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A Note from the Author 

    I hope you enjoy the story and apologize in advance for the grammar and proofreading mistakes that are sure to be a part of this work. Being an ‘Indie Author’ typically means that you do not have the extra money to pay for a professional editor or proofreader and end up doing all of the work yourself. While I do the best that I can to find mistakes, I know well my lack of ability in the proofreading, spell-checking, and editing arena. At the same time, I have done my best with the tools available to clean up the story for publishing to the best of my ability.  

    Luckily enough, I had help from Eric (Toten Sie), a friend who offers his expertise for editing my books and gets them cleaned up for release. Steven (Zeven) is another friend that helps with the ideas and concepts that makes the series so great. Both of them were joined by Jeff and Steven, both ex-military and DoD along with a local physicist named Josef. The five of them beta read the story to make sure everything sounds right, besides listening to me when I have those bad days that writers get, especially when you have a group of authors ganging up against you to do their best to block your work on Amazon, Goodreads, and Audible. Some major additional help for corrections have been Aaron, Naz, Austin, and Ryan. Thanks you for the multiple corrections of spelling and misused words. 

    This issue was something I was ignorant about as a reader of the genre. Now though, the more I learn about how a number of established authors try to block new authors from entering the genre, or learn about the groups of authors ganging up on new authors and choose to say nothing against it. It’s depressing, to say the least. Truly, this book would have never been written if not for the fans who enjoy the series. Your continued support truly makes a difference and you have my heartfelt thanks.  

    As you enjoy this story, I ask that if something does stand out grammatically that you let me know at jasonacheek@gmail.com so that I can make the necessary corrections needed to make this book as enjoyable to read as possible. Also, if you enjoy the story, please make sure you post a positive rating on Amazon. Even with book five, it makes a difference. Only in this way does this let us ‘Indy Authors’ know that our stories are appreciated and helps to motivate us to write more. It also enables new readers to find our works and helps to stop these established authors who would stop ‘Indy Authors’ from breaking into the writing field.  

    Book 7 is a little bit different than the others in the series. It covered a lot more different perspectives so you get a better idea of what’s happening around The World. I hope you like the addition. Besides, it breaks up the fight scenes nicely too. Also, this is another book that covers a twenty-four hour time period. I have no wish to rush the telling of the story. My goal is to have a hundred or more books that draw you into the various adventures that Star and his friends face.  

    Also, I would like to thank everyone for allowing me the freedom to explore a number of different adventures and topics in these stories. Whether it’s Star’s romantic misadventures with Fylreh, the disturbing Meer Lizards, the real-time strategy aspect of the story, self-aware NPCs, dealing with his abusive ex-girlfriend, or the new types of monster empires I’m introducing. Many of the ideas and adventures cover concepts I’ve never read in other stories within the genre. I want to explore every exciting dream I’ve ever had of gaming. Like a Captain Kirk of a fantasy MMO universe. As long as everyone finds the stories interesting, I will keep on writing about Star’s exploration of The World. 

    I’d like to thank any other fans who made comments that allowed me to tweak the story or go back and correct the more notable mistakes that needed to be corrected. For those who can’t see the updates, please delete the book from your device’s local cache and re-download it or Amazon has an area in your account where you can force the updates onto your device. My books always tend to be works-in-progress for the editing side. 

    Lastly, I’d like to address a few points that came up in reviews: (This won’t be an issue for the next several books, but I think it’s important to list part of this again.) 

    There are some people who think that Startum Ironwolf disrespects women and thinks they are inferior to men. This couldn’t be further from the truth. The one great thing about video games is that there are no differences between the sexes, ages, or races. Men and women are absolutely equal on all levels. It is your choice of starts, your choice of class, how you distribute your stats and how you treat others in the game that is important.  

    In most online games, the golden rule is you have no idea who is really on the other side of that computer screen. Women play men, men play women, and players play themselves. There is no prejudice except for what you bring with you into the game world. On the field of battle, you slaughter your enemies, period. There is no consideration of sex, race, religion or age. Over many years of gaming, I’ve had so many online friends from all around the world that it is truly amazing at times when I think about it.  

    Please understand, Startum is a guy in his early twenties. He likes women, he finds them beautiful and he enjoys seeing that beauty. There is nothing wrong with finding someone desirable, pretty, or sexy. In my experience, women do this the same as men. Enjoying beauty is not judging the worth of a person or their capability. How you treat those people though is important. In Startum’s case, you have a first row seat to his every private thought. Also, as the game progresses, Star’s thought processes change along with his exploration of The World, especially after experiencing the horrors in books four and five, not to mention the need to prepare for the coming war that he sees looming on the horizon. Also, in many ways, he’s growing up as a person throughout the series. 

    Also, for pictures of the concept art for many of the characters, the in real life LAN parties, and the friends that are the concept personalities for many of the characters in the story, you can find that here: https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100007596607095  

    One final point, if you like the story, please leave a good review on Amazon and Goodreads for the books. Not just mine, but any Indie Author you like, especially if you want to see new stories coming out that are not the cookie-cutter-copies that seem to be so rampant in the genre. The only way you will encourage this to happen is by leaving reviews for the authors you like. It lets everyone know that they’re telling a good story, besides being the only way to protect them from the established authors in the genre that try to block new stories from coming out.  

    I have personally experienced this type of harassment and trolling since releasing The World series. Every book, whether audible or eBook has been repeatedly attacked. Not just book one, but every proceeding book in the series. Even now, they continuously check my blog to know when my newest book is going to be released to leave bad reviews. Truly, it’s like battling an in real-life Syndicate guild. Your support has been all that has stopped their bullying from blocking my stories.[bookmark: _Changes_to_the] 
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Map of the World 
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    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 

    (Orion Prakoli and friends on the Plains of Atoll) 

    Running Pod Diagnostic – Complete 

    Synchronizing controller units - Complete 

    Neuro Synchronization - Complete  

    Initializing virtual environment … 

     

    Opening his eyes, Orion was greeted by the sight of the morning sunrise coming up over the sulfur plateau on the Plains of Atoll. Even though the landscape was barren, it was strangely beautiful with the red rays reflecting off the sulfuric clouds of steam that were hanging over the field of mineral deposits like a thick fog. Sitting up and turning back to the camp, he was unsurprised to see that he was the last one to login.  

    “It’s about time you woke up,” Minny called out in a high-pitched voice, from where she made breakfast around the campfire. “I thought you were going to sleep in all morning, lazy head.” 

    “Whatever you say, little mouse,” Orion said with a chuckle. Even though he’d just gotten off of his last twelve hour nightshift for the week, he couldn’t find it inside of himself to be angry at the little Gnome woman. “The life of a newfar can be a bit more complex than that.” 

    “Can’t be too complex if you still haven’t got out of your sleeping hides,” Minny shot back without hesitation, as she handed him the meat roll she’d been preparing. Walking away, she began cleaning up the dirty frypan as she called out over her shoulder. “Anyway, I figure you must be a prince in your other life.”  

    “Why’s that, little mouse?” Orion asked, ignoring the snorts of laughter from the other Marines in the raid listening in on their conversation. As a retired Marine and a helicopter mechanic, he came from a life that was about as far away from being a prince as you could possibly get.  

    “Because only a prince would expect to be served breakfast in bed on an expedition,” Minny said with a piercing laugh, as she doubled over slapping her knee. “Now eat up and get moving, big man. We’ve got mining work to do.”  

    Rolling his eyes, Orion tucked into the meal as everyone in the raid prepared to move out. The food was a hard travel-bread softened with grease from cooking up the sausages. The bread roll had then been stuffed with the hard, travel cheese, which had been softened up by the heat, grilled onions, and a hunk of bratwurst-style sausage that wouldn’t have been out of place at any Oktoberfest celebration. Not that the House of Kayden NPCs were German, but the food fit the rustic culture of the mountainous Half-Elves.  

    As soon as Orion bit into the bread roll, hot grease ran down his chin as an explosion of flavor filled his mouth. The food in-game was always such a surprise. It tasted surprisingly good for such basic fare. After cooking healthy for so long, having the natural fatty meal was a unique treat and one that wouldn’t harden up his arteries. The funny part was that his Advance start avatar didn’t need to eat, but nonetheless, everyone he knew enjoyed spending time in the local pub eating and drinking at least one meal by the end of the day. 

    Finishing up breakfast quickly, Orion took a swig of weak beer from the water skin hanging at his belt, before cleaning up his hands by scooping up a handful of frozen snow. The World had little features like using a lot of beer, mead, and mulled wine for most drinks. While that might seem odd to many of the players’ modern sensibilities, he had no doubt that the game had pulled this from Earth’s medieval past where water wasn’t safe to drink. He was just packing up his gear and standing up to head out, when Blu3buck who was silently standing nearby exclaimed in surprise. 

    “Gah, where the hell am I?” Blu3buck asked, as he wildly looked around at the odd landscape. 

    “Hey, Buck,” Orion said, as he clapped the Priest-Ranger on the shoulders. “It’s nice to see that your old lady let you login for a change.” 

    “Oh, hey, Orion,” Blu3buck said, noticeably relaxing as soon as he saw his buddy’s face. “The wifey is out of town on a business trip, so I’m a free man to play until my heart’s content until Monday. Ummm …,” he paused to take in the sulfuric geysers, “where the hell are we?” 

    “Mining run for mana accumulation crystals and ore a day out from BrokenFang Hold,” Orion replied, without missing a beat. “Figured we might as well keep you on follow in case you logged in.” 

    “Thanks, man,” Blu3buck said, thankful that his buddies were looking out for him. “If not for you, I’d still be level 10.” 

    “It’s cool, man. That’s why I told you to jump on and put your character on follow with me yesterday,” Orion said, as a wry grin came to his lips. “Though, it’s not much different than having you playing with us. I mean, you just stood around and did nothing unless someone attacked you first.” 

    “What the fuck ever, Orion!” Blu3buck said, shoving him away hard as they grappled with each other laughing. “It’s not like there is much control with this Hot Log Out feature.” The wrestling started to turn half-serious, when a woman’s voice called out behind them.  

    “Are you boys coming or are you going to play grab-ass all morning?” 

    “We’re coming,” Orion apologetically said, as he gave Blu3buck a last hard shove to push him away. 

    “Hey, Ashley,” Blu3buck said, hurriedly standing up straight as if nothing had happened. He continued, nonchalantly giving the armored woman a flirtatious smile. “It’s always nice to see you.” 

    “Whatever,” Ashley muttered in a decidedly unhappy tone, as she headed over to the raid that was forming up. “Just get your ass moving.” 

    “Dude, what the fuck, did you eat paint chips or glue as a kid?” Orion hissed at his friend under his breath. “Killtet is standing right over there!“ 

    “What’s the big deal?” Blu3buck asked under his breath. “I’m just being friendly.” 

    “Seriously?” Orion asked, giving his friend a shove towards the raid. “By now, do you really think there’s anyone in the support group that doesn’t know you have a thing for Ashley?” 

    “It’s not like that,” Blu3buck began to stutter an excuse, as Orion ignored him and walked over to Minny. 

    “You ready to head out short-stuff?” Orion asked the Gnome woman, as he came to a stop by her side and squatted down. “Thanks for breakfast, the meal was excellent as always.” Orion lowered his voice. “But, you do know that you don’t have to cook for us all, right?” 

    “Don’t worry your pretty little head off about it,” Minny shot back, as she shouldered the large rucksack onto her back. Orion still had a hard time adjusting to the fact that the little Gnomes weren’t any weaker than anyone else inside the game, regardless of their diminutive sizes. “I heard you had a pretty hard time of it in the newfar realm, so I made you a little something to eat. It’s no big deal. Besides, I know how it is to go hungry.” 

    “Well, thanks anyway,” Orion said, giving the Gnome a friendly pat on the shoulder as a blush came to his cheeks. Even though Minny shrugged off his thanks as if it were nothing, Orion had a feeling the little Gnome was being especially nice to him at times. While it made him feel somewhat odd on one level, at the same time, he had to admit that he found her attention somewhat endearing after the fallout he was constantly dealing with in real life from his divorce. The only thing worse than going through an ugly divorce was not having your best friend around to lean on, because he couldn’t help sticking his dick into your old lady. 

    “Hmmm, where is my pickaxe,” Minny muttered out loud to herself, as she looked around somewhat confused.  

    “I think I know where it is,” Orion darkly said under his breath, as he shook the ugly thoughts away and focused back on the here and now. Looking over at Killtet who was standing next to his wife Ashley in the raid, his voice turned suddenly serious. “Follow me,” he said to both Blu3buck and Minny, as he walked over to the group.  

    “Okay, Killtet,” Orion said, lowering his voice so only the newfar around them could hear what he was saying. “Hand over Minny’s pickaxe.” 

    “Dude, I’m a rogue,” Killtet protested, as he held his palms up. “What would I even do with a pickaxe?” Before Orion could push the issue further, Ashley smacked her husband’s arm hard.  

    “Cough it up,” she said, in a tone that was equally half annoyance and growl. “All of it!”  

    “How many times do I have to say it?” Killtet continued to protest. “I didn’t take-“ 

    “Now!” Ashley barked, as any trace of humor left her voice. 

    “Alright, already,” Killtet griped, as he furiously rubbed at his shoulder and began handing everyone’s gear back that he’d liberated during the trek. There was more than one surprised exclamation from the twenty-player raid as they took their lost property back. “I was going to put it all back on the return trip.” 

    “Not good enough before a fight,” Ashley said, in a perfect NCO voice of “I don’t give a shit.” 

    Orion shrugged in annoyance as he accepted his Katar punch-daggers back and Minny’s pickaxe. Immediately, he called the little Gnome over to get her gear as he sheathed his daggers. Usually, vets wouldn’t take that kind of shit from a fellow Marine, let alone an Army Cav grunt, but Killtet was roleplaying his Rogue within The World.  

    Yeah, it sounded strange as hell, but it was a suggested form of therapy from the head shrink at the VA hospital. Supposedly, it was to help Killtet integrate back into society. While roleplaying might have helped many vets, it seemed to be an epic failure for Killtet. Like with most things, he’d taken the role way too far and quite literally stolen from everyone around him. On the flip side, the man usually returned everyone’s property, but sometimes he had to be given some external motivation from his better half. 

    “Dude, you stole my underwear?” Blu3buck complained loudly, as Killtet handed over a coarse set of wool undershorts. “Why would you steal my underwear?” 

    “Why do you keep flirting with my wife?” Killtet asked back in a deadpan tone, as Blu3buck’s face turned pale white.  

    While it was a valid question on Killtet’s part, no one could exactly blame Blu3buck. Ashley was an impressive woman; a vet, smart, and a good gamer to boot. That combination pushed about every hot button a male soldier could ask for. Besides being easy on the eyes, she was generally pleasant to be around, even when she switched into her Drill Sergeant mode. While it was easy to understand why Killtet’s wife had a number of fans, none of them were as obvious about it as Blu3buck. Before either of them could reply back, Orion hurriedly called out to the raid. 

    “Okay, people, we’re heading out,” he caught Ashley’s and Killtet’s eyes, as he began leading the raid out. “You guys want to explain to everyone what happened the last time your team was here?” For a second, Orion wasn’t sure if that would get his buddy out of hot water, but finally, Killtet looked away as if nothing had been said between the two men.  

    “When we began heading deeper into the larger rock formations of the geyser fields, we were suddenly covered in a magical darkness and slaughtered in less than a minute.” Ashley picked up the discussion from where her husband had let off as the soldiers began to mutter between themselves. 

    “No, we didn’t see what attacked us,” Ashley stated in a nonplussed tone. “Some of the team thought we were being attacked by insects,” she said, pointedly nodding to their teammate Allen, before continuing. “While others swore that they saw something that looked like a horse with fangs,” she tilted her head towards the DPS Warrior in their group named Austin. “Whatever is making its home inside the geyser fields attacks quickly in groups, expels an area camouflage, and is dangerous as hell. Any questions?” 

    “So, do we have a plan to deal with the magical darkness if our Darkvision is useless?” Marina, one of Orion’s teammates, thoughtfully asked.  

    “Two actually,” Orion said, before continuing. “One is to have anyone with the ability to cast Minor Dispel magic on those within the clouds as soon as the clouds appear.” 

    “On top of that, the melee line will be spread out in a wider area,” Zyphonn, the raid’s assassin, said, chiming in on the subject. “Hopefully, that will stop them from catching all of us in the same AOE.” 

    “That’s a good one,” Orion agreed, pointing at his teammate before continuing. “The second part of the plan is to have the ranged classes attacking the areas within the clouds of darkness with our AOE attacks, while the melee line disengages and withdraws until they’re out of the camouflage spell’s effects.” 

    “The formation order will be with the tanks spread out in a half-circle in front of the raid keeping a consistent thirty foot distance as much as the terrain will allow,” Ashley announced, after getting a nod from Orion. “Rogues, your job will be to stop anyone from sneaking in behind the tanks. Ranged defenders will focus AOE style of attacks in front of the defensive arc. Hopefully, we’ll catch some tangos with our hook.” 

    “Are you still planning to play bodyguard for your little Gnome lady,” Ashley asked with a twinkle in her eyes, as she lowered her voice. 

    “It’s probably for the best that I do,” Orion said, matching the tone. “Startum was pretty adamant about keeping an eye out for the NPC, besides it makes sense if she really is one of our best miners. No sense in rocking that boat, ya know?”  

    “You sure it’s not because she’s been making you breakfast and dinner on this trip?” Ashley asked, ribbing him lightly. “If she wasn’t an NPC, I’d swear that she was sweet on you.” 

    “I wonder what she’d think about that old Centauride you were hitting on,” Killtet joked, as Orion rolled his eyes. “I bet it would break her heart to hear you’re actually into four-legged grandmas.”  

    “Hardy har har,” Orion said to them both, as Ashley shoved him away with a laugh. “Where’s the love?” he complained, as Killtet momentarily became serious. 

    “I left it on the shelf of I’m going to kick Buck’s ass if he keeps making eyes at my wife,” Killtet said with stony eyes, as he spoke earnestly. “I know I’m roleplaying an asshole, but your buddy is really starting to push all of my buttons.” 

    “I told you I was handling the situation,” Ashley said in a firm tone to her husband, as he grimaced unhappily. 

    “That’s not the problem,” Killtet said, as his frowned deepened. “It’s a matter of respect.” 

    “You know Buck isn’t serious,” Orion said, trying to calm his teammate down. The recovery group for the VA was extremely tight and he didn’t want any of this drama boiling over into real life. “He’s committed to his wife and wouldn’t mess around on her.”  

    Both Killtet and Ashley gave Orion a severe frown. Cheating was an unspoken problem in all branches of the service, but it tended to be even worse in the ground pounder arena of the Army and the Marines. Maybe that was Orion’s misinterpretation. If anything, it was probably an even worse problem within the Navy. That was because, no matter the branch, any group of soldiers that regularly deployed for months at a time had the same issues. Go to any officers or enlisted club when a unit went to the field on maneuvers and you’d find the club full of spouses looking to get laid. The sad part was that they usually had plenty of volunteers from the guys and gals staying behind on base.  

    Instead of commenting further on the issue, they all agreed to drop the subject as Orion breathed a sigh of relief. He would definitely need to have a talk with his buddy, before this blew up in everyone’s faces. When it came down to it, Ashley wasn’t going to take up Buck’s offer, but no one liked to be disrespected in front of their friends and spouse on a regular basis. Giving them both a nod of thanks, Orion fell back to walk with Minny as Ashley began getting everyone organized.  

    The raid had camped about a mile away from the edge of the sulfuric geysers to help them be able to see any incoming attacks. Nothing had happened during the night, but that didn’t mean the enemy wasn’t around. Not that any of them were going to be careless this close to where Ashley and her team had been wiped out. Even so, none of them were particularly worried that the raid of players they had with them wouldn’t be able to handle whatever it was that had taken their friends out. Hell, that was if the creatures were even still around.  

    Ashley took the raid’s advance slowly as they entered into the edge of the billowing sulfuric clouds. The stench was unpleasant to say the least. The closest thing that Orion could compare the stench to was that of rotten eggs on a hot summer day times ten. That, or taking a trip through the CS gas chamber in basic training. CS gas was officially called orto-chlorobenzylidene-malononitrile gas, which was more commonly known around the world as tear gas. While it wasn’t quite as bad as the CS gas chamber inside the game, mainly because they could breathe and didn’t have foot-long snot trails hanging out of their noses, it was still uncomfortable as hell to say the least. On top of that, the entire raid received a poison gas debuff of minus twenty-five points of damage for every minute they were inside the sulfuric clouds. A complete pain in the ass all the way around.  

    There were also multiple geysers spewing boiling hot mineral water into the sky as they carefully made their way around the dangerous eruptions. As they moved further into the wasteland, the hot spring pools began to give away to ore-rich fields of built-up minerals. If Orion had to guess, the hot springs were more than just sulfuric geysers. They were rich in all kinds of rare mineral sediments from deep inside the earth. Over time, those various mineral deposits had built up into solid nodes of rich ore as the hot spring pools were slowly pushed further and further out.  

    His guess was more or less confirmed as Minny excitedly ran ahead to kneel at one of the smaller nodes at the edge of the hot springs. Squealing excitedly, she yanked her pickaxe out in a flash as she began prying and hammering out various ore samples of the node. With each handful of minerals she collected, her excited squeals grew louder. Prying away a particularly large chunk of the node, Minny fell onto her hands and knees as she madly began cleaning up a particularly large chunk of ore. Turning around, she held up a gray crystal for him to see. 

    “Hot diggity dog damn, this is a mana accumulation crystal,” she shrieked in her high-pitched voice, before her pickaxe began almost spastically hammering at the node. Chipped rocks began flying as Orion tried to get the little Gnome to calm down and lower her voice, but she was completely oblivious to the potential possibility of the danger around them as she half talked to him and herself while prying out more of the small gray stones. “Most of these crystals are too small to be used in any engineering devices, but they would be perfect for grinding up for enchanting weapons and armor.” Everything that fell to the ground was quickly swiped up and stuffed into the pouch at her waist as she continued excitedly. 

    “If the mana accumulation minerals are this large at the edge of the mineral field, do you have any idea what that could mean for the center?” Minny continued in almost a chant as she tasted the different stone chips before tucking them away into her pouch. “Loadstone iron, gold, silver, cobalt, and electrum …,” the Gnome’s voice died down into an incomprehensible mutter just as Orion squatted down behind her and snatched her up in his arms. “What are you doing, Orion?” 

    “Shh,” Orion hissed into the Gnome’s pointy ears, as Minny froze in place. “You do realize that we’re still in a possible combat zone, right?” 

    “Saw-wee,” Minny squeaked out like a little child, as Orion’s brow furled in confusion. 

    “Where in the hell did you learn, hot diggity dog damn?”  

    “Oh that,” Minny said with a giggle. “Kyarina says that all the time when she finishes crafting something.” 

    “Maybe little parrot is more apropos than little mouse,” Orion muttered under his breath as Minny promised to be quieter. Not that he was going to change the little Gnome’s nickname.  

    The further into the sulfuric wasteland they went, the larger the nodes grew. So much so, that the entire area looked more like a progressively growing maze. All the while, Minny became more and more of a maniac as she hurriedly chipped off various bits of stone here and there as the rest of the raid frowned at the sharp loud hammer strikes and squeals of excitement that was ruining their ability to sneak up on the enemy. Though, it wasn’t until the nodes got to be shoulder height that the Gnome’s excitement couldn’t be contained any longer as she pulled out a mana accumulation crystal the size of her fist. Unfortunately, that’s when Ashley raised her hand to signal the raid that enemies were in front of them.  

    Orion was too far back to hear or see what had set the Defensive Warrior-Healer off. One second they were carefully picking their way through the nodes and the next, horrified screams were erupting around them as the entire front half of the raid disappeared in a magic cloud of pure darkness. Immediately, insect-like shrieks filled the air around them as the sounds of bodies being pummeled with heavy blows all but drowned out the pain-filled screams of the injured. It all happened so fast that the ranged classes all momentarily froze, until Ashley’s bellow snapped everyone into action. 

    “All ranged AOE fire at will! Priests focus on casts of Holy Shield as much as possible!” 

    Having solid orders made the difference. The first to react were the healers as Holy Shields and Regeneration spells were spammed on the injured melee line. Even so, a Rogue and Warrior avatar turned the gray color of death in the five seconds it took for the wave of fire and frost AOEs to pummel the entire area in front of the survivors in a magic swath of death. While the ferocity of the ambush had caught the soldiers by surprise, they still managed to keep the friendly fire down to a minimum as the enemies’ inhuman shrieks of pain eerily echoed off the stones around them. 

    Nonetheless, the melee line’s health was plummeting across the board quicker than anyone had expected. The Holy Shields were being ripped down too quickly to replace and Regeneration spells were unable to keep up with the incoming damage. No one in the back row of the raid could understand what was going on as the designated healers for the battle struggled to keep their teammates alive. Before anyone knew it, there was no more ranged DPS targeting the enemies’ forces. That’s because they were all too busy trying to keep their comrades alive.  

    That was one of the pluses and minuses to the raid’s new class layouts, Orion thought, as he watched the raid’s support classes reeling from the assault. There were no pure healers anymore. Every Priest now had at least one additional class that focused on attacks. While the powerful build allowed for immense flexibility in keeping a raid alive, the diversion of being able to go all healing took away the raid’s ability to launch attacks against the enemy.  

    Yes, the choice did temporarily keep their raid mates alive, but it was only a temporary reprieve. The unfortunate truth that every soldier knew was that you couldn’t win a fight by defense alone. In martial arts, an attack was always quicker than a block. The common theory being that if you attacked repeatedly enough, you had a higher chance of getting a hit through then a defender did of blocking every incoming blow. Meaning, that at some point in time, the attacking enemy would ultimately win an engagement to a purely defensive target. To Orion’s experienced eye, this was exactly the initiative the raid had lost. Before he could decide what to do, Orion felt Minny’s little hand clutching his leg in fear as the seriousness of the situation set in.  

    “Is there nothing we can do to help them?” Minny worriedly asked, as she looked into his eyes. “I know you’re supposed to take me to safety if the raid’s threatened, but if the fight keeps on going like this, all of your people are going to die.” 

    “It’s not looking good,” Orion agreed, as his eyes reviewed the raid’s stats. In the five minutes since the battle had started, not one enemy had been taken down nor had the inky blackness that covered their forces dissipated in the least. Orion knew that to be the case, because the system window never listed any gained experience points from the death of an enemy. The only thing that had changed was the plummeting hit points of the melee classes and the mana levels of the casters. 

    Even though Orion had told his raid mates that his primary focus would be on protecting Minny if they came under attack, he couldn’t stand back and do nothing as his friends were wiped out. In his heart, he knew he had to do something to give them a hand, but closing with the enemy to use his martial art skills wasn’t an option. There was no way he could fight if he couldn’t see the enemy or their incoming attacks. On top of that, he doubted that he could do more than what Ashley and the other melee classes were doing to hold the line.  

    While he could assist with his Fire magic, not being able to see what he was targeting would greatly reduce the effectiveness of any of his spells. On top of that, the AOE attacks from the mages earlier hadn’t seemed to do much in the way of damage to the attackers. That meant the monsters were too spread out, a much higher level than the raid, or that they were resistant to Fire and Frost magic. The only thing he could think of to do was to somehow get rid of the concealment that was hiding the enemy. Maybe then, they could come up with a plan of attack.  

    The only skill that Orion had that might be of assistance was the Air magic that he was learning from the Centauride Shaman, Naamro. Although he’d only used it so far to enhance his melee attacks by combining them with his Fire magic, Orion believed he could use it to form a ranged Jutsu like something directly out of Naruto. Picturing what he wanted to do in his mind, he gave Minny a determined grin.  

    “Listen up, little mouse. I’m going to try something that might be dangerous,” Orion said, hoping against hope that he didn’t screw this up and kill himself like he did when he was first learning how to manipulate the air around him for Wind Blade. “If I screw this up, promise me that you will retreat back to our encampment and wait for me there. I promise I’ll be there before nightfall.” 

    “Promise,” Minny said, with a concerned look in her eyes as she stepped away from her tall Light Elf friend and protector. She wanted to ask what he was planning to do, but decided it was best to not distract him, especially when she saw the determination in his narrowed eyes as he stepped away and began focusing his power. 

    Taking a deep breath, Orion widened his arms and cupped his hands as he began drawing in the air around him with broad circle-like movements. He looked like some Tai Chi practitioner moving in slow motion at first, but with each proceeding circuit, the speed of his movements increased. Using his mind to visualize the magic, Orion pictured the air around him being sucked in and compressed into a tight air pocket in front of his chest. Each completed circuit, the air became more and more compressed. This was because he needed as much air as possible for the plan he had in mind.  

    Orion created the Jutsu concept on the fly as he pictured the effect he wanted the shamanistic magic to produce. This wasn’t going to be a tight shot of compressed air like what was needed for a Wind blade. No, this was going to be a massive blast of air from something like an airzooka on steroids. The special attack was broadly based around the concept of stink-shot that he’d played with his co-workers in the helicopter repair bay at his night job. Basically, the concept was to fart into the mouth of the airzooka and then shoot it across the bay to where your buddy was hard at work. Extra points were given for things like open mouth shots. The hardest part of visualizing the magic was forming the compressed air he was holding into a doughnut-like shape to form the air vortex with. 

    It took all of his physical strength to hold the tight pocket of compressed air together as his mind moved to the next part of the process. There was a brief moment of time that he could remove his hands from the rotating compressed air. Sliding behind the ball in a crouch, Orion covered his open palms with Air magic as he hit the compressed mass with a Hadouken-style strike, giving it everything he had while yelling.  

    “Wind Wave Blast!” 

    Okay, so it wasn’t “Wave Motion Fist” from Street Fighter, but it was the next best thing, Orion thought, as the air was nearly ripped from his lungs. The compressed air pocket doughnut-like shape kept its shape as it shot through the air in the shape of a perfect air vortex towards his hidden raid mates fighting for their lives. Minny, who was standing next to him, couldn’t see what he was doing with his magic, but she saw the results, when a five-yard circle blasted out of the wall of inky darkness that surrounded the melee fighters in the center of the line. 

    For a split-moment, the monsters fell back as their magic camouflage was stripped away from them, while the support side of the raid froze in horror. The thick mass of monstrous, horse-like creatures the size of colts ravaging the Devil Dogs’ melee line were walking nightmares. Orion’s subconscious immediately identified the monsters as a mutation between a zergling and a reptilian-like horse. The front half of the horse-like head, chest, outer legs, shoulders, withers, and dock were covered with the black, chitinous-like shell of an insect that acted as natural plate-like armor. Also, similar to an insect, they had antenna-like fibers instead of hair that cascaded down their long necks. While the monstrous horses had hooves on their hind legs, their front legs had feet that looked like spider claws, which they used with devastating effect to carve through the bronze breastplates of the tank line like can openers cutting open aluminum cans. Even more horrifying were their misshapen mouths that seemed to be their main attacks, which had jaws that opened outwards like the mouth of the Alien in the movie Predator. Without a thought, Orion triggered his Identify spell as the name of the creatures popped up before his eyes in a system window, Elite Dreadstallion, level 34. 

    Amazingly enough, Ashley, who had been holding the center of the defensive line, didn’t bat an eye at the unveiling of the nightmarish monsters. Standing tall against the black wave of insect-like monstrosities, her sandy-blonde ponytail danced behind her back as her shimmering long sword and kite shield kept the crush of monsters at bay as they rushed back in to attack. Protecting her back was her husband, Killtet, as his dual short swords drew black ichor from the attackers with every slash in a complex dance of death. The only other pair that could be seen was the DPS Warrior named Austin who was fighting back-to-back with the Assassin Zyphonn. Upon seeing what they were up against, they fell back behind Ashley’s Iron-reinforced shield, while the rest of the melee line’s icons began to flash red as the hidden monsters redoubled their efforts to brutally tear the invaders apart.  

    “Defensive line fall back!” Ashley’s strong voice rang out, as oozing darkness began pouring out of the creatures’ mouths and skin in front of her. The effect wasn’t so much like a dragon’s breath weapon, but more like the magical fog in the movie Excalibur, when Morgana chanted The Charm of Making. It was in this way that the inky black camouflage began reforming around them. Before it could completely re-fill the area, Orion caught sight of a monstrous entity that was bigger than all the others. A quick cast of his Identify revealed the creature’s information, Elite Dreadmare Matriarch, level 61.  

    The Matriarch was the size of a terrestrial Clydesdale and was obviously the group’s leader, Orion thought, as the monster proudly stood to watch over the battlefield about twenty-yards back atop an especially large outcropping of rock. Unlike its smaller brethren, this monster had the scorpion-like tail of a Manticore. Not only that, but it also had arm-like spikes on either side of its body. Almost like batwings but without the fleshy skin part of the wing. These bone-like protrusions ended in pointy, chitinous spikes that had the ability to reach forward like arms at chest level.  

    How did he know that? Because the monster eyed him from across the battlefield and snapped its spikes forward threateningly like it wanted to rip him apart. That in and of itself was pretty creepy but the flexing point of the scorpion tail stretching out high overhead as if it were drawing back to strike sent a shiver down his spine. Nonetheless, Orion had an impression of great intelligence as the Matriarch’s red gaze locked onto his own. It was in that brief moment of eye contact that Orion felt something alien brush against his mind. It was filled with territorial outrage, fear, and a touch of surprised curiosity at their mental contact. The communication that passed between them wasn’t in words so much as feelings and impressions. In that split moment, it was like they’d shared a brain dump. Unfortunately, before Orion could understand what any of it meant, a shriek of anguish broke the mental connection he had with the Dreadmare Monarch.  

    “Get the fuck off of her, pussyfaces!” Killtet shrieked like a madman, as he jumped on top of the mini-horde of Dreadstallions that had tackled Ashley to the rocky ground. A third of the range line switched to healing as they did their best to keep the defensive line leader alive, but it was simply too much damage too quickly. Within seconds, Ashley’s hit points plummeted to zero as Killtet went berserk. It was the last thing that Orion saw of either one of them as the magical darkness closed in around them while Killtet raged. “I’ll fucking kill you all!” 

    Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, Orion’s eyes glanced towards the raid interface just as Ashley and Killtet’s icons turned gray. A quick glance over the interface showed him that the entire defensive line was going down at the same time as the magical wall of darkness suddenly surged forward. The Rangers and Mages in the backline immediately switched over to dealing damage as they began worriedly backing up over the rough terrain. While some of them shot out individual spells, the majority held their fire, since only AOE spells had a true chance of hitting the enemy within their natural camouflage.  

    “Run while I hold them off!” Santaz Krew, one of the active service Navy men that was home on leave, shouted to the rest of the line as he began channeling Ice Barrage at the main bottlenecks in the rocky nodes before them. While it wouldn’t hold the creatures off for long, it would force the creatures to either go through or around the temporary blockade. Hopefully, it would give the remaining survivors of the raid a little more time to put some distance between themselves and the enemy.  

    “You can’t hope to hold them back by yourself,” Marina's voice countermanded Santaz’s as she took command of the situation. “Rangers fall back while Mages cover!” Releasing a Hail of Arrows AOE at the choke point, the retired helicopter pilot bellowed out “Move it, people!” as she fell back.  

    While the remaining four Rangers turned around and raced after her, Shelly Marie stepped forward with Daiki Musashi as they both added their AOE spells to the conflagration. As the Rangers reached their new defensive position ten yards back, Marina’s voice called out for the Rangers to give covering fire for the Mages to fall back, when movement at the edge of the swirling darkness caught everyone’s eyes. A second later, a bloody and torn up warrior came staggering out the cloud bank, while releasing a Frost Nova behind him.  

    Orion immediately recognized Vector Fisher as he cast a Regeneration on himself and tried to put some distance between him and his pursuers. A part of Orion was unsurprised as he quickly glanced at the raid interface to verify that Vector was the only remaining melee class left alive. The man had a unique multiclass Frost mage, Warrior, Priest build that was extremely effective at surviving. Even so, the Dreadstallions had torn him apart given the condition of the man’s dented shield and shredded leathers. His gear even smoked in places from where he’d taken the brunt of the Fire mages’ AOEs. Marina’s stern voice was already calling for one of the Rangers to switch over to healing as the rest of them began hammering the bottleneck with their Hail of Arrows AOEs, when Vector suddenly stopped and turned around to face the boiling darkness that was nearly on top of him.  

    “Come on Minny,” Orion urgently shouted, as he turned around to scoop the little Gnomeling up in his arms. Instead of allowing him to grab her, Minny tried dodging around him to run toward the remaining Devil Dogs fighting for their lives. Understanding the little Gnome’s desire, Orion snaked an arm around her waist and hauled her up in a reverse hip carry as he took off in the opposite direction of the battle. “It’s time we got the fuck out of here!”  

    “Nooo,” Minny wailed, “you can’t leave them behind!”  

    “Yes I can,” Orion shouted back as Vector’s icon turned gray. “Keeping you safe is my only priority!”  

    He didn’t have to look back to know what was happening behind him as Shelly Marie and Daiki’s defiant screams came to his ears a moment before they were suddenly cut off. If there’d been any doubts, Minny’s terrified whimpers told him everything he needed to know as both of the Mage avatars turned gray in his HUD. Even though Marina’s urgent calls to focus fire cut him to the core, Orion ignored the sounds of battle and the inhuman shrieks of the monsters’ taking out his brothers and sisters as his booted feet beat a path towards the boiling hot springs with a limp crying Gnomeling tucked under his arm.  

    While the Marine part of him hated leaving anyone behind, the logical part of his brain drove him on. The only person in the raid that could permanently die was Minny, and he was going to keep her safe whether she wanted him to or not. Besides, in his heart, Orion knew that there was nothing he could do to stop the raid from being wiped. They’d need to have three to four times their current numbers to have any hope of standing against those monstrous Dreadstallions and their special camouflage ability, he thought sourly. That is, until his mind went back to the Elite Dreadmare Matriarch watching over the battle. Who knew if even then their combined levels and numbers would be enough to take the elite boss out. 

    That thought brought his mind back to the turmoil he’d felt during the moment of empathy he’d shared when they’d looked into each other’s eyes. While the Matriarch had a face that Orion doubted a mother could even love, there’d been an intellect there that had resonated with something deep inside of his soul. Even now, his mind was filled with images of Hobgoblins and the Dreadherd fighting one another in a battle to the death. The story hadn’t been given to him in words so much as a series of flickering images that had been sent to him in those brief seconds of contact. More than that, his own thoughts had been transmitted back to the Matriarch in a similar way. 

    Orion shook the conflicting thoughts running through his head away as the bubbling hot springs came into sight. For now, he had to ensure that they both escaped this cluster fuck, before trying to contemplate what all of the images in his head meant. Orion was just angling for a thin strip of land that went around the large bubbling pool of sulfur, when his ears picked up the scrabbling sounds of claws and hooves against stones. He was just looking over his shoulder, when Minny shrieked out fearfully as her little legs began to kick excitedly. 

    “They’re right behind us!”  

    Immediately, Orion’s eyes focused on the billowing cloud of darkness that had nearly caught up to them while he was lost in thought. Instead of being completely hidden in the darkness, this time the front-halves of the Dreadstallions could be clearly seen in all of their glory as they galloped over the rocky terrain. Black smoke billowed out of their nostrils and mouths, while gore and viscera stained their dark muzzles from their earlier kills as their red, glowing eyes burned with hate. Seeing the speed at which the monsters were closing, Orion surged into a sprint, while he hurriedly slung Minny around his waist like an old-school swing dancer as she screamed bloody murder. The little Gnomeling came to an abrupt stop a second later straddling his neck as Orion reached for his Air Shamanism ability.  

    There was no time to listen to Minny bitching at his rough handling of her as he tried to come up with a plan. While there was nothing in his arsenal of spells to specifically help him out in a situation such as this, Naamro, the Plain’s Centauride Shaman, had taught him that the most important precept of learning to be an Air Shaman was flexibility. He couldn’t even begin to count the number of times she’d said that he needed to be flexible in his thoughts, body, and mind if he was going to incorporate the magic she was teaching him into his martial arts. While he’d thought it was annoying as hell at the time, it was this constant focus of looking for new ways to adapt that gave him the brilliant idea that suddenly popped into his mind.  

    Similar to one of the very first techniques Naamro had taught him, Orion pictured the Enhance Speed technique that she’d shown him to increase the speed of his strikes by wrapping his limbs with air. When cast correctly, the technique lessened the air resistance to his body, while increasing the speed of each movement. After a week and a half of practice, Orion could now wrap his entire body in a sheath of air. Though it currently only gave him an overall fifteen percent increase to his attack and movement speed, this time, however, he was going to try something different. Instead of creating a thin layer of air around his body, Orion focused his magic to form a thick layer of air that functioned like a shortboard that he could grab with his hand. 

    With that created, Orion focused once again on the situation around them, only to find Minny beating at his head with her little fists, while shrieking at the top of her lungs as the herd of Dreadstallions came barreling up behind them. In that moment, he could hear their snapping fang-filled maws and insect-like shrieks filling the air with the promise of a grisly death as he angled his sprint to a waist-high node ahead of them. They were only seconds away from being torn apart and trampled under the monsters’ chitinous clawed feet and hooves, when he leaped into the air.  

    “Hold on tight, Minny!” Orion shouted, as he landed on the top of the base of the rocky outcrop without stopping. 

    “We’re going to dddiiieee!” Minny wailed, as Orion used his momentum to propel them to the very top of the shoulder-high node and sprang into the air. “Aaaeeeiii!” Minny’s wordless scream nearly deafened him as they soared through the air.  

    Orion didn’t worry that the climb had allowed the nightmarish herd to basically catch up to them. He was too focused on smoothing the air around them as he whipped the invisible air-board under his feet. ‘Just like riding The Dark Side of the Moon at Canaan Valley,’ Orion thought, as he flexed his knees and leaned his weight forward. A second later, they dropped in amongst the lead Dreadstallions’ clawed legs as the air-board jolted to a rough landing six inches above the rocky slope. 

    It felt like a snowboard biting into the snow at the start of a run, Orion thought, as he sent the board skittering to the side to dodge a snapping maw. Ducking low, he sent the board flying underneath the bellies of three of the lead monsters in the blink of an eye, causing them to rear onto their hind legs in surprise and fury. Orion knew they were only seconds away from being caught as he sent the air-board shooting back in the opposite direction directly for another node.  

    If they’d been on a steeper slope, there wouldn’t have been any problems with getting the extra speed they needed with his Air Shamanism magic. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case and his push/pull technique wasn’t able to make up the difference of the twelve-degree grade as they raced towards the boiling sulfur pool at black-diamond slope speeds. A system window tried to pop open to say that he’d learned the new spell, Wind Surfer, but he dismissed the window with a flick of his eyes as he cut away from a particularly large Dreadstallion that lunged at Minny’s head. As the inner jaws yanked out a few wisps of Minny’s hair, Orion sent the air-board flying to the top of the node with a super hop, before twisting to the side and leaping off of it in a corkscrew flip. 

     “Woohoo!” Orion shouted as Minny screamed in terror, while they looped over the top of the Dreadstallion’s head. While the move got them away, it was only temporary as the rest of the herd surged forward to intercept them when they landed. Orion tried to pull/push the air-board faster with all of his Air Shamanistic power, but it was no use, he was already driving the board forward as fast as he could.  

    In that split-second they were coming in for a landing, Orion could see the Dreadstallions’ chitinous-covered heads jostling for position to sink their fang-filled maws into them. Switching tactics, he began casting his new spell, Wind Wave Blast. Unfortunately, in his heart. he knew there was no way they’d survive the creatures’ attacks for the five seconds he needed to cast it. Orion was cursing himself for breaking his promise to Star and getting Minny killed, when a piercing cry filled the air. 

    The herds’ reaction was instantaneous. As Orion and Minny came down in front of the galloping monsters, the Dreadstallions’ fang-filled maws didn’t strike, but let them land in front of them without attacking. Even more shocking, the monsters’ seemed to be slowing down into a trot as the air-board shot towards the rocky shore of the boiling sulfuric pool. Orion had one last look at the hideous monsters as the impenetrable darkness covered the lead Dreadstallions once again.  

    Whipping his eyes back around, Orion had just enough time to concentrate on keeping his balance as they hit the bubbling pool of sulfur. Here, the poisoned air debuff was much worse as their health started to drop quickly while the air-board left a water-skier’s wake behind them three times the height of his head. As they crossed the halfway point thirty yards in, Orion snorted at whatever idiot in their raid had first called these fucking things pools. Twenty yards to the far bank, his mana dropped below a hundred. At ten yards from the bank, his mana dropped to zero as the air-board began to unravel. If not for Minny screaming constantly in his ears, he would have surely passed out from mana exhaustion alone.  

    Somehow at the last moment, Orion managed to leap across the remaining five yards to the far shore as he and Minny were sent tumbling across the rocky ground like boneless rag dolls from their built-up momentum. Sharp stones sliced into Orion’s face and gouged his head as he flopped to a bruised and bloody stop atop a particularly large rock. His glazed eyes cleared up a moment later, when he heard Minny’s high-pitched voice complaining as the little Gnomes tiny hands yanked at his arm. 

    “Get up, Or-re!” Minny urgently shouted, as Orion pawed at the air in a daze. “There’s no way I can carry you out of here on my own!” Running dry on mana made it difficult to think, but Orion was able to sluggishly climb to his knees with the little Gnome’s help while she urgently continued. “We have to get moving or they’re going to catch up to us on this side of the sulfur pool too!” 

    “Where’s the Dreadstallion herd now?” Orion slurred, as he forced his body to work. 

    “Probably halfway around the lake by now,” Minny irritably snapped, as she wiped away the trickle of blood running down her cheek from a particularly deep gash. “All that’s left over there now is that big ole monster who’s just standing there watching us.”  

    “The Dreadmare Matriarch!” Orion exclaimed, as his head whipped around to look back towards the far shore. In all honestly, he still couldn’t believe they’d managed to cross over the poisonous, bubbling mass and survive solely by using his Air magic alone. Shaking the ugly thought away of what could’ve happened to them if he’d misjudged the distance, his eyes surveyed the far shore.  

    The rolling cloud bank of darkness that was the Dreadherd’s natural camouflage was no longer visible. All traces of it were gone even on the sides of the sulfuric lake. At first, Orion was confused as to what was going on, until his thoughts went back to the last few seconds of their flight and the commanding shriek that had seemed to stop the Dreadherd’s attack. Although he’d used every trick up his sleeves, Orion knew that the monsters had them dead to rights, but that they’d let them go for some reason.  

    In his heart, Orion knew that it had something to do with the empathetic connection he’d briefly shared with the wicked-looking creature that led the herd. Why she’d chosen him while the rest of the raid were brutally slaughtered, he couldn’t say. Nonetheless, in his heart, he knew this to be true. With those conflicting thoughts running through his mind, Orion’s let his eyes be drawn to the Dreadmare Matriarch’s glowing red eyes as she stood motionless waiting for him. 

    Once again, the images began flickering through his mind. Not just images, but the feelings of despair and hopelessness of a species on the edge of annihilation. The flashes showed him of a massive Hobgoblin army that was hunting them to extinction. Again and again, Orion saw the Dreadherd fighting against an army of nightmarish fantasy monsters as they tried to get their young to safety. Slowly the truth of the situation penetrated his consciousness. These weren’t mindless monsters, but an intelligent species that were grasping to these sulfuric pools as a last line of defense. Something about the minerals here was important to their survival … not just survival, he realized, but to their evolution. 

    “Come on, Or-re!” Minny’s urgent voice pulled his thoughts out of the two-way communication. “We have to get out of here!” 

    Shaking his head clear of the overpowering thoughts, Orion looked down at Minny’s anxious face as he gave her a reassuring grin. No matter what he thought might or might not be going on, his first priority was getting the little Gnome to safety. Once that was done, he could decide how he wanted to handle the situation between him and the Matriarch. Squatting down to look Minny in the eyes, he gave her a quick one-armed hug. 

    “I think we’re safe for now,” Orion told her confidently. Seeing the alarmed look in her green eyes, he ruffled her hair and stood back up. “Come on, let’s head back to camp.” 

    “Safe for now? Are you kidding me?” Minny exclaimed in outrage, while she looked around fearfully. “How can you say we’re safe after losing everyone in the raid? I can’t believe you think we could possibly be safe after…” 

    Orion let Minny rage to release her fear and frustration as they began threading their way back through the rocky nodes heading back towards camp. Already, he was making plans for his return, but first, Minny had to be safe. He couldn’t risk her life on the crazy plan that was starting to form in his mind. Orion couldn’t explain how he knew that he could get these monsters to listen to him, especially not after they’d savagely slaughtered his friends. If he could make this work out the way he thought it would, the biggest problem that he’d be facing was the revenge of his own people. The Devil Dog raid would be wanting payback once they returned. 

    Coming to the top of the low rise, Orion turned around to meet the Dreadmare Matriarch’s gaze one last time. As their eyes met, he silently promised he’d return alone to speak further. Getting a flicker of acknowledgment back from the wicked looking monster, Orion turned back around and hurriedly caught up with the still complaining Minny.  

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Two]Chapter Two 

    (Terdian Sharidenum, Defensive wall construction near BrokenFang Hold) 

    “Just a few more feet!” Terdian, the House of Kayden’s master mason, encouragingly shouted to the Plain Centaur warriors who were struggling to get the massive granite block into place on the chest-high wall. “Okay! Stop pulling and prepare to push. Talia, you’re up!” 

    Immediately, the two Centaurides who were assisting in getting the block in place from the ground-level pulled their ropes free as the House of Kayden’s construction expert began applying a coat of mortar to seal the blocks together. As the two females headed to the end of the wall where the ramp was located for another block, the two Centaurs got their pushing staffs braced as they waited for Talia to signal that she was done. Getting a thumbs up a moment later, both warriors pushed the block solidly together with a noticeable clack. Without waiting to be asked, the two Centaurs hurried towards the end of the wall to help get the next block into position as a group of six Half-Elves were busy dragging the next block into position. 

    The same scene was being repeated at five other locations up and down the defensive wall that was currently under construction. Incredibly enough, in two weeks’ time they were already months ahead of any similar construction project that he’d ever been a part of. That was partly due to the Plain Centaur tribes’ immense strength, and partly due to the unique building practices that Kyarina had been introducing one after another.  

    At first, Terdian had thought the newfar woman was insane, but, within a few days, he started to see the merit of the new designs and building methods. Most were deceptively simple, but ended up turning out to be incredibly useful. Things like changing the axle on carts to be curved out in a design that Kyarina called “dished.” Supposedly, it stopped mud, ice, and snow from building up on the inner wheels of the two-wheel carts they were using to haul the granite blocks. That simple change ended up making the wooden wheels better able to handle the heavy loads and less likely to breakdown in the inclement weather of winter.  

    These carts were further strengthened by the use of flat iron sheaths along the outer edge of their wheels. Not just that, the newfar also introduced what she called a Roman leaf spring made from layers of wood. The ingenious design reduced the jiggling of the heavy loads over the rough terrain, which is what typically killed a cart’s durability. She even redesigned the way the carts were being hauled. Instead of using a yoke or pull-bars, the carts were being fitted with a wooden brace that the Plain Centaurs pushed with their lower chest and shoulders. This change allowed the Plain Centaurs pushing the cart to easily defend themselves if they came under attack by wandering monsters.  

    Taken altogether, these simple changes made the two-wheel carts much faster and less likely to breakdown from the heavy loads being hauled than before, besides reducing the need for an escort. On top of that, their new four-legged allies were able to decrease the time it took to transport the granite blocks from the quarry to the construction site by a factor of nearly a hundred. This was partly due to her introduction of grading and compacting equipment that could quickly harden the earth into semi-decent roads. While cobblestones would have been better, the earthen roads were a quick fix for the time constraints they were under.  

    While those upgrades were game changers, Kyarina’s touch could be seen in every aspect of the defensive wall’s construction. The first change she’d introduced was the use of ramps for completing the lower sections of the wall. These were evenly spaced across the length of the construction site and enabled the Plain Centaurs to deliver the large granite blocks quickly into place. Once the walls began to get higher, Kyarina had already prepared another innocuous invention constructed out of plain wood called a block and tackle. This seemingly simple device along with the ramps she’d implemented allowed just a handful of humanoids to easily haul the heavy carts to the upper levels under construction without any issue.  

    Kyarina’s changes didn’t stop there. She already had massive wooden constructions being built on the inside of the wall. She called them Roman Treadmill Cranes and promised that they would increase the building speed of the upper levels of the defensive wall’s construction by a factor of ten, if not more. Supposedly, each device could easily lift one of the massive granite blocks and drop it into place with only the strength of one or two people working the device. When put altogether, the numerous changes being introduced were making their small workforce into a building powerhouse.  

    Even though his workers swore there was no magic being enchanted into the devices, Terdian swore this all had to be some new form of magic. Normally, the construction project they were undertaking would’ve taken six months or longer to finish with three to four times the number of workers than they currently had available. On top of that, the work would have been dangerous, back-breaking labor for everyone involved with many being buried on-site due to peasants not being considered worth the effort to heal, let alone resurrect.  

    The changes went beyond even that. In the past, Terdian would have lost a number of workers to monsters on the hunt for an easy meal. Not that a peasant’s life was particularly safe if there were guards on-site keeping the monsters at bay. It just changed the cause of death to a vicious trooper instead of a savage monster. In some ways, it was almost preferable to be slaughtered by a monster, since they didn’t usually torture their victims like humanoids would do most oftentimes.  

    Unlike all of those other projects Terdian had managed, everyone took their turn at guarding and building. Well, everyone but master masons like him and construction experts like Talia. On this job site, it was crafters that took priority over troopers. Not only that, anyone that was hurt or killed due to a freak accident was healed up or even resurrected as needed. Truthfully, Terdian had never seen anything like it before. He mused thoughtfully while waiting for the next granite block to be moved into position, when a shout from behind caught his attention. 

    “Ho Terdian! How goes the construction?”  

    “Hail, Lady Kyarina,” Terdian replied, after a momentary start. He’d been so focused on supervising the work that he’d completely missed the newfar’s approach. Turning around, he was surprised to see that Kyarina wasn’t alone. Walking along beside her was Pevral Dubrankm, the old Plain Centaur’s Clan Leader, and Theric Farestrider, the Half-Elf Assault Commander, both of whom had been essential in making the newfar woman’s concepts into a reality.  

    Pevral had taken the lead in working with Drenall Iloxoeis, the young Plain Centaur’s Clan Leader, in mobilizing the entire Plain Centaur’s Tribe in constructing the needed defenses. Together, they’d approached the situation as true comrades in arms. Drenall took the lead on building the roads with a team of muscular warriors to each of the job sites, while Pevral worked with the crafters to assist with the heavy, physical labor needed to dig out the base of the wall. The monsters could really move some earth when they put their minds to it. 

    Terdian mentally shook his head to clear the derogatory thought that had momentarily popped into his head. Sometimes, it was hard to believe that the scourge of the Plains of Atoll was working together with them instead of raiding their lands. He was so used to thinking of them as enemies that it was hard to give them a fair shake. Nonetheless, he had to admit that having the Plain Centaurs be part of the House of Kayden was an incredible boon. Their tribe’s strength and speed had enabled them to surpass all building expectations. How Lord Ironwolf had managed to pull off that feat was still a major topic of discussion in the main hall at night. Realizing that he’d been contemplating too long, he shook off the stray thoughts and addressed the trio warmly.  

    “How might I be of service?” 

    “We’re here to collect the last of my people still at work on the wall,” Pevral announced good-naturedly. “The carpenters were able to get the last handful of carts finished up over the night.” Seeing the sudden look of concern on Terdian’s face, the old Centaur’s face clouded over in suspicion. “Is that going to be a problem?” 

    “Not at all, Sir Iloxoeis,” Terdian worriedly stuttered, using the first honorific that came to mind. “Having your warriors on the wall has been a huge help. I’ll be sad to see them go.” 

    “Well, that’s more than understandable,” Pevral said, instantly mollified by Terdian’s explanation. “Kyarina assures me that my people will be able to better assist by transporting the granite blocks from the quarries.” 

    “Does that mean the Roman Treadmill Cranes are near completion?” Terdian asked, giving the small newfar woman a curious look.  

    “They should be fully operational by late morning,” Kyarina said, as an excited grin came to her face. “Then all of you can witness the power of a fully armed and operational battle station!” Seeing the confused looks on the people of The World’s faces, the pretty newfar suddenly looked around at them in embarrassment. “Sorry about that, I was just channeling one of my favorite newfar sayings.” 

    “Theric has promised to pull away some of the troopers setting traps to give you a hand, until the cranes are operational,” Kyarina explained, nodding to the Half-Elf standing next to her and acting like she hadn’t said anything strange. 

    “I’ve already sent a messenger to have a group of twenty soldiers report to you as soon as possible,” Theric said, automatically using the newfar vernacular that had recently become so popular of late. “Kyarina has promised that you’ll only need half of your current personnel once the cranes are operational.” 

    “It’ll be fine, Terdian,” Kyarina quickly said, before Terdian could express his panicked concern. They were already below any believable level of workers needed for a construction project like this. To hear she wanted to reduce his workforce, even more, didn’t allay his fears in the least. As if reading his thoughts, the beautiful newfar reassuringly gripped his shoulder as she looked him in the eyes. “If not, we can always move personnel around as needed.”  

    “As you say, Lady Kyarina,” Terdian neutrally agreed, not willing to argue with the highly capable woman. He’d just have to trust that she knew what she was doing, he silently thought, when a commotion from the planned gateway in the defensive wall interrupted their conversation.  
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Chapter Three 

    (Devil Dogs & Valkyrie, BrokenFang Hold: Ashley Duchenson, graveyard, outside of BrokenFang Hold.) 

    While Ashley hadn’t been consciously focused on where she was going when they’d respawned at the graveyard, her feet had automatically started heading in the direction of the silhouette of BrokenFang Hold off in the distance. This was the first time she’d ever experienced a situation in the game where her corpse wasn’t within a five minute run of the nearest graveyard. Though a part of her wanted to rush back to the sulfuric springs as fast as possible, in her heart, she knew that wasn’t the right call to make. 

    “Hell if I know where Orion is?” Buck snarled angrily at Killtet. “He must have managed to somehow survive.” 

    “I swear,” Killtet snarled back at the Ranger in an ugly tone. “I’ll fucking kill the little bastard myself if he left us all to die to save that NPC!” 

    “Calm the fuck down, Killtet. Orion’s mission was to make sure Minny survived no matter what,” Marina said, chastising the angry Rogue as she worked on adjusting the straps to the back-up armor she’d pulled from her rucksack. “Not to babysit your whiny ass in case you died.” 

    “That’s not what I mean-” Killtet began to openly rage, when Ashley’s sharp voice cut him off. 

    “That’s enough, Danny!” Coming to a stop, Ashley whirled around as her blue eyes swept the entire group, before meaningfully coming to rest on her husband. The lot of them had been going around in circles for the half-hour it had taken them to trek up to the top of the pass and she was through with everyone’s bitching. “You’re just worked up like everyone else about being taken out like a bunch of Gomers.” 

    Ashley words cut them to the core as they looked away uncomfortably at the truth of her words. No one liked to feel like a noob. Especially not blooded soldiers that had made it through the sandpit with their lives intact, if not their bodies. As it was, they were tired of being razzed by their guildmates about not being in on the big fight to defend Delonshire against the goblin hordes like the rest of the guild had been. Knowing the source of their discomfort, Ashley continued without hesitation.  

    “Did Star take on the whole Goblin invasion force by himself?” Ashley meaningfully looked around at her friends as they shuffled uncomfortably under her gaze. “Or, did he have the Devil Dogs, the Valkyries, the NPCs, and the rest of his friends there to help him out?” 

    Everyone in the raid immediately looked away and shuffled their boots at her words. The problem was that none of them wanted to admit that they were out of their league. That, and the enemy had taken them out like a bunch of chumps. It wasn’t that they’d fought badly or choked up during the fight. If anything, they’d played smart and held their lines against overwhelming odds until the bitter end. The simple truth of the matter was that they couldn’t handle the numbers or levels that they were up against.  

    While there were the House of Kayden’s NPC forces available to call upon for emergencies, it made no sense to pull them away from their work on the new defenses being built for a situation like this. Besides, the NPCs were already behind the eight ball as it was time-wise. If they were going to have any hope of getting the new defenses completed before the Hobgoblin army arrived, then they needed all the time they could get. That left only the Valkyrie players to ask for help.  

    To rub salt into an open wound, many of her fellow vets had been acting cocky as hell of late to the Valkyrie players that were running around doing quests to help get BrokenFang Hold operational. The main point of contention between the two groups of players being that the Valkyrie guild was made up of a bunch of gamers that didn’t know what real battle was all about. Now the remaining Devil Dogs were suddenly faced with a situation where they didn’t have the personnel inside their own guild to take on the enemy and the only help available was the group of gamers that they’d been ragging on for the last week and a half. This was the perfect time for a learning opportunity if she’d ever seen one, the NCO officer inside of Ashley thought, as a savage grin twisted her lips. But, before she could speak up, an all too familiar voice brought her up short. 

    “How did you guys get back here so quickly?” Kyarina asked in a knowing tone, as the Devil Dogs around her immediately bristled in annoyance. “I thought the sulfuric mines were a day out?” 

    “Ah, Kyarina, we were just looking for you,” Ashley said, forcing her ire down at the capable woman’s innocuous question as she looked around suddenly realizing where they were.  

    Of course, Kyarina would be onsite during the construction of the defensive wall to make sure everything was moving forward as it should to prepare for the coming invasion. The twinkle in the other woman’s hazel eyes left no doubt that she’d already figured out what had happened to them. While Ashley honestly didn’t know the woman from Adam, she heard enough rumors of Kyarina’s exploits in previous games to not take the other woman’s combat abilities lightly. Besides that, her management of the building projects going on within BrokenFang Hold were impressive as all hell in their own rights. Letting out a deep sigh, she continued in a more normal tone. 

    “We ran into a group of monsters twice the size of our raid that we couldn’t take out on our own,” Ashley plainly stated, ignoring her guildmates unhappy muttering at the admission. “I was hoping that the Valkyries could give us a hand,” a smile lit up her comely face, “and that the opportunity would give our guilds a chance to get to know each other a little better.” 

    Ashley knew that she was gambling on the other woman’s good-nature. If Kyarina gave into her ego and smacked her down, the uncomfortable friction between their two guilds would quickly move from nasty comments to open warfare. At the same time, Ashley knew she had to nip this friction in the bud or they’d wind up being at each other’s throats no matter what. Besides, the only way to address shit like this was to face it head-on.  

    “I think that’s a grand idea,” Kyarina said in an overly friendly tone, as she stepped forward and hooked her arm in Ashley’s. “It would be a nice break for everyone from running all of these escort quests for the crafters and,” a toothy grin came to the other woman’s face, “maybe we can even get in a few duels between everyone too. You know, just for the heck of it.” 

    “Sounds like a plan,” Ashley readily agreed, ignoring the cold shiver of excitement that suddenly ran down her spine. Why did she feel like she’d just met a life-long friend? Shaking the bemused thought away, she glanced back at the rest of her raid mates who suddenly didn’t look as confident as they did before. Laying her hand on the other woman’s forearm, Ashley threw her head back with a laugh. “Why do I have the feeling this is the start of a wonderful relationship?” 

    “Because you’re a smart cookie,” Kyarina laughingly replied without hesitation. Letting Ashley’s arm go with a pat, she turned back to the three men that had been standing with her and began giving out orders.  

    “Terdian, be a dear and work with Pevral on swapping out his people once their replacements show up. That should keep the construction moving along nicely.” As both men nodded, she turned to the commander of the House of Kayden’s forces. “Theric, could you please return to BrokenFang Hold and let Lady Chiara know that the Valkyrie and Devil Dogs are going to be busy for the next few days dealing with a monster infestation.” 

    “Immediately, Lady Kyarina,” the Half-Elf replied with a polite half-bow.  

    “Hush now,” Kyarina said with a friendly laugh. “You and that silver tongue of yours can cut out that silly Lady nonsense.” She laid a friendly hand on Theric’s bicep as she leaned in and lowered her voice. “While you’re there, I would greatly appreciate it if you’d let Vardrid and Demonslayerz know that the raid is a go and that I’ll wait for them at the construction site.”  

    “As you wish, Kyarina,” Theric said, as he nodded and hurried off at a run.  

    “Now where were we at?” Kyarina innocently asked, as she turned around to see the frozen expressions on all of the Devil Dogs’ faces. “Oh, don’t act so surprised. I just asked the Valkyries to be on hand in case you ran into any problems and needed a hand.” 

    Everyone settled down quickly enough as Kyarina did her best to put the Devil Dog raid at ease. She did this with a mixture of her easy going attitude and the impromptu tour of the construction site that she led them through while they waited for the rest of the Valkyrie guild to show up. While the inventions she’d introduced to the NPCs seemed simple at first, it quickly became apparent that they were anything but as she explained her reasons. These were many of the major laborsaving devices that had been invented during Earth’s classical antiquity period that had helped to turn Rome into the world power that it had become. Not only that, the crane and block and tackle were pillars of our modern-day construction processes.  

    The casual way in which Kyarina explained the technology tree that she’d developed to help their alliance get ahead in the game was awe-inspiring as much as it showed the terrible intelligence behind the woman’s pleasant façade. Already, it was easy to see the results of her brilliance as she explained how far ahead of construction they were in comparison to the time such construction would typically take. It was like listening to a James Burke episode of Connections. To say that her guildmates were taken aback by this mild-mannered, female gamer would’ve been an understatement. Kyarina was just getting into how she thought rune magic might be able to be used to create a steam power like force for larger devices, when the rest of her guild came running up.  

    Honestly, Ashley hadn’t really known how many Valkyrie players were in and around BrokenFang Hold. She’d just been told that they were a smaller guild that had agreed to join the alliance. While Ashley had noticed Valkyrie players being around wherever she went within the valley, she’d never seen more than two or three in any location at once. Like the other Devil Dogs, she’d taken that to mean that there really weren’t that many of them around. So the thirty-nine fully kitted out players running up were a surprise to say the least.  

    Instead of looking like a bunch of hobos in mismatched clothing like the rest the Devil Dogs who put on better gear as they looted it, the Valkyrie players were wearing well-crafted equipment and clothing that gave them an almost uniformed appearance. Although much of it was worn from constant battle, nonetheless their armor and weapons were obviously well cared for, which earned them nothing but respect from the combat vets. There was just something about looking squared away that soldiers automatically appreciated.  

    The last thing that was noticeably different was that they weren’t multi-classing like the rest of the alliance. Even so, the raid did have a well-balanced group of defensive tanks, healers, and mages but without any obvious Rogues or Rangers in their group. While Ashley didn’t quite understand what was up with that, they were all in the level thirty-six to thirty-eight range. That alone was a welcomed sight for the lower-level Devil Dog raid.  

    Introductions went easily enough. Even Killtet, her husband, was surprisingly respectful as he shook hands with Vardrid, Demonslayerz, Lorelai, and the other Valkyrie players. Neither Vardrid, the Valkyrie guild leader, nor his officers tried to be bossy or tell anyone what to do, nor did they give any of them shit when they got into the discussion about the Dreadherd and the attack that had taken their raid out. Everything was going well between the two groups, when a shout from the guards on watch about a Scout Pherala returning sent Kyarina racing off. 

    “Come on, everyone! That’s the news we’ve been waiting for!” Kyarina shouted over her shoulder, as the rest of the Valkyrie players jerked to attention like they’d been hit with two hundred volts of electricity. As one, the Valkyrie guild raced after her without a word.  

     “What’s so important about a Plain Centaur scout?” Killtet asked no one in particular, as Ashley whipped around to focus on him.  

    “How do you know it’s a Plain Centaur?” Ashley asked her husband in confusion. 

    “Oh, come on, you have to know this one,” Killtet incredulously said, as if it were child’s play. “Could Pherala be anything but a Greek name?” 

    “Greek name …” Matt asked, not getting the reference as the Rogue rolled his eyes. “What’s so special about that?” 

    “Oh, I don’t know,” Killtet sarcastically said, as he looked around at his guildmates like they were a bunch of dumb grunts. “What, none of you geniuses has figured out that all of the Plain Centaurs have Greek derivative names?” 

    “Wait, did you say, Pherala?” Ashley exclaimed in sudden realization, as she took off after the Valkyrie players at a full sprint. “That’s the Centaur that Vector and Forest went to scout with!”  

    “Why is everyone’s panties in a knot about the arrival of a freaking Centaur Scout?” Blu3buck whined in confusion, as he followed after the raid not understanding what the big deal was all about. “And where the hell did Keith and Tony go?”  

    It took around seven minutes for Ashley to catch up to the other woman. By then, Kyarina had reached the Centauride and was offering the exhausted-looking female a water skin. Stealing a quick glance at the Plain Centaur’s heavily damaged armor and nearly empty quiver, it was pretty self-evident that she’d been through some heavy fighting to reach them. Also, from the sweat rolling down her heaving sides and the exhaustion clear on her face, she’d been galloping hard to reach them. The only question Ashley had besides the obvious was where were the two Devil Dogs that had been traveling with her. 

    “Thank you Lady Valkyrie,” Pherala said, as soon as the Centauride caught her breath. “I hadn’t been able to replenish my own supplies since Vector bade me return to BrokenFang Hold with our report.” 

    "Honey,” Kyarina said, in a heavy southern accent. “If Pevral can call me Kyarina, than so can you.” 

    “You honor me,” Pherala said, nodding her head respectfully at the newfar woman before continuing. “Nearly eight days ago, we passed an enemy vanguard that Forest said was nearly twenty thousand strong. We took out what scouts we could and began moving deeper into the foothills of the Northern Tribes territory, since our quest was for information and not deaths. Four days ago, we ran into the main force as they setup camp for the night.” The Centauride took a deep breath as she took in the concerned faces looking back at her. 

    “Forest said there had to be nearly forty-thousand enemy troops if not more in that one camp alone,” Pherala said, as she saw the looks of dread on the newfar faces. “Vector insisted that I return with the information and said you’d know what to do.” The Centauride bobbed her head apologetically, before continuing. “Both newfar said that they would work on slowing down the vanguard as much as they could until the rest of you could join them.” The Centauride’s face turned suddenly serious as she looked Kyarina in the eyes. “I just ask that you allow me to join you in that fight. Such brave warriors should not be left to die on their own.” 

    “Thank you, for returning as quickly as you did,” Kyarina said, looking the Centauride in the eyes as she gripped her forearm in thanks. “Please pass on your message to Theric at BrokenFang Keep. Once you do that, refill your supplies and meet us back here in thirty minutes if you wish to join us, but, I’m warning you now, we’ll be keeping a stern pace.” 

    “Even exhausted, I can keep to any pace a two-legged can hold,” Pherala stated unapologetically, as she handed Kyarina’s water skin back.  

    “Then go, and hurry back,” Kyarina replied back with a smile, as the Centauride reared onto her hind legs, before racing off towards BrokenFang Hold. Kyarina watched the Centauride gallop away for a long moment, before turning to Ashley and grimly meeting her eyes. “Well, isn’t that some perfect timing.”  

    “Does that mean you plan to abandon Orion and Minny?” Ashley asked, as a sinking feeling hit her stomach. This was some serious shit. What should she do if Kyarina tried to order her to leave her comrades behind? Would that put the two of their guilds back at odds with one another? Before she could decide how she was going to handle the situation, the other woman surprised her.  

    “I don’t see why anything so extreme like that would be necessary,” Kyarina said, looking around the circle at the people from both guilds. “It sounds like the sulfuric pools are on the way to the enemy.” Nodding to Vardrid, she continued as a feral grin split her lips. “We’d be happy to give you a hand getting your people back and taking out the Dreadherd while we’re at it, but only if you’d be willing to join us on carrying out operation seventeen seventy-six.” 

    “What the hell is operation seventeen seventy-six?” Ashley caustically said, when her husband suddenly busted out laughing. Giving Killtet the evil eye, she angrily demanded. “What the hell is so funny about that?” 

    “It’s operation American Revolutionary War,” Killtet said, laughing even harder at the incredulous look that came to his wife’s face. 

    “What kind of history geek would come up with a name like that?” Ashley asked in exasperation, as Kyarina sadly shook her head. 

    “That would be me, ma’am,” Vardrid sheepishly replied, as the rest of the Devil Dogs busted out laughing. “It has more to do with the style of hit and run tactics we’re planning to use more than anything else.” 

    “Well, it’s not any worse-” Ashley began to say.  

    “Or better,” Killtet added. 

    “Than any of the named operations that we’ve ever been a part of,” Ashley said with a shrug, as the rest of the Devil Dogs more or less agreed with her on that point. Looking around at her guildmates and getting nods of agreement, she turned back to Kyarina and gave her a shit-eating grin.  

    “How could a group of jarheads say no to something like that?” 
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Chapter Four 

    (Jason, Domenic, and Mike in the real world) 

    Ring … ring ... ring … ring … I don’t know how long my smartphone had been ringing by the time I became conscious enough to realize what the hell the noise was. Thankfully, the call finally went to voice mail as I covered my head with the other half of the bedspread I wasn’t laying on and tried to fall back to sleep. The problem now was that the sun was up and my bedroom was a little too bright for me to easily fall back asleep. Laying there with my eyes closed, while hoping against hope that if I simply closed my eyes that I’d automatically fall back to sleep, the ringing started up again.  

    Ring … ring … ring … Instead of answering the phone, I just laid there under the covers silently swearing up a storm. Unfortunately, instead of falling asleep, the annoying sound was bringing me more fully awake whether I wanted to be or not. The only good news was that I realized my migraine was gone, albeit my head still felt a little bit too sensitive. As the call was sent to voice mail again, I sighed in relief and hurriedly tried to make myself fall back to sleep. 

    Ring … ring … Cracking my swollen, red eyes open, I finally realized that I was now fully awake whether I wanted to be or not as the incessant sound continued to drone on. With my head still covered, I slipped an arm out from under the blanket to blindly search for the phone on my nightstand. My coordination was completely off as some papers went flying onto the floor. The bottle of hand lotion was next. A second later, my smartwatch was the next victim. The cursing didn’t start until the full water glass went bouncing across the tile floor.  

    “Fuck my life!” I exclaimed as I ripped the blankets off my head and hurriedly searched for the ringing smartphone like a vampire afraid of the light. Seriously, what idiot couldn’t fucking figure out that I didn’t want to be disturbed this morning? I saw that the device was just out of my normal reach at the far edge of the nightstand. With an annoyed exhale, I snatched up the still ringing smartphone and flopped back into bed, before pulling the covers over my head. Annoyingly, the fucking smartphone stopped ringing just as I turned it over to answer, but not before I saw the time and the name on the caller ID. It wasn’t even nine o’clock in the morning and I had fourteen missed calls.  

    “This had better be good, Mike,” I angrily growled into the MIC, as soon as I swiped up to answer his next call.  

    “Hold on while I conference Domenic into the call,” Mike said, as I snapped angrily. 

    “Why the fuck-” the phone clicked in my ear, as I was put on hold without any further explanation.  

    “Sometimes, I fucking hate you, Mike,” I muttered into the silence, as I put the phone on speaker and buried my face into the pillow. Believe it or not, I’d actually fallen back asleep by the time Mike’s voice started coming over the speaker again. 

    “Jay, are you there?” Mike’s voice called out, as I was dragged back to consciousness once again.  

    “Yeah, I’m here,” I unhappily croaked, wishing I hadn’t knocked my glass of water onto the floor, but not willing to get out of bed to refill it. 

    “Are you on the line, Dom?” Mike asked. 

    “Yes, I’m still here, Mike,” Domenic responded irritably, the exhaustion plain in his voice. 

    “Good, because the two of you are going to talk this out,” Mike stated in no uncertain terms. 

    “What do you want me to say to him, Mike?” Domenic asked, as his voice grew rough. “Why did he let his goblin girlfriend attack me? Why did he attack me and try to force me to take a knee in front of my own people? Or, best yet, why did you guys come all this way if you were just going to turn tail and run?” I could hear the raw pain in my friend’s voice as Mike let him get it all off his chest.  

    “I’m not sure what I’m more angry about, to be honest,” Domenic continued angrily. “The blatant disrespect he showed me in front of my troops or expecting me to tuck tail and run away simply because Jay commanded it!” Domenic spat, as his volume began to rise. 

    “Do you know what I’ve been going through with these assholes?” Domenic asked, as he went on a rant. “These assholes haven't let me alone almost from day one. They started by PKing my ass whenever they could. Then, a week and a half ago, they show up with an army to take my fortress and people away from me. Now after all of that, you simply expected me to retreat! Did you even pause to consider what I thought about any of this?” Domenic’s voice lowered to almost a whisper. “And you know why that happened,” he paused to catch his breath, “because your crazy ex-girlfriend decided we all had to suffer!” 

    “And, if all that wasn’t enough shit to have to contend with on top of everything else,” Domenic raged once again, “my two best friends that I’ve known for over a decade let their new friends come into my home and attack me without lifting a finger to help.” He let out a shuddering breath. “You two could have stepped in and stopped Kenzie from attacking me. That would have been the mature logical choice.” 

    “That’s not fair, Dom. We were all friends with her,” Mike began to say, as Domenic cut him off.  

    “I want to hear what Jay has to say for himself, not you, Mike. He owes me an explanation and an apology for what just happened.” 

    “It’s cool Mike,” I said, letting out a tired sigh. A part of me wanted to tell Domenic to fuck off so I could go back to sleep, but I knew that wasn’t the right answer. Not if I wanted to save my friendship. Only by explaining the situation fully could my friends truly understand the tightrope I’d been forced to walk. As far as apologies went, I’d already apologized as much as I was going to. Domenic needed to look in the mirror at his own actions or this whole discussion wasn’t going to get very far. “I can speak for myself.” 

    “Please tell me, Jay, how should I react to all of this? What great pearl of wisdom were you going to share with me that would explain all of this? Because, I’m not seeing it from where I’m standing!” Domenic exclaimed, letting out a bark of laughter. 

    “Because she’s a Marine combat vet that was blown up in Afghanistan by an IED and lost her leg,” I simply stated. The sharp intake of breath over the line told me all that I needed to know. “So when you blew her up-“ 

    “Well, that does put things into perspective a bit, at least regarding Kenzie,” Domenic muttered, taken somewhat aback, before switching gears. “Still, it was by accident-“ 

    “So,” I continued, overriding his excuses. “When Kenzie rezzed, she was having a full-on PTSD episode,” I finished as Domenic tried to deny my words. 

    “How was I supposed to know that?” Domenic asked, obviously upset. “I was trying to apologize to Kenzie and everyone else, when she went nuts-“ 

    “You only half-assed apologized after she started stabbing you,” I said, not letting him wiggle away from taking responsibility for his part in this. “And never apologized to anyone else, but blew your stack instead.” 

    “Half-assed apologized?” Domenic shouted back. “What did you expect me to do get down on one knee and beg for forgiveness while she was stabbing me to death? Pull your head out of your ass Jason, it was a fucking accident and I didn't know about the PTSD. She should consider herself lucky that I didn't outright kill her for going fully unhinged,” he tried to turn the whole thing around on me. “Why didn’t you warn me she was having a freak-out?” 

    “Why didn’t I warn you?” I repeated his words back to him incredulously. “Probably because the other combat vets that were there said announcing to everyone that she was having a PTSD episode would’ve gone over like a ton of bricks.” 

    “That still didn’t give you the right to jump into the middle of our fight,” Domenic said, changing tack once again. “You just made a bad situation worse by attacking both of us. If you knew she was suffering from PTSD, how the fuck did you think attacking her was going to help anything? You should have stayed the fuck out of our altercation and let the two of us work it out on our own!”  

    “Oh, that would have went over great with my new friends,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “I’m sure letting my good friend who’d just blew her up and started the PTSD episode she was dealing with kill her again would have made everything right.” 

    “I accidentally blew her up and tried to apologize for it, than catch hell from all sides for doing the right thing. You intentionally attacked us both and expect to get off scot-free?” Domenic fumed in outrage. “Fuck you, you hypocrite!” 

    “Besides that, I’m one of your best friends. I’m part of the guild. You should have been defending me, not her!” Domenic argued, trying to show me that he wasn’t the bad guy in this. “Hell, even better yet, you and Mike could have broken it up easily or stayed the fuck out of the way and let us settle it ourselves.” 

    “And what, trigger your troopers who were watching to attack us for teaming up against their liege lord? I’m sure that would’ve worked out great!” I reasonably argued back. “Besides, I already told you why I got involved. I couldn’t let you kill her a second time in a row.” 

    “Why the fuck not?” Domenic shouted at me. “You just met these people!” 

    “And that means that I should treat them like second class friends?” I insisted, knowing that he would’ve never accepted being treated like that. “How would that go over with you if I shit on you because a friend that I’d known longer blew you up and acted like it was no big deal?” 

    “Oh … my … God! How dense are you? It was an accident and I apologized! It wasn't your fight but you stuck your nose into it anyway by attacking us both! How does your freaking brain even think that was a good idea? That’s like pouring gasoline on a fire thinking it will put it out!” Domenic stormed, raising his voice as if that would somehow prove his point. “On top of that, it’s a freaking game!”  

    “No you didn’t, Dom,” I said in no uncertain terms. “Did you apologize to Zhou … or Darkhorse? Did you apologize to my NPCs? If I hadn’t been quick enough, you would have permanently killed them. Did you apologize to me? Dude, I’m rocking seventy-five percent realism just like you, getting blown up hurt like hell. Except instead of dying instantly, I got to suffer through the whole experience of living through an explosion.” The truth of my words stopped Domenic’s excuses.  

    “Think back on the situation, Jason. How could I apologize to everyone after she went bat shit crazy? If anything, she prevented me from making things right by stabbing me in the back. Then you and your gargoyle made it worse,” Domenic growled in frustration. 

    “Tell me Dom, how you would have handled this situation if you were Kenzie,” I asked, as my voice took on a severe tone. “You befriend someone you’ve just met in a new game. You like them so much that they talk your entire guild into helping them hold their fortress against a massive Hobgoblin invasion, while they go to help their friend who is under attack by PKing asshats. Not only that, you and your close friends decide to go with him to give him a hand. Then, when you meet their friend after taking out a stealth raid, they blow you up and it triggers your PTSD from when you lost your leg in real life.” 

    “That’s not fair-” Domenic tried to say, as I cut him off. 

    “I’m not finished yet!” I growled into the MIC. “Then, instead of stopping the fight, this guy lets his long-term friend kill you again.” 

    “She started it,” Domenic argued heatedly.  

    “Tell me, how would you have reacted in Kenzie’s place if that was how you were treated?” I demanded, ignoring his petulant remark. “Would you have your guild abandon my castle? Or, would you have taken my lands in retaliation?” The seconds ticked by as I patiently waited for Domenic’s reply. Not that either one of us was surprised by the answer. 

    “I would’ve told you to fuck off and left or taken your fortress for myself,” Domenic grudgingly said, before adding. “I might have even stayed and backstabbed you during the fight just as an extra F U.” 

    “So, do you understand now why I didn’t just let you kill her,” I asked, as he proved my point. 

    “She was killing herself,” Domenic exclaimed defensively. “I didn’t raise a hand against her.” 

    “She attacked you first,” I said, stating the obvious. “There’s no way you would’ve let her live.” 

    “Come on Jay, I wasn’t about to kill an ally-” Domenic tried to say, as I cut him off.  

    “Dude, please,” I said, as Mike and I both laughed out loud. “We both know how you are about shit like that.”  

    “You could’ve at least have handled it yourself,” Domenic grumbled, “instead of being a pussy and having your little goblin girl do your dirty work for you.” 

    “Do you know why Helgath offered to fight you?” I retorted, not giving him a chance to respond. “Because she didn’t want me fighting with one of my best friends. She knew that it would’ve seriously hurt our friendship and so she tried to take the hit instead.”  

    “You always have an answer for everything,” Domenic protested, still not willing to admit that he was wrong. It’s not like it was hard to understand why he was upset with everything that had been going on, but I had to get him to see the situation clearly, or he’d be angry about this for months. “What’s worse is you can’t even see when you’re in the wrong and that you owe me an apology for what you did. You need to own your mistakes also Jason.” 

    “That goes both ways, Dom,” I said earnestly. “I’m sorry everything went down the way it did. I did the best I could in a shitty situation. You said it yourself, this is only a game. If that’s so, then what are you really upset about? Being embarrassed in front of your people? You didn’t lose the fight. You didn’t give in to your allies. You’ve already told me off in front of your people. What more do you want? The rest of us fighting to the death to protect your fortress? I’m telling you now that’s not going to happen. You can be as pissed off as you want about the evac, but you know it’s the right call,” I said, pushing the blankets away and swinging my legs around to sit on the side of the bed. “And just for the record, blaming me for Julie’s shit is pretty fucked up. She was your friend as much as she was mine.” My eyes studied the spilled water for a moment, before I continued in a tired voice. 

    “And whether or not it was an accident, you still blew up everyone. If you’d pulled a stunt like that in a hardcore MMO like Chaos Online, your ass would’ve been blacklisted in the blink of an eye. So did Kenzie overreact? Probably, but she had a damn good reason for doing it. Not that anyone else was particularly thrilled about being killed either. Nonetheless, the rest of us understood why you reacted the way you did. Though, I’d suggest some apologies are in order whenever you get the chance.” I let out a heavy sigh. “Is that enough wisdom for you? Just maybe you’re seeing things just a little bit differently now.” 

    Domenic didn’t say a word as the silence dragged on. Even now, Domenic still hadn’t apologized to me about how everything had gone down. Did he really need to? Not really, he was my friend. I understood what he meant when he said he’d planned on apologizing to everyone. I understood how things had gotten out of hand. If the shoe had been on the other foot, I’d have probably let Kenzie kill me. Sometimes, that was the only way to resolve issues like that.  

    Although, I believed my interference had actually helped that to not be necessary. Like a proverbial slap in the face that stops you from freaking the fuck out. Sometimes, all of us needed to be snapped back to our senses at one time or another in our lives. I was trying to figure out the purpose of all of this, when Mike’s voice caught me off guard.  

    “Tell him, Dom.” 

    “Tell me what?” I asked, suddenly alert. 

    “I sent Pounce on a recon mission to access the enemy troop strength. He told me what we’re up against,” Domenic said, letting out a deep sigh. “There has to be at least six thousand players logged in by now. On top of that, those assholes never stopped attacking me after you left. All of my people have died at least once during the last few hours. I’ve been rotating them out, but-” 

    “Their next massed attack will take your people out,” I knowingly said, immediately understanding the situation. “It was only a matter of time before they realized what the Emergency Hot Fixes meant.” 

    “Yeah, I’m thinking the same thing. I’m between a rock and a hard place on this one and it’s looking like an evac is the only logical choice,” Domenic said, as his voice took on a conciliatory tone. “For what’s it worth, I’m really sorry about everything that happened earlier.” There was a long pause, before he rhetorically continued in obvious frustration.  

    “Seriously, why the fuck are we even doing this?” Domenic asked into the silence. “It’s not like we’re making enough money to make all of this griefing worth it. Seriously, how long have we been trying to get our Twitch channel to pop so we can start making some real money? 

    It was a good question. For me, it beat the hell out of working a regular nine to five job. I made enough money to pay my bills and had enough left over to buy the gear I wanted. My situation was somewhat different from everyone else’s, I grew up wishing every night to be transported into a magical world. That was the main reason I got into martial arts, archery, and the Society for Creative Anachronism … it was the reason why I spent my life gaming in virtual worlds. Anything to escape the dread of my reality, I tiredly thought.  

    “Funny you should ask that,” Mike said, surprising us both. I could hear the smile in his voice as he continued nonchalantly. “Before I started this conference call, I decided to check out just how much money we’ve made up until now on our Twitch channels. If you take the two and a half weeks we’ve been playing, we’ve made eighteen grand.” 

    “Are you shitting me?” Domenic said in exasperation. “How the hell did we lose so much money? Did Twitch demonetize our channels or something?” 

    “That’s eighteen grand each!” Mike clarified, the suppressed excitement clear in his voice. 

    “What … what did you just say?” Domenic asked in shock, as I nearly busted my ass on the wet tile as I hurried to the kitchen while Mike nonchalantly continued. 

    “The main channel for the guild made nearly a hundred thousand and change. If we split that out five ways that’s approximately-“ 

    “We made eighteen thousand dollars each?” Domenic asked, not believing the words he was hearing. 

    “Now that doesn’t include Uncle Sam’s cut,” Mike warned, as I pulled up the main account for Twitch. “While that’s peanuts for someone in Manhattan, it’s not bad money for two and a half weeks of work for someone in Florida.” 

    “Holy shit,” I said, as the web page came up. That was more or less what each of us had made once you included everyone’s personal channels. 

    “Well, shit!” Domenic said, as the typing stopped and he pulled up his own account. 

    “You’ve got that right,” Mike said, enjoying the bombshell that he’d dropped. “Amazing things happen when a channel goes viral.”  

    “You know, guys, I’m really sorry about exploding earlier tonight,” Domenic said, as Mike and I busted out laughing. It was a combination of relief, feeling like we were finally making it, and everything we’d been through in the last twenty-four hours. Domenic joined us a second later as all the stress we’d been under evaporated. 

    “Don’t tell anyone else about this for now,” I said, as the three of us calmed down. “Not until the money is in the bank. Then we can celebrate.”  

    The worst thing that could happen now was the money not coming through. Maybe, I was too used to things not working out, but it was hard for me to believe this was actually happening. It wouldn’t be real for me until the money was in the bank. Until then, I’d play it safe. If this was real, the next thing we’d have to start worrying about was how to keep that ball rolling, I thought, laughing at myself as Domenic turned serious. 

    “So, I guess the only thing left to discuss is how you were planning to evac me?” Domenic said, as I groaned while Mike just started laughing again. 

    It’s amazing how money could make the stress and hardship we’d been going through all okay. I had to give Mike credit. He knew exactly what button to push to get us back on track. That, and sometimes friends had to get shit off their chest, before they could move forward again. Not that fighting between good friends was bad. Any worthwhile friendship went through their ups and downs. Being able to get through those rough times was what being true friends meant.  

    Silently shaking my head, I began to explain the plan that I’d come up with for pulling Domenic out of this mess. The specifics on how to manage this had been slowly forming in my head for days now, but it wasn’t until I’d seen exactly what we were up against and the resources we had available that everything had come together. By the time I caught Mike and Domenic up to speed on how I wanted to go about doing this and we’d hammered out the specifics, it was nearly half-past nine. Meaning, we were already a half-hour late logging in for the multiple guilds that were waiting on us. Promising to be logged in by ten, I hung up and got moving. 

    A half-hour isn’t much time to do anything, especially when I still had to void my bowels and take a shower. Why was a shower a must? Because when I went to sit down on the toilet, I could barely stand my own stink in the enclosed bathroom as I hurried about my business. Seriously, I smelt like a sweaty, two-day-old judo gi left in a clothes hamper. What can I say? I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised after exercising in a neoprene-like bodysuit for hours on end, but, in my own defense, there were no warnings about that in the manual.  

    This whole situation just made me wish I’d utilized my time better when I was on the phone talking everything out with the guys. Thankfully enough, I was off the toilet quicker than expected. I guess protein powder doesn’t affect the body as much as frozen dinners. Glancing at the ripped look of my body in the mirror as I grabbed my toothbrush and hopped in the shower, I realized I had to get my ass to the grocery store sooner rather than later so I could get some high-calorie foods or I was going to be in some serious trouble.  

    Ten minutes after hanging up the phone, I was air-drying in the kitchen as I made up a protein shake for breakfast and refilled my Camelbak with its protein mixture. The shake was a mixture of vanilla whey protein, the last of my milk, and peanut butter. It was the best I could come up with for a quick, high-protein breakfast with the time limit I was under. Heading to the bathroom still guzzling the thick shake, I grimaced as I took down my still damp gaming suit hanging across the curtain rod. Ignoring the dampness and the smell, I began the process of wiggling into the Stillsuit. 

    Have you ever tried putting on a still wet wetsuit? That was what it felt like getting back into my gear. On an uncomfortable too much information (TMI) note, I’m sure the suit wouldn’t have stank so much if it could’ve had a chance to fully dry out. Next time, I’d have to hang it up in the computer room and leave its internal fan running to dry it out quicker. Better yet, maybe they had something in the directions on care and cleaning. I guess I’d have to check that out when I had more time. Thankfully though, once I got my arms and legs through their appropriate holes, it went on easily enough. Chasing my shake down with a large glass of water, I hurried to the computer room and sat down in my Egg as the suit’s fans powered up. Ignoring the slight chill going down my body, I strapped my headgear on and triggered the log on sequence right at ten o’clock as my vision turned black.  

     

    Running Pod Diagnostic – Complete 

    Synchronizing controller units - Complete 

    Neuro Synchronization - Complete  

    Initializing virtual environment … 

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Five]Chapter Five 

    (Second Assault Group: Startum and crew in Domenic's Area) 

    I heard a ruckus as soon as my consciousness registered that it was synced with my avatar. Opening my eyes, my vision was immediately blocked by a system window pop up that was quickly followed by the golden glow of a level up as I urgently sat up, dislodging Helgath and Neysa, who were fast asleep on my chest, in the process. Their mental confusion at having me logged back in so early momentarily filled my mind as they clawed their way back to consciousness, while I paused to study the system message.  

     

    Congratulations! You have reached Level 39! 

    You have 5 Attribute Points Unspent! 

     

    The fuck! I excitedly thought, as soon as I realized that meant I’d gained four levels, or five, depending on if you counted the last time I’d taken the time to go through my Character Sheet. Hungrily, my eyes read through the scrolling text as I completely ignored the argument that was going on around me.  

     

    Congratulations! You have reached Level 38! 

    You have 5 Attribute Points Unspent! 

     

    Congratulations! You have successfully completed the secret quest, Going above and beyond for the humanity of it! For your efforts in resurrecting all of the victims that were slaughtered by the Chaos Storm Alliance after taking control of the city of Telrain, you have gained 50,093 Experience Points and 5,093 points to Reputation. Due to taking the time and effort to resurrect everyone from the lowest commoner to the highest noble and not just completing the objectives of the quest, you have gained the survivors as vassals.  

     

    Congratulations! You have reached Level 37! 

    You have 5 Attribute Points Unspent! 

     

    Congratulations! You have successfully completed the secret quest, the true enemy revealed! For discovering that Prince Lekroth Isolde had not betrayed his sister or the Kingdom of Kader and was in fact a prisoner of the Chaos Storm Alliance, you have gained 10,000 Experience Points and 1000 points to Reputation. Due to not prejudging the situation and your efforts to discover the truth, the Royal Prince Lekroth Isolde’s life was saved, his reputation restored, and the honor of the House of Isolde left unblemished. In honor of the life you have returned to him, Prince Lekroth Isolde has sworn fealty to the House of Kayden. 

     

    Congratulations! You have successfully completed the quest Evacuate the townsfolk from the city of Telrain and bring them to safety! 

    Objective 1: Evacuate eighty percent of the city of Telrain’s population before Princess Reeva’s execution. Completed 

    Objective 2: Get the survivors to safety or as many as possible to safety in the coming invasion. Completed. 

    Objective 3: Remove the scroll of Meteor Strike from Chaos Storm's arsenal. Alternate Completion: You forced the Chaos Storm Alliance to use the scroll of Meteor Strike on the city of Telrain destroying the city in the process thus removing it from their arsenal. Bonus Objective: Chaos Storm used the scroll after most of the citizens were evacuated mostly killing their own people. 

    Objective 4: Stop the Kingdom of Kader from falling. Completed: You have broken the hold of the Chaos Storm Alliance on the Kingdom of Kader, rescued the Princess, and brought her to safety.  

    Reward: You have gained 10,000 Experience Points. You have gained 5000 to Reputation. For rescuing the citizens of the capital city of Telrain, you have earned the title, Protector of the Kingdom of Kader. From your actions, the surviving citizens of Telrain have sworn allegiance to the House of Kayden, and you now have the option of purchasing additional Humans in the NPC Recruiter. In addition, as long as you hold to your oath of protecting the Kingdom of Kader and rebuilding the Isolde Line, then all units of the Royal Forces in the Nordic Region will swear allegiance to the House of Kayden. Lastly, due to your status of Feudal Lord of the Human Kingdom of Kader, the Sea Elf Kingdom of Tak'Ula'Kastadar, the Centaur Clan of Ilyrall, and Lord of the House of Kayden, you are the first player to achieve the title of Overlord. 

     

    Congratulations! You have successfully completed the quest Rescue Princess Reeva from Telrain so she can take her rightful place on the throne to rule over the Kingdom of Kader! You have gained 10,000 Experience Points. You have gained 1,000 to Reputation. For rescuing Princess Reeva Isolde of the Kingdom of Kader and placing the rightful ruler on the throne, you have earned the title, Champion of the Royal House of Isolde.  

     

    Congratulations! You have reached Level 36! 

    You have 5 Attribute Points Unspent! 

     

    For these last two quests to register as complete, it meant that the Telrain survivors must have reached Darom and that Princess Isolde’s party made it to Palnisdale to take command of the garrison. I wasn’t sure which was the greater load off my mind. Knowing that the newest members of the House of Kayden were safely tucked away in Darom with the rest of my people or that there was nothing stopping the Princess from taking command of Palnisdale. Both were essential in their own ways, and I’d been concerned that the Chaos Storm Alliance had taken over the Citadel too. Feeling much better at pulling off my plan for the Isolde Line, I went to read further only to have a new quest pop up. 

     

    New Quest! Do not allow Palnisdale to fall to the Northern Orc Tribes invasion! (Evolving Quest)  

    To keep the title of Overlord, you must swear in the remaining Royal Forces in Palnisdale to your cause and not allow the fortress to fall into the hands of the invaders. If the Citadel falls to the Northern Orc Tribes invasion, you will lose your title and the Kingdom of Kader will cease to exist.  

    Objective 1: Do not allow Palnisdale to fall to the northern hordes. 

    Objective 2: Restore a third of the fortresses on the Isolde Line. 

    Difficulty: Nightmare. 

    Reward: Unknown.  

    Accept: Yes / No  

     

    Reading over the quest, I chose “Yes” without hesitation. Not having another pop up immediately block my vision, I continued reading to make sure I’d caught up on everything. Level 36 had come during the raid’s fight against the high-level mobs of the pass, which I must have missed during the battle. Seeing the next blocks of text were the information on my new spells for reaching level 35, I swiped the system window away and looked around to see what the commotion going on around me was all about. Blocking the sun from my eyes, I focused on the angry words being thrown around as my bleary eyes adjusted to the bright light. I swear, it was almost like my avatar’s lack of sleep was affecting me in-game as much as it was affecting my body in real life. 

    “What the fuck do you mean we’re still going to help that fucker out?” Kenzie angrily demanded of Mike with her disgruntled guildmates at her back. “He blew me up and then treated Star like he was an asshole after everything he’s been doing for him!” 

    “Dom just overreacted about how Jay and I handled the fight between the two of you,” Mike tried to explain as Kenzie exploded in outrage.  

    “He told him to take his three hundred gold and to piss the fuck off!”  

    “Ha,” a new voice I hadn’t heard before exclaimed, “I bet that went over like a lead weight!”  

    “He did what?” Several voices I recognized asked in unison. 

    “What the hell was the three hundred gold for?” Thomas asked Kenzie in confusion. 

    “Something about paying off the mercenaries he owed money to before he could pull out,” Darkhorse explained to Thomas as another voice spoke up. 

    “Drink a cup of cement and harden the fuck up!” Dangas growled in exasperation at everyone. “You’ve seen what the poor cobbler has been dealing with for the last week and a half. Cut the guy some slack.”  

    “Da, being target like this is der'mo,” Dmitry agreed in a deep voice, backing up the Aussie Guild Leader. “Situation like that makes best of us tupoy ... err … I mean, dumb.”  

    “That’s bullshit!” Sarka argued, angrily cutting into the discussion. “I can’t believe we came all this way to save this asshole only to have him throw a temper tantrum about being evacuated.” 

    “I think it was more about being attacked in his own keep,” Darkhorse tried to explain, as Sarka threw her hands up in the air in anger. 

    “He blew everyone up!” Sarka snarled back at the Devil Dog Rogue. “Who wouldn’t be pissed off about that?”  

    “It’s cool, Sarka” I called out, as I tiredly climbed to my feet. “Like Dmitry said, shit happens and it really was an accident.” 

    “Yo, Jay!”  

    “About time you logged in!” 

    “Morning Star!” 

    “You’re an hour late!” 

    “Morgen søvnig hode!” 

    I acknowledged the chorus of greetings with a wave as I helped a groggy Helgath to her feet. At the same time, Neysa rolled to her paws easily enough to stand up next to me as I felt both of my soulmates begin rummaging through my mind as they tried to understand what was going on. Yeah, I should’ve given them a rash of shit about that, but honestly, there was just too much going on and not enough time to deal with it all. As if to emphasize that point, I heard the sounds of a thunderous barrage echo off the mountains in the distance as the siege against Domenic’s fortress started up again in earnest.  

    My new friends being upset at Domenic’s attitude wasn’t any surprise. They hadn’t had the time to form a bond with him yet and had come here solely to give me a hand. On top of that, we were all feeling pretty beat up. The schedule we’d been running was beating me up and I was a hardcore gamer. It had to be even tougher on my new friends who weren’t used to playing at this level. After talking to Mike and Domenic this morning, it helped me to keep that in perspective. I was just about to explain that to Sarka, when it hit me that the new people were talking Norwegian.  

    “Søvnig hode?” I asked, turning towards the new group of three Wolf-Kin with interest. “Is that you, Anders?”  

    “Hey, Star!” The large black Wolf-Kin with silver highlights bellowed. My quick cast of Identify gave me the name, Arcturus Borknager, level 38, before I was engulfed in a furry hug. “It is good to see you!”  

    “Gah!” I gagged, getting a mouthful of coarse hair in the process.  

    “Oh yeah, sorry about that,” Arcturus apologized as he stepped back. “I’m still getting used to being a walking carpet.” 

    “It’s cool, man, you just caught me with my mouth open,” I said between sputters, trying to get the leftover fur out of my mouth. “Seriously though, thanks for traveling over to give us a hand against these Chaos Storm asshats.” 

    “Shit happens?” Sarka demanded, interrupting our greeting as she traded an incredulous look with Yun, Tinyr, Unalia, and the Devil Dogs. “I don’t know why you’re acting so calmly about this. We spent a week and a half getting here to help your friend,” she emphasized the word making air quotes, “and this is the thanks we get?” Sarka finished, looking around at the group for support. 

    “What, you pissing off Domenic again by warping him back into a dungeon without his implants or armor?” Arcturus asked, more reminiscing about some of the old times we’d had together than being serious.  

    “Not quite,” I agreed, rolling my eyes at his lack of support. I’d met Anders when he was in a competing guild in Chaos Online. Even so, we’d worked out a relationship based on mutual respect and had become friends during that time.  

    The joke with Domenic was that my old Engineer class had the ability to pull teammates to wherever the avatar was located. I’d caught Domenic sneaking out after dying to replace his armor and implants with a higher version of each. It only became a problem because we were waiting over forty minutes for him to return after dying. When I’d yanked him back into the dungeon, he was basically naked. Even worse, we made him play the rest of the dungeon that way as punishment for lying to the team and making us wait. Arcturus had been in the team with us on that run and had laughed his ass off at our antics.  

    “Honestly though, last night ended up being a lose-lose situation all the way around,” I said, chuckling in spite of myself.  

    “Oh, so you pissed everyone off instead of coming up with a new solution?” Arcturus asked, instantly understanding the situation as he let out a bark of laughter at the guilty look on my face. “So, same old Star!” 

    “I don’t get it,” Sarka commented with a frown on her face, interrupting our banter. “Why aren’t you being more pissed off about this?” Looking around, I saw the same unspoken question reflected in many of the Devil Dogs’ faces. 

    “Because people fuck up,” I said, letting out a deep sigh as I met my friends’ eyes. Seeing that Sarka still wanted to argue the point, I held up my hand for her to listen.  

    “Look, Dom has been being griefed almost since he started the game by my ex-girlfriend and has good reason to be on his last nerve. I expect that if any of us were in a similar situation that our tempers would be flaring at the drop of a hat. Did he kill a bunch of us by accident? Yeah. Did he deserve to be attacked for the mistake?” My eyes went to Kenzie who promptly looked away in embarrassment. “Probably not. Did he handle the situation well? No, but then again, who would’ve with everything going on?” 

    “All that I can ask is that you give Dom the benefit of the doubt,” I said, as my eyes scanned the circle of my friends, new and old alike. “I hope you’ll get to know him once he’s not in the middle of this shit storm,” a smile came to my lips, “besides, I have a feeling he’ll be looking some of you up to apologize for losing his cool.” That seemed to put the Devil Dogs at ease, as Kenzie gave me an understanding nod, even if that didn’t change the looks on Tinyr, Unalia, Sarka, and Yun’s faces. 

    “Right now, we are at the cusp of completing everything we set out to do, when you agreed to give me a hand a week and a half ago in Delonshire,” I meaningfully said, as Mike gave me an encouraging nod. He knew as well as I did how hard it was to get so many different people to work together, especially in stressful situations like this. “We have one more end run, and then we can go back to our normal game play back in BrokenFang Hold.” 

    “You mean, normal shit like taking on things like the massive Hobgoblin army headed our way?” Thomas asked with a laugh, as I flipped him off. Surprisingly enough, that seemed to break the tension as everyone chuckled at our antics. As the laughing died down, I nodded to everyone. 

    “So are you guys and gals down with shoving our collective foot down these asshats’ throats?” I asked, raising my voice to be heard by everyone gathered around.  

    Thankfully, that earned a resounding shout of defiance. My friends, the Uten Syn, Aussies, Russians, Norwegians, and even the Devil Dogs were more than down for a good fight. I’d been somewhat worried about that. It only seemed like Tinyr, Unalia, Sarka, and Yun that were less than thrilled about going to Domenic’s aid, not that I couldn’t understand why. No one liked it when someone they cared about was unjustly smacked down.  

    Quickly, I laid down the same plan to everyone that I’d shared earlier with Mike and Domenic on the phone. Addressing the guild leaders in groups, I explained their individual parts in the overarching strategy that I’d come up with. Having Anders show up with his entire Norwegian guild made what I’d planned all the easier to implement. I was just finishing up explaining the end game and how we’d exit the field, when Assault Leader Dell walked up with my companions. His report that they’d already gotten everyone trained up at Mike’s request with the basic Dark magic, Soul Stone, and Create Zombie spells came as a welcomed surprise. As I came to the end of my spiel, I grinned as I saw everyone’s excited faces looking back at me in anticipation. What can I say, it was a solid plan. Hell, maybe even one of my best yet.  

    The preparations went by quickly, mostly due to Mike’s prep work. Assault Leader Dell and my companions caught everyone up as they logged in. Also, it didn’t hurt that I’d logged in late, since the word was we were going to be moving out once I’d logged on. A quick check in with the various group leaders involved gave us an average of about ten minutes before their people would be ready to move out. As everyone moved out, Sarka, Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia walked up to me with unhappy looks on their faces, while Thomas hung back obviously wanting to have a private word with me. 

    “I can’t believe you’re letting your friend Dom have a pass,” Sarka said, as soon as they came to a stop. “None of us particularly want to help your friend out after hearing about his temper tantrum after blowing everyone up.” Her eyes turned hard as Tinyr cut in. 

    “That’s just bullshit,” Tinyr said, as Unalia and Yun nodded in agreement behind the Rogue.  

    “Listen,” I said, holding my hands up to stop their complaints. “I understand where he’s coming from and this shit hasn’t been easy for anyone. Sometimes, you’ve gotta let your friends be human and Domenic deserves a little understanding after how long we’ve been friends together.” 

    “I swear,” Sarka muttered under her breath. “Your in real life friends are kind of a bunch of assholes.” A frown creased her lips, before she altered that slightly. “Well, except for Mike and Bonnie Smash.”  

    “Everyone can be an asshole in the wrong situation,” I said, trying to calm my new friends down. “Besides, they’ll have our backs if the going gets tough.” 

    “Whatever,” Sarka said, as Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia nodded their heads to emphasis her point. “Just so you know, we’re here because you’ve asked us for help. We’re not here because of anyone else. Maybe your other friends will stop being assholes long enough for us to get to know them, but right now, they’re mostly on our shit list.” 

    “Well, thanks for being here for me through all of this shit,” I said, feeling let down, but understanding where they were coming from. Sometimes, it took a while for strong personalities to mesh. “I hope you’ve been enjoying the adventures otherwise.” 

    “For the most part,” Yun said, as a grin came to his lips. “We’ve had some crazy-ass shit happen to us.” 

    “We’ll meet you at the front of the NPCs’ formation,” Sarka said, as she glanced at Thomas who was standing back to give us privacy.”  

    “Cool,” I said, somewhat embarrassed. “I’ll join you in a moment.” 

    “Everything okay?” Thomas asked, walking up as soon as my normal team jogged away. 

    “Yeah,” I said, as a frown came to my lips. “They’re just upset about Domenic’s shenanigans when we met up. Hell, they’re probably not thrilled with Hefe or Jill and the shit they’ve been causing either.” 

    “Hefe, I can understand,” Thomas said with a laugh. “But having Jill around is like have a second Kenzie in the group.” Seeing the distressed look on my face at that comparison, the Devil Dog guild leader just laughed. “Yeah, people like Jill and Kenzie are kind of an acquired taste.”  

    “That’s one way to say it,” I said, smiling in spite of myself as we both chuckled at the obvious joke. Turning serious, I met his blue eyes. “So are we cool?” 

    “Yeah,” Thomas said, grinning to break the seriousness of the moment. “All of my people understand how tempers can flare. If a Marine couldn’t deal with someone having a bad attitude, we wouldn’t be a Marine. That’s kind of par for the course.” His voice momentarily turned serious. “I just hope your friend Domenic does take the time to apologize to Kenzie. That would go far for most of the guild.” 

    “That’s his plan,” I said, nodding in understanding. “He didn’t know she was having a PTSD moment and felt like an ass afterwards.” 

    “Shit happens,” Thomas said, clapping me on the shoulder. “I guess that means you and Domenic patched things up?” 

    “Mostly,” I said, as a self-depreciating grin came to my lips. “We’re both super stressed out and are dead tired on our feet, but understand where each other are coming from. Shit happens and then you move on.” Looking out at the troopers and players getting into formation, I shook my head and turned back to my friend. “You know, I can’t thank you and the Devil Dogs enough for everything you’ve done to help out.” 

    “It’s cool, Star,” Thomas said, letting out a bark of laughter at the relieved look on my face. “We’ve had a blast on this run no matter which way you slice it.” His face turned serious as he held out his hand to me. “Besides, I think we make a pretty awesome alliance.” 

    “That we do,” I agreed, shaking his hand.  

    “Just don’t let Kenzie see that you got four new levels instead of two like the rest of us,” Thomas said, backing up as he gave me a friendly wink.  

    “Yeah, I kind of got credit for two secret quests,” I explained sheepishly, rubbing the back of my neck.  

    "It's all good, man,” Thomas said, waving off my words with a laugh. “Let me grab my gear and I’ll meet up with ya at the head of the formation.” 

    “You’ve got it,” I said, letting out a self-conscious sigh while Thomas jogged away to catch up to his people. No doubt I was going to get some shit over the extra levels from my friends, I thought, turning back to help Helgath who was just finishing up packing away our sleeping blankets. Kneeling down next to her, I took over securing the straps on my rucksack as I gave her a nod of thanks. Finishing up with the last straps, I took her calloused hands gently in mine as her yellow cat-eyes looked up at me in surprise. 

    “Listen, Helgath,” I said, speaking to her out loud as I tucked a stray lock of black hair behind her pointy ear. “I wanted to thank you for trying to save my friendship with Dom.” A weak smile pulled at the sides of my mouth. “Our fight probably would’ve been that much worse if I’d attacked him directly, whether he can admit that to himself or not.” 

    “I live to serve, War Leader,” Helgath uncomfortably said, bowing her head. From our link, I could feel how unused to praise she was of any type as I held onto her rough hands, forcing her to meet my eyes. Seeing the brief frown that flashed across my face, she apologetically hung her head, pleading in a hoarse whisper. “Please forgive me ...” 

    “No Helgath, I’m sorry,” I said, the strong emotions I was feeling plain in my voice as I hugged the Half-Orc to my chest. “At times, I prefer to hear my name and not a title.” My explanation seemed to put her at ease as the stiffness slowly left her shoulders. A moment later, Helgath’s slender arms gently pushed me to arms’ length, as a toothy smile suddenly came to her dark green lips. 

    “I know you prefer to be called, Star,” Helgath mischievously said, as she bit her lower lip. “But, only I call you War Leader.” The Half-Orc explained as she looked deep into my eyes. “And it has special meaning to me.”  

    “Then War Leader it is when you wish,” I said, ruffling the top of her head like I would a younger sister as I stood and slung the heavy rucksack onto my back. “It’s time we headed out.” Glancing over at Neysa, I saw she was intently watching our back and forth, but, before I could ask her about it, Mike’s voice called out. 

    “Yo, Jay, do you know a Rani Lamkin? She says, you’re expecting her.” 

    “What is she doing here?” Neristhana asked, as she walked up with the rest of my companions and Fylreh following behind her. 

    “I thought you said she died in Telrain?” Ulia asked, as the rest of my companions looked over at her questioningly.  

    “I saw her follow you into Telrain just before the city was destroyed,” Neristhana explained, as she saw the surprised look on my face. 

    “Yeah, I saw her just before the meteor hit,” I said, as a frown came to my lips. What the fuck, I thought the two of us were finished with one another, I silently complained, as I waved to Mike that I was heading over. 

    “How did she survive the explosion that took out Telrain?” Brenna asked Rayne, as my companions traded concerned looks. 

    “Don’t tell me, she’s a newfar too,” Neristhana unhappily said, looking over at me for confirmation. 

    “She’s worse than a newfar,” I unhappily muttered back. Letting out a sigh of exasperation, I nodded to my companions and soulmates. “Come on, let’s go see what she wants now.” With that, I stalked over to Rani, Mike, and the guards that had brought the Royal Investigator in, while a sinking feeling grew in my stomach.  

    Seeing the annoyed look on my face, Mike questioningly cocked his head at me, trying to understand what was up. While I wanted to warn him about who this woman was ahead of time, there was no easy way to do it, especially not with the hawked-eyed look Rani was giving me as I walked up. Vaguely, I was aware of Helgath mounting Neysa who fell in beside me as Neristhana fell in on my opposite side, while the rest of my group followed a few steps behind.  

    “So Royal Investigator Rani Lamkin,” I said, coming to a stop in front of the V-MMORG admin and crossing my arms. “Could you give me one good reason not to have you slaughtered here and now?” 

    I could have almost laughed at the very different looks that Mike and his subordinates gave me at the words that had come from my lips. While Mike was somewhat surprised about my casual threat to slaughter the woman to her face, the shocked looked on the Dark Elves’ faces from the House of Tuin’Dyrr were even more telling. It was a direct reminder of how the V-MMORG admins used their backstory to go wherever they wanted inside the humanoid realms.  

    Did that mean I could possibly come under attack by the House of Tuin’Dyrr’s Dark Elves if I dared to lift a hand against her? The repositioning of Neristhana, Ulia, Fylreh, and the rest of my people as they put themselves between me and Mike’s guards was noticeable even to my friends’ unknowing eye. Stepping back away from Rani like she was a viper, Mike suspiciously glared around at the Dark Elves around him that were supposed to be escorting the intruder as Rani continued unconcerned. 

     “Don’t be like that Star,” Rani said in a syrupy-sweet voice, as if the threat hadn’t fazed her one bit. Hell, from the irritating grin on her lips, I’d swear that she’d expected nothing less from me. Looking around at the troops and players forming up into groups to head out, she held her hands out meaningfully to either side as if to include everyone around us. “Wouldn’t it be better to have me seeing the battle from your side than that of the Chaos Storm Alliance when hostilities start?” Mike’s head jerked around to look at the woman incredulously as a frown came to my lips.  

    “Did you bring this woman to me because she was an intruder, or because she’d ordered you to?” Mike demanded of the guards, as they looked at each other nervously under his scrutiny not wanting to answer. Getting the gist that something special was up with this plain-looking woman, my friend snapped angrily.  

    “Listen to my words very carefully,” Mike stated in no uncertain terms, as he rested his hands on the hilts of his swords. “Regardless if Startum slaughters this Royal Investigator or not, you will not raise a hand against him.” Pausing to look into each of his Assassins’ eyes, his voice turned hard as granite. “If you can’t accept this, leave the House of Tuin’Dyrr now and never return or I’ll take your life. Is that understood?” 

    “Yes, Head of Midnight,” the Dark Elves replied, obviously uncomfortable with his orders, but not willing to go against them.  

    “We’ll discuss this later in more detail,” Mike said in a tone that was almost in a growl. “But, at no time, is someone not of the House of Tuin’Dyrr allowed to pass through lines without my direct prior approval. Is that understood?” Getting another round of affirmatives, my friend turned back to me with a look that said I had some explaining to do. While I didn’t disagree, now wasn’t the time for it. 

    Interestingly enough in that moment, it was curious to see the dissatisfied look that had come to Rani’s face at Mike’s interaction with his people. Although it was hard to know for sure if all of the House would follow his orders or not when he wasn’t around, she’d obviously been unhappy at their agreement to his demands. But, that was nothing in comparison to her reaction to my companions and Fylreh who were actively watching her like a hawk and prepared to take her life. That seemed to have seriously freaked her out. It made me wonder if our people of The World’s reaction to V-MMORG admins were not the norm. As if to confirm my thoughts, Rani’s next words sealed the deal. 

    “Don’t you think all of this is a bit over the top,” Rani complained, as her eyes nervously swept over the NPCs as if she were evaluating their reaction. “Royal Investigators are given a pass to investigate situations throughout The World. You shouldn’t be threatening them with exile for acting in the way that they’ve been programmed.” Mike traded an unhappy glance with me as I discretely shook my head to let it be. To my surprise, Neristhana responded for me. 

    “I don’t care if you’re a Nordic Guardian or not,” the little Gnomeling snapped, annoyed at the other woman’s supercilious attitude. “Raise a hand against Lord Ironwolf and I’ll slit your throat myself.” 

    “You’re not seriously going to let your NPCs talk to me that way, are you?” Rani complained, taken aback at the Gnomeling’s threat. 

    “Then stop treating them like they’re just a bunch of dumb programs,” I snapped back without hesitation, giving the woman a contemptuous look. “They’re smart enough to make their own decisions about what’s right and wrong.” Resting a supportive hand on Neristhana’s shoulder, I nodded to my companions. “If you have to attack, than make sure you take her head,” a sneer came to my lips, “I doubt even an Admin could survive that.” 

    “Really?” Rani demanded, as Helgath, Neristhana, and Fylreh gave serious nods, taking my words to heart. For some reason, I think the straight forward interaction I had with my companions disturbed her more than anything else. Though, she hid it well as she changed the focus of our conversation with her next words. “Is that all the thanks I get for making upper management understand that the destruction of Telrain was not The Revenant guild’s fault?”  

    “Wasn’t that basically your job to do in the first place?” I asked in the same tone, as the Royal Investigator’s face screwed up in indignation. “Besides, you’re on my shit list after the whole removing my ability to de-level those asshats just before our first major battle. You know, that was basically my ace in the hole, right?” Ignoring Rani’s scowl, I continued in a sarcastic tone, before she could get a word in edgewise. “Not to mention, that extra F U with the whole permanent death thing for any of my people that die twice within twelve hours was primo. I hope you weren’t expecting a bunch of flowers as a thank you for that one either?”  

    “That’s bullshit, Star, and you know it,” Rani snapped at me defensively. “You’re the one who taught the Chaos Storm Alliance how to grief other players by de-leveling them. If we hadn’t changed the rules on that, those assholes would be ruining The World for everyone along with a bunch of other PKing guilds.”  

    For a long moment, we angrily stared at each other with neither one of us willing to budge an inch. While I knew in my heart that what she said was true, it was cold comfort in the situation that we now found ourselves facing. From our brief back and forth, I knew that Mike was smart enough to understand who Rani was as he furtively looked between us trying to figure out my angle on this with some trepidation. I wasn’t currently in the best place to be dealing with her shit as Mike knew all too well. While there were a lot of positives to having an admin that was more or less friendly to our cause in a battle like this, there was also a lot of possible negatives of getting our abilities gimped if we were smart enough to pull one over on the enemy. A prime example of this was the use of my zombie pets.  

    Already, a bunch of players were complaining that my zombie pets were completely overpowering in a game like this. I’d seen the comments all over the forums when I was posting my response video online. Unsurprising enough, the complaints were only growing in strength amongst the player base after everyone saw the wave of undead that my forces hit the enemy with during the attack against the Chaos Storm Alliance in Telrain. While these players’ complaints seemed to have merit at first glance, the truth of the matter, as always, was much more complicated. 

    The first part of this was the requirement for me to have fifty points in Intelligence for each additional zombie pet that I fielded. That requirement meant that my Strength, Stamina, and Agility would never match that of a pure melee build. While I had a number of nifty tricks up my sleeve, if it came to a straight up melee fight, I’d lose every time. Well, I would if our skills were equal.  

    The second issue was that of my Nightmare magic tree, which basically put me in the support-damage class. That’s because, once my undead pets were taken out, the available magic spells I had left to use in a one-on-one or one-against-many fight was severely limited in comparison to that of the Nightmare magic trees like Lightning, Flame, and the other direct-damage classes. Players with direct-damage magic trees like that could fight until the very end, spamming out massive amounts of damage as long as they had enough mana for their spells.  

    Was one really better than the other? Probably not. They each had their pluses and minuses. At the end of the day, how one made use of those abilities was what made the difference. Any change in the balance could severely weaken me in the immediate future. While Rani’s presence could throw a wrench in a lot of my sneakier plans, it all depended on her perspective on gaming. Some might argue that meant I should be kissing up to her instead of being my normal, difficult self, but I’d never been a bootlicker at any time during my life and I wasn’t about to start being one now.  

    Frowning at that thought, I came to a decision. Oh, I was sure I was going to regret this later, but for now, did I really have much of a choice? Keeping Rani away from my ex-girlfriend and her mental games would be for the best, I thought with a grimace. Besides, it could also give me an internal avenue to express my concerns and opinions to V-MMORG about their various policies like the RTS side of The World. Not that I thought for one second that this wouldn’t cause a slew of new problems. Letting out a deep sigh, I finally relented. 

    “Okay than,” I said, giving Rani a nod. “You can be a part of my team like back in Telrain. You follow my orders and you don’t give our position or plans away.” 

    “I can’t kill any players,” Rani warned, as a self-satisfied look came to her face. I swore she was like the proverbial cat that ate the canary. Even Neristhana looked at me questioningly.  

    “Just make sure to keep a watch over her so she doesn’t give us any problems,” I said in a whisper that only Helgath and the Gnomeling could hear. “There are reasons we need to appease her.” As Helgath’s unblinking cat-eyes looked into mine, I thought with a smirk. ‘At least to a point. If she causes any problems, we’ll kill her and spawn camp her until we vacate the area.’ 

    ‘You can count on us to do whatever is needed,’ Helgath assured, as I momentarily gripped her leather-clad thigh in thanks, before continuing out loud.  

    “Okay, we’re moving out,” I said, giving Mike a headshake that meant we’d talk about this offline. No sense in saying anything that might be overheard and misconstrued. Stepping forward, I offered him my hand. “Good luck and good hunting, my friend.” 

    “Good luck and good hunting,” Mike replied back, giving me a shit-eating grin. “I honestly doubt we’ll have any problem once you evac Dom. They’re going to be so pissed off that he got away that I doubt they’ll continue chasing after us.” Clapping me on the shoulder, he continued confidently. “We’ll be in Lodenburg in no time.” Before heading off, Mike leaned in to whisper in my ear as he glanced over at the V-MMORG admin. “You’re playing with fire, right?” 

    “You have any better suggestions?” I seriously asked, as Mike frowned and shook his head. With a final back clap, he headed off with his Dark Elf Assassins to join his group as I nodded to my people. “Let’s move out!”  

    “Where is your friend going?” Rani asked, unsure of what was happening but wanting to be at the center of the action.  

    “We have two groups,” I vaguely said, trying to keep the specifics as general as possible. Seeing the unhappy look on Rani’s face, I tried to ease her concerns about not being a part of the fighting. “Listen, from where we’ll be waiting at on the battlefield, you’ll be able to see almost everything that goes down.” With a disgruntled look, she fell in with my companions as we headed to the front of my group.  

    Along the way, I reminded everyone to assign their undead pets to the other group as we’d planned and to make sure they were on guard. Honestly, I felt somewhat naked as the ever present defensive circle of pets took off to their assigned people. Approaching the head of the column, I waved a greeting to my friends.  

    “Yo, Jay! Did you and Domenic kiss and make up?” Hefe called out, as he walked up with AJ and Bonnie Smash. “We didn’t expect to be seeing you this morning after-” the little Gnome voice cut off as he staggered forward from a hard shove from his Half-Orc girlfriend. “Oof!” 

    “Be nice, honey,” Bonnie Smash sweetly said, giving AJ a warning look as the Half-Orc crossed her muscular arms under her massive chest.  

    “Yeah, Honey Bear, or I’ll let Domenic know you were talking shit about him,” I warned, while Hefe nervously glanced at me as his girlfriend began to scold him.  

    “I guess that means everything’s cool between you guys?” AJ drolly asked, ignoring the love birds’ byplay as he joined his ladies.  

    “Yeah, with Mike’s help,” I said, as a contemplative look came to my face. “Once this shit is over, we’ve got some important information to go over about the guild’s Twitch channel going viral.” Seeing the sudden interested looks on my friends’ faces, I shook my head sharply. “We’ll talk about this offline.” While that just made everyone more curious as to what was up, they understood the implied message enough to not ask further questions while we were logged into The World. Changing the topic, Jill spoke up nodding towards Rani. 

    “Who’s plain-Jane?” 

    There were more than a few disconcerted glances at the plain looking Rogue, but no one seemed to have put two and two together to realize Rani was someone special. From the dirty looks that Jill and Krystal were giving me, they obviously thought she was a new harem girl that I’d added to my collection. What the fuck ever, I thought, as I saw a disgruntled look flash over Rani’s face. Letting out a heavy sigh, I frowned at both women and signaled for my next words to be edited out of my Twitch stream. 

    “Rani here is our local V-MMORG representative,” I announced, as my friends exchanged confused glances while Rani furiously glared at me for sharing her secret. Ignoring both, I casually continued. “She’s here to observe the fun, not join the fight. It would be best if everyone simply ignored her presence.” Before anyone could make a smartass comment, Assault Leader Dell came to a stop in front of me, giving me a fist salute as he snapped to attention. “We’ll talk about this offline,” I meaningfully finished, signaling to enable the video stream as I turned to my vassal.  

    “The troops are ready to move out, milord,” the veteran swordsman reported almost ritualistically.  

    “Excellent work, Assault Leader Dell,” I said, grinning broadly as I nodded for him to fall in next to me. Making my way to the front of the column, I lowered my voice so that only Dell could hear me. “Listen Dell, I need you to make sure that Ayda is guarded by a large group of troopers at all times. Also, I want you to make sure she doesn’t participate in any fighting unless absolutely necessary.” Seeing the uncomfortable look on his face, I raised a questioning eyebrow towards him.  

    “What’s the obvious problem that I’m not understanding?” 

    “Ayda the Bard doesn’t like to be held back from a good fight,” Assault Leader Dell said as delicately as possible. “She’s been quite vocal in her desire to bloody her blades against these evil newfar.” I could tell from the tone of his voice that this wasn’t meant disrespectfully. Looking behind me, the old veteran noticeably stiffened as I turned to see what he was looking at.  

    “You’re always a step ahead of me,” I said privately under my breath, as a ragged Ayda came walking up with a guard detail of twenty troopers following in her wake. Obviously, Dell had taken care of keeping the bard safe before I’d even suggested it. Clapping the other man on the shoulder in silent praise, I faced the beautiful Half-Elf, immediately surprised at what I saw. 

    The normally beautiful Half-Elf was a wreck. Her gray-eyes where puffy and red from exhaustion and her dark brown hair hung limp in an unkempt mass. Even her creamy olive-brown skin looked faded as she came to a stop before me. It was obvious to anyone looking at her that she’d been pushing herself too hard to help the House of Kayden troopers keep up with the relentless pace. Nonetheless, she was ready to give me a piece of her mind for pulling her out of the fight. 

    “Milord, I must protest Assault Leader Dell’s decision to keep me out of today’s fight!” Ayda demonstratively said, as she looked between us unhappily. I could understand where she was coming from. She’d been giving the House of Kayden her all to keep the soldiers out of an exhausted state to the detriment of her own health. Instead of being awarded for doing her job well, she was being relegated to a purely support role whenever combat was initiated. While I understood all of those things, the truth of the matter was that I needed her in the role she was currently working, more than I needed her combat abilities. How did I say that without disrespecting her as a person? 

    “Listen, Ayda,” I said, searching my heart for the right words to say. “While Assault Leader Dell initially made that decision on his own, I asked him to do this at the beginning of our conversation this morning.” 

    “Why don’t you want me in combat?” Ayda demanded, in a tone that reflected the betrayal she felt. “Haven’t I done my job adequately?” 

    “That’s just the thing,” I hurriedly said, trying to ease her frustration. “You did your job too well.” Seeing her face screw up in frustration, I continued before she could blast me. “Look, for better or worse, you are our only Bard on the march. No one else can do what you do. Asking that you hold back from joining into combat is not an insult to your combat abilities or a way to say your magic wouldn’t be as useful as another’s magical skill. It was asked because without your unique ability, we will not be able to escape our enemy and bring our troops to safety.” 

    “The plan is not for us to fight the Chaos Storm Alliance,” I said, sweeping my arm towards the distant battle in the valley as Ayda’s mouth formed an “o”.  

    “We’re not going to be engaging the enemy in combat?” Ayda asked, not fully understanding what I meant. 

    “We are going to have to fight, but this is not a battle to conquer or for domination,” I said, holding up my hands for her to listen to my explanation. “The plan is for us to evacuate my brother-in-arms, Lord Burnslinger,” somehow I got out that ridiculous name without busting out laughing, “and his people, before racing back to Darom via Palnisdale. The plan is for us to fight as little as possible.”  

    “So,” Ayda said, dragging out the “o” sound. “You’re wanting to use my magic to keep our troopers refreshed so they can run away?” 

    “Basically, we can’t fight this enemy right here and now. The newfar would end up slaughtering us all in a stand up fight. We have to pick the time and place for where we meet these newfar in battle and not fight them at the height of their power without proper preparation.” Seeing the Bard’s pursed-lips, I explained further. “The plan is for all of us to make it to Darom as quickly as possible and return to our lands. If the newfar catch us-” 

    “Then we die,” Ayda mused, following the logic. “And, since there is no way for our troopers to match the abilities of a newfar, you need my magic to help keep the troopers alive, at full strength, and ahead of our enemies.” 

    “Correct,” I agreed. “You have my word that I will not hesitate to use your combat abilities in the future. Your magic will save more lives helping us escape our enemies than your blade ever could.” Stepping forward, I gripped her shoulder to emphasize my next words. “I give my word that I’ll not deny you the chance of using your full abilities for the House of Kayden in the future.” 

    “I’ll hold you to that promise, milord,” Ayda said, as an exhausted smile came to her lips. For some reason, I had the odd feeling that I’d be regretting this promise in the near future. Even so, I needed the Bard exactly where she was. Giving me a fist salute, Ayda headed back to her spot in the formation as I turned to my subordinate. 

    “Do whatever you can to keep her safe and able to function,” I said to Assault Leader Dell in no uncertain terms. “If it comes down to it, I’ll carry her myself to keep our people safe while she uses her magic.” That might sound funny, but her ability to keep our people battle ready was worth any effort. Getting a nod from Dell, I glanced out at our formation and raised my voice. “Okay people, it’s time to move out!” 

    Tengsly popped out of his resting place in my hood as I mentally called him to me. It took only a second for me to picture Mike, Dangas, and Dmitry while I headed off at a run. Our group moved off smoothly up the slope of the valley and quickly crested the lip to the hidden indention. Almost simultaneously, the first group headed out on nearly the same path we’d taken a few hours earlier to enter into Domenic’s fortress. Rani gave me a few disconcerted glances as she realized we were simply attacking as one group, but eased up once I explained that we were the main force and assured her that she’d be able to see the details of the first group’s battle from where we’d be positioned.  

    Surprisingly enough, we’d somehow made our ten o’clock deadline for moving out to assist Domenic. The first group was comprised of the Norwegians, Aussies, Russians, and Mike’s people. A total of around five hundred and thirty-five players and people of The World. The plan was for them to initiate the attack on the Chaos Storm Alliance with everyone’s zombies while Mike and his people guarded the southern and western graveyards. Mike’s eastern forces would be pulling out as soon as we got into position. 

    When I say everyone’s zombies, I meant everyone’s zombies. That zombie horde was a total of two thousand, seven hundred and fifty-eight zombies strong. When added to the first groups’ players, it was a combined size of slightly more than three thousand strong. An impressive force to say the least. One that could be seen crossing the floor of the valley as soon as they left the cover of the thick forest that covered the sloping sides of the valley.  

    Everyone else, the Kayden Troopers, my personal friends, Uten Syn, and the Devil Dogs made up the second group. Our job was much different. It was to plow the field for Domenic and his people’s retreat. Hopefully, there’d be no complications, since this was where the rubber met the road. If this failed, it was doubtful we’d get another chance to get this right and it could very well threaten everything I’d accomplished up until now.  

    The air above the formation was thick with flying squirrels as Assault Leader Dell and his subordinates sent messages back and forth while players with the level 10 manifest pet joked between each other. Tengsly came flapping up to me out of that confused mess above our heads to deliver the message that the other group was on its way. Although Dangas didn’t have a way yet to let me know when their attack commenced, I’d be in position soon enough to see the mouth of the gauntlet. Picturing Domenic’s face, I sent the furry little guy the message, to deliver, that we were moving out.  

    Instead of his normal cheerful chirp of affirmation, Tengsly started squawking up a storm. The gist being that he didn’t want to get hurt like last time. Whatever, I thought, doing my best not to communicate my annoyance to the cute little guy as I ducked and dodged around the thick trunks and underbrush. It took promising Tengsly a Holy Shield and Mage Armor buff, before he was willing to risk flying into the mess of magical strikes hammering Domenic’s walls. Not that I particularly blamed him. 

    There was no path to follow so we were forging ahead. If anything, we were cutting against the grain of the wild forest as we kept just below the steeper sides of the valley. The closer we came to the siege, the more blinding the flashes of light were from the nearly constant attacks. It was about then that I noticed Phoenix had fallen in line next to me. As Tengsly flew away towards Domenic’s fortress, she gave me a red-lipped smirk. 

    “You ready for this?” Phoenix asked, with a look of excitement on her face. “I’m ready to take some PKing assholes out, big time!” Pausing her spiel, she suddenly gave me a long look. “Did you get any sleep last night?” 

    “Not really!” I said, unable to help the bark of laughter that escaped my lips. “Less than three hours of sleep makes Jack a dull boy.” I adlibbed the old proverb somewhat for the current situation, but it fit nonetheless as Phoenix nodded in understanding. 

    “Yeah, that always sucks,” Phoenix said in a conciliatory tone. “Any way you can do a warm logout and get some sleep once we pull this great escape off?” 

    “Probably not,” we both said in unison.  

    “Anything I can do to help out?” Phoenix earnestly asked, as I turned suddenly serious.  

    “Yeah, watch my back,” I said, stifling a yawn. “And make sure I don’t fuck anything up if you can.” 

    “You’ve got it,” Phoenix said, in the same tone, before we split up to round a particularly overgrown area.  

    We stopped talking after that, albeit the rest of my team and the Devil Dogs caught up to me and my companions. All while we ran, Fylreh, Neysa, and Helgath were scouting ahead for enemies. To say that I was surprised Fylreh was willing to work together with the other two women would have been an understatement. Although, in all fairness to the Centauride, she usually did focus on looking out for the group first. Nonetheless, it let me breathe easier knowing that someone was scouting out our path.  

    Yeah, I know that as a leader I shouldn’t be letting things like that slide, but in all honesty, my thoughts were pretty muddled from lack of sleep. My focus was currently on the bigger picture as I trusted my teammates, friends, and subordinates to pick up my slack. We’d just rounded the backside of the eastern graveyard, when Tengsly came flapping up to me. Getting the thought that I wanted him to hang close, the Flying Squirrel settled on my shoulder and gave me Domenic’s one word reply,  

    ‘Hurry!’  

    That’s not good, I thought, as I signaled Assault Leader Dell for our forces to separate. With a few quick commands and a flight of Flying Squirrels, the main portion of the raid turned into the valley for the eastern graveyard, while the thousand troopers that had just joined the Kayden Troopers ranks headed for the northeastern pass that Ironheart Stronghold defended for the Isolde Line. I’m sure some armchair strategist watching this once it posted would ridicule me for splitting my forces to the extent that I had, but I thought the plusses outweighed the negatives. Besides, the truth of that matter was that I had to do my best to plan for every contingency that I could think of, and presently there was a massive Orc invasion force close by that could fuck everything up if it showed up at the wrong time.  

    The ongoing siege was much louder than it had been just a few hours ago when I’d snuck into Domenic’s base. The low roar of thousands of voices, the pounding reverberation of massive area of effect spells, and the screams of the dying nearly drowned out the sounds of our passing, which was surprising since we had over eleven hundred individuals in the raid treading over icy-topped snow. As our force reached the edge of the eastern graveyard, I called out in a ringing voice to the silent trees.  

    “Sub-Leader Pevnuth, I was sent by the Head of Midnight to relieve you!” 

    As soon as the words left my lips, three shadowy blurs appeared ten feet before me as a group of Dark Elves popped out of Shadow Step. The Dark-Elf Assassins were all women with the obvious leader being the bald-headed Dark Elf that stood at the head of the trio. One glance at the woman’s battle-hardened face and I knew I was facing a capable leader. Besides being strikingly beautiful, there was none of the typical haughtiness that I’d started to associate with Elves in general. A quick cast of identify confirmed this was Sub-Leader Sardren Pevnuth, level 42.  

    For a long moment, we studied each other in silence. Sub-Leader Pevnuth’s black leathers were well-worn and had signs of field repairs from recent combat. Her two cohorts had a similar worn appearance to them, but unlike their leader, they had short tight braids that ran down the back of their necks. The uniformed look between them gave the appearance of twins, but upon closer inspection, I could see that they were actually quite different once you took the time to study their features. I found myself instantly impressed by their professional demeanor.  

    “The Head of Midnight informed us that you’d be arriving this morning,” Sub-Leader Pevnuth said in a cultured voice devoid of emotion. As she spoke, the woman’s eyes looked each of us over as if to evaluate our threat levels. She didn’t seem overly impressed with any one of us newfar. It wasn’t until her eyes came to Assault Leader Dell that she showed the slightest bit of interest. “We will leave our post in your hands-“ The Dark Elf began to say, when a disturbance at the edge of the woods to either side of the graveyard pulled away the Sub-Leader’s silvery-blue eyes.  

    “The area is clear,” Fylreh’s hard voice professionally reported, as she stamped her front hoof impatiently.  

    ‘Clear except for Dark Elves,’ Helgath and Neysa’s mental voice resounded in my head, as they eyed the shocked trio looking back and forth between them and the Centauride. 

    “You have demi-humans in your raid!” Sub-Leader Pevnuth demanded as her face screwed up in pure revulsion. Any thoughts of the Dark Elf being exotically beautiful instantly disappeared in my mind as her true personality was revealed in the blink of an eye. The only thing uglier to me than that was someone who was cruel for cruelty’s sake alone. As the woman’s subordinates automatically reached for their weapons, the rest of the raid ignored the question as they continued about their business. 

    “I’ll scout the valley from the treeline,” Fylreh said, giving the trio a look of disdain as she galloped off without looking back.  

    ‘We’ll scout the mouth of the gauntlet,’ Helgath explained, as Neysa disappeared into the forest with a flick of her tail.  

    “Assault Leader Dell,” I said, striding past the shocked trio who wanted to attack, but couldn’t without going against their orders while calling out over my shoulder. “Have the assigned troops take possession of the graveyard, while the main force advances to the edge of the treeline to the valley.” 

    “As you command, milord,” Assault Leader Dell crisply replied, as Blink immediately flapped away- with the required orders.  

    I’d just about reached the opposite side of the graveyard, when forty-one shadowy blurs appeared ten yards in front of me in an arc. A part of my mind registered that the Dark Elves’ coordination was impressive, since I hadn’t heard any orders being given. As the Assassins appeared in front of me, the majority with their bows drawn, I heard Phoenix mutter out loud next to me.  

    “Are Dark Elves just pompous assholes or what?”  

    “How dare a halfling sully the Head of Midnight’s name by openly consorting with demi-humans!” Sub-Leader Pevnuth shouted in outrage, once she completed her Shadow Step. The look of absolute disgust was clear on her face as the rest of us continued striding toward the group unfazed.  

    “Nope, they’re all about the same,” I said from experience, thinking back to when I’d first entered Delonshire. The Light Elves’ initial reaction to me had been one of aggression and hatred. If not for Sarka and Yun interceding on my behalf and the quests I’d completed, their attitudes would never have changed towards me.  

    Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if my acceptance by the Light Elves was only good in Delonshire. It was hard to say since the Myathlune Light Elves had openly hated me from the beginning for being a practitioner of Dark magic. If that hadn’t been their focus, would my mix blood have been the next issue on the list? Probably, I thought with a smirk. Not that the prejudiced reaction to my mixed blood was a surprise by now. I was starting to realize the general hatred for mix-bloods and demi-humans within The World went far deeper than I’d ever thought. I wondered how this would play a future role in my interactions with the various humanoid races. Only time would tell, but I had a feeling, these issues were only the beginning.  

    In regards to my reaction to the members of Mike’s House of Tuin’Dyrr, I’m sure a number of my Twitch viewers might think that I might be less than ready to deal with them directly, especially after how everything went down with Domenic. While that might be true to a point, that had never been my way when faced with outright stupidity of this nature. The best I could do was not slaughter them all and move on. Beyond that, anyone who wanted to bash me for the color of my skin or, in this case, the heritage of my blood could suck a bag full of dicks, doubly so if I hadn’t personally perpetrated any crime against them. 

    Before I could address Sub-Leader Pevnuth’s loathsome attitude, a chorus of animalistic roars rang out from behind me as the Uten Syn Druids reacted to the Dark Elves’ open hostility. The sudden appearance of the mass of enraged Werebears and Werewolves rising up to tower above my back silenced the line of Dark Elves as Assault Leader Dell ordered half of the Kayden Troopers to surround the graveyard in spaced out, concentric rings to combat the Assassins’ Shadow Step ability. It was an impressive move and obviously designed to nullify the Assassins’ unique ability, which, once again, reminded me that I needed to sit down and pick Dell’s mind once things settled down. For now though, my focus was on the issue before me. 

    “Thomas, you take the left side, while Yun takes the center!” As the words left my mouth, I dropped a Light Word of Censor on the right flank of the Dark Elves’ formation. It hit nearly simultaneously with Thomas’ just as Yun stepped forward and released a Frost Nova that locked down Sub-Leader Pevnuth and the Assassins to either side of her in a barrier of ice. In the blink of an eye, the non-stunned Dark Elves Shadow Stepped, breaking the crowd control spell’s lockdown. It’s not like we didn’t know where they’re going. Waiting for a half-second, I call out to Thomas. “Now!” 

    Immediately, our combined Frost Nova spells froze all of the Dark Elves around us in a twenty yard radius as we caught the eighteen Assassins that blinked in behind our backs in blocks of solid ice. As I turned around to see Sub-Leader Pevnuth’s pissed off face glaring back at me as she waited for her Shadow Step cooldown to reset, a massive bear claw plucked her out of the air and slammed her to the ground. Lyeneru’s pissed off golden eyes glanced up at me and winked, before she stuffed her massive barrel-shaped head into the other woman’s face and bellowed.  

    It wasn’t just Sub-Leader Pevnuth that was taken down. The entire force that had Shadow Stepped with her was taken down in seconds by groups of Werebeasts, my friends, and companions. At the same time, teams of Kayden Troopers rushed to the stunned Assassins and held them down by the points of their blades. It all happened smoothly in the blink of an eye as Sub-Leader Pevnuth’s mouth fell open in shock at how easily her raid of Shadow Assassins had been disabled. Twisting away from Lyeneru’s salivating fangs just inches from her face, the Dark Elf’s hate-filled eyes met mine as a twisted smile came to her lips. 

    “You ignorant halfling scum,” Sub-Leader Pevnuth spat at my feet as if she’d won. “By attacking first, you’ve broken your word and turned the entire House of Tuin’Dyrr against you. We might die now, but when our brothers and sisters destroy everything you’ve ever loved, we’ll have the last laugh.” 

    “Is that what you think?” I asked, throwing my head back and laughing as the Dark Elves looked at me in obvious confusion. Getting control of my mirth, I looked around making sure every Dark Elves’ eyes were upon me before continuing. “The Head of Midnight already warned me that you’d try to get payback for what happened to Sub-Leader Zisebil last night at the graveyard,” my voice echoed around the clearing. “He’s given me leave to do whatever I deem necessary to resolve the issue for the sake of the missions.”  

    This was a topic that Mike, Domenic, and I had hammered out over the phone. While we might not be happy with each other at times inside the game, we promised to not let stupid fights from it boil over into real life. Privately, I thought that was much easier said than done, but I kept that to myself and took that as a win. Besides, we all agreed there was simply too much money at stake to be at each other’s throats. On top of that, Mike had understood his own people’s reaction to me better than I did. He’d known we’d run into severe resistance to my leadership due to my mixed heritage and prepared for it ahead of time by giving me cart blanch in dealing with his Assassins. Silently thanking him for thinking ahead and trusting my judgment, I let an ugly look come to my face as I turned around stare at back at Sub-Leader Pevnuth, playing the part of a scummy halfling. 

    “You’ve already brought dishonor upon the House of Tuin’Dyrr,” I said with a sneer, ignoring the seething look of revulsion that reflected the hate in her heart. “Even more, you compounded your disgrace by being unable to get off even a simple attack on a target six levels below your own level and against a halfling lordling at that.” My eyes swept the Uten Syn Druids that were effortlessly holding the group of Dark Elves down with open contempt. “Make that twelve to fourteen levels lower than your own.”  

    The realization of the truth hit the raid of Assassins like a sucker punch to the throat as I paused to let my words sink in. They’d been planning to play with us like Mike and Chuzedros had done to the stealth raid that we’d caught in Domenic’s fortress. Unfortunately for them, knowing how the Assassins used their Shadow Step to pounce on their targets was half the battle in neutralizing their special attack. It didn’t matter that the Uten Syn guild were all nightmare players. The Dark Elves wouldn’t have understood what that meant. The level difference was the demeaning factor in all of this and the key to bending them to my will. Even the people of The World knew that anything more than ten levels lower than your own was typically out of your league. Hence, their helplessness was a completely different kind of embarrassment. I was counting on that simple demoralizing fact to not have to kill the lot of them if I could help it.  

    “The only chance you have of redeeming the little bit of honor you have left is by serving the House of Tuin’Dyrr by carrying out your mission as stated by the Head of Midnight,” I said, ignoring the scowls coming from Sarka and Unalia as my voice coldly resounded across the graveyard. While I knew the two of them didn’t like the idea of killing a group of allies in cold blood, now wasn’t the time to explain that I was playing a role to my friends. If the Dark Elves didn’t truly believe I’d carry out my intent, than I really would have to slaughter them all. “That, or I’ll solve this problem by killing the lot of you now and be done with it.” 

    Sub-Leader Pevnuth’s eyes bored into mine as we stared at each other in a contest of wills. Her natural Dark Elf arrogance was in conflict with the thought of an ignoble death for her and her people at the hands of a filthy halfling. Playing up the part, I strode towards the downed woman while casually drawing the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty from my belt. Meeting Lyeneru’s green eyes, I called out. “Just hold her still and I’ll take care of this problem easily enough!” 

    “What do you mean you can take care of this easily enough?” Sarka demanded, shocked at my obvious intent as Unalia looked up at me in horror.  

    “You’re not just going to slaughter them in cold blood are you?” 

    “Of course I am,” I said, giving them a nonchalant shrug as I hefted the oversized axe-head over my shoulder with two hands. “One chop and the problem’s over.” Yes, I knew I was going to pay for this later with my friends, but again, it wasn’t like I could explain my intent to them in front of our audience.  

    “Such an ignoble death.” I offhandedly muttered, as I swung the blade down with all of my might. 

    “Wait!” The shout came from three different throats. I ignored everyone but Sub-Leader Pevnuth. “I yield … I yield!” It looked like the Dark Elf was struggling to swallow a mouthful of sand as she ground out her next words. “I give my personal oath that my people and I will adhere to the terms of the House of Kayden alliance!”  

    “Just so we’re clear on this point,” I snarled, with the axe blade stopped inches from her throat as spittle flew from my lips. “If you ever disrespect Helgath or Fylreh like that again, I’ll take your head!” My gaze was unflinching as I held the Dark Elf’s silvery-blue eyes. “Is that understood?” 

    “My people will abide by my word,” Sub-Leader Pevnuth snarled between tight lips. Obviously, the thought of having an agreement with a house of halflings and demi-humans was almost too much for her to take. “Halfling Lord.” 

    “The worth of your word is yet to be seen,” I dismissively said to the woman, as I let the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty drop loosely to my side. “Release them.”  

    Lyeneru gave me a knowing wink, obviously understanding exactly what I’d been going for, before nodding to her guildmates to release the Dark Elves. As they jumped away at the same time, the Sub-Commander instantly rolled to her feet with her blades appearing in her hands as if by magic. I didn’t even blink an eye at the implied threat as the woman gave me a look of pure loathing. Though, to my surprise, not everyone was as ready to follow my lead as Kenzie spoke up. 

    “Is this the smart thing to do?” Kenzie asked, still holding down her target as Sarka and Unalia gave her a disbelieving look. A quick glance around the graveyard showed me that none of the Devil Dogs had released their prisoners. To my further surprise, even Assault Leader Dell had not automatically followed my lead and was clearly wanting to discuss this further. 

    “We have the chance to take out an enemy, that would rather die to put us at odds with their own house,” Thomas called out from where he stood with his two-handed blade held over his own target. “Wouldn’t it be better to remove that sickness from our alliance now rather than let it fester?”  

    “I’ve sworn upon my personal honor that I’d abide by the terms of the alliance with the House of Kayden,” Sub-Leader Pevnuth tried to say, when Thomas’ face screwed up in outrage as he overrode her words. 

    “Your honor,” the Devil Dog guild leader pronounced the word like a curse, “has been shown to be less than worthless.”  

    The accusation coming from Thomas seemed to upset the woman far worse than anything I’d said up to this point. Hell, as I watched her obstinately look around the graveyard for support, it took me a moment to understand the reason why. She obviously gave more credence to a Light Elf’s opinion than mine. More than that, I could see the agitation growing on her face as she saw the same looks of revulsion reflected on the Light Elves and Human faces looking back at her. It finally dawned on her that her actions might have truly lacked honor.  

    “While that might be true,” I agreed, briefly sweeping my gaze over the faces looking back at me. “My good friend needs as many of his people alive as possible for his fight against the newfar working to complete the Nightmare Master Thief quest. One hundred and eighty-five Assassins is hardly enough for what he needs to accomplish. Slaughtering forty-one of his Assassins because they were dumbasses without honor would be a major blow to the House of Tuin’Dyrr’s ability to combat this enemy.” Sub-Leader Pevnuth could only bow her head in shame at my accurate analysis.  

    “While Sub-Leader Pevnuth will never be considered a friend to the House of Kayden,” I said, watching her reactions closely. “I believe we can agree to keep out of each other’s way while supporting our individual houses and the alliance.” Feeling my intent through our mental connection, Tengsly popped up to hover next to my head awaiting my message.  

    “Even though Lord Eyedol will know of everything that transpired here,” I said, meaningfully nodding to the flying squirrel. “You will be given a chance to earn back your honor within the House of Tuin’Dyrr if you hold true to your word.” 

    I was unsurprised to see the suspicious look that came into the Dark Elf’s silvery-blue eyes as they bored into mine. She was doing her best to comprehend my angle in all of this. Unfortunately for her, my intent was beyond the purview of her understanding of the dynamics between us. She was stuck looking at prejudice from her own societal perspective and was expecting the same from me. While I was looking at the benefit that her raid brought to my second best friend’s in-game house, the alliance, and today’s fight in general. I could care less what the ignorant bitch thought of me personally. Her dishonorable actions hadn’t earned her any respect as far as I was concerned, meaning she now meant less than nothing to me beyond that. 

    In The World, prejudice was simple to figure out. You were either another race or you were not. If you were the same race, prejudices fell within the lines of if you were a peasant farmer, town commoner, soldier, or a noble. If you were of another race, the discriminating views held against you were based on the stereotypes of known racial differences. Of course, those differences were many times crude caricatures of the truth, but were nonetheless popular due to the small truths within those exaggerated characteristics. Things such as Gnomes were annoying children that were easily excitable and talked fast, Elves were considered cold and arrogant, Dwarves stank like dirt and were known to be boisterous alcoholics, and Humans were considered to be ignorant backstabbers without honor.  

    These negative stereotypes of perceived differences quickly turned to hatred when it came to any race that wasn’t considered a humanoid. A prime example of this were demi-humans. Mainly, this was due to the fact that many of the demi-human races treating the humanoid races as a viable and, oft-times, preferred food source. While this made sense when it came to Orcs, Goblinoids, Trolls, and the other more monstrous demi-human races, it didn’t justify the hatred suffered by Centaurs and other intelligent races that were haphazardly thrown under that umbrella.  

    This was probably half the reason why Halflings were hated so much. We didn’t fall into any single humanoid or demi-human category. To make matters worse, with races such as Half-Orcs being around, Halflings were considered by most pureblood humanoids to be on the borderline of the demi-human races and thought of by many as abominations. Due to this prejudice, Halflings were expected to hate every race outside of their unique house. As with everything, there were unique exceptions that could adjust this innate animosity for mix-bloods, dependent upon the individual’s actions and the reputation they acquired with a certain city or race. Usually though, this occurrence was extremely rare and was why Halflings were generally not accepted in most humanoid societies. Hence why my refusal to act as the Dark Elf expected completely threw her off on discerning my intent. 

    “Release my people and I will ensure that the honor of the House of Tuin’Dyrr is upheld,” Sub-Leader Pevnuth gritted out. The barely concealed feelings of rage and humiliation clear on her face as she sought for some way to save face.  

    “Please release them,” I reiterated, meaningfully looking between Thomas, Kenzie, Krishna, Angie, and Assault Leader Dell. Even though I received several unhappy frowns from my friends, everyone complied with my request as the Dark Elf raid glanced around at each other nervously, before Shadow Stepping as a group into the higher branches of the trees around the graveyard. The only exception was Sub-Leader Pevnuth who reappeared on the lowest branch of a tree at the edge of the graveyard. As the Dark Elf’s silvery-blue eyes met mine, she sneered down at me. 

    “While I will honor the agreement of the House of Tuin’Dyrr’s Head of Midnight,” Sub-Leader Pevnuth proudly called out, as her voice rang across the graveyard from over our heads. “I promise you that this is not over between us, Halfling Lord.” 

    “You’re to report to the Head of Midnight,” I shouted back, as I shot her a one-finger salute, while Kenzie, Thomas, and the rest of my friends looked at me as if I were an idiot for letting them go free. Before anyone could comment further, I continued to the Dark Elf woman. “Any of your people who are found remaining behind will be executed.” To emphasize my words, I shot a Homing Zap off at the Sub-Leader.  

    Immediately, three glowing white flares shot from my upturned finger, heading directly for the arrogant sneer on Sub-Leader Pevnuth’s face at a quarter speed of a flying arrow. To say I was surprised at the slow speed of the flaring balls of energy would have been an understatement. I’d been expecting the spell to be just as fast as the level one Zap. Meaning that, while you couldn’t have outrun the shots easily even mounted, the shots were simple to dodge if you had access to a skill like Shadow Step.  

    Unfortunately, the superior smirk on the Assassin’s face grew as she realized the simple truth of that fact too. Make a show of it, Sub-Leader Pevnuth lifted her arms and disappeared in a swirl of shadows with a contemptuous ease as the white energy flares blazed through the space she’d been standing in just a second before. To say I was less than enthusiastic about that Homing Zap would have been an understatement, while the female Dark Elf appeared ten yards away in another tree with a scornful look plastered to her face as she flipped me off.  

    For a level 30 attack spell, Homing Zap was most obviously a dud, I sourly thought. No wonder Krishna was so aggravated with his magic tree. The move had mostly been as a way for me to warn and chastise the Dark Elf woman for being such a condescending fuck. I was just contemplating hitting the annoying Assassin with another spell, when to everyone’s surprise but the Uten Syn guild’s, the brilliant flares of energy suddenly looped around in midair and began racing towards a dumbfounded Sub-Leader Pevnuth. 

    A panicked expression came over Sub-Leader Pevnuth’s face as she hurriedly Shadow Stepped again as the three second cooldown for the spell reset. Unlike before, she royally screwed up this time around as she reappeared ten yards further back inside the forest. The look of horror that filled her eyes brought a smile to my face as the Homing Zap flares unerringly altered course for her once again. With a panic born of desperation, the woman turned around and ran towards the trunk of the tree, trying to buy enough time for her Shadow Step spell to reset.  

    Before the Assassin had taken three steps, the energy flares slammed into her back. The woman’s scream of agony echoed through the forest as the blast hit her with enough force to send her flying out of control towards the enormous trunk. Surprisingly enough, Sub-Leader Pevnuth managed to Shadow Step again further into the forest. While I didn’t see where she blinked off to, I imagined she was less than happy as the rest of the Dark Elf raid blinked away together without looking back. I was just updating Tengsly’s message to Mike about the situation, when the Flying Squirrel suddenly disappeared in a puff of green fireflies that dispersed within seconds before my eyes. 

    “Fuck my life,” I swore under my breath, trying to figure out what had happened to my manifest pet. The reason hit me a second later, when I realized that Tengsly’s timer must have hit the twenty-four hour mark. Grumbling to myself, I began casting Manifest Giant Squirrel again while holding Tengsly’s image in my mind, when my companions came to a stop around me. 

    “You should have killed the arrogant bitch,” Ulia casually said, as Neristhana came to a stop on my other side. “Now she’s going to try causing us as much trouble as she can.” 

    “No, he shouldn’t have killed her,” Sarka argued, as she unhappily came stomping up to me with the rest of my team at her back. “Are all of you crazy?” From the look on Unalia’s face, she was of the same mindset, albeit Yun and Tinyr seemed to be a little more conflicted on the matter as Sarka continued in a disagreeable tone. “Why in the hell did you threaten to kill all of them for just being rude? Isn’t that going just a little overboard on this whole Lord Ironwolf bullshit?”  

    “I made it clear to you earlier that I wasn’t down with senseless deaths,” Unalia added, obviously upset. Though, before I could defend myself, Kenzie and Thomas came striding up visibly bent out of shape. 

    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Kenzie incredulously demanded. “The stupid bitch didn’t follow her orders during an active wartime situation. Then she threatened her own allies because of her own personal prejudices. Star should’ve slaughtered the lot of them and been done with it!” 

    “You just can’t go around killing anyone who dislikes you like a bunch of cold-hearted murderers,” Sarka argued back, obviously distressed at the Devil Dogs’ callous perspective. “It would be different if they were a bunch of monsters, but these people are our allies!” 

    “They’re a bunch of honorless scum trying to take advantage of a commander they barely consider to be human … I mean humanoid … err …,” Kenzie paused, suddenly unsure of what to call my race, before shrugging the confusion away with a flick of her hand. “You know what I mean.”  

    “It’s not like he was planning to kill the Dark Elves,” Lyeneru offhandedly said, as she walked up with Krishna, Angie, and Gaelin. Surprisingly enough, everyone seemed to be getting along great as she continued unconcerned about the looks she was getting from Sarka and Unalia. “Lord Ironwolf knew exactly what to say to bend Sub-Leader Pevnuth to his will.”  

    While I appreciated the support, looking at the four of them hanging out together hurt my brain. I wasn’t sure if I should be disturbed at how friendly they were becoming with one another or not. Were they turning into a foursome, agreeing that whatever they did in game didn’t count, or where they basically broken up with each other and dating their new lovers? Whatever, I thought, shrugging my confused feelings away as Tengsly popped back into existence in the air in front of me. Immediately, the Flying Squirrel landed on my shoulder and began snuggling up to my chin.  

    Whether or not I understood it, who was I to judge? If they were happy and they all got along together than what was it to me? Although, from my own personal experiences, I could only say that rarely did things like love and sex not come back to bite you in the ass. It was hard enough for two people to get along together in an intimate relationship, let alone four. Silently wishing them all the luck in the world, I nodded my thanks to Lyeneru as Sarka raised her voice. 

    “Trust me, he would have slaughtered them all if he didn’t think he could trust them,” the warrior woman unhappily complained as Unalia nodded in agreement behind her. “I mean, look at how he handled the whole Dread Pack situation.” 

    “Seriously?” I asked in total surprise. “You saw what those assholes did to the people of Darom. They slaughtered most of the men and all of the children in cold-blood and then used women as slave labor in-between molesting them. So, please tell me, how was I supposed to handle the situation differently?” 

    “Wait?” Kenzie exclaimed, slapping Thomas on the back as she looked at the two of them incredulously. “Are you upset about that?” 

    “No,” Sarka said, as her face screwed up in distaste. “It was that whole thing with how he tortured Bungholio.” 

    “You mean the guy who was slaughtering any sailors that didn’t agree with his actions on top of threatening their families as hostages even after slaughtering their children behind their backs, and raping anyone that perked the scumbag’s interest?” Thomas asked, speaking up for the first time. “You’re sticking up for that guy?” 

    “We just didn’t like the fact that he was tortured for information,” Unalia said, after trading silent looks with Sarka.  

    “Couldn’t we have handled that differently?” Sarka asked, trying to regain her moral footing in the face of uncomfortable truths and horrors outside of her normal purview. “You know, just killed the assholes instead.” 

    “You know the reasons that I chose to do what I did,” I said in exasperation, as everyone started to argue about what happened in Darom. Most everyone was for it, while Yun and Tinyr were on the fence. Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm my nerves as I thought over what both women had said.  

    Did I really need to torture Bungholio? Probably not, but the information he provided had helped me come up with a successful strategy in taking Darom back from his guildmates. Not to mention, the guy was such a complete tool that I didn’t regret what I’d done to him in the least. Besides that, the suffering that he and his guildmates had caused to the people of Darom was horrific. They were truly on par with some of the worst fascist war criminals throughout history. While all of those things were true, I’d known that actively choosing to torture someone could possibly cause dissention amongst my friends. Part of the problem now was that now both Sarka and Unalia felt guilty for not saying anything sooner against my actions and were overreacting now when it came to possibly slaughtering people that might deserve it. 

    “Hold up, everyone!” I called out, only to be promptly ignored by everyone. Looking around, I saw that my companions and vassals were getting somewhat nervous at the strong words being thrown back and forth between my newfar friends. Knowing I had to get a handle on this before it turned ugly, I tried again, this time shouting out at the top of my lungs.  

    “Would everyone just shut the fuck up and listen to me for a second?” Surprisingly enough, my harsh words made it through the clamor as my friends turned to look at me in annoyance. 

    “Look guys,” I said, apologetically holding my hands up to calm everyone down. “I understand where Sarka and Unalia are coming from. For them, what I did to Bungholio seemed excessively brutal and premeditated.” My eyes focused on the Devil Dogs and Uten Syn guild members. “That’s nothing to be angry with them about. Where does someone draw that line at what’s over the top and what’s acceptable?” I focused my attention back on Sarka and Unalia. “Did you have a problem when Helgath used her cleansing spell against Councilor Achronis to get her and her cohorts to abdicate from the Council of Light?” 

    “Of course not,” Sarka answered in no uncertain terms, as the Ranger nodded in agreement. “That made sense and it’s not like you were physically torturing them.” 

    “So really, the only problem you had with the whole Bungholio thing was that it was physical and premeditated?” I asked, trying to understand exactly what had got them both so bent out of shape. Seeing the nervous glance my friends shared, I suddenly understood it was a little bit more than just that. “You’re also upset that it was a newfar and not a person of The World.” 

    “It’s not like we want to see anyone treated that way,” Unalia said, sounding somewhat embarrassed at the looks on my companions and vassals’ faces who were intently listening in on our conversation. “But, it seems like doing that to a player is uncalled for.” She traded an uncomfortable glance with the warrior woman beside her before continuing. “I mean, this is supposed to be a game for fun, right?” 

    “Can’t you just kill the assholes next time instead,” Sarka unhappily complained, as she continued Unalia’s train of thought. “Or just threaten to hurt them and not go directly to breaking their kneecaps?” She uncomfortably rubbed the back of her neck as she looked around at everyone for support. “That whole thing just made Unalia and I feel dirty.” 

    Seeing Jill, who had walked up during the discussion with the rest of their group, taking a deep breath to say something nasty at Sarka’s comment about feeling dirty, I hurriedly gave her a head shake to shut her up as AJ casually elbowed her in the ribs. That caused a brief pushing and slapping match between AJ, Krystal, and Jill, which had Hefe and Bonnie silently backing away so as to not get mixed up with the threesome’s fight. Obviously, that was Bonnie’s positive influence, since Hefe wasn’t usually smart enough to figure things like that out on his own. Though, surprisingly good support came from a direction I hadn’t been expecting. 

    “How the hell do you think Star was going to get the information he needed to come up with a strategy to take back Darom?” Phoenix asked in exasperation, as I gave her a nod of thanks before continuing.  

    “Look guys,” I said, running a nervous hand through my hair as I glanced around the circle of players looking back at me. “Torturing players is not my normal MO.” I held my hands up to stop Sarka and Unalia’s protests. “Now, that doesn’t mean I won’t take some time to pay a person back in the same way for some bullshit that they’re pulling,” I did air quotes, “aka like griefing other players.” 

    “We don’t have a problem with doing things like that-” Sarka began to say, as I hurriedly overrode her words to finish what I’d been saying. 

    “But some people might not understand the difference between doing something like that and physically torturing a player you know has been doing horrific things to the people of The World,” I contended as Sarka stopped arguing back to listen. Looking into my soul, I tried to speak as plainly as I could.  

    “Look, you know I’m no angel. I’m just a regular guy doing my best to do what I think is right for my friends,” seeing Thomas and Kenzie’s nods of agreement, I continued, trying to find the right words as I ignored Jill rolling her eyes. “I can’t promise I won’t ever do anything like that again. If I think it will save my friends grief then I’ll do whatever I think is right to make sure we are not the victims.” My eyes momentarily focused individually on Sarka, Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia’s faces. “Do you think those asshats would have blinked an eye at slaughtering us over and over again if they’d had the upper hand in Darom?”  

    “No,” Unalia uncomfortably said, looking down at her feet before continuing. “They would have slaughtered us until we broke our connection.” Letting out a heavy sigh, she looked up to gaze at everyone in the raid.  

    “It’s not that I have any problems with paying these cocksuckers back,” Unalia explained, as a number of friendly chuckles sounded from around the circle at hearing the quiet woman swear. “But, at the same time, I’m just not comfortable holding fellow players down and torturing them to give up information on how to beat their friends. There’s something about that which just seems altogether wrong to me for what is essentially a game.” Unalia’s eyes pleaded with us individually. “Is that really too much to ask for us to be better than that? Honestly, I just don’t want to log out of my egg and wonder if I’m one of the good guys or not.”  

    What she said had merit, I uncomfortably thought, as I noticed even the Devil Dogs shifting under the weight of her stare. Watching everyone’s reaction, I was somewhat surprised to see that only the Uten Syn guild members seemed to be untouched by her heartfelt words, but then again, they’d been through a level of abuse at the hands of the Global Brutality players that few could comprehend. While I might not completely agree with Unalia, I could respect her point and do my best to honor it.  

    If a situation did come up again in the future, I’d have to weigh the pros and cons, before doing what I thought was best. Honestly though, with all of the Emergency Hot Fixes that had been introduced, I didn’t see torture as being a viable option in the future. V-MMORG had basically removed that as a valid option. After a moment of contemplation, I nodded my head in agreement. 

    “I can live with that,” I said, keeping my conflicting thoughts to myself. Again, I saw Jill go to speak up only to have both AJ and Krystal shush her as I continued. “Just so you know, I wasn’t planning on torturing the Dark Elves. If they couldn’t be trusted and weren’t willing to keep to their word, I’d have just slaughtered them and moved on.” 

    “See,” Sarka said, giving Thomas and Kenzie an “I told you so” look as both Devil Dogs rolled their eyes at the warrior woman. While I knew Sarka thought she was making a valid point about my premeditated actions, the Devil Dog players had been the ones actively pushing for the Assassins to be slaughtered in the first place. 

    “Can you guys accept that?” I asked, focusing on my team.  

    “That works for me,” Unalia amiably agreed along with Yun and Tinyr, as Sarka’s frown deepened. Obviously, she had more that she wanted to say on the subject, but instead of making it an issue, she nodded too.  

    “We’ll have to have a long talk about this later,” Sarka gravely said, as her voice took on a severe tone. While that was okay with me, the sudden look of pity from Yun made me wonder what I was in for as his wife crossed her arms over her large chest and added. “But, otherwise, I can accept that.”  

    “Great!” I said, meaningfully looking around at the players that made up the raid. “Does that work for everyone else too?” Hearing no dissent amongst my friends, I continued with a hint of exasperation in my voice. “Then, can we please get back to the plan of taking these assholes down and helping my friend evac now?” 

    Freaking A, I silently thought, as everyone agreed and began moving out once again. That wasn’t before Sarka gave me a friendly jab in the ribs and Thomas grabbed the back of my neck like he was my older brother to congratulate me for handling the situation well. Hefe gave me a goofy thumbs up as Bonnie shoved him from behind, while Jill and AJ mouthed “fucking noobs” to me as Krystal silently rolled her eyes at the drama. Phoenix gave me a fist bump, while Krishna and Angie gave me reassuring pats on the shoulder as they passed by. With that finished, I called Tengsly to me and gave him a quick message for Mike, explaining everything that had gone down, before sending him flapping away.  

    While I appreciated everyone’s support, over the years I’d gotten pretty good at understanding the social dynamics needed to keep the peace amongst a group of dissimilar friends, although it wasn’t usually me being the one to piss everyone off. It did help that I’d been a guild leader in one game or another for over half of my life. Although, after the whole Domenic and Sarka thing back-to-back, I was starting to wonder if I’d used up a little too much of my mojo in one day. I mean seriously, what else could go wrong after this? I flippantly thought, when a familiar voice set off warning signals in my head. 

    “This is the first I’ve heard about you torturing other player’s in game,” Rani accusingly said in a tone full of disdain. “And here I thought you were one of the good guys. Maybe the Imprisonment Emergency Hot Fix didn’t go far enough …” Her voice faded away into an angry mutter as I whirled around to face the V-MMORG Admin. 

    “Don’t take that superior tone with me,” I snapped at Rani in barely concealed rage. People always wanted to judge you without knowing the entire situation, I harshly thought, savagely swearing under my breath. “Fucking assholes!”  

    In my peripheral vision, I saw Neristhana, Ulia, and my other companions taking up aggressive positions around the Royal Investigator with their blades drawn. Further back, Assault Leader Dell had stopped at the edge of the clearing and was signaling the Sub-Leader he’d assigned for the graveyard defense force to keep a watch over the situation, before taking off after the rest of his troopers. While I appreciated the support, I had a feeling that this had to be handled in the right way or it was going to come back and bite me in the ass. Giving them a quick head shake, I silently signaled for everyone to let me handle this as I tried to get a hold of my temper. 

    “I never once said I was a hero or even particularly a nice guy,” I evenly said, unapologetically meeting the judgment in her hazel eyes. “I treat the people I meet the way that I like to be treated, I help out where I can, and I watch over my friends, but if people fuck with me, I fuck them back hard.” 

    “Do you know what everyone is saying about you on the server,” Rani said in a smug tone, as if she were scoring a point. “They’re all saying-“ 

    “I don’t particularly care about what everyone is saying about me,” I snarled, cutting her off in mid-sentence. “Do I know any of them? Do they understand the situation I’m dealing with?” I pointed my finger at her accusingly. “No, they’re mostly sheeple going with the flow and judging me by believing whatever they hear just like you?” 

    “They’re mostly sheeple,” Rani exclaimed defensively, upset at my implication that she might be guilty of not fairly looking at the situation. “Even your own people are angry at what you did!” Obviously this conversation wasn’t going the way she thought it should’ve in her head.  

    “The Dread Pack enslaves the entire town of Darom, slaughters all of the children, does the same with most of the men, and starves the survivors as they work them to death, and nobody bats an eye on the server, except to complain that losing the city interrupts players’ gameplay. I purposely break one asshole’s legs to get the information I needed to take their group down that’s doing all of this, and I’m suddenly the bad guy?” I said, the outrage clear in my voice as I continued hotly. “The Chaos Storm Alliance terrorizes Telrain and I save as many people as I can before their guild leader blasts the place to smithereens, and the majority of the player base ignorantly demands that I be banned from the game because that same person blamed me for the city’s destruction. Fuck them all!”  

    “I get that what those players did was disgusting and that what happened to Telrain and Darom were game breaking, but when it comes right down to it, the people in The World are just ones and zeros. What does any of that matter?” Rani smacked my finger away, shouting right back at me. “You purposely broke a player’s legs!” 

    “Purposely broke a player’s legs?” I repeated in justified outrage. “Just ask any of the players here as to what they purposely endured at the hands of these PKing asshats and a pair of broken legs would be nothing in comparison to what most of them went through.” 

    “That’s all part of the game that you agreed to play,” Rani defensively backpedaled, repeating the V-MMORG company’s line.  

    “I know, so step the fuck off my dick,” I shouted back, pointing in the direction that Sarka and Unalia had headed off in. “The only problem that either one of my friends had with my actions with that asshole I tortured,” I made air quotes, “was because they want me to be better than our enemies.” I shook my head in disgust. “Whatever, the three of us will deal with that issue if it ever becomes an issue again in the future, which is doubtful after the Imprisonment Emergency Hot Fix that was just released.” Leaning forward, I got into her face as I forced my voice to calm down. “And just for the record, I’m going to tell you right now that you’re viewpoint on the people of The World is straight-up wrong!” Rani’s physical flinch at my words told me that I’d hit a nerve. 

    “You want to know why my companions are ready to cut you down at a word from me,” I demanded, as the V-MMORG Admin suddenly looked around realizing the compromising position she was in. “Because I treat all of them like I would anyone else I’ve ever met.” I drove on ignoring the look of panic that suddenly came to her eyes. 

    “Neristhana, Ulia, Keela, Brenna, and Rayne,” I pointed to my companions as I named each of them off. “They were all born into The World as children. They had parents, a community that raised them, and can feel pain.” I nodded to Brenna and Rayne. “They love, have their own wants and desires, while dreaming for a secure future. You’d think that would mean something, but just like you, most players just treat them like cardboard cutouts placed here for their enjoyment.”  

    “You sound like Justin Mayfair,” Rani accusingly said, as she looked at me like I was crazy. “This is just a game and these people,” she hurled the word at me like a curse, “as you say, are just NPCs like in any other MMORPG!” 

    “What the fuck ever,” I spat out each word individually, while leaning away from Rani as a look of revulsion swept across my face. It disgusted me at how even an employee of V-MMORG couldn’t see what was directly before their eyes. A small part of me questioned if I were crazy and looking at this all wrong, but one look at my companions’ faces told me that I was on the right track. Even if I wasn’t, I couldn’t have acted any differently in light of the trust and friendship my companions had given to me. Knowing I’d completely fucked up this conversation, I expelled the breath I’d been holding, feeling like this was going to be a repeat of my fight with Domenic.  

    “This conversation is over,” I said, as my voice turned hard. “You can be disappointed in me for not being one of the good guys, you can think I’m a fool for treating the people of The World as real all you want,” I paused, leaning in to emphasis my next points. “I don’t fucking care! I don’t know you from fucking Adam! You want to have a front row seat to this battle and are asking for my help to do it. No problem, keep your mouth shut and don’t get in the way or I’ll fucking cut you down myself.” Turning around, I called out to my companions. “Let’s go, we’re moving out.” 

    “God, you’re such an asshole!” Rani screeched after my retreating back. Without slowing down, I spun around and gave her a cocky grin.  

    “Never said I wasn’t!” I shouted back, before spinning around and taking off into the forest as Rani’s “Fuck you!” echoed around the graveyard. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Six]Chapter Six 

    (First Assault Group: Dangas, Dmitry, and Arcturus’ attack group. Outside of Domenic’s fortress in the Gauntlet.) 

    “Ain’t this the shit?” Dangas called out excitedly to Dmitry as they raced across the valley towards the mouth of the gauntlet at an all-out sprint. “How are we supposed to fall back with a force like this?” 

    “Da, Star not know nightmare he create,” Dmitry heartily agreed, as his arms pumped to keep up with the horde of monsters racing ahead of them. “We crush enemy like bugs with force this size!”  

    Ahead of them, the Krasnyy Volki’s Great Saber-Fang pack bound ahead across the bottom of the valley, heading towards the mouth of the gauntlet where the enemy were conducting their siege. Packed in around the large, fanged wolves were groups of undead clumped together in groups of seven and eight. That was because only a single zombie in each group were actually being controlled by the players in group one. The rest of the undead pets had been set to guard those individual zombies by the rest of the raid, before heading off on their own mission.  

    Star had warned them all that this would drastically reduce the combat abilities of their undead force and that they’d quickly lose control over the additional zombies once battle commenced. While each of their guildmates had understood that intellectually, it was hard to believe when you were following behind the packed mass of undead pets that were set to ambush an unsuspecting enemy. The massive force made you feel like you were unstoppable, especially when the running corpses trampled over and through everything in their path.  

    A great example of that had been when the zombies were making their way through the thick forest to the bottom of the valley. The press of their Dark magic driven bodies had shattered the small trees in their path and destroyed the thick underbrush in their passing. Nothing seemed to hurt them. Gaping wounds and torn flesh left the undead creatures unfazed. Hitting the bottom of the valley, the size of their combined force literally shook the ground and created a constant, low rumble that sounded like the approach of a major thunderstorm that could be felt deep in your chest.  

    The zombies themselves were a sight to behold. Glowing red eyes, bones showing through the ravaged holes in their skin, and their preternatural movements subconsciously triggered an almost primeval level of fear in many of their handlers. While that reaction was bad enough one-on-one, with their force of undead numbering nearly three thousand strong, it was almost impossible not to get the heebie-jeebies when you saw them moving together in an unstoppable mass. Less than a thousand were made up of demi-humans. Although the level 36 and level 38 Elite Orc Scouts, Warriors, and Shamans were said to be great pets due to their high resistance to elemental magic, they were essentially naked and unarmored with only bony claws, short tusks, and fangs for use as weapons.  

    The true nightmarish horrors that made up the mass of undead were the monstrous Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders, Elite Large Rock Wolves, and Elite Crown-Bladed Eurasian Elk that ranged from level 35 to level 40. These zombie monstrosities possessed the same natural weapons and stone-like armor that they’d possessed when alive. On top of that, they moved with an unnatural stride and quickness that was even more pronounced with their odd four-legged gait. Watching them move across the terrain at speed sent shivers down your spine.  

    Even more outrageous than that, three hundred and sixty of those monstrous zombies were made up of the same level 65 Elite Earth Shock Wolves and Elite Molten Flow Striders that their raid had taken out together on the plains the night before. A fifth of which somehow had their special magical attacks available to use. Those massive beasts were truly a terrifying sight to behold and were what led the zombie horde. The plan was to use the higher-level undead pets to break any resistance that might be raised like shock troopers in a siege.  

    None of the Russian and Aussie players had expected to be given such a powerful and impressive force for their part of this attack. While most of their guild members thought this was out of pure respect for their important part of the mission, Dangas and Dmitry both understood this was nearly every soul stone that Star and his people had left after fighting their way across the breadth of the Kingdom of Kader. Meaning that this was a last ditch attack that had to accomplish what it was intended to do or Star’s raid were all going to get their asses handed to them.  

    “I’d trust Star’s read on this,” the taciturn Arcturus said, as he easily loped next to the pair while his eyes watched the mouth of the gauntlet. “There!” The Wolf-Kin growled, as his gauntleted hand shot out to point a clawed finger at an enemy group that took off running to sound the alarm. “They’ve seen our approach!” 

    Dangas and Dmitry traded an amused look at the expense of the newest addition to their group. Even though they were still nearly two hundred yards out, with the size of the force they had on hand, neither one of them were greatly concerned about carrying the attack to the Chaos Storm Alliance players that were held up inside the gauntlet. Even if the enemy was double their number, there was no way they’d be able to handle the crushing anvil of undead heading for them. And, while Star and his people had greatly impressed them both by the number of troops he’d brought to the table, how they’d conducted themselves during their first introductions, and the proceeding battle they’d fought together, Mike and the Norwegian were unknown elements to them.  

    Mike’s part in all of this wasn’t in question. The Dark Elf had an impressive force of nearly three hundred NPC assassins of his own and was basically doing the same thing he’d been doing all along since they’d arrived, which was spawn camping the graveyards and harrying the enemy as they tried to rejoin the siege. The Norwegians, on the other hand, were a new and unknown element with only thirty-two players in total. Even though both Mike and Star respected the new arrivals and treated them like experienced players, neither one of the two guild leaders knew enough about the reticent newcomers to make a solid decision on how they felt about them one way or another. If anything, the armored Norwegian guild leader came across as overly cautious.  

    “We use simple fix, Arcturus,” Dmitry dismissively said, giving a wink to Dangas. “We send zombies ahead now to attack.” 

    “It’s better than giving them time to set up defenses,” Arcturus agreed, as a deep frown came to his black lips.  

    “Sounds like a plan?” Dangas excitedly agreed, obviously looking forward to the coming battle. 

    As each guild leader began passing orders to their people, the horde of zombies immediately began surging ahead. The higher-level and four-legged zombies easily out pacing the rest as the tightly packed formation began to spread out. Instead of charging ahead with the undead pets, the Saber-Fang pack fell back and spread out to either side of the players’ formation as a scout screen.  

    The Elite Earth Shock Wolves and Elite Molten Flow Striders were already rushing into the mouth of the gauntlet while the players were still fifty yards away. They were followed a minute later by a nearly constant stream of Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders, Elite Large Rock Wolves, and Elite Crown-Bladed Eurasian Elk. The screams of dying players and the clash of weapons sounded ahead of them as brilliant, scintillating blasts of white lightning and flames began coruscating from the mouth of the gauntlet. The player portion of the raid was just fifteen yards away when the Orc zombies began rushing into the gap, when Dmitry thrust his longbow into the air above his head. 

    “Krasnyy Volki,” the large Russian cried out, as he threw his head back and bellowed. “Urra!” 

    “Urra … Urra … Urra!” The rest of the guild chanted as the Norwegians took up their own battle cry. 

    “Til Valhall!” Arcturus yelled out, as the entire guild repeated after him, “Til Valhall!” before finishing together with a deep throated “Oorah!”  

    “Rrraaawww!” Dangas and the rest of the Aussies wordlessly shouted so as not to be outdone, as they drowned out both other guilds by the weight of their numbers and enthusiasm alone.  

    With that, the three guild leaders led their people into the mouth of the gauntlet at a sprint. Immediately, the entire raid slowed to a slow jog at the destruction that they were confronted with. At first, it was simply the trampled remains of bedding, firepits, cooking pots, clothing, and other paraphernalia you’d expect to find in a long-term camp. The items were scattered everywhere from the zombies passing. But, as they approached the base of the first defensive wall, that all changed to a scene straight out of hell as the ground was littered with unidentifiable chunks of viscera, mangled corpses, hunks of flesh, and blood … lots and lots of blood. Every inch of the ground and walls were either splattered, streaked, or covered in pools of blood.  

    When they reached the gaping hole in the damaged defensive wall that had been taken out earlier in the siege, an even more gruesome sight awaited them. Everywhere they looked, groups of zombies had stopped to consume the corpses of the players that they’d just slaughtered. Fang-filled muzzles and bony-clawed hands tore at the remains with a feral ferocity that sent many of their raid members ducking away to puke out their guts. As the three guild leaders carefully picked their way through the slavering undead groups that were busy feeding to recover their health and came to a stop before the gaping hole, Arcturus looked out at the mass of zombies nearly thirty yards deep backed up against the base of the next defensive wall and immediately began issuing orders. 

    “Bjørn!” Arcturus shouted to his guild’s Rogue Officer. “I want a group of three Rogues guarding each Priest.” As the brown and black Wolf-Kin gave him a two-fingered salute and began calling out individual guildmates, he turned to the silver-furred female that was walking up to him. “Liv, get your Priests spread out along the base of the wall.” Gently catching her arm, he lowered his voice. “Make sure everyone stays near the base.” 

    “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Dangas cried out, as the Norwegian players began hurrying away to take up their positions. 

    “Star said to keep our forces on this side of the first defensive wall,” Arcturus answered without hesitation. “I’d suggest putting the Mages on top of the wall, but keep some rope handy if they need to rappel down on this side of the wall if needed.” Turning around, he continued, sweeping his arm down an imaginary line. “The Rangers we’ll have to risk being a little further back so they can drop plunging fire on the defenders.” 

    “Listen here, bloke,” Dangas said in an annoyed tone, as his guildmates began streaming through the gap to look for any enemies they could pick off. “We’re not here to fuck spiders, so why not join in on the fun?”  

    “Da, why not go further?” Dmitry asked, signaling for his people to hold position as he met the black-furred wolf’s sky-blue eyes. “This is, how you say, total surprise, no?” 

    “Hurry up, Bogan,” an Aussie player named James Ross-Munroe called out as he ran past the trio, momentarily interrupting their conversation. “I can see the cocksuckers getting into position on top of the wall!” 

    “They’re dreaming if they think they’re going to stop us now,” Daniel McConnell, aka Bogan to his friends, called back as he followed after his friend with an arrow already nocked in his bow.  

    More excited shouts rang out around them as the majority of the Aussie players began pouring through the gap around them. A quick glance would place most of the players as either Rangers or Mages. As the melee classes began milling around like this was a social event, Arcturus unhappily turned to face the other two guild leaders. 

    “Your guildmates are all adults and can do whatever they want, but I’m telling you right here and now, something is not right. What is that, maybe three hundred corpses?” Arcturus spat, as he swept a hand at the remains around them. “There should be at least a thousand if not more bodies here if we’d caught them all by surprise.” The Norwegian reasoned as Dangas rolled his eyes while Dmitry looked thoughtful.  

    “Oh, come on, man,” Dangas exclaimed in annoyance at the other two guild leaders’ hesitation. Before he could say more, a Dark Elf-Human, Half-Orc, and Red-Furred Panda girl stormed up to the trio. 

    “Dangas, why are you letting everyone rush in deeper?” Steph complained, as her Half-Orc boyfriend Toxi silently came to a stop behind her. “I thought Star warned us not to head in any deeper?” 

    “What’s the big deal?” Dangas asked, as he pointed towards the far wall. “How much can they really hurt us sixty yards away?” 

    “A lot,” Rassilon said, as a look of consternation crossed his face. “The max range of my spells are all sixty yards out.” 

    “So what,” Dangas said, waving away his guild officer’s concern as their guildmates that had run forward began blasting at the far wall. There was no consistency to the style of ranged attacks or cohesive fire as Flurry Blasts, Flame Strikes, Arcane Missiles, and arrows began peppering the Chaos Storm Alliance players. 

    “I say, let everyone have their fun while they can get it,” Dangas called out over his shoulder, as he strode away while unlimbering his own bow. “All of you can do what you want, but I’m going to join in on the fun and see if I can get my archery skill up. Besides,” he said with a laugh, “even if those fuckknuckles go for a long-range duel, we can pack more range classes in front of the wall than they can mount on top of it.”  

    “Fucking amateur!” Arcturus cursed, as he threw up his hands and turned away to join his own people getting into position behind the wall. Dmitry was looking back and forth between the two guild leaders trying to decide what to do, while the Aussie guild officers argued about Dangas not sticking to the plan, when a brilliant white light flared across the gap between the two walls blinding everyone.  

    “Yebat-kopat!” Dmitry yelled, dropping to the ground along with everyone else in the area as an echoing boom reverberated between the walls of the gauntlet.  

    Lifting his head, Dmitry rubbed at the spots before his eyes as he looked out across the field between the two defensive walls. For a second, the Russian didn’t understand what he was looking at. Aussie players and zombie corpses littered the ground everywhere he looked as massive flaming balls of fire began slamming into the ground in front of the defensive wall and setting everything ablaze. As he watched, the field of zombie bodies began to twitch, here and there, as the undead began unsteadily rising to their clawed feet. A quick glance showed him that the Aussies that had been caught by the surprise attack were all still alive, but stunned from whatever magic attack had hit them.  

    “All Tanks and Priests report to the wall,” Arcturus’ voice rang out over the confused shouting. “Tanks will set up a shield wall, while Priests heal the injured from this side of the wall!” The Norwegian’s voice took on a harsh tone of command. “I repeat, from this side of the wall. Do not pass through to the other side of the wall to help the injured!” 

    “Krasnyy Volki, bystro … bystro … bystro,” Dmitry voice bellowed, while shaking his head to clear his wits as he continued calling out commands. “Tanks and Priests, sledovat' ukazaniyam norvezhtsa!” Seeing the Aussies burning on the ground where they’d dropped, he began spamming out Regeneration, targeting Dangas first as his voice resounded in raid chat. “Damage dealers, return fire!”  

    Before anyone could react, another blast of brilliant light flared across the field as everyone was blinded once again. Instead of hitting the deck, Dmitry stayed on his feet as he partly used his hand to protect his eyes from the overwhelming glare. Through his spread fingers, the Russian could make out the strobing effect of the strands of pure lightning dancing across the gap as he swore, realizing there had to be at least two hundred Mages if not more firing at once. The terrible assault only lasted for a few seconds, but that was more than enough time to take down everything in its path, dead or alive, as the Aussies collapsed to the ground once again stunned and in a twitching heap with their bodies on fire.  

    Dmitry went back to casting his HOTs as a gray-skinned Half-Orc pushed past him to slam a large shield into the ground before the fiery inferno before the gate. Hunkering down behind the oversized shield, the Aussie Barbarian was the first in line to start the shield wall. Almost at the same time, bluish-white Frost Blasts and purple Arcane Missiles flew past the Russian on either side of him, targeting the opposite defensive wall, as the two Aussie guild officers joined the fight. Within seconds of the call to arms, a handful of players had joined the Half-Orc to build out the shield wall, while others had joined Dmitry in trying to heal the injured as Arcturus led the counteroffensive.  

    Unfortunately, for most of those cut down before the wall, the help was far too late. As Dmitry and the handful of Priests fought to keep their raid mates alive, the survivors were constantly being bombarded by waves of offensive spells and arrows. The handful of survivors that had made it through the initial double-salvo of lightning strikes had only lived as long as they had due to being mostly protected by the large stones scattered around the hole in the wall.  

    Even more unbelievable was the reaction of the undead pets that had all been cut down across the field. Almost as one, the zombies began to unsteadily climb back to their feet completely unhurt, even though many of them were lit up like torches from the Flame Strikes raining down amongst them. Dmitry confirmed that point by quickly checking the health of his own zombie pets in his HUD. It was truly an amazing display of the toughness of these undead creatures. Hope blossomed in the Russians chest as the raid’s ranged attacks began harrying the enemy on top of the opposite wall, when suddenly six massive boulders came arching over the wall.  

    The perfectly round spheres looked to be at least six feet in diameter as they slammed into the packed mass of zombies and mowed swaths of them down. Except for the immense thud of the initial impacts that could be felt through the soles of his boots that were immediately followed by intense cracking and popping sounds of bones being crushed as the massive boulders’ slowly rolled to a stop, there were no other sounds from the terrible assault. The undead pets were utterly silent. Even as nearly two-hundred zombies were pulverized to death, there were no screams or shrieks of agony from the packed together horde, nor did they retreat or try to spread out to lessen their deaths from the bombardment.  

    In that second, Dmitry understood Star’s warnings as to the limitations of the undead pets became perfectly clear to him. Immediately, the Russian began shouting in raid chat for everyone to command their zombies to spread out on the field so they weren’t such easy targets. Unfortunately, except for the handful of players near the gaping hole in the wall, the rest of the raid didn’t understand what he meant as the horde of zombies became gridlocked as each fought to move in conflicting directions, while their guardian zombies blindly followed after them as the Chaos Storm Alliance continued flinging boulders into the scrum at a surprisingly fast rate. The confusion only became worse as more voices began offering conflicting directions or outright orders as the Lightning Blasts and Flame Strikes began intermittently hammering the zombies and surviving Aussie players alike. Seeing Dangas nervously hiding behind one of the older boulders with two other survivors, Dmitry called out to the Priests around him. 

    “I take Dangas!” Dmitry pointed to a male Priest named Perth Supernova. “You take man on right. You,” he pointed to the Silver Wolf-Kin named Liv, “take man on left. We use Holy Shield so they can fall back!” Getting nods from both players, Dmitry bellowed at the top of his lungs to be heard over the ruckus. 

    “Dangas … Dangas!” Seeing the Aussie Guild Leader’s panicked face whip around to look at him, Dmitry waved his arm over his head. “Come to us!” The Russian exaggeratedly pointed to the two Priests next to him. “We cast Holy Shield to keep safe!” 

    “Are you fucking insane?” Dangas screamed as a Flame Strike dropped close enough to cover the entire group in a wave of flames. Instead of catching fire, the flames dissipated within seconds as the Holy Shield surrounding each of them absorbed the damage. Hurriedly, the three healers recast Holy Shield as the Aussie players looked at each other in shocked surprise. Seeing their Holy Shields refreshed gave the trio a needed boost of confidence. After an excited discussion with a lot of arm waving, the Aussie shouted back. “We’re coming over!” 

    “Bystro … bystro … bystro!” Dmitry shouted, falling back to his native Russian in the excitement. The men seemed to understand the gist of what he meant, since Dangas shoved his guildmates towards the safety of the shattered gateway shouting “Go … go … go!” The Aussie Guild Leader was the last in line as he pushed off the boulder and ran after his men. 

    While the survivors only needed to cover a distance of about twenty feet, the intensity of the incoming strikes and the numerous AOEs hammering the ground in front of the shattered wall forced the Aussies to take a circuitous route as their Holy Shields repeatedly flared to life. The Chaos Storm Alliance players must have caught sight of the running men, because they were targeted within seconds of leaving their cover. If not for more Priests joining Dmitry’s group in keeping the trio alive, the men would’ve been taken out before they’d covered half the distance.  

    It’s not that the other side of the wall was completely safe. Even though none of the spell blasts hammering the field were capable of reaching further than sixty yards, the Rogue and Rangers’ unique attacks had no problem reaching them. In fact, if not for the Warriors and Barbarians using their shields to create a Shield Wall, the Priests and Mages supporting the Aussie survivors would have been driven back from the intensity of the incoming barrage.  

    Just a few feet from safety, the lead runner, a Ranger named JT Cummins, collapsed to the ground stunned as an unlucky Lightning Strike smashed through his Holy Shield in one go. Although the powerful blast was mostly reduced to nothing, if not for Kane Wiblen, the second man in line, and Dangas using their own bodies to protect their fallen comrade, JT would’ve been dead in the seconds it took for a new Holy Shield to be cast. Before the stun had faded away, Kane was dragging the Ranger’s limp body the last few feet to safety, while Dangas hung back a few feet trying to protect them the best he could with his shield, when a voice bellowed out in raid chat. 

    “Defensive line, advance!” 

    Dmitry was surprised to see Ivan, the Russian Guild’s Warrior Officer, taking charge of the line of Defensive Warriors. Hunkering behind his massive iron-bound shield, the bald-headed Dwarf strode forward with his shield locked in place with the Half-Orc Barbarian from earlier. Dmitry was just letting out a sigh of relief and clapping Liv and Perth on the shoulders for a job well done, when a deafening whump rang out in front of the gate. 

     “Cyka Blyat!” Dmitry exclaimed loudly at the sight of a massive boulder landing on top of the Aussie guild leader and begin to roll forward. There was a yelp of fear as Kane snatched JT up in his arms and dove out of the way. Not that the Mage’s quick thinking saved their lives as the pair of Aussies were crushed to death a second later, when another four boulders landed in close proximity to the first. Dmitry heard Ivan’s shouted command in raid chat for the defensive line to hold fast, while the Mages and Priests scattered in fear as the crushing wave of death rolled through the shattered gates.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Seven]Chapter Seven 

    (Evil Sandra’s forces sieging Domenic’s fortress) 

    “Thought you could ambush my raid in the middle of a siege and not pay for it,” Evil Sandra sneered out loud, as a wicked smile came to her lips. “How do you like them apples now, loser?”  

    Proudly, Evil Sandra’s eyes watched the devastation occurring in the field below, from safely on top of the ruined defensive wall, as man-sized boulders continually hammered at the shrinking mass of undead creatures below. After twenty minutes of nearly constant bombardment, the horde of zombies that had taken out her girlfriend, Julie, and the rest of the guild leaders in the Chaos Storm Alliance in both Darom and Telrain were nothing but an unsightly slurry of crushed bones and bloody viscera covering nearly half of the field. The only time any of her people bothered to blast the field with their magic was to catch the handful of enemy players still trying to respawn at their gravestones. By now, most had given up and were respawning back at the graveyard. Wait until they got a load of the surprise that was waiting for them there, she thought with a mental snort. 

    She was sick and tired of hearing the constant excuses from the rest of the Chaos Storm Alliance. First it was Genele losing control over the situation in Delonshire. How that dumbass could lose to a group of nobodies that he outnumbered ten to one is something he was still trying to make excuses for. Apoxsee wasn’t any better with his constant whining. If she had to listen even one more time to his “nobody told me to expect an army to show up in Darom” she was going to scream bloody murder.  

    Honestly, how Julie put up with these dickless wonders she’ll never know. That’s why it was so important that the trap she’d set be such a categorical success. It was proof of her capable leadership in a male dominated group such as this. Though, if asked the truth, she silently admitted that it had helped knowing that the enemy was coming, the forces they had on hand, and the expected mode of attack they’d be using ahead of time.  

    Still, boxing them inside the kill-box she’d built ahead of time was way more effective than even she’d imagined. The dumb corpses had uselessly clawed at the stone blocks of the defensive wall while her army slaughtered them like sheep. It was literally like shooting fish in a barrel.  

    Even though none of their Scouts had layed eyes on the group as they entered into the valley, it had been easy enough to figure out. When she heard about the odd group of Light and Dark Elves attacking her Rogues during their stealth run earlier this morning, she’d immediately known what it meant, even before she heard about the Gnomeling and Half-Orc that was with them. You’d think Julie’s ex-boyfriend would have been smarter than that. Really, when it came down to it, he was just another fucking noob. Seriously, where was all of the tactical genius that Julie had always warned her about with her ex-boyfriend? Evil Sandra couldn’t help the excited giggle that escaped her lips.  

    It was obvious that Starfairy had thought he’d roll over them like he’d done to everyone else up until now, Evil Sandra thought, silently laughing at the ridiculous name Julie had shared with her earlier that morning. There was something to be said for The World’s new Hot Log out feature. It was the only way they could coordinate everything going on in-game between their divided forces. Besides that, it was a good excuse to have a little girl-time together throughout the day. Her thoughts were interrupted when a brown-leather clad woman appeared at her side.  

    “Hey ES,” Shapo Xela casually said, as soon as she appeared. “I just wanted to let you know that none of those losers have tried to respawn at their gravestones for more than seven minutes and the boys are already starting to talk shit about how easy those zombies are.” The Ranger gave her a sassy grin. “Think it’s time to go out and get those bastards?”  

    “Sounds like it’s time for us to seal the trap,” Evil Sandra agreed, as her eyes swept the field below. There were slightly less than three hundred zombies clawing at the stones they’d packed before the shattered gate of the second wall. The distance was too short for the siege engines to take them out like the rest of the horde, which meant they’d have to be taken out by hand.  

    “Seriously, this whole battle has been one huge let down after another,” Shapo dismissively said. “I thought this guy was supposed to be some great tactician or something?” 

    “Tell me about it,” Evil Sandra agreed, the exasperation clear in her voice. Not that she dared to tell Julie that. Still, maybe she could use this yet to her advantage if it knocked some sense into some of her bigger trouble makers in her group, she thought, as two idiots came to mind. Both of those guild leaders seriously needed to be knocked down a peg or two so that they’d follow orders for once. “You know what, I think it’s time that Dante and Yusuk got to strut their stuff.” 

    “Ha!” Shapo exclaimed with a bark of laughter. “There’s no way those Global Brutality idiots are going to be able to handle a group that large, and everyone in Yusuk’s raid is still under level 30.” 

    “I’m sure that didn’t stop Dante from talking his shit,” Evil Sandra said, as an ugly sneer came to her lips. Not that Yusuk was any better. Still, he wasn’t half as annoying as Dante. Even from on top of the wall, she could hear the self-proclaimed God’s gift to women flapping his big mouth in front of the makeshift barricade below. She didn’t hold back the disparaging snort of disgust she felt. “I wonder if Dante would still be acting like such a tough guy if he knew that we’d all heard that he was hung like a gerbil in real life.”  

    “Poor Shirley was so disappointed,” Shapo exclaimed, laughing so hard that tears came to her eyes. “I told her she should always check to make sure the guy’s not stuffing their pants, before heading home with them.” 

    “You know what?” Evil Sandra said, a wicked gleam coming to her eyes as they both finally stopped laughing. “Remind them that if they fuck this up, I’ll make sure they’re off the list for the bonus for good!”  

    “Gawd!” Shapo howled. “This is going to be so funny! Let’s go tell them now.” Shapo stopped to look back at her raid leader a few feet away from the steps down. “You coming?” 

    “I’ll be down in a second,” Evil Sandra assured her friend. “Once those losers head out, get everybody else formed up.” 

    “On it!” Shapo replied, before racing down the steps. Turning back towards the upper gauntlet, Evil Sandra looked out at the bloody field below as she held the top of the stone wall in a white-knuckled grip.  

    She’d show them how it was done … she’d show all of them how it was done, Evil Sandra silently promised to herself, before heading down the stairs after her friend.   

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Eight]Chapter Eight 

    (First Assault Group: Dangas – Aussie Guild Leader, in the gauntlet and southern graveyard, Domenic’s fortress) 

    You have been killed by Dicky Wankerson! Do you wish to resurrect at your corpse or release your spirit to the nearest graveyard? 

     

    “Fucking shit!” Dangas screamed in frustration to the ghostly silence of the graveyard around him as a timer immediately appeared before his eyes that was counting down from five minutes. Taking a ragged breath, the Aussie Guild Leader selected the “Release” button, before spinning around and sprinting for the gauntlet one last time. If he didn’t make it out of the gauntlet this time, he’d have to take the chance of resurrecting at the graveyard. 

    “The fifth time is the charm,” Dangas said, forcing himself to chuckle at the bad luck of it all as he traced the path he’d memorized back to the gauntlet. As his shade raced through the eerily silent world, a cold wind pierced his ghostly body as a hungry howl rang out in the distance. Looking around nervously as he ran, Dangas didn’t know what the hell that was, but he had the distinct impression that it was something he most definitively didn’t want to run into.  

    As he ran, an odd premonition came over him. Almost like he was inside a horror movie or a nightmare and being chased by some horrific, formless creature that he innately knew would kill him if it caught ahold of him. The feeling of dread continue to grow as he raced over the bottom of the valley towards the mouth of the gauntlet. Each step made Dangas feel like it would be his last as he began to uncontrollably sweat. Even though he couldn’t see anything, the sounds of claws seemed to be coming closer and closer as he ran full tilt for his body. That’s when the bone-chilling moaning came to his ears. The eerie sense of dread felt like it was rising to a crescendo and Dangas knew he was going to die being ripped limb-from-limb, when an all too familiar window popped open before his eyes with the word, Resurrect. 

     Something in Dangas’ primitive mind warned him to not wait a second longer as he mentally pressed the button still twenty-five feet away from his corpse. He’d learned after his first death not to respawn directly on top of his corpse. It was a lesson he’d known from the past games he’d played, but since it was only his third time dying in The World, he’d been playing it a little too loose. Not that the second respawn thirty feet away had worked out that much better. The third time he’d respawned, Dangas had managed to collect all of his gear before dying again. Even though he’d been inside of the defensive wall, some asshole had managed to get a Lightning Storm AOE above the wall that was taking everyone out in the area.  

    As soon as his body fazed into the world of the living, Dangas began looting his corpse. Shoving everything he could into his rucksack, he slung the bag onto his back and scooped up the remainder of his gear, before racing for the mouth of the gauntlet while swearing the entire time. All around him, thick bolts of lightning crashed into the ground at seemingly random intervals. Each bolt was as thick around as a large tree trunk and hit with branch-like bands of death in a five yard radius around the strike.  

    Dangas could make out the surviving members of the raid about twenty yards away, retreating at the edge of the terrible lightning storm as they fell back for the mouth of the gauntlet. All of the ranged classes were busy focusing their attacks on the gaping hole in the defensive wall where the Chaos Storm Alliance raid was trying to break through. Surprisingly enough, Arcturus and Dmitry seemed to be holding the surviving members of the raid together without adding to their death toll. Feeling like a fool for not following Star’s plan, Dangas silently promised that he’d play smarter next time around as he did his best to jink left and right trying to make a harder target to hit. Yeah, it was ridiculous, but it was the only thing he could think of to do to get a few more feet ahead.  

    “Dangas!” The Aussie guild leader heard Dmitry’s heavily accented shout as he closed to within ten yards of the raid. “Begi bystreye!” As if to emphasis the foreign words, the Russian hit him with a Regeneration spell.  

    He’d just about reached the edge of the spell’s maxed range and was just a handful of yards away from safety, when his vision flared white. For a long moment, Dangas didn’t know where he was as a roaring filled his ears. That feeling of mental disorientation went away in the blink of an eye as soon as he saw the boiling storm clouds overhead. He mentally began swearing up a storm, when he realized he was lying flat on his back with his hit point bar flashing the angry red of near death and his Stun debuff flashing in his HUD.  

    Above him, a boiling storm cloud floated overhead as lightning flared around him from the numerous strikes hitting the ground. Knowing he was looking at his fifth death if he didn’t get help soon, Dangas looked around the best he could using his peripheral vision. At the angle his head was cocked, he could see the familiar faces of his guildmates mixed in with the rest of the raid as they fought a fighting retreat. Brilliant blasts of magic flared from the raid’s lines intermixed with flights of arrows as the Barbarians and Warriors did their best to keep their shield wall together to reduce the incoming damage from the more direct spells being hurled their way.  

    As he watched, Dangas could see that Dmitry was trying to reach him, but the flaring blasts of lightning and other magic attacks kept driving the Russian back. Realizing that there was no way for him to reach his fellow guild leader, the large blond man cast another Holy Shield on Dangas, before being driven back to the safety of the raid. While Dangas appreciated the effort, in his heart he knew it wasn’t going to be enough to save him.  

    Obviously, whatever shield and heal spells his friends were able to cast on him hadn’t been enough to stop the blast that had taken him down to nearly zero health. Maybe, if they’d been able to drag him to the safety of the raid things would have been different, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen as a flare of light began forming in the dark clouds high above him. There was a brilliant flash of light a second before Dangas once again found himself standing in the center of an all too familiar graveyard with the blood-red letters of a system message box floating in the center of his vision.  

     

    You have been killed by Evil Sandra! Do you wish to resurrect at your corpse or release your spirit to the nearest graveyard? 

     

    Before he could chose to be released at the graveyard, Dangas heard the same eerie howls echoing from the forest around him. Once again, a shiver of dread ran down his spine as he hurriedly selected the “Release” button below the blood-red numbers counting down. The Aussie was just letting out a sigh of relief, expecting to faze into a graveyard controlled by friendly forces, when he appeared in the middle of a shitstorm.  

    Dropping to his hands and knees in the frozen snow, Dangas peaked between the permanent gravestones trying to get a feel for how much he was fucked. Obviously, Star’s plan was completely in the shitter, but, luckily, none of the nearest players had taken notice of his sudden appearance in the middle of their ranks. Largely, that was due to the fact that he was dressed like most of the rest of them, aka wearing only his starter linen clothing and a backpack full of gear.  

    Everywhere Dangas looked, there were enemy players from different guilds with red names over their heads franticly running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Most seemed to be blasting at a large group of his guildmates on the northern side of the graveyard a good thirty yards away. Well, most of them were, Dangas mentally corrected himself. The handful that weren’t were spinning around with crazy eyes randomly blasting at the top of the trees around the perimeter of the graveyard, but that was only because they were under attack by shadowy Dark Elf assassins shimmering in and out of their ranks.  

    “I’m not going down without a motherfucking fight this time around!” Dangas promised to himself, as his hands began urgently searching the snow for something to use as a weapon. He could have tried searching his backpack for his spare gear, but that was as good a way as any to end up on the wrong side of a pair of daggers. As his head swiveled around like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, his hand suddenly closed around a thick piece of wood that was the length of a cricket bat. Hefting the heavy piece of wood to get a feel for its weight, a wicked grin came to his lips. It was time to get primitive, Captain Caveman style.  

    Seeing an enemy player spawn in before him, Dangas took a two-handed hold on the rough hunk of wood and sprang at the man’s back, swinging the makeshift club as hard as he could. Instead of breaking in two like he’d half expected, the player wordlessly collapsed in a heap as a black gravestone appeared next to the body. Grinning like a fiend, Dangas launched himself at the next player. 

    It didn’t get more primitive than this, Dangas though, as he blasted a Mage off his feet in a spray of blood and teeth with his next swing. Obviously, the majority of the players fighting for their lives around him were respawns in their underwear, aka beginner clothing, and had no weapons, gear, health, or mana to speak of. What they did have were their Nightmare tree offensive spells which were impressive to say the least. As if to validate his point, the Mage blindly sprayed out a wave of flames into the overhanging branches of the trees around the graveyard. Ignoring the searing heat that singed his skin and nearly set his clothing on fire, the Aussie guild leader dodged to the side and heel-stomped the man’s head in as he registered his second PVP kill for the day.  

    With the adrenaline pumping through his veins, Dangas went after a lanky player that looked like a Ranger. Knocking the man down easily with his extra mass, the Aussie Warrior began beating the enemy player to death. Each brutal blow splattered Dangas’ face and chest with dark blood as the Global Brutality player let out a wailing scream instead of dying immediately like the other two players had. A part of Dangas wondered if he should be disturbed at the joy that was bubbling up inside of him as he worked out his frustration at being killed five times in a row, but he shrugged his concerns away easily enough. It didn’t get much clearer than this. PVP was a kill or be killed situation that players agreed to when they entered a game like this. Besides, he knew from experience that the enemy wouldn’t have hesitated in the least if their places had been reversed.  

    Unfortunately, Dangas realized his easy ride was over as he looked up from his registered third kill to see a group of seven enemy players rushing towards him. Knowing there was no way he could fight that many players at once, the Aussie took the only option he could think of. Turning around in the opposite direction, he sprinted towards the packed enemy players hurling spells at his people. A quick glance at his HUD told Dangas everything he needed to know while giving way to a savage grin.  

    In the time since his respawn, Dangas had basically recovered a little bit more than four hundred hit points. That was more than enough health to take a few hits and survive if he had to. Meaning, he was going to treat this next bout like a rough and tumble game of street rugby. As the hands of the players chasing after him began dragging at his shoulders trying to pull him to the ground, the Aussie yanked free as he blindly swung the makeshift club behind him. The blow was enough for him to break free as Dangas leaped into the air at the rearmost player shouting at the top of his lungs. 

    “Captain Caaavvveee-Mmmaaannn!” 

    Dangas did his best to match the echoey-reverb shout of the primitive superhero he’d been channeling, upon picking up the wooden club, as he delivered a flying elbow to the back of the man’s head. If that didn’t grab everyone’s attention, the Aussie silently thought, than nothing would. By fortune’s luck, the Chaos Storm player he’d clobbered was just releasing a lightning blast, but instead of frying the line of Dangas’ people fighting for their lives not fifteen yards away, the bolt of crackling energy took out an entire swath of the enemy players fighting off to the side. That dual assault immediately got everyone’s attention focused on Dangas in a bad way as the mass of players surged toward the lone Aussie in their midst. Not that it stopped the Warrior any, as his makeshift club broke the woman’s nose next to him.  

    As the woman went windmilling back into the massed players behind her, the enemy group that had been chasing Dangas down slammed into his back. The momentum carried him further into the press of bodies as he was repeatedly pummeled about the head, neck, and back. Although the Warrior staggered under the blows, he didn’t go down because of the packed mass of bodies holding him up. Luckily, he was the only one in the vicinity armed with an actual weapon. Twisting around, Dangas thrust the jagged end of his club into the nearest knobgobbler’s eye.  

    Even though he was being beaten down from every direction, the Warrior never stopped swinging. The outright mayhem was like any scrum Dangas had ever been in, except without the severe pain, Dangas thought in wry amusement. With his Advance start, it felt more like being hit hard in the face with one of those old-school plastic bats. Meaning, it stung but didn’t really hurt as the Aussie took a hard hit to his nose. Spitting out a mouthful of blood, Dangas head-butted the fuckstick that hit him, before being dragged away.  

    The Aussie lost track of time as he fought for his life like a man possessed. Well, not really his life. Dangas had long ago given up on that being an option as his hit point bar began flashing an angry red. All that he was trying to do now was survive the moment while inflicting as much damage as possible before he died. Several idiots hurriedly flung a handful of offensive spells in his direction, but mostly they ended up doing more damage to his attackers than to him as horrified screams rang out around him.  

    Danga’s hit points dropped down to fifty-seven from a particularly hard strike to the side of the head. As the Aussie reeled from the blow, the Fatal Midnight woman that had hit him twisted the wooden club from his bloody hands. The Aussie wasn’t sure if she just straight up overpowered him or had some good buffs that made her so strong. Not that it mattered either way. Instead of fighting to keep ahold of his makeshift club, Dangas let go and throat punched the woman before she could recover. The look of absolute shock on the Fatal Midnight woman’s face as she gasped for air and fell back sent a thrill through the Warrior. There was nothing like using superior technique against brute force any day. 

    Unfortunately, the opening that was suddenly created from the woman’s collapse and the lessening in the number of attackers in front of him, meant that there was nothing left holding him up. As if to drive that point home, the rough hands that had been pummeling and shoving him from behind, now sent him crashing to the ground. Just like a scrum in real life, once you were on the ground, it was nearly impossible to get back to your feet. Curling up into a ball and using his arms to protect his head, Dangas reacted from experience. He didn’t bother trying to fight back further. That was no longer an option. For now, all that he could do was try to block the worst of the stomps and kicks being aimed at his head and face.  

    Honestly, even if he was about to die, Dangas had felt like he’d given better than he’d gotten. If anything, he’d done his best to protect his guildmates and hopefully given them a chance to escape this cluster fuck. Although the Aussie guild leader didn’t understand what had gone so wrong, he still did his best to make a difference. There was an odd sound of air being displaced around him, when the group of enemy players around him suddenly collapsed to the ground in a bloody heap. Dangas only had a second to take in the black leathers surrounding him in a defensive circle, before strong hands were dragging him to his feet. 

    “Don’t worry, we’ve got you,” a somewhat familiar voice hoarsely said in Dangas’ ear, as a Health potion was pressed into his numb hands. “Hurry up and drink this.” 

    “Th-thanks,” Dangas stuttered, reeling from the sudden change in his fortunes as he glanced back to see that Star’s friend Mike had a hold of him. Giving the halfling a nod of thanks, the Aussie downed the potion in one gulp as his eyes took in the situation around them.  

    The horde of players that had been hounding him were all dead. The majority with black, fletched arrows pin cushioning them, while the enemy players that had been pummeling him to death just a few seconds earlier had all been cut down by blades. Not that they weren’t still surrounded by enemies. Everywhere he looked, literally hundreds of enemy players were beginning to faze into the graveyard. As a warm glow began to infuse his body from the increased healing effects of the potion, the Aussie guild leader took in the worn and beaten down group of forty Dark Elf Assassins surrounding them.  

    “What in the hell is going on?” Dangas asked in a tone harsher than he’d intended. “I thought the plan was for you to have control over the graveyard?” Before the Half-Elf could answer, the World around them twisted inside out and went dark, before they reappeared a second later ten yards further back. Dropping to his knees, Dangas began vomiting uncontrollably as a wave of nausea crashed over him. 

    “Whoever was leading those PKers knew we were coming,” Mike tiredly said, as the bows of his people began going off around them in unison. Still gasping for air, Dangas lifted his head to see swaths of newly spawned players dropping dead from the volleys a short distance away. As the Dark Elves’ arrows continued to slaughter everyone within the vicinity, Star’s friend explained nonplussed. “They set up an ambush for us at the main graveyard in advance of the attack.” As soon as the last word left his lips, the entire group blinked into the shadows again. 

     “Ggghhhaaa!” Dangas wordlessly groaned, as he dropped his head and vomited again. This time, only green bile came from his lips.  

    “Sorry about that,” Mike humorlessly said, nodding towards the puddle in front of the Aussie guild leader. “While I can take you with me in Shadow Step, that always happens if you don’t meet the Agility requirement.”  

    “Can we not do that again,” Dangas gasped out unhappily, as Mike’s strong hands roughly pulled him back to his feet. Looking around the graveyard, the hair on the nape of the Warrior’s neck stood on end at the mass of enemy players that were rushing towards them heedless of death. Even as the volleys mercilessly slaughtered them like lemmings running to their deaths, enough of the enemy players lived long enough to get off an offensive spell before dying that it was taking its toll on the Dark Elves as several of them keeled over dead. 

    “Gather them up!” Mike’s angry voice snapped out in command. Even though the extra time it took to gather up the NPC corpses meant more incoming damage, the Assassins stoically weathered the storm until a “Ready” rang out behind them. Instantly, the entire group Shadow Stepped again.  

    This time, Dangas was mostly able to control the overwhelming feeling of nausea that washed over him, which allowed him to see that they’d caught up to the rest of his people. The Aussie guild leader was somewhat confused at that since they’d only been fifteen yards away midway through his end run, until he realized that the entire group had been busy retreating from the graveyard. Before he could get a hand on the situation, the Warrior was surprised to see James Ross-Munroe, one of his Queensland guildmates, had taken command of the survivors. 

    “Get your asses moving you bloody bludgers and gather up the dead!” James Ross-Munroe roared at the handful of empty handed Aussies standing around.  

    “Why are you helping us?” a bald-headed female Dark Elf angrily demanded as an Aussie took the dead Assassin from her arms. 

    “Because we’re allies, duh!” James Ross-Munroe snorted out in indignation. Turning away from the confused Assassin, the bogan let out a loud laugh as soon as he saw who was with Mike. “Dangas! It’s about time you made it to the bloody party!” As the two Aussies shoulder clapped each other in greeting, they were interrupted by a perturbed Mike. 

    “Before you two start making out, is there anyone else dead, or were you the last?” Mike demanded, as he joined his Dark Elves in laying down covering fire. “Because if you’re the last, we need to get moving now!” 

    “I’m the last,” Dangas confirmed, after a quick scan of the raid interface.  

    “Great, then how about getting your people moving out so we don’t all die here!” Mike growled in a strained voice. Neither man took Mike’s tone personally. Obviously, he’d gone above and beyond to get them out of the shitstorm which the graveyard battle had become. On top of that, it looked like he’d lost over half of his people doing it. 

    “Whose corpse is close enough to pick up at the mouth of the gauntlet?” Dangas shouted in raid chat, as he shouldered the remaining Dark Elf corpses. Seeing half of his people raise their hand, he continued. “If the raid is still holding their position, we’ll gather up our gear and fall back as planned. Now get moving!” As everyone began running across the valley, Dangas looked back at Mike. 

    “Are you guys staying here?” 

    “Just long enough to keep these nutjobs at bay,” Mike confirmed, as he continued laying down covering fire. “If they get within their offensive spell range, they’ll wipe us out.” Glancing back to see the concern on the Aussie guild leader’s face, Mike did his best to reassure him. “Just go. We’ll catch up in a moment with Shadow Step.” 

    “Gotcha,” Dangas said, nodding to himself as turned away and called out over his shoulder. “I have a feeling this is going to get much worse before it gets better.”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Nine]Chapter Nine 

    (Evil Sandra, the mouth of the Gauntlet) 

    “I thought you said you had the graveyard covered, Jacob!” Evil Sandra railed at the Fatal Midnight guild leader.  

    “It’s not my fault!” Jacob, aka Mister-Griefer, shouted back, angrily getting into the Chaos Storm woman’s face. “Those motherfucking Dark Elves knew exactly where we were! As soon as we began camping the respawns, they began picking us off with Sneak Attacks!” 

    “Are you all a bunch of fucking idiots?” Evil Sandra demanded, throwing her arms up in the air as she paced back and forth in frustration. “Shouldn’t your people know how to pull off a stealther ambush by now?” 

    “Fuck you!” Jacob spat back in outrage. “They hit us while we were still in stealth!” 

    “What,” Evil Sandra sarcastically screamed right back, “all five hundred of you at once?” 

    “They could see us while we were stealthed!”  

    “Look, we can’t re-enter stealth if we’re in sight of the enemy,” Jacob said, as his voice took on an ugly tone. “Nor can we attack what we can’t see.” Pointing in the direction the enemy had retreated in, he continued as if he were explaining the basics to a simpleton that didn’t understand the first thing about gaming. “Those Dark Elf Assassins can re-enter stealth at will. Not only that,” he continued in a growl, “they can see us in stealth. Trust me, that’s a whole hell of a lot harder than fighting against a bunch of mindless zombies from the top of a wall any day!”  

    “Gah, you’re such a simp!” Evil Sandra roared, ignoring the murderous intent in Jacob’s eyes as she pressed her fingers against her forehead to think.  

    The lot of them were a bunch of useless fucking idiots, Evil Sandra silently swore, trying to figure out how she was going to stop this from falling apart. These incompetent jackasses were going to make her lose both targets if she wasn’t careful. Jacob thought he was so smart, but so far, she was the only one out of their entire alliance that had survived one of Starfairy’s zombie horde assaults. It didn’t matter if she’d accomplished it with cheesy tactics, it only mattered that she’d won.  

    Domenic was basically out of the fight. From what Shapo had reported, the NPCs guarding the walls had basically been wiped out from the waves of attacks they’d been sending in all morning. Right now, there was maybe nine or ten players left holding the walls with a handful of surviving NPCs. One solid push and the fortress would be theirs. Obviously, Starfairy was out of zombies and on the run. Evil Sandra didn’t dare ease up the pressure on the little prick or he’d wiggle out of this and escape. Above all else, that was something she couldn’t allow, which was why she’d sent the majority of her forces to chase him down. Coming to a decision, she got up into Jacob’s personal space. 

    “You want to make good on losing control over the graveyard,” Evil Sandra said, as her lips curled into a sneer. 

    “We didn’t lose control of the graveyard,” Jacob snarled back. 

    “Yes … you … did!” Evil Sandra exclaimed, pausing to emphasize each word. “All the respawns escaped and your people were taken out by a bunch of NPCs that you outnumbered five to one.” She poked him hard in the chest to underscore her point. “NPCs! If that’s not the essence of losing control of the situation, than I don’t know what is.”  

    That little bit of truth immediately shut him up as his face twisted in hate. Amongst professional players, there was nothing worse than losing to a bunch of NPCs. That, more than anything else, took the wind out of the Fatal Midnight guild leader’s sails and made him pliable for what she really wanted from him.  

    “Look, I’m not going to hold that against you,” Evil Sandra said, visibly calming herself down while extending the proverbial olive branch. While she was pissed as hell, she needed someone to take over the siege so she could go after Starfairy to get the real win here. “Hell, it can even remain our little secret for all I care.” 

    “What are you proposing?” Jacob brusquely asked, folding his arms across his broad chest.  

    “You still have five hundred Rogues in your raid that are still mostly around level 35, right?” Evil Sandra asked, already knowing the answer to her question. Seeing the man’s grunt of acknowledgement, she continued sweetly. “All that I need you to do is agree to take over the assault on the fortress while I hunt down the real quarry.” 

    “What do I get for saying yes?” Jacob grudgingly asked, after exchanging a brief glance with his guild officer, Ortiz V. Both men knew she had them bent over a barrel. 

    “You get my promise not to tell everyone that you lost to a bunch of damn NPCs,” Evil Sandra menacingly snapped, making both men visibly jump at her sudden transformation. Letting the mask of hate leave her face, she continued nonchalantly while delicately adjusting her hair as she spoke.  

    “Look guys, there’s nothing for you to worry your pretty little heads over. Shapo already scouted everything out,” Evil Sandra nodded to her right-hand woman. “The last NPC was killed hours ago. All that’s left is maybe ten players guarding the walls and whatever elementals they can summon.” She didn’t even bat an eye at the outright lies coming from her lips. “Hell, you’ll still have the siege engines and I’ll even send Shapo with you.” She paused to look both men in the eyes as Shapo stifled a laugh behind her. “Do this and we’ll call it quits.”  

    For a long moment, no one said a word as the two Fatal Midnight players glared at them angrily. Evil Sandra really wasn’t too concerned about their decision one way or another. They knew as well as she did that Jacob couldn’t say no or he’d be the laughing stock of the Alliance. Besides that, the unspoken point in the discussion was the simple fact that if they didn’t do as she said, they’d be ostracized by everyone. 

    “So what,” Ortiz V grumbled, “you want to take the credit for both taking down the fortress and spawn camping Startum?” 

    “Really, Dude?” Shapo said, shaking her head in disgust. “We’ve already beaten the defenders down to nothing. If anything, we’re letting you have a chance to get in on the win.” 

    “Yeah, but Evil Sandra will be the one that gets credited for the takedown and the siege,” Ortiz V argued, glaring at Jacob to say back him up. 

    “We’ll take the deal,” Jacob unhappily grunted, slashing a hand for his first officer to shut his fucking mouth. Ortiz V’s pride was going to screw up their gravy train if he wasn’t careful. Unlike his First Officer, Jacob well understood this was the only way for the guild to save face and stay in the Alliance. As it was, Fatal Midnight had been mostly relegated to a support role due to their crappy buff/debuff Nightmare tree. Jacob’s sour thoughts were interrupted by a loud explosion and a brilliant flash of light off to the west as the brown-haired bitch before him suddenly beamed happily. 

    “That’s my signal to head out,” Evil Sandra explained, as she immediately turned to her girlfriend. “Shapo dear, I’m heading out with everyone but your team. If something goes wrong,” she meaningfully looked back at the two Fatal Midnight players, “you know what to do.” With that, Evil Sandra began striding towards the waiting group of fifty players standing off to the side busy talking to each other in groups as the sounds of fighting coming from the west noticeably increased. 

    “Dingleberry! Starfairy’s just hit the western graveyard ambush.” Evil Sandra shrieked at the top of her lungs. “Get your people together, we’re moving out!” As the entire group raced away towards the western end of the valley, Shapo walked past the two Fatal Midnight players as the rest of her team fell in behind her.  

    “Come on, Fatal Losers,” Shapo arrogantly called over her shoulder, as the two men silently glowered after the Ranger. “We’ve got a fortress to take over!”  

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Ten]Chapter Ten 

    (Second Assault Group: Startum and friends heading for the gauntlet) 

    “I still can’t believe you’re going to keep spawn camping those players like that,” Rani yelled at my back in self-righteous outrage as I led the raid towards the mouth of the gauntlet at a fast trot. That I could hear her as clearly as I could over the thudding footfalls of over eleven hundred booted feet crossing a field of frozen-topped snow was impressive in and of itself, but not in a good way. Instead of responding to the annoying woman, I called out to my companion. 

    “Neristhana!” The sharp shout briefly echoed off the rock face of the gauntlet towering ahead of me, as I continued nonplussed. “If she doesn’t stop yelling, you have my permission to send her back to the graveyard as a respawn.”  

    “You wouldn’t dare-” Rani’s voice cut off with a choking “hurgiggergal” sound as I heard a body hit the frozen snow. Not that I bothered to watch the show as I kept an eye out for any additional stealthed Rogues that might be still guarding the mouth of the gauntlet.  

    “One more word and we’ll see how many hits it takes to cut down a Nordic Guardian,” Neristhana said in a tone as cold as ice, while the rest of my companions fell back to surround the V-MMORG Admin with their blades drawn. Why the rest of my companions had taken to Neristhana’s leadership so naturally was still beyond me, but I wasn’t about to raise the question to my ladies. I’d learned long ago not to look a gift horse in the mouth by asking dumb questions. Still, I couldn’t help the smirk that came to my mouth at Rani’s placating tone. 

    “Okay … okay … okay, I promise I’ll keep my opinions to myself!”  

    I didn’t dare look back to spoil the effect, even though I really wanted to see the pain in the ass Admin being put in her place. After ten minutes of constant bitching, the V-MMORG Admin was really starting to get on my nerves. Besides sounding like a self-righteous prick, I swear it was like she’d never spent any time playing on anything but a PVE server. The stuff I was doing was normal PVP tactics. Hell, it wasn’t like I had troopers stationed at every graveyard in the area preparing to spawn camp the enemy as they tried to regroup, which was quite the valid tactic if I might say so myself, I thought with a smile. At least for games that didn’t have graveyards as no-combat zones.  

    On our approach to the mouth of the gauntlet, it was obvious that there’d been a major battle here. Everywhere I looked the frozen snow within a fifty yard area around the entrance had been completely melted away. Even more telling to the intensity of the battle that had occurred here was the disturbed ground. In many places, the earth had been noticeably scorched and even turned to glass from the extreme heat. All of this only served to emphasize the hellish battle my new allies had endured to carry out their part of the plan. We were still fifty yards from the gauntlet’s opening, when I felt Neysa and Helgath’s mental presence brush my consciousness as they returned from scouting the southern graveyard.  

    ‘We saw no stealth units in the area,’ Neysa’s mental voice almost sounded like a growl in my head, as she came to a stop at the extreme range of our link.  

    ‘There are a handful of newfar respawning at the graveyard,’ Helgath added in an almost mezzo-soprano tone that seemed to naturally settle my nerves. That quick thought was pushed to the side as she explained what she meant in detail. ‘But, they’re heading directly to the western graveyard as soon as they respawn in.’ There was a brief pause as she mentally checked with Neysa before continuing, ‘We believe they’re only the support classes.’ 

    ‘Makes sense,’ I said, trying to picture Mike’s current tactical situation as they tried to retreat. ‘My warning message to him that the western graveyard probably had an enemy ambush group waiting for them must have been right on. That meant the first group was having to fight through that mess while the main enemy assault was snapping at their heels.’ I silently swore, shaking my head unhappily. ‘This is turning into a complete clusterfuck if I ever saw one.’  

    ‘Where do you want us?’ Neysa mentally asked, sending feelings of confidence through our link as my mind struggled to update the tactical map running in my head. Unfortunately, the gaping holes from the fog of war wasn’t helping any. 

    It was obvious that Evil Sandra had somehow figured out that we were in the area and had deployed her forces accordingly. While all of this could’ve all been happenstance, I wasn’t a believer in coincidences. Even if you didn’t understand everything that had led up to your current situation, things typically happened for a reason. Could Evil Sandra have had all of this in place just because she was a thorough commander? It’s possible, but then why wait to wrest control back over the graveyards until now? No, in my heart, I knew that I’d somehow fucked up. The question now was how much? 

    Reaching the mouth of the gauntlet, I signaled Assault Leader Dell to deploy the pre-planned group of House Kayden troopers to guard our backs. While it was necessary, I wasn’t exactly thrilled about heading into a questionable combat situation with two hundred and fifty less troopers than I’d originally planned on. Not that there’d been much of a choice if I wanted to keep the two hundred and fifty Rogue players that had been preparing to attack the troopers guarding the eastern graveyard out of the fight.  

    If not for my new perception ability, those players would have caught my troopers completely off guard and easily taken control over our fallback position. While they could still corpse-hop to the southern graveyard and regroup there, doing so would take time and mean that they’d be lacking a lot of their primary gear in the process. It was possible that a smart commander would send a runner to let the main force know of our second attack group. Hopefully, by then we’d be on our way with Domenic and his people out of the area. I let out a heavy sigh. Those were another two more juggling balls of shit that could come crashing down on us at any second.  

    Even so, Mike’s reply via Tengsly did ease my tension somewhat by confirming that his group had managed to pull away the majority of the forces sieging Domenic. Still, there was no way for us to know for sure how successful the ruse had been until we stuck our proverbial head in the noose. That was, until I heard the rhythmic beat of approaching hooves coming from deeper inside the gauntlet. Fylreh knew better than to give away our position by using a full gallop, I thought in consternation, as the hard-faced Centauride came flying through the ruined gateway not sixty yards away. As Fylreh oriented on me in her headlong flight, I felt my heart anxiously clench in my chest as her hooves began beating the ground even faster.  

    “Star!” Fylreh urgently called out still twenty yards away. “The siege engines crews are all that is left at the third wall!” Seeing the confused look on my face, she came to a thunderous stop before me as she did her best to disperse her forward velocity by a series of rearing hops. As a wave of dust washed over the front line of our forces, Fylreh hurriedly continued out of breath. “The main attack force had just reached the walls when I came upon the enemy. From my count, there wasn’t more than a thousand newfar in the attack!” 

    “Yes!” I shouted in excitement at the good news. Stepping up to the Centauride, I clasped her upper arm in thanks as I met her golden eyes. “Good work, Fylreh, that’s exactly what I needed to hear!” Seeing the slight blush that suddenly came to her cheeks, I stepped back somewhat embarrassed at my enthusiasm, before continuing more somberly. “Would you mind keeping an eye on the plains to the west for the enemy’s advance?” 

    “As you wish, Star,” Fylreh replied in a more serious tone, even though the excited glow never left her eyes. Before either one of us could say more, the Centauride reared up on her hind legs and leaped away. Watching her chestnut hair streaming behind her for a second longer, I shook my head to clear my thoughts and contacted my soulmates as I turned to the raid. 

    ‘We’re heading in. Please keep a watch over the southern approach so we’re not caught by surprise,’ I instantly sent to both Helgath and Neysa as I updated them on the plan, while ignoring the mental fingers clawing through my thoughts for more information as I continued nonplussed. ‘Fylreh is keeping an eye on the western side of the valley.’ Getting a wordless acknowledgement filled with love and concern from both of them, I began calling out orders. Within seconds, we were moving deeper into the gauntlet as planned. 

    Everywhere I looked there were areas of glassy and burnt ground. From the damaged terrain, the first group had obviously fought a steady retreat back from the first wall. The effect was sobering, to say the least, and was most noticeable with my friends who were silent as their eyes swept over the devastation leftover from the battle. As we approached the shattered gates, a sinking feeling began to build in the pit of my stomach as I noticed the clustering of white gravestones that peppered the area for the first time. I hadn’t noticed them earlier due to the distance and number of new boulders that were scattered around the area.  

    Immediately, my mind began trying to reconstruct the battle from the evidence at hand, but it wasn’t until we reached the opposite side of the wall that things started to make sense. I’d been keeping an eye on the gravestone names. By a rough count, there’d been something like fifty-plus different players that had been struggling to recover their corpses. From the field of white gravestones and new boulders littering the field between the first and second wall, it was obvious that a number of the Aussie players had pushed deeper into the gauntlet than they were supposed to and had gotten their asses handed to them.  

    What was most disconcerting to my strategic mind was that shouldn’t have made much of a difference. With the expected surprise of our assault, there shouldn’t have been any deaths to speak of, except for the zombies. This just confirmed my belief that the enemy knew we were coming and had been prepared in advance.  

    Letting out a deep breath, I nervously led the raid into the war-torn field between the first and second wall. All that I could do at this point was trust in Fylreh’s scouting ability and in the safeguards I had in place around the mouth of the gauntlet. Around thirty-feet in is when my booted feet sunk into something unpleasant, forcing me to slow down to a walk. At least, if I didn’t want to be wearing the disgusting shit.  

    I hadn’t noticed the four inch deep bog-like goo of unidentified smegma until I was right on top of it. Mostly because, I was too busy keeping my eye on the defensive wall in front of us. Obviously, this would have been an excellent place for an ambush. Hurriedly looking around, I realized what I was looking at a half-second later as the smell hit me full in the face, making me gag. As if on cue, Hefe’s annoyed voice broke the heavy silence. 

    “Fucking A, Jay,” Hefe croaked, as he stopped to hold up a goo-covered boot. “What the hell is this crap?  

    “No clue,” AJ said, breathing through his mouth. “But, it’s seriously some nasty-ass shit.” 

    “One of the Chaos Storm Alliance guilds must have had a shitty nightmare tree,” Hefe scoffed out loud, as AJ joked back. 

    “Naw man, that’s what you call a shitty start,” AJ said, giving Hefe a fist bump. As both of my friends laughed, Jill smacked the Dwarf on the head. 

    “Gawd, you’re such dumbasses,” Jill said, rolling her eyes at the weak joke.  

    “Seriously though,” Krystal said, obviously distressed at the horrific smell. “What the hell is this?” Before I could speak up, Thomas joined the discussion. 

    “It’s zombies,” the Devil Dog guild leader said in a flat voice, as my friends looked over at him in confusion.  

    “Yeah, watch out for the bones,” Sarka groused, kicking away part of a ribcage that had become wrapped around her boot. “You definitely don’t want to fall down here.”  

    “I wonder if it’ll be on your boots or your bare feet when you change back,” I heard Krishna muse out loud, as the rest of us looked back to see the horrified look on Lyeneru and Angie’s were-faces as they visibly gagged at the thought. Turning away like I hadn’t heard anything, I began to hurriedly make my way through the bloody bog of stank.  

    “Is this seriously what’s left of all your zombies?” Rani asked in confusion from where she followed behind me. 

    “What did you expect would happen if a group of mindless undead attack fixed defenses?” I pointedly asked, as we made our way through the goop with our boots crunching the smaller bones underfoot, while my friends joked back and forth about the situation. Hefe and AJ even started a grotesque game that consisted of slinging the larger bones at Matt Cobra and Thompson who promptly zinged them back as the boys on both sides laughed at the spray of disgusting smegma being flung about. It was a more dangerous game than any of them knew, I silently thought, knowing that all it would take was for one of the women in the group getting hit with the smelly gunk in their hair or mouth and the fun and games would be over. Forcing myself to ignore the train wreck waiting to happen, I nodded to the numerous boulders strewn about the field, explaining to the V-MMORG Admin. “The raid leader probably had her people make a temporary wall at the ruined gate ahead of time and then simply bombarded the bunched up undead.”  

    “But-“, Rani stuttered, trying to wrap her head around the evidence before her. “In Telrain you crushed the opposition with your hordes of undead.” 

    “Not really,” I argued, as we reached the shattered gateway. Here, the undead had been hacked to death and were mostly intact corpses instead of crushed goo. Pointing to a makeshift barricade that had been constructed across the shattered gateway, I continued my impromptu lesson. “See, they just let the zombies stack up and then hacked the mindless creatures to death one after another.” The doorway in the barricade was wide enough for four of us to pass through at once as we continued towards the last defensive wall of the gauntlet. “Telrain wouldn’t have gone any differently. The only reason we hurt the Chaos Storm Alliance so bad there was because we caught them by surprise. All that they had to do was respawn at one graveyard and they would have easily fought off the waves of undead with minimum deaths. Hell, they probably could have done that without even setting up any barricades. Though, if they had, it would’ve gone just like this.”  

    That bit of information seemed to make Rani rethink the general usefulness of my undead pets as we moved towards the last defensive wall of the gauntlet. All around us were the various sleeping gear and campfires of the Chaos Storm Alliance. Obviously, they had moved their gear from when we went through earlier that morning. Something that would have set off alarm bells that this was an ambush for any of us that had been part of the stealth group to talk with Dom, I mentally sighed, just another mistake on my part for not having at least one of my teammates from earlier escorting the first group to warn them of what to expect. As I silently studied the last defensive wall of the gauntlet, my self-castigation was cut short when I caught sight of the five siege engines and their Dwarven crews sitting atop the wall watching the assault. 

    “Alright people, it’s time to make the donuts,” I announced in raid chat, as Thomas, Kenzie, and the other Devil Dogs glanced over at me in surprise, while Rani gave me a smirk.  

    “What?” I asked, frowning in annoyance as I came to a stop. Seeing my older friends roll their eyes at me, I ignored the peanut gallery and focused on the Devil Dogs. “Don’t even act like your old asses don’t know the commercials.” 

    “Who are you calling old,” Kenzie grumbled, flipping me off as Thomas quipped back  

    “I’m just trying to figure out if you’ve even seen the commercial.” 

    “Our sensei used to use the saying all the time,” I said in the way of an explanation. “Surprisingly enough, YouTube still has most of the older commercials like that online.” Jill, Krystal, AJ, and Hefe were already well acquainted with some of our odd sayings like that and just acted like Domenic, Mike, and I were super geeks. What-the-fuck-ever, I thought with a mental snort. While I didn’t watch TV, I sometimes watched the older commercials that peopled marked as being funny. Or more accurately, I usually only watched the commercials that were banned in the states because they were more interesting.  

    “You know,” Kenzie said with a smirk on her face, “it kind of takes away from the joke if you have to explain it.” Rolling my eyes, I ignored her dig and moved out, acting like nothing had happened.  

    “Okay people, it’s time we got this party started,” I tried again, as Kenzie busted out laughing. 

    “You’re quoting Pink now?”  

    “I fucking hate you,” I muttered under my breath, as everyone started laughing even harder. Letting out an exasperated sigh, I tried again. “Look, do you mind fucking keeping it down? The enemy is up ahead.” That seemed to get everyone back on track as they began eyeing the fortifications thirty yards in front of us, while I gave Tengsly a message for Domenic and sent the Flying Squirrel off with an unhappy squawk. This time when I moved out, the raid fell in behind me as I continued in a more serious tone. “Fylreh reported that the siege engine crews were left behind while everyone else joined the assault. If there’s no more surprises, we have a thousand newfar in the attack force and twenty-five Dwarves with the siege engines left to deal with.” 

    “Damn, it’s too bad we can’t somehow take the siege equipment with us,” Thomas muttered unhappily beside me, as we made our way across the gap between us and the enemy.  

    While I agreed with the sentiment, I knew doing so would slow us down too much to escape the horde of enemy players that would be hunting us down. As soon as the enemy commander realized they’d been suckered, the shit was going to hit the fan. Giving Thomas an apologetic nod of understanding, I continued laying out the order of battle. “Assault Leader Dell will secure the defensive wall and destroy the siege engines, while the rest of us get into range to offer Domenic and his people support against the invaders.” 

    The “Oorah!” that sounded from the raid loudly echoed off the walls of the gauntlet and made the Dwarves sitting on the walls jump to their feet in terror as they noticed our raid for the first time. A few of the braver souls jumped down to try to get their siege engines turned around, but most of them just hopped off the far side of the wall to run away or possibly warn the rest of the force. Not that they had any chance as we swept through the artillery park killing everyone in our path. The Dwarves on the far side of the wall tried to seal the shattered gateway with their earth magic, but it was too little too late as we charged through the wide opening blasting the handful of Dwarves to death. 

    Thankfully, our luck seemed to be holding out, meaning there weren’t any troops waiting for us in ambush as we made our way across the pockmarked battlefield towards Domenic’s fortress. While that might sound like I was being paranoid to some, it’s something I would’ve done if the shoe was on the other foot, which was why Assault Leader Dell’s orders had him prepared to repel an assault from either direction. While I thought it was a decent plan, Sarka disabused me of that belief a second later. 

    “Why are we leaving nearly half of our force behind to take on an enemy nearly three times our size?” Sarka sidled up to me and asked in a hush tone.  

    “If everything works out the way we hope, there won’t be a battle,” I ambiguously answered back with a smile, as I glanced at Rani meaningfully.  

    “And if it doesn’t work out?” Sarka pushed, annoyed that I didn’t actually answer her question as she completely dismissed the V-MMORG Admin. 

    “Then we’re going to get some experience running back from the graveyard again,” I said with an unconcerned shrug 

    “Can’t you just for once answer a freaking question directly,” Sarka griped, as we made our way across the war-torn field towards Domenic’s fortress. “I swear, you’re worse than Yun-” I half-tuned her out as she began bitching up a storm. A quick glance at Yun and Tinyr laughing at my situation let me know they must have seen this coming. Suppressing the smile that tried to form, I turned back around to study the shallow craters filled with water that were scattered around the field in-between wide areas of melted sand and piles of rubble that were more than likely the leftover mineral-remains that had made up Domenic’s Earth elementals. It was a sobering amount of destruction and brought home the extent of how large battles in The World could literally reshape the landscape. My attention was suddenly pulled back to Sarka, when she popped me in the shoulder hard. “Are you even listening to me?” 

    Before I could answer the pissed off Warrior, a horrendous grinding sound filled the air. Immediately, the massive stone wall not forty yards away suddenly began to slide together and compress. As the entire wall folded flat across the courtyard and began to retract into the keep, I slowed to a stop at the impressive sight as Sarka’s voice died away. 

    “Well, shit on me.”  

    “I guess we’ll find out together if this worked or not,” I said, before calling in raid chat. “Everyone, prepare for battle!”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Eleven]Chapter Eleven 

    (Shapo Xela - Chaos Storm guild officer, assaulting Domenic’s fortress (thirty minutes earlier)) 

    “Are you a complete fucking idiot, Romperu?” Shapo shouted in annoyance, as the entire group of melee players fighting against the Earth Elemental was blasted off their feet from his Lightning Strike. “I’ve already told you, the fuckers are immune to lightning attacks.” 

    “Would you stop freaking calling me that?” Roberto asked in a huff, as he turned on their group’s team leader. “Rimaru deserves more respect than that. He was the damn Butcher of Bucharest,” he irritably explained as Shapo mimed stroking herself off. “What the fuck does it even matter to you anyway? It’s not like I’m hurting anyone important.” 

    “That’s not the point,” Shapo said, glancing over at the Fatal Midnight guild leader who was visibly seething at the Chaos Storm players’ constant mistakes. “Mister-Griefer is about to bust a nut if we keep killing his guildmates.” 

    “Better watch out,” Roberto sarcastically said as they busted out laughing, “or they might try debuffing us.”  

    “Alright … alright,” Roberto said, gasping for breath as the melee group gave them dirty looks. Before any of them managed to climb back to their feet, the Earth Elemental began pounding its sledgehammer-like fists into the stunned players. Although the stun only lasted for five second, two of the Fatal Midnight players were sent to the graveyard as their heads burst open like overripe melons, before the raid was able to climb back to their feet. Catching his breath, the Ranger continued with a satisfied smirk. “Besides, the Water Elements are more fun anyway.”  

    “Stop instigating them,” Shapo said a little louder than necessary, as the assault force went back to taking out the enemy sentry.  

    Surprisingly enough, there hadn’t been any players to fight during the entire assault. Shapo had thought they’d be mostly fighting against a group of holdouts battling to the very end like normal. You know, losers who couldn’t accept that they were being taken out by a larger guild, but instead, there’d just been an unbelievable amount of these mindless pets everywhere. Whoever had set them up was annoying as hell. The dickhead had two hundred of both the Water and Earth Elementals patrolling the fortress’ courtyard in groups of forty. They hadn’t managed to pull a single group of forty yet without aggro’ing another two groups at the same time, turning every simple fight into a marathon battle of attrition.  

    While the loss in levels wasn’t permanent, it was frustrating as hell in their current situation. And if that wasn’t enough of a pain in the ass, the freaking Elementals were now immune to their Lightning Strikes. In truth, the mindless creations had been hard enough to deal with as it was using magic, but now the raid was being forced to take the monstrosities down by melee damage alone, it was a complete pain in the ass. Shapo didn’t know what kind of Nightmare quest this dickhead had, but with ten players or less left, there should’ve only been a handful of sentries to deal with. Not this insane amount. Her attention was pulled back to the fight by a ragged cheer from the Fatal Midnight raid members as the Earth Elemental crumbled into a pile of minerals.  

    “Good job, Fatal Midnight,” Ortiz V shouted in raid chat. “That cleared the foyer, now let’s take the keep!”  

    It was about fucking time, Shapo thought as Ortiz V led the melee portion of the raid into the central keep. There’d only been twenty Earth Elementals guarding the room, but fucking A, that had been no joke. In her heart she knew this whole assault would have gone differently if these Fatal Midnight losers actually had a decent non-direct damage Nightmare tree like the Global Brutality guild’s and not buffing, which just irritated her that much more as she and her team joined the last half of the raid passing through the doorway. She was just approaching the archway to the central great room of the keep, when Chip N’dip, a Rogue/Assassin on her team, called out in annoyance.  

    “Really, more Water Elementals?” 

    “Why is it glowing?” Some faceless Fatal Midnight player commented in raid chat, as Roberto excitedly pushed his way into the room ahead of her shouting.  

    “It’s mine … it’s mine!” 

    “Don’t you dare blast that thing, Romperu,” Shapo warned her teammate, as Mister-Griefer glanced back to give her a dirty look.  

    On one level, she didn’t blame the Fatal Midnight guild leader for being annoyed. The new Water Elementals immunity to her people’s Lightning Strikes had an unpleasant side effect of making the bolt of lightning split into a number of tiny tendrils that shot off in multiple directions. While it didn’t cause much damage to the melee players being hit or do anything more than make your hands slightly numb, that was the effect only if there were enough melee attackers surrounding the targeted Water Elemental to split the streams with.  

    Otherwise, it was a different story altogether, Shapo thought with a silent chuckle, thinking back to what had happened the first time they’d blasted a Water Elemental next to a small group of Fatal Midnight players. The effect was actually quite beautiful and made her think of touching a Plasma Globe at the local Science Museum when she was a child. You know, besides laying out the whole team with a five minute stun. 

    “Look, there’s two more!” Cap’n Hoser, their team’s acting tank, called out excitedly. “Let’s hit them all at once!” 

    “I wish your people would stop doing that shit,” Mister-Griefer snarled, as she squeezed passed the upset man. 

    “Oh come on, there has got to be at least five hundred of your people in the room by now,” Shapo said, rolling her eyes in exasperation. “You know as well as I do that this is going to look cool as hell.” 

    “I just wish you’d stop using my people as guinea pigs,” Mister-Griefer ground out through his gritted teeth, while trying his best to not lose his temper. 

    “Oh come on,” Shapo said, letting out a throaty chuckle. “It’s not like there’s anything else for us to do if our Lightning magic can’t hurt these things.”  

    “Okay, on the count of three,” Roberto called out in raid chat. 

    “One,” Cap’n Hoser shouted. 

    “Two,” Chip N’dip said, a second later. 

    “Three,” Roberto said, a second before three Lightning Strikes flew out from her teammates hands just as Shapo was passing through the doorway. Instantly, there was a thunderous boom and a flash of bright light as she was suddenly blasted off her feet.  

    Gasping for breath, Shapo looked around in a confused daze from where she had been discarded like a piece of garbage against the far wall. Not that she could actually move her head due to the Stun that was flashing in her HUD. Ignoring the ringing in her ears and her flashing red health bar, Shapo’s blurry eyes took in the horrific scene around her. Everywhere she looked, there were blackened parts of limbs and chunks of semi-seared flesh now littering the foyer, her, and the fifty or so survivors that had been in the room with her. Even more disturbing, was the fine mist of blood and small chunks of meat and viscera that covered everything.  

    Shapo numbly watched the remaining members of the Fatal Midnight raid come rushing into the foyer with their weapons drawn. The first two hundred simply ran straight through into the great room, while the handful of the surviving Priests stopped to heal up Mister-Griefer, Ortiz V, and the other Fatal Midnight survivors. The Ranger could only silently watch as the guild leader rose to his feet, after having his debuff removed, and sneered at her in contempt.  

    “We’re going to spawn camp the rest of your worthless, fucking team until we’ve taken the fortress on our own,” Mister-Griefer spat at her crumpled form. Nodding for the Priests and the handful of injured still being healed up to follow his directions, the pissed off guild leader strode after the rest of the raid calling out orders. “Cut down any enemy you find, we’re heading to the fortress’ control room!”  

    Fucking idiot, Shapo thought, as she watched the last thirty seconds of her Stun begin to count down. She’d slaughter the lot of them herself if they dared to threaten her teammates as they spawned in. Not that she was particularly worried that would be much of a problem as several voices called out a warning for approaching Water Elementals. Closing her eyes, she mentally crossed her fingers and hoped that she was out of the AOE range of those exploding Water Elementals just as the sounds of battle came to her ears. It was but a few seconds later that another deafening explosion shook the entire room.  

    Opening her eyes, Shapo was just in time to see a debris cloud of dust, stone, and bloody body parts come shooting into the room as everyone that was standing near the archway were blown off their feet. The still injured raid members were instantly killed by the explosion and following impact, while the healers furthest from the archway ended up in a bloody heap around her. The dust cloud had barely even started to settle, when the Stun finally wore off and she was able to once again move. 

    “Get your bleeding, worthless body off of me,” Shapo hatefully said, kicking the female Priest that had landed on the lower half of her body away as she climbed to her feet. Looking around the room at the stunned survivors, she sneered at them angrily as she pulled out a Healing potion from her belt and gulped it down. “If the lot of you had half a brain, you’d have healed the one person that saw what had happened to the raid instead of leaving them stunned on the ground and falling for the same dumbass trap two times in a row!”  

    Seeing Mister-Griefer’s head lying on its side on the cold stone floor, Shapo shuffled up to the dead guild leader’s head and booted it through the archway. The makeshift ball made a squishy thud against the far wall of the great hall as Shapo snarled in frustration. Not daring to go any further into the room, Shapo took up a sniper position in the archway as she carefully studied the destroyed room trying to understand what was going on.  

    The great room itself looked like a bombed out French Chateau directly out of an old World War Two movie. The stone walls of the room had been scarred black and were a crumbling mess near where the weird Water Elementals had exploded. The heavy, iron chandeliers hanging throughout the room were bent and twisted, the tables and chairs that had been evenly spaced around the chamber were now nothing but splintered wood, while the floor was covered in a mixture of crumbling debris and oozing chunks of the dead. There was literally no way to recover any of the raid’s dead with a resurrection spell even if the Priests dared to go far enough into the room to cast the spell.  

    Being careful to keep an eye on the three doorways entering into the room, Shapo pulled open her system window trying to get her head around what had happened. The only thing she could think to do if another one of those nasty Water Elementals showed up was to blast it from range and hope she could duck back around the archway quick enough to dodge the resulting explosion. Slowly her ears began to stop ringing as she searched through the lines of red text, until she found what she was looking for.  

     

    Moonshine Elemental blows you up for 2,356 points of damage. 

     

    “What the fuck is a Moonshine Elemental?” Shapo angrily swore out loud to the destroyed room, when she realized there was singing coming from the far side of the great room. Bluish-white electricity began dancing around her finger tips as she raised her hand to blast anything that dared to show its face. Slowly, the Ranger somewhat calmed down as her ears healed enough for her to make out a man’s voice singing an off-key ditty.  

    “… bottles of … shine … wall … of moon …” 

    For a long moment, Shapo incredulously stood there listening to the repeating refrains as her eyes searched the dark room for the source of the singing. Due to her being Human, she could barely make out anything in the low light of the dusty room. The Ranger couldn’t have said if it was the words she couldn’t quite make out or the bizarreness of the surreal situation, but unconsciously she found herself creeping further into the room as all the while the words became clearer.  

     “… bottles of moonshine … wall … thirty-nine … moonshine. Take one … it around …” 

    As Shapo’s eyes adjust to the low light, she was finally able to make out an open trapdoor towards the back middle of the great room. From the angle she was looking down into the room, she was able to make out a pair of armored boots propped up on the edge of the hole. It was just about the time the words to the man’s song became clear enough for her to make out.  

    “31 bottles of moonshine on the wall, 31 bottles of moonshine. Take one down and pass it around, 30 bottles of moonshine on the wall.” 

    Was this the dickhead that had been causing them so much trouble, Shapo wondered, as her feet carried her closer towards the trap door? Could she sneak up on this idiot and take him out before he knew she was there? A plan began forming in her head as she slowly slid her long sword and dagger out of their sheaths and slipped into Stealth. As she neared the trap door, she saw what could only be described as an armored Half-Dwarf sitting back in the fortress’ control room taking a sip from a lead-glass jug. Before she could lunge at the player, Shapo saw a flying squirrel dive past her head to flap in front of the man’s face just as she heard several voices suddenly curse out in the foyer behind her. 

    “What in the bloody hell happened?” Chip N’dip swore as he appeared next to his corpse.  

    “Did someone catch the license plate of that semi-truck that hit us?” Cap’n Hoser croaked out, from where he squatted on the floor over his gravestone. 

    “I swear by all that is unholy, I’m slaughtering the Fatal Midnight losers that killed me!” Roberto appeared bitching up a storm.  

    “What the hell is a Moonshine Elemental,” Gene Anthony complained loudly, holding up his heavy leather robes that were completely ruined in disgust. 

    Along with Shapo’s teammates, there was a slew of angry voices that suddenly filled the keep as the first batch of Fatal Midnight players that were blown up by the Moonshine Elementals started appearing next to their corpses. The noise was near overwhelming after the almost complete silence. It was in that moment of distraction that the flying squirrel flew past her head and out of the open door to the keep, when she heard words that sent a cold shiver down her spine. 

    “Holy shit, that really does work to get the Perception skill,” the Half-Dwarf said in an amused tone, looking directly at her as if she weren’t in Stealth. “I was wondering if you guys were ever going to make it inside the keep at the rate you were going.” Shapo hurriedly looked at her HUD to make sure she was still in Stealth mode as the man let out a deep sigh and continued talking as if she weren’t a threat.  

    “While I appreciate the extra skill and being able to test the effectiveness of these Moonshine Elementals,” a shit-eating grin came to the Half-Dwarf’s face, “it’s going to break my Dwarven Brew Masters’ hearts when I tell them they can’t drink this tasty brew because it’s a part of our strategic reserves until we can make some more.” Seeing the confused look on Shapo’s face, the cocky man gave her a wink and flipped a switch on the panel in front of him. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head over all of that, because you will be as they say, squished … like … grape.” The last part of that was said as the Half-Dwarf made a chopstick snapping together gesture with his fingers. 

     “Let me show you where you can shove that cocky self-righteous attitude-” Shapo began to say, as she prepared to blast the smug smile off the dickhead’s face with her Lightning Strike spell. There was no sense in holding back since the loser could obviously see right through her Stealth. Unfortunately, before she managed to cast the Lightning Strike spell, the stone floor beneath her feet suddenly lurched hard enough to throw her to the ground.  

    For a long second, Shapo was stunned from the interruption of her spell as the entire keep began to shake around her. Confused screams from her teammates and the rest of the Fatal Midnight raid echoed around the foyer and the great room as a horrendous grinding noise filled the air. All around her, the walls began to shrink and compress as her raid mates began to die by the scores. Shapo didn’t understand what was going on, but even as she regained control over her body, the shaking was so severe that it was practically impossible to even climb to her hands and knees.  

    Something deep inside Shapo’s primitive brain warned her that she was going to die as she lurched towards the trapdoor in a flailing dive only to find it impossible to move in any one direction from the intense quaking. This was all obviously part of the Half-Dwarf’s plan, Shapo thought, as she tried to inch across the shaking floor towards the foyer and the exit. That’s when she realized to her horror that the doorway was no longer there. Not even the foyer was there. Instead, it was a solid stone block.  

    A quick glance at her HUD told Shapo that everyone in the raid had been killed as the walls all around her began folding up onto themselves like some short of collapsible jigsaw puzzle. As the great room of the keep got smaller and smaller, the Half-Dwarf’s words suddenly made horrible sense … squished … like … grape. As the words echoed in her thoughts, Shapo let out a bloodcurdling scream just as the stone ceiling folded down to crush her to death. As her vision turned black, a disturbing red text window popped open before her eyes as she howled in frustration.  

    You have been killed by Vengeance Burnslinger! Due to your corpse being completely destroyed from a fortress being put into travel-mode during a siege, your spirit will be released to the nearest graveyard in twenty-four hours.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twelve]Chapter Twelve 

    (Second Assault Group: Star and friends in the gauntlet) 

    ‘I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show up.’ Domenic’s voice sounded in my mind. ‘I’ll be out in a jiffy. Oh, and thanks for explaining how to get that Perception skill. It worked like a charm!’ Finished with delivering his message, Tengsly lighted on my shoulder and snuggled up to my cheek, before crawling into his normal spot inside the hood of my cloak as I went back to watching the show.  

    The beginning was the best. There was nothing like watching the massive walls folding up into the courtyard with the thick chunks of earth jutting out from the edges. It was truly an incredible sight to behold, I silently thought, as the massive fortress continued folding up into travel mode. Although, by now only a shrunken version of the central keep was left as it quickly shrank to the size of a yard long, by foot wide block of stone lying on the barren ground inside the cave-like opening in the side of the mountain.  

    The complete and utter silence after the terrified screams from hundreds of players dying and the bone-vibrating sounds of stone grating against stone as the fortress folded up hit those of us watching almost like a fist in the gut. As the cold wind whipped around us as it passed through the gauntlet, the sharp clamoring sounds of metal armor was carried across the field to our ears as a scale mail clad, black-haired Half-Dwarf climbed out of the hole that had held the fortress’ control room. I immediately recognized Domenic as he rose to his feet. The look of stunned disbelief was clear on his face even from this far away as he slowly looked around at the empty hole where his fortress used to be. 

    I fully understood what he was feeling. It was a truly awe-inspiring sight. One that I’d have to share with him if I ever got the chance. There was no doubt in my mind that the true affect was mostly lost for those fans watching the video online from my Twitch channel. Domenic only took a few seconds to look around, before squatting down and fitting the massive stone into his rucksack. Closing up his bag, the Half-Dwarf slung the now massive rucksack onto his back, before turning to face the two lines of armored Dwarves marching up to him. 

    Several gruff words passed between Domenic and the leader of the first group, before a familiar large bag of gold was passed between the two Dwarves. I couldn’t help the hairs from standing on the back of my neck as I sucked in a ragged breath at seeing the final symbol from our earlier fight being handed over. Domenic flinging the sack at my feet in disdain was still a little too fresh in my mind. With a brusque salute for services rendered, the old squat Dwarf at the head of the column accepted the gold and took off at a brisk run out of the mountainous cave where the main wall used to stand. The sound of jingling armor filled the air as the Dwarves passed us four abreast on their way towards the mouth of the gauntlet. It was an impressive force of five hundred heavily armed Dwarven warriors. While I wished Domenic could’ve kept the grizzled veterans in his employment, I understood that their agreement had only been for the siege. Besides that, like Domenic, I wasn’t a fan of paid mercenaries.  

    I’d warned Domenic over the phone that I really didn’t know how the Dwarves thought they were going to get back to the Dwarven capital of Dolurn, especially since the main pass was closed off with a bunch of level 90 to 100 monsters. Hell, the Dwarves couldn’t even travel up the coast via the mountainous goat trails due to the first group using that for their escape route. In truth, my biggest concern was that they’d get talked or threatened into siding with the Chaos Storm Alliance. I promised him that I’d slaughter them myself before I let that happen. For better or worse, I let Domenic talk me out of that as he assured me that the Dwarven merc’s would never go back on their word.  

    Expelling the lungful of air that I’d been holding, I watched them go for a moment longer, before turning back to the second group that was being led by Domenic, Tony, Fluffy, and the rest of my friends. This column held the remaining survivors of the siege. All of them looked like they’d been through the ringer. Even so, the determination and iron will that drove them on was clear in their eyes and the set of their shoulders. 

    One of the things that set this column apart from the other was that there were two hundred and seventy Water Elementals surrounding the entire group in a protective screen. The Water Elementals’ shifting, humanoid bodies were very different to look at than the zombie pets that were usually a part of our raid’s formation. That lack of undead just highlighted the amount of resources we’d expended to get to this point in evacuating Domenic. While I did have my boss soul stones, I wasn’t planning on using them unless I had no other choice.  

    Watching his group approach, I silently wondered where Domenic’s Earth Elementals were. A quick count, with a copious use of my Identify skill, let me know that the group consisted of twenty-four Paladins, a hundred and forty dwarves-at-arms, and fifty non-combatants. Most were Half-Dwarves with a handful of full-blooded Dwarves mixed in. The full-blooded Dwarves were easier to see in comparison to that of the Halflings, while the only demi-human of the group was Domenic’s Gnoll companion, Gutirrg.  

    All but the non-combatants were well-armed and armored. Each trooper wore a coat of scale armor over a chain mail shirt with leather jerkin and pants underneath. This layered armor was further reinforced by pauldrons, gauntlets, and shin guards crafted from iron plates. It was somewhat reminiscent to the iron-plate worn by the Guardian Knights. Most were armed with either one-handed bearded axes or flanged maces as secondary weapons, while their primary was a two-handed polearm that looked something like a Japanese Yari-Naginata spear. I was a little confused at their ranged capability, because other than a smattering of crossbows and the bows that were being used by Tony and Fluffy who were Rangers, I didn’t see any other ranged weapons. Even so, it was an impressive kit and showed just what you could accomplish while under siege with your back to a mine.  

    Frustratingly enough, it also highlighted my own force’s lack of quality gear. This was an issue that was on the top of my list of things to do. Unfortunately, there was only so much I could personally take care of while traveling across the known map to help my friend in an emergency situation like this. All that I could do was push the aggravating thought aside and promise myself that I would take care of the situation as soon as possible. Nonetheless, it weighed down my heart.  

    For now, I had to leave the crafting in Hollysharp, Kyarina, and Orion’s hands. Each of whom were working on the problems from different angles. It was a terrifying thought for someone like me who was used to taking the lead on crafting solutions for the guild. I could only hope that each of them would find a way to implement my ideas to mass produce what was needed in time for us to use them against the Hobgoblin invasion. It was such an overwhelming task that I honestly didn’t have a clue how they’d reach the necessary numbers of crafted materials needed for the projectiles for our Scorpion Ballista, crossbows, and bolts, let alone upgrading the weapons and armor for all of our troopers.  

    It wasn’t that I was putting my friends’ capabilities down. They were already doing everything they could to build up the two new defensive walls and necessary defenses for securing our lands, which was a staggering feat of construction all by itself and had been the main reason why I’d chosen to travel to Domenic’s lands with only a handful of my friends and companions. It was just happenstance that I was able to get the additional troopers that I had during my travels. Though these additional forces were sorely needed, the logistics of adequately outfitting them was proving to be a nearly impossible task. Ultimately, I figured we’d be facing the Hobgoblin invaders with what we had now along with anything else I could scrounge up along the way. My dark ruminations on my inadequacies were interrupted by a familiar shout. 

    “Yo, Jay!” a crazy looking Gnome suddenly shouted as he raced ahead of the column. “It’s about time you got your slow ass over here to give us a hand.” I didn’t need to run an Identify to know that this was Jimmy, aka Nuthar Inurface. Ignoring the surprised look from my companions and friends, I strode out to meet my friend.  

    “Sup, Jimmy!” I shot back, squatting down just as he reached me to put myself at my friend’s level. High-fiving and clapping each other on the back, Jimmy glanced back at our approaching friends, before lowering his voice. 

    “I’m glad you both were able to get your panties unknotted after all that stupid shit,” Jimmy said, the annoyance clear in his voice. “I know Dom can be a stubborn ass at times, but we’ve been going through a shitstorm here.” 

    “Naw, man,” I said with a casual ease. “I can only imagine what all of you have been going through. I’m just glad I made it here in time.” 

    “You’re telling me,” Jimmy said, running a small hand over his sweaty scalp before giving me a wink. “Remind me never to do one of those death runs again for a friend.” We both laughed at our shared pain. Only someone who’d traveled across the breadth of a map at a low level could understand the pain in the ass nature of running to help a friend. Jimmy had made the trip while he was level 2 and died a shit ton along the way. While I hadn’t exactly done that this time around, I well understood the pain of the constant deaths from doing the same in our other games as Jimmy confidently continued. “Honestly, I’m looking forward to getting some good-ole PVE in after all of this crap.”  

    “I hear you,” I said, clapping him on his bony little shoulder. “Don’t worry, after the Hobgoblin invasion you’ll be wishing you were back here under siege with Dom.” 

    “Doubtful,” Jimmy said, playfully slapping my hand away as he landed a solid hit on my breastplate. Waving away my companions’ concerned looks, we mocked boxed each other for a moment with me on my knees and Jimmy dancing around me throwing punches. Although it wasn’t serious, I quickly found out that Jimmy could still throw solid punches even as a Gnome. My friend looked much like he did in real life, except shrunken down to a 3’2” sized package with extra bushy eyebrows. His build had always been that of a bruiser. While he looked like an angry skinhead in real life, he was actually a cool guy that didn’t judge people by anything but their actions. Seeing AJ, Hefe, Jill, and Krystal walking up, he stopped our mock fight, turning suddenly serious. “You know I only ran over here because Dom needed the help.”  

    “I know man,” I said, matching his grave tone. “Without you being here, I’m sure things would’ve gone much differently. Priests are not easy to come by.” Trading fist bumps, I lowered my voice. “By the way, I’ve got some good news about going full-time pro-gamer.” 

    “Seriously?” Jimmy asked, his face immediately changing from his typical serious expression to what you’d expect to see from someone upon winning the lottery.  

    “Yeah, man,” I confirmed, matching his grin. Since I’d first met him, he’d been working shitty jobs trying to make a living. “We’ll talk about it more offline, but I wanted you to know that it’s a go.” 

    “Woohoo!” Jimmy suddenly cheered out loud, as the rest of our group of friends looked over at us in shock. Still whooping like a maniac, he started an impromptu bump and grind dance.  

    “But, only if you never do that again!” I jokingly complained, while holding up my hands in mock horror as Jill and Krystal began catcalling the little Gnome slapping his ass while Hefe and AJ whistled along with them. It was such a surreal response from Jimmy of all people that the rest of us who knew him couldn’t help but laugh at the sight.  

    “You just wish you were this sexy!” Jimmy crowed back, unconcerned about the looks we were receiving from the rest of the raid. As he continued laughing and dancing, his Water Elemental scurried over and began copying his dance moves to create a surreal dance off. It was so out of left field that it completely broke the tension that had been weighting me down up until then.  

    It was good to see my friend laughing for once. Jimmy was usually a little too serious and wasn’t exactly known for joking around. Even though our backgrounds were very different from each other’s, Jimmy and I had gotten along from the get-go when we met. That was probably because we were both considered assholes in our own rights for saying things directly to people. Out of all of my friends, he was also the only person I knew that had a more horrible childhood than I’d had which was saying something. That he made it out of the destitute poverty that he’d found himself in was still a wonder and was half the reason I always looked out for him. My attention was pulled from Jimmy’s antics, when another pair of voices called out in greeting. 

    “Hey Star!” a sexily robed female Dwarf named Lena Stonehammer called out. “It’s good to virtually see you again.” 

    “I told Kitty that this was all your fault!” a male Dwarven warrior named Runartin Stonehammer grumped out in unison. 

    “Hey Kitty,” I pleasantly replied to the female Dwarf, as she stepped up and gave me a hug. “I see you’re looking sexy as always.”  

    “I’m loving the evil Terran Empire look you’ve got going on,” Kitty shot back, as she pinched my butt and made me yelp in surprise, before backing away. It wasn’t that Kitty was hitting on me or anything. She was happily married and old enough to be my great grandma, but she enjoyed flirting with the younger guys in the guild. Besides, we’d been online friends for nearly a decade.  

    “Sup Run,” I said, clasping the gruff Dwarf’s wrist as we gave each other brotherly claps on the back.  

    “Dammit Star, you know I hate PVP,” Glen complained, as he tried to pop me in the ribs, before I could dance out of range. Behind his back, Kitty mouthed that “he loved it” as I bit back the smile that came to my lips and shoved him away. “I still can’t believe we let you talk us into coming out here.” 

    “I’m sure Dom appreciated having the two of you here,” I replied back unperturbed.  

    “You’re damn right he did,” Glen agreed, somewhat mollified. It wasn’t that the older man was upset, he just liked giving me a hard time and being grouchy at times. “While it’s been exciting, we both agree it would be nice to get some levels and do some PVE for a change.”  

    “Then, I’m sure you’ll enjoy BrokenFang Hold,” I said with a straight face, as Kitty gave me an appreciative wink for putting up with Glen’s shit. “There’s lots of PVE going on back there.” 

    “Sounds like fun,” Glen said, glancing back at Kitty to give her a putout look. “Don’t you both go on acting like I don’t know what’s going on. I’ll have you know that I keep up with everyone’s emails even if it’s Kitty doing all of the responding. Besides,” he gave us a rare grin, “at least with the Hobgoblins we’ll be getting experience points.” 

    “Oh, so now you’re treating me like your secretary and not your wife?” Kitty began laying into her husband, as Glen began backtracking quickly while I laughed out loud. None of it was meant seriously and couples especially had their idiosyncrasies. Giving Kitty a wink, I turned towards the column that had just come to a stop behind them as I greeted the rest of my friends. 

    Tony and Fluffy both greeted me warmly, while John and I traded polite nods. Shouldering past her father, Julie stepped up to give me a friendly hug as my ex-friend glared at me for acting too friendly with his daughter. It wasn’t a look that was shared by her boyfriend Kenneth as he greeted me next with a wrist clasp completely unconcerned. Thanking them both for helping out with the siege, I turned to Domenic as we clapped each other on the shoulders in a brotherly hug.  

    “You’re still an ass,” Domenic said with a shake of his head. 

    “And you’re still a dick,” I replied, as we both laughed. Sometimes friends fought, it was just how things went. True friends got over that.  

    “Are you guys finished kissing and making up,” Jill sarcastically taunted from where everyone was talking with Jimmy.  

    “Suck it, Jill,” I shot back, flipping her off as a low chuckle went around the circle of my new and old friends alike. “I wanted to do a quick round of introductions with everyone before heading out.”  

    “Can that wait until we get out of this fucking death trap?” Kenzie called out from where she stood with the rest of the Devil Dogs. While it was technically a good point, taking a minute or three to greet my friends and introduce everyone shouldn’t hurt us if everything worked out the way we’d planned. Besides, it was one of the few things I could do to try to bring everyone together somewhat, before the shit hit the fan.  

    “That depends on if our plan worked or not,” I said, throwing an arm over my shoulder as we faced my people. “How did it go, Dom?” 

    “Well, the Moonshine Elementals ended up taking out nearly their whole raid,” Domenic said, speaking loud enough for everyone up front to hear. “But, due to how many invaders there were, I could only do it in two groups.”  

    “What does that even mean?” Kenzie briskly asked, obviously still with a chip on her shoulder about what happened as everyone traded confused glances. Instead of snapping at the Rogue’s aggressive questioning, Domenic shrugged off my arm to better explain what he meant.  

    “Okay, so the plan Jay and I came up with was to trigger the travel mode while the invaders were inside the fortress.” That immediately got everyone’s attention as Domenic continued with a wicked smile. “The only problem was that we weren’t sure if the enemy had to be completely inside the keep or just inside the outer walls. What ended up being a problem was that only half of the invaders decided to enter the main keep. So, I did the only thing I could think of,” he paused to make sure he had everyone’s attention, “I blew the first group up in the main hall with three of my Moonshine Elementals, which had the side effect of suckering the remaining portion of the raid to rush in to help their raid mates.”  

    Those of us that had the pleasure of experiencing being blown up by one of his creations grimaced at his words. Even so, it was something that we could easily visualize. I saw Darkhorse, Kenzie, and Zhou in a hushed discussion with the rest of their guildmates. Domenic waited for a moment before continuing his story. 

    “The biggest problem was that I didn’t know how many players they had in reserves or if Jay’s distraction had even worked. I didn’t want to pop the travel mode and find myself surrounded by a bunch of PKers,” he explained, as everyone followed his reasoning. “So there I was sitting inside the fortress’ control room with the trap door open so I could keep a watch on these assholes with the whole room covered in blood and guts with all of my Moonshine Elementals used up. I’m staring into the shadowy dark room,” Domenic pantomimed his precarious position as he got to the meat of the story, “when this Ranger comes Stealthing up to me.”  

    “Now, mind you,” Domenic said, playing up to the audience. “It’s not like I could see her or anything. At the same time she’s sneaking up, I hear a bunch of players begin spawning back in at their bodies, when all of a sudden Jay’s Flying Squirrel comes shooting up to me and hovers before my face to let me know you guys are here and the coast is clear.” He paused to look around at the expectant faces listening to his story, before continuing. “Just as I receive the message, I get a notification that I’ve learned the skill Perception. Immediately, I see this pissed off bitch standing above me getting ready to attack me,” everyone jumped as Domenic suddenly slapped his hands together, “and I’m like “you will be as they say, squished … like … grape” and hit the switch for travel mode.”  

    “Gawd, you’re such a dork,” Jill complained, as she covered her eyes while the rest of us laughed. Seeing the Devil Dogs confused faces, she explained for everyone else. “He was channeling Mr. Miyagi from the Karate Kid movie.” Jill made air quotes as she continued. “Mike, Jay, and Dom are always making stupid martial arts jokes like that due to their old sensei. Cut him off now, or we’ll be hearing Big Trouble in Little China quotes next.”  

    “So wait,” Thomas interrupted, as he waved for Jill to quiet down. “So what does that mean? Did your guys’ plan work or not?” 

    “That’s a good question,” Domenic said with a shrug. “Which is why I sent Pounce to check out the southern graveyard.” Seeing that the warrior wanted to argue, he held his hands up so he could explain.  

    “Look, I probably got a good four or five hundred of those guys just as they were respawning in.” Domenic said, glancing over at me for support before continuing. “Jay’s guess that the gravestones would be packed up with the fortress was right. We just don’t know what that means in terms of player respawns.”  

    Before anyone could add in their two cents on the subject, a large Lynx appeared at Domenic’s side. Everyone jumped in surprise at the predator’s sudden appearance, but settled down once they realized it was Domenic’s pet. What did get everyone keyed up was how agitated the Lynx was as it nervously paced around my friend with its tail whipping around in vexation. Not that my friend’s alarmed outburst helped any.  

    “What do you mean we have to get out of here now?” Domenic demanded in exasperation, as all of us listened in on the one-sided conversation. He was obviously talking out loud to his pet so the rest of us would partially understand what was going on. “If the players can’t respawn at the site of our fortress because their gravestones are missing, then what’s the freaking problem?” He threw up his hands in frustration. “So what, you can see dead people. Great! Now, how many of those dead people can respawn and attack us?” There was another silent exchange that ended up with Domenic throwing his hands up in frustration. “What the hell are wraiths?” 

    Instead of responding, Pounce suddenly blinked away. He reappeared ten feet away a split-second later with his fur standing on end. Almost simultaneously, Domenic staggered and cried out as if he’d been attacked. Leaping away from him, the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden cleared its sheath in the blink of an eye as I struck at the shadowy claws that had appeared in my friend’s shadow. Instead of biting into misty flesh, the blade just whipped through the air hitting nothing as Gutirrg, Domenic’s Gnoll companion, hurriedly rushed forward to pull his liege lord from the shadowy creature’s clawed embrace. As soon as Domenic’s shadow moved due to the angle of the sunlight, the shadowy creature let out an incoherent screech and disappeared.  

    “The fuck!” Kenzie exclaimed, drawing her blades as she leaped back with her eyes wide-open. Whatever had sprung out of her shadow shimmered away in the sunlight almost instantly as more shouts of fear and pain began ringing out around us. 

    The reaction from both raids were nearly the same as the ring of weapons leaving their sheaths echoed between the rocky cliffs of the gauntlet, while glowing fists of various types of magic prepared to lash out at the unseen attackers. In both Domenic’s column and my raid, more players and people of The World seemed to be coming under attack from the shadowy creatures while confusing commands began being shouted out in raid chat. At the same time, Neristhana and Ulia shoved me back trying to protect me while the rest of my companions surrounded me with their weapons drawn and terror shinning in their eyes.  

    “Wraiths!” Ulia fearfully hissed, as more people began coming under attack. Almost as if she were quoting an old saying, the Swordswoman muttered under her breath. “It is said on the Plains of Atoll that direct sunlight is the only thing that can hold such evil at bay.” 

    “That or possibly a Beast-Kin Spirit Shaman,” Neristhana nervously added, as her eyes scanned the shadows around us with dread. “If this had happened at night, we’d all be dead.” 

    My mind kicked into overdrive upon hearing the word Wraiths as my mind tried to review all the lore I’d ever heard about Shades and Wraiths. I tried to listen to the anxious words being tossed around by my companions as my eyes studied the ghostly forms randomly assaulting both raids. Out of nowhere, people’s shadows were coming alive with fangs and claws. Just moving out of the way seemed to disrupt the attacks, but within seconds those same people were targeted with follow-up attacks. Several people got off a Shadow Bolt or Frost Blast at the indistinct shapes tearing into them but to no avail. It was like magic attacks and weapons did nothing to hurt the creatures.  

    That in itself was odd. In Dungeons and Dragons, Shades and Wraiths were supposed to be beings of the Planes of Shadows and still partially existed in the real world. While they were resistant to non-magical weapons, silvered and magic weapons along with spells could hurt them. Ghosts, Phantasms, and Shades were battled similarly in most MMO style games. Usually, that was because the concepts for such creatures originated either directly from Dungeon and Dragon’s lore or were pulled from the same ancient tales of ghosts and ghouls from Earth’s mythology. Through all of the confusion, I heard a familiar voice shout over the excited jabber. 

    “Pounce says you can’t fight these things. They’re Wraiths from the Realm of Shadow that have been attracted here due to all of the newfar souls unable to respawn at their gravestones!” Domenic urgently shouted at me from where Gutirrg had pulled him away to as the Gnoll did it’s best to protect him. “We’ve got to get out of the area or they’re going to suck the life out of us!” With a thought, I invited Domenic’s raid to join mine as I began bellowing orders. 

    “Alright people, follow me!” My voice rang out over the fear and confusion as I began running towards the mouth of the gauntlet. “We’re getting the fuck out of here! Now get your asses moving!” Pushing my way through the Uten Syn guild and the players that were trying to fight the shadowy monsters, my voice cracked like a whip as I forcibly shoved people ahead of me. “I said to move out! You can’t fight them with the weapons we have!” 

    Within half a minute, the entire raid was quickly making their way across the ruined landscape for the nearest defensive wall. Seeing that my troopers had dug in at the last wall of fortifications, I hurriedly called Tengsly to me. The message was short and sweet. Within seconds, the Flying Squirrel was racing ahead as I turned to a wide-eyed Yun. Seeing that he’d lost nearly two hundred hit points, I spammed a Regeneration on him and everyone else that showed up with damage in my raid interface. I ended up spamming Regeneration out seventeen more times, before realizing that Yun and everyone else’s health weren’t recovering. 

    “What the fuck is going on?” I shouted to Yun. “Why isn’t your damage healing?” 

    “It says that I’ll have to rest for an hour for my hit points to recover!” Yun hollered back, as his eyes tried to look everywhere at once. “The thing went through my Holy Shield and armor like it wasn’t even there!” 

    “This sucks, Star!” Sarka complained from where she ran on my other side. “I swear, you have the worst friends ever.” 

    Throwing my hands up in the air at the nonsensical comment, I scanned through everyone’s health with one eye as my other watched the Kayden troopers forming up to move out. It was then that Tengsly came flying back to me. A moment later, Assault Leader Dell’s voice sounded in my head. Dell reported that they hadn’t come under attack by any Wraiths, but would move out as soon as everyone was formed up. He also promised that he’d alert the troopers at the head of the gauntlet. Tengsly didn’t bother coming to rest on my shoulder, but took my next message for Domenic and flew off. I was just starting my own search for information, when Krishna, Lyeneru, Angie, and Gaelin caught up to me.  

    “What the hell are Wraiths, Star?” Krishna shouted out, as soon as he felt like he was close enough for me to hear him.  

    “No clue,” I yelled back, as we ran for the shattered gateway. “I’m pulling up the in-game Wiki now. Do Lyeneru or Gaelin know anything about these things?” The surprised looks on both Krishna and Angie’s faces said no as I turned back to mentally type in the words into the search screen floating before my eyes. A surprisingly difficult task while running and trying to listen in on Krishna and Angie’s conversation with their companions. As soon as the internal webpage popped up, I turned my focus on reading up about Wraiths and dying in The World, when I heard Thomas suddenly call out behind me.  

    “Dude, what the hell are those things?” Thomas vehemently asked, as he and Kenzie joined the makeshift command group.  

    “The in-game Wiki says they’re evil spirits from the Realms of Shadow that are attracted to the souls of the dead. Supposedly, they can be drawn into an area if a mass group of players are repeatedly dying and doing corpse-runs to their gravestones. It says here that, if they mass in great enough numbers, they can cross the threshold and attack the living,” I yelled back, as I closed the link and searched for any additional pages on the topic.  

    “I wonder if that’s why the Chaos Storm Alliance were mostly running from the southern graveyard instead of respawning at their gravestones,” Kenzie thoughtfully asked, as Thomas and I looked over at her in surprise. It was a damn good question. Before either one of us could comment on it further, Tengsly came flapping up to me. Immediately, Domenic’s voice sounded in my head. 

    ‘Pounce is saying that Wraiths hunt the space in-between life and death. If too many newfar spirits are continuously running back to their bodies, they attract these spirit monsters to the area. I wonder if that’s why the players sieging us stopped respawning at their corpses near the end of the first week of the siege. If there are enough Shades or Wraiths in one area, Pounce says they can start to cross over into our realm and attack the living. Night is the worst, but he says they can even use a creature’s shadow if its daylight. Oh, he also said five hundred and forty-seven newfar were captured inside the fortress and their ghosts are nowhere to be seen.’ Finished delivering Domenic’s message, Tengsly settled on my shoulder as I quickly did a search on sieges in the Wiki.  

    Unfortunately, that was a dead end. The in-game Wiki didn’t have anything but the basics on conducting a siege. There was nothing about gravestones being moved around by the enemy or trapped inside a fortress. Probably, this was just one more in-game bug we’d discovered by accident. Swiping the window away, I saw the faces of my friends impatiently staring back at me for answers. Quickly, I went over the gist of everything I’d researched and that Domenic had explained. 

    “So that means what?” Thomas asked, his eyes glazing over as he read something on his HUD. “The players captured in the fortress will be out of combat for up to five hours?”  

    Pulling up my own notes, I quickly found the Emergency Hot Fix that applied: 

     

    Imprisonment: Players can now only be imprisoned for up to five-hours by NPCs and Monsters. Once the five-hour time limit has been reached, the player will be given the choice of respawning at the nearest graveyard, the nearest graveyard outside of the current area, or to the last friendly city they left. In addition, this time period can only be served while the player is actually logged into The World. If a player is captured in PVP within a training area, the time limit is only a maximum of five minutes after which the player will be given the choice of respawning at the nearest graveyard, the nearest graveyard outside of their current area, or the nearest friendly city. If a player is captured in PVP outside of a training area, the time limit is only a maximum of five hours after which the player will be given the choice of respawning at the nearest graveyard, the nearest graveyard outside of their current area, or the nearest friendly city. For PVP, the player does not have to be logged into the game to complete the required time out.  

     

    “Looks that way,” I agreed, after reading through the text.  

    “Didn’t Fylreh report that the invasion force numbered a thousand?” Sarka asked, as she followed the conversation.  

    “So what does that mean for the remaining four hundred and fifty-three players then?” Unalia suddenly asked, from where she kept pace next to Tinyr. “Weren’t their gravestones trapped in the fortress too?” Looking between our thoughtful faces, she asked a question that made all of us pause. “If those Wraiths are hunting newfar ghosts running back to their gravestones, does that mean you can die as a ghost?” As one, we looked to the silent Rani that was running along with us, albeit no longer surrounded by my companions. 

    “What, are you giving me permission to speak now?” Rani asked in a self-satisfied tone at seeing the look of annoyance that flashed across my face. Without waiting for an answer, she continued taking on an educating tone. “Of course players can die even as ghosts. Seriously, how else did you expect V-MMORG to balance out large scale PVP?”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirteen]Chapter Thirteen 

    (Jacob Mister-Griefer – Fatal Midnight Guild Leader in the gauntlet and southern graveyard) 

    Your gravestone has been captured by Vengeance Burnslinger and is currently unavailable. Do you wish to return your spirit to the nearest graveyard automatically or make your way back to the nearest graveyard on your own? 

     

    “Gah! This is such bullshit!” Jacob, aka Mister-Griefer and the guild leader of Fatal Midnight, screamed in aggravation at the eerie ghost world around him. With a snarl of frustration, he casually dismissed the inane message away as the corpse countdown reset to five minutes. Fuming in anger, he took off for the fortress, once again, muttering under his breath. “Seriously, how the fuck did someone even capture a gravestone in the first place?”  

    This entire day was going like shit. First, he had to keep his mouth shut while that Evil Sandra bitch prattled on about how his guild was a worthless piece of shit because they’d been ganked by those Shadow Assassin NPCs while still in Stealth. Like any of her people would have done better! And if that wasn’t enough, she’d stuck him with that loud mouthed Shapo Xela and her team of fucktards to “help them” take the fortress while she went after the main prize. What a complete fucking bitch! Jacob mentally raged. And now, after sucking up and enduring all of that ass kissing bullshit, this happens. Running through the last wall’s shattered gate, Jacob threw his arms in the air and wordlessly screamed in frustration. 

    “What the hell is a fucking Moonshine Elemental anyway?” 

    That was the most annoying part of all of this. Whatever had killed him had done four thousand points of damage. Four … fucking … thousand … points … of … fucking … damage! And that was with him at the rear of the raid! How was something like that even possible? On top of that, as a level 42 Rogue, he’d been rocking it with nearly three thousand hit points! It should’ve been impossible for him to be one-shotted! That wasn’t even the worst part of all this shit. If Jacob had died, that meant at least half of his entire raid had died along with him. If he didn’t get back into the game and fix this shit up quick, he’d have to put up with that stupid bitch being all up in his grill again! Jacob was just coming up to the top of the rise about halfway to the fortress’ outer walls from the last wall of the gauntlet, when he stumbled to a stop. 

    “Where the fuck is the fortress?” Jacob roared to the ghostly world around him, as he stared unbelieving at the empty hole in the side of the mountain. “It was freaking here just a second ago!”  

    Staring down at where the fortress had been, Jacob did his best to try to understand what he was seeing … or wasn’t in this case. Come on, a fortress didn’t just get up and walk away in the course of a few minutes. This all made no sense at all, Jacob fumed in frustration. Jogging down the slight slope, he stepped into the cave opening where the main defensive wall had been just a few minutes earlier and looked around in confusion. There were no corpses, no gravestones, and most of all, no fucking fortress. This whole day was turning into a pile of stinking shit and it wasn’t even half over. Jacob was trying to decide what to do next, when a cold wind blew through his soul. 

    It was that cold wind before a major thunderstorm on a warm summer day. You know, the freezing wind that hits ahead of a major storm only this one was without all the detritus being picked up and blown around. As the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, Jacob’s ears picked up a sound that sent shivers down his spine. Whatever the noise was it was just at the edge of his hearing. If pressed, Jacob couldn’t have said, at first, what it was that disturbed him so much about the otherworldly sound, but, the more he focused on it, the greater the feeling of absolute dread that began to rise up inside his heart. Whatever it was, it flipped the flight or fight switch of his primitive mind and got the adrenaline pumping through his veins.  

    The time dilatation from the effect made him feel like he’d been standing frozen in place and shaking in fear for minutes, when, in truth, the foreboding pall that had covered over the ghostly world around him hadn’t taken more than a few seconds to form. In that short time, Jacob’s peripheral vision began registering flittering shadow-like forms darting about the backside of the cave. As his eyes focused on the jerky movements, the shapes quickly took on a more substantial form. It was almost as if his seeing them brought the creatures more into his reality. Each lumpy misshapen shadow had glowing red eyes and spectral-white fangs that looked like some Lovecraftian horror come to life.  

    It was in those split-seconds of gibbering terror that Jacob realized that these flittering nightmares were actually some sort of Wraith-like predator. As their nightmarish forms became visible to his eyes, he could see that they were feeding on screaming humanoid forms that were being plucked out of the aether around them. It was in that horrific moment that Jacob realized the souls of the dead they were feasting upon could only be those of his guildmates. Everywhere he looked shadowy wolf-like creatures with tentacle-like limbs rippling from their backs were tearing apart his people and eating them alive. The low sound that he’d been hearing this entire time suddenly transformed into the distinctive screams of the dying and the ravenous sounds the misshapen shadow monsters made as they rent bone and flesh.  

    This was the first time he’d ever seen another soul in this ghostly realm, but it only seemed to happen when the Wraith-like creatures caught their prey. The majority of his guildmates were simply trying to escape the gruesome fate of being eaten alive as they ran for their lives towards the cave opening where Jacob stood. Most were missing arms or had gaping bites taken out of their bloodless torsos, while the few that were missing their legs fitfully tried to crawl to safety. None got away. Jacob noticed that a handful of his guildmates were trying to fight back against their spectral foes, but it was to no avail. Those individuals were ripped in half and shoved into gaping maws still screaming in defiance.  

    In his heart, Jacob knew he should be trying to help his people in fighting off these shadowy nightmares, but his unconscious mind ignored the wishes of his logical brain as his feet began carrying him back the way he’d come. Within seconds, he was in a full panicked flight for the graveyard as the shadowy hunters gave chase. Glancing fearfully behind him, Jacob realized they weren’t exactly after him, per say. They were simply after more prey to feed upon as the monstrous tentacle-like limbs plucked the ghostly shapes of his guildmates from the aether around him.  

    Although there was no physical exhaustion in the ghostly world of the dead, within seconds Jacob was panting from exhaustion as he fled in terror. The wolf-like Wraiths had what could only be described as a psychic howl that they released as they hunted. The horrific sound sent tremors through his body and gave him a sense of dread that could only be described as night chills. Something he hadn’t experienced since he was a young child.  

    The ghostly world warped and stretched as the pall of fear covered everything around him. Phantasmal tears streamed down his face as he raced out of the mouth of the gauntlet. With every step, he could feel the hot breath of the Wraith Wolves breathing down the back of his neck. Jacob didn’t know what the shadowy monstrosities were called, but Wraith Wolves fit the feelings of absolute terror that filled his aching heart as he ran for his life. 

    Unfortunately, his time had come as he felt the first tentacles rip the spectral flesh from his back. A panic-stricken look over his shoulder let him see the shadowy beasts that were hunting him. Three of the smaller Wraith Wolves in the mass of the terrifying pack had chosen to focus on him. Closing in on him from behind, they were running him down like an injured deer cut from the herd.  

    Jacob didn’t know if size made a difference in this realm of spirits or not as pain lanced down his sides once again from the lash of another feeding tentacle. He didn’t really know if the leathery tentacles had their own mouths or not, but each hit burned like fire down his back. The only thing that might possibly save him, Jacob fleetingly thought, was that they seemed too small to pluck him off the ground and cram whole into their snapping maws. If he could endure the pain and not completely lose his mind, he might yet make it in range to respawn in the graveyard. 

    Maybe some armchair pro-gamer wannabe watching his stream from home might ridicule him for not even trying to fight, but Jacob had seen the horrific deaths of his guildmates and he wanted none of it. As the spectral flesh was ripped from his soul, his eyes naturally went to gauge the damage being inflicted upon his phantom body. To his horror, the Fatal Midnight guild leader realized that he wasn’t losing health so much as his hit point bar was shrinking. A hurried look at his Character Sheet proved his fears to be correct. The Wraith Wolves weren’t inflicting damage so much as they were sucking the vitality from his soul. His Stamina had shrunk to a hundred and eighty! 

    Praying that this wasn’t permanent, Jacob ran for all he was worth towards the edge of the trees that lead to the southern graveyard. All the while, the small Wraith Wolves tore at his soul. Each strike felt like he was losing a part of himself as he drove himself onward toward his goal. The shadowy predators seemed to understand what he was up to. At first, their attacks seemed more as a way to torture and play with their prey than seeking to outright kill him. Almost as if his terror was something they fed upon. It wasn’t until the edge of the forest came into view that the ferocity of their attacks noticeably increased.  

    The last fifty yards were the worst as spectral fangs ripped at his hamstrings and tore chunks out of his thighs. At one point, one of the Wraith Wolves sprang onto his back and wrapped its tentacle arms around his neck. Somehow, Jacob managed to rip the shadow beast from his back, but not before his Stamina had dropped below a hundred and fifty. By the time the graveyard came into sight through the trees, he was dragging all three immature wolves behind him as they did their best to stop him from reaching his goal. 

    All around him, Jacob’s fellow surviving raid mates were going through the same life and death struggle. A woman with half of her face ripped off collapsed not ten feet away as a small pack of Wraith Wolves dogpiled her kicking and screaming body to rip her to shreds. Another familiar face was snatched up and stuffed into a massive maw the size of a giant bear as spectral viscera was sprayed everywhere. Getting caught by a monster like that was sure death, Jacob hysterically thought, as the massive shadow monstrosity lumbered in his direction. 

    Wordlessly bellowing, Jacob used the trees themselves to pull himself forward. It felt like his hands were dripping spectral blood as he hauled his soul forward one step at a time. In the distance, he could hear the rumble of the nightmarish beast coming for his soul. In its wake a cold wind blew through his soul as he fought against the tentacles lashing at his body, when the blood red letters he’d been waiting for so anxiously popped into a system window before his impatient eyes. 

     

    You have reached a graveyard! Do you wish to release your spirit now or wait for your timer to expire? Yes or No. 

     

    “Yes!” Jacob shrieked at the top of his lungs, as the realm of spirits faded away and he found himself lying on his back in the center of the silent graveyard. High above him, the sun shined onto his pale white face as he jerked into a sitting position. Before he could decide if that had all been some horrible nightmare or not, a disturbing system message popped open before his eyes. 

     

    Due to your Spirit being attacked by Wraiths while you were a ghost, you have temporarily lost one hundred and thirteen points of Stamina. To recover the Spirit Essence lost, you must rest for an hour of non-activity such as sleeping, eating, sitting, and drinking. This can be performed whether or not you’re actively logged in or out of The World.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Fourteen]Chapter Fourteen 

    (Evil Sandra – Chaos Storm guild officer at the western graveyard) 

    “Gggaaahhh!” Evil Sandra wordlessly screamed, as she turned on the Roadkill guild leader with murder in her eyes. “There’s no possible way it was Startum Ironwolf that killed your entire raid at the eastern graveyard,” her face screwed up in pure indignation as she glared back at the faces of the Alliance guild leaders and officers that were silently standing around them. Not a one dared to disagree with her words. Getting control over her outrage, she continued in a more even tone.  

    “We slaughtered the majority of Starfairy’s raid in my ambush and have been hounding him since,” Evil Sandra reasonably explained, expecting the woman to retract her ridiculous claims. “So you see, there’s no way you could’ve fought against him at the eastern graveyard.” 

    “Really?” Lizzie Short demanded, as she stood up to her full five foot two inches of height. There was no way she could truly get into Evil Sandra’s face since she was too short, but the unbridled rage coursing through her body made her look taller than she actually was as she angrily spat. “Then I guess this screen shot of being killed by Startum Ironwolf was a freaking mistake by the game!” To prove her point, she posted the screen shot she’d taken in raid chat.  

     

    You have been killed by Startum Ironwolf! Do you wish to resurrect at your corpse or release your spirit to the nearest graveyard? 

     

    For a long moment, no one said a word as all eyes silently turned to give Evil Sandra unfriendly looks. There was no love lost between the various Alliance leaders and her. It was a dog eat dog business and having someone in charge fuck up was a sure way to get ahead in this environment. No one had bothered arguing with her up until now, because she had Julie’s ear and confidence. Now though, even if she’d done more than anyone else had up until now, she’d still stepped on her proverbial dick.  

    Not that she noticed any of her fellow Alliance partners’ looks as her mind worked over the strategic issue in her head. While it was bad, it wasn’t something she couldn’t come back from. Evil Sandra just needed to find out what Starfairy’s game plan was. Not that it was particularly rocket science.  

    When it came down to it, there were only two possible strategies for him to go for. Either Star-loser had gotten her forces out of the way to march his main force inside Domenic’s fortress or he’d evacuated his friend. The first option would be more of a pain in the ass in the short term but ultimately useless in the end. It would just take her a little bit longer to break down the walls, or she’d be forced to use their new Orc allies to do her dirty work. Either way, it trapped Julie’s ex-boyfriend far from his lands and removed his ability to affect events.  

    If Star-loser had chosen to evacuate his buddy, it was even better. She had control of the fortress, as well as weakened his alliance with the loss of a nightmare tree, and he now could be hunted down like the dog he was by her forces. Between the Orc invasion army and her own forces, the bastard was as good as dead. It was a win-win situation no matter how you looked at it. It even made her being tricked by his ruse a moot point. Evil Sandra was just preparing to explain this fact to her audience, when a new voice caught her by surprise. 

    “The entire fortress is gone!”  

    “Oh please,” Evil Sandra sneered, as she whirled around to face Jacob who was striding up to them with a look that could kill plastered on his face. Obviously, Starfairy had chosen option two if this loser was already done with his task. “Don’t tell me you’ve come to gloat over the taking of an empty fortress.” The leadership group around her chuckled like good henchmen as they dismissed the shoddy looking Fatal Midnight guild leader and the handful of ragged guildmates that were following behind him.  

    “I don’t know what you’re trying to get at, but the entire fortress is completely gone,” Jacob vehemently spat, as he glared accusingly at his fellow associates in the Chaos Storm Alliance. His eyes seemed to watch everyone’s faces as he dropped his next bombshell. “All that’s left is an empty hole in the side of the mountain.” Coming to a stop, he snarled angrily at the entire group.  

    “What I want to know is which one of you assholes knew ahead of time that a fortress could be folded up on an invading force to kill everyone in it?” 

    Evil Sandra didn’t know what the Fatal Midnight loser was trying to get at, but his words didn’t make any sense. Everyone knew that a fortress couldn’t be picked up and carried away. Jacob’s blustering had to be a cover for something else, but for the life of her she couldn’t figure out what he was trying to get at. Before she could slam the annoying player down, Jacob angrily jabbed a finger at Dante standing next to her.  

    “You knew about that didn’t you,” Jacob exclaimed in outrage, as the Global Brutality guild leader began sputtering out excuses, while the rest of the command group backed away from the panicked man in confusion. A wild look came into Jacob’s eyes as if he’d figured out some important secret. Lunging forward, he grabbed Dante by the jerkin and shook him angrily. “It must have happened with the Uten Syn guild’s fortress too, didn’t it,” Jacob screeched, “didn’t it?” 

    “Get off my back, you fucking support loser!” Dante roared, as he angrily shoved the Fatal Midnight guild leader away from him in disgust. Even though Jacob was the higher level of the two and had extra buff spells to enhance his abilities, Dante was a Warrior and simply had a higher base Strength stat than the Rogue. Nonetheless, Jacob easily caught his balance as Dante glowered at the rest of the command group.  

    “Yeah, that’s right, my people lost the fortress they were guarding,” he snarled at the dismissive faces looking down at him as he twirled his finger above his head. “Big whoopty-doo, it’s not like any of you losers could’ve done better. It was a hundred and twenty against five thousand. What other outcome did you assholes expect?”  

    “That’s not the point,” Jacob bellowed back. “Half of my guild is locked out for twenty-four hours due to your lame ass not sharing critical need to know information to the rest of the Alliance that such a thing was even possible. Otherwise, we would’ve used another strategy to take the assholes out.” 

    “Oh fuck off,” Dante dismissively said, folding his arms across his chest. “Don’t make this all about you. All that my people knew was that a fortress could be moved … somehow. And just for your in-for-ma-tion,” Dante said, spacing out the word to emphasis his next point. “None of my people know how it was done, or that enemy forces could be killed inside a fortress when it was being packed up.” 

    “Great job getting that intelligence,” Evil Sandra dismissively said, trying to wrestle control back over the discussion. “That still doesn’t excuse you for letting the enemy get away when you outnumbered the losers what,” she made an act like she was trying to calculate the difference, “fifty against one?” 

    “Yeah, about that,” Jacob’s voice took on an ugly edge, as he turned to face her with an odd look on his face. “I’ve been asking myself why you’ve been commanding everyone to respawn at the southern graveyard and make their way back to the siege instead of collecting their gravestones. I mean, why take the hour-long attribute hit when you didn’t have to? It didn’t make any sense to me. At least it didn’t until the other half of my raid came under attack by Wraith Wolves when we tried to quickly get back into the fight by respawning at our gravestones!” 

    “Oh my god!” Evil Sandra smugly said, acting as if this was old news. “Seriously, why are you making such a big deal about this? The worst case scenario is that you lose a few stat points until you rest up.”  

    While she shrugged off his accusations like it wasn’t anything big, in her heart, Evil Sandra knew the shadow monsters were dangerous as hell. They’d gotten so thick during the first week that they’d attacked the living and the dead. It was so bad, that they’d been forced to make everyone respawn at the graveyards instead of running back to their gravestones. Not that she was going to admit to that here. Jacob didn’t need any extra ammunition to use against her when this all came to light. She thought she’d dismissed his accusations without anyone being the wiser, when the Fatal Midnight guild leader lunged at her screaming like a maniac. 

    “There were no gravestones for us to return to you stupid bitch!” Jacob tackled her to the ground still howling like a mad man doing his best to strangle her to death as the rest of the command staff tried to drag them apart. “The rest of my raid had nowhere to go and was eaten alive by those nightmarish beasts!”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Fifteen]Chapter Fifteen 

    (Second Assault Group: Startum and friends at the mouth of the gauntlet) 

    “Sub-Leader Haag and Runeschoff,” Assault Leader Dell’s voice cracked out like a whip, as the rest of us came running up to the mouth of the gauntlet. “Move ’em out!” 

    Immediately, the five hundred Kayden Troopers that had been assembled in case of a counter attack began jogging off. The lead elements were arranged in a loose arrowhead formation that consisted of squads of ten soldiers that were grouped together in three platoons. The middle was made up of a block of fifty troopers with each wing holding another fifty troopers. The remaining three hundred and fifty troopers fell in behind the wings in groups of fifty troopers. Together, it was a front line that was thirty soldiers wide. The speed at which the troopers performed the evolution was impressive to say the least.  

    “How are we looking?” I shouted out, as soon as we came to within twenty yards of Assault Leader Dell’s command group. Falling in beside me, the veteran swordsman gave his report, speaking loud enough to be heard over the clanking sounds of gear and the tread of hundreds of boots.  

    “There was a push by the rogue raid that we’d run into on our way from the eastern graveyard, but Helgath and Neysa warned the troopers ahead of time and then disrupted the rogues’ stealth,” Assault Leader Dell reported, as I lead my raid into the center of the troopers’ formation and we began retracing our path to the eastern graveyard. “Otherwise, it’s been quiet.” 

    “Dammit,” I unhappily swore under my breath, “that means they’re already informing Evil Sandra that we’re here.” Seeing Assault Leader Dell’s concerned face, I tried to relieve the other man’s sense of guilt. “It’s not your fault, Dell. It was going to happen either way, I just wished it had taken a bit longer to give us more time to get away.”  

    The question was never if the enemy was going to find out about our ruse, but when. Once Evil Sandra realized that the assault had been a distraction, she’d be out for blood. Unfortunately, that didn’t ease the dour look on Dell’s face, but I didn’t have any more time to try to ease his concerns of failure. There was just too much that needed to be done. 

    “Good job, Dell,” I said, trying to think of everything that needed to be done for us to vacate the area. “Just make sure everyone’s ready to move out by the time we reach them.” Returning the swordsman’s fist salute, I called Tengsly to me.  

    Instead of trying to climb up onto my shoulder, the flying squirrel shot out of my hood to hover next to my face, chittering happily as I gave the little guy a quick message for Helgath. I was about to send him away, when I realized through our link that he now had the ability to carry a second message along with the first. When I got some time, I really was going to have to see what all else he could do, but, for now, I just gave him Fylreh’s message and sent him on his way. Giving me an affirmative chitter, Tengsly raced off into the sky as my friends made room for Domenic.  

    “Yo, Jay! Why are we heading north-east?” Domenic asked, as soon as he matched paces with me. “If you want to head to Darom, we should be either heading through the southeastern or southwestern passes.” 

    “The southeastern pass is basically a no-go,” I said, ignoring the shocked look on my friend’s face as I continued explaining the current situation to him. “It’s blocked off by a bunch of high-level 90 to 100 monster packs. And if everything went as planned, the southwestern mountain pass is currently being used by Mike and company as an escape route with the enemy hot on their trail, hopefully after giving them a solid bloody nose.” 

    “So, let me get this straight,” Domenic said, as an unhappy look came over his face. “The one path you left for us to use as an escape route is the one with the massive Orc invasion force?”  

    “I figured no one would expect it,” I rationalized, as Domenic’s eyes got big as saucers. “Also, I wasn’t the one that decided to block the main pass.” I glanced over at Kenzie and Thomas who both looked away guiltily, before continuing. “Look at it this way, at least everyone will be getting experience points for a change since we’ll be fighting Orcs instead of players. Besides, I had to stop by Palnisdale anyway, before we get the hell out of dodge.”  

    For a moment, Domenic seemed to have an internal debate on whether or not he should say anything more on the subject. From his perspective, I’m sure my plan looked like an insane gamble. In all honesty, it probably was to a point, but it wasn’t like there had been much of a choice once everything was said and done.  

    “Whatever, Jay,” Domenic said, letting out an exasperated sigh as he resolved whatever internal conflict that had been bothering him. It was probably best for him to not criticize anyone’s decisions at this point in time. “As long as we have your army of undead and my elementals to throw at the problem, we should be fine. Right?” 

     “Ha!” Sarka said, letting out a bark of laughter along with several of my other friends nearby. “What undead army do you think that is?” Seeing the deadpan look on Domenic’s face as he turned back to look at me, I rolled my eyes in annoyance at Sarka and Unalia as I met my friend’s unflinching gaze.  

    “Yeah, about that,” I began, as the frown deepened on Domenic’s lips. “It took all the soul stones I had to get Evil Sandra to chase after Mike.” 

    “Wait, you mean Julie’s Sandra?” Domenic demanded in a cold voice, as I nodded back. Immediately, his eyes glazed over as he began putting two and two together.  

    Even though the woman had never been a part of our group, we both knew who Evil Sandra was from back in the day. She’d always given Julie shit for hanging out with the rest of us, and had always seemed to be waiting for the two of us to break-up. Almost like she was a spurned lover waiting for her own shot to date Julie. To say that Sandra and I didn’t get along was the understatement of the century.  

    “So, that’s how you managed to sucker her into chasing after Mike so I could escape,” Domenic exclaimed, as his gauntleted fist slapped into his palm in sudden understanding. “You made a huge force of zombies and players to make Sandra think you were the one attacking her-” I cut in as his voice died away. 

    “She somehow managed to ambush the force and slaughter all the zombies, before they managed to escape.” Although I’d have to talk to Mike to confirm that point, it was the most obvious interpretation of the evidence at hand. Although having my people get caught in a reversed ambush hadn’t been part of the plan, it had served our purposes well.  

    “Which drove her to chase you down in your weakened state,” Domenic finished, fully getting how I suckered Evil Sandra into chasing after Mike and piecing the rest of my plan together. “Only someone who hated you like Sandra does would throw all caution to the wind if it meant being the one to beat you down.”  

    “Hey now,” I protested his insinuation, “my plan was better than that.” 

    “Sure it was,” Domenic consolingly said, as I flipped him off. “It didn’t hurt that you knew who the enemy commander was.” 

    “That’s usually half the battle,” I agreed, as Domenic continued thoughtfully. 

    “You know,” Domenic meaningfully mused, “she probably figured out you were here because you helped to beat off that stealth raid.” 

    “Now wait one minute, I made sure I was never visible during that whole fight,” I noisily complained, as Domenic cracked a smile. Without saying a word, he meaningfully looked back at the Devil Dogs and my teammates who were listening in on our discussion. Seeing the confused look on my face, his smile just got broader.  

    “It’s not like we have that many Light Elves over here on this side of the map, let alone Half-Orcs,” Domenic said, looking around for Helgath as the rest of us frowned thoughtfully.  

    “Fuck my life,” Kenzie muttered under her breath as Zhou and Darkhorse shook their heads at missing the obvious. As the rest of the Devil Dogs busted out laughing, Sarka, Yun, Unalia, and Tinyr joined in on ribbing me for making a noob mistake. Once they realized what had happened, Krishna and Angie joined in on the laugh at Star moment. Hell, even my companions couldn’t help but give me a hard time at missing the obvious.  

    Instead of getting pissed off, I took the good-natured teasing in stride. It was important to have everyone laughing together and getting along, especially after all of the tension from earlier this morning. Before I knew it, my old and new friends were joking around and telling anecdotes with one another about their interactions with me. That was important since I was the one that had brought them all together and it gave everyone a chance to get to know one another. Hell, I even noticed Domenic pulling Kenzie aside for a private discussion. Hopefully, they’d kiss and make up, I thought with a laugh. All in all, the whole thing was kind of funny. After all of the careful planning I’d been doing only to screw up on something simple like that … all that I could really do was laugh at myself.  

    Also, on some level, I think friends liked to see that the best player in their group sometimes screwed up. At least, to a point. Especially, if you were the one that they’re always comparing themselves to. I think that was because people tended to idolize the person that was at the top of their game or the best in a group. There was a certain pride in it that usually came out in online ladder matches or LAN parties, where one group would put up their best player against another group’s. It happened all the time.  

    While all that was true, at the end of the day, your friends liked to see that you still made mistakes. Mostly, that was because it meant you weren’t untouchable. It also meant that your friends had a chance at matching your ability or skill if they worked hard enough to beat you. Though some lead players got offended at this and tried to keep their tricks and tactics to themselves, I wasn’t one of those players. Probably because, I wanted to see my friends succeed just as much as they wanted to win. Not that I was about to hand over the win without doing my best in a match. Besides, the increased competition only drove me to get better myself, which was a win-win situation all the way around.  

    Backtracking the way we’d come, Assault Leader Dell kept his Flying Squirrel passing messages to the groups ahead of us as we beat feet. The constant communications allowed for the easy transition for the troopers that we’d left to deal with the eastern graveyard Rogues. As we came upon their position, the group of two-hundred and fifty troopers merged back into our formation without a hitch. All that was left as we passed by was the field of white gravestones that gave witness to their hard work.  

    Once again, I was amazed at how well Assault Leader Dell and I worked together. While everyone else was joking around while we headed towards the northern edge of the valley, I was plotting out the quickest course to the pass with Dell coordinating with the troopers left on guard at the eastern graveyard. That would’ve been impossible for me since Tengsly still hadn’t made it back to me yet. While that was somewhat disconcerting, so far, no one had managed to take the little guy out and a quick check of his health bar showed that he was fine. I just hoped that Neysa, Helgath, and Fylreh were alright. 

    Dell had the two hundred and fifty troopers meet up with us just outside the edge of the forest. He’d planned this event to minimize the time they left the graveyard unguarded, which meant they were just running up as we reached the rendezvous point. Doing it that way allowed us to bypass the forest and its rough terrain that would slow down our escape.  

    The snow crunched under our feet as we headed up the wide trail that lead higher up into the mountains to the north-eastern pass. Thankfully, it was a wide path nearly five hundred yards wide with maybe a thirty degree grade. Meaning, it was tough going but not enough to slow the troopers down too much. I was just starting to think that maybe we’d managed to throw off the enemy’s pursuit, when a coruscating glare lit up the valley behind us as disaster struck. The corresponding thunderclap of displaced air that rolled through the valley hit us like a physical wave as everyone stopped to look behind us in shocked surprise.  

    Due to the crescent shape of the valley, we couldn’t see more than a quarter of a mile behind us. Still, that left little doubt that we were being pursued or what the enemy was blasting at, since there was little to no cover now that we were above the timberline. As if to prove my point, Tengsly’s brown and white form came racing around the bend a moment later as everyone began shouting at once. 

    “Sub-Leaders, get your troopers moving double-time!” Assault Leader Dell shouted above the commotion as the Kayden Troopers got moving once again.  

    “Come on, people,” my voice cracked in raid chat, “let’s move it! The last thing we want is to get caught by these asshats out in the open!” 

    At the same time, Thomas and Kenzie got their people moving, while Krishna and Angie worked on their own guild. Between the steep incline and the frozen snow, the path up the mountain was no joke. The exertion it was taking was already starting to show as my Kayden Troopers gasped for breath while struggling to keep up the punishing pace. As the raid got moving again, Tengsly slammed into my shoulder chittering loudly about a near miss that had singed a part of his fur. As his little claws clung tightly to my fluttering cloak, Helgath’s voice sounded in my head as I hit the little guy with a Regeneration spell. 

    ‘We were forced to fall back from the southern graveyard due to wraiths flooding into the area, but were able to follow the survivors to the western graveyard. Whatever was reported made the enemy’s main force change direction. They are now heading back towards the gauntlet. We will seek to lead them towards the southern pass if possible, before rejoining the raid.’ A frown creased my lips as her mezzo-soprano voice came to a stop in my head.  

    Even though both of my ladies couldn’t permanently be killed, I still didn’t like knowing they were in danger without me being there to help them. On top of that, while they had a solid plan, they unfortunately didn’t know that we’d run into a stealth group defending the eastern graveyard. Meaning, there was no way that Evil Sandra didn’t know the general direction to search for us and that there was no way for us to hide the trail we were leaving. If they were in telepathic range, I could’ve told them to head on back, but that wasn’t the case without sending Tengsly back out again. Slow communications seriously sucked, I sourly thought, as Fylreh’s voice sounded next in my head.  

    ‘When I’d arrived at the mouth of the gauntlet to warn of the approaching enemy’s main force, the raid had already fallen back for the pass. Unfortunately, the enemy has already discovered your trail and are giving chase at a speed far greater than any two-legged has the right to move.’ I could almost picture Fylreh’s angry stomp of contempt as her voice continued on. ‘I see Neysa and your Half-Orc trying to lead the Chofe-ka away from the path, but they refuse to take the bait. To allow the raid to escape, I will do what I can to slow them down so that you might reach the pass in time to escape. If I fall here, I hold you to your oath to watch after Tavon and to safeguard our Clan.’ 

    Wordlessly, I groaned as her voice came to a stop inside my head. Oblivious to my frustration, Tengsly began chittering up a storm about the difficulty he had in finding both women while the enemy was trying to blast him out of the air as I silently raged. Couldn’t anyone follow the freaking plan? While I know Fylreh meant well, like Neysa and Helgath, she didn’t know that the enemy had already figured out where I was and wouldn’t be distracted from their current course. Unlike my soulmates who would respawn, Fylreh would be permanently killed if I couldn’t recover enough of her body in time to resurrect her.  

    Tengsly’s small fury hands stroked the side of my face as he chittered consolingly. Sometime during my mental tirade he’d caught wind of my emotional turmoil and was doing his best to try and calm me down. Rubbing the back of his neck from where he perched on my shoulder, I quickly gave him follow up messages for both Fylreh and Helgath as he writhed happily under my ministrations. 

    Unconsciously, my feet came to a stop as I hit Tengsly with a Holy Shield spell as he shot into the overcast sky. Moving to the side so as not to block the raid passing by, I stared down into the valley with my mind spinning a million miles an hour while trying to figure out what we could possibly do to slow the enemy down. If the Chaos Storm Alliance did have some sort of speed buff from one of their Nightmare starts, then there was no way for us to escape in a flat out chase. My eyes studied the slope and the distance left for us to reach the top of the pass. There was maybe a mile left, so give or take twenty minutes that we’d need to hold out, maybe less if we played this smart. 

    “What’s wrong?” Domenic asked, as he came to a stop next to me. Obviously he recognized the look on my face as the rest of my friends, Assault Leader Dell, and the rest of the unofficial command staff began to gather around us. 

    “Neysa, Helgath, and Fylreh are trying to lead the enemy away or slow them down,” I unhappily said, as another flash of lightning lit up the valley behind us. It already looked to be much closer than before. “Fylreh says that the main enemy force is using some sort of speed buff and will catch up with us before we reach the top of the pass. 

    “Fuck, that bitch just won’t give up,” Jill groused unhappily, as Hefe looked between Jill, Krystal, and AJ in confusion. 

    “Who are you talking about?”  

    “He’s talking about Evil Sandra, Hefe,” Jill snapped irritably. “You remember Julie’s lesbian friend, right?”  

    “Sandra is a lesbian?” Hefe asked in surprise, as AJ, Jill, and Krystal groaned in unison. “Wow, that’s kind of hot-” the little Gnome began to say as Bonnie smacked him in the back of the head. That started a whole round of “you’re such a dumb ass” and “I didn’t mean anything by that Pookey Bear” that I just tuned out the rest of their shenanigans as Thomas and Kenzie’s private discussion caught my ear. 

    “We could make a rearguard of players and try to hold the line until the rest of the raid made it through the pass,” Thomas said, as Kenzie nodded at his point. 

    “I doubt we’d be able to recover any of our corpses though,” Kenzie said, as she thoughtfully studied the width of the pass. “Or that there’s enough players for us to have any chance of really slowing a group that large down.” 

    “Our Nature magic tree has an extra forty yards of range,” Angie said, joining the conversation as Krishna nodded next to her. 

    “It doesn’t hit as hard as their lightning and flame strikes,” Krishna enthusiastically said, “but good luck trying to dodge them.” 

    “Too bad no one else bothered leveling up their Nature magic after getting to level 10,” I blandly said, meaningfully glancing around the circle of my friends. Shaking my head at their sheepish looks, I cursed in frustration. “Fuck, there’s not even any boulders large enough to roll down the ridge at them!”  

    “Like that would do much of anything to stop them,” Domenic snorted in derision, speaking up for the first time as he looked around the circle at everyone. “You do realize that my people can make Earth Elementals, right?”  

    “Yeah, those guys were really great the last time we saw them in action,” Kenzie said, somewhere between her normal sarcastic tone and a grumble. Obviously, she wanted to give him shit, but was unsure exactly how far to do it as she felt out their new relationship. “Didn’t you have to throw them at the enemy for them to have any chance of reaching the fight?”  

    “Um, gravity and rolling stones down the side of a mountain,” Domenic meaningfully said, smirking at the frown that immediately came to Kenzie’s face. “And just for your information, the Earth Elementals are one hundred percent resistant to lightning magic now, besides, you know,” he made air quotes to emphasis his point, “their high elemental resistance to nearly everything else.” 

    No, shut your mouth! I silently swore, as Domenic continued explaining what all we could do to slow the enemy down with his creations. I tried to signal him in multiple ways to shut the fuck up, but he obliviously droned on in detail about the upgrades that he’d figured out and how that would force the Chaos Storm Alliance players to manually beat his creations down by hand for the most part. While that was all well and good, what Domenic didn’t know was that Rani was still in our group and eagerly listening to his every word. From the gleam in her eyes, I could see the V-MMORG Admin was already planning a future emergency Hot Fix to fuck us over.  

    Instead of saying anything about the spy in our midst, I just focused on working out a plan with everyone involved. I figured it was best to just keep quiet about the whole thing, or I’d never hear the end of it from Domenic. Besides, it was too late to say anything about it now. The plan itself was quick and dirty but should allow us to reach the pass, hopefully, with enough time for us to get away. As we broke from our huddle, I called over my shoulder as I began heading back down the hill. 

    “Just make sure you don’t hit us with friendly fire in all of the confusion!” 

    “Why are you heading back down to help them?” Domenic asked in confusion. “Won’t your soulbound NPCs just respawn if they’re killed?” 

    “Fylreh won’t,” I replied in an annoyed tone, as I took off at a jog.  

    “Who’s Fylreh?” Domenic asked, not understanding who I was talking about since he’d only met Helgath and Neysa. 

    “His big titty filly he likes to ride!” Jill answered for me, as my friends either laughed or rolled their eyes at her over the top teasing.  

    “You’re heading back for an NPC?” Domenic demanded, as I flipped him off.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Sixteen]Chapter Sixteen 

    (Second Assault Group: Fylreh heading towards the northeastern pass) 

    Fylreh’s beating heart sounded like thunder in her ears as the smaller trees ahead of her along the edge of the forest suddenly exploded in a brilliant glare of blinding light. The thunderous boom tried to suck the breath from the filly’s lungs as she barreled through the burning fragments without a second thought. The larger chunks of wood battered at her bruised and bloodied face as the smaller splinters pierced the heavy leather armor of her torso and arms while the rest pin cushioned the thicker skin of her lower half as her stride reached a four-beat gait. Ignoring the terrible pain, she pulled back her bow preparing to fire. 

    If the Chofe-ka wouldn’t chase after her, then she’d make them pay for every step they advanced, Fylreh furiously thought, as the magic of her Barrage of Death skill charged up inside of her chest. Though the enemy raid was looking in her direction, they couldn’t figure out where she would appear next due to the frozen snow muting her hoofbeats and the flaming debris that rained down around her. As soon as the massed formation of the enemy raid came into view, she released her arrow over the raid’s flank.  

    The special attack instantly sucked twenty percent of her available mana as the single arrow grew into a storm of death as it reached the apex of its arc. There were enough shafts to create a volley that covered every square foot inside the Barrage of Death’s ten yard radius ten times over. Although it was a brutal ranged attack that she’d picked up at level 40, Fylreh knew that for most of these newfar it wouldn’t be enough to kill them in one go. She’d have to finish them off with her other special ranged attack, Enhanced Multi-Shots. 

    Using the Quick Shot technique she’d picked up from a Light Elf that was one of her liege lord’s companions, Fylreh used her Enhanced Multi-Shot skill to rake the newfar ranks at a range of sixty-five yards. By the time the first shouts of warning sounded from the enemy raid, the filly was already sending another fifty arrows into the next cluster of newfar. As she went to draw another five arrows from her quiver, the ground five to ten yards in front of her exploded as the raid responded with a devastating wave of searing lightning bolts. 

    The glowing strikes never reached her. Their effective range was only sixty yards as the various spells either fizzled out at sixty yards or impacted the ground five to twenty yards away from her. The impacts of near misses sent plumes of dirt, rocks and burning chunks of detritus pelting Fylreh’s body with enough force to bruise and split skin as she closed her eyes and fired from memory alone. Each shaft instantly multiplying into ten as she hammered the outer edge of the raid with everything she had.  

    Shouts of anger from her nonstop hail of arrows immediately turned into screams of fear and pain as the Barrage of Death finally hit. The tightly packed newfar further back tried to escape their impending doom, but they were boxed in as arrow after arrow rained down upon them. The Mages and Priests caught within the tempest died instantly along with a handful of Rogues and Rangers as the iron-tipped broadheads stripped the hit points away of everyone caught within the area of effect. The heavier armored Warriors and Rangers that the filly had targeted earlier with her Enhanced Multi-Shot strikes were also overwhelmed as nearly every newfar within the kill zone died within seconds. 

    With her mission accomplished, Fylreh turned her frenzied gallop back towards the larger trees as she headed deeper into the forest and the safety it offered. The trails of blood and sweat streaming down her back and heaving sides in the cold crisp air was barely a thought as her ears perked up to listen for any signs of pursuit. This was her most successful attack run yet, and it was always possible that the enemy could change their tactics and choose to hunt her down which was her goal. If she could pull a significant portion of the enemy’s raid away from chasing after Star, it would be well worth her life if it allowed him to escape this trap.  

    Once again, that honest thought brought with it a storm of emotions that Fylreh had never felt before. Nonetheless, she carried out her strategy even as she struggled to deal with the turmoil that had taken root in her heart. While the attack that she’d pulled off was an incredible feat of timing and skill that only the best Skirmishers of Clan Ilyrall could pull off, it left in its wake a sad sense of accomplishment as she thought of her sire, Chieftain Ilyrall.  

    A part of her wondered what her dead sire would’ve thought of her agreement with the House of Kayden to save their people. It was something that hadn’t been done since the times before the dark ages that had changed the world, if their old songs were to be believed. It was probably those old songs of her people that her sire had raised her on that had encouraged her current course of action. Although, there was little doubt to what her sire would’ve said in regards to the affection she felt for the unusual Half-Elf lord that she’d sworn her oath to. 

    Old songs or not, in her heart, Fylreh knew that her sire would’ve never accepted the forbidden relationship that had formed between the two of them. The taboo coupling went against her clan’s every convention. Even so, there was a part of her that couldn’t stop from thinking about their time together. It wasn’t the intimacy that they’d shared which had caused the turmoil in her heart. If anything, the physical differences between the two of them had made things awkward to say the least. No, it was the freedom of being that she’d felt while they were together.  

    Star hadn’t treated her like an ignorant female, nor had he looked at her like a piece of his property once he’d taken her oath. What had touched Fylreh more than anything else, during their time together, was that he treated her as an equal. An attitude that was unheard of in any Centaur clan or tribe. Except as Shamans, Centaurides were not treated as equals, period. Centaur males did not seek advice or share in the decision making process with their mares. Unbred females had a little bit more freedom depending upon the clan or tribe, but, even then, they were never invited to take part in important decisions.  

    While Star had sometimes forced his will on her on certain topics, he’d never not treated her as an equal. That one important difference was what had changed Fylreh’s life within the short time that she’d been with Star. It was something so powerful that, now after she’d experienced the unheard of phenomenon, she could never go back to anything else. The freedom of choice and equality that Star represented had grabbed her by the soul and wouldn’t let go in a way that she could barely comprehend. It was unconscionable that all of that could be taken away by a cruel roll of fate by Star’s taking of a Half-Orc for a soulmate.  

    Fylreh slowed to a stop and leaned against a large tree for support as the tears streamed down her face. The exhaustion weighing down her limbs and the pain from the numerous lacerations that covered her aching body, it was nothing in comparison to the sickness she felt in her soul as she numbly swapped out the quivers at her side for fresh ones. An honorable death would be preferable than going back to the fate of her old life. 

    That was why Fylreh had ignored Star’s plan. It had come to her when she’d been seeking to slow the enemy’s advance once they’d left the woods on the western side of the valley. It was the only way that she could accept the ignominy of it all. The dishonor she’d brought to her clan, the loss of a future unlike anything she’d ever hoped for, the humiliation of losing to a Half-Orc female, and the pain in her heart, it would all be erased with one last end run. Leaning her bow against a tree, she’d just started cinching down the straps on her lower half and making sure her scimitars were loose in their sheaths, when an unknown voice called out from behind her.  

    “I knew I’d find you here.” 

    Rearing into the air on her hind legs, Fylreh whipped around as her scimitars left their sheaths in the blink of an eye. The Dark Elf that had spoken out from behind her fearfully stepped back and his hands came up in surrender as the edge of her blades stopped, pressed against the man’s vulnerable neck. Even though she didn’t know who this Dark Elf was, she innately knew that he was an enemy of the House of Kayden. The exhaustion and pain she’d been suffering through immediately disappeared as her voice took on a deadly edge. 

    “Who are you,” Fylreh snarled the question out, “and why should I not kill a Chaos Storm Alliance newfar on sight?” Her experienced eyes took in the man’s level and noticed the disproportionate difference between his hit points and mana. Between his low health and vulnerable position, Fylreh could easily use Execute to end his life before he could harm her.  

    “Because I have a gift for you to deliver to Starfairy … I mean Startum,” the Dark Elf quickly corrected himself at the look of hate that flashed across the Centauride’s face. “Wait … wait … hear me out,” the man hurriedly exclaimed. “It will help all of you escape Evil Sandra’s reach if you can get it to him in time.”  

    “Why would you help your enemy in the middle of a battle?” Fylreh snarled with her heart in her throat. The discord in her soul raging as she backed the two-legged against a tree and pressed her blades hard enough against the man’s throat to draw blood.  

    “Because that haughty bitch treats my people like shit!” The Dark Elf spitefully snarled, as spittle splashed the filly’s battered face. “She’s not the only one that can make sure someone fails.” Urgently reaching out to grab the Centauride’s wrists, the man continued in a rush of words. “There is no time for this. Just accept what I’m offering to you.” Before Fylreh could yank her arms free of the deranged newfar, magic script appeared before her eyes.  

     

    Do you want to learn the ability Warrior Monk Jutsu? 

    Accept: Yes / No 

     

    Without a thought, Fylreh selected yes. New abilities were hard to come by and one did not lightly pass on those that were freely given. That was another principle that Star had shown her the truth to. As soon as the words left her vision, another took its place.  

     

    Do you want to learn the spell Arcane Speed? 

    Accept: Yes / No 

     

    Once again Fylreh selected “Yes” as the spell’s description shimmered before her eyes and filled her mind. 

     

    Congratulations! You have learned a new spell: Arcane Speed. 

    Cast Time: Instant cast 

    Mana Expenditure: 20 

    Requirements: 20 Stamina and Spirit 

    Increases casters movement, attack, and cast speed by 25%. Duration is a half an hour. Range self only. 

     

    She’d barely had a chance to read the words, when one last update appeared before her eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You are now a full trainer of Warrior Monk Jutsu. New spell updates will automatically be added to your spell book as you reach the appropriate level. 

     

    “I just heard his voice,” a new voice exclaimed from further back in the forest, “he must be close by!”  

    “Heik, circle around to the left! Gar and Val, you two go right! I’ll head down the middle with Benji!” The cruel voice ordered, as a panicked look flashed across the Dark Elf’s face.  

    “Kill me!” The newfar urgently demanded, as he tried to force Fylreh’s blades closed to take his head. “They can’t find me alive talking to you or I’m totally fucked!” 

    “Give me your name,” Fylreh demanded, as she tried to figure out what she should do. It was a situation she’d never thought to find herself in, especially not after planning out her own death. Now, she was being forced to live for Star to deliver him this critical piece of information, she lamented, as the newfar bucked in her grip like a newly hooked ice fish. 

    “Goddammit,” the man hissed, “just kill me now!” 

    “Your name and guild,” Fylreh growled, holding the Dark Elf off the ground to make it easier to resist the man’s impressive strength. Well, that and to kill him once she’d gotten what she wanted.  

    “Jacob Mister-Griefer, guild leader of Fatal Midnight,” Jacob snarled, while gasping for breath. “Now kill me you dumb-“ 

    The words died on Dark Elf’s lips as Fylreh triggered her Execute. Before the lifeless corpse had even hit the ground, she was rearing up into the air and spinning around for her bow. Unfortunately, she was a few seconds too late. Before Fylreh could reach the trunk where it was leaning, two humans came bursting through the bushes next to the tree she’d had Jacob pegged against.  

    “Shit, what’s that horse-bitch doing here?” The first man in brown leathers demanded, as he stepped back in surprise.  

    “Fucking get her SBC!” The second man in flowing white robes shrieked, as Fylreh’s front hooves smashed into his face. While the man collapsed into a heap, she thrust her scimitars down into the first man’s neck. 

    Twisting the wide blades sideways inside the screaming man’s body, Fylreh used her immense strength to rear up and flung the Human away like a sack of potatoes as she stomped the second man with her front hooves once again for good measure. While both strikes only did a few hundred points of damage, they weren’t meant to take the men down, but to stun them long enough so the filly could reach her bow. Lunging for her bow, Fylreh was just sheathing her scimitars on her back to free her hands, when a human in heavy armor came bursting out of the underbrush.  

    “Die, you freaking bitch!” The man screamed, swinging a two-handed sword straight at her head. 

    There was no way that Fylreh could draw her blades back out in time to block the shimmering massive sword so she did the first thing that came to mind. Releasing the scimitars’ hilts, she dropped to her fore-knees’ and leaning back as far as she could, taking the hit across her shoulder and chest. While that move distributed the majority of the impact on as wide of an area as possible, the impact still forced a grunt of pain from her lips as the sword bit deep into her heavy leather breastplate. 

    Even though it felt like her tit had been hacked off, Fylreh dispassionately ignored the brutal hit, as she grabbed onto the warrior’s arm with her right hand while her other punched hard into the man’s crotch. A snarl came to her lips as the man’s eyes widened in agony as she crushed his testicles with her strong grip. Twisting her upper torso around to get her shoulder under the whimpering man, Fylreh tossed him over her lower back. Before the warrior could hit the ground, her powerful hind leg lashed out in a savage kick. The metallic crunch of her hoof crushing the warrior’s breastplate was followed a second later by a secondary crunch as he was power-driven head over heels into the nearest tree. Unfortunately, as Fylreh leaped to her hooves, agony shot through both her lower and upper backs as she staggered, crying out in agony.  

    “Don’t worry, guys,” the man clinging to Fylreh’s upper back chortled in glee, as his second serrated blade pierced her upper kidneys. “Gar and I have her!” At the same time, the second human hammered his blades into her barrel ribs.  

    While the double Sneak Attack hurt her greatly, the shield strapped to her back and the heavy leather armor had mostly protected Fylreh’s vulnerable points from the worst of the piercing damage as she immediately flipped over onto her back. The move caught both Rogues completely by surprise as the Human clinging to her lower back didn’t have time to spring away. There was a loud crunch of breaking bones and a gurgling scream as she rolled back up onto her hooves.  

    The Rogue on Fylreh’s back was still clutching to her waist for dear life, when she rotated her torso around a hundred and eighty degrees. The move ripped the daggers out of the Rogues hands. As he looked up at the Centauride’s enraged face in shock, Fylreh went berserk. Her first blow was a brutal throat-punch while her second crushing blow flattened the man’s nose across his face. Letting out a wordless shriek, she tore the stunned man off her back and rammed him head first into the closest tree with a sickening crunch of breaking ribs. Before Fylreh could look for a new target, there were two brilliant flashes that momentarily lit up the clearing as the Centauride was blasted off of her hooves.  

    “Would you look at me!” the robed priest angrily demanded from his companion, as he staggered into the clearing. Leaning against a large trunk for support, he continued ranting. “Nobody makes me bleed my own blood!” There was an annoyed groan as the Ranger stepped up next to him. 

    “Benji,” the Ranger said, looking at his teammate irritably. “How many times do we have to tell you? Stop with the Dodgeball quotes?”  

    “Is she dead?” Val, the Rogue on the ground, asked, pushing himself up on his elbows with a painful moan. “My HUD is saying the bitch broke most of the bones in my body.” 

    “She’s either dead or stunned for thirty seconds,” the warrior said, pushing himself up painfully to sit on his knees. “I think my body isn’t healing because my breastplate is dented into my chest.” Spitting out a mouthful of blood, he continued in an ugly tone. “Don’t kill the horse-bitch if she’s still alive. I want to take a screenshot with my dick between those Fun Bags of hers so I can post them on Starfairy’s Twitch channel.” 

    Fylreh listened to the newfars’ banter from where she laid on the ground as the fury grew in her chest with every passing second. They acted like she couldn’t understand a word they were saying or that she was just a dumb beast. Although the lightning bolts had seriously hurt and she was stunned, the Centauride wasn’t a regular NPC. She was an Elite Centaur Skirmisher and officially classified as a monster inside The World, besides being three levels higher than the highest level player in the Chaos Storm group. Instead of being taken out for thirty seconds, she was only stunned for fifteen seconds. As her body fought off the lightning magic’s effects, her eyes locked onto her bow that was laying on the ground easily within reach.  

    “Go check her out, SBC,” Benji the priest said with a hand pressed to his shattered jaw, “while I get everyone fixed up.”  

    “Damn, she looks beat as hell,” SBC said, as he began striding across the small clearing towards the downed female Centaur. It looked like she wallowed in a pit of dirt and blood. “I don’t know why everyone keeps talking about how hot she looks.” 

    “I saw some of the videos with her naked,” Val said, noticeably perking up as he continued in an afterthought. “I might have to get a screenshot with those teats too.” A moan from the other side of the clearing brought him up short as he looked over at the other Rogue crumpled at the base of the tree. “You okay Gar?”  

    “She doesn’t look very horse-like from this angle,” SBC commented thoughtfully, as he neared Fylreh’s backside. While behind him, Gar waved Val’s concern away as he climbed to his hands and knees with half of his face ripped off.  

    “So, what you’re saying, SBC,” Benji called out from where he was healing himself up, “is that you’re a horse-fucker.” 

    “He likes horse-butts and he cannot lie-” Val began to rap out off-key, as Heik busted out laughing. 

    “Screw you guys,” SBC said, sounding like Cartman from South Park as he flipped Benji off, before turning to Val and Heik as they were climbing to their feet. “That goes for you too, Sir Horse-a-Lot and Mr. I-want-to-get-a-screenshot-with-my-dick-between-her-horse-titties-” 

    SBC didn’t get a chance to finish whatever else he was going to say as Fylreh’s hand shot forward to snatch up her bow, while her other hand reached for her quiver. The move caught the Ranger completely by surprise. The horse-bitch should’ve been down for another fifteen more seconds, SBC urgently thought. He was just opening his mouth to shout out a warning to his teammates as he brought a hand up to blast the Centaur with another lightning bolt, when Fylreh’s hind leg lashed out to crack him in the family jewels. 

    Everyone’s heads whipped around in shock as a strangled “Hurgurgle!” was ripped from SBC’s throat. The look of absolute agony on his face as his testicles ruptured brought everyone up short. That’s also when they realized to their horror that the Centaur had thrown off the stun quicker than any of them had thought possible. Before anyone could react, twenty arrows thudded into their teammate’s chest like a machine gun at point blank range as Fylreh’s rage-filled voice rang throughout the clearing. 

    “Call me a horse-bitch again, and I’ll shove my fore-hoof so far up your ass that you’ll be tasting shit for a week!” Not that she’d stopped shooting to yell. Before SBC had even hit the ground, Fylreh had already turned her attention to her next target.  

    “Gah!” Benji wordlessly shrieked, as another twenty arrows pierced his heavy robes like tissue paper. Val and Heik would have laughed at their friends' jerky-dance if the situation wasn’t so serious. That, and if the last arrow hadn’t been aimed at the warrior. They were both just starting to dive for cover, when the arrow grew into ten as the horse-bitch’s Enhanced Multi-Shot punched through the Warrior’s bent breastplate. 

    “What the fuck is going on?” Val roared in confusion, as arrows sniped him through the bushes. Enough made it through to pierce his chest and side before he got behind a tree that his health dropped down into the triple digits. “I thought she was stunned.” 

    “It must be because she’s a freaking monster,” Heik shouted back, as he urgently downed a health potion. “Try blasting her again!” He shouted, before ducking from undercover to blast the Centaur with a lightning bolt. “Gah!” The Warrior cried out, immediately ducking back behind the tree again as another volley of arrows nearly caught him in the face.  

    “Get off of me, you crazy bitch!” Gar’s frantic cries rang out around the clearing, as Fylreh chased him down. “Fuck, she can see through Stealth!” 

    “If she can talk,” Val said with his back pressed against the tree, “then how can she be a monster?” 

    “Dude,” Heik exclaimed in annoyance, “less questions and more blasting!” Holding out his hand, the Warrior started counting down from three as Gar’s screams became more urgent. 

    “Gah, she’s killing me!” 

    Fylreh knew that these newfar she was fighting were no joke and that she should really be trying to escape, but the rage surging through her veins drove her on against her better senses. That, and the three remaining newfar were so near death. If she were being honest with herself, a part of that would also be because she was still of the mindset to end her life to stop her pain. Even if, in her heart, she knew that she now had the means to help Star and the rest of the raid.  

    The Rogue she was hunting down was nearly dead, when Heik slid out from cover on his knees with his two-handed sword held before his torso like a shield and his free hand ready to cast. Fylreh had been expecting a move something like that as she retargeted her next volley at the DPS Warrior. Unfortunately, that gave the other Rogue the time he needed to step out from behind cover and begin casting his own lightning bolt spell.  

    Fylreh’s first two Enhanced Multi-Shots dropped the DPS Warrior’s hit points into the flashing red as she hurriedly retargeted the casting Rogue. While that left Heik free to get within melee range, she figured it wouldn’t be a problem with his health so low. As the third and fourth arrows took flight within a second of one another and multiplied into twenty separate missiles, a thunderous report rang throughout the clearing as a bolt of crackling energy blew the Centauride off her hooves once again.  

    Pain filled Fylreh’s body as she writhed on the ground with her muscles locking up from the coruscating ribbons of pure energy that pierced her thick hide, eyes, and mouth. The seconds seemed to last for an eternity as they ticked by while she howled in agony. Although it hurt like nothing else she’d ever felt before, a part of her knew she wasn’t in too great of danger. After all, these newfar were only two-legs. As soon as the attack was over, the stun effect would be reduced to seven and a half seconds and then less than four seconds, before she’d be temporarily invulnerable to its effects. She might be critically wounded, but she was confident that she’d be able to endure this fight, even as the Warrior slid to a stop in front of her and blasted her at point blank range. 

    “Holy shit, this horse-bitch has as many hit points as a level 40 mini-boss!” Heik hollered to his teammates. “Hammer her with everything you’ve got!”  

    Crawling back into the clearing, Gar attacked next, adding his limited mana pool to the fight. While none of the Chaos Storm melee classes had a shit ton of mana, they had enough to at least put a hurting down if they used everything they had. To their horror, the monster-girl resisted the spell’s stun effect again as she began struggling to climb to her hooves. In a last ditch effort, Heik, Gar, and Val used the last of their mana to inflict as much damage as possible.  

    Fylreh’s gamble would’ve worked if she hadn’t already been beaten down below half health from her attack runs against the enemy’s main raid. She knew she was in trouble as her legs began to shake and her hit point bar began to flash red in warning of her impending death. Taking a wobbling step forward, Fylreh barely blocked the DPS Warrior’s Super Jump combined with his two-handed Power Attack, but she was too weakened to do anything about the Disarm Target skill that the man used. As her bow went flying, Heik bowled her to the ground with another special attack, Knock-Down. 

    “Get over here and hold her down while I strip off her breast plate!” Heik yelled, as he continued pummeling the horse-bitch about the head and shoulders. As far as he was concerned, the Centaur was just a monster and a means of forcing Starfairy to stand and fight.  

    Immediately, Gar and Val hurried over to manhandle the nearly dead female onto her back as Heik stabbed his great two-handed blade into the ground. As the Warrior’s teammates held the bloody and beaten centauride down, he hurriedly began yanking loose the straps of the thick-leather breastplate that covered the prize he was after. As he began yanking the armor away, Gar uncomfortably looked at his two teammates. 

    “Yo, this is some fucked up shit, guys,” Gar said, as he held the weakly struggling woman’s arm down while Val wrestled with the other. Even near dead, the Centauride was too strong for them to hold down even one of her arms without using their entire body. 

    “What is your problem now, Gar?” Heik fumed, as he smashed his gauntleted fist a few times into the moaning woman’s face to make her more manageable. Even Val seemed somewhat unnerved by the over the top brutality of it all. With the added Concussion debuff to stop the monster-girl’s struggles, Heik was finally able to rip the leather breastplate from her upper torso.  

    “It’s a little bit too much like … I don’t know,” Gar said visibly upset, “raping an actual woman.” 

    “Stop being such a wussy!” Heik aggressively snarled, cuffing the Rogue in the head. “She’s a fucking monster!” 

    “What she has is some nice fucking tits,” Val said, reaching out to maul the woman’s chest. 

    The filly glared at the Humans hatefully as she watched the countdown timer tick down. Although she wanted to rip the Human’s arm off and beat him to death with his own limb, she couldn’t defend herself due to her terrible injuries and the Concussion debuff that had left her helpless. The humiliation of it all made her rage as she struggled to no avail to get control over her body.  

    “Dude, it’s like you’re molesting a fucking corpse,” Gar gagged, looking away from his two teammates as the Warrior started stripping off his armor and clothing. As Heik pulled down his pants, Val noisily gagged. 

    “Come on, man,” Val snapped in annoyance, as he exaggeratedly looked away. “Warn us ahead of time if you’re taking off your pants. None of us wants to see your junk.”  

    “Don’t be upset if I’m more of a man than you,” Heik joked, not even bothering to look at his teammates as he focused on his prize. While it was true he was doing this to piss Starfairy off and get the little bitch to stand his ground, in truth, he’d been dying to get his hands on the Centauride’s tits ever since he’d seen them on the Twitch Stream. Hurriedly kicking off his boots so he could hop out of his pants’ legs, Heik straddled Fylreh’s torso and reached for those glorious mounds, when a fanged maw bit into his face. 

    “Gah!” Heik let out a muffled scream, as he was bodily snatched off the Centauride’s chest by his face. A savage snarling filled his ears as he screamed and blindly flailed about trying to fight the monster that was chewing his head, only to be shaken like a rat caught in a Pit Bull’s jaws. Within seconds, his neck snapped and his arms had gone limp as his skull began making horrible cracking noises as if the bones were being crushed.  

    Heik never even noticed his hit point bar as it dropped below a hundred and started flashing red. He was too caught up in the moment. Being at fifty percent realism, it wasn’t the pain so much as the psychological terror of having your face being eaten off by a feral beast. It was like being the victim in your very own slasher movie. Saliva and blood covered his face as his eyes began popping out of their sockets. The Chaos Storm Warrior belatedly realized his horrific fate a second before his head exploded like an overripe watermelon. 

    Gar never even knew what hit him. One second he was struggling with the morality of his teammates doing some fucked up shit that he knew was wrong whether or not the Centaur was a monster, NPC, or a real person and the next he was dead. Because his health was still so low from the earlier fight, the double Sneak Attack that skewered him, killed him instantly. Before his body had a chance to crumple to the ground, his attacker had made their way behind a stunned Val’s back.  

    Stunned might not be the correct term since black gunk was already oozing out of the pores of his body and running from his eyes as Val fearfully watched the massive Silver Dire Wolf rend Heik’s corpse limb from limb. Whatever the magic attack was affecting his body, it had inflicted him with a severe debuff that made it very difficult for him to move. Nonetheless, he was struggling to raise his hand to blast the giant wolf, when Gar’s icon suddenly turned gray and a weight settled across his back. 

    The terrified Rogue caught a glimpse of black claws and green skin as a slim arm snaked around his vulnerable throat. An instant later, pain shot through his chest as a dagger was slowly shoved to the hilt into the far side of his neck. Why the enemy just hadn’t simply killed him with his low hit points by a Sneak Attack or Backstab was partly answered a moment later as a second dagger was shoved up his ass.  

    For a second that felt like an eternity, Val froze except for his mouth that was soundlessly opening and closing like a fish out of water. Never before in his life had he felt so violated. Due to the dulled pain threshold settings it made him feel like he was being raped without having removed his clothing. Without even realizing that he was doing it, a high-pitched whine began coming from deep in his throat as soft lips and pointy teeth pressed against his ear.  

    “I see you like to torture helpless women,” a voice filled with savage glee breathlessly said into his ear, “just like I love to torture bad males. It’s so exciting to see that we have so much in common.” Val couldn’t help the cold shiver that ran down his spine as the words sank into his consciousness. He didn’t know who this green-skinned woman was, but she scared the bejesus out of him.  

    “Ooh, look at these beautiful daggers on your hip. Are these matching Serrated Long Daggers of Leeching?” the woman said, purring into his ears. “How about you gift them to me?” Feeling that he was hesitating at her request, she slowly pumped the dagger in and out of the enlarged hole that she’d made in his rectum while rotating the blade back and forth. The emasculating feeling of being torn apart made tears come to his eyes as he hurriedly followed her directions to drop his precious daggers on the ground in front of him.  

    “What a good boy you are,” the woman mockingly said, as her grip tightened on the hilts of both weapons. Their one-sided discussion was abruptly interrupted as a massive Silver Dire Wolf came to a stop in front of his terrified face. The beast’s muzzle was bigger than his entire head and covered in blood and gore from where it had devoured his teammate and friend, Heik. As he froze in place like a mouse cornered by a fat cat, the woman’s voice continued sweetly in his ear.  

    “While I really wanted to make you suffer more than necessary,” Val could almost picture the woman’s pouting face, “it looks like our time is up.” With that said, the dagger at Val’s throat sliced his neck from side-to-side as the dagger in his bowels was forced through the front of his pelvis. The rectal assault made him feel like his insides were being ripped out as his hit points dropped to zero and he was instantly sent to the graveyard.  

    Pushing the dead newfar’s corpse to the ground, Helgath eagerly scooped up her new toys as she immediately changed out her old daggers for the new ones. Giving Neysa’s gory muzzle a happy pat, she turned back to the Centauride that was on the edge of death. The whites of Fylreh’s eyes widened in fear as she watched the Half-Orc approach. Nonchalantly straddling the filly’s torso, Helgath sat down on her haunches, making herself comfortable on the filly’s immense bare chest and look her in the eyes. At the same time, Neysa came around to stand at the top of Fylreh’s head to look her in the face. 

    “Is this the ignoble death that you were seeking?” Helgath mockingly asked, as she ran the tip of a black claw down the side of the Centauride’s battered and bruised face. “Should I tell Star this is how the great chieftain’s daughter of Clan Ilyrall stupidly met her death?” 

    “Of course a Half-Orc would show their true colors at a time like this,” Fylreh weakly snarled, as her hit points fluttered between ten and twelve points of life. She was stuck on the edge of death, unable to completely pass over and yet unable to heal further due to her terrible injuries. “Slaughter me like the Chofe-ka you are and be done with it, Half-Orc.” 

    “I’m the Chofe-ka?” Helgath’s clear laugh rang throughout the clearing, as Neysa chuffed along with her. “Who is the one seeking any means of death to escape the blood oath they swore to serve their Liege Lord?” Turning suddenly serious, the Half-Orc’s yellow cat-eyes glinted dangerously. “The question that Neysa and I have is why would either of us want to help you live to serve Star?” Seeing the sudden confusion in Fylreh’s eyes, a cruel grin came to Helgath’s lips.  

    “Oh come now, we both know that you seek a coward’s death just like your dead father. The great Chieftain of Ilyrall who wasn’t smart enough to retreat to save his people’s lives, and nearly wiped out his entire clan due to his pride,” Helgath mockingly said, as she carefully judged the filly’s reaction to her words. “With both of you fools out of Tavon’s life, maybe Star will have a chance at making the young stallion a true Clan Leader worthy of the title Chieftain.”  

    “How dare you speak to me of honor, Half-Orc,” Fylreh gasped out, as her sides heaved from the strain it put on her body.  

    “I’m not the one betraying my War Leader by ignoring my oath and disregarding his commands,” Helgath snarled back in outrage. Their argument was momentarily put on hold as Tengsly suddenly came flapping up to settle on Neysa’s back. Instantly, Star’s voice sounded in her head.  

    ‘Helgath, I’m afraid Fylreh is doing her own thing and is trying get a portion of the raid to follow her away from the rest of us in trade for her own life. While it’s a decent plan, it currently has no chance of success. Evil Sandra knows I’m with the main raid, roughly where we are, and has probably figured out our general exit strategy, which is why I need all three of you to follow the original plan. Head back to the main raid as soon as possible. While you and Neysa will respawn in an hour, Fylreh will not. I’ll need all three of you working as scouts for us to escape this mess, so no needlessly dying to these asshats. If you find Fylreh, kick her ass until you get it through her thick head that I need her alive. Alright, I’m heading back to offer what support I can. Maybe, I can offer myself up as bait so that everyone else can escape. Take care of yourselves and be safe.’ As the message came to an end, the Half-Orc’s eyes flared in outrage.  

    “This is all your fault!” Helgath accused the Centauride. 

    “Why would he come back for me but not you?” Fylreh asked in obvious confusion, as she finished listening to the end of her own message. “Why would he risk everything when he doesn’t want me anymore?” 

    “You’re such an idiot,” Helgath spat, poking the filly firmly between the eyes with a black claw. It was the sole consolation she allowed herself to express her rage. Otherwise, the Half-Orc half feared she’d rip the other female’s throat out from her growing fury. Reminding herself that she’d promised to serve her War Leader faithfully, she choked down her anger and tried to talk sense into the big breasted cow.  

    “The oath that was given between the two of you was that of a vassal to a lord. The responsibility he accepted was in taking care of you and your clan. At no time was it a promise between two lovers. It was you who left him. It was you that refused to be around him due to my presence. Now he’s risking everything to help you, you miserable excuse for a vassal, to escape even after you’ve refused to follow his orders in regards to the plan.” 

    “That’s because he took you as a lover!” Fylreh shouted in outrage.  

    “What does that have anything to do with you following orders?” Helgath snarled, threateningly baring her shark-like teeth. “Besides, it doesn’t matter what the rune of a soulmate means, you know as well as I that Star didn’t take me to be his lover or a mate. He accepted this rune with me because it was the only way to save the hundreds upon hundreds of Sea Elves that were about to die a horrible death!” The Half-Orc’s outrage suddenly dissipated as she grew pensive.  

    “What male would find a body like mine attractive?” Helgath honestly asked of Fylreh, as the Centauride uncomfortably looked away in spite of her hatred for the little beast. While the Half-Orc’s body had noticeably filled out and she now looked healthy and whole, she would never be beautiful or have Fylreh’s attributes. Besides that, Helgath’s green-tinged skin, vertically-slit pupils, and jagged teeth left no question as to her Orc and Goblin heritage. She was the very essence of a demi-human in every sense of the word. Not even a half-breed like Star would be attracted to a female such as her.  

    “If you know he’ll never fully take you as his soulmate in anything but name alone,” Fylreh suddenly demanded, “then why are you trying to help me?” 

    “Because,” Helgath proudly stated, pushing away her sadness. Star had saved her from a living nightmare and treated her better than she’d ever dreamed possible. “I promised to serve Star as my War Leader with my mind, body, and soul,” the Half-Orc mentally added in disgust, ‘not when it was convenient or it didn’t mesh with my personal goals and ambitions.’ Out loud, Helgath continued nonplussed. “So, will you honor the oath you gave him or should we kill you now and be done with it`” 

    For some reason, that put everything into perspective for the filly. While they would never be friends, the intense hatred she’d felt towards the Half-Orc mostly diminished in that second. In its place was the sad reality that she’d royally screwed up the relationship she’d had with Star over her own feelings of inadequacies. As the Centauride’s desire for death left her, she met the Half-Orc’s yellow cat-eyes. 

    “You know I will never accept you as a friend?” Fylreh asked, as she came to a decision. 

    “We are vassals that serve the same War Leader,” Helgath clarified, “nothing more and nothing less. To seek your destruction without reason would go against my sworn oath.” 

    “That I can live with,” Fylreh agreed, as Helgath stood up with a wordless nod still straddling the Centauride. To Fylreh’s shock, the Half-Orc cast a Regeneration spell on her battered body. Instantly, the blood that had been oozing onto the ground from her open wounds stopped as her hit points began recovering once again. With a silent nod to herself, Helgath finished collecting the rest of the newfar’s loot and mounted the Silver Dire Wolf’s back while the filly climbed back to her hooves to meet the Half-Orc’s steady gaze. 

    “Do you think he would accept me back?” Fylreh asked, studying the other woman’s face. If anyone would know her chances of patching things up with Star, it would be this Half-Orc and wolf companion. 

    “Where there's life, there's hope,” Helgath simply answered, as she mentally snorted in derision. From their shared connection, she and Neysa both knew that Star would never again fully trust someone who’d purposely chosen to hurt him. Not after the emotional abuse he’d been through in the newfar’s world. Nonetheless, the Half-Orc kept her thoughts to herself as she silently watched the other woman try to strap the hardened-leather breastplate back in place. The straps for the clamshell were obviously ruined. With an annoyed snarl, the filly finally gave up and tucked the now useless piece of armor onto her equipment harness, before digging through her inventory. 

    Next, Fylreh pulled out a wide, leather wrap of Barbed Goat hide and began the process of binding up her large chest while Helgath hit her with another Regeneration spell. Though the supple leather was inadequate protection for a battle, it was a common item that Centaurides typically used to protect their chests while performing daily tasks and it was better than nothing in the current situation, the filly unhappily thought, as she pushed her chest out to make sure the wrap was tight enough. To protect her arms, Fylreh took out two long strips of braided-leather strips that she wrapped around her forearms. Finished with her preparations, she picked up her bow and met the Half-Orc’s yellow cat-eyes.  

    “Cryptic as any shaman I’ve ever met,” Fylreh said with an unhappy snort.  

    “My oath does not cover getting Star to mount you again, Centauride,” Helgath mockingly said, as she ignored the filly’s frown and finished giving Tengsly her message. As the Flying Squirrel raced away between the towering trunks, Neysa took off in the same direction as the Half-Orc called over her shoulder. “Now let’s see if we can save Star from himself!”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Seventeen]Chapter Seventeen 

    (Evil Sandra chasing after Star near the valley’s eastern pass) 

    “If you want that cash bonus, you better move your asses!” Evil Sandra bellowed in raid chat, as they reached the eastern graveyard and headed up the slope towards the eastern pass. While the path that the other raid took was clear enough to follow, surprisingly enough, they still hadn’t caught up to Starfairy and his NPCs. Her nails dug into the palm of her hand as she fumed under her breath. “Those losers couldn’t have gotten that far ahead, they were mostly all NPCs!” 

    For the most part, everyone’s morale was high since they’d been basically winning every fight they’d fought against these losers. Well, every fight except for Fatal Midnight’s failure to capture the fortress. Not that anyone was blaming her for that. Nope, that was being placed squarely on Mister-Griefer’s shoulders. The only thing that her people were upset at was being tricked into chasing after the first group since everyone wanted to be the ones who took out Starfairy. She stifled a snort at the nickname that Julie had come up with for Jason, before her thoughts turned serious once again. While that sleight of hand was annoying to an extent, she’d gone ahead and sic’d Dante and Yusuk after the first group.  

    Those two idiots deserved one another, Evil Sandra thought as a vicious smile formed on her lips. That, and there was no doubt in her mind that Jason expected her to let the first group go and focus all of her resources on him. She’d put down some serious money that he hadn’t made any contingency plans for that. She mentally rubbed her hands together feeling like Dr. Evil. All of his buddies were soon going to find out just how outmatched they were once her iron fist closed around their throats! She was in mid-rant when a flurry of white stars suddenly rained down on top of the raid from further up the mountain. 

    “Gah!” Evil Sandra snarled in annoyance, as her Lightning Shield suddenly collapsed and her muscles locked up for a moment. Stumbling to a stop, she looked up at the fountain like rain of electric balls falling down around her as she quickly recast her Lightning Shield and screamed. “What the fuck is going on?” 

    Unfortunately, Shapo wasn’t around for her to get filtered reports as to what she needed to pay attention to, Evil Sandra frustratingly thought, as the raid oozed to a stop. To her annoyance, she’d discovered during a hot logout that her right-hand woman had been locked out for twenty-four hours. Something about her corpse being trapped inside that fuckstick’s fortress when it was packed up in travel mode. Dismissing the infuriating issue, she focused on the problem at hand.  

    There seemed to be a lot of confusion as to what was going on. A quick glance at her HUD and Evil Sandra realized that no one had died. While the rain of white stars had been flashy, they’d done only minimal damage. Nothing like what any of her fellow guildmates in Chaos Storm could do with their Lightning magic.  

    Evil Sandra frowned seeing the individual that had attacked them up ahead. They were standing on the edge of a cliff around ninety yards further up the trail on an outcrop of rock. She frowned, as she mentally corrected herself, nothing like what any of her fellow guildmates could do if they were within sixty yards of the target. Whoever the idiot was, they’d left themselves open to retaliation. At that range, the lead elements of the raid would be able to catch up to them without a problem. Before she could give the command to run the fool down, a familiar voice called down the mountainside.  

    “Yo, Crazy Sandra!” Although Evil Sandra couldn’t make out the man’s face from this far away, she clearly recognized Jason’s mocking voice. “Suck it!” While the words were still echoing from the valley walls, he exaggeratedly hip thrust with his crotch as he chopped his arms down at his groin while an angry muttering began in raid chat. 

    “Who the fuck does that guy think he is?” 

    “Is that Starfairy?” 

    “What the fuck is he doing?” 

    “Ah shit,” another player said, “he’s DX’ing us!” 

     “DX?” another voice asked. 

    “Yeah, D-Generation X,” the same player said, “it’s an old WWE group.” 

    “Oh no he didn’t!” a female player snarled, as she suddenly understood the insult.  

    “Ha!” another guy said with a chuckle, “he’s telling us all to suck it!” 

    “I can’t believe he’s doing that?” another female player spat in disgust. 

    “That punk is so fucking dead!” 

    While this muttering was taking place Jason repeated the gesture a couple more times to his now stunned audience.  

    “What a complete asshole,” Evil Sandra said, muttering under her breath. No matter how much she hated the man, she had to admit that he had a big ass pair of balls. No wonder Julie hated him so much. Even though he knew he was beat, the man wouldn’t just give up the ghost. Not that it was any skin off her back. If anything, it would just make her ultimate victory that much sweeter when she finally beat him down. Taking this as a sign that Jason’s back was against the wall, she started calling out orders to her raid. 

    “Vanguard!” Evil Sandra’s voice cracked like a whip in raid chat, as her voice drowned out the angry mutters coming from her raid mates. “Run him down! Everybody else, move out! If Starfairy is this close, the rest of the raid can’t be that far away!” 

    Immediately, the Chaos Storm alliance began racing up the mountain slope like a black mass as Starfairy took off running. Instead of heading back up the slope like she’d expected, he seemed to be running at a mostly parallel course across the front of the raid. Almost as if he were taunting them to chase him down.  

    Due to the shape of the slope, that meant the asshole was more around two to three hundred yards ahead, but that was close enough for her people to sprint all out. As a group of the fastest runners in the vanguard moved out ahead of everyone else. Evil Sandra didn’t know what trick Jason was trying to pull now, but they were literally on a wide slope heading up the windswept side of a mountain atop frozen snow.  

    Even if the asshole tried to jump back down into the valley, it wouldn’t help him any. She’d send a hundred players to hunt him down while chasing after his forces. About the best advantage he could hope for was forcing them to fight up hill and even that made little difference in a game like this where everyone had massive levels of endurance. Evil Sandra was still trying to figure out his play, when an odd black dot dropped out of the sky to land on his shoulder. 

    That in and of itself wouldn’t have been particularly flagged as unusual. At least, it wouldn’t have if the next two things hadn’t happened. First, Starfairy immediately changed the direction he was running and took off back up the mountain slope. Second, three figures came shooting out of the edge of the woods at the edge of the slope. She immediately recognized the female Centaur, the Silver Dire Wolf, and the green demi-human that was riding on the wolf’s back as two plus two suddenly equaled four in her head. 

    That asshole had somehow figured out how to get ranged communication! Evil Sandra silently swore as she began shouting for her people to try to stop the trio, before they could reach Starfairy. The raid’s Rangers began sending arrows in their direction to little effect as the missiles harmlessly bounced off the Holy Shields that were protecting the group. Before enough Rangers could get into position, the trio completely disappeared down into the low ridge next to the path.  

    Her people tried to get into range to use their magic attacks, but without the Fatal Midnight guild’s speed and attribute buffs, they just didn’t have the extra speed they needed to quickly close the distance. If the Fatal Midnight guild had been with them, the situation would’ve been different, but after Jacob had attacked her and the rest of his surviving guildmates had been cut down, they hadn’t been invited back to the raid. That was going to cause a whole slew of problems that she was going to get shit about, but fuck that loser, Evil Sandra thought, as she watched the Roadkill and Coven players try to get into maximum range to use their special abilities along with a handful of her own people.  

    The trio reappeared quicker than any of them expected, cresting the side of the trail about eighty yards ahead of the furthest member of the main raid. Unfortunately, the group that was focused on running Starfairy down, while ahead of the trio, were not in range to block their passage either. Nonetheless, her people charged the trio while letting loose a heavy volley of arrows, as the Centaur and Silver Dire Wolf broke out into a gallop heading up the trail.  

    “What the fuck is going on,” Evil Sandra swore under her breath in confusion. “Seriously, why go through all of that taunting if you were just going to turn around and run with your tail tucked between your legs?” It didn’t make any sense. Dismissing her concerns, Evil Sandra shouted out encouragements to her people as she pushed her way towards the front of the raid. If Starfairy was going down, she wanted to be the one who was leading the attack!  

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Eighteen]Chapter Eighteen 

    (Second Assault Group: Helgath, Neysa, and Fylreh trying to catch up to Star on the eastern pass out of the valley) 

    Helgath could feel Neysa’s straining muscles thrumming beneath her body as they raced up the frozen, mountainous trail. The heat radiating from the Silver Dire Wolf’s furry body and the heavy panting was a sign of the immense strain Neysa was under to reach Star in time as she pushed herself to her very limits. Directly behind them, Fylreh’s hooves thundered against the hard frozen ground as her bow continuously twanged from the constant Enhanced Multi-Shots she was loosing into the enemy’s ranks.  

    There was a constant hissing sound from the arrows that fell from the sky around them as the Rangers in the main raid took random longshots trying to take them down. Although, the newfar were well over a hundred yards away, with several hundred arrows in the air at any given time, it was taking everything Helgath had to keep the Holy Shields up around the three of them. Even so, they’d all taken a number of shafts and were bleeding heavily. If not for the Half-Orc’s ability to borrow her soulmate’s abilities, they would’ve been forced to retreat shortly after coming within range of the massive group.  

    Braced with her knees on Neysa’s back with a fist and her toes intertwined in the Silver Dire Wolf’s heavy coat, Helgath alternated between casting Holy Shield, Regeneration, and her Dark Cleansing spells. Although the constant use of her magic was making her head spin, she pushed herself beyond her normal limits as she fought to keep them alive. It was the only way for the Half-Orc to save Star from a series of horrible deaths. Hearing the filly’s hooves beginning to fall back behind them, she angrily shook the haze from her thoughts.  

    “Move your ass, Fylreh,” Helgath irritably snapped, as they caught up to the group of runners trailing after Star. Already, several of the Rangers in the vanguard had turned their bows towards them. While that took some much needed pressure off of Star, It just made the Half-Orc’s job that much harder. “They’ve almost gotten into spell range of him!”  

    “What more do you want from me,” Fylreh snarled back in annoyance, “I’m already shooting as fast as I can, but every one of these Chofe-ka are shielded and too spread out for my Barrage of Death to take out more than just a handful.” The filly complained while loosing arrow after arrow as she did her best to target the individual newfar closing in on Star’s tail. “There’s just too many of them!” 

    Helgath understood that the newfar were no joke to take out. It took at least three Enhanced Multi-Shots, if not four, to drop one enemy player. The effort to keep up the continuous attacks had nearly emptied the Centauride’s mana and there still had to be nearly eighty-three of the vanguard forces left. The Half-Orc wasn’t holding back either. She was hitting as many newfar as she could in-between keeping them alive, but it wasn’t even close to being enough with the number of enemies they were up against. 

    “That’s why you’re going to have Star mount you,” Helgath shouted without any qualms, as the Centauride stumbled and nearly went down at the Half-Orc’s words. Catching her balance, she angrily caught back up with Neysa and Helgath. 

    “Centaurs are not mounts!” Fylreh stormed at the Half-Orc’s armored back, completely forgetting to keep up her barrage of Enhanced Multi-Shots at the enemy. Her temper flaring at even the suggestion as she continued angrily. “We are a tribe of fierce warriors and not dumb beasts of burden!” 

    “That’s not how I heard it went down in the bathhouse of the Wind Dancer,” Helgath called back without any hesitation. Unable to stop the cruel smile that came to her lips at the other female’s gasp, she continued in a no-nonsense tone. “If he can ride you there, than by the dark, he can ride you here!”  

    “But … but …” Fylreh blushed to her withers, “he never actually rode me there.” Her complaints immediately died away at the intense looks she received from both Helgath and Neysa. Sometimes, it was better to quit when you were already behind, Helgath unhappily thought as she let out a deep sigh. Otherwise, you just made the situation that much worse.  

    “If that’s the plan you both want to go with,” Fylreh said, letting out an annoyed snort. “Then try to keep up!” With that, she cast the new Arcane Speed buff that she’d received from the Fatal Midnight guild leader and surged ahead as Neysa leaped after her, straining to match her suddenly unnatural pace.  

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Nineteen]Chapter Nineteen 

    (Second Assault Group: Star on the slope before the eastern pass) 

    “Jackass, A-hole, annoying as fuck women in my life that can’t freaking follow a damn plan to save their lives …” I continuously swore under my breath like a monk chanting his daily prayers, as Tengsly chittered up an angry storm from where he hovered above my shoulder. His insistence that I should follow Neysa and Helgath’s directions were just pissing me off that much more. Seriously, who was the mother fucking player here? I was currently in this situation because none of them followed my plans in the first place!  

    A series of explosions erupted behind me with a coruscating glare of bright light as Tengsly dove for cover in the hood of my cloak. Immediately, I was blasted with clods of frozen earth and debris as my Bone Shield and Enhanced Mage Armor shattered in a matter of seconds into white light and wisps of darkness from the flying shrapnel. As both spells failed completely, I was covered in the backwash of thick dust and grime. Before I could catch my breath, a hissing noise filled my slowly recovering ears as a volley of arrows began raining down around me.  

    While the majority shattered uselessly against the ground, there were too many to dodge completely. Hell, I barely even tried. That would have just slowed me down. Thankfully though, my Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender strapped across my back and my Helm of Inaxidor took the brunt of the assault. Even so, a handful bruisingly clipped my arms and legs, opening up bloody welts in my skin through the thinner Cuttle leather. To my horror, one unlucky shaft must have pierced my hood, because I felt Tengsly disappear from my consciousness as a message flashed before my eyes.  

     

    Dickless Wonder has killed your Manifest Giant Squirrel. Tengsly will be available to summon again in twenty-one hours and forty-three minutes.  

     

    Okay … okay, so the in-game message hadn’t actually read Dickless Wonder, I’d mentally put that in place for the asshole’s name that had killed my Flying Squirrel. Don’t ask me why, but there was something about losing a being that was mentally connected to your mind that just pissed you the fuck off. Besides, making fun of PKers just made me feel better when I was pissed off and stressed like this. With those thoughts in the back of my mind, I began recasting my Bone Shield and Enhanced Mage Armor since they were the only defensive spells I could insta-cast as I ran. 

    Obviously, whoever was leading these asshats was getting smarter by the minute. While I figured it was Evil Sandra doing the majority of the heavy strategic mental lifting, it was hard to know for sure with the vanguard of Rangers hot on my heels. Crossing my fingers, I silently hoped that the plan we’d come up with would be enough to slow these fuckers down. That, and wishing that my armor would hold out long enough to get into the range of the trap my friends were setting.  

    Out of those two, the armor was the greater concern. As it was, the number of shafts managing to partly pierce my Black Coral DarkCuirass Weave’s backplate were growing with every volley. Though they were quickly knocked loose from the constant running, it meant that parts of my armor were seriously starting to fail. If that happened, there was no doubt in my mind that I wouldn’t make it through the follow-up attack.  

    Coming around the last bend in the trail, I began sprinting all out. Within seconds, my stride had noticeably widened and my breathing had become more rhythmic as I consciously kicked my leg forward with each running step. Both were techniques that I’d learned while training with my sensei to increase my running speed as my breath clouded before my face with each exhale. Ahead of me was a clear shot two and a half mile long straightaway to the top of the pass, I thought, as I pumped my limbs with everything that I had.  

    Seeing a cluster of boulders a mile and a half up ahead, a wicked smile began to take shape on my face as I aimed my headlong flight for the center of the waist-high rocks. It looked like my friends had gotten everything in place. This was our last serious chance to tie Evil Sandra and her raid of merry asshats up so we could meet up with the rest of our raid and get the fuck out of dodge.  

    I hadn’t really thought everything through though, when I’d headed back down the trail to try and help Fylreh, Neysa, and Helgath out. I’d greatly misjudged how fast the pursuit was going to be from the enemy raid. Part of the problem was that I’d gotten a little bit too cocky about my abilities. The extra Attributes and Dark magic tree that my Nightmare start had initially given me had been a major trump over the other players of The World in my region. That wasn’t the case on Domenic’s side of the map. 

    While my Attributes were still much higher, it was little help against a vanguard of Advanced start enemy Rangers using their Nature’s Grace self-buff with access to their own Nightmare Magic tree. That twenty percent boost to a Ranger’s base running speed in all terrains at level 40 was no joke. When you add their slightly higher levels and focus on Agility, it basically nullified my bonuses from my Nightmare start. At least, it did in a situation like this.  

    “Fuck!” I swore, as I quickly glanced back over my shoulder at the Chaos Storm Alliance’s vanguard who were hot on my ass. They couldn’t have been more than eighty yards behind me and were closing the distance fast. Turning back around to eye the cluster of boulders, I realized there wasn’t going to be any way for me to make it there before they ran me down. Already, I could hear the hissing sounds of a new volley of arrows heading my way. As tears of frustration appeared in the corner of my eyes, I gritted my teeth as another series of explosions erupted behind me and I was enveloped in frozen earth and shooting detritus. Once again, my shields failed as arrows began to rain down upon me, when I felt two presences suddenly touch my mind. 

    ‘We are coming!’ Neysa’s strained thought filled my consciousness, as arrows hammered my armored back with one piercing the back of my thigh.  

    Immediately, the shaft was caught between my legs and sent me sprawling across the frozen ground. I felt the shaft snap in two on impact as a large chunk of meat was unceremoniously ripped away from the back of my leg. The intense pain stole my breath away as I uncontrollably slid to a stop. Scrambling to my feet, I cast Regeneration with a thought and took off again, hoping that it would kick in quick enough to get me back up to speed as I continued to run. Grimacing at the noticeable limp in my stride, I mentally reached out to the Silver Dire Wolf. 

    ‘Don’t bother coming for me, I’m done for,’ I sent back, as I hurriedly recast my shields. ‘Besides, I’m not about to ride you with Rani watching from above.’ 

    ‘To the Dark with that Nordic Guardian!’ Helgath’s mental snarl rang out in my mind, as I flinched involuntarily from the emotional ferocity in spite of myself.  

    ‘I’d rip the smelly Human’s face off if you’d let me,’ Neysa readily agreed, ‘but you said that wouldn’t help.’ 

    ‘It won’t,’ I mentally gasped, as another series of explosions ripped the ground up not ten yards behind me. Instead of immediately going down from the following blast of shrapnel-like debris, I felt a Holy Shield appear around me a second before a Regeneration spell buff appeared on my HUD. Before I could ask what the fuck was going on, Helgath’s strained reply sounded in my head.  

    ‘We came up with another plan instead.’  

    The Half-Orc’s mental exhaustion was clear to hear across our shared link. Obviously, whatever Helgath was doing was taking everything she had. To be honest though, I was still tripping about her use of high-level Holy Magic as the follow-up volley of arrows came to an end. It was about then that my ears picked up the thunderous sound of approaching hooves nearing at an oblique angle from behind me.  

    Another quick glance over my shoulder confirmed it was Fylreh heading towards me at a full gallop. In that split moment, I could see she was a complete mess. She’d obviously taken a major beating and was battered and bloodied. Even more surprising, she was missing her hardened-leather breastplate and instead had an odd ninja-girl leather wrap to hold her massive chest in place. That, in and of itself, required a second longer look to fully appreciate while she was at a full gallop.  

    While that was an impressive sight, it didn’t hold a candle to Fylreh’s skill at running and shooting as I shockingly watched as the filly released a steady stream of Enhanced Multi-Shots at the trailing enemy players without looking where she was galloping. Behind Fylreh, I could see a similarly beaten up and exhausted Neysa with a bedraggled Helgath riding on top of her. The Half-Orc was singularly focused on casting spell after spell while clinging to Neysa’s back as the Silver Dire Wolf struggled to keep up with the unnaturally fast Centauride. Catching that stray thought over our link, Neysa’s voice angrily grumbled in my head. 

    ‘She acquired some sort of special magic to boost running speed.’ 

    ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ I asked in consternation, automatically dismissing the Silver Dire Wolf’s jealous comment. ‘There’s no way even the four of us can hold out against these assholes!” 

    ‘Just shut up and mount Fylreh,’ Helgath spat in obvious distaste, as my face went blank at her words. Thankfully, the Chaos Storm Alliance players chose that moment to inundate us with everything they had as Flame Strikes, Green Poison bolts, Tornado-like Dust Devils, Water Blades, and Lightning Bolts ripped into the ground just a few yards behind us. Though the intensity of the blasts created an explosion of shrapnel like nothing before, all that I could think of as my shields were ripped away and my health dropped was the words that had come from my soulmate’s lips. Talk about being saved by the bell! 

    Maybe it was a strange thought to have in that moment, but I didn’t want to share my every pornographic thought with my mental peanut gallery. What? Don’t judge me like that. I knew my girls well. Helgath had purposely used the word “mount” to say she’d been through my previous memories of my shared intimacy with Fylreh. That was the background thought going through my head as I struggled to recast Enhanced Mage Armor and Bone Shield before the follow-up volley of arrows began raining down around us, when Fylreh’s rough hands grabbed my waist and lifted me into the air. 

    Maybe I’m just dense, but the move completely caught me by surprise. Well, I don’t know if it was the fact that Fylreh was okay with having me ride her or if it was because she lifted me up, gear and all, like I was light as a feather. Definitely not a woman you’d want to piss off, I thought as an aside, as the filly rotated her entire torso around to place me on her back. Although, that sounded much smoother than it actually went as we flailed around at a full gallop. At least, until I managed to get my leg up high enough to slide over her equipment harness as the vanguard behind us began cursing up a storm at my imminent escape. Thankfully, by then Helgath had managed to recast Holy Shield on us both.  

    I wished I could say that I hopped onto Fylreh’s back and rode her like a pro, no pun intended. Unfortunately, that’s not how it went down at all, when Fylreh let me go and took off like a bat out of hell. Without her strong hands holding me in place, I nearly slid right off her bouncing back as I flailed around in panic grabbing at anything I could to not fall off.  

    Now, don’t get me wrong. I’d ridden several times throughout my life and even spent a summer on my cousin’s dairy and horse farm in Tennessee. I could saddle a horse, set the length of my stirrups, knew the different gaits, and had even ridden bareback on a laidback gelding a time or two. All of which offered almost no help in riding an aggressive speed enhanced filly with her torso twisted around while firing arrows over my head. Even worse, she’d never been ridden before.  

    On top of that, there was no place set aside for my legs to easily wrap around her lower half. It’s not that she had a barrel chest like a regular horse. She was actually much thinner around than the actual horses I’d ridden in my youth. The problem was from all of the gear strapped to her back. Without being able to get into a proper riding position, I was forced to desperately clutch at her human waist. As I scrabbled to wrap my legs around her torso and mashed my face up against her leather-wrapped bosom, Fylreh snarled. 

    “How the hell am I supposed to fight like this?”  

    “How about you just focus on getting us the hell out of here!” I shouted back, as she irritably snorted and spun back around. 

    “Gah!” I screamed, as she bashed me in the face with the shield that was strapped to her back. The impact sent me tumbling over her lower shoulder, heading face-first for the ground. Somehow, I managed to hook an arm around her waist to grip the strap passing over her withers while I flailed about trying to find some way to brace myself from falling as I flopped against her flank hanging parallel to the ground like some sort of trick rider at a rodeo.  

    “By the Dark,” Fylreh cursed, as her bow wacked me in the face and she swayed to the side. “What is wrong with you?” 

    “Just give me a second,” I shouted back, trying not to panic as I fought to pull myself back up onto her back. That plan went out the window a split-second later as the hand I had around her waist slipped free. As I began falling face-first into the ground, the filly twisted her torso around and somehow managed to catch me by the back of my leather-armored pants. 

    “How do you expect me to run like this?” Fylreh demanded, while giving a hard yank. “Get back on my back, Star!” 

    Her next move probably would’ve looked awesome as hell to anyone viewing us. Fylreh swung me around the front of her at waist height and then threw me up into the air while at a full gallop. Well, it would’ve if I hadn’t been letting out a wailing scream the entire time. That, and my flailing arms as I momentarily hung midair whimpering removed any style points I might have gained if that were a thing in The World. No matter how cool the filly ducking her torso underneath my body to catch me might have looked otherwise.  

    I won’t even mention the whole incident of having my balls suddenly clenched in a tight leather vice by her grip on the back of my pants. Nor will I discuss the terrible ball-crushing landing I took on Fylreh’s withers. Just trust when I say that the harden-leather breastplate that was strapped to her harness was most definitely located in the wrong place for a stunt like that. The horrible crack that reverberated through my body felt like the loss of my ability to ever have children again as I lurched forward in agony to face-plant against the iron-reinforced shield strapped across her back. Through the haze of pain, I blindly reached around the shield fumbling for a handhold as I began sliding off the galloping Centauride once again, when my hands found something firm to grip. 

    “Aaaiiieee!” Fylreh screamed, as I held onto her for dear life. The sound was unlike anything I’d ever heard coming from the filly before as her body suddenly went ridged beneath me. Though, what was wrong became self-evident a half-second later as she exclaimed. “Those are not handholds, Star!” 

    “Head for the center of the cluster of stones,” I managed to gasp out, as Fylreh continued bitching up a storm.  

    Yeah, I know I should’ve let go and tried to find a new handhold, but after everything I’d already been through, I can honestly say that wasn’t going to happen. Though, I did try to loosen up the death grip I had on her firm mounds as much as possible, while bouncing around on her backside with each hoof strike. Don’t judge my riding abilities, I hadn’t exactly had the chance to find the rhythm of her gait, and, trust me when I say, it’s a lot harder to ride when you can’t clench with your knees. 

    If I’d had any doubts about how ridiculous we might have looked, the question was answered a second later. With my cheek bouncing against Fylreh’s shield, I was in the perfect position to see the faces of the enemy Rangers behind us. Their reaction said it all. While several of the enemy Rangers did bust out laughing at our antics, most grew visibly green with envy at the sight of my unusual mount. Just wait until they realized Neysa was actually my mount, I thought with a grin, as the Chaos Storm players attacked with renewed vigor.  

    Not that I blamed them. No matter how much flak I caught on the forums and my Twitch Stream channel for making out with a female Centaur, Fylreh was one of a kind and awesome all around, even if she wasn’t my mount. I’d bet even money that most gamer guys and a number of gamer gals wouldn’t pass up the chance of having a female Centauride to ride, I thought with a smirk, no matter how offended they acted online. Even though Fylreh was carrying me now, in my heart of hearts, I knew this wasn’t going to be a regular occurrence. I had a sneaky suspicion something else was going on between my three ladies, I thought to myself, as Fylreh caught her balance and began pulling away from the hail of enemy fire.  

    “Slow down,” I shouted into the miffed filly’s ear, before we could get to far ahead. “Try to keep them around twenty to thirty yards behind us.”  

    At least, I think Fylreh was upset. The non-verbal signals she was communicating made me question her put off attitude. Normally, she’d have no problems moving my hands to somewhere else if that wasn’t where she partly wanted them to be. My suspicions were confirmed as the filly partly turned her torso around enough to look me in the eyes. An uncomfortable situation to be in with your ex-fling when you had one hand still gripping her leather-wrapped breast while the other held onto her bare shoulder. Although, in my defense, there really wasn’t anywhere else for me to hold on to. 

    “Why?”  

    “It’s all part of the plan,” I gulped out in spite of myself at the closeness between us. Forcing my feelings aside at the awkwardness of the situation, I quickly explained the basic outline. Seeing the self-satisfied smile that came to the filly’s face at my nervousness, I silently swore up a storm for being so easily distracted by my hormones as Fylreh turned back around and slowed back down. To make matters worse, Neysa and Helgath instantly reached out to me to understand what was going on, before I could settle my thoughts. 

    ‘What’s up?’ Neysa demanded as Helgath’s voice sounded next in my head. 

    ‘Why is Fylreh slowing down?’ Before I could put my jumbled thoughts in order to answer either of them back, I felt my ladies begin digging through my consciousness to find the answers for themselves. A split-second later, Helgath perked up as I felt more than saw the wicked smile that came to her lips. ‘I have a way to make that work out even better.’ 

    Talk about feeling embarrassed! Some of those pornographic thoughts were most definitely not meant to be shared with anyone … ever. Even though neither of my girls judged me, as usual, I couldn’t help feeling somewhat uncomfortable at the mental intrusion. Both Neysa and Helgath tried to sooth my ruffled feathers, but there wasn’t time for any of that as wave after wave of attacks continued pummeling our defenses. 

    Even though the last mile and a half went by in less than a minute, it felt like an eternity as we purposely kept the enemy’s focus on the chase. As we neared the cluster of boulders, I could just make out my friends at the top of the pass preparing the surprise attack while Fylreh slowed down to let the Chaos Storm vanguard close the distance between us to fifteen yards. At the same time, Neysa and Helgath stayed ahead of us so the Half-Orc could focus on keeping our shields up. As long as we didn’t let the range fall below that, we had no problems enduring the massed attacks with Holy Shield, Enhanced Mage Armor, and Bone Shield up and running at the same time with Regeneration.  

    ‘I need to borrow your strength if I’m going to make this work, War Leader,’ Helgath’s thoughts came to my mind, as we approached the cluster of boulders. Feeling my mental flinch at the term, her mental voice softened. ‘Star.’  

    There was something about the way Helgath said my name in that space that lowered all of the mental defenses I’d unknowingly erected in response to their initial intrusion into my thoughts. I couldn’t exactly say what it was about her mental tone that made my innate distrust disappear. Quite possibly, it was simply how she opened up her mind, heart, and soul to me without reservation.  

    In that split-second, I could see Helgath for who she truly was. My Half-Orc soulmate was not a particularly nice person. There was a darkness welling up inside of her that could swallow the world. At the same time, she was bound to me completely. There was nothing she wouldn’t do if it was in my name. In the face of that pure devotion, the walls crumpled before her mental touch as I suddenly understood what it was she wanted to do. Reaching her black-clawed hand out to grip my calf, Helgath began draining my mana in copious amounts as she began crafting her spell. A much harder maneuver to pull off than one might expect when galloping on two different mounts with different gaits over rough terrain. 

    I sagged against Fylreh’s back and my limbs felt like wet noodles from the immense strain as the snow began changing in a ten yard radius around us. The channeling spell’s massive effect wasn’t noticeable at first as Helgath focused on melting the surface of the frozen snow we were galloping across. The effect was subtle at first unless you were paying close attention to the terrain, which no one was since they were focused on blasting us to death. As the effect began expanding out to cover a thirty yard radius on each side of us, my body went slack and I would’ve fallen if Fylreh hadn’t reached up to grab my wrists. Not, I noted in spite of myself, that she bothered to move my hands away from her digital display. 

    Helgath wasn’t in any better shape. If not for her death grip on my calf to keep the connection alive between us and her fingers and toes intertwined in Neysa’s thick fur, she would have fallen from the Silver Dire Wolf’s back. Though Neysa did everything she could to soften her gait, the Half-Orc’s body limply flopped with each impact of her galloping paws. Nonetheless, Helgath didn’t lose consciousness until she’d nearly covered a length of thirty yards.  

    By then, nearly a third of the Chaos Storm Alliance’s vanguard were down. Most ended up on their asses and were hollering in confusion as they slid to a stop on the newly created swath of ice. The effect didn’t hurt anyone except for their pride. That, and it momentarily stopped their pursuit. As Helgath’s limp hand fell away from my calf, my head swam as I weakly looked over my shoulder at the enemy’s lines. The players were already busy melting the sheet of ice with their various magics as the main raid came sprinting around the curve in the trail below. In the minute or so it took for the vanguard to clear the way, the main force had nearly caught up to them. 

    I’m sure the whole effort looked like an act of desperation. A last ditched effort to escape an overwhelming enemy’s dogged pursuit. Already, the Chaos Storm Alliance players were excitedly pointing at my friends towards the top of the pass and jeering as they began pushing four foot in diameter boulders down the slope. In a matter of seconds, a hundred and thirty five smallish boulders were plunging down the trail like a mini avalanche.  

    Although dangerous, the plummeting rocks weren’t exactly hard to dodge since they were clustered together in a line about fifty yards wide. That wasn’t because my friends were incompetent or anything. The top of the pass was around fifty yards wide, and the point where the enemy raid was on the trail was somewhere between seventy-five to eighty yards wide. Fylreh and Neysa were easily able to swerve to the far side of the trail to steer clear of the rolling bouncing mess roaring down the slope with a few smaller stones and loose debris joining the churning mass, once again the attack looked to be one of desperation more than any true threat.  

    As if to prove my point, I could see the mass of enemy players opening up a pathway in the center of the trail as Evil Sandra made a production of ridiculing our wimpy efforts to start an avalanche. “We’ll crush these insignificant losers under the heel of our boots as soon as these stones pass by and I’ll finally be able to show Julie I’m a better strategist then her ex-lover!” At least, that’s what I imagined she was saying as she excitedly remonstrated in front of the raid, while they hurriedly made a path for the boulders to pass through. Not that I could actually hear anything from this distance, especially with the thunderous roar of the boulders hurdling down the slope.  

    Nonetheless, I always liked to “people watch” and add in my own words to fit the facial expressions and hand movements of their actual conversation going on. Although, it was more fun if you were doing it with someone. I gave extra points the closer the made-up story came to what was actually being said, or if it was funny as hell. While both worked, I usually wasn’t that funny, so I tended to go for the first option. I chuckled at my own thoughts as the show began unfolding before my eyes.  

    The first clue the Chaos Storm Alliance had that all was not well was when the boulders began to spread out and curve in the raid’s direction. When I say curve, I mean the stones suddenly changed their hurtling course for the surprised players. This all happened just a few seconds before impacting the Ranger’s vanguard who were currently at the front of the raid with Evil Sandra. It all happened too quickly for the players in the front ranks to even begin to react. One second they thought they were safely out of the way and the next a solid stone boulder weighing nearly two-hundred and fifty pounds was flying at their face like a massive cannon ball.  

    Even as far away as I was, I could see the panicked moment of fear on the front row players’ faces as they suddenly realized the danger they were in. Not that there was anything they could really do about it. As the boulders smashed into the raid’s front line, there was a literal explosion of blood and viscera as the first two to three rows of players simply ceased to exist. Beyond that, whole swaths of bodies were just mowed down or thrown up into the air in the tight packed formation.  

    The only thing I could equate with what I was seeing was to drop a push mower on top of a tall stand of weeds. You know what I mean. The blades mostly annihilate the main portion of the fibrous stems while the rest of the weed parts are spat out in large oozing clumps of semi-chewed parts. Yeah, that was basically how this looked as pieces of arms, legs, and sometimes heads went flying everywhere as a field of gravestones instantly appeared as if by magic.  

    It was honestly too surreal to even be disgusting, especially since you knew no one was actually losing their lives. Hell, I doubt the impact would’ve even hurt at seventy-five percent realism since it was basically an insta-kill. Now, for the survivors in the proceeding rows I’d have to say that was another matter altogether, especially when the Earth Elementals unfurled to do a flying belly flop on whoever was nearest to them as they were slowed down to a stop. 

    At the same time that was going on, the cluster of boulders that were intermixed amongst the main portion of the raid suddenly rose up from their boulder-like camouflage and began attacking the players around them. Not in the way you would’ve typically expected either. Instead of trying to pulverize the enemies with their rock-fists, the Earth Elementals began picking up players and physically throwing them off the side of the mountain trail. This seemed to cause the Chaos Storm Alliance players even more confusion as they sought to hammer the enemy summons down with their melee weapons or blast them at point blank range. The disbelieving faces of the Chaos Storm players as their overpowered lightning attacks did nothing against the stone summons within their midst were the absolute best.  

    All in all, it had been a brilliant plan and my friends had expertly taken care of the specifics and carried out the ambush perfectly. The enemy players were almost more screwed if they didn’t die from the fall, since they’d have to run all the way back from the bottom of the valley. Those that did die would temporarily lose a level and have to do a corpse run back to the graveyard. I couldn’t help the smile that came to me so easily as the Chaos Storm Alliance players began rallying each other to form up as they did their best to batter down the stone warriors.  

    Although I doubted less than six hundred players had been brought down by the attack, taking on the raid head-to-head had never been the plan’s goal. Even in the midst of all this, they’d still tear us apart in any serious battle. No this was simply a way to slow down their advance while the rest of us got away.  

    I was just about to turn away from the train wreck below, when I noticed Evil Sandra glaring up at me. She was drenched from head to toe in blood and gore as her eyes bored into me. Well, at least it felt that way, because I swear I could feel her simmering hatred from a mile down the trail. She wasn’t alone either. There were a handful of players that had survived with her. A simple guess as to how they’d survived was that they must have hit the deck at the last second before impact.  

    It looked like she was pointing her arm at me and yelling something. I figured it was probably some sort of dire threat or snarky comeback. Whatever, it’s not like I could hear a word the crazy bitch was saying from this far away. Nonetheless, I gave her a one-finger salute in response, before turning away to find we were nearing the top of the pass. I couldn’t help the satisfied laugh that came from my lips as I hurriedly reached back around to firmly grip Fylreh’s chest with both hands once again.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty]Chapter Twenty 

    (Second Assault Group: Star and friends escape from Domenic’s valley) 

    Although this entire situation with riding Fylreh was awkward as hell on one level, at the same time, it was hard to not totally enjoy the experience on another level. My hormones weren’t giving me any peace either, and the emotional high from the fighting just added fuel to the proverbial fire of strong emotions and intense feelings. No matter how much I might want to deny my feelings, riding the Centauride’s back was seriously awesome, I silently thought, as we approached the top of the pass. 

    ‘You better not get too used to that,’ Neysa’s words clearly sounded in my mind, as she caught up to the filly’s side and gave me a meaningful look. 

    ‘Nope, you’re my girl for riding once I hit level forty,’ I hurriedly reassured the Silver Dire Wolf, as I tried to clear my thoughts of anything inappropriate. No sense in being embarrassed all over again.  

    ‘You know,’ Helgath’s exhausted voice sounded next in my head. ‘That woman is never going to give up trying to kill you.’ 

    ‘Nothing new there,’ I replied back with a mental shrug, glad for the change of topic.  

    For some reason, Crazy Sandra had always thought that beating me down would make Julie look at her differently. It would, but not in the way she thought, which just meant that, after all these years, she still didn’t truly understand the focus of her girl-crush. My ex-girlfriend didn’t like people being more competent than she was. That, and she liked the D. I didn’t see that changing any time soon in the near future, but then again, what did I know. Not that I cared either way. Seeing the color coming back to Helgath’s face, I gave the Half-Orc a quick once-over.  

    ‘Good job back there with that spell, it worked perfectly to group the enemy up for the trap.’ My words brought a satisfied smile to Helgath’s homely face as I looked her in the eyes. ‘You feeling better now?’ 

    ‘It’s just mana exhaustion, War Leader,’ the Half-Orc explained without concern, though it was obvious she appreciated the recognition.  

    ‘And thanks for taking care of the Fylreh situation back there,’ I said, feeling somewhat self-conscious at the request. Though, if there’d been any other way, I’d never would’ve asked. ‘That couldn’t have been easy.’ 

    ‘I live to serve, War Leader,’ Helgath replied nonplussed. 

    ‘I couldn’t ask for a better soulmate,’ I reassuringly said, before getting to the meat of the issue. ‘But, I was just wondering if you knew how Fylreh lost her breastplate?’ 

    ‘Neysa and I helped her out of a difficult situation with a group of newfar,’ Helgath smoothly said without batting an eye at the uncomfortable question. Before she could say any more, we were forced to dodge another mini avalanche of Earth Elementals that were being sent down the slope to slam into the Chaos Storm Alliance raid.  

    Instead of galloping next to Fylreh, Neysa chose to dodge the plummeting stones by splitting off and heading down the opposite side of the trail. I didn’t really think much of it, figuring it was just zigging when someone else zagged. By the time Neysa and Helgath caught back up to us, we were approaching my friends who were excitedly calling out to one another. Leaning forward, I gripped the filly’s waist as I leaned in to her ear. 

    “Thanks for the save back there,” I said loud enough for Fylreh’s ears alone, “and the ride.”  

    “I didn’t give you a ride?” Fylreh protested, as her head whipped around to look at me in shock. Seeing the confusion in my eyes, her ears flattened in embarrassment as she lowered her voice to explain. “I carried you to safety.” She paused for a moment before continuing in an odd tone.  

    “Giving a ride,” her cheeks flushed a deep red, “has a somewhat different meaning between a male and a female in Centaur society.” 

    “Oh, yeah,” I said, blushing in spite of myself at the twinkle in her eyes. It would make sense that our slang would have different meanings. Before either of us could say more, she began stomping to a stop in front of my friends and the rest of the players that were waiting for us at the top of the pass. Gripping the equipment strap beneath, I vaulted into the air and swung around to land on the ground, coming to a stumbling stop as AJ called out. 

    “Smooth moves, exlax!” 

    “Let’s see you do better without stirrups or a saddle, stubby!” I joked back without hesitation, as Neristhana silently stepped out of the crowd to silently take up a defensive position beside me. Where my other companions were, I didn’t know, but the silent look she gave me let me know we’d be talking about leaving her behind in the near future. My attention was quickly pulled back to the Dwarf who was demonstrably grabbing his crotch.  

    “I got your stubby right here for you-” AJ began to say, only to be cutoff as Krystal and Jill both knuckled him in the ribs. Letting out a sharp grunt, he tried again. “I thought your horse-girl broke up with you.” 

    “She did, this was just a one off” I said, a little bit annoyed that we were having this discussion in front of Fylreh like she wasn’t here. Nonetheless, I couldn’t help slipping one of my innuendos into the conversation. “She was just giving me a ride to help me out of a tough situation.” I finished as Fylreh let out a sharp snort at my comment.  

    “Is that what you’re calling it,” Hefe chortled, as he jumped in on the fun. “From what I heard, you got some extra time in the saddle back on the Wind Dancer.”  

    I let out a heavy sigh as Fylreh angrily stomped a hoof behind me. Before the situation could escalate into something ugly, Bonnie Smash gave the Gnome a hard smack upside the head, which shut Hefe up nicely and luckily removed the need for either one of us to say more. As I gave the Half-Orc a nod of thanks, Jill unhappily spoke up. 

    “Ugh,” the disgust was clear in her voice, “there are some things best left behind closed doors.” 

    “More like barn doors,” Phoenix chimed in, with a similar look of revulsion on her face. While I expected that to a point from Jill and Krystal, I hadn’t expected the attitude from the red-headed guy that was playing a girl.  

    “Really, dude?” I asked in all seriousness, facing Phoenix as I tried to understand where all this was coming from. From the very first time we’d met, the two of us had gotten along like two peas in a pod so her repugnance had come out of left field.  

    “Well, I knew you’d “mount” her,” Phoenix said in obvious distress, “but she’s a freaking Centaur!” Seeing the look of anger that briefly flashed across my face, she hurriedly tried to backpedal. “Look, I don’t mean any disrespect,” Phoenix hurriedly added as she looked back between Fylreh and me, before lowering his voice. “I figured you just had a monster girl fetish going on and I’m cool with that, but sometimes, it’s hard to accept the whole “horse thing” when you’re pawing at her tits-“ 

    “Do we really need to be having this discussion now?” Kenzie asked in exasperation. “The whole point of this was to buy us some time to escape,” her eyes took in the circle of my friends, “not to comment on shit that’s none of your fucking business.” Making her point, she raised her voice as she scanned the entire raid. “So can we get the fuck out of here or what?” 

    “We’ll discuss this later and you can explain to me how Fylreh differs from your Wolf-Kin girl you’ve been sucking tongues with back on the ship,” I muttered to Phoenix whose eyes widened in surprise. As her lips defensively pressed together at my words, I raised my voice to be heard in raid chat. “Alrighty people, let’s move out while we still can!” 

    Giving Kenzie and Thomas a nod of thanks for the support, I headed out with my team as we took off across the top of the pass together at a fast jog, while the rest of the raid fell in behind us.  

    The windswept pass looked to be nearly a mile wide with craggy rocks jutting up at odd angles to either side of the main pass. Not that I really noticed much of the terrain, other than to take note of possible strategic bottlenecks that might be used in an emergency. My mind was already in full planning mode for the fighting retreat I was expecting this shitstorm to turn into, when Domenic caught up to me. 

    “Dude, we’ve created a new sport,” Domenic called out, “bowling for bozos!” Letting out a hard bark of laughter, he excitedly continued. “I swear it looked like her head was going to explode when my Earth Elementals wrecked her raid!” 

    “Yep, you’ve made an enemy for life,” I knowingly replied, thinking back to the look of hate on her face. “She’ll never leave you alone now.” 

    “She can go fuck herself for all I care,” Domenic said, completely unconcerned at the real life threat she posed. Especially since, most of my friends thought the in real life harassment I’d gotten after my break-up with Julie was mostly instigated by Crazy Sandra. “Besides, I have enough cameras around the house that if she tries something stupid she’ll be caught in hi-res digital color this time around.” The Gnoll at his side growled something under his breath to Domenic and the other Half-Dwarf Paladin walking with them, which caused my friend’s face turn hard and the other Half-Dwarf to snarl something ugly back while slamming his gauntleted fist into his palm for emphasis.  

    “Like Gutirrg and Gala said,” Domenic said meeting my eyes, “this is just the beginning of our payback against these assholes.” 

    Our conversation was abruptly brought up short as Fylreh came trotting up with Neysa at her side and Helgath riding the Silver Dire Wolf’s back. Seeing the nasty looks the Gnoll and Half-Dwarf gave my ladies, Domenic quickly pulled his people aside to get the situation under control before things could turn ugly. Obviously, demi-humans had their own issues with racial prejudices too, I thought with a disgusted shake of my head. Thankfully, my ladies mostly ignored the commotion as Sarka, Yun, Unalia, and Tinyr caught me up to speed on the rest of the situation with Assault Leader Dell and the rest of the troops. Not that they knew much, except that Dell was informed of a situation with the force sent to guard our escape route and had rushed off with the rest of the troops to deal with it, which was when Neristhana quietly added that the rest of my companions had joined him. 

    A bad feeling began forming in the pit of my stomach at what that might mean as Sarka and Tinyr started giving me a hard time for not inviting them along to help out earlier. Neristhana’s silent look could’ve peeled paint from a bulkhead. While I appreciated everyone’s offers, the problem had been a bit more complex than that. Having them along wouldn’t have helped any except for putting more people at risk for one of my half-assed schemes. Seriously, how could I ask my friends to share in that fun or permanently risk Neristhana’s life when I couldn’t guarantee that I wouldn’t be killed over and over again?  

    I didn’t say any of that out loud. People had to make their own decisions when it came to things like that. While I wouldn’t have stopped them from coming along, I wasn’t going to go out of my way to invite them into a possible spawn camping hell like that. While I overtly listened to my friends complain at being left behind, my mind was focused on the real question at hand. What the hell was going on with my Kayden Troopers who’d come under attack while guarding the pass? I was just about to ask Sarka or Yun to get an update for me with one of their Flying Squirrels, when Blink came flying up to me like a bat out of hell. 

    ‘My Lord, the Orc’s vanguard has arrived. They are driving us back from the pass to Palnisdale. Without reinforcements, I fear we’ll be trapped by both enemies within the pass.’ I cursed under my breath as Assault Leader Dell’s voice came to a stop inside my head. Next to me, my companions looked over at me questioningly as Neysa and Helgath reached out for my thoughts to find out what was wrong. 

    This was one of the worst case scenarios that I’d been dreading ever since I’d heard that the main pass between Telrain and Ironheart Stronghold had been closed off behind us. Technically, it should’ve reduced our options for escape to the mountain trails that team one had taken. Instead, I’d chosen the more dangerous route of heading across the Isolde Line into Orc territory and probably one of the main paths of the coming invasion force. Mostly that was because it was the one route that I figured Evil Sandra would never expect for us to head for and the reason I’d sent such a large part of our force ahead to guard the pass.  

    Even though I’d done everything that I could to stack the deck in our favor, I knew that there was no way we could fight against the numbers that Helgath had told me about. The only hope we had was to hold out long enough for everyone to reach the pass to Palnisdale and keep ahead of the wave of death. With that in mind, I focused on Blink’s furry dark-brown face and mentally gave my reply. 

    ‘Do your best to hold the pass to Palnisdale, we are nearly clear of the mountain portion of the pass and will be there as soon as possible.’ Giving me an affirmative chirp, Blink took off in a flurry of wings as I began calling out orders. 

    “Alright people,” my voice overrode the conversations going on in raid chat, “I just found out by Flying Squirrel that the Orc’s vanguard has met our forces guarding the pass to Palnisdale in battle.” Ignoring the upset murmur that instantly started up at my words, I continued in a firm voice. “If we are going to escape these assholes, we have to reach the pass to Palnisdale.” As my eyes swept over the players around me, a savage grin split my lips. 

    “Who’s with me on kicking Orc ass and getting phat XP while doing it?” I shouted out in challenge, as I drew the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter and thrust it into the air. The resounding cheer from my friends, the people of The World, and the new players that had joined our alliance answered me back in an excited roar as a sea of swords and axes were thrust into the air. Turning around, I took off at a run for the far side of the pass as the raid howled after me.  

    Yeah, I know it was a total cliché move, but one that worked perfectly for the situation we were in. Everyone in team two had been jonesing to get in on the action, instead we’d been mostly regulated to escorting Domenic and his people out of a toddler run. There’d been more than a few grumbles that we’d yet to get into any real action. So, to say that the players in the raid were ready to kick some ass and take names was an understatement as we raced across the last half mile to the far side of the pass. 

    Reaching the end of the pass, we started down as the rocky slope and jagged hills on the opposite side of the mountain pass came into view. Immediately, my eyes began taking everything in. The rugged land and its desolate beauty. The scattered plains intermixed with jagged hills. It would’ve been an amazing view if not for the dark stain pouring over the land as far as the eyes could see. The writhing mass covered everything. Scrub trees, thickets, and even the frozen ground itself was hardly visible. The horror of what we faced hit everyone at once as the raid slowed to a stop at the impossible sight before us.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-One]Chapter Twenty-One 

    (Second Assault Group: Star and friends facing off against the Orc horde) 

    While it could’ve been an issue with our height or the distances involved, the cold fist of fear inside my chest that gripped my heart said that wasn’t the case. The invasion force was like a locust swarm devouring everything and anything in its path. In truth, the only visible differences that distinguished one portion of the undulating mass from another were the individual tribal colors and the oversized forms of what could only be trolls, ogres, and other large demi-human tribes that were part of the invasion force. It made the CGI generated army for the Battle for Minas Tirith in the Lord of the Rings movies look like a gathering of friends in comparison. Truly, it was like I was watching the approach of an unstoppable juggernaut that would consume everything in its path.  

    Down the slope, I saw our pitiful mass of troopers fighting for their lives against the unending mass of enemies. Tucked up at the base of a far pass, Assault Leader Dell had arrayed his forces in a hair-thin line of five hundred troopers that were backed up by three additional rows of steely-eyed troopers. From the packed ranks, waves of Enhanced Shadow Bolts slammed into the vanguard of the Orc’s invasion force like a Napoleonic firing line.  

    Even though the tactics had been decimating the massed charges of Orcs and creating an unreal heap of bodies across a field of death fifty yards deep, from our position on the slope, it was obvious that they were on the brink of being overrun as the Orcs continued to push forward regardless of the numbers they were losing. As we watched, the massed horde started using the bodies of their dead to push their way through the withering magic volleys. It was obvious that once they reached melee range, the Kayden Troopers below would be overwhelmed by sheer numbers alone. In that long moment all of us were trying to take in what we were actually seeing, when Hefe’s freaked out voice suddenly rang out in raid chat giving us all a jolt. 

    "It’s game over, man,” Hefe exclaimed, looking around at the rest of us with bulging eyes as he incredulously pointed a shaking arm at the advancing horde. “Game over!" 

    “Stop being a dumbass,” AJ growled in mock anger, giving the Gnome a hard shove as the rest of us looked at the two of them in surprise. 

    “Ah, come on, man,” Hefe complained lightheartedly, as he stumbled forward a few steps before catching his balance. “I always wanted to have a reason to say that line.” As both of them started to laugh and high-five each other, the fearful look on Jill’s face turned an angry shade of red. 

    “Are you both idiots,” Jill snapped, as her normally sarcastic disposition turned sour. “How in the hell are we supposed to fight something like that?” She demanded, as she turned around to face me next.  

    “You royally fucked us all, Jay,” Jill said in a huff, as I sheathed the two-handed sword I’d been holding. “What a great fucking plan. Let’s head into the Orc’s territory, nothing bad could possibly happen from that idiotic strategy!” As Krystal began bitching up a storm about listening to my bad ideas, they were both cut off by a distressed voice. 

    “For fuck’s sake, enough with the constant bitching,” Unalia said, cutting both women off as she pushed her way past Tinyr. “It’s not like you gave Star much of a choice after aggro’ing the whole valley.” 

    “That was an accident!” Kenzie defensively said, as she joined the conversation. “How was any of us supposed to know that we were blocking our only path out of that shithole valley?” 

    “WHAT? You blocked the main pathway out of my valley?” Domenic agitatedly asked, getting into the argument.  

    “Oh, I don’t know,” Sarka said, taking a stand next to her girlfriend, Unalia. “How about by simply looking at the map?” Seeing the looks of outrage that came to Jill, Krystal, and Kenzie’s faces, I stepped into the argument before things could get completely out of control. 

    “Would everyone calm the fuck down?” I shouted in raid chat, as my friends looked over at me in surprise. “Look, it doesn’t matter how many Orcs there are, the basic plan hasn’t changed.” 

    “The basic plan hasn’t changed?” Thomas and Krishna asked simultaneously, as Domenic angrily muttered in the sudden silence. 

    “If we’d stayed put, we’d have at least had a chance-“  

    “No we wouldn’t,” I angrily said, cutting him off. Stepping forward with Neysa, Helgath, Fylreh, and Neristhana at my side, I pointed down the slope at the ungodly horde headed our way. “Helgath already told me what was headed our way.” 

    “And you didn’t think to let us know that ahead of time?” Jill demanded, as I saw several angry nods around the circle. 

    “What part of, we have a massive invasion force of Orcs headed our way to wipe out the Kingdom of Kader, didn’t you understand the first time I said it?” I asked, as my words brought everyone up short. “I didn’t make a bigger deal about it, because nothing has changed.” 

    “Nothing has changed?” Kenzie demanded, as Thomas and a number of my friends silently nodded in agreement beside her. “There’s no way we can fight against that shitstorm!” 

    “That’s right, nothing has changed,” I repeated, pausing to look my friends in the eyes to emphasis my point. “The plan has never been to stand and fight the enemy.” Seeing the sudden confusion on everyone’s faces, I pointedly continued.  

    “Didn’t any of you wonder why I sent the Prince and Princess along with their forces ahead to Palnisdale instead of bringing them with us?” I asked, not waiting for an answer. “Did you ever wonder why I sent a thousand Kayden Troopers to guard our escape route instead of bringing them with us in case things went sideways with the Chaos Storm raid?” My friends traded questioning looks as I continued nonplussed. “Did you wonder why Assault Leader Dell immediately knew to take off with the rest of our forces as soon as he heard our people were under attack?” Seeing that I had everyone’s attention, I began spelling the plan out for them.  

    “The problem was that we didn’t know if the Orc’s invasion force would reach us before we could escape Domenic’s valley or not, so we had to keep the plan as loose as possible. After Helgath’s warning, we understood the worst case scenario was that there was no way we could fight the massive force headed our way.” I pointed down at my Kayden Troopers fighting for their lives. “Our people aren’t there to stop the horde, they’re holding the pass for the rest of the raid so we’re not trapped in-between two forces.” 

    “So they’re holding the pass, great?” AJ belligerently said, crossing his arms across his broad chest as my friends laughed. This was usually how planning sessions went between us, when AJ missed the point. “How do you plan to stop us all from dying after that?” 

    “Do you see that trail leading up into those jagged hills?” Getting several grudging nods, I continued. “Once we fall back into those rocks, their numbers won’t mean jack shit. We’ll just ride the wave and collect a shit ton of XP on our way to Palnisdale, easy-peasy.” 

    “What did I tell you about using surfer metaphors to explain strategy?” AJ groaned, as he covered his face with a callused hand in embarrassment.  

    “Easy-peasy?” Thomas asked under his breath, giving me a wink as he stepped up and clapped me on the shoulder. “You can count the Devil Dogs in,” he said loud enough for the rest of the raid to hear. Seeing a number of the Uten Syn raid members nervously looking down at the virtual sea of enemies below, a shit-eating grin came to his lips.  

    “Just remember, guys. It’s only a game.” As a look of understanding came to the guild members’ faces, Thomas drew his Mortician Cleaver from the sheath on his back and held it aloft. “You can’t let fear of the what-ifs stop you from living.” As the rest of the Devil Dog guild stepped forward with Sarka, Yun, Unalia, and Tinyr to stand with me, Jill glanced at AJ and Krystal as she let out a heavy sigh.  

    “We’re with you too,” Jill said, stepping up to me with her hands on her hips. “But if I’m spawn-killed for the rest of the day from these assholes, I’m going to make your life miserable.” 

    “Don’t you do that already?” Sarka asked under her breath, as Unalia choked back a laugh. Thankfully, neither Jill nor Krystal heard the retort as AJ silently elbowed the Warrior while walking by. Bonnie Smash gave me a wink as she and Hefe silently followed the trio.  

    “You can count us in too,” Domenic said, after Fluffy shouldered him a little too hard, along with the rest of my friends standing with them.  

    “The Uten Syn guild too,” Krishna and Angie said together, after checking with their guild as Phoenix walked up and clapped me on the shoulder.  

    “Thanks for the trust, everyone,” I said in all seriousness. With the decision made, I could feel a change come over the raid as I continued. “Alright people, here’s what we are going to do.”  

    As I quickly explained the plan, I saw grim looks come to most of the raid’s faces, especially Domenic and his Half-Dwarves since they were going to play a pivotal role in all of this. Many of the Half-Dwarves and Uten Syn members nervously glanced down at the ferocious battle going on below as I talked. Not that I blamed either of them for their initial hesitancy, the approaching horde of demi-humans was something else altogether. It hit the hindbrain on a primitive level and filled your thoughts with almost a gibbering fear. There was something about seeing the Orcs, Trolls, Ogres, and other monstrous demi-humans that kicked the nightmarish feeling up to another level. 

    Seeing Helgath’s white-knuckled grip on Neysa’s fur as she stared down the slope at the demi-humans that had enslaved her from birth, I stepped over and put a comforting hand on her thigh as I hurriedly laid out everyone’s parts. The weight of her yellow cat-eyes reminded me that this was a truly life and death situation for the people of the world. Not that it was going to be any walk in the park for myself, Domenic, or the Uten Syn players who were rocking the seventy-five percent realism packages either.  

    The thought of being repeatedly spawn-camped by a bunch of savage demi-humans that were known to tear humanoids limb-from-limb and eat them alive wasn’t for the faint of heart. To rush down into that mess took a certain amount of courage … or stupidity, I thought with a shake of my head, watching Hefe clashing his punch daggers together while he excitedly talked shit to Bonnie and AJ in a low voice. There were no excited cheers as I wound up the planning session. Looking out at the nervous faces looking back at me, I cracked a grim smile. 

    “I don’t know about you, but I’m not about to lose now after everything we’ve been through,” I said in a no-nonsense tone. “Fuck these assholes!” 

    “Fuck these assholes,” Thomas agreed, reaching out to grip my hand as the rest of his guild came forward laughing to put a hand on top of the two of ours like a sports huddle.  

    Seeing what the Devil Dogs were doing, my friends began pushing forward to do the same thing. There was no way all of us could get into the huddle. My friends squeezed in, Krishna and Angie pushed close to be near the center, and even Domenic couldn’t help but laugh as he pushed into the circle next to me. None of the people of The World or the Uten Syn guild members really understood what was going on, but they picked up on the spirit of what we were doing as they put their hands on the person’s shoulder in front of them. Before I knew it, there was a circle of players and people of The World standing together as I called out in raid chat.  

    “We break on the count of three!” 

    “On the count of three!” My friends yelled back at me. 

    “One!” I shouted, as my friends echoed my shout. 

    “Two!” Thomas called out, as all of us hollered the number after him. 

    “Three!” Krishna screamed, as the rest of us followed suit letting out a wild shout. 

    “Fuck these assholes!” I shouted out at the top of my lungs, as the entire raid yelled out together with me, before breaking the huddle with a Marine Oorah.  

    “Follow me!” I roared, while turning around to race down the slope as the raid flowed after me. 

     The huddle might have been a little weak at first, but by the end, we were all clinging to the same spirit of hope. In my own opinion, that was always a better option than being afraid. While the hyped up adrenaline might not have been the same from when I’d first led the raid into the pass, this collective vibe was that of a group of Pro Gamers taking on a championship match or a group of soldiers making a last run against the enemy stronghold. For the people of The World, it was more of a last gasp of hope that this plan would somehow work and they’d live through this disaster to see tomorrow.  

    For me personally, what drove me down the slope in an all-out sprint was the thought of losing everyone I’d taken under my wing and built up to where they were now. It was almost too much to bear. Not only would losing my forces here and now severely affect my ability to defend BrokenFang Hold from the Hobgoblin invasion. It would mean losing to a monstrous culture that had hurt Helgath for so many years and had literally destroyed, ate, and enslaved everyone in their path. The thought filled me with a fury that I hadn’t felt since I’d seen my people being tortured alive by the Goblins that had held BrokenFang Hold.  

    I’m sure some people watching my Twitch Stream would think that I’d completely lost it strategically. In a way, they would probably be right, but not in the way that they’d think. There was no time to cast the handful of soul stones or any of my other summoned creatures any of us had acquired during our push towards Ironheart Stronghold. Domenic’s summoned Earth Elementals were already tied up slowing down Evil Sandra and her raid, and waiting a few minutes for everyone to cast Water Elementals would also have taken too long. The worried glances from my friends told me they felt the same. If we didn’t make it down the line of Kayden Troopers fighting for their lives in time, we’d never have any hope of pushing the never-ending horde back after that. This was a truly do or die situation.  

    All around me, the Uten Syn Druids began to transform into their various fighting forms as massive Werebears and fierce Werewolves began to tower above the raid and bellow out their unique beastly challenging roars and howls. Due to their earlier leveling against the various monsters we’d fought on our way to Domenic’s valley, a good three-quarters of the Druids had achieved their level 30 Werebear form. Even more impressive, their savage calls now buffed any ally that heard it with a bestial strength and attack speed boost. It was an effect that most definitely hadn’t been there the day before. I wasn’t sure what buff had been unlocked, but it made me feel stronger and quicker as raw animalistic power welled up inside my body begging to be released.  

    A quick glance at my HUD showed that I’d received two buffs, Terrifying Roar and Frenzied Howl. While they both increased my strength and attack speed, there was nothing listed about how it made you feel almost like a berserker as a red haze began to form over my eyes. As the adrenaline pumped through my veins, it took a conscientious effort to not lose myself in the blood surging through me as I began looking for where I was needed most. At the same time, I began casting Bone Fangs, Bone Shield, and Enhanced Mage Armor for myself and my companions, while Helgath focused on casting Holy Shield from where she rode on Neysa’s back.  

    I felt more than saw my friends form up around me. Warriors like Sarka, AJ, Bonnie Smash, Fylreh, Thomas, the Cobra Kai twins, Domenic, and the Uten Syn Werebears formed up into mini-diamonds as the DPS melee classes fell in step behind their tanks. As we approached the nearly overwhelmed line of Kayden Troopers fighting for their lives, I could see the enraged Orcs had closed the gap between the two forces to less than ten yards. 

    “Hold your fire until my command!” I shouted in raid chat just before we reached the hundred yard mark. Even though I heard several angry comments at my order, everyone thankfully held their fire as we hit the last stretch. My tactical mind understood that this had to be timed just right if we were going to have any hope of opening up a new gap in front of our forces. Otherwise, there would be no way for us to conduct a tactical retreat without losing a large portion of my people.  

    As the yards ticked down, I was finally close enough to get off an Identify on a couple of the six and a half foot tall demi-humans leading the charge. Instantly, the title level 45 Elite Orc Warrior appeared over the creatures’ gray-skinned, armored heads as I swallowed hard. Obviously, the enemy was through sending the level 36 and 38 scrubs at us and had switched to their main-line units, I sourly thought, as my eye took in the superior gear and equipment each Elite Orc Warrior was decked out with. 

    Gone were the serrated swords, jagged axes, and bare chests. These Orcs were decked out in proper metal breastplates, spiked pauldrons, greaves and armguards. Not only that, these demi-humans had weapons that fit their specific classes’ builds. Solid bronze shields, gleaming swords, and deadly axes that had a matching consistency of what you’d expect to find with a Roman Legion, albeit with the brutish markings, finger-bone necklaces, and a collection of skulls you’d also expect from such a savage race.  

    My eyes took all of this in as my mind weighted the tactical implications of the forces we were facing. These weren’t savages, they were a brutal culture with a military bearing. That in itself was a terrifying thought. I tucked that information away as we closed to within twenty yards of the rear line of my house troopers. The front ranks of swordsmen and swordswomen were just readying their shields and blades as the snarling horde lunged forward, when my voice cracked out like a whip in raid chat. 

    “Fire at will!”  

    From behind the Kayden Troopers’ lines a storm of Arcane Missiles, Enhanced Multi-Shots, Enhanced Shadow Bolts, and the glowing white flares of Homing Zap from three hundred and fifty-eight players and people of The World smashed into the center of the enemy’s vanguard stopping their advance cold. One second the humanoid lines were going to fall and the next, it was like the Orcs had crashed into a stone wall. The level 42 Elite Orc Raiders and level 45 Elite Orc Warriors’ lifeless corpses crumpled under the weight of the magic storm we sent ripping into the center of their charge dying in seconds. 

    I wasn’t sure if the Orcs blatant disregard for their peoples’ lives was because they had such a massive horde that the individual deaths were meaningless, or what, while I watched their charge collapse to the overwhelming volley. Our non-elemental magic attacks must have taken the Orc War Leaders totally by surprise because they seemed to be clueless to the virtual ass-whooping they were taking. Unbeknownst to the brutal demi-humans, this wasn’t the usual Elemental magic that they would be expecting to face and were highly resistant to, I thought to myself, as I watched while they clawed their way over their dead brethren and threw themselves bodily into the magic meat grinder of death once again. 

    Whichever it was, the heaps of corpses would’ve worried a lesser demi-human species. Not that any of these savages seemed to think twice about our humanoid magic. At least, not until the last few seconds of their lives when our Enhanced Shadow Bolts were ripping away their remaining hit points. The incredulous looks on their brutal, tusked faces as they thrashed about at the incoming purple-black bolts before keeling over dead brought a smile to my face as Assault Leader Dell’s strong voice rang out above the chaos. 

    “Kayden Troopers, double intervals by teams!”  

    The order was immediately repeated by the Sub-Leaders and Team-Leaders alike as the Kayden Troopers formation suddenly expanded to make pathways through their ranks by teams. They did this by stepping to either the left or right from the center group, creating double arm-length spaces for every block of twenty-five troopers. Seeing a gap appear directly ahead, I drove my group into the opening at a dead-run and let loose with everything I had as I switched to the raid’s command channel. 

    “Dell!” I shouted, while blasting at the mass of Orcs through the corridor of troopers I was running through. “Withdraw our people to the Palnisdale path!”  

    I barely registered his affirmative as we burst past the front line of Kayden Troopers in a blaze of dark-purplish bolts. Ducking underneath a mutilated corpse that came flying through the air like a makeshift missile, I rose up dual-casting Enhanced Shadow Bolts from each fist at the Elite Orc Warrior that was three yards in front of me. Before he’d even raised his massive War Axe above his head, I’d hit him for over two thousand points of damage. The dark energy had already consumed the majority of the gray-skin of his neck and face as he lunged at me with a triumphant bellow. 

    The look of shock on the brutal bastard’s shocked face was classic as Neristhana and Helgath joined me in pouring their Enhanced Shadow Bolts into the Orc. You could tell that the Elite Warrior couldn’t understand why he was taking such massive damage. In the two seconds it took for him to cross the space between us, we nearly did another three thousand points of damage as Fylreh hit him in the chest with two full Enhanced Multi-Shots. Altogether, that was more than enough to rip away the ugly fucker’s remaining hit points as Neysa caught the Orc in midair. As the War Axe tumbled past my head, she flung the lifeless corpse aside with a casual toss of her head.  

    Fylreh’s Barrage of Death devastated the Elite Orc Warriors behind their leader as the rest of us focused fire on the next closest Orc. It took us two seconds to burn the injured bastard’s hit points down to nothing. As the Elite Warrior’s body collapsed in a heap, Fylreh’s follow-up Enhanced Multi-Shot ripped the third Warrior’s life away in the blink of an eye. He died a second later not understanding what had hit him as the entire team blasted his life away. In the two seconds it took to take the Orc down, the last two injured Elite Orc Warriors were on top of us bellowing in rage.  

    As the fourth Orc’s cleaver-like sword sped at my head, Neysa was there to protect me. Howling in challenge, she body slammed into the Elite Warrior’s solid bronze shield, throwing the large warrior off balance and allowing me to duck under the wild swing. While the Silver Dire Wolf’s fanged jaws aggressively snapped at the Elite Warrior’s sword arm, I drew the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter from my back in one smooth motion and parried the next chopping slash coming at my head with two hands. Sparks flew from our iron blades as I took the fifth Elite Orc’s follow-up Spiked Shield Bash at an angle on my Black Coral Pauldrons, while Helgath launched herself daggers first at the Elite Warrior’s red cat-eyes with an enraged shriek.  

    Deflecting the worst of the strike, I used the momentum it gave me to spin around the injured Orc’s shield while swinging my two-handed sword in a wide arc. As Helgath plunged her daggers into the Elite Warrior’s wild eyes, my heavy blade bit deep into the back of the Orc’s tree trunk-like leg. Immediately, I felt a tingling rush surge up through my hands and arms to fill my body as the blade’s Vampiric Touch ability proc’d, raising my hit points by forty-one points of health. The supercharged feeling that filled my senses was like nothing I’d ever felt before as my pupils dilated from the intensity of the rush.  

    From far away, I heard the Orc’s enraged bellow come to my buzzing ears as I twisted the blade free from the ugly wound. Even with all of the insane damage we’d dished out, the Elite Orc Warrior was only down a third of his hit points as he blindly swung his cleaver around in a backhand. Parrying the powerful blow, I leaped back and blasted the ugly fucker in the balls with my Dark magic as the Orc bellowed in agony, while Helgath repeatedly drove her daggers into the Elite Warrior’s bloody eye sockets. As the Orc blindly flailed at the crazed Half-Orc hanging on its neck, I punched my blade through the Elite Warrior’s breast plate and left it there as I finished the fucker off by blasting him to death with my Enhanced Shadow Bolts, while another jolt of hit points surged through my body.  

    While that was going on, Neristhana and Fylreh focused their attacks on the injured Orc battling against Neysa. The first ten arrows blinded the enraged Orc as the Gnomeling struck the Elite Warrior’s sword arm with a double-handed strike from her Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing. Though the blow didn’t pierce the Orc’s bronze armor, however, the strike did allow the Silver Dire Wolf to lock her jaws around the Elite Warrior’s thick wrist in a death grip as Neristhana spun back around to drive the hand-axe into the back of the howling Orc’s unarmored knee. Not missing a beat, Fylreh stepped forward and smashed her front hoof into the Elite Warrior’s face, sending the Orc reeling in a spray of blood and broken tusks as the Centauride’s follow-up point blank Enhanced Multi-Shot ended his life. 

    The five of us ended the two Elite Orc Warriors at about the same time. As I ripped the blade out of the corpse at my feet and turned around to face the line of charging Orcs, Helgath had sprung back onto Neysa’s back as Neristhana and Fylreh stepped up next to me. In the ten seconds the fight had taken, the next line of Elite Orc Warriors were nearly on top of us. There was no time to plan or direct my team as we opened up on the Orcs directly in front of us with everything we had.  

    With a thought, Helgath and I dropped a Light Word of Censor on the Elite Warriors not five yards away, taking everything down in a ten yard radius. The resulting pile up of charging Orcs tripping over their stunned brethren allowed Fylreh’s devastating Barrage of Death to reap its maximum damage as Neristhana began blasting the downed enemy with Enhanced Shadow Bolts. In the ten seconds it took for me to nearly drain my mana pool, we’d taken out another fifteen Orcs.  

    While that would’ve been an impressive feat at any other time, it was less than nothing in comparison to the total number of enemies we now faced. Especially, once you took into consideration that I’d basically blown my magical load. I silently chuckled at the innuendo as I mentally broke down the problem. The good thing about the Enhanced Shadow Bolt I was using, other than that it could inflict damage on elemental resistant Orcs, was that it only cost sixty mana and had relatively decent damage for such a low-level spell. That meant, with my current mana pool, I could easily spam out fifty-eight bolts or dual cast twenty-nine bolts with a Light Word of Censor thrown in and still have fifty mana left over.  

    As Fylreh began sending Enhanced Multi-Shots at the fallen mound of writhing Orcs, I glanced around to make sure everything was still on track. Behind us, Assault Leader Dell already had the formation of house troopers falling back towards the pass to Palnisdale. While heading up the slope was allowing them to keep up a steady barrage against the main horde further back, it did little to directly help those of us fighting for our lives against the mass of Orcs within the no-man's-land gap in-between the two groups.  

    AJ, Sarka, and Thomas were leading the diamond formations to either side of us and mostly holding their own against the Elite Orcs. Though, without the extra DPS of my dual casting to burn down the adds, they were being forced to work their targets down the hard way. Beyond them, I could see the Uten Syn’s Druids and Wardens backed up by the rest of my friends and a handful Domenic’s Paladins who were enduring a beating of epic proportions as they struggled to do any damage against the high-level mobs. If not for the Uten Syn guild’s nightmare stats, the immense strength of their Were-forms, their mass healing, and the Paladins’ shielding, they would’ve already been cut down. I was just crossing my fingers that we’d be able to hold out long enough for the plan to work, when Domenic’s voice rang out in raid chat. 

    “Just forty more seconds!” A veritable groan came from the raid at Domenic’s words. 

    “Forty more seconds?” Kenzie exclaimed in consternation, as she unloaded her blades in the back of an Orc. “What have you been doing up until now?”  

    “Remember, Dom,” I shouted in raid chat, as the group of Orcs in front of us started pulling themselves together and charging in our direction. “If you shake it more than twice, you're playing with it.” 

    “Fuck you, Jay!” Domenic yelled back in annoyance. “That’s forty seconds at a minimum, unless you’re wanting a trip to the nearest graveyard.”  

    “At least that would be quick,” AJ grunted out, as he blocked a heavy blow with his shield.  

    “Gggaaa!” Jill shrieked, as she ducked under an Orc’s blow that AJ had lost the aggro on. “Stop flapping your jaws and just hurry the fuck up!” 

    Obviously, I wasn’t the only one counting down seconds, I grimly thought, as I readied my blade. While my friends who weren’t in the middle of being pounded to a pulp continued to ridicule Domenic for taking so long, I turned my focus on the large number of Orcs arranged against us as arrow after arrow hammered into their ranks. Color me impressed. In all of our time together, I’d never seen Fylreh going all out before. Still, no matter how awesome the Centauride was, there was no stopping the wall of Orcs that was headed our way, especially not with the rest of us nearly out of mana. 

    “Come on girls,” I growled to Neristhana, Neysa, and Helgath who were on either side of me, as my hands tightened on my Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter’s hilt. “It’s time to buy our people a few more seconds.”  

    “I’ve got your back!” Neristhana fiercely snarled, as she yanked the Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing from her belt. 

    ‘We are with you,’ Helgath and Neysa’s mental voices rang in my head, as the Silver Dire Wolf lowered into a crouch. 

    With a wordless shout, I charged into the tusks of the enemy. Distracted by the rain of arrows hammering into their heavy bronze shields and exposed flesh, the horde’s front line didn’t see us coming as I hit them with a Light Word of Censor. As the front line collapsed in a heap, we waded into the stunned line and attacked. 

    Kicking the nearest Elite Orc Warrior over onto his stomach, I jammed my Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter through the center of the Elite Warrior’s backplate triggering Backstab as my girls laid into the helpless target with everything they had. Immediately, eight hundred and four points of damage registered in my System Window as a familiar tingling sensation rushed up my arms and my hit points temporarily increased by forty-one points. I barely noticed the enraged roar from the mass of Orcs as they charged into the glowing circle while I began hammering the massive two-handed blade again and again into the helpless Orc’s back.  

    Crackling energy filled my limbs as I parried the first Orc’s strike on the ricasso portion of my blade. Using the impact as a lever, I batted the edge of the Orc’s shield aside and plunged my sword’s point up through the thick leather, below the bottom edge of its bronze breastplate. Once again, energy surged through my arms as the Elite Orc Warrior to either side struck at me with their cleaver-like blades. Ignoring the blows as they harmlessly bounced off of my dissipating Bone Shield, I ripped the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter horizontally out of the wound and brutally slammed my shoulder into the Orc. As the Orc staggered back into the Elite Warriors behind him, his thick hands were urgently fumbling to hold in his entrails that were pouring out onto the ground in a clump of viscera as the Elite Warriors, to either side of him, struck.  

    As I helplessly watched the Orc’s cleaver-sword on my left thrust at my face, the strike went wide at the last second as the Elite Warrior’s brutal face suddenly contorted in agony. The cause, I figured out a split-second later, was Neristhana’s strike that had split the female’s clawed foot down the middle. I didn’t see the Gnomeling’s follow up attack as I turned to the Elite Warrior on my right. Instead of a cleaver-sword hacking into my unprotected flank, I saw the Elite Warrior redirecting his strike towards Neysa as she slammed headlong into the Orc’s Bronze Spiked Shield drawing agro.  

    Though the impact drove the Orc a step back, Neysa couldn’t get the Knockdown strike that she needed. As her hardened claws uselessly skittered down the thick metal, I could only watch in helpless horror as the Elite Warrior’s heavy blade bit deep into her muscular neck. Before I could close the distance between us, the Orc tore the cleaver-sword free with a hard yank and followed up with a brutal Shield Bash that drove the bronze spike deep into Neysa’s flank. 

    This was the first time I’d seen my girl so grievously wounded in a fight. Even though she was officially my combat mount, I’d always managed to protect her from serious injuries. I’m sure that hardcore players watching my Twitch Channel thought I was an idiot for not using her to her full capabilities like any other weapon in The World, but the soulbound connection we shared made it impossible for me to treat her in such a way. As the bright, red blood streaming down her neck and heaving sides stained her silver fur red, something inside of me snapped as I completely lost it. 

    Grabbing the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter by the base of the blade and hilt, I dropped to one knee and spun around to drive the heavy blade deep into the back of the Orc’s unarmored knee. In that same moment, I saw Helgath duck below the Elite Warrior’s shield to jab her daggers underneath the leather wrap around the Orc’s waist as I drove the edge of my blade through muscle and bone.  

    Even though Helgath and my strikes barely did any actual damage, the horrified whimper of agony as the Elite Warrior dropped his blade and fell to his knees told a different story. As the Orc’s hands clutched at his bleeding groin, a flash of bloody silver fur lunged past me as Neysa snatched the Orc’s pained face in her crushing jaws, while this was going on, Helgath slipped behind the Elite Warrior’s back to strike with a double Backstab.  

    With a snarl of rage, I yanked my blade free and spun back around and launched myself in the air. Keeping the same shortened grip on the Bastard Sword, I swung the blade in a tight arc over my head. The secret to fighting when outnumbered was to keep moving, I silently repeated to myself, as I rammed the point of the heavy blade into the base of the Orc’s neck that was facing off against Neristhana. The unexpected strike staggered the Orc, catching the enraged demi-human by surprise as I triggered Backstab.  

    Once again, a mass of energy surged up my arm and through my body as I used my momentum and the weight of my body to rip the blade free. The odd move combined with the size difference between us caused the blade to sharply rip sideways inside the Orc’s chest, mangling everything inside. The grunt of agony turned into a gurgling shriek as the Elite Warrior’s heart and lungs were shredded before the blade ripped free. The strike was quickly turning into a classic Startum move, I proudly thought, as I dropped to the ground.  

    Unfortunately, before I could turn around, a massive battle axe slammed into the center of my chest. The blow caught me by complete surprise as, once again, the damage was absorbed by the Holy Shield surrounding me but it shattered into golden sparks soon after. While the full damage was luckily absorbed, it did nothing in regards to the physics of the blow as I was launched into the air.  

    Not that I went very far. Somehow, in the few seconds of flight, I managed to twist around in midair to get my two-handed sword thrusted out in front of me a moment before colliding with another Orc. As my body slammed to a stop against the Elite Warrior’s Bronze Spiked Shield, the iron blade skittered over the top edge of the shield as the point punched through the new Orc’s eye and the back of her head. As the demi-human reeled from the surprised blow, I heard my Orc attacker’s enraged bellow at being denied the gout of blood it thought the hit so rightly deserved. 

    Bouncing off another Orc’s shield, I felt a crushing blow slam into my armored back as I rammed my sword into another Elite Warrior’s gut as we both reeled from the impact. Stomping the Orc’s foot with my iron-reinforced boot, I slammed the hilt of my sword into the Elite Warrior’s pained face and shoved them away as an Iron Spike Mace slammed into the side of my helm as my Enhanced Magic Armor shattered into shards of white light.  

    I don’t really remember much of what happened after that. While our assault started out strong, it all went to shit as blades cut, slashed, and stabbed at me from every direction. The high I received from the rushing surge of energy from each sword strike was counterbalanced by the agony running through my body as I was struck from every direction. My parries, dodges, lunges, and ripostes were automatic as I did my best to weather the storm of incoming blows.  

    Catching a Shield Bash in the face, I used the momentum to thrust my two-handed blade into the nearest Orc’s face as I slammed to a stop against the Warrior’s armored chest. As energy surged through my body, a mace slammed into my arm with bone-breaking force as I was sent flying in another direction. An iron spear tip pierced my shoulder a moment before a cleaver hacked into the side of my neck, while other blows skittered across my breastplate or pounded against the shield strapped across my back.  

    Through the chaotic battle, I caught glimpses of my ladies fighting alongside of me. Neysa’s neck and flanks were covered in bloody wounds as she savagely threw herself at the Elite Warriors attacking me. Even though her muzzle was a battered wreck with one eye swollen shut, she fought with everything she had, refusing to leave me to my brutal fate. As she reared up on her hind legs to force herself past the armored Orcs, I saw an iron-tipped spear suddenly pierce her breast.  

    Her mental shriek of agony tore at my heart as Helgath threw herself at the Elite Orc Warrior that was driving the iron-tipped spearhead through Neysa’s chest. Clamping her legs around the Orc’s broad neck, I could feel the Half-Orc’s rage at her girlfriend’s agony as she ferociously hammered at the Elite Warrior with everything she had. In that same brief glimpse, I saw a haggard Neristhana with torn clothing and covered in gore hacking at the spear shaft as she did her best to free the Silver Dire Wolf.  

    I lost sight of their struggle as a crushing blow slammed into my gut, doubling me over in agony as the air was forcibly expelled from my lungs. Another series of crushing blows struck me in the head and back as I was pounded into the ground like a wooden stake. Hugging the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter to my chest, I rolled up into a ball to protect my face and gut from the terrible beating as I was kicked and stomped from every direction. Tears streamed from my eyes at the shame of not being able to protect my girls as my ribs snapped from the brutal beating and my Black Coral armor began to fail. In that moment, I was sure it was all over, when Domenic’s shout changed everything. 

    “Fire in the hole!” 

    Hope flared in my chest at the deafening roar that ripped through the pass as the mass of Orcs surrounding me disappeared in a massive explosion. The resulting flash of flames covered everything as the air was sucked from my lungs. The explosion reminded me of the whoosh of fire you’d get when lighting a grill with too much lighter fluid, only a thousand times worse. The intense heat that briefly seared my face and exposed skin felt like a blast oven’s door to hell had been thrown open as the world erupted around me. The heat disappeared in the blink of an eye as a gale-like wind came rushing back into the area. It dragged me across the ground for several feet as the smaller bits of dirt and debris were swept up and expelled into the sky above the center of the immense explosion.  

    Wow, those Moonshine Elementals really were crazy powerful, I thought with a mental shake of my head. Too bad V-MMORG was going to gimp the fuck out of them come morning. I could already imagine the new Emergency Hot Fix hitting on upon login and Domenic bitching up a storm, especially once he found out that Rani was actually an Admin. I rolled my eyes. Of course, it would all be my fault. 

    Too bad, because it really was an incredible experience that you could only experience inside of a full immersion video game like this. The nearest thing that I could equate it to was that of my grandfather’s old war stories. Grandpa had been a Marine during World War II and had fought in the Pacific War. Until this day, I still remembered his gravelly voice and serious demeanor when he’d talk about living through battleship artillery barrages or dealt with snipers as the soldiers around him had their brains splattered over half the platoon. Yeah, he didn’t hold anything back, but, even though his stories were extremely graphic, they filled me with a sense of honor and bravery that I’d always tried to live up to.  

    Shaking the stray thought away, I focused on my HUD as I tried to figure out why I couldn’t move, along with the status of my ladies. My own situation was easy enough to figure out as soon as I saw the various debuffs with their count downs below my name. Stunned, Concussed, and Deafened flashed under my name as I laid on my back looking up at the grungy sky unable to move, which was when the flashing icon for Vampiric Touch disappeared.  

    If I hadn’t been watching my HUD so closely, I would’ve thought I was dying as the extra twenty-three hundred temporary hit points I’d gained during the fight suddenly drained away in the blink of an eye. The terrible weakness that washed over my mind and filled my limbs was staggering in its intensity. It was like coming off of an adrenaline high, but worse, since the nearly twenty-five hundred points of damage I’d taken was instantly subtracted from my remaining health. As my hit point bar began flashing the angry red of near death, I gasped as the pains of my multiple wounds flooded my senses all at once.  

    I would’ve puked if I had any control over my body. The weak feeling made me sick to my stomach as my world turned into a sea of agony. I could only lay there gasping for breath as I tried to get a handle on the void-like feeling that left me an emotionally drained empty husk. The extra energy I’d received upon each successful strike of my Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter had made me initially feel invincible, but the mental crash that came over me once the Vampiric Touch had faded away was just as devastating in its own right.  

    Obviously, the special ability had an almost habit-forming effect, I sourly thought, as I focused my mind to dispel the unusual urge that welled up inside of me to pick up the powerful two-handed blade and slaughter everything in my path. It was an odd feeling that I’d never had to contend with before and reminded me of the fantasy stories I’d read of heroes who’d wielded cursed swords and how they’d have to fight off their own weapons’ addictive effects. Had V-MMORG planned for certain weapons to influence players that way on purpose or was this an unknown side-effect of the unique ability and its effects through the FIVR interface? It was an interesting question. Ignoring the sweat breaking out on my forehead, I stifled the compelling urges and accepted the awful pain of my wounds. 

    That helped the most. The pain was real … or as real as it needed to be within this virtual world. As the mental pressure began fading away, my thoughts urgently returned to the rest of my team and the dire situation they’d been in just before the explosion. Hurriedly my eyes swept over my soulmates and companions’ status bars listed on my HUD. Everyone’s health was in the yellow of moderately injured except for Neysa’s who’s was flashing the red of near death.  

    Studying the timer for my own debuffs in comparison, I gauged that there was more than enough time to heal the Silver Dire Wolf up before she died, I thought with a sigh of relief, as I watched the seconds tick down. The unnatural silence was the most surreal part of the experience, besides the burnt bloody chunks of Orc body parts, dirt, rocks, bent armor, and weapons that were raining down from the sky around me. It was like the crazy bridge scene from the movie Twister when the pick-up truck and tractor suddenly came crashing out of the sky after the tornado had passed by.  

    Knowing that I had to move quickly to save Neysa’s life, I took a deep breath to prepare myself for the effort. As the seconds ticked down to zero, I whimpered in pain while I struggled to climb to my hands and knees. The fingers of both hands felt broken as I braced my chest against the ground and got my battered legs working enough to wedge them underneath my abused body. It felt like the ends of several broken ribs were rubbing against the inside of my warped breastplate as I groaned and pushed myself up on all fours.  

    At times like this, the in-game pain was unreal, I thought, as I hacked out a mouthful of blood and sucked in a wheezing breath. Doing my best to ignore the agony of my broken body, I urgently searched the torn up battlefield for my soulmates and companions as blood ran from my eyes, ears, and nose from the herculean effort that alone had taken. While I could’ve healed the injuries, I was concerned that I wouldn’t have enough mana left for healing Neysa’s injuries. Focusing in on a spear shaft sticking up out of a pile of Orcs several yards away, I let out the ragged breath I’d been holding as I hit Neysa’s beaten body with a Regeneration spell just as her hit points dropped below a hundred points of health.  

    ‘I’ve gotcha,’ I mentally murmured to Neysa through our shared mental link. ‘Helgath, where are you? We need to remove the spear from Neysa’s chest or she’s going to bleed out.’  

    Casting a quick Mend Bones, I gritted my teeth through the waves of nausea that washed over me as my mana dropped down to ninety-three points. Thankfully, I was getting used to fighting through the light-headedness that mana exhaustion brought with it as I hooked my forearm around the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter’s hilt and began crawling over the carpet of burnt Orc bodies that littered the ground. Even though healing-wise Mend Bones was a relatively weak spell, I could feel the broken bones in my chest and hands already beginning to knit themselves back together with each painful shuffle I took forward.  

    ‘Can anyone hear me?’ I asked, as soon as it percolated through my sluggish mind that neither of my girls had answered back.  

    Looking towards where I’d last seen my soulmate and companions, I began to worry as I realized that no one else had begun to move. A quick check of their statuses showed that they still had over a minute left before their debuffs would wear off, which was probably due to the fact that they’d still been on their feet when the Moonshine Elementals had exploded. That disconcerting thought made me do a quick Inspection of the Orcs I was crawling over.  

    Immediately, I nervously gulped at what I had discovered. While most of the Elite Warriors were dead, it looked like about one in ten were still alive albeit seriously injured. Even so, in my current condition, it wouldn’t take much to kick my ass. Forcing my slowly healing body to its limit, I reached Neysa’s side with thirty-three seconds left to spare before their debuffs ended. I figured, it was going to be a similar story for the Orcs’ debuffs too. 

    ‘Sorry about that, I just realized you’re both still stunned,’ I said, glancing over at Helgath apologetically before laying a comforting hand on Neysa’s blood-matted neck. She had so many wounds that it was almost impossible to know where it was safe to touch her. Seeing the love and relief that flooded into her swollen eye as she looked up at me made my heart ache. As an unconscious tear ran down my cheek, I gently kissed her muzzle as I carefully stroked the side of her head. ‘Give me a second and I’ll get you fixed up.’  

    With each second that passed the strength was returning to my abused body due to my high Spirit enhancing my natural healing ability. Though my hands and ribs had fully recovered, I still winced in pain as I used the broken spear shaft to climb to my feet. Up till now, this was the worst I’d ever been beaten up in-game, unless you counted the Meteor Strike that hit Telrain. In truth though, that had been a special situation. 

    A concerned frown came to my lips at the dark blood that squirted out from around the egregious wound in Neysa’s chest as I gripped the shaft of the spear with both hands. Neysa’s hit points had once again started to plummet as soon as the Regeneration spell had run its course. That meant, I’d have to work fast. Steeling my nerve, I gave a hard yank hoping to remove the spear from her body in one go.  

    Unfortunately, that proved to be harder than I’d have thought as I forced the spear back out of the wound. While blood continued to spray from the wound, I felt the jagged spearhead catch on one of her ribs on the way out. Sadly, there was no time left to take it this slow as I watched the seconds ticking down on her debuffs. Murmuring a soft apology through our link, I pushed the spear back in far enough to get around the obstruction and twisted the shaft. Hoping that would be enough, I braced my knee against her blood-soaked chest and yanked the spear out of her body with one final heave. When the spearhead finally pulled free from her body with a sickening sucking pop, I twisted around to find the spear's owner while Neysa’s life blood splattered across my face and chest from her gaping wound.  

    “Hey asshole,” I said to an Orc glaring up at me not a yard away, as a wicked snarl came to my lips. “Suck on this.” As the words left my mouth, I jabbed the point of the bloody spear through the Elite Warrior’s hate-filled eye.  

    Turning back to Neysa, I hurriedly straddled the Silver Dire Wolf’s massive body. Reaching around her, I clamped my hands over the large wounds in her back and chest. Doing my best to slow down the blood pouring out of her body, I immediately cast a Regeneration spell as my head swam from the sudden drop in mana. Seeing that I still had eighty-seven mana left, I gritted my teeth and began casting Mend Bones. 

    This time, I struggled with the spell since my mana was still below a hundred. Lying with my face pressed up against Neysa’s side, I could feel the terrible wounds beginning to close up underneath my hands as the flow of blood was reduced to just a trickle. As the countdown timer hit ten seconds for my girls’ debuffs to wear off, the Mend Bones spell that I had cast completed its cycle as I puked from my mana bottoming out. 

    Squeezing my eyes shut against Neysa’s panting flank, I did my best to stop the dry heaves wracking my body as I watched the Silver Dire Wolf’s hit point bar finally turn yellow and continue to improve. Letting out a sigh of relief, I slid down Neysa’s side as my girls’ debuffs timer clicked down to three seconds. Finding the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter’s hilt nearby, I pulled the blade over to me as I climbed to my feet swaying from side-to-side as the debuffs’ timer hit zero. 

    Immediately, my raid mates and the surviving Orcs began rising across the battlefield. Not the worse for wear, Fylreh rolled to her hooves with an empty quiver. Shouldering her bow, she smoothly drew her scimitars as Neristhana rose to her shaky feet next. The usually squared away Gnomeling looked like complete crap. The blood and gore that had soaked her from head to toe was now acting like glue for the dust and dirt that was leftover in the air from the explosion. Not that Helgath didn’t look just as fresh as she struggled to her clawed feet. Though, I swear I saw tears of joy in both of their eyes as Neysa rose to stand next to me with the worst of her wounds now fully healed. 

    ‘I couldn’t reach her in time,’ Helgath took on a pained note, as she rushed over to wrap her slim arms around Neysa’s neck in relief. The emotional guilt at not being able to do more to help her soulmate was clear in her tone. Understanding where her fear was coming from, I pulled the Half-Orc into my arms as she stood back up.  

    ‘Not another word,’ I mentally said, as Helgath’s body stiffened at my touch. ‘You did good.’  

    For the majority of Helgath’s life as a slave, death had been a constant companion. The knowledge that she and Neysa would respawn at the nearest graveyard if killed still hadn’t fully taken root in her conscious thought. That, and just like me, it had pained her to see our soulmate enduring such agony. Looking up as Fylreh and Neristhana slaughtered several severely wounded Orcs on their way to join us, my dry voice croaked out loud.  

    “All of you did an amazing job.” The conflicting looks in both women’s eyes said that they felt differently, but before either of them could express their feelings on the subject, a guttural voice spoke up behind me. 

    “No maettr die magik ur Chofe-ka hab, Slave Lord,” the brutal looking Orc snarled at me in broken common, “all vil fall tu die tribes.”  

    The title the scarred Orc used to address me made me pause, until I realized that both Helgath and my slave runes were visible due to our damaged armor. Not that it particularly mattered one way or another as the twenty surviving Orcs nervously clustered together behind their impromptu leader. I easily translated their excited guttural words as they fearfully argued amongst themselves about whether or not they could hold off on attacking without losing their position within the war party. In their current injured state, the only hope they truly had for survival was waiting for the rest of the horde to come to their aid, which, I figured, was the only reason the scarred warrior was stalling for time. 

    “Those are brave words for a bunch of Chofe-ka afraid to fight a pair of slaves and their companions,” I said in perfect Orcish. “I wonder what your War Leader would say about that?” Having a humanoid that could understand and ridicule them in their own language brought bellows of outrage from even the most injured within their ranks as a cruel smile formed on my lips.  

    “Don’t worry,” I said, pausing as the golden outline of a Regeneration spell suddenly shimmered to life around me. Through our soul link, I could feel that Helgath was buffing our party in preparation for the coming attack with her remaining mana as I used the toe of my boot to kick the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter up high enough to snatch it out of the air.  

    Even though I was somewhat afraid of using the two-handed blade, I choked down the concerns that welled up inside of me as I held the shimmering iron blade before me. While the Vampiric Touch effect on my mind made me somewhat nervous, I wasn’t about to give up using such a powerful tool in a fight for survival like this. Besides, after Julie’s mind games, I’d never let anyone or anything control me again. None of those concerns showed in eyes as I continued nonplussed. “You’ll be dead before any of any of you have to worry about that.” 

    “Let’s take these assholes out and get the fuck out of here,” I said in common to my companions, before charging forward as the sounds of renewed battle came from either side of us. Even though I’d been speaking Orcish, Fylreh and Neristhana immediately launched themselves after me as I drew my sword back over my shoulder to strike.  

    The confused outrage disappeared from the Elite Warriors’ eyes as they brought their shields up defensively before them and readied their weapons. Luckily, the distance between us gave the Orcs little time to form up as I slid to a stop while bringing my two-handed sword around in a wide swing. As the Elite Warriors’ shields raised up to block the strike, I dropped the blade down in a low sweep before me at shin level.  

    The switch up caught the three Orcs in the front by surprise as the iron blade tore through the meat of their lower legs with its magical sharpness. The strike crippled the two Orcs on the outer edges, while the middle Orc keeled over in agony as I amputated both of its clawed feet. At the same time, both Helgath and Neristhana leaped through the sudden opening in the Orcs’ battle line, while Fylreh and Neysa slammed into the injured Orcs shields to bash them into the Orc Warriors behind them.  

    In their weakened state, it only took a solid blow or two to finish the Orcs off. As the three Orcs crumpled to the ground, the Vampiric Touch energy flowed up into my arms and filled me with a feeling of invulnerability. With a wordless cry, I brought the heavy blade around and lunged for the next Elite Warrior in front of me as Helgath attacked the Orc’s partner. While we went low, Fylreh’s scimitars flashed over our heads, forcing the Orcs to defend against her blades as we shoved past their shields to rip their guts open.  

    To my right, Neysa sprang forward to bash the Bronze Spiked Shield before her back with both dinner-plate sized paws. As the force of the blow made the Orc before her to reel back, Neristhana drove her Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing deep into the Orc’s side. As the Warrior’s hit points began to flash red, the Silver Dire Wolf struck again low. Snatching the Orc’s forward leg in her crushing jaws, she yanked with her whole body to pull the Elite Warrior off his clawed feet. Batting a flailing arm with another swing of her hand-axe, the Gnomeling leaped into the air to bring her blade down in a two-handed swing into the panicked Orc’s neck to finish him off. 

    It really wasn’t much of a battle. The only reason these Orcs were going down so easily was due to the severe damage they’d taken from the blast and that they’d been separated from the rest of the horde. It also helped that they didn’t have any Shaman healers. Nonetheless, not a one of them chose to flee certain death. While that was convenient for the current situation, at the same time, it was quite worrisome. If the entire invasion force acted like this, we were in for a hellish battle. Even a fighting retreat wouldn’t be easy, I thought, as my mind began chewing on the problem. We were just cutting down the last of the Orcs, when another wave of a hundred Moonshine elementals suddenly passed through our ranks on their way for the main horde.  

    “That’s not what I think it is?” Fylreh nervously asked, as her eyes widened in fear. Not that I blamed her. The explosions had been like nothing I’d ever experienced before and I knew what they were. How would something like that come across to a nomad Centaur who’d never seen devastation like that before?  

    “By the Dark,” Neristhana swore, as she watched the line of glowing elementals speed by. “I’m beginning to hate those things.” 

    “I doubt they’re going be a problem in the near future,” I muttered under my breath with a frown. Would V-MMORG completely nix them or just gimp the strength of their explosions? 

    “The future is not what I’m worried about,” Neristhana said, as her lips turned down into a frown.  

    “Good point,” I agreed, as Helgath took her regular place on Neysa’s back. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” 

    “Alrighty people,” I called out, after switching to raid chat. “It’s time to fall back to the rest of the raid!” 

    There were a few battles still going on, but the groups closest to those on-going fights quickly took down their Elite Orc Warriors as we began running for the slope to the Palnisdale side of the pass and the rest of the raid. Before we’d even gone twenty yards, there was another deafening explosion behind us as the front of the approaching horde was blasted apart. Even at a hundred yards away, the pressure wave washed over us with a surprising amount of force. While I was glad that Domenic had managed to develop something so devastating, a sinking feeling began to form in the pit of my stomach when I saw him stopping his warriors from falling back as planned.  

    “Fuck my life,” I swore under my breath as I redirected our flight towards my friend.  

    Already, his two hundred and sixty-seven troopers were starting up another cast of what could only be Moonshine Elementals. A quick glance over my shoulder at the closing Orcs made me realize that the last explosion had done little to slow down their advance. Even as the dirt and debris were raining back down to the ground, the front of the horde was already passing through the devastated area. The reason that was happening now was because the main raid had fallen too far back to support us with their Enhanced Shadow Bolts.  

    “What’s wrong?” Neristhana asked, as Fylreh’s ears perked up at the question, while my soulmates began pawing through my thoughts.  

    “Domenic is too focused on the XP they’re getting and not the changing tactical situation,” I grunted out unhappily, “or following the plan.”  

    “A minute is a long cast on a battlefield,” Fylreh agreed, as her ears flattened in annoyance.  

    “Did you see that shit?” Domenic crowed out excitedly, as we came running up. “I just shot up three levels!” 

    “That’s great dude,” I called back, as we came to a stop in front of him. “Now how about we follow the plan and get the fuck out of here?” If I’d calculated right, they still had thirty seconds left to complete their summons.  

    “Are you kidding me?” Domenic incredulously asked, as his hands continued the complicated cast. “I’m going to show them the power of a fully functional Death Star!”  

    “Dude, look how close they are,” I angrily demanded. “The last Moonshine Elementals didn’t even slow down their advance.” Seeing the confused look on my friend’s face, I tried to get him to listen. “The whole point of our rush was to give the rest of the raid a chance to fall back to the Palnisdale pass so we could safely withdraw. If you don’t fall back now, you’re going to get your ass overrun and your people slaughtered by either the Orcs or the Chaos Storm Alliance raid.”  

    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Domenic demanded, as he dug in his proverbial heels. “Do you know how far behind in levels we are compared to everyone else?” Seeing the growing frown on my face, he tried another tact.  

    “Don’t you get it? If we knock out enough of these fuckers we’ll be able to meet there invasion head-on,” Domenic insisted, as he eyed me critically. “If you don’t believe me, just look at your Character Sheet. You just hit level forty.” 

    “While the extra level is great, it’s not the plan for a reason,” I said with a shake of my head. “You want to try that once we’ve reached the pass, no problem. Maybe you can get in some extra kills while they’re fighting each other. Doing that shit out here in the open is just plain stupid.”  

    As soon as the words left my lips, I knew that Domenic was going to tune me out. Look, it’s not like I didn't understand where he was coming from. Reaching level 40 was cool as hell and this technique would’ve been a great way to power level if we were behind some fortified walls and didn’t have a massive raid of players after us. Doing that on an open plain with an unending horde of charging Orcs seeking to rip us apart on one side and a raid of pissed off players that could attack us at any time on our unprotected flank was a freaking death sentence.  

    Not to mention, I was sure that after not getting much in the way of levels for the last week and a half, Domenic was jonesing to catch up, especially after seeing how high everyone else’s levels were in the guild. If that wasn’t enough pressure to shine, the whole push to earn more in real life money wasn’t helping him think clearly either. It almost made me regret having Mike use that as a lever to get Domenic to listen to reason. 

    “Dude, I can’t believe you’re not going to back me up on this,” Domenic said in exasperation, as the Moonshine Elemental suddenly formed from the open flask that he had in his hands. At any other time, I would’ve been interested in seeing how the summoned creatures were formed. It honestly reminded me of a genie popping out of a lamp which was kind of cool.  

    “How many times do you think these Orcs are going to fall for the same trick? How long do you think it’ll take for Evil Sandra and her people to show up?” I seriously asked, as Domenic looked away refusing to meet my eyes. Nonetheless, I continued trying to get him to listen to reason. “I already told you we can try this at the mouth of the pass. If that’s not good enough for you, than this is all on you.” Nodding to my team, I turned back to Domenic. “We’re out of here.” 

    As we ran, I felt Helgath’s slim fingers wrap around my upper arm as Neysa paced me. I honestly wasn’t trying to be an asshole. The last thing I wanted was to have another fight with Domenic after everything that had happened. At the same time, I wasn’t going to let him wipe out the raid just because he was being too stubborn to listen to reason. We didn’t get more than twenty yards away, when an immense explosion rang out behind us.  

    Turning around in shock, I was surprised to see that the entire line of Moonshine Elementals had suddenly just exploded well before the horde’s lines. The force of the initial blast blew Domenic and his Half-Dwarves off their armored feet as their whole defensive line disappeared underneath the edge of a wave of flames and debris. The intense shock wave even made my team and I stagger from where we stood as an immense cloud rose up into the sky before us.  

    While my team and I were thankfully out of the immediate blast radius, the shock wave still gave us a Disoriented and Deafened debuff that had a DOT effect as blood started trickling from our ears. Thankfully though, this time the effect only lasted for ten seconds and didn’t come with a stun effect. As I waited for the time to count down, I quickly glanced at my raid interface to see how fucked up Domenic’s people were.  

    It was pretty fucking bad. Nearly a third of them had lost their lives, while the rest were hovering between two to three percent health. Checking over my mana, I’d nearly recovered twelve hundred points back. More than enough to spam out a few Healing Breezes at sixty mana. As soon as the debuff ended, I began spamming the spell up and down the collapsed line of Half-Dwarves as I began heading back down the slope. 

    “I thought we were leaving the pompous fool to his fate,” Neristhana asked, as the frown on my face deepened.  

    “So did I,” I said, letting out a heavy sigh. “Let’s see if this helped to give him an attitude adjustment or not.” We’d nearly reached Domenic’s group, when Fylreh called out.  

    “The newfar raid has reached the pass!”  

    “Fuck!” I swore, as I hit Domenic’s group with a Healing Breeze last. What can I say, I figured being somewhat disoriented would make him a bit more pliable. As we reached Domenic, I saw Gala, the assistant raid leader, struggling to climb to his feet. Hauling the Half-Dwarf up by his armored collar, I turned him around to face me.  

    “Gala, the enemy is almost upon us, have the survivors carry anyone they think that can be resurrected and retreat up the slope,” I ordered in a tone that brooked no argument, as Domenic disorientedly groaned from where he lay on the ground as his debuffs faded away. “On my honor, I’ll get your lord to safety.” 

    “I’ll hold you to that, milord,” the Half-Dwarf uncomfortably said, as he took in the worrisome situation. As he headed off, I pulled my friend to his feet. “What the hell happened, Dom?” 

    “Those fucking assholes shot my Moonshine Elements just as after they left our line,” Domenic snarled, after spitting out a mouthful of blood. “What the hell is up with that bullshit?” 

    “I told you before, the monsters here are not dumb mobs like in other games,” I once again explained, as my friend did his best to wipe away the dirty trails of blood that had run down his face. “They adapt quickly to new tactics.” 

    “I didn’t think you were going to come back for me,” Domenic sneered at me, as he turned to face me. Seeing the same dirt and blood smeared face looking back at him, he let out an embarrassed sigh. “Sorry about that, man. I didn’t mean it like that.” 

    Yeah you did, I unhappily thought, as I silently studied his face. It suddenly occurred to me that this attitude was all new. We’d always been extremely competitive with one another, but this was different. He’d never overreacted like this until after he’d become the “Lord” of his own group of people. Maybe, my friend was just having a problem wearing the hat of leadership.  

    “Look Dom, this isn’t about ego,” I said, looking him in the eye. “This isn’t about who’s the better player. It’s about being smart and getting all of us out of this mess in one piece.”  

    “I know … I know,” Domenic said, as he looked away to watch his people collecting up their dead comrades. I could tell that seeing their suffering was weighting heavy on his heart. “I really fucked up, didn’t I?” 

    “More than you know.” The derision was clear in my voice at his bad choice. “Let’s hope that Evil Sandra’s raid can run cover for us.” Looking towards the pass we’d used to flee his valley, Domenic began swearing under his breath as I nodded to my team. Heading back up the slope, I called to Domenic over my shoulder.  

    “Come on, man. We need to make it back to the main raid before they catch up to us.”  

    “Run cover for us?” Domenic asked in confusion. 

    As we headed up the slope at a run, I quickly explained the supposed agreement that Julie had made with the northern Orcs in regards to the Kingdom of Kader. While I’d briefly talked about this earlier with Domenic, he really hadn’t been paying attention to the specifics. The more he heard, the more upset he got as Domenic eyed the approaching Chaos Storm Alliance raid with dread. I tried to explain to him that demi-humans and monsters could lie and that I was ninety-nine percent sure the Orcs were using Julie’s plan for their own goal of domination, but I could tell by the look in his eyes that he didn’t really believe a word I was saying. The idea that NPCs weren’t beholden to honor their agreements, aka quests, with a player just didn’t compute. 

    Helgath’s only comment was to ask if my friend was a complete idiot or not. He wasn’t but at times like this, I sometimes wondered the same thing. As we talked, Helgath and I sparingly used Healing Breeze. The number of dead Half-Dwarves made me silently shake my head at the loss. Nearly one in two had the body of a dead comrade draped over their backs. Besides being covered in blood and dirt, their impressive armor had taken a serious beating from the explosion. As we neared our waiting Kayden Troopers that were lined up across the rocky thirty yard wide pass, Fylreh’s caught up to my side. 

    “They’re not going to let us escape without a fight,” the filly said, glancing over her shoulder. 

    “I expected nothing less,” I agreed, as the Orc invasion force spread out over the field below. It was like watching a black sludge that covered everything in its path.  

    “They’ll never stop until they’re dead,” Helgath added, from where she rode on Neysa’s back on my opposite side.  

    “This is going to royally suck if we have to fight all the way to Palnisdale,” Neristhana said, adding in her two cents. 

    “Hey Dom,” I called over to my friend who had started hanging back with his own troopers. “Can your people call up some Earth Elementals once we reach our lines?” 

    “Yeah, we have plenty of ore in our bags,” Domenic confirmed, as his face grew more animated. “You wanting to pull the same trick we used on the Chaos Storm Alliance raid?” 

    “I think it’s going to be the only way for us to make a clean break,” I agreed, as he gave me a thumbs up. 

    All that I could do was hope that the terrain was rough enough to slow the Orcs down. The front of the horde chasing us was maybe a little over a hundred yards behind us and closing fast. This wasn’t the spaced out vanguard that we’d just fought, but a nearly solid wall of charging Elite Orc Warriors. The only real positive that we had going on for us was the bottle neck of the entrance to the pass and the rough terrain. These were the thoughts going through my mind, when we hit the sixty yard mark ahead of the first line of Kayden Troopers. As if Assault Leader Dell could read my mind, he addressed me in the raid’s command channel. 

    “Milord Ironwolf, I had everyone summon their full complement of undead pets while we waited and everyone’s mana has fully recovered. I also sent the majority of the raid ahead into the pass and have assigned sections to set up fallback positions along the way.” Dell’s voice took on a differential tone. “I was just hoping that we’d have a bit more space between us and the Orcs to work with when we pulled back.” 

    “Who does this guy think he is?” Domenic suddenly asked outside of raid chat, bristling at the implied insult that he’d somehow screwed up the planned withdraw.  

    “The second in command of all my forces on this side of the map,” I replied in a deadpan voice, as Domenic’s frown grew at my words. 

    “You mean he’s an NPC?” Domenic asked in obvious surprise. “Dude, your NPC commander is now ridiculing me for making a bad call?” 

    “Don’t fuck with him, Dom,” I said, completely over his attitude as I switched back to the raid’s command channel.  

    “So was I, but we might have a way to fix that,” I said, as Domenic flipped me off for not standing up for him. Seriously, what the fuck did he expect me to say? Good job? Rolling my eyes, I continued ignoring Domenic’s antics. “Lord Burnslinger is going try the same Earth Elemental trick that he used against the newfar earlier.” 

    “I’m not sure how effective that’ll be with Orcs, milord,” Assault Leader Dell said in a hesitant tone, as Domenic and I traded a confused glance. 

    “It doesn’t hurt to give it a try, right?” Domenic pushed, sounding annoyed that Dell thought his awesome new attack might not be effective. 

    Assault Leader Dell couldn’t clarify his concern beyond that. Not that Domenic gave it a rest. Hearing their back and forth, the rest of our friends joined in on the discussion making smartass comments. While Domenic was less than happy at some of the more creative nicknames for his faux pas with the Moonshine Elementals exploding too early and taking out half of his own people, the joking did release some of the tension that had been building since we found out that Evil Sandra was hot on our tail. Though, the best by far was from AJ who came up with Pre Ejaculation Master.  

    While the shit talking was funny, I mostly ignored the back and forth as Fylreh, Neristhana, and I focused on helping the handful of stragglers that were falling behind as the Uten Syn guild began firing off a storm of Homing Zaps over our heads. The hundred yard range that the spell had allowed them to rain down the pain before anyone else could. The thick volleys of silver flares flashing over our heads was an impressive sight. It kind of reminded me of a fantasy version of a modern day High Mobility Artillery Rocket System but without the massive explosion at the end as the bright flares slammed into the horde’s front lines with pinpoint accuracy.  

    The total number of players using the level 30 Homing Zap spell was impressive as hell since that meant the majority if not all of the Uten Syn players had at least hit level 30. Though, it did make me wonder how any of them still had any mana left after the fighting earlier. The only thing that made any sense was the Nature tree’s low mana costs for its spells. As we got to within twenty yards of the defensive line, I saw that nearly half of the force guarding the pass was made up entirely of the Uten Syn guild members.  

    It was a smart layout for a bottleneck such as this. Similar to the formation Assault Leader Dell had used on the slope below in-between the two passes. This time around, the formation was thirty-five troopers wide and five rows deep which nearly filled the width of the pass, except for a small path open down the center for the fleeing Half-Dwarves and the rest of us as we raced to safety. I choked back a laugh as Helgath and Neysa looked over at me like I was crazy. Okay, so maybe safety wasn’t the best word to use, I thought, as my girls rolled their eyes at me. While I was glancing back over my shoulder at the mass of Orcs charging up the slope, they came into range of the Kayden Troopers as the purple-black streaks of Enhanced Shadow Bolts joined the Uten Syn’s volleys. 

    The Orcs’ speed at which they closed the gap between us was truly terrifying. I’d have to pick Helgath’s brain to see if they were using some sort of travel magic or not, but if the Orcs could cover twice the distance that we could in the same amount of time, I honestly didn’t see a way for us to outpace them. As I tried to come up with a strategy that might help us escape this situation, my eyes studied the effects of the glowing blasts as they hammered into the advancing Orc lines.  

    At first, the volleys seemed to do little better than spitting into the proverbial eye of a hurricane. On the narrowing rocky slope heading up to the pass, there were only so many Orcs that could come at us at once. As I watched, the heavy bombardment started to finally slow the enemy’s advance down. Like the battle earlier, as long as we didn’t run out of mana and they couldn’t bring their numbers to bear, we had a chance to hold out.  

    My eyes were pulled away from the gruesome sight as we passed through the defensive line. Already, I could see Domenic was getting his people working on summoning Earth Elementals. Coming to a stop next to Thomas and Kenzie, I pulled out one of the level 45 Elite Orc Warrior soul stones that I’d collected during the fight and began the work of replacing my zombies as Assault Leader Dell came trotting over to me. 

    “Thank you for the timely rescue, milord,” Dell said in a hushed voice, as he came to a stop in front of me. “The situation was starting to look quite grim.” 

    “Don’t worry about it, Dell. You did an awesome job,” I said, trying to express my gratitude for taking the initiative as my hands worked through casting the complex spell. So many people didn’t make the effort to think through a plan of action. “If you hadn’t taken that risk, every last one of us would now be dead.” 

    “Thank you for believing in me, milord,” Dell said, in a tone that bespoke of baggage from a past that still weight heavy on his shoulders. While I wanted to know more about what had happened to him, this was neither the time nor place to ask. Nodding towards the Half-Dwarves busy summoning their Earth Elementals, I lowered my voice. 

    “By the way, I was the one that asked Domenic to try the same trick we pulled on the Chaos Storm Alliance raid.” I said, in way of an apology for Domenic being so pushy on the topic. 

    “I didn’t mean any offense-,” Assault Leader Dell began to say, as I cut him off.  

    “That wasn’t a criticism,” I hurriedly said, but before I could explain more, a mini-army of five and a half foot tall Earth Elementals began forming around us.  

    Immediately, the Devil Dogs began shouting for everyone to make a hole. At first, not everyone understood what the term meant, but it shortly became self-evident as a hole started forming down the middle of the pass. Those that didn’t get the concept were encouraged by a hard shove to move to the sides of the pass. Though, the biggest problem came with the mass of undead that Dell had placed as an emergency reserve behind the defense line. As Domenic and his remaining Half-Dwarves sent their Earth Elemental boulders rolling down the slope towards the advancing Orcs not thirty yards away and the noise level in the pass died down, I leaned in to Dell as I started my next Raise Zombie cast. 

    “If this doesn’t work,” I said, nodding towards the mass of zombies around us. “We’ll just hit them with the undead and pull back.” 

    “That’s a great plan, milord,” Assault Leader Dell said with a smile, “why didn’t I think of that.” 

    “Thanks, Dell,” I said, letting out a bark of laughter as the veteran swordsman gave me a wink. “I needed that.”  

    It was nice to see that the older man was able to loosen up around me. Having him be able to joke with me in situations like this, but still respect me as a leader was a talent few people had. As we both turned to look down the hill, Dell gave me a friendly clap on the shoulder.  

    “I did too, milord,” the older man admitted, “I did too.”  

    Unlike the Chaos Storm Alliance raid, the Orcs didn’t seem surprised at all by the boulders hurdling down the slope at them. As one, the Elite Orc Warriors in the front rank slammed their heavy Bronze Spiked Shields into the rocky ground. There was a loud series of bell-like clangs as each of the boulders were stopped cold. Without the extra velocity, the Earth Elementals’ transformation didn’t hit with the same punch. Instead of plowing over whole lines of enemies, they could only rise up to their trunk-like legs and hammer their stone fists into the braced shields.  

    A handful of Orcs were brought down by the resulting melee as the Earth Elemental boulders continued to cascade into their front ranks. The effect of the assault was greatly reduced since it didn’t hit the horde’s lines all at once like a true avalanche crashing down the mountainside would have. Also, without the Earth Elementals intermixed within their formations, there was no easy way to bust up the shield wall. To make matters worse, the Orcs large iron weapons were perfect for beating against the stone bodies.  

    Even with all of that said, it takes a while to hack apart that many Earth Elementals at once. I was just thinking this might be a valid option as I started raising my third zombie pet, when a dozen of the Earth Elementals just seemed to collapse into their base components. Domenic started bitching up a storm a second later as another group did the same thing. As my eyes searched the mass of Orcs trying to understand what was happening, Helgath slipped up next to me to point out what my eyes were missing. 

    “Earth Shamans,” the Half-Orc said out loud, as Assault Leader Dell started in surprise at my soulmate’s sudden appearance. “They can break down an unprotected Earth Elementals into its base components at sixty yards.”  

    “Well fuck,” I said to Dell, as soon as I caught sight of the group of level 55 Elite Orc Shamans that Helgath was pointing out. Their ornate skull staffs and elaborate painted masks were easy to pick out once you knew where to look. “This is going to be a long-ass day.” 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Two]Chapter Twenty-Two 

    (Evil Sandra and raid exiting Domenic’s valley) 

    “Dammit all to hell,” Evil Sandra cursed in raid chat, as she led the raid at a run down the slope. “How the fuck did those dumb shits not stop them?” 

    “What did you expect from a bunch of dumb NPCs?” Evad94 Gray asked, as he spat in disgust.  

    “Obviously more than that,” she loudly agreed, before either of them could bitch about the situation more a massive explosion rang out from the front of Starfairy’s forces.  

    The roar of the immense explosion and preceding shock wave momentarily silenced the bitching coming from the raid as everyone unbelievably watched the dark cloud of fire and smoke rise up into the air. None of them had seen anything like that before in real life or inside the game. As the debris began raining across the plateau and the two mountain passes, she heard a number of her raid mates’ excited comments as they speculated on the nature of the spell that caused such an impressive explosion. Those comments became even louder when they saw so many of Starfairy’s raid taken out by the blast. 

    “What the hell was that?” Evad94 asked, as he sidled up next to Evil Sandra. “Was that from the Orcs or was that from Starjerk?”  

    “Fuck if I know,” Evil Sandra said, in a tight voice. In the back of her mind, she was replaying the report from the Fatal Midnight guild leader about what had happened to his people.  

    It was bad news whichever way you sliced it. If it was an Orc special ability, they might be able to steal it. If it was Starfairy’s, then that was a whole level of fuck that she didn’t even want to think about. Though, watching the other raid carrying their wounded up to the pass, she had a feeling this was an Orc ability and not a players. Studying the mass of Orcs forming up ahead of them at the bottom of the hill, Evil Sandra double-checked to make sure they were registering as proper allies. While their green highlighted names gave her a measure of relief, it wasn’t until she confirmed that the Orc’s were showing up as allies underneath the Alliances Tab her Character Sheet that finally made her relax her suspicious nature. 

    “Alright people, don’t fuck this up,” Evil Sandra barked out in command, as she turned around to face the raid. “I know they’re just a bunch of NPCs but just remember this. If any of you dipshits does anything stupid, we’re all dead here.” Getting nods from everyone, she turned back around to face the horde of Orc as she checked her notes to make sure she had the word correct that they were supposed to call out. “Remember, the password we’re supposed to call out is, yani.” 

    “I don’t know why you’re acting all worried about a bunch of NPCs,” Eval94 said with an arrogant laugh, as Evil Sandra rolled her eyes. She couldn’t wait until Shapo could take back over as her second in command. The man’s shit talking always got on her last nerve. “Even with the numbers these dipshits have, there’s no way they could take us in a stand up fight.”  

    “Is that what you really think?” Evil Sandra demanded, as she heatedly turned on her new second in command and got into his face. “You want to be the one that tells Julie that we fucked up her plans to take over the Kingdom of Kader because you wanted to act “like a boss” to a bunch of dumb NPCs?”  

    “So, unless I say otherwise,” Evil Sandra continued, once she felt the punk understood she wasn’t joking. “Your job here is to make sure no one fucks this up. Got that?”  

    “I hear you loud and clear,” Eval94 gritted out.  

    “Good,” Evil Sandra pleasantly said, as if she hadn’t been all up in the man’s shit a second earlier. “Now let’s get this over with so we can catch, Starfairy.” Following her own orders, she made sure her staff was slung on her back as she began waving her empty hands over her head while shouting out “Yani!” while the front half of the raid followed her example 

    Though Julie had assured her that everything had been worked out ahead of time, the northern invasion force was a daunting sight to say the least. While she knew that Eval94 and many of the other players in the raid probably thought they could handle these demi-humans without a sweat with their combined Nightmare magic trees, Evil Sandra wasn’t so confident in that. Besides, the last thing she wanted was for something to happen that would screw all of this up, especially since it was amazing that Julie had managed to get this made in the first place. It must have had something to do with the V-MMORG Admin she had in her pocket, because, with a force this large, there was nothing else stopping them from taking over everything on this side of the Isolde line. 

    Evil Sandra was of mixed thoughts about this as she looked out at the endless horde of monstrous demi-humans that seemed to go on forever. In the near distance, she could make out the misshapen nine-foot tall forms of what could only be tribes of Trolls. Just looking at their grotesque human-like faces sent a shiver of fear down her spine. While thoroughly disgusting, they had nothing on the gray-skin giants that were intermixed throughout the mass of Orcs in teams of nine. These twelve-foot tall demi-humans had heavy brutish features and toad-like skin with muscular bodies that looked like they could pulverize stone. From her years of gaming, she immediately recognized them as Ogres.  

    While having an alliance with such a fearsome force was a huge win for the Chaos Storm Alliance, there was something not quite right about the way the Orcs were looking at them, Evil Sandra uncomfortably thought, as they approached the massed ranks. With cruel looks and guttural voices that sounded like they were jeering at the humanoids, the Orcs stepped back to make room for their raid to enter onto the small plateau at the base of the mountain.  

    In all honesty, if it wasn’t for the green name tags that showed these demi-humans were allies, Evil Sandra would’ve never have put her people in jeopardy like this. Trusting in the in-game mechanics and that her friend had truly pulled off the impossible, she nervously led her people into the horde’s ranks. Striding through the press of monstrous bodies, she did her best to look stern and to exude confidence as she mentally compared this to the Star Trek: The Next Generation episode where Commander Riker took command over the Klingon Warbird the Pagh. Comparing Orcs to Klingons was the best comparison that she could come up with in the face of this impossible situation.  

    Iron weapons clanked against Iron Spiked Shields as the Orcs began to excitedly chant along with them. Although, Evil Sandra swore that more than half of them were excitedly chanting “Yani!” It was a surreal feeling. Almost like a sea parting before them as they made their way deeper into the horde. By now, the entire raid was nervously chanting out “Yani” as the path behind them was sealed off with howling and chanting Orcs. Tired of feeling intimidated, Evil Sandra began calling out orders. 

    “Eval94, SirKink, Hardling,” Evil Sandra’s voice cracked over raid chat, “we’re getting out of here!” From the looks she was getting from the rest of her raid mates, she wasn’t the only one upset. "I don’t know what’s up with these idiots, but they’re pushing us away from the path Starfairy and his raid took. That stops now.” 

    “You sure we shouldn’t head to wherever they are taking us first,” Eval94 nervously asked, as he eyed the mass of Orcs surrounding them. Whatever false bravado he was feeling earlier must have shrunk along with this testicles, Evil Sandra thought, as he nervously continued. “Maybe we need to talk to someone first-“ 

    “Oh my god, stop being such a pussy!” Hardling snarled at the Rogue in annoyance. “What part of this do you not understand? These demi-humans are just a bunch of dumb NPCs. They’re here to serve us, we don’t serve them.” 

    “Fuck off, Hardling,” Eval94 snarled back, “if you’re so tough, then lets switch places.” 

    “Shut the fuck up,” Evil Sandra roared, as both men fell silent. “Now come on, everyone head towards the right. If anyone of these shitheads gets stupid, light them up!”  

    While she had purposely sounded tough to the rest of the raid, this whole situation with the Orcs was starting to give her the heebie-jeebies. It’s not that Evil Sandra didn’t believe Julie when she’d said they’d made an agreement with the northern tribes and even had a completed quest to prove it. At the same time, her intuition was telling her something very different. While Evil Sandra admitted this whole thing could be one big cultural misunderstanding, she was through with these fun and games. Either someone in charge would come over and clear this mess up, or they’d step the fuck back to let them through. If not, she’d have her people light these fuckers up like a bunch of Christmas trees.  

    “Yani go zum kamp!” A large Orc bellowed in SirKink’s face, as he punched the Warrior in the face to get the human to go where he wanted.  

    “Get the fuck off me, shithead!” SirKink roared back, as his gauntleted fist smashed into the Orc’s ugly face. With his Advance Start stats and his build for Strength and Agility, the player had no problems smashing the Elite Warrior to the ground.  

    Immediately, the Orcs’ comrades bellowed in outrage, before rushing in to bash the man’s face in. With angry bellows, the Team Leader’s raid rushed to his aid as SirKink bashed the closest Orc’s face in with the butt of his battle axe. As the blow flattened the second Orc’s nose in a spray of blood, the Warrior took a Shield Bash to the face from the third Orc as SirKink’s assistant raid leader stabbed the Orc in the eye. Within seconds, the whole raid was under attack.  

    A part of Evil Sandra realized that the Orcs attacking them were mostly using their fists and the blunt side of their weapons to pummel her people into submission, while in return her raid mates were fighting for keeps. While that was somewhat confusing and made her think that this was more of a cultural misunderstanding more than anything else, the stupid NPCs wouldn’t stop hitting them. Although none of her people had switched to their magic yet, she knew it was only a matter of time if she couldn’t find some way to salvage this situation.  

    Luckily enough for them, most everyone in the Chaos Storm Alliance had at least the Advanced Start stats from their P&M Exam. While that meant none of their raid mates were pushovers, the fighting was slowly turning into a massive brawl and the damage was starting to add up. If things didn’t change soon, Evil Sandra could see the writing on the wall. She was just trying to figure out what the most impressive spell she had at her disposal was, when an old scarred Orc shoved his way up to her and gave her a sickening leer.  

    The hideous looking Orc wasn’t like any of the Elite Warriors that they’d been fighting against up until now. No, this Orc was obviously someone important. He was dressed in leather skins with strange runes and what looked to be finger bones worked into the hardened leather vest that did little to cover his scarred chest. Monster and Human-like skulls dangled from his belt and a hideous wooden mask with odd animal bits and pieces worked into the wood covered his withered face. In his gnarled clawed hands he held a staff topped with a fanged monster skull. As she took this new Orc in, the creepy bastard grabbed the top of her heavy robe and tore it away with a hard yank. The breath froze in Evil Sandra’s lungs as her breasts tumbled free from the flimsy wool top that was yanked away along with her robe.  

    For a long second, she could only stare in shocked outrage as the disgusting old pervert threw his head back and let out a guttural laugh. Looking down at her rather large chest, she immediately saw why. There were four bloody claw marks that marred the pale skin across both tits that was only broken up by her delicate pink nipples. The thought that this was what the nasty Orc was laughing at filled her with an unbelievable rage. Never before had anyone dared to touch her like this in her entire life. Hell, she’d kicked men in the nuts for daring to hit on her in bars and clubs. As the outrage boiled over inside of her, a shriek of pure fury ripped from her throat as she released the highest damaging spell in her magic tree, Lightning Strike. 

    “Suck on this pig!” Evil Sandra hollered as a massive lightning bolt hit the old Orc dead center in the chest and blasted him off his clawed feet. Stalking up to the downed Orc Shaman, she straddled the male’s pot belly and yanked her robe back over herself as her lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl. With an almost euphoric howl, she blasted the gnarled Orc again at point blank range.  

    It was an impressive show of strength and power as a noticeable silence fell over the area and the fighting slowly stopped. As the Orcs looked at each other with broad grins on their faces, her raid mates began preparing the most powerful spells in their arsenals in preparation for the fight they knew was coming. It didn’t matter if the Orcs were allies or not, they knew that Evil Sandra would demand payback for such over the top disrespect. Across the board her people were ready to dish out the pain. As if to prove that, electrical energy and fire danced around the majority of the raid members’ fingers as they put their abilities for the Orcs on full display, while the handful of less powerful players did the same with their weaker Wind, Water, and Poison magic trees.  

    “Gah!” Evil Sandra’s scream of agony caught the entire raid by surprise as she doubled over and staggered back from the old Orc clutching at her groin in shock. It took a second for it to percolate through the raid as to what had happened. More than one face turned white in shock when they heard that the Shaman had punched her in the pubic bone. Climbing to his clawed feet relatively unharmed, the old Orc looked down at Evil Sandra’s shocked face and let out an evil laugh. 

    “What is your major dysfunction you sick fuck?” Evil Sandra shrilly demanded, as she glared up at the wrinkled and fat NPC that had punched her so cruelly. The pain had been like nothing she’d ever felt before. Who knew that getting hit in the crotch would hurt this much for a woman, she rhetorically thought, as her mind considered the even more terrifying side of the coin that he’d just showed. If her most powerful Lightning Strike had done almost no damage to the disgusting Shaman, did that count the same for the rest of the Orcs around them? Before she could break down exactly what all that might mean for her and her raid, the Shaman’s broken common speech pulled her focus.  

    “U vil maak fine Yani fur Tozhug,” the Orc Shaman’s meaning was unquestionably clear, as he eagerly groped his crotch in excitement while leering at her once again open robe and dangling breasts. 

    “Yani!” Evil Sandra exclaimed, as her mind reached for the only thing that made any sense, while she breathed through her mouth to lessen the agony between her legs. Although she wanted to rip the heart out of this revolting excuse of an NPC for daring to embarrass her like this in front of her own people, a part of her wanted to somehow salvage the situation and get her people out of this alive. Well that, and to not ruin the alliance that Julie had worked so diligently to create for their bid to take over the Kingdom of Kader.  

    “We have an agreement with your High War Leader to fight against the Kingdom of Kader together as allies,” Evil Sandra snarled at the Shaman, while using her staff like a crutch. Pushing herself up straight, she did her best to cover her breasts up with her free hand as she spat at the Orc’s clawed feet. “We are “Yani” you fucking moron!” 

    Instead of clarifying the situation and getting everything back to where it should be, the Orcs surrounding them began to laugh. At first, it was just a few barks of laughter here and there, but that quickly turned into deep guffaws and bellows that seemed to echo between the mountain passes as cruel hungry looks came to the Orcs’ eyes. To Evil Sandra and her raid’s surprise, silence immediately fell across the Orcs surrounding them as the wrinkled dirty Shaman raised his skull staff into the air.  

    “Die High War Ledar spook ov u Chofe-ka,” the gnarly Orc said loud enough for the raid behind her to clearly hear. “U umans ar all die zame. U ave noo konkep of Orc kultur.”  

    “Why are we listening to this freak,” Hardling growled in raid chat, as lightning crackled over his fists. 

    “Oh, I don’t know why,” Eval94 snapped back fearfully, “so they don’t eat us all.” 

    “We should kill them all until they learn respect,” SirKink flippantly said next, as the old Shaman continued talking. 

    “Fur Orcs,” the Shaman’s strong voice rang out for all of the raid’s players to hear, “humanolds ar Zuk, Yani, or Grug. Zuk ar slaves. Grug ist food.” 

    “What then, is Yani?” Evil Sandra asked, ignoring the sinking feeling in her stomach. Even though she was ninety-nine percent sure they were being set up, she just had to ask in case this was all a hazing ritual for new allies. Besides that, if she didn’t, Julie would have her ass for blowing this deal over nothing.  

    “Vat ar Yani?” the lecherous Shaman guffawed as he ogled her from head to toe. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the question caused an excited muttering and jostling amongst the Orc ranks as a disturbing gleam came to the gnarly Orc’s eyes. “Yani ar zex slaves!” 

    “The fuck did that dipshit just say?” SirKink forcibly asked, as an upset murmuring came from the raid. 

    “We need to kill all of these fuckers now and be done with it,” Hardling grunted out, as Eval94 nervously asked. 

    “You don’t think they’d rape men too?” 

    “It doesn’t look like they’re too picky to me, Eval,” a female voice sarcastically added with an ugly laugh. 

    “That’s not even funny,” Eval94 nervously replied. 

    “That, or they’ll just eat you alive,” another female player added, as Eval94 went off. 

    There was a lot more being said then that by the players in the raid, but Evil Sandra barely heard the rest of it as her mind took in their screwed up situation. Mainly, that was remembering everything she’d ever heard about fighting Orcs. If her Lightning magic didn’t affect the Orc, it meant that their ace in the hole was probably completely useless and they were going to have to do this the hard way.  

    While she was pissed at being mauled by this sick fuck, Evil Sandra wasn’t about to let it affect her more than that. She’d done worse to the players that they’d PK’ed … much worse. If anything, this was a fucking relief. If he’d stopped being a perverted fuck, she’d have been forced to continue working with him, until she could slaughter him at her leisure. Now that wasn’t a problem. She could make the foul wretch pay for the disrespect with his life. 

    “Listen up, people,” Evil Sandra said in raid chat, as her voice took on a hard edge. “These assholes have some sort of elemental resistance.” Overriding the questions being shot at her, she continued on as she shoved her damaged robe into the large pouch at her waist. If flaunting her tits distracted these fuckers, then she’d take whatever edge she could get.  

    “These assholes lied about being our allies and played us like a bunch of noobs,” Evil Sandra said, as she cast Lightning Body and Lightning Shield as spoke, while an angry muttering began coming from the rest of the raid. There was nothing worse for a PKer than being tricked, unless it was being tricked by a bunch of NPCs. There really was no greater insult. “The play is this we’ll keep on respawning and taking as many of these assholes out as we can. When the wraiths come, that should give us the distraction we need to fall back into the valley. Sound off, when you’re ready to move out?”  

    “Let’s do this,” SirKink snarled without hesitation. 

    “They can choke on my phat cock as I skull fuck their brains,” Hardling gleefully added, as the wrinkled Shaman strode up to Evil Sandra. Obviously, their time was up. 

    “Zay zu me,“ the disgusting Shaman said, as the Orcs began to chant and beat their iron swords against their bronze shields. “Vat ar u, Yani or Grug?”  

    A cruel smile came to Evil Sandra’s lips as she realized that had been what the Orcs had been chanting all along, Yani or Grug. Teasingly sticking her large chest out for the gnarly Shaman, she waited for his greedy hands to reach for her soft flesh. She relished the look of shock that came to the old lecher’s face, when his hands bounced off the Lightning Shield that protected her perfect mounds. As his yellow-cat eyes flashed in anger, she rammed the long-dagger she’d drawn from the sheath at her back into the Shaman’s skull and released another Lightning Strike through the tip of the blade.  

    “Suck on this, limp dick!” she screamed into the sick pervert’s face, as the rest of the raid lunged at the Orcs that surrounded them.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Three]Chapter Twenty-Three 

    (Prustine Hollysharp on the outskirts of the Sea Elf city of Auris Shaeras) 

    “Equalizing air and water pressure so a ship can rise and sink on command …” Hollysharp continuously muttered in a loud drone as she worked. “Balancing the separate ballast tanks to control the equilibrium and a separate internal and external hull …” She was pissed that a Half-Elf of all races had made her look like some sort of engineering noob.  

    “Who ever heard of a bridge being in the front of a ship?” Hollysharp shouted in frustration, as she pounded her head against the Black Coral hull she was working on. Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, she pushed herself away from the solid stone hull while gingerly rubbing at the sore spot on her forehead, before going back to work as she continued bitching up a storm.  

    One of the very few convenient things about working in the water like this was that she could reach every portion of the hull without the use of any specialized cranes or scaffolding as she wielded the bulbous-tipped wand in her hands like a pro. It was a common magic item that allowed the user to change the appearance of any material to make it transparent. It was basically the same technique that Gnomes used in their cities for buildings. Although this work didn’t exactly need to be precise, she wasn’t about to let some fish-elf ruin the technical marvel she was creating. “Especially when these idiots can’t even name a Transmogrification wand correctly!” 

    “You do know that I’m right here and can hear everything you’re saying, right?” an annoyed voice sounded from behind Hollysharp, as she rolled her eyes in annoyance. Oránn was the “Sea Elf Master Builder”, the Gnomeling snorted in derision at the title, that they’d stuck her with when she’d started working on the ship that Star had asked her to build.  

    “Do your people call this a Transmogrification wand or not?” Hollysharp sharply asked, as she meaningfully held up the wand over her shoulder without turning out about. Smiling at the heavy sigh that came from Oránn’s lips, the Gnomeling answered for the Sea Elf. “No, you don’t. That’s because you call it a Transfiguration wand which is an entirely different tool altogether.” 

    “That’s because it’s a-” Oránn began to say, as Hollysharp held up a hand to cut her off. 

    “A simple no would have sufficed,” she abruptly said, before going back to work. “Quiet, I need to focus on this next part.” 

    Oránn’s finned arms reached out as if she wanted to strangle the small Gnomeling. The internal struggle was clear on the Sea Elf’s pixy-like face for all to see if anyone had been watching the two women work. This time though, the internal struggle to murder the Gnomeling engineer went on much longer than normal as Hollysharp worked in silence. By the time Oránn got control of her emotions and lowered her hands, she was panting from the exertion of willpower it took not choke the little bitch to death. While she wanted to honor the word of Queen Naeris, Prustine Hollysharp was so arrogant that it was a constant struggle not to grab her by her pink pigtails and bash some common courtesy into her thick head. Not that Oránn actually thought that would work. It would, on the other hand, make her feel so much better. 

    “He’s such a pompous supercilious asshole,” Hollysharp’s tirade continued, as she carefully completed the window to the lower bridge. “Seriously, how could a Half-Elf like him even know a sliver of this crap?” 

    She’d completed the hammer-head design of the front of the vessel as Star had requested. The housing structure rose up above the surface deck as tall as a typical trader ship’s main mast and went just as deep under the waterline. Even so, the upper bridge itself was approximately at the same level of a typical aft deck. Also unlike a regular ship, this vessel had a lower deck that went well below the water line. The set up would give the Captain and Pilot of this magical vessel a nearly one hundred and eighty degree view of everything ahead of the ship.  

    The raked, hammer-like shape of the front end wasn’t even the most bizarre part of the overall design of the vessel. The shark-like fins that went down each side and the elongated tailfin that formed the rear were like nothing she’d ever seen before. At least, not until she’d arrived in this underwater city. In the first day of her stay, she’d seen numerous sea creatures with similar structural designs swimming around the city like birds flew around a city on the land.  

    From that observation alone, Hollysharp was able to grasp the functional practicality of the fins and tail for a vessel moving through the water. And, even though she was an artificer, she well understood the reason that Queen Naeris had assigned Oránn to assist her on this project. The Sea Elves were intrigued by the ship’s natural design and the possibilities it might open for her people. If the vessel truly worked to travel and fight underwater as Star insisted it would, it would open up new trade and defense opportunities for the Sea Elves that would enhance their society like never before.  

    While that was all well and good, it didn’t explain how her new liege lord had been able to combine his in-depth knowledge of sea creatures and physical science into the structural design of a magical underwater vessel. This insane concept went well beyond even the most radical ideas she’d ever heard come out of the Gnome capital of Tulduroc or the technical city of Haldale. It was freaking embarrassing to the Gnome inside of her to be so thoroughly outclassed in magic technology.  

    The worst part of it all was that she’d initially ridiculed the concept to her contemporaries. That was until she’d built the small models to test Star’s initial thesis while she waited for the hull to grow out. To her utmost disgust and excitement, it had worked just as Star had said. After that, she’d been forced to test the whole idea of front, rear, and middle ballast tanks. Talk about being frustrated. She been forced to study the effects of the small chambers on keeping the balance of the underwater vessel. Each subsequent successful test just proved Star’s theories that much more. It was downright insulting to a Gnomeling of her stature! 

    At the same time, the new concepts and ideas she was learning were truly amazing. The functional practicality of the fins and tail assembly quickly became self-evident as Hollysharp grasped how the sea creatures used the natural design to easily move through the water. It worked even better when the magic propulsion was placed directly in front of the fins. Who but a Fish-Elf would have thought that a shark-tail would have worked so well for steering a ship? 

    After a week of living under the Strait of Icelus, Hollysharp understood that the design was based off of a common monstrous predator that roamed the seas. While the city of Auris Shaeras only had the creatures’ smaller cousins swimming through the city, Oránn had assured her that the larger specimens were deadly hunters of this underwater realm. It also gave the Gnomeling a better understanding of the type of vessel that Star was going for. 

    The design of the underwater vessel was obviously a cross between a warship and a trading vessel at a hundred and fifty feet in length. Surprisingly enough, the cargo hold would be able to hold up to at least six hundred tons, which was half the capability of a ship like the Wind Dancer. While not small, it would definitely cut into the profits if this were only meant for trade. At the same time, the ship’s complement was planned to be twenty-five sailors and forty Kayden Troopers to act as Marines. Additionally, the vessel could easily hold up to ninety people, including paying customers.  

    While all of that was well and good. The thought of having a group of sailors onboard whose only job was to defend their ship from attack or attack of another vessel seemed like such a waste that it was almost unfathomable. Obviously, it was a concept that only a lordling would come up with.  

    Besides the hammerhead bow and tailfin stern, the body of the vessel had three decks. The first was the main deck which was open like a regular seagoing vessel. While that sounded odd for an underwater vessel, Star had said he wanted air or water runes set up with a mana accumulation crystal to create a barrier that was almost like a shield to keep the water out. Though an odd request, it was more than doable and she’d already drawn up the plans as to where the barrier should be positioned, which was approximately twenty feet above the main deck.  

    Star had also explained that he wanted four fire shooters setup on the surface deck with the modified design that she’d come up with to spray out fire at enemy targets. Although, these would have a sealed housing for the person firing the cannons and a defensive half-wall for defenders to use as fighting positions in case of boarding. The surface deck also had a hatch for loading and unloading the main cargo hold with something Star called a winch-wheel boom crane that could be unpacked. Another incredible odd but well thought out design that beat anything in the Gnome cities. There was even a side note for setting up a mana accumulation crystal for the loaders to use if needed. It was truly the most wasteful use of mana she’d ever seen. 

    Of course, there was the regular pain in the ass boring crap that was expected to be part of the middle and lower decks design. Once again, the design wasted lots of mana due to the fully enclosed hull of the vessel and had a number of odd rooms that Star wanted to be made available. Odd and normal stuff like a chart room, galley, pantry, lounge, head, storage, noble room, armory, guest and crew cabins, officer and crew quarters, and a companionway that led to the main bridge.  

    The most incredible stuff was the magic devices being incorporated into the ship for everyday use. They were old concepts but designed in a way that she’d never seen before. Stuff like the head having unique water pipes to clean and expel the waste from the ship or every corridor and room having internal light crystals. Even more annoying, she had to work in a flow of air by the use of another mana accumulation crystal for both the middle and lower decks. The waste was just insane.  

    Overall, it was an unheard amount of space for the inside of a vessel, let alone one with so many amazing magic-tech enhancements. It truly fit a lordling like Star perfectly, Hollysharp sourly thought, as she finished up the last window. Thankfully enough, the boring work was counterbalanced by her interest in designing the rune based Water propulsion and Air Canon system. Unfortunately, to successfully do any of that level of work, she was going to have to work with two Beast Kin of all things. Talk about a race of magic-tech losers. What the hell did Beast Kin know about magic-tech anyway?  

    Putting the last touches on the lower bridge’s transparent wall, Hollysharp floated out to the tip of the semi-blunt ram in the middle of the hammerhead front of the vessel to look over her work. The ram was her addition to the design, besides fitting the look of a true War Hammer. Looking over the vessel’s sleek design, she proudly muttered. “Wait till that pompous Half-Elf gets a load of this beaut.”  

    “You do know that the front of the vessel is going in the completely wrong direction in comparison to the body for a hammerhead, right?” Oránn asked with an amused tilt to the side of her lips. By now, this had become a daily ritual between the two of them. 

    “It’s supposed to be a War Hammer,” Hollysharp irritably snapped. 

    “Oh really,” Oránn replied with a knowing chuckle, “is that why Lord Ironwolf designed the stern end of the vessel to look like a shark’s tail?” 

    “Who did Star entrust with this project to?” Hollysharp demanded, as she suddenly whirled around to face the other woman. “Besides, what would a Fish-Elf know about designing ships?” 

    “Fish-Elf!” Oránn voice rose in outrage at the slur. This response was completely off their normal routine. “Listen to me, you obnoxious little runt. I’ll have you know that Sea-Elves have a proud and distinguished history of-“ 

    “Humping fish,” Hollysharp interrupted with a nasty smile. 

    “Gah!” Oránn let out a strangled cry, as her eyes flared in anger. “Well, it’s better than having a history of humping rats!” 

    “Ha ha haha ha,” Hollysharp mockingly sang out, as the Sea Elf’s mouth snapped shut. “I got you to admit that Sea-Elves hump fish!”  

    With a thought, Oránn reached for the Water around them as she created a small school of silvery Water Blades. In that moment, she was sure she was going to kill the annoying Gnomeling. To the Sea Elf’s surprise, instead of being concerned in the face of certain death, Hollysharp’s eyes widened in sudden excitement. 

    “Wait, you’re a Water Shaman! Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” Hollysharp’s dismissive façade disappeared in a heartbeat, as she urgently grabbed the Sea Elf by the wrist and began pulling her towards the ship. “With your help, I won’t have to wait for those smelly Beast Kin. Come on, we’ve got work to do!”  

    “Wha-what smelly Beast Kin?” Oránn stuttered, as her silvery school of Water Blades instantly dissipated. “And what do you need help with?”  

    “I need your help to create the vessel’s propulsion runes,” Hollysharp excitedly said as Oránn let herself be dragged towards the massive shark tailfin. The bemused expression on the Sea Elf’s face bespoke the confusion in her heart as the Gnomeling blathered on about how Water magic would propel the vessel through the water.  

    Embarrassingly enough, most of the concepts about using the tailfin as a rudder was beyond Oránn’s area of expertise. It’s not that she didn’t understand that tailfin was going to steer the vessel, because that’s what it did for fish. How the Water runes would make the vessel move and why they needed to be placed behind the tailfin itself was a concept that she didn’t fully grasp. Nonetheless, she dutifully listened to the knowledgeable Gnomeling.  

    “Star said that to increase the movement of the vessel and to enhance the tailfin’s turn radius, the Water runes should be placed at the non-moving base of the tailfin here,” Hollysharp explained, as she showed the Sea Elf the runic patterns she’d already prepared. They were surprisingly large circles that were wider than both of their combined heights.  

    “Star?” Oránn ventured in confusion at the unfamiliar name. 

    “You know,” Hollysharp said, playfully waved a hand at Oránn as if they were discussing a private joke. “His lordship Startum Ironwolf.” Completely missing the choking expression that came to the Sea Elf’s face, the Gnomeling continued her explanation. “Also, the larger the rune circles, the more water that is created to push the vessel forward.” 

    How did water push a vessel forward? Oránn silently wondered to herself, not daring to show her ignorance in front of the knowledgeable Gnomeling. It wasn’t until just now that she’d figured Hollysharp out. At least, to a point. While Hollysharp was condescending to those individuals she was supposed to work with on projects that didn’t meet her level of magic-tech engineering knowledge, she didn’t particularly have issues with experts in completely different fields of knowledge, especially not when she needed those experts to help complete a project.  

    For some reason, that bit of understanding allowed Oránn to ignore the Gnomeling’s earlier abrupt attitude and sharp tongue as Hollysharp began questioning her on how she manipulated water and what spells she could cast. Before the Sea Elf knew it, she was telling the Gnomeling all about what she could do. Things like how she could project water at various speeds, which was typically used for traveling, or in the creation of piercing water blades that were either one massive spike or a school of smaller blades. Without her even realizing it, Hollysharp had Oránn going into details about how she controlled the movement of water. It was really quite simple and based on the amount of mana she was willing to expend. 

    Partially that was because Oránn was willing to do, learn, or endure whatever was needed to help strengthen her people so that the horrors of the Meer-Lizard and Sekolahian Empire’s atrocities wouldn’t be repeated and her people wouldn’t be victimized again. The other part of that was that Hollysharp had much of the knowledge she needed to ensure just that. The uncomfortable memory of what she’d endured made Oránn a little green around the gills as she placed a comforting hand across her abdomen. Whatever it took to defeat those horrors, she’d do it and more. 

    While Oránn talked, Hollysharp was hard at work prepping the runes that would copy the spells that she wanted the Sea Elf to cast. Seeing the confused look on the other woman’s face, Hollysharp explained that the runic circle wouldn’t copy all of her spells, but would create a pattern that would permanently take the shape of one spell. She also warned that they’d be doing this multiple times to increase the overall speed of the vessel. Seeing the comprehension lighting up Oránn face, Hollysharp grinned like a kid. How could people appreciate your true genius if they didn’t understand what you were creating in the first place? 

    “Okay, I want you to place your hands at these points of the circle,” Hollysharp said to the Sea Elf floating beside her. As soon as her dark blue fingers touched the markings, the runic circle lit up as if a circuit had been completed.  

    “Like this?” Oránn asked, unsure of herself. 

    “Yep,” Hollysharp agreed, “now just focus on casting your spell for pushing against water to increase movement speed into the pattern.”  

    Nodding in understanding, Oránn cast the spell. The effect was pretty amazing as the pattern within the circle began rearranging itself to imprint the spell. The Sea Elf was just trying to determine if she needed to channel the spell or simply stop the cast, when Hollysharp spoke up. 

    “Oh, this is a spell that can be channeled,” Hollysharp exclaimed. “Go ahead and just hold the spell until the pattern stops glowing.” Ten seconds later, the rune circle stopped glowing as the pattern inside stopped moving. “That’s it, one down and seven more to go.” 

    “You know this tailfin took me forever to get the Black Coral into the proper shape,” Hollysharp casually said, as they triggered the next rune circle. “Getting each piece to grow to precisely the correct size to lock in with its mate was an experience. The rudder design on this vessel is nothing like you’d see on a normal trader or bireme ship.”  

    “Star just said, I need you to design this new controlling rod like it was nothing,” Hollysharp complained as they worked. “You should have seen it. He scribbles out this crazy new design in the sand like its nothing and then expects me to build it from memory without access to my normal workshop.” 

    “Oh yeah,” Oránn nervously agreed, “I guess the Wind Dancer had all of your tools when it pulled out.” 

    “By the Dark no,” Hollysharp said, letting out an annoying laugh as she clapped her knees with both hands and nearly rolled off the top edge of the tailfin. “I pulled everything off of the Wind Dancer before it left.”  

    “What I don’t understand,” Oránn said, as they moved to the last rune circle placed around the tailfin. “Is how are these rune circles going to be controlled from the … bridge?” 

    “That’s what I’ve been working on for the last week,” Hollysharp said with an annoyed shake of her head. “The tricky part was working the runes to trigger properly from the bridge. I swear though, it’s going to take at least three to four pilots to steer this baby once it’s fully functional.” Seeing that Oránn didn’t understand the significance of her comment, she explained what she meant.  

    “Look, each fin is going to need its own control lever, there is always going to be a need for a pilot at the rudder, and that doesn’t include the extra assistants needed to control the ballast tanks for raising and lowering the vessel in the water. That’s a minimum of three to five crew members just to basically steer the vessel underwater.” 

    “Do you have any idea how complex something like that is to design with rune circles?” Hollysharp asked, as she leaned in close to look Oránn in the eyes. “Just activating the runes won’t work for the propulsion system like they do for everything else.” Sitting back on her haunches, the Gnomeling made a gagging noise. “No, I needed to create a whole new way to control the amount of mana being sent to the rune.” 

    “You were able to do that?” Oránn hesitantly asked the vocal Gnomeling, as her eyes studied the runes heading towards the front of the vessel. 

    “Hahaha, it was easy-peasy,” Hollysharp chortled, as she gave Oránn a wink. “Star pressured me into making that earlier for the Fire Spitter turrets when we were fighting against the Orcs on our way here.” Standing up and meaningfully pulling her equipment belt up, the Gnomeling proudly stuck out her small chest and pointed a thumb at herself. 

    “Don’t tell anyone, but it was easy enough to figure out after that. A small tweak to the runic pattern and now I can just adjust the flow coming from the mana accumulation crystal.” Hollysharp nodded at the rune circle that they’d just completed. “It’s perfect for a channeling spell like this.”  

    It was an impressive design and Oránn said as much, which just made working with the abrupt Gnomeling go that much easier. That’s basically the way their conversations went as they moved to each side fin to repeat the same process. While they worked, Hollysharp discussed the ballast tanks and how they were distributed to control the depth and balance of the vessel while under the water. Slowly Oránn began to understand the logic behind the vessel’s unusual design. Though, the more they talked, the more the Sea Elf was unsure if she should be more impressed with Star’s concept for this incredible vessel’s design or Hollysharp’s practical know-how in getting the vessel built. Oránn said as much to Hollysharp which earned her another whole body laugh from the Gnomeling like they were suddenly best friends. 

    “Hello to the ship!” An elegant voice suddenly shouted out, as they were finishing up the rune circle on the last fin. “I have a delivery of mana accumulation crystals.” 

    “Femdi, you’re back from Tulduroc already?” Hollysharp called out in glee, as she sprang to her feet. Seeing a familiar Gnomeling leading a line of workers carrying massive red-glowing crystals in their arms. “I didn’t expect you back for another week!”  

    Both Gnomelings immediately began swimming towards each other to clasp arms in greeting. Femdi Deepwater was the female Gnomeling Captain that Startum Ironwolf had given command over The Doon to sell the war and trader ships that were recovered from the ship graveyard above the city of Auris Shaeras. Her planned market had been the Dark Elf port city of Londshos that held the majority of the kingdom’s bireme squadrons. Afterwards, she was going to have The Doon travel to the Gnome port city of Tulduroc so that Femdi could purchase the magic supplies that Hollysharp needed to finish off the new Hammerhead ship that she was designing. As they slowly spun to a stop, the taller Gnomeling looked over Hollysharp critically. 

    “I heard the rest of your engineering team passed out earlier this morning and that you haven’t slept since before I left,” Femdi said, friendly chastising her magic engineer friend. “Don’t tell me that the great Prustine Hollysharp is concerned she can’t complete the design of a simple ship.” Seeing the pinched look on the other woman’s face, Femdi pressed her lips together in puzzlement as Hollysharp went off. 

    “That’s no simple ship” Hollysharp roared as she waved an excited hand at the massive ship behind her. “That vessel is going to rock the known world to its foundations.” 

    Taking her first true look at the odd shaped vessel, Femdi listened intently to the design specs of the planned ship. At first, she thought Hollysharp was pulling her leg. The planned armament of eight mana turrets sounded like an incredibly bad joke. Most trader ships wouldn’t have had more than one or two. The only reason that the Wind Dancer had as many as she did was due to Hollysharp being part of the crew. While the turrets were powerful, in truth the rune charged weapons didn’t have the power to decisively change the outcome of a battle. If anything they were mostly used by the Wind Dancer’s crew as deterrents to pirates and Orc raiders. Though, as her friend explained the changes she’d made in the turrets’ designs and how effective they’d been against the Orc’s pocket squadron of triremes, she started changing her mind.  

    Femdi was also shocked to hear that the ship was nearly complete. Even though she knew the ship was based on magic-tech, it had no masts or much of anything that was recognizable to that of a regular sailing ship. Hollysharp’s assurance that the hull was finished and all that was left was installing the mana accumulation crystals and completing the rune circles for the turrets, air shield, internal and external lights, and making sure everything else was properly connected to the bridge left the Captain of The Doon muttering the first thing that came to her mind.  

    “How many mana accumulation crystals is that monster going to take?” 

    “How many did you manage to bring back with you?” Hollysharp asked, the suppressed excitement sparkling in her eyes. 

    “Funny you should ask,” Femdi said, as she floated back from her friend and smugly crossed her arms over an impressive chest. “Some miners in Londshos recently discovered a large node of mana accumulation crystals. Since the Kingdom of Thayjar really doesn’t have any use for them, the miners were looking to make a sale with a Gnomeling trader heading to Tulduroc.” 

    “No you didn’t,” Hollysharp exclaimed, slapping her knee and doing her lilting laugh. 

    “Yes I did,” Femdi said, laughing along with her friend. She’d gotten the crystals at a steal and without any transportation costs to boot. “With the sales of the ships, it was no problem buying out everything they had. I’ve got a whole cargo hold full of crystals at base cost no less. Not only that, I’ve already made a deal with the miners to buy out the rest of the node.” 

    “How did you wrangle that?” Hollysharp asked, turning suddenly serious.  

    “After hearing about the strangeness going-on in the Kingdom of Kader, the Dark Elves are scared," Femdi's tone turned grim. “The Admiral of the Shadow Stalker squadrons has promised me a good price for any warships that I can deliver to him in good condition.” 

    “Woohoo,” Hollysharp cheered, as Femdi grinned along with her like a fiend. With all of the derelict ships above Auris Shaeras, they were sitting on a virtual gold mine.  

    “So, how many mana accumulation crystals are you going to need for this beast?” Femdi asked, thoughtfully looking over the vessel.  

    “A minimum of eighteen large ones,” Hollysharp said without hesitation, as Femdi visibly choked. Quite the feat to do while using a water breathing stone. Oblivious to her friend’s distress, she thoughtfully continued. “Though twenty would be a safe bet.” 

    “Twenty mana accumulation crystals!” Femdi finally gasped out with her eyes as big as saucers. “Does Lord Ironwolf know the cost of this crazy magic-tech ship?”  

    “Probably not,” Hollysharp said with an unconcerned shrug. “He never once asked what all of this would cost. He just said,” the Gnomeling’s voice took on a mockingly deep tone. “Hollysharp, if you’re really as good of a magic-tech as everyone says you are, then you’ll be able to build this ship to my design specs without any problems.”  

    Femdi’s mouth wordlessly formed an “O” as she tried to come up with an intelligent reply. Who would give a magic-tech a project like this without limiting the amount of money they could spend to complete it? The mana accumulation crystals alone on the Wind Dancer cost nearly half as much as a brand new trader ship. While that slowly percolated through her thoughts, her eyes took in the massive dome and the ship inside of the massive black coral structure, when she suddenly realized the most obvious problem. 

    “Okay, so let’s say you get the ship completed and everything is ready to go,” Femdi said, as if her friend was missing the most obvious problem of all. “How are you going to get all of the water out of the ship and then get it up to the surface?” Seeing Hollysharp’s incomprehensible look, she waved her hands to take in the entire dome. “The ship is sitting on the bottom of the ocean. What are you going to do, have giant zombie squids bring the ship up to the surface and then remove all the water with Shamans?” 

    “Ha ha haha ha,” Hollysharp’s teasing singsonged out, as Femdi rolled her eyes in annoyance. “It’s an underwater vessel.” 

    That little fact ended up being another whole discussion. By the end of it, Femdi simply said Hollysharp would have to show her how it was supposed to work. To her, the concept sounded like a Gnome magic-tech’s wet dream. The craziest part of all of this was that Hollysharp said that this insane plan came from Lord Ironwolf himself of all people. If anyone could pull this crazy idea off, Hollysharp would be the only one she knew that might be able to do it. 

    “Come on Holly,” Femdi said with a shake of her head. “Let’s get these crystals moved in and you can show me how you plan to do this.”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Four]Chapter Twenty-Four 

    (Zeven traveling to the Lonsalindel’s ferry) 

    It took more than three hours of constant running for Zeven to make his way through The Fangs. That was the unofficial name of the rocky hills and scraggy forest between Lonsalindel and Blaidd Ogof Hold. It was rough terrain with numerous predators that ranged from level twenty all the way up into the forties. The wide range made it extremely dangerous for a solo Badger Kin such as himself to level. Even so, Zeven had spent much of his time leveling up here. While the harsh natural beauty usually calmed his soul, this time Zeven found no peace for his troubled heart.  

    Coming to a stop on the ridge above Lonsalindel, Zeven’s silver-blue eyes coldly studied the land below. It was still another couple hours run to the city. Though the land was less rugged and the predators’ lower-level, the downside was that this was where most of the players that called the city home chose to hunt. He’d yet to make it through this area without having to slaughter a team or two that thought a solo player such as himself would be easy pickings. Zeven’s fangs peeked out from his thick black lips as he tightened his grip on the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta in his padded hands.  

    “Fuck with me,” Zeven thought, as the violence inside his soul demanded to be released. “I fucking double-dare you!” 

    With that thought in mind, he began to refresh his buffs: Spirit Armor, Might of a Bear, Agility of a Squirrel, Stamina of a Wolf, Bark Skin, Speed of a Hare, Nature’s Protection, and Strike of an Adder. He didn’t want anything to drop in the middle of a fight. As he recast his buffs, Zeven closed his eyes and focused on his connection to Nahi. For the hundredth time he verified that her presence was still far to the north east and unmoving. While that gave him hope that he could catch up to them, on the other, it caused a sick feeling to grow in his stomach. That’s because it meant the people who’d kidnapped her had more time to hurt her.  

    Zeven knew that because he could see her health regularly dropping during his run. Though the individual strikes never caused much damage, they didn’t stop until her hit points were in the red. It was almost like her captors were purposely torturing her, Zeven thought, as tears of helpless fury came to his eyes. The only time he’d seen low damage numbers like that was during his training session and learning how to fight hand-to-hand. Sucking in ragged breaths, he sought to control the fury ragging inside his soul, when a whimpering cry from what sounded like a bear cub came from further down the slope. 

    “God dammit, Stannis,” an angry voice shouted out, “stop fucking with the whelping and hold down your side of the net?” Immediately following the player’s words, a terrible bellow of helpless rage rang out down the slope.  

    “Get off my ass, Carebear,” a voice that Zeven assumed was Stannis screamed back. As soon as the roar stopped, there were a bunch of screams as the sounds of snapping trees and branches drowned out whatever else Stannis was saying. 

    “It bit you?” the scorn was clear in Carebear’s voice. “It’s a level 0 cub. Seriously, how hard could a bite from a cub have really hurt?” 

    “Dude, you’re acting like it’s a Razor Rabbit,” Stannis snapped back defensively, “and not a mother fucking Grizhawk, asshole.” 

    “Stop being a pussy and stake your part of the net down,” Carebear hollered back.  

    “She’s trying to get away,” a new voice shouted, as another monstrous bellow rang out. “Focus on her wings, Muhrder!” 

    Without even realizing it, Zeven’s legs had already started carrying him in the direction of the fight. Normally, he would’ve never gotten involved with another team’s kill, but something about the horror show he was hearing sparked something ugly deep within his soul. Maybe it was the needless cruelty of the players towards the baby cub as its mother tried to protect her young that set him off. In truth, Zeven couldn’t have explained exactly why he’d detoured from his path, but in his heart, he knew it had to do with how the triple “A” guild had cruelly slaughtered his people.  

    The distance between him and the battle wasn’t that great. Within a few minutes, Zeven was doing his best to silently creep up behind the group of players. The debris from the foot-thick trees that had been snapped like twigs were everywhere and spoke of the ferocity of the battle.  

    Stopping at the edge of a newly created clearing, Zeven eyes were immediately drawn to the massive Grizzly Bear-like monster the size of a Greyhound Bus in its last death throes. It was currently being held down by a large net that had been dropped down on top of it and staked into the ground. Additionally, thick ropes were built into the net around the stakes for the players to hold onto so they could strengthen the trap. Bloody wounds gaped open on its heaving flanks and a pool of thick blood was slowly growing underneath its immense bulk. Nonetheless, the bear-like monster strained against its bindings to reach its injured cub that had been left in a crumpled heap at the far edge of the clearing. A quick use of Identify showed the monster to be a Level 50 Grizhawk named Forest Claw of the Azure Sky. 

    What was a level 50 mob doing around here? Zeven wondered, as he let out a silent whistle. How did these guys take out such a high level monster like this? 

    Focusing next on the group of players attacking the monster, Zeven was unsurprised to see that they were all banged up and covered in nasty wounds. Although their backs were to him, it was easy to see that their leather armor had been shredded into ribbons and they were covered in nearly as much of their own blood as they were in the monsters. Obviously, the fight against this boss mob had nearly gone against them.  

    Even though he wasn’t exactly happy with how these guys were torturing the Grizhawk and her cub, it really wasn’t his place to intervene, Zeven sourly thought. As he hid in stealth debating whether or not to end the heart breaking cub’s bleating cries, one of the players leaped backwards in a fast spin to dodge the Grizhawk mother’s snapping jaws. Seeing the player’s Human face, the hackles instantly rose on the back of his neck.  

    What were a group of Humans doing in the Beast Kin area? Zeven immediately wondered, as he cast Identify on the player. While he didn’t share the prejudices of his Clan against the non-Beast Kin races, he had to admit that seeing a Human group of players in what would be considered a Beast Kin starting area made him instantly alert. His suspicion was rewarded a second later as the player’s information appeared over their head, Muhrder Piehole - Level 39 Rogue, AAA. 

    “They’re part of the triple “A” guild!” Zeven snarled, as a low growl started deep in his chest. Without conscious thought his body responded to the adrenaline surging through his system as the fur across his body began to stand on end and his black lips pulled back from his fangs. A red haze fell over his vision as he gripped the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta tight in his clawed hands and cast Soul Bitter. Within seconds, a ghostly glow enveloped the Badger Kin’s body and his two-handed weapon as he started forward, while his eyes flicked to each man as he cast Identify: Nacario Deathreaver - Level 40 Rogue, Xxnos Copexx – Level 40 Rogue, Stannis Dickatheon – Level 39 Rogue, and Carebear Slayer – Level 39 Rogue. They were all part of the triple “A” guild. 

    “Dammit Muhrder,” Nacario complained, letting up on the thick rope in his hands after the Grizhawk collapsed in an unmoving heap. “She’s bleeding out.” 

    “Fuck off, Nacario,” Muhrder snapped, while flipping the other man off. “Next time you can try keeping the mob hovering at one percent health, while I hammer the fucking stakes into the ground and hold onto the rope. Besides,” he kicked the mother Grizhawk in the head with a casual brutality, “this bitch is toast. If she didn’t take the bait by now, she’s never going to bond with you.”  

    “God fucking damn, this is such bullshit,” Nacario angrily swore, as he watched the beast’s hit points continue to drop. “This should have worked like it did in Chaos-“ 

    “Hey guys, do you hear that growling noise?” Xxnos nervously interrupted the bitch session. “Because, it’s coming from right behind us.” As everyone froze at his words and looked behind them, a thick shaft of steel suddenly punched out from the front of the Rogue’s chest.  

    “What in the hell-” Nacario’s exclamation was cut short, as the wide bladed axe head was twisted around and was yanked back through the open wound.  

    “Get over here!” Zeven’s guttural bellow of rage was more growl than words, as the Rogue was yanked backwards through the air.  

    There was no mercy or remorse in Zeven’s heart as he faced off against this group of triple “A” players. These players were part of the sick fucks that had mercilessly slaughtered his people and laughed while doing it. These were the psychopathic mother fuckers who had made a game of mutilating his people’s remains. These assholes were going to be the first to experience the payback he was going to inflict upon the rest of the members of their guild. 

    Unknown to the rest of the triple “A” group, the steel hook at the base of the two-handed Lochaber had caught on Xxnos’s spine. While the hook was specifically designed to unseat riders on horseback, it worked surprisingly well for what Zeven intended to do next. His long claws wrapped around the man’s neck as he caught the player in midair. Stretching Xxnos’s body taut, Zeven’s muscular front leg shot forward in a powerful kick. Sharply yanking the Lochaber’s shaft at the same time, Zeven yanked half of the PKer’s spine out as he ripped the steel hook free.  

    For an endless moment, the rest of the triple “A” group could only stare in absolute horror at the massive hole that had suddenly appeared in the center of their friend’s chest. Unbeknownst to Xxnos as he howled in pain, two thirds of his body was barely attached to the upper half of his ribcage. In fact, it was only connected by the uncut skin to either side of the terrible wound, which was already stretching beyond the point of no return. Before his lower half could completely tear away, Zeven pulled the Rogue back to bare his vulnerable throat. 

    In a move that shocked everyone, Zeven opened his jaws wide and chomped down on Xxnos’s jugular vein with his fangs. It just so happened that as he worked his jaws free, the added movement was just the right amount of impetus needed for the lower-half of the Rogue’s body to tear away. As Zeven ripped a bloody chunk of meat out of the PKer’s neck in a spray of blood, the lower-half of the Rogue’s body finally tore away as a mass of blood and internal organs made a sickening splat onto the ground.  

    “I’m here to collect the first down payment for what you did to my people of Blaidd Ogof Hold, you sick fucks,” Zeven snarled, as he spat the chunk of flesh out onto the ground between them, before dumping the still living Rogue face first into his own steaming pile of viscera. The sight of their friend urgently trying to stuff his internal organs back into his body cavity made the remaining triple “A” players gag at the gruesome sight. Not giving them a second to recover, Zeven lunged at the nearest man, punching the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta completely through his chest.  

    Shuffling forward, Zeven twisted the shaft of the blade once again as his foot slammed into Muhrder’s gut. The blow forcibly shoved the Rogue’s spinal column onto the steel hook on the bottom of the Lochaber’s main blade. Keeping his leg stretched out to brace the enemy player against the blade, Zeven gave a massive yank as a large chunk of Muhrder’s spine came shooting out through the new hole in his chest. As the Rogue’s body crumpled to the ground at the edge of the net, Zeven whipped the halberd around in a wide swing as his Spirit Armor shattered into shimmering white light. 

    “Don’t just stand there like a bunch of fucking idiots,” Nacario shrieked, as the wide blade of Zeven’s Lochaber sank deep into Carebear’s guts. “Take that asshole down now before he can finish us off!”  

    “Get him off of me!” Carebear shrieked, as he stumbled back trying to get out of the Badger Kin’s attack range.  

    Unfortunately for the Rogue, his back was to the massive Grizhawk mother and there was no place for him to easily escape to. As he knocked the Lochaber’s wide blade away and tried to dodge to the side, Zeven used the steel hook to snag the player’s armor and reel him back.  

    While the blow hadn’t been enough to finish the player off, Zeven knew he’d hurt the man bad and that the bleed effect would more than likely drop him back down below a hundred points of health. Even so, Zeven knew that if he didn’t take these guys down quickly while they were still at low health or this was going to end badly for him. Accepting the agony shooting through his back as a dagger and short sword combo pierced his thick fur, the Badger Kin rammed the tip of his clawed thumb through Carebear’s eye as his fangs ripped half of the man’s face off with a chomp. 

    Ignoring the Rogue’s horrified screams as he fell to the ground clawing at his bleeding eye socket and face, Zeven whipped around to face the last two players that were still on their feet. Both men momentarily backed away from the intense look on his furry face as he faced them with a chunk of Carebear’s face still hanging from his fangs. Spitting the chunk of bloody flesh at Nacario to drive him back, Zeven let loose with a wild slash at Stannis’ face to force him back as he quickly recast his Bark Skin and Spirit Shield. As the silvery-white glow shimmered into existence around him, both triple “A” players lunged at him. 

    “You just fucked with the wrong people,” Nacario sneered at Zeven, “you sick bag of suck!” With that, the triple “A” player lunged at him and the fight was on. 

    Zeven parried the short sword that was suddenly rushing at his face, only to have Nacario’s long dagger come up around his arm to pierce his shoulder. Instead, the blade harmlessly bounced off the Spirit Shield protecting him. As Nacario snarled in annoyance, Zeven head-butted him away only to have the Rogue’s crossed blades stop his follow-up attack. Before Zeven could strike again, Stannis was all over him, delivering flashy blade combos that kept him busy while Nacario recovered and rejoined the fight.  

    Holding his Lochaber like a bō staff, Zeven kept the level 39 player off of him as they traded a flurry of blows back and forth. Getting a couple solid body shots on the other man, he was just bringing the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta’s heavy head around to finish him off, when Nacario’s double blade combo struck. It was quicker than his eyes could follow as his Spirit Shield dissipated in white-silvery motes.  

    “This doesn’t just end here you ugly son of a bitch,” Nacario snarled, as his blades hammered against Zeven’s Bark Skin. “I’m going to hunt your ugly ass down and rain terror on your Beast Kin peninsula of skank!”  

    Spittle flew from the enraged tripe “A” player’s mouth as his blades began shredding Zeven’s thick fur as he fought for his life against the two much higher-level players. While he could keep up with Stannis’ flashy combos due to his Nightmare stats, Nacario was another story altogether. Again and again, the level 40 Rogue’s blades slashed and punctured his chest and shoulders as he did his best to meet the blinding strikes. With the constant combos coming in at him from either side, there was no way for him create the distance he needed between him and the Grizhawk or to change up his grip on the Spirit Lochaber so he could fight effectively and play to the halberd’s advantages.  

    Due the severe disadvantage, Zeven was forced to switch up his attacks. Instead of going for the high point damage blows like the Rogues, he focused his attacks on the triple “A” players’ arms and legs. A twist of his shaft caused the Lochaber’s steel hook to tear a deep slash in Nacario’s forearm, while a smart rap from the shaft’s heavy steel butt caused Stannis to lose the grip on his dagger. As both Rogues paused in surprise to watch as the iron short sword skittered across the ground, Zeven released the ace in the hole that he’d been preparing for a moment just like this. Throwing back his head and sucking in a deep breath for three seconds, he changed his grip on the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta while he opened his jaws and roared.  

    The piercing scream that came from Zeven’s thick black lips immediately dropped Nacario and Stannis to the ground like sacks of potatoes as everything five yards in front of the Badger Kin was stunned. The rest of the team that were still alive sagged where they laid as the demoralizing and disorientation affects washed over them. The look of horror on Carebear’s face was priceless as his numb fingers dropped the Health Potion he just popped open. As it rolled across the ground spilling out its precious red liquid, Zeven went on the attack. 

    Stannis was the first triple “A” player to feel the wrath of Zeven’s Spirit Lochaber. Striding forward, he took the pissed off Rogue’s head off with a single chop. The next swing of the heavy blade relieved Carebear of his life. A quick glance at Xxnos’s corpse confirmed that the first Rogue he’d struck down had bit the dust on his own. Turning back the remaining two triple “A” players, Zeven’s next strike ended Muhrder’s life. While he could have let the player bleed out on his own like Xxnos, Zeven relished the panicked look in the Rogue’s eyes as he took the man’s head.  

    Zeven was just turning around to deal the final death blow to Nacario, when he saw the high-level player already climbing to his feet. Even worse, the Rogue was already upending the remains of Carebear’s Health Potion between his bloody lips. Obviously, the triple “A” player had some item that reduced the effects of being stunned, or his ten extra ten levels was enough to reduce the effects of Zeven’s spell. In the split-second it took for Zeven to process all of that, Nacario thrust his hand out towards him.  

    “Nova Spikes!”  

    At Nacario’s command, a typical Frost Nova wave of ice rush towards Zeven. Unlike the default Frost mage spell, this one shot piercing ice spikes deep into his thick fur as it lifted him off the ground. Seeing the ice wave wash over the Badger Kin, the Rogue superciliously sneered. 

    “What a complete loser. You can’t even properly gank a group of nearly dead players without any mana.” A cruel look came to Nacario’s face as he began striding towards Zeven. “Now, I’m going to have to teach you a lesson in pain-“  

    That’s all the triple “A” player got out, before Zeven slammed the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta through the mass of spikes piercing his body. Immediately, the ice around him shattered in an explosion of shards as Zeven landed on his clawed feet and thrust the Lochaber’s point at the Rogue’s stunned face. 

    “Gah!” Nacario screamed, as he dodged towards the Grizhawk to escape the devastating blow. It only partially worked as the blade carved through the side of his head and sliced his ear completely off. Parrying the heavy blade away, the triple “A” player gave Zeven a wild look as he plaintively demanded. “That’s not possible, you should be frozen and helpless!” 

    Zeven didn’t bother answering the enraged Rogue as he silently thanked his dead friend for the Dirk of Torrac Tor’Narc. Without the dead Badger’s gift, this fight would’ve been over, Zeven thought, as he drew the Spirit Lochaber back for another blow. Unfortunately, the Health Potion the asswipe had swiped from Carebear meant that it was going to take a lot more work for him take this last triple “A” bastard down. Before either of them could strike again, a tremendous roar and the sound of snapping ropes and ripping nets made both men freeze. 

    Zeven could only stare in stunned amazement as the massive form of the Grizhawk rose up onto its hind legs behind Nacario like that proverbial scene that every monster horror movie likes to do at least once. In that moment, Forest Claw of the Azure Sky was a sight to behold. Standing nearly eighteen feet tall in all of her immense glory, the Grizhawk mother angrily glared down at the hated creature that had tortured her and her cub. In that same moment, Zeven was surprised to learn that the monster’s hind end was more bird than Grizzly Bear and covered with feathers. While he was still processing that odd fact, the named boss slammed her tabletop-sized front paws down on Nacario as the Rogue’s shriek of fear was cut off midscream.  

    The resulting explosion of blood and viscera that sprayed out from the Grizhawk’s ground shaking hit covered Zeven from the top of his furry ears down to his clawed feet as he froze where he stood. The Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta felt very small in his clawed hands as he tried to decide whether or not he should run away or fight. Although, he didn’t dare to even move as the Volkswagen-sized head regarded him intently. For several nerve-racking seconds, he waited as the Grizhawk’s large nose sniffed his bare chest and bloody face. The force of the air from the large nose was enough to physically pull Zeven forward and pushed him backward as he waited for the chomp that would end his life, when, to his surprise, the boss’ name suddenly turned green to him.  

     

    ‘I thank you for upholding the law of tooth and claw in my last moments of life, little brother.’  

     

    A deep voice rumbled inside Zeven’s mind. Shocked, he had no idea what to think or say as an agonized groan shivered his soul and the Grizhawk collapsed to the ground. A bleating cry drew his eyes down to the baby cub that was now clutching its mother’s ruined muzzle as the rumbling voice continued inside his mind.  

     

    ‘Hurry and end our lives with your fang of earth before the evil ones return.’ 

     

    ‘Hold up a moment, big momma,’ Zeven pleaded as he tried to wrap his mind around what was happening. A named boss was telepathically speaking to him instead of mindlessly trying to rip him to shreds. As if that wasn’t insane enough, the creature was now quoting excerpts of Lord Tennyson's poem from Memoriam A.H.H. It was almost too much to take in as he fumbled for an option to this unreal situation, when the answer suddenly hit him. Placing his hands carefully on the Grizhawk’s bloody head, he cast the only spell that might help her, Soothing Wind. ‘I can heal you!’ 

     

    ‘While I thank you for trying, your magic cannot help me, little brother for we are not soul bound together. If you wish to honor me, soulbind my cub and make him part of your family.’  

     

    As soon as the words stopped inside Zeven’s head, a system window opened before his eyes. 

     

    Do you want to soul-bind a Grizhawk cub? 

    Accept: Yes / No  

     

    ‘You must hurry, the evil ones come.’  

     

    The Grizhawk said, letting a loud snuff as if it had caught a whiff of something nasty. There was no time to think all of this through. The excitement of finding something unique was mixed in with the horror of this nightmarish situation and the need to take revenge on these triple “A” players that had slaughtered his people. What better way to take out his vengeance than by beating them down and taking that which they’d fought so hard to get? Justice and satisfaction filled Zeven’s heart as he mentally selected “Yes” and the system dialog box updated.  

     

    Congratulations! You are now soul-bound with a Grizhawk cub!  

    Congratulations! You have acquired a Combat Mount. Please enter a name for your new mount:  

     

    Looking down at the battered Grizhawk cub clinging to its mother’s neck, Zeven’s eyes focused on the silver star in the center of the little monster’s chest. It was the only marking on the cub’s black furred coat. Wanting to also give honor to the cub’s mother, he gave the first name that came to his mind. 

     

    Congratulations! You have selected “Bright Claw of the Azure Sky” for the name of your soul-bound Combat Mount. Names have power in The World and your Combat Mount will take on aspects of your chosen name’s meaning. 

     

    Combat Mount: Bright Claw of the Azure Sky (Grizhawk) 

    Level: 0 

    Strength: 10 

    Intelligence: 10 

    Spirit: 10 

    Agility: 10 

    Stamina: 10 

    Charisma: 10 

    Attack: 1-10 

    Speed: 0.5 

    Weight-Carrying Capacity: 10 lbs. 

    Special Abilities: None 

    Shared Experience: 10% (up to a max of 50%) 

    Additional Information: Your mount is bound to your soul. Unlike regular mounts, this mount can participate in combat alongside its owner like a summoned creature or tamed pet. At each fifth level, combat mounts can choose additional feats. To access the feats available for your combat mount, open the properties of your pet to choose from the available selection. Should your mount be slain in your service, your mount will lose all of its current level experience and remains unsummonable for the next twenty-four hours.  

     

    ‘Now take my cub and go, little brother.’  

     

    Forest Claw of the Azure Sky voice sounded in Zeven’s head, as the urgency in the Grizhawk’s mental voice filled him with dread.  

     

    ‘While you still can!’  

     

    Zeven knew the mother Grizhawk had the right of it. Most graveyards were positioned anywhere between three to four and a half minutes away from anywhere you died. At least, they were so far as he knew from his limited time playing the game. While he wanted to spawn camp these sick fucks for what they’d done to his people, now wasn’t the time for his revenge. He had to save his still living people first. Eyeing the anxious cub looking up at him, he realized there was something he could do. Digging around in his bag, Zeven held up the three Health Potions that he’d been holding in reserve to the mother Grizhawk. 

    ‘I have a plan,’ Zeven thought, picturing what he intended to do. Getting an affirmative snuff, the Grizhawk lifted her massive head and opened her maw wide as he poured the three potions down her throat. If they were lucky, the potions might heal up the worst of her wounds and buy them the time they needed to get away. As soon as he’d finished, Forest Claw of the Azure Sky spoke to him one last time. 

     

    ‘You must go before my health rises above one percent or I will be forced to slaughter you both, little brother.’ 

     

    Zeven didn’t understand exactly what rules were in play, but he didn’t wait to find out the hard way either. Gathering up the net that the triple “A” players had used to entrap the Grizhawk, he threw it in his Rucksack of Holding and turned to Nacario’s body. The only thing that wasn’t turned to Human-jam was the scumbag’s head. As he shoved the Rogue’s loot into his bag, a wicked idea came to him as he decided to throw Nacario’s head in along with everything else. Wait till the triple “A” guild got a load of what he was planning, Zeven thought, as he quickly gathered up the rest of the loot and heads. Finished, Zeven gathered up Bright Claw of the Azure Sky into his arms and took off in the direction of Lonsalindel as Forest Claw of the Azure Sky let out a tremendous roar behind him.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Five]Chapter Twenty-Five 

    (Triple “A” group fighting Zeven) 

    “Did you guys save any of that asshole for me?” Xxnos called out, as he appeared by his body. His corpse was a wreck. Like some massive monster had pulled him apart. Oddly enough, he didn’t see his head anywhere. He was just opening up his gravestone and reaching for a weapon, when a tremendous roar from the Grizhawk rang out behind him. “I can’t believe that mob still won’t give up-“ 

    That was as far as Xxnos got, before the mother Grizhawk jaws snapped over his head. There was a moment of shocked agony as the Rogue was snatched off his feet, when the side-to-side shaking started. Once again, Xxnos died as his body was pulled apart by the Grizhawk’s massive paws shredding his legs and abdomen like newspaper.  

    Stannis, Muhrder, and Carebear all appeared one after another. They’d rushed back as quickly as possible with the knowledge that their teammates were under attack and were just in time to see their friend’s gruesome death. As the boss mob gulped down Xxnos’s upper body, they hurriedly opened up their gravestones to grab their weapons. None of them bothered to armor up since their gear’s durability was nearly gone. Without batting an eye, Carebear began shouting orders. 

    “Stannis, Muhrder, and I will hit the bitch with Flurry Spears and then you lock her down with a Nova Spike!”  

    “Got it!” Stannis snapped, as Muhrder and Carebear blasted her with their highest damage spell. While the Grizhawk’s thick coat made her somewhat resistant to their magic, the spells still did a shit ton of damage and worked well against large monsters. As soon as the five-foot shafts of ice pierced the mob’s hide, Stannis attacked. “Nova Spikes!” 

    As the wave of ice rushed out from Stannis, Muhrder and Carebear were already sprinting forward. The wave of frost caught the Grizhawk as it reared up on its hind legs. Immediately, an explosion of ice shafts sprouted underneath the mob’s immense body as twenty shafts of ice pierced its thick skin the ice shafts turned a bloody red. While the spell looked impressive as hell it only did moderate damage. Basically, it was a crowd control spell that inflicted minor damage to the target. What was important, was that it lined the mob up perfectly for the Rogue’s Backstabs. 

    With his mana now drained, Stannis started sprinting for the mob, while Muhrder and Carebear dodged behind the Grizhawk. A second later, there was a tremendous howl of agony as both Rogues struck. As the boss mob turned around to take on the Humans’ that had hurt it, Stannis struck with his own Backstab at the mob’s broad back as a swipe from the massive Grizhawk sent Muhrder flying through the air. Dodging the Grizhawk's next sweeping strike, Carebear got in close and attacked the mob with a high-damage blade combo, before leaping backwards as the Grizhawk slammed its body down trying to crush the Rogue.  

    Immediately, an explosion of air erupted in a three hundred and sixty degree circle around the Grizhawk. There was nothing Stannis could do. He was just leaping onto the mob’s broad back when the blast of air flung him away like a rag doll. Carebear and Muhrder were in slightly better positions. Both Rogues dove to the ground and slammed their weapons into the earth as the air blades washed across them. Bloody wounds opened up across their backs as the area attack washed over them. While the Grizhawk recovered, Nacario appeared directly in front of its massive head followed a split-second later by Xxnos. 

    “Ah, fuck my life!” Nacario managed to swear just before the boss mob’s massive jaws bit him in half. At the same time, Stannis’ icon turned gray as he was impaled by a tree branch at the edge of the semi-destroyed clearing.  

    “What the fuck is going on?” Xxnos demanded, as he evaded a claw strike coming at his face. Using an evade skill, he appeared ten feet away and hurried out of range. Stopping thirty feet away, he hurriedly began the process of looting his gravestone as Carebear and Muhrder attacked the boss mob to draw the agro back onto them.  

    “The fuck if I know,” Carebear called back, as his blades ripped into the mob’s bloody flanks. “The bitch was at one percent health when that Badger Kin motherfucker showed up!” 

    “This has to be that shithead’s fault,” Muhrder swore, as an air blade ripped open his chest. Staggering backwards, he managed to dodge the follow up chomp as Xxnos hit it with a Flurry Spears. Tossing away the empty vial from the Health Potion that he’d just sucked dry, Xxnos ran in to support his teammates.  

    Carebear and Xxnos were able keep up enough pressure so that Muhrder could get back into the game. Emptying his belt of Health potions, Muhrder shrugged into his hardened leather chest piece before rejoining the fight. Launching himself at the Grizhawk’s back, he straddled the monster and began triggering Backstab combos. As the immense mob stood on its hind legs, his teammates launched an all-out attack against the Grizhawk’s underbelly.  

    As the named boss’ health bar began to flash red, it fell onto its back trying to crush Muhrder. Using his evade skill again, he managed to escape being crushed. Though, as he rolled to his feet, the Rogue caught a savage blow to the face from one of the tabletop sized front claws. While the blow didn’t outright kill him, Muhrder’s broken body wasn’t rejoining the fight any time soon as it flopped to a stop twenty feet away.  

    Knowing they had to end it now before the Grizhawk could recover its hit points, Carebear and Xxnos leaped onto the mob’s back as it rolled to its paws. Backstab combos hammered into the Grizhawk’s back one after another as the named boss bellowed in its final death throes. Getting his feet up underneath him, Xxnos leaped into the air to drive his short sword through the mob’s spine as Nacario and Stannis respawned twenty feet away.  

    “Wow, that took you assholes long enough to kill,” Nacario snarled, as he began looting his corpse. 

    “Fuck you very much, asshole,” Carebear shot back, as he slid off the side of the Grizhawk and plopped onto his ass.  

    “Dude, it had one percent health left-” Nacario began to say, as Xxnos cut him off. 

    “No it didn’t, Nacario.” Using both hands to pull his blade free, Xxnos slid off the mob’s back and began looting his corpse as he unhappily continued. “That Badger Kin mother fucker somehow managed to boost the Grizhawk’s hit points back up to three percent.” 

    “How the fuck did he manage that?” Stannis asked in confusion, as he studied his body in confusion. “Where the fuck is my head?” 

    “I think that Badger Kin guy took it,” Muhrder called out from where he laid on his back, “because all of our heads are missing.” As the rest of his team began looking at their corpses to confirm what he’d said, the Rogue continued in an annoyed tone. “Can someone pour a Health Potion down my throat? I don’t want to lay here until my body heals up enough for me to do it myself.” 

    “Sure thing,” Nacario said, as he walked over and stabbed Muhrder in the head, killing him instantly.  

    “Why the hell did you do that?” Xxnos asked in shock, as the rest of the team just laughed.  

    “What, that?” Nacario asked, not understanding why the new guy was upset. “It’s quicker to respawn than try to heal up after an injury like that. We don’t have time to be screwing around with someone at half their attribute levels if we’re going to catch up to that shithead that fucked us over. And besides,” a nasty look came to his face, “losing some XP will make him do better at dodging next time around.” 

    “Yo, Nacario,” Carebear called out from where he kneeled at the edge of the clearing studying the ground, as Xxnos muttered “Dick!” under his breath. “It looks like he’s headed towards Lonsalindel.” 

    “Fuck!” Nacario snarled, as he strode over to Carebear. “How much of a head start does he have on us?” 

    “Give or take ten minutes if we wait for Muhrder to respawn,” Carebear said, after casting a spell. Even though they were all Rogues, each of them had a slightly different build to cover everything they might need as a group. While some people wouldn’t understand why they didn’t have a more traditional set of classes, ganking was best done by a group of high DPS Rogues that could sneak in anywhere they wanted. As far as any of them were concerned, Health Potions or respawning could take care of the rest. 

    “Fuck!” Nacario snarled, as he looked back to study the body of the named boss for a moment before continuing. “Okay, we’ll take everything we can from this Grizhawk until Muhrder respawns and then we’re going make that Badger Kin player regret they ever decided to fuck with us!”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Six]Chapter Twenty-Six 

    (Zeven reaches the city of Lonsalindel) 

    Zeven didn’t slow down for anything as he raced through the forest in the general direction of Lonsalindel while searching for the main thoroughfare. Though he wasn’t exactly sure where he was in relationship to the city, he knew that as long as he traveled at a perpendicular line he’d run across the road soon enough. Light branches slashed him in the snout and arms while the larger ones snapped as he propelled himself through the tree limbs and bushes in his path.  

    Even though Saber Tooth Wolves, Carnivorous Blood Deer, and Spiked-Spitter Boars aggro’d at his passing, he refused to stop his headlong flight through the forest. While none of the lower-level predators of this forest were a true threat to him at his current level, he still caught a nasty swipe or bite here and there. As long as he didn’t strike back, the monstrous wildlife would only chase after him for a short distance, before slowing down and heading back to their own area. If he was lucky, it was quite possible that having the various predators running back to their own area could actually be to his benefit by forcing the group of triple “A” players to stop and fight, especially since the predators were all, more or less, lined up behind him. 

    The only difficulty he had was when he’d passed a little too close to a large passel of Spiked-Spitter Boars. The flight of bone spikes they sent after him was nothing to take lightly. Even so, other than catching a few barbs in the back, he made it past the group with no other damage as the heavy foliage took care of the majority of the spikes. Bursting out in front of a group of Wolf Kin fighting a battle against a pack of Saber Tooth Wolves, Zeven passed through the middle of the fight. 

    “Train coming through,” Zeven shouted at the top of his lungs, “with a group of PKers behind it!”  

    Everyone stopped fighting as he ran between both the wolves and players alike urgently shouting. It was all the warning Zeven could give as he plowed into the trees on the far side of the small clearing. Ten seconds later, screams, cursing, and growls of rage came to his ears as the train of mobs following on his heels slammed into the group a second later. Due to the thick forest between him and his pursuers, Zeven had no idea how big of a train he had following behind him, but it sounded big as shit as the terrified screams died down to nothing a few seconds later.  

    He passed several more groups with similar results, meaning everyone was wiped out within seconds of his passing. The racket of the train behind him just seemed to be growing louder by the minute. After nearly five minutes of running, Zeven started to notice that the players and monsters he ran across were already nervously looking in his direction, especially after Lonsalindel Forest General Chat began to explode with bitching players.  

     

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Kaivax Rabit: OMG, our whole team just got wiped out by a two headed beast! Monsters are everywhere!!! 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Dean Twangslump: It’s called a train, Kaivax.  

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Kaivax Rabit: A player did that shit? 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Cinc Kimbearly: We were wiped out too.  

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Kaivax Rabit: Duh, that’s why they call it a train. 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Cinc Kimbearly: Did anyone catch the name of the asshole? 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Kaivax Rabit: Must have been Dean Twafflefart’s fault! 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Dean Twangslump: The name is Twangslump, ya dumbshit, and our group didn’t do shit. We died just like everyone else. 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Nethera Culture: WTF is going on? A team of triple “A” players slaughtered us as soon as we respawned!” 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Kaivax Rabit: Gah, they’re here killing every- 

     

    Fuck, Zeven anxiously thought, as he watched local chat explode again. This time it was all about the triple “A” players slaughtering everyone they passed and not the train. It’s not that he was actually surprised those knob-bobbers weren’t going to let him get away after slaughtering them and stealing their gruesome fun.  

    Luckily for him, the run-by had happened so fast that no one had gotten a good look at his name and now everyone was more concerned about the triple “A” players then the person who actually started the train. Well that, and it probably didn’t hurt that he had the large Grizhawk cub clutched to his chest.  

    The ruckus was quickly growing across the Lonsalindel Forest region as other groups got caught up in the massive train and were trying to figure out what the hell was going on, when he flew out onto a wide pathway that was mostly dirt with trampled grass on the edges. The great thoroughfare to Lonsalindel, Zeven thought in relief, as he took off in the direction of the massive Beast Kin city. A wicked smile came to his face as a plan began forming in his head. With a thought, he switched chats. 

     

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Zeven Al'Zaric: It was those triple “A” players that started the train. Their leader, Nacario Deathreaver, told me this whole region belongs to the triple “A” guild now! 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Kaivax Rabit: We’re so going to kill us some triple “A” douchebags! 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Dean Twangslump: They can’t fight us all! 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Sycthros Ravens: We just saw those PKing assholes. They’re headed to Lonsalindel!” 

    (Lonsalindel Forest General Chat) Nethera Culture: Everyone who wants a piece of them head to Lonsalindel. We’ll show them where the triple “A” guild can shove it!  

     

    Zeven’s attention was pulled away from the conversation going on in general chat by a horrendous sound of snapping trees and cracking branches. It sounded like a massive stampede was coming through the forest behind him. A moment later, a herd of mobs exploded out of the treeline and tumbled onto the trail behind him. Zeven swore that there had to be every predator common to the area and a few odd looking beasts that he’d never seen before in the monstrous horde. You’d have thought that the creatures would’ve been more interested in fighting each other than chasing after him, but that wasn’t the case as mass of beasts reoriented and began racing down the trail after him.  

    “Gah!” Zeven wordlessly grunted as he forced his legs to run even faster. It’s surprising the motivation seeing something like that could give you. While starting the train had been a dick move, the reason that Zeven hadn’t dared to slow down was because he knew that Rogues typically had Sprint skills to escape from enemies or, in his case, to chase them down. Besides that, he’d royally fucked those guys over and now had the prize they were after clutched safely in his arms. Not that Bright Claw of the Azure Sky was currently anything special, Zeven flippantly thought, as he hustled down the dirt road as fast as his legs could carry him. 

    “Rrraaawwwweeengggrrr,” the cub cried in Zeven’s ear in protest, sounding like a high-pitched mini-Chewbacca. It was almost like the cub was saying, “What did you expect, I’m only level zero!”  

    “Chill out, little dude,” Zeven distractedly said, loud enough to be heard over the ruckus coming from behind them. “I was just joking. I’m sure you’ll be impressive as hell once you get a few levels under your belt.” While Zeven had said that as a joke, to his surprise, that seemed to settle the issue as the cub’s serious face fearfully looked over his shoulder.  

    “Don’t worry, Bright Claw,” Zeven said, as he risked a hurried look over his shoulder. “Those knob-gobblers haven’t caught up to us yet.” 

    With that, Zeven put his head down and focused everything he had on running. In truth, his Badger Kin form wasn’t the best for running. What his Badger body lacked in speed, it made up for in having the endurance to run all day. Though, up until now, he hadn’t thought much of it being a useful ability. Funny how things change, he thought, letting out a disgruntled snort.  

    As the forest around him began to give away to the rolling hills before the city, Zeven was shocked to see the majority of the monsters were still chasing after him. Scattered across the rolling fields ahead of him, Zeven saw numerous groups of lower-level players hunting the quest mobs begin worriedly looking in his direction as the Lonsalindel Forest General Chat began to go off about the triple “A” players trying to kill everyone. Zeven thought that was funny as hell, until Bright Claw started hollering again. 

    “Bbbwwwaaa gggrrr bbbaaaa … Bbbwwwaaa gggrrr bbbaaaa!”  

    “Fuck my life,” Zeven muttered, as he looked over his shoulder. Less than a hundred yards behind him, he saw what had gotten the Grizhawk cub so excited. Not that he thought the little guy was trying to talk to him, but more or less responding to the sight of the Humans that had killed his mother. Intermixed with the train of nearly a hundred monstrous predators were the five familiar Humans from the triple “A” team pounding after them. He gasped out in-between heaving breaths, “Those fuckwits look all kinds of pissed off.” 

    “Mmmrrraaa gggrrr aaabbb?” Bright Claw of the Azure Sky questioningly replied back. 

    “We’re good,” Zeven panted out, as they crested the rise before the city gates not a hundred yards away. Not that he understood a word of what the Grizhawk cub was trying to say as he focused on running. The city’s alarm bell was already ringing as guards began rushing to take up positions on top of the wall, while another group formed up before the city gates. As the massive doors to the city began to close, Zeven muttered under his breath. “At least, I hope we are.” 

    To his relief, the gates were left open with a five yard gap as the higher-level players hurried into the city for safety. Although, it looked like a nearly equal number of lower-level players were trying to rush back out to get in on the fun. What a bunch of noobs, Zeven thought, as he incredulously shook his head. Obviously, the idiots didn’t know that you didn’t get any XP if the guards killed the mobs along with you.  

    Zeven was feeling pretty confident in making it through the gate ahead of the train, when a Flurry Spears slammed into his backside. The spell’s slowdown effect instantly dropped his speed by half as a further volley of bolts ripped his health down by half in a literal blink of an eye. The only thing that saved Zeven from being taken out before the gates was a hurried cast of Bark Skin and Spirit Shield, along with a few back-to-back casts of Soothing Wind. By the time he managed to stagger through the line of guards before the gate and enter the city, the train wasn’t twenty yards behind him.  

    Lumbering through the gap in the gate, Zeven didn’t stop as he pushed his way through the guard reinforcements. Making his way into the plaza on the other side of the gate, he saw groups of players excitedly talking about the massive train and the triple “A” players that had caused it as he nonchalantly made his way past everyone heading for the avenue that led to the port. While a few people noticed the odd creature in his arms, most everyone was discussing the train or talking about taking out the triple “A” team that was killing everyone. While everyone talked big, Zeven had a sinking feeling in his stomach that those assclowns weren’t going to be stopped so easily. If anything, he expected that they would slip past the guards while they were busy fighting against the mass of mobs trying to enter into the city.  

    A quick glance at his HUD let Zeven know that he had five minutes before the next ferry left for the Gnome capital of Tulduroc. From completing his Nightmare quest on the northern continent, Zeven had become familiar with the times the ferry left in the morning and evening. Knowing he had to get onboard if he was going to survive this night, Zeven hurried to the far side of the plaza. He was just sprinting for the docks, when the clash of weapons came to his ears as the Lonsalindel City General Chat erupted in excitement. 

     

    (Lonsalindel City General Chat) Ebolanyc Knifeprty: The triple “A” team just came in through the main gate. 

    (Lonsalindel City General Chat) Skarmjr Mochiie: Gah, there’s more of them in Stealthed! 

    (Lonsalindel City General Chat) Rosta Boomstick: OMG, they’re killing everyone!  

     

    Not bothering to look back at the carnage, Zeven fled down the hill as the sounds of fighting intensified. A new series of alarm bells began ringing throughout the city as he cut between the buildings in front of him. Using a short cut that he’d seen other players use in the past, he headed down the alley between two stone buildings off to the side of the street he was on. Heading behind the shops, he hopped off the backside of the ridge to land heavily on top of the roof to a pub by the docks. Bright Claw complained loudly as he flopped to a stop, trying his best not to crush the cub in his arms.  

    “Sorry Bright Claw,” Zeven apologetically said, ignoring the Grizhawk cub struggling to break free of his arms. Scooching to the edge of the squat stone building, he dropped down into a small alley that ran alongside the pub and led to the main causeway.  

    Usually, there were plenty of patrols to make taking a short cut like this was not worth the risk. Getting caught by the city guard would result in a harsh fine and a loss in reputation if you were caught. Luckily enough for Zeven, all of the guard patrols had been called on to deal with the commotion going on at the gate, so no one was around to catch him in the act as he hurried onto the main boulevard and sprinted for the rickety shack that sold tickets for the ferry. Sliding to a stop in front of the bored, old Wolf Kin sitting before the counter, Zeven said. “Ticket for the ferry to Lonsalindel for myself,” as he meaningfully hefted the Grizhawk cub in his arms at the surprised old male.  

    “Next ferry departs this evening,” the grumpy Wolf Kin said, critically eyeing the cub in Zeven’s arms. “Five silvers for you and another eight for your combat pet.” 

    “Eight freaking silver for my combat pet!” Zeven choked out, before forcing himself to calm down. “Sorry about that,” he said, as the old wolf’s hackles visibly began to relax at his conciliatory tone. “Is there any way I can catch this ferry. I’m running late on my quest and-“  

    The old wolf’s black lips threateningly pulled back from his yellowed fangs as he meaningfully began rising off his stool. Knowing that he didn’t have time to deal with this shit, Zeven hurriedly backed away from the shack’s counter as Bright Claw began to growl and struggle to break free of his arms.  

    “Hold up for a second, before you get your drawers tied up in a knot,” Zeven said, talking quickly as he tried to hold onto the Grizhawk cub struggling to lunge out of his arms. “Those alarms aren’t for me. They’re for a group of Human Rogues that are looking to skin my little friend here.” Giving the old wolf his best earnest look, he continued his plea.  

    “I’m afraid if I don’t leave now, the guards aren’t going to be able to keep those darkness newfar off of me or worse,” he said, letting some of his fear for those guys level show in his voice. “They’ll get tickets for the same ferry and jump us once the boat is underway.”  

    Zeven could almost see the virtual game’s dice rolling as the old wolf harrumphed and settled down. Instead of sitting back down, he hurriedly reached for a string to the bell over the shack. Giving it three quick rings, he began talking in a rush as he broke off two tickets.  

    “Pay up now if we’re going to do this,” the old wolf groused, as Zeven hurriedly fished out the money and dropped it on the countertop. “They’re not going to wait up just because I rang the bell, so you better move your tail if you’re going to make it aboard in time.” 

    Zeven smiled to himself at the old wolf’s reaction. It had been a bit of luck that he’d learned the term newfars and how people of The World felt about them. Acting like he was just another digital personality was a genius plan, he thought, as he reached for the tickets. It also just happened that Beast Kin were less than happy with Humans in general. His tongue caught in his throat as the old wolf gripped his wrist tightly.  

    “If I find out that you lied to me about the commotion at the gate,” the old wolf said, letting out a warning growl deep in his throat. “I’ll make sure to take it out of your hide the next time I see you. You understand me, son?” 

    “I’m not lying about the Human Rogues,” Zeven stuttered in surprise, as the old wolf gruffly pushed him away with a toothy smile. “Than what are you waiting for, you’ve got a ferry to catch.” 

    Zeven didn’t need to be told twice. Turning around, he raced down the pier as the Gnome sailors began untying the ropes. If they saw him coming, they didn’t bother looking up at him at all as they hopped on deck and pulled out long poles to push the ferry further away from the dock. Fucking Gnomes were all the same, Zeven silently swore to himself as he ran his heart out. They didn’t give a shit about Beast Kin. 

    Ignoring the commotion that started back towards the way he’d come, Zeven focused on putting one foot in front of the other as he tried to time the jump he was going to need to make. Having Bright Claw in his arms wasn’t going to make this any easier, Zeven thought, as he neared the end of the dock. With a mighty push of his legs, he managed to leap the ten foot gap to the ferry’s rear deck, before the magic engine was engaged.  

    Wobbling for a moment, Zeven flung his free arm to the side as he precariously balanced as he began falling backwards off the end of the boat. He knew that if he fell now, none of the Gnomes watching him would bother to help since he hadn’t officially become a passenger yet since no one had taken his ticket. He’d just about given up the ghost as he began pitching backwards, when Bright Claw’s little hand reached out and grabbed the railing in front of him. The shock of the cub knowing just what to do was almost too much of a surprise for him to react quickly enough to recover, but thankfully his free hand snapped out at the last second to grab the railing and stop his slow fall into the bay.  

    “Good job, little man,” Zeven said under his breath, as he carefully climbed over the railing onto the deck. Though, he couldn’t help the dark look that came to his face as he heard the Sailors’ annoying high-pitched laughs while the Gnomes began quickly exchanging money with one another. Obviously, the little shits had been making bets on whether or not he’d make the ferry or not. He was just reaching for the tickets the old wolf had given him, when agony shot through his back. 

     

    Xxnos Copexx Backstabs you with Flurry Spears hitting you for 2000 points of damage.  

     

    “Don’t let him escape,” Xxnos bellowed at the top of his lungs, as he raced down the pier towards the ferry as Zeven staggered from the surprise attack and dropped to his knees. That move was the only thing that saved his life from the four follow-up shots that flashed over his head to crash into the ferry’s deckhouse as the Rogue cried out, “A hundred gold to every sailor on the ferry if you bring the Badger Kin back now!” 

    Gritting his teeth through the pain, Zeven hurriedly cast Bark Skin and Spirit Shield with a thought, before following up with a Soothing Wind as the Gnomes began excitedly running around the deck. Dropping Bright Claw to the deck, he warily eyed the sailors going about their tasks with the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta held at the ready as curses rang out from the direction of the pier. Nervously glancing back towards Lonsalindel, he was surprised to see what had to be fifty city guards tackling the group of triple “A” players to the deck.  

    “You are under arrest by the Lonsalindel city guard-” an officious looking city guard started to say as Xxnos cut him off. 

    “Get your hands off of me, you stupid BOT!” He fought to break free as the city guards piled on top of him while he bellowed, “I’ll fucking kill you all!” as the Wolf Kin pummeled him with the hilts of their swords. Watching the action on the dock, a smile came to his thick black lips. 

    “Damn Humans,” a high-pitched voice spoke up at Zeven’s elbow, as he looked down in surprise at the armored sailor that had sidled up next to him while he was distracted. “Always acting like they can buy their way out of trouble.” Seeing the surprised look on Zeven’s face, the little Gnome held out a small gauntleted hand. 

    “Captain Gokmit Clubelvest of the Paddlewhirl ferry.” 

    “Zeven Al'Zaric,” Zeven said, shaking the Gnome’s tiny hand. “Chieftain of House of Bruic Diongmhalta.”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Seven]Chapter Twenty-Seven 

    (Jodi Tempest (Thomas’ IRL sister) arrives in Delonshire) 

    Running Pod Diagnostic – Complete 

    Synchronizing controller units - Complete 

    Neuro Synchronization - Complete  

    Initializing virtual environment … 

     

    Appearing in the game, Jodi’s eyes flashed open as she silently took in the natural sounds of the forest around her. The chirping birds going about their business were almost too loud as she watched the wispy clouds racing across the sky. Due to the late morning, the sun was already peeking through the towering pines of the clearing to warm her face. Somewhere to her right, a group of level 10 Razor Rabbits were silently feeding through the hardened snow. Jodi recognized the irregular sounds of their little paws scratching at the frozen snow. The soft noise nearly covered up the ghost-like steps of a Silver Fox that was creeping up on them. 

    In a flash of violence, the hunt was over. As the rest of the Razor Rabbits raced to safety, the Silver Fox proudly stood over its fresh kill. The furred hunter was just bending down to snatch up its meal, when a loud pop of displaced air rang out in the small clearing. There was a streak of snow-white fur as the Silver Fox was instantly killed with one chomp as the strong jaws of a large Lynx bit through the Silver Fox’s thin neck in the blink of an eye. Almost lazily, a voice came to her mind. 

    ‘It’s about time you returned,’ Fiona’s annoyed feline voice chastised, as Jodi sat up in her sleeping furs. ‘I can’t believe you left me in this boring newbie zone for a whole three days.’ 

    ‘Sorry, I couldn’t break away sooner,’ Jodi said to her combat pet, as the Ranger lightly jumped to her feet from a sitting position. The smoothness of the difficult move brought a smile to her comely face. There was another pop of displaced air as the Blink Lynx appeared next to her to rub its furry head against the base of the Light Elf’s jaw. Reaching out with both hands, Jodi gave the large cat a hard scratching between her ears in greeting as they renewed their bond with one another. ‘But, I had family visiting and couldn’t break away.’ 

    ‘I’ll express my displeasure with you later. For now, you can apologize by scratching my back,’ Fiona imperiously said, as Jodi rolled her eyes at her unhappy girl while letting her scratching fingers move to her combat pet’s back.  

    The Blink Lynx was nearly as large as a terrestrial lioness and was quite the hunter. She could blink in and out to anywhere within twenty-five feet of her line of sight. During battles, Fiona used this skill to get in close enough for a quick strike or vicious bite, before blinking away to safety. While her mini teleportation skill was a powerful ability, the Blink Lynx wasn’t a tank. She couldn’t handle going toe-to-toe against heavily armored mobs. She was more akin like having a high DPS Rogue on their team of two.  

    Luckily, they worked well together. Enough so, that Jodi had been able to solo through most of her levels up until now. While that gave her a lot of freedom and was great on many different levels, it unfortunately didn’t translate well into completing actual dungeons. Those universally seemed to require a full team of players to complete and were the only areas they couldn’t handle with their team of two.  

    A deep frown came to her lips at that thought. While Jodi loved playing in The World, so far, her experience with random pick-up groups had completely sucked. Partly, that was due to most of her gaming friends not signing up for The World in its Kickstart phase. Not that she blamed them, coming up with the money needed for one Egg had taken her two years to pay off. In that way, she’d lucked out that her husband wasn’t a hardcore gamer. Otherwise, that would’ve been a major expense for them to undertake, which was probably why the rest of her gaming crew had waited so long in deciding to purchase their own Eggs. Although, after her issues with finding a team, John had promised he’d look into getting another Egg so that they could play together. 

    Unfortunately, that had left her in a bad situation in regards to her progression inside of the game. The simple fix for that should’ve been joining up with her brother and his wounded warrior guildmates. The problem with that was that she’d started in a completely different starting location. While that had been annoying as hell, she wasn’t about to do a death-run with fifty percent realism just to go level up with him and his buddies. That meant, she’d been stuck dealing with either assholes or immature douchebags that couldn’t keep their hands to themselves, until she was a high enough level to make the trek over to where her brother and his friends were. Needless to say, she’d been flagged for PVP so much that she’d given up on doing any of the numerous dungeons outside of Nren Unarith.  

    ‘Trust me when I say that there’s no other place I’d rather be than right here with you, girl,’ Jodi said, as Fiona purred into her hands. Giving her a final pat, she stood up and began pulling on her gear and packing up. It was a relatively quick process. Strapping her quiver and daggers onto her back, she stuffed the sleeping rolls into her backpack, before strapping it in place. Standing up and picking up her bow, Jodi paused at the blinking system window at the bottom of her HUD. With a thought, she popped the window open. 

     

    You have been invited to join The Revenants guild and the House of Kayden by the player Startum Ironwolf. Do you wish to accept? Yes or No 

     

    For a long second, Jodi’s mental finger hovered over the “No” button. The problem was that she didn’t understand why Thomas had insisted that she join this disturbing man’s guild. Even though her brother had promised her that everything wasn’t what it seemed and that she’d understand once they had a chance to talk, the brief search she’d done on the forums on Startum Ironwolf had left her sick to her stomach. If it hadn’t been for her own brother, of all people, telling her that the man was cool, she’d have told him to fuck off in no uncertain terms. Even so, Jodi was at a loss at what her older brother could possibly see in this complete tool.  

    It was even more confusing when she’d realized that the entire Devil Dog guild was supporting this unknown player. They were either building up the defenses to his castle or helping him create havoc on the other side of the starting area. It was odd that none of the veterans seemed to be concerned that this guy was PKing players in the newbie zone outside of Delonshire or raping and pillaging the city of Darom. The list of the asshole’s crimes didn’t stop there. The biggest thread currently going around the forums was the video on how he’d destroyed the city of Telrain with his undead hordes. From what everyone was saying, the man had cold-bloodedly slaughtered all of the NPCs and players inside the city without a care in the world. It was almost like he was trying to be a digital Genghis Khan.  

    If all off that didn’t make you want to hang the guy on sight, he was a misogynist pig to boot on top of everything else. There were pictures all over the forums of his harem of NPC girls that he’d blackmailed into servicing him. Even sicker were the screenshots of the two monster girls that he’d somehow managed to enslave. While the Centaur woman was straight up bizarre, she had nothing on the naked Half-Orc slave. The terrible scars all over the slip of a girl’s green body made her want to puke. Jodi knew The World was an open sandpit, but my god, you’d have thought V-MMORG would’ve been forced to draw the line somewhere. What could Thomas or any of the Devil Dogs possibly say that would make her accept this vulgar man’s guild invite? 

    Closing her eyes, Jodi forced herself to calm down and think. In her heart, she knew that it was easy to jump to conclusions when you didn’t have the entire story, but this seemed like such an open and shut case that she didn’t see how she could be wrong. On the flip side, Jodi trusted her older brother implicitly. He was one of the most honorable and caring men that she’d ever met. Not only that, he’d spent the majority of his life trying to make the world a better and safer place.  

    Thomas had affected her so much that it was no surprise that she’d married her husband John who was so very much like her brother. A smile came to her lips at that thought. John had that same inner core of strength and honor that she respected so much. Also, it didn’t hurt that the sexy man was easy on the eyes and great in the sack, she thought, letting out a small laugh.  

    Ultimately though, Jodi thought, turning serious once again. If Thomas said there was more to the story, she couldn’t automatically dismiss his words without taking them into consideration. Silently weighing everything that she’d read and saw on the forums, Jodi compared it to what she knew of her brother and his veteran friends. No matter what people were saying about them, she knew there had to be something else going on that she wasn’t hearing the truth about. If her older brother said that this guy was a good man, she needed to at least find out the truth for herself, before making a judgement call. Opening her eyes, Jodi let out a heavy sigh, silently promising to try giving this Startum Ironwolf the benefit of the doubt. With mixed feelings, she mentally selected “Yes” as the system message updated before her eyes.  

     

    Congratulations! You are now a member of The Revenants guild and the House of Kayden. To see the full list of properties and cities that the guild owns, view the guild tab. For further help with accessing guild chat, resources, or understanding the difference between guilds and house, please use the in-game Wiki.  

     

    Picking up her long bow, she called out to Fiona who’d gone back to finishing up her meal. ‘Let’s get moving, I’d rather not waste the entire day with this shit.’ There was a pop of displaced air, as the Blink Lynx appeared at her side. 

    ‘So you decided to accept the invite anyway?’ Fiona asked, with a curious tilt of her head. ‘I thought you said this Startum Ironwolf was a bad man.’ 

    ‘Eh, the jury is still out on that,’ Jodi unhappily thought back, as they began making their way into the Delonshire valley. ‘Worst case scenario is that I’ll use this as the link I need to team up with my brother, until the rest of my friends make it in-game.’ 

    ‘At least, this doesn’t sound like it’s going to be boring,’ the Blink Lynx mused, as Jodi rolled her eyes. That was the measuring stick that Fiona used to judge everything. Well that or food. It was a pretty close toss-up between the two.  

    It took the better part of an hour for them to reach the Delonshire city outskirts. During their way through the thick forest, the Blink Lynx teleported ahead to scout the area for players and monsters. While neither of them thought they’d run into much trouble in a newbie zone without Orcs, it was still good practice for when they finally got back into the higher level areas.  

    As they got closer to the city, they ran across more and more lower-level groups in the level seven to ten range grinding out XP. Instead of seeing groups of relaxed noobs working hard to level up, it seemed like everyone they passed were on guard against PVPers. More than one group fled the field as soon as they saw her passing by with Fiona at her side.  

    The main monsters that everyone seemed to be hunting were either low-level Goblins or your typical mesh of monsters that were in most MMO games, aka herds of Gore Boars being hunted by packs of Large Gray Wolves. While the monsters of the forest ignored them, the Goblins were much more aggressive than the Orcs they were used to. Any of the green-skinned demi-humans that saw them would instantly attack, unless they were actively involved in fighting another group. Jodi sniffed in disdain at the foolish Goblins. Orcs of the same level were much tougher and wouldn’t have attacked unless they felt like there was a reasonable chance for them to win. Not to mention, there was something innately more visceral about the larger demi-humans with their heavy spiked weapons and raw physical presence.  

    Jodi kept her eye on the comments being bandied about them in the Delonshire Forest General Chat. While everyone was concerned about her level and the high-level combat pet at her side, there wasn’t anything more nefarious being openly discussed. Even so, they both kept their guard up as they made their way through the zone. Some might think her paranoid, but it was a common practice in the areas around Nren Unarith for lowbie players to scout out juicy targets for their high-level friends to gank.  

    A short time later, the forest opened out into cultivated fields; that surrounded a rather large city; were waiting for the spring thaw to be planted. The scene was so pastoral that it came as a shock after spending so much time leveling up in the great fortress of Nren Unarith with its massive stone walls. Glancing at the fields they passed, Jodi saw a mixture of level 1 through 5 players busily slaughtering low-level mobs.  

    Unlike a regular country town on earth, Delonshire itself looked more like a stockade town that you’d find on the Oregon Trail from America’s past. Well, not quite, Jodi thought, as she studied the odd wooden structure that was four yards high. As they drew closer to the city, she decided that calling it a stockade was giving the defenses too much credit as she downgraded the pitiful defensive wall to that of high barricade.  

    Coming in sight of the main gate, Jodi was surprised to see a large commotion going on. At first glance, it looked like a bunch of players were harassing the town’s guards, but as they drew nearer she realized that wasn’t the case at all. The actual guards were the Light Elves standing by the main gate wearing matching tabards and armor, while the other group looked to be something like Half-Dark Elves that appeared to be much more rugged and dangerous looking. They also seemed to have their own encampment outside of the city’s walls that was setup with a militaristic-like precision.  

    By the time she’d gotten within twenty-yards of the group of players before the walls, Jodi realized it was a full-fledge riot in progress. There were nearly eighty players waving their weapons threateningly in the air while screaming and cursing at the smaller group of Half-Elves. A nauseated feeling came over her stomach now that she was close enough to make out what was being shouted. It was obvious that half of the forty NPCs inside the camp were high-level Goblin zombies in the level 38 to 40 range, while the twenty NPC defenders were in-between level 38 to 40. Her Identify labeled them as House of Kayden Ranger Troopers. How did she know they were NPCs and not players? The curses being thrown at them from the players made that fact clear enough. 

    “You fucking NPCs think you’re so tough, then come out and get us!”  

    “Wait until we take your heads, you fucking pieces of shit!” 

    “I’m going to skull fuck your corpse, you hear me, Bialaer? I’m talking to you!” 

    “We warned you not to show your stinking NPC faces back here last time! Now you’re going to die!”  

    “Where’s Lord Corpse Fucker at? I can’t believe he sent you morons to your deaths all alone!”  

    Talk about some bad luck, Jodi uncomfortably thought, as she realized the shitstorm they were walking into. These were more than likely the troopers from her new guild that had been sent to escort her to BrokenFang Hold. She didn’t see how this was going to end well. As the shouts got uglier and louder, a few of the players started yelling out how they were going to slice up the NPCs and mutilate their corpses. While that was going on, she did several casts of Identify to get a decent idea of the players’ levels. Most were a mix of high and low twenties with five that had reached level 30.  

    That group was in the middle of the raid and consisted of: Lamaraldor Syndicate - a level 30 Fire Mage, Gougeous Syndicate – a level 30 Priest, PunkuGood Syndicate – a level 30 Rogue, Shankolots Syndicate – a level 30 Rogue, and Snufu Sevenfive – a level 30 Warrior. Even if she hadn’t had prior experience with The Syndicate guild in her other games, the players’ names themselves said what type of people they were. While she really didn’t want to get involved with this mess, it looked like she wasn’t going to have any options if she wanted to meet up with her brother.  

    The sucky part was that Jodi knew there was no way these NPCs could take on such a large group of players like this. Even if they’d outnumbered the players, NPCs didn’t fight smart. They didn’t understand basic team strategy. Simple things like how to focus on the weaker casters and healers instead of hammering at the heavily armored players that were right in the front them. Because of that, a smart team of players would always win over an NPC group. No matter how rough the NPCs looked, they didn’t stand a chance against the angry players shouting for their lives. Maybe if they attacked first, they might have a chance, but as it was, they were simply standing at the ready waiting for either the players to go away or to attack without a concern in the world. Bialaer, who had the title Ranger Assault Leader, was even making jokes with his Sub-Leader as he pointed out certain players in the crowd. It was almost as if they thought they weren’t in any danger.  

    Personally, Jodi hated shit like this. She’d always done her best to stop players’ abuse of NPCs in the game worlds she was an Admin in. At least, she did as much as her position allowed. Here in The World, the noticeable differences with the NPCs were even more astonishing. Once they were dead, they were dead, unless someone came behind and resurrected them. Also, the NPCs she’d dealt with seemed more like people then programs. So, when she saw dumbshits like these, it really pushed her buttons. 

    ‘Come on, Fiona,’ Jodi mentally said to the Blink Lynx, ‘maybe we can make enough of a difference that we can keep one of them alive. Either way, we need an escort back to our new home.’ 

    ‘Then we better hurry if you want in on this fun,’ Fiona excitedly said, as her ears perked up at the prospect of violence. ‘Those idiots aren’t going to last long.’ 

    ‘What are you talking about,’ Jodi asked in confusion, ‘the NPCs are outnumbered two to one.’  

    ‘Not quite,’ Fiona said sniffing the air. ‘With all of this smell of death in the air, it’s hard to determine how many zombies there are, but I’d say they’re at least evenly matched number-wise.’ Seeing the disbelieving look on her Light Elf’s face, the Blink Lynx cocked her head at Jodi as if she were dense. 

    ‘Don’t you dare give me that look,’ Jodi warned, as she focused on the group while nocking an arrow in her bow. ‘Let’s focus on the group of level 30 Syndicate players in the rear. Target the Priest first.’ 

    With a flick of her long tail, Fiona excitedly teleported away. First she appeared directly behind the large group, before blinking away again to take up a position at the top of the barricade. The spot gave the Blink Lynx a perfect vantage point to get a solid attack off, while Jodi began buffing herself up. It was honestly confusing to her as to why none of the city guards were coming out to stop this shit. The House of Kayden Troopers were still in a location that would be considered within the Delonshire city’s area. Jodi had nearly finished buffing up, when some asshole in the crowd got worked up enough to send a Pyroblast at the line of zombies.  

    Before the flaming ball could even connect, five different Multi-Shots slammed into the Fire mage’s chest, killing him instantly. The slaughter didn’t stop there as the entire line of Kayden Troopers targeted the player’s teammates. By the time the Pyroblast had finished washing over the targeted zombie, the entire team had been taken out. It was an impressive response. One that Jodi had never seen from NPCs. As the line of NPCs returned to their defensive stances, a pin drop could have been heard across the field of shocked players.  

    It was like the pause before a storm as the players incredulously looked at one another in disbelief. Even from where she stood, Jodi could see that none of them could believe that the NPCs had dared to stand up to them. Let alone, that the NPCs would be so effective. That shock turned into outrage a moment later as they charged into the no man’s zone between the two groups to tear the NPCs and zombies apart.  

    ‘Wait for the shot,’ Jodi warned Fiona, as she drew her bow back to target the five level 30 players from The Syndicate that were hanging back. ‘If we can gank these douchebags and keep them out of the fight, maybe we’ll be able to snag one of the NPCs once some of the players have been killed off.  

    ‘You worry too much,’ Fiona said, as her mental laugher echoed in Jodi’s head. ‘If I don’t go in now, we won’t get a chance to have any fun.’ 

    ‘Dammit Fiona,’ Jodi swore through their link, ‘stay put until I attack!’ 

    Even as she sent the command, Jodi knew it was too late as the Blink Lynx disappeared from atop the wall. While she usually appreciated their game of who could get first blood, they only played it when the outcome of the battle was a sure thing. Jodi didn’t know what had gotten into her combat pet’s head, but she knew they were now committed to the attack. As she loosed her first Multi-Shot at the Priest, Fiona appeared in the air behind the same target and instantly attacked with her powerful jaws and claws. While none of the attacks drew blood, the Blink Lynx’s strikes caused just enough damage to shatter the woman’s Holy Shield in a golden shower of sparks. 

    Fiona didn’t wait around for a follow up attack. Before the player could manage to catch her balance from the blows, the Blink Lynx was already teleporting away while Jodi’s Multi-Shot was registering as a Sneak Attack when the three arrows slammed through the woman’s light armored robe and punched into her back. Registering the kill for Gougeous Syndicate with a flick of her eyes at the system window, Jodi was already firing off her next Multi-Shot at the Fire mage in the group. 

    None of the team knew they’d lost their Priest as Fiona teleported on top of the Fire mage. The man screamed bloody murder as Fiona slammed into his back and began ripping his Holy Shield to shreds. At the same time, Jodi’s Multi-Shot slammed into his chest while the rest of the group turned around in surprise as they tried to figure out how they were under attack from a new direction. The Fire mage didn’t play around. Taking a deep breath, the man spewed a Fire Breath attack from his open mouth.  

    That lightning fast reaction was the only thing that saved the man’s life. It also happened to save her combat pet’s life too. As the team’s two Rogues leaped at the Blink Lynx's back, Fiona teleported away from the incoming flames just as they washed over the surprised Rogues’ faces while Jodi’s next Multi-Shot slammed home into the Mage’s cloth covered back. Sadly, even though she’d gotten the Backstab modifier with the attack, it wasn’t enough to take the Mage down as he staggered behind the lone Warrior’s back.  

    Seeing the Rogues begin sprinting for her, Jodi took off at a run, heading in a perpendicular line to the pair as she began nocking another arrow in her bow. As both players split apart to box her in and cut off her escape, Snufu began charging directly for her in a three-pronged attack. Jodi wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to get out of the trap they were trying to lock her down in, when the fight was turned suddenly on its head.  

    From out of nowhere, the pair of Rogues were unexpectedly tackled to the ground. In a flash of green skin, claws, and fangs, both players began screaming bloody murder as high-level Goblin zombies began eating them alive. Redirecting her next Multi-Shot towards Snufu, Jodi released the arrow and dove out of the way of the charging Warrior as he rushed through the spot she’d just been standing in a split-second later. Shrugging off the damage, Snufu whirled around to follow-up his attack while Jodi rolled back to her feet. She was already nocking another arrow into her bow, when two female Half-Elves in brown leathers appeared behind the Warrior’s armored back.  

    As Jodi’s next Multi-Shot punched through Snufu’s breast plate, the women’s blades tore into the Warrior’s back. In the blink of an eye, their complex blade combos joined with Jodi’s ranged assault managing to carve away a large chunk of the player’s health. Staggering under the assault from the three pronged attack, Snufu whirled around to confront his new attackers while leaving his backside open. Jodi wasn’t sure if it was a natural reaction to having melee fighters at his back or if he figured they were the greater threat. Either way, she decided to show him the fallacy of that decision as her next Multi-Shot punched through his backplate at point blank range. Though, before she could finish the Warrior off, the two Half-Elves’ follow-up attacks ripped away the rest of the man’s life causing him to collapse into a lifeless heap on the ground.  

    Jodi had a moment of confusion while both women gave her a jaunty salute, before rushing past her in a super-sprint heading back towards the rest of the battle. Thankfully, she didn’t attack either Half-Elf as she nocked another arrow in her bow and spun around to cast Identify on the women’s retreating backs. Immediately, Jodi’s spell registered both women as House of Kayden Rogue Troopers and which caused green name tags over their heads. Not understanding where the two Rogues had come from, Jodi hurriedly looked back towards the battle while her mouth dropped open in open stunned shock.  

    Everywhere she looked, Half-Elves and Goblin zombies were slaughtering the remaining players left and right. The most horrific scenes of violence were from the undead Goblins that seemed to be eating the screaming players alive everywhere she looked. Swords, arrows, axes, and magic did little against the feral beasts. If anything, Fire was the worst choice to use against the zombies as it just gave the victims a burning corpse eating their face off. Though, the most terrifying part about the zombies were their insane speed. To say that she was happy they seemed to be leaving her alone was an understatement.  

    At the same time, intermixed with the voracious undead were the House of Kayden Rogues and Ranger Troopers. They seemed to be everywhere even though the original twenty Rangers that had been guarding the camp were still there. Even now, those defenders were laying down volleys of death as fast as they could release their arrows. The new troopers must have been somehow staged around the clearing in Stealth. It was the only thing that made sense, Jodi thought, as she watched the last handful of players being cut down, when there was a pop of displaced air next to her. 

    ‘Told you we had to hurry if we wanted to get a piece of the action,’ Fiona mentally sniffed, as she began licking a paw and meticulously cleaning her bloody muzzle. By now, Jodi was used to the Blink Lynx’s fastidiousness about having blood on her fur, but even so, it was quite the sight after a savage battle like this.  

    ‘Any idea where all of those troopers and undead came from?’ Jodi asked, as she numbly went about the process of looting Snufu’s corpse. The clink of coins brought a smile to her lips as she put the sword she looted into her inventory without checking its stats.  

    ‘The outer four tents on each side of the camp,’ Fiona replied without stopping with her cleaning. ‘The Rogues and Rangers were in groups hidden in Stealth on the outside of the camp’s periphery.’ 

    ‘Odd,” Jodi mentally said, as she looted a bloody robe from the Fire mage’s corpse and a staff with healing bonuses from the Priest. Once again, she was amazed at the amount of coinage that dropped into her bags. Humming happily, she put everything in her inventory as she continued thoughtfully. ‘You’d have thought that those players would’ve known what they were up against before they attacked these guys.’ 

    ‘Possibly,’ Fiona said, as she cocked her head to the side in thought. ‘Unless the House of Kayden Troopers had their people in Stealth the whole time they were encamped here.’ They traded a curious look with one another, before the Blink Lynx went back to her cleaning with a mental shrug of approval. ‘Deviously sneaky of them.’  

    Jodi understood Fiona’s unspoken meaning. If the NPCs had kept their numbers hidden the whole time they were here, the players would’ve thought they were easy pickings for the taking. Had they done that to make a point or was it just how they handled their security. Either way, they weren’t acting like any of the NPCs she was familiar with. Making sure to look as unthreatening as possible, she began picking her way through the still feeding zombies as she started making her way over to Bialaer, the Ranger Assault Leader. 

    ‘Stay where you are,’ Jodi said, doing her best to ignore the gruesome sounds coming from the zombies feeding on the corpses. ‘I’m going to speak with Bialaer. Maybe he knows where this White Unicorn place is that I’m supposed to meet Elandorr at.’ 

    ‘Try not to start a fight,’ Fiona said, as she began working on her paws. ‘I wouldn’t want to get any zombie giblets on my freshly cleaned fur.’  

    The mental gagging that came over their shared link nearly made Jodi puke as she forcibly pushed the nauseating feeling away. Not that she blamed the Blink Lynx for feeling that way. She didn’t even want to think about how bad biting into a rotting zombie corpse must taste, if they smelt this bad, as she held her breath around the largest concentration of undead. While utterly disgusting, she had to admit that they’d been more than formidable in the fight.  

    As she neared the line of twenty zombies and rangers now loosely guarding the encampment, Jodi realized that the rest of the House of Kayden Rogues and Rangers had already disappeared back into Stealth. In her experience with the NPC guards around Nren Unarith, none of the soldiers had traveled in Stealth when they were in the town on patrol. It was just another curious difference between the NPCs in this sleepy country town of Delonshire and the fortress on the edge of the Plains of Atoll where she’d leveled up at. 

    “I am Bialaer Holaynore,” a strong voice suddenly announced, before she’d come within five yards of the camp. It caught her by surprise so much so that it knocked Jodi out of her internal contemplation. Looking up, she realized that the Ranger Assault Leader was approaching her with a friendly smile on his face. “How might I be of service to a sister of the House of Kayden?” 

    “Um, yeah,” Jodi said somewhat awkwardly, before holding out her hand. “I’m Jodi Tempest, um, a new member of-“ 

    “The House of Kayden,” Bialaer confirmed with a broad smile. “Well met.”  

    The man’s intimidating look was offset by his warm smile as he gave her hand a solid shake. Jodi swore it was like he’d stepped off the set of the Viking Series with his rough leathers, unkempt beard, and the long blonde braid going down the side of his head. That is, if the Vikings had pointed ears, she thought, with a silent laugh as the big man continued.  

    “Elandorr said we’d be escorting you back to BrokenFang Hold. If you’re looking for him, he’s already left for The White Unicorn.” Leaning in close to her, Bialaer nodded towards the zombies that had started to make their way back to the four tents spaced out around the perimeter. “We appreciate the help with those Syndicate thugs. Those newfar just won’t give it a rest with the attacks whenever we come into Delonshire, but at least we can’t complain with the XP we get from killing them.”  

    Jodi couldn’t help the smile that came to her lips as the Ranger guffawed at his own joke. She was honestly surprised at the warm greeting. Looking around at the handful of players passing by and entering the city, she leaned in towards the Ranger and lowered her voice. 

    “Are those … newfar,” Jodi said, sounding out the new word hoping she got it right. “Going to be coming back to attack the camp again?” 

    “Doubtful, they don’t bother respawning at their gravestones anymore,” Bialaer said, nodding towards the white gravestones around them, before pointing towards the graveyard at the edge of the forest. “And they’ve stopped respawning at the graveyard outside of town after we started siccing the zombies on them. The only safe spot for them to respawn at is inside Delonshire and, by now, the Delonshire guards have probably rounded most of them up to put into prison.” Seeing the shocked look on her face, he gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, by the time they get released I expect we’ll be well on our way back to BrokenFang Hold.” 

    “Ah, yeah,” Jodi said, somewhat confused at the casual way Bialaer acted about players respawning. Once again, she’d never heard the NPCs acknowledge such a thing before. Though, it made sense in its own way. More so than the NPCs just ignoring that players respawned around them. Feeling a bit more at ease, she nodded back towards the city’s gates. “Mind giving me some quick directions to The White Unicorn?” 

    The directions were pretty straight forward, Jodi thought, as she gave a friendly wave to the Ranger, before making her way back to Fiona. Glancing at the mini-field of gravestones, she shook her head in bemusement. Bet that had come as a shock to all of those players the first time the NPCs were waiting for them to respawn, when Fiona’s voice sounded in her mind. 

    ‘Ain’t that curious as all get out?’ The Blink Lynx said, as Jodi frowned.  

    ‘Do we need to have another discussion about pawing through my memories?’ Jodi thought back, as Fiona gave a lazy flick of her tail. While they both knew it was an empty threat, she still didn’t like the liberties her combat pet took at times even if the use of her earthly colloquialisms were hilarious. Taking off towards the city’s gates, she mentally called out. ‘Come on, the inn isn’t too far away.’  

    Studying the odd construction of the Delonshire gates, it looked to Jodi like the atrocious conglomeration of heavy wooden barricades had been haphazardly stuck together. She questioned if they even had hinges as she neared the opening. Oddly enough, the city guards gave her a nod of respect as she approached and didn’t even bat an eye at the large Blink Lynx striding by her side. Again, just one more oddness in a whole sea of strangeness with this town. Normally, she’d be questioned about her monstrous combat pet.  

    Passing through the gate, Jodi’s eyes took in the city ahead of her. There was a fifty yard gap to the town itself between the gate and the first structures where a group of twenty guardsmen were busy training with one another while players and townspeople went about their business. The troopers were well equipped and had a surprisingly high-level for a starting town with regular guards in the low thirties and the officers around level forty. Even odder, the training they seemed to be doing was more akin to a players’ strategy, focused on taking out the Priests and Mages first. Jodi wasn’t sure what to think about that as she made her way along the main street entering the town. 

    The buildings here were built with airy designs with curving lines and large openings. Many buildings even had small trees and flowers growing throughout their structures. It was a completely different feel than the squat solid-stone structures of Nren Unarith. Kind of what she would’ve expected Light Elves to be. The NPC civilians wore flowing robes of cloth with heavy coats to keep away the chill, while intermixed amongst them were the beginning players going about their business like you’d expect in any MMO’s town. Oddly enough, she was greeted with a nod or a pleasant “good day” by the NPCs she passed. 

    While none of the NPCs gave her any problems, she did get a number of nasty looks from the players around her. Jodi figured that was mostly due to Fiona who was glued to her side. Nonetheless, she couldn’t help the grin that lit up her face. How much more jealous would they be if they knew she was a Blink Lynx? Not that she wasn’t used to that attitude by the player base by now. So far, she’d yet to meet anyone with their own combat pet in-game.  

    They were nearly to the first intersection that would lead her to The White Unicorn inn, when Jodi noticed a commotion going on from a group of five players racing down the main avenue headed their way. They were all in their basic clothing with low health and rudely shoving people out of their way in their haste. To Jodi, it was as if they were running from someone. Noticing several of the teams around her curiously drawing their weapons and getting into a tighter formation, Jodi unslung her bow and nocked an arrow just in case. Not that she was expecting any problems, when she saw Snufu leading the group. 

    ‘Well … well,’ Jodi happily murmured to Fiona, running an Identify on the group. ‘It looks like our Syndicate buddies somehow managed to get away from the guards at the graveyard and now have a Bounty on their heads.’  

    ‘Does that mean we can kill them?’ Fiona asked, as her ears perked up hopefully.  

    ‘I believe that means we can,’ Jodi affirmed, as she nodded towards the top of the next building further down the street. ‘Sneak Attack the Priest as soon as you have the shot.’ 

    Letting out a short roar, Fiona disappeared in a pop of displaced air as the two teams of players nearest to them jumped in surprise. Bringing a long finger to her lips in the universal signal for silence, Jodi gave them a sly wink, before ducking behind the building that the Blink Lynx appeared on top of.  

    Jodi couldn’t help the rush of excitement thrumming through her veins as she waited for Fiona’s signal to attack. While they’d used this tactic many times before for taking on groups of Elite Orc Scouts, this was the first time she was trying it out as a Bounty Hunter. She couldn’t help the excited giggle that escaped her lips as she momentarily pictured herself as being like The Mandalorian. Her nerdgasm was suddenly interrupted by a woman’s shriek of fear. 

    “Gah!” Gougeous howled. “Get it off of me … get it off of me!”  

    Whipping around the corner, Jodi already had her bow nocked and ready as she saw the Priest collapse dead to the ground. While the rest of the team froze at the sight of the Blink Lynx teleporting away from their teammate, she Sneaked Attacked the Fire mage who currently held a glowing orb of flames in his palm. Due to the magic nature of the Multi-Shot attack, all three arrows crit’d for ten times their normal damage as the player’s lifeless body crumpled between the Warrior and the Rogues. As the remaining three spun back around to face her, Jodi had another arrow nocked and ready as she called out in a gruff voice.  

    “I can bring you in warm… Or I can bring you in cold,” Jodi couldn’t help the shit-eating grin that split her lips, “which will it be?”  

    As soon as the words left her mouth, two system messages flashed before her eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You have earned a bounty from the city of Delonshire for Gougeous Syndicate. To collect your reward, speak with the Captain Miya Faelwen at the city’s garrison. 

     

    Congratulations! You have earned a bounty from the city of Delonshire for Lamaraldor Syndicate. To collect your reward, speak with the Captain Miya Faelwen at the city’s garrison. 

     

    Mentally dismissing the messages, her eyes focused back on the trio ahead of her.  

    “Do you know who the fuck we are?” Snufu snapped, as he glared at Jodi like she was a piece of gum stuck to the bottom of his shoe. Before either one of them could say more, a commotion further down the street from where they’d run from caught everyone’s attention. A quick glance beyond them let Jodi know that it was a large group of city guards hurrying towards them. Knowing what she’d seen without even looking, Snufu continued with a snarl. “You might want to think this through, little girl, because I doubt you want to have The Syndicate as your enemy.” 

    What a complete and utter cocksucker, Jodi thought, as she gave the trio a smug look. It was even better when one of the Rogues whispered a little too loud into Snufu’s ear that she was part of The Revenants. Obviously, the name meant something to him since his face paled at the message. Doing her best to act cool, her hundred-yard stare didn’t even flinch as she said in her best gravelly tone. 

    “That’s not saying much,” Jodi barely held in her giggles at the Mandalorian act she was putting on, “especially from a group of chump monkeys that I keep killing every time I see them.” As if to emphasize her point, the trio flinched at the pop of displaced air that came from behind them as Fiona let out a short roar. That seemed to take the wind out of their sails as she did her best to keep her face deadpanned. “Trust me when I say, I plan to get the bounty on your heads one way or another.” 

    “Halt in the name of the Delonshire Guard!” A strong female voice shouted out from the head of a group of twenty-one guards that came running up.  

    The trio put their hands up in the universal sign of surrender as Jodi cast an Identify on the lead woman, Captain Miya Faelwen, level 42 Swordswoman. She’d heard that name somewhere before, Jodi thought, as she racked her brains while the guards went about securing the prisoners. Taking a glance back at Jodi and the two dead bodies at the boys’ feet, Miya turned back to the trio and shook her head in disgust. 

     “Snufu, PunkuGood, and Shankolots,” Miya said, eyeing each player individually. “Attacking a guest of the city of Delonshire, are you gentlemen looking to lose another level for your crimes?” 

     “Fuck y-” PunkuGood began to snarl, only to have Snufu cut him off with a hard elbow to the gut. 

    “We didn’t do anything to this, little bitch,” Snufu huffed in a barely concealed snarl, as a grin came to the Captain of the Guard’s face.  

    “Only because she thoroughly kicked your butts, I bet,” Miya said in amused tone, as both men frowned. “But, then again, that’s to be expected by a Revenant, is it not?” The trio glared at her words, refusing to take the bait as her grin widened. “I’ll have to thank Lord Ironwolf once again for showing us how to keep you gentlemen in line.” With that, she nodded to the troopers that had taken control of the players. “Take the newfar to their usual cells.”  

    It was curious to Jodi that even though the guys were pissed off, it was like they didn’t dare make too much of a fuss. That made Jodi wonder if there wasn’t something more going on with the punishment that the city guards could hand out for bad behavior that wasn’t listed in the Emergency Hot Fixes that had come out the last time she’d logged in. That was when her mind put together the name Lord Ironwolf and a certain Captain Miya Faelwen from the forums. Her flurry of thoughts were interrupted as the other woman addressed her directly. 

    “We appreciate your help with catching those outlaws, but it’s nothing less than expected from a member of the House of Kayden,” Miya said, as a series of system messages popped open before Jodi’s eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You have earned a bounty from the city of Delonshire for Snufu Sevenfive. To collect your reward, speak with the Captain Miya Faelwen at the city’s garrison. 

     

    Congratulations! You have earned a bounty from the city of Delonshire for Shankolots Syndicate. To collect your reward, speak with the Captain Miya Faelwen at the city’s garrison. 

     

    Congratulations! You have earned a bounty from the city of Delonshire for PunkuGood Syndicate. To collect your reward, speak with the Captain Miya Faelwen at the city’s garrison. 

     

    Congratulations! For successfully taking down five outlaws, you have earned the title of Bounty Hunter. Plus 5% boost to damage and defense when fighting against outlaws. Plus 1% to all collected bounties.  

     

    It was hard not to read everything while trying to keep track of the conversation with the NPC. Before she knew it, Jodi had lost the fight as her eyes glazed over to quickly read through the multiple prompts. Listening with half an ear, Jodi silently cheered her first title of Bounty Hunter. It didn’t get much cooler than that, she excitedly thought, loving the whole Bounty Hunter concept that The World had initiated. Dismissing the system messages, Jodi refocused on the NPC woman only to realize she must have missed a good portion of what was being said, because the next thing she knew the Captain of the Guard was more or less excusing herself. 

    “Just swing by the garrison and we’ll get you situated with your reward for taking those guys down,” Miya said with a curious expression on her face, before officially ending the discussion. “Otherwise, until we meet again.”  

    “Pardon me,” Jodi apologetically said, stopping the NPC woman as she went to turn away. Seeing the flash of annoyance in the Captain’s eyes, she hurriedly continued in a rush of words. “I’m sorry for zoning off while you were talking, but,” she paused trying to pick her words carefully, “would you mind helping me to understand why the city guards of Delonshire are so enamored with Startum Ironwolf? I thought he slaughtered a bunch of play … err … I mean people here not too long ago?” 

    Instantly, the NPC woman’s face noticeably hardened as her lip curled up into a sneer. In confusion, Jodi risked a quick glance at the handful of guards that were still standing behind the Captain and instantly noticed the now unhappy looks that she was getting. It was almost like she’d done something wrong and they were trying to figure out how to prove it, but for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out what she’d asked that had gotten everyone so upset. 

    “Lord Ironwolf is a hero to the people of Delonshire,” Miya stiffly said, as she critically eyed Jodi for her reaction. “Not only did he take a major role in stopping the Goblin invasion that was bent on destroying Delonshire and slaughtering, torturing, and eating the townspeople of this great city, he also stopped the newfar that tried to rape and pillage this town. Not only that, he also showed us how best to keep order amongst your kind.” Jodi noticed that the guards behind Miya had put their hands on the hilts of their blades sending a message that was clear enough for even her to catch as the NPC woman continued. “If you want to not have problems with your dealings in town, I would suggest that you remember how the people here feel about the Leader of your house.” 

    Jodi angrily opened her mouth to deny the Captain’s point, but no words came out as she realized that, for all intents and purposes, the player Startum Ironwolf was her boss from the NPCs’ perspective. Seriously, how could one man stand against a whole town of players if they were truly bent on taking the city over for themselves? It was plainly ridiculous. Even though, she tried to remind herself that it must have been some quest that Startum had completed to gain the town’s trust and this woman was just an NPC. It left such a bad taste in her mouth that she couldn’t stop her outburst. 

    “How can you say that about him?” Jodi incredulously demanded of the other woman. “He’s a misogynist pig that manhandled you like a piece of meat in the Delonshire Mines. Are you really that much of a fangirl that you can’t even see what’s before your eyes?” 

    Even as the words left her mouth, Jodi knew she’d fucked up. As far as these NPCs were concerned, how could she have known any of what had happened in the Delonshire Mines? Hell, why would she have even expect this female NPC to react like a real woman? Jodi wasn’t sure what kind of response she’d expected from the guards. Culturally, she sort of expected them to react like the Police in the real world where no one would physically attack you for saying something they didn’t like. There were laws that stopped that kind of brutality. To Jodi’s horror, she immediately learned that wasn’t the case here in The World as the distinctive metallic ring of the NPCs’ swords clearing their sheaths brought her up short.  

    “Who are you and why do you wear the mark of the House of Kayden?” Miya demanded with a snarl, as she drove Jodi into the wall and pressed the edge of her sword to Jodi’s neck. At the same time, Fiona was pounced upon as the guards held down the Blink Lynx at sword point. It was an effective move and removed her ability to teleport away. “Are you an imposter? Have you ever even met Lord Ironwolf? Answer me now or die by my blade!” 

    “I’m … I’m a new member to the House of Kayden!” Jodi managed to stutter out, not daring to move a muscle as she hurriedly continued. “And I’ve never met Lord Ironwolf personally!” 

    While she hated herself for calling the man by his in-game title, Jodi decided it might be best to play along with the current situation if she didn’t want to lose any experience or suffer through an uncomfortable death. A part of her ridiculed her own survival reaction, but when The World felt so real, it was easy to lose yourself in the moment. At least, that was the lie she told herself to ease the agitation she felt towards her natural reaction to the physical threat of her virtual body. 

    “How do you know what transpired between Startum and I inside the Delonshire Mines,” Miya demanded, as she unconsciously flushed red in embarrassment. Noticing the reaction, Jodi was smart enough to keep her thoughts about it to herself. 

    “There is a message board of sorts between players … I mean, newfar,” Jodi hurriedly corrected herself, “that lets us know what has transpired to each other inside The World.” She felt like an idiot explaining such things to a NPC but she was caught up in the moment. Kind of like saying anything that came to mind to get out of a speeding ticket, except if she didn’t say the right thing, there was no doubt she would be slaughtered on the street by these city guards. “I learned about what happened between the two of you there.”  

    Instead of disregarding any information of the outside world like Jodi half expected from an MMO, the NPC woman seemed to take that into consideration. Don’t ask how she knew that, but looking into the humiliation and pain that flashed in the other woman’s eyes, Jodi felt like she somehow had emotionally hurt this woman in a way that shouldn’t have been possible. In that moment, she questioned the rumor that had been going around the forum about the people of The World being more than simple NPCs. It was outright absurd. Even so, looking into this woman’s pain-filled eyes made her unconsciously rethink her beliefs. 

    “It was a horrific ordeal,” the Captain of the Guard said in a haunted voice. Stepping back, she let Jodi go and smoothly sheathed her blade as her eyes momentarily stared into the past. “Star saved all of us that day from a fate worse than death.” Looking behind the woman, Jodi saw the same tormented looks in the men’s eyes. With a visible effort, Miya shook herself free of whatever nightmare she was remembering and barked a command to her guards. “Let the beast free.” 

    ‘It’s nice that you decided to quit while you were behind,’ Fiona quibbled, as she rolled to her paws before blinking away.  

    ‘Not like I had much of a choice,’ Jodi shot back, as she stood up straight to face the Captain and her guards.  

    “Enjoy your stay here in Delonshire, Jodi Tempest,” Miya said with a stern look plastered to her face once again. Whatever vulnerable emotions that had been weighting down the woman’s heart were now hidden as she stepped back to stand with her guards. “I do not know where you’ve gotten your information from in regards to Lord Ironwolf, but trust me when I say, it would behoove you to learn the truth about the man you swore an oath to and not listen to other newfar rumors.” With that said, Miya strode away as her guards fell in behind her.  

    Jodi watched them head back the way they’d come as her hand absently rubbed her throat. As soon as they’d gotten far enough away, Fiona silently teleported back to her side without a word. Not that there was much of anything to say. Except for a few covetous looks at the Blink Lynx, the NPCs and players were once again going about their business as if nothing had happened. Glad that she hadn’t died from her outburst, she collected the loot from the two corpses, before continuing on to The White Unicorn. 

    Both of them were in a much more subdued mood as they came to the large grassy area before the inn. In the distance, Jodi could make out the head of a white unicorn on the sign of the two-story building. The inn itself made her think of old Europe with its white plastered walls and wooden cross members in the shape of runes embedded in the outer walls. The eating area before the building was quite beautiful. A massive tree rose up in the center of a bunch of picnic-like tables that gave the entire area a rustic country fair feel.  

    Coming to a stop at the edge of the picnic table area, Jodi was just looking around to figure out if she could see, Elandorr Narona, the man that she was supposed to meet, when she noticed an odd sight. Near the center of the area was a group of twenty-two people laughing and carrying on with one another. What stood out as unusual was that there was a noticeable gap between them and the rest of the players dinning. Most of the other tables were filled with angry looking players that were glaring at the group sitting in the center.  

    With a sinking feeling, Jodi had an inkling she’d found her people. To say the gruff looking group was odd would’ve been an understatement. It was like they’d purposely created a guild of grouchy old men by doing their best to physically age their avatars. As if that wasn’t bad enough, one of them had an extremely fat and ugly avatar that was barely recognizable as being a Humanoid. Jodi was trying to figure out if it was a demi-human or player, when she used her Identify spell it returned the name, Grody Gotti - a level 28 female Half-Troll Rogue with Zeppy’s Heroes.  

    With the mafia name of Gotti, the creature had to be a player, but oh my god, what a player that was. Jodi swore that if she’d run into that person in the wilds, she’d have attacked first and cast Identify later. She couldn’t imagine what woman would chose to play as an eyesore such as that, which immediately made her think the player was a man. Yeah, that was bias on her part, but that didn’t make it any less true. Making a note to find the truth out one way or another, she then eyed the two, more or less, normal looking people at the table.  

    One was Tumms Darkbrew – a level 25 male Light Elf Priest with the Devil Dogs. Just by looking at him, it was obvious that the player had wanted a Dwarf. While he’d done his best to make his Light Elf avatar look stock and gave himself a brown beard, he just looked thick and short more than anything else. Her next cast of Identify was the person she was looking for, Elandorr Narona – a level 40 male Light Elf Rogue Assault Leader with the House of Kayden.  

    ‘Keep your eyes peeled for anything stupid,’ Jodi mentally sent to Fiona, as she began making her way through the tables towards the group. 

    ‘You’re a bunch of Light Elves,’ Fiona said with a mental sniff, ‘how could there not be a lot of stupid going on.’ Seeing the look Jodi was giving her, the Blink Lynx dismissively tossed her head. ‘I of course will watch for danger as always, oh mistress of mine.’ Before Jodi could flippantly respond to her combat pet’s attitude, her attention was pulled by the loud conversation coming from the tables she was heading towards.  

    “And then, I see Grody squatting down and grinding his crotch on the dying man’s face, you know, doing his best to teabag the man,” an older Light Elf said to the table, “then I’m like. Dude, you don't have any balls to teabag with.” Another cast of Identify and Jodi had that man’s name as well, Zeppy Blau who was the obvious guild leader of most of the group here. The man continued his story as she continued heading toward them. “And Grody is like, you haven’t seen what I’m rocking underneath this loin cloth or you wouldn’t be saying that.” 

    “He shouldn’t have been PKing if that’s the case,” Gory croaked in a frog-like voice, as everyone but Elandorr and Tumms busted out laughing. Even from here, Jodi could see that those two looked more green around the gills than anything else. 

    “Well, you must have hurt his feelings, because he still looks like he wants his mommy,” Zeppy chortled, as the group looked over at one of the nearby tables at a person angrily glaring at them. Immediately, the Warrior and his teammates jumped up to their feet and began shouting threats at the larger group. They must have yelled something funny, because her new allies just busted out laughing.  

    “Any time you want some more of this,” Grody shouted, standing up to thrust her hips out at the angry Warrior, “I’ll be glad to give you another mustache ride!” 

    “You’re such a disgusting sick fuck!” The Warrior shouted, before turning around in a huff to stalk away. A second later, the rest of his group followed after him as the Half-Troll sat back down at the table while everyone went back to talking and laughing. They couldn’t have cared less about the group walking away from them. Picking her jaw off the ground, Jodi had to admit that was some funny ass shit as she walked up to the tables and introduced herself. 

    “Elandorr Narona,” Jodi said, as everyone watched her curiously. “The name is Jodi Tempest. Thomas Anderson said I was supposed to meet up with you for an escort to BrokenFang Hold.” 

    “Ah, our lost sheep has finally arrived,” Elandorr said, as the Rogue suavely rose from his seat to take Jodi’s hand in greeting. “Welcome to the House of Kayden. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Jodi Tempest.” At the same time, Tumms’ face suddenly lit up in recognition as he jumped up to shake her hand. 

    “You’re Thomas’ little sister, Jodi,” Tumms happy exclaimed, as the rest of the table rose to make introductions. “Glad you could make it.” 

    “You look nothing like that old war dog,” Zeppy said, as he grabbed her hand next. “Nice to meet you.” 

    The introductions went quickly as she was introduced to twenty-two people in short order. Except for a lady that called herself Sunny, she didn’t remember any of their names for more than a second. Thankfully, with each introduction, she hurriedly ran an Identify to place the individual’s name over their heads. Woot, game mechanics for the win. The only reason she remembered Sunny’s name, aka Sun Beam, was that she snapped at a few of the guys that made innuendos about her pretty pussy. Not that joking around bothered her much one way or another. She did have a pretty pussy.  

    Jodi silently laughed at her own joke as Fiona’s ears laid flat onto her skull once she understood the meaning of the innuendos, which just made Jodi laugh that much harder. The Blink Lynx was too smart for her own good at times. Nonetheless, after being around her brother and his military friends, she didn’t sweat the small stuff.  

    Jodi learned long ago that soldiers joke hard and you had to have a thick skin or they’d eat you for dinner. The younger generation didn’t seem to understand that and would get morally offended at the most inane jokes. In truth, Jodi thought that had more to do with lack of any worldly experience more than anything else. Surviving the daily challenges of their deployments tempered soldiers in a way that allowed them to differentiate between major problems and minor annoyances. She might have envied that ability if she hadn’t gone through her own challenges to learn similar lessons. Working hard to support a family and raise children forced you to grow up all too quickly in its own ways. As they made room for her to sit down at the table, Tumms spoke up. 

    “With having a Gunny Sergeant as a brother, I’d have thought you’d be more punctual,” the Devil Dog joked, as the rest of the table laughed. 

    “I would’ve been on time if there hadn’t been a riot before the gates,” Jodi replied, as she flipped Tumms off.  

    “Ah shit, are those Syndicate players trying to fuck with our people again?” Zeppy snarled, as all of the members of Zeppy’s Heroes guild popped to their feet only to have Elandorr wave for them to settle back down. 

    “I got a message from Bialaer saying that everything is cool,” Elandorr said, as he took a long pull on his beer tankard. “He said that, although it was the largest group to attack them yet, they took them out as soon as it started and that Captain Faelwen arrested the respawns.” That seemed to settle everyone down as they eased back into their seats. 

    “Don’t you have to slaughter them once per trip?” Grody asked Elandorr in amusement, “You’d have thought by now that they would’ve given up on trying to attack your raid.” 

    “More or less,” Elandorr agreed, holding his tankard up for a toast. “What is there to complain about? The loot helps for upgrades, the XP for newfar is great, and the extra money is always nice for a beer!” With that, the Rogue Assault Leader downed his drink as the table joined him. 

    “I get it that having Delonshire’s backing is great and all for the alliance,” Jodi said, as everyone slammed their tankards on the tables. “But can someone explain to me how Startum managed to pull that coup off? It seems unreal that the NPCs are backing him no matter what shit he pulls.” 

    “What do you mean exactly? Tumms asked, his tone turning suddenly serious as the rest of the group looked at her in silence. Glancing meaningfully at Elandorr, he pointedly continued. “Why wouldn’t the people of The World be backing him?”  

    “Oh come on, guys,” Jodi said, looking at the people around her as if they were pulling her leg. “Thomas told me not to believe everything I saw on the forums, but you’ve had to have seen the same videos that I did. Startum Ironwolf’s whole conquering of Darom, his razing of Telrain, and all of the “people of The World,” she made air quotes to emphasis her meaning, “that he’s been enslaving.” Her hand swept towards the front gates of Delonshire. “What about his harem of women and monster girl slaves, or even how he PKs all of these players without the Delonshire guards even batting an eye? Can someone help me understand what the hell is going on with this guy? How has he been able to pull all of this off?” 

    As she came to the end of her rant, Jodi noticed a number of angry and uncomfortable looks being traded between the players at the table. The sudden mood change caught her off guard. It was almost as if they were trying very hard not to be angry at her. Elandorr’s face was an unreadable mask, Grody thick lips had deepened to a frown, and Tumms was openly upset, while Zeppy and his guildmates seemed to be at a loss for words. Feeling the ratcheting tension, even Fiona rose to her paws to protectively lean against Jodi’s side, when Sunny broke the uncomfortable silence. 

    “Oh, honey,” Sunny said in a tone that made her think the woman was a lot older in real life than she was. “You’ve got this all wrong.” Everyone nodded in agreement as the woman player explained what she meant. “It sounds like you were on The World’s forums and searched for what was currently being said about Startum Ironwolf by the community.”  

    “Yeah, it’s the first thing I did when Thomas asked me to join the alliance,” Jodi confirmed as the other woman nodded knowingly. “My son stopped by for a visit on his way to his new duty station, so I didn’t have a lot of time to research everything.” 

    “But after you saw the videos and pictures that were being posted you thought the you had a pretty good idea what Star was all about,” Sunny said, finishing her sentence. “So you didn’t bother digger deeper into what was going on.” 

    “Well, yeah,” Jodi admitted, feeling somewhat defensive. “It seemed straight forward enough with all the videos, so I didn’t think I needed to look into the issue any further than that.”  

    The collective sigh around the table from her audience got Jodi’s back up somewhat. Even more irritating were the knowing mutters as if they knew something she didn’t. While a part of her knew she shouldn’t be getting annoyed so easily, how they were carrying on made her feel like she’d missed something big. She was going to say as much when Sunny cut her off. 

    “Well that makes a lot more sense. You see, the Chaos Storm Alliance has been making up a bunch of fake videos that shows Star and our friends doing a bunch of shady shit and the community has been eating it up like candy. Star uploads the complete videos of what really happens, but the Chaos Storm players and their friends have been hammering their own narrative so much that few people have actually watched them.” 

    “Look,” Jodi said, somewhat annoyed, “I hear what you’re saying, but the videos looked pretty clean to me.” Seeing the old woman opening her mouth to argue, she held up her hand. “I’m not saying that the videos weren’t edited somewhat. Who seriously wants to watch the whole unedited version, right? Even so, they looked pretty straight forward to me.” 

    “You can’t be serious!” 

    “The videos are hugely spliced together.” 

    “You bought all of that?” 

    “Shush boys,” Sunny said, raising her voice for the first time to her friends, before turning back to Jodi. “Honey, everything you’ve said that Star’s done is completely backwards.” 

    “The video shows Startum attacking Telrain clear as day,” Jodi argued. 

    “Only after he evacuated the townsfolk first,” Sunny shot back. 

    “Yeah, to enslave them,” Jodi exclaimed. 

    “No, he broke them out of the Chaos Storm Alliance’s slave camps,” Sunny growled in frustration.  

    “Don’t you guys know anything?” Jodi asked in frustration.  

    “Yeah, we watched the entire video and not some spliced together lie crafted to fit the Chaos Storm Alliance’s personal narrative,” Zeppy snapped angrily. 

    “It was on the Podcast Guy’s podcast,” Jodi said in exasperation. “He does all the highlights of the action going on from people’s Twitch streams in The World and condenses the action to the highlights.”  

    “Exactly, you allowed someone else to tell you what the truth was instead of researching it for yourself,” Tumms said, as if that explained everything. “If you want to know what really went down, look up Startum Ironwolf’s thread on the forums or just watch the actual unedited version from the man’s Twitch Channel for yourself.” 

    “I already saw what happened,” Jodi argued, “there’s no need to look at any other videos.” 

    “So what,” Tumms pointedly asked, “you don’t trust the word of your brother?” 

     “Gah,” Jodi wordlessly screamed in frustration at their badgering. Tumms’ last comment had really struck a nerve with her. 

    “Everyone calm down, we’re all friends here,” Sunny said, standing up to settle everyone down. Meeting Jodi’s eyes, she continued calmly. “Jodi, you asked us what was up and we answered you. That’s it in a nutshell. We don’t need to discuss the issue further beyond that. Everyone’s welcome to their opinion as long as we can play nicely together.” 

    “It’s a wrong opinion, sparky” Zeppy muttered under his breath, as Sunny shushed him. 

    “So how about we square up with the waitress and get on our way?” Sunny asked, as she lifted a questioning eyebrow to Elandorr.  

    “It’s probably for the best,” Elandorr stiffly agreed, as he got up to pay the bill.  

    With the conversation basically over, everyone got moving in no time. Unfortunately, Jodi felt a little left out as the rest of the group kept their distance from her. Well, everyone but Tumms. Although she didn’t know him well, she knew that he was friends with her brother and obviously wanted to make her feel welcomed. Sadly, that just made her feel even more awkward.  

    In no time, they were heading back towards the city gates. Jodi tried to excuse herself from the rest of the group to pick up her bounties for The Syndicate players she’d killed, but to her chagrin, it was on the way. Her interaction with the Delonshire Guards didn’t end up being any better. While the sergeant in charge readily gave her the bounty for the outlaws that she’d taken down, they didn’t joke around with her like they did with the rest of the members in the group.  

    Slowly though, the rest of the players started joking with one another and talking about their adventures as they made their way to the gate. Slowly the unease that Jodi felt began to fade away as she was asked questions about her Blink Lynx and how she’d managed to get a combat pet. Before she knew it, Jodi was going into the mini-boss adventure and how she’d rescued the cub as everyone intently listened to her story. By the time she’d gotten to the end of her spiel, Jodi was feeling much better and had settled down about the altercation she’d had with the group earlier. 

    While Zeppy’s Heroes had over the top personalities, they were a pretty fun group and the stories they had were off the wall. Jodi also found out that Grody was indeed a guy. The story he had about how he’d come up with this avatar, in another game, to make his young son laugh was somewhat understandable. Now that his son was a grown man, there really wasn’t any reason to keep on playing such a horrendous looking avatar.  

    Privately, Jodi thought his avowed preference was somewhat suspect, but whatever, it’s not like it mattered to her one way or another. Not that she said that directly to him. But, it was a point she’d argue over a beer if it were ever brought up. Honestly, he really seemed to enjoy the leather strap harness he was wearing over his female character’s saggy dugs. Not to mention, the warts, greasy hair, and large paunch were over the top of any normal common decency standards in an MMO.  

    In all honesty, being ugly in a game world where everyone was beautiful made him stand out even more. He was like a walking train wreck. People stared at him wherever he went. Probably wishing they could unsee the horror before their eyes at the same time being unable to look away. It made the visual of the mustache ride he’d done on the poor PKer even more horrific. 

    To her surprise, the Kayden Troopers’ encampment was already broken down with the main group formed up and ready to go. Basically the group consisted of twenty-one troopers with a hundred and twenty-seven zombies as guards. Though Elandorr didn’t seem to want to talk to her, Bialaer was friendly enough to explain that the other forty Rogues and Rangers were back in Stealth and keeping a watch out for anyone trying to cause problems. With a polite bow, he excused himself to head to the front of the column as the rest of them fell in behind. 

    There was a crowd of players that watched them leave the area. Most were completely green with envy at their procession, which Jodi admitted did look cool as hell. Still, she didn’t understand why they had to be escorted in the first place. Leaning close to Tumms, she asked in a low voice. 

    “So, do we need to be escorted to BrokenFang Hold because of all of the players trying to kill us or because it’s hidden?” Jodi asked, as they began making their way into the forest. 

    “It’s neither,” Tumms said with a laugh. “From what I understand, it’s basically because the monsters between Delonshire and Fang Pass are such a high-level now. You need a forty player raid just to make it through the forest to the base of the mountain. Then you have to make it up the slope without being taken out by any randomly spawning, high-level mini-bosses.” Seeing the shocked look on her face, Tumms waved her concern away. “Come on now, this should be fun!”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Eight]Chapter Twenty-Eight 

    (Northeastern Plains of Atoll: The Devil Dogs scouting the Hobgoblin Force) 

    “Move it, Forrest,” Connor Mac called out. “Go … go … go!”  

    Running on the balls of his feet, Connor pushed up the ridge as fast as his legs would carry him, while doing his best to balance the heavy load on his back against the tripod and bundle of spears in his arms. By now, the hoarse sounds of their heavy breathing and the crunch of frozen snow beneath their boots were all that they could hear as they raced for the top. The two of them had been going balls to the wall like this for the last five minutes trying to catch up to the Hobgoblin group of Worg Riders that had been sent out to forage for food.  

    By now, he and Forrest were familiar with the Hobgoblin’s methods for sending out foraging teams. There were literally hundreds of groups being sent out throughout the day. They’d find a group of monsters and either ride them down or chase them back to their den killing them all. Collecting up the bodies, they’d loop back to the main horde to drop off the meat and turn around to do it all over again, until they stopped to make camp for the night.  

    “I … fucking … hate … you,” Forrest Gimp gasped out behind Conner, as he struggled to keep up.  

    “For a 331 you sure as hell bitch a lot,” Connor called back, grinning like a fool at his battle buddies words. “Pherala humped all of that gear without a complaint and she’s a woman.” 

    “She’s no woman!” Forrest said in outrage. “Pherala’s a Centauride that’s strong enough to carry all of our gear and still out run us!” 

    “Oh, I’m sure Pherala will love to hear that you don’t think she’s a female-” Connor’s spiel was quickly interrupted by his friend. 

    “I said she was no woman,” Forrest explained, as Connor choked back a laugh. “She’s more of a female than either you or I could ever handle.”  

    “Amen to that, brother,” Conner agreed.  

    While neither of them were into Centaurs, after traveling with her for the last week and a half, they’d both agreed that she was an impressive female specimen that was a pleasure to look at. Connor’s wife, who followed his personal Twitch Stream ribbed him non-stop for their interaction with the decidedly feminine Centauride. Used to the extremely masculine Centaur males of her tribe, Pherala had no problem handling the jokes from two over the hill Marines. She could take one of the Marine cadences and switch it up in a heartbeat with impressive ease. 

    Currently, Pherala was greatly missed by both men. At the time, sending Pherala off for help had seemed like the best course of action. Unfortunately, none of them had taken into consideration the obvious problem with the plan, which was they were going to be forced to hump all of the shit that they’d brought with them by themselves. Mainly that being the extra-large Double Barrel Ma Deuce and its equipment that Forrest had custom built before they’d left to scout.  

    Okay, so maybe calling the massive double-barrel crossbow an M2 BMG was an exaggeration, Conner thought, mentally shaking his head at his own words. While there was nothing like an M2 Browning Machine Gun in The World, this massive iron contraption had to be a close second. The design was based off of the Double-Barrel Chu-Ko-Nu that Star had introduced to his people, before he’d left to help his friend on the other side of the map. 

    Forrest was all excited about getting to name the weapon once he’d finished crafting it inside the game. From what he read in the in-game Wiki, people who crafted an item for the first time in The World were given the honor of naming the weapon. The look on Forrest’s face when he’d finished crafting the massive double-barrel crossbow only to have it automatically name itself to a Double-Barrel Hollysharp Special was priceless to say the least. The only thing that he was allowed to specify was the version type, which he’d promptly named BAMF. That was short for Big-Ass Mother Fucker. It even showed up in parenthesis when you ran an Identify on the weapon.  

    Unfortunately, while the weapon was impressive with its fifty iron bolt cartridge, the main body, tripod, and four full cartridges were heavy as all fucking get-out. That hadn’t been a major concern at the time since they had Pherala the Centauride’s help to lug everything when they’d left BrokenFang Hold, but now with her gone, they were stuck with the job. Luckily, being retired Marines, the one thing they were both masters of were humping gear. Staggering to a stop at the top of the ridge, Conner threw the bundle of spears further out and got to work on setting up the tripod on the far side of the ridge by hammering the stakes into the ground for each leg. 

    Around a hundred yards down the slope, the foraging team was already busy slaughtering a pack of Wild Hounds. The Worg Riders brazenly rode into the pack’s den and began slaughtering the sixty or so members without any concern. Even though they were no match for the Hobgoblins and their mounts, the Wild Hounds didn’t give up their lives without a fight. Though the long-furred creatures weren’t much larger than a terrestrial dog on Earth, they viciously fought tooth and claw as they were slowly hacked to death or ripped apart.  

    For Conner, the fight going on below bothered him on a whole another level. Being Irish, Wolf Hounds had a special place in Celtic culture and in his heart especially. Connor in Gaelic was Concobar and meant hound lover. To say he loved Wolf Hounds would’ve been an understatement, especially when he’d been forced to give up the pack he’d had due to being recalled for active duty to serve in Afghanistan.  

    While he was now married with a son, he’d not been able to get his beloved Wolf Hounds back after the war ended and it still haunted him until this day. The monsters below were too close to their namesake for the hopeless fight not to pull at Connor’s heart. Silently swearing he’d save some of these beautiful beasts, he finished hammering the last spike into the ground just as his buddy climbed up onto the ridge behind him with his White Plains Wolf, Bishop, at this side. 

    “Dude, what the hell has gotten into you,” Forrest gasped, as Connor physically dragged him over to the tripod. “You know as well as I do that those Hobgoblins aren’t going anywhere with the range this baby has.” 

    “We’ve got to try to save some of these Wolf Hounds,” Conner half-pleaded/half-demanded, as he yanked Forrest over to the tripod and began pulling the massive crossbow off his back. 

    “What the fuck, dude,” Forrest grumbled, not understanding what had gotten Connor so wound up. “They’re just a bunch of Wild Dogs. If you want a cool pet, I’ll help you find a Plains Wolf like Bishop.” Seeing the angry look that flashed across his buddy’s face, Forrest held his hands up to hold back the coming explosion.  

    “Okay … okay, we’ll try to save these guys and see if we can get you a combat pet or something.” With that said, Forrest began working with Conner to get the body of the BAMF Double-Barrel Hollysharp Special onto the top of the tripod. Once they lined up the groove, it dropped into place easily enough and could easily be swiveled to cover a range of three-hundred and sixty degrees.  

    “This is going to especially suck now that they’ve doubled the size of their foraging group,” Conner snarled, as he kept one eye on the action going on below while they worked. “They’re all going to be slaughtered before we can pull aggro.” 

    Forrest didn’t say that had been part of the plan from the very beginning. The only way they’d been able to be so effective in wiping out the foraging parties was because they’d been targeting them while the foragers were busy fighting the monsters they were targeting for food. Not that he dared bring that point up now. While he didn’t understand why this was so important to Conner, he knew that sometimes you had to simply help your buddy out without questioning the why. Meeting Bishop’s knowing eyes, Forrest knew there might be a way he could possibly make sure some of the pack lived. As Conner worked to get the cartridge of iron quarrels into the machine, he knelt down in front of the Plains Wolf to look into his green eyes. 

    “Hey boy,” Forrest said, trying to squash the concern for what he was about to ask Bishop to do. While the Plains Wolf was his combat pet, he didn’t like sending him on missions where he could be outright slaughtered without him being able to stop it. “Do you mind helping Conner save a few of these Wolf Hounds to raise as his own?” 

    Giving Forrest a bark-like howl of agreement, he put a large paw on the Light Elf’s shoulder as if to say it was alright. Ruffling the Plains Wolf’s fur, he leaned his forehead against Bishop’s muzzle for a brief moment. He swore, it was almost like Bishop understood what he was saying, Forrest silently thought, when he heard the snap of the quarrel cartridge sliding into place. Giving the Plains Wolf’s shoulder a final pat, he stood back up just as Connor turned around to face him. 

    “Cover me the best you can,” Connor said, as he quickly gathered up the rolled up spears. “I’m heading down.” 

    “We’ve got your back,” Forrest said, clapping his buddy on the shoulder, as Bishop gave a whine-like growl. 

    “Thanks man,” Conner said, before turning around and racing down the hill with his load of spears as Bishop sprang after him. 

    “Oorah, motherfuckers,” Forrest muttered to himself, as he took up his position behind the BAMF, then aimed the iron sights on the Wild Hounds’ last stand before their den, and opened fire. Instantly, two heavy iron quarrels an inch in diameter shot out of the crossbow as Forrest triggered his Multi-Shot ability. With a magic shimmer, those two massive bolts turned into six as they punched through the level 45, Elite Hobgoblin Worg Rider and knocked him from his saddle.  

    Though they didn’t kill the fuckers outright, the Hobgoblin knew that it had been hit. As the Wild Hounds jumped on the downed demi-human doing their best to tear him apart, Forrest yanked back on the heavy charging bar. Even with his high Advanced Stat for Strength, it took his whole body to pull the lever back. Locking the heavy iron wire back into place also loaded two bolts into the grooves from the gravity-driven cartridge. Two seconds later, Forrest was releasing another six quarrels into the mass of Hobgoblins below.  

    Like all of their prior attacks up until this point, the Hobgoblins didn’t realize they were under attack until nearly twenty seconds later. By then, Forrest had unseated ten Worg Riders and Conner had nearly covered half the distance between them. Once again, the Hobgoblins’ response was predictable as half of the group whirled around to attack the new intruders while the remainder continued slaughtering the Wild Hounds. Redirecting his ranged assault to the new threat, Forrest began targeting the charging Worg Riders as Conner prepared his ace in the hole.  

    “One … two … three … four,” Forrest counted each unseated Hobgoblin, as he carefully targeted over Connor’s head. It wasn’t going to be anywhere close enough to save his friend, but it was all he could do. Anxiously watching while he continued laying down the withering fire, Forrest saw Conner slide to a stop ten yards before the charging Worg Riders. Kneeling down, he quickly rolled out the spear bundle and hopped behind it. As the Worg Riders bore down on him, he braced the butt of the middle spear and pulled back on the four ropes. 

    Instantly, a fence-like spear wall rose up off the ground at a sixty degree angle. The entire device was twenty feet long with a spear spaced out every foot with heavy twine tied to the shafts at the top, middle, and bottom. While it wouldn’t have done anything against a line of charging demi-humans, it was perfect for stopping a charging line of mounts. The Worgs had no time to dodge out of the way and the shafts were too tall to easily jump as they plowed headlong onto the wide iron spearheads. 

    The effect was instantaneous. As the heavy wooden shafts dug deep into the frozen ground, the first ten Worgs were propelled into the air as they slammed to a stop impaled through the chest or neck. The abrupt stop sent Hobgoblins flying as the remaining Worgs slammed into the pile-up of their injured packmates in total confusion as chaos reigned. The heavy twine that held the spears together caused each pierced Worg to worsen the wounds as the spears were sharply jerked with each individual Worg’s movement. Rage fueled agony had the injured Worgs snapping at everything and anything as the pack devolved into vicious clawing and biting while the Hobgoblins scrambled to safety. 

    Unslinging his shield from his back and yanking the over-sized hand axe from his belt, Connor’s wordless howl rang out across the slope as he threw himself at the enemy. Within seconds, he was hacking and slashing at the downed Hobgoblins like a crazed berserker. Conner didn’t focus long on any one enemy, but spaced his attacks out as much as possible while Forrest’s bolts slammed into the Stunned enemy. Every two seconds, six iron quarrels would pincushion a downed Hobgoblin doing massive damage, while Bishop leaped atop one unfortunate demi-human to rip its throat out.  

    Altogether, they were able to severely damage twelve Hobgoblins, before the ten second Stun wore off. This was where the rubber met the road as Conner was swarmed under by a wave of pumpkin-colored bodies. The Warrior didn’t meet any one Hobgoblin head-on, but constantly fell back as he weathered a storm of blades hammering at his defenses. While Connor blocked, parried, and weaved from the blows, Forrest rained down death on the group as Bishop focused on any downed enemies. 

    It was almost comical. One second, a Hobgoblin would be slashing like a maniac trying to get through Conner’s defenses and the next the pumpkin-skinned bastard would take a full shot from the BAMF. The force of the six heavy iron bolts was enough to pick the demi-human up and smash them into the ground. These nearly dead enemies were Bishop’s job to take out. Leaping on the pumpkin-headed demi-humans, he’d rip the last of their remaining hit points away, before going after the next downed enemy. 

    Things got dicey when Forrest pulled back on the charging handle and there was a hollow click. Cursing angrily, Forrest ripped the empty cartridge out of the BAMF and tossed it to the side. Grabbing a new cartridge, he hurriedly slid it in place until it clicked. Taking up his firing position again, Forrest yanked the charging handle back as two heavy iron bolts slid into the dual slots. Taking aim, he began laying down covering fire again as his buddy and combat pet fought for their lives. 

    The situation got real once the handful of surviving Worgs still able to fight managed to get untangled from the spear-fence mess and charge the duo. Bishop was suddenly pounced upon by three Worgs in a bestial flurry of fur and fangs, while the remaining four joined the three Hobgoblins whaling on Conner. The bumrush knocked him flat on his back as Forrest was suddenly faced with the decision on who he should support first. With tears in his eyes while Bishop fought for his life, Forrest sent bolt after bolt into the pack of enemies that was tearing Conner a new asshole.  

    No matter how hard he tried, Forrest couldn’t fire any faster than a Multi-Shot every two seconds. As he did his best to whittle the mass of mobs down on top of Conner, he kept a close eye on Bishop’s deadly fight. While the Worgs were larger and higher level, neither they nor Bishop were Elite Monsters. Meaning, the Plains Wolf was barely holding its own. Forrest knew that as long as they didn’t grab the Plains Wolf by the throat, he could survive the battle long enough for him to save his buddy from an ugly death.  

    Still, it took two solid shots of the BAMF to take a Worg down. In the six seconds that they were beating on Connor, he managed to slaughter all three and blast two of the three Hobgoblins off their feet. While they weren’t dead, they were temporarily out of the fight. Sending a final shot into the back of the Hobgoblin on top of Conner, he began firing at the Worgs on top of Bishop.  

    Though it was hard to line up the shot with the fast moving battle, Forrest managed to take one Worg down and then another. As a bloody and beaten Connor rolled to his feet to face the severely injured Hobgoblins, Forrest managed to get a solid shot in on the last Worg in this group just as it pounced on top of his Plains Wolf. The nasty beast cried out in agony as the Multi-Shot pierced its back, which allowed Bishop to lock his jaws around the larger Worg’s jugular and roll on top of the creature as Forrest went back to supporting his buddy. 

    Though, the Hobgoblins knew by now where Forrest was sniping them from, they were too far away to escape the inevitable. Like clockwork, he and Connor knocked the last of this group down. While Forrest turned his focus next to the severely injured Hobgoblins on the ground, Conner made his way over to finish off the Worg that Bishop was choking out for his dear life. As soon as the bloody Plains Wolf climbed to its feet, both went after the remaining Hobgoblins and Forrest cursed for all he was worth. 

    “Could you fucking finish off the wounded first?” Forrest shouted after them, as they both ignored him completely and took off down the hill. 

    With no other option, Forrest began sending bolts after the remaining group of Worg Riders. There were only a handful of Wild Hounds left as his Multi-Shots began blasting Hobgoblins off their Worgs. By the fifth target, they started to get visibly upset. Looking around in confusion, they saw Conner and Bishop were already halfway down the hill as another Multi-Shot slammed into a Hobgoblin’s chest. By the time they figured out where Forrest was, he’d taken another of the fuckers down as the Commander ordered three of his Scouts to take off back towards the main force. 

    “Fffuuccckkk!” Forrest screamed, as he targeted the farthest runner and sent six bolts into its vulnerable back, killing it instantly. At least, that’s how he read the situation. Another shot two seconds later and the Worg went down as he swiveled the BAMF around to target the next farthest Scout. If Forrest had been the commander, he’d want to know what was wiping out his foraging teams. By now, the constant groups of missing foragers must have been starting to register with the powers that be that something was hunting them down. For Conner, Forrest, and Bishop, it would be best if the Hobgoblin Commander never figured it out. 

    The next Scout took three shots to take out due to the angle. While that wasn’t bad, it still left the last Scout in question if he could get the kill shot in. Besides, you know, meaning that he couldn’t help Conner and Bishop with their battle. Forrest got a solid shot on both the Hobgoblin and its Worg, but due to the perpendicular line they were traveling in, neither shot was enough to take either enemy down. Forrest got another shot off, taking the Hobgoblin before the Worg managed to disappear down into a shallow area that blocked his angle on the Worg.  

    While Forrest didn’t know if the Scout was carrying a message or not, he didn’t dare let even the Worg get away. Partly, that was due to the tactic they were using of hiding the Hobgoblin’s corpses so the enemy didn’t know what was happening to their soldiers. Connor explained it as foraging groups go out but they never return.  

    Forrest had thought the strategy was brilliant, but Conner admitted that he hadn’t come up with it on his own. He’d said that it was some old Mongols or Vietcong trick that he’d read about either in a Fantasy or Sci-Fi novel. Not that it mattered where it came from. As far as either one of them was concerned, it seemed to be working to breed fear in the enemy and that was all that mattered. Not that Forrest was too concerned about strategy one way or another. That was Conner’s job. Forrest’s job was constructing new weapon systems to kill monsters faster and better like the BAMF and the Spear Fence.  

    About two hundred yards out, Forrest saw the Worg running up a small rise in the distance as he immediately let fly with a Multi-Shot. Due to the distance and the dead Hobgoblin on the mounts back, the Worg didn’t go down as he hurriedly sent Multi-Shot after Multi-Shot after the fleeing monster. Finally, the fourth one brought the fucker down.  

    Swiveling the BAMF back around, Forrest focused on the fight going on down below only to find a shit show going on. Bishop was snarling and snapping at a large group of riderless Worgs that were trying to drag him out of the shallow den of the Wild Hounds, while Connor was doing his best to kite the seventeen Hobgoblins that were trying to surround him. Even so, his buddy leaked like a sieve as he bleed everywhere.  

    Hurriedly, Forrest began raining death on the Hobgoblins. His first shot blasted his target off his clawed feet to slam it into a group of his buddies as all five Hobgoblins went down. His next shot took the group down that rushed into the gap. At two-hundred yards, he must have been out of the Hobgoblins’ aggro range, because they couldn’t seem to understand what was taking them out. Conner did his best to help out, as he worked to turn the Hobgoblins so that their backs were towards Forrest. His next four Multi-shots dropped a Hobgoblin with each shot as the demi-humans began to freak the fuck out.  

    Several took off running for the hills trying to get away from the terrible bolts slaughtering them from afar. Not that it helped any. Like a machine, Forrest hammered each one of them down before they could find any cover in the shallow bowl that the Wild Hounds had used for their den. Pulling back the charging handle, Forrest cursed to the high heavens when the next hollow click sounded. 

    Once again, Forrest scrambled to remove the old cartridge and slam the next one home. This was the first time they’d been faced with forty Elite Hobgoblin Worg Riders and it was taking a lot of ammunition to take them all down. Taking up position again behind the BMF, Forrest pulled the charging bar back, once again, and began sending Multi-Shots down into the survivors as Connor ran while chugging a Health Potion, when Forrest’s next shot flew just over his buddy’s head to blast the five Hobgoblins that were chasing him off their clawed feet.  

    Whirling back around, Conner got in several good licks and then jumped out of the way as Forrest’s next shot hammered into the angry and injured Hobgoblins. From there, it was a pretty straight forward fight to take the remaining mobs out as Conner ran in the opposite direction so that Forrest could hammer his Multi-Shots into their vulnerable backsides. As the last Hobgoblin fell, he turned his fury against the Worgs that had nearly managed to yank Bishop out of his hole.  

    Once again, Forrest was forced to change out cartridges. Charging back the arm, he began to knock down the Worgs around the den. In less than thirty seconds, the Worgs finally broke and ran for the hills. Not that they got very far as Forrest finished them off one by one. As the last mob fell, Forrest turned his sights on the downed Worgs and Hobgoblins from the first group.  

    While he was pretty sure that they were all dead, he wasn’t about to take the chance that he was wrong and get caught by surprise while they were collecting the quarrels and hiding the dead. It took another forty seconds to tag every last corpse, which also happened to finish the last cartridge off. Shooting the last Worg corpse, Forrest finally leaned back with a sigh of relief and nearly collapsed due to the light headed feeling that had come over him due to his low mana. 

    Waving away the system message about reaching level 40, Forrest quickly put all of his extra Attribute points into Intelligence to increase his mana. If he hadn’t gained a level during the middle of the battle, he’d have run out of mana for his Multi-Shot, which was currently the bread and butter of their Worg Rider hunts. As soon as he approved the changes, he let out a sigh of relief as his mana jumped up seventy points, pushing it up over a hundred once again. Taking a deep breath, Forrest left the BAMF where it was and headed down the hill to help his buddy and Bishop out.  

    It took a couple minutes for him to get around the corpses littering the field. Mostly because the Spear-Fence had kept the dying Worgs linked together in a gruesome heap. Approaching the bloodbath outside of the small den, Forrest’s temper reared up inside of him as he noticed that Bishop was still all banged up and sitting to the side, while Conner fumbled with something deeper inside the den on his hands and knees.  

    “What the fuck is going on, Conner?” He growled, seeing the Plains Wolf’s snow-white fur still matted with blood from the oozing gashes in his flanks. “Why didn’t you heal Bishop up after the fight?” 

    “Why the fuck isn’t this working?” Conner angrily swore out loud, completely oblivious to Forrest as he urgently fumbled with something on the ground in front of him. “My spell should’ve worked!” 

    Calming down somewhat, Forrest glanced over at Bishop who’s look seemed to say that everything was alright and to let Conner work. Grumbling unhappily at seeing his boy hurt, he got down on his hands and knees to crawl in beside his buddy. As he reached Conner’s shoulder, he immediately understood what was going on as he saw the healing potions scattered in-between five unmoving grayish-black lumps.  

    “You’re here!” Conner anxiously said, as he pushed two grayish-black puppies over to him. “Try palpitating their hearts, man!” 

    “Palpitating their hearts?” Forrest asked in confusion. “You want me to give them CPR?” Seeing the crazed look on Conner’s face, he held up his hands to stop any arguing as he got to work.  

    “It’s a hundred and twenty compressions every minute,” Conner said, as Forrest gave him a “what the fuck” look. Seeing the look, Conner rolled his head and tried again. “Think of the beat from Stayin Alive by the Beegees and try to match that.” 

    “Really,” Forrest said with a contemptuous snort, “Stayin Alive? Are you going to ask me to craft you a pair of bell bottom pants or-” 

    “Just fucking do it,” Conner exasperatedly said, as he focused back on trying to save the pups. 

    “Meh meh mehmeh meh,” Forrest mockingly said under his breath, while doing his best to follow Conner’s example. Pulling two of the small bodies over to him, he carefully began squeezing the puppies’ small little chests to work their tiny hearts. It was definitively a lot harder to do then Conner made it look as he accidently cracked a few ribs until he figured out how hard and where to exactly push on the little bodies. While he knew you could give CPR to an animal, it was something he’d never done before in his life. Besides, he wasn’t about to give mouth-to-mouth to some rando Wild Dogs regardless if they were puppies or not. 

    “Gah!” Conner wordlessly screamed, while still compressing the little puppies’ chests. “What am I missing … what am I missing?” He muttered under his breath as he urgently searched through the healing paraphernalia scattered across the floor, when a gleam came to his eyes. Pulling the little body close to him, Conner bent over the tiny body as Forrest gagged in the back of his throat. 

    “Ugh, you’re not going to do what I think you’re going to do?” Forrest started to say, when Conner pressed the puppy’s muzzle together and cupped his hands around its nose to breath oxygen into the lungs. Forrest was about to say, “He’s dead, Jim!” when the small puppy began to cough and hack up gunk. Catching a mouthful of whatever the little guy had spit up, Conner spit it out urgently looked over at Forrest who began shaking his head. “Oh hell no, man! That’s all you.” 

    “God, you’re such a fucking baby,” Conner snarled in annoyance, as he pulled the other puppy to him and breathed into its lungs. Again, the small creature spat up a mouthful of crud as it came back to life. With shaking hands, Conner did the same with the two puppies that Forrest was working on with the same result, before scooping up the last one. 

    This time when Conner breathed into the little creature’s lungs nothing happened. Urgently, the Warrior began trying to start the heart with his fingers gently palpitating the heart. Giving fifteen compressions, he tried breathing into the tiny muzzle once again without any results. As Conner frantically wracked his brains trying to think of what he’d missed, the four Wild Hound puppies that he saved eerily began to gather around him in an arc.  

    The little monsters moved with a preternatural grace as their red glowing eyes watched Connor’s efforts intently. Forrest looked at the odd scene a little freaked out from it all as Bishop limped up behind him and let out a warning growl. His eyes never leaving the small creatures as Connor became more and more distraught, when an idea came to him. 

    “Conner … Conner Mac!” Forrest said, loud enough to catch his buddy’s attention. As Conner’s distraught eyes looked up at him, the hair rose on the back of Forrest’s neck as the four puppies followed suit moving as one. He swore it was like a Village of the Damned moment as he calmly said. “Did you use a health potion on the other … puppies?”  

    “Aha!” Conner happily exclaimed, as he snatched up a half-full Health potion and sucked it into his mouth. Leaning over the puppy, he pried the little jaws open and forced the liquid into the puppy’s mouth while using his fingers to massage the liquid down its little throat. Once he felt like enough was in, Conner once again breathed a breath of air into the creature’s muzzle.  

    The hacking fit the puppy had this time around as its glowing red eyes snapped open freaked both Bishop and Forrest out as they both hurriedly backed up out of the den. By the time they made it out of the space, the Plains Wolf’s lips were pulled back from his fangs in warning and he was growling like he was going to rip the little puppies apart. Forrest wasn’t sure if the nervous vibe he was getting from the little monsters was due to how odd Bishop was acting or because his primitive brain was picking up on something unnatural. Either way, it was freaking him the fuck out. So much so, that he gripped the hilt of his long sword as he seriously debated pulling it out, while he watched the five Wild Hound puppies eerily gather in front of Conner. 

    ‘Why have you saved us?’ the question chorused in Connor’s mind, as he breathed a sigh of relief at managing to save them all, when the voices spoke further. ‘You are not of our pack!’ 

    “Ummm,” Conner said out loud, as his mind went back to the babies he’d lost in the real world. The heart-break from losing them still stung as he gently reached out to stroke the last puppy he’d saved. “Because your enemies are our enemy,” it was like his soul was bared to these small little puppies as he spoke from the heart, “because I wanted you to be part of my pack.”  

    While that was the words that came from his mouth, in his heart and mind, Connor knew it was more than that. It was because he missed his babies and this was a virtual way for him to finally have them back in his life. He knew these pups weren’t his babies from the real world, but in his heart, saving these pups was a way he could honor his lost babies’ memory. There was a click that resounded in Connor’s soul as the last puppy he saved stepped up to him and looked in the eyes. 

    ‘I will bind myself to you,’ the serious voice said in his mind. 

    “Then I will call you, Ankou,” Connor said with tears streaming down his face, “for the god of death.” It fit in his mind since the pup had spent so much time on death’s door.  

    Connor couldn’t understand why this was so important to him, but the pain that he’d been carrying around for these last several years in his heart seemed to lessen somewhat. With that said, Ankou leaped into his arms. As he hugged the soft little body to his chest, the next pup stepped forward. With each, he gave them the names of his babies from the real world. Herne for the god of the hunt, Gallagher that stood for eager helper, Eammon for the hidden one, Torin who was a famous chieftain from Celtic lore, and Cormac for the greatest King of Ireland. With an arm full of soft furry hounds, Connor turned to face Forrest with tears of joy in his eyes as he excitedly grinned at his buddy.  

    “Dude, thank you for helping me save them!” Conner said in relief, hugging the squirming pups to his chest. Oddly enough, they were freezing cold, but slowly his body heat seemed to be seeping into their little bodies. 

    “Um, yeah man,” Forrest uncomfortably said, noticing for the first time that the names of the puppies had changed to Wraith Hounds as he nervously glanced down at Bishop who’d finally stopped growling like he was going feral. Though, it didn’t help Forrest’s nerves when five pairs of glowing red eyes turned to stare at him. Even though his hindbrain was no longer giving him the heebie-jeebies, Forrest knew in his heart that something wasn’t right with those puppies. “How about we get to work hiding these corpses and um … you know … get moving?”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Twenty-Nine]Chapter Twenty-Nine 

    (The city of Darom – The Brat Pack and Sub-Leader Butcher meet their mysterious hero) 

    “Why not wait until Lord Ironwolf is back to load everyone on the ships?” Sub Captain Lornila Windcoat asked the circle of fellow leaders around her. “As far as I understand the current situation, the townsfolk have already loaded up the biremes with all of the belongings and supplies that they’re planning to take with them to BrokenFang Hold, correct?”  

    “The supplies have been fully loaded,” Sub Leader Laurie Butcher stiffly agreed. 

    “Then why does everyone want to sleep on the vessels too?” Captain Windcoat asked in a confused tone. Seeing the tight looks on everyone’s faces, she held up her hand to stop any protests. “Look, I’m not saying that everyone can’t load up on the ships. I’m just trying to understand why they’d want to. No offense intended but, come on, it’s not like sleeping on tightly packed ships comfortable living.”  

    “It’s not that,” Sub Leader Butcher said with a grimace. “There’s complaints that the amphitheater is too crowded with the influx of refugees from Telrain and there’s a few surviving nobles that are making things difficult. There’s concern amongst the townsfolk that they’re not going to have a safe place to sleep tonight.” 

    “Not enough space in the amphitheater!” Captain Windcoat exclaimed in confusion, as she looked to her subordinates for confirmation on the issue. “I thought the reason the amphitheater was chosen to hold everyone was that there was more than enough space to hold everyone and keep them protected from the newfar nightly Rogue attacks. Did you explain to them that Lord Ironwolf is the only noble’s orders being followed?”  

    “That’s not the problem,” Sub Leader Butcher began to say, when an old grisly voice cut her off.  

    “What she’s trying to say,” Old Man Fortner unapologetically spoke out without any concern for protocol, “it’s that pompous ass ex-guard captain from Telrain, Randel Tericius. He’s trying to boss everyone around by saying he’s now in charge of the defense of Darom.” 

     “Fortner!” Sub Leader Butcher warningly said, trying to get the old man to shut up and let her talk. They didn’t need any more infighting going on amongst the various refugee groups. “That’s not helping any!”  

    “That’s exactly the problem and you know,” Old Man Fortner stubbornly rebutted. “Lord Ironwolf made me his companion for a reason,” he proudly said to the gathered leaders, refusing to back down. “I’m telling you right now, the townsfolk are worried there’s not going be enough space for them in the amphitheater, let alone what’s going to happen once it’s time for everyone to load up on the ships for when the time comes to pull out.” 

    Zinn traded confused looks with the rest of the Brat Pack as they came to a stop around the impromptu meeting. They’d just finished inspecting the readiness of the biremes and had been drawn to the loud discussion going on mostly from curiosity. If the new Sub Leader for the Telrain refugees was causing problems and refusing to listen to Sub Leader Butcher, as Lord Ironwolf’s companions, they’d have to get involved too. From her time serving on board ship, Zinn knew there couldn’t be any question as to the chain of command in a situation like this.  

    Standing slightly behind both Humans, Zinn began to hum a little tune under her breath to trigger her bardic magic as the rest of the Brat Pack gave her a surprised look. While Tavon and Alanah gave her a look that questioned if it was a good thing for them to get involved, Mügor just shrugged his shoulders unconcerned as to the big fuss this was causing. His job was to serve the best interests of his War Leader. If someone was trying to step over his War Leader’s given authority, then their responsibility was quite simple in his mind.  

    “Captain Windcoat, please understand that the townsfolk’s concerns are not a reflection of their lack of loyalty towards Lord Ironwolf,” Fortner said, as his lips pressed together sourly. Nonetheless, he calmed down as the Bardic spell took effect. Letting out a deep breath, he stood up a little straighter before continuing. “Look, none of us are used to being thought of as being important to the Lords and Ladies of the land if things go wrong. Lord Ironwolf is different. He’s given me this duty to watch out for his people and by the dark I will do my duty. You need to put Tericius in his place or I will.”  

    “It’s okay, Sub Leader Butcher,” Captain Windcoat said to the other woman. “I can appreciate Old Man Fortner’s point.” A Human leader would’ve been shocked at the old man’s boldness, but that didn’t seem to concern the Gnomeling in the least, especially since every point Fortner made was correct. “These are valid concerns that needs to be quickly addressed.” 

    That was the unspoken truth between commoners and the nobility in all of the various kingdoms. The nobles always talked about honor, bravery, and protecting the people of the land, but that was only when it was convenient for them or came to other nobles. Commoners, farmers, townsfolk, and soldiers, they were barely considered people in the eyes of the nobles. A more accurate term was that they were cheap property to be used and discarded at a moment’s notice. Unlike their leaders in the past, Lord Ironwolf cared about them. He’d fought for their families, healed them, resurrected those that he could, and kept to his word in the face of censor from the royal family. Over Old Man Fortner's dead body was he going to let some random noble take all of that away from them.”  

    “Why is this meeting behind held without my prior approval?” A shout from a group of Humans hurrying up to the docks rang out through the plaza. Studying the approaching faces, Zinn noticed Sub Leader Tericius at the head of the group. Curiously enough, there was also a group of Battle Priests that were following behind the five Humans. They didn’t look to be part of the group, but drawn to the commotion like they all had been. Coming to a stop at the docks edge in front of the rest of them, the Human angrily continued. “I thought I made it clear to you, Sub Leader Butcher that I am in charge of the troops in Darom.”  

    “Marine Sub Leader Silverfang,” Captain Windcoat’s voice cracked like a whip, “please detain Sub Leader Tericius. If he resists, kill him.” 

    The group of Humans froze with their hands on the hilts of their blades as twenty of the Beast Kin marines from Wind Dancer surrounded them. Even though, they were unused to treating Beast Kin with anything but disdain and scorn. Each and every one of them understood just how dangerous of an opponent that a Beast Kin trooper could be and these were especially well armed and armored group. On top of that, none of the Humans dared to draw a weapon on their own House of Kayden members, especially when they were outnumbered five to one. 

    “What is the meaning of this,” Sub Leader Tericius demanded, as he glared down at the shorter Gnomeling woman. He truly didn’t understand the issue at hand. “Lord Ironwolf put me in charge and you dare to disobey his orders?” 

    “That is incorrect,” Captain Windcoat stated in a no-nonsense voice of command. “I am in total command of the forces here in Darom, given the position by Lord Ironwolf himself. It is my decision when and how the ships are packed up or when they leave port. The decision is to be made regardless of the situation with Lord Ironwolf and his group’s welfare. If the best call is to leave them behind, I have been commanded to do so.” Ignoring the shocked look on the Humans’ faces, she nodded to the swordswoman across from her.  

    “Sub Leader Butcher is in charge of the defense of Darom, once again, by Lord Ironwolf himself. She has been ordered to work underneath my command on saving the citizens that Lord Ironwolf has made part of the House of Kayden,” Captain Windcoat impassively stated, looking the new Human up and down. “Who are you?” 

    “I am the Captain of the Guards in Telrain in command of the entire city’s forces,” Sub Leader Tericius snarled, “of course I should be in charge of the defense of Darom instead of some nobody Team Leader from-”  

    “When you were in the Royal Army you were the Captain of the Guards in Telrain,” Captain Windcoat coldly said, cutting the man off while holding a hand up to stop Sub Leader Butcher’s outburst. “Are you a part of the Royal Army now? Are you still the Captain of the Guards of Telrain?” Sub Leader Tericius’ head rocked back as if he’d been physically hit while the Gnomeling drove her point home.  

    “No, you swore your fealty to Lord Ironwolf and accepted his charge to bring the survivors of Telrain back to Darom?” Captain Windcoat’s gaze never wavered. “You were then supposed to join the existing command structure and assist with the defense of Darom until his return or new orders were received.” Seeing the stricken look on the large man’s clean shaven face, her face softened somewhat.  

    “If you want to offer Sub Leader Butcher or myself your expertise in the matter, I’m sure we would both be interested in hearing what you’re able to bring to the table,” the polite smile that came to Captain Windcoat’s lips never reached her eyes. “Excuse me for using a trade metaphor, but I’m sure you get the gist.”  

    “Please accept my apologies, I forgot my place.” the large man said with a shake of his head, “It’s difficult at times when you’re used to being in charge and know you’re the best leader for the situation. I forgot myself.” 

    “I’m afraid you’re still not seeing the situation as clearly as you need to,” Captain Windcoat said with cold certainty, as her face hardened at his words. “You believe you’re the best leader for this situation but, once again, that’s a false assumption.” 

    “No disrespect, but you’re what, a trader,” Sub Leader Tericius said in all earnesty, before looking over at Butcher. “And you’re an ex-Team Leader of the Royal Guards left in Darom? When have you ever been in charge for the defense of an entire city?” 

    “When have you fought and won against newfar that can come back from the dead within the graveyards of your own city? When was the last time you drove off an enemy attacking your city walls that had no fear of death and held the capacity to sweep your defensive fortification at will with lightning and fire?” Captain Windcoat’s words instantly took the wind out of his sails. “Sub Leader Butcher has successfully done so on multiple occasions just this week.” 

    “What do you know about the preparations being done for the evacuation of Darom? What knowledge do you have in regards to the dispositions of ships in the area under Lord Ironwolf’s command or, by the dark, the time and supplies needed to reach the port city of Myathlune?” Captain Windcoat was relentless in her assault as the man hung his head in shame once he understood the breadth and width of his ignorance. Silently nodding to herself that she’d hit the cord that she was seeking, she walked up to him to look him in the face. “Besides all of that, who did Lord Ironwolf entrust with these duties?” 

    Zinn was amazed at the skill that Captain Windcoat had shown in her ability to bargain. Some might laugh at her use of a trade term for a situation such as this, but what was commerce other than a form of battle fought with words and money instead of swords and soldiers. Mentally taking notes, she watched in amazement as the Gnomeling turned the situation around to Lord Ironwolf’s benefit. To her amazement, even the Beast Kin guards seemed to take pity on the Human as he took a knee before her. 

    “Please forgive my ignorance,” Sub Leader Tericius said, truly distraught as he realized the extent of his failure. “I was so sure I could make a difference …” His voice died away in anguish. Every point she’d made had pierced his heart like a blade and showed him his complete lack of understanding of the complex situation in blazing detail. Looking up to meet her eyes, he was surprised to see the lack of scorn in either woman’s face.  

    “Now we’re at a point where we can begin working together to make sure our people survive the coming days,” Captain Windcoat said, as Sub Leader Butcher nodded in agreement. “But, just so there’s no misunderstanding, if you ever try to supersede the chain of command like this again in the middle of a combat situation, I’ll slit your throat myself.”  

    “So that means-” Sub Leader Tericius said in confusion, as he looked back and forth between both women. 

    “That your expertise is still wanted and needed,” Captain Windcoat confirmed to the man’s sigh of relief.  

    “As long as we can work together and trust each other as a team,” Sub Leader Butcher said, confirming with the Gnomeling before she offered a hand to help the man up.  

    “Would you give me the honor of trying this once more,” Sub Leader Tericius asked, “but without my ego in the mix?” Looking into his earnest green eyes, she felt like he truly meant it.  

    In truth, she understood much of the inner conflict that had driven Sub Leader Tericius into acting the way that he had. It is difficult to find yourself suddenly subordinate to someone who you so grossly outranked in experience and position from another force. If she were being honest with herself, it was why she hadn’t come down on him as hard as she should have. It was somewhat fortunate that he chose to intrude into their discussion when he did. Otherwise, the dissention between them would’ve only festered between their two commands.  

    Similar to the combined forces of the Royal Army, they were only Kayden Troopers in name alone at present. From the little bit she’d come to learn of Lord Ironwolf, she knew he wanted to make the entire force a multiracial organization that functioned as one. She didn’t know if that was possible or not. Throughout the centuries of the Royal Army, there was always a certain amount of prejudice within the ranks. It was just the way things were. Mostly notably, it was present between races, but it was even an issue between the units of the same race from different cities. 

    While all of that was true, Sub Leader Butcher had been in such dire straits that she’d been forced to use the troopers under her to the best of their abilities regardless of her personal feelings. Truly, she’d never seen such a conglomeration of different races acting as one. Even more unbelievable was that they were being led by a halfling lord of all things. The results had been an eye opening experience. Her change of heart might’ve had much to do with the positive interaction she’d had with the Brat Pack whose racial mixture would’ve caused a noble’s mustache to curl, she thought with a silent chuckle, when an eerie suspicion came over her as she glanced back at Zinn to see her humming a tune under her breath. 

    Instead of denying her influence, Zinn just gave her a knowing wink as Sub Leader Butcher’s mouth dropped open in shock. The brazenness of what the cocky Gnomeling had done should’ve made her fighting mad, but the ease at which they’d all resolved the conflict with Sub Leader Tericius suddenly made too much sense. Usually bruised egos were much harder for high ranking individuals to get over. Butcher was still trying to decide if she wanted to call her out on the breach of protocol, when a loud clanking thud at the base of a nearby building caused the entire group to whirl around in open shock. 

    With an unconcerned stride, a figure began striding towards them while slowly grinding his solid bronze gauntlets together making the tortured metal scream as they all winced at the sound. “Now that I have all of your attention, I'm glad to see that you all worked that out,” a deep voice boomed out. Standing before them was the immense bronze-armored Warrior that had saved so many of their lives recently.  

    “Because, if you hadn’t,” the armored warrior casually swung a massive two-handed warhammer off his back and held it up for everyone to see. “I would’ve been forced to permanently introduce Sub Leader Tericius to Last Rites here.” 

    At the overt threat, the Beast Kin Marines drew their weapons as one and formed a protective barrier before Captain Windcoat while the guards with Sub Leader Tericius did the same. Seeing the hesitation with which Sub Leader Butcher and her people reluctantly drew their weapons against the strange warrior gave everyone a pause. Though, the bigger surprise was when Zinn strode past them all to fearlessly step in front of the armored figure with the rest of the Brat Pack at her back.  

    Up close without anything to distract her from her inspection, Zinn could see that the giant-like man’s thick bronze armor was severely damaged. What she’d taken as spikes before, she could now see were broken off arrow shafts sticking out of his shoulders, back, thighs, and even gauntlets. His breast plate was crafted in the shape of a twisted howling demon’s fanged head that matched the ornate heads that decorated each gauntleted hand. Somehow, it all fit together with the immense steer-like horns that decorated the top of his closed helm.  

    Being this close to the man, Zinn could see that many of his wounds were still oozing blood from the holes in the armor of his forearms. Why the Warrior chose to not remove the shafts made her wonder what had happened to scar him so deeply. From her time as a sex slave with Hyalag the Barbarian, she was well aware of how trauma could adversely weigh on the soul. Looking through the slits of his closed visor, if she were to hazard a guess from the hollow pained filled look that was deep in his red cat-like eyes, it seemed likely due to some personal failure or perhaps loss that he chose to endure such agony. Shaking away her speculation, she addressed the man directly. 

    “I’m glad you’ve finally come out of hiding to let us thank you for saving our lives,” Zinn said in a singsong voice, as she gave a bow of respect. Behind her, Alanah joined her in giving a deep bow while Tavon and Mügor clenched fists over their chests in a salute of respect. Still humming her jaunty tune, the Gnomeling watched the Warrior closely as she continued speaking. “After everything that you’ve done to help us against the Dread Pack’s assault, why approach us now to speak?” 

    “Because doom comes for you all this night,” the man said in a gruff tone full of dire portent. “The Dread Pack is just an insignificant guild within a larger vile group called the Chaos Storm Alliance. They are your true enemy and will arrive at Darom sometime this evening with that evil abomination Cristiane Sekhmet leading them. They’re coming here to stop Startum Ironwolf. They will not allow him to escape if they can help it and seek his blood.” 

    “That heart of darkness bitch is coming here?” Sub Leader Tericius demanded, as the rest of his group began to curse under their breaths, while everyone looked over at them in surprise, the man continued knowingly. 

    “The one and the same from your time in Telrain,” the mysterious warrior said with a nod to the Telrain group, as Zinn cut in. 

    “That means Lord Ironwolf is on his way back to Darom?” Seeing the anxious look on the Gnomeling’s comely face, the Warrior’s voice grated out. 

    “The last I heard, that was the plan,” the large man confirmed, “but only if he manages to dodge the forces now dogging his every step.” He gave her an apologetic head shake. “Unfortunately, I won’t have word about how well that worked out until later tomorrow.” Turning to look out across the entire group, the Warrior raised his voice to be heard by all.  

    “I only came to deliver the warning of what is headed your way so that you might prepare the best you can,” he said, offering a respectful nod. His raggedy red cloak flapped in the breeze coming off the water. As he turned around to leave, he called out over his shoulder. “Watch over yourselves little ones, if fortune favors us all we might meet again.”  

    Sub Leader Silverfang glanced back at Captain Windcoat to raise a questioning eyebrow, silently asking if they should attempt to stop him or not as the Gnomeling shook her head no. While the Humans from Telrain looked back at Sub Leader Butcher and the Captain trying to figure out if they should let the massive Warrior leave unchallenged or not as well. Even they had heard of the strange Warrior’s immense help during the various attacks that the garrison had fought off recently. Before any of them could decide what to do, Zinn called out. 

    “Wait, honorable Defender. What do we call you?” Zinn asked, as she stepped up to the eight foot tall armored Warrior that had come to a stop. “Why do you help us against these newfar? Is there something specific you seek here?” 

    They were good questions. After her ordeal, Zinn understood that no one helped for truly selfless reasons. What was it that this man was looking for? If she could find that reason, maybe she could get him to work with them. Though, the amused twinkle in the man’s eyes brought her up short. It was the knowing look of someone expecting to be hated for who and what they were. It was a look that she’d seen often enough in Mug’s yellow cat-eyes. 

    “The name is, Töten Sie,” the man’s gruff voice announced with pride. Though his next words angrily thundered as his hands clenched grindingly on the weapon that he held. “The enemies that you fight are the same ones that destroyed my home and my people and I shall stack their dead corpses like cordwood and light a pyre that shall make the flames of all the layers of the Abyss pale in comparison. And I will use that bitch's skull as my chamber pot for what she has done to me and mine," the giant visibly shook, as if to calm himself down. "In helping you to survive the coming storm, I hope that your Lord Ironwolf might take time to speak with me. I seek his aid in retaking that which was unjustly taken from me.” 

    “I am, Zinnaemita Lightouch,” Zinn said in a strong voice. Undaunted by the giant man’s fierce introduction, she held out her tiny hand to him. While the sardonic twist of the man’s lips confused her somewhat, the underlining pain in his voice made her think he spoke the truth. That, and his actions spoke louder than any honeyed words he could’ve used to sway her to his cause. “I cannot promise you that Lord Ironwolf will help you with your problem, but I would be more than happy to make the introduction after all that you’ve done for us.” 

    “Are you sure you’ll feel the same after seeing my face?” Töten asked in a grave voice. “For I am the stuff of nightmares, little one.”  

    Instead of taking her hand, the massive Warrior shouldered his great two-handed warhammer and raised his gauntleted hands to his helm. Working to get the heavy bronze off his head, Töten carefully guided the thick metal over the large black bone-horns that grew out of his skull. Zinn heard the anxious gasps from behind her as the Warrior’s harsh angular features came into view. While she immediately recognized the basic characteristics of his face and horns, Oni were not known to have glowing red cat-like eyes, bronze-colored skin, or beards for that matter in any of the legends that she’d ever heard. 

    “Of course I do, why would your halfling blood matter to me one way or another?” Zinn asked without hesitation. The curious expression on her face seemed to catch the larger halfling off guard as she studied his features intently. “Are you an, Oni?” 

    While Oni were rare, they were hardly stranger than any other race she’d met. If anything, except for their half demonic blood, they were just as much on the borderline of humanoid and demi-human as any Half-Orc, Beast Kin, or Centaur. By the dark, she thought with a silent laugh, many pure humanoids would say the same in regards to her own Gnomeling heritage. Seeing that she hadn’t retracted her hand, he held out a large finger which she gripped warmly with both of her hands in greeting. 

    “I’m a Halfling much like yourself or Lord Ironwolf,” Töten said, while she let go of his finger a self-depreciating smile flittered across his face. “A result of a tragic love affair between a Fire Giant and an Oni.” 

    As they spoke, not once did the large Warrior give any indication that he realized that Zinn was still humming her little tune. Within moments, he’d made introductions with the entire Brat Pack and was speaking from the heart about the travesty that had befallen his people at the hands of the Chaos Storm Alliance. That thankfully gave Captain Windcoat and Sub Leader Butcher time to calm everyone down about the man’s odd parentage. As they approached the group, Zinn quickly introduced them to her new friend.  

    Stepping back, Zinn let the conversation go on without her as Sub Leaders Butcher and Tericius began discussing how best to defend the walls against the coming threat. The use of her bardic music was a common trader tactic to get two people talking and willing to make a sale. As Zinn was feeling deeply satisfied about how she’d managed to make those present more agreeable in working together, she felt a presence behind her. 

    “Well played, Zinn,” Captain Windcoat said in an amused tone, as the Gnomeling’s eyes got wide at being caught in the act of influencing the situation with her magic. “Though, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t include me in your spell next time.” 

    “Yes, Captain Windcoat,” Zinn hurriedly agreed, happy that she wasn’t going to catch any flak from the experienced trader. “I wasn’t trying to negatively influence the situation, but was just hoping to help people be more willing to listen to one another-" Just then she glanced over at the large warrior in discussion with the others, his head swiveled towards her giving her a wink. Did he know she was using her magic as well? Feeling suddenly self-conscious of her actions, Zinn turned her attention back to the Captain. “No need to explain, Zinn,” Captain Windcoat said, cutting her off with a knowing wink. “I know the spell you used well. Just heed my request if there is ever a next time.” 

    “Yes, Captain,” Zinn agreed, as the rest of her friends came up behind her. With a firm nod, the other Gnomeling woman left with her Beast Kin marines, heading back to the Wind Dancer as she breathed a sigh of relief. 

    “Is she mad?” Alanah asked in an “I told you so” tone. “What song were you using any way to get everyone to talk?” 

    “Oh, she’s okay, but I think the big guy might have noticed too." They all nervously looked back at the large armored figure slowly walking away. "Besides, it’s not like I did anything wrong,” Zinn mumbled, while Alanah rolled her eyes at her friend in exasperation as Zinn continued explaining. “I used the Hum of the Bargain. It’s supposed to help make people more willing to work together and reach an accommodation with one another.” She looked away as she combed out her hair with her fingers. “It’s something we use on the Wind Dancer for many of our trade agreement discussions.” 

    “And that doesn’t make anyone angry once it wears off?” Alanah asked, covering her mouth with a hand at the scandal.  

    “Nope,” Zinn said with a casual shrug, as Tavon and Mügor glanced at each other silently. It was always good to be aware of the Gnomeling’s tricks, they both silently thought in their own way. “Because it helps people to find commonality in goals only if it exists.” 

    “I can’t decide if that’s good thing or bad,” Alanah muttered to herself, as the various groups started to break up.  

    Looking in the direction of Captain Windcoat and her marines as they returned to the Wind Dancer, Alanah mulled over what troubled her about using such a spell. While Zinn kept on explaining why the effect wasn’t a bad thing and that it was supposed to stop the prejudice that naturally occurred between individuals of different races. There was a part of her that was unsettled by the whole idea of using magic to affect the outcome, especially since Zinn tended to be a trickster at times. Otherwise, why wouldn’t Captain Windcoat be displeased that it was used against her too? Before she could give her friend a hard time about her games, they were interrupted by a strong male voice calling out behind them. 

    “Hey Alanah, do you have a moment?” 

    Turning around, the Half-Elf girl saw an odd pair hurrying over to them. Alanah recognized them immediately: Tony Davis, the ex-Royal Navy Human Sub Captain, and Blolnat Irontouched, the last surviving Gearhead of her clan. The two of them had been nearly inseparable ever since they’d been resurrected by Lord Ironwolf. It wasn’t that they were a pair or anything, but they’d found in each other a friend as they worked to get the damaged biremes of the old Howling Wolves Squadron repaired for the voyage back to Myathlune.  

    “Sure, what’s up?” Alanah asked, as she gave Blolnat and then Tony a friendly greeting. Noticing a metallic glint coming from the long sleeve of the tall Human’s left arm, she excitedly peered more closely. “Tony, did you get your hand back?” 

    “Not quite,” Tony said, his voice filled with suppressed emotion as Blolnat silently stood next to him. While that was nothing unusual for the Gnomeling ever since the loss of her clan, Alanah thought she could see a bit of a spark of life in the other woman’s amber eyes as the Human excitedly held up his arm for her to inspect. “I received a somewhat unusual gift.” 

    “Where did you get the metallic hand from?” Alanah asked with an undertone of awe in her voice. While she’d gotten used to being without an arm, that didn’t mean she didn’t miss it every second of every day.  

    “Funny that,” Tony said, with an embarrassed shrug. “After all that shit talking the Gnomeling Trader Contingent-“ 

    “You mean where they disrespected Lord Ironwolf to his face,” Alanah said, as her voice unconsciously turned hard at the memory. 

    “Exactly that,” Tony confirmed, as he slowly opened and closed his hand, before turning back to the Half-Elf. Alanah watched it move in amazement. Although the hand was made from iron, the pieces were delicately worked together with small gears and tension rods that somehow allowed it to grasp and move somewhat like a real hand. There were even small engraved runes worked into the metal that were somehow activated to move upon his command. As she watched the incredible magical engineering marvel, her friend continued in a knowing tone. “None of them want to be left in Darom when the newfar return, not that any of them have any coins to their name to head back home since the Dread Pack cut them down.” 

    “You know, Lord Ironwolf would’ve offered to help them if they hadn’t been being such ungrateful little shits,” Alanah unhappily said, as she remembered back to how they’d carried on about how they were going to make Lord Ironwolf pay through the nose for their services. It was hard to feel sorry for any of them other than Blolnat after all of that.  

    “That wouldn’t surprise me,” Tony said in a quiet voice. “At least, that was the impression I’d gotten from him when he resurrected me.” 

    “Anyway,” Tony said, getting back to the point. “My hand was just a trial run for the arm that they made for you.” 

    Instead of jumping for joy at the thought of having a working arm again, Alanah’s face turned into an emotionless mask as she considered the points. While she dearly wanted her arm back almost more than anything else, she wasn’t about to accept a gift that would put Lord Ironwolf in the Gnomeling Trade Contingent’s debt. Seeing the mix of jumbled emotions on her face, Tony immediately understood what was going through her mind.  

    “Look Alanah,” Tony said in a conciliatory tone, “those Gnomelings aren’t offering to help you to try and pressure Lord Ironwolf into doing anything. They’re trying to make amends.” 

    “For sticking their big-ass feet in their mouths,” Zinn sourly agreed with Tony, as she shook her head in disgust. “Basically, they’re trying to kiss up to Tony after seeing how well he got along with Star and you, because you’re the companion he dotes on the most.” Seeing the distraught look that came to Alanah’s face, Zinn grabbed Alanah by the shoulders to get her friend’s attention.  

    “Stop that, I know what you’re thinking,” Zinn said in exasperation. “Let them kiss up to you to make amends. If Star gives them a chance to be a part of the House of Kayden because he appreciates their change of heart and what they’ve done for you, then so be it.” Letting her friend go, she spoke earnestly. “Look, even Stouthacks and Cranktoks deserve a second chance.” 

    “What about Spikebars and Smithpots?” Tony asked with a smile, as Zinn gave him a mocking glare. 

    “Now you’re pushing things a little too far,” Zinn joked, trying to get Alanah to ease up. As the Half-Elf's rigid shoulders relaxed somewhat, she gave Tony a quick nod for him to lead the way as she grabbed her friend by the arm and dragged her towards the docks. “Come on Alanah, let’s see what they’ve managed to build for you.”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty]Chapter Thirty 

    (First Assault Group: Mike Eyedol leading the first group out of Domenic’s valley) 

    As the swirl of shadows dispersed, Mike found himself at the top of the mountain peak. This was the highest point of the pass from which he could see both down into Domenic’s valley and the trail leading deeper into the mountainous terrain along the coast. Even from here, there was no clear sign of another passageway leading out of the region. Meaning, they were going to be stuck here for days until they could find a pass that lead to Lodenburg or, even worse, Dolurn. None of them wanted to be stuck traipsing through these mountain trails for that long. 

    Down in Domenic’s valley, his eyes were drawn to a black mass that oozed out of the far mountain pass. Even from this distance, Mike could make out the thousands of players fighting against the unending horde of Orcs, Trolls, Ogres, and other monstrous demi-humans that were constantly pouring into the valley. With a savage smile, he gleefully watched Evil Sandra and her merry band of fucktards getting owned. At the same time, a part of him wondered how Star had managed to pull off an upset like that, while also being worried about how any of them could’ve possible survived a mess like that. 

    The only thing that settled Mike down was that he knew if everything had gone that wrong, Star would’ve somehow managed to get a message off to him one way or another. It was obvious from the path they were taking across the valley that the Chaos Storm Alliance was headed towards the pass to Telrain for their escape route. Boy were they going to be in a world of hurt once they discovered the plains below the pass were blocked by herds of level 100 monsters. Though, in truth, it might be the only way they could manage to escape from the horde that was chasing after them.  

    As he watched the intense action happening far below, Mike started to notice something strange. All throughout the horde of demi-humans there seemed to be odd distortions of shadows. As he watched, he began to get the idea that they were some sort of rips in reality. Wherever the shadows were the thickest, the screaming ranks of monsters seemed to disappear before his eyes as they were dragged into nothingness. Just watching the oddness of it all gave him the heebie-jeebies. Shaking the odd feeling away, Mike refocused on the action that was happening closer to home as the rest of Sub Leader Pevnuth’s Assault Team began blinking in around him.  

    On the valley-side of the slope, a thousand players from the Global Brutality and the Syndicate guilds pressed on after them. While Star had been correct that Evil Sandra would chase after him, he’d miscalculated in thinking that she’d be okay with letting them escape unscathed. Although, Mike bet that Evil Sandra now wished that she’d taken the extra help with her to fight against the mess that they were caught up in now. While all that might be true, it didn’t help them in their current predicament. With too many players chasing after them to fight, they’d been forced to go deeper into the mountains to keep from being overwhelmed. That continued push was what had caused their next problem.  

    On the mountain trail, the vanguard of their forces had come under brutal assault. No one knew exactly what they were facing. Only that large boulders were pummeling their people and keeping them pegged down behind cover. The ferocity of the attack and the difficult terrain made it nearly impossible for the larger Warriors of their group to get into a position to charge the enemy. A hurried meeting between the Guild Leaders of the raid had resulted in a decent plan that Mike thought would work, which was why he was here. Getting a thumbs up from Sub Leader Pevnuth, he began making his way to the other side of the mountain top.  

    Their path would’ve been nearly impossible to traverse without lots of time, pins, climbing gear, and lots of rope if this had been in the real world. With their Shadow Step ability, the line of Dark Elves were able to adroitly follow him. Except for wisps of dark shadows, only a few stones were displaced by their passing to plummet down the side of the mountain. Mostly, this was due to the strong wind whipping past the rocky peak and the icy covered stone that they were using for purchase.  

    The height they were at was truly dizzying. If Mike was forced to hazard a guess, he’d say that they were somewhere in the range of thirteen hundred to fifteen hundred feet up from the bottom of the valley. Approximately the same height as the Tail of the Dragon mountain road on the Tennessee and North Carolina border. Only this peak was void of trees, which meant they had a beautiful view of the drop. In a few places, the gorges next to the mountain were much deeper than that. The adrenaline of the dangerous run made his blood beat in his veins. 

    Coming to a stop, Mike judged the angle to be right for the plateau they were headed for and signaled to the rest of the raid, before heading down. Descending several hundred feet in less than two minutes had his heart pounding in his chest from the adrenaline rush, when he abruptly came to a stop on the backside of the plateau the enemy was using as a natural bottleneck. At least, Mike hoped this was the right spot or this was going to be a major pain in the ass to find the right one.  

    Hearing guttural voices barking in excitement, Mike realized this had to be the correct spot. Easing around the edge of the alcove, he got his first good look at the enemy and the tactical situation. At the far end of the plateau, there was a large group of grotesque demi-humanoids that stood around ten to twelve feet tall. A quick count put their numbers at around nine. It was hard to tell due to their hurried movements as they excitedly chucked boulders down at the intruders below.  

    The group was a mixture of grotesque males and female primitives that wore hide-like loincloths wrapped around their thick waists. Though, it was easy enough to see why they didn’t wear more than that. Their skin coloring ranged from mossy green to putrid gray with stone-like rubbery skin that was obviously thick enough to allow them to ignore the adverse weather and probably most weapons. Stringy greasy hair intertwined with white bones limply hung down their backs and their over-long arms hung nearly to the ground which ended in massive claws. Even with those fearsome natural weapons, all but one of the disgusting creatures were armed with spiked clubs as big as a grown man. 

    Contrary to Mike's expectations, the females were noticeably larger than their male counterparts. He discovered that a moment later, when the largest member of the group turned around to bellow guttural orders to the rest of the tribe. The sight of the immense female’s saggy dugs as they pendulously swung from side to side due to her hunched over stance nearly made him retch in disgust. The tops of the twisted and malformed things were decorated with white bones that pierced the flabby skin, while the immense black teats had what looked to be shrunken humanoid skulls dangling from the tips. While all of that was horrible in its own right, the feathered skulled staff in her hands and the runes it was emblazoned with signified she was some sort of caster.  

    Hurriedly, Mike used Identify to get an idea of what they now faced, Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs, level 60 - Elite Mountain Troll Matriarch Shaman. Shaking his head in distress, he ducked back into the alcove gasping for breath while trying not to vomit just as Sub Leader Pevnuth popped out of Shadow Step behind him with a team of five Shadow Assassins at her back. Seeing the nauseated look on his face, the Sub Leader peaked out of the alcove quickly to see what had him so disturbed. A split-second later, she was right next to him trying to control her own nauseated breathing with a look of dread plastered on her face. 

    “By the dark,” Sub Leader Pevnuth gritted out through clenched teeth, “why did it have to be Elite Mountain Trolls?”  

    At her words, the rest of the team blanched. Obviously, even for Shadow Assassins these creatures were considered awful. Pulling up his Character Sheet, Mike began scrolling through his spells one by one: Shadow Edge, Shadow Blade, Marked for Death, bunch of stealth and armor spells. Sourly, he confirmed that there was nothing in his magic tree for taking out something like a troll. Unless, he was missing something; he looked over at his vassal. 

    “Do you need fire or acid to cut down these beasts?” Mike asked, hoping the creatures took after MMO trolls and not the traditional Dungeons and Dragons ones.  

    “Not at all,” Sub Leader Pevnuth said in a sarcastically sweet voice, “you only need fire or acid if you want them to stay dead.” 

    “Not helping,” Mike replied, rolling his eyes as the rest of the Dark Elves grinned at the exchange. Their quick back and forth had obviously eased some of the tension that the team was feeling at hearing what enemy they were about to face. Pulling the backpack off his back, he began going through the contents looking for anything that might be of use as he began giving orders. “Get everyone down here.” 

    Within moments, shadowy wisps began shimmering all around them as the rest of the raid appeared in the alcove while Mike finished up his search. Sub Leader Pevnuth began issuing orders out to the rest of the raid. Within moments, shadowy clouds began appearing in the shadows of rocks or behind outcrops as the rest of the team got into position. Sadly, except for four small vials of acid, there was nothing else in his inventory that might be of use. Even the acid vials were questionable since they could only be used if the monster’s head could be sliced open and the contents poured directly on the monsters’ brain or heart.  

    Mike shook his head in frustration. And what were they going to do about the other five? Ridiculous as it might seem, even with the rest of the raid’s help, he had a feeling this was going to be an ugly fight. As he slipped the four vials into his belt, he faced the rest of the Assault Group. From the drawn looks on their faces, they already knew they had an uphill battle ahead of them.  

    “Here’s how we’re going to do this,” Mike said, in a no-nonsense tone. “The command group will take the matriarch.” 

    “Matriarch?” One of the Dark Elf Group Leaders asked in confusion. 

    “You’ll know her when you see her,” Assault Leader Pevnuth assured the male, “she’s the biggest Mountain Troll out there.” 

    “Group Leaders Ghemrah and Vustrai, you’ll be taking on three each. Group Leader Iarviagod, your team will grab the last two. Remember, all that we have to do is keep these disgusting creatures distracted long enough for the rest of the raid to reach us. Keep moving, stay smart, and keep them so confused they don’t know who to attack. We’ll start the fight with synchronized Sneak Attacks.” Getting nods from everyone, he flashed a confident grin. “Then let’s move out.” As the three teams disappeared into the shadows to get into position, the female leaned over to whisper into his ear. 

    “I hope your right that we can trust these new allies of yours,” Sub Leader Pevnuth said, the doubt she felt was clear in her voice. “If not, we will die a truly horrific death.” 

    “Sub Leader Pevnuth,” Mike said, the ire clear in his tone. “We’ve been relying on our allies this entire time. The only difference now is that there’s no retreating option for us this time around. The only way we’ll win this is if we keep the monsters attention long enough for the rest of our people to join us.” Ignoring the sour look on her face, Mike called out to the remaining six Dark Elves. “We’ll be taking up a position around the outcrop in the middle of the plateau.” 

    It took two separate Shadow Steps to reach his planned sniper spot. The stone pillar rose up behind the Elite Mountain Trolls and offered a perfect spot for his special attack. As he appeared on top of the semi-flat stone near the top, he nocked one of his poisoned arrows while the rest of his group appeared below him. There were no missteps by their team. Everyone made it into position without emerging on top of each other. Partly that was due to how they spaced out their individual Shadow Steps and partly because of how they’d trained together for so long that they knew approximately where their teammates would aim to be.  

    “Let’s do this!” Mike said, as everyone’s eyes turned towards him. Holding up a black-gloved hand, Mike signaled the beginning of the countdown, before drawing back his arrow and preparing to trigger his special attack, Headshot. The spell boasted 15x weapon’s damage whether the Shadow Assassin was Stealthed or not. For a humanoid target, it was basically a one-shot kill, especially if you got the drop on a low Stamina target. While it couldn’t be used in conjunction with Sneak Attack, it could be used at any time from any direction. As his mental countdown hit zero, Mike triggered Headshot and released his arrow at the same time five other arrows raced towards the target. 

    “Rrraaawwwrrr!” The earsplitting bellow of agony and rage that rang out across the plateau hit Mike in the chest like a palpable blow as he was blasted off his perch. As he flew back through the air, he saw the rest of the raid had been knocked off their feet too. In shocked horror, he stared uncomprehendingly at the system message that said he’d taken two hundred points of damage from the Matriarch’s roar itself. As if that wasn’t enough of a fuck you, there was an Intimidation debuff under his name. Fighting against the overwhelming feeling of dread welling up inside of him, he climbed to his hands and knees gasping for breath. Holding his bow in a white-knuckled grip, he attempted to get to his feet as he saw the nightmarish sight of all nine Elite Mountain Trolls charging across the plateau heading directly for them. 

    “Scatter!” Mike barked out in raid chat, as he shook off the effects of the Intimidating Roar. Seeing the Matriarch Shaman scoop up a boulder as thick around as his chest, he drew his next arrow and nocked it into his bow as the twelve foot tall monster chucked the boulder at his head. With a smoothness built up from hours upon hours of practice, he aimed and released in one smooth motion as the large boulder shot directly at him in a straight line. Triggering Multi-Shot with a thought, he Shadow Stepped away a split-second before the boulder plowed through the space he’d been kneeling in as the Multi-Shot sank into the female Troll’s bulbous knee. 

    “Ghemrah, flank left! Vustrai, flank right! Iarviagod, stay in front of her!”  

    Mike heard Sub Leader Pevnuth issuing commands as he popped out of shadow atop a small rocky shelf. Drawing and releasing, he sent another Headshot at the pissed off Matriarch Shaman as Sub Leader Pevnuth appeared behind the female Troll and opened fire. 

    This was an especially good tactic that they’d regularly trained together on. It worked great to confuse an enemy while hitting them with max damage. It was especially effective for handling monsters. Mike’s massive damage would hold aggro while the rest of the team worked on burning down the mob’s hit points. Although, looking at the disturbing speed of these humongous creatures, Mike quickly realized that he and his people were going to be in for a rough fight. Though the Elite Mountain Trolls weren’t running, the amount of ground they could cover in one stride was truly terrifying as they crossed the distance to the raid in a matter of seconds.  

    Seeing Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs barreling up to him with her raged-filled eyes, Mike Shadow Stepped again ten yards to the opposite side of the Troll’s path. The strategy he was using was for a Gator and not a Troll, but it felt like a decent tactic to be using in his current situation. Maybe it was a “being born in Florida” thing, Mike’s mom had always told to him while growing up that if he were ever being chased by a Gator that he should dodge from side to side as he ran instead of heading in a straight line.  

    Talk about some weird advice to give a child, Mike thought, with a mental shake of his head as he hammered the Matriarch Shaman in the face with another Headshot. It was something his mom’s horse trainer had always told her whenever she went out for a ride in the Florida wilds. While that might have been great advice if you were on horseback, Mike wasn’t so sure how useful it was if you were on your own two feet trying to outrun a Gator. At that point, it seemed like you were basically shit out of luck if that was what you were trying to implement to survive the encounter.  

    Shaking his head at his musings, Mike hurriedly disappeared in a swirl of shadows as Zenma Mandula swung her two-handed staff at the pile of rocks he had just been perched on. Each of these jumps were making it harder and harder to dodge her attacks since she was within range in just a matter of seconds. Appearing on top of the stone spiral he’d initially sniped the Matriarch Shaman from, Mike’s brow wrinkled in consternation as he realized that their high-damaged attacks were barely keeping the female Troll’s hit points down by a third.  

    A cold lump began to form in the pit of his stomach as Mike watched in shock as Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs’ health began rising before his eyes. Her regeneration speed was completely unreal! Crossing his fingers that they could hold out, he began reaching for another arrow, when there was a loud ruckus from the Elite Mountain Trolls behind him. Immediately, he saw five of his Dark Elves’ hit point bars turn orange in his raid interface.  

    Glancing worriedly over his shoulder, Mike saw the Shadow Assassins trying to crawl away as their teammates struggled to pull aggro. The remains of several shattered boulders near their bleeding bodies told the story of what must have happened. While they weren’t dead, their Shadow Shields had been completely blown away along with a good portion of their Shadow Armor. Looking at their battered and bleeding bodies, it was doubtful that they would be rejoining the fight anytime soon, Mike discouragingly thought, as he turned back towards the enraged Matriarch Shaman who was charging the base of the stone spiral.  

    With a snarl Mike released another Headshot as several Multi-Shots from his team peppered Zenma Mandula’s back and legs. While the other shots didn’t seem to do much but make the ugly hag look like a living pincushion, his high-damaged shot rocked her back momentarily on her heels. Shaking away the pain, the Elite Matriarch Shaman bellowed in outrage again as she changed the grip on her staff to that of a baseball bat. Curious as to what Zenma Mandula thought she could possibly do against him on top of his perch, Mike reached for another arrow as the female Troll lunged forward and swung like a Pro Ball Player knocking a pitch out of the park. Instead of bouncing off the stone like he’d expected, the small tree pulverized the lower portion of the spiral from the force of the impact.  

    Unconcerned, Mike did a backflip from the top of the collapsing spiral, targeting an outcrop within the distance of his Shadow Step as he took aim and released another Headshot, before slipping into the shadows one more. Appearing eight yards away a split-second later, he reached for another arrow as his team appeared in a spread out circle around the female Troll. As their bows twanged, Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs raised her skull headed staff into the air with both hands, before thrusting the base into the ground and bellowing. 

    “Ole Tao!”  

    Immediately, the skull eyes glowed red as stone spears shot out from the tip in every direction. The effect reminded Mike of a shot-gun blast only instead of small pellets these were javelin-sized stones. There was no time to think or dodge. One second he was standing unharmed and fully shielded on top of a rocky outcrop and the next, he was being blasted off his feet as his Shadow Shield was utterly destroyed along with most of his Shadow Armor. 

    Screaming in agony, Mike clawed at the shredded skin of his face as he tried to understand what had just happened. Thinking back to the magic attack, he realized the remaining pieces of the stone shaft that shattered against his Shadow Shield had hit his face with the force of an explosion. It honestly felt like he’d stopped a shotgun round of rock salt with his face. Scrabbling for purchase as his hearing faded in and out, he grimaced at the cries of his raid mates coming from all around him as he rolled onto his stomach.  

    With his eyes watering uncontrollably from the pain and the ground stone imbedded in the bare muscle of his face, Mike clawed his way to his knees. Anxiously looking around, he immediately realized why the rest of his body hurt so much. He’d been blown completely off his perch and must have hit the ground hard. Doing his best to ignore his broken ribs and bruised body, Mike scrambled for the bow that had fallen to the ground a few feet away from him. As he got his hand around the leather grip, he began to notice that the ground was shaking beneath him. Nervously looking up, his bleary eyes focused on the horrific sight of Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs two pendulous skull pierced teats coming directly for him. 

    It took all of Mike’s will power to Shadow Step ten yards ahead. He only managed that by looking between the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s putrid gray colored thighs as the meaty jiggling things filled his vision. At the same time, out of the corner of his eye, Mike saw the skull head of the massive staff swinging down at him. Never before had he been so relieved by the comforting darkness of Shadow Step as he was when he disappeared a hair’s breadth before the grinning skull pulverized the spot that he’d been kneeling.  

    Popping out of stealth, Mike heard a guttural bellow of triumph from Zenma Mandula behind him as he fumbled at his belt for a Healing Potion, while doing his best to ignore the blood that seemed to be everywhere. His dirty fingers ran over the smooth flasks of his belt until he found the symbol for Healing, before blindly popping the lid and gulping the liquid down in one go. Tossing the flask away, he recast Shadow Shield for some minimum protection as he drew an arrow while struggling to his feet. From everywhere around him, Dark Elves were either screaming in pain or shouting out urgent warnings as he stood up straight.  

    A quick glance around the plateau showed Mike that his people were a mess. Five were outright dead while the rest were hovering around half health or less. The tribe of Elite Mountain Trolls were pummeling everything in their path with their massive spiked clubs as his surviving Shadow Assassins barely managed to keep ahead of the overwhelming assault.  

    In that moment, the only positive thing that was going on was that the agony of his face seemed to be lessening, when a bellow of outrage from behind him pulled his mind back into the battle at hand. Looking back over his shoulder, Mike’s face noticeable paled as the hideous female Troll’s head cranked around to glare at him balefully. Seeing that he was still alive and whole, her thick lips drew back from her tusks in fury. 

    “Fuck my life,” Mike exclaimed sharply, as Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs launched herself into the air as if she were a Pro Wrestler executing a Corkscrew Diving Splat. It was an eye popping experience in the most horrible sense. There was that surreal moment as the massive female Troll hung midair over the top of him in all of her disgusting glory which gave him a chance to target the back of her open tusked maw that was wordlessly howling at him. With a snarl of rage, he released another Headshot into the back of her throat, before Shadow Stepping straight up.  

    Appearing ten yards above the Elite Matriarch Shaman, Mike twisted his body around in midair as the arrow he shot punched through the back of the female Troll’s head and flew past his surprised face. Cursing in annoyance at almost shooting himself, he sent another Headshot into the back of the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s head as she belly flopped onto the rocky ground with bone crushing force. It was a beautiful double shot that dropped her hit points below half for the first time in the fight. While all of that was well and good, Mike caught himself in the unenviable position of waiting for his Shadow Step’s timeout to reset as the ugly female Troll flipped around onto her back preparing to jump back to her clawed feet. 

    That’s when it happened. The Money Shot. Or, probably something that Mike wished had only been the Money Shot as the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s loincloth flipped back from her movements while she was spreading her legs to leap to her clawed horn-skinned feet. Though, to any other viewer, in that split-second before impact, the absolute look of horror on his face as his arms windmilled through the air would have been priceless.  

    It was one of those incredible feats of chance that you could never repeat in your life no matter how many times you tried. That one in a million hoop shot from three quarters of the court thrown after the buzzer goes off that wins the game after everyone thought the other team had won. Though, in Mike’s case, it was more like the video of the man bungee jumping over a swamp-like lake in Australia only to get his head snapped off by a humongous Crocodile. Yeah, it was a made-up Fosters commercial, but you get the drift. If anything, that example fit the current situation Mike found himself in the best.  

    Sadly, Mike had opened his mouth to scream just as he fell face first between Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs’ spread legs. Even though he’d landed spread-eagle with his arms locked straight out, his face still plunged deep into the slimiest, stinkiest, sag-fest of labial hangers that he’d ever seen. It was beyond horrific. As soon as the momentum was spent, Mike was able to push himself up once more, but not before his face was completely covered in a thick yellowish mucusy-like substance. 

    “Iiittthhh’sss aaalll iiiimmm mmmaaa mmmooouttthhh!” Mike unintelligibly wailed in pure disgust and horror as he met the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s stunned face. The flavor was indescribably horrible like decayed fish mixed with melted rubber but worse. At the same time, in the back of his mind while all of this was going on, Mike could only pray that Star would never find out about this. Well any of his friends for that matter or they would never let him live this down.  

    The gleam in the female Troll’s red eyes only made the entire situation that much worse, if that was even remotely possible. Not that he was in the right place to even imagine what was going through her mind in that moment. Well, some sick fuck might have said he was in the right place, but … Mike choked back a body shaking dry heave, but it was no use. Even though he tried to breathe through his mouth, the entire ordeal was so horrendous that it was beyond any words to describe.  

    Urgently, Mike did his best to gulp in air through his mouth and out through his nose to stop what he knew was coming, but it was no use. Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs face turned purple in anger as she realized what was about to happen. Before either one of them could react, Mike’s entire body clenched up as he projectile vomited onto her gaping-open rotten cooch. It felt like he’d puked out his soul as the unending stream finally ended in stretchy ropes of stomach bile. As he looked up and gave the female Troll a weak smile, she roared and surged forward to snatch him up in her large meaty hands. 

    “Gah!” Mike screamed in agony, as his body was crushed in the vise-like grip.  

    “Ow daar u inzul-t ma beutai!” Zenma Mandula snarled in Mike’s face, as spittle and leftover rotten meat pelted him.  

    “Beauty?” Mike openly scoffed in spite of himself, realizing he could make out what she was saying. Knowing he was going to die either way, he openly laughed in her hideous face as her eyes blazed in hate. “First, how about you say it and not spray it, honey, and then we’ll talk!” 

    “Ai vil taar ur aaarmz und laaags uot ov daaar zoketz bavor skuinun u ah-aiv!” Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs snarled, as she unhinged her jaw and pulled him forward to bite his head off.  

    At least, that had worked, Mike thought in relief, as he waited for death. The last thing he wanted to do was experience a gruesome death like that in-game. Before the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s tusks could punch through his chest, Ghemrah and Vustrai suddenly appeared behind her back to plunge their blades deep into the female Troll’s spine. As she threw her head back and let out a bellow of agony, Iarviagod materialized next to the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s wrist that was holding Mike and slashed his blade clean through the bone and skin, amputating the hand cleanly.  

    Appearing next Mike’s side, Sub Leader Pevnuth managed to yank him free of the frozen fingers so he could Shadow Step away just as Zenma Mandula’s baleful eyes focused on her in unbridled outrage. Without a second thought, Sub Leader Pevnuth loosed a Multi-Shot into the female Trolls face as the Head of Midnight disappeared into the shadows. Ignoring the iron shafts that pierced her bulbous nose, the Elite Matriarch Shaman bellowed as she swiped at the Dark Elf’s smug face with her skull topped staff.  

    In that second, Sub Leader Pevnuth knew she was dead. While Iarviagod managed to Shadow Step out of the way in time, she was still waiting for her own spell’s cooldown to pop. Even though she did her best to evade the terrible blow, the grinning skull still hit her full in the chest and blasted her off her feet as if she weighted nothing.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-One]Chapter Thirty-One 

    (First Assault Group: Sub Leader Pevnuth and the Elite Mountain Troll fight) 

    Sub Leader Pevnuth bodily slammed to a stop against the rocky side of the mountain so hard that she swore every bone in her body must’ve been broken. The agony was almost too much for her to bear as tears streamed from her eyes. Wishing that she’d lost consciousness as she slid down the wall to collapse in a stunned heap, Sardren helplessly watched as the enraged Elite Matriarch Shaman furiously tromped towards her. Though her life was now forfeit, Sardren felt satisfaction in knowing that she’d been able to earn back her honor by saving the Head of Midnight from certain death. Without fear, she watched the massive clawed foot raise up to crush her skull, when a grayish figure suddenly appeared from out of nowhere.  

    “Hhhuuurrraaahhh!” The battle cry reverberated off the side of the mountain as the Elite Matriarch Shaman was physically knocked back several strides by the muscular Half-Orc that had bodily slammed into her.  

    For a second, Sardren couldn’t process what was happening as she incredulously watched the action unfold before her eyes. The Half-Orc expertly dropped to his clawed feet and spun around to lay into the Troll Matriarch with his two-handed battle axe. From the surprised look on the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s face, the power behind the strikes had come as a surprise. With her face clenching up from the effort, she went on the attack as the rest of the raid swarmed onto the plateau.  

    While Sardren’s eyes easily made out Sub Leaders Chuzedros and Zuvnabod’s Assault Groups Shadow Stepping around the plateau to engage all of the Elite Mountain Trolls, they were only a small portion of the total number of the forces in the attack. Even more confusing, the only ones that had come to her aid was this low-level halfling who couldn’t hope to face off against a level 60 monstrosity like this. Even as that thought was going through her mind, Sardren saw a flaring cloud of purple stars smash into the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s face as furry hands lifted her up and brought a Healing Potion to her lips. 

    “I’ve got her, Toxi!” A red-furred Panda female shouted over Sub Leader Pevnuth’s head, as the Beast Kin female forced the healing fluid down her throat. Tossing the empty flask away, the Panda female looped an arm around Sardren’s chest to half-carry/half-drag her away from the fight. 

    “Fall back like we planned, Steph!” The Half-Orc bellowed, as he began to take a serious pummeling from the female Troll’s two-handed staff. Looking at the dexterity that the Elite Matriarch Shaman was using to drive the Barbarian back, Sardren realized the female Troll must have grown back her hand in the short time it had taken for her to reach her. Why did either one of these halfling newfar stay if they knew it was a hopeless fight? 

    “I’ve got you,” another voice shouted out behind Sardren, as the Barbarian did his best to dissipate the force of the blows with his heavy shield. Almost immediately a flurry of ice bolts began hammering against the Elite Matriarch Shaman’s swinging breasts as another halfling stepped up to hook an arm under Sardren’s shoulder. To Sub Leader Pevnuth’s shocked disbelief, this halfling was a Dark Elf-Human mix. Why were these halflings trying to drag her to safety while their friend fought a hopeless fight? It went beyond all reason! 

    “We’ve got this, Toxi!” Another Warrior type of Dark Elf-Human halfling called out, as he rushed into the fight with a Beast Kin Warrior at his side. With three minutes left to her stun, all that Sub Leader Pevnuth could do was helplessly watched as the group of halflings and Beast Kin fought to save her with everything they had. In the distance, she saw the large Half-Orc step back from the pounding he was taking as the two new Warriors moved up to take his place. They were all selflessly working together to take out the overwhelming powerful enemy. In that handful of seconds, Sardren felt like her entire world view had been turned upside-down. 

    “Thanks for the help, Rassilon,” the Panda Kin female said to the Frost mage halfling, as they both continued to hammer the Elite Matriarch Shaman with everything they had. While their spells barely seemed to be doing any damage, with them working together, it was enough to keep the female Troll off-balance while more and more newfar charged in to help. Even so, at level 60, Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs wasn’t going down anytime soon. As if to prove Sub Leader Pevnuth’s point, the Elite Matriarch Shaman let out a guttural bellow as she raised her skull-headed staff into the air.  

    “She’s releasing an AOE!” Sardren heard the familiar voice of the Head of Midnight call out in raid chat. “Shield or get behind cover!” 

    That was all the warning the rest of the raid got before Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs slammed the butt of her skull topped staff into the ground and bellowed “Ole Tao!” in a move that Sardren was all too familiar with. In her heart, she knew there was no way she could survive such an attack in her current state. Refusing to die with her eyes closed, Sardren proudly waited for the stone javelins to pierce her bloody body and end her life, when the unthinkable happened. Without a thought for their own lives, both the halfling and Beast Kin mages dropped her to the ground and used their own bodies to shield her from the attack.  

    The selfless act brought tears to Sub Leader Pevnuth’s eyes as she felt the impact of the stone javelins piercing the newfars’ bodies. If both of them hadn’t acted together, she would’ve surely been killed. A quick glance at the raid interface and Sardren saw that only a small portion of the total raid members had been damaged. Most of the rock javelins had been blocked by the circle of defensive tanks around the Elite Matriarch Shaman. Her attention was pulled away from the rest of the battle as the mages painfully pushed themselves off her stunned body. 

    “Well that sucked,” Steph said, as she helped her friend up and removed the shaft that had pierced his shoulder.  

    “You’re telling me,” Rassilon agreed through gritted teeth, as the Panda Kin female slid the stone shaft free. He jerked his chin towards the ongoing battle. “Looks like they’re bloody ripping through those knobgobblers.”  

    A golden radiance appeared around both mages as they sighed in relief. A split-second later, the agony of Sub Leader Pevnuth’s broken bones began to dissipate as a golden glow momentarily surrounded her too. She immediately realized the spells Minor Mend Bones and a Regeneration had been cast on her broken body, as both mages turned around to salute an older looking halfling that was another Dark Elf-Human mix. 

    “Appreciate the heal, Mikhail,” Steph called out in thanks.  

    “Is no problem,” Mikhail replied back good-naturedly, as he kept one eye on the pair while keeping the other on the fighting. “We Rangers decide is best no waste arrows on Trolls, so we heal instead.”  

    As Sub Leader Pevnuth watched her Stun debuff start counting down the last ten seconds, she could hear the fighting ending across the plateau. Though she couldn’t see what was happening from where they’d dropped her on the ground, she could make out the sounds of blades hacking through meaty flesh. That was quickly followed by the distinct odor of burning flesh as the shrieking howls of the Elite Mountain Trolls almost completely stopped altogether.  

    “Gah,” Sardren said, sitting up as soon as her Stun faded away. 

    “It’s about time you stopped laying around,” Steph jokingly said, as Rassilon laughed along with the Panda girl. 

    “Welcome back to the realm of the living,” the Dark Elf-Human halfling said without any malice. “You looked like you took a beating from that beast.”  

    A part of Sardren wanted to take offense at the innocuous remark, but after having been saved from certain death by the two of them, she just couldn’t seem to feel any anger towards the odd pair. As Sub Leader Pevnuth was contemplating that simple fact, without a second thought, the other woman held out a wine flask for her to take. Numbly taking the flask, she took a mouthful of the liquid to wash the blood from her mouth, before taking a deep pull of the wine. 

    The old Sub Leader Pevnuth would’ve never shared a drink with a Beast Kin or a halfling, especially not a Dark Elf mix breed. It was just the way it had always been in her society. Although now, after everything that had happened, she was at a loss as to how she should feel as Lord Ironwolf’s harsh criticism came back to her in a way that she’d never would’ve expected. Swallowing the shame that suddenly flared in her chest, she hesitantly spoke to the red-furred Panda girl.  

    “Why did you save me?” Sardren asked, feeling adrift as she studied the female’s furry-red face. Reading Beast Kin expressions was always considered difficult, but this time she found it somewhat easier due to her change in outlook. Though, a part of Sub Leader Pevnuth admitted that it would’ve been easier if the Panda girl had simply lashed out at her for being a Dark Elf. Instead, she simply gave the Dark Elf a sad smile. 

    “Why wouldn’t I save you?” Steph asked, in an earnest voice that held no malice towards her whatsoever. “You Shadow Assassins are the ones that are saving our asses out here and aren’t able to respawn. I figured it’s the least we could do as a thank you.” 

    “Trust me,” Sardren said, as her voice deepened from the strong emotions weighing down on her heart at being saved from certain death. “I can’t thank you enough for saving me from certain death by that hideous Troll." A fragile smile touched her lips as she held out her hand. “I am called Sub Leader Sardren Pevnuth and am in both of your debts.” 

    “Steph FoxFire,” the red-furred Panda girl said, shaking her hand. “And don’t mention it.” 

    “Rassilon Tardis,” the Dark Elf halfling said without any anger, as he shook her hand next. “I’m sure this won’t be the only time we look out for each other in the days to come.” 

    A particularly loud bellow of agony pulled their attention away as they silently watched the end of the fight. By now, Zenma Mandula of the Putrid Dugs was being pummeled to the ground by the circle of Warriors and Barbarians surrounding her as Fire Mages rained down fiery death on her head. Seeing the nearly impossible named boss finally going down, Sardren breathed a sigh of relief as her two new friends glanced back at her in surprise. 

    “I wouldn’t worry too much about those Elite Mountain Trolls anymore,” Rassilon said, giving her a cocky grin. “None of those wretched bastages got away.” 

    “Oh, I know that,” Sardren said with a laugh, “but these mountains are crawling with Trolls and other nasty stuff. I expect we’ll be fighting demi-humans and monsters like this the entire trip.” Seeing the look of horror on both mages’ faces, she looked back and forth between them confused. “Did I say something wrong?”  

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Two]Chapter Thirty-Two 

    (Second Assault Group: Star and friends reach the outskirts of Palnisdale.) 

    “Rrraaawww!” The bestial roar drowned out every other sound in the gorge but the clash of shield on shield as the flood of Elite Orc Warriors surged forward. The charge hit our shield wall like a freight train and violently slammed all of us back several feet as we strained against the unrelenting demi-human push with everything we had.  

    “Hold the line!” I cried out, doing my best to brace the Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender strapped to my arm as my feet sought for some form of traction. Next to me, Sarka, Thomas, the Cobra Kai twins, AJ, Glen, John, and Kenneth echoed my call as we did everything in our power to stop the enemy’s push. Behind us, the rest of the raid braced our backs like a human chain to stop the horde’s advance. Even then, it wasn’t enough as we continued to be driven back step by step.  

    The tactics we’d been using up til now were nothing new. After doing this for nearly six hours straight, there was a certain give and take to the crushing charges that we’d become accustomed to. The entire fight had consisted of falling back from one defensive position to the next with heavy skirmishes in-between as the horde did their best to crush us. Each push had been slightly different while the Orcs and our group learned to counteract each other’s strategies.  

    Unlike all of the other times we’d fallen back in this fight, this time was different. We’d finally reached the end of the gorge where it connected to the edge of the Palnisdale plateau. Letting the horde out onto the open plateau as we made a last ditch dash for Palnisdale would be a death sentence. Not just for our raid, but for everyone in the area. That was why we were buying the extra time Domenic and his people needed to make the exit of the gorge impassable.  

    “Dammit Jay,” Jill snarled, as we were being pushed further and further back. “Do your hands thing!” 

    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” I hollered back, as I repeatedly jabbed the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden over the top of my shield.  

    “Whatever it is your doing, do it faster!” Hefe cried out, from where he was trying to brace AJ from behind, but his hands barely reached the Dwarves ass cheeks.  

    From the angle I was at, it looked completely obscene. One slip and I swore I’d be looking at one of Hefe’s horrible “Goatsy videos” that he was always showing off to everyone. AJ must have sensed I was about to comment on that point, when he cut me off.  

    “Not one fucking word, Jay” AJ warned, giving me the look of death as everyone busted out laughing. 

    “That’s … not … helping,” I yelled back, as I strained to hold the shield wall while also doing my best to focus on casting the three second spell. 

    “I just wish we hadn’t used up all of our zombies when we ran away,” Sarka complained next to me, as she did her best to push back against the advancing Orcs.  

    “I think that’s what the Devil Dogs call a tactical retreat,” Tinyr chimed in from behind us. While everyone laughed, I went back to figuring out how to accomplish the feat I’d managed earlier.  

    The reason I kept fumbling the crowd control AOE spell was due to the fighting, blocking, and moving that I was being forced to do while trying to cast. The World’s non-instant cast spells were set to be impossible to cast if you were fighting or moving, period. That was basically the way spells like that worked in any MMO type of game.  

    While I had the Concentration Skill, it only meant that I had a higher chance to not fumble a spell if I took damage. While there wasn’t anything in the in-game Wiki saying that there was a Skill that got around those in-game limitations, I’d obviously discovered some special feat by accident. Now I knew that it was possible to cast a non-instant cast spell if you were focused and lucky enough. The only problem was that purposely repeating the feat was proving to be nearly impossible.  

    Unfortunately, the system hadn’t given me the Skill for the ability yet like it had for Perception, so the game was acting like the Skill wasn’t a possibility. If it worked anything like the Perception Skill, I had to make it trigger somehow. The main problem, besides being under attack, was that every miscast was costing the same amount of mana as casting the actual freaking spell. A part of me was also sure that it didn’t help that it was a level 40 spell and new to me either. The only good news in all of this was that at least the thirty second timeout wasn’t being triggered by every miscast.  

    “What the hell are they doing differently this time around that we can’t hold them back?” Kenzie fumed, as everyone groaned from the strain of trying to hold the shield wall. While it was a good question that I was sure was in the backs of everyone’s minds, I think it was asked rhetorically more than anything else as we were forced back further and further. 

    Ignoring the back and forth comments going on between my friends, I did my best to focus on casting the spell while my body responded automatically to the changing situations around me. As I parried, thrusted, blocked, and strained to hold the enemy back, I did my best to separate my mind between the multiple actions as I focused on my magic. While I’m sure that would’ve looked easy to anyone watching my Twitch Stream, in truth, it was the hardest thing I’d ever done in my life. 

    Even worse, my own mind was just as distracting as everything else going on around me. The sarcastic side of my mind jokingly laughed that this was worse than trying not to cum during sex. It was turning into the longest proverbial three seconds of my life. Not helping, I silently chastised my inner voice, as I continued recasting the spell again and again. I could feel the Skill as if it were on the tip of my tongue, but for some reason it just wouldn’t trigger. As the line began to buckle around me, I began the three second cast for what felt like the hundredth time, when I felt Helgath slide her hand up to the back of my neck. As our minds linked from the skin-to-skin contact, I felt something snap inside of me.  

    It almost felt like we were breaking through some sort of barrier inside of my own mind. Whatever it was that had been holding me back this entire time burst into a million pieces as the cast suddenly took. It felt like I was straining my brain as the seconds for the spell’s cast started ticking by. Instead of just taking three seconds to complete, the spell didn’t finish until a full six seconds later.  

    Though it had taken double the time of a regular cast, the results had been worth the effort as several things happened at once. The first was the relieved cry that came from my friends as a ripping sound of earth rang out in a twenty yard swath that covered the entire front of our shield wall. While the spell should’ve only had a five yard radius, somehow Helgath had helped me tweak the spell to cover a much larger area as a plethora of zombie arms began tearing free of the ground beneath the Elite Orc Warriors’ clawed feet. At the same time, a system window popped open before my eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You have learned a new skill Focus Casting I. 

    Focus Casting I – (Passive) 25% chance to cast a non-instant cast spell while performing an action or fighting. This can increase the cast time and mana requirements of the spell by double. 

     

    There was no time to celebrate the new Skill I’d just acquired as I dismissed the system window with a thought. From our close contact, Helgath had clearly understood the next part of the plan as she once again blended her magic with mine to cast a Magnify Damage spell that covered the same breath of the Zombie Hands spell that she’d helped me to tweak and cast. As our minds and magic blended once more, I felt another barrier inside my mind fall away as I suddenly understood how Helgath was tweaking my magic. In that moment, I realized that Helgath was adapting the spells on the fly while feeding it more mana similar to how she created her Water Shaman spells. As the Magnify Damage spell was instantly cast across the entire front of our shield wall to cover the enemy ranks, another system window popped open before my eyes.  

     

    Congratulations! You have learned the new Skill Extended Magic. 

    Extended Magic – can be triggered to increase the effect and/or range of a spell at the same mana cost required to perform the same effects individually.  

     

    After all of the spell enhancements Helgath and I’d been doing together, acquiring the new Skill made sense on one level. At the same time, it still caught me by surprise. It wasn’t like there had been was any information to be uncovered within the in-game Wiki about higher level magic over level 50. Was this a hint as to what was to come? If so, were there any other types of magic I could uncover? While all of those things were pertinent questions burning in the back of my mind, there was no time to consider them at present as the crowd control spell momentarily allowed us to stop the horde in their tracks. Dismissing the message away with a thought, I sent a mental “thank you” to Helgath as we went on the attack. 

    Immediately the NPCs and players in our team began shooting Enhanced Shadow Bolts over our heads at the Elite Orc Warriors as the front ranks shifted back to the attack. Knowing we had to work quickly while the Magnify Damage spell was active, my friends and I went all out. Driving bodily into the horde’s front ranks, we began hacking and slashing at the enemy for all we were worth.  

    While the Zombie Hands spell was typically used to temporarily hold enemies in place for the caster to get out of melee range or for their pet to engage, it also had some impressive debuffs too. A fifteen percent reduction in the affected targets defense and attack speed. Combine that with the twenty-five percent increase in movement and attack speed that everyone had gotten from the Warrior Monk Jutsu spell that Fylreh had taught the raid, and it was the perfect storm for us to inflict maximum damage to the enemy. 

    In the back of my mind, I mentally made a note that Fylreh and I needed to have a talk about where she’d learned that spell from. For now though, I focused on the situation at hand. While the three Orcs in front of me were busy trying to tear or cut away the rotting hands clawing at their arms and legs, I thrust my Dark Blade of Lord Kayden into the first distracted Elite Warrior’s gut and ripped it out sideways as the demi-human bellowed in agony. The big lug tried to hack me with his heavy cleaver, but I was already ripping the blade free with two hands and turning away to strike at his partner on the right. Using my shield to deflect the Orc’s slowed slash, I stepped in close in-between the two Elite Warriors. Using my elbow to knock aside the second Orc’s bronze shield, I used my whole body to bury the blade deep into the second Orc’s side.  

    Rushing in behind me, Neristhana and Helgath attacked. As the first Orc tried to twist around to hack at me the Gnomeling female hammered her Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing as hard as she could into the Orc’s knee. On my other side, Helgath began hammering the second Orc’s thighs and groin with her daggers in blazing combinations as I used both hands to rip my blade free out of the same Orc’s abdomen.  

    The far left Orc barely even noticed the attacks against his squad mates as he hacked at the Zombie hands that shredded his lower half. Without slowing down, I whirled around as Fylreh and Unalia’s Multi-Shots hammered the front row of Orcs around me and leaped at the third Orc with the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden leading the way. The Elite Warrior had a split-second of warning before I punched the blade into his eye. As I dropped to the ground, I cast another Magnify Damage spell across the entire area, tweaking the spell like Helgath had taught me, before launching myself at the third Orc again. 

    Next to me, Sarka was going completely apeshit. Her crushing sword blows whaled into the Orcs in front of her bending shields, splitting armor, and crushing helms like she was a one-person wrecking machine. With the extra points she’d sunk into Strength, she was better able to face the Orcs on their own terms, while I was forced to evade and dodge as much as possible. Tucked in close by her side, Tinyr’s high-damage attacks ripped the Orcs’ hit points away while Fylreh and Unalia gave them Ranged Support too.  

    It was just as much of a blood bath further down the line as the Cobra Kai twins, Thomas, and my friends waded into the rooted enemy. Cleaver Swords caved in heads while heavy battle axes removed limbs. The spells Magnify Damage and Arcane Speed allowed us to chop down the first two rows of Orcs within fifteen seconds. Hefe, Kenzie, Zhou, and Darkhorse were backing up the tanks with their own special attacks in an impressive dance of death, while Sara, Jill, Krystal, Thompson, and others supported the melee line with their support fire.  

    Further back along the rim of the gorge, more Enhanced Shadow Bolts pummeled the hordes ranks further in the back as the Kayden Troopers did their best to give us covering fire. Once again, the Magnify Damage spell paid dividends as all damage taken by the enemy was increased by twenty-five percent. With the additional range damage tearing up the Orcs’ lines, we were able to stop the hordes’ crushing advance while my Zombie Hands spell slowly faded away.  

    For the next half a minute, it was like the Elite Orc Warriors were walking into a whirling buzz saw of death. Most were down by three quarters health by the time they reached our melee line. Most had splotchy, half-eaten skin sloughing off their faces from the necrotic damage of the Dark magic spells that were assailing them. While it was a horrific style of combat on one level, it was what it was. Besides, it was also the only high-damage spell that we had which the Orcs weren’t resistant to. Not that it really mattered one way or another since there weren’t any style points in this game.  

    Don’t think this was how the entire battle had been going up till now, because that was far from the case. Most of the last six hours of skirmishing and tactical retreats had been pure hand-to-hand combat with our people barely holding their own. The only way we managed to survive those engagements was with the copious application of Zombies mixed in with a lot of running away between defensive positions. This was the first time we’d had so much defensive range support in a position to temporarily overwhelm the enemy’s charging hordes. 

    Once again, our ability to hold out would only last as long as our supply of mana and arrows held out, which, in truth, meant we were down to mana for most everyone. Our Rangers by now had mostly blown their load of arrows and had switched to Enhanced Shadow Bolts. The only reason Fylreh, Unalia, and Brenna had any left was because the rest of us in my team had given them everything we had in our inventories.  

    The enemy horde had a seemingly endless supply of troops to overwhelm our forces. Not only that, so far, we’d only been fighting their fodder troops. What would happen once we had to fight their more advanced units? I didn’t even want to consider that. Without hesitation or remorse, we dished out a virtual hell against the enemy’s rush. Just when I was starting to feel like we’d have more than enough time for Domenic and his people to do their thing, that's when the shit hit the fan.  

    “What the fuck was that?” I heard John’s weedy shout on the other side of the gorge. Blocking an axe blade with my shield while parrying a sword strike, I stepped back and hurriedly looked over to see Thomas and AJ were simply gone just as I realized a whole swath of our people were down. They’d all been standing directly behind the two.  

    “Close up the line!” Terry Cobra cried out, as she and her husband tried to defend against the onslaught of the now free Orcs. “Star we have incoming!” A quick glance at the raid interface on my HUD showed that my friends were alive but hurt, along with Sara, Thompson, Jill, and Krystal. At the same time, I heard a familiar voice shouting in terror. 

    “I’m telling you we’ve got to get the fuck out,” John shrieked, as he pointed at something further down the gorge. Thomas shouted something out to him about not being a chicken-shit whiny bitch. While I didn’t quite catch everything that was said, I heard John’s reply clear as day. 

    “If you idiots want to fight those things, than be my guest,” John snarled back at Thomas, as he turned around and began pushing his way through the group of support classes behind us. “I’m getting the fuck out of here.” 

    Not understanding what was going on, I turned around to take a look only to be forced to duck a heavy mace barreling in at my head. Instead of shattering my face, it ended up just clipping the wing of my helm as my friends screamed out a warning about Ogres approaching. Before I could recover enough to see what they were shouting about, a heavy spear tip skittered across my pauldrons as I was brutally shoved back from the impact. While my armor held, the strike caused major damage to the black coral of my shoulder guard, cracking it from the force of the blow.  

    By now, my armor was basically trashed after fighting for so long. Even though it still had a third of its durability, there were major gashes and rents throughout the chain mail covered leather between the black coral plates. Not that there was much I could do at present. Knocking the spear tip away with a quick parry, I blocked a battle axe strike with my shield as a Multi-Shot struck the Orc in the face. While Neristhana and Helgath went for my attackers’ legs, I slashed the mace wielding Orc in the forearm. Before I could follow-up with a critical strike, I saw something that made my balls clench in fear as I froze in place. 

    Around Forty yards further down the gorge were a troop of what could only be armored Ogres. They’d obviously lost patience waiting for a clear path to us, so instead they’d decided to make their own. Brutally swatting any Orcs that were in front of them out of the way, they ponderously strode directly for our lines with the surety and confidence of an armored Panzer. A quick Identify confirmed my guess about the immense demi-humans as Elite Rock Ogre Champions level 60 popped up over their heads.  

    They were massive, twelve feet tall, fully armored beasts of war. The Elite Rock Ogre Champions didn’t wear bronze armor like the Orcs, but a crudely constructed, spiked armor made from heavy, beaten-iron plates. Their breastplates and pauldrons were connected to one another by thick iron chains that showed a glimpse of all the Ogres rock-like skin between these wide gaps. Below the waist the demi-humans were even better protected with solid iron greaves that completely covered their legs and the tops of their large clawed feet. Though, what stood out the most were their crudely-cut iron helms that fully covered their heads, except for the lower portion of their massive jaws that were filled with rows of sharp pointy teeth and long tusks that stuck out above and below their thick lips. 

    Each Ogre was nearly eight feet wide from shoulder-to-shoulder with massive iron slabs for shields and crude cleaver-swords that were more akin to thick iron bars than actual blades. Their arms were nearly as thick around as my torso and just two of them abreast, more or less, took up the entire width of the gorge. As if that weren't enough to cause terror in their enemies, each had skulls hanging around their thick necks and stacked atop their shoulder spikes in a gruesome display of their individual battle prowess. I swear, it was like some fanboy developer on the team had based them off of the Ogres from Dragon Age.  

    Not that, that comparison made them any less terrifying. If anything, it was more like putting a name to the horrifying creatures stomping towards us. By now, the ruckus the Ogres were making as they casually smashed the Elite Orc Warriors out of their way was loud enough for the Orcs that were fighting us to hesitate in their attack and look behind them. Being the bastard I was, I stabbed the Orc asshole in front of me in the back of the head, at the junction between his backplate and helm, killing him instantly with a Backstab, while Helgath and Neristhana cut down the Orcs to the right and left of the one I’d killed. I guess I wasn’t the only bastard in the party, I thought with a smirk, as the girls gave each other a high five.  

    The fearful looks on the Orcs’ faces as they turned around and scattered with some even dropping their weapons, didn’t help the lump of anxiety forming in my stomach. Even though I enjoyed ridiculing John for being such a big pussy, I couldn’t fault him for the hysterics this time around. Besides, watching the Elite Warriors casually being splatted against the side of the gorge confirmed that John had the right of it. At least, he did in the sense that we were definitely in the wrong place to fight these things.  

    The whole running away like a little bitch was a different story altogether. Hell, even his daughter and her boyfriend didn’t do that. While it was true that if they caught us in these tight quarters without any room to dodge and evade their overpowered strikes we would all end up dead, it didn’t mean you just ran away without coming up with a plan to deal with the fuckers. 

    “Everyone but tanks and rogues fall back to the plateau,” I called out to my team, as I watched most of the volleys of Enhanced Shadow Bolts coming from the rest of the raid uselessly splattering against the Ogres’ heavy armor. Even the few shots that hit skin didn’t seem to do all that much damage. Watching their advance was more than enough to scare the bejesus out of anyone. “Dom, I hope you have those Moonshine Elementals in place, because we’re officially fucked!” 

    “Almost there,” Domenic said in a distracted voice, “try to buy us whatever time you can or this isn’t going to work.” 

    Sara didn’t even hesitate as she turned around and headed out of the gorge. Krystal and Jill were somewhat annoyed, but when they saw Thompson falling back, they calmed down a bit. As I caught their eyes. “Maybe you can come up with a plan D if this doesn’t work,” I joked as Krystal looked over at Jill questioningly. 

    “I thought this was plan B,” she asked, somewhat confused. 

    “Nope, plan B was having Domenic blow everything up,” Jill confirmed, as she began pushing Krystal after the Devil Dogs. “And plan C is whatever asinine thing that Star is now hoping to accomplish.” 

    The rest of whatever they were saying was cut off as Unalia and Yun gave all of us sympathetic looks, before taking off after everyone else. Seeing Fylreh drawing her scimitars, I shook my head at her and nodded at the ridge. “Just be prepared to help keep those assholes off the plateau.” While I could tell she wanted to argue, instead she just gave me a silent nod, before spinning around and hurrying after everyone else.  

    Though her mass and level could’ve been a huge help, there was no way that Fylreh could go head-to-head against these Ogres in a contest of strength. Besides, in a tight area such as this, her speed would be all but useless. I figured it was best to let her work with everyone else to come up with a plan D since it was obvious this was a last ditch effort for the rest of us. 

    “You don’t think we can take these guys, do you?” AJ asked, eyeing the Ogres as he walked over with Hefe, Bonnie Smash, Glen, and Kenneth.  

    “Heh … heh … heh, of course he does,” Hefe confidently laughed. “Otherwise, why would we be here?” 

    “So that everyone else can escape the gorge,” Tinyr said with an audible “duh” tone, as the Gnome froze in midstride, while Bonnie Smash nervously chuckled behind her boyfriend’s back.  

    “You’re da man,” I said, seeing Hefe’s questioning look, as I gave him an apologetic shrug. “Right?” 

    “You’re so pathetic,” Neristhana jokingly teased, elbowing him out of the way as she stepped up beside me. For a second, the Gnomeling female and I just looked at each other as I tried to figure out if I could ask her to fall back or not, when Helgath jogged my shoulder meaningfully. Catching her drift, I swallowed the words I was going to say as I looked towards the Devil Dogs who’d just walked up. 

    “Let me guess,” Thomas said, coming to a stop and eyed the approaching Ogres. “We’re the diversion?” 

    “More or less,” I agreed. 

    “So what’s the plan?” Hefe asked, clanging his punch daggers together. 

    “To not get hit,” Zhou said, as Kenzie spoke up giving Hefe a meaningful look. 

    “Or stepped on,” Kenzie added. 

    I couldn’t help the grin that came to my lips as Hefe flipped both Rogues off. It wasn’t meant in a bad way. By now, after fighting so closely together, we’d all gotten to know each other’s humor and idiosyncrasies quite well. Besides, there was no question in any of our minds that this wasn’t going to be any walk in the park. Nonetheless, we were prepared to do what was needed. As I stood facing off against the armored muscle-bound Ogres, Thomas stepped up beside me and gave me a nod. 

    “You want to take the right or the left?” Thomas asked, as we began confidently striding towards the Ogres as everyone began grouping up into their favorite teams.  

    A part of the entire situation felt surreal. Even with the steep grade of the slope, the two iron-clad demi-humans at the front of the formation seemed to tower over us with each step. A part of me felt like I should be terrified for what was about to happen, but, in all honestly, all that I felt was excitement at the coming challenge.  

    “We’ll take the right,” I said, as I eyed the bodies strewn around the gorge. My mind already piecing together the parts of a plan.  

    “Of course you will,” Thomas said with a soft chuckle. In certain ways, I could be very predictable. Unless it was PvP and I was trying to throw the enemy off their game, I tended to go for the right target first.  

    “Don’t attack until after the explosions,” I said, ignoring Thomas’ raised eyebrows. 

    The Devil Dogs were grouped together with the Cobra Kai twins, Thomas, Kenzie, Darkhorse, and Zhou. My older friends’ team was in the rear and consisted of AJ, Hefe, and Bonnie Smash who were going to play backup like usual. The last was my team that consisted of myself, Sarka, Tinyr, Neristhana, and Helgath. Neysa had followed my request to scout the plateau to make sure that we didn’t have any danger at our back. Though the teams looked thrown together, in truth, this was a raid layout that we’d been fine-tuning throughout most of the day and it had served us well in facing the enemy up until now. As the range began to close between us, Sarka growled in a low voice. 

    “This is going to completely suck, isn’t it?” She asked, breathing heavily as if she were trying to pump up her aggression to a hundred percent. It was kind of hot and scary all at the same time with her heaving chest as her voice took on an angry tone. “You DO have a plan for this, right?” 

    Ha! I silently chucked at her words, a little bit afraid to openly laugh at her question while she was getting all worked up. While I always had some ideas for how to better shift a situation in my favor, in truth, I had no real plan this time around. With a thought, I began casting Holy Shield, Light’s Blessing, Enhanced Mage Armor, Bone Shield and Fangs, and Regeneration while I stretched my magic to encompass my friends when allowed. Though it was a little bit of a struggle to reach out to the entire group, overall the new skills worked like a charm as my friends glanced at me in surprise at the sudden wave of buffs. Giving Sarka a grim nod to answer her question, I reached for my magic as Helgath’s clawed fingers wrapped around my bicep.  

    “Let’s do this!” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear just as the massive Ogres leaned forward and roared. 

    The pure ferocity of the sound was nearly overwhelming as globules of spittle flew from the Ogres hard thick lips to splatter all over us. It was almost like I could feel the soundwaves like a physical force impacting my body as I weathered the bellow. In my peripheral version, I caught hurried movements of several people sprinting away. A quick glance to either side of me showed that it was a mass exodus of our line. Neristhana, Kenneth, Glen, Zhou, Darkhorse, and Tinyr had just turned around and began running away as fast as their legs could carry them. I was just as confused as Sarka, Thomas, Kenzie, the Cobra Kai twins, AJ, Hefe, and Bonnie Smash, until Helgath’s voice rang out in raid chat. 

    “Let them go!” Helgath’s shout of command stopped the rest of us in our tracks. “They have been Feared by the Ogres Intimidating Shout.” As everyone paused to look at the slim Half-Orc in surprise, she explained without taking her eyes off of the enemy before us. “There is nothing any of us can do for them until it has run its course, except to focus on the enemy before us and prepare for battle!” Seeing the sudden comprehension dawn in everyone’s eyes, I turned to face the Ogres’ line once again. 

    “Come on, everyone,” I said, my voice taking on a severe tone. I’d have to ask Helgath about the Intimidating Shout later, I silently thought, making a mental note as I reached for my crowd control spell, Zombie Hands, before continuing. “We have a job to do.”  

    There was no mental barrier this time around as Helgath helped me to craft the spell to cover the Ogres formation directly in front of us. The impervious looking pair of Elite Champions in the lead were just hefting their shields and preparing to strike with their raised weapons, when a twenty yard long and twelve yard wide swath of rocky gorge sprouted Zombie Hands. While none of the Zombie Hands were large enough to do more than annoy the Ogres and gum up their clawed feet with rotting flesh, it did its job of momentarily distracting the enemy.  

    Without sharing a word, we blasted out Magnify Damage across the same area. While the combination of spells did no actual damage to the iron-encased Ogres, we weren’t finished yet. As the immense Elite Champions began stomping their tree trunk-like legs to crush these annoyances, Helgath helped me to cast the next spell quickly as we focused our magic into the corpses strewn about the leading Ogre troops clawed feet.  

    Immediately, multiple explosions rocked the Ogres formation as the strewn Orc corpses were detonated by Dark magic. The best part of the Corpse Explosion spell was that it did a straight six-hundred percent spell damage along with an extra twenty-five percent damage on top of that due to the Magnify Damage spell. While the Ogres resistance was extremely high, it didn’t protect them from everything as their entire formation was thrown into chaos. Basically, the Orcs’ entire bodies, including their solid bronze armor, were instantly turned into make-shift fragmentation grenades. While the Elite Champions howled in fury and pain, each of their hit points dropped between six to eight thousand points in the proverbial blink of an eye. 

    The stench of blood and burnt meat filled the air. In addition to that, chunks of viscera covered the Ogres like they’d showered in intestines and chunks of flesh. It was a truly gruesome sight while the immense armored creatures whirled around in the fifteen seconds of confusion, searching for the unseen enemy that was hurting them. 

    Even though the attack was visually impressive and a success for what it was, it didn’t help the sinking feeling growing in the pit of my stomach as I realized that altogether the combined AOE damage wasn’t even ten percent of the Ogres’ total hit points. Not that I’d truly expected anything more. Still, it was terrifying how strong they were as I charged the enemy with Sarka and Helgath at my side.  

    On the other side of the gorge, Thomas and the Cobra Kai twins were rushing the Ogre on the left with Kenzie a step behind them. Though I couldn’t see them, I knew AJ, Hefe, and Bonnie Smash were taking up the rear. Though it was a relatively pitiful force for what we were up against, I was proud of my friends as we engaged the enemy as one.  

    Luckily enough for us, the pain of the explosions had caught the Elite Champions completely by surprise. I wasn’t sure if that was because they hadn’t really thought of us as being dangerous or if it was simply due to not being easily damaged. Either way, we each used that to our advantage the best we could. 

    Breaking out ahead of Helgath and Sarka, I leaped through the air to sink the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden into the gap between the right Ogre’s backplate and pauldrons as I mentally triggered Backstab. While it was an impressive strike, to my shocked horror the blade barely sank six inches deep into the Ogre’s upper shoulder before stopping. As my feet helplessly kicked the empty air for traction, I belatedly realized the precarious position I was in a split-second before Helgath and Sarka attacked the back of the Elite Champion’s immense knee. 

    A bellow of agony drowned out everything around us as the rest of the Elite Champions heads whipped up to look at their squad mate. As the pissed-off Ogre spun around to face its attackers, I was somewhat disappointed at the lack of a reaction from my strike as I was thrown free of the Elite Champion’s back like an unwanted rag doll. My momentary disappointment was replaced a second later by abject terror as I slammed to a stop against the next Ogre’s iron helm and armored shoulder.  

    There was that split-second thought of how fucked I was going through my mind as we just stared at each other in stunned shock. It was a brief hesitation that seemed to stretch on forever as our brains tried to make sense of our various situations. For me, it was that I was now within the Ogre formation and in a precarious position. For him, it probably felt like he had an insect that needed to be squashed in his face. Sadly enough, we both reacted at about the same time, which, for all intents and purposes, wasn’t shabby for a dumb Ogre, I thought, as everything happened at once. 

    I plunged the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden into the Ogre’s eyeball a second before the Elite Champion roared and drove me and his spiked armor pauldrons into the rocky side of the gorge with bone crunching force. Somehow, I kept a hold of my blade as the massive iron helm jerked back out of reach as hot blood splattered across my face, while the Ogre howled and blindly ground its spikes up and down to crush my body.  

    My luck held out as I braced my Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender between me and the Ogre’s snapping fangs as it blindly tried to bite me in half. While that was going on, the iron spikes on the pauldrons mostly stopped me from being crushed to bloody paste as my ribs dangerously creaked from the smaller spikes being forced into my body. Surprisingly enough, I didn’t even notice the pain as I sought to keep my shield between the snapping fangs. 

    I felt like the children in the original Jurassic Park film where the T-rex was trying to eat them through the SUV’s busted out moonroof. You know the scene. They’re on their backs screaming and pushing the glass against the dinosaur with their hands and feet as it snaps at them trying to eat them. That’s how it was for me … including the screaming part … only, I was jabbing the Ogre in its thick lips as it tried to rip my head off.  

    By now, both Ogres were at the front of the formation were bellowing in agony and rage which threw the whole group into a ruckus. The next Ogre in line tried to help its buddy. Instead of a cleaver sword though, it had a giant javelin that it was trying to club me to death with. Due to the chaos within the Ogres’ ranks, it mostly just smacked the Elite Champion it was trying to help in the back of the head along with some massive Ogre in the middle of the formation in a blue-tinged breastplate, which, as you can guess, didn’t go over well.  

    Honestly, I think that was the only thing that saved me. As the Ogre Commander yanked its subordinate back and away, the Elite Champion I was connected to finally had the room it needed to back away from the side of the gorge. Once again, everything happened in a blur of action that I could barely follow. Hitting myself with another Regenerate as I flopped to the ground, I managed to roll away from the side of the gorge as the Ogre went berserk. 

    This one-eyed bastard was holding an oversized javelin and shield along with the rest of the Ogres behind him. That’s when it hit me what had happened to our shield wall earlier. The first Ogres must have chucked their javelins and drew their cleaver swords before I got a look at them. That unique set of circumstances was probably the only thing that saved my life. The Elite Champion’s aim seemed to be off as he jabbed the point of the javelin down at me while I rolled on the ground with my shield and sword. If his aim hadn’t been off due to having his eye poked out or if he’d had his cleaver sword out, there was no doubt in my mind that it would’ve been game over.  

    After I deflected several of the closer shots, the Ogre seemed to lose its head. In a fit of rage, the massive Ogre began stomping the ground in an attempt to end my life as it bellowed out its frustrations to the world. Terrified, I did my best to avoid being flattened like a tin can, but the fucker was smarter than he looked as he backed me up into a hole. As the Elite Champion raised his foot over my head to crush out my life, I got the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden wedged between me and the rocky ground a split-second before the killing stomp came.  

    The shriek of agony that came from the Ogre’s fang-filled maw was music to my ears as the Elite Champion yanked its foot back quicker then I would’ve thought physically possible for something that large. I'm not saying that I hadn’t taken a major blow to my entire body, but without the true weight of the massive Ogre behind the stomp, it only managed to crack a few of my ribs along with my Black Coral breast plate. Ignoring the commotion going on between the Ogre and its Commander, I staggered to my feet as my Regeneration spell began to knit my body back together.  

    Limping in-between the two Ogres fighting my friends, I was just in time to see them take a beating as they fought for their lives. The Cobra Kai twins were staggering away from the Ogre whose cleaver sword repeatedly smashed into their wrecked shields as Thomas and Kenzie chased after them trying to pull aggro. Before engaging, Thomas spun around to cradle his hands as Kenzie leaped up to place her foot in the make-shift cradle. With a massive heave, the Devil Dog guild leader tossed the Rogue up onto the Ogre’s broad back.  

    Instead of being flung off like I had, Kenzie expertly snagged a passing shoulder spike whipping past her head and used it to pull herself onto the Elite Champion’s back. It took a split-second for me to realize what the problem was as I watched the Ogre suddenly turn around and crush Thomas into the ground, before it turned back to the Cobra Kai twins that were nearly dead. The demi-human was completely oblivious to Kenzie whaling on its back as it shrugged off her weapons like they were nothing. 

    On my other side, I saw a similar story being played out as well, except that Sarka and Helgath were being helped out by AJ, Hefe, and Bonnie Smash. Not that they weren’t bloody wrecks. Even as I watched, Sarka, AJ, and Bonnie Smash were having Holy Shields repeatedly spammed on them in-between every hit while their Regeneration spells were ticking off every second, but it wasn’t enough to counteract the terrible damage they were taking. Even as I looked on, Sarka got smashed to the ground in a heap. Bonnie Smash was trying to drag her away while AJ reeled from the beating he was tanking. Honestly, if not for the Ogre taking potshots at Helgath and Hefe in-between pounding on AJ, the Dwarf would’ve been crushed in seconds. 

    The problem was that no one’s weapons could do more than scratch these creatures’ hides. Hell, even the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden had barely broken the Elite Ogre Champion’s skin and that was with me striking a place without armor. As it was, the Ogres’ hit points were nearly back to a hundred percent simply due to their natural healing during this short fight. Realizing that this was a hopeless cause, I called it right then and there. 

    “Fall back everyone!” I yelled in raid chat. “This ain’t working. We’re moving to Plan D!”  

    I was just trying to figure who I should help out first, when Kenzie was blasted off of the Ogre’s back. She landed in a crumpled mess twenty yards further up the gorge. Fortunately enough, she hadn’t been blasted out over the gorge or she’d have been completely fucked. As everyone looked around in shock, I turned around just in time to see the Ogre Commander from earlier pushing his way past the two Ogres at the head of the formation. Another wicked swipe from the oversized javelin blasted the rest of the Devil Dogs off their feet.  

    “Fall the fuck back!” I screamed, hurrying over to a woozy Thomas as I began dragging him back to his feet. “If any of you die here your gear might as well be gone!” 

    That last part got AJ and Hefe’s attention as they finally listened to me. Unfortunately, the Ogre they were fighting didn’t seem willing to let them go as it began flailing at my friends with its cleaver sword in a crazed rage. The situation was turning into a clusterfuck faster than I could keep up with. The rest of the raid tried to pull the Ogres attention as they opened up on the armored demi-humans with everything they had.  

    “Get the Cobra Kai twins and get the fuck out of here!” I shouted into Thomas’ ear, as the Ogre they were fighting began limping towards us. Surprisingly enough, that mob was the least of my concerns as I deflected an overhand thrust from the Ogre Commander’s javelin. The blow nearly took us both out as I shoved the Devil Dog guild leader away with a shout. “Get them the fuck out of here, Gunny!”  

    As my raid mates cast another Holy Shield and Enhanced Mage Armor on me, I hurriedly recast Bone Shield with the limited mana I had left. As the Ogre Commander’s next overhand strike came at my head, I ducked bringing my sword and shield up in an effort to deflect the force of the blow away from me. The ringing clang nearly crumpled my whole body as all three shields collapsed from the force of the impact. Staggering back, I heard Thomas dragging the Cobra Kai twins to their feet as my raid mates standing along the top edge of the plateau recast their shield spells again.  

    I barely had the mental awareness to recast Bone Shield as another overhand strike from the Ogre Commander came rushing down at me. Stepping aside, I locked my shield and sword together as I timed the thrust to deflect the monstrously oversized javelin coming down at my head. A whole half side of my body went numb as the blow crunched into the ground next to me while my shields shattered again from the force of the blow.  

    There was a horrible bellow nearby as I glanced up in time to see Helgath with her bloody daggers dropping from underneath the Ogre’s loincloth to join the group. She’d obviously gone for the only vulnerability that her blades had any hope of piercing, aka the fleshy piece of meat hanging between the Ogre’s tree-trunk legs, I thought proudly, as the mob howled and clutched its groin. At the same time, I saw a bedraggled Hefe and AJ stagger out of range of the mob’s cleaver sword. The slim Half-Orc was already a few steps behind them as I breathed a sigh of relief knowing that they were falling back.  

    Unfortunately, that distraction nearly cost me my life as the Ogre Commander brought his javelin down again at my head with a roar of outrage. I guess it was pissing him the fuck off that he still hadn’t taken me out. Once again, my Bone Shield shimmered around me along with the other shields from my raid mates just as I stepped aside and threw my sword and shield up to deflect the overpowered blow to the side once again. 

    My body felt like it was broken as I reeled away from the enraged Ogre Commander. My shield was nothing but a misshapen lump of iron and bronze that was partly bent around my arm as I coughed up blood with each breath. Even with the Regeneration ticking away to heal my internal wounds, it felt like my body was broken from losing a third of my total hit points from a single blow three times in a row.  

    I swore it was like I was in a game of Whack-A-Mole from hell as I hurriedly staggered away from the enraged Ogre Commander, while doing my best to put some distance between us and the other pissed off Ogre that was limping over to join the battle. Though I didn’t have any of the Defensive Tanking skills of a Warrior, I’d trained for years in deflecting and redirecting blows in my martial arts classes. It was almost second nature for me to redirect the force of a much larger attacker. Even though this situation was vastly different, it was close enough that I’d been managing to do something similar with the Orc Commander’s overwhelming blows.  

    Honestly though, I didn’t know how much more of this I was going to be able to take, I thought grimly, as I cast another Bone Shield. The effort nearly made me collapse from mana exhaustion as my mana bottomed out. By willpower alone I managed to stay on my feet. Not that we’d ever argued about such things, but this whole ordeal was giving me a new respect for Sarka’s tanking skills. If not for the magic shields being constantly layered on top of my defenses between strikes, I’d have been crushed by the force of the blows even with the techniques I’d been using.  

    As I was mentally thanking my friends for watching my back from the edge of the plateau, I didn’t catch the significance of the Ogre Commander repositioning his hand as he brought the javelin to his shoulder again. I was too busy with trying to catch my breath from the terrible beating, when the asshole lunged forward and attacked.  

    It honestly happened so fast that I barely knew what hit me. One second, I was backing away from the Ogre Commander and the next the asshole was chucking his oversized javelin directly at me. If I hadn’t been dealing with the system-shock of having my ass beaten to a pulp, I might’ve been able to dodge the missile, but, in my current condition, I simply took the shot straight on.  

    Agony radiated through my body as the force of the impact blasted me up off my feet. I had about a half second to swear at myself for being a dumbass, before I came down smashing into the rocky ground hard. So hard, that I swore the jolt must’ve scrambled my brains good, because it took me a few seconds to realize that I shouldn’t be lying on my back and staring up at the sky with a massive javelin sticking out of my abdomen. 

    The pain was so intense that I kind of wished I would’ve just died instead of living through that. Sometimes, I think the developers of The World had screwed that up. That’s probably because the only assholes dumb enough to be playing at seventy-five percent realism were dipshits like me.  

    Taking a ragged breath, I looked around the shaft and saw that the fight was going all to hell. While the Cobra Kai twins were staggering over to Kenzie’s unmoving body, Thomas was hurrying back to the fight going on between our people and the Ogres. My mouth dropped open in horror as I watched what happened next. 

    While Helgath ran to Sarka’s side to help Bonnie Smash carry the Defensive Warrior, I was just in time to see AJ and Hefe use their classic attack-move on the Elite Ogre Commander. Only, it went terribly wrong, more wrong than anyone would’ve guessed. While Hefe soared at the Ogre with his punch daggers sticking straight out and AJ charged at the asshole’s legs, the Elite Ogre Commander did something that none of us could have ever expected. Well, not when it came to a demi-human. Cocking his head back, the Elite Ogre snapped Hefe out of the air with his fang-filled maw like he was chomping down on a Scooby-snack. 

    The scream of fury coming from Bonnie Smash's lips pierced my soul as she left Sarka to charge the Elite Ogre Commander. From the angle I was at, I couldn’t make out what had happening, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure the situation out as AJ began whaling at the Elite Ogre for all he was worth. Not that he was really doing anything but destroying his hand axe.  

    Forcing myself to look away from the forlorn fight, I tried to do something about my current situation. Being a helpless spectator wasn’t going to help anyone, I mentally growled to myself, as I gripped the oversized shaft with both hands. Screwing up my willpower, I strained with my entire body as I tried to thrust the javelin out of my guts.  

    “Gggaaaahhh!” Spots swam before my eyes, as I screamed bloody murder. Still, no matter how hard I strained at the shaft sticking out of my body, it refused to budge an inch. The fucking thing must’ve been halfway embedded in the solid stone, I thought, swearing up a storm as tears ran from the corners of my eyes. Ignoring the agony radiating from my wound, I had another bright idea as I tried to reach up the shaft as far as I could and began to pull myself upwards. 

    I can’t even begin to explain the level of agony coursing through my body as I clawed my way foot by foot up the shaft. It was unbelievable that a video game could cause this amount of pain, I thought in horror, while I forced my body further and further up the thick shaft. About halfway up, I learned that my legs couldn’t move with my spine completely severed and partially missing even in a video game as I was forced to endure the deadweight of my hanging body with the gaping hole in my abdomen.  

    Reaching the top of the shaft about four feet off the ground, I realized there was no way I could easily get over the end of the shaft. As my eyes lolled back in my head, I refocused on the shitstorm going on with my friends only to see the most fucked up scene ever. It was such a shock that I momentarily forgot the agony I was in as I watched the comedy of errors that led up to Bonnie Smash stealing a page from Helgath’s book of tactics.  

    Half of Hefe was still sticking out of the Elite Ogre Commander’s mouth as he repeatedly punched-stabbed the ugly bastard in his thick lips. Hefe must have hit something sensitive, because suddenly the Ogre stopped flailing at AJ and Bonnie Smash and began trying to knock the Gnome away with his shield and the hilt of his cleaver sword. When that didn’t work, it did something none of us expected. Turning its cleaver sword to the side, the Elite Ogre Commander smashed the flat of the blade into its own face.  

    The sound of iron impacting iron rang out like a gong throughout the gorge as the Elite Ogre Commander staggered himself from the force of his own blow. It must’ve either killed or stunned Hefe, because my friend immediately went limp while the Elite Ogre Commander teetered into the subordinate behind him. Blindingly smashing his subordinate to the ground, the Elite Ogre Commander stopped himself from falling over. Before he could toss his head back to swallow Hefe’s broken body, Bonnie Smash scooped up an Orc cleaver sword from the ground before ducking underneath the Ogre’s loin cloth and ramming it where the sun doesn’t shine.  

    Hefe’s shattered body was expelled as a high-pitched whimpering cry of agony rang out over the gorge that made me flinch at the thought of that terrible strike. In her fury, Bonnie Smash had found the one other vulnerable spot that could hurt these immense demi-humans as she raced forward to snatch her boyfriend’s limp body up in her arms. With a shout to AJ, they began racing back down the gorge.  

    Within moments, they’d reached Helgath and Sarka. Coming up behind them, AJ looped one of the Defensive Warrior’s arms around his shoulder as they continued racing up the slope while Thomas skidded to a stop. Seeing the Cobra Kai twins angling for me with Kenzie slung between their shoulders, he hurriedly took off at a run towards me. 

    “Keep on going guys,” Thomas shouted, while I weakly fumbled at the top of the shaft. “I’ll help Star!” 

    The immense bellow from the Ogres caused everyone to jump as the rest of the troop shoved their way past their downed comrades. As one of the braver Elite Champions helped their fearless leader by removing the blade wedged deep in his bowels, there was an enraged roar that made my blood turn to ice as the immense Ogre shoved the helper away. I swore the Ogre’s eyes burned with flames as he focused on Bonnie Smash’s running form heading up the gorge. With a bellow, the Ogre took off after her at a ponderous gimpy run.  

    “Damn Star, I can’t believe you’re still alive,” Thomas said, as he came sliding to a stop in front me. The pain was too much for me to speak as I helplessly watched in horror as the Elite Ogre Commander raced up the gorge. “That Ogre fucked you up big time.” 

    Thomas didn’t give me a second to worry about the pain as he wrapped an arm around my waist and grabbed my shoulder to pull me off the end of the wooden javelin. My abdomen released with a sucking sound when he pulled me off the end and blood sprayed out of my torso like a fountain. Gasping from the agony, I somehow managed to not pass out as I got a Regeneration and a Minor Mend Bones spell off, while my friend hurriedly poured half a Healing Potion over the wound, before forcing the rest through my lips.  

    I almost felt sorry for the poor guy as he tried to somehow staunch the flow of blood spraying out of me everywhere. While I appreciated the effort, holding a wound the size of my hand closed on only one side wasn’t exactly helpful. Luckily enough, this was a game. Otherwise, I’d have been long dead. By the time the gaping hole in my chest started to seal up, I could feel the ground starting to shake beneath the tread of the Elite Ogre Commander’s clawed feet. Forcing myself to sit up, I pointed a shaky hand over Thomas’ shoulder.  

    “Dude, you’ve got to carry my fat ass out of here,” I managed to gasp out, “or we’re so dead!” 

    “Fuck my life!” Thomas exclaimed, as his face turned white as a sheet. As he scrambled to his feet, I managed to sheath the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden, before he dragged me to my feet with one arm around his shoulder.  

    The pain nearly made me swoon as Thomas began running for the exit to the gorge while literally dragging me beside him. While my legs still weren’t functional, I began to get more control over my lower body with each passing second. I swear, it was like I could feel the healing magic rebuilding my spine and internal organs as I miserably clung to Thomas’ shoulder while trying to get my legs to function.  

    We were passed a second later by a wide-eyed Bonnie Smash with Hefe’s shattered body clutched to her chest. Though his legs were completely gone, Hefe was still alive as he fearfully looked over his girlfriend’s shoulder chanting “Must go faster … must go faster!” Not that I blamed him one bit, I thought, resisting the urge to turn around myself as, a moment later, I felt my other arm being dragged over someone else’s shoulder.  

    ‘I’ve got you, War Leader,’ Helgath’s voice sounded in my head, as she did her best to support my deadweight.  

    With the difference in sizes between Thomas and my soulmate, I was still being half dragged across the rocky ground at a forty-five degree angle, only slightly quicker than before. Next to us, I saw AJ come huffing and puffing past with Sarka mostly draped across his back. Seeing his questioning look if I wanted his help, I shook my head. 

    “Just get the fuck out of the gorge, man,” I weakly shouted over to him while hacking up a little blood to clear my throat. “No sense in all of us losing our shit.”  

    “You’ve got that right!” AJ agreed, as his short legs churned. Before he could pull away, I nodded my head at Sarka. 

    “What’s wrong with her?” 

    “Three minute Stun,” AJ explained, before cutting in front of us as the pass narrowed near the top of the plateau. 

    Yeah, I could’ve looked up the information myself, but I was somewhat distracted, I thought, as an angry roar rang out behind us. This time, I couldn’t help glancing behind us. What I saw made me regret it immediately.  

    The sight of the Elite Ogre Commander barreling for us like an unstoppable force of nature with the rest of his troopers strung out behind him sent a tremor of primitive fear running down my spine. It was a truly terrifying sight with their heavy iron armor and bestial howls. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the massive fuckers were moving faster than they had any right to be as their strides literally shook the ground. It reminded me of playing chicken on the railroad tracks in front of an approaching freight train and seeing who jumped out of the way first. Whipping my head back around, I screamed in raid chat. 

    “You’ve got to blow the gorge now!” 

    “What the fuck, Jay,” Domenic angrily retorted. “I thought you guys were going to buy us time. All of the Moonshine Elementals aren’t in place yet!” 

    “Well you better get them placed the best you can in the next twenty seconds,” I shouted back, “or it’s fucking game over!” 

    “It’s not going to do anything if they’re not set up properly!” Domenic argued, as he began shouting commands to his Dwarves in his personal group chat.  

    “Well, it’s that or having us all slaughtered by Ogres!” I shrieked somewhat hysterically, as I used the last of my mana to hit myself with another Minor Mend Bone and Regeneration spell. Once again, the mana depletion made me feel like I was going to pass out as my head lolled back and forth while I was still being dragged up the gorge. My head cleared just in time for me to hear Domenic’s reply. 

    “Quit being a whiny bitch Jay we are going as fast as possible," Domenic mumbled peevishly just loud enough for us all to hear. "Gah!” the wordless exclamation said it all, as Dominic finally looked down into the gorge to see what was going on. “Those things are Ogres?” He demanded to no one in particular. Suddenly, he seemed a lot more motivated to do what I’d said even as he began waving his arms around at his people. “Get the fuck out of there, we’re blowing it-” that’s all I heard of Domenic’s conversation, before he switched chats.  

    For those of us racing up the slope to the plateau, the way was much steeper here and forced regular-sized people to climb up on their hands and knees. Luckily, Krishna, Angie, and several other Uten Syn guildmates along with my companions had come down the last part of the climb to assist us. They physically carried Sarka the rest of the way up by passing her between helpers while AJ quickly climbed up behind her on his own. Bonnie Smash and Hefe were next, but Bonnie simply climbed up with her boyfriend in her arms instead of handing him up. While we approached the base of the climb, urgent screams suddenly came from above as Ogre javelins began flying over our heads to smash into the crowd of players and the people of The World that were helping us at the edge of the plateau.  

    “Climb up first, Helgath,” Thomas directed the Half-Orc, pushing her ahead as he looked over his shoulders at the approaching Ogres. “I’ll pass Star up to you next.” 

    “I’ve got this,” I tried to argue, as my friend and soulmate completely ignored my protests.  

    In the blink of an eye, Helgath had scrambled up the path high enough for Thomas to toss me most of the way up like a sack of potatoes. He was just climbing up after me, when a horrendous series of explosions rang out across the gorge. Flipping around, the three of us watched in stunned horror as the side of the cliff below us and the gorge suddenly began sheering away from the side of the mountain to slide down onto the plains far below.  

    I’d never seen anything like it before in my whole life. The entire effect gave the impression that everything was happening in slow motion. It wasn’t so much of an avalanche since the entire swath of rock stayed mostly in one piece. The closest thing I could think of to describe the effect was watching one of those videos of massive glaciers losing an entire sheet of ice. You know the ones on National Geographic. Where the tourists in a boat are watching as a large ice sheet suddenly breaks away to plunge into the ocean. The video usually ends with the massive wave nearly capsizing the boat. It was the best way that I could explain what was happening before our eyes. 

    The Elite Ogre Commander was having none of that. Only twenty or so yards away, he ignored the rocky gorge sliding away from the edge of the plateau as he began racing towards us. The intense burning hate coming from his red-eyes was nearly palpable as he threw his heavy shield and cleaver sword away and leaped at us. Behind him, the rest of the Ogres began falling to their deaths as the plunging fragmented sheet of stone picked up speed.  

    Feeling Helgath’s arm tightly wrap around my neck, I felt her begin pushing her mana into me as we both held up our hands and began blasting Ice Lances into the Elite Ogre Commander’s chest. It was the only thing either one of us could think of to do while we tried to forcibly reduce his velocity. As the lances of ice crashed into his iron helm and chest, Thomas climbed up next to us like a crab skittering up the side of a rock with his shield held out before us. He watched as the Elite Ogre’s iron gauntleted hands came even with the rocky ledge that we were perched on. While Helgath and my plan worked to a point, it wasn’t enough to entirely stop the Elite Ogre Commander from catching the edge of the rocky ledge just below us and holding on.  

    The immense roar of the cliff face crashing down to the base of the mountain drowned out everything else as our ledge was suddenly hanging over a drop off. The intense, rumbling vibrations nearly shook us off our small ledge as tons of stone crushed thousands in the horde far below. While that was going on, Thomas crawled towards the edge of the ledge where the Ogre’s iron-encased fingers held on for dear life. As he drew his cleaver sword, I caught Helgath’s eye. 

    ‘Grab ahold of his equipment belt so he doesn’t fall,’ I mentally sent, as the Devil Dog guild leader began pummeling the Ogre’s fingers. Without hesitation, Helgath immediately scrambled over me to support Thomas as I leaned forward to grab her ankles, while the wind and dust from the tumbling rocks whipped around us like a mini-dust storm. 

    While I didn’t know if the Elite Ogre Commander could pull himself over the edge with all of his armor weighing him down, I silently agreed with Thomas's reasoning that we really didn’t want to find out the hard way that he could. As the seconds ticked by, I became more and more concerned as nothing Thomas did seemed to break the Ogre’s grip. Several quick swipes from the monstrous demi-human actually forced the Devil Dog guild leader back or risk being sent flying off the ledge.  

    Helplessly watching as the Elite Ogre Commander managed to get his elbow hooked over the rocky edge of the cliff, I caught Thomas and Helgath as they fell back on top of me from a particularly nasty swipe. As the three of us urgently began blasting the pissed off asshole at point blank range with our Enhanced Shadow Bolts, I felt a weight across my back as someone grabbed onto me from behind.  

    Glancing back in surprise, I saw an anxious looking Sarka pawing at something strapped to the outside of my rucksack. I understood a second later what she was after as my friend yanked the Pickaxe of Earth free from its bindings. It instantly became obvious what she had in mind, when Sarka climbed over the three of us and awkwardly swung the pickaxe at the stone ledge between us and the Ogre. 

    While it was a brilliant idea, it became readily apparent that Sarka didn’t have the skill in mining to pull the plan off even with the plus 2 skill enhancement from the Pickaxe of Earth. Though I couldn’t hear the off-key metallic ring, I could tell by how the metal point skittered across the stone that she wasn’t landing the blows right. There was that “ah fuck” moment as the three of us tried to figure out what we could do to help her, when AJ suddenly leaped over all of us to land in front of Sarka’s face.  

    Snatching the pickaxe out of her stunned hands, AJ whipped around and lunged for the ledge. Dodging a deadly swipe, the burly Dwarf came to a stop in front of the dangling Ogre and brought the point of the Pickaxe of Earth precisely down on the stone just in front of the Elite Ogre Commander’s forearm. There was no skipping of the metal point against the stone this time around as, to everyone’s surprise, the whole end of the ledge simply sheered away in a solid chunk. 

    “Gggaaahhh!” The Elite Ogre Commander’s fearful roar echoed all the way down the side of the mountain while we sat frozen with our mouths hanging open, even as AJ stepped up to the edge and casually watched the Ogre plummet to his death. As the rumbling of crashing stones finally came to an end, I had a system window pop open before my eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You have reached Level 43! 

    You have 7 attribute points available to distribute! 

     

    As I minimized the window with a thought, I was just in time to see AJ holding up my Pickaxe of Earth to inspect its properties. He turned around a little too nonchalantly, even as AJ was confronted by an annoyed Light Elf. 

    “What the hell was that shit?” Sarka demanded. “I didn’t even crack the stone when I hit it.” 

    “Oh that? It’s a Dwarf thing,” AJ said with a knowing smirk. “You wouldn’t understand.” As Sarka’s mouth flapped open and closed like a fish out of water, he casually held the pickaxe up just out of Sarka’s reach.  

    “You know,” AJ meaningfully said, as he eyed the Warrior intently. “This is a mighty fine pickaxe for a Light Elf to own.” 

    “It’s not yours,” Sarka snapped, as she leaned forward and snatched the Pickaxe of Earth out of his hand while muttering under her breath. “’It’s a Dwarf thing,’ my ass.”  

    “It’s not yours either of yours,” I said, snatching it out of Sarka’s hands just as quickly. While I was interested in what the “Dwarf thing” was too, I knew better than to ask AJ after a performance like that. 

    As for Sarka and the Pickaxe of Earth, even though we didn’t talk about it, I still knew she was annoyed at herself for letting that go earlier without making us roll off for it. I don’t know why it was such a big deal since I’d done a crap ton to help them out. Besides, it wasn’t like she couldn’t use it whenever she wanted to. By now, it was more of a joke than anything else. I was just laying back against the rocky ledge and letting out a deep sigh, when AJ looked over at me in surprise. 

    “How did we get any experience for killing those guys?” AJ asked, his eyes glazing over as he read the system message that, I assumed, was about his new level. 

    “Probably because we managed to damage them before they fell to their deaths,” I distractedly said, while popping open my own Character Sheet and pouring everything into Agility.  

    After that last fight, I realized that my Agility needed some extra lovin. Not only that, if I got it high enough, maybe I’d be able to use more of Mike’s Shadow magic tree. Besides, it wasn’t like I was going to be able to meet the Ogres Strength one-on-one anytime in the near future. Taking one last glance over my Attributes to confirm that everything looked right, I dismissed the window with a thought.  

    Over the last six hours of fighting, I’d gained three levels and had given up on trying to save any of my Unassigned Attribute Points. Fighting against the Orcs had forced me to reconsider my strategy for saving everything up for Intelligence. One enemy with an invulnerability or a long battle that used up all of my soul stones and I would’ve been all but useless without my other skills and abilities. So, throughout the constant fighting, I found myself rounding out all of my stats nearly across the board. With the most recent change, I’d now stunk twenty-one points into Agility, nineteen into Intelligence, fourteen into Strength, ten into Stamina, and two into Charisma, so that my stats looked like this: 

     

    Statistics: 

    Hit Points: 2,670 

    Mana: 3,760 

    Endurance: 2,670 

     

    Attributes: 

    Strength: 114 (+91) 

    Intelligence: 200 (+176) 

    Spirit: 106 (+71) 

    Agility: 141 (+30) 

    Stamina: 160 (+87) 

    Charisma: 80 

     

    0 Unassigned Attribute Points. 

     

    Don’t give me that look about the two points in Charisma. I have a thing about whole numbers with the current exception of Agility because of the current situation we found ourselves in. My internal contemplation about my build was interrupted by AJ's next question. 

    “What do you mean we managed to damage them all before they died?” AJ asked, not understanding what I was referring to. “We did minor damage against those two lead Ogres and hamstrung the Elite Ogre Commander, why would we get any XP for that?” 

    “It’s MMO logic one-o'-one,” I said with a shrug. “Those Corpse Explosions I got off at the beginning of the fight damaged the whole squad. All that mattered after that was that they died during the fight.” 

    “Oh yeah, I forgot about that,” AJ said thoughtfully, as he offered a hand to Sarka. 

    “Thanks for the save earlier,” Sarka said, as she stood up. As they began talking about the fight, Thomas and Helgath climbed to their feet, before giving me a hand up. 

    “That was a good fight,” I said, clapping my friends on the shoulders. “I still can’t believe we managed to pull that off.” 

    “Ugh, now I’ve got to tell Dom he did good,” AJ groaned, as I chuckled in agreement. Domenic was never going to let us hear the end of this about how he saved all of our asses by dropping a cliff on the enemy.  

     “You’re telling me,” Sarka said, ignoring our byplay about Domenic. It was just easier that way, since she was still pissed off over how he’d acted. “Those guys hit freaking hard. I swear it’s going to take forever to pound out all of these dents.” 

    “Did you see my shield?” I demanded, holding up the bent remains still wrapped around my arm. 

    “You’re on your own with getting that shit repaired,” Sarka said with a snort, as I flipped her off. 

    “Whatever,” I said, laughing in spite of myself. Taking one last look at the horde of demi-humans far below, I turned around with a tired sigh. “Let’s get moving, guys,” Seeing Sarka’s arched eyebrow, I added. “And gals.” 

    “It’s nice to see you can tell the difference between the two,” Sarka joked, as I began climbing up to the plateau. Seeing several people already waiting to talk to me, I let out a tired sigh.  

    “Honestly, I really just want to get to Palnisdale early enough so that I can log out and get some decent sleep for a change,” I said heaving another weary sigh.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Three]Chapter Thirty-Three 

    (Second Assault Group: Star and friends heading to Palnisdale) 

    ‘Don’t you ever leave me out of a fight like that again,’ Neysa worriedly growled in my mind, as soon as we’d climbed up onto the plateau. Immediately, she began urgently checking me over for any wounds. Unhappy sniffing at the palm-sized hole in my chest plate, the Silver Dire Wolf began rubbing her massive head into my neck and chest as I patted her furry neck to console the big baby. Deciding that wasn’t enough to make her feel better about almost losing me, she began licking my face with her rough tongue as I hugged her to my chest. 

    ‘Alright, that’s enough,’ I mentally reassured her, trying to not get a mouthful of Silver Dire Wolf tongue while Helgath laughed in amusement. ‘It was just a fluke and you know it.’  

    “This is such bullshit,” I heard Hefe’s familiar voice bitching nearby, as I gently pushed Neysa away to see what was up. “Seriously, why do you have to respawn just to recover missing limbs?” As soon as he saw me and AJ standing near the edge of the cliff, he came stomping over with a laughing Bonnie Smash in his wake.  

    “I’m sure we can make something with all of the pieces of Orc armor we have, Honey Bear.” None of us understood what was wrong, until Hefe stepped out of the raid and we saw him. Above his waist he still wore his shredded boiled leather armor chest piece and wide leather belt, but below that all that he had on was a set of his coarse linen starter shorts without any shoes. In all honesty, they were more like a tight pair of tighty-whities.  

    “Nice chicken legs, bro,” AJ said with a smirk, as Hefe went ballistic.  

    “How the hell am I going to get my gear back if you let that asshole get away?” He angrily demanded, as I looked away trying not to bust out laughing. He truly looked completely ridiculous. “Do you know how hard it is to find a pair of pants and boots that fit when you’re a Gnome?” He didn’t wait for an answer as he excitedly continued. “It’s fucking impossible!” 

    “I guess Gnome monsters aren’t really a thing in The World,” I philosophically said, as his face turned a deeper shade of red. Hurriedly I held up my hands to stop the explosion I knew was coming. “Look, I can talk with Neristhana-“ 

    “I’m not wearing no female clothing either!” Hefe angrily huffed at my first idea. 

    “Can you really tell a difference in a pair of pants?” AJ innocently asked, as if he were trying to be helpful. 

    “Of course you can,” Hefe said, waving his hands at the rest of us. “Guy pants have an opening for your schlong!” We both looked down at our pants for a second, before shaking our heads together. 

    “See, no special opening for your junk here,” AJ said, showing Hefe the side ties.  

    “That’s not what I meant anyway,” Hefe argued, as Bonnie Smash put her arms around his neck to console him. 

    “I think your short-shorts look cute, Honey Bear,” she said in a baby voice, as the rest of us gagged. “Besides, I bet Palnisdale has a shop for Gnomes.”  

    “That’s right,” Hefe said thoughtfully. “I bet a fortress town like that would have even better gear than what I had before.” He chortled happily as they began walking away, completely forgetting the rest of us.  

    As we shook our heads in amazement, Jill and Krystal walked up with the rest of our friends to talk about the fight. Nearby, Sarka and Yun were already talking with Tinyr and Unalia along with the Devil Dogs about the Intimidating Shout that had made half of our team run away. I returned Krishna, Lyeneru, Angie, and Gaelin’s greeting as they hurried over along with a few of their guildmates. I didn’t blame them in the least for wanting to be in on this discussion. How the effect worked on a player was the big question on everyone’s minds. Zhou and Darkhorse were just describing their experience, when Helgath silently pointed out Assault Leader Dell approaching with a group of lightly armored mounted cavalry in tow.  

    Oddly enough, none of the riders had yet to dismount from their horses. While I didn’t know what the proper etiquette was in a situation like this, it seemed oddly disrespectful to me as the group rode around like they owned the place, especially the main guy who was following behind Dell at the head of the cavalry unit. All of them had that rough-ridden look of being used to living in the saddle and fighting hard. 

    These guys weren’t wearing the heavy plate armor of the Guardian Knights, but a lighter version that was mostly leather and chain mail. In addition to that, they did have what looked to be a light bronze breast plate to protect their torso. With how they were armed with a spear, shield, and saber, I instantly thought they were Scouts or a Light Cavalry. From what I could see from this distance, all of their gear looked well-used and well taken care for and, except for their matching red cloaks and blue tabards, none of it was for show. A quick Identify confirmed the man’s name, Cedric DeKhayed – level 45 Scout Leader of the Royal Light Cavalry unit. 

    “I’ve got this,” I said, as everyone paused to glance over at the approaching newcomers. “Just keep an eye out in case things go south.” Getting a quick nod from Krishna, Thomas, and my other friends, I excused myself from the discussion and turned towards the approaching group. Helgath was just starting to give me a hand at removing the warped shield off my arm, when Fylreh came cantering up.  

    “Here, let me give you a hand with that,” Fylreh said, without any of her previous hesitation or hurt feelings reflected in her tone. To my surprise, she didn’t give Helgath a second glance either as they began working together on getting the metal unbent off my arm. This was unfortunately the position that Assault Leader Dell and Group Leader DeKhayed found me in. 

    “Lord Ironwolf, Scout Leader DeKhayed has been sent from the city of Paln-” Assault Leader Dell began to say in the way of introductions, only to be cut off by the outraged Scout Leader. 

    “You’re a halfling!” Scout Leader DeKhayed exclaimed, as a look of pure disgust came over his face. “Is this some sort of sick joke?” I had to say, it was a pretty impressive reaction. The Human had said the word “halfling” like it was the worst curse word he had in his vocabulary. Though, that was until his eyes focused on Fylreh and Helgath standing next to me. “A halfling that consorts with demi-humans too!” 

    I think it was that last part that drove the Scout Leader over the edge. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion as I watched the Human dig his heels into his mounts sides to drive the stead in-between me and Neysa. Not that I honestly think he even saw her in his fury. The only reason the situation didn’t turn to bloodshed was that his spear was still gripped in his shield arm’s hand as he came up next to me.  

    “You have truly lost all honor, General Dell,” Scout Leader DeKhayed disrespectfully snarled, “if you’ve chosen to align yourself with scum such as this!” Though Assault Leader Dell managed to grab the horse’s reins along with the man’s spear, he wasn’t able to stop what happened next.  

    Not that I was ready for anything myself since my shield arm was still wedged under Fylreh’s elbow and her massive tits while the three of us worked to unbend the iron rim and broken Black Coral pieces enough to remove the shield from around my arm. The whole thing went down just as we were getting the bent metal over my arm. There was that moment of stunned surprise as we watched him raise his hand up and deliver a backhanded smack across my cheek with his leather-chain mail gauntlet. The hollow smack of the blow rang out across the plateau in the pregnant silence that followed. 

    Though I could’ve stopped him with a spell, I was so surprised at being basically bitch slapped that I just let it happen. The smug look of superiority let me know this was some point of honor to him. Like he’d just insulted me beyond mere words. Nonetheless, it was a cowardly act when my hands were basically full.  

    In truth, I think Scout Leader DeKhayed expected a very different reaction from the Human element of the Kayden Troopers around us than the palpable outrage that suddenly filled the air as literally the entire raid aggressively turned around to face the light cavalry unit. Partly, I think that was because he wasn’t used to being stood up to by anyone he didn’t think deserved his respect. Though, even in his righteous fury, there was that incredulous “oh shit” moment that came to the Scout Leader’s face just as a bestial growl rumbled from the other side of his mount.  

    It unfolded like a typical horror movie scene. You know the one where the asshole of the film is doing or saying something stupid while the Werewolf is standing directly behind them. Then there’s that “Fuck me” moment when they suddenly realize how much they just fucked up as the monster growls in their ear. They turn around in time to see the terrible monster’s fang-filled jaws lunging at their face as another victim dies a horrible death. 

    ‘Don’t kill him!’ I sent, as Neysa tackled the Scout Leader from the saddle and bore him to the ground. As his terrified screams filled the air, Assault Leader Dell’s voice boomed in command to both the light cavalry unit and the raid. 

    “In the name of the Protector of the Kingdom of Kader and the Overlord, I command you to stand down!” 

    Those words caught the Palnisdale Royal Cavalry unit by complete surprise as they froze in their saddles unsure of what to do. Whatever authority Assault Leader Dell had wielded in his previous life, it was enough to command respect even in this tense situation as both forces froze where they were. Even Scout Leader DeKhayed’s screaming came to a stop, at least after he realized he wasn’t going to be eaten alive. It was in that second, Jill’s annoyed voice cut the nearly visible tension. 

    “What the fuck is this guy’s problem, Jay?” Jill grumbled, as she came to a stop to look down at the man’s terrified face.  

    “Sounded like he has an issue with halflings,” Thomas answered for me, as Hefe walked up arm in arm with Bonnie Smash. 

    “I can give him a salty pats,” Hefe offered helpfully, as AJ and John let out a bark of laughter while the Devil Dogs grinned at the joke. Though, looking at my team and the Uten Syn guilds’ faces, it was obvious not everyone understood the intended insult. Not that I was about to explain the process entailed pulling one’s pants down to rub your anus across the offending person’s face. Still, the mental picture made me chuckle in spite of myself.  

    “Please forgive me, Lord Ironwolf,” Assault Leader Dell apologetically said, as he took a knee before me. “I didn’t think this young fool would be stupid enough to disrespect you so cowardly during the course of carrying out his duty.” 

    “Have you lost your mind, old man?” Scout Leader DeKhayed demanded from his back. “You dare to attack a direct representative of the Royal Forces outside of the city of Palnisdale,” the man screeched, “You’ll be put to death for this!”  

    ‘Let me eat him and be done with it,’ Neysa said in a growl to me, as I denied her request with a tired sigh. 

    “There’s no need for all of that,” I said in an annoyed tone, as I pulled my subordinate to his feet. “Rise to your feet, General Dell. We can discuss exactly what happened later, but for now, any ideas why this idiot attacked me?” Silently hoping that Prince and Princess Isolde weren’t secretly playing games. I’m not sure if Dell was on my same wavelength or just naturally understood the politics of the situation. 

    “There’s no need to change my rank-” Dell began to say, as I waved his concern away. 

    “I’d been planning on doing that for a while now,” I said in the way of an explanation, “but I was wanting to do it back in BrokenFang Hold.” I frowned down at Scout Leader DeKhayed. “If doing it now helps stop any disrespect from these assholes, you’ve more than earned the title and my trust.” 

    “Thank you for your trust, my lord,” General Dell said from the heart, before continuing. “I don’t think this is a plot from the royal family to go back against their oath but simply a case of simple prejudice and ignorance.” He dipped his head apologetically as he explained things further. “Those of us that were enslaved to the Orcs and newfar have a slightly different perspective on such things now.” He nodded towards the Scout Leader. “Mostly though, such attitudes are that way because that’s just the way things have always been.”  

    “Learned prejudice, without any evidence to the contrary,” I muttered to myself, as Dell nodded in agreement. He made a good point. Did that mean getting the Royal Army here in Palnisdale to swear allegiance to me was going to be a lot more difficult because they hadn’t gone through the same horrors that the others had? While the constant disrespect was annoying whenever I met a new group of people, I didn’t hold their ignorance against them but constantly strived to change people’s minds by my own actions. Such behavior was usually propagated by ignorance and tension when resources grew scarce. So far, once the men and women under my command swore their oath of allegiance to me, this hadn’t been an issue.  

    Though, a part of me worried how the personal interactions would work between all of my vassals. I had a feeling that the saying that “familiarity breeds contempt” was still just as relevant in The World as it was in the real world. Personal interaction between people hadn’t changed that much from when the saying was first coined ages ago. Would I find myself dealing with racial tensions between my people in the near future? Unlike the real world, there really were major differences in Skills and Abilities between the races.  

    While I hoped that wouldn’t be the case, only time would tell. I had the ability to make an amazing empire by mixing the best of what each of the various races had to offer. I just had to make sure people didn’t focus on the negative aspects of their differences. Partly, that could be accomplished by making sure that everyone’s basic needs were met. While I was doing that now, it was only working because we had the fear of constant death hanging over our heads.  

    What would happen when that wasn’t the case? Where would people find the motivation to naturally improve themselves and increase their own skills to make themselves and our budding empire better and stronger? In my experience, motivation was a tricky subject and one that few people took responsibility for on their own.  

    “My lord,” General Dell said, interrupting my thoughts as he pointed towards the ridge fifty yards away. “The rest of the cavalry unit has arrived.” 

    “You’re dead now,” Scout Leader DeKhayed snarled from where Neysa held him by the neck. “Release me now and perchance Sir Anon will take pity on your reckless indiscretion!” 

    “Sir Anon you say?” I murmured out loud, as General Dell met my eyes with a knowing nod. This would be a good test as to what we’d find in Palnisdale. Looking around at my friends, it seemed like they were thinking the same thing as I announced in raid chat. “Okay people,” I announced as my eyes scanned the raid around me. “It looks like we’re going to find out if Princess Isolde can truly be trusted now that she’s back in her seat of power.” 

    “Ain’t that the million dollar question,” I heard Thomas mutter next to me, as the rest of the Devil Dog crew nodded in agreement.  

    They weren’t the only ones muttering under their breaths. That same general thought was basically coming from the entire raid. I waited for the murmuring to die down before continuing.  

    “Let’s form up and be ready to either fight or to move out!”  

    “As you command, Lord Ironwolf,” the House of Kayden Troopers answered as one. As the people of The World began getting ready to move out, I turned back to Dell just as several of my friends joined us.  

    “You ready to move out, General?” I asked, as he gave me an affirmative.  

    “Want some company?” Thomas asked with his people. 

    “The more the merrier,” I said, clasping hands with him as my other friends joined the group.  

    “We’re with you,” Krishna said, as his crew eagerly nodded beside him.  

    I had a feeling they were a little upset at missing out on the last fight with the Ogres, since they were on defense at the plateau. The rest of my friends just gave me a silent nod or shit, depending upon who it was as they walked up. Sarka, Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia silently joined my side as my companions joined them, while AJ, Jill, and Krystal were quite vocal. Daniella, Tony, Kat, Glen, Jimmy, and the rest of my friends that we’d pulled out of Domenic’s fortress joined in as well. Hell, even John decided to come.  

    The last pair to wander over was Bonnie Smash and Hefe. For a long moment, no one said a word, until AJ busted out laughing. It was all over after that. You have to understand, my friends and I were all 80s geeks and had watched most of the old Sci-Fi and Fantasy movies plenty of times over the years. Though, like most people from my generation, the people of The World had no idea what was so funny. Anyone who’d ever seen the old-school reruns of the Showtime Aerobicise videos or the Beastmaster and original Conan the Barbarian movies would immediately understand the joke.  

    It was obvious that Hefe was trying to look like a mini-version of a wannabe Marc Singer from the old Beastmaster movie. Let’s just say his loincloth showed off a lot of unwanted side-hip, so I guess he got that part right. While that was funny in itself, it had nothing on the furry leather wraps around his ankles. I’m sure he got the furry boot idea from the original Conan the Barbarian movie and thought that would look cool. Unfortunately for him, they came out looking more like the fuzzy leg warmers from one of the hot exercise models in the old Showtime Aerobicise videos … with the big hair and all. It was completely ridiculous. 

    “I told Honey Bear that the leather wraps were a little bit over the top,” Bonnie Smash apologetically said, as AJ keeled over laughing.  

    “Honey Bear!” The Cobra Kai twins howled with tears coming out of their eyes. 

    “Can you get down and do some leg kicks?” Jimmy asked, as a panicked look came to Domenic’s face. 

    “Please, just don’t,” Domenic said in all seriousness as everyone howled in laughter. 

    “Oh come on, guys,” Hefe said, strutting around like a rooster. “I don’t care what all of you say, these things are the shit!” 

    What do you even say after someone makes a statement like that? I thought, when Jimmy began strutting around on an invisible catwalk singing, “I’m too sexy for my leg warmers, too sexy for my leg warmers.” I had tears in my eyes after that. It was truly some funny ass shit.  

    In a way, this was exactly what all of us needed after the day we’d been through. Yeah … yeah, I know some people would wonder why the hell we were complaining. I mean, we’d gotten some sweet XP and loot for all of our trouble. While all of that was true, the forced grinding had still been a complete ballbuster.  

    All around us, the Kayden Troopers had begun to raise their zombies. I took a minute to do the same. Casting my Raise Zombie spell with Helgath, I pulled out fourteen soul stones for us to use. Two were for Helgath and the rest for me. Manipulating the spell with my new skills, we were able to raise up all fourteen undead pets within a few minutes time. While not everyone caught the significance of what I’d just done, Thompson was another story altogether.  

    “How the hell did you manage that?” He demanded, as he sidled up to me bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.  

    “I’ll show you the new skills I picked up later, if that’s cool,” I said, as I noticed everyone looked more or less ready to move out.  

    “Come on, everyone,” I said, once the laughing had died down. “Let’s go see what these guys want.” 

    To either side of me, my companions closed in to make a defensive circle around me and Dell, while Helgath stayed glued to my side with Neysa and our prisoner as Fylreh took up her usual position in the rear. It might’ve been smarter to leave Helgath and Fylreh behind, but I wasn’t in the mood for anymore crap. If any of these fuckers wanted to make a big deal of me or my people, they could kiss my Half-Elf ass.  

    “You’re so dead,” a sullen Scout Leader DeKhayed muttered under his breath, as Neysa snapped her fangs at the Human to keep him moving.  

    Yeah, we’d finally let him up. Well, in truth, it was more like he nearly jumped out of his skin when the zombies started popping up. Neysa hadn’t been gentle with him either. His cloak was all ripped up and he had quite a lot of blood on his blue tabard. Whatever, we left his weapons on his mount and brought him with us. Not that anyone else paid him any mind. Although, I was curious to see how Sir Anon would handle the situation. 

    In the three or so minutes that it had taken for all for us to get prepared, the Heavy Cavalry unit had crested the ridge and had spread out into four separate double row formations. There had to be around five hundred horsemen in the entire formation, so it was an impressive demonstration of their riding ability and skill. I’m sure I’d have appreciated it more if I’d actually been watching, I thought with a mental shrug, as we began walking up the slope towards the ridge.  

    Though, with all the zombies being raised, I’m sure having our numbers suddenly more than doubled must have caused some excitement in their ranks. If I wasn’t mistaken, it looked like the command group near the center of the line seemed to be having some sort of arm waving argument going on. I don’t know what all the excitement was about since we’d left our zombies back with the main force.  

    “I’m getting tired of being surprised by this freaking ridge,” I grumbled to Dell, as I watched an excited ripple go through the Heavy Cavalry’s ranks. It started as soon as someone in the ranks noticed a bloody and roughed-up Scout Leader DeKhayed walking at my side with a massive Silver Dire Wolf at his back.  

    “My apologies, milord,” General Dell said, giving me a sideways look. “There hasn’t quite been enough time to get scouts in-“ 

    “That wasn’t a criticism on your part,” I said, waving his apology away. I wasn’t trying to be a dick, but I was getting more tired and grumpy by the second. “It’s just frustrating that we haven’t had even a second it seems to breathe since this day has started out.” Wisely, Dell just silently nodded. Not that I particularly blamed him. Sometimes, that’s just the way things went.  

    “Heavy Royal Lancers,” a strong male voice suddenly called out, “draw swords!” 

    As the shouted command went up and down the line of Lancers, General Dell, Thomas, Sarka, Tinyr, Domenic, and my other friends began glancing around unhappily at each other. Not the Uten Syn guild though. Krishna and Angie took that as the signal for the Druids of their guild to immediately shift into their Were-fighting forms. I was just contemplating ordering the zombies forward, when a new voice bellowed angrily. 

    “Are you deaf and dumb, Lancer Leader Warf,” the somewhat familiar voice of Sir Anon overrode the command to the cavalry units’ surprise. “Sheath your blades immediately and stand down!” 

    “But Scout Leader DeKhayed-” Lancer Leader Warf began to protest. 

    “Obviously was a jackass to Overlord Ironwolf,” Sir Anon finished without hesitation.  

    “You overstep your bounds, Sir Anon,” Lancer Leader Warf began to say, as he was once again overruled. 

    “I overstep nothing,” Sir Anon thundered. “Queen Isolde has charged you to follow my orders as you would her own. Once again, I order all loyal lancers to sheath their blades and to stand down, now!” 

    With that said, Sir Anon came riding out alone to greet us without hesitation, followed a moment later by a group of six lancers that I assumed was the rest of the command staff. As the confused Heavy Cavalry units hesitantly began sheathing their blades, the command group got close enough for me to run an Identify on the new commander. Immediately, the information appeared over the Human’s head, Jasper Warf, level 48 Lancer Leader of the Royal Heavy Cavalry Unit.  

    Curious, I thought, as I ran another Identify on Sir Anon. Sir Terrance Anon, level 40 Guardian Knight Squad Leader. It was just as I thought. Sir Anon was much lower than the rest of the group, which was probably why he was getting so much flak from the rest of the command group. Nonetheless, he’d been put in charge by the Princess, I mentally corrected myself, Queen Isolde was keeping her oath it seems. As soon as the Guardian Knight reached me, he swung out of his saddle and gave me a fist salute. 

    “Overlord Ironwolf,” Sir Anon sharply said, as he snapped to attention.  

    “As you were, Sir Anon,” I said, as the other man’s rigid stance somewhat relaxed.  

    “It is good to see you alive and well,” the Guardian Knight continued. “The Royal Scouts have been reporting on the massive horde invading the line and we were unsure how you’d fared on your mission.” As the lancers behind him came to a stop, Sir Anon paused to glare at the Royal Lancers behind him.  

    “Are you a bunch of honorless knaves?” Sir Anon chastised the group once more. “Dismount and salute the Protector of the Kingdom of Kader!” 

    “Please accept my apology,” Sir Anon whispered to me under his breath. “I know you dislike such condescending treatment of good troopers, but I fear that until they’ve sworn their oaths to you, they’ll have difficulty accepting the status quo.” 

    “You mean because I’m a halfling?” I asked, as the other man colored slightly. 

    “Exactly as you have surmised, Overlord,” Sir Anon answered directly. 

    Our introductions were made quickly enough. Inspecting each of the lancers, I got the impression that the command structure was level 46 and 47, while the mainline Heavy Lancer was approximately level 45. There were a few surprised murmurs from those present when they were introduced to General Dell. I guess because of my odd ranking within the Royal Forces as the Champion of the Kingdom of Kader it meant that Dell’s rank of General covered more than just the troopers of the House of Kayden. Though I still didn’t understand what had previously happened, there was a noticeable ripple when the simple fact became known to the rest of the Heavy Cavalry unit.  

    After that, we got moving quickly. Neysa left Scout Leader DeKhayed to be disciplined by Sir Anon, which ended up with the Scout Leader being unceremoniously pummeled to the ground. It was just another reminder that we weren’t on earth anymore. The Royal Forces did not suffer from a lack of discipline. While it might not exactly be my cup of tea, I didn’t judge Sir Anon. If anything, he seemed to have a pretty good handle on the situation. That, or it was a noble thing that I’d have to handle once I had a better understanding of the complex situation.  

    For the most part, I watched as General Dell and Sir Anon got both forces formed up and on the move. The zombie pets taking up a defensive position around the Heavy Cavalry unit caused a slight commotion. The undead spooked the horses and riders alike, but a harsh command from the Guardian Knight stopped any grumbling. As Sir Anon and the cavalry command staff headed out at the head of the formation, there was a ripple amongst my friends as soon as I grabbed a handful of Neysa’s fur and hopped onto the Silver Dire Wolf’s back. 

    “You already have your own mount?” Jill demanded, as Krystal’s mouth dropped open in surprise. 

    “Cccooommmbbbaaat Mount,” AJ coughed out, as Jill glared at him warningly. 

    “You’re not going to ride the entire way to Palnisdale while the rest of us walk?” Sarka said, as if daring me to say yes. 

    “I think you mean, run,” Tinyr chimed in, as Unalia gave him a warning smack while Yun casually covered the smile that came to his lips with a hand. 

    “Look guys, I’m not trying to be a dick,” I apologetically said, switching to the raid’s command chat. “But it feels like with these guys I need to build as much perceived authority as possible for when we reach Palnisdale. No matter what, I promise to make sure everyone gets their own mount ASAP. Hell, I’ve already started on the process back in BrokenFang Hold with our new guildmate, Jodi Tempest.” 

    “Oh, get over yourself,” AJ said, rolling his eyes at me. “You know they’re just giving you shit. Besides, it wouldn’t be half as much fun if you didn’t get so worked up about it.” 

    “Don’t worry about it,” Thomas said, clapping Neysa on the shoulder affectionately. “Trust me, if they had their own mounts, they’d have been riding everywhere regardless if anyone else had a mount or not.” 

    “You know that’s a fact,” Matt Cobra whole heartedly agreed, as his wife Terry elbowed him in the ribs. “They’d be like,” Matt continued, ignoring his wife’s playful hit as he mockingly continued in a generic female voice. “If you have a problem with it, get your own mount.”  

    “Come on, Jill,” Kenzie said, exaggeratingly ignoring the comments from the rest of the Devil Dogs. “While he’s busy playing Overlord,” she said that last part with air quotes, “we’ll go shopping in town and have some fun.”  

    “You can never have too many accessories,” Krystal confirmed with a smirk. 

    “Are mounts accessories?” Jill asked playfully. 

    “They are in an MMO,” Kenzie laughingly said, as they walked away arm and arm following the rest of the formation while the rest of us shook our heads. 

    None of us took their play seriously. There was quite a bit of truth in the back and forth we’d had. While the guy’s liked to joke that it was a woman-thing to accessorize in an MMO, in truth it was a gamer-thing. Mounts and combat pets were, most especially, treated as something to collect by most gamers. I personally liked to call it gamer-bling. So while we playfully joked about the girls needing accessories, the boys were already talking about doing the same thing as soon as they hit Palnisdale. I was about to catch up to Sir Anon at the head of the Heavy Cavalry column, when I saw the unhappy look on Sarka’s face. 

    “You owe me a mount,” Sarka unhappily grumbled, folding her arms over her chest.  

    “Palnisdale should have enough to go around-” I began to say, as she cut me off. 

    “A special one like Neysa,” she reiterated, as I mentally sighed. 

    “I’ll buy you one myself,” I promised, as she unhappily stalked away.  

    Yun tried to silently apologize with his eyes, which I promptly waved away. Sarka’s problem with how I’d gotten Neysa wasn’t on him. “Horses are fine for us,” Unalia said, while Tinyr nodded in agreement as they hurried after Sarka. I silently shook my head as I watched them go. 

    ‘What’s her problem?’ Neysa asked in annoyance as the lines of Kayden Troops marched past us while we talked. 

    ‘Oh, Sarka’s still sore that your mother chose to speak with me first to ask for help against the Goblin Slave Master and not her,’ I sent, while Helgath skillfully jumped onto Neysa’s back.  

    ‘Why would that matter?’ Neysa asked in confusion, as I helped Helgath to sit down in front of me. I had that déjà vu feeling of riding double on a crotch rocket as my soulmate wiggled back into my arms. ‘Mother chose you to protect and raise me as part of your pack.’ 

    ‘True,’ I agreed, as I leaned into Helgath’s leather-clad body. Even though the seating was reversed, I think it reminded me so much of a sports motorcycle because of how you had to sit leaning forward and pressed up tight against each other. It was especially the case when doing it without a saddle as Neysa took off at a slow walk so we could get used to riding on her back, while we talked. ‘She still thinks there should’ve been a roll to see who raised you.’ 

    ‘That’s foolish newfar thinking,’ Neysa snorted in derision at the very thought. By now we were getting a few curious looks from the cavalry troopers that had started to ride past. ‘Why would mother accept anyone but the strongest member in the party to share their life with?’  

    ‘Why indeed,’ I sent back. Honestly, what else could I even say in regards to that? I thought with a mental shrug. The problem was that logic and the truth didn’t sooth people’s egos or feelings. Mostly that was because they couldn’t admit the truth of the situation to themselves and were just angry that the results weren’t what they wanted them to be. It was simply easier to get mad for most people.  

    While Sarka was still angry that I hadn’t rolled for Neysa even though it hadn’t even been an option, in truth, I felt that saving Neysa had been an unknown bug. That, or it was part of a unique storyline or special event that only someone with a nightmare skill set could’ve pulled off that early in the game. Whatever the case, she’d get over it one way or another. In the interim, I’d do everything I could to help her get a Combat Mount of her own. For now, I think she was enjoying giving me shit about it more than anything else.  

    It took a little longer than I expected for me to pick up the knack for riding on Neysa’s back. Riding bareback on a horse was super hard. You had to seriously squeeze the horse’s flanks with your knees so you didn’t simply bounce off the back. While I'd learned to ride in the Boy Scouts, I was much bigger now, which meant I wasn’t perched atop the flanks as I’d been as a kid. Not only that, riding bareback on a Silver Dire Wolf was very different than riding on any type of horse. There was a much sleeker feeling to Neysa’s muscular body that was unlike any horse I’d ever ridden. After about twenty minutes of turns, trots, stops, and starts, two system messages popped open before my eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You have learned the Skill Riding. 

    Congratulations! You have learned the Subskill Riding Exotic Beasts. 

     

    As soon as I received those pop-ups, the trouble I’d been having with staying on Neysa’s back instantly disappeared. The difference in my efforts were like night and day. Suddenly, everything I tried simply worked. I wasn’t almost sliding off Neysa’s back with every turn or shooting over her head with every stop.  

    Neysa and Helgath kept up the riding training until I’d reached level 5. While that wasn’t a high enough skill to do anything remotely like fight from her back, it was enough experience for me to ride on her back and not look like a fool. It also had another odd effect. Even though Neysa and I were always mentally connected, riding like this made the connection so much deeper. We got used to reading each other’s thoughts and feelings on an almost instinctual level. It was almost like the three of us were one in body and mind. Once we’d synched to that level, the girls agreed that we were ready to join the others as Neysa headed off at a trot for the front of the column. 

    Even at our gentle pace, we caught up to the Heavy and Light Cavalry units at the rear of the column quickly enough. This time, I received several appreciative nods at my passing. 

    We were nearly past the Heavy and Light Cavalry units on our way to the head of the column, when we crested the top of the ridge and got our first view of Palnisdale. Through our shared link, I could feel Helgath and Neysa’s awe matching my own as the Silver Dire Wolf slowed to a stop so we could take in the epic view. Due to the odd angle of the ridge, Palnisdale had been completely out of view until now.  

    The frozen slope gradually went down for maybe a mile before merging into frozen fields covered in frozen ice. Intermixed amongst the landscape were small groves of trees off in the distance that were mostly barren of leaves. What was so incredible was the massive fortress that silently stood guard over the land around it. Its massive black walls of granite rose up nearly fifty feet into the air and towered over the area like a deadly sentinel that was the heart of the Royal Forces. Even from here, I could make out the siege weapons that peppered the top of the walls. If that wasn’t impressive enough, at each corner of the fortress stood giant stern figures of ancient heroes, at least that’s what I assumed, that had been crafted into the walls themselves.  

    One statue was a robed figure that looked like a Mage holding a spell book. Another was of a cloaked figure with a long bow. The closest statue was that of a Warrior holding a two-handed sword. Even from this distance, the stone figures solemn faces looked life-like and unique. Almost like they were a personal portrait of some kind. Altogether, the fortress gave off an aura of indomitability which made a certain kind of sense. If rumor were to be believed, Palnisdale had stood against the Northern Hordes for half of a millennium.  

    Just looking at the immense structure filled me with a desire to pass through its massive gates and explore its depths. That was only enhanced by the fading light breaking through the storm clouds gathering on the horizon which gave the city a surreal appearance. Even though I had no illusions that it wouldn’t be as pretty up close with the poverty and squalid living conditions that usually came with such packed medieval cities, there was something grand about the place that seemed to fire the imagination.  

    Yeah, I know, I could be such a geek at times, I thought, chuckling at my own reactions. Below its impregnable walls, I could make out groups of players on the frozen snow going about their daily routines of running quests and errands. There must have been a few hundred individuals doing their thing like you’d expect to see in any major MMO city. Most seemed to be busy hunting down mobs, chasing Orc Scouts, searching for herbs, or completing other various quests as I surveyed the area and the people that were present. Too bad this was all going to be completely overrun in the next few days.  

    Feeling that I was ready to move out, Neysa began trotting to the front of the column. Within short order, we made it to where my friends and the Kayden Troopers that had followed me through thick and thin were marching. Though everyone’s equipment looked beat to hell from the constant fighting we’d been through, it seemed like everyone was in good spirits. While a number of people had died during the fighting, we’d been able to Resurrect everyone without a problem.  

    Nodding at the various greetings from the Silver Dire Wolf’s back, I couldn’t help feeling a little “like a boss.” Don’t act like I’m an ass for secretly feeling that way, I chided my subconsciousness. Every once in a while, we needed to pat ourselves on the back for a job well done. With everything I’d accomplished up until now, this was one of those times. Besides that, there was nothing like being one of the first players to get a mount in an MMO game. That alone would make my Twitch Stream of Neysa popular as hell, especially since she wasn’t just a boring ole horse. 

    Don’t get me wrong, I knew this would pass in the blink of an eye but, for right now, I was going to enjoy the moment. My internal crowing was suddenly cut short when I neared the head of the column and saw Ayda, the Bard that had been helping my people do the impossible, nearly ready to collapse. Even as I watched, she stumbled in exhaustion only to have her guards stop her from collapsing. Feeling instantly like a heel, I directed Neysa over to the exhausted Half-Elf. Feeling me shifting my weight to dismount, Neysa’s stopped me with a thought. 

    ‘Don’t dismount, I can carry all three of you without a problem.’  

    ‘Are you sure?’ I asked in surprise. Quickly looking at her Character Sheet, I saw that she was correct. I’d gotten so used to having to increase her carrying capacity that the change had caught me by surprise. With her current level and stats after the Hot Fix and her new levels, she could carry up to 795 lbs. While that was cool, it was somewhat annoying too since if I’d known that was going to happen with the update, I’d have focused her last Feat on a combat related skill instead of carrying capacity. Though, now that she’d hit level 40, I realized that meant she had a new Feat available. Forcing myself to minimize the window for now, I focused my attention back on Ayda first. 

    “Go ahead and pass her up,” I called out to the guards as soon as I rode up. 

    Everyone immediately jumped in surprise at hearing my voice. There was a noticeable shuffling around as the guards hurried to follow my orders. It didn’t help that Ayda resisted somewhat due to her obvious embarrassment at the special treatment but she deserved it. Not everyone could do what she did and I needed her to be rested and recovered for our journey back to Darom. 

    “I’m fine, milord Ironwolf,” Ayda slurred, as she nearly face planted. Ignoring her protests, the guards that Dell assigned simply lifted her up behind me. “Make sure you collect her from me once we reach the barracks.”  

    “Yes, milord,” the five troopers said, giving me a fist salute. Before Neysa turned away, the leader of the group stepped up to me.  

    “Thank you for taking care of Mistress Keywarin,” the Team Leader said, “without her magic, many of us wouldn’t have made it to Palnisdale.”  

    “That’s why we’re taking care of her,” I agreed, giving the Swordsman a brotherly clap on the shoulder, before continuing on our way to the front of the column.  

    “I would’ve been fine marching to the city with everyone else,” Ayda insisted between yawns, as she laid her head against my shoulder and wrapped her arms around my waist. “Maybe resting my eyes for just a few seconds would be okay.”  

    I shook my head as the Bard immediately fell asleep. It was obvious just looking at her that she’d pushed herself too hard. While I’m sure a few of my new and more easily offended fans watching my Twitch Channel would accuse me of wanting to be sandwiched between two sexy leather-clad women, that was far from the case. Not saying that I didn’t mind having Ayda pressed against me, but the Bard was too precious to my people’s well-being to take her lightly. She’d sung her heart out to keep us all alive.  

    Giving Ayda’s leg a friendly pat, I was just going to pull up Neysa’s Character Sheet, when I noticed Helgath squirming in front of me. At first, I didn’t understand what the problem was but, catching a glimpse of her blushing cheeks and the flavor of her emotions through our shared link, I suddenly realized that she’d caught my random thought of comparing her looks to that of Ayda who everyone thought was beautiful. Figuring that she was somewhat uncomfortable with the new changes to her body, I reassured her that her soul had always been beautiful. The only difference was that now her outer beauty was starting to match what had always been on the inside. Hoping that I’d explained myself well enough, I went back to where I’d left off on Neysa’s Character Sheet to look over the available Feats. 

     

    Intimidating Howl – (50 Mana) - instant cast – Causes all enemies within five yards to cower in fear and all enemies between six to ten yards away to flee for up to 5 seconds or until attacked. Enemies within 5 yards of Combat Pet are disoriented for another 5 seconds and fight at half their combat skill and power level. At the end of the feat, the Combat Pet goes to the top of the affected enemies’ aggro list. Cooldown is 5 minutes.  

     

    Ferocious Bite – (20 Mana) A powerful bite that does an additional 200 points of piercing/crushing damage on top of a Combat Pet or Combat Mount’s regular bite. The Feat has a fifteen second cooldown.  

     

    Claw Strike – (10 Mana for every claw used) A powerful slash that does 50 – 60 points of slashing damage per Claw used. The Feat has a five second cooldown. 

     

    Looking over the three choices, they were all good and could be very useful for combat in their own way. While Neysa’s natural combat abilities weren’t anything to casually dismiss, Ferocious Bite and Claw Strike would definitely increase her damage output and truly make her a threat even to a Nightmare player. Hell, the armor piercing and crushing ability of Ferocious Bite might have let her actually hurt those Ogres.  

    Claw Strike wasn’t anything to sneeze at either. If the attack was used in conjunction with Neysa’s natural Knockdown ability could be brutal. I could see her shredding targets with all four of her black nails per claw shredding the enemy. In a situation like that, the DPS would be incredible.  

    While all that was true, Intimidating Howl was the one that mostly caught my eye. After our experience with the Ogres, I had a lot more respect for the mental attack. Though it was probably only a one-shot use in most fights, being able to fear the enemy in a ten yard radius was huge. Even more so with us having to fight Orcs with their resistance to my favorite AOE spell, Frost Nova.  

    ‘Any preference or thoughts on what might be best?’ I asked the girls. 

    ‘I want them all,’ Neysa said simply, as me and Helgath laughed. 

    ‘While Intimidating Howl could be very useful,’ Helgath contemplated thoughtfully, “the quick and consistent damage from Claw Strike could ultimately be the most useful for when we’re fighting together as a group, besides being an fine finishing move.’ 

    ‘Though the idea of having prey cower before my howl fills me with excitement,’ Neysa sent, as she seriously considered the question in all earnesty. ‘I have to agree that being able to inflict serious damage for a change would be ultimately the most useful.’  

    Ugh, I mentally grumbled, caught between my desires for another CC spell and wanting to make my ladies happy. While I could’ve simply made the decision on my own, I’d asked them both because I wanted their input on the issue. Not only that, Helgath and Neysa had spent so much time fighting together that they had cold hard experience to back up their opinions, which beat out my general guesses from the previous MMOs that I’d played. Saying goodbye to Intimidating Howl for now, I selected Claw Strike. Before accepting all of the changes, I also updated her Shared Experience to the full fifty percent split. Neysa’s new stats looked like this once I was finished: 

     

    Combat Mount: Neysa (Elite Silver Dire Wolf)  

    Level: 40 

    Strength: 138 

    Intelligence: 138 

    Spirit: 138 

    Agility: 138 

    Stamina: 138 

    Charisma: 138 

    Primary Attack: 187-202 (Bite)  

    Secondary Attack: 50-60 (Claw – can be up to four separate attacks) 

    Speed: 0.4 

    Weight-Carrying Capacity: 591 

    Weight-Carrying Capacity Teen Growth Spurt: 204 

    Special Abilities: Increased carrying capacity 128.2 lbs x5 

    (Teen Growth Spurt adds +5 to each ‘Increase Carrying Capacity’) 

    Shared Experience: 50% (up to a max of 50%) 

     

    The changes were immediate. As soon as I’d dismissed the window, Neysa’s body began to transform. On each of her paws the harden nails began to thicken and lengthen into proper weapons. Not only that, her paws noticeably grew in size to accommodate the changes. As the transformation completed, Neysa’s growl sounded in my head. 

    ‘I need something to kill.’  

    ‘Not now you don’t,’ I sent back, rolling my eyes at the viciousness of her thoughts. Not that I blamed her. If I had a new set of weapons, I’d be jonesing to check them out too.  

    ‘Maybe someone inside Palnisdale will be dumb enough to challenge Star and you’ll be able to try out your new claws then,’ Helgath added helpfully, as I silently shook my head. Our discussion was abruptly interrupted by a familiar voice. 

    “The fuck, Jay!” Jill’s voice called out as I rode up. “You picked up another digital slut for your NPC harem.” 

    Before I could ask her what the fuck was wrong with her, Jill let out a shriek as Neristhana seemed to appear out of nowhere. The look of absolute fury on the Gnomeling’s face would’ve been terrifying if it had been directed at me. It wasn’t that she was drawing weapons, but her little fists were balled up and ready to beat out an apology from the other woman. 

    “Gah, get her off of me … get her off of me!” Jill screamed as she ducked and dodged trying to get away.  

    In my peripheral vision, I saw Hefe and AJ making bets as Krystal and Bonnie Smash rolled their eyes at the whole thing. I didn’t see the final smack when it happened, but the crack could be heard by everyone. A few moments later, I saw a satisfied Neristhana take her place next to me as if she’d been there the whole time.  

    ‘What’s up with Neristhana?’ I asked the girls. To be honest, her normal easy going nature was completely gone. In all honesty, I’d never seen her so uptight. 

    ‘She feels dishonored because she ran from the Ogre’s Intimidating Shout,’ Helgath explained, as her withdrawn attitude after the fight started to make more sense.  

    ‘But that’s crazy,’ I mentally sent back in frustration. ‘It’s not like she was the only one that was affected.’ Before the Half-Orc could comment, a chastised Jill came stumbling back into view staring daggers at me. 

    “That’s bullshit, Jay,” she grumbled holding her red cheek. “You know I was only messing around."  

    “I didn’t do anything,” I said with a shrug, making a mental note to have a talk with Neristhana about the battle. 

    “That’s exactly my point,” Jill grumbled. “You could’ve ordered her to stand-down.” 

    “Look, it’s like this,” I said, as Jill uncomfortably flinched at my tone. “Everyone’s very protective of Ayda after she worked so hard to save everyone’s lives. Without her help, we would’ve never made it to Domenic in time, let alone, managed to escape that horde. She deserves a little bit more respect than that.” My friends caught my drift as I meaningfully looked around at the people of The World that were silently listening in on the discussion.  

    “I’m serious enough about this that I would’ve given up my place on Neysa’s back if it was needed. Luckily enough, it wasn’t a problem after that last Hot Fix. Neysa herself said that she could handle the extra weight and offered to carry Ayda herself,” I meaningfully added, as Jill shifted uncomfortably at being berated in front of everyone. “Besides that, you know as well as I do that my companions don’t like being called sluts, so why don’t you give that shit a rest.” 

    “Sometimes, you’re such a freaking asshole, Jay,” Jill shot back angrily. 

    “If Star's the asshole,” Kenzie teasingly said in an aside to Jill, “AND we both know, he most definitely is. Then why do you keep calling his companions sluts?” 

    “Gah,” Jill screamed in frustration at being teamed up on by her girlfriend. Shrugging away from AJ and Krystal’s grip, she glared at Kenzie, before angrily stomping away. 

    “What the fuck just happened?” Kenzie asked out loud to everyone, as I looked around innocently saying nothing.  

    Giving me a hard time was simply Jill’s thing after all the years we’d known each other. Privately, I’d argue that was how she dealt with losing against me all the time in the games we played. While I didn’t particularly take it seriously, part of that game was getting other friends to join up with her in giving me a hard time. Kenzie made the mistake of siding with me.  

    “Is she PMS’ing?” Thomas jokingly asked, as Kenzie whirled on him angrily.  

    “God, you’re such a dumbass,” she snarled, smacking Thomas upside the head, before chasing after her friend too.  

    “Smooth move, Exlax,” AJ grumbled at me, before following after his girlfriend. 

    “How the fuck is this my fault?” I called after him before he got too far away, as Thomas and I looked at each other in confusion. 

    “Because it’s always your fault, Jay,” Krystal said, as if that was obvious. Even though she kept to the party line, Krystal still gave me a knowing wink, before turning away to head after Jill as she called over her shoulder. “We’ll catch up after our shopping trip.”  

    “Psychos,” Sarka silently mouthed at me, as she twirled her finger at her own head. 

    “Be nice,” I silently mouthed back.  

    More than once, I’d been asked by new guildmates how the rest of us had managed to stay friends all this time. Mostly, I think the question came up because the new members didn’t understand how we could talk so much shit to one another and still be friends. It simply wasn’t a problem because we were friends. All of us had strong personalities. Even though we typically didn’t hold our punches, I think the brutal truthfulness was what kept our group together. Kind of like any dysfunctional family, I thought with a chuckle. 

    Though we joked and played hard together, we ultimately had respect for one another. Even with how Hefe could be at times, he was generally a good guy and a respectable gamer. We enjoyed playing together, we respected each other skills, and we were super competitive. Personally, I was sure that half of the reason for this last fight between us was because I had a Combat Mount and Jill didn’t. Ayda was just an easy target for her frustration. While that might sound childish to some, I personally thought it was simply human nature. Mentally shaking my head at all the drama, I turned back to the small audience that had gathered around. 

    “Come on, people, the shows over,” I called out, clapping my hands to get everyone’s attention. “Let’s keep moving.”  

    As everyone began to clear out, I gave Fylreh a nod in greeting as she came trotting up to me, while I looked around for the person I wanted to talk to next. The filly didn’t say anything, but simply fell in behind us as if she were guarding my back. Palnisdale was central to my plans for the Kingdom of Kader to hold out against the Orc hordes. The fortress’s current political situation was a complete unknown. I needed to know what was happening with things like; the happenings of Chaos Storm Alliance players inside the city, the current capability of the forces for standing against the coming horde, and if they’d managed to setup any quests for encouraging regular players to assist with the defense of the city. I figured there was no sense in walking into the city blind when I had a vassal that could catch me up to speed, just when I spotted the man I needed at the very front of the column.  

    ‘There’s Sir Anon,’ I sent to Neysa, as she took off at a trot for the group of eight riders leading the column of troopers. I caught a wave of greeting from General Dell who gave me an approving look as soon as he saw where we were heading.  

    “I’m glad to see you were able to join us, Overlord Ironwolf,” Sir Anon greeted as soon as I rode up, giving me a fist salute along with Lance Leader Warf and the rest of the riders. Well, everyone except Scout Leader DeKhayed who was glaring daggers at me. I was returning everyone’s salutes, when Neysa let out a rumbling growl of warning at the Scout Leader’s overt disrespect as her fur stood straight out. Before I could address the issue, Sir Anon turned in his saddle to address the Scout Leader directly. 

    “This disrespectful attitude is unbecoming of an officer in the Royal Cavalry, Scout Leader DeKhayed,” Sir Anon said to the glowering man in no uncertain terms. “Choke down your pride or be relieved of command. We have no time for such prejudices with the calamity the Kingdom of Kader now faces.” 

    “The only calamity that I see here is that the lot of you are saluting this Halfling Lord as if it were nothing!” Scout Leader DeKhayed snarled, as he savagely rounded on his colleagues. “He openly consorts with demi-humans and treats with them as equals, yet none of you dare to question his claims of a massive Orc horde invading our lands?” He whirled back to me spitting vitriol. “I already told you our patrol of the Isolde Line found no signs of incursions.”  

    His hostility disappeared in the blink of an eye as his face went pale as a sheet when he realized Neysa had begun stalking towards him. Her rumbling growls had only grown deeper and more threatening by the second as he’d gone on his rant. To see how terrifying she looked, you'd have to realize that the Silver Dire Wolf was noticeably larger than even the Destrier horses that the Heavy Cavalry and the Guardian Knights were mounted on. Besides that, the Scout Leader had already endured one of Neysa’s assaults when she wasn’t particularly interested in killing him. Now, on the other hand, there was no doubt to the Silver Dire Wolf’s intent as her black lips pulled back from her deadly fangs. Besides we all knew she wanted to test her new feat out.  

    While that was going on, I was intently studying the faces of the Humans in the group. All but Sir Anon held onto their reins in a white-knuckled grip. Though he wasn’t happy, not once did Lance Leader Warf flinch from the bestial fury in Neysa’s eyes. The Heavy Cavalry guards were most notably unsure of what to do. Nonetheless, they held themselves at the ready watching the scene unfold with conflicting emotions flashing across their faces.  

    What I found most interesting, was the Scout Cavalrywoman that calmly sat astride her horse without flinching. The angry scowl on her lips while she closely watched Scout Leader DeKhayed spoke volumes to me. A quick Identify gave me her information readily enough, Helga Tanner, level 46 Sub-Scout Leader of the Royal Light Cavalry Unit. Obviously, she knew something about all of this that had her pissed off at her superior.  

    Even though I was no expert in the medieval world, I knew enough to understand the basics for the prejudice that was probably going on here. The only reason Helga was Sub-Scout Leader instead of the Scout Leader at level 46 was because her family probably were or had been tanners and not nobility. If I remember my history correctly, there were few people that were lower on the social class ladder than tanners in a medieval city.  

    Sir Anon and Lance Leader Warf gently made a path for me to Scout Leader DeKhayed. As we came to a stop in front of the terrified man, I nodded to the female officer behind him as she watched me closely with emotionless eyes.  

    “Do you mind introducing yourself?” I asked, as the woman unconsciously flinched at being the center of attention.  

    “Sub-Scout Leader Tanner of the Royal Scouts, Overlord,” she snapped out smartly.  

    “Excellent,” I said, giving her a smile that never reached my eyes. “Could you give a report as to your scouting mission of the Isolde Line?” 

    “Don’t you say a word-” Scout Leader DeKhayed’s words were cut off, as Helgath leaped across the distance between us before anyone could react. There was a quick struggle as she skittered around onto his back to hold a dagger at his throat.  

    “Excuse me, Dickhead,” I casually said, completely mispronouncing the young man’s name as he froze. Everyone else was pronouncing it De-Cay’d, but I didn’t let that stop me from coming up with my own pronunciation. It was kind of my thing when people pissed me off, especially if it worked for the name. From the nervous smiles, I must not have been the first to come up with this alternate pronunciation as I continued nonplussed. “But, I’d really like Sub-Scout Leader Tanner to answer the question for herself.”  

    “I’m not sure what scout mission you’re talking about,” Sub-Scout Leader Tanner replied in a strained voice, as sweat beaded on her forehead. Risking a quick glance towards Lance Leader Warf, who gave her an encouraging nod, she gulped before answering. “We never scouted the Isolde Line-” there was a gagging sound as Helgath shoved her clawed fist down DeKhayed’s throat to keep him from talking as the rest of the riders looked at each other in consternation.  

    “What do you mean there was no scouting done on the Isolde Line?” Lance Leader Warf demanded, as he leaned forward in his saddle to glare at his subordinate.  

    “It was at Scout Leader DeKhayed’s direct orders,” the Sub-Scout Leader hurriedly explained, as her eyes emotionlessly watched her superior’s struggles against the Half-Orc. “He said that his father had assured him that there was no Orc incursion to scout for and refused to carry out his assigned duty.” 

    ‘Release him,’ I sent to Helgath, as she suddenly jumped up and used his shoulders to leap across to Neysa again. Though she landed with an assuredness that required no help, I still grabbed her by the waist and helped her down so she could sit in front of me, while noting the alarmed looks on the rest of the cavalry troopers faces. Their reaction was everything that needed to be said. Though, Lance Leader Warf’s reaction was most telling. 

    “What have you done?” Lance Leader Warf shouted into the other man’s face, as he snatched him from the saddle and began shaking him in outrage. “Your father told you that there was nothing to scout!” Ignoring the altercation, I addressed the cavalrywoman directly.  

    “Scout Leader Tanner,” I said, as the woman noticeably jumped at my address. “Please take your unit and scout the line. “When you return, please report directly to me in-” I paused to look at Sir Anon.  

    “The main castle,” Sir Anon quickly spoke up, “the Queen is meeting with the Royal Forces commanders.” 

    “In the conference room where the Queen is meeting with the rest of the Royal Forces commanders,” I finished telling Scout Leader Tanner. There was a slight hesitation as she looked towards her ex-Scout Leader’s commander.  

    “Go,” Lance Leader Warf said, looking away from the terrified Scout Leader DeKhayed dangling in midair. “I recognize your field promotion, Scout Leader Tanner,” he said, giving me a respectful nod before continuing. “Report back at the first signs of any horde.” 

    “Overlord Ironwolf, Lance Leader Warf,” the young woman snapped out sharply, giving us both a fist salute before whirling her mount around and racing back down the column to the scouts.  

    “Arrest him,” Lance Leader Warf snarled, as he tossed the blubbering man away. “Once we return to Palnisdale, I want him brought to the prison. He’s not to be released unless Overlord Ironwolf, Sir Anon, or I orders it.” 

    “Yes, Lance Leader,” the men chorused, as the man urged his mount over to us and we got moving again. 

    “How did you know there was a problem with the report?” Lance Leader Warf respectfully asked. I could tell that the man was upset that he’d somehow missed this and was trying to understand how a complete stranger had figured out the obvious. “And to ask the Sub-Scout Leader to report on the issue, Overlord?” 

    “Well the first was easy enough for us to figure out,” I said, giving the man a sardonic smile. “We’ve spent the last seven hours fighting against the Orc Horde flooding across the Isolde Line. Why else would my people and I look so ravaged?” My hand unconsciously rubbed at the fist-sized hole in my chest plate. “We held off a large group of Ogres until my friends could drop the gorge in on itself.” 

    “How large is this horde?” Sir Anon asked, his eyes-wide as he realized what I was saying.  

    “If not for the close confines of the gorge, we would’ve been wiped out to the last soldier,” I said, a haunted look came to my face as I met both men’s eyes. “How many leaves drop from a grove of trees when winter comes?” I rhetorically asked as my audience frowned. “Honestly, there were simply too many to count. Their advancing tribes blackened the hills and valleys like a creeping ooze that covered everything as far as we could see from the top of the mountain pass from Ironheart Stronghold and still they came.” 

    “A simple enough way to know DeKhayed was lying about scouting the Orcs,” Lance Leader Warf said, nodding to himself.  

    “And Scout Leader Tanner?” Sir Anon curiously asked. 

    “Well, that was a bit more luck,” I said, giving both men an apologetic shrug. “Tanner looked like she’d swallowed some sour grapes.” 

    “Yeah, she was bypassed for her promotion to Scout Leader because of DeKhayed’s father’s interference.” Lance Leader Warf said, as he looked to Sir Anon. “That was just before all of you showed up yesterday.” 

    “What happened to the previous Scout Leader?” Sir Anon asked, as his eyes suspiciously narrowed at the timing. 

    “He was found dead a day earlier, murdered by foul deeds,” Lance Leader Warf explained, as Sir Anon and I frowned at the timing. Obviously, the Chaos Storm Alliance were up to their same old tricks. 

    “What actions have Queen Isolde taken with the newfar and the garrison since you’ve arrived?” I asked Sir Anon, as we began making our way across the rolling hills of frozen snow.  

    As Sir Anon began explaining how Queen Isolde had kicked out the members of the Chaos Storm Alliance and began setting up quests for the newfar to hunt down the Orc Scouts in the area upon her arrival, I watched the ripple that went through the players in the area as soon as they saw our column. Although no one approached, I noticed a number of players triggering their screen shot and video options as we rode past. Fylreh received as much if not more attention than even I did astride Neysa’s back.  

    I didn’t bother enabling the local chat to hear what everyone was saying. Even without Julie’s games on the forums, I had no illusions that the comments were anything nice. Gamers tended to be jealous of another players’ success. Besides that, between our Dark magic, black armor, zombie pets, and all of that ruckus about how the House of Kayden was the Dark Side, it had put a target on my back as large as any that Julie had made with her video. It was one of the few times that I was thankful that private messaging didn’t work outside of the cities. Otherwise, I would’ve been flooded with demands for gold, openly cursed, or outright threatened.  

    More and more, it seemed like random strangers felt that it was perfectly fine for them to accost people they didn’t know or like for one reason or another. It wasn’t like they’d done any research on who you were or what you represented. They’d simply heard from a friend or read an outraged post on the forum about such and such that you’d supposedly said or done something without ever researching the circumstances around it for themselves. Instead of just allowing you to “play your game” while they “played their game,” they thought it was their right to berate you about your play style and demand that you do or act in a way that they approved of or thought was appropriate. 

    In the past, I would’ve responded to such assholes. I always liked to picture their faces as I asked them, “Who the fuck do you think you are?” It was like they thought they were the morality police or something. That was usually followed up by my next favorite comment, “If I didn’t know them from Adam, why the fuck would I give a rat’s ass about what they thought or said about me?”  

    Ever want to see some self-important asshat lose their fucking mind, say something like that to them. I swear, it was like they believed everyone should care about their rando opinion. Why the fuck would their opinion mean anything to me one way or another? You had to know someone and respect them in some way before their opinion mattered. I shook my head in disgust.  

    Nowadays, I simply blocked assholes like that from messaging me, but, seeing some of the pissed off looks on the faces around me, I was almost tempted to open local chat and tell the whole lot of them to fuck off. I swear, it was like the self-important Twitter trolls were slowly infiltrating gaming so they could get in on the payout only to be pissed off when they discovered it wasn’t as easy as they thought it should be.  

    At this point, some of you might accuse me of being a hypocrite, but that wasn’t the case at all. What my friends and I did were stop assholes from griefing other players, albeit, I’d enlarged this to protecting the people of The World too. If that made me an asshole, then so be it. I’d still argue there was difference between playing the game and being a murderhobo. Either way, I’d protected me and mine. If people didn’t like that, they could fuck off. 

    Dismissing the ugly thoughts running through my mind, I did my best to focus on what Sir Anon was currently saying. It’s not like I didn’t know that I was tired and cranky as hell. Letting out a deep sigh, I silently reminded myself not to do anything too over-the-top stupid. From what the Guardian Knight was saying, Queen Isolde had managed to get all of the city’s graveyards under the Royal Army’s control. She’d also imprisoned the Chaos Storm Alliance members that were within the city for their crimes against the Kingdom of Kadar, but she was getting major pushback against hounding them out of the region from Lord DeKhayed who was one of the Generals in Palnisdale. If this asshole was forcibly putting his son into the local scouting unit’s leadership position and then telling him not to follow any orders to scout for Orcs intrusions along the Isolde Line, something ugly was going down. This whole situation had Julie’s stench all over it.  

    “When we reach the city,” I said, addressing both men directly. “I want a large force of the Royal Army sent to Lord DeKhayed’s home with orders to arrest any Iron Falcon Mercenaries or newfar on the premises.” 

    “Do you really think Milo Hawkin was sent to Palnisdale after he betrayed us in Telrain?” Sir Anon asked, as his face turned hard at the memory of what had happened.  

    “What will you do about General DeKhayed?” Lance Leader Warf nervously asked. “If we invade the General’s residence with proper cause-“ 

    “Your career in the Royal Forces will be over,” I knowingly said, cutting Lance Leader Warf off as my face turned hard. “I’ll head to the council chambers upon our arrival and confront General DeKhayed directly.” As I turned to Sir Anon, the rage I felt at the Mercenary Leader’s betrayal against my people was clear in my eyes.  

    “Cristiane Sekhmet is no slouch at misdirection and betrayal,” I explained using my ex-girlfriend’s in-game name. While I’d always been the master of strategy, she’d always been the expert at misdirection. “I have no doubt Milo Hawkin and his people are somewhere within the city of Palnisdale. If they’re truly within General DeKhayed’s residence, that I cannot say. Let’s start there and get a search going throughout the city for these traitors.”  

    Our conversation was interrupted as we approached the towering gates of Palnisdale by a group of players making a commotion before the entrance. As we neared, I noticed the group was cursing and screaming insults at the troop of guards standing before the gates. There had to be nearly two hundred players in all. Interestingly enough, none of them were doing anything more than making a nuisance of themselves as the guards simply ignored their ruckus. I noticed both men’s lips press together unhappily at the sight of the newfar as I ran an Identify on the rearmost player.  

    Unholy Josephine – level 40 DPS Warrior - Guild Leader of The Legion of Vengeance popped over the first player’s head. A savage grin came to my lips as I ran another Identify on the player to the right of her. This guy came up as Brandon Phillipe – Level 41 Rogue – The Coven. Both of these asshats were a part of the Chaos Storm Alliance. Why would these asshats be hanging around after they’d been kicked out of Palnisdale unless there was some plan afoot? I didn’t bother to inspect any more of the players in the group since I had all of the information I needed. I was just mentally reaching out for Tengsly, when I remembered that he’d been cut down earlier that morning.  

    “Fylreh,” I called out to the filly, while mentally swearing about how much of a pain in the ass it was to not have Tengsly with me. With a prancing double step, she caught up to us and gave me a nod while falling in step with Neysa. “Would you mind carry a message to General Dell and ask him to assign five hundred troopers to harry those Chaos Storm Alliance newfar until they leave the area? I don’t want them to go out farther than two graveyard hops and it would probably be best if they were back by nightfall.” 

    “Yes, milord,” Fylreh said, as I did a double take. Taking off with a flick of her tail, she called out over her shoulder. “I’ll return in a moment.”  

    “That’s quite convenient,” Lance Leader Warf commented under his breath to Sir Anon who simply nodded his head in agreement.  

    While that conversation was going on, I was eying Neysa and Helgath. Both of them were oddly quiet on the topic and were giving me the innocent act. There was now no doubt in my mind that something had happened earlier this morning when they were out scouting the enemy. I was just about to ask some pertinent questions, when Helgath caught me by surprise. 

    ‘You know,’ Helgath mentally said in an amused tone, ‘I could summon Tengsly if you’d like.’ 

    ‘What do you mean?’ I asked in confusion, as her comment immediately interrupted my train of thought. ‘Isn’t he my summon pet?’ 

    ‘It’s somewhat different due to our soulmate connection,’ Helgath diffidently explained, as she started casting the Manifest Giant Squirrel spell. “I can reform Tengsly’s essence from our connection.” 

    By the time Helgath finished the spell, Fylreh was just galloping back to us and was just in time to see the Flying Squirrel once again being summoned into existence. Not that she seemed to mind as she fell into place behind me. Surprisingly enough, the clatter of the filly’s hooves on the cobblestone road caught The Legion of Vengeance guild leader’s attention. The look of shock on her face as she saw our group approaching filled me with glee as she urgently jostled the Coven player standing next to her.  

    “What the fuck is your problem, woman,” Brandon snarled, as he angrily whirled on his ally. Seeing the worried look on Unholy Josephine’s face, he followed her line of sight to see our massive group riding up not thirty yards away. The momentary look of shock that flared in his eyes went away a second later as he confidently called out loud enough for everyone to hear. “Fuck that asshole, Unholy. There’s nothing that dickless wonder can do to us when we’re within the Palnisdale city limit.” 

    “I’m not so sure about that,” Unholy Josephine uncomfortably said, as she nervously watched the now forming up mass of Kayden Troopers split out of the column behind me with a mini-horde of zombies assembling in front of them.  

    There was a momentary pause as the sub-raid organized into squads of ten. It was obvious to the naked eye they outnumbered the players over two to one. Less than thirty seconds later, the Kayden Troopers cried out, “For Lord Ironwolf!” and charged the group of Chaos Storm Alliance players. If that wasn’t disconcerting enough, the rotting horde of Orc zombies charged ahead of the group in all of their feral rotting glory which was enough to cause nightmares in and of itself. I didn’t blame the pale looks of fear on the enemy raid’s faces either as the group of two hundred players began preparing to fight.  

    “No one attack!” Brandon commanded, as the entire raid unconsciously began backing up in fear. 

    “Form up with tanks and heavy armor classes in the front row!” Unholy Josephine began calling out, as the heavier armored players stepped to the front of their formation and readied their shields. 

    “Let them attack first,” Brandon voice quaked out, “so the Palnisdale guards will be forced to defend us!”  

    The unnatural gait of the slavering Orc undead was daunting to look at to say the least. After hours of fighting the large Orcs, I was mostly numb to the intimidation their massed charges could inflict. It quickly became apparent from the sickening look on their Mages faces that these asshats were aware of how resistant the Orcs were to elemental magic. Not that they had much time to worry about the obvious, since the undead horde was nearly on top of them.  

    “Hold fast!” Brandon’s false bravado visibly began to collapse in the face of being eaten to death as his voice cracked. “He won’t dare attack us if that means he’ll be forced to fight the entire city’s garrison!” 

    There is one thing you don’t want to do with any type of undead, I thought, as I saw the enemy raid get tackled to the frozen snow. You don’t want to let them tackle you to the ground, especially not when they outnumber you two to one. The zombies hit so hard that the players’ bodies went flying into their raid mates behind them like bowling pins as whole packs of zombies piled on top of the tangled players. The screams of terror as the enemy raid were literally torn to shreds brought a cruel smile to my lips.  

    Again, I’m sure that would be pointed out on my Twitch Channel by those that hated me, but honestly I could care less. As far as I was concerned, these bastards deserved everything they got and more. None of them were innocent. All of them had joined in on the fun of razing the players’ fortresses on the Isolde Line to the ground and griefing any players they found in their travels. As far as I was concerned, this was just the beginning of their just desserts. 

    The fighting was over almost as soon as it had begun. The group had never stood a chance, which was the plan from the beginning. I wasn’t a believer in a fair fight. Well, I did if it was a fight amongst friends, but even then, we’d slaughter each other without a second thought and use whatever crazy tactics that we could think of to win. In gaming, the objective was always to win and I’d take whatever advantage that I could get. As we rode up to the Kayden Troopers who were beginning to loot the dead, the familiar face of Logan West snapped to attention as he gave me a fist salute. 

    “We’ll have the zombies carry the gravestones like you did in retaking of the city of Darom,” Sub Leader West explained smartly, as I returned his salute. “General Dell was concerned that the newfar might chose to respawn at the graveyards within the city. How should we proceed, milord?” 

    “An excellent plan with the gravestones, Sub Leader West,” I said, eyeing the angry faces of some of the other players nearby, before turning back to assure him that the situation was under control. “If those idiots are foolish enough to respawn within the city of Palnisdale, Queen Isolde has the graveyards under guard. Sir Anon assured me that they would be arrested immediately.” I nodded towards the players around us.  

    “Make sure you keep a watchful eye on the other newfar in the area. If any of them look like they’re going to accost or attack your people, slaughter them without prejudice,” I said loud enough that the players nearby could hear me loud and clear.  

    “About the loot that we collect,” West began to say, as I cut him off.  

    “Pass it out to your people,” I said without hesitation, “unless it’s something unique that no one can use, then just give it to General Dell to pass on to me.” 

    “As you command, milord,” Sub Leader West acknowledged with a grin.  

    The swordsman definitely appreciated not having his hands tied in a possible combat situation. While some might think that was an excessive use of force on my part, I believed in holding people responsible for their actions. As far as I was concerned, if anyone was stupid enough to mess with my people, then they deserved what they got. I can assure you that they wouldn’t be doing it a second time around.  

    “If you’ll excuse me, we’ll be moving out to the nearest graveyards,” Sub Leader West said. As he saluted and led his raid off, the rest of us rode through the gates of Palnisdale to the sound of ringing bells.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Four]Chapter Thirty-Four 

    (Second Assault Group: Star and friends enter the city of Palnisdale) 

    The gates led to a long tunnel that passed through the ten yard base of the wall. It was impressively thick for a wall of its scale which I’d never seen before and made me think that it could’ve actually held off concentrated cannon fire. Not that such weapons were a problem here, but my mind was always judging and weighing defenses it seemed.  

    The arching ceiling six yards up had slots for dropping things on top of any invaders that made it through the outer gate. It was an interesting design feature and the first of its kind in any fortress I’d seen within The World. There even seemed to be additional slots for something like a portcullis that could be dropped to block the tunnel.  

    To either side of me both Sir Anon and Lance Leader Warf’s faces had turned grim the further we entered into the city. A glance behind me at the Heavy Cavalry guards, with their prisoner in tow, showed me they had the same unhappy looks on all their faces too. It was like there was an unspoken tension in the air. I was just going to ask my guides what the hell was up, when a shout ahead of us attracted my attention.  

    “Halt and identify yourself in the name of the Royal Guards of Palnisdale!” A strong feminine voice called out in front of a troop of fifty guards. The force was fully armored with heavy iron shields and spears held at the ready. A seemingly perfect combination for the tight confines of the passageway-like gate.  

    I figured out quickly enough that the ringing bells was the city’s call to arms. Behind the line of guards was the central plaza that functioned as a meeting place for players running quests. A number of which were standing around to watch whatever special event was going on. The excited buzz coming from the crowd of players in their various groups behind the line of guards were much of what you’d expect.  

     

    “What the hell is going on?” 

    “This must be an event.” 

    “Did you hear someone slaughtered those PKers outside of the gate?” 

    “Seriously, someone took on those Legion and Coven dicks that are always fucking with everyone? I want to shake their hand!” 

    “Yeah, the guards just let them get slaughtered. What the fuck is up with that?” 

    “Fuck those assholes, they got what they deserved.” 

    “Who the hell is that guy riding on the wolf? 

    “You can have wolf mounts?” 

     

    Ignoring the comments, I went back to studying the city’s defenses. Focusing on the plaza where everyone was casually standing around, I immediately recognized it as the Palnisdale equivalent to a “kill zone” for the defenders. An attacker could be trapped within the central area by the city guards blocking the streets out of the plaza while the guards on top of the walls rained down death on the enemy. Not that I was overly concerned about it as of yet. 

    Radiating out of the plaza were a number of main thoroughfares and smaller side streets. Each of their openings had semi-permanent defensive positions to block any invaders access further into the city. Surprisingly enough, I could see many of these were already manned with more soldiers running up from the barracks and garrisons that were deeper within the city. Obviously, there was some concern that we were an aggressive force. Though, why they didn’t close the gates if they were worried we were an aggressive force was a far bigger concern to me. 

    “Stand down, Guard Leader Stonier,” Sir Anon said with a confidence of one expecting his commands to be followed. 

    “Everything is under control,” Lance Leader Warf confirmed, as we came to a stop in front of the line of guards. “This is Overlord Ironwolf, the Protector of the Kingdom of Kader, and his personal forces.” 

    “Overlord Ironwolf, the Royal Guards of Palnisdale bid you welcome,” Guard Leader Stonier announced as she snapped to attention and saluted along with the rest of the guards.  

    The sudden shift in the city guards’ reaction caused a surprised rumble from the players who were watching. It seemed like everyone was taking screen shots and making sure they were capturing video of the event. Thankfully, except for our presence in Palnisdale which had already been blown, there was nothing else that I could think of that would cause us any problems if the information got out.  

    “At ease,” I said with a casual nod, as General Dell pushed his way up toward the front of our formation along with many of my friends. Before I could continue, Sir Anon spoke up. 

    “Why didn’t those exiles get driven from the area around Palnisdale?” 

    “It was due to General DeKhayed’s orders,” Guard Leader Stonier snapped out, “he even forbade us from closing the gate in the event of an attack.”  

    “This situation is worse than I thought,” General Dell gruffly said, as he came to a stop alongside of Neysa. Seeing the questioning look in my eyes, his face turned splotchy red while he continued fighting to control the fury in his voice. “General DeKhayed was responsible for the false accusations that resulted in my demotion to Assault-Leader. That occurred shortly before Princess Isolde was captured by Sea Orcs.”  

    An excited ripple seemed to go through the City Guards present as General Dell spoke. Though I couldn’t hear everything being said, it was obvious that even while being dishonored he was still greatly respected by the rank and file. A plan had begun forming in my mind, in large part thanks to the details provided by Sir Anon and Lance Leader Warf. Now to put it all in motion. 

    “It would be nice if you could run interference with the slaughter of those newfar for us,” Guard Leader Stonier worriedly said, as she raised an arm over her head. “I’ll go ahead and have the guards signal the all-clear“ 

    “Hold up,” I said, as the swordswoman paused in confusion, while I looked between General Dell, Lance Leader Warf, and Sir Anon. “Let’s use this alarm to gather the forces needed to hunt down our enemies.” Seeing everyone’s confusion, I hurriedly explained. 

    “Like we discussed earlier, Lance Leader Warf will raid General DeKhayed’s home and look for any evidence of foul play as well as, hidden Iron Falcon Mercenaries, or newfar.” I said, nodding towards Guard Leader Stonier next. “We’ll have the Royal Guards conduct the same search for any Iron Falcons or exiled players.” 

    “What about General DeKhayed?” Sir Anon asked, as both Palnisdale officers paled at my words. 

    “I’ll personally go to the council chambers and arrest him myself with General Dell,” I said, as my voice turned hard.  

    “Is there enough evidence to accuse him of being a traitor?” Lance Leader Warf hesitantly asked, as he traded a nervous glance at Guard Leader Stonier.  

    Going against a higher officer was always nerve-racking for a soldier. It almost never ended well for the individual soldiers charged in making the case or the arrests in the real world. In a medieval world where you had dictators, kings, and queens, the situation was easier to deal with to a point, albeit it also opened up the possibility to major abuses of power if left unchecked. I didn’t know how that worked inside of The World, but in real life it tended to function in the form of populist revolt against the “elites” of society, that's when General Dell came to the rescue. 

    “The orders he gave his son Cedric DeKhayed alone, to lie about Orc intrusions across the Isolde Line is more than enough to arrest him for putting the fortress at risk,” General Dell stated in no uncertain terms, as an angry murmur started amongst the guards. “That’s nothing in light of the recent orders he’s given to not expel the exiled newfar or his orders to leave the city gates open even if the city of Palnisdale came under attack, any doubt to his collusion with the enemy has been removed.” 

    The angry muttering going from the Royal Guards and the Kayden Troopers around us only grew as more and more troops made their way into the plaza. The players in the area who were trying to listen in on our conversations were being pushed further back by the people of The World, which caused some angry comments to start being made, but no one dared to cause any trouble with the swelling size of the force filling the plaza.  

    “The question now,” General Dell said loud enough for his voice to echo off the inner walls, “is to what level General DeKhayed betrayed the city of Palnisdale.”  

    From what I could tell, as we got everything ready, General DeKhayed was not very well liked in general by the rank and file of the Royal Forces within Palnisdale. That he was charged with basically treason seemed to come as no great surprise either. Even more notable was everyone’s reaction to General Dell while he worked to get my rough plan into action. On a surprising sidenote, due to my titles of Protector of the Kingdom of Kader and Overlord, the rank of General I’d given to Dell had been actually recognized by to the Royal Forces within the city. 

    With that said, we got to work. Within a few minutes, city guard groups of twenty strong started heading down the streets of Palnisdale in their search for Iron Falcon Mercenaries and exiled newfar. Though they weren’t large enough to take on the mercenary unit one-on-one, there were so many groups moving throughout the city that reinforcements could be on site in less than a minute. While that was going on, Lance Leader Warf was sending half of his Heavy Cavalry to search General DeKhayed’s residence, while the rest were being given a list of other properties to check out. I also took that time to hand over a passed out Ayda to her guards. 

    One of Guard Leader Stonier’s people brought up some horses for General Dell, his guards, and the rest of my friends. The plan was for us to ride to the central keep where Queen Isolde was discussing the recent changes made to the Royal Forces. From what it sounded like, thousands of troopers had been recently dismissed from the Royal Forces. While the ex-Human soldiers were still in the city, many of the Dwarves, Dark Elves, and Gnomes had headed back to their own lands upon their release. The more we found out about everything going-on in the city, the more worried I became that something was majorly wrong. It was on a scale that went beyond what I would’ve expected from Julie. I was looking around to tell my friends about the mounts, when AJ, Hefe, and Bonnie Smith came walking up.  

    “Yo, Jay,” Hefe called out, “you don’t need us here for all of your “Overlord” shit, right?” Seeing the stunned look on my face, Bonnie Smash smiled apologetically. 

    “We really need to get Honey Bear some new duds,” she said, pointedly looking at his furry anklets as I choked back a laugh. That really wasn’t right. “Otherwise, you’ve got everything covered with your Kayden Troopers and such.” 

    “Yeah, it shouldn’t be a problem,” I agreed, giving AJ a surprised look. “You’re shopping now?” 

    “Don’t even start with me,” AJ grumbled in annoyance. “The girls are going shopping after you pissed them off and there’s no guys allowed.” 

    “I pissed them off?” I asked, giving him a questioning look as he flipped me off. For some reason, it was never AJ’s fault but I was used to that. “Who’s all the girls?”  

    “Jill, Krystal, Kenzie-” AJ began to list off names only to be cut off by Thomas. 

    “Kenzie, Terry, and Sara,” Thomas said, as he walked up with Thompson, Darkhorse, and Matt Cobra. 

    “Fluffy, Kitty, John’s daughter Julie, Jill and Krystal,” AJ finished with a frown. “John, Tony, Glen, Kenneth, and Jimmy all decided to log and call it a night when they headed off.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “They’re pretty beat after two weeks of anti-siege fun.” 

    “No doubt,” I agreed, “that couldn’t have been much fun towards the end.” 

    “I would’ve been done after the first week,” AJ agreed, as he looked over at Thomas. “What are you guys heading off to do?” 

    “We’re going to get some beers and look for mounts,” Thomas said to AJ, giving the Pookey Bears a side look. Pookey Bears was the name we gave Bonnie and Hefe as a couple due to their baby talk to each other. He arched an eyebrow at AJ. “You wanna come with?”  

    “Fuck yeah,” AJ instantly decided, as Hefe looked over at his buddy in surprise. 

    “What the hell man?” Hefe complained, as he took Bonnie Smash’s hand. “Are we chopped meat or something?” 

    “Not at all,” AJ said, giving the pair a wide-eyed look that meant the complete opposite of what he was saying. “I just don’t want to be the third-wheel.” 

    “Hey you mind if we tag along?” Sarka called out, as she came hurrying up with Unalia, Yun, and Tinyr.  

    “What, you two didn’t join the girls?” AJ asked Sarka and Unalia in surprise. 

    “Eh, we didn’t catch them before they left,” Sarka lied, or at least it sounded like a lie to me. She even looked away and down when she said it, which was usually a major indicator that someone was forming a lie on the spot. Besides, as I understood the situation, neither Sarka nor Unalia particularly liked Jill or Kenzie.  

    “I can’t believe you guys are leaving me to deal with this shit on my own too,” I complained, as Sarka shot it right back at me. 

    “Oh whaaa,” Sarka said, openly mocking me as my friends laughed. “Mister Overlord that’s so important he can’t walk with the rest of his friends because he has to ride up front on his combat mount while discussing his next moves in Palnisdale.” 

    “It’s not like that-“ I began to say, as everyone gave me a deadpan look. “Okay, it was like that to a point,” I admitted, “but-“ 

    “It’s okay,” Thomas said, holding up his hand to cut me off. “You’re playing at a higher level than the rest of us and you’re playing an official role for this whole thing inside of Palnisdale.” 

    “Yeah, the role of, I’m an asshole,” Sarka chimed in, as I rolled my eyes.  

    “Where’s the love,” I said, hanging my head as Thomas clapped me on the shoulder. 

    “It’s there,” Thomas said, heading off towards the shopping district. “But, only after I get my own mount.”  

    “Zackly,” Darkhorse said with a laugh, as he gave me a friendly clap on the back, before following after Thomas. 

    “Everyone’s just jealous about your combat mount,” Matt Cobra whispered to me, as he looped an arm over my shoulder. “Tomorrow everyone will be in better spirits once they have their own rides.” 

    “Even if you’re an asshole at times,” Sarka said, hopping up to pull me down in a headlock as Matt walked way. I could’ve stopped her but that wasn’t the point. Sometimes, people had to get out their frustrations in their own ways. Right now, she was treating me like a little brother that had annoyed the fuck out of her. Letting me go, she walked after the Devil Dogs arm-in-arm with Yun while calling out over her shoulder. “We still luv ya though.”  

    “But not until tomorrow,” Tinyr added, as Unalia laughed at the mockingly injured look on my face.  

    “Come to momma, Freya,” Sarka said in a commanding tone, as her Elite Fanged Tarpan Strider appeared out of thin air. This was the method most people probably used to call their combat pet, unlike me who kept her out all the time. In a baby voice, Sarka cooed to the baby lizard. “Let’s see if we can find you some upgrades to make Uncle Star jealous.” 

    I shook my head while watching them go. It’s not like I blamed them for being frustrated, but there was only so much of me to go around and there was a shit-ton going on. Playing at this level wasn’t easy. If I wanted to keep this Overlord thing going, I needed to play the part when it was needed. More importantly, my friends had to understand that, at times, this wasn’t earth or the twenty-first century. The people of The World looked at things differently.  

    How do you think the Heavy and Light Cavalry units or Sir Anon would’ve reacted if I’d told them to lead their horses instead of riding so that we could include everyone in the planning session? How much of a hit would my authority have taken in their eyes? While I might’ve not taken any hit in fame, who knew how these things worked in The World. After everything I’d managed to pull off so far, I wasn’t going to gamble on something as simple as that, especially when the money we were making was directly based on everything we were accomplishing. I smirked to myself. We’d see how Sarka reacted to little things like this once she started making bank on what we were doing in-game.  

    On the flip side, they could’ve just as easily joined the conversations if they wanted to. The only problem was that none of them wanted to have to walk and talk while the rest of us were riding. This was purely a pride issue. I couldn’t even begin to tell you how many times I had to run to missions or a dungeon while other people rode. That shit happened whenever you joined existing games. Hopefully, everyone got a chance to get a mount so their panties wouldn’t be in knots in the morning.  

    Personally, I couldn’t wait until we were back to doing regular runs with small teams. While all of these massive battles were intense and forced me to play at my very best, they could get on your last nerve at times. Once you were in the middle of something like this, you were forced to see it through to the end. At least, we were getting decent XP for the monster battles. On the other hand, PVP was starting to become a major pain in the ass. The only good thing about it right now was being able to out-strategize my enemies.  

    “Hey Star,” Krishna called out from behind me, as he walked up with Lyeneru, Angie, and Gaelin. “If you don’t need us, everyone wants to go explore the city.” He explained excitedly. “This is the first time any of us have been in a real city like this.” 

    “Sure man,” I said, clapping my friend on the shoulder. “You guys have fun and we’ll meet up in the morning.” 

    There was a lot that he’d left unsaid. Not that any of the Uten Syn guild needed to explain what they meant. For the guild being made up of the visually impaired, this was the first time they were in a city where they could see everything and go exploring. That had to be exciting. While this wasn’t Krishna’s first time in a city, it was the first time he could truly enjoy it. The first time didn’t count since he was carrying the corpse of his murdered lover, making it an experience one wants to forget. I wasn’t about to stand in the way of their fun.  

    “Woohoo, you’ve got it,” Krishna called out excitedly, as the entire guild began streaming into the city.  

    “Don’t forget to look at mounts,” I called out after them. 

    “We don’t need no mounts,” Angie tauntingly yelled back, as she spun around with her arms over her head laughing. “We get our own travel forms at level 40!” 

    “Travel form?” I shouted back. 

    “I’ll show you tomorrow!” Krishna laughingly shouted back, before disappearing around a corner to one of the main shopping areas.  

     “Well, that was faster than normal,” Domenic said, as he came to a stop next to me.  

    It was kind of a running joke between Mike, Domenic, and I. There were two groups of gamers in any group. Those that went all-out and those that liked to enjoy the content the rest of us created or opened up. It was similar to crafting. Everyone wanted that plus fifty points of damage to all spells, but only one or two people ended up taking the time to level up the corresponding crafting skill needed to do the enchantment.  

    The same went for key quest chains needed for getting access to popular high-end dungeons in many of the more popular MMOs. At least, before the developers dumbed them down. Even in a large guild, you could count the number of people on one hand that took the time to complete the needed quest to open the doors. Though, this situation was different than normal due to me getting my ride first.  

    “You sure you don’t want to go shopping for a mount?” I asked, giving him a raised eyebrow. 

    “The wiki says I get a free one at level 40,” Domenic said with a casual shrug. 

    “Freaking Paladins,” I said, shaking my head incredulously at him. Seriously, why does every MMO give them an automatic mount? “That’s such bullshit.” 

    “Whatever you say, Overlord Ironwolf,” Domenic mockingly said, as if to say I had nothing to complain about. 

    “At least, I worked for that title, dick,” I shot back, as we both laughed.  

    “You know, I hate this city?” Domenic said, turning suddenly serious. 

    “You want to talk about it?” I asked, not sure what he was getting at. 

    “I don’t know what’s wrong with this city,” Domenic said with a deep sigh, “but this is where all of my problems started.” Seeing the look on my face, he shook his head hard. “Don’t ask me what it is, I never hung out here long enough to sniff it out, but,” his face turned hard, “believe you me, something's rotten here.” 

    “If you’re going to be talking like that,” I said, giving him a sardonic look. “Shouldn’t you have a quest marker or something above your head?” Domenic’s eyes flared in annoyance as I continued nonplussed. “What kinds of rewards does this spooky quest come with?”  

    “Fuck you, Jay.” Domenic said, looking skyward for patience. 

    “I don’t really need any swords,” I kept on egging him on, “but a Leeching Hand Axe would be nice, though.” 

    I stopped the games when he gave me “the look.” You know the one I’m talking about. The one that means I’ll drive over to your house and punch you in the nose look. Yeah, that one. He’d be able to get away with it too, because I’d be laughing too hard to defend myself. Swallowing the next comment in the queue, I turned serious again. 

    “How do you want to do this?” I asked, looking over at General Dell, my companions, and his five guards that were just mounting up. There were going to be two extra mounts left over for Domenic and, his Gnoll blood brother, Gutirrg. “You want to ride with us?” 

    “Naw, man,” Domenic said, eying the city as if it were alive. “We’ll march up to the castle together.”  

    “Thanks for staying logged in to finish this off,” I said, as we clapped each other on the shoulders. As I turned around to mount Neysa behind Helgath’s back, I paused and looked back at my friend questioningly. “Where’s Pounce?”  

    “Up on the rooftops,” Domenic nodded across the square towards the top of a building, “he’s keeping “overwatch” for as long as we’re in this city.” 

    Nodding, I turned back around and mounted Neysa’s back. Turning to look around, I saw that everyone was mounted up and ready to move out. Mentally urging Neysa over to General Dell, Sir Anon, Lance Leader Warf, and Guard Leader Stonier, I caught the Guard Leader’s eye. 

    “Just to make this official,” I said, assuming my Raid Leader mask as I came to a stop. While I might hate giving anyone commands one-on-one, while running a raid it was another story altogether. You gave orders and expected them to be followed. I figured that being the Overlord of a city was no different. “Unless countermanded by myself or Sir Anon, you will follow normal operating procedures if the gate comes under attack. Seal the doors and sound the alarm for reinforcements.” 

    “Also, I expect Sub Leader West to be returning with five hundred Kayden Troopers before darkness falls,” I said, trying to remember all the forces we had outside the walls so there was no confusion. “Lastly, Scout Leader Tanner should be returning at any time with her Royal Scout unit to report on the Orc’s invading army.” 

    “As you command, Overlord,” Guard Leader Stonier said, snapping to attention as she gave me a fist salute, the two of us ignored the worried murmur that went through the guards around us. With a long face, I turned back to Sir Anon and General Dell. 

     “First thing in the morning, I want all of the Royal Forces that have been laid off recalled immediately and put back into uniform,” I said in no uncertain terms, as both men acknowledged the command with excited grins. Making a mental note that I needed to find out about what happened to General Dell that led to his demotion, Neysa spun around as I called out to the Guardian Knight.  

    “Lead the way, Sir Anon!” 

    “Hiyaw!” Sir Anon said, as his mount took off into a gallop. Neysa, Helgath, and I were next, followed by Fylreh, General Dell, and Lance Leader Warf. Behind them were the rest of my companions, five Kayden Troopers that were General Dell’s guards, and the Heavy Cavalry guards. As we raced across the plaza in a clatter of hooves, Sir Anon shouted for everyone to clear the way as we headed for the central thoroughfare that ran to the main keep. Not that anyone was willing to stand in the way of the rotting zombies that raced ahead of us.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Five]Chapter Thirty-Five 

    (Second Assault Group: Star’s meeting with Queen Isolde and the Royal Force’s General of Palnisdale) 

    As we galloped through the city, I got a chance to see the endless mass of homeless laid off soldiers lining the streets. Their uniforms were dirty and threadbare, the men and women looked dirty and hungry as they sat along the street and huddled in front of shops and homes with a look of utter despair and hopelessness in their eyes. If there were this many soldiers out of work and begging for food on this one street, how many were still left on duty to defend the city walls? It was like someone was trying to take down the Kingdom of Kader’s forces from the inside. 

    The level of destitution I saw around me brought tears of anger to my eyes. This was the middle of winter. There was snow and ice literally everywhere. How many of my people were dying every night from starvation and from being abandoned by the Royal Forces to die alone in this inclement weather? The fury welling up inside of me at this travesty was almost too much for me to contain. Even more disgusting were the players going about their business while laughing at the destitution and poverty around them as if it were natural. Some were even kicking and ridiculing these poor souls.  

    If not for the priority of my mission, I’d have slowed down and knocked some heads together. Honestly, I couldn’t understand how this was allowed to happen. Catching up to Sir Anon, I called out to him while Fylreh and General Dell edged up close enough to hear my words. 

    “This shit stops tonight!” I hollered in outrage. “Troopers will be sent out to collect their brothers and sisters to bring them back home to the Royal Forces. This …” I sputtered in outrage unable to find a word that fit the loathing welling up inside of me, “tragedy ends tonight! I will not lose another soldier to starvation or the cold if at all possible!” 

    “It will be as you command,” Sir Anon shouted, with tears of relief in his eyes. “And thank you, milord.” Once again, I had the impression something else was happening here that no one felt like they could face. Whatever it was, I was going to bring an end to it here and now. 

    Honestly, I didn’t remember anything about the shops or homes that we passed. I vaguely remember the architecture being unique and well laid out but nothing beyond that. My focus was on the soldiers that should’ve been defending the walls, keeping the streets safe, and training to hold back the Orc hordes that were heading this way.  

    In ancient history, we learned the dry history about people living within city-states. I remember teachers talking about the city-states of Athens, Sparta, Uruk, and Thebes but they never truly made their students understand what that meant. Each small city-state was its own country with its own laws, beliefs, and traditions. One large army could come through and conquer everything. One day, you could be minding your own business and boom, everything was gone. Sometimes city-states would have an alliance of three to five cities, but even then, that was no guarantee. Alliances could quickly be broken. 

    In many ways, the various kingdoms of The World were set up similarly to the ancient world of earth. They were basically city-states made up by a handful of large cities with a bunch of smaller towns. For example, the Kingdom of Kader had Telrain, Lodenburg, Palnisdale, Scottsdale, and Darom. Already, Telrain and Darom were lost. If not for my quick thinking, the rest would’ve been lost with all their people too. If someone was trying to destroy Palnisdale from the inside and it fell, what would be left of the Kingdom of Kader? How quickly would Lodenburg and Scottsdale last on their own? Hell, could their economies even survive on their own? Most city-states in the ancient days were dependent on trade with one another economically to survive. 

    It was even worse than that if you looked at the general map of the area. The Dwarven Kingdom of Sayr had only three cities, while the Gnome Kingdom of Cadarea only had two. The Dark Elves weren’t any better. Their Kingdom of Thayjar had only four cities, while the Beast-Kin Kingdom of Ocilimma had only two. All in all, the known civilized world was but a handful of cities.  

    How close to utter anarchy and chaos were we for the entire region if the city of Palnisdale collapsed? Who would stand against the northern hordes then? I didn’t know how many times this question had been asked throughout earth’s ancient history, before the formation of nations, but I was starting to understand just what civilization truly meant and how easily it could be lost. 

    Even in the real world, I think most people didn’t realize how close the cold barbaric nature of the world really was for humans in the grand-scheme of things. Nearly all of our six million years of Human evolution was spent staving off the uncaring barbarism of the natural world. For all intents and purposes, it had only been less than a hundred years since most people didn’t have to scrabble in the dirt toiling in brutal physical labor to survive day in and day out.  

    Such living conditions were truly a foreign concept for those of us that grew up in a first world country in the twentieth century and beyond. Nowadays, it was a tragedy if our feelings were hurt or if we had to wait in line for five minutes for our food. These simple inconveniences were first-world problems for people who lived in a civilized country. The idea that every second of life must be spent trying to survive the harsh cruel nature of the world or run the risk of starving to death, being eaten by a wild animal, or being cut down by people looking to take our stuff and/or being enslaved was so beyond our conceptualization that it was nearly impossible for us to understand just how good we had it or how easily it could all be lost.  

    “Make way for Overlord Ironwolf!” Sir Anon announced as we raced through the curtain wall to the central keep where Queen Isolde lived while residing in Palnisdale. From what Sir Anon was able to explain to us as we rode, this area was the location of the central administrative buildings that managed the city and the Royal Forces.  

    The clatter of hooves in the central courtyard was deafening as the Royal Guards came to attention around the square. There were a number of shocked and alarmed faces at the mixture of zombies, halflings, and demi-humans along with a massive Silver Dire Wolf that had invaded the keep. If not for Sir Anon and Lance Leader Warf, I might’ve had to knock some heads together, but, luckily enough, the hostlers and soldiers professionalism quickly reasserted itself as soon as they realized who was in their presence.  

    “Guard Leader Cleaver,” I addressed the man in charge of the guards around us. “I am expecting a report from Scout Leader Tanner and the Lance Sub-Leader,” I turned to Lance Leader Warf who filled in his officer’s name. 

    “Lance Sub-Leader Brewster,” Lance Leader Warf quickly said. 

    “Both should be brought directly to Queen Isolde and me upon their arrival,” I said, as the man nervously gulped but nodded his head in understanding. “Good, there is also a large contingent of Dwarfs and Half-Dwarves that will be arriving shortly. You will make them feel welcome and show Lord Burnslinger,” I somehow kept a straight face as I said the name, “and Gutirrg, his Gnoll blood brother, to us upon their arrival.” 

    The man’s face noticeably paled at the mention of a Gnoll. The outright scandal of it all was clear in the man’s blue eyes. I could tell he wanted to demand to know what was happening and complain about these halflings and demi-humans being allowed into the heart of Palnisdale, but a glance in Sir Anon and General Dell’s direction kept his mouth shut as he saluted smartly instead. 

    “Oh, one last thing,” I said, before turning towards the keep. “We’ll be leaving our zombies here in the courtyard. They are currently set to defend themselves if attacked.” My eyes meaningfully swept the guards standing at attention around us. “I would suggest that you leave them in peace if you value your lives.”  

    In a whirl of cloaks, we walked through the ornate doors to the keep. There was another bit of commotion as we strode into the main keep’s foyer and the servants stumbled to a stop in confusion as they looked upon our eclectic group. Seeing Sir Anon and General Dell to either side of me seemed to calm everyone down, but there were more than a few frightened looks sent towards Fylreh and Neysa.  

    “What is the meaning of this intrusion?” A hard voice demanded, as a stern older woman strode in front of us to block our way. A quick Identify gave me her information, Valerie Trinder, level 32 Chamberlain to Queen Isolde. 

    “Lady Trinder,” Sir Anon said in a voice that brooked no argument. “Lead us to the council chambers where Queen Isolde and General DeKhayed are holding their discussions.” 

    “Right this way,” Lady Trinder said, with a slight frown at the Guardian Knight’s abruptness. I got the feeling the man was concerned as to the safety of her highness. Some might think that odd, since the rest of the Guardian Knights should be with them, but a guardian never wanted their charge near a possible traitor. Even the most prepared defender could be caught off-guard if they thought they were amongst allies. “They are in the Red Room. I’ll have your entrance announced-” 

    “There’s no need for that,” Sir Anon said, interrupting the Chamberlain as he began striding down the hall towards the specified room. “Queen Isolde is aware of our expected arrival with Overlord Ironwolf and, due to the present emergency, we can brook no delays.”  

    “But all of you are fifthly and are covered in blood-” Chamberlain Trinder began to protest, as we strode down the hall. “And that beast,” she said looking towards Fylreh, “smells like a barn!” 

    “You will keep to the decorum expected of a Chamberlain of Queen Isolde to all official guests and the Lord of the Kingdom of Kader,” Sir Anon evenly said, as he whirled around to face the Chamberlain. “If you insult Mistress Fylreh again, I’m sure Overlord Ironwolf will have something to say about your lack of respect to his vassal.” 

    “Mistress Fylreh?” I squeaked out in consternation, wondering why our relationship status was being discussed.  

    “I’m sorry if I caused any offense,” Sir Anon said, as he turned to look back at me questioningly. “Is she not in a position of authority within her Tribe?” 

    “Oh, yes she is,” I hurriedly said, sighing in relief. Seeing the perplexed look on Sir Anon’s face, I hurriedly explained. “The term mistress is used somewhat differently from where I’m from.” 

    “The only other meaning it has is to denote a sexual relationship with a-“ Sir Anon began to say, before stopping with his mouth hanging open as he did a double take. 

    That’s when it hit him as to what our relation together had been when I’d rescued them from the Sea Orcs. The rumors had been flying amongst the Kayden Troopers and my other new vassals. In that moment of silence, everyone present seemed to connect the dots. If there were any doubts, General Dell’s next comment put them to rest. 

    “Sir Anon was not trying to covertly inform the staff of your previous relationship with Lady Fylreh,” General Dell said, unable to help the amused smile that came to his lips. A thud sounded from behind us as one of the maids swooned looking at the Centauride’s rump, while a low murmur went through the Heavy Cavalry troopers as Fylreh and I turned beet red. “But, you’ve done a mighty fine job of doing that yourself, milord.” He glanced towards the Guardian Knight. “I believe Lady Fylreh will work just fine.” 

    “Thank you for clarifying that for everyone, General Dell,” I groused in annoyance, as I held my arm out for the Guardian Knight to continue. “Can you please continue leading us to the Red Room?” 

    “Of course, Overlord,” Sir Anon said, visibly flinching at my tone as he continued leading us through the halls. 

    The corridor ended at an ornate red door with two Guardian Knights standing outside. A quick Identify caught me up to speed on their names, before Sir Anon was able to call out a greeting. Immediately the names of Sir Briicot Curteis – Level 42 Guardian Knight and Sir Judd Beroldus – Level 42 Guardian Knight appeared over both men’s heads. I was just thinking that there was something odd about their eyes, when both Guardian Knights stood up straight. 

    “By Queen Isolde’s command, no one is to enter this private meeting,” both Guardian Knights chanted out in unison with blank staring eyes. The oddness of the tone in their voices made the hairs on the back of my neck stand out straight as I studied their glazed over eyes.  

    “Stand aside, brothers. As you know, Queen Isolde herself commanded me to bring Overlord Ironwolf directly to the meeting without fail,” Sir Anon said, with a hint of confusion in his voice. “You were present when she issued those same commands.” 

    “By Queen Isolde’s command, no one is to enter this private meeting,” both Guardian Knights droned out again as I traded a suspicious glance with General Dell and Lance Leader Warf. With a snarl, I pushed past Sir Anon and yanked both Guardian Knights away from the door.  

    “Something’s wrong with these men,” I said, as I physically shoved the flailing men towards my companions while a feeling of dread started to come over me. “Ulia and Rayne, keep an eye on them. Everyone else, we’re going in.” 

    “Wwha-what is wrong with them?” Sir Anon stuttered with wide-eyes, as the two swordswomen manhandled the Guardian Knights to the floor with little effort.  

    “I don’t know, but we’re going to find the fuck out,” I snarled, as the adrenaline began pumping through my veins. Some primitive fear in my hindbrain warned me that this wasn’t going to be anything good as I squared myself up to the door. I just hoped that our detaining of the two Guardian Knights didn’t somehow alert the enemy to our presence. Focusing on the latch, I kicked the door in with all my might. 

    There was a metallic ping of an iron lock giving away as the door slammed open. As soon as the doorway was clear, I rushed into the large meeting room with Helgath at my side. One hand held the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty at the ready while the other was glowing with the blackish-purple light of an Enhanced Shadow Bolt poised to be let loose. Sir Merrill, who had taken the full brunt of the door swinging open, had immediately collapsed into a heap, while Sir Degarre and Sir Hemmet simply began striding towards us with their hands held out and pointing towards the door. 

    “By Queen Isolde’s command, no one is to enter this private meeting,” both Guardian Knights chanted out in unison in a dull lifeless voice like before.  

    Talk about bizarro, I didn’t even spare a glance at either men as my eyes scanned the rest of the room for any immediate threats. While I was doing that, Neristhana charged past me heading directly for Sir Hemmet. A step behind her, Lance Leader Warf rushed into the room and went right to tackle Sir Degarre to the ground, while Keela and Brenna went left, heading for the downed Sir Merrill. By the time the Gnomeling was tackling Sir Hemmet, General Dell, Fylreh, and Sir Anon had stopped next to us and were scanning the conference room for danger while the rest of our guards filed in behind us.  

    The situation of the two people at the long conference table was the most eerie part of the whole room. Queen Isolde sat frozen with a face set in a rigid mask of fear. The only warning as to what might have happened to her was a spilt wine glass that had rolled to the edge of the table. While the Queen couldn’t move her eyes, the look of absolute terror in them was enough to send a shiver of dread down my spine.  

    The older man sitting across from her was on my end of the table and wore rich clothing. That he hadn’t even flinched or bothered to look around when we burst into the room was setting alarm bells off in my head. The quick Identify I did on the man didn’t ease my doubts either as I read the information that instantly appeared over his head, General Olin DeKhayed – Level 40 Swordsman. What Level 40 would be acting this confident when caught in a compromising situation like this?  

    “Queen Isolde, I’ve brought Overlord Ironwolf as you’ve requested,” Sir Anon hurriedly said, unsure of how else to respond appropriately to the situation before him. “He has proof of the Orc hordes invading the Kingdom of Kader and of General DeKhayed’s involvement in hiding this information from the Kingdom of Kader.” 

    “Ah,” General DeKhayed said in an amused tone, “so I finally get to meet the insufferable Startum Ironwolf that I’ve heard so much about,” General DeKhayed contemptuously sneered, without turning around to face us. “I’ve heard so much about you from your scorned lover.”  

    “Though, I will have to admit, Cristiane Sekhmet warned me of your possible interference,” he said, as he casually took a sip from the wine glass before him with a casual indifference to what we might do to him. It was as if he thought he was in complete control of the situation. I was debating on whether or not I should simply kill him or listen to his monologuing to get as much information as possible out of him. “In truth, I must admit that I hardly considered you a concern. Obviously that was a misjudgment on my part, but one that I can now easily resolve since you’re here in my den.”  

    “In the name of Queen Isolde,” Sir Anon said, as he realized that something was not right with his charge, “I demand that you drop any weapons you might have and kneel to be taken into custody.”  

    “Kneel?” The old man suddenly roared, as he spun around on us with his face twisted in hate. “I’ll make you suffer a thousand deaths for such insolence, worm!” As he drew in a breath to monologue more, I decided enough was enough. 

    “Toss him, Fylreh!” I casually ordered, as the Centauride roughly grabbed the Human by the back of his tailored leather suit and threw him hard enough to bounce off of the stone wall. Before the asshole could hit the ground, I blasted him with an Enhanced Shadow Bolt as an extra fuck you as he collapsed into a heap on the ground.  

    “Listen up, General Dickhead,” I said, purposely mispronouncing the asshole’s name like I did to his son. “You need to start saying something that I actually find interesting, or I’m going to just slaughter you and be done with it. I would threaten you with using your corpse to defend the city of Palnisdale, but honestly, I’m not even sure if you’d make a halfway decent zombie.” I know I was being a dick by not letting him monologue, but honestly it was late and I just wanted to log out to get some sleep.  

    “Gak … gak … gak,” the old man made a wet hacking noise as his entire frame shook from the effort. It sounded sickening as hell. Almost like he’d broken some ribs from his fall and they’d punctured his ribs as they grounded together with his every breath. While it had been a solid hit, it hadn’t been hard enough for all of that jazz, I thought, when it slowly dawned on me that he wasn’t painfully gasping for breath. As the old man looked up at me with his burning hate-filled eyes, I realized the mother fucker was laughing.  

    “You dare tell your dumb beast to lay a hand on me!” he roared, while pushing himself up to his hands and knees. I was still trying to decide where the sickening crunching noise was coming from, when I saw something that made me gag. Overlarge purplish tentacles were starting to push their way out of his mouth as the skin of his face began to stretch and split open. 

    ‘It’s a Dil-Hilth!’ Helgath’s mental warning ripped through my mind as her clawed fingers urgently gripped my bicep. ‘You must slice off its tentacles!’ While that sounded like a great idea, I wasn’t about to get closer to something like that at least not more than I had to. I’d seen too many horror movies in my lifetime. Still, I didn’t hesitate to act as I hollered out to the rest of the team. 

    “Hit him from range!” Yeah, I know it wasn’t hacking off the thing’s tentacles, but it was the first thing that came to my mind, as I blasted General Dickhead with another Enhanced Shadow Bolt. Mostly, that was because I wasn’t willing to give whatever was happening to the old man a chance to fuck all of us over by getting any of its body parts on us. Honestly, the first thing that came to my mind at the sight of the purple tentacles coming from its mouth were the strange vampires on that series, The Strain.  

    Figuring I’d use the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty to slice through any tentacles that came shooting from its mouth, I held my axe at the ready as I repeatedly blasted the thing with everything I had. As the old man’s lips ripped open further, Fylreh was just raising her bow for a Multi-Shot while I was sending Enhanced Shadow Bolts at the fucker along with Helgath, when an explosion of magic flared out from the old man’s body. It was a white globe that covered everything in a spherical field that expanded across the room in the blink of an eye.  

    One second, I was blasting General Dickhead and the next, I was frozen in place just like that, like a deer in the headlights of a car. It had been instantaneous. A quick glance around the room let me know that everyone else was down. When I say down, I mean down. Helgath’s body was limply hanging from my bicep, while Neysa was collapsed in a heap next to me. Fylreh lay sprawled next to the conference table with drool coming out of her open mouth, while General Dell, who was on my other side, had simply crumpled where he stood. 

    In my peripheral vision, I could see everyone had been affected. Sir Anon was down. Neristhana and Sir Hemmet were lying on top of each other. Ulia, Rayne, Brenna, and Keela, had all collapsed wherever they been standing along with their Guardian Knights they’d been subduing. Whatever had hit us had affected everyone in the room and possibly beyond, except for the princess who still sat frozen in her seat at the conference table. 

    My eyes were pulled to a sickening hurgiggergal sound as the old man began climbing to his knees while the skin of his face began to split down the middle. I swore, it was like he was being torn open from the inside. Weirdly enough, the look on his face was one of either pure agony or ecstasy, I honestly couldn’t decide which. Even though that was horrifying to watch on multiple different levels, the worst part was watching the growing mass of thick purplish tentacles that continuously kept forcing their way out of his mouth. You could hear the bones of his face snapping and breaking from the intense pressure coming from deep inside his body. If I’d still had control over my body, I’d have been dry heaving as the old man’s eyes bulged out from his eye sockets like they were about to explode while his entire body began to swell like a bloated corpse.  

    As I tore my eyes away from the creep show happening right before me, I began trying to understand what in the hell was wrong with me. Immediately checking my HUD, I saw a debuff that I’d never seen before called, Psionic Stun. Even crazier, next to the icon were all of my regular buffs of Bone Shield, Holy Shield, and Enhanced Mage Armor. From the look of things, whatever had hit me hadn’t damaged my shields. The attack had bypassed everything like they weren’t even there.  

    Pulling up the description of the debuff, it said that this was a lesser form of Psionic Paralysis which was what I’d initially been hit with. A quick glance at my system window said that I’d managed to resist the Elite Dil-Hilth’s Psionic Paralysis due to my high Spirit. Not that it helped me much with the weaker version of the spell which still had a three minute Stun effect. Still, I guess it was better than a sharp poke in the eye and it had allowed me to stay on my feet when everyone else was taken down. 

    It was at about that time when I noticed something strange about my Spirit. The system window was reporting my Spirit as being two-hundred and eighty-two points instead of my normal one hundred and seventy-seven points. For a long moment, I just stared at the number trying to understand what that could mean, when I once again looked down at Helgath’s slumped body and immediately understood what my soulmate had done. She’d given me all of the Spirit Attribute she had and made it mine.  

    The effect of the Psionic Stun seemed to have deadened all of my emotions and made my thoughts fuzzy. It was like I’d stayed up too long and had one of those sleep deprived kind of hangovers. It was almost like my brain synapses were trying to fire but something was blocking them from functioning correctly. Staring at the agonized look frozen on Helgath’s green face, I felt a spark of fury flare up deep inside my chest. It was that innate hatred at all of the injustices in my life, but magnified tenfold as I stared down into my soulmate’s face. Within seconds that flare had erupted into a raging bonfire that began burning away the fog weighing down my mind.  

    While that was going on, General DeKhayed’s body started growing bigger and bigger. His agonized screams began filling the room, until there was an immense ripping sound. A second later, the old man’s body exploded like I’d triggered a corpse explosion as bone and viscera painted the room and its occupants in gore. Standing in the place of the old man was a nude purple-skinned monster with a tentacle bundle located above a toothy mouth and two massive ovipositors sticking out from its crotch like some mutant alien pornstar. Rising up to its full height, the Elite Dil-Hilth threw its head back and bellowed.  

    “I Grimblood DeKhayed have been born!”  

    Watching the monster turn towards me with a look of superiority, I howled in my own mind as enough of the mental fog cleared away for me to reach out to my zombie pets in the courtyard below. Through our shared link, I could feel their hunger and hatred for all life clearing the last remains of the Psionic Stun from my mind. Due to my physical connection to Helgath and our soulmate bond, I wasn’t just able to reach my twelve undead pets, but Helgath’s too. As the fourteen undead consciousnesses connected to my mind, I ordered them to attack the monstrous entity before me while my blood raged in my veins.  

    “You inferior creatures are nothing but food for our master race,” the Elite Dil-Hilth pontificated, as it turned to me and held it arms out to show me its monstrous glory. The creature was nearly twice my width and was now nearly seven feet tall. “I was going to suck out your brains for dinner, but seeing the plethora of your unique magic trees, I think I’ll implant my seed-worm into your body instead.”  

    In the distance, I could hear the terrified screams from the Royal Guards and the servants as my undead pets raced to my aid. At the same time, my eyes watched the timer to my Psionic Stun click down to zero. Even though I was now free of the monster’s psychic influence, I didn’t dare attack until I was sure I could do enough damage to stop the Elite Dil-Hilth from taking me out again. Remembering Helgath’s urgent words, I waited as the naked monster strutted over to me. 

    “The process of implanting a seed-worm is quite enjoyable,” Grimblood DeKhayed said, leering meaningfully as he slowly stroked his lower ovipositors with a clawed hand in case I hadn’t fully understood his meaning. Just for the record of how horrible that looked, the things were the size of Wiffle ball bats. “At least, it’s enjoyable for the Elite Dil-Hilth.”  

    I couldn’t help my ass from clenching up as the thick tentacles of its mouth flared out as if the monster were laughing at his own joke. Just for the record, this was sickening as fuck to say the least. Whatever developer that had come up with this monster needed some serious mental help, especially with the added grossness of the viscous liquid that seemed to constantly be oozing off the creature’s tentacles as it spoke.  

    “Though, I’ve heard that some prey come to enjoy the penetration after a time.” 

    As the monster came to a stop to tower over me, Grimblood DeKhayed paused for a moment and cocked his head to the side, listening to the odd sounds coming from the open door. I couldn’t help the grin that came to my lips as I felt the approach of my undead pets. I could feel them as they hungrily hurled themselves into the corridor that led to the conference room’s open door. In the exact instant that the Elite Dil-Hilth heard the Elite Orc Warrior Zombie horde come ripping up the outside corridor like a juggernaut from hell, I swung the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty striking the thick rubbery tentacles hanging right in front of my face.  

    “Suck on that, Grimblood Dickhead,” I snarled in triumph, as the thick mass of tentacles went flying in a spray of viscous liquid and blood.  

    The agonized roar of pain that echoed throughout the room fed my fury as I viciously hacked at the hateful monster. It also signaled the end of the Psionic Paralysis that had been holding everyone in place as my friends and companions gagged and sought to help out wherever they could. Urgently, the Elite Dil-Hilth tried to back away from my follow-up attacks as my second strike hacked off a long clawed hand, while my third sliced deep into the monsters chest as it fell back on top of the conference table.  

    Twisting around onto its hands and knees, the Elite Dil-Hilth saw Queen Isolde still frozen in place on the far side of the table. With a shout of triumph, it went to leap at the helpless woman just as Fylreh rolled up to her knees with a long dagger in her hand. Seeing the monster’s dual ovipositors flopping before her face, the filly lunged forward to stab her thick blade through the monster’s meaty bits and into the heavy wood of the conference table, pinning the Elite Dil-Hilth in place. 

    This time its soulful cry of agony was in a higher-pitched tone that made my teeth ache as the monster smashed a clawed foot into Fylreh’s face. As it flipped around to yank the dagger from its ovipositors, Neysa leaped atop of the Elite Dil-Hilth. Snapping her jaws over its bloody face, the massive Silver Dire Wolf struck with all four of her razor-sharp claws, shredding the monster's torso and legs for all she was worth.  

    Even then, a ten level difference was nothing to sneeze at. While she’d gotten the jump on the monstrous enemy, the Elite Dil-Hilth was still strong enough to snatch her up in one clawed hand and hold her out at arm’s length. Not that such a move stopped the Silver Dire Wolf’s attack as her deadly claws continued ripping away at the monster’s body and arm. Letting out an enraged roar, it flung the massive Wolf away like she weighed nothing. As Neysa smashed against the far wall, the Elite Dil-Hilth once again reached for the dagger pinning it to the conference table. Before it could yank the blade free, the horde of Elite Orc Warrior Zombies surged through the open doorway and dogpiled the monster in an undead feeding frenzy of claws and fangs.  

    Even then, the Elite Dil-Hilth fought back with devastating bone crunching blows as it sought to hold the mini-horde of undead at bay. Fortunately, there were too many zombies for the monster to quickly stop them all as its hit point bar began to plummet. Even so, Grimblood still managed to cause massive damage as a tongue-like proboscis began shooting out of its mouth with the force to punch through solid bone. I swear, it was like something right out of an Alien movie. 

    Snatching up a feral zombie in its vice-like grip, the Elite Dil-Hilth dragged the undead creature’s head up to its bleeding circular mouth as its proboscis-tongue shot out to punch a fist-size hole through its skull. Three or four shots was all it took to utterly pulverize the zombie’s head to nothing. Tossing the useless corpse away, it continued shredding my zombies one by one as I began to worry that I’d run out of undead pets before the thing was destroyed. As the third zombie was being shredded in the monster’s iron grip, I laid into Grimblood the best I could with the pack of zombies blocking my thrusts, when I saw a flash of silver fur on the far side of the room. 

    Rolling back to her paws, Neysa’s golden eyes flashed in fury as she once again sprang at the Elite Dil-Hilth’s head. This time, she grabbed ahold of the Elite Dil-Hilth’s muscular neck in a death grip with her jaws as it tossed the ruined zombie away with a flick of its wrists. The Silver Dire Wolf’s vicious growls filled the room as she began shredding the creature’s thick muscular neck with her razor sharp claws while Grimblood went berserk. Forgetting the zombies shredding its body, the Elite Dil-Hilth urgently began slashing with its free hand at the Silver Dire Wolf’s head and shoulders to no avail. As it desperately tried to break the Silver Dire Wolf’s hold, the creature’s proboscis-like tongue uselessly lashed out at the air trying to line up a kill shot. 

    Knowing she had control of the fight, Neysa kept Grimblood’s focus on her as she tested out all four of her new claws while the remaining zombies relentlessly continued their savage assault. Ripping out chunks of bloody flesh from the Elite Dil-Hilth’s torso and legs, the undead slowly began working the monster’s hit points down by literally eating it alive as it shrieked in helpless fury. Seeing the battle was under control, I stepped back from the scrum and hurried over to my soulmate’s side.  

    ‘Thanks for the save,’ I said, hugging Helgath to my chest as the tears ran down from my eyes.  

    ‘Everything for you, War Leader,’ Helgath’s mental sigh of relief sounded in my head, as her arms hugged me tight.  

    ‘You’re the best,’ I murmured back.  

    Holding Helgath against my chest, I stood up and slid the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty into my belt, before helping Fylreh back to her hooves while hitting her with a Regeneration and a Minor Cure Disease. You know, just in case something nasty was on the Elite Dil-Hilth’s claws. Taking a quick scan of the rest of the party and making sure they looked to be recovering their senses properly, I began making my way over to Reeva’s side of the table.  

    I’m sure some people would think of me as not caring about Neysa and her plight against the Elite Dil-Hilth. That, most definitely, was not the case. Through our link, I could feel the Silver Dire Wolf’s savage glee as she practiced with her new claws on the hateful creature that had threatened her soulmate. She relished every bellow of agony and shriek of defeat as her claws worked deeper and deeper into the Elite Dil-Hilth’s thick neck.  

    Clearing my mind of the intense emotions and bloodlust, I stayed clear of the vicious battle as I went to Reeva’s side. Giving Helgath a final squeeze, I set her down and gathered up the Queen in my arms and backed to the rear of the conference room. There was something definitely wrong with the woman since her body didn’t bend or anything. As I squatted down and propped her up on my knee, Helgath explained what was wrong. 

    ‘Dil-Hilth’s tentacles exude a paralyses poison when it comes into contact with skin.’ 

    ‘Or ingested?’ I asked, remembering the tipped over wine glass. 

    ‘That too,’ Helgath agreed, before continuing. ‘I verified that she’s also clear of any seed-worms along with the rest of the Guardian Knights.’  

    ‘Seed-worms?’ I hesitantly asked, as an uncontrollable shiver went through my body. I had a feeling I was going to have nightmares about Grimblood DeKhayed threatening me while stroking his disgusting dual ovipositors. 

    ‘Like I’ve said before,’ Helgath mentally said in a tone full of meaning, ‘there are many monsters that will impregnate males and females of any race with their seed or eggs around here.’ I felt the Half-Orc dig for a term from my world to better explain what she meant, before continuing. ‘They start out like Roundworms from your world, but grow inside the victim’s bodies until they are born.’ 

    ‘You mean that explosion of Olin DeKhayed-’ I began to ask as Helgath cut me off. 

    ‘Was the Dil-Hilth’s birth.’ 

    ‘You mean that was a freaking baby Dil-Hilth?’ I asked in sudden horror at the thought.  

    ‘A Level 50 hatchling, but yes, a baby nonetheless,’ Helgath confirmed, as I blanched at the thought of what an adult Dil-Hilth would be like to battle. There were a lot of questions I had for my soulmate about the psionic abilities of the creatures and how their attacks seemed to bypass our magic, but that would have to wait until later.  

    Focusing back on my patient, I cast a Minor Cure Disease and a Regeneration just for good measure on Reeva. At first, nothing seemed to happen. Slowly though, the woman’s face began to unfreeze as she let out a heart-wrenching sob. A moment later, her body had cleared out enough of the poison for her to wrap her arms around my neck while she sobbed uncontrollably. Looking up, I saw the grave-faced General Dell, Lance Leader Warf, the Guardian Knights, and the rest of my companions as they came running up to us while a final shriek from the Elite Dil-Hilth echoed throughout the room, just before a system window popped open before my eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You have successfully completed the secret quest “Finding the Evil Within that’s tearing apart the Kingdom of Kader!” 

    You have gained 50,000 Experience Points. You have gained 5,000 points to Reputation. The citizens and the Royal Forces of Palnisdale will praise your name for defeating the growing darkness that had taken root in their city. The people of Palnisdale will now accept you as their Overlord and the Royal Forces will gladly swear their oath of allegiance to you. You have gained access to the resources of Palnisdale. You now have an additional option for purchasing Humans from within the NPC Recruiter. You have gained the title, Enemy of the Dil-Hilth Race. 

     

    Congratulations! A possible clue has been found for Discovering the reason why the High Priest of Light in Amyalneas has forbade training Light Magic to anyone who has mastered Dark Magic! 

     

    Below that, there was another pleasant message. 

     

    Congratulations! You have reached Level 44! 

    You have 7 Attribute Points Unspent! 

     

    Without hesitation, I put all seven Attribute Points into Spirit. While my Spirit was obviously way too low, maybe it would be enough to allow me to take a Psionic Paralysis in the future with Helgath’s help while hopefully avoiding being stunned as well. 

     

    Statistics: 

    Hit Points: 2,670 

    Mana: 3,760 

    Endurance: 2,670 

     

    Attributes: 

    Strength: 114 (+91) 

    Intelligence: 200 (+176) 

    Spirit: 113 (+71) 

    Agility: 141 (+30) 

    Stamina: 160 (+87) 

    Charisma: 80 

     

    0 Unassigned Attribute Points. 

     

    Taking a final glance at my Attribute Points, I hit accept and closed the window.  

    I noticed there were a lot of people in the room as I dismissed the windows before my eyes and looked back at the commotion going on around me. It seemed like the entire Royal Guard contingent from below was there along with Domenic and all of his Dwarves. Not only that, Scout Leader Tanner and Lance Sub-Leader Brewster had also arrived during the excitement. For some reason, the one person that stood out to me more than anyone else in that split-moment was Lady Trinder who was staring at the gore covered room with a look of absolute horror. At least, we’d been in the Red Room, I thought with a chuckle as I helped Reeva Isolde to her feet.  

    Refusing to move everyone into another conference room, I had us all go down into the courtyard to finish off our discussion. Though, not before I collected the loot on that monstrosity's corpse and its soul stone for my bag of bosses. In truth, the courtyard was the only place that could hold everyone present and, trust me, there were a lot of people who wanted questions answered or orders given. Besides that, it allowed Lady Trinder a chance to clean up the Red Room and a chance to get the baths for our group prepared.  

    I think that almost everyone was just shocked about how all of us were covered from head-to-toe in dried blood and viscera. It was like we’d purposely bathed in the blood of our enemies. It was probably worse for the women. Really, it was more like anyone without a helm since long hair was great for collecting sticky particles of questionable origins.  

    Queen Isolde didn’t stay for long. She officially thanked me for saving her life and that of the people of Palnisdale by removing a terrible evil that had been plaguing her domain. She also approved of my initiative to reinstate the Royal Forces that had been laid off. Basically, from what I got from the conversation, is that it would resolve the homeless situation of the city overnight, besides making a number of wrongs right again. Promising that we’d talk in the morning during the oath taking ceremony, she excused herself while Lady Trinder led her away. 

    “Do you mind if I get working on repairing your shield while you take care of this?” Fylreh asked in a low voice, as Queen Isolde was escorted away. Explaining my need to Guard Leader Cleaver, he had one of his men escort the filly to a nearby blacksmith’s building for her to do her work, while I dealt with everything that came up with Sir Hemmet, Sir Anon, and Lance Leader Warf’s help. 

    “Overlord Ironwolf, we found that fifty yards of the gorge to the Isolde Line has been completely destroyed as you reported.” Scout Leader Tanner said, coming to attention as she made her report. The incredulous look she gave me made me feel somewhat uncomfortable as she continued for all to hear. “We were able to confirm that the major Orc incursion has rerouted their forces to the main pass up to the Palnisdale highland. I would expect their vanguard to be outside of the city walls by sometime tomorrow late morning or early afternoon.” 

    “Do we have any mounted archer units?” I asked, looking between General Dell, the Guardian Knights, and Lance Leader Warf. 

    “Not any longer,” Sir Hemmet apologetically said to both General Dell and me. “That was one of the first units General DeKhayed had removed upon your demotion.” He nodded towards General Dell sadly. The angry faces of the hardened veterans around me grew dark as they realized how severely they’d been betrayed by the traitor that had been within their midst.  

    “The Royal Guards are re-activating as many of the homeless troopers as they can, but there’s no way any of them would be ready to ride out right now.” Guard Leader Cleaver said, as the rest of the veterans around me nodded in agreement, when Scout Leader Tanner spoke up.  

    “What about using the Royal Guard Archers?” she asked, holding her hands up to Guard Leader Cleaver and Lance Leader Warf to forestall any arguments until she’d said her peace. “They don’t need to fight from the saddle. The Scouts can find the best location for them to set up their ambushes and run defense, while the Heavy Cavalry defends them. If it looks like they’re going to overrun the Archers, we have my Scouts harry the enemy while you're setting up the next ambush.  

    “By the time they make it up the slope, they’ll have lost thousands,” General Dell approvingly said out loud, as the officers nodded in agreement. 

    “We’ll have to head out now if we want to get the maximum effect,” Lance Leader Warf said thoughtfully. “It’ll be too late if we wait until morning.” 

    “Work with the on-duty sergeant at the gate to get the Archers you need,” Guard Leader Cleaver said, with a nod of respect to Tanner. “We’ll be a little shorthanded tonight due to the lack of personnel, but that will be a different story starting tomorrow once we get our people back into uniform.” 

    “It’s a risk we’ll have to take even with the Iron Falcon Mercenaries that are still out and about,” General Dell said weighing the issue as he met my eyes. If it came down to a fight, we both knew we had more than enough troopers to call upon if needed, but neither of us wanted to stop our people from getting as much rest as possible, before tomorrow’s push to Darom. Giving me a nod, General Dell continued to the group.  

    “Once Lance Sub-Leader Brewster makes his report, we’ll gather up the rest of the Heavy Cavalry units and meet up with Tanner at the main gate.” Seeing that everyone was in agreement, General Dell turned to the Heavy Cavalry Officer next. 

    “What did you find at Olin DeKhayed’s residence?”  

    “An absolute horror show,” the large man said with a haunted look in his eyes. “I’m sorry, General, but,” the Heavy Cavalryman gulped in a deep breath of air, “your sister was slaughtered by that beast. Don’t ask how she died, I beg you,” the hardened warrior choked up for a moment before continuing. “Just know she’s at peace.” Though his face turned pale at the other man’s words, General Dell’s soft voice only asked one question. 

    “And my niece?”  

    “She yet lives and her body is whole,” Lance Sub-Leader Brewster said, as the horrified look came back to his face. “Though, I fear she’ll be scarred for life.”  

    ‘They must all be checked for seed-worms,” Helgath’s mental voice sounded in my head, as I explained what the Half-Orc had said to me earlier about Dil-Hilths. I finished by explaining that she must heal any survivors that have been implanted. That included the man’s son, Cedric DeKhayed. Blanching at my words, General Dell almost collapsed in his grief as I looped an arm around his shoulder to support him.  

    “She’ll be in good hands with Helgath, that I promise,” I said, as General Dell choked back a sob, before getting control over his grief. “We’ll also be taking her with us back to BrokenFang Hold.” I promised, as the veteran swordsman gave me a nod of thanks.  

    “Tell them what they need to do and to make sure everything that needs to be destroyed is properly burned,” I said to Helgath, as a wordless mutter went around the group. Ignoring the Humans’ nervous shifting as they focused on the green-skinned Half-Orc, I nodded for her to continue.  

    Taking a deep breath, Helgath gave the detailed instructions as to what needed to be done. Mostly, it was warnings about how to destroy seed-worms and whatever other evils were in the Dil-Hilth’s laboratory of horror. In short order, any prejudice seemed to fade away as they listened to the pertinent information with rapt attention as Helgath logically laid out the steps they needed to follow. While I wanted to look through everything that was there myself, I just couldn’t manage it with how late this day was running. More important than any loot, I needed to clean up and log out so I could get some decent sleep before the shitstorm started up tomorrow or I’d be worthless.  

    Once Helgath had finished her spiel, I asked that any books, maps, manuscripts, or scrolls be collected up so I could take a look at them. Everything else, I told them to return to the victims’ families if that could be identified. Anything left over from that, I told them to make available to the homeless soldiers that had been the creature’s next victims. The house, I explained, would be made available for homeless troopers to live in until they were accorded proper space in the barracks. Sir Hemmet and Sir Anon promised to assist in getting that set up, since they knew I’d be leaving in the morning. Nonetheless, the generosity of my act caused a stir amongst the gathered soldiers.  

    The meeting broke up after that. My companions immediately headed off to the baths together talking and laughing. I was just going to head after them with Neysa and Helgath, when Domenic came walking up to me. Seeing my questioning look, he gave me a brotherly clap on the shoulder.  

    “I heard that Grimblood DeKhayed thought that the two of you would make a cute couple,” Domenic laughingly said, as I elbowed him in the ribs.  

    “Dick,” I shot back, as we both laughed. “That was some freaky ass shit, though,” I said, turning serious.  

    “Didn’t you have your shields?” Domenic asked, somewhat concerned. 

    “It was a Psionic attack,” I said with a frown, “didn’t even touch the shields.” 

    “That’s pretty messed up,” Domenic thoughtfully said. “Sounds like some crazy old-school Dungeons and Dragons rules.” 

    “Sort of,” I said, trying to put into words what I meant. “The attack functioned differently from anything in Dungeons and Dragons, except for going through magic shields.” I nodded to my soulmate at my side as the two of them traded an uncomfortable look. “Helgath linked her Spirit with me so I could resist the attack, but even then I was still inflicted with a lesser version of the Psionic attack.”  

    “Was there a Julie connection?” Domenic asked, getting a faraway look in his eyes as if he were thinking back to something that happened earlier.  

    “More or less,” I said with a shrug. “He didn’t say much, but he’d learned about me from her.” 

    “You won the lotto with that one,” Domenic sarcastically said, as I rolled my eyes. Seeing my reaction, he got back on topic. “We need to find out everything we can about that Psionic shit.” 

    “Yeah, I’m already planning to look into it to see what I can find,” I said, not explaining further since Domenic knew how I was with shit like that.  

    “If you’re done with quests tonight,” Domenic said letting out a yawn, “then I’m logging.” 

    “Go ahead,” I said without hesitation, “I’m right behind you as soon as I wash up.” 

    “You know, I didn’t want to say anything, but,” Domenic let out a bark of laugher. “You stink to the high heavens.” 

    “See you in the morning,” I said, shaking my head as I started walking to the baths with Helgath and Neysa following close behind me. 

    “Smell you later,” Domenic called back, as I flipped him off over my shoulder.  

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Six]Chapter Thirty-Six 

    (Second Assault Group: Star, Helgath, and Neysa at the baths) 

    “My name is Zoe, Overlord Ironwolf,” the pretty maid said, as she greeted us at the entrance to the keep. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to the baths.” 

    I internally cringed as we traipsed through the keep’s pristine halls leaving trails of sticky bloody footprints. The World developers must have made some unannounced changes, because I didn’t remember the blood and gore staying on people after a fight. I was a hundred percent sure that it had disappeared in the first week of game play.  

    Thinking back to our fights and the condition of my various friends, I realized that the change was probably based on your game level. I could clearly remember John not being covered in bloody gore after all the fighting we’d done against the Orcs. If anything, he looked clean a few minutes later after a fight, which had been the same as it had been for me. The rest of my friends with the Advance start did get dirty, I thought, thinking back to the Devil Dogs after we’d made it to Palnisdale. They’d clearly been through a battle and were obviously dirty, but the added viscera and gore was not there after five minutes or so like it was for me. 

    It made me wonder if other players could see how dirty and disgusting I was or not. Was this something visible to the people of The World and myself or could other players see it too. Thinking back to a few of Kenzie's more coarse comments, I decided that Nightmare players’ dirtiness could probably be seen by everyone. Wasn’t that wonderful, I thought, as I looked back at the trail of bits I was leaving on the floor. Couldn’t they have made it the same for everyone? 

    We headed down a wide set of stairs to the lower levels of the keep. It was something extremely ornate and decorated with beaten metal and intricate designs. Truly a masterwork of art all by itself. Talking about feeling completely out of place. It was like I was some blue collar American that had won a trip to Vienna, Italy and was staying at a ritzy five star hotel for the first time in my entire life but, you know, coming in after I’d taken a dip in the local sewer first.  

    Walking into the bath parlor, I was shocked to see a number of male servants waiting for me. I swear there were like eight of them eagerly standing at the ready. Well, eager until they saw Helgath walking next to me. I swore the head guy was going to say something rude, until Neysa’s massive form padded in behind us. Talk about a bunch of stricken faces. I almost laughed out loud as the maid politely turned to me and bowed. 

    “If you need anything else, please let me know, Overlord Ironwolf,” Zoe pleasantly said, as the valet behind her opened and closed his mouth without anything coming out.  

    “Please take these gentlemen with you,” I said, indicating the group of men that were behind her.  

    “Mi-milord, we cannot possibly go,” the man began to stutter out, as I held up a hand. Instead of stopping as requested, the pompous man overrode my obvious objections without hesitation. “We are here to serve your every bathing need-”  

    The men disappeared in the blink of an eye, when Neysa let out a deep growl that shivered the granite like tiles. Even poor Zoe momentarily froze in place at the rumbling sound. As the door closed behind the valets, I breathed a sigh of relief as I turned back to the maid. 

    “Thank you again for showing us the way,” I apologetically said, slipping a silver piece in her hand as Helgath and Neysa casually walked past her. Neither gave her a second look as they went further into the bath gazing around in awe. 

    “Thank you, Overlord,” Zoe curtsied, before leaving us to our own devices.  

    Walking into the immense room, I was surprised to see that food and drink had been laid out for us, which of course was where Neysa had immediately to. There were plenty of uncomfortable wooden seats much like the antique furniture you’d see in castles and palaces on earth located near us. It was all delicate stuff that looked extremely uncomfortable and like it would break if I sat in it with my armor on. They were arranged before a massive stone fireplace that was burning away nicely.  

    On the other side of the room was the actual bath itself. It kind of had an Asian-fusion feel to it. A mix of Japanese bathhouse meets European spa. There was a wooden stool sitting area where the servants, if we’d kept any, would wash you down from a large copper tub of hot water. Then, about ten yards away from that area, was a slab of granite that led into a natural bath area. Oddly enough, the water seemed to be steaming as if the fireplace was somehow transferring heat into the pool-like bath.  

    Without hesitation, Helgath came over and started helping me strip off my armor and gear. Over the last few days, this had become such a regular occurrence between us that I didn’t feel the least bit self-conscious anymore. Everything came off with a stickiness that you’d expect if you’d bathed in blood in the real world. I didn’t even think as I removed my helm for the first time in what seemed like forever. As Helgath piled our gear on the floor together, I went to take off the heavy amulet from around my neck, when a system window popped up before my eyes.  

     

    Warning! You are trying to remove the Dark Amulet of Summoning while it is in use. Removing the amulet will release five of your currently Summoned Pets. Are you sure you want to proceed? 

     

    I froze as I read the message a second time to make sure I understood what it meant. Quickly pulling up my Character Sheet, I realized what was wrong. I’d removed my gear with a chunk of my Intelligence bonuses. The worst culprit being the Helm of Inaxidor with its plus 100 to Intelligence. I hadn’t really noticed it too much with the rest of the armor because altogether the Intelligence bonuses had only added up to an extra forty-four points. That had covered the three pets I’d lost during the fight with Grimblood DeKhayed. Whatever, I could still enjoy a good scrub and a hot bath while wearing my bling, I thought with a laugh, as we got down and started scrubbing our gear clean.  

    The process went relatively quickly. Once finished, we submerged the pieces in the pool-like bathtub, before heading back to the washing area to take care of ourselves. I was walking through the middle of the room, when my perception suddenly triggered and I saw a long-faced Neristhana dutifully keeping watch in the corner. I didn’t say anything, since I was strutting around with my junk hanging out. Taking a seat in front of the copper tub, I grabbed a bar of soap and began washing the stench off of me while Helgath came up behind me to help.  

    ‘She’s been doing that ever since she ran away from the Ogres,’ Helgath mentally said, as I wordlessly nodded back.  

    ‘I’m sure Neristhana feels like she let me down,’ I replied back. While a part of me wanted to be upset at the intrusion of my privacy, in my heart, I knew she meant well and was dealing with something personal that she hadn’t shared with me yet. Though it took a moment, I let out a heavy sigh as I came to a decision. 

    “If you’re going to be guarding my back in the bath,” I said out loud without turning around, “you might as well clean up yourself. Besides, Neysa says she can smell you from the other side of the room.” 

    ‘Hey,’ Neysa said, lifting her head up to look at me in annoyance as she complained. ‘Don’t put words in my mouth like that.’ 

    “I guess there’s no sense in hiding in stealth around you now that you have that Perception Skill,” Neristhana grumbled as she popped out of Stealth. 

    “Eh, works for everyone else around me,” I said with a shrug, as Helgath let out a small cough and Neysa whined softly. “Everyone but my soulmates.” I corrected myself as the Gnomeling walked up behind me. There was an odd squelching noise as dirty pieces of Neristhana’s armor and clothing began piling up around me. 

    “You’re going to wash up right here and now?” I yelped, as the Gnomeling’s undergarments joined the pile.  

    “Isn’t that what you just offered?” Neristhana said, as she pulled up another stool and sat next to me and began washing. Looking at my blushing cheeks, she shook her head at me in exasperation. “You’re acting like you’ve never seen any tits and ass before?”  

    “That’s not what I meant,” I grumbled, as I went back to washing the grime away.  

    “Oh, I get it now,” Neristhana said, standing up to pose in front of me. “You’ve never seen such a sexy Gnomeling like me before.” 

    “Actually, I’ve seen you naked before,” I said, looking her in the eyes as she blushed slightly. “I’m just not used to bathing naked with friends.” 

    “Oh, yeah, I forgot that you saw everything when you rescued me from the Mortician Brothers,” Neristhana said in a subdued tone, as she sat back down and began washing. “On the Wind Dancer, we always bathed together once our watch was over.” 

    “Makes sense,” I said, nodding thoughtfully. As Neristhana dumped a bucket of hot water over her head to wash the suds away, I discretely gave her a once over, before casually commenting. “Though, I will say you look much better now.” 

    “You pervert,” Neristhana squeaked in surprise, as she wiped the water out of her eyes and smacked me in the arm. “You checked me out while I wasn’t looking.” 

    “Of course I did,” I laughingly agreed. 

    “Gah!” Neristhana screamed in mock outrage, as she jumped up and shoved me off my stool. 

    “Very sexy!” I managed to call out, before she dumped a bucket of cold water over my head. 

    It wasn’t that I was particularly interested or disinterested in Neristhana, but I’m a guy and so I looked. As I expected, she was a tight little package. Narrow waist, small chest, and a surprisingly meaty ass, not bad at all. Besides, I didn’t have to tell her that I hadn’t really looked the first time.  

    While I enjoyed the mini-show and the laughing, the main goal of all of this back and forth wasn’t sexual in any way. It was about getting Neristhana to relax enough to get her to talk to me. Pushing myself up into a sitting position, I glanced up at the Gnomeling standing over me with her arms crossed over her chest and nodded for her to sit back down. Seeing the confused expression on her face, I met her hooded eyes. 

    “I was wondering if we could talk about what happened earlier today with the Ogres?” I asked, as the Gnomeling plopped down onto the stool with a frown. “Look, there’s nothing to be ashamed about and I trust you with my life. I just wanted to know what happened in your past to cause you to-” I paused looking for the right word, when Neristhana spoke up. 

    “For me to be so terrified about them,” Neristhana said, completing my sentence.  

    “Your words, not mine,” I said, as she nodded in understanding. I wasn’t about to give anyone shit for being scared of those massive assholes. 

    So Neristhana told me. She explained about her parents being slaughtered along with most of her family in a battle with a group of Ogres at sea. It was a similar situation to how we’d been caught by surprise at sea on our way to Darom. It was why the remaining members of her Lightouch clan had chosen to join with the remaining members of the Shortankard clan. As Neristhana came to the end of her spiel, I got up on a knee before her to look her in the eyes. 

    “Never be ashamed of your past or your failings,” I said in no uncertain terms. “We’ll work together to cover each other’s weaknesses with each other’s strengths.” I held out my hand. “Deal?” 

    “Deal,” Neristhana agreed, as we shook on it.  

    “Now, I need your help,” I said, standing up and giving Helgath a nod as the Half-Orc slowly made her way to Neysa’s other side.  

    “With what?” Neristhana suspiciously asked, as she got up to follow me. 

    “Giving Neysa a bath,” I said, as I leaped for the Silver Dire Wolf. Instantly, the fight to wash Neysa down was on.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Seven]Chapter Thirty-Seven 

    (Second Assault Group: Fylreh at the smithy) 

    Fylreh’s hammer rang out as she worked the iron ring back into shape, while Rocky wobbled around on his short little paws checking everything out. The Earth Shock Wolf Combat Pet seemed to be interested in everything. Out of everything in the smithy, he seemed most interested in the burning flames whenever she worked the bellows. This smithy was a lot easier to use than the portable one she lugged around for her repairs. 

    At first, she hadn’t been interested in having a Combat Pet, but after hearing about how Star had raised Neysa from a pup, she’d been more open to the idea, especially after seeing how deadly the Silver Dire Wolf could be. Though, it wasn’t until she’d made the soul connection with the little beast that she truly understood what it meant to have a soul companion. It almost made her able to forgive Star for hurting her by taking on Helgath as a soulmate.  

    Working with Black Coral was much different than any other material she’d ever worked with in her past. The bent iron ring was disrupting the coral’s natural repairing process. As Fylreh hammered the metal back into shape, she’d have to dip the Black Coral into a barrel of water so she could gradually ease the shield back into shape. It was hard work and already sweat was streaming down her chest from the heat of the furnace and the effort of working the metal.  

    In-between working the iron ring, Fylreh crafted iron arrow heads. She used her own personal molds for the process. Normally, she would’ve been able to recover her arrows from the battlefield or hunt, but with the running fight they’d been in, that hadn’t been possible. By the time she’d finished repairing Star’s Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender, she’d managed to pour a hundred arrow heads.  

    Banking the fire, Fylreh knelt on the ground and began packing her tools back into the bags across her lower back. Rocky immediately came up to her for pets and treats. Laughing softly as his rough tongue started lapping the sweat and grime off her chest and face, she pushed the Earth Shock Wolf pup away and offered him some dried strips of meat for dinner. Greedily tearing the chunks of meat apart, he happily slurped the chunks down in-between dancing around back and forth for more.  

    Packing the last of her gear away, Fylreh joined her soul companion, chewing on her own piece of the tasty dried Cuttle meat as Rocky finished his meal. It was a surprisingly enjoyable time as she petted his coarse fur. She was just standing up to head back into the keep, when angry voices mentioning Star’s name caught her ears. Turning around abruptly, she began trotting towards the main gate as the voices became more distinct. 

    “I’m telling you, Overlord Ironwolf will want to talk to these Iron Falcon Mercenaries himself,” A rough looking group of humans heatedly argued with the group of Royal Guards at the gate. Though the men were dirty with worn uniforms, they stood with pride and argued their point. “I personally heard him say that to Sir Anon himself as they passed.” 

    “Get out of here, Gregor,” Guard Group Leader Inman snarled, “before we’re forced to beat on you for being a dumbass. Besides, there’s no way some Overlord wants to speak to a homeless shit stains like you.” 

    “Come on, Skirmisher Leader Carter,” Guard Sub-Group Leader Cooper sneered, as he thumbed his armored gauntlets together. “Let’s see how tough you really are.” 

    Fury coursed through Fylreh’s veins as she got her head around what was happening as she made her way up behind the group of ten guards blocking the gate. Star had left specific orders to Guard Leader Cleaver for any word of the Iron Falcon Mercenaries to be brought directly to him. She felt Rocky pick up on her anger as the little Earth Shock Wolf let out a squeaky growl. 

    “Let them through and send a messenger for Overlord Ironwolf now!” Fylreh commanded in a no nonsense tone, as both groups looked over at her in shock.  

    “Who in the Dark do you think you are, Beast-Girl?” Guard Group Leader Inman snarled out. 

    “What’s a Horse-girl doing in the keep?” One guard asked.  

    “Do they always have their udders hanging out?” Another guard asked. 

    “Are you a complete virgin, Baker?” A female guard snapped, smacking the male guard in the back of the head. “I knew you’d never seen a naked woman before.” 

    “Shut it, Seales,” the guard snarled back angrily. 

    “You’re in for it now,” Gregor said with a grim laugh, “that Centaur is part of the Overlord’s party. 

    “Shut your mouth, shit stain,” Guard Group Leader Inman shouted back over his shoulder, “before I shut it for you.”  

    Guard Group Leader Inman stared wide-eyed at the massive tits thrust out and jiggling in front of his face. He didn’t see the vicious dog-sized monster trailing behind the Horse-Girl that caused several of his subordinate guards to step back in alarm. His eyes were firmly locked onto the magnificent orbs before him. Even though Beast-Kin were part of the Royal Forces, he and many others didn’t accept them as equals. Surprisingly enough, Inman typically found the Beast-Kin females to be immensely desirable. Though, the idea of taking orders from one was frankly unbelievable as far he was concerned. 

    “I think you need to listen to orders, Group Leader,” Guard Seales warned, as she uncomfortably watched the disaster unfolding before her eyes. “Besides, I don’t think Centaurs are Beast-Kin-” she started to add, when her Group Leader reached out and grabbed a handful of tit-flesh and squeezed.  

    “Who let this filly out of the barn?” he leered disrespectfully. “Beast-Kin women should know their place,” he said, laughing directly into Fylreh’s face. 

    The retribution was swift and brutal. One second, their Group Leader was mauling the filly’s chest and the next he was on the ground screaming in agony. Guard Seales didn’t know if she should be angry or applaud the Horse-Girl as she choked back a bark of laughter while Group Leader Inman’s horrified screams echoed around the courtyard. 

    “She stabbed me in the dick … she stabbed me in the dick!”  

    “Find Star,” Fylreh ordered Rocky, as she turned around and snatched the next mouthy guard up and brought the terrified Human up to her face.  

    “You will let these Humans in to see Lord Ironwolf or I will personally beat the ever loving shit out of all of you!” Fylreh said, quoting one of Star’s favorite sayings that she’d picked up since meeting him.  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Eight]Chapter Thirty-Eight 

    (Second Assault Group: Star in the bath with Helgath, Neristhana, and Neysa) 

    Laying back in the pool of hot water, I was enjoying the feeling of the heat seeping into my bones and feeling satisfied with a job well-done. Giving Neysa a bath was never an easy task on the best of days. Mostly, I think that was because she liked to make a game of it. Next to me, Neristhana and Helgath were speaking in low voices as I reviewed everything that happened throughout the day. My migraine, the fight with Domenic outside the game, the strategy we used to pull Domenic out of the trap, escaping from the Orc horde, and dealing with that Dil-Hilth here in Palnisdale.  

    Today had honesty been one of the craziest gaming sessions I’d ever had in my life. I was secretly wishing that I could just fall asleep in the game and not have to deal with taking care of my body in the real world, when Neysa suddenly shot out of the water.  

    ‘There’s something wrong,’ Neysa’s alarmed thought shot through my mind like I’d suddenly grabbed onto a live wire, as I shot to my feet. Surging up out of the pool in the direction of my equipment belt, I heard the distinctive sounds of the Silver Dire Wolf’s wet paws struggling for traction on the granite floor, while Neristhana and Helgath sprang out of the water behind me. Snatching up the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden and the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty, I heard the door to the royal bath being ripped from its hinges as Neysa shot out into the corridor.  

    Sprinting for the doorway as naked as the day I was born, I heard the wet patter of Helgath and Neristhana’s footsteps racing behind me. I didn’t even try to slow down as Neysa shot off down the corridor. Angling my trajectory through the ruined doorway, I bounced off the far wall with my shoulder and kept running, when I heard the pitiful whimpering of a wolf pup being beaten to death. The soulful cries of terror coming from somewhere above us tore at my soul as I heard the anxious rumble of various voices calling for someone to come kill the beast. 

    ‘They’re killing Rocky,’ Neysa’s mental cry of rage burst in my mind as the wailing yowls grew in intensity. I could feel her helpless fury as she scrabbled to a stop at the base of the stairwell heading up to the first floor. In a last ditch effort to stop what was happening, the Silver Dire Wolf threw her head back and let out a ferocious howl that sent shivers of fear running down my spine. You would’ve had to have been deaf not to hear the bestial promise of retribution and death that reverberated through the keep.  

    Whatever horror show that was happening above us instantly stopped as Neysa’s savage howl was greeted with an exuberant cry of recognition from Rocky. With a fearful intensity, Neysa bounded up the steps as I crashed into the wall of the stairwell behind her. I’d barely taken three steps by the time the Silver Dire Wolf had made it to the top of the stairs. As Neysa disappeared around the corner, Helgath and Neristhana raced passed me a second later like I was standing still.  

    Fuck if I was going to be tail-end Charlie, I mentally roared in frustration, as both women disappeared around the next corridor. A second later, I cleared the top step and blazed after the three of them into the main hallway. Immediately, I began casting buffs on the four of us: Enhanced Mage Armor, Holy Shield, and Light’s Blessing, I barely managed to get all of them cast before Neysa hit the foyer. Finishing Arcane Speed, Bone Shield, and Bone Fangs on myself, I followed Helgath and Neristhana into the foyer not three seconds later to see an enraged Neysa standing over a terrified Lady Tinder whose broom was still skittering across the floor from being knocked from her frozen hands.  

    I don’t know if I’d ever seen Neysa so angry. The desire that was radiating from her to rip the woman apart was almost palpable as the rest of the maids and valets cringed in terror. If the old hag had managed to kill the pup, there was no doubt in my mind that Neysa would’ve ripped her to shreds. With an unconcerned thought I cast a Regeneration on the whimpering pup as Ulia, Keela, Rayne, and Brenna came charging out of the opposite corridor with their weapons drawn and in a similar state of undress.  

    “We’ll deal with her later,” I roared over Neysa’s rumbling growl, “first we find out what happened to Fylreh!” Hearing his mistress’s name, the Earth Shock Wolf pup ran for the closed double doors that led to the courtyard while yapping urgently for the rest of us to follow. Giving the Chamberlain a withering look, Neysa bounded for the closed doors. Still ten feet away, she leaped into the air with all of her might and blasted the doors open in a feat of pure strength that was stunning.  

    Almost immediately the shouting and sounds of battle died away as Neysa’s thunderous growl rang throughout the courtyard. I barely registered Helgath, Neristhana, or the rest of my companions as they raced out into the courtyard ahead of me. All that I could think of was that the filly wasn’t bound to me in any meaningful way. If there was another one of those Dil-Hilth or something like it, there might not be a way for me to Resurrect her. That thought alone spiked my adrenalin through the roof as I charged out into the courtyard ready to slaughter everything in my path. 

    The crazed look on my face must have been something, because the crowd of people seemed to flinch as my gaze passed over them. In that split-moment, my eyes took everything in. A pissed of Fylreh stood in the center of the courtyard bracketed by five dirty homeless men. Four were fighting back to hindquarters with the Centauride, while a fifth held two bound men on the ground.  

    What confused and pissed me off the most was seeing that they’d been being attacked by a group of Royal Guards. There had to be nearly ten severely injured men scattered across the ground towards the open gate, while another ten, that were beat to hell, were still facing off against Fylreh's group. In that same moment, another group of twenty guards suddenly ran up with their weapons drawn with a harried looking Guard Leader Cleaver at their lead as I began to have a conniption of epic proportions. 

    “Sheath your weapons and stand down,” I growled in barely controlled fury, as I began stalking down the steps. “Or I’m going to kill every mother fucking last one of you!” Even though I was naked, I moved with a purpose and confidence that said I owned this place. While there was a certain bravado due to the situation, in the back of my mind, I remembered the old adage that there’s few things as disturbing as being attacked by a naked man. 

    “Get a load of the naked halfling,” one loud mouth joker called out, confident in the additional guards running up behind him. My Identify immediately popped his name over his head, Graham Cooper – Guard Sub-Group Leader Level 41. Before I could rip the man a new asshole, Guard Leader Cleaver did it for me 

    “He is your Overlord, moron!” Guard Leader Cleaver shouted in a Drill Sergeant voice, as the group of guards that had been fighting the filly looked at their boss in confusion. “Someone tell me how you fuck up watching the gate this badly before I start killing you myself!” 

    “It all started when that Horse-Bitch stabbed me in the dick,” one of the injured guards whined out from where he was doubled over on the ground. Another Identify marked this idiot as Giles Inman – Guard Group Leader Level 43.  

    “Only because you grabbed her tits first,” a female guard snarled in outrage. From what it looked like, she’d been the only one that hadn’t joined in the fighting. Another Identify showed she was Lillian Seales, Royal Guard Level 40.  

    “My apologies, Overlord Ironwolf,” Guard Leader Cleaver said, giving me a bow of respect as looks of absolute terror flashed across all of the guards’ faces. In that second, they instantly realized just how much they’d fucked up. “I’ll lock them up for tonight so they can think over their many failings, if that’s alright with you?” 

    “I need a Priest,” Inman shrieked, as he held up his bloody hands, one of which was holding onto a certain severed head, while completely not understanding that his life truly hung in the balance. Though, the horribleness of his wound was probably the only thing that saved his life in that split-second.  

    “Reattach that scrawny thing yourself,” Guard Leader Cleaver said, tossing him a Healing potion as he signaled his people to drag the guards away. 

    “It would just be easier to kill them all and use their corpses as zombies,” I snarled, as I watched them go. The absolute seriousness of my words along with the zombies standing around the courtyard was enough to make it through to even the most thickheaded of the bunch. Several of the men even pissed themselves in fear. Looking away from the disgusting wretches, I turned back to Fylreh and cast a Regeneration on her and the five men that had stood with her. There was a startled gasp from the remaining guards present at this display of power as the spell lit up around the entire group simultaneously.  

    “Overlord Ironwolf-” Guard Leader Cleaver started to say, as I ignored him and walked up to Fylreh who was just scooping Rocky up in her arms.  

    “You’re such a good little wolfy,” Fylreh cooed, as the Earth Shock Wolf pup happily lapped at her cheek with its rough tongue.  

    While ignoring Guard Leader Cleaver might have seemed rude to some, in that moment, it was honestly for the best if I didn’t talk about Inman and his crew until I’d cooled off a bit. While Fylreh wasn’t my woman anymore, she was still a friend and important to me. I always laughed when I heard about some women acting offended when a man said their woman. Was that any different than when a woman said their man? Nope. That’s because there was usually a certain amount of possession in any normal relationship, being offended by that was just pure ignorance. It was just as ignorant as thinking you had any right to say anything about someone you’d broken up with. 

    Seeing Fylreh fussing over the little puppy was oddly endearing to me and showed a side of the Centauride that I’d never expected to see. For some reason, it made having some rando guards manhandle her like she was a piece of meat even more offensive, if that made any sense. Taking a deep breath to control my bubbling rage, I forcibly kept my cool, knowing that Fylreh didn’t like personal things being discussed in public. So instead, I focused instead on the situation at hand. 

    “What happened?” I asked Fylreh, meaningfully looking between her, the two prisoners, and the five grimy men that were now standing at attention as the rest of my companions and soulmates walked up behind me. If anyone was having trouble not looking at all of the skin, they hid it well. Smart, because I might have lashed out something fierce if someone had been dumb enough to make a spectacle of it all.  

    Not that everyone was naked. Only Ulia, Helgath, and I had rushed out buckass naked. Everyone else had at least a shirt or underwear that they’d managed to grab along with their weapons. My mind stopped its meandering as the filly started to talk. 

    “I heard these humans tell the gate guards that they’d captured two of the Iron Falcon Mercenaries and wanted to bring them to you,” Fylreh explained, as she dismissed her pet and focused on me. “I informed the guards at the gate to let them through and send a messenger for you, but they refused and decided to-” The filly paused looking for the right term to use. 

    “Act like idiots?” I helpfully offered, as Fylreh gave me a sharp nod. Without saying a word, I turned to Guard Leader Cleaver. 

    “I’ll make sure everyone is fully aware of the standing orders,” the man said, as I turned to the homeless man that had stepped forward. 

    “Overlord Ironwolf,” the man snapped out sharply, as he gave me a fist salute. “Gregor Carter at your service.”  

    I swear the man seemed familiar, I thought, as I looked him up and down while he introduced himself. The quick Identify I did didn’t help me remember him any better either. I was just as confused as before as Gregory Carter – ex-Royal Skirmisher Level 48 appeared over his head. Thankfully, the homeless soldier respectfully continued without being prompted. 

    “My comrades in arms heard you talking about helping the homeless soldiers on the streets when you were passing by earlier,” Gregory said, the heartbreaking earnestly clear to hear in his voice. “When the guards announced the call for all the soldiers that had been released by General DeKhayed to return to the Royal Forces and be reinstated, we also heard about the alert that was issued for any information regarding the Iron Falcon Mercenaries.”  

    “When we informed the guards at the barracks about having seen these two in a nearby pub,” Gregory shifted uncomfortably in embarrassment. 

    Growing up dirt poor, I understood Gregory’s shame well. Once you lost the ability to care for yourself, you simply became homeless. The word carried with it an unsettling connotation in any society. Once you were labeled as homeless, you lost any individual identity and simply became one of the dirty horde of disgusting people living on the streets begging for food and money. Some people felt sorry for you, while others ridiculed you, but that was because everyone knew the simple truth. One bad decision or unlucky occurrence and any of us could be right there with them.  

    “They guards processing us back into the Royal Forces dismissed our information.” He glanced at his comrades, before continuing. “So we left the barracks and decided to capture the mercenaries on our own.”  

    “I fear that they’re up to something tonight,” Gregory said, his voice hardening in anger as he looked at the bound men on the ground. “When we nabbed them, they were talking about the rallying point they were heading to, but they clammed up once we caught them and refused to say another word.” 

    “You did well, my friend,” I said, clapping Gregory on the shoulder as I glanced over at Fylreh. “In more ways than one.” Understanding my meaning, the man stood up straighter as I meet the rest of the men’s eyes in the group one by one, doing my best to express the gratitude I felt. As my eyes turned to the terrified mercenaries, my face hardened while Helgath came walking up beside me to grab my bicep with a clawed hand.  

    “Go ahead and back up,” I said in voice as cold as the grave, as the ex-Skirmisher hurriedly backed away while looking at his buddies questioningly. “I don’t think there’s going to be any problem getting one of these traitorous scumbags to talk.” 

    “We’ve got nothing to say to you,” the Mercenary nearest to me snarled, as the two men pushed themselves up to their knees to glare at me with their hands still tied behind their backs. A quick Identify marked him as Orson Fletcher – Swordsman Level 40 – Iron Falcon Mercenary while the other man sneered at me. 

    “You’ll be dead soon one way or another after Milo is finished with you,” the second Mercenary taunted, as I ran another quick Identify, Edwin Ryder – Swordsman Level 40 – Iron Falcon Mercenary.  

    Walking up without saying a word, I hacked the head off of the closest man with my Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty. As the ex-Skirmishers and Royal Guards leaped backward in surprise, the man’s head rolled across the ground to stop at the base of Fylreh’s front hoof, Helgath squatted down and collected the soul stone we were going to use for the next part. 

    I paid no attention to the surviving mercenary’s curses as I began to cast my Raise Zombie spell. Partly, I didn’t pay attention because this next step was somewhat delicate, because neither Helgath nor I had tried this before. The problem was that we were both maxed out in the number of zombie pets we could have up at one time. If I’d had the rest of my gear on, this wouldn’t have been an issue, but sometimes you had to go with what you had. Thankfully, after my soulmate was able to share her Spirit with me via our link, we decided to give the same trick a try for sharing our unused Intelligence points that weren’t being used to create a new pet slot. While I had thirty-two points, Helgath had twenty-six, which meant that together we were able to squeeze out another zombie pet between the two of us as long as we stayed in contact with one another.  

    The other part was that neither of us particularly cared about the man’s threats or curses one way or the other. I’d promised those that had sworn to me that they’d either serve in life or in death, but either way they would honor the oath that they’d given to me. As far as I was concerned, all of the Iron Falcon Mercenaries had chosen death after the crimes they'd inflicted on the people of Darom, Telrain, the Guardian Knights, and the royal family. So, as the spell began raising the man’s companion as a zombie, I explained to him what was going to happen next. 

    “Swordsman Edwin,” I said in a calm voice, as the man glared at me hatefully.  

    “The Dark take you,” Edwin cursed, as he spat in my face. “I knew you were a sick fuck after I saw your zombies. There ain’t nothing you can do to make me tell you what you want to know!” 

    “Oh really,” I laughed out loud, ignoring the globule of spit running down my cheek. “We’ll see about that!” As the Raise Zombie spell completed, there was a fearful murmur behind me as the new zombie easily broke through the rope that had bound its wrists.  

    “So what, you halfling lordling,” Edwin spat at me again, “it ain’t like I’ve never seen you raise zombies before. What of it?” His face turned hard. “You going to kill me? Than do it, it’s not like you can kill me more than once.” 

    “That’s was your second mistake,” I said with a smile. 

    “Second mistake,” the mercenary said, looking at me like I was an idiot. “What does that even mean?”  

    “It means your first mistake was ever betraying and hurting me and my people in the first place,” I snarled, as my voice turned hard. “Kill him.”  

    Watching an undead pet slaughter the nearly same level enemy is a gruesome experience and took nearly a full minute, before the man’s gurgling screams finally died away. Ignoring the angry muttering going on behind me at killing both mercenaries without getting the information I needed, I began casting Resurrection. A minute later, Edwin’s body jerked back to life as I began hitting him with Regeneration spells. 

    “Why-why am I alive?” Edwin screamed in abject terror, as he saw Helgath and me standing over him with the zombie Orson eagerly snapping his jaws in anticipation. 

    Behind me, the angry muttering of the guards had instantly disappeared. In its place, I felt what I could only describe as a palpable feeling of dread coming from the Royal Guards watching in silence. While Helgath, Fylreh, Neysa, and my companions didn’t bat an eye at my actions, surprisingly enough, the ex-Skirmishers didn’t either. The harshness of their lives since becoming homeless had hardened them in ways that their old colleagues could never understand.  

    “You see,” I calmly said to the horrified man, “I can Resurrect you and kill you as many times as I need until you give me the information I want. Hell, I could even just heal you continuously, it’s really all up to you.” The more I spoke, the larger the Mercenary’s eyes got as it dawned on him what I meant. 

    ‘I thought you could only resurrect people of The World once every twelve hours?’ Helgath mentally asked in confusion at hearing my words. 

    ‘He doesn’t know that, does he,’ I replied back, giving her a mental shrug. In that moment, the surge of respect that flared from the Half-Orc over our link was nearly overwhelming as I patted her hand and returned my focus to the mercenary in front of me.  

    “All that I promise is that I will give you a quick death if you tell me what I want to know,” I said, as my heart raged in fury at everything these mercenaries had done to hurt the people of The World. 

    “You’re despicable,” the mercenary said in a hollow voice, “but I won’t betray all of the Iron Falcon Mercenary families that you slaughtered in cold blood.” A snarl formed on the man’s face. “Do what you must, but you’re never getting the information you need!”  

    “I slaughtered your families?” I asked in confusion. “How?” 

    “You destroyed Telrain,” Edwin accused with a haunted look in his eyes. “My entire family was slaughtered when you destroyed the city. Whatever will I had to live for died with the deaths of my wife and children.” He glared up at me from his knees. “At least, the Chaos Storm Alliance had kept their promise that my family would be spared.” 

    “They did nothing of the sort,” I incredulously said, as my companions instantly began to join the conversation. 

    “You’re such a blind idiot,” Neristhana said, as she walked up behind me to look the mercenary in the eye. “Star made sure to evacuate all the townspeople because he knew the Chaos Storm Alliance would destroy Telrain before they’d let him rescue Prince and Princess Isolde!” 

    “I’m the one that pulled Lord Ironwolf’s burned body out of the incendiary line that was left over from the meteor crater,” Helgath angrily added. “He made himself the target so that everyone could reach safety.” 

     “Lord Ironwolf even had as many people Resurrected from the pit that your masters discarded their used up toys into,” Brenna said to the man with haunted eyes.  

    “Not only that,” Ulia stepped up behind me, “he had us rescue all of the townsfolk and children the night before from the work camps that had been set up around the city by your precious Chaos Storm Alliance.”  

    “Where do you think all of those Battle Priests, Guardian Knights, Royal Army, and crafters came from that arrived the other day?” Guard Leader Cleaver asked, knowing that the mercenary must have seen the new arrivals that had come in the other day. The entire city of Palnisdale had been in an uproar about the news they’d brought. 

    “I don’t understand,” Edwin said, tears of relief running down his cheeks as he realized the truth of our words. “But why would Milo lie to us?” The mercenary asked as he looked between us. “Why would he want to destroy Palnisdale too if our families were already saved?” 

    “I’m trying to save them,” I corrected the man, as the rage I felt towards him diminished somewhat. “I’ve had all of the survivors brought to Darom and plan on bringing them back to the safety of my lands and BrokenFang Hold, but the Chaos Storm Alliance is doing everything they can to stop us.” 

    “I wonder if he’s a Dil-Hilth like General DeKhayed was?” Fylreh asked, as everyone looked over at her in horror.  

    “General DeKhayed was a Dil-Hilth?” Edwin asked in confusion, as he looked around in surprise at the Royal Guards for confirmation. 

    “Yeah, we cleaned the remains of the creature up ourselves,” a guard behind Guard Leader Cleaver said, as several of the men and women around him nodded in agreement. “We had to burn the parts that remained,” he looked toward the zombie mercenary somewhat uncomfortably, “you know, after the zombies did their thing.” 

    “He’s probably infected with a seed-worm,” Helgath said out loud. 

    “It’s the only thing that makes any sense,” Neristhana agreed next to me. “Otherwise, why else would he be doing all of this?” 

    “We stayed at his residence within the city to await the signal for our attack,” Edwin said, as his eyes took on a haunted look. “We were told not to explore, but several of us saw the horrors in the basement.” He closed his eyes as a visible shiver went down his spine. “By then, we were already so far down the path of self-destruction that we didn’t even consider that he might be a monster.” 

    “Thank you for saving my family, Lord Ironwolf,” Edwin said, hanging his head in shame. “Would you let me return to your service and make amends for what I’ve done?” There was a stunned silence around us as every eye turned towards me to see what I would say. Without waiting for my reply, he continued. “Either way, I’ll tell you what you want to know about the attack but please-” the man’s voice died away as he looked up at me pleadingly.  

    “I promise you that I will look after your family as my own,” I said in a heavy voice, “but I will not take you or any of the Iron Falcon Mercenaries back.” Seeing the conflicted looks in everyone but Fylreh and Helgath’s eyes, I explained my decision.  

    “You could’ve decided to rescue your families on your own, but you let Milo Hawkins tell you differently. Instead, you let thousands of innocent men, women, and children be slaughtered and tortured to further the Chaos Storm Alliances goals. Because of your actions, thousand more will suffer here in Palnisdale and throughout this entire region.” Edwin’s head hung further and further down as I laid out the true breadth of their crimes due to the Iron Falcon Mercenaries inaction.  

    In a voice that brooked no argument, I repeated my first promise to him. “As I promised you before, I will give you a clean death and the knowledge that your family is safe. Further, I give my word that I will do all that I can to keep them safe in the future, but you must tell me what I want to know.” 

    Blubbering in shame, Edwin opened his eyes and began telling me everything I wanted to know about how Milo was going to dress the mercenaries up as guards and ambush the gate guards by surprise. How they’d been hurrying to get to the rallying point for the attack when they were captured. To the best of his knowledge, the attack could very well be happening now. The only question was how long Milo would hold off the attack for them to arrive.  

    As Edwin came to the end of his spiel and hung his head in anguish, I quietly ended his life with one strike of the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty, before doing the same with zombie Orson. While Helgath quietly kneeled down to gather up the mercenary’s soul stone, I turned back to the drawn faces looking back at me. There was a newfound respect and fear in the faces of the Royal Guards as I noticed that Guard Leader Cleaver had ordered the hostlers to bring everyone’s mounts out. While it was the right call, I was still buckass naked along with most of my companions.  

    “If your people can guard the courtyard, I’ll take the guards I have with me to stop the attack,” Guard Leader Cleaver began to say, as I saw the disapproving frowns on my people’s faces. While I appreciated the man’s intent, I honestly didn’t see these level forty Royal Guards doing well against Milo Hawkins and his desperate people. That wasn’t even considering that he was more than likely some kind of Dil-Hilth.  

    “We’re going,” Neristhana said, as my companions nodded in agreement. Before I could say anything, all of them began pushing the Royal Guards aside and taking their mounts. In a flash, everyone was ready to go. 

    “There’s no time to argue,” Helgath agreed, as she leaped atop Neysa’s back. “No seed-worms can be left to hatch inside this city.” 

    “If you’ll take the time to gear up,” a flustered Guard Leader Cleaver argued, “then the rest of us can join you?”  

    “Fuck that shit!” I said, climbing on Neysa’s back. “I’m not about to risk having another Elite Dil-Hilth loose in the city.”  

    Thrusting my hips out quickly to slink my junk out of the way, I settled on the Silver Dire Wolf’s back as I took my normal spot behind Helgath. It was somewhat of a struggle while having my hands full as I did my best not to catch her with the axe and sword in my hands. It was one thing to be doing a naked raid for fun when you were max level, but it was an entirely different story when you were still leveling up and going into a possible boss fight.  

    “We’ve got this,” I said, feeling somewhat giddy in spite of my complaints as my naked and semi-naked companions formed up around me, while our level 48 Elite Orc Warrior Zombies massed up behind us.  

    I couldn’t help the adrenaline pumping through my veins. While I was worried for my companions, there was something about riding into battle naked that was utterly ridiculous and exciting. Besides that, we had a mini-army between the nine of us and our nineteen zombies. Glancing around at my companions, I could see that the feeling was surprisingly mutual as I turned back to Guard Leader Cleaver. 

    “Keep your people here and send a messenger to the guard groups in the city to get them headed toward the gate and the walls,” I said, as I heard a commotion behind me. To my surprise, I saw the five, now naked, ex-skirmishers climbing up behind Ulia, Keela, Rayne, Brenna, and Neristhana as a handful of grinning guards around the courtyard tossed their weapons up to the men. 

    “We’re going with you, Overlord Ironwolf,” Gregory said, flashing me a grin as Ulia gave me a “why not” shrug. 

    “I see that,” I said still not understanding what I was seeing, “but why are you naked too?” 

    “Those rags weren’t doing much as it was,” the too thin man that my Identify informed me was, Hartley Warner - ex-Royal Skirmisher Level 48, said as the crew saluted me with their borrowed swords. “Besides, Overlord Ironwolf, it just seemed right.” 

    “Respect, gentlemen,” I said, saluting the men back. Feeling my intent, Neysa began trotting towards the gate as I held the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden over my head and shouted. “Let’s ride!”  

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Chapter_Thirty-Nine]Chapter Thirty-Nine 

    (Second Assault Group: Star’s naked raid) 

    Players and people of The World jumped out of our way as we went ripping down Main Street, heading towards the gates at a full gallop while whooping it up like a bunch of fools. In all honesty, I was happy the ex-skirmishers had come with us since it meant I wasn’t the only swinging dick in the group. While most players just watched in dumbfounded amazement, a number of the veteran MMO players began stripping off their gear and yelling out “Naked Raid!” as their teams began chasing after us. As we were neared the gate, we could hear that the fighting had already started.  

    At a glance, Milo Hawkins had dressed his people up in Royal Guard uniforms and used the tactic to give his people the edge when they’d triggered their surprise attack. Out of the fifty Royal Guards that had been assigned to guard the gate, all but eight were already down. I saw Guard Leader Stonier holding the line before the gatehouse against seventy Iron Falcon Mercenaries. The incredulous looks on everyone’s faces when my Regeneration spells swept over the defenders was a thing of beauty as Neysa crashed into their rear a second later. 

    The Iron Falcon Mercenaries didn’t stand a chance as the twenty-two Elite Orc Warriors crashed into their ranks like a wrecking ball. Massive fists crushed through the defenders shields while their swords uselessly thrust into their dead bodies. The mercenary ranks were thrown into complete confusion. One second, they’d been about to overwhelm the gatehouse and the next they were being attacked from two sides. Most were initially tackled to the ground or yanked off their feet as the undead horde went into a feeding frenzy.  

    None of us riding stayed on our mounts once the battle started. Slipping from Neysa’s back as the Silver Dire Wolf began shredding a mercenary with her claws, Helgath and I began working our way towards Milo as we regained control over the undead and began using them like a wedge to make a path through his people. Behind us, Gregory rushed the line side-by-side with Ulia as they began hacking for all they were worth. Neristhana and Hartley dismounted next to us as Fylreh joined Neysa in hacking the enemy apart with her dual scimitars instead of her bow. Keela was fighting a step behind another ex-skirmisher. As the man began working the enemies down in front of him, she blasted them from behind with her Enhanced Shadow Blasts. Rayne and Brenna were happily supporting Keela from the far side with their new friends.  

    The fighting wasn’t anything terribly difficult. Most of my party were holding back until the zombies knocked the enemy mercenaries down before we attacked. As the owner of the zombie sent their zombie forward to drag down another mercenary, they would finish off the wounded target with relative ease. It was clear to see that the end was near as the naked players came screaming in behind us. Within seconds, the remaining mercenaries were being bodily dragged to the ground by five to six players. As the mercenaries folded like a cheap umbrella, I saw Milo’s enraged eyes focus on Helgath and me as the naked horde rushed forward. 

    “I’ll kill all of you maggots!” Milo bellowed, as he began picking newfars up by the face or neck and throwing them away like they were nothing. Whole groups of newfars were mowed down by the irregular missiles, but instead of being upset, the men and women laughed like it was a joke as they climbed back to their feet and charged again. As I finally made it up to Milo, he snarled at me in hate. 

    “It doesn’t matter if you kill me or not,” Milo shrieked, as our blades began clanging against one another. “Palnisdale will die tonight one way or another!” As if to prove his point, the city’s alarm bells began to ring out as shouts of Orcs attacking the wall echoed out around us. 

    “Not on my watch,” I snarled back, fighting for my life. Without the additional bonuses from my gear, I found myself struggling to stand against Milo’s powerful attacks as he hammered at my head and shoulders. “Besides that,” I snarled, ducking a strike that nearly decapitated me, “your master, or whatever, Grimblood Dickhead is dead!” 

    “What?” Milo screeched incredulously, as I did my best to deflect the hammering blows coming in at me with both my axe and sword. Each strike drove me back from the force of the blows. “A weakling like you could never beat a supreme-”  

    “Dil-Hilth?” I shouted back, as Helgath struck with her daggers in a series of blazingly fast combinations at his forearms and legs. “Trust me when I say, he went down like a little bitch!”  

    As Milo bellowed in outrage, Helgath jumped back and blasted him in the face with an Enhanced Shadow Blast a split-second before Neysa’s jaws snagged him by the back of the head. Before the asshole could react, she jerked her head side-to-side as if she were breaking a Giant Rat’s neck. Unable to get any force behind his weakening slashes at the Silver Dire Wolf’s head, he dropped his sword to claw at her muzzle.  

    Not to be outdone, Neysa slammed Milo’s body into the ground as she began shredding his lower torso with all four of her razor-sharp claws. The man’s muffled agonized shrieks stopped after a minute. It was over a few seconds later as the Silver Dire Wolf yanked Milo’s head completely off. Immediately, a system message popped open before my eyes. 

     

    Congratulations! You have successfully completed the Secret Quest Stop the Dil-Hilth Insider Threat to the City of Palnisdale. You have gained 5000 Experience Points. You have gained 500 to Reputation. In recognition for removing the evil threat within their midst, the citizens of Palnisdale have become your willing vassals and you have gained increased respect from the Royal Forces inside the city. Your status has been updated to, Scourge of the Dil-Hilth Race. How the city of Palnisdale excels or declines is now determined by the policies that you set. Additional opportunities may become available depending on the decisions that you make. 

     

    Dismissing the window, I looked down at the shredded body as the rest of the team came wandering over while naked players began dancing over the corpses of the dead laughing their asses off.  

    “I guess I have you to thank for the timely help, Overlord Ironwolf?” Guard Leader Stonier asked, as she came walking up to me. Looking me up and down, she incredulously shook her head and muttered. “Is the whole naked thing something Half-Elves regularly do or was this a special occasion?” Seeing my hesitant look, she cracked a smile. “Not that I’m complaining about the show, mind you, but you have to admit it’s somewhat odd.” 

    “I give you my word that it was solely due to unusual circumstances, Guard Leader Stonier,” Gregory said, walking up with the rest of his naked team and their new friends as he gave the woman an apologetic smile. Our impromptu meet up was interrupted by a banging against the outer gates as the woman’s face grew grim. 

    “This isn’t good,” Guard Leader Stonier said, looking around for the needed reinforcements. Though it was kind of hard to see with the several hundred or so dancing naked players. “With all of the patrols out looking for the Iron Falcon Mercenaries and recalling the Royal Forces, we have nearly no one to defend the walls.” 

    I suddenly grinned as an awesome idea came to me. Following my eyes, the rest of the group eyed the plaza full of players dueling and dancing, while others complained that the event was over. It was quite an unusual sight, but one I knew we could use. Turning back to Guard Leader Stonier, I gave her a shit-eating grin. 

    “While you open the gates, I’ll get our impromptu army on the move?”  

    “Ove-Overlord Ironwolf?” Guard Leader Stonier stuttered unsure if my plan was a good idea or not. “Those newfar will be slaughtered without armor or clothing.” 

    “No they won’t,” I assured her. As I looked towards the ex-skirmishers, the boys gave me a grin.  

    “We’re on it, Overlord Ironwolf,” Gregory said, as they began running towards the gatehouse.  

    “It’ll be okay,” I reassured Guard Leader Stonier, as I nodded for Fylreh and Neysa to come with me and while we jogged over towards the front of the gate. Getting both of them to stand still, I hopped up to straddle both of their backs as I faced the plaza full of naked players and did something that I’d never usually do. I re-enabled local chat. 

     

    (Palnisdale City General Chat) Startum Ironwolf: Listen up people, the naked raid has just begun! The final part of the event is taking out the Orcs attacking the gate. The best naked kill gets this cool sword! 

     

    Walking over to Fylreh, I pulled out the sword that she’d looted from Milo Hawkin’s and dropped its information into the general chat window with a thought. 

     

    (Palnisdale City General Chat) Startum Ironwolf: Vicious Blade of Rending 

     

    Vicious Blade of Rending (Purple) 

    Item Quality: Uncommon 

    Item Type: Crafted 

    Attack: One-hand Edge 

    Weapon Type: Long Sword 

    Damage: 210-260 

    Durability: 252/300 

    Weight: 11 kg 

    +30 Strength 

    +30 Agility 

    -Rend, causes the target to bleed with every successful hit for an additional 25 points of damage for 15 seconds. 

     

    For a second, I looked at the stats of Milo’s sword in surprise. Honestly, I hadn’t checked it out when Fylreh had picked it up with the rest of the loot and strapped it to her back. Whatever, I thought with a shrug. While I had a feeling it was going to be a halfway decent weapon, I was partly glad that I hadn’t checked it out ahead of time and had just posted it in general chat. Otherwise, I’d have been tempted to keep it for my own people. Though it was frustrating to lose such a good weapon, if it motivated the players to take on the force of Orcs that Grimblood DeKhayed had planned to use to surprise attack the city with, then it was given up for a good cause.  

     

    (Palnisdale City General Chat) Startum Ironwolf: Post all video clips of your best naked kills on Twitch Channel The Revenants! Winners will be by channel votes. The posted winner can collect their blade tomorrow morning from Guard Leader Stonier at the front gate to Palnisdale City! 

    (Palnisdale City General Chat) Startum Ironwolf: Who’s up for some phat loot, fun, and winning a cool sword? 

     

    The response from the plaza full of naked players was deafening. As the gates opened up behind me, the force of Orcs that charged into the city and thought that they were going to be raping and pillaging were met by a literal horde of naked players. At first, I wasn’t sure if this was going to work out, but the ferocity of the players rocked the armored Orcs back on their heels.  

    I saw everything from players biting to hair pulling to holding the mobs down so they could eviscerate their targets while buckass naked. At first, the players were dying in swarms, but that quickly changed as they respawned at the closest graveyard and came charging back into the scrum. None of them took the deaths seriously. They were laughing it up as they tore into the demi-humans trying to get the coolest kill.  

    Five minutes later, and the Orcs were sent fleeing back out of the gate. The resulting traffic jam from the invading Orcs trying to rush through the open gate in abject terror made the perfect traffic jam for the players to slaughter the enemy to their heart’s content. I almost wondered if I should’ve offered a secondary prize for the goriest kill too.  

    “I think you can come down now,” Ulia called up to me, as she walked up to us followed by a very happy Gregory. “By now, I think everyone has seen your ass.” 

    “Whatever,” I shot back, as I hopped up and dropped down between Neysa and Fylreh’s sides. “I was busy watching the fun.” 

    “I can’t believe you pulled that off,” Guard Leader Stonier said, as she followed the rest of the crew over. 

    “Should we be helping them out or something?” Hartley asked, as Neristhana leaned back against his chest.  

    “That’s against the rules,” I explained, “it's considered bad manners to offer up a prize and then compete against everyone for it.” Holding out my hand to Fylreh, she wordlessly handed over Milo Hawkin’s blade so that I could hand it to Guard Leader Stonier. “I’ll let you know the winner tomorrow morning.” 

    “Uh, right,” she said, nervously accepting the sword. “I guess we can keep it in the gatehouse until tomorrow.”  

    “Stick a fork in me, I’m done,” I said, checking the time in my HUD as I let out a yawn. It was just past eleven. Nodding to Helgath, I climbed up onto Neysa’s back as the Half-Orc jumped up to take a seat in my lap. Seeing the blank faces as I looked back at my party, I clarified what I meant. “I’m heading to bed.”  

    “You could’ve just said that the first time,” Neristhana shot back, as she began looking around for her mount.  

    My comment seemed to get everyone moving. No one wanted to stay on their own, and, if I wasn’t mistaken, a few of the ex-skirmishers were going to be putting in some extra hours tonight if the looks they were getting from Neristhana, Ulia, and Keela meant what I thought it did. Thankfully, instead of having to find everyone’s mounts, Guard Leader Stonier had one of her people collect them up earlier. When she whistled, the young guard quickly brought the line of horses over.  

    Looking behind me, I saw a number of new guards going about the work of cleaning everything up. By now, all of the Iron Falcon Mercenary corpses had been policed up into a pile to burn. A tougher mess to clean than most would think after our zombies had recovered their hit points from consuming the corpses. Interestingly enough, the undead seemed to choose the best parts of a body and move to the next corpse instead of completely finishing off one corpse at a time. Needless to say, it wasn’t the easiest thing to clean up afterwards.  

    The best part was that I didn’t have to spend my time after the fight healing up everyone. From the look of things, several Battle Priests had taken the time to resurrect the fallen guards who were now recovering off to the side. It was the first time I’d ever seen the Priests supporting the common soldiers like they should. My attention was pulled away from the scene by an annoying Gnomeling. 

    “You going to stare off in the distance all night,” Neristhana pointedly asked, as an uncomfortable Hartley tried to act like he wasn’t a part of the conversation. “Or are we heading back?” 

    Shooting her a bird as Neysa turned around, we began trotting back up Main Street for the keep. We got a lot of cheers as we passed by the players and the people of The World. By now, the news that the attack against the city had been repelled by the naked raid had made its way around the city. On top of that, people got a kick out of checking everybody out. Instead of acting shy, my companions proudly stuck out their chests as they rode by. I had to give it to the ladies, they completely owned the situation like champs. Our new friends riding behind them were sitting proud too. 

    A harried looking Guard Leader Cleaver greeted us in the courtyard shortly after we’d arrived. We didn’t chat much, but I gave him a brief rundown of the events of the evening. I think more than anything else, he was relieved to see that everyone was okay. Not that I blamed him. Would you want to be the one responsible for telling Queen Isolde or her Guardian Knights that you’d lost someone in the Overlords party?  

    Entering into the keep, we all were greeted by a line of maids that escorted us to our individual rooms. There was some confusion as to which room to put Fylreh into, but no one once suggested that she might be better off spending the night in the Royal Stables. Thankfully, I didn’t see Lady Trinder anywhere. I hated to just blame her without hearing her side of the story, no matter how damning the situation had looked to the rest of us when we’d rushed into the foyer. At the same time, I wasn’t in the mood of trying to stop Fylreh and Neysa from trying to kill the stern older woman.  

    Zoe promised me that she would have everyone’s gear collected from where it had been left in the baths and delivered to our rooms. She also agreed to have new uniforms delivered for Gregory and his men. Surprisingly enough, she seemed to be the only maid that didn’t give Neysa a second glance as we made our way into our suite. None of us bothered to wipe off the grime or sweat that we’d acquired during the fight. Instead we simply climbed into the inordinately large bed. As I laid down, I had Helgath snuggle up into my shoulder as Neysa plopped down a second later on my other side to rest her massive head on my other shoulder.  

    With our connection being what it was, no words were needed as I triggered the logout sequence. As the game world disappeared around me, I was once again inside my darkened computer room all by myself. It took me a moment to climb out of the gaming unit and make my way to the guest bathroom. Though I didn’t have a migraine and my body wasn’t dehydrated or starving, I still felt ready to pass out from a lack of sleep.  

    In fact, I was pretty sure that I’d passed out for a bit on the toilet seat. The reason being was that when I went to get up to make my way into the bedroom, my ass cheeks were tingly and numb. Have you ever had your ass fall asleep before? If not, take it from me, it’s one strange ass feeling, quite literally. Making sure my smartphone’s alarm was set for my usual time and that it was far enough away on my nightstand that I’d have to get up to turn it off, I laid back on top of my bedspread and pulled the throw blanket over me as I feel instantly into a deep sleep.  

     

    *** The story continues in Book 8 *** 
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Appendices and the Post Credit Scene 

    A note to the reader. The various appendices are put here for those readers who enjoy the technical aspects of the Star’s Character Sheet, Equipment, gaming terms, the various people in the word, and whatever else that people ask me to include because they’re interested in the mechanics. This is not taking away from the story. It is in addition to the story for those people who enjoy such things.  

    There are some people who want to spam pages of this information throughout their stories instead of placing it within an appendices at the end of the book where it belongs. While that would increase my page count for the monies earned for pages read by Kindle Unlimited and would match how many of the other authors in the genre, GameLit and LitRPG, are adding this information into their stories. I personally will not be doing that. As a reader, I hate such information being needlessly spammed throughout the body of the book. From conversations with my fans, they feel this way too. For myself, such senseless spamming of tables and gear takes me out of the story and is frankly annoying in my personal opinion. How do people on the audiobook even handle that? For my own series, I will add in the base information that has changed and allow the reader to choose if they want to look up the pages and pages of Character Sheet or whatever other information they are interested in at the back of the book.  

    As to the Post Credit Scene. Well, it goes after all the credits and other information like any Post Credit Scene in any Marvel movie you’ve ever enjoyed. It’s a short fun addition to the story. Sadly, due to its location, I receive no additional remuneration from adding such a scene, since Kindle Unlimited doesn’t count anything after the end of the main story. The Post Credit Scene is simply here because my geeky gamer side loves the idea and so I’ve started adding such scenes into The World series starting with book 5. I hope you enjoy them. At the same time, not reading them doesn’t make you lose any important plot points to the story.  

     

    Sincerely, 

     

    Jason A. Cheek 
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Character Sheet 

    Startum Ironwolf – Level 44 

    Difficulty: Nightmare Start 

    Half-Elf: House of Kayden 

    Class: Empty 

    Profession Title: Necromancer 

     

    Titles: 

    First Settler 

    First Village 

    Hero of Delonshire Mine 

    Leader of House Kayden 

    Lord of BrokenFang Hold 

    Worm Slayer 

    Tribal Leader 

    Mine Boss 

    Noble Guardian 

    Ship’s Captain 

    Protector of Auris Shaeras 

    Orc Bane 

    Sekolahian Bane 

    Beastkin Brother 

    Noble Defender 

    Scourge of the Dishonorable 

    Protector of the Kingdom of Kader 

    Overlord 

    Champion of the Royal House of Isolde 

    Scourge of the Dil-Hilth Race 

     

    Statistics: 

    Hit Points: 2,670 

    Mana: 3,760 

    Endurance: 2,670 

     

    Attributes: 

    Strength: 114 (+91) 

    Intelligence: 200 (+176) 

    Spirit: 113 (+71) 

    Agility: 141 (+30) 

    Stamina: 160 (+87) 

    Charisma: 80 

     

    0 Unassigned Attribute Points. 

     

    Racial Ability: 

    Adaptable Survivability (Passive) – All defenses increased by 5% and total hit points are increased 10%.  

     

    Darkvision (Passive) - Grants ability to see in dim-lighting conditions up to 100 yards and the ability to see in complete darkness up to 60 yards. 

     

    Ambitious (Passive) - Receive 5% experience bonus when gaining experience. 

     

    Racial Modifiers - +2 points to any stat of choice per level. 

     

    Abilities: 

    Frost Magic – Level 33 

    Light Magic – Level 35 

    Fire Magic – Level 18 

    Dark Magic – Level 28 

    Water Shaman – Level 13 

    Nature Magic – Level 30 

    Shadow Magic – Level 3 

    Warrior Monk Jutsu – Level 10 

    Unarmed Combat – Level 24 

    One-hand edge – Level 33 

    Two-hand edge – Level 17 

    Shield Block - Level 33 

    Shield Bash – Level 33 

    Riposte – Level 32 

    Lunge – Level 32 

    Parry – Level 33 

    Dodge – Level 33 

    Archery – Level 13 

    Riding – Level 18 

    Riding Exotic Beasts – Level 18 

     

    Spells: 

    Frost: 

    Frost Blast (30 Mana) – 2 sec cast – Launches Blast of frost at enemy. Damage is 200% of Spell Power. Slows target by 50% for 15 seconds. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Frost Nova (50 Mana) – Instant cast - Blasts enemies within 10 yards of the caster for 100% Spell power and freezes them in place for up to 8 sec. This spell does not affect friendlies within range of the AOE. Damage caused may interrupt the effect. 30 second cool down. Requires frost magic skill level 5. 

     

    Ice Lance (40 Mana) – Instant cast - Deals 400% Spell power to an enemy target. Ice Lance damage is doubled against frozen targets. Slows target by 50% for 15 seconds. Requires frost magic skill level 10. Range 40 yards. 

     

    Flurry (60 Mana) – Instant cast – Hurls a flurry of ice shards at target that strikes enemy 3 times for a total of ((400% of spell power) * 3). Each shard slows target by 50% for 5 sec. Requires frost magic skill level 15. Range 40 yards.  

     

    Ice Barrier (30 Mana) – Instant cast – Shields caster for 1 minute, absorbing 1400% ranged spell damage. Melee attacks against caster reduces the attacker’s movement speed by 50% for 5 seconds. Armor Class is not increased. Requires frost magic skill level 20. 20 second cool down.  

     

    Ice Barrage (100 Mana) – 4 sec cast –Releases a storm of ice on targeted area. Spell power is 1600% Spell Power. All targets in area of effect have movement slowed by 50% for duration of cast or an additional 5 seconds if they leave the area of effect. 30 second cool down. Area of effect is 10 yards. Requires frost magic skill level 30. Any direct damage will cancel the cast. Range 100 yards.  

    *Special Attack – (600 Mana) - Can be continuously channeled for up to 30 seconds for continuous 1600% spell damage every 5 seconds. 30 second cool down.  

     

    Light: 

    Heal (50 Mana) – 10 sec cast – Ray of golden light that heals target for 500% Spell Power. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Quick Heal (30 Mana) – 5 sec cast – A pulse of golden light that quickly heals target for 300% Spell Power. Requires healing magic skill level 5. Range 60 yards.  

     

    Restore (40 Mana) – 3 sec cast – A flash of golden light that instantly heals target for (50% of Spell power) and then (300% of Spell power) over 15 sec. Requires healing magic skill level 10. Range 40 yards.  

     

    Minor Healing (60 Mana) – 5 sec cast – A ray of golden light that instantly heals target for 800% Spell Power. Requires healing magic skill level 15. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Minor Mend Bones (80 Mana) – 10 sec cast – A healing energy that heals target of minor debilitating debuffs 200% Spell Power. Requires healing magic skill level 15. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Minor Dispel (60 Mana) – 5 sec cast – Removes one beneficial magical effect on enemy target, or removes one negative magical effect on friendly target. Requires healing magic skill level 15. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Holy Shield (80 Mana) – 3 sec cast – Absorbs 350 points of damage. Requires healing magic skill level 20. Can only be cast on one target at a time. 10 second cool down. Expires automatically after a half an hour. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Light’s Blessing (200 Mana) – 120 sec cast – Gives an additional 500 Hit Points to target when cast. Requires healing magic skill level 25. Expires automatically after one hour. Range 10 yards. 

     

    Regeneration (100 Mana) – Instant cast – An aura of light that continuously heals target every second for ten seconds at 800% Spell Power. Requires healing magic skill level 30. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Minor Cure Disease (80 Mana) – Instant cast – Cures one poison on inflicted target. Requires Light magic skill level 35. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Light Word of Censor (150 Mana) – Instant cast – Creates an aura around target in a five yard radius that unleashes the judgement of light for 600% spell power. The affect also stuns the target for five seconds. One minute cool down between casts. Requires Light magic skill level 35. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Resurrection (1000 Mana) – 60 sec cast - Brings a dead player back to life with 25% health and mana. Cannot be cast when in combat. Range 40 yards. 

     

    Enhanced Resurrection (3000 Mana) – 30 sec cast - Brings a dead player back to life with 25% health and mana. Spell is able to regenerate internal organs such as eyes, kidneys, and similar internal organs. Cannot regenerate heart, brain, or missing limbs. Three day time limit on resurrecting targets using this spell. Cannot be cast when in combat. Range 20 yards. 

     

    Fire: 

    Flame Blast (40 Mana) – 2 sec cast – Launches Blast of fire at enemy. Fire damage is 200% of Spell Power. Burns target for an additional 20 seconds for 5 points of damage every 5 seconds. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Fireball (60 Mana) – 2.5 sec cast – Hurls a fiery ball at enemy. Fire damage is 300% of Spell Power. Burns target for an additional 20 seconds for 10 points of damage every 5 seconds. Area of effect is 5 yards. Requires fire magic skill level 10. Range 40 yards. 

     

    Pyroblast (80 Mana) – 3.5 sec cast – Blasts a fiery ball at enemy. Fire damage is 1200% of Spell Power. Burns target for an additional 15 points of damage every 5 seconds. Area of effect is 7 yards. Requires fire magic skill level 15. Range 100 yards.  

     

    Dark: 

    Summoning Tree: 

    Soul Stone (20 Mana) – Instant cast – Used to capture the soul of a creature upon death. Once activated, the spell is always on for the caster to capture the souls of their vanquished enemies. These soul stones are then used to raise the dead as their undead pets. 

     

    Raise Zombie (25 Mana per soul level) – 1 minute cast – Requires a soul stone per cast. Raises captured soul as an undead pet of the same level upon death that will serve the caster until released or dead.  

    *Number of pets available to caster is determined by caster’s intelligence level. **50 points of intelligence required per raised pet.  

     

    Undead Resiliency – Activates upon command – Summoned creature can recover health by consuming the dead. Based on level of corpse in comparison to level of summon creature. Corpse cannot be skinned after this skill has been used. Requires dark magic skill level 5. 

     

    Touch of the Grave I (80 Mana) – 10 sec cast – Raises the damage of the summon creature’s natural weapons by 150 points per attack (Aka: slashes and bites). Requires dark magic skill level 10. Expires automatically after one hour. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Monstrous Vitality (80 Mana) – 10 sec cast – Raises summon creature’s life by 300 points. Requires dark magic skill level 15. Expires automatically after one hour. Range 10 yards. 

     

    Grave Flesh – 5 sec cast - Raises the summoned creature’s armor points by 200 points. Expires automatically after one hour. Requires dark magic skill level 20. Affects all pets within a 10 yard radius.  

     

    Leeching Touch I – 5 sec cast - Summoned creature receives 1% of damage dealt back as Hit Points. Expires automatically after one hour. Requires dark magic skill level 25. Affects all pets within a 10 yard radius. 

     

    Elemental Resistance – 5 sec cast – Add a 25% elemental resistance to all summoned pets. If summoned undead already has a natural resistance, the spell’s resistance is added to that natural resistance. Expires automatically after one hour. Requires Dark Magic skill level 40. Affects all summoned undead when cast. 

     

    Destruction Tree: 

    Shadow Bolt (50 Mana) – 2 sec cast – Launches a shadowy bolt of Dark Magic at enemy. Requires dark magic skill level 5. Damage is 600% of Spell Power. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Enhanced Shadow Bolt (60 Mana) – Instant cast – Launches a shadowy bolt of Dark Magic at enemy. Damage is 1200% of Spell Power. Requires dark magic skill level 15. Range 100 yards. 

     

    Corpse Explosion (80 Mana) – Instant cast – Any selected corpse explodes causing 600% Spell Power damage. Area of effect is 3 yards. Requires Dark magic skill level 25. Range is 60 yards. 

     

    Magnify Damage (100 Mana) – Instant cast – Amplifies all incoming damage by 25% in a 5 yard radius of target. Requires Dark magic level 35. Range 100 yards. Expires after 10 seconds. 

     

    Dark Lance (160 Mana) – Instant cast – Launches a shadowy shaft of Dark Magic in a direct line that does 1800% of Spell Power to all targets within a yard radius of shadowy shaft’s entire 60 yard path. Requires Dark Magic level 40. Range 60 yards. 

     

    Torment Tree: 

    Life Leech (80 Mana per sec) – 30 sec channeling – Drains life from target, causing Dark magic damage. Damage to target is 2400% of Spell Power for every second of spell activation and returns 5% of the damage back to the caster as health. Requires dark magic skill level 15. Requires caster to be touching the target. 

     

    Bone Shield (40 Mana) – instant cast – Forms and orbiting shield around caster that absorbs up to 500 points of damage. Requires Dark magic skill level 20. Can only be cast on self. Expires after 1 hour. 

     

    Bone Fangs (50 Mana) – instant cast - Upgrades bone shield to cause 200% Spell Damage to all creatures within a three yard radius around caster. Requires Dark magic skill level 25. Can only be cast on self and when Bone Shield is in effect. Expires after 1 hour. 

     

    Zombie Hands (200 Mana) – 3 sec - Targeted location erupts with Zombie Hands that will attempt to hold all large, normal, and small creatures within the area effect of the spell for fifteen seconds. Held creatures can still attack and defend themselves, but all attack and defense actions are taken at a negative 15% due to balance. Spell casting take 50% longer. 30 second cooldown after cast. Area of effect is 5 yards. Requires Dark magic skill level 40. Range is 60 yards. 

     

    Shaman: 

    Water:  

    Detect Liquid (5 Mana) – 10 sec cast – Most liquids are essentially water. The spell enables a shaman to detect liquids. Requires Water Shaman skill level 0. Range 40 yards. 

     

    Draw Liquid I (10 Mana per sec) – 30 sec channeling – Most liquids are essentially water. The spell enables a shaman to draw liquids to caster. If used in combat the damage to target is 200% Spell Power per second of spell’s activation. Requires Water Shaman skill level 5. Range 40 yards. 

     

    Alter Liquid I (20 Mana) – 5 sec cast – Most liquids are essentially water. The spell enables a shaman to alter the composition of a liquid. Can be used to remove contaminates from liquids. Can be used to separate liquids from other liquids. If used in combat the damage to target is 200% Spell Power. Requires Water Shaman skill level 10. Range 40 yards. 

     

    Nature: 

    Zap (10 Mana) – instant cast – Shoots a bolt of concentrated natural energy at enemy doing 50% Spell Power damage. Requires Nature Magic skill level 0. Range 100 yards. 

     

    Manifest Giant Squirrel (100 Mana) – 60 sec cast – Manifest a level 10 giant squirrel to protect caster for a day or until creature is destroyed or dismissed. Requires Nature Magic skill level 10. Cooldown of 24 hours. 

     

    Enhanced Shocking Grip (60 Mana) – instant cast – Sends out a chaotic force of natural energy into target that deals 800% Spell Power. Requires Nature Magic skill level 20. Range touch. 

     

    Manifest Large Wolf (200 Mana) – 60 sec cast – Summons a level 20 large wolf to protect caster for a day or until creature is destroyed or dismissed. Requires Nature Magic skill level 20. Cooldown of 24 hours. 

     

    Enhanced Magic Armor (40 Mana) – instant cast – Creates a shield of Nature Magic that acts like armor giving wearer plus 800 to armor class against physical attacks and 800% protection against Spell Damage. Requires Nature Magic skill level 25. Range 10 yards. Cooldown of 30 seconds. 

     

    Healing Breeze - (60 Mana) – instant cast – Sends the wind of life force into target area that heals all friendly teammates and allies for 1200% Spell Power. Requires Nature Magic skill level 25. Range 100 yards. Target area 40 yards radius from the point designated.  

     

    Homing Zap (120 Mana) – instant cast – Shoots three bolts of concentrated decay force at enemy doing 500% Spell Power damage each. Requires Nature Magic skill level 30. Range 100 yards. 

     

    Manifest Cave Bear (300 Mana) – 60 sec cast – Summons a level 30 Cave Bear to protect caster for a day or until creature is destroyed or dismissed. Requires Nature Magic skill level 30. Cooldown of 24 hours. 

     

    Shadow Magic: 

    Slip Into Shadow (200 Mana/50 Agility/25 Spirit/25 Intelligence) – Instant cast – Allows caster to enter Stealth when being observed. Does not function if under attack. Three second cool down between casts. Requires Shadow magic skill level 0. Range is self only. 

     

    Warrior Monk Jutsu: 

    Arcane Speed (20 Mana/20 Stamina/20 Spirit) – instant cast – Increases casters movement, attack, and cast speed by 25%. Duration is a half an hour. Range self only. 

     

    War Leader: 

    Level V – High Strategist: 

    -Plus 5% Increase to magic healing for team or raid when outnumbered. 

    -Plus 5% Increase to magic damage for team or raid when outnumbered. 

    -Plus 5% Increase to range damage for team or raid when outnumbered. 

    -Plus 5% Increase to melee damage for team or raid when outnumbered. 

    -Plus 3% Increase to melee defense for team or raid when attacking a fortified position. 

    -Plus 3% Increase to range defense for team or raid when attacking a fortified position. 

    -Plus 3% Increase to magic defense for team or raid when attacking a fortified position. 

    -Plus 2% Increase to melee damage for team or raid. 

    -Plus 1% Increase to melee defense for team or raid. 

     

    Skills:  

    Stealth I 

    Sneak Attack I 

    Backstab I 

    Concentration I 

    Quick Shot I 

    Overpower I 

    Kick Back I 

    Knockdown I 

    Gouge I 

    Duel Wield I 

    Power Attack I 

    Execute I 

    Dual Cast I 

    Multishot I 

    Perception I 

    Focus Casting I 

    Extended Magic 

     

    Crafting: 

    Skinning Level 19 

    Jury-Rigging Level 5 

    Lumberjack Level 30 

    Wood Working Level 9 

    Construction Level 18 

    Architecture Level 8 

    Mining Level 16 (+2 when Pickaxe of Earth is equipped) 

    Herbalism Level 25 

    Enchanting Level 1 

    Smithing Level 54 

    Alchemy Level 112 

    Cartography Level 10 

    Exotic Animal Handling Level 15 

     

    Beast Companion: 

    Silver Dire Wolf, Neysa, level 35 

     

    Manifested Pets: 

    Giant Squirrel: Tengsly (Gray Flying Squirrel - level 15) 

    Large Wolf: Shadow Fang (Shadow Wolf - level 27) 

    Cave Bear: Kitano (Demon Bear - level 33) 

     

    Soulbound Companion: 

    Helgath (Half-Orc), Water Shaman, level 32 

     

    Available Pets:  

    Available slots - 3 (+9) = 12 

    Currently Summoned - 12 

     

    Reputation: 

    15,585 

     

    Special Awards: 

    -Permanent 3% increased damage to all attacks for all members of any team or raid you are a member. 

     

    -Permanent 3% increased defense for all members of any team or raid you are a member. 

     

    Additional Special Attacks and Abilities: 

    -Blood Plague (Type: Disease) Target suffers 10 points of Dark Magic damage every second for 30 seconds. Area of Effect: 30 Yard radius from caster. Cooldown - 3 minutes 

    *when Greatsword of Corruption is equipped. 

     

    -Removes all root effects to wielder and all summoned creatures. 

     

    -Increases the chance of dropping Soul Stones by 12%. 

     

    -Summoned creature has 3% chance of receiving one of killed creature's special attacks or skills. 

     

    -Summoned creature has a 30% chance of keeping one of its special skills. 

     

    +200 Attack Power to Summoned Creatures 

     

    +5 to the maximum number of Summoned Creatures. 

     

    +3 level increase to all Summoned Creatures 

     

    +50% Resistant to Elemental magic.  

     

    -Ignores target’s armor. 

    -5% of maximum health leeched per second on successful strike until dagger is removed. 

    *When Leeching Dagger of Piercing is equipped. 

     

    +10% Haste to range attacks. 

    *When wearing Delonshire Guard quiver. 

     

    -Renders lesser undead creatures such as zombies, skeletons, spirits and etc. neutral and unable to attack first. 

     

    Permanent 3% increased damage to all attacks for all members of any team or raid you are a member. 

    Permanent 3% increased defense for all members of any team or raid you are a member. 
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Startum Ironwolf’s Gear 

    
    
      
      	  Rockjaw Chopper (for cutting wood) 

  Item Quality: Inferior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Attack: One-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Axe  

  Damage 23-31 

  Durability: 25/25 

  Weight: 4 kg 

   

  Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Armor: 2000 

  Armor Type: Medium 

  Durability: 200/200 

  Weight: 14 kg 

  +10 Strength 

  +10 Stamina 

  -40% increase chance to block. 

  -Resistant to elemental magic +5% 

  -Waterproof 

  *This item has been magically grown from black coral 

   

  Pickaxe of Earth (Star) 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Unique 

  Attack: One-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Pickaxe 

  Damage: 30-50 

  Durability: 180/200 

  Weight: 4 kg 

  +2 to Mining 

   

  Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty (Purple) 

  Item Quality: Uncommon 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Attack: One-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Axe 

  Damage: 160-185 

  Durability: 287/300 

  Weight: 15 kg 

  +30 Strength 

  +30 Stamina 

  -200% increase of pain inflicted with every successful hit. 

  -Deals double damage on targets under twenty-five percent health. 

  -Rend, causes the target to bleed with every successful hit for an additional 25 points of damage for 15 seconds. 

  -100% decapitation when struck against the neck of any large or smaller incapacitated target. 

   

  Leeching Dagger of Piercing (Star) 

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Common 

  Attack: One-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Dagger 

  Damage: 34-41* 

  Durability: 100/100 

  Weight: 2.3 kg 

  -Ignores target’s armor. 

  *20 points of health leeched per second for 15 seconds on each successful strike. 

   

  Dark Blade of Lord Kayden (Star) 

  Item Quality: Epic 

  Item Type: Unique 

  Attack: One-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Sword 

  Damage: 110-130 (upgraded to 185-205) 

  Durability: 400/400 

  Weight: 7.5 kg 

  +20 Strength (+29) 

  +20 Intelligence (+29) 

  +20 Stamina (+29) 

  -Soulbound on pickup. 

  -Lord’s Dark Blade of House of Kayden. The wielder of this blade is the rightful owner of BrokenFang Hold and the surrounding lands.  

  -Grants the owner the mastery of Dark Magic along with all related spells and skills, including the ability to teach the profession of Dark Magic to others. 

  -Renders lesser undead creatures such as zombies, skeletons, spirits and etc. neutral and unable to attack first. 

  - This weapon is scalable. The weapon’s stats will increase as owner’s character grows in level.  

   

  Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Special 

  Attack: Two-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Sword 

  Damage: 190-215 

  Durability: 190/200 

  Weight: 15 kg 

  +20 Strength 

  +30 Stamina 

  * Vampiric Touch (Type: Dark Magic) temporarily transfers 20% of damage per hit to wielder’s hit points for thirty seconds. The effect stacks with each hit and resets the 30 second time limit upon each successful hit. 

   

  Greatsword of Corruption (Phoenix borrowed and then gifted to Fylreh) 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Special 

  Attack: Two-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Sword 

  Damage: 150-150 

  Durability: 183/200 

  Weight: 12 kg 

  +10 Strength 

  +50 to Attack Power  

  -Blood Plague (Type: Disease) Target suffers 10 points of Dark Magic damage every second for 30 seconds. Area of Effect: 10 Yard radius from caster. Cooldown - 3 minutes 

   

  Greatsword SoulBreaker (Star being used by Ulia) 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Special 

  Attack: Two-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Sword 

  Damage: 160-185 

  Durability: 113/200 

  Weight: 14 kg 

  +15 Strength 

  -15 Spirit  

  - Blight (Type: Dark Magic) Reduction of all enemy attributes by 50% for 60 seconds, unless successful save vs Spirit. Area of Effect: 10 Yard radius from caster. Cooldown - 5 minutes. 

   

  Brutal Bracers of Summoning (Star) 

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Wrist 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  +200 Attack Power to Summoned Creatures 

   

  *Color is dark iron grey with intricate designs of various monsters worked into the metal. 

   

  Elven Long Bow (Star) 

  Item Quality: Fine 

  Item Type: Crafted  

  Attack: Ranged 

  Weapon Type: Bow 

  Damage 70-101 

  Weight: 3.2 kg 

  +6 to Critical Strike 

  +6 Haste  

  +9 to Agility 

   

  Delonshire Guard Quiver (Star) 

  Soul bound upon pickup. 

  Item Quality: Fine 

  Allows up to 500 arrows to be stored in quiver. 

  -Gives +10% Haste to range attacks. 

   

  10 Ring Slots Available: 

  Ring of Wolf  

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  +20 Agility 

   

  Ring of Bear  

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  +30 Stamina 

   

  Ring of the Owl  

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  +20 Spirit 

   

  Minor Ring of Monster Power  

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  +3 level increase to all Summoned Creatures 

   

  Ring of Peaceful Thought  

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  +30 Spirit 

   

  Ring of Ox  

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  +20 Strength 

   

  Ring of Water Breathing 

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .04 kg 

  *Allows wearer to breath underwater. 

   

  Ring of the Elemental Shaman 

  Item Quality: Rare 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: Ring 

  Weight: .06 kg 

  *Gives wearer +25% resistance to elemental magic. 

   

 
      	  Stuffed in inventory 

  Black Cuttle Leather 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: General Clothing 

  Defense: 800 

  Armor Type: Medium 

  Durability: 200/200 

  Weight: 12 kg 

  +10 Strength 

  +10 Stamina 

  +10 Agility 

  -Waterproof 

   

  Black Coral DarkCuirass Weave with Pauldrons 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: Chest 

  Defense: 800 

  Armor Type: Medium 

  Durability: 200/200 

  Weight: 12 kg 

  +25 Intelligence 

  +5 Strength 

  +5 Stamina 

  -Summoned creature has a 30% chance of keeping one of its special skills. 

  -Resistant to elemental magic +5% 

  -Waterproof  

  *This item has been magically grown from black coral and crafted to bind with a Bonereaver DarkCuirass. The undercoat has been reinforced by Cuttle leather. It has taken on the elements of the items it has been crafted from. 

   

  Black Coral Savage-poleyns 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: Legs 

  Defense: 700 

  Armor Type: Medium 

  Durability: 200/200 

  Weight: 9 kg 

  +25 Strength 

  +5 Intelligence 

  +5 Spirit 

  -Summoned creature has 3% chance of receiving one of killed creature's special attacks or skills. 

  -Resistant to elemental magic +5% 

  -Waterproof  

  *This item has been magically grown from black coral and crafted to bind with a Bonereaver Savagewraps that have been reinforced with Cuttle leather. It has taken on the elements of the items it has been crafted from. 

   

  Black Coral Soul-gauntlets 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: Hands 

  Defense: 280 

  Armor Type: Medium 

  Durability: 200/200 

  Weight: 1.28 kg 

  +15 Spirit 

  +5 Intelligence 

  -Increases the chance of dropping Soul Stones by 6%. 

  -Resistant to elemental magic +5% 

  -Waterproof 

  *This item has been magically grown from black coral and crafted to bind with a Bonereaver Soulclaws that have been reinforced with Cuttle leather. It has taken on the elements of the items it has been crafted from. 

   

  Black Coral Gore-belt 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: Waist 

  Defense: 280 

  Armor Type: Medium 

  Durability: 197/200 

  Weight: 2 kg 

  +15 Stamina 

  +5 Intelligence 

  -Increases the chance of dropping Soul Stones by 6%. 

  -Resistant to elemental magic +5% 

  -Waterproof  

  *This item has been magically grown from black coral and crafted to bind with a Bonereaver Goreplate that has been reinforced with Cuttle leather. It has taken on the elements of the items it has been crafted from. 

   

  Cuttle Leather Corpse-boots 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: Feet 

  Defense: 260 

  Armor Type: Medium 

  Durability: 200/200 

  Weight: 5.07 kg 

  +3 Intelligence 

  +1 Spirit 

  -Removes all root effects to wielder and all summoned creatures. 

  -Waterproof 

  *This item has been magically combined with Cuttle leather. It has taken on the elements of the items it has been crafted from. 

   

  Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing (one of the two given to Brenna) 

  Item Quality: Superior 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Attack: One-hand Edge 

  Weapon Type: Axe 

  Damage: 130-160 

  Durability: 112/200 

  Weight: 12 kg 

  +20 Strength 

  +20 Stamina 

  *15% of damage inflicted recovered as health per successful strike.  

   

  Helm of Inaxidor  

  Item Quality: Epic 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Slot: Head 

  Defense: 400 

  Armor Type: Light mail 

  Durability: 320/400 

  Weight: 2.5 kg 

  +100 Intelligence 

  - Allows the wearer to comprehend and speak all spoken and written languages.  

  - Once a day has the ability ‘gift common’ to all creatures within a 50 yard range. 

  Description - Lorsan Inaxidor who created the helm was an Archmage of great renown for furthering the peace between the races of The Word and his scholarly pursuits of magic inscriptions. He went missing in The Straight of Icelus during a trip to the Isle of Doom and hasn’t been seen or heard from since. 

   

  Bracelet: 

  Fortifying Charm of the Defender  

  Item Quality: Exceptional 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Location: Inventory 

  Durability: 250/250 

  Weight: 0.2 kg 

  Charges: 3  

  -When triggered, the trinket stops the next incoming attack from affecting the durability of the wearer’s gear. The wearer still takes damage as normal. 

   

  1 Amulet Spot Available: 

  Dark Amulet of Summoning (Star) 

  Item Quality: Good 

  Item Type: Uncommon 

  Slot: Neck 

  Weight: .06 kg 

  +5 to the maximum number of Summoned Creatures. 

   

  Inventory: 

  Fortifying Charm of the Defender  

  Item Quality: Exceptional 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Location: Inventory 

  Durability: 250/250 

  Weight: 0.2 kg 

  Charges: 3  

  -When triggered, the trinket stops the next incoming attack from affecting the durability of the wearer’s gear. The wearer still takes damage as normal.  

   

  Talisman of Yeenoktu  

  Item Quality: Epic 

  Item Type: Crafted 

  Location: Inventory 

  Durability: 400/400 

  Weight: 0.5 kg 

  +10 Strength 

  +10 Stamina 

  *Token from a Gnoll Priest of the Demon Lord Yeenoktu the Soul Crusher.  

  **When activated by a non-believer, makes wearer invulnerable to all elemental spheres of magic, melee and ranged attacks, poisons and mental attacks for ten seconds. Can only be activated once every seven days. 

  **When activated by a Gnoll true believer, first effect: makes wearer invulnerable to all elemental schools of magic, melee and ranged attacks, poisons and mental attacks for ten minutes. Second effect: casts aura of the berserker on entire group or raid. Can only be activated once daily.  
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    Aegis Karrath: Kenneth (Julie’s boyfriend), Florida, Human, Warrior – male -  

    Akrix Ragen: Level 33, AJ, Florida, Dwarf Warrior – male – Florida, bald headed, short dark-brown beard, hazel eyes, 5’4” tall in-game, wide muscular shoulders. IRL he’s a bald head, brown eyes, 5’5”, big smile, shit talker, a little on the heavy side and dating Jill with regular threesomes with Krystal. He wore a heavy chain mail coat, leather armor pants with iron thighs-guards, knee-high iron-toe boots, and matching shin guards. And if that wasn’t enough, more plates of iron covered the chest and back to increase the chain mail’s protection. On top of that, he wore an ornate leather vest and a Viking-style iron helm with an eyes and nose guard. His weapons of choice was a kite shield that was almost as long as he was tall and an oversized hand axe. His manifest flying squirrel is named Shorty and was colored like a brown chipmunk. Combat Pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolf Brutus. 

    Alon Müsk: The owner of V-MMORG 

    Aren Dargoth: LittleAsianGirl, LAN Party, Female Wolfkin, Fire Mage/Priest, male 

    Beth Matters: V-MMORG Online Help Representative – female 

    Brenda: Waitress at The Gun Club Café 

    Bonnie Smash:Level 34 Bonnie Jean, Half-Orc Dark Elf –female - DPS Warrior, West Virginia, dark-brown shoulder length hair, green eyes, 6’6” in-game height, Grayish-black skin. IRL she’s a petite 5’ tall girl, gamer, likes to joke around and have a good time, interested in Hefe. Long-brown hair, green eyes and super thin. (Pookey Bear, Honey Bear and shnukums). Combat pet: Elite Molten Flow Strider, named Lava. 

    Daiza Karrath: John, Florida, Human, Warrior – male – cheated on Julie while we were dating,  

    Death Forall: Trivolt, LAN Party, Hacker, Human, Fire Mage – male (nightmare) 

    Doug Rudd: V-MMORG Supervisor for the in-game Admins. Rani Lamkin’s boss. (Known in-game as Protectors of Nordin.) 

    Töten Feinde: Eric Quinn, Level 40, Oni/Fire Giant, red cat-eyes, bronze skin, short-cropped red hair (ginger), full red beard with dual braids, 8’ tall. (Usually fire giants have red eyes and black skin.) two-handed war hammer is named Last Rites. Demon-head imprinted in the breast plate with ornate fang demon faces designed into the gauntlets. Father was a Fire Giant and mother was an Oni. 

    Fluffy Tomohiahya: Danielle, (Danny) Virginia, Human, Hunter – female, bear pet, Large Rock Bear 

    Hefe Beatudown: Level 33 Jeff (Hefe), Barbarian – male – Gnome, long-blond hair and matching goatee, blue eyes, 3’6”, muscular build. Florida, brown hair, buzz cut, clean shaven, blue eyes, 6’4”, large man with a natural muscular build, goofball, nice guy, shit talker, interested in Bonnie Jean. (Pookey Bear, Honey Bear and shnukums), Giant Spider Pet is called Webby. Small buckler shields on each forearm and katar-punch daggers in each hand. Leather armor. Combat Pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolf: Wolfy 

    Jelly Dman: JellyDonutMan, LAN party, Human, Fire Mage – male (nightmare) 

    Justin Mayfair: V-MMORG crazy developer that always were going on about how the NPCs in The World were actually the first digitally created people ever made. A prodigy in AI development. 

    Kriminali Ragen: Level 34 Jill, Florida, Dark Elf Arcane Mage – female – Florida, long-black dreads, black-skin, hazel eyes, stacked, 5’6. Wears heavy wool robes with leather pads and leather knee-high boots. Out of game wavy brown hair, hazel eyes, 5’6”, early twenties, gamer, sarcastic humor, has healthy curves, and is dating AJ. Sometimes does threesomes with Krystal, and AJ. Combat Pet: Wildclaw named Fang.  

    Lena Stonehammer: Kitty, Texas, Dwarf, Priestess – female 

    Lora Lyn: Twitch Video Technician – female 

    Marge: Hostess at The Gun Club Café 

    Mike Eyedol: Mike, Florida, Half-Human/Dark Elf Shadow Assassin, Nightmare start, friend of Jason’s 

    Nuthar Inurface: Jimmy, Florida, Gnome, Priest / Bruiser - male 

    Philip Moore: Twitch Account Rep – male 

    Phoenix Sonata: Level 35 - Barbarian – female - red long hair and green eyes. Stands 6’2” with long legs and C cup. Wears knee-high leather boots, leather combat skirt, chain-mail vest with black leather armor underneath, arms are bare, and wears a black hooded cloak. IRL name is Matt. Large man, heavy set, 6'2" tall with red hair. Easy going personality and loyal to friends. Uses a two-handed battle axe with red armor. 

    Rain Maker: John Fay, LAN party, Human, Warrior/Priest – male 

    Rinaquenon Karrath: Julie (John’s daughter), Florida, Human, Fire Mage – female 

    Runartin Stonehammer: Glen, Texas, Dwarf, Warrior – male 

    Sarka Dazd: Level 34, Florida, Light Elf Warrior – female, Combat Pet named Freya and is an Elite Fanged Tarpan Strider. (Her NPC group is called Sarka Avengers) 

    Seb Chutzpah: Seb, LAN Party – male 

    Shirley: Local cashier girl at Publix 

    Tatheirel Irlanthien: Level 34 Krystal, Florida, Dark Elf Priestess – female – wavy long-white hair, blue eyes, Florida, long blonde hair, blue eyes, stacked figure, sweet personality, semi-threesome relationship with Jill and AJ, hardcore gamer. Combat Pet: Twin-Tailed Fox named Siver 

    Terry: Local bag girl at Publix 

    Tinyr Nebril: Kevin, Charlotte, North Carolina, Level 34, Light Elf Rogue, male. Picked up combat pet: Elite Fanged Tarpan Strider named Arashi 

    Tony Tomohiahya: Anthony, Virginia, Human, Hunter, male, bear pet. Large Rock Bear 

    Unalia Nebril: Shannon, Charlotte, North Carolina, Level 34, Light Elf Ranger, female. Combat Pet: Elite Large Rock Wolves named Rex. 

    Uthgaart Nightbane: Tony Lupus, Florida, Wolf Totem Barbarian Black Smith 

    Vengeance Burnslinger: Domenic, Florida, Paladin, Nightmare start, friend of Jason’s, Dwarf/Human Halfling. In game: 5'8 dark brown hair shoulder-length hair (Looks like Kili the Dwarf from The Hobbit) and almond colored eyes,  

    Yun Dazd: Level 34, Florida, Light Elf Priest/Frost Mage, male – wavy brown hair, blue eyes, muscular build, clean shaven face, and 6’2”. Picked up combat pet: Elite Large Rock Wolves 

    Zilla Killer: Zilla, LAN Party – male 

    House of Tuin’Dyrr from Duraddor Fortress, guild leader is called Head of Midnight or (shade = small raid / 185 members/ 4 NPC House Officers aka Sub-Leaders) 

    Mike Eyedol: Level 45, Mike, Florida, Half-Human/Dark Elf - Shadow Assassin, Nightmare start, friend of Jason’s, Guild Leader of House of Tuin’Dyrr, gray-blue eyes.  

    Uglorn Chuzedros: Level 42, Dark Elf, House Officer, Shadow Assassin, Sub-Leader of ambush group – female - black coarse hair in a crisscross short-braid cornrows, piercing green eyes, 6’2”, with a thick muscular body, paralytic poisons, bow, dual short swords and daggers. (Snuck into Domenic’s base to help us reach Dom to talk.) 

    Dhinzur Zuvnabod: Level 42, Dark Elf, House Officer, Shadow Assassin, Sub-Leader of main hunting group – male – bald head, dark-brown eyes, short goatee, 6’1”, slim muscular body, paralytic poisons, bow, dual short swords and daggers. (Job is to spawn camp the runners heading back to the battlefield.) 

    Ruirze Keeshrer: Shadow Assassin that nearly shoots Tengsly.  

    Merodve Zisebil: Level 42, Dark Elf, House Office, Shadow Assassin, Sub-Leader of southern graveyard group – male,  

    Sardren Pevnuth: Level 42, Dark Elf, House Office, Shadow Assassin, Sub-Leader of eastern graveyard group – female, bald-headed, silvery-blue eyes. (nearly attacks Stars group with her raid due to Helgath and Fylreh) 

    Diothraid Ghemrah: Level 40, female, Dark Elf, Group Leader under Sub Leader Pevnuth,  

    Qhudromo Iarviagod: Level 40, male, Dark Elf, Group Leader under Sub Leader Pevnuth, 

    Nekzurn Vustrai: Level 40, female, Dark Elf, Group Leader under Sub Leader Pevnuth, 

    Plain’s Centaur Tribe 

    Drenall Iloxoeis: Level 40 Centaur Tribal Clan Leader – male - One of two surviving Clan Leaders – kind of a muscle dick when we first met – palomino coat – gray-white hair – pale blue eyes, golden-blonde hair, massive two-handed iron-shod staff, iron shield sheath of javelins on his back – early 30’s 

    Fylreh Ilyrall: Level 44 Centauride Chieftain’s Daughter – female - oldest daughter of Chieftain – Filly (aka unmarried – not a mare) – chestnut hair and coat, golden eyes, stacked – early twenties – long bow and duel scimitars with an iron-shod shield on back. Arbitrator. Reminded me of young Lagertha from Vikings. Father is Darrix Ilyrall. Combat Pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolf Rocky. Skirmisher Class. 

    Darrix Ilyrall: Chieftain of Clan Ilyrall, dead from worm that attacked Star in book 4 during a raid to rescue captured centaurs from the Orcs. 

    Naamro Xlantu: Level 39 Centauride Mystic Shaman (air & spirit) – female - Overo coat (jagged white and brown patches reaches half way up human abdomen) milf in mid-30’s, a little touched, shock of white long hair with a black lock running down the center, gray eyes, two-handed bone staff crafted from the spine of a battering ram (topped with the glowing blue eye sockets of sapphire and the skulls horns that create duel points like a spear) with three feathers hanging from the base of the skull colored green, blue and red. The bottom of the staff flared out in a weighted base with two blade-like protrusions. Staff was extremely ornate and carved with battle scenes of great beasts that the tribe had fought. 

    Pevral Dubrankm: Level 40 Centaur Tribal Clan Leader – male - Two of two surviving Clan Leaders – more thoughtful – tells Drenall to stand down and hear the Halfling through – bay coat (mixture of reds and browns with black highlights) – black hair, onyx-black eyes, powerful bow, scimitars and iron shield, with lance – gruff forty year old. 

    Tavon Ilyrall (Brat Pack): Level 21 Centaur Chieftain’s Son – male - youngest son of the Chieftain – blue roan coat, black hair and highlights – golden eyes – iron-wood staff and long bow, leather armor – 14 year old. Like Ragnar son, Ivar the Boneless. 

    Demaros: male – helping with construction. 

    Nikeall: male – helping with construction. 

    Hyraia: female – helping with construction. 

    Isonice: female – helping with construction. 

    Pherala: female – Scout with Forest Gimp and Vector for the Hobgoblin army. 

    Gnomeron Mining Company 

    Gafiz Quaros: Gnome Digger – male 

    Minny Bigrirry: Gnome Assistant Lead Digger – female, brown hair in pig tails on either side of her head, green eyes, friendly and super talkative, wields dagger and pickaxe, miner. Says hot diggity dog damn. Nickname little mouse. 

    Spog Addreonnyn: Gnome Lead Digger – male 

    Zafnit Rosadqua: Gnome Digger – male 

    Deloneshire Town NPCs 

    Calada Thrilmadien: Light Elf Calada Metal Smithing – male 

    Dalilath Traovudd: Light Elf Sergeant of the Guard, Swordsman – male 

    Elal Throlad: Light Elf The White Unicorn Inn Keeper – male 

    Faelivrin Elayoe: Light Elf Faelivrin’s Alchemy Emporium – female 

    Folduin Naevyre: Light Elf Mayor’s Magister – male 

    Garang Ralith: Light Elf Guild Master – male 

    Ines Eruaistaniel: Light Elf Priestess of Light – old female 

    Master Isundir: Light Elf Master Frost Mage - male 

    Miya Faelwen: (level 42 book 7) Light Elf Captain of the Guard, Swordswoman – female - emerald-green eyes, long blonde hair, stacked-figure  

    Nettya Timiniel: Light Elf The White Unicorn Bartender/Server – female 

    Obeteliol Filmalad: Light Elf Frost Mage Apprentice Trainer 

    Rathal Faeberos: Light Elf Mayor of Delonshire – male 

    Tardo Ibohanydd: Light Elf Corporal of the Guard, Swordsman – male 

    Tion Solarian: Light Elf Solarian’s Enchanting Boutique – male 

    Urael Andelmore: Light Elf The White Unicorn Waitress – female 

    Devil Dog Guild (Most come from Nebraska / Central Time Zone)  

    Jerome Thompson: Level 35 Light Elf Priest – male – short spiked brown hair, hazel eyes, kind clean-shaven face, fit muscular build standing at 6’1”. Combat Pet: Twin-Tailed Fox female fox named Yuki 

    Kenzie McMillan: Level 34 Light Elf Rogue – female – black shoulder-length hair, green eyes, golden tanned skin, 5’4”. IRL: Wounded warrior, missing right leg and about 20% of her skin on her right side. Scarred on right side of facing/skull. Tiger-stripped (black/charcoal gray) flying squirrel named Nightblade. Wildclaw combat pet named female Hanekawa. Wields duel short swords or long sword and dagger. 

    Matt Cobra: Level 35 Light Elf Warrior – male, Wildclaw combat pet male named Zuma 

    Matt Darkhorse: Level 34 Light Elf Rogue – male - Combat Pet: Twin-Tailed Fox female fox named Inari 

    Sara Cruise: Level 34 Light Elf Frost Mage – female, Combat Pet: Elite Grizzly Bear cub Flowers. 

    Terry Cobra: Level 34 Light Elf Warrior – female, Wildclaw combat female pet named Astra 

    Thomas Anderson: Level 34 Light Elf Warrior, Guild Leader – male – bald head – brilliant blue eyes, tanned skin, 6’4”. IRL: Gunny Sergeant, Wounded warrior, 80% burns on his body from an IED, missing both legs from the knees down. Midnight-black flying Squirrel named Blackhawk. Combat Pet: Meatball (Elite Crown-Bladed Eurasian Elk with granite bladed horns and stone-skin) 

    Zhou Li: Level 34 Light Elf Rogue – female, American-Japanese, 5’2” IRL, Combat Pet: Wildclaw combat pet named Blair 

    Orion Prakoli: Level 28 Light Elf Fire Mage (focuses on unarmed combat) – male – brown short-cut hair, brown beard and mustache, blue eyes, 6’ even. Enjoys engineering and crafting. Miner, but not herbs or gathering. Combat Marine corpsman. Was the door gunner on a Ch46. Unit was HMM 268, aka the Red Dragons. Later on, uses Air Shamanism with Fire Magic and martial arts as a Martial Arts mage. (Or-re is Minny’s nickname for him.) 

    Zyphonn Padaedus: IRL Alek Truitt, ATSC is Egress, (now contracting) marines have fun giving him a hard time, (assassin or mage) 

    Blu3buck (Buck) Zackary: Level 26 - Ranger/Priest- male – dirty-blond hair, hazel eyes – 5’8” - goatee, IRl name Zackary Boyd Buchanan, Nice guy, fits in easily with everyone. If pushed around, he can snap. Play’s Priest/Ranger combo. Doesn't drink. Designated driver. Married with a wife that doesn't like him gaming too much while he's trying to make money from gaming and bitches about it. Marine, worked as crew chief on copper with Orion. Has hots for Ashley who he met at the local VA hospital. 

    Killtet Duchenson: Level 33 - IRL name Daniel (nickname Danny) Cook, Murderhobo rogue. Nature Chaotic Neutral, Rogue Dual Blades, short Swords, Steals everything in sight, getting the party into trouble and making the party leader have to use diplomacy to get him and the party out of trouble. Army, cav scout, husband of Ashley. 6’, brown hair, almond eyes.  

    Ashley Duchenson: Level 33 - IRL name Nicole Cook, wife of Killtet, Army Reserves, support for cav scout, Defensive Warrior/Priest, uses long sword and kite shield. 5'6", sandy blonde hair, blue eyes. Works hard to keep her husband out of trouble. 

    Matt Mellon: Level 28 - barbarian with duel hand-axes or two-handed great axe, tall and thin, buzz cut brown hair, blue eyes. Marine. 

    Shelly Marie: Level 32 - priest/fire mage, uses staff, short, light brown hair, hazel eyes, Marine (combat medic) 

    Marina Heart: Level 32 - ranger/priest, bow and long sword/dagger, short, black hair, green eyes, Marine (ex helicopter pilot) 

    Allen Hiser: Level 30 - David Hiserman, Walrus Mustache, 6‘1“, black hair, dark-brown eyes, dps warrior that uses a two-handed sword and bow sometimes, Marine (ex helicopter gunner). 

    Daiki Musashi: Level 31 – Fire Mage / Priest - IRL: Daiki Ono  

    Austin Montoya: Level 31 - Long and short sword, dual wielding, announces attacks like Death Strike, irl name Berry: Austin Mayberry Smart Ass extraordinaire that spouts a bunch of useless facts, kind of geeky. Saying 1: Hard to breathe when your throat is laying at your feet. Saying 2: You didn't need that arm anyways, you have another. Recently finished tour with the Navy and is now in college. Hates bullies and can have a sharp tongue. Also, good scrapper.  

    Santaz Krew: Level 30 – Frost Mage / Ranger - IRL name Micah Sauer, active Navy on is the USS Ralph Johnson. I have blue eyes with green rings around my pupils and Rimrock, Arizona for the town and state. 

    Vector Fisher: Frost Mage / Warrior / Priest – IRL name Keith Jennings. Still in the reserves. Entered into the Army as active duty in Oct 2007, deployed to Iraq with the 1st Cav Jan ‘09 - Jan ‘10, my ETS was Oct 2014, and went straight into the reserves where I’m still a medic in the 304th MP Co in Bluefield, WV.  

    (Hobgoblin Scout) Forrest Gimp: Class: Ranger (focus on pets) wants to learn enchanting and weapon smithing, has long bow, dagger, and fiery long sword, and like Star loves pet combat but will fight to keep animals alive and safe. (Carries body of BMF double-barrel Hollysharp special with 50 round clip of bolts) Main pet: White Plain’s Wolf Bishop with green eyes (my IRL white German Shepard) although I have a small pack of them and a pit/jack Russell mix, 5’ 10” green eyes half/elf, Loner keeps to his pets stealth everywhere even in camp. Despises bullies and animal cruelty. Will do what it takes to save and protect those he cares about even to his own end. IRL name is: Tony McDonald. Scouting Hobgoblins. (Designed the BMF Double-Barrel Hollysharp Special) Also developed the Spear Fence. Pherala Centauride was traving with them. 

    (Hobgoblin Scout) Connor Mac: Warrior / Natural Druid (Mix of Ranger and Druid abilities) – (carries tripod, hammer, stakes, and ammunition for extra-large double-barrel Hollysharp special), daggers (throwing and non-throwing), Shield and large bladed hand axe, - Connor in Gaelic means Concobar, meaning hound lover...which is fitting as I have a large Celtic cross surrounded by the hounds of war (it would be cool to incorporate that as a summoning spell for support pets?) IRL name Dennis Rooney Service History: I spent 20 years as an infantryman and deployed 6 times, 3 to Afghanistan and 3 to Iraq. Over the course of all deployments I was in one IED strike and multiple IDF attacks as well as numerous direct fire engagements. On my last deployment I was a Platoon Sergeant responsible for 40 other individuals. Preferred gaming fighting style is a bastard sword and Shield with a backup axe for my shield hand. I prefer a predominantly warrior build with some ranger/assassin/ambush styles to open up my fights. In Game appearance: 6'4" 230lbs of muscle with close cropped hair and full beard. Preferably dressed in kilt and enchanted leather armor. Scouting Hobgoblins. Wolves names: Herne- God of the Hunt, Gallagher- Eager helper, Eammon- The hidden one, Ankou- God of death, Torin- chieftain, Cormac- Legendary Irish king. Pherala Centauride was traving with them. 

    (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) Tumms Darkbrew: Level 25 Light Elf (looks as if someone were trying to make a Light Elf look like a Dwarf), Priest- staff wielder, 5’2”, brown beard, wavy short brown hair, green eyes, prefers close combat over ranged when forced to fight, but would rather be planning and coordinating logistics. I'm flexible on the class, but prefer support classes. Learning to enchant equipment. Expert logistician and easy going guy, gets along with pretty much everyone. In game, bald with a long red beard. IRL name: Steve Gulick, Navy Supply Officer. Married to a girl from Philippines that he met while stationed in the Pacific. Plays mostly early morning and when he can sneak some time in. 

    Andy Murphy: 

    Zeppy’s Heroes (subdivision of Devil Dogs-20 in all) (mostly dress the same – brown leathers over chain mail, brown cloaks) 

    (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) Grody Gotti: level 28, Rogue, Half-Orc (Light Elf-Troll), female (extremely thick and muscular, light-gray skin, bald head, saggy breasts and large belly, ugly face, large hooked nose, ape-like arms, red eyes) 6’7”, uses hand axes, IRL name John Weaver, male, 22 years Military Police, 26 years retired Police. 

    (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) Zeppy Blau: level 28, Ranger Assassin, Light Elf (older looking-short cropped hair), no beard, gray eyes, 6’3”, longsword and dagger or short bow, great at taking down castles IRL: Mark Zeppy, retired military police/and cop, slight narcissistic 

    (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) Lylar Sierra: Priest / Ranger, male Light Elf, short cropped blonde hair, blue eyes, 6’1”, chainmail, shield, spiked mace, IRL name: Ron S - . Healer type player. Retired cop (he actually had to go out on a medical after he got hit by a drunk driver and it broke his back) 

    (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) Sun Beam (Sunny): Essence Shaman, vine staff that ends in flower, blonde long hair, 5’8”, light blue eyes, IRL name: Vicki S (enter a happy hippy name), she always changed it. Ron’s wife. Healer usually Druid type with CC too. She is a cop too. 

     (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) Warduke Notintheface: DPS Tank, 5’11”, brown hair, brown eyes, built like a brick house, IRL name: Rick H -.. tank or high dps. Current cop, military vet Air Force (friends give him shit for being so girthy) 

    (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) Pheyed Toblack: Rogue, 5’8”, black hair, blue eyes, scruffy stubble. IRL Name: Darren B. Cop and military vet (Army) 

    (meets up in Delonshire with Jodi and Zeppy’s Heroes) ChopU Ginsu: Monk DPS Warrior, 6’5”, black hair, brown eyes, clean shaven IRL name: Don M. like monk types or duel wield tanks. Cop 

    The Revenants: 

    Jodi Tempest: level 32, Ranger/Priest, Light Elf female, 5’9”, honey-brown mid-length hair, green eyes, and a slim compact figure. Thomas IRL sister. At his request, I invited her into the guild since she didn’t meet the DD requirements. Dark brown, straight-cut hair just below the shoulders, hazel eyes, 5’6”. Skilled in Exotic Animal Husbandry, spears and shield, duel daggers (Legolas style), and a bow. Ranger/Priest, Light Elf. Has a snow-white Blink Lynx for a pet named Fiona. Married to John. 

    The Valkyrie Guild  

    Demonslayerz Valkyrie: Light Elf Warrior, Level 28 – male – second group leader & boyfriend of Lorelai.  

    Jorgen Valkyrie: Light Elf Warrior – male –. 

    Ultra Valkyrie: Light Elf Warrior – male -  

    Julianna Valkyrie: Light Elf Frost Mage – female 

    Kyarina Valkyrie: Light Elf Priest, Level 28 – female - shoulder-length, dirty-blonde hair, hazel eyes. PVP expert. Husband is Vardrid. Met at Delonshire Mine entrance that speaks up against Snufu for our group. Wife of Vardrid. Says hot diggity dog damn. 

    Lorelai Valkyrie: Light Elf Priest – female - Demonslayerz girlfriend 

    Lylirra Valkyrie: Light Elf Frost Mage – female 

    Torlandro Valkyrie: Light Elf Fire Mage – male 

    Vardrid Valkyrie: Light Elf Warrior, Level 28 - Guild Leader – male - Delonshire Mine entrance that speaks up for Startum and friends against Snufu for our group. Married to Kyarina. 

    The Syndicate Guild 

    Blitzkill Syndicate: Light Elf Warrior - male 

    Cheezknife Syndicate: Light Elf Rogue – male 

    Desolation Syndicate: Light Elf Rogue – male 

    Eowan Syndicate: Light Elf Rogue – female 

    Genele Syndicate: Light Elf Defensive Warrior, Guild Leader – male – IRL name Kintaii 

    Glaildor Syndicate: Light Elf Warrior – male 

    Lamor Syndicate: Light Elf Frost Mage – male 

    Mebrin Syndicate: Light Elf Priest – male (Real name Joe/Genele’s brother) 

    Monzster Syndicate: Light Elf Warrior - male 

    Onepunch Syndicate: Light Elf Frost Mage - female 

    Lamaraldor Syndicate: Light Elf Fire Mage – male 

    Gougeous Syndicate: Light Elf Priest – female 

    PunkuGood Syndicate: Light Elf Rogue – male 

    Shankolots Syndicate: Light Elf Rogue – male 

    Snufu Sevenfive: Light Elf Warrior – male 

    Imkewl Yusuk: Human Rogue – male – Guild Officer on the Human side of the map - 28 

    The House of Kayden NPCs 

    Aidan Calanon: Level 33 – Half-Elf Blacksmith – male - blonde long braided hair, brown eyes. One of the half-elf’s saved in the mountain on the way to BrokenFang Hold. 6’,5”, with the sides of his head shaved with his hair in a thick braid down his back. 

    Alanah Valadhiel (Companion/Brat Pack): Level 15 – Half-Elf Priest – female child - had her arm chopped off during the Goblin Raid. Light-brown, long hair, comely, hazel eyes and thin as a rail.  

    Aleia Talathiel: Level 42 – Half-Elf Necromancer – female - Chiara’s mother died in the BrokenFang and couldn’t be saved. 

    Ara Loratris: Level 30 – Half-Elf Swordswoman Assault Leader – female - hard as nails, short blonde bombshell, green eyes, thick bones. 

    Athtar Jodan: Level 30 – Half-Elf Mason – male - short brown hair, muscular, short and stout, brown eyes, boisterous personality. 

    Ava Wynhana: Level 7 – Half-Elf Priest – female child 

    Ayda Keywarin: Level 40 – Half-Elf Bard – female - beautiful, olive skin, dark brown hair, smoky gray eyes, smart and smooth operator, fit, shapely body, plays lute (long sleeve peasant blouse, tight push-up leather vest, leather pants – uses a whip and dual daggers. 

    Bevin Thalion: Old Half-Elf Hunter – male 

    Bialaer Holaynore: Level 40 – Half-Elf – Ranger Assault Leader – male - long brown hair, Viking braid on one side of head, unkempt medium length beard, almond eyes, serious personality, thin like a whip. (In charge of construction on Delonshire side of Fang Pass. Working with Elandorr Narona the rogue assault leader.) 

    Brenna Talathiel (Companion): Level 33 – Half-Elf Hunter – female - archer / huntress, sandy-blonde hair, sturdy build, short, olive-brown skin, almond brown eyes. Combat Pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolf named Crag 

    Chiara Ithilwen (Lady Chiara): Level 80 – Assistant Leader – old female - 80+ old that helps Ilana as an assistant. Now has taken lead position as Startum’s right hand woman in BrokenFang Hold.  

    Dalyor Gwirithiel: Level 23 – Half-Elf Warrior – male 

    Darunia Xyrlen: Level 30 – Half-Elf Carpenter – female 

    Drannor Qinwenys: Level 30 – Half-Elf Miner – male - brothers, large stout man, boisterous, think of Russian, short hair, brown, brown eyes. Twin brother’s name is Filarion Qinwenys. 

    Elandorr Narona: Level 40 – Half-Elf Rogue Assault Leader – male - smooth operator, dark black hair, pony tail, dusty brown eyes, tanned skin, black leathers. (Working with Bialaer Holaynore on the new fortifications on the Delonshire side of Fang Pass.) 

    Elidyr Leodove: Level 9 – Half-Elf Priest – male child - young child rescued from BrokenFang Hold – asked to watch out for boss. 

    Eriladar Caladwen: Level 21 – Half-Elf Warrior – male 

    Filarion Qinwenys: Level 30 – Half-Elf Miner – male - brothers, large stout man, boisterous, think of Russian, short hair, brown, brown eyes. Twin brother’s name is Drannor Qinwenys. 

    Galen Nestariel: Level 24 – Half-Elf Medic – female – young healer without magic. 

    Jaena Sidhiel: Level 36 – Half-Elf Carpenter – female 

    Katalina Iellwen: Level 40 – Herbalist – old female - herbalist watching after the children. 

    Keela Moréfindiel (Companion): Level 33 – Half-Elf Dark Mage – female - female elf, milky-white porcelain skin, dark mage, black long hair, gray eyes. Combat Pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolf named Maul 

    Klaern Maerwen: Level 33 – Half-Elf Sergeant Warrior – old male 

    Laeroth Vircan: Level 30 – Half-Elf Blacksmith – male 

    Liluth Gilmys: Level 7 – Half-Elf Priest – female child 

    Mariona Furtaeln: Level 28 – Half-Elf Cook – female - cook at refugee camp and now BrokenFang Hold. 

    Meira Liaxidor: Level 30 – Half-Elf Blacksmith – female - tall, long brown hair, muscular, shapely, brown eyes, serious, quiet, creative. 

    Nalaea Heleyra: Level 30 – Half-Elf Priest Assault Leader – female - blonde, long hair, white skin, blue eyes, large breasts, innocent/friendly. 

    Nym Valhice: Level 30 – Half-Elf Carpenter – male 

    Pharom Xyrroris: Level 30 – Half-Elf Mason – male 

    Rayne Nessima (Companion): Level 33 – Half-Elf Swordswoman – female - protected children during Goblin Raid. Green eyes, long brown hair, dusty freckles, long-thin face, exotic, white skin, good with sword, Ilana Daeralds is her grandmother (from mother’s side) Combat Pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolf Reaver. 

    Saphielle Carzeiros: Level 30 – Half-Elf Fire Mage Assault Leader – female - long, black hair, coal black eyes, dark skin, fiery personality, emotional, slim small chest. 

    Taiah Nithiel: Level 30 – Half-Elf Leather worker – female - leather worker 

    Talia Beriadhwen: Level 43 – Half-Elf Construction – female - husband was skilled at construction, she helped him a lot with her work and learned the trade. Long brown braided hair, hazel eyes and built like a brick shithouse. 

    Terdian Sharidenum: Level 33 – Half-Elf Mason – male - silver long hair (braided on each side at the temples), blue eyes. One of the half-elf’s saved in the mountain on the way to BrokenFang Hold. 6’2” big guy. 

    Theric Farestrider: Level 30 – Half-Elf Swordsman, Leader of Combat NPCs – male - mid-aged, dark brown hair, brilliant green eyes, whipcord thin. Also in-charge of building defenses on the Plain of Atoll’s side of Fang Pass. 

    Ulia Dathielen (Companion): Level 35 – Half-Elf Swordswoman – female - lean, hard face, chestnut short-cropped hair, piercing blue eyes. Ran into on ridge towards BrokenFang Hold, took spear in back. Picked up a combat pet: Elite Molten Flow Striders named Blaze.  

    Valith Celaraldor (Companion): Level 46 – Sea-Elf Ex-Red Coral Knight Commander – male - dark-blue skin, shock of white Yu-Gi-Oh! Hair style, silver eyes, beardless, haughty gray eyes and high cheekbones.  

    Vulmon Bryroris: Level 30 – Half-Elf Frost Mage Assault Leader – male - Precise man, short white hair, piercing blue eyes, light skin, blue-white robes. 

    Ex-Humanoid Prisoners 

    Cleftuf Fnirbier: Level 42 – Gnomeling Thief - male 

    Crux Blackaxe: Level 43 – Human Barbarian - male 

    Doom Hawk: Level 40 – Gnomeling/Dark-Elf Arcane Mage - male 

    Gray Jingo: Level 46 - Human Ranger – male 

    Hogar Orepike: Level 42 – Dwarven Warrior - male 

    Ex-Half-Orc Prisoners 

    Helgath (Soulmate/Companion): Level 35 – Slave Water Shaman – Half-Orc (Orc-Gnome-Goblin mix) - female - gave allegiance during Hall of Storm rescue. (When she met Star in book 4, she had stringy black hair, pointy teeth, yellow cat-eyes, black clawed fingers and toes, thin and sickly, has a greenish-gray skin tone with an odd, child-like voice / In book 6, she fills out due to Emergency Hot Fix attribute boost, fills out with muscle, skin becomes a healthy green and her hair turns Asian-like straight black, voice turns mezzo-soprano) She is soulbound from a rune on the chest that she shares with Startum Ironwolf. 

    Mugorlorth (Mügor or Mug) (Companion/Brat Pack): Level 25 – Slave Warrior – Half-Orc-Dwarf – male – warrior, shaved head, scarred face, yellow cat-eyes, gray skin. 

    Gnomeling of the Wind Dancer 

    ‘Mother Mylbim’ Lightouch: Level 42 – Cook – Gnomeling-Dwarf – female - Dark hair, short cut, brown eyes. Motherly with a sharp tongue. Wields a meat cleaver. 4 ½ foot tall. 

    Grahorn Lightouch: Level 38 – Trade Master / Captain – Gnomeling-Dwarf – male - head of family, serious, older, bald headed, white Van Dyke beard, green goggles, blue eyes (not being worn when met on boat as prisoner). A Warrior who fights with a wide-blade short sword and shield with hand axe hanging on waist. 5 foot tall 

    Ianfalcon Shortankard: Level 35 – Pilot – Gnomeling-Human - male - likes to run around shirtless with balloon leather pants, bald headed except for a long braid at the back of his head and a soul-patch goatee, uses a full-sized sabre, piercing blue eyes. 5 foot tall 

    Janmorel Shortankard (Jan): Level 37 – Trader – Gnomeling-Dwarf - female - Mother of Norda who was slaughtered along with her husband during takeover. Uses hand-axe, plays violin. Long brown hair, hazel eyes. 4 ½ foot tall. 

    Neristhana Lightouch (Neri) (Startum’s companion – saved from Morticians): Level 36 – Trader – Gnomeling-Dwarf - female - daughter of Grahorn (mother was a Shortankard), dark brown eyes, shoulder-length brown hair, almond brown eyes, black headband with runes, uses an axe, long dagger-like rapier and crossbow. 4 ½ foot tall. Combat Pet: Elite Large Rock Wolves named Grim. 

    Prustine Hollysharp: Level 35 – Weapons Smith – Gnomeling-Dwarf - cousin of Zinn. Pink hair in bushy pigtails, sky-blue eyes. 3 feet, 10 inches tall. More Gnome than dwarf.  

    Zinnaemita Lightouch (Startum’s companion/Brat Pack): Level 26 – Trader Bard – Gnomeling-Light Elf - female - long honey-blonde hair, pale blue eyes. Plays a Djembe hand drum or lute. Uses two long daggers, and stands 4 ½ foot tall. (Was used as a sex slave by Hyalag the Barbarian Leader of the Sword Flayers) Dressed in thigh-high, brown, open (Gnomeling) boots, loose baby doll dress made from soft gray leather with a low-cut cleavage that came down to the middle of her thighs, white leather glove-like sleeves wrapped around her middle fingers with a tie and came to a stop above her elbows where they strapped in place, and a gray half-cloak that hung from her shoulders. 

    Sub-Captain of Wind Dancer 

    Lornila Windcoat (Rescued from the Hall of Storms): Level 38 – Trade Master – Gnomeling-Human – female –Dark-brown hair down to her mid back, dark-brown eyes, slender, v-cut long sleeve blouse, undercut leather corset vest with long tails that go to the ground and slips over her shoulders like a leather trench coat, linen pants and knee length leather boots, with a wide sword belt and short saber on hip, large bastard sword strapped to back. 5 feet tall. 

    Slyrba Woldhand (Rescued from the Hall of Storms): Level 36 – Pilot – Gnomeling Rogue – female - black shoulder length hair, black eyes, black leather pants, black gloves and black leather boots, under-bust corset vest with v-cut long-sleeved blouse armed with a sabre and long dagger on her belt. 4 feet tall. 

    Captain of Orc Command Ship 

    Nirim Nighthand (Rescued from the Hall of Storms): Level 40 – Trade Master – Gnomeling-Light Elf – female - leather black armor, shield on her back and war axe at her waist, blonde long hair in tight dreads. Green leather pants and brown under-bust corset vest, linen open top that hugs the breasts off the shoulder with leather armored arms and black knee-high boots. 5 feet tall. Forced to dock first in Darom due to Princess’s demands. 

    Captain of The Doon 

    Femdi Deepwater (Rescued from the Hall of Storms): Level 38 - Trade Master – Gnomeling-Human – female - reddish-brown hair in a wavy bob, green eyes, brown gloves and bandana, open white short-sleeved shirt, brown leather pants and knee-high boots. Armed with a long Saber and dagger. 5 feet tall. Sent to sell ships for mana accumulation crystals. 

    Ex-Beastkin Prisoners 

    Honey Mistborne (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 36 Silver Tipped Badgerkin Water Shaman – female - Silver coat with black highlights, 5’10” with blue eyes  

    Lara Moonshadow (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 38 Grimalkin Air Shaman (cat kin) – female – Dark blue (black) Panther, 6’2” with green eyes. 

    Zane Silverfang (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 37 Wolfkin DPS Warrior – male - black-gray fur, mane like silver hair around his head and down his back, 6’7” with brown eyes. Is given Marine Sub Leader position by Captain Windcoat. 

    Ex-Dwarven Prisoners (130 dwarves 1/3rd of them are females) 

    Brargroud Caskstone (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 38 Artillery Captain – older male - shaved head except for scruff on top, immense beard, stern vassalage and hard brown eyes, two-handed axe. 

    Norrid Silvercoat (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 34 Bard – male - short brown bushy beard, brown eyes, jolly smart ass, carries a lute, dagger and hand axe. 

    Sammaetrud Forgechest (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 36 Artillery Warrior - female – red long hair, blue eyes, white freckled face, two-handed hammer. 

    Ex-Iron Falcon Mercenary Prisoners (77 members) 

    Milo Hawkin (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 45 Swordsman – human male - no non-sense dark haired man with graying temples from a hard life – Veteran of the Royal Army and the Orc Wars – 6’1” slim build, hard blue eyes, weathered face late twenties. 

    Edwin Ryder: Level 40 Swordsman – Human male – who’s friend I raised as a zombie to eat him if he didn’t tell me what I wanted to know. 

    Orson Fletcher: Level 40 Swordsman – Human Male – man I killed to raise as a zombie to eat his friend so that he’d tell me what I wanted to know. 

    Ex-Dark Elves Prisoners 

    Nivirth Dherler (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 36 Shadow Scout Captain – male - green eyes, black skin, slim muscular build, long black hair, hairless face. 

    Zocuth Eevro (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 34 Shadow Scout – Sub-Leader – male – blue eyes, black skin, thin muscular build, short black hair, hairless face. (Working with Startum) 

    Gykac Ozisin (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 34 Shadow Scout – Team-Leader – male – brown eyes, light black skin, muscular build, mop of black hair, hairless face. (Working with Startum) 

    Lerissi Dheni (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 34 Shadow Scout – Team-Leader – male – hazel eyes, midnight black skin, muscular build, long black dreads, hairless face.  

    Ex-Light Elf Prisoners 

    Cyran Herneiros (Rescued from the Sea Orcs): Level 45 Strike Marine Commander – male – lank, long blonde hair, scars across body, haunted look, green eyes, no facial hair, 6’2”, short-sword, axe and shield.  

     

    Ex-Human Prisoners 

    Princess Reeva Isolde (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 50 Light Mage, next in line for throne – female - looks like Firiona Vie from the old EverQuest covers but is human instead of Elven, pale-white skin, long blonde hair, blue eyes and tall 6’2” physique. 

    Sir Alderman Merrill (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 42 Guardian Knight, Princess’ personal guard - male 

    Sir Briicot Curteis (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 42 Guardian Knight, Princess’ personal guard - male 

    Sir Jace Hemmet (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 48 Guardian Knight, Leader of Princess’ personal guard – male - hard dark-brown eyes (eyes look black), silver close cropped hair and silver beard, tall powerful looking man of 6’3” with tanned skin. 

    Sir Judd Beroldus (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 42 Guardian Knight, Princess’ personal guard - male 

    Sir Macey Degarre (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 42 Guardian Knight, Princess’ personal guard – male - muscular looking man, brown long hair in a ponytail, long sideburns, goatee, gray eyes and stands 6’2”. 

    Sir Terrance Anon (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 40 Guardian Knight Squad Leader – male – muscular looking, whip thin, black long hair with a rough-cut that hangs down to the shoulders, brown eyes, full-beard, dark skin and stands 6’1”. 

    Royal Army (ex-prisoner Sea Elves) 

    Morgan Dell (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 49 Swordsman General of the Kayden Troopers; male, light skin, dark brown hair, green eyes, 6’2”, trimmed full beard, muscular, serious. Was previously General Dell of the Royal Forces of the Kingdom of Kader, who’d been demoted to a Team-Leader when I met him in the Sea Orc rescue. Dark-brown flying squirrel named, Blink. 

    Ollie Burns (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 46 Swordsman Sub-Leader; male, olive skin, short black hair, brown eyes, whip thin, 6’1”, no beard but five o’clock shadow. Sent to secure the northern-central graveyard in Darom. 

    Liam Miller (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 46 Swordswoman Sub-leader; male, short blonde hair, blue eyes, goatee, average build, 6’1”. Sent to secure the southeastern graveyard in Darom. 

    Logan West (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 47 Swordsman Sub-Leader; male, long blonde hair in a ponytail, brown eyes, clean shaven, large man that’s 6’4”. Sent to secure the southwestern graveyard in Darom and falls during the attack. 

    Trent Carnell (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 46 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, hazel eyes, dark tanned skin, muscular build, close-cropped black hair, trimmed goatee, 6’2”. (Working with Thomas) 

    Nuri Haag (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 38 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, brown shaggy hair, brown eyes, olive skin, muscular build, clean shaven, 6’3”. (Working with Thomas) 

    Lyle Runeschoff (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 38 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, red long hair in cornrows, blue eyes, white skin, immense muscular build, long braided beard, 6’5”. (Working with Sarka) Red Flying Squirrel.  

    Chris Fowle (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 38 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, blonde shaggy hair, green eyes, tanned skin, muscular build, clean shaven, 6’5”. (Working with Phoenix) 

    Haakon Harper (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 37 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, shaved head, brown eyes, tanned skin, lean build, clean shaven, 6’1”. (Working to collect the dead) 

    Darom Civilians 

    Elisa Cox (Rescued from the arena and The Dread Pack) (Dating Lyle Runeschoff): Level 18 Fighter (Swordsman in training) blonde shoulder-length hair pulled back in a ponytail, blue eyes, slim muscular body, olive skin, 5’10”. Wears adventurer’s leathers. 

    Sheila Carnell (Rescued from the arena and The Dread Pack) (Wife of Trent Carnell): Level 24 Journeywoman Armorer, two kids (Lillian 8 year old & Greg 6 years old) brown, natural-curly shoulder-length hair, green eyes, curvy body, white skin, 5’6”. Wears dresses. 

    James Fortner or ‘Old Man Fortner’ Darom City Elder (Companion): Level 44 – Darom City Elder – commoner – runs the market square and is a skilled trader, gray hair, stooped back, pale-blue eyes, white long beard, thin-grisly physique, wrinkled deep-tanned skin, 5’11”. A veteran of the Royal Army and born on a farm.  

    Global Brutality PK’er Guild (553 Guild members total) 

    Keychain Alternity: Level 12 – Light Elf Warrior – male 

    Noskulls Accost: Level 12 – Light Elf Rogue – male 

    Dante Lynne: Guild Leader - Level 40 – Dark Elf/DPS Warrior – male – high-fade quiff-cut brown hair, clean-shaven, martial art build, face set in a permanent sneer, amber eyes, olive skin, 5’11”. Uses a two-handed sword.  

    Nykii Flores: Guild Officer – Level 32 – Dark Elf/Ranger – female - short-spiky brown hair, tattooed face, light-brown skin, voluptuous build, green eyes, 5’7”. Angry at being forced to watch the Uten Syn Keep and prisoners. 

    Tammy Sully: Level 29 – Priest – female – shoulder-length brown dreads, green eyes, tone athletic build, dark-black skin, 5’4”. 

    Islas Tortuga: Level 28 – Dark Elf/Rogue – male – buzz-cut brown hair, clean shaven, light-brown skin, slim-build, 5’6”. (Feels sorry once he realizes they a group of blind players and talks to Angie who uses him for information.” 

    Tomeo Narayan: Level 28 – Dark Elf/Rogue – male – stringy shoulder-length brown hair, brown anchor beard, light-brown skin, dusty-brown eyes, weight-lifters build, 5’8”.  

    Nathan Cohen: Level 29 – Dark Elf/Ranger – male – mane of long-black hair, black chin-strap beard, dark-black skin, weight-lifters build, 6’2”  

    Sarunas Dof: Level 26 – Dark Elf/Arcane Mage – male – short-cornrow black hair, black chin-strip, light brown skin, brown eyes, lanky-build, 6’2”. (IRL is 5’7” and is clumsy due to difference of in-game height)  

    Dalton Sevens: Level 31 – Dark Elf/DPS Warrior – male – long, braided black hair, clean shaved, cold blue eyes, hard faced, muscle bound, wannabe Conan, 6’4”. Wields long, two-handed axe as primary weapon. Leads the night shift. 

    Lucky Tess: Level 28 – Dark Elf/Ranger – male – short black hair, dark almond eyes, clean shaven, martial-artist build, 6’1”.  

    Lazo Jenkins: Level 29 – Dark Elf/DPS Warrior – male – bald head, beady dark-brown eyes, lamp-chop beard, big muscular build, two-handed maul.  

    Russian Guild (Krasnyy Volki) (72 members (5 of those members are on Light Elf side) (Wolves are Great Saber-Fang Wolf 67 wolves) 

    **Demyan Volk: Level 38 – Human Ranger/Priest – male Dmitry – Guild Leader - dual short swords and long bow, short brown hair, 6-foot normal build, green eyes, (27) going for an IT security. Grew up together in St. Petersburg with Sasha, served in Red Army and later frequently visit your sister who moved to USA, Florida (lives in Orlando on the west coast) because of a job offer she took programming.) Combat Pet wolf is named Fenrir. 

    Anna Pantera: Level 37 – Light Elf Priest/Fire Mage – female – Ekateria’s IRL work friend - (IRL Anna Levieva) 

    Ekaterina Volk: Level 37 – Light Elf Rogue/Frost Mage – female - dagger/short-sword, brown skin-tight leathers, sister has auburn hair, usually duel braids, light brown freckles dusting cheeks, blue eyes, Russian thin body, tight b-cup, 29 years old, a little reserved. (Think of Anna from Frozen) Sasha tries to hang out with your older sister because he likes her, but is shy. She's waiting for him to ask her out, but difficult due to the distance. 

    Katya Volk: Leve 38 – Light Elf Priest/Fire Mage – female – Demyan’s IRL girlfriend - plays, blonde hair, long braided ponytail, blue eyes, model thin, c-cup, a bit of a party girl. 

    Sasha Nesti: Level 38 – Light Elf Warrior/Priest – male – Demyan’s best friend IRL - bow/2-handed sword or duel daggers - will be your typical blonde tank of a man, blonde short-hair, blue eyes, ex-military, knee injury IRL (26yrs) going for a business/accounting degree. 

    Zheleznyy Chelovek: Level 37 – Light Elf - Warrior Priest - (IRL Oleg Mashkov) – shield and war axe black shoulder-length hair and hazel eyes, 6 foot and wide. 

    Vlad Kuvalda: Level 37 – Light Elf Ranger/Priest – male 

    °Boris Novbade: Level 37 – Dark Elf / Gnome – male – Assassin / Ranger – short older man, with a thick body, short hair, dark-brown eyes (could almost be called fat), uses massive two-handed war hammer and carries two mining picks on his hips for weapons. Officer in charge of gathering and crafting. Short bow on his back. 

    °Natasha Talefa: Level 37 – Dark Elf – female – Dark Mage / Ranger (normal) tall and thin, middle age but beautiful, black hair, green eyes, duel daggers with a long bow strapped to her back. In charge of espionage.  

    Taras Smirnov 

    Aleksei Kuznetsov 

    Sergei Volk 

    Andrei Popov 

    °Ivan Makarov: Level 37 – Dark Elf / Dwarf – male - Ranger / Warrior – large man, shaved head, long-blond side burns, and beard, blue eyes, young and good looking, two-handed sword, long sword and shield and carries a mechanical crossbow. Officer in charge of the guilds’ tanks. 

    Aleksandr Vasiliev 

    Izvestia Morozova 

    °Mikhail Ivanov: Level 38 – Dark Elf / Human – male - Ranger / Priest – white short-cropped hair, older man, clean shaven, gray eyes, uses long sword and dagger along with long bow. Officer of the guild. 

    Anna Mikhailova: female 

    Yelena Volk: female 

    °Olga Federova: Level 38 – Dark Elf / Human – female – Ranger / Assassin – silver braided hair, dark skin, purple eyes, dual daggers. Officer in charge of stealth operations for the guild. 

    Tatyana Sokolova: female 

    Roza Smirnov: female 

    Kira Petrova: female 

    Agniya Volk: female 

    Varvara Morozova: female 

    Sea Elves 

    Princess Enania Naeris: Level 50 – Frost Mage / Air Shaman – Seal Elf female - light-blue skin, white hair piled on top of head in a complex romanesque style, silver eyes. 

    Queen Amlaruil Naeris: Level ? – Queen – died during Meer-Lizard assault 

    Red Coral Knights: Level 40 

    Tolith Waesfina: Level 43 – Red Coral Knight Sub-Commander – female 

    Oránn Énméarrul: Level 33 – Sea Elf Master Builder – short and spiky sea weed green hair, dark blue skin, very thin and short for a Sea Elf, 5’3”. Water / Earth Shaman that can also work with stone.  

    Human Realm 

    Lekroth Isolde: Level 30 - Priest of Light, Human Prince – male – shoulder-length blond hair, pale blue eyes, smooth shaven, soft features, 6’1”, looks like a rich pretty boy.  

    Tervan Isolde: Level 200 - Human King - male 

    Chaos Storm 

    Cristiane Sekhmet (Jason’s Ex-Girlfriend): Level 44 – Battle Priest - female – Guild Leader of Chaos Storm – mid-shoulder length blonde hair, hazel eyes, and pale skin. Completed Nightmare start with Lightning Spell Tree (Lighting, Shock Armor, Chain Lightning, AOE Natures Storm (Julie Bowen - Startum Ironwolf’s aka Jason Wolfe’s ex-girlfriend) 

    Evil Sandra: Level 44 – Battle Priest – female – Guild Officer for Chaos Storm – Julie’s best friend – IRL name is Sandra, brown shoulder length hair, hazel eyes,  

    Kasey JoJo: Level 40 – Shadow Warrior – male – Executioner of Chaos Storm - large, muscular man, bald head, hooked nose, heavy forehead, heavy shadow-beard, mud-colored eyes, 6’4”, nasty disposition, fancies himself as the Executioner for Chaos Storm. 

    Noah Stanislas: Level 42 – DPS Warrior – male – Chaos Storm Officer – black wavy shoulder-length hair, icy-blue eyes, clean shaven, pale skin, always brusque and angry, stands and 6’2”.  

    Sodonon Yoshiyuki (Nickname Sodo): Level 42 - Assassin Rogue – female – Chaos Storm Officer – friends with Julie in-game, short black-curly hair, green eyes, harsh disposition, dark olive skin, and 5’4”. 

    Ruston Clark: Level 40 – Assassin Rogue – male – Chaos Storm Watch Officer – brown hair, blue eyes, clean shaven, white skin, 6’1” 

    TJ Harden: Level 15 – Warrior – human male – short, brown hair, hazel eyes, tanned skin, goatee, sword and shield, chain-mail and leather armor, 5’11”, wants to become a member of Chaos Storm, but doesn’t like being treated like crap. Still considered a PLEB aka plebeian to the guild. Normal start. 

    N3rd Amazonian: Level 20 – Rogue – human female –black spiky hair, brown eyes, white skin, dual short swords, black leather armor and clothing, 5’6”, blood-thirsty attitude due to desire to become a core member of Chaos Storm to make money. Still considered a PLEB aka plebeian to the guild. Normal start. 

    Shapo Xela: Level 38, Ranger – Chaos Storm Officer - at Domenic’s Siege, Evil Sandra’s right hand man, brown leathers, bow, long sword, and dagger. Short brown hair cut in a short bob, white blonde hair, green eyes, 6’2” with long legs and slim body. Call’s Evil Sandra ES. Human 

    Cap’n D’hoser: Level 38, teamed with Shapo, DPS Warrior, 2 handed axe, Dwarf 

    Chip N’dip: Level 38, teamed with Shapo, Rogue/Assassin, two short swords, Human 

    Roberto Rimaru (Butcher of Bucharest / Romperu): Level 38, teamed with Shapo, Ranger, Crossbow with five shots, two handed sword, Dwarf, Romanian in real life.  

    Gene Anthony: Level 38, teamed with Shapo, Priest, dual one-handed maces, Human 

    Heik PoPo: Level 38 Warrior, Human, Male, team that molests Fylreh. Two-handed sword as main weapon. 

    SBC DiEtor: Level 39 Ranger, Male, team that molests Fylreh. 

    Gar EtMar: Level 37 Rogue, Human, Male, team that molests Fylreh. 

    Benji Landespe: Level 38 Priest, Human, Male, team that molests Fylreh.  

    Val Ebannaw: Level 38 Rogue, Human, Male, team that molests Fylreh. 

    Evad94 Gray: Level 38 Rogue, Human, Male, sub-leader helps Evil Sandra after Shapo gets locked out. 

    Dicky Wankerson: Level 36 Mage at Domenic’s Siege. 

    Daniel Dingleberry: Level 36, Ranger at Domenic’s Siege leading group guarding   

    Jord De’Gregory: Level 12 

    Lisa Nohos: Level 17 

    Harding Noll: subleader for Evil Sandra 

    SirKink Neet: Level 38 Warrior, Human, male - subleader for Evil Sandra 

    Coven (Poison) 

    Brandon Phillipe: Guild Officer, Rogue, Level 41, male, Human,  

    The Legion of Vengeance (Light) 

    Unholy Josephine: Guild Leader, DPS Warrior, Level 40, female, Human,  

    Darom (Human Realm) 

    Warden Laxjar Rohan: Level 45 – Defensive Warrior – Human Noble – male – gray tipped temples, black wavy hair, hard blue eyes, gray tinged black beard, stands at 6’2” 

    Darom (Royal Army Contingent) 

    Laurie Butcher (Rescued from Darom’s dungeon and The Dread Pack): Level 31 – Royal Army Team Leader (Promoted to Sub-Leader), Defensive Warrior – Human peasant – woman – parents were butchers in Darom, auburn hair down to the middle of her back, dark brown eyes, hard faced, dark-tanned skin, stands at 6’0”. Knows poverty and discrimination for being a commoner, highest level of Royal Army and a Team Leader left alive in dungeon. 

    Alex Carnell: Level 30 – Royal Army Team Leader – Swordsman – male - curly brown hair cut short, green eyes, clean shaved, thin muscular build, tanned skin. (recently promoted after leveling up from PVP battle – guarding Navy Officer corpses on docks) 

    Shaw Merrifield (Rescued from Darom Dungeon) Level 34 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, shaved head, hard-blue eyes, tanned skin, stocky build, blond beard, 6’3”, young.  

    Maxime Chace (Rescued from Darom Dungeon)Level 34 Swordsman Team-Leader; female, short-brown hair, green eyes, tanned skin, whipcord build, 5’6”, young.  

    Marks Milton (Rescued from Darom Dungeon) Level 34 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, blond hair, brown eyes, pale skinned, heavy-set build, long blond beard, 6’0”, young 

    Miller Goodman (Rescued from Darom Dungeon) Level 34 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, black rough-cut hair, dark brown eyes, pale skin, heavy-set build, black beard, 6’.  

    Derek Mollcoy (Rescued from Darom Dungeon)Level 34 Swordsman Team-Leader; male, shaved head, blue eyes, weathered skin, stringing build, clean shaven, 6’4”.  

    Erwin Vow (Rescued from Darom Dungeon) Level 34 Swordsman Team-Leader; female, long-blonde hair (ponytail), brown eyes, creamy skin, sturdy build, 5’5”. 

    Darom (Royal Navy Contingent - The Howling Wolves Squadron) 

    Anthony “Tony” Davis: Level 40 – Royal Navy Sub-Captain – DPS Warrior – male – Human (late twenties / Trader family), short-cropped black hair, gray temples, short full beard around two inches in length, blue eyes, tanned skin, stands 6’1”. Friendly disposition but a ruthless strategist in battle. (Missing his left hand upon being resurrected due to the Gull Hawks feeding. Beheaded by The Dread Pack for refusing to allow the slaughter of civilians. Ex Royal Navy Sub-Captain.) 

    Darom (Gnomeling Trader contingent) 

    Bellbor Stouthack (Last Survivor of Clan): Level 38 – Trader / Gearhead - Gnome/Human – male – broken goggles on his head, brown eyes, scraggily black hair and full beard, greasy blood-stained muscle shirt under a leather apron, rune tattoos on left arm, brown-leather overalls and knee-high boots. The last of his clan. Fought with a wrench and the runes of his left arm that gave him an electric shock attack on touch. 

    Henkkor Spikebar: Level 36 – Ship Hands / Engineer- Gnome/dwarf - male – blonde short hair with right side shaved, braided beard with three separate braids, no mustache, black leather vest with spiked shoulder and forearm guards, reddish-brown leather pants, black knee-high boots. Wields a short one or two handed scythe and short sword. 

    Clippar Smithpot: Level 37 - Smith Engineer - Gnome/Light elf - female – blonde shoulder-length hair, light blue eyes, reddish-brown leather halter top, bluish-brown baggy pants, loin cloth outside of clothing, heavy and wide gear belt, brown knee-high boots. Wields a massive smith’s hammer on battlefield, helmet is more of a faceplate for smithing with hot metals.  

    Nereedu Cranktok: Level 38 – Smith Engineer – Gnome/human - female – iron left arms that is strapped in place and can be used like normal due to rune magic and enchanting, shoulder-length blonde stringy hair, dark brown eyes, pale skin, ripped brown-leather overalls with a tube top showing, knee-high brown leather boots. Wielding a wrench and Fire magic. 

    Blolnat Irontouched (Last Survivor of Clan): Level 38 – Trader / Gearhead- Gnome/light elf - female – very short, light amber eyes, red hair pulled back into a tight single braid, very pale skin, blood stained face (retribution runes), dark-gray scale-mail robe, cream-colored heavy leather pants, angle-high boots. Fights with hands and feet. 

    Radbaic Domehead: Level 38 – Trader / Gearhead – Gnome/human - male – bald head, late twenties, mature face, short close-cropped brown beard, blue eyes, hard face, muscle t-shirt under a dark-brown leather overcoat (with white dirty fur on collar like a bomber jacket), wields large two-handed wrench and short sword, baggy light-brown leather brown pants, and dark-brown knee-high boots. Fought with an oversized wrench and had two long fighting-daggers strapped to his waist.  

    Darom (City Guard Contingent) 

    Justin Ridgely (Rescued from Darom’s dungeon and The Dread Pack): Level 28 – Darom Guard - Swordsman in-training – male – parents were builders – short-cropped brown hair, dusty brown eyes, dark-tanned skin, and stands at 6’. Team Leader of city guard patrol.  

    Troy Butcher (Rescued from Darom’s dungeon and The Dread Pack): Level 26 – Darom Guard - Swordsman in-training – male – younger brother of Laurie Butcher that Startum resurrected. Brown spiked hair, almond eyes, serious face, dark—tanned skin, stands 6’1”. Knows poverty and discrimination for being a commoner, highest level of Royal Army and a Team Leader left alive in dungeon.  

    Palnisdale (the Citadel) 

    Cedric DeKhayed: (Demoted by Star) Scout Leader of Royal Light Cavalry Scouting Unit (Royal Scouts), level 45, golden skin, dark-brown eyes, sandy blond hair, goatee mustache, toned muscles, 6’1” - assigned to the heavy cavalry unit from Palnisdale of 500 being led by Sir Terrance Anon – Guardian Knight.  

    *Light Cavalry: leather and chainmail for the arms and legs with a light bronze breast plate that protected the chest and back. Their weapons were sabers and shields with a spear. On top of that, each had a red cape and matching blue tabards. 

    Jasper Warf: Lance Leader of the Royal Heavy Cavalry Unit (Royal Lancers), Level 48, blond long hair in a ponytail, muscular, blue eyes, full blond beard, 6’4”. 

    *Heavy Cavalry: chain mail with iron plate pieces similar to the Guardian Knights, gray iron, heavy sabers, iron shield and heavy lance. 

    Carter Brewster: Lance Sub-Leader of the Royal Heavy Cavalry Unit (Royal Lancers), level 46, brown short hair, brown eyes, clean shaven, large man, heavy-tanned skin, serious personality, 6’2”, sent to inspect General DeKhayed’s home. 

    Carlisle Cleaver: Guard Leader in Central Keep, level 45, pale skin, bond short hair, blue eyes, clean shaven, muscular but slim.  

    Valerie Trinder (Lady Trinder): Chamberlain to Queen Isolde, brown hair in a bun, gray eyes, older woman, severe bearing, used to having her orders followed. Level 32,  

    Helga Tanner: (Promoted to Scout Leader by Star) Sub-Scout Leader of Royal Light Cavalry Scouting Unit (Royal Scouts), level 46, female, dusty skin, blue eyes, straight-black hair, and strong face with high cheekbones, toned muscles with nearly no breasts, 5’9” - assigned to the heavy cavalry unit from Palnisdale of 500 being led by Sir Terrance Anon – Guardian Knight. Cedric DeKhayed has issue with him because his family came from Tanners, but his experience is so solid that he earned his current rank. 

    Marie Stonier: Royal Guard Leader, level 43, Swordswoman, 5’10”, Human, long brown hair in a ponytail, green eyes, high cheek bones, muscular and fit.  

    Olin DeKhayed (Grimblood DeKhayed): General, level 40, Swordsman, (reborn as a Dil-Hilth level 50 (aka Brain Suckers)) Slaughtered family and nearly a hundred others, was able to get General Dell demoted 

    Zoe Gardner: Maid that brings us to the baths. 

    Godfrey Tasker: Male Chamberlain that runs out of the bath. 

    Giles Inman: Level 43 Guard Group Leader, male, gives Gregory Carter hard time, disrespects Fylreh. 

    Graham Cooper: Level 41 Guard Sub-Group Leader, male, laughs at disrespect. 

    Lillian Seales: Level 40 Royal Guard, female, argues for both idiots to stop disrespecting the men and Fylreh. 

    Angus Baker: Level 40 Royal Guard, male, calls Fylreh’s breasts udders. 

    Gregory Carter (Gregor): ex-Royal Skirmisher, Skirmisher Leader, level 48, male, human, was forgotten on the streets until Star ordered all the released Royal Forces to be rehired again, leader of the group. Caught Iron Falcon Mercenary for Star to speak with. 

    Hartley Warner: ex-Royal Skirmisher, level 48, male, human, was forgotten on the streets until Star ordered all the released Royal Forces to be rehired again, sub-leader of the group. Caught Iron Falcon Mercenary for Star to speak with. 

    Telrain (Human Capital) 

    Misty Raventhorn: Level 45 Swordswoman – Assault Leader of the Royal Forces in Telrain - long-black hair in a ponytail, dark brown eyes, snow-white skin, 6’2”, statuesque woman, slim like a whip. Resurrected from the pit outside of Telrain by Krystal at Startum’s request. Upper class family, used to working with priests in Telrain. 

    Randel Tericius: Level 44 Swordsman – ex-Guard Sub-Leader of the lower city of Telrain – male – mid-shoulder length black hair in a ponytail, green eyes, clean shaven, sharp cheek bones, angular face, 6’2”.  

    Rani Lamkin: Level 38 Swordswoman - Human – sub-skill – Rogue – ex-Royal Investigator – (Nordic Guardian) brown shoulder-length hair, hazel eyes, unremarkable face (girl next door) and stands 5’7”. Brown leathers and a charcoal gray cloak. (Star knows that she’s an admin.) 

    Priests of Light (Temple of Light in Telrain) 

    Hugon Walt: Level 50 Reverent Priest of Light - old man – bald head, blue eyes, plump frame, friendly personality  

    Yasmina Silvarn: Level 50 Radiant Mage of Light – old woman – long silver hair, dark-almond eyes, olive skin, handsome older woman. Wields a two-handed staff. 

    Nard Fulrin: Level 50 Battle Priest of Light – old man – bald hair, dark-brown eyes, brown skin, very old. Wields and Ahlspiess spear and wears heavy armor. 

    Ger Luzanus: Level 50 Battle Priest of Light – old man – stringy white-hair, beady dark-brown eyes, leathery skin, 5’6”. Pompous asshole.  

    Gee Achronis: Level 50 Radiant Mage of Light – mid-forties woman – long-blonde hair, cold blue eyes, severe face with high cheekbones, 5’7”. Evil bitch on the council of light. Has cleansing spell used against her to get her compliance to save the Telrain townsfolks.  

    Mihel Alfonce: Level 50 Reverent Priest of Light (neutral councilor) – mid-forties old man – full-head of short-gray hair, dark-brown eyes, dark tanned skin, gray soul patch tuff on his chin, scruffy day-old stubble and stood 5’10”. Aggressive when fighting for what is right.  

    Natalie Pilner: Level 30 Priestess – female – white blonde short hair, amber brown eyes. 

    Marie Nundra: Level 30 Priestess – female – dirty-blonde short hair, dark-brown eyes. 

    Toran Dirk: Level 33 Combat Priest – male – bald headed, brown skin, muscular but over weight.  

    Narri Lane: Level 32 Priest – male – white long hair in ponytail, thin beard, clear face. Healing the refugees and training. 

    Sean Ander: Level 32 Combat Priest (journeyman) – male – brown short hair, clean shaven, overweight. Healing the refugees and training. 

    Lonna Mawl: Level 34 Light Mage – female – long brown hair in ponytail, olive skin, staff 

    Alex Quaiel: Level 42 Battle Priest (Advance) – male – spiky black hair, clean cut, blue eyes, and olive skin. Early-twenties. 

    Dread Pack (1250 members) 

    Apoxsee Neoauspex: Guild Leader – male – Flame Shield Mage - level 21 (dropped to level 33 during fight with Star – lost x levels at graveyard) – dressed like Detonado from the Devil May Cry 3 series. White-blonde spikey hair, pale-blue eyes, clean shaven, red padded-leather overcoat, bare chested, too tight brown leather pants and black boots with an oversized two-handed bastard sword. 

    Amron Bungholio: Level 8, Rogue Nightmare start 

    Fellblade Panzerfaust: Level 7, Warrior Nightmare start 

    Shuuk D’Poke (Adam): Level 7, Warrior Nightmare start  

    Kit Kat: Level 4, Rogue Advance start 

    Cadwell Jake: Level 5, Rogue Advance start 

    Khul Kusmar: Level 3, Rogue Advance start 

    PokeU Pettman (Dave): Level 32, Rogue Nightmare start 

    Lurge Mario: Level 4, Rogue Nightmare start 

    Arthur Marcelino: Level 5, Rogue Advance Start, Barn Darom scene, 

    Rasmussen Jestes: Level 2, Warrior Normal start, Barn Darom scene, 

    Tigner BaneForU: Level 3, Rogue Normal start, Barn Darom scene, 

    Jfire Pokemee 

    Paul De’Grief 

    Fatal Midnight of the Chaos Storm Alliance – (buffs and debuffs)  

    Jacob Mister-Griefer Level 42 – Rogue - guild leader – (debuffed to level 35 during western graveyard fight at Domenic’s pull out – in charge of rogue ambush), Dark Elf, duel daggers and a short sword. 

    Ortiz V: Level 40 – Rogue – guild officer – (debuffed to level 33 during western graveyard fight at Domenic’s pull out) Dark Elf,  

    Disciples of Anarchy (demon-like summons) 

    Rowland Ripper 

    Aussie Guild (Mates) 260 players (93 logged in when we meet) (Mix of Beast Kin and Dark Elf halflings)  

    Dangas Khan: Level 37 Warrior, guild leader, Dark Elf/Human,  

    Rassilon Tardis: Level 36 Ranger/Frost Mage, guild officer, Dark Elf/Dwarf,  

    Steph FoxFire (FIrefox): Level 35 Arcane Mage, guild officer, Red-furred Panda/Human. IRL name is Steph Potter, 5’2”, dark brown hair and green eyes.  

    Toxi Croack: Level 35, Half-Orc male, Barbarian, boyfriend of guild officer Steph (semi-officer himself), big muscles, black dreads, clean shaven, massive two-headed axe with shield on back and four small throwing axes. 6’2”, IRL name is Sam, private person who likes to mess with asshats.  

    Perth Supernova: Male Priest,  

    JT Cummins: Ranger  

    Daniel McConnell (nickname Bogan): Ranger 

    James Ross-Munroe (Queensland): Ranger, took temporary charge of graveyard survivors and did his best to save the Dark Elves dead.  

    Kane Wiblen (Queensland): Fire Mage 

    Uten Syn (unique Nightmare start with Nature Magic - 68 members total/38 Druids and 30 Guardians) 

    Krishna Uknuselig: Level 31 - Moon Elf – Warden - male - Guild Leader – close-cropped black hair, dark blue eyes, dark bluish skin, slim build, clean shaven, 5’8”. 

    Angela “Angie” Vakker: Level 30 - Moon Elf – Druid - female - GL-girlfriend – silvery hair down to mid-shoulder, hazel eyes, bluish-pale skin, slim build, 5’6”. Combat pet: Elite Molten Flow Striders named Burn. 

    Lyeneru Caivyre: Level 32 - Moon Elf – Druid - Angie Vakker’s trainer – female - mane of silvery hair down to her mid-back, green eyes, blue-tinged skin, slim build with large breasts, statuesque face and stance, 6’.  

    Gaelin Caidove: Level 32 - Moon Elf – Warden – Krishna Uknuselig’s trainer – male - short-cropped black hair, clean shaven, blue-tinged skin, muscular broad shoulders, forest green eyes, 6’0” tall. Combat pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolves named 

    Franky MarcFFella: Level 30 Warden, learned Nature Magic up to level 20. Combat pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolves named 

    Amanda McClure: Level 28 Druid, black, 

    Sirena Carroll: Level 26 Druid, Spanish,  

    Juan Hernandez: Level 28 Guardian. Combat pet: Elite Earth Shock Wolves named 

    Julissa Cota: Level 31 Druid, small Asian girl, black hair, Japanese ancestry, close friends with Angie. Ran into a group of players that acted like her friend but then used her friendship to find out where the castle was and what kind of forces would be needed to take it down. 

    Suman Kanuganti: Level 30 Guardian – small man, silver hair, green eyes, dark blue skin, angry about sharing loot rolls for pets with people of The World. Added him to my watch list. 

    Noralys Chave: Level 29 Druid 

    Scott Shade: Level 27 Druid 

    Justin Ekis: Level 26 Druid 

    Rohan Zaveri: Level 31 Guardian 

    Monica De La Cruz: Level 30 Druid, has become aggressive, brown hair, Spanish ancestry, close friends with Angie  

    Victoria Francis: Level 20 Druid 

    Midnight Sun Guild (old friends from Chaos Online currently 40 members – mostly family and IRL friends) 

    Zedic ZStat: Level 31 – Human – Ranger / Healer – (uses a bow and martial arts – iron-knuckles) – male - wavy short-blond hair, full beard, blue eyes, 6’2” sturdy build, animal companions is a Wild Dog (shaggy white fur coat) named ZTop. 

    Zyndi ZStat: Level 31 – Human – Ranger / Healer – (uses bow and daggers) – female – long dirty-blonde hair, hazel eyes, stacked figure, 5’4”, animal companion is a Lynx (gray fur with black tiger stripes) named Zweety. 

    Beastkin Player Zeven’s Group (800 ghost warriors and two hundred farmers – Mistborne is also a family name in the clan) 

    Zeven Al'Zaric: Level 29 – Badger-Kin – Essence Shaman / Warrior – (uses staff, long-sword and magic) – male - 6'2" Silver+Grey coat, silver-blue eyes. Brown-leather peasant shirt, thick-wool kilt, leather armor chest and heavy wolf-hide tunic. Nightmare quest gives a type of Spirit Shaman tree. Current Title: Spirit Hunter. Focused on enchanting using runes. Blaidd Ogof Hold. Chieftain of House of Bruic Diongmhalta. Has Low-Light vision. IRL name Stephanie Weber, gunner’s mate, medically discharged from Navy. Lives in Yorktown, Virginia. Had Loss of power from an April ice storm that kept her out of the game for a week after completing her Nightmare quest. (Combat Pet name: Bright Claw of the Azure Sky – Grizhawk.)  

    Nahimana Tor’Narc: (companion of Zeven / Nicknamed Nahi) Level 34 – Daughter of village Elder - Hunter / Shaman apprentice – female – 5’ 8” Silver fur with black highlights, green eyes. Low-Light vision. 

    Torrac Tor’Narc: Level 50 – Badger Kin – Tracker / Essence Shaman – (staff, magic, bow) - male – 6’5” Elder of tribe, father of Nahimana, friend of Zeven, died during attack. Low-Light vision. 

    Big Red: Level 25 – Red Wolf-Kin - Warrior – male – 6’ 1”. IRL name Tony Weber, brother of Zeven, from Fox River Grove, Illinois. Low-Light vision. 

    Beathan Bruic: level 38 – Badger Kin – Warrior – War Leader of the Clan’s Guards – died protecting the clan during their escape from AAA PKers.  

    Arcturus Guild (Guardians) / Norwegian group (32) 

    Arcturus Borknager: Level 38 – Wolf-kin, Warrior – male – Guild Leader - black fur with silver highlights and sky-blue eyes. Shield and Long Sword with Two-handed blade on back. Anders, Norwegian group, friends from Chaos Online 

    Bjørn Hansen: Level 37 – Wolfkin – Rogue – Officer – Bow and daggers. Brown and black Wolf-kin with brown eyes,  

    Liv Kristiansen: Priest – Officer – Silver Wolf-Kin with black highlights and golden colored eyes. Staff with glowing white gem topped by a blade. Pointed base to be used by fighting. Friend of Anders. 

    AAA (PKer guild part of Chaos Storm) 

    Cody Kuel: Guild Leader –  

    SoDak Jilling:  

    Aven Taurig 

    Nacario Deathreaver: Level 40 – Rogue - Leader 

    Xxnos Copexx: Level 40 - Rogue 

    Stannis Dickatheon: Level 39 - Rogue 

    Carebear Slayer: Level 39 - Rogue 

    Muhrder Piehole: Level 39 - Rogue 

    Ferry Crew between Lonsalindel and Tulduroc on the ship Paddlewhirl 

    Gokmit Clubelvest 

    Roadkill (PKer guild part of Chaos Storm) 

    Lizzie Short: Rogue level 43, 5’2”, short brown pixie haircut, human, pale skin,  

    Alliance Zero (PKer guild part of Chaos Storm) 

    Hazug Blackbane – Level 42 – male dwarf – artillery gunner – Warrior 

    V-MMORG Admins: 

    Niles Mulliner: the admin taking money to help Julie cheat in The World. 

    Orc that made agreement with Julie: (yani is sex slave / grug is food) 

    Kug Bloodreaver: 

    START OF DOM’s NPC’s (Domenic’s notes / 24 Paladins, 240 Dwarves at arms, 50 non-combatants, 1 Gnoll companion =315 NPCs (324 Domenic, Gnoll, NPCs and players / 270 Water and 270 Earth Elementals=540)/players: Daniella, Tony, Kat, Glen, Jimmy, John, daughter, and her boyfriend) 

    Tony Tomohiahya: Anthony, Virginia, Human, Hunter, male, bear pet. Large Rock Bear 

    Fluffy Tomohiahya: Danielle, (Danny) Virginia, Human, Hunter – female, bear pet, Large Rock Bear 

    Runartin Stonehammer: Glen, Texas, Dwarf, Warrior – male 

    Lena Stonehammer: Kitty, Texas, Dwarf, Priestess – female 

    Nuthar Inurface: Jimmy, Florida, Gnome, Priest / Bruiser – male, 3’2”, bald headed, brown eyes, long goatee,  

    Daiza Karrath: John, Florida, Human, Warrior – male – cheated on Julie while we were dating,  

    Rinaquenon Karrath: Julie (John’s daughter), Florida, Human, Fire Mage – female 

    Aegis Karrath: Kenneth (Julie’s boyfriend), Florida, Human, Warrior – male - 

    Bruddol Jadepike: Level 33 NPC Male Dwarf (CLASS TBD) Expert Miner / Architect 

    Gutirrg Rotfist: Gnoll Blood-brother. 

    Oksana Oakenstaff: Level 32 - Female – Half Dwarf-Human, Earth Shaman (Twin Sister of Iolas Oakenstaff) and love interest. 

    Gala Ranit: Level 29 NPC Half Dwarf-Gnome Bard (Will become my Master Scribe and a Lieutenant) 

    Madori Bryce: Level 33 NPC Female Half Dwarf-Dark Elf - Ranger - Blacksmith from Dwarven Capital Aeroch Nor - Lieutenant 

    Iolas Oakenstaff: Level 32 Male Shaman - Half-Dwarf-Human, Paladin (Twin Brother of Oksana Ironwood.)  

    Ferox Ironwood:  

    Gorran Carabineer: Level Sword Trainer – Half-Dwarf from Telrain. 

    Lexi Ngwen: Level Half Gnome Female Paladin from his clan. 

    Lorna Lightstorm: Level Human Female Priest at Telrain (sick of the Human Politics and left the Human area) 

    Kurin HellHammer: Level 48 - Male Dwarf – Guard Commander at Dwarven Capital Aeroch Nor. 

    Vudune Tortoris: Level 42 Male Dwarf Warrior (friend of Kurin’s 2nd in command ) at Dwarven Capital Aeroch Nor. 

    Pounce: Level (Same as Player) Male – Blink Lynx cat companion + eventually a mount. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _About_the_Author]About the Author 

    Jason A. Cheek, the author of The World & The Last Paladin series, works in Germany due to his current job assignment. He lives with his wife and daughter, along with their two dogs Monty and Melow (rescue dogs from Greece). Originally from West Palm Beach, Jason lived most of his early life in Florida, except for when he was serving in the military or traveling for his job. 

    Always feeling like he was born out of time from an early age, Jason’s interested ran the gauntlet of martial arts, swords, archery, Dungeon & Dragons, the SCA (Society of Creative Anachronisms), reading Sci-Fi, and Fantasy. After leaving the service, Jason taught himself computer support and networking by his hobby of computer gaming.  

    Working eighty plus hours a week as a waiter, Jason put himself through college, studying to be an Occupational Therapist Assistant. In the end, he ended up becoming an Information Technology Professional due to his many hours of playing first person shooters and strategy games at LAN parties around the United States or logged into Anarchy Online and World of Warcraft leading his guilds. 

    Excelling in his career as an Information Technology Specialist, Jason was able to get a job traveling the world. During that time, he became interested in motorcycles, skydiving, white water rafting, scuba diving, and other extreme sports. Moving to Germany after meeting his Polish wife, he taught himself German and Polish, settling down in Europe with his current job and started writing books. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Connect_with_Jason]Connect with Jason Cheek 

    Please visit Amazon to discover other books by Jason Cheek. 

     

    The Last Paladin Series 

    Book One - Flight 

    Book Two - Destiny 

    Book Three - (In progress) 

     

    The World Series 

    Book One – First Login  

    Book Two – Mixing It Up 

    Book Three – You’re Going Down 

    Book Four – Helping A Friend 

    Book Five – The True Enemy Revealed 

    Book Six – That Wasn’t The Plan 

    Book Seven – Elusive Prey 

    Book Eight – in progress. 

     

    Connect with Jason Cheek 

     

    Friend me on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Jason-A-Cheek/1415815985327666  

    Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/user?u=23281087  

    Follow me on Twitter: https://twitter.com/JasonACheek  

    Email me at: JasonACheek@gmail.com  

    Favorite my Goodreads author page:  https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7799118.Jason_Cheek  

    Connect on LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/profile/view?id=124165564  

    Visit my website and blog:  http://www.thecheekyfellow.com/ 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    [bookmark: _Post_Credit_Scene] 

    [bookmark: _Post_Credit_Scene_1]Post Credit Scene 

    (Julie and Sandra’s apartment) 

    The computer room was dark and silent except for the hum of electronics and the light from the digital clock on the wall. It had been that way for the last hour as Sandra stared at the egg that her girlfriend was inside of. While she loved her roommate, Julie’s ex-boyfriend’s taunts had hit closer to home then she liked to admit, which was partly the reason she was sitting in the dark waiting for her friend.  

    The other part, was something completely different altogether. She needed to deliver some bad news to her girlfriend and Julie wasn’t always the easiest to deal with when she was upset. This was one of those times that Sandra felt like the proverbial man in the relationship as she sweated over her girlfriend’s possible reactions to her bad news. Her thoughts were interrupted a moment later as the egg’s humming changed to signal the occupant had triggered the logout sequence. 

    A few seconds later, the door to the unit popped open and Julie’s slim body appeared in her skintight jumpsuit. It took a few moments for her friend to get her helmet off and notice Sandra silently sitting in the office chair on the other side of the room. Giving a wave, she reached for the water glass on the table next to the gaming unit and swished some water around in her mouth before offering up a cheerful greeting. 

    “Hey girl,” Julie excitedly said, as she reached over and switched on the light, before sitting back to talk with her friend. “We just reached the city of Darom and made camp.” Her lips curled into a confident grin. “I figure it shouldn’t take us more than a few hours to kick those NPCs asses and take over the city.” She rubbed her hands excitedly together. “Just wait until Jay comes back and finds everyone he rescued slaughtered and his exit blocked.” 

    “Glad to hear everything’s working out with the attack,” Sandra said, as she uncomfortably shifted in her seat.  

    “Why the long face,” Julie asked, realizing something was off with her roommate. “Did the ambush not go as you planned?” 

    “Actually, that worked like a charm,” Sandra said, as her voice turned a little more lively. “I swear we had to have flattened four or five thousand zombies and fried a good portion of the assault group.”  

    “See, I told you that he wouldn’t be thinking about running into an ambush while he was running his own surprise attack,” Julie let out a bark of laughter as she giddily continued. “I’d have loved to have seen the look on his face when you crushed his forces flat.” Seeing the pensive look on her friend’s face, Julie gave her a look. What went wrong?” 

    “It wasn’t Starfairy’s group leading the attack,” Sandra uncomfortably said.  

    “What do you mean it wasn’t Jay and his people?” Julie demanded, not understanding what her girlfriend was saying. “You just said you took out all of his zombies-“ 

    “Exactly,” Sandra said, “but it wasn’t your ex-boyfriend leading it. Just some other guys doing the attack.”  

    Privately, Sandra breathed a sigh of relief that Julie’s initial reaction had been the same as her own. It meant that she couldn’t act like she would’ve responded differently to the attack. After being friends with Julie for so long, she’d gotten used to the other woman’s idiosyncrasies.  

    “Oh,” Julie said, as she sat back in the egg with a frown as she pictured how the whole thing must’ve unfolded. “So how long did you chase after them before you realized what had happened?”  

    “Long enough for Starfairy to take out the force I’d left behind while Domenic packed the castle up and left,” Sandra explained in a rush of words. For a long moment, Julie just started at her as her face turned paler by the second.  

    “What do you mean Domenic packed up his castle?” Julie asked, not understanding how that was even possible. For Christ’s sake, it was a massive stone structure. 

    “No one knows exactly how they did it,” Sandra said, holding up a hand to stop Julie’s caustic reply. “No one was there to see it when it happened, but Shapo, who was inside when it happened, said the walls and everything started to fold up on themselves.” She gave Julie a shrug. “It crushed the whole attacking force and killed everyone.” 

    “The fuck is that?” Julie asked, as she took a moment to process that tidbit of information, before she blew her stack. “What the fuck are they paying that Admin for if they aren’t telling us shit we need to know like this?” 

    “I know, right?” Sandra agreed, letting out a sigh of relief. “The whole plan would’ve worked like a charm even with your ex-boyfriend’s misdirection-“ 

    “But nearly everyone was already dead when you showed up,” Julie finished her friend’s thought. 

    “Not only dead,” Sandra said, “locked out for twenty-four hours.” 

    “This is such bullshit!” Julie snarled as she got up to pace back and forth. “I swear, I’m going to read that asshole the mother fucking riot act.” 

    “Shit,” Julie said, as it dawned on her, “that means Jay’s going to possibly be arriving at Darom by tomorrow night.” 

    “I doubt that,” Sandra said, shaking her head. “He took off out of Domenic’s valley heading northeast and then headed to Palnisdale.” 

    “Ha!” Julie stopped her pacing, as she gave her girlfriend a triumphant look. Pulling up the other office chair, she excitedly sat down across from her roommate. “Those Orcs must’ve handed him his ass. You’ve gotta give me every detail of how it went down.” Before Sandra could say anything, Julie pressed her back into the chair.  

    “Wait, I need popcorn for this.” She was just about to rush out of the room, when she noticed the ill look on Sandra’s face. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

    “Yeah, that whole Orc Alliance thing,” Sandra angrily snarled. “It was a complete no-go.” 

    “If you fucked up the alliance that I’ve been working on since day one,” Julie demanded to know, as her eyes flashed dangerously. “I swear I’m going to-”  

    Instead of finishing whatever she was going to say, Julie sat back in a huff as she pressed her hand to her eyes and did her best to calm down. Even if Sandra had fucked this to all hell and back, maybe the alliance could still be saved. Pressing her fingertips to her forehead, she glared at her friend. 

    “How did you guys fuck this up?” Julie demanded, stabbing her fingers at Sandra like she was an idiot. “I mean, common on. Did you guys not yell out yani or something?” 

    “Yeah, about that word yani,” Sandra angrily sneered at her friend, “found out the translation for what that meant when I met the Orcs.” 

    “If you didn’t fuck that up,” Julie exclaimed, as she angrily sat back in her chair, “then what the fuck happened.” 

    “Yani means sex slave,” Sandra said, completely ignoring her roommates comment. 

    Julie went to lash out at her friend, when what she said sunk into her consciousness. Her mouth opened and closed without saying anything as she tried to come up with some reasonable argument to blame her girlfriend but nothing came to mind. Throwing her hands up into the air, she gave Sandra a helpless look. 

    “Then why the fuck do we have a completed quest that says we have an alliance with the Orcs,” Julie exclaimed in frustration. 

    “Yeah,” Sandra said, “got the answer to that too.” Seeing that she had Julie’s attention, she looked her in the eyes. “Did you ask what kind of allies we were? Did you demand anything like equal treatment or anything like that?” 

    “What the hell else does being an ally possibly mean?” Julie asked, making a duh face.  

    “That’s the problem,” Sandra shouted in Julie’s face, “You’re either a yani,” she did air quotes, “aka sex slave. Or, your grug.” 

    “What’s grug?” Julie asked, wincing at her friend’s attitude. 

    “Food, Julie,” Sandra said, giving her the duh look. “It means food. That’s the only kinds of allies that humanoids can be with Orcs.” Seeing Julie’s face soften, Sandra held up her hand. “And no, I don’t want to talk about it.” 

    They sat staring at each other for a long moment as each of them worked out their issues internally. If the horde was really as large as Kug had promised, than Sandra must have went through a hell of a fight. She didn’t blame her for being tricked by Jay. Honestly, it sounded like she had him on the run until the snafu with the Orcs. Looking back up at her girlfriend, Julie simply held out her arms as the two of them hugged.  

    “I’m sorry for blaming you for all of that,” Julie murmured, as she stroked Sandra’s head. “I just wanted to be able to pay that asshole back for breaking it off with me.” 

    “It’s not your fault,” Sandra said, calming down somewhat as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “Besides, we slaughtered a crap-ton of the assholes.”  

    “Do you have any clue where Starfairy ended up after that?” Julie asked, as they both chuckled at the nickname.  

    “Probably Palnisdale,” Sandra said with a shrug. “Are there really any other passes before that?” 

    “Palnisdale?” Julie asked, as she sat back in her seat and let out a giggle. 

    “Oh, yeah,” Sandra said, as a grin came to her lips. “I bet Grimblood DeKhayed will be happy to see him.” They both laughed at that. 

    “Feel like making up some pasta while I take a shower?” Julie asked, jumping to her feet as she pulled Sandra up with her. “Please.” 

    “Only if you make the garlic bread,” Sandra said, knowing that she couldn’t say no to Julie’s puppy dog eyes.  

    “Okay, I’ll be out in a jiffy.”  
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