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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 (Totenliste), a friend who freely offered his expertise for editing my books and getting them cleaned up for release. Steven (Zeven) is another friend that helps with the ideas and concepts that makes the series so great. The two of them beta read the story to make sure everything sounds right, besides listening to me when I’d 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.  
 
      
 
    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. Also, I’d like to thank Stephanie and Naz for the Aussie slang help!  
 
      
 
    Also, I want to offer a quick apology for ending this book earlier than anticipated. There is just so much story that it couldn’t all be told in one telling. At least, not as an Indie Author who doesn’t have complete control of my audible books. The books can’t be too long or I’ll have issues with getting voice actors to do the audiobooks. The good news is that this story is as long as book four and full of adventure. Also, I’m already well into the next book, so you can expect book six to follow this one relatively quickly and know that it will be of a similar length.  
 
      
 
    Books five, six and seven are about a PKer war between guilds. Some parts of the story will focus on the details needed to take out a group of players, which can be very difficult in an MMORPG and include a lot of fighting. At the same time, there is a huge PVE story that goes along with the PKing action that will affect this part of the world. Please understand that not all of the proceeding novels will be this war focused, but when there is a massive war underway, I will always do my best to write the full story. In my mind, there is no other way to write the scenes and do them justice. At least, not if you want to keep true to the gaming MMORPG genre. 
 
      
 
    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 a work-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 changes 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. 
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Chapter One 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    It took me a moment to realize that the ringing sound on the other side of the room wasn’t my alarm going off, but someone trying to call me, as I blearily stumbled to the bureau. Plopping down on the foot of the bed, I fumbled for a second, before the phone accepted my swipe. 
 
    “Jason here.” I incoherently mumbled as I fiddled with the screen to read the time. Who the hell was calling me at five thirty in the freaking morning? Seriously, this was the first day in nearly two weeks I’d gotten to bed at a decent time.  
 
    “Jay, what the hell happened in Telrain?” Domenic asked, the annoyance clear in his voice as I fumbled for the button to put it on speaker phone. “Everyone on the forums is freaking out and calling for our guild to be banned from the game!” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything … we didn’t do anything to Telrain except evacuate the civilians and save a bunch of people.” I said tiredly, trying to force my brain to work. Realizing that this wasn’t going to be a quick conversation, I staggered to my nightstand and grabbed my glass of water, before heading to the bathroom.  
 
    Obviously, there was no way I was getting any more sleep this morning. Fuck! I silently swore as I sat down on the toilet. “Telrain was all Julie. She got her hands on some level 200 scroll called Meteor Strike and wasted the city.” 
 
    There was a bunch of inappropriate noise as my bowels released and I filled up the toilet with an audible sigh. While frozen dinners were useful, they definitely weren’t easy on the digestive track, I silently thought as I suddenly felt immensely better. I was just contemplating if I could get away with a courtesy flush, when Domenic paused. 
 
    “Seriously Jay, are you talking to me while you’re dropping the kids off at the pool?” He distastefully asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Hmmm, do you want me to lie to you to make you feel better, or …?” I noticeably paused as I waited for Domenic’s reaction.  
 
    “You’re definitely a class act Jay,” Domenic said, heaving a tired sigh of exasperation. “Let’s pretend this never happened, but yeah thanks for that mental image before I head to bed.”  
 
    “What the fuck ever, Dom.” I said unapologetically. “If you’re going to freaking wake me up at the butt crack of dawn, then you get what you get.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that shit, pun intended” Domenic grumbled irritably. “At least you got some sleep. I haven’t slept all night.” 
 
    “Then chill out and get some shut-eye.” I said, turning suddenly serious. “Everything’s good to go. Julie is the bad guy here.”  
 
    “Bad girl.” Domenic corrected me automatically. 
 
    “Dude, you know what I freaking meant.” I grumped back, ignoring the obvious joke. I wasn’t going there with a ten-foot pole. Unlike me, the guys still talked about how hot Julie was. While she was indeed physically attractive, the hot really referred to the whole gaming girl aspect of her personality. While I admit that was a huge plus for gamers like us, the rest of the package wasn’t anything you wanted in your life. “She blew away the city. The rest of us were able to save everyone who’d survived her take-over, besides resurrecting a lot of people who hadn’t.” 
 
     “Well, the forums are saying something completely different.” Domenic unhappily said, understanding the situation for what it was. “They’re calling for Requiem to be banned from the game.” 
 
    “Fucking, Julie,” I swore out loud. I immediately knew what the problem was. “The level 200 spell forcibly locked her and her entire guild out of the game for twenty-four hours. So, all she’s been doing-“ 
 
    “Is stirring up the pot while we’ve been busy playing.” Domenic finished for me, understanding the situation immediately. “I wonder why the spell had a twenty-four hour lockout for players?” He mused thoughtfully. 
 
    “It’s a siege spell.” I explained, recalling what I’d read on the in-game wiki. “They want to keep players from being able to be resurrected and rejoin the fight. So, you hit them with this spell to break through their defensive fortifications and fight the survivors for their fortress.” 
 
    “Damn,” Domenic whistled as he considered the implications. “It sounds like end game wars are going to be epic events, we need to be prepared for that.” 
 
    “You think?” I agreed wholeheartedly. “Looks like they don’t want players turtling up behind their defenses.” 
 
    “Not with spells like that,” Domenic agreed. Turning serious again, he went back to our current situation. “I wonder if we’re going to have any problems with V-MMORG trying to ban us?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said confidently. “They had one of their in-game Admins watching everything go down. Besides, with how loose they run the rules for the game, I’d be surprised if there’s anything done about the issue, except for maybe a few Hot Fixes.” 
 
    “Heh, talk about calling it,” Domenic gave a hard bark of laughter. “Word on the developers forums is that they have a list of Hot fixes they’ve just implemented at five this morning for anyone logging into the game.” 
 
    “Eh, it really wasn’t that hard to figure out,” I replied knowingly. It’s not like I hadn’t been doing this rodeo at one level or another for nearly half my life. “It’s the standard method for any MMORPG wanting to make emergency changes or bug fixes.”  
 
    “Yeah, I hadn’t thought about it that way,” Domenic agreed. “We’ve been too busy fighting to keep these assholes out of our area. They’ve been hitting us harder than ever all night so I’ve been focused on that.” 
 
    “It’s Julie,” I said unhappily. “She’s trying to pay us all back by ganking us in-game and taking away our fortresses.” 
 
    “Julie?” Domenic exclaimed incredulously. “You’re telling me she’s the guild leader of Chaos Storm?” 
 
    “I thought you caught that when I told you about Telrain, but, yeah, she’s still pissed off that the rest of you didn’t drop me like a rock when we broke up.” I said with a sigh, before explaining. “She started monologuing when she thought she had me beat.” 
 
    “Uh, I’ve been a little preoccupied to do that math, but yeah it makes perfect sense. I can’t believe she is still doing that shit,” Domenic stated coldly. “You’d have thought she’d grow up and not be so petty.”  
 
    “Guess she’s a slow learner,” I agreed. “She was going on about how the siege was just a way to draw me over here so she could PK me continuously.” 
 
    “While the rest of her minions took over your lands, I bet.” Domenic said, following the logic to its conclusion. “Now that the cat is out of the bag, she doesn’t need me around as bait. That’s why they’re trying so hard to take me out now.” 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed. “You holding out?” 
 
    “We are holding our own, for the moment,” Domenic answered, before explaining further. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s because Mike and his people arrived earlier tonight and started giving us a hand. Not that we’ve had a chance to talk or coordinate any of our in-game attacks, but he promised they’d focus on taking out the respawns at the graveyards and work at creating as much general havoc as possible. Whatever they’re doing seems to be helping. At least, it was until the next wave of Chaos Storm alliance reinforcements showed up earlier this morning. Now we’re in a semi-stalemate, but I don’t see that lasting for more than a day or two tops. Once they manage to whittle down my NPCs, it’s going to be a hell of a fight for us unless you get here soon,” Domenic’s voice turned gruff. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to tuck tail and run. If I’m going down, I’m going down swinging. I fully intend to make them pay … to make her pay for this, one way or another.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be an issue. We’ll all be in your area by tonight,” I said, for once feeling like things were going our way. Quickly, I laid out the plan I’d been working on to pull him and his people out, including a rundown on what Krishna had told me about fortresses on the Isolde Line. That alone was worth its weight in gold. The gist was that he needed the fortress’s hearthstone to be filled up with mana if we were going to have any chance to pull off an evac. 
 
    “Wait, what!?” Domenic asked in obvious surprise. “I’m not just running from these assholes! What’s the fucking point of you coming to help if we are not going to band together and fight? Sorry, I’m not evacuating.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” I snapped back at him irritably. “Besides, it’s no different than one of our StarCraft matches. We’ll pull you back to my lands, turtle up, and then you will come out swinging after you build up your forces. Just like any other match we’ve ever played.” 
 
    “Fuck that!” Domenic growled angrily. “Why am I always a magnet for this kind of shit? This isn't like StarCraft, I’m intentionally being targeted by a player and not the computer here. Dammit, Julie is such a bitch.”  
 
    “Someone always has to be the target.” I said, doing my best to understand his frustration. The truth is, that in most of those matches, the computer enemy tended to focus their attacks the weakest link or, in layman’s terms, the person with the lowest resource and unit count. Dom always played the Terrans and they typically got off to a slow start, which didn't help the situation. While Dom might start off slow, once he hit his stride, he was a bear to take out. 
 
    “Besides, it not your fault that you were targeted.” I said, letting out the breath I’d been holding.  
 
    “I didn't think it was my fault, why would you even say that?” Domenic asked, suddenly alert at my statement.  
 
    “Hmm, Hefe was still talking to Julie all this time.” I said, unconsciously clenching as I waited for what was coming next. “I sent an email out to the guild about it.” 
 
    “Hefe?” Domenic exclaimed in surprise, as I heard his mouse start clicking as he brought up his email program.  
 
    I explained about Julie tricking Hefe and using their perceived friendship to get the information she wanted. Domenic knew as well as I did that Hefe didn’t stand a chance against her if she was purposely working him over. While Hefe was a nice guy, he was a sucker for the ladies, in general, and Julie, specifically. Besides, it’s not like you could be angry at the big man. We all knew he wasn’t exactly the sharpest tool in the shed. 
 
    “What are we going to do with him, Jay?” Domenic asked in a strained voice. I could almost picture him holding his head to ward off a migraine. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, letting the tension out with a heavy sigh. “Nothing at all. We just won’t share anything important with him in the future. Think of it like he doesn’t have a high enough security clearance for the really important information.” 
 
    “We should have done that sooner with him, and look where we are now,” Domenic said, giving a tired laugh. 
 
    I wholeheartedly agreed. My subconscious must have come to a decision last night while I’d slept, because I felt pretty sure about the decision. “Look, it’s not that Hefe is a bad guy. I just don’t trust him not to run his mouth. Talking the shit he does is what always gets him in trouble and what makes him … Hefe. So, anything really important, I’m keeping close to my chest whenever I’m around him so shit like this doesn’t happen again.”   
 
    “Besides, I think his new girlfriend laid into him last night. It’s almost like he’s taking responsibility for once,” I added. 
 
    “There’s that,” Domenic unhappily replied, before continuing. “Look, I know Hefe is not a bad guy, but he’s a perpetual dumb ass, so let’s use this to our advantage instead. Don’t call him out on this. Instead we start feeding Hefe misinformation about our plans. We know what’ll happen next.” Domenic said in a tone I was all too familiar with when he was scheming and plotting revenge. 
 
    “Yeah we can do that, it’s actually not a bad idea,” I replied, silently shaking my head no. Sometimes, it was easiest to just agree with Domenic instead of arguing the point with him on something like this. Besides, the rest of the guild would never accept Hefe being privy to any information that could be used to screw us over. At least, not for a while. Not only that, when it came to Hefe facing off against Julie that was a no-win situation, but none of that was worth arguing about. Like usual, I just switched subjects.   
 
    “You want to be the one that tells Mike?” Domenic asked. 
 
    “Naw, that’s all you. I’ll work with everyone else.” I replied, checking the time. Even if Mike was pissed off, he’d know not to try using Hefe to get one over on Julie too. “Hey, I need to get moving. I’ll hit you up in-game tonight. Just tell your people to not kill me on sight.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Domenic said, yawning in my ear. “Later, Jay.” 
 
    “Get some sleep, Dom,” I said, hanging up. 
 
    With that finished, I went through the rest of my morning routine and threw on some relatively clean sweat pants, before heading to the kitchen. I was just throwing in four sausage, egg and cheese biscuits into the microwave and starting the coffee machine, when I remembered my package should have arrived yesterday. Grabbing my phone, I pulled up the digital code from my email and jogged out to the postboxes at the edge of the parking lot to pick-up my package. This one was noticeably bigger than the last, I thought, as I hurried back to my apartment, ignoring the small stones that jabbed me in the feet. After being repeatedly slaughtered in-game, small pains such as that hardly bothered me anymore.  
 
    Setting the large box next to the counter, I grabbed my breakfast sandwiches and dug in as I opened up my new toy … err suit. A wolfish grin split my lips as I held up the futuristic body suit by the shoulders. Now this was more like it, I thought, as I laid it over the counter and checked out the insides. There was a built-in bottoms that had a sheath for my junk and a separate area for my butt.  
 
    A glance through the directions explained how to insert your junk into the suit’s built-in sheath, while the poop chute was more of a baggy-like tail that could be removed and dumped. It would suck to log out with a load in your drawers, but it was better than pissing and shitting all over yourself inside one of the basic suits like Hefe had done during his first week of playing. As per Domenic, Hefe had tossed his suit and bought a new one.  
 
    Must be nice to have rich parents, I thought, shaking my head incredulously as I remembered the story. Alternately, you could use the buttplug-like insert that I’d also purchased, which was just, ew. I’d use it if it was a must, but it wasn’t a part of the plan, if you know what I mean.  
 
    Lastly, the new suit had its own hydration system. It was similar to the system I’d originally picked up. It fit over the back just like the CamelBak hydration system you’d use on a hike. Similar to the normal tube that you used to draw water into your mouth, this tube snaked up your neck and actually fit into your mouth in a fish-hook configuration. There was a checkbox you could click on the configuration of the Egg so that it would actually have you drink from the tube automatically whenever you drank inside the game.  
 
    Yeah, you don’t even want to know what I had to pay for a suit like this. Still, it was well worth the money if it kept my body healthy. I was honestly getting tired of being so dehydrated all the time whenever I logged out. Besides, that couldn’t even be remotely healthy. Interesting enough, the company had also included a few packages of sample protein mixes that could be added to the water to help with hunger. It was an interesting concept, which I immediately put to use. Filling the bladder with water, I added one of the sample packs to the unit. Sealing everything up, I shook the CamelBak to mix up the contents, before strapping it back in place. 
 
    Laying the suit over the stool next to me, I began working on my last breakfast sandwich as I went through my emails. I had to repeat the story I’d given to Domenic to the rest of the guild, since everyone was freaking out about the ruckus on the forums. The biggest concern was that V-MMORG would smack us down. My explanation of having an Admin on hand that could confirm it was Julie’s doing put everyone at ease.  
 
    While that wouldn’t do anything for the hate that was building up against us on the server, that wasn’t anything new for me and my friends. It seemed like these PKers had a lot of people who enjoyed trolling on the forums. That, or they were sheeple who couldn’t make up their own minds. So basically, it was business as usual. Next, I dug into the responses from the night before from Kyarina and Orion.  
 
    Kyarina was excited about the possibility of mounts and promised to lead a party out to see if they could catch any of the Battering Rams. She asked if I could send an invite to a new player named, Jodi Tempest who’d showed up yesterday to BrokenFang Hold. As per Kyarina, the woman was Thomas’ in real life sister and was in need of a home. She couldn’t join the Devil Dogs because she wasn’t ex-military, but with our partnership, there was no sense why she couldn’t join the Revenants. Also, she was a Ranger that specialized in Exotic Animal Husbandry and had a female Blink Lynx for a pet to boot. 
 
    I assured her I would do it first thing when I logged in. The thought of having someone who knew how to tame the teleporting lynxes was huge. Who knows if they’d ever be truly capable of true teleportation, but it was worth looking into. While I hadn’t actually met one of the creatures in-game, if they followed the traditional lore of the creatures, that meant the predators could teleport up to twenty yards away with their master in direct line of sight. Besides, if anyone could help capture a bunch of Battering Rams on a rocky ledge, it would be a Blink Lynx.  
 
    Orion’s email was next. When he’d gotten back from escorting a group of miners back from the iron mine they’d cleared out earlier in the week, he’d received some interesting news. One of the higher level Devil Dog teams that had been heading out onto the Plains of Atoll had run across a massive mineral field a day’s travel out. The place was a wasteland of sulfuric springs and rock formations that got bigger the deeper you went into the harsh no-man’s-land.  
 
    Although none of the players had been miners, they’d taken the time to gather up some of the more interesting mineral fragments that they’d found lying on the ground to bring back for our miners to check out. They’d wanted to explore deeper into the area to see what else they could find, but had been instantly ambushed and killed by a group of creatures that sounded nasty as hell. Orion couldn’t tell me exactly how the monsters looked, because it always seemed to be surrounded by a black, fog-like smoke. Still, he was able to piece a few things together.  
 
    From the confused feedback, they were horse-like with talons and chitinous-like heavy armor. Super strong, with nasty fang-like mandibles that could rip your face off with one bite. There seemed to be some confusion if they were poisonous or not, since everyone died so quickly. Orion thought the creatures had to have some sort of shoulder spikes with a poisonous attack that paralyzed its prey. 
 
    After collecting their bodies, they returned to BrokenFang Hold to get some Antidote and Healing potions, before heading back out to try the boss mob again. The minerals they’d brought back had the Gnome and Gnomelings in an uproar. While none of the samples were big enough for enchanting something like our Fire Spitters, the ore they’d gathered was a mixture of Loadstone Iron and Cobalt with small Mana Accumulation crystal chunks mixed in. The Mana Accumulation crystals alone were a significant discovery and warranted exploring the area further. 
 
    Minny had sworn that the smaller chunks of crystal meant there had to be some major deposits further in that could be mined for the size of crystals that we needed. Orion understood how important the Mana Accumulation crystals were for crafting the anti-siege weapons we needed to fight the coming Hobgoblin invasion. He planned on taking these new creatures out and pushing deeper into the area to see what kind of ore and crystals were available for mining. While it sounded like they had a solid plan, I asked Orion to promise me that he’d take along a decent size raid and that he’d pull Minny out at the first signs of trouble. I didn’t want to lose the little Gnome if the shit hit the fan, especially after the ordeal she went through with the players in Delonshire and the Goblins in the Delonshire Mine.  
 
    Otherwise, Orion was down with the whole concept of standardization and mass production. He agreed with my take that it wasn’t something you wanted to use for creating all of our people’s weapons or armor. Even so, he agreed it was an excellent way to get everyone geared up to a basic level and to get our projectile stores built up to the levels we’d need to fight off a siege.  
 
    On a side note, Orion explained that he’d crafted miniatures during his Warhammer 40K tabletop gaming days, before joining the Marines. Meaning, he had a solid understanding of making lead forms. With the information I’d sent him, he thought he could get a good system in place for making iron molds. The Devil Dog promised to go over the concepts with Aidan Calanon, the lead blacksmith, and some of the other crafters when he logged on in the morning.  
 
    With the added information I’d just sent out, everyone slowly began discussing Hefe’s Excommunicado status. The initial set of emails from the night before had been hot, but now calmer heads had started to prevail. No one wanted him kicked out of the guild, but at the same time, trust had to be earned. It was decided to give him a chance on a probationary status. After all, everyone loved the big lug. 
 
    The main point of the email discussion boiled down to one simple point. Hefe had been everyone’s friend for years and this was the first time he’d ever fucked up like this. Although, the whole putting everyone’s money on the line had made everyone upset and nearly gotten him kicked out of the guild for good. Everyone also understood how Julie was. The woman was like a demon making a deal for a sinner’s soul.  
 
    Meaning, while everyone was pissed off about it like me, they understood Hefe had never stood a chance against her. It’s not like I could say anything about him being a dumbass in that regards, since I’d been the one to date the evil bitch in the first place. At the end of the discussion, I was glad to see that they’d been willing to give him a second chance. I just hoped he didn’t fuck it up. 
 
    With that resolved, I went to my Twitch channel and selected the section of video where Julie cast the Meteor Strike spell, our fight, and her gloating about it. Thankfully, the Twitch account came with some nice video editing tools for streamers. Creating a special outtake video, I quickly added the file as an attachment to my own day’s video, before pulling up The World’s forums. 
 
    On each running post that was going on about banning my guild or blaming me for the destruction of Telrain, I added my post comment, pointing out that Chaos Storm were actually the ones who destroyed the city and linked it to the video. I also pointed out that my friends and I had done our best to save as many players and people of The World as possible, before the Chaos Storm’s guild leader ruthlessly destroyed Telrain.  
 
    It took a good half an hour to hit all the ongoing posts, but I figured it was worth the extra time and effort. I had no doubt it would take a while to percolate through the community. Oh, some players would believe whatever they heard or read first, especially if it was posted from someone they liked. Even so, enough would want to follow the link if only because of the controversy, if not their base curiosity. Kind of like the shiny red button from the Ren & Stimpy show. 
 
    Once they saw the truth for themselves, they’d be pissed at being tricked by my ex-girlfriend’s lies and that anger would just grow over time. In the end, it would bite her in the ass like it always did. Of that, I had no doubt. Until then, we’d just have to endure the shitstorm that was headed our way, which, for us, wasn’t anything new. 
 
    With that done, I cleaned up my dishes and suited up. The new suit fit like a rubber glove. I didn’t notice either of the two waste removal systems that were built into the crotch. Supposedly, the rear baggy would whisk the solid waste away from my body even if I was sitting. Honesty, I’d rather not test it, but having it there was reassuring. Also, the extra weight on my back from the Camelbak pouch was barely noticeable as I stood up and tested my range of movement.  
 
    The drinking tube was somewhat annoying, but not overly so. I wondered if I’d get a little crease on my face like the Freemen from the constant use of the nose plug part of the stillsuit. I know, I’m an uber-geek of the movie Dune, but what of it? Taking a deep breath, I walked to the foyer and looked at myself in the mirror as I carefully breathed. I couldn’t help the smile that came to my lips as I mentally rubbed my hands together feeling like Dr. Evil. This would allow me to run the playing schedule I liked without ruining my body. Besides, the suit really did look cool as hell and was functional to boot.  
 
    Filling my water glass, I placed it on my desk next to the egg as I got ready to log in. Why the water glass you might ask? While the hydration system would keep my body from being dehydrated, I figured it wouldn’t stop me from getting cotton mouth syndrome. With that taken care of, I set up the configuration of the Egg for drinking while playing, before I climbed into the unit. Surprisingly enough, just being within the unit made my suit power up which was interesting. Suddenly, the blurb about the suit using “radiant power” made a little bit more sense.  
 
    Sitting back in the contoured seat, it was a pleasant surprise to discover that there was a hint of an airflow moving through the suit. Not overpowering, just enough that I wouldn’t have to worry about getting sweaty ball syndrome. Slipping the helmet on over my head, the HUD popped up on the screen as I triggered the login sequence.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One.Two 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    Running Pod Diagnostic – Complete 
 
    Synchronizing controller units - Complete 
 
    Neuro Synchronization - Complete        
 
    Initializing virtual environment … 
 
      
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw that the sun was just starting to rise and burn off the morning fog as Neysa and Helgath shifted beside me at my return. Before I could even sit up to greet my ladies, my HUD lit up with a system message filled with scrolling text. 
 
      
 
    Emergency Hot Fixes have been applied: 
 
    Hot Fix for death, de-leveling, and imprisonment:  
 
    Player Spawned NPCs: Upon death, a player can now only lose ten percent of their current level with each proceeding death until their current gained experience bar is reduced to zero. There will be no de-leveling. Once the loss of current experience points occurs further de-leveling will not be possible, but any following deaths will come with a temporary de-buff status effect equal to losing one level. This temporary level loss will stack with each additional death. These debuffs will stay in effect for up to five hours after last death. After which, the player will return to their original level with zero experience points towards their next level.   
 
      
 
    City Spawned NPCs: Can de-level a player by one level depending upon the crime committed. Some crimes will require a monetary compensation while others will be “exile” level. “Exile” level crimes will require a player to be killed five times to clear their “exile” status. This can be completed by a player (player cannot be part of the same guild or alliance) or NPC. Each death will have a monetary “bounty reward” paid by any military or city guard officer from within the kingdom or city that the “exile” status was given. Each death will drop the “exiled” player’s experience points by twenty percent of their current level until the player has lost a total of one level.  
 
      
 
    Deaths from Monsters and Other Natural Enemies: Upon death by a monster or other natural enemy of The World, a player will now only lose ten percent of their current level and with each proceeding death until their current gained experience bar is reduced to zero. There will be no loss of level beyond this point even with repeated deaths. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    Hot Fix for Land Management: 
 
    Regular and Advance players can now take ownership of a primary castle that has been either abandoned or conquered. To take ownership of a primary castle, they must keep ownership of the control room for seven continuous days. On top of that, new primary castle owners will be able to access an advance magic trees and unique NPCs options. A player can only take ownership of one primary castle at a time. Primary castle owners can expand their lands and create additional fortifications, but these additional fortifications won't come with additional magic trees or unique NPCs options. 
 
      
 
    Nightmare players can only own one primary castle at a time. Primary castle owners can expand their lands and create additional fortifications, but those additional fortifications won't come with additional magic trees or unique NPCs options. Nightmare players can only own one primary castle at a time but can take ownership to pass the land to another player within twenty-four hours. 
 
      
 
    There is a new interface available to remotely manage your land. Check your land management tab for specific information. 
 
      
 
    Hot Fix for log-out options: 
 
    Hot-Logout: This is a fifteen-minute option. Allows the player's avatar to remain in-game and accessible to your group. Other players will be able to see and interact with the logged-out player's avatar. AI will control the avatar at a reduced capability to allow the player to take a break or deal with issues within the real world.  
 
      
 
    Warm-Logout: This removes the player's avatar from the game. Other players cannot interact with the player's avatar, but NPCs will still be able to interact with the player's avatar in a limited sense. This allows players to travel long distances and other interactions while not being logged in the game. 
 
      
 
    Cold-Logout (Selected by default when in a non-protected area) Completely removes a player's avatar from the game. 
 
      
 
    Hot Fix for NPC and Monster levels: 
 
    Elite Nightmare: Increase of a plus 160 to all attributes. These bonuses will be applied to higher level Boss Chieftains, Rulers, elite Generals, and Monster Hero classes. 
 
      
 
    Nightmare: Increase of a plus 80 to all attributes. These bonuses will be applied to NPC officers and elite monster types. 
 
      
 
    Advanced: Increase of plus 40 to all attributes. These bonuses will be applied to regular NPC guards and monster types. 
 
      
 
    Hot Fix for NPC: 
 
    Resurrections: NPCs can only be resurrected every twelve hours. If an NPC dies again within the 12-hour window after being resurrected, they are permanently dead. This does not affect soulbound companions. 
 
      
 
    Hot Fix for Spells: 
 
    Level 50+ spells will no longer be allowed to be cast against or within designated cities within training zones. 
 
      
 
    Hot Fix for Soulbound/Summoned Combat Pets, Mounts, and Companions: 
 
    The twenty-four hour lockout upon death has been reduced to one hour, while the experience point loss remains unchanged. 
 
      
 
    I felt Helgath and Neysa’s curious mental touch as I read through the information before my eyes. It almost felt like we were sitting together discussing the pros and cons of each change. From the list, it was obvious that V-MMORG had been busy since the destruction of Telrain. Having Hot Fixes pop-up in an MMORPG on log in wasn’t anything new. It was the method that most online games used for applying irregular fixes. Usually, they were simple tweaks to a class’s special abilities or an attack that balanced out small issues for PVP.  
 
    Emergency Hot Fixes, on the other hand, were another story altogether. They only showed up in a game when there was a major problem that had to immediately be fixed, usually because it threatened to break or unbalance the entire game world. This list of Hot Fixes was a prime example. The “Level 50+ spells will no longer be allowed to be cast against or within designated cities within training zones.” was to stop the same series of events that occurred to take-out Telrain, which had disrupted untold new players spawning into the Human zone. 
 
    The “Hot Fix for de-leveling” directly affected my ability to wage war against my PKer enemies. Obviously, someone had complained about losing so many levels. That, or I should have thought twice about allowing the Royal Investigator, Rani Lamkin, be a part of my raid. Whatever, I thought sourly. At these lower levels, the experience loss wouldn’t be much of a deterrent. Still, I was glad they’d decided to keep some form of experience loss in the game. The five hour debuff would force those players to stop fighting to recover their levels at some point, which was something, I guess. Unfortunately, bigger guilds could still wear down smaller guilds to take over their land.  
 
    This seemed like a complete FU by the game administrators on one level. I understood why V-MMORG had done this on one level. Being able to de-level players was a major bug in The World and one I’d mercilessly taken advantage of in my battles against the Chaos Storm Alliance. Now that the larger guilds knew how to do this, they could troll their enemies and de-level them to zero once they purchased their own people of The World. That had to be stopped at all cost or the game would be ruined.  
 
    Unfortunately, without the fear of permanently losing levels, it also meant there was nothing stopping the larger guilds from constantly waging wars against their enemies to wear them down and take away their land. With how the rules were being set up now, the small and medium sized guilds would run the risk of having their players worn down defending against constant PVP attacks. Those constant attacks would make the defenders unable to level up further, while still allowing the larger guilds to rotate out their player base to continue the attacks. Once the level gap gets great enough, the larger guild would be able to take out the defenders without any problems to take their land. This lack of consequences for constantly attacking other players was going to dramatically affect the game’s PVP, I thought sourly.  
 
    At the same time, what could V-MMORG do? Either they stopped players from being able to gank and de-level other players whenever they wanted or they allowed larger guilds to rule over the game. It was a simple decision to keep the game balanced. It sounded cold, but no one was making players participate in the RTS portion of the game. While I hoped they’d come up with something to stop that from happening, I doubted it would happen until a lot of people lost their castles.   
 
    For now, it looked like V-MMORG was going to take the route that most companies took. The RTS portion of the game was going to be regulated to the domain of the larger guilds just like the endgame dungeons were in most MMOs. This could be fought in a number of different ways, but it wasn’t easy. I’d managed to beat the larger guilds at their own game by forming a number of alliances between smaller guilds. While that worked, it was always difficult to maintain due to the various personalities of the different leaders in the alliance.  
 
    Another way the smaller guilds could increase their power to fight off the larger guilds’ attacks would be to strengthen up their people in The World. This was what I was banking on and one of the things I needed to have my people keep their eyes on. I was already doing this by getting my people better gear. Not to mention, the additional skill ups like Dark, Fire, and Frost magic and making sure they could handle themselves in melee combat. These were all ways to give my people the additional power they needed to fight off our enemies.  
 
    Hopefully, the weapons, traps, and castle construction ideas I was bringing in from the real world would help on this front too. While these innovations would make a difference against the Hobgoblin invasion headed our way, I wondered how much of a deterrent it would be against other players. With all the changes coming from V-MMORG, I had a feeling that this wasn’t going to be enough. I’d have to make sure I focused on additional ways to empower my people. Otherwise, this was going to turn ugly fast, I thought, letting out a heavy sigh. 
 
    The planned Hot Fix for the City Spawned NPCs wasn’t particularly bad. At least, V-MMORG still allowed people to lose a level if they messed around within the cities. I’m sure most players had no idea that their actions had consequences and they could be de-leveled by the people of The World if they were caught breaking the rules. The exiled and bounty status was pretty innovative and could possibly start a whole Bounty Hunter player-constructed class. It was also an announcement to players that they could lose levels if they acted up in city and towns.  
 
    The Hot Fix for Deaths from Monsters and Other Natural Enemies was just more of the same removal of consequences to players for dying in-game. Though I could understand why the change had been introduced, it still annoyed me. Old school MMORPGs had started out with severe death penalties. As those games became more widely popular, those penalties had slowly been reduced to the point where there was nothing lost by players upon death. While that seemed like a good idea at the time, it had actually changed one of the most important facets of the genre. Having no consequences for death or dying severely altered how players viewed the virtual worlds themselves.  
 
    Instead of making the worlds feel more real, the lack of consequences made people treat the virtual worlds more like … well a game. Immediately, bad manners became rampant and a player’s reputation became unimportant nearly overnight as people began griefing each other by pulling mobs onto groups of players they didn’t like, while ninja looting became rampant along with a number of other anti-social behaviors. Instead of players being able to police their own communities, game companies tried to make rules to stop players from fucking with one another. While they managed to pull that off to an extent, the new rules completely destroyed the social aspect of the game that had made MMORPGs so popular to play up until then.  
 
    Another issue that I felt caused the demise of the MMORPG genre was the introduction of fast leveling. There was no longer any special feat for leveling up within a game. High level players lost their status. Between that and the loss of the social aspect of the game, most players started bypassing the amazing content of the virtual worlds, as MMOs became only as good as their end game dungeons. These changes, along with a handful of others, nearly made the MMORPG genre die out completely. 
 
    When V-MMORG said they were bringing death penalties back, the announcement was received with mixed feelings from the younger gamer community, albeit the older generation of gamers couldn’t have been happier. From my days of playing old school MMOs, I knew this was an important addition to The World, but for most of my peers, it was the first time they had to worry about losing levels, gear, and experience points upon death. The thought that they could lose their hard earned loot and experience points caused a small uproar. Not that anyone was going to pass up on playing the new FIVR game, but the issue did stand out in my mind once I saw the Emergency Hot Fix. 
 
    I also recently remembered seeing several flame-threads on the forums with players complaining about being de-leveled upon death, when I was uploading my video of what had really happened in Telrain. The complaints must have been so bad that V-MMORG had been forced to tone down the consequences on death to keep players happy. Hopefully, V-MMORG would honor their promise and not take the consequences away completely. With that depressing thought weighing down my mind, I went to the next item on the list. 
 
    Imprisonment was another interesting, if not welcoming, addition. A five-hour lockout wasn’t long, but requiring the player to be logged into the game to complete the required time out was brilliant. Being forced to sit around instead of playing and having fun inside a game world was pure torture and possibly one of the few things that might stop players from outright griefing the people of The World. I just hoped that it would be enough to stop the abuses from players like the Dread Pack. The PVP side was even more frustrating. There went any future use of tactical torture sessions to get needed information. Hell, I couldn’t even assure that the enemy wasn’t warned about our arrival ahead of time. At least, not above five minutes. It was so frustrating. It made taking over an area from another guild almost impossible to accomplish if you couldn’t equally face the enemy’s numbers on the battlefield. Fucking Royal Investigators limiting my options, I sourly thought, as I continued down the list.  
 
    The Hot Fixes for Land Management were on another level of altogether. The fact that players and the people of The World could now take over fortresses and castles was a huge change. It really opened up new possibilities for the real time strategy part of the game, especially with most of the Isolde Line being down. It was a prize waiting to be plucked, but only if I could get the forces together in time to take advantage of the change. 
 
    My inner greed monster rattled its cage trying to get out as it filled my head with visions of taking over huge swaths of land with my allies. While it was tempting as hell, in my heart I knew I was already biting off more than I could chew. If I tried for anything more, there was a good chance I’d lose it all. Sometimes, I had to remind myself that slow and steady really did win the race. At least, it did if you already bit off as much as I had, especially when talking about the distances involved in my current territory. 
 
    I did take a moment to go over the interface for the remote management option. Pulling up the Land Management Console, I found there was a way to specify the build order that I wanted my people to start working on things first. Also, there was a map that visually showed all the land that I owned and the finished structures. I could even specify the placement where I wanted new construction started and showed shaded areas for where the next items were currently planned to be built, which could be moved around as needed.  
 
    Drilling down into the different areas showed I could also specify build orders for current potions, enchantments, and even blacksmithing items. One of the areas listed the troops available to me and even gave me options for directing their movements. Going through everything I could do with the interface would take some time, but it was a great option for developing my people and lands without needing to be on hand to direct everything myself.    
 
    Going to the next item on the list, I read the title with a curious hmmm, Hot Fix for log-out options. The first option for a Hot-Logout seemed pretty helpful. Basically, it sounded like putting your character on follow with auto-attack enabled. The dumbed down AI was somewhat interesting. I’d have to try that out sometime time with my friends to see exactly what that meant. Not that I particularly needed it now since I had my suit, but definitely something useful for the non-hardcore players in the game. The last option for Cold-Logout was just as straight forward. If you didn’t have a camp and were logging out in the wilds, the last thing you wanted to do was have your body left in the game and open to attacks from wandering monsters.  
 
    What brought me up short was the middle option they’d named Warm-Logout, especially when I read the words, “NPCs will still be able to interact with the player's avatar in a limited sense.” I immediately froze as I slowly re-read the words once again. What the hell did “in a limited sense” even mean? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to calm down and look over at Fylreh who was oblivious to my questioning glance as she went about her morning routine. From where I sat on my furs, I had the unappealing view of her hindside. It wasn’t that she was ugly, because whenever we were getting hot and heavy with one another that was the furthest things from my mind. Nor was it the whole interspecies thing, I couldn’t have cared less about that. The problem was even if her plumbing was different she looked a little too much like a terrestrial horse.  
 
    Feeling a little queasy, I looked away as my mind did mental gymnastics to try to cope with my feelings on the topic. Logically, I knew it was like equating a chimpanzee with a human. They were two completely different species, even if they had physical similarities. Still, it was my own prejudice on the subject that made me pause. At least, it did whenever I wasn’t being distracted by the filly’s digital display.  
 
    Letting out the breath I’d been holding, I glanced over at Neysa and Helgath who were looking at me innocently. I swore the Silver Dire Wolf’s eyes twinkled in understanding as I glared at her accusingly. Instead of consoling me or answering my unasked question, she gave me a fang-filled laugh as I mentally flipped her off. Rubbing at my eyes to calm my nerves, I mentally replayed the morning I woke up with Fylreh in my arms. Unfortunately, all that did was give me a hard-on instead of clearing up any of my mental reservations. 
 
    Pushing the confusing thoughts away, I just ignored the new information for now. If I wasn’t actually there as an active participant, I didn’t do anything. No matter what my avatar might have done on his own when I wasn’t actually in the game. It was kind of like one of those Las Vegas commercials. You know, the ones that show a group of girls or guys departing from their airplane laughing and drinking, before it ends with the tag line. “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.”  
 
    Not that any of that mattered right now, I thought sadly. We were barely even talking to each other civilly at this point. It wasn’t like it was suddenly going to be an issue. I should have been more interested in the whole limited AI that was controlling my character whenever I didn’t chose the Cold-Logout option, but I couldn’t seem to focus on any of that right now. Instead of troubling myself over what might or might not have happened, I pushed those thoughts from my mind and looked at it from a straight gaming perspective. 
 
    It was a lot more complex than the other options. Did that mean your avatar would be left sitting on the dock once a ship came into port? What happened if the ship sank or if you had to pay dues to get into the city? Did that mean you could craft items with your character on automatic when you logged out of the game? It opened up a lot of questions. I mean, what happened if your land came under attack? Would the people of The World be trying to ask the dumbed down AI for advice? This was really something that I needed to look into later with my friends to see exactly what this meant. For now, I just moved onto the next item on the list. The Hot Fix for NPC and Monster levels. 
 
    Now this was seriously interesting. V-MMORG was obviously doing their best to make it difficult for players to mess with the people of The World. Combined with the City Spawned NPCs Hot Fix, this let players know that the various levels of guards and monsters had been noticeably upgraded in strength. Hopefully, this would stop the worst shenanigans going on in town from players acting out.  
 
    Although, I now was afraid of what this might mean for the Boss mobs. It looked like any monster Chieftains and Champions would take a solid raid to take down on their own. Hopefully, these changes wouldn’t include Dungeon Bosses. I honestly thought they were hard enough to take down as it was. For now, I just tucked that thought away for the future.  
 
    All of these changes made me suddenly wonder if my Kayden Troopers had been upgraded. That could be one positive on this list of shit, I thought sourly. I made a mental note to run an Identify on Assault Leader Dell and the royal Prince and Princess to see if any of their stats had changed. Maybe I’d just gotten all of my vassals upgraded for free.   
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 





Chapter One.Three 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    I was just going to the next item on the list when Helgath made her presence known. ‘What about my new attributes?’ Startled at the interruption, I looked at the Half-Orc in surprise. Did Helgath still count as an NPC or a monster? It was a good question. A cast of Identify quickly answered that question as I saw that Helgath’s attributes had jumped up by forty points.  
 
      
 
    After Emergency Hot Fix 
 
    Helgath Ironwolf 
 
    Half-Orc: House of Kayden 
 
    Class: Water Shaman 
 
    Profession Dark Shaman 
 
      
 
    Titles: 
 
    Soulmate 
 
    Ex-slave 
 
    Prodigy of the Mind 
 
    Defiant One 
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Hit Points: 800 
 
    Mana: 1,180 
 
    Endurance: 800 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 65  
 
    Intelligence: 118  
 
    Spirit: 105 
 
    Agility: 110 
 
    Stamina: 80  
 
    Charisma: 50 
 
      
 
    While I’d never viewed her stats before now, it was easy to see where the Emergency Hot Fix had increased her attributes. I’d always known that Helgath didn’t have the normal demi-human build that a Goblin or Orc would typically have. I always assumed that it had to do with her “slave” status. That, or possibly because Half-Orcs could be played by newfar. Not that I’d ever asked in the short time that I’d known her, since her time as an Orc slave still haunted her waking thoughts.  
 
    Nonetheless, the extra forty points to each of her attributes was an impressive bump to say the least. While I’d mentally understood the changes in a numerical sense, I was shocked to see what they actually meant in regards to the Half-Orc’s physical appearance. Her stringy, sickly hair was now smooth and full like what you’d see on a woman of Asian descent. Her too-thin face, frail arms, and rickety legs were now filled-out with solid muscle and covered in healthy, dark-green skin. Even her shoulders, chest, and hips had noticeably filled out with healthy muscle and fat as she lost the last vestiges of her Auschwitz-Survivor, Death Camp look.  
 
    Seeing the look of wonder in my eyes, Helgath threw herself at me. Burying her face in my neck, her strong arms held me tight as her hot tears trickled down my chest in the chilled morning air. Holding her tight, I stroked her head and back as her body trembled in my arms. Even though she looked and felt very different now, my focus was solely on easing her anxiety as I sent soothing thoughts across our mental connection. Neysa was right there with me as she joined my efforts in calming my soulmate down. 
 
    For a long moment, I couldn’t make sense of the confused emotions running through Helgath’s mind. It was a mixture of hate, self-loathing, and fear. Her new body shape scared her in ways I couldn’t truly comprehend. While she was glad to see that I appreciated her improved form, it brought back all of the brutal and terrifying things she’d been forced to endure as a slave.  
 
    To be honest, her memories were almost too much to take-in. The hopeless hate and soul crushing abuse would have broken a lesser spirit. Helgath though, had somehow used that endless horror to form the basis of her backbone of defiance and willpower that made up the core of her soul.  
 
    I saw in those memories how she’d refused to improve her body for the purpose of giving her tormentors more pleasure from her physical shape. How she’d focused instead on improving her mind in the hopes that she could free herself from the agony of her cruel existence. How Mugorlorth had been the only one that had been there for her. At least, he had been in his own way and that connection had helped to give her the strength to endure the never-ending abuse. As far as the northern tribes were concerned, she wanted to watch them burn. 
 
    Slowly the three of us came out of our mental powwow as Helgath gained control of her emotions once again. By then, Neysa had shoved her head between us to join in on the physical hug we were sharing. I guess the massive mountain of fur pressing against our sides wasn’t enough physical contact for my girl. Reaching down to stroke the Silver Dire Wolf’s head, I suddenly realized it was much bigger than normal as I wiped away the tears of our shared intimacy running down my cheeks.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Helgath softly said, pushing away to arm’s length so she could study my face intently. Slowly the haunted look in her yellow cat-eyes changed to one of incredulousness as her black-clawed fingers gently began wiping away the tears from my cheeks while she mentally continued. ‘For not judging my worth by my looks … and for taking a chance on me.” 
 
    ‘Best decision I’ve ever made!’ I mentally shot back with a cocky grin as her cheeks flushed in embarrassment. 
 
    “Accepting Helgath as your soulmate was the best decision you ever made?’ Neysa’s warning growl sounded in my head, as Helgath clapped a hand over her mouth to hide the toothy smile that came to her lips. The twinkle in the Silver Dire Wolf’s eyes let me know that her disgruntled act was more for the Half-Orc’s sake than for hers, but I followed Neysa’s lead as I wrapped an arm around her neck and pulled her close.  
 
    ‘Okay … okay, let’s just agree it was the best decision I’ve ever made, AFTER saving Neysa from the Goblin Slave Master.’ I mentally shot back, as I jumped on the Silver Dire Wolf’s neck and playfully wrestled her to the ground. Rolling onto her back, Neysa acting like she was trying to fight me off as I ruffled her fur and kissed her snout while she playfully kicked her legs in the air trying to shove me away.  
 
    With a squeal of happiness, Helgath joined in on the fun as the three of us rolled around together on top of the sleeping furs buck ass naked. Somehow, I ended up on my back being tickled by Helgath with Neysa planted on my chest and licking my face, while I shrieked in mock disgust. It was one of those innocent spur of the moment times that had us laughing and playing together like children. The perfect distraction needed to shake Helgath out of her emotional funk.  
 
    By the time everyone settled down, we were getting some weird looks from the troopers around us who were just waking up. Waving apologetically to our neighbors, I turned back to my soulmates when Helgath plopped down in my lap. Ignoring my grunt of surprise, her yellow cat-eyes caught mine as I pointedly asked her something that had been weighing on my mind. 
 
    ‘Did I strip before logging out last night?’ I swear, in that moment, she had that look of a child caught with their hand in the cookie jar. A second later, she shrugged nonchalantly like it wasn’t anything important.  
 
    ‘Your armor stank, so I cleaned it up some while you were sleeping,’ Helgath said, giving me an innocent look. ‘Besides, that’s not what’s important right now,’ she continued, changing the subject. ‘You really need to check out Neysa’s attribute changes.’ Her serious mental tone distracted me from commenting on her own physical changes as my eyes snapped to the Silver Dire Wolf. ‘There is something very different about her.’  
 
    Frowning at Helgath’s words, my eyes automatically ran over Neysa’s furry side as she laid next to me panting happily. While I’d noticed that she was slightly bigger than before when we were wrestling, I hadn’t realized by just how much. Now that I had a second, I could see that she was much bigger. At least, a quarter larger than she’d been when I’d logged out last night. Meaning, she was as large as Fylreh. Hearing my internal thoughts, Neysa squirmed around until her golden eyes could watch me intently as I called up her character sheet.  
 
      
 
    Combat Mount: Neysa (Silver Dire Wolf) 
 
    Level: 35 
 
    Strength: 105 
 
    Intelligence: 105 
 
    Spirit: 105 
 
    Agility: 105 
 
    Stamina: 105 
 
    Charisma: 105 
 
    Attack:  
 
    180-185 (Bite) 
 
    Speed: 0.5 
 
    Weight-Carrying Capacity: 396 
 
    Special Abilities: Increased carrying capacity 79.2 lbs x5. 
 
    (Teen Growth Spurt adds +5 to each ‘Increase Carrying Capacity’) 
 
    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 (after level 10), 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 will remain unsummonable for the next hour. 
 
      
 
    ‘What the fuck?’ I thought in shock, as my eyes went over her stats and carrying capacity. ‘How the hell did she get the Nightmare level upgrade?’ 
 
    My eyes immediately scanned the lists of Emergency Hot Fixes, until I found the “Hot Fix for “NPC and Monster levels” that I was looking for. Pressing my lips together thoughtfully, I read over the relevant bullet point once again: Nightmare: Increase of a plus 80 to all attributes. These bonuses will be applied to NPC officers and elite monster types. 
 
    ‘Why had the game decided to give Neysa a Nightmare boost?’ That was the question that kept running through my mind as I studied her stats. While the Advance boost of forty points made sense for Helgath, being that she was a Half-Orc and was classified as a person of The World, it didn’t make any sense for Neysa. There was no information in the Emergency Hot Fix about Combat Mounts being upgraded. I heard Neysa’s snort of derision in my head as soon as the thought passed through my mind.  
 
    ‘Obviously, I’m more than just a Combat Mount.’ The Silver Dire Wolf’s comment burned through my consciousness as she expressed her annoyance at being referred to as a Combat Mount.  
 
    ‘Really?’ I thought sourly back at her. ‘When did the term “Combat Mount” become a slur?’ 
 
    While Neysa and Helgath both understood where my reasoning was coming from, Neysa had decided to purposely take the term as an insult. ‘Whatever!’ I thought, rolling my eyes. As far as I’d understood things up until now, The World considered her a monster or a combat mount, which was very different from a demi-human or an intelligent race. I paused for a moment as the implication of what that must mean came to me.  
 
    ‘You must have a bloodline of some kind of elite monster type!’ I thought excitedly. ‘That, or somewhere in The World, Silver Dire Wolves might actually be an intelligent monster race.’ At least, that’s what I thought the Nightmare boost meant.  
 
    ‘Is that all I am to you?’ Neysa chuffed unhappily. Rolling onto her stomach, she rose to her haunches and looked down at me as if I’d offended her. ‘Just some dumb, elite-monster, Combat Mount?’   
 
    ‘Why am I dealing with shit like this when I’m single?’ I jokingly bitched as Helgath fell over laughing on the sleeping furs. Thankfully, Neysa’s physical snort didn’t burn a mental trail through my brain like the first time she took offense at my internal dialog. I considered the implications of what all this could mean. Was Neysa a unique monster type, or was there a whole race of highly-intelligent Silver Dire Wolves living out there somewhere in The World? If that were the case, what would a civilization like that even look like? Shaking the questioning thoughts away, I wrapped my arms around Neysa’s neck and hauled her down to me as she lightly struggled to get away.  
 
    ‘Do you want us to search for your people?’ I honestly asked, stroking her neck as she wordlessly whined from where I held her tight against my chest. ‘I promise, we’ll keep our eyes out for them during our travels and then decide what to do.’  
 
    As if my words were a trigger, a new quest popped open before my eyes. Not that it was exactly a surprise. I had a feeling there was a secret quest waiting to be picked up if I pushed the topic. I couldn’t help the smile that came to my lips as I read.  
 
      
 
    New Quest! Discover the source of the bloodline that is the Silver Dire Wolf’s legacy! 
 
    The increase in your soulbound companion’s attributes from the Emergency Hot Fix has shown you that she is more than she seems. A simple Combat Pet would not have had their abilities increased from the Emergency Hot Fix. Is Neysa an Elite Monster? Is she part of an intelligent monster race? Find the answers to help your soulbound companion evolve.  
 
    Objective 1: Discover the source of the bloodline that is the Silver Dire Wolf’s power. 
 
    Difficulty: Nightmare. 
 
    Reward: Unknown. 
 
    Accept: Yes / No 
 
      
 
    I had a feeling this was going to be a unique quest line. Without hesitation, I hit ‘Yes’ as a wave of intense emotions swept through my mind. It communicated everything that needed to be said between us as I did my best to send Neysa warm, supportive thoughts. ‘Just remember, no matter what happens, you will always be my girl.’ 
 
    That seemed to settle the Silver Dire Wolf down as she tried to tuck her snout under my arm. It was a thing she did when she was feeling especially vulnerable as I patted her muscular neck. I can only imagine what it must have looked like since she was now as big as Fylreh. At the same time, I could understand where her strong emotions were coming from. Neysa’s mother, along with her newborn brothers and sisters, had been slaughtered under horrible circumstances. Hell, I had to cut Neysa out of her dying mother’s tortured body at birth. While Neysa had been too young to understand it all, she’d gotten enough from my memories to get the gist of what had occurred. That alone had been enough to scar her deeply.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Neysa to shake off her melancholy. Within a few moments, she was sitting back on her haunches and discussing everything with Helgath as I thought over the situation with her new stats. The changes were huge. A few of her base abilities were now even higher than my own, which meant she could do more in future fights. Not only that, those changes also meant she was strong enough to carry Helgath and me on her back like an actual mount. That in itself was a game changer at this level.  
 
    While the mount aspect was cool as hell on one level, it could possibly cause some major problems between me and the Admins if they caught wind of her changes too soon. Especially if they decided I was using a bug to get around the riding cap. It was a hard thing to gauge. In my heart of hearts, I didn’t think it was going to be a problem, especially since I’d received an in-game quest for the changes that Neysa had went through.  
 
    Still, I didn’t want to log in one morning and find out I was wrong. While no one would really question her fighting potential, having me riding on her back into battle below level 40 could possibly throw up all kinds of warning flags, which was something I especially didn’t want with the amount of attention my Twitch Channel was getting. The seriousness of my thoughts brought both Neysa and Helgath’s attention back to me as I came to a decision.  
 
    ‘We need to keep Neysa’s capabilities on the down low.’ I mentally sent, as a flood of questions came back to me.  
 
    ‘I’m not sure what that source of your bloodline means.’ I sent to Neysa in all seriousness as Helgath nodded in agreement. ‘I just don’t want to have you lose any of your new abilities due to some “perceived” mistake.’ Seeing the unhappy look on my girl’s furry face, I did my best to explain.  
 
    ‘Maybe saving you from the Goblin Slave Master was a fluke.’ I gave a mental shrug, ‘I think it would be best if the Royal Investigators didn’t find out about your abilities too soon.’  
 
    Luckily, we shared a telepathic connection which allowed them to follow my reasoning on their own. Within a few seconds we’d come to a consensus. I’d only mount Neysa if it was a special emergency. Otherwise, we’d keep this change a secret and start focusing on her combat abilities. With that decided, I went on to the next item, the Hot Fix for NPCs.  
 
    Unfortunately, this was an underhanded “fuck you” from V-MMORG. At least, it felt that way to a point. This was no doubt in response to my effective use of the people of The World against other newfar. While the slight tweak was meant to make it more difficult for me to effectively use my troopers without the risk of losing them permanently, I still believed I could effectively get around the twelve hour lockout by simply rotating my troopers. They’d probably tweak the Emergency Hot Fix again once they realized how little the change would actually hurt me, but, for now, it was business as usual. 
 
    With that completed, I went to pull up my chat interface to invite Jodi Tempest, when I remembered I wasn’t in a city. Meaning, there was no way for me to send her an invite. Cursing under my breath, I began getting dressed, before packing up our sleeping gear. I was just turning around to look for Helgath, when I remembered I could at least make Jodi a friend of the House of Kayden. That would let my people know to allow her access to BrokenFang Hold and its surrounding lands. As I was making that change, the Half-Orc walked up with some cold rations and a skin of icy water.  
 
    Notice I didn’t say clean. That’s because, there was no way for it to be truly clean drinking water if we were using the same water that everyone else was using for bathing and cleaning up their gear in. Yeah, I did my best not to think about that fact too much as I thanked Helgath and took a deep pull. Luckily enough, I did have a Minor Cure Disease spell. Still, I’d definitely have to look into introducing some kind of camp sanitation for the future with Assault Leader Dell’s help.  
 
    Thankfully, the stream was moving along at a good pace here which I hoped meant it wasn’t as dirty as I thought it should be. I just hoped that there wasn’t any in-game diseases from drinking non-boiled or distilled water like there were in the real world. A shiver ran down my spine at the disgusting thought. Because, if this had been a medieval camp on old earth, everyone here would’ve been at risk of catching something terrible from drinking such contaminated water. A more likely means of during the Middle Ages than actually getting killed in battle. Just one of the many wonderful things about our modern society that people take for granted. 
 
    The relaxed mental back and forth continued while I ate with Helgath and Neysa. Even if the fair was simple, our time together was enjoyable as we turned our focus to the tasks of the coming day. There was no discussion of nine-to-five jobs, the stress of traffic jams, or arguing of inane politics and perspectives that had nothing to do with people living their lives one day at a time. Instead, we talked about things like the weather, scouting the trail ahead, and the rough plans I’d come up with for freeing the Uten Syn guild members.  
 
    I’m sure some people would think that our conversation was nothing special, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. When life was a brutal fight to just make it through the day alive and fed, conversations tended to revolve around how best to increase ones chances for survival. At the same time, I kept an eye out for Helgath’s mental health to make sure she was doing alright after the emotional turmoil that had come with her upgraded attributes.  
 
    As I was finishing up the last of my cold breakfast, I saw Princess Reeva, Prince Lekroth, Sir Hemmet, and Councilor Fulrin heading my way. Further behind them, I could see that the Guardian Knights were lining up into a marching formation and preparing to move out. Seeing my eyes glance their way, the nearest knights clenched their fists over their chests in salute as I gave them a respectful nod back, before returning to my new guests.  
 
    “Your Highnesses, Councilor Fulrin, and Sir Hemmet” I said, offering a polite nod. “Pull up a piece of dirt.” Seeing the confused looks on their faces, I tried again. “Please have a seat.” I said motioning towards the clear ground around us. 
 
    “Lord Ironwolf.” All three of them murmured as they sat crossed-legged onto the ground in front of me. “Oh, pull up a piece of dirt.” Princess Reeva suddenly exclaimed, as her eyes lit up in amusement. “Crude but descriptive.” Her words caught the others by surprise as they suddenly grasped the meaning of what I’d said. While the Prince wasn’t thrilled with my coarse manner, Sir Hemmet and Councilor Fulrin both smiled at the allusion.  
 
    “I take it, you’re headed out towards Palnisdale this morning.” I continued nonplussed.  
 
    “We thought it best.” Princess Reeva replied in a serious tone. “If your fears that the Iron Falcon Mercenaries have made their way into the ancient fortress with more of the Chaos Storm alliance, we have no time to lose. If the stronghold falls to the northern invaders, all of the southern kingdoms will be vulnerable to the invaders depredations.”  
 
    “Even if the defensive fortress holds, many in the south will lose their lives.” Councilor Fulrin added, shaking his head sadly. “Still, we will hold out against the endless hordes of the north or die trying.” 
 
    “Well said,” I replied, clapping the Battle Priest on the shoulder before continuing. “Expect us on the morrow. I’ll complete everyone’s training in the fortress and then continue on to Darom. With the full support of the Council of Light, the troops we’re sending to reinforce the city, and my Dark magic zombies, we’ve stacked the deck the best we can to hold off the invaders. The only way this will fail is if our enemies are able to betray us from within. If that happens, all of this will be for naught.” 
 
    “We’ll manage,” Princess Reeva promised as her brother, Councilor Fulrin, and Sir Hemmet nodded in agreement. Standing up together, we clasped wrists, before they headed over to the Royal Knights who were waiting to head out. As soon as they reached the head of the formation, the line of Royal Knights and Battle Priests moved out at a fast trot.  
 
    As I watched them go, I saw Assault Leader Dell and Thomas heading my way with Kenzie in tow. While I was in the middle of greeting everyone, Kenzie began giving me odd head nods and looks as she tried to unobtrusively signal for me to check out the changes to the veteran swordsman. I immediately understood what she was getting at. Rather than acknowledging what she was trying to tell me, I decided to play dumb instead, which just made her become more insistent with every passing moment.  
 
    Yes, I was being an asshole, but sometimes I just couldn’t help myself. Kenzie didn’t realize what I was doing, until both men finally turned around to give her a weird look. By then, her face was contorted in the middle of one of her major head shaking, face twitching episodes. Seeing the shocked looks on both men’s faces was all she wrote as I busted out laughing. Freezing in place, Kenzie instantly realized what I’d been up to this whole time, but all she could do was give me a promising glare that my time would come as she assured both men she was doing just fine.  
 
    While that was going on, I ran an Identify on Assault Leader Dell only to have my jaw nearly hit the ground. The man had more health than even I did. Obviously, the game had given him the Nightmare stat bonus from the Emergency Hot Fix for being the Assault Leader for the House of Kayden troopers. Looking around, I eyed the first group of troopers nearby and did an Identify. All of them now had Advance level attributes and were on par with the Devil Dogs stats.  
 
    Now wasn’t that some interesting shit, I thought, considering the implications of what this change could mean. On the one hand, V-MMORG had gimped my ability to repeatedly resurrect my forces. On the other, they just made my troopers even that much tougher. Was this an unintended side effect that came from upgrading the people of The World within the cities? Or, were the game’s admins planning on using my forces as a temporary stopgap to block the larger guilds from having the power to wipe out anyone they wanted to within the game? Did this mean I could artificially boost my troopers’ levels by giving them promotions? All interesting questions that I’d have to look into. 
 
    While the boost to my people sounded overpowered on one level, it wasn’t like V-MMORG couldn’t come out with another Emergency Hot Fix to take away those bonuses any time they wanted to. Even though strong NPCs were a pain in the ass on some levels, I’d always felt like it was stupid for developers to weaken the NPCs in their games in comparison to the player base. There had to be consequences for players running amok. Otherwise, the NPCs were regulated to second class citizens or slaves. That philosophy was no different for the people of The World. If the guards and soldiers weren’t powerful enough to protect the people of their cities, what happened in Darom and Telrain would continue to occur and it would take away from the fun of playing the game.  
 
    Sadly enough, even with all of my people, the Chaos Storm Alliance still significantly outnumbered my forces. Not only that, I had no doubts that they would be taking over the NPC Recruiter and outbidding anyone trying to purchase new units in the future. After a few weeks, they’d easily be able to match the strength of my in-game forces, besides having the backing of their regular player base. Once that happened, there was no doubt in my mind that they’d be coming after us for blood. I didn’t see how any Emergency Hot Fix could fix that.  
 
    Even so, all that I could do was use the bonus the Emergency Hot Fix gave me for fighting the Chaos Storm Alliance here and now. The force build-up was future Jason’s problem. By then, I’d hopefully have figured out a way for us to counteract their power. My thoughts were suddenly interrupted as Dell, Thomas, and Kenzie finally settled down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One.Four 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “Lord Ironwolf,” Assault Leader Dell said in his gruff voice. “The troopers should be ready to move out in ten minutes. The new Sub-Leaders and Team-Leaders are coming along nicely, if I might say so myself.” 
 
    “Looks that way to me,” I agreed. “If anything, you’ve done wonders getting the new people organized into an actual fighting force.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would go as far as that, my lord.” Assault Leader Dell said with a dismissive snort. “While the Kayden Troopers are doing fine enough, getting the rest of them to march in the same direction is a lot different than having them fight as a single unit.” 
 
    As soon as the words left Dell’s mouth, Thomas spewed the mouthful of water he had just swallowed as both of us looked over at the Devil Dog guild leader in surprise. Waving an apologetic hand, Thomas wiped away the water dripping from his nose. “No disrespect intended, Assault Leader Dell, but I couldn’t have said that better myself.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile that came to my lips at how well the two men got along. Thank goodness, otherwise I would’ve been hating my life about now. In many ways, it surprised me that the two old soldiers meshed so well. It was hard to know sometimes what Thomas thought about the people of The World, but, as time went by, I could tell he was treating them more and more like real people instead of digital code. Turning back to me, Dell continued his report with a frown. 
 
    “About the only thing I would suggest changing is the pace of the march.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” I asked, as my stomach clenched up. Whenever things seemed to be going too good, a part of me always seemed to be waiting for the other shoe to drop.  
 
    “If we keep pushing our troopers this hard, they’re going to be at half strength for the battle you’re expecting tonight at best.” Assault Leader Dell replied, as he watched me closely. “I have Ayda assisting, but I’d still suggest alternating between ten minutes of jogging and five minutes of marching,” he explained. “The troopers have trained for this and with Ayda’s support it should let us arrive this evening at full strength.”  
 
    I silently groaned. I’d completely forgotten about Ayda helping Assault Leader Dell to increase the speed of the Kayden Troopers on their march to Telrain. Yeah, I know that was pretty stupid of me, since she’d played such a big part in taking down Apoxsee. Without Dell’s constant help, I would have royally screwed this up.  
 
    “When will that put us at the Uten Syn fortress?” I asked, trying to see how much that would affect our schedule. One of the things I’d unfortunately missed in my calculations was the ability of the people of The World to keep up the same pace as players. I didn’t even want to think how all of this would’ve gone down without the bard’s help. Although, with the new Emergency Hot Fix, this changed their capability even more. Thankfully, Assault Leader Dell had it all under control. As we talked, more of my friends and companions started to silently join the conversation.  
 
    “We’ll arrive a little past six tonight.” Assault Leader Dell answered smartly. 
 
    “Then let’s make it a ten-ten split,” I said trying to calculate how much later we’d arrive. “That should get us there by…” 
 
    “A little after eight.” Assault Leader Dell answered knowingly. What can I say, math wasn’t my strong suit. Luckily, I had people like Dell helping me.  
 
    “The problem is that I don’t know what to expect.” I said unhappily. “We’ll need everyone as fresh as possible for when we pull Domenic out. Plan on it being a fighting retreat all the way back to Palnisdale once we evac Domenic.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Sarka asked, from where she sat with her husband. “I just figured it would be just more running.”  
 
    “Oh, we’ll be running our asses off,” I agreed. “But don't think those PKers are going to let us go once we steal their target away. I’m sure they’ll be chasing our asses all the way back to Palnisdale.”  
 
    “By the way, don’t forget to have these meeting sessions blocked out of your streams,” I reminded everyone, before continuing as several people around the circle began making their signal for the stream to be private. “Right now, all of the Chaos Storm players that we took out in Telrain are probably going over our streams with a fine-tooth comb even as we speak, trying to figure out how best they can screw us over. They’ve been forced out of the game until around one o’clock this afternoon. So, once we hit the forces after Domenic, expect the fighting to be balls deep.” 
 
    “Balls deep?” Unalia asked Tinyr, speaking a little too loud as the rest of us looked at her in surprise.  
 
    “I’ll show you what he means later on tonight,” Tinyr somehow replied with a straight face.   
 
    “He means, all the way in.” Jill coarsely joked, as she made a circle with one hand and stuck her finger through with the other. “You know, balls slapping up against the pussy deep.” 
 
    Unalia’s hands clapped over her mouth as her eyes got big as saucers and her face turned beet red, while the rest of us good-naturedly busted out laughing. Tinyr just acted like nothing had been said, while doing his best not to laugh as Unalia popped him hard in the arm. Even though the joking was all meant in good fun, I could tell that it was making Unalia somewhat uncomfortable at being the focus of everyone’s attention. Nonetheless, she surprised us all by lobbing the joke right back at Jill.   
 
    “Thank you for such a visceral description, Kriminali. It sounds like you’ve had a lot of experience with being on your knees …” Unalia’s voice trailed off meaningfully as she looked back at the other woman innocently.   
 
    “Oh, burn!” echoed out around the circle as the rest of us looked over at Unalia in shock. Even Jill was too stunned by the shy woman’s comeback for a snappy response. Who knew the quiet woman had it in her? Yeah, it took me a second to remember Jill’s in-game name was Kriminali. What was even more priceless was the serious tone of voice she’d used to deliver the comeback with. All that Jill could do was give the other woman a two-finger salute of respect.  
 
    “Woohoo, so that means no more sitting around with our thumbs up our butts!” AJ excitedly said, pulling the focus of the conversation onto him. What can I say, all of us were used to diffusing catfights before they happened. Luckily enough, Jill had thought Unalia’s response was funny as hell and just laughed it off as the rest of us breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “I’m going to remind you about that when the whining starts up,” I said, giving AJ a thankful wink as Jill and Krystal smacked him in the back.   
 
    “While all that is well and good, I’m mainly here to say that I’m leading the scout teams today,” Kenzie said, with a self-righteous tilt of her head as she interrupted us both.  
 
    Kenzie smiled excitedly at the thought of face-murdering a bunch of Orcs. Instantly, Jill, Krystal, Unalia, Sarka, Zhou, Terry, Ulia, Brenna, Keela, Rayne, Neristhana, Bonnie Smash, and even Fylreh were clamoring to head out with the Rogue to hunt. Even Phoenix got in on the action without the other women even batting an eye, albeit I wasn’t sure how many knew she was really a guy. I swear it was like a group of women deciding to go to the bathroom together as all of the females in our group headed off chatting excitedly. The only women not wanting in on the action were the Devil Dog Frost Mage, Ayda, Helgath, and Neysa. Seeing my questioning look, Sara rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not about to go fight against Orcs with only Frost Magic.” Sara said primly. “I already went through that fun on the Wind Dancer.” 
 
    “Didn’t I just recently upgrade your Dark Magic and give you Enhanced Shadow Bolt?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “That’s right,” Sara said, excitedly jumping to her feet. “Orcs are only highly resistant to elemental magic!” With that, she raced after the group of women getting ready to head out as I shot Thomas a grin, before turning to Ayda. 
 
    “I take it you’ll be assisting the Kayden Troopers again with your magic?” I asked the sexy bard, as her gray eyes watched the women splitting up into separate hunting groups with a sad smile. Once again, I was thankful to my earlier talk with Assault Leader Dell, since I didn’t want her to think I didn’t appreciate her contribution. “From what I hear, without your help the troopers wouldn’t be in nearly as good as shape as they’re in now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Ironwolf,” Ayda said with a twinkle in her eyes. “It’s nice to know my efforts are appreciated.” I waved away her thanks with an embarrassed smile as Dell gave me a knowing look. 
 
    “The only thing I don’t understand is how you’re able to encompass the entire line of marching troopers with your music,” I continued, with a bemused look. 
 
    “My music doesn’t reach that far,” Ayda said, getting into her explanation excitedly. “My Song of Fortitude works similar to the Song of Vitality. It gives the same feeling of being awake and full of energy, while only boosting Spirit and Endurance. To ensure the effect reaches all of the marching troopers equally, Assault Leader Dell has me constantly moving up and down the lines.” 
 
    “As I explained earlier, it’s the only way to keep the troopers refreshed enough to keep up the extreme pace your setting,” Assault Leader Dell appreciatively added, as Ayda blushed at his praise.  
 
    “Just make sure you don’t exhaust yourself too much,” I said, thinking about how much endurance that must take. “Casting all day can’t be easy.” 
 
    “It’s definitely not,” Ayda tiredly agreed, “but I’ll let Assault Leader Dell know before I push myself too hard.” 
 
    “Make sure you do,” I said, giving them both a stern look. “I have a feeling we’re going to be needing a lot more of your help before all of this is over.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” they both replied, as I looked around the circle.  
 
    “Unless someone else has something to add,” I said, standing up. “I guess that means it’s time to get moving.” 
 
    Rising to his feet, Assault Leader Dell gave me a fist salute and headed off shouting orders as he went with Ayda a step behind him. Calls for forming up could be heard echoing around us as the Sub-Leaders ordered their Team-Leaders to get their troopers moving. While all of that was going on, Thomas walked over to me.  
 
    “I don’t know if you heard about my sister wanting to join your guild or not,” Thomas began. “But she can’t join the Devil Dogs and I thought you wouldn’t mind-“ 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” I said, clapping the older man on the back. “I gave her permission to enter our lands, but I won’t be able to invite her until we hit a town.” 
 
    “Ugh, yeah, I forgot about that.” Thomas said, shaking his head in embarrassment. “Thanks for being willing to take her in, Star. That means a lot to me.” 
 
    “The House of Kayden all the way.” I said, holding my fist out for a bump. Shaking his head at my nerdiness, he bumped his fist to mine just as we both noticed Hefe waiting nearby to talk to me. “I’ll catch up with you once we head out.” Thomas nodded and headed out to collect the rest of his gear as Hefe silently slid up next to me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Five 
 
     (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “So, what did everyone decide?” Hefe nervously asked. Looking down at his feet, he self-consciously rocked from heel to toe not daring to look over at me. “Are we good?” 
 
    “You know you really fucked up, right?” I asked, in a tone that left all joking aside. 
 
    “Yeah, I got that,” Hefe admitted in a quiet voice. “Maybe for the first time ever.” Rubbing hard at his eyes, he continued in a more even tone. “Bonnie and I discussed the situation and I promise I won’t let everyone down again.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, a little more harshly than I’d intended as Hefe flinched at my tone. Squatting down to his level, I gripped the Gnome’s shoulders and made him look me square in the eyes. “That was a major boneheaded thing to do, but everyone has decided to give you another chance.” I continued before Hefe could celebrate. Honestly, with his current size, it made me really feel like I was scolding a child.  
 
    “No one wants to kick you out, but,” I said, shaking my head as I tried to get him to understand how close he’d come to being exiled from our group. “The shit you pulled with Julie has put all of us in a bad situation. On top of that, no one trusts you right now. Hell, dude, we don’t even know where her home base is. She, on the other hand, knows exactly where we are and what special professions we have.” I paused to make sure I had his complete attention. “I’m telling you now. If you fuck up like that again, you’re out. On this, we all agreed.”  
 
    For a second, we just stayed like that without saying a word as he took my words to heart. Instead of coming back with a snappy comment or shrugging off my words like they were nothing, Hefe’s voice cracked as he earnestly asked. “So, are we good Jay?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to earn everyone’s trust back,” I answered, feeling my own eyes watering. “But, yeah, we’re good.” On one level, it was heartbreaking seeing the relief flooding into Hefe’s face as we gave each other a brotherly hug. While I didn’t trust him not to fuck up, we were still friends and I cared about him. Even if, he was a big goof at times. Still, he had to learn from this mistake, or this could seriously ruin our friendship. Assault Leader’s Dell’s call for everyone to move out stopped our brotherly moment as I stood back up and clapped Hefe on the shoulder. Telling him that we’d talk again later, I took off at a jog for the head of the column as Hefe went in search of AJ, as Neysa and Helgath fell in next to me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Six 
 
     (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    It was good to see that the men and women that had sworn to me were in good spirits. While they were clearly tired, there was an instant chorus of “Lord Ironwolf” and “For the House of Kayden” as I jogged past the marching lines of troopers. Many snapped a salute off, while others simply cheered. There were also comments about the famed Silver Dire Wolf running at my side and a few darker words said about the Half-Orc riding her back. Before I could decide if I wanted to stop and address those negative comments, I heard other soldiers scolding their brothers and sisters in arms, saying that Helgath had been essential in saving many of their lives in Darom and Telrain.  
 
    I didn’t have to look over at Helgath to feel the mixed emotions running through her heart, so I simply rested my hand on her thigh as she proudly rode Neysa beside me. The whole thing made me feel like I was in a scene out of Gladiator. You know, the part at the beginning of the movie, when Maximus Decimus Meridius was striding past his legionnaires. It was a heady feeling and one I had to remind myself not to let go to my head. One mistake and I could lose all of my forces. Keeping that in the back of my mind is what kept me sharp. Instead of following me all the way up to the front of the column, the girls said they were going to scout ahead and took off into the forest as I approached the front of the column. I was just greeting the rest of the boys when Krishna and Lyeneru came running up.   
 
    “Sorry about running late this morning,” Krishna called out excitedly. “I just finished getting everything planned for tonight. My people are ready to payback these assholes.” His giddy face lit up as he talked. “I swear, I’ve never seen the guild so excited before about learning combat skills.” 
 
    “Also, in case you were wondering.” Krishna continued in a lower voice. “Everyone is completely behind the alliance we’ve formed. I wasn’t sure if they’d be worried about being targeted for being associated with the “Dark Side” of the game.” He said using air quotes for the Dark Side. Before I could comment on his choice of words, he continued on in a darker tone. “But all of us are through being ganked by these bullies.”  
 
    “I promise you this, we won’t be so easy to take out the next time those assholes come after us.” Krishna’s voice hardened as he took Lyeneru’s hand in his. “We’ll always remember those that were lost to teach us this lesson.” Wiping the moisture from his eyes, he looked over at me.  
 
    “A few of our people managed to drag some of our trainers with them into the dungeon when they were being imprisoned. They’re all hoping you’ll be able to resurrect them like Lyeneru-” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” I said cutting him off as I gripped his shoulder in understanding. “I’ll raise everyone I can, that’s a promise.”  
 
    “Thanks, Star.” Krishna said, sagging in relief. “We’ll never forget this.” He gave me a weak grin. “Hell, everyone’s listening in on the conversation as we speak. Well, they will be as soon as it’s released.” Seeing my questioning look, he quickly explained. “Everyone has been listening in on your streams since you rescued Lyeneru and me from the dungeon in Darom.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said weakly, feeling somewhat self-conscious. “I can’t wait to get a chance to finally meet everyone in-game.” 
 
    After that, the conversation took a more normal turn as everyone began talking about strategies, fighting styles, and magic trees. While my friends were curious about the Nature Magic of the Uten Syn guild, no one seemed that interested in actually learning it besides Thompson. Honestly, he only became interested after hearing about the group heal that was down the tree. The disinterest was mainly due to the requirement of leveling up to level 5 with Zap before you could use anything that was even remotely useful. Even then, Healing Touch wasn’t anything to write home about, and it required another five levels of mediocre healing before you could cast anything remotely cool.  
 
    When I asked Krishna if there were any other Manifest creatures available. He said there was only a level ten Giant Squirrel, which he hadn’t thought I’d be interested in, since it was such a low level. I disabused him of that notion immediately. Not that it was a problem, he was glad to teach me the spell if I wanted it, and was intensely curious as to why I’d be interested in such a low level pet. Smiling happily, I accepted the new spell. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Our discussion was interrupted a moment later when Neristhana and Ulia came running back to us, leading the rest of my companions out of the dense forest. Their zombie pets all looked the worse for wear from fighting and were fanned out around them like a secret service detail. As soon as Yun, Tinyr, AJ, Hefe, and the remaining Devil Dogs saw that each of my ladies were covered in blood, they drew their weapons and started forward, only to have Ulia wave them away as Neristhana matched pace with me. 
 
    “Lord Stinky!” Neristhana said, clenching a fist to her chest in mock salute.  
 
    “Hey, Star,” Ulia simply gave me a wink as the rest of my companions fell in behind them. “We just wanted to swing by and let you know that we’re seeing a lot of Orc Scout groups in the area.” 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, flippantly returning the Gnomeling’s salute. “Where’s everyone else?” 
 
    “Hunting their own Orc Scout groups down, I’d assume.” Rayne replied unconcerned. “We’ve seen them hunting in the area, but there’s so many gray skins in the forests around us, it’s hard to keep track of everyone.” 
 
    “There’s too many,” Neristhana agreed, her tone sending a shiver down my spine. “Even with the Isolde Line down, this whole area shouldn’t have so many of the northern tribes moving about so freely. I fear it’s a sign that a great host is headed our way.”  
 
    “We’re also missing too many of them,” Brenna added. “Even now, they track us and report our position back to the main host.” 
 
    Once again, I was keenly aware of our lack of instant communications. Hopefully, with Krishna’s help we could change that, but that was only if my friends would stop being such prima donna’s about having to learn a new magic tree. Well that, and if my plan worked in the first place.  
 
    I swore in silent frustration. Why was it so hard for people to practice with low level spells when they weren’t busy doing anything else? But, that’s just how gamers were. Not everyone was interested in learning everything inside a game. Clearing the aggravating thoughts away from my mind, I focused on the current emergency. 
 
    “Look, do the best you can on getting rid of the scouts reporting on our movements.” I said, my mind working the new information into our strategic situation as I traded glances with Thomas and Assault Leader Dell. “If you can get the Shamans, you can stop the scouts from reporting our position.” 
 
    “You know, there’s no way we can get all of them, right?” Neristhana asked, as the rest of my companions nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Just do the best you can,” I said with a shrug. “It’s not like we have any other options open to us.” Seeing their nods of agreement, I clapped Neristhana on the shoulder. “Let me know if the current situation changes.” Giving me a serious nod, she went to head off with my companions in tow, when a voice called out. 
 
    “Maybe I can help with finding the Shamans.” Lyeneru said, squaring her shoulders as the other women looked at her in surprise. “If we’re close enough, I can feel them when they use their magic.”  
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” Rayne called out excitedly, as she pulled the Moon Elf with her by the elbow. “We’ve got work to do.”  
 
    “I’ll be back later, Krish!” Lyeneru called out, as she disappeared into the forest with the rest of my female companions.  
 
    Before Krishna knew what was happening, he found himself alone like the rest of us. “Hmmm, shouldn’t we be going with them?” Krishna asked, unsure if he should follow after them or not.  
 
    “Naw, they’ll be good, Krish.” I said, clapping him on the back. “My companions will take good care of your girl. If the situation starts to get to hairy, they’ll know when to head back.” Rubbing my hands together excitedly, I gave him a grin. “Now, let’s discuss what you know about manifesting pets!”  
 
    That’s basically how the majority of the run went before we stopped for lunch. During that time, I quickly found out that Krishna, unfortunately, knew even less about the Manifest spells than I did. Yeah, it sounds kind of odd, since this was his profession and all. At least it did until he helped me to understand where he was coming from.  
 
    Up until The World, none of them had gamed, or for that matter seen an actual animal before. They had no practice at bending the rules of the game in the way that I’d done with my manifest pets. First the game showed them how birds, rabbits, squirrels, foxes, wolves, and bears looked, then it asked them to create their own manifest pets. So, instead of reimaging the creatures to be something new and different, they’d all just made the basic Giant Squirrel, Forest Wolf, and Cave Bear that they’d seen in the forest around them.  
 
    Krishna stepped to the side of the trail we were breaking and manifested his various pets. The creatures he summoned forth looked completely natural. Reddish Giant Squirrel the size of a medium dog, a large Gray Wolf, and a large brown Cave Bear took shape around us in three minutes. Their names were equally exciting … Squirrely, Wolfy, and Claws. I just shook my head as the Uten Syn guild leader turned to me with an embarrassed look.  
 
    “Look, I can understand the whole reasoning why they look like the animals they’re supposed to represent.” I said, looking over at him with a raised eyebrow as Squirrely raced over to him to nuzzle his cheek. “But there’s no excuse for you using Squirrely and Wolfy as names. These aren’t your stuffed animals.” 
 
    “What the hell man?” Krishna asked, looking at me in outrage. “Are you picking on me because I’m visually impaired?”  
 
    “Nope, I’m just pulling your man card.” I said holding my hand out. “I mean, didn’t you ever have to read White Fang or something when you were in school?” Krishna’s anger seemed to dissipate as tears began welling up in his eyes. Seeing the distraught look on his face, I rolled my eyes in exasperation.  
 
    “Dude, I’m just fucking around with you. You can’t take me that as seriously,” I said, grabbing him by the shoulder and pulling him in for a brotherly hug. Letting him go, I ran a nervous hand through my hair feeling embarrassed. “Look, dude, that’s just how my friends and I usually joke around with one another.” 
 
    Krishna visibly calmed down at my words, acting as if the misunderstanding was some sort of cultural difference between us. Who knows, maybe it was, I thought, feeling like an insensitive asshole. All kinds of different people were playing the game from the United States and now from around the world. I was just trying to think if there was anything else I could say as an apology, when the Moon Elf suddenly broke into a grin. 
 
    “You’re so easy.” Krishna said, letting out a belly laugh. “Dude, you should have seen the look on your face when I acted like I was going to cry.” The Moon Elf doubled over howling in laughter. “Pull my man card … you’re such an asshole.” He continued on, wiping the tears from his eyes. “What? You think I can’t take a joke because I’m visually impaired or something?” 
 
    “Fuck you, man!” I said, shoving him away from me as he nearly fell over laughing. “You’re such a dick!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at being punked out. Sometimes, there was nothing to do but laugh at yourself. When Krishna finally settled down enough to be serious again, I went back to what I’d been saying.   
 
    “Seriously though, you’re manifest pets are cool as hell. They’re probably going to save our asses if my idea works. At least, it will for anyone who hasn’t reached the point of having manifest their own Giant Squirrels yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Krishna asked, still trying to stop from giggling. “So far, the Nature Magic tree has been kind of blah in comparison to what I saw from the Dread Pack attacks. Seriously, none of the spells I have are particularly great for combat in comparison to the damage they were doing. Even the magic pets are kind of so-so.” 
 
    “I think they’re a lot more powerful then you know.” I said knowingly. “When we stop for lunch, I’ll show you what I mean. My manifest pets’ time-out will be up by then.” Sitting down cross-legged in the grass, I pulled up the spell for Manifest Giant Squirrel. “Give me a second to see if my idea works first.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Seven 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    In my mind, I did my best to visualize what I wanted. The word I pictured in my mind was Tengsly. It was a name I’d come up for one of my pets in Dungeons and Dragons. In that game, it had been a gray Void Walker that was capable of carrying messages and stuff via the Ethereal, aka the space between the various elemental planes. So naturally, I had to have a nickname for the creature that meant connection.   
 
    For those of you not geeky enough to be in the know. The Ethereal is basically equal to “space” in a solar system. Only, in the Dungeon and Dragon’s universe, each planet would be equal to an elemental plane of existence. Basically, that’s a snazzy way of saying a world with its own laws and physics. Don’t be upset if you don’t get the specifics. It’s a topic that’s pretty far out there on the geek-o-meter. 
 
    While I didn’t even know if the ethereal was even a thing in The World, what I wanted was a Giant Squirrel that could communicate and carry messages. Tengsly I pictured as a fast moving flying squirrel with wings that could fit on my shoulder. Kind of between the Pokemon Leafeon and an in real life Sugar Glider with wings that also had the ability to telepathically communicate. I’d just about had the image formed in my mind, when Krishna spoke up. 
 
    “If you start moaning like a Buddhist monk, I’m out of here.” Ignoring the sarcastic comment, I cast the spell.  
 
    Once again, green energy shot out from my body to take shape on the ground before me. I didn’t want a giant squirrel the size of a medium-sized dog, but something more like a giant Sugar Glider. I figured a creature like that wouldn’t be much larger than a small kitten at best. Opening my eyes, I was greeted by the smallest ball of green energy that I’d yet to see. By the time the system window popped open before my eyes, I was ready.  
 
      
 
    Create a name for your “Manifest Giant Squirrel.” This name will forever be used to identify your manifested animal companion in the future. 
 
      
 
    You have selected “Tengsly” for your Manifest Giant Squirrel. Names have power in The World and your manifested pet will take on aspects of your chosen name’s meaning. 
 
      
 
    Instead of being a cute brown and white Sugar Glider or a cream-colored Pokemon, I had a dark-gray, winged mutation with long fangs sticking out of its tiny muzzle. Except for the color, the little creature was cuter than sin. As its green eyes met mine, I felt a connection link to my soul as its presence lit up in my mind. The simple creature before me didn’t have much of a thought process. It was too low level for that. But, it understood what I wanted as it pranced forward a couple steps before leaping into the air to fly to my shoulder.  
 
    Tengsly had fleshy wings that were covered in fur, along with the flap of skin a normal Sugar Glider would have between its front and back legs. The flying squirrel flew to me in a blur. Whizzing past my left ear, one of its little claws gripped my neck as it used the point of contact to flip around to my opposite shoulder. This close to my face, I could see its flight was more like a humming bird’s as it settled down on my armored shoulder. Its tiny claws easily gripping the black Cuttle leather of my cloak as it settled down on its perch weighing nothing. 
 
    As I turned to look at the adorable little guy, Tengsly began chattering at me happily as his little paws gently stroked my face. I couldn’t help the smile that came to my lips at the absolute joy the little creature had as it bonded with me. As our connection settled down, I was just trying to see if I could pass the guy a message, when I heard Krishna bust out laughing. 
 
    “Are you shitting me, Star?” The Uten Syn guild leader said, clearly not understanding my idea at all. “Please, tell me how this little monster is going to save us?” He asked, looking at me as if I’d lost it. “You do realize that Squirrely is a hundred times his size and can barely take out a fox two levels lower than him.”  
 
    “You poor dense man,” I said exaggeratedly. “Maybe I should be talking to Lyeneru instead of you.” Seeing the tensing of his shoulders, I realized he didn’t like me joking about Lyeneru casually like that. Holding up my hands to stop him from snapping back at me, I hurriedly continued.  
 
    “Tengsly’s job isn’t to fight.” I clarified in a calm voice. “Although, the little fellow has some sharp teeth and claws.” I amended, offering Tengsly an armored finger to attack. As his little paws playfully gripped my finger as if it were an enemy while his fangs gnawed at the tip, I continued excitedly. “His job is this!”  
 
    Focusing my thoughts, I mentally signaled for him to pay attention as I sent him a message to carry to Krishna. It was short and to the point, but exactly communicated my point to the laughing Uten Syn guild leader. In a flash, the flying squirrel shot from my shoulder to circle around the other man’s head. As Krishna stepped back in consternation, Tengsly came to a hover before his eyes. 
 
    “I’m a block head that has no imagination?” Krishna repeated under his breath, his eyes unfocused as he received his first mental message. As it sunk in what I’d done, he flipped me off as Tengsly came zipping back to me.  
 
    Giving Tengsly another message, I pictured Thomas and where I thought he’d be as the flying squirrel took off in a blur towards the front of the formation of soldiers that were still marching by. This time, I had the little guy wait for a message before returning. Watching the little guy go, Krishna looked back at me in confusion.  
 
    “I still don’t get it. How is that going to help us fight better?”  
 
    Before I could answer my new friend’s question, I saw a flying blur loop up into the air and head towards me. A moment later, Tengsly was settling on my shoulder as Thomas’ reply appeared in my mind. ‘What the fuck … Star, is this your pet? What do you mean you’re back on the side of the road?’ I did a silent fist pump into the air as Krishna looked at me like I was slow or something as he waved his hand in front of my face looking for an explanation. 
 
    “Yo, Krishna to Star, can you hear me?”  
 
    I held up a finger expectantly as Krishna’s expression turned to one of annoyance. A half a minute later, he was just starting to chew me out when Thomas and Thompson came running up to us from the front of the formation. They both ran right by him to stop in front of me and stare at Tengsly.  
 
    “Where the hell did you get that little guy from?” Thomas demanded as his finger poked and prodded the little flying squirrel. “We need everyone to have one of these like yesterday.” 
 
    “Any idea how far their range is?” Thompson excitedly asked, peering closely at the little imp who was hissing and snapping angrily at Thomas’s finger. 
 
    “No clue,” I said with a shrug. “We’ll have to do some experiments.”  
 
    “What the fuck are you guys going on about?” Krishna said cutting in, obviously starting to get frustrated at missing the point. “So the little guy can pass along messages. What’s the big deal? It’s not like they can fight.” 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” Both Devil Dogs repeated as they looked back at the little Moon Elf in shock.  
 
    “What’s one of the most important things to have in warfare?” Thompson asked the Moon Elf. 
 
    “Powerful weapons? Strong soldiers?” Krishna immediately replied, unsure of what the Priest was getting at. 
 
    “While that helps to a point, powerful weapons are kind of useless if you can’t get them where they need to be in time.” Thomas pointed out.  
 
    “Still not getting the point.” Krishna said in exasperation. 
 
    “Good communications.” I said, before our new friend got too annoyed at my friends.  
 
    “Ding … ding … ding … give that man a cigar!” Thompson said, lifting my arm like I’d won a boxing match.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s the one thing we’ve been missing.” I explained, giving him a rundown of the northern tribes’ ability to communicate using various forms of Shamanism. Fighting an enemy with nearly instantaneous communications means they could overwhelm us in different locations, while we had no clue we were even being attacked. By the time I’d finished explaining everything to him, he was nodding just as excitedly as the rest of us.  
 
    “Now that we have that worked out,” Thomas impatiently said. “How do I get one of these for my own?” Seeing Krishna and my shit-eating grin, he shifted uncomfortably. “Why do I suddenly have a bad feeling about this?”  
 
    The guys moaned and complained when they learned it required being level 10 in Nature Magic to get their own flying squirrel. Unsurprisingly enough, all the Devil Dogs wanted in on the action. Dumbfounded, Krishna shared out his profession to all the guys. As the guys ran off into the woods to find some Orcs Scouts to kill, Assault Leader Dell asked if he and the other officers under his command could learn the profession too.  
 
    For the last two hours, before we stopped for lunch, I’d heard Ayda’s singing off in the distance four different times. Although I never actually saw her, each time her Song of Fortitude came to my ears, it was like I’d just downed a Red Bull as the exhaustion left my limbs. During that time, Krishna never left my side at the head of the column as we continued to talk. Even though, I’d already explained to him that he’d be getting hit up with more training requests once the ladies returned from their hunt. He’d laughed my words off with a shake of his head as we went back to the discussion of doing the same thing with the other manifest pets, while I explained to him what I’d done.  
 
    When we stopped for lunch, I called the different teams back to camp using Tengsly. With a blur of his wings, the flying squirrel happily launched into the air to hunt everyone down. As each of the female only teams returned, they demanded to know where the little guy had come from, which invariably led to Krishna teaching another group his Nature magic profession. It made the Uten Syn guild leader happy to feel like his profession was something useful for a change, while I was happy to see my friends, vassals, and companions learning a new profession at their own request. An especially rare occurrence for a magic tree with such an odious start.  
 
    There was a lot of excitement when I manifested Shadow Fang and Kitano in the center of our temporary camp. Shadow Fang had gained nearly three levels and Kitano one from all of the fighting with the Chaos Storm players. Patting Kitano’s barrel shaped head, I introduced him to Krishna who looked at the demon bear in amazement as he finally seemed to grasp what I’d been trying to explain to him. As my friends returned from their hunt, their mouths dropped open at seeing the fearful beast plopped down next to me as we ate our lunch. While Shadow Fang got some attention as his shadowy form flittered about the edges of the camp on patrol, it was nothing in comparison to the oohs and ahhs that Tengsly or Kitano received.  
 
    When Neysa and Helgath returned halfway through the meal, our greeting was cut short as the Silver Dire Wolf carefully sniffed at my manifest pets. Reaching through my mind for their various connection, she hailed each in turn. I was pleasantly surprised to see Tengsly land on her head and happily start grooming her ears as Helgath gently petted the little flying squirrel while he worked. By the time they were finished meeting each other, I had a hunk of meat out for Neysa and a kabob of smoked Cuttle meat ready to go for Helgath.    
 
    With Helgath’s help, Neysa had been able to target some of the Shamans that had been reporting our progress from the hills nearby. They’d had a few tight battles and had taken some serious damage at times, but they’d managed to take down their targets. Looking through their memories, I saw that it had been more than close on a few occasions. Their soulbound status had caused both of them to take more chances than was smart, but, so far, they’d come out on top. I left it at that. Not bothering to tell them not to do what they were going to do anyways.  
 
    The Half-Orc also confirmed Brenna’s fears that we weren’t getting all of the Orc Scouts and agreed with Neristhana that there must be an enormous horde headed our way. Helgath couldn’t say how long we had before the main force arrived, but thought they had to be near for the number of Orcs they’d been encountering. I kept that information on the downlow. It wasn’t like I could do anything else and having everyone worry about the issue wasn’t going to help anyone. Crossing my fingers, I silently wished for the luck to get everyone out in time, before the shit destroyed the fan.   
 
    The hour for lunch passed in the blink of an eye. I made sure to check on Ayda. Although she looked thoroughly exhausted, the bard assured me that she was fine and that I shouldn’t worry. I made sure to talk with Assault Leader Dell about the situation, but there was little else I could do, since we needed her magic to keep our forces going.  
 
    By the time two o’clock rolled around, we were once again making our way through the forest. Instead of forming up into better groups, the boys and girls decided to make a competition out of who could level up first to get their own Giant Squirrel. I quickly found myself alone with Tengsly as Neysa had Shadow Fang and Kitano join her and Helgath on their Shaman hunt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Eight 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    As the hours went by of alternating between marching and basically double-march, I worked with Tengsly to get a feel for his range, speed, and the amount of information he could deliver. The message length basically worked out to be the size of a medium paragraph, or five short sentences. Useful, especially since you didn’t have to type the message out. Speed wise, he was fast. Easily able to lap a twenty square mile area in around ten minutes. As long as you gave Tengsly an approximate area of where to search for your target, he was back in ten minutes with the message.  
 
    The problems only showed up when he was forced to search for the target on his own. The wider his search area, the longer it took for him to deliver the message and return. I wasn’t sure if that was due to the dense forest or simply a restriction of the game. Who knows, it could just be an issue with his level and learning his new role. Either way, I wasn’t complaining. While not instantaneous, it was still the best means of communication we had, so far, when outside of the cities. 
 
    It wasn’t until a little after seven o’clock that the teams started returning. Kenzie’s group was first and consisted of Sarka, Unalia, Phoenix, Sara, Zhou, Terry, Jill, Krystal, and Bonnie Smash. A quick glance showed me that every single one of them had gained a level or two. Well, everyone except for Phoenix, who hadn’t gotten any, and Sara, who’d gained a total of five, which the Devil Dog’s Frost mage had needed after losing two during the Sea Orc attack on the Wind Dancer.  
 
    While Sara and the others hunt for levels had been a success, Sara was still a little behind everyone else even at level 32. I’m sure her decision to start wearing her Cuttle leather armor instead of her robes had something to do with that. Otherwise, from the in-your-face level of damage that everyone’s armor was showing, I’m sure Sara would have been down another level or two if she hadn’t broken down and changed up her play-style. Even so, their gore splattered faces and ill-tempered looks said that the fight hadn’t been easy.  
 
    “How’s it going guys?” I called out to Kenzie and Jill who were in the lead. “Gratz on the levels!”  
 
    Looking at each other questioningly, Kenzie shook her head in mock disgust. “You’d think by now he’d know the difference between boys and girls.” Kenzie said to Jill, acting like I wasn’t there. Whatever, I thought, as Sarka and Unalia greeted me with hugs while rolling their eyes at the first two women. Terry gave me a wink as she walked past while Phoenix gave me a tired high-five.  
 
    “Don’t be too hard on him,” Jill joked back, ignoring the annoyed looks on everyone else’s faces. “He’s always been a slow learner.” 
 
    “How close are we to the Uten Syn fortress?” Sara asked in a disgruntled voice, as she pushed her way past the two joking women. We were on a marching phase at the moment, which made it much easier to talk. “I’m getting sick and tired of fighting magic resistant monsters.” 
 
    “I think they’re actually considered demi-Humans in The World.” I offered helpfully. 
 
    “Whatever they’re called, they suck ass.” Sara shot back, giving me the finger. 
 
    “Why weren’t you using your Dark magic spells then?” I asked, ignoring her bitching. If my Dark magic was being less effective, I needed to know.  
 
    “The Dark Magic worked fine, but sometimes it would be nice to actually get a Frost Nova to stick even once in a while.” She grumbled unhappily.  
 
    “We were hoping to get some training from Krishna,” Bonnie Smash spoke up helpfully from the back of the group. “We figured it would help to have messengers, since we’re getting close to our destination.” 
 
    “It’s probably for the best,” I agreed, double checking the time on my HUD. Feeling my desire to send a message over our mental link, Tengsly crawled out from the hood of my cloak and looked at me expectantly. Quickly, I gave him the message and pictured Krishna’s face. Chattering an affirmative, he leaped from my shoulder in a blur of wings and disappeared into the forest’s canopy. “How’s it looking otherwise?” 
 
    “I think we’ve managed to mostly clean the majority of the low level bastards out,” Phoenix replied tiredly, as she worked on cleaning off the worst of the gore from her armor. “Towards the end, we started running into some serious resistance. The last group we fought had four level 36s with a level 38 Shaman.” 
 
    “That shit was no joke,” Sarka agreed unhappily. “I swear that Emergency Hot Fix has made demi-Humans tough as nails.” Behind her, I saw Unalia’s silent nod of agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll probably need to team up with another group before we take on any more of those assholes,” Zhou said, unhappily sticking her fingers through a particularly bad slice in her leathers. “Damn it, I just repaired this after Darom.” 
 
    “If not for our zombie pets and your companions, we’d have wiped for sure.” Terry said grimly, as she checked over the newest dents in her shield, before strapping it back onto her back. “We’ll need bigger groups, if we decide to head out again.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” I said, thinking over the issue. “I asked Krishna to head back so we can get everyone trained up. Maybe some of the other groups will start returning if they’re running into the same kind of issues. If so, we can decide how to proceed with the scouting missions then.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Krystal said, with a faraway look in her eyes as if she were visualizing their last fight. “They’re not acting like any NPCs I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re not NPCs,” I said, frowning at the amused look from Jill and Krystal who both looked at me like I was some naiveté child. At least, I didn’t see the same dismissive looks reflected in my newer friends’ eyes. Making the hand signal that meant I wanted this portion of the video blocked from the stream, I continued in a heated voice. “Thinking like that will only have you making the same mistake that Julie did.” 
 
    “And what mistake is that, Jay?” Jill snapped at me in annoyance. “Not deciding to have a sexual relationship with one of these digital personalities?” She said the last part while making air quotes around the “digital personalities” comment. Although, I could see that while Jill was sure of her belief in what she was saying, Krystal had some doubts.  
 
    “The software AI that was developed for The World basically makes each of the people and monsters in the game their own thinking individual.” I said, trying to make Jill and Krystal understand what I meant. If my friends couldn’t grasp the concept, it was going to cause all kinds of problems. “They’re not scripted personalities. They’re actually born into the world. They grow up from children, learn from their parents … from their communities … they grow old, and die. They don’t have a set of reactions to a given situation. They can feel, laugh, hurt, lie, be dishonorable, and change their minds. Underestimating them as thinking individuals will only cause all of us problems down the road.” 
 
    “So what does that have to do with Julie?” Jill growled, growing impatient at what she thought was a ridiculous discussion. 
 
    “She underestimated them.” I said in all seriousness. “Julie thought she could make a deal with the Northern Orc tribes. She believed that any deal she made with the demi-Humans would be enforced by the game because they were scripted NPCs like any other MMORPG. So, she sold out portions of the Kingdom of Kader under the assumption that the simple monsters would keep to their bargain and not go beyond the deal she’d made with them.” 
 
    “So, what?” Jill said, flinging her arms up like I was talking crazy. “They’re going to throw away the deal and take over everything?” She laughed hard at her own words, before turning to Krystal. “Do you hear that crazy shit? I swear, Jay has truly flipped his lid this time.” Seeing her friend’s face, Jill paused suddenly unsure of herself. “Krystal?” 
 
    “I think he’s right … or partially right.” Krystal blurted out uncomfortably. “Look at how those Orcs reacted to our attacks.” Her eyes got wide as she thought back to the last battle. “They learned our tactics and came up with a plan to take us out. What would have happened if we hadn’t been trying to level up our Nature magic? What would have happened if we were playing at the top of our game? They would have taken us out like a cheap trick.” 
 
    For the first time, I saw Jill looking at me unsure of herself. “Listen, you don’t have to take what I’m saying like it’s the gospel. Just keep an open mind, realize that the people in The World are more than simple scripts, and that they can do or act in any number of ways. All that I’m asking is that you play smart and don’t underestimate the enemy. Well that, and don’t piss off my vassals.”  
 
    That last comment brought a smile to her lips as she flipped me off. Still, she gave me a silent nod of agreement as Unalia spoke up to change the topic. Before I knew it the mood had lightened up and I’d done the hand signal for starting up the stream again.  
 
    I listened in on everyone’s battle stories as the ladies went into storytelling mode. Jill and Kenzie were the loudest as they replayed their more memorable moments. It was entertaining to hear, to say the least. Although, I was a little disappointed to discover that they’d stopped trying to level up Nature magic past level 10. Not that it was a surprise after I heard what they’d been fighting against.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help wanting a full raid capable of casting Healing Breeze for when the shit hit the fan. In my mind’s eye, I could see the entire raid’s health being topped off while fighting against an overwhelming enemy. While I’d tried to share that vision with my friends, no one but Thompson had been particularly interested.  
 
    My mind continued stitching together the strategic situation as I listened to everyone talk. There was no doubt we were quickly running out of time. I didn’t know what Julie had set into motion, but I had a feeling the game was getting ready to kick everyone’s asses. All that I could do was hope we were back in Darom before the storm hit.  
 
    While that was running through my thoughts, Neristhana and Ulia led the second group back in. They looked even worse for wear than the newfar as they approached. Probably because they had less zombie pets to back them up in their battles. Even Fylreh looked like she’d been rode hard and put away wet. Neysa and Helgath appeared in my mind as soon as they’d gotten close enough for our link to work. Not that I saw them, since they were staying out to patrol.  
 
    I’d immediately learned then that the girls had helped prevent the rest of my companions from being wiped out in a particularly nasty fight. They’d lost both Kitano and Shadow Fang doing it, but both manifest pets had chosen to sacrifice themselves to save everyone’ lives. Since then, the two groups had been working together, but the levels they were starting to face had forced them to fall back to the main group. My soulmates’ connection disappeared again as they both headed back out to check on something that had caught Neysa’s eyes. As the rest of my companions matched pace with me, the Gnomeling made her report. 
 
    “We had some difficulties, my lord.” Neristhana unhappily said, giving me a fist salute. Not hearing a “Lord Stinky” attached to her greeting let me know she was really upset.   
 
    “I heard,” I replied with a nod. “How did you guys lose control over the situation?” 
 
    “A high level Shaman-lead group used their lower level brethren to bait us into a trap.” Ulia explained as the Gnomeling scowled in embarrassment. 
 
    “We were ambushed before the fight even started.” Neristhana added, hanging her head in embarrassment. “If Neysa and Helgath hadn’t been hunting the same group, we’d have all died.” 
 
    “Eh, don’t beat yourself up about it,” I said, to both of their surprised looks. “It’s happens to the best-laid plans of mice and men.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say something about my height being the cause of this?” Neristhana grunted as if I’d physically hit her, misunderstanding what I’d meant. 
 
    “This isn’t about you being height challenged.” I snapped in annoyance. “I was trying to say that no battle plan ever survives first contact with the enemy.” Seeing their annoyed looks, I realized that neither one of them had gotten the allusion. Unconsciously, my voice turned hard as I tried again. “It means, you do the best you can do and, even when you do, unexpected shit happens. You can’t beat yourself up about it.” Seeing my companions’ disgruntled looks at my words, I tried another tactic. 
 
    “Did that Shaman plan on having Neysa and her group show up in the middle of the fight and jump them from behind?” I didn’t wait for a response but plowed on. “No, shit happens. You made it out alive with everyone under your command. Learn from your mistakes and move on.” 
 
    Tengsly returned with a message from Thomas that they were already on their way back. A second later, a bright red flying squirrel came racing up to Kenzie. For a second, she backed away from the fluttering creature in surprise as it hovered before her face, before the creature’s message flittered through her mind.  
 
    “Mother-fucker!” The Rogue cursed as she focused on transferring a message back to the little creature. In a flash, it raced away as Kenzie muttered under her breath. “He’s so dead!” 
 
    Turning away from that drama, I was surprised to feel Neysa and Helgath once again touching my thoughts as the Silver Dire Wolf and Half-Orc came to within the outer limits of our telepathic range. Both of my soulmates explained that the Orc Scouts in the area were once again growing to ridiculous proportions. For now, both of my ladies were worried as to what the increased activity meant for our rescue mission, but immediately realized, after reading my thoughts, that we were heading in either way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Nine 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    While they couldn’t continue to hunt down Shamans, my soulmates could still scout ahead for ambushes or warn us if the main force suddenly arrived in the area. Helgath’s thoughts showed me how that would look from her memories. A horde of dark gray bodies destroying everything in its path like a swarm of locus tearing through a corn field. The similarity of the comparison that Helgath had plucked from my mind wasn’t lost on me, but I wasn’t going to give up on rescuing my friends. 
 
    Feeling my resolve, both of my soulmates assured me that they would do everything that they could to give us a fighting chance. Their mental salute echoed in my thoughts as they headed back out to scout. With a sigh, I focused back to the ongoing conversation about Krishna’s whereabouts. We talked a little bit more about the issue, but my explanation seemed to have helped settle everyone down. Still, I was glad Lyeneru had made it through the scrap alive. Otherwise, I’m sure Krishna would’ve had a few words to say to me about that.  
 
    The guys made it back just as I was finishing up the discussion with my companions. Assault Leader Dell and his officers were with them. By then, a few more flying squirrels had come to deliver their individual messages to a mixture of annoyance and happy laughter, depending upon who it was that was receiving the message. Like any other group of players, the guys wanted to show off their new toys.  
 
    As they approached, I saw that everyone was sporting some serious damage to their gear, besides looking beat up and tired. Tengsly took off as soon as he heard the excited chittering of the other flying squirrels. Within moments, he’d joined the excited cloud of manifest pets circling Thomas’ group as he chittered away happily.  
 
    I let the little guy have his fun as I had a quick discussion with Thomas and Dell. It immediately became apparent that they’d returned for the same reasons as the women. The Orcs levels in the area were getting too high and they’d been caught in a major ambush which had forced them to call off any further hunting.  
 
    Similar to my companions, they’d been lured into a trap by a higher level group of Orcs led by a Shaman. With Assault Leader Dell’s help, they’d managed to survive the attack, but only after losing several of his officers. Thompson was able to raise them easily enough, but it had set everyone on edge. I made sure Dell understood that those soldiers needed to be kept in the rear for safety reasons. I didn’t want to lose them simply because they had died during their resurrection lockout time.      
 
    Krishna was immediately inundated with requests for training. There was a lot of excitement as the ladies and my companions sat down to manifest their own flying squirrels. I did my best to walk everyone through the creation process that I’d used, explaining the telepathic link and how I’d visualized the complete creature before casting the spell. Within minutes, glowing green balls of energy began taking shape all around us as an excited squeal announced a new flying squirrel being created.  
 
    I was just standing to the side to happily watch my well-thought-out plan come together, when I nearly jumped out of my skin. Looking at me from over Hefe’s shoulder was a monstrous looking creature with shaggy fur and oversized, spider-like fangs resting against my friend’s neck. As my eyes locked onto the monster’s beady, green-glowing eyes, I screamed out a warning and launched a Flurry blast at the nightmarish horror. 
 
    “Bonnie, get it quick!” I urgently shouted as the blast missed its target by a hair. Ripping the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden from its sheath, I charged into action as Tengsly gave out a warning shrill from above and dove. “It’s on Hefe’s back!” 
 
    My skin crawled as the enormous spider-like creature skittered over Hefe’s shoulders as my friend completely spazzed out. I didn’t hear what he was shouting as he waved his arms wildly in the air while the critter went completely berserk. Alarmed shouts rang out around me as Kenzie screamed bloody murder and dove behind Assault Leader Dell’s back. It would have been a comical sight in any other situation. 
 
    I watched in disgust as the eight-legged horror suddenly sprang on Hefe’s head like an Alien-facehugger as the little Gnome windmilled backwards and fell on his ass, while I dodged the white spittle shooting from the tip of the monster’s bulbous tail. As I drew back my blade to take the thing’s misshapen head off, Bonne Smash stepped in front of Hefe to block my path with her shield braced. My slash was thrown off as my eyes widened in shock at the serious look on the Half-Orc’s face.  
 
    There was a loud clank as I slammed into Bonnie’s shield a split-second later. I did my best to pull the blow, but there was nothing I could do to stop the edge of my blade from painfully bouncing off the Half-Orc’s defenses. Even prepared as she was for the hit, the force of our impact knocked Bonnie back. She tried to snag me with her free hand to stop my follow-up attack, but it was useless as she staggered backwards a few steps, before falling down on her ass. Seeing the naked blade swinging for his face, Hefe did the only thing he could think of to do.  
 
    “Don’t kill Webby!” Hefe anxiously shrieked as he snatched the monster up in his arms and covered it with his entire body. Catching my mental thought that something was off, Tengsly broke off from his dive bomber run and rose back up into the air barking excitedly. “He’s my freaking manifest pet, Jay!” 
 
    Sliding to a stop with the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden pulled back ready to strike, I looked around in surprise at seeing the laughing faces of my friends. Well, the guys at least. Everyone else looked just as confused and freaked out as I felt. I could see Matt and Darkhorse already arguing with Thompson about their bet as the Devil Dog guild leader did his best to look innocent of any wrong doing. I frowned at Krishna who had a justified look plastered on his face as he kept an eye on the situation while updating everyone’s training. Obviously, my friends had thrown down some serious money on what they thought was going to happen when everyone saw Hefe’s new pet.  
 
    Pointing to Kenzie hiding behind Assault Leader Dell, AJ held out his hand to collect his payout as several of the other guys swore at him good-naturedly. Seeing that I wasn’t going to kill his baby, Hefe jumped up to help Bonnie to her feet. They Pookey Beared and Shnukumed each other for a moment, before Hefe went to Thomas to collect his winnings. I was just giving an apology to Bonnie, when Hefe returned whistling happily clinking a handful of silver. Oblivious to the stink eye I was giving him, he ordered his pet to jump into his arms as he came to a stop in front of me. 
 
    “Dude, Nature magic rocks.” Hefe said, hugging the furry, eight-legged Spider Squirrel to his chest. Yeah, I figured that out after everything settled down. “Webby is the freaking bomb.” 
 
    I now knew what the mini-nightmare was supposed to be, but I didn’t understand why Hefe had it. The thing was freaking ugly. Imagine combining a hairy-looking tarantula spider and a squirrel with a stingray, but, instead of a cute squirrel mouth, it had fearsome fangs that were bigger than its head. Oh, and don’t forget the eight beady-eyes spaced around its head in groups of two, or that it was the size of a large house cat that covered most of Hefe’s back.  
 
    Honestly, I had to look away as I puked-up in the back of my throat just a little bit at the revolting sight. It took me a moment to clear my mouth of bile as I looked back at Hefe’s smiling face. Taking a deep breath, I gave Hefe and his new pet a critical look. “What happened to manifesting a flying squirrel to send and receive messages with?” 
 
    “Oh that?” Hefe said, unconcerned. “I don’t need one of them. I mean, seriously. I’m always in a group with Bonnie anyway, and she has Rocky.” He said, nodding to his girlfriend’s new flying squirrel. “Why have two messenger squirrels when we only need one?” 
 
    Bonnie and Hefe traded an uncomfortable look as my eyes narrowed at the smell of bullshit. Seeing my look, Bonnie looked away to choke back a laugh as the little Gnome shifted uncomfortably under my stare. That’s when it hit me what had happened. Shaking my head, I looked Hefe in the eye.  
 
    “So, you fucked up when you went to visualize your flying squirrel?” I accused Hefe directly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I fucked up,” Hefe said, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. “It more like we came under attack by spiders and …” Seeing that I wasn’t taking the bait, he deflated before my eyes. “Yeah, I fucked up.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said, giving him a shrug. 
 
    “Cool? What do you mean cool?” Hefe asked, looking somewhat miffed. “You’re not acting very surprised.” 
 
    “Because I’m not,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s just part of who you are, man.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Hefe asked, somewhat offended.  
 
    “Nothing …” I said, dragging out the sound like Sergeant Schultz from Hogan’s Heroes. Not catching the reference to the old TV show I used to watch reruns of as a kid, Hefe and Bonnie walked away with their new pets, when Krishna turned to give me a cocky smirk. “And you were giving me all that shit about pulling my “man card” for using the names Squirrely and Wolfy.” 
 
    “Of course I did,” I replied without hesitation. “What are you, still living at home in your parent’s basement?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Krishna asked, acting all put out. “Besides, I don’t see you giving Hefe that kind of shit for naming his pet Webby.” 
 
    “Oh that?” I asked, finally understanding what he was getting at. “We pulled Hefe’s man card years ago. Besides, he does still live with his parents, which is half the reason we give him so much shit in the first place.”  
 
    “I’ll be at the front of the formation if anyone needs me.” I said, ignoring the fish out of water act Krishna was doing. Giving him a hard pat on the back, I headed off at a jog, ignoring the “You’re such an asshole!” comment from the Uten Syn guild leader as I chuckled to myself. ‘Yeah, sometimes I was an asshole.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




Chapter One.Ten 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    It was a little bit after eight by the time everyone else joined me at the front of the formation with their new pets on their shoulders. They all looked similar but different. Well, everyone’s but Hefe’s, which clung to his back like a growth. The people of The World had more of the bright reds, vibrant greens, yellows, and light browns colors, while the players had the darker, stealthier colors of gray, black, and the darker browns. Though, as we got closer to our destination, the little flying squirrels began to tire out as they began to settle down in the hoods of their owners’ cloaks.  
 
    Taking the lead, Krishna led us to the base of a rocky cliff. It was only thirty to fifty feet up, but had a fat face on this side that looked nearly impossible to climb without some serious gear. The spot that the Moon Elf brought us to looked like a small alcove from a distance. It was only visible if you were directly on top of it.  
 
    Although it looked like a dead end as we approached the rough face of the cliff, we quickly discovered that the back wall was an optical illusion as the Uten Syn guild leader guided us in. He explained that the hidden-entrance was actually a passageway that went completely through the ridge to the valley he was from, and was just wide enough for four people to travel abreast. Its smooth walls and winding track which was open to the sky reminded me of Antelope Canyon in Arizona.  
 
    It was perfectly designed for holding off invaders. Just place a small barricade in the middle of the passage with a few melee classes and ranged defenders on the top of the ridge and you could hold out against an invasion force indefinitely. Glancing over at Krishna’s hard face, I could see the anger in his eyes as he gripped Lyeneru‘s hand tightly. With his new perspective on The World, I could tell he was berating himself for being a fool. None of the Uten Syn guild had considered they might need to have such defenses in place. 
 
    Wordlessly, I gripped the other man’s shoulder as I silently commiserated with him. At first, I could tell Krishna wanted to push my hand away, like he’d done the first time we’d met in Darom. After a second, the tension disappeared as he got a grip on his conflicting emotions. Giving me a firm nod back, he adjusted his shield and loosened the grip on his sword, before continuing on resolutely. At the same time, Assault Leader Dell had our planned quick assault groups take the lead.  
 
    Seeing Ayda’s haggard face as she followed the teams out, I pulled Dell to the side and reminded him to keep the bard out of the fight so she could conserve her strength. It wasn’t like we needed every hand for this fight. Besides, once this was over, we’d need her magic to keep everyone going into the night. Seeing his nod of agreement, I went back to overseeing the operation. 
 
    Thankfully, the valley’s newest defenders hadn’t put any guards in place. Otherwise, they would have picked us off easily, like shooting fish in a barrel. Nonetheless, everyone was ready to blast anyone who peeked their head over the top of the cliff. It took about two finger-biting minutes to traverse the passageway, before it dumped us out on the rocky slope of a hidden valley.  
 
    The forest that nearly filled the valley below us was green and lush, except for a few patches of cleared forest near the center that had been set aside for farming. Those cleared fields were centered on a central keep that rose up from the middle of the three mile long and one mile wide valley. The keep itself was small and basic, barely more than an extra wide tower five stories high with a low wall around its small courtyard.  
 
    Unsurprisingly enough, it wasn’t filled with troops as it had been when Krishna had escaped on that first day, while carrying Lyeneru’s broken body in his arms. It made sense. By now, I was sure Julie had sent all of her available forces after Domenic to remove him from the equation. If she could get enough troops in the area quickly enough, she could possibly catch my force in the open field and overwhelm us. While the Chaos Storm alliance members might end up losing some levels, they could easily wear down my troops from attrition alone and in the process take out my forces permanently. So, we had to play this smart and not lose our cool. 
 
    My contemplation was broken when I saw the angry looks on Lyeneru and Krishna’s faces. I understood them immediately. This was their home which had been violated. Their home that had been invaded, ransacked, and was now the living prison for their people. Even now, those same invaders were in the process of stealing their home, while they feasted on the goods of the Uten Syn members’ labors and waited for them to reroll new toons. That, in and of itself, was disturbing on many different levels.  
 
    Krishna had wanted to know why V-MMORG didn’t have a fix for situations like this. It was one of the big discussions we’d had during the last leg of the journey. With a bunch of questioning, I discovered that none of the Uten Syn members had tried to graveyard hop out of the dungeon. While that was a common advanced method that experienced players used to escape nasty PKing situations, it was a tactic that was relatively unknown to most non-PVP players and new gamers alike.  
 
    That didn’t mean Krishna was stupid. Once I explained the technique to him, he’d immediately grasped its tactical implications. For now though, he decided to hold off on sharing out that information with his people. Mainly because we were so close to releasing them. Besides, dying in game was extremely painful for Nightmare players. No need to put everyone through that kind of agony if it wasn’t necessary, especially if his guildmates didn’t have any weapons or armor on hand to use against the invaders. 
 
    I made a mental note to make sure we hid caches of weapons and armor in different locations around BrokenFang Hold. You know, just in case something like this happened to us in the future. Not that we had the extra production power to do that right now, but it was something to keep in mind. That, and to somehow find a way to make our own graveyards inside our fortifications. A tricky proposition to say the least, since we’d have to somehow secure the location from outsiders. Otherwise, our enemies could bypass our defenses and respawn directly inside our fortress. 
 
    This main attack wasn’t going to be anything complex. The plan was straightforward and simple. We would simply overwhelm and crush any defenders in a massive blitzkrieg wave. Don’t look at me like that. It worked for the Germans in World War II. Sometimes simple was best, especially in a situation where the defenses were weak and the attack was unexpected. While the keep could be filled with newfar waiting to slaughter us, the informant we had on the inside assured us that wasn’t the case. Aka Angie, you know, Krishna’s in real-life girlfriend who was imprisoned inside the keep.  
 
    Yeah, I won’t lie. The whole thing kind of weirded me out after my experiences with Julie. There was a part of me that wanted to doubt every single word that came from her lips. But, after everything I’d heard about the situation going on between them back in Darom, I agreed with Krishna’s read on the situation. Similar to her boyfriend, Angie had met a Moon Elf trainer named Gaelin Caidove that she’d fallen hard for. He was a strong and handsome Warden that had charmed her from the very first day.  
 
    Unfortunately, he’d been cut down during the invasion trying to protect her. She’d died anyway, but it had been that sacrifice that had made her fall for him hard. When they were all being gathered up by the PKers like confused sheep, Angie had somehow managed to latch onto his bloody corpse and drag him into the dungeon when they were imprisoned. Like Krishna with Lyeneru, she’d been watching over his corpse ever since, doing her best to keep it safe in the hopes that she could somehow save him. 
 
    This was why I was willing to give her a chance. Why, I was willing to trust that she wasn’t going to betray us and everyone else in her guild because of her boyfriend’s infidelity. Hell, would most people even call having sex in a video game infidelity? How different was that to looking at porn and jerking off? Don’t laugh, it was a serious question. All that I could do was trust that, like the other guild members of Uten Syn, she wanted payback for what had happened to all of them. Love and revenge, they were powerful motivators. 
 
    As soon as the five advanced assault forces cleared the crevice behind Kenzie’s stealth team, Assault Leader Dell gave the signal for his assigned Sub-Leaders to move out. Immediately, Sub-Leaders Ollie, Liam, Logan, Trent, and Lyle each lead two hundred troopers down into the valley at a fast jog. Four of the groups were headed towards the graveyards that were evenly spaced around the central keep, while Lyle’s group headed to the far side of the valley. His job was to make sure our planned exit was kept clear of any ambushes. 
 
    Kenzie’s stealth mission, on the other hand, was entirely different. Her group was supposed to infiltrate the fortress ahead of the main assault to free the Uten Syn guild members from their imprisonment. Not that they were going to have much time to do this, but, if everything went according to plan, it would put a solid force behind the enemy’s lines that we could use if needed.  
 
    It was a decent back-up plan and about the only complexity I’d added to the main assault. The group consisted of Zhou, Jill, Krystal, Darkhorse, Bonnie, Sarka, Unalia, Yun, Tinyr, and Phoenix. All players that wouldn’t run the risk of dying permanently if they were overwhelmed during their mission and then killed again before their timeout was up like a person of The World.  
 
    There was some bitching about staying behind from Neristhana and a few of my other companions that had the Stealth skill, but there was no reason to risk them on a mission like this, especially when there was so much PVP set to occur in the next twenty-four hours. Instead, I asked all of my companions to head out with Lyle’s group instead. Their job was to keep a watch for stealth units trying to counter attack or escape. That request was enough to settle everyone down, since it was something that was worthy of their abilities. 
 
    All of the House of Kayden troopers heading out in the advanced groups were dressed in black Cuttle leather and had cut their teeth as a unit fighting against newfar. Not to mention, their leaders understood what was needed for covering the graveyards from their trial by fire in Darom. While those numbers probably wouldn’t be necessary here, I wasn’t about to take any chances of losing control over any of the respawn points during the assault, nor did I want to take these assholes out only to be ambushed on our way out of the valley. Besides, that still left us a thousand troopers for the main assault. 
 
    I wasn’t including the zombies. Instead of having them be part of the main attack, I had them separated into two groups. One was assigned to guard the entrance we’d just used, while the other half went with Lyle. This was done to partly confuse the enemy and to hold up any Orcs that were following us. At least, I hoped it would. The plan was for the local forces to wonder who was attacking them. I figured, at this point, any additional confusion was a good thing and one I hoped to build upon with the help of my Aussie and Russian friends. 
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Eleven 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    When the last of the troopers cleared the passageway, Krishna gave Lyeneru a determined look, before taking off down into the valley at a run with the rest of us behind him. Low level horned hares, twin-tailed foxes, and large forest wolves scattered before our advance as we made our way through the woods like gangbusters. About halfway to the keep, Lyeneru changed places with her lover, guiding us to where the trainers had been chopping down trees when the attack had come.  
 
    Heading to the piles of stacked, de-branched trees, the troopers began lifting out the foot round trunks like a group of ants cleaning a carcass. Working together in teams of twenty, the troopers would bundle two trunks together with strips of leather created from looted Orc Scout armor. As soon as the jury-rigging was complete, the troopers would pick up the twenty yard long trunks and carry them off to their assigned assault positions.  
 
    During the organized confusion, Assault Leader Dell directed a section of two hundred troopers to surround the keep with Team Leader Nuri Haag in charge. Their job was to pick off any stragglers that were missed during the initial attack. That, and to stop any reinforcements from ambushing the main assault from behind.  While Nuri held overall command, the group was broken down into eight sub-groups of twenty-five troopers, each led by their own Team Leaders: Grant, Shaw, Maxime, Erwin, Derek, Miller, Marks, and Haakon.  
 
    I only recognized Nuri and Haakon from the group. The rest of the six new faces were all survivors of the Royal Army contingent that we’d rescued from the dungeon in Darom. Even though I didn’t know them personally, Assault Leader Dell had faith in them which was good enough for me. Saluting Assault Leader Dell, they took off through the treeline at a run with Team Leader Haag in the lead calling out orders.  
 
    While that was going on, there was a constant flurry of Flying Squirrels coming and going out as the various Team Leaders reported in their statuses. The graveyard teams quickly confirmed Angie’s intel that each location had a group of twenty-five newfar on guard to stop the Uten Syn members from trying to escape. Even Kenzie’s report was spot on about the twenty-five players guarding the outer wall and entrance into the keep. The verification helped to make me feel comfortable in believing the rest of the information she’d given to us about there being a group of fifty players inside the keep that was Global Brutality’s quick response force.  
 
    That put our current enemy at one hundred and seventy-five Advanced start players. Most of which were split up and unable to support each other even if the shit hit the fan. On top of that, the newfar were all in the level 25 to 32 ranges. Honestly, it was a situation that shouldn’t be any problem at all between our numbers, our levels, the element of surprise, and the inside intelligence we had on tap. Honestly, the whole assault should be a proverbial cakewalk.  
 
    Not that I was going to say that out loud to jinx us, I thought grimly, as my eyes studied the Moon Elf remains that were strewn about the clearing where we stood. Squatting down, I picked up a cracked skull and turned it over in my hand contemplatively as Neysa and Helgath silently slid up next me. Nearby, I could hear Krishna and Lyeneru comforting one another in strained voices as they commiserated over the deaths of their friends and comrades. Except for a few skulls and a handful of scattered bones missed by the scavengers, there was nothing that remained as proof of the slaughter that had occurred here. A whole House of people wiped out in the blink of an eye. That could easily be the fate of the House of Kayden if I wasn’t smart.  
 
    ‘We won’t let that happen!’ Neysa’s thoughts echoed in my mind as she leaned up against my shoulder, while Helgath’s clawed fingers firmly gripped my shoulder. I promised myself then and there that I wouldn’t be looking at the burned out ruins of BrokenFang Hold and the remains of my people like Krishna was now. I’d do whatever it took to keep my people safe. It didn’t matter if it was the Hobgoblin army, my ex-girlfriend, or the Chaos Storm Alliance, they could all go suck a bag full of dicks. Giving Helgath’s hand a quick squeeze, I stood up and made my way over to Krishna and Lyeneru. The outrage over all that had happened here burning in my chest.  
 
    “When the assault is over, we’ll hold a ceremony and lay them to rest.” I promised softly to the grieving pair, before continuing. “For now, let’s focus on saving those that we can.”  
 
    Wiping the tears from their eyes, the two Moon Elves nodded in assent and fell in beside me as I made my way over to Assault Leader Dell, and the remaining Devil Dogs. By now, the pile of trees had been cleaned out to create nearly ten separate scaling tools that were already evenly spaced out on the south side of the keep’s outer wall at the edge of the dense forest.  
 
    “How are we looking?” I asked both Dell and Thomas who were watching the players lounging around the gate. 
 
    “We’re waiting for everyone to get into position, my lord.” Assault Leader Dell reported smartly, as Thomas caught my questioning glance.  
 
    “Kenzie already reported that her team has penetrated the outer wall.” Thomas confirmed, before turning back to watch the gate. “She says we’re facing a group of Dark Elves from Global Brutality.” 
 
    “Didn’t you run into a couple players from Global Brutality in Delonshire?” Terry asked from where she stood next to her husband, Matt. “Did they have any Nightmare profession?” 
 
    “Not that I could tell, but then again, they died pretty fast.” I said with a shrug. “Honestly though, if their main guild is on this side of the training area, it’s doubtful they’d have a chance to learn their guild’s profession.”  
 
    “So, no idea what we’re going up against, if anything.” Matt said in a disgruntled voice. 
 
    “You know the deal.” Thompson said with a grin. “Hope for the best …” 
 
    “Plan for the worst.” The Devil Dogs chorused.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin at my friends antics as I surveyed the keep. Krishna had reported that there were four separate gates on the outer wall. One facing each cardinal point, while the keep only had one entrance on both the east and west sides of the structure. The ten-foot wall wasn’t particularly tall, but it was enough of an obstacle to slow down our blitzkrieg.  
 
    Well, that and the two hundred yards of open fields between us and our goal. One warning from the newfar on guard and the central keep would be sealed up like a vice. While I’m sure we could breach the door, I had no idea how long it would take and what kind of a quick response force might be in the area.  
 
    Besides that, I wanted to make a point. Having your forces completely overwhelmed within minutes made players nervous, especially when they thought they were safely tucked away behind defensive fortification. All that they could report was that an overwhelming force had taken them out and completely removed the defensive structure if they had someone on hand to scout us out. Oh, I know they’d figure it out in twenty-four hours if they had their people watching my stream, but by then I planned to have evacuated Domenic and be on our way back to Darom.   
 
    “Why haven’t we beat these biatches down yet?” Hefe called out, as all three-foot six-inches of him strode up like he owned the place. Everyone just stopped to stare at him as AJ chimed in beside him.  
 
    “Seriously, what the fuck is up with the holdup?” AJ demanded, as he clanged the oversized axe head in his hand against his kite shield. “We outnumber these assholes twenty to one at the very least.”  
 
    “It’s not going to help much if they seal the keep’s outer door,” Thomas said in an annoyed tone, “now is it?”  
 
    “That shit ain’t no problem.” AJ said, taking on an exaggerated country hick accent. “We’ll just toss Hefe up through the second story window.  
 
    “You’re joking right?” Sara asked in a snarky tone, as everyone turned to look at the Dwarf.  
 
    “Does it look like I’m joking?” AJ asked, as Hefe puffed out his chest. “Hell, that’s how we usually start off most boss fights.”  
 
    Before anyone could think of a snappy comeback, a bright red, flying squirrel came to a hover in front of Assault Leader Dell’s face. Nodding his head, the old swordsman’s eyes caught mine. “Lyle reports that he’s ready.” 
 
    “That means we’re a go.” Thomas said, instantly turning all business.  
 
    “Gnome tossing for the win!” Hefe shouted out, holding up his tiny fist as AJ gave him a fist bump.  
 
    “I’ll mark that down as Plan C.” I said rolling my eyes. Not that I was serious. Still, it wasn’t a half-bad backup plan and a perfect example of the boys’ style. Besides, after yesterday’s drama, I wanted to toss his ass myself. I’m sure I’d get the window on the second or fifth try.  
 
    “Plan C?” They both exclaimed in outrage.  
 
    “Actually, maybe we should bump it up to the A plan,” I said, a nasty smile forming on my lips as I caught Thomas’ eye. “Think we could hit the window from here if we built a catapult?” 
 
    “I’m sending Blackhawk in to let Kenzie know we’re starting our attack run.” Thomas announced, pointedly ignoring my comment about the catapult as Hefe shifted uncomfortably at my words. Even Webby peaked over the Gnome’s shoulder to eye me warily. Taking Thomas’ point, my voice turned serious once again.  
 
    “Assault Leader Dell, inform the graveyard groups to take out the newfar guards and prepare to advance.” I ordered, as I stepped to the front of the main assault’s line with my friends following behind me. Instantly, Blink, Dell’s flying squirrel, took off in a blur of wings as the veteran swordsman’s gruff voice echoed across the woods, “House of Kayden troopers, dress the lines and prepare to advance!”  The command was repeated up and down the line as I slipped my shield off my back. Drawing the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden, I held it above my head as Assault Leader Dell, my friends, and the various Team Leaders of the main assault drew their blades, copying my stance as I paused, waiting for Blink to return. 
 
    “This is so cool,” Hefe exclaimed beside me, nearly jumping up and down in excitement, “it feels like we’re in a war movie or something!”  
 
    “We’re so going to kick their asses!” AJ said, glancing over at my in real life friends in surprise as the Dwarf chimed in. “I’ve been dying to get some PVP in!” 
 
    Hefe looked hard as nails with a buckler shield strapped to each forearm and katar-style punch daggers clenched in each fist. With his rough-cut long blond hair hanging free down his back and his boiled leather armor, he looked like a Viking berserker going into battle. Add in Webby clinging to his back and he looked like a mini-Conan the Barbarian. Well, that is if you ignored his three-foot six-inch size.  
 
    Now that he had his armor on, AJ looked like a bulky, mean fighting machine walking tin can as he gave me a salute with his oversized axe head, before clanging it against his kite shield. He couldn’t have looked more like the proverbial Dwarf with his long 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 his chest and back. On top of all that, he wore an ornate leather vest and a Viking-style iron helm with eyes and nose guard protection.  
 
    Next to me, Thomas’s serious face cracked for a moment as he shot me a grin while holding his two-handed Butcher Sword over his head with the Cobra Kai twins. They were all grinning like a bunch of idiots holding the Luke Skywalker pose. Looking past them, I nodded to Thompson and Sara who gave me a knowing look. While the swords looked cool, the real battle would begin with a bunch of magic blasts at range.  
 
    On my other side, Neysa stood next to me with Helgath on her back, both ready to move out at a moment’s notice. Beyond them, were Krishna and Lyeneru with serious faces and their manifested pets at their sides. Both nodded that they were ready to move out. All around me, glowing spells were flashing in the twilight as everyone did their last buffs while I waited for Blackhawk to return. Enhanced Mage Armor, Holy Shield, Bone Shield, Bone Fangs, and Lights Blessing, I hit myself and my friends with every barrier and upgrade spell that I had.  
 
    “I’m starting to feel stupid,” Terry said, still holding the Luke Skywalker pose. “Are we moving out or not?”  
 
    “Wait for it,” I said, watching the hazy sky.  
 
    “Wait for what?” AJ asked in annoyance. 
 
    A fluttering filled the air for a moment as Blackhawk came to a rest on Thomas’ shoulder. There was that blank moment on his face as he concentrated on the message, before turning to me with a nod. “Kenzie says they’re at the entrance to the keep.” There was another fluttering sound as Blink settled on Assault Leader Dell’s shoulder 
 
    “The graveyard groups are attacking, Lord Ironwolf.” The veteran swordsman reported as soon as he processed the message. 
 
    “House of Kayden troopers advance!” I shouted out and slashed my sword down to point at the Global Brutality players guarding the outer wall. At once, the message was repeated up and down the assault line by Assault Leader Dell and our Team Leaders, while I started forward down the slope with my friends at my sides. As soon as we came out of the forest and hit the tilled field, I broke out into a jog as everyone followed me. 
 
    I can’t even begin to tell you how awesome it felt to head into battle with hundreds of hard-faced troopers at your back. On either side of me, there were five bound tree trunks being lugged by the breacher teams. These men and women troopers led the way with the rest of the main force behind them ready to scale the walls. The plan had only my friends and me hitting the newfar guarding the gate. The rest of the troopers would scale the wall. Half would carry the attack to the newfar inside the courtyard while the rest would join us in taking over the inside of the keep. 
 
    My heart beat in my chest as my eyes locked onto the group of five Dark Elf newfar talking casually and leaning against the open gates as I tucked the Dark Blade in with my shield hand to free up my casting hand. We had to clear a hundred yards to be in range for our Nature Magic attacks and a hundred and forty yards before I’d be in extreme range to lock the asshats up. No one said a word as we closed in on our targets, but the jingling of equipment, the heavy footfalls on the packed earth, and the clank of armor of over eight hundred troopers moving forward was a staggering noise in and of itself in the fading light.  
 
    The timing had worked out perfectly. It was mid-twilight. The sun had set but was still lighting the horizon, while the moon was just rising. Luckily, neither were high enough to light up the field we were racing across. Even so, together both orbs gave off enough light to mess with Dark vision and yet make it difficult to see with normal vision in the half light.  
 
    You actually had to concentrate on changing over to your Dark Vision when it wasn’t dark enough for it to do so naturally. Either you chose to keep the distance that came with normal vision or you were reduced to the range that came with Dark vision which had a limit of a hundred yards in low light. All of this would only be a problem if any of the newfar had taken the time to learn how to manually switch vision modes. It wasn’t exactly an innate skill. Now, knowing which one the Global Brutality guild members had chosen to use was the thousand dollar question, I thought, as I did my best to breathe silently.   
 
    That was the funny thing about distances in The World. Unlike other games, lighting and distances became important factors during a fight. Similar to Dark vision, spells could only work at set distances, but it wasn’t like Nightmare players had a built-in distance indicator to let them know when they were in range. The best I could do was select my target and continually recast my spell until something took, which was why my fist was glowing black every second as I held my hand out towards the enemy and concentrated. It was like watching the countdown for the virus upload in Independence Day or waiting for the radio contact that the mission was complete in the movie Armageddon. 
 
    In all honesty, this was the part of PVP that I loved, especially with a sneak attack like this. It was the execution of a well-laid plan, it was the feeling of overwhelming of a deserving enemy, and the excitement of the unknown. What Nightmare profession did the Global Brutality players have? Did we take everything into consideration or had we missed something important in the pre-planning stages? Combined, it made the adrenaline pump all the harder through my veins while I did my best to mentally count down the range. We were still a good twenty yards out of max spell range when one of the guards suddenly spun around to look in our direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




Chapter One.Twelve 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    Kicking a chair out of her way, Nykii Flores stomped out of the main hall as the rest of her quick response team currently on break dully watched her go. None of them were happy about being stuck on the punishment detail, but Dante, their glorious guild leader, was pissed off that they’d lost to some loner scrub. ‘You’d think that losing ten levels would have been punishment enough,’ she sourly thought, as she headed down the outer stairwell to the bottom level. ‘But no, they were all assigned to take over this country hole.’  
 
    “Who the fuck picks flowers in a damn video game?” She savagely swore, kicking a clay pot down the stairwell in frustration. Everywhere she looked, there were dying flowers hanging from every surface. They hung from little clay pots that had been jammed between the stones of the keep’s inner wall or trampled on the stairs where numerous pots had been knocked over. That was the other thing. Calling this oversized watch tower a keep was a misnomer if she’d ever heard one. 
 
    The bottom floor was a mess of dirty bedding, broken furniture, and left over food that had been left strewn out on the stone floor from the various guard shifts. The combination of unwashed bodies and rotting food left a potpourri of stank that was reminiscent of some of the worst college bachelor pads that she’d ever had the misfortune of waking up in. Thankfully, there was no drunken stupor to go along with it this time. Although, if she had to spend another four days waiting around to take over this castle, she’d have to get her hands on something alcoholic and fast.  
 
    Coming to a stop in the center of the human pigsty, she looked around pissed. Speaking of assholes, none of the current duty team were present and the iron-bound door to the keep was left wide open. Not that she could blame her people on one level, but if they were really that upset about the smell, they could always clean up the godforsaken mess. Striding out the doorway, she found the twenty-five Global Brutality members in question shooting the shit and drinking beers. 
 
    “Evening Nykii,” Tomeo said with a leer. Sliding up next to her, he casually flipped his greasy hair over his shoulder. “I didn’t expect to see you slumming it down here with the rest of us grunts.”  
 
    While the comment itself wasn’t a problem, the way the unwashed Rogue constantly eyed her marked him as a major scuzzball in her book, regardless of how good he played. Even more annoying, the little bastard thought he was god’s gift to women, which meant he was always standing a little too close to her whenever they talked. You’d have thought by now that the shithead would have gotten the message she wasn’t interested, but the man was as dense as a rock.  
 
    At first, Nykii had slammed him down hard whenever he’d started hitting on her, but doing that had just made the problem worse. She swore, he thought she was flirting with him or something. She’d complained to their idiot guild leader, Dante Lynne, about the overt sexism, but he’d just shrugged off the problems she was having with his brother as if it were nothing. Yeah, that’s right, his brother. What more needed to be said there? After that, she’d just taken to handling the slimy asshole in her own way which mostly seemed to be working.  
 
    “What part of keep the door closed and guard the fucking keep was too difficult for the lot of you to understand!” Nykii barked irritably as the rest of the team shifted uncomfortably at her words. 
 
    “Now don’t be like that, Babe,” Tomeo said, gripping her elbow as if that would calm her down. “We’re just taking a break before the night shift arrives.” 
 
    “I’ll say this one last time,” Nykii forced out the words through clenched teeth, while pointedly looked at the offending hand and reaching for the hilt of her long sword. “Move it, or lose it, Limp Dick!” This time, Tomeo backed off in a hurry as he held both of his hands up apologetically. Last time they’d done this dance, she’d taken the offending limb off at the elbow and kept it as a souvenir.   
 
    “Chill out, Nykii,” Tammy said, giving Tomeo a nasty look, before handing her friend a beer. “Give us a break.” Her voice unconsciously took on an edge as she continued. “At least you’re still over level 30 unlike the rest of us.”   
 
    “Besides, look around us,” the toned Priest said, nearly snarling in pent-up frustration as she flung her arm out towards the silent valley. “Who the hell is going to mess with us all the way out here in the middle of nowhere? Hell, we can’t even hunt the Orcs because they’re on our side!” The other woman spat using air quotes, before taking a gulp of beer. Belching loud enough to get an echo, she pointed at Nykii with her beer flask. “Are you afraid the blind sheeple are going to suddenly grow a spine?” 
 
    “I still don’t think we should’ve beaten up on a guild of visually impaired players,” Islas grumbled unhappily as the rest of the team looked at him like he’d grown two heads. 
 
    “Really?” Tammy sneered nastily as the clean-cut Rogue shifted uncomfortably under her stare. “Who the hell do you think you are, Captain Politically Correct? That didn’t seem to stop you from camping the hell out of those flower picking noobs when we took this place over.”  
 
    “That’s because I didn’t know we were picking on a bunch of handicapped players!” Islas snapped back defensively.  
 
    “You’re such an idiot, Islas!” Sarunas, the Arcane Mage of the group, snarled angrily. “You don’t know who any of these people are in real life. They give you a sob story about being blind and now you’re turning all soft about taking them out. You seriously make me sick.” The Mage raged at his teammate.  
 
    “If they’re in the game, they’re fair game, plain and simple.” Sarunas said, looking around at the rest of the team for support. “Those are the rules we’ve always played by. If it’s too much fucking reality for them to handle, they can go play My Little Unicorns and stay the fuck out of the hardcore games. Did you at least tell your little girlfriend that?” 
 
    “She’s not my girlfriend!” Islas shouted back at the top of his lungs, his face flush from being berated.  
 
    For a long second, the two men just glared at each other while everyone else fell silent. By now, this was an old argument. One that they now had several times a day ever since taking over this valley. While Nykii usually subscribed to Sar’s perspective, this time she wasn’t so sure. She could see where Islas was coming from, but that didn’t mean you didn’t take out the enemy. Even so, the disagreement had left a rift in the team bigger than Tomeo’s mouth. 
 
    “Besides, her whole guild is logged in and she’s acting all weird,” Islas said, breaking the uncomfortable silence and getting in the last word, or so he thought.  
 
    “What do you mean the entire guild is logged in?” Nykii demanded, ears perking up as her head whipped around in consternation. “Did that start tonight?” 
 
    “Naw, the whole lot of them have been logged in since early this morning,” Islas explained, somewhat uncomfortably. “I wanted to talk with Angie, but there were all kinds of strange screams and grunts coming from behind the closed door.” The large man paused, looking down at his feet uncomfortably before continuing. “It was almost like they were purposely hurting each other.” 
 
    Nykii’s eyes studied her subordinate for a moment as a cold shiver ran down her spine. She didn’t like surprises. Let alone surprises from players she’d put down hard. From the looks on the rest of her teammate’s faces, none of them shared her concern. They were too focused on being forced to babysit instead of joining in on the main assault that was going on against Vengeance Burnslinger.  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it too much, Nykii,” Tammy said, as she caught the paranoid look that flashed across her friend’s face. “Those losers are locked away, alone, and outnumbered. The question that needs to be answered is, where the hell is our relief shift?” That comment immediately started a loud mutter amongst her people. 
 
    “Those dumbasses are always running late,” Nykii said with a disgruntled snort as she took another pull on her beer. Across the courtyard, the rest of her teammates pulling guard duty had already broken out their own libations as they complained about the late night shift. It was bad enough to be stuck on this punishment detail as it was, but Dalton Sevens, aka the whiner, didn’t make it any easier. Maybe it was time to light his ass up once again to remind him that he was supposed to follow her orders, not the other way around.  
 
    While that might be fun, she didn’t really see that helping the situation any. As it was, the whiner would just complain to Dante that she was picking on him and then she’d have to listen to that bullshit again. What she really needed to do was get out and get some levels, but with their current alliance with the northern tribes, that wasn’t really an option either. Letting out a heavy sigh, she leaned back against the doorjamb and checked the time on her HUD.  
 
    “The jackasses are already five minutes late.” Nykii silently bitched as the rest of her teammates started to relax now that they weren’t in trouble for their indiscretions. She was turning around to head back inside to wait and have a word with Jackass Sevens whenever he finally decided to show up, when a motion near the south gate caught her eye. Turning back around, she forced her eyes to switch to Darkvision mode to see what was up.  
 
    “What had caught Lucky Tess’ eye?” Nykii silently wondered, as she squinched her eyes up while scanning the fields outside the wall. Nothing popped into view, but whatever it was, it had Lucky Tess all wound up. There was the scraping sounds of booted feet behind her as the rest of her teammates joined her curiously looking out into the twilight. After about thirty seconds of nothing, she was about to turn away, when Sar suddenly spoke up. 
 
    “What the fuck kind of noise is that?” The Arcane Mage demanded, cocking his head to the side. 
 
    “The fuck are you going on about?“ The question died on Nykii’s lips as she got an inkling of what he’d meant, when she became aware of the same soft, irregular sounds being carried on the wind. At first, she couldn’t place the noise. It seemed to be emanating from the south. Not from one location, but from … everywhere. It was the irregular clanking that first tipped her off to what was going on, but before she could call out a warning, Lucky Tess and his teammates started to glow orange.  
 
    The men and women of Lucky’s group never even got a chance to scream as a golden circle filled with runes lit up the ground around them in a five yard radius. Whatever it was, those that were within its’ radius of effect just collapsed as their bodies started to writhe in silent agony. At the same time, two different sets of bright white flares slammed into the thrashing bodies of her teammates. Sliding the long bow off, she began casting the spells needed for the stone reinforcement to her armor while, mentally flipping to the raid chat as she nocked an arrow.   
 
    “Wake the fuck up!” Nykii urgently swore in raid chat. “We’re under attack!” That was as much as she got out before a wave of dark-purplish blasts took out Lucky Tess and the rest of his team in the blink of an eye. While their stone armor boost atop their regular armor had given them major protection against magical attacks, the enemy hit them with so many blasts at once that the extra resistance didn’t even matter. That, more than anything, made her realize just how fucked they were as she cast Searing Touch on her arrows. 
 
    While it might not sound like much, at level 32 the spell offered an additional one-hundred and fifty damage per hit. Although, it might not be as flashy as some of the other Nightmare profession trees that the other Chaos Storm Alliances had received, it was anything but mediocre. A few of the louder mouthed assholes had quickly found that out for themselves. For a DPS Warrior or Ranger, that was a massive amount of damage to be pushing out with each hit, but when added to the Sneak Attack from a Rogue, that basically was equal to a head-shot in an FPS game. In layman’s terms, that was a one-attack kill, which was unheard of in a MMORPG style of game. 
 
    On top of that, Dante’s Nightmare profession tree also upgraded armor too. It gave everyone in Global Brutality almost a plate-armor level of armor protection by level 25 on everything but the shoulders and head. Those pieces didn’t come until level 40. On top of the physical protection that was combined with the armor you were already wearing, each piece came with a five percent bonus against elemental magic. That was huge in and of itself, without even mentioning how invincible you felt when you were totally armored up like a walking tank. 
 
    “Light your signal fires, enhance your armor and weapons, and then fall back to the keep!” Nykii urgently shouted out as the teammates around her looked at her like she’d suddenly grown a second head. “Dalton Jenkins, wake the fuck up and get your ass moving! I need your team down here now!”   
 
    “Why the fuck are we falling back?” Sarunas demanded, as Nykii began shoving everyone she could towards the door.  
 
    The Arcane Mage wasn’t the only one refusing to follow orders. Everyone in the raid was up in arms about missing out on some possible action. They were bored to tears and wanting to beat on something to release their pent-up frustration. Instead of falling back, all of her people began buffing up for battle and either were forming up before the door of the keep, or, like the outer wall guards, forming up at the base of the motte to take on whatever was headed their way.  
 
    At least, the dumb bastards had lit the bonfires, a freaked out part of Nykii’s mind thought as everyone began doing their own thing. She could be reading this situation all wrong and ordering everyone to fall back for nothing, but her gut was telling her that something seriously bad was about to go down. The number of individual magic attacks that had wiped Lucky and his team out in the blink of an eye were no joke. Unfortunately, the problem was that this was the first action that any of them had seen in almost a week.  
 
    “What’s your damn problem, Nykii?” Tomeo bellowed at her, completely falling out of his sleazy character persona. At times, she honestly didn’t know which was worse … choosing to role play a sleazy character or being a bossy dick. Either way, it pissed her the fuck off as she continued to ignore him. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be fighting, not falling back!” Nathan snapped irritably. He was the other main Ranger in the raid and her second-in-command. Usually, he accepted her lead without complaint, but, this time, he was being belligerent as hell. He could fuck off too if he wasn’t going to follow her directions.  
 
    The ruckus just grew worse as everyone complained and clamored to be heard while preparing to fight. Even Dalton was cursing up a storm in raid chat as he got his people moving to join in on the fun. While Nykii understood where they were all coming from, this was absolutely the worst time for the raid to be losing their discipline and acting like a bunch of newbs. Using her bow like a makeshift club, she began whacking the teammates around her. 
 
    “Shut your freaking pie holes and get inside the damn keep!” Nykii screamed at the top of her lungs as her guild mates looked at her like she’d lost it. Nothing was helping to get her people’s heads out of their asses. She was just about to start shooting people herself, when Tammy’s horrified exclamation cut through the chaos.  
 
    “We’re so fucked!” The dead certainty in the Priest’s strained voice cut through the mini-riot like a hot knife through butter. As everyone looked over at her in surprise, she numbly pointed a finger towards the southern fields.  
 
    It took a moment for the Global Brutality members to make sense of what they were seeing. Even though by now all of their eyes had naturally switched over to Darkvision, the wall of armored trooper racing towards the outer wall was almost too much to take in. There were literally hundreds upon hundreds of attackers running across the open fields. Weapons were forgotten in dumbfounded amazement as multiple wooden ramps slammed atop the low wall. As the first troopers came running up the ramp, a wave of purplish-black blasts came from the troopers further behind them. 
 
    “Incoming!” Nykii screamed as she came to her senses in time to eat dirt. It was a term that she’d frequently heard her father and his friends use after returning from their time in the sandpit, aka their tour of duty in the Middle East. She’d never fully understood what he’d meant until now as a wall of offensive magic washed over their head. A handful of her teammates hadn’t heeded her warning to drop and were blasted off their feet. 
 
    The blasts weren’t anything like fire, frost, or arcane. Whatever the magic shit was, it ate away at a person’s skin and bones like the worst flesh eating virus you’d ever seen. Individual shots didn’t seem to be terribly effective, but getting hit with twenty of them at once ate away a person’s flesh and muscle to the bone within seconds. As her teammates screamed in pain and tore at the dark, spreading wounds, another gold seal lit up the ground near the entrance to the keep making those inside its area of effect collapse to the ground to thrash in silent agony. 
 
    Looking around, Nykii instantly recognized the problem. This fortress had a defective design. The hill the keep was on made it slightly higher than the outer wall, which made the entrance easy for ranged attackers to easily target. This thought came to her as a number of her teammates’ icons suddenly turned gray in her HUD. Her brain momentarily froze as the gray kept growing. That’s when she realized it wasn’t just a few of the teammates around her that were being slaughtered. It was the majority of all of her available forces as the teams guarding the graveyards registered as being cut down. 
 
    This wasn’t some random attack, this was a planned invasion. The only chance they had to hold out was to seal up the keep and combine their forces with their relief shift. Maybe then they could at least get some payback. Nykii didn’t bother calling back the fifteen remaining Global Brutality players that had formed up at the base of the motte earlier. As far as she was concerned, it was their loss for not falling back to the keep when the order had been given. The idiots had completely missed what was happening behind them and were now charging to their deaths. 
 
    Ignoring the stone chips raining down on top of them, Nykii popped up into a crouch screaming out orders for the survivors to fall back inside the keep. This was the only chance they were going to get, she thought, as she began hauling the teammates around her to their feet and shoving them towards the safety of the keep. Looking back over her shoulder, she saw the force of unknown attackers begin pouring over the wall from ten different breach points. At the same time, two massive Cave Bears flanked by three large wolves came charging through the open gate that Lucky and his people had been guarding. Hot on their heels were even more of the unknown assailants. 
 
    She immediately recognized the bears and wolves. Were these people part of another group of blind players that they hadn’t been told about? She wondered, trying to understand just who they were up against. The first few attackers over the wall took heavy damage from her people’s initial barrage of defensive fire. Instead of panicking or falling over dead, the armored invaders wordlessly dropped to the ground inside the courtyard. Stepping forward a few steps to make room for the attackers behind them, they wordlessly crouched behind their shields and began blasting at her people with more of those purplish-black bolts from before. 
 
    Who the hell sent Mages in as storm troopers? Her mind screamed as the initial magic blasts were easily shrugged off by her people’s stone armor. There was a moment when she held out hope that her people would weather the onslaught, but within just a few seconds that slim hope withered as the volume of fire increased fivefold. Before her people could reach the enemy’s line, the animal companions barreled into them wreaking chaos.  
 
    Terrified screams ripped from her people’s throats as they were smashed to the ground or ripped off their feet by their heads. With powerful flicks of their heads, the bears threw their victims through the air like ragdolls, while the glowing blades of her people flailed at the wild beasts. Not that those attacks had particularly hurt them. The screams were more from the shock then actual damage.  
 
    Even with the obvious level difference between the two groups, her people might have had a chance to take some of the creatures down with them if the invaders had just stayed where they were. But, instead of holding their defensive position, the magic wielding assault force simply stood up as one and drew their blades. With a wordless shout, they waded into the uneven melee as reinforcements continued to pour over the wall.  
 
    That was more than enough for Nykii to know they didn’t stand a chance out in the open. As soon as the golden seal disappeared from the ground in front of the keep, she shoved her panicked people through the archway just as another wave of purplish-black blasts hammered the entrance. Tomeo was in the lead with Nathan at his side, when Dalton and his crew began screaming in raid chat.  
 
    At first Nykii couldn’t understand what she was hearing, when the DPS Warrior urgently began calling out orders as the clank of battle came to her ears from deep inside the keep. The blood in her veins turned to ice as she suddenly understood what she was hearing. Before any of her people could react, blood spurted across her face as Tomeo and Nathan suddenly came under attack by a pair of black-armored shadows. 
 
    Complex blade combos lashed out slashing up underneath both men’s stone-enhanced leather armor to pierce their kidneys, before hammering into the base of their necks as another black-armored figure popped out of stealth further back inside the guard room. Instantly, blue magic flared from the attacker’s hand, releasing a flurry of foot-long ice shards directly into Nathan’s unprotected face. At the same time, another black shadow appeared in front of Tomeo. With the flash of a blade, the shocked Rogue watched the blade enter his crotch as it was forced up under his armor into his sternum. 
 
    Without hesitation, Nykii whipped up her bow to return fire as an unbelievable amount of arrows blurred past her face to burry themselves into Tammy’s stunned face, while a Frost Nova blasted throughout their ranks freezing them all into place. Mentally howling in frustration, she helplessly watched as her friend’s hit points dropped to zero, while Nathan and Tomeo’s bodies collapsed in pools of their own blood.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, these assholes had crippled her forces by taking out the two highest Rogues and the only Priest that Nykii had in her raid by Sneak Attacks. She gritted her teeth mentally raging. That was Global Brutality’s modus of operandi. She was so going to kill someone as soon as she was unfrozen, Nykii promised. For now, all that she could do was search for her next target, while counting down the seconds to the crowd control spell’s release as they targeted Islas next. 
 
    Further back by the stairwell, Nykii could see a female Arcane Mage wreaking havoc on Dalton and the rest of his people. The Falling Stars spell the woman was channeling was inflicting terrible damage to her teammates as they battled against a large Half-Orc Warrior blocking the stairs halfway up. Several of her Rangers were targeting the Arcane Mage with everything they had, which was a major amount of damage. While the woman’s hit point bar looked like a yo-yo, the Priestess was able to keep her alive by continuously spamming shield and healing spells.   
 
    For the Global Brutality members that chose the quick way down, aka jumping, they were immediately set upon by a flaming red-haired warrior in matching armor. The armored woman was a freaking force of nature. Using the strength of her whole body, she wildly swung her oversized, two-handed battle axe like a Viking Valkyrie come to life. One of Nykii’s DPS Warriors, Lazo Jenkins, that had chosen the quick way down was blasted off his feet, before he could catch his balance. Even though the big man survived the debilitating blow, his health was down by a third as his shield was transformed into a deformed wreck that was now wrapped around his ruined arm. 
 
    The two Rogues that had followed the large man down fared no better. As they leaped to attack the fierce warrior, a black-armored shadow Sneaked Attacked from Stealth taking the nearest man out with flashing blades, while the red menace shrieked at the top of her lungs. Twisting around with her battle axe still in motion, she somehow managed to dodge the Backstab aimed at her spine to slam the oversized iron blade deep into the second Rogue’s back.   
 
    Nykii couldn’t see who it was, but the blade sliced through the stone-reinforced armor like a hot knife through butter. The angle of the strike and the force of the blow redirected the man’s flight as he faceplanted hard enough into the stone floor to shatter teeth. Completing the twist, the enraged woman leaped atop the man as she stomped his face into the ground with her armored boot. Yanking the massive blade free in a fountain of blood, she began hacking the Rogue to death in a frenzy of violence that had to be seen to be believed. 
 
    Who dared attack a known PVP guild in their own base outnumbered five to one? Hell, how did these unknown assailants know to infiltrate their keep so quickly? The professional side of Nykii’s brain churned demanding answers as she took everything in. It was like they’d known everything about them ahead of time.  
 
    With a snarl, it came to her in a flash. Islas had befriended that poor, blind girl in the dungeon, and that two-faced, little bitch had played him like a newb. Was the freaking girl really even blind? She momentarily wondered, before dismissing the thought. In truth, it was a surprisingly well-executed plan for a guild that they’d rolled up like an old newspaper a week before. One she had to give props too, even if she was pissed about being in the situation they were now.  
 
    Nykii wasn’t particularly upset about the extreme violence. Her guild did worse on a regular basis and excelled at it. Not that it was any particular surprise, they were called Global Brutality for a reason. No, what pissed her off most about the situation was being played and then taken out like a bunch of punks. This round might be lost, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t fuck up these people’s plans. Catching Sar’s eyes, they shared a meaningful look just as the timer on the Frost Nova clicked down to zero.   
 
    All at once, they were freed as the spell’s ice disappeared from their bodies in the blink of an eye. Not wasting a second, Nykii whipped up her bow and released the glowing arrow in one smooth motion, triggering her special ability, Multi-Shot. Instantly, the single arrow turned into three as they flew halfway across the room to hammer into the enemy Priestess’ cloth covered back doing six hundred and thirty damage in one attack. At the same time, Sar raised his hands with an enraged shriek and let loose with everything he had.  
 
    In this situation, Arcane Explosion was Sar’s spell of choice. Being an experienced player that specialized in PVP, he didn’t just set off one explosion. No, he let everything he had out, insta-casting Arcane Explosions as fast as the game would allow him, while the enemies’ melee attackers reeled back in agony. 
 
    That split second relief was all the Global Brutality survivors needed. Shouting out orders, Nykii exited stage left away from the melee fighters boxing them in. All the while, she continued hammering Multi-Shots into the Priestess’ defenseless back as her remaining people went into action. The healer would either have to stop healing the Arcane Mage to save herself or Nykii would kill her. Whichever way it went, it would be a win-win situation for Team Brutality. With either one of those two out of the way, they’d be able to overwhelm the infiltration raid and take back control over the situation.  
 
    Nykii’s teammates closest to the door focused on sealing the entrance to block the reinforcements from entering the keep, while the rest of them took the fight to the enemy. Being the experienced players they were, the melee classes lunged at the three players before them, while the ranged classes did their best to scatter to create the distance they needed to fight effectively. At the same time, that same distance would stop them from being taken out with a similar AOE attack that was currently ripping apart the enemy.   
 
    Although Nykii’s teammate’s instincts were good, it wasn’t enough to trip up their enemies. Letting out an ear-piercing shout, the black-clad female warrior gritted her teeth and triggered Charge. In a blur, she slammed into the ten Global Brutality Rogues like a bowling ball striking a rack of pins.   
 
    The attack came to the PKers as such a surprise, because it was from the Defensive Warrior’s skill tree. Normally, killing players was best done by pushing out as much damage as possible, which was why most Warrior PKers took the DPS build. The second shock, which followed immediately after the first, came when the Warrior woman triggered the class skills Shield Bash and Block Multiple Attackers in unison.  
 
    The resulting combination of the three defensive skills being used together was insane as the leading three Rogues were blasted back into their teammates behind them like a cannon ball. Although the defensive blocks did little to no damage, the resulting confusion took the closely packed group of Rogues out in a flailing pile of arms and legs. To add to the chaos, the two Rogues jumped into the scrum with their blades flailing.  
 
    As if that weren’t enough, the Ranger and Frost Mage weren’t being slackers either. As Nykii continued hammering the Priestess, her eyes widened in surprise as she saw the enemy Ranger in her peripheral vision draw five arrows from her quiver in one smooth motion and fire. There was a quick blur of motion and a shimmer of magic as suddenly all five arrows were in the air. Nykii recognized the spell’s glow as Multi-Shot and Piercing Shot. What she didn’t expect was the five arrows that instantly turned into fifteen. Faster than the eye could follow, they slammed home into Sar’s stone-encased, cloth-armored chest, killing him instantly.   
 
    Unfortunately, the biggest shock of all came from the black-armored Frost Mage. Instead of hammering her people with an AOE as she’d expected, the bastard did something much worse. Turning around, he cast a Holy Shield on the Priestess that Nykii was targeting and then hit the woman with a heal, before Nykii could finish the bitch off.  
 
    What kind of infiltration team brought two healers to a knife fight? She silently swore as she slid to a stop in the middle of the room. Whipping back around, she targeted the second Priest by the entrance. No matter what, they had to keep the door closed at all cost or they were toast! 
 
    “Focus on the Mage looking Priest by the door!” Nykii screamed in raid chat as she began peppering the new threat with arrows.  
 
    Nykii would have to give the Priest his due. The man didn’t stand around like a chump like most healers would. As the first arrow of her Multi-Shot was deflected by his Holy Shield, the man took off taking the two follow-up shots on his armor as he blasted back at her with his Flurry spell. She got another two shots in on him, before he managed to dive behind a trestle table that the on duty guards used for meals.  
 
    While the seven remaining low-level Rangers from her group began blasting away at the wooden table the Priest had flipped over as a shield, the three Fire Mages were busy securing the outer door to the keep. Nykii saw that the enemy Warrior and Rogues had managed to take out six of her Rogues and were now going toe-to-toe with the remainder. Although, they were all higher level than her teammates. One slash from her crew caused as much damage as three of theirs, so it was a toss-up as to who would win the fight. There was an easy way to fix that. 
 
    Nykii’s bow strummed as she began hammering her enemies from behind. She got two shots into the Defensive Warrior, before the woman shifted to put Nykii’s teammates between them and the golden glow of a heal spell shimmered over her bloody armor. Before she could shift her fire to the enemy Rogues, she caught a red blur in her peripheral vision a split-second before her bow shattered in her hands and she was blasted off her feet.  
 
    Bouncing off the wall hard enough to knock the wind out of her lungs, Nykii coughed up blood and blindly dodged the follow-up attack, while yanking her long sword free from its sheath. She’d have normally drawn her dagger at the same time, but her left hand didn’t seem to be working properly. Obviously, her hit points had taken a major blow as she ground her teeth from the pain radiating out of her chest.  
 
    Vaguely, she heard Dalton’s battle cry as he called out for his people to charge the enemy, before a booted foot bounced Nykii’s face off the stone wall. A second before another heavy blow split her back wide open. Obviously, her magic armor stood no chance against such a high-level weapon, she numbly thought, as her sword slipped from her grasp. The room spun dizzily as she landed hard on her back, while her HUD flashed a warning that she was stunned for ten seconds. 
 
    There was a flash of enraged green eyes and fiery red hair as the wide blade of an axe cleaved through her chest … once ... twice … three times. Nykii’s vision was covered in a deep shade of red as the wild Warrior stepped back and threw her battle axe at another target, before racing off. Nykii could hear her weakening heartbeat echoing in her ears as her hit points dropped into the double digits. Although she couldn’t move, her head happened to be facing the right direction to watch the end of the fight.  
 
    Nykii’s people had managed to take out one of the Rogues … possibly two, she thought as the Defensive Warrior took out the remaining Fire Mages with the Frost Mage/Priest’s help. The wall of fire on that side of the room quickly died away as the woman’s blade ripped the life from the last cloth covered body. Even though the Warrior’s black-armor was smoking from the massive damage it had taken, the woman’s body was already knitting itself back together from the Regeneration spell that was ticking away continuously every second.  
 
    The two black-armored attackers’ heads jerked around as something on the other side of the room caught their attention. Immediately, they both raced off out of Nykii’s sight. A second later, the fiery red-headed woman charged after them with her battle axe held over her head ready to attack. As the sounds of renewed battle filled the room, the stun finally disappeared from her red flashing HUD. 
 
    Fumbling for a health potion on her belt, Nykii pushed herself up into a sitting position against the stone wall of the keep, before realizing her left arm was completely gone from the elbow down. She was just digging into her belt with her good hand for a potion, when the room was suddenly filled with Global Brutality troopers. Her numb mind haltingly realized that the relief shift must have just logged in as the cocky bastards instantly came under attack by an Ice Barrage and Falling Stars. That was Nykii’s last thought as her hit points dropped to zero and the health potion slipped out of her lifeless fingers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




Chapter One.Thirteen 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “Dammit Jay!” Hefe shouted, as I ran up to the keep. “The freaking door is locked!” As if to emphasis the point, his little fists uselessly hammered at the thick iron-reinforced door. 
 
    “Out of my way!” AJ’s shouted out, as he came barreling up at a dead run. “I’m coming through!” 
 
    We all stepped back just in time for the solid Dwarf to run past heading for the door. At the last second, AJ launched himself at the door with his armored shoulder as a thunderous boom rang out from the impact. While it had sounded impressive, I didn’t have the heart to tell him that the door hadn’t moved an inch. As AJ staggered back from the impact partially stunned, Hefe turned to me in self-righteous anger.  
 
    “You said that everything would be fine if we followed the plan!” The little Gnome raged as he stalked up to me angrily clenching his punch daggers. Feeling Neysa’s tension through my link at Hefe’s aggressive stance, I patted her side comfortingly as the Gnome pointed at me accusingly. “My Pookey Bear is inside getting her ass pummeled and it’s all your fault!” 
 
    “What’s your great plan now, Jay?” AJ asked as he staggered over to us holding his head. “Krystal and Jill are in there too.” 
 
    “Krishna!” I called out, as I walked up to the iron-bound door and put my ear to it. Waving for everyone to be silent, I listened to the sound of combat coming from the other side. Whatever was going on, it was bad. Not that you needed to hear it to know the shit had destroyed the fan: You could figure that out just by watching the stealth raid’s health and mana bars rising and dropping. Hearing hurried steps approaching from behind, I turned around to see a worried Krishna and Lyeneru come rushing up. Seeing the angry looks on everyone faces, he held out his hands to ward us off. 
 
    “It’s not my fault!” The Uten Syn guild leader said in a rush of words as everyone groaned. I didn’t blame them, didn’t we just go through this with Hefe? “The night shift must have logged in late!” 
 
    “Night shift?” Hefe and AJ asked in unison as I covered my eyes and shook my head. I knew I’d been missing something. Now, it all made sense. How could one group of players solely be keeping guard over a fortress to flip it? Already, I could hear the strain in Krishna’s voice as he tried to defend his actions.  
 
    “How the hell was I supposed to know both shifts would be logged in when we attacked?” 
 
    “Dude, you didn’t even tell us that there was a chance of being caught by surprise by a force that’s a hundred and seventy-five strong?” AJ roared, threateningly clapping his shield and hand axe together. Like Hefe, he wasn’t too happy about “his girls” being alone on the inside. 
 
    “No, I didn’t tell them about the shift change!” Krishna yelled into thin air. At first, no one knew who he was talking to, but, at his next words, we immediately realized it could only be his irate girlfriend. “No! I told them that you said there was only fifty players inside the keep as a reserve force!” The Moon Elf said, throwing his hands up into the air and completely ignoring Hefe and AJ who was standing in front of him.  
 
    At this point, I almost felt sorry for him myself, even if he did fuck up our Stealth operation. A ruckus from behind caught my attention as Assault Leader Dell ran up with a group of troopers. Seeing my questioning look, he came to a stop in front of me, smashing a clenched fist to his chest. 
 
    “Lord Ironwolf, the courtyard and graveyards have been secured. They’re now de-leveling the newfar as directed. Also, Lyle reports no activity at our exit point.” 
 
    “Excellent news,” I said, returning the veteran swordsman salute. Nodding my head towards the locked door of the keep, I continued. “Any ideas on the best way to get in?” 
 
    “I’d suggest entering through the windows.” Assault Leader Dell answered without hesitation, as he nodded to the third story windows. “Best to get up there before they get defenders in place. It would be easiest to use the ramps.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I agreed, before my focus was pulled to the Uten Syn guild leader’s one-sided discussion. As I turned away, Assault Leader Dell began passing out orders to the troopers behind him.  
 
    “Stop yelling at me!” Krishna excitedly shrieked. “How is letting the rest of you out going to help anything? It’s not like any of you have weapons and armor. Hell, no one but Franky even bothered to learn Nature Magic past level 10! What do you mean all of you maxed your Nature Magic out?” Taking a second to focus on the world around him, he looked up at the keep, before going back to his conversation. “And how the hell do you think anyone is going to be able to make it up to the third floor?” 
 
    “Throw me up!” Hefe suddenly said, stepping forward excitedly. “Seriously, how hard can it be? I’ll get the door open before any of them even know I’m there.” 
 
    “Dude, you can’t even reach the bar blocking the door, let alone lift it up,” AJ shot back at Hefe, as he bumped him from behind. Puffing out his chest, he proudly continued. “So, might as well throw me up with him.” 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to do that?” I shot back at them in annoyance. 
 
    “You’re a freaking Nightmare player aren’t you?” AJ snapped irritably, as Darkhorse’s icon turned gray. “Don’t you have two hundred strength? Just throw us up!” 
 
    “We’ll take care of the rest!” Hefe said, excitedly butting in.  
 
    I glanced at Neysa and Helgath, before looking over at Thomas and Assault Leader Dell who both just shrugged. No one seemed to be against the idea. Catching the Cobra Kai twins eyes, I asked. “What your guys’ strength?” 
 
    “A hundred and seven,” Matt said, imitating a manly-man’s voice as he stood up straighter.  
 
    “Hundred and twenty here,” Terry replied, rolling her eyes at her partner. 
 
    “How can you have more strength then me?” Matt asked, in a hurt voice.  
 
    “It’s a freaking video game,” Terry said, rolling her eyes. “I just put more freaking points into strength, duh!” Ignoring their interplay, I caught Thomas’ eye. 
 
    “A hundred and forty here.” The Devil Dog guild leader said with a shrug. We both knew I had more.  
 
    Sighing heavily, I opened up my Character Sheet and checked my Strength. Looks like a hundred and eighty-six was the highest we had. While I could always add in enough points to round it up to two hundred, I didn’t want to do that if I didn’t have to. After fighting Apoxsee, I wanted to boost up my Agility as much as possible. Well that, and work on my Intelligence, so that I could continue building my army of pets.  
 
    “Why two hundred?” I asked, frowning as I looked down at AJ.  
 
    “Because, that’s the only way you’re going to throw my muscular, armored ass up that high.” 
 
    “Yeah, more like fat armored ass,” I said with a snort of derision.   
 
     “Dude, we need to go!” Hefe nearly shouted, as he nervously jumped up and down watching our people quickly being taken down one by one. 
 
    My eyes scanned the walls as the troopers hurriedly gathered up the ramps. We’d have everyone in place in just a few minutes, but getting them up top sooner rather than later could save us a major headache. So, why the hell not? I gave a mental shrug, it was as good of an idea as any. And besides, how many ways could this really go wrong? I thought, looking into my friends’ hopeful eyes. 
 
    “If we do this, you’re not joining the fight.” I said, making sure they both heard me. “Your job is to hold the landing for the rest of us.”  
 
    Yeah, I wasn’t stupid enough to believe them. Not that I would be standing around with my thumb up my ass either if my ladies were in trouble. I rolled my eyes as Neysa and Helgath both seemed to preen upon catching the flavor of my thoughts. Still, I did my best to ignore my two friends as they turned to each other and did a chest bump. Besides, I thought with an evil grin, it wasn’t every day I was asked to toss a Dwarf.  
 
    The decision was suddenly made for us when a group of Global Brutality Rangers popped out of the third, fourth, and fifth story windows of the keep and opened fire. Shouts of alarm and pain rang out amongst the troopers as the Team Leaders voices cracked out commands. Surprisingly enough, no one seemed to be panicking as Assault Leader Dell’s voice rang out across the courtyard calling out defensive formations. Within just a few moments, shields walls were formed up on all sides of the keep as my troopers quickly got into position. 
 
    Immediately, I called Krishna and Lyeneru to me as we got busy taking care of the wounded. The last thing I wanted to have to worry about was losing my people due to these assholes. Working together, we began casting Healing Breeze across the courtyard. Within moments, green sparkling motes lit up a hundred and twenty long swath forty yards wide as everyone in the raid within those AOEs momentarily glowed with a green aura. We didn’t just do the cast once, but five times, each of us doing a solid eighteen hundred points of healing in five seconds.       
 
    Not that any of that stopped the Global Brutality players from continuing their barrage of glowing arrows from raining down on my people’s lines non-stop. There were eight windows per side of the keep, which allowed the asshats to lay down a serious amount of fire. From their hooting and hollering to one another, they thought they had the situation well under control, when Assault Leader Dell’s order to open fire spectacularly disabused them of that notion. 
 
    Honestly, I think the idiots were shocked at the overwhelming response as a nearly solid wave of purplish-black bolts suddenly rose up from our ranks. In the blink of an eyes, stone chips exploded out from around the windows as a good portion of the Rangers dropped dead, before they could even think about taking cover. A few of the braver or stupider souls, depending on how you looked at it, tried to return fire, thinking that we could only retaliate for so long before running out of mana. Those individuals quickly learned their mistake as the next line of troopers opened fire, while the first line began recovering their mana.    
 
    While that was going down, Hefe and AJ caught my eye as I held my shield at the ready, while sending out a stream of Homing Zaps after a Global Brutality Ranger that had decided to show his face for a brief moment, before ducking back inside the keep. Homing Zap was the first halfway decent damaging spell that came with my Nature Magic. While the hundred and fifty points of damage at first didn’t sound like much, once I realized it was basically a fire and forget missile that changed everything.  
 
    Although, I hadn’t used the spell before now, I innately understood how to lock on to a target once I’d learned the spell as I mentally lit up the asshat like a proverbial Christmas tree. The energy flares shooting out of my hand flared out every second and reminded me of a Klingon photon torpedo. Well, they would’ve if Klingon photon torpedoes were white balls of energy instead of red, but I’m sure you get the picture. Almost quicker than the eye could follow, they shot through the shredded window frame and zipped out of sight to impact their target.  
 
    I could only imagine the look of horror on the other player’s face when he realized the magical blasts couldn’t be dodged. In my mind’s eye, I pictured the man’s panicked face as he tried to run away from the glowing balls of energy smashing his life away every second, while they curved around walls and corners. Yeah, it was that cool. So much so, I couldn’t stop the laughing as the energy balls shot from my open palm. Honestly, if not for the serious look on both of my friends’ faces, I wouldn’t have paused in my fun. Seeing that he’d gotten my attention, AJ hurriedly spoke up.  
 
    “We’ve got to get in there now, Jay!” Seeing my confused look, AJ quickly pointed out something I’d missed in all the chaos. “Everyone’s dead except for Sarka, Bonnie, Jill, Krystal, and Unalia.” My eyes instantly flicked towards the raid’s interface as AJ kept talking. “Why not slaughter them like everyone else?”  
 
    Whatever was happening, I could clearly see that their hit points were going up and down like crazy. Either they were in the fight of their lives, or the Global Brutality players were up to something ugly. Seeing the enraged look come to my eyes as my thoughts went back to some of the crap I’d seen people doing to others inside the game, Hefe’s tone was serious as a heart attack.  
 
    “You’ve gotta get us up there, Jay.” Hefe said, clanging his punch daggers together angrily. “Like now!"  
 
    “This is going to get ugly,” I said, shouldering my shield and walking to the base of the keep with AJ and Hefe as we all looked up.  
 
    “Yeah it is,” Hefe said, as AJ wordlessly grunted in agreement. Coming to a stop, he craned his neck eyeing the third story windows. “So, how are we doing this? You want to hoist me up to your shoulder? I can sit on your hand while you boost me up like a shot put.” 
 
    “I’m not cupping your ass, Hefe,” I growled in annoyance while mentally calling Tengsly to me. Quickly, I passed him a message for Assault Leader Dell to have the troopers stop blasting the third story windows. As the winged squirrel took off in a flurry of wings, I grabbed the Gnome by the scruff of his leather jerkin and the back of his pants, before lifting him into the air.  
 
    “Ggghhhaaa!” Hefe squawked, unhappily flailing his little arms around as I gave him a test swing. 
 
    “Watch the daggers asshole!” I snapped, barely popping my lower body back in time to not get cut by his blades.  
 
    “What’s with the mega wedgie?” Hefe whined as I swung him again. At least, this time he had the sense to tuck his blades in tight to his chest.  
 
    “How did you think I was going to throw you up?” I asked, completely focused on the target window as I backed up a few steps to get the right angle. 
 
    “Couldn’t you have just grabbed my armor?” Hefe wailed with his jerkin were solidly wedged between his ass cheeks 
 
    “Get ready, AJ. Your next!” I said, as the Shadow Bolts suddenly stopped hammering the third story. Swinging the Gnome up as hard as I could, I called out. “Here we go!” 
 
    “Aaahhh!” A scream ripped from Hefe’s throat as a handful of his pants ripped free in my hand. I hadn’t meant to do that, but otherwise it was a perfect throw as Hefe’s arms shot out in a perfect Superman pose with his punch daggers leading the way.  
 
    “Do it!” AJ growled as I snatched him up the same as I’d done to Hefe, albeit using his chainmail shirt instead. As I swung the heavy Dwarf back, a pair of Global Brutality Rangers stepped out from behind cover with their bows raised to return fire. They must have thought my people were running low on mana or something. The idiots never saw the Gnome of death flying at their throats. You’d have thought they’d have figured something was up, but not once did they look down.  
 
    There was no test swing as I grunted under the strain of the armored Dwarf’s much heavier weight. Nonetheless, we both knew the deal. I had to get them both up top as quickly as possible or their attack would go to shit in the blink of an eye. There was a loud tearing sound as I strained my muscles with everything I had, releasing the Dwarf at the apex of my first upswing. 
 
    “Aaarrggg!” AJ bellowed in agony as he flew up into the air. The pain filled yell was immediately followed by a, “I fucking hate you!”  
 
    That’s when I realized I must have gotten more than just his armor. While it was funny as hell on one level, I swear that it hadn’t been part of the plan. For Hefe, I hadn’t had another choice. Boiled leather didn’t bend enough for me to get a handhold on.  AJ’s chain mail shirt didn’t really let me feel what all I was grabbing. Not that AJ would believe any of my excuses once this was over. 
 
    Looking up at Hefe, I was just in time to see the lump that was Hefe’s Spider Squirrel pet skitter up to the top of his shoulder as they neared the third story window. Immediately, Webby’s tail shot out the same white gunk from earlier, only this time they hit their targets. The blobs exploded on contact covering the Global Brutality players’ faces in a thick webbing a split-second before Hefe slammed into them with his punch daggers leading the way.  
 
    I saw Hefe jab a blade under each Rangers chin as he flew between them. His left blade was ripped from the second Ranger’s throat creating a wide gash as he swung onto the first Ranger’s back, while Webby leaped from his owner’s shoulder. A high-pitched, insect shriek rang out as the Spider Squirrel wrapped its eight legs around the other newfar’s face like an Alien facehugger on steroids. As Hefe’s blades began slamming into the back of the Ranger’s head, Webby sank his oversized fangs into the second Ranger’s face to release his poison sacks all at once as the man dropped his bow and screamed bloody murder to claw at his face.  
 
    The surviving Global Brutality members froze in shock as their guildmate was turned into chopped sushi before their very eyes. Hefe was a good seven levels higher than the Dark Elf he fought. Not only that, his little legs were wrapped tight around his victim’s throat, which gave him a superior position to wreak maximum havoc as his blades flashed in vicious combinations.  
 
    Screaming in wordless agony at the constant Backstabs hammering into his head and neck, the Ranger spun around and slammed the Gnome against the stone windowsill to no effect. Urgently, he grabbed for the mini-attacker only to have his fingers and hands sliced to bits as he bellowed in pain while his hit points plummeted. Next to him, the second Ranger was in full freak-out mode trying to rip the spider monster from his face as he repeatedly shrieked. “Get it off me … get it off me!” 
 
    Before any of them could go to their guildmates aid, a large-bladed axe head sunk into the back of the second Ranger’s head as AJ slammed into him from behind. The force of the impact drove the man into the ground in front of the stunned raid members. Jumping to his feet, AJ’s iron-shod boot brutally stomped into the back of the second Ranger’s head as he yanked his blade free and began hacking the man to death like an axe murder on a bloody rampage. 
 
    As the combatants disappeared from sight, I turned around to see Assault Leader Dell running towards me, leading a group of troopers with the bound tree trunks we’d used on the walls. Backing up to make room for the troopers to set up the ramps, I silently crossed my fingers hoping they’d be able to hold out long enough for us to come to their rescue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Fourteen 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “Where’s my girl?” Hefe roared, springing from the dead player’s back as the Ranger’s lifeless body collapsed to the ground in a pool of its own blood. In his mind nothing else mattered. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to save Bonny Smash. Webby skittered up his leg and climbed onto his back as he stepped up next to AJ who was just finishing off the second Ranger. As he ripped the oversized axe head free from the dead Ranger’s chest, he joined Hefe in facing off against the twelve Global Brutality players. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of our way,” AJ bellowed, clashing his axe head against his shield. “Or we’re going to execute every fucking last one of you!” 
 
    “Really, man?” Hefe asked, surprised at his friend’s odd choice of phrases as his anger momentarily took the back burner. “You’re quoting Honey Bunny in a situation like this?” 
 
    “Honey Bunny … what?” AJ snapped, as he looked over at the little Gnome in confusion. “Dude, I’m quoting Pulp Fiction.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Hefe exclaimed, giving the Dwarf a “duh” look.  
 
     “What the fuck are you going on about?” AJ cursed as Hefe rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Nothing.” Hefe said in exasperation. “You just really suck on anything that’s not song lyrics.” 
 
    “Dude, are you really doing this now?” AJ asked, nearly growling in frustration. “We’re trying to save the girls!” 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Hefe said, realizing he was being a dumbass as he quickly focused back on the confused Global Brutality players looking back at them. ”Let’s try that again.”  
 
    “Listen up, dipshits!” Hefe roared, pointing both of his punch daggers at the line of Rangers like they were forty-five magnums. “Drop your weapons or we’re going to execute every fucking last one of you!” 
 
    That was all the two friends needed to get back in synch. While Pulp Fiction wouldn’t have been his first choice of intros, Hefe understood that AJ was trying to buy some time for his Charge skill to recharge. Luckily, it was the same amount of time he needed for his Super Jump skill too. Besides, their back and forth had totally threw the enemy for a loop. 
 
    He couldn’t blame them on one level. These PKers had been the ones ganking players left and right. Now, they were getting their asses kicked by a massive group of unknown players. On top of all that, two midgets had suddenly showed up in the middle of their raid, killed two of their guildmates, and were now threatening them like gangbusters. It sucked to be them, Hefe thought with a smile as that understanding flashed across the Global Brutality players’ faces. In that split-second they realized they’d just been punked. Before any of them could react, AJ tucked his axe into his shield hand and reached a callused hand out towards him.  
 
    The odds against them didn’t make either Hefe or AJ bat an eye. By the time the Global Brutality players’ were raising their bows to attack, Hefe and AJ were already in motion. Being careful not to stab the Dwarf with his punch daggers, Hefe spun around to clasp the Dwarf’s thick wrist as AJ snatched him up into the air and spun him around in a circle. As his booted feet left the ground, Hefe felt the rage rising up once again in his chest as he bellowed a wordless battle cry.  
 
    This was their signature move they’d been practicing since level 20, when Hefe had pissed AJ off during a nasty mini-boss fight. While it had initially been meant as a joke, the unique attack had worked out so well that they’d decided to incorporate it into their general group tactics from then on out, albeit Bonnie was usually the one doing the throwing nowadays. Still, it was the perfect attack for a situation like this. The Global Brutality players opened fire, almost quicker than the eye could follow the glowing flight of arrows sped across the room as Hefe was flung spinning high into the air.  
 
    If AJ hadn’t been in the process of hunkering down behind his hurriedly raised shield, the Dwarf would have been blasted off his iron-shod feet. As it was, the impact smashed into his defenses like a pneumatic hammer on steroids. Somehow, AJ managed to stay on his feet as a handful of enchanted arrows blasted into his armored shoulder or creased his iron helm, while Hefe spun like a razor-edged Frisbee at the group of Rangers.    
 
    The unusual maneuver caught the Global Brutality players completely off guard as their deadly arrows passed underneath the spinning Gnome. There was that shocked moment in the players’ eyes when they suddenly realized their mistake. By then, it was too late as Hefe spread his punch daggers out to either side of his body creating a living blender. Immediately, blood fountained into the air from the players to either side of the Gnome’s target as Hefe slammed into the lead Ranger in a spray of blood and gore.    
 
    AJ was temporarily forgotten as Hefe rammed his punch daggers home while the stunned player dropped his bow and staggered backwards under the assault. As the Gnome began jabbing his blades into the lead Ranger like a jailhouse prisoner with a shank, Webby leaped off of his back with a chittering shriek and wrapped his eight legs around the nearest player’s face as the Global Brutality raid fell back in shock and horror. To further the confusion, a throwing axe appeared in the center of one of the standing Ranger’s foreheads a second before AJ crashed into their backs like a wrecking ball with his axe and shield leading the way. 
 
    AJ and Hefe knew the only way to take on range attackers like this was to get up close and personal to take away their advantages. Otherwise, a ranged attacker would just hammer a melee player to death at range. Not only that, the tight corridor of the keep’s third floor limited the distance the Rangers could fall back, while both friends went to work sowing confusion and slaughtering their enemies. 
 
    Chaos reigned as some Rangers’ dropped their bows to draw swords and daggers. A few tried to step back far enough to use their special ranged attacks, but the dark-purplish blasts coming through the open windows restricted their ability to spread out. At the same time, the closest ones tried to help their fellow guildmates by tearing the diminutive attackers away with their bare hands. To those last players’ surprise, that was the worst option they could have chosen.  
 
    Even though the Dwarf and Gnome looked smaller and weaker from the larger Dark Elf players’ perspective, that was far from the case. Both AJ and Hefe were a good eight to nine levels higher than the enemies they faced off against and their stats reflected the difference. In gaming terms, that meant they were both stronger and faster than their physically larger opponents. A fact that became self-evident when Hefe head-butted the first Global Brutality player trying to drag him off his victim and then sliced the fingers off of the man’s companion who came at him next.  
 
    Unfortunately, that help was enough to give the player Hefe was assaulting enough time to fling him off. Not that it particularly mattered. With the numerous deep wounds about the man’s head and neck, the Ranger was basically a dead man walking as the multiple Bleed debuffs sucked the last of his hit points away. Instead of fighting the motion, Hefe used the assist to launch himself at his next target.  
 
    Doing a somersault, Hefe smashed his legs into a Ranger’s chest nearest to the open window that was sending Multishot attacks at AJ’s armored back. Collapsing his knees, the Gnome’s punch daggers sank into the shocked female Ranger’s chest at an angle and knocked the bow out of her stunned hands. Ripping his punch daggers free, Hefe launched himself at the enemy player that was rushing towards his friend’s vulnerable back.  
 
    Focused on his next target, Hefe completely missed the results of his attack against the female Ranger he’d used as a springboard. The force of his impact and following spring sent the woman reeling backwards over the gaping windowsill. The shrill scream that escaped her lips was the last thing heard as she tumbled out the gaping hole to her death.  
 
    While that was going on, AJ was fighting for his life in the middle of the Global Brutality’s raid. Being lower to the ground with shorter arms, he focused his blows below the waist while he used his shield to block their incoming attacks. Slamming his axe blade through one player’s foot, he Shield Bashed the Dark Elf to the ground, before swinging his axe behind him in a wide arc to bury the iron blade into the next Ranger’s knee.  
 
    Bringing his shield back in tight to his chest, AJ deflected a thrust at his chest as he hopped into the air to rip his blade free. At the same time, he brought the hand axe up in a low swing to slam the oversized blade into the other man’s groin with enough force to lift the man two feet into the air. AJ grinned evilly at the man’s bulging eyes. He didn’t know if he’d gotten the other man’s Johnson or not, but the strike must have scored something important since the player dropped his sword and clutched at his bleeding junk in agony.  
 
    Next to him, AJ heard Webby’s insect-like chittering ring out above the sounds of battle as the Spider Squirrel sprang on a Ranger’s face that had been trying to blindside him. Immediately, Webby wrapped his hairy, chitinous legs around the Global Brutality player’s face as his poisonous fangs sank into the man’s eye. Screaming bloody murder, the player dropped his sword to claw at his face like a man possessed while writhing in agony.  
 
    Not wasting the opportunity, AJ’s blade hacked into the man’s knee. One … two … three strikes and the Dwarf completely chopped through the man’s leg. Feeling the enemy going down, Webby sprang from the screaming player’s face in search of a new victim as the Ranger hit the ground hard. Stepping forward, AJ smashed the downed man in the face with a follow up Shield Bash, before stomping him flat with an iron-shod boot. Not wasting time to finish the player off, he went after another Ranger that had Hefe in his sights.  
 
    The action was ugly as the Dwarf and Gnome took their targets out of the fight with an economy of strikes. Neither of the two friends took the time to finish their enemies off completely, but left their victims bleeding out on the ground. Between the brutal attacks and the Spider Squirrel’s poison coursing through their veins, the injured Rangers were next to useless as they weakly scrabbled for Healing potions and bandages or bled out in pools of their own blood.  
 
    Seeing that the way was clear, AJ called out to Hefe who was finishing one of the Rangers off with a quick combo of his punch daggers. “Head for the stairs!” He screamed, taking off at a run.  
 
    “I thought we promised Star we’d create a beachhead?” Hefe shouted back, as he looked towards the window they’d been thrown through. Stumbling to a stop, AJ glared at his friend.  
 
    “Really, out of all the times you’ve ignored Jay in the past,” AJ angrily huffed, “now is the time you’re going to choose to follow his directions?” 
 
    “Dude, I already had a major fuck up.” Hefe tried to explain, as he looked into his friend’s seething eyes, while an injured Webby crawled up his back with three broken legs. “I’m not about to screw this up now.” 
 
    “Argh!” AJ roared, wordlessly throwing his arms up in frustration. “Do what you want, but I’m not leaving Jill and Krystal to those assholes tender mercies!” Whipping around, the enraged Dwarf took off at a run, but as he neared the archway, he saw that it lead to a blocked ironbound door and not a stairwell. Before he could figure out where to head to next, Global Brutality players began streaming into the corridor from around the corner.  
 
    “Ah, fuck me!” AJ swore as he came to a sliding stop. Turning around to head back towards Hefe, the Dwarf’s face screwed up in disbelief as he urgently pointed towards the other end of the corridor and bellowed “Incoming!“ as Webby began chittering excitedly on Hefe’s back in warning. 
 
    Seeing both groups of Rangers come to a stop and raise their bows, both friends dove for cover. AJ turning back for the alcove as he brought his shield up, while Hefe raced towards the external wall as a glowing flight of arrows filled the corridor. There was nothing they could do as the terrible barrage slammed into them.  
 
    Pressing his back against the corridor’s inner wall, AJ used his special defensive Multi-Shield Block to defend against the worst of the ranged attack. Even so, enough glowing arrows made it through his defenses to nearly kill him. The enchanted arrow heads shredded his chain mail and buried themselves deep into his body as the Dwarf’s hit points dropped to almost nothing. 
 
    Hefe’s Gnome Barbarian build, on the other hand, was focused on increasing his Agility, which was the main reason he’d chosen the build in the first place. While his friends had given him a ration of shit about his race selection, what they didn’t know was that the one part of his P&M exam that was lower than normal was his Agility. Not that it was particularly a surprise. Most big men had a problem with flexibility. Hefe’s dexterity was just worse than normal due to being so muscle bound from playing High School football. Between the boost to his Agility along with the dodge and movement bonuses from his character selections, he’d been able to accomplish gymnastics feats that had to be seen to be believed.  
 
    That is what Hefe used now to escape the deadly situation he found himself in. Leaping into the air, he twisted his body around and planted his feet against the wall as the hail of glowing arrows flew towards him. Flexing his knees, he launched himself into a twisting somersault that sent him flipping back to the opposite side of the corridor as the arrows harmlessly shattered against the stone floor and wall where he’d just been a second earlier.  
 
    Racing for his friend, Hefe snagged the bleeding Dwarf by the collar as more arrows rained down around them. AJ barely managed to get his shield up to block them both from the ranged attacks coming from his side of the corridor. Unfortunately, the small Buckler Shields on his wrists offered little protection as the glowing arrows raked them both from his side of the corridor. Ignoring the searing pain shooting through his chest and back from the multiple hits, Hefe dragged his friend into the nearby alcove while both of their hit points plummeted. With a last heave using his entire body, the little Gnome fell against the blocked iron-bound door with AJ in his lap as they both groaned in agony.  
 
     “I can’t believe Star talked us into doing this crazy mission,” AJ said, spitting out a mouthful of blood as Hefe struggled to get out from under the Dwarf’s heavy weight.  
 
    “Dude, Star never-“ that was as much as Hefe got out, before AJ abruptly cut him off.  
 
    “It’s all Star’s fault!” AJ reiterated gruffly, as he helplessly flailed his arms around trying to roll over to his hands and knees. The pool of blood he was slipping and sliding in wasn’t helping his antics. “There’s no way we’re getting out of this mess.” 
 
    They’d both taken a beating in that last exchange, Hefe silently thought, checking his HUD. His hit points were down to twelve hundred and thirty points of health. While that was bad, AJ’s hit points were in the low triple digits and was dropping fast as he continued bleeding out from the deep wounds that checkered his torso. No way they were getting out of this mess alive, Hefe sourly agreed, as he peaked around the edge of the alcove. Immediately, he pulled his head back as a hail of glowing arrows peppered the archway a split-second later. 
 
    “You better use a few potions if you don’t want to go out like a punk,” Hefe called out over his shoulder, as AJ flopped onto his stomach with a groan. Before his friend could snarl out a snappy comeback, the air around them began to shimmer with green sparkles as both their bodies glowed with a familiar green healing aura. As both of their hit point bars jumped up fifteen hundred points of health, Hefe saw that it wasn’t just one Healing Breeze but six or seven. As AJ met his eyes in confusion, a beautiful voice filled with barely contained rage spoke out behind them.  
 
    “Release us so we can take our revenge!” 
 
    Both AJ and Hefe backed away from the door in surprise as they saw the blue skinned, silvery haired woman that gripped the bars of the iron-bound door behind them. The barely concealed rage in her glowing hazel eyes and white knuckled grip that crackled with energy was somewhat disturbing. Giving AJ a questioning glance, Hefe hesitantly turned back to the haunting beauty and cast an Identify which showed the woman to be Angela Vakker, level 30, Moon Elf Druid.  
 
    “Are you Angie … Krishna’s girlfriend?” Hefe asked, feeling like a dumbass as he stuttered. “I thought he said none of you have any weapons or armor to fight with. If that’s really the case it might be better if you just stayed inside until we get this mess cleared up.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” AJ hissed out, unsuccessfully trying to keep his voice low as another hail of arrows smashed into the alcove. “We need all the help we can get!” 
 
    “Dude, Krishna said none of them had any combat skills!” Hefe’s voice lowered to a harsh whisper as Angie’s eyes narrowed dangerously. For someone who didn’t have any combat skills, the female Druid had an aura that made her come across scary as hell!  
 
    “That’s been taken care of,” the Moon Elf woman stated in no uncertain terms, before reiterating her request once more. “Open the door.” 
 
    The sounds of booted feet rushing the archway let them know that they were running out of time. It would be over in seconds if the Global Brutality Rangers caught them in this alcove. Seeing AJ’s shrug of whatever, Hefe pushed the Dwarf towards the door as he hurried to the other side.     
 
    “You’ve got it, lady!” AJ said, speaking for them both as they reached for the thick iron bar.  
 
    Glowing arrows hammered deeper into the alcove as the enemy closed in for the kill. Ignoring their impending doom, Hefe and AJ managed to toss away the heavy bar and throw open the iron-bound door just as Angie’s body began to glow with a dark green light. Not just Angie’s. From behind her, Hefe could see the room was packed pull of Uten Syn players. All of which were casting spells. Some of them were obviously casting the Manifest Pet like the one they’d learned for their Giant Squirrels, while others were glowing like the female Moon Elf standing in the doorway. Hefe met AJ’s “what the fuck” look with a shrug of “what did you want me to do” as a bone-popping, skin-ripping sound pulled their eyes back towards the gaping doorway. What they saw standing before them made their blood turn to ice. 
 
    One second, Angie stood before them. The next, the beautiful Moon Elf’s body had begun to ripple and change. Dark blue, coarse hair started sprouting out of her skin while a mane of silver hair grew down her back. At the same time, the woman’s face elongated and widened into a barrel-shaped snout as big as a keg while fangs grew from between her blackening lips. Her clenched fists turned into the size of dinner plates while her nails formed into six-inch long claws. While those changes were going on, her body filled out and grew within seconds to be eight-feet tall with a mass of what had to be six to eight hundred pounds of pure muscle.  
 
    Hefe didn’t know what kind of magic the Uten Syn player was using, but it was impressive as hell. The game’s transformation was way cooler than even that scene in that old movie an American Werewolf in London. Only, instead of being some sort of Werewolf. Angie had turned into what could only be described as a massive Werebear. He had to admit the developers had really done a spectacular job on the transformation spell.  
 
    In that moment, Hefe and AJ saw the Global Brutality players strafing across the opening of the alcove with their bows bent back ready to fire. AJ was already bringing his shield up as Hefe struggled to get his Buckler Shields between him and what was certain death. Behind them, Angie ducked her massive barrel-shaped head through the doorway and bellowed out an ear-splitting roar that blew the mass of PKers off their feet as they opened fire. 
 
    Immediately, the air around them began to glitter with green magical sparkles as twenty separate Healing Breezes popped up in Hefe’s HUD. In that split-second, he saw the surprised Global Brutality players watch in horror as the abominable humanoid creature soaked up the incredible amount of damage as if it were nothing. Well, it would have looked that way for anyone who hadn’t run an Identify. Because of the spell, Hefe was able to see the female Moon Elf’s hit point bar going up and down like a yo-yo as the numerous healing spells kept her alive through the brutal barrage.  
 
     Angie launched herself at the enemy in one massive leap, before any of the Rangers could jump back to their feet. The impact of her charge bowled her targets over as she jumped atop her target and attacked with brutal strikes of her razor-sharp claws. As blood fountained into the air, more Werebears and Werewolves shot out of the prison cell. Mixed in with them were a few Manifest Cave Bears and a bunch of Giant Wolves with their green glowing eyes. Within seconds, the two groups of Rangers that had nearly taken them out a second before were being slaughtered by the overwhelming numbers pouring out of the prison cell as the members of the Uten Syn guild went to war.  
 
    Hefe slowly realized the ferocious attack wasn’t as overpowered as he’d first thought. Many of the Uten Syn guild were only in the mid-twenties. Even so, the surprise and ferociousness of the attack was what had caught the Global Brutality players by surprise. Well that, and the whole mass of team healing that allowed the Uten Syn guild members to soak up the massive damage as if it were nothing.  
 
    The assault was the most brutal thing he’d ever witnessed in virtual or real life. Well, except for maybe the Alien vs Marine games. Still, slaughtering players with swords, arrows, and maces was nothing in comparison to the gruesome attacks of fangs and claws. It was truly impressive as hell. 
 
    For a moment, Hefe could only watch in stunned amazement as the Uten Syn guild took out their pent up frustration on their jailers. Doing a quick count, Hefe came up with thirty-seven Druids and nineteen Guardians. The Guardians were the ones with the Manifest Pets and the ones doing the healing, while the Druids were the fighters that had taken the animal forms.  
 
    Once the last Ranger was torn apart, the Uten Syn players threw their heads back and bellowed. The various howls, bellows, and wordless shouts were tinged with a savageness that sent shivers down the spine. Even so, Hefe couldn’t argue with the results as Angie the Werebear stood up to her eight-foot height once the cacophony of sounds came to an end.  
 
    “Death to our enemies!” Angie bellowed out in a barely understandable animalistic growl as the mass of Uten Syn members wordlessly howled back in blood lust. “To the stairs!” Angie finished, as she turned around and began lumbering for the stairwell. As if on cue, more Global Brutality players showed up as the mass of Druids and Guardians excitedly surged forward.  
 
    Looking at the unreal sight, Hefe shook his head incredulously. There was something primitive and brutal about the whole scene that just grabbed you by the balls and sucked you in. Within seconds, horrified screams filled the corridor as the combatants met. Feeling the adrenaline surging through his veins, he gave the Dwarf a feral grin.  
 
    “Fuck the beachhead!” Hefe shouted, excitedly clanging his punch daggers together. “Let’s go find our women!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Fifteen 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “Get the siege ladders in position!” Assault Leader Dell bellowed, as the Kayden Troopers hurriedly worked to get the tied together tree trunks in place. “Move … move … move!” 
 
    At first I didn’t understand the ladder comment, but then I saw what he meant. Some savvy Team Leader had the idea of having the troopers tie strips of leather a yard apart on each of the trunks. The effect created a primitive ladder of sorts. While it had probably eaten up a little more of our precious time for the assault, it would make the climb up to the third floor that much quicker for the troopers assaulting the tower.  
 
    Backing away from the tower, I watched the empty windows as the Team Leaders got their people into position, while making a mental note to ask Dell who had come up with the idea. It was important to reward innovative thinking. The more people of The World that helped out in coming up with new innovations the less I would have to come up with on my own.  
 
    For now, I just hoped we made it in time to help my friends who were inside fighting for their lives. A screaming Dark Elf fell out of a window on the other side of the keep just emphasizing my concern. The woman died before she hit the ground as the troopers blasting the open windows on that side of the tower momentarily switched their fire, killing her in a wave of Shadow Bolts.  
 
    I silently cheered the Team Leaders on that side of the keep for making sure the player died by their hands and not the fall. We wanted to make sure we hurt our enemies by de-leveling them as much as possible, especially with the new Emergency Hot Fixes that had come out. Honestly, I had no clue how it worked in The World but, in most other games, a death from falling usually didn’t count the same as being killed by an NPC.  
 
    Lining up to either side of me, I saw the Devil Dog Warriors, Thomas, Matt, and Terry forming up at the point where the jury-rigged ladders were being set up. Besides myself, they were the best of the remaining players we had left for being the first up a siege ladder. Agreeing with both Thomas and my reasoning, Assault Leader Dell had already assigned each Warrior a team of troopers for direct support. On top of that, Thompson and Sara had joined their Guild Leader for the assault. Having both of those Devil Dogs along would give us a much needed magical punch for taking these asshats down quickly. 
 
    The fifth siege ladder had Krishna and Lyeneru preparing to head up first. I couldn’t tell what they were arguing about, but, nonetheless, I was impressed with the Uten Syn Guild Leader for taking the initiative. It was easy to dismiss the diminutive Moon Elf for not being as aggressive as a normal player but he was quickly learning to do what was needed. Something that I image was especially hard after a lifetime of being visually impaired.     
 
    To my utter surprise, it was Lyeneru who took the lead to be the first up the siege ladder. My surprise wasn’t due to the fact that she was a woman, but because she was a leather wearing Druid and a person of The World. Not to mention how over protective Krishna usually was whenever it came to her safety. Though, even from this distance, I could see the young man wasn’t happy about the decision. Obviously, he’d only bowed out due to whatever superior logic she’d used to win their argument. 
 
    Poor guy, I thought, shaking my head. I could understand where he was coming from, since it was the main reason I’d sent my companions ahead to safeguard our exit out of this valley. The newest changes on Resurrection from the recent Emergency Hot Fixes had me less willing to frivolously use my vassals for dangerous assaults that they could easily be killed on.  
 
    In my mind, it was better to use a player and save the death of my people for when losing them permanently was worth the risk. That, or because there was no other choice in the matter. Yeah, my thoughts on this was different from my contemporaries but, then again, I seemed to be one of the few players that placed a value on the people of The World beyond treating them as cardboard cutouts.  I was still contemplating Krishna’s choice, when Neysa and Helgath came to stand beside me.  
 
    ‘We are heading up with you.’ Neysa stated, speaking for them both.  
 
    ‘Helgath is,’ I corrected, giving the Half-Orc a wink as the Silver Dire Wolf bristled at my words. ‘But I’m not about to hold up the assault just because you can’t climb like on the Sea Orc attack.’ 
 
    ‘This is completely different then a ladder and you know it!’ Neysa stormed angrily inside my head, as Helgath choked back a laugh. ‘This wooden contraption is child’s play in comparison. Besides, it’s not like I have opposable thumbs.’  
 
    Somehow, I managed to keep a straight face as she continued her mental harangue. It helped that I was helping the troopers to get the siege ladder in place. Like any woman in my life, it wasn’t often that I got the better of one of them in an argument. What can I say, sometimes it was fun to give the ones you loved a hard time. Besides, I bet she’d be up that ladder in the blink of an eye this time around. As the troopers got the siege ladders standing up to prop against the open windows, an unimaginable sound began coming from the tower.  
 
    It took a moment to figure out that what we were hearing were the blood-curdling screams of the dying. Even more disturbing, those piercing shrieks were being drowned out by a feral howling that could be felt deep in the core of your chest. This wasn’t the normal shit you heard in a typical fight within The World. No, this was some seriously creepy shit like you’d hear from the Crypt Keeper or Fright Night on Halloween night.  
 
    Whatever was causing the horrifying attacks seemed to be ramping up as the stone seemed to shake from what was taking place inside the tower’s walls. It reminded me of my first night in game on steroids. You know, the kind of sound you’d expect from a surprise attack at night from a pack of Large Gray Wolves. Only, instead of one wolf pack, you’d have to take every wolf that had attacked me that night and then double the ferocious sound of their howling attacks. 
 
    The calamitous sounds coming from inside the keep were so intense that they could be heard over the ongoing magical barrage of the keep. Seeing the disturbed look on my face, Assault Leader Dell called a halt to the siege so we could better make out what was going on inside. As the Kayden Troopers faces turned ghost-white at the ghastly noises, the Global Brutality players on the upper floors began leaping out of the gaping windows in the hopes for a clean death.  
 
    At first it was ones and twos, but suddenly nearly fifteen bodies came pouring out of the windows. It was so shocking that even the troopers trying to batter down the iron-bound door to the keep stopped what they were doing to watch in shocked amazement. Even more disturbing, if that was even possible, was that most of the players were covered in blood as they sought a quick death. While that was going on, the troopers wedging the siege ladders in place finished the job as Krishna and Lyeneru gave a wordless cry.  
 
    Green magic surrounded Lyeneru as Krishna started scurrying up the jury-rigged ladder as fast as he could climb. Seeing the consternation in the Moon Elf’s movements, the Devil Dogs began following the young man’s example as they all began climbing up towards the keep’s gaping windows and the ungodly sounds coming from them. Not waiting for me, Neysa leaped nearly half way up the wooden trunk with Helgath clinging to her back. Instantly, her claws dug into the wood as she leaped further up the ladder.  
 
    I was just jumping up after my two ladies, when Lyeneru completed the spell she was casting. One second, she was a beautiful Moon Elf. The next, her body began transforming before my very eyes. Unable to look away, I froze on the bottom rung of the ladder as her body grew exponentially larger. The change was truly phenomenal. Within seconds, a humanoid bear-like creature around eight-feet tall stood in her place. With one glowing green eyed look, the Druid shook me out of my trance with an animalistic bellow of “Get moving!” in a barely understandable common.  
 
    For a split-second, I nor the remaining Kayden Troopers around me moved as what we’d just seen sunk into our heads. Not that it should have been a major surprise. I mean, this was a game and all. Still, I couldn’t help watching dumbfounded as the massive creature leaped up the make-shift ladder and over Krishna with surprising speed and Agility. Within three bounds she’d caught up with Neysa and Helgath and was passing through the open window! 
 
    “Alright everyone, the shows over!” I shouted, snapping out of my daze. “You heard the lady, let’s get moving!” 
 
    That seemed to shake the rest of my Kayden Troopers out of their mental funk as they began scrambling up the make-shift ladders. Without looking back, I began quickly climbing up after my friends, but before I’d made it halfway up, I was inundated by Flying Squirrels coming to hover in front of my face from Tinyr, Yun, Phoenix, Zhou, Darkhorse, and Kenzie.  
 
    The only way to get them to clear out was to accept the message. Each said more or less the same thing, “Reinforcements had spawned in while we were taking over the keep!” Except for Kenzie’s pet, I didn’t bother sending back a reply as I focused on climbing up as fast as possible. Still, I was the last of my friends to enter the keep.  
 
    The bloody scene that awaited us on the third floor was something directly out of the horror movie, Hellraiser. Blood soaked the walls and pooled on the floor, while numerous body parts were liberally scattered about the room. It was a shocking sight to see even for a game as bloody and realistic as The World.  
 
    It took only a moment for me to take everything in and confirm that none of the bodies were Hefe or AJ’s. I also noted that neither Neysa, Helgath, nor the Moon Elves were present. The only other players inside the room were the wide-eyed Devil Dogs and the Kayden Troopers that were quickly forming up inside the corridor. I found out a moment later what had frozen my friends in shock. 
 
    “Was that Lyeneru?” Thomas asked, with the whites of his eyes clearly visible, while everyone else stared at the corridor where the Werebear had obviously just disappeared out of sight down. Inside the keep, the animalistic growling sounds coming from the lower level were like something directly out of a nature show on wolf versus bears.  
 
    “You and you,” I said, pointing out the two Team Leaders forming up behind Matt and Terry. “Make sure the upper levels are clear.” My eyes took in the rest of the Kayden Troopers. “Everyone else, follow me!” With that, I took off down the corridor.  
 
    “Wait up, Star!” Thomas complained, he caught up to me as I was passing a ruined stone archway leading to an empty room. From the discarded iron bar and strewn body parts, this looked to be the epicenter of the bloody attack. Seeing the disconcerted look on my face, the Devil Dog Guild Leader griped unhappily. “Seriously, that shit didn’t faze you at all?” 
 
    “She transformed after the rest of you had already started up,” I said in the way of an explanation. “Why do you think it took me so long to catch up?” 
 
    “And here I thought you were just that hardcore,” Thomas said with a chuckle, as he shook his head in disbelief. “Still, that was some crazy ass shit. I about shit my pants when she leaped past us.” 
 
    It was relatively easy to follow the bloody tracks to the stairwell around the corner. I kept my shield and the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden at the ready as we exited onto the second floor. This was obviously the central gathering area for the keep. Everywhere I looked, sleeping gear and food were scattered about the massive living area. Except for a bunch of trampled flowers, there was no bodies or signs of recent fighting here.  
 
    The next set of bodies showed up as we neared the stairwell heading down. The dead here had been killed either by Arcane magic or arrows, but it wasn’t until we headed down to the first floor that we ran into the remains of the main battle. Corpses were piled up everywhere about the room where the main battles had taken place, while the floors and walls were covered in blood and barely identifiable body parts.  
 
    We quickly discovered that the source of the inhuman racket was coming from the surviving Uten Syn guild members that were dancing and jumping around celebrating their victory over their Global Brutality jailors. The entire floor seemed to be covered with cheering players. More than half of which were either in Werewolf or Werebear form, which gave a surreal feel to the celebration. A shout of warning suddenly rang out as our presence became known. As the survivors’ eyes turned towards us filled with hate, an animalistic voice bellowed out over the clamor. 
 
    “Everyone stand down!” A Werebear said, a familiar figure that could only be Lyeneru stood up to their full height in the center of the crowd of Uten Syn players. “That’s Startum Ironwolf and his friends who came to give us a hand against our enemies!” 
 
    The reaction was instantaneous. The hate-filled eyes looking up at us changed to ones of friendship as a growling cheer rose up from the group. Instead of being overwhelmed by angry Were-creatures, everyone in reach of the throng were bodily pulled off of the stairwell by the cheering players. The feeling was surreal as multiple clawed, furry hands held us up in the air as we were forcibly body surfed across the celebrating Uten Syn players.  
 
    Looking around as I was tossed up into the air, I saw the rest of the Devil Dogs behind me laughing and cheering. At first, I thought the direction we were heading in was purely random. That was, until we approached a storeroom towards the back of the keep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Sixteen 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “Yo, Star!” Hefe’s familiar voice called out, as I was let down from the crowd.  
 
    Turning around, I caught sight of Bonnie Smash holding Hefe to her chest like a giant teddy bear. What made the sight truly ridiculous was the size difference between the pair. The little Gnome’s legs barely reached the Half-Orc’s knees as he happily hung in the air, which made the whole visual just that much more comical. Somehow, I kept a straight face as I turned to the Gnome’s partner in crime. 
 
    “It’s about time you finally showed up.” AJ said, from where he sat on the floor with Jill and Krystal on either side of him.   
 
    “Good job on getting the cavalry here in time!” I replied, pointedly looking at the two massive Werebears in a deep discussion with Krishna on the other side of the semi-destroyed room, before giving my friends a two-fingered salute. I wasn’t exaggerating either. Not that I’d been given the specifics, but from the message I’d received from Kenzie, it sounded like everything had gone to hell in a handbasket.  
 
    “I thought you said this was going to be easy-peasy,” Jill said mockingly, her voice heavy with sarcasm as she continued giving me shit. “We’ll just roll over them in a massive blitzkrieg. Great call on that, Jay.” 
 
    “Yeah, great call on that, Star,” Sarka agreed in the same tone from where she sat with her head leaned back against the wall. Sitting next to her with her forehead resting on her knees, Unalia gave a wordless grunt of agreement.  
 
    “If you’re annoyed with how everything went down, take it up with Krishna.” I said, with an unconcerned shrug. “He chose not to add that relevant bit of information about the second shift until after the shit hit the fan.”  
 
    “What the hell, Krishna!”  
 
    “Really, Krishna?” 
 
    “Nice job with that, man!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as my friends began giving the Uten Syn Guild Leader a rash of shit. It wasn’t meant in a bad way. On the contrary, my friends were treating him just like they would anyone else in our circle of friends that had royally screwed up. From my earlier discussion with Krishna, I knew that being treated equally meant more than anything to the visually impaired man. The last thing he wanted was to be treated differently because of his in real life disability.  
 
    While that was going on, Neysa and Helgath showed up to let me know they’d gotten the keep’s door open for Assault Leader Dell and updated him on what was going on. They also had an update that the battle for the graveyards was over. From what they were told, the Global Brutality players had managed to graveyard hop out of the valley. There’d been another quick skirmish with my companions near the exit but, instead of sticking around to cause mischief, the Global Brutality players had fled the area entirely. Now, Assault Leader Dell was getting everyone ready to move out. 
 
    “Lord Ironwolf, do you have a moment?” Lyeneru asked, unknowingly interrupting the mental discussion I was having with my soulmates as she gently touched my bicep. Turning around, I saw that the beautiful Moon Elf was once again in her natural form as she nodded to a slim Moon Elf woman that was standing beside her. “I’d like to introduce you to, Angela Vakker. She’s the Druid that led the assault against the Global Brutality newfar.” 
 
    “Angie,” I asked, politely shaking her proffered hand. “Startum Ironwolf, but please, call me Star.” I couldn’t help but smile at her anxious face. “Honestly, I’ve heard so much about you, I feel like I already know you.”  
 
    “Angie is fine,” she distractedly said, as she glanced at Krishna who was watching us talk with an uneasy frown. Even though by now everyone had stopped giving him shit, I had a feeling as to what this was about as the slim woman turned back to me with a hopeful look in her eyes. “Lyeneru said you might be able to help me resurrect my friend …” Her voice faded away as the anxious look returned to her eyes. “He’s been dead for nearly a week, but Lyeneru and Krishna both think you can help me-“  
 
    “Sure thing,” I hurriedly said, trying to calm the Moon Elf down as her eyes began to water. “Just show me where he is and I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, there’s no reason it shouldn’t work,” Lyeneru said, doing her best to reassure the other woman.  
 
    “He’s over here,” Angie said, leading me to the far end of the room where a human-sized lump was wrapped in a fur hide. “He’s a little-“ 
 
    “Ripe,” I said, finishing her sentence as I knelt next to the wrapped body. By now, rotting corpses didn’t faze me. Glancing up at the upset woman, I did my best to warn her. “Why don’t you step back and let me work.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she choked out.  
 
    Giving her a silent nod, I went back to work. I’d know in a moment if this was going to work or not. Unwrapping the body, I critically eyed the wounds as I mentally selected the corpse. Seeing that my spell could be cast, I breathed a sigh of relief and triggered my basic Resurrect. I heard Angie shudder in relief as the golden glow surrounded my hands. A minute later, the man’s body came back to life.  
 
    A sound like a wounded animal ripped from Angie’s throat as she dropped to her knees and hugged the man to her chest. Hurriedly, I followed up with a cast of Regeneration and backed away from the pair as Angie sobbed in relief. I was about to back away and let the two of them be alone, when the man pushed Angie back to arm’s length.  
 
    “How is this possible?” The man asked in a rasping voice, as he looked down at his bloody clothing in confusion. “I was dead.” His face screwed up in alarm as the memories came flooding back to him. “There were invaders killing everyone-“ 
 
    “It’s okay, Gaelin,” Angie said, doing her best to calm her companion as he looked up at me in consternation. “We’re safe now.” 
 
    The words did little to reassure the Moon Elf as he warily scrambled to his feet as his green eyes took in the room. Instinctively, his hands reached for his weapons at his waist. Finding he’d been completely disarmed only made him more anxious. Not reacting to his aggressive behavior, I simply offered him a waterskin. That simple act seemed to calm him down along with Angie’s whispered assurances that we weren’t enemies. Taking a long pull and handing the flask back to me, the Moon Elf gave me a polite bow. 
 
    “Guardian Caidove of the Uten Syn guild,” Gaelin said, officially introducing himself to me. “Angie says I have you to thank for being raised back to life.” 
 
    “Lord Startum Ironwolf of the House of Kayden,” I said, as we gripped wrists. The introduction seemed to calm him down as I continued in a friendly tone. “I just cast the resurrection, Angie was the one that kept your body safe for a week so that the spell would take.” 
 
    “That explains the smell,” Gaelin unhappily muttered, as he suddenly caught a whiff of himself. Shrugging off his embarrassment, he thanked me again before continuing. “Can either of you tell me what’s been happening and why we’re here?” 
 
    A loud cheer rang out behind us as the rest of the stealth group entered the storage room with Yun and Tinyr in the lead. I heard Kenzie shouting questions as she came to a stop in the center of the room with Phoenix, Darkhorse, and Zhou at her back. The trio was deep in discussion about something as everyone else began talking at once. Patting Neysa on her flank, I suggested that we make our way over to the group so we could all get caught up at once, especially since Angie had a lot of explaining to do.  
 
    Leaving the two Moon Elves to make their way over on their own, I joined Krishna and Lyeneru. Seeing the solemn look on my face, the female Moon Elf excused herself and headed over to talk with Angie and Gaelin as I turned to Krishna with a raised eyebrow. Seeing the look on my face, the other man sighed heavily. 
 
    “Look, I know what you’re going to say,” Krishna said, running a nervous hand through his short-cropped hair. “That I have no right to be upset about her and Gaelin … especially with my relationship with Lyeneru. Honestly, I thought I wouldn’t have cared one way or the other, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t stop feeling jealous whenever I see them together.” 
 
    “Is this how you guys managed to stay alive?” Kenzie loudly asked, striding into the storage room with the rest of the team as the commotion momentarily interrupted our discussion.   
 
    “Yeah, it was Bonnie’s idea.” Sarka explained, once she realized the Half-Orc woman wasn’t going to speak up. “The path of destruction you and Phoenix left allowed Unalia and me to hook up with Yun. Even though it was a complete shitstorm, somehow we made it over to Jill and Krystal. I thought for sure we were going to die like everyone else, until Bonnie showed up and pulled us into this storage room.”  
 
    “It would have been different if they’d all logged in on the second floor, but when everyone showed up on top of us, there was nothing we could do except go balls to the wall.” Phoenix explained, as Zhou and Darkhorse jumped in to tell their part of the story. While everyone was discussing the battle, Krishna quietly continued. 
 
    “I was such a fool. When this all began, I thought there wouldn’t be any problems keeping things separate from the real world, but that was just a lie.” Krishna said with a frown, as he thought back to how they’d gotten to this point. “The truth is that I wanted Lyeneru from the first moment I saw her.”  
 
    “Being able to see beauty is so confusing” I could see the emotional angst in Krishna’s dark-blue eyes as he spoke from his heart. “When you’re born blind, you have no concept of what it truly means to be able to see. Oh, you hear about it all the time, but that doesn’t even come close to the reality of what sight actually gives you.”  
 
    “On top of that, there’s this incredible new world to explore … something directly out of the greatest dreams any of us has ever had. So, not only are we able to see for the first time in our lives, but this incredible gift comes in a world that is beyond imagination. It’s like being introduced to a new dimension.” Seeing the confusion in my eyes, he tried again to put it into terms I could better understand.  
 
    “Imagine being born in a two-dimensional world and suddenly being given a device that allows you to see in three-dimensions. Not only that, but this new dimension is the most shockingly beautiful thing you’ve ever seen … greater than even your most fantastic dreams. Now, imagine falling in love with someone from this incredible new world,” Krishna said, as his eyes bored into my soul. “How could you go back to your previous two-dimensional existence?” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t love, Angie,” Krishna said with a far off look in his eyes, “because I do. Only, this …” he waved at everything around us, “is the only world I want to live in now. I don’t know if seeing each other here makes us think of the dark world in which we were born or what, but nothing’s been the same since we started playing.”  
 
    Leaning back against the wall, I thought over everything he’d said. While I could understand where Krishna was coming from on one level, he lost the right to be upset at what Angie did once he hooked with Lyeneru in-game. It was a jackass double standard that he was going to have to get over quick or it was going to cause him even more heartbreak in the long run. It was a simple truth that everyone had to learn in their own way. 
 
    “I hear you, man, but you’re going to have to keep in mind that you don’t own her … just like she doesn’t own you. You’ll need to remember that, if you want to have the chance to try and fix this in the future.” I said, meeting Krishna’s eyes.  
 
    Seeing the look of denial on his face, I didn’t give him the chance to argue. “I saw the look in your eyes when I brought Gaelin back to life. How would you have reacted if Angie had tried to stop you from saving Lyeneru?” His mouth snapped closed as my words sank in.  
 
    “Exactly, so don’t begrudge her the same level of respect that she’s given to you.” I said, poking him lightly in the chest as he swallowed whatever he was going to say next. Sighing heavily, I continued in offhandedly. “Though, that whole two-dimension to three-dimension comparison was pretty impressive …” 
 
    “Pretty impressive for what, a blind man?” Krishna asked in exasperation. “I’m vision impaired, not dumb. 
 
    “Did I say for a blind man?” I snapped without hesitation. “It’s the first time that I’ve ever heard that comparison and thought it was pretty damn good.” 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Krishna said, in an embarrassed tone. 
 
    “Dude, how many times do I need to say this?” I said, my voice rising in excitement with every word. “I don’t care about who you are, what you have, or don’t have in the real world. All that I care about is who you are in-game. Are you trustworthy? Do we enjoy each other’s company? Can we trust each other? You know, basic shit like that. You being vision impaired in the real world means absolutely nothing to me in-game.” 
 
    “Um, thanks man,” Krishna said, shifting uncomfortably at my words. Folding his arms across his chest, he leaned against the wall to consider my words, when Hefe’s excited voice pulled me back into the conversation going on around us. 
 
    “I swear those Global Brutality reinforcements had us dead to rights,” Hefe said, jumping onto a large crate. His little arms waved excitedly as he mimed the next part of his story. “Their enchanted glowing arrows were hammering into the walls around us, when AJ and I popped open the barred door.” His hands slammed together with a loud crack.  
 
    “Boom, Angie changed into a Werebear within seconds before our eyes, before leaping out of the room.” Hefe laughed out loud, coming to the climatic end to the story. “She tore into the shocked players as the rest of the Uten Syn guild came pouring out of the room. Of course, they hammered her with those enchanted arrows, but with all of the team healing going on, none of their attacks could take her down below half. You should’ve seen the looks on their faces. I swear, it was one of the coolest turnarounds ever!” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one part I don’t understand,” Krishna spoke up, as everyone looked at him in surprise. “When I left, none of you had any combat spells over level 10.”  
 
    For a moment, I wondered if this had to do with Krishna’s jealously. How could his guildmates not have had any attack abilities or skills higher then level 10? I could see the same questioning looks on my friends’ faces. Instead of getting mad, Angie agreed, as she told hers and the rest of the guilds part of the story.  
 
    “When we first started playing the game, none of us were interested in learning how to fight. We were too busy learning what it meant to be able to see the world around us for the first time.” Angie explained, trying to help us understand the foreign perspective. “Krishna was the only one of our group who chose to learn how to fight. Mainly due to some strong words from a neighboring player that warned us that there were a lot of bad players in the game who would enjoy taking our castle away from us.” 
 
    “I wish the rest of us would have listened.” Angie said, her voice rough with emotion as she remembered the fight they’d had over the issue. “No one else took the warning seriously. None of us realized our mistake until the Global Brutality players showed up and started slaughtering our companions. When they locked us away in our own tower …” Taking a deep breath, she paused to look around the room at the faces looking back at her, trying somehow to convey the feeling of hopelessness they’d had.   
 
    “I can’t even begin to explain how devastating it was to all of us. Here we were in this wonderful new world in which we could see for the very first time, only to be brutally assaulted and have it all taken away. None of us had ever experienced anything like that in the real world. Well, no one except for Krishna. I guess until now we’ve lived relatively sheltered lives.” The soul-wrenching look in Angie’s eyes pierced the heart as she numbly continued. “Then, Krishna told us what happened to him when he went to find help. How he’d been repeatedly slaughtered by the Chaos Storm players at the capital and then imprisoned by the Dread Pack in Darom … We began to think the only way we could escape our imprisonment was to roll new characters.”  
 
    “Then you and your friends came along,” Angie said, as her voice unconsciously turned hard. “You rescued Krishna, brought Lyeneru back to life, and then promised to help us fight the hateful players that slaughtered our companions and friends …,” her eyes burned with fervor as she met my eyes. “Most importantly, you showed us that they could be beaten. So, after your fight in Telrain, we started dueling to increase our combat abilities and skills.”     
 
    “Hold up a second,” I said, cutting Angie off as I tried to wrap my head around what she was saying. “You’re playing at a seventy-five percent pain threshold like me and still you dueled each other to get your combat skills leveled up so you could fight along with us when we showed up?” Seeing Angie’s silent nod, I gave a low whistle. That was hardcore! 
 
    “We’ll never be victims again,” Angie stated, in no uncertain terms. “Like you, we’ll fight these types of players no matter who they are!”  
 
    “Hold up for a second,” AJ said, cutting in. “I thought you could only level up with actual combat.”   
 
    “That’s only for a player’s actual character level,” I said, remembering the in-game Wiki article I’d read on the subject. “But, you can use duels to level up your combat abilities all day long.” 
 
    “But that would mean they were already level 30,” Sarka asked, the confusion clear on her face.  
 
    “Most of us were in the high twenties to low thirties,” Angie confirmed, before explaining further. “We mostly leveled up by completing crafting and non-combat related quests.”  
 
    “So where does that leave us now?” Gaelin asked, from where he stood behind Angie. “It’s doubtful that these Global Brutality newfar will be willing to leave us in peace.” 
 
    “More than likely,” Thomas agreed. “People like that can’t accept someone standing up to them.”  
 
    “Which was one of the reasons I invited Uten Syn to join us in our alliance,” I said, draping an arm around Krishna’s shoulder and messing up his hair. “That, and because Krishna’s a pretty cool cat.”  
 
    “Ack, get off of me you big oaf!” Krishna laughingly complained, as he pushed me away. 
 
    “It’s a serious offer though,” I said, meeting Angie’s hazel eyes. “But, all of you need to agree to the alliance.” 
 
    “How is that going to stop them from coming back with a larger force?” Angie asked, furrowing her brows. 
 
    “It’ll mean packing up your keep and moving it to my lands,” I explained, giving Angie the basic outline Krishna and I had worked out together. “At least, that’s if you want our help in fighting against your enemies. Our valley might not be as beautiful as what you have here and we have our own enemies gunning for us, but it’s pretty nice and we already have fortifications going up to keep everyone safe. Think the Uten Syn guild would be interested in joining us?” 
 
    Instead of answering my question directly, Angie grabbed Krishna and pushed him out of the storage room while asking for the rest of us to follow. Pushing through the crowd of Uten Syn players that were standing around talking, she jumped onto one of the tables near the center of the room and pulled Krishna up beside her. The murmur of voices stopped as everyone turned towards the pair. 
 
    “Listen up, Uten Syn guild,” Angie shouted out to the room. “Startum Ironwolf asked if we’d be interested in joining the House of Kayden alliance. What answer should I give him?” 
 
    The deafening cheer that rang out from the room full of players was answer enough. Within moments, our entire group was inundated with claps on the back, hugs, and handshakes. I heard more than one person excitedly comment that they couldn’t wait to get the ability to raise their own zombies and how cool that would be. The smile that came to my lips upon hearing that almost made my face hurt. Just wait until they got a load of how smelly having a bunch of bloating corpses following you around could be.  
 
    Making my way over to Krishna and Angie, I climbed up next to them as the room cheered again. Angie gave me a friendly hug as I personally welcomed her to the alliance and thanked her for the introduction to her guildmates. As I faced the room full of Uten Syn players, the clamor settled down as everyone realized I wanted to address them. Quickly, I did the hand signal to disable my streaming. 
 
    “Listen up people!” I shouted as the room fell silent. “While I’m glad to be able to welcome all of you to the House of Kayden alliance, we’re on a little bit of a time crunch. Before tonight is over, I have to meet up with another two guilds and my friend Domenic who we came to evac from the siege that currently has him and his people surrounded by our mutual enemies. So, if all of you could be ready to move out in a half an hour that would be great. By then, I hope we’ll have figured out how to collapse the Uten Syn keep and have it packed and ready to take with us.” I paused at the low mutter that broke out at my words, before taking a deep breath and continuing. 
 
    “The current situation is somewhat dire. We have a force of soldiers and zombies keeping the exit to your valley clear in case the Global Brutality guild has a quick reactionary force that could block off our escape. Also, we have another force stationed at where we entered the valley to keep the massive Orc invasion force that is trying to move into this area at bay. So it’s essential that we keep on schedule so we don’t find ourselves surrounded by our enemies.” I clapped a hand on both Angie’s and Krishna’s shoulder. 
 
    “We’ll be coordinating everything through your guild leader and officers, so please have some patience while we get everything going. I’d suggest grabbing a backpack of food, sleeping blankets, and clothing if you can find any of your supplies, a waterskin, along with any weapons and armor that you can use. The HUD says that it’s eight thirty-seven, so let’s try to be ready to go by ten after nine.” I said, before lowering my voice.  
 
    “Angie, can you get everyone moving while Krishna shows me the process for packing up the keep?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Seventeen 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “I’m on it,” Angie said, giving me a nod. Without hesitation, she jumped off of the table and began calling out orders. “Franky, see how many backpacks you can round up. There should be a bunch of them by the southern field in the herb shack. Juan, didn’t you practice crafting a bunch of swords to level up your smithing? Exactly, see if anything is left that we can use.” 
 
    All at once, the room began to clear out as the Uten Syn guild got busy. The rest of my friends came over to see what we were up to as I followed Krishna to the middle of the room. Tossing aside a few broken benches and tables, the Moon Elf pulled away a simple rug that was crafted from some coarse linen to reveal a large trap door with a large metal ring in the center. With a yank, the ring came loose. It was attached to a five-foot long chain that allowed the trap door to be pulled open.  
 
    As soon as the trapdoor opened, a brilliant light filled the room as everyone looked into the hole in amazement. Once my eyes adjusted to the intense light, I could see the insides were a small room with a quartz-octagonal crystal the size of my forearm held in place at chest level by eight stone arms covered in runes. The arms cradled the crystal from above and below like power couplings that then went out to the rest of the fortress. Honestly, the setup looked like a Dilithium crystal setup out of a Star Trek episode which, I figured, was probably where the developers had gotten the idea from in the first place. 
 
    There was just enough space for one person to stand before the device, which was where Krishna hopped down into. Immediately, his hands settled on two stone orbs that rose up out of the stone floor on posts. I hadn’t noticed them in my first survey of the room. They made me think of control panels to the device, but they could have been hand rests for all I knew. My mental contemplation was interrupted as Krishna began to speak. 
 
    “The fortress needs a hundred thousand mana to be packed up.” Krishna said, as he stared directly ahead focused on something unseen to the rest of us. “The current stores are up to almost ninety-three thousand, which means if everyone here unloads their mana into the crystal, I should be able to trigger its travel mode without any problems.” 
 
    I figured out what he meant as soon as I glanced at my HUD. My mana level alone was currently at three thousand seven hundred, which meant I could nearly reach the mana requirement on my own. With our current group, we could easily reach the total amount needed without any one of us having to go below half mana or ask for anyone else’s help.  
 
     “Mana is needed whenever you add any structures to your fortress,” Krishna continued his explanation of how the fortresses worked. “Along with whatever building supplies are needed for the construction like stone and wood, besides the internal components for the function of the advance structure. Like crafting or purchasing an anvil and tools needed for making a smithy add-on fully functional.” Removing his hands, the Moon Elf looked up at us with a grin.  
 
    “Usually the guild leader can just use the mental interface to build out new structures, since the fortress automatically gathers the mana it needs on its own from the environment. But, if you’re building a lot at once, you’ll need to add the necessary mana directly to the hearthstone from the control room. Also, this is the only location that can be used to trigger the travel mode.” 
 
    That made a lot of sense, I thought, as Krishna jumped out of the hole. Giving me a wave to take his place, I jumped in after him and placed my hands on the stone control knobs. Looking around at the interface that popped up in my HUD, I wondered if BrokenFang Hold had anything like this or not? It was easy enough to push my mana into the device. As I was doing that, I noticed that the “travel mode” was grayed out for me, which again meant that only the official owner of the fortress could trigger the function.  
 
    Although, I did notice there was a “claim ownership” option, which was not grayed out. It made me wonder if Krishna hadn’t mentioned it because it was new since the Emergency Hot Fix, or because he didn’t want to give us any ideas of taking their fortress over for our own. Not that Thomas or I would do that. At least, not without a solid reason, I mentally corrected myself. Nonetheless, it was nice to see there was a safe guard to stop invaders and thieves from being able to mess with the fortress if they made it this far without actually taking the seven days needed to claim ownership. 
 
    A slight fatigue came over me as my mana dropped to eighteen hundred and fifty points, which was exactly half of my max. Removing my hands from the smooth control knobs, I climbed out of the control center and waved for Thomas to take my spot. Even if filling the reserves didn’t take everyone’s mana, I wanted all of us to get a chance to check out the controls.  
 
    Who knew when knowing something like this might be useful? It only took thirty or so seconds for the Devil Dog guild leader to see what he wanted and push his mana into the crystal, before he was climbing back out of the control room and waving the next person in line over. Five minutes later and Yun, who was the last in line, plopped down into the hole.  
 
    As he finished-up checking everything out and climbed back out, Krishna continued explaining that only the person who triggered the transformation process could be inside the fortress. Otherwise, anyone not inside the control room would be crushed to death when the fortress went through its transformation process. With that last piece of information, we headed back out into the main courtyard as Krishna went to work helping his people to get everything ready to move out. As Neysa and Helgath went to fall in next to me, Thomas shouldered his way past to walk at my side.  
 
    “Remind me to never bet against you.” Thomas whispered, ignoring Neysa’s annoyed snap as we made our way towards the door. “I thought you’d made a bad call back in Darom when you wanted to form an alliance with these noobs, but you proved me wrong.” He shook his head incredulously. “Hell, the flying squirrels alone would have made helping them worth the effort, but what they pulled off here was nothing short of amazing.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I replied, giving him a friendly clap on the shoulder. “I about shit my pants when Lyeneru changed into a Werebear.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it.” Thomas said, stifling a laugh. 
 
    Walking out into the courtyard, I saw that most of the Kayden Troopers had already left for the far side of the valley. There was only a group of two hundred left in the fields outside of the keep. Obviously, Assault Leader Dell had put the plan we’d discussed into motion and had only left a small rearguard as an escort. As a group of five began heading our way, I looked back at my friends. 
 
    “Does anyone feel like scouting ahead or do you want to wait around to watch the travel mode effect?” I asked, making air quotes for travel mode. 
 
    “Yeah, because that last stealth mission went off so well,” Jill said, with an annoyed sniff. 
 
    “Oh, poor Jilly. Did you get too many booboos on your last quest?” Hefe asked, scrunching up his lips and speaking in a baby voice.  
 
    SLAP! The comment was nothing unusual for our group in real life, but obviously, Jill wasn’t in the mood for joking. AJ just gave me a look as I rolled my eyes in response. We were both thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Damn it woman!” Hefe hollered, as everyone looked around in surprise to see the Gnome holding his face in agony. The handprint that covered his cheek was bigger than his hand. His protests immediately died down as he saw the looks on Sarka, Bonnie, Jill, Krystal, and Unalia’s faces. Personally, I think it was the look on Bonnie’s face that scared him the most as his voice went up three octaves. “That really hurt …”   
 
    “What the hell, Jeff?” I asked, giving him an incredulous look. “You decided to take John’s place in our group for a change?” 
 
    “Dude, that’s not fair …” Hefe went to say, before thinking better of it and apologizing to the ladies in question who’d started reaching for their weapons. “Yo-you know me, I was just trying to be funny … no reason to get like that,” he urgently held out his hands as if to physically placate them, “I’m really … really sorry, so please don’t kill me!” 
 
    “Pppsssttt,” Jill let out a breath of disgust as she lowered her glowing hands while the other ladies slammed their weapons into their sheaths and holders. Checking first with the rest of the survivors, she caught Kenzie’s eye. “What do you think, feel like getting some XP?” 
 
    “Who feels like earning some XP for a change?” Kenzie gave a bark of laughter, as she looked back at the original stealth group and the rest of the Devil Dogs. “I know I wouldn’t mind getting a few levels?” 
 
    With an enthusiastic shout, my friends began joining Kenzie’s group and preparing to leave. To my surprise, I saw Thomas was planning on joining them on the hunt. Seeing the look on my face, the Devil Dog guild leader gave me an embarrassed shrug.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that.” Thomas said, falling in with Kenzie as they took off at a run. “Why not get in some kills while you’re dealing with all of this fun?” 
 
    “Whatever!” I snapped in annoyance, giving all of them the finger.  
 
    “Hey man, don’t be all whiny like that. We’ll be in the area if something pops up.” Thomas said with a laugh, as he kept running farther away. Not that I actually blamed any of them for bailing on this bit of fun. All of this alliance and land management shit was boring as hell on one level. Even more so when it wasn’t directly under my control, especially after the whole shit about not getting any XP for PVP kills.  
 
    Yeah … yeah … yeah, don’t get me wrong. I fully understood the need to nix XP for PVP on one level, but in a situation like this where you’re almost forced to PVP, it sucked not getting anything that advanced your character other than loot drops and base skill increases. Honestly, you’d have thought they’d at least have honor points or some other sort of in-game recognition for your accomplishments. Otherwise, except for knowing that you trounced somebody, it was a very hollow victory. 
 
    “My Lord Ironwolf,” Assault Leader Dell said, as he gave me a fist salute along with the other four Team Leaders that stood behind him. Quickly, the veteran swordsman brought me up to speed. “I’ve sent the main force on ahead but kept the graveyard teams and rearguard in place as planned. I’ve informed the teams left in position to be ready to move out at a moment’s notice. The Uten Syn officer agreed to have her people form up next to us and I’ve had the extra weapons and armor we were able to scrounge up prepared for them at the same location. It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing.” He said, pointing out a spot next to our troopers.  
 
    “The rearguard have had a few skirmishes with Orc scouts.” Assault Leader Dell said, lowering his voice. “Nothing that they couldn’t handle, but that means the enemy knows where we are. Even so, it’s been quiet for the last twenty or so minutes.” 
 
    “Good work,” I said, clapping the older man on the shoulder as I looked around the area and checked the time on my HUD. It was already nine. “Are all of our people cleared out of the keep and courtyard?” 
 
    “Yes, milord.” Assault Leader Dell acknowledged.  
 
    “Then go ahead and have everyone but the northern graveyard groups join us here.” I said, coming to a decision. “We’ll be moving out in ten.” 
 
    “As you command,” Assault Leader Dell replied. Immediately, he began giving orders to his subordinates as he fell in behind me. As my people’s flying squirrels took off to deliver their orders, Neysa took her normal position at my side as Helgath’s thoughts came to my mind. 
 
    ‘Those Orc Scouts will be watching for when our people pull out,’ Helgath warned, as she slid off of Neysa back to walk along beside me. As always, her clawed fingers wrapped around my bicep as she continued. ‘There’s no way they won’t be able to follow the trail that we’ll be leaving with such a large force.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I mentally replied, ‘but I don’t see any other choice. I could leave a force of zombies at either exit, but how much would that really help? Undead are not exactly effective when left to their own devices, besides, we’ll be needing as many undead as we can possibly get for evacuating Dom.’ 
 
    As Helgath fell into a thoughtful silence, the Uten Syn players started pouring out of the keep and forming up where Dell had laid out the extra gear. Along with them came a number of manifest Giant Squirrels, Wolves, and Cave Bears. There was nearly twenty of each type of pet. Obviously, survivors from the battle inside the keep. As they moved out into a guard-like position, I saw a group of Kayden Troopers bringing them the extra gear Assault Leader Dell had managed to scrounge up. Between that and the gear they’d managed to recover from their keep, everyone at least was outfitted with a sword, axe, or dagger.  
 
    Armor, on the other hand, was not as prevalent. From what I could tell from the use of my Identify, it seemed like only the Guardian classes were taking the armor. It made sense in a way. At least it did once you realized the Druids were the only ones capable of transforming into living weapons. Still, it was something I mentally tucked away to talk with Krishna about later on. 
 
    ‘I would suggest keeping the undead in place,’ Helgath’s mentally said, the anxiety in her thoughts completely pulling my focus. ‘If you leave the undead as a rearguard, the Orcs will not realize their handlers are no longer present. Also, the Scouts will be forced to wait until they believe they have a strong enough force to break through into the valley. That should give us enough time to put some distance between us. This should be repeated once again upon our exit from the cliffs.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Helgath. That makes a lot of sense.’ I said, momentarily pressing my palm against the back of her hand. She soaked up my praise, mentally glowing. While her words had been simple, in the realm of the mind, I saw her thoughts clearly. The plan was well thought out and would force the chasing Scouts to concentrate their forces two different times before coming after us. Besides, after all of the fighting earlier, we had plenty of Orc soul stones available to go around. Quickly, I communicated the change of orders to Assault Leader Dell just as a rumble came from the keep. 
 
    As the flying squirrels took flight once again, I watched in stunned amazement as the entire outer wall began to break down into the keep. Yeah, I know this was a video game and this was supposed to be magic, but the graphics were phenomenal. The dropping clogs of dirt, the stone walls folding up inside layers of soil and grass. The grating sound of stone-on-stone was deafening as the entire fortress began to collapse into itself like something right out of a Transformer movie.  
 
    In thirty seconds, there was just barren dirt where the courtyard and outer gate had been, while the keep itself had been reduced down to three stories. Glowing magic lines would shimmer into existence against the granite between each major reduction. At the end of a minute, the process came to a stop with a stone block sitting on the ground that was a foot in height and width and a yard in length.  
 
    I was just thinking about checking out the stone, when Krishna jumped out of the hole. Working quickly, he upended the stone and slide a backpack over the top, before scooping the bag upright. His hurried movements made me wonder if he was nervous about having the stone taken from him or if he simply wanted to get moving after everything that had gone down. It was probably a little of both after everything he and his people had been through, so instead of making him feel self-conscious, I just waited for him to finish up on his own. Shrugging into his backpack, Krishna jogged over to me with a broad smile on his face.  
 
    “Man that was awesome!” Krishna said as he came to a stop in front of me. “How did that look from the outside?”  
 
    “Pretty awesome,” I admitted with a grin. “Better than any CGI special effects I’ve ever seen in any movie.” 
 
    “You know what’s crazy?” Krishna asked, holding his backpack out to me. “It’s only like a hundred pounds.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s insane,” I agreed, hefting the backpack to get an idea of the weight, before handing it back. “How are you supposed to reopen it?” 
 
    “One side has a piece of the glowing crystal and a bump that reminds me of one of the control knobs.” Krishna said, as he cradled the backpack in his arms and opened the top to show me. Seeing the confirmation that I’d seen what he was trying to show me, he swung his backpack back onto his shoulders just as the last of my Kayden Troopers joined us. It was the rearguard that had been watching over the entrance. 
 
    “You just have to push another hundred thousand mana into the crystal and select the unpack option.” The Moon Elf said, as he slowly looked around in surprise. “Where did everyone else go?”  
 
    “Already on their way to our next stop,” I answered, appreciating the gesture of showing me the stone. It meant he wasn’t worried about me betraying his trust. “Ready to head out?” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Krishna said with an excited laugh as we took off together for the far side of the valley. At the same time, I gave the hand signal to start up my streaming once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Eighteen 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    We picked up the troopers at the northern graveyard fifteen minutes later, when we passed the respawn point. As we ran though, there was a number of problems I had to deal with. Mostly, it was the unorganized chaotic nature of the Uten Syn guild. I hadn’t noticed it with Krishna because it had only been him, but with a guild of sixty-eight players, things like keeping together in a formation while running instantly became a major issue.  
 
    How would a visually impaired person handicapped from birth understand marching and running in formation? Don’t give me that look. The basic concept of marching was easy enough to comprehend, but the actual implementation was another story altogether. Unless, you’d spent time in a marching band or a military organization.  
 
    I learned the basics myself during the six months I was in the Explorers. I’d checked out the pre-military group to get an idea of how being in the military would be like. Basically, it was the next level up from Scouts. At the time, I thought that would be the only way I could leave my abusive family and have a place to live, before I started making enough money from gaming to move out on my own.  
 
    Surprisingly enough, once I explained the concept and they were able to see it in practice with my Kayden Troopers; they were able to copy it readily enough. To say I was impressed would have been an understatement. It also brought on a whole discussion about the psychology of marching in formation. How it made the individual soldier feel. How it made the enemy watching the enemy troops advancing feel. Also, how it allowed us to easily stay and move together as a group while other units conducted their scouting missions. 
 
    Once again, that started another whole discussion. One that Neysa and Helgath helped with by showing them exactly how it was done. They immediately understood the need once we started discussing ambushes and setting traps. All of which was an important part of moving a large force through rough terrain. Thankfully, the Uten Syn players were fast learners and picked up the concepts like a dry sponge in a bucket of water.  
 
    A half an hour later, we were climbing the slope at the northern edge of the enclosed valley. One of the things, I loved about the physical characteristics of the game was being able to run up a steep slope like this without losing my breath and needing to rest. It was an amazing feeling that made you feel like a true champion. 
 
    Reaching the top of the slope brought us to the cleft, which sat midway up the mountain. Above this point, the mountain was basically an impassible cliff that rose up another fifty meters or so. Instead of immediately heading into the passageway, the Uten Syn players gathered around the edge of the plateau to gaze out upon the valley they’d called home since starting the game. Seeing their tearful faces, I silently waited as they grieved for their loss. 
 
    The cloud cover had cleared away enough for the crescent moon to light up the valley in all of its glory, although you had to manually switch off Darkvision to see it properly. The forests and fields looked so peaceful from up here in the moon’s shimmering light. I could even make out a nearly hidden stream running down the center of the valley that was hidden from view from the southern ridge. 
 
    Seeing the crowd of tear-faced newfar, Assault Leader Dell looked at me questioningly as if to ask what was going on. Instead of answering, I waved for him and the rest of the troopers to continue on. As the last trooper disappeared into the crevice, I turned to Angie and Krishna who stood to either side of me. 
 
    “We’re never going to be able to come back here, are we?” Angie asked, her choked-up voice full of emotion. “No matter what happens in the future, those assholes have taken our home away from us.” 
 
    “More or less,” I agreed. “Now that they know you’re here, they’ll never leave you in peace. Especially not since you beat them at their own game.” 
 
    “You beat them,” Angie spat angrily. “Without your help, we’d have remained helpless prisoners in our own home until we gave up and rerolled new characters.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Krishna argued in a low voice.  
 
    “I didn’t see any victims when I entered your keep,” I stated in no uncertain terms. “What I saw was a group of friends willing to do whatever it took to take back their home from a bunch of PKing asshats. If you can do that without weapons or armor while you’re basically still noobs, there’s no telling what you’ll be able to accomplish in the future.”  
 
    My blunt words caused a commotion amongst the Uten Syn players. While some of the players weren’t sure how to take my hard words, the majority of the players seemed to appreciate my forthright attitude. After being treated with kid gloves for most of their lives, there was a certain appreciation for being spoken to as an equal.  
 
    I didn’t disrespect them by coddling or speaking down to them, neither did I treat them like they were less than capable of learning how to be good players. No, I treated them just like I would’ve anyone else that was part of my group. There was no apology coming from my lips for those that were used to being treated with kid gloves. Nonetheless, by the end of the five minutes it took for the whispered conversations between the various players to wind down, no one was complaining about my harsh words. If anything, they stood a little taller and prouder as they came to a consensus.      
 
    “You’re a strange one,” Angie said, quickly looking back to her guildmates before continuing. “But, we’re with you all the way.” There was a low chuckle at the Druid’s words. “Show us how not to be noobs.” 
 
    “You got it,” I said, giving her a wink, before calling out. “Who feels like getting some payback against those assholes that locked you up?” My lips curved into a savage grin at the answering roar. “Then, let’s go!”  
 
    With that, I took off into the crevice that was the exit to the valley as Neysa and Helgath took the lead. The change in the energy of the Uten Syn players was catching as we raced through the night. The combination of excitement, hope, and desire for revenge was invigorating as we ran laughing through the twists and turns of the odd stone formation. To my surprise, Angie and two of her friends, Julissa and Monica, stuck to me like white on rice as they brusquely pushed ahead of Krishna and Lyeneru. 
 
    “So where are we headed to next?” Angie asked, as she matched my pace.  
 
    The hungry intensity in the three women’s eyes gave me an understanding of the mental state of the rest of the Uten Syn guild members. Not that I particularly blamed them for being wound up and wanting to kick ass. I’m sure I’d have been fit to be tied if I’d spent the last week locked up in a jail cell unable to play my game due to a bunch of jackholes.   
 
    Giving them a nod, I began explaining the situation with Domenic and how his fortress was under siege by the same group of PKers that had targeted their guild. When I went to cover the most recent events of Darom and Telrain, Angie waved those parts of my story away, saying that they’d already listened to those days on my Twitch channel. The questions started when I explained that the plan was to evac Dom and his people and bring them back to BrokenFang Hold. 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” Monica said, cutting me off with a growling exclamation. “Why aren’t we taking the fight to these assholes?” 
 
    “That’s because they are too many of them for us to fight head-on right now.” I said, giving her a helpless shrug.   
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Julissa argued, struggling to understand why I didn’t just attack the Chaos Storm Alliance head-on. “Krishna said you have a couple thousand of soldiers sworn to you as vassals.”  
 
    “That’s true, but that doesn’t mean all of them are here with me now,” I said, doing my best to explain the reality of the situation. “I only brought a thousand troopers along with me ...” I tried to not let the frustration I felt reflect in my voice at the looks that came to the women’s faces. “While it’s an impressive force, it’s not even close to what would be needed to take on an alliance of platinum-sized guilds several thousand players strong.” 
 
    “The rest of my forces are either back at BrokenFang Hold building up fortifications against future attacks, on their way to secure Palnisdale from the advancing Orc army, protecting the survivors from Telrain on their way to Darom, or currently in Darom protecting the survivors against another attack from the same PKers that attacked you.”  
 
    “Now, if I could get all of my vassals and friends in one place with the right gear and training, we’d be having a very different conversation, which is why the plan is for us to fall back to BrokenFang Hold.” I finished, as looks of comprehension came to my new allies’ faces. 
 
    Maybe it was wrong that I didn’t bring up the approaching Hobgoblin army that was heading towards BrokenFang Hold, but it didn’t change the situation we found ourselves in. Between the Chaos Storm Alliance and the invading Orcs, there wasn’t anywhere the Uten Syn guild would be safe on this side of the map. At least, if they joined me in BrokenFang Hold along with everyone else, we just might stand a chance at stopping the Hobgoblin invasion and anyone else that wanted a piece of us. Besides, they did say they were aware of my backstory, right?   
 
    “So,” Angie said, dragging out the “o” sound thoughtfully. “How are we going to help your friend if he’s in the middle of a siege of several thousand players?” 
 
    “That’s the million dollar question,” I agreed, giving her a wink. “But, I have an idea or two that might give us the break we need.” 
 
    My words caused a ripple in the Uten Syn ranks as they began excitedly talking about taking the fight to their enemies. At the same time, Angie and her friends tried to get me to tell them about the plans I’d been considering. Instead of sharing my thoughts, I waved their questions away for now, saying that my ideas weren’t completely formed yet. Not that my reluctance to talk about strategy stopped the three of them from going through all of the possible scenarios they could think of.  
 
    Partly, I think they did this because they thought that hashing out the situation would get me to talk about my own thoughts on the topic. While it was a good try, I wasn’t about to say anything that could possibly be picked up on someone’s Twitch channel to give away our assault plan to the enemy. Also, until I had a better grasp of the current situation and our available resources, I couldn’t make any solid plans. After hearing the various ideas put out by Angie and her friends, I thought Monica had the best grasp on the situation. She figured that we’d be forced to hold the line while everyone else fell back to the safety of our defensive lines. The only problem with that was that she didn’t see how that would allow us to break contact with the enemy or stop us from being overwhelmed by the enemy’s larger force. 
 
    All of those were good points, which had been troubling me since I heard what we were up against. While my Dark magic gave us options we’d otherwise not have had, I silently agreed with Monica’s analysis of the situation. If that was the only plan we could come up with to pull Domenic out, I didn’t see a battle like that ending well for any of us. It was possible that we could keep the enemy’s forces in check by creating waves of zombies and slowly wearing them down, but that left too many unknowns to make me feel comfortable. It was one thing to ambush an enemy that was ignorant of your abilities with overwhelming forces, but another one altogether to be outnumbered by a stronger force that was well aware of your forces capabilities.  
 
    Still, even if I had all of my Kayden troopers here with me now, taking on players with unknown Nightmare special abilities wouldn’t be an instant win. There was a lot of ways a battle like that could go south, and too many unknown variables to make me feel confident of an automatic win. On top of that, I’d lost the element of surprise I’d enjoyed in my previous battles. Meaning, no one was going to blindly walk into a field of corpses after seeing the fight I’d had with the Dread Pack players in Darom.  
 
    That was one of the crappy things about streaming your game play, but in a situation like this, it hardly mattered if I shared my stream of the fight or not. Gamers weren’t stupid. Any of the Dread Pack players caught in the trap would’ve shared out the same video to their friends and allies. At least, doing it on my own allowed for some compensation in the real world. Besides, I didn’t know what to expect Nightmare ability-wise from the other platinum guilds that made up the Chaos Storm Alliance. So far, I’d only been able to identify three out of the thirteen Nightmare special attacks available to the members of the alliance.  
 
    Even worse, those three Nightmare abilities were impressive as hell and focused on direct damage output. In comparison, the Nightmare special abilities of the Dark and Nature magic I now had access to would basically fall under the category of support magic. A normal classification for pet and healing style classes in most MMOs. Meaning that, even though I had a few direct damage spells, the majority of my magic trees focused on buffing up pets who then did the majority of the damage output for me.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t saying that my Dark magic was weak, because it wasn’t. One look at the results of my battles in Delonshire, Darom, and Telrain would show that wasn’t the case. It just meant that individually I couldn’t push out the shit-ton of direct damage that a Nightmare special ability like Julie’s Lightning attacks or Apoxsee’s Flame attacks could. While both direct and support classes had their pluses and minuses, most players considered the direct damage classes to be higher up on the MMO power class scale and superior for PVP. 
 
    As the women finished discussing the ideas they’d come up with, I started feeling pressured to offer up some of my own thoughts on the issue. Thankfully, it was Angie who took the heat off of me, when she asked if I had any idea how long it would take for us to reach Domenic’s fortress. Silently cheering at the change of topic, I quickly explained that we needed to pick up the Russian and Aussie guilds first, before heading for Domenic’s fortress. Seeing the surprised looks on their faces, I explained that I didn’t know the level of support we could expect from either group since we hadn’t had a chance to talk since Darom.  
 
    That mini-bombshell completely changed the direction of the discussion. I couldn’t help the smirk that came to my lips. Obviously, they weren’t as up to date as they thought with my Twitch stream. Nonetheless, I quickly brought them up to speed about the offer of help from the Aussie and Russian guilds. The immediate distrust they had in regards to the situation didn’t surprise me in the least after everything they’d been through. Their skepticism calmed down once they heard about how I’d befriended the Russians. The Aussies offer, on the other hand, had them suspicious as hell. The heated discussion was brought up short as we came out of the cleft to a massed formation of Kayden Troopers.  
 
    “Ghaaa!” Angie gasped in surprise as she came to a stumbling stop with the rest of the Uten Syn players. All of them were apprehensively looking around at the formed up ranks of soldiers. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand their shock. Hardly any of them had seen the actual force that had been used to take back their keep.  
 
    Even then, those troopers had only been a fifth of the total forces I’d brought along with me. Not to mention, it was probably the first time they’d ever actually seen so many people at once in any one place. The only thing that put them at ease was seeing Krishna and Lyeneru casually push past to keep pace with me that helped them to get over their feelings of anxiety. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Nineteen 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    “The Kayden Troopers are formed up and ready to move out, milord Ironwolf!” Assault Leader Dell reported, as he came to a stop before me and thumped his fist against his chest in salute. Behind him were four faces I was surprised to see, along with the rest of my companions and Fylreh. None of which were looking too happy.  
 
    Returning the salute, I quickly explained where I was heading and who I was going to be meeting. Pointing at the base of the mountain pass just below Domenic’s Ironheart Stronghold, I told Assault Leader Dell that I’d meet up with everyone there. As the veteran swordsman took off to carry out my orders, I turned to Sarka, Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia giving them a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I thought you guys were going to head out and get some XP with everyone else?” I asked, suppressing the relieved smile that tried to form on my lips. 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Sarka uncomfortably said, as she flipped her hair over her armored shoulder. “How much XP do you think any of us were going to get in a raid that large?” 
 
    “What Sarka is trying to say,” Yun said, cutting his wife off with a smile. “Is that we’d rather be hanging out with our best friend instead of traipsing around the forest with everyone else being murderhobos.”  
 
    “I don’t know about best friend,” Sarka said under her breath, somewhat embarrassed by her husband’s words. 
 
    “We figured you’d want some player support along when you meet up with the Aussies and Russians,” Yun finished, ignoring his wife’s muttered comment.  
 
    “Besides, it’ll be nice to hang out as a group for a change,” Tinyr added, as Unalia silently nodded in agreement. This time, I didn’t hide the smile that came to my lips as both men gave me a shoulder bump and Unalia a friendly hug. Ignoring the annoyed look on Sarka’s face, I offered her a friendly hug too.  
 
    “Okay … okay … enough of that,” Sarka embarrassingly said, shoving me away in mock exasperation after giving me a hug. “So what’s the plan?” Before I could answer, Neristhana stepped up to me with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Why didn’t you allow us to be part of the assault?” The Gnomeling angrily demanded in a low voice as she eyed Neysa and Helgath unhappily. “I’ve sworn to protect you with my life and you just left me here twiddling my thumbs!”  
 
    “Are we suddenly not good enough to be part of your group?” Ulia demanded, stepping up beside Neristhana. Behind both women, I saw similar looks on Keela, Rayne, and Brenna’s faces as they eyed me unhappily. Even Fylreh couldn’t hide the indignation she felt at being left out of the action as her ears laid flat against her head while her tail swished aggressively from side-to-side.  
 
    “I swore an oath to be your vassal and to fight by your side,” Fylreh angrily stated, crossing her arms over her impressive chest. “Not to be an ornament arm. If this is how you honor your agreement, then I’ll lead the tribes back into the Plains of Atoll for us to take our chances there.”  
 
    Hearing those words, I instantly glanced over at Unalia and Sarka who both looked away unhappily as Yun and Tinyr choked back a knowing laugh. Burying my face in the palm of my hand, I shook my head while swearing under my breath at my female friends. “Someone has some fucking explaining to do!” Taking a deep breath, I held my hands up in a placating gesture.  
 
    “Look, it’s not that I didn’t want you to be part of the fighting,” I said, letting out a heavy sigh. “While I admit not wanting to needlessly put your lives at risk by battling newfar to save Krishna’s guildmates, I really did need people I trusted and knew were capable of fighting here guarding our route out of the valley.” 
 
    “I don’t know where all of this is coming from,” I said, clearly frustrated as I looked around at my companions’ upset faces. Already, I could see that my words were finding their mark as my companions looked at each other questioningly. “But, you know as well as I do what would have happened if the Global Brutality newfar had a chance to regroup on the outside of this cleft.”  
 
    My eyes focused on Fylreh next. “When have I ever treated you as an arm ornament?” I asked, my voice filled with ire as I pronounced the saying correctly. There was no question in my mind as to whom she’d heard the term from. Though, I couldn’t help the smile that came to my lips at her cute mispronunciation. “Do you even know what that means?” Seeing the hesitant look in Fylreh’s eyes, I continued unmercifully.  
 
    “If you want to end your oath because of my relationship with Helgath, then say it directly and stop beating around the bush. You’re free to lead your tribes back onto the Plains of Atoll any time you want, but don’t you dare accuse me of breaking my word or treating you dishonorably.”  
 
    “As for the rest of you.” My words had their intended effect as I leveled my gaze at the rest of my companions. “You asked to be my companions … and I accepted. Since then, we have fought and bled together against incredible odds. So, the next time someone runs their mouth off because they had a bad fight and are in a bitchy mood, I expect you to stand up for me instead of jumping to conclusions about the reason behind my decisions just because you missed out on one fight.” As I paused to study the guilty faces looking back at me, Neysa stepped up beside me with her hair standing on end as a growl of fury rumbled deep in her chest. 
 
    “Stop that!” I snapped in annoyance, popping her on the muzzle. The smack wasn’t in earnest. My Silver Dire Wolf was mentally connected to me as was Helgath and both were playing this to the hilt. “We don’t eat our friends!” I said, before turning back to my companions.  
 
    “Did any of the Global Brutality players show up at the graveyard outside of the cleft?” I asked in a no-nonsense tone. 
 
    “W … we fought off a large group of newfar that spawned in there,” Neristhana stuttered, refusing to look me in the eyes as she spoke. “But, we drove them off relatively quickly.”  
 
    “Aaarrrggghhh!” Everyone jumped as I threw my arms up into the air and wordlessly screamed. Letting out an angry huff, I strode through my companions as they quickly stepped out of my way. “I’m on my way to meet the Aussie and Russian newfar that have agreed to help with the rescue,” I called out over my shoulder without looking back.  
 
    “You can join me or stay here and sulk. It’s your choice!” With that said, I took off at a run between the marching troops being led by Assault Leader Dell. At the same time, I called for my twelve Orc zombies to join me.  
 
    “Damn, he fights like a woman,” I heard Angie mutter to her friends as I silently shook my head and continued on. She was one hundred percent correct. My anger was mostly an act. One that I’d mastered after a year of dating Julie. During that time, I’d learned a thing or two about turning an argument around in a fight like this, which I’d just used unmercifully to get out of a major conflict with my companions.  
 
    My friends, I mentally put air quotes around the words, were being catty. Obviously, they were trying to create a rift between me and my companions for some reason … probably due to the whole “harem incident” the other day. Although, it could be for no particular reason at all, except that they were in a bad mood after the fight. Not that it particularly mattered to me one way or the other. I’d been through both with Julie and was adept at handling that kind of response. Hence, the dirty tactics. But, no worries. Payback was a bitch and I’d get them back, I mentally promised.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but smile at the alarmed ruckus as I called my zombies too me. The high-level, semi-bloated corpses were not for the faint of heart as they took up a defensive position around me. Nonetheless, Krishna and Lyeneru were able to calm their friends down in short order and get everyone moving without too much of a problem. By the time everyone in our group had recalled their zombies, the Uten Syn players had shrugged off the unnatural sight like it was nothing. I guess they didn’t have the history of zombie movies and rotting corpses to make them terrified of the undead pets like regular players would be.  
 
    Heh, wait till they saw them in action, I thought with a smirk. By the time I’d cleared the line of marching Kayden Troopers, my friends and companions had fallen in line behind me with the Uten Syn players taking up the rear as I mused over the argument. Yes, I know that I’d purposely rearranged the battle positions to keep my companions from being at risk during the attack, but I wasn’t going to admit that to anyone out loud. Sometimes, it really was better to lie. Besides, I knew the game that Jill and Krystal were trying to play, and I wasn’t about to fall into that trap. As I was mentally going over the fight, Sarka and Unalia had caught up to me wanting to talk.  
 
    “Look, neither one of us had anything to do with that shit,” Sarka said, as she matched my pace. “It was Jill, Krystal, and Kenzie who opened up that can of worms when they passed through.”  
 
     “Did you say anything in my defense?” I asked, giving them both a look as I mentally updated my payback list. “Or, did you just let them rile everyone up?” 
 
    “Screw that!” Sarka shot back without hesitation. “Why are you getting mad at us? They’re your friends. You deal with them.”  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said, letting out a deep sigh as I waved the comment away and forced myself to calm down. “You’re right. Besides, they’re just mad about getting their asses handed to them during the fight and decided to stir up the pot about the harem thing with my companions.” 
 
    “I thought Neristhana already settled that with Jill?” Sarka asked in confusion, before seeing the look on my face. “I guess not, huh?” 
 
    “Nope,” I agreed, giving her a sad smile. “I know Jill and Krystal mean well, but ever since my breakup with Julie, they’ve been giving me shit about not being in any serious relationships. The problem they’re having now is that I’m getting along with the women in-game and it’s setting them off.” 
 
    “What, because you’re not having a relationship with a real woman?” Unalia innocently asked. 
 
    “It’s not like there’s a lot of gaming women out there for me to meet!” I snapped, trying not to go off on my quiet friend. Seeing the disconcerted look on her face at my words, I tried to explain what I meant.  
 
    “Look Unalia, it’s not easy to meet someone who gets me in the real world. A normal nine to five career woman isn’t going to accept my professional gaming schedule or my shenanigans in-game.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Sarka sarcastically asked, rolling her eyes at me like I was an idiot. “There’s female players everywhere in town.” 
 
    “Are there?” I asked, bringing her and Unalia’s chuckling up short. “Just because you see someone playing a woman in-game doesn’t mean they’re a woman in real life. Same for if they’re a man.” 
 
    “I’m a woman, so is Unalia,” Sarka contentiously said. “You’re acting like women don’t game.” 
 
    “No, women game and I agree that women gamers are becoming a larger segment of the overall player population in MMOs,” I argued back. “But, in general, men play these types of games more often than women. The figures I last saw reported on Nielson Marketing Research was sixteen percent of all players for MMOs were women in the early two thousands. The last figures I saw just before The World was released put female MMO gamers at around twenty-nine percent of the overall MMO player base.” 
 
    “So, for The World, the percentage could be a much larger portion of the community?” Sarka contended, slightly miffed at my figures. 
 
    “I won’t argue that possibility,” I grudgingly agreed. “The technology in the game itself has turned markets around the world upside down.” Trying to smooth over my friends’ ruffled feathers, I brought up an interesting fact about the figures.  
 
    “On the flip side, if I run into any female gamers in The World, they’re more likely to be hardcore or pro gamers than men.” I shrugged seeing Sarka and Unalia disbelieving looks. “What can I say? I guess when women do play, they tend to play harder than men.” 
 
    “So, it sounds like you have a better chance of meeting a female gamer than not,” Sarka said, as if that somehow proved her original point.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, letting out a wordless snort. “I have a higher chance of meeting the future love of my life and being forced to kill her before she kills me.”  
 
    The three of us laughed at the joke, since there was a lot of truth in that. Most hardcore and pro gamers wanted to make a name for themselves, which typically put them at odds with other hardcore and pro players. It wasn’t bad or good, just the nature of the beast once you mixed money and rankings into a game. Though, it made me wonder if other professions had problems like this when it came to dating. 
 
    “The sad part,” I said, turning serious once again. “Is that even if I did meet a female gamer who wasn’t trying to kill me, wasn’t already in a relationship, and was someone I could actually hit it off with, that doesn’t even begin to cover the baggage I’d have to work out due to the abuse I went through during my relationship with Julie.” Seeing the stricken look on my friends’ faces, I gave a sad smile.  
 
    “Yeah, she kind of messed me up for any long term relationships.”  
 
    We chatted a little more, but my last comment had basically killed the conversation about dating. Seeing that we weren’t fighting, Yun and Tinyr ran closer and started talking about the two guilds I was planning to meet up with tonight. A moment later, we were joined by Angie and her girlfriends, all of whom studiously said nothing about the argument I’d had earlier with my companions. Before I knew it, a subdued Krishna and Lyeneru had joined the conversation along with a number of other Uten Syn players as more of the group got into the mission at hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    The main question on everyone’s minds was how were we supposed to meet up with a group of players we couldn’t communicate with while in the middle of the wilds on the backside of a mountain at night. It sounded pretty impossible once you realized there was no instant communications to link us up, or convenient arrows on the mini map pointing us in the right direction. Also, since neither one of us had been here before, it wasn’t like we could even say meet at the big granite rock half way up the slope on the western side. 
 
    I did have some hope that Tengsly could find them to help coordinate our meet-up, but honestly, I had no idea if he could find someone I’d never met face-to-face before in-game. It wasn’t like there were any wiki articles on flying squirrel messenger pets. Hell, this was the first time I’d ever heard of players being able to pass messages outside of a city or player-owned piece of land, and I’d been following The World’s forum for the last four years. Still, if Tengsly didn’t work out, I had some other ideas but it wasn’t going to be easy or pretty. 
 
    The secondary question on everyone’s minds, of course, was how could we ensure the guild wasn’t working for the enemy. Don’t look at me like I’m being a paranoid freak for thinking that. Julie was a smart and ruthless bitch who’d been planning this betrayal of our group from before we’d even started the game. I didn’t put anything past her. Besides, it wouldn’t be the first time a guild had been taken in by a player acting like they were a friend.  
 
    Surprisingly enough, almost all of my new friends were hesitant in trusting random strangers they met in the game. After Yun and Sarka had been griefed by The Syndicate players in their PKing pick-up group, they were less than trusting of other players. Unknown to either Krishna or me, the Uten Syn guild had a similar experience too. Julissa Cota, Angie’s girlfriend, had met the Global Brutality players while picking herbs. She didn’t know they’d been looking for the entrance into the Uten Syn valley and had showed them the way. By the time she’d realized what they were really up to, the guild was being cut down and imprisoned.  
 
    Only Unalia and Tinyr hadn’t been betrayed in this way. While they’d fallen prey to the PKers bullying players for money, they’d never been betrayed by any of the players they’d teamed up with in one of their pick-up groups. Instead of acting like everyone was just overreacting, they listened closely to the various stories. Tinyr said it well. He didn’t want to automatically think that everyone was out to get them, but believed that having a healthy amount of skepticism when meeting new people was just being smart. 
 
    For my part, I told stories about some of the most common examples that had been going around the pro gaming circuit. You know the ones. A guild leader promotes a promising new recruit after a few months of playing together. The next thing they know everything has been stolen out of the guild’s bank and their coffers have been emptied out. Then the player they trusted and promoted to an officer passes everything they stole to a competing guild, before deleting their alt account and rejoining that same guild with their main account. 
 
    Guilds that had that happen to them usually implode afterwards. That shit was no joke. During my gaming career I’d seen it used plenty of times by hardcore and pro players alike on newbs to the leagues as a way to take out the competition. These victims end up losing their income, are usually forced to go back to a regular job, and usually have their in real life friendships ruined due to the stress and mistrust that occurs after something like that happens. It was definitely the dark side of pro gaming.  
 
    Often times, non-gamers would laugh when they heard gamers taking these events so seriously. The comments were always the same. It’s just a game. None of it is even real. Why don’t you get a real job? Fuck that jazz, a six figure income for each person playing in a professional guild was some serious cash, and that didn’t even take into account the number of items that many pro gamers received from gaming companies wanting to promote their newest hardware by utilizing well-known gamer names. 
 
    As we made our way past the base of the cliff that marked the borders of Uten Syn’s valley, the landscape took on a much different look than the deep forest we’d been traveling through up until now. The forest was frozen, rocky ground mostly covered by a scrub-like grass. Copses of pinewood trees could be seen nearby with thick underbrush with clumps of icy snow stuck in their branches. The moon was so bright that when I switched to my regular vision to get a better feel for the lay of the land, I was greeted by sharp crags that quickly turned into a low mountain range in the near distance. I swore the entire area looked like we’d walked onto a Norwegian fjord or highland. 
 
    Sudden changes in the landscape or environment was nothing new to MMO types of games. Sometimes each zone had a hard dividing line that could go from tundra to temperate forest or even scraggly desert. At least in The World, the zone wasn’t completely unnatural and actually reflected the type of landscape that this would be in the real world. Switching back to Darkvision, I called up my in-game map to verify my location and the direction I was headed without breaking out of my run. 
 
    ‘Neysa! Helgath! Would you scout ahead to make sure we’re not ambushed?’ I mentally called out to my soulmates as I headed off in a northwestern direction. This should bring us to the base of the mountain on the eastern side of the pass that I’d agreed to meet the Aussie guild at. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be like searching for a needle in a haystack.  
 
    For the most part, our group stayed mostly quiet throughout the trek. I wasn’t sure if it was because everyone was focused on traversing the rocky terrain or because they were anxious about traveling through the unknown zone. While a hundred yards sounds far for one’s line of sight, the unnatural way Darkvision cut off to anything beyond its range was somewhat disquieting. But, it was more than enough distance to see the wild animals snuffling around in search of food.  
 
    The creatures were odd to say the least. There were numerous packs of Elite Large Rock Wolves with odd rock-like formations sticking out of their skin and herds of horse-like creatures called Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders that was some odd mixture of a lizard the size of a terrestrial horse. Instead of hooves, they had clawed feet that they used to grip the rocky ridges, charcoal-gray scaled bodies, and snow-white manes of hair around there horned heads that also went down their spine to the tips of their tails. Like the Twin-Tailed Foxes, they were beautiful but deadly. We even saw massive Elite Great Ridgeback Boars far off in the distance that were larger than a Clydesdale horse was tall and massively wide like something crazy out of earth’s prehistoric past. Even from this distance, the one to two-foot long spikes running along their spine could clearly be seen. As we passed the third non-aggro’ing group of level 35 Elite Large Rock Wolves, I mentally commented to my ladies. 
 
    ‘Okay, how are we not aggro’ing these packs?’ 
 
    ‘Pppfffttt!’ Neysa’s mental chuffing echoed in my head in amusement. ‘You have a Silver Dire Wolf with a Half-Orc rider acting as scouts. Of course we’re not going to be aggro’ing any packs.’ 
 
    ‘Our large numbers probably don’t hurt either,’ I said, thinking that I was starting to understand the aggro calculations of the game. 
 
    ‘You’re joking right?” I could feel the Silver Dire Wolf’s dismay over our link at my complete lack of understanding. ‘So many lower-level newfar in one area is like setting up an all you can eat buffet next to a Sumo Wrestler convention.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ I swore at the obnoxious comment. ‘Where the hell are you getting all of this shit from?’ 
 
    ‘Your head is full of garbage,’ Helgath explained matter-of-factly, giving me a mental shrug as if it were nothing new.   
 
    ‘Is that so?’ I sarcastically asked, rolling my eyes. Thankfully, no one else could hear our mental back and forth as I unhappily snapped. ‘And what did I tell you two about poking through my memories?’ 
 
    ‘Like that would stop us,’ Neysa’s chuff rang in my head as I let out a mental sigh. 
 
    ‘And the constant attacks on our run from Darom to Telrain was just bad luck?’ I asked, deciding that changing the topic would be for the best. I didn’t see myself winning that argument against these two brats.  
 
    ‘Of course not,’ Helgath replied with a laugh. ‘You were close to leveling up so we thought it best to give you a hand.’ 
 
    ‘Let me just say,’ Neysa interrupted in exasperation, ‘it wasn’t easy pulling everything in the zone back to the group either.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm,’ I grunted in surprise, ‘I would have thought there’d have been more spiders.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t do spiders,’ Neysa stated in no uncertain terms, as I heard the twitter of Helgath’s mental laugh. It was an odd comment for a combat mount to make, which made me wonder if my own dislikes had rubbed off onto her. ‘Dodging those disgusting creatures camped out in the trees is what made the pulls so hard,’ the Silver Dire Wolf gave a mental “duh” over our link. 
 
    None of what she said particularly surprised me. Although, the clear and concise worded sentences made me wonder if the boost in stats she’d received this morning from the Emergency Hot Fix had done more than just increase her overall intelligence. Our connection seemed to be deeper now, more than ever before.  
 
    Even so, Neysa was very different than a regular thinking person … or then again … maybe she wasn’t. It’s not like I’d ever been mentally connected to anyone before in my life. Who’s to say what truly lies in people’s thoughts and hearts. For myself, I know I was no angel. Nonetheless, in our shared mental space the Silver Dire Wolf was truly an odd mixture of thinking person mixed with a feral beast in many of her thought processes, which was probably how she was so good at judging the aggro distance in monsters. Pushing the speculative thoughts on the nature of my companion off, I focused on what I’d originally wanted to ask.  
 
    ‘So, if we’re not going to be inundated with monsters that means it’s safe for me to train up the Uten Syn players with Dark magic?’ 
 
    ‘Only if they keep together and don’t hang back,’ Neysa grumbled in agreement. ‘Even then, I doubt we’ll escape combat completely, but that should help to keep the fighting down to a minimum. Though, if those manifest pets aren’t reigned in soon, they’re going to aggro the entire ridge.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck my life,’ I mentally snorted in annoyance. It was always a pain in the ass to escort lower level players in your raid when you were trying to get through a higher level zone. We’d have to do this another way if I wanted to make it to the Aussies within the next hour. ‘I’ll talk to Krishna and Angie to get their higher level players in the rear. That might help with the aggro somewhat, but if it looks like it’s going to be close, you tag’em and we’ll bag’em.’  
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt both of my ladies begin combing through my memories for the odd slang reference. I couldn’t help the groan that came from my lips as soon as I realized my mistake. Obviously, just asking to explain what I meant wasn’t an option. By now, they both knew how much I hated it when they did that in the middle of one of our conversations.  
 
    A moment later, Neysa and Helgath apologized like perfect angels as soon as they found what they had wanted. Even so, modern terminology from earth took a lot of shared memories to fully comprehend the meaning of slang, but, now that they understood, they acted as if nothing had happened. Whatever, I unhappily thought. No matter how much they said they were sorry, we both knew this wouldn’t be the last time we fought over this issue. ‘I’ll go ahead and get everyone moving if the two of you will focus on not getting us killed instead of pawing through my memories!’ 
 
    ‘That won’t be a problem,’ Helgath said, joking playfully. ‘I don’t even have any paws.’  
 
    ‘Says the girl with three-inch long Orc claws,’ I sarcastically said, mentally rolling my eyes. Even though I tried to keep my tone light, more of the frustration I was feeling must have come through our link, because they both got back to business without giving me any lip. Letting out a heavy sigh, I went to work. Looking over my shoulder, I got Krishna, Lyeneru, Angie and her friends’ attention. 
 
    “Listen up guys, I’m going to need your people to tighten up the formation and to keep their manifest pets close,” I said, as my eyes quickly scanned the positions of everyone in the raid. “It would probably be best if you started rotating your higher levels towards the rear. Hopefully, that will help keep them from aggro’ing the entire area on top of us.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Krishna hurriedly said. As he switched to guild chat to pass along my message, I turned back to Angie and her girlfriends. 
 
    “While Krishna’s doing that, how about getting the three of you some Dark magic?” I offered helpfully. Instead of being excited about the opportunity, the three women looked less than happy at my offer. 
 
    “Hmmm, why would any of us want to learn how to raise rotting corpses?” Monica asked in a disgusted tone, as Angie and Julissa looked at me repulsively. 
 
    “Besides, they stink to high heavens.” Julissa added, obviously surprised that I’d even suggest having them learn something so awful. “Seriously, why would anyone want to be surrounded by those disgusting creatures every time they logged in?” 
 
    “Probably because they want to be powerful in battle,” Krishna snapped at her in annoyance, after passing along my message to his guild. “Besides, they’re not limited by a twenty-four hour time out and can be easily replaced by the enemies you kill.” 
 
    That brought Angie up short. I could see the light go off in her eyes as she began hurriedly talking with Julissa and Monica. As the Druid turned back to me, Lyeneru cut her off. 
 
    “I have to admit the undead creatures are really quite useful in battle,” Lyeneru agreed, before adding in a quiet voice. “Once you get past their horrific smell and looks.” 
 
    “Almost like an unlimited supply of pets …” Angie muttered thoughtfully under her breath, as if she’d just figured something out. Her eyes focused on me as she spoke with awe in her voice. “That’s how you defeated Cristiane Sekhmet in Telrain. You kept the pressure on by hammering them with waves of undead.” 
 
    Although Angie obviously understood the strength of the magic I was offering, I could tell by the scrunched up look of distaste on her face that she was less than thrilled about having her own zombie pets. Not that I could blame her on one level. The undead creatures were definitely nothing like the furry manifest pets that Nature magic came with. Looking out of the corner of her eyes, I could see her silently studying the rotting corpses running beside us as her friends dejectedly grumbled about learning Dark magic.  
 
    “Look,” I said, the annoyance plain in my voice. “Undead pets are an excellent way to increase the size of our forces. Depending on your intelligence stat, we could double or even triple our offensive capacity.” My eyes focused on Julissa and Monica who both looked away not willing to meet my gaze.  
 
    “If you want payback against those PKers who wronged you and your friends, then look at the zombies as an effective weapon and the means to an end.” I explained in a more reasonable voice. “Although they’re not pretty or cuddly, a true warrior uses all of the tools they have at their disposal to achieve victory.” 
 
    “Ugh, I guess,” Angie grudgingly agreed, as she eased up next to me while we ran. “So, how does this work? Do we need to stop or can you do this while we’re running?” I didn’t bother to answer. Selecting the three spells of Dark magic, Soul Stone, and Raise Zombie, I mentally selected her and thought train.  
 
    “Oh … okay,” Angie stuttered, nearly tripping in surprise as the three system messages momentarily blocked out her vision. As soon as she cleared the messages away, I tossed her an Orc Scout soul stone, which she caught readily enough. “Just raise it with your Raise Zombie spell at our next stop.” 
 
    “Thank you, Star,” Angie replied, giving me a firm nod as she tucked the soul stone away into her pouch.  
 
    Monica and Julissa were next. Although the training took only a moment, I had no desire to train the whole group of Uten Syn players on my own. After tossing both women a soul stone, I opened my character menu to find the tab for the House of Kayden. A quick search through the various ranks showed that I could assign trainers within my House. Without hesitation, I selected all of my companions currently with me and hit okay. 
 
    “Milord Ironwolf?” Neristhana called out questioningly, as she read the message of the change. The surprised look on her face made it apparent that she’d thought her relationship with me had been affected by the fight. Glancing at the faces around her, she realized that she wasn’t the only companion with a status change. Immediately, her face took on a serious look as she gave me a clenched fisted salute. “What do you require of me?”    
 
    “At ease, Neristhana,” I said, returning her salute as I took in my companions’ worried faces. “I was hoping the five of you could train the Uten Syn newfar in Dark magic?” A simple “Yes, milord Ironwolf” came from their lips as I explained which spells they’d need and handed them over a number of Orc Scout soul stones. “If you need more, just let me know. Also, please keep an eye out for aggro’ing mobs.” 
 
    I could tell that they wanted to say more in regards to our fight earlier, but instead of speaking out, they saluted and moved out with a purpose. Looking over at my friends running beside me, I gave them an excited grin. “Feel like earning some XP?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sarka asked, confused at the sudden change along with the rest of my friends.  
 
    “Neysa and Helgath don’t think they can weave a path through so many mobs without aggro’ing some of the groups. If we’re not careful, the whole area could be aggro’d. So, I told them to just let me know what groups are questionable so we can take them out ahead of time.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Tinyr said, after a quick check with Unalia.  
 
    “As long as we’re not passing through the zone like murderhobos, it sounds like a plan,” Yun agreed easily enough.  
 
    “Sounds good,” Sarka agreed, as her face screwed up in annoyance. “Because, this constant running is getting old quick.” 
 
    “Sorry about that, guys,” I said, somewhat embarrassed. “The only thing more annoying than running across the map to help a friend are escort quests.” Everyone groaned remembering back to the Delonshire Mine quest where we’d escorted Miya and her people back to Delonshire.  
 
    That comment started a whole discussion of how we all first met up as we began reminiscing about our first dungeon dive together. The first thing out of Sarka’s mouth was how she was annoyed that she didn’t get any recognition or reward for helping to rescue the Silver Dire Wolf pup. A fact that I hadn’t realized was bothering her all this time, but one she’d come to grips with. As a gamer, we sometimes got so into the loot we picked up, that we forgot to think about how others in the party felt when they didn’t get something comparable. When I went to apologize to my friend, she just waved me away with the warning that she’d better get the next combat pet that drops. A quick glance at Yun, said she was serious as a heart attack as I promised she could have the next drop as far as I was concerned. 
 
    Thankfully, Tinyr changed the topic by remembering back to how we’d helped them to get their gear back, when we took out the first group of Worg Riders like it was nothing. He chortled happily as he described blow by blow how we’d then wasted The Syndicate players that were bullying all of the lowbie players trying to run to safety. As Yun started talking about The Syndicate players that had jumped them after joining their team, I noticed the incredulous looks from Krishna, Angie, and the other nearest Uten Syn players as they listened to our adventures. Once Yun finished, Monica started telling her own story of starting the game.   
 
    As we listened to her story, I kept switching my vision back and forth between Darkvision and normal trying to get a feel for the mobs in the zone around us, while following the directions that Helgath gave as Neysa carefully steered us clear of the largest concentrations of predators. The herds of level 26 Feral Goats and solo level 28 Wildclaws had given way to level 30 to 35 herds of aggressive Elite Large Stone Deer being hunted by packs of level 35 to 38 Elite Large Rock Wolves and Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders.  
 
    What made passing them by so difficult was that at any time a chase could ensue that would move the various packs and herds around to new locations at the drop of a hat. Then it would take a moment for the herds of Elite Large Stone Deer to settle down and begin to graze once again as the predators tore apart their kills. It reminded me of many an MMO where you were forced to run through aggressive zones to reach a specific dungeon or city. It wasn’t that the monsters couldn’t be fought. It just wasn’t why you were there and usually you didn’t want to get stuck fighting against the large groups of mobs with quick respawn timers, because you were meeting up with some friends or needed to log out in a city for the evening.  
 
    For us, it was a slightly different story. A small portion of our group was in the mid-thirties, while the majority were in the mid to high twenties. That was a difference of four to eleven levels, which was huge in an MMO style game. Meaning, if we got too close to any one group, we could easily aggro a herd or two of Large Stone Deer and a few packs of the predators hunting them.  
 
    With the level differences, I didn’t see how there wouldn’t be any deaths, which would mean we’d have to make our way to the nearest graveyard to pick-up our friends. An additional trek like that meant more fighting and more time to get aggro’d, which I didn’t have time for if I wanted to get everything done tonight and still log out at a decent time.  
 
    The most dangerous times for our raid was when we were approaching the top of the ridge-like hills that scarred the landscape. They were more like mini-mountains than hills with their steep slopes. More than once, Neysa was forced to leap away from a pack of predators that were sitting in wait on the far side of the slope. Although, after the tenth time of doing this, she was getting the hang of it. While that was going on and making me a nervous Nellie, Angie was telling her story of entering The World and learning what being able to see meant for the very first time, when Helgath’s shout of fear and pain shot through my mind like a hot poker. 
 
    Whipping around to face the ridge, I saw that Neysa and Helgath were nowhere in sight as my heart clenched in consternation. What could have taken them out with just one hit? Swearing up a storm, I took off at a sprint, while sending my zombies racing ahead. As everyone’s heads looked around in surprise, my strained voice cut through the heavy night’s air. 
 
    “Neysa and Helgath are under attack! Sarka, Yun, Unalia, and Tinyr, I need you to make a perimeter up on the lower side of the ridge. Assist as you can!” I shouted to my friends, before addressing the entire raid. “Uten Syn guild, I need you to close up ranks and prepare for battle! We will make a stand on the far side of the ridge! This is going to get ugly, but no matter what, stay in formation!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-One 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    My legs pumped as I slid the Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender from my back and drew the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden from my waist. At the same time, I called my twelve zombie pets to me. With every step my heart pounded in my chest as I listened to the ongoing sounds of battle. Only Helgath’s wordless shrieks came to my ears as I closed the distance to the ridge. Not once did I hear Neysa’s howls or growls to signal she was active in the fight, even though my HUD showed that she was only down a third of her total health while Helgath was down a quarter.  
 
    A third of her health might not sound like much, but up until this morning, that was more than her total health. Whatever had attacked her would have one-shotted the old Neysa. There were also two status affects under her picture. One was Stun, which I was well acquainted with. The other, was a green drop that I’d never seen before. Although, after years of playing MMOs, I had a hunch that it had to be some type of poison. Concentrating on the debuff icon for a split-second showed me that I’d guessed correctly and also gave me the poison’s name: Paralysis.  
 
    Instead of making me feel better, the additional information just freaked me out that much more. Helgath was obviously fighting something incredibly nasty. If the creature attacking them could take a Silver Dire Wolf out in one hit, what would it do to my soulmate? On top of that, no one was communicating to me over our mental link. I could understand not getting any reply from Helgath who was fighting for her life, but why wasn’t Neysa communicating with me. I think that, more than anything, was what was freaking me out the most.  
 
    With a thought I triggered every buff that I could while I ran: Bone Shield, Bone Fangs, Enhanced Mage Armor, Regeneration, and Ice Barrier. The glowing auras of each spell creating an almost rainbow affect around me as I ran. Although the last two spells would only last around ten seconds, I didn’t know what I was running into and wanted to be as prepared as possible, since Holy Shield would have to wait to be cast until I came to a stop. It was times like this I wish I had a Warrior’s Charge or a Rogue’s Super Sprint. Not like there was anything I could do about it now as I reached the top of the ridge. 
 
    The sound of my beating heart filled my ears as I took in the entire situation in an instant. Behind me, the raid was just starting to move with a purpose. Sarka, Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia were only seven steps behind me. Twenty feet down the slope was Neysa’s bloody, unmoving body that had been slammed into a pile of small boulders. A few feet in front of her was Helgath hanging ten-feet off the ground with her twin daggers buried into the neck of a rearing serpent thirty-five feet long and twice the thickness of my torso, while black gunk streamed from its mouth and eyes. Further down the slope, I saw a herd of Elite Large Stone Deer forty strong charging my soulmates along with two packs of twenty Elite Large Rock Wolves and one pack of eighteen Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders in pursuit.  
 
    While that was bad news, it was nothing in comparison to the remaining herds and packs that dotted the rest of the slope and shallow valley. That wasn’t even mentioning the monsters on the slope across the way or the ones coming up on us from behind. This was about the worst case scenario that I could’ve possibly imagined. It wasn’t that the levels were particularly bad, since my friends and companions were all in the mid-thirties range. No, it was the unbelievable numbers that we faced.   
 
    In the time it took me to take all of that in, I’d closed to within ten feet of the mob and had already sheathed the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden and shouldered my shield as an idea came to me in the flash of an eye. A few Enhanced Shadow bolts might have been enough to pull the aggro off my ladies, but I didn’t see that doing much to help the current tactical situation. There was no time for us to take the elite monster out like a team would in a normal fight. Not with us being seconds away from being overwhelmed by a horde of monsters. Especially, not when the creature was in the middle of my planned formation. With those thoughts in mind, I cast Magnify Damage on the head of the serpent as its name suddenly appeared above its head, Elite Stone Assassin, level 38.  
 
    Fuck my ever fucking life! I silently raged, as I began to get mad. It might sound odd, but in my heart of hearts, I knew that letting my rage flow was going to be the only chance I had at getting through this without dying. Knowing this, I let the outrage at seeing my girls hurt seep into my bones and set my blood aflame as the adrenaline shot through my veins. My vision took on a red tinge as the emotions inside my chest took on a life of their own as a familiar berserk fury came over me.  
 
    Throughout my life, I’d always used my cold calculating rage to do whatever it was that needed to be done. The adrenaline had always given me the extra boost I needed to win against my enemies. It didn’t matter about the odds stacked against me. I would do whatever it took to win. Though, a part of me worried that this was happening to me more and more as I played and fought inside The World, I pushed those thoughts to the side as I focused on the path forward. I didn’t know if this was a part of the game’s design meshing with my natural tendency to lean on my anger or something else entirely. Not that any of that mattered. Right now, all that was important was that the fury gave me the purpose and power to do what needed to be done.  
 
    With a wordless cry, I leaped into the air and arched my back to allow my hands to easily lock around the long hilt of the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter sticking above my back. As my body soared down the slope, I ripped the massive blade out of its sheath and twisted the weapon around so it was aimed point first at my target. At the same time, I mentally ordered my pets into position as I reached my goal.  
 
    The point of the two-handed blade punched through the rock-like scales of the Elite Stone Assassin’s head like a hot knife through butter. My aim wasn’t to bear the diamond shaped head to the ground or to cling to it like you’d see in an action movie. Nope, as the serpent shuddered from the critical strike, I flexed my muscles to swing my plunging body under the oversized snout like a gymnast with my hands still locked around the hilt of the two-handed sword. The resulting explosion of blood and viscera that spewed from the terrible wound was better than I could have possibly hoped for.  
 
    Like a Sushi Chief severing a blowfish’s head with a yanagi-ba sushi knife, the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter continued slicing through the rock-like scales with a metallic ring, following the path of my arching body. I couldn’t help the savage grin that came to my lips as the heavy blade shredded everything in its path. In my mind’s eye, all that I could picture was that old ‘frog in a blender’ game as the serpent gave a hissing shriek. That was my last thought as my blade came free and I was sent flying into the air.  
 
    The idea I had in the moments before I leaped down the ridge had been one of those rare moments of brilliance for me. In a mind that was cluttered with useless information, I’d somehow come up with the idea of combining the concept of the Law of the Lever and that of the Law of Conservation of Energy, or, to be more precise, the formula for calculating the force of impact of two bodies in motion. The one that’s used by insurance companies and police departments around the world, aka: kinetic energy times mass times velocity combined with the sharpness and size of my weapon.  
 
    I know what you’re thinking. The size and sharpness of my weapon isn’t part of that basic formula. True, but it is when you combine it with the Law of the Lever. To paraphrase Archimedes, give me a place to stand and a lever strong enough and I can move the world. It was the same concept here. Though, the strike I’d envisioned would have never worked if it hadn’t been for the incredible amount of momentum I’d built up from my leap, my points in strength, and the mass of my armored body. The results of which, I learned quickly enough, spoke for themselves.  
 
    Flying through the air, I drew my knees up to my chest, while doing my best to hold the heavy two-handed blade away from my body as I face-planted into the ground a second later with a thud. It was a disappointing landing, since I’d spent a good portion of my life slapping out of falls in martial arts classes throughout the years. Surprisingly enough, none of my lessons had ever taught me how to do that with a sharp, two-handed blade held in both hands. Luckily, having my knees tucked tight against my chest had stopped the breath from being knocked from my lungs, while a tick of my Regeneration spell was all it took to heal my bloody face and ringing head.  
 
    Rising to my feet, I saw that my undead pets had already formed up to create a defensive line with their bodies as they faced off against the charging monsters coming up the slope. There was only a half a minute or so before the horde would arrive as I turned around to finish off the serpent. I had high hopes for ending the fight quickly due to the critical strike I’d managed to land that had taken a good third of the monster’s total hit points in the blink of an eye, but that was still more than I could handle before our company arrived. 
 
    Immediately, I saw that Helgath had jumped away from the flailing serpent’s body, when it had collapsed in a heap from my attack. Not letting up for an instant, she continued using her magic to keep tearing the massive snake up on the inside as it struggled to lift its upper coils from the ground. With an inhuman heave, the serpent managed to rear up before us, which was when we all saw the results of my savage attack. 
 
    As the main body rose into the air to continue the attack, we incredulously watched the monster’s ravaged head flopping uselessly on a small hunk of skin and meat as its blood sprayed into the air like a geyser from its nearly decapitated head. This was obviously a conflict between in real life damage and in-game rules. The nearly severed head should have been an instant kill, but the game’s mechanics said that as long as the monster had hit points and a head it was still alive. Hence, this unnatural amalgamation was the results of the conflicting rules.  
 
    Nonetheless, the fountain of blood and Helgath’s magic attack was stripping away the last of the serpent’s remaining Hit Points. It would be dead in another few seconds, but I wasn’t about to let the creature get off a final attack or, for that matter, needlessly suffer. With an overhead strike, the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter severed through the remaining flesh, beheading the serpent and putting it out of its misery. Though, that didn’t save me from being hosed down with warm blood from head to toe as the living coils spasmed in death. Wiping the blood from my lips with the inside of a relatively clean forearm, I turned to help my ladies. 
 
    ‘Neysa is down!’ Helgath’s mental voice urgently reverberated in my head as she anxiously raced to the Silver Dire Wolf. As she reached Neysa’s side, I’d already finished casting a Cure Disease, Regeneration, and Holy Shield.     
 
    ‘She was stunned and poisoned from the serpent’s Sneak Attack,’ I explained, hitting the Half-Orc with a Regeneration and a Holy Shield, before the shit hit the fan. ‘Give her a second and she’ll be back on her feet as soon as the Stun wears off.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Master,’ Helgath replied, without a second thought as the stress of the situation made her fall back into her old speech patterns.  
 
    ‘Don’t call me master,’ I softly chided my soulmate, as Sarka and Tinyr ran past me to strengthen the undead line that was slowly taking shape. Turning to face the approaching horde, I quickly cast a Holy Shield and a new Regeneration on myself, before joining Yun and Unalia who had just come to a stop behind their teammates.   
 
    None of them even spared a glance at the massive serpent coils lifelessly spasming on the ground as they prepared to repel the oncoming monsters. In that second, I couldn’t have been more proud of their gaming professionalism. Without hesitation, Unalia began sending an arrow storm into the front ranks of the Elite Stone Deer as I tried to come up with a working plan. Just then, another swath of arrows joined the Ranger’s as Fylreh came to a thundering stop behind me.   
 
    “A Scout’s job is to die if necessary to keep the herd safe.” The filly’s stern voice stated in no uncertain terms as I sheathed the Vampiric Bastard Sword of Slaughter on my back. “Your choice to come to their rescue has doomed us all!” 
 
    That was one thing about Fylreh, for better or worse she never held anything back, I thought with a savage grin. Before I could snap back at her, Yun caught my attention.  
 
    “Ice Barrage?” He questioningly shouted. Looking over at him, I saw that his eyes were as big as saucers as he held up his arms preparing to cast. I understood his fear. No caster wanted to be in the middle of a melee fight, but, as a plan began taking shape in my mind, I realized that slowing these bastards down too soon would get us all killed.  
 
    “Not yet,” I called back, ignoring the alarmed look on his face. “First we’re going to hit them with a Frost Nova.” 
 
    “Frost Nova?” Yun incredulously asked, in a strained voice as he eyed the approaching horde. “They’ll be right on top of us!” 
 
    “That’s what we want.” I assured him, as the thunderous hooves made it nearly impossible to be heard. Even though Yun didn’t understand why we were holding off on our magical assault, he reluctantly gave me a shaky nod as he readied his sword and shield while Neysa and Helgath joined me. 
 
    Taking a quick glance over my shoulder, I saw that the first few Uten Syn players were just beginning to crest the ridge. Unfortunately, that meant my friends and I would be forced to face the initial charge alone. Five players, three people of The World, and twenty zombie pets against ninety-eight elite mobs with over half of them equal to us in levels. So yeah, basically it was impossible odds. Nonetheless, I did my best to give us a chance to survive.  
 
    “Why the fuck aren’t you attacking?” Sarka shouted at Yun and I, as she watched the horde of monsters close to within twenty yards of our line. The look on Tinyr’s face said that he was in total agreement as the warrior woman continued shrilly. “What the hell are you waiting for? Freaking do something!”   
 
    “Not till they’re three yards out!” I shouted at Yun, otherwise ignoring his anxious looks as a few of the Elite Large Stone Deer went down under Unalia and Fylreh’s withering barrage. The monsters died almost instantly as the rest of the herd trampled them to death. It made me wonder what was driving them so strongly to attack. Was it that they’d aggro’d on our group or where they fleeing the packs of predators that were chasing after them. Not that it mattered at this point one way or another. 
 
    It’s hard to explain the feeling of standing in front of a massed stampede heading directly for you. Each of the galloping deer were the size of a terrestrial horse and the power of their hooves striking the ground together sounded like rolling thunder from the worst lightning storm you’d ever went through. It somewhat reminded me of a Saturday morning cowboy show, but there was no way that a two-dimensional screen could match the absolute fear that the sight of the charging horde evoked inside a FIVR game. 
 
    Three yards ahead basically meant the stampede was directly on top of you. It meant waiting until they were close enough to be able to strike them with my two-handed blade. Tinyr and Sarka were yelling at the top of their lungs as I held my arm over my head to help signal the release of the spell. If we didn’t do this right, it would fuck everything up. As soon as the monsters hit the four yard mark, my arm dropped signaling for Yun to attack. 
 
    “Frost Nova!” We both shouted out the spell’s name as a wave of ice shot over the front of the stampede. A split-second later, I released the Light Word of Censor at the far right side of our line as that side collapsed. The results were immediate. The front ranks of the elite herd in front of my friends were frozen in place. The far right side of our line where no one but zombies were standing was bowled over by stunned, tumbling bodies as I screamed at Yun. “Channel Ice Barrage now!” 
 
    The results were instantaneous … and surprising for my friends, to say the least. They watched with their mouths hanging open as the middle part of the stampede crashed into the frozen front half. Well, everyone but Yun who was busy raining death down on the mass of bodies. The initial impact was something akin to running face first into a cement wall, but, as soon as the frozen monsters took damage, they were released from their icy prisons to collapse onto the ground in a shrieking pile of flailing legs and hooves.  
 
    Before the rear of the herd knew what was happening, they were trampling their fellow monsters to death. Sharp hooves shattered bones and tore through thick hide as they strived to leap over the blockade of bleeding and broken bodies in front of them, while others lowered their stoned horned heads to bully their way through. In the end, most only managed to snap their legs or tumble to the ground in a pile of limbs as the remaining portion of the stampede turned into a forty car pile-up on a ‘CHiPS’ episode. The only things missing were the massive explosions and flames everywhere.  
 
    The Ice Barrage spell was perfect for a situation like this. It was low mana usage, high damage, and reduced speed that could be channeled for thirty seconds. Working together, Yun and I were able to cover a twenty square yard area that completely blanketed the shrieking herd. The handful of elite Large Stone Deer that managed to make it through that hell was immediately taken down by the line of zombies. As the last deer keeled over dead, Sarka’s voice hollered in warning as the predators came sweeping around the sides of the massive AOE. 
 
    “We have incoming!”  
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the first few Uten Syn players were just starting to crest the ridge. I’ll give this to the noobs. Instead of running away, they began running down the slope to fight as the elite Large Rock Wolves and Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders crashed into our thin line. After playing so much together, I didn’t have to say a word to Yun as we both released a Frost Nova.  
 
    It was crazy as hell on one level. Real world mobs would have gone for the injured herd of dead or dying Elite Large Stone Deer, but in the game, monsters acted differently. Instead of fighting each other, the creatures would attack players and the people of The World first … or both at the same time. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure how that worked now that I was thinking about it. Nonetheless, it explained why the packs of predators were looking to drag us down, instead of going after the injured mobs.  
 
    “Hold the line!” I shouted, as I slid the Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender from my back and ripped the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty out from where it hung on my belt. With a nod to Neysa and Helgath, I waded into the monster-popsicles with my hand axe leading the way as I mentally ordered my zombies to keep defending me while holding their defensive formation. Stepping up to the first Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders, I struck the four-legged creature’s neck as my weapon’s special attack proc'ed, decapitating the mob with one hit. 
 
    Decapitating was somewhat of a misnomer, since the creature just exploded into a pile of frozen slush from its instant death. I guess I should have expected that from my experience hunting Razor Rabbits my first day in the game. Whatever, wiping the oozing viscera from my face, I stepped up to the next frozen lizard while drawing my hand axe back for the next critical strike, when the eleven unfrozen predators leaped between their frozen packmates to attack. 
 
    I gasped in pain as I caught the first Elite Fanged Tarpan Strider on my shield. The thing was as big as a horse. Combine that with its full body lunge and it felt like I’d tried to shield check a brick wall. Somehow, I shoved the monstrous creature back as its claws reached around my shield to slash at my Black Coral DarkCuirass. Thankfully, the armored back plate held up to the savage attack without issue as I gave a mental “thank you” to Hollysharp for looking out for me.  
 
    Honestly, if not for the inhuman Strength I’d gotten from my Nightmare stats and all of my additional buffs, the hit would have blasted me off my feet. Even so, the entire left side of my body felt numb from the impact. Somehow though, I managed to lift the creature up high enough to Execute another of its frozen packmates with my hand axe just as another monstrous lizard leaped at me over the top of another of its frozen brothers.   
 
    Luckily enough, I had just enough of a warning to slam the monster into the ground with a backhanded blow that used the strength of my entire body. The armor piercing spike on the backside of my hand axe punched through the lizard monster’s scaly back, while the force of the blow slammed the monster hard into the icy ground at my feet where another of its packmates was clawing at my armored legs.  
 
    The enemy tearing at my shield was tackled to the ground by one of my zombies as I stomped on a clawed hand tearing at my legs. A whack from my hand axe severed another attacker’s scaly limb, allowing me to break free of my attackers and launch myself at the next nearest frozen monster. Another lizard shattered into a pile of frozen goo as my weapon’s special attack proc’d again, while a pair of my zombies leaped on top of the monsters trying their best to drag me to the ground. 
 
    Shouts and screams rang out around me as I went for the next frozen monster. My friends and companions were fighting for their lives against overwhelming odds as the shit hit the proverbial fan. Next to me, Neysa and Helgath were struggling for their lives against three vicious lizards. Further back, I saw Fylreh rearing into the air as her hooves hammered at a pair of Elite Large Rock Wolves snapping at her forelegs as her scimitars hammered at the monstrous lizards clinging to her broad back.  
 
    I sent a pair of zombie pets to help my soulmates and another trio to assist Fylreh, when I realized the gaping hole in my plan as a group of Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders leaped on to my armored back. The impact sent me stumbling towards my next frozen target as I somehow kept on my feet. Ignoring the fangs snapping at my armored head and the claws ripping at my body, I Shield Bashed another oversized lizard away that was springing at my face. Every frozen enemy I slaughtered just created more holes for the enemy to rush me through. Not that I was about to stop, since I couldn’t beat the instant deaths I was achieving with each swing of my axe.  
 
    The shriek of fangs scraping metal came to my ears while slashing claws tore shallow rivulets down my back as my armor began to give out under the savage strikes. Somehow, I managed to Shield Bash aside another oversized lizard lunging at my face. Instead of hitting the monster straight on, this time I angled my block to redirect the lizard’s flight behind me as I lined up my hand axe for the next frozen lizard. Before I could swing my Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty again, the frozen prison holding the monster evaporated before my eyes. “Fuck my life!” was ripped from my lips as the remaining monsters leaped on top of me with angry chuffs. 
 
    I lost track of time as I battled for my life. The giant lizards fought to pull me to the ground while they tore into me with a feral intensity that only a wild animal could match. Zombie pets leaped on my attackers’ backs as I hacked away at anything I could hit. One of the monsters managed to get between my shield and breast plate, but I managed to get my shield hand on top of its head and cast an Enhanced Shocking Grip before it could rip out my throat.  
 
    Although the spell didn’t kill the fierce beast, the sudden brain-fry stunned it long enough for me to shove it away. With a wordless bellow, I hammered the oversized lizard into the ground with the edge of my shield. My hit points were down to around half, when Neysa and Helgath began pulling the two remaining lizards off my back. I could feel the Half-Orc’s magic as she shredded the creatures’ bodies from the inside, while I did my best to keep the three lizards … when I suddenly remembered my spells’ cooldowns were up.   
 
    “Frost Nova!” I shouted out at the top of my lungs as a wave of ice washed over the monsters around me. There was no need to verbalize the spell, but it warned my team what was happening as I quickly studied the raid’s stats and saw my friends were near death. Two swings later, I was staggering out of the circle of frozen monsters to see my friends buried under a seething mass of grayish-black wolves.  
 
    I cast the only spell I had left that could be of any help and sent the handful of remaining pets I had left racing over. Instantly, a golden glow came over the piles of monsters as my spell Light Word of Censor stunned and damaged everything in a five yard radius. Even though I couldn’t see my friends, I began selecting them from the raid menu as I cast Regeneration as fast as the game would allow me. I was still casting support spells, when I saw another pack of Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders heading towards us.  
 
    When I say heading our way, I meant they were directly on top of us. There was no time to think of a better plan, so I did the first thing that came to my mind. Hitting the new pack with a Magnify Damage spell, I began channeling Ice Barrage on top of myself and my soulmates seconds before they hit us. Within seconds, I was buried under a pile charcoal-colored scales of Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders.  
 
    It’s impossible to describe the horror of being the focus of a feeding freeze by a pack of savage monsters. Their vicious growling filled my ears as white fangs snapped at my face with the overwhelming stench of rotting flesh while powerful claws tore at the parts of my body that weren’t covered by my shield. A few of the lizards blasted me with some kind of fire breath, trying to kill me quicker. While they momentarily managed to set my arms and legs on fire, the press of their packmates’ bodies put the flames back out in seconds as I scrunched up under my shield as much as possible fighting for my life. 
 
    Luckily, my elemental resistance was more than enough to cancel out the worst of the damage. While my armor was good, there was no way it could hold up to that level of abuse for long as I kicked at the fang-filled maws trying to clamp around my legs to drag me out from under my shield while I continued channeling the AOE. The terrible pain coursing through my body tore at my concentration as my Regeneration spell kept pumping my hit point bar back to full health.  
 
    The awful plan I’d come up with was brutal to say the least. It counted on me being able to do enough damage to my attackers before they could eat me alive. The Regeneration and Magnify Damage spells were the only aces in the hole that I had time to get into place, before the start of this endurance run. Luckily, the number of monsters atop of me was enough to keep me safe from my own magic. I just had to keep focus on the spell and pump out enough damage to end this before my own hit points hit zero.  
 
    Except for the excruciating agony, the plan seemed to be working. The flashes of the Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders I was able to get showed that their hit points were down to a third when my Regeneration spell gave up the ghost. Thankfully, there were so many of them that they couldn’t all get to me at once and the freeze effect reduced their attack speed by half, which kept the damage somewhat down, as chunks of flesh began being torn from my legs. Nonetheless, I kept channeling the spell. It was that or truly being eaten alive and, to be honest, that was an experience I didn’t want to live through if at all possible. 
 
    Once again, I questioned my decision for taking the seventy-five percent realism while I watched the packs’ hit points drop below half as my own hit points dropped by a third. Even if the plan I’d come up with was working better then I’d dared to hope, I didn’t know which of us would die first as the feral pack let out long chuffs of agony. The onslaught changed suddenly, when the largest lizard I’d seen yet started rearing up to stomp on me.  
 
    Each crushing blow made me feel like a flattened frog as my armor and ribcage creaked from the intense assault. By the third terrible stomp, blood spewed out of my mouth and my lungs felt like they were filling with blood. The creature’s commanding chuff seemed to be telling the other lizards to attack me in a similar way as my legs and feet were suddenly shattered and I howled in pain as my Ice Barrage spell came to a sudden end. 
 
    I couldn’t even think as the assaults came non-stop while my vision seemed to darken. My shoulder broke and my ribcage snapped with a horrible sound that stopped me from being able to breathe. My hit points were in the low hundreds and falling quickly, when new life suddenly began filling my body. 
 
    At first, I thought it was a joke as blood ran from my lips and eyes from the terrible onslaught. That was, until I heard the sounds of battle around me. As another wave of healing washed over my abused body instantly filling my hit points up to eight hundred health, I had enough awareness to cast Light Word of Censor on top of me. Immediately, the torturous attacks suddenly stopped as the horse-sized lizards fell on top of me withering in agony. 
 
    The weight was too much for my weakened body to take as I began suffocating to death. Where their horrendous attacks had failed to kill me, their combined mass was succeeding. If not for the constant heals washing over my body, I would have been dead. Although it felt like an eternity, the crushing weight seemed to be lessening as ferocious growls filled my ears. A second later, I was drenched in blood as the last oversized lizard was lifted from me.  
 
    Rough hands dragged me to my feet as saw the familiar furry face of Lyeneru in her Werebear form urgently looking me over. I couldn’t hear the words she was saying over the blood rushing in my ears from the agony of my body. While the Healing Breeze had healed parts of my damaged body, it hadn’t been able to fully heal my shattered bones as I whimpered in agony. She urgently shouted something at me, before I was unceremoniously dumped to the ground as new sounds of battle broke out around me.    
 
    My hoarse breath wheezed in my ears as I focused enough to cast Minor Mend Bones. Immediately, the pain in my legs, chest, and shoulder began to subside like a bad dream as I hit myself with another Regeneration. It wasn’t that the Healing Breeze didn’t heal bones, it just wasn’t as good at it as my Light magic spells. As my senses came back to me, I climbed to my hands and knees. My shield was still strapped tightly to my arm, but I had to search the frozen tundra for my Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty. As my hand wrapped around the weapon’s smooth shaft, I felt a familiar presence next to me as a pair of green hands helped me to my feet.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Helgath,’ I mentally said, breathing a sigh of relief as I saw that she was okay. Like me, she was covered in blood and viscera, but had been fully healed up. Although most of her black armor had been ripped to shreds, it still covered enough to not let anything important hang out. Seeing her yellow cat-eyes anxiously looking me over, I gave her a one-armed hug as I scanned the ongoing battle going on around us, while I checked my HUD’s raid interface to see who was dead.  
 
    Somehow, the Uten Syn guild had turned the tide of battle. Everywhere I looked, I saw the newfar fighting for their lives in Werewolf and Werebear forms while groups of Guardians cast Healing Breeze. Between the constant group heals, the rest of the Guardians assisted where they could with their low-level weapons. They seemed to be backing up my companions who were holding the front lines.  
 
    I realized that the comment of “front line” wasn’t exactly correct. Our raid had packs of predators on each side trying to take us down. The battle my eyes had focused on was happening near the ridge where it looked like several groups had aggro’d onto the raid from the far side of the hill. In the middle of it all, I could see Neristhana’s Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing leading the way. Her slim body twisted and leaped into the air in impressive spinning attacks with Ulia and Rayne nearby wielding their swords as the players in Werebear and Werewolf forms fought beside them with a savagery that had to be seen to be believed. Seeing that their portion of the fight was under control, my eyes searched for the rest of my friends. 
 
    The raid interface reported that Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia were the only ones down. Quickly, I selected Yun from the menu and began casting resurrection as my eyes searched for the rest of my friends. I found them a moment later. Well, Sarka and Fylreh at least. They were both fighting a pack of Elite Large Rock Wolves from atop a pile of lizard corpses with a bunch of Uten Syn guildmates at their backs. I recognized Krishna and Gaelin standing along with them, but no one else as the wolf pack was slowly whittled down. 
 
    Sarka’s Defensive Warrior build allowed her to mitigate a massive amount of damage, besides allowing her to protect against multiple incoming attacks. Up until now, I’d never had a chance to watch her in action. Unsurprisingly enough, she was impressive as hell throwing back the feral beasts with blood encrusted hair whipping behind her with every strike. While her attacks weren’t devastating like a DPS Warrior’s build, in a group battle like this, she was the rock that held the line together.   
 
    The filly wasn’t any slacker either. Fylreh’s scimitars flashed with brutal efficiency as she sliced the enemies’ hit points away with each strike, while her hooves lashed out to crush the skulls of the fallen. They were a force to be reckoned with as they held the line while the Uten Syn guild backed them up so they couldn’t be surrounded again.  
 
    As my spell for Yun completed, I hit him with a Regeneration and started on resurrecting Unalia next just as Neysa padded up next to me. The Silver Dire Wolf looked like hell as she leaned her shoulder against me. Her coat was covered in gore and blood. Although the Healing Breeze had healed her wounds and replaced her hair, one look at her enraged, golden eyes told me she’d been through a shit storm and survived like the rest of us.  
 
    With our soulbound connection, we didn’t need to talk to settle our nerves. Just being near my soulmates helped to settle the turmoil in my mind from the near death experience. This battle was like the attacks from Large Forest Wolves from my first night in the game … but on steroids. Pushing the fear from my thoughts, I focused on doing what was necessary to save my friends from having to suffer a similar experience.  
 
    I’m sure some people wondered why gamers would put themselves through such horrors, but, in many ways, it was like watching the best horror movie of your life. Sometimes you laughed, sometimes you cried, and sometimes you wanted to piss your pants in fear, but that was the draw of The World. It was like living another life, or being pulled into a magical world and living the life of a hero … or a villain. It grabbed you by the throat and pulled you in. 
 
    It didn’t matter that the game sometimes made you feel like you were dying, the truth of the matter was that there was no way your in real life body could be injured within the egg. It made me wonder if this was a public concern when silent films first came out. Don’t laugh, I remember reading somewhere that when the first automobiles were sold that people in general believed that the human body couldn’t take moving at such speeds without being damaged. At the end of the day, no matter how scared or good you felt inside the game, the World itself was just a mind-trip of epic proportions that gamers chose to play for fun.  
 
    I couldn’t help the bemused smile that came to my lips as I shook my head. Even though my hands were shaking as I went through the motions of casting my spell, in that second I couldn’t have been any more addicted to playing The World. Those were the thoughts that ran through my mind as I brought Unalia back to life. Hitting her with a Regeneration, I hurriedly selected Tinyr from the raid interface and mentally crossed my fingers for luck.  
 
    There was no doubt in my mind that many of the younger fans watching my Twitch stream of this fight tomorrow would think my use of the raid interface for casting spells to be somewhat odd. Especially since I’d never seen any of the other pro players using this method on their Twitch channels. Everyone seemed to accept that visually selecting one’s targets or a preprogrammed script was the fastest way to cast heal and other support spells. While that worked fine in the small teams that most modern games used, it was next to useless in a large raid such as this.  
 
    Honestly, having the raid interface available in The World was a pleasant surprise. I’d picked up the technique from playing old school MMOs when I was still in grade school. They were free to play in comparison to the new and expensive MMOs that were popular with the other kids when I was growing up. In those games, the technique was a must have in forty-person boss raids. In those battles, there was no way for a healer to visually select all their teammates amongst so many friends and enemies during the middle of a boss fight, but, as long as you were in range of your target, you could easily select them with the raid interface to cast your spells.   
 
    The start of the Enhanced Resurrection spell stopped my wandering thoughts as I breathed a sigh of relief. So much for being laughed at for playing outdated games, I thought with a grin, as I went through the motions of the spell. This meant that I’d managed to resurrect all three of my friends within the five minute deadline of their deaths. Thankfully, the rest of us wouldn’t have to make the trek to the nearest graveyard to pick up anyone and we could continue on our mission to meet the Aussie players without any issues.  
 
    By the time I was hitting the tiny Rogue with a Regeneration, no one else had died and the rest of the fight seemed to be mostly over. Not that we were out of danger. Another five large packs of predators were making their way through the now empty valley looking for prey. A little bad luck and we could be back in the same spot we were in just a few minutes ago.  
 
    With a thought, I began buffing myself up in case the shit hit the fan again as I cast my normal set of buffs: Holy Shield, Light’s Blessing, Bone Shield, Bone Fangs, and Enhanced Mage Armor. Yeah, I know I could have joined the fight, but the raid was finishing up the last of the monsters without any problems. I figured that I might as well get ready to move on out, when I noticed something that made my blood run cold. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Two 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    There was a small lizard the size of a colt running away from the raid as fast as its little legs could carry it. While that in and of itself wasn’t a problem, that it was going to be picked up by the rest of the monster packs were. If a runner was picked up by any predators in any other MMO I’d ever played, those groups would aggro on the players that had attacked the creature’s pack. 
 
    The only spell I had that gave me an option to cast at this distance was my Nature Magic’s Homing Zap. Unlike the sixty yards distance limitation that all of my other magic had, Homing Zap went up to a hundred yards. Even then, the option kept to cast the spell kept blipping in and out as the small lizard ran on a mostly parallel path to the raid.   
 
    Holding my hand out, I mentally activated the spell repeatedly keeping my focus on the monster’s stumbling path, when three glowing balls of energy suddenly flared from my fingers. They crossed the distance in the blink of an eye. I unfortunately didn’t get another shot off, since the small lizard immediately went back out of range. As the creature pitched to the ground with a piercing cry of pain on the far side of a pile of rocks, I swore in consternation.  
 
    “We’re so fucked!” I screamed, launching myself into action. Even as I began trying to push through the mass of Uten Syn players, I knew there was nothing I could do to reach the mob before the approaching predators found it.  
 
    The problem itself was simple. While the Nature magic attack spells moved at light speed and had greater range, they sadly didn’t have the punch of other magic. The level 30 Homing Zap spell was a good example of this difference, since it did three hundred percent less damage than my level 15 Enhanced Shadow Bolt spell. At the same time, it was a decent tradeoff for guaranteed hit and nearly doubled the range.  
 
    Everyone around us was focused on their current battles. The press of bodies from everyone trying to support the players fighting on the front lines left no room for someone to pass through the ranks. Neysa, Helgath, and I were still doing our best to break free of the scrum, when I saw Sarka take down her last mob. Growling in frustration, I switched to team chat while urgently shouting. 
 
    “Sarka, you’ve got to kill that mob before it aggro’s those predator packs in the valley!” 
 
    “What mob is that?” Sarka shouted back, as she looked around in confusion. She finally saw me stuck in the middle of the massed Uten Syn players. 
 
    “See that pill of rocks down in the valley?” I shouted, as I jumped up trying to point over everyone’s heads. “I was able to wound it, but it’s still alive on the other side of those rocks!” 
 
    “So what,” Sarka shouted back, not understanding the problem. “The other monsters are going to eat it. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “The game mechanics will make the rest of the mobs aggro our group as soon as they get into its range!” I hollered back. “For all intent and purpose, The World still considers us in a fight with the mob!” 
 
    “You’re shitting me!” Sarka swore, spinning around. Her face turned bone white as soon as she saw the five packs of monsters making their way towards the spot I’d just pointed out. With a growl of frustration, she triggered her new skill, Intercept and took off down the slope at an incredible speed, swearing the entire way. “Fffuuuccckkk mmmyyy llliiifffeee!” 
 
    Although I’d never seen the new ability in use, Sarka had told me about the new ability she’d picked up the last time she’d taken training called Intercept. It was a part of her Defensive Warrior build. At the time, she wasn’t sure what all she could use it for, so I’d explained to her some of the ways I’d use the ability in the other games I’d played. It was a good way for Warriors to catch up to an enemy. Still, even I was surprised at the super sprint that she’d taken off with.   
 
    “What the hell is going on, Star?” Yun unhappily yelled at me in group chat, as soon as he saw his wife taking off. “She’s going to get slaughtered down there by herself!” 
 
    “Not if she kills the mob first and gets the fuck out of there,” I snapped back irritably. Not that I blamed him for being upset, but there wasn’t exactly any other option available. It was about then that the Uten Syn players began to cheer wildly as a Werebear that looked like Angie took down the last of the Elite Large Rock Wolves pack that they’d all been fighting.  
 
    “Sorry Yun, I didn’t mean it like that.” I apologized, taking a deep breath to force myself to calm down. “Let’s get to the front of the formation so we can get everyone moving in case this shit goes sideways on us again.” 
 
    “As long as we don’t get ripped to shreds like last time,” Unalia said, her voice cracking as she spoke. 
 
    “Yeah, that was an experience I could definitely have gone without,” Tinyr agreed, giving an uncomfortable cough.  
 
    “That’s definitely the down side to fifty percent realism,” Yun agreed somewhat sourly, before adding. “At least, I managed to keep Sarka alive. No way did I want to hear her bitching about dying for the rest of the week.” 
 
    “You do realize I can still hear you all, right?” Sarka asked, breathing heavy from her sprint. “I’m almost there, Star!”  
 
    “It doesn’t make it any less true,” Yun muttered under his breath, as I uncontrollably gave a bark of laughter, while Unalia and Tinyr openly laughed. I don’t know if my friend had made the joke on purpose or not, but his comment seemed to break the pall that had come over the rest of us. “How the hell did you manage to survive that anyway, Star?” 
 
    “Well, the boost from my Nightmare stats didn’t hurt,” I said, as my friends booed at me. Ignoring the peanut gallery, I continued my explanation while pushing through the cheering Uten Syn players on the lower part of the slope. “Mainly though, I cast an Amplify Damage spell and then followed it up by channeling an Ice Barrage AOE.” 
 
    “Wait, you attacked yourself?” Unalia asked in surprise. 
 
    “Damn, that’s pretty smart,” Yun said, in a thoughtful tone. “With your elemental resistance, you would have easily out damaged them.” 
 
    “Yeah, not that it was an issue at the bottom of the dogpile of lizards that were trying to eat me alive,” I snarled a little bit more than I’d intended, as everyone turned silent. Seeing me purposefully striding through the crowd towards her, Fylreh’s eyes turned wide as saucers as she saw the serious look on my face. Instead of answering, I switched to raid chat. 
 
    “Listen up, Uten Syn guild!” My voice boomed out as everyone turned silent in surprise. “You did an excellent job keeping everyone alive, but we’re not out of the woods yet!“ As I waited for the cheering to die down, I heard Sarka’s sharp exclamation. 
 
    “Star, you didn’t say this thing was a baby!” Sarka accusingly said, as she came to a stop.  
 
    “What is there to say? It’s a baby monster. Kill it and get the fuck out of there before you aggro the entire valley on top of us!” I irritably snapped, after switching chats. 
 
    “It’s so adorable!” Sarka exclaimed, in a high pitched squeal of excitement.  
 
    “Ah, shit!” I muttered to myself, as I saw the incredulous look plastered to her face. Her expression was clearly visible due to the golden glow that had suddenly appeared on the ground at her feet as she cast a heal on the small monster.   
 
    “It imprinted on me!” Sarka exclaimed happily, as she gathered up the small lizard monster into her arms. “I’m going to name her, Freya!” 
 
    “You’re doing that now?” I unhappily swore at my friend. “I don’t care what the fuck you call it, just get your ass out of there!”  
 
    “Don’t even start with me, Star!” Sarka turned to look up at me angrily. “The last time a combat pet came up, you took it for yourself. This one’s all mine!” 
 
    “Not if you get it killed first!” I snapped back in the same tone. As if my words were a trigger, Elite Large Rock Wolf howls and Elite Fanged Tarpan Strider chuffing coughs suddenly rang out of the valley as they suddenly aggro’d on Sarka. The challenging calls came from a hundred different throats as the five packs I’d been watching began charging directly for my friend. With my Darkvision, I could just make out the look of fear that suddenly came to Sarka’s face as Tinyr cried out in team chat. “Run, Forest, Run!”  
 
    “Fuck my life!” I muttered under my breath as I saw my friends stepping out of the suddenly fearful crowd of Uten Syn players. Almost without thought, I began casting buffs on my friends, companions, and the Werewolves and Werebears standing near the front of the formation. Immediately, my mana noticeably began to drop as I switched back to raid chat. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming people!” I shouted out in my Raid Leader voice as I saw Krishna, Angie, and the other Uten Syn officers hurriedly making their way over to me. Ignoring the worried looks on their faces, I took charge of the situation. “Neristhana, how is the rear of the raid looking?” 
 
    “All enemies have been taken out,” the Gnomeling’s voice reported sharply. “Though, we have no watchers on the ridge.” 
 
    “Alrighty then,” I continued, as I gazed out at the Uten Syn players meeting everyone’s eyes. “Krishna! Angie! I need your people formed up in four rows. I want twenty-six of the highest level Werewolf and Werebear Druids on the lower side of the slope and the last twelve on the ridge side. Same with the Guardians, but I want them in the center. Once that has happened, I want everyone but the first row on the lower side of the slope to cast Raise Zombie with the soul stone I gave you earlier. Neristhana, Ulia, and Rayne, I want you in position by me. Keela and Brenna, keep an eye on the top of the slope for adds. Otherwise, help where you can.”  
 
    For a split-second, everyone but my friends and companions just stared at me and the approaching wall of monsters rushing up the slope at us. The only sounds I could hear was Sarka’s low muttering of “fuck … fuck … fuck” over team chat as she raced back up the slope with her Intercept ability. Although, she was noticeably moving much slower now that she had an armful of Elite Fanged Tarpan Strider the size of a colt clutched to her chest. In a tone that would have made a Marine Drill Instructor proud, I bellowed in raid chat. 
 
    “Move your asses now, people!” I swear, the entire Uten Syn guild jumped as I began pacing up and down the front line while badgering the newbie players to move even faster. “This ain’t no ice cream social, people! Now move … move … move!” 
 
    Krishna, Lyeneru, Angie, Gaelin, Monica, and Julissa had snapped out of their shock and were now shouting out orders to help get their people into position. Within thirty seconds, I saw the back row of players begin casting their Raise Zombie spells as I continued passing out buffs to everyone on the front line that I could. Although, now it was only Holy Shield and Enhanced Mage Armor, since Light’s Blessing had a hundred and twenty second cast cooldown. Seeing what I was doing, Yun joined me in hitting everyone he could with the same buffs, since both spells were only three second casts. Yeah, the Uten Syn players should have been doing the Enhanced Mage Armor on their own, but they were doing the best they could with the changing situation. 
 
    “Werebears! Space yourself out on the edges of the formation!” I shouted, as I came to a stop a quarter of the way to the end of the battle line with Neysa and Helgath by my side. Yun matched me in a similar position on the other side, while I kept the center of the formation open for Sarka. At my request, Ulia and Rayne took up a position next to the Priest, while Neristhana sidled up next to me. The hard look on her face told me she wouldn’t be willing to look after anyone else as Tinyr took up a position in the center to back up Sarka with Unalia at his back.  
 
    There were no zombie pets to call upon. They’d all been wiped out in the first attack, nor was there time for the rest of us to replace them before we came under attack again. For now, our hope lay with the Uten Syn players who were busy raising our ace in the hole. Until they could back us up, we had to do this the hard way, I thought, glancing at the determined faces around me with pride. In my heart of hearts, I knew we could do this. 
 
    I went over the tactical situation in my head. Once Sarka joined our line, we’d have a front thirty-five players long facing the oncoming horde of wild animals. While that might not seem like much in the face of the higher-level force arrayed against us, we had a solid formation backed up by our group healers that could switch to range attacks as needed. I paused for a moment frowning. Okay, solid might not be the right word, but they were blooded and definitely motivated. I’d bet on that over a disorganized horde any day of the week.  
 
    To either side of me, Unalia and Fylreh began hammering the outliers that had nearly caught up to Sarka with their arrows. The main packs were hot on Sarka’s heals, but there was no way they could close the gap within the eight seconds left for the warrior to reach our lines. Working together, the archers took two of the beasts down and were working on a third, but couldn’t do anything to stop the remaining eight that were preparing to leap on Sarka’s back. Grumbling at being forced to waste one of my aces in the hole, I cast Light Word of Censor. 
 
    Twenty yards away, the golden seal glowed in a five yard radius around Sarka, instantly stunning the Elite Large Rock Wolves hot on her ass. As the mobs collapsed into an out of control, flopping stop, I hit Sarka with an Enhanced Mage Armor and a Regeneration as Yun buffed her with Light’s Blessing and Holy Shield. Seeing the annoyed look on my face, Sarka came to a stop and hurriedly set her baby combat pet down.  
 
    “Now, you be a good girl and keep safe behind Momma.” She cooed to the little lizard, before turning around to face the horde in a huff. “Not one word!” Sarka grunted in team chat as share glared out at the approaching enemy while readying her shield and drawing her sword. 
 
    “How about not aggro’ing the whole valley next-“ Tinyr began to bitch unhappily as Sarka cut him off. 
 
    “I said not a word!” Sarka roared back.  
 
    Ignoring their back and forth, I focused on the charging monsters only ten yards away since I hadn’t really studied them before. The Elite Large Rock Wolves reminded me of four hundred pound Mastiffs combined with Zuul the Gatekeeper from Ghostbusters with rock-like skin and were as ugly as hell. No wonder my friends had been taken out by these things, I thought, as I readied the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty in my hand.     
 
    “RAID…” I bellowed, dragging out the word as the distance ticked down, “ATTACK!” 
 
    Immediately, a wave of ice washed out from the outer edges of our lines as Yun and I cast Frost Nova together. Similar to the last fight, the wolves behind the lead attackers slammed into their frozen brethren creating a pile of flailing, injured bodies. This encouraged the proceeding Elite Large Rock Wolf packs to head down the center to plow into the middle of our battle line as Sarka did her Defensive Tank thing.  
 
    The plan of attack was somewhat different then what I was used to, since we didn’t have a wall of shield wielding Defensive Tanks this time around. So, when I sprang forward to hammer the frozen and stunned wolves at my feet, the entire line surged forward with me. Fylreh began slicing into the wolves springing over their fallen brethren with her dual scimitars as she used her mass to stop the creatures in mid-air.  
 
    On my other side, Neysa and Helgath protected my flank with Neristhana’s help. The Silver Dire Wolf deftly snatched any Elite Large Rock Wolves trying to spring over her head out of the air as Helgath jumped atop of the snapping monsters to bury her blades into their backs. Leaping into the air with spinning attacks, Neristhana was able to hammer the remaining wolves down that Neysa missed with her Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing.  
 
    Rushing forward, the Uten Syn officers in Werebear form stopped three to four wolves at a time like a linebacker stopping a blitz. Blood flew as the Elite Large Rock Wolves ripped into the players thick hides, but before they could do too much damage, the Werewolf players swarmed all over them. Blood and fur flew as both sides fought tooth and nail to take down their enemies. 
 
    I was able to get a quick six kills within the first eight seconds of the fight. My hand axe’s Execution proc’d and proc’d as I moved through the frozen and stunned wolves like a reaper of death, while my companions kept the monsters away from me. It wasn’t until my last freebie kill that I was forced to use my Shield Bash to keep the wave of wolves back.  
 
    Standing shoulder to shoulder with me, Fylreh caught the leaping wolves on her blades and threw them back while spreading her arms causing massive damage. Monsters that came in low were met with flashing hooves that crushed in heads and snapped legs. At level 42, she was nearly unstoppable as she struggled to hold the right side of the battle line on her own.  
 
    On my other side, Neysa and Neristhana worked well as a team. Once the Silver Dire Wolf caught a lunging enemy in her jaws, the gnomeling would fuck them up with critical hits. Even though they didn’t get a chance to take many of their enemies out before the next wolf was upon them, the critical wounds made the monsters easy targets for the Werewolves to finish off. 
 
    Slipping behind me, Helgath managed to climb onto my back as she borrowed mana to create a new Water Shaman spell combined with Dark magic. Within seconds, black corruption began eating at the monsters’ bodies from the inside out as the elite monsters faltered before us. Not passing up easy targets, I thrashed the creatures with my shield and axe, waiting for my spell cool downs to expire.  
 
    Unfortunately, the elite monsters and their seven or eight level differences were nearly too much for most of the Uten Syn guild to handle. The Werewolves natural weapons did only limited damage to the Elite Large Rock Wolves’ stone-like skin. If not for their Nightmare stats, they would have been immediately overwhelmed by the wave of ferocious monsters hammering at their thin battle line. 
 
    Even so, the Uten Syn guild were holding their own until the Frost Nova’d wolves got back into the fight. With hate-filled eyes, the enraged Elite Large Rock Wolves closed in for the kill. Instead of lunging at the players with fangs and claws, they stopped in a rough line five yards away and released their special breath attack, Stone Blast.  
 
    The high-pitched blast of sound from the spell made my ears ring as half of the battle line was pelted with cones of high-velocity gravel. The explosive attacks hit the Druids’ furry bodies like a blast of rock salt from a shotgun shell. Instantly, the defenders’ blood and skin were shredded from their arms and chests in a matter of seconds. Within a split-second, the Uten Syn guild went from holding back the mass of monsters to being rocked back on their heels from the ferocity of the attack. 
 
    Swearing up a storm, I watched in horror as half of the Druids next to me were brutally dragged from their feet by the wolves’ snapping maws. Screaming and howling, the lower-level players fought for their lives as more stone-skinned monsters piled on top of them to rip them to shreds. Although there were only seconds left for the zombies to come into play, if the Elite Large Rock Wolves made it to the Guardians before they finished their one minute cast, the entire raid would wipe for sure.  
 
    Stepping back, I shouted for Helgath to target as many wolves as possible as I began spamming Healing Breeze. In my HUD, I could see the entire battle line’s plummeting health slow down as the constant heals fought to combat the overwhelming damage being inflicted. I could only hope that it would be enough to keep everyone alive for a few seconds longer, when a strong draw on my mana reserves drove me to my knees.  
 
    Gasping for breath, I somehow kept the heals going while Helgath’s slim arms wrapped around my chest to hold me up. For a second, I didn’t understand why my mana was dropping like a rock, until I felt the complex spell the Half-Orc was forming. Dark magic combined with the power of Water Shamanism began taking shape in a complex blend of destruction. As the cast came to an end, Helgath’s hand shot out releasing a cone of corruption.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, Helgath’s new spell reached out to encompass the mass of wolves tearing everyone apart in a five yard long path that reached to Sarka. Even though the cast only lasted for a second and a half, the destructive power released instantly began consuming the monsters in its path from the inside out. Black goo ran from the wolves’ eyes and maws as they howled in agony and withered on the ground. 
 
    Unfortunately, the spell wasn’t strong enough to reach the entire line of attackers as the sound of battle and the screams of the dying continued around us. I could only hope that our combined magic would be enough to hold the line for a few seconds longer as the next wave of wolves aggro’d on the two of us. Before they could tear us apart, Neysa, Neristhana, and Fylreh went into overdrive to keep the attacking monsters at bay.  
 
    Chestnut coat and silver furred legs pressed on us from either side as Neysa and Fylreh sandwiched us between them to keep us safe. At the same time, Neristhana did her best to protect both women’s flanks as the mass of wolves strove to rip us apart. Through it all, I somehow kept my focus enough to continue casting group heals while the defensive line fell apart. It was in this time of desperation, when the guttural roars of hope I’d been waiting for came to my ears.  
 
    One second, we were being overwhelmed by the massive bodies of Elite Large Rock Wolves and in the next, waves of undead were tackling the monsters to the ground in packs of twos and threes. At the same time, the air nearly turned green with glowing sparkles as thirty Guardians simultaneously cast Healing Breeze. Glancing at my HUD, I breathed a sigh of relief as everyone’s health was immediately topped off.  
 
    Neristhana and Helgath helped me to my feet as I shouldered my shield and slipped my hand axe into my belt. Still reeling from mana fatigue, I scanned the Uten Syn players for severe damage as they watched their undead pets rip through the remaining wolves like they were nothing. Telling my ladies that they’d done an excellent job, I began making my way down the line of Druids to cast Minor Mend Bones as needed. By the time I made it to the middle of the battle line, my friends and companions were sitting in a circle talking about the battle, while Sarka cuddled with her new pet.  
 
    “Isn’t she adorable?” Sarka asked, as soon as I sat down. 
 
    “Her fur’s so soft,” Unalia said, as she gently ran her fingers through the white main of fur around the lizard’s neck. 
 
    “Not bad,” I replied, studying the colt-sized lizard curled up in Sarka’s lap as it glared back at me. After nearly dying from the creature’s parents, I had some respect for what the little gal could turn into once she got some levels.  
 
    “Mind if I pet her?” I asked, reaching out for the baby lizard. Before Sarka could reply, the little bitch nearly took my fingers off with her mouth full of razor sharp teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t do that,” Sarka said, trying not to laugh. “She doesn’t particularly like you after you blasted her with that Enhanced Shadow Bolt trying to kill her.” I harrumphed unhappily as the charcoal colored lizard hissed at me warningly, before curling her head back into Sarka’s lap as Tinyr unhappily cut into the conversation.  
 
    “I still don’t understand why you froze out there and aggro’d the rest of the packs.” Seeing Sarka’s uncomfortable blush, I nodded at Tinyr to catch his eye. 
 
    “It’s the imprinting process,” I said, in the way of an explanation. “Everything else around you kind of disappears in the moment when the baby first makes mental contact.” I smiled, patting Neysa on the back as she laid down beside me. “It kind of overwhelms you at first.” 
 
    ‘Good work on that spell,’ I mentally said to Helgath as she quietly laid atop Neysa to join the conversation. Before Neysa could get jealous, I hugged her head to my chest and told her she was a good girl as Neristhana and Fylreh joined the circle. I gave the gnomeling a friendly pat on the shoulder, but was ignored when I tried to thank the filly.  
 
    With a mental sigh, I silently listened to the conversation going on around us as Krishna and others joined the discussion. Mainly, everyone was healing up after the fight, raising zombies, and preparing to move out. As I stood up to raise my own pets, I gave Ulia and Keela a nod while Brenna and Rayne greeted each other with a hug and a kiss, before sitting down. Between raising new zombies, Angie and Gaelin joined us. 
 
    “I don’t know if I should be pissed or grateful for the extra levels,” Angie said with an unhappy groan, as she sat down to eye Sarka unhappily. Taking a long pull on her waterskin, she continued with a frown. “Can someone explain what the hell happened?” 
 
    That started the whole conversation about imprinting once again as I silently pulled up my character sheet and checked my stats. Only half way to a new level, I glumly thought, as I concentrated back on the conversation at hand. When the conversation turned to the beginning of the fight, I explained about the Stone Assassin that had caught Neysa and Helgath in an ambush.  
 
    After that, the talk turned to finding more combat pets. The general consensus being that it was worth the risk of aggro’ing another whole valley full of mobs if we could get a few more pets on our trek. No one seemed worried about the outcome of the fights now that everyone had their own zombie pets. It was a good point. As I began raising up my twelfth pet, Krishna and Angie got their people ready to move out. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Three 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    It was interesting to see the difference in the Uten Syn players’ reactions to the zombies after having been saved by the undead creatures. Instead of complaining about the smell of rotting flesh or being disgusted with how they looked, the players proudly marched along with their pets as we took off once again to find the Aussies. Fortunately or unfortunately, we didn’t get far. As soon as we hit the lowest part of the valley, we ran into three nearly hidden dens of Elite Large Rock Wolf pups.  
 
    There was no problem gathering them up since the packs had all been slaughtered. Yeah, that sounds pretty cruel, but we were playing a game and it was better than leaving them on their own to starve to death. Besides, all three dens had five pups each, which gave a total of fifteen pets for everyone to roll on. You’d think that the Uten Syn guild would have been a little easier going since they had their manifest pets from nature magic, but that wasn’t the case as the tiny little wolf pups created a mini riot.  
 
    Rolling on loot was a concept that was new to everyone but Tinyr and me, since we were both gamers. Although some of the Uten Syn players had heard of the concept, none of them had ever actually used the mechanic in practice. Rolling for loot started in the good old Dungeons and Dragons days and were automatically added to the first MMOs. It was usually triggered by typing a slash roll and the number of players in the group or raid in the command line. 
 
    The concept itself was basic enough. Monsters and bosses never dropped enough loot for everyone and sometimes people wanted the same item. Rolling for dropped items became the norm. While that helped most situations, this method still caused a number of problems in PUG groups. It was considered manners to only roll on essential rare items if you could use it. There were always those greedy players who would roll for items that didn’t fit their class or build simply because they wanted to sell the item for money or disenchant it for basic elements. Nonetheless, it was overall a relatively fair way to distribute loot. 
 
    That didn’t mean that players still didn’t whine like banshees when they didn’t win what they wanted. It also didn’t stop ninja looters from taking what they wanted and leaving the group. These actions always caused a number of problems on the forums and forced players to police themselves. That is, until the games removed all loot decisions away from the players completely, which, like most things, caused an entirely new set of problems, I thought with a smirk.  
 
    Once everyone was caught up to speed on the concept of rolling, the next thing was to figure out how to do it in The World. Not just that, how would an NPC roll? It’s not like they had a system window to type commands in. Luckily enough, the forums had the information I was looking for. A moment later, I called up the raid interface and found the manual roll button. You could even uncheck people for the roll once they won. 
 
    It was easy enough to use. Saying that the roll was for the first pup, I clicked the button for the raid. The results were given instantaneously as an Uten Syn player suddenly cheered in excitement at winning. That’s how the process continued with each additional pup. Midway through, Tinyr won one of the rolls, which he promptly gave to Unalia who excitedly gathered up her baby puppy. All the rest went to the Uten Syn players, except for the last roll which Neristhana happened to win. The problems didn’t start until the Uten Syn players realized that the roll went to a person of The World.  
 
    “Why the hell are NPCs rolling?” A Guardian named Suman demanded to know. “Loot is only for players!” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, meaningfully blinking my eyes as if that was the first time I’d ever heard of such an idiotic idea. “So you’re saying Lyeneru and Gaelin shouldn’t have been included?” 
 
    “Uhm … ahhh …” the dark blue skinned Moon Elf stuttered for a moment unsure of how to continue as both Krishna and Angie’s ears perked up. “Of course that’s different-“ 
 
    “I imagine so,” I said, cutting the other man off in mid-sentence. “Because, they’re your people instead of mine.”   
 
    “No, that’s not it!” Suman said, shifting uncomfortably at suddenly being the center of attention. The less than friendly faces of his guildmates looking back at him made him suddenly re-evaluate his motives. “I just …” he paused, searching for something to say as I finished his sentence.  
 
    “Wanted the loot for yourself and was upset that you didn’t win the roll” I said nonplussed. 
 
    “So what, it’s just virtual garbage anyway,” the player snapped angrily at being called out. “I don’t see why you’re making such a big deal about it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I shot back at him. “If it’s no big deal, then why are you making such an issue about it?” Seeing the man hesitate at my words, I continued as my eyes swept over the players before me. “Suman is making a big deal about splitting loot because in any kind of game like The World, loot is important.” I paused to let my words sink in. “Whoever is in one of our alliances’ groups or raids will have loot equally distributed … period.”  
 
    “The Uten Syn guild has joined an alliance of players whose focus is looking out after one another and helping each other out. We’ve agreed to stand together against these PKing gankers as one. So, it doesn’t matter if they’re people of The World, members from The Devil Dog guild, the Revenants, or whoever else.” I said, my eyes boring into the dark blue skinned Moon Elf. “If they’re a part of our alliance, you will treat them right. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” the man muttered in embarrassment as he quietly stepped back into the main group of Uten Syn players. “Sorry about that.” Seeing the approval on the faces looking back at me, it seemed like the majority of the guild agreed with the gist of what I was saying as Neristhana went and gathered up the last Elite Large Rock Wolf pup. 
 
    Not that I was perfect with how I was treating my vassals. I still had a long way to go in getting the House of Kayden running on an actual economy, instead of just taking everyone’s loot for myself and distributing it as I saw fit. It wasn’t that I wasn’t treating my people right, per se, because everyone had a roof over their heads, clothing, armor, weapons, training, and food. Still, I had a long way to go in setting up a working economy, culture, and formal council with shared rewards for the people of The World when it came to quests and dungeons.  
 
    Maybe, I was being somewhat of an asshole in making sure the loot was equally shared with my vassals, but I couldn’t have arguments over loot being equally distributed between guilds in groups or raids. Thomas and I hadn’t had any problems with that so far, but the bigger the alliance became, the more the issue would try to rear its ugly head. It was best to nip this shit in the bud now, especially since most of my forces were made up of people of The World. Besides, there was nothing that would tear apart an alliance of guilds quicker than the unfair distribution of loot.  
 
    ‘Pfft, it’s just virtual garbage,’ I couldn’t help mentally scoffing at the man’s comment, as Neysa chuffed next to me in agreement. While attitudes like Suman’s pissed me off, it was hard to be completely angry at the man on one level. That’s because, MMOs and RPGs were set up to make players addicted to playing. There was something innately powerful about picking up loot, gathering resources, and increasing one’s abilities that hit gamers on a primitive level of their brains. Maybe that was because those activities naturally increased the release of serotonin in the body and made playing a game almost like getting high at times.  
 
    Not that gaming was the only thing that had this affect. Any activity a person enjoyed in their lives, whether it was hobbies, relationships, or work, could cause a similar affect. Most people learned how to control their impulses slowly throughout their lives, but no matter what, I’d argue that it was always a struggle for balance whenever a person found something they truly enjoyed doing.  
 
    In this way, gaming was no different. It usually first reared its ugly head when new gamers first started picking up loot and free resources. I figured, for many of the Uten Syn members, this was their first time having to deal with such strong urges like this. Maybe that was ignorance on my part but, nonetheless, that’s how I pictured it. Like any new gamer, Suman was in that gap of control where he was learning to not let his greed monster take over his soul.  
 
    I wondered if that was any different than a business man that focused on winning the most money instead of treating people right. Was an attitude like that any different than a PKer that liked to gank other players and take all of their stuff? It’s just business … it’s just a game. Both were convenient words to dismiss someone’s greed and anti-social behavior. Were these very different types of people or both essentially gamers that had never gotten control over that part of their internal greed monsters? It was an interesting comparison and something that I’d argue over a beer with my friends, I thought with a silent laugh.  
 
    At the same time, that didn’t mean player vs player was necessarily bad to have in a game. A lot of us enjoyed PVPing for the increased challenge it brought to the table. Having a positive outlet like land ownership was a way to enhance game play for those of us who liked that kind of competition. Hell, I would even argue that PKing had its place to a point. The World was not a safe place. Having to come together as players to deal with asshole groups of PKers were some of my most proud gaming memories from the past MMOs I’d played.  
 
    The secret was balancing out that kind of game play so that it didn’t destroy the fun aspects of an MMO. I think V-MMORG still had a long way to go with getting this balance right, but it seemed like they were on the right track … for the most part. Hopefully, they’d mostly let the players police themselves, while creating a loose set of rules that stopped players from utterly destroying the people they were PVPing against. 
 
    Whatever, I just hoped that Suman and the other Uten Syn members who were struggling with these mixed feelings would be able to get over their mental hump before it became a serious problem. If not, I’d handle it like I handled everything else, I thought, letting out a deep sigh. 
 
    ‘It’s cool.’ I mentally sent, feeling the fury radiating from Helgath’s thoughts from where she rode on Neysa’s back glaring at the newfar in question. Gently laying my hand on her thigh, I calmly met her yellow cat-eyes. ‘That’s why I stomped on that now rather than later. Besides, we’ll be keeping an eye on him and anyone else like him in case this becomes a bigger issue.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes, I’m not sure if you’re too understanding,’ Helgath sent, her thoughts a chaotic mess between what she had known in her life to what she had now with me. 
 
    ‘Everyone deserves a chance,’ I replied, giving her a pointed look as she blushed at my meaning. ‘But, it doesn’t mean we do it with our eyes closed.’  
 
    “He’s so cute,” Neristhana said, unknowingly interrupting Helgath’s and my mental conversation as the raid climbed the ridge out of the valley. I saw the worried look in her eyes as she glanced at the Uten Syn players following behind. “I just hope that Grim doesn’t cause any problems with the other newfar.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too concerned about it,” I said, reassuringly clapping her on the shoulder as I gave the stone skinned wolf a pat on its bulbous head. He reminded me of a Brussels Griffon. You know, the little dogs that are so ugly that they’re cute. “We’ll help any slow learners get their heads out of their asses.” Giving her a wink, I changed subjects. “By the way, good work on getting everyone trained up.” 
 
    “Thank you, milord,” the gnomeling replied, giving me a nod of appreciation as she clutched the small wolf to her chest. It was nice to see her acting more relaxed with me after our earlier tiff. Seeing, Neysa and Helgath heading out to scout ahead, I excused myself to call my soulmates back. 
 
    ‘Keep close,’ I hurriedly sent as both of my ladies looked back at me in surprise. ‘I want to do this a little different than last time. Let’s have you keep ahead no farther than twenty yards.’ 
 
    ‘Getting ambushed happens to the best scouts-‘ Neysa and Helgath both began to argue as I cut them off. 
 
    ‘That’s not the point. No matter how good you scout, there’s still a chance of getting you both killed and aggro’ing the entire ridge or valley,’ I broadcasted to them both. ‘Why are we doing it that way? We have enough troops with us now that everyone has their own zombies.’ 
 
    ‘You want to play murderhobo?’ Neysa meaningfully asked in surprise. 
 
    ‘No,’ I gave a mental snort. ‘But, I don’t want you to worry about trying to zigzag the raid through the monsters too much either. If there’s a clear way for us to not fight than lead us through. If not, we’ll just wipe out any packs or herds that get in our way and keep on moving. Who knows, maybe we’ll end up with a few more combat pets if we get lucky.’ 
 
    Neysa and Helgath didn’t much care one way or another. There was some concern at first that they hadn’t done a good enough job scouting earlier, but I quickly assured them both that wasn’t the case. Besides, this wasn’t my first rodeo in a region like this. I’d spent a number of years in various MMOs trying to get through aggro-heavy areas. In every one of those games, the regions were purposely designed to make it nearly impossible to not aggro the entire area if your level was too low. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Four 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    This time when we moved out, I made sure the formation kept tight. The crest of the ridges were no longer a concern. Well, at least not much of one, since I had Neysa and Helgath fall back to just ten yards out at those times. On the next ridge, we immediately aggro’d a large herd of Elite Large Stone Deer, but it wasn’t a problem since we slaughtered them in less than a minute.  
 
    Yun and I locked down the charging herd with Frost Nova, which I followed up with a cast of Light Word of Censor. Between the three root spells, we barely had a chance to target individual monsters with our Enhanced Shadow Bolts as our horde of zombie pets ripped the herd apart. By the time half of the raid had crossed the ridge behind us, the zombies were making their way through the packs of predators that had aggro’d to the first fight. With the Guardians’ help, we made quick work of these monsters and moved down into the valley without losing even a zombie, let alone a member of the raid.  
 
    While this was great for our progress and XP, the undead unfortunately left no babies alive to recover from the Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders. I wasn’t sure if that was because the pack didn’t have any young or if the zombies had just killed everything that quickly, so we made sure to keep an eye on our pets when we passed through the shallow valley. As the zombies burned through another three packs of predators like they were nothing, the rest of the raid began rolling on the two dens of pups that we’d found.  
 
    Needless to say, we made good time over the next hour. Although it took longer then I’d initially anticipated, we managed to get a hold of another twenty-seven combat pets. Ulia and Yun both got their own Elite Large Rock Wolves, while Tinyr managed to win the roll on the lone Elite Fanged Tarpan Strider we’d recovered during a particularly nasty ridge crossing. Besides the number of Uten Syn players that were stoked at having their own combat pets, it created a lot of positive competition amongst the players. Luckily, no one got pissy like they had on the first drop, which made me breathe a sigh of relief. As the mountain pass to Domenic’s territory came into view, I was pleasantly surprised by a pop-up message that said I’d reached level 36. 
 
    A quick glance at my Character Sheet left me confused as to what to do with my twenty-three Unassigned Attribute Points.  
 
      
 
    Statistics: 
 
    Hit Points: 2,552 
 
    Mana: 3,700 
 
    Endurance: 2,340 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 100 (+86) 
 
    Intelligence: 181 (+171) 
 
    Spirit: 106 (+71) 
 
    Agility: 120 (+30) 
 
    Stamina: 150 (+82) 
 
    Charisma: 78 
 
      
 
    23 Unassigned Attribute Points. 
 
      
 
     That wasn’t enough points to push me to a new zombie pet, nor was there anything except Agility that I felt could use some loving point wise. Though, at a hundred and fifty points, I honestly felt like I could safely use them for increasing my Intelligence instead. Even then, it would still take another four levels to reach the forty-eight points needed for another zombie pet.  
 
    That alone was depressing as hell, but, in my heart of hearts, I was sure that it would take even longer than that. No doubt, I’d need to use some of those points to up my base Attributes once the hostilities started back up. Julie was one hundred percent right when she laughed at me for saving up my Unassigned Attribute Points for a dire situation.  
 
    Still, doing so had saved my ass on a number of occasions, and I wasn’t about to change something that worked for me. Tucking that information away, I had Neysa and Helgath lead us onto the top of the ridge to where it connected with the northeastern side of the pass. Calling a halt to the raid, I asked for my friends to join me as I studied the valley below looking for the Aussie’s camp. I found something that fit what I was looking for a moment later. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Five 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    At the base of the mountain, there was a clump of trees that covered maybe two acres square. At its center was a large bonfire where a number of players were camped out drinking and talking. I’d put their numbers at around eighty to a hundred players. If not for the angle I was using to look down on them, I wouldn’t have been able to see down inside the gaps of the trees but, after studying the valley, I felt like this had to be the place. 
 
    With a thought, I sent my ladies racing down the slope to check things out. The Silver Dire Wolf’s dexterity was a sight to behold as she sprang from boulder to rocky outcrop with the surety of a mountain goat. In a way, Helgath’s natural riding ability was just as impressive as she laid flat on Neysa’s neck without batting an eye at their plummeting decent. I couldn’t help shaking my head at how lucky I was to have both of them as soulmates.  
 
    “Is that them?” Yun asked, as she came to a stop next to the edge of the outcrop of rock I was using as a perch.  
 
    “Dangas didn’t say how many people were in his guild,” I said, giving him a shrug. “Just that he and his mates wanted to give us a hand against the PKer group messing with us.” 
 
    “Mates, huh?” Sarka repeated with a chuckle. Though it stopped as soon as she saw Neysa’s silvery hair disappearing into the edge of the forest below. “You sent them down to scout?” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured it would be best to have an idea of what we were getting into.” I distractedly replied, as I waited for a reaction in the camp below.   
 
    My attention was momentarily diverted at the sharp plinking sounds that suddenly rang out behind me. Looking around, I saw that it was coming from several Uten Syn players who were busy mining two iron nods nearby. Suppressing the urge to go join them, I focused my attention back on the camp below as the Uten Syn officers and guild leader walked up.     
 
    ‘There are a number of traps set up around their camp,’ Neysa’s mental voice came to me before I could reply to Krishna and Angie’s comments. As my friends started discussing the situation, I focused on my soulmates trying to get a little more information. 
 
    ‘What kind of traps are we talking about?’ I immediately sent back. Neysa didn’t know what they were called, but Helgath did as her clear thoughts rang in my head. 
 
    ‘There are spring traps everywhere,’ Helgath sent a mental picture of a spring trap large enough for a humanoid to get caught in. She also added in several other traps they’d come across. ‘Along with a number of pit and spear traps.’ Once again, I had the mental image of several traps with spears set up to pierce inattentive strangers.  
 
    ‘Were you able to get a count of the numbers of newfar we’re looking at?’ I asked, relieved that they hadn’t been caught in any of the traps. Although none of them would kill my girls, they’d either have to worry about being captured or alerting the camp to their presence. ‘Or find a path inside their camp?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t risk it,’ Helgath’s mental voice warned, after a short pause. ‘The two approaches we found were being closely watched by sentinels in the trees.’ In a flash the locations and general layout of the camp filled my mind. Seeing the extent the Aussies had gone to protect their camp, I decided not to risk getting in closer. That wouldn’t work here. Besides, I didn’t see any way we could sneak into the camp without triggering a trap or letting the sentinels know we were here.   
 
    On top of that, if I wanted to know their true intensions, they had to believe we were helpless. With the last puzzle pieces in place, I was finally able to come to a decision on how to proceed. This exact question had been floating around in my mind since we’d left Delonshire. Instead of becoming clearer the closer we’d gotten to Domenic’s territory, it had only gotten more convoluted after hearing about all the shenanigans Julie had been up to since the start of The World. But, over the last few days, I’d finally come up with something that I thought just might work. Now, it was time to see if I was right. 
 
    ‘Here’s what I want you to do,’ I sent, quickly explaining my plan in full. They both thought it would work nicely and agreed with my conclusion. Either we could trust the Aussies or we’d slaughter them all. ‘Do you think you can stay hidden there?’ 
 
    ‘No problem,’ Neysa and Helgath replied in unison.  
 
    ‘We’ll be down shortly,’ I replied, as I focused once again on the discussion going on around me.  
 
    “So how do we figure out if we can trust them or not?” Angie asked, her distrust for strangers clearly evident in her cold tone. 
 
    “Yeah, getting betrayed now would totally suck,” Krishna agreed, as he came to a stop beside Angie. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I agreed, good-naturedly. Seeing the questioning looks on my friends’ faces, I couldn’t help the smirk that came to my lips. 
 
    “Okay, here’s what I was thinking …” Quickly explaining the same plan to my friends, I was happy to see the wicked smiles that appeared on everyone’s faces as I came to the surprise at the end. Looking between the groups’ excited faces, I arched an eyebrow at Angie. “Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Not bad,” Angie grudgingly agreed. “So who’s going to be the sacrificial lambs for this?” 
 
    “I’ll need to be there if this is going to work,” I said, thinking over everyone’s abilities. The selection really wasn’t hard. Only a handful of my current people didn’t have stealth, besides the Uten Syn guild, which was something that we’d have to correct once things settled down.  
 
    “I’ll be taking Ulia, Keela, Rayne, and Fylreh with me un-stealthed,” I said, as my companions stepped forward without hesitation. “And Yun, Sarka, Unalia, Tinyr, Brenna, and Neristhana will be going in stealthed for close support,” my eyes took in the rest of the group. “Once everyone gets into position, we’ll get their attention.”  
 
    “Does that sound good?” Seeing everyone’s nods of agreement, I stepped away from the ledge. “Then, let’s get going.” 
 
    With all of us having Darkvision, we descended without issue to the base of the mountain. The lose rocks we dislodged weren’t loud enough to give our position away. Besides, the Aussies sounded like they had a pretty good party going by now. Hopefully, that would help us catch them off guard.  
 
    As soon as we made our way into the forest, Krishna and Gaelin fell back to lead the Guardians. The plan for them was to hold back at nearly max range for healing and ranged support if needed. They also kept their zombie pets lined up in front of them as a reserve force or for cover in the unlikely event that we needed to retreat.  
 
    Angie and her girlfriends took charge of the Druids that were coming with us. Stopping at the edge of the line of traps surrounding the camp, we quickly got to work. With the Druids in Were-form helping out, we were able to get everything prepared in under five minutes. Giving the women a silent nod for Angie to get her people into position, I stepped up close to Sarka. 
 
    “Pick your targets carefully,” I said, keeping my voice low so it wouldn’t carry. “But don’t get in too deep. The last thing we want is to have you guys get blocked from falling back if this turns bad.” 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Sarka said, rolling her eyes. Whatever, I was just glad that she, Tinyr, and Unalia had all taken my advice to leave their pets with Krishna, regardless if they were soulbound or not. “Would you stop acting like a mother hen?” 
 
     “What the fuck ever!” I snapped under my breath, giving her the dual fingers. Laughing, my friends triggered their Stealth as Brenna and Neristhana silently followed suit. With a sigh, I started forward to find the place Neysa and Helgath had told me about, when the Silver Dire Wolf’s thoughts brought me up short. 
 
    ‘It’s two feet in front of you.’ I held up a hand for my companions to stop and knelt in the frozen snow. Looking carefully, I could just make out the man-sized snare trap. ‘There’s eight of them on this track.’ Neysa continued to explain as I my eyes scan ahead.  
 
    Whoever had set this trap must have used both Darkvision and regular vision to hide it from sight. It was almost invisible to the eyes. Mostly though, its camouflage was due to the snares’ large size, but once you knew what you were looking for, the trap wasn’t so hard to find. The trees bent in odd shapes over the trail were what gave them away.  
 
    ‘Where are you?’ I asked, as my eyes searched the forest around us. I saw them before either one of them could answer. ‘Wait, is that you in the snow drift at the base of the tree?’ 
 
    ‘I am the snow drift,’ Neysa sent back with a mental snort. Before I could ask how, Helgath cut in. 
 
    ‘I covered her up with frozen snow,’ the Half-Orc explained. 
 
    ‘Heh, you’re going to scare the crap out of whoever you pounce on,’ I chuckled happily at the thought. ‘Okay, let me get everyone in place.’ 
 
    Pointing two fingers at my eyes, I then pointed out the traps on the ground to the non-stealth group. Before continuing on, I caught Fylreh’s attention and pointed to the trap I was kneeling before and the next one in line, signaling that these were for her. The annoyed look she gave me made it clear what she thought of the plan, but she didn’t have much of a choice about being here. By now, Fylreh and Neysa were almost more recognizable then even I was in The World. If we were going to sell this as being legit, one of them had to be with me for the players that found us. Once everyone was in position, I called my messenger.  
 
    ‘Come to me, Tengsly. There’s work to do.’ I mentally sent to my pet tucked away in my hood. Luckily, the little guy hadn’t been hurt during the life and death struggle I’d had with the Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders earlier, I thought, as a gray blur of flapping wings came to hover before my face. Focusing on the Flying Squirrel’s intelligent eyes, I mentally pictured Dangas Khan, the camp in the middle of the forest, and the message I wanted to send. 
 
    Honestly, I had no idea if this was even going to work, since I’d never met Dangas Khan before in my life. It wasn’t like I could mentally picture the player for Tengsly to find. My concerns didn’t seem to be an issue because the Flying Squirrel chittered in understanding and raced away. I wondered how long he’d take to get back if Dangas wasn’t there. We’d barely been waiting three minutes, when Tengsly came fluttering back. Hovering before my face, he transmitted the message to me. 
 
    ‘Damn man, you almost made me bust a plugger, Star! Yep, that’s me guild mates in the forest at the base of the mountain. Come on down and we’ll catch you in the forest.’  
 
    For a moment, I could only shake my head at Dangas’ comment of “We’ll catch you in the forest.” That didn’t mean they were after me, but the double entendre didn’t leave me feeling warm and fuzzy. Frowning, I pictured Angie and Krishna’s faces to the little flying squirrel. 
 
    ‘The trap’s been set.’ As Tengsly took off again, I began checking over my gear and tightening everything down so I didn’t lose anything important when I sprung the trap. In the distance, I could hear the excited voices of the Aussie players gearing up and preparing to move out. My eyes met Ulia’s solemn gaze as they laughed about pulling one over on the Revenants’ guild leader.  
 
    Hearing that, a part of me wanted to just say fuck it and attack them as soon as they came into range, instead of playing this charade. As if reading my thoughts, my companions began reaching for their weapons. Signaling for them to wait, I took a deep breath, pressing my fingers to my eyes as I tried to forcibly calm myself down.  
 
    It was easy to be paranoid with everything going on, but I couldn’t let Julie’s actions affect me like this. When it came down to it, we needed the extra help with the forces the Chaos Storm were bringing into play. The plan I’d come up with was to see if we could trust the Aussie guild or not. Attacking them straight off wouldn’t help anything and would just give us another enemy in the region to contend with.  
 
    Reminding myself that it would be best to not make any rash decisions, I nodded to my team as the sounds of the Aussie players making their way through the forest came to my ears. When they were but twenty yards away, I signaled for my team to proceed as I triggered the snare trap on the ground in front of me. With a yelp, I found myself lifted into the air with an incredible force. At the same time, some jingling that sounded like metal cans with marbles inside of them started making a racket in the distance. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, the shouts from my team joined me as Ulia, Keela, and Rayne were lifted into the air to hang upside down like I was. Even Fylreh had grudgingly followed my order as two different snare traps pulled at one of her front and rear leg. Although, she drew the line at yelping in surprise or fear as the cacophony of sounds increased with each trap that triggered. 
 
    Immediately, I heard excited shouts coming from the lead Aussies at the sounds of the traps being triggered. I couldn’t make out the words, but a number of people were loudly boasting about their abilities as they came closer. Probably because the player accents was so heavy and the slang so different then what I was used to with American English.   
 
    What happened to everyone speaking common? Well, we’d learned during our travels that if someone spoke a lot of slang that didn’t have anything to match within the “common vocabulary”, then the game just used the players’ default language from the real world. You could also purposely focus on your words and actually speak your native tongue and bypass the game’s language system entirely, but that took a lot more focus to do with any regularity.   
 
    I will say this for the Aussie’s, the traps weren’t bad. They were nonlethal and definitely caught you by surprise. If we hadn’t been prepared ahead of time, most of our gear would have been left on the ground when we were yanked upside down. None of us bothered to continue squawking once the hook was set. Instead, we quietly dangled above the ground at eye level waiting for our quarry. I’d left my shield on my back but the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden and the Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty were gripped tightly in my hands. Behind me, my companions were just as calm and collected, preparing to fight where they hung. As the first few Aussie players stepped out onto the trail where we were hanging, Tengsly came fluttering up to me and quietly settled in the hood of my cloak.  
 
    “Aye mates, look what we have here,” Dangas announced proudly, as he stepped up to me with twenty or so friends at his back. “It’s the infamous Startum Ironwolf!” 
 
    “What a beaut!” A player named Daniel McConnell said with a woot, as he came to a stop behind Dangas. “You actually did it, you bloody ripper! You pulled one over on the dingus.” 
 
    “What a complete numpty!” Another player named Rassilon Tardis said, with a shake of his head at the second Aussie player. 
 
    “So what does this mean, Dangas?” I asked, feeling my anger beginning to rise. If these guys had decided to betray me to Julie, I swore it would ruin my love for Aussies forever. “Are you selling me out or just having some fun?” 
 
    “Well, we’re not here to fuck spiders!” A red Panda-kin girl named Steph FoxFire barked out with a laugh. I couldn’t help but do a double take, since I’d never seen a character like that before in a game.  
 
    How did I know the red Panda-kin player was a female? Well, besides the very sexy and feminine Aussie accent coming from her black lips, she was a very anthropomorphic-correct panda-girl even with her thick coat of fur and poofy tail. Although, I wasn’t about to ask why she called herself FoxFire when she was a red panda. 
 
    Red Pandas weren’t exactly Panda bears. They looked more like a raccoon mixed with a fox than anything else. It gave the panda-girl a truly unique and sexy look. Her entire body was covered in fine red fur, except for around her eyes, nose, and the tips of her ears that had pure silver-white fur. The hair on her belly, arms, and feet was also somewhat different. The red there was so dark it was nearly black. At least, it was from what I could see between the blue robe-like wraps she wore around her upper chest and waist that she wore for decency. The wraps kind of reminded me of the mage outfit in Diablo. Around her shins were another matching coarse blue-cloth wrapped with brown leather that were similar to Neristhana’s boots that just covered the lower part of her leg and the top of her feet.  
 
    The panda-girl didn’t have a mane of hair or anything like that. Instead, her skull just came up from her neck in a triangular head with two cute, raccoon-like ears. The black button nose and short snout on her human-like face was a perfect human-bear mix of beauty and wild ferocity that caught the eye. In her hands, she held an ornate staff with a blue gem that screamed mage. My eyes were suddenly pulled away from my inspection as the Daniel player unhappily shouted at me. 
 
    “Drink a cup of cement and harden the fuck up, you seppo!” I swear the man had to be an Aussie red neck. I didn’t know what seppo meant, but I figured it wasn’t anything nice as the next redneck sounding Aussie called out.  
 
    “Who said we were selling you out, man?” He was an older looking guy named James Ross-Munroe. Puffing out his chest, he shook his fist at me. “Them be fighting words, seppo!” 
 
    “Alright, enough with the yacking!” Dangas yelled out at the players behind him, as he crossed his arms over his chest and looked me in the eye. “Those Chaos Storm blokes have been passing through the entire day looking for you hard. Demanding that we give you up or pass along the message if you showed your face around here.” Seeing the concerned look that crossed my face, the Aussie guild leader just laughed. 
 
    “Don’t be getting your knickers in a knot.” Dangas said, trying to calm me down. “Me mates wrecked them good, but the fuckwits didn’t want to hang around and play.” The Aussie nodded in the direction of the mountain. “They took off through the pass like a bunch of knobheads.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, fishing for why they didn’t seem interested in selling us out, but still had us walk into one of their traps. “If you didn’t want the reward they were offering, then why string us up like this?” 
 
    “What reward?” Daniel asked, his tone suddenly ugly. “Their offer was ripe as a week old roo.” 
 
    “Ripe as week old roo?” I couldn’t help but repeating the words with a laugh. “I guess, you mean it stank to high heavens?” 
 
    “Well, I wasn't trying to say it smelled like roses,” the Aussie red neck said in annoyance. 
 
    “He’s from Queensland,” Rassilon said, as if that explained everything. Who knows, maybe it did. I just didn’t know enough about Australia to know either way.   
 
    “Actually, Star. Me and my mates wanted to see what kind of bloke you were,” Dangas said, nodding to the twine wrapped around my ankles with a shit eating grin. “We had a bet going if you’d fall for a simple snare trap or not.”  
 
    “Guess you must be a bunch of city blokes to fall for something simple like that.” James said, laughing it up. “I told ’em you were just some gamer blokes and not real life hunters. Just made me a pile of money on that bet.” 
 
    “Alright, mates,” Dangas called out to his guildies. “Cut ‘em down so we can figure out how we are going to help this bloke out.”   
 
    “Is this all of your people?” Steph asked, somewhat confused as five guys stepped forward to cut us down. “Because you’re going to need a lot more than this to help your friend out.” By now, most of the Aussie guild had gathered around and were talking shit about how easily they took us out. 
 
    “No worries, mates,” I said, in my best Aussie accent to the players coming to cut us down. “We’ve got this.”  
 
    Using my body to put tension on the thick twine holding me in the air, the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden smoothly cut through the snare as I flipped to land on my feet. As if we’d practiced the move, Ulia, Keela, and Rayne flawlessly copied the maneuver and took up defensive positions behind me. While that was going on, Fylreh’s scimitars made short work of the two snares that had trapped her legs.  
 
    The sudden ease with how we freed ourselves took the Aussie players by surprise. Before they could say anything about it, I put my fingers to my lips and let out a piercing whistle as I mentally gave the orders for my pets to subdue. Instantly the ground around the Aussies’ players feet erupted with earth and frozen snow as seventy-two zombies leaped onto the shocked players standing nearest to them. At the same time, Sarka, Yun, Tinyr, Unalia, Brenna, and Neristhana came out of Stealth to subdue the loudest talkers, while thirty-eight Druids in Werebear and Werewolf forms dropped down from the trees above to tackle the remaining Aussie players to the ground. If that wasn’t enough of a surprise, it was about then that Krishna came running up with his thirty Guardians with their defensive line of NPCs out in front.  
 
    “What the-?” Dangas began to shout as he spun around. His eyes bulging out in shock at each of the different forces appearing as if out of nowhere. Within seconds, his guildmates were subdued by overwhelming forces. As the Aussie guild leader accusingly turned around to face me, Neysa and Helgath rose up out of the snowdrift behind his back like shadows of death. The Silver Dire Wolf’s hot breath hit the back of Dangas’ bare neck as she let out a deep rumbling growl that froze the Warrior in his tracks. Before anyone else could say a word, the Aussie red neck’s voice rang out across the frozen scene. 
 
    “I’m not happy JAN!” 
 
    “Okay everyone, I think that’s enough of a show!” I called out to the raid. “Go ahead and let them up.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Neysa leaped around the Aussie Guild Leader and darted to my side as Neristhana and Brenna joined her taking up defensive positions around me with Ulia, Rayne, and Keela. To my companions’ surprise, Fylreh silently joined them a second later with her weapons sheathed. Although my companions put away their weapons, there was a certain wariness about them as they watched the Aussie players nervously climbing back to their feet. Even though the Uten Syn Druids and the zombie pets had let everyone up, they were still a little too close for comfort. 
 
    “Actually, we saw the traps ahead of time,” I said, looking over at James but speaking loud enough for everyone in the vicinity to hear. “But, we weren’t sure what was up after you didn’t give us a heads up about them.” Yeah, I know it was a lie, but I didn’t want to directly accuse them of being shady either.  
 
    “So, you knobgobblers let yourself be caught to see if we were going to betray you or not to the Chaos Storm Alliance,” Dangas said, filling in the unspoken blanks. “I guess that “catch you in the woods” comment came across as a little too shady?” 
 
    “You think?” Sarka sarcastically added, from where she stood with my friends. 
 
    “More or less,” I agreed, as a smile came to my lips. Stepping forward, I offered him a hand up. “Though, once I realized you guys were just having some fun, I couldn’t help but reply in kind.” 
 
    “Well played, man … well played.” Dangas said, shaking his head in spite of himself. “I’m starting to think that teaming up with you guys is going to be quite the adventure.” 
 
    After a quick round of introductions, Dangas led the way back to their camp as everyone began to talk and get to know one another. Dangas explained that some of his mates wanted to play a prank on us, since we were half a day late meeting up. Not that it was a big deal. They all knew we’d had a lot going on and it wasn’t like they weren’t having some fun PKing the Chaos Storm Alliance members that were passing through the pass.  
 
    Still, after Daniel brought the idea up, everyone decided it would be a blast to get one over on the big bad boy of The World. Dangas explained that our group was basically wanted by everyone in the game for destroying Telrain. Seeing my raised eyebrow at his comment, the Aussie guild leader waved my meaningful look away with a laugh. He explained that, unlike most of the idiots on the forums, all of them had seen the real video of our encounter with the leader of the Chaos Storm Alliance. 
 
    “I nearly shat my daks when you dropped in front of me.” I heard Daniel say to Angie, as I momentarily focused on the conversations going on around us. 
 
    “You have to understand, Aussies love pranking new chums whenever they can.” The panda-girl Steph was saying to Sarka and Unalia who were chatting it up like old friends. 
 
    “The first thing me and my mates should have been asking about was where were all the zombie pets?” I heard a player named Richard saying to Yun and Tinyr from where they walked nearby. Before I could turn my attention back to what Dangas was saying, my ears perked up at a conversation that made my hairs stand on end. 
 
    “Do you think that seppo was actually rooting with a brumby?” I heard a younger man’s voice ask with heavy innuendo as an older man snarled back. “Keep your voice down or he’s going to hear, you flaming galah!” 
 
    My head immediately snapped around to glare at the two Aussie men walking behind Fylreh. Seeing them focused on her rear, I felt my temper shoot through the roof. One look at the younger man’s face and I immediately knew what they were getting at as both men’s mouths guiltily snapped shut. Dangas had just come to a confused stop next to me, when Neysa’s rumbling growl filled the sudden silence.  
 
    Everyone followed the Silver Dire Wolf’s glaring eyes as she suddenly doubled in size from her fur standing on end. Fylreh seemed to catch the drift of what was going on as her golden eyes locked onto mine and her face flushed red in shame. In that moment, we each understood what the other was thinking. Feeling my outrage, my zombie pets came to a stop to look at the pair as their bony fangs began snapping hungrily at the frozen men. 
 
    For a Centaur, there was nothing more embarrassing than talking or showing intimacy in public. That wasn’t even discussing the taboo situation itself, since the tribe looked down on four-legs having sexual relations with two-legs. Disrespect like this for a Centauride was a killing offense.  
 
    For me, there wasn’t any embarrassment about our relationship. What did bother me was the lack of respect from the two men. That, and the comments themselves had acutely upset someone I still cared for very deeply. At the same time, these yahoos were from another guild we were hoping to count on as allies in the coming fight against the Chaos Storm Alliance. I knew that killing them for insulting an NPC, as most people thought of the people of The World, would go over like a ton of bricks with the rest of their guild. 
 
    As I was fretting over how to handle the situation, Fylreh came to our rescue. Kicking her rear end up, she balanced on her two front hooves as she kicked out with both hind legs. Before either man understood what was happening, they were launched into the air when the filly’s hooves smashed into their groins. It happened so fast. Once second, both men were looking right at me as if they’d been caught with “foot in the mouth” syndrome, and the next they were flying through the air.  
 
    They both came to a crashing stop by slamming into the trees behind them. Though the centauride’s kicks didn’t kill them, I’m sure they wished it had as both men moaned in agony. Even worse, they couldn’t writhe on the ground or clutch their junk, because of the Stun from the overpowered blows. Before either man recovered or Fylreh could finish them off, a massive Aussie Half-Orc named Toxi Croack took both men out with a two-handed axe.  
 
    “I owe you one,” I said, stepping forward and offering my hand in appreciation as the last bloody head rolled to a stop.   
 
    “Yeah, nah,” Toxi easily replied, as he solidly shook my hand with a hard smile. Leaning in close, he nodded towards the red panda-girl as he spoke in a low voice. “Let’s just say this isn’t the first time those bloody blokes have been warned.” 
 
    Grinning from ear to ear, I stepped back as the whispers started up around us. From what I could hear being said, several of the Aussie players had heard what the two men were saying and had passed along their nasty comments to the rest of the guild. Instead of catching a rash of shit for Fylreh’s actions, the players backed the filly’s response without complaint and gave Toxi a pat on the back for a job well-done. As the comments made their way back to Dangas’ ears, the guild leader even gave an official apology to Fylreh for the two men’s behavior and thanked Toxi for educating the pair yet again. That seemed to settle everyone down and satisfied the tinge of dishonor the centauride had felt.  
 
    Giving Fylreh a silent nod of thanks, I turned back to my conversation with the Aussie guild leader who continued leading us back to their camp with a grin on his face. Not that I could blame the man for being curious about my relationship with the beautiful centauride or the physical gymnastics that I might or might not have used to get the job done. Nonetheless, I wasn’t about to go into any details on the subject either. It’s one thing to wonder about something, but it’s another to disrespect someone to their face by asking those personal questions out loud. Besides, a gentleman didn’t kiss and tell. 
 
    As soon as we arrived in the Aussie’s camp, we were given a skewer and a glass of what could only be described as ninety-five percent grain alcohol. Although, like with anything that strong, it only took about three sips for my taste buds to adjust. While everyone stood and talked, Dangas had me join him around the central bonfire with a few of his officers. Seeing this was going to be a business talk, I invited my friends, companions, and the Uten Syn officers to join in on the conversation. Surprisingly enough, our talk started out light while we ate and drank. Dangas was a polite host as our conversation turned to cooking and crafting in the game.  
 
    Cooking food with bonus stats was obviously part of the game as I saw my Stamina and Endurance go up from the light meal. The making of alcoholic beverages was a crafting technique too, albeit this one lowered my intelligence by a few points. Thankfully, not enough to lose control over any of my pets. Enjoying the fruits of the guild’s labor just made me think of how far behind I was on crafting in general, which was frustrating to say the least. As we finished our meal, Dangas didn’t waste any more time as he got down to the business at hand. 
 
    “From the stream I saw last night on your Twitch channel, I thought youse would’ve had a lot more NPCs traveling with you, but I guess not.” Dangas said, as he studied the forces I’d brought along thoughtfully. “Even with our entire guild logged in, I don’t see how we’re going to do much against the number of the bloody bastards that have moved in over the last few days.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, curious as to what he knew about Domenic’s current situation. 
 
    “When we arrived here two days ago,” Dangas nodded to the ranger next to him. “Rassilon scouted out the blokes attacking your mate. What was it? Around four to five hundred players?” 
 
    “Nah, yeah,” Rassilon quietly agreed, as his eyes met mine. “Not too many bastards to take out if we could’ve coordinated the attack with the defenders.” Seeing my look of surprise, the ranger explained. “We couldn’t get anyone inside to listen to us before taking our people out.” 
 
    “Ugh, that makes sense. I should have thought about that earlier,” I said, with a self-depreciating frown.  
 
    “No worries mate,” Dangas replied with an easy grin. “Even a fair dinkum like you can’t think of everything.” 
 
    I laughed along with the Aussies, understanding the gist of the complement. We were all learning how to deal with the lack of instantaneous communications. It was nice to know the Aussies didn’t blame Domenic and his people for attacking them on sight. What defensive force wouldn’t instantly attack a random group of players suddenly appearing inside of their fortifications without warning? Thankfully, I now had Tengsly to use as an option, before Stealthing over the walls. 
 
    “Not that our help would have much mattered,” Rassilon said, with a disgusted shake of his head. “There must be over three thousand of those fucksticks outside his walls by now.” 
 
    “We’ve been ganking as many of the groups of players coming through as we can,” Dangas explained, as he saw the brief look of anger cross my face. “But, none of them buggers stuck around to fight it out.” 
 
    “Not that they don’t talk a bunch of shit about coming back to kick our asses once they’ve finished ganking your friend,” Steph muttered unhappily from where she sat with the Half-Orc Barbarian, Toxi.  
 
    “No worries about the smack they’re talking, Sheila,” Rassilon said, with a shrug. “It’s good money either way with the price on their heads.”  
 
    “While we’ve been doing what we can to help out,” Dangas said, ignoring his companions comments as he looked me in the eyes. “You’re dreaming if you think the five hundred of us are going to make any difference in that cluster fuck.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that too much,” I said, guffawing out loud at the looks on the Aussie players’ faces as my friends and the Uten Syn guild joined in. Wiping the tears away, I gave Dangas a shit-eating grin. “I think we’ll do just fine.” As the Aussies looked at us like we’d lost it, I hurriedly explained the real situation. 
 
    “My main force of a thousand Kayden Troopers plus friends are probably a half an hour to an hour behind us,” I said, cocking my head back the way we’d come. “Since we were running late, the rest of us decided to meet up with you a little sooner to get things moving.”  
 
    “Think you can have all of your people at the pass and ready to march in an hour?” I asked, as I stood up. 
 
    “You’re a bloody ripper, man!” Dangas shouted as he jumped to his feet with Rassilon as both men pumped their fists in the air in excitement. Even Steph had her arms up as she wooted happily from where she sat with her boyfriend.  
 
    Within seconds, the message had gone out to the rest of the Aussie guild as everyone began cheering loudly. As things calmed down somewhat, Dangas, Rassilon, and Steph began explaining that we needed everyone logging in and moving within thirty minutes. While that was going on, I began getting my people ready to move out for our next visit. Maybe that was rude of me, but we still had the Russians to meet with and everyone looked pretty busy. I did manage to catch Toxi’s eye before heading off. We’d nearly made it to the edge of the camp, when the Aussie officers caught up with us. 
 
    “Where are you guys headed to?” Dangas asked, trading a confused glance with Rassilon and Steph. “We thought you’d hang out until the rest of your people showed up.” 
 
    “Can’t,” I said, giving him an apologetic shrug. “We still need to meet up with a Russian guild who was planning on joining in on the fun too.” 
 
    “You mean the Krasnyy Volki guild?” Steph and Rassilon both exclaimed in unison.  
 
    “Is that a problem,” I asked, somewhat concerned there was a problem as the three Aussies gave each other a look. 
 
    “No worries mate,” Dangas said, slapping me on the back. “We’ve been sort of working together with them blokes to gank the larger Chaos Storm Alliance groups coming through the pass and …” 
 
    “Getting some PVP in when it gets too boring sitting around waiting on your slow asses,” Rassilon finished for Dangas. “They’re a solid group of players!” 
 
    “You can find them on the other side of the pass,” Steph added, as Toxi walked up to stand beside her. “They’re camped in a large clearing in about the same spot as where we’re camped on this side.” 
 
    “If that’s all,” Dangas eyes glazed over for a moment to check the time on his HUD, “we’ll catch you in fifty minutes or so.”  
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed, before moving out. Without a word, Neysa and Helgath took the lead as we headed down one of the main paths through the forest. It was one of the ones with sentries that we’d scouted out earlier. Our undead pets were once again surrounding us in a protective ring as we moved out at a quick jog. Clearing the trees, we had around a fifteen-minute run to the next set of trees on the other side of the pass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Six 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    Calling Tengsly to me, the little flying squirrel flew out of my hood to hover before my face in the blink of an eye. Picturing Thomas’ face, I mentally composed my message. Basically asking how much longer it would be before they caught up. Telling them about the pass between the two mountains I’d pointed out to him earlier and the situation with the Aussie guild. Getting my okay, Tengsly darted away into the night’s sky. 
 
    The tundra-like grass and frozen ground highlighted in the cold light of the moon with the mountain range in the background was truly breathtaking. With my Darkvision disabled, I could see the entire stretch of flat land up to the base of the mountain path. Our breath steamed in the cold of the night as we silently made our way towards our destination.  
 
    The various sounds of the wild monsters roaming the zone and hunting down prey came to our ears, reminding me of an African Safari on TV. You know, the ones where the host talks about the loud sounds at night that makes it almost impossible to sleep. In the distance, I could see packs of large creatures roamed in the distance, but they were unlike any of the monsters I’d seen so far on our travels through this zone.  
 
    They were probably higher-level respawns due to the pass constantly being cleared of mobs between the players’ PVP battles. If that was the case, there was a good chance these new creatures were a much higher level than the previous ones. No sense in getting caught up in a mess like that, I figured, warning Neysa and Helgath to keep their distance from the wandering mobs as much as possible. 
 
    As I continued switching my vision between both modes, I finally saw the forest that Steph had told us about rising up on the horizon like a black shadow in the darkness. It wasn’t until we got to within a hundred yards that I could see it clearly. As we closed to within fifty yards, I heard the soft flapping of wings as Tengsly came to a hover before my face. Immediately, I heard Thomas’ pissed off voice ring out in my mind. 
 
    ‘Dammit Star, why are all the mobs we’re running into since you guys took off in the level 50’s to 60’s? Kenzie says, it’s because you cleared all the mobs out and these are the higher level respawns. We had to fucking fall back to the main group so we wouldn’t die like rats. You know how much XP that means we’re getting per kill? Jack shit, that’s how much you dick! Expect us there in about an hour.’   
 
    For a long second, I just stared at the gray flying squirrel flapping before my eyes after listening to Thomas’ message. I was almost tempted to send a follow up message to Assault Leader Dell to get the real scoop on how they were doing, but I held off, knowing that with a thousand Kayden Troopers plus my friends there was no reason to worry. Besides, I really needed Tengsly to first let Dmitry know we were on our way to them.  
 
    In my mind, I pictured Dmitry’s in-game name, Demyan Volk. From what Sasha had said, he was playing a Human Ranger slash Priest. Once I had the general image and name, I composed the message keeping it short and simple. With a flap of furry wings, Tengsly headed for the center of the woods where I’d told him to expect to find his target. We’d just reached the edge of that treeline, when Tengsly returned back to me. Flapping before my face, he quickly transferred the Russian guild leader’s message. 
 
    ‘Nyukh, kak u krysy v nuzhnike! Wondered if you were going to make it tonight or not, Star! It is funny, no. We figured the Aussies were here at your invite. Good players, we have lots fun bashing heads in. There is spot open at bonfire. See you soon. Oh, greeting from Boris and Natasha. Two guildmates of mine. They love your flying squirrel Rocky and ask if you are called Moose?’ 
 
    Feeling my intention to send another message, Tengsly patiently hovered before my eyes as I pondered over the message from Dmitry. Who the hell were Boris and Natasha? Why would they think Tengsly’s name was Rocky and ask if my name was Moose? When it hit me a second later, I couldn’t help the belly laugh that ripped from my lips.  
 
    Don’t ask me why it was so funny in that moment. I know the looks that my friends and companions were giving me was one of utter confusion, which, for some reason, just made me laugh all that much harder. Leave it to the Russians to come up with something so far out of left field. Boris and Natasha … Rocky and Bullwinkle. Wheezing from laughter, I leaned against the nearest tree wiping the tears from my eyes as Tengsly settled on the frozen snow in front of me and cocked his head. 
 
    It wasn’t that the cartoon was particularly good. In truth, it was one of the only two kids’ shows that played on Sunday mornings when I was growing up, since we only had basic cable. Those two shows were reruns of the Rocky and Bullwinkle Show followed by Lost in Space. For some reason, in that moment it had hit me as being funny as hell in an outrageous sort of way.  
 
    Shaking my head, I focused on sending Tengsly the message I wanted him to deliver to Assault Leader Morgan Dell. Popping into the air with a jump, the flying squirrel’s wings blurred as he raced off into the night. Seeing Sarka, Yun, Unalia, and Tinyr looking at me like I’d lost my mind, I waved their concerned looks away as I stood up straight.  
 
    “Dmitry says there is a spot for us by the bonfire and that Boris and Natasha would love to see their friends Rocky and Moose,” I said, waiting for a reaction. Seeing their confused expressions looking back at me, I quickly explained who Rocky and Bullwinkle were and the rest of the show. Not that it altered the blank expressions on everyone’s faces. What can I say, only children that had grown up watching those shows would recall them with any kind of fond memories.  
 
    “Come on, guys,” I said, rolling my eyes at their reactions. “It’s funny as hell.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Star,” Sarka drolly said, as she turned around and started walking into the woods. Ignoring me completely, Unalia and Tinyr joined her without hesitation. Seeing the unhappy look on my face, Yun gave me an apologetic shrug. 
 
    “We’re not judging your childhood memories, I’m sure it was some great TV programming,” Yun said, unable to hold back a laugh at the annoyed look on my face. “How about we get going, man. Aren’t we running out of time?” Flipping him off, I joined him as we hurried to catch up with the team.  
 
    “So what’s the plan this time around,” Angie excitedly asked, as she and Krishna pushed through my companions to fall into step beside us. “What kind of ambush are we going to do this time around?” 
 
    “No ambush,” I unenthusiastically said, as we traipsed through the woods. “Dmitry owes us for helping his sister and his best friend last week.” Seeing the unhappy looks on both Uten Syn players’ faces, I gave them an apologetic shrug. “You can hang out in the forest instead if that makes you feel better. Getting everyone moving shouldn’t take too long.” 
 
    “That might be for the best,” Krishna said, after trading a meaningful glance with Angie. 
 
    “You want to stay here on the edge of the plain?” I asked, looking at them both for a reaction. 
 
    “We’ll stay as a reserve force on the edge of the plains,” Angie said, in obvious relief. “That way, no one knows that we’re here and, if there is a problem, we can be there quickly enough.” 
 
    “Appreciate that,” I said, suppressing the wry grin that tried to come to my lips. “It makes me feel safer knowing that you’re there to give us a hand if the situation goes south.”  
 
    While it sounded like they were being paranoid, I could understand where they were coming from. They’d been betrayed, invaded, slaughtered in cold blood, and then locked away in their own dungeon to either starve to death, quit or create a new avatar. All of that had to leave a psychic scar. Besides, it was best to play it safe.  
 
    As the Uten Syn guild pulled back, I rearranged our groups like we had them organized for the Aussie players. Sarka, Yun, Unalia, Tinyr, Brenna, and Neristhana would go Stealth, while Ulia, Keela, Rayne, and Fylreh joined me in the non-stealth group. On top of that, I asked Neysa and Helgath to scout ahead. 
 
    It took us nearly five minutes to reach the center of the woods. Coming to a stop at the edge of the treeline, we saw our allies for the first time. There had to have been close to a hundred players sitting around the clearing working on gear, joking, or eating and drinking loudly. Many of the men were dressed in leathers and bare-chested with tattoos on their chests, arms, and faces. The lack of winter clothing meant they were either hardcore Advance players suffering through the winter cold or Basic noobs with only twenty-five percent realism. Since they were Russians, I was willing to bet they were Advance players. It was about then that Neysa came trotting up with an alert Helgath on her back. 
 
    ‘There is a massive wolf pack close by.’ Neysa reported, as she came to a stop next to me and continued grimly. ‘They know we’re here.’ 
 
    Looking around us intently, I finally caught sight of several large gray wolves in the distance. They didn’t seem to be getting in position to attack, but were silently watching us from about thirty yards away. ‘They look pretty big,’ I thoughtfully commented, studying the gray forms flittering between the trees. While they weren’t as big as Neysa, they were at least as big as the Elite Large Rock Wolves we’d fought earlier. Unfortunately, the trees stopped me from getting off an Identify. ‘Any idea of their levels?’ 
 
    ‘They’re between level 34 and 38,’ Helgath mental voice sounded in my head. 
 
    ‘If they were a regular mob, they’d have already attacked,’ I mused as Neysa chuffed in agreement. ‘So, they’re combat pets of the Krasnyy Volki players scouting us out.’ 
 
    ‘Either set to guard the camp or make a statement as to the guild’s combat power,’ Helgath confirmed my own thoughts as her yellow eyes glinted in the bonfire’s light. 
 
    “What’s up?” Sarka asked in group chat, interrupting my powwow. Quickly, I explained what the girls discovered on the scouting mission around the Russian’s camp. As I mentioned our conclusions, my friends couldn’t help grinning in excitement. “So, how do you want to handle this?”  
 
    It took a couple minutes to communicate the plan and get everyone in place, but fifteen minutes later we were ready. Getting the final okay from Neristhana, I took the lead as I casually strode out of the treeline. There were no shouts of alarm as we came into the lights of the bonfire. Instead, I heard a strong voice call out as soon as we neared the camp. 
 
    “Startum and friends,” a muscular man waved us over. He had a chiseled face and was wearing heavy leathers with a large bow laying close to hand and the hilts of two short swords peeking over his shoulders. Even though we were speaking common, the man’s inflection and pronunciation had a distinctly Russian flare. “Come, join us by bonfire.” 
 
    Giving an overhead wave back, I altered our path towards that side of the main bonfire. With a casual glance, my eyes scanned the ground around the camp. I was glad to see the snow was a muddy slurry from being repeatedly walked over by everyone in the camp. Just one less thing to give my people away as my eyes went back to looking over the players.  
 
    One of the odd things I immediately noticed was that everyone seemed to be a Ranger combo. I saw a number of Ranger slash Assassins and Ranger slash Warriors. There were also Frost and Fire Mage combos, which was curious, since it was basically a double ranged class. The smartest builds I thought were the handful of Ranger slash Priests that were sprinkled about. Basically, they would play like a traditional Ranger class in most MMOs with high mobility and good HOTs. 
 
    My female companions definitely caught many of the Russian men’s eyes, but none as much as Fylreh, Neysa, and Helgath. Obviously, for a number of different reasons. As we made our way across the camp, everyone stopped their work and began whispering softly to one another. I could tell the direct stares were making the filly somewhat uncomfortable due to their intensity, but Neysa must have caught the whispered words that we couldn’t, since she proudly puffed out her chest and began to strut by my side as Helgath flushed slightly. Curious as to what was being said, I made a mental note to ask them both later what that was about.   
 
    Thankfully, no one was rude or obnoxious. If anything, I’d say that the players’ faces looking back at us held a certain amount of respect and possibly even admiration. Definitely different than the reaction I’d received in Delonshire. I couldn’t help the smirk that came to my lips. Knowing the predilection of the Russian gamers I’d met online, their reaction probably had more to do with the beauty of my female companions and the quality of our gear more than anything else.  
 
    “It is good to see you my friend!” Dmitry greeted with a broad smile, as he stepped forward to clap me hard on the back in a manly bear hug. “Sasha only had good things to say about you and your beautiful ladies.” 
 
    With a good-natured laugh, I introduced my crew. When each of my female companions stepped forward, Dmitry gave a friendly hug. Ulia and Keela took the physical greeting in stride. Rayne was a stiff as a board at the physical contact. Neysa allowed her flanks to be patted without concern as Dmitry commented on her immense size, swearing she was big enough to ride.  
 
    Helgath and Fylreh were another story. Neither woman was open to being touched by a stranger. The intense glare from Helgath’s yellow cat-eyes was enough warning to keep the Russian’s greeting to a polite nod. Fylreh’s warning wasn’t so subtle as she glared at the newfar with her hands on the hilts of her blades. Seeing Dmitry’s raised eyebrows, I gave a nonchalant shrug.  
 
    “Just because they’re my companions, it doesn’t mean I can tell them what to do,” I said, as the other man guffawed.  
 
    “Isn’t that the case with any woman?” Dmitry asked, as the silver-haired woman standing next to him gave him a hard smack. Instead of getting mad, the Russian guild leader stepped back to introduce the beautiful Dark Elf. “I’d like to introduce Olga Federova. She’s the officer in charge of stealth operations for Krasnyy Volki.” As I shook her black-leather clad hand along with the rest of my companions, Dmitry continued with the rest of his team. Mikhail Ivanov was another Ranger slash Priest, but stood out due to the older look of his avatar and shock of white hair that gave him a very distinguished look. 
 
    The next man was Ivan Makarov, who was a Ranger slash Warrior and in charge of the guild’s tanks. He was a large baldheaded Dark Elf-Dwarf halfling equipped like a professional warrior. What did catch my eye was the mechanical crossbow that he had leaning against his seat. It had a revolver-like cylinder to load new bolts in place that caught the eye. We would definitely need to have a discussion about where he’d gotten that from. 
 
    As Dmitry introduced the last two officers, I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled from my lips. They were Boris Novbade and Natasha Talefa. Shaking their hands, I asked how Pottsylvania was this time of year as both players laughed with me. It just happened to be then that Tengsly came flying back to me with Assault Leader Dell’s message.   
 
    ‘We are maybe a half an hour away from the pass. No problem with the higher level monsters that have wandered into the zone. The troopers are slicing through the packs at range without losses. Only your newfar friends seem to be a little frustrated that they can’t scout ahead on their own.’ I couldn’t help but smile at the unspoken sarcasm in Dell’s words. Thanking Tengsly, I asked him to perch on my shoulder as both Boris and Natasha called out laughing. 
 
    “It’s Rocky the flying squirrel!”  
 
    The three of us laughed while everyone else looked at us dubiously. I guess they hadn’t grown up watching the Rocky and Bullwinkle Show. Well, everyone except Dmitry who seemed to be pleasantly amused.  
 
    Boris was an older Dark Elf-Gnome that was very short. He carried a two-handed hammer over his back that would have been an overly large one-handed weapon in a regular sized person’s hands. Additionally, two smaller mining picks hung from his hips along with a short bow. An odd character to say the least. Dmitry explained that he was the officer in charging of crafting and resource gathering as we shook hands.  
 
    “Is his name actually Rocky?” Boris asked, as he happily petted Tengsly’s furry head. It was curious to see the manifest pet acting like a living breathing creature instead of a magical beast as it arched its back for a particularly good spot. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say that I hadn’t thought about it when I was naming him,” I explained with an apologetic shrug. “Although, it might have if my nickname was Moose.” 
 
    “Is no problem,” the old gnome said with a sad smile.  
 
    “That you could laugh with us was more than enough,” Natasha added, as she wrapped her slim arms around the small gnome’s head. “To us, you will always be Moose. Is okay?” 
 
    “It’s more than okay,” I replied, trying not to stare at the odd pair.  
 
    They were obviously together. While Boris was an older looking man, Natasha was a beautiful female Dark Elf with a sleek body covered in black leather. She had a long bow strapped to her back and matching daggers hanging from her hips, but was, surprisingly enough, a Dark Mage on top of that. When I asked about her spells, I learned that they were different than my own magic and weaker to boot. Dmitry said that they had to run an odd quest into the wilds between the Gnome, Dwarven, and Dark Elf areas to find a tower that Natasha had learned the magic from. 
 
    I did my best to not comment too much about the magic tree that she’d picked up. It was my mistake to think I was the only Dark Magic user in the training area. The hermit that had taught her was basically on the way to my Battle Mage training, so it shouldn’t be too much of a problem to swing by and check the old man out to see what other spells he had available. The last thing I wanted to do was find out the hard way that my people weren’t the only ones with undead pets when an army of them suddenly showed up on my doorstep.  
 
    “You must tell us,” Boris spoke up, unknowingly interrupting my contemplation as he excitedly rubbed his hands together like his namesake character from the show. “How you find flying squirrel like Rocky?” Before I could decide on how I was going to answer him, Dmitry cleared his throat next to us. 
 
    “It is not how you say instantaneous communication,” the Russian guild leader said, unsuccessfully trying to hide his excitement. ”But, to have any communications in wilds is great trick.”  
 
    “There’s quite the story behind Tengsly,” I confirmed, thoughtfully meeting Dmitry’s hard gaze. There was no doubt the Russian wanted to know where the telepathic flying squirrels came from so he could get some for his own people, but that information would cost him. “I can only share the full story if we can come to a more permanent relationship.” 
 
    “Then you must drink and sit down by the bonfire so we can talk!” Dmitry magnanimously announced to the rest of his guild as a slight frown came to my lips.  
 
    “While we’d love to hang out by the bonfire and talk,” I said, as Dmitry turned to face me again. “But my forces-“ 
 
    “Are not yet here!” Dmitry shouted in the same over the top voice, as he looped an arm around my shoulder and turned us to face his guildmates. “Comrades, show our new friend the power of the Krasnyy Volki guild!” 
 
    As the players around us raised their weapons over their heads and cheered, the wolves from the forest came charging out in a solid mass. I hadn’t realized that the bonfire was on a slight rise, until I could see over the heads of the players gathered around us. That allowed me to get off an Identify on the fierce gray beasts. Immediately, the description Great Saber-Fang Wolf, level 38, Alpha, appeared over the lead wolf’s head.  
 
    Watching the approaching gray wave, I swore there had to have been at least a wolf for every Krasnyy Volki member here. Meaning, the pack had to number in the seventies to eighties as I did a quick rough count. None of the players seemed concerned by the pack of predators. The why became apparent enough a second later when the wolves began breaking away to take up positions next to their soulbound partners.  
 
    The last six were the largest. As they came charging up to the bonfire, they split up, at the last second, to join their individual partners, except for the pack’s Alpha who came to a sliding stop in front of the two of us with his paws digging into the frozen ground for traction. At the same instant, I sent Tengsly flapping into the air with my preset message. 
 
    “This is my combat pet, Fenrir,” Dmitry announced with pride, but before he could get the words fully out of his mouth or ask about the flying squirrel’s sudden exit, Neysa and Helgath stepped in front of us.  
 
    The Silver Dire Wolf’s thunderous growl cut through the ruckus going on around us like a hot knife through butter. Dmitry and the other Russians could only watch in stunned amazement as the vicious Alpha wolf laid down on all fours and rolled over to show his belly to my soulbound lady. Before Dmitry or any of his officers could comment further, Neysa chuffed as the entire pack of wolves dropped down to their bellies and whined in submission. As Dmitry looked over at me in annoyance trying to understand how his two level higher pet was cowed by my female wolf, my voice rang out across the clearing. 
 
    “Although my main force is still a half an hour out, I’d like to introduce you to some friends of mine that are traveling with me.” As soon as the words left my mouth, Yun, Sarka, Unalia, Tinyr, and Brenna appeared behind the Krasnyy Volki officers while Neristhana popped out of Stealth behind Dmitry with the Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing held tightly in her hands. At the same time, a mass of undead poured out of the forest just like the wolves had a moment earlier. Only, they weren’t alone. A second later, the organized lines of the Uten Syn Druids’ in Were-form appeared with the guild’s Guardians as backup behind them.  
 
    Altogether, it was an impressive force, especially in the darkness with the rotting corpses snapping and snarling with their voracious appetite for the living. In total, there were a hundred and thirty zombies and sixty-eight players, since the rest of us had put our zombies on follow with the Uten Syn guild’s zombies. Watching their unnatural movement as they raced over the flat terrain was enough to make your skin crawl. As they came to a sudden stop at the outer edge of the Russian’s camp, Dmitry threw his head back with a great bellow. 
 
    “Khorosho sygrano!” The Russian guild leader exclaimed, clapping me on the shoulder as Tengsly fluttered back to his place in my hood. Seeing the incomprehension in my eyes, he translated the words into English for me. “Well played, my American friend. You deserve reputation of player that takes no shit!”  
 
    “Come, we must share drink to our friendship!” Dmitry called out, as he turned around and headed for the bonfire with an unconcerned swagger. “And you must tell me how your female wolf dominate Fenrir and rest of pack so easily.” 
 
    I had to give the Russians credit. None of the guild scrambled for weapons or seemed overtly concerned when our people came charging out of the woods or appeared out of Stealth behind them. If anything, I’d say that the Russian players just looked as if they expected nothing less of a player of my caliber.  
 
    “Stand-down everyone,” I called out to the raid. Seeing everyone’s concerned looks, I waved them away with a smile and invited them to join us as I headed after the Russian guild leader. Before this dance had started, I could tell that Dmitry wasn’t going to go back on his word and betray us. It just wasn’t the type of man he was. Dmitry’s goal was to impress upon me the strength of his guild and proudly show off his forces, which I couldn’t blame him for doing since I’d basically done the same thing. 
 
    At the same time, it was more than that. Even this was a test. Seeing that Neysa hadn’t followed after me, I mentally ordered her to let the Russian wolves up and to come with me. Instead of responding to me directly, her only response was an annoyed chuff, but it was enough to allow Fenrir and the rest of the wolf pack to climb back to their feet. By the time I’d introduced the rest of my friends, companions, and the Uten Syn officers who had joined me by the bonfire, the Russians were finishing up handing out wooden mugs to everyone. 
 
    “This is Russian tradition,” Dmitry announced, raising his glass to me and then at everyone around us. “New friends must share drink together before talking business.”  
 
    The aroma coming from the glass reminded me somewhat of opening a can of turpentine in a closed room as my nose hairs curled. Looking around at my friends, I could see the hesitant faces nervously eyeing the clear substance within their own cups. The only person who didn’t seem concerned was Fylreh, which made me nervous for a whole different reason. Hopefully, one shot wouldn’t get her plastered again. Nonetheless, all of us held up the wooden cups to Dmitry.    
 
    “Na Zdorovie!” The Russian guild leader called out and gulped down the fluid in one go.  
 
    “Nostrovia!” I called out, holding my breath as I gulped down the strong alcohol. It burned the entire way down my throat until it settled in my stomach like a burning chunk of coal. Gagging uncontrollably, I couldn’t help gasping for breath as Dmitry happily pounded me on the back. Looking around, I saw that my friends weren’t doing any better with the foul-tasting liquid than I was. 
 
    “Is Na Zdorovie,” Dmitry said, correcting my Russian politely. “Nostrovia means let’s get drunk in English. Na Zdorovie is cheers in Russian.” 
 
    “Na Zdorovie,” I hoarsely wheezed, still gasping for breath as the Russian guild leader gave a friendly laugh.  
 
    “Sorry about the quality of the vodka,” Dmitry said, somewhat conciliatory as he sniffed at his now empty glass in disdain.   
 
    “That was supposed to be vodka?” I asked, worriedly checking over my stats. Instead of being hit with an additional Intelligence debuff, I was surprised to see that my Spirit had increased by three points with a thirty minute buff.    
 
    “Da, Boris is doing best to perfect recipe,” Dmitry explained. “But, needs much work compared to good Russian vodka. Increased Spirit is good, da?”  
 
    “Not bad,” I replied, silently casting a Minor Cure Disease. Instantly feeling better, I stood up straight and handed the wooden mug back to Boris who seemed to be collecting the empties. Around me, I could see my friends and companions were more relaxed as they talked politely to the Russian players around them. “So, you ready to get down to business? All of my people and the Aussies should be in the middle of the pass and waiting to move out in about twenty-five minutes.”  
 
    “Is no problem,” Dmitry said, as he looked over his people. “We have been waiting to move out for two days.”  
 
    “Krasnyy Volki, five minutes to move out!” Dmitry called out to his guild. Immediately, his people began packing away their equipment, donning armor, and preparing to march. I swear the entire guild moved like a militant of Russian Cossacks but without the beards and horses. Turning back to me, Dmitry leaned in close to speak. “Your combat pet is special, da?” 
 
    “To me she is,” I whispered back, giving him a grin. “Though, she’s not just a combat pet. She’s a combat mount.” Seeing the surprised look on Dmitry’s face, I continued in the same tone. “But, I have no idea why your wolves acted the way they did to her, albeit she’s a Silver Dire Wolf. Maybe that has something to do with it.” Not that I was going to explain to him about her Nightmare stats that showed up with this morning’s Emergency Hot Fix.  
 
    “Humph, must be more than that,” Dmitry exhaled unhappily, thinking over my words as he eyed Neysa who was standing next to me. “Explains why she is so large.”  
 
    “Hope you have good plan for Chaos Storm Alliance,” Dmitry said, as he gave Fenrir and the rest of their pack a disgusted look, before turning back to me. “They have many players attacking your friend. Too many to fight even with your NPCs.”  
 
    “We don’t have to beat them,” I said, getting a far off look in my eyes. The plan that had been bouncing around in my head was starting to get a rough shape, especially after meeting Dmitry and Dangas. “I have an idea that just might work.” Before I could explain more, a strong voice interrupted our discussion.  
 
    “Everyone is ready to move out, Dmitry,” the older man named Mikhail reported, as he came to a stop next to me. Although he didn’t salute, the man’s stance and demeanor made me think of a soldier reporting to an officer. Glancing around the camp, I was surprised to see that even the bonfire had been put out.  
 
    Getting into formation, we moved out as one group with the Uten Syn guild taking up the rear. My friends, companions, along with the Russian and Uten Syn officers joined me at the head of the column, while Neysa took off to scout ahead as usual. As I warned them both to keep their distance from the higher level packs wandering the pass, Dmitry ordered his pack of Great Saber-Fang Wolves to keep an eye on our flanks, while our zombies formed a close defensive ring around us.  
 
    It was a solid formation with multiple layers of warning and defense. As we ran, I did my best to keep the grin from my lips at the whispered comments coming from the Russian players as they eyed the undead pets with interest. There was something about their unnatural movements that drew the eyes and made your skin crawl, until you got used to having them around. At the same time, they gave a certain sense of security too.   
 
    As we made our way back across the plain in front of the pass in an arc that brought us back towards the Aussie side of the mountain, I was surprised that we didn’t see any of the packs of mobs that we’d seen earlier on our way in. A quick query to Neysa confirmed the odd phenomenon as I ignored Dmitry’s questions about the plan I was working on. After ten minutes, I finally asked him again to wait until we’d met up with everyone else since there was no sense in going over everything twice. Grumpily, he relented as I listened to the Russians talking about the PVP fights they’d been through earlier with the reinforcements that had been rushing through the pass to join the Chaos Storm Alliance forces on the far side.  
 
    Like the Aussies, they’d been offered a reward for capturing me and my friends. Natasha joked about how she’d told them that it made more sense to slaughter them whenever they could for the bounty on their heads within the Kingdom of Kader. None of their threats about retribution and being put on the Chaos Storm Alliance’s kill list caused them any concern to the PKers frustration. As we were passing by the edge of the Aussie’s forest, I received an urgent message from Neysa. 
 
    ‘There’s a major fight going on in the center of the pass!’ Neysa’s thoughts urgently came to me as Helgath added. ‘We’ll get closer to see what’s going on.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Seven 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    “Our people are under attack in the center of the pass!” I immediately announced in raid chat as my eyes searched the darkness ahead. “No one has reported in that they’re under attack, so be prepared for anything.”  
 
    It wasn’t until we’d climbed the slope that led to the pass that I could see the purple flashes in the distance. When I switched to my regular vision, it looked like a major battle was going on. Between the moonlight and the intense purple waves of Shadow Bolts blasting out as one, I could only make out my people fighting off waves of shadowy enemies at this distance. My voice turned cold as my guild leader persona took over. 
 
    “All zombie pets to the front of the formation. We’ll organize in the same formation we used to prank the Russians.” I ordered as the Uten Syn guild caught up with the Russians. Immediately, their formation began to shift. Druids to the front and Guardians to the back. As the Druids began to transform into their fighting forms, Dmitry’s voice cracked out like a whip in raid chat. 
 
    “Krasnyy Volki, form up for battle! Ivan, have your people’s pets guard left flank. Mikhail, your people’s wolves will guard right flank. Olga, your people will take rear.”  
 
    I gave the Russian guild leader a thankful nod. It was a good call. The last thing we wanted to do was get into a situation where we were ambushed from the rear. Still, I couldn’t figure out who would have known we were here to set up an ambush. My confusion was resolved a moment later, when a dark-brown squirrel came to a hover before my eyes. It was Blink, Dell’s messenger squirrel.   
 
    ‘My lord, we have reached the entrance to the pass as you ordered and met up with the Aussie newfar. In the interim, the Devil Dogs have decided to clear the entrance of mobs. We await your arrival’ 
 
    ‘We are entering the pass now. We should reach your lines in about ten minutes.’ I sent back to Blink for him to carry to his master. As soon as the flying squirrel disappeared, I saw Dmitry and his officers eyeing me with interest. Before they could ask me about the messenger squirrel, a midnight-black named Blackhawk came to a hover before my eyes. 
 
    ‘Where in the hell are you guys at? Kenzie and Jill are both already bitching up a storm. We’re at the mouth of the pass, so hurry it up already. Also, don’t be too upset, but you’re not the only one with a combat pet anymore. We found some cool baby mobs while you were hobnobbing it up with the guild leaders. We’ll show your slow asses when you get here.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be there in ten minutes. Tell Kenzie and Jill to calm the fuck down. Maybe they should pick up some crafting skills or something for the times they need to wait.’ Rolling my eyes at Thomas’ message, I sent Blackhawk away. As soon as the flying squirrel disappeared into the night, Dmitry slid up next to me with hungry eyes. 
 
    “You must tell me,” the Russian guild leader said in a tense voice. “How many of these flying squirrels does your guild have?” 
 
    “As many as we need,” I said with a grin, as the Russians glanced at each other meaningfully. “But, let’s hold off on the discussion about how everyone can get one of their own, until we meet up with the rest of our group. I imagine the Aussies are just as interested in acquiring their own flying squirrels too.” 
 
    As we neared the main raid, the experience points began to roll in. It wasn’t high numbers, something like a hundred here or two hundred there, but there were a lot of those coming in. Besides, every little bit helped when I hadn’t been expecting to get any XP on this trip. Bodies of monsters were piled up all around the edges of the raid at the thirty yard mark which was impressive to say the least. They were all in the level 65 range. That might sound odd since most of the raid was in their mid to high thirties, but when you could assign a hundred troopers to one higher-level mob, it made a certain kind of sense. 
 
    Even so, the mass of higher level mobs were pushing the raid hard. In the raid interface, I saw many of the Kayden Troopers health dropping like rocks even with Ayda’s Song of Rallying Spirit healing everyone around her. The creatures must have had some nasty magic attacks to be doing such high damage to so many of my people at once while not one-shotting any of them. There was no question in my mind that if we didn’t do something quick, this was going to start getting real ugly. 
 
    “Guardians, Healing Breeze!” I yelled out, as I immediately began casting my own spell. As a green glow of shimmering stars covered the raid, I continued shouting orders. “Everyone, send your zombie pets in! Ranged fighters, target the enemy if you can get a clear shot without hitting our own people. Melee fighters, form up and prepare to hold the enemy!” 
 
    Within seconds, the raids’ lines began to solidify once again as people’s health began to go back up. That, and the aggro instantly changed due to the mass healing going on. Some of the monsters tried to fight their way through the raid to get at us, while others raced around the obstruction of players to get at us. Though, there was nothing stopping the packs directly in front of us from whipping around to charge us. 
 
    While it was an overwhelming sight on one level. My people weren’t being slackers either. With the worst of the pressure relieved, they went back to blasting into the high-level monsters’ ranks with their Shadow Blasts. Even though the damage of the base level spell was quite low, most creatures didn’t have a natural resistance to Dark magic and the number of magic bolts hammering into their flanks were impressive to say the least. Nonetheless, it was going to be close as our mini raid became the focus of the monstrous packs ire.  
 
    “Guardians, switch to ranged attacks!” My voice cracked like a whip in raid chat to be heard over the cacophony of howls and vicious growls that pierced the night as the zombies slammed into the monstrous mass without a thought for their own survival. Fangs and claws ripped at the undead and the living alike as the sounds of combat drowned out all other sounds. Although our pets were in the near forties, they were being shredded by the immense strength of the higher-level mobs.  
 
    With a thought, I dropped a Light Word of Censor into the center of the writhing mass going head-to-head, before switching to my Enhanced Shadow Blasts. As the purple bolts began eating the flesh of the stone-skinned monsters struggling to reach us, Angie and Dmitry hurried to get their people in position. Growling deep in their chests in bestial fury, the Werebears and Werewolves came to a stop and began forming up in a defensive line, while Dmitry’s guildmates took up positions on the front lines next to them. At the same time, he directed the Russians’ Great Saber-Fang wolves to bunch up on either side of our impromptu formation. 
 
    “Krasnyy Volki,” Dmitry’s commanding bellow came to my ears, “fire at will!” The heavy barrage of multi-shot arrows that hammered the monsters’ front ranks caught me completely by surprise as the creatures howled in agony. I mentally chastised myself for forgetting that the Russians were all Ranger combos. Seeing the dropping hit point bars before us, I started to feel like we just might have a chance to survive this cluster fuck. 
 
    “What did they do?” I angrily snarled, as I watched the writhing mass lessen before us as the monsters drove towards our lines. “Aggro the entire plain?” 
 
    ‘Looks that way,’ Neysa sourly agreed as I noticed Helgath using Shadow Blasts instead of her signature Water Shaman magic to hammer at the enemy from where she rode. It stood out in my mind, because that was the first time I could remember seeing her using Dark magic. It made me wonder why she hadn’t been raising her own zombies. Making a mental reminder to talk to her about that later, I turned my focus back to the approaching mobs.  
 
    No matter what we did, I could tell from the flow of battle that some of the high-level mobs were going to break. My friends were already moving towards the front lines to lend their support. Sarka had her shield and sword held at the ready, while Yun sought to get into range for his Frost Nova to help break up the monsters’ initial charge. Tinyr, who was there to back Sarka up, was already switching out his bow for his blades, while Unalia’s hands’ glowed as they sent arrows out in a blur.  
 
    Targeting the severely damaged mobs, I did my best to burn their health down with my Enhanced Shadow Blasts as I began making my way towards the front line. In a game like this a nearly dead enemy was just as deadly as one that was at full health. To either side of me were Neristhana, Ulia, Rayne, and Fylreh. Behind us, Keela and Brenna were blasting the mass of mobs with everything they had.   
 
    I’d nearly reached the front row where the Russians and Druids awaited the enemy, when an Earth Shock blasted me and everyone nearby off our feet. Urgently looking around me, I saw gaping holes in our defensive line from the Elite Earth Shock Wolves special attacks. Before any of us could regain our feet, a massive wolf the size of a Clydesdale suddenly towered above us.  
 
    Letting out an ear-piercing howl, the stone-skinned monster’s massive claws sent players flying as it snatched up a Werebear in its fang-filled maw. A silver blur slammed into the monster’s head as Neysa launched herself at the terrible creature, while Helgath squatted over me blasting the monster in its enraged face at point blank range. Rolling onto my back, I began blasting the nightmarish creature with both fists. 
 
    As the monstrous wolf reared up in its death throes, I saw Werewolves hanging onto the Elite Earth Shock Wolf’s back fighting for their lives. At the same time, Ulia and Rayne joined Neristhana in hammering into the mob’s flanks. With a jerk of its barrel-shaped head, it threw the Werebear’s bleeding body away as its hit points plummeted to zero. With a final whining groan, the level 65 wolf collapsed into a heap graveyard dead.   
 
    Scrabbling to me feet, I slid my shield off my back and drew the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden just as I caught sight of an Elite Molten Flow Strider staggering towards us. Half of its face was eaten away from the Dark magic damage it had taken during its charge. It was an impressive monster with glowing lines of red fire covering its charcoal black scales in a complex network. Coming to a stop before us, it let out a strangled cry and drew its head back as I shouted for everyone to take cover.  
 
    Hunching down behind my shield, I pulled Helgath’s leather-clad body tight to my chest as a wave of flame washed over us a second later. Screams rang out from the players to either side of us as the green glow of multiple Healing Breezes began lighting up the air around us. With a thought, I began spamming my own Healing Breeze spell as fast as possible as the air became too hot to breath.  
 
    If not for the high elemental magic resistance of my gear and the constant healing, I would have been screaming along with everyone else. As the wave of fire came to a stop, I surged to my feet dragging Helgath along with me. Letting her go, I spun around towards my shield side and sprinted for the monster.  
 
    Before the Elite Molten Flow Strider could follow up its special attack, I leaped up at the creature’s toothy maw and slammed my dark blade to the hilt into its muscular neck. Using the weight of my entire body, I ripped the magically enhanced blade through the damaged scales, opening the monster’s neck from chin to breastbone in one go as shimmering blasts of Homing Zap slammed into its head from multiple attackers.  
 
    The combined damage was too much. With a last agonized hiss, the oversized lizard collapsed to the ground as I was covered in a spray of blood and gore. Wiping my face clean with the back of a forearm, I looked around for a new target only to see that the battle was over. As my eyes met the stunned faces around me, I stabbed the Dark Blade of Lord Kayden into the air and gave a victorious shout. Within seconds, the entire raid had joined me as we cheered at being alive. 
 
    Yeah, I know how ridiculous it was going to look to anyone watching my Twitch Channel. But, in that moment, I didn’t fucking care. Until you’d gone through a crazy battle like this with oversized monsters, you just wouldn’t understand, I silently thought, as Helgath gave me a hug of thanks. Pushing her away, I nodded for her to give me a hand as we began helping the people around us to their feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Eight 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    The clean-up was easy enough. With all the group heals being cast, no one had lost their lives or were left with serious injuries that needed to be taken care of. It was definitely a change than what I was normally used to. After making sure my companions were doing alright, I squatted down next to the Elite Molten Flow Strider that we’d taken down.  
 
    Even dead, I could feel the intense heat coming from the fiery gaps in the creature’s incredibly tough fine scales. My mind was taking in the mass of material just laying around after this cluster fuck as I took a moment to gather the creature’s soul stone. Pocketing the purple gem into the sack at my waist, I dexterously made my way over the mounds of dead bodies to Dmitry, Krishna, and Angie who were talking to each other like old friends.  
 
    I couldn’t help the wry grin that came to my lips. There was nothing like going through an intense fight to bring people together. Getting a warm greeting from my new friends, I commended them for a job well done as I clapped Krishna and Dmitry on the shoulders while we listened to Angie’s excited story about fighting off an Elite Earth Shock Wolf face-to-face. We were just clapping the massive Werebear on her thick biceps, when my friends, Assault Leader Dell, and the Aussie Officers came walking up. Before anyone could greet us, I heard Kenzie’s voice ring out in annoyance. 
 
    “Level 36! How the hell did you gain another level?” More than one Devil Dog stifled a laugh as she whined to Jill. “This is fucking bullshit! I’ve been working my ass off for three days trying to catch up to him and this asshole goes out for two hours and gains another whole level!”  
 
    I didn’t bother to respond to any of the comments the two were making to each other. Instead, I ignored their obnoxious banter about the unfairness of it all as Dmitry made an offhanded comment to Krishna and Angie about rude people not saying “thank you” when being rescued. As the group came to a stop, Assault Leader Dell stepped forward smartly. 
 
    “My lord,” he said, thumping a fist to his breast plate. “It is good that you came when you did. The battle had just turned for the worse. Luckily, there were no deaths during the fight. Already, the remaining injured are being healed up and should be ready to move out by the time the loot parties return.” 
 
    “Excellent news, Assault Leader,” I said, returning the veteran swordsman’s salute while trying to keep the anger I felt out of my voice. Once this was all over, I was going to have to set up a true chain of command and return his General rank. The man was a life saver in getting everyone organized and trained up. The only problem he was facing now was not being sure of his place and authority when it came to other newfar.  
 
    In all honestly, I was extremely upset at the mess we’d run into upon our return. If we’d been a minute later, things could have gotten really ugly. Ugly enough, that without the Uten Syn ability for massive group heals, the whole raid might have wiped. But, seeing the uncomfortable look on Assault Leader’s Dell face, I had a good idea of what had more than likely occurred. As Dell stepped back, I shook Thomas’ and Dangas’ hands. 
 
    “It’s nice to see everyone could make it to the party,” I said, nodding to the rest of the Aussies. 
 
    “This group of NPCs you have are beauts!” Dangas excitedly exclaimed, as the rest of his officers nodded in agreement. “They took down a shit-ton of level 65 mobs like it was nothing.” 
 
    “That wasn’t exactly what we were hoping would happen,” Thomas said, shifting on his feet uncomfortably as he eyed Kenzie who just gave him an exasperated look.  
 
    “What? How the hell were we supposed to know the entire plain was going to aggro?” She spat, glaring at us both angrily. “I haven’t seen anything like that before. We dealt with the problem … end of story.” 
 
    “Yeah, aggro can work like that once you’re dealing with such high level mobs,” I said, trying to calm my friends down while keeping my temper in check. “Why were you messing around with the mobs in the first place? I thought we were only killing what we needed to pass through the area safely.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me, Jay? You guys nearly wiped out everything between here and the hidden valley.” Jill exclaimed incredulously. “You’re the last person who should be bitching about something like that.”  
 
    “Whoa there, we only slaughtered the mobs that aggro’d,” I said defensively, as I hurriedly tried to explain what happened. “The lower-level players in our group drew aggro from the higher-level mobs in the zone. The only way we could get through was by slaughtering everything that came at us.”  
 
    I thought it was pretty straight forward, but the look I got from Krystal, Jill, and Kenzie said otherwise. Even Dangas and Thomas were looking at me like I should just leave things well enough alone. Grinding my teeth in silent frustration, I jerked my chin at the empty plain around us, trying to understand what had happened.  
 
    “Where you guys trying to clear the entire zone?” I said, emphasizing the word “trying” as Kenzie rolled her eyes at the question. 
 
    “Yeah, that was the plan,” Thomas said, cutting Kenzie off before she could say something nasty. “If not for Jill’s fluke pull, we’d have been fine.” 
 
    “Look, we thought that if the next respawn of mobs were in the eighty-five to ninety level range that it would block any late additions from coming to the party.” Thomas looked around as if to include my friends, his guildmates, and the Aussies. “The last thing any of us wanted was to get ambushed from behind while we were sneaking up on the siege.” 
 
    “It’s cool, guys,” I said, holding up my hands to stop any more arguing. “It was a decent plan.”  
 
    Running a frustrated hand through my hair, I pulled up my map of the training area and tried to get a feeling for the area and what having this pass blocked might mean. That’s what upset me the most about what they’d done. While their plan sounded like a good idea, the main problem was that no one considered how much we’d be fucked if we ran right smack dab into the massed formation of several thousand Chaos Storm Alliance players without having a path open to retreat through.  
 
    A frown came to my lips as I studied the vague information on the map. Since I hadn’t actually physically been there before, the detail was very generic, albeit better than anything outside the training zone that just showed fog of war. While this wasn’t the only way to get into Domenic’s area, it was basically the only pass I could see on the map from the Telrain side of the mountain range. It was doubtful that this was the only pass, but it must have been the easiest one to find. Hence why the Chaos Storm Alliance was using it to get their people into position.  
 
    It looked like you might be able to make your way along the coast line, but it would be hard going, since there wasn’t any clear cut paths on the map. The side facing the Isolde Line was more or less free, but you’d want to be heading towards Palnisdale to use that direction and supposedly there was a massive Orc invasion force heading this way somewhere in that direction. Closing the in-game map, I let out a heavy sigh. Let’s just hope we don’t find ourselves cut off and needing to head back through this pass. Not that there was much of anything we could do about it now. 
 
    “Not to change the subject, but your friends said there wouldn’t be any problems getting our hands on some of those flying squirrels as long as we talked to Krishna about them.” Dangas said, hesitantly he glanced over at Jill and Krystal before turning back to me. “If you could point him out that would be great?”  
 
    “Really Jill?” I asked, rolling my eyes as Jill studiously ignored me while Kenzie flipped me off without looking up from their talk. Holding my forehead as if I had a migraine, I expelled a heavy breath to calm my nerves.  
 
    I guess this really shouldn’t have been a surprise. Anyone who saw the flying squirrels in action would want one in a game like this. Besides, there was no way we were going to keep their abilities hidden while working so closely with these other guilds. Before Dmitry could cut in about getting his people the “free flying squirrels,” I turned back to Dangas as his people glanced at each other uncomfortably at the look on my face.  
 
    “Now about those flying squirrels…” Quickly, I explained to both groups that it was a part of the Uten Syn guild’s Nature magic. In no uncertain terms, I explained that we were only making this available along with the undead pets to those guilds who agreed to become our permanent allies.  
 
    Krishna and Angie silently agreed with what I said with a look as I worked my magic. I didn’t need chumps who talked big but didn’t back up what they said with actions. And yes, I know they’d met us all the way out here to give us a hand in pulling Dom out of the mess he was in against the proverbial bad boys and girls of the server. While I appreciated that level of commitment, what I really needed to know was if they were going to stick around for the long haul. If they were, I needed them in BrokenFang Hold to help us fight off the Hobgoblin army and any other comers that were headed our way.  
 
    Making their way over to our lands would entail a serious commitment from both guilds. It would also prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that they were serious about joining us. The good thing about doing it now was that we could travel back together if they agreed. With that in mind, I didn’t hold anything back. I explained about the coming Hobgoblin invasion, the land I’d managed to grab, the defenses that were being put into place, and the guilds that were already helping to build up our lands.  
 
    This was all new information to Krishna and Angie. While they were excited about the coming invasion on one level, I could tell they were nervous about it on another, since there was a chance they could lose their new home. Hurriedly, I explained about the Orc invasion that was going to be hitting this side of the map and that, unlike my territory, there were almost no defenses left in place to ward off such a massive force in the Kingdom of Kader. The only exception was Palnisdale which I was working directly with the royal family and the remaining royal forces to create a defensive stronghold that would hopefully stand against the coming storm.  
 
    That discussion created a shit-ton of more questions about everything that had went down in Telrain. Due to the disinformation that Julie was spreading on the forums, there was a lot of questions about what really happened. Once I explained the basics of what had happened and that we now had the Prince and Princess on our side along with a quest to save the kingdom, everyone was excited about joining our ranks.  
 
    For the Aussies and the Russians, it was basically like getting rewarded for doing what was right. For the Uten Syn guild who had been prepared to quit the game and roll new characters, it was like winning the virtual lottery and finding some good friends on top of it all. For me and my friends, having these three very different guilds join us was a great way of strengthening our position within the game. 
 
    My suggestion to get us all on the same page was that the Uten Syn guild would teach both the Russians and the Aussies the level one spell Zap from their Nature magic tree. That would allow them to level up their Nature magic if they were seriously committed to getting their own flying squirrels. Although, I warned both groups that it was doubtful that any of them would be able to skill up the ability within the time we had before the big PVP battle.  
 
    The next question both guilds wanted to know was about learning Dark magic. I told them that I’d be willing to teach them the two beginning spells of soul stone and raise zombie. That would double their guilds’ current combat strength. Though, just like the Nature magic tree, it would take some time for them to get skilled up for the better stuff the tree had to offer.  
 
    This was all part of the plan I’d been formulating in my head. While I was confident that both guilds would be joining us, I’d feel better about everyone once we got Domenic out of the mess he was in and back to BrokenFang Hold. Going through the shitstorm that was before us would show the quality of both groups of players. That was important because I needed people I could rely on to be there when the going got tough.  
 
    Yeah, I know the plan came off as being somewhat mercantile in nature, but there was no such thing as a free lunch. We needed help, they wanted access to our abilities, and we both wanted people that we could trust and grow stronger with. If this worked out, it could be a win-win situation for everyone involved.  
 
    The gleam in Krishna and Angie’s eyes told me they understood the gist of what I was trying to do. The more we could get people dependent on learning magic from us. The more power we could bring to the table. The more our strength grew. The more we could take on the larger guilds at their own game. Let alone, what that would mean for our ability to expand further into The World itself.  
 
    That didn’t mean I was willing to accept just anyone into our alliance. Doing that would be the quickest way to implode. Alliances like this had to be built on commonalities. Did we share a similar outlook on gaming? Aka, were they asshats or not. Did we have a similar perspective on honor? Meaning, did I trust them to do what they said they’d do and hold to their word? Were the groups relaxed or were they high-strung. All of these things came into play. Though, I had to say that so far both the Russian and Aussie guilds had made me feel like they would be a good fit.  
 
    On top of all of that, the strength of my Kayden Troopers had immediately caught both guilds’ attention. When they were told that this was only a quarter of my available forces amongst the people of The World and didn’t include the players in our alliance, the reality of what I was building truly sunk in. By the time we’d finished our discussion, Thomas, Krishna, Dangas, Dmitry, and I had agreed on a general outline for the alliance with the understanding that our fifth partner, the Valkyrie guild, was part of the alliance too, when I heard Kenzie’s unhappy voice call out. 
 
    “What is THAT creature doing here?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s Freya,” Sarka proudly said, as she squatted down next to the spindly, lizard-like colt who’d just stepped forward to sniff a large moose-like baby that was Thomas’ pet. A quick Identify showed that it was an Elite Crown-Bladed Eurasian Elk as Sarka continued nonplussed. “She’s one of the two baby Elite Fanged Tarpan Striders that we picked up earlier.” Before Kenzie could make a comment, a second colt joined the first as Tinyr stepped up next to the warrior. The look on Kenzie’s, Jill’s, and Krystal’s faces were priceless as Sarka introduced the second baby lizard. “Oh, and that’s Arashi, Tinyr’s combat pet.” 
 
    As soon as I saw the pets that my team were holding, I immediately understood the unhappy expressions on the other team’s faces. They’d been busy showing off their new combat pets, which were a mixture of Wildclaws and Twin-Tail Foxes, except for Thomas’ baby Elk. Only to have their bubbles burst when they found out they weren’t the only ones with combat pets to show off. Even more annoying to the impromptu competition was that my teammates had even higher-level babies, aka meaning that they came from high-level parents. That was just about the time that Unalia and Yun both pulled out their baby Elite Large Rock Wolf babies, which were quickly joined by the pets from my companions.  
 
    It was all just a dick measuring contest to put it in manly man terms. Yeah, I know that this whole thing started off between Sarka, Kenzie, Jill, and Krystal, but just because they were women didn’t stop them from trying to one up everyone else. I guess it was just human nature. Only, this was the gamer version of women showing off a new purse or pair of shoes to their girlfriends, or a guy showing off his latest electronic gadget to his buds. In an MMO, everyone liked to have the most unique pet to show off to their friends and strangers. It would’ve been the same even if they’d all been non-combat pets. Both were considered “leet loot” amongst players.  
 
    “Why aren’t they angry about our Great Saber-Fang wolves?” Dmitry asked in a quiet voice, as he leaned in close to whisper into my ear.  
 
    “Neristhana has a combat pet too?” I heard Jill ask in a shrill voice, as I nodded towards my friends.  
 
    “Oh, that’s because they haven’t gotten to know you yet,” I said with a shrug. “This is more of a “who has the better loot” between teammates. On top of that, Neristhana and Jill have some history between each other.” 
 
    “Da,” Dmitry agreed thoughtfully, “is same with Russian players.”  
 
    “Ugh, sorry about that,” Thomas apologized, as he spoke under his breath on the other side of me. “They were so excited about showing off their new combat pets and-“ 
 
    “We stole their thunder,” I said, knowingly finishing Thomas’ sentence off. “Honestly, I’m surprised you guys recovered anything with the way Kenzie moves through a zone like a one woman ecological disaster.” 
 
    “True that,” Thomas agreed, letting out a small snort of laughter. “It was bad enough when it was just her, but Jill and Krystal’s desire to surpass you in levels have made her that much worse. If not for her love of cats, she probably would have slaughtered the first den we ran across.” He gave me a goofy grin. “Though, once we figured out you could find the monsters’ dens and capture their young as combat pets that changed everything.”   
 
    “I just don’t understand why we’ve been finding so many babies in this area,” I said, thoughtfully looking around at the empty plain. “Is it just because no players have been hunting out here?” 
 
    “No idea,” Thomas said with a shrug, as we looked over at Dmitry. 
 
    “Da, monsters naturally start reproducing in zones where they not being killed by players,” the Russian guild leader explained after a moment. “Is how we have great many Great Saber-Fang Wolves for guild.” 
 
    “Humph,” Thomas said, as he looked out at the bodies around us. “You might want to explain that to your friends.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, somewhat confused as Thomas nodded at the three figures stomping amongst the corpses. Switching back to Darkvision, I saw that it was Hefe, Bonnie Smash, and AJ. 
 
    “I guess not everyone lucked out on getting a pet?” I asked, watching the trio going about their work. Catching Dmitry’s eye, I nodded at my friends. “So, because these packs are new respawns there shouldn’t be any young, right?” 
 
    “Is hard to say,” the Russian said, giving an apologetic shrug. “This is first time all mobs have been slaughtered on plain for long time.” 
 
    “Damn it, we don’t have time for this shit.” I complained to my two companions, as I checked the time. It was already past midnight and we hadn’t even reached Domenic’s yet. Letting out an aggravated sigh, I called out in raid chat. “Fuck, there’s no way we’re going to get them to leave this area until they’ve completely checked everything out.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I could do but go with the flow,” I said, pressing my fingers into my eyelids as I felt a migraine coming. “What was another hour before I could log out tonight?” 
 
    “Assault Leader Dell,” I said, as my vassal stepped forward. “Go ahead and detail everyone but two hundred troopers to skin the dead. These skins should make some excellent armor upgrades for everyone. Also, have everyone recover whatever looks to be useable.” 
 
    “Immediately, my lord,” Assault Leader Dell said, giving me a salute. Before the swordsman could turn away to carry out my orders, I caught his arm and lowered my voice. “If any of the troopers find any babies that survived the battle, go ahead and have them take it for themselves as a combat pet. We’ll only have the raid roll if a den is discovered.” 
 
    “By your command,” Assault Leader Dell replied with a grin, as he took off to get the troopers organized. Before the veteran swordsman had made it half way back to the main force, Jill’s shrill voice came to my ears.   
 
    “Why the hell did you tell the NPCs that?” Jill demanded, as she got into my face. “Do you even know how many combat pets each of us could have? Can we sell them to other players for money?” 
 
    “What the hell, Jay?” Krystal asked in a disappointed voice, as if I’d royally fucked up. “AJ, Hefe, and Bonnie Smash are still trying to get their first pet and letting the NPCs have them instead?” 
 
    “Seriously, Star, what were you even thinking?” Kenzie added in her two cents.  
 
    “What was I thinking?” I repeated, as my face flushed red with anger. Turning my gaze on Jill, I let her have it with both barrels. “What is the time limit that you can recover a baby monster before they die on their own after their parent dies? Isn’t that a five minute timer?” I demanded as Jill’s mouth snapped closed.  
 
    “Do you know if that first imprinting can even be offered to another individual?” I unmercifully continued my assault. I didn’t know if the timer always showed up for imprinting a new baby or not, but Sarka had told me that a five minutes timer had popped up as soon as Freya had seen her. “Ever since Neysa bonded with me, I’ve been reading up on Combat Pets and Combat Mounts. I can tell you with authority that the in-game Wiki says that once those five minutes are up, the baby dies. Not only that, once you have a soulbound pet it cannot be transferred or sold to any other players.”  
 
    “You’re acting like the people of The World that make up our forces are easy to acquire.” I said, loud enough for everyone nearby to hear my words as I addressed Kenzie, Jill, and Krystal who were rocked back by my words. “I can assure you that’s not the case. And, it’s doubtful we’ll be able to get that many more in the near future now that the large guilds understand just how powerful the people of The World are against players.” 
 
    “What do you mean, chum?” Dangas asked in confusion, as Dmitry spoke up behind him.  
 
    “There NPCs like other games, da?” 
 
    “Nope, most are now at the level of an Advance player,” I gave both men a wicked grin, “and Assault Leaders are at the level of a Nightmare player.” I continued as both men’s mouths gaped open in shock. “Not only that, if you get killed by a person of The World, you start losing ten percent of your accrued experience points with each death.”  
 
    “What about the ruckus going on in the forums about you de-leveling players to zero?” Toxi asked, somewhat confused. 
 
    “Well, that was before this morning’s Emergency Hot Fixes,” I said with a shrug. It wasn’t a surprise that these guys didn’t really pay attention to those parts of the change lists when they logged in. Why would they when they didn’t have any of their own people of The World? So, I explained about the changes that they’d been unaware of.  
 
    None of these players had known that they could lose a level by being killed by a person of The World, or that the recent patch had made the NPCs so tough. For most, it was an unpleasant surprise, while others could see the wisdom in having NPCs that powerful in a game like this. As the designers had explained, the real time strategy portion of The World was mainly going to be NPC armies fighting against one another. None the less, the information caused a small ruckus as everyone argued over the merits of the changes. 
 
    “These are not just NPCs in a game,” I continued, as soon as everyone had quieted down enough for me to be heard again. “They are our forces to fight the higher level guilds with. Even if we combined our guilds together into one force, we’d be rolled up like a day old newspaper in one battle without their help.” I quickly signaled to remove the next part from my video stream. 
 
    “If we are going to be blocked from purchasing new people from the NPC Recruiter by these platinum sized guilds, how else can we make our forces stronger?” I continued without waiting for an explanation. “Getting things like Combat Pets or Combat Mounts … or both for our forces.” I could see that my words were sinking into the players’ minds about the possibilities of what I was talking about. “How much better of a force will they be with additional Skills and Abilities, or better armor and weapons?” At the same time, I knew I had to address the players’ greed too.  
 
    “Now that’s not saying we won’t have to work out how best to distribute unique and rare loot,” I said, briefly meeting the eyes of the players around me. “But, the focus will be on evenly distributing loot between guilds and players in a team or raid to the best of our ability.” Those words seemed to settle everyone down as I focused on Kenzie, Jill, and Krystal. “So, are we cool?” 
 
    “Ugh!” Jill threw her hands up into the air and stomped away without saying anything else, while Krystal laughed behind the hand that she’d used to cover her mouth with. 
 
    “We’re good,” Krystal assured me. 
 
    “Yeah, I hadn’t really thought about that,” Kenzie said, somewhat sullenly. “I mean, we haven’t been doing that since we’ve met.” 
 
    “That’s mostly because Star has been giving us most of the loot as a thank you for traveling with him to help his friend out,” Phoenix said, speaking up for the first time as Thomas nodded in agreement. “What’s up with Jill?”  
 
    “She just hates getting into a losing argument with Jay,” Krystal explained, giving me a shake of her head.  
 
    “What can I say?” I shot back with a laugh, as I re-enabled the video recording for the Twitch stream. “Logic trumps feelings any day.” Instead of commenting back, Krystal flipped me off, but, before she could turn around, AJ excitedly whooped in raid chat. 
 
    “My very own Elite Earth Shock Wolf for the win!” The Dwarf’s deep laughter rang out over the empty plain as he announced his Combat Pet’s new name. “Meet Brutus everyone!” 
 
    Looking towards where the sound came from, I saw AJ holding up an ugly stone-skin puppy over his head like a champ. It looked ridiculous since he was covered in blood and gore from digging through the dead corpses looking for a left over baby to call his own. Though, what caught me by surprise was the pissed off look on Krystal’s face. 
 
    “That’s why he offered up those Wildclaws that dropped earlier,” Krystal angrily muttered to herself. “He wanted first dibs on a high-level pet.” Completely ignoring me, she scooped her Wildclaw kitten into her arms and stalked after Jill. 
 
    I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut at this point. AJ had a good thing going with his gaming-girl threesome, at least until he was too smart for his own good. The man had a knack for playing the odds to get what he wanted. Not that Krystal and Jill could really complain. AJ must have won two different rolls and gave the Wildclaws up to his girlfriends’ first.  
 
    While that was normal SOP for any man playing an MMO with his wife or girlfriend, for AJ that was plural since he was dating Jill and Krystal. The rest of us knew that AJ looked at things slightly differently than another boyfriend usually would. AJ’s mode of operation would be to pass on the loot rolls he didn’t want so he could get something better. Especially, once he realized we’d figured out the trick for getting Combat Pets. We all knew that if he’d really wanted the baby monster Twin-Tailed Foxes that he would have kept one for himself in a heartbeat. Whatever, better him than me, I thought, as another voice cried out in excitement. 
 
    “OMG!” Bonny Smash exclaimed in raid chat. Yeah, she actually pronounced the acronym and not the actual words like a typical gamer. “Look at what my Pookey Bear found for me! I’m going to name him Lava!” 
 
    Everyone looked over at Bonnie Smash as she held up a baby Elite Molten Flow Strider! Even from this far away you could see the molten lines of fire running through the cracks of its scales. It was a truly epic looking pet. The Half-Orc was standing atop a pile of dead bodies that had to have been waist high as Hefe continued searching for more young like a maniac. It was a gruesome job but one that paid out in high dividends.   
 
    “Alrighty then,” I said to the players standing around me. “If everyone is agreeable, let’s have anyone without a Combat Pet search for babies, while the rest of us do some skinning and meat gathering. This loot is just too good to leave lying about on the ground. Besides, the sooner we get this finished up, the better chance we have of not getting caught by any respawns.”   
 
    The majority of us worked as quickly as we could, while a handful of players searched for babies. It was half a dozen or one of the other as to which activity had the better chance of turning up a baby monster. Out of a hundred and eighty-seven mobs, there was around seventeen babies that were recovered. Two of three Elite Molten Flow Striders went to Bonny Smash and Ulia, while the last went to Angie. Out of the fourteen Elite Earth Shock Wolves that turned up, four went to my companions, three to the Uten Syn guild, and the rest were picked up by the Kayden Troopers going about their work.  
 
    I kept an eye on Suman the entire time the reports of found combat pets were coming in. Each time someone new screamed out in joy, the man’s face just got darker and darker. Especially when so many were from the people of The World. Surprisingly enough, he kept his mouth shut. Although, the expression on his face clearly showed what he thought about the issue. Luckily enough, no one else seemed to be having an issue with how the loot was being passed around. 
 
    By the time we’d skinned the bodies and looted the corpses for what we could, a half an hour had gone by and the new respawns were starting to appear in the distance. There’s nothing like seeing a level 95 monstrosity made from stone and twice the size of a rhino to make people work faster. Five minutes later, Assault Leader Dell had everyone formed up and heading into the pass at a run. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Twenty-Nine 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    As soon as we’d gotten clear of the plain, more monsters began appearing behind us. Watching the affect, it was almost like they were being phased in from another world, since they were slowly going about their business like normal when they appeared. Within minutes the way behind us was completely blocked by high-level mobs.  
 
    The way ahead of us was a steep climb to the lowest part of the mountain pass. Most of us took to using the sides of the trail to pull ourselves up over the more slippery areas of the climb. Large boulders and smaller rocks were strewn about the twenty or so yard wide path, which made it that much more difficult to climb. It didn’t help that the stones beneath our feet were covered by frozen snow and black ice with small patches of scrub grass peeking through while we made the difficult climb.  
 
    Otherwise, there was no other signs of life. A good thing since traction to fight would have royally sucked on an incline this steep for our melee classes. For the most part, I spent the climb huddled within the folds of my heavy cloak. It was wrapped tightly around my body to protect against the freezing wind that whipped across the side of the mountain, while my breath steamed before my eyes.  
 
    We didn’t bother raising any zombie pets for the climb up. Maybe that was a bad call defensively speaking, but it would have made the going more crowded. As it was, the Krasnyy Volki pack was traveling in the middle of the path, while Neysa and Helgath scouted ahead. Their presence, I think, gave us all a sense of security in case we came under attack, but even the four footed wolves had a problem with slipping and sliding.  
 
    On top of that, the bright light of the moon didn’t help make any of us feel less vulnerable during the climb. Although, the heebie-jeebies didn’t completely leave me, until Neysa reached the top of the pass and reported that it was clear of enemies. While that allowed me to breathe a sigh of relief, Helgath’s message that they could see the siege going on from on top of the pass sent a cold shiver down my spine. I wouldn’t feel safe until we were out of this now dead end trap.   
 
    Pushing my way further up the steep slope, I saw Neysa and Helgath lying down on the frozen snow up ahead as they peeked over the top of the pass. Hearing me walking up, Helgath glanced back as her thoughts came to my mind. ‘Keep low or the enemy below might see you outlined against the light of the moon.’  
 
    ‘Thanks for the warning.’ I replied back, keeping my thoughts to myself that she was overreacting. Glancing behind me, I saw what she meant. The light of the moon would highlight me if I was standing atop the peak. If there were any sentries watching the pass, they’d see me even without needing to use their Darkvision. Crawling up the last few feet on my hands and knees, I glanced over the top to see what was going on below. 
 
    On the other side of the shallow valley, a wall of jagged lightning suddenly lit up the night’s sky as the far mountain slope was hammered by a flurry of actinic blasts of pure energy. The massive strikes were focused on the walls of a large fortress tucked into the base of the rocky crag that rose up into darkness like a lone sentential covered in ice and snow. Instead of dissipating after a few seconds like natural lightning would, the bolts continued to rain down death for nearly thirty seconds as the rolling report of the thunder echoed back from the surrounding mountains. 
 
    As if that wasn’t bad enough, flaring magical attacks swept the top of the battlements with the colors of green, blue, red, and yellow. Some of the glowing flashes of light were enchanted missiles shot from various weapons from the field below the wall, while others were obviously powerful spells that I didn’t recognize from my own repertoire of magic. The continuous attacks were even denser than the hell we’d unleashed upon the Global Brutality players when they were held up in the Uten Syn guild’s fortress. 
 
    Incredibly enough, the overwhelming assault did nothing to stop the purple bursts of magic from raining down on the enemies fighting within the “V” like funnel before the massive walls. In the strobe light effect, I could see odd shapes fighting the wave of players trying to fight their way through the three hundred-yard long gauntlets that led to the fortress’ gates. Each of the creatures towered over the players like eight-foot tall giants. Some glowed with a weird florescent blue that reminded me of Archons from StarCraft, while others looked like piles of moving rock that had come to life.  
 
    As I watched the hulking, blue figures attack, I slowly realized the strange creatures must be water elementals. Their flowing bodies had a thin waist and no legs, but moved quickly by gliding over the rough terrain almost like a living wave. Its upper body had a thick, barrel-shaped chest with massive shoulders and long, rope-like arms that ended in massive fist, which it used to hammer the enemies before it like a brawler. 
 
    That realization allowed me to identify the other stone-like creatures as rock elementals. Though, it took me a few moments to understand where they were coming from. Unlike the water elementals that started their attacks from the base of the defensive wall, these summons were being lobbed into the enemies’ ranks via catapult or something similar due to the short range. Even as I watched, I saw several players suddenly get crushed to death from the large rocks’ impacting the ground. A second later, the same rocks seemed to erupt from the ground. Within seconds, they had taken on a humanoid shape and began laying waste to all enemies that were near them. 
 
    Although they were slow, the damage they put out had to be impressive to say the least. Picture random piles of rocks piled on top of each other with uneven arms and legs that had vaguely humanoid shapes. Each were between five to six feet tall and had protrusions sprouting out from their bodies at odd angles, which made them look like some postmodern artist’s nightmare come to life. Any players caught in range of their stone fists were quickly pummeled into submission.  
 
    Even though there was over six hundred of both types of elementals assaulting the players under the defensive wall, they were nothing in comparison to the withering fire hammering at their massive bodies. In just a few minutes, all of the monsters were taken out. Weirdly enough, the elementals didn’t take any visible damage, nor did their attacks seem to weaken or reduce in power. After a certain amount of damage, their bodies just seemed to lose cohesion and disintegrate. It was almost as if the damage was interfering with the magic that made up their bodies.  
 
    The creatures were impressive as hell. Even worse for the attackers, killing the elementals did little to stop the flow of elementals. Almost immediately upon their destruction, the defenders just created new elementals to take their place. It was like watching the attackers trying to stop an unending torrent of death flowing out of the fortress. 
 
    Obviously, they’d succeeded against similar odds since, near the entrance of the funnel where the attackers had made their camp, there were the remains of two additional defensive walls that marked where the defenders had been overrun. As my eyes scanned further out, I saw even more ruined structures littering the valley below like dead corpses, evidence to the intensity of this losing battle and how hard Domenic and his people had fought throughout the siege.  
 
    Looking at the widespread devastation made me appreciate the impressive feat they’d accomplished up until now. It almost made me feel sorry for making fun of Domenic the last few Sundays when he was going on about being overrun to the rest of our group. Just as a smile came to my lips at that thought, my attention was pulled away as Hefe’s strained voice called out behind me. 
 
    “That’s some crazy ass shit!”  
 
    Looking around, I was surprised to see the rest of the raid had caught up to us. Unlike Hefe and AJ who were standing behind us on the slope, the rest of the raid’s officers and my friends were lying next to us on the ridge.  
 
    “And you expect us to jump into the middle of that cluster fuck!” AJ exclaimed incredulously. “You must be high!” 
 
    “How about you guys get down along with the rest of us?” I said in annoyance, as I went back to watching the incredible scene below. 
 
    “Really, dude,” Hefe countered exasperatedly. “I’m a gnome and AJ’s a dwarf. Who the fuck is going to see us standing up on the top of a ridge in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Anyone who’s been assigned to watch the pass,” Thomas said in a deadpan tone, without bothering to look behind him. 
 
    “That’s how we usually found the militants who were trying to snipe us in the sandpit,” Kenzie explained, her voice filled with obvious disdain. “It’s amazing how easily a human form can show up on top of a ridge with the moon behind their back.”   
 
    “Really, guys?” Jill exclaimed, glaring at them both. “You didn’t even stop to wonder why the rest of us were peeking over the rim?” 
 
    “Whatever,” AJ grudgingly said, as he got down on his belly like everyone else as Hefe silently followed suit. “Like you knew better.” 
 
    “At least, I had enough sense to ask the question in the first place,” Jill snapped, before turning back around to watch the action below while I stifled the smile that tried to come to my lips. 
 
    Not that I disagreed with either Kenzie’s or Jill’s comments. The shit storm below was bad. I mean, like really … really bad. There had to be something like four to five thousand players trying to assault Domenic’s fortress. Now that we couldn’t de-level anyone, how in the hell were we supposed to pull his ass out of this mess? I wondered, as I studied the scene below. 
 
    Pulling up my map, I compared the valley to what I could see on the map in the hopes that the plan I’d been formulating was still valid. There might be some sort of path along the coast, but from here it looked like impassible mountains. There was the pass we’d just come through, which was now basically closed off. Another that looked to go directly north into the Orc and troll infested mountains. And, one other that went southeast to Palnisdale.  
 
    So, how could we make this work to our advantage? I silently wondered, as I closed the map and studied the general flow of the battle. Several thoughts came to mind, but what I really needed to do was find out all the options we had available, before making any kind of decisions. Then, I’d have to see what I could pull out of my ass this time around. 
 
    “Alrighty then,” I said, mentally pinging my girls. “We need to get our scouts in position and see if we can get out of this pass without being discovered.” Without a word between us, Helgath leaped onto Neysa’s back as the Silver Dire Wolf shot up over the ridge and plunged down the slope below. More than one person looked over at me in surprise as I caught Dmitry’s eye. “Can you send your wolves down with my Silver Dire Wolf to stop any sentries at the base of the pass from slipping away?” 
 
    “Is how you Americans say, sounds like plan,” Dmitry said, as he caught his combat pet’s eyes. With a thought, the entire wolf pack that had been hanging out behind the ridge sprang to their paws and took off after Neysa. I figured the pack of wolves wouldn’t trigger any alarms if the sentinels caught sight of them. 
 
    “Thanks, Dmitry,” I said, as I mentally called Tengsly to me. Climbing up out of the hood of my cloak, the gray flying squirrel took off to hover before my eyes. Picturing my friend’s name and that he was a Dark Elf, I sent him my message and wished him luck. With a happy chitter, Tengsly took off into the night’s sky while I slid back down to the backside of the ridge and stood up.  
 
    “The rest of us are going to have to get down that slope as quickly as possible,” I said in no uncertain terms, as I slide my shield off my back. “And take out any enemies lying in wait, before they can give the alarm.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sarka asked, with an annoyed look on her face. “You want us to slide down on our asses?”  
 
    “That would work better for some of us more than others,” Kenzie said, critically eyeing Sarka’s bubble butt as Krystal and Jill choked back a laugh.  
 
    Seeing Sarka catch my eye as if to say “What the fuck is up with that, Jay?” I gave her a wordless shrug unsure myself as to what was going on with Kenzie. It was almost like Kenzie and Jill had both synched up with each other and had taken on the other’s unique style of bitchiness. Before either one of us could respond back to Kenzie’s rude comment, we received support from an unexpected source.  
 
    “At least, she has an ass,” Unalia chimed in without hesitation, as several “Burn!” comments came from the rest of the Devil Dogs standing nearby. Before Kenzie could respond back, Angie spoke up while deep in thought.  
 
     “Our fighting forms are pretty decent for four-legged travel,” Angie said, ignoring Kenzie’s comments as she changed to her Werebear form in seconds. Getting down on all fours, she tested the movement as she continued in a much deeper voice. “If the wolves can do it, we can too.” 
 
    “Da,” Dmitry said in agreement. “Is big slope with rocks on either side. We slide down no problem.” 
 
    “The going down is not what I’m worried about,” Sarka unhappily muttered at the Russian. “It’s the stopping that has me concerned.”  
 
    “What do you think, warriors first?” Thomas asked, as he followed my example with his own shield. 
 
    “I don’t see any other way,” I agreed, as I looked around the circle. “Any other warriors with shields that want to volunteer for this operation?” 
 
    “We’ll come,” the Cobra Kai twins said, after a quick glance at each other.  
 
    “Count us in,” Ivan said, as he stepped forward with two other tanks.  
 
    “Me too,” Toxi, the Aussie Half-Orc Barbarian from earlier, said, as he nervously stepped forward. 
 
    “We’ll head down too,” Bonnie Smash said, with Hefe and AJ at her side. Seeing my dubious look, Hefe gave me a shrug. 
 
    “Eh, you only live once.” 
 
    “Dude, this is a video game with automatic respawns,” I said, as my voice went up an octave. “That doesn’t even make any sense.” 
 
    “Technical details,” Hefe said, with an unconcerned tone as I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Are you going to talk us to death or are we going to get this party started,” AJ said, while doing a little dance with his hips and singing. “Bow chicka wow wow.” 
 
    For a second, all conversation around the circle stopped as everyone looked at the dwarf like he’d grown two heads. Even Krystal and Jill covered their eyes in embarrassment as Hefe and I joined them shaking our heads. It was an old school Red vs Blue thing our group used to do, which was funnier than hell when we weren’t around new people. Warning AJ with a finger, I went back to the conversation as if nothing had happened, while ignoring Sarka’s and Unalia’s questioning looks. 
 
    “Okay, that should give us a total of twelve players down the hill first with thirty-eight druids hopefully right behind us.” I said, as I looked around the circle at everyone. “While the rest of you make your way down after us as quickly as possible.”  
 
    “Yun, Tinyr, Unalia, Phoenix, my companions, Fylreh, and the Devil Dogs will follow next,” I said, catching Krishna’s eyes. “The Uten Syn guardians will go next, after them the Russians, Aussies, and then Assault Leader Dell with the main force.” 
 
    “Why did you put us last?” Steph unhappily complained, as I took a breath. 
 
    “Because it makes the most sense?” I asked with a frown. Taking a deep breath, I tried to assuage the panda-girl’s concerns. “Look, this isn’t personal. It’s just the best way for us to head down as I see it. We have the volunteers going first, the quickest combat forces following after, a shit-ton of healers next, a mass of range support, and then a mixed group of melee, ranged, and healers, before the main combat group. Do you have a better order we should be heading down in?” 
 
    “Naw, it’s good,” Steph said, suddenly embarrassed. “I just don’t like not being able to head down first after my man.” She said, looking sheepishly at the Half-Orc barbarian. 
 
    “Then join my friends,” I said, trying to keep the exasperation out of my voice as I nodded towards Yun, Tinyr, and Unalia.  
 
    “I think I will,” she said, with a happy lilt to her voice as she stepped over next to Sarka and Unalia.  
 
    “Okay, any other questions?” I asked, looking once again around the circle.  
 
    “Lord Ironwolf,” Assault Leader Dell said, as he stepped forward to be noticed. “What happens if we’re discovered during our decent? What are your orders then?”   
 
    “Ugh!” I groaned at the veteran swordsman’s question as everyone’s eyes turned to me questioningly. Unfortunately, Assault Leader Dell had a very good point. In fact, it was the only possibility that I hadn’t covered in my quick rundown of the strategy. A glance at Thomas let me know he’d been thinking the same thing. No surprise there since he was probably traditionally trained in battle tactics as an officer.  
 
    It wasn’t that I hadn’t thought about the possibility beforehand. As to why I hadn’t brought it up was exactly the opposite reason. This was my number one concern ever since our retreat back through the pass had been cut off. Rubbing the back of my neck, I gave everyone a weak smile.  
 
    “Then we’re basically fucked,” I said, with a shrug. “The only thing I can see us doing is falling back towards Palnisdale and coming up with another plan. It just depends upon what our enemy decides to do after that.” 
 
    “I figure they’ll chase us down with the majority of their forces, or ignore us and concentrate on taking Domenic out of the equation, or divide their forces enough to still keep Domenic locked in place while the rest of their forces wear our troopers down enough to turn the tables against us.” My gaze briefly met everyone’s eyes around me as I let my words sink in, before continuing. 
 
    “If that happens, we’ll hold the line until we can get everyone’s zombie pets raised up and then make our way over to the Palnisdale pass.” 
 
    “You know there’s no way Julie is going to let you escape after what you did to her and her people in Telrain,” Phoenix said in no uncertain terms, as the rest of the group nodded in agreement.    
 
    “Yeah, I expect she’s out for blood now,” I agreed, with a tired grin. The crazed look in her eyes when she’d realized I’d basically made her nuke herself had promised all kinds of retribution. While I really hadn’t expected anything less after everything she’d done so far against me and my friends, I just hoped she wouldn’t try coming after me again outside the game. It wouldn’t be the first time the crazy bitch had messed with my truck.  
 
    It would probably be worth the investment of setting up a security camera from my apartment to keep an eye on both vehicles. While it would be annoying as hell if she keyed my new paint job, the motorcycle was another story altogether. Messing with my brakes, chain, or any of the bolts that secured my tires could kill me. With those thoughts in mind, I made a mental note to ask Hefe if he’d let slip where I was living now. My contemplation was interrupted when Sarka spoke up. 
 
    “If she’s that hot to take you out,” Sarka said, with a glint in her eyes. “We could probably have a small group silently break away and circle back around to help your friend out while the rest of us led the main group away.  
 
    “Actually, that’s a pretty good idea,” I said nodding thoughtfully. It actually fit with the vague plan that I’d been silently putting together in my head. Although, depending on how many players were left behind, I didn’t see it working out either way if we were attacked ahead of time. With that in mind, I turned to Dangas and Dmitry. “If it comes to that, do you guys mind taking the lead on that?” 
 
    “Da, should work,” Dmitry said, with a thoughtful nod as Dangas glanced over at his officers before answering. 
 
    “No worries, if you can let your mate know we’re coming, we should be able to work something out,” Dangas agreed, as I gave both men a nod of thanks.   
 
    “Then let’s get this show on the road,” I said, switching to raid chat. “Okay everyone, the plan is for all of us to get over the ridge and down the other side of the pass as quickly as possible without being seen by the enemy.” My eyes swept the players and people of The World standing below me on the pass as my friends, each groups’ guild leader, and their officers came to stand beside me.  
 
    “Your leaders will let you know the order of decent. If things get ugly, we have several fallback plans in place so make sure you listen to the orders being given.” I couldn’t help the grin that came to my lips. “Until then, good luck and good hunting.” 
 
    My friends and the Aussies laughed at the cliché quote that had been repeated in so many war movies, while the Devil Dogs and the Russians nodded as if the words had been expected. Maybe those words weren’t just what they said in movies as the vets began to prepare their gear. Surprisingly enough, the words had a much deeper effect on the Uten Syn members and the people of The World. You could see how the words had made them stand prouder while they readied themselves to move out.  
 
    Turning back towards the top of the hill, I began preparing myself for the slide down the mountain. Most that was making sure my weapons were securely strapped into place and that my buffs were fresh. Around me, the entire raid was doing the same thing as the top of the pass lit up with rainbow colors. As the warriors began getting into position beside me, I was surprised to see Neristhana step up to me expectantly.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked, as she began making sure her gear was strapped down. 
 
    “Where do you want me?” Neristhana said, in a no-nonsense manner. 
 
    “With the rest of my companions?” I replied, somewhat confused as she gave me a look that said I was an idiot.  
 
    “As I told you earlier, I’m your guardian and you’re not going to leave me behind anymore,” Neristhana stated in no uncertain terms. Finished with going over her gear, she crossed her arms and straightened to her four and a half foot height, clearly stating she wasn’t taking no for an answer. “Where do you want me?” 
 
    I frowned at the snickers coming from my friends who were getting prepared to move out beside me. While it sounded ridiculous to have a gnomeling acting as if they were my bodyguard on one level, Neristhana’s abilities weren’t anything to laugh at. She was upholding the honor of what she thought was her job as my companion. Besides that, one look at her almond-brown eyes told you she wasn’t backing down from this argument. 
 
    Instead of disrespecting her commitment, I just began casting Light’s Blessing, Holy Shield, and Enhanced Mage Armor to give her all the extra help that I could for the coming ordeal and fight. Once finished, I squatted down and held up my hand as she slapped her palm into it with a happy grin. As we let go, I nodded for her to climb onto my back. As she secured herself in place, I stood up gripping the edges of my shield in both hands as Neristhana murmured a “thank you” to me under her breath. 
 
    “No thank you needed,” I replied under my breath without hesitation.  
 
    My new and old friends could chuckle all they wanted to at the small gnomeling saying she was my guardian. It was a common mistake made amongst players in MMOs. Gamers usually forgot that there were few if any differences with attributes or abilities in regard to the sizes of the different races amongst players. Just like they usually forgot that there was no difference between male or female characters’ abilities either. Phoenix’s build was a prime example of that, which she repeatedly used to catch the enemy off guard with. So, they could laugh all they wanted to. Neristhana was tough as nails and fought with a full-body fighting style that I’d never seen before. Going up against her with any preconceived notions was an express ticket back to the graveyard.   
 
    Now, that didn’t mean to say that having the gnomeling straddling my rucksack wasn’t comical as hell. One look at Bonnie Smash and Hefe gave me an idea of just how ridiculous we looked, but that wasn’t a concern as I eyed the people to either side of me. Getting nods back that everyone was ready, I began casting Regeneration on everyone in the line as I began jogging towards the other side of the ridge. 
 
    “Let’s move out!” I shouted as I leaped off the top of the ridge with my shield gripped before me. Behind me, I heard the rest of the line hurrying forward as I soared a good twenty feet down the far side of the pass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    There was a moment there when I forgot this was a game as we sailed out over the steep pass. The drop down to the valley was enormous. Kind of like those snow skiing videos you see of skiers using a helicopter to jump down a particularly steep slope of a mountain. That was the last thing I saw before plunging into darkness as the moonlight was suddenly blocked by the ridge behind me. Somehow, I choked back the scream of terror that tried to rip from my lips, before my Darkvision triggered. Not that it was particularly helpful since it just let me clearly see the cliff-like slope ahead as we fell.  
 
    The belly-flop onto the frozen ice twenty-feet down partly knocked the wind from my lungs, but that was my least concern as Neristhana let out a muffled scream. That was because the rucksack that she’d strapped herself onto had dangerously shot out over my head from the force of the impact as gravity tried to snatch her off my back. The results of which meant left me completely blind to what lay ahead of me as the gnomeling’s urgent words came to my ears. 
 
    “Go left … left … now right!”  
 
    I did my best to follow the hysterical commands while trying my best not to flip us head over heels as I balanced on my Black Coral Iron-reinforced Defender and splayed my legs out behind me. It was the ten longest seconds of my life as the rocks in the frozen snow slammed against my armor hard enough to bruise. Though, I about pissed myself when Neristhana suddenly shrieked out an “Oh, shit!” as we went airborne.  
 
    Surprisingly enough, that bump was what saved us as the shield I was holding onto caught wind while my boots dragged on the frozen snow. It was enough to shift Neristhana and the rucksack back into position on my back as we slammed down onto the pass once again. I almost wished I couldn’t see again as the various boulders strewn along the pass came into sight a hundred yards out. While that sounded like a lot of distance in which to react, it passed in the blink of an eye as I focused on slewing the makeshift toboggan past the obstacles in our path. 
 
    The sounds of the wind rushing past our ears mixed with the horrendous grinding noises of the black coral shield sliding over fist-sized rocks in our path as we crossed the frozen snow, filled our ears. Not that it was particularly noticeable as we held on for dear life from the intense vibrations and hard impacts that tried to throw us off. It was a completely different feeling than when I’d slid down the Delonshire side of Fang Pass on my ass.  
 
    The taste of coppery blood filled my mouth as I bit through my lip while my breaths came in sharp gasps while we were shooting down the slope at an insane speed. It wasn’t that I was in pain, since my Regeneration spell was ticking off every second and the adrenaline rush drowned out everything else occurring to my body. The weakness in my limbs and shortness of breath I felt was more from the intense emotional impact of the experience than anything else.  
 
    While I lived for experiences like these, especially in VR games, the adrenaline rush they put you through was physically exhausting to say the least. Similar to how an old-school virtual roller coaster could get you wound up physiologically, FIVR took that intensity to a whole different level. I swore the feeling was just as good if not better than doing something like this in real life, especially since you got the same adrenaline rush without actually being at risk of dying or being permanently injured. 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine how this must have felt for Neristhana who was strapped on top of my rucksack. It had to be like riding on the back of a crotch rocket going through a twisty road where when you were higher up you felt the leans to either side that much more. Besides, for her this was the real world, albeit death and broken bones were only a minor issue as long as there was a priest nearby. Still, there was no doubt in my mind that she was harder-core, since she’d come with me knowingly. 
 
    Hearing Hefe and AJ yipping excitedly behind me made me grit my teeth, before bellowing for them to shut up in raid chat as we past the midpoint of the pass. Below us, the rocky ravine-like pass opened up into a wider slope similar to what you’d see on a normal ski slope as the decline lessened to more of a forty-five to fifty degree angle. While that was a thankful relief on one level, it meant the forest at the top edge of the valley would be coming up soon as I kept my eyes glued on the way ahead of us. A hundred yards sounded like a lot of space to slow down with, but not when you were coming down the side of a mountain at breakneck speed without any brakes.  
 
    There was no way I could glance over my shoulder to see who’d made it and who hadn’t. Any shift would throw the black coral shield, which I was hanging onto for dear life, off course. Just as the first trees came into sight at the extreme range of my Darkvision, I angled our decent between the obstructions and threw myself off the makeshift toboggan to belly flop into the snow while tucking the shield up next to me.  
 
    Even then, I didn’t instantly stop. With the velocity that we’d built up, we skittered across the snow for another hundred yards or so before coming to a stop. Reaching up, I grabbed Neristhana by the edge of her cloak and pulled as I rolled over onto my back in almost a sitting position, due to the rucksack. The result was that I had a limp gnomeling lying on top of my chest gasping for breath while I limply laid back spread-eagled across the frozen snow trying to catch my own breath.  
 
    “I can’t believe you made me do that,” Neristhana said, as she pushed herself up from my chest to look around.  
 
    “Made you do that?” I growled under my breath as the gnomeling gave me a wink.  
 
    “Actually, it wasn’t as bad as rigging sail during a storm,” Neristhana said with a smile, before we were interrupted by a screaming Bonnie Smash and Hefe flying past us moving too fast. They came to a bone crunching stop as they hit a relatively large tree a second later just as AJ sped past on our other side doing a flat spin on his belly.  
 
    “Woohoo,” Hefe shouted excitedly, popping up out of the snow drift. Raising his arms up into the air, he jumped around like a boxing champ at the end of a match as Bonnie Smash slowly climbed to her feet behind him. “That was the shiznitz!” 
 
    “Fuck my life,” AJ shouted out happily, from where he slid to a stop a little ahead of us. “That was awesome!” 
 
    “I thought we were supposed to be doing this silently?” Neristhana said to me under her breath, as the rest of the group came to a stop around us. 
 
    “Could you keep your fool mouth shut?” Terry Cobra said with a scowl, as Matt came to a stop next to her.   
 
    “Da,” Ivan added unhappily, as he came to a sliding stop next to me with his two guildmates. The three Russians seemed to handle the snow like they’d been living in it their entire life. “Is stealth mission, no?”   
 
    “Don’t let Star get you all worked up,” AJ said, as he stood up and shook the snow off his shield with a laugh. “He’s always over-planning for the worst.” 
 
    “It’s called being strategically aware,” Sarka snarked, as she walked up with Thomas. “Maybe you should try it sometime.”  
 
    “Come on, now” Hefe said, holding out his arms to either side as he turned in place. “Who’s going to be waiting out here doing nothing, when there’s a full scale invasion going on down in the valley bellow?”   
 
    “Oh I don’t know,” Sarka said, rolling her eyes. “A large guild of players who are paid to play?” As they started going back and forth, I received a mental warning that chilled my bones. 
 
    ‘There are sentinels somewhere within fifty-yards of the edge of the forest!’ Neysa’s urgently sent across our link.  
 
    ‘We’ll be in position in just a moment,” Helgath reported at the same time. Immediately, I got a mental picture of the Krasnyy Volki wolf pack spreading out to either side of them, while they raced through the woods to get into position. The Half-Orc’s voice continued in my head as she added her own thoughts to the enemy’s possible location. ‘They must be in the trees. Otherwise, the wolves would have picked up their scent if they were on the ground.’   
 
    “Fuuuck!” I swore out loud, as my body jerked into a sitting position. Hearing my shout, Neristhana leapt to her feet as if she’d been tagged by a live wire. It all happened so quickly that no one had time to react. My mind was still processing the message, while everyone else was turning around to look at us in surprise. Well, not everyone. As my hands reached for the shield lying in the snow next to me, I noticed the three Russians in the group were reaching for their weapons like I was. That’s when I noticed an odd blurring affect in the shape of a semi-circle appear ten yards behind of Hefe.  
 
    As I slipped my wrist through the straps of my shield and sprang to my feet, my free hand began crackling with purple energy as Neristhana drew her Leeching Hand-Axe of Severing and pressed her back into my side. It was in that second that I realized the blur wasn’t a solid wall, but made up of individual humanoid shapes around five yards apart from one another. That was confirmed a second later when a system window popped open before my eyes with a surprising message.  
 
      
 
    You have learned a new skill Perception I. 
 
    Perception I – (Passive) Increase the chance of detecting Stealthed and Hidden objects, units, traps, and doors. 10% increase in chance of detection for objects twenty yards away, 20% increase in chance of detection for objects ten yards away, and 30% increase in chance of detection for objects five yards away. 
 
      
 
    The confirmation message was all I needed to know what I was looking at. Stealthed units were closing in on our group and I’d just been lucky enough to pick up a unique skill as they’d come into range. Before I could select a target to attack, a group of twenty Dark Elves clad in black leather armor appeared from out of stealth in front of us with their bows knocked with arrows and ready to fire. 
 
    Hefe and AJ whirled around in confusion to face the troop of Dark Elves as Bonnie Smash hefted her shield up preparing to fight. Sarka already had her shield up and sword drawn as she stepped up next to AJ who was just bringing his own shield up. The three Devil Dogs and Russians had closed ranks together with the Half-Orc Toxi as we all paused looking at each other warily. The biggest question on all of our minds was why hadn’t they just attacked from stealth?  
 
    Luckily, the bows weren’t aimed directly at us, or that would have started an instant fight. If anything, it was the only thing that allowed me to cast a quick Identify on the center figure standing before me, Uglorn Chuzedros, Dark Elf, level 42 Shadow Assassin. Seeing the light blue hue to the woman’s name, I immediately understood who they were. While the crackling, purple energy disappeared from around my hand, the muscular female stepped forward and gave me a stern nod.  
 
    “I am Sub-Leader Chuzedros,” she stated, in a no-nonsense tone. “The Head of Midnight ordered our shade to escort you to him upon your arrival.” 
 
    Sub-Leader Chuzedros was quite the looker. Her coarse black-hair done up with crisscross, short-braid cornrows was very exotic and seemed to match her thickly muscled six-foot, two-inch frame. With her high-quality weapons, leather armor, and stern face, she looked more than capable as she addressed us without concern.    
 
    “That’s welcoming news, Sub-Leader Chuzedros,” I said, standing up straight and shouldering my shield as I nodded for Neristhana to follow suit. It was about time we lucked out and didn’t have to fight every step of the way, I thought, with a sigh of relief. Sending out a message for Neysa and Helgath to join us with the rest of the Krasnyy Volki’s wolf pack, I met the Sub-Leader’s piercing green eyes with barely a pause in our conversation. “I’m Lord Ironwolf of the House of Kayden and these are my companions …” 
 
    The introductions went quickly as I went down the line of my friends and comrades. The confused looks on Bonnie Smash’s, Hefe’s, and AJ’s faces were quickly cleared up by Sarka as she explained that, similar to how guildmates showed up as blue names upon using Identify and were displayed on the mini-map, allies’ names were displayed similarly with a light blue color. They hadn’t known since none of them had dealt with any other large groups of players closely other than their own teammates, so they hadn’t realized how the game displayed the various relationships with alliances.  
 
    Thomas continued Sarka’s explanation, when she took a breath. He went over the colors of enemies and friends. If you were at war with a guild, they would show up as red while their alliance partners names showed up as orange and yellow, depending on the closeness of the direct relationship. I found it to be useful information even as everyone else rolled their eyes. Unlike Basic and Advance players, I didn’t have a mini-map with my Nightmare start, so this was all relatively new information for me, especially the part about Stealthed or Hidden units not showing up on the mini-map.  
 
    “If this is your entire group,” Sub-Leader Chuzedros spoke up, interrupting Thomas without any regard as her eyes swept our group with a look of disdain. “Then we can proceed directly to the Head of Midnight.”   
 
    In the space of just a few words, the Dark Elf had clearly expressed to everyone present what she thought about our quaint little group of low level newfar. Instead of getting upset, my friends and comrades just smiled at the snooty Shadow Assassin as I turned to her with a raised eyebrow. But, before I could reply to her comment, Neysa’s thoughts came to me. 
 
    ‘There is a group of two-leg still hiding in the trees.’ Instantly, I received the impression of around twenty shadows in the trees watching us from thirty-yards out. 
 
    ‘Should we kill them or let them be?’ Helgath asked next, as my eyes flicked over to the female Dark Elf’s. 
 
    “No, actually it’s not,” I said, with a twinkle in my eyes. Unfortunately, the stealthed units were too far out for my new Perception skill to make any of them out. With a shrug, my gaze settled on the Sub-Leader. “But, before we get to that. I need to know if the twenty stealthed units in the trees behind you are part of your group or not?” 
 
    “They are the part of our group staying behind to keep watch over the pass,” Sub-Leader Chuzedros confirmed in a tight voice, as the group of Shadow Assassins behind her shifted uncomfortably at my words. It was obvious they were confused at how their people had been discovered. 
 
    ‘Leave them be,’ I sent to both Helgath and Neysa. Though, it was more for the Half-Orc than anyone else, since I’m sure none of them wanted to experience a Cleansing spell. A second later, sixty-seven wolves came trotting out of the forest with a massive Silver Dire Wolf carrying a Half-Orc rider as a shrill bird began calling out urgently from the trees.  
 
    As one, the Shadow Assassins tensed and shifted formation as ten Dark Elves stepped forward to keep an eye on us, while the remaining ten whipped around to face the new arrivals. I couldn’t help the smirk that came to my lips. They were surprisingly jumpy for allies, I thought, as the Great Saber-Fang wolves came to a stop at the edge of the group, while Neysa just strode through the middle of their group to come to a stop next to my side.  
 
    “The rest of my people should be arriving shortly,” I said, giving the Sub-Leader a polite nod as her mouth gaped open. “Though, my suggestion would be to not leave any of your people behind to watch the pass. For all intent and purpose, it’s closed for the foreseeable future.” It was obvious she wanted to ask about the wolves and what I meant about the pass, but, before she could make up her mind to speak, Angie and the rest of her Druids in Were-form suddenly appeared from the pass above us. “Oh, here are some of my people now.” 
 
    With a hand signal, the Shadow Assassins reformed their original line while the wave of Werewolves and Werebears came racing down the frozen snow. As I turned around to watch their decent, I was once again taken with how vicious they looked as a charging force, albeit I was kind of surprised at how long it had taken them to catch up to us. From the tongues lolling out of their mouths, they must have seriously had to run hard to be that winded.  
 
    While the Dark Elves watched the Druids approach with mixed emotions clear on their faces, Tengsly came fluttering back to me to hover before my eyes. As Mike’s words came to my mind, I was surprised to see Neysa leap at one of the Shadow Assassins, until I realized he’d just raised his bow to shoot my messenger. The Silver Dire Wolf’s growling visage quickly explained to him that was a mistake as Tengsly chittered unhappily, before disappearing into the hood of my cloak.  
 
    “Please excuse, Ruirze’s indiscretion,” Sub-Leader Chuzedros said, giving me a slight bow as she frowned at her subordinate. “He didn’t realize the flying rat was yours.” 
 
    “Mistakes happen,” I said, waving the incident away as Neysa returned to my side, but not before giving the Dark Elf a warning growl. Patting my girl’s flank to calm her down, I called out to Angie and her people with a smile as they came to an abrupt stop around us. “Took you guys long enough.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Angie growled, in a voice that was barely understandable. “That descent was a lot harder than it looked.” Her barrel-shaped head swung around to take in the Dark Elves, before returning to look down at me. “I take it there were no problems?” 
 
    “Nope, we’re good,” I jerked my chin at the Shadow Assassins. “Mike had his people keeping the Chaos Storm Alliance members away from the pass. As soon as everyone makes it down, we’ll head to their main camp.”    
 
    “What do you mean as soon as everyone makes it down?” Sub-Leader Chuzedros asked in obvious surprise, as her eyes took in the Druids with a frown. While the Druids Were-forms looked vicious, it was easy to dismiss them once you saw their lower levels, especially if you had an entire force over level 40. Little did the Shadow Assassins know that each of them were Nightmare start players.  
 
    “You’ll see,” I said, giving her a shit-eating grin. Fishing around in my rucksack, I found one of the wineskin’s from our party in Darom and held it up. “Anyone want a pull while we wait?” 
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-One 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    It was nearly two thirty in the morning when we reached the outskirts of Mike’s encampment. By then, Sub-Leader Chuzedros and the rest of the Shadow Assassins’ attitudes had done a one hundred and eighty degree turn as to the worth of our forces. It had actually been almost comical watching the incredulous looks on their faces as more waves of troops came rushing out of the pass. I thought the stern woman was going to choke on her tongue when we all started raising our zombie pets all at once.  
 
    Yeah, I had everyone wait until the last of my Kayden Troopers were down. It definitely made an impression when a mix of nearly fifteen hundred level 35 and 65 zombie monsters rose to their clawed feet all at once. Needless to say, any superiority complex the Dark Elves might have had about being higher level and more numerous than us when we first met disappeared in the blink of an eye. 
 
    There had been Shadow Assassins guarding the approach to the ridge of the camp. A group of them had appeared out of stealth when we’d nearly reached the crest of the rise. I’d seen them ahead of time when they were still about fifteen yards out as I silently chortled at my new ability. I was still unsure of how powerful it was, but not being able to be so easily sneaked up upon by Rogues and Assassins was huge. Hopefully, I could figure out how to teach this to the rest of my people.  
 
    The encampment itself was somewhat of a surprise. Mike had his people tucked into the northwestern part of the valley on the opposite side of a low rise. The unique spot hid his people from the players in besieging Domenic below and allowed them to have open fires without the worry of discovery. It was even hidden from anyone coming down the pass due to its oblique angle. The only negative I could see was that his options for retreat seemed very limited. 
 
    Lying around the camp, there was a group of forty exhausted Shadow Assassins sitting around the various fire pits preparing meals and repairing their gear. Most were still recovering from the various wounds they’d picked up during the fight, which meant there was probably no healers amongst those present. The Dark Elves’ drawn faces took on a look of relief and wonder as our massive raid entered the camp. We’d barely made it twenty-yards in, when a familiar face came striding up with a wide grin. 
 
    “Mike!” I called out excitedly, as a wide grin came to my face. 
 
    “Jay!” Mike shouted back, before pulling me in for a buddy hug. We pounded each other’s backs, before he pushed me away to look me over.  
 
    Just like in real life, he towered over me at six-foot, four-inches and had a martial artist’s muscular build. Although Mike was from Puerto Rico, he’d grown up in the states and was probably the coolest person I knew. All the ladies went gaga over him and he had a knack with getting along with the various social circles in High School, which I had failed at miserably. While he’d always been handsome, the pitch black skin and pointy ears of a Dark Elf looked extremely good on him, even though he’d chosen to keep his buzz-cut instead of going with one of the more unique Dark Elf hair styles.  
 
    Even more of a shock, Mike was rocking level 45. I could see the twinkle in his eyes as he waited for me to comment on being out leveled, but I refused to give him the satisfaction. Besides, he wasn’t the one taking the road trip and missing out on the opportunities to grind out experience points daily. That was the worst part of this whole trip taking the time out of my leveling to help Domenic out. I was being passed by in levels by the other professional players, which I had no doubt would come back to bite me in the ass later on in the game. For now, all that I could do was hope to remain within range of the top leveled players in The World.  
 
    “Nice armor there, buddy” Mike said, checking out my black coral armor pieces. “Is that … stone.” 
 
    “Black coral grown to fit,” I said, thrusting my chest out proudly, as Mike playfully socked me in the gut. Comparing uber-equipment was always a thing amongst friends in an MMO. Pushing the big oaf away, I gave him an excited grin. “The best part about it is that I can still use my stealth, besides the enchantments are pretty nice too.” I nodded to the leather weave he was wearing. “What kind of leather armor is that? It looks sharp as hell.” 
 
    “Steel wire woven into Black Death leather,” Mike stated proudly, as he stood back to let me get a better look at his gear. Seeing my face screw up at the Black Death comment, he explained. “They’re massive snakes that are thicker than a man that plague the tunnels under Thayjar and are known for their exceptionally tough hide and paralytic poison.” 
 
    “Sweat,” I said automatically, as I checked out the metal threads woven into the leather. “I haven’t seen steel yet in The World.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty rare,” Mike said proudly, I blackmailed some dwarves into giving it up. Seeing my raised eyebrows, he just gave me a sly grin. “Hey, I’m the head of the House of Midnight.” 
 
    Mike promised to catch me up on everything that had been going on once we got everyone settled. Seeing Ayda’s wretched state, I asked a few of the troopers to help get her squared away for the night, before going back to working with the various Sub-Leaders. It took some time, but the work went relatively smoothly. By the time we’d finished up and settled around a campfire to talk; all of my friends, Assault Leader Dell, the guild leaders, and officers from Uten Syn, Krasnyy Volki, and the Mates guilds had also joined us. While everyone relaxed and ate, Mike explained to me that he’d only been able to grab the Assassin’s faction of The World’s’ underworld. Although that had officially completed his Nightmare quest, he was currently battling another two players for the Rogues and Thieves factions. While it all sounded pretty cool as quests go, it was completely different than the Nightmare quest that I’d been required to complete.  
 
    Our conversation naturally moved to the situation in the valley with Domenic. Mike said that while he still had two groups in play harassing the graveyards, they’d been regulated to just an annoyance. With the new Emergency Hot Fixes that came out this morning, all they could do now was take players out for five to six hours before they were back in the fight. While it was enough to stop the Chaos Storm Alliance from overwhelming Domenic’s defenses, there was no way that his people could keep this up for much longer. Already, his force of Shadow Assassins could only recover half of their total endurance, because of the strain being put on them to fight around the clock. Meeting my eyes, he gave me his honest opinion.  
 
    “Without being able to permanently de-level their forces, I don’t see any way for us to get Domenic out of this mess.” His gaze took in the new faces that had come with me before continuing. “Even with our NPCs leveling up with the players they kill, they don’t have the same endurance of a player to keep on fighting nonstop. Once we lose our NPC troops, they’ll roll over the rest of us without any problems.” 
 
    “So either Domenic falls now or he falls later,” Mike said apologetically. “I don’t see any other way around it.” 
 
    Looking at the glum faces around the campfire, I made the signal to cut off my video stream and gave everyone a sly grin. Seeing the questioning look on everyone’s faces, I rolled my eyes and waved for them to hurry it up. “Come on and cut off your Twitch Stream if you have one running.” Once everyone with a channel had followed suit, I looked Mike directly in the eye.  
 
    “Is there another way out of this valley that’s not visible on the map?” I asked, as everyone looked at me strangely not understanding where I was going with this. 
 
    “There’s a small goat-like path that went through the mountains along the coast,” Mike said, after making sure I was really okay with sharing this information out with our new allies. “It lets out somewhere above Lodenburg, but could be taken all the way to Dolurn if needed.” 
 
    “Alrighty then,” I said, excitedly rubbing my hands together. “What if I said we could pack up Domenic’s fortress and get the hell out of dodge?” 
 
    Seeing the incredulous looks on the faces of those that hadn’t been with us to rescue the Uten Syn guild, I began laying out my plan. After seeing the makeup of the forces attacking Domenic and their disposition, I realized that the plan I’d been working on for the last several days was still valid. That is, if our new allies were willing to follow my plan. The good thing was that if it didn’t work out the way that I hoped, we wouldn’t lose anything but time and showing our hand that we were in the valley.   
 
    Everyone added their two cents into the idea that I proposed. Most were small tweaks, but while I’d expected them from Thomas and Mike, I hadn’t expected it from Sarka. Most of the tweaks she suggested were small but important enough to change the flow of battle. It truly showed off her knowledge of the various classes she’d acquired from her short time of playing. It was like she was in a groove as she began tweaking the battle plan while everyone listened intently to her suggestions as I proudly watched her go. By the end of the discussion, Dangas and Dmitry said they were willing to give it a try. Mike assured us that his Shadow Assassins would be fine with the changes suggested and if it didn’t work out, they would just join up with the Russians and the Aussies instead.  
 
    It was a pretty audacious plan, especially when you considered that we were facing somewhere in the range of four to five thousand players. Even so, I thought it would work as long as Julie wasn’t here. From our years of playing together, she would’ve immediately understood that I wasn’t going to fight against their strengths no matter how the initial attack started out. Besides, this was the only way I could think for all of us to get away before they understood what was happening and even then it was going to be ugly as hell. 
 
    Unfortunately, even if Julie wasn’t their leader, there was no way the alliance was going to leave us alone after all of this. They’d have to publically humiliate us for having the audacity to attack them and win or no one would take them seriously. While going head-to-head against an organization this big was going to be a major pain in the ass, I honestly didn’t see how they could be any worse than the Hobgoblin invasion that was already headed our way. Well, except for most of them having access to Nightmare-level magic. That was going to suck big balls no matter how you sliced it. I just hoped that Domenic would be able to offer up some good anti-siege advice after everything he’d been through for the last week and a half, because I had a feeling we were going to need it.  
 
    Speaking of Domenic, that was going to be another problem altogether, I thought sourly. He was going to be pissed once he heard our plan. Knowing him, he could very well tell us all to go fuck ourselves once he heard what I had to say. Not that I particularly blamed him. No one liked to be driven out of their home base, but, when it came down to it, there was no way for us to support each other against such a large enemy when we were so far away from one another. Shaking my head at the argument that I knew was coming, I made the signal to re-enable the video and looked around the circle. 
 
    “So who’s coming with me to talk with Domenic tonight?” I asked, everyone around the campfire groaned out loud. Not that I blamed them, we’d had a day from hell and it wasn’t over yet. 
 
    “It’s three thirty in the fucking morning, Star,” Sarka shouted at me in exasperation. Savagely gripping Yun’s hand as if she were afraid he’d argue, she continued apologetically. “Listen, neither of us wants to let you head into that mess alone, but we have to get some sleep. Otherwise, there’s no way we’re going to be able to function tomorrow.”    
 
    “Hopefully, my bowels haven’t burst,” Unalia muttered under her breath to Tinyr, as they both wordlessly agreed with Sarka.  
 
    “We’re logging,” Jill stated in no uncertain terms, as AJ and Krystal stood up with her. “Besides, it’s not like you need any of us to hold your hand.” 
 
    “Just make sure you’re back in by nine,” Mike said, with a noncommittal shrug.  
 
    “Why nine?” Hefe asked, as he stood up holding Bonne Smash’s hand. 
 
    “That’s when the Chaos Storm forces change shifts,” Mike said, explaining his reasoning. “That should give us an hour to get everyone into position and remove any worries about getting jumped by their relief crew.” He grinned at all the exhausted faces looking back at him. “Besides, a little extra sleep wouldn’t hurt either.”  
 
    No shit, I thought, as I gave a tired yawn. Besides, after what happened with the Uten Syn rescue, everyone understood the importance of not getting caught by a double login again as they proceeded to log out without any more chitchat. The Aussies and the Russians were right behind them. Due to the mismatch in time zones, the majority of players in both groups had already logged out. While the Uten Syn players were more spread out across the country, none of them knew Stealth at this time, so they went ahead and logged, promising to be back in the morning. 
 
    “What about you guys?” Thomas asked, looking back and forth between me and Mike. 
 
    “Forget about it,” Mike said, in his best mafia voice. “The first month of any new game is always like this. You have to figure on playing at least twenty hours a day if you’re going to be in the top hundred guilds.” He glanced over at me for support. “I’d even say the first six months.” 
 
    “More or less,” I agreed, with a tired shrug. “It can be longer or shorter depending on how long it takes to get to the end game.” Thinking to how slow the leveling speed was in this game, I grimaced. “Although, I expect it’ll be longer with The World.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like we have much of anything going on in real life,” Thomas said, glancing meaningfully at Kenzie. I inwardly groaned as soon as the words left his mouth. Even I knew that Kenzie wasn’t interested in him on a romantic level.    
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Kenzie snapped, giving him an annoyed look as the rest of the Devil Dogs shook their heads in pity at their fearless leader being shot down again. “Some of us have a life.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t mean it like that,” Thomas defensively said, as I cut them both off before either one of them could really get going. 
 
    “So does that mean you’re too busy to escort me into Domenic’s fortress?” I asked, speaking loud enough to force their focus onto me. “Don’t act like you’re coming until you get some stealth skills, Thomas.”   
 
    “So, do you think we should escort his non-rogue ass or not?” Kenzie asked Zhou and Darkhorse, as she ignored Thomas’ hurt look. I figured it was better to have me put him down than Kenzie. 
 
    “Why not,” Zhou said, giving Darkhorse a look before joining Kenzie. “It wasn’t like we were planning on doing anything but sleeping anyways.” 
 
    “Hey,” Darkhorse protested, “I didn’t know that was an option on the table.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Zhou joked back, “I’m tired and have a headache.” 
 
    All the Devil Dogs oohed and said burn as both rogues laughed it up. Their relationship was still new and everyone was giving them shit about it. At the same time, they didn’t want to make Thomas feel uncomfortable, since he was always getting shot down by Kenzie. Stepping up behind the warrior, Darkhorse clapped him on the shoulder.  
 
    “No sense in everyone staying up for this last run,” Darkhorse said to Thomas and the rest of the Devil Dogs. “We’ll meet all of you back here in the morning at zero nine hundred hours.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Thompson said, as he logged out. 
 
    “Till the morning,” Sara called out, before logging. 
 
    “About time this day was over,” Theresa said, as both Cobra Kai twins said “g’night” and logged. 
 
    “Thanks for coming with us,” I said to the three Devil Dogs who waved my words away, as they began to get ready to move out. 
 
    “Just give me a second to get a messenger and we can head out,” Mike excused himself, as he waved down one of his Shadow Assassins.  
 
    “You need us to come with you?” Ulia asked, with Keela, Rayne, and Brenna at her back. Neristhana didn’t bother asking as she silently went about checking over her gear. Looking around, I was surprises to see Fylreh standing next to Neysa and Helgath as if she were planning on going along with the rest of the Krasnyy Volki wolves.  
 
    “Naw, it’s good. If we end up having to fight, it means we’ve messed up bad,” I said appreciatively. As they headed off, I called over to Dmitry. “Mind if we borrow your wolves?” 
 
    “Is no problem,” Dmitry said, after shaking his head at seeing his wolves waiting behind Neysa. I silently reminded myself to ask Neysa about that before logging out, when a familiar voice called out to me.  
 
    “Lord Ironwolf,” Assault Leader Dell said, snapping off a salute as my eyes turned to him.  
 
    “Have everyone stand down and get some rest tonight. The troopers are going to need as much rest as they can get to face these next few days.” I ordered, without consulting him first. 
 
    “No quick reaction force?” Assault Leader Dell tried to suggest, as I waved his words away. 
 
    “Let them rest,” I said, adding a little more force to my words. “As it is, they’re only going to get a few hours of sleep. Besides, we can trust the House of Tuin’Dyrr to have our backs for one night.” The House of Tuin’Dyrr was Mike’s guild of Shadow Assassins.  
 
    “As you command,” Assault Leader Dell said, giving me a salute before taking off to carry out my orders. While I understood his concern, unlike Dell, I knew I could trust my friend’s soldiers completely. Otherwise, Mike would have let me know. Besides, he knew as much as I did that our troopers needed a proper rest. Even if everything worked like a charm, we were going to be pushing everyone to their limits to reach safety.   
 
    “Okay, we’re ready to go,” Mike said, as he hurried back with Sub-Leader Chuzedros at his side. “I have Sub-Leader Zuvnabod shifting his Shadow Assassins group to watch the western graveyard in case we’re forced to respawn.” He explained in the way of an apology as the rest of us fell in behind him without our zombie pets.  
 
    “What’s with all of them?” Mike asked in obvious confusion, seeing Fylreh, Neysa, Helgath, and the rest of the large pack of Great Saber-Fang wolves fall in with us. He lowered his voice. “I don’t really see them scaling any walls.” 
 
    “They’ll be escorting us to the edge of the main battle,” I said, shaking my head at the mental picture I had of Fylreh and the wolves trying to climb up the walls after us. Shivering for a moment as I once again wished that I didn’t mentally picture everything that people said.  
 
    ‘I could do it if I bit on the rope and you pulled me up after you,’ Neysa’s thoughts came to my mind a second later, as I unhappily sighed. Now, I was stuck with the updated mental picture running through my thoughts as Helgath’s odd child-like laugh filtered through my mind. 
 
    ‘Yeah, because that’s so much better,’ I drolly shot back. Nonetheless, I found myself with a goofy smile on my lips from the exchange. Seeing Mike’s questioning look, I waved away his unasked question as we descended into the valley. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Two 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    The night’s sky was constantly lit up with bright flares of varying colors from the spells being cast from the ongoing assault. Thunderous rumbles could be heard from the distant bombardment. With noise seemed to grow with each step as we slipped through the otherwise silent woods. It reminded me of the old war movies I’d grown up watching as a kid where the rear units could hear the ongoing battle from the front miles away. It was a surreal feeling as our Darkvision kept trying to switch between vision modes. 
 
    Mike’s Agility must have been through the roof, I thought, as I watched him slip through the shadows with a grace that I was unable to match even with my upgraded stats. His movements made me think of my fight with Apoxsee as I once again felt frustrated at my lack of levels or class. Not that I was jealous that one of my best friends in the world was a higher level than me. It was more that I was frustrated at being held up in my normal leveling process because of this side trip. 
 
    Also, we played differently. I was a mixed caster slash melee fighter, which was very different than Mike who was probably heavily focused on his Shadow Assassin build. Oh, I’m sure he had to have some mana for his Nightmare ability, but knowing him, he hadn’t focused on it enough to detract from his melee skills like I had with my Intelligence to increase the number of zombie pets I could have at one time. Although, I was curious as hell to see exactly what his Nightmare skill tree covered that allowed him to be a Shadow Assassin, since we hadn’t had a chance to share our magic yet with everything going on. 
 
    The trees ahead suddenly opened out into a small clearing with a number of gravestones scattered around and a hooded statue at the center. Before we could step into the clearing, a baldheaded Dark Elf suddenly appeared directly before an unsurprised Mike. When I say appeared, I mean he hadn’t been there a second earlier, nor had he popped out of Stealth. I knew that because my Perception skill hadn’t triggered.  
 
    “Head of Midnight,” the male elf said, saluting Mike as his eyes took in the rest of us with a questioning look. 
 
    “Sub-Leader Zuvnabod,” Mike said, introducing his subordinate with an outstretched hand. “This is Jay … I mean, Lord Ironwolf. Make sure you follow his orders as if you would my own.” As we shook hands, I heard Kenzie asking Zhou and Darkhorse sourly if they were chopped meat. Ignoring the sarcastic comments, Mike nodded towards the siege going on at the lowest part of the valley. “How are they holding out?” 
 
    “They still command the ground before the outer wall,” Sub-Leader Zuvnabod reported, in a deep voice. “But, I fear with our exodus of the southern graveyard, they’ll use the stealthers we were holding in check for a new wave of attacks against the defenders.” 
 
    “It can’t be helped,” Mike said, running a nervous hand through his short hair as he considered the problem. “We’ll retake the southern graveyard together once we return, but if they find out Lord Ironwolf is here in the valley, they’ll come after us with everything they’ve got.” Turning back to me, he nodded meaningfully at Fylreh, Helgath, Neysa, and the pack of Great Saber-Fang wolves at the rear of our procession.  
 
    “Fylreh, Neysa, and the wolf pack will be backing you up in case the shit hits the fan,” I said, frowning at the sneer that crossed the Dark Elf’s face.  
 
    “We don’t need any monsters or humanoid trash-,” Sub-Leader Zuvnabod began to say, as my Dark Blade of Lord Kayden cleared its sheath in the blink of an eye.  
 
    The words froze on the Shadow Assassin’s lips as the blade’s point was suddenly pressed into the hollow of his neck. At the same time, Neysa stepped forward with her fur standing on end as a rumbling growl came from deep within her chest, while Fylreh’s knocked bow appeared in her hands with an arrow aimed at the man’s eye. As if that wasn’t enough, Neristhana’s hand axe had cleared the sheath from where it hung at her waist with a metallic ring as the entire wolf pack stalked forward growling angrily.  
 
    “Hold!” Mike commanded in a ringing voice, as the sounds of bending bows came from the trees above. As the slight echo died away, he continued in the same tone. “I will slaughter anyone who interferes!” I caught his nod for me to continue out of the corner of my eye as I addressed the Dark Elf before me. 
 
    “This is your first and last warning,” I said, in a voice as cold as ice. Looking into his shocked, dark-brown eyes, I paused for a moment to make sure he understood that I was serious as a heart attack. “I will take your head if you ever disrespect my soulmates or companions like that again.” I swore I could hear the beating of his heart as I paused to let my words sink in. “Is that clear?” 
 
    There was that half a moment when the Dark Elf’s eyes looked back and forth between, Neysa, Helgath, Fylreh, and Neristhana as if he were trying to figure out who was whom. He quickly thought better of it as I pressed the tip of the sword a little deeper into his throat. A snarl came to my lips as his gaze focused once again on my face. 
 
    “Is … that … clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Ironwolf!” the Dark Elf’s voice cracked, as he dropped his bow and raised his hands in surrender. We stayed frozen like that for a few moments longer, before I pulled the blade and sheathed it in one smooth motion. As he bent over and gasped for breath, I continued talking to Fylreh and Neysa as if nothing had happened.  
 
    “Don’t join the attack unless the situation turns desperate. I’d rather not let the Chaos Storm Alliance know that we’re in the area if at all possible.” 
 
    Fylreh silently nodded while Neysa chuffed unhappily before taking her place once again at the front of the Great Saber-Fang wolf pack. Seeing their attitude towards her, I swore Neysa and I were going to have a talk about what this was all about, before I logged out for the night. Mike waited for the male Dark Elf to pick up his bow and get himself settled once again, before addressing him directly. 
 
    “Are you now clear about the situation with our allies, Sub-Leader Zuvnabod?” 
 
    “Crystal, sire,” the Dark Elf exclaimed, as he snapped to attention.  
 
    “Then return to your post,” Mike unhappily growled, as the Shadow Assassin disappeared before my eyes. Movement ten yards above our heads caught my eye as I saw a shadowy outline immediately reappear on a tree branch in Stealth. Obviously, Shadow Assassins must have some sort of shadow walk skill to be able to do something like that, I thought, as Mike took off once again at a run. With a last glance at Fylreh’s impassive face, I took off after my friend with Helgath and Neristhana at my sides with the Devil Dogs right behind us. As we disappeared into the woods at the opposite side of the graveyard, I sent a parting message to Neysa. 
 
    ‘Stay alert and be safe. I’ll let you know if I need you to come and get us.’  
 
    ‘I don’t like this,’ Neysa unhappily sent back. 
 
    ‘Then learn how to stealth,’ I replied without hesitation. ‘Otherwise, get used to staying behind on stealth missions.’ 
 
    A mental sniff of disgust was the only reply I received as Neysa ended the active connection between us. It wasn’t that I was trying to be particularly mean, but I was pretty tired and crabby by now. It was nearing four o’clock in the morning and I’d be lucky to be in bed by six at this rate. And besides, I didn’t want to have to argue with her every time I went off on a stealth mission.  
 
    ‘You know, she’ll probably pick up stealth just so she can go with us next time,’ Helgath’s voice gently came to my thoughts as I struggled to catch up to Mike’s flittering shadow. 
 
    ‘If Neysa can figure out how to stealth, than she can be part of the team for the next run,’ I replied flippantly as I felt more than saw Helgath’s smile.  
 
    “That’s our Star, making friends wherever he goes,” I heard Kenzie’s sarcastic comment to Zhou as I flipped her a bird over my shoulder.  
 
    I didn’t hear her response, but the three Devil Dogs continued their discussion in low voices as we made our way down into the valley. By the time the forest ended, we had a mostly clear run to the mouth of the gauntlet almost two and a half miles away. Mike slowed down enough for me to catch up to him as we headed off at a flat run. Before we’d gone half a mile, he glanced over at me with a grin. 
 
    “Good job back there, by the way,” Mike said, as his eyes constantly searched the valley ahead of us for any enemies. “I wasn’t sure if you had that in you.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, still annoyed at the asshole’s comments. “He’s lucky I didn’t just hack him to death and resurrect him just to make my point clear.” Seeing Mike’s surprised look, I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said, in a tired voice. “This whole thing with being Lord Ironwolf of the House of Kayden kind of gets into your head.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Mike said, as his mask slipped to show the exhaustion on his face. “It’s the same with being the Head of Midnight for the House of Tuin’Dyrr.” 
 
    “It must be rough,” I said, commiserating with my friend. “At least, my people aren’t a bunch of stuck-up, pompous ass munchers.” Ignoring Sub-Leader Chuzedros angry huff behind us, I looked into my friend’s laughing eyes. “Seriously dude, what is it with haughty Dark Elves?” 
 
    “What did you expect, Jay?” Mike said, laughing out loud at the pissed off look on my face. “Of course they’re supercilious and condescending, they’re Dark Elves!” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re saying it like that,” I said, unhappily grumbling at my friend’s lackadaisical attitude. “My group of Dark Elves are nothing like that.” 
 
    “Then they must not be Dark Elves!” Mike said, letting out a belly laugh. “You should have seen how they acted in Baernathrad, the capital. It makes my people look like pikers.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t we try being a bit more stealthy if we’re sneaking up on the enemy?” Kenzie’s voice called out from the back of our group as Mike apologetically waved his hand over his shoulder.  
 
    “You really have a group of Dark Elves that are nice?” He asked, in a lower voice. 
 
    “Yeah, a group of Shadow Scouts that were assigned to the Royal Army,” I said with a shrug. “They were slaves aboard a Sea Orc squadron that I took out.” 
 
    “Ah, that makes sense,” Mike said thoughtfully. “Probably why they don’t act like they have sticks shoved up their asses.” Looking at Helgath sideways, my friend’s voice lowered even more.  
 
    “So, what’s up with the monster-girl?” 
 
    “Helgath’s not a monster-girl,” I said, sounding somewhat miffed. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about the Half-Orc,” Mike said, giving me a meaningful look.  
 
    “You know she has a name,” I ground out angrily, as my friend held up his hands to calm me down. “If Jill’s starting shit again, I swear I’m going to-“     
 
    “Chill out, man. Besides, it wasn’t Jill,” Mike said, doing his best to calm me down.  
 
    ‘Even if it was Jill, I knew the bastard wouldn’t tell me, I thought as my blood began to boil. ‘Fuck! You didn’t see me getting into her and AJ’s business about swinging, did you?’  
 
    “Dude, it’s all over the forums,” Mike hurriedly explained, as he saw the fury in my eyes. “Half of the people are pissed off that you somehow managed to get a female centaur as a sexpot, while the other half are jealous as hell.” Seeing me calming down somewhat, he gave me a shit-eating grin.  
 
    “Look at it this way,” Mike said, dodging my halfhearted punch. “Your stream can’t be any worse than that Rome TV series that came out in the early two-thousands,” my friend’s chortling laugh made me blush to my toes as he continued in an unconcerned tone. “Besides, the controversy means more money for our Twitch Stream, right?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I’d love to see what the commotion is all about,” Mike said, still laughing it up. “But I have no desire to see your hairy arse …”  
 
    Unfortunately, the ribbing didn’t stop there. It just continued to get worse and worse as we made our way towards the battle happening in the distance. You would’ve thought Kenzie would have been telling Mike to shut up and keep his voice down, but, instead, the three Devil Dogs joined in on the fun as everyone laughed it up at my expense. Kenzie was the worst, while Zhou and Darkhorse kept it polite. Even Neristhana had a twinkle in her eyes that promised this whole thing would be brought up at a later date when we were alone. It all came to a head when Sub-Leader Chuzedros suddenly realized who everyone was talking about. The look of absolute horror that came to her face sent Kenzie reeling onto her back doubled over in laughter.  
 
     Crossing my arms, I looked down at Kenzie who was rolling on the frozen snow in laughter as the anger and hurt inside of my chest began rising to the surface. Before I could get truly indignant, Mike stopped cracking jokes and got Kenzie to settle down. Zhou and Darkhorse hadn’t taken it as far and had quieted down once the comments got a little too much on the risqué side.  
 
    One look at the anger slowly simmering in my eyes got Kenzie to straighten out as she suddenly realized that they’d all gone a little too far with the jokes. That, or the warning look in Helgath’s eyes made the rogue think twice about pissing me off further. Climbing to her feet, she quietly apologized along with Zhou and Darkhorse, before we got moving again. Slowing down for me to catch up, Mike gave me an earnest look. 
 
    “Hey man, you know I didn’t mean any disrespect by all of that,” he said, somewhat uncomfortably as we neared the far side of the valley. “I was just funning with you, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I stiffly waved him off, as my eyes took in the mouth of the gauntlet. “Things didn’t work out exactly as either of us expected and I’m still pretty sensitive about the whole thing.”  
 
    Of course after hearing that, Mike wanted to talk about what all happened, but this really wasn’t the time or place, so I told him we’d discuss it later. For now, we had a job to do and, to be honest, I was a bit too wound up to share my feelings with him about it now. On top of that, while we’d both gone through some nasty relationships in the past, Mike was still actively dating while I wasn’t interested in anything deeper than a hookup. Then again, he never had a crazy ex-girlfriend that wouldn’t stop stalking him and his friends either. Trust me, until you’ve gone through that yourself, it’s hard to commiserate with someone in that situation. 
 
    The banter basically died after that as we focused on reaching our destination. Helgath must have felt the turmoil of my feelings, because she ran closer to me than normal. Instead of gripping my bicep like usual, she changed her tactic and brushed up against me to let me know she was there. At first, it just made me more annoyed, but, after a bit, it slowly started settling my nerves.  
 
    By the time we were half a mile out from the gauntlet, we could see players’ running back to the battle field from the direction of the southern graveyard. That prompted us to play it safe and switch into Stealth mode. While that kept us hidden, it unfortunately cut our movement speed to about half. At least, it gave me plenty of time to cast Identify on the stream of players. A quick scan showed me that most of them hadn’t bothered to recover their health or mana. Looking at the field of easy kills, I couldn’t help but sigh at the sight of so many potential victims.  
 
    “Damn, that’s really going to suck for Domenic,” Mike unhappily said, as he followed my gaze. Seeing the confused look on my face, he explained what had been going on up till now. “I’ve had my people hunting their respawns and camping the graveyards ever since we showed up yesterday. Initially, we managed to keep the worst of the pressure off Domenic for that first day by camping the graveyards. Last night, it all blew up in our faces. I divided my people up into a group of twenty watching the pass and three groups of forty on all three graveyards, but there were so many enemy players flooding into the area that we were forced to switch over to hit and run tactics to stop us from being overwhelmed.” 
 
    “One group of forty for each graveyard-“ I said, picturing the strategy he’d been running up till now. 
 
    “It worked like a charm at first,” Mike said, as he explained further.  
 
    “The only problem with that is they had more than enough forces to counter you at any one spot,” I said, visualizing the forces in my mind. 
 
    “Ccorrectamundo,” Mike said, giving me a wicked smile. “Even then, it’s not like they could flush us out of Stealth, so, next, I had my people mix up their attack groups’ sizes. Each increase let us slaughter the guards along with all the respawns coming through, which then forced them to pull more attackers away from the siege going on against Domenic.” 
 
    “Hell man, you probably tied up at least a thousand of their players by the time they shut you down,” I said, thinking out loud. 
 
    “Exactly!” Mike crowed, elbowing me excitedly as we ran. “You talk about some pissed off players. I swear, we could’ve driven them off completely if V-MMORG hadn’t rolled out those Emergency Hot Fixes this morning.” Those words seemed to take the wind out of his sails as he pointed out the lack of sentries around the entrance to the gauntlet. 
 
    “Sub-Leader Zuvnabod and his assault group were running them ragged up until I pulled them back to watch the western graveyard. They must have sent all of those guards in to join the siege,” Mike said, as he looked me in the eye. 
 
    I immediately understood what my friend was getting at. We were the two top strategists of our group and tended to be in sync when it came to formulating tactics. It sounded like Mike had managed to tie up nearly two thousand players by having his people mercilessly spawn camping the graveyards and the paths back to the gauntlet.  
 
    Situations like this always favored the attacker. While the defenders had to have enough guards in place to defend against Mike’s total strength, he could split up or combine his forces as needed to hit them wherever they were weakest or had gaps in their defenses. He must have driven the Chaos Storm Alliance leadership insane with his ever-changing tactics. Which meant, moving one assault group of forty Shadow Assassins hadn’t just freed up a corresponding group of forty defenders. It had actually freed up more like five hundred to a thousand players for the assault, which was bad news for Domenic. 
 
    While my mind was working that out, Mike waved us over to a pile of rubble before the entrance of the gauntlet. This close to the battle, the rolling sounds of thunder and fire blasts were deafening as the ground vibrated beneath our feet. Huddling down amongst the rocks, he had us gather around as streams of players ran past. Well, ran past was a little bit of an oxymoron since the gap was around hundred and fifty yards wide and the players were running through the center, but it was still uncomfortable without any actual cover.  
 
    “This is where things get tricky,” Mike said, his tone deadly serious. “We’re going to stealth down the left side of the gauntlet and then head over the wall. If we’re caught,” he momentarily paused to look into each of our eyes, “it’s game over, plain and simple. So, let’s buff up and get moving.” 
 
    “Do you want to pull Sub-Leader Zuvnabod’s assault group back over?” I asked, as my eyes watched the stream of players re-entering the fight. 
 
    “It’s cool,” Mike said, following my gaze. “The other two groups should be switching off soon to cover the plain, which will force them to shift their forces again. Besides, they sometimes try switching up graveyards to throw us. I’d rather have forces in place to drive them off so we don’t get caught by surprise.” 
 
    “Have you had a chance to talk to set up a signal with Domenic for when we’re sneaking into his base?” I asked next, hoping we had an easy method in place to signal we were friendlies.  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Mike snapped in annoyance. “I haven’t been able to get a hold of him since we arrived. Emails, voice mail, texts, I swear I’ve tried everything short of breaking into his house and forcing him out of the egg. I’m sure it’s because he’s been in game for hours trying to keep from being overrun, but that doesn’t mean it’s not irritating as hell.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, unhappily dragging out the “a” sound as I scooted deeper into the rocks. “I guess we can try Tengsly, and see if he can get a message to him.” 
 
    “Aww, your poor little baby,” Kenzie mockingly said in a baby voice, as she gave me a smart-ass look. “What kind of man even talks that way?” 
 
    “Me, that’s who,” I snapped back without hesitation. “If I’m being such a baby, then let’s send Nightblade with the message.” 
 
    “Fuck that shit,” Kenzie snarled angrily. “I’m not going to risk losing my Nightblade. He’s your friend so send in the squirrel.” 
 
    “Zackly what I thought you’d say,” I muttered back, as Zhou and Darkhorse choked back their laughter. Ignoring Kenzie’s dirty look, I focused on Tengsly who’d curiously climbed onto my shoulder and cocked his head at me as if to say “are we doing this or not.” Feeling my tension, his little fury paws comfortingly stroked my cheeks as I looked into his beady, black eyes and sent him the message.   
 
    ‘This is Jay. We need to talk. I’m coming in over the western edge of your wall within the next thirty minutes with Mike and a few of our friends. Don’t kill us.’ Tengsly chittered happily as I sent him the name Vengeance Burnslinger and did my best to picture Domenic’s face in my mind’s eye. Letting out an excited chitter, he took off into the night’s sky in a blur of wings.  
 
    “Damn, man. You’ve gotta show me how to get those little guys for all my people,” Mike’s voice took on a far away tone, as he watched Tengsly disappear. “You know how much damage we could’ve done to the Chaos Storm Alliance with fast communications?” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said with a laugh. “The good news is that it shouldn’t exactly be a problem getting one for all of your people.” 
 
    “How quickly are we talking about?” Mike asked, the excitement plain on his face. 
 
    “As fast as it takes for each of your people to level up a crappy magic tree,” I said, suppressing a grin. “And then get the training from one of the Uten Syn players.” 
 
    “How crappy of a magic tree are we talking about?” Mike eyed me apprehensively, as I sent him the base stats of Zap in the raid’s text chat. The look he gave me afterwards was priceless. Though, it changed to a thoughtful look a second later. “How quickly does it ramp up?” 
 
    “Not until you hit skill level 25. Then, it’s like, wow.” I said with a grin, as I immediately sent him the stats for Healing Breeze, Enhanced Mage Armor, Homing Zap, and Manifest Cave Bear. “But, you can get the flying squirrel at level 10.” I explained, sending him the stats for Manifest Giant Squirrel. 
 
    “Your flying messenger squirrel is a spell?” Mike incredulously asked, as he read over the information. “Can you lose him permanently or something?” 
 
    “No, I can’t exactly lose him permanently,” I agreed, giving Mike a pained look. “But, do you really think I want to wait twenty-four hours until I can recall him on the eve of a massive battle?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, that would royally suck before a battle like this,“ Mike agreed, understanding my concern. 
 
    “Besides, the mental link they share with you tends to make you somewhat protective over the little guys,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck somewhat embarrassed.  
 
    “Is that so,” Mike commented drolly, as I sent him a link for the spell. 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, ignoring his smirk as I began passing out buffs. That basically covered Holy Shield, Enhanced Mage Armor, and Light’s Blessing, while I added Bone Shield and Fangs onto the list when I buffed myself. I was just finishing up when a fur singed Tengsly came fluttering back to me. A quick glance at my HUD showed me that he only had a quarter of his hit points left. 
 
    Instead of hovering before my face, Tengsly collapsed onto my shoulder. Even though he looked like roadkill, he managed to rise up onto his haunches as he began angrily chittering up a storm. The gist of it being that Domenic’s protection shields nearly killed him when he got close enough to make the mental connection and relay the message. The damage Domenic was taking while in battle deflected off his magic shield and hit Tengsly nearly killing the little guy.  
 
    While one tick of the Regeneration spell was all it took to top off his health, I still had to give the little guy some serious petting, before I could get him to calm down. During which time, I visually selected his avatar in my HUD and opened it up to look over his stats. Surprisingly enough, I discovered that he’d gained five levels since this afternoon. For a second, I could only look at him in shock as I realized my manifest pet must be getting experience every time he delivered a message. As I contemplated that development, Tengsly cooed softly and nuzzled up to my check as if to thank me for taking away his pain, before delivering Domenic’s message. 
 
    ‘Sure Jay, come on up. I’ll make sure we have a warm welcome waiting for you, and sorry about your pet. He flew full speed right into my magic shields and was hit with collateral damage, which was unfortunate for him. Hope he‘s okay.’  
 
    “So, are we ready to move out, or what?” Kenzie said, looking between us expectantly. 
 
    “Good to go,” Mike and I said in unison. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Three 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    “Jinx!” Mike said, as he punched me hard in the arm. 
 
    “Gah, what the hell?” I grunted, grabbing my shoulder in surprise as Mike laughed. “You have to let someone know they’re playing jinx before punching them.”  
 
    “Oh, my bad,” Mike said with a grin, as I flipped him off. Still chuckling, he led us into the mouth of the gauntlet. No one saw us as we slipped past the players in Stealth. The gauntlet itself was made from the formation of two natural stony ridges that merged into the mass of the mountain that made up the fortress. Each slate ridge looked like a giant stone blade had burst from the ground. The mouth started out around ten-yards in height and quickly hit thirty-yards at around twenty-yard in. From then on, the knife-like ridges slowly rose to around fifty-yards in height, before merging into the mountain that made up the fortress.  
 
    Luckily for us, the trampled ground made our passing all but invisible as we headed towards the ruins of the first defensive wall that had guarded the pass. It was in this area that the enemy players had set up their current encampment. Everywhere I looked there were fire pits, sleeping furs, and tents scattered across the frozen ground. While most were unused, there were several hundred players present who were obviously recovering from the five-hour debuff from dying too much.  
 
    Most of the players we passed seemed to be in good spirits and were excitedly talking about the siege or the stealthed fights they’d been through with Mike’s Shadow Assassins. Although, there were several noticeably pissed off groups standing separate from everyone else. As we passed by these groups, I heard the players bitching up a storm about losing their levels before the Emergency Hot Fix had gone into effect. They were all trying to figure out ways to get the admins to give them back their lost levels. As we approached one of the largest groups pissing and moaning, Mike came to a stop and meaningfully pointed towards a knot of players. Following his finger, I mouthed “Mother-fucker!” when I saw who it was.  
 
    “Yusuk, where in the hell do you think you’re going?” A player named Dante bellowed out, as he angrily barreled up to the group of Syndicate players.  
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you?” The Syndicate officer angrily snarled. “The name is, Imkewl!” The ten-man raid following Dante guffawed at the man’s outburst.  
 
    “Whatever,” Dante said, with an unconcerned wave of his hand. “I thought I told you that no one is allowed to leave the area.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you say,” Yusuk spat back in a mocking voice, as he got up into the smaller man’s face. “It’s not your fucking call! Besides, we’re off the clock so step the fuck back.” 
 
    “What a bunch of losers,” Kenzie sneered in disbelief.  
 
    “Is this really how their Chaos Storm Alliance works?” Zhou asked out loud in pure amazement, as Mike and I just shrugged. It’s not like we were any experts on these people’s friendships.  
 
    “Who are those idiots anyways?” Kenzie asked, as we watched the Global Brutality and Syndicate guilds get into each other faces. 
 
    “Imkewl Yusuk,” Mike said, as he nodded towards the Syndicate officer as I began casting Identify on the two different groups to get a feel for what was going on. “We always called him Yusuk. He was one of the main raid leaders for the Syndicate in Chaos Online.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the game you guys came from?” Darkhorse asked, as Zhou perked up in sudden understanding. 
 
    “I remembered hearing about that from Thomas,” she said to Darkhorse, as Mike continued his explanation. 
 
    “Yeah, that was the game we were playing together with those punks before coming to The World. Jay … I mean Star,” Mike corrected at the confused looks, “got the lot of them in trouble with their company, Junnaco, but unlike Kintaii, he never discovered the guy’s in real life name.“  
 
    “Eh, you can’t win them all,” I unhappily said, watching Yusuk and Dante get into each other’s faces.  
 
    “The guy is a major griefer who loves screwing over the player base in general,” Mike said, as he squatted down and began gathering up the frozen snow at his feet into a ball. “From our interactions with him in the past, I’d always felt that his name fit his personality to a T.” 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” Dante began to say, as Yusuk flipped him off and overrode whatever else he was going to say. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re some punk who got here late to the party,” Yusuk said, his voice full of scorn as his guildmates began aggressively closing in around Dante’s group. “If you’ve got a problem with it, you’re welcome to complain to Evil Sandra!” As the two groups drew their weapons, Dante and Yusuk began shoving each other around like they were back in high school, when Mike stood up with the ice-ball in his hands.  
 
    “I have an idea,” Mike said, as he caught my eye. “But it would probably be best if everyone moved up a little further.” 
 
    “What the hell are you thinking about, Mike?” I asked, in a harsh hiss. Eyeing the ice-ball and the arguing group, I unhappily shook my head. “You know as well as I do that you’ll pop out of stealth as soon as you throw that.” 
 
    “It’s cool, man,” Mike gave me a wicked grin, “but, it might be best if none of you were too close in case they see me.” He waved for me to lead everyone ahead. “Seriously, I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Are you a fucking dumbass?” Kenzie snapped at me, as Zhou and Darkhorse looked at each other worriedly. “You know as well as I do that there’s no way he’ll be able to get back into Stealth!” Their words nearly set Sub-Leader Chuzedros off, but Mike signaled her to be silent 
 
    Instead of arguing with Kenzie, I just hurried away with Neristhana and Helgath in tow with a pissed off Dark Elf following behind me. Throwing her arms up in the air in frustration, the pissed off rogue followed us bitching up a storm in team chat as I headed for the base of the defensive wall that was fifteen-yards away. I figured it would be the safest place to hide out if Mike screwed up. Turning back around, I was just in time to see the whole thing go down. 
 
    In the time it had took for us to reach the wall, Mike had managed to sneak around behind the crowd of Syndicate players. He popped out of Stealth as soon as the ice-ball left his hand just like we’d all expected, but, unlike a regular rogue, he disappeared back into Stealth a moment later. In that split second, I wasn’t sure if that was because the ice-ball was still in the air or if it was because of some special skill Mike had managed to acquire. Either way, he’d timed the throw perfectly as it smashed into Dante’s face a split-second later.  
 
    “Who the fuck threw that at me?” Dante’s shrill voice demanded, as the Syndicate players busted out laughing. I swear the guy sounded like a child throwing a temper tantrum. 
 
    I didn’t hear Yusuk’s response, because I was too busy trying to figure out what happened to Mike who had suddenly disappeared before my eyes. He reappeared a split-second later still in stealth on our side of the gauntlet. Oh yeah, didn’t Sub-Leader Zuvnabod use a similar skill to scale the tree in the graveyard? I immediately thought, as Mike began running towards us. 
 
    “Fucking Mike!” I said, shaking my head as the Global Brutality and Syndicate players went after each other like cats and dogs. “Only he would have the balls to pull off something like that in the middle of an enemy’s camp.” 
 
    A quick glance at the action let me know the fight was pretty evenly matched even with the five to one odds on the Syndicate’s side due to the level differences between the two groups. While we might not have exactly needed the additional distraction, having the enemy fighting amongst themselves was always a win. Besides, it couldn’t have happened to a better set of asshats, I thought with a grin, as I looked back to see where Mike was at. I nearly shit my pants when he suddenly appeared directly before me in a swirl of shadows. 
 
    “Looks like all is not well in paradise,” Mike sarcastically said, as he gave us a huge smile. 
 
    “I don’t know whether I should be impressed at what you just pulled off,” Kenzie said, as she folded her arms over her chest. “Or kicking your ass for putting our stealth mission at risk.” Mike accepted high-fives from Zhou and Darkhorse as he gave me a confused look at the dark-haired rogue’s comments.  
 
    “She’s friends with Jill,” I said, as if that explained everything.  
 
    “Oh!” Mike said, as a knowing look came to his face. “I guess we might as well move on out.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean,” Kenzie angrily demanded, as Zhou and Darkhorse choked back their laughter. “You’re such an asshole, Star!” 
 
    “Hold up a second,” Zhou said, as Mike turned back around. “Was that a special skill or something?” 
 
    “It’s one of the spells that came with my Nightmare start,” Mike said, after glancing at me to make sure it was okay to share out the information. “Slip into Shadows lets the caster re-enter stealth even if they’ve been seen by the enemy.” Seeing Zhou’s and Darkhorse’s excited looks, he explained further.  
 
    “The tree’s spell requirements are usually fifty percent Agility with a split of twenty-five percent for both Spirit and Intelligence.” He gave me an apologetic look. “Very doable for a dedicated rogue class, but much harder for anyone else if they wanted to cast the tree’s higher level spells like the Shadow Step I used to escape.” 
 
    “Well, that sucks,” I muttered unhappily. “I guess V-MMORG is trying to make it harder for people to share unrelated Nightmare skill trees with each other.” 
 
    Probably,” Mike agreed, before his eyes suddenly brightened. “I probably should have thought about this sooner, but there’s no reason why I can’t share this with everyone now.” Before any of us could ask what that something was, a system message popped up in front of our eyes. 
 
      
 
    Mike Eyedol is offering to teach you the skill Shadow magic. Do you want to accept? Yes or No 
 
    Congratulations! You have learned the skill Shadow magic. 
 
    Mike Eyedol is offering to teach you the new spell, Slip Into Shadow. Do you want to accept? Yes or No 
 
    Congratulations! You have learned a new spell: Slip Into Shadow. 
 
    Cast Time: Instant 
 
    Spell Requirements: 200 Mana / 50 Agility/ 25 Spirit / 25 Intelligence 
 
    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.   
 
      
 
    “That should keep us all out of trouble,” Mike said, as he watched us excitedly read over the spell’s information.  
 
    “Holy hell, do you know what this means?” Zhou exclaimed excitedly, as Darkhorse chimed in. 
 
    “A group of rogues could seriously destroy an equal sized force with something like this!”  
 
    “As long as they’re not able to cast a bunch of AOEs,” Mike agreed, as Kenzie excitedly jumped on his back and slung her arms around his neck. 
 
    “I think I’m in love!” Kenzie squealed into Mike’s ear, as she tightened her arms around his neck doing a shoddy Ash impression from Pokemon. “I’ve gotta get them all!”  
 
    “Gggaaahhh, I can’t breathe,” Mike barely choked out, as the rest of us pulled Kenzie off his back, while I crossed my fingers that Sub-Leader Chuzedros wouldn’t just stab her in the back. I honestly didn’t know what to think about Kenzie knowing who Pokemon was, let alone knowing it enough to try to imitate the main character’s voice. Seeing the surprised looks on Zhou’s and Darkhorse’s faces, I obviously wasn’t the only one thinking that. Before any of us could ask Kenzie what the fuck that was all about, Mike nodded towards the growing commotion going on around us. “How about we shelve this discussion for later and get the flock out of here?” 
 
    Looking around in consternation, we saw what he meant. While we were carrying on about his Nightmare tree and Kenzie’s odd choice of anime shows, the scuffle between Global Brutality and Syndicate players had grown even larger as the players that had been recovering were pulled into the fight. Without waiting for an answer, Mike took off along the base of the ruined defensive wall at a run with Sub-Leader Chuzedros at his side and the rest of us trailing behind.  
 
    Automatically, my eyes went back to inspecting the damage from the siege, figuring I needed as much practical information as possible for the coming Hobgoblin invasion. Surprisingly enough, I could see the ruins of the defensive wall was mostly intact and, even now, offered protection against any bombardments coming from the fortress at the base of the mountain. I figured that was why the Chaos Storm Alliance leaders had chosen to make their encampment here.  
 
    Only the huge, iron-bound doors and the archway above had been completely destroyed during the siege. Although, I could also see massive damage around the top of the wall where modern battlements would have been placed. Even so, the walls themselves had held against the terrible bombardment. The damage was probably the results of the trebuchets that I’d seen from atop the mountain pass. Obviously, someone else had the same idea of introducing siege engines from Earth’s militant past. 
 
    The ruined opening was ten-yards wide, which allowed us to sneak past the players milling around on both sides of the opening. Most were simply watching the growing fight between the two guilds or in the process of getting buffed for combat by the small cadre of support staff that had been set up to assist recently killed players. A common practice for most PVP’ing or raiding guilds to have on hand for their people. Silently hugging the wall, we made it through to the other side without running into anyone. A much harder task then it sounded like. 
 
    On this side of the defensive wall, there were numerous perfectly round mini-boulders strewn about the open area of the gauntlet. Almost as if a group of giants had been playing some massive game of Croquet. Obviously, they were the remains of the stones that had been used to pummel the wall into rubble. I couldn’t help but be curious as to where the Chaos Storm Alliance had been able to acquire such perfectly rounded mini-boulders for the assault. They were not made from the local rock and were too large even for a group of four players to easily load into the siege engines.   
 
    For now, I had to leave that question unanswered as we hurriedly sidled up next to the western side of the ridge and made our way towards the next ruined defensive wall sixty-yards away. Thankfully, this portion of the gauntlet was mostly empty, except for the stream of players in small raid groups hurrying to rejoin the battle. Although we were able to make some good time, the constant deep rumbling sounds of rolling thunder were quite unnerving, to say the least. At least, to me they were, since I kept having flashbacks to Julie’s enraged face as she completely thrashed my ass atop of the palace in Telrain with her overpowered blasts. 
 
    As we drew near to the two trebuchets hard at work hammering Domenic’s remaining defensive wall, my question as to the perfectly round mini-boulders was immediately answered. To my surprise, the Chaos Storm Alliance was using a group of Dwarven Earth Shamans to magically craft the perfectly round stones being used as ammunition for the trebuchets. It was a surprisingly smart and easy way to keep the siege machines in action. It removed the need to carry, transport, and place the heavy mini-boulders within the machine’s slings with muscle power alone. I silently made a mental note to see if I could get my hands on some Earth shamans of my own to use for our defenses at BrokenFang Hold. 
 
    I’m sure that there would be a few of my new Twitch fans that would be dense enough to complain that I was using the enemy’s techniques to enhance my own capabilities, instead of coming up with my own ideas. They could say that as much as they wanted, because, if it was a good idea, I’d make it my own in a heartbeat. Any player who didn’t would be a fool that deserved to die. If you had any doubts, just look at natural selection. Evolution was basically the method which species used to come up with a winning evolutionary solution that best allowed them to adapt to their environment and succeed against all others. Human history was basically the same story as that of our evolutionary roots. Civilizations that were able to adapt the best ideas and put them to use quickly and effectively were the ones who wrote history. Those that didn’t or were incapable of adapting new ways were … well history.  
 
    I silently laughed at my own thoughts as my eyes studied the way before us. This defensive wall was much busier than the first wall we’d passed through at the mouth of the gauntlet. Besides the two large siege machines and their crews, there were literally hundreds of ranged classes clinging to the partially destroyed battlements lobbing spells and shooting arrows. Similar to the first wall, the gate and the archway above had once again been completely destroyed by the heavy bombardment. Looking at the terrible destruction, it made me wonder if things would have been different if Domenic had enough time to upgrade the simple gates in the walls to that of a traditional gatehouse you’d fine on Earth castles.  
 
    From my observation so far in The World, I had yet to see anything like a gatehouse or for that matter true battlements with curtain walls in the any of the pre-existing defensive structures I’d seen to date. As far as I could tell from my travels, BrokenFang Hold and the fortresses that were being constructed at either end of Fang Pass would be the first of such fortifications to be built within The World. I just hoped they would be strong enough to handle a pounding such as this. With these thoughts going through my mind, I followed Mike towards the gaping hole in the wall.  
 
    This time our passage would be much more difficult. An endless mass of players were hurrying past in loose formations or as singles to reach their preferred fighting positions as we carefully watched and waited for an opening. Even with the Slip Into Shadow spell that Mike had shared out, it was doubtful that our entire group would be able to escape if we were discovered by accident. All that it would take was one person running into us and that would be all she wrote.  
 
    While you’d think that would mean splitting up to get through would be a better option, that wasn’t a guarantee for success either. One person being knocked out of stealth would be more than enough to trigger the enemy into blasting the entire area with AOEs, especially if that someone was myself or any of the Devil Dogs. As a group, we could possibly slaughter the person before they got a warning shout out, but it was tough to say for sure or not. There were just too many ways for shit to go wrong in a situation like that.  
 
    The sad part was that dying wasn’t the worst thing that would happen if we were found out. Being discovered here and now would blow any chance of us pulling off the surprise attack we’d planned earlier. Hell, it could possibly make this whole run to help Domenic all for nothing. Yeah, getting caught was that serious. Hell, I couldn’t even risk killing anyone on the off chance that they’d notice my name in their system window. On top of it all, we still had to sneak back out of this shithole once we were finished! 
 
    In that case, you might question why was I choosing to take this level of risk when I obviously knew what the cost of failure meant. It kind of sounded insane once you thought about it. The truth of the matter was that the benefits more than outweighed the negatives. If I could get all of Domenic’s people raising zombies that would only enhance our combat situation. That, and I had a feeling Domenic wasn't going to listen to me about pulling out unless I got into his face and spelled it out for him. For those two reasons alone, I had to risk this gauntlet of death. 
 
    As everyone stepped back to let the trebuchet fire, Mike waved us forward as he took off at a sprint hugging the wall. We all crouched low under the swinging arm of the siege engine as it released its shot. Not that it was necessary, but having the firing arm come to a sudden stop over your head was somewhat like the feeling you got when ducking under the spinning blades of a helicopter. You didn’t need to, but it felt like a good idea when you were dismounting from the machine.  
 
    As we neared the hole in the wall, Mike began weaving between the small groups of players standing around and chatting with sure-footed steps. To be dodging around people in plain sight without any cover made me think of sneaking around while invisible in Skyrim. How you could dance in front of a guard without them even knowing you were there. So far everything was working like clockwork, I thought as Mike led us towards the opening.  
 
    Ha, yeah! I silently crowed as the way opened up before us. We were going to make it!  
 
    I don’t know if that thought was what jinxed us or not, but just as Mike was nearly through the gap in the walls, an unhappy mage came hurrying around the corner. It all happened so fast, I think I was the only one that saw it all going down besides Mike. Lurching to a sliding stop, I snaked an arm around Neristhana’s and Helgath’s waists, when Mike super-jumped.  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t know if it was an actual super-jump or not, but that’s what it looked from where I stood as Mike came flying at me. Super-jumps were a special move possible in most FPS games and in some MMOs. From everyone else’s perspective, Mike had suddenly slid to a stop before suddenly flying backwards four complete body lengths. Except for my fight with Apoxsee, it was one of the most impressive physical feats I’d yet to see in game. Too bad, the team was mostly caught off guard. I say mostly, because Helgath was already moving as my arm swiped through empty air. 
 
    There was no other option open except to fling myself out of the way. Pulling Neristhana into my chest, I felt Mike’s lower body slam into me as we both went flying out of control. Spinning sideways from the force of the impact, we crashed into the shattered wall, before hitting the ground with a muffled belly-flop as the Gnomeling broke my fall. Not that either one of us noticed our landing or odd position. We were too busy staring in horror as Mike and Kenzie windmilled backwards and collapsed on top of each other in a confused pile of arms and legs.  
 
    All that we could do was hold our collective breaths as we helplessly watched the mage barreling directly at them. Both Zhou and Darkhorse, who were still on their feet, hurriedly drew their blades and rushed forward. Zhou dropped into a defensive crouch ready to slip around the mage’s back, while Darkhorse protectively straddled the pair readying the follow up strike. Helgath, who had flattened herself against the wall when Mike had sprung backwards, now had her daggers out and was keeping pace with the newfar prepared to strike, while Sub-Leader Chuzedros had Shadow Stepped into an alcove higher up on the damaged portion of the wall.  
 
    Instead of pulling back her bow and preparing to fight, there was a small sprinkling of loose stones as the rock the Dark Elf had Shadow Stepped to suddenly started to tilt. The only thing Sub-Leader Chuzedros could do on her perch was brace herself on the rocks above so she didn’t start a mini-avalanche. Seeing the tight look on her face, I couldn’t help but mentally shake my head at the plethora of bad luck that had hit us in one go.    
 
    You have to remember, this was all happening in stealth. No one else could see us or appreciate the perilous position we were in. One side of my brain was howling at how we were totally screwed, while the other half was laughing its proverbial ass off at the ridiculousness of the entire situation. It was in that moment of disaster when a female voice cracked out like a whip as all of our heads automatically swiveled around in surprise. 
 
    “Wankerson! Where in the hell do you think you’re going?” A woman in heavy armor with a very familiar face demanded of our fleeing mage. As he came to an abrupt stop a half step away from stepping on Mike and Kenzie, I swear my balls shrank to the size of nuggets as a group of fifty or so high-level players came hurrying up from the other side of the wall. They came to a stop in a jingle of gear in the center of the hole in the wall.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sandra,” Wankerson whined, as he nervously turned around to confront the woman. “I was just looking for the steps to climb to the top of the wall.” 
 
    Hearing the name, I immediately figured out who she was. Basically she was Julie’s self-assigned girl-Friday and roommate. Don’t ask me why she was so infatuated with my ex-girlfriend. I swear she had a girl-crush on her or something. If I remembered the story correctly, she’d even dropped her fiancé like a hot potato when Julie said she needed a girlfriend to pick up guys with. My thoughts were interrupted, as Sandra snapped angrily. 
 
    “Are you a freaking idiot or what,” Sandra angrily snarled, as the man fearfully shrank back from her rage. “How many times do I have to tell you morons that it’s Evil Sandra?”  
 
    As she continued to bitch the man out, I slowly climbed to my feet being careful not to bump the Chaos Storm player who was quite literally standing a foot away from my face. Neristhana carefully followed my lead as we silently crouched down and pressed ourselves under an overhanging block in the wall, barely in time to miss the press of players trying to watch the show. Across the way, Mike and Kenzie were very carefully untangling their limbs. Due to how slow they were moving, it made them look like they were playing a game of Twister. As they were just pressing themselves up against the far wall, Evil Sandra finished harassing the flustered man. 
 
    “Just get into formation and shut your mouth,” Evil Sandra said in a voice filled with disgust. Looking at the Ranger next to her, she continued in a voice loud enough for Wankerson to hear. “Hey Shapo, if he forgets my name again, just kill him every time you see him for a week.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Shapo said, without hesitation, as Evil Sandra raised her voice. 
 
    “Okay let’s move on out, so we can teach that idiot Dante a lesson,” Evil Sandra said, before heading off at a run with the rest of the players following after her. 
 
    “We’re moving as soon as their gone,” Mike said in a low voice, as the rest of us silently nodded in agreement. It wasn’t like anyone could hear us in team chat, but it was a natural reaction to whisper when surrounded by the enemy like we were. As the last player ran past, Sub-Leader Chuzedros’ stern voice rang out.  
 
    “The opening is clear, but there are still many enemies on the other side of the wall!” 
 
    “Scout ahead.” Mike ordered, in a tense voice. “Find us a path through, Sub-Leader.” 
 
    “Sire,” Sub-Leader Chuzedros replied, as she instantly disappeared in a swirl of shadows from her perch.  
 
    Before any of us could move to follow, the stone block she’d been bracing against came tumbling down into the gap between the two walls. It wasn’t just one stone, but several as the large block coming loose created a mini-avalanche. Surprisingly enough, the noise was barely loud enough to be heard over the continuous sounds of battle. A few of the players near the edge of the wall looked down at the mess with a few disinterested glances, but other than that there wasn’t any further concern, as they went back to blasting targets in the open field.  
 
    “Let’s move.” Mike said, as he led the way once again through the gap with Kenzie all business at his back. This time, as the rest of us fell in beside him, there were no additional surprises as we climbed over the scattered stones and stepped into a shitstorm.  
 
    Even with the force of fifty players Evil Sandra had taken with her, there still must have been over two thousand players in this area alone. Everywhere I looked there were ranged classes clustered around in groups attacking the fortifications with everything they had. They were atop the ruined battlements on the wall behind us, standing atop the numerous left over boulders from the siege, or in the open field battling elementals as they fought to breach the last defensive wall. It was truly an awe inspiring sight.  
 
    “Head straight out a hundred feet and then cross left in front of the assault line,” Sub-Leader Chuzedros’s hard voice reported in group chat. “There is a direct path to the western wall from there.” 
 
    Mike led us past the horde of players as massive lightning bolts, immense fiery balls, and glowing bolts flew over our heads as thick as flies around a sorghum mill. You’d have thought that there would’ve been a break in the constant barrage but there never was. There were just so many people casting and firing their individual attacks. As we slowly made our way to the virtual line in the field that divided the melee classes’ ongoing battle against the elementals and the ranged slash support classes’ rear line, we were able to skirt the edge of the main battle and make our way to the gauntlet’s western side.   
 
    Surprisingly enough, this proved to be safe even for a group in stealth like us. Even if, it felt like crouching low in the middle of a gun range and hoping not to catch a stray round in the face. While unlikely at this stage in the game, we were still basically one hit away from being the “golf ball picker cart” at a driving range. None of us breathed a sigh of relief until we’d started making our way along the western edge of the gauntlet. 
 
    Nonetheless, this gave us a perfect view of the ongoing siege and the magic being used. I could now see the lightning strikes were actually coming from an AOE. The dark storm clouds above the battlements were actually numerous individual AOE attacks stitched together to create a massive electrical storm of immense proportions. At least, immense in the sense of an AOE spell.  
 
    On the hundred-yard long, open field before the fortress’ walls, more direct types of spells were being used. Jagged balls of lighting that struck out bolts of pure energy at everything in its path, three-yard wide wind-blade tornadoes that left swaths of destruction across the field, weird water spouts, acid balls, and glowing missiles of all types. These were all targeting the earth and water elementals that were constantly entering the battlefield.  
 
    The closer we got to the walls, the more we saw odd piles of rocks that seemed to be littering the field everywhere. At first, I thought these were some sort of odd defensive structures that had been set up to block the advance of siege engines, but as I watched the battle unfold, I realized these were the leftover detritus from the stone elementals when they died. Eyeing one of the closer piles of odd stone, I realized they were almost like a mineral node that you could mine from as I got that odd, persistent desire to whip out my mining pick to give it a go. Knowing how dangerous that would be, I consciously forced myself to continue past without trying to see if there was anything mineable.  
 
    No matter how you looked at it. I realized Domenic had done an amazing job holding out against the Chaos Storm Alliance’s ongoing siege. I had to give him kudos for managing to hold on as long as he had with the cards he’d been dealt. That, and he was supposedly the last fortress on the Isolde Line probably didn’t hurt matters either. 
 
    Luckily, the casters and trebuchets were focusing their attacks on the center of the wall where the main gate was located, or our approach would have been painful to say the least. I’d at first thought that was simply because that was the location they’d broken through all of the previous defensive fortifications, but as we closed to within twenty-yards of the base of the defensive wall, I quickly learned that wasn’t an accident a second later.  
 
    “Don’t move, Chuzedros!” I urgently commanded, as I froze in place and held my arms out to stop my teammates from advancing any further.  
 
    “You have no right to tell me what to do, halfling!” the Dark Elf woman spat in outrage, as she looked at me in disgust. Before, she could blast me further, Mike’s voice cracked like a whip. 
 
    “Sub-Leader Chuzedros!” The female Dark Elf’s mouth slammed shut as Mike gave her a hard look. “Weren’t you there when I informed Sub-Leader Zuvnabod of Lord Ironwolf’s status?” 
 
    “That was for Sub-Leader Zuvnabod,” the woman said, as her upper lip curled in disgust. “I am the right hand of the Head of Midnight and-“ 
 
    “You will follow my commands!” Mike stormed back, his voice dripping with malice as he began stalking towards his subordinate. “You know that order was meant for everyone!” Before he’d could stalk forward, my hand slapped down on the back of his neck. 
 
    “I said, don’t fucking moo-“ I froze as Mike spun around and slapped my hand away in the blink of an eye. By the time I caught up to what he was doing, he’d captured my wrist and pulled me forward to break my balance. At the same time, he’d somehow managed to draw his blade and slip the point under my helm’s guard to prick the back of my neck. 
 
    “Not the best time for fucking with me, Jay,” Mike said coldly under his breath. “Shadow Assassins only respect strength.” 
 
    “If you want to be slaughtered by the large raid of rogues waiting to scale the wall,” I said, in a tired voice. “Then be my guest, but let the rest of us back up so we’re not caught in the middle of your little snit.” 
 
    Directly in front of us were around fifty to a hundred rogues waiting to scale the wall. Looking above, I could see another thirty or so currently in the process of climbing the three ropes that had been secured on the wall above. Obviously, the Chaos Storm Alliance was already putting their extra guards to good use.   
 
    “What rogues?” Kenzie nervously demanded, as the Devil Dogs and Neristhana hurriedly drew their weapons, while Helgath repositioned herself between me and the closest enemy newfar. That placed her nearly twenty-yards in front of Sub-Leader Chuzedros, whose face noticeably paled as she realized that meant she was surrounded by enemies that she couldn’t even see. Talk about an unpleasant surprise for the unhappy woman, I thought, with a grin.  
 
    “That can’t be possible,” Sub-Leader Chuzedros muttered in a voice full of denial, as my eyes slid to Helgath’s black, leather-clad body.  
 
    On the flip side, that meant Helgath had somehow acquired the skill at the same time that I had or she was actively reading their location directly from my mind. Either way, it was cool as hell, I thought, as pride filled my chest at my soulmate’s amazing abilities. Instantly, her thoughts came to my mind. 
 
    ‘Directly read them from your thoughts.’ I felt the pure delight welling up in her heart from my unspoken praise as her pointy teeth peaked out between her smiling lips. ‘But, doing so gave me the same skill, Perception I.’ 
 
    ‘Well done!’ I sent back, as Mike pulled me upright and give me a brotherly clap on the shoulder.  
 
    “Sorry about that, Jay,” he said under his breath, the embarrassment clear in his tone. Giving his subordinate a look that said this discussion wasn’t over, he continued in a voice that brooked no argument. “Sub-Leader Chuzedros, you will follow Lord Ironwolf’s orders as if they were my own. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Sire,” she replied stiffly, as her eyes wildly searched around for the enemy that she couldn’t see. 
 
    “How do you want to run this, Jay?” Mike asked, unhesitatingly passing leadership of the team to me. This was something that we were both extremely familiar with. For us, it had never been about ego. We respected each other for being smart, strategic players and were comfortable passing the baton of command back and forth with ease. While I appreciated the gesture and the respect that simple act implied, I didn’t want to take the lead on this … at least, not combat-wise.   
 
    “I’ll play support,” I said, thinking quickly. Mike gave me an odd look, before suddenly “ah’ing” in understanding. “Sub-Leader Chuzedros, can you Shadow Step behind Helgath?” As she blinked behind the Half-Orc in a swirl of shadows, I messaged my soulmate. ‘Can you get a yard behind the rear most rogue and point at them?’  
 
    “Can any of you see what Helgath is pointing at?” I asked, as the Half-Orc followed my orders. At first no one said anything. I was just calling Helgath back, when Mike sucked in a sharp breath.  
 
    “I just got the skill, Perception I,” Mike said incredulously, before he saw what we were up against. “Damn, we have company … I mean lots and lots of company.” 
 
    “I can see them now too,” Neristhana reported, as she moved to put herself between me and the enemy.  
 
    “Well, shit,” Kenzie unhappily spat, as she looked back at Zhou and Darkhorse to confirm they couldn’t see the enemy either. “What the fuck! Why can’t we see them?”  
 
    “What’s your Spirit at?” I asked Mike, as I pulled up the in-game Wiki for an explanation of the various Attributes.  
 
    “Eighty-six here,” Mike said, as his brows furrowed in thought. 
 
    “Helgath has a hundred and five, I have a hundred and seventy-seven,” I said, before pointing at the Devil Dogs. 
 
    “Twenty-four,” Kenzie unhappily said, as Zhou and Darkhorse reported thirty-one and thirty-four respectively.  
 
    “Forty-three,” Sub-Leader Chuzedros grudgingly reported, obviously unhappy to share out that level of personal detail to people who were essentially strangers. Unconcerned, I nodded to Neristhana. 
 
    “One hundred and twenty,” she stated without hesitation. Seeing everyone’s surprised looks, she casually shrugged. “Master Traders need to be able to read their clients to make the best trade.” 
 
    “You’re thinking it’s a Wisdom issue?” Mike asked, as he pulled up the same Wiki article. “Errr, I mean, a Spirit issue?” 
 
    “More or less,” I agreed, as I read through everything that Spirit included.  
 
    “Besides increasing the regeneration speed of heal and mana, it says it also influences the ability to see through illusions and increases perception,” Mike read out loud to the group. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that I need to get my Spirit up to eighty-six to see get the Perception ability?” Kenzie exclaimed unhappily.  
 
    “Somewhere between forty-four and eighty-six,” I agreed, while ignoring the look of outrage on her face. I figured Kenzie’s low numbers were due to her physical disabilities in real life as I thought back to Thomas’ comment that she’d lost both of her legs in that IED, aka: improvised explosive device, attack. 
 
    “Who would have thought that …” Zhou muttered, giving Darkhorse a meaningful look. They were both calculating how this would mess with their currently planned build, but realizing they needed to increase their perception ability in the game no matter what. It could literally mean the difference between life and death for a rogue.  
 
    “That still doesn’t answer how we’re going to pull this off,” Kenzie groused, as I caught Mike’s eye.  
 
    “Mike, Neristhana, and Helgath will lead the attacks, while everyone else follows,” I nodded to the male rogue. “With Darkhorse playing the floater.” Turning around, I began falling back to a hollow I’d seen earlier. It wasn’t deep, but should keep me somewhat hidden from the enemies around us.  
 
    “Where in the hell do you think you’re going?” Kenzie angrily called after my retreating back. 
 
    “He’s going to play healer while we take the brunt of the attack,” Mike knowingly said, as he nodded to Sub-Leader Chuzedros and got into position.  
 
    “You’re such a woman, Kenzie?” I said with a laugh. “You miss out on the action and you complain. You get the action you want and you complain. Seriously, is there any way to make you happy?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Star!” Kenzie shot back at me, as everyone chuckled at our back and forth. There wasn’t any true anger in her tone, it was just the normal joking back and forth of two friends who’d gotten used to each other’s idiosyncrasies.  
 
    “Well, if that’s all it will take to make you happy,” I said with a shit-eating grin, “I’m game if you are.” 
 
    “Ah … umm,” Kenzie stuttered, looking flustered and unsure of how to respond to my offer. 
 
    “Gotcha,” I said with a laugh, as Kenzie half-heartedly flipped me off.  
 
    “Okay then, wait for my call to attack,” I said, turning serious once again. By now, the line of enemies waiting to scale the wall had probably shrunk to around twenty. Getting down on my stomach, I scrunched down into the hollow the best I could, before quickly casting a Regeneration on everyone and shouted, “Go!” 
 
    Even as the words were leaving my lips, I was triggering Stealth. The situation was bad, to say the least. But, the side that could enter and exit stealth at will and that was also backed by a healer gave us a major advantage. So much so, that I thought we could handle this as long as I wasn’t discovered. Yeah, that was the other catch. I still didn’t dare have my name pop-up in anyone’s system windows.  
 
    All of a sudden, six forms popped out of stealth. There was a flurry of commotion as Helgath, Neristhana, and Mike re-stealthed while the rest of my friends attacked. Their targets collapsed in a heap dead as doornails while the follow-up Backstabs were being triggered. As Sub-Leader Chuzedros, Zhou, Kenzie, and Darkhorse faded back into the shadows, Helgath, Neristhana, and Mike were already attacking their next targets.  
 
    The operation for the first four rounds went smooth as hell. We’d played to our strengths by keeping our teams with the people they were familiar with. Still, you didn’t have twelve people disappear from your raid without raising any flags. On the sixth round of attacks, the shit hit the fan. As soon as Mike, Helgath, and Neristhana attacked, it turned into a complete shitstorm as thirteen rogues popped out of stealth.  
 
    Even so, my people only took around one to two hundred points of damage. Mostly, that was due to Helgath, Mike, and Neristhana being able to see them coming. It completely removed the ability for any of the enemy rogues to pull off a Sneak Attack. A few of the more skilled players were able to pull off a Backstab, but that was mostly nullified by the Holy Shields my team were rocking. That brought the attacks down to straight melee damage from their attack combos, most of which was completely healed with one tick of their Regeneration buff. By then, the enemy rogues were under attack by the rest of our team as they joined the fight. While all that was going on, I was hitting Mike, Helgath, and Neristhana with a Holy Shield again as both rogue groups went toe-to-toe.  
 
    There was little to no permanent damage being done to my teammates as I kept their health topped off and their shields up, while the enemy was quickly being whittled down one at a time. Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros were death incarnate. Between their Shadow Assassin skills that allowed them to blink behind their enemies and get off an extra Backstab with their special attack combos, and high levels, it was nearly impossible for the Chaos Storm Alliance rogues to stand against them.  
 
    My people weren’t being any slouches either. Neristhana’s hand axe easily cleaved through the enemies light armor as Helgath leapt onto her targets like a spider monkey on crack. That’s also when I learned my girl’s pointy teeth weren’t just for show as she bit one guy’s nose completely off his face along with half his face. It was gruesome to say the least. As several of the nearest players looked stunned at the chunk of flesh hanging out of the Half-Orc’s bloody mouth in horror, my friends finished them off without hesitation. In less than a minute, the fight was brought to its conclusion with all of the waiting, enemy rogues being completely taken out.  
 
    I had to give it to Zhou, Darkhorse, and Kenzie for not batting an eye at my soulmates choice of attacks. Hell, she even got a look of respect from Sub-Leader Chuzedros and Mike, which gave me a peek into the level of brutality that my friend was playing at for his Shadow Assassin Nightmare quest. Not that it was particularly surprising being that he’d earned the title of the Head of Midnight. Still, I tucked that little piece of information away for whenever I was dealing with his people in the future. 
 
    The fighting didn’t stop there. As soon as the last enemy was taken down, Helgath rushed for the dangling rope with Neristhana a half-step behind her, while Mike calmly took the lead. With clear and concise commands, he had Kenzie, Zhou, and Darkhorse get into position at the bottom of each rope and swapped Sub-Leader Chuzedros as the floater. I wasn’t angry at the change, it was the better call now that I’d seen the Shadow Assassin’s fighting style. Besides that, it was the way Mike and I normally played off of one another’s abilities. 
 
    In the time it had taken for Mike to rearrange the teams, Helgath and Neristhana had scurried up the rope and had reached the first rogue making his way up to the top of the wall. Each woman had their own unique style of attack. The Half-Orc just leaped onto her target’s back with her daggers leading the way. The woman was so surprised that she lost her grip and plummeted back to the ground with a shriek. Without even batting an eye, Helgath leaped off her back to grab the rope as she continued scurrying up.  
 
    Neristhana, on the other hand, got up underneath her target and gripped the rope with her flexible feet. Using that for her support, she smoothly drew her axe and drove it into the male rogue’s back as the man cried out in agony, before the Gnomeling yanked him free of the rope. The move was smooth as hell. She’d used the support from her feet and the spike on the axe to peel the rogue away while he was stunned from the surprise attack. Instead of repositioning herself, she arched her back and let the momentum flip her around to take the place on the rope where the rogue had been just a second before. In that process, she’d managed to sheath her hand axe at her waist and was already climbing for the next rogue in line. 
 
    At the same time that was going on, Mike used his Shadow Step to appear behind the rogue on the middle rope. His blades flashed in a double Sneak Attack that killed the player instantly. With a graceful leap, he hooked the rope with an elbow as his feet folded the rope over one of his boots as his other stood on top of it easy peasy. He did it so smoothly that it looked like he was standing on the ground and not six yards up in the air hanging from a rope.  
 
    In a swirl of darkness, Sub-Leader Chuzedros joined my friend as her eyes kept watch on Helgath’s and Neristhana’s climb, while the rest of the team took over finishing off the two rogues that had crumpled into a heap on the ground at their feet. Between the damage and shock of the surprise attack and the sudden stop, they were taken out before they’d even realized they were under attack. I swear, it had all proceeded so smoothly that it was like shooting fish in a barrel. 
 
    Seeing that the battle was moving ahead without me, I jumped to my feet and hurried back to the base of the wall. By then, the crew had taken out another group of rogues and were already closing in on their next target. By now, the Chaos Storm Alliance players knew that something was horribly wrong. I could see their fearful faces trying to understand what was happening to their teammates. These were players who were used to being the hunters, not being the prey. The worst part was that they could only catch horrific glimpses of their attackers as they struck. 
 
    It didn’t matter what they did. If they twisted around to fight Helgath and Neristhana who were climbing up after them, then Sub-Leader Chuzedros or Mike would Shadow Step above them and hit them with a Sneak Attack. If that didn’t knock them off the rope, Helgath, Neristhana, or Sub-Leader Chuzedros joined the attack and that would end it.  
 
    The biggest advantage we had was the pure surprise of the Chaos Storm Alliance players at seeing our rogues entering into Stealth while being watched, and the knowledge that we could see them while they were Stealthed. Whatever coordinated counter attack they might have come up with was blown out of the water before it could get started by those simple facts. The only way they could’ve hurt us would’ve been if the raid leaders at the top of the wall had chosen to cut the ropes. The only problem was that those leaders were too busy fighting Domenic’s defenders to create a foot hold for the rest of the raid at the top of the wall. Without the reinforcements coming up behind them joining the fight, they’d be wiped out in no time. It was that conflict that gave us the opening we needed to quickly climb the wall and enter the fight on the side of the fortress’ defenders. 
 
    By the time Mike had reached the top of the wall with Sub-Leader Chuzedros, they’d straight up slaughtered or knocked down a total of thirty players with the rest of our team’s help. I wasn’t sure what was happening when they disappeared over the top of the wall. Were they just hyped up on hunting down the enemy or had they run into serious resistance? The answer came a second later when Helgath and Neristhana cleared the top of the wall.  
 
    ‘Come quickly,’ Helgath’s mental voice urgently sounded in my mind as soon as she’d taken in the situation. ‘We hold the top of the wall for now, but there are many enemies!’ 
 
    “Hurry up,” I urgently said, as I leapt for the rope and began climbing. “They need us up there now if they’re going to keep their foothold!” The Devil Dogs were a step behind me as I focused on the top of the wall, while mentally crossing my fingers that we’d make it in time. My high Strength and Agility attributes allowed me to muscle my way up the rope, without using my legs, at an amazing pace.  
 
    I’d cleared the top of the wall in less than half a minute with Kenzie, Zhou, and Darkhorse right behind me. Leaping over the battlement still in Stealth, I dropped between Helgath and Neristhana with a relieved sigh as I took in the tactical situation at a quick glance. A second later, I felt the Devil Dogs’ presence as they dropped into a crouch behind me.  
 
    Luckily for us, Neristhana and Helgath had already cleared out the enemy sentries that had been stationed atop of the battlements to keep the way clear in case the main assault force had to retreat. Blinking around the battlefield were Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros who were using their Shadow Step and Slip into Stealth skills to take out anyone that looked to be in command. An extremely difficult task in the face of the hundred and fifty to two hundred enemy players that were in a chaotic battle of life and death at the base of the wall. 
 
    “What’s the situation?” Kenzie asked in a professional tone, as she began taking in the situation like a pro.  
 
    That was a good question. It took me a second to understand exactly what I was looking at as I tried to make sense of the interior of the mountain. It was confusing because the inside of the mountain wasn’t a fortress built into the mountain, but a hollowed out alcove with a fortress like structure at its center. That’s when I suddenly realized I was basically looking at a slightly more complex version of the Uten Syn fortress that we’d recovered earlier, which was why the stonework of the outer wall had looked so familiar to me.  
 
    A far cry from the dwarven mountain fortress I thought it was going to be. My imagination had been running more along the lines of something like an Ironforge-like structure from World of Warcraft or a mini-Khazad-dûm like subterranean complex from the Lord of the Rings. Yeah, I know I’m a fantasy nerd, but what can I say? It was the first thing that came to my mind when I was looking down at the entrance from the pass into the valley.  
 
    Instead, Domenic’s Ironheart Stronghold had a few additional internal structures that made it more like a small castle than a single keep. Outside of that central structure there was a courtyard before the walls that covered a much larger area than that of the Uten Syn fortress. Spread out in the field were multiple defensive walls setup as fall back positions, while on the battlements above the main gate was a defensive housing that held a number of ballistae. These devices were responsible for launching the elementals at the enemy in the field. Although I couldn’t see everything from my current position, it still gave me a good perspective to analyze the danger the defenders were facing as my eyes returned to the battle going on down below the wall. 
 
    Even though the majority of the enemy rogues were still in Stealth, the Water and Earth elementals that the defenders were using as pets didn’t seem to have any problems detecting the enemy once they got within a certain range. On the other hand, the rogues weren’t properly equipped to deal melee damage to the elementals. At least, not to the stone elementals. The swords and daggers which were considered a stealther’s bread and butter damage-wise could hardly pierce their rock-like skin, basically it was reducing their high DPS attack damage down to nearly a quarter of what it should have been. 
 
    That’s not to say the players were particularly defenseless. All of them were wielding some high level magic from their guild’s completion of their Nightmare quests. The main problem was that their builds weren’t that of a mage, so while they could get off a few solid magic attacks, they didn’t have the Intelligence or Spirit to be heavy casters. That, and many of the magic abilities were AOE attacks. More than once, I saw groups of attackers go down from their own ally’s badly targeted Lightning or Flame Strike. Seriously, the amount of friendly fire going on down there was approaching ridiculous levels. Probably due to the massive egos that were within the different groups below fighting for dominance amongst themselves.  
 
    Behind the elementals were a mixed force of defenders that were rushing forward to box the players in. At least, that’s what it looked like tactically when my eyes swept across their hurried movements. There were seven groups of three and one group of four surrounding the rogues’ shrinking beachhead. The group of four, I figured, was probably the defender’s commander, which I made note of so that I could get a hold of Domenic once we cleared these PKing asshats out.  
 
    While the elementals and rogues battled it out, the defenders worked to whittle the enemies’ numbers down in light skirmishes. Though, with the numbers they were facing, I honestly didn’t understand how the defenders had held out as long as they had. Each group was being pummeled by multiple, high-DPS enemies each. While the armor they looked to be wearing was high quality, it was only scale mail. The only thing I could think of that made any sense was that they had some sort of shield absorbing the majority of the incoming damage.  
 
    The other thing I found incredibly odd was the make-up of the defensive forces. There was the typical dwarven and halfling warriors one would have expected in Domenic’s domain, since he was a Dwarf-Human halfling. What I hadn’t expected to see were Gnoll Warriors fighting alongside his people as allies. Surprisingly enough, from my quick onceover of the action, the unusual relationship was working out quite well for Domenic’s people, since the Gnolls seemed to be able to sniff out the stealthers and keep them at bay.  
 
    Now these weren’t anything like the Gnolls I’d fought upon the Plains of Atoll, when I’d come to the rescue of Fylreh’s tribe. There were no evil-looking blood tattoos painted into their fur or on their equipment, nor were there any of the typical bones laced into their skin. If anything, the warriors looked like any other humanoid war band you might find amongst the dwarves, humans, or elves. Meaning, nothing like the demi-human war bands I’d run across so far inside The World, except for maybe the Plain Centaurs. Before I could speculate further, my contemplation was crudely interrupted, when a hand slapped the back of my helmed head a little too hard. 
 
    “Earth to McStar!” Kenzie’s annoyed voice rudely brought my thoughts back into focus. “Damn it Star, can you fucking hear me or not?” 
 
    Gah,” I angrily exclaimed, as I ducked my head from the follow-up slap and viciously knocked her arm away. “What the hell is wrong with you?”  
 
    “We want to get down there and kick some ass,” Kenzie explained, “but we can’t do it without you being our personal heal bitch. Are you down with that or not?” 
 
    “I heal you guys once during a fight and I’m now you’re personal heal-bot? What’s with starting to throw out terms like that?” I asked, as all my friends began to laugh at the incredulous look on my face. Getting that from the Devil Dogs was one thing, fucking melee classes always acted that way, but to get that from Neristhana and Helgath was another story altogether. Seeing the accusatory look on my face, Neristhana just gave me a shrug as Helgath gave me a happy grin. While I might hate the term on one level, Helgath knew that I didn’t have any issues with joking around as Kenzie continued nonplussed. 
 
    “I said personal heal bitch not bot,” Kenzie said, acting cocky as hell as she traded fist bumps with Zhou and Darkhorse.  
 
     “If the shoe fits, Lord Stinky, then maybe you should wear it,” Neristhana added with a glint in her eyes. I swear, the little gnomeling was never going to let me live that evening down. 
 
    “You better not get used to it,” I unhappily grumbled at my friends’ and companion’s poor taste in jokes. Even though Kenzie liked to give me a hard time, I knew it was all in fun. Still, there almost wasn’t a worse way she could’ve insulted me as a healer. On top of that, due to some of the ugly shit I’d dealt with in the past, it was one of the few comments that really got under my skin. “It was most definitely a one off.” 
 
    “I swear, you’re somehow even better than Thompson,” Zhou said, half listening to what I was saying as Darkhorse chimed in.  
 
    “It felt like I was invincible,” Darkhorse let out an excited bark of laughter. “Between the Slip Into Shadow skill, the multiple shields, and the Regeneration, they couldn’t touch me.” 
 
    “Wait until you get your Perception I,” I said, giving him a wink as I did my best to let the resentment go. Unfortunately, after this never ending day from hell, I was getting tired and more irritable by the second. Still, I did my best to remain positive. “You’ll never get Sneak Attacked again.” Zhou’s and Darkhorse’s eyes nearly glowed at that prospect, when Kenzie abruptly elbowed me in the ribs. 
 
    “So, are we doing this or what?” Kenzie asked, unconcerned that I wasn’t exactly happy about the term she kept throwing around. 
 
    “Sure, I’m down with one more time,” I said, giving her an evil grin. As I began passing out buffs to the team and the Devil Dogs began pulling up the ropes hanging on the outside of the wall, the sarcasm monster deep in my soul raised its ugly head. “Whatever it takes to keep my slaughter whores happy.”  
 
    “Slaughter whores ...?” Kenzie repeated distastefully, as I clapped my hands down on her shoulders and pulled her over to me like I was giving her a boxer’s massage to loosen her up.  
 
    “You know, slaughter whores, meat sticks, meat puppets … whatever fits,” I said in an unconcerned tone as I did my best to push her buttons. “Those players who’ll kill for their healers and will do anything to get a healer on their team.” 
 
    “I don’t think meat puppet is the term you’re looking for,” Darkhorse said, rubbing at the back of his neck as he gave me a grin. “That’s more like a false online identity.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you for sure that meat stick isn’t right either,” Zhou automatically began to say, as we all looked at her expectantly. “It’s basically another name for a …,” her cheeks began to burn in embarrassment as she suddenly realized the mistake her mouth had gotten her into. 
 
    “A Johnson, one-eyed monster, schlong …,“ I began to list off the different names that instantly came to my mind, only to have Kenzie cut me off. 
 
    “We get it, Star,” she said with an annoyed tone, as my comments began getting under her skin.  
 
    “Then, I guess that settles it,” I said, leaning forward to speak directly into her ear, while eyeing Zhou and Darkhorse. “Because, if I can be your personal heal bitch, than all of you can sure as hell be my personal slaughter-whores, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure Star,” Kenzie agreed without any snark, “whatever makes you happy.” While in front of her, Zhou and Darkhorse enthusiastically nodded their heads in agreement. I guess all of them realized they must have hit a nerve and were trying to backtrack. 
 
    “Are you guys joining the fight or not?” Mike asked, suddenly interrupting us as he Shadow Stepped back to the top of the wall with Sub-Leader Chuzedros at his back. “What the hell is taking you guys so long?”  
 
    “Oh, we’re ready to go,” I said, with a sarcastic undertone to my words that Mike knew all too well. “Kenzie here was just telling me how much she enjoyed having me as her personal heal bitch.” 
 
    “Oh no, you didn’t,” Mike said in a mocking outraged voice, as he gave Kenzie a look that said, “You poor fool,” before cocking his head at me.  
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” I tiredly said, giving Mike a quick shake of my head to let him know to leave it alone. While neither one of us liked the term "personal heal-bot” and especially not … “personal heal bitch,” I’d said more than enough to get my point across. Besides, Kenzie, Zhou, and Darkhorse weren’t the ones who’d pissed me off about that term in the first place as I looked at them apologetically. “Sorry about that guys. I just have some history with that word.” 
 
    “We’re used to dealing with people’s baggage,” Darkhorse said, giving me a friendly pat. “PTSD gives you a lot of experience with situations like that.” 
 
    “Besides, we all know how Kenzie can get under people’s skin,” Zhou added, as Darkhorse gave me a friendly wink while Kenzie looked away uncomfortably. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Kenzie uncomfortably muttered, as she turned back to face me. 
 
    “It’s cool,” I hurriedly replied, as I shifted my weight from foot to foot. “Still, friends?” 
 
    “Always, you big goof.” Kenzie laughed, giving me a relieved grin. 
 
    “Ugh, if you’re not going to kiss and make up,” Mike said, draping an arm over each of our shoulders. “Then how about we get this party started?” 
 
    “Oof!” Mike grunted, as we both knuckled him in the ribs. With a knowing grin, he pushed us away as we got back on track. That was his way of disarming uncomfortable situations between friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Four 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    “So how are we going to do this?” Kenzie asked, as she stepped to the edge of the inner wall with Zhou and Darkhorse following behind her with bemused looks.  
 
    “This is going to be different than last time,” I said, giving Mike a nod of thanks, before joining the Devil Dogs.  
 
    “What do you mean,” Zhou asked, as her eyes studied the battle below. “There’s only one way we can enter this fight.” 
 
    “Directly from behind with our back to the wall,” Kenzie said what everyone was thinking.  
 
    “That’s a lot of players to be facing all by ourselves,” Darkhorse muttered unhappily.   
 
    “Yeah, it’s going to be ugly,” I agreed. Nonetheless, I still thought it was doable while I caught Mike’s eye and continued. “Here’s what I was think we should do.” 
 
    At first, everyone looked at me like I was crazy. At least, the players did, but that didn’t mean that Neristhana and Helgath were ignorant to the danger they’d be in as I laid out the strategy. Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros were another story altogether. The Dark Elves had the option of pulling out whenever they got in over their heads.  
 
    For everyone else, it was understood that once they committed there would be no turning back. The possibility of being caught with their backs to the wall and a shit ton of PKers in front of them was a very real possibility. The general rule of any PKing brawl like this was that players repeatedly died. It was just a given. But, as I explained further, I saw the entire team begin to nod as I explained the overall strategy and how they’d be coordinating their attacks. We had a small window where we were the ones with a new skill that the other guilds hadn’t caught onto yet. If we were smart, we could make them pay dearly for this lack of knowledge. Seeing everyone’s flushed faces looking back at me at the prospect of what they were about to do, I gave them a shit-eating grin. 
 
    “Let’s move out!” I said, nodding to Helgath, Neristhana, and the Devil Dogs, as they rushed to the wall and began rappelling down the wall into the chaotic mess. At the same time, I laid down on my stomach atop the battlement to prepare for my support role, before glancing at Mike. “Do you think this will work?” 
 
    “I don’t see why it wouldn’t,” Mike replied, as he knelt next to me to watch the rest of the team’s progress. “Once they watch our streams they’ll figure it out, but by then we’ll be long gone.” 
 
    “Should I ask Lora to pull the video of us teaching our people how to trigger the Perception skill?” I asked, debating if that would be worth the hurt to our channel’s reputation or not.  
 
    We’d been basically marketing our channel as a Twitch stream that shared the secrets on how we’d figured out various techniques, skills, and dungeons in the games we played. It was always a juggling act trying to figure out what we had to share and what we could get away with hiding. Mike probably understood this better than anyone in the guild. Just because you saw how something was done, it didn’t mean that you could easily learn to replicate it yourself. While we played for fun, at the end of the day, it was also about making a living and getting that check for our fans watching the channel. 
 
    “Leave it,” Mike said, letting out an explosive breath. “We’ll get the discovery of the skill attached to our name and people will come to watch our video streams to figure out how we did it.” He gave me a head nod. “And then they’ll stay for the crazy bullshit we’re always doing.” 
 
    “So follow our normal model,” I said, recognizing what he meant. “And use it for marketing for our channel.” 
 
    “Might as well,” he agreed, not looking away from the field of players below. “Because, those guys will figure it out easily enough once they know it’s a possibility. It’ll be out to the entire player base in a week’s time. Not that coming up with that much spirit is going to be easy for most people.” 
 
    As we talked, the team had made it down the wall and were now in position with Helgath and Neristhana at the lead. Mike didn’t look back at Sub-Leader Chuzedros. Instead his voice just took on his gaming persona as he spoke in raid chat. 
 
    “I’ll hit the rogue with the blood-red cloak in the center and Chuzedros will take the big guy next to her.” 
 
    To my surprise, Mike whipped out his blades and dived off the top of the wall. While it was only six-yards up on the inside of the wall, that was still nothing to sneeze at. My mouth was still hanging open in shock, when Sub-Leader Chuzedros dove after him. Both of their lanky Dark-Elf bodies disappeared into a swirl of shadows about halfway down. My mind was still silently arguing with itself as to whether or not the velocity of their fall would still be in effect or not, when they both appeared a yard above their targets.  
 
    I’m not sure whether I was more disappointed that their velocity from the fall had been nullified from the magic or not. Though, I learned quickly enough why they’d chosen that distance above their targets’ heads, as they plunged their blades deep in their victims’ backs with the added velocity of their three-yard drop. Both of their targets died upon the triggering of their Sneak Attacks.  
 
    Before the raid of ten even knew what was going on, Helgath and Neristhana dropped out of Stealth striking with their own Sneak Attacks. These didn’t take out their targets, but they didn’t need to. Because as they turned to Backstab the nearest player between them, Zhou and Darkhorse popped out of stealth to finish off their previous targets as Kenzie joined in with her own Sneak Attack.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, half the raid dropped dead before the other half knew what was going on. Before any of them could get in a counter attack, Helgath, Neristhana, Kenzie, Zhou, and Darkhorse triggered their Slip Into Shadows, while Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros Shadow Stepped behind the shocked PKers. They’d barely had a second to look at each other in horror, when the Dark Elves Sneak Attacked from behind.  
 
    In less than thirty seconds, they’d taken out a raid group of ten players without taking any damage in return. It was a scary level of damage and skill that they’d just displayed. No wonder Mike’s small guild had been causing so much damage to such a massive enemy. Which was why they had been forced to use so many troops to counteract their attacks. The scary part of all of this was that he hadn’t mentioned was how much the Perception skill was going to hurt him and his guild. Yet, nonetheless, he accepted that loss in power without a complaint. As he said, we might as well use it while we could.  
 
    It also made me wonder what other unknown skills were out there in The World waiting to be discovered. How devastating would they be if the enemy figured them out first? I made a mental note to talk to my people about keeping an eye out for such abilities and making sure to pass them around to everyone once they were discovered. While I contemplated that, my teammates took out another raid of ten players.  
 
    The excitement didn’t start until Mike led the team against the third group of PKers. These were a group of Chaos Storm players with their own Lightning Shields in place. Luckily, the Mage Armor and Holy Shield did their job and stopped my people from taking any damage, however, a third of their Sneak Attacks were used up in breaking through the enemy’s shields. This gave the targets the chance to respond with Lightning Strikes against the team, but before they could do more than that, Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros took out their targets. While the rest of the team were struggling with their targets, the Dark Elves went on the offensive.  
 
    Faded illusions of Shadow Assassins began appearing out of stealth around the other half of the Chaos Storm raid. Popping out of thin air with their blades flashing, they came after the players who threw themselves out of the way of the vicious Sneak Attacks. While the illusions looked slightly faded to me, I innately understood that the enemy saw them as real. It was a similar ability like the Bard’s illusion spell that Zinn had used to trick the Gull Hawks on the docks. To keep it believable, Mike and his subordinate began blinking around the newfar and hitting them with their devastating Sneak Attacks, before slipping back into the shadows.  
 
    At the same time, I was forced to keep the rest of the team alive. With a thought, I refreshed everyone’s Mage Armor after a spectacular blast of Chain Lightning lit up my friends and companions like Christmas trees. Kenzie distracted the older man that had cast the spell by hitting him with a Sneak Attack that took him down to two-thirds health and blew his Lightning Shield away, while the rest of the team fought for their lives. Once again, Regeneration kept everyone’s Hit Points topped out as I struggled to get everyone’s Holy Shields back into place.  
 
    The main raid picked up on the stealth attacks at their backs this time around. Partly that was due to the Lightning Strikes that were blasting into the nearest groups, but, the other half, I was sure, was due to the targets living long enough to scream that they were under attack in raid chat. Although, that was quickly cut off to nothing but agonized screams when Helgath’s Dark-Water Shamanism spell kicked in. 
 
    Dark-purplish corruption began eating the five Chaos Storm rogues under attack as they staggered under the magical assault. Black-goo began streaming out of their eyes as their movements slowed, while the spell wracked their bodies with damage and pain. Not that they particularly noticed the pain, since they were a mixture of Basic and Advance start players. Nonetheless, the decreased mobility and lowering health took their toll on the players as my friends landed Backstabs and blade combos that finished them off within short order. Luckily, they were able to use their spell Slip into Shadows before the response came from the players around them. 
 
    Fire Blasts, Lightning Strikes, Blade Tornados, Poison Rain, and odd water arc-blades blasted the area around the downed corpses where my friends had been fighting a few seconds earlier. If not for the double magic shields around them, they would have been pulled out of stealth and open to attack. Luckily enough, my teammates were able to scramble out of the way of the worst damaging attacks as they skittered away in different directions to regroup.  
 
    Honestly, that was the only thing that saved them from the incoming storm of offensive fire. The weight of the attacks even forced Mike and his subordinate to exit the area. Even so, they still kept their illusions in play as the rest of the raid began attacking their own people. Within seconds, the five remaining players were nothing but corpses lying on the battle field.  
 
    At first, I didn’t understand what was going on. Why were the stealth group willing to annihilate their own people? It came to me a second later. They were freaking out over the fact that my teammates were able to attack them while they were still in stealth. That wasn’t the only reason. For nearly twenty-four hours, Mike and his guild of Shadow Assassins had terrorized the Chaos Storm Alliance players by unmercifully hunting them down and killing them wherever they respawned. When they’d realized that stealth wasn’t safe, they’d completely freaked out. Even the most hardcore veterans began attacking anything that looked like the enemy.  
 
    Mike had immediately picked up on this fact too. As I continued to buff everyone’s double shields and Regeneration spells, he sent in his two Shadow Assassin illusions to attack a new group of players, while having Sub-Leader Chuzedros do the same to another. He did this by a means of something like a hunter’s mark that his subordinate could use to target off of. Only this one was named, Marked for Death. No idea why he hadn’t used this earlier, but maybe it was something he’d just figured out himself after gaining the Perception skill. 
 
    As soon as the rogues began screaming that they were under attack, the groups around them began blasting the entire area with AOEs in the hopes of taking out the enemy. Their spastic reactions reminded me of watching old Vietnam War movies. You know, the ones like Full Metal Jacket or Platoon where the soldiers would freak out and mow down everything around them to try and kill the handful of enemy sniping at them from cover. As if to prove my point, two minutes later there was nothing left alive in the area where the two mini-raids had been standing.  
 
    “That almost makes this too easy,” Mike said with a chuckle, as he circled around one side of the raid, while Sub-Leader Chuzedros headed around the other. “Besides, we don’t dare attack in person until they’re not so trigger happy.” 
 
    “You do realize there are no guns in this fantasy game, right?” Kenzie sarcastically said, from where she huddled with the rest of the team watching the action. 
 
    “Does the peanut gallery want to offer up a better term?” Mike said, with an unconcerned laugh at the Devil Dog officer’s annoyed face as he targeted the next two groups.  
 
    “Sheesh, man!” I said, as another two groups were obliterated by a hail of fire. “What did you do to get these guys so wound up?”  
 
    Now, the craziness seemed to be affecting the whole raid as the defenders sent in another wave of elementals which crashed into the alarmed survivors. Between us and the defenders, the stealth raid was being steadily cut down and only had a little bit more than a hundred players left. At least, that’s what I was roughly able to count amongst the mixture of players actively fighting and still in Stealth down below.  
 
    “No rogue likes to find out their main trick is useless against another Stealther,” Mike barked with a laugh in team chat. “And, like I said earlier, my people have been terrorizing the lot of them since we showed up.” 
 
    With Mike assigning targets, he was able to get Sub-Leader Chuzedros to start carrying out her own attacks. As the two Dark Elves began sending their illusions to attack separate groups, Neristhana, Helgath, and the rest of the team started focusing their attacks to take out two or three players at a time. Usually, they did this to the groups that were busy blasting their friends as they tried their best to take out the illusions. By the time those groups realized they were under attack, my friends and companions had already moved on to attack another raid. 
 
    In the middle of all of this, a mass of a hundred defenders and two hundred elementals suddenly flanked the enemy’s formation. They crashed into the stealthers like gangbusters coming out of nowhere. It was somewhat funny. Mostly, that’s because everyone was focused on the current battle going on and not on the lookout for a new force sweeping across the base of the wall.   
 
    The elementals were in the lead of the advancing force. With almost robotic-like movements, they advanced across the courtyard in four zigzagging lines of fifty. Whenever one of the water or earth elementals came close enough to a stealthed enemy unit to register their presence, they would suddenly rush forward to attack with whatever elementals were nearest to them.  
 
    Water blades and stone fists from three or four level 30 elementals made short work of the lightly armored rogues. Especially, those PKers who were caught completely unaware by the new force. Any individuals that were able to withstand the initial assault were quickly hacked to death by the armored humanoids and Gnolls following close behind the elementals’ heels. Within a minute, half of the remaining Chaos Storm Alliance’s stealth force had been cut down.  
 
    Without a second thought, the surviving members of the stealth raid began fleeing back towards the wall. Two of the raids held their formations, but the rest just took off at a blind run. It was basically every player for themselves. My team didn’t let them go without paying. Everywhere I looked, Neristhana and Helgath were popping out of stealth with the rest of the team slaughtering the players with ease, while Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros continued to cherry-pick targets of interest.  
 
    There were cries of confused outrage when the Chaos Storm Alliance players made it to the base of the wall and discovered the ropes they’d used to descend into the courtyard were missing. Shouts for the guards that were left at the top of the wall to let down the ropes rang out as I ducked out of sight. Those ropes had been pulled up by yours truly once I saw what was going down. Hurriedly, the anxious players that had their own grapples began digging out their equipment, while the force of defenders plowed into the PKers’ rear like a sledgehammer.  
 
    The PKers’ situation turned dire as they sought to escape the death ground they were in. It became a free-for-all as some players ran for their lives while others formed up planning to go down fighting. While I could understand the players not wanting to lose any of their gear or money, the best call was to take out as many defenders as possible before dying to weaken the fortress so it could be taken over that much quicker. As a player, they could always throw their gear into their inventory to keep it safe and fight with the last of their mana to great effect. I expected it had more to do with their pride than any logic as grappling hooks began being hooked into the stone at my feet. 
 
    Quickly digging into my backpack, I pulled out my Pickaxe of Earth and unhooked my Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty from my belt and got to work. My goal was to either slice through the rope or remove the iron-tipped hook from the battlements. Racing up to the first grapple, my weapons flailed until the edge crumbled away and the players climbing up tumbled back to the ground.  
 
    The next hook, I got a lucky hit on and the rope was cut away leaving the hook. At first, it was only a few grapples coming up at once, but that quickly changed as more and more rogues got their climbing gear out and in play. Before I knew it, I was racing back and forth on the top of the battlement sweating up a storm as I tried to keep the PKers in the trap. It got so bad that Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros were forced to give me a hand in keeping the battlements clear. As the battle raged around me from the handful of players that made it up top, I silently crossed my fingers and hoped that no one would identify me popping out of stealth. 
 
    It was about four minutes into the defense of the battlements, when the shit completely hit the fan. Some of the PKers who reached the top just flung themselves over the opposite side, while others tried to take the Dark Elves out. I didn’t know if the rogue class had something special to break their fall or not, but I didn’t bother worrying about them while I concentrated on taking out as many grapples as possible. Nonetheless, it got crazy real fast.  
 
    The handful that went after Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros found the death they were looking for quicker than they ever expected. The two Shadow Assassins would either Slip Into Shadows or Shadow Step in a dance that alternated the opponents they were fighting. It was so confusing that it became nearly impossible to keep up with who they were fighting. I swear that strategy was the only thing keeping the two of them alive against the various magic area of effect attacks that were being unleashed. Well, that and the magic shields I kept re-casting to keep them mostly protected.  
 
    If it had just been melee attacks they were dealing with, the rogues would have been completely outclassed by the two higher-level Dark Elves. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. As the AOE attacks continued to increase with the number of rogues that made it up to the top of the wall, it become nearly impossible to find a free spot to dodge the incoming damage and survive even with my support. It was just getting to the point where I was just wondering if they were going to be cut down no matter what I did, when the battle was suddenly over.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, we went from fighting for our lives to looking around the empty battlements in surprise. The remaining eight players had suddenly turned around and leapt over the edge of the battlement to escape, instead of fighting it out until the end. Walking up to the edge of the battlement, I didn’t see any dead bodies lying at the base of the wall. Though, that would have been funny. I momentarily wondered if there was a suicide slash accidental death debuff in The World or not, until I caught the outlines of the rogues racing away in the open field below. They were heading for the PKers’ defensive position at the other end of the field as fast as their legs could carry them. 
 
    “Do you guys want to chase them down?” I asked, as Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros walked up behind me.  
 
    “Naw,” Mike said, with an unconcerned shrug. “I think we etched enough fear for the House of Tuin’Dyrr into their souls for one night. Besides, weren’t you the one saying you wanted to hurry up and get this done so you could log out to get some sleep?” 
 
    “Basically,” I said, checking the time in my HUD. “By the way, good job taking those asshats out.” 
 
    “It was a good run,” Mike agreed, before giving me a knowing look. “Are you trying to dodge your talk with Dom, or what?” 
 
    “That too,” I replied, as a frown came to my lips. Turning around, I headed towards the other side of the battlement. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” 
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Five 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    In the courtyard below, I saw the remains of the PKers strewn about like discarded rags. Those that hadn’t escaped had been completely wiped out by mine and Domenic’s forces. As I took in the scene below, I saw that Helgath, Neristhana, Kenzie, Zhou, and Darkhorse were busy looting the corpses of those they’d killed, while Domenic’s defenders stood back in a semi-circle around them nervously watching their activities as if unsure of how to proceed.  
 
    Apparently our team’s alliance tags had completely caught the defenders off-guard. I was about to rappel down one of the few remaining ropes, when a well armored Dwarf halfling shoved his way through the stationary elementals and stopped to speak to one of his officers. Hearing a familiar voice I turned to see a heavily armored Half-Dwarf wearing full scalemail armor reinforced with pieces of platemail on the shoulders, hands and shins. He had two large glowing flanged maces in each hand and a large heater shield on his back that looked well used. 
 
    “What’s everyone looking at?” The Half-Dwarf asked his lieutenants, one being a Gnoll to my surprise, as he looked around to take in the situation. Casting a quick Identify spell, I smiled as I saw that it was my friend, Domenic, Vengeance Burnslinger, a level 32 Arcane Paladin. 
 
    “Are these the reinforcements that you mentioned were coming to help us earlier, Commander?” The stout halfling lieutenant asked in obvious confusion, as a familiar looking human couple came running up with Large Rock Bears at their sides. 
 
    “Didn’t you say something about a Flying Squirrel giving you a message earlier that Star was coming with an army?” The petite human patiently asked, as Domenic noticeably perked up while nodding in agreement. I smiled, instantly recognizing the woman as my guildmate and friend. A quick Identify confirmed that I was correct as Fluffy Tomohiahya, a level 34 Human Ranger, appeared over the woman’s head. Though her in real life name was Danny, we just called her Fluffy most of the time. 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” Domenic agreed, before calling out to his people. “Stand down everyone, these are friends.” As my teammates stopped their looting to look over at my friend with interest, Domenic turned back to Fluffy. “Though, I’d like to know why I’m just hearing about the little guy now. You’d think that having a Flying Squirrel that could deliver telepathic messages would be something to tell your guild about in emails or, I don’t know, our Sunday morning breakfasts?” 
 
    “That’s your morning breakfasts,” the human man next to Fluffy said unhappily, as Domenic gave him a sardonic smile.  
 
    A quick Identify turned up the name, Tony Tomohiahya, a level 34 Human Ranger and longtime friend that was married to Fluffy. They’d agreed at the beginning of the second week to give Dom a hand. Tony’s unhappiness came from not being able to join us for our Sunday morning breakfast routine since they were currently living out of state. I couldn’t help the smile that came to my lips as I shouted down at my friends. 
 
    “Maybe that’s because I didn’t get the little guy until earlier today!” I growled back in the same fake biting tone we used in real life when ragging on each other. Picking up the nearest rope leftover from the PKers’ attack, I slid down to the courtyard below, while Mike and his companion Shadow Stepped down from the wall. 
 
    “Show off,” I complained, only to have Mike give me a winning smile. While he introduced his companion, my friends fell in behind me as I walked up to Dom grumbling unhappily. “I remember you trying to pick her up back in High School too, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “I think you remember it incorrectly Star. She was the aggressor back then, not me.” Domenic said with a knowing smile. “Thankfully, I saw right through her and was never interested in plowing that field. Besides everyone knows, you never stick you dick in crazy, well apparently everyone except you, Jay.”  
 
    “Everyone except Jay and John you mean, right Dom?” Mike piped in as they both laughed it up at my expense. 
 
    “You both mean everyone except Jay, John, and AJ, right?” Fluffy joined in on the fun. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the rest of my friends looked over at me, unsure about how I was going to react to this new bit of information. I understood their concern. While I usually took everyone’s razzing well about Julie’s extracurricular activities, John and I had never made up after I found out he’d screwed around with Julie behind my back while we were still dating. Letting out a sigh, I asked the only question about it that was important to me. 
 
    “Did he do this before or after we broke up?” I asked, unconsciously holding my breath. 
 
    “It was way after,” Mike said with a shrug. “The rest of us figured you wouldn’t want to hear about it one way or another.” 
 
    “Not really,” I agreed, not bothered by the information at all or that my friends had kept it quiet. It would have only been a problem if AJ had screwed around with her while we were still dating. “AJ is welcomed to ride that crazy train as much as he wants. I just hope he doesn’t mind all the company.”  
 
    “I think it was more like she was trying to work him over like Hefe,” Domenic said, as Mike grimaced at being reminded about Hefe’s screw up.  
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Fluffy said somewhat embarrassed. “I thought I’d just caused a major faux pas or something.” 
 
    “Naw, it’s cool,” I said, with a self-deprecating shrug.  
 
    “So for the record, that means Mike and I are the founding members of the DFJ club” Dom said, grinning uncontrollably as he and Mike gave each other a fist bump.  
 
    “DFJ club?” Tony asked, somewhat confused. 
 
    “Didn’t Fuck Julie club,” I said, rolling my eyes as Tony perked up. 
 
    “Hey, that means I’m in the club too?” Tony chimed in with a laugh, before lowering his voice. “I’m not only a member, I’m the president.”  
 
    “Nor have I,” Fluffy chimed in holding her husband’s gaze, as we all laughed at his imitation of the old Rogaine for men commercial. “But I would have given it a shot if I had half the chance.”  
 
    “What?” Fluffy innocently asked, as the rest of us froze looking at her in disbelief. She continued without breaking eye contact with her husband as his head unconsciously cocked to the side at her next words. “Julie is hot, I would’ve given that a go in a second.”  
 
    For a long moment, Tony just looked at his wife while contemplating her words as a big smile slowly formed on his lips. “Um, can we have a word in private, dear?” Tony said more than asked, as he suddenly took her by the arm and hurriedly walked away from the group. 
 
    “Are you upset, honey?” Fluffy asked somewhat nervously, before they were completely out of range of the rest of us. 
 
    “Nope,” Tony replied in an excited voice, “it’s actually quite the opposite.” 
 
    We stood there, for a moment, looking at each other unsure of how to react to what had just gone down between our two friends. I’d known Tony and fluffy for a number of years from gaming together online. They’d even come to visit me in Florida a time or two over the years. While Fluffy was always nice and easy to hang out with whenever we played, she’d always come across as somewhat reserved on one level. With a shake of my head, I caught Domenic’s and Mike’s eyes. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t see that one coming,” I commented, as both of my friends vigorously nodded their heads in agreement. We waited around for half a minute, before Mike haltingly asked. 
 
    “So, do we wait around for them to finish their talk or what …?” 
 
    “We wait,” Domenic and I said in unison. As another half a minute went by, my face suddenly took on an unhappy look as my mind went back to our last discussion. 
 
    “Speaking of John, where is he and his crew?” I asked, as my lips unconsciously curled into a sneer. 
 
    “Jay, are you ever going to let it go?” Domenic asked, letting out a bark of laughter. “That’s ancient history now.” 
 
    “Dude, he fucked Julie while we were still officially dating,” I snarled in spite of myself, as everyone looked at me sideways. Taking a deep breath, I gave everyone an apologetic wave as I continued in a more normal voice. “Who’s still logged in?” 
 
    “OKaaay,” Domenic said, in a tone that hinted I was overreacting. “I’ll take that as a definitive, no.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I said, turning to Domenic as I subtly rubbed my eye with a middle finger.  
 
    Though John was still in the guild, I had little to do with him ever since I found out that he’d slept with Julie behind my back while we were still dating. It wasn’t that he’d had sex with her, but a break in the trust of our friendship. We’d never been quite the same after that, and was probably the reason why I flirted so much with his daughter. Yeah, I know, I could be a real asshole at times.  
 
    In one way, it was just how John was. You could trust him with your life or loaning him a thousand dollars, but he’d screw your wife or girlfriend behind your back just to get another notch in his belt. Okay, maybe that was more of my anger speaking than the truth. He probably wasn’t as bad as all that. If you listened to AJ and Hefe, they’d say that he did that just too finally beat me at something for once in his life. Whatever the case, it was always a touchy subject between us. 
 
    “Just the three of us,” Tony called out, as he returned from his little chat arm-in-arm with Fluffy. 
 
    “Kitty and Glenn were holding the main wall and finally logged out to take a break.”  
 
    “He’s pissed that they’ve been stuck neck deep in this shit for a week,” Fluffy added, as I frowned knowingly. No one wanted to be trapped in a never-ending siege instead of exploring the world and playing their own game. Kitty wouldn’t mind so much, but Glen was always bitching about how I attracted problems, and the rest of them had to deal with the fallout. Not that I could blame him this time around, since Julie essentially was my problem. Seeing the look on my face, Fluffy couldn’t help but laugh out loud as Tony jumped in on the fun.  
 
    “Yeah, Glen totally blames you this time around,” Tony said, as I pressed my fingers into my closed eyelids feeling the onset of a migraine. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Kitty was sticking up for you the whole time,” Fluffy said, still laughing. “Even if she agrees this was totally your fault for sleeping with that skank in the first place.” 
 
    “Skank?” Kenzie asked in surprise, “who even uses slang like that anymore. “What, is this Kitty woman my grandma’s age or something?” 
 
    “Depends,” Tony said, barely holding in his laughter. “Do you consider late sixties early seventies old?” 
 
    “Of course she doesn’t look that way in The World,” Fluffy said, nearly howling in laughter at the distressed look on Kenzie’s face. “She got herself a top dollar makeover to say the least.” 
 
    “I never knew a female Dwarf could look so sexy in tight leathers,” Tony said under his breath, as Fluffy gave him a hard smack to his back. Obviously, that reaction was all in play, as Fluffy agreed a second later. 
 
    “Grandma was looking good.” 
 
    “Great!” I said, dragging out the “a” sound. “It’s nice that we can all agree to appreciate a beautiful woman.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled at my offhanded comment. Seriously though, that was one of the best parts about playing an MMORPG. It’s doubtful that you could make an ugly looking character in any of these games if you tried, I silently thought, as a smile came to my lips. Even the monster races looked amazingly good in fantasy games. Besides, Kitty always had a certain classy style about her. I was interested as hell to see what she was rocking.      
 
    “Oh yeah, Jimmy logged out about an hour ago,” Tony added as an afterthought. 
 
    “Damn, I really wanted to catch up with him,” I thought glumly. Not that I blamed him. It was freaking late as hell.  
 
    “Well, that's unfortunate,” Domenic said with a frown, as he turned to his lieutenant. “I guess that mean’s I’ll have to get started resurrecting them on my own.“ 
 
    “I can help resurrect too,” I offered, as my friend gave me a nod of thanks. 
 
    “That would be a huge help, thanks Jay,” Domenic said a bit relieved. Seeing my nod, he quickly ordered his lieutenants to lead a squad to gather up the wounded and bring them all to the keep as he turned to the silent, scarred Gnoll following behind him. “Gutirrg, please take over command here. Keep the walls clear at all costs, while I attend to our fallen. 
 
    “On it, Venge,” the Gnoll said in barely understandable common, before hurrying away with a group of fifty troopers at his back. There was definitely some questions I had for Domenic after watching that odd interaction. I mean, weren’t all Gnoll tribes evil? 
 
    With that taken care of, Domenic asked us to follow him. As he led us away, the Dwarves started gathering up corpses that had been partly buried at the base of the wall while another group took the dead troopers place. None of us had even noticed the bodies under the frozen snow during the attack. I offered to resurrect them here, but Domenic waved the offer away, saying it would be better at the keep where they didn’t have to go very far to rest. Before we’d taken five steps, Kenzie shoved me hard from behind as if to remind me that her and her friends hadn’t been introduced yet.  
 
    Uncomfortably clearing my throat, I quickly introduced everyone on my team, while my friends laughed good-naturedly at Kenzie’s antics. There were a few curious looks at Helgath and her place at my side, but no one said anything out loud about it as Domenic guided us on a semi-parallel course towards the central keep and the outer wall. Though, Domenic did start telling us about the day’s siege and the stealth attacks that had been keeping his people so busy tonight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Six 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    Mike apologized, saying that was partly his fault for pulling his teams out from harassing the graveyards, which had given the enemy the extra troops they had needed for the stealth attacks. He explained how he had his people on standby in case we were discovered during our stealth run, but that he’d get them back into position once we had returned. Domenic agreed that having Mike’s people spawn camping the graveyards had been a life saver. Without it, they would have probably been overrun that morning when the additional Chaos Storm alliance’s reinforcements had arrived. We were halfway between the middle of the outer wall that was still being bombarded with intense Lightning and Flame Strikes, when Domenic came to a stop. 
 
    “Those idiots keep blasting us with their AOEs thinking that they’re hurting us,” Domenic said with a sharp bark of laughter, speaking loud enough to be heard over the bombardment. Pointing out several iron poles sticking up out of the battlements, he continued proudly. “While we were falling back from the first and second walls, I had my people working hard on installing those lightning rods and the sturdy stone roofs atop the battlements. It’s a take on traditional hoarding that I modified for our current situation. So far, we haven’t had a death from their trebuchets since.” His finger pointed next to the thick wall of stone that was piled up before the gates. 
 
    “They keep pounding the gates like they did on the other defensive walls, thinking this one will give out like the others,” Domenic said with iron in his voice, as his hard eyes grimly studied the stone blocks. “Good luck with that. They still haven’t realized that the only way they’ll pry us out of this mountain is by coming in over the walls and taking it from us by fighting hand-to-hand,” he flashed us a savage grin. “I swear we’ll slaughter every last one of them if they decide to do that.”  
 
    Ignoring Mike’s worried glance, I focused on my surroundings while following Domenic as he led us in the direction of the keep. As we walked, troopers ran past with the dead bodies of their fellows in carts as they hurried to get their companions laid out to be resurrected and healed. It was a gruesome sight to say the least, and a sign of what was to come if my friend didn’t listen to reason. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I didn’t see him holding out against that many players for that much longer. Especially, not after the newest Emergency Hot Fixes that had come out. One resurrect in twelve hours wasn’t going to help all that much in a siege like this. Not when the Chaos Storm Alliance had the numbers to easily overwhelm his people with one solid push if they went all out. Now that there wasn’t any permanent level loss, there wasn’t anything holding them back from doing just that.  
 
    I’d seen this before in other games. NPCs simply couldn’t hold out against an overwhelming number of undying players. It wasn’t that Domenic was blind to this simple fact. In his heart, I was sure he saw the writing on the wall. The problem was that, like me, he was stubborn as hell when it came to people trying to bully him out of what he’d worked so hard to achieve. I was sure that after completing his Nightmare start and then being forced to hold out against these asshats for a week and a half straight, that the Chaos Storm Alliance had completely flipped his switch.  
 
    While the plan that I’d come up with wasn’t any different than a strategy that we’d often used to effect in numerous StarCraft matches in the past, I could tell by the tone of his voice that there was no way he was going to be willing to back down, even after our conversation this morning about evacuating him and his people. Mike, Domenic, and I had played enough years together to know each other’s idiosyncrasies, which meant we recognized the signs before us. I just hoped that I’d be able to get through to him or this was going to turn ugly real fast. 
 
    With that disturbing thought in mind, we neared the iron-bound doors of a building next to the central keep that looked to be a workshop of sorts, when an over-sized Lynx suddenly appeared out of thin air at Domenic’s side. Most of the team jumped in surprise at the creature’s unique arrival. As we studied the Blink Lynx with interest, it matched paces with my friend. The cat was nearly two thirds as big as Neysa and, like my Silver Dire Wolf, was having an intense, telepathic conversation with my friend. How did I know that? Like most Italians, even though he wasn’t speaking out loud, Domenic still talked with his hands as they went back and forth excitedly about something important. 
 
    “Is he having a seizure?” Neristhana asked under her breath, as she critically eyed my friend’s flailing arms. From her perspective, he must have looked like a total spaz. Somehow, I kept a straight face as I whispered back.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’s just telepathically communicating with his combat pet,” I said, meaningfully nodding to the Blink Lynx walking next to him. “And, he’s also Italian.”  
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Neristhana asked, giving me a non-comprehending look as my friends laughed behind my back. 
 
     “Everything, my dear,” Fluffy said, stepping up to loop Neristhana’s arm in her own. “Absolutely everything.”  
 
    Before anyone could comment further, Domenic finished whatever he and his Blink Lynx were talking about as my friend threw open the huge door to the building. Deep inside I could see a group of Dwarves hard at work over a device with copper piping connected to copper barrels that hung over a fire pit. Though, instead of letting us in, Domenic blocked the doorway with his body as he gave me an odd look. 
 
    “Except for a group of forty or so Dark Elves and about double that in wolves, Pounce said he didn’t see a bunch of soldiers hiding out in the valley,” Domenic stated in no uncertain terms. Pointedly giving my team a raised eyebrow as if to say that’s not an army, he continued with a tone dripping with sarcasm. “I thought you said you were bringing a mighty army with you or something to that affect last Sunday.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I think twenty-five hundred troopers in a game like this would be considered a decent sized army, especially once you add in our zombie pets,” I said, rolling my eyes at his attitude. “Seriously, do you think I would lie about something like that?” 
 
    “Then where is this impressive army of yours, Jay?” Dom asked, intently studying my face. 
 
    “We’re encamped just outside the southwestern side of the valley at the base of the mountains,” Mike explained, offering Domenic a bit more information. “I figured it would be safer there than trying to hide out in the valley with all the players traipsing around destroying everything they find.” 
 
    That information seemed to put Domenic at ease as the Blink Lynx suddenly began pacing back and forth looking particularity aggravated. Although I had no clue as to what was being said between the two of them, I could see the big cat was displeased with whatever Domenic was saying from the set of its ears. With a final flick of its bushy tail, the Blink Lynx disappeared as my friend stepped back to let us into the building. As we walked through the doorway, Domenic fell in beside us while he removed his helmet and ran a nervous hand through his long dark hair. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Domenic said somewhat uncomfortably, as he led us over to the contraption in the center of the room where several Dwarves were busily working. “Welcome to the Ironheart Stronghold workshop.” 
 
    From what I could tell at a glance, the Dwarves jobs mostly seemed to consist of either keeping the fire under the massive central copper barrel going, changing out the cold water bath for the second barrel, or changing out the large lead glass vial for the secondary condensing barrel. With the odd copper piping running between the two large barrels, the entire setup looked more like a massive moonshine still more than anything else.  
 
    “Before we get started resurrecting my people I need to show you something. I’ve been stressing out about losing my Nightmare quest rewards ever since this whole siege started,” Domenic continued to say, as he proudly came to a stop before the condensing still. “I know, you kept on telling me you were on your way over to give me a hand and everything,” he gave me an apologetic look, “but all that I could think about was how could you possibly do anything to help when we had so many players aligned against us. I’d nearly given up hope.” 
 
    An excited glow came to his eyes as Domenic began talking about the future. While he went on about his plans for the valley, I looked around the room we were in. Bushels of tuberous-like roots were stacked on one side of the wall, while firewood was stacked on the other side. Further back, I was surprised to see that the rear of the workshop opened into a cavern secured with a huge iron reinforced wooden door. It was on the ground just outside this open door where all of Domenic’s people that had fallen during the recent fighting were being laid out. There had to be around fifty or so corpses from this last fight alone. While that was pretty impressive for fending off a dual pronged stealth attack of nearly five hundred Rogues, there wouldn’t be enough of his people left to defend his fortress if the PKers repeated the same kind of attack several times in a row within a twelve hour period. 
 
    Nonetheless, that didn’t stop Domenic from going on about how we could now take the battle to the enemy. From his words, it seemed like he thought my troopers were going to play a pivotal role in his plans for taking back the valley. Whatever, I didn’t bother listening too closely to everything he was ranting about while he went on and on about driving these PKers out once and for all. Instead, I nodded for Helgath to give me a hand in raising the dead. As we headed over towards the back of the workshop, I saw Kenzie’s questioning glance. Seeing my nod at the corpses and my raised eyebrow, she gave me a shrug and joined me with Zhou and Darkhorse in tow. 
 
    Raising the dead went easily enough as usual, especially since I was able to use my upgraded spell. The flexibility it gave in regards to the corpses’ condition made the resurrection process just that much easier to perform. Besides, it didn’t hurt to have three additional healers on hand to share the after-healing load. Humorously enough, I could tell the fearless Devil Dog tactical team were a little uncomfortable at the prospect of being responsible for healing these guys up after I resurrected them. That seemed to amuse Helgath to no end as she gave me a wink, with her clawed hand wrapped around my bicep like always. 
 
    Without skipping a beat, I linked with Helgath to combine our mana, while she did her tweak to the Enhanced Resurrection spell and sent it out to ten corpses instead of one. All of this was going on as while Domenic continued to discuss ways to take the PKers out. Mike silently studied the copper barrels cooking under the fire in the center of the room. A minute later, the entire workshop went silent as ten Dwarf-Human halflings suddenly groaned in pain as they came back to life.  
 
    I had no idea of the commotion going on behind me as we quickly moved right along to the next part of the process. Helgath’s increased mana pool allowed us to start passing out Minor Mend Bone spells without completely draining our mana, while the Devil Dogs focused on general healing. Their lower level Restore spells didn’t heal anywhere near the amount of my Regeneration, but that was exactly what they needed to increase their Light magic skill quickly. We were just helping the discombobulated halflings to their feet, when both Mike and Domenic began hammering me with questions.  
 
    Once everyone settled down, I was able to understand what the fuss was all about. None of them had ever seen a healer resurrect more than one person at a time. Domenic was especially insistent in wanting to understand how I’d pulled that feat off. I wasn’t sure why he was so excited. Yes, I know it was pretty awesome that Helgath was able to adapt a learned spell that was purchased. I also understood the technique she was using could be adapted to step up our power in a number of other ways for the future. It was just that we had too much going on for me to really sit down and think about it or run any tests until I got back to BrokenFang Hold. 
 
    While Domenic clearly wanted to figure out how to do this for himself, I didn’t see it happening … at least not easily. From my experience, it would be extremely difficult to repeat such a feat without being telepathically connected to an in-game soulmate that was also a shaman. Knowing how the game mechanics worked, I’m sure he could discover another way to achieve similar results. I’d literally spent hours upon hours trying to learn how to be a Water Shaman. After all of that time, even now I could barely do anything more than detect liquids and see what Helgath was doing with her magic. Meaning that adapting spells was definitely possible, but it would take true dedication to learn how to do this as a player within The World.  
 
    Upon hearing that, Domenic wanted to sit down and extensively question Helgath on how she was able to hack regular spells through our link, but once again I interrupted, asking him to wait at least until we’d finished resurrecting everyone. While the rest of us got back to work, Domenic, slowly nodded agreeing that was a better use of our time and went back to explaining how he’d been able to hold out against the siege once they pushed to take him out, which we now knew had come after the destruction of Telrain. Interestingly enough, he’d managed to hold out basically by crafting Lightning resistance into his elemental pets. 
 
    From what Domenic was saying, the first of his creations that he upgraded were his Earth elementals. While they were highly resistant to most elemental magic in general, they were extremely vulnerable to Lightning and Frost magic. While Frost magic was common, it wasn’t something the PKers were really using in this siege, so he figured all that he had to do was come up with a way to upgrade his creations’ to increase their resistance to Lightning magic.  
 
    With a little online research with google outside of the game, Domenic had discovered a metal that was a very low conductor of electricity. It was called bauxite ore and was used in the manufacturing process of concrete and Aluminum. Surprisingly enough, it was already something they were mining to enhance the stone work being done on the defensive walls by his people. 
 
    At the end of the day, Domenic said it was relatively easy to combine the iron and bauxite ore into a unique alloy for the creation of a new type of Earth elemental. Instead of just increasing the Lightning magic resistance of his Earth elementals, this new alloy’s magic properties made his pets completely resistant instead. Scientifically, it should have only enhanced the elementals resistance to electricity, not eliminated it entirely. Domenic figured it must have something to do with how the underlying magic of the metal interacted together within The World itself. 
 
    Now, don’t misunderstand me. That didn’t mean these new Earth elementals weren’t vulnerable. Blunt melee weapons still did normal damage to them, but that wasn’t the weapon of choice for most PKers. Also, elemental magic otherwise did a quarter of its regular spell damage. Still, with this upgrade in place, he’d begun to inflict massive damage on the players attacking his pets, since the PKers could no longer take them down at range with the Chaos Storm guild’s powerful Lightning magic. 
 
    The next problem that Domenic tackled was finding a way to enhance his Water elementals. While they moved quickly, were high DPS, and partly resistant to Earth, Fire, and even to an extent Frost magic, the Chaos Storm’s Lightning magic devastated them before they could get into melee range to attack the PKers. It had been a major problem during the siege and had basically reduced his force’s effective units by a full third. That was, until he’d figured out how to make the Water elementals invulnerable to the Lightning magic too. 
 
    At first, I was having trouble following the logic as I rested between resurrections to recover my mana, but slowly, it started to make sense. Basically, Domenic had discovered during his research that water itself wasn’t a conductor of electricity. Yeah, I know, this sounded like an episode for the show Mythbusters, but it made sense once he explained it to me. The premise was that it wasn’t actually the water that was conducting electricity, but the impurities within the water that created a solution and that was what actually conducted electricity through water. Studying up on distilled water was how he’d finally come up with the idea of creating Distilled-Water elementals. Like the Earth elementals, they became completely immune to the Chaos Storm’s Lightning Strikes. Hence, the condensing still currently in the middle of the workshop. I had to admit that was very impressive outside of the box thinking on his part. 
 
    As if to prove his point, Domenic went to the condensing still and grabbed a nearly full lead glass vial of clear liquid and held it up as proof to what he was saying. While that was all well and good, the nervous looks on the Dwarves’ faces standing behind him made me somewhat skeptical about exactly what was going on here. As Domenic began casting a long ass spell that I took to be his Water elemental summons, I heard words that made my blood turn cold.   
 
    “Why does it smell like someone’s boiling potatoes in here if you’re just distilling water?” Mike suddenly asked, as my head whipped around to look at them both in consternation. That’s when it hit me like a bolt of lightning. What idiot would leave a bunch of Dwarves alone with a condensing still and a mountain of tuberous root?  
 
    Mike was trying to understand the horrified look on my face that had come in that moment of epiphany. Before I could say anything, Domenic’s summoned Water elemental suddenly took shape before him in the center of the room. Like the Water elementals I’d seen before, this elemental was the size of an incredibly muscular humanoid, but, unlike the Water elementals I’d seen up until now, this one was- 
 
    “Why is it glowing blue?” Domenic exclaimed out loud in obvious confusion, interrupting my train of thought as everyone looked at him in surprise. The Water elemental’s back was to the burning fire in the center of the room as the Dwarves unobtrusively but hurriedly began backing away from the odd glowing being.  
 
    There was barely any time for me to react. Jumping to my feet like I had ants in my pants, I scooped Helgath up in my arms. Neristhana, who was going through the corpses to make sure they had all their body parts, shot to her feet in surprise as I dove out the open barn doors. I tackled her in midair like a defensive lineman going for the quarterback as I screamed over my shoulder to the rest of the team. 
 
    “Fire in the hole!” My terrified scream sent the Dwarves running for the door as Neristhana let out an Oof of pain from the impact. Instead of following my lead, Domenic, Mike, Fluffy, Tony, and the Devil Dogs just stood there watching us flee the workshop like idiots, when a loud snap came from the fire pit as a spark hit the Water elemental in the leg. At least, that’s what I think happened. 
 
    KABOOM!!! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Seven 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    The deafening sound left me momentarily dazed as I clutched Neristhana and Helgath to my chest while my body was picked up and thrown like a rag doll from the displaced air of the explosion. Fire, smoke, flaming bits of wood crates, pieces of lead glass, and body parts came shooting out of the workshop past me like someone had set off a stick of dynamite in the middle of the room as I tumbled across the snow.  
 
    I came to an uncontrolled stop a moment later with both women still clutched tightly to my chest. Neither one of them were moving, but I figured that was due to the thirty second dazed effect that was blinking in my HUD under my picture. A quick look at both ladies’ avatars showed me that they were in the same situation as I was in. It also happened to confirm that the rest of my party was dead, since their avatars in the list were grayed out. 
 
    Unfortunately, thirty seconds is a long time to be lying on your back staring at the ceiling of an alcove inside a dark mountain. Annoyingly enough, even my telepathic connection to Helgath didn’t seem to be fully functioning. It worked during stun, which could only mean that dazed was a slightly different debuff. Swallowing down my impatience, I kept one eye on the timer ticking down on the debuff as I looked over the rest of our stats with the other.  
 
    Surprisingly enough, Neristhana’s and Helgath’s Mage Armor and Holy Shield had been completely blown away along with my own and that of my Bone Shield. While I’d lost half of my health, the two of them had luckily only lost around two hundred hit points each. Meaning, my body had taken the brunt of the explosion. I mentally shook my head unbelievingly. Still, that was a crazy amount of damage. 
 
    My mind went back to the moments before the explosion and the looks on the Dwarves’ faces when Domenic had raised the Water elemental. He definitely had a much different relationship with his people than I had with mine, I thought, mentally snorting in irritation. Besides, that wasn’t a Water elemental. It was a freaking Moonshine elemental!  
 
    While I was pissed as hell at being blown up, I had to say that, in all of my time of playing MMOs, RPGs, and Dungeon and Dragons with pen and paper players making crazy shit up left and right, never once in all that time had anyone come up with the idea of using Moonshine elementals. Don’t ask me why. I mean, the concept was freaking cool as hell, and with the types of friends I have, you’d have thought this would’ve come up before. Nope, this was the first and it was accidental at that. My contemplation was interrupted as Neristhana and Helgath began stirring on my chest.  
 
    ‘Just give me a second and I’ll get you healed up,’ Helgath’s thoughts clearly shot through my mind, as Neristhana painfully pushed herself up with her arms.  
 
    “Gah,” Neristhana grunted, as she looked down at me and shook her head. “Do you think you could’ve hit me any harder?”  
 
    It wasn’t that she was waiting for an answer. She knew as well as Helgath did that I was still dazed and unable to speak. Moving like an old woman, the Gnomeling helped the Half-Orc into a sitting position next to her. To both of our surprise, Helgath’s hands started to glow with a golden light as she cast a Regeneration on my battered body.  
 
    ‘That should help you recover quicker, Star,’ Helgath mentally said, as I instantly started feeling better.  
 
    I only had ten seconds left to be free from the debuff as Helgath next cast a Regeneration spell on Neristhana. Obviously, it was taking a lot longer for her to cast the spell than the instant cast that it was for me. Maybe, that was because she was somehow borrowing my abilities through our soulmate bond, I thought with interest, wondering how we might be able to use this in the future. By the time the dazed debuff faded away, Helgath had cast a Regeneration on herself and was already starting to feel better. 
 
    “By the Dark, what happened to the workshop?” Neristhana asked in a horrified voice, as her eyes studied the destruction inside the room, while Helgath helped me to sit up. “It’s like someone launched a massive fire ball at the center of the room.” 
 
    “That’s basically what happened,” I agreed, following the Gnomeling’s wide eyes.  
 
    The destruction inside the room was impressive to say the least. Purposely done or not, Domenic had come up with an impressive weapon. No wonder none of our teammates had survived the blast, I thought, as my eyes studied the burnt out blackened shell of the stone building. Puddles of flames burned here and there from where the moonshine hadn’t completely been burned off during the initial explosion. Even the condensing still was a twisted wreck partly filling the doorway we’d entered the workshop through. The only thing that might be recoverable was the immense copper barrels and piping, some of the scattered firewood, and maybe a few of the less burned tuberous roots that had been shot out of the double doors like a shotgun blast.  
 
    Everything else was a ruined mess. Hell, even part of the stone wall of the building that the moonshine was being stored against had a large hole blown completely through it. The only thing that could have done that was a secondary explosion, which probably happened when the rest of the Moonshine vials that had been piled up ignited. Even now, black smoke still billowed out from the gaping openings of the stone workshop. Climbing to my feet, I helped Neristhana and Helgath up as my eyes scanned the destruction for survivors or corpses.  
 
    Either worked, I silently thought, as I selected the burned out workshop and cast a few Healing Breeze spells as the pain filled sounds of the injured came to my ears. Even though I couldn’t see the victims around me, my magic would still reach them if they were anywhere in the forty yard radius of my spell. As I neared the damaged barn doors to the workshop, I saw the twenty corpses I had left to resurrect were relatively undamaged and still lying where they’d been left. A few were burning slightly, but Helgath and Neristhana were already working to put the flames out, when I noticed a blackened body crumpled in the snow a few feet from the gaping entrance.  
 
    Hurrying to the corpse’s side, I saw that they’d caught the brunt of the blasting debris from the explosion. Large and small splinters had turned the small body into a veritable porcupine. While I joked, it was nonetheless a gruesome sight, especially when I turned the body over and saw that it was my friend Zhou. Looking around quickly, I didn’t see any of the other Devil Dog corpses nearby. I was just about to cast my Enhanced Resurrect spell, when I saw Neristhana heading off to look for more survivors.  
 
    “Stay close, Neristhana,” I called out warningly to the Gnomeling, as she turned to look at me in surprise. “We’re guests here and these people’s lord was just killed. It’s best not to become a victim of friendly fire.” 
 
    “Friendly fire?” Neristhana asked, looking at me in annoyance.  
 
    “He means, attacked by allied troops mistaking us for the enemy,” Helgath translated for me in her exotic voice. I couldn’t seem to get used to it, since she rarely spoke out loud. 
 
    “Why would that even be a problem?” Neristhana asked, dumbfounded by Helgath’s words. “I’m marked as an ally.” 
 
    “It is in the newfar realm,” Helgath explained with a shrug. 
 
    “Ha!” Neristhana barked out, as I rolled my eyes at their byplay. “Lord Stinky, I’ll let you know if that becomes a problem.” With that, she continued heading out to look for more survivors.  
 
    With a wordless shrug at Helgath, I began resurrecting Zhou as the Half-Orc kept an eye on our surroundings. While it very well may have been safe for my people, I preferred to play it safe in a situation like this. Especially when, I felt so vulnerable when casting long-ass spells. Zhou groaned to life thirty seconds later as I hit her with a Regeneration while Helgath began removing the wooden splinters that had pierced her body.  
 
    “Fuck,” Zhou cursed out loud, as I helped her to a sitting position. “I thought that I’d made it out of the blast zone.” 
 
    “Nope, it hit me pretty hard and I was a lot further out,” I explained, as I stood up and looked around. “Besides, I think it was more of the shotgun blast of debris that killed you more than anything else.” And probably saved my life by taking the majority of the flying shrapnel, I silently added.  
 
    “I imagine so,” Zhou said, looking down at her battered body and torn up Cuttle leather armor. “But damn, this is going to take forever to repair.” 
 
    “Did anyone else make it out,” I asked, as I headed for the smoke-filled doorway. Holding my breath, I walked inside to take a quick look around. There were six white tombstones in the center of the room that I hadn’t noticed from outside, as Zhou’s voice came loud and clear to me in team chat.   
 
    “Darkhorse hit the deck instead of diving out the door,” Zhou said with a laugh. “Can you raise him like you did me?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, looking at the dark smudges on the floor next to the black gravestones with the two Devil Dogs’ names. Scanning the rest of the room, it looked like the explosion had completely destroyed everyone’s’ bodies as I ran across the gravestones for Mike, Domenic, Fluffy, and Tony.  
 
    Hopefully, no one lost any gear from that level of destruction, I silently thought, as I turned around to see Helgath keeping a wary eye on me. She was supposed to have been staying outside to keep an eye on things, but, due to our link, I knew she was here to guard my back. Helgath was incensed that I’d nearly lost my life from the Dwarves shenanigans. Not that I particularly blamed her. It was somewhat terrifying to see the level of destruction the exploding Moonshine elemental had managed to do in the blink of an eye. With a nod towards the exit, I headed back out of the burning building with Helgath at my back.  
 
    “Ha!” Zhou let out a sharp laugh, as I hit her with another Regeneration. “Kenzie is going to be so pissed that she died and lost the experience points she’d gained for her new level.”  
 
    “You lost experience points,” I asked somewhat confused, as my mind went back through the Emergency Hot Fix list in my head. “Ah, I remember the change now.” 
 
      
 
    Emergency Hot Fix Deaths from Monsters and Other Natural Enemies: Upon death by a monster or other natural enemy of The World, a player will now only lose ten percent of their current level and with each proceeding death until their current gained experience bar is reduced to zero. There will be no loss of level beyond this point even with repeated deaths. 
 
      
 
    “Those Dwarves asses are grass if she gets her hands on them.” The small Rogue said with a giggle, as I helped her to her feet. 
 
    “You mean Dom or the brew masters?” I asked somewhat confused, as a broad smile split Zhou’s lips. 
 
    “Yes,” the Rogue said, still smiling.  
 
    “Well, shit,” I muttered under my breath, thinking quickly. “Then, let’s see if we can get the wounded healed up and out of here before she makes it back to her corpse … err … I mean gravestone.”  
 
    We found the Dwarven brew masters on the far side of the building along with the battered corpse of Sub-Leader Chuzedros. From her crispy appearance, she must have made it to the doorway just as the explosion went off taking the majority of the blast. If not for her, the Dwarves probably would have been in much worse shape. With a sigh, I got to work.  
 
    Sub-Leader Chuzedros’ imperious attitude was much more subdued once I raised her back from the dead. Instead of yelling angrily and carrying on for being blown up, she quietly joined our group as I got to work on helping the Dwarves that had been strewn across the ground and wounded from the blast. For most of them, it didn’t take much more than a few Regeneration and Minor Mend Bone spells to make them right as rain. Not that I didn’t badger them with questions about the Moonshine as I worked, but the bastards were all stubbornly silent about what had gone down.  
 
    At first, I was confused. None of the Dwarves seemed to be too concerned about being almost killed, taking out a group of alliance newfar, or even all of the destruction from the explosion. If anything, their sole concern was about the loss of their stock of Moonshine. The head Dwarf’s general indifference to my team’s death somewhat set me off, but he apologized after we had a few words, explaining about their lack of alcohol during the siege. Out of everything they’d been through up until now, that seemed to be the biggest concern on any of their minds. Somewhat mollified, I decided it was to be expected. They were Dwarves after all. 
 
    I didn’t really expect any further issues from the rest of my team. Accidents happened and the Devil Dogs were a pretty easy going group. Even if Kenzie was excitable about catching up to my level, I didn’t see there being any more than a bitch fest once everyone made it back from their graveyard shuffle. My biggest concern had actually been for Neristhana and Sub-Leader Chuzedros, since if they’d been blasted to smithereens there wouldn’t have been a way for me to resurrect them. Luckily for them, they were far enough away from the blast to still be resurrected. 
 
    Within a short time, the head Dwarf and I started to warm up to one another. At least, we did once the conversation turned to brewing alcohol. Before I knew it, I explained that their first mistake was storing the raw brew in lead glass vials and not oaken casks. Surprisingly enough, that loosed their lips as we got into a discussion about how to make whiskey, vodka, and double-distilling the Moonshine down to increase its alcoholic content. Before I knew it, they’d also told me the whole story about how the explosion had happened. 
 
    Basically, Domenic had promised that he’d work on getting them the alcohol they required, but then the fortress had come under siege. From their attitudes, I got the impression that alcoholic drinks were expected payment for a Dwarf’s service, and in their minds there was literally nothing worse than running out of strong alcohol after a long day of battle. Unfortunately, the promised beer and mead had never shown up, because Domenic’s entire focus had been on repelling the attacking players and countering the Chaos Storms powerful magic. 
 
    Now the Dwarves weren’t idiots. They knew the deal as well as Domenic did, so they didn’t exactly blame him for not being able to replenish their stores of drink. The problem came when the condensing still had been set up to make the distilled water for Dom’s new Water Elementals. Domenic mentioned that the still could not only make pure water but could be used to make extremely strong alcohol too. He’d only given them the basic information needed to create Vodka, but it had been enough for the lead Dwarf to decide to give it a whirl, once they’d finished up their latest batch of distilled water. The rest of the story, I could figure out on my own. Domenic came in to show us the distillery in the middle of them making a batch of Moonshine and blew the entire room up by mistakenly summoning a Moonshine elemental instead of the expected Distilled Water elemental. 
 
    Now that was cool on a whole different level, but none of the Dwarves seemed all that interested in discussing the warfare applications of the new elementals right now. They were way too interested in picking my brain for how to flavor and strengthen their new brew. Seeing the sparkle in the lead Dwarf’s eyes, I belatedly realized I’d wound the Dwarf up. Calling out to the other Dwarves excitedly, he got them working on putting out the few fires still burning, before hurriedly getting the condensing still back into place in the center of the room. It was impressive work to say the least, especially since they never stopped discussing the future possibilities for their Moonshine. Around then, a large group of Dwarves showed up to see what the explosion was about. Instead of helping the injured or returning back to guarding the courtyard, they were instantly put to work gathering the materials needed for a new batch of Moonshine.  
 
    I didn’t know whether or not to be annoyed or impressed at their single-minded devotion to crafting a better brew. With an incredulous snort of disbelief, I led the surviving members of our team back to where the Dwarven corpses were laid out. With a shrug at Zhou and Neristhana, Helgath and I went back to resurrecting the dead while Sub-Leader Chuzedros watched us work. We’d just started the Enhanced Resurrection spell and hack, when a loud commotion inside the workshop came to my ears. 
 
    “You blew me up again!” I heard Fluffy’s voice call out in annoyance as she appeared next to Domenic. Zhou, who was in front of me, looked over my shoulder in surprise, as Helgath and I continued casting the Enhanced Resurrection spell unperturbed. 
 
    I silently shook my head. That simple sentence had so many connotations in it that I didn’t even know what to say. Although, I could tell from Fluffy’s tone that she really wasn’t angry. It was obvious she was just ribbing Domenic for the accident. I think the only time I’d ever heard her angry and cursing up a storm was when the Syndicate was spawn-stealing the Trash King from her back in Chaos Online. 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault this time!” Domenic’s exasperated reply came to my ears. “I was not informed that the still was being used to make moonshine. Had I known, all of this could have been avoided,” he plainly stated looking over at the head Dwarf who studiously avoided his eyes. 
 
    “Besides, it’s not like you lost any experience points this time around!” Domenic said with an amused grin at the look on Fluffy’s face.  
 
    “That’s because I lost them all from the first five times you blew me up!” Fluffy joked back, as Zhou silently cocked her head at me with a look that said, was this really a regular occurrence here? That was a good question, I thought, as the Enhanced Resurrection spell completed and we hurriedly began healing the Dwarves up with Neristhana’s and Zhou’s help.  
 
    By the time I could focus back on the discussion, we’d just sat down to recover our mana when I hit Domenic, Fluffy, and Tony with a Regeneration spell. Not that they particularly needed it by now, but skilling up was skilling up, I thought with a smile. It quickly became obvious that Fluffy and Tony weren’t really angry at being blown up. Mainly they were just tired from the long day of PKing and having some fun at Domenic’s expense.  
 
    Giving me a hug, Fluffy explained that she was logging out for the night, while Tony excitedly gave me a double thumbs-up as he excitedly followed his wife out without another word. I didn’t even want to know the details to that, I thought, as Mike and Darkhorse casually came walking over to us. Without a thought, I hit them both with a Regeneration spell. 
 
    “Well that sucked,” Mike said with an annoyed look on his face, as he squatted down next to me. Giving us a silent nod, Darkhorse silently stole a kiss from Zhou as he sat down to recover the rest of his health and mana. 
 
    “At least, it was quick,” I said, flashing Mike a grin as he rolled his eyes. I gave him a shrug back. “It sounds like getting blown up is a thing here.”  
 
    “A thing?” Mike asked, somewhat confused, but before I could explain further, Kenzie suddenly appeared next to her gravestone. Without a second thought, I hit her with a Regeneration before Helgath and I stood up to resurrect the last group of Dwarves. As soon as we started casting the spell, the proverbial shit hit the fan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Eight 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    “You blew me up!” Kenzie’s shriek of outrage echoed in the mostly hollowed out building. Zhou, who was in front of me, looked over my shoulder in concern, as Helgath and I continued casting the Enhanced Resurrection spell unperturbed. Not that I really thought much about the Rogue’s dramatics, I mean, it was Kenzie we were talking about.  
 
    Unfortunately, I missed the apprehensive look that passed between Zhou and Darkhorse as Domenic hurriedly apologized for blowing Kenzie up. She was incensed and out for blood no matter what my friend said about the whole thing being an accident. Before any of us realized just how bad things had gotten, Kenzie launched herself at my friend with a blood-curling scream.  
 
    “Gah,” Domenic wordlessly screamed at the out of control Rogue. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing backstabbing me?” He demanded, as Kenzie stalked after him with her blades drawn and a look that could kill plastered on her face. “It’s not like killing me is going to help anything!” 
 
    “It’ll make me feel better!” Kenzie snarled in fury, as she triggered Slip Into Shadows. A second later, she popped out of stealth behind Domenic’s armored back, getting off a nasty Sneak Attack that dropped his health insignificantly as she went all out on him. 
 
    Seeing the situation getting that out of control sent shooting pain through my right eye as it began to uncontrollably twitch. The tension migraine that had been trying to form all night had finally sunk its teeth into me as it came on full force. I was so exhausted. All that I wanted to do was log out and go to sleep, but bullshit like this kept on getting in the way of that simple goal. Sighing heavily, I pressed my fingers against my closed eyelids as I waved my hand in the direction of the fight.  
 
    “Can’t someone do something about that?” I asked, still in the middle of resurrecting the last group of Dwarves from the battle as everyone looked at me like I was crazy.  
 
    “What in the hell is wrong with her?” Mike asked under his breath, as Kenzie went absolutely berserk, while Sub-Leader Chuzedros silently stood behind him wordlessly watching the fight. 
 
    “This is bad,” Darkhorse said, giving me a disconcerted look as Zhou shook her head vigorously. “I think she’s having a PTSD episode from the explosion.” 
 
    “Didn’t she loose a leg from an IED in the sandpit?” Zhou asked, unable to tear her gaze away from their friend in full freak-out.  
 
    Kenzie was attacking Domenic at a furious pace, attempting to inflict as much damage as she could as payback for blowing her up. The Rogue was four levels higher and was putting out an impressive amount of DPS. The Arcane Paladin, on the other hand, had Nightmare stats and was absorbing the majority of the damage like a massive sponge. Not just absorbing the damage, but reflecting a portion of it back too. It was almost as if each and every attack that Kenzie got through ended up hurting her nearly as much as it did Domenic. I tucked that little bit of information away in case Domenic and I ever had to go toe-to-toe in the future.  
 
    To Domenic’s credit, he was mostly just defending himself. Apparently, he didn’t want to retaliate since she was here on my request and fighting a new ally was never a good idea. Between the heavy armor he was wearing and whatever special skill he was using to reflect the damage back to his attacker, Domenic was quickly wearing Kenzie down no matter what she did to try and stop it. While I knew he felt bad about blowing everyone up, Domenic was getting more pissed by the moment about Kenzie relentlessly trying to make him into her very own pincushion. 
 
    Tearing my eyes away from the fight, I let out a ragged sigh. Obviously, no one was thrilled about getting into the middle of one of her freak-outs. While Kenzie and I got along, she wasn’t the easiest person to deal with when she was pissed about something, but this was a situation I had no experience with. Even worse, this was going to go over with Domenic like a lead balloon. For those of us watching the fight, this was a lose-lose situation no matter how you looked at it. Climbing to my feet, I offered a hand to Helgath. 
 
    “Let’s finish this up,” I said, pulling my soulmate to her clawed feet. “And then we’ll deal with that train wreck.”  
 
    There was no wasted time. As soon as the Dwarves were revived, Darkhorse and Zhou jumped in with their Restore spells as Helgath and I moved onto Minor Mend Bones. Everyone else, was too focused on the action going on behind our backs to offer much assistance. Thankfully, this part didn’t take that long. Once we got our patients to half health, I hit them all with a Regeneration spell, before signaling my teammates to follow me as I hurriedly turned around to stop the fight. I wasn’t exactly sure what I’d expected to see, but it definitely wasn’t both of my friends warily circling one another at only half health. 
 
    “How are you going to get them to stop fighting?” Mike asked somewhat nervously, as I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t say you think she’s having a PTSD moment,” Darkhorse warned under his breath. “That’ll just make this worse.”  
 
    Great, they obviously expect me to deal with this, I sourly thought, letting out an exasperated sigh. How in the hell did I get stuck with this?  
 
    For gamers, having friends fighting one another inside a game wasn’t a bad thing. We were gamers and did that on a regular basis. If anything, it was a measure of how much we respected one another and a good way to blow off steam, but this was something very different. I feared that if I handled this badly, it would ruin any possibility of them becoming friends. Not only that, it could cause some major problems with the rest of the guild back at BrokenFang Hold. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill them,” I snapped irritably at him, as I considered how best to stop this. Although, that would be one way to get them to refocus their anger. Hell, it might even get them on the same side, I thought, letting the idea roll around in my head. Sullenly pressing my lips together, I glanced back at Mike and muttered under my breath. “Might as well see if I can piss everyone off at the same time.” 
 
    “What was that?” Mike asked somewhat concerned, as I began buffing myself up for a fight with Light’s Blessing, Holy Shield, Enhanced Mage Armor, Bone Shield, Bone Fangs, Regeneration, and Ice Barrier. 
 
    ‘Let me handle this, War Leader,’ Helgath’s mental voice suddenly brought me up short from releasing Light Word of Censor, as Light magic began shimmering around my hands in a golden glow. ‘I know what to do to quickly bring this fight to an end without having them take the blame out on you.’ 
 
    Her sudden use of my War Leader title had caught me by surprise, but through our connection, I immediately realized she’d only used it due to the seriousness of the situation. For her, it was a term of ultimate respect and a reflection of the promise she’d given to serve me with her life the first day we met. Although, she knew I preferred my name or even a nickname to War Leader. Old habits instilled from birth were hard to forget within the short time we’d been together, so I accepted the title with the respect that she’d intended. 
 
    ‘You’re not going to kill them, are you?’ I mentally asked, somewhat concerned at the wicked gleam in her eyes.   
 
    ‘Trust me, I’ve got this,’ Helgath simply replied, as I lowered my hands. Although, a cold chill ran down my spine at the Half-Orc’s next words. ‘Besides, Kenzie needs to learn to fear me.’ 
 
    Now there was some terrifying words for someone like me to hear, I silently thought, as I did my best to keep my musings to myself. “Trust me,” was a phrase that I had a hard time giving to anyone after Julie’s betrayals. How long had the Half-Orc even been in my life? A part of me sourly thought as I contemplated Helgath’s request.  
 
    My first reaction was to have her step back so that I could deal with this in my own way, but there was something inside of me that paused. Even though it was crazy, after everything we’d shared over the last several days, I discovered inside my heart of hearts that I really did trust her. There was no way I could hide that train of thought from our connection, nor did I want to, as she began glowing from the unspoken praise.   
 
    ‘Do it,’ I mentally said, as I dropped my arms and expelled the breath that I’d unconsciously been holding.  
 
    Mike’s head snapped around to look at me in confusion as Helgath reached inside of me to borrow my abilities. Was borrow even the right word? It was more like she had access to the same magic that I had through our connection, I thought, as she began buffing herself with the same stack of buff’s that I’d just cast. As Ice Barrier shimmered around her, Helgath’s hands glowed with a golden light as a rune circle created from light appeared on the ground under the fighting newfar’s feet.  
 
    “Fuck my life!” Kenzie had a split-second to curse before the Light Word of Censor’s stun dropped her to the ground like a dropped sack of potatoes.  
 
    The look of agony mixed with rage on Domenic’s face was amusing and scary all at the same time. Whatever special skill he was using to reflect the damage back to his attackers was effecting him far less than it did Kenzie. With a grunt of pain, the Arcane Paladin hit the ground in a clank of armor directly across from the Rogue as the Half-Orc’s Ice Barrier flared from the reflections of six hundred percent spell damage. Obviously, Domenic’s shields were fairing much better than either Helgath or I had anticipated, and was wearing her own shields down much quicker than she’d expected. 
 
    Nonetheless, Helgath wasn’t done there, her hands were already glowing a bluish-purple with her next spell as she laid into the two downed opponents with her modified Cleansing spell. This spell was even worse than the one that had laid Councilor Achronis low outside the catacombs of the Temple of Light. A horrified scream of agony came from both Kenzie’s and Domenic’s lips as their veins pulsed with black corruption and stood out from under the skin of their faces and black goo ran from their eyes. 
 
    Two seconds later, Helgath’s Ice Barrier spell failed as blue shard-like sparkles fell away from her glowing body. Instantly, the Bone Shield flared to life around her as Domenic’s reflection magic hit that next. Another two seconds into the spell, and the stun from the Light Word of Censor released both of the Half-Orcs targets.  
 
    With an agonized groan the Rogue pushed herself to her knees, while the Arcane Paladin stood and cast a second shield to further mitigate the corruption spell’s damage that was destroying his body from the inside out. Kenzie turned around to glare at the Half-Orc in hate, knowing who it was that was ripping her body apart, but, by the look on Domenic’s face, this was the first time he’d ever experienced an attack of this nature. It wasn’t just the skin of their faces that was expelling the toxins from their bodies, it was their entire bodies that were oozing out the corruption. The Arcane Paladin cast a Purification spell that momentarily cleared the corruption from his body, but the channeling nature of the Half-Orc’s spell brought the corruption right back.  
 
    Helgath’s Bone Shield burst into chunks of black motes as it was blown away in less than a second and a half. Immediately, a golden light flared around the Half-Orc to take its place as the reflection magic activated the Holy Shield. So far, none of Domenic’s reflective protection had affected her as Helgath continued channeling her magic. 
 
    The power my soulmate was displaying shocked the onlookers on both sides. Dwarves muttered to one another as they stood back and watched the show. Interestingly enough, none of them seemed particularly worried. I wasn’t sure if that was because even now we were still considered allies or if it signified that this wasn’t something particularly new. If anything, I swore there were bets being placed on the fight as money hurriedly exchanged hands between the Dwarven spectators. To my surprise, Domenic’s people weren’t the only ones doing this. Zhou, Darkhorse, and Neristhana were doing the same thing. Hell, even Sub-Leader Chuzedros was getting in on the action as Mike looked back and forth between me, Helgath, Kenzie, and Domenic with a complicated look on his face.  
 
    Whatever hell Kenzie and Domenic were in, they’d completely stopped looking at one another as enemies while they focused in on their new tormentor, Helgath. Even though Kenzie was an Advance start with only a fifty percent realism enabled, the agony and fury reflected in her eyes made me flinch as she forced her body to move towards the Half-Orc. Domenic with is Nightmare start and seventy-five percent realism was another story altogether. Even so, he was holding himself together far better than I would have expected, considering the amount of Water-Dark magic cast upon him. Regardless of the excruciating pain, he cleansed himself again to counteract the channeling of the spell and refreshed his shields. Nevertheless, his health continued to drop.  
 
    From the grim look of determination on Domenic’s face, I swore he was holding out in the vain that the Half-Orc would fold once she was forced to endure the pain from her own attacks, when her shields finally gave out. While that was a solid plan, from the times I’d shared from Helgath’s past, I knew her threshold for suffering was on another level altogether. As the Holy Shield shattered into glowing shards, the white Enhanced Mage Armor instantly glowed around her to take its place as both Kenzie and Domenic cursed in outrage.  
 
    “How many … fucking shields … does … that little bitch … have?” Kenzie’s gasping voice demanded in frustration and agony as Domenic wordlessly grunted in agreement beside her.  
 
    “She … can’t have … that many more.” Domenic growled in frustration, as he crossed half the distance to the Half-Orc swearing under his breath. “This is worse … than fighting Jay … in Unreal Tournament … when he grabs all of the damn shield power-ups!” 
 
    The Enhanced Mage Armor only lasted two ticks of the clock as Kenzie’s body collapsed on the ground as her hit points went into the red. The Rogue’s body spasmed as the Devil Dog uncontrollably projectile vomited black goo with each breath. So as not to kill her too quickly, somehow Helgath managed to reduce the inflicted damage, while keeping the pain in place as she redirected the damage towards Domenic while her last shield spell collapsed in a fizzle of white energy.  
 
    Although his remaining hit points were in the mid-hundreds, the triumphant look on Domenic’s face said it all as his special skill was finally able to properly reflect the intensity of the pain and damage back to the Half-Orc. Immediately, black goo began running from my soulmates yellow cat-eyes as the veins of her face popped out from the corruption’s effect inside her body. In the first second of the spell, two hundred and forty points of damage were ripped from her eight hundred points of health.  
 
    Domenic’s face fell in disbelief a second later, when Helgath’s hit points shot back up to full health. When on the next tick of damage it did the same thing, he suddenly realized that the Half-Orc had a major HOT ticking in the background. “Two can play that game,” he growled under his breath, casting another shield on himself that slowly began replenishing his health. “You’re not the only one that can stack shields.”  
 
    While that was true to a point, it quickly became apparent that healing shield of his wasn’t as potent as the Priest HOT Helgath had cast. Giving Domenic a wicked grin as she flashed him the tips of her pointy teeth, Helgath reduced the damage being inflicted to her body as her accented voice addressed both newfar. “Promise to stop this fighting and I will release you.”  
 
    “I fucking yield,” Kenzie screamed, as Helgath’s Cleansing spell instantly left her body. As the Rogue collapsed in exhaustion, Domenic continued toward the Half-Orc with an ominous glare of hatred burning in his eyes. 
 
    “You’ll have to kill me first!” My friend spat out hatefully at my soulmate as delight lit up her eyes.  
 
    “Then that will be my pleasure,” Helgath shot back without hesitation, as her voice rose in excitement. “I will tear your body apart until you promise to sheath your weapons and listen to reason,” the Half-Orc promised in no uncertain terms. 
 
    “Fuck you! I didn’t start this fight to begin with!” Domenic bellowed at her in outrage, before retching a lungful of black goo. It hit the stone floor with an ugly splat as he panted out in agony. “I’m the one being attacked in my own keep by allies, but I’m sure as hell finishing it one way or another. The only way this ends well is if you yield Helgath.”  
 
    “That’s the problem,” Helgath replied back unconcerned, as Domenic glared at her hatefully. “Give me your word that you will not retaliate against any of us and I will let you live.” 
 
    “Retaliate? Let me catch you up on current events, Half-Orc. Kenzie attacked me, I defended myself, and did not attack back. You attacked me, I defended myself, and did not attack you back. Who the hell are you to tell me what I can or cannot do in my own keep? You are our allies, but you’re the aggressors here!” 
 
    “I have been only defensive up till now,” Domenic growled, staring Helgath down. “Press me further and this will end badly for you and your friends, count on it!” The Half-Orc contemplated the Paladins words carefully as Domenic continued. “If you manage to kill me, all of you will die as well. Mark my words on that.” Domenic spat back at the defiant Half-Orc. 
 
    He really hadn't fought back, I thought, as I watched the western-style stare down. If she tried to kill him and succeeded, I had no doubt his troops would cut us to pieces. This was the other side of Domenic that Mike and I knew so very well. We were in a no win situation, and he was willing to die to prove it.  
 
    They wordlessly glared at one another as pain wracked their bodies. I could tell that Domenic had mentally dug in and wasn’t about to surrender. If he did, he’d look weak in front of his people and that was never going to happen. This had happened, because Helgath had backed him into a corner. This was his only play and he knew it. Now, he was making sure we understood that too.  
 
    Then again, Helgath hadn’t asked him to surrender. She’d only asked him to give up his perceived right at retaliation and sheath his weapons, but in his eyes that was acquiescing to her demands and surrendering. She must have been using my memories to read his possible reactions, because it was the smart play and an important distinction for my friend. Domenic would never quit until one of them was dead, or possibly all of us. Raising her hand, Helgath removed the Corruption spell from the Arcane Paladin. 
 
    Domenic took a ragged breath as I hit him, Kenzie, and Helgath with a Regeneration spell. During that last twenty seconds of the altercation, my soulmate had been enduring even more damage and pain that she’d been inflicting on the others without batting an eye. That alone spoke to me of the horrors that she’d endured during her past more than almost anything else. Instead of being thankful for the intervention, both Domenic and Kenzie just glared at me as Helgath came to stand by my side. But, then again, that had been the plan all along.  
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you, Jay,” Domenic snarled at me in anger. “Even after I apologized, your attack dog decided to jump me out of nowhere and tried to murder me in my own keep! Then, instead of having my back,” his finger jabbed at Helgath, “you send your little green goblin to punk me out. What the fuck were you thinking?”  
 
    Domenic had that disgusted look on his face as I noticed for the first time that we were surrounded by his troopers. There might have been almost two hundred soldiers around the damaged workshop silently watching the altercation and awaiting orders. Normally, that wouldn’t have worried me, but I’d just allowed Helgath to beat my friend down inside his own fortress to redirect his anger at me. While that had worked and he was now justifiably angry at me, I sadly realized that this could’ve been handled so much better if I wasn’t so exhausted.  
 
    While that was a good way to make sure he and Kenzie wouldn’t be at each other’s throats instead of fighting the enemy, I’d basically just punched all of his buttons in one go. Even worse, I knew he felt disrespected in front of his own people which was everything for him. Fuck my life, I sourly thought, as Domenic got in my face. 
 
    “Tell me one good reason,” he said with an ugly undertone, “why I shouldn’t have my people cut all of you down right here and now? We’re supposed to be allies, yet you allow not only one, but two of your people to attack me, unprovoked. Who the fuck do you think you are?” 
 
    “One of your best friends,” I said, stating the simple truth.  
 
    “Are you freaking kidding me?” Domenic vehemently roared, “I didn't start this shit.  I was only defending myself after that bitch Kenzie backstabs me over an accident. Then Helgath gets involved to try and stop me from defending myself from Kenzie, who attacked me in the first place! To make matters worse, I know you gave Helgath permission to intervene or she wouldn’t have done so. That’s some real fucked up logic Jason.” 
 
    “You’d understand why I chose to do it this way if you’d calm down long enough to think about it,” I snapped back irritably. It wasn’t like I could tell him that Kenzie was having a PTSD episode or that I was trying to not have a major blow up with the guild looking after my lands while I came to give him a hand. 
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down!” Domenic bellowed at me, as I turned to the Rogue who had started all of this shit. 
 
    “As for you, Kenzie,” I said, not holding anything back. “You fucked up.” 
 
    “What do you mean, I fucked up?” Kenzie demanded, glaring at me in exasperation. In a tone that could peel paint from a bulkhead, if I remembered the Marine slang correctly, she distinctly pronounced each of her next words. “Your … friend … blew … me … up!” 
 
    “By accident,” I replied back in the same tone, doing my best to not say anything about her freak-out. “Because the Dwarves neglected to notify him of the Moonshine they were making during off hours. How would your unit have acted if you’d pulled something like that on one of them for an accident?” My eyes held her gaze like a vice. “It’s more like you were working out your frustration on someone you thought would be an easy target, so cut the shit and take some responsibility for your actions.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Star!” Kenzie shrieked, slamming her blades home into their sheaths. Nonetheless, I could see the truth of what I’d said reflected in her eyes. In her heart, she knew that she’d taken this too far. Not that she was willing to admit to it or apologize for her actions. Instead, she abruptly turned around and stalked over to where Zhou and Darkhorse stood watching, while calling out over her shoulder. “Sometimes, you’re such an asshole!” 
 
    Say the truth about someone’s shenanigans and suddenly you’re an asshole. That seemed to be the new rage lately and the story of my life in a nutshell. Fuck her feelings, it didn’t make what I said any less true. People sometimes needed to hear the truth whether they wanted to hear it or not. Okay, that wasn’t completely correct. For better or worse, I’d done my best to keep away from calling her out on the whole PTSD episode. Nonetheless, I wasn’t about to let her run roughshod over my friends like she did to the Marines in her guild.  
 
    My setting Kenzie straight seemed to reset Domenic somewhat, but I think that was because he was angrier at Helgath at this point. A light bulb went off in my head as I suddenly understood the reason Helgath had decided to intercede on my behalf. She’d known ahead of time that redirecting Domenic’s anger at her would be the only thing that stopped the two of us from coming to blows over this whole stupid incident.  
 
    Helgath had innately understood that Domenic was already feeling singled out. That it was him against the world. Through our link, she’d somehow realized that having Domenic being attacked by allies in his own fortress would’ve been the straw that broke the camel’s proverbial back. A normal reaction to everything that he’d been going through with these PKing asshats. I saw the look of hesitation in Domenic’s eyes, when I turned back to face him. Meaning, he was doubting his anger. While that had been a good plan from Helgath to keep the peace, I unfortunately knew that it wasn’t going to last with what I had to say next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Thirty-Nine 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    “We need to talk and you’re not going to like it,” I said, trying to sound conciliatory, but knowing I was failing miserably as the words left my mouth. “I’m so freaking exhausted. You have no idea of everything I’ve fought through and done to make it to you in time. Honestly though, once I reached your valley, all that I wanted to do was go to bed, but I knew we had to talk this out face-to-face or you wouldn’t believe me. That’s why I’m here.”  
 
    “Just let me finish, before you start in on me,” I said, holding up my hands to override whatever Domenic was going to say. Without letting him get a word in, I continued in a heartfelt tone. “Mike and I have already discussed the issue and we both agree. There is no way we can fight Julie’s alliance of asshats off right now. There’s just too many of them.” Again, I stopped his protests. “If the Emergency Hot Fix hadn’t stopped us from being able to de-level their people, this would’ve been a different story, but there’s no way for us to stop these guys now.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Jay,” Domenic finally exploded. “If you think I’m going to give up everything I’ve been fighting for, you’ve got another thing coming. Fuck, why did the two of you even come all the way out here if you were just going to tuck your tail between your legs and run?“ 
 
    “That’s not the plan either, dickhead!” I shouted back in exasperation. “I already told you the plan is to pack up your castle and people to bring them back to my lands where we can fight Julie’s alliance together.” I continued, spreading my arms wide to emphasis my words. “You’re in the middle of nowhere, Dom. Not just that, you’re so far away from my lands that there’s no way I can possibly help you fight the bitch off.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just bring all of your shit with you then?” Domenic shouted at me darkly. “Why is it that I’m always the one that has to move?” 
 
    “Because, my castle doesn’t move. It’s not that kind of fortification,” I yelled back unapologetically. “Because, it’s strategically sound to fall back to a teammate’s land to rebuild when you’re home base is in the process of being overrun. On top of that, I have a hell of a lot more land and troops than you do and it’s better protected. I can’t defend my lands and your lands when we’re on the other side of the map all at the same time.” Domenic tried to deny what I was saying, but I didn’t let him. 
 
    “With the new Emergency Hot Fixes, there’s no way you’ll be able to hold out against these assholes.” I pointed at the spot where I’d just raised the Dwarves that fell in the last skirmish. “You lost fifty Dwarves in one stealth attack. Killing those players didn’t hurt them except for a temporary five hour debuff. If they repeat the attack every hour on the hour, you won’t have any people of The World left alive to fight for you.” That seemed to catch Domenic’s attention. 
 
    “Besides, this measly force of Julie’s you’re fighting now isn’t even the main concern,” I roared at the top of my voice. My words were for my friend as much as they were for the audience watching. “There is a massive invasion force of Orcs headed this way, and they’re going to wipe out everything within the Kingdom of Kadar.” 
 
    “Great, than my problems should be taken out for me any day,” Domenic said with an angry snarl.  
 
    “Not really,” I yelled right back. “Julie has made an alliance with them.” Seeing Domenic’s mouth snap shut, I continued relentlessly, hoping beyond hope that he’d listen to what I was saying. “She’s using them to take out any resistance in the area. Hell, we were skirmishing with their advance scouts the entire way here.” 
 
    That shocking bit of information caught Domenic off guard as the soldiers and brew masters immediately began talking excitedly amongst themselves. While Domenic might not fully understand what that meant, his people had a much better grasp as to what the Isolde Line actually meant. No, I wasn’t about to tell him that Julie was probably going to get double-crossed by her monster allies. That would have just given him hope that he could play each side off the other and hold out. No, I didn’t explain the whole thing about Nightmare players and that the game was constantly trying to kick us out of our lands by sending more and harder challenges against us. That would have just depressed him. Besides, how could I express my concern for the actual number of Orcs that were going to be in the invasion force? If I tried to compare it to my own situation, the calculations for the invading force were just too unbelievable. So, I stayed with the basics instead.  
 
    “We have a day … maybe two to get all of you out of here before that wave of death crushes everything in its path,” I shouted, as I turned around to look the troopers around us in the eye. “After that, this whole entire area will be overrun, except, I hope, for Palnisdale. I’ve been working with Princess Reeva and Prince Lekroth to send all of the remaining Royal Forces to the Citadel in the hopes that Palnisdale will hold out. Everything else, we expect, will be laid to waste.” I turned back to Domenic to look him in the face.  
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” I said, doing my best to stop the twitching of my eye. It fucking felt like my head was going to explode as I gritted my teeth through the pain. “I have everything in place to evacuate you and your people to my side of the map, but I do not have the forces needed to fight off the enemies here or the ones we know are headed your way.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much a couple hundred players could do for defending my walls? Do you know how easy it would be for us to take the battle to the enemy and wipe out their siege equipment and camp?” Domenic hollered back. “Add our NPCs in the mix and this fortress would be unassailable! Hell, just give me one week of holding my walls against these assholes and they’ll give up the thought of even trying to take my fortress.”  
 
    “There is around twenty-five hundred to three thousand PKers right now in the valley below. Within a few minutes to an hour, they could have a total of five thousand players online if needed and that’s without the Orc invasion force that will be here any day. Those numbers don’t even reflect that most of our people are made up of people from The World and not players. Within a few hours, those troopers would be killed off and the odds would change to be a few hundred players against five thousand. There is no way we could face off against odds like that and survive.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re not willing to even fight for one week to beat these assholes back,” Domenic barked, throwing his hands up in the air in clear frustration. “Do you have any idea how many times I fought for you against overwhelming odds?” 
 
    “What in the hell are you even talking about?” I shouted back at him. “Those were games that we setup that way to have a better gaming experience or to balance out the teams. Never once have we been in a situation like this.” Getting up into his face, I pointed northwest in the direction of my forces.  
 
    “We have new allies that have joined us to help fight against the Chaos Storm alliance. They will probably be pulled into some bigger battles then they ever expected, but we can probably rely on them as long as the action is fun. Once it’s not, they’re going to go their own way.” I pointed towards the field of PKers attacking his walls. “Those guys out there are probably all professional players getting paid to follow Julie’s orders. They’re running a business and as long as they’re getting paid good money, they’ll continue following the orders they are given because this is a job for them.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Jay! You’re not even willing to ask your new allies if they would fight for me for a week. You’re screwing me over because it’s convenient and-“ 
 
    “Because it’s convenient?” I bellowed at the top of my lungs, as my clenched fists turned white. “The entire group of us already discussed the possibility and they said no!” Domenic’s face fell in surprise as I screamed. “All that you can see is what you’re losing. You don’t care that what you’re asking would fuck the rest of us out of our Nightmare quests! You don’t care what we gave up to come all this way to rescue you or that we’ve come up with a way for you to not lose your shit or your people.” 
 
    “If I pull out and leave now, I won’t have the mine that I need to pay off the mercenaries I promised to compensate for fighting with me. Not only that, I’ll lose a week of my time traveling back to your lands. Why the fuck would I do that?” Domenic growled back in fury. “Besides that, I’m near to the coast here which makes exploration easy, not in the middle of a landlocked valley in the middle of a mountain range. Why would I give up all of that to go to your lands?” 
 
    “Because, I have solid defenses in place and you’ll lose it all if you don’t” I shouted, crossing my arms over my chest to signal that I was through arguing about this. We silently glared at each other for over a minute with neither one of us giving an inch, before I remembered what he’d said about the mercenaries. “How much to you need to settle up with your mercs?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Domenic said, as if he’d bit into something sour. “Two to three hundred gold. There’s no way I’m going to be able to pay that off if I leave the mine-“  
 
    “Here’s three hundred gold,” I said, pulling out the amount in question from my pouch. Using the interface, I removed it fifty gold pieces at a time as Domenic’s hands automatically accepted the golden coins while his eyes bulged out in surprise. What could I say? PKing was good money.  
 
    “Also, there are several good mining spots to set your fortress down at within my valley, so once you get settled, the money shouldn’t be an issue either. Even so, if you still want to return here for the location once we build up our forces to take back the Isolde Line, I promise to help you take your land back.” I nodded to Mike standing next to me. “I’m sure Mike would be willing to help too.” 
 
    For a long second, Domenic looked between the two of us and the pile of gold in his hands as a hush settled over the crowd of onlookers. To any outside observer, it would have been obvious that Domenic’s people wanted to take the exit we were offering them. I don’t know if that was the mercs wanting to get their money and go or the people that had sworn an oath of allegiance to him. An ugly look came to his face as he made a decision. 
 
    “I don’t need your charity or your excuses,” Domenic spat, barely controlling his rage. “What I need are you and your troops! If you’re not willing to fight like you promised, than there’s nothing left for us to say to one another.” Flinging the pile of gold coins at me, his arm shook from the pent-up fury coursing through his body as he pointed towards the outer wall. “Take your gold and piss off!” 
 
    “Not willing to fight like we promised,” I snarled and would have lunged at him if Mike didn’t hold me back. “We’ve been fighting our whole way here as promised, you’re the one refusing to listen to reason!” 
 
    “Just leave him alone,” Mike urged, still holding me tight. “He’s not ready to listen to reason. Besides, considering what just went down with Kenzie and Helgath, he’s got a reason to be angry. Just wait for him to calm down and think this through,” Mike lowered his voice so that only I could hear his next words. “Besides, you know how much of a stubborn jackass he can be. If you push him too far now, it’ll ruin your friendship and mine with him inside and outside of the game.”  
 
    “You know what?” I said out loud. Letting out a ragged breath, I nodded for Mike to release me. There was so much more I wanted to say, but I knew Mike was right. If I pushed Domenic any further now, it would ruin our friendship or worse make him an enemy. To be honest I don't know what scared me more, a psycho Julie or Domenic looking for revenge. If he wouldn’t listen to reason, then I would have to look out for myself and the rest of the guild. “I’m out of here.” The words seemed to hit Domenic like a punch to the gut.  
 
    “Tomorrow morning I’m logging in, packing up my forces, and then getting the fuck out of here,” I stated in a tone that brooked no argument. “You’re welcome to come with me if you want … or not. The choice is yours.” As I turned around and headed for the door hanging from its hinges, Domenic snarled at my armored back. 
 
    “Don’t forget to take your gold with you!”  
 
    Instead of answering him back, I shot him a bird over my shoulder while the rest of my team silently fell in step behind me. As we filed out the doorway, Mike stood there for a second longer eyeing our friend who refused to back down. Shaking his head, he followed after me with Sub-Leader Chuzedros at his back. 
 
    “Fine don’t take it, I don’t care!” Domenic shouted after me. “I’ll just take it as restitution for damages!” 
 
    He said more as I angrily stomped away, but I didn’t hear. I honestly don’t remember anything else until we reached the base of the outer wall where we’d entered Domenic’s fortress and I’d had a chance to calm down somewhat. My mind was so busy churning everything over in my head that I’d been oblivious to everything else going on around me. That was, until Kenzie placed the rope from the grapple in my hand. For a long moment, we just stared at each other without saying a word, before she finally broke the silence.  
 
    “I could’ve handled that better,” Kenzie said, vulnerably looking into my eyes. “You’ve talked about Domenic so much since we met that I sometimes forget that we haven’t had a chance to get to know each other and become actual friends.” Glancing down at her feet for a moment, she raised her head to look into my eyes. “I’m sorry if I screwed this whole thing up with your friend, but being blown up kind of set me off.” 
 
    Instead of answering, I threw my head back and let out a heavy sigh as my eyes searched the stone ceiling above. This was all so fucking typical, I thought, as I massaged the back of my neck. Kenzie being a hard-ass. Domenic being stubborn as a mule. Psycho Julie not leaving us alone. Taking a deep breath, I looked back at Kenzie. 
 
    “You did fuck up,” I said, giving Kenzie a tired grin, “but shit happens. While I appreciate the apology, maybe you should be giving it to Domenic instead,” I eyed her meaningfully, “since you got all stabby-stabby with him for an accident.”  
 
    “It’s just a thought,” I said, seeing Kenzie’s lips curl into a grimace. It was hard for most people to admit when they were wrong. Giving her a shrug, I shook my head. “You know, even if he blew you up. Those Moonshine elementals were cool as shit.” 
 
    “It’s not like he figured those things out on his own.” Kenzie said with a dismissive sniff, as she discretely wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, giving her a smile. “You know many inventions are discovered by accident, so technically, he did invent Moonshine elementals, albeit at our expense and his.” 
 
    “What other inventions were discovered by accident?” Kenzie flippantly shot back, not really expecting an answer.  
 
    “The microwave,” I said with a knowing laugh. Seeing her disbelieving look, I explained the story. “In nineteen forty-five, Percy Spencer was standing in front of an active radar, when he realized it was melting the chocolate in his pocket and then he went on to invent the microwave.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me,” Kenzie said in disbelief. “He didn’t realize he was frying his whole body while he was working on the radar?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said, giving her a wink. “It’s not much different than blowing yourself up inside a game with a Moonshine elemental.” 
 
    “Gah, I don’t know whether to believe you or not,” Kenzie said, shaking her head. “Now, I’ve got to Google that shit when I logout tonight.” We both shared a much needed laugh as she turned to climb the rope. Pausing once more, she gave me a piercing look. “Are you and Mike going to have a problem now with Dom?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll have to apologize for not doing a better job with stopping your bullshit, but, in the end, it’ll all work out between us,” I said confidently.  
 
    “Gawd, you’re such a softy,” Kenzie said with a laugh. 
 
    “Say’s the person who doesn’t have a friend that calls themselves, Vengeance,” I pointedly reminded her. Obviously, she wasn’t taking my warning seriously.  
 
    Too bad, it was best not to have Domenic as an enemy. While I’d done my best to redirect the fallout of their fight, the two of them hadn’t really buried that hatchet. Knowing Kenzie, she’d say something stupid to Domenic in the future and end up at the graveyard before she knew what hit her. My contemplation was interrupted when Kenzie suddenly saw Helgath and Neristhana coming up behind me. Though, it was doubtful she saw anyone else but Helgath. The look of absolute fear that instantly came to the Devil Dog officer’s face would’ve been humorous if my head didn’t hurt so much. With a quick, “Gotta go!” she raced up the rope without a backward glance as I tiredly shook my head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Forty 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    My thoughts were troubled from how everything had gone down as I watched her skitter over the top of the wall, when I suddenly remembered that I was supposed to being inviting Thomas’ sister into the guild the next time I was in a town. Quickly, I popped open a system window and invited Jodi Tempest into the Revenants. At least, that was one thing I could actually accomplish in Domenic’s fortress. The self-deprecating thought was brought up short as a clawed hand suddenly gripped my arm. 
 
    ‘Stop that,’ Helgath mentally chastised me. ‘That was on Kenzie and Domenic, not you.’  
 
    ‘Actually, it is on me too,’ I thought back unhappily. ‘This entire thing could’ve been handled so much better.’ Letting out a mental sigh, I rubbed the back of my neck trying to reduce the tension migraine that was thoroughly kicking my ass while I explained what I meant. ‘Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros could have tackled Kenzie … I could have made sure Domenic didn’t continue trying to kill her,’ I looked Helgath in the eyes, ‘the problem was that I was trying to keep the peace. With everything going on right now, I can’t risk being in a fight with the Devil Dog’s leadership because Kenzie lost her shit, but, at the same time, I shouldn’t have let her attack my best friend for an accident.’ 
 
    ‘That wouldn’t have changed how Domenic reacted to the evac, even though he knows it’s the right call,’ Helgath reminded me, ‘so this is not all on you.’ 
 
    ‘True enough,’ I agreed, letting out a deep breath. ‘None of us handled this well, except for maybe Mike.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anything you can do about it now?’ Helgath mentally asked, as a knowing smile came to her dark-green lips.  
 
    ‘Nope,’ I thought back tiredly. ‘Not until everyone’s tempers have had a chance to cool off.’ 
 
    ‘Then there’s nothing more we can do, right,’ she replied knowingly, as I leaned my head back against the wall and closed my eyes.  
 
    The truth of the matter was, that while I was a savvy player and a good strategist, I wasn’t always the best with people. That kind of came with the whole gamer slash geek package, even if people tended to forget that when looking at me. I was direct, didn’t take shit, treated people the way that I wanted to be treated, and did my best to take responsibility for my actions. While that was great and all, it didn’t mean I wasn’t an asshole at times … nor did it mean that I didn’t make mistakes. Trust me, I made plenty.  
 
    ‘Then let’s head back to camp so we can get some sleep?’ Helgath tenderly asked, as she tasted my exhaustion through our link.  
 
    That’s when it hit me, I wasn’t the only one tired as hell and on edge. We were all pushing ourselves to the limit with everything that had happened on our trip over here. Domenic even more so with the shitstorm he’d been going through since almost the start of the game. This was an attack like any other we were facing. It was the kind of mental warfare that was Julie’s specialty. Even if this wasn’t her fault, it was a good thing to keep in the back of my mind whenever I became frustrated like this.  
 
    Opening my eyes, I took notice of the dark circles around Helgath’s yellow cat-eyes for the first time as I mentally chastised myself for being so self-centered. My friends and I weren’t the only ones who were exhausted. I’d been pushing my soulmates, companions, and vassals just as hard if not harder than everyone else. Thankfully, with the Half-Orc I could read between the lines, even if she wouldn’t tell me directly on her own.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said, giving Helgath and Neristhana a one-armed hug of thanks. While the Half-Orc accepted my thanks as her due, Neristhana’s face clouded over. Partly, that was because she hadn’t been in on the mental conversation. Not because she was upset at the physical contact. Her Gnomeling clan were more touchy feely than most races. No, the problem was that Neristhana was out of sorts about failing to protect me against the exploding Moonshine elemental and felt like she didn’t deserve praise. I’d told her not to worry about it, but my words hadn’t seemed to phase her. Whatever, that was her choice. Giving them both a reassuring squeeze, I let them go and made my way up the rope while Helgath and Neristhana followed behind me.  
 
    Of course, Mike and Sub-Leader Chuzedros didn’t even bother using the rope. As soon as they got to the base of the wall, they used Shadow Step to reach the top, before the rest of us had made it even half way up. Seeing the annoyed look on my face, Mike said they would scout ahead in group chat and gave me a wink as I reached the top of the battlements. Without looking back, the two Dark Elves casually stepped off the edge of the wall as I scrambled to my feet and hurried to the edge of the battlement.  
 
    I was just in time to see them both Shadow Step about half way down, before appearing at the base of the wall in a crouch with their weapons drawn. The Dwarven guards that were atop the wall excitedly commented to one another as the Devil Dogs slid down a rope after them. Fucking show off, I thought with a smile, as I laughed at myself for being a little jealous. What can I say? The Nightmare skill tree he had was impressive as hell and fit Mike’s personality to a T. What did that say about my Dark magic undead pet tree, I wondered, as a frown came to my lips?  
 
    Shaking the derogatory thought away, I took one last look out at Domenic’s fortress. Unfortunately, this was far from over, I thought, as I slipped into Stealth and slid down the rope after the Devil Dogs with Helgath and Neristhana following me. As soon as we were down, one of the guards dropped the line after us and we were on our way. 
 
    The way back was thankfully uneventful. We passed by a large group of rogues heading for another stealth run as we neared the first defensive wall. Not that we attacked them or anything. After they went by, I sent Tengsly off to warn Domenic of the impending attack while we passed through the first defensive walls without any issues. The handful of resurrected players running through the gate were easy enough to dodge as we followed the same path out that we’d used coming in.  
 
    Passing through the last two gates was no problem at all. Especially since now we knew what to watch out for. There was no sign of Dante or Yusuk or any of the recovering players we’d seen earlier. It made me wonder if Evil Sandra had decided to put them back on attack duty or not. Whatever, it wasn’t my concern anymore as we made our way out of the mouth of the gauntlet and headed for the western graveyard at the edge of the valley.  
 
    There was no banter this time around. We were all lost in our own thoughts or just plain dragging ass as we made our way back across the valley and onto the forested ridge. Before I knew it, Neysa’s greeting was filling my thoughts as she appeared out of the deep woods to run at my side. Assuring me that everything had been quiet at the graveyard, she began demanding to know what had transpired on our stealth run into the fortress. Still deep in thought about everything, I asked her to wait until the morning as we came into the clearing of the graveyard.  
 
    While Mike and Sub-Leader Zuvnabod had a quick word, Neysa bugged Helgath about everything that had happened on our run to see Domenic. I peripherally listened in on their conversation as we continued on towards the Shadow Assassins’ encampment once they were done talking. Seeing my questioning look, Mike explained that he’d put Sub-Leader Zuvnabod and his squad back on spawn camping detail to help Domenic and his people out as much as possible, before we headed out in the morning. It was the right call, regardless if we were pulling out in the morning or not. 
 
    Our return trip seemed much quicker this time around. That was usually how it was when you knew where you were going. As we reached the encampment, I thanked Zhou, Darkhorse, and Kenzie for coming along, while doing my best to ignore the hard looks her two guildmates were giving her for how things went down. I’d already said my piece and it wasn’t me that she needed to apologize to. Though, even with how everything had gone down, I still appreciated that she’d come along to help out. 
 
    Even if, she’d got so pissed off that she literately backstabbed my friend. If anything, I wished that I could’ve stabbed Domenic once or twice myself for being such a pain in my ass, albeit I had to give him kudos for not losing his shit and killing us all for that last fiasco.  
 
    Mike and I gave each other a brotherly hug, before calling it a night. There was nothing to say at this point in time. Surprisingly enough, Sub-Leader Chuzedros gave me a hug too as she quietly thanked me for bringing her back to life. My jaw about hit the floor when she asked me to call her by her first name, Uglorn. Wishing them both a goodnight, I ignored how good the Dark Elf woman had felt while I followed Helgath and Neristhana to where the rest of our companions had laid out their sleeping hides with Neysa at my side. It’s amazing how attractive Uglorn could be, when she wasn’t being a haughty bitch, I thought, with a shake of my head. 
 
    None of us bothered to undress. While that might sound disgusting to some people, we were too close to the newfar for comfort and tired as hell. Keeping our weapons and armor on hand seemed like the best idea possible. Besides, it was too cold to strip down in the early morning air. Laying out our sleeping hides on the cold ground, Neristhana and I hurriedly crawled into our separate blankets. While Helgath made herself a spot in the crook of my arm, Neysa laid down next to me on my other side to rest her massive head on my shoulder.  
 
    Even though we were covered in dried sweat and blood, we all smelled about the same and the shared body heat on a cold night was greatly appreciated. As Helgath pulled the wolf-hide over the top of us and snuggled into my neck, I unconsciously let out a satisfied sigh. Those plus fifty points to all of her stats had made the Half-Orc quite cuddly. My eyes popped open a moment later, when a thought came to me that had been bothering me all night. 
 
    ‘Hey Neysa,’ I sent to my Silver Dire Wolf. ‘Why did the Russian’s Great Saber-Fang wolf pack bow to you after we met and then start following you around like your own personal fan club?’  
 
    ‘Fenrir, the pack’s alpha, said that I was part of the legendary Storm Wolves Clan,’ Neysa said after a moment, as she lifted her head to look me in the eyes. Through our link, I could feel the seriousness of what she’d learned weighing down her heart as she explained what she’d been told. ‘Supposedly, the Storm Wolves were part of the Sky Wolf People. For some reason or another, several of the clans decided to wipe out my ancestors.’ At that, Helgath raised her head to watch me too as Neysa continued.  
 
    ‘Although Fenrir didn’t know what clans had fought against my people, it was known amongst the Sky Wolf People as the great betrayal. He said that my clan was said to have wielded great power upon ascension and were feared by many for it. Until now, it had been believed that none of my people had survived. While the Great Saber-Fang wolves are not my enemy, he warned that there would be other packs that would seek to destroy me.’ As Neysa finished, a system window popped open before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Quest update! Discover the source of the bloodline that is the Silver Dire Wolf’s power! 
 
    The increase in your soulbound companion’s strength from the Emergency Hot Fix has shown you that she is more than she seems. A simple Combat Pet would not have had their abilities increased from the Emergency Hot Fix to Nightmare levels. Is Neysa an Elite Monster? Is she part of an intelligent monster race? Find the answers to help your soulbound companion evolve.  
 
    Objective 1: Discover the source of the bloodline that is the Silver Dire Wolf’s power. 
 
    Update: You have discovered that allied wolves have identified your soulbound companion as part of the Storm Wolves Clan, thought to be an extinct legendary clan of the Sky Wolf People. The Sky Wolf People are a race of transcended wolves from many different packs that now reside within The World. The Great Saber-Fang wolves say that if they can find a way to transcend, they will join their brothers and sisters in the skies. 
 
    Difficulty: Nightmare. 
 
    Reward: Unknown. 
 
    Accept: Yes 
 
      
 
    Now that was interesting as hell, I thought, as Helgath joined the telepathic discussion. ‘Did Fenrir promise to keep the knowledge of your existence secret?’ It was a wise question, as I was once again impressed with my soulmate’s intelligence. 
 
    ‘The entire pack promised to keep my secret, even upon ascension,’ Neysa confirmed, as Helgath and I breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    ‘While keeping this on the down low for now is probably for the best,’ I sent, as a wicked grin came to my lips. ‘Just remember, they can’t end you as long as you’re soulbound to me.’ Helgath gave me a silent nod as we both turned to look into the Silver Dire Wolf’s golden eyes. ‘Besides, they’ll have to go through all of us to get to you.’  
 
    Neysa bowed her head as we both gently pet the coarse fur between her ears. I had questions like why was she identified by the game as a Silver Dire Wolf if she was actually a Storm Wolf, but we could discuss all that another day. If anything, it probably had to do with the ascension that Fenrir kept talking about. That sounded like another important conversation to have with the wolves. For now, it was time for me to go to bed. Lying my head back on my pack, I urged Helgath’s and Neysa’s heads back to my chest. 
 
    ‘Sleep,’ I thought to them both. ‘We can discuss this tomorrow after some rest.’ Wrapping my arms around them both, I murmured ‘goodnight’ and hit the log out button. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Forty-One 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    Slowly, the darkness faded from my eyes as my computer room took shape around me and the familiar red lava lamp came into view. A quick glance at the clock on my desk told me it was just after five o’clock in the morning as I began hurriedly disconnecting myself from the egg. While my stomach ached from hunger and my bowels felt like they were ready to explode, my body wasn’t severely dehydrated for a change, even if my mouth was somewhat dry. Picking up my red plastic cup, I carefully made my way into the bathroom sipping on the water. 
 
    Getting my suit off was a little bit more difficult then I’d expected, since I had to take most of the suit off before I could take care of business. The most complicated part of the process, besides the sweaty, skin-tight suit, was the CamelBak and its tubing. Also like I thought, the side of my mouth with the tube was hydrated, while the other side of my mouth was dry as shit. It took a few mouthfuls of water to get the tissue properly lubricated. Still, it was a hundred percent better than not having the hydration unit. Shimmying out of my one-piece Stillsuit, I plopped down on the toilet and let my bowels go as I painted the white porcelain brown. Yeah, I know, that was a pretty graphic description, but, trust me, it fit my exploding ass. 
 
    Another thing I learned as I drained the piss out of the suit, was that sweating in a skintight suit all day stank like all hell. Whatever, it was better than the alternative. Finishing up my business, I hung the Stillsuit in the shower and commenced to spraying it out the best that I could. It kind of reminded me of a funky neophyte dive suit on steroids. Some shampoo and hot water went a long way to make it smell better as I took a quick shower and headed to the kitchen.    
 
    I wasn’t too concerned about the time. If we weren’t pulling Domenic out when we logged in, that meant I could log in a bit later. Well, not too much later, since I was supposed to be meeting Dmitry and Dangas at nine in the morning, but I could probably get away with pushing that back until ten without pissing anyone off too much. Digging out the remaining sandwich meat and cheese, I began wolfing the food down as I found my blender. Throwing in some water, several scoops of peanut butter, and five scoops of whey protein, I made a quick shake as I sat down at the kitchen counter and popped open my laptop.   
 
    Pulling up my email, I sent a message to Lora Lyn asking her to cut out a few portions of tonight’s video that I’d forgotten to signal to her inside the game. This wasn’t something that was usually done, but Lora was a sweetheart that usually went the extra mile for her customers. It probably also helped that I always sent her a few nice gifts as a thank you for the extra effort. Quickly, I explained to her about the workshop, condensing still, and the discussion that I had with Domenic, asking her to remove the entire scene from the Twitch stream. Basically, everything from the outside of the workshop until the time we were climbing back up to the top of the wall on our way out of his fortress. 
 
    Hitting send, I closed my laptop and forced the rest of the thick protein shake down my throat. My body was nearly shaking from fatigue and lack of sleep as I rinsed out the glass and filled it with water. There was no thought of Domenic or anything about our fight. All that I could think about was the worsening migraine that was threatening to split my head apart and the exhaustion weighing down my limbs.  
 
    Stumbling to the kitchen cabinets while pressing the palm of my hand against my head, I searched for the reserve bottle of ibuprofen I kept in the pantry with a single minded focus. Finding it in the back of a cupboard, I snatched the bottle up with trembling hands only to have it drop and bounce off the countertop as I used my chest to stop it from hitting the floor. For a second, I swore the sharp noise of the bouncing bottle was going to make my head explode as I pressed my forehead against the cold Formica cabinets breathing heavily. Taking a deep breath, I hurriedly poured out four gel capsules into my shaking hand and downed them with another glass of water as tears came to my eyes.  
 
    Tension migraines were the absolute worst, I thought with a whimper as I staggered to the bedroom like a drunken sailor walking back to their ship after a night of partying. The only thing that kept me from falling down were the walls I was using for support along the way. Leaning against the doorframe to my bedroom, it took all of my focus to cross the gap to the bed. Gripping the footboard with a death grip as the room spun, I carefully crawled onto the mattress panting from the exertion, before dropping face-first into my pillow.  
 
    I’d been dealing with migraines for my entire life. By now, I’d gotten to the point where I could advert them ahead of time if I knew they were coming. Usually, it was with a preemptive strike using a combination of ibuprofen, meditation, and steaming hot showers. It was the only way I knew to loosen up the muscles in my back and neck that created the tension migraines in the first place.  
 
    There was a number of things that could bring them on. Julie and the emotional trauma she’d put me through was one. The lack of sleep from gaming too much was another. If I got at least four hours of sleep in a day, this typically wasn’t a problem. Anything less and I ran the risk of getting a tension migraine. Unfortunately, this was always a problem within the first several months of a new game, when I felt forced to put the extra hours into a game to take the lead. It was especially bad when my friends and I were being targeted by PKing asshats, especially when those PKing asshats were being led by my abusive ex-girlfriend. 
 
    With an inhuman effort, I lifted my head to disable the morning alarms that were set to go off in half an hour. My vision was starting to blur from the shooting pain as I tossed my smartphone to the nightstand next to the bed, before rolling onto my side. I vaguely remember pulling the covers up to my shoulders as I writhed in agony, until sleep finally overtook me sometime later. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Forty-Two 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    Running Pod Diagnostic – Complete 
 
    Synchronizing controller units - Complete 
 
    Neuro Synchronization - Complete        
 
    Initializing virtual environment … 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Zeven muttered under his breath, as he swiped away the system message about the list of Emergency Hot Fixes that V-MMORG had released for The World. While the information was somewhat interesting, that wasn’t his current concern as he looked around at the oval-topped stones surrounding him. Luckily for him, even though the sun hadn’t risen, it was still light out enough for his Low-Light Vision to trigger as he ground his fangs together in frustration. “Why am I logging into a graveyard?”   
 
    Feeling the cool morning breeze ruffle the fur of his bare backside and the frozen ice that he was sitting on permeating the thinner fur of his rear, Zeven hurriedly opened up his Character Sheet as a sinking feeling began spreading out from the pit of his stomach. His fears were confirmed a second later when the system window popped open before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Zeven Al'Zaric – Level 29 
 
    Difficulty: Nightmare Start 
 
    Badger-Kin: House of Bruic Diongmhalta 
 
    Class: Essence Shaman 
 
    Profession Title: Spirit Hunter (Spirit Shaman) 
 
      
 
    “How in the fucking hell,” Zeven swore angrily, “did I lose a whole fucking level?”  
 
    Completing the last part of the Nightmare quest had brought him up to level 30, Zeven thought sourly, as verified by his Spirit Guardian spell being no longer listed under his spell list. Shaking his head in disgust, he closed his Character Sheet and opened up the System Window that listed all of the damage he’d dealt and received during his time in the game. He found what he was looking for a moment later:  
 
      
 
    You have been killed by Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin!  
 
      
 
    It was conveniently listed right under the message that he’d been automatically sent to the graveyard after not choosing to return to his body at the end of the five minute time-out. Closing his eyes in frustration, he counted down from ten trying to not lose his temper about getting kicked out of the game and losing a level because of a fucking freak of nature ice storm hitting in April of all months. Expelling an explosive breath, he scrolled down to study the damage meter recording of the battle: 
 
      
 
    Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin claws you for 120 points of damage. 
 
    Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin claws you for 100 points of damage. 
 
    Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin claws you for 110 points of damage. 
 
    Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin claws you for 125 points of damage. 
 
    Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin bites you for 180 points of damage. 
 
    You have hacked Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin for 165 points of damage. 
 
      
 
    Zeven stared at the messages unhappily. Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin is a nasty Mini-Boss that has been the bane of his existence since starting the game. The level 37 Elite Shadow Shank was a massive black panther with six legs and a maw that could chomp a Badger-Kin in half. On top of that, it was highly aggressive and could aggro a player from half a mile away in the middle of a forest. Zeven had firsthand experience of that three different times as he traveled around his area of operations to complete his Nightmare quest.   
 
    Supposedly, the Mini-Boss wandered the entire northern peninsula of the Beast-Kin area. From Zeven’s experience, the nasty bastard seemed to mostly hang around the outskirts of the city of Lonsalindel. Though he’d always managed to escape its clutches while he was completing his Nightmare quest, the fucker must have come across him after he’d lost connection during the storm. Knowing how The World always seemed to be trying to fuck him over, Zeven thought, as he used the shaft of his halberd to climb to his clawed feet. That piece of shit Mini-Boss was probably still in the area waiting for him to return to his body. 
 
    “Fffuuuccckkk!” Zeven roared to the sky in a fit of unjust outrage as he let out all the frustration that had been building up inside of him like a pressure cooker for the past week. The savage and powerful animalistic fury of his Badger-Kin avatar seemed to connect with him on some primal instinctual level that he didn’t fully understand as he released the pent-up feelings raging inside of his soul.  
 
    In those fifteen seconds before he stopped bellowing, Zeven released the anger at losing the promising career of a research and development Navy officer, the helplessness of being a cripple that couldn’t even clear the ice from his doorstep, the shame at being disfigured, and the lack of confidence that came with being an amputee. It carried away his frustration at being forced to stay in the real world with his debilitating injury until his internet connection could be reestablished and the unfairness of it all for losing his achievement of reaching level 30.  
 
    Dropping his arms to his sides, Zeven panted heavily as he leaned his forehead against the halberd in his hands. Looking around the barren graveyard with a fury beating in his heart that he’d never felt before, he silently swore that he’d rip Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin a new asshole if the Mini-Boss dared to come after him again. Whatever it took, he wasn’t going to be life’s punching bag anymore. With that thought in mind, Zeven drew himself up and began casting buffs for battle. Even though he was all but naked wearing a loincloth, his fur was almost thick enough to equal weak leather armor in and of itself, but his buffs would add to that even more. Spirit Armor, Might of a Bear, Agility of a Squirrel, Stamina of a Wolf, Bark Skin, Speed of a Hare, Nature’s Protection, and the Strike of an Adler.  
 
    Even though he’d only just gotten the Spirit Shaman tree, Zeven could already tell from the first two spells he could cast that it was going to enhance his Essence Shaman abilities nicely as he checked over the increased protection he’d gotten from casting double armor spells. His fur coat now had the strength of decent boiled-leather armor. Well, he would until he took five hundred points of damage. Then the spells would dissipate. He just hoped that the Spirit Shaman tree had a shielding spell similar to that of Nature’s Protection. With double shielding and armor spells, he’d really be able to take a beating if needed, he thought with an ugly smile.  
 
    On top of the armor buff, the Attribute boosts that came with his Essence Shaman class buffs were more than decent. Each buff added twenty-five points to its respective Attribute which also increased his speed and strike buffs while additionally giving a twenty-five percent increase to movement and attack speed. Meaning, that he’d hit that much harder with his melee attacks, especially once he’d added his last buff. Focusing on the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta, Zeven cast Soul Biter on the halberd’s broad blade as it began to glow with a ghostly light. The enchantment added no additional damage to whatever it was applied to, but it did allow the weapon to ignore an enemy’s armor class by twenty-five percent!  
 
    With that complete, Zeven’s clawed fingers took up the halberd with a white-knuckled grip as he orientated himself to the pull of his gravestone and took off at a run. It didn’t matter that he was naked except for a rucksack of camping gear and food rations on his back. It didn’t matter that he only had a thin loincloth around his waist between him and the wilds. He was ready for whatever The World had to throw at him as he raced through the trees with his body whole once again and his senses alert for enemies. 
 
    As halberds went, the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta was a handy weapon. The two-foot curved axe blade was on one-side of the shaft which came to a point on the other end. Between shaft and blade, the weapon was around six-feet long and fit in his large hands easily. It was surprisingly effective with close in melee fights and long enough to act as a decent spear or small polearm. At the same time, it was an extremely complex weapon that took a lot of practice in its various combat forms to use effectively. On top of that, the weapon design closely matched that of traditional Scottish Lochaber halberd. Not that, that in itself was surprising, since the whole Badger-Kin culture seemed to be loosely based off of many of the Scottish Clans you would have found in Earth’s past. Not that Zeven particularly minded one way or another. The culture in general seemed to resonate with his soul. Besides that, he cut a mean form when wearing a kilt. 
 
    Zeven couldn’t help the toothy grin that came to his black lips as he began to focus more intently on his surroundings. The closer he came to his corpse, the higher the chance he had of being attacked. Instead of feeling dread at the possibility of taking on a Mini-Boss nearly naked, he felt like his chest was ready to burst at the adrenaline pumping through his system. He didn’t know if it was the bestial nature of his Badger-Kin’s body that was causing this reaction or what, but the savage power flowing through his veins filled him with a confidence he’d never felt before in real life. The sleek muscles of his thick frame rippled under his coarse fur as his ears swiveled to take in the various sounds around him. Maybe, he should have been being more cautions or maybe have taken a more circuitous route through the underbrush to reach his body, but, honestly, he was impatient as hell to get on with his game … and back to his clan.  
 
    His mind came to a halt at the mixed emotions in his breast when thinking of his Badger-Kin Clan. You would have thought he wouldn’t have connected with them so fully or accepted them as actual people due to their animal-like appearance or their digital nature, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. Zeven incredulously shook his head. Elder Tor’Narc, Zeven’s companion Nahimana, Honey, and the rest of the Clan were all so real. Each of his people had their own unique and distinctive personalities and qualities. It might be crazy to say, but, in many ways, they seemed just as real as anyone he’d ever severed together with in the Navy.  
 
    Pushing those confusing thoughts away, Zeven forced his mind to focus on the task at hand as he crouched down at the base of a particularly wide tree at the edge of the meadow. Bracing his bare back against the trunk with his axe at the ready, his silvery eyes searched for the white gravestone in the tall grass. He found it a few seconds later, twenty-five feet ahead of his current location. Giving one last scan of the area in search of the Mini-Boss, he reached out with his mind to trigger the gravestone.  
 
    Collecting your corpse from a gravestone was one of the weirdest parts about playing in an MMO for Zeven. Better, he guessed, than having to actually loot your own corpse every time you died. That would have been creepy as hell, to say the least. Even imagining what that might have looked like sent a cold shiver down his spine. A freaking horror show and a half, he thought with a snort, as his gear appeared in a kind of baggy on the ground before him.  
 
    The whole thing was kind of a nifty process. The temporary bag would disappear once it was empty, but it would also be pulled back into the gravestone once five minutes had gone by even if everything hadn’t been removed. That, or if the player died again during the recovery process. Either way, the gravestone would remain where it was until the player returned and collected all of their gear at some later time.  
 
    Setting the halberd down, Zeven quickly began equipping the most useful and easiest items to put on first. His nimble claws quickly snatched up the Torc of the Bear and put it around his neck, before slipping on the various enchanted rings that he’d been wearing. He was just sliding on the Arm Bands of the Wolf when his ears picked up the sound he’d dreaded since he started playing. A savage growl ripped from his lips as he snatched up his halberd and sprang away from the trunk. 
 
    That nearly instinctual reaction was the only thing that saved Zeven’s life as Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin materialized out of the shadows directly above him. Without his back being braced against the trunk, the Mini-Boss would have appeared directly behind him and attacked. Even so, a pair of savage claws ripped the Badger-Kin’s magic shield away while Zeven twisted around in midair and swung the halberd with all his might.  
 
    “Rrraaawww!” The Mini-Boss’ terrible roar of pain hit Zeven like a physical strike as the axe-blade sliced clean through one of the monster’s middle paws. Though, he was still sent tumbling as the other claw ripped through his Spirit Armor like a hot knife through butter. The Badger-Kin had barely come to a stop when he saw the massive creature lunging at him with its fang-filled maw for the finishing attack. Zeven’s Speed of the Hare and Strike of the Adler buffs kicked in as he threw himself to the side while whipping the halberd’s shaft up. In the blink of an eye, the steel point ripped through the monster’s abdomen, gutting it from sternum to groin as the Mini-Boss’ rear claws struck the Badger-Kin and sent him flying. 
 
    “Gggaaahhh!” Zeven wordlessly shrieked, as his Bark Skin was ripped away and five deep slices shredded the skin of his back. He slammed to a bone wrenching stop at the base of another tree as Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin howled in agony. Zeven’s eyes barely had time to register the Stun flashing in his HUD when the six-legged Shadow Panther appeared before him and swatted him away like a house cat batting away a stuffed mouse. 
 
    Zeven’s body came back under his control once again as he flopped to a stop in the center of the meadow. Acting on his training alone, he spun around swinging the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta with all his strength as Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin appeared directly behind him and lunged with his oversized fanged maw wide open. The look of complete shock that came to the monster’s face as the heavy axe head sank into its outstretched neck would have been comical if Zeven wasn’t hurting so bad. Already his Hit Points were below half, but that didn’t stop him from spinning the shaft of the halberd around to stab the Mini-Boss through the eye with all of his body weight completely behind the lunge.  
 
    Though the double strike wasn’t enough to kill Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin, the asshole knew he’d been hit, Zeven thought with satisfaction as its hit points noticeably dropped. Not that his thoughts were that logical. The information was registered as more of a third-party observer watching the action just as a blood-red haze came over his vision. With a bestial howl, the Badger-Kin launched himself at the Mini-Boss as it rolled to its remaining five legs.  
 
    Time was meaningless as they hacked at each other non-stop for nearly a minute. Zeven couldn’t have even begun to remember the blows they traded as he fought for his life. It wasn’t until the Spirit Lochaber of Chieftain Diongmhalta was smashed from his numb hands that the Badger-Kin came back to himself. By then, his hit points were in the low one hundreds, while the Mini-Boss’ was over five hundred.  
 
    Seeing the superior look on Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin’s bloody face at his helpless enemy, something snapped inside of Zeven. All the frustrations of the last year rose to the forefront of his thoughts as the Shadow Panther disappeared before his eyes in a puff of shadowy-like magic smoke. If he weren’t feeling so unhinged, Zeven would have snorted in disdain at the obvious intent of the Mini-Boss’s finishing move. He knew as well as the creature did that there was no way he could reach his halberd in time to protect himself. Normally, that would have meant the fight was over and he’d have lost, but then Zeven did something that he’d never thought to try before.  
 
    Turning around for the Stealth Attack he knew was coming, Zeven cast Soul Biter on his body as his fangs and claws began to glow with a white-ghostly light. With a wordless bellow, he lunged for the shadowy-blackness that was just forming in the air before him as Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin suddenly appeared directly before him in mid-spring. A look of absolute shock flashed across the Shadow Panther’s fury face as Zeven’s jaws bit into its neck and Zeven’s own claws ripped into the Mini-Boss’ skin.  
 
    Zeven’s feeble attack was enhanced that much more by the monster’s own lunge as the Badger-Kin used that momentum to swing onto the Mini-Boss’ back. Cold fury boiled in Zeven’s blood as he tore into the monster with his natural weapons like some primitive savage, fighting for their life against an alpha predator. Only, unlike a naked human, the Badger-Kin’s natural weapons were fearsome indeed. Ripping out mouthfuls of flesh with his own fangs, Zeven tasted the monster’s blood in his mouth as he hit a vein. The scent of victory drove him on while his claws shredded the Shadow Panther’s neck as he bathed in the monster’s hot blood. There was no thought of disgust or defeat as he let out all of the pent up rage inside of him, before collapsing from exhaustion and blood loss as his hit points dropped below twenty.   
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have killed Xissiauzzix the Shadow-Fang Assassin! 
 
    Congratulations! You have reached Level 30! 
 
    You have 5 Attribute Points Unspent! 
 
    You have gained 1 Attribute Point in Stamina. 
 
    You have gained 1 Attribute Point in Strength. 
 
      
 
    For a long moment, Zeven laid atop the unmoving bloody mound that had been the Mini-Boss while he stared numbly at the message window that had popped open before his eyes. He could still taste the leftover flavor of the monsters hot blood in his mouth as he laid there feeling somewhat guilty. With the emotional and physical release from his fight with Xissiauzzix, he felt better than he’d felt in the whole last year of his life. It was truly the first time he’d felt at peace since the loss of his lower leg. Counseling, therapy, self-help groups … nothing had truly helped him deal with the loss until he started playing The World.  
 
    Zeven was sure that if he’d ever told any of his previous therapists how emotionally satisfying it had been for him to take out some virtual monster inside a game world that they would have been horrified at the thought. Possibly, they would have even questioned his sanity. Honestly though, after feeling so helpless for so long, taking out such a nasty monster alone had given him such a feeling of accomplishment that Zeven couldn’t even begin to put it into words. Some people might have argued that his feelings of wholeness was only in-game and that none of this would transfer to the real world. He was sure they’d argue and say that such feelings would just make him want to escape reality that much more, but as far as he was concerned, this was his new life … his new reality. What did his old life have left to offer him now? 
 
    Rising up onto his clawed feet, Zeven smiled at the clarity of his own thoughts as he got to work, since his hit points and mana were once again at a hundred percent due to the level up. Still, the last thing he wanted to do was get caught by surprise from some random mob and taken out because he wasn’t paying attention. Casting Soul Biter on his claws once again, Zeven used his hands to rip the Mini-Boss open as he began searching for loot. Digging into the monster’s stomach, he let out an excited shout of glee holding up the first item.  
 
      
 
    Rucksack of Holding 
 
    Item Quality: Unique 
 
    Item Type: Uncommon 
 
    Slot: Back 
 
    Weight: 4 lbs 
 
    *The bag is considerably larger on the inside than the outside. It can hold up to a thousand pounds without ever exceeding four pounds of weight. The limit to the items that can be placed inside the rucksack is only limited by the opening of the bag.  
 
      
 
    Talk about an epic find, Zeven thought happily as he went back to work. Additional digging in the creature’s body cavity gave up some coins, gems, and a few basic weapons. Although it was thoroughly disgusting work, it needed to be done. Besides, after all of the looting he’d done in-game, the blood and gore hardly phased him anymore. Zeven was about to call it quits and start dressing the meat when his hands bumped into something hard. Digging around in the lower intestines, he pulled up a leather brace of hand axes covered in viscera. Checking the stats, he let out a silent whistle. 
 
      
 
    Hand Axe of True Aim (2) 
 
    Item Quality: Good 
 
    Item Type: Common 
 
    Attack: One-hand Edged 
 
    Weapon Type: Axe 
 
    Damage: 40-50* 
 
    Durability: 100/100 
 
    Weight: 4.3 kg 
 
    *True Aim means the hand axe will hit the targeted location only when thrown. Hand axes will automatically return to brace in five seconds. 
 
      
 
    Not bad, Zeven thought as he carefully searched the rest of the creature’s digestive track. Finding nothing else worth mentioning, Zeven dug out his skinning knife from his old rucksack, before placing everything into his new bag and getting to work. Skinning and collecting the important parts of the Mini-Boss was important but messy work. Not that he could be any bloodier than he already was, Zeven thought with a snort, as he collected the skin, meat, claws, and fangs in half an hour. Giving one last look at the picked apart carcass, he debated taking the Mini-Boss’ head or not, before finally deciding to stuff it into his bag too. Who knows, maybe he’d hang the head of his first Mini-Boss over the fireplace in the keep’s central room.  
 
    Once he’d packed everything away into his new Rucksack of Holding, Zeven collected the rest of his gear from his gravestone. Yeah, maybe he should have done that sooner, but he just couldn’t pass up looting a Mini-Boss’ loot. As he began getting dressed, he was annoyed to see that most of his gear was damaged. Obviously, his shredded kilt had taken a beating from his earlier death, but at least it was still wearable. While his fur kept him from feeling truly naked, no one wanted their junk flapping in the breeze, Zeven thought with a snort, truly understanding that statement for the first time as he got back underway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Forty-Three 
 
    (Wednesday, May 7th / Day 17 of The World.) 
 
    Even though his pace was at a fast jog, it was going to take another two hours of traveling north for him to reach the outskirts of Blaidd Ogof Hold. Those two hours quickly turned into five as Zeven took time out to hunt down herbs for cooking and alchemy, while making his way through the thick woods and underbrush. On top of that, there was a handful of monsters he had to fight along the way. While it was mostly smaller groups of Gore Boars and Forest Wolves, it did give him the ability to skill up his Spirit Shaman magic along the way. The only negative was that it took time to skin and collect the meat from each of the kills. Nonetheless, it was worth taking the time to help his people, especially since he had the cool new rucksack to store it all in.  
 
    It wasn’t until around eleven in the morning that Zeven started seeing the familiar landmarks that signaled he was nearing the outskirts of his lands. It honestly surprised him at how much coming home put his soul at ease. Already, he was looking forward to Nahi’s special meal of haggis, potatoes, and beer that she always liked to cook upon his return home, when he cleared the edge of the forest and his eyes swept the planted fields of his hold.  
 
    Instead of being filled with joy at the sight of his people happy and well, Zeven tasted bile in the back of his throat as he took in the scattered and broken corpses of his clan in the empty fields and the mostly burned down town. There were literally hundreds of bodies lying dead before his horrified eyes as the sun chose that moment to peak out of the cloud-covered sky causing him to race across the wheat fields with his breath puffing in the cold. Zeven’s heart wrenched in his chest when he saw that his people were obviously hacked to death while at work tilling the fields. 
 
    Whoever had slaughtered them had spent some time at the task. Most of the bodies were hacked apart as if the killers had made a party of the event. Limbs were tossed around the fields, while the torsos had been placed in sickening poses with their heads stuck on top of a shoulder or an ass. Seeing the desecration done to the dead bodies drove Zeven to his knees as he puked out the quick meal of dried meat that he’d wolfed down earlier that morning. It took several dry heaves to get control of his stomach once again. By then, he was down to green bile. He climbed to his feet with something of a plan, as he wiped at his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
    With shaking hands, Zeven did his best to reconstruct a corpse, the best that he could, of one of the Badger-Kin that were in better shape than the rest, but even then his Revive spell was unable to target the body. Meaning, that the corpse was too damaged to be brought back to life with his basic resurrect spell. Wiping away the tears of anguish that kept streaming down his face, Zeven jumped to his clawed feet and headed for the main village that ringed the fortress’ outer walls hoping to find someone who yet lived, berating himself the entire way for not making the villagers move into the keep while he was gone. He’d expressed his concerns with the village’s location repeatedly to Elder Tor’Narc, but the old Badger-Kin had laughed off his concerns, saying that they hadn’t been attacked in decades by anything other than starving Worgs. 
 
    Zeven could barely see through the tears as he ran past the hacked apart corpses. This wasn’t the brutality that he’d seen of any monsters yet in-game. Not that the monsters didn’t torture their victims … because they did. Every time he’d fought against any of the northern demi-humans, the dead had always been partially eaten. No, this was something very different … this was done by a group of sick individuals having fun.  
 
    It wasn’t that Zeven didn’t understand the why. He’d learned through trial and error those he could revive and those he could not. The Essence Shaman quest he’d accepted to acquire the spell had taught him that much. This though, Zeven harshly thought, as he looked at the purposefully posed corpses was beyond fucked up. This was someone playing at being evil or using the horrific poses like Vlad the Impaler or Genghis Khan to fuck with him.  
 
    Coming to a stop at the main road through the village, Zeven’s eyes scanned the destruction from the attack. He was surprised to see that there had been barricades placed at the openings of the streets to hold off the invaders. Those wooden trunks had been blasted away by some overwhelming force, but it wasn’t anything that he recognized magic-wise since there wasn’t really any obviously identifiable damage.  
 
    Zeven’s mind struggled to understand the evidence he was seeing as he numbly made his way through the deserted streets. If there were barricades throughout the town, then that meant the attack had been expected, but … if that was the case … then why were there corpses slaughtered out in the fields. Slowly his mind began to make sense of the details through all of the death he was seeing. The corpses were not from any of the civilians inside the town. All of the deaths here were from the clan’s warriors. If that was the case, then where did everyone go?  
 
    It took some time, but Zeven realized that a good portion of his people had managed to escape. Where or how many was unknown to him, but knowing that they were alive gave him hope. That, and he’d come across an important clue to follow up on. Beathan, the War Leader of the Clan’s Guards, had managed to send him a message from beyond the grave. With words left in his own blood on the outer walls of Blaidd Ogof Hold, his clansman had managed to scrawl out “Newfar” and “AAA,” before succumbing to his injuries.  
 
    Beathan hadn’t died alone. The Warrior had fallen while protecting Torrac Tor’Narc, the clan’s elder and previous leader. Torrac had lost that position once Zeven had completed the Nightmare quest. Nonetheless, Zeven and him and been close. Seeing his crumpled body lying in the dirt snapped something deep inside his heart. Kneeling down into the dirt, he cradled the old man in his lap rocking back and forth as the tears streamed down his face. No matter how many times he tried casting Revive, the spell couldn’t find anything for the magic to take a hold of. 
 
    The fury filling Zeven’s veins needed to be let out as he wordlessly rose to his clawed feet and raged at the unfairness of it all. His fists hammered the hold’s stone walls as tried to release his pent up anger. Picking up the pieces of destroyed furniture, Zeven smashed it into the ground until it came completely apart. Moving through the burned buildings like a bull in a China Shop, his clawed feet kicked at the leftover ash as he hollered out his hate. It wasn’t his fault that he’d been unable to log in to save his people, he silently raged. Still, nothing seemed to help the heartache in his chest at the loss of his clan. It wasn’t until after he’d collapsed in the center of the village square that Zeven calmed down enough to think rationally.  
 
    There had to be some way he could find his missing people, Zeven silently wailed to the heartless sky, when he suddenly remembered that Nahi was his companion. With his thoughts a jumbled mess of emotions, he hurriedly opened up his Character Sheet as his eyes urgently searched the menus. Zeven quickly found what he was looking for. Under the Companion subtab, he found Nahimana Tor’Narc listed there with the notation that she was alive. With some additional poking around, Zeven realized there was an option for searching for your individual companions. While the information didn’t show up with a nice pretty marker for a Nightmare player, it was enough to let him know that he needed to head north to find her. It was akin to the feeling he’d had when searching for his gravestone earlier. 
 
    That brief bit of hope was enough for Zeven to get his head together. If he could find Nahimana, then maybe he could find the rest of his people. His tumultuous thoughts seemed to settle down now that he had a clear course of action to follow. The clarity allowed him to take in the deaths of his clan mates and the destruction around him with a more level head. While he wanted to rush off to find Nahimana immediately, there was no way he could leave his clan mates mutilated bodies on the ground like monsters to be looted. Wiping the tears from his eyes, he knew what he had to do. With a heavy heart, Zeven numbly rose to his clawed feet and got to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Forty-Four 
 
    (Tuesday, May 6th / Day sixteen of The World) 
 
    First, he went to the empty remains of Blaidd Ogof Hold to see if he was truly the owner of the fortress. On the lowest floor of the central keep, he opened the trap door and entered the control room. The empty cradle was the perfect size for the quartz-octagonal crystal that he removed from his Rucksack of Holding. He’d recovered the power gem for the final part of his Nightmare quest. As soon as he’d picked up the shimmering power crystal, he’d received the system message saying that he’d successfully completed the requirements of his Nightmare quest and that he could now claim ownership of Blaidd Ogof Hold. 
 
    Nonetheless, Zeven hadn’t been able to actually claim ownership of the fortress before he was forced out of the game. Mentally crossing his fingers that the completion of his Nightmare quest still counted as long as he possessed the power crystal, Zeven carefully set the crystal into the cradle and pressed the activate button on the panel. Instantly, power ran through the walls of the room like glowing veins as a system message popped up before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have taken ownership of Blaidd Ogof Hold! 
 
    To understand how to use the capabilities of your fortress, look through the menus or check the online wiki. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly enough, the power level of the crystal was at one hundred percent as Zeven went through the various menus as he tried to decide what to do. Maybe it was foolish of him to power up the fortress now, but he’d been worried about whether or not he was still considered the rightful owner of Blaidd Ogof Hold. At least, now he had his answer. The only problem was that he’d lose the fortress if anyone ran across it fully activated and empty. The Emergency Hot Fix on Land Ownership made that plain enough. He was still trying to figure out what to do, when his eyes alighted upon a travel mode option.  
 
    A quick perusal of The World’s online wiki explained that some fortresses had a travel mode and could actually be picked up and moved around by their owners. Zeven read the basic information for how to pack up the fortress and how to reactivate it upon finding a new location. It all seemed pretty straightforward. Truthfully though, he couldn’t even imagine how that might look. Closing the in-game wiki window, he selected the travel mode with a silent shrug.  
 
    The horrendous grinding noise of stone rubbing against stone shook the air as Zeven pressed himself back between the control bars to stop from falling. Above him, the night’s sky suddenly became visible as the walls of the keep slide away and began folding on top of themselves. It was amazing and scary all at the same time as massive sheets of stone folded like magic above his head while the entire fortress shrank further and further down. Thirty-seconds later, Zeven peeked his head out of the hole to stare at the one-yard long, one-foot square stone block lying on the plain dirt ground in front of the hole.  
 
    Although the stone was heavy and took two-hands to move, it was relatively easy to stand up on one end and slip the Rucksack of Holding over the end. Once it was inside the magic backpack, Zeven had no trouble picking the magic bag up and slipping it onto his back one-handed. With that headache out of the way, he turned back to the semi-destroyed town that was now all that remained of his clan’s holdings. With a heavy sigh, he got to work collecting the dead next.   
 
    Setting up a makeshift travois from a mostly burnt section of a wall, Zeven went through the fields gathering up the body parts of his people and brought them to where Blaidd Ogof Hold had previously stood. By the tenth trip, he’d stripped down to only his kilt and weapons, putting everything else into his Rucksack of Holding. It was exhausting, soul wrenching work. The hideous poses weighed on the mind and turned his anger into the cold fury of revenge. The only surprising part of the night was when Zeven realized that the same effort of horrid mutilations hadn’t been expended on the dead warriors inside the village itself. The only thing that made sense was that once the AAA players had realized their prey had flown the coop, they must have decided to chase after them.  
 
    That thought just made Zeven more anxious to take off after Nahi. Though, in his heart, he knew that wouldn’t help anything. If the AAA players had caught up to his people, they would all be long dead. Nothing could change that simple fact now. While that was a very real possibility, Nahi being alive gave Zeven a kernel of hope. Besides, he wasn’t about to go off in search of her only to tell her that he’d left their people like this. Those thoughts helped to keep his mind focused on the grisly task at hand as he worked on throughout the night.  
 
    One surprising find during this time was when he’d collected up Torrac’s body. Zeven was reverently lifting the old Badger up in his arms, when a muted thud caught his attention. Looking down at the ground, he was surprised to see that the old Badger’s dirk hadn’t been looted by the PKers. Kneeling down with the elder still in his arms, Zeven was surprised at the red glow that suddenly emanated from the blade as soon as he picked it up. His mouth gaped open in shock a second later when he checked the dirk’s stats. 
 
      
 
    Dirk of Torrac Tor’Narc 
 
    Item Quality: Rare 
 
    Item Type: Unique 
 
    Attack: One-hand Edged 
 
    Weapon Type: Dagger 
 
    Damage: 54-65 
 
    Durability: 320/350 
 
    Weight: 2.8 kg 
 
    +100 Spirit 
 
    A dying gift left by a true friend. This dirk has a part of Torrac Tor’Narc imprinted into the blade.  
 
    -Soulbound - can only be held or used by owner or a member of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta. Anyone else picking up this dagger will take damage equal to its maximum damage for every second in their possession.  
 
    -Nullifies psychic and magic incapacitating attacks, when combat is initiated, to owner and their group or raid.   
 
    -Warns of evil intent towards owner within a 10-yard radius. 
 
      
 
    Reverently, Zeven slid the dirk into his equipment belt and got back to work. His feelings were heavy at taking the gift, but it was obviously a clan treasure that was meant to be used to protect the clan. Besides, it was the only thing he had to remember the old Badger with. Promising to always keep it at his side and to use it for the good of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta, Zeven solemnly went back to his grim task.    
 
    The only break he took was around eight o’clock that evening, when he used the new Hot Log Out option. Limping around the empty house, Zeven had hurriedly taken care of her bodily needs, eaten, and then logged directly back into The World without sleeping or showering. As soon as he opened his eyes, Zeven was amazed to see that his avatar had continued to work on gathering the dead. Could he have just logged out for the evening and let his avatar do the work? Or, would that have only lasted for the fifteen minutes before the game forcibly logged him out?  
 
    While those were interesting questions, Zeven had no desire to log back in at the graveyard with another lost level. Besides, it was more than that. In his heart, he knew that as the Chieftain of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta that it was his personal responsibility to put his clan mates to rest. He was sure that statement would’ve sounded crazy to his family and friends. Why would any of that make a difference to digital people inside of an MMO game? Crazy or not, there was something inside of Zeven that wouldn’t allow him to do anything less as he tirelessly cut down the necessary trees to build a funeral pyre.  
 
    Oozing blood stained the fur on his chest and hands red as he worked. Even though his strength and spirit stats rose several points, Zeven didn’t feel any joy from the increase in his Attributes due to his heavy heart at the dreadful task. Nonetheless, he worked nonstop. Again and again, he cast Soul Biter to him cut the trunks to the size he needed. Placing the wood on the ground, he laid out the two-hundred farmers from the field in a row, doing his best to match up the body parts he found to the correct individuals. In each of their hands, he placed the broken implements of their trade … axes, scythes, pitchforks, mauls, and sickles. With that complete, Zeven added another row of wood, before laying out the clan’s warriors with their broken weapons and shields.  
 
    In all, it took five levels for the funeral pyre to hold all of the dead. By then, it was two o’clock in the morning and Zeven was exhausted in both his body and soul. With a cold heart, he lit the tinder under the kindling and stood back deep in thought as the wood quickly caught fire. As he stood there watching the bodies catch flame, a pop-up window that he’d minimized instead of closing caught his eye. Instead of mentally flicking the window away, he halfheartedly opened the system window and silently read the message in surprise.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have learned a new spell: Commune with the Dead. 
 
    Cast Time: 60 seconds 
 
    Spell Requirements: 100 Mana 
 
    This spell grants the caster the ability to speak with the dead within the range of the caster. The spell can only be cast on the same undead once in a week. Until the spell ends, the caster or teammates can commune with the dead for the length of the spell. The dead only know what was known in life. The dead are under no compulsion to answer truthfully or to answer at all. The spell does allow the dead to recognize the caster for who they are and respond to them in kind for the duration of the spell. Requires Spirit Shamanism level 15. Cooldown each available undead person once every seven days. Range is 10 yards. Duration is fifteen minutes. 
 
      
 
    Zeven was unsure what the spell even meant as he read through the description again. Nonetheless, it sounded apropos for the current situation as he mentally selected the spell and went through the minute-long cast. Nothing happened as the spell came to an end. Feeling like a fool as he stood before the roaring flames, Zeven raised his arms out as his voice rang into the night’s sky. 
 
    “Clan mates and defenders of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta, you have the Chieftain’s thanks for all that you’ve done to protect our people” Zeven began, with the words coming from deep in his heart. “As your Chieftain, I promise that your deaths will not have been in vain. I will punish those that have wronged our people and give you my word that I will continue searching for the members of our clan and either put them to rest or bring them together to rebuild the House of Bruic Diongmhalta once more. On this, I swear!” 
 
    As his voice died away into the still, pre-morning air, only the sounds of the raging flames consuming the wood and bodies could be heard. Feeling somewhat self-conscious, Zeven bowed his head in respect to those that had died trying to protect the clan as he knelt and dipped two fingers into the bloody ash of the fire. Not fully understanding why, he scribed the runic symbol for the House of Bruic Diongmhalta on the silvery fur of his chest. As he rose to his clawed feet to face the burning funeral pyre once more, a system window suddenly popped open before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have successfully completed the Secret Quest Honoring the Dead!  
 
    You have gained 8000 Experience Points. You have gained 800 to Reputation. Your fallen clan mates have heard your words and recognize you as their rightful Chieftain. You have earned the title, Spirit Chieftain of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta. Due to the unique nature of your clan mates’ deaths and the honors that you have shown for their sacrifice, the spirits of the dead have agreed to serve the House of Bruic Diongmhalta even in death. You have unlocked the ability to have the spirit vassals of your fallen clan mates’ aid in protecting Blaidd Ogof Hold even after death.  
 
    When an enemy of House of Bruic Diongmhalta attacks Blaidd Ogof Hold, the spirit vassals of the fallen clan mates will materialize as ghostly spirits to defend the clan’s ancestral home. When inactive, the spirit vassals will take up guardian positions around the castle as stone statues. If a spirit vassal falls in combat, they will regenerate and rise again within twenty-four hours back to full spirit health. For further information on upgrading spirit vassals, check the Blaidd Ogof Hold’s interface. This boon is only available as long as Chieftain Zeven Al'Zaric is head of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta. 
 
      
 
    ***Alert *** 
 
    Due to Blaidd Ogof Hold being in travel mode, the clan’s spirit vassals will travel in the runic mark of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta on Chieftain Zeven Al'Zaric’s chest and will transfer to Blaidd Ogof Hold once the fortress is unpacked. 
 
    ***Alert *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Incredulously, Zeven minimized the window unsure of what any of the messages meant. He was just going to pull up the in-game wiki to look up any information he could find on spirit vassals, when the funeral pyre suddenly burst into a fiery inferno. In an incredible display of raw power, the flames rose up fifty feet into the air with a life seemingly of its own while he stood in dumbfounded shock.  
 
    As his eyes urgently searched the flames trying to understand what was going on, Zeven saw movement deep in its depths. At first, he wasn’t sure if he was imagining the Badger-Kin shapes that started taking form atop the burning pyre or if it was real. Unconsciously, he stepped a few paces back as the ghostly shapes began to solidify into the clan mates that had been killed. The first to step out of the fiery inferno was the ghost of Beathan Bruic, the War Leader of the Clan’s Guards.  
 
    “I serve the House of Bruic Diongmhalta, Chieftain Al'Zaric!” The ghostly visage stated as he approached Zeven and gave him a clenched fist salute. The ghostly body of his clan mate seemed to burn as if it were on fire as he strode forward without any hesitation. It wasn’t a complete body. While Bruic’s face was highly detailed along with his now whole weapon and shield, his body was see-through while his legs seemed to fade away into nothing. Honestly, it kind of made Zeven think of Slimer from Ghostbusters.    
 
    With that said, Zeven couldn’t have explained why the fur on the nape of his neck rose up to stand on end as the ghostly Bruic drew near. While a part of him looked upon the glowing-green figure of his clan mate with a twenty-first century disdain, a more primitive part of his mind babbled at him in fear. He raised up his hands to stop the ghost’s advance, but instead of grappling with the glowing apparition, his hands passed right though its Incorporeal body. In the blink of an eye, Bruic shrank down to nothing and shot forward into the middle of his chest.  
 
    Fire seared into his skin while the ash rune Zeven had drawn onto the fur of his chest burned him like it had been left by a branding iron. Gasping for breath at the seventy-five percent pain, he fell to his knees starring incredulously at the mark burned through his fur onto the skin of his chest. From the runic number system that he’d learned during his Nightmare quest, Zeven could see the House of Bruic Diongmhalta rune now had the number one at the top of the double circle that surrounded it.  
 
    Zeven had just enough time to look up in horror as his next ghostly clan mate stepped out of the funeral pyre. Once again the same ritual words were spoken “I serve the House of Bruic Diongmhalta, Chieftain Al'Zaric!” as the ghostly shape shot forward into the rune on his chest. Zeven was vaguely aware that there was a number two now imprinted into the skin of his chest as he gasped in agony. Even while he begged the spirit vassals to wait, the ghostly stream ignored his pleas as they surged forward in an unending line.   
 
    Agony filled Zeven’s body as each new ghostly vassal took its rightful place in the double circle around the House of Bruic Diongmhalta rune seared into the skin of his chest. Zeven’s mind silently screamed with the knowledge that he’d laid a thousand of his clan mates to rest in the funeral pyre. Again and again the fiery pain seared Zeven’s soul as he fell onto his back writhing in agony. While the spirits hurt, at the same time, the pain seemed to cleanse his soul. Even so, somewhere around the twentieth spirit, Zeven lost consciousness in a feverish haze as everything went black.    
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Zeven!” A familiar young male voice shouted in Zeven’s ear as he was roughly shaken awake. “Where have you been for the last week and what the hell happened here?” 
 
    Coming suddenly awake, Zeven’s eyes popped open at the sight of a large, red Wolf-Kin Warrior looking down at him. He pulled away trying to get his bearings and remember where he was, when he recognized his younger brother’s worried face looking down at him. Sitting up with a groan, he looked around trying to remember everything that had happened.  
 
    “Sorry about that, Big Red,” Zeven haltingly said, using his younger brother’s in-game name. At the age of nineteen, he was entirely too worried about his small size. He continued explaining what happened as he rubbed at the crud that had built up in the corner of his eyes while he’d been sleeping. “The entire state was hit by a major ice storm last week. From what the radio was saying, a number of people froze to death in their cars on their way home from work. Although, I wouldn’t be surprised if the count doesn’t rise from people freezing to death in their homes, since the storm took out most of the power and phone lines across the state.”  
 
    “Damn,” Big Red said, as his eyes grew wide. “Mom and Dad figured that you’d lost the phone lines from the storm, but none of us considered that you might have lost power too.” His voice took on a more serious tone. “By the way, I already talked to them about moving in with you while I go to Thomas Nelson Community College and they thought it was a good idea. Dad even said that he’d cover the tuition.” 
 
    “I thought you were going into the Navy like me?” Zeven asked, somewhat surprised at his brother’s words. 
 
    “It was what I wanted to do initially,” Big Red admitted with a wistful smile, “but I decided I wanted to go into Physical Therapy instead.”  
 
    Seeing Zeven’s raised eyebrow, his younger brother looked away suddenly embarrassed. Tony didn’t have to say a word about what was on her mind. She knew him well enough to know that he’d changed his focus to find a way to help take care of her. It was a subject they’d argued over several times in the past, but by now, Zeven knew it was best not to say anything more about it. While she wanted her younger brother to live his own life, Tony was old enough to make his own decisions. With a sad smile, she changed the subject. 
 
    “While I was without power, the PKer group AAA decided to slaughter my clan,” Zeven said, a grim look on his face as the memories of his ghost vassals came flooding back to him. Distractedly, he gently felt the outline of the rune of the House of Bruic Diongmhalta on his chest. While it looked like it had been seared with an iron into his skin, it didn’t hurt now at all.  
 
    “They slaughtered your entire clan?” Big Red asked in shock.  
 
    “Unclear,” Zeven said, slowly climbing to his clawed feet with Big Red’s help. “A number of my people got away,” his eyes focused towards the north, “but I have no idea if AAA caught up to them or not. Nahi is somewhere towards the north and I plan to find her.” 
 
    “Well count me in on that quest!” Big Red excitedly said, but Zeven cut him off before he could continue. 
 
    “I’ve got that covered,” Zeven said in no uncertain terms. Quickly, he explained everything that had happened. The activation and packing up of his fortress, the funeral pyre of the dead, and the spirit vassals that he now carried within the rune seared into his chest. Finishing up the story, he urgently gripped his younger brother’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes.  
 
    “If you want to help, pass the message on about what happened here to the local clans in the area and see if you can scare up any information on my missing clan mates.” He gave his younger brother’s shoulder a shake to say he wasn’t finished. “Once we have an idea of where they went, we can meet up and find them together.” For a second, Zeven thought his brother was going to argue. But slowly, he could see him nodding in agreement at the plan.  
 
    “Okay,” Big Red said, coming to a decision as he met Zeven’s stormy eyes. “You can count on me.”  
 
    Clasping wrists together in a Beast-Kin shake, they got to work. Big Red looked through the village to gather what remaining food stores that he could, while Zeven cleaned up at the village’s well and got dressed. By the time he was fully geared up, his younger brother had come back with the food rations that hadn’t been looted by the PKers. Big Red gave it all to him, saying he could pick up more as he made his rounds and that Zeven needed it more if he was going to travel without having to stop to refresh his food supplies.  
 
    While Zeven wanted to argue, in his heart he knew his younger brother was right. Besides, sometimes you had to let your siblings win an argument if you didn’t want trouble down the road. Sharing a quick brotherly hug, they promised each other to keep in touch and headed off in separate directions. Big Red, towards the Wolf-Kin clan in the east, while Zeven was forced to retrace his steps to the southeast, instead of heading directly north to where Nahi was. The quickest way to head north was to head back towards Lonsalindel and catch a ferry to the Gnome capital of Tulduroc. Coming to the outskirts of the forest that had surrounded his clan’s lands, Zeven stopped and looked back one last time at the burned out husks that had once been his clan’s homes while he made a promise under his breath. 
 
    “I’m going to kill them all if it’s the last thing I do!” With an iron resolve, Zeven headed off into the forest at a run. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter One.Forty-Five 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    The massive iron-reinforced gates of Darom’s outer wall shook and creaked as another series of explosive impacts hammered its far side. Already, the thick wood was turning black and starting to bow inward as the stone archway above filled with billowing black smoke. Even worse, to either side of the entrance, the tops of the walls for nearly twenty-yards in either direction were receiving the same kind of treatment. Even from where Sub-Leader Butcher stood with her troops in front of the gate, she could see that the stones of the ramparts were already beginning to show signs of melting in places from the intensity of the heat. 
 
    Ten-yards further out, on each side of the gate, the remainder of her soldiers guarding the walls were laying into the enemy with everything they had. The metallic clunks of their heavy crossbows repeatedly firing filled the air in-between the sounds of fiery explosions and the crackle of burning wood which were intermixed with newfar cursing and screams. The light, moveable palisades that the Dread Pack newfar were using to deflect the incoming fire in the killing field before the wall were effective to an extent. Luckily for her troopers, the wooden barriers couldn’t stand up against the prolonged bombardment from their heavy bolts. Nonetheless, this was the tenth push that the enemy had made on the main gate and they were slowly wearing the city’s defenses and defenders down with every successive attack. 
 
    It had all started early yesterday morning, when Zinnaemita and her friends had come running up to her with the warning that the Dread Pack were planning an early morning rescue attempt. The Gnomeling had explained that the attack on the outer wall was just a feint and that the true push would come at the dungeon where the troopers were holding the Dread Pack’s prisoners. By then, the troopers guarding the outer wall had already come under heavy attack and Butcher had to make an important strategic decision. Did she use her main force to stop the attack from breaching the walls or did she listen to Zinnaemita in a dangerous bid to counterattack the enemy’s forces before they could free their people.  
 
    One wrong call on this would put her troopers in the wrong spot to stop the gates from being breached. If she guessed wrong, her troopers would be forced into an ugly street-to-street battle to push the newfar out of Darom. If she guessed incorrectly, then she risked handing the enemy the rest of their people to add to their future attacks. Normally, Butcher would’ve simply ignored the young Gnomeling. The problem was that the young Gnomeling was her liege lord’s companion. That gave much more weight to any argument she gave. Growling in frustration, Butcher had made the best call she could at the time. Leaving her standby force to protect the outer wall, she led the rest of her troopers to protect the dungeon. Luckily enough for all of them, that had been the correct call. 
 
    While Butcher’s standby force had managed to hold the wall, a number of her troopers had fallen to the newfar’s assault. Not that she’d know the extent of their losses until much later. That was because Zinnaemita’s and her odd team’s warning had been spot on. The enemies’ main push had been to rescue their people in the city’s prison, and it had taken Butcher’s main force everything they had to stop the Dread Pack’s plan.  
 
    Unfortunately, even outnumbered ten to one, the newfar had put up an incredible fight. Between their Flame Shield and Flame Strike abilities, they’d inflicted massive casualties amongst her troopers. Though, the majority of those deaths had occurred when Butcher had ordered her troopers to take back the lower halls of the prison. If she would have listened to Zinnaemita’s advice and kept the enemy trapped underground, the battle would have gone very differently, but she’d been too focused on pushing the enemy out of Darom completely to think clearly at the time.  
 
    The only thing Butcher could do was to learn from her mistake. That, and to put the dead safely aside for Lord Ironwolf’s return, so that he could bring them back to life with his Light magic. Still, it was cold solace for her and her officers, but it was a lesson that they’d all taken to heart. Otherwise, the battle so far was a resounding success.  
 
    Even so, the Dread Pack guild hadn’t stopped their attacks against the city. Maybe it was better to say, because of that the Dread Pack guild didn’t stop their attacks against the city. The attacks continued well into the next day with continuous assaults being sent against the outer walls, while groups of stealthers were constantly harrying her forces inside the city itself. Thankfully, her troopers had managed to keep the civilians secure and had beat the attacks back with only minimal losses. Although, the constant losses were starting to take their toll on her ability to do her job. Meaning, even though she’d accomplished the primary mission that she’d been given by her liege lord, the situation was starting to look grim. Even so, the situation had fallen into an uneasy status quo, Sub-Leader Butcher thought with an angry snort, one that she could handle for now if she must.  
 
    Unfortunately, their luck didn’t hold for more than a few hours. Shortly after dawn, Sub-Leader Butcher had been awoken to the terrible news that the prisoners were missing. From what her guards were able to explain, they’d been rushed by a handful of Dread Pack members, and although the newfar had been defeated readily enough, the guards had quickly discovered that the rest of the prisoners were nowhere to be found. No one knew how they’d managed to escape since they hadn’t shown up at the local graveyards. Shortly thereafter, the attacks against the city had all but stopped.  
 
    While Butcher had allowed her troopers to enjoy their victory, she’d privately pulled her officers aside to set them straight on the situation. While she hoped the battle for Darom was over, in her heart she knew that it wasn’t. In the back of her mind, she heard her father’s words of warning that had come from a lifetime of living next to the sea. There was always a calm before the storm. Those simple words rang true to her now more than ever. So, while the survivors had celebrated, she’d met with Captain Windcoat and late Admiral Davis to express her concerns.  
 
    Honestly, it had surprised her to see the late Admiral in Lord Ironwolf’s service. Even more so, that he’d been invited by the Gnomeling commander to assist in getting the Howling Squadron’s biremes sea worthy again for the coming evacuation. It was just another example how her new liege used every possible asset to keep his people safe. Normally, a Gnomeling would have never sought the help of a true-blooded human. 
 
    To her astonishment, both leaders readily heard her fears out. The gist being that she was concerned that her current forces wouldn’t be able to hold out if the Dread Pack renewed their assault against the city. Instead of outright dismissing her concerns, both officers had readily agreed with her analysis of the situation and were making preparations to evacuate the civilians to the ships if the city’s walls were breeched. On top of that, Captain Windcoat said she would have her marines begin creating fallback positions around the docks and suggested that Butcher do the same throughout the streets of Darom.  
 
    It was harsh to be told to prepare to set fire to the city of your own birth, but it was better to do that than allow for it to be home to such evil as these Dead Pack newfar. Doubly so, if it helped to save her people’s lives, which was the essence of her mission from her new liege, Lord Ironwolf. He’d warned them that there was a very high probability that Darom would come under attack by the newfar before he could return. So, he’d charged them ahead of time with coming up with a plan to evacuate the civilians and then the soldiers.  
 
    Thinking of the severe Half-Elf filled Butcher’s heart with conflicting emotions. She’d initially had only promised to swear to serve him so save her brother’s life. Well, her brother and the rest of her troopers that had been slaughtered by the Dread Pack guild that had taken over Darom. Like anyone of a different race, she’d expected to be treated with derision and had accepted that as the price to pay for the lives of her brother and comrades in arms. Shockingly enough that had not been the case, which was one of the most baffling things about the odd man she now called liege lord. So much so, that it had made her start to question the nature of prejudice.  
 
    It was natural to have a general dislike for mix-bloods, aka halflings, within The World. While the humanoid races were all part of the Grand Alliance, in truth, there’d always been interspecies prejudice and bias. While it was never great enough to drive the alliance apart completely, it was strong enough to keep royal units divided upon racial lines. In general, this mindset put halflings at a disadvantage within the various races of the Nordic region, and was why they were generally hated by whatever races whose blood ran through their veins. Without a race to call their own, they were discriminated against by everyone.  
 
    While this had caused a number of dark whispers at first within the troopers’ ranks, Lord Ironwolf’s insistence to put the commoner’s lives before that of a noble, lord, or even the royal family had won the survivors of Darom over. It was self-evident in Lord Ironwolf’s every interaction that he didn’t care one way or another about a person’s race, sex, or social standing. All that was important to him was who you were as an individual. Did you have honor? Did you pitch in and work hard to get the mission done? Could you be relied upon? Would you watch out for your comrade in arms standing next to you even if they were of another race? It was an entirely foreign way of thinking, but one that had immediately resonated with everyone in the city.  
 
    Until now, Butcher had never considered the topic of prejudice one way or another. Humans disliked anyone that wasn’t Human. Dwarves disliked anyone that wasn’t a Dwarf. It was just the way of The World. She’d never thought to challenge or question that basic precept one way or another. Not until she’d found herself swearing her allegiance to a halfling of all things. 
 
    Honestly, it made no sense. Lord Ironwolf should have treated all of them with spite. That he didn’t was the most confusing thing about him. Even more shocking, he treated all of them as equals. Butcher’s face screwed up in consternation as she considered her thoughts carefully. It was difficult to think of concepts like this and not fall back into the old ways of thought. She didn’t mean he treated them as equals in the sense that they all had the same abilities, because they most assuredly didn’t. Nor did he treat them equally in regard to their positions, per se. That wasn’t it either. What he did do was treat them as having equal worth … not just every race, but every individual.  
 
    Her mind lit up like a lightbulb as she finally understood what had been bothering her this whole time. The main point that had stood out so strangely in Lord Ironwolf’s odd attitude. It was that the individual had worth to him.  
 
    Sub-Leader Butcher didn’t understand concepts of individual responsibility and worth. She’d grown up in a culture that only looked at people as a group … as a social class, a tribe … or a race. Individually, she’d had never had any worth above her social level or that of her race. Being raised as a peasant in a bustling port city, those societal divisions were a simple fact of life that she had lived with every single day. You were either noble born or you weren’t. You were either a city peasant that had minor worth or you were a dirt farmer that had none. You were either part of the Human race or you weren’t. There was no such thing as individual worth.  
 
    Okay, sometimes an individual soldier could do something so astounding that it lifted them out of the social class that they’d been born into, but it was so rare as to be more fantasy than reality. For most peasants born into The World, your worth was based on your race and the trade of your family. You were a farmer or a trader or a butcher. It didn’t matter how hard you worked or what you knew. Unless you were an elder like Old Man Fortner, individually you had no standing in the community. It was simply the way things were.   
 
    Butcher’s inner contemplation was interrupted as the massive gates to the city began giving out under the constant bombardment. Although she had no more time to ponder the thoughts that had been filling her mind, they nonetheless seemed to empower her to fight in a way that she’d never felt before. It was the same unspoken feelings of worth that were affecting all of the troopers standing along alongside her that were waiting to repel the Dread Pack that were seeking to destroy them and the people they’d sworn to protect. As the iron-reinforced wood finally gave away, Sub-Leader Butcher’s voice rang out clearly over the fiery explosions. 
 
    “Prepare to repel invaders!”  
 
    To either side in front of her, the command was repeated by the four Team-Leaders around her as the swordsmen and swordswomen gripped their shields and drew their blades to ready themselves for battle. By now, the gate was a burning inferno when another round of Flame Strikes hit it. This time, instead of holding together against the impacts, the burning wood exploded fifty-feet into the kill zone of the inner courtyard in an impressive display of raw power as her troopers braced their shields. 
 
    Sub-Leader Butcher’s experienced eyes searched the black smoke for signs of the first wave of invaders. In her mind’s eye, she could see the Dread Pack’s forces rushing the gap, thinking that they’d finally breached the defenses. Knowing what she’d do if she had such power at her disposal. Butcher did her best to count down seconds it would take for them to cross the distance under fire. When she reached forty-two seconds, her voice rang out once again. 
 
    “Shield Wall!” Butcher shouted as the command was once again repeated by her Team-Leaders. Immediately, the points of the troopers’ shields slammed into the cobblestones as the front row braced and hunkered down behind the defensive wall, while the second row held their shields high and at an angle to ward off any artillery-style ranged attacks from getting between their armored ranks. “Brace for impact!” 
 
     Almost as soon as the words left her mouth, Flame Strikes came hurtling out of the thick smoke and into the inner courtyard. None of the fiery balls of magic made it to their defensive line that was fifty-yards back from the archway. Nonetheless, the explosions created when the destructive magic smashed against the cobblestones sent waves of searing heat and stone shards out over their defensive formation. 
 
    The line held without a problem. All of the swordsmen and swordswomen standing with her were volunteers. Their job was to be the enemy’s focus to get them into the proper position for the rest of their forces. Some might have argued that Sub-Leader Butcher should have stayed out of the fight to direct her people’s efforts better. While that might have been true, she wasn’t about to have the men and women serving under her command do something like this alone. The billowing smoke suddenly churned in the gateway as the first of the Dead Pack’s forces entered Darom.  
 
    Shimmering with their red Flame Shields in place, the front line of newfar strode through the archway, shrugging off the burning inferno like it was nothing. Although, that slow advance quickly turned into a hurried, blind stumble as the newfar suddenly started coughing their lungs out. The only thing that Butcher could think was happening were that the newfars’ Flame Shields weren’t protecting them from the heavy smoke. She mentally tucked that bit of information away. It might not seem like much, but it was a chink in the Dread Pack’s impressive armor. One that she hoped to find a use for in the near future.  
 
    Seeing Sub-Leader Butcher’s force arrayed before them drew the Dread Pack’s instant aggro. Before they’d fully cleared the gateway, more Flame Strikes came soaring at the defensive line as the cobble stones in front of the Shield Wall exploded from the powerful impacts. While the heat and stone shards flying through the air were a deadly combination, Butcher realized they had to spring the trap now.  
 
    This was the opening that Zinnaemita had meant, Sub-Leader Butcher suddenly thought as she watched the newfar struggling to get through the choking smoke to enter the city. The young Gnomeling hadn’t known exactly what the opening would be, but she said that Butcher would recognize it as a sign to spring the surprise attack. Putting two fingers to her lips, a shrill whistle sounded above the noise of fighting as her troopers sprang out of hiding.  
 
    Ten-yards behind her on top of the two buildings, a hundred troopers bearing heavy crossbows jumped up and began sending heavy bolts into the newfar’s Flame Shields. At the same time, the second row of her troopers standing before the fiery portal lifted up their heavy crossbows on poles and opened fire. While the newfar focused on the attackers ahead of them, the troopers in the guardhouses to either side of the entrance sprang to the windows and opened fire on the newfars’ flanks from the upper floors.  
 
    The overwhelming attack slaughtered the first twenty Dread Pack players in the lead before they truly understood what had happened. Not that the sudden deaths stopped the newfar in the rear from pushing their raid mates through the entrance. If anything, the speed they were passing through the gate just increased. Even so, the Dread Pack’s Flame Shields sparkled and failed as more of the newfar went down from the storm of heavy bolts filling the archway.  
 
    At first, it looked like the ambush was working like a charm as the first twenty newfar went down with barely a fight. The count steadily rose to fifty and then seventy-five. It wasn’t until the kill count was approaching a hundred that Butcher saw the writing on the wall. Too many of the Dread Pack were getting into the inner courtyard. Already, they were hammering the troopers attacking them from the gatehouses and shutting them down. Not only that, there were now enough survivors that the newfar could rotate out those with Flame Shields to stop the majority of their people from being wiped out.  
 
    Another whistle from Sub-Leader Butcher and the troopers on the outer wall divided their fire between the inner and outer walls. The additional weight of fire began dropping the invaders once again as the injured that tried to fall back to the rear fell. Unfortunately, without the additional weight of the gatehouses’ ranged fire, the enemy was dying too slow.  
 
    Butcher was just debating if she should hold onto her last trump card or not, when a shooting pain pierced the middle of her back as her hit points noticeably dropped. As shouts of pain rang out up and down the line from the troopers around her, the cold iron pierced her back three more times in quick succession as the Dread Pack’s stealthers attacked in force. Butcher was sure that she was going to die as she struggled against her attacker in vain, when the man’s Flame Shield suddenly disappeared in a burst of sparks right before he screamed in agony and clutched at his back. Before the newfar could recover, Butcher’s sword took out his throat a second before her Shield Bash took the bastard off his feet. While the Rogue was busy clutching at his nose and falling onto his back, the swordswoman leapt on him. 
 
    Leaping on top of the bloody Rogue, Butcher Shield Bashed the newfar again as she savagely rammed her sword into the man’s guts. With her much higher level, she was able to overpower him relatively easily. Holding him down with her body weight, she straddled him using her knees to trap the man’s arms, while repeatedly hammering the edge of her shield into the newfar’s neck.  At the same time, her sword hand slowly forced her blade up towards the middle of his chest, slowly gutting him as he silently screamed out in horror.  
 
    Butcher wasn’t sure how many times she’d struck at the soft, fleshy skin of the Rogue’s neck. She’d kind of lost herself in the moment while she was fighting for her life. Coming somewhat back to her senses, she saw that there was only the spinal column keeping the man’s head attached. With a wordless scream of hate, she smashed through the bone and ripped the newfar’s head off his shoulders as her body shook from the exertion.   
 
    With a grunt of disgust, she tossed the man’s head away and downed one of the health potions she had on her belt. Yanking her blade free from the body, Butcher climbed to her feet and took in the situation. The two hundred troopers that Zinnaemita had kept hidden with her Illusion magic were now visible and fighting against the invaders coming through the gates. Although they’d dropped the fifty or so Rogues that had ambushed her battle line with ease, they’d only managed to take out about twice that number of invaders at the ruined gate.  
 
    Sub-Leader Butcher was momentarily surprised that the ambush hadn’t taken out more of the enemy, until she saw a familiar face calling out orders in the middle of the group. She’d never forget the cocky man’s white-blond, spikey hair and cold-blue eyes as a cold shiver ran down her spine. It was Apoxsee, the Dread Pack’s guild leader. The individual responsible for so many deaths in their city. 
 
    Apoxsee was doing his best to rally his guildmates in the face of the overwhelming numbers of defenders they were up against. He was having them use the black gravestones of their dead to form a defensive circle around the gate to give his people some sort of physical barrier against the incoming barrage. Watching him work, in her heart of hearts, Sub-Leader Butcher knew that if they could kill him then the newfar attack would fall apart. Coming to a decision, she helped to take out the handful of Rogues that were still being taken down, before calling out orders. 
 
    “Form up to advance on the gate!” Sub-Leader Butcher's voice barked, as her troopers sucked down healing vials and hurriedly fell into formation. This time, she took the lead position at the head of her troopers as her voice cracked like a whip. “Our goal is to break down the barrier of gravestones and take out the Dread Pack’s guild leader, Apoxsee!” 
 
    “Look, if our brothers’ and sisters’ in arms can’t slaughter the enemy from range, the Dread Pack will just burn them down,” Butcher said, her voice taking on an earnest tone at the fearful looks that flashed across her troopers’ faces. Normally, she would’ve just given the order to attack, but all of the troopers here were volunteers. Besides, she couldn’t fault them for being afraid of the inhumane guild leader that had caused so much death and suffering. “It’s the only chance we have to break the enemy’s assault.”  
 
    Seeing the fearful looks in her troopers’ eyes slowly being replaced with one of determination, made Butcher breathe a sigh of relief. Maybe she was a fool for throwing her life away resisting these immortal bastards, but she couldn’t stand around and do nothing when faced with such an overwhelming evil. If she was going die here and now, she thought as her face turned hard, then let it be for a cause that was worthwhile. Besides, another two or three hours would save thousands of civilian lives as they were even now being evacuated from the city onto the waiting ships in the harbor. With that thought held in her heart, Butcher raised her sword and pointed it at the hateful enemy. 
 
    “For Darom,” Sub-Leader Butcher bellowed, “charge!” 
 
    The battle shout ripped from the throats of the troopers behind her as Butcher started forward at a slow jog. Step-in-step, the line of troopers followed behind her doing their best to keep in formation as the jangling sound of equipment filled the air around them even over the sounds of battle. Glancing over her shoulders to either side, she received a head nod from her Team-Leaders as she began increasing their pace. At forty-yards, the line was moving at a fast jog and the Dread Pack hadn’t realized the danger they were in due to the withering fire hammering into their ranks. A few steps before the stacked gravestones, Butcher’s voice cracked like a whip. 
 
    “First row will assault the enemy! Second row will destroy the barricade and then engage!” Sub-Leader Butcher vaguely heard her Team-Leaders’ acknowledgements of the order as she leaped the gravestone barrier. 
 
    They’d caught the Dread Pack fighters by complete surprise, Sub-Leader Butcher thought, as she Shield Bashed the man in front of her off his feet, while her blade sank to the hilt in another man’s chest. A half-second later, the first row of troopers slammed into the enemies to either side of her with devastating results. Their attacks were brutal and effective as blades hacked into unarmored flesh as the newfar reeled under the assault.   
 
    One of the newfar brought their sword up to hack into Butcher’s exposed neck just as she lunged, when the swordsman next to her took that man’s arm off at the wrist before he could strike. As the man windmilled back screaming about the loss of his arm, the swordswoman next to him silenced the man with a thrust of her sword into his open mouth. Even then, the newfar wasn’t dead. As the man collapsed to the ground, the swordswoman ripped her sword free and stepped over the momentarily stunned enemy. As she laid into the next newfar her comrade was fighting, the second row of troopers commenced to hack the downed man to death. That scene was repeated again and again as Butcher’s troopers steadily advanced into the center of the Dread Pack’s lines. In less than a minute, they’d opened up a clear path to Apoxsee and his officers.  
 
    While Sub-Leader Butcher’s advance might have looked relatively easy to an outside observer, in truth, her troopers had only taken out the severely wounded newfar that had lost their Flame Shields and hadn’t been able to fallback quickly enough to the rear. As Butcher came to a stop so that her troopers could reform their battle line, Butcher saw the Dread Pack guild leader turn to face her. There was no fear in those deadly-blue eyes, as the familiar mocking grin came to the Assault Warrior’s pale face.  
 
    “So this is the little bitch causing us so much trouble,” Apoxsee said to the two, Nightmare spec’d guild officers standing next to him with a sneer on his lips. Like the rest of the players in his guild, he didn’t look at the people of The World as anything more than digital code. If pressed on the subject, he might have added that the NPCs were relatively unique due to their distinctive designs, but otherwise, he wouldn’t have even once considered that the digital personalities of the people of The World could actually be true people. It was just too absurd of a concept for him to entertain. Besides, after running through so many virtual worlds with his guildmates like a bunch of murderhobos, the thought that any of the digital individuals could actually be conscious or truly alive would’ve been too contradictory from what he knew to be true.    
 
    Not that the general attitude of the majority of the players in the guild had toward people in the real world was all that great either. The Dread Pack, like most of the Chaos Storm Alliance were made up of typically egocentric, if not completely narcissistic, personalities. Apoxsee Neoauspex led a guild that made money off of publicly destroying other guilds in the games he played by the use of insider information and then publicizing their defeats as excellent playing to MMO Twitch fans on his channel. His good friend and guild officer, Amron Bungholio, used his own podcast to back up the narrative of their exploits, while making sure to ridicule their victims in such a way to make them look like they were simply losers that deserved to be ganked. Shuuk D’Poke, the other guild officer and general tool standing with them, was the Facebook administrator for his GameTwitch group that was the guild’s public face.  
 
    Officially, his group was supposed to promote Twitch gamer channels to draw interest in players’ streams. In actuality, Apoxsee used this group with the other Chaos Storm Alliance guild leaders as a way to target new victims for their streams. The group did such a good job at ganking the people they publically said they were trying to support and promote that most of their victims didn’t even realize the scam that was being run against them, Apoxsee had always gotten the biggest laugh out of that.  
 
    Everything had been running like clockwork, until just recently. It had started when they’d taken on their latest target, Startum Ironwolf. Instead of being taken down like everyone else. This player had done what no other targeted victim had managed to accomplish since they started running their hustle. He’d somehow managed to stand against their combined strength. Not only that, but how he publicized his own exploits against them had made him nearly impossible to take out on social media. They’d tried their normal types of attacks to turn the community against him, but when it came down to it, at the end of the day, Startum didn’t seem to care what anyone else thought about him. Even worse, every tactic they tried to run against him just seemed to backfire. Combine that with his in-game rankings and people were starting to watch his streams on their own to find out how he was doing what he was doing.  
 
    The number of viewers for their channels were already down nearly ten percent. If they didn’t find a way to take him out soon, the loss of revenue was only going to get worse. That was partly why they were focusing so much on retaking Darom. The other part was because Julie, the Chaos Storm guild leader, had explained to everyone the night before that Darom was the linchpin to this Startum player’s entire operation. If they could take Darom back before he could escape to his own area, they would be able to cut him off and destroy his forces at their leisure. In all of their minds, the only way they could get back their position of dominance in The World was by taking down this upstart hard. Besides that, if their victims started fighting back where would they be left then? These were the thoughts going through Apoxsee’s mind and the reason he was pushing so hard to take the city of Darom back as he turned back to the line of NPCs preparing to attack and called out to his officers. “Once we take these NPCs out, we’ll clean out the rest of the city so they can’t catch us by surprise again.” 
 
    Butcher was completely stunned by Apoxsee’s brutal words and attitude. It was the same complete lack of regard for hers and the people of Darom’s lives that was reflected in the two men’s eyes standing next to him. She’d only seen such complete inhumanity in the eyes of the monster tribes of the north. It was like these newfar didn’t consider them as anything more than bugs to be crushed under the heel of their boots. While their attitude was sobering to say the least, it was also freeing in another. If she were going to die, then she was going to do it on her own terms. As sparks glinted from the crossbow bolts being blocked by their Flame Shields, the swordswoman pointed her iron blade directly at Apoxsee. 
 
    “Drinks on me, tonight, for the trooper that takes Apoxsee’s head!” Sub-Leader Butcher shouted to her troopers, as she started forward with her shield raised. While none of them expected to live, they appreciated the jibe as her troopers let out a savage shout and bravely followed her into the eye of the storm.  
 
    With contemptuous looks on their faces, Apoxsee and his officers blasted them with their Flame Thrower spells at point blank range. None of them were surprised about the Dread Pack players’ choice of attacks as they did the only thing they could do. Slamming the point of their shields into the cobblestones, the troopers hunched behind their iron-reinforced shields for protection as the air burned around them.  
 
    Sub-Leader Butcher could only hope against hope that the rest of her troopers managed to take down the evil bastards Flame Shields with their ranged attacks. It was the only chance they’d get to take them out, she thought, as her leather armor and metal breast plate smoked from the intense heat, while her hit points began to fall at a precarious rate. It was in that moment that the flames suddenly died out around them. Forcing her half-cooked body into motion, Butcher rose to her feet to see the trio swearing at the crossbow bolts that had suddenly pierced their bodies, but before she could launch her battered body at the hated newfar with her surviving troopers, a large, bronze-armored figure leaped off the archway above the gate dropping directly towards Apoxsee. 
 
    In that surreal moment, Sub-Leader Butcher took in every detail of the enormous warrior as he dropped the ten-yards to the ground. The full-faced, horned helm, the bronze, full-plate armor, the shredded red cloak fluttering above his head, and the massive two-handed Warhammer swinging down at the Dread Pack guild leader’s unarmored head. The impact of the oversized weapon would have been humorous if the situation wasn’t so dire. One second, Apoxsee was sneering at them in superiority and the next his head came out his ass.   
 
    The surviving members of the Dread Pack that were on this side of the flaming wreckage of the gate just stared at the massive warrior that had suddenly materialized in front of their formation and taken out their most powerful player with one hit in stunned amazement. Before either guild officer could think to retaliate, Amron was blasted off his feet with the upswing of the Warhammer as he literally summersaulted in place as his head exploded into meaty chunks from the force of the blow. Obviously, the level difference between them all was extreme, was Shuuk’s sole thought, as the huge warrior’s backswing killed him instantly.  
 
    At that point, the rest of the Dread Pack newfar began blasting the new enemy with their flame attacks. Shrugging off the fire as if it were nothing, the towering warrior’s hammer rose above his head and turned to face the shattered gates as Sub-Leader Butcher was forced to duck behind her shield again, when the ground suddenly lurched under her feet as the fire died away. Peeking over her shield, she caught a glimpse of the armored warrior’s broad back as he strode through the fiery remains of the gate after the surviving Dread Pack newfar. 
 
    Sub-Leader Butcher was still trying to figure out exactly what had happened, when Zinnaemita’s arms wrapped around her shoulders and gently helped her to a sitting position, as the cooling relief of the Gnomeling’s Song of Rallying Spirit began healing her burns along with those of her troopers, Butcher took in the sight of the odd group of humanoids and demihumans in wonder. Never in her life would she have expected to be healed by a team that consisted of a Plain’s Centaur, a Half-Orc, a Half-Elf, and a Gnomeling without being filled with disgust. Truly, it was just one of the many wonders that seemed to surround Lord Ironwolf. Focusing on the Gnomeling’s pale-blue eyes, Butcher asked.  
 
    “Was that the same warrior that came to your rescue inside Darom?” Seeing Zinnaemita’s wordless nod as she continued singing, Butcher shook her head trying to understand what the odd warrior’s help could possibly mean. Before she could contemplate the issue further, she was surprised to see troopers atop the walls begin waving excitedly at someone on the far side. Butcher’s hit points weren’t even half full, when a messenger came running up to her from the nearest gate house. Coming to attention before her, the ex-guardsman quickly gave her a salute. 
 
    “Sub-Leader Butcher,” the wide-eyed messenger said, as Butcher returned the young man’s fist salute. “There’s a Sub-Leader Tericius outside the burning gates.” His words lowered as if he didn’t believe his own words.  
 
    “A group of swordsmen and swordswomen suddenly appeared out of nowhere and slaughtered the rest of the newfar that we were fighting outside the wall. Once the Dread Pack was taken care of, a line of civilians, mostly women and children, came streaming out of the forest's edge,” the young trooper paused his story as Zinnaemita and Butcher glanced at each other questioningly, before the young man blurted out. “Their leader, Sub-Leader Tericius, says they’re survivors from Telrain sent to us by Lord Ironwolf himself!”  
 
      
 
    *** The adventure continues in “Book Seven”  
 
    coming soon *** 
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    Name: Startum Ironwolf –  
 
    Level: 36 
 
    Difficulty: Nightmare Start 
 
    Half-Elf: House of Kayden 
 
    Class: Empty 
 
    Profession Title: Necromancer (Dark Magic) 
 
      
 
    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 
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    Protector of Auris Shaeras 
 
    Orc Slayer 
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    Beastkin Brother 
 
    Noble Defender 
 
    Scourge of the Dishonorable 
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    Stamina: 150 (+82) 
 
    Charisma: 78 
 
      
 
    23 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 
 
    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 
 
      
 
    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) – 3 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. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Grip of the Dead (200 Mana) – 3 sec - Targeted location erupts with skeletal hands that will attempt to hold all large, normal, and small creatures within the area effect of the spell. Held creatures can still attack and defend themselves, but all attack and defense actions are taken at a negative 10% due to balance. Spell casting take 50% longer. 30 second cooldown after cast. Area of effect is 5 yards. Requires Dark magic skill level 35. 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 decay force 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. 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    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: 
 
    10,085 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




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.  
    
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




Character List 
 
    In Real Life People and Friends 
 
    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 
 
    Arcturus Borknager: Anders, Norwegian group, Wolfkin, Warrior – male 
 
    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 Stormhammer: John, Florida, Human, Warrior – male 
 
    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, Half Dwarf/Fire Giant, blue eyes, bronze skin, short-cropped red hair (ginger), full red beard with dual braids, 7’ tall. (Usually fire giants have red eyes and black skin.) 
 
    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. 
 
    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. 
 
    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 
 
    Jodi Tempest: 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. 
 
      
 
    House of Tuin’Dyrr from Duraddor Fortress, guild leader is called Head of Midnight or Dødens Hode (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. 
 
    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 battle field.) 
 
    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, 
 
     
 
    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 42 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 
 
    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: 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. 
 
     
 
    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: 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 
 
    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: 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 26 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. 
 
    Zyphonn Padaedus: IRL Alek Truitt, ATSC is Egress, (now contracting) marines have fun giving him a hard time, (assassin or mage) 
 
    Blu3buck (Buck) Zackary: 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: IRL name Daniel 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. 5’12”, brown hair, almond eyes. 
 
    Ashley Duchenson: 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: barbarian with duel hand-axes or two-handed great axe, tall and thin, buzz cut brown hair, blue eyes. Marine. 
 
    Shelly Woody: priest/fire mage, uses staff, short, light brown hair, hazel eyes, Marine (combat medic) 
 
    Marina Heart: ranger/priest, bow and long sword/dagger, short, black hair, green eyes, Marine (ex helicopter pilot) 
 
    Allen Hiser: 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). 
 
    Austin Montoya: 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.  
 
     
 
    The Valkyrie Guild  
 
    Demonslayerz Valkyrie: Light Elf Warrior, Level 28 – male – second group leader & boyfriend of Lorelai.  
 
    Jorgen 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. 
 
     
 
    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 
 
    Gougeous Syndicate: Light Elf Priest – female 
 
    Lamaraldor Syndicate: Light Elf Fire Mage – 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 
 
    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): 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 34 – 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 dagger. 
 
    Bevin Thalion: Old Half-Elf Hunter – male 
 
    Bialaer Holaynore: Level 30 – Half-Elf – Ranger Assault Leader – male - long brown hair, Viking braid on one side of head, 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 30 – 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. Stringy black hair, pointy teeth, yellow cat-eyes, black clawed fingers and toes, thin and sickly, has a greenish-gray skin tone. She is soulbound from a rune on the chest with Startum Ironwolf. 
 
    Mugorlorth (Mügor) (Companion): Level 25 – Slave Warrior – Half-Orc-Dwarf – male – warrior, shaved head, scarred face, 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): 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. 
 
     
 
    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. 
 
     
 
    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. 
 
     
 
    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 
 
    Milo Hawkin (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 40 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. 
 
     
 
    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. 
 
     
 
    Royal Army (ex-prisoner Sea Elves) 
 
    Morgan Dell (Rescued from Sea Orcs): Level 40 Swordsman Assault Leader; 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 39 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 38 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 39 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 38 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”. Used two    
 
    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) 
 
    Anna Pantera: Level 37 – Light Elf Priest/Fire Mage – female – Ekateria’s IRL work friend - (IRL Anna Levieva) 
 
    **Demyan Volk: Level 38 – Human Ranger/Priest – male Dmitry – Guild Leader - dual short swords - 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. 
 
    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 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 
 
      
 
     
 
    Pwnguin PK’er Guild 
 
    Alissa Comtumacious: Level 22 – Light Elf Fire Mage – female 
 
    Demon Pokemaster: Level 22 – Light Elf Rogue – male 
 
    Hadow Stabulots: Level 22 – Light Rogue – male 
 
    Rikopin Smash: Level 21 – Light Elf Warrior – male 
 
    Sourgamin Pikachu: Level 23 – Light Elf Rogue – Guild Leader - female 
 
     
 
    Staghollow Village of Myathlune 
 
    Ayla Wranydark: Filario’s young daughter 
 
    Elanil Wranydark: Old farmer’s wife killed by players – Mayor’s daughter. 
 
    Filario Wranydark: Old farmer’s son 
 
    Galather Krismenor: Mayor of Staghollow 
 
    Paeris Wranydark: Filario’s young son 
 
    Thalanil Wranydark: Old farmer 
 
     
 
    Guard Patrol - City of Myathlune 
 
    Arun Yllafaren: Level 20 – Light Elf Private Swordsman – male 
 
    Aymon Miamaer: Level 20 – Light Elf Private Swordsman – male 
 
    Darthoridan Cailamin: Level 25 – Light Elf Sub-Leader of Myathlune Patrol – male 
 
    Khatar Aehorn: Level 20 – Light Elf Private Swordsman – male 
 
    Mihangyl Heledi: Level 23 – Light Elf Sergeant Swordsman – male 
 
    Pelleas Fawraek: Level 20 – Light Elf Private Swordsman – male 
 
    Tannatar Keyra: Level 20 – Light Elf Private Swordsman – male 
 
    Toross Oritris: Level 20 – Light Elf Private Swordsman – male 
 
     
 
    City of Myathlune 
 
    Corpse Reavers Gang 
 
    Mortician Grungus: Level 40 – Elite Half-Orc – male 
 
    Mortician Assistant Gargatum: Level 38 – Elite Half-Orc – male 
 
    Mortician Assistant Gnormus: Level 38 – Elite Half-Orc – male 
 
    Simimar Virhice: Level 20 - Thug 1 – male 
 
    Gorred Dorven: Level 20 - Thug 2 – male 
 
     
 
    Sword Flayers Pirates 
 
    Beltalm Milltall: Level 34 – Human Rogue - male 
 
    Gurlynn Swordsteal: Level 35 – Human Fighter - female 
 
    Hyalag Lluddgalf: Level 40 – Half-Orc Barbarian Warrior – Leader – male 
 
    Marstine Moonshadow: Level 38 – Dark Elf-Human – Arcane Mage - female 
 
    Olatumal Warstout: Level 36 – Human Thug – male 
 
     
 
    Sekolahian Empire 
 
    Ghozuhs Riptide: Level 45 - High Priest 
 
    Priests: Level 42 
 
     
 
    Grindylow 
 
    Warriors: Level 15 – tentacle goblins with armor and weapons 
 
     
 
    Meer-Lizards 
 
    Elite Shard Riders: Level 30 – two and four arm variants – males 
 
     
 
    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 
 
     
 
     
 
    Sea Elf Prisoners 
 
    Sea Orc Prisoners 
 
    Igtark Zugdar: Level 45 – Elite War Leader - male 
 
    Lurog Bloodfang: Level 40 Elite Orc Warrior/ Second in command  - male 
 
    Elite Orc Warriors: Level 40 on average 
 
     
 
    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.  
 
    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 – 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, at Domenic’s Siege, Evil Sandra’s right hand man, 
 
    Dicky Wankerson: Level 36 mage at Domenic’s Siege. 
 
    Jord De’Gregory: Level 12 
 
    Lisa Nohos: Level 17 
 
     
 
    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, 5’12”.  
 
    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) 
 
     
 
    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 5’12”. 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.  
 
     
 
    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 – sub-skill – Rogue – ex-Royal Investigator – 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 
 
    Rowland Ripper 
 
    Paul De’Grief 
 
    Jacob Mister 
 
     
 
    Sea Orcs’ Bosses 
 
    Wutgarek Bonecrusher: Level 50 - Elite War Leader - male 
 
    Orc  Elite Warriors: Level 40 - 50 
 
    Orc Elite Shamans: Level 47 - Water and Air 
 
    Orc Elite Mages: Level 45 – 47 - Fire 
 
     
 
    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: 
 
    JT Cummins: 
 
    Daniel McConnell (nickname Bogan): 
 
    James Ross-Munroe (Queensland): 
 
    Kane Wiblen (Queensland): 
 
     
 
    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, 5’12”.  
 
    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 Marcella: 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) 
 
    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. 
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    AAA (PKer guild part of Chaos Storm) 
 
    Cody MelKincho: Guild Leader -  
 
      
 
    START OF DOM’s NPC’s (Domenic’s notes) 
 
    Bruddol Jadepike: Level 33 NPC Male Dwarf (CLASS TBD) Expert Miner / Architect 
 
    Gutirrg Rotfist: Gnoll Blood-brother. 
 
    Oksana Oakenstaff: Level 32 Female Catfolk (maybe a mix with Elf or Human) Druid  (Twin Sister of Oben Oakenstaff) and MAYBE a love interest. 
 
    Iolas Oakenstaff: Level 32 Male Catfolk Druid. (Twin Brother of Oksana Ironwood.) They are the Niece and Nephew to the Arch Druid Lord Ferox Ironwood 
 
    Ferox Ironwood: Level 148 Arch Druid Lord Ironwood Uncle of Iolas and Oksana. His sister is their mother. She was banished for mating with a non-catfolk and having offspring. They dont punish the offspring for the offenses of the parent so the kids were spared banishment however they are not completely accepted so they are rebellious. 
 
    Gala Ranit: Level 29 NPC Half Gnome / Half Dwarf Bard (Will become my Master Scribe and a Lieutenant) 
 
    Gorran Carabineer: Level 50 – NPC Human Male Nightmare Trainer 
 
    Lexi Ngwen: Level 150  PLAYER Half Gnome Female Paladin(Admin   and Game Developer) 
 
    Lorna Lightstorm: Level 63  NPC - Human Female Priest at Dwarven City (Class Trainer also sick of the Human Politics and left the Human area) 
 
    Kurin HellHammer: Level 87 NPC - Male Dwarf - Head Paladin / Cleric at Dwarven City My Trainer for Paladin / Cleric Spells + Abilities 
 
    Vudune Tortoris: Level 74 NPC Male Dwarf Warrior / Fighter  ( Friend of Kurin) May become part of my followers to train the Warriors 
 
    Madori Bryce: Level 33 NPC Female Half Dwarf Half Elf Ranger / Blacksmith at Dwarven City  (DWELF)  (Will become my Master Blacksmith and  Lieutenant 
 
    Kogan Umog: Level 27 NPC Half Orc Shaman -  May become my Shaman Trainer but is very confrontational and difficult to deal with. 
 
    Pounce: Level (Same as Player) Male – Blink Lynx cat companion + eventually a mount 
 
    Gala Ranit: Level 29 NPC Half Gnome / Half Dwarf Bard (Will become my Master Scribe and a Lieutenant) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




Glossary 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Add – When additional unplanned mobs unexpectedly join the fight. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alt – Additional MMORPG characters, usually lower level, to that of the player’s main character. 
  
     
 
      
      	  AOE – Area of Effect damage attack that hits multiple mobs. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bind – Where an MMORPG character reappears in the game after death.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Boss - A higher level mob with special attacks. Usually positioned at the end of a dungeon or level.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Buff – Temporary boot to a character’s base stats.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Burning Down - Doing maximum, focused damage from the entire team or individual to take out a target quickly. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Camping – When a player or group of players waits by a defeated foes corpse to kill them again and again.  
  
     
 
      
      	  CC – aka crowd control – The ability to temporarily remove a mob from combat. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class –A specific skill set in MMORPGs with unique attacks and restrictions to armor and weapons. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crit – Additional damage added to a weapon due to the specific spot attacked or due to attacking from stealth. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage Dealer – A character class or profession that solely focuses on damage output in an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Debuff – A negative effect applied to a character in an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  DOT - Damage Over Time – An attack that causes a specific level of damage over a short or long period of time. 
  
     
 
      
      	  DPS – The amount of Damage Per Second for a specific weapon or spell. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Drops – Any usable loot that drops or is left on a corpse and is available to collect in an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon – Special location with unique loot and mobs to kill with a specific beginning and end. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Faction – A group, species or country that your character automatically owes its allegiance to. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gank - To defeat or kill a less experienced opponent. To slaughter a lower level opponent that wouldn't be able to normally be able to offer up a fair fight. To use shady means to take out another player in an unfair manner. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Garrosh – The current most difficult boss in World of Warcraft. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Griefer – When a player continuously attacks or steals from another player over and over again.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Gank - To defeat or kill a less experienced opponent. To slaughter a lower level opponent that wouldn't be able to normally be able to offer up a fair fight. To use shady means to take out another player in an unfair manner. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Grinding - A method of leveling that has the player killing the same monsters in one area over and over again to level up, instead of doing dungeons or quests. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Guild – aka Clan – When a group of players form a persistent group that shares chats and resources.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Healer – A class or profession of player that can replace lost Hit Points during a battle.  
  
     
 
      
      	  HOT – Heal Over Time – When a spell continuously heals a player over a specific amount of time. 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP – Hit Points – The amount of heal a character has before dying in an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Instacast – When a spell can be instantaneously cast. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Instance – A dungeon that is only available to the group of players that entered and not shared between groups. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Kill Steal - When a player or group out-damages or kills another player’s or group’s targeted monster. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Kite – A method of staying ahead of a group of monsters to slowly kill them one at a time over a long period of time. 
  
     
 
      
      	  LEET – A hacker’s or experienced player’s terminology for being the best. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Loot – Items that drops from a monster upon death that can be used or sold in an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lowbies – Lower level characters in an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Main – A player’s high level character that they play extensively. 
  
     
 
      
      	  MIA (Missing In Action) - A military term used to describe people or teammates who are missing in action. 
  Min-Max - A character-build strategy in gaming where one or more specific desired abilities, skills, or other powerful characteristics are maximized at the expense of everything else, resulting in a character that is excessively powerful in one particular way and weak in all the others. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mongola – Warrior class buff that makes the avatar grow three times in size while increasing strength and HP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nano – Chaos Online’s version of mana. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nerf – When a game’s developers decide a class or profession of characters are overpowered and takes steps to reduce their strengths. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Newbs – A term used to describe when a player is new to a game or genre.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Ninja/Ninja looter – When a player takes loot off of a boss without following the rules of distribution decided ahead of time by the group. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pick-ups – Additional unknown players added to a group to make up a full team or raid. 
  
     
 
      
      	  PK – Player Killer – A player that focuses on killing other players. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pops – When a mob respawns back into an area. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power-Leveling – When a player or group of player focuses their play solely on leveling up their character as quickly as possible usually by using advanced means or techniques.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Primary – A player’s primary character that they play with or a player’s main weapon. 
  Proc - This refers to a Programmed Random Occurrence in gaming when a weapon or an item activated due to a "chance on use" due to a set of circumstances that are being met. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Profession – A specific set of skills assigned to a character in an MMORPG with unique abilities.  
  
     
 
      
      	  PuG – Pick Up Group – A group of random players that come together to complete a goal within an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  PVE – Player vs. Environment – A type of game play that focuses a player fighting against the game. 
  
     
 
      
      	  PVP – Player vs. Player – A type of game play that focuses on a player fighting against other players. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raid – A group of players, usually ten or more, that join together into a group to complete a specific task/quest within an MMORPG. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Real-Time Strategy – A resource / troop building game that features large scale battles. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Red Mage – A class of mage that can use multiple types of magic, armor and melee weapons. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reroll – When a player deletes their character and starts a new character.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Respawn – When a player or a mob dies and reappears in the game. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rigmarole - A lengthy and complicated procedure. 
  
     
 
      
      	  RPGer – When a player assumes the role of their character within a game. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shebang - The entire operation. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skill Points – Additional attribute points usually given upon leveling that can be used to increase a character’s base abilities of strength, intelligence, stamina, spirit, etc.   
  
     
 
      
      	  Spawn – When a monster or character appears in an MMORPG or location within the game. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spawn Camping – When a player or group of players continuously kills a player whenever they spawn into the game or a location. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stats – A character’s strength, spirit, stamina, intelligence, etc. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tank – A player that focuses on absorbing damage and holding mobs. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport – Moving from one location to another by use of a spell. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Train – When a player or group of players runs from a mob or group of mobs that then kill everyone that they run past. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Twink/Twinking - Refers to a character gaining equipment with the assistance of a higher level character’s help, particularly by giving said low level character higher level equipment that would otherwise be unattainable. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Whompa – A static teleport device that moves players from one city to another in Chaos Online. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wipe – When a group is killed to the last player. 
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 Post Credit Scene 
 
    (Thursday, May 8th / Day 18 of The World.) 
 
    “Listen up people,” Julie’s annoyed voice rang out, as she addressed the group of raid leaders gathered around her, “the plan is for the raid to head to Darom and take over the city there.” 
 
    “Hopefully you won’t blow that city up like you did Telrain,” an unknown voice muttered from the back of the group a little too loudly as Julie’s eyes dangerously narrowed. Before she could explode in response, another voice hurriedly spoke up to keep the discussion on track.   
 
    “Isn’t that Starfairy asshole supposed to be traveling in the complete opposite direction?” Kasey JoJo, aka the Executioner, questioningly asked, as he eyed everyone in the circle angrily. “If that’s the case, then why aren’t we heading towards Ironheart Stronghold like everyone else?”  
 
    “Because that Starfairy asshole, as you like to put it, will be long gone before we get there,” Julie snapped at her Guild Officer in the same surly tone. “Sooo, that leaves us with two options. We can take out his beachhead and trap him between our forces, or chase after him like a bunch of butthurt little bitches?” Her eyes bore into the larger man’s without flinching. “Which do you think would be the smarter play here, Kasey?” 
 
    “…” Kasey incoherently muttered under his breath in anger, while everyone looked away knowing what was coming next. Few, if any of them, ever questioned the Chaos Storm Guild Leader. She was known to have a short temper and a sharp tongue. Unsurprisingly, she seemed to understand what the Shadow Warrior had said. 
 
    “Do you really think you’re any more pissed off then the rest of us, Kasey?” Julie irritably snapped, as the angry man turned back to look her in the eyes. “If you want your precious Vicious Executioner's Axe of Cruelty back, then you’ll do exactly what I’m telling you to do and stop your fucking whining!” Ignoring the stifled laughs around the circle, she tried to keep her temper in check as she addressed the rest of the group. 
 
    “As for the rest of you assholes,” Julie snarled, while looking around the circle into each of her raid leaders’ eyes. Knowing that she had to wrestle back control of the group, she pointed out the ugly facts that none of them wanted to admit. “You’re lucky I used that scroll to take out Telrain. Otherwise, the lot of you would be stuck leveling up in the training grounds like most of the Dread Pack players have been forced to do since they got de-leveled back to zero.” 
 
    Her words seemed stop any additional smart ass comments from being muttered disrespectfully where she could hear them. None of them wanted to admit that Star had worked them over like a bunch of noobs. While she was technically correct in saying that blowing up Telrain with their forces still in it had been the right call, they all knew that Star had basically forced them to nuke themselves to stop from being de-leveled by his forces. Only a handful knew the truth that she’d been tricked into nuking all of them by Star himself, Julie unconsciously thought, as she silently ground her teeth in anger.  
 
    Honestly, it would’ve all been worth it if they could have removed Star from the board for twenty-four hours, Julie sourly thought. Besides taking out his NPC forces and trapping him at the graveyard surrounded by their forces, it would have stopped him from making his way to Domenic’s with his forces still intact. The only hope they had now was if Sandra could take Domenic out before Star could show up and pull his ass out of the fire. If her ex-boyfriend managed to escape back to his own lands and combine his forces together with the rest of his friends, he’d be nearly impossible to dig out of his little fucking hidey-hole. 
 
    “Why are we even worried about this solo player anyway?” Another Chaos Storm Guild Officer named Sodonon Yoshiyuki asked. Sodonon was a long-time player on the Pro-Circuit and a ruthless assassin that was used to taking out the competition any way necessary. “Seriously, how can this solo player do anything to hurt us?” Seeing her friend preparing for an angry retort, Sodonon hurriedly continued. “Look, even if he somehow manages to make it to his friend in time. What can he really hope to accomplish? Is reinforcing Domenic’s defenses going to matter, one way or another, at the end of the day? Now that our people can’t be permanently de-leveled by his NPCs, Sandra’s forces will be able to wear down his NPCs until there’s none left and then they’ll roll him up like a day-old paper. If that doesn’t work, the Orc invasion force will simply pummel the fortress into nothing.”  
 
    “Not to seem disrespectful or anything, but I really don’t see the problem!” Sodonon finished, as she looked around the circle at her fellow raid leaders for support. 
 
    “He won’t hole up inside the fortress with Domenic,” Julie said, knowing the strategies her ex-boyfriend liked to use. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t have wasted the time establishing a beachhead in Darom.” Her eyes gazed around the circle at her people. 
 
    “On top of that, it wouldn’t make any strategic sense for Star to hole up in Domenic’s fortress,” Julie continued, spelling out the strategic situation for her raid leaders. “That would only split him off from his own forces and leave him surrounded by enemies. No, Star will find a way to break through Sandra’s lines long enough to break Domenic out and then make a run for it. If he’s smart about it, he’ll keep ahead of the Orc invasion force long enough to reach Darom and then head back to his own lands.” 
 
    “Then what’s the big deal?” Sodonon asked, not understanding the back story that was driving Julie to focus on this guy. Though, she was smart enough to recognize the pissed off look on her friend’s face. “Look, I’m not going to argue the point. You want us to cut the loser off in Darom to trap him on this side of the map while our alliance partners take out his lands, sounds like a great plan. I just don’t understand why you and Sandra are so worried about this group of nobodies.” 
 
    “Because if we don’t take them out now before they can build up their forces, they’ll never stop trying to wipe us out,” Julie spat out in frustration. Seeing Sodonon’s non-comprehending look at her insistence that this unknown group of players were dangerous, she tried another tact. “Look at it this way, Sodonon. This solo player has been outnumbered in every fight he’s fought so far against our people. He didn’t have a thousand or more players to do this with either. No, he did all of this with a handful of dumb NPCs. Not only that, he’s managed to beat our people hands down on top of everything else.” The assassin’s mouth snapped shut at her friend’s words as she began to understand the problem.  
 
    “Now that he knows we’re gunning for him. What do you think will happen when he combines his forces with those of his friends and comes after us?” Julie asked, while her raid leaders got thoughtful looks on their faces. “Let’s not forget, we’re being paid to run this game into the ground as quickly as possible with a bonus if we manage to do it in less than six months. Do you really want to lose that fat check because we’re fucking around with this limp dick?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you put it that way in the first place,” Kasey said more enthusiastically, as Julie rolled her eyes and began counting back from one hundred. By the time she’d gotten to eighty-eight, she was calm enough to be able to pitch her voice into a cheerful tone.  
 
    “Because then, we couldn’t have had this wonderful chat together,” Julie sarcastically said, before her voice turned to steel as she switched over to the general raid chat. “Now let’s move out people, I want us in Darom by tomorrow evening at the latest!” 
 
    As Julie watched her raid leaders head out to rejoin their separate groups, she silently shook her head not understanding how Star was moving his forces around the map so quickly. It should have taken him at least a day to reach Telrain from Darom … possibly two once you included the two thousand or so NPCs he was leading. So how had he gotten his forces to Telrain in less than a day? Julie silently fumed as she shook out her long, dirty blonde hair and tied it up in a ponytail. She was about to head to the front of the formation, when she noticed Sodonon standing silently next to her.  
 
    “So what’s the real reason you want to take this asshole out?” Sodonon asked under her breath. Seeing the angry look that immediately came to Julie’s face, she hurriedly held up her hands in a placating gesture to stop her friend’s nasty retort. “Look, I’m not trying to be an asshole here, I’m just trying to understand what’s really going on.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sodo,” Julie said, visibly relaxing at her friend’s words. In a hushed tone, she quickly explained that this was her ex-boyfriend and some of the more personal reasons why she hated the guy. Coming to the end of her short story, Julie earnestly looked into her assassin friend’s eyes. “Mostly though, the asshole thought he’d break up with me and not have to suffer the consequences!” 
 
    “Well, in that case, he definitely needs to suffer!” Sodonon readily agreed, as a dark smile came to her lips. “Don’t worry girl, I’ve got your back!” 
 
    “Thanks, Sodo, I knew I could count on you!” Julie said, as they laughingly bumped fists and headed to the front of the raid while making plans for the coming fight.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
THE WORLD
That Wasn’t The Plan






images/00001.jpeg
«DelonShire” i %
ol
e






