they’d seen him. Despite his unusual look, no one had seen or heard anything of his whereabouts. It was like he’d never existed.

      I tried to maintain contact with everyone through group chat, but the only thing I could get out of Alizia were complaints about Decrona and the headdress, leaving Decrona to ignore us. Olaf, however, was a great help. Unfortunately, his results were much the same as my own. When the Tiredness debuff dropped me down to half speed, I was forced to concede the search as a lost cause and return to the inn.  It was incredibly disheartening, but I knew in my gut that I’d find him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rolling in the Profit

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived back at the inn, I found Alizia with a sock stuck in her mouth. The barkeep informed me that he’d stuck it there by popular demand. Olaf and I managed to convince him to let us remove it after she agreed to not mention the headdress, Decrona, or for some reason, The Muppet Christmas Carol. Our food arrived soon after and Alizia was presented with the meatloaf the waitress had picked out for her earlier. Seeing the look on her face, I switched it for my pot pie. I’d always hated meatloaf, but the dish the waitress presented me tasted nothing like the soggy, ketchup-covered mess my mom made. It was crunchy, beefy, and heavenly. For a few blissful minutes, I was enjoying being dead.

      After we cleared our dinner, we ordered a round of the local brew while we waited for Decrona, who had informed us through group chat that it’d be a while and then temporarily left the group after Alizia began complaining again. The Tiredness debuff was all the way up to its maximum of 75% stat and skill decrease, but fortunately, low stats didn’t affect our drinking. Olaf bought the first round, and Alizia bought the next. I tried to take the one after, but Alizia insisted. She could be quite persuasive when she was drunk. It was close to midnight when we finished the last round with still no sight of Decrona.

      Alizia nearly dropped the healing potion/rum mixture she called an “Elixir of Fun” on the table. “That dirty rat! She said she’d discuss the headdress with us at dinner, but she didn’t say dinner tonight, did she?”

      Olaf stared at her thoughtfully. “She did not, but I doubt Decrona would do something underhanded intentionally.”

      Alizia grumbled something and went back to her elixir. Thankfully, before she finished, the door opened and Decrona entered. She signaled with two fingers toward the waitress, who nodded and went back into the kitchen.

      “My sincere apologies about the delay,” Decrona said. “But I had to meet with my contacts to go over a few things.”

      “Like where to stash the headdress I won?” Alizia asked.

      “No.” Decrona pulled the headdress with its multi-colored feathers out and set it on the table. “I needed to gather some intel for our next adventure tomorrow. Oh, yes, and I also asked if they knew anything about your son, Olaf.”

      “We all know your contacts are the local library,” Alizia said through her empty bottle. “And I doubt you’re going to find anything about Kasper in a book.”

      Decrona rolled her eyes. “They hadn’t heard of any players named Kasper; however, they had heard of a Holy Fist named Oskar.”

      Olaf shot out of his chair and enfolded Decrona in a big hug. “That’s the name of Kasper’s friend. It must be him. Thank you, Decrona. Finally, something to go on.”

      While it wasn’t exactly the most common name, there was still a good chance it was another person named Oskar, but seeing the smile on Olaf’s face, I decided not to bring that up. “Great job, Decrona,” I said.

      Decrona modestly took in the group’s thanks and seemed quite relieved when the waitress set a stew in front of her. As soon as she had her first bite, Alizia reached for the headdress. Decrona pulled it back out her reach while somehow managing to not spill a drop.

      “Alizia, I’ve been thinking about this item, and I believe I have a compromise that you’ll be amenable to,” Decrona said.

      Alizia crossed her arms. “You give me the item I won, and then you cry. More than fair.”

      “As you didn’t actually win the roll—the Vice-Shaman did—I propose a re-roll.”

      Alizia summoned a piece of paper and slammed it down on the table in front of Decrona, splashing stew everywhere. “And I propose you read this!”

      Three heads darted down to the paper. It was a ballad titled “Forbidden Potion.” After the third “my word” from Decrona, Alizia grabbed the page off the table and looked at it.

      “Woops,” Alizia said. “Must’ve been thinking about this when I tried to have the game create a copy of what I was supposed to be thinking about.” The page disappeared in a puff of smoke and was replaced by a different page. This time she read it over before slamming it down on the table. “Try this! Please, focus on the parts I’ve highlighted. Also, if you could not repeat anything from my song, I’d really appreciate it. It wasn’t finished, and the part about the dwarf and his beard were private.”

      This time the document read Decrona’s Group Charter. It was the same document I’d read before joining the group. The first part she highlighted was scribbled in crayon and read “Decrona must buy Alizia a shot every time she says, ‘well, actually’ and must be shaved bald if she doesn’t give Alizia any loot she won within five minutes.” Alizia’s grin faded and she tossed away her scissors when everyone ignored it and went on to the non-crayon part. The second part read, “Non-group members are not entitled to roll on loot unless previously agreed upon by the group. Agreement shall be done by a simple majority.”

      When she was sure we were all done, Alizia cleared her throat dramatically. “Now, Deccy, did we previously agree to let the Vice-Shaman roll on loot?”

      Decrona sighed. “No.”

      “And that means?”

      Decrona sighed again and pushed the headdress toward Alizia.

      “Congratulations, Alizia,” Olaf said. “I am very impressed that you not only managed to read something that was not in a comic strip, but actually out-lawyered our resident rules lawyer.”

      Decrona stared daggers at Olaf.

      I was about to say, “Put it on,” but Alizia somehow already had it on her head. I swore she hadn’t moved a muscle.

      Olaf bowed elaborately. “It looks magnificent on you, Your Majesty.”

      “It does!” Taking in Decrona’s scowl, she stopped clapping. “And what have we learned from this, Deccy?”

      Decrona turned away to signal down the waitress. “That non-group members do not get to roll unless we agree on it first.”

      “And?”

      Decrona stared at her and deadpanned, “This.”

      
        
        
        Decrona has split money with the group. You have received 7 gold, 3 silver, 9 copper as your share of the loot (out of 36 gold, 9 silver, 5 copper).

      

        

      

      “Seven gold!” Olaf said. “Wow. That’s seven times more than we’ve gotten before.”

      “Geez . . . Maybe we should let Decrona steal our rolls more often,” Alizia muttered.

      “What was that?” Decrona asked.

      “I said you’re a jerk and that stew needs more rolls.” She grabbed a buttered roll off a nearby table and plopped it down in Decrona’s stew.

      Decrona stared at the food and smiled. “Glad to see you’re back to normal.”

      “Deccy, baby, there isn’t a thing that’s remotely normal about this girl.”

      Decrona pulled the roll out of her stew and stared at it like it was made of poison. Alizia laughed uncontrollably and the rest of us soon joined in. After the laughter stopped, Olaf called his night to a close and went upstairs. Another drink later, Alizia and I called it a night as well.

      I was thankful that the act of sleeping was quite different than it was in the real world, as normally there was no way I’d have been able to doze off after the events with Nyytro and the battle with the High Shaman. But, in this game the act of lying down immediately began the sleep cycle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Getting Classy

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke the next morning still without the need to pee, shave, brush my teeth, comb my hair, or shower. It was a fantastic time saver, but something I wasn’t sure I could get used to. I arrived in the inn’s common room to see Olaf alone at a table, but before I could sit down, Alizia came down the stairs to join us. Decrona arrived less than a minute later. It seemed that since we all went to sleep at roughly the same time, we all woke up at roughly the same time as well.

      The waitress brought us the usual oatmeal and bacon, and it tasted just as fantastic as I remembered it. I was beginning to think every food in this world tasted and smelled heavenly. The waitress gave us each our bill for the day’s rest and two meals.

      “So, what’re the options today, Deccy?” Alizia asked. “What ya got in a cave? I want to take on a boss. Still can’t believe we gained two levels in one day.”

      “Unbelievable, that was,” Olaf said. “It took us almost a month to gain the previous two, but now that we know what we’re doing and have our new friend Horus to help, we should gain the next ones just as fast.”

      Decrona gave each of us a slow scan. When she got to me, I could feel the familiar tingle of Inspect. “Nothing quite that dangerous, but we shouldn’t hunt again until later, probably tomorrow. Since we all hit level five yesterday, we should all go select our classes. Agreed?”

      “And you always said I was classless,” Alizia said.

      Decrona sighed. “That wasn’t—never mind. Since you get to redistribute your points for free at level five, you can now get rid of that useless Charisma. I have several ideas for where you can put them instead.” She summoned a binder from her bag and set it on the table.

      Alizia picked it up and put it in a nearby trash can. “And I have several other ideas for where you can stick the next one of these.”

      Decrona massaged her temple. “That wasn’t even a real binder. It was only a manifestation of the information I’ve stored in my account. I can summon as many of them as I want.”

      “While you two figure that out, why don’t Horus and I head to our training halls?” Olaf asked.

      Decrona summoned two more binders. “Before you go, I have several ideas about where you can tweak your points as well. A couple of extra points in Dexterity would increase your DPS by .001 and only decrease your survivability ratio by .00031. However . . .” She furiously paged through the second binder.

      Olaf and I rushed for the door. Somehow, the seven-foot tall, loud-even-when-not-moving-a-muscle Alizia had already made it out without either of us noticing. Right as I crossed the doorway, I glanced back and was relieved to see that Decrona hadn’t noticed us move. She was currently engrossed in an argument with herself over the benefits of Agility versus Stamina for warriors.

      “Which way to the Woodsman’s trainer, Olaf?” I asked as I shut the door. “Is it near the forest?”

      Olaf snickered. “That would be a very sensible location for it, but no. This city was built for convenience. Most of the trainers are bunched together in the military district, with the exception being the Mage’s trainer in the Magic Quarter. I think there is something in the lore about it being to prevent Shadow Collective spies from getting to our secrets or some nonsense.  Would you mind if we stopped in a few shops, first?”

      I looked down at my shabby gear. “Yeah, probably a good idea.”

      “Upgrades would be good, but it is probably a better idea to do that after you have your class and have redistributed your points. I was hoping we could pop in the shops on the way, so that I can ask them about Kasper. I like to check with them periodically to see if they have heard anything new.”

      “Of course.”

      I opened the door to the first store we passed. I hadn’t checked the sign, but judging by the vials and odd, stinky plants, I figured it was an alchemist’s shop. The wizened gnome dismissed Olaf as soon as he approached the counter, but after he bought a potion, the gnome reluctantly told us he hadn’t heard anything about Kasper or Oskar. The next six shopkeepers were friendlier but gave Olaf exactly the same answer.

      A few minutes later, we found ourselves out of the Trade District and on the outskirts of the Palace District. I felt so bad for Olaf and instinctively scanned every face we passed in the hopes that his son might be there. The only thing I did find was that if I didn’t concentrate when looking at people, I’d accidentally turn on Inspect. The angry stares and occasional shouts weren’t worth the skill point gain. I vowed to focus on the less hostile buildings as we entered the next area.

      The change in districts was obvious. While bright, polished, white stone seemed to be the sole building material around the palace, the buildings of the Military District were almost universally gray, brown, or black. Whether the color choice was done intentionally or because the darker materials appeared sturdier and cheaper, I couldn’t say. The Palace District had been an intricate puzzle of buildings, each built to complement its neighbors’ aesthetically and functionally, while those of the Military District were ugly, unique, and independent. These buildings were erected to serve one purpose and nothing else. Almost immediately, I could make out the one I was looking for as the lone building surrounded by trees.

      I glanced around to see if I could pick out the ones for the other classes. The thick stone building shaped like a keep with the sword and shield emblem had to be the Warrior’s Training Hall, and my suspicion was confirmed as a pair of heavily armored people walked out. To its left stood a windowless, dark-gray slab with no sort of adornment that left me mystified as to its purpose. I jumped back when the building shook violently several times and soon a lithe, dark-haired man in a martial arts uniform flew out the opening that served as its entrance. A bald dwarf appeared in the opening afterwards and shook his bleeding gloved hands at the fallen man. I somehow managed to find “Bruiser” in between the string of curses and took it to be the name of his class.

      I still couldn’t find the building that belonged to Olaf’s chosen class, but none of them screamed “Thief” to me. I assumed it’d either be something dilapidated, since that was where thieves tended to hang out in most books or other games, or possibly something made of gold (to show off how good they were at thieving). However, no building in sight fit. It definitely wasn’t the one looking like the inside of a clock or the one with pens full of exotic beasts around it. My confusion was soon magnified when Olaf pointed at an open field sandwiched between the Bruiser’s slab and the Warrior’s hall.

      “Is that where the Thief’s building is going to be, or did they steal the building that used to be there?” I asked.

      Olaf grinned. “I think it must be a test to see if you belong there. That is the Thief’s guild, you just have to stand in the right spot to see it. Nice trick of design.”

      He pulled me to stand before him and then put his hand over my right eye. I blinked in surprise as the building suddenly came into view. It was made completely of a thin wood that looked like it might fall over, but as I squinted at one of the cracks, I could see the black stone underneath. At the entrance, a one-eyed woman grinned at me devilishly as she casually sharpened her daggers, and just behind her I could see the point of an arrow directed straight at me. I grinned back at her in response and stepped to the right so I could take in the more pleasant illusion of the empty field.

      “You’re on your own, buddy,” I said. “Where I’m going, you’ll only get stabbed if you fall on a sharp tree branch, not by the trainers.”

      “True, but they should have better drinks here, and I doubt there will be any bark floating in it.”

      “No, only thumbs.”

      Olaf shrugged and walked off. “Fingers sometimes have rings on them. I shall see you later, friend. Send me a message when you are done.”

      “Will do. And keep an eye on your wallet.” I waved at him and walked toward a door attached to the giant tree.

      As I entered, I expected to be greeted by a talking deer or some other woodland creature, but was soon approached by an elf in a stiff gray suit. He made his way from the only visible furniture in the room—a small podium—holding his chin high and staring at me impassively. My eyes darted back to the entrance to make sure I hadn’t gone in the wrong building by accident, but I was indeed inside a giant tree. When I looked back at the elf, he was still standing in the exact same position, like he was frozen in time—or had taken an advanced degree in stuffy butlering. His eyes attempted to push me out the door with pure disdain, but after a few minutes of me refusing to bend to his will, he finally spoke.

      “Can I . . . help you with something, sir?”

      “I’d like to take up the Woodsman class,” I said, not as confidently as I’d have liked.

      The butler seemed to latch onto my lack of surety and let out a practiced sniffle. “Hmm. And where would you like to take this class? To the show? To one of your rowdy mudball games or whatever it is your kind does for enjoyment?”

      I strongly wanted to deposit whatever a “mudball” was in one of his pockets but was afraid doing so might ruin my chance to gain a class. “That’s not what I meant. I want to become a Woodsman, so I can be an Archer at level twenty-five. What do I need to do to accomplish that?”

      The butler lowered his chin, and I soon felt the distinctive tingle of Inspect being used on me. “Are you sure you want to be a Woodsman?”

      I ground my teeth and let out a frustrated “Yes!”

      
        
        Congratulations! You have chosen to be a Woodsman. Please talk to your trainer to receive your new class abilities and spells.

      

      

      The butler’s glued-on frown, which had seemed permanent, creased up into a broad smile and his stiff posture evaporated as he warmly patted me on the back. “Awesome. My name is Davalalial, but you can call me Dav. Sorry about the ruse, but I need to make sure potentials are committed before I let them into the club.”

      “My name is Horus.”

      “Nice to meet you, Horus. Now that you’re officially a Woodsman, let me give you the tour of our training hall, and then teach you your new skills. Oh, one more thing.”

      
        
        
        As a new Woodsman, you are allowed to reassign your abilities and skills for free. You will also be allowed to reassign them for free when you pick your sub-class at level 25, and when you pick a specialty at level 50. If you wish to reassign at any other time, you will have to pay your trainer an amount based on your level and the number of times you have reassigned before.
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      “What do you recommend?” I asked

      The tingle of Inspect washed over me again. “Hmm. Lots of Dexterity, Stamina, and Strength, with some Agility and the rest sprinkled everywhere else. I see what you were going for. I’d move those points out of Strength, though, since you’re going for Archer. Unlike melee weapons, ranged ones get a very small damage bonus from Strength. Only reason for you to keep anything in Strength is for the carry capacity. Can’t haul any loot if you don’t put anything in it. Also, you should probably learn Improved Dexterity. I like the rest of your skill choices. If you find yourself strapped for skill points, you could drop swords—but I’d keep it for now. Occasionally, you’ll find yourself in fights where a ranged weapon is useless.”

      All great advice. I dropped Strength down to 6, which after adding in the extra Strength I got from my sword gave me a carrying capacity of 140. If I needed more, I could always add points when I leveled again or pick up the Carrying skill. I learned Improved Dexterity and was surprised that my DEX didn’t go up until I reread the description. Evidently, it only added stat points at even skill levels. I’d a feeling Dav could read my mind as I eyed Intelligence and Wisdom to lower them for more Dexterity.

      “You’ll get spells shortly, so you’re going to want to put some points in Intelligence and Wisdom. Are you going to be soloing mostly, or have you got a steady group?”

      “I have a group, but someone else is going to be our healer. I don’t think I’ll be casting much.”

      Dav shook his head. “Still a good idea to put a decent amount in it. Even Archers have to cast Root to slow down unwanted adds or help out with healing when it gets really hairy. As for the rest, you could move most into Dexterity and just go all out on DPS, but I’ve found that lower levels tend to take a lot more hits—since their groupmates tend to not know what they’re doing—so several points in Stamina is probably a good idea. Also, might want to keep a few in Agility too, for the occasional dodge. Remember, you can move everything around again when you hit twenty-five. By then, you should have more skilled groupmates.”

      I’d been about to keep my Intelligence and Wisdom where they were, but he convinced me, so I put 11 in each. With as much of a beating as I’d been taking, I decided to keep my Stamina high at 19. I hadn’t seen a whole lot of dodges, so I dropped Agility down to 8. “And what about Charisma?”

      “That is a dump stat, sir,” Dav said, rolling back into his stuffy butler impersonation. “People have written whole books on that one. Our guild master gave me one for my birthday called An In-Depth Statistical Analysis of the Benefit of Better Equipment Due to More Money from Higher Charismas Versus the Benefit of Spending the Points in a More Traditional Manner Volume I. No idea what the conclusions of it are, but whenever I have trouble sleeping, all I have to do is look at the title. From what I can tell, I wouldn’t neglect Charisma totally, as a little extra cash can be handy and it can open up rare, lucrative quests. But I wouldn’t put too much in it, unless you’re going to focus on being a non-combat crafter.”

      What he was saying made a lot of sense and was mostly in line with what I had already figured. With Alizia putting so many points in Charisma, we probably should have had her doing all the selling for our group. Then again, I wasn’t sure if we could trust her to give it all back and not spend it on potions. Plus, I could already picture the argument if I suggested that to Decrona. Dav’s book did sound like something I should tell her about, though.

      I decided to drop my Charisma to 1, since Decrona did all our selling. A few rare quests didn’t seem worth it. “What about Endurance?” I asked. “Do Woodsmen have a lot of abilities that use Action Points?”

      “A few at higher levels, but most of our special attacks use mana. Action Points are more for the non-spellcasting classes like Thieves and Warriors—or for Woodsmen who find themselves running away a lot.”

      I decided to keep my Endurance the same. That left me with 35 points which I put in Dexterity. I kept all of the skills I’d already unlocked and gave my character sheet one more look before I finalized it.
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      I moved Strength and Agility up and down a few times, but ultimately kept them where I'd originally moved them. Now that I had more DEX, I was really looking forward to seeing how much faster I’d attack and how much damage I’d do with a bow—an object I neither had, nor had the skill to use. As I opened my mouth to ask Dav if he could teach me that, I noticed he was already past the podium and heading through the doorway behind it. I had to race to catch up as he ascended the huge spiral staircase. He finally stopped in a cramped room full of various armors, supplies, and thankfully, weapons. A squat, matronly woman rushed from the other side of an overloaded counter to greet me. I enthusiastically shook her hand.

      “A new recruit, I take it?” she asked Dav.

      “Indeed. His name is Horus, and judging by his gear, he could probably use some of your more affordable wares, Maeva.”

      “Umm . . . Could I just browse for now and come back later with one of my friends?” I asked sheepishly. “I took all my points out of Charisma, and I’d like whichever of them still has a high Charisma to buy for me”

      Dav laughed. “If my brilliantly charismatic self can’t get better prices out of her, she obviously doesn’t respond to that stat.”

      Maeva’s scowl made Dav back up into the doorway. “What he means, dear—besides that you shouldn’t listen to him—is that we’re all friends here, and unlike most vendors, Charisma doesn’t matter to me, since I’m already selling at cost. Besides, I don’t sell to non-Woodsmen. Now, let me have a look at you.”

      Maeva bit her lip and then slowly did circuits around me. She pinched me a few times, which I at first assumed was to get an idea of the thickness and quality of my gear, but after she winked at me on the fourth one, I realized it probably had nothing to do with that. After the fifth circuit, she darted back behind the counter and began tossing objects around.

      “I think I have a few things that might help and could be in your price range. What’s your opinion on ruffles? Are you allergic to cats? Oh, and how much do you want to have left over?”

      “It depends on the Armor Class of the ruffles. Only if they bite me, and as long as I have enough money left over to cover a death.”

      Maeva’s eye poked up over the counter and she giggled like a little girl. “I’ll try to see if I have anything that won’t bite you, but no promises.” Her eyes shot back down, and she resumed tossing around items with renewed gusto. “Ahh, here it is. Don’t worry, I’ll clean out all the dents, holes, and blood before you leave. Pity about the previous owner, but he really shouldn’t have tried to take on all those squirrels at once. How much money do you have, by the way?”

      Since Decrona had given me my cut, I actually hadn’t checked to see what I was up to. I concentrated on my inventory screen and was shocked to see nothing but zeroes. I frantically went to my notifications to see if I’d accidentally bought something expensive enough to bottom out my money but didn’t see anything. As I got halfway through double-checking it, I heard the clink of coins behind me and turned to find Dav rifling through a small bag.

      “Looks to be fifteen gold, seven silver—and one copper.” He handed me a wad of something wrapped in foil. “You shouldn’t keep your old gum in your money pouch. Very unprofessional.”

      I tossed the wad of gum away and grabbed my bag. “Like stealing money from new recruits? Wait, this isn’t my gum.”

      “Oh, right. It’s mine.” Dav rolled the wad around in his hand for a bit before suddenly ripping it open and tossing the contents in his mouth. “Well, it’s still unprofessional to have gum in there, even if it does belong to your guild trainer.”

      I ignored him and set the Battered Shield as well as the few pieces of equipment I’d already replaced on the counter. “Oh, yeah. I also have these to trade in.”

      Maeva tossed a sack full of something metallic at Dav and he fell to the ground in a heap. “This should keep those sticky fingers of yours busy. And thank you for volunteering to polish them for me. I want all the bits of skull and brains out, so we can sell them to the next dimwi—new recruit.” She turned to me and beamed a massive smile. “Now, with those trade-ins, you can afford either the sleeves, leggings, and belt together or the chest piece and one of the other three. I’m assuming, of course, that you want to keep a few coins for potions.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m all out. How did you know?”

      Dav grinned in fake innocence. Maeva sighed and pointed to the counter which held the four pieces in question.

      
        
        
        Item: Junior Explorer’s Sleeves

        Restrictions: Woodsman class only, Restricted Sale

        Slot: Arms

        Rarity: Uncommon

        AC: 5

        Stat Bonus: +2 DEX +1 INT +1 WIS

        Weight: 6 Pebbles

        Description: You can still see the marks from where the merit badges of the former owner were yanked off. Even a new recruit like you knows merit badges aren’t supposed to go on sleeves—probably why the previous owner isn’t wearing them anymore, which in turn might also explain the blood and holes . . .

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: Thermal Underwear with Cat Prints

        Restrictions: Woodsman class only, Restricted Sale

        Slot: Legs

        Rarity: Uncommon

        AC: 7

        Stat Bonus: +2 AGI +1 INT +2 WIS -1 CHA

        Weight: 8 Pebbles

        Description: Me-ewww! If you don’t mind the smell, these pants offer solid protection and great stats for the price. They’re really warm too. Warm enough to make you forget . . . Ahh, that’s where the smell came from.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: Leafy Belt of Pants Holding

        Restrictions: Woodsman class only, Restricted Sale

        Slot: Waist

        Rarity: Uncommon

        AC: 4

        Stat Bonus: +1 STA +1 END +1 INT +1 WIS

        Weight: 3 Pebbles

        Description: It keep your pants up and has leaves on it.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: Jerkin of Please Don’t Kill Me

        Restrictions: Woodsman class only, Restricted Sale

        Slot: Chest

        Rarity: Uncommon

        AC: 12

        Stat Bonus: +2 DEX +1 AGI +1 STR+1 INT +1 WIS

        Weight: 14 Pebbles

        Description: It’ll probably stop a sword, but maybe don’t test that out. Warrantee not included. Life insurance not included. Health insurance not included. That? It’s not included.

      

        

      

      The smell of the pants immediately ruled them out. Besides, with my mediocre level in manliness, I didn’t think I could pull off walking around wearing pants with kitty cats on them. That meant I’d be going with the chest piece and either the belt or the sleeves. I picked up the jerkin and tried it on after taking off my old Used Sack. It was surprisingly sturdy and didn’t at all feel like it deserved its less than assuring name. Maeva took the sack from me and flung it at the wall behind the counter.

      While it didn’t have any stats, the Lizard-Skin Belt did have 2 more AC than the other piece I was considering replacing, the Moth-Eaten Sleeves. Both the new pieces had the same total number of stats on them, but the sleeves had Dexterity, which was going to be my main stat as a Woodsman focused on DPS. Plus, the sleeves had one more Armor Class. It was an easy choice.

      As I reached forward for the sleeves, my hand suddenly shot back as I realized I had a much more pressing concern. My main role was going to be “do as much damage as possible,” and there was no more important piece of equipment for that than my weapon. I quickly summoned my blade and then just as quickly set it down after Maeva jumped back in fear.

      “Sorry,” I said as my face reddened with embarrassment. “I only wanted you to look it over, so you could see if you have anything better I can afford.”

      Maeve’s shoulders sagged in relief as I set the blade down. She bit her lip as she looked at Dav whose head finally poked out from under the bag of armor. “Why am I not surprised? Let me guess, too busy working on that ridiculous impersonation of a snooty maître d'.”

      Dav finally shook himself out from under the giant bag and leapt up. He stumbled slightly as several of his toes failed to join him in his escape and almost knocked Maeva over. “Showing him the training rooms was next on my agenda, and I figured it’d be best to get to that part in there. We came here first because, well, it’s closest to the stairs.”

      She shoved him back onto the armor bag with a loud clang that made me wince. “You have to pass both training rooms to get here, nimrod.”

      “Oh, right. Someone should put signs on those doors.”

      She slapped her palm into her forehead. “We told you to do that at yesterday’s meeting.”

      “Well, someone should put up a sign to remind me to put up signs then.”

      Maeva took a half step forward to push him again then stopped midway as she determined it wasn’t worth the effort. She turned around and shook her head at me in apology. “You’ll get your choice of a free new weapon soon. When you outgrow that one, though, come and see me. With more coins, of course.”

      I picked up one of the sleeves and held it over my left arm to see how it fit. The sleeve immediately clamped down like it was a vacuum cleaner and snapped on for a perfect fit. A second later, the gap at the top closed seamlessly onto my new tunic. My old Moth-Eaten Sleeve plopped to the ground.  I held the second Junior Explorer’s Sleeve over the right arm and the strange process repeated.

      Maeva scooped up the old ones and tossed them over the counter. She gave me a good once-over and then nodded with a satisfied look. Without my consent, she grabbed my small bag of money and left nine gold coins and a few silver in it.

      “Potions?” Dav asked.

      I assumed he was asking me, but Maeva responded instead. “Right!”

      She ran behind the counter, returning with a box as wide as my shoulders and as tall as my midsection. It took all 6 of my Strength points to keep me from falling over onto Dav.

      On opening the box, I was greeted by eighteen pristine potions. The way they gleamed, they looked like they were smiling at me. As I pulled one out of the box, I noticed that it was bigger than the ones I’d gotten from the previous vendor. Inspect told me it could heal up to fifty HPs—quite the upgrade from the fifteen that the lessers healed.

      “Special discount to new members,” Maeva said. “Take one. Sorry, I’d like to give you more, but you said you wanted enough left to cover a death—unless you want to give back some of your new equipment.”

      I was so excited and grateful that I almost pulled Maeva’s arm out of her socket shaking her hand. One lesser healing potion had cost me a whole gold piece before, and she’d given me an upgraded one for the same price. Dav broke my grip on the flabbergasted woman and pulled me toward the door. “We should probably be going. I’m sure you’d like to see the training rooms, and Maeva’s quite the busy woman.”

      I waved goodbye, but Maeva was too caught up putting the potions away to notice.

      As Dav led me through the next door, I could hear Maeva shout from the other room. “Don’t drink that too fast. That was only a new member special, and they’ll cost three times that much next time.”

      I gave my patched sleeves a quick inspection. “Why is all of this stuff so used?”

      “We have all of the guild-sold armor enchanted for ‘Restricted Sale.’ If one of us dies for good, that enchantment transports those items to a special room so Maeva can resell it to other members. Also, means you can only sell them back to Woodsman vendors like Maeva.”

      I grimaced as I thought about the previous owners of my new armor and hoped that they’d sold it back and not died wearing it. The last thing I needed was cursed armor, especially since my spending spree meant I now only had a one death buffer against permanent demise.

      Sensing my discomfort, Dav directed my attention to the archery targets at the far wall. I’d been so absorbed in what had transpired in the previous room that, even with the noise of the arrows smacking into targets, I hadn’t noticed that there were two other people with us. The two practicing elves were obviously new to the skill, as more of their arrows found the straw bales behind the targets than the targets. As their armor was similar to mine, I was fairly confident that neither of them was more than a couple of levels above me.

      “Neat,” I said. “I want to become an Archer when I hit twenty-five, and I’ll definitely come back here when I can get a bow. I should probably get the Bows skill unlocked first, though. Say, you wouldn’t happen to know how to do that, would you?”

      Dav shook his head as he walked past a row of crossbows to a second rack of bows. He experimentally picked up a few before he settled on a rather battered looking one and a matching quiver of arrows. As he handed the two objects to me, he didn’t say a single word—figuring that pointing at the archery range was more than enough of an explanation.

      I moved to the opposite side of the range to the two women, who turned out to be wood elves and probably sisters at that, given their resemblance and identical red hair. I set the quiver down against the wall next to me and pulled an arrow from it. The tip of the arrow had a sizeable dent in it and the shaft was bent, so I figured the thing wouldn’t fly terribly straight. However, my goal wasn’t to win a contest; it was to unlock the skill and maybe get a few points in it, if that was possible (though it likely was, as I couldn’t see why the two elves would be there if it wasn’t).

      I carefully placed the awkward arrow against the string and leveled the bow, the center even with my shoulders. I then pointed toward the target, pulled back on the string as hard as I could, and let the arrow fly. As I watched its trajectory in amazement, I was incredibly grateful that I’d positioned myself as far away from the elves as possible. The arrow flopped like a wounded duck in its sideways trajectory for about five feet before dropping to the ground with an impotent crash. Fortunately, they were both so absorbed in their practice that neither of them witnessed my epic failure. The loud smack of palm to forehead from behind me indicated that I hadn’t been so lucky with Dav.

      As I switched to a less pathetic arrow, Dav thundered up behind me and cleared his throat loudly to get my attention, as if I couldn’t sense his aura of frustration looming over me. “You need to hold the arrow tighter. Don’t worry about it getting stuck between your fingers. The force of the string will be more than enough to break it from even the strongest of grips.”

      I smiled and leveled the bow, this time pinching my two fingers on the arrow as hard as I could. Dav’s shadow moved away as I pulled back on the string, obviously not trusting in my ability to follow his suggestion. This time the arrow flew straight and landed with a satisfying thwack as it buried itself hard into the wooden wall to my right, ten feet away. I winced at the howl from behind, but in my head, was doing a little dance as the notification scrolled by.

      
        
        
        You have unlocked the Bows skill!

      

        

      

      I immediately spent one of my two remaining skill choices on it.

      Dav rushed by me, not even noticing my apologetic look in his haste to get the arrow out of the wall. He yanked hard, but it snapped in the middle. Undeterred, he went to work on the remaining part, but each pull snapped the shaft more. “Looks like we need to extend the hay bales farther along walls.” With the arrow now down to only a sliver of a shaft, he shook his head and gave up.

      I tried to shoo him out of the way so I could try for a few skill gains, but he remained in front of me. “No, I think that’s enough for today. You can come back tomorrow when we’re more prepared for your destructive newbiness.”

      He reached for my bow, but I pulled back. “Didn’t you say I get a free weapon?”

      Dav groaned. “Yes, but I was thinking of something less destructive to private property, more specifically our private property.” He paused abruptly, and I could see the wheels turning behind his eyes as he imagined what I could do with something larger and sharper. “Fine, you can have the bow.”

      
        
        Dav has offered you a Rickety Initiate’s Short Bow & Quiver.

        Do you accept this as your free initiate weapon?

      

      

      
        
        
        Item: Rickety Initiate's Short Bow

        Restrictions: Woodsman class only, Restricted Sale

        Slot: Ranged

        Rarity: Common

        Damage: 6-9

        Speed Rating: 3

        Stat Bonus: +1 DEX

        Weight: 6 Pebbles

        Description: It puts the arrows in the skin . . . sometimes even the one you’re aiming at too!

      

        

      

      “The melee weapons are better both in stats and damage,” Dav said. “But they’re not bows. And I know what you’re thinking, but the crossbow is identical to the bow with bolts that are much harder to get out of walls and class trainers.”

      I nodded in thanks to his offer but accepted the bow all the same. I was going to be an Archer, and that would be rather difficult without a bow. I held my new weapon up experimentally—grinning even as Dav yanked the quiver away—and gave it several pulls. The two elves chose that time to finally notice me. They pointed and giggled, but I didn’t care. I’d finally taken my first step toward being an Archer. It was the first time since I’d entered this world that I felt like I was finally in control of who I was and what I wanted to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Behold Magic! And Flames! And . . . What Level Do I Learn the Fire Extinguisher Spell?

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was finally done playing with my new toy, I focused on it and it disappeared in a small cloud of smoke to my backpack. Dav breathed a sigh of relief and reluctantly handed me back the arrows. “If you use any weapons in here outside the proper training room, you get banned. A week for the first offense, a month for the second, and permanently for the third. That’s only if you don’t hurt anyone. And don’t go trying to get tricky with that ban. It extends to all Woodsman training halls in every city.”

      He directed me to the door, and I followed him into the hall and through the next door. “There’s other training halls? I didn’t even realize there were other cities.”

      “All the major ones have halls that are pretty close to this one and quite a few of the smaller cities have their own. Some of the bigger player towns have them too.”

      He pointed out the practice weapons on the rack in the square room and the wooden practice dummies arrayed throughout, but I was barely listening. I was too excited about his mention of player towns. My dad had spent about half a year going on about them when they’d been added to the game about twenty years ago, but at the time it was yet another one of the game-related things I’d put at the same level as people he went to high school with whom I’d never met. But now the game was quite literally my life, so the concept of becoming a king in my new world was incredibly exciting.

      Dav continued to yammer on about the training rooms, but visions of grandeur and thoughts of what type of crown I’d have blocked out everything he said. I’m pretty sure he even hit me a few times with a practice sword, but I was so caught up in comparing how the various gemstones I’d seen would look against my golden crown that I didn’t even feel them. Eventually, he gave up and led me to the next room.

      He picked the perfect room, as the flaring of spells coming from inside the glass-enclosed booths at the far end were probably the only thing that could’ve shaken me from my daydreaming. “Do Archers get to cast spells too?” I asked as a dwarf in a deer-head mantle shot glowing green sparks at the ground before him.

      Dav rolled his eyes at me. “Of course. All Woodsman sub-classes have some spells, though Archers have quite a bit fewer than Shamans or Druids.”

      After the dwarf’s spell exploded in a shower that blanketed a small patch of earth, a tiny sapling poked its head out of the ground, seeming to bow its imaginary head toward the now dancing dwarf. Outside the booth, a forest giant and a mohawked gnome clapped in time to his hopping dance. The dwarf became so engrossed in his dance that he failed to notice that the sapling was now an adult tree. As it continued to grow, the branches became too big for the enclosed booth. The dwarf finally realized his peril when the tree mashed his face against the glass. His two friends scrambled to open the door and barely managed to pull him out as the tree shattered the glass and continued to expand.

      Dav rushed forward into the path of the ever-growing tree. His hands moved at a speed too fast for my eyes to follow—not that I could’ve seen much anyway through the dazzling colors of light emanating from his fingertips. As his hands abruptly stopped, the light shot forth into the path of the approaching tree, catching it directly in its center and expanding through its entirety. The tree seemed to wince for a second before shrinking back at roughly the same pace it’d been growing before. A couple of minutes later, the only signs of the tree were the shattered glass and leaves sticking out of the shell-shocked dwarf’s beard.

      Dav shook his head as he walked back toward me. “So, you want to learn spells?”

      The dwarf’s companions started casting spells of their own that landed against the dwarf’s belly a few seconds later. The bright green energy covered him before slowly fading into his body. The glazed look in his eyes disappeared and he shot up, spitting pieces of bark into the ground. His companions patted him on the back and began a nervous round of laughter.

      “Boy, do I!” As Dav’s bewildered expression sunk in, I lowered my voice as much as I could into only a modest shout and held back my shakes of excitement for fear he might not let me learn any spells. “I promise to be more careful than I was at the archery range—a lot more careful. What spells do I get?”

      He grumbled under his breath and led me to a side room which was only slightly bigger than one of the seven-by-seven-foot booths. This room was completely dark, save for a candle and a lone man sitting cross-legged on the floor in apparent meditation.

      As Dav closed the door, the man spoke while keeping his eyes closed. “Has another one come seeking enlightenment?”

      “If enlightenment equals spells, then yes,” I said with as much humility as I could muster in my excitement.

      Dav stifled a laugh.

      “It does not,” the crossed-legged man said.

      “Oh, is there another booth where I can learn spells?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I sat down across from him, also crossing my legs. “Fine, then teach me enlightenment.”

      The man’s eye shot open. “Look, guy, this isn’t some philosophy school or whatever. We are Woodsmen here, not those doofus Monks from the Bruiser hall. If you want to be a goofy Monk seeking enlightenment to make you punch things harder, then you picked the wrong class. I teach the magics, and the magics makes the things go boom. Do you want to make the things go boom?”

      “Yeah!”

      He grinned wickedly. “And do you want to occasionally undo the booms on your companions when you get a little too excited?”

      “Yeah!” I raised my hand, and he high-fived it.

      “That’s my kind of guy!” He stood and motioned for me to do the same. “My name is Mija, by the way. Now, as a newly minted Woodsman, you get two spells to start off with.”

      
        
        
        You have unlocked and learned the Nature Magic skill! As a core class skill, this does not cost any skill points.

        You have learned Regrowth I!

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Spell: Regrowth I

        MP Cost: 10

        Casting Time: 2 seconds

        Effect: Heals a small amount on contact and an additional amount every 3 seconds for the next 15 seconds. Amount healed depends on the caster’s Wisdom and Nature Magic skill.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        You have learned Heat I!

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: Heat I

        MP Cost: 5 on cast/ 1 additional every 3 seconds

        Casting Time: 5 seconds/ Channeled

        Resist: Fire

        Effect: Slowly warms a target up, eventually doing fire damage to the target after 10 seconds. Caster must perform no other action while maintaining the spell (referred to as channeling). Damage increases the longer the spell is maintained.

      

        

      

      We walked out of the tiny room and headed toward one of the open booths. On the other side of the room, a beaverkin sprinted out of one of the booths with the top half of her fur on fire. She dove to the ground and rolled around in an effort to put it out. Dav rushed forward, green energy flowing from his fingertips, before coming to stop in front of her. The beaverkin jerked as the spell landed and begun to spasm as the fire extinguished. A second later, her whole body contracted into a relieved lump. Dav immediately cast another spell, but Mija pulled me into the booth before I could see it land.

      Mija motioned for me to stop and then continued walking to the other side of the booth about five feet away.

      “I’m getting cold,” Mija said. “Warm me up.”

      I stared at my fingers. “How?”

      He smiled patiently. “Concentrate on the spell you want to cast along with the target and let the magic do the rest.”

      I may have been imagining it, but I could now see tiny wisps of green energy coming off my fingers. “OK, but won’t this hurt you? The spell said it does fire damage.”

      “It only does damage if you hold it for ten seconds. Before that, it only makes you toasty. It’s a highly versatile spell that you can use for things like starting a campfire or warming you up on a cold night, in addition to lighting mobs on fire. Use your imagination and I’m sure you can think of an almost limitless list of things to do with it. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Right now, I want you to just focus on successfully casting your first spell. Don’t worry about hurting me; I have a ton of Hit Points and the guild invested in some good fire-resist gear for me. Now, focus on me and think ‘Heat.’ Drop everything else from your mind.”

      I nodded as if I understood exactly what he was saying and then twinkled my fingers in the same way I’d done in the demo. When nothing happened, I banged my left hand against the wall like it was a malfunctioning remote. Unfortunately, this “remote” was attached to my body, and a red 1 floated out of it to accompany the pain.

      Mija’s chuckle set off my usually controlled temper and the burning anger transferred into a desire to make him similarly hot. My fingers reacted almost instantly, weaving in a complex pattern completely unfamiliar yet somehow automatic before shooting forward toward him. A mixture of red and green energy streaked out, connecting right below his heart. Mija’s surprise was soon replaced with a relaxed sigh, followed by a few beads of sweat that soon turned into a flood.

      I was so focused on the beautiful energy that my attention only returned to Mija when he let out a yelp of pain. My eyes darted back just as the collar of his shirt began to catch fire.

      “Stop!” Mija yelped.

      I frantically attempted to tell my fingers to stop, but they seemed to have a mind of their own and continued wiggling in their magical release. I decided that my ridiculous earlier attempt to get them going might be my only option to stop them. Fortunately, my arms seemed to be somewhat under my control, so I directed them toward the wall and my hands were forced to follow. I realized that the magic had already stopped a split second after my left hand connected with the wall.

      Another red 1 floated up, yet it didn’t hurt nearly as much as the embarrassment from the steady white 0s and occasional 1s that floated from my trainer across the room. I frantically patted his collar to put the fire out, not caring about the damage I received. I probably took longer than I should have, as his laughter made his chin occasionally bounce in the way, but I eventually put it out.

      As I looked at them, my fingers seemed to contract like they were embarrassed before springing to life as more energy flowed out of them. Before I realized what was happening, they abruptly stopped, and a green energy shot forth to land on Mija’s collar. Unlike the previous spell, this one spread out to cover his body instead of pooling in one area. The look on Mija’s face was one of relief this time, so I decided not to punish them, especially since their action had resulted in my first skill gain in Nature Magic.

      “So,” Mija said, “what did we learn from that? I mean, besides that cloth collars are flammable.”

      “I—I’m sorry.” I winced in much the same way my fingers had a few seconds before. “I thought ‘Heat’ and then my fingers took over, and you did heat up, but then I couldn’t get them to stop, and . . . I’m so sorry.”

      Mija nodded knowingly. “A channeled spell was probably not the best thing to give a brand-new spell caster, but it’s not like we have any say in what you get. Channeled spells take a little more control than a normal one like Regrowth. By the way, I’m impressed that you thought to cast that on me at the end. Nice way to try to make amends.”

      I stared at my fingers again in surprise. So, that’s what you were doing. I take back half of the bad things I was thinking about you guys. My fingers seemed to curl into a confused look at my half-apology. “Sorry,” I said to Mija. “Oh, I already said that.”

      His laughter cut me off. “Don’t worry about it. I figured the best way to teach you newbie’s caution is to let you screw up first. That’s why I wear this flammable collar.”

      I let out a long breath in relief. “Oh, good. So how do I stop myself from inadvertently burning someone to a crisp next time?”

      “Just think ‘stop’,” he said, like it was the simplest thing there was.

      “I tried that.”

      He nodded sagely. “For some beginners, I’ve heard that doesn’t work, but they always eventually figure it out. Until then, move your arms—as you did—so that your fingers are no longer pointed at the target. With your low skill level, that should cause the spell to fail—or fizzle as us professionals like to call it. You could also try casting another spell—though since your only other spell is a heal, you’ll probably want to change targets. Better yet, draw your weapon. You can’t cast while you’re holding most things.”

      I tested his theory by summoning my new bow and thinking “Heat” at the wall. Nothing happened. I unsummoned my bow and thought “Heat” again. This time, the red and green energy shot forth and connected with the wall. A second later, I thought “Bow.” As my weapon appeared in my right hand, the spell stopped. I tried that a few more times to the same result.

      Confident that I had a way to not ignite everything in sight whenever I cast “Heat,” I stopped. “So, what else is there to learn?”

      Mija rubbed his chin. “That should be it for spells. You’ve already demonstrated you can cast ‘Regrowth’ perfectly. The only other thing is to be sure to come back to this or one of the other guild training halls every few levels for new spells. You get ‘Cure Poison’ next level, ‘Thorns’ on the level after that, and ‘Roots’ at eight. But don’t get too spoiled; you don’t get a spell at every level. They slow down quite a bit after level ten. There are also a few rare spells that only drop off mobs. You can buy them off other players too, but they tend to be very expensive.”

      He directed me to the door. As we exited, Dav had just finished extinguishing a fire on a different person—this one a human with long hair, minus a patch on the right side that looked new. Upon seeing us, he called over a man in a deep purple robe who began casting what looked like Regrowth on the human. Satisfied that his patient would survive, Dav joined us.

      Dav eyed Mija’s collar. “So, you only got lit slightly on fire this time?”

      “My job is way too hazardous. I believe it’s your turn tomorrow.”

      Dav pointed toward the small room where we’d met Mija. “Not a chance. Your term was one year, now get back in there.”

      Mija lowered his face and walked toward the room. “Fine, your stuffy maître d’ impression is not at all stupid and is actually really funny.”

      “That’s not what you got a year for, and you know it.”

      “It shouldn’t count as killing an initiate when they come back to life.” Mija slammed the door.

      Seeing the question written all over my face, Dav decided to answer it as we exited into the hallway. “He used to be the head of this place but got demoted and assigned his punishment after we found out he was teaching initiates Heat by having them cast on each other. We only found out when the city guards asked us why so many new Woodsmen needed directions from the bind spot. Evidently, he told the newbies that if they told anyone about his training session, they’d get banned.”

      He led me back down the stairs and back to the entrance area. A woman in newbie clothing was led past us by a man dressed like Dav. I was about to shake Dav’s hand, as I assumed the tour was over, but a notification popped up to cover my vision.

      
        
        
        You have unlocked and learned the Tracking skill! As a core class skill, this does not cost any skill points.

      

        

      

      “Did Mija explain how you should come back regularly as you level to learn new spells?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, the same holds true for skills. I’ve just unlocked your second core skill, ‘Tracking.’ It lets you know what’s in the area. The higher the skill level, the greater the range and higher level of creatures you can track. It’s not as useful in busy areas since the information can be overwhelming. I can give you a short walkthrough, if you’d like?”

      “Sure.”

      “Fantastic. Now to track what’s in the general area, stare toward the ground—or sky if you’re looking for a flying thing—and think ‘track’. Not much to it.”

      I did as he suggested, and a long list appeared in my vision. It was so long, in fact, that it had a scroll bar. At the top of the list, it indicated that I could only track up to five hundred feet away. Evidently, there were a few hundred people and animals within five hundred feet of me. Despite the Thief’s training hall being almost invisible, I could see several of its inhabitants in the list, including Olaf. When I focused on his name, a semi-transparent, bright red arrow appeared in front of me.

      “So, I just follow the arrow if I want to find someone?” I asked.

      “Correct. As you or your target move, it’ll adjust, though if either of you move out of your skill’s range, the arrow will disappear. You can also lose a target if they die or activate one of the stealth skills such as our Camouflage or the Thief class’s Sneak.”

      In the minute I had my Tracking arrow up, it’d been jerking and dancing about so frantically that it was making me nauseated. It disappeared when I started a new search. I scanned the list to see if I could find anyone else of note, particularly Nyytro, but the most interesting thing I found was a row of question marks. Dav informed me those indicated a skill check failure.

      “My tracking shows ‘A Peasant’, but that same listing was something else a second ago.”

      Dav nodded knowingly. “Some of the less remarkable people or monsters were only given a basic description instead of a name, but when the listing showed one thing and then something else, it either means they used a disguise kit or the Ninja skill of the same name. You have to be careful to not use one of those if you think someone has Tracking up. Great observation. Not a lot of Woodsmen know of that little trick.”

      I fiddled with Tracking for a few more minutes. Since Olaf’s name was in white and Dav’s name was gray, I assumed white indicated player and gray indicated NPC. I confirmed that as I saw a few other names I knew to be players and NPCs. As I scrolled farther down the list, I found a few skeletons that my Tracking arrow indicated were past the walls. They were also in gray, as were a trio of trolls, which I took to mean that the skill didn’t differentiate between friendly NPCs and aggressive mobs.

      The ability to see everyone in the area was fun and made me feel like a minor superhero. All that information available with only a thought. I could tell who was in a building without going in. I could find people in a crowd with ease or track down a slippery mob in the forest. I could know if a rare spawned before anyone else. I’d never lose a game of Hide and Seek again! The possibilities were endless.

      By the time I got tired of it and got my second skill up, I noticed that Dav was already gone. Now that I thought about it, I did remember feeling someone brush by me. I shrugged and decided to check out my character sheet to see the result of all the changes I’d made in such a short time.
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      After I finished drooling over my improvements, I decided to find Olaf. Fortunately, Tracking indicated he was no longer in his training hall. I walked out into the street and easily found him. He was not alone, and his friend was not happy to see me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part-Time Warrior Poet, Full-Time Instigator

          

        

      

    

    
      “My goodness, Nanny,” Olaf said. “Level twenty-five? That would be incredibly ambitious to make in a month, but one week?”

      The tiny beaverkin hopped up and down in excitement, her pink bow bouncing back and forth. “But they’re letting anyone in as long as they’re at least twenty-five. The guilds never let non-guilded people in raids, but with that exploit last month, a ton of their members made out like bandits and cashed out to the real world, so they’re letting in us norms. Think about the loot! And if we do good, we can probably get an invite to one of them. Chance of a lifetime.”

      “I agree, but it has taken me nearly a month to get to level five. How am I supposed to get five times that many levels in the same amount of time?” Olaf shrugged helplessly.

      “Easy, dearie. You drop the dead weight that is Decrona and team up with my friends and me. In the four days since I left, I’ve already made level ten. It’s amazing what you can accomplish if you don’t die or continually change hunting spots because she found something 1.37% better. We could catch you up in no time.”

      Olaf bit his lip. “I appreciate the offer, but the maximum group size is five, and I cannot leave the others. Besides, Decrona is having her contacts look for information on Kasper. As a matter of fact, she is doing that right now. I know she can be a little difficult sometimes, but deep down she really is a good person.”

      Nanny let out a mirthless laugh. “Ehh, her contacts . . . Did you know one of them is Kseniya, one of the officers in The Guard? I just saw Decrona giving her some sort of package near the library.”

      “The Guard? They’re one of the top guilds.” Olaf stumbled back in response, bumping into me. His eyes widened in surprise as he finally noticed me standing behind him. Nanny grabbed and gently steadied him.

      “Horus, did you hear that?” Olaf asked.

      Nanny looked me over. “Your girl Decrona has been holding out on you. She has friends in high places. Very high places. I’d ask her about it. Not necessarily suspicious, but kind of odd that she never mentioned it. I mean it’s not like she’d, say, try to keep the money she owed a group member who left or refuse to hand over an item she lost a roll for. She’s sooooo honest.”

      Olaf locked eyes with me as we both tried to figure out what to do.

      “Obviously I’m a bit biased, but it’s worth asking.” She winked at Olaf. “Also, if you could record her reaction while she tries to squirm out a response, it’d be appreciated.”

      Olaf nodded slowly. “I do not think that is a good idea, but honor dictates that I return the favor for your information. I shall be sure to record it. Thank you.”

      Nanny caught some movement out of the corner of her eye. “My friends are giving me the ‘wrap it up’ stink-eye. I’ll see you fellows around. And don’t be a stranger, Olaf.”

      Olaf reached down and shook her hairy hand. “Likewise.” Nanny and her group faded into the crowd shortly after.

      Olaf eyed my new equipment. “Very nice. Do you still need to stop at any shops?”

      I proudly held out my new bow. “Nope.”

      “Excellent. My guild had all I needed as well.” He pointed at his new leather cap and gloves. “Let’s go eat and see how our friends’ day went.”

      We traded stories about our guilds and new class abilities as we made our way back to the inn. Olaf was jealous when I told him about Dav. His trainer had maintained Sneak the whole time, and he never did figure out what the trainer looked like or even what his or her name was. I gained another point in Nature Magic while showing off my new spells. Olaf gained a point to his new Steal when he stole a copper from me. He apologized profusely as he returned the money, not having realized he could take real coins from groupmates with the skill.

      As we entered the inn, we found Alizia already there, staring glumly at a full glass of beer. The lack of foam or condensation meant it must have been sitting there awhile. Across from her sat a dwarf with a dirty black beard. The way he was swaying, he looked to be several drinks in.

      “Is this guy bothering you, Alizia?” Olaf asked.

      Alizia continued staring at the table.

      “I was just tellin’ her about my brother’s friend’s cousin’s sister’s adopted nephew,” the dwarf slobbered out. “One of the lasses in his group got poisoned. No one could cure it, and she died. They ran back to the bind point to get her right after that, but she never showed up. Another group said they saw some thing in a black cloak hovering over her corpse after they left too. She was never seen again.”

      Alizia finally looked up. “Oh. Hi, guys. Black Larry here was just cheering me up.”

      “I don’t think that’s what he’s doing,” I said.

      “Agreed. Could you leave us alone with our friend, good sir?” Olaf asked. “We have personal things to speak about.”

      Black Larry reached for Alizia’s drink, but I intercepted him. “What?” Black Larry asked. “After that tragic story, I think I deserve a sip or two.”

      Olaf and I gave him a dirty look. Seeing that his stubby arms had no chance of getting to the drink, he finally threw up his hands in exasperation and hopped away. He muttered several curses—most of which I was sure were made up— as he made his way to the bar. Alizia’s eyes remained glued to the table throughout.

      Olaf eyed me questioningly for a while before finally opening his mouth. “Did you not pick your class yet, Alizia?”

      “Yeah. I did,” Alizia said with no emotion.

      “Did you try out your new skills?”

      “Class trainer showed them to me. I get to Shout at things so they attack me. And Block gives me a chance to completely absorb a hit with my shield. Oh, yeah. I can finally equip that shield we got from the quest.” She held up her shield and mumbled out, “Yay.”

      “That’s fantastic,” I said. “You love to shout at things. Now you can do it professionally. Alizia the Professional Shouter, we’ll call you. That’s pretty awesome.”

      A small smile emerged, but she quickly dropped her eyes back down and it disappeared. “Shouting is fun, but I didn’t want to be a Warrior. I wanted to be a Bard, but all the class trainers told me they’ve never heard of a Bard class. The Warrior trainer did at least have a mandolin that he let me buy off him, but then he said that if there was a skill associated with it, he couldn’t teach it. All the other trainers said the same thing.”

      Olaf patted her on the back. “You will always be a bard in my eyes. You know, I’ve heard the term ‘warrior poet’. We could call you that. It is like a bard and a warrior rolled together.”

      I nodded enthusiastically.

      Alizia’s eyes brightened and she looked up. “How about ‘Alizia the Warrior Poet and Professional Shouter?’”

      “Agreed,” Olaf said. “Oh, and we met Nanny. She asked about you. I told her you are doing great and still giving Decrona all sorts of trouble. Nanny has still not forgiven her for the last loot split or the three deaths she suffered when we tried hunting bogles.”

      “Deccy . . . Oh, I can’t wait to tell her she has to call me that from now on. This’ll really wind her up.” Alizia picked up her glass and downed the contents in one long gulp.

      “Nanny also mentioned she saw Decrona meeting with one of the top guild’s officers. You think that is one of her contacts?”

      Alizia held up one finger and the waitress scampered off to the bar. “Doubt it. Ol’ Deccy doesn’t do so good with people, and I don’t think guilds can be led by books. Say, you don’t suppose there’s a super-secret, high-level spell where you can animate pieces of paper, do you?”

      “Should we ask Decrona about her meeting with that guild officer?” I asked.

      Olaf bit his lip and stared at the table. “No . . . She has always been rather touchy about her contacts, and I do not want to upset her.”

      “Because that’s my job,” Alizia said.

      “No, because she is helping Horus and me with our problems, and normal people are grateful when friends help them.”

      The waitress set another drink in front of Alizia. “Oh, you mean like how I’m going to be grateful when Madge here brings me a bigger glass so I can mix this with a healing potion?”

      The waitress rolled her eyes and went back to the bar.

      Olaf shook his head in exasperation. “Close enough.”

      Alizia focused on the doorway and her face spread into a devilish grin. I followed her eyes to find an exhausted Decrona coming our way. She was wearing a brand-new white robe with a pointy, wide-brimmed hat.

      “Rough day getting thrown out of the library for indecent exposure, Deccy?” Alizia said.

      Olaf stuck his hand over her mouth. “What she means is you look like you could use a hot meal and a fresh drink.” The waitress set down Alizia’s new glass and took our orders.

      “So, how did things go? Find anything out—about Kasper or Oskar?” I probably should’ve waited for her to get settled in, but I couldn’t wait to hear what she’d found out.

      “Hmm . . . Oskar. Oh, right. Yes, let’s see . . . With so little to go on, it’s going to be difficult, but there is one thing that might be interesting. The player named Oskar was in a group that went deep into the lair of the Lich Queen a few months ago. My contact said no one has seen him or his group since. Remember though, we still don’t even know if this Oskar is the same Oskar that was friends with your son.”

      “Thank you, Decrona,” Olaf said. “That’s a lot more than I’ve been able to find. Anything else?”

      “One of my other contacts knows some people who work for Pyrite, and they had no record of any players with names that were any variations on the name Kasper.”

      “That is a big help,” Olaf said. “I got another message from my wife Marte, and that confirms what she found in Kagsgrude.”

      “Where’s Kagsgrude?” I asked.

      Decrona cleared her throat. “The Duchy of Kagsgrude is to the southwest. Its capital, also called Kagsgrude, is one of the three starting areas for the Sun Alliance. Its army is known for its spearmen and their intense discipline. Its chief exports are wool and beer. Its climate—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Alizia said. “We get it. You stared too intently into one of your book lovers and accidentally absorbed everything you saw.”

      Decrona looked like she was about to reach across the table for Alizia, but I put my hand on her shoulder and she stopped.

      “Marte even managed to get an audience with all four major guilds in the city, but none of them knew a thing,” Olaf said. “They could not do much without his character name. My stepdaughter Therese started a character in Isliu du Guiron, the third-starting Sun Alliance city, and she is having no luck either.” Olaf buried his face into his arm. “This is all my fault. If I’d only paid more attention to him, we would have more to go on.”

      Decrona patted Olaf on the shoulder awkwardly. “I’ll press my contacts harder.”

      Everyone eyed Alizia for the inevitable book/sex joke.

      Alizia threw us all a dirty look. “Oh, don’t give me that. I do know how to read a room. Olaf’s dilemma has affected me deeply. There’s no way I’d joke at a time like this. As a matter of fact, I’ll even go right over to that bar over there and see if those cute elves who just walked in know anything about this. And I won't leave until I either find everything they know about Kasper, or they stop buying me drinks. That’s how dedicated of a friend I am.”

      Decrona’s eyes met mine and then widened in surprise. “Horus—unfortunately, I wasn’t able to find anything about your problem. He seems to have just up and vanished. Though with his class, I suppose that’s to be expected. In the meantime, I do have a suggestion about what you can do to prepare yourself for when you encounter him next.”

      Olaf nodded. “I would assume you are going to incapacitate him and then take him to the Exit Area. Correct?”

      “I guess I haven’t really thought this through,” I said. “I was planning on killing Nyytro, until he lost all his money and was forced to leave the game—which I now know should be outside of the city, and not in the arena where you don’t lose anything—but throwing him in the Exit Area would be much faster. By the way, why do they even need a physical place like that? Couldn’t they have just put the option in the interface to leave?”

      Alizia sighed and motioned to Decrona. “You’re on, Encyclopedia Brown Spots.”

      Decrona cleared her throat dramatically. “Officially, the Exit Area in each major city was put in as a place so that a player who wished to conclude their time in Sun & Shadow Online could have a ceremony where all their friends and allies watched them take their final steps in the game. However, the real reason for it is that if players were allowed to leave through the interface, they could choose to exit right as they were about to be killed and avoid losing money.”

      “That makes sense,” I said. “But why do they allow players to force other players through the exit against their will? I’d think they’d have put something into place to prevent that.”

      Decrona cleared her throat again. “Officially, it’s a bug—a bug that’s been in since the game began decades ago. The likely reason it still exists is that if a player was forced out against their will, they’d likely want to come back in for revenge.”

      “. . . And if they come back in, they lose a ton of money in the conversion process, not to mention their equipment and levels.”

      “Fascinating,” Alizia said while rolling her eyes. “We toss this fella out and then what? You said he’s some Pyrite bigwig, so they’ll probably just give him his money back, if he’s even playing with his own money. He’ll just jump back in, and we do this whole dance over and over.”

      “He murdered me and my dad, remember? Dad’s house has security cameras everywhere. He’s got to be wanted. The laws protect Pyrite and the other VRMMO companies from forcibly pulling players out of the games, since they ‘proved’ the act could kill them and doing so was deemed barbaric, but once a player exits on their own, they’re fair game.”

      Olaf cursed. “Do not get me started on the game companies and their lobbyists in North America. We do not have those laws in Norway.”

      “So, grab the fella, tie him up and throw him out,” Alizia said. “Bonus points if we can make him and Deccy cry in the process. Sounds simple enough. Welp, all that planning has made me thirsty for some company that does not include a blonde elf.” She pointed to a group made entirely of blonde elves at the bar. “See you all tomorrow morning when we’ll go do some exciting adventuring, and I’ll have a fresh batch of on-the-nose commentary about Deccy’s sparkling personality and general life choices. The theme will be ‘dairy products.’”

      “Alizia! Now that we have classes, we’ll need to work on completely new strategies!” Olaf barely managed to prevent Decrona from tumbling out of her chair as she reached to pull Alizia but missed.

      Olaf patted Decrona on the shoulder. “It is not like she would have listened anyway.”

      “But she needs to learn how to Shout.”

      Alizia opened her mouth and the entire bar area erupted in laughter.

      “I think she’s got that one down,” I said.
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      Olaf excused himself so that he could go through his daily routine of asking around town about Kasper, while I did the same at our tavern. Decrona followed me around telling me exactly the same things I’d learned at my trainer earlier that day. Annoyed both by my lack of success and Decrona’s droning voice, I excused myself early and went to bed. I immediately fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

      I woke up exactly eight hours later and went down to the tavern. As Alizia had stayed later to flirt with a nice beaverkin mage, only Olaf and Decrona were there to greet me. We slowly munched on our breakfast while we waited for Alizia. Olaf’s excursion the previous night had produced the same lack of results as my own. “Fortunately,” Decrona was there to fill the silence by explaining all of Olaf’s new class abilities. While Olaf’s dead-eyed nods indicated that Decrona was once again repeating what he already knew, it was helpful to me.

      “So, in conclusion, the Sneak ability you now possess will allow you to pass by enemies undetected, as long as your skill level is high enough, and they don’t possess any special abilities that allow them to see through it,” Decrona said. “Though at our level, we won’t encounter any of the latter. Just remember to keep your skill level maxed out, and we should be fine. As for your second new ability, Steal, you should only—”

      Olaf parroted Decrona’s stiff delivery. “Use it outside of town on non-friendly NPCs and mobs. I should never attempt to use it inside, because the guards will attack me and I’ll lose Highwall faction, which would eventually mean I get banished from town. I know, Decrona!”

      Decrona crossed her arms. “I’m only trying to look out for you.”

      Alizia pulled out the chair across from Decrona and sat. “Ahh, good. You’ve already got Deccy warmed up for me. What’s on the agenda for today? And keep it short this time. I don’t want to miss out on yet another day of adventuring while you go over the plan.”

      The waitress set a bowl of oatmeal in front of Alizia and she hungrily tore into it.

      “I only did that once,” Decrona said, “and that was only because you wiped the group twice the day before.”

      Olaf turned to me. “She didn’t know about Hit Points, how regeneration works, or even about healing potions. Decrona had to go over basically everything with her.”

      Alizia stopped shoveling food into her mouth and whispered in my ear, “I knew. I just went with it because Deccy was handing out potions during the demonstration.”

      “So, where are we going today?” Olaf asked.

      “We’re going—”

      Alizia slammed down her empty bowl. “To fight termites and bookworms, so that Deccy can build up her ‘Books with Loose Morals’ faction.”

      “No,” Decrona deadpanned. “We’re—”

      “Going to watch a presentation on the optimum stat distribution for every race/class/gender/language/height/eye color/personality type/IQ combination?”

      Decrona threw up her hands in exasperation. “You know what? I’m not going to tell you now.”

      Alizia stared at her deeply until Decrona rolled her eyes and got up. She headed to the door and Olaf and I followed. Alizia stomped after us when we neared the door.

      We barely managed to all fit outside the exit as the street was clogged with people in both directions. All attempts to find out the reason for the crowd were ignored, though it was very difficult to be heard over the noise. I quickly lost sight of my group as the flow of the traffic pushed us apart, but Alizia’s superior height allowed her to find everyone and wrangle us into a nearby alley after about fifteen minutes.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Decrona bit her lip. “My apologies, but in my anger I forgot to leave through the back door. It’s the fifteenth of the month.”

      Olaf answered my questioning look. “On the first and fifteenth of every month, The Scion—who is the king of Highwall and the personal avatar of one of the founders of the game—gives a speech in the center of town at eight am. He usually reveals some very useful information but—”

      Alizia mimed a person talking non-stop with her hand. “Better to read the summary the next day.”

      “And most of his speech will probably go over how we lost one of our outposts to the Shadow Consortium.” Decrona stared at the crowd going by, mainly at the individuals in expensive-looking armor, nearly all of which were either blue, green, or red. “There go the guilds.”

      “Do they really think sucking up to him will get them special favors?” Alizia asked.

      “Sometimes it does,” Decrona said. “I know it worked on one of The Scion’s counterparts, The Great Shadow, but never for lowly players like us. Only for the guilded.”

      “Aren’t there guilds for new players?” I asked as we reached the other end of the alley. “Or could we form one?”

      Decrona nearly tripped over a crate as we made our way to the market area. “The Guild Charters that allow players to form a guild are mythical class items—also known as world drops—and go for several billion dollars in gold. Back in the early days of the game, they cost almost nothing, but a few months after the change that allowed people to cash their gold out for real world money, Pyrite realized how efficient the guilds were at farming money, as well as how much of an edge a guild’s buffs gave, so they made Guild Charters incredibly rare. They also offered existing guilds the opportunity to disband in exchange for ten million gold.”

      “Why didn’t they just remove guilds from the game?” I asked.

      “Most of the game’s biggest stars are in guilds, and being able to one day join those famous guilds is a big draw to new players.”

      Alizia snickered as we exited the city. “Even though most players have no chance to get in a guild, since by the time they meet the level and equipment requirements they could cash out and go back to Earth rich.”

      “Where are we headed?” I asked.

      Decrona’s broad smile sent shivers down my spine. “Thanks to Alizia, it will have to be a surprise.”

      “Why don’t you just tell us?” Alizia asked. “Come on, Deccy. I know you wanna.”

      Decrona’s smile evaporated. “No.”
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      This time we didn’t go through the farmer’s field. I waved to the bunnies as we passed, and I could swear one of them stuck its tongue out at me. Decrona led us in the opposite direction from the forest to skirt the edge of the castle wall.

      Up until that point, I’d never gotten a good look at the walls before, especially from the outside. I estimated them to be well over fifty feet high (though my estimation skills were never the best). The few guards on top were nothing more than shiny specs. Thirty minutes later, the ground began to slope down, revealing a rocky base that the castle had been built upon. Not soon after, Decrona directed us to turn to the rolling hills to the right.

      Alizia ignored Decrona and continued walking straight ahead. “So, we’re not going into door number one?”

      Decrona sighed as she spun around. “What are you talking about?”

      Alizia pointed at an ancient door carved into the middle of the rocky cliffs underneath the castle. The door looked like it hadn’t been opened in centuries. As Alizia tugged on it to no effect, I began to think it wasn’t a door at all, but only a carving made to look like one.

      My theory died almost immediately after I formed it, when I noticed a keyhole. I barely avoided Alizia’s flying elbows as I peered through it, but the blackness inside didn’t prove anything.

      “Come now,” Decrona said. “We have a timetable to keep and you’re wasting your efforts. That door is permanently locked, since the key was never put in the game.”

      “Not until now.” Alizia held up her index finger dramatically and stuck it into the keyhole. It was a perfect fit. She gave Decrona a wink and turned it to produce a clicking sound. Her wink gave way to a surprised yelp, and she jumped back. A red dot of blood formed on her finger, which she stuck in her mouth and began sucking.

      “Why’s it permanently locked?” I asked.

      “The Stairs, as that place is called, was originally intended to be a sort of tutorial passage where you’d gain your first level and then arrive in Highwall’s palace district at the end,” Decrona said. “However, Pyrite’s developers ran into a time crunch before the game was released and were forced to abandon it. The passage has been closed ever since.”

      “So, there’s probably never-before-seen loot in there?” Alizia asked with her finger still in her mouth.

      Decrona scoffed and pointed back toward the hills. “If there is, it’s things like different-colored threadbare pantaloons or rustier newbie swords. More than likely they didn’t even get to the point where they created loot for it. Now come, I have much better hunting grounds in mind.”

      She started walking, and I followed. Olaf lingered at the door for a few more seconds before joining us. Alizia tried a different finger in the lock. Decrona’s face creased into a smile when Alizia yelped again a few seconds later. I looked over my shoulder, and she was now hurrying after us.

      The rolling hills soon turned into a dry, flat plain with a sprinkling of huge, dried-out bushes. I couldn’t see a single life form besides our group in any direction.

      “Still not gonna tell us where we’re going, Deccy?” Alizia asked.

      “Stop making so much noise.” Before Decrona could get halfway to Alizia, she suddenly dropped to the ground. I didn’t see a reason for her fall at first, until she started to slowly slide toward one of the bushes. It was then that I noticed two blue, plantlike tendrils wrapped around her legs.

      Olaf summoned his dagger and charged toward the tendrils. I was only a step behind him with my own sword and barely avoided running into him when he toppled over. By the time I regained my wits and my balance, he was also being dragged forward. With us now clear of the large bush, I could finally see that the owner of the tendrils was an odd, round mass of thousands of thin, pulsating stalks.

      Seeing my friends struggling helplessly, I quickly went to work. A white 4 floated up and the blue mass gurgled in what had to be its equivalent of a groan of pain. I couldn’t see the source of the sound, as it didn’t have an apparent mouth. The tendril holding Olaf’s leg snapped after another solid chop for 3, and a thick, purple liquid squirted all over my arm.

      The liquid was sticky but otherwise harmless, so I slid down and began work on the ones holding Decrona. Alizia focused on the thing’s center mass. It either saw what we were doing from some sort of an eye I couldn’t find, or it could it sense us—because this time it yanked its tendril back and I missed. Alizia’s larger weapon wasn’t as easy to maneuver away from, and she connected for a 3(-1). I took the time to aim better and managed to get a glancing blow for 2 as it again tried to slide away. Alizia hit again for 5(-2), and after two more of my blows, one of the tendrils holding Decrona let go.

      What was left of the three tendrils quickly retracted into the pulsating mass at the center like they were rubber bands. Besides some intense writhing, the creature made no other movements, giving Decrona and Olaf plenty of time to slowly struggle to their feet. Everyone in the group was still above 80% HPs with only a single, minor concern: that Olaf and Decrona had their APs drained. I was still hesitant to approach the thing, so I did the only useful I could think of and scanned it.
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      “It’s weak against poison,” Decrona said. “Does anyone have any?”

      “Well, Mom always said my cooking tastes like poison, but we might not have time for me to bake up a souffle.” Alizia began tossing out random objects from her pockets. I managed to dodge the lipstick, but the beer hat caught Olaf in the shin. “Does anyone have some motor oil I could borrow?”

      Abruptly, the three damaged tentacles shot in the air and swayed rhythmically. A bright flash of light shot out for thirty seconds, and when our vision returned, all three tentacles looked brand new. Our wonder at the sight faded as soon as the middle tentacle slapped Olaf in the face, knocking him flat. Before the other tentacles could grab him, Decrona and I dragged him back. Alizia swiftly followed us out of the thankfully limited reach of the monster.

      The tentacles slapped furiously at us, daring us to return to the odd monster’s range. With Olaf safe, Decrona began shooting pebbles from her slingshot at it. “The rest of you could join in,” Decrona said.

      I quickly traded my sword for my bow, fumbling the first arrow in my haste. Alizia and Olaf looked at each other uncomfortably.

      Decrona sighed. “Only Horus thought to purchase a ranged weapon.” She sighed again dramatically before going back to shooting pebbles at the hairball. “I am very disappointed in all of you, myself included—not a single one of us thought to use any of our new abilities.” To illustrate her point, she unsummoned her sling and then cast a spell of sparkling bluish energy at the hairball.

      Alizia turned toward the hairball with her arms still crossed and yelled, “I Shout at you.” All three of the hairball’s tentacles slapped angrily at the ground before her. She did a little dance while shouting at it a few more times, barely out of its range.

      After almost three minutes, we got it down to 40%, but then it wiggled its tentacles in the air and flashed the bright light. This time the action regained all its lost health.

      “Eh,” Alizia said. “At least I got two skills ups.”

      I checked my notifications, and I’d gained one point in Bows as well.

      Decrona stared at the magic building in her hands and grumbled as she stopped her spell. “There’s no use. I forgot they put in an auto-heal on all immobile mobs when you get them below 40% with only ranged attacks.”

      “Does tossing souffles at it count?” Alizia asked.

      “Souffles? No. Only pastries.” Decrona smiled awkwardly.

      Alizia nearly tumbled back into the range of the snapping tentacles before I caught her and pushed her back. “Deccy was that a . . . joke? Please tell me someone recorded that?”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about, Alizia,” Olaf said. “I did not hear anything. I think you put too much rum in your elixirs last night.”

      “As I’m sure Deccy has just used up her yearly allotment of what I’m sure she refers to as ‘jocularity’, this should be the part where she starts with her long, boring explanation of why we’re out here.” Alizia pointed an imaginary microphone at Decrona. “You’re on.”

      Decrona summoned a potion and handed it Alizia. “Excellent introduction, and for once, it seems my friend’s information was outdated. The hairballs must be a new spawn.”

      “By friends, she means books.”

      As usual, Decrona ignored her and continued without missing a beat. “Now, just ahead the bushes should stop. We’ll need to remember and avoid any of them on the outskirts, though.” She pointed to the north. “Out here dwell a multitude of red-skinned, ankle-high humanoids known as kobolds. These tiny terrors are quite fearsome and brave, though fortunately their bark is worse than their bite. They hit fast but not hard and have very little in the way of HPs. As an added bonus, they won’t join in if they see one of their fellows engaged unless provoked, as they consider it a breach of honor. Individual prowess in battle means everything to them.”

      “Fantastic!” Alizia waved her potion around in celebration. “I’ll just run through the plain, shouting and swinging my club willy-nilly, one-shotting these walking bundles of XP, and you guys can follow behind me and loot all the corpses.”

      Olaf pushed her arm down to stop her from spilling the potion everywhere. “What is the catch? If these things are as easy to kill as you say, then why are we the only ones out here?”

      Decrona smiled. “For a solo player, they’re almost impossible to hit, but a coordinated group can corner them and make short work of them.”

      “‘Short work’, Deccy?” Alizia giggled. “If you keep this up, you won’t have to make another joke for decades.”

      Decrona pointed at a pack of twenty-ish kobolds about a hundred yards away. She cleared her throat like she was about to speak, but before she could, one of the kobolds stepped forward and moved toward us, hopping up and down in excitement every few steps. The rest of the pack stayed put, their loose cloth caps swaying back and forth as they let out enthusiastic shouts of encouragement to their champion. We summoned our weapons as our opponent let out a slow bow while holding his toothpick-sized sword and button shield perpendicular to the ground. Before I could finish blinking, he completed his bow, charged forward, and hit me in the shin for 3. By the time I managed an awkward counterattack to the spot he’d been in a second before, he’d connected with each of my friends and then caught me again in the back of my calf for another 3 and a Hamstrung status.

      Alizia reached down to massage her bleeding kneecap. “Please tell me your ‘friends’ included a plan for how to hit something we can barely see.”

      “Did you bring any nets?” I asked.

      Olaf stumbled as the kobold landed dual strokes to the backs of both ankles. “Glue potions would work too.”

      “Ahh. No,” Decrona said. “Those would’ve both been fantastic ideas, but my contacts didn’t mention them. They made it sound so easy that I didn’t think any more needed to be asked.”
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      Alizia seemed about to tell Decrona what she thought of her contacts in lengthy detail when a familiar red blur shot up her leg onto her arm, then abruptly stopped at her neck. I lost sight of him as his red skin and mostly red outfit camouflaged him completely against the spray of blood from Alizia’s neck. As nasty as it looked, his tiny daggerlike sword could only do so much damage in one hit. She still had 80% of her HPs, though if this continued, he’d eventually whittle us down one sliver at a time.

      Decrona yelped and grabbed her backside. “Everyone, go through your inventory quickly and see if there’s something we can use to catch him or slow him down.”

      Alizia quickly summoned a multitude of healing potions and tossed them over her shoulder. “Why do you assume this bastard is a he, Deccy?”

      Decrona yelped again as her HPs dropped to 74%. The crowd of kobolds let out a squeaky cheer. “Is this really the best time to argue about this?”

      Olaf mumbled a “No” as he sprinted back and forth trying in vain to catch the speedy kobold. I stuck my foot out in front of Olaf’s shin after the tiny terror caught him there, but the mob avoided it easily, cut me in the knee for my trouble, and then gave Olaf a tiny push to send him to the ground. As the two of us lay there, the kobold made a methodical, bloody path across every vital area on us. Olaf was down to 35% and I was at 41%.

      Olaf tried unsuccessfully to ward off the kobold’s continual slashes long enough to drink a potion. Alizia and Decrona weren’t doing much better. A scan of my inventory produced nothing but a lone healing potion and empty vials. The way things were going, I’d almost definitely need the potion later; right now, I needed something else.

      I swung my sword wildly in a circle, which naturally missed, but it did ward the tiny terror off long enough to give Olaf time to drink his potion. He still splashed a good quarter of it on the ground, but it was progress.

      “God, I am so stupid,” Olaf said. “I’m a Thief now.” He pulled out another potion and then disappeared from view.

      Unfortunately, the potion didn’t disappear with him. The kobold seemed to fly as he ran up what had to be the invisible side of Olaf. A red 3 floated out as his tiny sword scraped flesh and then crashed into the bottom of the vial spilling its contents down Olaf’s now visible side.

      Decrona pointed toward him and cast a spell. “No, Olaf, if anyone is stupid, it’s me. You shouldn’t have to waste potions when you have a healer.”

      “Yup, you’re definitely with stupid all the time, Deccy.” Alizia lined up her strike and swung hard at the kobold as he raced by. Her club sailed directly into Decrona, knocking her to the ground and ruining her spell.

      Seeing Olaf’s and Decrona’s abilities in action, I cursed myself as I remembered that I now had new abilities too. I tried casting Heat on the kobold; however, with him darting around I couldn’t get a target. When I tried casting on an area instead, the kobold noticed the red-green energy on my fingers and rushed me, interrupting the spell. I tried switching to Regrowth, but the kobold easily interrupted that as well. I fervently prayed that one of my groupmates could find some sort of item or ability that could stop him.

      As Decrona tried to rise, Alizia accidentally hit her again as the kobold raced past. The kobold turned his sights back to Olaf, rightfully judging him to be the greatest threat. With my skills and inventory producing nothing useful, I realized I’d have to find something in the surroundings to stop the wee brute.

      The plain was completely flat, so it was easy to see around. Some branches would’ve been nice to trip him with, but since the only branches would be near the bushes behind us, and with the hairballs likely contained within, I wasn’t going anywhere near there. The happily chirping crowd of kobolds were another possibility. If I could grab one of them, I might be able to toss him at the other one, but as fast as this one was, the last thing we needed was to add more of them to the fight. The only other objects lying around were Alizia’s discarded healing potions.

      I reached down and grabbed one of them, but as soon as I did, he turned his attention back on me and made it completely impossible to get it near my lips. In frustration, I tossed the potion at the wee bastard. While I knew it wouldn’t do anything to him, besides make him a little sticky, I figured it’d be at least a tiny moral victory—if I somehow managed to hit him. As I flicked my wrist to toss it at where I guessed the kobold would be, I stopped at the last second as a sudden burst of inspiration hit me and instead aimed in front of him.

      My aim was perfect as the vial of thick red liquid skidded across the ground, shattering and spreading its contents in a long path. The kobold stopped for a split second to find the source of the noise, and on finding it, let out a howling laugh of delight and sprinted toward me.

      He made it a few steps before his tiny feet hit the sticky liquid and were pulled out from under him. As he skidded to a halt in front of me, my immediate instinct was to slash down, but another inspiration hit me, and instead I clamped my foot down on its back. The kobold’s tiny muscles squirmed at an unbelievable rate, but my weight was too much, and he stayed firmly under my boot.

      Looking down at the small, helpless being, I felt sorry for him. I considered letting him go, but as soon as I bent over to speak, he spit directly into my mouth. My natural self-defense mechanism took over, and I slashed down, accidentally hitting his throat for a Vital Strike of 67! I stared at the huge number in disbelief, not sure how it could be that high, until I remembered Decrona mentioning how weak they were. Inspect confirmed he only had a 3 in Armor Class.
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      Olaf let out a ragged cheer. Alizia picked herself off the ground and swung at Decrona again for “good luck.” Her blow intentionally missed by a mile, but it still drew an angry glare.

      “Too soon?” Alizia asked.

      Decrona growled at her. “Well done, Horus. I was about to suggest that, but this loud-mouthed ignoramus once again got in my way.”

      “Who’re you calling an orangutan? And you got in my way, you arrogant windbag.” Alizia punched Decrona’s shoulder hard.

      I grabbed Alizia and held her back while Olaf did the same with Decrona.

      “Would you two stop this?” Olaf asked. “We need to focus on the task at hand.”

      Decrona seemed about to offer Alizia a retort, but one quick scan of our faces and she stopped. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      Alizia bit her lip. “Me too. Won’t happen again.”

      “Good,” Olaf said as he wiped a bead of sweat from his eyes. “So, seeing as we cannot count on the next one falling for that, and it does not look like we have anything else that will work on them, I think we should head somewhere else.”

      Alizia scratched her chin and stared hard at him. “Who are you, and what have you done with Olaf the Brave?”

      Olaf shrugged. “I would like to remain Olaf the Brave and not become Olaf the Deceased, thank you very much. They are just too fast for us to hit.”

      Another kobold separated from the pack and hopped forward.

      “I think if Alizia and I don’t get in each other’s way this time, we’ll be fine,” Decrona said. “Remember your new skills, everyone.”

      “Agreed,” Alizia chirped as the kobold performed what must have been their pre-fight, elaborate bow. “We got this—eh, how exactly?”

      The kobold pointed his axe toward the group. “My name is Kobie Kobold II. You have killed my father. Prepare to respawn!”

      Decrona looked like she was about to reveal a plan but was cut off as the kobold sprinted in front of her and whacked both her ankles in succession with his tiny axe. She howled as the twin 5s floated up. The rest of the group tried to form into a circle around the kobold, but after he caught each of us in succession, our formation developed into a hopping mess.

      When the kobold easily interrupted Decrona’s attempt at a spell, a lightbulb went on in Alizia’s mind. “I Shout at you, you red midget of stupid!”

      The kobold immediately turned in mid-stab on my shin and sped toward Alizia. He landed at least seven blows on her in the time it took me to decide what to do now that I wasn’t being hit. I shouldn’t have felt too bad, as Decrona and Olaf didn’t do anything immediately either. With him dancing in a close circle around and on Alizia, I was too afraid to attack, as I was just as likely to hit her as him. Using Heat would’ve been similarly problematic. The only thing left was Regrowth. I tossed it on her at the same time that Decrona landed her own Lesser Heal.

      Alizia’s HPs shot up to 100%. “Good job, guys. You’re keeping me alive like pros, so I can—I Shout at you, kobold—now maybe you could do something to stop him from hitting me. Like maybe kill it?”

      Olaf took a tentative stab toward the whirling kobold but pulled back at the last second before his blade connected with Alizia’s elbow. “How, exactly? While this does keep the kobold in one area, he is still too fast to hit.”

      Decrona tossed another Lesser Heal on Alizia taking her back to 100%. “Aha! I’ve got it. Horus caused the last one to slip on a slick puddle of healing potion—why don’t we do the same?” She summoned a potion and handed it to Olaf. “Sprinkle this underneath her.”

      “Such a waste,” Alizia said. “I can’t look . . . No really, I can’t look. The bastard got my eyes.” The blue, white glow of Decrona’s spell covered her body. “Ahhh, much better.”

      Olaf popped the cork and spread it in a circle around Alizia.

      The red blur that marked the kobold coalesced into his tiny form on top of Alizia’s shield. He stared down at the pool, smirked and continued speeding around her body while not touching the ground. He changed up his attacks, focusing on her knees. Thirty seconds later, Alizia screamed and toppled forward. The kobold hopped off her onto the ground three feet outside of the puddle and laughed at us.

      With Alizia face down and not able to offer any sort of defense, he peppered her neck and other vital areas for extra damage. By the time Alizia stood up, Decrona was down to 50% MPs, and I wasn’t much better at 37%, due to my smaller mana pool.

      “Should I open another potion?” Olaf asked.

      Decrona bit her lip. “No. He’ll only do the same thing again.”

      Olaf barely missed giving Alizia a second belly button. “Then what?”

      Seeing Olaf’s attack made me realize that trying to hit the tiny brute with weapons was pointless and would more than likely be counterproductive. He was just too fast to properly aim at. But what if we didn’t need to aim to hit him?

      “Decrona, what was that spell you cast earlier?” I asked. “The one that wasn’t a heal.”

      “I’m not going to say the name, as it will make Alizia laugh, and we need her focused. It’s a direct damage spell designed as an introduction for Mages who want to go into the two damage sub-classes of Elemental Mage and Dark Mage when they hit level twenty-five. Even though it’s far outstripped by every damage spell Mages get, many high-level Mages still use it due to its unique aggro-lowering component.”

      “So, it only hits one spot—like an arrow, then?” I asked.

      Decrona cast another Lesser Heal. “Actually, it covers a small area at a maximum range of about eight feet. I believe that effect was only added to introduce players to ‘cone spells.’”

      “Could you move back to maximum range?”

      Olaf bit his lip. “But won’t he hit Alizia too?”

      I used Inspect on the kobold to make sure that Kobie I wasn’t unusually weak for his race and was relieved to find that Kobie II had a similarly low number of HPs at 63 and an even lower AC of two. His resists were all zeroes. “Yes,” I said. “But we can heal her.”

      The kobold’s ears perked up and he turned to attack Decrona, but Alizia used Shout, and he resumed his assault on her.

      “Alizia, do you agree with this plan?” Olaf asked.

      “Well, before the plan, I’m getting hit mercilessly. After the plan is done, I won’t be hit anymore.” Alizia used Shout on Kobie II. “Yeah, do it. But I want it on record that this is the only time it’s OK for Deccy to hit me.”

      Decrona nodded from about eight feet away and a blue, white energy began to flow from her fingertips. Her hand spun in a circular motion for about two seconds before shooting forward and releasing a shiny, sparkly blast that covered the entirety of Alizia’s body and stopped about a foot behind her. Alizia let out a scream as a red 20 floated off her, taking her from 97% to 74%. The kobold took a 23—probably due to his lower resists—but more importantly, he fell to the ground on his back.

      I summoned my bow and Decrona readied another blast, but Olaf was already on top of it. His plunged his dagger below the neck for 43!
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      Decrona canceled her second attack spell to cast a succession of Lesser Heals on Alizia and bring her back to 100%.

      “We should loot those two now,” I said.

      “Not before we cover more important things,” Alizia said.

      Olaf stared at her in surprise. “What can be more important than loot?”

      “What’s the name of that spell Deccy wouldn’t tell us?” Alizia smirked.

      “Now isn’t a good time,” Decrona said. “Perhaps later, when we’re safely back in town.”

      Alizia tapped her foot. “I just let you blast me in the face. You owe it to me.”

      Decrona sighed. “Fine. It’s called Magic Sparkle Attack. Now, can we focus before the next one comes forth?”

      Olaf deftly ran behind Alizia and pushed her up before she fell to the ground in uncontrollable laughter. “It’s sparkly like your—No, it’s an attack on your—glittery . . . So stupid! No, don’t sparkle me to death, little girl . . . Oh, it’s too perfect. That spell just says everything you need to know about Deccy.”

      Before I could kneel to loot our kill, three more kobolds hopped forward from the pack.

      “I thought they only fought one at a time?” Olaf asked.

      The trio of kobolds performed their pre-fight, elaborate bows. In unison, they all raised their identical curved swords and pointed them toward us. “Our names are Kobie Kobold III. You have killed our father. Prepare to respawn!”
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      Before they could take off, Decrona waved her hands at them frantically, and they stopped as one and nodded. “Doesn’t kobold honor dictate you only fight one at a time?”

      The kobolds grinned, revealing their sharp though surprisingly pearly-white teeth. “We were born as one, and we fight as one. Now, prepare to respawn!” They charged in unison.

      Alizia used Shout and one of the kobolds came for her, while the other two liberally sprinkled hits on the rest of our group. Olaf tumbled to the ground after the duo landed synchronized blows to his kneecaps, his dagger spilling from his hands. Decrona dropped to her knees as her fifth spell attempt fizzled out almost before it had begun. I gave up hitting them with my bow and switched to my sword, trying to draw them off Decrona so she could cast rather than hit them, but the only thing I managed was a slight trimming of the grass.

      Alizia shouted at the one giving Decrona the most trouble and he immediately ran toward the giant; however, a couple of seconds later the first one broke off Alizia and took over his brother’s role, interrupting Decrona. Alizia’s next Shout drew him back, but she lost aggro on the second one soon after.

      Down to 35%, I desperately searched for some idea on how to change the situation, but without any time to get my bearings or focus, the best I could come up with was to stumble forward instead of backward. In doing so, I inadvertently fell into the slick potion puddle from before. My heart leapt at the thought of the kobolds following me into the liquid and suffering the same fate as their grandfather. I quickly spun around and was disappointed to find two of them standing on the other side of the pool, staring at me. They took off their loose, flowing caps and bowed to me as if saying, “Nice try,” before reversing course and resuming their assault on my friends.

      Not wanting to waste the brief respite from attack, I summoned a potion, but one of them must have seen what I was doing. He took the time to make his way around the small pool and slapped the potion from my hand. The thick liquid spilled out, extending the pool to the right. If Alizia had seen the waste, she would’ve burst into tears. Had I remembered it was a minor healing potion, and not one of the cheaper, lesser ones, I probably would’ve as well.

      The potion was my last one. I was down to 29%, and the rest of the group was about the same. Decrona still had some mana, but with the two loose kobolds continually interrupting her, she might as well have been empty. Alizia tried her best to keep shouting, in the hopes that she could get at least two of them on her, but without being able to hit them or do anything else to generate aggro, it wasn’t enough to hold their attention for long. Olaf swung wildly, but the kobolds were too smart and stayed behind him or to his sides.

      “Does anyone have any more potions?” I asked.

      “Yes, I have one more,” Olaf said. “But all my attempts to use them have resulted in failure. The kobolds are too smart and will break them as soon as they see them. I do not want to risk summoning another.”

      Decrona cursed as another attempt at a spell was interrupted. “Agreed. If I lose one more, I will have already run through all the money I earned from the errands I ran for my contacts yesterday.”

      Alizia used Shout again. “Don’t look at me. I’m a potion connoisseur and am not going to waste a single drop.”

      “How many do you have?” I asked. “I have a plan.”

      “Don’t matter. I ain’t wasting ’em.”

      “Alizia! We know you have a lot, and we cannot afford to waste our last ones,” Olaf said. “If we all die, it will cost much more than those few potions did.”

      Alizia grumbled as she switched her shield for a potion and held it out of the reach of the kobold. “Fine. What is the plan?”

      One of the kobolds began slashing all over my body. I crossed my arms over my face, so I could focus enough to relay my idea. “To your left is the spot where we sprinkled the potion under you to try to get the last kobold to slip up. I spilled one of mine next to it.”

      Alizia hopped to the left to have a look. “Got it.”

      “I need you to drop yours to extend it farther into a complete circle. Try to make it as wide as possible.”

      She tossed it up like a basketball, and it crashed down about four feet from where mine had landed. The area now looked like a circular moat with a thin strip of land leading to a potionless center area about four feet wide.

      “Great,” I said peering through my fingers. “Now toss one more to complete the circle. Try to leave the center area clear, though.”

      Alizia cursed. “Fine, but you’re paying me double for these.” She summoned another and tossed it.

      The potion wobbled a bit as it flew and landed only a foot from her last shot. I was already dreading the argument when I asked her to break another, but just then I noticed the thick liquid continued to expand, pooling well past the area of the last shattered potion and continuing on to complete the circle. There was still a small clear area at the center, about three feet wide, due to a slight incline.

      “Great,” Alizia said unenthusiastically. “Now what?”

      Olaf disappeared, and a few seconds later, after the thud of a long jump, reappeared in the center. “Now we all move here and make silly faces at the kobolds.”

      Alizia skipped as she made her way to the center of the pool, not even seeming to notice as the kobold on her hit her repeatedly. Before she took her last, long step, she shook herself hard to toss off her unwanted guest and hopped over. The kobold landed hard on his back, got up, and began running in circles around the potion pool to get to her. Decrona and I had a much harder time, falling no fewer than two times apiece, but eventually we made the long leap across. As I checked my HPs, I realized I was down to 5% and Decrona was little better.

      Seeing Decrona cast Lesser Heals at the group reminded me I now had a heal of my own. Fortunately, I had enough mana left for one Regrowth, and more importantly, none of the kobolds could get to me to interrupt the spell. Olaf and Alizia collapsed to the ground, with Olaf letting out a long sigh of relief. Decrona continued casting Lesser Heals on the group until she ran out of mana.

      All three of the Kobie IIIs circled the pool surrounding us, having evidently learned the lesson of their grandfather. My heart skipped a beat as the large pack of kobolds in the distance let out an angry cry, but my fears didn’t materialize when none of them advanced to join in. It must have been my imagination, but the pack seemed much larger than before.

      Alizia stood and patted Decrona on the back. “And now we wait for Deccy here to regain some mana, so she can spew forth death across ‘el poolo of potiono’, instead of her usual spewing forth of stuff that bores everyone to death.”

      I tried firing an arrow at the crimson blur of sprinting kobolds, but it missed wildly. “That should work. While we wait for her to regenerate mana, have you tried using Shout on them since we got in here?”

      “Won’t that make them come after us across that pool?” She scratched her chin.

      Olaf grinned. “Yes, but with their much smaller legs and fast speed, they will slip on the potion and then be at our mercy. Why do you think they are not coming across now?”

      Alizia’s eyes lit up. “Ohhhh. I thought it was because they’re allergic to the color red.”

      Olaf and I looked at the almost entirely red kobolds, looked at each other, and then looked back at the kobolds.

      “Right, well then,” Alizia said. “Hey, Kobie III—that Kobie III, you know which one of you I’m talking about. I Shout at your stupid, though stylish hat. It looks goofy, and I’m in no way hoping you drop it as loot in a much larger size.”

      One of the Kobies stopped in front of Alizia and hopped up and down in anger. “I will cut you until you respawn and dance on top of your corpse with my brothers!”

      He pointed his tiny sword at her and charged. His diminutive feet gave out from under him almost immediately, and he skidded toward us, coming to a halt against Alizia’s boot. Despite his dazed state, he raised his sword arm threateningly, the act diminished by his missing sword. Alizia’s club crashed into him a second after Olaf’s dagger landed between his eyes.

      
        
        
        You have gained 330 (300 +30 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,646/25,000 to next level.

        You have received -2 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -1,006 Plains Kobolds (Hated).

      

        

      

      Alizia squealed with delight. “Another! Hey, other Kobie III. No, not you, the other other one. I Shout at your unfortunate though unattractive skin condition.”

      Another Kobie stopped his nonstop circling of the pool, hopped in anger and sprinted toward Alizia. This time Alizia’s blow landed first.

      
        
        
        You have gained 330 (300 +30 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 1,976/25,000 to next level.

        You have received -2 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -1,008 Plains Kobolds (Hated).

      

        

      

      “Last Kobie, you’re stupid and I Shout at you!”

      Another angry hop, failed dash across the slippery pool, and kobold corpse.

      
        
        
        You have gained 330 (300 +30 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 2,306/25,000 to next level.

        You have received -2 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -1,010 Plains Kobolds (Hated).

        Olaf has looted Kobie Kobold III.

        You have received 2 silver and 3 copper as your share of the loot (out of 9 silver and 4 copper).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: String.

        Olaf has looted Kobie Kobold III.

        You have received 2 silver and 4 copper as your share of the loot (out of 9 silver and 1 copper).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Toy Weapon.

        Olaf has looted Kobie Kobold III.

        You have received 1 silver and as your share of the loot (out of 3 silver and 9 copper).

      

        

      

      Either kobolds reached maturity at a very early age and reproduced like rabbits, or the entire pack of them happened to use the same name, as the process was repeated several more times with a higher increment of “Kobie” presented to us in succession. None of the kobolds could figure out how to get to us. To their credit, each did try something different, but they either failed in trying to cross, got picked off by a lucky shot from my bow, or ran into Decrona’s sparkly spells.

      Alizia gave up on adding any flair and was only saying “Shout” to get their attention. She barely put any force behind her blow to finish off Kobie XII. Afterwards, I checked my notifications and had advanced three points in both Inspect and Bows.

      
        
        
        You have gained 330 (300 +30 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 5,276/25,000 to next level.

        You have received -2 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -1,028 Plains Kobolds (Hated).

        Decrona has looted Kobie Kobold XII.

        You have received 2 silver and 3 copper as your share of the loot (out of 9 silver and 4 copper).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Rotten Meat and a Pebble.

      

        

      

      Kobie the XIII came forth and bowed.

      Alizia yawned. “Why don’t we make this interesting?”

      Decrona began casting a spell. “I don’t know what you mean, but I should probably start weeping now. No!”

      “Come on, Deccy,” Alizia whined. “Just let me borrow your sling for a second. You’re not even using it. I promise to give it back in mostly the same condition, and I won’t tell a single joke about your hair for a whole week.”

      Decrona’s spell fizzled as she reflexively reached to put her hand through her long, straight hair. “You’ve never made a joke about my hair before; it’s perfect. As a matter of fact, it’s probably the only thing about me you haven’t insulted.”

      Alizia shrugged. “And I’ll continue that tradition if you let me have your sling.”

      “No!”

      Alizia stomped her feet. “Fine! I’ll just have to go with option number two.” Alizia’s shield disappeared in a puff of smoke and was replaced by an empty vial. “Ta-da.”

      Olaf stared at the vial skeptically. “Did you drink all your healing potions? Or did you have another type of potion in mind and summoned an empty instead?”

      Alizia held the empty vial aloft like it was a championship trophy. “Nope. This’s the one, but you’re on the right track. I don’t need to do damage; I only need it to do this.” She flung the vial hard toward the pack of kobolds a hundred feet away.

      The vial sailed completely over them by at least twenty-five feet, landing with a crash. Our group, as well as the pack of kobolds, was so bewildered that no one reacted when she summoned a second empty vial. This time the vial crashed to the right of the pack, barely clipping one of them on the side. It didn’t do any damage, but it did make them angry.

      The pack charged forward, drawing their finger-sized weapons as they moved. If anyone had arrived at that moment and seen the three-foot wide red blur approaching us, they’d have thought we were about to be overwhelmed by some sort of red mist and not an angry pack of diminutive monsters.

      Alizia clapped. “My job here is done.”

      Decrona wept into her own hands. “You idiot. Now we have aggro on all of them.”

      “Which should make this faster. No more waiting for them to do that stupid bowing thing.”

      Decrona pointed to the receding Sun (or whatever they called their equivalent of the Sun). “Before, we could jump to the far side of this pool and make a break for the bushes where the kobolds wouldn’t follow us. You know, in case it got late and we needed to go back to town to sleep? That is, unless you thought to learn the Camping skill and brought a tent, so we can sleep out here. Do you know the Camping skill?”

      Alizia shook her head. “Nope. But with them all in a big pack like that circling us, you should have an easy time spraying your magic sparkly thingy and taking out bunches of ’em.”

      “That stopped working four Kobies ago.” Decrona cast her spell across the pool and the pack changed their course to go around it.

      “Well, then I’ll just have to Shout faster then.” She summoned her shield and turned to the pack. “I Shout at you Kobie the XIII!”

      Five kills later, the blur of the pack didn’t seem to be any smaller. She shouted at the sixth one, and it dutifully charged across the pool. However, this one took a few steps to the right first, focusing on a path that several of his predecessors had chosen, taking most of the slick potion with them. He made the journey perfectly well until the last step. He stumbled slightly, and Alizia lowered her shield to the ground right in front of him. Kobie XIX crashed into it, and Olaf stabbed him in the back for 53! as he tried to rise.

      
        
        
        You have gained 330 (300 +30 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 6,926/25,000 to next level.

        You have received -2 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -1,038 Plains Kobolds (Hated).

        Olaf has looted Kobie Kobold XIX.

        You have received 2 silver as your share of the loot (out of 8 silver).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: a Pebble and Toy Weapon.

      

        

      

      Decrona barked a manic laugh. “And now what do we do? Make jokes about their hair?”

      Alizia looked at the pack as one of them stopped and stared at the path Kobie XIX had taken. The kobold’s fanged grin produced the only response we were likely to get from our tank. “Eeep!”

      Leaping into action, I did what should’ve been obvious and summoned a potion. It was only as it left my hand that I noticed it was almost completely empty. My heart sank when it crashed to the ground. The tiny drop of liquid inside wouldn’t be nearly enough to cover up the cleared path that the fallen kobolds had made, and my worst fear was confirmed when the kobold easily made it halfway. As he reached my shattered vial, he suddenly stopped, and then hopped back. A white 5 floated up soon after. I wasn’t sure why, until another empty vial crashed in the space behind him, covering the path with shards of glass. The kobold hopped forward as Olaf tossed another, taking 6 a second later. Forced to slow to human speed to avoid the shards, Alizia and Decrona were easily able to finish him off before he almost reached the other side.

      
        
        
        You have unlocked the Throwing Weapons skill!

        You have gained 330 (300 +30 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 7,256/25,000 to next level.

        You have received -2 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -1,040 Plains Kobolds (Hated).

      

        

      

      Alizia summoned an empty vial. “Jeez. What do they make these out of? Old swords?”

      Decrona smirked. “Normal household glass, more than likely. It’s only that with the kobold’s low defense and small size, the shards harm them quite a bit more than us.” She pointed at the fallen kobold. “To put it another way, compare that large shard in front of him with his head right behind it.”

      Alizia peered through her fingers to measure them out. “It’s slightly bigger than his head.”

      “Right. Now imagine a shard of glass as big as your head.”

      Alizia jumped in surprise. “Wowie. I’m surprised it doesn’t one-shot them.”

      Another kobold, identified as Kobie Kobold LXI, stopped in front of the path but hopped back after he took a 3 from a shard the size of my thumb. My arrow sailed over his head before he sprinted off to rejoin the red swirl of his sprinting kinsman.

      “Darn,” Alizia said. “Oh well, back to the old-fashioned way. Hey Kobie XXI, I Shout at you. You’re red and stuff.”

      After he fell, Alizia was about to open her mouth for another Shout, but I motioned her to stop. “I’ve got an idea. Everyone, pull out your empties.”

      Decrona glanced at the kobold and then stared at the vials. “Ahh, you want us to cover up the other paths that are starting to show up.”

      “No, I want to aim at the pack.”

      I lobbed one into the circle of sprinting kobolds and was rewarded with an abundance of 1s, 2s, 3s, and 4s. The rest of the group joined in to similar results, finishing off a couple of kobolds in the process. Unfortunately, on the next pass the kobolds extended a wider path to avoid the new shards. We tossed the next round farther and took out three more, but once again they extended their circle. The pack’s pace got to the point I was afraid the wind they were generating would blow the shards away, so I called our throwing to a halt.

      Alizia summoned another twenty empty vials, to our disbelief. “Don’t look at me that way. I did not drink all of these. I picked up Alchemy and haven’t had time to try it out yet.” She grumbled as she distributed them to the group.

      “Thanks,” I said. “This time, I want everyone to aim a few feet over the pack. Then we’ll go back to aiming toward their center.”

      “I was just about to suggest that,” Decrona said as her first vial sailed over the pack. One of the kobolds stopped and made a dirty gesture at her.

      Alizia tossed three vials in the opposite direction from Decrona to cover that side. “I was about to suggest we toss you instead.”

      Decrona spun around and was about to crack her vial over Alizia’s head, when Olaf turned her ninety degrees. She scowled in Alizia's direction but eventually threw her vial hard against the ground over the kobolds, cursing under her breath the whole time. When I finished covering my direction, I performed a complete circuit of the field and threw out three more to be sure no space was clear.

      Satisfied, I nodded to the group, and they began throwing another batch, this time into the pack. The screams of the kobolds began on my second toss and grew louder from there. Our last tosses were mostly a waste, as by that point every kobold was on the ground screaming. A few of them survived by falling onto the bodies of others, but with nowhere to run, they were easy targets for us as we trudged through the bloody field.

      I was afraid the notifications that popped up might crash the system. Evidently, we’d all leveled somewhere in there and hadn’t noticed. As the wealth of repetitive information threatened to overwhelm me, I wished badly they had a summary for situations like this, and the notification abruptly stopped, shrinking into only a few simple messages.

      
        
        
        You have gained a total of 22,110 Experience Points (20,100 +2,010 Group Bonus) and a new Level!

        Welcome to Level 6! 4,366/40,000 to next level.

        You have received 1 skill choice on leveling!

        You have received 2 stat points on leveling!

        You have gained 19 Hit Points on leveling! 114/114 HP Total.

        You have gained 13 Magic Points on leveling! 78/78 MP Total.

        You have gained 8 Action Points on leveling! 48/48 AP Total.

        You have received -134 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -1,174 Plains Kobolds (Hated).

        Your group has looted various corpses.

        You have received 14 gold, 3 silver, 7 copper as your share of the loot (out of 53 gold, 15, silver, 35 copper).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Kobold Knapsack (x 27), String (x 6), Kobold Running Shoes, Rotten Meat (x 13), a Pebble (x 47), Toy Weapon (x 11), a Slice of Questionable Pie (x 8), and Glass Eye.

      

        

      

      Alizia demanded that Decrona not sell the Glass Eye, so she could “always keep an eye on her,” and Olaf asked for the Rotten Meat as he’d taken up cooking. It was the Kobold Running Shoes that really caught everyone’s eye.

      
        
        
        Item: Kobold Running Shoes

        Restrictions: Sprint Skill Required

        Slot: Feet

        Rarity: Rare

        AC: 3

        Stat Bonus: +2 DEX +2 AGI

        Special Abilities: +10 Non-Mounted Movement Speed

        Weight: 1 Pebble

        Description: Run like the wind! Or at least like a bigger, heavier kobold with no coordination, low stamina, and a gut that’s going to go away when you start going back to the gym in the next week or two . . . at least you’re going faster than you were before you put these babies on.

      

        

      

      Every single one of us jumped up and down as we read the description. When our excited chatter died down enough for us to actually understand each other, all but Decrona announced they were in on the roll for the shoes.

      “Now, now,” Decrona said. “We need to think of the good of the group for these.”

      Alizia put her arm on Decrona’s shoulder. “It’s good to see we agree on something, Deccy. It sure would help the group a lot if I could run faster, since I do most of our pulling.”

      Decrona pushed her arm off. “Mostly against the group’s consent. If anything, you need something to slow you down. No, I believe the best use of these would be for Olaf, so he can scout things out quicker with his Sneak skill.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Sounds good to me. I’m out.”

      Alizia didn’t say a word for several minutes as she stared into the distance. She abruptly spun around with a gigantic grin on her face. “Fine. Give ’em to him.”

      Decrona appraised Alizia’s face skeptically before handing the shoes over to Olaf, who immediately put the garish red shoes on and ran around the group in circles. The shoes didn’t give him the kobold’s superhuman running ability, but he was noticeably faster. Olaf was so enamored with his new toy that he didn’t even notice the cloud of dust in the distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lord Horus of the Kobolds

          

        

      

    

    
      A red cloud rapidly approached us. Unlike the one from the pack, this one was much taller. My best guess was that it was either another pack of kobolds standing on each other’s shoulders or some sort of giant kobold. Fortunately, the suspense was short lived, and someone arrived a few seconds after we finished tiptoeing back to the center of potion pool.

      Both my guesses as well as Alizia’s—that he was a kobold/hippopotamus hybrid that she called a “kobapotamus”—were immediately proven incorrect when our probable opponent stopped his charge inches away from the shards. Besides his similar red outfit, he was about as far away from a kobold as I could’ve imagined. Where the kobolds had knobby, scarlet skin to almost blend in with their red clothes, his skin was a smooth, alabaster white. And instead of the flowing cloth caps of the kobolds, his head bore a crown. His pointed ears betrayed his elven heritage and proved beyond any doubt that he was not a round-eared kobold.

      Decrona smiled earnestly at her fellow high elf. “Greetings, noble sir. Do you happen to know of any quests about in the area? We are adventurers who like to solve problems.”

      The crowned elf showed no emotion as Decrona spoke. “Why, I do so happen to have one. Find the people who killed my subjects. Oh, wait. You’ve already completed it. Your friend is wearing their shoes.” He pointed at Olaf before drawing his scepter. “The reward is death!”

      I used Inspect on him as his feet crinkled through the first few shards of glass. Just like our similarly sized group, the shards did little to slow his progress besides a few points of negligible damage.
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      Alizia somehow managed to pull up her club right before he barreled into her, but despite it being leveled right at him, she somehow missed. She, however, took 6 damage as she crashed into the shard-covered dirt on the other side of the group. The impact of the collision barely slowed him down as he darted left, sweeping his scepter into my legs to knock me to the ground. The king then darted right just as quickly to crack Decrona in the chest. His impossibly fast motion made it difficult for my brain to process all the information. The damage numbers seemed to be out of sync with the hits landing.

      When the king paused to land a flurry of blows, Olaf managed to get behind him—but the king moved a millisecond before my friend could slash his neck. Olaf instead caught Decrona in the shoulder, taking her down to 78%. The king didn’t even need to push Olaf to knock him the rest of the way into Decrona. The wind of his super-fast running did all the work for him. Olaf and Decrona tumbled to the ground in a heap of tangled limbs.

      Kobalathil laughed heartily as he made his rounds to punish us in order again. With my eyes plastered into the ground, I couldn’t see my friends directly, yet I could see their status bars slowly go down. We were fortunate that though he was fast, he didn’t do a whole lot on any individual blows. I guessed that my groupmates were taking most of their damage from the ground as they were knocked down again and again as they tried to rise—a hypothesis that was soon proven correct when I took my first points of damage after my initial fall, tried to crawl up, and was knocked back down.

      The only positive part of my second fall was that I could now at least see. Granted, the only things I could see were dirt, a small bit of the horizon, and a pair of blurry red shoes.

      “Aim for his shoes,” I said. “If we can damage them, he might lose his super-speed.”

      “I’ll try.” Olaf’s words were followed by a crash and grunt of pain.

      “I lost my club,” Alizia said, “but I’ll try to tickle them when he comes by.” Another crash came from her direction and her HPs lowered to 65%.

      “Don’t even bother trying to stand,” I said. “Just swipe at his feet.”

      Thirty seconds later, Decrona grunted for what seemed like the fiftieth time. “I’m trying but all my spells hit only air. He’s too fast. We need a different plan.”

      Alizia cursed. “I could try lulling him to sleep with my sultry siren’s song.”

      “Don’t,” Decrona groaned. “We’re in enough pain as it is.”

      I barely managed to keep my grip on my bow as the arrow flowed harmlessly through the spot where I was sure his feet would be. The king gave another one of those haughty, insufferable laughs that echoed across the landscape. As I raised my head to curse, I caught our status bars again. My curse stuck in my mouth.

      “Has anyone taken any damage since you stopped trying to get up?” I asked.

      Decrona and Alizia said “yes” in unison.

      “Me too,” Olaf said. “His mace cracked me twice in the midsection. It took the wind out of me. I even had Sneak on the second time, but he saw through it or remembered where I was.”

      “And did you happen to notice the damage numbers from any of those hits?” I asked.

      Everyone was silent for a good twenty seconds before Olaf responded. “You’re right. My HPs haven’t moved.”

      “My HPs have actually gone up a point from natural regeneration,” Alizia said.

      “Mine too!” Decrona said.

      The blurry form of the king’s shoes approached again. This time I tossed my bow directly at it, and as expected, it passed right through him. A hearty laugh immediately followed.

      “Definitely an illusion,” I said. “Everyone, stay down. I have a theory.” I closed my eyes and pushed myself up. I strongly suspected the illusion was knocking us down not through any kind of force, but by taking advantage of our assumption of his next actions. The laughter was getting steadily closer, and I focused harder and harder on how the darting king was not real, until he was only a few feet away.

      “Fall down!” the king said from much farther away.

      I moved toward the new direction of his voice. As I got closer, the wind began to blow directly at me, growing stronger with each step. At thirty feet away, I tried to summon my bow, but nothing happened. I’d forgotten I’d already thrown it at him. The force grew exponentially stronger at ten feet away. There was no way I’d be able to able to get in range to use my sword. It took everything in me to just keep standing. My attempts at spellcasting were a complete failure. I could barely get through the first motion with my fingers before the whipping wind blew them off course.

      “Everyone close your eyes so the illusion can’t affect you, and then walk toward the sound of my voice,” I said. “He seems to have some sort of wind attack that gets stronger the closer you get.”

      “If we do that, will you give us candy—or better yet, healing potions?” Alizia asked.

      “The Kobold King is right in front of me,” I said. “And he told me he’s actually an animatronic piñata full of candy and healing potions.”

      “Goodie! And I just found my club too.”

      I spouted mostly gibberish until the group’s voices got so close I could feel Olaf’s breath beside me.

      “So, how many potions does he have inside of him?” Alizia asked.

      I grinned. “Lots. I hear he even has one that tastes like passion fruit.”

      “Ooooh. That’s my favorite flavor.”

      My mental self-congratulation was short lived, as Decrona let out a scream. My breath caught when her HPs shot down to 61%.

      “I’m neither a king nor a piñata,” Decrona said between curses.

      “Sorry,” Alizia said. “You both look alike.”

      “We’re not even the same gender!”

      “Like there’s a difference on elves,” Alizia said.

      “How can you even tell what we look like? Your eyes are supposed to be closed.”

      Alizia giggled. “They are. I swear it was an accident.”

      I rushed toward the sound of Alizia’s voice as fast as the wind would allow and grabbed her. “I need you to move straight ahead.” I gave her a friendly push.

      She began to move, and I risked peeking a few seconds later. As expected, she’d turned almost ninety degrees, so I rushed toward her and corrected her course.

      “Horus, I didn’t know you felt that way,” Alizia said.

      I gave her another push. “I don’t—I mean I like you as a . . . Just walk forward until you can’t anymore.”

      I peeked again, and this time she was walking straight ahead. The form of the king came charging past her with his mace held high to bury it in my skull. I trusted my logic, not what I was seeing, and closed my eyes before the blow landed. A slight breeze blew over me, but I felt nothing else.

      “Alizia, stay where you are for now. Olaf, make some noise.”

      Olaf complied, and I moved toward him. I hazarded opening my eyes quickly to get my bearings and gave him a push. “Now move forward until the wind stops you.”

      “Will do!” Olaf said.

      Unlike Alizia, Olaf went exactly where I wanted him. I repeated the process with Decrona and then made my way forward. We were positioned in a semi-circle with the king in front, right on the edge of the plain, before the bushes.

      “Now what?” Alizia asked from the far left. “I can’t even raise my arm to smack him.”

      “Nor can I complete a spell,” Decrona said closer to my left.

      “It’s real wind,” Olaf said to my right. “So Sneak doesn’t help.”

      I opened my eyes for just long enough to use Inspect and found my plan was working. The constant casting of what looked to be a channeled spell along with the illusion had taken him down to 47/500 MP. “Keep trying to press forward,” I said.

      “Now hold on there,” the king said. “Why don’t we strike a deal instead?”

      
        
        
        Quest: I Dub Thee Lord Horus of the Plains Kobolds

        Description: King Kobalathil Kobold I has offered to make you a baron in his kingdom.

        Completion Objective: Let King Kobalathil Kobold I go.

        Reward: Title: Kobold Baron

      

        

      

      “Ooh,” Alizia said. “I’ve always wanted to be a baroness. What type of castle do I get, and where are my subjects? Also, where’s the gold in this deal? I’ll need it to commission my noble portrait and decorate my new castle. Tapestries aren’t cheap, ya know.”

      “Kobolds don’t build castles or much of anything permanent; they’re nomadic,” the king said. “Err . . . I mean, yes. You’ll get a very large castle with lots of gold for tapestries.” The king’s voiced seemed to be slowly moving away as he spoke.

      “Yippee! Now just let up on this wind, so I can get close enough to accept—”

      “Alizia, no!” Decrona screamed.

      Another scream came from my left.

      “My God,” Olaf said. “Alizia, stop hitting Decrona and focus on the boss.”

      “That wasn’t me,” Alizia said. “Must have been the Kobold King hitting her.”

      “I wasn’t hit,” Decrona said. “Horus, Olaf, are you both all right?”

      I could see the group’s status bars even with my eyes closed, and since none of us had taken any damage, I risked peeking. The king was nowhere in sight, but I figured out his location when another scream came from the bushes a hundred feet away.

      “Open your eyes, guys,” I said. “I don’t think we need to worry about his illusions.”

      I pointed them toward the bushes. Upon arrival, we found King Kobalathil Kobold pinned down by two furball tentacles while an illusion of him frantically darted back and forth trying in vain to convince the mindless monster that it should be falling over.

      “Should we just leave him here to his fate?” Olaf asked. “It seems fitting.”

      Alizia took a few more practice swings as Decrona desperately backpedaled to get out of her reach. “Nuh-uh. I want revenge for him running out on our deal.”

      “This is basically free experience, and I’d imagine he has at least one good item on him.” Decrona summoned her sling.

      Olaf nodded and made his way toward the king. Before he could stab him, a sudden idea hit me, and I yelled for him to stop.

      “Don’t kill the king yet. If we kill him, that will free the furball’s tentacles and we won’t be able to get to his corpse to loot.” A second later, the furball’s third tentacle made an appearance and pulled Olaf to the ground.

      The furball yanked the thrashing king into the blue pulsating mass at its center. When the king got half an arm’s length away from it, the blue mass separated in the middle and opened to form a mouth. The king’s face went in first, sparing us from hearing his screams.

      “But if we kill the furball, the king will be free again,” Decrona said.

      “So what,” Alizia said between swings of her club. “Then it’s piñata time again!”

      “Take the king down to a sliver, then kill the furball, and then finish off the king.”

      “Could you perhaps hurry?” Olaf asked as he slid across the ground.

      “No time for piñatas. We’ve got to save baldie.” Alizia smacked the king’s legs and lower torso—the only portions of him still exposed in the mindless monster’s mouth. Decrona and I rushed to help her and in about a minute had him down to 3%. We moved to the furball. With its tentacles occupied, it had no other defenses and quickly went down.

      The furball’s mouth dropped open, and the king slid out onto the ground. He was so disoriented that he offered no resistance. Alizia celebrated the king’s defeat by closing her eyes and taking a few whacks at his corpse.

      “That’s very disrespectful,” Decrona said. “He was royalty after all.”

      “You’re only saying that because he looks like you. Besides, Horus mentioned he has potions in him,” Alizia said.

      “Horus only said that to motivate you to attack him,” Decrona said. “The king will not break open and reveal potions or candy.”

      I nodded in confirmation.

      Alizia stopped whacking the fallen king, shrugged, and then went back to hitting him.

      Decrona sighed and knelt over the furball.

      
        
        
        Decrona has looted a Blue Furball.

        You have received 1 silver as your share of the loot (out of 6 silver).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: a Furball Tentacle and Furball Liver.

      

        

      

      Unfortunately, both items were used in trade skills and not useful to anyone. Since it didn’t look like Alizia would be slowing down anytime soon to give us a chance to loot the king, I decided to check out my notifications from the recent battle.

      
        
        
        You have failed the Quest: I Dub Thee Lord Horus of the Plains Kobolds.

        You have gained 1 skill point in Inspect! 15/25

        You have gained a total of 9,130 (8,300 +830 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 13,496/40,000 to next level.

        You have received -2,000 Faction with the Plains Kobolds! Total: -3,174 Plains Kobolds (Despised).

      

        

      

      Olaf finally had enough and yanked Alizia’s signpost/club from her hand.

      “You may have this back when we finish looting,” Olaf said.

      The pout didn’t quite look right on Alizia’s giant face. “No fair. You didn’t take Decrona’s sling away when she kept pelting that slug I was trying to loot last week.”

      “That is because it wasn’t dead.”

      “It was mostly dead, so I should’ve been able to mostly loot it. Besides, those things move so slow it’s not like anyone can really tell when they’re actually dead anyway.”

      Olaf grumbled something about notifications and status bars under his breath.

      Taking advantage of the distraction, Decrona slid around the back of Alizia and leaned down to the battered form of the former king. Now that he was dead, I wondered if there was a new king of the kobolds or if we’d finished off his entire kingdom. The possibility that Alizia was now their queen—as she’d delivered the finishing blow— crossed my mind, but I had no idea how kobolds chose a new ruler.

      
        
        
        Decrona has looted King Kobalathil Kobold I.

        You have received 1 gold as your share of the loot (out of 4 gold).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Bronze Scepter of Authority.

      

        

      

      “Oooh, a scepter!” Alizia squealed. “I’ve always wanted to be a queen. I’ve already got a headdress to be my crown, and with the scepter my look will be complete. Now to find a tribe that will take me. Say, can we track some more kobolds down? They have a vacancy.”

      “Alizia, have not you won enough lately?” Olaf asked. “Perhaps it is time for someone else to take this one.”

      “But I’m the only one who uses maces, and it has Charisma on it.” Alizia looked the normally docile Olaf in the eyes and when he didn’t back down, she let out a sigh. “Fine, as long as they take up blunt weapons too.”

      
        
        
        Item: Bronze Scepter of Authority

        Slot: Main Hand

        Rarity: Rare

        Damage: 9-13

        Speed Rating: 4

        Stat Bonus: +1 WIS +2 CHA

        Weight: 11 Pebbles

        Description: The perfect accessory to show off your authority or to make subjects realize your authority if they start to get uppity with you.

      

        

      

      When my mind began to go back and forth on the damage compared to the speed, the game helpfully converted those two numbers into a ratio to compare it to my Family Heirloom. The scepter did 2.25 damage per second—going up to 2.31 when my Dexterity and Strength factored in—and my sword had a 1.5 base damage per second and 1.55 after stats. Quite the jump, but since I was going for the Archer class, I’d primarily be using a bow.

      “I don’t want the scepter,” I said.

      “I do not as well,” Olaf said. “My trainer said Sneak Attack will only work with swords or piercing weapons.”

      Decrona distractedly stared at the corpse, and I could barely hear her mumble, “Out.”

      Alizia clapped her hands. “Gimmeee!”

      Decrona reluctantly handed the item over, evidently so she could go back to staring at the corpse even though it was now fading into the ground.

      “Decrona,” I said. “Is everything all right?”

      Decrona jumped back as she finally noticed my waving hand. “Hmm . . . Oh, yes. My apologies. I just got a message from one of my contacts who says he has some more info.”

      Alizia pretended to put on glasses and then write in an imaginary book. “Interesting. The patient has begun to see her books as people and has for some reason assigned them to the male gender. Be sure to continue monitoring her and not leave her alone with any books, especially if there’s dim lighting and romantic music.”

      “Is it about Nyytro?” I asked. “Has your contact found him?”

      “Nyytro? I’m not sure. My guy will only tell me the specifics in person, as he’s paranoid about Pyrite reading our messages. When we reach the city, I’m going directly to him. Don’t wait up for me at the inn tonight. I may not make it back until it’s late. I’d like to consult a few of my other contacts as well.”

      Alizia looked up from her imaginary book. “And what will you do if your contact is checked out from the library? Will you cheat on him with a thesaurus?”

      Olaf burst out into laughter and then apologized. For once, Decrona managed to shut out Alizia’s silliness. I desperately hoped she was finally learning to ignore Alizia and not that she was absorbed in the serious reason behind meeting her contact. We needed them to get along, or our group would not survive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dun-Dun-Dungeon!

          

        

      

    

    
      As we made our way back to the city, Alizia continued to pester Decrona with questions, like whether she’d been tested for termites recently and whether she’d asked her contacts how many times they’d been checked out by other women before her. Decrona steadfastly ignored her, and as soon as we went through the city gate, excused herself. I still wasn’t sure if she was in a hurry to get away from Alizia, or if it was due to her contact having something very important to tell her. I secretly hoped it was the latter, but with Alizia’s big mouth, figured it was probably the former.

      Alizia wanted to go straight to our inn—more specifically the bar—but we managed to convince her to join us in asking the various NPCs and players if they had any new information about Kasper or Nyytro. She only agreed on condition that she get to ask in the other taverns. Against our better judgment, we let her do that unsupervised while we asked in the shops.

      Several hours later, we settled back at our usual inn with nothing to show besides Alizia’s new black eye. Decrona lethargically opened the door right as we ordered. Somehow, she looked even more bedraggled than the rest of us. Despite her eye, Alizia was in an oddly chipper mood.

      “Olaf, I have some good news and bad news,” Decrona panted out.

      “Bad news first.” Olaf nibbled on his lip nervously.

      “The bad news is that I didn’t get to my contact in time, and he left.” She eyed Alizia as she said that. “The good news is that he left a message that said he found something about your son and agreed to meet again, as long as we get to his current location in two days. And, drum roll please—he’s currently in The Outpost of Fen.”

      Olaf almost leapt out of his chair. “I don’t know where that is, but let’s go!”

      “Exciting, I know. Why is Alizia’s eye like that?” Decrona asked. “Stupid question. A better question would be, why it isn’t always like that?”

      “I’d offer to make us match, but I don’t want us to ever look alike in any way.” Alizia tried winking at Decrona but winced from the pain instead.

      Decrona sighed and cast Lesser Heal, returning the area around Alizia’s left eye to its normal light green. “Back to the topic. In order to get to The Outpost of Fen, or anything outside the starter area we’ve been hunting in, we must first prove we are no longer newbs by completing a quest to defeat our first dungeon boss.”

      
        
        Decrona has shared a quest with you.

        Do you accept?

      

      

      
        
        
        Quest: I’m Not New, and I Completed the Quest to Prove It

        Description: It’s a wide world out there, and you’ve only seen a small part of it. To prove you’re ready to venture outside the safe confines of the new player area, you must defeat a boss in a dungeon. Bosses are much more challenging than sub-bosses or rares and should not be attempted without either a well-balanced group or a significant level difference.

      

        

      
        Pyrite Games is not responsible for the loss of levels, money, marbles, or bodily functions due to dungeon bosses. Screaming is permissible and encouraged while taking on dungeon bosses. Do not take on a dungeon boss while under the influence of alcohol or most medications. Consult your doctor if you’re unsure whether a dungeon boss is right for you.

        Completion Objective: Defeat a boss in a dungeon.

        Reward: Beginner’s Key, 10,000 EXP, 5 gold

      

        

      

      “With the boss defeated, we will then be able to unlock the door to exit the new player area, directly outside which is The Outpost of Fen, one of the oldest and best-run Player Towns in the world of Sun & Shadow Online.” She paused for dramatic effect. “Now who wants to take on a dungeon?”

      “I can’t wait to kill my first dungeon boss!” I said as I accepted the quest.

      “I can’t wait to see the loot and the money!” Alizia said.

      Decrona laughed. “We’ll need the money when you see your first auction house in Fen.”

      “And then you can meet your contact to find out more about Kasper!” Olaf added.

      “That’s the spirit. Now let me tell you about dungeons . . .”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Castle of Forbidden Forbiddenness

          

        

      

    

    
      As excited as I was, I was once more incredibly thankful that they’d made falling asleep so instantaneous that night. Getting to see my first real dungeon, seeing dungeon boss loot, visiting my first player-run town, and perusing an auction house: it was like cramming Christmas, a carnival, a birthday, a playground, and a candy store all into one action-packed day.

      The next morning, we had a competition to see who could wolf their breakfast down the fastest and then raced toward the town gate. Fortunately, we got up so early that there was barely anyone in streets. We were already through the gates when Decrona remembered she needed to see her class trainer to learn the new spell she got from leveling. I felt pretty stupid since I needed to do that as well.

      Olaf and Alizia used the time to get their new class skills from their trainers. Spell casting classes didn’t get nearly as many skills, so Decrona and I didn’t unlock any new ones. Olaf learned the Lockpick skill, and Alizia learned the Wall skill, which increased her defense and made her immune to knockbacks and stuns for a short time. I got the spell Thorns, a self-only effect that did damage to anyone who hit me with melee, and Decrona got Create Light to create a small light source.

      Forty-five minutes later, we were back through the gates and past our previous hunting areas. Unfortunately, our excitement over our new abilities and getting to visit our first dungeon did not lend itself well to critical things like paying attention to our surroundings or remembering to check where we were going. Three hours and several near deaths later, Decrona called us to a halt.

      “What now, Deccy?” Alizia asked. “This better not be another false alarm.”

      Decrona pulled up her map overlay for us to look at yet again. “I swear, this time this is it.”

      “Like you swore the wagon wheel, tree stump, and beehive were the entrance? You know Olaf is allergic to bee stings, right? You’re paying for his medical bills when we get back.”

      Decrona pointed at the glowing red dot. “This is definitely it. And there’s no such thing as a bee sting allergy in this game.”

      “Says you.” Alizia yanked on Olaf’s cheeks. “These weren’t that puffy when we left.”

      Decrona continued looking at the map. “Stop that and help me figure out precisely what this dot is referring to.”

      Alizia raised her middle finger to let Decrona know exactly what she thought the dot was.

      Decrona continued to stare at her map, oblivious to Alizia’s actions. “This squiggly line seems to indicate that ridge over there. And this circle indicates that large crater—which would put the dungeon entrance roughly halfway between them on this yellow bushy thing.” She turned around and scratched her head. “Does anyone see a giant yellow bush?”

      Olaf stared through Decrona’s projected map overlay and shrugged. “I do not see any bush on this map, friend.”

      I moved in front of the overlay, opposite Olaf, and looked at where the dot that marked the dungeon was. “Is this yellow bush of yours a semi-circle?”

      Decrona nodded enthusiastically. “Have you found it?”

      I groaned. “Yes. It’s below Olaf’s nose and above his mouth.”

      Olaf rubbed his finger across his mustache.

      Alizia summoned a vial of something brown and handed it to Decrona. “Here. You need this more than me. Now, it won’t fix your vision per se, but you won’t be conscious enough to care anyway.”

      Decrona pushed the liquid away and moved the map to face down toward the ground. “That should fix the issue of other ‘objects’ behind it being mistaken for parts of it. Ahh, that’s what I was missing. There were a pair of little squiggles I couldn’t see before. What do you suppose those represent?”

      “A small cave that’s obscured by bushes?” Alizia said.

      Decrona continued to stare at the map. “If it’s obscured, how can you possibly see it?”

      Alizia grabbed Decrona’s chin and tilted it to the right. “Because two thugs just chased some guy out of it.”

      The rest of the group crouched behind the bush before us. Roughly three hundred feet away, two large humanoids in dull ring mail were chasing a young gnome in bloody clothes up a steep incline. As none of them had been visible only a moment before, Alizia was probably right. Judging by the clashing colors of the gnome’s clothes, I assumed him to be a player. My first inclination was to leap to his aid, but since he was easily outpacing them, I decided not to chance it. The rest of the group, including even the suicidally zealous Alizia, were of the same opinion as we all stayed hidden in the bush.

      “Did you see where they emerged from?” Decrona asked.

      Alizia pointed at a fallen tree. We waited another few minutes until we were sure the thugs were too far away to notice us and hurriedly made our way to the spot Alizia had indicated. About a hundred feet later, the ground abruptly dropped, and we scrambled down.

      Hidden under the trunk of a fallen tree was a small opening leading to a doorway buried in the side of the incline. As we crossed over the corpse of the fallen door, we found ourselves in the ruins of some sort of underground fortress or castle. Above, there was an intricate repeating pattern of tiles that looked out of place on a ceiling, until we came to our second doorway. I noticed the three steps leading up to it were also on the ceiling. The fact that the candle holders on the walls pointed downward confirmed my theory: the building was upside down.

      We were saved from Alizia’s desire to see if the toilets were also on the ceiling by the scraping of boots behind us, which forced us to duck through the nearest doorway. The room we found ourselves in was shockingly clean, with a modest bed attached to what was now the ceiling. Strangely, the rest of the furniture was on the floor . . . ceiling . . . the place gravity dictated we stand on.

      Alizia picked a doily off a coffee table and put it on her head like a hat. “So, what’re we hunting in here? Old ladies? I mean, I know this is supposed to be an easy dungeon for newbies like us, but if the first boss starts pinching our cheeks and tossing dusty toffies at us, my professional decorum just might go out the window.” She punctuated the point by sticking a vase full of flowers into her backpack.

      Decrona finally stopped investigating a wardrobe full of antiquated clothes when the sound of footsteps faded into the distance from the hallway. “Those large, armored thugs we saw outside seem to disprove your theory that this dungeon is populated entirely by the elderly.”

      Alizia summoned the vase from her backpack, poured out all the water and sent it back to the other dimension that held her pack’s contents. “Not true. My grannie Bev was built like a lumberjack who bench pressed tanks. She could’ve easily fit in that armor.”

      “Be that as it may, I highly doubt anyone but you would’ve created a dungeon full of old ladies. Given that we’re in underground ruins, it seems much more likely that this is inhabited by the undead.”

      “Which are probably really old and could all be ladies?”

      Decrona bit her lip. “That’s . . . well . . . fine . . . Technically, that would make you correct, but that’s beside the point. Horus, as a Woodsman you should have Tracking now. What does it say?”

      I pulled up the interface and scrolled down the list. “Besides a few squirrels that I’m guessing are outside, everything is coming up as triple question marks. I don’t think I have enough skill.”

      Decrona nodded sagely. “Many dungeon mobs are of a harder difficulty than their level suggests, as they’re designed mainly for groups. I knew that extra difficulty translated to landing attacks and spells, but it looks like it also affects Tracking. Olaf, could you scout the hallway to see if it’s clear?”

      Olaf saluted and faded from view. I could still barely hear his footsteps as he left the room, but if I hadn’t been focused on them, I doubt I’d have noticed. A few minutes later, he reappeared behind Alizia and tapped her on the shoulder. She jumped forward and almost knocked me into the wall. After I managed to stop laughing, Olaf gave us the all clear and we went back into the hallway.

      “Where to now, fearful leader?” Alizia asked.

      Decrona pulled up her map overlay, but it was completely blank. “Fantastic. Maps for this type of dungeon are only good for about a month, and then the system randomly recreates the dungeon. This was supposed to be good for another week, but it looks like it’s expired—which means the information they gave about the monsters and bosses we’ll encounter is also useless.”

      “So, you mean to tell us that whole thing where you pretended to figure out that ruins equal undead was a lie?”

      Decrona crossed her arms. “I still believe it is. That’s usually the case with these sorts of places, and it’s still better than your grandmother theory.”

      “I’ve now revised that to a half spider, half old lady. I call her the aracno-granny.”

      Decrona shook her head, trying and failing to ignore Alizia’s antics. What she couldn’t ignore was the mace that crushed her in the back for 97! The group scrambled to summon their weapons as a towering being swung wildly in our midst, hitting Alizia and Olaf with one arching strike. We were fortunate that he didn’t hit Decrona again, as one more blow would’ve probably finished her.

      I pulled my bow back to aim at whatever vital spot I could find on our new opponent that Inspect identified as “A Towering Brute” and found a nice spot at the nape of his neck. My shot was slightly off and hit the top of his shoulder blade. The 13 either wasn’t enough damage for him to notice, or he was in so much of a fury that he couldn’t feel pain.

      If this had happened when we were still level four, we’d have had to make a run for it, but now we had our classes. Alizia managed to pull his attention toward her with her new Shout ability, giving Decrona time to heal herself up to 90% and then the others back to full.

      Even with a shield, the bruiser hit Alizia like a truck. Three blows later, she was down to 61%. Meanwhile, our foe was still at 81%. Unlike with the kobolds, no one panicked, and we soon got into a rhythm. Decrona tossed a quick heal on Alizia to bring her up to 70%, and now that Olaf and I were in position, the brute’s HPs began to steadily drop. A couple of times, the brute turned to attack Olaf, but a quick Shout from Alizia turned him right back around.

      “So, does anyone have any fun plans for the weekend?” Alizia asked while blocking a blow that could’ve taken her head off.

      Decrona tossed another heal. “Alizia, focus on the fight.”

      Alizia rolled her eyes at Decrona. “Yeah, I think we got this. Olaf, do you think I should grow my bangs out?”

      “According to this month’s Avatar In Style, bangs are no longer fashionable. The Spiked Mohawk premium upgrade is what it says ‘all the cool kids are wearing now.’ That would look great with your natural green hair.” Olaf landed a perfect Vital Strike/ Flanking Attack and followed it up with a slash across the back of the brute’s lower leg for a Hamstrung effect.

      Alizia yawned as her shield completely absorbed the next blow. “Interesting. While I am definitely a cool kid—so cool that I probably won’t be appreciated until after I die—I was going to dye my hair pink, and a pink Mohawk just screams ‘trying too hard.’ Maybe I’ll feather it. No one’s doing that.”

      Decrona looked like she wanted to interject but was interrupted when another brute appeared from around the corner and charged toward us. It was on a direct path toward the exposed back of Olaf.

      “Uhhh . . .” Decrona said.

      “Brilliant as usual, Deccy,” Alizia said. “I hope your healing is better than your talking, cause I’m about to take on twice the hurting. Ten seconds, and it’ll be in shouting range.”

      “Wait,” I said. “I’ve got a better idea.” I pivoted to the left and hit the brute in the knee on my second shot. The blow landed awkwardly for 11, but my goal wasn’t damage. The twisted foot icon of Hamstrung floated up and the brute’s charge slowed to a walk. I edged to the left to pull him around the group and continued to aim for his knees. A minute later, a deep roar of pain came from the direction of the group.

      
        
        
        You have gained 440 (400 +40 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 13,936/40,000 to next level.

      

        

      

      Alizia sped into my line of sight and let out a Shout to draw the attention of my shambling target. The brute quickly did an about face and began attacking her. I went back to aiming for his head. Three minutes later the second brute let out a nearly identical roar as he fell.

      
        
        
        You have gained 440 (400 +40 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 14,376/40,000 to next level.

      

        

      

      Decrona quickly looted both of our kills for nine silver and some trash loot. Olaf disappeared to scout ahead. A couple minutes later, he sighted another lone brute, which we engaged and dispatched. Alizia leveled, and while she was doing her new and improved celebration dance, Olaf scouted ahead and sighted another group. When he relayed that there were three of them, we ducked into a side room until they passed. We continued this pattern for about an hour, with both Olaf and Decrona leveling, before encountering the biggest pack we’d seen—about ten—and barely managing to hide in a large storeroom. This pack did not continue on its way like the others and parked itself outside.

      “Lieutenant, what’re we doing?” a brute asked. “The boss instructed us to mindlessly walk straight down this circular corridor until our shift ends.”

      “I thought I saw something go into this pointless storage room where we keep our crates full of sawdust,” a second voice called from the other side of the door.

      Alizia began to sneeze uncontrollably as she opened the first crate, while Decrona tried in vain to get her to be quiet.

      “See! Even the giant rats we let live in here for some reason don’t make noises that loud. We have intruders!”

      Decrona punched Alizia in the arm, causing her to let out a louder sneeze.

      “I hear it too, sir, but we have our orders. If we don’t get back to our mindless wandering in a straight line, the master will do much worse to us than any of those giant rats, scary see-through people, or raggedly dressed servants who never bathe or sleep will.”

      “Very well, sergeant. Onward.”

      A few minutes later, the sound of dozens of boots faded into the distance. Olaf disappeared as Decrona slowly opened the door back into the hallway. After Olaf’s all clear, we went back outside. We encountered a few more brutes that we easily took on by themselves and had one particularly hairy fight where one more appeared seemingly out of nowhere, but I managed through quick reflexes to draw him away from the group until they finished the first one.

      An hour later, we ducked into a side passage and found the badly dressed servants that the brutes had mentioned, separated into packs of three across a long corridor that ended in a metal gate. Considering their droopy, desiccated skin, I didn’t even need Inspect to tell that they were undead. Having learned from our earlier encounter with the High Shaman, I asked Decrona to cast her Lesser Heal on them, and they fell after a few casts.

      Eventually, we reached a locked, metal gate blocking a stairwell that led up. Even with our combined might, we couldn’t get the gate to budge. After Olaf’s twentieth failed attempt at picking the lock, I began to get bored and leaned against the dark wall behind me. I yelped as something sharp dug into my skin right below the shoulder blade.

      “Let me guess,” Decrona said. “Another imaginary spider?”

      Alizia hefted her scepter and pointed it behind me. “I hate spiders!”

      “Even imaginary ones?”

      “Those are the worst kind. Let me at them!” Her scepter connected with the wall and slid down slowly, ending in a clicking sound. The scepter nearly fell from her hand as she awkwardly jumped back in the guard position. The sound of stone grating on stone seemed to echo for an eternity as the wall slid up to reveal a hidden door.

      Olaf gingerly attempted the handle, and the door opened with no resistance. He quickly pulled it back closed. “Very well-oiled. Suspiciously well-oiled.”

      “Because clearly a hidden door isn’t suspicious on its own,” Decrona said.

      “It’s shiny too.” Alizia leaned in close to the door and began fixing her hair.

      Decrona rubbed her chin. “We should be careful when we enter it.”

      “Thanks, you tactical mastermind, you,” Alizia said. “What else you got for us? Don’t let the sharp things hit you? If you take damage, try to get a heal? Don’t run with scissors?”

      Decrona quickly swung the door open and jumped back. When nothing jumped out, she turned to me. I checked Tracking again, but it was still full of ??? and squirrels. I shook my head. She then looked to Olaf, who vanished and headed through the doorway. Thirty seconds later, a deep emotionless voice echoed from the room. “You’re tracking in mud, sir. The master haaaates mud.”

      We could hear Olaf’s boots before we could see him, giving us plenty of time to move out of the way as he sprinted through the doorway. A split second after he passed her, Alizia moved in front of the doorway and lowered her stance with her shield held high to intercept Olaf’s pursuer. A massive pair of legs in dark, perfectly pressed suit pants rushed into view in the room behind him but halted on the other side of the doorway. A mophead as tall as me splashed down a few seconds later but thankfully remained within the confines of the room.

      Olaf had continued his run into the corridor, only stopping when he met the wall behind us. Alizia and I picked him up off the ground, while Decrona tossed in a heal. I had to slap him a few times before he started speaking again.

      “Giant butler! Giant butler!”

      I slapped him again.

      “Sorry.” Olaf made the signal asking for a minute, and after his breathing came close to normal, he spoke again. “I almost had a heart attack when he suddenly appeared in the middle of the room and started sweeping, but then I remembered I was invisible, so I went back to scouting out the room. There’s a lot of furniture on the outskirts and it’s huge. Just when I thought I saw a key on a chain hanging from the far wall, the butler yelled out something and charged me. I ran as fast as I could and . . . Where is he? Did you kill him already?”

      Alizia pointed at the doorway. Olaf’s eyes widened for a few seconds before he realized that the legs weren’t moving forward. The mophead swished back and forth on the floor and then stopped when it got stuck trying to get through the threshold. It disappeared a few seconds later and was soon replaced with a yellow “Wet Floor” sign. The legs moved away shortly after that.

      A thought occurred to me, and I looked at the ground. It wasn’t the easiest thing to see in the dim lighting, but I could barely make out what I was expecting to find against the dark grey stone of the floor.

      “I don’t think he actually saw you. I think he just followed your footprints.”

      Olaf bit his lip as he also stared at the ground. “You are probably right, but I am not going back in there alone. I had a traumatic incident as a child with a large cleaning-product mascot.”

      Alizia put her arm around his shoulders to comfort him. “Totally understand, Olaf. I had a similar incident with a cartoon moose. Every time I see plastic antlers, I have to lock myself in the bathroom.” She turned to Decrona. “What’s the scoop, girl o’knowledge?”

      “The closest thing I have in my notes is a giant butterfly, but I doubt the tips about watching its flight pattern will be of much help here. The general tips about bosses and sub-bosses should still apply, however. They always have a tell before they change tactics or use a special attack. Since this is the first one in a starter dungeon, it should be easy to figure out.”

      Alizia saluted. “Got it. And if the fight turns into a murder mystery, I know who did it.”

      “Just Shout at it, and the rest of us will figure it out.” Decrona signaled to Alizia, and she moved into the room. The rest of us followed thirty seconds later.

      The twenty-foot-tall butler’s face crinkled to show further disdain as he surveyed us. As we’d all made sure to wipe the mud off our shoes before we came in, he didn’t attack us or even summon his mop. He waited like a statue as Alizia led the charge.

      When she got within ten feet, she let out a Shout, immediately drawing his contempt-filled gaze to her. His deep, emotionless voice echoed across the room. “You have visitors, siiiir.”

      Right before her club met his shin, he raised his leg out of her reach with unbelievable speed and then brought it back down in a ground-shaking crash. The rest of the group fell and gained a five-second stun, but Alizia had the wherewithal to pop her new Wall skill to make her immune.

      The butler kicked her in response, but her shield blunted much of the damage. He landed two more kicks and a downward smash to take her down to 64%. She responded with a few smacks of her own, but with all her focus on defense, she only landed one of them—which did so little damage his HP bar still appeared full.

      I hadn’t spent my Stunned time completely idle. My third attempt at Inspect succeeded and further rewarded me with a skill up.
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      As Stun wore off, Decrona tossed a string of heals that brought Alizia above 90% while Olaf and I circled behind the massive giant. I aimed for the back of his neck, but soon abandoned that as my arrows only found his tall collar. Olaf tried the back of the butler’s knees at first but switched to his ankles when he realized they were barely out of his four-foot reach. Alizia did her best to dodge what blows she could and intercept those she couldn’t with her shield. The butler did steady damage, but it didn’t seem to be anything Alizia couldn’t handle with Decrona’s heals. With Olaf and me finally in our rhythm, we brought Chattington down to 86% in only a couple of minutes.

      “So, weekend plans?” Alizia asked. “No one answered me earlier.”

      I aimed under the butler’s arm, not getting the Vital Strike I was hoping for, but the arrow did stick in his suit coat, which I thought looked kind of neat. “Do people really only adventure on a five-day work week in here?”

      Decrona flung another heal. “Not normal people. Alizia being the exception to all things normal.”

      Alizia effortlessly deflected a polished Oxford with her shield. “I am always exceptional, Deccy. Thank you for noticing. In case anyone was interested, I plan on going to the beach. I bought the cutest little bikini. Deccy was supposed to join me, but she didn’t like any of the suits they had.”

      Decrona rolled her eyes. “They all had terrible stats and no Intelligence.”

      “On the opposite end,” Olaf said as he landed a crit to the butler’s ankle, “I almost bought a frilly bow as a headpiece the other day because it had high Dexterity, but I just could not bring myself to wear it. How good would the stats have to be for the rest of you to wear something ugly or embarrassing?”

      “That depends on how good that stats are versus how embarrassing it is.” My arrow landed in the exact same spot as the previous arrow, dislodging it from the butler’s elbow.

      “Very true,” Decrona said. “For 20 INT, I’d wear a sequined leisure suit with ‘Alizia is smarter than me’ emblazoned in neon green, but for 10 INT, I’d only stoop to a beanie with a propeller. I have a formula for exactly this purpose if you’re interested.”

      “What do I get for 5 INT?” Alizia asked. “How about a fanny pack with a motto to be decided later?”

      The butler’s voice boomed off the high ceiling. “Time to sweep up!”

      “Something like that, Mr. Butler, but more specific to Deccy’s deficiencies, like—”

      Bristles as tall as Alizia smacked into her, knocking her across the room. I was so busy sprinting away as he came for me next that I didn’t get a chance to see where she landed, but the sound of her shield clanging off a hard surface followed by an even louder crash clued me into how she’d fared.

      I unsummoned my bow and covered my head with my arms a split second before Sprint faded as my Action Points ran out. The broom tossed me feet first into the wall. I didn't even have time to scream as I landed. The world went black, making it easy to see the 70!

      As I regained my senses, I saw Olaf stagger to his feet a few feet away, and across the room the bright light of Decrona’s heal spell shorted out as she, too, was flung across the room. Wobbling to her feet between us, Alizia frantically shouted at the butler, but he ignored her and headed straight for the glassy eyed, aimlessly shambling Decrona again.

      I’d been so proud of my group before, performing our new class roles almost perfectly. We had Chattington down to 80% so easily, but if the butler hit Decrona one more time, that would be the end of her. Ironically, what she needed most was a healer, and she was the only one who could—Regrowth!

      I tried to toss heals at her, but the green energy fizzled out almost immediately on each attempt. In my frantic state, I hadn’t noticed the “Out of Range” message until my third failure. I cursed at not noticing it and cursed again at my own stupidity for forgetting I had spells too.

      The butler was now only a few feet away from her, and Decrona responded in the only way she could by stumbling forward and falling back to the ground. I tried one last heal—knowing that I was still too far away—before those deadly bristles reached back for what’d be Decrona’s final breath in the room. Miraculously, the butler spun around at the last second and sprinted toward Alizia. Whether by design or because she couldn’t help insulting someone she barely knew, she’d added something about the butler’s master being shabbily dressed with her last Shout. The proud butler immediately put his broom away to target the one who dared questions his master’s—and by extension his—honor.

      A wall icon floated above her head, and she braced herself as gloved fists and shiny shoes connected with her shield and occasionally her armor in a torrent of rage. Decrona’s vision finally returned and she was back in the fight, tossing a quick heal to keep her annoying savior upright. However, as the butler’s rage-fueled damage mounted, it looked like it’d be a while until she’d have the time to heal the rest of us; we were all below 20%, so I quickly went to work, tossing a Regrowth on myself to make the pain and nausea of the damage go away, and then moved on to Olaf and Decrona.

      The butler’s rage finally ebbed, and he resumed his more mundane stomping and punching, and not a minute too soon. The near wipe had drained Decrona’s mana to 25%, forcing her to hastily drink one of her expensive mana potions. The butler was down to 80% HP, and then 73% a couple minutes later, and then 61% a few minutes after that.

      “He’s twitching,” I said. “I think he’s about to start sweeping again. Let’s try running out of his range this time.”

      Olaf unsummoned his dagger. “Through the door, like I did before.”

      Olaf and then Decrona crashed into me as we landed on the other side of the doorway in a pile. I winced when the giant bristles closed on Alizia and winced even harder when her giant, flailing body made it through and collapsed on top of us. The broom caught in the doorway—a few bristles making it through to tickle my nose—before disappearing.

      “Get off us, you giant lout,” Decrona shouted into my lower back.

      “Giant lout!” Alizia said. “I’ve never been so insulted. Or at least I won’t have been when I figure out what a ‘lout’ is. Just for that, I’m going to sit here for a while and let you think harder about insulting beautiful women with low self-esteem.”

      “Your new hairstyle is really pretty,” I mumbled as Decrona’s elbow landed in my ear.

      The pressure on top of me lessened substantially as Alizia’s size fifteen bedazzled boots landed upright on the stone floor. Olaf’s red kobold shoes appeared next to them a second later, and finally a pair of red-painted nails landed on my shoulder as Alizia helped me up. I tossed a few Regrowths around while we waited.

      A few seconds later, Alizia shouted something about the room being a dirty mess, and we scrambled through the doorway back inside. Decrona tossed a few Lesser Heals to top everyone off as I made my way to the back of the butler, and I resumed aiming for whatever vital spots I could find. You’d think finding spots to aim at on a twenty-foot-tall person would be easy, but I couldn’t see a single gap between his long suitcoat, suit pants, or white gloves. Shots toward his head or neck only bounced off his thick, slicked hair or tall collar. I finally gave up and just targeted anywhere. Olaf didn’t seem to be having any more luck than me, as most of his time was spent running to whichever foot happened to be on the ground—his Vital Strike through the butler’s socks earlier having been his only success.

      Despite that, Chattington’s HPs steadily went down. As he got closer and closer to 40%, I began to edge toward the doorway. Decrona seemed to have the same idea. When he hit 41%, the two of us were already next to the door, with Alizia and Olaf on the way. I even had time to toss a Regrowth on Alizia when the broom came out.

      Alizia shouted something about dirt on his shoes, the group scrambled back in, and we resumed our roles. I almost went on autopilot as the butler’s HPs still steadily dropped. We repeated the process flawlessly when he hit 20% and ran back in to finish him off.

      “Olaf, you never told us what you planned to do this weekend,” Alizia said as she yawned while deflecting a gloved hand and a giant shoe in rapid succession.

      As the butler raised his right foot for another kick, Olaf rushed toward the other one. “Try to find my son. Same thing I do every day.”

      “Booooring . . . but I’ll try to help. Horus?”

      “Find Nyytro.” I aimed my next shot to form the left eye in the smiley face I was making with stuck arrows in the back of the butler’s coat.

      “You guys are no fun. What we need to do, as a team building exercise is—”

      “Dinner is served!” The butler summoned a tray in a puff of smoke. “Do try not to make a mess this time, siiiir.”

      “No,” Alizia said, “we have dinner together every night. Something more—”

      The butler pulled back the cover to the tray to reveal a healing potion that was big enough to drown Alizia (though I had no doubt that she’d have died trying anyway).

      “Crap!” Olaf said. “I think he is going to drink it. We must stop him.”

      “Stun him,” I said. “Who has a stun ability?”

      “Aliza use your Shield Slam,” Decrona cried.

      “I don’t get that until next level.”

      Decrona cursed. “Why would they give a simple sub-boss what looks to be a complete heal that can only be countered with a stun in a dungeon that is supposed to be done with a level-five group? The previous sub-boss’s only quirk was that you had to stop attacking whenever her skin glowed. This makes no sense.”

      As everything Decrona said sank in, I realized that there had to be another way. When the butler’s gloved hand gripped the potion, I noticed my arrow and what it was pointing at. Glass plus arrow equals the most refreshing bath Alizia’s ever had. A wicked grin crossed my face and I pulled back as hard as my bow string would allow.

      My aim was a little off target—I’d been aiming for the center—but it still performed its basic mission as it connected with the far edge of the vial. A small hole appeared in its side, spilling a steady stream of liquid on the floor. I fired again. Tiny cracks began to form, quickly spreading up the vial until the entire thing shattered, spilling potion everywhere. To my chagrin and hers, the liquid did not land on Alizia. The potion landed in a massive puddle between Decrona and her as the butler let out a very undignified scream.

      My heart stopped as he summoned his mop, but it landed next to the puddle. He focused exclusively on the mess, giving our group an easy time. Olaf nimbly rolled between the massive butler’s legs as he crashed backward like a felled tree. Alizia wasn’t as lucky, as she was more focused on commenting on the speck of dirt on his left shoe and took 60 from a flailing arm.

      
        
        
        You have gained 1 skill point in Flanking Attack! 6/25

        You have gained 2 skill points in Improved Dexterity! 3/25

        You have gained 8,800 (8,000 +800 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 34,086/40,000 to next level.

        You have received -100 Faction with the Undead Homeowners’ Association! Total: -1,100 Undead Homeowner’s Association (Hated).

      

        

      

      Alizia groaned under a huge arm as a cufflink flattened her hair. “Someone loot this bastard, so I can stand up.”

      
        
        
        Decrona has looted Chattington.

        You have received 3 gold and 4 silver as your share of the loot (out of 17 gold).

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Formal Gloves of Butling.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Item: Formal Gloves of Butling

        Restrictions: Level 6 Required

        Slot: Hands

        Rarity: Rare

        AC: 8

        Stat Bonus: +6 DEX +5 AGI +2 STA

        Special Abilities: Dirt Repellent

        Weight: 3 Pebbles

        Description: They make carving meat easier . . . I’ve just been informed I’m thinking of The Formal Gloves of Butchering. I’m not really sure what they’re for then, but look at the stats!

      

        

      

      “Who wants these?” Decrona asked.

      I raised my hand. Olaf looked like he was about to do the same but held back when he saw me.

      “I don’t,” Alizia said. “Also, why is this corpse still on me?”

      Decrona turned away from her. “I left a piece of junk loot on him to keep you from doing anything stupid until we’re ready to leave.”

      “Hey! I’ll have you know that I can do things just as stupid without being able to move.”

      Decrona turned to me. “I’m out as well. Congratulations, Horus.”

      Olaf patted me on the back as Decrona handed me the gloves. I immediately equipped them and gave them a few experimental flexes. When I accidentally brushed against the residue I’d collected on my tunic, the grease immediately slid off onto the ground, leaving no stain on the gloves. I purposely rubbed the gloves on every dirty surface I could find to the same effect; those gloves could not stay dirty.

      “Congratulations,” Alizia said. “Now loot this bad boy, so I can freely high jink again.”

      Olaf began to kneel, but Decrona waved him off. “Not until I have the key to that gate. Besides, I thought you just said you could cause trouble without the use of your legs.” Decrona climbed up an oversized chair to reach for the key hanging on the far wall.

      A wicked grin spread across Alizia’s face, which no doubt was causing villagers for miles around to hustle to their nearest emergency shelter. “Challenge accepted, Deccy, you marvelous dufus. Does anyone know what happens when you cross Decrona with a rutabaga?” Olaf and I rushed over to help Decrona. “You get a rutabaga that wets the bed. Speaking of Deccy, does anybody know where she really goes when she says she’s meeting her contacts?”

      The key slid from Decrona’s hand as she rushed to loot the giant monster. She fell halfway, sliding across the ground to rest against the butler’s belt.

      “Something, something, sex with books—maybe a librarian? No, there’s definitely a library card in there somewhere, but you probably don’t want to know where. OK, that one needs some work. If someone could come back to me after we kill the boss, I’ll have the kinks worked out. But don’t worry—it’ll be hilarious.”

      
        
        
        Decrona has looted Chattington.

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Broken Tweezers.

      

        

      

      Alizia hopped up and immediately flipped us all off. Decrona frantically tried to put the tweezers back into the rapidly fading butler corpse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            For the Love of God, Would Someone say “Action!”

          

        

      

    

    
      After grabbing the key, Decrona spent the next twenty minutes going over our strategy for the boss fight, despite the fact that her plan was identical to the one we had before entering the sub-boss’s room. I prayed to God that there was a boss immediately at the top of the stairs on the other side of the locked gate, so she wouldn’t have to go over the plan again.

      Alizia scrunched up her face and bounced side-to-side. “Come on, Deccy. Open the gate. I’ve got to go.”

      “If I didn’t fall for it when you said my mother, a ‘gazillion’ gold, Amelia Earhart, and—my personal favorite—the Queen of Sheepa, were on the other side, I’m not going to fall for that. Besides, no one needs to go to the bathroom in this game, and I know what you’re going to say, but I’m quite confident the boss of this dungeon is not a giant toilet. Now, let’s go over this one more time. Olaf, you?”

      Olaf sighed. “Turn on Sneak and scout out the room. If the boss sees through Sneak, I yell it out and run toward the door.”

      Decrona pointed at me.

      “If there are any adds that Alizia can’t grab aggro on, I guide them near her until she gets aggro.”

      “Good. Good. Now what about you, Alizia?”

      “Seriously?” Alizia stared at her shield and then gave a deadpan look. “I Shout at anything I see, and then when you’re not looking, I stick my shield up your—”

      Decrona stomped her foot. “No. No. No. Again from the top. Olaf, what do you do?”

      The rest of us groaned for probably the fiftieth time. We’d nearly synchronized our groans but Alizia was still a little off. I tried to slap her for that, and for once again making Decrona start over, but had to pull back because she was already slapping herself.

      “Sneak. Scout. Run to Alizia if in trouble,” Olaf said.

      Decrona beamed a smile. “Good. Alizia?”

      “Say, who’s that?” Alizia pointed behind me.

      A man in shining, multi-colored armor moved toward us, his impossibly long mustache scraping the top of my head as he skipped past us.

      Decrona stomped her feet again. “No, you don’t say, ‘Who’s that?’ Why won’t anyone listen to me? This is important.”

      Alizia reached out with her shield and pushed Decrona’s head toward the stranger.

      “Stop that,” Decrona said. “Hitting me softly won’t—oh. Hello, fellow adventurer. We were just making our final plans before we unlocked this gate and engaged the boss. You’ll have to kill the sub-boss in the room behind us if you wish to get your own key.”

      The newcomer twisted his mustache. “Key?” Several hundred keys appeared in his hand, spilling onto the floor. “Hmm—which one is it? My subscribers love a good boss fight, so I grab every key I can. I’m here to stream my epic fight with the one above. Say, do any of you know how to stream? Unrelated question, but what’s a subscriber and how would one go about getting them?”

      “Sure,” Decrona said. “You just think ‘record’ and the system will—” Decrona’s eyes lit up as she took in what was behind the newcomer’s back. “You’re being attacked!”

      As much as I wanted to avoid the same silliness I’d gone through with Clewd earlier, the look of shock on Decrona’s face easily made it worthwhile. I wondered if I’d looked that ridiculous during my first encounters with this strange higher-level player. Seven more brutes charged toward Clewd and joined their companions in a furious assault on his backside. It looked like we wouldn’t have to worry about any patrols for a while, as Clewd had probably attracted them all.

      Clewd bent over to sort through the keys. “Oh, is that what’s been giving me that back massage for the last hour?” He picked up a key with an eyeball in it. “Is this it?” The eyelid on the key bent into a questioning look to mirror Clewd’s.

      Decrona summoned our rusty green key and held it out. “It looks like this, but you’ll have to wait until we finish with the boss to get your turn.”

      Clewd tossed the eyeball key over his shoulder. The key connected with one of the brutes in the chest, catapulting him into the far wall. He landed with a hard crash and stopped moving.

      “Or, I could join you.” Clewd picked up a bright red key and held it next to the one in Decrona’s hand. “My subscribers might enjoy some guest stars.”

      “I don’t know,” Decrona said. “But they could listen in while we go over my brilliant plan. You see, first Olaf here is going to—”

      Clewd got up and tossed a handful of keys to the side, decapitating one brute and sending the rest sprawling across the hallway. “Bah, you know nothing about ratings. You’d think a young person such as yourself would understand what the key 18-97 demographic wants nowadays. People want action! Speed. Explosions. Love, especially if the love is fast and explosive. Observe.”

      Clewd walked over to the gate and lifted it off its hinges effortlessly. He dropped the gate behind him on top of a brute’s foot, who squealed in pain. Alizia bashed the brute in the chest to put him out of his misery. Clewd pointed toward the stairs. “Noooow, action!”

      “We really should go over the plan one more time,” Decrona said.

      “Decrona,” Alizia said. “When a super-strong, crazy guy tells you to go, you go. I wouldn’t still be here if I didn’t follow that simple rule for all the other times I’ve been in this situation.”

      Decrona stared at her in disbelief. “You can’t possibly have been in a situation like this before.”

      Alizia shrugged and ran up the steps.

      Olaf patted Decrona on the back. “We all know the plan by heart—so well that we will probably be reciting it in our dreams later tonight. Besides, we now have a high level with us. We will be fine.” Olaf ran up the stairs.

      Clewd bowed dramatically. “After you two. Don’t worry, I promise to film from your good sides and only say a couple of bad things about you in the commentary for the deluxe edition DVD special release. By the way, does anyone know what a DVD or a deluxe edition is?”

      I pushed Decrona toward the stairs, but her legs were locked in place. “Better hurry. There’s no telling what trouble Alizia’s in without your guidance.”

      A scream echoed down the stairwell, and Decrona’s knees immediately loosened up. She started running a second later, and before I knew it, we found ourselves up the stairs with Clewd muttering something to his probably imaginary subscribers behind us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Definitely Not Bat-Man

          

        

      

    

    
      The room we found ourselves in was not terribly large—roughly thirty feet wide and long—though the ceiling was so high that I could barely make it out. The area appeared empty besides our group and Clewd.

      “Who screamed?” I asked.

      Alizia raised her hand. “I wanted to hear an echo.”

      Decrona inspected the lone piece of furniture—a small table with one leg shorter than the other. “So, they locked this room off for nothing?” The table tottered over and broke in half as it hit the ground.

      “I’ll bet the guy who owns this place just wanted a nice peaceful place to come to and think. You know, get away from all his chattering minions and practice his singing without judgment.” Before Alizia even moved a muscle, Decrona’s arm shot out and covered her mouth.

      Clewd made a motion like he was winding up one of those old-timey cameras. “Behold, faithful followers, watch as a group of inept, young adventurers stare around like half-wits, oblivious to the impending peril they’re about to discover. You can almost see the outlines of the ghosts they are about to become hovering menacingly over their heads. It’s enough to make you scream at your screen and alert them of the danger to which they are all too oblivious, but of course they can’t hear you—and even if they could, they are far too dimwitted to know what to do anyway.”

      “What danger?” I asked as I began making several complete circuits of the room with my head. “Is it invisible?”

      “Quick,” Alizia said. “Decrona, hand me all your powdered sugar.”

      Decrona refused to make eye contact with Alizia as her head darted back and forth. “I’m not falling for that again.”

      “Oh, that is a good plan, Alizia,” Olaf said. “If there is anything invisible, the powdered sugar will stick to it to let us see it. Give her what she requires, Decrona.”

      Alizia uncorked a healing potion. “Errr . . . yeah. Wasn’t at all going to sweeten anything with it.”

      Decrona summoned two bags of powdered sugar and ducked around Alizia to hand one to Olaf. The two of them opened their bags and shook them liberally around the room. Alizia held her potion up and tried get as much sugar as possible in it, which proved difficult while dancing and hooting in circles. Alizia poked her scepter in several directions—evidently thinking she saw something—but each swing found nothing but air and flakes of powdered sugar.

      “Observe what can happen when a group of newbs becomes confined in a small area and the feeling of danger overwhelms their primitive minds,” Clewd said. “In this case, they’ve snapped and forgotten how to put together a simple recipe. If only they knew the true danger that lurks so near, they would truly snap.”

      “What danger?” I asked, grabbing ahold of Clewd’s arm. I tried to shake him, but it was like trying to move a tank with your pinky. “Where is this hidden boss?”

      A short man with an unusually hairy chest moved from behind Clewd. “Yeah. What danger? Is someone here allergic to powdered sugar? If they’re diabetic, I have a vial of Ye Olde Insulin they can have.”

      “Cut!” Clewd slapped his hands against his side in frustration. “I need everyone to reset from the top.” He turned to face the man with the hairy chest. “Bruce, I need you to go back to the shadows, and this time, when you reveal yourself, say something ominous like how you’re going to ‘Suck them all dry and leave their dead, lifeless husks here as a warning to all who invade your hidden sanctum.’”

      Bruce put his hand on his chin. “I don’t know. Blood doesn’t exactly taste very good, and I left my good straw downstairs. Besides, I’m trying to lead a gentler, more fulfilling life. This place isn’t that hidden either. Plus, ‘sanctum’ seems a bit grand of a title for a tiny room, and—Wait! Why am I listening to you?” Bruce easily pushed Clewd, who stumbled back.

      “Perfect! Now use that in the scene.” Clewd began winding up his fictious, old-timey camera before giving Bruce the thumbs up. “Action!”

      Bruce shook his head at Clewd and turned toward our group. I wasn’t the only one who noticed that Bruce had just pushed the extremely strong Clewd like he was a baby or, well, one of us. We all took a tentative step backward and nervously fidgeted with our weapons. I instinctively used Inspect on him, remembering a second too late that he’d feel it and probably view that as a hostile action.
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      Bruce let out a whining scream almost as soon as I used Inspect on him. The bits of pale skin I could see through his hairy chest flared bright red, and he began to scratch them.

      “Finally, our inept protagonists have found the one opponent they are confident they can defeat,” Clewd said while giving us an enthusiastic thumbs up. “They still might not be able to defeat the frail, mewling individual in front of them in a fair fight, but if they’re lucky, he may succumb to a strong breeze or his legs may give way, causing him to fall on a sharp object and bleed out. Let us observe this epic battle between two decidedly un-epic foes.”

      Bruce stopped scratching and turned around. “Heeeeeey! We can hear you, and we have feelings.” He started whimpering. “I’m . . . I’m . . . saaaaad.” He sat down and rolled into a ball.

      Our group stared at each other in disbelief. Alizia took a few tentative steps toward Bruce and the rest of us followed shortly after. When she got a few feet away, he let out a loud cry and we all jumped back.

      “Perhaps evenly matched weaklings weren’t a good idea,” Clewd grumbled. “If they don’t engage each other in a few minutes, I’ll have to liven this up with a wild animal or go topless.”

      “Maybe we should just go?” Alizia whispered. “This guy clearly isn’t the boss.”

      “Inspect says he is,” I pointed out unconvincingly.

      Decrona nodded. “He only has 300 HPs. This should be easy.”

      “I don’t know. It would be like kicking a puppy.” Olaf lowered his dagger.

      While the group had been talking low enough for Clewd and Bruce not to hear us, as soon as we stopped Bruce whimpered even louder. It sounded like a combination of disappointed toddler and guy getting kicked in the nuts after being told his winning lottery ticket was fake. Clewd cringed and stopped making the cranking gesture.

      The tight ball Bruce’s body had made loosened, and he punched the floor in frustration. Chips of stone shot up as he smashed great gouges into the floor. The group stumbled from the first few of his mighty impacts, but eventually got used to them and moved forward. We shared a look and knew that if we didn’t take this opportunity now, he’d probably tear us apart.

      Alizia opened up the fight by cracking Bruce on the back of the head with her scepter. It didn’t actually produce the Stunned status, but with the way Bruce’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, you wouldn’t have known the difference. Not wanting to get torn apart when the hairy man-child regained his senses, the rest of the group unloaded on him. Bruce fell to the ground before he even had time to defend himself. It was without a doubt the easiest fight I’d ever had. Our group stared at his fallen form in disbelief, not even sure if we should be congratulating each other.

      
        
        
        You have gained 2,750 (2,500 +250 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 36,836/40,000 to next level.

        You have received -50 Faction with the Undead Homeowners’ Association! Total: -1,150 Undead Homeowner’s Association (Hated).

      

        

      

      Clewd shook his head as he walked toward us. “That was the most cowardly, underhanded thing I’ve ever seen. Absolutely brilliant! The viewership loved it! I think. Could you four bunch up together in front of your kill, so I can get a picture to memorialize this fight?”

      Clewd corralled us together. As much as we didn’t want to, his massive strength forced us to comply. He formed his fingers into a frame and then made a clicking noise several times; after about twelve clicks, he stopped.

      “It looks like weirdo is done,” Alizia whispered. “Loot this bad boy, and let’s get out of here before he forces us to reenact Waterloo with spaghetti or decides we’re undercover rodents who need to be exterminated.”

      Decrona has looted Bruce.

      
        
        
        Bruce’s allergic reaction to being looted has overcome him, and he has mutated into Bruce Vein!

      

        

      

      The hairy, rash-covered corpse disappeared in a puff of smoke. My eyes watered and an uncontrollable cough followed. Judging by the sounds, the rest of the group had a similar reaction, and I bumped into them several times. When the smoke finally cleared, Bruce stood before us in a skintight gray shirt with a yellow emblem on it. A black cape billowed from his back, and on his head he wore a hardened black cap with oversized ears shaped like those of a bat. At first, I assumed the cape was blowing through some sort of magic, given that the small, enclosed room we were in didn’t have any source for a breeze—until I noticed that Clewd had set up an odd, steampunkish wind machine. (A machine behind it puffed out its last shot of smoke, answering the other mystery.)
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      Clewd cranked up his imaginary camera.

      “That wath not a vewy nithe ting to do,” Bruce said to our group. “Fow that, I’m gonna make you pay!”

      Bruce took a couple of steps forward and leapt at Alizia. He landed hard on her shield, the clang of the impact echoing off the unusually high ceiling. When the echo died down, I re-opened my eyes to see Alizia’s shield lying across the room in a pile of mechanical pieces where Clewd’s wind machine had been.

      As Decrona tossed a heal on Alizia, Bruce turned his attention to her. Alizia shouted at Bruce, but he did not change his course. In desperation, Alizia instead went for the most powerful—though usually counter-productive—weapon in her arsenal: her voice.

      “What did one bat say to another?” Alizia asked.

      Bruce stopped in mid-stomp and rubbed his chin. “Hmm . . . What gendew awe dese bats? Do dey know each othew? I need mow infowmation.”

      “Both girls. Yes. And I know what you’re thinking, but that’s gross, so I’m not answering.” Alizia gave a not-so-subtle motion toward the rest of the group to attack.

      Olaf was already halfway there, and I nocked an arrow and pulled my bowstring tight.

      Bruce dropped his arms in frustration. “Dat’s a good one. I give up. What did one bat say to anothew?”

      Alizia grinned. “Let's hang around together.”

      Bruce giggled and slapped his thigh. “Antohew! Antohew!”

      “What's the first thing bats learn at school?” Alizia asked.

      Olaf held his knife even with his waist and then thrust upward under the cape hard into Bruce’s spine. “Do not turn your back on a person with a knife.” A huge white 100! shot out of the gaping wound like an exclamation point for Olaf’s perfectly timed one-liner.

      My arrow caught Bruce under his right ear a split second later for a less satisfying, but still decent 48! Decrona decided that a brief chance to finish off a temporarily defenseless but extremely powerful opponent was more important than conserving mana for healing and landed a Mana Blast for 35.

      Bruce whirled around, tossing Alizia across the room as she failed to keep ahold of her cape-tangled scepter. “Heeey! Dat whath not nice. You guys are vewy bad people. And as an honawawy cwime fightew, it ith my duty to bwing you aww to juthtice!”

      He spun around, whirling his heavy cape into Olaf, knocking him into the wall beside the staggered Alizia. Decrona put her hand over her head to protect it from the blow she knew was coming and Bruce duly delivered. I managed to get three arrows into him during all of this—taking him down to 51%—but that also meant I was an easy target. His first cape twirl took my legs out from under me; his second caught me in the head. Even after I opened my eyes, I could see nothing but darkness and the bright yellow stars that indicated I was Stunned.

      Alizia screamed, “Baseball . . . what . . . hit . . . animal,” before being cut off by a sound ironically like a baseball bat hitting a ball. A few more not-quite-as-loud cracks echoed across the room over the next few minutes, the last of which abruptly ended Decrona’s screams. My heart raced as I waited for the inevitable pain of death when he made his way over to me—and it almost stopped as his footsteps came closer—but I exhaled suddenly in a great gust as a second pair of footsteps sounded behind and then in front of me.

      “That was perfect!” Clewd, the evident owner of the second pair of feet, said. “You feigned stupidity to draw them in, but right when I thought they had you, you spun around and laid waste to them. Now that you have them all down to a sliver of health, I’d like a nice long villainous monologue to give them a chance to recover so they can make a comeback.”

      “What?” Bruce asked. “Why would I do that? I’m not thtupid. I’m gonna thump em until they dwop fow good. Bethideth, they’we the bad guy-th. They’ew the oneth who bwoke into my houthe. I’m cweawly the hewo of this stowy.”

      Clewd tapped his foot. “Hmm—excellent point, but with that dark motif and cape, you look more like a villain. Could you monologue anyway? It’s really fun—I make a point to monologue at least once a week to keep my spirits up—and at the end, you’ll get to cackle.”

      Bruce hopped up and down, shaking the room. “No. No. No. I’m gonna finith the bad guyth. I’m mad, and I didn’t even get to heaw the end of that gweat joke . . . By the way, what ith the firtht thing batth learn at schoow?”

      “The . . . alpha-bat,” Alizia groaned.

      Bruce stopped stomping and giggled. “I can’t wait to tew Chattington about that.”

      Decrona tossed a heal on herself. The bright glow of the spell immediately drew Bruce toward her, but just before his eyes found her, a large puff of smoke from the opposite direction drew his attention back. Next to Clewd sat a large wooden podium with a steampunk microphone and an excessive amount of wires coming from every direction, blue lines of energy pulsating along its sides.

      “Is this more your style?” Clewd asked. “If you prefer to move around a lot while you’re monologuing, I can project images of conquest, destruction, and children’s beauty pageants. Or if you’re really evil, I could project my PowerPoint presentation on the yearly increase on Milkweed allergies in North America 2215-2221 instead.”

      I turned toward the wall and hunched over to cover my hand as I cast Regrowth. While I did manage to block the spell itself from anyone’s view, the aftereffect covered my body in a faint green glow. Fortunately, Clewd’s antics were much too distracting for Bruce to notice. Decrona’s sequence of three quick heals on the rest of the group drew no reaction either. A new problem had arisen, however, as Alizia was gleefully taking notes, smiling wider and wider as each idiotic word came from Clewd’s mouth; our suffering would be much longer and greater if she finished this encounter having gained new levels in annoying.

      I whispered in group chat, “We need to hit him again while he’s distracted.”

      “Agreed,” Olaf whispered back.

      “Too risky,” Decrona whispered. “We only took him down to 51% last time, and he’s not nearly as defenseless now; he’ll probably turn as soon as the first hit or two land.”

      “I’ve got it,” Alizia whispered.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement from behind Bruce. Before I could register who or what it was, Alizia had already grabbed his cape. “No!” echoed across the room from several sources, but they were all much too late. The cape stretched out to well past its full length as Alizia backpedaled as fast as she could, but Bruce didn’t budge an inch. As a matter of fact, he continued his conversation with Clewd for a good fifteen seconds before he even reacted. Unfortunately, the cape was either made of some sort of super-thread or was heavily enchanted, as it showed no indication that it was going to stop stretching.

      Fortunately, even with Bruce’s inhuman strength, he couldn’t get any leverage to swing his cape as he had before. After a few experimental twists of his shoulders, he gave up and tried reaching back to grab it. His arms flailed wildly, but the cape was just out of his reach.

      Not wanting to waste what was sure to be a fleeting opportunity, I fumbled an arrow and just barely managed to steady it. The glancing blow landed off the side of his thigh. My next arrow struck truer and landed right above the left elbow. As the blow seemed to impede Bruce’s next grasp for the cape, I made sure to aim all my shots at his arm. Olaf noticed my tactic a few hits later and joined in on the opposite arm.

      By the time Bruce figured out that he could take the cape off, we already had him down to 10%. With one hand, he quickly yanked his end of the cape and flung Alizia into Decrona. Olaf got in two quick jabs to his side before Bruce kicked him into the wall. His charge stopped less than a foot away from Olaf as my arrow connected with his side. He slumped to the ground and stopped moving.

      
        
        
        You have gained 2,750 (2,500 +250 Group Bonus) Experience Points! 39,586/40,000 to next level.

        You have received -50 Faction with the Undead Homeowner’s Association! Total: -1,200 Undead Homeowners’ Association (Hated).

      

        

      

      “Woo-hoo! Teamwork!” Alizia slapped me on the shoulder in congratulation. “Great job, everybody. Olaf and Horus lay on the smackdown, and Deccy landed the timely heals. Woo hoo!”

      “It’s good that you have finally recognized my contribution to the group,” Decrona said.

      “Don’t let it get to your already large head. Now, let’s see what this bad boy has on him. If we get his sweet cape, I call dibs.” Alizia knelt next to the corpse.

      “Wait!’ I said a bit too late.

      Alizia has looted Bruce Vein.

      
        
        
        By touching Bruce Vein, you have awoken the true evil that has laid dormant within.

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Running Out of Bat-Themed Villains Here

          

        

      

    

    
      Smoke wafted in from the direction of Clewd, clogging my nostrils. The uncontrollable coughing fit prevented me from focusing enough on what was going on, though I did catch some bright red nails flying toward me before a large body bounced off my shins.

      “Clewd!” I said. “Shut off that damn machine.”

      “No stage directions from the actors, please. This is a live broadcast—though you do have a good point. Now how does this thing work? Ahh, there we go, perfect.”

      As the smoke slowly thinned, a bright light shone down about three feet in front of me. In the center of the light stood Bruce, now in a Victorian suit with a much longer and now red cape. He’d also somehow found the time for a complete makeover as his bat-eared hat was gone and his formerly unruly mess of hair was now slicked back. His skin appeared chalky white, almost like it was covered in thick, white makeup. He didn’t even need to open his mouth for me to know he had fangs. Just for the heck of it, I used Inspect on him again.
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      With my eyes clear, I was finally able to assess the situation—as was Bruce, who looked up toward the source of the light and let out a primal scream. “It burns. It burns. What kind of idiot puts sunlight on a vampire? It—” He shaded his eyes with his hand and squinted. “That’s artificial light, isn’t it?”

      Clewd continued cranking his imaginary camera and whispered a response. “The favorite of undead thespians everywhere, the Spotlight 2000 produces a completely artificial light from its moonbeam-crystal power source. It cost me an arm and a leg to get a tinkerer of ninety skill to make it. Now, no more talking to the director while the scene is going on, please.”

      Alizia gritted her teeth and marched toward the rejuvenated Bruce. During the smokescreen and ensuing chaos, she’d found the time to recover her missing scepter and shield, though she hadn’t found time to down a potion. She only had 13% of her HPs.

      “Decrona, heal her,” I said as I raised my bow for a fight I didn’t think we could win.

      Alizia halted and stared Bruce down.

      Bruce leapt over Alizia, his mouth wide open as his long fangs dripped red-tinted saliva. Decrona impotently raised her arms to shield her from the leaping vampire. The impact only took her down to 11%, but she was completely defenseless. A swipe of his long fingernails and a long bite into her neck later, Decrona was sent to her bind point. Olaf tried his best to draw Bruce off, but the 47 he did with his Vital Strike quickly regenerated as Bruce sucked the last bit of life out of our healer. Bruce backhanded Olaf casually as he stood back up, and Olaf skidded across the room.

      “Nooo!” Alizia charged forward. “I’ll murder you for that, you dirty vampire. No one kills Decrona but me.” She switched to her old, wooden club and inverted it to point the thinner, sharper handle at Bruce. “Got wood?”

      Despite her erratic, disjointed swing, her aim was perfect. She placed the point right under his ribcage, straight at his heart. The wooden handle of the club pierced through his fine suit like it was butter. What it did not do was pierce through his skin. The club shattered, spraying shards everywhere, though it did still do a respectable 37! and leave a nasty bruise.

      Alizia stared in disbelief at her suddenly weaponless hand, leaving her completely defenseless as Bruce reared his head back to take a deep bite into her neck. I yelled at her to move or summon her scepter, but she was either in shock or had just given up.

      Right as his fangs were about to touch her neck, his back arched suddenly, and his head shot back with a hiss. Alizia tumbled to the floor as he spun around. It took a few seconds for his cape to lower enough for me to see, when it revealed Olaf and a very bloody dagger. Bruce went straight for Olaf, but his new opponent was not in a stunned-like state. Olaf rewarded Bruce for his unoriginality by letting him bite his dagger instead.

      As different as vampires are to us humans, they evidently share our aversion to biting sharp objects. Bruce howled with rage and covered his mouth. Not one to waste an opportunity, Olaf landed a brutal stab directly into his throat. Bruce couldn’t decide which hurt worse, so he kept one hand on his mouth and put the other one over his neck. Blood sprayed everywhere, showering Olaf in a terrible reward for the huge crits of 57! and 93! he’d landed.

      Bruce was still at 79%, but it was a very good start. As unlikely as it seemed, our only hope was to continue pouring it on and keep him too unbalanced to mount an offense. Olaf tried to say something, but I couldn’t understand him through the fountain of blood pouring over him.

      The only sound I could make out was Clewd’s commentary behind me. “I bet you viewers thought this fight was over before it even started—well, shortly after it started, when the elf in the silly hat got turned into a quick midday snack. But you were wrong, as the shiny-headed little person with the poor imitation of my mustache has made a game of it. By the way, this stream is now rated ‘V’ for ‘vampire’ and ‘O’ for ‘Oh, why isn’t that guy with the bow helping out while the vampire is distracted?’ Viewer discretion is advised.”

      I stammered an apology that Olaf probably couldn’t hear as I readied my bow. My first two arrows bounced off Bruce’s cape for 10 total damage. I aimed higher for the third shot, landing directly in the back of his head, but only managed to do 12 as the arrow dented his helmet-like hair. Frustrated again, I sprinted to the side until I could finally see some skin and aimed for his neck. Olaf must have had the same idea—or became tired of getting a shower he’d need a different kind of shower to clean off—and spun to the opposite side of Bruce. Our blows landed simultaneously, and I swore I could hear the slight ring of metal on metal.

      The words “Combo Attack!” floated up in big white letters, followed by 73! and 107! More blood poured out from his new wounds, drenching Olaf yet again and obscuring my vision. My next arrow missed.

      There was now at least three bodies’ worth of blood covering the floor. I sighed and wondered how much of it there’d have been if I had the blood filter turned all the way up. Would I have drowned in it? Even casually thinking about the filter brought the menu up, and I was surprised to see it back to full. I thought “off” and the slider went all the way down. Evidently, Bruce either didn’t know about that or mobs didn’t have access to the option, because he was rolling on the ground, hilariously slipping and sliding over what looked to me like absolutely nothing. If Clewd had known how to stream, I had no doubt this clip would’ve gone super-viral.

      My next two shots found their marks in his neck again for 37! and 43! As Bruce squirmed and flopped around, he rolled away from me, so I took a step forward. Unfortunately, not being able to see the red stuff and it not being there weren’t the same thing. I tripped, prematurely releasing my next arrow—which miraculously still bounced off his shin for 7—and landed hard on my side.

      Olaf, the world’s greatest tag team partner, had carefully tiptoed his way to our target and arrived just in time to take over the assault. I didn’t see the results of all his blows, but by the time I was able to rejoin the battle, Bruce was down to 35%. Despite Alizia not contributing anything—not even her usually annoying, sometimes witty, and always creative banter—I was quite confident we’d be able to finish Bruce off, hopefully for the last time. He’d yet to gain his footing and was still too distracted by our brutally placed shots to offer any sort of attack or even defense.

      “It seems our inept heroes are not quite as inept as they seem,” Clewd said. “Down an elf and semi-down a comic relief—sorry, down a semi-comic relief, they somehow, against all belief, have the unfortunate homeowner whose lair they’ve invaded on the metaphorical ropes and on the literal floor. Observe as they work in perfect harmony, brutally tearing this ‘old one’ a new one, but little do they know—”

      “What don’t we know, Clewd?” I completely missed my next arrow, causing Olaf to flinch as it sailed a little too close to his head.

      “I don’t know what you don’t know and neither do you. Now stop interrupting. This commentary is for the kids at home. You’re completely ruining the illusion that I’m not here. Bah! I’ll have to edit this out. If you keep this up, I’m not inviting you to the after party.”

      “Sorry.”

      Clewd cleared his throat. “But little do they know that this Count has a few tricks up his antiquated, but still surprisingly stylish, sleeves. Observe . . .”

      Though I figured Clewd probably didn’t know what he was talking about, I decided the risk was too great if I was wrong, so I upped my pace and tried harder to aim for even more vital areas like his eyes and heart. Unfortunately, the pressure and the new, more-difficult-to-hit targets cost me more damage than they increased. I missed twice but did manage to land one through his shirt for a 62!

      Olaf’s manic scream of “11%, keep it up” probably wasn’t some sort of trigger, but it did coincide with Bruce’s form suddenly blurring. Both my shots and Olaf’s three stabs all passed through Bruce and resulted in no damage. When the blurring stopped, the excessively caped, human-like Bruce was no longer there; in his place was a small, very un-caped bat. I think I was more disappointed that the bat wasn’t in a tiny tuxedo than that Bruce had once again changed right before we finished him off.

      The small, big-eared bat fluttered his way to the high ceiling, zigzagging in an unpredictable pattern, avoiding every shot I took. Right before he disappeared into the darkness, I checked his health bar. I breathed a sigh of relief that his transformation hadn’t healed him again.

      “I should’ve seen this coming when I saw Shape Change as one of his Special Attributes.” I fired another arrow blindly into the rafters and was rewarded with a clang and the word Miss.

      “Noooo!” Clewd said. “The action was going too perfectly for too long. After those last, two terrible scenes, I should’ve foreseen this. It was only a matter of time before you mucked this up. This is the worst group of reality actors I’ve ever streamed. Would one of you please come up with a way to get that vampire bat down here?” He pointed at Alizia. “You, tell another joke; he seemed to enjoy those.”

      Alizia looked down at her shattered club and began crying. Her cheeks already looked puffy, leading me to believe that she’d been doing that throughout Olaf and I fighting with vampire Bruce.

      Clewd pointed a telescope at the heavily shadowed ceiling. “I’m not familiar with that style of humor, and I don’t think the Count is either. Someone else, please? Lucas?”

      Olaf glanced around. “Who’s Lucas?”

      I sighed. “That’s my real name. Still not sure how he knows it. And that wasn’t a vampire bat—the ears were too long.” I grabbed the telescope from Clewd and looked up. The only things I could see through it were a bunch of colorful, symmetrical shapes. I gave up and handed what I now knew was a kaleidoscope back to Clewd. “Well, he’s got to come down eventually—doesn’t he? He is undead, but don’t vampires still have to eat?”

      Olaf nodded, though not very confidently. “In most of the movies, they do, but if Pyrite got the type of bat wrong, then there is no telling what other liberties they could have taken. For all we know, he only needs to feed on a full moon or when there is a juicy brain around.”

      Clewd threw up his hands in disgust. “Do I have to do everything for you morons? The ceiling is made of wood. Someone shoot fire up there and be quick about it! You know, before my last viewer abandons me for those stupid ‘Ambush: Elf Crotch Shots’ videos.” Clewd summoned a burning torch from his backpack, handed it to Olaf, and then pointed at my arrow.

      Olaf and I looked back and forth between the two objects in confusion (as my arrow had a normal, metal tip and was not covered in cloth like any of the flaming arrows I’d seen in movies) before Clewd took a stomping step forward and pushed the two objects together. Miraculously, my arrowhead immediately caught fire.

      I shook off my disbelief and fired into the dark area above. After my third arrow found the wooden ceiling, the area started to illuminate. “Why is there a normal ceiling up there when the level below is all upside down?”

      I could barely see the bat now, hiding behind one of the rafters. He stuck his tongue out at me and responded in a normal, human voice. “I hired some nice orc contractors to build an extension—this time, right side up. They did such good work that I only ate half of them.”

      Two arrows later, the ceiling was illuminated enough for me to make out Bruce completely. My earlier statement about him being naked was mistaken, as I could make out a tiny red bowtie wrapped around his neck. It was so adorable that I momentarily forgot he’d (temporarily) murdered my friend and stopped firing arrows.

      Small licks of flame began popping out from the fire above. The bat stuck his oddly humanlike tongue out at me, and almost like it was a trigger, one of the larger licks landed on his fur. He lit up and burned at an improbable and completely unrealistic rate. I wasn’t sure if that was due to “magic” or was just laziness from Pyrite. Regardless of the reason, it helped us—and help had been in short supply. I said a silent prayer of thanks to God, as well as whatever fictitious gods existed in the game.

      The bat screamed as he barreled down, trying to get as far away from the fire and put out his flaming side. His speed made it impossible for me to hit him while he descended, but I didn’t mind, as I knew he’d have to eventually stop and would then be an easy target. Unfortunately, he knew that too and stopped right in front of the only place I couldn’t risk firing at. Olaf lowered his blade and looked to me for guidance as Bruce’s leathery wings flapped tauntingly in front of Alizia’s still-dazed face.

      Trying to figure out a way to hit him without risking doing damage to our friend, we were completely unprepared when Bruce latched onto Alizia’s neck. Alizia didn’t even react, but Olaf and I screamed more than enough to make up for her—doubly so when the cuts and burns on Bruce began to miraculously heal. As I unsummoned my bow to switch to my situationally more useful sword, I glanced at his health bar. He was at 15%, then 21% a few seconds later.

      Afraid his blows would pierce completely through Bruce to Alizia, Olaf tried to use his knife to pry him off instead. Even after I joined in, it was as fruitless as trying to split a tree with a butter knife; Bruce was basically a new, unwanted appendage.

      We quickly gave up and tried poking him. While we did manage to do single-digit damage, his health was still ticking up. Olaf frantically picked up a sliver of wood from Alizia’s club and jammed it in Bruce’s neck. The sliver proved to be no more useful than it had been before and shattered.

      I looked around for something else and my eyes caught my fingers. Of course! Spells! I began to cast Heat, but a second before it finished, Olaf slapped my hands to interrupt it.

      “You will set Alizia on fire as well, friend,” Olaf said. “And she does not have the Hit Points to spare; she has only 20% left.”

      I stared at my hands like they’d betrayed me before the last part of his statement hit me, and I began casting again. “Regrowth.”

      As the greenish glow of my spell spread out to cover Alizia’s body, Clewd waved toward us, still cranking his imaginary camera. “Could you stop that and do something more entertaining? How about making some balloon animals? Standup comedy? What is the deal with airline food anyway?”

      “What’s an airline?” I asked while continuing to cast another Regrowth.

      “They were companies that had those flying machines from about a hundred years ago,” Olaf said as he looked around at the mostly barren room, “though I have no idea what ‘airline food’ is. Maybe people resorted to eating them during the Desolation?”

      Clewd pressed a button on a tiny device which produced the sound of a rim shot. “Fantastic. So, what do you gentlemen think about the opposite sex? They sure are crazy, right?”

      Alizia’s HPs were now stable—at least until I ran out of mana—but Bruce was up to 47%. Olaf shrugged and was about to stab Bruce, when the tiny bat began to spasm uncontrollably and shot off Alizia’s neck as if from a cannon. The bat landed hard on the floor. A second later, it started to blur like before, and the bat was replaced with the human-like Bruce—cape and immaculately pressed Victorian clothing included.

      Bruce abruptly stopped flopping and tried to rise, giving up halfway and hunching down onto his knees. Gone were the numerous gaping wounds Olaf and I had inflicted before. He tried to retch repeatedly but nothing would come out. “What . . . is . . . sheeee?”

      “So, I guess vampires are allergic to forest giant blood?” I asked Olaf beside me.

      “Not in anything I’ve read.”

      A large hand landed on my shoulder, startling me. I relaxed when I took in the bright red fingernails and green skin.

      “Nope. They’re undead,” Alizia said, “and as I learned from the fight with that shaman, they’re allergic to healing potions, a substance I just so happen to have in abundance coursing through my veins.”

      To prove her point, Alizia dumped a potion over Bruce’s head. The potion rolled off the vampire’s slicked-back hair like it was made of rubber but didn’t prevent him from rising in the slightest. Unlike the High Shaman, there was no smoke, nor did he scream in pain as the liquid touched his neck and rolled down his back. As a matter of fact, his Hit Points had stopped dropping as soon as the potion touched him. I took that as more of a coincidence than an effect, just as I took the fact that his skin had gone from slightly green back to its normal corpse white.

      I was about to summon my bow when it finally clicked. Green! As Bruce opened his mouth to reveal his fangs, I cast another Regrowth, this time on him, and he toppled back to the floor, convulsing and scratching his body seemingly at random. I cast another Regrowth, then one more. I checked his health bar and saw that he was back down to 26% and dropping.

      “Should I do something?” Olaf asked me.

      “Yes!” Clewd said. “He’s flopping around like a cartoon. Anything to distract from his terrible acting, but whatever you do, don’t block my shot.”

      “By the way, you’re not even pretending you have a camera right now,” I said after another Regrowth.

      Clewd gasped and immediately went back to winding his fictional, old-timey camera.

      Bruce stopped moving a second after my last spell landed, and it was a good thing because I only had enough mana for one more cast. Alizia kicked Bruce for good measure. He twitched one more time and then stopped moving.

      
        
        
        You have gained 1 skill point in Bows! 6/25

        You have gained 1 skill point in Nature Magic! 4/25

        You have completed the quest: I’m Not New, and I Completed the Quest to Prove It.

        You have gained 10,000 Experience Points!

        You have received the loot: Beginner’s Key.

        Decrona has received the loot: Beginner’s Key.

        Alizia has received the loot: Beginner’s Key.

        Olaf has received the loot: Beginner’s Key.

        You have gained a total of 8,250 (7,500 +750 Group Bonus) Experience Points!

        Welcome to Level 7! 17,836/75,000 to next level.

        You have received 2 stat points on leveling!

        You have gained 19 Hit Points on leveling! 133/133 HP Total.

        You have gained 13 Magic Points on leveling! 91/91 MP Total.

        You have gained 8 Action Points on leveling! 56/56 AP Total.

        You have received 5 gold.

        You have received -150 Faction with the Undead Homeowner’s Association! Total: -1,350 Undead Homeowner’s Association (Hated).

      

        

      

      I jumped up and down when I saw the leveling message. Heck, I’d been so absorbed with all the other stuff going on that I hadn’t even remembered to spend my stat points from the last level either. While I had wanted to know if you could save up spare stat points like you could skill points, I had not wanted to learn by testing it. In some other games, if you didn’t spend them, you lost them. Fortunately, this wasn’t one of those games.

      As Dav predicted, having a group full of people who were new to their classes meant you still ended up taking a lot of hits. Much as I wanted to maximize my character for my new role of dealing damage, hitting faster and harder wouldn’t mean a whole lot if I were dead. I tossed half of my points in Stamina and the other half in Agility (both to get my movement speed back up and so enemies would miss more). I could always move them back out when I hit level twenty-five; or if I got more money, pay to do it earlier. Once Alizia got the hang of tanking, I’d focus almost exclusively on DEX.
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      I was pretty happy with how my stats were set but decided to ask the rest of the group’s opinion later just to be sure. I was sure Decrona would have several suggestions, though it’d probably be better to wait until after she was rezzed.

      Alizia took a bow. “You’re welcome.”

      “I believe we owe Horus the congratulation,” Olaf said.

      “Nope. All me. You see, with being a part-time bard comes expert acting ability. When my club shattered, I realized immediately that I’d need to try a new tactic, so I went through my knowledge of the undead, gained through my intense and extensive study of their kind.”

      Olaf rolled his eyes. “Uh-huh.”

      “It was then that I remembered our encounter with the undead shaman and how he responded to healing potions. Having unnatural foresight, I cleverly consumed several potions before this fight in preparation of using the tactic I call ‘The Human Potion’. All I had to do was pretend to be out of it—which you two thwarted temporarily, by going all out trying to protect me—and wait for him to bite me.”

      “If it was the potions, then why did he take no damage when you poured one on him?”

      Alizia scratched her forehead. “It was a dud?”

      “While she did freeze initially,” Decrona said in group chat, “I told her to stay that way and let him bite her.”

      Alizia crossed her arms and shook her head. “Didn’t even see her messages. Totally my idea.”

      “But you're dead, Decrona,” I said. “How can you see us?”

      “I knew I wouldn’t be able to make it back safely, so I left the resurrection notification unanswered, leaving me here as a ghost so I could watch and offer tactical guidance. Unfortunately, it would appear that vampires are not affected by potions like other undead. I wonder why?”

      I used Inspect on Bruce again. “Because he’s listed as ‘Not-Quite-Dead Human’ and not ‘Undead’ maybe?”

      “That must be it.”

      “Whatever,” Alizia said. “Let’s loot this bad boy and move on. I wanna show off my sweet cape in that player city tonight, so we’d better hustle.” She quickly knelt.

      “Wait!” all of us, including Clewd, said in unison.

      My near-heart attack stopped when the familiar loot messages appeared.

      
        
        
        Alizia has looted Count von Bruce.

        You have received 10 gold, 4 silver as your share of the loot ç

        As group leader, Decrona has been granted the loot: Vampire Dust (x 3) and Cape von Bruce.

      

        

      

      Alizia screeched like a teenage girl meeting a heartthrob. “Since I had to play blood pump, I think I should get that cape.”

      “No,” Decrona said, “it should go into paying me back for the money I lost from dying.”

      A wicked grin spread across Alizia’s face as she stared at Decrona’s corpse and then glanced at Clewd miming recording us on a camera. “Has anyone seen the classic movie Weekend at Bernie’s? The hijinks I could get into with Deccy’s corpse. The uncompromising positions we could stream—and unlike some people, I do know how to stream. Say, Deccy, are you familiar with the ‘Messy Waffle?’”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      I whispered to Olaf. “What’s a ‘Messy Waffle?’”

      Olaf grimaced. “You take some maple syrup and pour it into a hollowed-out gourd that you place in a mannequin’s hand and . . . You do not want to know, friend.”

      “I’ll pay the group half of what the cape’s worth and I’ll send you the stream, if you guys let me have it,” Alizia said as she made lewd gestures with Decrona’s corpse. “Here’s a little preview.”

      A notification appeared on my screen inviting me to watch Alizia’s stream.

      “Put that down,” Decrona screamed as Alizia made the other Decrona do the “Bunny Hop.” “Oh, God. Not that. Anything but that . . . Fine. I’ll give you the cape if you leave that alone and escort me back from the entrance. You also have to promise that you’ll never touch any of my corpses unless I give you special permission.”

      “And ours too,” I said. “That goes for the entire group.”

      Alizia set Decrona’s corpse on the ground. After she finished tugging and bending Decrona’s face until she looked like a pig with severe anxiety issues, Alizia jumped up and nodded. “All right, but only as long as you’re in the group. If you ditch us . . . well, let’s just say I have advertisers all lined up and am fielding offers from no fewer than four major studios.”

      Decrona sighed. “Fine. Now can you come get me? I’m at the entrance.”

      “How did you get here that quick?” I asked.

      “When you die in a dungeon, you have the option of resurrecting at the entrance,” Decrona said.

      Alizia stuck Decrona’s corpse’s hands down its pants and gave Olaf and me a thumbs up. It took us about fifteen minutes to make our way back to the entrance. We only encountered two brutes on the way. Apparently, Clewd had cleared most of them out and there was a slow respawn. Without Decrona there, I covered healing duties with Regrowth. It worked surprisingly well, though Alizia did have to use a healing potion for its intended purpose once.

      After we picked up Decrona, we didn’t encounter anything else and made our way back upstairs. Decrona rushed to loot her corpse to recover half the money she’d lost on death, and more importantly to make it disappear so Alizia couldn’t do anything else to it. Clewd was nowhere to be found, though only Alizia was disappointed by that. Decrona handed Alizia the cape and Alizia split fifty gold with the group. With a new zone now open to us and no reason to stay, we ran to the entrance. We were fortunate that no new packs of brutes had wandered back through, and we made it unscathed.

      “So, where is this city at?” Olaf asked as he shielded his eyes from the bright sunlight outside.

      Decrona summoned her 3D map overlay for us all to see and scrunched up her face. “My information says it shouldn’t be very far from here, but my contact didn’t say specifically—”

      “It’s straight north,” Alizia said.

      Decrona walked into the middle of the map and bent over to get a closer look at the northern area. “Possibly. I’m missing parts in that area, but I’m also missing an even larger spot to the east.”

      “North.”

      “Of course, it could also be to the west. There’s a large gap here and the road leads right through it.”

      Alizia picked Decrona up and held her face to the north. Decrona growled at first, until she took in the shimmering green city in the distance that had definitely not been there before.

      Decrona’s mouth dropped open. “My contact never said it was so . . . Of course! Until you defeat your first dungeon boss, areas you can’t access are invisible to you, but no one ever told me Fen was visible from so far away. The cost of all the jade must have been staggering.”

      Alizia picked up Decrona and carried her forward. “Whatever, Toto. This girl wants to visit the wizard today, and she doesn’t have time for your gawking.”

      Olaf and I hurried to catch up to her.

      “Toto?” Decrona asked. “Ahh, because it’s covered in green gemstones, you think it looks like that city from that old movie. Very clever. You can set me down now.”

      “Nuh-uh. We need to get there fast. Maybe we can get you a brain from the wizard.”

      Alizia seemed to be making extra effort to shake Decrona as we ran. Eventually, she did drop her—probably intentionally—as we reached some rocky terrain. It took her three healing spells to close the head wound and four minutes to catch up.

      When we unlocked the gate to the new zone with our keys, the air suddenly hardened, and I felt a light sucking pressure from every inch of my body. The feeling passed after a few seconds and a huge sign greeted us. “Welcome to the Outpost of Fen!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Alizia + Tavern = I Think You Know Where This Is Going

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alizia, slow down!” I said as we entered the gates. “Do you even know where you’re going?”

      We finally caught up to her a few minutes later as she stopped at a four-way intersection. There were signs pointing toward all sorts of shops and restaurants. Her head jerked back and forth as she bounced between signs for no fewer than twelves bars spread between all four directions.

      “All right, Deccy,” Alizia said. “Which one of these has the best drinks?”

      “I have no idea, but I’d think you’d be more interested in the auctions. Due to this player city’s close proximity to the most populated starting city in the game, it also houses the largest auction area.”

      “Auction area?” I asked. “I thought Pyrite didn’t allow auctions, since being able to auction stuff makes it easier for players to make money.”

      “While there aren’t NPCs for that, they can’t stop players from doing that themselves. As a matter of fact, there are no NPC merchants in Fen at all. Everyone here is a player.”

      “How do players create towns?” I asked.

      “From a very rare item called Town Stones,” Decrona said. “Let me take that back. They’re currently very rare. So rare, that they may not even drop anymore. They used to be much more affordable early in the game, but now . . . Well, I’m not precisely sure what they go for, but suffice to say, even the top guilds need to pool their resources to purchase one.”

      “Neat,” Alizia deadpanned. “Bars. Which one has the best drinks? And before you ask, ‘best’ means cheapest with the highest alcohol content.”

      Decrona spun to look at the signs that were pointing to the north and landed on the first bar she found. “This one, the Silver Bar.”

      Alizia pushed Decrona’s hand aside. “It’s Silver Baroque, and it says they specialize in elven martinis. Everyone in the picture looks like someone I’d like to punch. What is the point of a monocle anyway? Deccy, you better find a good one, or I’ll punch you instead.”

      Alizia turned back to Decrona, but only found a gnome in a bright blue hat with a tiny shovel. With all our eyes now on him, the gnome jumped with a start and ran away through the legs of the crowd to his left.

      “Decrona left as soon as you started reading,” I said.

      Olaf shrugged. “She said she had to meet her contact as soon as possible.”

      “Fine, be that way, Deccy. But just for that, I’m not picking something in the north. I’m a-goin’ south, where I have a feeling you don’t want me to be. Why, I might even brush up against that precious contact of yours and embarrass you. Come, boys. I have lots of embarrassing brushing to do and I need you to keep me upright and hold my spare drinks. I know exactly where she’s going.” Alizia’s green finger landed right on a sign for a bar called The Shy Librarian, and she walked south.

      I eyed Olaf and he shrugged before we both ran after her. Fortunately, it wasn’t hard to locate a seven-foot-tall, green-skinned woman wearing a multi-colored headdress.

      With the huge crowd, the town was incredibly loud, a large part of which was due to the constant shouts of people selling things. I wasn’t sure what the “Bracers of Manliness” or a “Sword of Minimal Screaming” were but I didn’t have time to find out. I soon gathered that the auction area wasn’t so much as a location within the city but a description of the city itself. The southern area did seem to be where the most action was, however.

      It took us fifteen minutes to make it past the last five buildings, and it’d have likely taken us longer without Alizia’s large body to push our way through. As much as I wanted to at least observe some of the auctions, Olaf and I were fearful of what Alizia might do unattended. She had a look about her that said she was about to do something stupid—stupider than usual. While I was slightly fearful of whatever they had for guards in this player-run town might do to her, I was more fearful of what she might do to other people and how that might reflect on the rest of her group.

      I still didn’t have a whole lot of coin to spare and I did need my remaining coin as a buffer in case I ended up dying a lot. Although, fifty gold for a Bow of Flames was a heck of a deal. I was about to push my way across the street to buy it when Alizia’s scream sounded from inside the bar. My head shot back to the entrance and I found Olaf in the doorway motioning me inside. She couldn’t have been in there for more than thirty seconds, and already she was causing trouble.

      We arrived in a modest-sized main room that contained the bar itself and a few small tables around it. Three archways led to larger side rooms. Alizia was nowhere to be seen, and none of the patrons were looking around for the source of the disturbance. I asked the bartender about it and about Alizia, but he didn’t seem to know what I was talking about.

      Olaf, however, had a much better idea. “Alizia, where are you?” he asked in group chat. “I think that scream we heard was only in group chat.”

      “I found him!” she said in group chat.

      Olaf groaned. “Leave Decrona’s contact alone and get out of there. She said her contact would stop talking to her if she brought any outsiders. Horus and I need that information, and we do not need you ruining it.”

      “I know that.” I could almost see her pouting through group chat. “I would never jeopardize getting the info you two handsome devils need. Although I could wait until the contact left and then scare the crap out of Deccy—but that’s not who I meant. I found that guy you were looking for, Horus.”

      I think my feet reacted before she even finished, as I was running through the archway and inside the side room on the far right. Unfortunately, my feet were not very good at thinking, and I found the room completely empty. As I attempted to push forward to check out some of the booths in the back, I bumped into a rope with a “Closed” sign on it. As I turned to move to the next side room over, I saw Olaf waving toward the one farther away.

      I stuck my head in that one and found Alizia seated near the back, pointing excitedly to the person in the booth behind her. She shuffled to the side shortly after so that I could make out the man. He had spikey dark hair and was now looking right at us. My heart dropped when I realized he wasn’t Nyytro, but then I remembered you could pay to change your appearance in the game. Reacting to the surprise on his face, and to the fact that no one else in the game could possibly be reacting that way to me besides Nyytro, I decided to throw caution to the wind and rushed forward. The man shouted something as he stumbled out of the booth and made his way to the back door across the room. Anticipating this eventuality, Olaf had already maneuvered to get in the way. Though the man bore little resemblance to Nyytro—or the original Carl he was modeled after, except that he appeared middle-aged—my heart just knew it was him. The man took a half step back in surprise when Olaf appeared and dove at him, but he was either a higher level or had put everything into Strength, because the force of Olaf’s tackle barely knocked him back. However, he was not strong enough to hold off the combined might of Alizia and me when we hit him from the other side a few seconds later.

      “He looks a lot different than I remember,” Olaf said from somewhere near my feet. “But you know him better than I do.”

      Alizia shifted, pushing my elbow into my belly button. “Anyway—short, dark, and OK-looking, I’d watch what you say next. We have you firmly in our mercy and fully plan to get our revenge for that thing you did to our bestest buddy Horus. What was it again? I know it was something bad, but I was kind of distracted at the time. Thinking there was a lot of rum and a cure potion involved.”

      I tried to respond, but a boot was jammed in my mouth. After a lengthy struggle, during which my digital body ended up contorting into several positions that would’ve caused serious injury to my old body and only ended when I started to cast Heat, Alizia finally let me up. “What I was going to say was—”

      My head darted to the side as I caught a flash of motion heading through the entranceway into the main room. I was about to dismiss it as some random person running by when I caught a brief glimpse of a shiny head and red facial hair. I had missed another person in the far corner of the booth! “Nyytro.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Alizia said to my feet. “It’s all coming back to me. He stole your nitro-burning funny car, and you swore vengeance on him because your dad bought it for you. By the way, I thought the fella you were looking for was the other one?”

      “He is,” I screamed as I ran. “Why didn’t you tell me there was someone else in the booth? Never mind. He’s getting away!”

      Alizia said something, but I was too focused on my target to listen. I thought I had Nyytro at a dead end, but he made a quick right to go around a corner I hadn’t seen; the “Kitchen” sign should’ve been a dead giveaway, but I wasn’t exactly in reading mode. I was hopeful the path only led to a dead-end kitchen and nothing else, but there was a back door directly to the outside at the far end. Fortunately, when he jiggled the doorknob it didn’t open. I bowled over an unfortunate dwarf that stumbled out of the kitchen. I’d like to say that I apologized to him as I passed, but I was too driven by rage to think of anything but my father’s killer. The words “Got you now, you bastard!” caught in my throat as the door popped open. The lockpicks tumbled from his hands, and I swore I caught a smirk as he disappeared through the doorway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            No, The Other Other Fat, Bald Guy With the Weaselly Laugh & Penchant For Murder

          

        

      

    

    
      As I exited the alleyway, I skidded to a stop. Nyytro was nowhere in sight, nor was anyone else for that matter. The alley led in two directions. One direction headed back into the main street, where the echo of the thin alleyway merged several auctions into a “Bracerhelmetpotion of Hardvisiohealing.” The other direction led to a sharp turn, darkness, and according to my map, the area near the main gate.

      I guessed that he’d be more likely try to run to the main street and get lost in the crowd, and was about to head that way when I remembered my Tracking skill. The interface popped up and almost automatically scrolled to Nyytro. Evidently, if you thought about a specific person, the interface went right to them. It’s amazing what you can discover when you let your subconscious take over. The semi-transparent, red arrow appeared to indicate Nyytro’s direction and pointed to the dark, foreboding alley.

      I pushed away all the lessons I’d learned from horror movies and ran toward the alley. A few steps before I took the turn leading to the darker part of the alley and all the likely ambushes, probable ne’er-do-wells, and definite diseases that its gloom promised, a loud noise sounded behind me. Once again, my subconscious—or more likely my nerves—took over, and I sprinted into the alley.

      Driven by a combination of anger, fear, and revenge, I ran faster than I’d ever run before (though in hindsight, that was largely due to me activating the Sprint skill). I barely noticed my numerous brushes with the crates, barrels, and other assorted debris littering the alley as I unerringly followed the bright red arrow toward my quarry. I did pick up a debuff that slowly lowered my Hit Points in my madcap dash, but it faded shortly after I exited the alley into a nearly deserted side street. The arrow pointed to the left, but with the return of the light, I didn’t need the help, as the lone occupant of that direction had tufts of red hair and was running away from me. I tossed a quick Regrowth on myself and ran after him.

      As I slowly, methodically gained on him with each step, my speed abruptly dropped in half. I silently cursed when in less than fifteen seconds he took back all the distance I’d gained on him in the last two minutes. A blinking bar in the upper right was the likely culprit; I had run out of Action Points. I lost sight of him a few minutes later as the street took a sudden curve.

      I shot around the bend and crashed directly into an unsuspecting traveler. Offering a few apologies this time, I quickly jumped to my feet, looking about frantically for my target, but found no sight of him.

      “Horus?” the woman said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to the north of the city with Alizia.”

      I looked down in surprise as I realized the woman was a very disheveled Decrona. “I’m chasing after Nyytro,” I said as I helped her up. “Did you see him pass by?”

      Her face lit up in surprise, and she quickly looked around. “Nyytro? I . . . think he went into that building there.” She pointed to the left at a sign that indicated it was an inn. “Or was it there?” She pointed to an armor shop. “Hmm—I’m not sure now. When you knocked me down, I lost my orientation. Perhaps it was that one with the purple sign down that way?” She pointed a block away.

      Pondering which direction to take, I glanced down and to my surprise discovered my Tracking arrow was still there. I’d forgotten all about it. It was pointing at none of the places she’d indicated. I ran to an unmarked three-story building that was as dumpy looking as a building can be when it’s covered in shiny gems.

      I found myself in a hallway with doors to both my immediate right and left as well as several more doors farther down. At the end of the hallway was a stairwell that led up, and I had no doubt I’d find lots of other doors above. I thanked God that I’d picked the Woodsman class and reached down to hug my Tracking arrow before I remembered it wasn’t solid.

      The arrow led me to the fourth door on the right. Inside, I found a man with a terrible combover sprawled on the dull-green rug in front of me. About five yards away, Nyytro had given up trying to open a locked door that led outside and was making his way to an open window when he noticed me. The tingle of Inspect washed over me.

      I decided against returning the favor, as I figured I’d be better off not knowing how much stronger he was than me—and with the way his weapon and leather armor shined with magic, I knew he was at least significantly better equipped. No matter the odds, I’d never forgive myself if I just let him go. I raised my bow and gave him an intimidating glare.

      I’d like to think his subconscious was at least slightly unnerved, or that the wheezy laugh with which he responded was only false bravado. At least the man with the combover was unnerved by it, as he ran from the room, nearly knocking me down. It took all my balance and control to prevent me from shooting him. If he’d run the other way, I had no doubt Nyytro wouldn’t have had the same control. I imagined a tumbleweed blowing across the space between us as we faced each other.

      “You?” Nyytro pointed his gleaming blue dagger at me. “I thought I was being chased by—Doesn’t matter. You’re the one who swore vengeance against me because you thought I stole the Goblin Bodybuilder kill a few days ago, right?”

      “No,” I growled.

      He snapped his fingers and pointed. “Oh, yeah. I outbid you for the Belt of Semi-Awesomeness. Still mad because I made you cry?”

      I shook my head and nocked an arrow.

      “I accidentally killed your party by overturning a vat of acid on them at the flying squirrel fort?”

      “No. I’m Frank’s son, Lucas. You killed me on Earth! And how can you possibly have that many enemies already? We haven’t even been in here a week.” My shot missed by several feet, thumping into the wall above his head.

      Nyytro snorted as he twirled his dagger. He gave me the “hurry up” gesture as I loaded another arrow. “The more enemies, the more important the person, which judging by that crappy equipment and your even crappier aim, must mean you don’t have any. I’ll give you two more shots, and then I’ll put you out of your misery. Wonder if I can one-shot you with my pinky.”

      Not trusting him to keep his word, I hurriedly fired again. The arrow landed in the wood an inch away from the previous one. Feeling it was worth the risk of him breaking his word—and wanting to save my pride by at least hitting him once—I took the time to steady myself and line my shot up. As I slowly pulled the bow back, I made sure to slow my breathing and my heart rate before I launched. I wanted to aim right between the eyes, but his helmet had a long, metal nose guard, so I picked a single eye as the next best thing.

      The arrow flew true, not wavering in the slightest as it rocketed toward his right eye. Nyytro’s mouth opened into a big O-shape as he stood paralyzed by the shot barreling toward him. I let out a whoop of delight and was about to pump my fist when the arrow inexplicably bent far to the left like it’d been pulled by a very powerful magnet or was subject to cartoon physics. The arrow crashed into a window that sat at almost a ninety-degree angle from its target. Shards of glass spewed everywhere, every one of which also bent away from Nyytro when they got within a foot of his body.

      Nyytro turned the O-shape of his mouth into a pucker and blew me a kiss. “God, messing with newbs is fun. I’m almost tempted to let you shoot at me all day, but you know, things to do, people’s days to ruin.” He plucked one of the arrows from the wall behind him and skipped as he walked toward me. When he got a couple of feet away, he threw the arrow at me like a dart and snorted in laughter as I jumped back. The arrow’s trajectory once again cartoonishly bent—this time sending it straight into the ceiling.

      He waved goodbye as he exited the door. “Most player cities are no-combat areas except against members of the other faction, moron.”

      I stared at his back, slack jawed and helpless to do anything against him. My mind raced in panic searching through all my items and abilities for anything that could hurt him. I ran after him. Figuring I had nothing to lose, I fumbled through a Heat spell. The red and green flames arched perfectly toward him at first, but as expected, blossomed out to the sides like they’d struck an invisible barrier when they neared him.

      The walls of the building weren’t so protected, however, and the hallway quickly caught fire. I thought I might have found a loophole and that fire from the building might affect him or burn loose something that might fall on him, but the fire was behind him. He soon exited, likely oblivious to what kept transpiring in the place he’d left. The fire did spread toward me, however, but stopped, spreading out in a circle as it connected with my invisible barrier. Each new step extinguished the fire around me. As neat as that looked, I did not want to test the no-combat rule for loopholes, when those loopholes were for the moment directed at me, and I quickly exited the now raging inferno.

      I half expected Nyytro to be waiting for me just outside the door to throw additional insults my way, but was quite surprised when I was greeted by the nervously pacing Decrona instead. I almost knocked her down in avid search for my casually murderous quarry, but I could find no sign of him. The only other people in sight were the guy with the terrible combover and the panting forms of Alizia and Olaf about a block away.

      I steadied Decrona before she fell over. “Did you see Nyytro?” I asked.

      She waited for her eyes to stop rolling before she spoke. “Yes. He ran right by me.”

      “What! Why didn’t you stop him?”

      She backed up in a hurry. “You can’t attack players here unless they’re of the other faction. Everyone knows that. The only thing I could’ve done was wrestle him into submission, but Inspect showed him having a lot more Strength than me, so I knew that would be fruitless.”

      “Did you at least see which way he went?” I willed my fist to lower, but it disobeyed. The best I could do was hold it still.

      Decrona pointed toward a short alley leading back to the auctions, in the opposite direction from the towering inferno that was consuming the building I’d left. I could see a large crowd on the other side of the alley and no sign of a balding man. Tracking gave me a “Player Not Found” message when I tried his name. He couldn’t possibly have moved out of range, so I assumed he was using something to mask his presence, like Sneak. Before I could move, my attention was pulled back by the panting of Olaf and Alizia.

      “Did you trap him in that burning apartment building?” Alizia wheezed. “If you did, that’s a pretty clever loophole for the whole no-combat thing.”

      “Very,” Olaf sputtered out. “I was wondering what we would do after we grabbed the man we thought was him back in the bar, but this is brilliant. Well done!”

      I took a half step forward again but stopped. “Wait. What? You guys knew we couldn’t fight him? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

      Alizia shuffled her feet nervously. “We thought you knew and had another one of your brilliant plans.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Well, if we go now, I think we can still catch him.”

      Olaf pulled me back before I charged off. “Listen, Horus. You have pulled off quite a few miracles since I have known you, but would not it be better to have a plan already worked out before you attack a person in public? The market area has a lot of player guards patrolling.”

      “The smart thing to do would be to wait outside town for him,” Decrona said. “That is, assuming we know both when and where he’s going to leave.”

      I moved forward. “I—we’ll—Something will come to me, but first we need to find him. At worst, we’ll sic Alizia on him, and she can annoy him to death.”

      “Since you’re angry, I’ll let that pass,” Alizia said. “Besides, I can’t wait to try out my soon-to-be smash country hit ‘Goblins Have Feelings, But They Also Drop Loot.’ Say, when I start singing, could you guys squeal in pain whenever I say ‘loot’? I think it’ll really add something.”

      Someone smashed a guitar behind me. “Where do you keep getting these things?” Olaf asked.

      As we exited the small alley, I let my anger guide me and tried to push my way through the crowd. Since almost everyone had a higher Strength than me, I barely managed to budge anyone through force, though after one look at me, most of them moved out of the way all the same. If I’d been my normal, polite self, we likely wouldn’t have gotten anywhere, but even with my anger-fueled plowing, it still took us five minutes to move thirty feet.

      “Mittens of Purple Rage. 15 AC, 6 STR, 7 AGI, 5 STA. Only 250 gold!” a squeaky voice shouted.

      “Has anyone seen him or anything out of place, like there’s an invisible person pushing his way through?” I asked as I glared my way past a forest giant in a long, embroidered robe.

      “What?” Olaf asked.

      “I think he said he wants to buy me new boots after this is all over,” Alizia said. “Nothing that used to be alive though—unless it has really high Charisma or enhances my singing voice . . . or if it matches my new cape. Also, if it’s shiny, but nothing red. Pink is OK, though.”

      “Slicer. 18-24 Damage, 6 DEX, 2 STR, Special Effect: Bleeding. 450 gold,” a deep voice shouted.

      “What?” Olaf asked.

      “I think I see him over there,” Decrona said in group chat. “We’ll need to talk in here. It’s far too noisy to hear each other normally.”

      I spun around and looked in the direction Decrona was pointing. I couldn’t see Nyytro or anything out of the ordinary, but then again, I couldn’t see much of anything past her. I climbed on top of a raised flower bed and knocked the towering stovepipe hat off the wood elf in front of me so I could see. I scanned the crowd back and forth several times in the direction Decrona had pointed but couldn’t see anything unusual. Tracking produced nothing either. After Decrona finished apologizing to the elf with the ridiculous hat, she hopped up on the flower bed and pointed toward a balding man with a black goatee.

      “No, he has red hair,” I said as I went back to scanning the crowd. There had to be at least two hundred people crammed into the football-field-sized area. The good news was there wasn’t much in the way of objects to obstruct the view. The bad news was there was a very good possibility he’d left.

      Decrona went to pointing out every bit of red that she could see. I stopped paying attention when she pointed to an apple, but my heart leapt when I found a balding man with wispy bits of red hair a few seconds later. Hopping over a beaverkin couple, I raced toward him. Armed with the look on my face and my summoned bow, the crowd easily parted to let me through. My target dropped to his knees as I pointed an arrow at him, but a split second before I fired, I noticed his pointy ears.

      I dropped the arrow and cursed. He wasn’t Nyytro, and I’d wasted even more time. The real Nyytro was probably long gone. I dispelled my bow as it dawned on me that I couldn’t attack him inside the city anyway. Turning to renew my search, I nearly bowled Olaf over.

      “Anyone see him?” I growled in group chat.

      Olaf grimaced and took a step back. “No, sorry.”

      “He might be over there,” Decrona said. I couldn’t see her anymore, let alone where she was pointing. I assumed she was still back at the raised flower bed.

      “That’s a lobster. You’re really bad at this, Deccy,” Alizia said. I could barely make out the top of her head about twenty feet away. “By the way, what’s a lobster doing here? And why’s it so big?”

      Screams came from the distance and were soon accompanied by the rattling of buildings. The crowd began frantically moving in two competing directions; half of the people were running away from the noise and the other half moving toward it with weapons drawn. My scowl was no longer enough to move people out of the way, and I was forced to go with the flow of the crowd. Unfortunately, the flow was more like a whirlpool and less like a current. I ended up circling past the same lamppost four times before I managed to reunite with Olaf and Alizia on the edge of the square.

      “Decrona, where are you?” Olaf asked. When she didn’t respond, Olaf asked again to similar silence.

      I sighed under my breath. “Did you say there’s a giant lobster out there, Alizia?”

      “Yup. There’s some elf in blackface on his back too. There’s also a bunch of green guys to the north, though not pretty green like me, more looking like the world’s ugliest football team—you know, lots of muscles, scrunched up faces, and thick tusks. They’re taking their frustration about their ugliness out on the crowd with axes and such. Oh, yeah. And over that way, I saw a huge moving statue who has a vendetta against buildings. Must’ve had a bad breakup with one once.”

      “Don’t suppose you happened to use Inspect on any of them?” I asked.

      “It does not matter,” Olaf said. “If they can knock buildings over, they are far out of our league.” Olaf pointed to an alley behind us. “If those green people are engaging other players in combat inside the city, they must be Shadow. We should get out of here and find Nyytro later.”

      “There’s no way I’m letting him get away.” I moved toward the sounds of battle.

      Olaf tried to pull me back. “Be sensible, Horus.”

      I shook loose from his grip. “Vengeance doesn’t speak sensible. You guys can leave—I won’t fault you for it—but I have to try to find him.”

      I was heartened to see both of their shadows following me as I made my way through the drastically thinning mass, though part of me did feel guilty for leading them toward probable death. As we cleared the edge of the crowd, I could finally see the twenty-foot-tall golem smashing every building in sight. While he didn’t seem to be directly targeting anyone, he did take out a pack of archers when his huge fist sprayed the top floor of a luxury hotel on top of them, taking out scores more with each ground-shaking step. Before I could decide if I wanted to go that way, the golem tossed most of a five-story building across the road, completely blocking that route.

      Turning west instead left me with a choice between an army of orcs and a lone giant lobster. The orcs were fast and vicious, stabbing and bashing everyone who came within their range. While the lobster was cutting everything it could get with its claws in half, it was slow and missing more than it was hitting. A group of mages continually sprayed the lobster’s underside with magic while easily darting back and forth from its claws. Peeking over the top of the lobster’s head, a maniacally cackling shadow elf responded with magic of his own, vaporizing one of the mages in response. I glanced back as the orcs tore through everyone in their path, not letting anything past, and decided to take my chances with the slow lobster.

      “Do lobsters like ballads?” Alizia asked. “No? Sea shanties, then?”

      “Irrelevant,” Olaf said. “Nobody likes your singing. The better question is, how many Hit Points does it have, and what constitutes a vital area?”

      “Doesn’t matter, because we’re not trying to fight it,” I said as we stopped just out of its reach. “Avoid it as best you can, while we look for any signs of a balding, red-headed man.”

      I waited for its claw to crash down in front of us, and then zigged around it toward the huge area between its legs. Fortunately, the shadow elf was still busy with the pack of mages and didn’t even look our way.

      “Where exactly should we expect to find him?” Olaf asked behind me.

      “Probably that way.” I pointed to a group of refugees sprinting past the tail. “He’s a bully. The type who’s tough when he has a sizeable advantage but a coward when it’s an even fight or worse. I can almost guarantee we’ll find him outside of town.”

      “So then he wouldn’t leap on the back of a colossal monster like an action hero to stab it through the brain?” Alizia asked.

      “Of course not,” I said as we neared the tail. “He’d run away. Even for the fame and likely reward for saving the city, the risk’d be too great for him.”

      “Ahh . . . then it must be a coincidence that a guy who looks exactly like him and has the same name is climbing up the lobster right now.”
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      I stopped in my tracks and turned around. Alizia was pointing up the lobster’s stair-like tail to a balding man in freshly polished leather armor as he sprinted upward. He did look like Nyytro from the back, but from that distance there was no way to be sure—or at least not if this had been Earth. I hit the figure with Inspect just before he disappeared as he crested the tail.
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      “That’s him,” I said as I hopped onto the lobster’s tail. Considering the lobster was moving—albeit very slowly—the tail was surprisingly easy to climb. I wondered if that was an intentional design decision to balance the raw power of the thing. “Any response from Decrona?”

      “No,” Olaf said as he skipped up the tail behind me. “Probably too busy running for her life to notice anything else.”

      Alizia gave a fake laugh as she slowly crawled up the tail on all fours. “More likely she’s holding a group of orcs at bay by explaining how inefficient their attack plan is and how she’d have done it better. We can meet her back at the bind spot in Highwall if the orcs don’t decide to make her death slow.”

      A few minutes later, I crested the tail to stand on the mostly level back of the lobster. The shadow elf was again leaning over the side to launch spells at the city’s defenders below. I desperately wanted to use Inspect on him to see what class and level he was but couldn’t risk the tingly aftereffect alerting him to our presence, especially since Nyytro was only a few feet away from him. As much as I desperately wanted to grab Nyytro, I decided to let him try to kill the elf first for the good of our faction, and so we wouldn’t have to worry about him.

      Before Alizia threw out one of her sometimes amusing and always loud bits of banter to alert them to our presence, I gave her the quiet sign. Amazingly, she complied, though that may have been because she was too preoccupied by how high up we were. She still hadn’t fully stood and kept glancing toward the side.

      Nyytro summoned his dagger and flipped it underhand so he could put all his weight into stabbing the prone and oblivious shadow elf. Part of me felt bad for letting the psychopath kill again, but then I remembered this was just a game and the elf would respawn. Besides, the elf was killing many more people through his lobster’s city-wide rampage.

      Nyytro grinned wickedly as he took a few practice stabs, but suddenly unsummoned his dagger and patted the shadow elf on the back. At first, I thought he was trying to push the elf over the edge to his death—and the elf did seem to fall for a second, before he hit some sort of invisible barrier about a foot over the edge and bounced back up—yet when Nyytro’s wicked grin turned to a friendly smirk instead, I knew the tap had only been meant to mess with him. A large crash sounded from the direction of the massive golem.

      The elf leapt up and playfully punched Nyytro in the chest. “I was wondering . . . where you . . . were,” the shadow elf said in a deep voice.

      “Hoping your pet ‘accidentally’ stepped on me, eh?”

      “Of course . . . not,” the elf said in mock shock. “I do know how to . . . repay my allies.”

      They shared an evil laugh and shook hands. Olaf’s face filled with rage, and I grabbed him right before he charged forward.

      “Wait,” I whispered in group chat. “I think they’re going to reveal more, so I’m going to record this. We might be able to turn this over to the authorities, and then we can get Sun law enforcement on him—maybe. I’m not sure of the rules exactly. At worst, the rest of the players will be sure to turn on him and help me get him thrown back to Earth.”

      Alizia finally stumbled to her feet on still shaking legs. “Villains do like to monologue. I just hope it’s a quick one.”

      “Why does that elf keep throwing random pauses in his sentences?” Olaf asked.

      Alizia shrugged.

      “Thank you for . . . your assistance,” the shadow elf said.

      “You should have at least another hour before the guilds get back from those raids I funded for you. So, what’s next after you destroy this place?” Nyytro asked.

      “Ha!” the elf said. “Like I’d trust you with that . . . information. While your service has been . . . exemplary in this little . . . endeavor, that information is strictly . . . need to know, and you do not . . . need to know.”

      “Well, OK, but I might be able to help. I already have another contract ready, if you need some assurances. It has a magic non-disclosure agreement that will bleep out anything if I try to say or write about the stuff you tell me.” Nytro re-summoned his dagger and casually flipped it between his fingers.

      The elf frowned as he eyed the dagger, but his mouth spread into a wide grin as he began patting Nyytro on the shoulder. “You’re . . . fired.” A black red flame spread from the mage’s hand onto Nyytro’s shoulder, quickly spreading throughout his body. Nyytro's entire body converted to ash with a whoosh. He didn’t even have time to form a look of surprise, let alone scream. He was there, and then he was gone. The ash tumbled to the ground in a nice neat pile. A trumpet blasted from the north.

      The elf gave a rude gesture toward the pile. “If you leave your bind spot . . . immediately, you might be able to get back here to see me . . . dance on the rubble of this city.”

      It was all so unexpected that I lost my focus and let out a cry of surprise. Fortunately, the shadow elf couldn’t hear it over the noise of the large explosion that rocked the lobster from below. The lobster lurched hard to the right. I barely managed to keep my feet as the beast slowly leveled itself.  The shadow elf immediately went back to his position peering over the lobster’s head and fired bolts of energy at the forces below. Olaf and Alizia crawled up next to me.

      “What is the plan, friend Horus?” Olaf asked.

      I sighed. “With Nyytro gone, we should probably just leave.”

      Olaf shook his head. “Honor dictates we must stop this evil elf. We are the only ones who can do it.”

      “I don’t know,” Alizia said. “While I do like the idea of having a city full of people showering me with adoration and not having to buy a drink for the rest of my life, Horus’s plan involves being back on the nice, stable, not-going-to-fall-to-your-death-if-you-roll-over-the-wrong-way ground.”

      The lobster shifted again as another explosion sounded near its head. The shadow elf responded by tossing a few more bolts of flaming energy over the side. Several screams followed a second later, and the explosions below stopped.

      “I like your spirit, Olaf,” I said. “But this city is lost. The orcs were making mincemeat of the few people who stayed and fought—not to mention what that golem was doing. Plus, I think the shadow elf just finished off the guys below.”

      “The golem was defeated a few minutes ago,” Olaf said. “And reinforcements are here. That horn sound signaled their arrival. If we can defeat this thing, our side will win.”

      I stared hard at my friend’s face. It was clear he was going to stay no matter what I decided. As much as I wanted to go look for Nyytro, the chances of him being bound in this city—if it even had a bind point—and of me being able to find him in the chaos below were very small. The chances of us being able to help our faction were much higher. Plus, Olaf was my friend. I couldn’t abandon him to fight what I was sure was a powerful enemy with only a barely mobile Alizia as backup.

      “OK, I’m in,” I said. “Olaf, I want you turn on Sneak and get near him. When you’re in position, give us the word.” I turned toward Alizia. “I need you to draw his attention with Shout. Without Decrona, I’ll switch to heals and do my best to keep you upright.”

      Alizia responded by throwing up all over my shoe. As I internally debated whether to take that as a “yes” or to call the whole thing off, a fiery blast grazed my arm. I didn’t have time to check the damage number, but my blinking HP bar indicated it was a lot.

      “Hey, elf,” Alizia sputtered out in a wavering voice. “Your skin’s all dirty and . . . Yeah, I Shout at you. Look at me.”

      I wasn’t sure whether Shout actually landed, or whether the shadow elf was mesmerized by Alizia’s seasick antics, but whatever the cause, she did draw his attention and bought me enough time to cast a Regrowth. My HPs stopped blinking. Unfortunately, his next blast tore past Alizia’s shield and took her down to 35%.

      As my hand barely began to show the greenish glow of my healing spell, I realized his next spell was much further along and mine wouldn’t be in time. My only hope was that he’d somehow miss or decide to target something else. The much smaller blast of my spell looked pathetic by comparison as it released from my hands a second later. I was surprised that it had finished so soon, but it might as well have been hours later for all the good it’d do Alizia.

      I closed my eyes before his spell landed. It was a good thing too, as a sizzle like a piece of bacon hitting a hot skillet came barely after. I decided to keep my eyes closed until my turn was over, but a masculine scream rang out ten seconds later and curiosity got the better of me.

      “Why won’t you . . . die?” the deep voice of the shadow elf asked.

      A man in shiny, multi-colored armor put his hands on his hips and pouted in response. I hadn’t seen or heard Clewd arrive. He must have climbed up the lobster behind us during the commotion, though it was also possible he’d teleported up there.

      “My mother always told me never to die on an empty stomach, and I’ve always lived by that motto,” Clewd said. “Now are you going to seat me, or do I have to seat myself?”

      The elf screamed again as he launched another purple and black spell. The spell hit Clewd in the chest and spread out, enveloping his body, seeming to bleed into the armor before evaporating in a light cloud of smoke. Clewd rolled his eyes. The sizzling made me assume it was only bravado, until I noticed it came from the circle of melting lobster shell around his feet.

      Clewd looked down and slapped his thigh. “Ahh, it’s one of those types of restaurants. You cook the food right here. A table or at least a chair would be nice, but your restaurant, your rules. This smells delicious. Say, could you get me some butter, my good man?”

      The elf started another spell but changed his mind halfway through and summoned a dark dagger instead. Looking into it, I could only think of emptiness, despair, and my own mortality. Clewd, however, had more important things on his mind and licked his lips hungrily as he stared at the sizzling lobster. The elf leveled his dagger at Clewd’s heart, but a split second later, Clewd stuck his hand out, and faster than my mind could process, disarmed him.

      “Excellent,” Clewd said. “Silverware. Do you have a fork? And about that butter?”

      Alizia vomited behind Clewd, and he turned to stare at her.

      Clewd shook his head and laughed. “Love the efficiency of the service here, but I guess that was my fault. Unused butter, please.”

      A wicked grin spread across the shadow elf’s face, and he wove a swirling pattern with his glowing hands. The gray and black energy that slowly built was quite different than any of the other spells I’d seen, and it took forever to cast—a forever during which Clewd made no effort to either move or prevent it from completing. His only interest was the lobster he was hungrily digging into with the confiscated knife. I moved as far away from him as I could, near the lobster’s head, while Alizia did her best to stand, giving up and crawling back toward the tail.

      When the elf’s casting completed, the built-up energy did not rush toward Clewd but instead flew to the heavens. The clouds parted violently to let the unholy energy pass. When the energy finally disappeared, it revealed a portal to a place that was definitely not on anyone’s list of top vacation destinations (unless they’re a fan of torture, demons, the undead, and the color pink). A massive, horned dragon with a tiny, purple hat stuck his head out, looked to where the elf was vehemently pointing and unleashed a blast of blue flames. Clewd was completely in the open, and there was nothing close to a shield nearby, so he raised the only thing he could for protection: his knife, tipped with bits of lobster meat.

      The blast lasted for at least two minutes, completely covering a ten-foot area around Clewd. The black dagger bounced out of the blast a few seconds later, giving answer to the question of how good of a shield it had been. I couldn’t see or hear any signs of Clewd, nor could I see Alizia, though I could see her HP bar was unchanged. The elf continued to point at Clewd throughout, before abruptly jerking back and screaming. The blast stopped shortly after, and the dragon’s head retreated through the portal as it closed with a pop.

      The elf frantically clawed at his back, howling in agony. When his spastic movements turned him to the left, I could finally make out the source of his pain. Olaf was behind him holding the unworldly black dagger. In all the excitement, I’d completely forgotten he was there. His patience and timing were perfect.

      Reinvigorated, I summoned my bow and joined in. If at any time we’d had a chance against him, it was then. With stealth completely out the window, I decided to see exactly what we were up against.
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      My mouth dropped. Olaf had incredibly done over 400 in damage in one blow, and yet that was fewer than 1% of the elf’s HPs. I considered diving off the monstrous lobster to the hard earth twenty feet below. At least that way, the elf wouldn’t get the satisfaction of killing me. I decided against it, as without Decrona, I was in charge of keeping my friends alive. Even if it was probably impossible, I owed it to them to at least try.

      Olaf got in a few more stabs and then a couple slashes before the elf figured out what was going on. I managed to score two hits to his torso but began missing wildly when the lobster shifted his weight. Our vicious assault in that moment would’ve easily downed a dungeon boss several levels above us; however, we’d still barely broken the 1% barrier, and the shadow elf had now regained his senses.

      Black and blue energy began to radiate from his palms as he turned to Olaf. I dispelled my bow and started a healing spell that would likely land on a corpse. Sweat dribbled down Olaf’s bald head as he desperately unloaded on his opponent with everything he had. Our spells completed simultaneously. I had to fight every instinct in my body to keep my eyes open, but I needed to be able to see if Olaf somehow survived so I could begin a second spell immediately.

      The elf’s spell collided with its target in a deafening clash of fire and armor. Clewd crossed his arms as the blast dissipated in an anticlimactic sizzle. My spell landed on Olaf to heal him for a whopping 0.

      “Waiter!” Clewd said. “That patron behind you stole my silverware. I demand that you fetch me a replacement and then throw him out for his ruffianism. No, throw him out and then bring me a replacement. I don’t want to risk him stealing the replacement as you throw him out.”

      The shadow elf began another spell, but it fizzled almost immediately.

      “You’re not going to get a good tip with service like that. Throw. Him. Out!” Clewd tapped his foot angrily.

      The elf started to shake nervously and quickly fumbled three more times.

      “Of course!” Clewd shook his head and laughed. “You’ve never had to throw anyone out before. This is an establishment of fine dining after all. Let me show you how.”

      Clewd effortlessly knocked the elf over with one hand. Olaf was too shocked to move (though with Clewd’s effortless speed, it was unlikely he’d have been able to get away anyway), and Clewd hoisted him over his head like he was a doll. The only thing close to resistance Olaf offered was a half-hearted stab which didn’t even penetrate Clewd’s armor. The dagger bounced off and landed a few feet from the dazed shadow elf.

      As Clewd neared the edge, he spun back around. “Now, waiter, pay attention. I want you to remember how I did this, so you can do it yourself next time. The outdoor ambience and unique do-it-yourself mentality of this place has charmed me, and I plan to become a regular.”

      Clewd’s eyes narrowed as he took in the black dagger now in the elf’s hands. “My goodness. I’ve once again become so fixated with my zest for justice that I’ve gotten disoriented and mixed up my target. Can’t tell you how many party members I’ve accidentally killed and dragons I’ve taken out for the after-slay, all-night drinking binges. Still miss Oskie and Repsak. Never been the same without them. And that guy in the cloak was no fun at all. The liquor just passed right through him. Made the floor all slippery and sticky.”

      Setting Olaf down, Clewd closed the distance to the elf in the time it took to blink. The elf attempted to cast a spell as Clewd hefted him toward the edge, but whether through nervousness or from being jostled about, his spell quickly fizzled out.

      Clewd looked back at Olaf. “Excellent. No silverware on you, you must be the waiter. Odd that I remember you being taller and tanner though.”

      Olaf took a hesitant step back. “Err. I am a different waiter. The head waiter. Your previous waiter sent me out to . . . take notes, since you are such a valuable customer.”

      “Then where is your notepad?” Clewd lowered the elf.

      “I am a waiter, and like all good waiters, my brain is my notepad.” Olaf stopped shaking and his back straightened as Clewd started to hoist up the elf. “I will remember everything perfectly, like how we owe you some butter. Unused, you said.”

      Nodding, Clewd turned back around. He tossed the shadow elf like a basketball and not like he was effortlessly tossing an incredibly powerful player to his death. The elf screamed as his arms cartwheeled through the air. A second after he began to arch downward, he stopped and a barely visible, glowing net appeared to catch him.

      “Ahh, yes,” Clewd said. “The safety guard. One too many Grand and Giant Tamers fall to their deaths, and they just have to patch that in. Gotta protect the snowflakes. Can’t have people paying for their own stupidity. Nope.”

      The shadow elf’s terror-stricken face turned to a grin as he realized he was no longer falling. He completed another spell right as the safety guard bounced him back in a rewind of Clewd’s toss. However, his mirth was short lived when a rainbow of energy collided with him from at least five sources. Either he hadn’t finished off the attackers below or new ones had arrived. Nothing was left of his body when my sight returned. My relief lasted only a few seconds as I realized Olaf was gone as well.

      After only a few steps, I was knocked to my feet as the lobster began to thrash violently. As much as I wanted to check for my friend, our ride was making that impossible; it took me every bit of effort to not join Alizia in vomit town.

      Whether through some spell or special ability, Clewd maintained his pose without moving an inch. “Hmpfh. I’m going to have to take one star off my review now. ‘Great atmosphere, quirky method of delivering the food, and friendly staff. I was in heaven, but then the waiter died before he brought me my butter, and the restaurant tossed everyone around like ragdolls.’ Now that I think about it, I may have gotten mixed up again and killed the waiter. Perhaps I should only take off half a star and make recompense by preventing the beast from ever tossing people about again.”

      Clewd stomped toward the lobster’s head, giving me my first chance to see the spot last occupied by Olaf. It took a few minutes for the sliding and rolling to stabilize enough to get a good look, but when I did, I only saw a bit of lingering smoke and a slightly melted shell.

      My body stopped on something hard a minute later as I regained my balance. Not wanting to see Clewd finish off the lobster, I looked down to discover what it was. I jumped up in horror and tried to run when I realized it was Olaf’s corpse, only to drop back down as the ground fell out from under me.

      I was grateful that I passed out. With the test pattern playing in my ears and my vision only capable of seeing in black and white when consciousness returned, I stumbled away from Olaf’s creepy corpse (which became doubly creepy when the newly resurrected Olaf’s voice pipped up in group chat).

      The battered green buildings of the city loomed above me—the ones that were still standing anyway—and not below us as they’d been before my unexpected nap. Several looks at the motionless lobster claws parallel to me and at the people scampering nearby allowed my swaying brain to piece together what had happened. The fact that Alizia was now skipping toward me should’ve immediately clued me in.

      “So, Clewd killed the lobster?” I groaned as I rubbed my temples.

      My usual cure for this kind of headache was either copious amounts of coffee or more alcohol. Alizia handed me something even better. I’d have questioned a bubbling, bright green liquid, but dying would’ve been an improvement, so I yanked the cork off and downed the strange liquid in one gulp. I opened my notifications to see what it had done and inadvertently caught all the skill ups I’d missed since entering Fen as well.

      
        
        
        You have gained 2 skill points in Sprint! 5/25

        You have gained 1 skill point in Nature Magic! 5/25

        You have gained 1 skill point in Regen! 10/25

        You have unlocked the Potion Master skill!

        You have been cured of Disoriented status!

      

        

      

      My vision immediately stopped swaying and I felt like I’d woken up from a night of magnificent sleep. I handed the empty back to Alizia to add to her collection. “Thanks. What was that? And why don’t they hand those out at every bar before you leave?”

      The vial disappeared into Alizia’s pack. “Greater Cure Potion. Clears out most ailments. And probably because they cost 1,000 gold a pop. It’s why most people only buy the lesser cures for specific problems, like Cure Bleed, Cure Poison, etc.”

      My mouth dropped open. “What, do they make that stuff out of actual gold?”

      “Partially. I’d charge ya for it, but it was a gift from one of my creepier admirers. Couldn’t bring myself to drink it. So, now that you’re back, what’s the plan?”

      I surveyed the scene. Clewd was nowhere to be seen, but I had a feeling he was responsible for the regular intervals of temporarily flying orcs in the distance. Most of the players I could see seemed to be heading in that direction, so I assumed that was where most of the fighting was happening. For the sake of our faction, it was probably where we should’ve headed, but we had other things to worry about.

      “Decrona, where are you?” I asked in group chat. “If you’re in trouble, show us where you are on the map, and we’ll come get you.”

      “Excellent thinking, Horus,” Olaf said. “I resurrected back at our bind point in Highwall. I do not see her, so she must still be there—unless she started making her way back. I should probably do that now.”

      “Bind point?” I said. “Wait! Nyytro died too. I know he may not still have the same starting bind point, but do you mind checking around for him just in case?”

      “Sure thing. Could you make sure nobody—AKA, Alizia—does anything to my handsome corpse until then?”

      I glared at Alizia, and she winced as she unsummoned her makeup kit. “Will do,” I said, “but don’t take too long—maybe enough time to get a quick look around the merchant area near the gates—while we try to find Decrona. Decrona? Say something. Are you all right?”

      “Decrona dropped group a while ago,” Olaf said. “Sometime after we climbed on top of the lobster.”

      I sent a message to Decrona, worried that in my haste to get Nyytro I’d inadvertently upset her. The agonizing silence seemed to stretch for hours—though the clock built into the interface indicated it was only a few minutes—before a message appeared.

      “My apologies,” Decrona said in her message. “I died somewhere in the north of the city. I needed to group up with others so I could safely make my way back. I can’t wait to find you, Olaf, and even Alizia after only a few minutes with these halfwits, but it’s safer than being alone. I mentioned this in group chat, but in the chaos you must have missed it.”

      I felt responsible for her death, but with the huge crowds and number of enemy players rampaging around, I knew there wasn’t much more I could’ve done. “I sent another message to Decrona asking her where her corpse was,” I said in group chat.

      “Yeah!” Alizia said with a grin. “And I won’t touch it, just like I promised.”

      Decrona responded to me. “I got turned around in the chaos and got lost. I remember seeing that raised flower garden we were standing on in the distance right before I fell. The large golem was to my left.”

      Alizia finished sliding Olaf’s corpse into a secluded alley and then bent his mouth into a goofy grin. I rolled my eyes and moved it back into its previous, somber state. “I’ll keep an eye on her,” I said in both my response to Decrona and out loud to Alizia. “And we’ll get your corpse to safety for you.”

      “And I promise to keep an eye on Horus.” Alizia giggled as she pointed the Glass Eye she’d looted from the kobold at me and pushed me back into the main road. “Come, my personal healer, we have the remains of my previous personal healer to save from this evil, rampaging horde. It will be an epic journey for the bards to sing about for decades after our demise, which hopefully won’t be during this journey. Although, a good tale of tragedy would probably make it better—not that I don’t have faith in you.”

      She did her best superhero pose and then pointed forward. “To destiny!”

      I turned her around to point toward the north, where Decrona had indicated her corpse was.

      She put her other hand on her hip and pointed again. “To destiny!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ways to Travel Faster Than a Horse Can Without Getting Crapped On

          

        

      

    

    
      It turned out the enemy force wasn’t entirely composed of orcs. Short foxkin and lithe goblins darted between legs, biting, clawing and bludgeoning anything they could get their paws on. Centaurs trotted around the crowd firing arrows or lancing any stragglers who found themselves isolated. Shadow elf mages unleashed deadly magic from the back rows. Despite their diminutive stature, I was surprised to see several pixy warriors and bruisers going toe to toe against their much larger opposites without difficulty. They even had quite a few humans in their ranks, though you could usually tell them apart from ours by their scars, eye patches, unshaved faces or dark clothing. I was quite heartened to see that even the supposed evil faction had such diversity, until it dawned on me they were between us and our fallen friend.

      Alizia banged her scepter against her shield enthusiastically. “Woo-hoo! I can hear the bards singing our song now. It’d be nice if it wasn’t a funeral march, but hey, we got a song!”

      I barely managed to grab her and pull her back before she charged in. “How about we come up with a plan, first?”

      “Alizia, listen to him,” Olaf said in group chat.

      Alizia scratched her forehead with her scepter. “The song probably would be better—not to mention longer— if we managed to take a few of ’em out first. All right, I’m listening, O master strategist. What is this plan you speak of?”

      I climbed back on top of the giant lobster corpse to get a better view. The raised planter took a few minutes to find, given that most of the flowers were now either trampled or covered by corpses. Unfortunately, none of those corpses were wearing immaculate though mundane mage robes. All the combatants I could see had some sort of magical, glowing effect on their armor, marking them as several levels higher than our group. While that didn’t bode well for our chances of surviving, it did, at least, make coming up with a general strategy easy: avoid combat at all costs. I triangulated the general area she was talking about by positioning the remnants of the golem to its left and the flower garden before it, but after several scans couldn’t locate a dead mage. I was about to conclude that she was mistaken when a foxkin Bruiser was pushed back by a glowing blast of wind to reveal exactly what I’d been looking for.

      Alizia saw it a second after I did, and I barely managed to prevent her from charging off again. “That’s a goal, not a plan,” I said. “Give me a minute.”

      She crossed her arms and pouted. “I still contend that ‘charge’ constitutes both a beginning and an ending to a plan, but I guess I owe it to you. You have one minute.”

      “What are they doing here?” Olaf asked.

      I nearly tripped in surprise. “They, who?”

      “Sorry,” Olaf said. “Only one person. I will let you know more when I find out.”

      I turned around, momentarily forgetting that though Olaf’s voice was crystal clear, he was miles away in another city. “Nyytro,” I whispered spitefully under my breath.

      My mind raced as I tried to come up with some way to get to him. But how? There were super-fast flying mounts in the game, but they cost the equivalent of a mansion in real world money. It would have been incredibly unlikely for a higher-level player to loan me one under normal circumstances, and impossible under current ones.

      I’d heard about there being teleportation scrolls, but they were very expensive. No idea how expensive, but even if the paltry fifty-three gold I had on me was somehow enough, there was no way anyone around me had the time to sell me one. Well, there is one person who’s free, and she does tend to have random expensive items on her, I thought.

      I grinned a little too much as I looked at Alizia, causing her to jump back. “I’ll promise not to run off, if you promise never to make that face again. You look like a guy who says he wants to sell me a car but is really only interested in my dirty underwear.”

      I stopped grinning. “Do you happen to have a teleportation scroll?”

      “A TP scroll?” I could barely understand the rest of her statement through the giggles. “Jeez. I only flirt with the fellas a little. I don’t do—For that, I’d have to go well past PG-13 and all the way into . . . No. I don’t have one of those. If I did, I’d sell it and buy a replacement for Decrona, who’s mute and has better hair.”

      “Darn.” I looked at the fighting unfolding in front of us, hoping to find an answer there. The only thing the action told me was that Alizia and I’d be lucky to survive in there for a few seconds. There were quite a few lower levels in the melee, but all it took was a stray area effect spell or a quick blow from one of the big boys to turn them into corpses. I imagined that the starting bind points were getting rather crowded. It was a good thing Olaf had moved from the one in Highwall to trail Nyytro . . .

      “Alizia!” I said. I must have made another awful face because she jumped back and covered her eyes. “I want you to go guard Olaf’s corpse. We’re going to have to get Decrona’s later, since we have no chance of getting to it now anyway. I have a plan.”

      Alizia saluted me over-dramatically. “Aye, aye, Captain! And I must say, I love it when your plans leave me unsupervised. What are you going to do, if I may be so bold as to ask?”

      I pointed to the alleyway behind her, where we’d stashed Olaf’s corpse. “Probably better that you don’t know, but I promise you’ll figure it out pretty quick.”

      Alizia made an O with her mouth. “Mystery. Suspense! I love it. If you need to borrow any makeup, dresses or anvils, just say the word.”

      I rolled my eyes and pointed back to the alleyway.

      “I still say cartoons are an excellent source of plans and strategies,” she grumbled as she made her way to the alley.

      When I could no longer see her, I turned back to the melee. It took me about a minute to find my target, but as soon as I saw her, I knew she was perfect.

      I could barely make out the orc’s face through all the spikes on her armor. I had to wait a bit for her to finish off the brave dwarf she’d been engaged with. He (?) put on a brave show, but he should’ve known that with his holey, rusty chainmail tunic and dented, mundane axe, he had little chance against the orcess in her obviously heavily enchanted gear. A laughing skull shot out from her hand, enveloping the dwarf’s head. He coughed uncontrollably and his axe drooped, leaving him defenseless as the head of her staff cracked into the darkness, dropping him in one blow.

      She immediately searched for her next victim, and I obliged by charging her. Her face crinkled in doubt as she scanned me for some sort of hidden trap, but her instincts took over and she swung as soon as I got into range. I didn’t even have time to begin coughing when the skull covered my vision as the staff bashed in my skull less than a second later.

      
        
        You Have Died.

        You have lost 11 gold. If you make it back to your corpse in less than 24 hours, you will recover 5 gold 5 silver.

        Do you want to resurrect at your last bind location: Highwall Main Gate, or wait for another player to resurrect you?

        Say “Yes” or “No.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Meeting Wasn’t Secret. I Just Didn’t Want You to Know About It

          

        

      

    

    
      “Worst plan ever!” Alizia said into group chat. “If you can launch that plan into space, drown it, and crush its self-esteem by not ever calling it again, I highly recommend it. And those things are not at all what I was doing to Olaf’s corpse when that happened.”

      “Odd that the corpse she isn’t guarding is probably safer,” Olaf grumbled into group chat. “What happened, Horus?”

      I hit “Yes” and reappeared in Highwall. The bind spot was full of people. It took me several minutes to push my way through. Once I got out, I found the market area to be elsewise empty besides the NPCs. Nearly all the players were either in the bind area or running toward the gate to head back to the battle in Fen. It was easy to see that neither Olaf nor Nyytro were there.

      “Where are you, Olaf?” I asked as a huge lump developed in my throat.

      “Still in Highwall,” he said in group chat.

      I summoned my map and thought of Olaf. A blinking red dot appeared in the middle of the Military District right next to my class training hall.

      The dot that represented Olaf began to advance which also probably meant that Nyytro was moving as well. I quickly found where they were headed on the map and confirmed my suspicion: The Mage Quarters contained the city’s second gate. I’d heard that led to a higher-level area, but I wasn’t sure how high. I turned on Sprint and rushed toward the dot.

      The deserted streets made a trip that would’ve normally taken at least twenty minutes, take about two; however, as I neared Olaf’s position, I came to a halt and ducked behind a wall as I spotted his target in the distance. With my Action Points nearly empty, I couldn’t afford for Nyytro to see me and use Sprint. Olaf was on the other side of the street, hiding behind a stack of barrels.

      There was only one other person in the street, so it was easy to tell who we were following. When the figure turned around a corner, I ran across the street to meet Olaf. Olaf’s eyes bulged when I tapped him on the back.

      “I thought you were only asking out of curiosity. Why are you here?” Olaf asked. “Did Alizia kill you?”

      “Hey!” Alizia said in group chat. “I—OK, yeah. I can see why you’d assume that, but no, the dummy did it himself this time.”

      “You said you saw someone important, so I killed myself to get here and see.”

      “What?” Olaf asked. “You did not need to come here for that. I could have just recorded this and sent it to you. Oh! She’s getting away.”

      I didn’t have time to puzzle through his words as I was too busy pushing myself as hard as my non-Sprint-assisted movement speed would allow. When we hit the corner, no one was in sight. The street zigged to the right a block later and emptied out to a massive plaza. There was only one person in view, and as Olaf sped past the purple-haired forest giant named Testicleeze, I figured we were after someone else.

      I took a step toward the gate to the leave the city, but Olaf pulled me back. “If our target went through there, the ettins and onis would kill her in one hit. She must have gone that way.” He pointed toward a huge seven-story building made of marble, outlined by what seemed like gold. I had to shade my eyes to read the gleaming sign, but I eventually made it out to simply read “Library.”

      “She who?” I asked.

      Olaf hurriedly climbed the roughly thirty steps to the entrance, too intent on whoever it was we were after to answer me. “I will look inside, and you cover the outside.”

      I glanced up at the towering structure. “That’s a lot of ground to cover by yourself.”

      “There’s a clerk at the entrance who can tell me if anyone entered recently.”

      He was already through the door before I could open my mouth again to ask him who we were after. It didn’t matter, as there was barely anyone around, and I knew Tracking would give me my answer. Only about fifteen names popped up and only four were shaded white to indicate they were players: Olaf, Testicleeze, someone named Cedra, and Decrona.

      Decrona? But she’s supposed to be making her way back . . . Reeling from the swirl of thoughts, I wandered into an alcove and almost connected with another player.

      My jaw dropped, and judging by the other player’s face, she wanted to drop a lot more than just my jaw. One eyeful of her armor and I decided to revise my estimation of what “expensive” looked like, as every edge of the middle-aged woman’s plate seemed to glow independently. With each slight movement as she crossed her arms, I was greeted by a slightly different shade of blue, at least from the few parts of her that were actually covered in armor. I wasn’t really sure how having most of her torso, arms, thighs, and three-fourths of her chest uncovered could protect her from much, but then again almost none of the female armor I’d seen had seemed like good protection from even the slightest of breezes, let alone a deadly weapon.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said. “I was—I mean, I—”

      I wasn’t sure how she managed to speak without moving a single muscle in her face besides the bare minimum around her jaw as she responded with a simple, “Leave.”

      While I normally don’t respond well to rudeness, I had a feeling she was someone important and not the kind of person you’d want as an enemy. Besides, I had other things to deal with then—even if I couldn’t quite remember what they were—and her blunt statement happened to coincide with what I wanted anyway. I spun around without another word and dipped around the huge hedge that made up the third side of the alcove.

      The sound of boots echoed across the marble leading back to where I’d come from. I decided to peek around the corner of the hedge as curiosity got the better of me. While I tried to remember what I was looking for again, the answer appeared around the bend. Decrona!

      About to rush out and confront her, I caught the blue gleam of the scary woman’s armor. Decrona was headed right toward her, so I came up with a new plan—a brilliant plan not at all based on cowardice: I’d let her bully Decrona with her intimidating high-levelness and then when Decrona staggered out like I had, I’d confront her. She’d be too disoriented to put up much of a fight and would then tell me everything.

      I missed getting the satisfaction of seeing Decrona’s reaction as Olaf grumbled into group chat, “The clerk has not seen anyone enter in the last hour. Have you any luck out there?”

      “Just saw her,” I responded. “I’ve got one way blocked off. Come outside and wait by the door to the left, in case she retreats back that way.”

      “Understood.”

      I turned my attention back to Decrona and was surprised to find her neither cowering, stuttering, nor running away. She stood directly before the woman and attempted to match her glare, though Decrona’s came out ridiculous rather than imperious. I expected the woman to respond in much the same way she’d responded to my presence—and the way her mouth was twitching, it appeared she wanted nothing more than to do just that—but after a long moment of eerie silence, she finally nodded in acknowledgement.

      Decrona’s eyes finally tired from the glaring and blinked. “Cedra, excellent to see you.”

      Cedra stared at Decrona impassively. “Get to the point now.”

      “I have little time for your arrogance. We’re partners in this, and I expect a little respect.” Decrona’s action did not match her bravado as she flinched in response to an imaginary movement.

      “Did you get her?” Olaf asked in group chat.

      “Her, who?” Alizia asked.

      “No, there’s someone else here,” I replied. “We’ll explain later, Alizia. Olaf, sit tight. For now, keep the channel clear so I don’t miss anything. I’m recording everything.”

      “Sure,” they both said.

      “Your associate is my partner,” Cedra said. “Let’s get this distasteful meeting over with. What. Do. You. Want?”

      “We’ve fulfilled our part of the bargain. It’s your turn.”

      Cedra attempted to bore a hole through Decrona with her eyes. “You told my lieutenant that half an hour ago, and he told you we already know it. Do not call a meeting with me to repeat what I already know.”

      Decrona cleared her throat nervously. “Right. Of course. But you may be interested to know about this.” A puff of smoke appeared over her right hand to reveal a small box. She opened it slowly and a blinding light spilled out. I couldn’t see what was causing it, as Cedra leaned in to block my view.

      “Is this what I think it is?” Cedra asked in awe.

      Decrona smiled. “Exactly what we were looking for.”

      “So, the rumors were true.” As her hand moved toward the box, Decrona abruptly shut it, and it disappeared in a puff of smoke back to her inventory.

      The quiver in Decrona’s voice had completely evaporated, and she returned to her normal, confident tone. “Now. Now. This is ours. I only wanted you to see it as proof. So, as you can see, we were not bluffing and are ready. Are you?”

      A barely perceptible smile emerged from the corners of Cedra’s mouth. “We are. Perhaps I’ve underestimated you. Where did you find it?”

      Her awe at the object had built Decrona’s confidence to the point she felt she could pat Cedra on the shoulder. With an almost imperceptible motion, Cedra intercepted her arm and twisted it behind her back. Decrona let out a pathetic squeak.

      “Do not touch me, worm,” Cedra growled. “That is impressive, but don’t think I regard you as anything more than the putrid peon that you are. Do you have anything else to tell me or may I go back to the more enjoyable company of the beggars surrounding my hall?”

      “No, that was it,” Decrona groaned out. “We’re back on course.”

      Cedra released Decrona and pushed her forward with minimal force. Decrona shot forward twenty feet, almost connecting with the library’s wall. By the time she turned around, the sound of Cedra’s boots tapping on the marble floor had almost completely faded.

      Decrona leaned down, put her hands on her thighs, and began panting heavily. Catching Olaf’s motion from the other direction into the alcove, I darted around the hedge to confront Decrona and cut off her last angle of retreat.

      “I heard the tail end. What the heck was that about?” Olaf asked.

      Decrona’s head shot up and her eyes widened as she took in Olaf and me. She shook her head in disbelief and let out a manic laugh. “As if that wasn’t difficult enough.”

      I grabbed Decrona. “Why did you lie to us about heading back to Fen? And what is this plan you’ve been working on with that Cedra?”

      Decrona stared at my hand in shock. “Oh, that. I was already through the gate, grouped up with some clueless morons when I received a message. One of my other contacts said he had an important task for me, so I raced back here. You two happened to come in at the end of my completing it. Speaking of contacts, did I tell you what I learned from the one in Fen?”

      Olaf’s unconvincing attempt at a scowl faded and he reverted to his usual smile. “What did your contact tell you?”

      “That the character named ‘Oskar’ was rarely ever seen outside of the company of his best friend named Repsak.”

      “Repsak is Kasper spelled backward. Now that you mention it, I remember my son using that name in other games. That must be him!” Olaf folded Decrona in a huge hug. “You are the best.”

      “And what was this secret plan you were talking to Cedra about?” I asked.

      Decrona shrugged. “Hmm—oh, her guild was reluctant to join the rest of our Sun forces at Fen. I was sent to remind Cedra of a favor she owed so that her guild would go help in the defense of Fen.”

      “Who’re you guys talking to?” Alizia asked through group chat.

      “Decrona,” Olaf responded. “She came back to Highwall for an emergency mission from one of her contacts—convincing a major guild to head toward Fen and save it.” Olaf turned to Decrona. “I’m telling Alizia what’s going on.”

      “Ahh,” Decrona said. “Tell her I said hi, and that I miss her.”

      “Tell Decrona I said she’s high and I don’t miss her,” Alizia said.

      Olaf patted Decrona on the shoulder. “Alizia said she misses you too. And we all really appreciate everything you did.”

      I sent Alizia and Olaf my recording of Decrona’s meeting with Cedra and decided to start recording again to show Alizia this part later. “Yeah, we really appreciate it,” I said, trying my best to hide the skepticism in my voice. Olaf bought it, but I wasn’t sure if Decrona did. “By the way, what was in that box you showed Cedra? Was it valuable?”

      “Box?” Olaf asked. “What box?”

      Decrona’s eyes lit up but quickly returned to normal. “It’s not worth much monetarily, yet it has value to Cedra’s guild, The Knights of Bass Kicking, for a very specific endeavor they are about to embark on.”

      “Bass Kicking?” I said in both group chat and out loud. “What kind of stupid name is that?”

      Alizia’s laughter was so raucous it almost knocked me over.

      “You must still have the profanity filter turned on,” Olaf said through a chuckle. “There’s no B in that name, Horus. When you have the filter on, the game converts profanity into the closest non-curse word.”

      “Decrona is a ducking, pitch, basshole,” Alizia said. “Spit. Duck. Punt. Punt. Punt.”

      “Thank you,” I said to Alizia. Decrona unsurprisingly seemed to know exactly what I was talking about. “Now, what was that plan you mentioned to Cedra?”

      Decrona shrugged awkwardly. “The plan is too complicated to explain. You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      “Try me,” I said.

      Backing away into the hedge, Decrona started as one of the branches poked her. When she realized it wasn’t a person, she turned back toward us and sighed. “That was poor wording. My apologies. I meant that it’d take a long time to explain, but if you really want to hear it, I could explain it over drinks at our usual inn. I can assure you it isn’t very interesting, but I’m more than happy to, as I know how this must look to you. The end result will be that my contact will owe me greatly and be much more enthusiastic about finding information on your two problems.”

      Olaf nodded slowly. “That sounds reasonable—wait! What about returning to Fen? Nyytro’s probably headed there. Not to mention rejoining our corpses to get all of that money back.”

      “My word,” Decrona said. “I almost completely forgot about that! I have almost thirty gold on my corpse. Not to mention what Alizia is probably doing to it. Let’s go now, and I can tell you about everything afterward.”

      “Speaking of Alizia,” Olaf said. “She’s been suspiciously quiet for the last few minutes. Either she’s been watching the recording Horus sent us earlier, or she’s up to something. Alizia, what is my corpse currently wearing?”

      A huge figure leaped out from behind me. Decrona jumped back into the hedge, which startled her further and caused her to bounce forward into the tall figure. The “attacker” barely caught Decrona, as she was too busy laughing hysterically.

      I put away my sword when I realized who it was. “Alizia? Why aren’t you still in Fen?”

      She slapped Decrona on the back, which only made her shake worse. “The Shadows waited until almost everyone was in the center of the city, then set off a bunch of magic bombs. Good news is they took out a lot of their own people too. If those Bass Kickers Deccy sent show up soon, they might be able to retake what’s left of Fen. I died about five minutes ago. Oh, and to answer Olaf’s question, his corpse was wearing my best powdered wig. He makes a very fetching Marie Antoinette. Or at least he did before several tons of green rubble landed on him.”

      “Tragic,” Decrona said. “But if you leave now, you can join the Bass Kickers. And regain Olaf’s corpse.”

      “Yes! We can show those Shadow Connies what the Sun is all about.” Olaf shook his fist in the air.

      I pushed his arm down. “You mean, get Olaf’s corpse and yours. Right, Decrona?”

      She shuffled nervously and looked like she was about to speak, but Alizia interrupted. “At our level, we’d be lucky to stub one of their toes as they run us over. Barely any of the Shadows I saw were under level twenty, and if our biggest guilds are finally making their way there, then chances are so are theirs. Best bet is to wait until the fighting is over in a few hours. That should give Deccy plenty of time to spill the beans on her ‘secret’ plan. My guess it involves her trying to get them to change the law so she can marry a book or three. To the bar, and lots of alcohol!”

      “Agreed,” I said. “I want to hear all about this plan of hers.”

      “I did want to see some of that large-scale PvP,” Olaf said. “But we should hear Decrona’s story now, so that you two can put your doubts aside. Group unity is very important.”

      Alizia knocked off Decrona’s pointy hat and gave her a noogie. Decrona flailed her arms but eventually broke free and began panting furiously. Alizia picked Decrona’s hat from the ground and slapped it back on her head.

      After a few failed attempts, Decrona finally regained her composure and managed to form words. “That is more than fair. If you can give me half an hour, I’ll join you at our usual haunt. I must let my contact know that Cedra has agreed.”

      Decrona tried to walk past me, but I pushed her back. “That can wait. There’s no reason why you can’t just send him a message telling him that on the way.”

      Olaf got between us. “Horus, I know Decrona’s story is a little hard to believe, but she has never given us reason to distrust her before.”

      “Thank you, Olaf,” Decrona said. “To answer your question, this group of contacts tends to be a bit paranoid and has turned off the messaging feature. They’re convinced Pyrite is reading our messages. They sent their order to me verbally through a messenger. A bit of an odd bunch, but they do have information and resources no one else has.”

      I begrudgingly nodded. “My dad worked for Pyrite, and they do have bots checking messages for people trying to exploit bugs, spread hate speech, and a lot of other things. That part makes sense at least, but why does a group with so many resources need a newbie like you?”

      Decrona puffed her chest up. “Because I’m a woman brimming with unique talents and unsurpassed intellect, and being so good at gathering information, they recognized that talent and recruited me.”

      Alizia burst into laughter, and despite my anger, I couldn’t help but join her. Olaf pretended to see something interesting in the distance and turned away.

      Decrona crossed her arms and pouted. “Fine. My brother went to school with one of them in the real world, and he talked them into letting me join. But they’ve since come to appreciate my unique talents. I was assigned this task as go-between with the Bass Kickers after many other operatives quit due to Cedra’s unique personality. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to meet with them as quickly as possible so I can continue to be in their good graces.” She tried to slip past me again, but again I blocked her. I could see Alizia’s shadow looming behind me as backup.

      “If they’re that good at finding information, they’ll know when the Bass Kickers leave. Most of the town probably will,” I said. “But while your story does make sense, there’s still quite a few holes in it. Like, what is your group’s plan? You mentioned to Cedra they were ready after the Bass Kickers completed their part. What precisely is that object you’re holding, and why would your group trust a low-level person like you with it?”

      Alizia moved next to me and crossed her arms. “Yeah! What’s in that box, and more importantly, does it match any of my outfits? You’re coming with us now, missy.”

      Olaf rushed in between us. “Hold on. This is Decrona. Our friend. She’s given us no reason to doubt her.”

      Alizia coughed something that the profanity filter translated into “gull spit.” I’d been meaning to figure out how to turn the filter off, but that one made me smile, so I decided to leave it on. At a time like this, I needed a laugh.

      Decrona sighed. “If you let me go now, drinks are on me for the rest of the night.”

      Alizia cheered. “Let her go, Horus. I want try out my newest invention, and it requires liquid gold and liquid silver as the final ingredients. If she bails on us, I’ll track her down and make her taste-test it.”

      It looked at Olaf’s smiling face and my resolve melted. We did owe her for her help with his son. Worst-case scenario, she’d leave and never come back. We could always replace her. I moved out of the way. “Fine.”

      “Thank you all,” Decrona said. “And I swear by the lives of my mother and my father, that I will return.”

      As much as I didn’t believe most of what she’d told us, it would be hard for me to piece together what she was doing without her telling us more. Unlike her, I didn’t have any contacts or friends in the game outside this group. Even if she was up to no good, there was little chance it had anything to do with our more pressing concerns—like finding Nyytro or discovering what had happened to Olaf’s son.

      “Decrona will come through,” Olaf said as we neared the entrance to the library. “She always has before.”

      Alizia rubbed her hands together and grinned. “Yeah! And if she doesn’t show, Olaf can pay for our drinks instead, since he vouched for her. Then we can hunt Decrona down like a dog and do naughty—naughtier things to her. It’s a win/win.”

      As Decrona disappeared in the distance, we turned the opposite way and headed toward our usual place. The peaceful, mostly empty streets and the bright blue sky brightened my mood. As Alizia playfully stole Olaf’s dagger and raced in circles around me with him laughing in pursuit, I knew without a doubt that even without Decrona we’d be fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Surprise? It Won’t Exactly Be Worth It, But It Won’t Not Be Worth It

          

        

      

    

    
      When we passed through the Military District, I decided to make a quick stop at my trainer to get my new Cure Poison spell for level seven. Olaf and Alizia stopped at their trainers as well. Alizia learned Shield Slam so she could use her shield as a weapon with a chance to stun opponents, and Olaf learned Sneak Attack to do extra damage when undetected.

      We arrived at the bar fifteen minutes before Decrona was supposed to meet us. I double-checked the clock in the interface again five minutes after that, and then again a few minutes later. As the agreed upon half an hour got closer and closer, I became more and more sure she wasn’t going to show. Neither of my friends seemed in the least bit worried, though Olaf would likely trust the sleaziest used car salesman as long as he gave his word of honor and Alizia was already on her second “Dragon Fart” (another one of her inventions that involved absinthe, healing potion, and a smoky substance that looked like dry ice). Olaf tried in vain to get me to stop staring at the door. When I refused, Alizia used that as a sign to snatch my drink.

      “So, what’s the plan if she doesn’t show?” I asked.

      Olaf flagged down the waitress and ordered me another. “She will show, friend.”

      “We’ll do this to her.” Alizia stood up and tried to take a step forward. The group behind us were fellow regulars and well prepared for her antics. With practiced precision, they managed to shift their table so that Alizia didn’t take it along on the way down. Their drinks safe, two of the dwarves tried to help her up. They only managed to get her back in her seat when a familiar beaverkin joined in.

      “Nanny!” Olaf leapt up and patted the squat ball of slick fur on the back.

      Nanny wobbled into a seat next to me. “Always glad to see all of you, dearie, especially since jerkus isn’t here. Where is the dead weight, by the way?”

      “Sheeeessh with contaaaaacts!” Alizia sang surprisingly in key.

      Nanny rolled her eyes. “Ehh, the ‘contacts’ of hers. Not that crap again.”

      “Do not laugh, Nanny,” Olaf said. “They discovered that my son’s character is named ‘Repsak’ and that there is a Holy Fist named Oskar that he hangs out with.”

      “Interesting. If I hear anything about them, I’ll let you know,” Nanny said. “Maybe she does have her uses, but I’d rather hang out with a rabid skunk.”

      “Shku,” Alizia said.

      “What else do you guys know about these contacts of hers?” I asked.

      Olaf shrugged. “She has been pretty tightlipped about her contacts, since they are a ‘secret organization.’”

      The waitress set down our drinks as well as one for Nanny.

      “More than likely they trade info for money,” Nanny said.

      “She mentioned earlier that her brother knows one of them from the real world,” I said. “What’s he like?”

      “Herrrrr brother ishhh a cootie . . . cuuuutie,” Alizia said. “But I’ve a shhhoft spot for dwarves.”

      “He grouped with us once,” Nanny said as she grabbed a towel from the waitress’s apron and set it under Alizia’s head as it crashed to the table. “Haven’t seen him in weeks, though.”

      My breath caught in my throat as the door opened slowly, but I let out another sigh of disappointment when a forest giant with two eye patches was revealed. “Three minutes,” I said.

      “Three minutes until what?” Nanny asked.

      “Until Decrona is due to join us,” Olaf said. “We happened to overhear her talking to Cedra—”

      Nanny almost toppled her glass. “Cedra of the Bass Kickers?”

      Olaf nodded. “Decrona was performing some work for one of her contacts that involved Cedra. And, Horus, please be patient. I think we owe her the benefit of the doubt if she isn’t here at exactly thirty minutes. You did prevent her from leaving right away.”

      Alizia mumbled something into the towel.

      “Fine, an extra five minutes, and then we go looking for her,” I said.

      “And right after you leave, she will show up and you will look like a fool.” Olaf raised my still full cup to my mouth.

      “This sounds fun,” Nanny said. “If she doesn’t show, mind if I tag along? I’d love to catch her up to no good.”

      “I would like to group with you again, Nanny,” Olaf said. His eyes joined mine as the door opened again to reveal a graying woman in plate. “But I think we should give Decrona until morning.” He eyed the snoring Alizia. “I don’t think Alizia will be able to move until then.”

      The door swung open hard, almost knocking the graying woman over to reveal a familiar head of long blonde hair with pointy ears. Olaf only got the first letter of the word “see” out before a booming voice cut him off.

      “Highwall is under attack!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Scion Will Protect Us. Now, Who Was It That Was Going to Protect Him?

          

        

      

    

    
      Alizia shot to full attention as the voice snapped her from her dreams. Mouths moved rapidly as everyone tried to talk at once, yet the booming voice with its constant repetition of the same message blocked all other sound from being heard. Everyone in the tavern scrambled to their feet at once and began pushing their way toward the exit. I could now determine the voice hadn’t come from the doorway, but rather from every direction at once. It must have been some sort of automated alarm system.

      Our table wisely decided to stay still and not get trampled in the stampede, though with our levels and relative low Strength, it was doubtful we’d have gotten anywhere had we tried.

      A couple of minutes later, the tavern was completely clear except for the bedraggled waitress who alternated between seeming thankful she’d survived the stampede and pissed that an entire bar full of people had left without paying. The danger and the noise had sobered Alizia up considerably as she only knocked over two chairs on our way out. Olaf ran back and dropped a pile of coins in the waitress’s hands. Decrona was nowhere to be seen.

      “So, where should we go first?” Olaf asked as soon as the repeating voice stopped. “The gates are probably where the main assaults are happening. Or would it be better to find a spot with a smaller assault? It will be less chaotic there, which should give us room to maneuver and focus on individual targets.”

      It took Alizia three tries to get through the door behind us. “Some place close. Preferably with chairs.”

      “I think we should find Decrona first,” I said.

      “Good idea,” Olaf said. “Not safe to be solo around here, and we’re going to need everyone.”

      I turned on Tracking. The list was huge, and as I scrolled though it I realized it’d probably be quicker to look for Decrona the old-fashioned way than to find her in that massive number of names. When I absentmindedly muttered Decrona’s name under my breath, the message “Player not found” popped up over the list. I cursed myself for forgetting about that function.

      “Looks like she left the area,” I said. “Tracking came up empty.”

      “Then what’s that pile of blond hair over there?” Alizia pointed across the street. “Or am I seeing things? This better not mean I’m going to start seeing phantom Decronas in my dreams.”

      I closed the Tracking interface and looked where she was pointing. She wasn’t seeing things. There was a mass of familiar long, blonde hair peeking up over a wooden fence across the street. We raced over and discovered the same figure we’d seen in the doorway before (with the addition of a few footprints and bruises).

      I readied Regrowth as Olaf turned her over, but my spell fizzled out a second later when I saw her face. The hair, complexion, and shape of the elf’s face were a perfect match to Decrona’s, but the eyes were the wrong color, the nose was too big, and most telling of all, her name displayed as “DeezNuts.” I cast a new spell anyway, and we sent her on her way.

      “I messaged Decrona, but she hasn’t responded yet. Probably too caught up in the chaos,” Olaf said. “Where are we going? I want to let her know where to meet us.”

      “Where’s the most likely place she’d be meeting these contacts of hers?” I asked.

      “Probably the Palace District. It’s where most of the rich players and guilds have their houses. Most of the best information would be coming from those kinds of people and I bet these contacts of hers are similarly wealthy.”

      Nanny pipped up behind me and I spun around. I hadn't realized she was still with us. Olaf’s reaction told me he hadn’t either.

      “My friends just told me the main gate is a death trap,” Nanny said. “They died as soon as they set foot in the area. I guess I’ll stay with you guys. This mystery sounds more fun than dying, especially if we catch Decrona up to no good.”

      Olaf invited Nanny to the group, and she joined.

      I flipped on Tracking again to the same result and then shook my head at Olaf. We headed toward the Palace District. While we did encounter several groups of players and guards rushing about, they were heading in the opposite direction, toward one of the two gates. As such, we made it there in a quarter of the time it’d have normally taken, even with Alizia’s stumbling, zigzagging walk. I checked her debuff as we entered the district and she was now only “Stupid Drunk” instead of “Druuuuuunk . . . Lookie, birdies!”

      Decrona’s name finally showed up in Tracking. The arrow pointed toward the palace but slightly to the right. With the palace being in the middle of the city and far removed from the two gates where most of the action seemed to be, I figured it’d be mostly deserted and that we’d have an easy time getting to her.

      I was partially correct, as there were only six people in the large, open area in front of the palace where The Scion gave his bi-monthly speeches—correction, only six living people. Strewn about the area were the corpses of dozens of royal guards and a smattering of players. In the center of the area were five Shadow players in physics-defying armor, and opposite them stood a twenty-foot-tall bearded man in blindingly white armor. I didn’t have to use Inspect to identify him as his name loomed over his head like a halo: The Scion.

      With every motion of his hands, The Scion unleashed bolts and beams of white-hot energy at his attackers, melting the marble floor in their wake. The Shadow players dodged most of them by darting and dancing with motions too fast for my eyes to process, but occasionally one of the blasts did connect, searing through their flesh and tearing limbs from bodies. Even as they screamed, the Shadow players still kept moving as best they could and were quickly rewarded for their persistence by the green or white glow of a spell from one of their two healers in the back. Amazingly, the spells managed to regrow their limbs as soon as they landed. I had no idea limb regrowth was even possible—let alone that it could done in so little time—but suspected the effect could only be produced by the highest level of healing magic.

      As powerful as The Scion’s magic was, it was the only method of attack he used. With each new pulse of magic, the Shadow players slowly figured out his pattern and got hit less and less. And having to spend less effort on dodging, they began to do more and more damage.

      “For being one of the game’s creators, he’s really terrible at playing it,” I said.

      “I do not think he is in there,” Olaf said. “Probably the computer playing him. He cannot possibly be in there all the time.”

      I nodded as The Scion missed yet again. “Come on. I figured out his pattern, and we can make it to the other side of the plaza if we go now.”

      Olaf stared at the battle through a triangle he made with his fingers. “I think the attack angle on them is better from here. And that will put you out of range to heal The Scion.”

      “Are you insane? Those five probably have pocket lint that could kill us. I’m not getting near that. I just want to get to Decrona, and Tracking says she’s over there.”

      “Hate to agree with the new kid, but he’s right.” Nanny shrugged at Olaf.

      Another blast tore off the left arm of a rail-thin orc. She screamed as her limb bounced on the marble floor while somehow continuing her weaving dance, stabbing her impossibly long blade through The Scion’s shin guard and drawing blood. Up until that point, I wasn’t even sure that The Scion was capable of bleeding, but red blood poured out from the wound the same as it would out of any normal player.

      “Wow,” Olaf said. “Everything I have read said he was invincible. Maybe you are right.”

      Red drool dribbled out of Alizia’s wide open mouth, blending with a puddle of blood from a fallen guard. “I’m gonna need a lot more alcohol to go in there.”

      I yanked Olaf’s sleeve and he reluctantly followed. My analysis of The Scion’s pattern proved correct as the fight moved to the other side of the plaza. Even with her drunken, shambling pattern of movement, Alizia easily made it through a few steps behind us as we reached a garden to the side of the palace, adjacent to the city’s walls. It appeared that either the Shadow players were too absorbed in their fight with The Scion to notice us, or else they hadn’t deemed us enough of a threat to bother, as we arrived unscathed.

      I peeked around the edge of the marble column that separated the garden from the steps up to the palace. I turned back and gave everyone a thumbs up. “Now, according to the arrow Decrona’s somewhere over here.”

      Our eyes darted around the garden. The city’s wall towered over us and ran up against the back corner of the palace, making the garden a dead end. I thought that feature was an odd security decision, since an attacker could drop from the wall onto the palace, but as I took in the scope of the wall, it occurred to me that no one would survive the drop. I’d been told that falling damage was a percentage of the players’ Hit Points, scaling up based on distance, and that it was lethal at approximately twenty feet. The drop from the walls to the palace had to be at least twice that. Additionally, the magic protecting the city prevented the use of any flying, levitating, or safe falling abilities to gain entrance.

      Unlike the garden surrounding the library, this one contained no large hedges or other tall obstacles to hide behind. Besides a lone marble bench, the highest things were ankle-high flowers. I followed the tracking arrow in case we were missing something, and it led me straight to the city wall.

      “Can you travel inside the walls?” I asked.

      “Nope,” Alizia said. “Can’t go through it either. And don’t ask me how I know that, how many drinks I had, or what the judge’s sentence was for trying it.”

      Nanny smirked. “Because she tried it, we lost count at thirty, and community service.”

      Alizia shuddered at the mention of community service. I made a note to ask for that story later.

      “So, then she must be outside,” I said. “Which gate is the closest?”

      Olaf bit his lip. “The one in the Mage Quarters is close. But we’d never survive a trip out of there. We’d have to take the long way through the main gate and circle around to get to her out there at our level. I’ll try asking Decrona if she can come to us.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Nanny said. “My friends told me that both gates are under heavy assault. We ain’t getting through those alive.”

      Alizia propped her feet up on the bench. “Then the only sane thing is to hide out here, sit back, and consume lots of alcohol.” She held her hands out. “Now, who’s holding out on me?”

      Olaf shook his head. “No answer from Decrona. I hope the Shadow are not out there.”

      “The mystery widens,” Nanny barked out. “So, which do you guys think it is? She’s up to no good or she’s running away from danger? My money’s on no good.”

      “No good,” I said.

      “Neither,” Alizia said. “She’s decided to cheat on her encyclopedia with something younger and is out there looking for a sapling or a pinecone.”

      Relief washed over Olaf’s face. “She responded! She says she just finished meeting her contact and wasn’t aware that the Shadow were attacking. There’s an abandoned cave nearby, and she’s going to hide out there until the assault is over. She recommends we do the same.”

      Nanny turned to Alizia. “I’d collect from you, but I’m not buying any of that.”

      Alizia popped open a healing potion. “I buy it completely, and that has nothing at all to do with her agreeing with what I want. Now, did anyone bring pretzels?”

      My gut agreed with Nanny’s assessment, but there didn’t seem to be any way for us to verify it. If those five Shadow in front of us were any indication of what was going on at the gates, our ragtag trio of level sevens and lone level twelve wouldn’t last more than a few seconds.

      In the minute since I’d started watching again, The Scion hadn’t hit them once. It took all my concentration to just follow their three melee characters as they danced and darted back and forth. The goblin with the impossibly thin daggers was definitely some sort of Thief. The orc in half plate had to be a Warrior, but I wasn’t sure if she or the glove-wielding foxkin was their tank; they’d both traded taking damage. The gloves meant the foxkin was a Bruiser and the Brawler sub-class of Bruisers were just as viable as tanks as the Shield sub-class of the Warrior that Alizia was going for.

      The two healers stood toward the back, somehow managing to simultaneously backpedal out of The Scions’ range, while still keeping their groupmates alive. Fortunately for them, the latter part had gotten so easy that one of them switched to offense. The green color of the human’s spells meant she was a Woodsman like me, though probably of the Druid sub-class. The centaur’s bright white spells indicated he was probably the more common healer class of Light Mage.

      Watching their perfect coordination and effortless teamwork made me feel like a child by comparison and realize exactly how much our group had to learn. Part of me wanted to give up on the whole adventuring thing right there and focus on something safer like becoming a crafter, but the more rational part of me paid attention to everything they were doing so we could incorporate them in our tactics.

      I caught a sudden flurry of motion from the corner of my eye from the other side of the palace, but before I could see what it was, someone yanked me backward over the bench. My calves banged hard on the intricate floral latticework before my chest slammed to the ground. By the time I regained enough breath to curse out Alizia, I saw her reason—at least a dozen more Shadow warriors had joined in on the assault.

      The orc in the half plate didn’t seem terribly happy about the reinforcements. As she yelled something at them, she missed a dodge and one of The Scion’s beams caught her midsection, tearing her in half. As she lay there from what I assumed was a fatal wound, both of her healers frantically tossed spells on her anyway. She didn’t regain any body parts like before, but the heals did stop her screaming. The Druid tossed another quick heal on her while the Light Mage continued to weave a much lengthier and more dramatic spell.

      None of the newcomers did anything to help the orc healing-wise—probably assuming she was a lost cause, like I had—but they did draw The Scion’s attention away. They crashed into the back of The Scion’s huge legs like a choppy wave, hacking and blasting with rapid abandon. While their ragged assault was the exact opposite of the well-choreographed ballet of the original five, the result was the same. More wounds appeared on the giant’s lower extremities. The ground quaked as the last of his leg armor clattered to the ground.

      I couldn’t see the Scion’s exact HPs, as my attempts at Inspect only produced failures, but his HP bar showed 50%. Fifty percent, coincidentally, also described the newcomers as the first wave of blasts from the Scion tore through five of them. Unlike the orc, not a single one let out a scream or any sound at all; the white-hot energy struck them and what was left of them stopped moving. Their healers landed a few spells as they fell, but nothing changed. They were very clearly dead. Twenty seconds later, the remaining five newcomers joined them in death; the distraction provided by the fate of their friends doing them in.

      While the gear of the newcomers had looked to my inexpert eyes to be every bit as impressive as that of the original five, their skill had not been. I suddenly felt a lot better about my group. Perhaps the original five were the best of the best and the other group was of a more typical skill level. With the orc now restored to all her body parts, the first group resumed its assault, soon back in rhythm. I was confident they’d finish off The Scion before long, unless someone interrupted them again.

      Olaf looked into my eyes and seemed to read my mind. “We need to help. Maybe take out their healers?”

      “I’d rather try to find a way outside, dearie,” Nanny grumbled. “Decrona has to be up to something.”

      Well, Olaf had read part of my mind anyway. “How? Hit them and hope they die from laughing too hard? I appreciate your loyalty to our faction, but that’s suicide. Where did those extra people come from? I thought there wasn’t a way to scale city walls. My map says the area on the other side of the palace is exactly like it is here.”

      Olaf shrugged. “Mine does as well.”

      Nanny’s hairy face spread into a broad grin. “Knew there was a reason I liked you, new kid. We should check it out.”

      Alizia waved us away. “Have fun and let me know what the bind point looks like. I’m gonna stay here and watch the show from a safe distance.”

      We waited about thirty seconds until The Scion’s pattern forced the Shadow group to dance away from us, and then we sprinted to the other side of the palace. When I came to a halt, I thought I’d gotten turned around and ended up where we started, but when I looked back across the plaza, I saw Alizia’s huge head still poking from behind the bench and knew I’d indeed traveled to the other side. On closer inspection of the new area, I could see only a further difference: an open sewer grate sat just behind the empty bench. As I neared it, I checked my map again, and according to it the sewer grate shouldn’t have been there.

      “Is this new?” I asked. “I thought maps to starting cities were supposed to be one-hundred percent accurate.”

      “They are,” Nanny said. “They wanted to make the starting stuff as easy as possible to get people hooked on the game, and then when they get comfortable, make it hard so they die a lot. That way people will think the game is really easy but they had a bit of bad luck, so they’ll come back in with more money. No idea why this isn’t on the map.”

      A sudden voice from behind us made me jump and nearly fall in. Fortunately, Alizia’s long arms caught me at the last second. “I’m so disappointed in myself for remembering this,” she said with a sigh, “but it’s almost impossible to not get Deccy’s droning voice stuck in your skull. This is the exit to that unfinished dungeon they built under the city.”

      Olaf picked up the sewer lid and bounced it in his hands. “This is not supposed to come off. It is supposed to be permanently affixed so no one can get in.”

      Nanny stared at the darkness below. “And if they never finished it? What’s down there?”

      “Probably half-finished mobs like headless goblins, headless spiders, and legless heads.” Alizia winked at Nanny. “If we could stop by the butcher’s and buy some spare limbs, we could make a killing down there—assuming those unfinished misfits don’t make a killing of us.”

      “What level do you think they are?” Nanny asked.

      Olaf joined Nanny in staring down the hole. “It was supposed to be a tutorial area, so level one or two.”

      “Hmm . . . Those Shadow players had to have come through here to get in, but with their levels, they could take on about anything. Let me check Tracking,” I said.

      Besides The Scion, the only things it showed were colored white (Sun) or red (Shadow), indicating they were players: Olaf, Alizia, Nanny, the five Shadow players (Skullcrushery, Foxy Soxy, Thr’Gdd M’rshull, Demonina, and Lord Darklife), and Decrona. Seeing Decrona’s name at the end of the list of Shadow players was probably only a coincidence, but it brought a very terrible thought to mind.

      “And?” Olaf asked. “What’s down there?”

      Alizia leaned over Nanny’s shoulder to peer down the hole.

      “Nothing. Not sure if that means I can’t pick up any mobs that are down there because they didn’t finish it, if that means nothing is there, or if the mobs are out of range, but there is one other thing.” I paused and stared into Olaf’s friendly eyes. I knew he wouldn’t take what I was about to say well, so I decided to brace him for it with a long explanation.

      Before I could gather my thoughts completely, Alizia shoved Nanny down the hole and dove after her. “One way to find ooooooooout!”

      Part of me was grateful for the distraction. With no time to spare, I just spit it out before I jumped down the hole after her. “I think the reason Decrona’s outside is that she let the Shadow players in.”

      Olaf’s voice followed me into the endless darkness as I dropped. “You’re wrong but Alizia was right. There is only one way to find ooooooout!”
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      The hole looked like it went on forever, and after I jumped in, it occurred to me that this one just might do that. There was a chance Pyrite hadn’t gotten to putting in walls, a ceiling, floors or in general anything. The floor was what I was most concerned with, especially the part where it’d stop me from falling.

      As I let out a less-than-manly but entirely appropriate scream, considering I could literally be falling into oblivion forever or to my permanent death, my eyes focused on the only thing I could see: the Tracking interface that I’d inadvertently left open. With nothing else to do, I flipped through the names several times, but it always came up the same. After a nice skill up, I decided to focus on the task at hand and selected Decrona’s name. At the very least it’d let me know if I’d fallen below her. I breathed a sigh of relief as the Tracking arrow showed her still below me, but quickly rolled up to show her as straight ahead as I landed on a surprisingly soft surface. I rebounded about a foot off the ground and landed gingerly on my feet.

      The area was built in old, worn bricks and dimly lit by torches along the walls at regular intervals of about five feet. Cobwebs covered every inch of the ceiling and upper walls, though I wasn’t sure if they were an intentional design decision to give the place a catacomb-like feel or if they had become that way from the place being locked off for decades. I turned Tracking off as the streaks of footprints were easy to follow through the dust-coated floor and arrow-straight passage. Almost immediately, something grabbed me from behind. My mind wanted me to jump, but my body rebelled and froze instead.

      “So, ya use someone like a trampoline and don’t even offer an apology?” Alizia shook her head. “Chivalry really is dead.”

      “You killed him in one of your drinking contests, dearie,” Nanny said.

      “No, that was ‘Chivalroo’. He wanted to be the first knight mounted on a kangaroo. Of course, he did teach me that you can actually die from alcohol poisoning in this game and that was a sort of chivalry, I suppose.”

      I swatted her hand off my shoulder. “Do you always have to sneak up on me like that? One of these days, you’re going to kill me too by doing that.”

      Alizia saluted me crisply. “From this day forward, I will only sneak up on you in a new and exciting way. I, Alizia the Slightly Buzzed, do so solemnly swear.”

      Nanny rolled her round black eyes and Olaf stifled his laughter poorly. I shook my head and went back to moving down the tunnel.

      Most of the footprints were facing the other direction, indicating they were from the Shadow players going into the city, but occasionally I could make out a pair going in our direction. I assumed the latter pair belonged to Decrona, but it didn’t really matter because they headed where we needed to go.

      Our eyes darted around the area as we went. The passage wasn’t terribly wide—barely wide enough for two of us to stand next to each other—but it did have an abundance of doorway-like openings without doors. I imagined some long-dead cult that worshiped a god named “Archway” had built this structure, but it was more likely built that way so Pyrite would have an easy way to hide mobs to jump out at you. I flipped Tracking on to be sure nothing was hiding in any of the corners but gave up after the fifth time it came up blank. Despite my assurances, Olaf and Alizia stabbed into the dark patches anyway just to be safe. Nanny, who I learned was a mage, directed a light spell in them afterward to double check.

      “This dungeon was supposed to lead into the city,” I said. “If there were mobs hiding to take out players, they’d be hiding in the dark spots on our side of the arches.”

      Olaf poked his head back through an archway and stabbed into the corner to my right. Alizia shrugged and tossed an empty potion vial into the next corner down on the left.

      “The place is obviously empty, besides us,” I said. “I think we can forget about this whole checking-every-shadow thing and run to the end. If we don’t hurry, Decrona might escape.”

      Olaf poked the next corner on the right. “You mean she might move to a safer place, and we might have to go find this new place, so she can then tell us how she was meeting her contact outside the city walls. You know, one of the people who’s been helping find information on the whereabouts of my son and the guy who killed you in the real world.”

      Nanny stared into a corner, probably to avoid eye contact with Olaf. “Sorry, dearie, but I’m with the new guy.”

      I looked to Alizia for support. She tried her best to pretend she didn’t see me, but in the tight passageway she couldn’t avoid me for long. She eventually gave up and shrugged. “Listen. We all know I trust Deccy as much as I trust an insurance salesman or a certain game company who says you can make millions with little risk, but even I don’t think she’d open the back door for a bunch of Shadow players. Well, she’d probably open her backdoor if they belong to the secret Book class but—Where was I? Oh, yeah. I agree. She’s been lying to us—probably so she can make a little extra cash on the side—but I don’t think she unlocked the door for them.”

      “One way to find out.” I pointed down the passage. “Let’s go.”

      I began running and was relieved to hear footsteps behind me. With Sprint activated, the identical doorways flew by like the background in a cheap cartoon. In no time, I could see the rectangular-shaped light of the exit. “Almost there, guys!”

      “Almost where?” Olaf’s voice echoed off the passage, making it seem like he was a mile away. “Horus, where are you?”

      “Where are you, Olaf?” Nanny asked. “I don’t see any of you.”

      I could hear footsteps to my right, but the skeptic in me turned to make sure my friends were still there. I found not the bald pate of Olaf nor the brown fur of Nanny, but a dark-haired head that I saw in the mirror every morning. I veered slightly off course and crashed into a door post for 6.

      As I lay there, I could see an abundance of stars that peskily kept moving before I could make up constellations for them. I was that close to finishing the one I was going to call Reginald the Minotaur Bedazzler before they faded completely. The two reflections of me to my left and right didn’t fade with them, no matter how hard I poked at them. The bright side was that the reflections were kind enough to help me to my feet.

      I dusted myself off. “Thank you mes—Wait, how can reflections touch me?”

      “Reflectionsssss . . .  meeeee?” the one on the right asked in an oddly nasal voice.

      “Waaaaait . . . touchchchch?” the one on the left asked in the same nasal voice.

      “Meeeees,” they said unison.

      In frustration, I crossed my arms, and they did the same a second later. Uncrossing my arms caused them to split off into copies that trailed behind the originals like I was looking at them with a prism. I rubbed my eyes, hoping they’d go away, but that only made more of them appear. It was like I was looking at myself in a mirror and there was a mirror behind the reflection into infinity.

      After I shook the headache away, caused by trying to figure out what would happen if I pulled out a mirror, I decided to try a more active approach and pushed the one on the right. If they can touch me, I should be able to touch them too.

      My hand touched nothing, and I fell straight through him for 2. When I rolled back over, peculiarly all the copies were still standing, though the ones on the right had their left arms out like I had when I tried to touch them. I rubbed my chin as I tried to figure out what to do next. The ones on the left rubbed their chins too. Now that I was convinced they weren’t the result of some visual effect like a faulty mirror and were sentient, I tried Inspect on them.
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      “Hooooorusssss?” Alizia asked from somewhere far away. I turned to see where she was calling from but couldn’t see anything besides the rectangle of light that marked the exit. Realizing that she’d been behind me when I last saw her, I spun back around to look for her past the army of “me” reflections. Two pairs of identical hands brushed against my shoulders as I turned. The two closest reflections had their hands almost at my neck. My eyes made them jump back, put their hands behind their backs, and begin whistling innocently in a manner my mom had always described as my “guilty-as-sin look”. I gave them a dirty glare, and in response their mouths spread into wicked grins.

      Doing my best to keep one eye on them, I tried to look for my friends in the distance. My face started twitching uncontrollably about fifteen seconds in, so I gave up. I formed my hands into a cone and put them over my mouth. “Olaf, Alizia, where are you guys? I’m in the middle of the passage.”

      “Olaf!” the reflections on the right echoed down the hallway.

      “Alizia!” the ones on the left echoed after the “Olaf” faded.

      The word “Horus” in both of my friends’ voices came after that, and before that could fade both pairs of reflections repeated it in my voice. My nerves shot, I turned and ran toward the exit. With Sprint on, the exit grew larger and larger until it seemed to be only forty feet away. I checked my Action Points and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw it was still more than halfway full.

      I stopped, turned, and gave them one last grin. They frowned in response. I supposed their frowns were sort of an inversion of my grin so, in a way, they’d returned to their mimicking. The light from the doorway warmed my back as I gave them a sarcastic goodbye wave. Each responded with a hand gesture of his own, comprised mostly of a lone finger from opposite hands. My hands found the frame, and I pulled myself back, but my cocky wink was abruptly cut short when my butt pressed into a solid wall. The clones winked in response.

      Keeping one eye on them and another on the opening, I reached out toward the light. My hand connected with an invisible force. “Alizia? Olaf? Nanny? You guys around?”

      “Guys, Alizia?” the one on the right asked.

      “You, Olaf/Nanny?” the left one asked.

      “I’m not a guy, jerk face,” Alizia said from somewhere through the opening.

      “I do not think that is what he meant, Alizia,” Olaf replied also from the other side. “Horus, where are you? It sounds like you are still inside, but we cannot see you. Is Nanny with you?”

      “Which is probably a good thing for you right now,” Alizia grumbled.

      I ignored my army of twins, who were back to making faces at me. “No Nanny here. And I’m in the doorway, but I can’t go through it. Is there a door there?”

      I started as Olaf’s voice sounded right next to my ear. “No. This doorway is just as empty as the other ones.”

      “I’ve got two rows of reflections of me threatening to do not-so-nice things to the real me right now,” I said. “Did you guys see anything like that?”

      “Are you sure they’re not me?” Alizia asked, apparently just in front of me. “I can think of several not-so-nice things I’d like to do to you.”

      “Yes,” Olaf said from a great distance. “I asked mine to let me out, and they did.”

      Alizia’s voice seemed to come from the floor. “And I told mine not to let me out, because anything that looks like me is obviously much too awesome to listen to someone awesome like me—or too awesome to be the reverse of awesome and it reflected well on . . . No, that’s not right. I tricked myself by doing exactly what I wouldn’t have done, and then two plus two, divided by awesome. Whatever, it worked.”

      “So, what you’re saying is there’s a door handle that only they can open?” I asked.

      Neither of them responded, but the row of “me” on the right nodded, while the ones on the left shook their heads.

      “So,” I said, “I take it the guys on my right always tell the truth and the left handsome fellows always lie.”

      The right one shrugged. The left ones turned around and mooned me.

      “Could you gentleman open this door behind me?” I asked.

      The right one shook his head. The left one nodded.

      “Could you not open the door for me?” I asked.

      The right one nodded. The left one took a few steps forward, rapped me on the ear for 1, and moved back.

      I rubbed my ear, which drew a panicked reaction from both of them. A puff of smoke appeared near their right hands to reveal weapons. The right one held an upside-down sword and the left one wielded a broken bow. They began inching toward me in fighting stances. I summoned my sword in response and tried Inspect again. The same error message appeared indicating they didn’t exist.

      The right one swung his hilt at me, and I raised my blade to parry it. The two weapons met with a loud clang, yet I didn’t feel any impact and didn't have time to think about it, as the one on the left swung his bow in my direction. My blade barely arrived in time to connect. A hard thunk later and again I felt nothing against my blade. The two tried a series of weak jabs to test my defenses which I easily deflected.
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      When they turned toward each other to search their opposite for an answer, I instinctively charged the one on the right out of desperation. Panic lined his face at first, but as I got closer it changed to confidence and he, as well as all his copies, sidestepped into the wall beside him. I barely managed to get my hand out to stop myself. On instinct, I wildly swung behind me and caught the one that had been on my left directly in the neck area. His and his counterparts’ faces went wide as they clinched their throats. Their gurgled breaths were cut short, however, when they looked down and noticed a complete lack of blood or any sort of wound. The ones who had been on the right (but were now on the left) reappeared from out of the wall and laughed at them. The ones now on the right shuffled their feet and stared at the ground in embarrassment.

      I thought it might have been my imagination, but the rearmost mirror images on each side disappeared as they connected with the light of the exit. My next step confirmed it was true. The closest copies waved their arms at me like they were asking me to stop. I grinned at them and began walking forward at a steady pace. More and more of the prism-like copies in the back winked out of existence.

      The last copies on each side shook their heads vigorously and put their hands above their heads in surrender. I tilted my head toward the doorway and nodded. Being copies of a supremely intelligent individual, they knew what I wanted without me even having to say it. Their hands reached out and twisted a doorknob I couldn’t see. A satisfying click sounded, and they bowed while motioning toward the doorway. I kept my weapon toward them as I passed, but they maintained their bows and I made the few steps safely. This time I gingerly reached my foot out to make sure there wasn’t something there, but it passed through with no resistance. My body was bathed in warmth as I finally exited the dungeon. I breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing could be as confusing as that place.
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      The beautiful sky and warm breeze were of little comfort. I exited one fight and walked straight into another. Alizia lay sprawled on the ground to my right, and Olaf lay to my left. My eyes easily found the source of their situation. Decrona stood with her arms smugly crossed as her cold, reptilian eyes met mine.

      The left corner of her lip turned up slightly into a smirk. “Horus, how good to see you!”

      This time I wouldn’t fall into the trap of letting her lie her way out or tell half-truths. I bellowed and charged. She stared at me wide mouthed, not even having the presence of mind to raise her arms for protection. It was too perfect. Too easy. Like killing a nameless, defenseless villager.

      As I swung my blade, I mentally tried to insert the name “Nameless Villager” above her head. It didn't happen. The name “Decrona” was still there, and my arm stopped just before the blade found her face. She wasn’t nameless. She was Decrona, the woman I’d shared adventures with and who had saved my life many times with heals or obscure knowledge. At the very least, I owed her the chance to state her case before I executed her.

      “Noooo. Don’t stop! Hit her!” a voice called out from behind me. “She’ll look so much better without all of those perfect teeth.”

      A bald head appeared at my waist and a pair of tiny hands pushed me back. “What are you doing? Stop this.”

      My sword clanged to the ground as I stared dumbfounded at the decidedly not dead and very mobile Olaf. Decrona remained stunned in fear with her mouth still hanging wide open.

      “I—uh,” I said.

      Alizia came up behind me and slipped my sword back in my hand. “Her vital spot is the butt, particularly the left cheek, but if you can’t get behind her, go for the classics like the eyes or the throat. Don’t go for the ear canals. Her brain isn’t in her head.”

      I dispelled my sword and looked between Olaf and Alizia, too ashamed to look Decrona in the eye. “Why were you two on the ground?”

      Olaf gritted his teeth. “I wanted to go back in for you and Nanny.”

      Alizia shook her fist at him. “And I thought it was a bad idea. Didn’t want to risk losing three of you in there.”

      “Her actual reason was fear of Olaf being replaced by an evil twin,” Decrona said.

      Alizia shrugged. “Not so much the evil twin thing, more my fear of goatees—especially black ones. They’re the hallmark of any evil twin. If any of you grow a goatee, I’m shaving it off or finding a new group, depending on how much energy I have that day.”

      “And as usual,” Decrona said smugly, “you were wrong.”

      As terrible as I felt about almost killing her, her attitude was seriously making me reconsider that decision. It was, however, a good reminder of why we were there. “Sorry about that, but why exactly are you out here?”

      “As I told Olaf, this contact does not like the risk of being overheard while inside the city. Quite the fortunate coincidence too, considering what is going on in Highwall right now.” She tilted her head upward and smiled sadly. I followed her eyeline to a huge cloud of smoke coming from the city.

      Aliza gave Decrona a dirty look and began pacing back and forth. “Quite convenient, Ms. Deccy. Convenient indeed, but there’s just one little wrinkle with this story of yours. And I think you know what I mean.”

      Decrona rolled her eyes in exasperation. “As usual, I do not.”

      Alizia stopped her pacing and gave Decrona a good long stare. “No more games, Ms. Deccy, if that even is your real name. Where were you on the first of December, around one in the morning? Aha! I knew it. Case closed. Lock her up, boys. Detective-Inspector Alizia does it again!”

      Decrona turned to Olaf and me. “Well, one of us does need to be locked up at least. Do either of you know what she’s rambling about?”

      Olaf and I looked at each other. I was about to ask the question, but Olaf opened his mouth first. “Well, you see—we were wondering—that is . . . What I mean is, you wouldn’t happen to have seen who unlocked the door behind us, would you?”

      Decrona laughed. “Oh, that’s easy. I did.”

      “Double aha!” Alizia said. “Now who’s crazy?”

      I waited for Olaf to reply but he seemed unable to form words, so I took over. “Still you.” I turned back to Decrona. “Why exactly did you do that?”

      Decrona tried to put her hand on my shoulder but I backed away. She looked at me questioningly for a few seconds, but finally shrugged. “My contact told me that if you traveled down that tunnel, you wouldn’t be able to get out. The developers never quite finished it and the doorknobs are unreachable by players, a fact that the three of you can now confirm.”

      “Yeah, but your reflections can open it,” I said.

      Decrona shifted nervously. “My contact seems to have left that part out, or more likely, didn’t know. My intentions were good. I wanted the best Shadow players to become trapped in there. I was going to be the hero, but then—then they figured it out and exited right in the middle of the city.”

      Olaf bought it without question and patted Decrona on the back to comfort her. Alizia, surprisingly, seemed to buy it too, though that might have been so she could torment Decrona for her failure. Alizia’s demonstration on the versatility on the word “duh” was impressive, or it would’ve been if she hadn’t gotten so much spittle on me. I shook my head as Alizia finally stopped after the fourth verse of her “Duh Song.”

      “And what about that arrangement you had with the Bass Kickers?” I asked.

      “My contacts have informed me that they and most of the rest of the top guilds arrived just in the nick of time to save Fen. A rousing success.”

      “Which conveniently put nearly all of our best players away from Highwall when the Shadow attacked.”

      “Duh. Duh. Decrona! The savior of the other side.” Alizia knelt to worship Decrona.

      “My contact knew the Shadow force was only attacking Fen as a distraction, so they could sneak an elite team in to kill The Scion. The object I showed Cedra was the key to The Stairs, the broken dungeon behind you. Our plan was to let them in and trap them there. With their best trapped, the attack on the city would fade and the rest would retreat.”

      “That makes sense,” Olaf said.

      Alizia pulled out a toy mallet and hit herself on the head. The mallet squeaked in between each new “duh.”

      “This is all awfully convenient,” I said. “Every one of your explanations hinge on us believing you at your word, and that you only had bad luck. I want to believe you, Decrona. Can you give us just one thing to prove anything you’ve said? Just one thing.”

      Olaf moved between us. “To me, if anyone is to blame it is this contact of hers. She was only following someone else’s plan, so that she could get information to help the rest of us.”

      “Friends don’t let friends duh. Duh?” Alizia grinned stupidly from behind Decrona.

      I stared at Decrona, doing my best to avoid looking at Alizia. “What Alizia means, is that she still should’ve run all of this by us first. What was the point of being so secretive?”

      Decrona gently moved Olaf to the side. “No, Olaf. Horus is right, I do owe you something.” Decrona bit her lip as she looked into the distance in search of an answer. “Something—”

      “Could we meet the contact who created this plan?” Olaf asked. “If he or she can confirm this, would that make you happy, Horus?”

      “And duh.” Alizia pointed to herself.

      “Sure,” I said.

      Decrona shook her head sadly. “That’s not possible. He’d never agree to meet anyone he doesn’t trust. I’ve only met him once myself—a few hours ago when we were in Fen—and before you ask, no, I won’t sneak you into my next meeting with him. If you did that, he’d hire goons to hunt us down until we died enough times to be thrown out of the game.”

      She waited for my response expectantly, apparently not catching the obvious answer in my flat, motionless glare. Olaf’s sad gaze said he did.

      Out of nowhere, Olaf’s face brightened up. “Killed—that’s it! What if Decrona helped us save The Scion, or failing that, defeat those Shadow Players? Can you do that, Decrona?”

      Alizia laughed and shook her head. “Duuuuuh.”

      “Those players are all level eighty or greater, and my heals are nowhere near enough to keep The Scion up,” Decrona said. “What could I possibly do—ohhhh, wait. Yes! I know exactly the thing.”

      “Duuuu—huh?” Alizia asked. “This I gotta see. Why, if Deccy can do either of those things, I’ll even take back most of the bad things I’ve said about her.”

      “Only most?”

      “Well, it is an awful lot.” Alizia shrugged.

      Olaf shook his head and then looked at me. “Will that do, Horus?”

      “How could it not? Lead the way.” I pointed toward the door that led back into the tunnel. “Where’s Nanny, by the way?”

      Olaf stared into the tunnel. “She did not come out and has not responded to group chat. We will have to look for her.”

      “I wouldn’t worry,” Alizia said. “She tends to get lost a lot on account of those short legs of hers. We’ll find her on the way.”

      “Usually because you go charging off without her,” Olaf said.

      I looked toward Decrona. “What is this plan of yours, by the way?”

      Decrona strode confidently in front of me, toward the entrance. “I think it’s better if it’s a surprise.”
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      Alizia stomped her foot on the ground. “I hate surprises. I demand Decrona tell us her plan right now, or I’m not budging.”

      Olaf smirked. “You told me you love surprises.”

      “When?”

      “When we exited the tunnel a few minutes ago. When we were traveling down the tunnel before that. When we were back at the inn waiting for Decrona. When you woke me in the middle of the night by screaming through the door. Five—no, six different times while we were in Fen. Every morning when I first see you. Do I need to go on?”

      “I think you’ve made your point.”

      “Don’t forget the singing telegram you sent me when I was in the library,” Decrona said.

      “Or when she jumped out from behind you in the dungeon and yelled it right in your face,” I said.

      “Fine. But when else? No really, tell me more. I want to write these down.” She pulled out a pad of paper and began moving to the doorway, completely forgetting her earlier demand.

      As Decrona got one foot in the entrance, a slow clap echoed behind us. Weapons appeared in hands as we spun to find the source. My instinct was to wait until I could determine if the clapper was friend or foe, but as I took in his face, I regretted not firing immediately. Without the element of surprise, Nyytro easily sidestepped my first arrow. Alizia and Olaf charged him, while Decrona began casting a spell.

      “You might want to hear what I have to say before you waste more arrows.” A shoe icon floated from Nyytro’s head as he ducked the next arrow. “Fine. I’ll talk while you slowly kill the blades of grass behind me. You do realize that your alleged friend Decrona has only agreed to help you because she knows you’ll be too late.”

      Decrona’s face lit up in anger. “Lies!” She lost her concentration and her spell puffed out.

      
        
        Systemwide Message: The Scion has fallen! The Sun Alliance has 30 minutes to reclaim the Palace of Highwall or the city will be lost to the Shadow Consortium. To recapture the city, no Shadow players must be present in the courtyard in the center of Palace District. All bind points inside the city now redirect to the nearest bind point outside the city proper.

      

      

      Alizia and Olaf stopped in their tracks and looked for Decrona’s reply. I kept firing but tilted a little so I could see Decrona out of the corner of my eye.

      “I can still help you chase those Shadow players out of the area,” Decrona said. “That will still save the city.”

      Nyytro’s smug look didn’t falter in the slightest. He waited until my next arrow whizzed by his head to respond. “Oh, really? And what is this grand plan of yours that will allow four level seven players to defeat the five best players in the game?”

      Decrona fizzled another spell. “It’s—I—Why would I tell you? Did you all know he’s been working with the Shadow? He helped set up the attack on the Outpost of Fen.”

      “She’s right,” Olaf said. “We saw him talking to that shadow elf riding the lobster. Served you right that he betrayed you.” Olaf charged forward again.

      Alizia charged too. “Yeah, why should we believe you?”

      Nyytro rolled his eyes as they neared him and slammed a small object into the ground. A thick, black cloud of smoke appeared around them. Olaf and Alizia began coughing uncontrollably. I wasn’t inside the cloud and could make out three dark objects inside it. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure which one belonged to Nyytro. I lowered my bow, as there was too great a chance I’d hit my friends.

      “You’re quite right to not believe me,” Nyytro said. “I murdered young Horus as well as his father. I’ve consorted with the enemy. I’ve left countless other players as corpses, many of them quite innocent. Why, in only a little over a week, I’ve probably become the most despicable player in the game. Who would trust someone like me? And by extension, who would trust those who have helped me in my devious schemes?”

      Now that Alizia was standing fully upright, I was sure I’d figured out which dark figure was his, so I fired into the smoke. I growled, “Nobody,” as the arrow thumped against him. The yelp in response was definitely his, so I fired another.

      He spun to face me as the next arrow caught him in the side. “You might want to watch your back, Horus. Why one of my allies might just be behind you.”

      I didn’t trust his word at all, but my eyes caught the shadow of someone behind me. As I spun, my memory jumped to the image of the spikey-haired man he’d been meeting in Fen, but I found only Decrona casting another spell. I cursed for believing such an obvious ruse and knew I’d find Nyytro’s dagger in me before I turned back.

      While he had used the time to exit the smoke and get well within striking distance, he was unarmed and leaning casually against the rocky wall next to the doorway. I pointed my bow at him, yet he didn’t try to move out of the way; he only signaled for me with his finger to give him a minute. He was at point blank range, but curiosity got the better of me, and I lowered my bow. Olaf and Alizia ran into each other inside the smoke.

      “I’m going to have to spell it out for you, aren’t I?” Nyytro asked in that infuriating nasal voice of his. “Fine. Your friend over there has been my accomplice. I had to pull quite a few strings to get that key from some old friends at Pyrite. That key’s not supposed to be in the game, you see. But opening this doorway wasn’t enough. Someone had to use it and use it quickly before Pyrite discovered it was open. Since I was supposed to still be in Fen, I needed some help with that. Help that wouldn’t care if Pyrite found that forbidden object on them.”

      Olaf tumbled into a bush on the opposite edge of the smoke.

      Decrona completed her spell but launched it into the city wall high above. The spell instantly evaporated in a puff of smoke as it hit. “I’m so sorry, Horus. I didn’t know he was one of my contacts, initially. You’ve been nothing but the most steadfast of groupmates. I consider you a friend, but they needed this key. My brother and I so desperately wanted to join their guild. They told us they’d let us in if we rerolled as Sun characters and helped them get into Highwall. We didn’t realize that in spending all this time as the Sun that we’d make friends—friends that we’d have to betray. My brother couldn’t handle that and quit a week ago. I was going to as well, but then I was introduced to a mysterious new contact who told me he could get the key for me.”

      Nyytro wiped a non-existent tear from his eye. “Such a tragic story. Why, the only thing that’d make it more tragic would be—”

      Decrona let out a single, inhuman scream. By the time I realized where the sound had come from, she was hunched on the ground in a throbbing heap with Olaf standing over her, holding a bloody dagger. When Decrona attempted to rise, Olaf remorselessly stabbed her two more times until she stopped moving. There wasn’t a hint of my always smiling, naïve friend in those eyes as he drove his dagger deeper and deeper with each strike. As his eyes met mine, the haunted look evaporated like he’d been hit by a spell.

      Nyytro grinned. “Wasn’t expecting that quite yet.”

      I raised my bow again. “You purposely orchestrated the death of The Scion and fall of Highwall. And then had us kill your only ally. Countless players and NPCs died in this scheme. You even killed your best friend in the real world. Why are you doing this? Do you have some sort of master scheme or are you just a psychopath who enjoys death?”

      He waved his finger like a baton and then a dagger appeared in his hand. He flicked my arrow out of the air and pointed his blade at me. “Do you take me for some sort of moronic movie villain who blurts out his plan when he thinks he’s won? It’s so much more fun to torture your pea-brained minds by letting you try to figure it out.”

      “I—I stumbled into some bushes,” Olaf sobbed. “There was a body in there—a short, furry body with a pink bow on its head. There were burns all over Nanny’s corpse, the kind I saw on the kobolds when Decrona killed them with her spell, and we saw Decrona coming from that bush when we arrived. I tried to send Nanny a message, but it said, ‘Player Not Found’. That dirty dwarf that Alizia knows mentioned that message—but it can’t mean . . . Can it?”

      Nyytro laughed mirthlessly. “It means that idiot Decrona accidentally uncovered exactly what I was looking for, and I missed it. All of this war, all of my planning was to draw them out, and she accomplished it in one simple act of betrayal to cover her cowardly tracks.”

      Olaf scrunched up his face in confusion and Nyytro let out a long sigh in response. “It means your furry friend is quite dead,” Nyytro said. “Not just here but in the real world.”

      Olaf dropped to his knees and wept. I launched another arrow. Nyytro was only a couple of feet away, and yet he continued to effortlessly block every shot. I remembered he was now a few levels above me, but he still shouldn’t have been able to dodge or block all my shots, especially at such an easy distance. I flipped Inspect on him to double-check.
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      His 67 Agility blew away what I could get at my level and that was without the 37 extra points. No wonder I couldn’t hit him. I still felt I had to be due to hit him on my next shot, but I didn’t get the chance because he was already on top of me. I switched from bow to sword as he pushed me to the ground. His tackle interrupted my attack but thankfully only did a paltry 8 in damage; however, he was so close I couldn’t even use my sword. It was wedged between us, flat against my chest. Even within the close space, he was able to get in several slashes and pokes of his dagger, though only at partial Strength.

      He already had me down to 87%, and I hadn’t hit him at all. I’d need a trick or twelve like the ones I’d used in our fight in the arena a few days ago. The level—and judging by his stats—gear difference was a lot bigger now, and he had me pinned. How could I beat him if I couldn’t even move enough to hit him?

      There was only one option left. I hadn’t actually tested spell casting in any but normal situations, but I would have to try. Thorns was really my only choice. For Heat, I’d have to not only finish the spell without being interrupted—an incredibly difficult thing to do in such a tight space while struggling— but I’d also have to keep casting while I channeled it on him for ten seconds before it started doing damage, and then maintain my aim and continue channeling it for further damage. Even if I miraculously managed that, the result would be him on fire—not exactly something you want from a person who happens to be pressed up against you.

      Thorns easily landed on me despite the limited range of motion of my hands. His next slice produced a sweet white 2 from my Thorns to go along with the red 8 of his blow. Even with my terrible math skills, I figured out that I’d need to do something more, but what?

      I’d completely overlooked the one key difference between this fight and the duel a few days ago. Nyytro jerked back as a huge white 87! appeared from his midsection. Before either of us realized what was happening, Olaf caught him for another 73! and then followed it up with a glancing blow of 26 to his shin. This time there were no rules preventing outside help.

      Nyytro leapt up and danced away from Olaf’s next strike, catching my friend for 46. His next strike missed as Alizia’s scepter lumbered in and caught him in the arm for 47. Olaf shifted to his right to give Alizia a little more room and to put himself into better position for Flanking Attacks. In response, Nyytro pivoted to get his back fully to the wall behind him. He took a cut for 36 to his upper arm from Olaf for his trouble, and a crack to his shoulder for 42 from Alizia. To his credit, he didn’t let the pain of the blows distract him and followed up by slapping Alizia’s shield to the side and driving his dagger hard below her rib cage for 87!

      With my friends’ tight semi-circle around him, I couldn’t get a good shot in with either weapon, so I switched to healing, tossing a Regrowth on Alizia. I was down to 71%, so I cast another on myself.

      In the little time I’d spent healing myself, Nyytro had whittled Olaf down to 47%, but a Regrowth and a quick potion pushed him back up. Our group was all at or above 80%, and Nyytro was at 73%. Even with his better stats and greater Hit Points, pressed against that wall with little room to dodge, it was only a matter of time before we took him down. He was doing more damage than all three of us combined, but we could heal. He came to the same conclusion and dropped another one of those smoke bombs.

      Olaf and Alizia immediately began coughing uncontrollably. I yelled at them to at least keep him cornered, but they were too out of it to do anything but try to cover their eyes and mouths. Nyytro didn’t seem to be affected in the slightest by the smoke and casually strolled in-between them. I decided the value of keeping him contained was greater than the risk of hitting my friends and went back to my bow.

      The first shot barely missed his head, but it did cause him to take a step back. I focused on speed over accuracy and fired three more shots, missing all but slowly pushing him back. My last one clipped Alizia in the thigh for 15. She coughed out a yelp and reflexively slapped toward the area with her shield, barely missing a swipe across Nyytro’s chest, while clipping Olaf in the back of his shoulder for 23.

      Nyytro laughed and turned on Sprint. I didn’t even have time to shoot as he barreled into me. His blade caught me in the bellybutton for an incredible 146! I felt like my insides were on fire. The pain was so overwhelming I couldn’t even focus on trying to move, let alone defend myself. He hit me two more times, but I was too out of it to see the numbers.

      The wait for the final blow was somehow more agonizing than the searing pain in my gut—or judging by the breeze tickling my insides, where my gut had been before. It seemed like my wait went on for hours but was more likely only a few seconds. I finally opened my eyes, expecting to see the nightmare-inducing image of the blade as it finished me off, but instead found Nyytro before me with his back turned, desperately fending off an attacker.

      “I Shout at you, you bald ugo,” Alizia said. “Not that I think your baldness makes you ugly—it’s just that you happen to be bald and also ugly. In no way are those things related. Like my friend Olaf happens to be bald and I find him quite handsome, but only in a platonic kind of way. I don’t like him like that—and ugh, please hit me and leave Horus alone for a while.”

      “Nice save, Alizia,” Olaf said. “Not what you said—we must have a talk about that—I mean saving Horus.”

      Much as I wanted to crack a smile at my friends’ antics, the eye-watering pain was too much. I briefly considered summoning my sword to end it, but that thought immediately disappeared when I looked at my gut; the wound was barely three inches wide. While it was kind of nasty looking, it was hardly the disemboweling I’d expected. A quick Regrowth later, and it only felt like a slight itch. It was a good thing I wasn't a tank class. I laughed at the thought of me letting loose a Raid Boss because I had an owie and needed a Band-Aid with a cartoon character on it.

      After regaining my feet, I noticed Nyytro was down to 43%, while Alizia and Olaf were just below that. I quickly remedied the situation, gradually taking both of them above 70% over the next few minutes. While they only managed to whittle Nyytro down to 21% with my healing, it was only a matter of time before we finished him.

      “Ha!” I pumped my fist. “Anything you can do, we can counter, you bald freak—who’s freakish-looking and coincidently bald. Those two are not related.”

      Alizia giggled as she caught Nyytro across the side for 22. “Now we both owe poor Olaf a bouquet of flowers and some mustache wax as tokens of forgiveness.”

      “My fragile ego is shattered,” Olaf deadpanned.

      “Laugh all you want, children,” Nyytro said. “Because it’ll be the last laugh you get.”

      “Umm, no.” Alizia blocked most of Nyytro’s blow with her shield, but still took 11. “You’re at 27% and we’re all above 75%. If they have a mathematics skill in this game, you should probably learn it.”

      Nyytro slashed Olaf across the forearm for 17 to deflect his blow wide. “There was a Mathematician class, but it never made it out of beta,” Nyytro said. “But if there were that skill, you’d need it. Do you want to know why?”

      Alizia slammed her shield into him, taking him to 19%. “Not really.”

      Nytro caught Olaf in the side for 31, dropping him to 42%. I almost yawned as I cast Regrowth, but after the first sequence of motions for the spell, my finger abruptly stopped. Oddly, I hadn’t seen the usual spark of magic indicating my spell had failed. I shrugged it off and tried again but received the same result. On the third try, I saw the message: “Out of Mana!”

      Nyytro cackled as the blood drained from my face.
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      Nyytro effortlessly slashed Olaf again, taking him down to 3%. “You only got lucky last time, kid. I didn’t have my full gear and had just gotten my class. But now that I’m in familiar territory, even with help you never stood a chance. Any last words?”

      “Duct tape.” Alizia elbowed Olaf out of the way and caught Nyytro’s stab in the gut, saving Olaf but taking her down to 20%.

      I glared at my mana bar. It had ticked up to seven, but I still needed three more points to cast Regrowth. I opened my character sheet, and it said I’d need three more minutes to regain that. Maybe if I distracted him? “My last word is ‘Frank’. You know, the best friend you betrayed and murdered.”

      A satisfying shriek came in reply. Who needs the Shout skill to get an enemy’s attention? My mental self-congratulation stopped when I realized that meant he was probably going to hit me, and then I’d need to cast yet another Regrowth, which I wouldn’t have the mana for.

      Why isn’t he hitting me?

      I dispelled the character sheet and found everyone’s eyes turned toward Decrona—or rather the figure looming over her. I didn’t know precisely what the levitating thing was but it was definitely way out of our league. The way its dark, tattered robes blew to a breeze entirely different from anything around it made me think of every final boss in every game I’d played. I imagined it holding a scythe to complete the picture, but its hands were empty—or rather the spots on the ends of its arms where hands should’ve been.

      Nyytro just stood there like a statue, his dagger sliding to the ground from a limp hand. My two friends had more wherewithal and hurried to put distance between them and the specter. While they hadn’t completely panicked—or become frozen in fear like Nyytro—their faces showed they were every bit as terrified. Shaking past my own fear and amazement of the thing, I finally realized that the shriek hadn’t come from any of them, but from Decrona.

      Decrona was still very clearly dead, and yet somehow her corpse’s face was now in pure horror. I had no idea how that could be. Surely she’d long since resurrected back at her bind point. Or had she? In the fight with Bruce, she’d ignored the option to rez so she could watch the fight. Was Decrona still there in spirit form, and was that thing somehow harming her?

      While Decrona’s face continued its agonizing grimace, the thing tilted its head to look at me. I was expecting a skull or some sort of horrible monstrosity, but when I gazed into the hood, I found only emptiness. I’d always thought pure black was the darkest thing in existence, but in that hood I found a kind of darkness that can’t properly be described as a color or anything concrete. The only way to describe it was how it made me feel, like I was hollow and less than nothing. Everything I thought I knew was wrong, and even if I found an answer it, too, would be wrong. Nothing mattered because it never was. The world, the universe, and everything in it weren’t, hadn’t been, and never would be. There was only the hood. I felt sad, but what was sad? What was feeling? What was what? Is there a what?

      “Poop,” Alizia said, followed by a childlike giggle. “I just figured it out. That’s what the inside of that thing’s hood reminds me of.”

      “We are definitely in deep doo-doo,” Olaf said. “Decrona should be punished for what she did, but she does not deserve whatever that is. We must stop that thing.”

      “Yeah,” Alizia said. “It’s my job to make her suffer, and there’s no way I’m letting some new guy do a better job than me.”

      Nyytro was still frozen. Decrona screamed again.

      While the thing didn’t have visible parts outside the long, flowing robe, I had a strong feeling that if we could’ve seen them they’d either be skeletal or not there at all. Either of those options led to the same conclusion: undead. This thing had all the looks of a big boss fight, and if I remembered one thing from my previous boss fights, it was that the undead were weak against healing.

      It would take another minute before I could cast Regrowth, so I went with plan B. “Alizia, do you have any healing potions?”

      Alizia’s shield disappeared and was replaced by a vial full of red liquid. “Good idea.” She popped the cork and was about to bring it to her lips when I pulled back her arm.

      Olaf grabbed the vial from her hand and handed it to me. “This is only a minor healing potion. Will it do enough damage?”

      I glanced at the thing again and a wave of fear I was barely able to overcome hit me. “Probably not, but I’m hoping it’ll be enough to get it to stop whatever it’s doing to her.”

      I kept my eyes toward the ground to avoid as much of its gaze as I could. Thoughts of every terrible thing that had happened in my life flashed through my mind with each step, but I somehow still found the courage to move forward. I collapsed to my knees as I touched the edge of its large shadow. I physically couldn’t get any closer, so this would have to be enough.

      It was a struggle, but I barely managed to raise my arm and let the vial fly. The potion seemed to travel in slow motion, but despite the protests of every muscle in my body, I threw it true. It arched perfectly, landing right between where its eyes should’ve been. The vial didn’t shatter, confirming that there was no invisible head in the hood, and I was very grateful Alizia had already popped the cork.

      Despite the bottle and loose potion traveling completely through it and connecting with nothing, it broke its death gaze and the screaming stopped. A moment to celebrate, if there ever was one, though my plan had a flaw. Its attention was now on me.

      I backpedaled furiously as it slowly advanced, too terrified of what it could do to let it out of my sight.

      “I Shout at you,” Alizia screamed. “Umm . . . I Shout at you again. It’s not working! I can’t target it.”

      Olaf appeared behind it and landed a perfect Sneak Attack under its kneecap, or at least he would have, if the thing had a solid kneecap. He sailed completely through it, crashing into the potion on the ground for 13 and then healing 3 of it back when some of the liquid splashed into his mouth.

      My mana pool ticked to 10 and I cast Regrowth on it immediately. If a potion with its healing goodness drew a reaction, maybe another healing effect could do more. My hands automatically spun into the familiar motion of the spell, the glowing green energy flowing from my fingers. I growled in a mixture of defiance and fear as the spell completed, my hand shot out toward it and then . . .
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      The green energy faded in a puff.

      “Your mother was a wet fart and your father was a cheap Halloween costume.” Alizia made a pig face at the specter. “I Shout at you.” Her scepter strike sailed right through its chest, and she crashed into Olaf behind it.

      Focusing harder on it, I cast again. While I was gaining speed in my backward walk, the thing matched every step. My spell fizzled in the last motion as my elbow brushed into someone.

      I turned to see who it was while still keeping my eye on the thing. Nyytro moved for the first time since its appearance, but only enough to sputter out, “They’re not supposed to attack the living! Please don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me.”

      Alizia tossed another potion at it. The vial sailed right through it, but the specter did pause for a few seconds. I took the extra seconds to grab Nyytro and pull him back with me.

      “Not supposed to attack the living?” I asked. “Do you know what these things are?”

      “Please don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me.”

      I slapped him hard and his eyes began to move. “We call them ‘Reapers’ but we’re not sure what they really are.”

      I tried casting Regrowth again but got another error message. “Great. You’ve heard of them—now how do we stop them?”

      “No idea. They’re evidently some sort of glitch in the game, but none of our best developers could find how to get rid of them or even where they came from in the code. Up until recently, they were nothing more than a nuisance, but then about a year ago, while your dad and I were working on our project, we stumbled on one of them doing that gaze thing to a defeated player. The player died in the real world immediately after. A few months later, we saw it happen again and then again a week later.”

      “If it can do that,” Alizia said, “we should get out of here.”

      The Reaper lunged forward, its arm passing through my head. A coldness washed over me and my brain turned to mush. Red characters collided from all over, but I couldn’t make any sense of them; they looked more like symbols than numbers. When the arm pulled back, my HP bar was flashing red. I tried casting a Regrowth, but my fingers lethargically stumbled like I was drunk. The spell predictably failed. I stumbled back, and fortunately it didn’t follow, giving me time to gather what wits I had left.

      Alizia summoned another potion and pulled back her arm to throw it. “Alizia, stop!” I said. “Both of you, grab Decrona’s corpse and get out of here. If what Nyytro says is right, that thing can kill her in the real world. I’ll keep it distracted while you two get her out.”

      Alizia tossed the potion softly through the Reaper toward my chest and I caught it. The Reaper didn’t react this time. “How about no?” Alizia snorted. “Now drink that while Dr. Alizia figures out a way to cure what ails you. Hey, Reaper, come pick on someone your own robe size! Still shouting at ya!”

      I almost spit out the potion as she made some of the dumbest faces I’d ever seen. Even the fear addled Nyytro let out a laugh. The Reaper, however, was not laughing. (Out loud, anyway. There was the possibility it didn’t have vocal cords and was laughing on the inside.) It turned and advanced on Alizia.

      Alizia raised her hands in triumph. “It worked. Eh, now what do I do with it?”

      I spun to Nyytro. “How do we stop this thing?”

      “I don’t know how to stop it.” Nyytro almost hyperventilated. He stopped when I slapped him again, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t last. “No one’s ever been alive nearby in any of the videos, and if they were, they must’ve run immediately, something we should be doing right now. I can’t even guarantee it does that face-meld thing only on dead players. I started this war, so there’d be a lot of deaths. And with all those deaths, I figured there was bound to be a recording of one of these things afterward; a recording that I could view safely from miles away. In no way did I want to be in one.”

      “You were looking for these things? Why?”

      “It was all your dad’s idea. He wanted to stop them.”

      I had a billion more questions to ask him but Alizia’s scream drew me back. The Reaper had embraced her in a bear hug, and a jumble of red symbols flew up. I couldn’t make any sense of them. While they weren’t numbers, the effect was the same; Alizia’s HP bar plummeted.

      My fingers were no longer acting up, so I tossed a Regrowth on her. The red symbols turned to green, but instead of coming off her they floated out of the Reaper’s head. The Reaper’s grasp broke and it raised its arms in panic; its hood shook like it was screaming, yet no noise came out. Instead, memories of all my worst accidents and injuries flooded into my mind.

      This time the Reaper didn’t advance slowly when it turned back around. It floated toward me like I was a magnet.

      “I’ve got it!” I said. “We can only affect it when it’s hurting one of us. It must not be in our plane of existence enough for us to injure it directly, so we have to piggyback off our bodies—the part of us it’s harming—and indirectly hurt it through magic, or spell-like effects. That must be why the potion I tossed at it when it was draining Decrona affected it—some of it must have barely splashed on her—but not later, until I healed Alizia. Does anyone have one of the bigger healing potions?”

      Alizia’s eyes lit up. “So, what your saying is you’re stealing my ‘Human Potion’ idea from earlier?”

      “Oh, God. This plan came from Alizia . . .” Olaf’s eyes glazed over like he was looking in his inventory. “No, mine are all lessers.”

      Alizia’s giggling stopped, and she stomped her foot on the ground. “Mine are too.”

      Nyytro summoned a vial and tried to hand it to me. “Here.”

      I was about to grab it when I took in the color. “That’s not a—"

      “You’re definitely not your father.” Nyytro spun to face the charging Reaper. He glanced over his shoulder and gave me an insufferable wink as the bright orange liquid from the potion dribbled down his throat. The Reaper closed its arms around him, and the strange red symbols floated up again.

      The Reaper spasmed uncontrollably and the red symbols turned to green. I doubled over as my worst memories flooded my mind again, somehow more vibrant and terrible than I remembered them. I reflexively put my hands over my ears, even though there was no sound besides the screaming and sobbing of my companions.

      I barely managed to muster enough strength to raise my head. The Reaper jittered and squirmed harder as the images in my mind intensified. It continued to thrash and convulse until it careened through me and landed on the ground, finally releasing the motionless Nyytro to land in the opposite direction.

      “That wasn’t a healing potion,” I said. “What was that?”

      “I think I saw one of those once,” Alizia said. “But I was pretty drunk by that point. I do remember seeing the guy who drank it pass out, but then he suddenly got all better.”

      We nervously stared at it for several minutes, but it didn’t move again. Olaf finally took a step toward it, but stopped behind Alizia, ready to use her as a shield in case the Reaper moved. “My Inspect skill is still not working on it,” Olaf said.

      “Do you—Do you think it tastes like chicken?” Alizia summoned a knife and fork. “And completely unrelated question, did anyone bring any barbeque sauce?” She knelt to remove the hood but jumped back when it faded through the ground.

      My mouth hung wide open. Not from the Reaper’s death but from who had saved us. Nyytro. The man who had killed me in the real world had risked his life to destroy that thing—a monster that killed people permanently. He was my murderer and my hero. What was I supposed to do with that? If he wasn't dead for good, should I continue to hunt him down for what he’d done to me or should I spread the word of this great deed?

      Alizia began to dig through the ground to try to get to the Reaper.

      “Alizia, stop!” I said. Shockingly, she obeyed. “We need to get going. It’s not safe here.”

      Olaf pointed toward the town. “Agreed. We need to help save it for our faction.”

      I bit my lip. “No, Nyytro was right. We’re only level sevens. The only thing we can do in there is provide target practice and waste a lot of our money by leaving unrecoverable corpses.”

      Olaf looked at the tunnel like a sad puppy. “But we’re the only ones who can get to the palace quick and sneak up on them.”

      
        
        Systemwide Message: Highwall has fallen to the Shadow Consortium! All Sun players bound in Highwall will be sent to the nearest Sun alliance starting city, Kagsgrude, upon death, until they bind at a new bind point.

        Systemwide Message: A new king has been declared in Highwall. All hail the Monarch of Gloom!

      

      

      I nodded at Olaf’s shocked face like I’d known the thirty minutes had almost been up. “We need to get out of here before the Shadow forces start sending patrols.”

      “Speaking of an unrecoverable corpse . . .” Alizia motioned toward Decrona’s. “Should we drag that with us? Seems a waste to go through all the trouble of saving it from the Reaper only to leave it here so other Reapers can do unspeakable things to it.”

      If I thought Olaf was shocked before, his face now looked like it might implode. I imagined mine probably looked the same.

      Seeing our predicament, Alizia opened her mouth again. “If anyone’s going to do unspeakable things to it, it’s me.”

      Olaf raced over and hoisted Decrona over his shoulder. “I’m keeping this thing as far away from you as I can.”

      Alizia pouted. “By the way, where are we going? Fen, Kagsgrude, or somewhere else?”

      My eyes were stuck on Nyytro’s dead body. After his heroic sacrifice, the least I could do was haul his corpse off like Olaf was doing for Decrona. “Fen’s the closest, and while my map does give directions to Kagsgrude, I have no idea what kind of mobs reside between here and there. We ride—sorry, walk briskly to Fen.”

      Getting Nyytro’s flailing limbs to balance over my back was a lot harder than Olaf had made it look, but then again, he had more points in Strength. When I finally got Nyytro balanced, I was struck by his unusually light weight. I had a feeling that corpses were made that way to compensate for the fact that they couldn’t be put in bags.

      As we moved, Olaf kept biting his lip and looking back at the city. Every time our eyes met, he gave me a sad puppy look like he was expecting me to suddenly change my mind and come up with something to save Highwall. After the fifth time, I did, however, come up with a truly brilliant plan: to stop looking at him so I wouldn’t need to feel guilty.

      I’d have thought the sudden change from glowing, polished marble walls to jet black obsidian, or the towering demons patrolling on top of them, would’ve clued him in to the fact that the city was lost. A padlocked door had even appeared over the opening to the secret entrance. I was quite confident our futures would reside elsewhere, and the only way to find out where was by continuing to put one foot in front of the other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            So That’s Why There’s No Deodorant in This Game

          

        

      

    

    
      With the west holding high-level mobs, we had to loop around Highwall to get to the road to Fen in the north. We were spotted several times by Shadow players from the walls, but there were no close gates for them to get to us. The magic that prevented players from flying into the city also prevented them from flying out. Since we made sure to stay well out of arrow or magic range, the only battle they could offer us was through shouts and insults—a battle Alizia won every time.

      With the walls relatively close, we encountered only a small sprinkling of mobs, none aggressive unless provoked. Alizia naturally took that as a challenge as soon as the Shadow players got bored and went back to celebrating in their new city. Olaf and I tried to shoo the bunnies, squirrels, and chipmunks away, but they only seemed to get the message when Alizia’s scepter connected with their tiny bodies. Part of me died inside whenever she caught one of the adorable woodland creatures, and worst of all, they no longer gave us any experience—so after her tenth kill, I made her carry Nyytro.

      An hour later, I decided we were getting a little too close to the northern gate, so we moved into the forest. Almost immediately, yellow eyes appeared in the distance. My map told me we were in roughly the same area where I’d completed the werewolf quest so long ago, it seemed. I assumed the eyes belonged to my old pals, the pocket wolves, and when several of them got close enough, Inspect confirmed it. At level two, they’d been quite the challenge, but at level seven even a pack of them would be easy to solo, laughably easy for a group of three. The wolves seemed to know that as well and maintained a safe distance for the next hour, retreating whenever Alizia tried to close in.

      All at once, the yellow eyes seemed to vanish. Olaf breathed a sigh of relief. Alizia cursed. I ordered a halt.

      “An excellent idea, Horus,” Alizia said. “I could use a break. This walking is really tiring me out.”

      Olaf set down Decrona. “Tiring? This isn’t the real world. Even burning through our Action Points with Sprint doesn’t require a rest; they will recover while walking.”

      I summoned my bow. “When deadly beasts—to newbs, anyway—suddenly run away, there’s usually a reason for it.”

      Alizia shrugged. “Probably means we’ve moved out of their spawn area. Like Olaf said, this isn’t the real world.”

      “You are probably right, but better to be safe.” Olaf summoned his dagger.

      A much larger pair of yellow eyes appeared in front of Alizia about three hundred yards away. Even though it was too far for Inspect, I knew what it was. Amphicyon, the huge, murderous beast that had so mercilessly torn me apart when I was only level one. While we needed to get moving to outrun any Shadow players who might be out exploring the area or looking for payback against Alizia, I had a feeling this thing wouldn’t let us leave. Besides, I wanted my revenge. The look on Olaf’s face said he wanted the same. Alizia only wanted to mess with it. Her fart noises drew it out of the bushes and steadily closer.

      I figured my memory of it was the exaggerated view of a newb encountering his first deadly mob, but the snarling bear/dog was actually bigger and more ferocious than I remembered. The tree-sized beast seemed to be made of only four things: fangs, claws, fur, and muscle. It looked like it could tear all three of us to pieces in one bite, but I also knew this was a role-playing game and looks never trumped stats and levels. With it now in range, I decided to answer that question with Inspect.
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      Even though her fart noises had already done the job of getting its attention, Alizia decided to formalize the action by hitting the beast with Shout. She wisely hopped behind Nyytro’s corpse, so she wouldn’t accidentally trip over it, and summoned her arms. With the beast bearing down on her, she braced herself and raised her shield. Even at her seven feet of height, it was almost comical to think she’d any chance of staying on her feet when the multi-ton animal pounced, but this wasn’t Earth and the same physics didn’t apply.

      Surviving more than a few hits, given the beast’s level difference and Raid Boss status, was another matter. At least with the distance we’d traveled, I felt pretty certain our corpses would be safely away from any possible Reapers that might have been near our previous encounter. And with our bind points now moved, dying would save us the trip to Kagsgrude too.

      I began my heal as Amphicyon bounded its last few steps; however, the spell fizzled out almost immediately. I cursed myself for being so easily distracted, but in retrospect, shouldn’t have been so hard on myself. How could I have readied myself for the beast inexplicably stopping right in front of Alizia?

      Alizia banged her scepter against her shield. “Your father stole picnic baskets and your mother was a low-end condominium.”

      The massive beast ignored her Shout and lowered its snout to sniff the ground. A few quick sniffs of Nyytro’s corpse was all it needed. Raising its head, it let out a quick yelp and bounded away in the opposite direction.

      Alizia stared at the empty space it had vacated in disbelief and shrugged. She lifted her left arm and walked over to Olaf. “I swear I bathed this morning. Here, smell this and let me know what you think.”

      Olaf scurried away. “You smell great. Trust me. I can tell from here.”

      As Alizia chased after him, I let out a sigh. “Alizia, it was something on Nyytro it smelled, not you. Probably the lingering scent of the Reaper.”

      “You’re probably right, but as a scientist I have to cover all possibilities.” Alizia caught Olaf and grabbed him.

      Trapped against a tree, Olaf let out a strangled cry. “It wasn’t you. It wasn’t you! You smell great.”

      “Let go of him,” I said. “And since when are you a scientist?”

      Alizia hopped back. “Oh yeah, I hate scientists. And to think I almost ate that thing. If a Raid Boss was afraid of just the smell of it, there’s no telling what could’ve happened to me. Why, I could’ve died. I could’ve gotten an incurable disease like cancer or doofus. I could’ve even turned into a zombie, a princess, or worse yet, a zombie princess!”

      “That’s great, but we should probably get out of here.”

      Alizia saluted me. “Aye, aye, O Captain, My Captain. You are all business and no fun, yet I still respect you for your sound decision making, tactical brilliance, and unparalleled expertise in all things plaid. Which direction should we travel toward, O Leader of Men and Beautiful Green Women?”

      I pointed to the northwest.

      Alizia scratched her head. “Not to question your peerless decision making, but isn’t that where Amphicyon went?”

      “Exactly. He should clear everything out.” I hoisted Nyytro’s corpse and handed it to her.

      Alizia saluted and lifted Nyytro over her shoulder. Olaf did the same with Decrona.

      As I predicted, we encountered no animals or monsters for the next hour as we continued along the path of crushed bushes and tree limbs. Ironically, the only real danger we faced after Amphicyon, was when we neared Fen and were almost killed by a pack of Sun players. Fortunately for us, Olaf had the wherewithal to turn on Sneak and appear behind the Elemental Mage just in time to push him and make him miss. Alizia was convinced that his fireball had ruined the top of her hair, though no one else could see anything wrong. After several profuse apologies, the group of mid-level players let us go on our way and even offered a few healing potions to her as apology. Her spirits were only brightened, however, when we reached the gate outside Fen.

    

  







            The Golden Hole That’s Neither Golden Nor a Hole

          

        

      

    

    
      I almost collapsed in relief. While Olaf’s earlier statement about us not being able to become physically exhausted in the game was true, mental exhaustion was still a very real thing. I wanted nothing more than to crash into a bed and not get out of it for several days. However, before I could do that we’d have to take care of our patients.

      The once beautiful town of emerald green was now almost completely in ruins. A small corner in the northwest seemed to be the only part mostly intact besides three sporadic buildings still standing in the rest of the city. People walked around lethargically with no direction. If this hadn’t been a game, I would have called it battle fatigue.

      The only bit of organization occurred at the town’s edge, where three players stood in obscenely impractical but jaw-droppingly awesome armor directing other players in their corresponding colors. Cedra was one of the three, so I assumed the other two were also guild leaders. Right now, their groups’ main task was piling the corpses of the Shadow Players into a big pit.

      “The Bass Kickers, the Scourge of Darkness, and The Guard! Those are the three most powerful guilds in the game!” Olaf yelled a little too loudly and drew the attention of Cedra. Her withering glare told me what I could expect if I asked her for anything.

      “Well, we do need to get these two rezzed and the top guilds are bound to have lots of people who can do that, so I guess that’s where we should start.” I barely finished my statement before Olaf vanished. There was no puff of smoke or gradual fade; he was there, and then he wasn’t. Alizia was too busy chugging the last of her new potions to notice.

      I was about to enquire in group chat where he was when Olaf’s cheerful voice pipped up. “Someone just rezzed my old corpse! I almost completely forgot about it. To think that was only a few hours ago. It feels like a week.”

      Alizia’s empty potion vial shattered as she disappeared too.

      “So—where exactly are you?” I asked.

      “Oh, right. Decrona and Nyytro,” Olaf said. “I almost forgot.”

      He came sprinting from around a green townhouse shaped like a keep. It was only a couple of blocks away, or at least it would’ve been if there were anything resembling blocks left. A rez message of my own popped up just before he arrived back and I accepted, appearing a second later in front of a cheerful woman in the shimmering blue of the Bass Kickers. A message indicated I’d recovered half of the gold I’d lost on death. Olaf and Alizia dragged Nyytro’s and Decrona’s corpses to me shortly after.

      As soon as she finished casting the resurrection spell on Nyytro, the kindly Light Mage convulsed and winced in pain. The pit of my stomach dropped as I remembered how Amphicyon had reacted to just the corpse’s smell. I was terrified of what danger we might have inadvertently put her in, but a couple seconds later, her face returned to normal.

      “Hmm,” the Light Mage said. “That’s a new one.”

      Nyytro’s corpse spasmed for a few seconds and his eyes blinked open. She then turned to Decrona and cast the same spell. When nothing happened, she tried again. After the third failure, she turned to us and shrugged. “I’m getting a ‘Player Not Found’ message. Never seen that one before.” She pointed to the next corpse in line. “Sorry, but I still have a lot more to do. When I’m done, I’ll come back and try again.” She moved on to the next in line, a plate-clad beaverkin.

      I stared at Decrona’s corpse feeling awful for our failure. True, she had earned something terrible for her betrayal, but not permanent death. She’d done a lot for us, and it wasn’t like she intended or knew what would happen to Nanny. I still felt I could’ve done more for her.

      Nyytro cleared his throat loudly, drawing me back to the present. “Thanks for getting me a rez. You have no idea how much money I would’ve lost.” He hopped up off the ground and stretched.

      “How much are we talking?” Alizia asked. “And more importantly, what’s our cut?”

      Olaf shot her a withering glare. She shrugged and began tapping her foot impatiently.

      “I don’t think he does rewards,” I said. “Which brings up the question of why you sacrificed yourself to kill that thing. No offense, Carl, but you don’t strike me as the heroic type.”

      Nyytro took a few quick practice swings at the air in front of him. “None taken, kiddo. I’m not, but after what happened with Frank, I figured I owed it to his memory.”

      “You mean the part where you murdered him, your best friend?” I asked. Several people nearby were staring, including two people who had looked so far gone in shock that I didn’t think they’d ever come out of it.

      “It was all part of his master plan. You see, when Frank discovered those things, he went to our boss, and she passed it on to the CEO, who told us it was just a coincidence and ordered us to drop it. ‘A few deaths were to be expected with a player-base this size,’ he said. ‘If you get enough people playing for long enough, some of them are bound to die for reasons unrelated to the game.’ He took our evidence as we left, had it wiped it from our personal drives, and deleted them from the systems. With our new, limited access, it took almost a year to track even the smallest record of them again. Frank was hoping that if that interactive demo we were working on went big we’d get it back, but they must have figured out that we were still looking. Someone came to my house and tried to kill me.”

      “But they weren’t as good at the murdering as you were,” I grumbled.

      His wheezing laugh came out more as a whimper. “I still got the old reflexes. When I called your dad afterward, he came up with a crazy plan. He told me the only way to get them off our tail would be to kill ourselves. While we hadn’t been able to get the footage of the Reapers back, we had been able to get into Chang’s project data. We changed the data on some bracelets from it to make it look like me and old Frank were some other people. When we died, those special medics would come a-runnin’ and put our dying brains into the game. Frank made sure to have some friends change the records back after we passed. No way the higher ups would check the faces on the bodies. With the company thinking we’re dead, Frank was hoping they’d leave his family alone, while he and I live on inside the game, still gathering evidence about those things with them none the wiser that we’re still mostly alive.”

      “And Dad’s brilliant plan to investigate them involved killing a ton of players to draw them out?”

      Nyytro tried to play it cool by winking at me, but it looked more like he was having an allergic reaction. “Frankie wanted to try and find people who had recordings of existing incidents, but I figured it’d be way quicker to cause a few thousand deaths to draw ’em out. Bright guy Frank was, but not a risk taker. Best friend a guy could have.”

      “Then—then why did you shoot him?”

      “He told me to. Tried doing it himself but couldn’t. Told me to surprise him and boy, did I.”

      “And he told you to murder me too?”

      “Yeah. That was . . . an accident. When you appeared so suddenly, I thought you were one of the guys who’d tried to kill me earlier. You weren’t supposed to be there, and you certainly weren’t supposed to be the one brought into the game. It was supposed to be Frank and me, together again, just like in the old days. No wife or kids to tie us down or get in the way.” Nyytro looked me straight in the eye. “But, as usual, you mucked it up, and now Frankie’s dead for good.”

      I shook my head in disgust. Typical him. Never takes responsibility for anything. Always someone else’s fault. “Never got what Dad saw in you.”

      Nyytro sneered. “Likewise.”

      “So, why did you kill the Reaper?” Olaf asked.

      “Cause it’s what Frank would’ve done.” All the false bravado and anger washed from his face as he stared at the ground. “He wanted to stop those things. The chance to have my friend to myself again was all I cared about. A dream come true. But then I killed him—even though I was only doing what he told me to and someone else ruined our plan, I still felt like I owed it to him. He’s the only friend I’ve ever had, and I plan on seeing this thing through to honor his memory.”

      I put my hand on his shoulder and nodded. “You have my help, for what it’s worth. If there’re any more of those things out there, we’ll take them out for Dad.”

      Nyytro brushed my hand off. “You’re right, it ain’t worth much. There are more of ’em out there, I’m sure of it. And I don’t need your help. You’d only cramp my style. Well, thanks for the rez. I won’t be seeing you. Don’t look me up. Don’t send me any messages, and certainly don’t talk to me if you ever do happen to see me again, which you probably won’t because I won’t be in any of the newbie-infested places where you’ll be hanging.” He turned and walked away.

      “Wait!” Alizia ran after him. “What was that potion you used to kill it, and more importantly, what did it taste like?”

      Nyytro laughed and shook his head. “Newbs . . . It was a Resurrection Potion. They put a buff on you that brings you back to life with 10% of your HPs if you die.”

      “Now, about that reward,” Alizia said. “Potions are preferred like, say, one of those Resurrection Potions, but money is OK too.” Nyytro snickered and pushed her aside. He turned on Sprint and disappeared in the distance shortly after.

      “Now what?” Olaf asked.

      “Now you let me tape your commentary for my latest video on your epic battle with Bruce!” a voice called out from behind us. We turned to find Clewd sitting in a director’s chair with four other chairs aligned next to him. On the cloth backs of the chairs were the names “Olaf the Terribly Mustached,” “Alizia the Much-Less-Amusing-than-Clewd,”  “Decrona the Vanilla Yogurt of People,” and “Lucas the Lucas.”

      “What’s wrong with my mustache?” Olaf asked.

      “Evidently it’s more amusing than me,” Alizia grumbled.

      “Clewd, this isn’t a good time,” I said.

      “Which makes it the perfect time to record your commentary. Angry people say things they normally wouldn’t.” He pointed at the chairs. “Now sit and start talking while I replay the footage. You’ll have to talk a little louder to be heard over the circus music I added.”

      “So you finally figured out how to record?” I asked.

      “About that . . . could one of you go over how to do that again? And also, how do you record something that already happened?” He pointed harder at the chairs.

      We were saved from having to answer him when Cedra stormed by with a trail of followers toward the kindly Light Mage. I got the feeling that loud and angry were Cedra’s default method of doing everything. Clewd said something, but I couldn’t hear it.

      “Noradine, hurry this up,” Cedra said. “We need to be out of here in ten minutes.”

      The Light Mage, Noradine, shrugged and went back to her work. “This will take at least another hour, probably two.”

      “Let the other guilds’ healers finish.” Cedra tried to walk in front of her but Noradine turned away. “We’re going to Awesome City. With this place out of commission, we need to be ready for the influx of traffic for our auctions.”

      A newly resurrected wood elf climbed off the ground and shook Noradine’s hand. She smiled and quickly went on to the next corpse. “I find making money at a time like this very distasteful, Dra. And the name for that city is ridiculous. Go on without me.”

      Cedra spewed out a string of nonsense I assumed were originally curses before the profanity filter garbled them. Eventually, her sycophants calmed her down.

      “The other guilds vetoed ‘Kick Bass City’ as the name, and since it’s a joint venture we had to comply,” Cedra said. “Right now, our faction needs a replacement location for players to trade their goods, so what better place than the one that we can restrict competition in? Now, as your guild leader, I demand that you come with us. Players need high-level potions and you’re our best alchemist.”

      Noradine narrowed her eyes as she finished another spell. “Fine, but only for the good of the other players.”

      Cedra looked about to utter another long string of curses when Clewd popped up between them.

      “Excuse me ladies, but do you mind? We’re trying to record some commentary over here, and we can’t until you quiet down.” He pointed directly at me. I would’ve run for cover, but he caught me completely off guard. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I responded with a pathetic wave that I immediately regretted.

      “You!” My heart skipped a beat as Cedra looked directly at me, but she stuck her finger in Clewd’s chest instead.

      Clewd maintained his usual placid grin. “Do we know each other?”

      “Know each other? Know each other! You ruined our raid on Nehebkau by pulling the rest of the dungeon on us in the middle of the boss fight.”

      “I felt the scene needed more drama.”

      “And then you wore a disguise to get into our raid on Grafvitnir and somehow flooded the whole cave.”

      Clewd shrugged. “It was too dark. I needed to up the contrast for my shot.”

      Cedra grabbed Clewd by the collar but failed to lift him. “That doesn’t even make any sense. The water made it darker. And you don’t even know how to record!”

      “But when I do, I can assure you, you’ll be first to get a look at the videos. Now, if you’d be so kind as to quiet down, my new friends and I are about to record the commentary for my latest unrecorded video.”

      This time, before he could point toward me Alizia grabbed me and pulled me behind the only building nearby.

      “They were just here a minute ago. Reminds me of the time me and my four friends nearly took out Barry the Lich King.” Clewd stared wistfully at Cedra.

      Having spent a bit too much time with Clewd, I knew this was the perfect time to run away before his ridiculousness sucked us in. Cedra, however, had not learned that lesson.

      “The Lich is a queen, not a king, and her name is certainly not Barry,” Cedra growled. “And no single group could possibly take her out, unless you secretly happen to be one of the Trium.”

      “Ha!” one of her followers exclaimed. “Him a member of the Trium?”

      “Yeah!” another one said. “You wouldn’t survive one hit from the Lich Queen.”

      Cedra glared at her followers, and they scurried away. Noradine laughed.

      Clewd puffed up his chest. “I, as the group’s bard, of course went in first.”

      “There is no Bard class in this game!” Cedra was now only an inch from his face.

      Clewd ignored her. “When lo and behold, I noticed our Burglar was completely missing.”

      “That’s what Burglars are supposed to do, you idiot. They turn on Sneak so they can scout out the area while invisible.”

      Clewd nodded thoughtfully. “If only you had been there to remind me of that, but as you weren’t, I was thrown into such confusion that I completely forgot to tank the very unhygienic Barry as he charged into our midst. He tore both our poor mage and Gladiator to pieces before I could get his attention with my lute. The Holy Fist did a valiant job keeping me healed, but with only two of us, it was a matter of time before he fell too, especially with those cloaked people distracting us by doing naughty things to our fallen friends. Fortunately, Barry was a good sport and let me concede the match in dignity. We shook hands, and he helpfully pointed me toward the door. I never did find the Burglar, though. What was his name? Rapunzel? Ropesock? Repsak? Chap is probably still down there, now that I think about it.”

      “Raid bosses do not just let you leave.” Cedra shook her head in disgust and in doing so caught sight of Noradine’s hysterically laughing face. Infuriated, she tried pushing Clewd out of the way to get to her giggling guildmate, but he didn’t budge. She looked like a toddler trying to push a mountain. Eventually, she gave up and circled around to grab Noradine and haul her off. The pack of blue-clad followers trailed after her, though at a much greater distance than before.

      Taking her lead, I decided to leave the scene before Clewd found and engaged us in further silliness. It was nice to see him annoying someone else for a change, and downright entertaining to see Cedra’s overreaction. Judging by her big, goofy smile, Alizia felt the same. However, Olaf’s mouth hung wide open, his face pale like a ghost’s. I looked for one of the healers to see if they could cure him.

      “Did—did you hear what he said?” Olaf stammered out after Alizia slapped him hard on the back.

      “That he tried to take on a Raid Boss with a single group and got them all killed?” I asked. “Yeah, I think the most unbelievable thing about that is that he could talk four people into grouping with him.”

      “N-n-no. The Burglar’s name.”

      “I know, right?” Alizia asked. “Ropesock was the name I was going to use when I started my career of rollicking banditry. Ropesock and her band of married men. We rob from the rich and give to the pourer of beer. Now I’m going to have to order new banners. Change our theme song. Get new sponsors. A whole big mess of paperwork.”

      “Not that one. Repsak. That was the name Kasper was using.”

      My eyes lit up. “Then we need to grill Clewd for everything he knows.”

      “Yes! We finally have a real lead.”

      Olaf activated Sprint without even giving me a chance to move, but it was the happiest collision I’ve ever been in. I didn’t even mind dusting myself off as Alizia pulled me off the ground. My smile was short lived when I noticed Olaf frantically pacing back and forth about a hundred feet in front of us. Neither Clewd nor any of Cedra’s guildmates were anywhere to be found. Even Clewd’s chairs were gone. Seeing our panic, and probably a little afraid that Olaf might Sprint into the newly resurrected, one of the other healers approached us. His elk-head hat indicated he was probably either a Shaman or a Druid.

      “If you’re looking for the Bass Kickers, they rode off toward Awesome City, that new player town they co-founded with my guild.” He pointed to the west.

      “Not them,” Olaf cried frantically. “Clewd. Where is Clewd?”

      The healer laughed. “That loon? Please don’t tell me you bought any of his ‘investment packages’. I fell for that when I was a newb. A hundred gold and all I got was some stale cheese.”

      Olaf grabbed the healer’s green tabard. “WHERE DID HE GO?”

      “Sorry, man. He said he was going to work on a big stream in ‘The Golden Hole.’”

      Alizia snickered.

      “WHERE IS THE GOLDEN HOLE?” Olaf shook him harder.

      “To the east, but you’d have to be crazy to go there now. The Shadow controls the area around it.”

      “Then that’s where we go,” I said. “To the Golden Hole.”

      
        
        END

      

      

      
        
        Who or what really is Clewd? Will our plucky heroes get to him in time to get the answers Olaf needs? How does a Reaper sneeze without a nose?

      

        

      
        Find the answers to these questions and more in the continuing saga of Sun & Shadows Online.  But how will I know when the next book is released, you probably didn’t ask?

        Sign up for my New Release Mailing List here: 

        Sign Up!

      

        

      
        Interested in learning more about books like this or want to talk to other fans and authors of this genre?

        Try the GameLit Society.

      

        

      
        



      

    

  






To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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  Horus

  	
   

  
 

 
  	
  Level: 7

  
  	
  HP: 161/161

  
 

 
  	
  Class: Woodsman

  
  	
  MP: 91/91

  
 

 
  	
  Race: Human

  
  	
  AP: 56/56

  
 

 
  	
  Experience: 17,836/75,000

  
  	
  AC: 32

  
 

 
  	
  STR: 6 (8)

  
  	
  Resists

  
 

 
  	
  AGI: 10 (16)

  
  	
     Light: 0

  
 

 
  	
  DEX: 39 (50)

  
  	
     Dark: 5

  
 

 
  	
  STA: 21 (23)

  
  	
     Earth: 0

  
 

 
  	
  END: 8

  
  	
     Water: 0

  
 

 
  	
  CHA: 1

  
  	
     Fire: 5

  
 

 
  	
  INT: 11 (13)

  
  	
     Wind: 0

  
 

 
  	
  WIS: 11 (13)

  
  	
  HP Regen: 7 per minute (10.5 per minute out of combat)

  
 

 
  	
  Carrying Capacity: 49/160

  
  	
  MP Regen: 7 per minute

  
 

 
  	
   

  
  	
  AP Regen: 7 per minute

  
 

 
  	
  Skills: 1-Handed Swords 8/25, Bows 7/25, Flanking Attack 12/25, Improved Dexterity 6/25, Inspect 17/25, Nature Magic 5/25, Regen 10/25, Sprint 5/25, Tracking 9/25, Survivalist 2/25


  
  


  	
  
  Equipment:


  
    	
    
  

  
 


  	
  
  Main Hand: Family Heirloom

  
  	
  
  Off Hand: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     Damage: 3-6

     Speed Rating: 3
     Bonus: +1 STR

  
  	
  
     

     

     

  
 


  	
  
  Ranged: Rickety Initiate's Short Bow

  
  	
  


  
 


  	
  
     Damage: 6-9

     Speed Rating: 3
     Bonus: +1 DEX

  
    	
  

  
 


  	
  
  Chest: Jerkin of Please Don’t Kill Me

  
  	
  
  Arms: Junior Explorer’s Sleeves

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 12

     Bonus: +2 DEX +1 AGI +1 STR+1 INT +1 WIS

  
  	
  
     AC: 5

     Bonus: +2 DEX +1 INT +1 WIS

  
 


  	
  
  Hands: Formal Gloves of Butling

  
  	
  
  Head: Straw Hat

  
 


  	
     AC: 8

     Bonus: +6 DEX +5 AGI +2 STA

     Special Abilities: Dirt Repellent

  
  	
     AC: 3

  
 


  	
  
  Legs: Farmer’s Overalls

  
  	
  
  Feet: Manure-Stained Boots

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 4

  
  	
  
     AC: 3

  
 


  	
  
  Waist: Lizard-Skin Belt

  
  	
  
  Back: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 3

  
  	
  
     

  
 


  	
  
  Finger 1: N/A

  
    	
  
  Finger 2: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     

  
    	
  
     

  
 







 
  	
  Alizia

  
  	
   

  
 

 
  	
  Level: 7

  
  	
  HP: 259/259

  
 

 
  	
  Class: Warrior

  
  	
  MP: 35/35

  
 

 
  	
  Race: Forest Giant

  
  	
  AP: 91/91

  
 

 
  	
  Experience: 56,730/75,000

  
  	
  AC: 59

  
 

 
  	
  STR: 13 (19)

  
  	
  Resists

  
 

 
  	
  AGI: 13 (21)

  
  	
     Light: 0

  
 

 
  	
  DEX: 4 (5)

  
  	
     Dark: 0

  
 

 
  	
  STA: 33 (37)

  
  	
     Earth: 10

  
 

 
  	
  END: 13

  
  	
     Water: 0

  
 

 
  	
  CHA: 27 (40)

  
  	
     Fire: 0

  
 

 
  	
  INT: 4 (5)

  
  	
     Wind: 10

  
 

 
  	
  WIS: 4 (6)

  
  	
  HP Regen: 7 per minute (12.3 per minute out of combat)

  
 

 
  	
  Carrying Capacity: 168/410

  
  	
  MP Regen: 7 per minute

  
 

 
  	
   

  
  	
  AP Regen: 7 per minute

  
 

 
  	
  Skills: 1-Handed Blunt 12/25, Carrying 6/25, Alchemy 6/25, Block 8/25, Improved CHA 3/25, Improved STA 16/25, Lumberjack 1/25, Potion Master 25/25, Regen 15/25, Shield Slam 6/25, Shout 16/25, Sprint 9/25, Wall 3/25


 


  	
  
  Equipment:


  
    	
    
  

  
 


  	
  
  Main Hand: Bronze Scepter of Authority

  
  	
  
  Off Hand: Battered Shield

  
 


  	
  
     Damage: 9-13

     Speed Rating: 4
     Bonus: +1 WIS +2 CHA

  
  	
  
     AC: 6

     Bonus: +2 STA
     

  
 


  	
  
  Ranged: N/A

  
  	
  


  
 


  	
  
       

  
    	
  

  
 


  	
  
  Chest: Mossy One-Piece

  
  	
  
  Arms: Rusty Wrist Guards

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 16

     Bonus: +3 STA +1 AGI +1 DEX

  
  	
  
     AC: 3

     

  
 


  	
  
  Hands: Gloves with Tiny Hearts & Puppies

  
  	
  
  Head: High Shaman’s Headdress

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 6

     Bonus: +2 AGI +2 CHA

  
  	
  
     AC: 4

     Bonus: +1 INT +1 WIS + 1 STA +3 CHA

  
 


  	
  
  Legs: Farmer’s Overalls

  
  	
  
  Feet: Sparkly Booties

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 4

     

  
  	
  
     AC: 6

     Bonus: +3 AGI + 1 STA +1 CHA

  
 


  	
  
  Waist: Pretty, Pretty Belt of Strength

  
  	
  
  Back: Cape von Bruce

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 3

     Bonus: +2 STR +1 CHA

  
  	
  
     AC: 9

     Bonus: +1 STA +2 AGI +3 CHA

  
 


  	
  
  Finger 1: Circular Glass Finger Thingy

  
    	
  
  Finger 2: Big Ugly Ring

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 0

     Bonus: +1 CHA

  
    	
  
     AC: 2

  
 







 
  	
  Olaf

  
  	
   

  
 

 
  	
  Level: 7

  
  	
  HP: 119/119 (124/124)

  
 

 
  	
  Class: Thief

  
  	
  MP: 21/21

  
 

 
  	
  Race: Gnome

  
  	
  AP: 154/154

  
 

 
  	
  Experience: 29,238/75,000

  
  	
  AC: 41

  
 

 
  	
  STR: 23

  
  	
  Resists

  
 

 
  	
  AGI: 9 (13)

  
  	
     Light: 0

  
 

 
  	
  DEX: 36 (47)

  
  	
     Dark: 5

  
 

 
  	
  STA: 17 (18)

  
  	
     Earth: 5

  
 

 
  	
  END: 17 (22)

  
  	
     Water: 10

  
 

 
  	
  CHA: 6

  
  	
     Fire: 0

  
 

 
  	
  INT: 2

  
  	
     Wind: 0

  
 

 
  	
  WIS: 1

  
  	
  HP Regen: 7 per minute (9.5 per minute out of combat)

  
 

 
  	
  Carrying Capacity: 57/460

  
  	
  MP Regen: 7 per minute

  
 

 
  	
   

  
  	
  AP Regen: 7 per minute

  
 

 
  	
  Skills: 1-Handed Piercing 19/25, Detective 3/25, Flanking Attack 15/25, Improved Dexterity 15/25, Inspect 23/25, Inventing 1/25, Lucky 4/25, Lockpick 2/25, Regen 7/25, Sneak 18/25, Sneak Attack 3/25, Sprint 9/25 (19/35), Steal 3/25 (8/30)


 


  	
  
  Equipment:


  
    	
    
  

  
 


  	
  
  Main Hand: Thin Pointy Thing

  
  	
  
  Off Hand: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     Damage: 4-5

     Speed Rating: 1.5
     Bonus: +3 DEX + 2 AGI

  
  	
  
     

     

     

  
 


  	
  
  Ranged: N/A

  
  	
  


  
 


  	
  
       

  
    	
  

  
 


  	
  
  Chest: Dusty Leather Jacket

  
  	
  
  Arms: Stolen Pickpocket’s Sleeves

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 12

     Bonus: +5 HP

     

  
  	
  
     AC: 5

     Bonus: +1 DEX

     Special Abilities: +5 Steal skill

  
 


  	
  
  Hands: Worked-Out Work Gloves

  
  	
  
  Head: Ragged Skullcap

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 4

     Bonus: +1 STA +2 END

  
  	
  
     AC: 6

     Bonus: +1 END

  
 


  	
  
  Legs: Crotchless Messenger’s Shorts

  
  	
  
  Feet: Kobold Running Shoes

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 8

     Bonus: +2 DEX +2 END

     

  
  	
  
     AC: 3

     Bonus: +2 DEX +2 AGI

     Special Abilities:  +10 Sprint skill

  
 


  	
  
  Waist: Wolf-Fur Belt

  
  	
  
  Back: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 3

     Bonus: +2 DEX

  
  	
  
     

     

  
 


  	
  
  Finger 1: Thin Band

  
    	
  
  Finger 2: N/A

  
 


  	
  
     AC: 0

     Bonus: +1 DEX
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