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Book Summary: Ultimatum of The Nameless God
 
    
 
   Taereun: Battleground of the Damned was never really a game. It was a testing ground to find minds and souls for the The Nameless God to use.
 
   For tens of thousands of players, what they thought was a just a game became reality, when they were put in the bodies of their characters. The Nameless God told them that he would return them to their real lives, if they fought through the Labyrinth of Yggr and freed his body from beneath the city of Haven. After searching for over 11 years, they found the Gate leading to Haven.
 
   In Taereun, Mark McGuinness was Talon, a Half-Dvergar monk, a hybrid freak created by the forced union of a Dvergar and a human woman using magic. Once the game became real, he was one of the explorers who sought out the path to Haven, but Talon was murdered right before the gate to Haven was opened.
 
   Waking up in a hospital, Mark McGuinness finds himself in his original body. As a child, he was in an automobile accident. A freak whose body rejects most medical treatments, he was left scarred and disfigured. Angry, bitter and disgusted with the world, he used Taereun: Battleground of the Damned to take out his frustration and anger, so he would not lose control and hurt or kill someone in real life. The closest he had ever come to being happy was living as Talon, during the eleven year search for Haven.
 
   Having learned about the Power called ki, Mark McGuinness discovers that his human body is capable of channeling and using it. Once again armed with Power, he finds a way to travel from Earth to Taereun. He has questions he wants answered and people he owes. Whether mortal or divine, he will let no one and nothing stand in his way.
 
   


  
 

The Last Battle
 
   
  
 

*** The Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 4,078
 
    
 
   After eleven and a half years of searching, the Damned, as the former players of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned now called themselves, had found what was supposed to be the entry to the zone where Haven existed. Tens of thousands of the Damned, along with several times their number of native mercenaries, were mixed in a swirling melee battle with hundreds of thousands of humanoids and monsters. The battle was taking place in a massive cavern, so large that even with the pervasive but diffuse lighting the walls could not be clearly seen from the center. The objective of the players was a massive, silver-grey double-valved gate in one wall. After nearly a week of continuous battle, with guilds and mercenary companies rotating in and out of the battle, the gate was finally in sight.
 
   Once the gates were open, the zone containing the city of Haven would be accessible. The Damned would only have to subjugate the city's forces and take control of its underground labyrinth, where they would find the Nameless' body. This was the beginning of the final campaign that would lead to their freedom.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Virtual reality hardware and games had become common in the decade preceding the release of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned but The Nameless Entertainment, Inc., the company that built and ran the game had revolutionized the virtual reality game industry. After 3 years or media hype and an extended closed beta test, the company had released both the game and new VR hardware to run it on. As a result, Taereun: Battleground of the Damned had a level of realism to it that exceeded all other VR games.
 
   In the years that followed, much of The Nameless Entertainment, Inc.'s technology was  incorporated into most mainstream VR hardware, but no other game ever achieved the level of realism that existed in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. Other game companies blamed it on black box components that were only available in The Nameless Entertainment's custom VR rigs.
 
   Taereun: Battleground of the Damned had been released as niche game that targeted the most hardcore of the role-playing and PvP audiences. Even though the two audiences were almost diametrically opposed in what they wanted from a game, Taereun: Battleground of the Damned had acquired a following of rabidly fanatical players. While it never became a mainstream success, it had a continually growing player base. Its player base was loyal nearly to the point of rabid fanaticism, and the game manufacturer had posted average quarterly player numbers that were constantly growing. 
 
   The Battleground of the Damned was a series of pocket dimensions, and the players were searching for the Departure Gate, which would open the way to Taereun proper. The Nameless Entertainment billed the current game as the prelude to what would become the real game, but almost no one took them seriously. The Battleground of the Damned had hundreds of millions of square miles of real estate. Most of the players accepted the fact that the current game had never been fully explored. How much content could The Nameless Entertainment reasonably be expected to develop?
 
   Its selling point had always been total immersion role-playing in a dynamically changing world, and the designers had never strayed from that stance. After nearly thirteen years, no was certain how big the Battleground of the Damned really was, or even what it really was. Some of the zones seemed to be entire worlds, even though no one ever explored them in their entirety, and others seemed to be only a few miles in diameter.
 
   Taereun: Battleground of the Damned ran for 12 years and 364 days prior to the event called the Great Fuck Over by its victims. Over seventy thousand players, the players never performed an accurate headcount and were only estimating their total numbers, were trapped within the bodies of their characters, by a being that called itself The Nameless God. The Nameless God claimed that the game was never really a game; their characters were real people; they really were in the bodies of their characters.
 
   Most of the players were not sure whether or not to believe The Nameless. The minimal user interface from Taereun: Battleground of the Damned was inaccessible, but that did not mean that were not necessarily in another world. Nor, did it mean that their characters were real people. There had been dozens if not hundreds of novels about people being trapped inside of life or death computer game written in the past century.
 
   When players were playing the game, the NPCs had always called the players the Possessed, but the players had discounted that as just part of the programming. Strangely, in some places, they were driven out or executed, when discovered to be player. Thy players had never quite why the game was programmed that way, but after The Nameless God's announcement, some players began to wonder about what Taereun: Battleground of the Damned really was.
 
   The Nameless also told them that if they died in these bodies, their real bodies would die. A death for them here would be a true and irrevocable death, game over and life over. When Taereun: Battleground of the Damned had been a game, the players would have to fight their way out of the Land of the Dead to return to their bodies, but no one who had died after the Great Fuck Over was ever seen alive again.
 
   The Nameless' demands were simple: his body was trapped somewhere beneath a city called Haven, and he would release them once they broke into the city and freed his body.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Even though the end of their ordeal was in sight, the Damned were not a single cohesive force, and it was hindering them. Their combat units were of irregular sizes and makeups based on parties, guilds and alliances. With the mercenary units added into the mix, their force structure was near chaos. Due to their lack of a true command structure and overall coordination, the center and left wing of their assault had become bogged down. They were unable to force their way through the packed ranks of orcs and goblins driven on by the DokkAlfar Whip-Masters, with their constructs and elementals. Thug Horde, the self-proclaimed Lords of Taereun, with over ten thousand of their members in the raid force, was stonewalled by the fierce resistance.
 
   The only progress in the battle was being made on the far edge of the right wing. A small guild called the Bohemian Cats was made of a group of real-life friends and family members that had been playing together for as much as six years before the Great Fuck Over. The core of the guild was together from the time they were sophomores in high school, fifteen years old was the youngest age that The Nameless Entertainment would accept a parental consent form and allow a minor access to Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. Then, a few of their younger sibling had joined, once they reached the minimum age for game access. Of their twenty three members, only fifteen had been caught by the Great Fuck Over. They were not a raiding guild, let alone a top tier guild, but they were pushing relentlessly forward. Backing up the one person who was not a member of their guild, their tight wedge was engaging and destroying unit after unit of the DokkAlfar's slave army.
 
   *This guy is unbelievable.* The Lady of Gold was using her guild bracelet to “talk” in the the guild's chat channel. She was one of the two leaders of the Bohemian Cats, the other being the Lord of Jet. Dressed in gold washed chainmail, she was wielding a pair of rapier-like swords. Her near six-foot height; inhumanly beautiful, pale features; and waist length golden hair made her stand out, even among the plethora of more than naturally attractive members among the Damned.
 
   Guild bracelets, which gave the wearers access to an almost telepathy like chat room, were a player invention in the early days of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. The game had been unlike any other game before it and did not have the basic social features that players expected. To compensate for the lacking features, the players had developed the guild bracelets and spells that provided much of the basic chat and party functionality of other games. The fact that their character's bodies had been in possession of the guild bracelets was one of the things that made the players question the reality of their situation. If they had made the bracelets in the game, why did the real bodies of their characters have them?
 
   *He's not all that great. We would have done even better, if you all didn't get so fixated on partying with a so-called legend.* The Lord of Jet could not keep the petulant sounding tone out of his voice. He was angry about the way he sounded, but he knew that he was not wrong. In his eyes, Talon was nothing special, just another loser solo player, who could not tow the line and stay in a guild. At 6'4” tall, he was the tallest member of the party, and his jet black plate armor made him appear much more heavily built than he really was.
 
   *Jet, let it go already man. You're better than this. He's really like nothing we've ever run with before. I'm not even using healing magic on him, just damage wards.* Yoh called himself a shaman.
 
   Even though Taereun: Battleground of the Damned had not been a traditional game that followed normal game design theories, the players still brought the concept of the “holy trinity” of MMOs with them, the combination of tank, healer, and dps. As with the games of the past, most players built their parties around the trinity. They shoehorned and pigeonholed the almost limitless options into their preconceptions of how classes should be designed and played. Yoh used magic that resembled the shaman class in traditional MMORPGs, hence he was called and called himself a shaman, and acted as the guilds main healer. A human, he was an inch or so under six feet, and more heavily built than the Alfar.
 
   *Really, Sel, this guy is even more of a legend for being a murderous loner , than he is for his skills, as incredible as they may be. How did you ever get him to agree to party with us?* There was an odd note in the Lady of Gold's voice.
 
   *I'm sorry, Goldie. Its a secret. I promised Talon I wouldn't talk about him, and no matter how much I hate it, I owe him.* Selestra was the half-breed child of a SvartAlfar mother and LjosAlfar Father. In the real world, she had been friends with the Lady of Gold and the Lord of Jet for much longer than they had been playing the game.
 
   *Oooohhhh, sounds interesting. Did you know him in real life? Have you got the hots for him?* “Voices” in the bracelet chat rooms sounded just like they did when heard normally. That included pitch and inflection, making it very easy for a person to hear when they were being teased.
 
   *Of course not! He's even uglier in real life! I only like handsome guys!*
 
   Selestra glanced to her left at the Lord of Jet, and nearly had a crude sword embedded in her skull. The kick that flashed past her head shattered the sword's blade. The following kick fractured the iron plates on the orc's gauntlet and shattered the hand inside. As the orc bellowed in pain, Selestra ducked and lunged, driving both her short swords into the gap between its helm and breastplate. Her heart hammered in her chest, as she realized that she had almost died. She was not sure if this was a game or reality anymore, and the idea of dying for real terrified her.
 
   “Get your head out of your ass! Keep sneaking peaks at your boyfriend and you'll get dead!” The angry growl was too deeply pitched to have come from human throat. Talon, the one person not part of the guild, was not human, or at least not entirely human. He had been a legend in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned for many reasons, among them he was a Half-Dvergar, the only player ever to be one, and one of only three ever seen in the game. Almost six feet tall, he was as nearly as broad as a Dvergar, and far stronger than any human.
 
   “He's not my boyfriend, you idiot! He's Goldie’s . . .” Selestra's words trailed off, as she realized what she was shouting. She was so lucky that her dusky grey skin did not blush, it would just make her even more embarrassed. Talon always brought out the worst in her, for as long as she had known him. The others did not know how she knew Talon in real life, well she really could not call it knowing him. He was just as much of an antisocial asshole in real life as he was in the game, maybe even worse than in the game.
 
   Talon's kick sent a bull orc flying, with almost every bone in its torso shattered. The force behind his attacks was far beyond what even his massive musculature should have been capable of. When he stopped and looked around, Selestra realized that there were no more orcs in front of them. Earlier in the day the right wing's reserves had been moved to reinforce the center, where Thug Horde's banners were. The DokkAlfar commanding the orcs must have thought that Thug Horde was the greatest danger on the battlefield. Whatever the reason, the Damned's right wing was given the opportunity to break through the orc lines.
 
   “A lot of people died this time.” Selestra's voice was barely more than a whisper.
 
   “What the fuck did you expect? Since getting trapped here, this is one the nastiest battles we've seen.”
 
   The parties to the Bohemian Cats' immediate left had not broken through yet, but it would not take long now. They were all breathing heavily and took the chance to relax.
 
   Selestra watched Talon out of the corner of her eye. He was the only one not breathing hard, and he had been fighting harder than anyone else. Whether in real life of in the game, there was something about him that unnerved her. Her father said that he a natural affinity for fighting that was almost inhuman. Since the Great Fuck Over, he had become a killing machine on a level that no one else even came close to.
 
   In their real life, Talon had been training at Selestra's father's dojo since he was little. They were about five or six the first time they met. Selestra could not remember exactly how old, but it could not have been any older. No matter how hard Talon worked out, he was always overweight and ugly, even before the accident. She had never really liked him. If she had to choose between like and hate, she would chose hate without a second's thought. In high school, he saved her from probably getting raped. Since the Great Fuck Over, Talon had saved Selestra a half-dozen times. She could not stand owing him, and it just made her hate him more.
 
   Selestra's face twisted into frown. Heroes are good looking and charming, not fat, ugly curmudgeons. So, why did it have to be him saving me, instead of a charming, good looking guy, someone who could make me forget Jet? I would have asked him to join our party, if this raid was something normal. I do not want Jet to be hurt or killed. I do not know if this a game or real, anymore. Even if this is just a game, I would not want to see the person I love with suffer or die, but Talon getting hurt or killed does not matter. He is so ridiculously strong, I am not even sure that the monsters here can hurt him.
 
   A flight of thirty obsidian steps, angled like three sides of a trapezoid led up to terrace fronting the gate. The terrace was filled obelisks and other oddly shaped objects made of unidentifiable metals and stones. Each valve of the gate was nearly forty feet wide, and the platform was more than a hundred yards wide where it met the wall of the cavern.
 
   Nearly a hundred DokkAlfar were formed up in ranks near the front of the platform. In the center, a small group of the DokkAlfar were dressed in robes instead of armor. Toward the back of the platform, three obsidian golems stood still as statues: one to either side of the door and one around fifty feet in front of it.
 
   The leaders of the three parties to the left of the Bohemian Cats, all small guilds like the Cats, walked over to confer with the Lord of Jet and the Lady of Gold. Talon had moved seventy or eighty yards out in front of the rest of the Damned. One of the guild leaders, Deathmeister, stared at Talon, but the other two only glanced at him momentarily.
 
   Deathmeister's guild was Roving Massacre, a small but elitist raiding guild, when Taereun: Battleground of the Damned was just a game. Even after the game became a reality, they spent most of their time in the hinterlands of the Lands of Despair, instead of searching for the path to Haven. They had a reputation for hunting down rare demons and other powerful monsters. Even though there had never been a way to open stat windows, the players, when it was still a game, had found or invented spells that would determine the general properties and strengths of gear. Roving Massacre was reputed to have some of the strongest gear of anyone.
 
   “Jet, how the hell did you ever get a freak like that Talon to join your guild for this raid? Fuck, why did you even do it?” Deathmeister's voice sounded somewhere between amazed and incredulous, with a solid dose of hate.
 
   The Lord of Jet took off his helm, revealing a face so handsome that it could be called beautiful. His features were a slightly more masculine version of the Lady of Gold's. The two LjosAlfar had been twin brother and sister, before the Great Fuck Over left them host to minds and of souls of two of the Damned. Now, it was rumored that the two Damned were continuing their sexual relationship from outside the game in the bodies of the twins. Selestra knew the truth of it, that the rumors were completely accurate.
 
   “Come on, Death. You should know that my guild gets around. Even if aren't a raiding guild, we still know more people and guilds than any three raiding guilds combined.” The Lord of Jet sounded boastful.
 
   “Everybody wants to get to know the beautiful people, just like in the real world.”  Thorrin was a Dvergar, an incredibly skilled Smith as well as powerful warrior adept. Dvergar are not attractive by human standards, but he was not as ugly as Talon.
 
   “That guy doesn't give a damn about looks, power, prestige, or anything else. He's been an absolute psychotic monster, since I first saw him.” Deathmeister's eyes were still fixed on Talon's brooding back.
 
   “What's so special about him? I mean, yeah, he's a big-ass Dvergar, but what's the big deal?” Kamehameaha had been fairly new to the game at the time of the Great Fuck Over, like all of his guild, the Dragonball Warriors. The other people present thought he was probably a kid, just barely old enough to get a subscription when he started. Even after spending nearly twelve years trapped in the game, he still acted like a punk teenager with an attitude and a mountain on shoulder.
 
   “Kid, that's Talon. He's probably the best tank there is, and he's definitely the most dangerous person you've ever seen, no matter what anyone else might claim.” Thorrin's voice was filled with something close to respect, and odd thing to hear from the taciturn Dvergar.
 
   “Don't call me kid. Frigging dwarf.”
 
   “Better watch you mouth, kid. Thorrin's sent more retards for an economy tour of the Land of the Dead than you could count without running out of fingers and toes. Since you can't count any higher without them, well . . . ” Deathmeister's smile was mocking, but his eyes promised violence. He was known for losing control in battle and going on bloody rampages.
 
   “Looks like the Thugtards won't be joining the party. The assholes can't get their shit together and make a real push.”
 
   The guttural bass voice startled the guild leaders. For all his massive size, Talon's movements were so silent that none of them had noticed his approach. Only Selestra, standing off to the side of the conference, had been paying attention to him. The corners of her lips turned down in a bitter frown, when the Lord of Jet jumped slightly.
 
   “Damn, you're still too quiet. You're more like a damned ghost than a mountain of muscle.” Deathmeister's smile was a hostile challenge. There was neither friendship nor respect lost between the two of them.
 
   “You can go back to licking Menton's ass-crack again. Maybe that will get them in gear.” Talon's flat tone of voice sounded more bored than anything.
 
   Selestra moved back rapidly. She knew Talon well enough to know that he was nowhere near as calm as he sounded. The bored expression, with his eyes half-lidded, was a sure danger sign that he would attack any second. When the Lady of Gold looked in her direction, she motioned for the other girl to move away.
 
   *Get out of there! Talon's ready to take him apart!*
 
   The Lady of Gold smiled and approached Deathmeister. Leaning her body against his, she wrapped her arms around his neck. A charm hanging form a chain around her neck glowed faintly, and she stepped back. It was another invention of the players, using the same base magic as the guild bracelets. The whisper charm allowed one player to speak with any other player, whose identity had been added to the charm.
 
   The Lady of Gold's “whispered” words caused a flash of anger to cross Deathmeister's face, before he nodded. After stepping backwards without letting Talon out of his line of sight, Deathmeister moved off to the side with her.
 
   Talon stared at them with narrowed eyes, while Thorrin watched Talon from the corner of his eye. No one said anything for a few minutes, while a brittle tension filled the air. Talon's reputation was as bad as Thug Horde's, everyone was afraid of what he might do. When Deathmeister and The Lady of Gold both smiled, Talon's face turned into a blank mask.
 
   Deathmeister and The Lady of Gold returned to the group side by side, with Deathmeister grinning like a Cheshire Cat. “The Lady is right. This isn't the time to be fighting with other Damned, even you. We have to hurry or we won't finish this battle.”
 
   Deathmeister turned back toward Talon with the grin on his face and extended his hand. “Let's work together. We can settle our differences another time.”
 
   Talon did not take the offered hand. “You were scum when you were in Thug Horde, and your scum now. Let's get this over with before the stench makes me puke.”
 
   Deathmeister's face turned purple, with the veins popping out at his temples.  “You bastard!”
 
   Talon's smile was mocking, as he silently stared at the enraged guild leader.
 
   “Are we just going to stand here, until the DokkAlfar realize we've broken through the orcs?” Selestra's tremulous voice was barely audible over the sounds of battle.
 
   “What's the plan? How do we deal with all those DokkAlfar and the guardians?” Thorrin's gruff voiced statement, refocused everyone's attention on something other than Talon and Deathmeister's mutual dislike.
 
   Talon snorted and turned so that Deathmeister was not in his direct line of vision. His deep voice was as flat as his expression. “Draw the DokkAlfar's attention, and a small group can kill them and the obsidian golems. Thee golems are probably the real guardians. If we don't do this soon, we'll probably be pushed back out of this cavern again. There are still more orcs pushing in from that tunnel where the left wing is being tied down.”
 
   This isn't good. He's still ready to explode. Selestra looked around nervously. In the real world, Talon was tough, and in the game he had been a monster. She did not know what he was now, and she could not help but be scared with Talon as irritated as he was.
 
   “By a small group, you mean you with some of us supporting you?” Deathmeister's anger was easy to hear in his voice.
 
   “Can you handle the DokkAlfar and the three golems at once?”
 
   “Our main tank is better geared than you are! He has the best defensive gear we've found. You're only wearing rags, and ratty hides!” Deathmeister's anger was turning back into fury.
 
   “Take them if you want them that bad. I don't care if you die. It'll be good for a few laughs, if nothing else.” There was no anger or any other emotion in Talon's voice. The lack of emotion was more threatening than a burning rage.
 
   Caught between rage, hate and fear, Deathmeister stared at Talon. The two Damned had a long unpleasant history, with Deathmeister always coming out the loser in the end. If they fought now, Deathmeister would probably die for real, but this time he was intending to win. He forced himself to calm down. He had already made the deal with the Lady of Gold. Talon would die fighting the golems.
 
   “Fine. You and the Bohemian Cats take the DokkAlfar and the golems. We'll roll up the orc flank, with the rest of the guilds.”
 
   Talon turned to the Lady of Gold. “Have your casters conceal your guild with magic. We'll move along the back wall and wait at the base of the stairs for the DokkAlfar in the gate area to be engaged.”
 
   The Bohemian Cats waited with Talon in the shadows at the base of the back wall of the cavern, while the other guilds began a distraction.  Plowing into the exposed flank of the orc lines, the right wing began rolling up the orc's left flank. Freed from the pressure of the orc warriors, more Damned began to circle around and assault the orc's rear.
 
   It was less than ten minutes, before the DokkAlfar leader noticed that the orcs and monsters on his left flank were collapsing. After the leader gave orders to his subordinates, over eighty of the DokkAlfar engaged in battle with the Damned.
 
   Talon waited another five minutes, to make sure that DokkAlfar would not be able to easily break away, before moving in the direction of the gate.
 
   *Hey there are still ten DokkAlfar up there. You don't intend to attack the golems and the DokkAlfar at once, do you?* The Lady of Gold's nervous question was made in the chat room created by the party spell.
 
   *We're not going to get a better opportunity. We're still outnumbered almost 10 to 1. The DokkAlfar can still stop the flank from collapsing. We attack the DokkAlfar first, and if the golems join in, I'll keep them busy while your guild finishes the DokkAlfar. I will murder the DokkAlfar leader. The confusion will allow the rest of you to approach and engage them.* There was no more emotion in Talon's voice, than if he were talking about the weather. 
 
   None of the DokkAlfar on the terrace noticed the approaching Bohemian Cats. Once the guild was hiding behind the strange objects on the terrace, Talon disappeared into a shadow.
 
   *He's gone!? How did he do that?* The Lord of Jet used the guild bracelet, so that Talon would not hear him. *Okay everyone, once the golems are ready to go down, stop helping Talon. We have a deal with Deathmeister. We're going to let him die.*
 
   *Huh? Let him die?*
 
   *What do you mean Jet?*
 
   *Why are we letting him die?*
 
   *QUIET!* The startled queries came from the guild members, so rapidly that they were little more than white noise. The Lord of Jet had to scream to be heard over the ruckus.
 
   He waited for them to settle down, before continuing. *We have a deal with Deathmeister. We're going to get some high quality gear, and we're going to form a joint raiding force with them in the new zone. Who knows how much longer we'll be trapped here, it could still be years. This is our chance to break into the big leagues. We're not that much smaller than Roving Massacre. So, there's no reason we can't be a top tier guild, just like they are. We'll have a better chance of surviving and recruiting new members, who we can use to take the brunt of the damage.*
 
   *Yeah, that's not a bad idea. I guess.*
 
   *Talon's not one of us.*
 
   *Listening to those old geezers that played those old timer games like Ultima and Eve, people have always been fucking each other in MMOs. Well, I guess this isn't an MMO, and we can really die here.*
 
   *Yeah. Even if he's good, he's a real asshole too!*
 
   The general consensus was that it would be okay, since Talon was not one of them. Selestra was one of only two who did not voice their approval. She was afraid of what could happen, if Talon realized what was happening before he died. He was angry and bitter in the real world. She had overheard some of his conversations with her father, and knew that Talon had used to the game to work off his anger. She did not think he would hesitate for a second before killing them all. Maybe not her, Talon felt he had a large debt to her father.
 
   She moved over to the Lady of Gold, and used a whisper charm so she could talk without the rest of the guild overhearing. She used the Lady of Gold's real name, so that the guild leader would understand how serious she was. *Jenny, this isn't a good idea. All of the bad stories about Talon and his persecution of players and guilds are kind of true. He's mean and nasty and went out of his way to hurt people in the game. He probably did it so he doesn't blow up and hurt someone in real life, but there is nothing to hold him back in this situation.*
 
   The Lady of Gold frowned. *Who is he, Mei? Why are you so afraid of him?*
 
   Selestra looked down, fidgeting. *I'm sorry. I can't tell you. You know what my father is like, right?*
 
   *He reminds of one of those samurai lords in an old Kurosawa film. I don't think he's ever approved of anything American as long as I've known him.* The Lady of Gold smiled.
 
   *Dad has known Talon, as long as I have. He respects Talon's fighting ability in the real world. I think he even respects Talon.* Selestra sounded sullen and peevish.
 
   The Lady of Gold's eyes opened wide. Selestra's father was a Japanese executive in charge of the a company with very large secretive contracts with multiple national governments. He ran a martial arts school on the side, a school that was basically illegal because of the nature of the martial arts taught. The Lady of Gold did not really know or care about crude things like martial arts, but she did know that the only reason his school was allowed to continue was because of his ties with the Japanese and American governments.
 
   *You don't like him, though. Right? This will be your chance to get back at him for whatever he did to you.*
 
   *I don't know.*
 
   *Don't worry. Everything will be fine. We just...* A scream of pain from the terrace interrupted their conversation.
 
   A head and robed body flew into the air in separate directions. The Bohemian Cats stared at the head that rolled across the terrace in front of them. The physical strength to tear the head off a body so easily was enough to send chills down their spines.
 
   There were a dozen seconds of silence from the terrace, before a pandemonium of screams and spells broke loose. The Bohemian Cats, startled from their fixation on the torn off head, looked across the terrace.
 
   “Cats, charge! Let's get those DokkAlfar bastards!” The Lord of Jet's shout was not particularly impressive, but still, audible over the background noise.
 
   Galvanized by their guild leaders shout, the Bohemian Cats charged from behind the metal and stone objects. They saw three corpses lying on ground, and the broad figure of Talon seeming to flicker in and out of sight as he moved among the remaining DokkAlfar. Launching a volley of spells, arrows and thrown weapons at the backs of the DokkAlfar, the Bohemian Cats moved to engage them.
 
   The fight lasted barely over a minute, before all the DokkAlfar were dead. The Bohemian Cats looked around, with slightly befuddled expressions on their faces.
 
   “Why didn't the golems attack?” Yoh was staring at the obsidian golems near the gate.
 
   “Don't you idiots get it?” Talon's tone voice was filled with pure scorn. “The DokkAlfar don't control this place. The world zones and the gates don't belong to them. It's something that they use, but they sure as hell don't own it.”
 
   Talon walked towards the obsidian golems at a relaxed pace, staring at the golem to the left of the gate. The Bohemian Cats watched in stunned silence, as he approached the fifteen foot tall constructs. The brutal fight with the DokkAlfar, as short as it was, had left Talon with a few minor injuries. It seemed like his wounds just made him hungrier for battle.
 
   The golems changed from statues to charging juggernauts, when Talon was twenty feet from the center one. He suddenly disappeared and reappeared in the shadow of the golem on the left side of the gate. His fists were covered in swirling mix of light and darkness, and every blow to the golem sent shards of obsidian flying. He kept circling the wildly spinning golem, to stay at its back. The other two golems turned around and started lumbering toward the Half-Dvergar.
 
   The Bohemian Cats watched the battle, not sure what to make of Talon's actions. When Taereun: Battleground of the Damned had been just a game, because of the difficulty of fighting out of the Land of the Dead and the expense of using resurrection magic, most players went out of their way to maintain at least somewhat of a safety buffer. Now with death being real, almost everyone still alive was cautious to the point of borderline cowardice, but Talon was fighting a battle with everything on the line. One mistake, and the golems would turn him into paste. Even with the danger, maybe because of it, a maniacal grin was plastered on his lips.
 
   *When he was talking with my father one time, that guy said the he kept the game's pain dampers at zero. He said that the pain made him more focused, because when he was injured, it felt more real, but he'll die for real, if those golems hit him. There's something wrong with his head.*
 
   *Hey, guys. You know he can't keep this up forever. One hit and he's dead. I don't want to sound like a wimp, but there's no way we can beat those things without him.* Yoh's voice was soft, almost like he was talking to himself.
 
   “Cat's it's our turn to be the heroes! Let's get those things!” The Lord of Jet's shout was not very forceful, but it was still loud enough to be heard by the Bohemian Cats.
 
   “BOOYAH!” One of them shouted and charged into the battle with the golems.
 
   The brutal fight was worse than anything the Bohemian Cats had ever faced, since the Great Fuck Over, and it certainly worse than anything in the game. Even with Yoh's wards, one hit from a golem was enough to leave them too badly injured to continue fighting. Three of the Bohemian Cats were hit, and Yoh's healing magic was barely enough to keep them alive. There was no way to heal the massive damage and get them back into the fight.
 
   As the last golem crumbled into a pile of rubble, they looked at each other, having a hard time accepting that it was really over. Talon was critically injured, but he had survived, despite not receiving any wards or heals towards the end. His left arm hung limply at his side, the shoulder shattered. He had to be in agony, but no sign of it showed on his face.
 
   The Lord of Jet and the Lady of Gold were on opposite sides of Talon. The Lady of Gold approached him, with her hand held out. “Thank you for helping us during this battle, Talon. I doubt we could have done this with without you.”
 
   Talon looked at Selestra. “Thank her father, if you ever see him again. If her father was not who he is, I wouldn't piss on any of you if you were on fire.”
 
   All of the Bohemian Cats looked hostile and angry at Talon's words, but he just stared at them, without any emotion showing in his face.
 
   Talon's legs collapsed nervelessly under him, and he looked down at the Lord of Jet's swords, one protruding from each side of his chest. One of them had severed his spine.
 
   “You really do earn you reputation as an asshole! Just think of this as karma for not respecting your betters.” The Lady of Gold's smirk was cut short, Talon grabbed her arm shattering the bones, with his grip. She screamed and her face twisted in agony.
 
   Blood erupted from Talon's mouth, when the Lord of Jet's swords were violently ripped out of his back. “Shit-eating, little, cock-suckers. Urehara-sensei would be proud of you, Mei.”
 
   Talon's heart, which had been pierced the Lord of Jet's sword, stopped beating.
 
   Nervously, The Lady of Gold looked around. *Quickly bring one of the DokkAlfar bodies over here, one with a sword, and it cannot be on Talon killed.*
 
   A big man in plate armor easily picked up on of the DokkAlfar corpses and walked over with it.
 
   *Put it on the ground behind Talon's corpse, Michael.*
 
   The Lady of Gold drew the DokkAlfar's sword from its sheathe and stuck in one of the wounds in Talon's back.
 
   *Thorrin can NEVER know what we did here. That disgusting Dvergar actually likes Talon. Does every understand?*
 
   


  
 

Still Alive?
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 23, 2077
 
    
 
   Where am I? I am lying on my back, with something soft underneath me. A tile ceiling with fluorescent lights is above me, though the lights are not on. A beeping noise in tune with my heartbeat is to my left. However, my vision and hearing seem dull and weak. It takes a huge effort to turn my head, my muscles have become so weak.
 
   Windows are on my right, with only a dim light seeping past the closed blinds. It must be night. On my left, there is a monitor for vital signs. Next to it, there is a stand holding IV bags, with plastic tubes leading to my needles stuck in my burn-scarred arm. The pervasive odor of antiseptics fills the air. It is one I am too familiar with.
 
   My burn-scarred arm? I am not a Half-Dvergar anymore. I am back in my disfigured human body. That explains why my vision and hearing seem so inferior. For eleven years, I was living in the body of a superhuman monster, but now, I am merely human again.
 
   But, how did I survive? I was murdered by The Lord of Jet. Did The Nameless lie to us? When our bodies were killed did we return to our original ones? No, that might not be right. I remember, even if only vaguely, being in the Land of the Dead. It was similar to the game, but even more oppressive. I had to fight my way out. Everything is so vague and broken, I wish I could remember it more clearly. Did I really fight my way back from something that resembled the Land of the Dead in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, or was it just a dream? When I was murdered, eid The Nameless God return me to my original body?
 
   Rapid footsteps can be heard from outside my room. They keep getting louder, until the door is suddenly pushed open. A middle aged woman, neither attractive or ugly, bursts into my room. Her eyes widen in surprise, when she sees me looking at her, before a quickly masked expression of disgust appears on her face. 
 
   The woman's sudden professional demeanor cannot fool me into thinking I was mistaken in what I saw. I have seen it on too many peoples faces in the past. The disgust, revulsion, disdain, pity, hatred, and a slew of other negative emotions engendered by the sight of my scarred visage. In this day and age, normal people do not have scars unless they choose to keep them. Even the poor can get free medical treatments to remove unsightly scars. However, I am freak. My body rejected every treatment known to modern medical science. The doctors are unable to remove the burn scars that cover more than one-third of my body, and they have no idea why.
 
   “You're awake. Can you understand me?” The nurse, nurse Kowalski from her id tag, has a tired voice that matches her plain, tired face. She has plain brown hair and plain brown eyes, with plain dark circles under them. It is a face that would never be looked at twice or remembered, if someone passed it on the street.
 
   “Y-y-y” My attempt to say yes degenerates into a painful wracking cough. My voice has become as unused and weak as my body. Twelve years is a long time for a body to be in a coma, assuming it was only twelve years.
 
   “Don't try to talk. I'll get the doctor.” She reaches out, almost as though to pat me on the shoulder or chest, before rapidly jerking it back again. The pity and guilt in her is plain to see, as she turns and quickly leaves the room.
 
   Disgust and disdain, I can ignore, but pity burns a hole in my soul and enrages me. How dare that bitch pity me? Does she have the mental strength and fortitude of someone who has lived half his life as a disfigured freak? Would she have been able to build a core of personal strength that would allow her to look into the faces of the people who dared to mock her? Would those that tried to torment her quiver in fear, when they look into her eyes? I have lived with these scars since I was eleven. I am stronger than she could ever dream of being. She should be looking at me in awe, but she dares to pity me?
 
   I breathe shallowly to keep from coughing again. Being this weak disgusts me. I spent most of my life developing my strength and skill. When I was little there were kids that tried to bully me, but my father took me to Urehara-sensei's. I did not learn to defend myself. I learned to fight. I learned how to hurt people. I fought and hurt people. I did not relent, until the bullies turned into the cowards that they were in truth.
 
   After the accident where my parents died, there were the ones who tried to bully me again, while those in authority ignored  them. I was a scarred freak, who looked like the monster in a horror video. When I fought back, everyone ostracized me. People call that bullying. What kind of a wimp faggot does someone have to be to get bent out of shape and have nervous breakdown, because people do not talk to them? I never understood people who tortured themselves, trying to get in the good graces of people who disdained or hated them.
 
   I started playing MMORPGs not long after the accident. They were worlds where no one knew who I was, but the way people acted still disgusted me. It had all the same petty cliques, grudges, and backstabbing as real life. When I first started playing Taereun: Battleground of the Damned is when everything changed for me.
 
   Since I had no friends, I was not in any rush to get in and play with my friends. The character creation process fascinated me, so I went through the complete process, instead of opting out early to start playing. It had hundreds of tests and mini-games that seemed like they were designed to do test acquired physical skills and perform an extremely detailed psychological profile. Even though I was only fifteen, I still had an in-depth understanding of how psychological evaluations were performed. After all, I had been though nearly a hundred of them since the accident.
 
   I became Talon, a Half-Dvergar, a superhuman monster, and there were plenty of the worst kind of PvP trash to take my aggression out on. Just like real life, almost everyone wanted nothing to do with me, but I preferred it that way. I was old enough that in the real world that defending myself was already grounds for felony charges and being tried as an adult. Just because I was being trained by Urehara-sensei, I was on the FBI terror watch lists.
 
   In Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, there were no social cameras, no morals division police officers. Hell, they had city watches, but no real police at all. For me, the Battleground was a salvation. It was a place, where I could unleash all my frustrations. I was not playing to have fun. I was playing to keep from killing someone in real life.
 
   When I was not in school or playing the game, I still trained at Urehara-sensei's dojo. The skills and martial arts I learned from being Talon were like nothing that existed on Earth. What I was able to master in my real body worked and worked well. Taereun was helping me to become more skilled in real life, that was something I never expected to happen.
 
   After six years, the Great Fuck Over happened. The game became a struggle for survival, but I reveled in it. The constant challenge where my life was on the line was the greatest thrill I have I ever known, but it seems that was all just one big lie. What a cosmic fucking joke everything turned out to be.
 
   Multiple sets of footsteps are coming down the hallway. The door opens again, and a man enters, with three women in tow. One of the women is the tired looking Nurse Kowalski. The other two are bimbos with too much makeup, a blonde and a brunette. They have their eyes completely fixated on the man. Their demeanor says they could not care less about anything else.
 
   The man is probably in his early thirties, with an aura and attitude that scream born elite. There is no sign of disgust on his face. He obviously sees no difference between me and the bed I am lying on. He is one of the types of people I hate. His name tag reads, “D. Turner M.D.”, the lack of a specialty is rather odd for a hospital name tag.
 
   Being forced to spend so much time in hospitals, I have picked a lot of interesting and pointless trivia regarding medical laws. By law, while working, a doctor has to have is last name and his medical specialty on his identification badge. Even if Dr. Turner was just a general practitioner, unlikely in a modern hospital, he would still have to have that on his name tag.
 
   “Good evening, Mark. I am Dr. Turner.” He has a New England accent and a nasal voice.
 
   “Water.” My voice is barely even a whisper, but I get the word out without coughing.
 
   Dr. Turner frowns slightly, before glancing at the nurse on right. “Get the patient some water.”
 
   The slight frown stays on the doctors face, as he turns back to me. His eyes seem to be weighing me, more likely judging me. He does not say anything, while the the nurse brings me a glass of water, and I drink.
 
   After I finish drinking, Dr. Turner looks at the vitals monitor, which still has all of its leads attached to my body. Inserting the earpieces of his stethoscope into his ears, he places the diaphragm against my chest. Taking a penlight out of his pocket, he shines it into my eyes. Putting the penlight back into his pocket, he stares at me again.
 
   All of his actions are too cold, too controlled, but they are not impersonal. I have the clear impression that this man hates me. I do not know what reason he would have to dislike me, let alone hate me, but I am certain that he does.
 
   “You are very quiet for someone who has just awoken form a coma. Most people would be full of questions, but you seem to be well aware of your situation.” His words are cold and precisely enunciated, but his New England accent is more obvious as a result.
 
   “I have so many questions, I don't know where to start. I guess the biggest one is, how long was I in a coma?”
 
   “One year and seven months.”
 
   Only a year and seven months? We were trapped in the Battleground of the Damned for nearly twelve years. Does time flow faster there than here? It must, but it is not the same as the time differential between the game and the real world. If it were the same, I would only have been in a coma for around nine months. No one was sure of the exact time differential between the game and reality, but it was calculated as being close to 14:1. Could the extra time have something to do with my broken memories of fighting my out of the Land of the Dead?
 
   “Though, why you are the only survivor, I cannot understand.”
 
   “The only survivor? The others are dead?” I blurt the questions out in surprise. It is not that I care about the others trapped in the game, but I did not wish most of them dead. If Mei is dead, how is Urehara-sensei taking it?
 
   The cold, murderous hostility draws my attention back to Dr. Turner. While trapped in the Battleground of the Damned, I had developed the ability to sense hostility and animosity. It seems that it is still with me, even in the real world. Real world? No, this may just be another world in reality.
 
   Dr. Turner's hatred is so strong, I can see it clearly in his slightly twisted visage. There should be no reason for him to be so filled with hostility and animosity toward me. So, why?
 
   “You have a problem with me?” My voice is flat and emotionless. I have long since learned to keep my thoughts and emotions hidden as much as possible. If I am not caught completely by surprise, as I was a moment ago, I will very seldom reveal things I do not with to reveal.
 
   A very slight and very nasty smile twists the doctor's lips. “I wondered why, out of more than a million people, only you did not die. I knew there had to be a reason, and it seems you know what happened to the rest of the victims. The FBI will be interested to hear about this, I am certain. The governments of many nations spent months investigating without results, but now I think we will get some answers. You will explain what happened to my sister, and why she had to die, while you live on.”
 
   “Sorry, D., but I have no clue. All I know is that I woke up here, and you're running you mouth about people I don't know dying.” I made a mistake. Intellectually I knew that there would all kinds of people asking all kinds of questions, because of the thousands of us caught up in the game. No, it was not the game, it was the Lands of Despair. It was no game after the Great Fuck Over.
 
   “You all mind leaving me in peace? I really need to rest.”
 
   Dr. Turner's eyes try to bore into me, but his stare is nothing compared with the venomous glares of DokkAlfar warriors and mages. Even if I am not a Half-Dvergar any longer, I am still the same person, the same soul, that fought across dozens of zone in the Lands of Despair. A mere human doctor will never intimidate me.
 
   The hatred never leaving his face, Dr. Turner turns and stalks out of the room. His coterie of nurses follow him. Except for Nurse Kowalski, the nurses glare at me, as though I were a roach that found its way into their kitchens.
 
   Everyone else died? Then, they failed to complete The Nameless God's quest? Even if I cannot clearly remember what happened after I was murdered, I can remember everything from our capture by the Nameless up to being murdered by The Lord of Jet. The way to the last gate was cleared, so did they fail in the zone beyond, the zone where Haven was located?
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Unknown
 
   
  
 

*** Unknown ***
 
    
 
   The room had been empty for an unknown amount of time, since time had no meaning where this room existed. Only minds and souls could enter, it had no physical reality. It was a circular chamber more than a thousand yards in diameter. The central six hundred yards of the floor was close set blocks of perfectly smooth white marble, each one roughly trapezoidal with a curved inner and outer edge. Around the perimeter of the empty center were objects made of black and silver metal, inset with crystals in a rainbow of colors. Whether they were decorations or some kind of technological devices, it was impossible to tell. They varied in size from smaller than a fist to larger than a bull elephant, and were constructed in all manner of strange and twisted shapes.
 
   Between one instant and the next, the chamber changed from empty to crowded. There were tens of thousands of naked people, ranging from early around mid-teens to elderly. They had all suddenly appeared, none knowing how of why they were there. As they were of varying ages, they were also in a wide range of physical conditions, but only a handful among the thousands could be considered athletic. Most of them were somewhere between average and obese. Their ethnicity was not quite as varied as their ages and shapes, but it was still covered a large segment of the national and racial spectrum of the planet Earth.
 
   The realization slowly dawned on them, some much faster than others, that something was wrong.  As far as any of them knew, they had been in the middle of logging into Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. They were supposed to be playing Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, but instead, they were in an unknown location, in their real and naked bodies.  Thinking this was some kind of bug with the new expansion, many tried to log out of the game, but there was no log out menu. There was no menu at all. Many thought they were hallucinating.
 
   After a few minutes of stunned silence, panic and confusion began to spread throughout the cavernous room. After fifteen minutes, the room had become a scene of pandemonium. Some embarrassed at their nudity or out of shape bodies screamed and shrieked, trying to conceal their nakedness. Others roared in incomprehension. Others stood frozen in numb panic. Yet others ran around wildly, with no purpose or destination. A few, very few, calmly moved towards the edges of the monstrous room, warily scanning for threats. Those few knew something was very very wrong and were dispassionate enough to not get swept up in the moment.
 
   The chaos went on for nearly an hour. People started arguing. Arguments devolved into fights. At times areas erupted into brawls, and there were attempted or completed sexual assaults, by both sexes. Most of them did not believe that this was real. If this was not real, they could get away with whatever they chose to, and no one could do anything to them in the real world.
 
   Not everyone noticed when the giant translucent figure appeared hovering in the center of the chamber. Ten times the size of a human, it appeared to be a man dressed in grey leathers, with a hooded cloak that concealed all but his mouth and chin. The corners of his barely visible mouth were turned up with wry amusement at the scene below.
 
   Slowly silence spread throughout the chamber, as more and more people noticed the figure floating over their heads. In a few minutes, everyone was staring at the grey clad man.
 
   “I was going to welcome you to this ethereal representation of the Chamber of Transition, but you do not seem to be in a mood to be welcomed. I always find human nature so comforting,” the man said, in a resonant baritone. “You are so vicious, so quick to resort to violence and intimidation, so quick to take what you want. You are perfect for my plans.”
 
   Angry murmurs spread through the crowd, and some of them began to shout at the figure.
 
   “WHAT THE FUCK!!!”
 
   “WHO THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?”
 
   “LET US OUT OF HERE, ASSHOLE!”
 
   Nothing that was shouted was any more constructive, and much of it was far cruder. Many of the people in the room were hardcore PvP MMO players, and most were generally lacking manners and etiquette. Their general mindset had shifted from fear to gamer mode, and they were acting the way they always did, when they thought they could not be reached in real life. After all a game was just a game, and it does not matter how badly they hurt others, since it was just a game.
 
   The figure laughed, and said, “So belligerent. I truly hope that you all retain that combativeness, when I set you on your task. Because it suits my purpose, I will tell you who I am. I am The Trickster, The Game Master, The Untouchable Thief. I am The Nameless God, and you are all my servants from this moment forward. At least, you are if you wish for your lives to continue.”
 
   Stunned silence filled the chamber for a few moments, before the people began to shout or laugh angrily or derisively. The Nameless God was one of the Shadow Lords from Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. They were Gods that were neither good nor evil, but rather pursued their own unknown agendas. The power of the Gods was almost non-existent inside the Battleground of the Damned, so the players knew very little beyond background legends.
 
   The Nameless God simply watched and listened in apparent amusement, until the players quieted down once again. “You were all players in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, so you should all know that my body lies trapped within the city of Haven. Well, you should know, if you paid any attention to the lore inside the game, but I am sure that most of you did not bother.
 
   “I am sending you all to the real Chamber of Transition and placing you in the bodies of your former characters. It leads from the the Battleground of the Damned into the Lands of Despair. Your task will be to fight your way to the city of Haven, and find the keys to freeing my body from its prison. If you succeed, I will return those who still live to your original world and bodies. If you do not succeed, you will all die in the Lands of Despair.
 
   “Just so know, those of you who die will really be dead. Your original body will die at the same time as your former character's body dies.
 
   “To show you that I am not a heartless and cruel master, I will give each of you the memories of your game character. If you can use those memories and master the abilities you used in the game, you will really have all the powers and abilities of your character.”
 
   “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?”
 
   “ARE YOU FUCKING CRAZY?”
 
   “DIAF, ASSHOLE!”
 
   The Nameless God looked around the chamber and smiled again, but it was not a comforting expression for the players. This was the smile of a predator looking at its prey.
 
   “Since you are all so well-behaved, I will tell you a little secret. The souls whose bodies you are being given have been consumed to provide the power source to transfer your own souls here. You are all operating under a time limit, and it will vary from person to person. After a period of time without a soul your original body will perish. I have linked the two. so when your real body dies, the one you inhabit on Taereun will die too. None of the technological life support from your world will be able to keep your real bodies alive once the time limit has expired. Maybe four of five years, maybe ten for the strongest of you, but what do I mean by “strongest?” Does that not make things so much more interesting?
 
   “Now, BEGIN!” The Nameless God waved his hand and the people in the room all disappeared.
 
   


  
 

Threats
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 24, 2077
 
    
 
   When my nightmare about that first encounter with the Nameless forces me out of my sleep, it is still mostly dark outside. The dim light of the coming dawn is barely visible through the cracks in the blinds, and my hospital room is not quite so dark, as when I first woke. With the hospital still operating according to its nighttime rules, the hall outside is still silent and dimly lit.
 
   More sleep holds no attraction for me. After all, this body has been asleep for a year and a half, so it does not seem right for me to be tired. Even if I was tired, my mind is too caught up in what comes next to sleep more.
 
   If everyone else is really dead, the police or more likely the FBI will have questions, but I have no intention of providing them with answers. At best, I would be considered a liar, and at worst, I might be thrown in a loony bin and left to rot. No one would ever believe the truth, it flies in the face of everything considered rational in this world.
 
   This world. I no longer think of it as my world. Taereun is my world now, but I do not know what Taereun really is. At first, whether or not I really believed that the The Lands of Despair was part of some computer program trapping my mind, I can no longer say. Now, I am certain that it is real. That strange Dvergar, Boran, said that The Battleground of the Damned and the Lands of Despair were both part of the Labyrinth of Yggr.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 35
 
    
 
   The city of Mountain View had an erratic ovoid shape, with its walls following the the natural flow of the terrain, and one side following the river bank it was built next to. Stretching a little more than three miles from east to west, it was about two miles from north to south. Constructed from massive granite blocks, its walls were around seventy to eighty feet. Roughly, every two hundred-fifty to three hundred feet, a tower stood half-again the walls height over the battlements. Its three gates, west, east, and south, are shielded inside roofed barbicans, that stand taller than the towers.
 
   There was a patch of wilderness in the middle of the city, where the air felt pregnant with Power waiting to be unleashed. The tangible feeling of unbound life that emanated from trees and brush took his breath away. Never in his life had he encountered anything that felt so alive, but his eyes were inexorably drawn to the bare rock in the center. Just as the plants are filled with life, that rock embodied death. The marked contrast, surprisingly, did not feel wrong. It gave the impression that life and death go hand in hand, one inevitably leading to the other.
 
   From the city of Mountain View, it was possible to see the light from the Chamber of Transition in the cliffs to the southeast. Atop the spire of rock in the city's center a lone Dvergar stared toward the glow. No one knew he was there. This Dvergar would only be seen, if he willed it to be so.
 
   The Dvergar's gray hair and beard were those of one advanced in years, but the bulging muscles were those of one in his prime. Still, the Dvergar gave off an air of a being who was ancient beyond belief. Standing about 5'5” tall, he was a monster for his race.  Most Dvergar did not grow any taller than 5'. He was broad and heavily built for his race as well, his weight exceeding seven hundred pounds.
 
   As the Dvergar turned his gaze form the southeast to the south, a slight smile touched his lips. He made a slight gestured, and an image appeared in the air. That image was centered on a Half-Dvergar, who was scaling the curtain walls of Mountain View.
 
   Soon, that one will be here. Out of all the little humans trapped by that fool calling itself a god, he is the most interesting. While his mind and soul do not fit his body, like all the others, he is strangely an almost perfect match to that abomination of a body. Does The Nameless even understand what he is playing with? It will be entertaining to see what path this follows.
 
   As the Dvergar continued to watched, the Half-Dvergar moved toward the center of the city. He passed through an area that was filled with people carousing and enjoying themselves. Continually looking about himself, he seemed to be searcher for something.
 
   Curious, the Dvergar flicked its finger and a silver-grey thread of Power extended from that finger to the image. Ah, so he is called Talon, and he is surprised at how few guards or watchmen he sees. It is no surprise that he cannot understand the lack of those who deal with crimes and criminals. Mountain View has nearly a complete lack of such activity, and those who do not reside here would never understand why.
 
   Talon entered the buildings in the area right around the center, a mix of schools, churches, and martial training halls. It was a rather odd mix, but they fit together. The schools and training halls were shuttered and dark, but a few people, with an air of worshipers, were entering or leaving the churches. Soft, sonorous chanting echoed softly from several of the churches, in languages that Talon did not understand.
 
   The Dvergar dispelled the image and moved to the edge of the zone of life. He watched Talon pass between two of the buildings and take his first good look at the growth in the center of the city. Unknown to Talon, another silver-grey thread of Power snaked out from the Dvergar, forming a connection between the two of them.
 
   “That look in your eyes says that you can sense it.  Most are not able to sense the truth of Life and Death.” The Dvergar's voice was deep, sounding as though it was produced by stone grinding on stone.
 
   Talon turned his head toward the Dvergar, standing in the shadows of the wild growth Not saying anything, the two just stared at each other for a few moments. There was no tension between them. Neither intended to attack the other, but both had a clear aura of intense curiosity in their demeanor.
 
   “I'm a bit confused. I don't understand what you mean about sensing life and death.”
 
   “Come with me.” Smirking, the Dvergar turned and moved deeper into the unkempt foliage.
 
   Talon followed behind him, making almost no noise.  Yet compared to the Dvergar, he may as well have been a herd of rampaging bulls.  The Dvergar's passage was so smooth, that he neither disturbed his surroundings nor made any noise at all.
 
   In a couple minutes, they entered the mouth of a tunnel in the central rock spire, that was hidden by the trees and brush. The tunnel spiraled down opening into a cavern fifty or sixty feet across.
 
   Near the far wall, a naked man and girl stood on a raised part of the floor. The man was not tall, maybe 6'1” or 6'2”, but he was incredibly massive. His shoulders were broader than any normal human, and his musculature was so heavily developed, that it was on par with a Dvergar. Scars from wounds and torture cover him entire body.  The torture aside, every scar, except for brands in runic shapes, was from a wound that should have killed him. The worst of the torture appeared to be a flogging that must have torn most of the skin  and flesh from the back of his body. It left him covered twisted black and grey scar tissue. Even if his other wounds had not killed him, the flogging should have. His face was hard and not particularly good looking. His green eyes, so dark they were almost black, and black hair only added to his menacing appearance.
 
   The girl was a beautiful Asian, who was barely 5' tall, her body extremely muscular, but nowhere near as massively developed as the man. Unlike a normal woman with overdeveloped muscles and no body fat, her skin was perfect. She was like an athlete at the peak of her competitive fitness. As muscular as she was, she still seemed like a waif standing next to the man. Her beauty was that of a wild hawk, fierce and full of pride. Agate eyes and midnight hair hanging to her knees reinforced her natural allure.
 
   Talon stopped dead, surprise on his face.
 
   “I thought you might be able to see those statues. They are Life and Death, the physical manifestations of the Powers, at least the only one I've seen. Only those who can touch on the Primals or the Od, or those few who have been chosen by Life or Death have that ability. You have a unique soul. I have been watching you, since you first arrived here. You are struggling to touch the Od. I have felt you doing so. Since you can see the statues, you should have little trouble learning to use it.”
 
   Moving closer Talon examined the figures. They were perfectly still, there no sign of breathing or any movement. As with the foliage and the bare stone above, they embodied life and death. The two seemed to be polar opposites, and at the same time they fit together like the yin and the yang. The artist who carved these statues was a master beyond comparison with any sculptor ever born on Earth.
 
   “Those are statues of Life and Death, well, Avatars of Life and Death. They are the ones I serve. I will not say their NAMES properly. You are not strong enough to withstand the KNOWLEDGE that their NAMES hold. This city is under my protection, a place of knowledge and a refuge for those who need it.” The Dvergar's face was impassive, but the warning was clear.
 
   The way that the Dvergar was saying names, knowledge, Life and Death was not normal. There were meanings contained within the words that transcended normal sound. The way he spoke the words, carried echos of knowledge far beyond their simple definitions. The way the Dvergar spoke them was Talon a headache.
 
   “Who are you?” Talon's confusion was audible in his voice and visible on his face.
 
   The Dvergar laughed, though it was unclear what he was laughing at. “I am Boran, a Transcendent Dvergar. You could call me a Priest of Life and Death, though that is not entirely accurate, nor entirely inaccurate.”
 
   “I'm Talon, a Half-Dvergar.”
 
   “Even if your body is such, your mind and soul human and does not belong with your body. How did you come to be like this?”
 
   “How do you know that?” Talon's face showed the shock that was too much for him to conceal.
 
   “Did I not say, I serve Life and Death? Seeing the patterns of your body, mind and soul as easy as seeing your physical body. Your mind and soul do not belong with your body. So, how did a human come to be in the body of a Dvergar?”
 
   “Do you know of The Nameless?”
 
   “An annoying, upstart, self-proclaimed God, who meddles in things he should not.” Boran saw the tension in Talon break, and laughed.
 
   Talon laughed, as well. “He took tens of thousands of people from my world and put them in the bodies of their characters from a game. If we find and free his body, he will return us to our world, before our bodies die, killing us.”
 
   Boran squinted his eyes, looking at Talon. This soul is barely into manhood as a human, but he has more potential than nearly all humans. He does not trust his own kind at all, but he is not even considering hiding the truth from me. He does not even realize that he is being so open. Why is he so trusting of me? I cannot find anything that should cause it.
 
   “Did he tell you will die, if you are not returned to your original bodies?”
 
   Talon nodded, not saying anything.
 
   “Your body and soul may not match, but you will not die of it.  Even if your original body dies, you will live on in this one, for whatever its natural span of days may be. The Nameless is not one to be trusted. Place not your trust in gods nor rulers.”
 
   Talon laughed, somewhat bitterly. “That sounds like quote from an ancient religious text in my world, except it says something about only trusting God and not princes.”
 
   “There is no such thing a real god, unless you count Life and Death, but they do not call themselves Gods. The ones who attacked Mountain's View are among The Nameless' victims?” The question was clear in Boran's tone of voice.
 
   “More or less. Menton and his Thug Horde are a bunch of trash, though. Watch your back, if you have any dealings with them.”
 
   “If I do not wish it, none of them have the nature or the Power to see me, let alone to do me harm. The city council will deal with them, if anyone does. They are of no consequence. I will train you to use the Od properly, if you so desire.”
 
   Surprise clearly visible on his face, Talon looked a Boran and was silent for a moment. “I would like that.”
 
   “Follow.”
 
   Boran left the cave by the way he entered, with Talon trailing behind him. After exiting the cave, they entered a small stone cabin. Inside were only two rooms, a main room and a bedroom, visible through an open doorway.
 
   “Sit.” Boran gestured to a pair of stone chairs next to the fireplace, both built to seat the massive frames of Dvergar.
 
   Taking an urn from a stone covered pit in the floor, Boran poured two mugs of a thick, amber liquid.  Handing one to Talon, he sat in the vacant chair and sipped form his. The amber liquid had a taste similar to a sweet beer, but was not exactly beer.
 
   “Tell me more about the mischief that The Nameless is engaged in.”
 
   Talon started by telling Boran about Earth and Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. When Boran ask detailed questions about Earth technology and VR simulations, Talon's eyes grew wide with surprise.
 
   Boran's questions about the game and Talon's impressions of the moment he became aware in the Gate Chamber were exacting. In contrast, he had almost no interest in what happened after the doors of the Gate Chamber opened.
 
   “Do you know where the city of Haven is?”
 
   Boran laughed. “It can be reached by controlling twelve to sixteen of the teleport gates, depending on the specific route that you use. The Battleground of the Damned and the Lands of Despair are both parts of the Labyrinth of Yggr. The Labyrinth is divided into hundreds of pocket environments, separated by dimensional boundaries. In a way it is like those games you played on Earth. Think of each pocket as a game zone and you will not be far off in its nature. Except, this game was made by mad, self-proclaimed gods to use for their amusement. Most of the zones are meant to be used for torturing or executing those that were interred within.”
 
   “What do you mean by 'dimensional boundaries?'”
 
   “The shell that contains the Labyrinth of Yggr is located on Taereun. Taereun, large portions of its universe as well, is broken and twisted. Rifts and Gates tie it to other universes and dimensions in this multiverse. There are some that even reach into other multiverses. Yggr, King of the Jotun, used the already broken nature of this world to create twisted constructs of many pocket dimensions, the Labyrinth of Yggr is one of them. Because of the twisting of dimensions, the volume of space inside the Labyrinth does not equate to the volume of space taken by the Labyrinth on Taereun. The Lands of Despair alone has many many times time the area of a world such as Taereun or your Earth.
 
   “The routes from here to the Gate of Departure are dangerous beyond your imagination. If The Nameless' body is really in Haven, reaching it may prove a task beyond possibility. You will probably die, most likely in a painful manner.”
 
   Talon snorted. “You sound like your telling me to give up.”
 
   “If you want to live, it would be for the best. Even were I not tied to this city by oaths and patterns, I would still not blithely make the journey to the Gate of Departure. This region within the Labyrinth makes the Battleground of the Damned look like a paradise, and you will need to cross nearly the entirety of the Lands of Despair to reach the Gate of Departure.”
 
   Talon sighed, staring into his mug. “The father of one of the others who is trapped here did a great deal for me growing up. My parents were killed in an accident, and I was left scarred and disfigured. If not for his help, I might never have recovered, might not even have lived until now. His daughter may be rotten bitch, but he would still be devastated, if she were never to wake up again. Sending her back to Earth may not repay him, but it will set my mind at ease that I tried.”
 
   Boran nodded his head. “Every thinking being has its own circumstances and its own burdens. At least take the time to learn what I can teach you, before you embark on what may be a suicidal quest. Once you are ready, go north to the dead city of Cobyrne. It is built around a Nexus, and you will find gates to many places within the Lands of Despair. Even if you can take control of the Nexus, it could take you a lifetime to find what you seek.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 24, 2077
 
    
 
   I believe what Boran told me. The Battleground of the Damned and the Plains of Despair were all part of the Labyrinth of Yggr, and the real Taereun exists somewhere outside them. Boran said the Labyrinth of Yggr was made up of thousands of pocket dimension, but I could never get him to really explain much more than that. I think the nature of reality was different between the Battleground and the Plains.
 
   The Battleground of the Damned was special. Taereun: Battleground of the Damned somehow used the real Battleground of the Damned as its game world. The VR rigs were  disconnecting our minds and maybe our souls from our bodies, and putting them in our so-called characters. It was never really a game.
 
   I never wanted to come back to this world and this body. My Half-Dvergar body was so superior to this one, that I would have preferred to live out the rest of my days in it. Even trapped in this inferior body, I would still rather be in the Battleground of the Damned than here on Earth.
 
   There must be a way to return to the Labyrinth of Yggr, to find the real Taereun. It is obvious that The Nameless Entertainment, Inc. has some connection to The Nameless God. The people running it must have had a hand in taking our souls from our bodies and trapping them in the bodies of what we thought were our characters. First, I need to rebuild this body. Then, I will find a way to force them to transport me to the Labyrinth of Yggr.
 
   The hospital will certainly have a physical therapy program, but their methods are going to be far to slow for my needs. I will create my own training schedule, even though they are unlikely to allow to use their facilities to train outside of their therapy program's constraints. I will simply have to improvise and overcome; I think that was the motto of one of America's military branches, before humans were replaced with drones.
 
   Two sets of footsteps are approaching my room. It could be any room on the corridor, but I have an unsettling feeling of animosity directed towards me. This is the same as the sensations I would feel while living in my Half-Dvergar body, whenever anything hostile was close to me. Why am I still feeling this now? Could this ability be something unrelated to my body in the Battleground of the Damned?
 
   The door slams open. A large man, with the physique of a professional bodybuilder, belligerently stares at me for a moment before entering. Behind him, a smaller man, about average height, enters, with a benign expression on his face. The good guy and the bad guy. As old as the routine is, it will work on most people. Both of them reek of government bureaucracy.
 
   The good guy walks up to my bed, while the bad guy stays near the door, as though to prevent a near invalid like myself from escaping. The good guy is a black man in his early thirties, with very short-cut hair. His is neither handsome nor ugly. Most people would never look twice at him, if he was in the middle of a crowd. Everything about him appears average, except for his eyes. There is neither warmth nor life in them. He has the cold hard eyes of a government bureaucrat.
 
   The good guy smiles and offers his hand. “Mark McGuinness, it's a pleasure to meet you. I am Special Agent Jones of the FBI, and this is my partner Special Agent Jones, no relation.”
 
   I do not shake the offered hand and keep my face devoid of emotion or reaction. “What can I do for you Special Agent Jones?”
 
   His smile does not waver, and his cold eyes remain lifeless orbs. “Well, we, the government that is, have been investigating the simultaneous deaths of 1,138,345 people, and another 87,565 simultaneously entering a comatose state approximately and and one-half years ago. Since then all but one of the 87,565 have died, and the one is you, Mark.
 
   “Now, when you woke up you asked Dr. Turner if the others were dead. That is very interesting, Mark. It shows that you must know something about what happened to the others. So, would you kindly explain to us what you meant by that?”
 
   Deny everything, and there will be nothing they can do. They will not believe the truth, and if they did, there is no telling what the government might do to me.
 
   “Sorry, Special Agent. I have no idea what happened. When I woke up, I was confusing nightmares with reality and misunderstood what the doctor was saying.”
 
   Nothing shows in Special Agent Jones' face to give me a clue what he is thinking. He just startes at me for a few moments, with that perfect, friendly smile. “It's not very nice to lie to a government agent, Mark. You are the only survivor, and you know what happened. If you come clean, the Bureau will make sure you are protected.”
 
   “I'm not lying. I don't know what caused everyone to die. I was in a coma, remember?”
 
   The other Special Agent Jones, the white one, moves to the other side of my bead. He has hostility and intimidation down pat, but after what I have seen, he is not very scary. He is 6'6'' if he is an inch, and must weight nearly 400lbs. He moves like a trained killer, and I do mean killer, not fighter. After my time in the Lands of Despair, I can tell the difference. With his perfect suntan, blonde hair in a buzz-cut and lantern jaw, he could pass for the main Russian villain in an old action movie.
 
   “Getting smart-ass with the FBI is the dumbest thing you can do, boy. Special Agent Jones is being very polite by giving you a chance to answer our questions in a friendly manner, instead of just arresting you.”
 
   “On what charge? Being put in a coma without being licensed to be comatose?”
 
   The corner of the white Special Agent Jones' left eyelid ticks momentarily, before he bares his teeth in a gesture that is not a smile. “Civil Rights Violations. We have unimpeachable evidence of you violating the Civil Rights of two individuals. The trial won't even last a day, and you'll spend the next five years in a maximum security penitentiary. So wise up and answer the Special Agent's questions honestly.”
 
   “I don't know what caused the deaths or the comas. I'm a victim, just like everyone else, and it must be a miracle that I'm still alive.”
 
   “Show him the video.”
 
   At the white Special Agent Jones' words, the black Special Agent Jones puts his briefcase on my bed and opens it. Taking out a tablet computer, he fiddles with it for a minute, before turning it so I can see the video.
 
   Seeing the scene, I now remember the day entirely too clearly. I had never realized there was a social monitoring camera where one had to be to film from the angle in the video. It is too bad I had long forgotten about this little scene by the day of the last raid, I might not have been murdered.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

October 15, 2074
 
    
 
   “Mark.” The hesitant and chilly voice came from his right, out of his line of sight. It was one he recognized, Mei Urehara. She was more than merely pretty. Her father proudly called her a Yamato Nadeshiko, a perfect Japanese woman. Her slender body, pale skin, gorgeous face, and long blue-black hair made a striking impression on anyone who saw her. Both men and women would stop and stare, when she walked past. Still, she was uncomfortable with her own appearance and constantly compared herself with buxom American blondes.
 
   His expression was no different than any other time, cold and closed, when he turned to look at her. Someone who did not know him well would never realize the anger that was burning inside of him at that moment.
 
   Mark McGuinness was anything but good looking. He did not look like he really was six feet tall, his dumpy build made him look shorter. He worked out four to six days a week, practicing martial arts, and had extremely healthy eating habits, but he never lost weight. After injuries in a car accident that were never able to be properly reconstructed with plastic surgery or nano-surgery, his face was covered with burn scars on one side. The accident, which claimed the lives of his parents, happened when he was eleven, and the doctors wanted to wait until his condition was stable, before performing the necessary cosmetic surgery, but after a month's time, the attempts had miraculously failed. Mark's body rejected every attempt to heal the scarring. After nearly ten years with his ruined face, Mark was accustomed to it and no longer wanted to undergo surgery. His looks did not impede his education or ability to practice martial arts, so he did not see any reason to “fix” them.
 
   Ryouske Urehara, who owned the company Mark's father worked for, as well as being Mark's martial arts instructor, had made the arrangements to ensure that Mark was provided for after his father's death. Mark's aunt, who took him in, was single and the money provided by Ryouske Urehara made her life a lot easier as well. Because she could never feel comfortable around the disfigured child, she was never able to develop a close relationship with Mark. The only person who would act normally with Mark was Ryouske Urehara.
 
   Retreating from almost all social contact, Mark buried himself in online gaming, when he was not at school or training. It was not long before he became interested in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, and as soon as he was old enough, he acquired an account. After going through the character creation process, he became Talon, the Half-Dvergar, and eventually his infamy was enough for him to become a living legend within the game.
 
   Friday afternoon, the day after the raid, he was eating his lunch alone on a bench outside, like always. No one sat near him or tried to talk to him, his appearance and his cold personality made certain that no one would approach. His mood was especially foul this day, after being set up to be PKed (Player Killed) by Thug Horde. Ryouske Urehara's daughter Mei had led him into a trap, when her father asked him for him to help her in the game.
 
   “Uragirimono.” It was a flat statement of fact. There was no heat or malice in his voice.
 
   “I didn't betray you, you asshole!” Mei's voice was nearly a shriek. “Otousan asked you to go with us, because I wanted to keep my friends from being hurt. You aren't my friend. I have no loyalty toward you, so I didn't betray you. Don't you dare tell Otousan about what happened.”
 
   “You better be careful or people will realize that you know me. You wouldn't want that rumor to get around, would you?”
 
   Startled, Mei looked around, seeing dozens of people watching the exchange with varying degrees of interest. Some were people that she knew. She could feel the heat in her face and knew she was blushing form the embarrassment.
 
   “How dare you embarrass me like this! You are the lowest scum on the face of the planet!” Mei's voice was a fierce whisper.
 
   “Uragirimono.”
 
   Shaking with suppressed anger, Mei half-ran from the sunlit courtyard. Watching her go, Mark continued eating his lunch.
 
   A few students that Mark did not recognize approached him, swaggering like they thought they were tough guys.  The five of them formed a semicircle in front of him. They were all athletes, big, well-built and in shape.
 
   “You want something?” Mark's voice sounded as though he was thoroughly bored.
 
   “Fat, ugly freaks shouldn't be upsetting normal people. Losers like you should learn their place.” The one in the middle was doing the talking.
 
   “You're not worth my time. You should stop trying to look like bad boys in front of the girls or in your case it's probably the boys, and go back to taking turns dropping the soap in the shower.”
 
   “You asshole!” The leader grabbed Mark by the collar pulling him to his feet. “I'm going to beat the fuck out of you!”
 
   “Did I hit a nerve? Are you the one that likes dropping the soap the most? Go back to your monkey cage, and  I'm sure your buddies will be happy to pull a train on your ass.”
 
   “Hey, Bobby! Knock it off! If you get in a fight in the middle of the campus, coach will have a hard time covering it up. You don't want to get kicked off the team.” A young man came running over to stop Bobby. The person was someone Mark vaguely recognized. He had trained in Ryouske Urehara's dojo a couple years ago, another rich kid.
 
   Bobby looked around and realized that he was in what could be a bad situation. He tried to shove Mark backwards, but wound up pushing himself away from Mark, instead. His eyes widened in confusion, and he let go of Mark.
 
   “You're lucky! If I ever run into you someplace quiet, we're going to get down.”
 
   Mark's smile was mocking, but he did not say a word.
 
   “Let's get out of here.” Bobby led his fellow bullies away.
 
   The student Mark recognized but did not know the name of bowed to him. “I'm sorry, senpai. Thank you, for not hurting them.”
 
   “I don't bully the weak in public.”
 
   The student laughed nervously. “I'll be going, senpai. I apologize for their behavior again.” Bowing once more, he left.
 
   Mark looked around, with an expression that said he was looking at something he detested. None of the other students met his eyes.
 
   College is no different then high school. You would think that the retards would grow up or get weeded out. He returned to eating, while brooding about people and their actions.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 24, 2077
 
    
 
   “That boy, Bobby, self-identifies as a homosexual, and so does the one on his left. You self-identify as heterosexual, even though you've never been seen with a girlfriend, or anything resembling a normal friend for that matter. You're lucky you didn't raise your hand to them, or you would have been prosecuted then, but your comments are still good enough for an open and closed conviction, with a five year sentence.” The white Special Agent Jones has a nasty smile on his face. He seems to be someone who gets off on bullying the weak.
 
   Social cameras, moral police, anti-violence laws, anti-bullying laws, anti-discrimination laws, and hate crimes have made most people afraid to say or do anything to offend anyone. Only the protected races, protected classes and those with the right political ideology dare to openly offend. I made a stupid mistake that day. I knew to keep my violence hidden from the cameras and make sure there were  never witnesses, but it was still a risk every time I retaliated against someone. The stupidity of being prosecuted for such a simple taunt is real, but the government almost never bothers. They store the evidence to use as leverage. If I was a coward, I would probably be afraid, but something as mild as a maximum security prison is not enough to threaten me any longer. I have survived places that would make both the Jones shitheads crap their pants.
 
   “I do not know what happened. No matter how many times you ask, the answer will never change. No matter what crimes you charge with, the answer will never change.”
 
   The black Special Agent Jones puts the tablet back in his briefcase. “You should contact your lawyer, Mark. Since you aren't going anywhere for a while, we'll be back in a week or so. That should give you the chance to speak with your lawyer and understand the position you are in. If you cooperate, we can make this go away forever.”
 
   Without a backward glance, the two Jones brothers leave the room.
 
   Good cop bad cop turned into bad cop bad cop. Even for today's FBI, that was a ridiculously heavy handed approach. There has to be more to this than I am in a position to understand. The agent said 1,138,345 people died and another 87,565 comatose, so with me alive, that would be 1,225,909 dead because of The Nameless. Of course, the government probably knows nothing about the existence of The Nameless.
 
   I already hated this world, when I was taken by The Nameless. Given a choice, I would never have returned, but what options do I have now? Is there going to be a way to get back to the Labyrinth of Yggr?
 
   The Nameless has to be in control of The Nameless Entertainment, Inc., or more accurately, must have some of his followers in control of it. Would they be from Earth or from Taereun? My guess would be Taereun, and if they are from Taereun, there has to be a way to move back and forth.
 
   A man's presence in my room startles me. I had been so lost in thought, that I never noticed when he entered. His pitch black eyes are emptier and more soulless than the black Special Agent Jones, and his build is nearly a muscular as the white one, though he is half a head shorter. His pitch black three piece suit and red silk shirt probably cost more than the average government worker makes in a week, even with their salaries being more the three times those in the private sector. His black hair and beard shine, as though they are oiled.
 
   Seeing me notice him, the man raises the cane in right hand, which has a blood red crystal for its handle. “The social cameras in this room cannot monitor us, until I allow it again.”
 
   The man's lips twist into a condescending smile. I do not think I kept the surprise off of my face, except for “social cameras” all of his word were in the Slave Tongue. Because of having Talon's memories, I understood the language almost immediately after the Great Fuck Over.
 
   “So you're one of The Nameless' lackeys.” My voice is flat, emotionless.
 
   “A pathetic toad like yourself should watch his mouth and his manners. I am here to give you a chance to live, and you are being impudent. If you do as I say, I will not have to kill you, and I might even find a use for you in the future.” His unmitigated arrogance is impressive, but I have the feeling that in this world he can back it up.
 
   I do not say anything and just stare at him. The man stares back, and after a few minutes his arrogant smile turns into a pleased one. Either, he sees something he likes, or he is pretending to.
 
   “No one knows I am here. The social cameras do not record me, when I do not wish to be recorded. I could kill you right now, with no one the wiser, but I would rather have you live and keep denying any and all knowledge about what happened to your dead . . . I can't really call them friends can I? You have no friends, after all.”
 
   “So the others are dead?”
 
   The man smirks. “Their bodies here are dead, but some of them survived their failure. Killing them may not have been worth The God's time, so they might or might not remain alive in their new bodies.”
 
   Turning around, the man walks out of the room, without making a sound.
 
   I do not have a clue what it might be, but there is something still going on in relation to the Great Fuck Over. I need to find out what it is, and whether or not, it will be a danger to me.
 
   That man was definitely some kind of caster, or maybe a medium, so mana can obviously be used even here on Earth. If mana can be used, ki should be usable as well and maybe even the Od.
 
   


  
 

Rehabilitation
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 27, 2077
 
    
 
   This is my second day in physical rehabilitation. I am amazed at how much the body's musculature can deteriorate, after being in a coma for a year and a half, but at least it accomplished what dieting and exercise never could, I lost my fat. The odd thing is that I do not have the folds of excess skin that would normally exist after so much weight loss. My body's reactions to things other than medical treatments seems to be abnormal as well.
 
   Despite my determination, my muscles tremble, as I do sets with pathetically light weights. Even with the use of all the normal treatments and therapy for coma patients, I am nothing more than a shadow of what I was before the Great Fuck Over. If I was not in this condition, I would never have acquiesced to performing such pitiful exercises.
 
   My physical therapist is standing to the side watching me, with a critical look on his face. He should be happy, I am working harder than anyone else would. Normal people, people without the experience of being burned alive in a car wreak, would never be able to ignore pain of this level and go beyond the weak rep and set requirements of my rehabilitation program.
 
   John, my physical therapist, is worried that I will injure myself, and he will be censured for it. He tried to physically restrain me from doing the exercises I know are necessary, at least he tried until he looked into my eyes. Whatever he saw in my eyes was enough to drain the blood from his face, and he stopped interfering. He is content to scowl at me from the sidelines now.
 
   Still, my body does not feel like if fits me, it does not feel like it belongs to me. My body is not in sync with my soul and my mind. I feels like I am twisted between the two disparate existences. For nearly twelve years, I lived as a Half-Dvergar, and as hard as it was to adjust to being Half-Dvergar, it is even harder to adjust to being merely human. My soul changed, and probably my mind as well.
 
   I can never forget what it was like first adjusting to that superhuman body, the body and the memories of something more than human. The body empowered me, and the memories haunted me.
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Chamber of Transition ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 1
 
    
 
   Floating near the ceiling of the Chamber of Transition, the spirit of The Nameless God looked down on the collection of bodies with mismatched minds and souls below himself.
 
   Every living thing is made of the combination of a body, a mind, and a soul. Each of the three is part of the whole. The Nameless God had taken the minds and souls of the players of the game Taereun: Battleground of the Damned and placed them within the bodies of what were once their characters. However, the minds and souls did not match the bodies completely, and some were a better fit than others.
 
   Of the many victims of his experiment, The Nameless was only truly interested in a few. One of those that held the most interest was a Half-Dvergar. If he had been standing, he would be close to six feet tall, but the breadth of his shoulders was still nearly the equal of a Dvergar. The player was Mark McGuinness, and the body was Talon.
 
   Lying on the cold stone floor panting like an animal, Mark McGuinness looked around. His thick beard was laying on his chest. He reached toward his beard, and froze at the sight of his hand. It was not his hand. It was thick and wide, with heavy callouses and scars.
 
   He was in the same giant chamber, where he appeared in his real body. Making a clockwise circle followed by a counterclockwise circle with his left hand, Mark attempted to bring up the game menu, but nothing  happened. Taereun: Battleground of the Damned only had a single game menu, with two buttons: “Help” and “Log Out”, but even that was no longer there. There was no game menu, no way to log out.
 
   As he watched, the corners of The Nameless' mouth quirked upward in a smile, filled with malicious anticipation. Unknown to Mark McGuinness, The Nameless reach out with a tendril of psi energy, touching his mind.
 
   I will even give each of you the bodies and memories of your game characters. The Nameless God's words echoed in Marks mind.
 
   I may have the body, but if I have the memories, they are hidden. Fucking so-called god.
 
   Pain tore through Mark's skull, as a torrent of memories that were not his own flooded his mind. The memories followed the same general pattern as Talon's character background, from Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. The last memories were at the point Mark started the game. He recognized the room, where he first opened his eyes as Talon.
 
   Questions echoed through his mind. Did his life end at the point where I started playing the game? Did my choices during the character creation and how I played the game cause him to live such a painful life? That could not be right. The real Talon was not my game character, was he? What is happening to me? What happened to Talon?
 
   The more he tried to think about the memories, the more intense the pain became. Mark was barely clinging to his sanity. Talon's memories were so strong, so violent, so brutal, that they were crushing Marks personality. He was helpless, screaming inside his own mind. At least, he thought he was only screaming inside his own mind. How could just his left over emotions and memories be so overwhelming? I can't take much more! I can barely separate him from me. Compared to him, what I endured after the accident was nothing.
 
   Talon's life was nothing but an endless cycle of torture and battles, all of it at the whim of the Masters. He never knew freedom, until he escaped into the Battleground of the Damned. His freedom was the freedom to fight and kill at his choosing instead of the Master's bidding. Even in the Battleground of the Damned, he fought for decades. He only found peace within himself, after the monk Tae Sun became his teacher.
 
   Mark was not sure how much time had passed, but the pain was not quite so bad. The memories and emotions of Talon were not overwhelming him anymore, not completely anyway. However, he was having trouble clearly remembering my life on Earth. There were gaps that were being fill with pieces of Talon's life. Because of the extreme strength and forcefulness of Talon's memories, the memories of Mark and Talon were blending. Without his understand or realizing it, some of Mark was lost, and some of Talon's traits and nature became a part of Mark. Without noticing, Mark was beginning to think of Talon as his own name.
 
   He clearly remembered The Nameless God from the lore of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. Could he really be the God from the MMO? Or should I say, could the God from the MMO have been based on him? The Nameless Entertainment, Inc. That was the name of the company that developed Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. Did it mean that he was involved in everything from the beginning?
 
   Am I assuming this is real? Yeah. I think this is all real. Fuck me. Talon looked around the Chamber of Transition. It did not feel like he was in a VR simulation any longer, no matter how realistic it was, something was always unexplainably felt not quite real in a VR simulation. That feeling was gone.
 
   The moans and sometimes the screams of other people were audible all around Talon. Turning his head to the side he saw a number of bodies on the ground near his own. They were clad in leathers, robes and armors. None of it was clothing that could find on Earth.
 
   Struggling unsteadily to his feet, Talon looked around for something that would serve as a mirror. A number of polished surfaces were in the Chamber, and he took a step toward one. His face twisted into a mask of shocked incomprehension, as he hurtled face first into the irregularly shaped machine.
 
   What the hell happened?
 
   He pushed off the floor with his hands to stand up again, and flew six feet into the air.
 
   What the hell? Is the gravity that light?
 
   Talon looked at his forearms, covered in thick heavy muscles, just like the rest of his body. An involuntary shiver ran through him. Looking at his reflection in the machine's polished surface, he saw the long thick black hair and beard that framed a broad hard face. The face was divided by a nose that was like the blade of a ruined axe, twisted and misshapen from the dozens of times it had been broken. A heavy bone structure and bushy eyebrows shadowed the eyes that were dark and shiny as polished onyx.
 
   His eyes moved from the face to the rest of the body. It really was a Half-Dvergar's body, Man tall and Dvergar broad. A magically created hybrid, that was sterile like a mule. Thick powerful muscles covered shoulders that were more than twice as broad as a normal human's. With only a fur vest covering the torso, hundreds of old scars from Talon's decades as a gladiatorial slave, followed by more decades in the Battleground of the Damned, could be seen.
 
   A grin split Talon's mouth. I really was superhuman. I am Half-Dvergar. Talon was a living, breathing monster. Stronger than any human could ever dream of being. In the game, I did not have to deal with the incredible difference in our strengths. Now, I have to adjust to this body. A laugh, a sound like gravel being shaken in a wooden bucket, rumbled from deep within his thick chest.
 
   Talon started by shuffling along like an old man, barely raising his feet off the ground, so that he could move without launching himself into the air. Time and again, he stumbled and fell, before he got used to moving in a semblance of a normal walk. He was still bouncing a couple feet into the air with most steps, but it was better than leaping uncontrollably.
 
   I could use this body normally, when Taereun was a game. So, why is it so hard now? What has changed?
 
   Talon was not the only one, having a hard time. Hundreds of others were trying to get used to their new bodies, as they stumbled around. A bare few were Dvergar and a small number were Alfar. Most were human, with a smattering of Half-Alfar, but they were in the minority.
 
   I can understand Dvergar having a hard time adjusting, but why are Alfar and humans have a hard time too?
 
   The complex character creation system of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned ensured that most player wound up as humans or in some cases Half-Alfar. When the weeks long process that could open up Alfar or Dvergar did not guarantee one of those races, most players were turned off of spending the time. As a result, only humans were common. Mark McGuinness' character creation had taken almost three months, and Talon was the only Half-Dvergar ever given to a player.
 
   Talon looked around the Chamber of Transition. On opposite ends of the huge room, there were two sets of doors. Both sets of door were closed, with no visible handles or locks, from where he was standing. How are we supposed to open them? Do both lead to new zones? Does one lead back to the Battleground of the Damned?
 
   Talon knew he would have no friends in that room, but many of them were his enemies. He stepped into a shadow, and activated an one of abilities from the Shadow Fist. He should have blended into the shadows, becoming all but invisible, but nothing happened. Concern visible in his face, he tried to use the Fist of Darkness and nothing happened. Not expecting it work, he tried to use the Fist of Light, and as expected, it did not work. Was that what The Nameless meant by saying we would need to master our new bodies? Would we have to learn how to do what our characters did as part of the game?
 
   Looking around, he saw other people were using spells, and there were still others using combat arts. Why can't I use Shadow Fist? What are they doing differently?
 
   Again, he tried to activate the shadow cloak that he used in the game, but still, it did not work. Why? In the game, I just had to think of the abilities I wanted to use, and they worked. What is different? Without being able to use Talon's powers, I won't have a chance against anyone even half competent.
 
   Talon stayed in the deepest shadows, his gaze roaming around the chamber. He did nothing to draw attention to himself. As time passed, he grew hungry, but only sparingly drinking from a water flask.
 
   “THUG HORDE!”
 
   “THUG HORDE!”
 
   “THUG HORDE!”
 
   “THUG HORDE!”
 
   “THUG HORDE!”
 
   The yells come from all over the Chamber. Talon watched, as the people yelling the guild's name gathered in one place. Thug Horde's reputation was among the worst of any guild in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. They were known for hurting people as badly as the could, in any way they could. Their attacks were not limited to in the game. They used forums to spread lies and innuendo, and when they could get another player's information and avoid being caught on the social cameras, even harassed people in real life.
 
   Violence erupted near where Thug Horde was congregating. They were trying to establish their dominance over the other players. Before anyone could escape or organize, Menton, the leader of Thug Horde, was trying to force as many people as possible to submit to his rule.
 
   As Talon, Mark McGuinness had been in hundreds of fights with Thug Horde. One, that lasted over six months, had become one of the legends associated with the game. Menton had ordered his guild to crucify Talon, as an “example” to solo players. Even with the pain dampers on, crucifixion was an unpleasant experience in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, but Mark had always played with the pain dampers to zero. After fighting his way out of the Land of the Dead and reviving, Mark had hunted down every lone member or small group from Thug Horde he could find, and crucified them all. It was the start of an enmity that never ended.
 
   Around an hour after Thug Horde started their subjugation campaign, one of the gates opened.  Talon was two-thirds of the way around the perimeter of the Chamber from the open gate. Even with a relatively clear view, he was unable to see anything beside darkness outside a short tunnel.
 
   Staying in the shadows, Talon began to move around the perimeter toward the open gate. There were a few minutes of indecision, before people began to separate into general groupings. Some moved away from the gate; some move toward it; and some clustered in the middle of the Chamber.
 
   Even without his supernatural abilities from the game, Talon still had his trained body, and the martial arts training of two worlds to draw upon. Despite his mass and bulky size, he seemed to flow through the shadows in the gaps between the machinery.
 
   A crowd of people were milling around near the door. Talon was surprised, no one had gone through the door by the time he reached it. Many times, he had read forums posts or heard people in the game opining on what they would do, if they were really living in their game's worlds.
 
   Talon did not think or agonize over his decision. He was anxious to get out of the Chamber as quickly as possible. Pushing past the crowd, he kept moving forward toward the gate. At first, there was only some mumbling, since no one was willing to try and stop him.
 
   “Hold it, you! Menton hasn't given anyone permission to leave yet.”
 
   The voice, which Talon recognized, came behind him. Turning, he glared at Nero Black, one of Menton's guild officers.
 
   Nero Black paled. He was human with dark brown skin, but Caucasian rather than Negroid features. An odd feature of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned was that even though there were characters that had dark brown to black skin, there were no characters who possessed Negroid facial features.
 
   “I don't answer to Menton. I'll give you a few choices. Ignore me. Go back to licking Menton's asshole. Die and find out if death has become permanent. You decide.” Talon's lips twisted into a smile, that was colder than the depths of space, and move savage than an angry bear.
 
   The dozen players around Nero Black, other members of Thug Horde, started to back off. Thug Horde veterans told their noobs all kind of horror stories about Talon, almost like middle school students would tell ghost stories on a school trip.
 
   “Looks like your baby Thuggies don't want anything to do with me. You want to try me by yourself?”
 
   Nero Black looked wildly around for a moment, seeing no one willing to back him up. “I'm telling Menton about this. You wait there, and don't you dare go outside.”
 
   After Nero Black ran away, the rest of the Thugs practically fell over one another to get away from Talon and the open gate. No one else near the gated showed any signs of interfering with Talon's passage.
 
   The valves of the gate were almost three feet thick, and there was a rough hewn passage, almost thirty feet wide, beyond them. Once he cleared the tunnel and moved to the side of the gate, Talon saw a night sky filled with storm clouds.
 
   Watching Talon's broad back disappear into the night, the Nameless smiled and turned his attention to other interesting activities in the Chamber of Transition.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 27, 2077
 
    
 
   I thought I was weak and vulnerable, when I was dumped into Talon's body without having any control over Shadow Fist. I had no clue what weak really meant. I was too Jaded from playing Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. Now, I truly am weak. I am vulnerable. I have to rebuild my merely human body, and find my own strength, my real strength.
 
   If I do not turn myself into a combatant capable of surviving in the Battleground of the Damned, there is no way I can return, no way I can learn the truth.
 
   John sticks a pin in the weight stack when my legs are at full extension. With just the slightest relaxation of the tension in my thighs, all the strain disappears.
 
   “Enough, Mark. If you keep this up, you are going to injure yourself. You might permanently damage your muscles or joints. With your body's rejection of most medical treatments, an injury could become a permanent disability.”
 
   John flinches involuntarily, when I turn my stare on him. My time as Talon has apparently left me with a stare that makes people more uncomfortable than my scarred face.
 
   “I know what I'm doing. I know better than you what I'm doing. I've spent my entire life breaking down and rebuilding my body to enable it to handle the stresses of a real martial art, a martial meant for fighting and killing, not for sport. As weak as I am, this is not even close to the limits of what my body can take.”
 
   There is a shadow of fear in John's eyes. “Once you're out of the hospital, you can do what you want, but while you are here, I am your physical therapist. I can't let you push yourself until you break. I don't want to see you disabled or crippled, and I don't want to lose my job. Please, stay within the limits I set. If you are obviously capable of more, I'll increase the pace of your training regimen, and you can get released earlier. Okay?”
 
   John gives the impression that he is completely sincere. He will do everything he can, while remaining within the bound of what he considers safe, to see my rehabilitation completed. I do not know why I get this feeling from him, but I think that it is accurate.
 
   “Okay. As long as you keep your word, I'll stay within the boundaries you set.”
 
   “Thank you. For today you have done enough. Resting is part of training, correct?”
 
   His relief and enthusiasm almost make me smile, but not quite. I almost never smile, at least not since the accident.
 
   I twist my body around, so I am sitting sideways on the leg extension machine. John grins, as he puts his hand under my elbow to help me stand.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 28, 2077
 
    
 
   It is only 4am, but I am already awake. Since returning to my body, I am only sleeping about four hours a night, but I do not feel tired in the least. I am using the early hours of the morning to practice manipulating the ki within my body.
 
   My muscles are so weak, that my ki could tear them apart. Hell, my whole body is so weak, that my ki could destroy it. The process of training the body's ability to handle ki could take a lifetime and still be incomplete. I do not have a lifetime. I have to be ready to make my move as soon as possible, before the government or that caster can cause any problems for me.
 
   Even though my muscles are not strong, it does not mean they are flexible. Sitting in the lotus position, the same position I used to meditate as Talon, is extremely difficult, extremely painful. Ignoring the discomfort, I focus my mind inside myself, searching for my soul itself, seeking the flow of ki that exists faintly within all souls, though in mine it has become a raging torrent. Taking control over my ki, I force the smallest fraction to begin circulating throughout my body. Even with using so little, the pain is worse than being burned alive. I keep my jaws clamped tightly closed, so as not to scream.
 
   My ki's strength is so out of proportion to my body's strength, it tears my body apart. Bones, ligaments, tendons, muscles, veins, arteries, organs, nerves; they are all torn apart and restored by my ki. Not once, not twice, but a dozen times, a hundred times, a thousand times. Each time a part of my body is destroyed and rebuilt by my ki, it gets a little stronger, but I cannot tell how long it will take for my body to be able to withstand the full force of my ki.
 
   Another presence in my room draws my attention back to reality, and I draw that tiny trickle of ki back into my soul. The nurse is staring at me, while I sit in the lotus position, with a lock of disgust on her face. She was one of the ones who followed Dr. Turner into my room the night I first woke.
 
   “Here's your food, freak. Not that you deserve any, after being rude to Dr. Turner.” She drops the tray onto the tray table next to my bed and stalks out of the room.
 
   The tray has oatmeal that appears to have been scraped off the bottom of the pot, an overripe banana, and a container of warm orange juice. It is not what I would have chosen for my breakfast, but the nurses never ask what I want for my meals.
 
   I eat the unappetizing food, while thinking about what I learned of ki, mana, and psi, while in the Lands of Despair. Boran was the one who taught me, after I snuck into Mountain View, the city nearest the Chamber of Transition. It was probably a stupid and dangerous thing to do since Thug Horde had already attacked the city and been beaten back, but I was intent on seeking information.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 40
 
    
 
   Boran had taken Talon down a passage that was hidden, when Talon first in the cave with the statues. There was a network of caves, and chambers of worked stone deeper underground. Boran did not use most of the complex and had sealed it behind Power warded doors. The small area that he did use had a martial training hall, a few storage rooms, and a huge library. He was using training hall while teaching Talon about the Od.
 
   Boran watched Talon meditating for a time. He could see the Od flowing around and through Talon's body, while Talon could not grasp it. Boran summoned a ball of midnight dark Power shot rough with streaks of a green tinged silver, the Dark Od. His eyes narrowed, as he watched Talon turn his face toward the ball.
 
   “Open your eyes, boy.”
 
   Talon's eyes opened, staring at the ball of midnight black Od. As Talon moved his hand closer to it,Boran could see the reaction in Talon's body and soul.
 
   “Touch the Od. It will not harm you. It is not focused into an attack, and your body is used to the Od. You have to feel it with you soul more than your body. The Od is Power of the soul not of the body.” Boran's gravelly voice was barely more than a whisper.
 
   Talon's finger touched the Dark Od, and Boran made it flow up and around Talon's arm. When Talon did not flinch in the slightest, Boran grimly smiled. He is young, but there is not much fear in him. His simmering hate and anger will give him strength. Those qualities appeal to Death Already, his soul is attuned to the Od, but he lacks the training in using it. It is probably a side of effect of how The Nameless created the player and character relationship in his twisted game. Fragments of the mind and soul of the Half-Dvergar still remain, and they have an odd scarring on them.
 
   If the chance ever presents itself, I think I will erase the existence of this Nameless God.
 
   “I'm going to slowly change the Dark Od to Light Od. Feel and learn the difference, absorb it into your soul.”
 
   The Od changed, first to grey, then it took on a greenish tinge and brightened into a brilliant greenish-argent light, with midnight streaks.
 
   As the midnight black Power lightened towards silver, Boran watched Talon's reaction. The incomprehension was obvious in the fluctuations of Talon's mind and soul, but there were slight changes in his body, that indicated it was used to the touch of the Od. When the Od finally reached its brilliant greenish-argent, Talon's mind and soul became calm.
 
   Boran smiled at Talon's success. “Good. That is the beginning. Once you can feel Od, you can learn to use Od. Od exists and flows in everything, even those who cannot feel Od have it in them, and even inanimate matter has Od in it. I will keep changing the Od, experience it and know it.”
 
   “You use Od, but you do not know Shadow Fist. What exactly is Od?”
 
   Boran frowned for moment. “Od exists between Life and Death, made of both and neither. It is like an Elemental Power but stronger, and you might call it the Power behind all existence. That is not quite right, but not entirely wrong. You need to be careful with it, even though your body is accustomed to channeling Od, too much of it can still destroy your body and perhaps your soul. You would be best served by using ki instead of Od, in most circumstances.”
 
   “The concept of ki exists in my world, but I never met anyone who could really use it. Talon didn't use it either, so I cannot learn from his memories.”
 
   Boran frowned. “I am not a ki master, I have never honed the power myself, but I know enough of its nature to teach you. Your soul is clearly well disposed to ki, even better disposed to ki than to Od. Listen well and I will tell you the truth of the Trinity, most users of mana, psi or ki never understand the truth of the three and only use their abilities at half what they could be.
 
   “Most who know of the trinity think it applies only to the powers, but in truth it applies to the non-Elemental multiverse as a whole. All things have patterns, even though most cannot perceive them. A pattern has three parts the physical, the mental,  and the soul. Even among those who see patterns clearly, few understand the triune nature of patterns.
 
   “In some patterns, one or two of the three parts are so undeveloped that they seem to almost be non-existent, but this is a false perception. In reality, all existence has the potential of have a body, an intellect and a soul. This is the core of the Trinity. The powers that most call the Trinity are just an outgrowth of the real Trinity, of reality.
 
   “Mana, it is of the physical world, generated in the body. It is channeled and controlled by the mind. Mana is the most vulnerable to ki and strongest against psi.
 
   “Psi, it is of the mental world, the astral, generated in the mind. It is channeled and controlled by the soul. Psi is most vulnerable to mana and strongest against ki.
 
   “Ki, is of the spirit world, closest to the Od but not of it, generated in the soul. It is channeled and controlled by the body. Ki is most vulnerable to psi and strongest against mana.
 
   “Even though a wielder generally only controls one aspect of the trinity, they are still able to manipulate the other two, with the correct application of the one they control. I am a mana user, with some undeveloped affinity for ki and virtually no ability to use psi, but I am able to manipulate both ki and psi through my spell patterns. I can teach you how to develop your ki and train your body for channeling it. Also, I can teach you the most efficient ways to manipulate mana and psi using ki. Because your body is already conditioned to channel so much Od, you will not need to strengthen it, only learn how to sense ki and the techniques to manipulate it.”
 
   Talon sat quietly, as he listened to Boran, trying to memorize every word as though his life depended on it.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

August 28, 2077
 
    
 
   If not for the First Amendment, superstitions like religion would have already been outlawed in the United States. In school, I was taught that religion was a mental disease, and the teachings of the religious right was fiction and myth, that included the concept of souls. Taereun: Battleground of the Damned was a just a game, a fiction, so accepting that under the game rules, I had something fictitious like a soul was simple enough.
 
   Until being imprisoned in the Labyrinth of Yggr, I had believed that souls were just religious mythology. I had always believed that intelligence was the result of an electrochemical reaction within the brain. Science had fully explained human consciousness in the first half of the 21st century, but even in Talon's body, I was still myself. That should not have been possible, if both our consciousnesses were the results of electrochemical reactions within our bodies. I was beginning to think there must be something beyond a simple electrochemical reaction that made people who they were.
 
   My meeting with Boran made me more certain that science was wrong. Seeing and feeling the Od in the way he used it made me doubt my own logic. I had never touched Od before, and yet, it was as familiar to me as my own scarred face. In the game, I do not know what it was like for other players using other Powers, but there was never any feeling of reality to the power behind Shadow Fist. Yet, that Power I felt Boran summon was as natural as breathing to me. Od is Life, and Od is Death. I still do not understand how I knew, but it felt like Od was a part of the natural cycle of life.
 
   Because of Boran's training and Talon's incredible body, I became a master of ki in an extraordinarily short period of time, but I almost never used it. Talon's body had been built to use Od over decades, so I continued to use it. I needed Power, and was willing take the risk of burning out my body. Using Od with this inferior husk of a body would be instant suicide, but  how long will it take me to prepare it to be a suitable vessel for ki?
 
   With a grim laugh, I return to the lotus position. The pain of circulating ki through my body is worse than the pain of being burned alive, but I can already feel the difference. John will be forced to reevaluate my rehabilitation schedule, after our next session. The sooner I am finished with the formalities of the hospital's requirements, the sooner I will be free to do as I need.
 
   In the decades since medical care and insurance became requirements for not being jailed, the hospitals have acquired a ridiculous level of power over peoples lives. After the accident and the revelation of how my body rejects most medical treatments, I was forced to live in a hospital for months, and even after I was released, I was still forced to show for weekly test and evaluations. If I had not complied, I would have been locked in a hospitals security ward, so they could perform whatever tests they wished.
 
   I am not sure how much time has passed, while I meditated, but I feel a person with an extremely strong energy field nearing my room. The person stops outside my room, and stays there for a few minutes.
 
   Before living in Talon's body for eleven years, I would have been unable to sense this. The person who is coming has the soul of a ki practitioner, but his control is nonexistent. The area is filled with a forceful but uncontrolled aura, an aura resulting from strong but wild ki. Even without being able to detect the aura, most people would be cowed simply from being in the presence of its wielder.
 
   The person moves forward again, until he is standing in the open door to my room. Dressed in a tailored, pin-striped, silk suit, he is a Japanese man in his late fifties. He looks remarkable like a Japanese actor from the first half of the century, Ken Watanabe. His styled black hair is just starting to go grey at the temples, and his beard is salt and pepper. Despite the aura of power, his eyes have a slightly uncertain look to them, his gaze not quite meeting my own. In my entire life, I have never seen this man, Urehara Ryouske, show anything but confidence and resolution.
 
   “Urehara-sensei.” I bow slightly, the most that my still inflexible muscles will allow.
 
   “Mark.” He pauses for a moment, after saying my name. “Welcome back. I am pleased to see that you at least have survived. I wish that you were not the only survivor, but I am happy that you did survive.” His voice is firm, but I can sense many things not said. Maybe, they are things that he cannot say, at least not yet.
 
   “I would say it's good to be back, but I don't really feel like I'm really back. It's only been a couple of days, I haven't had time to adjust yet.” This is not what I want say, but I cannot let the social cameras in my room record what I really need to say.
 
   “Mei, she really . . .” I leave the sentence hanging. I do not want to hurt him, but I need to know, if Mei really has no body to return to.
 
   “Her shrine is with my wife's. I scattered her ashes in the mountains. She always loved the mountains, when she was a child.”
 
   “I'm sorry, Sensei.”
 
   “It is not you fault, Mark. No matter where I look, no matter what resources I throw at the mystery, I cannot find the reason why she died. My daughter was killed by someone, deliberately or through incompetence, and I want to know who and why.”
 
   “Two FBI agents were here within hours of my regaining consciousness to question me. Does the government know nothing about what happened?” I hope that Urehara-sensei will have learned something from his government contacts. His zaibatsu is deeply in bed with both the Japanese and American governments.
 
   “If either America or Japan knows anything, they are keeping the information so deeply sequestered that I cannot learn anything. Were the two agents both named Jones?”
 
   “A black one and a white one.”
 
   Urehara-sensei frowns. “I will see to it that they leave you alone. When you are able to leave this place, come to the dojo. I am no longer running the corporation. Nobuhiko has taken my place on the board and as CEO.”
 
   I bow to him again. “I will come as soon as I'm released.”
 
   Urehara-sensei leaves my room, and I return to meditating. There will be time enough to pursue matters, once I am free of the hospital.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

September 12, 2077
 
    
 
   Even though hospital regulations should stipulate that I be wheeled out in a wheelchair, no one even offers, let alone demands, that I be taken to the lobby in one. Most of the hospital staff on my floor ignored my presence or glared at me.
 
   The only member of the hospital staff that shows to see me off is John. I feel his presence behind me, while signing the release paperwork, but I do not do anything to show it. As I turn around, he is staring at me with a faint smile and slightly squinting eyes.
 
   “Congratulations on your release, Mark.”
 
   “You make is sound like I'm being released from prison.” My tone is flat and emotionless, the way I always try to keep it.
 
   John glances around uneasily. “Hospital policies and jurisdictions are for the benefit of the American citizens. Haven't you ever read the Extended Healthcare Acts of 2023 and 2051?”
 
   “Of course, they are.”
 
   He chuckles, while looking relieved. “Honestly though, I've never seen anyone complete a rehabilitation program as quickly as you. It's amazing considering how your body rejects medical treatments.”
 
   “I just wanted to move on with my life, as quickly as possible.”
 
   “I know you were a Taereun player. If you keep on playing, look me up in the game. My character is a human archer, named Sigurd.”
 
   I shake my head. “I don't think I'll go back to playing that game, but if I do, I'll see if I can find you.”
 
   John holds out his hand. A bit surprised, I shake hands with him.
 
   “Good luck, Mark.” His parting words come from behind me, as I walk through the hospital's automatic doors.
 
   


  
 

Preparations
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

September 15, 2077
 
    
 
   Urehara-sensei's home is a compound, with a mansion for the main family and several buildings for the staff hidden by the landscape. The front gates are made of wrought iron, and a concrete guardhouse is in the middle between the entry and exit lanes. Sensors installed in the guardhouse can detect virtually every type of known weapon and explosive, but they serve no real purpose, since the only firearms and explosives left in America are installed on government drones, military not police. One would almost think that Urehara-sensei's security was designed to protect him from the government itself.
 
   As my taxi pulls up to the guardhouse, the guard's expressionless face, with his eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses, stares at me. I do not know his name, but I have seen his face hundreds of times. He looks down at a monitor screen out of my line of sight before addressing me.
 
   “Mr. McGuinness, Mr. Urehara left instructions to direct you to go straight to the dojo, when you arrive. You know the way of course?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   I tap the final destination point into the automated taxi's navigation interface, and it proceeds under the control of its GPS, when the gate opens. The long driveway is lined with perfectly manicured hedge rows, that conceal more scanning equipment, as well as weapons. Even though there are no military weapons, the pneumatic rams and harpoon launchers are more than capable of stopping anything short of a military drone. The taxi turns onto a smaller side branch of the driveway, that circles around to one side of the mansion.
 
   The dojo is on the east side of the main house, hidden by woods that have been allowed to run wild. It appears to be a mix of Northern European and Japanese construction, with dark stained beams that create an X within squares pattern on white stucco walls. The floor is raised off the ground on posts, and there is a crawlspace that extends under the entire area of the dojo.
 
   A small gravel parking area in front of the dojo could squeeze in about thirty vehicles, though in a pinch more could be parked under the trees on the pine needle covered dirt. I cannot imagine that ever being needed, since I have never seen more than twenty-five or so cars in front of the dojo. The nature of Urehara-sensei's dojo makes it rare to have a large groups attend, and the few times it has happened, the guests usually piled into a small number of vehicles.
 
   After paying the fare with my universal banking card, I exit the taxi and stand in front of the heavy wood doors. This building is almost a second home to me. Thousands of times over the years, I have stood in front of these same doors. Here is where I learned to hurt the people who attempted to bully me. Here is where I learned a martial art that was meant for fighting and killing, one that was never reduced to the level of a sport.
 
   From inside the dojo, I feel Urehara-sensei's wild ki. If I was still the same person who I was before the Great Fuck Over, I would probably feel intimidated. Eleven years in a world where I was fighting for my life against people, monsters, and people who were worse than monsters inevitably changed me. Urehara-sensei's wild ki no longer holds any threat for me.
 
   The doors open silently, and I step inside the entryway. The hardwood floor shines, and a shoji style wall blocks the direct line of site into the main floor of the dojo. Racks for shoes line both walls, and I put my sneakers on a rack.
 
   The main floor of the dojo is two hundred feet long and one hundred twenty feet wide. It was built to allow large groups to train comfortably, but in the time I have been here, all the classes have been small groups. Martial arts are mostly illegal in the United States, and the few that are still legal have very small followings. More than half of Urehara-sensei's students were involved with the government, generally, in some form law or regulatory enforcement, or a part of the military.
 
   Hanging on the walls, there are racks with hundreds of weapons, of a variety of styles. The majority are Japanese, but a surprising number of western and Chinese weapons are mixed in. Even though the Urehara Style is Japanese, Urehara-sensei taught his students how to use and counter a large variety of weapons.
 
   Urehara-sensei is sitting in seiza, at the head of the dojo. His eyes are half-closed, but he is almost certainly aware of my presence. I sit, forcing my still stiff muscles into a full-lotus position and wait for him to acknowledge me. As I have been doing since the day Urehara-sensei came to the hospital, I circulate ki through my body. By doing it every second I was not sleeping, eating or in rehabilitation, I exponentially increased the amount of ki that my body can withstand, but I am still far short of the level I will need to be at to venture into the Battleground of the Damned.
 
   After a short time has passed, I notice Urehara-sensei's attention solidly focused on me. His eyes are squinting, as though he is trying to focus on something he cannot really see. Curious, I project a ki based aura slightly outward from my body, and Urehara-sensei's face changes, revealing an expression between surprise and shock.
 
   “Is there someplace we can talk, that the government's surveillance equipment will not be able to record us?”
 
   Urehara-sensei smiles, a predator's smile. “Neither the Japanese nor the American government has the technology to spy in my estate. We can speak freely.”
 
   “You have acquired the ability to see ki, Sensei.”
 
   Urehara-sensei's expression turns slightly grim. “So that is what ki looks like. I have met many people who claimed to have mastered ki, but they were all charlatans. No matter the methods that I tried, I was never able to learn how to use it. How on Earth did you ever master ki?”
 
   I cannot keep the bitter smile off my lips. “I know that it will sound completely insane, but it was not on Earth. Most if not all of the comatose gamers were living in the world of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, in the bodies of our game characters.”
 
   Urehara-sensei is silent for several minutes, while weighing me with his eyes. I can guess what he is thinking about: am I telling the truth? am I sane? Finally, he seems to come to a decision and nods at me.
 
   “I don't think the game was ever really a game. The Battleground of the Damned exists and is part of something called the Labyrinth of Yggr. We were in another part of the Labyrinth, called the Lands of Despair. From things that I learned there, I think that we have always been taking over the real bodies of our characters, and their souls were probably destroyed the first time we connected to the game.”
 
   I begin to tell Urehara-sensei the tale of my time in the Labyrinth of Yggr. Hours pass while I talk and he listens, day fades into night. I tell him enough to let him understand the reasoning behind my suspicions about the game, and why I think that the deaths of their original bodies does not mean that they died. I tell him about the general situation and politics of the former players. I tell him a lot, but I do not tell him all. There are too many things that are entirely too personal, they are none of his business.
 
   “With the obsidian guardians destroyed, the players should have been able to reach Haven, but I do not know what the results were. Even though I was murdered in the Plains of Despair, Mei was still alive, when it happened.”
 
   Urehara-sensei's eyes lose focus on me for the first time since I began my tale. I pause to let him adjust to the fact that his beloved daughter might still live, even if she is not in her own body. For as long as I have known them, Urehara-sensei has doted on Mei. He gave her everything she wanted and would never accept that she had done any wrong. If this man has any true weakness, it would be his excessive love for his little bitch of a daughter.
 
   “Do you believe she is still alive?”
 
   I shrug. “I have no clue, but she was still alive when I died. I'm going back there, to the Labyrinth of Yggr and to Taereun. I'm going to learn the truth about that fucking bastard that calls himself a god. I'm going to pay some people back for what they've done, both the bad and the good. I don't belong on Earth anymore. Maybe, I never have.”
 
   “You are telling me all of this for a reason. What do you want?”
 
   I look Urehara-sensei straight in the eye, without blinking. “I need to use the resources you control. Your zaibatsu is not a simple conglomerate. You have resources and ties to governments that will allow you to get information that I could never get myself. The game was never a real game, so there has to be a link between Earth and Taereun. I need to find where The Nameless, Inc. set up their magic technology and break in. There should be a way to physically travel between Earth and the Labyrinth of Yggr, and I think it will be in that location.”
 
   Urehara-sensei just stares back at me for several long minutes. “I will help you, but there are two conditions. First, you will teach what you know about using ki. Second, we will both go to this Labyrinth of Yggr.”
 
   After a few moments, I realize my mouth is hanging open and close it, with an audible clacking of teeth. “Sensei, do you understand that there might be no easy way back, maybe no way back at all?”
 
   Urehara-sensei grins. “After you and Mei started to play Taereun: Battleground of the Damned, I too created a character in that game. I used it to test my martial arts in what I thought would be as close to a real battle as I would ever come. I never played games in my youth, and that world fascinates me. I do not intend to return. Nobuhiko has control of my companies. He will probably be even better at managing them than I have been. My wife died giving birth to Mei. If not for the patents and technology my companies control, you, I and all my other students would be jailed or executed because of the Urehara Style martial arts. The world today is not the same as the one I grew up in. I have nothing to tie me to it anymore.”
 
   Death during childbirth is extremely uncommon in America or any other first world nation, but it still happens. Even with the level of modern medical technology, women will still sometimes die from the strain of giving birth or damage that cannot be treated, until the child is actually born.
 
   I bow to Urehara-sensei. “I agree. Thank you, Sensei.”
 
   Urehara-sensei's face turns grim, and he bows to me. “Please forgive me. You lost your family because of my pride and my bother's incompetence. The day of the accident, your father ended your family's vacation early, because of my demands that he correct problems caused by my brother's incompetent handling of labor negotiations. Your parents' deaths and your scars are because I refused to wait for your father's vacation to be over, before having him deal with the situation.”
 
   I sit stunned for a few minutes, as memories of the the past flood my mind: the truck sliding down the mountain road; our car swerving to avoid it and crashing through the guardrail; the pain of being trapped in the wreck, while the flames slowly roasted the left side of my body; waking up in the hospital with scars and being told that there is nothing that can be done about them; the barely concealed disgust on my aunts face, every time she looked at me; being laughed at and reviled for my appearance; hurting the ones that mocked me in places where the social cameras could not monitor us; hating myself; hating the world; training with Urehara-sensei; being talked to and treated like a human being by Urehara-sensei, when no one else would.
 
   I never blamed Urehara-sensei for the accident, but I had never known that he had anything do with our leaving the ski resort early. I am not sure what to think, but I do not want my relationship with Urehara-sensei to change.
 
   “Urehara-sensei, please don't prostrate yourself to me. I never blamed you. The past is what it is, and if you feel that you are to blame, you have more than made amends with how you have treated me over the years.”
 
   Urehara-sensei sits up again. “It needed to be said. For my own peace of mind, I had to tell you the truth.
 
   “The past is the past. Now is what matters.”
 
   Urehara-sensei nods, but there is still a shadow of loss and maybe shame on his face. “While we prepare to enter Taereun, you can stay at the main house or one of the guest houses, whichever you prefer. It will be easier to train and safer, if we both remain on the estate as much as possible. If anyone becomes aware of what we are doing, this could become very ugly, before we make our escape. The Japanese and American governments, any government and most corporations, would commit any crime necessary to obtain control of a technology that would allow them to travel directly to other worlds. We must be exceedingly careful.”
 
   “Thank you, Sensei. I would prefer one of the guest houses.”
 
   Urehara-sensei stands. “I will have Tanaka make the arrangements.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Central California - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

October 28, 2077
 
    
 
   Nine hundred ninety-eight.
 
   Nine hundred ninety-nine.
 
   One thousand.
 
   I finish my last sit-up and relax my abdominal muscles, as I lay back on the ground. Rapidly straightening my arms, I hurl the rock that weighs more than I do into the air. The thump and vibrations of its impact behind my head are transmitted to my body, through the ground. Compared with the past, my rate of improvement is greatly accelerated. After pushing myself to the point of collapse, I can recover with a single night's rest.
 
   In only a month and a half, I have progressed from performing my exercises with difficulty to performing them while carrying weights greater than my own body weight. The circulation of ki through my body has allowed me to develop stronger muscles than I had been able to in the past, even if I they are still only a shadow of my Half-Dvergar body's muscles. If my development continues at the rate, I will surpass the boundaries of anything that could be called human within another month or so.
 
   I never understood how much ki could affect one's body, but there are so many things that I do not understand. Every day, I make new discoveries about what I can do with ki. I have no clue where the road I am walking will take me, but with every new discovery, I am more and more excited to find out.
 
   Unconsciously using my ki, I rise to my feet, without using my arms to push myself off the ground. More and more I have been doing things like this over the past month. I no longer need to meditate and focus to keep the ki flowing though my body, it now moves naturally with the cycle of my breathing. Even though I no longer have to focus on ki to use it, the amount of ki I can channel is still pathetically weak compared what I could have used as a Half-Dvergar.
 
   The forms of Shadow Fist are easier to practice with the ki in my body, but they are still not complete. Until I can use the Od, I will never be able to fully use Shadow Fist.
 
   To compensate, I have begun to practice with the Urehara Style and what I remember of the other fighting styles that Talon learned. Over the decades of his life, after learning Shadow Fist, Talon studied dozens of other fighting styles. He never used them, but he wanted to understand the differences between normal styles and Shadow Fist. That old monk Tae Sun changed Talon's very way of thinking, when he taught him Shadow Fist.
 
   Talon's memories are still partially intact within my mind. I am certain I lost parts of them, when I died. There are gaps that I cannot fill in, events and knowledge that seem to be far larger than the parts that remain. Without an eidetic memory, it is natural to forget and lose parts of your memories over time, but the gaps are too pronounced within Talon's memories. It must have something to do with the nature of bodies, minds, and souls. The three can apparently be separated but are probably not entirely distinct and separate. When I was in Talon's body, I could not remember some things about my life that I was certain I should know, and a few things I know I could not remember, I once again remember. Parts of Talon's memories have become my own, attached to my mind and soul now, but others have been lost forever.
 
   With the help of Urehara-sensei's maintenance man, I built several wooden men. Both Urehara-sensei and myself are hitting far too hard to use normal punching bags any longer. After rupturing the seams on several, we decided to use posts and wooden men for our training. It sounds like I am hitting the wood with a heavy hammer, as I begin my striking practice. The distinct sounds of my hands, feet, legs, and arms impacting the wood turns into a continuous sound that continues to drone on, when I push my speed to its current limit.
 
   After twenty minutes of continuous strikes, I stop and turn to Urehara-sensei, who is standing outside of the dojo's back door. There is a solemn air about him, as he stares at me. His ki is more controlled now, giving him the ability to use several times the amount of ki that I can at the moment. Even though his body's ability to use ki is currently stronger than mine, the increase in the volume of ki my body can handle is progressing at several times his rate of development. I also have a much better fine control over the ki I can use.
 
   Urehara-sensei holds out an envelope. “This is probably the man you wanted information on. He was the only one that matched all the criteria you provided.”
 
   Taking the envelope, I open it and look at the contents. There are only five sheets of paper, but they tell me what I need to know: Harold T. Sawyer was a US Marine, who served in Operation Desert Storm in the 1990s. After leaving the Marine Corp., he used his military benefits to become a software engineer. He was also a long term MMO player, who operated popular fan sites for several mass market games and made a great deal of money, when he sold them. Married and divorced three times, all or his close relatives are deceased. He was one of the 87,565 comatose Taereun: Battleground of the Damned players and is now deceased. This man has to be Thorrin Hammerfist.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 31
 
    
 
   It had not been difficult for Thorrin to come to an agreement with the elder of Emer, and now, Thorrin's Hammers were settling into their newly constructed homes. After learning about Thug Horde's raids from the survivors of a nearby village, the elder was more than happy to let the Hammer's extend the town walls and build a community adjacent to their small town. With the powerful adepts and casters who were enemies of the raiders, Emer had a better chance of surviving.
 
   Thorrin was sitting outside his cabin, with a log for a backrest, and staring at the night sky. He was a Dvergar, the only one in Thorrin's Hammers and the only on in Emer. Had he been standing he would have been fully five feet tall, about the greatest height of a normal Dvergar, and his broad massively muscled frame weighed over six hundred pounds.
 
   With the smoke from his pipe wreathing his head, Thorrin unhappily inspected the small amount of tobacco left in his tobacco pouch. “Damn. And where am I going to find tobacco? These villagers haven't ever heard of anything like it before.”
 
   “You should stop smoking. It's bad for your health.”
 
   Turning his head, Thorrin frowned at Nessa who was standing next to the corner of his cabin, with her arms crossed and tapping her foot. She was a girl in her late teens, wearing a brown dress that reached to mid-calf and sturdy brown leather boots.
 
   With his more than human vision, Thorrin could clearly see the frown on the girls face, and the annoyed squint in her brown eyes. That face was much more than merely pretty, and framed by dark brown hair that reached to the middle of her back and half hid her breasts.
 
   “Nessa, my girl, you need to stop telling your elders what they should be doing. I'm a Dvergar, and smoking will not do a Dvergar the least bit of harm.”
 
   Nessa stalked forward. “How can you be sure? The people of this world are nearly savages, and know nothing about real medical science. They probably wouldn't even know what smoking related cancer was.”
 
   Thorrin almost lost his customary frown for a slight smile, almost but not quite. Even though “Nessa” appeared to be in her late teens, the girl who had become Nessa was no more than sixteen, filled with the righteous certainty of her all-knowing, high school educated, teenage wisdom.
 
   “Girly, you could never imagine just how much knowledge the Dvergar really have. I'm still trying to come to terms with some of the things that I've learned. The technology that they chose to lay aside could never be equaled by Earth in a million years.”
 
   Nessa's chin rose, as she looked down at Thorrin, from her full 5'2&½ ” height. “Sounds like a typical adult making up excuses to cover for what he doesn't know.”
 
   Thorrin's frown deepened, as he laughed grimly. Girl, if you learned half of what I have, you would be quaking in your boots.
 
   The memories Thorrin inherited from the real Thorrin, who was killed by The Nameless God, had been giving him nightmares from the first day. Even though the other Thorrin had been captured by DokkAlfar at a young age and never read any of the hidden texts, he had still learned from other Dvergar within the Battleground of the Damned. The power that the Dvergar had lain aside and still kept locked in a handful of hidden vaults was enough to destroy universes. They were old beyond measure and knowledgeable beyond anything Earthlings had ever dreamed of being.
 
   The Dvergar of old had travelled through countless dimension in service to the Dragons, but not the dragons that existed today. The Dragons that the Dvergar served were long gone, and the ones calling themselves dragons were nothing more than the pets of the real Dragons.
 
   Thorrin did not want to think about what the real Dragons were like, Gods was the only word that seemed appropriate. Nor did he want to think about the knowledge and power the Dvergar kept hidden: the power to destroy worlds and stars, the power to tear apart universes, the power to create universes, the power to create life.
 
   “Hail, the town!” The sound of the voice carried oddly in the night, and Thorrin's Dvergar ears were able to hear it clearly, if faintly. It was a voice he recognized, Talon.
 
   Menton had immediately started trying build his own personal empire with the victims of the Great Fuck Over as his subjects. Selestra had been a prisoner of Thug Horde, along with other “delegates” from a number of smaller guilds. His Protectorate was nothing more than ruse to acquire the hostages for leverage over the smaller guilds.
 
   That crazy bastard Talon had to run off to free her. He can't even use his powers, and he still threw himself in the lion's den. That little bitch hates his guts, but for some reason, he keeps saving her.
 
   “Come on, girly. Talon's back.” Thorrin began walking toward the gates. His frown rigidly deepened, when he saw Nessa's blush.
 
   One of the gate guards came running up. “Thorrin, there's...”
 
   Thorrin held up his hand. “I know Talon's at the gate.”
 
   The Hammer's mouth hung opened slightly, his eyes wide from surprise. Thorrin ignored him and continued walking toward the gate at a brisk pace.
 
   “Who is there and what do you want?” Thorrin's gravely voice carried clearly in the night.
 
   “Talon, I have one other with me.”
 
   “Come on in.”
 
   Neither Talon nor Selestra made a sound as they advanced to the gates. They could have been shadows for all the impact they made on the world.
 
   Thorrin bowed slightly to Selestra. “Selestra, it's good to see you. How are you faring?”
 
   Selestra glared at Talon “The sooner I am away from this beast, the better I will be doing. Is there someplace around here I can rest?”
 
   Thorrin frowned, but his expression looked more sad than hostile. “Nessa, can you take her to the your cabin.”
 
   Nessa stepped out from the surrounding Hammers, with a smile on her face. “Hi, I'm Nessa. I'm a healer, if you have any injuries that need tending.”
 
   Selestra glared at Talon again. “Nothing serious enough to need a healer.”
 
   The other Hammers thought their whispers are too soft to be heard, began speculating on what Talon might have done to Selestra. Exactly as she intended, new seeds of mistrust had been sown against Talon.
 
   Even with Talon's rigid expression, Thorrin could see that Talon was angry, maybe angry enough to explode.
 
   Thorrin looked around, his frown turning cold. “Everyone get back to your own business, and stop gossiping where you can be overheard.”
 
   The Hammers looked at Thorrin and then Talon, turning pale. The glare from Talon's murderous eyes turning their bowels to water. They could not help wondering, if Talon overheard them, as well, and what he might do to them.
 
   Thorrin stared toward the burgeoning village and the Hammers for a few moments, before turning to look at Talon.
 
   “Let's go somewhere else to talk.”
 
   Thorrin's frown deepened. “Might be for the best.”
 
   Thorrin followed Talon from the camp, neither of them speaking as they walked. Talon climbed to the top of the southern ridge of Emer's valley. From that perch, they could see for miles to the north and south, but the views east and west were blocked by more stony ridges.
 
   “It was bad?” Thorrin's tone was clearly questioning.
 
   Talon shrugged. “No worse than I expected. Most people are gutless sheep, and that's no different for gamers. It may be even more true for gamers, considering how cowardly most players are in PvP games. The ones too scared to fight were caged like livestock. It was pretty easy to see they had already been badly abused. One Thug, or maybe a lackey rather than a Thug, I interrogated had a woman tied up in his tent. It was obvious he'd been raping her.”
 
   “Where is she now? She didn't come back with you?”
 
   “I left her there. She wasn't my problem, I was only there for Selestra.”
 
   Glancing at Talon, Thorrin felt a shiver go down his spine. Despite the cold emptiness in Talon's eyes, Thorrin kept his tone and expression neutral. “That's pretty cold. I better not tell Nessa about that, or she'll get upset.”
 
   “I don't like people. I'm not putting myself out for someone I don't know from Eve.”
 
   “Things are going to get ugly, real ugly. Thug Horde, more like Menton, is not going to take this lying down. You might have been better off killing everyone that saw your face.”
 
   Talon frowned. “Have you noticed how easy it is for us to kill now?”
 
   Thorrin looked at Talon sidelong, not quite turning his head enough to face him. “How many years passed for you inside the game?”
 
   “How many years?”
 
   “Yeah, how many.” Thorrin turned his head to look Talon straight in the eye. “Different people played the game differently. I might be wrong, but I don't think I am. For you, the game was not a game. You lived it. So how many years was it?”
 
   Talon frowned. His eyes squinted slightly, before widening in shock. “Twenty-five years give or take. That's longer than I've been alive.”
 
   Thorrin snorted. “I always knew you were young, despite your hard-ass attitude. So you spent at least twenty-five years fighting, killing and dying. Did you ever seriously think about how much that would change your mentality? I'm no shrink, but I still know enough to know that experiencing a life like that, even virtually, has to have an effect. You're trained in some kind of martial arts in real life too, aren't you?”
 
   “Yeah. I suppose you could call it Koryu. Selestra's father teaches old style Japanese martial arts, and I started training with him when I was five or six. This isn't pretty sports stuff like Tae Kwan Do, or specialized ring fighting like Mixed Martial Arts were, before they outlawed them. He teaches the kind of arts to keep you alive when someone is out to kill you. It's an art for fighting and killing.”
 
   Thorrin chuckled. “I always figured that. You didn't use magic arts like just about everyone else in the game. You mostly use pure skill and innate physical ability, so it was pretty obvious that you really knew how to fight. Knowing that, I don't thinks it's odd that you could kill so easily, when you need to. I don't think it's really a bad thing considering our situation either.”
 
   Talon frowned. “I've mastered all of Talon's fighting arts that I could in real life. There were things that were completely beyond human or rational, but the rest of the style could actually be used. Even the normal stuff is the most dangerous martial art I have ever seen.”
 
   A long silence fell, while Talon stared off into the distance. Thorrin did not say anything either, and just leaned back slightly, so he could watch Talon without being observed.
 
   After several minutes, Talon broke the silence “You're a lot older than I am aren't you?”
 
   Thorrin laughed. It was a sound of pure amusement, with no sarcasm, hostility or bitterness. “I used to say I was older than dirt, but I wasn't all that old when I said it. Let's just say, I'm probably the oldest person who played Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. I started playing MMOs with one of the first. You ever heard of EverQuest?”
 
   Talon nodded. “The screenshots I had seen looked like shit, but I supposed for such an ancient game it was normal.”
 
   “I'm just over a century old. I started playing MMOs with EverQuest, and I was older than you are now. Up until Taereun came out, EverQuest was the best game ever made. It had something no other game managed to duplicate. I can't really put it into words, but EverQuest was special. Taereun was like that too, it had that special something that set it apart from other games.
 
   “I don't know what you think about what's happened to us, but I'm grateful to that bastard. I've been crippled for decades, even nano-surgery can't fix my nerves, and then VR came along and made me feel like I was whole again - at least while I was plugged in. I spent three-quarters of every day in the game. But here and now, I can really walk. It's not a VR simulation. I'm not dead from the waist down. I don't piss and shit in a bag. I don't live my life surrounded by the reek of my own wastes. Hell, I can even get a hardon. Now, I just need to find a hot Valkyrie chick and get laid.”
 
   Thorrin laughed, slapping his leg, until he could barely catch his breath. Then his face sobered, and a sense of resolution seemed to fill him.
 
   “In all seriousness, I'm going to die in this world. I'm going live hard, fight hard, and die a whole man, er a whole Dvergar. Even though it will mean my imminent death, I don't want to go back, after we find this God's body. I don't want to be a half-dead slab of meat again.”
 
   Talon turned to Thorrin. “Then, you're going to seriously search for the Nameless' body?”
 
   “Yeah, I'm going to do it. I think most of the Hammers will too. We're an old style friends and family guild, even though we were pretty heavily into the raiding. That's why we have the kids like Nessa around. When we find them, we take them in and look out for them, until they can take care of themselves. I tried to do it with you, but you resented anyone trying to help you, so I never pushed it.”
 
   A shadow seemed to come over Talon's eyes. “You know not everyone is going to actually try to complete the quest, right? It might even turn out to be a slim minority that attempt to follow through.”
 
   Thorrin nodded his head, while staring at the ground. “Yeah, now that this is no longer a game, a lot of people will be terrified of dying. There are a few among the Hammers that will probably fall into that group. We're going to have to find a place where they can all live in relative safety until we send them home.”
 
   Talon stood up and turned his back to Thorrin. “I don't give a fuck about them. If you want to babysit them, that's your choice. I'm going to find Haven, get that fuckers body, and put an end to this. That's all I'm interested in.”
 
   “What about Selestra?”
 
   Talon's back went rigid “She's on her own. I'll do everything I can to send her home, because of what I owe her father, but I can't spend my time taking care of her. Besides, she'd throw a bitch fit, if I did. We despise each other. It's not an act or a game. We have too much bad history between us.”
 
   “Are you planning to run off by yourself?”
 
   “I'm always by myself.”
 
   Thorrin's face twisted into an odd expression. “It doesn't have to be that way.”
 
   “For me, it does. Just drop it. Please.”
 
   Thorrin sighed. “There's something you might want to look into. The city the crafters ran off to, I took a look at. That place is ancient and it was made by Dvergar. The memories that I have from the real Thorrin have a lot of interesting things buried in them. Dvergar are old. They've been on this world for what must be hundreds of thousands of years. If there are still Dvergar in that city, they will probably know about Haven. If you go northeast till you hit a small river or the coast, the city is just a little inland from the coast along that river.”
 
   “I was planning to go there already. Menton is supposed to be attacking the city. Now that we're done here, I'll be leaving. It's better that I avoid Selestra, or things could get ugly between us.”
 
   “If there are real Dvergar there, Menton will never take that place. Their strength is terrifying. There is no way that a player army will conquer a city defended by them.”
 
   Talon half-waved at Thorrin. “I'll see you around. Someday.”
 
   Thorrin stared at Talon's back, until he was concealed by the trees in the valley. Then, he took a different path down the ridge, returning to the town.
 
   Nessa was waiting for him outside his cabin. She seemed scared and upset.
 
   “What's wrong girl?”
 
   Nessa threw her arms around  Thorrin's neck, and started sobbing. Thorrin held her gently, as though she was fragile porcelain. He was afraid of hurting or killing her, with his superhuman strength.
 
   “Nessa, it'll be okay. Tell me what happened.”
 
   Spilling out words between sobs, Nessa started talking. “I tried healing her, healing Selestra. It was terrible. The raped her, Thorrin! Dozen's of times! I felt it all, all the pain. I can't take this, anymore. Healing Talon. Healing her. It's too much pain! I can't use this power. It's not a gift. It's a curse.”
 
   Thorrin gently stroked Nessa's head. “It's okay, girl. You don't have to use it. I won't ever let anyone force you to.”
 
   Menton's father was a piece of shit, and Menton's a piece of shit too.
 
   Thorrin held the crying girl for what seemed like hours.
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October 28, 2077
 
    
 
   During the years I was trapped in the Lands of Despair, he was as close to a friend as anyone has ever been to me. I did not understand him in the beginning, and probably, I still do not. He was always ready to help me, to help anyone that was not his enemy, no matter what the circumstances. There were others in his guild that were similar to him, but most were just normal people, with the same prejudices as anyone else. Still, his people were loyal to him, from the first day to the last battle.
 
   I owe Thorrin. Nessa too. I owe her more than I owe Thorrin.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “It was simple to acquire. No thanks are necessary. Are you ready to spar?” Urehara-sensei's eagerness to fight is a palpable feeling in the air. As his control over his ki has grown, his natural projection of his combative nature has grown. His aura is already so strong that anyone with a weak will would be completely cowed from its pressure.
 
   “Of course, Sensei.” I cannot suppress my grin. I am just as hungry to test my abilities as he is, and right now, sparring is our only outlet to test ourselves.
 
   Urehara-sensei frowns slightly. “I have told you, you should stop calling me Sensei. You have become as much my teacher as I am your teacher.”
 
   “Once we cross over to the Labyrinth of Yggr, we should choose names to go by. Using our real names would be an instant giveaway to players. They wouldn't necessarily know we were actually Earth humans, but they would know we weren't Labyrinth natives. That could be a bad thing, depending on who it is. I'll stop calling you Sensei then.”
 
   Urehara-sensei shakes his head wryly, and we go inside the dojo. He takes up a boken, a wooden sword, and I grab a pair of wooden rods, that are each three feet long. Our combat styles have become very different, since the start of the Great Fuck Over. For his entire life, Urehara-sensei has already been training his sword techniques. I had already been experimenting with Talon's martial art styles in this world, before the Great Fuck Over, but during my time in Talon's body, I developed my own style of fighting. It is not entirely based on any single style, even if it is dominated by Shadow Fist.
 
   We bow and immediately attack each other. There is no need for either of us to feel out our opponent. We each know our opponent's style and habits almost as well as our own now. Our wooden weapons clack together in a rapid staccato beat. Having two weapons, I push my attack, trying to force an opening in Urehara-sensei's defense. Using only a single weapon, Urehara-sensei fights defensively, shutting down my attacks, while waiting for me to expose an opening.
 
   Circling each other, we move and strike at full speed. Periodically, one or the other of us will land a blow or two, but we are using only enough strength to not lose control of our weapons. This is a test of skill, not a fight to the death. The strikes that we are landing are still hard enough to bruise and could even break bones. We are too evenly matched for there to be a clear winner. I have the advantage in real battle experience, but Urehara-sensei's body is superior, it did not have to be rebuilt from the effects of an extended coma.
 
   Never stopping, sometimes pausing, as we maneuver for advantage, our battle continues for over an hour. We are both breathing heavily, but I am more winded than Urehara-sensei. I still have a long way to go.
 
   A ring-tone sounds from Urehara-sensei's mobile terminal, and he backs away lowering his sword. I lower my weapons as well, and Urehara-sensei picks up his terminal, looking at the display.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Urehara-sensei listens for several minutes, without interrupting.
 
   “Continue your investigation but be careful. Use roundabout methods to find the data, the government will be watching for people searching for information about that location.”
 
   He listens for a few minutes more.
 
   “That approach is acceptable. Do it.”
 
   Terminating the call, Urehara-sensei turns to me. “One of my resources has turned up the probable location for The Nameless Entertainment, Inc.'s real equipment, but it is not good. They have a facility in a U.S. government weapons testing center. It is nothing that I have ever heard about in the past, so it is probably a military black operation.”
 
   “If the government is involved, why would the FBI have sent agents to interrogate me?”
 
   “A territorial battle, the FBI, more likely the DOJ knows that a branch of the military is involved in the project, and they want to expose it or take over control. There are constant political power games taking place in every government, and you are being viewed as a potential tool for one or both sides.
 
   “Once we know more, we can make our plans for entering the facility.”
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November 30, 2077
 
    
 
   Crack! BOOM!
 
   The trunk of a wooden man splits down the middle, and the wooden rod in my right hand explodes into splinters. Ordinary wood is not able to withstand having very much ki channeled through it, without being destroyed. It would be a different story if my rods had been carved from some of the exotic woods that can be found in the Battleground of the Damned. Weak as it is, when fully focused, my ki is far more than an Earth-born oak can withstand.
 
   While our ki, Urehara-sensei's as well as mine, is already much stronger than when we started training, we still have barely more power than the weakest of the adepts and casters in the Battleground of the Damned. We are running out of time, our move is already planned for New Years Eve. With only one more month to train, will we be able to survive in the Labyrinth of Yggr?
 
   Focusing my ki into my palm, I shatter the arm of another wooden man with a single strike. The impact does not cause any pain or numbness, it does not even turn my palm red. For most of my life, I trained under Urehara-sensei, but I never had the kind of strength and power I have now. Even if it is not on par with the stronger adepts and casters in the Labyrinth of Yggr, there is no man of Earth, other than Urehara-sensei or Tanaka, who could equal me.
 
   Settling into a full lotus, I begin to forcibly circulate my ki again. Even if my body is stronger than it has ever been, it is still only capable of channeling a small fraction of the ki that my soul can generate. The time spent in my Half-Dvergar body must have changed my soul more than I would have ever imagined possible. Perhaps, like Urehara-sensei, I was also generating uncontrolled ki, before the Great Fuck Over. That could by why the “game” put me into Talon's body.
 
   Since the game was never a game, it is entirely too possible that we were already being changed before the Great Fuck Over. Was The Nameless preparing us for the day he would entrap us and make his demands? Can I turn his machinations back on him?
 
   The hum of an electric car's motors interrupt my meditation. Opening my soul, I feel Urehara-sensei's ki. Even though the aura of wild uncontrolled ki no longer rages around him, and he has learned to somewhat harness his power, he still burns brighter than he should, creating a weak energy field. He is noticeable to anyone who can sense ki.
 
   Passing through the dojo, I find Urehara-sensei removing shipping crates from the back of a minivan.
 
   “Sensei.” I move around behind the minivan and pick up one the largest one. It feels like it weighs close over two hundred pounds, but that is not even close to my limits anymore.
 
   Urehara-sensei grins, like a kid in a candy store. “Some equipment I arranged for has been completed. This may not be as powerful as what we will be able to loot in the Labyrinth of Yggr, but it is much better then nothing.”
 
   “Oh?” I cannot keep the curiosity off my face.
 
   After moving the crates into the dojo, we open them revealing weapons, armor, clothing, and other gear. The largest of the crates contains four swords and over a dozen knives of various sizes and styles. Two of the swords were a matched pair of samurai swords, katana and o-wakizashi. The other two are a matched set of longswords, with plain cruciform guards, in the later style of the “bastard swords” that were most often wielded with two hands. At the guard, the blades are only about two inches wide, but they are also nearly ¾ of an inch thick. It is a dual-edged sword, and the edges have a hamon, like a katana. A heavy pommel in the shape of ten sided tear drop, offsets the  weight of the heavy blade.
 
   A slightly smaller crate contains two suits of armor, one in the general style of feudal Japanese samurai armor, except it is crafted entirely from metal. The deep red lacquer finish is offset by a single golden crane on the breastplate. The other armor is a suit of more of less European style  chainmail, lacquered matte black.
 
   Picking up one of the longswords, it seems much heavier than it should, at least twice to three times what I expected. Walking through a few drills, the sword feels comfortable. Its heavier weight feels right, and the balance is superb. Spinning, I catch the second sword, that Urehara-sensei throws to me.
 
   “You normally use two weapons.”
 
   I cannot stop myself from grinning, even though I know how disgusting the expression is on my face. Increasing the tempo, I rapidly perform more drills, the swords whistling through the air. Even though I mostly used axes or empty hands in the Lands of Despair, I am not unskilled with swords. Without the mass and strength of my Half-Dvergar body to back up axes, it would be accurate to say that I am more efficient with swords.
 
   “These swords are superb,. Even with their weight, the balance is almost perfect, and that weight will help with penetrating armor.”
 
   Urehara-sensei grins. “These weapons were made by the last true sword-smith in Japan. Though, he was forced to use some extremely modern equipment at one of the Urehara Group's locations to forge them. All of these are made from a combination of sheets of stainless steal, tantalum, and tungsten, that were combined using traditional Japanese metal folding methods. Since you often strike with the butts of your sticks, I had him design those pommels to give you a point to pierce an enemies armor with.”
 
   These swords should hold up, even against some of the powerful enemies we will find in the Labyrinth of Yggr. The cost of these weapons has to be enormous, but Urehara-sensei would just shrug it off as nothing, should I mention it.
 
   “Thank you, Sensei. Is the armor the same?”
 
   When I call him “Sensei,” Urehara-sensei's faces stiffened, but his grin returns just as quickly, probably, because I ask about the armor. “Yours is made form the same metals, folded a hundred times and then drawn into wire to make the chain. Mine is made from a lightweight titanium alloy. Your strength has to already be twice my own, I cannot fight with the same weight of weapons and armor that you can.”
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December 25, 2077
 
    
 
   I seldom visited this cemetery, before the Great Fuck Over, and this will probably be my last chance to ever do so. Tomorrow, we will leave for North Dakota, where the military weapons testing range is located. If we survive, I will be in the Labyrinth of Yggr, and there will be no return. If we do not survive, it will not matter.
 
   “Mother. Father. It's been over a ten years, since the accident. It would be a lie to say I've counted the days. I haven't come very often, either, but I still miss you. Even though I'm a disfigured freak, I can't think that you would have turned your backs on me.
 
   “I never believed in souls, when you died. I know better, now. I don't know where you are, but I know you are somewhere out there. It's probably not in this plane, but I hope it's a better place.
 
   “I've learned a lot of things over the years. The truth is I don't belong here, on this world, but that's okay. I've found another world, one where even if I don't belong, I can survive and maybe thrive. With, you gone, there is no one here that gives a fuck if I'm here or not. Well, Urehara-sensei does, but he's going with me. We'll be leaving in a few days.”
 
   I pause. There are two men walking towards me, one white and one black. I never wanted to see either of them again.
 
   “Two assholes are coming. I have to deal with them, so this has to be, good bye.”
 
   The black Jones smiles with his mouth, as I move in their direction. The white Jones glares at me, with a hate so strong I can feel it. They do not stop walking until we are about six feet apart. This puts me well within their striking range, and they are probably aware that I know this.
 
   “Why do I feel like a nickel bag, when you two monkeys stare at me?”
 
   “You little bitch! Keep mouthing off, and I'll lock you up in a black detention facility for a few days and have some fun with you!” Spittle flies from the white Jones' mouth, as he screams.
 
   The black Jones holds up a hand in front of the white Jones. “That is rather amusing, Mark. Your vocabulary certainly lives up to your superior intellect.”
 
   “What the fuck are you praising this punk for? He called you a monkey. We can put him away for two to three for hate crimes if we want.”
 
   The black Jones shakes his head. “You should really read a thesaurus. Considering the way Mark worded that sentence, he already has a defense his lawyer could use planned. However, that opens the way for charges of maligning government officials, and that has a sentence of ten to fifteen years.”
 
   “Whatever. There's still nothing for me to remember.”
 
   The black Jones steps forward and puts his hand on my shoulder in a comradely fashion. “Mark, you should know by now that all of the players who were comatose were Taereun: Battleground of the Damned players. You all had absolutely no brainwave activity indicative of higher mental functions, only your autonomic functions were registering. Eventually, everyone else died, but you didn't and actually woke up again. There is something fishy about this whole affair.”
 
   “Why don't you just go interrogate those bastards at The Nameless Entertainment, Inc.?”
 
   The black Jones just stares at me for a moment, with those cold, dead eyes of his. “Do you really think that we have not? We interrogated every game company that had someone affected. Coincidentally, they were all VR  game manufacturers. You are the last lead we have. How many of your friends died in this incident? Do you not want to see the responsible parties behind this brought to justice?”
 
   I cannot keep from laughing. “You aren't blind, and even if you can keep the disgust off your face, you can still see mine. You aren't stupid enough to think I have friends. I don't give a fuck about your investigation. I don't remember a fucking thing. So, I can't help you.”
 
   The black Jones stares at me for several minutes, before nodding and holding out a business card. “I understand. In the future, if you happen to remember something, please contact me.”
 
   After I take the card without saying anything, the black Jones turns and beings to walk away. The white Jones looks back and forth between the black Jones and myself for several moments, his mouth hanging open.
 
   “Just a fucking minute! What the fuck is going on here? Why aren't we taking this punk in for questioning?”
 
   The black Jones does not turn around. “No matter what we do, he is not going to tell us anything. We are leaving.”
 
   After almost a minute glaring at me, the white Jones follows obediently. Until they are out of sight, he continues to glare over his shoulder at me.
 
   * * * * *
 
   It is around three since the confrontation in the cemetary, and I am meditating in the dojo. Urehara-sensei enters through the back door, a brooding expression on his face.
 
   “Mark, did you encounter any problems, when you went to the cemetery?” He knows that I am seldom so deep in a trance as to be completely unaware of my surroundings.
 
   “The Jones brothers came, but it was a strange meeting.”
 
   “Tell me everything that you can remember, please.”
 
   I recount everything that happened for Urehara-sensei, with as much detail as I remember. His brooding expression turns into one of concern.
 
   “Wendell's instincts are too good. He noticed something. There are FBI surveillance teams watching the main and service gates to the estate. I am not sure if we should maintain our schedule, start early, or hold off.” Urehara-sensei stares at the floor while rubbing his fingers over his close cut beard.
 
   “The black Jones' name is Wendell?”
 
   Urehara-sensei smirks slightly. “He hates to be called Wendell. The other one is Clarence, and he hates to be called that even more.”
 
   I laugh, that is just too funny. “We should probably move faster, if anything. We've been ready for almost a month now. So, let's not give them more time to get in our way.”
 
   Urehara-sensei nods. “That is probably best. I will have us picked up by the delivery truck for tomorrow's food delivery. The delivery comes between 5am and 6am. Be at the main house before 5am.”
 
   “Hai, Sensei.”
 
   I grin, I cannot stop myself. It is almost time to get out this shit hole world.
 
   


  
 

Assault
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December 26, 2077
 
    
 
   Tanaka meets me at a side door to the main house. He is of course Japanese and looks like one of the thugs in an old yakuza movie. Except for possibly Urehara-sensei, he is the single most lethal person I have ever met on Earth. Before spending eleven years in Talon's body, I would not have have been able to survive a fight with him, let alone defeat him. Now, I might be able to kill him, even if I do not use my ki.
 
   “You've gotten better, kid. Guess you're old enough that I shouldn't call you kid anymore. Even the Old Master would be no match for you were serious. You're a killer now. You've spilled oceans of blood. I can tell.” Tanaka's normally grim expression turns into a pronounced frown.
 
   “Do you think I would hold back against Sensei?”
 
   Tanaka almost smiles. “I didn't say you were holding back. I said you weren't serious. If you were serious, there not a man alive you couldn't kill. They say there's always someone better, but I've seen the ones that are called the better. They wouldn't last a minute against you anymore.
 
   “I can't go to the new world to protect the Old Master. He made me swear to watch over the Young Master, while I'm able. You have to protect the Old Master. He's good, but after recovering from that coma, you are the best I've ever seen.” Tanaka bows deeply to me.
 
   With my hands on his shoulders, I force him to rise. “I will do what I can, but Sensei has his reasons for going to the Labyrinth of Yggr, and I have mine. Our ways will part sooner or later, but until they do, I will stand by him.”
 
   The corners of Tanaka's mouth turn up just slightly. This is the closest I have ever seen him come to an actual smile. “Thank you. Come. Old Master is in his study.”
 
   Tanaka calling Urehara-sensei Old Master is almost funny. Urehara-sensei is only in his late fifties or early sixties, I am not sure of his birth date, but Tanaka is in his seventies or older. Urehara-sensei once made a comment that Tanaka had been with since before he graduated university, and was the only man he would fear fighting.
 
   The main house is just what could be expected from a multi-billionaire family, that is more attached to the lavishness of the past than the technology of the present. Everything is of the highest quality, whether the construction or the furnishings. The floors are real hardwood, or polished granite or marble. The rugs are real Persian rugs, some probably more than a century old. High quality wallpaper covers the plaster walls. The crown moulding is a real three piece wood moulding, instead of a prefabricated urethane mold. All of the furniture is made from real wood, without a single piece of pressboard or laminate in evidence.
 
   The door to Urehara-sensei's study is a double-door of redish-brown stained oak, and the solid thumping of Tanaka's knuckles on the wood gives testament to it's thickness.
 
   “Enter.”
 
   Tanaka opens the door, after hearing Urehara-sensei's voice. He stands to the side so that I can enter past him.
 
   Urehara-sensei is seated behind his heavy wood desk, with Nobuhiko seated in one of the leather armchairs facing the desk. Nobuhiko looks over his shoulder at me. Despite his self-control, his facial expression twists just enough to show his dislike of me. From the very first time I met him, Nobuhiko already detested me. Mei told him she hated me and who knows what else. So before he even met me, Nobuhiko, the overprotective brother, hated me. More than his sister, he disdains anyone who is not rich or of noble bloodlines.
 
   “Mark, please sit. Tanaka, you join us, as well.”
 
   “Yes, Master.”
 
   As I take the second armchair in front of the desk, Tanaka moves to stand to the left of and slightly behind Urehara-sensei's chair.
 
   Nobuhiko's gaze returns to his father. “I still do not like or trust this person, father. How you can believe his ridiculous story is beyond me. Your responsibility is here, to your family.”
 
   Urehara-sensei looks tired. “We have already had this discussion too many times. I will go to the Battleground of the Damned. I will find your sister. Her real body is dead, and she is trapped in anther. I will not leave her all alone in another world without any family.
 
   “You are the new head of the Urehara Group. Once I am gone, America or Japan will certainly use this incident as an excuse to move against you. All of the keys will work for you. Protect the rest of our family. Do not kowtow to any government. The Prophet and the Delphi systems belong to the Urehara family alone, and no government has a right to our technology.”
 
   “Yes, father.”
 
   “Now, go look after your wife and children. I have said my goodbyes and it would be best not to have a scene before the staff.”
 
   “Yes, father.”
 
   Nobuhiko bows his head, before leaving. He has never had the strength to stand against his father.
 
   After the door closes, Urehara-sensei turns to Tanaka. “Old friend. Please, protect my family. He is not as strong man a man as he should be. It is my fault, but for a long time now, it has been too late to do anything about it.”
 
   Tanaka bows to Urehara-sensei. “Master, I will do what I can. If necessary, I will lay down my life for the Urehara family. He is not like you or your father, and he does not understand the true nature of the world.”
 
   Urehara-sensei turns back to me. “I would apologize for Nobuhiko's words, but I know he has said worse to you in the past.”
 
   “Sensei, I don't pay attention to people with attitudes like that. I would have committed suicide long ago, like some kind of loser, if I did. But are you sure that you shouldn't stay here with your family? I can go back by myself.”
 
   Urehara-sensei frowns slightly. “Mei hates you more than Nobuhiko does. I cannot expect you to spend your  life protecting her, and I cannot leave her alone in Taereun. Also, like you, I do not belong on Earth. This world has become a giant prison, with electronic walls. Going with you is as much for myself as anything.”
 
   I let the matter drop, and we talk about potential ways to develop out ki, while waiting for the delivery truck to arrive. After twenty minutes or so, a buzz sounds from the terminal on Urehara-sensei's desk.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “The food delivery is here and the owner Mr. Conrad is driving. He has asked to speak with you.”
 
   “I will be there in a few minutes.”
 
   Urehara-sensei cuts the connection and stands up. “It is time.”
 
   I was on my feet, before Urehara-sensei finished the short conversation. Moving to the study doors, I open them and stand aside for Urehara-sensei to pass. Tanaka walks next to me, as we follow Urehara-sensei to the kitchen.
 
   The kitchen is large enough to serve a medium sized restaurant, and there is a small loading dock at the back next to the freezers and storeroom. A man about the same age as Urehara-sensei is standing in the open door of the loading dock.
 
   “Mr. Conrad. Thank you for helping me with this.” Urehara-sensei shakes his hand.
 
   “Mr. Urehara, it's my pleasure. Your family has been one of my steadiest customers for more than twenty years. I don't really understand what the secrecy is all about, and I'm not sure I want to know either. These are the crates you need to take with you?” Mr. Conrad points at the shipping crates for our weapons and gear.
 
   “Yes. Mark, could you please load them for us.”
 
   I nod and move the crates into the back of the delivery truck. Mr. Conrad's eyes widen as I easily pick up the biggest crate, which weighs more than two hundred pounds. He does not comment, as I finish loading them and stay in the back of the truck.
 
   Urehara-sensei bows to Tanaka. “Thank you for everything, my oldest friend.”
 
   There is a sheen in Tanaka's eyes as he returns the bow. “Master, be well.”
 
   Urehara-sensei turns and enters the truck, with a hint of moisture at the corners of his eyes, as well. As he sits on the crate, Mr. Conrad closes the truck's back door. Neither of us says a word, as Mr. Conrad enters the truck and engages the GPS auto-drive system.
 
   The ride only lasts for thirty or thirty-five minutes, and we pull up next to a covered doorway in an apparently unused building. Mr. Conrad opens the trucks back doors. While Urehara-sensei goes to unlock the building door, I lift the crates out of the delivery truck and close the doors, when I am done.
 
   Urehara-sensei moves to the front of the delivery truck, talking with Mr. Conrad.
 
   I shift the crates inside the building, where I find a van backed in, facing a roll-up door. Opening the van's back doors, I load our crates in it and wait for Urehara-sensei. After a few minutes, he enters and locks the door behind himself.
 
   “Is everything loaded.”
 
   I nod.
 
   Even though the manual controls on vehicles are just for emergencies, Urehara-sensei gets into the driver's seat,, and I get into the passenger's seat. The roll-up door opens at the touch of a button on a remote clipped to the sun-visor, and the electric van rolls out of the building with a soft hum.
 
   “This building was leased through a shell corporation with no connections to me or my family, and this van is owned by the same corporation. My family should be as well insulated from our actions, as is possible. We cannot be tracked by the Delphi system. I transmitted the codes to erase both of our existences from the system yesterday. The only way we will be intercepted before reaching the weapons testing grounds is if a person who knows to look for us were to spot us on a monitor screen.”
 
   Urehara-sensei is not saying anything that we have not already discussed. He seems to be talking to cover his nervousness. Taking personal action that goes against a giant like the US government is something that will make even someone as formidable as him nervous.
 
   It makes me realize how much I changed in the Lands of Despair. The thought of going against an Earth government is nothing compared with taking on a DokkAlfar kingdom, or facing off against beings that are practically demigods. Everything is subjective, and my perspectives have changed from a normal persons.
 
   The drive to the LAX airport will take more than three hours. I settle down into my seat and begin force the ki to flow more strongly through my body. I am still not strong enough, and every little bit will help.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Urehara-sensei enters the office of the cargo charter agency, while I remain in the van. After a few minutes, I have the feeling of being watched, but I cannot see anyone that seems to be paying particular attention to the van.
 
   Exiting the van, I pretend to stretch, while taking a better look at my surroundings. There are a fair number of people in the area, but none of them are loitering. The only interest they have is to gawk are my face, before quickly turning away if I look in their directions. None of them have a focused interest in me or the van. 
 
   This area consists of hangars and industrial buildings for businesses that support the aviation maintenance and repair industry. Everything close is made from corrugated metal, just like the charter service we are parked in front of. All of the windows in the area belong to surrounding businesses. I can see to some degree into the rooms behind all of the windows with a line of sight on the van, but I do not see anyone paying any particular attention to it.  None of roofs off any place for someone to watch from, either. The parking lots of the surrounding businesses are filled with a mix of vehicles, but even the vans and min-vans have windows that I can see through. There is no place outdoors that someone could watch me from without  being seen. What is making me so edgy?
 
   I have been out of the van for about fifteen minutes, when Urehara-sensei comes out of the charter services office again. He looks around carefully, before walking over to me.
 
   “What is the problem?”
 
   “I'm not sure. Something had me on edge. I feel like I'm being watched, but I cannot see anyone, who could be the culprit.”
 
   Urehara-sensei looks around again, more carefully this time. “I do not see anything either, but I have an uneasy feeling, as well. Get in the van. We can talk, while we drive.”
 
   After both of us are seated in the van, Urehara-sensei punches in a destination, and the van smoothly pulls out of the parking lot.
 
   “After we recharge the batteries, we can get something to eat. The service filed a flight plan, with a 12:25pm takeoff. We should be on the ground in North Dakota by 6:00pm.”
 
   “Could the FBI be tracking us?”
 
   Urehara-sensei does not answer immediately. He leans back in his seat and frowns, while tapping on his chin with his index finger.
 
   “There are several ways they could have tracked up to the drop point, but that would assume they knew to follow the delivery truck. After we changed to this van, they would only be able to observe us with direct visual observation. There is no way for any net connected surveillance to track us or this vehicle.”
 
   I look all around us. No one in the other vehicles on the road gives me the impression of being interested in our van, and none of the vehicles are being manually driven. While there are vehicles that stay with us for a time, they all eventually turn off or do not follow us through a turn. Still, I cannot shake the feeling that I am being watched.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Returning to the charter service at 11:30am, we are directed to the back of their offices, where there is a taxiway for LAX. A single plane is waiting there, with its rear access ramp down.
 
   I know almost nothing about aircraft, but this one looks like the type of plane that you would see in an old war movie. It has the resemblance to a pregnant whale the the military transport planes all seem to have. The cargo bay is large enough to fit three of our van with room to spare. Following the directions of the man in cargo bay, Urehara-sensei manually drives the van up the loading ramp.
 
   We get out of the van, while the airplane's crew strap and chain it to the deck. The man who directed Urehara-sensei up the ramp looks at me for a few moments, before shaking his head and continuing his work.
 
   Another man exits a door in the upper part of the front bulkhead of the cargo bay and climbs down the short ladder next to it. He is dressed in a flight suit, with a light vinyl jacket. Approaching Urehara-sensei, the man offers his hand.
 
   “Mr Fujiwara, I'm Capt. Roberts. I apologize for the late take off time. Your change to the charter request caught us off-guard yesterday, and it takes us a while to prep the plane. As soon as your van and its cargo are secured, we'll be leaving, and get into the takeoff queue.”
 
   “That is nothing to be concerned about, Capt. Roberts. Our circumstances suddenly changed, so we are thankful that you could accommodate us.”
 
    Capt. Roberts points to eight fold-down seats on each wall of the cargo bay near the front bulkhead. “All of our normal seats are for the crew. This plane isn't designed for passengers. So, you'll have to use those jump seats. Make sure you strap in securely, so you don't get hurt during takeoff.”
 
   After Capt. Roberts returns to the cockpit, Urehara-sensei stands near the flight crew. While Urehara-sensei watches the flight crew work, I pull down a jump seat and sit down. Pulling my legs up into the lotus position, I return to my training, though I only barely enter a trance state.
 
   After securing our shipping crates, the crew member who guided us onto the plane picks up a microphone on the bulkhead.
 
   “Cockpit, we have the cargo secure. Good to go at anytime.”
 
   “Roger, cargo bay. Make sure everyone is seated, we're stating the engines now.”
 
   The two members sit down and loosely secure their restraining belts. Both take out tablets and being fiddling with them, but they keep sneaking peaks at me, probably, thinking that I cannot see them.
 
   After being sure our van and cargo are secured in a manner satisfactory to himself, Urehara-sensei sits is in a jump seat near my own. He observes the flight crew for a moment, before leaning back against the bulkhead and closing his eyes.
 
   The planes engines start, and a few minutes later, we being jerkily taxing. It still takes more than an hour for us to get airborne, but it is no surprise. LAX is supposed to always be running behind schedule.
 
   I settle into a deeper trance, only keeping enough awareness to be able to react to anyone coming too close. The plane's crew members come to talk to Urehara-sensei a few times, but I never sense any hostility, so remain in my trance.
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December 26, 2077
 
    
 
   By the time we land in North Dakota, the sun is already down. The airport is small, barely large enough for our transport plane to land, and the runways and taxiways have minimal lighting. After the plane stops near a gate in the chain link fence surrounding the airport, the flight crew lowers the ramp and begins to unsecure our van.
 
   While Urehara-sensei talks with Capt. Roberts, I load our crates back into the van. The crew members working on the van stare with their mouths agape as I easily lift the heaviest crate, that required both of them to unload and secure. They are both more heavily built than I am, though one is a couple inches shorter, and obviously thought themselves much stronger. When I turn my gaze on them, they look away, with complicated expressions that I cannot decipher.
 
   After Urehara-sensei finishes with Capt. Roberts, we both enter the van and he drives it off the plane.
 
   “We should eat now. It will kill some time, and I prefer to make night raids near the middle of the night. Diurnal races are much less aware and slower to respond at the deepest parts of their natural sleep cycle.”
 
   Urehara-sensei stares at me, a bit of surprise is evident in  his expression. “Your youth keeps causing me to overlook your decade of life and death battles. In reality, you have far more experience than I do in this type of endeavor. Since this is our last night on Earth, we should find a good steak restaurant and enjoy our meal.”
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   After stopping once more to recharge the crystal lattice battery packs, we have finally reached our destination, a gully in the middle of nowhere. Around three hundred yards away is a more or less rust-free chain link fence. The van had been under manual control for the last half-hour of the trip, but it was an indication of how skilled Urehara-sensei is at driving.
 
   Moving into the back of the van, I open up the crates and change into my new equipment. The suede gambeson has extra layers at the shoulders, where the weight of the chainmail hauberk will ride the heaviest and at the knees as well. The hauberk is around seventy pounds, nearly four times what it would be were it made of pure steel. The greaves, cuisses, and poleyns are forged from ¼ ” thick metal and add another fifty pounds or so. A harness with sheathes for multiple knives buckles over my chest, and I attach the sheathes for my paired longswords to rings at my hips. My cloak is thick, black oiled leather, and my backpack is made from the same. There are enough freeze-dried meals for a week stuffed in the backpack along with an assortment of small tools, and a bedroll is strapped to the bottom.
 
   After getting out of the van, I shrug and twist to settle the armor and let the other gear hang more comfortably. The dimensional bags, that I used as Talon, are so much more efficient than bulky normal packs. At the first opportunity, we will have to acquire some for ourselves.
 
   “Are you ready, Sensei?”
 
   Urehara-sensei is dressed in his samurai style armor. If not for the backpack and other gear, he would look the part of an ancient samurai. Though, the gleam in his eyes is more like a teenager about to embark on an adventure. He may be looking forward to entering the Labyrinth of Yggr more than I am.
 
   “Let us move out.”
 
   I lead the way at a steady jog. We are in the middle of what used to the Little Missouri National Grassland, but at some point in the past twenty years, this nameless weapons testing range was built, and the land reclassified as restricted. Even Urehara-sensei's resources were unable to pin down the exact date when the change occurred, so this has be part of some ultra-high security government project.
 
   Without having any snowfall yet this year, the plains are shades of brown and grey, brown grass, brown dirt, dirty greyish stone showing through in places. The cloudless sky is a midnight vault, with countless sparkling pricks of white.  There is no nearby light pollution to dull its splendor.
 
   We observe the fence from close up. Even though there are signs every fifty or so feet, saying “Restricted No Trespassing,” there are no signs of any sensors or cameras. Drawing one of my swords, I fill it with ki and slash open the fence. Before we can go through, I hear an odd sound over the soughing of the wind.
 
   Pt-tat. Pt-tat. Pt-tat. The rhythmic drumming noises seem to be coming closer. It sounds like it is coming from several sources, but they are concealed by the rolling landscape.
 
   I pull my second blade and glance at Urehara-sensei. He nods silently and draws his katana, moving to stand at my back, so we have eyes in all directions.
 
   After a few moments, three figures become visible inside the fence, rising out of a slight depression in the ground. Four more appear, two to either side, running along the outside the fence. Made of black metal, with glowing read eyes, they have the form of wolves and look to be about three feet at the shoulder. Their oversize jaws have teeth that would make a bear trap green with envy.
 
   “Three in front. Two to either side.”
 
   “None behind us. I see the four on the sides. I have never seen drones built like that before. I did not the US government was working on something like that.” Urehara-sensei sounds more than a little surprised.
 
   “Those aren't drones. They're constructs, magical artifacts, golems of a sort. They're called iron wolves. I've faced them in the Battleground of the Damned.”
 
   “How strong are they?”
 
   “I don't know. Their strength can vary quite a bit, but considering their speed, they should be fairly strong. It'll be a tough fight. The only certain way to stop them is to destroy the mana crystal, which is most most likely in the middle of the chest.”
 
   The constructs stop at a distance of about twenty yards, but they can cross that short a distance in only a couple of seconds. For a short dash, I am faster. I can cover that much ground in just over a second.
 
   “Sensei, we need to cut down the odds as quickly as possible. I'm going to go for the group on my left. Follow me as fast as you can move, and do a passing strike so that the other iron wolves can't attack your back.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “NOW!”
 
   I focus my ki into my legs and push off with my right foot as hard as I can. My body launches forward like a bolt from a crossbow, and with two steps I have covered half the distance. The iron wolves and Urehara-sensei start moving at the same time, as I pass the halfway mark. One wolf targets me, and the other targets Urehara-sensei.
 
   One second.
 
   Iron wolves are not sentient; they are only constructs. Following its limited programming, the iron wolf attacking me opens its jaws wide, in preparation to bite me. Both of my swords slip between the jaws. The iron wolf has no throat, but the points of swords pierce the thinner metal in the back of the mouth, as easily as a steel punch goes through aluminum foil. As the cruciform hilts of my swords slam into the hinges of the jaws, my left foot slams into the iron wolf's leg, shattering the knee joint. The wolf begins to fall, and I wrench my blades apart, as I spin. The wolf's head and neck explode into mangled wreckage, and my right kick accelerates its forward velocity.
 
   Even though I told Urehara-sensei the only certain way to stop the wolves is to destroy the magic crystals, this way is just as effective, but it take overwhelming brute force.
 
   Two seconds.
 
   Urehara-sensei drops to one knee, sliding along the ground at a slight angle away from the charging iron wolf. As the wolf skitters, changing its direction of travel, Urehara-sensei's katana shears through both of its front legs a the knee. The wolf pitches downward, tumbling across the ground.
 
   “Mark.”
 
   Three seconds.
 
   The two iron wolves from my right are within ten yards, one targeting each of us. The tumbling wreckage of the first wolf I engaged, causes my wolf to veer to the side. I push off the ground, charging back toward the new wolf. My swords force its mouth away, with a cross block on its neck, and my right kick dents its chest, knocking it to the ground.
 
   “What?”
 
   Four seconds.
 
   I close with the tumbling wolf, and drive my right sword through its chest, with an overhand thrust. The iron wolf shudders and does not move anymore. Turning, I see Urehara-sensei remove the legs from a wolf already missing its head.
 
   Five seconds.
 
   “I have chosen my name.”
 
   The three iron wolves inside the chain link burst through it. Two charging towards me, and the third toward Urehara-sensei.
 
   Six seconds.
 
   Turning the head of the left wolf with a cross block, I use its mass to push myself into the second wolf. I drive a flying knee into second wolfs head. The wolf tries to bite my knee, but its teeth screech off of my poleyn. The force of my second knee strike knocks the wolf tumbling to the ground.
 
   The sound of Urehara-sensei's katana sheering through metal reaches my ears.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Seven seconds.
 
   Spinning toward the wolf whose head I deflected, I focus my ki into my blades. My swords lash out in a double strike, with one blade half a beat behind the other. Blue sparks fountain out the impact, and I rapidly follow up with more strikes, in a figure eight pattern. Three four, five six, seven eight, and the wolf collapses to the ground.
 
   Eight seconds.
 
   “Jinmu.”
 
   Turning to the last wolf, I see its inanimate husk pinned to the ground by Urehara-sensei's flame covered katana. He has developed a strong affinity for using to manipulate fire, in the past month.
 
   This fight was far too easy. The iron wolves were much weaker than I expected, despite their speed. Were they inferior products or do they not function as effectively on Earth?
 
   “That's one hell of an ambitious name. Do you plan to create an empire?”
 
   “My little girl will need a safe place to live. It is my responsibility as her father to create one. I should have twenty to thirty good years left, that might be enough time.”
 
   I turn away, so Urehara-sensei does not see the hate in my eyes. With Urehara-sensei in Taereun, I probably will not kill Mei, as long she is not stupid enough to provoke me. Her friends are another story. I am going to crucify every single one of them.
 
   Slicing open the chest of each iron wolf, I rip out the blood red magic crystals, that were powering the automatons. The exposed chest cavities are covered with extremely intricate spell sigils, but I do not know how to read them.
 
   There are two types of magical spell constructs that I know of. The first are magic formations, which are a tool for maintaining a long term spell effect. Formations require constant monitoring and the input of mana from a caster, but also allow a caster to cast spell that are beyond his or her ability to cast.
 
   The second are sigils, which are used to create more or less permanent spells. I do not know the mechanics of how they gather mana, but they do not require monitoring or mana input from a caster. In theory, the effects of a sigil can be maintained for hundreds or thousands of years.
 
   “Let's get moving.”
 
   I walk through the huge hole in the chain link. Urehara-sensei stands up from inspecting one of the iron wolves and follows me.
 
   “That construct is very interesting. I never encountered anything like it, when I played the game.”
 
   I glance over my shoulder at the metal wreckage. “They're pretty rare, but there are a few places in the Battleground of the Damned you can learn make them. Just to reach the Gate to Haven, this probably won't be a short journey. If you want we can spend some time at a place where you can study construct crafting.”
 
   Urehara-sensei seems to think for a few moments. “Maybe. We can make the decision if the opportunity presents itself.”
 
   RRRoooooaaaaaaarrrrrr! A dark object riding on streaks of blue fire streaks over our heads and turns to hover on four jets of flame. Its long cylindrical body has two long wings, two stubby wings  and a triangular tail rising from the back. Under its nose are two six-barreled guns with rectangular ammunition feed tubes connected their sides.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “That's a Predator Mk. 15, Mark. Those are 12.5mm chain-guns; it is outfitted for antipersonnel work.”
 
   “Fucking punk, stay right where you are. Move and your dead.” The amplified voice is one I never expected to hear again.
 
   “Fuck you, Clarence.” My shout should be audible over the drones engines.
 
   “You little bitch! I'm going to keep you in a black detention center for a month! By the time I'm done with you, you'll never have a problem taking a shit again!”
 
   “He really does hate being called, Clarence.”
 
   Urehara-sensei chuckles, even if it does sound a bit grim. “You really do not know the meaning of fear or caution, do you?”
 
   “I want him pissed, so he won't think straight. I want Wendell pissed even more, but I don't how to break though the liquid nitrogen that passes for blood in him.”
 
   Six or seven minutes later, three all-terrain vehicles, with methane engines, pull up outside the broken fence. The two Jones dickheads get out, with eight others agents. The Jones' are still wearing their expensive suits. While Wendell is not obviously armed, Clarence is carrying some kind of boxy gun, with a bore the size of an old currency quarter and a huge drum on it. The other eight agents are wearing modern body armor and carrying assault rifles. The Jones' vehicle has a silhouette of a man hunched over a console, probably the drone operator.
 
   The FBI agents spread out in a semicircle, facing us. Clarence and Wendell are to my right, at one end of the semicircle.
 
   “The police aren't allowed to use firearms any longer. How the fuck do they have guns?”
 
   Urehara-sensei laughs, but there is no amusement in the sound. “Governments make laws to suppress their populations, not to limit themselves. The FBI has special dispensations allowing them to use otherwise restricted weapons. It is pretty much the same in all first world countries.”
 
   “That is very accurate, Ryouske. Thank you so much. Trespassing on restricted Federal land, and destruction or Federal military assets, there is no possible way for you to elude prosecution this time. Now that you are a criminal, I can dispense with politely addressing a piece of foreign trash like yourself. Control over Delphi will finally be where it should be, in the hands of the FBI.” Wendell's smile does not match the naked malice in his eyes.
 
   “You are a fool. I have already completely divested myself of all connections to the Urehara Conglomerate. If you try to take Delphi under this flimsy pretext, my family will destroy it.”
 
   Wendell laughs. “Actually, you are the fool. As soon as you stepped down, Nobuhiko and the board entered negotiations with the DOJ for the sale of Delphi. Their asking price was astronomical, but with your actions, we should have no trouble getting it for virtually nothing.”
 
   Hearing what Wendell said, Urehara-sensei seems to lose something. For the first time ever, he has the air of a man who has lost. Closing his eyes, he draws in huge breath and holds it for several moments, before releasing it slowly. When he opens his eyes, they are harder and colder than Wendell's.
 
   “I would not have been able to protect my descendants from their own stupidity after death, and since I am leaving this world, I will not be able to protect them now. They can live with the consequences of their idiocy.”
 
   Wendell's smile disappears, but the malice remains in his eyes. “Considering that neither of you are known to be insane, I really am curious, what are you doing on government land, dressed in medieval armor and weapons?”
 
   My smile is as malicious as Wendell's eyes. “Considering you aren't known to be a retard, how can you see those iron wolves and not question what the really are? Have you ever seen a drone built like that?”
 
   A shadow of something flickers in Wendell's eyes, and he looks over his shoulder. “Special Agent Jones, examines those drones, please.”
 
   Clarence's eyes widen. “What the fuck are you listening to that punk for? Give him to me for a few days, and he'll stop with this bullshit and tell you everything.”
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   Clarence glares at me, before moving to investigate the constructs. As he passes through the line of fire of two of the other agents, they point their guns at the sky and return their am to us, after Clarence passes.
 
   Clarence squats next to one of the drones for a minute, scratching his head. His face has a lost and confused expression, when he walks over to Wendell and whispers in his ears. Wendell's eyes narrow, as he turns and rapidly stalks over to investigate the constructs. Going from one to the next, he looks inside their torn open chests, before returning to glare at me.
 
   “What are those things?”
 
   I shrug. “You sure you're not retarded? I already told you they're iron wolves.”
 
   Wendell's face starts to darken. He has run into something that is outside of his realm of understanding, and it seems to have shaken his self-control. “I do not care what name you call them. I want to know what they are.”
 
   I put on my best mocking grin. “Haven't you ever seen a construct before? They're all over the place in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. You want to know what happened two years ago, then come with us. The answers are in The Nameless, Inc.'s facility in this complex.”
 
   Wendell flicks his hand in our direction. “Cuff them. You two drop all those knives.”
 
   “Go fuck yourself.”
 
   The semicircle of FBI agent is barely more than eight yards from me. Before the Jones dickheads can react, I am already in the middle of them. Two agents go flying in different directions from their guns, by the time Clarence has his monster gun pointed in my direction.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   I use an arm lock to force one of the FBI agents into Clarence's line of fire. He takes the shots meant for me, with blood spraying from his chest and face. After I release his arm, his body falls to the ground.
 
   “CLARENCE!” Wendell is standing on his toes, with the point of Urehara-sensei's katana under his chin.
 
   Clarence violent spins in Wendell's direction. “DON'T FUCKING CALL ME CLARENCE! Well, fuck me.”
 
   Clarence's gun barrel drops slightly, so it points more at the ground than Urehara-sensei.
 
   One of the FBI agents holds his hands up slightly, looking at me. “I'm going to try to stabilize Agent Parker. Alright, sir?”
 
   I wave my hand in the directions of the fallen agent, while moving back a few steps.
 
   “You can't stop us, Wendell. We're going into that facility, with your help or over your dead bodies. I don't give a fuck, which it is.”
 
   Both of the Jones assholes glare at me silently. Clarence looks like he wants to kill me, but Wendell seems to be weighing the situation.
 
   Urehara-sensei's voice is calm. “Wendell, this is probably a military black operation, most likely with congressional level backing or oversight.”
 
   Wendell's eyes narrow. “Special Agent Jones, we are going to enter this complex, with the assistance of Mr. Urehara and Mr. McGuinness. Anyone who resists will be terminated with extreme prejudice, and anyone who surrenders will taken for questioning.”
 
   “Does this mean I'm going to get to kill some politicians, Special Agent Jones?” Clarence has a light in his eyes, that reminds me of a mad dog.
 
   “This will probably result in the sanctioning of politicians.”
 
   Clarence glares at us. “You two amateurs had better stay out of my way, if you know what's good for you.”
 
   Wendell looks in my direction and shrugs slightly. I cannot keep the shock off my face and almost burst out laughing.
 
   “Agent Carstein, what is Agent Parker's condition?”
 
   The agent tending Agent Parker drops a wind breaker over his face, before standing up, while shaking his head.
 
   “I hate filling out accidental death paperwork.”
 
   Wendell sticks his head in the open window of his all-terrain vehicle and says something to the drone operator that I cannot understand. If I still had my Half-Dvergar body, it would be easy to hear him.
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   “Lead on, Mr. McGuinness.”
 
   As I start walking, I catch Urehara-sensei's eye, and he nods slightly, letting the FBI agents move out in front of him. Advancing at a steady jog, the wintry plains roll out behind us. The FBI agents are all in good condition and make no complaints over the pace I set.
 
   Constructs, like the iron wolves, are not constantly controlled by their creator, and the creator or master should be totally unaware of their condition. If we reach the facility before the wolves loss can be noticed, we should have a chance to surprise them.
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   After nearly two hours, I crest a ridge and see the facility below me. Motioning at the the people behind me, I crouch down, to avoid being silhouetted against the skyline.
 
   There are only five buildings, the largest being a square concrete building, that might be a total of 20,000 square feet. Three of the other building are small apartment buildings, that appear to have ten units each. The last one is a rather lavish house, that has to be over 10,000 square feet. A parking lot is next to the concrete building, that is large enough to hold 400 or more cars. It only has twenty-seven cars parked in it.
 
   Three packs of nine iron wolves each are patrolling the area surrounding the facility. These iron wolves have a different appearance from the ones we destroyed. They are more heavily constructed, with thick armor plating and spikes around their shoulders and chests.
 
   One of the FBI agents gives Wendell a pair of binoculars, and he scans the compound for several minutes. While he is doing that, I watch the iron wolf patrols. With only the three groups, there should be gaps we can sneak though, but that depends on what kinds of senses the wolves were built with.
 
   “That building looks far too small to contain the data facilities to run a game like Taereun: Battleground of the Damned.” Urehara-sensei is frowning, as he strokes his short beard.
 
   “You're assuming that they require servers for something other than account management. An artifact or magic construct could be virtually any size at all. With the sizes of most magic patterns or formations I've seen, you could fit a dozen to a couple hundred in that building.”
 
   Wendell looks at me as though trying to decide whether or not I am sane. “Do you really believe what you are saying?”
 
   I hold up my hand and channel ki into it. A miniature whirlwind spirals up from my middle finger, before it bursts into flame and disappears. “Can you explain that as anything other than magic?”
 
   Wendell frowns, with a shadow of something I cannot figure out in his eyes. “What kinds of weapons will the people down there be using?”
 
   I shrug. “Hard to say. They might use melee weapons, or the might use guns. There will definitely be at least one caster, and his spells will make my parlor tricks look lie the jokes that they are. I'm not sure how strong he'll be, but he won't be weak.
 
   “I'm going down. Follow me, if you want to. If not, you can just cower here.”
 
   Crouching low so the dead grass can conceal me somewhat, I move down the slope. Urehara-sensei is paralleling me about twenty feet to my left, and the FBI team is following behind. The wind will cover most of the noise we make, but the wolves may have vision that extends into the infrared or ultraviolet ranges. The closest cover to the buildings is a depression about a hundred-fifty feet or so form them, but the iron wolf patrols are passing within thirty feet of it. Still, that is where I am headed.
 
   I pause, as one of the patrols turns to face directly toward the hill, and lay flat on my belly. Two long minutes drag out, until the wolves turn to move parallel to the base of the slope. I start moving again and reach the depression, before the next patrol turns toward us. Urehara-sensei and the FBI agents follow, all of us laying on our bellies.
 
   The iron wolves close the distance at a steady pace, showing no signs of seeing us, and then turn to parallel the  ridge, like the last patrol.
 
   I wait half a minute, before rising to my feet. Using a shuffling run that I mastered while in my Half-Dvergar body, I rapidly and silently cross the open ground and hide in the shadows next to one of the apartment buildings.
 
   Wendell gathers his team around him and points to two of them. “Get your stun guns ready. A three man team will enter the apartments one at a time. Special Agent Jones will be the point man. Subdue and secure everyone inside the building.”
 
   One of the agents takes out a toolkit and overrides the electronic lock on the first apartment, then moves to the side. At Clarence's signal, he flings open the door, and Clarence charges in followed by the two Wendell pointed out. Less than a minute later, they come out of the apartment, and Clarence shakes his head.
 
   They repeat the procedure with all ten apartments, but there is no one in any of them. After searching all three apartment building, no one has been found, and we move to the mansion.
 
   There is no sign of activity through the downstairs windows. To not risk being targeted by the iron wolf patrols, we go in through one of the back doors of the mansion. At this point, no one seems to have any expectations of finding anyone inside, but the FBI agents still spread out to search the building.
 
   Urehara-sensei and I look around on the first floor, and after finding a study, we begin to search it. Most of the papers in the desk appear to be marketing data and network usage reports.
 
   “Mark.” Urehara-sensei hands me a leather-bound book.
 
   “The characters are similar to the ones used for the Slave Tongue, but I can't make sense out of it.” I stuff the book into my backpack.
 
   A few minutes later, all the FBI agent have regrouped with Urehara-sensei and myself. Staying inside the mansion, we are observing the concrete building.
 
   “Unless there's a door on the north side of the building, the only entry seems to be the security door in the east wall. Urehara-sensei and I are going in. Are you going to follow us?”
 
   Wendell continues to stare at the concrete building. “Of course. You do understand, this feels like a trap.”
 
   My laugh has not hint of humor in it. “What else could it be? We probably tripped over some kind of magic wards a long time ago. None of us are casters, so how the fuck would we have spotted them? We should have Clarence take point.”
 
   “Don't call me Clarence, you little bitch.” The hatred in his eyes is mixed with something else, as he glares at me. It might be fear, but I cannot be sure.
 
   “Whatever. Since I can't trust you behind me with that cannon, you can lead. If you see anyone with glowing lines in front of them, shoot. If they are alive later, you can ask questions.”
 
   “Just don't get in my way, if you want to live.”
 
   With Clarence in the lead, we move to the east side of the concrete building.
 
   The door has a keypad lock with a slot for a magnetic card reader as well. The agent who opened the apartment locks examines the door, while the rest of us keep watch for any threats. The flicker of the blue fire from the Predator's jet engines can periodically be seen in the sky.
 
   “No sign of any alarms. I've released the locks.”
 
   Clarence stands facing the door and nods, and the agent that jimmied the lock pushes the door open. Clarence rushes in, after quickly scanning the interior. The two agents who entered the apartments with him follow on his heals, with the rest of the normal FBI agents behind them, and Wendell going last.
 
   Moving in behind the FBI, I look around. The inside of the building is open from wall to wall. The walls have all been painted black, and then, had magic patterns draw upon the black paint. Since they do not seem to be active, they are more likely formations than sigils. A complex web of steel girders supports the roof, and the appearance of the web seems to be another magic formation. Since, I cannot directly see or sense mana, I cannot be certain of my conclusions.
 
   At ground level, the floor only extends twenty-five or so feet from the walls. The entire center of of the room is a giant square pit. There is a stairway leading down at each of the back corners. I have to move close to the edge of the pit to see its bottom, which is close to one hundred fifty feet below, but that is not what draws my attention. In the center of the pit is a giant cube. Its surface is covered with something that appears to be a linked array of spell patterns. I do not know if it is possible to link so many spell patterns, but if it is not an array of pattern, it must be the most complex spell pattern ever made.
 
   “Mark, what is that thing?” Urehara-sensei's voice is very quiet, but the sound of sheer dread fills it.
 
   “I don't know for sure, but I think its a magic artifact. The complexity of the spell patterns covering its surface is like nothing I've ever seen.”
 
   “So my little toad, you have chosen to cast aside my most benevolent offer. Not only do you dare to spurn me, but you ally yourself with more of your worlds little toads and come to attack me.”
 
   The speaker is a large man in a brown hooded robe, standing behind a block of obsidian. In his hand is a staff taller than himself, with a blood red crystal mounted on top. His heavy build and oiled beard are easily recognizable, even with the robe. Behind him are thirty others, dressed in the same brown robes, with staves in their hands that have smaller red crystals. All of them are standing on spell patterns, almost certainly more formations. They seem more like priests than mages, so they are possibly mediums instead of casters, but it is always hard to be certain, and in the end, they all cast spells.
 
   Wendell looks downward, his empty mask leaving no expression on his face. “We are the FBI. All of you put your hands behind you heads and assume the kneeling position.”
 
   “Why don't you and The Nameless go fuck each other up the ass.”
 
   “YOU DARE! Activate the formations!” Spittle flies from beard's mouth as he screams. It seems like he is easy to provoke.
 
   The crystal on top of the robed figures' staves glow, and one group after another the patterns they are standing on light up. Columns of blue light, with multiple rings of intense violet light moving up and down, surround the ten in the back row. The other two rows are surrounded with columns of light in a variety of colors: red, green, blue, white, violet, orange.
 
   The blue light around the ten in the back flares brightly for a few seconds, and blue energy starts to flow out from the web of steel supporting the walls and roof. In barely more than a couple of seconds, the light covers the ceiling and walls, and then, floods across the floor we are standing on and the empty space in the middle of the building.
 
   The blue energy is slightly slick underfoot, almost like standing on ice. Looking around, I cannot see any break in its coverage. I stab it with the point of my sword,  but it just slides off at an angle, without even raising any sparks from friction. This could be a problem.
 
   “In your crude tongue, these are what you call security measures. I hope you enjoy suffering.” Beard turns to the priests behind him. “Do not kill them, just make them wish they were dead.” The words are hard to distinguish, the barrier seems to be blocking sound to some degree.
 
   Several spell formations on the walls begin to light up, rapidly building into strong lights of varying colors.
 
   “Sensei, get ready to dodge.”
 
   As small holes rapidly open and close over three glowing patterns, small balls of acid, fire and electricity are launched towards us. Clarence and two ordinary FBI agents are the targets. Clarence and one of the agents smoothly step to the side, barely clearing the attacks, but the second agent is hit in the chest by a ball of green acid.
 
   “Fuck! That hurts!” His shout echoes weirdly in the room, probably because of the energy barriers. Quickly wiping off the acid that spattered on his face, the agent tears off his armor vest and gloves, dropping them to the floor.
 
   “Shoot those fucking things!” Clarence's bellow galvanize the FBI agents into action, and they start shoot at the spell formations launching the spells.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Bullets strike sparks off the walls, while the spells are fired, but there is no visible damage. Less than a minute has passed, before two of the spell formations that were hit begin to glow again.
 
   “Aaaaahhhhh!” Another  of the FBI agents screams, as he is hit by a ball of electricity and falls to the ground twitching. A few seconds later, he rolls to his stomach and rises unsteadily to his feet.
 
   A malicious laugh is faintly audible from below. “You are already having so much trouble, and those spells were not even a tenth of the power or size that can be created by those formations. What will you do, if I decide to kill you?”
 
   “Sensei.” I gesture towards the nearest stairs, and he nods.
 
   The spell formations are only shooting three or four spells at a time, and we easily avoid the attacks targeting us, as we move to the stairs.
 
   Holding my sword, with both hands wrapped around the hilt, I fill it with ki. Unlike Urehara-sensei, I have an aversion to fire. A colorless shimmer of pure kinetic force wraps my sword, and I drive it into the blue energy. The point does not slide like last time, and silvery sparks fountain upward. Ripples spread outward from the point of impact, before reversing. The surface of the blue energy is smooth and serene, like it was before I struck it.
 
   Below, most of the priests, including Beard, are staring up at me, with shocked expressions.
 
   Channeling as much ki as my body can withstand, I drive my blade into the barrier again, with a similar result, covering a larger area.
 
   If anything, the eyes of the priests are even wider. Beard turns to the priests behind him and says something I cannot hear. Immediately, the columns of light around them flare brighter.
 
   “Mark!”
 
   I spin around, when Urehara-sensei calls my name. There are twenty spell formations on the wall flaring brightly. I wait for the spells to be launched, before diving to the side. The spells are several time larger, and violent explosions of energy and acid spray in all directions from the point of impact.
 
   “Fuck me.”
 
   Urehara-sensei smirks. “You have a natural talent for upsetting people and making enemies.”
 
   “Well then, fuck them.”
 
   The spell formations start to charge at a staggered pace. As the spells start firing off, I dash, dive and roll to avoid them. I start moving erratically, to make it harder for the priests to lock onto me. The staggered firing pattern makes it harder, and if this keeps up, I will tire out faster.
 
   Urehara-sensei's sword bursts into flame, and he strikes the barrier over the stairs. He strikes it a half-dozen more time, but none of the formations are used to attack him.
 
   “Fire has no effect. What did you use?”
 
   “Kinetic force. I focused it like a wedge on the point of the blade.”
 
   “I have nowhere near your talent with raw force.”
 
   “Get of my way, you stupid old bastard.” Clarence charges toward the stairway, while changing the drums on his gun.
 
   Urehara-sensei  jumps onto the railing surrounding the stairway, before backflipping away. “I will leave it to the gorilla, since brute force is all that he understands.”
 
   “Blow me.” Clarence levels his gun at the opening of the stairway and pulls the trigger twice.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   The oversized bullets ricochet around the room, but luckily no one is hit, and more muffled laughter echoes from below.
 
   Urehara-sensei, after watching the spell formations for a couple minutes, rapidly charges toward on section of the wall. Just as the barrier opens over the formation, he arrives and slashes the formation with his flaming katana. The force of the explosion knocks him back, but he twists in midair landing in a three point crouch, with his katana held out to the side.
 
   The barrier is intact, but the spell formation behind it is destroyed.
 
   “Now, that was very interesting. Do you FBI agents have anything incendiary?”
 
   Wendell glances upward. “The Predator does, but I have lost radio contact since entering this building.”
 
   “Fuck. Everyone get ready near the stairwell. If this works, I can only do it once.”
 
   It has been there every moment, since I woke from the coma, but I have been afraid to touch it. I know how powerful it is. I know how easily it could destroy me. My body is not strong enough, and may never be strong enough. Still, I have no choice.
 
   “AAAAAARRRRRRRRRR!” I cannot stop myself from screaming as the Od flows through my body. It freezes me and burns me. My body feels like it is about to shatter into a trillion trillion fragments. Power swirls around my fist: black so dark, that it absorbs all light, shot though with malevolent streaks of red and purple; greenish-silver so brilliant it could overwhelm the sun. My fist hammers into the barrier, with all the weight and force of my body behind it.
 
   Pfft!
 
   The barrier disappears over the stairwell, wild streamers of blue energy lash about like angry snakes. I tumble down the first flight of stairs, completely unable to control my body, and slam into the railing on the first landing. Red mist sprays everywhere, as I projectile vomit blood.
 
   “Mark!” Urehara-sensei is the first to recover from his shock, and he charges down the stairs.
 
   “Move! Move, now!” A few seconds later the stunned Wendell follows him.
 
   Galvanized by Wendell's yell the FBI agents start down the stairs.
 
   SNAP!
 
   Half of the last FBI agent's body tumbles down the stairs, while the rest lays face down on the barrier. Shock and incomprehension are plastered on his face as the light fades from his eyes.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   “Kill them! Do not let them live!” Beard is screaming, while the FBI are firing into his priests.
 
   “Mark! Are you okay?” Urehara-sensei's worried face hovers over me.
 
   “Probably not. I used Power never meant to be wielded by mortals. I'm not sure how much damage it's done.” Coughing wracks my body, and I spray up more blood. “Help me sit up and make sure those FBI fucks don't backstab me.”
 
   With Urehara-sensei's help, I get into a lotus position and draw ki into my ravaged body. I have to try to heal as much of the damage as I can.
 
   All three of the Trinity Powers have ways to heal and strengthen the body, the mind, and the soul. Body control comprises most of the ki techniques that do this. It uses ki to strengthen your body, heal your body, make your body heavier or lighter. At its highest levels body control can be used to heal others to varying degrees, but I am from that level of mastery. Of course, Boran did not know the specifics of Body Control, so I only have a general idea of its capabilities and how it works. I have been experimenting since returning to my original body.
 
   “Mark.” I open my eyes. I cannot tell how much time has passes, but the gunfire has stopped. I am a little better, but I will need a lot more time to heal all the damage I took from just a few seconds of using the Od.
 
   Wendell is standing a few feet away. The fear is plain to see in his eyes. Before today he never experienced ki or mana users, how could he be ready to face the Od? The oppressive weight of the aura around the Od is enough to make a weak person crap himself. Since, I do not smell anything, Wendell must have avoided that indignity.
 
   “What do you want, Wendell?”
 
   Wendell fidgets a moment before sitting on the stairs in front of me. “You have put me in a rather difficult position. Even with your powers, I still have to arrest you. There is no way I can leave you to run loose, but I am well aware that you can kill us at will. Even Clarence probably would not last ten seconds against you. I do not want to throw away what remains of my strike team, pointlessly. So would you please surrender peacefully.”
 
   I give Wendell a one-finger salute. “I came here to get the fuck off this shit hole world, once and for ever. I'm not surrendering. I'm leaving. If  you try to stop me, I won't hesitate to kill you all. Can your pride deal with me being effectively exiled from Earth?”
 
   Wendell's mask is broken, his confusion is as plain as his fear. He glances down toward the wall of the pit for a moment. “How do you plan to leave the Earth?”
 
   “There should be a gate here somewhere. It will take me to another world, a different universe. You won't ever see me again, and I would suggest you destroy the gate after I'm gone. If you don't you might get more people coming to find out what happened to this group.”
 
   Wendell frowns. “One of them disappeared through an arch in an alcove below. There was a shimmering silver energy field in the arch, when he walked into it. Afterward, there was nothing buat but a solid wall behind the arch.”
 
   “He'll bring reinforcements.”
 
   “Not necessarily.” The voice coming from the open air behind me is one that I did not expect to hear on Earth.
 
   Wendell's jaw is hanging open, as he stares. Urehara-sensei has a frown, and a hint of fear is visible in his eyes.
 
   I do not have to look to know who it is. “What the fuck are you doing on Earth?”
 
   An amused chuckle fills the pit. “You are as brazen and as rude as ever. I am still more interested in you than in any of the others. Actually managing to use the Od in that fragile body, you are truly a marvel to behold.”
 
   “You two can stop staring. He's nothing but an arrogant fuck of a self-proclaimed god.”
 
   The Nameless' laughter booms out, filling the building with its echoes.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 2
 
    
 
   The Masters threw me out, they cast me into the Battleground of the Damned. I was not interesting to watch in the gladiatorial pits, no one and nothing they threw against me lived. I had been champion for too long. So many wanted to see me crippled and killed; that DokkAlfar cunt had me dropped off the Great Citadel as a spectacle for them, but I survived.
 
   Nothing in the Battleground of Slaves was a challenge, and I took what I wanted. Most who challenged me, I killed. They all died badly. A few I left alive, cripple and maimed, so the rest of the weak would learn to not challenge me. I tortured and impaled any that I did not maim and cripple.
 
   No one was my match until I met him. That damned human beat me, but did not kill me, did not cripple me, did not maim me. Did he dare to think that he did not need to fear me? Did he dare to think I was so far beneath his notice?
 
   I ran from him. I had never run from anything. Not from gladiators. Not from the Masters. I faced everything and beat it or endured it. Only that old human made me afraid. His touch was enough to make my knees shake. How? Why?
 
   I went back determined to kill him or die. He beat me unconscious. I never stood a chance against him. Again he did not kill me. He waited until I was awake again.
 
   “You have an amazing body, but your hate and anger are blinding you. I will teach to control yourself and master your hate and anger. Then, I will teach you to fight. I am old, and I need to pass on my arts. You will be my successor, the only master of Shadow Fist.”
 
   Talon woke from the dream sweating, his head throbbing from an agonizing headache. Cradling his head in his hands, he tried to sort out his mind from the original Talon's. The brutal impact of the original Talon's memories were even greater than when he was first dumped into the original Talon's body. The depth of the detail and the feeling of personally experiencing them was blurring the boundary between the original Talon and himself. I might go insane for real, if I do not come to terms with his past.
 
   There was some light in the hole, and brighter light was visible at its mouth. It must be morning or daybreak at the very least.
 
   “You are different from the others I brought here.”
 
   Hearing that voice right next to him, Talon surged to his feet, slamming his head against the stone roof of the tunnel. It made the pain, from the headache he already had, flare to epic proportions.
 
   “Shit! That fucking hurts!” His shouting only made the pain still worse. He lowered his voice. “What do you want with me now, Nameless Bastard?”
 
   Calling a self-proclaimed God a bastard is probably not the smartest move, but Talon's anger overrode his common sense. Even though he would hate admitting it, he was scared too. He did not understand what was happening and needed to lash out at something. This Nameless God was just a convenient target for his anger, since he claimed to be responsible for everything.
 
   “That could be considered blasphemy. You should be thankful that I am a kind and compassionate God.” His voice had the same hint of wry amusement that it did in the Chamber of Transition.
 
   Was that real, or was it a dream or illusion created by The Nameless God?
 
   Without an apparent care in the world, The Nameless God sat in the tunnel, while Talon appraised him. Sitting cross-legged on the floor of the hole, his robe appeared to be woven from coarse brown wool. He had an iron-shod staff laid across his knees, and his hand resting on the staff could have belonged to someone anywhere between twenty and fifty. No matter how Talon tried to change his line of sight, he could not see into the hood. All that was visible were his mouth and chin, everything past his upper lip was completely hidden in darkness. His mouth and square jaw were framed by a close cut salt & pepper beard. His lips were wearing twisted smile, as though he was laughing at a sick joke. He had a lean rangy build, and looked to be about six feet tall at the time. Though, after the way he appeared in the Chamber of Transition, Talon could not guess what his real height might be.
 
   “You are different from most people in your world, different from almost all of the people who played my game. Never once did you beg for help, or look for a group before attempting even the hardest of challenges. I know that for you the game was more of stress release than anything else, but you enjoyed the challenge of defeating everything you faced alone. Did you know that you are the only one ever to follow the complete character creation path?”
 
   “So what?” Talon's voice was surly.
 
   “So, you are the only person that was not desperate to get into the game to play with your friends, or to create and dominate a guild, or to become a crusader for some ephemeral justice, or some other equally pointless objective. You never sought out other people for any reason other than to acquire information or buy things. Though, you sometimes acted as mercenary, when others sought you out for your power, you never became a part of any of their groups. Maybe that is because, you have not a single person that you can call friend. After you were disfigured, your combat teacher was the closest thing you had to a friend, but neither of you think of the other as a friend. It was always a master and student relationship.”
 
   “How the hell do you know all this?”
 
   The Nameless laughed, without any apparent sarcasm or derision. He seemed honestly amused by what Talon said.
 
   “The VR rig that my followers created in your world has a special components to read the memories of the users, among other things. The entire purpose of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned was to find the people I would use to retrieve my body from beneath the city of Haven. You are one of those I have the most hope for. You did not cling to groups, relying on others, and always sought out more and more difficult challenges.”
 
   “So you came by this morning just to tell me that you're my fan? Big fucking deal.”
 
   The Nameless laughed again. “Do not misunderstand, I am not your fan by any means. You really are a pathetic excuse for human being, no matter how you look at it, but you are an angry, driven, vicious pathetic excuse for a human being. Those unpleasant qualities mean you might have a better chance to succeed than most of your fellow players.”
 
   “What if I just tell you to piss off?”
 
   The Nameless shrugged. “I have no use for you, if you do not serve my purposes, and of course, you will die when your time runs out.”
 
   Assuming this asshole is telling the truth, he has us by the balls and he knows it. Either, we play his game, or we die. Do we dare to risk not playing his game? I do not want to die, but I hate the thought of being used by him.
 
   “You've really fucked us over, so I'll probably be forced to help you in the end. Tell me the secret behind Talon's abilities, otherwise you're just throwing me away. I'll think about helping you, once I know how to use them.”
 
   The Nameless smiled. “You are surprisingly rational, for all the anger you keep inside yourself. Most people do not make rational choices when they are angry.”
 
   “Anyone ever tell you, that you really don't sound like a fantasy world's God?”
 
   The Nameless started to chuckle, but it evolved into full-throated laughter. “Fantasy world is an interesting term, but this is just another world. There is no fantasy involved. Also, I am not from this world. I became a God after acquiring Power here, not before. No Gods are of Taereun, no matter the lies they may tell. Some attained godhood here and others were already Gods when they arrived.”
 
   “So, what's the secret of Talon's abilities.”
 
   “You do not give up. I will give a clue to understanding Talon's abilities. You are not like the others, the key to the using Talon's Power does not lie in the body you inhabit, but in your own soul. Talon became a monk, like his teacher, and mastered Shadow Fist. He learned to use Od, that is not a thing of the physical body or the mind, like an adept, wielder, caster, or even a medium. He crossed a line and his soul was forever changed. You need to understand the training of Tae Sun just as Talon did, and you can cross that line. Very simple in concept, but can you succeed?” The Nameless gives the impression that his unseen eyes are boring holes through me.
 
   “That could take longer than I have left to live.”
 
   The Nameless frowned. “Should that be the case, then I was wrong about you. I will return. If you master Shadow Fist, that is.”
 
   When Talon blinked, the Nameless disappeared, as though he was never there to begin with.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** North Dakota - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

December 27, 2077
 
    
 
   I am still hurt, but I can move more or less normally. Forcing myself to my feet, I keep my expression blank, so that Wendell does not get an idea of how weak I really am at the moment, and turn around. Crossing my arms and resting them on the railing, as I lean forward, I stare at The Nameless.
 
   Floating in midair, The Nameless is wearing the brown robes instead of the grey leathers, but the ever present iron-shod staff is in his hand. His lips are twisted into a self-satisfied smirk, and the hood is facing my direction, so I can assume he is looking at me.
 
   “Well? Why are you here this time?”
 
   “I am touched by your single-minded efforts to get back to the Labyrinth of Yggr, so I have come to help you.”
 
   My eyes are drawn to the pattern-marked cube behind him. “Yeah, right. So this thing is how you fucked us over. What is it?”
 
   The Nameless chuckles. “This? It is just something that should have been destroyed long long ago, but luckily, it was not. Though, how it ever wound up on this pathetic little world, in this pathetic little multiverse, that I may never know. Besides, if you are so ardently trying to return, you should be thanking me for introducing you to such a wonderful new multiverse.”
 
   “Then, Earth and Taereun aren't part of the same multiverse?”
 
   “Of course not, do you think these pathetic little FBI agents could have ever defeated my priests  with simple guns, if I could have properly given them my Power?”
 
   Down below, seven of the priests are kneeling on the ground, with their hands zip-tied behind their backs. The rest are corpses, except for Beard, who apparently escaped.
 
   “If Earth is such a pissant place, why are you here now?”
 
   The Nameless smiles broadly. “To collect one last harvest, before taking the cube and casting this world aside.”
 
   I laugh. I laugh so hard, my  stomach hurts. “Hey, Wendell. This god is about to create another incident, that you won't be able to solve. You won't even have any evidence when he's done.”
 
   When Wendell does not say anything, I look over my shoulder. He is just staring at The Nameless with a mixture of fear, anger and hate. Urehara-sensei still has his frown, and his fear is more pronounced than before. Come to think of it, Clarence and the surviving FBI agents are just staring up in awe and fear too.
 
   “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   “You could probably be considered insane. Your mind is broken, and you do not feel fear the same that others do. Theirs is what could be considered a far more natural reaction to the presence of a God.”
 
   I am confused. “The time you gave us the big fuck you, everyone was acting normally. At least, I guess you could call it normal for gamers.”
 
   “That was just a dream state. I was not really there, not like I am now.”
 
   The cube starts to hum, and brilliant silver-white light fills the pit. There is no point in trying to stop it. I already know I cannot hurt him, at least not yet. Besides, do I really care what happens to anyone else?
 
   “How many are you going to take this time?”
 
   “A bit over a million, with another twelve million odd souls being converted into the energy to transfer them.”
 
   “And the gate?”
 
   “I will leave it open for a little while. Just be sure to use it soon. I hope to you soon, Brand.” The Nameless smiles and disappears. The cube and the seven priests disappear at the same time, leaving just some zip-ties on the ground along with the corpses.
 
   MOTHERFUCKER! How did that piece of shit know the new name I am going use? I never said it out loud even once.
 
   A ring-tone sounds, and Wendell takes out a phone and answers it.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   I cannot make out the words, but I can still hear the distorted screaming voice from the other end.
 
   “You look rather pensive.” Urehara-sensei leans against the railing next to me, staring out over the now empty pit.
 
   “That self-proclaimed, two-bit, lying, fucking piece of shit god is still playing me.” I feel tired. I do not know how I am going to turn the tables on him, but one day I am going to fuck that god over royally.
 
   “Yes, sir. I understand, sir.” Wendell hangs up the phone. “People have started dying, or more accurately, they have died, and others have started reporting their deaths.”
 
   


  
 

Return
 
   
  
 

*** North Dakota - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

December 27, 2077
 
    
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   The sound is coming from an alcove in the wall behind the stairway we are on. Urehara-sensei, Wendell, and I look at each other and start moving down the stairs.
 
   Clarence and the other FBI agents meet us at the alcove, everyone looking at the information terminal. Wendell moves to the terminal and hits a key, connecting to the incoming call.
 
   “J'Rome, what the hell are you ...” A man of Latino descent stares at Wendell, with his mouth hanging slightly open.
 
   Wendell smiles. “Senator Gutierrez, how interesting to see you contacting this place.”
 
   It appears Wendell was right about the Congressional oversight. Senator Gutierrez is a California Senator, one known to be very tight with the Party Chairman.
 
   “That terminal is in a classified military site. What are you doing there Special Agent?”
 
   “Tracking down the source of the single largest mass murder incident in the history of the world. My partner, Special Agent Jones, no relation, and I will be coming to see you tomorrow. I strongly suggest you make yourself available at your offices.”
 
   The Senator pales, before his face turns red. “I'll see you terminated and locked away in a military prison, Special Agent.”
 
   Wendell smiles, and the Senator cuts the connection.
 
   Clarence has an expectant look on his face. “Will the Senator be a target for Sanctioning, Special Agent  Jones.”
 
   “Once we have every last piece of information he possesses, he will be a target for Sanction, Special Agent Jones.”
 
   I move to a corner of the room, and Urehara-sensei follows me.
 
   “I need to meditate for a time, before we use that portal, Sensei. I still have a lot more internal damage than I want the FBI to be aware of.”
 
   “I will make sure you are not disturbed.”
 
   “Thank you, Sensei.” I sit down, in the lotus position, and enter a deep trance. The ki flooding my body accelerates my metabolic functions, increasing my natural rate of healing, while at the same permeating my damaged organs and continuing the process of repairing the damage done by the Od. It is not as painful as using the Od, but the healing still stimulates the remaining pain.
 
   Once the worst of the worst damage has been corrected, I stand up. There is still damage, so I will need to exercise some care, but the potentially life-threatening damage has been dealt with.
 
   Urehara-sensei glances at me, before returning his attention to the FBI. An underground room extends on the opposite end of the pit from the obsidian block and the spell formations. Perhaps a hundred feet long and thirty wide, it is filled with racks of computers. All the agents are in the room, either hunched over the terminals that are scattered around the room or talking on cell phones.
 
   “Are you better now?”
 
   I shrug and start walking toward the FBI. “More or less. I still need to deal some of the lingering effects of what I did, but that can be tended to in the Labyrinth.”
 
   Stopping at the entry to the room, I look around. Most of the visible displays appear to have status information, but I cannot identify what it is for. One large monitor has a map of North America, with countless red dots showing. In the area of major cities, the dots are so dense that they become swaths of red.
 
   “Special Agent Jones.”
 
   Both Wendell and Clarence look in my direction, but only Wendell comes over to us. Clarence turns back to his monitor, poking at a keyboard in a rather rapid two-finger typing style.
 
   “We're leaving. I hope you don't intend to interfere.”
 
   A complicated series of emotions seems to flow across Wendell's face, before his normal mask is back in place. “I have no intention of dying, especially in a futile effort. You and Mr. Urehara both fled through that portal thing in the confusion. No one is going to dispute that.”
 
   “Have you confirmed how many died?” Urehara-sensei's voice is soft.
 
   Wendell sighs. “This mess makes the first incident look like a child's prank. At last count, the FBI had accounted for over three million dead, only one-tenth of those Taereun players. According to these computers, the total  number of dead Taereun players is just over 1.2 million. I very much doubt that will prove to be inaccurate. Mr. McGuinness, I would  ask only one thing. Please, terminate that god with extreme prejudice.”
 
   I cannot keep from grinning. “Special Agent, I damn well intend to try.”
 
   Wendell's smile reaches his eyes for the first time that I have seen. “Good bye, Mr. McGuinness. Good bye, Mr. Urehara.”
 
   The alcove with the portal has a number of strange devices that resemble those in the Chamber of Transition. This portal must be a similar type of magical technology. Looking at the the portal itself, there is an arch, almost identical to the teleport stations scattered around the Labyrinth of Yggr. Filling the arch is the normal faintly shimmering silver energy field.
 
   Glancing at Urehara-sensei, I step through the portal.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Four Bones Goblin Lair - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return - Day 1
 
    
 
   I step into an alcove, curtained off with half-rotting hides. Looking behind me, I see an idol on a pedestal that looks familiar. I am sure I should recognize it, but I just cannot place it. The alcove is dim, with the flickering light coming from the other side of the curtain.
 
   Less than ten seconds pass, Urehara-sensei steps out of the portal. He looks around for a moment, until his face twists into an expression of sheer horror.
 
   “AAARRRR!” As his scream echoes, Urehara-sensei grabs his head, and his eyes roll up, so only the whites are visible. His knees buckle, and I catch him, lowering him to the ground.
 
   What the fuck is happening to him?
 
   “Wha' dat?”
 
   I just barely hear the voice over Urehara-sensei's continuing screams. The words are in the goblin tongue. I learned a bit of the goblin tongue when I acquired Talon's memories.
 
   Urehara-sensei's condition reminds me of our arrival in the Chamber or Transition. Could Urehara-sensei be dealing external memories? He had a “character” in Taereun; could The Nameless have force fed those memories into Urehara-sensei's body?
 
   When the light grows brighter, I look over my shoulder. The hide curtains are being held apart by an ugly wizened creature. Its broad monkey-like face is framed by two huge ears, and its fanged lower jaw, with a hefty underbite, is hanging open. Its mottled brownish-grey skin has an oily sheen and the  texture of the pigskin cover on a football. The somewhat bulbous body, with bandy arms and  legs, resembles an orangutan. At 4'6” tall, it is one damn big goblin.
 
   “Da fuck? 'Uman?”
 
   As I spin, my swords ring, while clearing their sheathes. The first blade slices open the goblin's throat, and a fraction of second later, the second removes its head.
 
   The goblin's corpse falls backward, spasmodically grabbing the rotting hide curtain. Blue blood sprays outward into the room behind the goblin, as the curtain falls down on its body. The stench of goblin shit, worse than a latrine trench in the middle of summer, fills the air.
 
   The floor of the cave is uneven, and an empty throne, crudely made, sits near the alcove. More than thirty goblins are scattered around the cave. They stare at me, with a mixture of expression's, confusion predominant.
 
   “Da fuck?”
 
   “Tur'grod dead?”
 
   “Kill 'uman!”
 
   In ones and twos, they begin to charge toward my alcove, drawing a variety of weapons as they advance. Dirty, notched, and blood crusted, their weapons are certain to leave infected wounds on most living things.
 
   While they are not exceptionally dextrous or agile, pound for pound, goblins are many times stronger than humans. Their strength and mine should be about equal, so I channel some ki through my body and heighten my reaction speed.
 
   The alcove entry I am blocking is narrow, and only two goblins can attack me at a time, without getting in each other's way. Blocking the simplistic attacks of the two, I toe-kick the one on the right in the groin, one testicle ruptures and the muscles tear. The goblin falls to the ground, squealing in agony. As my right foot touches the ground, my right blade cleaves the skull of the other goblin.
 
   Kicking the corpse into the goblin behind it, I stab my left hand blade through that goblin's eye and step forward to avoid the hack from the goblin to the right. Slicing my right hand blade along the right side goblins throat, I open up its jugular and cartoid artery. Blood spurting like a fountain from its neck, the goblin spins and tries to run, tangling up the goblins behind. Three more times my swords strike and, three more goblins fall to the ground, their brains spilling form the rents in their skulls.
 
   Goblins are vicious, sadistic, hateful, vengeful, conniving, tribal beasts, but first and foremost, goblins are cowards. Seeing six of their brethren dead in as many seconds, the charging goblins turn to flee.
 
   “Run!”
 
   “Monster!”
 
   “Demon!”
 
   As the goblins bite, claw and scratch at one another, trying to be first to escape into the exit tunnel, I tear into their backs. Seventeen more fall dead, before the rest manage scramble down the tunnel. The only things left are goblin corpses, blue blood and the reek of goblin shit.
 
   Urehara-sensei is unconscious. Sweating, twitching and moaning in his sleep, he is as pale as a ghost. If I am right, and The Nameless has inserted his character's memories into his mind, he is have a hard time with them. Dragging Urehara-sensei away from the alcove, I leave him by a wall away from both the alcove and the tunnel.
 
    This is the Four Bones Goblin Lair. I did not recognize it at first, but now I am certain. I farmed it once, early on when I played Taereun. Factoring in my time playing Taereun as a game and my time in the Lands of Despair, it would have been more than thirty years ago. No wonder I could not remember it, I have over fifty subjective years of memories, most of my memories of my early days in Taereun have become dim, just like most of my childhood memories.
 
   Searching the goblins, I empty their belt pouches. Every one of them has a handful of uncut gemstones. These gems are the main reason that players used to farm someplace as out of the way as this lair.
 
   Including this room, there are four “throne rooms” like this scattered in these caves. Each throne room, has an idol, like the one in the alcove. The players used to call them the spawn idols,, since the goblins would “spawn” around the idols. but apparently, they are terminus points, connected to gates outside of the Labyrinth of Yggr.
 
   This is a tiny zone, and without an external supply of goblins, its population would have been entirely wiped out early on. There are another sixteen or seventeen zones like this that I have encountered. On the other hand, most of the zones in the Labyrinth are much larger, and there is no apparent external supply of inhabitants. Knowing that this is really not a game, I wonder what the purpose of these small zones with the gate termini are?
 
   I sit near Urehara-sensei, in the lotus position, and enter a light trance. My ki mixes with the psi, which feels like barely more than a trace amount, in my mind. Flowing outward, my awareness fills an area nearly seventy yards in diameter. Unless it is shielded against psi, nothing can enter this circle without my being aware of it.
 
   “What is that horrid stench?”
 
   It has been less than half an hour, but it is not a moment too soon. The goblins are starting to gather in the tunnel. They are not close enough for me to sense them, but I can hear them shuffling around and cursing at each other.
 
   “Goblin shit.”
 
   “Is this a goblin latrine?”
 
   “No. If it was, you would be projectile vomiting. This doesn't even come close to the reek of a goblin latrine.”
 
   “You sound like you have smelled one before.”
 
   “Unfortunately.” I cannot help but laugh. “What happened to you, Sensei?”
 
   Urehara-sensei frowns. “Enough with the Sensei, Mark. Urehara Ryouske is no more. I am Jinmu, and Jinmu is not your sensei.”
 
   I nod, with a slight smile. “Okay, Jinmu. From now on, call me Brand. Mark McGuinness and Talon are both dead. Brand is a good enough name for me.”
 
   Jinmu frowns. “That Nameless God called you that, right before he disappeared. How did he know?”
 
   “I don't know. Did he give you the memories of your character?”
 
   Jinmu has a startled expression on his face. “How did you know?”
 
   “After the Great Fuck Over, we all went through what you did, but your experience looked mild compared to ours.”
 
   “I do not know what it was like for you, but for me it felt like someone was drilling a hole in my skull. Other than that, it was disorienting, trying to come to terms with two sets of memories.”
 
   “Sounds a lot easier than what I went through.”
 
   Jinmu looks around the room. “You have been busy.”
 
   “Not really, but we better get a move on. The survivors are getting ready to try again.”
 
   Jinmu smiles ironically. “Do you have any idea where we are?”
 
   “I know almost exactly where are.  Four Bones Goblin Lair, but I'm not sure which of the sub-chiefs' caves this is, not that I matters. Goblins are trash, we'll just kill our way out.”
 
   Jinmu draws his katana. “I like the sound of that.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** North Dakota - Earth ***
 
   
  
 

December 27, 2077
 
    
 
   After Mark McGuinness and Ryouske Urehara disappeared through the gate, Wendell Jones turned around to find Clarence Jones behind him.
 
   “You sure this won't be a problem?”
 
   Wendell Jones shrugged slightly. “Did you really want to try and stop Mark McGuinness?”
 
   They both started walking back to the computer room.
 
   Clarence Jones shudders slightly, with a hint of something in his eyes that he was unaccustomed to. “No. That fucking prick was so fast I couldn't even follow his movements. Nothing human should be that fast or that strong. Shit, he picked up and threw Smith with one hand. That's just not . . .”
 
   Clarence Jones' words trailed off, when he felt a presence behind him. Clarence Jones was a born killer, one of the few left in America. In the service of his government, he had hunted and killed thousands of men, women, and children, all around the world. His instincts were second to none, when it came to danger.
 
   Wendell Jones looked his partner, who was looking over his shoulder, before turning around. In the alcove where the gate was, a bearded man in a brown robe stood. In his hand, he carried a staff taller than himself, with a blood red crystal in the top. This man was the leader of the priests that the FBI has massacred earlier.
 
   Behind him were arrayed six tall, inordinately slender men in black chainmail, with helmets that revealed only their eyes. Those eyes were so cold, that even the murderous Clarence Jones fell a chill down his spine looking into them. Each of the men had a glaive in his hands.
 
   Floating over them was the translucent form The Nameless God, a slight smile on his lips. “Cha vertruth sen'da coll, hast va coll.”
 
   “What the fuck?” Clarence Jones softy muttered his words, the presence of The Nameless God nearly paralyzing him.
 
   “The DokkAlfar do not speak English. I told them to give you a painful death.”
 
   “FUCK YOU, ASSHOLE!” Clarence Jones roared, anger somewhat dispelling his fear. He pulled up the muzzle of his AA-12 combat shotgun and pulled  the trigger.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   The 12 gauge slugs flattened against an invisible barrier and fell to the ground.
 
   The bearded man smiled, nastily. “Mark McGuinness is a toad that can be useful, but you are just toads that are in the way. If not for his presence, I would have exterminated you earlier.”
 
   The other member of the FBI assault team came running from the computer room, M-16A5 assault rifles in hand. Forming a firing line next to the Joneses, the waited for orders.
 
   A single DokkAlfar stepped forward, and the invisible shield did not impede it.
 
   “FIRE!” Clarence Jones pulled the trigger on his AA-12 at the same time he yelled.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   The heavy 12 gauge slugs once again fell to the ground, after impacting the invisible shield, and Clarence Jones' face turned into a mask of rage. He shifted his aim to the DokkAlfar.
 
   The DokkAlfar seemed to dance forward, swaying and weaving as the hundreds of 5.56mm rounds flew harmlessly past. He seemed to be moving slowly, but in the blink of an eye, he was in striking range of the FBI agents. His glaive turned into a blur, and three agents fell to the ground, with blood spurting from ruined knees and shoulder.
 
   Screams of agony mixed with the roar of gunfire, and Wendell Jones' mask broke, his face twisting with hate and rage. Reaching inside his jacket, he pulled out a thumb-sized cylinder and threw it at the DokkAlfar's feet.
 
   “Flashbang!”
 
   The FBI turned their heads and covered their ears. The DokkAlfar tilted its head, staring curiously at the smoking cylinder on the ground.
 
   “BOOM!”
 
   “Aaaarrrrrr!” The DokkAlfar's scream echoed in the pit. The other DokkAlfar and the priest yelled and covered their eyes.
 
   “Withdraw!”
 
   While their enemy flailed about waiting for their sight to recover, the FBI team grabbed their wounded and fled up the stairs.
 
   When his vision cleared, the lone DokkAlfar lightly ran to the stairs.
 
   “Stop.” The Nameless used the DokkAlfar tongue.
 
   “Lord?” The DokkAlfar's voice was soft and melodious, even when speaking the harshly inflected DokkAlfar language.
 
   “They will not escape. There are iron wolves outside.”
 
   “Lord!” The DokkAlfar knelt on one knee, bowing to The Nameless.
 
   The Nameless waved his hand, and the giant cube reappeared.
 
   “J'Rome, begin the next phase.”
 
   J'Rome, the bearded priest, bowed low. “Yes, My God!”
 
   Above, the FBI agents ran out of the building and stopped dead. In a huge semicircle three ranks deep, more than two hundred iron wolves silently waited.
 
   “This is very bad, Special Agent Jones.” Clarence Jones checked the number of rounds left in the drum magazine on his AA-12.
 
   “... Jones, do you copy?”
 
   “I copy, Agent McCormick.” Wendell Jones spoke into a mic attached to his larynx.”
 
   “Sir, I've been trying to warn you, but you weren't responding. About five minutes ago, dozens of those drones began closing on the complex. Then, they formed that circle and stopped moving.”
 
   “Clear a path to the south for us.”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   RRRoooooaaaaaaarrrrrr! Brrrrrrrrrrrraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaappppppppp!
 
   The Predator drone swooped in from the north, its chain-guns tearing apart the bodies of the iron wolves.
 
   The FBI agents began to run as fast as they could, but the iron wolves immediately charged after the fleeing FBI agents. Constructs cannot feel emotions or be surprised, there was no delay in the iron wolves response.
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   “Aaaarrrrrr!”
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   Brrraaappp!
 
   “Aaaarrrrrr!”
 
   Clarence Jones looked over his shoulder and saw Agent Carstein hauling one of the wounded. The rest were all dead.
 
   The Predator spun about hovering on jets of blue flame.
 
   Brrrrrrrrrrrraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaappppppppp! Brrrrrrrrrrrraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaappppppppp!
 
   More iron wolves were shredded by the chain-guns. Dozens were already destroyed, but over a hundred remained.
 
   “Carstein!”
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Agent Carstein spun letting go of the wounded agent and raised his M16A5 to his shoulder.
 
   Brrraaappp! Brrraaappp!
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   The iron wolf's front legs were blown off, but it pitched forward and tumbled wildly. Agent Carstein tried to dodge, but the spiked shoulder caught him in the side, sending him flying.
 
   “Aaaarrrrrr!” Slamming into the ground in a bloody heap, he did not move again.
 
   The remaining iron wolves scattered, weaving and make abrupt changes in speed.  Agent McCormick began to have difficulty hitting the swift agile targets, even with the high rate of fire of the Predator's chain-guns.
 
   Wendell Jones checked the fallen agents, finding all of them dead. Appropriating an M16A5, he began to jog to the south, with Clarence Jones at his side. The had just reach the top of the ridge, when the Predator abruptly accelerated.
 
   RRRoooooaaaaaaarrrrrr! BOOM!
 
   The predator crashed into the ground, pieces of metal and plastic flying in all directions.
 
   The iron wolves, that were running around randomly, converged on the last two FBI agents, forming another semicircle between them and the facility.
 
   “Some bastards must have killed Agent McCormick. This has gone from very bad to we are completely fucked, Special Agent Jones.”
 
   Clarence Jones stared at the complex they just fled. The light of the dawning sun had painted the concrete building bloody red. “It's not all bad, that fucking bastard god has taken that fucking prick back to that Taereun wold. The first time in the hospital, when that prick McGuinness stared at me, I nearly drew and fired. I don't know why, but he's got the eyes of someone who's killed so many times that he's forgotten how not to kill. I've only seen a few men with eyes like that. Him or the god, at least one of them is gonna die.”
 
   Wendell Jones looked at the complex, as well. “How very true. I sincerely hope that if only one dies, it is the god. It has been a true pleasure having you as my partner, Special Agent Jones.”
 
   Clarence Jones turned toward Wendell Jones, a rare grin on his face, and clasped the offered hand. “Yeah. It's been a pleasure knowing you too, Special Agent Jones. I'm not going down like a bitch. Let's destroy some of those constructs, and see if we can make it to that fucking priest.”
 
   Wendell Jones' smile reached his eyes. “Yes. Let us do that, Special Agent Jones.”
 
   


  
 

Joining a Party
 
   
  
 

*** Four Bones Goblin Lair - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 1
 
    
 
   The ruddy light of the setting sun, illuminates the tunnel ahead. It took a bit longer than I expected to find the exit from the goblin lair. After all the subjective years between my first expedition and now, I could not recognize the which tunnel was which. The goblins made over a dozen attempts to kill us, but between Jinmu and myself, they were slaughtered every time. Without an orc king to drive them into battle, goblins lack the balls to push an attack, where they lack an overwhelming advantage. Their scouts are still audible, prowling the tunnels behind us, watching and waiting for us to let our guard down.
 
   Exiting the mouth of the tunnel, we find ourselves on a ledge. It is wide enough to allow three people to stand comfortably abreast between the cliff wall and the drop. Maybe two hundred feet below, a river winds through a valley, until it reaches a curtain of silvery distortion and disappears.
 
   “That silver distortion is a zone boundary?” Jinmu looks questioningly at me.
 
   “Yeah, haven't you seen one before?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Never one like that. All the zones I have been in seemed to be either entire worlds or giant continents that, appeared to be floating in space.”
 
   “Many of those 'worlds' were not worlds. They were really a patchwork of zones, crammed one against another giving the appearance of worlds. Most players never cared so it became a little known game legend, but some caster players figured it out a long time ago. I don't know how they managed to do it, since I only learned about it third or fourth hand.
 
   “Let's get away from this cave, and make camp near the boundary. I don't want to cross until we've had a chance to rest.”
 
   Jinmu looks toward the shimmer, his face impassive.  “Is it dangerous on the other side?”
 
   “Usually, it's not, but it can be. It's another pocket zone, like this one. I want to cross it in one shot. This whole area is really nothing but little pocket zones.”
 
   I start down the path, and Jinmu quickly catches up to walk at my side. We travel quickly on the relatively smooth path. The passage of feet, over untold years, has long since worn down any significant impediments in the red sandstone.
 
   “Where should we go from here?”
 
   “Bogwater, we practically have to go through it to get out of here anyway.”
 
   Jinmu frowns. “That name sounds like one I have heard before.”
 
   The canopy of trees, similar to oak and elm, rises to our left. The deep green of the leaves and the heat in the air, look and feel like the middle of summer, but my understanding is that this zone always looks and feels like this.
 
   “The bag quest. You never did it yourself?”
 
   Jinmu chuckles. “I only played the game to test out my martial arts in situations that felt as close to real life and death combat as possible. Rakhir, my character, his physical abilities so far outstripped my own, that once I trained his body for using the Urehara Style, I became almost unbeatable.”
 
   “The Bag Quest, as it's called, is really just collecting rare monster parts for this . . . guy, who makes a variety of dimensional storage devices: backpacks, shoulder bags, belt pouches, jewelry, and who knows what else.”
 
   “This . . . guy?”
 
   As the path veers away from the foot of the cliff, we enter the forest. The sun is already below the horizon, and the verdant canopy of the woods closes over our heads. The calls of nocturnal birds, animals and insects fill the air.
 
   I cannot help but laugh. “He looks like a giant humanoid frog. His nasty disposition, lecherous nature, and venomous tongue are almost as famous as the quest.”
 
   “Lecherous nature?”
 
   “That frog has a fixation with fucking human and Alfar women. I hear that he even gets his fair share of humans, by giving them free dimensional storage devices.”
 
   “I find it hard to believe that women would lower themselves to have sex with a frog, no matter what the rewards.”
 
   “You haven't been to an American high school lately. Sex is just another form of currency, and it's one they don't have to threaten mommy or daddy with a Child Protective Services call for.” I do not bother to try and keep the disgust out of my voice.
 
   Jinmu is silent after that. His face has almost no expression, but he still has an air of someone deep in thought.
 
   The path through the woods ends in a clearing, bordering on the silver energy curtain that is the boundary of this pocket dimension. At the base of a small spur of rock, a tunnel leads into the ground. There are nine stone circles with the remains of ashes, from past camps. This used to be a popular farming zone, because of the raw gems. Sometimes, there would have been upwards of a hundred people here at a time. Its relative inaccessibility caused the Four Bones Goblin Lair to lose popularity, when better places were found to farm wealth.
 
   Jinmu points toward the tunnel. “That is the way out?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What is so dangerous about it?”
 
   “Spiders. There's one straight tunnel about ten or twelve miles long, with who knows how many branch tunnels along the sides. The side tunnels are a maze that is the home of giant spiders. Legend has it there's a humongous queen spider in there somewhere, but I never heard of anyone seeing it. Usually, you won't find many spiders in the main tunnel, but sometimes they'll put up webs to block it and attack anyone going through.
 
   “We'll camp here and start out fresh in the morning. We can tickle some fish along the banks of that river and save the freeze-dried food that's left.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Spider Tunnels - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 2
 
    
 
   As we set out, the valley is still shrouded  in shadows. With a full night to meditate and focus my ki on healing, virtually of the damage done by using the Od is healed. No pain remains, and I do not feel even the slightest hint of discomfort.
 
   Entering the tunnel mouth, the stone closes around us, blocking out what little morning light there is. Only the weak light of our flickering torch illuminates the passage. Both Jinmu and I have five spare torches each, which should be enough to walk the length of the spider tunnel twice over.
 
   While the walls are rough, the floor, like the path up the cliff to the goblin lair, has been worn smooth by the passage of countless feet. Averaging thirty to forty feet wide, with a ceiling more than fifty feet high, this is a veritable underground highway. About twenty-five or thirty yards into the tunnel, the type of stone making up the walls abruptly changes. As though cut with monofilament and joined together, not even the smallest gap can be seen between the red sandstone of the goblin lair and the grey granite of the spider tunnels.
 
   “We're  in the Spider Tunnels proper now.”
 
   Jinmu looks slight puzzled. “How do you mean that?”
 
   I point at the division line in the walls, ceiling and floor of the cave, and Jinmu stands near the wall, peering closely at it. After a few moments, he stands on the red sandstone again.
 
   “So now, we are talking across dimensions. Even if these are pocket dimensions, they are still dimensions. The distance between us can be considered to be infinite. The Urehara Group has a company that is researching cross-dimensional wave to transmit message. I wonder how the Chief Scientist would react, if he could see this.”
 
   I almost smile. After I started teaching Urehara-sensei about ki, the way he acted around me began to change. Now that he has cast aside his original name and taken on the name Jinmu, he is showing an almost innocent joy with everything. His lust for battle, his fascination with the zone boundary, his open expression of emotions, I almost feel as though he is seeing the world through different eyes.
 
   “We should hurry. I do not want to spend to much time in this tunnel. If the spiders swarm, we'll be fucked, without a strong AoE caster.”
 
   “What is an AoE  caster?” Jinmu may have had a character, but he was not a real gamer.
 
   I half smile. “AoE, area of effect, a caster who specializes in large area spells. A good one could fill a hundred yards of this tunnel with elemental damage spells that would lay waste to at least a part of a spider swarm.”
 
   Jinmu frowns slightly. “Lead on.”
 
   In less than fifty yards, we reach the first side tunnel, on our left side. A man would have to duck-walk to use this tunnel, like many of the side tunnels leading into the maze. I heard stories about players trying to explore the maze, supposedly no one ever found anything besides difficult to negotiate tunnels, spiders, and more spiders.
 
   After another three hundred or so yards, the floor of the tunnel begins to be littered with scattered bones, both recent and ancient. The bones of the prey of the spiders who dominate this zone: humans, Alfar, goblins, orcs, animals, birds, bats. Conspicuously, the last time I was here, I never noticed a single Dvergar bone in the tunnel. Even the spiders might be smart enough to not try and prey on a Dvergar, which would make them smarter than orcs and goblins.
 
   We walk at a far swifter pace than we would have been able to maintain, before we started developing out ki. Many of the tunnels we pass are too small to walk upright in, and some are too small to even fit in, but a few are nearly as large as the main tunnel. Still, time seems to drag, as we traverse the tunnel. Periodically, we hear odd scraping, scratching, and chittering noises from the side tunnels, but no spiders make an appearance.
 
   We have been travelling for about two hours when I see the dogleg in front of us. I have an uneasy feeling. The entry to the dogleg is slightly more than ten feet wide and about thirteen feet high. It does not get any lager for more than a hundred and seventy yards, while twisting and turning generally to the right in relation to our direction of travel.
 
   Jinmu has stopped next to me, staring toward the dogleg as well. “We need to be careful. There is something there. I am certain there is danger, but I cannot say how I know.”
 
   “This is the dogleg. The whole thing is narrow and the spiders set webs and ambushes in there. I don't think they're really intelligent enough to plan one out, but several species in here are natural ambushers. Once we get past the dogleg, it's a straight shot of less than half a mile to the exit.”
 
   Jinmu pitches his torch to the ground and draws his katana. With fire flickering along its length, he begins to advance into the dogleg. “I'll take point. Spider silk does not do well against fire.”
 
   Picking up the fallen torch, I draw a sword in my right hand, and follow at a distance of fifteen feet. I can close to strike in a single lunge from this distance, and Jinmu will have room to retreat.
 
   “There are only three large tunnels branching off the dogleg, all the others are no more than two or three feet in diameter.”
 
   Jinmu does not acknowledge my words and continues advancing. His steps are not a normal walk, rather it is more of a fighting stalk, that alternates his lead foot.
 
   I walk in relaxed posture, my sword's pommel against my forearm, with the blade pointed away. My eyes look toward the ground, without really focusing on anything. I am letting my body pick up all the sensory data it can, while not trying to interpret it. My reactions will be much faster, if I do not have to break a focus.  I will start to move, before I am consciously aware of the source of the danger. This is a habit I picked up in my years in my Half-Dvergar body.
 
   Because of my time in Taereun, the game and the Lands of Despair, after the Great Fuck Over, our styles have become very different. Jinmu is a lethal combatant, a true master of the Urehara Style martial arts. In terms of mastery of his technique, he is probably the equal of almost anyone he will ever encounter. Still, in terms of power and potential, I believe my own fighting style is by far the superior one, but it would probably not suit Jinmu.
 
   The exit from the dogleg is less that thirty feet in front of Jinmu, when the trap is sprung. Five giant trapdoor spiders spring out of side tunnels, that seem far too small to fit their bulbous bodies and near six foot leg span. A sixth drops from the tunnel roof, where it had been hidden by a downward projecting section of rock.
 
   Stepping forward, his single step  covering more than ten feet, Jinmu's katana slices through the legs on one side of the spider to his front left. The rest of the spiders pounce on the empty space he vacated. Spinning counterclockwise, he slashes at the rear legs of the spider that attacked from his front right.
 
   I lunge forward my right foot striking outward in a thrust kick. The spider's carapace is undamaged, but my ki transmits enough of the force of the blow to the spiders internal organs. It collapses to the ground, dead from the internal damage. The spider that dropped from above, jumps at me, and I continue forward dropping to one knee, My sword slashes upward, with a whip like motion that cleaves open the underside of the spider's carapace. It entrails fall to the ground narrowly missing me.
 
   I remember the first time I performed a move like that, when Taereun was a just a game to me. A giant troll, an extremely rare monster to encounter, attacked me in a swamp, while I was searching for a rumored lost temple. I ducked low to avoid its club and slit its protruding belly open. Its forward momentum spilled it guts outward, covering me with the reeking mess. Cursing, screaming, and kicking the troll's corpse, I swore to never again open an enemies guts, where I could get a baptism of entrails.
 
   The second spider Jinmu attacked spins on him a bit unsteadily, and his katana cleaves its head open, setting the hair on its body aflame. The eyes not sliced open burst from the heat of the flames. Spiders brains are not in their heads, but it begins to flail wildly, no longer able to see.
 
   The fifth and sixth spider close in on me from either side; my slide carried me into the middle of them. The one to my left is closest. The spider tries to sink it mandibles into my shoulder, but I slam the torch into its eyes, lighting the coarse hairs on its carapace on fire. My sword lashes the other with a rising strike. Its body is split open for more than a third of its length, by the ki enhanced edge of my blade.
 
   I glance at Jinmu, before scanning for other dangers. He has already put down both of the spiders he injured and is scanning for new threats as well.
 
   “Clear.” Jinmu's voice is calm.
 
   “Clear. We had best move quickly, before more spiders show.” I start moving down the tunnel again, this time, at a steady jog. I do not sheathe my blade. I can hear the soft padding of Jinmu's steps behind me.
 
   Something is significantly off. These spiders were too easy to kill, as were the goblins. Initially, I thought that the iron wolves had been constructed more for speed than strength and combat, but now, I just do not know anymore. I am confused. Could I have misjudged the levels of Jinmu and myself? Are we actually much stronger than I thought? Only more battles will give me a definitive answer.
 
   We pass a zone boundary, and the stone changes from gray granite to a brownish granite. We have entered the Swamp of the Lost. I am unsure of the actual nature of this zone. Other than in this tunnel, I have never heard of anyone finding a zone boundary. The only exits from the swamp are singly linked teleport gates, each one only connecting to one other specific gate. Except for the one leading to the Duchy of Andover, none has any known connection that leads outside of the cluster of pocket dimensions. The Badlands gate just takes you in a big loop that eventually connects back into the Duchy of Andover.
 
   “We exited the Spider Tunnels zone, where are we now?”
 
   I glance behind us and slow to a walk. We are past all of the tunnels leading into the maze. “The Swamp of the Lost, it's the zone where Bogwater is, but I don't know how big the zone is. It could be an entire world. Bogwater is only a few days walk, but we'll have to pass though Zavin's Hole, if we stay on the road. Most players just called it the Shit Hole.”
 
   “The Shit Hole, why did it get a name like that?”
 
   I shrug slightly. “It's a den of outlaws and outcasts. Most players went there in strong groups, looking for a fight with the trash gathered there.”
 
   Jinmu has a more than slightly predatory grin on his face. “That sounds like fun.”
 
   I cannot stop myself from laughing. I may not be the only one looking for battles to test myself and determine how strong I am.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Zavin's Hole) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 2
 
    
 
   The Spider Tunnel is in a cave at the base of the escarpment. This area is more jungle than swamp. A little over a mile from the cave a waterfall cascades over the edge of the plateau, more than two thousand feet above the lowlands. The pool at the base of the falls is the headwaters of the Bull-rush River, with flows into the Swamp of the Lost proper. Bogwater is at the mouth of the river, but before reaching it, we have to pass through Zavin's Hole, which is only a few miles from the tunnel.
 
   The vegetation in this zone is more of a yellowish-green that a true green. The most common trees grow sort of like a banyan, but have leaves with a shapes similar to a maple. Other trees resemble swamp oak and swamp maple. Though, I never found anything similar to a conifer, when I was last here.
 
   It takes until nearly sundown to reach the Shit Hole. Rising from the muddy ground, like a festering boil on the ass of one of its whores, Zavin's Hole probably started life as a military fort or outpost. Now, the decaying stone walls have gaps, filled with rotting timber palisades. The gate, if you can all it such, is hanging open on broken hinges, a team of oxen or powerful adepts would be needed to close it again. The most common job for its inhabitants is banditry, so they cannot be bothered to learn much else, and all the manual labor is done by slaves.
 
   As Talon, I spent my time exploring and hunting monsters and humanoids. I avoided people and settlements as much as possible, but at times, I still found reasons to enter human or mostly human towns and cities. I have seen my share of places like the Shit Hole. The biggest  bully on the block will be the one in charge, and the rest of the trash will fall into an ever changing pecking order of who is stepping on who.
 
   The last time I came by here, there were no gate guards, but now seven of them are clustered in front of the gate. The trash that passes for guards at the gate is dressed is a motley assortment of clothing and armor that has seen better days. Six of the seven stare at us, as we approach, with a mix of expressions. The most obvious being boredom, greed and hatred. The seventh guard is too busy digging in his nose with his pinkie, before inspecting the spoils of his venture and licking the finger clean.
 
   Through the open gate, several dozen more of the trash can be seen loitering in the muddy courtyard. Drinking and gambling are their main interest, with raping a couple of dirty, rather unattractive, near-naked, female slaves being the runner up. Like the gate guards, they are wearing a motley mixture of clothing and armor. This place is even worse than the last time I passed by.
 
   “Halt, in the name of Ravix.” The speaker is a tall, lean guard, with the most obvious aura of greed.
 
   Jinmu glances at me. “Who is Ravix?”
 
   “No fucking clue. He must be the latest rat at the top of the shit pile. Last time I came this way Zavin the Younger was the top catamite.”
 
   “Possessed!” The greed on the guards face, twists into hatred, and he draws his sword.
 
   At the lead guard's hissed word, the rest of guard hurriedly draw their swords as well. Even the nose-miner quickly wipes and pull his sword, a few seconds behind the rest. None of them show even a shadow of skill's bastard younger brother in the way they grip their hilts. These are simple trash, not adepts.
 
   “What does he mean by possessed?” Jinmu is nonplussed.
 
   “They called us The Possessed, when we played the game. We all thought it was just a part of the AI programming for the NPCs, but looking at it now, we must have seemed demon possessed or something to them.”
 
   “Bro, are they here for them other Possessed?” Nose-miner's voice is easily audible, but considering his hunched forward posture and the hand in front of his mouth, he must think he is being stealthy.
 
   “Shut up!” The lead guard glares furiously at the none-miner.
 
   “Why do you not tell me about these other possessed?” Jinmu's demeanor goes from relaxed to sharper than his katana. Urehara Ryouske was the owner and CEO of a zaibatsu, but he was more like a feudal lord than a businessman in many respects. His companies provided above average pay and benefits to their employees, but he was merciless toward anyone who betrayed him. If he is really planning to build an empire, he will probably try to build it using players, and he will defend his future subjects against the threats of the Labyrinth of Yggr, or Taereun, or wherever his empire is located.
 
   The guards, sensing the change in Jinmu, pale slightly, their hands nervously kneading the hilts of their poorly maintained swords. The guards behind the leader look at one another nervously, starting to back away from the gate. Only the nose-miner is standing firm, if you want to call shaking in his boots standing firm.
 
   “I am still waiting for you to tell me about the other possessed. I will not wait much longer.”
 
   I smile maliciously at the guards. “You faggots had better start talking. You're not even adepts, just trash. We don't need weapons to rip your limbs off.”
 
   One of the retreating guards grabs a metal rod and starts beating on a metal triangle hanging just inside the gate.
 
   Clang! Clang! Clang!
 
   The trash in the courtyard scramble to their feet, while more of them come running out of what used to be a crappy tavern. How a tavern owner would be able to do business in the Shit Hole without being robbed blind is beyond me, but last time I passed through, it seemed to be doing well.
 
   “If they were not all trash, I would say were in trouble, but a thousand of them would not be a threat.” Jinmu's eyes bore into the lead guard's, while he makes his offhanded comment.
 
   I move into the gate opening, and the guards flee like a flock of sheep running from a wolf. I do not even bother to do anything to them. How could trash like this ever be a real threat to any players?
 
   “WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?” The bellow is loud enough to hurt my ears and shakes the walls of the ramshackle buildings around the edges of the courtyard.
 
   More the half of the trash cower, looking toward the back of the courtyard. The rest shuffle nervously, their weapons halfheartedly pointing in our direction.
 
   As the trash makes way, a man struts into the middle of the courtyard. He is not very tall, a couple inches shorter than I am, with pretty boy looks and blonde hair that probably lands him more pussy than he ever had in his old life. Wearing black leather pants and a dark blue silk shirt, he has a black, wide-brimmed hat, with a huge peacock feather, and a bulge big enough to be his entire sock drawer in the front of his pants,. A rune-carved rod is held negligently in his left hand. He appears to be humming, and a distortion, like a heat shimmer, surrounds him. He is a caster, who probably specializes in sonics.
 
   On the the caster's left breast, he has an embroidered badge. A field of black offsets an erect dick and two balls. I have to keep a rein on my temper, as I stare at Thug Horde's guild badge.
 
   Jinmu glances at me, with his eyes narrowed.
 
   “He's a Thuggie. Shit lording it over trash.”
 
   Jinmu's smile is the baring of a predator's fangs. “This one is mine.”
 
   “He's a caster, so be careful. He'll probably try to keep you at range, so he can safely dismantle you with spells.”
 
   “Even if I was not interested in them, I have had to face a few casters before.” Jinmu is not looking at me, as he is already moving forward.
 
   “Another Possessed!”
 
   “He's not like them others.”
 
   “He looks strong.”
 
   “Will Ravix win?”
 
   “That one in black scares me more.”
 
   The trash does not try to stop Jinmu, and their whispers are clearly audible to me. It seems odd, I was certain that my hearing was not this acute. How can I so easily overhear their mutterings?
 
   “What the fuck do you want, asshole?” Ravix's face is twisted by his sneer.
 
   “You are part of Thug Horde. I am going to kill you.” The katana is drawn so fast, the surrounding trash must think it teleported to Jinmu's hand.
 
   “I don't know who the fuck you think you are, but I'm gonna have my boys skin you alive and hang you from the wall, until you're dead. FUCK OFF!” A cone of sonic waves projects outward from  the caster's mouth. He has an aberrant casting technique.
 
   Jinmu, alerted by the tension in the casters throat, dodges to the side, and the sonic waves send six of the trash near his position flying. After flying nearly thirty feet through the air, before hitting the ground and rolling, the trash lie motionless.
 
   Ravix moves away from Jinmu, but he is slow. Jinmu closes the distance in a flash. Jinmu's katana lashes out, slicing at Ravix's neck, but is deflected by the distortion around Ravix. Ravix backpedals rapidly, as Jinmu's katana strikes again and again.
 
   “GO TO HELL! YOU PIECE OF SHIT!”
 
   The cone of sonic distortion follows in Jinmu's wake, as he dives an rolls, coming up behind Ravix. Instead of using his katana, Jinmu steps in with an elbow strike that sends Ravix flying.
 
   Clumsily falling on his face, Ravix scrambles to rise to his feet, but Jinmu does not give him the chance. As soon as Ravix reaches his knees, a powerful kick lands between his legs, and he flies through the air, flipping end over end. Even with his sonic field, the breath is knocked from his lungs, as he slams into the ground in a twisted heap. Immediately, more kicks land, driving him around the courtyard, until the field breaks.
 
   Jinmu places the point of his katana under Ravix's chin. “You will tell me all about the other Possessed your minions mentioned, without doing anything to make me nervous. If I think you will attack, you will die.”
 
   Ravix eyes rapidly dart around, as though seeking support. His terror makes an ugly mask out of his pretty boy face. The point of Jinmu's katana presses into his weak flesh, drawing a drop of blood.
 
   “I am waiting.”
 
   “They're in the cells under the old keep. I told you. Let me go! Please!” Ravix's voice is like the squealing of a pig, as he tries to press himself into the ground trying to get away from Jinmu's lethal katana.
 
   “Brand, would you please go look. I will keep Ravix company.”
 
   I walk toward the keep. “Watch yourself. I haven't seen a Thuggie running around by himself since the last Noobageddon War.”
 
   Jinmu's eyes flicker in my direction, before he smiles at Ravix. “Why do you not tell me about your friends, Ravix?”
 
   There are a couple trash, waiting in ambush inside the keep's door, but I enter too quickly for them to even follow my movement.
 
   “Run.”
 
   Their eyes wide, the trash slam into each other trying to be the first out the door.
 
   The keep is not much more than a square tower, about fifty feet on a side. On the ground floor there is not much besides an open area for staging troops, stairs leading up, and a wooden hatch in the back corner. Pulling up the hatch, I find stairs going down. The first level underground is a storage room, and I continue past it. The bottom level has cells in three of the walls, with the fourth being where the stairway enters the room.
 
   Two of the cells are occupied. In one of the cells are two men, apparently in the late twenties, dressed in nearly destroyed clothing. One is tall and rangy, being built more for speed and agility than strength. His long blonde hair, blue eyes, and rugged good looks, that are sure to attract female attention. The other is a little shorter, but still taller than I am, with broad shoulders and a powerful build. His swarthy features and lantern jaw would fit the role of the dark, handsome action lead.
 
   In the other cell are three women, all of them naked and bruised. One is a bit of an amazon, her long blonde draped across her chest, somewhat concealing her broad shoulder, big tits, and pink nipples. Her face has above average looks, and she appears to be in her mid twenties. The second has brown hair, bobbed at her shoulders, not hiding her tits at all. Her body is all taught well toned muscle. While smaller tits than the blonde, she still has big tits, with dark nipples. Her face has too strong a jaw and nose to ever be beautiful, but she is on the better side of average too. The last has long raven hair, hanging down her back. That hair is long enough to reach her mid-thighs while standing. Her skin is flawless alabaster, and her moderate sized tits have pale pink nipples. She could be anywhere between twenty and thirty, maybe older or younger, her age is hard to judge. She does not have the air of an adept like the other two, she seems to be more likely to be a caster.
 
   At first, none of them notice my presence, and I take my time staring at the women, especially the raven haired one. While the other two are attractive, she goes far beyond the realm of merely attractive. Even if I would have trouble finding a diseased whore that would fuck me, I am not dead or oblivious to women. Of course, with nano technology, there is no longer any such thing as a diseased whore in a first world Earth nation. They all have their diseases cured for free. By law, they have to receive regular medical care in America.
 
   After the Great Fuck Over, women were more afraid of me, rather than disgusted by my appearance. I was an ugly Half-Dvergar monster that could kill a strong man, just by casually closing my hand on his throat. I was never particularly looking for someone to fuck, since my Half-Dvergar body was never driven by sexual urges like a human body. I considered raping one a few times, but in the end, not being driven by sexual urges, I never bothered.
 
   “Mark? Mark McGuinness?” The blonde haired man is staring at me with his mouth hanging open.
 
   “Mark, is that really you?” The raven haired woman is staring at me wide-eyed, while facing three-quarters away from me and covering her tits with her arm.
 
   “Oh, my god. He's that ugly freak, the one that was in the coma ward.” The blonde is staring at me, disgust visible on her face.
 
   The brunette has her eyes glued on my face, with her had over her mouth, saying nothing.
 
   “Mark, how did you get here?” The blond man's face is the epitome of confusion.
 
   “Who the fuck are you people? I get that you have something to do with the hospital, but who the fuck are you?”
 
   The blonde man points to himself. “I'm Sigurd, John, your physical therapist.”
 
   “Who are the rest?”
 
   Sigurd points to the man next to him. “This is Harkins, he's a chiropractor in real life, but you never would have met him. The lady with the long black hair is Delilah, she's Deborah Kowalski.”
 
   Delilah points to the blonde woman. “This is Xenia, she was a nurse in the coma ward, but she transferred out after Dr. Turner took over. Perzey was the same, she couldn't stand working under Dr. Turner either.”
 
   I want to shake my head. I want to scream and curse. This is the work of The Nameless. He is still playing games and fucking with people, fucking with me. I am going to kill the fucking wanabe god, if it is the last thing I do.
 
   Sigurd waves me closer. “Mark, you're a Taereun player. You know who Thug Horde are. How did you get past them?”
 
   “Ravix was the only one here. Everyone else was the local Shit Hole trash.”
 
   Sigurd cringes fearfully. “There are eight more. Ravix seemed to be the weakest of them. He was pushed around by the rest.”
 
   “Wait! Where are you going?”
 
   When I look back, Perzey, the brunette, is kneeling in front of her cell door, her knuckles white from gripping the bars so hard.
 
   “I'm leaving. You're all fucking adepts or casters. You can break out of crappy cells like that on your own.”
 
   “You can't go! They have Raven! They'll kill her if we don't stay here!” Tears are running down Perzey's cheeks.
 
   “So, you all know your real bodies are dead?”
 
   “We all heard this voice in our heads, telling us we were trapped in our character's bodies for the rest of our lives. Then, we were hit with our characters memories. It was awful, trying to deal with two sets of memories fighting for dominance. When we were coherent again, we we couldn't log out. The menu was gone.” John has a terrified look on his face as he gives me the minimal details.
 
   I cannot hold back a single bark of morbid laughter. “Your real bodies are all dead. Over a million Taereun players are trapped in their characters. If you die, it's game over. Grow a pair and fight for yourselves. Thug Horde is nothing but trash.”
 
   “NO! I won't let you go! They'll kill my sister!” The women's cell door crashes open, and Perzey comes hurtling towards me, twists of air under her feet speeding her with superhuman acceleration.
 
   I slip aside, and the flat of my palm slaps Perzey in the stomach. She falls to her knees puking, and I turn to start up the stairs again. Hands grabs my foot, desperately clinging to me. Perzey is dragged through her own puke, as I take another inexorable step up the stairs.
 
   “NO! STOP! PLEASE! MY SISTER!”
 
   “Look at me!”
 
   Perzey's face is pressed against her outstretched arms, as she sobs pathetically.
 
   “LOOK AT ME!”
 
   Perzey turns her face up toward me. Her disgust is obvious, as I push back my hood, leaving nothing to hide the scars and patchy hair.
 
   “If you were in my schools, would you have said anything when I was harassed? When I was endlessly called 'Freddy Kruger' or 'Jason' would you have done anything to help me? Would your sister have done anything?”
 
   “Yes! Don't go! They'll kill, Rachael!”
 
   “BULLSHIT! I CAN SEE THE DISGUST IN YOUR EYES! YOU CAN BARELY STAND TO LOOK AT MY FACE!”
 
   As the echoes of my screams fade, Perzey's face drops back onto her arms. Sobbing, she tries to hold tighter to my ankle.
 
   My eyes rake all of them cowering in their cells. I can barely hold back from kicking the cowering bitch at my feet back into her cell.
 
   “Lying, fucking cunt! No one, not single person, ever stood to say it was wrong! When I would let the ones trying to bully me drag me to where there were no social cameras and beat them bloody, shit like you would lie and say I attacked them! If you want your sister to live, walk out of this dungeon and fight! I can understand you not standing up for someone like me. I'm a freak. I'm disfigured. I'm hostile and violent. But you won't stand up for your own sister. YOU DISGUST ME! I WANT TO PUKE ALL OVER YOU!”
 
   “Mark! Stop it! Please!” Sigurd's face is pale, and his eyes are red. “We're not like you. We could never beat up people in the real world. We can't beat monsters like Thug Horde. You might be tough in the real world, but you don't even have your character's body and powers. They'll just beat you or kill you, if you attack them. We have our character's bodies, and it took them less than fifteen seconds to destroy us.”
 
   Sssshhhhrrrreeeeaaaakkkk!
 
   They all stare in wide-eyed incomprehension, as I casually sink one of my swords to the hilt in the stone blocks of the wall.
 
   “Who the fuck needs some other body to fight shit bags like Thug Horde?” Ripping my sword from the wall, I sheathe it.
 
   Perzey's hands limply fall to the floor, as I pull my foot loose and walk up the stairs.
 
   “A slight difference of opinion?” Jinmu has a shadow of a smile on his lips, as I exit the keep.
 
   “Cowards. I know two of them from the hospital.”
 
   Ravix's eyes bug out of his skull, as I pick him up by the throat and shake him. He coughs spasmodically, as I let his feet touch the ground again.
 
   “Raven, the last player, where is she?”
 
   Ravix's eyes dart wildly all around the courtyard, as he looks for a means of escape. When I shake him a little, he glues his eyes on my face.
 
   “You mean the little healer girl? We let her go! She ran away and left her friends behind.”
 
   “Bullshit. How about I start tearing your fingers off one at a time? When I'm done with your fingers, I'll tear your dick off.”
 
   Ravix's eyes tear up, and he starts sobbing, gasping out words between sobs. “It wasn't me! I swear I never touched her! Kahar is the one who did it!”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “The keep. The second floor.”
 
   Dragging Ravix by my grip on his throat, I enter the keep and ascend to the second floor. Ravix scrambles to keep up with me. Being bent over backwards, he has to use his hands to keep his balance on the stairs. I hear Jinmu's steps going into the dungeon below me. He can deal with the cowards in the cells.
 
   The second floor is divided into five rooms. The main area is a ruined feast hall, but I do not see anyone around. Only one of the tables appears to be in use currently, but dirty plates, bowls and utensils are gathering dust on the others.
 
   When I hold him up by the throat, Ravix points to the back room on the right. Inside is the corpse of a naked girl in her late teens. The bones in her arms and legs are clearly broken, and her face is bloody, bruised, and disfigured. From the amount of blood on the floor around her hips and the dried blood on her groin, she was probably raped so badly, that she bled to death.
 
   “That girl's sister is in the cell below. Maybe, I should break your arms and legs and leave you here.”
 
   The reek of urine fills the air, and a yellow puddle forms on the floor under my feet.
 
   My slap shatters Ravix's jaw, so he cannot scream properly, when I dislocate his shoulders and hips. I leave him flopping around like a fish out of water, when I go back downstairs.
 
   As I reach the first floor, Jinmu is coming up from the dungeon, with the former players in tow. I point toward the second floor.
 
   “Back room on the right. She's been dead for at least a day.”
 
   Perzey stares at me, not seeing me, while shaking her head. 
 
   “NNNOOOOOO!”
 
   With the shriek echoing inside the ancient keep, I walk out the door. Jinmu follows the former players to the second floor.
 
   “If any of you are still here after ten breaths, I will kill you. Leave.”
 
   The trash charges the keep gate in a mad rush, not even slowing down to pick anything up. From the keep, muffled screams reach my ears.
 
   When we thought Taereun was just a game, Thug Horde made a game out of murder, rape and torture. After the Great Fuck Over, they turned it into a way of life. Now, these Thuggies are doing the same thing.
 
   I would not mind fucking Delilah, but she would probably puke, if I laid a hand on her. Even if she did not puke, I might not be able to keep the image of her old body out of my mind, middle aged women just do not get me hard.
 
   After close to half an hour, Jinmu leads the former players out of the ruined keep. They are all dressed and armed. When my stare rakes over them, only Jinmu meets my eyes. His face is solemn, and I am certain there is something he wants to tell me, something that I will not like. I can already guess what it is.
 
   “Listen up! Unlike you, I am here by my own choice. I willingly chose to return to Taereun. Mark McGuinness is dead. I am not Mark, I am Brand. Now and forever, I am Brand.”
 
   Jinmu nods, with the hint of a smile on his lips. “Brand, I have chosen to form a party with these people. This is my party, I am the party's leader. We need your strength. Would you please join?”
 
   My lips twist into my normal, nasty smirk. “I don't have any kind of party device. So unless one you knows how to cast the party spell, it's not happening.”
 
   Sigurd steps forward, with his right extended and open. In his left hand, he is holding a gold charm, on a delicate gold chain. “I'm sorry for what I said in that dungeon. I'm ashamed of how I acted. Jinmu has agreed to lead us, and he has the party charm from the dead Thug. This belonged to Raven. We all agreed; we want you to have it. Please, join us. We need your strength and your help.”
 
   When I do not reach out for the charm, Sigurd raises his eyes hesitantly to meet my own. I can see the embarrassment in his eyes, but I do not really understand what else I am seeing. He manages to hold my gaze, as I stare at him for several long minutes.
 
   I reach out and take the party charm.
 
   “Party invite.”
 
   Gold text, invisible to everyone else, appears in front of my eyes. The language and characters are from the Slave Tongue, the common language of the Battlefield of the Damned.
 
   You have been invited to join Jinmu's party.
 
   Do you accept?
 
   I look at Jinmu. “Accept.”
 
   *Welcome to the party.*
 
   *Thank you, Brand*
 
   *Welcome.*
 
   *I … I'm … thank you.*
 
   I take the hand that Sigurd is still offering me. His grip is a lot stronger now, than it was when he was John.
 
   *Thank you, Brand.*
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*** Swamp of the Lost (Zavin's Hole) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 2
 
    
 
   “We have no idea where there rest of the Thugs went, or when they will be back.” Sigurd shakes head, while talking.
 
   “Then, there is no point in wasting much time here. We are en route to Bogwater, to do the Bag Quest.” I look at Jinmu, and he nods.
 
   “Um. Actually, we were on the Bag Quest, when we came here. We just never expected to get ambushed by Thug Horde.” Sigurd eyes are downcast, and even with his tan, his cheeks seem to be slightly flushed.
 
   “Why did you come here for the Bag Quest? The frog sends people deep into the swamp collecting mats that he needs for his crafting and research.”
 
   “He does?” Sigurd's head snaps up, as his eyes widen.
 
   “Just what happened, when you went to the frog for the quest.”
 
   I do not need to hear the explanation, when I see Delilah and Xenia turn beet red. Perzey seems oblivious to what is happening around her.
 
   Sigurd glances at the women, for a moment. “When we arrived at his workshop Slan'laad was rather rude to Harkins and myself, but he was practically fawning all over the ladies. After we told him what kind of bags we wanted, he said the we could have them for free, as long as all four women spent the week with him.
 
   “After Raven called him a disgusting frog, he flew into a rage, screaming at us to leave. It took quite a while to calm him down. He finally agreed to make our bags, and in return we were to come here and buy sixteen ten-weights of dragon scales from the lord of the keep.
 
   “When we got here, Kahar was the one who met with us, and after learning what we wanted, he led us into the keep. We never expected there to be nine of them, or that they would attack. They overpowered us in seconds, and took Raven away separately. They told us she would die if we resisted. The took our gear, stripped and groped the ladies and threw us all in the cells. Except for Ravix bringing us food, you were the first person we saw in three days.”
 
   My short laugh is vicious. “The frog set you up. He must have a deal with this Thug Horde group. As remote as this place is, there were never more than a handful of players here at any one time. It's a perfect location for the weaker Thuggies to have some fun.”
 
   Sigurd shakes head, vehemently. “They aren't weak. Even Ravix is too strong, you must have gotten lucky to beat him.”
 
   My nasty laughter echoes in the courtyard. “Ravix strong? Are you fucking crazy? He was just a gutless bitch, with an aberrant casting ability that would let him get the jump on most people. No one in Thug Horde who was really strong would waste time here.
 
   “What did Ravix have on him?”
 
   Except for Jinmu and Perzey, everyone looks a little green.
 
   Sigurd swallows. “We didn't loot him. He was a real person. How could you loot a real person?”
 
   The hospital staff all fidget in the face of my glace. “Everyone here is a real person. Taereun has always been just as real as Earth. Your character's souls were destroyed on the first day you connected to the Battleground of the Damned.  Every time you killed someone here, you killed a real person.”
 
   They all turn pale, even the nearly oblivious Perzey. They obviously have not thought through the implications of their situation.
 
   “Jinmu, you didn't loot him either?”
 
   He shakes his head. “The idea never crossed my mind.”
 
   I sigh and start toward the keep.
 
   Staring at the half-naked ruin of a human body beneath my feet, I can only marvel at the vindictiveness of women. A rolled up strip of cloth about eight inches wide is on the floor amid Ravix's shredded pants. Among the other tortures, his dick has been ripped of and stuffed in his mouth, and his rod was shoved so far up his ass, it must have punctured his lung. This kind of brutality rivals how Thug Horde treated its victims, both when they thought Taereun was just a game and after the Great Fuck Over.
 
   Checking the rings still on Ravix's fingers, I find that three of them are Power imbued. His belt and hat are as well. The rest of his clothing and even the rod, which I leave in his ass, seem to be completely mundane. His death severed the soul threads to all of the items, and I attach my own to the rings and the belt. The hat is different, I cannot feel where to attach a thread, so it will require some knowledge to unlock its thread points.
 
   All three rings and the belt are dimensional storage devices, and all of them are crammed full of items. Storage items like these are not overly common, but they are not what you would consider rare either. Generally most dimensional storage items are bags or packs of various design. The venerable “Bags of Holding,” as some players called them. I heard that the name was somewhere around a century old, coming form before computer games, when people played role-playing games face to face on paper.
 
   Looking through them, I find coins, gems, jewelry, blankets, food, clothing, armor, weapons, assorted random tools, and mirrors. Nothing is power imbued, but all of the mirrors are of an astonishingly high quality. It turns out Ravix seems to have been quite a pack rat.
 
   Around the corpses neck, hidden inside its shirt, is a heavy gold chain with five whisper charms attached to it. After tying soul threads to them, I find imprints of people stored within four of them, that include a number of duplicates. The last one is different and has a number of people I recognize as being from Thug Horde or its minion guilds. I put the chain and charms inside one of the rings for now.
 
   Wrapping the dead girls body in a blanket, I bring it to the courtyard. Perzey stares ate me, her eyes wide and the shock obvious on her face. She starts to walk toward me a little unsteadily, swaying side to side with each step. Tears start to flow from her eyes again, Perzey silently takes her sisters blanket wrapped corpse and hugs it tightly. She is too busy wallowing in her own grief to be functional right now.
 
   “You should burn her body. The ground here is too soft and muddy for a proper burial.”
 
   I bring down a couple of the ramshackle wooden shacks in the courtyard and build a pile of wood. In the tavern, I grab several jugs of high proof alcohol and pour them over the wood pile.
 
   “Put her body here. We need to take care of this before we move on.”
 
   Perzey shakes her head, cling to the corpse. I look at Jinmu, and he walks over to Perzey, putting his hand on her shoulder.
 
   “I know how it feels to lose family. My wife died giving birth to my daughter, and my daughter was a victim of the MMO incident. You are still alive. You have allow your sister to rest and keep living. I am certain that is what she would want for you. Here, let me help lay her to rest.”
 
   Jinmu gently takes the blanket wrapped corpse and lays it on the pyre. Picking up a piece of alcohol soaked wood, he lights it afire with his ki.
 
   “She is your sister. Send her to her rest.” Jinmu holds out the burning wood.
 
   Tears still rolling down her cheeks, Perzey takes the impromptu torch and throws it on the pile of alcohol soaked wood. The fire flares up into the twilight sky, and Perzey looks up, but I do not know what she is seeing.
 
   “I remember seeing you come to visit your daughter. My daughter was a Taereun player as well. She was in the same coma ward, with Mark and your daughter.  After she died, my husband jumped off the balcony of our apartment, he committed suicide.” Delilah had moved near Jinmu, while my mind was wandering. She probably thinks she is speaking too softly for others to overhear her.
 
   I am not at the Half-Dvergar level, but since I have begun ki training, my sensed have become far more acute than they were in the past.
 
   Jinmu glances in my direction for a moment, but with my hood up, there is no possible way for him to see my face in its shadows. He puts his are around Delilah's shoulder and draws her close.
 
   “My condolences on your loss, but there might be hope. Brand said that many of the other players were still alive at the time of his character's death. Both our daughters may still be among the living, even if it is in the bodies of their characters.”
 
   Delilah's arms go around Jinmu's neck. tightly hugging him. “Thank you. I hope that it might be true.”
 
   While no one's attention is focused on me, I slip deeper into the shadows next to the shoddy tavern. I may not have the power of the Od, but I have rebuilt the physical skills of Talon in this body. No one here, except possibly Jinmu, would be able to discern my presence, and even Jinmu would have difficulty.
 
   Awkwardly at first, Jinmu's arms encircle Delilah's back, then their embrace of each other tightens. Delilah whispers in his ear, and now her words are too soft for me to hear. After a few minutes, the pair walks toward the keep, hand in hand.
 
   Looking around awkwardly, Perzey's arms tightly hug her own chest. Harkins, who has been standing near her the  entire time, gently rests his hand on her shoulder. Perzey's head turns toward him, somewhat vacantly. After a moment, she clutches the straps of his weapon harness and leans against him sobbing. When her sobs turn to sniffles, her arms snake around his neck, and her mouth moves close to his ear. Not hesitating, Harkins scoops her into his arms and quickly walks into one of the ramshackle huts.
 
   Soon, moans and panting breath can be heard from both the keep and the shack.
 
   Sigurd is sitting on the rickety porch of the tavern, drinking from a jug of the tavern's harsh, raw alcohol. His eyes keep straying towards Xenia, who, after stripping off her boiled leather armor, is wearing nothing but a suede halter top and loincloth. Stretching like a  contented cat, she walks over to the tavern porch.
 
   “Why don't let me have a sip of that.” Taking the jug from Sigurd's hand, she drinks a healthy swig and pours some over her huge tits. 
 
   “Oops. Not paying attention. I'm so horny listening to the others fucking.” With a shrug, Xenia takes off the halter top, her eyes never leaving Sigurd's. “You love huge tits, don't you?”
 
   Standing, Sigurd licks the alcohol offer Xenia's huge tits, while she moans with pleasure. Dragging the moaning Xenia with him, Sigurd backs into the open door of the tavern.
 
   I remember reading that humans seek out other humans for sexual contact after facing death or life-threatening circumstances. They seek out other humans, or at least those they see as being human. It is supposedly a way to reaffirm that they are still alive. I saw it often enough during the years in the Lands of Despair, to believe that it is truth.
 
   During the bigger battles, the nastier ones, there were a few women would stay near me. I was the most lethal bastard in every battle, anything that came too close to me died. Even the women who would stay near me during the battles would always shy away from me after the killing was over. Now, I am not just a Half-Dvergar, I am horror movie villain. This is going to happen time and again. It did not particularly phase me, as a Half-Dvergar, but now, I need to adjust my thinking.
 
   A ghost would be louder than I am, as I walk out of the Shit Hole.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 3
 
    
 
   The road parallels the Bull-rush river. With the passing of the mid-afternoon rains the road is reverting form soup to just plain mud. Though, the slick mud surface, with deep ruts, makes for poor travelling conditions. At first, a few of the Shit Hole trash tried to follow us, but we have not seen any sign of people, since mid-morning. It has been a long boring day of travelling.
 
   “What kind  of a freak is he?”
 
   “I know! He's wearing all that armor and the cloak, but he isn't even sweating.”
 
   “I wonder if he's really even human.”
 
   “At least, he seems to do what Jinmu tells him to.”
 
   “So true, I would be too scared to be in a party with him, if Jinmu wasn't here.”
 
   “I know. His eyes are so cold. I feel like he would kill me without a second's hesitation.”
 
   Xenia and Perzey are closer to me on point than they are to the rest. When they started talking about me, they stared walking a ahead of the rest of the party. Periodically glancing at the main party behind them, they do not seem to know that I can hear every word they whisper. Or maybe, they do not care if I hear. If you really do not want to be overheard, you use a whisper charm.
 
   Up ahead, I see a meadow on the landward side of the road.
 
   *Jinmu, we have a meadow less than half a mile ahead. It's a good as place to camp as any we're likely to find.*
 
   *It is your choice. I prefer stopping, while it is still light.*
 
   Most of the dangerous predators in the Swamp of the Lost stay well away from the Bull-rush river and Bogwater. They have learned that humans are more dangerous than themselves. Still, there are few that foolishly try to prey on humans. Just to be sure, I check the surrounding area, while the others set up camp.
 
   After eating, I take out Ravix's hat.
 
   “Delilah.” I toss her the hat, when she looks in my direction.
 
   “You should study that hat. Find the keys to unlocking the thread points. I don't think Ravix knew enough to tie soul threads it, and it feels like there might be a strong power hidden in it.”
 
   Delilah's cheeks turn red, and she looks down, before looking toward Jinmu. “I don't know how to unlock thread points. I've never had anything but minor items of power.”
 
   “But your body, the original soul was a caster. Even if you never had anything when this was a game to you, her memories should have the knowledge.”
 
   Delilah face assumes a nonplussed expression. “I've been trying to keep her memories locked away. They are just to crude and unnatural.”
 
   I look at the rest of them, and they all sort of half-shrug and look away. None of them are using their character's memories?
 
   My hand slaps my forehead, and I rub at my temples, with my fingertips. I understand why they are so weak. This is just too ridiculous. I cannot believe I actually face-palmed.
 
   Jinmu laughs, but it is a confused sound. “I will teach them. You do not need to involve yourself.”
 
   “Fine. I'll take the first watch.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Bogwater) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 5
 
    
 
   The walls of Bogwater came into sight in the middle of the afternoon, but we still need to cross the wide delta. Both the Bull-rush River and the Bogwater River flow into this one delta, and the town of Bogwater is on the far side of the delta from the Bull-rush River. There is no bridge or regular ferry service, but there is a dock and a mirror on a pole. travellers use the mirror to summon a boat or barge to ferry them to Bogwater.
 
   I stare at the town while we wait. Levees shore up the delta side of the town. I was told that every year the town sinks a little more and over time building are destroyed and rebuilt after the land has been built up. Stone walls encircle the town and extend along the jetties that shield its harbor. Even though the stone to build them had to be ferried in from the plateau or the northern mountains, the walls still stand over twenty feet tall. The levee walls and the jetties are also made of stone.
 
   Even though there have been no beast attacks in recent centuries, Bogwater is filled with tales and legends of the past when the more dangerous beasts would regularly attack the town. Over time, as new layers were added to the walls, stones scarred by beast attacks were replaced with new stones and the scarred one reused in the new layers. I suppose it was meant as a warning to other beasts. Some of them have near human levels of intelligence.
 
   Bogwater only had around 18,000 permanent residents when I was last here, but there were five times that many transient residents. It really is more of a city than a town. Nearly all the hunters and gatherers who operate in the Swamp of the Lost use Bogwater for their primary market. Because it is the only large center for trading beast parts and herbs with other zones, it has mercantile expeditions coming and going year round.
 
   After the ferry arrives, we all pile in and are brought to the Bogwater docks. The walls Bogwater extend out into the river delta atop the jetties that shield the harbor. With the jetties blocking the already turgid current in the delta, Bogwater's harbor is nearly a placid lake. The high stone wharfs piers can accommodate well over a hundreds of ships at once: riverboats, fishing boats, and the shallow drafted galleys used by beast hunters.
 
   Our small ferry docks at one of the lower piers that extend out at regular intervals from the main wharfs at regular intervals to accommodate smaller boats. We use the Stone stairs at the back of the piers to ascend to the main docks.
 
   The sheer number of people in close proximity is almost more than I can handle. I do not like people in general, and the more there are, the more uncomfortable I am. The last time I was here, I was a Half-Dvergar and everyone made way for me. This time they are all clustering around me, jostling and shoving, and I have to resist the nearly overwhelming urge to lash out.
 
   Jinmu's hand touches my shoulder. *Brand, remain calm. Use your ki. You do not understand how intimidating you are. Have trust in me. If you put up an aggressive aura, the crowd will part before you.*
 
   I remember the way Jinmu's wild ki was oppressively flooding the area around him, when I first woke from the coma after being murdered. An aura, containing his incredible force of personality, surrounded  him at that time.
 
   The mind is the source of logic, reason, and ideas, but emotion comes from the soul. When a person is said to have heart, they have a resolute, courageous soul. The same with a commanding presence, it is an expression of the strength of a soul. Because a soul is seldom developed, even a soul with twice the strength, giving a larger than life presence, is not that strong.
 
   I have spent my life suppressing myself, so I would not lose control and hurting someone. A least, I did not want to hurt someone, where the social camera would record it. I would keep everything bottle inside, never letting my hate, my rage, my desire to dominate, my desire to destroy, or anything else that could cause problems for me be seen.
 
   Taking several deep breaths, I do something with my ki I have never done before. Instead of channeling the ki through my body, I turn it back into my soul. I never looked for it, while living in my Half-Dvergar body, but since being  returned to this weak one and training with ki, I have begun to sense the slight gaps between body, mind and soul. I can clearly differentiate one from the other, and also faintly sense the mana and psi, within my body and mind.
 
   Because of my ki training, my soul is many times stronger than an average person. Creating a loop of ki that moves through my mind, I bring the small amount of psi that naturally clings to my ki into my soul. A pulsing of energy in time with the beat of my heart begins to build. I completely stop suppressing myself. I let those darker emotions mix with my ki, infuse the psi, drawn along with the ki. As the power pulses, I force it outward.
 
   The ki field is not very dense. It is more like a thin fog being burned off in the morning sun. Still, it is more than strong enough to affect the normal humans, even adepts and casters feel it. Slowly, they begin to look around uncomfortably, their eyes lingering on me. Confusion obvious in their faces, they still back away.
 
   Glancing at my party, with the exception of Jinmu, they are all shying away. The shadows of fear and confusion cloud their faces. Again, they are seeing me through the sames eyes they used when I found them huddling in cells like cowards. Staring at Xenia then Perzey, I smile slightly, as their faces pale. Perhaps, they are thinking about their words that I overheard, and maybe others that I did not.
 
   I do not need this strong or obvious of an effect. I pull in the aura, keeping it tighter, making it thinner. As I start walking, it is enough for the crowd to give me room. There is a small space surrounding me on all sides. Everyone in the crowds seems to unconsciously avoid getting too close to me.
 
   *Jinmu, you should take everyone except Sigurd with you. Scout the bazaars and buy anything we might need. Ravix's gift to us.* I give him a back of coins, mostly gold and silver, from one of Ravix's ring.
 
   Jinmu bounces it on his palm a couple times before stuffing into leather pouch attached to his harness. *Oh? Did he have anything else?*
 
   I shrug. *Clothing, weapons, armor, food, tools, money, gems most probably the spoils from Thug Horde's victims.*
 
   I cannot deny the convenience of being in a party and being able to use the chat channel to carry on a conversation, without being overheard.
 
   *Sigurd, you come with me. It's time we pay the frog a visit. You should know all the gear you wanted from him, and he will be more than willing to give it to us. Free of charge.*
 
   Sigurd looks more than a little nervous. *Isn't that illegal? What about the town watch?*
 
   The viciousness of my laugh causes people in the crowd to look in my direction. Some, seeing my face in the shadows of my hood, turn away with a shudder. Most of them do not even bat an eyelash. They are not weak, cowardly Earthlings.
 
   *Once that thieving frog understands who I am, he won't dare to deny us or get the watch involved.* I smile with grim satisfaction at the memories. The frog and I have a history. Or at least the frog and Talon have a history. When I thought Taereun was still a game, the frog tried to cheat me, until I educated him.
 
   A good party charm has two levels, party and raid, and all of our charms are good ones. After, the party has been turned into a raid, Sigurd and I are moved into our own party within the raid. This way, each group will be able to use a party channel, without interfering with the other group. Leaving Jinmu and the others, I make my way to the southern end of Bogwater, with Sigurd in tow.
 
   Bogwater is the center for an extremely valuable trade, and the resident merchant council, who are the ones in charge, make sure to use the tax money extorted from non-residents to display it. All the public buildings are made of stone, and every street is well paved with cobblestones. Even though the town is barely above the water level of the delta and the big lake, the gutters flow into a costly sewer system. Several miles outside of town, there is supposed to be some elaborate system for removing the sewage and sewer  water and dumping it into the lake. Criminals, especially tax evaders, are sentenced to the slave labor workforce that is used to operate the place.
 
   The frog's house is in a section of housing belong to Bogwater's old mercantile families. It is not the biggest or the most lavish, but is supposed to one of the oldest. The frog is not part of the merchant council, but rumor says, the merchant council will never deny any request from him.
 
   The main house, more accurately a mansion, has to be around 15,000 square feet, with a single floor 4000 or so square foot annex on the side that serves as a workshop. There are two entrances to the compound, one for the main house and one for the shop. The shop entrance has walls that extend from the the road to the door, keeping customers from wandering about the property.
 
   At the end of the walled entry lane, two human guards stand on either side of the door. The pair look enough alike that they must be brothers, and they are both seven feet, if they are an inch. As imposing as they appear to be, they are nothing but doormen. The real guards are inside the shop.
 
   The guard stare at me, as we approach. The guard on the right licks his lips nervously. At a subconscious level, they are afraid and cannot understand why. Neither of them is a strong adept, but they give the impression of having some limited adept abilities.
 
   “State your business.” The one on the left does the talking.
 
   Sigurd steps up beside me. “We're here to pick up bags that we ordered from Master Slan'laad.”
 
   Looking at me, probably not sure whether or not I am safe to let in, the left guard pauses a moment. “Okay. Go inside.”
 
   The front room is simply a square empty room, with a counter and a door next to it. Behind the counter, a redheaded woman, with a professional smile and empty eyes, sits on a stool. The gilded collar on her neck gives testament to her status, and her sleeveless, white dress does nothing to hide her tits.
 
   Sigurd steps up to the counter, smiling at the slave. “We're here to pick up an order. Is Slan'laad available?”
 
   “Your name, sir?”
 
   “Sigurd. I'm picking up an order for a party of six.”
 
    The slave rings a bell and waits. He eyes are staring blankly at us, as though she can no longer feel anything. She is one of the frog's ways of insulting people. Coming for expensive magic devices and being handled by a slave, what would be more insulting? It must drive the frog insane that the Possessed just stare at her tits without even realizing they are being insulted.
 
   There are two ways to get the frog's dimensional items. The first is to pay the asking price, which is anything but cheap. The second is to perform a task for the frog. Usually, he will just demand a certain number and type of monster parts, but sometimes it can be a pretty ugly mission. When I came here as Talon, he demanded that I assassinate an adept for him, but the adept knew I was coming. It turned into an ugly fight, and I convinced the frog to give me some extras.
 
   We wait for close to ten minutes, before a somewhat fat man comes out. He is not wearing a collar, and, like the slave, I do not recognize him from when I was last here. Considering it has been around fifty years since my last visit, the non-adepts working for the frog are quite likely dead.
 
   Humans here only live to an age of around sixty or seventy normally, if they live long enough to die of old age that is. Some adepts, depending on the nature of their Power and abilities, can live considerably longer.
 
   The man has a surly expression. “So which ones are you?”
 
   “Sigurd, I'm picking an order for a party of six.”
 
   The man looks surprised, before getting control of himself again. “Um, this way. Yes, this way. Please, come with me.”
 
   We follow the fat man through the single door into a large workshop. Thirteen men, with slave collars on their necks, labor at workstations or perform various tasks supporting the craftsmen. On one wall, there are three workstations each, for tailoring and leather working, with six men working at them. Well away from those workstations, two workstations for smelting and smithing are next to two for making jewelry. On each of the walls with no workstations, six inactive flesh golems await orders.
 
   The man takes us into a room that is a combination of a lounge and a showroom. There a few cases with items that have some items in them, items that have a trace of Power. In each corner of the room, more inactive flesh golems awaits orders. These golems are the real security for the frogs business.
 
   Fidgeting nervously, the man backs out of the room. “Wait here. I will inform Master Slan'laad that you are here.”
 
   *Did you meet the fat man, when came here before?*
 
   Sigurd glances in my direction. *Yes, but he wasn't like this. He was a more confident. I suppose arrogant would be the best way to describe him.*
 
   *He probably never expected to see you again. You are supposed dead or a slave, right now.*
 
   Sigurd's face hardens, and his eyes cloud with anger. He came here to deal in good faith, he was sold out. Betrayal, it leaves a bad taste in anyone's mouth.
 
   Sitting in a chair, I enter a light trance and circulate ki through my body, mind and soul. I am not sure what kind of an effect it might have to circulate ki like this, but the aura projection was a very interesting discovery.
 
   Close to half an hour passes, before the door opens again. The frog leads the way, with the fat man trailing behind him. There is no sign of recognition in the frogs eyes, as they sweep over me, but there should not be, since I am no longer a Possessed Half-Dvergar. Its eyes linger on the hilts of my swords for a moment, before focusing on Sigurd. With the golems in the room, it has no reason to fear me.
 
   The frog is close to seven feet tall, with legs disproportionately long in relation to its arms and torso. It's frog-like head has knobby protrusions and small horns behind the eyes.  A slimy sheen coats its black spotted golden skin, which is mostly exposed. The only clothing the frog is wearing is a long open vest that hangs to its knees, and a loincloth that resembles a kaupinam. The bulging sack like front of the loincloth is big enough to be holding a coconut.
 
   The frogs lecherous desire for human and Alfar women is well-known, and he owns at least twenty human female slaves at any one time. Rumor has it that every time he fucks one, a healer has be called in to repair the damage to her vagina.
 
   The stare the frog turns on Sigurd is probably meant to be menacing, and from the way Sigurd pales slightly, it must be working on him.
 
   “Did you bring the dragon scales I require?” The frog's voice sounds like a croaking frog, with a noble's affected accent. It is almost funny listening to him talk.
 
   Sigurd glances at me. *What do I do now?*
 
   I step to the fat man and tap him on the head, before my actions even register on his awareness. He falls to the floor, as the small burst of ki rattles his brain. It should not be enough to kill him, but since this is my first time doing this, I cannot be certain.
 
   The frog is more aware and has far better reactions. He jumps back a good twenty-five feet, landing next to one the golems. The frog my be a Maker, but he is not an adept or a combat caster. His way of fighting is to use constructs and slaves.
 
   “Kill them! You protect me!”
 
   The golem next to the frog steps forward one pace and stands there. The other golems advance towards us.
 
   *Get out of this room. Guard the door and don't let any of the frogs lackeys interfere.*
 
   *By myself?*
 
   *Grow a pair. I have four golems to destroy. I can't do everything myself.*
 
   Sigurd practically runs out of the room, slamming the door behind himself.
 
   “It looks like your friend has deserted you, but do not worry, I will have him hunted down, after you are dead.”
 
   The nearest two golems reach me, and I spin around one's flank, as they both grab at me. Their hands entangle each other, as they both grab at where I was. The golems are fast, surprisingly so, but their simplistic programming is not even close to being a match for the footwork and body movement of Shadow Fist.
 
   Shadow Fist is more efficient and effective than any Earth martial art. Since I have started to use ki, I have found that with the addition of ki Shadow Fist bends the laws of physics. I am able to move in ways that should be utterly impossible.
 
   “You're as stupid as ever, Froggy. The last time you tried to fuck me over you got hurt bad, and here you are trying it again.”
 
   The frog laughs. “I have never seen you before. It would be impossible to forget such a disgustingly ugly human.”
 
   The third golem swings at me, with a huge roundhouse, and I slip under the punch and move behind the golem. My ki enhanced shove barely manages to stagger the monstrosity. It stops and spins, throwing another roundhouse, which whistles over my head as I barely duck in time. The first two golems have disentangled themselves and are closing in again.
 
   Drawing both swords, I start slashing into the third golem's arms as it continues to throw roundhouses mixing in hooks. As hard and sharp as my swords are, they are barely cutting an inch or two into the golem's massive arms.
 
   The three golems almost have me surrounded, and I slip under one of the golems punches moving around its right side.
 
   Bam! My face slams into the wall. Even though the walls of this room are paneled with a dark stained paneling, there is foot thick stone underneath. My left shoulder feels numb. What the fuck happened? Looking over my shoulder I see the second golem, the one that was to the third golem's right closing fast. Its movement are different, more agile, more controlled. Fuck. It is not walking, it is using a martial step to rapidly cover ground.
 
   I dive and roll to avoid the kick that splinters the wood paneling. My swords are still in my hands, but my left arm is a little sluggish.
 
   The first and third golems are still acting the same as they originally were. Is the second different from the rest or have the others not been triggered yet?
 
   The second golem close again, launching a rapid series of spear hand attacks. Its power is too much for me to parry them, and I am forced to dodge them all. My right sword destroys its eyes in a quick double thrust, but the attacks do not slow down or lose their accuracy. This golem is not dependent on sight. Maybe, it does not use sight at all.
 
   The first and third golems are almost in position to cut me off. Spinning to the side, I step past the first golem. Sheathing the blades of my swords with ki, I attack. Both swords cut into its thigh in a rapid one-tow pattern. Both sword hitting the exact same location leave a bone deep cut, but it does not bleed.
 
   Flesh golems are nothing but constructs. Even if their bodies are flesh, they have no life, blood does not pump through their veins. For a flesh golem, flesh is simply the mediums used to contain and conduct the mana that powers it. The key is the crystal that contains its “programming” and its mana. If you cannot destroy the crystal, you have to completely dismember them.
 
   There is still no change in the first or third golem's patterns. It seems like the second might be the only special one. The first golem staggers a bit as it turns to grab me. Even if the flesh is only a medium, enough damage to the flesh impairs the functionality.
 
   Avoiding the second golem again, I close with the third. Stepping inside the heavy roundhouse, I drive my sword upward at an oblique angle. The force of of my strike, combined with the power of the golem's swing, severs the forearm at the elbow. Stepping past the stump, both of my blades tear through the golem's knee, and it collapses to the ground.
 
   Just like a living creatures, the golems' joints appear to be their weak points.
 
   Moving around the room, I separate the golems and close on the first one. Dodging the golem's grab, I slip behind it and sever its knee, with a spinning strike.
 
   Two golems down and only the special golem is attacking. I close with special golem, and like the others, it only attacks. After leave two deep gashed in its arms, I watch its attack pattern for a moment. In close combat, it keeps using the same fifteen strike combination of spear hands, with a fractional pause as it resets for the next combination.
 
   Waiting for the end of the combination, I step in at an angle, with a spinning double slash to its knee. The golem's shin falls to the ground, and the golem pitches to the side.
 
   I charge full speed at the fourth golem. The frog, its bulbous eyes nearly popping out of its skull, dives to the side. My kick hits the golem's waist, before its hands have crossed even a half the distance to grab me. Taller than the frog and at least three times its weight, the golem is still launched into the air by the force of my kick. It slams into the corner, where it was originally stationed, and bounces out, falling to its face on the ground.
 
   Before the frog is halfway to the door, I am on him, and the edge of my sword is against his throat.
 
   “Call off the golems.”
 
   The frog hesitates, until the edge of my blade draws blood.
 
   “Return to your posts!”
 
   The broken golems drag themselves across the floor to the corners where they started from.
 
   “Last time you cheated me, and I shattered every bone in your fingers and toes, one at a time. I can do it again if that will jog your memory.”
 
   The frog glares at me. “I do not know where you learned about that, but you are not Talon. You are only a human, and Talon died.”
 
   “Oh, I died sure enough, but I came back. It doesn't matter how many times I'm killed, I'll always come back.”
 
   “Your lies mean nothing, human. Talon was a Half-Dvergar freak. He was murdered by people he thought were his friends.”
 
   “You seem to know an awful lot about what happened in the Lands of Despair.”
 
   I would never have believed a frog could smirk, but the frog manages to do it.
 
   “Stupid human, I am not a prisoner here like you. I am here because I choose to be here. This place suits my research.”
 
   I point to the heavy table on side of the room “After breaking your legs so you couldn't run. I held you down on that table and crushed every bone in your fingers and toes, using my thumb. You were screaming and howling so loudly, that I tore the hand off one of your wrecked golems and shoved it in your mouth.”
 
   The frogs face turns a darker shade of gold. “Damn you, human. Did Talons tell you that before he was ejected from the Battleground?”
 
   Clenching my teeth so that I do not give away how painful it is, I draw on a very tiny thread of the Od. The mix of black and greenish-argent energies swirl around my left fist. It is thin and weak, but I am the only one who knows that.
 
   The frog starts trembling, as he unconsciously cowers away from me. Even when I release the Od, he does not stop trembling.
 
   I swallow the blood in my throat, so that the frog does not realize how much it cost me to put on even that little bit of a demonstration.
 
   “Does that ring a bell? Do you still think that I'm not Talon?”
 
   The frog looks at me, but he cannot hide his fear. “Talon is dead. You are human.”
 
   “I'm done wasting time. If you do not give us everything that Sigurd's party requested, I will break more than just your fingers and toes this time. If you try to get revenge, I'll come back here and rip your dick off. Decide.”
 
   The frog's eyes flicker around the room, but three of his golems are already trashed. There is nothing here that can save him from me. “I will give you the items.”
 
   *Sigurd, get back in here and bring a bucket of water.*
 
   *I'm a little busy right now. If you have things under control, why don't you come out.*
 
   “Stand up, Froggy.” Directing the the frog with the pressure of my sword on his neck, I move to the door and open it.
 
   Sigurd is standing with his back to the door and his bow drawn. Six guards, all of them adepts, are glaring at him from the middle of the work hall. A heavy stone table at one the workstations has three arrows embedded in it. Forming a perfect line, each arrow is buried a good six inches in the solid stone.
 
   The golems lining the sides of the room are still immobile. The guards must not be able to command them. Perhaps, only the frog himself can command them.
 
   The power of Sigurd's shots is impressive, to say the least. If the others in his group have even half his strength, how they hell did some Thug Horde trash ever beat them? 
 
   “Tell them to stand down, Froggy.”
 
   The frog glares at me, his hatred obvious. “Go back to your posts.”
 
   I point at one of the slave craftsmen. “Dump some water on the fat man.”
 
   After being doused with water, the fast man sits up.
 
   “What hap...” After looking around, he stares at me and swallows.
 
   The frog cringes, when I smile at him.
 
   “Now Froggy, I want you to send him for all the items that Sigurd's group ordered. As compensation for my inconvenience, you can throw in a red or black storage belt and a second endless quiver.”
 
   The frog glares, obviously about to retort, until my sword pricks deeper into his neck. “Valson, go get the items from the storeroom.”
 
   “Yes, Master.” Valson is not wearing a collar, so he should presumably not be a slave.
 
   After Valson leaves, I sit the frog down in a chair.
 
   “Did you know that the Possessed call your little hunting games The Bag Quest?”
 
   The frog does not respond, his glare never leaving my face.
 
   I smile. “Maybe, I'll call this The Bag Quest 2.0: Stealing From the Thieving Frog.”
 
   


  
 

The Nurse's Daughter
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Bogwater) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 5
 
    
 
   Valson returns with pushing a small cart. In it are bags, a belt, rings, two eternal quivers.
 
   I store one of the quivers and the belt in my own belt, and Sigurd binds the other quiver with a soul thread, transferring his remaining arrows to it. He then binds a belt pouch and stores the other items in it.
 
   I smile at the frog. “Now, my little frog, you and I are going to have a nice chat. How the fuck do you know what happened in the Lands of Despair?”
 
   The frog glares at me, until my sword opens the skin on the side of his face.
 
   “Argh! Damn you, human!”
 
   I poke the skin over his trachea.
 
   “Enough! I'll talk! I'll talk! I have acquaintances among the DokkAlfar. The DokkAlfar know everything that goes on in the Labyrinth of Yggr. That is the truth. I swear it on my exalted father's tongue!”
 
   Idiot frog. How the fuck am I supposed to know if swearing on his shitty father's tongue means jack or shit? Still, he does not seem like he is lying. Though, I doubt that the DokkAlfar know everything that happens in the Labyrinth of Yggr. They probably collect a lot of information, but it is doubtful they could know everything.
 
   “What is your connection to the Thugs that ambushed Sigurd's party?”
 
   The frog sighs. First time I have ever seen a frog sigh.
 
   “I use them for small jobs. They are just trash that has been hanging around Bogwater for a few years. They took over Zavin's Hole, because the trash there was weaker than themselves.”
 
   Figures. No matter how dangerous they were to unorganized players, Thug Horde was never more than trash. They always targeted the noobs and the weak guilds.
 
   “Walk us to the door, froggy.”
 
   The frog walks ahead of us, as we cross the short distance to the main door of his shop. His will to resist is broken. It is obvious in his posture and how he moves. The frog is not acting, he is far too arrogant to pretend weakness.
 
   Standing next to the door, the frog stares at me. He is trying to come to terms with what he saw and what I told him.
 
   “Remember, Froggy. If you come after me for revenge, I'll come after you. Even if I die, I'll claim another body and come after you.”
 
   The frog nods blankly.
 
   As we leave, the two guards just look at us curiously. For the moment, the frog is not a threat, but he will not be able to live with what I did to him. It is just a matter of time, before he sends agents seeking vengeance, but it will probably be done through middle men, so he will feel safe that I cannot trace the attacks back to him. 
 
   *I don't get it. Why is he just letting us leave like this?*
 
   I laugh, but it is a sound that has nothing to do with humor. *The frog tried to cheat me the last time I was here. I tortured him, and now, I made him remember it. He's not sure if I really am the same person, but he's still afraid.*
 
   *Tortured him? What kind of player were you?*
 
   *The kind no one in their right mind fucked with.*
 
   I switch to the raid channel, so that I can talk with Jinmu. *We're done. If you're ready we shouldn't stay here any longer than necessary.*
 
   Jinmu's laugh echoes in the raid channel. *It took you long enough. We have purchased supplies, but we still need to pick them up. We do not have storage capacity at the moment.*
 
   *I have a present for you. The frog was kind enough to volunteer a dimensional storage belt for you, but it's black not red.*
 
   *Do you really think I would complain about a free belt being black? Meet us at the docks where we landed. It will be easier than giving you directions to where we are.*
 
   Sigurd stays close to me, as we head toward the docks, and the crowd parts under the pressure of my ki aura.
 
   To the inhabitants of the Battleground of the Damned, the DokkAlfar are the Masters. They are the ones who control the Seven Great Citadels. They were the ones who controlled all of the so-called Lesser Gates, that we had to conquer to gain access to different territories within the Battleground of the Damned. The DokkAlfar have taken back various Lesser Gates at times, but we thought that those assaults were just game events.
 
   Talon was raised to be a gladiator by the DokkAlfar, somewhere outside the Battleground of the Damned. After he became a gladiatorial champion there, he was bought by a DokkAlfar Wytch, who brought him into one of the Seven Great Citadels. When he became so strong that he was virtually uncontrollable, he was cast into the Battleground of the Damned by the DokkAlfar. His memories, that I still retain, give me a better understanding of the DokkAlfar culture than most who are not DokkAlfar.
 
   The DokkAlfar serve Yggr, who is a God to them. Many of their gladiatorial games are little more than mass sacrifices to their God. Everything they do is influenced by the will of the priests of Yggr, and even the imperial and noble families that actually control the Seven Great Citadels have to step carefully around those priests. Their campaigns to control the Lesser Gates and to bring down the polities that are too powerful are all carried out under the priests exhortations.
 
   I think I know where the Gate to the Chamber of Transition between the Battleground of the Damned and the Lands of Despair lies, but it is a dead Gate. There was no Guardian and the controls were all powerless. I assumed that it was a placeholder for unfinished content, when I thought I was playing a game. The key to opening it may lie with the DokkAlfar, but there is no way for me to force them to relinquish it. I am not strong enough. For now, my only hope is that the Dvergar will be able to open it.
 
   The only thing that I have ever seen the DokkAlfar truly fear was a non-player Dvergar from Alkhalazen's Demise. A group of Dvergar is said to live there that all other Dvergar honor, or maybe worship might be a better term. Thorrin once told me that the Dvergar have no gods, they only acknowledge their Great Ancestor's as worthy of veneration. So, why do the Dvergar seem to hold the group living at Alkhalazen's Demise in veneration?
 
   “Brand!”
 
   Jinmu's voice startles me. I am already more than ten feet past the rest of the party. I was too lost in my own thoughts and did not even notice that we had reached the others. If there had been danger, I am certain I would have noticed, but there are no immediate threats.
 
   Sigurd is already passing out gear to the rest of his friends.
 
   I toss the belt to Jinmu and use English, when I speak. “The frog's gift. You know how to use soul threads, right?”
 
   Jinmu grins and uses English, as well. “Of course, I have been researching Rakhir's memories extensively, since we arrived.”
 
   “You have your character's memories? Isn't that your real body?” Harkins' face is the perfect picture of wide-eyed shock.
 
   Jinmu shrugs nonchalantly, but his eyes are the hard, cold eyes of zaibatsu CEO. “A gift from The Nameless. I am not one to turn down a free advantage, when the stakes are life and death. I will use anything and everything I have at my disposal to succeed in my goals.”
 
   Harkins flinches slightly, not meeting Jinmu's eyes. In contrast, I notice Delilah's face flush slightly, as she moves closer to Jinmu.
 
   Dismissing the retreating Harkins with his eyes, Jinmu looks at me. “You did not encounter any difficulties, then?”
 
   I shrug. “Nothing worth mentioning.”
 
   “Huh!”
 
   I ignore Sigurd's shocked exclamation. “We should collect your purchases and find a place to stay for the night. There shouldn't be any trouble for a few days, but once he hitches up his balls again, the frog will probably try something. I considered killing him, but he's the best source of dimensional storage gear, and I might need more someday.”
 
   Jinmu starts walking beside me, with Delilah at his side. “It is always wise to cultivate resources, but you should be careful, when the resource is a viper.”
 
   The others are whispering behind us. Even a few weeks ago, I am certain that I would not have been able to overhear them.
 
   “What's going on?” Xenia's voice is overflowing with inquisitiveness.
 
   “I don't know if he's acting tough, or if he's just plain crazy. Slan'laad sicced four golems on us, and Brand chased me out of the room. I don't what happened, but when he opened the door again, three of golems were mangled, and Slan'laad looked like he was ready to piss himself. We basically stole everything from him.”
 
   “He's crazy.”
 
   The tone of Perzey's whisper makes me glance black. She is staring at me, with en expression on her face somewhere between disgust, fear and awe. Seeing me looking at her, she pales but does not look away. There is something else in her eyes. Stronger than simple desire, there is an obsessive hunger inside of her. I do no know what the hunger is for, but I can guess: strength. I know how high the prices can be, when you seek strength and vengeance. How far is she willing to go? What prices will she pay?
 
   “Did you happen to see any stores or bowyers selling steel bows?”
 
   Jinmu squints his eyes. “Steel bows? I am not sure I know what they are.”
 
   “They are normally recurved bows. A bowyers make them in the same manner as a laminated bow, but there are layers of spring steel in the laminate.”
 
   “Ah. There are a few bowyers, but I do not know, if they have such bows.”
 
   I nod and keep walking.
 
   While Jinmu and the others collect the purchase, I check the bowyers, but none of them have anything close to a heavy enough draw weight to suit me. Maybe when we reach Tallifer, I will find something.
 
   The inn we stay at is one of the more upscale establishments, generally used by wealthy merchants and other well-off travellers. It has an attached restaurant, rather than just the usual tavern that serves food.
 
   We dine in a group and converse in English, so that the natives of the Battleground of the Damned will not understand us.
 
   The serving girl looks at me with a little trepidation, but unlike Earth born humans, she does not seem disgusted with my appearance. The people of the Battleground of the Damned, especially a town like Bogwater, are used to seeing scars. As bad as mine are, the girl has probably seen a number of people with just as bad in her lifetime.
 
   “Do you not wish to be a hero, Brand?”
 
   “Huh?” I have not been paying attention to the conversation and try to piece together what they are talking about. I know it was something about the trapped players.
 
   My stellar response draws a smile form Jinmu. “There are over a million players trapped in the Battleground of the Damned. Their Earth bodies are dead. They have no place to return to. Would you not like to be a hero and save them all?”
 
   “Fuck them. Does this have something to do with your plans?”
 
   Jinmu's face turns serious. “The Lands of Despair and the City of Haven are out ultimate goals, but if just the two of us go, we will not accomplish much. I intend to found an empire, a safe have for the people of Earth who are trapped here, a place that they can call home. If we can become the source of hope for them, they will become the foundation. If they are part of the foundation, they will value the empire much more, because it will be something that they have helped to build themselves. Do you not want to be one of the heroes that shows them the way?”
 
   I laugh. I cannot keep the bitterness out of it, but the I still laugh so hard it brings tears to my eyes. “That's just too fucking funny. Me? A hero? If they knew who I was, most of them would run in the opposite direction. I'll help you, until our paths diverge, but I don't want any part of the spotlight. I promised Tanaka, I would stand by you until then. You can be the hero. Be everyone's hope and become the greatest emperor Taereun has ever seen. I'll be with you at least until Haven, that should be where Nessa and Thorrin are.”
 
   “Nessa? You know Nessa?” Delilah's pale skin is even paler than normal.
 
   “I knew a Nessa, she was a teenager, who Thorrin was looking out for. She couldn't have been playing Taereun for more than a year, when the Great Fuck Over happened.”
 
   Silent tears are running down Delilah's cheeks. “Is … is she alive? She didn't … die?”
 
   “She was still alive, when I was murdered, but I don't what's happened since. As long as Thorrin's alive, he'll protect her.”
 
   Jinmu puts his hand on Delilah's shoulder. “Did your daughter go by the name Nessa?”
 
   Delilah nods. “Yes. She was fascinated by the game. We were worried, my husband and I, because the game was so brutal, but Jessie, my daughter, didn't want to give it up. She was an introverted girl before playing Taereun. We were a traditional family, and Jessi had been mercilessly bullied in school because of it. After starting Taereun, she changed.
 
   “There was someone she idolized. Everyone was terrified of him,  but early on, she met him, before ever hearing the stories about him. Because of him, she stared studying Tai Chi, but when she told him, he called her an idiot girl. I remember how mad she was. She kept yelling about how arrogant he was. She said she would show him that Tai Chi really was a martial art.
 
   “When she learned the stories about him, she was even madder. I've never her so passionate about anything. She said that no one understood him, he only hurt the bullies.”
 
   Delilah pauses smiling through her tears.
 
   “Who was he?” Jinmu's voice is soft, an odd gleam in his eyes.
 
   “She almost never used his name, but I think she said it was Talon.”
 
   “TALON! He was a murderous psychopath!” Sigurd's shock is almost comical.
 
   Jinmu's tone of voice is half serious and half needling. “Brand, do you see how pretty young girls look a people they consider heroes. Are you sure you do not want to be a hero?”
 
   I stand up. “Fuck being a hero. Heroes die for people who stab them in the back at the first opportunity. I learned from Talon's mistake. He was murdered by people he was protecting.”
 
   Delilah sighs. “Talon's dead? Nessa would be sad.”
 
   “No. She wouldn't. Not anymore.” I do not know or care if they hear the words spoken as I walk away.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 16
 
    
 
   In the middle of the stormy night, the forces of Thug Horde quietly surrounded a ruin. The ruin looked like it might have once been a small fort or keep, but now, it was barely more than a pile of slag. It sat in the middle of a clearing, where the ground seemed to have been melted and fused into black glass. Cracked and shattered in places, the glass showed the ravages of an unknown number of years. There were a number of cracks in the remains of the outer wall, but no gaps big enough for a person to fit through. It had become a slick, steep slope, only about twenty feet or so high.
 
   The darkness and the howling of the wind should have completely concealed the Thug Horde members presence, but a dark shadow ascended the ruined wall, from the inside. A pair of Half-Dvergar eyes scanned the surrounding woods. Those eyes saw a group of twenty-five to thirty shadows clustered near the edge of the clearing. The shadows looked human, but one of them had the wrong physical proportions.
 
   “Talon, you gutless bastard! Come out and face us!” Menton's voice boomed over the cacophony of the storm. He was a DokkAlfar. His voice never should have been audible on such a stormy night, but he was also an Umbral Sorcerer. The only player ever to become a DokkAlfar was thoroughly seduced by evil power of the Umbra long before the Great Fuck Over. In the game, as soon as he found himself in a DokkAlfar's body, Menton crossed a line that no human should ever cross.
 
   A few minutes passed without any response from the ruin, and Menton's anger visibly grew by the second. Since first using the Umbra in his new body, he had become barely able to control his darker emotions. He gave in to the darkest side of his nature, becoming something more and less than human. He was rapidly losing any and all self-control that he once possessed.
 
   “Talon, I have a friend of yours! She's a little half-blood Alfar slut that you should know well. Come on, Selestra, Talon wants to hear your voice.”
 
   A slap was followed by a scream. “Aaahhh! That hurt! What was that for?”
 
   Menton felt a tingling in his groin at Selestra's scream, and he hit her a few more time. Getting more excited with every scream, he was barely able to hold back from beating her bloody.
 
   “Talon, this girl is your friend isn't she? If you don't come out, I'm going kill her. This isn't like the game. She'll feel all the pain, and I'll make sure it agonizing. I'll really enjoy making her scream and beg. You can save her, Talon. You just have to come out.”
 
   Seeing a wide, massively muscled figure stood up on the top of the wall, most of the Thug Horde members involuntarily cringed. Muttering to themselves, some looked around, as though seeking an avenue of escape.
 
   “Bring Selestra out where I can see her.” The hard gravelly voice was deeper than anything that should come out of a human throat.
 
   Menton walked forward, dragging the slender figure of Selestra by her long hair. The rest of the Thugs, spread out in an arc to either side of him, moved forward as well.
 
   “Ow, that hurts. Let go of me! I agreed to help you catch that asshole! Why are you doing this to me!” Selestra struggled vainly, holding onto her hair to keep it from being torn from her scalp.
 
   Selestra's sting of complaints was ignored by Menton. He was no more merciful than he was in the game. He had found new pleasure in hurting people. As long as he was the one with the upper hand,  he would hurt people, because he enjoyed it.
 
   Menton stopped about thirty feet from the wall. Staring into Talon's eyes, he looked for even the smallest hint of fear. 
 
   “Aaaahhh! That hurts you bastard! Let me go!”
 
   Menton hurled Selestra to one of his Thugs, a burly melee type. The Thug expertly twisted her arm into a submission hold and jammed his thumb into the V at the top of her breastbone. Selestra stopped complaining, as she gagged from the pressure.
 
   “Darius, signal the other teams to close in.”
 
   At Menton's words, Darius, a human, took a sealed tube out of his belt pouch, a bag of holding, and tore the top off. A white flare lit up the stormy night sky for fifteen or twenty seconds. Deposed by Menton, Darius was the founder of Thug Horde's chapter in Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. He was somewhat of a caster, but his specialty was actually alchemy.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “You surrender to me, in exchange for the little slut's freedom. If you don't, I kill her or maybe have all my men take turns raping her. I have a few women who would like to take their turn with spears or staves, so it should be fun.” Menton smiled, an expression of twisted joy, in contrast with his bored tone of voice.
 
   Other members of Thug Horde climbed the ruined wall, behind Talon, and dropped to the ground in the ruined courtyard.
 
   “Let her go. I won't run from you. Unlike you, my word is good.”
 
   Menton waved his finger at Talon. “Uh uh, we can't have you getting violent once the girl is gone. A couple you strip her and have a go at her, so that Talon knows how serious I am.”
 
   “NNNOOOOO!” Selestra's shriek drowned out the tearing of her clothing.
 
   “If they touch her again, I will kill as many of you as I can before you take me down.” Talon's voice was as colder than the depth of space. I do not want die, but I know that I will. If not for what I owe Urehara-sensei, I would leave her to fate. There are too many of them. This is a fight I cannot survive, no matter what I do. If I fight, I will die. If I surrender, they will kill me.
 
   The Thugs holding Selestra stared at Talon. He was the living legend that brought their guild to its knees in the past. Their fear was easy to read in their faces and postures. They did not know that Talon was nearly powerless, completely unable to use Shadow Fist.
 
   “It seems that our intelligence was not in error, and you really have been watching over and helping this girl for years. If you do not surrender peacefully, after you are dead, we will rape her to death. Thug Horde has been hand picked and well trained. They all learned: it's much better to hurt others as much they want than to hold back. It was all just a game after all, and this is just an extension of the game.” His peaceful smile in contrast with the twisted lust in his eyes, Menton stared at Talon . Without any fear of retribution by the authorities on Earth, he would commit any and all twisted acts that struck his fancy.
 
   “Let her go. I surrender.” Talon jumped down from the wall. At Menton's nod, he was grabbed and bound to a yoke, by half a dozen of the biggest Thugs.
 
   Selestra glared at Talon, her eyes filled with hatred and contempt. Slipping free from the Thug holding her, she stalked over to Talon, trying to hold her torn clothing in place. She started punching and kicking him, her small naked tits bouncing with every blow. She had not forgotten what she learned in her father's dojo. She knew how to hit and do damage. “This is all your fault! He raped me, you asshole! If you didn't make enemies out of everyone, I wouldn't be here! This wouldn't have happened to me! Die! I want you to fucking die!”
 
   Menton smirked at Talon from behind Selestra's naked shoulder, for a few minutes. When one of Talon's eyes was covered in his own blood, and the other mostly closed from the swelling, Menton grabbed Selestra and threw her to two of his Thugs. “Take her back to the compound, but don't touch her, if you want to live. If you soil her with your pathetic dicks, I will melt them off. She belongs to me.”
 
   Selestra stared at Menton in shock for a few second, before struggling wildly. “No! You said you would let me go! I'm a guild envoy!”
 
   Menton laughed, cruelly. “No. You were never anything but an offering from the Bohemian Cats. I get you, as a fuck toy, and they go free. The Lady of Gold made the offer. You for the rest of the guild's freedom without retaliation.”
 
   “Your lying! Your lying! Your lying!” Her shrieks rose in volume and desperation, with each repetition.
 
   “Why would I lie to my property?” Menton laughed.
 
   As she was dragged away, her half torn away clothes exposing her naked upper body, splattered with Talon's blood, she whimpered and mumbled to herself. She did not even try to walk, her knees and feet leaving drag marks in the muddy ground.
 
   The heavy rain kept Talon's blood from completely obscuring the vision in his good eye. One of his teeth was broken, and several others were ready to fall out.
 
   “Remember the example we made of you when you were still a solo noob? We're going to do it again. But first, we are going to castrate you. Don't let him escape. Nero rip his dick and balls off.”
 
   Nero Black's hate filled face was covered with ugly marks that looked like chemical burns, and huge clumps of his hair were missing leaving raw flesh and exposed bone. He had a pair of crude pliers, grasped in a hand with black scabs where the finger nails should be. “You have no idea how much I suffered because of you. Now, I get to pay it back with interest.”
 
   Talon was helpless to stop Nero from pulling his pants my pants down around my knees. Six thugs held down the heavy yoke he was tied to, while eight more Thugs held his legs, four on each one. His glare never left Nero black, as he felt a hand grabs my dick. He could not hold back a scream, when the pliers crushed his left testicle before tearing it off, or stop another one, when the right was crushed and torn off. He was too deep in shock for the pain his dick being torn off to really register.
 
   “Nail his balls to his palms and stick his dick in his mouth before you hang him from the wall.”
 
   The pain of the spikes going through Talon's palms was barely noticeable compared to the agony in his groin. His mouth was filled with a lump of bloody meat, forcing him to half-choke on the blood from his broken nose. As he was hauled into the air, the ropes biding him to the yoke kept his body weight from tearing his hands off the spikes.
 
   “As strong as you are, you should last for days. I wish I had the time to enjoy it, but I have a slut to rape and tens of thousands of players to subjugate to my will. Enjoy your last days in agony. What no snide comments? Oh, I'm sorry. I did not notice the dick in your mouth.” Menton's full-throated laugh was anything but sane. Already, his mind was completely consumed by the Umbra.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Time had blurred into a sea of agony. When a light appeared in the stormy night, Talondid not know how long it has been since he was crucified. As the yoke was lowered, hands caught body, lowering it to the ground.
 
   “My God!” A quite male voice.
 
   “He's almost dead. He's lost too much blood.” A girls voice, soft and compassionate.
 
   “Can you save him?” An inhumanly deep voice.
 
   “I don't know.” The girls voice.
 
   “Try, girl. Try your hardest.” The inhumanly deep voice.
 
   “What's wrong with his mouth.” The quite man's voice.
 
   Soft fingers pry open his mouth, and pull out the lump of torn off flesh.
 
   “What kind of animal could do this?” The girls voice.
 
   “Not animals girl. Only humans are this cruel. Thug Horde are humans, the lowest most degenerate human scum you will ever find. Can you heal him? Make him a whole man again?” The deep voice.
 
   “Thorrin, do you understand the price I will pay?”
 
   “Nessa, my girl, we can't leave him like this. Even before this happened, he's already been hurt and betrayed by people time and again. I'm afraid of what he'll become, if we leave him like this. It would be more merciful to put him out his misery than to have him live as a eunuch.”
 
   “I'll try, but it has to be soon, or he will die. We need to get him to shelter now.”
 
   “He was staying inside these ruins, so there must be shelter inside.”
 
   The pain of being lifted off the ground drives away Talon's consciousness.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over Day 21
 
    
 
   Nessa sat crosslegged on the floor of her small cabin, staring at the bandaged Half-Dvergar lying unconscious on her pallet.
 
   “AAAARRRRGGGHH!” Talon's scream echoed in the dim room. He looked around, panting for breath. His bandaged hands reached for his head, before he pulled them away, staring blankly at the bandages. 
 
   “You're okay now. It's over. You're safe.” Nessa hugged Talon from behind, her voice a soft whisper in his ear.
 
   “Don't touch me!” The viciousness in his voice surprised Nessa.
 
   When he tried to shake her off, she only held on tighter. She was surprised again, when Talon shivered like an unbroken horse being touched.
 
   “It's okay. I won't hurt you.” Her arms trembled. She was scared, but she could not let go.
 
   “Please, Talon. Lay down again. You're safe, but you are not yet well.”
 
   Talon looked around the cabin, his breathing a heavy, erratic panting.. The walls were made of rough hewn beams, at least a foot thick. Except for a small table, meant to used while sitting on the floor, there no furniture.
 
   Nessa's small hand started to stroke his head, like he was a child. She gasped as she was twisted and gently dropped on her back. Sitting up, she stared wide-eyed at him.
 
   Talon looked at the girl. She was a little more than just pretty, but she did not have the inhuman beauty of some former players. Her long dark brown hair was cut into bangs across her forehead, framing her an oval face. Dark brown eyes stared out over her high cheekbones. Sitting down the top of her head barely reached the top of Talon's  chest, but it would reach his chin if they were standing. Half-Dvergar legs are shorter and the torso longer, compared to a human's.
 
   “Where am I?” Talon's harsh voice made Nessa flinch.
 
   “Emer, it's northeast from the ruins where you . . . you were . . .” Nessa's voice faltered, as she started trembling. She could not forget the pain, so much pain she wanted to scream. It was not just the torture at Menton's hands. There were older pains buried inside of Talon, and she had lived through them all. She had felt the agony of having her body cut, pierced and torn tens of thousands of times, but that was not the worst. There was one even worse than being crucified, the pain of being burned alive. It was haunting her, no matter how much she wanted to forget.
 
   “Then, you saw what happened to me?”
 
   Hugging her knees tightly to her chest, Nessa rocked back and forth. Tears welling up in her eyes, streaming down her cheeks. “I healed you. I'm an empathic healer. I had to feel some of your pain. It hurt so bad. So bad. It hurt so bad.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Talon put his hand on the bandages on my groin, wincing. Seeing his motion through her tears, Nessa's cheeks flushed.
 
   “Am I a … Are my … parts … there or … gone?”
 
   Nessa's entire face turned brilliant scarlet. “I ... I put them back.” She buried her face in her arms. “I healed them, as much as I could. I only touched it enough to heal it. REALLY!”
 
   “How young are you?”
 
   “I'm not a child. I'm sixteen, and I'm already working on college credits in school.” Nessa stared angrily at Talon, but the memory of what was done to him has slipped to the back of her mind for the moment.
 
   “Eavesdropping is a bad habit, old man!”
 
   Thorrin opened the door and walked into the cabin, an indignant frown on his face. “It's not eavesdropping, when I happen to hear what your saying while walking by.”
 
   “You stopped walking three minutes ago.”
 
   Thorrin shrugged and sat down. “I'm guessing that was Menton's work?”
 
   “More or less. He gave the orders, but his ass-licking Thuggies did the dirty work. How long have I been out and what's happening at the Chamber of Transition?” 
 
   Thorrin sighed. “Five days since we cut you down. We have scouts watching the camp, it has turned into those sucking up to Menton and the slaves. The slaves are getting some pretty brutal treatment, but they won't fight back because they are scared of dying for real. Taereun: Battleground of the Damned may have been the most hardcore PvP game ever, but the players are mostly normal people. They are still afraid of dying. Some are even afraid of getting in a real fight without the pain dampers to shield them.”
 
   “Faggots. That's why most of them sucked at the game. They were so scared, they would cower when they should fight. Even with the pain dampers at zero, getting punched in real life hurt worse than in the game.” Talon glared in the general direction of the wall, but his eyes were fixed on the past.
 
   “You shouldn't talk bad about people. It's not like you've been punched a lot.” Nessa's tone was scolding, with a smug superiority in her eyes.
 
   “I've been punched millions of times more, than you've kissed your boyfriend, and you probably haven't spread your legs for him even one-thousandth as many times as I've been in fights.”
 
   Her face turns flaming scarlet again, and she cannot keep the pain out of her voice. “My parents are strict. I go to an all girls school and don't have a boyfriend.”
 
   “Talon! She didn't deserve that. She's a really good girl. She won't stab you in the back like Selestra.” Thorrin paused for a moment. When he continued, his voice was subdued, he sounded tired.  “Menton has Selestra. He's not being gentle with her.”
 
   “I know. I fucked up. I didn't realize how far over the edge he was. I'm going to have to go in after her.”
 
   “Is she your girlfriend?” Nessa asked in a small voice.
 
   Talon stared wide-eyed for a moment, before bursting out laughing. “Girlfriend? I'm so fucking ugly I make girls cry. I know her in the real world.  She's spoiled bitch who hates me, but I owe her father more than I can ever repay.”
 
   “You're not really ugly, just a bit old.” Nessa's cheeks turned red again. Oh my god! What did I just say.
 
   The mockery in Talon's laughter was directed at himself. “In real life, I look like a horror movie freak. Half my face looks melted wax and the other half . . . well, it's just normal ugly. I was in an accident when I was eleven years old. I was badly burned over half my body and the bones were mostly shattered in the other side of my head. It was months before I could leave the hospital.”
 
   “I'm sorry.” Pity welled up in Nessa's eyes.
 
   “Don't apologize for something that isn't your fucking fault.” Talon's tone was nasty.
 
   “Talon, enough!” Thorrin's voice was hard and angry. “She didn't do anything wrong, so don't take you frustrations out on her.”
 
   “Thank you for healing me. I owe you, but it's best if you stay away from me. I'm broken. The only thing I'm good at is hurting people. I don't need or want anyone's pity.”
 
   “She's not ... Forget it.” Thorrin sighed. “So what about Selestra? Are you really going into the camp because of her father? Menton won't let you live, if he catches you. He won't let you die fast either. He's already had some players tortured as examples for the rest.”
 
   Talon grunted. “Yeah, I'm going. I'll wait till I'm fully healed though. I might be crazy, but that doesn't mean I'm stupid.”
 
   “You haven't mastered your character's powers.”
 
   Talon's eyes jerk toward Thorrin.
 
   “I thought so. You should have been able to at least escape, before you were tortured. How are you going to free her if you can't use your powers?”
 
   Talon shrugged. “I'll do what I need to. Have you forgotten my war with Thug Horde? I put a lot of effort into studying guerrilla tactics, while fighting them.”
 
   Nessa filled bowls with food, from a kettle hanging on the fireplace.
 
   “You need to eat, if you're going to heal. I can't do more with my healing magic.” Her fear of the pain inside Talon left a haunted shadow in her eyes.
 
   Thorrin and Talon ate in silence, lost in their own thoughts.
 
   Nessa sat off to the side not quite facing them. She watched Talon e out of the corner of her eye, but she looked away, when he turned in her direction. She was trying to reconcile the Talon here with the stories and the Talon she first saw. She could never forget the hero, that she first saw attacking Thug Horde, when they were torturing and killing a group of new players.
 
   When he was finished, Thorrin stood up. “Nessa, let's give Talon some space. He doesn't spend much time around people. It's probably why he's such an asshole.”
 
   Nessa frowned at Talon, before following Thorrin out of the cabin.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Bogwater) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 5
 
    
 
   Even though it is night, there are too many people on the street, but my aura drives them all away. I do not bother to control it, and people stare at me with mostly fear or hostility.
 
   I do not know what I can do for Nessa. Throughout my time in the Lands of Despair, I kept her at arms length and then some. After seeing how callously I killed other players, she started to avoid me, as well. It was for the best. If Thug Horde knew about her, they would have used her to get to me. I do not want to know what choice I would make, if I had been forced to choose between saving her and saving Selestra.
 
   Menton would have relished the chance to hurt Nessa, if the thought that would hurt me. Even if it would not hurt me, Menton would have the chance to rape and torture Nessa. She was only human. So, she was a bit plain for Menton's tastes, but he would have still used and broken her. He changed after the Great Fuck Over. He began to target attractive women of any and all species. It seemed the more exotic, the more inhuman as well, the more he went after them.
 
   I could never have kept Nessa safe from Menton, if she entered his sight. I tortured and killed that fucking prick, piece of shit three times, and each time, he came back to life. I do not know how he managed it, but when I find out, I will make sure he stays dead the next time.
 
   


  
 

The Truth of Strength
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Bogwater) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 5
 
    
 
   “Brand.” Jinmu's voice comes from a dark corner of the bar area in the inn.
 
   It is close to the middle of the night, and I did not expect anyone from my party to still be awake this late. Unfortunately, I did not find any cutpurses or footpads stupid enough to attack me. I still need someone to work off my aggression on.
 
   I sit down next next to Jinmu, at the bar. He has a glass of wine in front of him.
 
   “Ale.” I tell the bartender when he comes over, and drop a silver coin on the bar.
 
   After the bartender leaves my drink and my change, Jinmu uses English. “Do you mind if I ask, what is your real relationship with Delilah's daughter?”
 
   I laugh bitterly, a sound without humor or joy. “I owe her as much as you, maybe more, so I kept her as distant as possible. I always dreaded what would happen if Menton found out about her. He wouldn't have hesitated to use Nessa against me, and she's … I guess you could say she's a good girl.”
 
   Jinmu's laugh is strange. “What Nessa did for you?”
 
   “After the Great Fuck Over, Menton caught me early on. He castrated and crucified me. Nessa healed me, but she's an empathic healer. She had to live through all of my pain to heal me. No one else has done something like that for me. I don't even know how to begin repaying the debt.”
 
   “Brand, I know that your need to pay the debts you feel you owe will separate our paths. I only ask you lend me your strength, until the inevitable parting of ways.”
 
   A slight smile touches my lips. “You don't have to ask. You saved me. You gave me back my sanity and my life. After my aunt gave custody over me to the state, I was already half-insane from their constant medical experiments. Everything was for the advancement of medical science, they didn't give a fuck what I overheard. They didn't even see me as human. Those bastard doctors were surgically removing scar tissue, then using drugs and poisons, to try an break down my body's resistance to nano-surgery. If you hadn't used your connections to force that hospital to release me, their tests would have killed me.”
 
   Jinmu stares into his wine. “I am sorry it took me so long. I was so focused on running my companies, that I did not notice how much time had passed. It was not until I inquired of Karen about why you had not returned to the dojo that I learned she had given custody over you to the state. After her reaction to your scars, I was a fool to not realize something was wrong.”
 
   “I'm not your child. It wasn't your responsibility to look after my welfare.”
 
   “Your father was not just an employee. He was my friend, one of the few people I ever trusted. I should have been more responsible in looking out for you.”
 
   After returning to this body, my relationship with Urehara-sensei changed. Since he has passed on his responsibilities and put aside his old life to become Jinmu, he has changed, as well. Still, we both have retained our obligations to the other, and maybe, we have something new. I am not sure what having a friend really means, but maybe, this is the beginning of a friendship. Thorrin was the closest I ever came, but I always kept him at a distance. I was afraid to get too close. There was always the fear of betrayal.
 
   Before the accident, there were other children who pretended to be my friend, but it was just to set me up. They were afraid of the bullies and only approached me to avoid being bullied themselves. I learned not to trust people. Or maybe I should say, I learned to trust people to use and betray others for their own benefit.
 
   “I believe I already know the answer, but was Mei involved in your being caught by Thug Horde?”
 
   I shrug. “It was my own stupidity that let them catch me.”
 
   “Was Mei involved in or responsible for your murder?”
 
   I let out a sigh. “Not directly. Not as far as I know. She just asked me to tank for her guild, but I don't think there was any ulterior motive of that nature behind it.”
 
   “Do you mind telling me exactly what happened?”
 
   I shrug. “As near as I can piece it together, Mei's friend Jenny Burning cut a deal with the leader of a pretty hard core raid guild. Deathmeister, the guild leader, and I have a hatred that goes back to the last Noobageddon. He was a Thug back then. After they got me, I spent over six months fucking them every way I could, I crucified Deathmeister five times in that war. After he left Thug Horde, I fucked his world another three or four times. He really had shitty luck, when it came to crossing me. When I find him again, I'm going to give him a final reminder of just how bad his luck is.
 
   “The one who actually killed me was was that piece of shit, Jonny Hertzog. Mei was not directly involved, but she had to know what was going down.”
 
   Jinmu sighs. “As much as I hate to admit it, in my heart, I already knew that Mei was a bitch. Please, do not go out of your way for her ever again. Even if she dies, I will not blame you. Mei and her welfare are my problem.”
 
   Jinmu rests his hand on my shoulder. “You are the most honorable man I have ever met. But your honor is too strong, it is so strong that it is self-destructive. You take on debts that are not really debts. I do not feel that you owe me anything. That girl, Nessa, probably does not believe that you owe her a debt either. If you keep following your sense of honor so rigidly, you will die.”
 
   Once I start laughing, I cannot stop. I laugh so hard, tears run down my cheek and my stomach actually starts to cramp. “I'm not honorable. I've lied, stolen, tortured and murdered. I've broken people in body and mind simply for crossing me. I've committed almost ever crime under any sun except rape, and I've thought about that one a few times too.”
 
   “There is a difference between law-fearing and honorable. Most men who are called honorable are simply law-fearing. Honor is something a man lives. A man does not brag about it, swear on it, or curse others for compromising it. Men who do so are just prideful and arrogant.”
 
   I drink some of my ale, to give myself time to think. Since living in a Half-Dvergar body, I seem to have acquired a taste for beer and ale.
 
   I disagree with Jinmu, but I am not going to argue with him. I am anything but honorable. If the trail of corpses in my wake could talk, they would be able to tell him that I have no honor. I simply owe him more than anyone except Nessa. How do you repay someone when you owe them your life and your sanity?
 
   “What the fuck are you?  I don't understand you at all. You come here in your real bodies. You go on about honor, murder and torture like normal people talk about the weather. You're both insane!” Perzey's face is twisted into a humorous mask of confusion. I was not paying enough attention to our surroundings, so I do not know how much she heard.
 
   Looking at her, I shrug. “What's to understand? I don't belong on Earth. I can't survive in that insane asylum any longer, at least without killing the inmates. I probably don't belong here either, but it's still better than Earth.”
 
   “You're insane. You really are insane.” Perzey's voice is a horrified whisper.
 
   Jinmu and I look at each and burst out laughing. There is no anger or bitterness, but neither is there joy. The ironic humor in this situation is just too overwhelming for us to remain silent.
 
   After we have recovered some semblance of decorum, Jinmu turns to Perzey. “You should get some sleep. Our business here is done. We will have a long day of travelling tomorrow.”
 
   A darkness fills her eyes, and her voice turns cold. “No. We aren't done. The Thugs that killed Rachael are still out there.”
 
   I turn back to my ale. “We don't know where they went and I don't intend to waste time hunting down some minor trash.”
 
   “I know where they are. I saw them leaving town, while we were shopping.”
 
   I glance at Jinmu, and he shrugs. “It is your choice. How do want to deal with this?”
 
   I look at Perzey, and she manages to hold my eyes, without looking away. The hunger I saw earlier is muted but not entirely gone, and there is something else in her eyes that I cannot figure out.
 
   “If you want to hunt the Thugs, just the two of us are going. I'm not getting the rest involved in your personal vendetta. If you don't agree, you can run off by yourself and get raped or dead, for all I care. If the others are stupid enough to follow you, the same applies to them.”
 
   Perzey glares at me. “You really are a fucking bastard, you know that don't you?”
 
   “Sorry, my parents were together until their deaths. I know who my father is. Can you say the same?”
 
   She flinches at my words. Like most people, she just uses the usual insults and curses, without ever thinking about the real meanings. Whatever the shadow in her eyes might have been, it is gone, and only the hunger and hatred remain.
 
   “Fine. I'll go put on my gear.”
 
   After Perzey disappears upstairs, Jinmu raises one eyebrow. “Can you defeat eight Thugs alone?”
 
   My smile is predatory. “I don't know what's going on, but I'm way the hell stronger than I thought I was. You are too. Either us is more than a match for a dozen low grade trash, and any Thugs this far out in ass-fuck nowhere, running errands for the frog, are nothing but trash.
 
   “Besides, this will give me a chance to understand, why she's so weak. I've got a general idea, but I need to see her in a real fight. I think she has a strong air affinity, so she should be a fairly strong fighter, but instead, she's weak. They all are. They all got trashed by trash. Maybe, I can fix her at least.”
 
   We turn our attention to our drinks, each thinking his own thoughts.
 
   “Helen, wait!” It is Harkins' voice, coming from the stairs.
 
   “Helen is dead, Bob. Just like Bob is dead. I can't be Helen ever again. I'm Perzey now. I'm going to avenge Rachael, so don't get in my way.”
 
   “But you can't run off with that freak. He's dangerous. You don't know what he might do.”
 
   “Of course, he's dangerous. He's a fucking mass murderer. Are you too stupid to figure it out? Did you see the look in his eyes, when Delilah was talking about her daughter? He's Talon, and I'm going to use him to get revenge for what those fuckers did to Rachael.”
 
   Jinmu pulls me into a private group within our raid. *Now, that is surprising. I thought she was a simple, self-absorbed bimbo.*
 
   *She is a self-absorbed bimbo, but she's a self-absorbed bimbo that wants payback. It's my own fault, she figured it out. I was too careless. Besides in the end it doesn't really matter if people know I'm Talon. I'm a natural at making enemies, so no matter what, I will be hated and hunted. At worst you'll have to disassociate yourself from me to build you empire.*
 
   *I will not do that. People, who are not strong enough to accept your presence, will not be strong enough to be a part of the empire I envision.*
 
   “You're a nice guy, Bob. Your new body has a great dick, but you need to grow a pair of balls. If I'm in the mood we can fuck after I get those Thug Horde bastards.”
 
   Jinmu is silently laughing. I thought it a few times in the past, but now I am certain; he has a really strange sense of humor.
 
   Perzey comes around the corner and turns bright red, when she sees Jinmu laughing. “You heard?”
 
   I look at Perzey's gear. I did not care enough to pay attention before, but now it matters. Her boots are soft leather and she only has boiled leather greaves on her legs. Her byrnie is lightweight, so it will not give much protection, but it will also not impede her movement much. Her short swords have about 22” or 23” blades, which are long enough to do the job, but you have to have the balls to get close to do it.
 
   “Put us in the same group.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   “In the morning, take a barge headed north, to the teleport gate. We'll catch up after we take care of the Thugs. In the worst case, we'll rejoin you in Tallifer.”
 
   Jinmu nods. “Be careful.”
 
   I smirk, before leaving. Perzey follows on my heals.
 
   *Which way did they go?*
 
   *Across the river. They were following a group of people, who I think were players. Or should I call them former players?*
 
   *It doesn't matter. Call them the Damned, and you'll be dead on.*
 
   Perzey turns her head to stare at me, but I do not bother to meet her eyes.
 
   After reaching the docks, I settle down to mediate.
 
   *What are you doing?*
 
   *Waiting for sunrise. There won't be anyone to ferry us across the delta until morning.*
 
   Perzey's back goes rigid. *Then why are we here so early?*
 
   She flinches, when I meet her glare. *To keep you away from the others. I don't need five incompetents getting in the way. Just you will be enough to deal with.*
 
   “You fucking bastard!”
 
   *Sit down, and shut up! We do this my way. If you don't like it, you're free to go get raped and murdered on your own.*
 
   While waiting, I do not let myself go past a light trance. Multiple pairs of eyes are watching us, but they are not an immediate danger. The only eyes that are truly hostile toward me are Perzey's.
 
   *For someone who is afraid to be in the same party with me, you are extremely aggressive toward me.*
 
   Her posture stiffens, and her glare loses some of its intensity.
 
   *You heard us? Are you really human?*
 
   *Opinions vary. Do you ever speak the truth or are all your words calculated to provoke other people?*
 
   The shock on her face is almost comical, when I open my eyes. Both of her hands are on the hilts of her short swords.
 
   *If you attack me, I'll beat you to the ground and let every drunken sailor around take a turn with you.*
 
   Perzey backs away, her face a mask of fear.
 
   *So, you finally understand. I'm the most dangerous motherfucker your likely to encounter in this ass-fuck nowhere zone. You really think you're using me to get your revenge? The only reason I'm here is to kill some Thuggies.*
 
   I point at the dock. *Sit there and keep quiet.*
 
   Shivering, she sits on the dock and hugs her knees to her chest.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 6
 
    
 
   After crossing the delta in a hired boat, it took most of the morning for us to reach this point. A thin trail of smoke rises from the remains of one of the three small tents that were torn down, and there are four bodies on the ground, with swarms of black flies clustering on them. Nine buzzards are hissing at one another as they compete for the choicest parts, like eyeballs and exposed intestines.
 
   Perzey's face is pale, as she crouches next to me. She is not used to seeing the scene of a real massacre from up close. You do not have insects and scavengers fighting over corpses in a modern hospital. Even working in a hospital, she would only be exposed to bodies with this kind of damage in a trauma ward or emergency room.
 
   After not seeing any signs that the perpetrators are in the area, I move into the camp. From the tracks, the attack was carried out so swiftly there was never much of a fight. The bodies, all male, have been stripped of weapons, armor and equipment. Everything that remains in this small clearing is dead or ruined.
 
   As the flies start swarming towards me, I bring up the ki aura, and they scatter in all directions. I am left standing in the center of a dome that is empty of all insects, very convenient.
 
   Perzey immediately scampers into the clear space around me, while swatting at the biting flies. Her face pales slightly, when I stare at her, but the hungry darkness in her eyes has again returned in full force.
 
   The routed buzzards are circling high above the clearing, but with our presence, they will not be landing anytime soon. They will have to wait for us to finish, before they can finish fighting over their brunch. At least, the meat is still relatively fresh, though one of the corpses was tortured, and they have already been picked at by scavengers.
 
   Along the river, maybe three-quarters of a mile behind us, another flock of birds takes flight, startled by our pursuer. He is just as clumsy and oblivious to the world around him as Perzey.
 
   *I think these were the people Thug Horde was following.*
 
   I sit down outside the camp and start to meditate.
 
   *What are you doing? Those bastards are getting further away, while you're sitting there!*
 
   Without opening my eyes, I point at the ground near me. Bristling with anger, Perzey dawdles over and sits. She continues to fidget while glaring at me, but at least, she is not stupid enough to push my tolerance too far.
 
   Our pursuer makes enough noise to wake a snoring orc, but Perzey still seems to be completely oblivious to her surroundings. Opening my eyes, I verify that it is Harkins hiding, very poorly hiding, in the brush.
 
   “How badly do you want your sister's killer? How far are you willing to go to get her?” I use English, even if there are no Battleground residents around to overhear us.
 
   “What do you mean?” Perzey's face is anxious, and a tiny bit of fear mixes with the hunger in her eyes.
 
   “Strip and spread your legs.”
 
   “What?” She is thoroughly nonplussed.
 
   “Are you an idiot, rather than just a bimbo? I said strip and spread your legs.”
 
   “Who the fuck do you think . . .” She freezes halfway to her feet, under my glare. As oblivious as she may be, she cannot mistake my clear intent to kill her.
 
   “Do it! Now!”
 
   Perzey's drops her sword belt to the ground and stands up. Her face flushes nearly scarlet, and her breathing deepens, as she fumble with the straps to loosen her hauberk.
 
   “NO!” Harkins screams, as he stumbles out of the brush. Clumsily freeing his mace, he charges towards me, with his shield still on his back.
 
   “Bob?” Perzey mumbles, her face blank from incomprehension.
 
   “Keep your disgusting hands off her, you fucking son of a bitch!” Bob starts swinging, when he is still a couple steps away. The attack is so slow and telegraphed, that it almost looks fake.
 
   I am so surprised by how pathetic his attack is, that I do not react until the last moment. Not bothering to stand, I sway slightly to the side. Grabbing his hand and pulling with my right hand, I hit him in the hip joint with a palm strike from my left hand, launching up and over my head.
 
   “AAARRRR! … Ooofff!”
 
   Perzey watches Harkins go flipping end over end and land hard on his back. The mix of hunger, awe, and disgust on her face is hilarious.
 
   “Why did you stop stripping? Do you think Bob can save you from being used by me?”
 
   Behind me, Harkins struggles to his feet. Lifting his mace high over his head, he swings it down at my head. With far too much tension in his muscles, his swing is slow, slow and lacking in real power. Leaning back, I let the mace slap into the palm of my hand stopping it cold.  As Harkins strains to force the mace down, I can feel his considerable strength. His strength is more than acceptable, and his speed should be the same. The problem is the he cannot properly use them, when his body should be well conditioned for doing so, and the memories of the original Harkins should provide the skills.
 
   “Stop it! Don't hurt him!” Perzey's shriek startles more nearby birds into flight.
 
   Releasing the mace, so that Harkins stumbles to the side, my hand flashes upward, slapping the side of Harkins helmet. As Harkins spins through the air, I frown at Perzey.
 
   “Do I have to strip you myself? Get naked, bitch!”
 
   Harkins half-rises to his feet, before stumbling and barely catching himself on his hands and knees. Wobbling as he forces himself to stand, Harkins stumbles toward me. His knees collapse under him, as my hand hits him in  the balls. My shove sends him rolling away.
 
   “Eh? Bob's got nards. I thought you said he needs to grow a pair.”
 
   “FUCKING BASTARD!”
 
   Perzey pulls the swords from the sheathes at her feet and charges me. Just like Harkins, she is putting too much strength into her stabs, and it is stealing her speed and power. Her eyes go wide as the backs of my hands, hitting the flats of the blades, knock her swords aside. The surprise turns to pain as the tips of my fingers spear into the nerves in her wrists, and her swords go flying.
 
   As Perzey stumbles, falling toward me, I slap the side of her face, slamming her into the ground at my side. Holding her down with one hand, I shove the other up under the lower edge of her byrnie, between her legs.
 
   “NNNOOOOOO!”
 
   Her wild shriek still echoing, I drag her up one-handed and throw her aside.
 
   Harkins is curled into a ball, shielding his balls with his hands. Perzey rolls into a sitting position, hugging her knees to her chest. Her sobs and sniffles fill the clearing, as she cries pitifully.
 
   I just watch them, filled with disgust. Their bodies and memories have all the skills to resist me at that level of power. Even faced with the threat of Perzey being molested and raped, neither of them could do more than get slapped around.
 
   After a few minutes, Harkins crawls to Perzey and tries to hug her. Perzey angrily shoves him away, viciously slapping his head. Most of the slaps only land on Harkins helmet, but some strike him in the face. Harking falls to the ground again, shielding his face with his arms.
 
   “Fucking bastard! Useless fucking coward! Leave me alone! Go die!”
 
   “ENOUGH!”
 
   My ki filled shout snaps both their eyes in my direction. Their faces filled with fear, they shiver, while staring at me.
 
   “You're both pathetic. Your bodies are strong, trained for combat, and yet, you can't strike a proper blow against me. I didn't need to draw a weapon to fight you. I didn't need to use ki to destroy you. I didn't even fucking have to stand up! You can't have been this pathetic, when you thought you were playing a game. So, why the fuck don't you use the memories and skills those bodies have. This isn't a game! This is the only real world you have have anymore. If you  don't learn to fight, you'll be fucking dead!”
 
   I point at Perzey. “You fucking thought you could use me for your revenge?”
 
   I point at Harkins. “A pathetic piece of shit like you thought you could keep me from raping your woman?”
 
   “I'm a mass murderer. I'm a freak. I'm dangerous. I'm scarred and hideously ugly. I'm not even human. You both think you're better than I am.”
 
   I spring to my feet and draw my swords. “Better than me? You're trash. You're shit. You're damn right I'm fucking dangerous. I'm a fucking monster.  BEFORE I WAS MURDERED, I WAS FUCKING TALON!”
 
   Their eyes are glued to the blades of my swords. Their fear has their eyes so wide, I can see the whites all around the irises. As I sheathe my swords, their eyes turn toward my face.
 
   “Get up!” My voice is filled  with disgust.
 
   They do not move. Just laying on the ground, they stare at me in terror.
 
   “I said, GET THE FUCK UP!”
 
   Trembling, they rise to their feet.
 
   “How many women were in the group Thug Horde was following.”
 
   Perzey stares at me blankly, fear and confusion showing in her eyes. She is still too traumatized for her mind to switch tracks.
 
   “Perzey! The party Thug Horde was chasing, how many women?”
 
   She shakes her head, her mouth soundlessly opening and closing. Something besides fear flashes in her eyes.
 
   “Um … two, I think. Yes. Two. Two women.”
 
   I point at the destroyed camp. “There are only the corpses of four men here. Somewhere ahead, the Thuggies are having a good old fashioned rape party. Go back to Bogwater and try to catch up with the rest or follow me, I don't give a fuck what you do.”
 
   I start walking down the trail.
 
   “Helen, how can you follow him? He almost raped you. Come with me, I'll protect you.”
 
   Perzey's laugh is filled with spiteful mockery. “You protect me? How they fuck can you protect me? While he was groping me, you were rolling around on the ground hugging your balls, like a little faggot. Go away, Bob.”
 
   Stumbling footsteps are followed by a slap.
 
   “Helen! Please!”
 
   “Fuck you, Bob! Helen's dead! I'm fucking Perzey! I'm going follow him and learn to be strong! Go die somewhere, like the faggot you are. You know what Bob? When he threw me down and groped me, it made me wet. My nipples are still hard. Go away, Bob.”
 
   The hatred and contempt in her voice almost make me laugh. I do not know how she will learn to become strong. Unless she can break through her Earth mentality and accept the memories and skills in that body, she will never have a chance.
 
   My hands feel like they are tingling. That body of hers belonged to someone of far better than average skills. The supple muscle tone in those legs and the smooth silk like skin, it will not be easy to forget the feel of them. The face is only on the better side of average, but that body.
 
   After a minute or so, the sound of rapid footsteps approaching from behind reaches my ears. I turn to see Perzey running lightly in my direction. The smooth movement of her body is far more natural than when she was fighting. Why does she run so naturally and fight so rigidly?
 
   As she reaches my side, Perzey's eyes turn toward the ground, and she matches the length of her stride to mine. The top of her head is bobbing along at about the height of my nose. She is about average height, and even if her muscles are extremely well defined, her build is still slender, with the exception of those rather large tits. Assuming that is the original Perzey's gear, she was a two weapon fighter who relied far more on speed and agility than armor. Even if it were only steel, my chainmail would weigh at least four times what her light hauberk does.
 
   As though she feels my eyes on her, Perzey turns to look at me. I never paid attention to her eye color before, but they are a silvery grey, that resembles the color of steel blade. The hunger is still there, with a healthy dose of fear. Her tanned skin is smooth and soft looking, still not roughened by exposure to the elements.
 
   “Teach me how to be strong, strong like you.”
 
   “You can't be.”
 
   Her soft pink lips part, as her face twists in dismay, and shock fills her eyes.
 
   “I'll do whatever you tell me. Anything! Just teach me how to be strong. I need to be strong like you!”
 
   Turning from her, I keep walking, and she follows. She stalks along at my side, as the sun falls toward the western horizon. When the sky turns black with clouds, and the late afternoon rains turn the trail to a sucking quagmire, she struggles to maintain my pace, while I walk on the surface of the mud, buoyed by my ki.
 
   With the sun below the horizon and the clouds breaking up to reveal the brilliant stars, I stop in a clearing next to the river. The flow of the water has dug a small lagoon in the river bank, where the current does not flow. The next flood season may fill it with mud or erode more of the bank, but for now it is a calm pool for travellers to rest beside.
 
   Perzey drops to the ground, exhausted. I do not bother forcing her to help set up camp. She is so incompetent at the simplest things, she is more of a hindrance than a help in making camp.
 
   As I build a fire, Perzey sits up, her stare boring into me, but I ignore her.
 
   “I don't care what it takes. I don't care what you demand of me. I will be strong like you.”
 
   I sigh. “You can't be. You can't follow my path to strength. You don't have enough hate inside of you. You haven't felt enough pain. So much pain that you want to kill everyone who looks at you with contempt or pity. Enough hate that you want to rip the smiling faces off of everyone around you. Your life has been too easy for you to find my kind of strength.”
 
   Perzey shakes her head. “Rachael, my sister. I've already felt pain. I hate Thug Horde.”
 
   The contempt in my laugh makes her flinch. As I push back the hood of my cloak, she stares at the ruin of my face, the patchy hair growing from the left side of my head. Something other than revulsion moves in her eyes, as she really looks at me for the first time. She is clearly thinking about something, without saying anything.
 
   “Have you felt the pain of your own blood turning away from you and running out of your hospital room, before vomiting in the hall. As a twelve year old child, have you ever been forced to always wear a hooded sweatshirt in school so the other children would not be forced to look at your face? Have been taunted by other children, called Freddie Kruger and Jason, while the teachers looked on smiling? Have been surrounded and herded into a maintenance room by children who thought their older brothers would beat you bloody? Have you ever been trapped in the burning wreckage of a care while the fire slowly cooked you alive?”
 
   Standing, I drop my cloak to the ground and remove my armor and the padded leather clothing beneath it. Perzey stares at me silently, while the fear returns to her eyes. Her eyes travel over the twisted skin that covers the left side of my body.
 
   “Pain taught me to hate. More pain than you have ever conceived of in your wildest nightmares taught me to hate, like you cannot imagine. After I learned to hate, I played Taereun with the pain dampers at zero. It was not as intense as what I thought of as real life, but it was still eighty percent or a little more. I was cut, stabbed, electrocuted, burned, crucified, hurt in ways you have never seen, not even working in a hospital. I embraced the pain. Everything I suffered through, I used to make me stronger.”
 
   I trap Perzey's eyes with own. “You don't have enough pain or hate to follow my path. You have to figure out your own way to be strong. I can teach you to fight. If you can learn to use the skills in that body, I can help you hone them. You don't even understand how incredible that body is. The real Perzey spent a lifetime honing that body, and you are wasting it.”
 
   Taking a bar of harsh soap from one of my rings, I turn my back to her. I can feel her eyes raking across the the scars covering most of my back, my ass and the backs of my thighs.
 
   “Compared to me, you see yourself as weak. You are right. You are weak, but I'm not strong. You have never seen true strength. You have never seen indomitable, unstoppable power, backed by an unbreakable will. If you ever do, then and only then, you will understand the true meaning of strength.”
 
   The river water is cooler than the sweltering air. My aura drives away any predators or parasites that have had designs upon me, and I float on my back staring at the night sky.
 
   I do not know why I told Perzey so much. The only person to ever hear a part of that was Urehara-sensei, but even with him, I never revealed so much. The memory of her eyes, with that something that I cannot understand, keeps floating in my mind. What did I see in her? Is that unknown something what made me so loquacious?
 
   I am not certain how much time has passed, when I lower my feet to the river bed and begin to wash away the remaining dust and sweat. Those two bitches were wrong about me. I do sweat, it is just that I do not sweat much.
 
   Perzey is sitting by the fire staring at me as I walk out of the water. Her eyes stare at me hungrily, with the darkness behind that hunger clearer. I have seen eyes like hers many times in the past. In the Lands of Despair, I saw hundreds of trapped players, who straddled the same line. Madness is swirling in the depths of her eyes. She is teetering on the brink, and one little push is all it will take to send her over the edge.
 
   “I don't care what you say. I will be strong. as strong as you. I don't care how much it hurts, I'll be stronger than you.”
 
   With a snap of my wrist, I hurl the soap at her, and her hand snaps it out of the air. When she looks at the soap in her hand, there is confusion in her eyes, and I think I finally understand. That was an unconscious reaction. When she came charging at me so quickly, floating on a cushion of wind, she was on the brink of madness and acting unconsciously.
 
   “You're filthy. Go clean yourself up.”
 
   Perzey brazenly strips off her armor and clothing, teetering on the edge of madness she is embracing her fear. She was listening when I talked, but she got the message wrong. Then again, she might have gotten it right. For her, madness might be her strength. If I push her over the edge, it might unleash her power, but she will almost certainly become a bomb, one that could explode at any time.
 
   Perzey struts toward the river, her crossing steps making her hips sway seductively. Her body has scars. Whoever the real Perzey was, she was a fighter, but there are none bad enough to ruin the appeal of that body.
 
   I watch her, until her ass disappears beneath the water. I do not like her. I have no affection for her. Still, I want to possess that body.
 
   I can feel her eyes boring holes in my back as I dress and don my armor. The hint of a smile touches the corners of my lips. I do not know what effect she thought seducing me would have, but her ploy failing before it ever really started has angered her.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 8
 
    
 
   More than a hundred Thuggies are gathered in front of us, probably closer to two hundred. They are camped outside the tunnel leading to the Four Bones Goblin Lair.
 
   The day after Perzey's attempt at seduction, before noon, we found the Thug Horde camp. The corpses of two women were lying on the ground. Both had obviously been brutally raped, before having their throats slit. At the sight, I did not feel anything in particular, but Perzey obviously moved farther over the line toward madness.
 
   Later that day, before the usual afternoon rains, we crossed a trail that branched off the Bull-rush River trail. I found the tracks of more than twenty people joining with the Thug Horde group that we were following. There were no signs of struggle, and the group from the side trail appeared to have been waiting in a small clearing where the trails met. As we went further, the footprints of the new arrivals and our prey intermittently overlay one another, as though they were travelling in one group.
 
   The next day, after we passed the point where the Thuggies camped, we found more groups joining them, to the point where I could not even begin to estimate the numbers.
 
   Today we followed the trail past Zavin's Hole, to where we are now. The Thuggies are camped facing the tunnel. Obviously they are waiting for something, but I do not know what it is.
 
   In typical Thug Horde arrogance, they do not have any scouts or guards on the back side of their camp. Most Thugs never thought anything was a threat to them. With the exception of Talon, that is, but Talon disappeared years ago.
 
   *What are they doing?* Perzey has a confused look on her face. Tactics and strategy are probably not among her strong points.
 
   *They are waiting to attack whoever comes out of the tunnel, but why so many of them are gathered for it, I have no clue. We can't beat close to two hundred of them, so we will wait and see what happens.*
 
   It was almost dark when we reached the Thug Horde camp, and as the sun goes down I move away from them. It is very unlikely that anything will happen during the night.
 
   After eating a cold meal, I sit down to meditate. Again, my aura keeps away any parasites or predators.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 9
 
    
 
   “Who do ye think ye are barring our path?”
 
   As we are stealthily making our way toward the Thug Horde camp, a voice fills the area around us. Even though the voice is obviously speaking softly, the power of the magic amplifying it makes it painful. I do not need to see the speaker to know he is Dvergar. Nothing human nor Alfar has such a deep timbre to its voice.
 
   A shiver going through me, I speed up my advance.
 
   “If ye do not clear the path, all will die.” Again the voice pounds into our ears.
 
   Ahead, I see colors other than green. I halt where I am still mostly screened by the near-jungle vegetation.
 
   All of the Thugs are formed up in a semicircle, facing the tunnel exit. It is obvious my estimate was off, there are well over two hundred of them. The Dvergar and whoever else they are confronting are hidden by their numbers. Looking above, I pick out a branch that should give us a clear view of the tunnel.
 
   Jumping straight up, I grab a thick branch, about eleven feet over my head. Hooking my feet around the branch, I reach down for Perzey and grab her hands when she jumps.
 
   “Attack!” That voice is human.
 
   I swing Perzey up to the branch and scramble up behind her. Moving near the end of the thick branch, I squat down and part the leaves. Perzey scuttles up behind me and leans on my shoulders.
 
   Between the cave exit and the Thug Horde force, three Dvergar are standing in a line. From this distance, it is impossible to judge height, but I already know that all three are between 4'6” and 5' tall. Their shoulders are nearly as wide as they are tall. While their legs are too short in relation to their body, their arms are too long, giving them an apish appearance.
 
   The grey-bearded Dvergar in the middle is slightly shorter than the other two. Dressed in a full suit of chainmail, he has an axe hanging on his belt and a shield strapped to his left arm. On his left is a red-bearded Dvergar with great axe. On the grey-beard's left is a black-bearded Dvergar with a spear.
 
   The Thuggie melees begin to charge forward, while their ranged attackers and casters bombard the Dvergar. The center Dvergar raises his hand, and a spell pattern snaps into existence for a fraction of a second. As the spell pattern disappears, a curtain of dust rises from the ground forming a dome over the three Dvergar. The Thug Horde bombardment bounce off, explodes against, or rolls down the dome, while doing no damage to the Dvergar inside.
 
   The spell pattern was weird. I cannot be certain, because it disappeared so fast, but it seemed to be yellowish brown. A normal spell pattern is gold or silver. But the casting speed is what was even more interesting. I have never seen a spell cast so quickly. I could not even see the Dvergar draw the pattern. It simply appeared and disappeared.
 
   Perzey's hand clenches my shoulders. *There so many Thugs, how can they face them like that?*
 
   *Thug Horde is fucked.*
 
   *But there are only thee of them.*
 
   *Watch. This is what true strength is. Dvergar. Real Dvergar not a Possessed Dvergar.*
 
   I do not need to look to be aware of Perzey's confusion. She, like most players, has no clue how powerful real Dvergar are.
 
   When the Thug Horde front is barely five feet from them, the Dvergar on the left and right move. Their speed is so high, I can only see blurs of movement. I have to follow them, by the trail of dead bodies and empty space they leave behind.
 
   The middle Dvergar raises his hand and another spell pattern, this one orangish red flashes into existence for a fraction of a second. The seventeen Thug Horde casters that remained behind are engulfed in pillars of flame.
 
   “AAAARRRRGGGHH!”
 
   Their screams last for maybe two seconds, before all seventeen fall to the ground as still burning corpses.
 
   In less than ten seconds more than two-thirds of the Thug Horde force is already dead. These three Dvergar are orders of magnitude more deadly than the ones I met as Talon. I have never seen such a display of raw power from Dvergar before.
 
   Perzey points to a fleeing archer. *That one! He's Kahar!*
 
   *Hold on to me tightly.*
 
   Perzey hesitates for a second, before her arms wrap tightly around my neck.
 
   With a single bounce to get some spring, I jump from the branch we are standing on, to the next tree.
 
   “EEEEKKKK!” Perzey arms tighten even more in midair, and her legs snake around my waist.
 
   As the branch I land on springs up, I leap again. This time I hook my arm around the bole of a thinner tree changing my direction of flight. As my feet land on the next branch, I spring upward, grabbing the branch above me and chin myself up.
 
   Locating the fleeing Kahar, I make a running leap to the next tree. Perzey clings tightly to me, as the ground passes by more then twenty feet below now. Two more leaps and I am next to the road, but behind the fleeing Thug.
 
   Dropping to the ground, I sprint after the Thug. Looking over his shoulder, Kahar sees me and spins, firing an arrow at me. Not slowing my pace, I deflect the arrow on the draw, and Kahar's eyes widen in astonishment. As he fires a second arrow, my second sword repeats the feat. Kahar spins again, taking off in a headlong rush.
 
   In less than five seconds, I have closed the gap and kick his feet out form under him. As Kahar tumbles to the ground, I stop, after slicing his bow string.
 
   Perzey releases her grip on my neck and stands next to me.
 
   “If you want him dead, kill him yourself. If he kills you, I'll probably let him walk away.”
 
   Perzey looks at me, and I sheathe my swords.
 
   *Kill him. Please.* The fear is suppressing the madness in her eyes.
 
   *If you want him dead, do it yourself. Running your mouth about being stronger than me, and  all you can do is beg me to kill him. You're fucking pathetic.* I turn away from her and start walking into the woods.
 
   *No. Wait. Please.*
 
   *Why? You're too weak, nothing but a coward and a user. You'll drag me down, if I stay with you. Kill him and show me you're worth something.*
 
   There is no need to look, to see the tears falling down her face or the hand reaching out towards me.
 
   Kahar laughs and draws  his long-knife. “I don't know what the fuck is going on, but I remember you bitch. You were one of the ones the frog sent to us. You were screaming about your sister. That little slut was so wild I had to break her arms and legs to keep her in one place, and she still squirmed better than most, when I fucked her. I wonder if you'll squirm as good.”
 
   At the edge of the wood, I turn to look at Perzey and shrug. *Kill him. If you don't, I'll just watch, while he rapes you to death.*
 
   “BASTARD! YOU FUCKING BASTARD!” Perzey's shrieks echo off the escarpment.
 
   Kahar is quietly sneaking up behind Perzey, but I do not give any sign of to tip her off. Either, she is going fight effectively and live, or she will die.
 
   Not seeing any sympathy in my eyes, Perzey spins towards Kahar, drawing her swords. Seeing how close he is, she stumbles backwards, and Kahar charges her. His long-knife barely misses slashing her wrist.
 
   “NOOOO!” Perzey starts to swing wildly.
 
   Kahar has skill, but I cannot see any sign of adept abilities directly relating to melee.  However, his skill is not enough to deal with Perzey's wild barrage of attacks.
 
   Something causes me to look over my shoulder, and I turn to the three Dvergar who are standing behind me. The grey beard is only about 4'7”, but there is no question in my mind that he could destroy me in a fraction of a second. His presence reminds me of Boran.
 
   “Transcendent.”
 
   The grey beard cocks his head fractionally to the side. “Ye are a rather interesting human. Yer body is completely lacking any trace of Dvergar, but yer mind and soul have a strong overlay of Dvergar to them. Not even enough Dvergar to make ye a Half-Dvergar abomination, but no human should have any trace of Dvergar in his patterns. So, what are ye?”
 
   “I used to be the soul that made a Half-Dvergar one of the Possessed.”
 
   The gray beard spits on the ground between us. “So, ye were Talon. Twas no fault of his nor yers that he was born what he was, but he was still an abomination.”
 
   I look over my shoulder at Perzey. Her attacks are still wild, but she seems to be moving more smoothly.
 
   The black beard looks at me, when I turn back. “Her mind and soul are horribly mismatched  with her body. She be even worse than most Possessed. If ye keep pushing her like ye did, her mind will break.”
 
   I shrug. “She can't use her body's powers. If she goes slightly insane, I think she might be able to.”
 
   The grey beard grunts. “That might work.”
 
   The three Dvergar turn to leave.
 
   “Wait! Can you block out the spying a god?”
 
   “Gods are myth.”
 
   “Can you block the spying of The Nameless.”
 
   The Grey Beard turns back to me and stares, without saying a word. Stepping close, he raises his hand, and a dome of interwoven fire and stone surrounds us.
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “If I said, I think I know where the gate to the Chamber of Transition is, but the controls are dead, would that matter to you?”
 
   The grey beard  stares into my eyes for several long minutes. “If ye truly believe that, come to Alkhalazen's Demise.”
 
   The dome disappears and the grey beard turns to walk away. Pausing for a moment, he seems to be thinking. “I have a warning for ye. If ye step further along yer path, there will be no recourse but destruction or eternity.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The Dvergar do not say anything else and disappear into the woods.
 
   Turning around, I watch Perzey hack Kahar's corpse into little pieces. In her eyes, the madness has become dominant. I wonder where it will end for her.
 
   


  
 

Perzey
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 9
 
    
 
   Leaving Perzey to her dismemberment antics, I walk back toward the spider tunnel. Those Dvergar had to all be Transcendents, so why were they here? The only thing beyond the spider tunnel is the Four Bones Goblin Lair, but what interest could it hold for normal Dvergar, let alone Transcendent Dvergar? Could it have something to do with the spawn points? In other words, could it have something to with the arrival of Jinmu and myself?
 
   Even more of a mystery is, why did Thug Horde attack the Dvergar? Thug Horde normally avoids Dvergar like the plague. Years ago, they came out the losers in several battles against a small group of Dvergar, when they were trying to raid them for treasure. According to the story I heard, the Dvergar killed them all, and then camped their nearest respawn points for over a month. Every time a member of the Thug Horde raid group fought their way back from the Land of the Dead, the Dvergar would kill them again. Thug Horde had to send an even larger expectation, that was decimated and driven back. After that, the Dvergar made them pay a huge weregild.
 
   The forum posts at The Nameless Entertainment, Inc.'s official Taereun site were hilarious. Thug Horde took to the forums in a mass bitch session campaign that got them nowhere. The short official response amounted to: LOL. If you want to fight Dvergar, GET STRONGER. Reading the full explanation, it was clear that The Nameless Entertainment, Inc. claimed to be unable to manipulate the game's structure or difficulty without running the risk of destroying the entire balance of the game.
 
   No one ever understood why The Nameless Entertainment, Inc. claimed to be unable to modify the difficulty of game content. Now, I suppose the players trapped in the Battleground of the Damned understand why. When the game is not really a game, how do you control the content?
 
   Thug Horde's forum campaign turned into the biggest Thug bashing session ever. Players came out of the woodwork for the chance to laugh at Thug Horde's loss. Since then, Thug Horde never openly attacked the Dvergar. Now that the game is their only reality, why would they be so stupid as to get in a fight with Transcendent Dvergar?
 
   The stench of the blood and offal is filling the air, giving testament to the battlefield I am approaching. Rounding the bend between Perzey's fight and the clearing, the entry of the tunnel becomes visible. The clearing is covered with corpses and pieces of corpses, mostly pieces. Blood mist has coated the grass, turning the field to an ugly rust-mud shade of brown. Blood spattered gaps in the surrounding woods, show the locations of the deaths of the other Thugs who tried to flee. Even if the bodies could be counted, there would be no need, the Dvergar would have killed every single Thug, with the exception of Kahar.
 
   Above the tunnel mouth is a clue to why Thug Horde attacked the Dvergar. An Alfar, almost certainly DokkAlfar, corpse is hanging spreadeagled on the cliff face. Spears roughly formed from stone have been used to nail it to the stone of the cliff, one in each of the shoulders, wrists and ankles. Its torn black robes reveal alabaster skin, covered with obsidian tattoos, and its intestines are falling toward the ground in a long looping rope, from the gaping wound in its lower abdomen. The tattoos are the markings of a school of Umbral Sorcery. Menton, the DokkAlfar leader of Thug Horde, has very similar tattoos.
 
   I very much doubt that this DokkAlfar was a player. Before the Great Fuck Over, Menton was the only player to ever be a DokkAlfar. Why would Thug Horde take on Dvergar at the behest of the DokkAlfar? Why would the DokkAlfar use trash like Thug Horde to attack Dvergar, let alone Transcendent Dvergar?
 
   As I get close, the corpse raises its head to glare at me, its eyes filled with burning hate. How can he still be alive with so many large wounds? After a few moments, the DokkAlfar pukes up a mouthful of blood and seems to stop breathing.
 
   Spread out among the body parts are hundreds of pieces of gear, that belonged to the slaughtered Thug Horde trash. The Dvergar apparently did not even deign to loot a single item, but with their power, they probably have equipment that far surpass anything here.
 
   Close to three hundred of the items are dimensional storage devices. Many of these, all in the form of jewelry, were not made by the frog. They have a maker's mark that I do not recognize. It takes hours to bind them, check the contents, organize the contents, break the soul thread and store the items. A huge pile trash, that I have no intentions of dealing with or carrying around, grows next to me, as I sort through the contents of the storage devices.
 
   While I do not know of a limit on the number of soul threads that can be maintained, the more that I have attached the more cumbersome it feels. There are no physical detriments that I can detect, but it still feels like a subconscious weight is growing, which is why I decided to break all but a single soul thread. The remaining soul thread is tied to a black leather belt pouch that I like the looks of, where I am storing the rest of the devices.
 
   The sun is past its zenith, when I finish with the storage devices and begin to look through the other equipment. Amid the stomach turning stench of the battlefield, with corpses and blood already beginning to rot, I eat a quick lunch of travel bread and dried meat.
 
   Perzey has not made an appearance, but I have the feeling that I am being watched. Whatever she may be up to, I do not have any inclination to play games with her now. I simply want to finish this revolting job and leave this field of carnage. During my time in my Half-Dvergar body, I grew used to scenes like this, with the stench of rotting bodies and blood, but it does not mean that I enjoy them.
 
   There are dozens of low grade weapons of Power scattered among the corpses, but none of them give the feel that they would be better than my current swords. Only two items stand out: one is a bastard sword, about two inches longer than mine, that has to weigh nearly two-hundred pounds; the other is a bow, with a feeling of Power so strong that it has to be a Legendary Weapon, the strongest of the Weapons of Power.
 
   Almost universally, Items of Power are divided into three general tiers. The weakest are known by a myriad of names, one of the most common being magic items, and are simply items that have had Power bound into them through various means. Strangely or not so strangely, they are similar to what would be though of as a “+1 magic sword” or a “+5 magic sword” in a fantasy game. Stronger and more durable than non-magic or mundane items, their real advantage is that they have patterns that allow them to be “healed” using mana. Specialized abilities, spells or devices are necessary to perform the healing, but the almost living nature items of power makes them far more desirable than a mundane item.
 
   The next most powerful are known by many names as well, but ironically, the most common is named items. As ridiculous as it may sound, the very existence of the item has a name bound to or burned into its pattern. That name could be thought of as the items True Name, and it would not be far off. These items have been used by powerful enough wielders to embed images of their deeds into the very existence of the weapon.
 
   Legendary items are the greatest of all magic weapons. They are called such, because they have been used in the commission of deeds so great that at one time their names became parts of the legends and lore of Taereun. Many have since been forgotten, but their Power still remains. They usually have a far greater amount of Power than a simple named item, as well as having the most detailed memories of their history. A Legendary item can have a history that spans dozens of wielders, and a complete understanding of that history is necessary to tap into the full strength of the item. If Mjolnir, Thor's hammer from Norse mythology, existed, it would be something that could be called a Legendary item.
 
   The bow in my hands is rather common looking for a stone bow, with the exception of feathers etched in the limbs and filled with sapphire dust. Its body is carved from a single piece of petrified wood, with leather wrappings around the grip. Its string is made of metal wire, which is common for extremely high draw weight bows in Taereun. Still, when I grasp it, I feel something. A hint of deep deep Power, hidden somewhere within the item. There are no accessible thread points or severed soul threads, so it is obviously not a common Item of Power. It could simple be an ordinary named item, if any named item can be called ordinary, but I have a suspicion that there is more to it.
 
   On the other hand, the sword does not give any hint of Power, but its weight is so great that I do not even know what it might have been forged from. The black of the blade is non-reflective, only the indigo and violet shading along the edges giving any relief to the midnight hue. The guard, crafted from a silvery metal, curves back along the blade a good six inches, and the hilt is wrapped with a black hide, that I cannot identify.
 
   Everything else has the obvious thread points of lesser items or is obviously mundane, so I just store it all. I will go through it later, when I have time to determine what might be of some use. I store the sword as well. Since I do not have any idea of what it is, I will need to investigate it later.
 
   The sun is already three-quarters of the way to the horizon, so there is no point in travelling today. From the south, the thunder of the waterfall is clearly audible, even a mile is not enough to silence the roar of tens of thousands of gallons of water falling every minute. Making my way to the east end of the pool at its base, I set up camp on a relatively flat boulder. At some point in the past, it probably fell from the escarpment cliff and has been worn smooth in countless flood seasons.
 
   Sitting with the bow across my knees, I focus my soul awareness on it. The same sensitivity used to find thread points can be used to search out the memories of named items. It is the least efficient way, but I am not a caster, so I lack the ability to use the more efficient spells.
 
   As time passes, I see nothing but arrows being fired, millions of arrows, billions of arrow, maybe trillions of arrows. Eventually, I begin to see the targets: humans, Dvergar, orcs, goblins, trolls, beasts, beastmen, and countless creatures I cannot put names to. Incalculable legions have fallen victim to the arrows fired from this bow. Suddenly, a wrenching pain drives into my skull.
 
   The tip of my lower limb rests on the ground, while his hand nestles firmly around my grip. Our enemies spread out below in their tens of thousands. Soon the slaughter will begin. I can barely wait for the chance to fulfill my purpose, to bring swift death to the targets. He is .  .  .
 
   I roll to the side, and two sword points stab through the empty air, where my back was a fraction of a second ago. Holding the bow in my left hand, I surge to my feet, spinning and drawing my sword at the same time. Slapping aside the two short swords, I step backwards, with a ground devouring movement from Shadow Fist.
 
   “You little bitch, I almost had the knowledge I needed.”
 
   Perzey glares at me, as I slip the bow into my belt pouch. The madness in her is causing her eyes to glow faintly with blood-lust. Her eyes flicker to my left hand sword leaving its scabbard, as she stalks forward. Her feet riding on a cushion of air, she launches herself into a low line attack, targeting my lead leg. Anger twists her face, when I block her blades and target her face with a backhand slash. As she twists to avoid it, Perzey crouches down and launches herself into the air.
 
   I cannot keep from gaping, as wings of condensed, turbulent air momentarily sprout from Perzey's back. They only last long enough to carry her up and over my head. As her swords stab at my back, I parry over my shoulders, forcing her blades wide of the mark. Even so, I am hit in the arms by gusts of wind that have blade-like sharpness and force. Even without slicing through my chainmail, the winds still have enough impact to bruise me. I parry a flurry of stabs and slashes, as I spin and back off a step.
 
   Unlike a few days ago, Perzey is no longer using physical strength to attack. She has acquired a smooth motion and control over her body's abilities, but the cost is her self-control. Her narrowed eyes, filled with blood-lust, glare at me, as she ruthlessly attacks. She never had compassion, but now she seems to lack caution and remorse. I prefer her like this, honest in her hatreds.
 
   Her fighting style seems totally focused on her weapons, to the point of ignoring all the natural weapons that her body contains. It almost seems to be more of a dueling art than a battle art.
 
   Time to put her to the test. I go on the offensive. Splitting my attacks between high and low, I force Perzey back. My sword's blades are more than half again as long as hers, and the speed of my assault gives her no chance to retaliate.
 
   When Perzey's face twists into a mask of frustration, I abruptly halt my attack. It takes her half a second to register that no more attacks are coming and lunge at me. There is no subtlety to the attack, and no feint is used to conceal it. Her eyes widen in surprise, as my crossed swords catch and redirect her blades enough to slip past. The surprise turns to pain, when my kick catches her in the lower abdomen. It is far enough to the side of her bladder that it should not kill her, but the force still lifts her off her feet. My follow-up kick, with the opposite leg, slams into Perzey's upper arm, as she falls toward the ground.
 
   Splash!
 
   I do not press my advantage, as she tumbles across the ground and into the river. I keep a mocking smile on my face, as Perzey staggers to her feet, glaring at me.
 
   “AAAAAAYYYAAAAA!” As her shriek fills the air, Perzey charges.
 
   Her form is sloppy, and I only use my swords to deflect hers slightly, as I step around and behind her. She tries to follow my movement but stumbles, when my toe kick digs into her quadriceps, causing the muscle to spasm. A second kick to her ass sends her flying again.
 
   Perzey stumbles, as she tries to stand, and glares at my legs. Testing her legs and finding the right one does not hold up, she smiles, a dazzling smile that does not match the blood-lust in her eyes.
 
   “Perzey loses, this time. Be nice to Perzey. She wants you to help her get stronger.” She walks towards me, with a slight limp. Staring at the scarred half of my face, she lightly runs the tip of her tongue over her lips.
 
   When she is only five feet from me, Perzey lunges, pushing off with her left leg. Her smile turns into a snarl, as the ball of my foot hammers into her tit. Her swords shift from stabbing toward my chest to slashing my thigh. Deflecting her swords with my own, which I was already raising into position next to my leg, I drive the cruciform guards into her elbow joints. Her swords go flying, and she stumbles into me.
 
   “Perzey wants your strength, so Perzey can kill you. Give Perzey strength. Fuck Perzey.” Her arms slip around my neck, as her slightly parted lips move closer to my own.
 
   SLAP!
 
   I catch the hilt of my sword before gravity drags it downward. Perzey stumbles away, with the knife she palmed from my harness hanging loosely in her hand. With a shrug, she tosses my knife back to me, and licks her lips, turning them crimson with her own blood. The knife clinks softly, as it hits the ground.
 
   As the blood-lust in her eyes dissolves into lust, fear, and madness, I step close to her. Having a woman look at me with lust filled eyes is something I never thought to experience. I never imagined it would so arousing.
 
   Taking off my weapons harness, I store it in on of my rings.
 
   “Fuck Perzey? Okay, I'll fuck Perzey?”
 
   She has no chance to avoid me, before I grab her byrnie and drag her off her feet. Her eyes slightly widen in surprise, but there is no sign of pity or disgust. I crush Perzey's lips beneath my own, forcing my tongue into her mouth. The coppery taste of her blood coats my probing tongue. I am not sure if it is fitting or ironic that my first kiss tastes like blood.
 
   I kiss her again, more forcefully than the first time. After a couple seconds, she responds hungrily to my kiss. Her arms slip around my neck, this time without trying to stab me in the back.
 
   Both our breathing is heavy, as our lips part. Perzey's eyes are filled with hunger and lust, and I am certain my own are the same. There is neither love nor tenderness in either of us. We only have a burning desire to possess something the other has.
 
   “Fuck Perzey. Hurt Perzey. Give Perzey your strength.” Her word are a fierce hiss, as she starts fumbling the straps on her byrnie.
 
   Setting her feet back on the ground, I undo the straps on her armor, hurrying to strip her and possess that body. With her armor and clothing on the ground around us, Perzey tears at my armor and clothing, as I precipitously hurl aside those impediments to my lust.
 
   As my hands explore the satin soft skin of the body I have been lusting after, Perzey tremulously runs her hand over the scar tissue on my chest.
 
   “Strong. Perzey wants to be strong too.” A soul deep emptiness hovers behind the lust and hunger in her eyes.
 
   I throw Perzey to the ground, and she does not resist. Her arms and legs wrap around me, when I enter her. We do not make love or have sex. We simply fuck like wild animals, doped up with aphrodisiacs. Her moans mix with my grunts, and her screams of pleasure sing counterpoint to my roars.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 10
 
    
 
   As the sun rises, I am sitting on the flat boulder, meditating. I am only dimly aware of Perzey, half-sprawled in front of me, while using her finger tip to idly trace the dividing line between the scar tissue and the healthy skin on my chest. I do not know if Perzey slept or not, but after we finished fucking for hours, I spent the rest of the night meditating. Even if I am a little tired, I am fully functional.
 
   Neither of us is wearing any clothing. What is the point? Even in the shadows from the escarpment, the temperature is still hot. After being poked, prodded and tortured by doctors and nurses, I lost any feeling of embarrassment over nudity. With her descent into the borderlands of madness, it is doubtful Perzey has anything resembling Earth morals or mores remaining.
 
   Opening my eyes, I look around but do not see anything amiss.
 
   “Move. I have things to do.” I slap Perzey on the ass.
 
   “Perzey wants to fuck more.”
 
   “I have things to do. You go take a nap, or practice, or play with yourself. I don't care what you do, as long as you don't bother me. I'll fuck you more tonight.”
 
   Glaring at me, Perzey wanders off and picks up her swords. Still naked, she starts practicing sword forms. Compared to her vicious nature when fighting, these forms are a thing of beauty, more like a dance style than a fighting style. Of course, a naked girl doing them only makes them more attractive. Her body is perfect, silky soft skin covering toned muscle, that is neither bulky nor overdeveloped.
 
   Taking out the stone bow again, I sit down crosslegged, with it resting on my thighs. Again, I have to sift through the images of billions upon billions of arrows killing millions upon millions of targets. I am dimly aware of the passage of time as the sun clears the escarpment and bathes me in its hot light.
 
   * * * * *
 
   He was running along a mountain ledge, as I rested in his left hand. Below were hundreds of thousands of orcs. They were massed in the mouth of a pass into the mountains, with a single line of Dvergar blocking their way. Clustered in a group further up the pass from the Dvergar warriors, a group of Dvergar children calmly watched the unfolding battle.
 
   Moving to where he had a clear line of sight on the Dvergar, my master nocked an arrow and drew me. His breathing was shallow, as he watched the scene of battle unfold below.
 
   The orcs pushed forward relentlessly, despite being cut down like wheat before a scythe. An orc champion pushed to the front of the packed mass of screaming, snarling savages. Towering over the Dvergar, nearly twice their height, the orc was practically the size of an ogre. The spiked head of its massive mace was easily three times the size of a Dvergar's head. The massive orc launched a continuous series of brutal swings, but the Dvergar in front of it calmly blocked all the blows.
 
   Lining the Dvergar up in his sights, my master released half a breath and held his breathing.
 
   CrackCrackCrackBOOM!
 
   The air was torn by the passage of my arrow, leaving rolling thunder in its wake. Even fired by me, the arrow failed to penetrate the thick metal of the Dvergar's chest plate, but it still twisted the Dvergar's shoulder to the side. The orc champion's mace flew past the Dvergar's shield, smashing into the top of its helmet. Driven to its knees by the force of the blow, the Dvergar only managed to half-block the following strike. The orc forced its way into the breech in the Dvergar line, followed by more of its kindred.
 
   The Dvergar regained his feet, gutting the orc champion with an upward swing of his axe. He fruitlessly pushed back against the orc tide, but the Dvergar line was already broken. More orcs charging into the breach separated the Dvergar into two groups. The lone Dvergar who was pushed back, seeing orcs swarm past on either side, yelled something in their coarse language.
 
   The Dvergar children turned and began jogging up the pass, in an orderly formation. Even though they were children, those Dvergar were still armed and armored. In each of the two groups of Dvergar being pushed back against the walls of the pass, a Dvergar stepped back from the line and began to weave an Elemental Earth spell. The yellowish-brown lines of the spell patterns formed in the air.
 
   My master nocked another arrow and quickly launched it at one of the casters. A Dvergar raised its axe, and the arrow shattered against the flat of the blade. My master laughed nastily at the hate filled glare the Dvergar turned on him.
 
   The Dvergar casters finished their spells and tremors began to shake the walls of the pass. Running lithely to escape the tremors, my master cursed, curses so foul that only the orc language could express them. He glanced over his shoulder to see the walls of the pass collapsing.
 
   Most of the orcs were trapped outside the pass, by a barrier of fallen rock they would need days to clear. Several ten-thousands of the orcs were crushed beneath the tons of stone. A few hundred who made it past the Dvergar were chasing the seven children.
 
   Stopping for a few moments, the seven Dvergar children began weaving spells. Even though the threads of the spell patterns were not as bright, they are still clearly the yellowish-brown of Elemental Earth. Dozens of boulders began to fall from the sides of the pass. Any place where the rock walls were weak, they fragmented into a rain of stone.
 
   Tens of orcs were killed, but the rest were only more infuriated.
 
   My master rapidly nocked and fired arrows at the seven children. The weight and strength of their armor was only a fraction of what an adult would wear, and the arrows punched through the leg plates with ease. With severed thigh muscles and shattered knees, the Dvergar children attempted to continue hobbling up the pass, but after a few dozen yards they stopped.
 
   When the Dvergar children turned to weave spells, my master fired more arrows. Their casting interrupted, when they were forced to focus on the arrows and dodge them, the children drew their weapons and formed a triangle, their backs to the center.
 
   The orcs attacked, trying to wound and disable. Grimly fighting the children were brought down one by one, but they killed more tens of orcs before falling.
 
   With gleeful malice, the orcs stripped the Dvergar children and tied them to iron stakes, driven into the stone of the pass. Using the clothing and items taken from the children's packs, the orc built fires and heated the blades of their knives to a red-orange glow.
 
   Not one of the children screamed as the orcs peeled the skin from their bodies, emasculated them, removed fingers and toes, and put out eyes.
 
   When the last child died, the orcs milled around sullenly. Tempers flared, and they began fighting amongst themselves.
 
   My master laughed and drank wine, while watching the Dvergar children's torture and the orcs' internecine squabbles. He was Corialos Eagle Eye, a Hero of the LjosAlfar. I am Corialos' Bow, Stone Feather Death.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The sun is long set, when the vision ends. My dick and balls want to crawl up inside my body cavity. I know the pain of castration only too well. To be mutilated as they were without making a sound, the strength of will of those Dvergar children sends chills down my spine.
 
   My eyes drift to Perzey, lying naked beside the river. She still does not understand what real strength is. Even though she has seen the power of Dvergar Transcendents unleashed, she has never seen their fortitude and resolve under duress.
 
   Raising Stone Feather Death, I stare at it, a LjosAlfar bow. The Dvergar have no interest in archery, and almost never craft bows. Some have a love of crossbows, but they are few and far between. The Alfar, both LjosAlfar and DokkAlfar, are the masters of the bow.
 
   The LjosAlfar, the players of Taereun always painted them in the light of goodness and righteousness, but that is far from the truth. There are only small groups of LjosAlfar in the Battleground of the Damned, but in the Lands of Despair there are several small kingdoms ruled by the LjosAlfar. The LjosAlfar are self-righteous zealots, ready to kill any and all who do not bow down and serve the Dragon Gods. As a Half-Dvergar, I came to understand the hate that LjosAlfar hold towards anything and everything Dvergar.
 
   Now, I can feel a thread point in the bow, and I tie a soul thread to it. Even though I have heard tales of Legendary items having egos, this is my first time encountering one. Even if the bow is not truly conscious, it has a form of self-awareness. The chilling sensation of the bow's awareness sweeping through me inflames my own hate. My hate clashes with with bow's awareness, when it tries to reject the soul thread.
 
   The bow is steeped in the blood of hundreds of millions of lives, its blood-lust is strong enough to kill on its own. It drives me back into my own mind. The world around me fades, leaving me trapped in my own subconscious. Screaming deep inside my own mind, I am losing the fight. Even if I wanted to, I could not break the soul thread anymore. The pain of the bow's assault, tearing at my mind, my sense of self, is maddening.
 
   Pain. I know pain. I have two lifetimes of pain inside of me. Pain cannot beat me. I remember my own pain. With my own pain, I strike back at the bow. The pain of being crucified. The pain of being whipped to point there is no skin on the back and the raw flesh being salted. The pain of being castrated. The pain of being burned alive. The of being chained to a steel frame and being slowly burned with hot irons. The pain being stabbed through the lungs. The pain of dying!
 
   “FUCK YOU!” My words echo off the escarpment.
 
   I can hear my own voice again. The bows awareness has retreated. It only knows how to give pain, not how to suffer through pain.
 
   Pulling a sheaf of arrows from one of my rings, I drop it on the stone next to me. Rapidly nocking and firing arrows in succession, I target the trees across the river. They are nearly a quarter mile away, well within the range of a non-magical stone bow.
 
   BOOM! BOOMBOOM! BOOM! BOOMBOOMBOOM!
 
   Pieces of the trees explode from the force of the arrows impacts, wood splinters flying everywhere. My arrows are slow. I can draw out only a fraction of the bow's true strength. In the memory vision, Corialos' arrows were breaking the sound barrier and staggering Dvergar more than a mile distant. Multiple sonic booms were clearly audible during the arrows' flights.
 
   I feel the bow shivering in my grip. For now, it is too traumatized by my pain to challenge me again, but this is not the end. I know that as I dig into the pattern-memories of this weapon, there be more challenges. Once it is fully threaded and tied to me, I will have to break it to my will.
 
   Lowering the bow, I look at Perzey crouched to the side. Naked, she is holding her short swords in her hands and staring at me. The mix of fear, lust and blood-lust in her eyes is arousing. I want to throw her on her back and fuck her senseless.
 
   Licking her lips as she stands, Perzey's face is transformed by a feral smile.
 
   “If you really think pain will will make you stronger, attack me!” The viciousness in my voice should be a clear warning to her.
 
   Perzey dashes toward me, her swords stabbing and slashing at me from a different angle with every strike. The difference between yesterday and today is as stark as the difference between a storm darkened night and a cloudless noontime day. Her swords are weaving in and out in a subtly brilliant attack pattern. Ki flooding my body, I side step, my steps moving me faster than they should.
 
   I cannot simply play with her this time. She is already forcing me to use Shadow Fist. Without having swords in my hands, I need to rely on the physics bending power of Shadow Fist. Letting her attack, I do nothing but avoid her thrusts and slashes.
 
   Perzey's fighting style is purely weapon focused. Not using any part of her body to attack, all of her strikes come from the swords. Even more obvious than yesterday, today it is crystal clear that this style was perfected in the dueling halls or on the fields of honor.
 
   To be honest, there are flaws in Perzey's fighting style. Too many of her moves are exploitable by a pure fighter, who does not follow the rule of a dueling code. Her tits are too big, they get in the way with some of her moves. She would be better off, if she had small tits.
 
   Moving inside her stabbing blades, I stare into Perzey's eyes. Shock overlays the lust and blood-lust, as my shove to her chest sends her flying.
 
   Surging to her feet, she attacks again. The deadly dance of swords has a pattern to it. Even though the pattern morphs over time, it is still there. I wait for the inevitable opening, before stepping inside her attacks and slapping her in the ribs. As I duck under her blades, Perzey flies through the air again, a bruise already forming on her ribs.
 
   Time and again, Perzey rises to her feet, and time and again, I slap her down. After an hour or so, she is covered with bruises, and her nose and her lips are bleeding. We are both aroused. I can smell Perzey's arousal in the listless night air. Her nipples are hard, and so is my dick. With my unsettled emotions, I cannot tell if we are sparring or engaging in foreplay.
 
   Stepping into her attack, I violently twist Perzey's arms behind her back. With a soft clatter, her swords hit the ground and her lips part. Our kiss is a fierce contest of dominance, that goes on until Perzey slumps against me, grinding her hips against my groin.
 
   Forcing her to the ground, I enter her. Our fucking is wilder than last night, as she constantly struggles against my primacy.
 
   After our lust is spent and Perzey asleep, I sit up and settle into a lotus position to meditate. No matter how I try, I cannot find my center. My emotions are too jumbled up. I am not sure what I feel, nor I do I have a clue what I should feel. Too much has happened too fast.
 
   Even though her mind is broken, I never expected Perzey's lust to focus on me. Her blood-lust, I can understand. If she were burning with hate for me, I would understand, but I cannot comprehend  her lust. I do not even understand why she arouses and draws out such sexually violent desires from me.
 
   At the sound of a twig snapping, I turn my head toward the woods behind me. Fifteen  DokkAlfar, dressed in black chainmail and carrying glaives, are stealthily advancing toward us. They freeze, when my eyes settle on them.
 
   Reaching to the side, I shake Perzey, by the first thing I grab, ironically or not, her tit.
 
   “Perzey, wake up. Some ass-fuckers want to be killed.”
 
   “Perzey wants to sleep.”
 
   “Wake up!” I shake her harder.
 
   Perzey abruptly sits up, her eyes glaring at the DokkAlfar. From the corner of my eye, I watch the cascade of emotions cross her face, before it settles into hate and blood-lust.
 
   “Perzey wanted to sleep more. Perzey is going to kill the skinny bastards in chainmail.”
 
   


  
 

Hunted
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 11
 
    
 
   The fifteen facings us, all have a height of six feet to more than six and a half feet, but very slender bodies, with shoulders noticeably narrower than my own. Even covered by armor, their builds make it clear that they are Alfar., and the cold hate in their eyes promising violence and pain makes it almost certain they are DokkAlfar. With their helmets concealing their faces, only those hate filled eyes give me any hints as to their thoughts. 
 
   In my Half-Dvergar body, all Alfar were my enemies. I needed to learn to tell one breed from another, to know what types of Power I might face. Most of the victims of the Great Fuck Over never bothered to learn how to tell what kind of Alfar they faced. Simply because of the black armor most of those players would assume these are DokkAlfar, but not all DokkAlfar wear black, like not all LjosAlfar wear silver.
 
   The matching design and construction quality of the DokkAlfar's armor and weapons indicates, to me at least, that they are part of a well organized group, possibly a military force. The metal used for their chainmail and glaives is not one I recognize, its oily black sheen is not the result of lacquer, but rather the surface of the metal itself.
 
   Crafted in the chest area of each DokkAlfar's armor is a single eye. As they move, the seems to shift so that it is always looking straight at you. The Smiths who forged their armor were as much artists as they were craftsmen.
 
   Perzey and I are at a severe disadvantage, naked and tired from fucking for hours. I suppose I am not all that tired, but Perzey's body is not the equal of my own in strength or endurance. My weapons are stored in my ring, and Perzey's are in in her harness, which is on the other side of my body from her. The DokkAlfar are close enough to launch attacks against us, before we could free our weapons from their scabbards.
 
   The DokkAlfar's postures give the impression they are contemptuous. I stand up casually, ready to move if they act, but they just watch me. Perzey moves behind me, circling toward her weapons belt with its scabbarded swords.
 
   I spit on the ground. “DokkAlfar.”
 
   Several of the DokkAlfar visibly stiffen, their hands tightening on the hafts of their glaives, as one takes a half step forward. When the DokkAlfar in the center of the line looks at the aggressive one, he steps back again. The helms of three of the others turn toward the one in the middle, so he is probably the leader.
 
   “So are you going to try and murder me, or are you just admiring the size of my dick?” I use the Slave Tongue, so there is little doubt they can understand my words.
 
   The probable leader, the DokkAlfar in the middle, touches his helm and an interesting t-lock type of fastener pops out on each side of the helm. He pushes up the visor of the helm, revealing a face that may cross the boundary into beautiful, even though he is male. All Alfar are like that, the males have such androgynous faces, with the right makeup they could pass for beautiful females.
 
   “You aren't very impressive, when compared with an orc. If you surrender, I will have you killed quickly. If you do not, I will have you taken alive, and both your woman and you will be tied to a log while orc slaves rape you to death. The choice is yours.”
 
   I bare my teeth, in a gesture resembling a smile, and gesture toward the spider tunnel. “You try, and I'll stake you to the cliff like your friend over there.”
 
   The DokkAlfar's face turns ugly. “Do not associate us with a fool that follows the traitor with no name. We serve Lord Yggr, Wellspring of Fear, Dominator of All.”
 
   Yggr, as in the Labyrinth of Yggr, is one of the Jotun Lords. They are referred to as gods in the few books I have seen with anything about them. Boran never talked about them much, but they were definitely enemies of the Dvergar in the past. At some point in the past, I am not sure how long ago, the Dvergar nearly exterminated the entire Jotun race in a war, but I am not too clear on what the war was all about.
 
   The DokkAlfar sneers at me. “Besides, it was Dvergar that killed him, not you.”
 
   Damn. I was hoping to bluff my way through this, but they already know what happened. I did not notice anyone else observing the Thugs, but that does not mean anything. They could have used scrying magic, or perhaps psi. Alfar are supposed to be almost as strong in the use of psi as in the use of mana. With luck, none of these are psis. In my Half-Dvergar body, I was lucky to survive the first time I encountered a strong LjosAlfar psi.
 
   I shrug. “That doesn't mean I won't kill you, if you don't get the fuck lost.”
 
   “It is a shame the Priest-Lord ordered your death. You would make an interesting slave. Breaking your body to break your mind would be an entertaining diversion.”
 
   Glancing at the DokkAlfar to his right, the leader uses the DokkAlfar language. “Kill them.”
 
   I move, a single ki powered step taking me between the DokkAlfar leader and the DokkAlfar on his left. Without wasting the time to pull a weapon from a storage device, I hit the DokkAlfar Leader in the back with a palm strike. The force of the blow and the burst of ki send him flying into the river.
 
   The DokkAlfar on the leaders left has already stepped behind me, and his glaive is sweeping toward me in an oblique overhand strike. I step back, inside of the DokkAlfar's optimal attack range. The DokkAlfar does not shorten his swing, so only the haft of the glaive slams into my arm as I deflect it. As I block the attack, the other DokkAlfar are already moving, some toward me and some toward Perzey.
 
   None of the DokkAlfar show any sign of activated powers and no traces of ki, but they are still generally equal to me in speed, and the one whose glaive I deflected is roughly in the same range of strength. There are many ways that combat adepts use mana to enhance themselves, but most rely on activated powers and special attacks, because they are the easiest to develop. No matter the style or approach, there is always some incidental boosting of the adepts innate physical abilities. These DokkAlfar are different, they are almost certainly the rarest kind of adept, physical enhancement adepts, who rely on pure skill for their attacks.
 
   The effects of physical enhancement are much like the effects of developing a body to be able to channel ki, but the process is completely different. When building a body's ability to channel ki, the continual forced flow of ki through the body causes it to be naturally evolved into a new and superior form. When using physical enhancement training, mana is forcible bonded into the very cells of the body. The body does not evolve, but it still become superior. The process is very similar to one of the methods of creating an Item of Power.
 
   Jumping into the air as I spin, I pound a knee strike into the head of the DokkAlfar behind me. I hear his neck snap, under the combination of physical power and ki-based force. The DokkAlfar's body flies through the air like a limp rag doll, and the glaives of two others slice into my right arm and back. Even with Shadow Fist, I can only twist my body enough to limit the damage. As soon as my feet touch the ground, I dive toward the woods and roll back to my feet.
 
   Perzey is bleeding from a dozen wounds already. Her best speed is not enough to let her match one DokkAlfar, let alone three.
 
   The DokkAlfar leader is already on his feet, slogging toward the river bank. Even though the water resistance is slowing him down, he does not appear to be wounded in the least.
 
   “PERZEY! FLEE! RUN AWAY!” My words are in English.
 
   Perzey looks at me. I cannot even begin to sort out the mix of emotions that flashes through her eyes.
 
   “NOW! RUN! THE RIVER!”
 
   Perzey throws, her short swords at two of the DokkAlfar and spins toward the river. With two steps, she reaches the edge of the water and dives.
 
   Backpedaling, I pull a weapon out of one of my rings, the heavy black sword. With the DokkAlfar already closing in, it would take too long to fumble with my scabbarded blades, but this one was already naked. The massive weight of the strange blade in  my hand somehow feels reassuring.
 
   “Archers! Shoot the woman!” The DokkAlfar uses the DokkAlfar language again.
 
   Before I can shout a warning, arrows begin to pierce the surface of the water. Perzey still has not surfaced. So, even if I had shouted, she might not have heard me.
 
   The nearest DokkAlfar are already closing in. They are watching me carefully, but there is no hesitation in their steps.
 
   I shoot the DokkAlfar leader the bird and step into the woods. Interestingly, the connotations of the gesture are the same in Taereun as on Earth.
 
   “Run that human trash down and kill it.” The DokkAlfar leader's calm words reach my ears, as I run through the woods.
 
   Even if the DokkAlfar have my levels of speed and strength, they do not possess the same level of skills. Shadow Fist is a martial art the exists in a realm of it own, and as a result, my ability to move through the thick undergrowth is unparalleled compared with the DokkAlfar. It only takes a few minutes for the sounds of pursuit to be lost.
 
   *Perzey? Can you hear me, Perzey?* There is no response, but the spell maintaining the party chat rooms only has a range of a few miles. Of course, that is assuming that Perzey is still alive and in possession of her party charm. I do not remember seeing the charm around her neck. If a caster had used one of variants of the party spell the charm would not be necessary, but for us, without both having our party charms, we will not be able to use the party chat rooms at all.
 
   I pause and listen carefully. After a minute or so, I still cannot hear any sounds of pursuit.
 
   Even using my ki to try and keep my wounds from bleeding, both the gash in my arm and the slice in my back are still bleeding. Blood loss is going to soon become a problem. Taking one of the trash weapons out of a storage ring, I jam it into the cleft formed by a low branch splitting off of a smaller tree. I also take a blanket and tear a strip off of it, before putting it back into its storage ring.
 
   I lack Jinmu's affinity for fire, but that does not mean I cannot produce it. Using ki to manipulate mana, I produce a strong flame and keep forcing more ki and mana into it. As the flame bathes upper third of the sword's blade, it heats until it is glowing red.
 
   Fuck me. I do not want to do this. I hate fire. I still have nightmares about being burned alive. My breathing is heavy and a bit erratic, as I break off a piece of a tree branch and bite down on it.
 
   Wrapping the blanket strip around my hand, I press the hilt of the sword into the cleft. Growling like an animal, I lay the gash in the back of my upper arm against the red hot metal.
 
   The stench of my own burning flesh fills my nostrils. I remember this stench and this pain. Not for a single moment have I ever truly forgotten.
 
   One thousand one. One thousand two. One thousand three . . . One thousand ten. I take my arm off the slightly cooled metal.
 
   Again, I heat the metal, until is glowing with heat. Taking up the hilt in my blanket wrapped hand, I breath deeply and rapidly. This is going to fucking hurt like a mother fucker. I absolutely do not want to fucking do this.
 
   I do not need to see. I can feel exactly where the wound is. Raising the sword over my head, I angle it precisely and slap it against the bleeding slice in my back. The ten count seems to take forever, as my stomach churns with the desire to vomit.
 
   The instant I hit ten, I tear the sword from my cauterized flesh. Flipping end over end, the sword buries itself in the bole of one of the larger trees. That sword can stay there. Even with the heat of the red hot blade, the trees are too wet to catch on fire.
 
   Taking out my clothing, armor and weapons, I arm and equip myself again. The pressure and weight of my clothing and armor on the cauterized wounds is still extremely painful, but even if being naked does not bother me much, it is rather uncomfortable fighting with DokkAlfar for my life, with my dick swinging in the breeze.
 
   Changing my direction of travel to the south-east, I head back toward the river. The DokkAlfar would not be able to swim the river fully armored, but they could easily store their gear and swim or use spells to cross. Just because I did not see any of them use magic, it does not mean there were no casters among them.
 
   *Perzey?* Periodically, I try to call her using the party chat, but there is still no response.
 
   Right now, Perzey's mind is so broken that she would probably try to fight rather than run, if I am not there to order her to run. If I do not find her soon, she will probably be killed.
 
   Why am I concerned with her survival? She is just a crazy bitch that I fucked. She cannot decide which she wants to do more, fuck me or kill me. I did not like her, from the moment I met her. I owe her nothing. I could just walk away. So, why am I going after her? Maybe, I just do not want to see that incredible body destroyed. Just remembering it gets my blood flowing to the head I do not need to be doing the thinking.
 
   As I walk, I organize the endless quiver. Endless quiver is really a misnomer, it does not magically create arrows. It simply has a very large capacity. The lower quality quivers can still store better than a hundred-thousand arrows. Mine seems to be very high quality, more than a million at a quick guess, and six bow storage pouches. It is no wonder the frog seemed pissed. If this was the only endless quiver he had other than Sigurd's, I hit the jackpot.
 
   I neither see nor hear any of the DokkAlfar, as I return to the trail. Staying motionless in the undergrowth, I listen for any hint of sound that would indicate where any of them might be. After a few minutes, I have still heard nothing.
 
   Crossing the trail, I look for any tracks between the woods and the water. There are a few from booted feet, probably armor booted, but none from bare feet. Perzey was still naked, when she dove into the river, so it is unlikely she passed this point on this side of the river.
 
   I do not know if this trick is going to work, but I have no choice but to try it. Well, I have a choice, but I am going to try this anyway.
 
   Charging down the river bank, I sprint onto the river's surface. My feet are sinking ankle deep into the water, it is harder to stay buoyant on water than mud. Keeping my ki flowing is not difficult. The hard part is not putting to much downward pressure into my steps, while running flat out. If I lose control in the middle of the river, I will sink. I do not have even close to enough strength to swim with the weight of my weapons and gear.
 
   Something is wrong. I do not know if it a sound, or a scent or something else entirely, but something I notice subconsciously triggers a warning. I start randomly staggering my forward progress into angular dashes of irregular lengths. The arrows that zip into the water all around me confirm my premonition. With still more than a third of the river to cross, I randomize my movements and progress even more.
 
   By the time the riverbank is only a few hundred feet ahead, multiple arrows have torn through my billowing cloak, but I still have not been hit. Seventy feet to the bank, an arrow bounces off my mail over my floating ribs. The mix of tantalum and tungsten in my armor is stronger than any armor I have encountered that is not an Item of Power.
 
   Fifty feet, with an explosive burst of inertial force, I launch myself toward the shore. Water fountains into the air behind me, and I hug my knees tightly to my chest. With my body curled into a tight ball, I hit the ground rolling. As the roll brings the balls of my feet into contact with the ground, I push off with my legs, propelling myself to the side at an angle. Grabbing a tree trunk to halt my momentum, I flop onto my belly behind it.
 
   Looking back along my trail, more than a dozen arrows are embedded in the ground. A group of five DokkAlfar arches are standing at the edge of the woods, on the opposite shore. They have arrows nocked and drawn, but they are not firing. The tips or the arrows are slowly moving back and forth. It is possible that they cannot see me in my current position. As I slither back farther into the brush and rise to a crouch, they still do not fire.
 
   I am more than a little surprised that I can see them so clearly. The distance across the river is over 400 hundred yards, and I can still still distinguish the arrow heads, even if they are blurry at that distance. I do not remember my vision being so clear, during the trip from the Four Bones Goblin Lair to Bogwater.
 
   Taking out Stone Feather Death, I nock an arrow and take aim. Slowly exhaling, at a speed that will take almost thirty seconds to completely exhale, I let the bowstring slip off my fingertips. The arrow steaks through the air in a bit of an arc. Even though my arrows do not break the sound barrier like Corialos', they are still travelling well over 500mph.
 
   My target's head jerks slightly upward, and he dives to the side. It is too late avoid being hit, bit it was probably enough to save his life.
 
   “AARRRRRR!”
 
   Blood sprays out from his back in a cone shape, as the arrow punches completely through his shoulder. I was aiming for the center of his chest near the throat, but that will still put him out of commission. Even with a healer, he would not be shooting a bow for several days at the minimum.
 
   I love DokkAlfar, they are so predictable in certain circumstances. The other four dive into the woods behind themselves, while leaving the one I shot to fend for himself. Having been knocked down by the impact of my arrow, he struggles to roll over and start belly crawling toward safety.
 
   “AAAAARRRRRRR!”
 
   My second arrow punches through the back of his knee at a very shallow angle. Even if he lives, he should be crippled, though strong enough healing magic could fix that too.
 
   “Help me!” He is using the DokkAlfar tongue.
 
   There is no sign of his friends, and no one comes out to help him. With only one working arm and one working leg, he is barely able to move forward any longer.
 
   “AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!”
 
   My third arrows hit him in the ass, from the scream it probably drove all the way into his colon or intestines.
 
   I kiss the muddy ground, as four arrows whistle through the air where I was a fraction of a second before. Staying on my belly, I slither toward the east, before rising again. I did not see where the arrows came from and do not particularly feel like playing tag with the other archers.
 
   Using the thick brush along the river for cover, I travel along the river. Using steps from Shadow Fist, I do not disturb the brush or vines. Watching the muddy bank of the river and the grass and weeds, I do not see any sign of someone exiting the water, by the time I reach the large pool at the base of the water fall.
 
   Except for the corpse, there is no sign of DokkAlfar near the camp. I do not think there are any of them anywhere close to the camp. Some reptiles, that resemble horned toads the size of medium dog breeds, are fighting over the corpse.
 
   *Perzey? Where are you?*
 
   Turning back to the west, I follow the course of the river. I again check for signs of Perzey exiting the river, but as expected, I find none. Reaching the point where I fought the DokkAlfar archers, I see the DokkAlfar leader there, with four of his soldiers. The four surviving archers are kneeling in front of him, explaining in detail what happened, but it does not sound much like the events I remember.”
 
   “He completely disappeared, once he entered the woods. It had to be another spell from the caster that gave him the water walking.”
 
   “Did you actually see the caster?”
 
   The archer looks up at the DokkAlfar leader. “No, Captain. He stayed hidden on the far side of the river.”
 
   “Then how do you know there was a caster there?”
 
   The archer seems at a loss, simply staring for a moment. “The water walking. The way the human disappeared right before out eyes.”
 
   “Fools! Idiots! Did you not listen to the Priest-Lord? This human is a ki adept. There is no telling what types of self-manipulation tricks he may possess. Search to the west along the river. Find the woman, if she is still alive.” The Priest-Captain's voice overflowing with contempt.
 
   The DokkAlfar archers salute the Captain with closed fists held over their hearts, before turning to the west. Within a few dozen yards all of them have disappeared within the woods along the trail. The Captain watches them, until they are occluded from his sight, before turning to stare across the river.
 
   So, the DokkAlfar do not yet have Perzey. Oddly, I feel a sense of relief and frown, when I realize it. I am getting completely fucked in the head, since I started fucking her. I do not understand why I am letting her get to me. Is it because she is my first fuck?
 
   Angrily, I start moving toward the west, watching for any sign of Perzey again. I soon pass by the Shit Hole, with no indication of her fate. The Bull Rush River flows very rapidly from the base of the falls to the delta. With the amount of time that has passed, Perzey could have travelled quite a distance, if she stayed in the water. I increase my pace to a steady run, that is a bit faster than the speed of the current.
 
   I keep calling for Perzey in the party chat, but I no longer expect any response. She either has lost the charm, is unconscious, or is dead.
 
   At a bend in the river, a fallen tree, a very large one, extends into the river. Its branches still have a fair amount of dead leaves clinging to them, so it was probably knocked down in the last flood season. A pack of crocodiles is swarming around the trunk of the trying, while unsuccessfully making attempts to scramble up on it. I am not sure if pack is the right term to apply to crocodiles, but does it really matter? After all, they are not really crocodiles, just a reptile that bears a close resemblance to crocodiles.
 
   The roots of the fallen tree are still hidden by the woods, and I cannot see anything on the visible part of the trunk. However, there has to be something there to attract over a dozen crocodiles, something they consider food.
 
   As I move closer to the fallen tree, I stay inside the woods, and the crocodiles never seem to notice me. If they did spot me, they would certainly attack. While crocodiles may play at being logs in the water, when they are in this kind of feeding frenzy, they lack the intelligence to play dumb and lure me in.
 
   Climbing onto the branch of a tree, I start moving through the canopy, instead of along the ground. I am still some fifty feet from the fallen tree, when road through the branches reaches and impasse. There is a gap where the branches of the fallen tree would have once been, but at least there is no longer anything blocking my view of the fallen tree's trunk.
 
   Perzey is sprawled face-down on top of the trunk of the fallen tree. Still naked, her wounds have not stopped bleeding, and she is covered with drying blood. An arrow is embedded in the left side of her back. If not for the almost invisible movements of her ribs as she breathes, I would think she was dead. It is close to a miracle that she was able to somehow ascend to the top of that trunk.
 
   A rush of anger fills me, and I draw my swords. Ki powering my legs, I leap at the nearest crocodile. As my feet touch the ground, my left hand sword cleaves into the crocodile, splitting it in twain. A shimmer of force surrounding the blade prevents any blood from clinging to it. As it starts to turn toward me, the next crocodile dies. The crocodiles are nothing but stupid if vicious animals, and they all die as soon they come withing reach of my blades.
 
   Jumping onto the trunk, I check Perzey. A bloody froth coats her lips, and a liquid gurgling sound comes from her chest with every breath. The arrow has pierced her lung, but does not seem to have collapsed it. Her other wounds are not life-threatening, but some of the cuts from the DokkAlfar glaives are still deep.
 
   While I know more about destroying bodies, human or otherwise, than almost everyone I can think of, I do not know enough about healing them. I am not sure if I can pull the arrow out without killing her. I compromise and slice off most of the shaft.
 
   “Nnnn.” Perzey sounds like a beaten animal, as she tries to shrink away from the arrow.
 
   “Aaaaahhhhh.” Her attempted shriek, when I pick her up, is still barely more than a quiet whimper. Even though her eyes open, she does not see anything around her, and she slumps against me, as the pain drives her deeper into unconsciousness.
 
   Staring at her pain wracked face, with anger boiling inside of me, I think I understand. I have not stated it, but she is mine now. No matter her willingness or reluctance, Perzey belongs to me now. As long as I do not put her aside, she will be my property, until her death.
 
   No DokkAlfar are visible across the river or back along it, but I know they are coming. They will chase me, until I exterminate them. Even if they did not hound me, I would hunt them, until every last one of them lay tortured and broken at my feet. They attempted to kill me. They attempted to destroy my property. They will suffer, before they die.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Bogwater) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 12
 
    
 
   Long hours have passed, since the sun disappeared beneath the horizon, and the expanse of the delta lies before me. No boat will come from Bogwater before dawn, no matter how much I signal.
 
   Perzey remains motionless in my leaden arms, her breathing so shallow I can barely feel it. Without help, she will not see this or any other sun rise.
 
   The half-moon and the stars blur in and out of focus, as I look up at the sky. Burning pain throbs throughout my body, cresting and receding in time to my ragged breathing. I am an imbecile. I have pushed myself too hard, used too much ki for far too long. I am not a Half-Dvergar anymore. I am merely human.
 
   Around three miles, can I stably control the massive amount of ki I will need long enough to cross the delta? My steps are already unsteady, as I begin to run across the surface of the delta waters. Pain darkens my already blurred vision, and my teeth are tightly clenched to keep from screaming. Growling, like an enraged animal's, echoes weirdly in the night, the volume rising as I exhale and falling as I inhale. Time blurs, and the water sucks at my feet like viscous mud. I do not know how far I have come, or how far I still need to go.
 
   As my foot strikes something solid, and I begin to fall, I instinctively twist in midair to shield Perzey from the impact. A hard corner of stone drives the air from my lungs, and I lie here, panting like an animal.
 
   “Who goes there? Stand and identify!”
 
   Following the tramping of multiple sets of boots, a pool of light dimly illuminates the stone around me. I am laying at the bottom of one of the flights of stairs leading from the low stone wharves to the main level of the riverside docks.
 
   Forcing myself to stand, I unsteadily ascend the steps. The watch patrol, six watchmen and the sergeant, back away. Their eyes and faces showing the fear in their hearts. I do not know what is so intimidating about me, that it would put this much fear into veteran watchmen.
 
   “The best healer. Who? Where?” My voice sounds more like the snarling of a beast, than the voice of a human.
 
   The sergeant swallows reflexively. “G-Garion the Humble. On Meadowlark Street. Chad show him the way!”
 
   “M-M-M-Me?” The watchman's voice is more of a squeak than anything, as he stumbles out of the formation.
 
   “You! Do it now!”
 
   Chad looks at me, nearly trembling. “This way. Follow me.”
 
   With Chad leading the way, I compel my legs to move in a straight line.
 
   “Sarge, that power, who is … what was that?”
 
   “A Master Adept, and with that aura, he's a destroyer. Pray that Garion keeps him happy, or we're fucked. There aren't five men in this town that can stand toe-to-toe with a Master Adept, and none of them are on the watch.”
 
   The voices disappear behind me, as Chad leads me through the twists and turns of Bogwater's nighttime streets. After a few minutes, he stops outside a small stone building, and pounds on the doors.
 
   “Deacon! Deacon Garion! Open the door! Deacon! Hurry, there's a badly wounded woman out here!”
 
   The sound of a bolt sliding is audible through the door, and then, it opens. Standing in the doorway, a grey haired man in a grey robe stares at me.
 
   “Lady's Grace. Bring her in! Quickly, this way!”
 
   Inside, a small chapel is dimly lit by a pair of candles, next to an alter. Leading the way to a door in the middle of the right side wall, Garion opens it. Entering the room, he begins to light the myriad lamps around the periphery.
 
   “Put her on the table.” He points to a block of white marble. Grooves are carved along the edges, to channel blood to the drain hole in one end of the table.
 
   After laying Perzey on her side, I lean against the wall, near the door.
 
   “Go wait in the chapel.”
 
   When I do not move, Garion stares at me.
 
   “Go wait in the chapel. You are in my way.”
 
   “If Perzey dies, you'll follow her.”
 
   “If do not sit down and rest, you will not live long enough to know if I save her. You have pushed yourself so far that you are closer to death than the woman.” Garion's voice is soft and calm, as he stares at me.
 
   I am reluctant, without being able to discern the reason, but I move into the chapel and sit on one of the pews.
 
   Garion does not close the door, as he turns back to work on Perzey. Flickering light, a mixture of rich earthy brown and dark forest green, surrounds his hands, as he lays one her chest and one on her head.
 
   “Warrior. Warrior!”
 
   I sit up, with a start, and look around.
 
   Garion is standing in the doorway of the surgery, his hands and robe stained with blood. Behind him, Perzey lies on the stone table, her chest wrapped with white linen bandages.
 
   “Take her to a bed in the back room. Then, remove your armor and clothing, before lying on the table.”
 
   “I don't need any treatments.”
 
   I pick up Perzey, and she moans softly. Seeing the open door in the back wall of the room, I take into the room and put her on one of the three cots inside.
 
   “Even though you are no longer abusing your body with too much ki, you could still die. Do you understand how much damage you have done to yourself? Most of your organs are ready give out, from the abuse.”
 
   Removing my armor and  clothes, I lay on my back on the cold marble. Garion places his glowing hands on my chest, and a green and brown mist spreads out over my body. A tingling, neither pleasant nor unpleasant, slowly fills my chest, before radiating outward into my limbs.
 
   As the minutes turn into an hour and an hour into two, sweat beads on Garion's forehead, before running down his cheeks and neck. With labored breathing and deeply flushed features, he keeps pouring Power into my damaged body.
 
   The burning pain fades, until only a dull ache subsumes my entire body.
 
   Finally releasing his Power, Garion steps back and sits on a stool against the wall. He takes a jug of wine and a goblet from the cabinet next to his stool. Filling the goblet tot the brim, he takes a few sips, before upending the goblet and swallowing the wine in huge gulps. Shivering, he sets the goblet aside.
 
   “I am curious, what burned those scars into your patterns?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You are aware of what patterns are, and the nature of existence, three patterns conjoined, correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I am able to heal scars, even old ones. As long as the damage does not change all three patterns, even the loss of a limb can be healed, but I cannot heal your scars. They have been etched into your patterns, all three, body, mind and soul. What type of Power or creature did that to you?”
 
   My scars are burned into my patterns? I do not know what to make of that. Patterns are not easily changed from what I understand.
 
   “I was in an accident as a child. I was trapped with a fire under me and burned alive for I don't know how long. There were no Powers involved. When I woke up in the hospital, I had these scars and the healers couldn't do anything about them.”
 
   Garion frowns slightly. “Tell me the circumstances surrounding this accident.”
 
   “My family was travelling in a sort of a wagon, with a mechanical device that moves it instead of animals. A similar wagon, only one ten time as big, lost control, and we were forced off the road and down a mountain side. My parents died in the crash, and I was trapped with burning fluids beneath me.”
 
   Garion sighs. “I see. Sometimes, an individual's pattern can suffer damage from the individual's own beliefs. Whether body, mind or soul, if one believes that the damage should exist, he may force changes into the pattern to match the supposed damage.”
 
   After staring at Garion for a few moments, I start to laugh. The decidedly insane noise fills the small church. My scars are self-inflicted. It sounds like some twisted form of my own survivor's guilt permanently damaged my patterns. That is just too fucking funny. It is too fucking apt, as well. I have always been my own worst enemy.
 
   “That fucking figures. It just fucking figures.”
 
   Garion stands up. “You should rest. The damage to your body will heal, and you will probably be several times stronger than you were before. Though, I do not recommend torturing your body like that again. If you were unable to find a healer as gifted as I am, you would almost certainly have died.”
 
   “Yeah.” I look toward the room, where Perzey lies sleeping.
 
   


  
 

Battle in Bogwater
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 14
 
    
 
   Even though I am circulating ki through my body, mind and soul, I am not meditating. My attention is focused on Perzey's sleeping form, on the bed next to mine. To give his healing magic time to work, Garion has kept her sedated the entire time we have been here.
 
   With the sun long set, Garion's little recovery ward is lit by candles. Their flickering light blurs the edges of the shadows in the room, but accentuates the gauntness in Perzey's features. Injuries and a lack of solid food have taken their tool on her. If it were not for the deep tan of her skin, she would look like a corpse.
 
   “When are you going to stop doing that?” Standing in the doorway, Garion sighs.
 
   I shrug. “I don't feel any pain.”
 
   “Your body needs time to heal just like your woman's. If you keep playing with ki that way, you still might kill yourself. Why don't you try practicing with mana or psi instead?”
 
   I raise my eyes to Garion. “What do you mean?”
 
   Garion looks puzzled for a second. “Don't you know that you are a Trinary?”
 
   I stare blankly at Garion, as I process his words. The Trinity consists of the body, the mind, and the soul. The Powers of the Trinity are mana, psi, and ki. A Unary can use one aspect. A Binary can use two aspects. A Trinary can use all three aspects of the Trinity.
 
   “I can see you are not one of the Possessed, but you are from the same place as the minds and sometimes souls that are Possessing people, are you not?”
 
   I nod. “You're right, but what do you  mean by 'minds and sometimes souls?'”
 
   Garion's eyes seem to focus inward for a moment. “Right now, this woman has the mind and soul of a Possessed, and except for fragments, the original mind and soul are gone. That is new and abnormal for a Possessed. In the past, every Possessed had a part of its original mind and either its partial or entire soul, while the Possessor's mind was sitting on top of it. That was a completely abnormal arrangement, and while I could see it, I never understood how it was achieved. Sometimes the soul would be in the same condition as the mind, with the Possessor consisting of both mind and soul, but that was very rare.”
 
   Garion pauses staring at me. “I have see thousands of Possessed, and there was one exception. I once saw a Half-Dvergar in the crowd. He had a mind and soul that did not match his body, but they still fit it like a hand in a gauntlet. They had the signs of a Possessed's mind and soul but were not riding the original mind and soul. Like this woman, the originals did not exist, except as fragments, but in his case the fragments had been neatly severed and tied back onto themselves. It was the most abnormal thing I have ever seen done to two people. It has been nearly fifty years, but I have never forgotten that single glimpse. Until I met you, I was never quite certain he was one of the Possessed.”
 
   “Ha. Yeah, that would have been me, but how do you know that? I met my fair share of priests, and none of them had a fucking clue about what we really were. How do you know so much about our minds and souls?”
 
   Garion smiles, a self-mocking expression. “I may be a failure as a Medium, but I have the Gift of Sight. I can easily read your patterns, anyone's patterns, anything's patterns. Patterns are an open book to me.
 
   “You are so gifted in all aspects of the Trinity, it is disgusting. Anyone I have ever seen, who has been called a prodigy or a genius, looks mundane in their abilities, when compared with your potential. As near as I can tell, as ki adept, you have only tapped a little more than a tenth of your potential. Once your body heals again, you will be on par with almost any Master Adept you are likely to meet.”
 
   I snort. “How the fuck are you a failure? Your healing is better than anyone I have ever met, with one possible exception.”
 
   His self-mocking smile returns. “That is all I am. No matter how strong my healing, it is all that I can do with the Power the Forest Lady gives me. I can never become a real priest.”
 
   Mediums channel Power from their gods. Maybe other Powers too, but I have never had that confirmed or refuted. I am not really too clear on the specifics and know nothing about the mechanics, but I do know that all real priests are Mediums. The Paladin's of most religions are as well. Other than that, I do not know anything about Mediums.
 
   “I see.”
 
   From my ring, I take out the black sword.
 
   Garion stares at it for a long time. “It is broken. The patterns are too fragmented to ascertain what they once were, but from the complexity, it was once a powerful weapon. The metal it is forged from is not mortal. The pattern is so abnormal that it cannot really be called a pattern. I have seen an item from beyond this mortal realm. I was told it was Elemental. That metal is probably Elemental in nature.”
 
   I frown. “Thanks. I can feel some kind of Power but wasn't sure what, since I couldn't feel anything like soul link points.”
 
   “If you were to find a smith who could reforge it, that metal would probably make an excellent base for an Item of Power.”
 
   I put the sword away. I am not sure, when I might have the opportunity to get it reforged, but I will hang onto it. I heard tales of Elemental weapons, both when I played Taereun and after the Great Fuck Over, but I have yet to encounter one. I never met anyone who knew what they really were, either.
 
   Garion smiles wryly. “I have even less talent in the Trinity than most mundanes, but I know a great deal about how to train it. Would you like me to teach you some basic exercises to start building your control over your mana and psi?”
 
   “Sure …”
 
   Fwoosh! BOOM!
 
   “What the fuck?” The sound is one I have heard hundreds of thousands of times, a fireball or meteor type spell, a fairly powerful one at that.
 
   Fwoosh! BOOM! Fwoosh! BOOM! Fwoosh! BOOM! Fwoosh! BOOM!
 
   Garion's face turns ashen. “Who would attack Bogwater, with such powerful casters?”
 
   “BRING ME THE HUMAN CALLED BRAND! IF YOU DO NOT COMPLY, WE WILL RAZE YOUR PITIFUL HOVELS TO THE GROUND!” Even being distorted a bit from the amplification magic, the voice is clearly the DokkAlfar leader.
 
   The sounds of running feet and screaming are audible, getting closer and louder.
 
   “DokkAlfar.” I begin to equip and arm myself.
 
   Garion puts a hand on my shoulder. “You cannot fight them. You will die.”
 
   My laugh is sepulchral. “I've been murdered once, and I'm still here. Besides, that DokkAlfar fuck owes me, and I'm going to collect.”
 
   “One hundred heartbeats. Do not use more than a third of your ki for more than one hundred heartbeats. Your body can survive that long.”
 
   I cannot keep the smirk off my face. “I thought you said just circulating ki would kill me.”
 
   Garion's frown is self-righteousness incarnate. “You are someone who does not know how to hold back. I can see it in your pattern. You have developed through pushing yourself until you break, over and over.”
 
   I put equipment and weapons in a simple silver bracelet and hold it out to Garion.
 
   “If I die, give this to Perzey.”
 
   Garion takes the bracelet. “You said you were murdered once and are still here.”
 
   I shrug. “Shit happens.”
 
   Outside the street is filled with people running away from the delta side of town. To the east, the skyline is filled with smoke. To the north and south, raging fires are consuming the buildings near the docks, with only the middle of the town relatively untouched.
 
   The roofs of the nearby buildings are only about twenty-five to thirty feet high. It should be an easy enough jump. Taking hold of a stronger flow of ki, I focus it into my legs and jump. When aiming to grab the edge of the roof, I clear the roofline by a good ten feet or more. Interesting, I do not think I used that much ki. So, are the muscles of legs that much stronger?
 
   From the peak of the roof, I have a much better view. Occasional fireballs seem to all be coming outward from the River Square. It is more or less in the middle of the docks, and the Rivermen's Guild, Stevedores' Guild, and Boatbuilders' Guild all have the headquarters there.
 
   Using the rooftops for my road, I quickly travel to a point near the docks, one that gives a good line of sight into the River Square. Staying below the peak of the roof I am on, to not be outlined against the fires to the north, I observe the activity in the square.
 
   Only five DokkAlfar soldiers are visible, four of them flanking one, who has to be the Captain who attacked us. At least nine more should be somewhere in the vicinity, but I cannot see them. There are also just two of the archers visible, but four DokkAlfar dressed in leather robes are with them. Those have to be the casters.
 
   In front of the DokkAlfar Captain, a man wearing silver-washed chainmail is kneeling, with his head pressed to the cobblestones. His tabard marks him as a watch commander. It is not surprising that he is submitting to the DokkAlfar, only an idiot or a lunatic would oppose them. Behind him are another seventeen watchmen, all kneeling to the DokkAlfar
 
   It is time to start the party. I take out Stone Feather Death, and nocking an arrow, take aim at one of the archers. There is no guarantee that I can kill the casters in a single shot, they could have a variety of mana based shields up.
 
   As the bowstring slips from my fingers, the arrows leaps toward the archer's head. The shifting light from the blazing buildings and billowing smoke, make it nearly impossible for the archer to spot the arrow in flight. Punching completely through the archer's head, the arrow leaves a trail of blood, bone fragments, and brain matter in its wake. A shifting pattern like blue-white lighting and a shimmer give testament to the shield around the caster, when the arrow shatters against it.
 
   One dead and an unknown number to go. Crouching low against the roof, I move out of the line of sight of the DokkAlfar in the square.
 
   “No! Please, no! AAAARRRRGGGHH!” The screams come from the direction of the square, and more screams follow.
 
   A mocking smile twists my lips, I cannot keep it within. The DokkAlfar are pissed. Their leader thought they would have an easy time capturing me, if they terrorized the town, but now one of his minions has died.
 
   “HUMANS, IF YOU DO NOT TURN THE RENEGADE BRAND OVER, I WILL RAZE YOUR ENTIRE TOWN!”
 
   Two massive fireballs streak upwards from the River Square, before arcing lazily down, to land in the far south of the town. That is the section where many of the rich merchants have built their mansions.
 
   Things are getting better and better. No matter how long I live, I will never shed a single tear for the losses of any merchant or politician.
 
   “YOU MISSED ME, DOKKALFAR PIGS! HAHAHAHAHA!” Enhanced by my ki, my shout and laughter ring out loudly over Bogwater.
 
   “Who is that?”
 
   “Is he that Brand?”
 
   “If we give him to the DokkAlfar, they'll go away!”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Get him!”
 
   The voices drift up from the people on the streets. They are trying to flee form the DokkAlfar, and they actually think they can take me? Even the ones yelling to get me, do not know where I am. It is almost enough to make me laugh.
 
   As my circle takes me close to some fires again, the streets empty out. Anyone left is cowering inside their home or workplace, with the candles and lamps extinguished. I drop down in a deserted alley and make my way to the docks.
 
   Climbing on top of a stack of barrels, I have a relatively clear view of the square again. The four casters are standing in a square, with the rest of the DokkAlfar encircling them. A faint shimmer, apparently in the form of a dome, is barely visible, covering them all.
 
   Fear me, you DokkAlfar fucks. I am going to kill every one of you.
 
   Laying out four arrows on a barrel next to me, I nock a fifth to my bowstring. I am over a hundred yards from the square, but that is not far with my arrows' speed of flight. Taking a full breath, I begin to fire.
 
   Fwoosh! Crack! Fwoosh! Crack! Fwoosh! Crack! Fwoosh! Crack! Fwoosh! Crack!
 
   The dome is clearly visible now, with dozens of fracture lines spreading through the energy from the impact point of my arrows. All five of my arrows struck within a circle only an inch or two in diameter, and the successive impacts have the protective spell on the verge of shattering.
 
   “Where is he?” The fierce anger is clear in the DokkAlfar Captain's voice.
 
   “Somewhere along the docks, Priest-Captain, but I cannot see him.” One of the casters is pointing in my general direction.
 
   Priest-Captain? Is the DokkAlfar leader a Medium? If that DokkAlfar can call on Yggr and actually be granted Power, it could be a problem. I need to find and kill the missing DokkAlfar. An ambush, while fighting the Priest-Captain's group, would finish me.
 
   The Priest-Captain spins, his helmet focused on the caster, who stares back calmly.
 
   “Do not use that title here! Even if it is unlikely, there may be an animal or two that understands DokkAlfar speech.”
 
   Slipping down behind the barrels, I belly crawl into an alley between two warehouses. Rising to my feet, I silently jog toward the west. The wind is coming off the lake to the south, and the fires are being pushed to the north. The smoke from the fires is rushing ahead, making breathing uncomfortable.
 
   Did I hear a sound? I pause, listening for it to come again. Despite the background roaring from the fires, I thought I heard the distinct ring of metal on stone. Closing out the sensory input of all my senses but my hearing, I focus on the sounds, searching, separating, sorting. There, I have it! Above me, a faint scraping of metal on stone is barely audible.
 
   The warehouses are at least fifty feet tall, but they are less than eight feet apart. With just enough ki in my feet to give myself some traction against the vertical walls, I take three running steps and leap against the wall on my left. Pushing off the left wall, I leap toward the right one and continue repeating the pattern. My first leap was only five or six feet in height, but the height increases for each of the next three. From the fourth on, my pushes carry me upward around twelve feet each, and I sail into the air over the right hand warehouse with the last one.
 
   Three DokkAlfar soldiers crane their necks upward, as I pass over their heads. Only barely visible though their visor's eye slits, their eyes appear to widen slightly.
 
   My swords clear their sheathes with a faint ring, as I spin in midair, my cloak fanning out behind me.
 
   Crunch!
 
   The barrel tiles on the warehouse's sloping roof crack under the impact of my landing and immediate push-off. As the DokkAlfar scramble to spin around, their reactions slowed by my sudden appearance, I have already reached the first of them. His glaive rises to stop the downward swing of my right hand sword, but that is not the one he should be afraid or. My left hand blade slices into the back of his knee, bursting the links of his chainmail and nearly severing the joint. Shouldering him over the edge of the roof, I slide behind the turning DokkAlfar again.
 
   “AAAARRRRGGGHH!”
 
   Splat!
 
   “Aw. He fall down go boom.” It is difficult getting the tonal inflection I want. DokkAlfar is a very precise language. It has an amazing ability to curse, but it is very lacking in the baby talk one can use with English.
 
   The remaining two DokkAlfar spin to face me, one's eyes are wide and one's are narrowed. They did not expect to speak DokkAlfar.
 
   My lips peal back from teeth, in a death's-head grin. The DokkAlfar with narrowed eyes takes a half-step backwards, to give himself room to swing his glaive. I do not stop him from gaining space, but my swords immediately start to lash out in alternating high and low strikes. His glaive expertly deflects them, while launching a few ripostes, that I sway to avoid.
 
   He lacks the strength and speed of the one whose neck I broke a few days ago, and in less than two seconds, is completely on the defensive. As I push the attack, he retreats and the other one engages me from the left.
 
   I leap into the air, as the one on my left slashes obliquely at the backs of my knees. The one in front uses an overhead block with his glaive horizontal, as both my blades slash at his shoulders from above. As the heat shimmer distortion of pure kinetic force surrounds edges of my blades, I use the haft his glaive as a fulcrum, and his glare turns to fear.
 
   “AAAAARRRRRR!”
 
   The finely focused force rends his mail, as my feet flip high over my head. Twisting as I drop to the roof behind the DokkAlfar, I use my momentum to sheer the tips of my blades through his back. Blood sprays outward in two arcs, almost like wings, and the DokkAlfar staggers forward, barely stopping before falling off the roof.
 
   Neither DokkAlfar moves to attack, as I crouch with my swords held out to the sides.
 
   “The pig whose neck I broke was better than both of you put together.” My voice is a menacing growl.
 
   The two DokkAlfar look at each other.
 
   “Here! We have the human here!”
 
   “Quickly! Come help us!”
 
   Both of their voices ring out simultaneously, fear raising them a couple of octaves.
 
   The DokkAlfar whose back muscles I destroyed cannot raise his arms properly, so I attack the other one. Catching his overhand slash with a cross block, I push forward with strength and an explosive burst of ki. The DokkAlfar hurtles at an angle across the gap between the warehouses, his back slamming into the eaves of the opposite warehouse.
 
   The half-crippled DokkAlfar watches the falling body, as he attempts to back away from me, along the edge of the roof. He has to know that he is already dead, but at least he is not begging for his life. DokkAlfar have their arrogance, after all.
 
   The clanging of armored feet on the run is audible from the north and the west. After  glancing in the direction of the sound, the DokkAlfar glares at me.
 
   “They will not be here in time to save you.”
 
   The DokkAlfar straightens his posture, but the hands, grasping his glaive, are hanging at the level of his waist. “Lick the diarrhea form my asshole, animal.”
 
   My kick sends him over the edge of the roof. He does not scream, and his glare never leaves me, until death steals the light from his eyes.
 
   Dropping into the alley, I control my descent by bouncing from wall to wall. Hitting the ground, I sprint to the west end and turn south, toward the oncoming inferno. Sweat pours from me, and I cannot stop shivering, as I stare into the mouth of hell.
 
   “There he is! Get him!”
 
   Hearing the shouts, I dive into another alley.
 
   Boom! Boom! BoomBoomBoom!
 
   Glancing over my shoulder, I see shattered cobblestones and splintered arrows. The DokkAlfar may not have as much force behind their shots as I do, but they have more than enough to destroy a human body.
 
   As I continue in a zigzag pattern to the Southwest, arrows explode into the road and buildings, every time I am on a north-south street. Reaching a square with a fountain in the middle, I stop. The buildings on the south side are already fully engulfed in flames, and the ones on the east and west are smoldering or burning. While not as big as the mansions in the farthest south part of the town, the houses on this square have to be at least four or five thousand square feet. This is where I will make a stand.
 
   The fountain in the middle has a statue in atop it. A jowly man in a merchant's robe, seemingly hiding an overly muscular body, is surrounded by naked women. The style of the women is similar to Earth Renaissance voluptuousness, far to fat for my tastes. The water for the fountain spouts forth from the women's mouths.
 
   The idiotic statue must have been made by some some self-aggrandizing artist, pandering to some self-important merchant. Oddly enough, the ridiculousness of the statue calms my fears of the fires.
 
   Sheathing my swords, I ready Stone Feather Death, as I run to the north-west corner of the square. Peeking around the corner, I see an archer waiting, with his bow drawn. After fifteen seconds or so, he looks to his left, and a few seconds later, nods. Releasing the tension on his bow, he steps back out of sight, before leaping into the air.
 
   Stepping out, I draw and release. Barely a third of a second later, my arrow pierces his lower abdomen and blows out his back, leaving blood and a few loops of intestine trailing in its wake. He will die from that wound, but it will not be a quick death.
 
   “AAAARRRRRR!” His agonized scream fills the air, clearly audible over the roaring of the fires behind me.
 
   There are either one or two archers left, depending on whether or not the one from the square is with these DokkAlfar. Until I find their locations, I cannot expose myself carelessly. Darting a glance around the corner, I do not see any DokkAlfar on the rooflines. Moving to the north-east corner, I find the same. Are they trying to circle through the already burning buildings or did they retreat?
 
   A single kick shatters the door of the house I am hiding behind. The floors are covered with a pale blonde wood, and the walls paneled with wood in a slightly darker shade. As I quickly ascend to the third floor, all the furniture I see is made from thick wood with carved designs. The owner of this house is not poor.
 
   The third floor is a single large open room, with the beds for four servants, separated by hanging curtains. Even though it is quarters for servants, the room has windows in the east and west walls, and two dormers each in the north and south of the roof, with more windows. The quality of the glass is poor, but still, I am well able to see through it.
 
   To the west, I see a group of DokkAlfar cautiously circling toward the square. They are obviously more worried about falling through a roof into a flaming inferno, than being seen by me.
 
   My arrow is only imperceptibly slowed by the shattering glass, but it is deflected enough, to hit the archer in the shoulder instead of the head.
 
   “AAAIIIIIEEEE!”
 
   His shriek draws the attention of the soldiers, who spot me quickly. They start to sprint across the rooftops, heedless of the danger.
 
   Turning my back to them, I run to the other window. Spinning to dodge the incoming arrow, I am still caught in my left bicep. My chainmail is torn by the bodkin point, but it only leaves a shallow gash in my flesh. My return shot punches through the left side of the archer's chest, when he tries to dodge.
 
   Storing Stone Feather Death in the one of my quiver's bow pouches, I jump through the broken window. Already running as soon as I land, I charge the DokkAlfar soldiers. There are seven on this side and eight on the other. Filling my body with ki, my agility, speed, strength, and reaction rates seem to double. To my eyes, the DokkAlfar look like they are moving in slow motion.
 
   Do not use more than a third of your ki for more than one hundred heartbeats. How they hell can you tell something so ridiculous, Garion? This real life not some story. You can guess or estimate, and that is the best that you can do. No matter what, you will never be perfectly accurate.
 
   I charge straight into the middle of the DokkAlfar pack. They have enough separation between themselves, to not hit each other with the swings of their glaives. I block the center DokkAlfar's oblique strike, with a double sword block, and my kick hammers into his lower abdomen.
 
   The concussive force from my ki should have ruptured his bladder and probably his intestines, but with the air driven from his lungs, he cannot even scream, despite the spray of blood erupting from his gaping mouth. Two DokkAlfar behind him split to the sides to avoid being hit by his flying body. Even if his heart is still beating, it will not continue for long.
 
   As I spin to my right, my cloak fans out behind me, momentarily blocking the view of the DokkAlfar on my left. My swords lash out, but this DokkAlfar is faster than the last and manages to block three blows. Pressing forward, I lever the haft of his glaive upward. Driving the spiked pommel of left sword through the eye slot of his helmet, I pierce his brain, and he falls limply to the roof. Stepping forward with a ground devouring stride, I turn to face the remaining five DokkAlfar.
 
   The other group of eight have started to jump to the roof of the house I abandoned, but without archers they do not matter. I charge into the five in front me. Swords striking right and center, I avoid the one on the left. Glaives, like all weapons, have their advantages and disadvantages. Only two of the DokkAlfar can engage me effectively at once. A third would be able to join in, if I were to let one get behind me and stay there, but so far, I have kept ahead of any attacks from the rear.
 
   A third DokkAlfar falls, when my toe shatters his kneecap, and I move away, neutralizing him. My cross block stops a DokkAlfar cold, when he tries to use the haft of his glaive to shove me. I grin, as my return shove unbalances him. My kick destroys his ribs and the organs behind them. With the force penetrating instead of impacting his body, the DokkAlfar crumples to the ground, his chest a liquid mass inside his chainmail. Spinning back to the crippled DokkAlfar, I drive my sword through his heart.
 
   The eyes of the surviving DokkAlfar are filled with fear, as I close with them again. A single step takes me next to the one on the far  left. My thrust to his head draws his glaive high, and my real attack goes through the mail over his groin. To mangle dick and balls, I twist the blade, when pulling it out.
 
   “AAA! AAAA! AA! AAAAAAAAAAAA!” He falls to his knees, clutching what was once his manhood, as his shrieks fill the air.
 
   “You are an embarrassment to the Left Hand Order of Yggr. Be silent!” When I do not finish the emasculated DokkAlfar off, the DokkAlfar behind him removes his head.
 
   “What is the Left Hand Order of Yggr?”
 
   The DokkAlfar glares at me. “I should not be surprised you speak the DokkAlfar language. Who sent you here, human? Who is your master? How did you enter the Battleground of Slaves?”
 
   The eight DokkAlfar from the east are arrayed in a half-circle behind me now.
 
   I laugh, mockingly. “No one sent me. The reason I am here is because your catamite Priest-Captain tried to kill me, and after you are all dead, I will not be here anymore.”
 
   “Stupid human. It is time for you to die. You are surrounded.” The DokkAlfar start laughing, when the mouthy one spreads his hands, gesturing at their formation.
 
   “I know. I wanted you to surround me, because now, you will not have time to escape.”
 
   Do not use more than a third of your ki for more than one hundred heartbeats. How about all of my ki? I fill my body with all the ki I can grasp, and burning pain floods though every part of me.
 
   As I spin, my sword flicks outward, destroying the knees of the talkative DokkAlfar. The ones on the north of the half-circle are my first targets, and two fall one after the next, as my swords pierce their hearts. With a single step, I am behind the remainder of the east DokkAlfar. My right sword shatters chainmail and severs a DokkAlfar's spine in passing, and my left sword plunges through the armpit of another, destroying his lungs and heart.
 
   The remaining four are turning to face me, but they look like they are moving at a fraction of their speed from a moment ago. It seems strange, that I do not feel like I am moving faster. Having the world appear to slow down around me is an interesting experience.
 
   With a spin, I jump and kick the next DokkAlfar in line into the last one standing from of the west group. Both of them tumble across the roof, shattering barrel tiles and their bones, as they go. One of the remaining three tries to attack, as the other two turn to flee. Dodging the slashing glaive, as though ducking under an immobile branch, I plunge my swords through the backs of the two runners. As I spin back toward the one that attacked, my foot hammers upward, between this last DokkAlfar's legs. With a crunching of bone, he falls to the roof moaning in agony.
 
   Releasing all my ki, I take a deep breath. My entire body feels like some has sliced me open from skin to bone in a thousand places, poured creosote into the wounds, and left me in the sun to marinate. Garion is right, I am not even close to being fully healed.
 
   The glaives, bows, and armor of the DokkAlfar are all lesser Item's of Power, so I store them away. I am surprised by the weight of the glaives and armor, the oily black metal is much heavier than the combination of tantalum and tungsten in my own swords and armor. In addition on each corpse, there is a black ring with the design of an eye inlaid into it. These rings are dimensional storage items, as well as the quivers of the archers.
 
   I make sure my grin is in place as I approach the kneecapped DokkAlfar. There are only a few minutes left before this building catches fire, so I shatter both the DokkAlfar's humeri. He is unable to  resist, as I snap the straps holding his helmet in place and tear it off.
 
   Like the Priest-Captain, this DokkAlfar is on the border between handsome and beautiful. Put him on Earth in a dress, and the homosexuals would drool all over themselves. He may be a vicious pretty boy, but that does not mean he can hide the fear in his eyes.
 
   “You will get one chance to answer each of my questions. If you refuse or I think you are lying, I will give you same treatment as that ass fuck friend of yours that you beheaded.”
 
   As the DokkAlfar snarls, his near-beautiful face turns ugly. “You will have and eternity of agony, in the torture chambers beneath Yggr's Mountain.”
 
   My swords flicker, paired slashes striking three times. The chainmail falls away from his torso and arms, revealing long bloody gashes. The flesh on his cheeks gapes open like parted lips, revealing the bones beneath.
 
   “What is the Left Hand Order of Yggr?”
 
   The DokkAlfar continues to glare, until I kick him onto his back. His knee joints tear apart on, leaving his shins connected to his thigh only by strips of ragged skin.
 
   “AAAARRRRGGGHH!”
 
   “What is the Left Hand Order of Yggr?”
 
   My swords flicker once more, leaving the chain mail on his legs and the padded leggings underneath sliced open. I use the point of my blade to push the ruined mail and cloth away from his groin, exposing him in all his underwhelming glory.
 
   “Now, I understand why you were staring at me in awe. What is the Left Hand Order of Yggr?”
 
   “We carry out special tasks for the Church of the Jotun Lords. We can do everything that the Right Hand Order of Yggr is incapable of. The Left Hand Order will never let you live. You will be tortured in life and the Transcendents will torture you in death. You are damned, human!”
 
   “So, why do you want to kill me?”
 
   The DokkAlfar laughs. “The Priest-Lord ordered your death, so we kill you. No reasons are necessary.”
 
   The light of fanaticism is mixed with the fear in the DokkAlfar's eyes. I have the feeling he really does not know or care why the Priest-Lord wants me dead.
 
   My sword slices off his dick and mangles his balls.
 
   “AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!”
 
   Cutting off the DokkAlfar's hand, I take his ring, along with scraps of is armor.
 
   “You are an embarrassment to the Left Hand Order of Yggr, but I will not kill you. The coming fires will do that for me.”
 
   My grin stretches my lips wide, as I run and leap across the rooftops. The DokkAlfar's screams growing softer are sweet music. This is not my first time torturing someone, and it will certainly not be my last. After the Great Fuck Over, I tortured dozens over the years in the Lands of Despair. At first, torturing people bothered me, but after enough times interrogating enemies, my disgust faded. What I did to Menton, the three times I caught him after he crucified and castrated me, would make this seem like gentle and kind treatment.
 
   Even after I exterminate this group, I am certain the DokkAlfar will come after me again. I do not know enough about the Jotun Lords or the DokkAlfar's empire and religion. Very soon, I am going to have to acquire and question a number of them. Perhaps even more important, I need to know what their connection to The Nameless is.
 
   Reaching the top of the Stevedores' Guild, I have a clear view of River Square. There are only seven DokkAlfar remaining, the Priest-Captain, four casters and two soldiers. The soldiers are meaningless, once I use my ki. The other five are the real danger.
 
   The Rivermen's Guild is at the back of the square, facing the river. Three stories tall, its front is porticoed, with a facing and columns made from white marble. The Boatbuilders' Guild is more practical. It stands only two stories tall, with a roofed entryway, and is made from granite. I remember that Stevedores' Guild was built similarly to the Boatbuilders' Guild.
 
   Scattered body parts and pools of blood are all that remain of the watchmen who were submitting to the DokkAlfar.
 
   The Priest-Captain is pacing back and forth, his irritation and impatience ill-concealed. One of the casters is holding a black metal disk with three lights glowing on it. When one of the lights disappears, he looks towards the Priest-Captain.
 
   “Priest-Captain, the last one has expired.”
 
   The Priest-Captain turns to glare the caster. “I told you not to call me by that title, while we are in this human town.”
 
   Contempt is visible on the casters features. “I am a Priest-Wizard of the Central Fane of Yggr. Do you really wish to challenge me?”
 
   The Priest-Captain backs away, his posture radiating barely controlled rage and hate. It appears that the DokkAlfar are not a united front.
 
   The Priest-Wizard's eyes glance toward where I am crouching on the Stevedores Guild roof, before staring at the Priest-Captain's back again. “We are going to leave, Priest-Captain. Your warriors have been virtually annihilated by a single human. We are under no orders to engage this human and are only here as a favor to your Priest-Lord of the Left Hand Order. Stay, if you so choose, but you will stay alone.”
 
   All four casters turn and walk to the docks, descending a flight of steps to the lower wharf. After chanting briefly, a blue glow surrounds their feet, and they begin to walk across the waters of the delta.
 
   “Go! Find that human and kill him!”
 
   The two warriors look at one another and leave the square at a jog, moving toward the south.
 
   I give them a few minutes to get farther away, before I take out Stone Feather Death and nock an arrow. Releasing the arrow, I quickly nock and draw another.
 
   “AAAAARRRRRR!” The Priest-Captain spins toward me, when the arrow pierces his back. His helm turns upward, and I can see his eyes glaring at me.
 
   The Priest-Captain raises his hands over his head. “Mighty Lord Yggr, bring succor to your servant!”
 
   When nothing happens, he looks around. “Mighty Lord Yggr, your unworthy servant beseeches you, bring succor to your servant!”
 
   “Your Priest-Wizard knew I was here, when he left.”
 
   The Priest-Captain takes off his helmet and glares at me. “Damn you, human! I will see you in Yggr's eternal torture chambers!”
 
   My arrow punches through his forehead, exploding from the back in a spray of blood, bone fragments, and pieces of brain matter.
 
   


  
 

Moving Towards a Future
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Bogwater) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 6
 
    
 
   Jinmu sat silently in a hard wooden chair watching the dawn lit city. A raven haired alabaster skinned woman was sleeping in the bed, next to his chair. Her naked breasts were rising and falling in time with her breathing, but thoughts of her soft flesh did not touch upon Jinmu's mind.
 
   Through a gap in the buildings across the road, the waters of the Delta could be glimpsed, and the shadow of small boat was moving away from the Bogwater docks. Jinmu smiled faintly, when he caught sight of the boat.
 
   Standing, Jinmu dressed and donned his armor. He buckled the dimensional storage belt with his swords hanging from it around his waist. Looking out the window, his lips quirked slightly, and his hand fingertips traced the design engraved in the belts buckle.
 
   Letting his eyes rest on Delilah's naked form, sprawled on the bed, Jinmu stroked his beard, while thinking. After the death of Sumire, I remained celibate for too many years. Immersing myself in martial training, when I was not engaged in business, was only a way to sublimate the pain of losing her. Delilah is the first woman to stir my passions in twenty-two years. Perhaps, it is because she has also suffered the same losses, that I can open myself up to her a little. Though, I must admit that her beauty does not hinder my passion.
 
   Not disturbing Delilah's sleep, Jinmu left the inn room and descended to the restaurant. Sitting at a corner table, he ordered and ate his breakfast alone. His meal finished, a frown settled on Jinmu's lips, as he sipped his tea. The tea in this place is truly atrocious. If I ever find good tea, I will have to lay in a large stock for future use.
 
   Hearing the voices of Sigurd and Xenia, Jinmu glances toward the entry to the restaurant.
 
   *Jinmu, are you downstairs in the restaurant?* Delilah's soft voice filled the chat room for the party that the two were alone in.
 
   *You should hurry. I hear Sigurd and Xenia coming down, as well. When all of you are here, we need to have a discussion.*
 
   *I'll be there in a few minutes.*
 
   “Good morning.” Sigurd's face had a somewhat dopey grin plastered on it.
 
   “Hi, Jinmu.” Xenia, despite her smile, had a cold calculating look in her eyes. No matter what she was doing, Xenia always had the appearance of someone looking out for herself first.
 
   “Good morning. When Delilah gets here, we need to have a little talk.”
 
   “What about the others?” Sigurd's voice sounded a bit nonplussed.
 
   Jinmu changed to using English. “Brand and Perzey are hunting Thug Horde, and Harkins left by himself, without saying anything.”
 
   Sigurd looked at Xenia and seemed surprised at the cold expression on her face. He did not say anything else, before sitting down at Jinmu's table. After a moment, Xenia followed suit. The sharp, cold look in her eyes was masked, leaving only her normal party-girl smile.
 
   After ordering breakfast, neither Sigurd nor Xenia said much. Both of them were watching the silent Jinmu, unaware that the apparently oblivious Jinmu was carefully appraising them.
 
   Delilah came over to the table, before Sigurd and Xenia's food arrived.
 
   “Good morning, everyone.” Her smile was brilliant, and neither Sigurd nor Xenia had seen her smile so naturally in a long time, not since her daughter became a victim of the MMO Incident.
 
   Jinmu returned Delilah's smile, and only someone who knew him well would realize that the smile did not reach his eyes.
 
   Delilah kissed Jinmu quickly, before sitting next to him.
 
   Delilah looked around. “Perzey isn't up yet? That's odd. She's such a morning person.”
 
   Xenia's frowned, her face showing a complex, unpleasant expression. “She left with that freak Brand. Jinmu says they're hunting Thug Horde. Bob's gone too. He left on his own.”
 
   Delilah's face was a picture of shock. She turned to Jinmu. “Will she be okay? Is it safe for her to go off alone with Brand?”
 
   There was no sign of the anger in Jinmu's heart on his face. He looked from one to another of his companions. Secretly, he was disappointed in Delilah's reaction, but he could not find it within himself to blame her, either.
 
   “Despite what you might think because of his looks and mannerisms, Brand is the most honorable person any of you have ever met. I would trust him with my life or my property. Brand's intention is to help Perzey master the skills that are locked within her new body. As long as Perzey does not deliberately provoke Brand, he would not harm her.”
 
   Delilah and Sigurd appeared slightly ashamed, after hearing Jinmu's words, and did not say anything. Xenia, on the other hand, had an expression that Jinmu found himself unable to interpret, despite his years of business negotiations and studying human nature.
 
   Jinmu observed Xenia the longest. I do not like nor trust the woman. She is a viper, that could strike at any time. It is probable that she is mentally unstable, but still capable of hiding it form the medical professionals she dealt with on a daily basis.
 
   Steepling his fingers, Jinmu straightened his posture and spoke in English. “I mentioned several things last night and over the preceding days, but now, I need to make my intentions clear. This place, the Battleground of the Damned is part of the Labyrinth of Yggr. Outside of this Labyrinth is a new world, the world of Taereun. My daughter is somewhere outside the Labyrinth. Delilah's daughter should be out there as well. None of us who are from Earth have anyplace we can call our own in the Labyrinth of Yggr or on Taereun.
 
   “I am going to build an army out of the players trapped in the Battleground of the Damned and fight my way out of this Labyrinth of Yggr.  I will create a nation that will be our safe haven in this new world. I am doing this for my daughter's sake, but anyone from Earth will have a place in my empire should they desire it.
 
   “Will the three of you join me in this quest?”
 
   Delilah did not hesitate for even a second. “Count me in. I want to protect my daughter too.”
 
   Jinmu smiled and nodded toward Delilah.
 
   Sigurd looked at Xenia, but she never took her eyes off of Jinmu.
 
   “Is Brand going to be part of this nation of yours?” Xenia's voice was as cold as her eyes.
 
   Jinmu matched Xenia's stare with, with his own unblinking stare. “Brand has his own path to tread, but he will help me for a time.”
 
   “I'll go along for now, but I may leave depending how things go.”
 
   Sigurd's expression was caught between hope and worry. He did not seem to know how to react to Xenia completely ignoring him. His eyes shadowed by his internal struggles, Sigurd looked at Jinmu.
 
   “I'm in.”
 
   Jinmu nodded to Sigurd. His manner seemed to be that of a feudal lord accepting fealty from someone from a lower station.
 
   “Very good. We will leave as soon as you are finished eating. We can take passage to the teleport gate at the docks. Tallifer is our initial destination. Brand and Perzey will join us there after they are finished.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 8
 
    
 
   Securing passage on a river boat headed to the teleport gate had been simplicity in itself. The journey from Bogwater to the teleport gate was only two short days aboard the oar powered riverboats. In the middle of the afternoon on the second day, the four former Earthlings gathered together in the bow of their ship.
 
   “Still ain't seen no other boats. Something's wrong.”
 
   “Just cause we ain't seen no other boats don't mean there's a problems. Sometimes there ain't nobody coming from Tallifer. Ain't no captain worth spit gonna take an empty boat south.”
 
   “Ain't been no boats since noon the day 'fore we left. Something's wrong.”
 
   The sailors continued arguing in the same vein, but Jinmu's party was no longer paying attention.
 
   *You actually came from Tallifer. What do you think about trouble at the gate?* Jinmu's question is directed at the others in general.
 
   Delilah and Xenia look at each other, unsure of how to respond. Neither of the women had played Taereun for more than six or seven months, before The Nameless' second stealing of player's minds and souls, and they were not very active as players.
 
   Sigurd reached behind his head, scratching the back of his neck. *I'm not sure, really. I'm pretty much from the Central Reaches. This is my first time coming so far into the Southern Reaches. I do know that the Tallifer Trade Corridors are legendary and are supposed to have more trade along them than any other trade routes in the Battleground. We're not really on one of corridors here, though.*
 
   Jinmu remained impassive, as he looked around the deck. Like most, they are fools. If I had passed through Tallifer and followed the trade corridor to Bogwater, I would know what the likelihood was of there being no trade caravans or riverboats. The boat's crew is no better, arguing like a pack of gossipy matrons, because they cannot be sure if there is a problem or not.
 
   As the sun moved closer to the horizon, Jinmu remained near the bow. His eyes remained on the river unfolding to the north of the riverboat, and his breathing matched the flow of ki through his body. For a few minutes, his thoughts had weighed possible actions, but he decided to not brood on the matter, when he lacked too much knowledge. Spending the time training was a far more productive use of his time.
 
   Along the river bank, stone became visible through the thick forest. As the riverboat rounded the bend in the river, a semicircular basin becomes visible. Its side were lined with more stone, that was covered with vines and weeds. On the north end of the basin, a mana-cannon pointed at the oncoming riverboat.
 
   Mana-cannons are the work Artificers, Makers who specialize in the construction of mechanical and technological items. The mana-cannon is fueled by Power-crystals, that have been charged with mana, and convert the mana into destructive energies, commonly elemental type energies. Because of the stored Power, mana-cannons can release larger and more destructive spell effects than all but the strongest adepts or casters, and can even be used by people whose mana is too weak for them to become an adept or caster.
 
   In many polities in the Battleground of the Damned, Artificers and their creations are outlawed by the rulers, who are almost always adepts or casters. Many Artificer crafted weapons allowed those with no Power or weak Power to become a threat to those with strong Power. Tallifer was not one of the polities that outlawed the magical technology and instead made great use of it. This allowed Tallifer to protect its expansive mercantile empire with its limited population.
 
   Among the guardsmen, who wore tabards with the coat of arms of the Tallifer, there were a number of very tall thin men dressed in black chainmail and face concealing helms. Each of those tall soldiers carried a glaive taller than himself. To Jinmu's trained eyes, their fluid movements, as they walked, made clear the extremely high level of their martial training.
 
   *Who are those tall men in the black armor?*
 
   Sigurd squinted as he observed the camp next to the gate. *I don't know. They weren't there when came through last time. I've never seen anyone like them before.*
 
   As the riverboat entered the stone lined basin, the crew and passengers saw more than a dozen other riverboats tied to the moorings along the basin's edge. Also, the ruins of the city behind the basin became clearly visible.
 
   The construction and architectural style of the deserted city reminded Jinmu of pre-Columbian South American ruins, but there was a feeling of malignant hostility about the city that no Earth ruin ever possessed. Jinmu was certain that despite appearances that city was anything but deserted. Though, he could not guess what might actually be inhabiting it.
 
   The mana-cannon at the end of the basin remained trained on the riverboat, and one of the tall black armored soldiers imperiously gestured for them to approach the mooring stone it stood beside.
 
   “Sure as sure, we're in for it. Them are sheep-futtering DokkAlfar, or me mother is a whore.”
 
   “Your mother is a whore, but them are DokkAlfar all the same.”
 
   *DokkAlfar. From what Brand had told me, they are everyone's enemy.*
 
   *I've never heard anything good about DokkAlfar, but I've never ran into them either. Only the most hardcore players ever went looking for trouble with DokkAlfar.*
 
   As the riverboat closed with the basin wall, a group of five more DokkAlfar approached. Four of those DokkAlfar were more armored soldiers, but the fifth was dressed in a long black leather robe, with a hooded cloak, also made of leather.
 
   “All human trash disembark and line up for inspection.” Despite the harsh tone, the DokkAlfar soldier's voice was still pleasantly melodious.
 
   *What do we do?*
 
   *Follow their orders, for now.*
 
   Jinmu and his party joined the queue of passengers and crew at the gangplank. In turn, they departed the ship and lined up with the others.
 
   The DokkAlfar in the leather robes began inspecting the lined up humans, with their backs to the basin. A baleful green glow emanated from under his hood, as he looked each person up and down. Until he reached Jinmu's group, he did not pause. After inspecting Jinmu, the DokkAlfar quickly assessed the rest of the group and the deckhand after them, before staring at Jinmu.
 
   The DokkAlfar used the Slave Tongue with an odd accent. “Three Possessed and an anomalous latent Medium, you are an interesting group.”
 
   Jinmu stared into the hood for a moment. Even with the light of the setting sun and the green glow, he still could not see more than the DokkAlfar's chin and mouth.
 
   “There is a point to your observation?”
 
   The DokkAlfar smiled. “You are nothing but trash, but you, at  least, are a trash that has the potential to be useful. I am giving you a chance to swear allegiance to Yggr and submit to a Spirit Bond from the Great God. You will become a priest of Yggr and obtain more value than you could ever imagine in you wildest dreams.”
 
   Jinmu frowned. “My dreams are wild beyond your imagination.”
 
   The DokkAlfar's smile broadened. “Ambition is a good thing in a priest of Yggr. Do you accept my offer?”
 
   “If I refuse, you will kill me?”
 
   The DokkAlfar's mouth hardened into a straight line. “There is no purpose or value in forcing someone to become a priest. If you do not willingly serve the Great God, you will not do His work.”
 
   “I would like to think about it.”
 
   The DokkAlfar nodded. “I am Kra'cha'len. What is your name and to where do you travel?”
 
   “Jinmu. We are going to Tallifer.”
 
   Kra'cha'len flicked his hand in the general direction of the others. “I will contact you again Jinmu. These others are of no account. They are complete trash, with no value or purpose in their existence. You are free to pass.”
 
   Kra'cha'len turned to the other DokkAlfar and said something that Jinmu and his group could not understand, before moving on to the deckhand that was next in line.
 
   “Go to the gate. Do not dither here.” A DokkAlfar soldier hooked his thumb in the direction of the teleport gate.
 
   *Hurry! I do not trust that DokkAlfar to not change his mind.* Jinmu swiftly leads his group to the teleport gate.
 
   The teleport gate itself is an arch, close to thirty feet across at its base. Made from a black stone that Jinmu cannot identify, the arch rest on a block of the same stone, that is about forty feet square. Carved into the stone, dozens of runes are inlaid with a non-reflective grey metal. An upright pedestal on the side of the arch, has the control crystals for the gate set into its face.
 
   The human at the controls of the gate looked toward the DokkAlfar, but they did not acknowledge him in any manner. Turning back the gate controls, the human began to manipulate the crystals set in its face. After changing the facing of five of the crystals, the human looked toward the gate.
 
   A silver-grey shimmer filled the arch and darkens, until it looked to be an opaque pool of liquid metal. The runes inlaid into the surface of the gate gave off a radiance in the same shade, and the liquid pool in the arch began to swirl, turning into a cyclone of energy. As the color of the swirling energy turned from a silver to a spectral kaleidoscope, an infinite tunnel appeared to form in the center of the arch. When the colors faded away, the zone on the other side became visible.
 
   Jinmu quickly passed through the gate, with the others following him.
 
   A plaza of weathered white  marble surrounded this gate's block of black stone. On three sides of the plaza there were heavy woods, and behind the gate a sheer cliff rose above the gate. Leading away from the plaza in the direction they were facing, a dirt road disappeared into the forest.
 
   There were no guards though there were rings of stones with ashes and some logs around them in several places, marking old campsites.
 
   *It appears that no one is maintaining any guard posts on this side of the gate.*
 
   Sigurd looked around. The gate was still open behind them. *Until we reach the seaside trading post with ships that can to take us to Tallifer, we won't find any more guard posts. Is it safe to stand here like this?*
 
   *Probably not. Let use start travelling.*
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Seventh Trade Corridor – Unnamed Zone ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 9
 
    
 
   Nearing noon, Jinmu paused his steps. He could hear the faint sounds of metal banging on metal and explosions.
 
   *Why are you stopping here?* Xenia's face was covered in a perplexed expression.
 
   *Do you not hear that?*
 
   Jinmu looked at the glances of blank confusion his party exchanged with one another. He did not reveal the frown in his heart. It seemed that all of them had inferior hearing to his own, despite being younger and having bodies that had been raised in the ways of Power.
 
   *There is a battle up ahead.*
 
   *Delilah, you specialize in illusions. Can you conceal us or render us invisible?*
 
   Delilah looked at Jinmu, her lack of confidence obvious in her visage. *I can, but I am not sure how effective it will be. Since this all became real, my spells started to break randomly.*
 
   *Do your best. I believe in you.* Jinmu smiled at Delilah.
 
   Delilah began to chant softly and a spell pattern grew in the air before her. Once it was complete, she examined it uncertainly.
 
   *Trust yourself. The skill and Power to be successful lies within your body.*
 
   Delilah smiled nervously. “Incipio!”
 
   The spell pattern rapidly expanded, before bursting into fragments of light. As the light settled on the four like glitter, their outlines became hazy, and their bodies bodies turned transparent.
 
   *I can still see everyone. Is the spell complete?* Sigurd looked from one to another of his companions.
 
   *We are all affected by the same spell, so it is not having a complete effect versus each other. It should have left us completely invisible to anyone outside the casting.* Delilah's voice held no certainty.
 
   Jinmu smiled again. *Let us go and investigate this conflict.*
 
   Without waiting for any affirmations or objections, Jinmu set off down the road. The increasing volume of the battle was his guide, and the rest could clearly hear the cacophony after a few moments. Passing two bends in the road, they found themselves watching a one-sided conflict.
 
   Less than twenty people were facing more than fifty, and the twenty only had seven unwounded combatants. Five people, who were unable to fight any longer, were taking shelter behind the rest.
 
   The fifty people all had the sign of an erect penis and testicles, representing Thug Horde, located somewhere on their gear. The Thugs were trying their best to injure without killing, which was the only reason the smaller force had not been overrun.
 
   Jinmu observed the battle for several moments, a deep frown on his lips.
 
   Jinmu placed his hands on Delilah's shoulders. *Delilah, I am going to ask a great deal of you. I need you to make as believable an illusion as possible. It is going to be complex, but I trust in your ability to succeed.*
 
   *A complex illusion? I don't know if I can.* Delilah's eyes held the shadow of fear, the fear of disappointing Jinmu.
 
   Jinmu stroked Delilah's cheek. *I believe in you. You will not fail me.*
 
   Delilah unconsciously straightened her posture. *I'll do my best.*
 
   *That is all that I ask. I need you to back out of sight of the battle and create an illusion of five archers. Model them on Sigurd, but do not try to make them exact copies. Any discrepancies in their appearances is a good thing. Once you have cast the spell, I want you to walk them around the corner with Sigurd and have them fire on Thug Horde.*
 
   Delilah's fear and confusion showed in her face. *But they are just illusions. I don't have the Power to kill with illusions.*
 
   *You do not have to kill. With Sigurd's real arrows mixed in, they will not realize that yours are just illusory. Their own minds will give them wounds and sow confusion in their ranks. I will do the killing.*
 
   *Okay, I'll try.*
 
   *Tell me when you are ready.* Jinmu softly moved forward towards the battle.
 
   Delilah moved back so the curve in the path concealed her from Thug Horde and began to chant her spell. The spell pattern that grew was far more complex than the one that rendered the group invisible, and her voice shook as she built it.
 
   *Ready.* Delilah's words were hesitant.
 
   Jinmu moved to within striking range of the leader of the Thug Horde group. *Begin!*
 
   “Incipio!”
 
   At the vocalization of the activation command, the spell pattern flared and turned into five figures, that could have been Sigurd's brothers and cousins. The illusionary archers began to advance past the bend in the road, stopping in full view of Thug Horde.
 
   “Aim!” Sigurd's yell preceded the archers drawing their bows.
 
   A number of the Thugs looked in the direction of the shout, and fear became plainly visible on their faces.
 
   “Fire!” Following his shout, Sigurd released his own arrow with the illusionary archers. As his arrow was in flight, he immediately drew and released two more rapid shots.
 
   In confusion, the Thugs scrambled to avoid the incoming fire. Some of the illusionary arrows did no damage, but two caused injuries along with Sigurd's real ones.
 
   The Thug Horde leader started to move, so that he was father away from the archers on his flank. His retreat ended, when Jinmu's sword removed his head.
 
   Following the death of the Thug leader, Jinmu charged into the rear Thug ranks, on the opposite side from the rest of his party. Two more Thugs fell to his quick slices, and three more screamed in agony from injuries, before others began turning to face him.
 
   The besieged twenty were gaping as the pressure of the Thug Horde attack relented. They could not imagine who would attack monsters like Thug Horde in defense of their own group.
 
   “IF YOU WANT TO LIVE, ATTACK THE THUGS!”
 
   Jinmu's yell spurred Thug Horde's intended victims to action. The ones still on their feet pushed their attack into the confused Thug Horde fromation. A war hammer flew into the air and began smiting thugs with no one's hand on its haft.
 
   Without a leader, the Thugs were getting in the way of each other and being cut down from three sides. In less than two minutes, the odds went from fifty versus seventeen to thirty-one versus twenty-one. The Thugs began to break and run into the forest and down the road, in their attempts to mostly flee from Jinmu's deadly blade work. 
 
   As the last of the Thugs broke and ran, Jinmu lowered his sword.
 
   “Let them run. We will only risk being separated and killed if we pursue.”
 
   “Not that I'm upset at being saved, but who the hell are you?” A red haired, freckled man, who was about 5'6” tall stared at Jinmu. The floating war hammer was casually held in left hand and broadsword was in his right.
 
   “Jinmu. I am from Earth.” Jinmu spoke in English.
 
   The red haired man grinned. “I'm Carlson. We're all players who were caught up in this insanity too. You know I think you're the first person I've seen with an Asian character.”
 
   “I'm not in my character's body. This is my real Earth body.”
 
   Carlson and his group stared at Jinmu in gape-mouthed shock.
 
   “I came here by choice, but I do not know of any way to return to Earth. This place is home for me as well as you now.”
 
   Carlson's disappointment was plain to see, but he still smiled. “I guess that would have been too easy. Where are you headed?”
 
   “Tallifer.”
 
   “We have a base to the north of Tallifer island. There are a lot more of us there. You're welcome to join us.”
 
   Jinmu looked at the three who were currently following his lead and seeing a glimmer of hope in their eyes, he smiled at Carlson.
 
   “We would be pleased to take you up on that offer.”
 
   


  
 

Detour
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost (Bogwater) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 13
 
    
 
   The Priest-Captain's glaive and armor give the impression of being of higher quality that that of his soldiers, and his ring is quite obviously of higher quality. Binding the ring and checking its contents, I find a large supply of coins, gold bars and gems. There is also a large number of books, but I cannot read the language. The characters are different from those used in the written Slave Tongue. I would guess they are written in DokkAlfar, but unless I can learn the written form of the language, I will never know.
 
   Nearly a third of Bogwater is consumed by the flames, but I see no sign of anyone fighting the fires. If every one has fled because of the DokkAlfar's attack, the town is doomed.
 
   “That was rather interesting. It was not very impressive, but still interesting.” The voice is one I have not heard since returning to the Battleground of the Damned.
 
   Turning, I glare at The Nameless. He is wearing a brown robe, and I can see hundreds, if not thousands, of blood colored runes etched into his staff. I cannot remember ever seeing those runes, while in the Lands of Despair. The unpleasant feeling the runes engender in me makes it certain that they are special, but I cannot tell in what way. What interests me more is why I can see them now.
 
   “So, what are you here for this time?”
 
   The Nameless laughs. “So very hostile. You have come to the attention of Yggr or his disciples. It is not the most auspicious of events.”
 
   “So what? I learned one important thing in the Lands of Despair: the greater the danger, the faster I grow.  If Yggr sends his dogs to hunt me, I'll kill every last fucking one of them.”
 
   “The dogs you faced here were nothing but puppies compared to Yggr's real dogs. He has many Transcendent DokkAlfar that serve him.” The Nameless lapses into silence for several moments.
 
   My eyes narrow, as I stare at The Nameless. “Get to the point already.”
 
   “This spatial construct is known as The Labyrinth of Yggr, but that does not mean that Yggr is in sole control of it. He has two other Jotun Lords and dozens of Jotun Champions, who aid him in overseeing it. Then, there is me. I control what you could think of as the backdoor access methods to this construct, and almost completely control the Battleground of the Damned.”
 
   A nasty smirk twists my face. “Is that why you're a traitor in the DokkAlfar's eyes?”
 
   Anger visibly flares on The Nameless' face. “I am not a traitor! Yggr betrayed me! The Jotun were unable to properly initiate the the dimensional matrix that sustains the Labyrinth. Without my knowledge, the Jotun Labyrinths would still be nothing but a dream.”
 
   “Your body isn't imprisoned beneath Haven. What's the real reason behind the Great Fuck Over?”
 
   All the emotion leaves what I can see of The Nameless' face. Even if his eyes are not visible, it is obvious that he is staring at me.
 
   I have known for a long time that he was just feeding us a line of bullshit, when he took us and put us in our character's bodies. The big thing that I do not know is the real reason. What is there under Haven that he wants? Why did he need to use us to get it for him?
 
   After a moment, the Nameless begins to pace. He does not bother to avoid the bodies and body parts lying on the cobblestones, his translucent feet passing through them.
 
   “My vain hope was that you were to be the battering ram to smash open the gates of Haven. The best I expected was that a few of you would sneak into the Dvergar vaults beneath Haven. You were to be a distraction more than anything, but in the end, you failed miserably to be even that much use.”
 
   My morbid laughter fills the square, echoing from the walls of the guild houses. “They were a bunch of fucking gamers. Other that preserving the lives, backstabbing and one-upping the other players is the only thing that really mattered to most of them. Yeah, some players became damn effective in the Battleground, but that was because they knew they weren't in any real danger. You overestimated their balls.”
 
   “Only a few of you were ever truly effective, and none more than you. Thorrin would have been the most useful, if he had not been so focused on helping and protecting the cowards.”
 
   “What is your game now?”
 
   The Nameless turns and stares at me. Even if I cannot see them, the intensity of his eyes bores holes through me. He raises his hand, his index finger pointing at me. “Serve me. If you become my minion and swear yourself to me, I will block Yggr's forces.”
 
   I spit in The Nameless' direction, but the phlegm just passes through his translucent body. “Go fuck yourself.”
 
   A frown turns the corner's of The Nameless' lips downward. The hostility he directs toward me is almost strong enough to be a weapon. “You have two options. Serve me or die. I will not lift a finger against you, but you will still die. Yggr has set his eyes upon you, and it is not in a friendly manner.”
 
   “I'll take my chances.”
 
   My smile  is  mocking, as I turn from the Nameless and start walking. His glare bores into me from behind, until the Stevedores Guild blocks his view of me.
 
   The fires are sweeping further north. Even if most Bogwater's buildings' walls are made of stone, everything combustible inside those walls is going up in flames. There is no indication that anyone is trying fight the fires or stem their advance. I find it hard to believe that everyone in Bogwater is just writing off their town this way.
 
   Garion is in the street outside his small church, when I reach it. His worried eyes turn toward me, when I approach. As I move closer, his lips turn downward in a distinct frown.
 
   “You used far too much of your ki. Your healing has been set back by a considerable amount.”
 
   I shrug. “There was no real choice. I needed to finish off fifteen DokkAlfar soldiers and three archers quickly.”
 
   Garion's eyes open so wide that the whites visible all around the irises. Coming from his half-open mouth, his voice is barely above a whisper. “Eighteen? You fought eighteen DokkAlfar at once?”
 
   I stare at my human hand, as I clench it tightly into a fist. My voice is harsh, from the sudden surge of anger and resentment. “What's the big deal? When I had a real body, I killed DokkAlfar by the thousands, dozens at a time. If I had even half the strength of my old body, I wouldn't need ki at all.”
 
   When I returned to the Labyrinth, I was not sure of what I would do. Now, I am. The Bohemian Cats and Deathmeister will suffer before they die. I will not give them release, until they beg me to end their lives. The Nameless will be destroyed by my hand. If I am still alive after that, I will see if I can kill Yggr and his Jotun Lords just for kicks.
 
   Garion's face is pale, as he stares at me. He gestures toward the sparks in the air. “The fires are getting close. We should get your woman and escape, while we can. The Merchant Council has probably diverted all the resources of the town to defend their own properties. Maybe, they will try to save some of their supporters assets as well, but you never can tell.”
 
   As I enter the church, I sense Garion shiver slightly behind me. Perzey is lying on the small bed, dressed in a loose smock. The bracelet I left with Garion is on her wrist. She mumbles incoherently in her sleep, when I lift her off her cot.
 
   Picking up Perzey, she seems to be much lighter than when I carried her here. It seems that I have become much stronger than I was a few days ago. I did not notice it wielding my swords, but I stopped being aware of how much they weigh, before returning to this place.
 
   Garion is stuffing potions, herbs, and medical instruments into a shoulder bag. It has to be a dimensional storage bag, considering how much it is holding. Glancing in my direction, Garion rushes towards the exit.
 
   Outside, the smoke filled air is heavy with drifting sparks. The fire is only two or three roads from Meadowlark Street, where we are standing. The billowing smoke, with flames flickering under it, looks like the gates of Hell. I cannot repress a shudder. Being this close to the raging inferno, my memories of the agony of being burned alive are all to real.
 
   “Brand, hurry up!” Garion's voice drifts to my ears from forty or fifty yards down the street.
 
   I rush to catch up with Garion, and he leads me on a twisting course, through the winding streets of Bogwater. In less than ten minutes, we have reached the northern part of the western wall. A gate lies only a few hundred feet further north.
 
   There are still hundreds of Bogwater citizens trying to escape the burning town through this gate. This is probably the last one that does not have fires surrounding it. Most of the people fleeing are loaded down with their life's possessions. The only watchmen are outside the town walls. The merchants in charge have given up on saving anything beside their own property.
 
   Outside the north-west gate, I find thousands of Bogwater residents. Some people are milling about aimlessly, and others appear to be in shock, sitting with blank expressions. Many of them are suffering from burns or broken bones, but none appear to have battlefield injuries.
 
   “I need tend to the injured. You should find someplace relatively quiet and let her sleep.” Garion is looking around, his eyes lingering on the people with the worst injuries.
 
   “How long before the sedative wears off?”
 
   Garion quickly examines Perzey. “By morning at the latest. She is already showing signs of waking up.”
 
   “Thanks for taking care of her, but I'm leaving now. I don't like large crowds. You never know when someone will put a knife in your back.”
 
   Garion puts his hand on my arm, as I turn away. “Brand, you should really rest for the night. You need it more than she does at this point.”
 
   A couple of big men, who look beast hunters, stare at me. They do not appear even slightly friendly. When one whispers to the other, the second man quickly start pushing his way through the crowd.
 
   I stare a Garion. “Saying my name like that wasn't the smartest move. Unless, of course, you were trying to set me up.”
 
   Garion pales, his eyes widening. “No. I wasn't thinking. I did not mean any harm.”
 
   “Whatever. I'm leaving.”
 
   I start towards the north, and the hunter that stayed moves to block me.
 
   “Where d'ya think yer  goin', Brand?” His voice is loud, pitched to carry across long distances.
 
   Circulating ki through my mind, I half-turn to glare at the hunter. My eyes promise him death.
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   Too loud whispers and clearly enunciating voices rise from the surrounding crowd of refugees.
 
   “Brand?”
 
   “He's the one responsible for this?”
 
   “He escaped from the DokkAlfar?”
 
   “It was really DokkAlfar that were hunting him?”
 
   “My neighbor saw the DokkAlfar walking across the river.”
 
   “Where are the watch?”
 
   “Fuck the watch! Just kill him!”
 
   The hunter's face pales, and he glances around nervously. Hundreds of people are watching our encounter, and the hunter's face flushes with rage. His hands reach toward the hand axe and hook knife hanging on his belt.
 
   I let my ki flood outward, filling the area with my aura. My voice is pitched just loud enough for the hunter to hear. “Do you want to lose your life with your pride? If you pull a weapon, I will kill you, just like I killed the DokkAlfar. Go away!”
 
   Shame, rage, and fear battle within the hunter's eyes, and fear wins. His hands hovering near his weapons, he backs away. The mumbling of the crowd carries more fear than the hunter's eyes. The hunter is an adept, but they are mostly mundane. Some shaking in terror, the survivors of Bogwater back away, making a path for me.
 
   Continuing north through the fields surrounding Bogwater, I enter the forests, disappearing from the sight and lives of the citizens and transients. With luck, I will never see that place again.
 
   Walking for several hours, I reach a small meadow along the bank of the Bogwater River. I take out some blankets and lay Perzey down on them. I sit next to Perzey in the lotus position, not bothering with a fire. The light would attract unwanted attention. I make a meal out of dried meat and very hard travel bread.
 
   I never did have a chance to learn the basic exercises for strengthening my mana and psi. When I find someone who knows what they are doing, I will have to take the time to learn.
 
   Using too much ki has damaged my body again, but ki's greatest benefit is restoring and strengthening the body. Slipping into a light trance, I use small amounts of ki to accelerate the rate of my natural healing. It is much slower than externally promoted healing, but at the same time the ki heals it will continue to reconstruct my body.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 14
 
    
 
   The sun is well above the horizon, when Perzey's stare draws me from my meditation. Her brilliant silver-grey eyes are clouded with confusion. As she stares, Perzey sometimes opens and closes her mouth, as though wanting to say something but being unable to formulate the words.
 
   After a long time, she tremulously voices her thoughts. “Brand saved Perzey. Perzey does not understand. Why?”
 
   “You tried to kill me, and I spared you. I own you. You are my property. Perzey belongs to Brand. I will  not let you die, until I tire of you.”
 
   Slipping my hand behind Perzey's neck, I draw her face close to my own. “You will live and die by my will. I will use you when and how I choose. I will show you the path to become strong, but you will have to walk it. If you are too weak, I will cast you aside.”
 
   As I withdraw my hand from from behind Perzey's head, she presses her cheek against my palm. “Perzey will be strong. Perzey will make Brand admit Perzey is strong.”
 
   Perzey strips out of her smock and tears off the bandages underneath. On the inside of her left breast, a small white scar draws her attention. Tilting her head and prodding her tit with her fingers, she grins.
 
   “No more wounds. Perzey is healed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Swamp of the Lost - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 16
 
    
 
   Across the Bogwater River, the ruined city is overgrown with trees and vines. It is impossible to tell how big it was in the past or know who built it. Time has taken its toll, and much of the city has crumbled and been completely subsumed by the forests.
 
   A row of mana-cannons faces the ruined city, and others are scattered about in strongpoints facing the river and forest. The denizens of the city are far more dangerous than anything likely to come from any other direction. Filled with the living dead, the depths of its vaults have never been fully explored, but thousands have died trying.
 
   If the teleport gate in the center of the mana-cannon emplacements was not the most direct link to the Seventh Tallifer Trade Corridor, the location would be abandoned. There is another gate five days to the north-west, but it does not have easily accessible links to Tallifer. It is also not near any river or body of water. The valuable beast parts and herbs from the Swamp of the Lost are all shipped up the Bogwater River, after being collected in Bogwater.
 
   This gate is closed to me. There are at least forty DokkAlfar standing watch or wandering around the gate compound. Rows of tents have been pitched in a staging field near the gate, and human soldiers from Bogwater and Tallifer are standing in fearful groups. The humans are still armed, but they are obviously subservient to the DokkAlfar. Judging by the design of the DokkAlfar armor and the white eye badges pinned to their left breasts, they are the followers of Yggr.
 
   If I were alone, I could probably slip through the gate, or in the worst case, fight my way to it. With Perzey in tow, there is no way to make it through to the next zone. We are going to be taking the long route through the badlands.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** The Seventh Trade Corridor Badlands - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 21
 
    
 
   The kaleidoscopic radiance disappears, and an ocher-brown land stretches out before us. The coarse gravelly sand is ocher-brown. The spires of barren stone are ocher-brown. Even, the sky has an ocher-brown tint, from the dust in the air. The cactus like plants and sparse scrub brush are more yellow than green. This is the Seventh Trade Corridor Badlands. I do not know of a single settlement, anywhere within the Badlands. This place is inimical to human life. Even races like orcs and goblins would have a hard time surviving in the Badlands.
 
   Even though the Badlands are not on the actual trade corridor, they are named after it, because the Seventh Tallifer Trade Corridor is one of the few named entities that is well known. Tallifer and the Twelve Tallifer Trade Corridors are known almost everywhere. In the Southern Reaches, many unpopulated or sparsely settled zones are named after the nearest trade corridor. There are only few dozen settlements in this part of the Battleground of the Damned, and Bogwater is one of the largest and best known. Still, Bogwater is not well known enough that its name is recognized throughout the Battleground.
 
   “Perzey does not like this place. The air smells bad.”
 
   My laugh is grim. “Don't drink the water, or you'll wish it was just Mexican water.”
 
   “Mexican water?” Perzey's voice is hesitant and confused.
 
   Turning to face, I see a blank look on her face, except for her eyes. Her eyes are filled with fear, nearly insane fear.
 
   “Mexico, the country to the south of the United States, don't you remember it?”
 
   Perzey shakes her head violently, with her hands over her ears. “Perzey does not remember Mexico. Perzey does not remember United States. Perzey does not want to hear those words.”
 
   “Who is Helen?”
 
   Perzey's eyes open wide, and her pupils contract. Still shaking her head, she tries to keep her vision focused on me. “There is no Helen. Helen does exist. Helen is a coward. Helen is dead.”
 
   I cannot keep the malicious smile off my lips. “Who is Rachael?”
 
   “No. No. No. No! No! NOOOO!”
 
   Perzey draws her swords, swinging wildly at me.
 
   Crack!
 
   “Ooofff!”
 
   Perzey is bounced off the sand drifted stone, with the force of my slap. Turning her head towards me, she has blood flowing from her mouth and nose, and tears fill her eyes.
 
   Flipping her onto her back, I keep her down, with a hand around her throat. My grip is not forceful enough to choke her, but she still tries to shrink away from me, fear driving all other emotions out of her eyes.
 
   “Tell me, Perzey! Who is Helen? Who is Rachael?”
 
   “Helen is a nightmare! Helen is dead! Rachael is dead! Perzey is Perzey! Perzey! Perzey! Perzey! Perzey! Perzey! Perzey! PERZEY!”
 
   Her hands desperately clutching my wrist, Perzey sobs helplessly. I pull her up from the ground, and she wraps her arms around my chest. Despite the mail covering me, Perzey buries her face against my chest. Her body shivers, as she draws gasping breaths between piteous wails.
 
   “Perzey, listen to me. If you forget the nightmare, you will become weak. You are Perzey, but you can never forget Helen and Rachael. You have to remember how pathetic and weak they were. You can never let yourself become a coward like them.”
 
   “Perzey doesn't want to remember. Perzey hates them!”
 
   “Hating them is good. Hating Earth is good. You have to remember how weak and disgusting everything about Helen and Rachael is.  If you live like them, you will die like them.
 
   “You are going to fight and kill, when I tell you to. You are going to learn to use all the skills and abilities lying dormant in your body. If you listen to me, you are going to become strong.”
 
   Perzey's death grip around my chest loosens, as her crying eases. “Brand owns Perzey. Perzey will follow Brand. Perzey will become strong like Brand.”
 
   I cannot keep from grinning.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (City of Tallifer) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 51
 
    
 
   The gleaming white walls and colorfully painted towers of Tallifer fill the horizon. Home to more than two million people, it is the largest trading hub in what is called the Southern Reaches of the Battleground. As the residents say, all trade comes to Tallifer.
 
   The main harbor might be bigger than the Port of Los Angeles, and it is certainly busier. Dozens of ships are arriving, as I watch, and dozens more are departing. Tallifer is another merchant city. This one ruled by the Council of Five, made up of the leaders of the five greatest merchant houses in the city.
 
   Our ship is from one of the Tallifer merchant fleets. After crossing through the badlands, we had an uneventful trip through a small mountain range to reach a trade station on the Seventh Tallifer Trade Corridor. After an easy three day sail through two teleport gates, we should have finally caught up with Jinmu's group.
 
   As the ship nears the harbor, we should be nearing the range of the party chat.
 
   *Jinmu, do you hear me?* I use the raid channel, in my party charm.
 
   After fifteen or twenty minutes, we are sailing past the defensive islands, into Tallifer's harbor.
 
   *Jinmu, are you here?*
 
   *Brand! We heard rumors about a DokkAlfar attack on Bogwater. Was that what delayed you so long?* Sigurd sounds agitated.
 
   *Shit happened, and we had to take detour.*
 
   


  
 

The Secrets of Steel
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (City of Tallifer) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 51
 
    
 
   As soon the ship is docked, I disembark, with Perzey following at my heels. This harbor alone has more people working or engaging in business, than the entire population of Bogwater. The huge warehouses lining the docks are nothing more than the antechambers of the real storage areas. Dug into the bedrock of Tallifer Island, some warehouse have ten or more underground storage levels.
 
   Sigurd told me that Jinmu is not in Tallifer at the moment. They have recruited more former players, who Jinmu is training in tactics on a nearby island. Only Sigurd and Xenia are currently in town, waiting for my group to show up.
 
   The only thing that bothers me more than being swarmed by people is fire. My carefully controlled aura keeps the masses from getting too close. There is a buffer of a few feet around Perzey and myself. Some of the people affected by my aura look at me askance, but most of them do their best to not see me.
 
   Even with the warehouses only a few dozen yards away, the cylindrical towers of Tallifer still soar into the skies above them. One of Tallifer's nicknames is The City of Cylinders, because of those towers. They are tall enough to rival the skyscrapers of Earth.
 
   Around half a mile ahead of us, there is an extremely large, pink warehouse, where Sigurd is supposed to meet us. That obnoxious pink is the house color for one of the families on the Council of Five, and they paint everything owned by the house in that shade. It reminds me of the hideous color known as “Boca pink” on Earth.
 
   There is no sign of Sigurd or Xenia, when we reach the warehouse. Perzey and I do not talk while we wait. Even after being together for more than a month, we have very little in the way of conversation. I am not talkative by nature, and Perzey seems to live mostly inside her own head. The only time we talk much is when I train her.
 
   Along the docks, there are people in clothing and armor from dozens of zones. The kaleidoscope of colors and styles represents most of the Southern Reaches, from what I recognize. There are also others that are from the Western Reaches, but I have no clue where many of them hail from.
 
   As Talon, I spent most of my time in the Southern and Western Reaches. The Southern Reaches near the Western Reaches is where Thug Horde was based. Even though their main strongholds are fairly far from Tallifer, I am sure that there are some of them lurking around the city. The big question is why that raiding force was following one of the Nameless' DokkAlfar in the Swamp of the Lost.
 
   “Brand!”
 
   Sigurd's voice draws me out of my contemplation. He has changed, since I last saw him. The lost and beaten demeanor that he had, when I found him in the cell, is gone. His back is straighter, and his smile is reminiscent of the almost constant half-smile he had as John. The way he walks seems more natural, as well. 
 
   “Perzey!” Xenia's voice and attitude are overexuberant, but there is a coldness in her eyes. With her arms spread wide, she runs up to Perzey.
 
   I was not sure about Xenia at first and did  not have enough time to be certain. She is a sham, who does everything with an eye to the effects it will have on others. She is a prima donna. She always has be the center of everyone's world.
 
   Perzey slides past Xenia, hitting her in the stomach with a closed fist. Grabbing her a fistful of hair with the other hand, Perzey jerks Xenia's head, forcing her to collapse to her knees.
 
   “Do not touch Perzey. Perzey does not like Xenia. Xenia has too many faces.” The blatant malice and hostility in Perzey's voice is enough to shock anyone who has not been around her recently.
 
   “Perzey, let go of her.” Sigurd steps forward, his hand ambiguously half-reaching for one girl or the other.
 
   Perzey's head snaps around to glare at Sigurd, and her thumb presses into the V below Xenia's throat. She spits at Sigurd's feet.
 
   “Dickless pretty boy. John lusted after Carmen. Carmen ignored John. John was just a physical therapist. John was not a doctor. John was a joke to Carmen. Xenia is afraid. Xenia spreads her legs for Sigurd.” Perzey's smile is almost as malicious as one of my own would be.
 
   Xenia is attempting to claw Perzey's hand away from her chest, but Perzey's fingers are solidly hooked in her armor. The pressure does not look to be enough to kill or impede Xenia's breath, but Xenia is still gasping for air.
 
   Sigurd looks like he was kicked in the balls. “Let her go, Perzey. You're friends. Helen …”
 
   “Helen is dead! Perzey hates weak Helen! Carmen was a slut! Carmen a whore. Carmen fucked the man Helen loved. Carmen had the man Helen loved fired for sexual harassment. Helen hated Carmen. Helen was too cowardly to face Carmen. Perzey is not a coward! Perzey is not weak! Perzey hates Carmen. Perzey hates Xenia!”
 
   Not grinning or smirking is one of the most difficult things I have ever done. There is so much hidden hatred and viciousness inside of Perzey targeted at those she falsely called friends. It warms my heart to see such a good example of friendship and camaraderie.
 
   Their little display is drawing a lot of attention from the surrounding crowd, but almost all of them appear confused. They cannot understand what is being said. After all, English is a language that is only known by the Possessed.
 
   Only five of the people paying attention seem to be able to understand what is being said.  The way that their expressions change and their eyes shift make it obvious they understand the language. Four of them are grouped together and have a slightly haunted appearance. The last one is alone and strikes me a scavenger or maybe a weak predator.
 
   “AAAARRRRGGGHH!”
 
   Sigurd falls to his knees, after being kicked in the balls by Perzey. Some of the watchers are covering their own balls, while wincing. Others, especially the handful of women, are laughing. The scavenger is staring like a hyena sizing up the lion it wants to steal from.
 
   “Stupid Sigurd. Perzey is not weak like Sigurd. Perzey is learning to be strong from Brand.”
 
   Sigurd looks at me accusingly.
 
   I smile and shrug.
 
   Perzey uses her grip on Xenia's armor to shake her.
 
   “Is this all Xenia has? Big body. Big tits. Small courage.”
 
   Perzey throws Xenia onto her back.
 
   While Perzey stands over her, Xenia stares upwards. Her face is filled with confusion and fear, as she gasps for breath. There should be no reason for her to be so out of sorts, since Perzey was not trying to kill her.
 
   “Why are you doing this? We were friends!” Xenia's eyes gleam with unshed tears.
 
   Perzey shakes her head. “Xenia betrayed Helen. Perzey was never Xenia's friend.”
 
   Perzey looks at me, with an innocent smile on her lips. “Perzey wants to kill Xenia.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Perzey frowns for a moment, before smiling even more dazzlingly. “Pretty please.”
 
   “No.”
 
   With a pout, Perzey turns away from me. “Brand sucks.”
 
   All of the people who understood English are looking in my direction. The scavenger seems to have found something he does not like. His stare is decidedly hostile. The other four have a mix of apprehension and disgust on their faces. The only female among is staring at what is visible of my face, with her own face a mask of blatant horror.
 
   I smile at the girl and laugh, when she turns away with a shiver.
 
   “Get up. You're embarrassing yourself.”
 
   Sigurd looks up at me, with a scowl. “Have you ever been kicked in the balls?”
 
   “I've been castrated, before being crucified.”
 
   Sigurd stares at me for a moment, before his face pales. His voice is barely a whisper. “You're not bullshitting.”
 
   Obviously in pain, Sigurd forces himself to his feet. Perzey has started to tap into the true potential of her body. With the addition of some barehanded combat training, she hits hard. While I am not teaching her Shadow Fist, she is learning Urehara Style martial arts.
 
   Xenia is still on her ass, looking up. While her eyes are slowly moving between the three of us, she has a vacant look in her eyes. She has probably just had a few delusions shattered and is not dealing with it very well.
 
   With the show over, the onlookers have started moving again. The group of four who understand English have disappeared, but the scavenger is still watching us. He has moved out of the flow of traffic and is leaning against a stone piling near the water.
 
   Perzey saunters up to me and leans against my side.
 
   “Perzey is bored. Perzey wants to fuck.”
 
   “Later.”
 
   Perzey glares at me for a moment, before pouting.
 
   Perzey's banter with me makes Sigurd stiffen, before he takes Xenia's hand and drags her to her feet. Sigurd's eyes are turned away, but Xenia's are filled with confusion and fear as she looks at him. The changes in Perzey have pulled the carpet from beneath their feet, and probably, neither of them is sure how to react.
 
   *Do you know where to find the best Smiths in this city? Do not speak normally. Use the raid channel for anything important. We are being watched by someone who is not friendly.*
 
   Sigurd spins around to stare a me for a moment, before obviously searching for the the watcher, like an idiot. He is not someone who is properly equipped mentally to survive.
 
   *And now the scavenger knows that you know he is here. That was a truly brilliant move.*
 
   Sigurd turns so red, his blush is blatantly obvious through is dark tan. *Sorry. I wasn't thinking.*
 
   *Not thinking is a fast way to get dead. This is not Earth. This is a giant battlefield constructed by a group of self-proclaimed gods, so that they can enjoy the misery and suffering of everyone they have trapped within. The people here are used to death coming out of nowhere. If you want to live, you need to learn to think and not react like a complete noob.*
 
   Xenia glares at me. Fear, hate and outrage are all mixed up in her eyes. *You are such an asshole. Who do you think you are? You act like we're dirt. You're not any better than us. You're just a scarred freak.*
 
   *So, is this the true face among Xenia's many faces? I wonder what you'll do when you run into some DokkAlfar, or even more Thug Horde trash for that matter. Next time you see Jinmu, kneel down and kiss his feet. If not for him, I would have left you in your cells in the Shit Hole.*
 
   Xenia tries to hold my stare, but her eyes almost immediately start to wander. She flushes crimson at Perzey's laughter, turns away in a huff.
 
   Perzey never heard what was said in the raid chat and must have made another assumption. She is too caught up in her delusions of strength. There is no victory here. It is not my strength that caused Xenia to run form a confrontation. It is Xenia's own weakness. Almost everyone from Earth is pathetically weak.
 
   *The best Smiths, do you know where they are?*
 
   *Follow me* Sigurd turns and leaves the docks, following a road between two warehouses.
 
   Perzey grabs my hand, practically skipping along at my side.
 
   Since Tallifer is built on an island, the Council of Five refuses to allow expansion beyond the current walls. All of the land outside the walls is dedicated to agriculture, to minimize the city-state's need to import food. To overcome the lack of available land the city is built vertically, and even trade and manufacturing type business mostly reside in the towers. The Smithy that Sigurd leads me to is no exception. Built on the seventeenth level of one of the tradesman's cylinders, the Smithy takes up the entire east quarter of the floor.
 
   Through the open gates, the main work area of the Smithy can be viewed. Sixteen forges and four smelters fill the space. A system of hoods over the forges and smelters, and flues resembling heating ducts vents the smoke to the outside of the tower. A couple dozen apprentices and eight Smiths of either the journeyman or master level are industriously laboring away.
 
   The Smiths' hammers have auras around them, varying in in shades between golden yellow and orangish red. Most are only a faint sheen, but two Smiths have brilliant glows surrounding the heads of their hammers. Sparks spray outward in polychromatic bursts, every time one of the Smith's hammers strike the incandescent metal on their anvils. The apprentices who are forging appear to be working on tools, utensils, and horseshoes. That must be nothing more than training, since these are obviously Smiths and not common blacksmiths.
 
   Real Smiths use mana in their forging. They are considered to be Makers, the types of Power wielders who actually create Items of Power.
 
   Beside me, Sigurd seems a bit nonplussed, as he stares at the Smithy. I think he does not really understand what he is looking at. Xenia, on the other side of Sigurd, has a contemptuous look on her face, as she stares down her nose at the sweaty, soot stained Smiths.
 
   Perzey is a surprise, she is staring raptly at the Smiths swinging their hammers.
 
   “Strong.” The whispered word is barely audible over the cacophony of the Smithy.
 
   A massively muscled man, with salt and pepper hair, comes out of an office to the side of the entry. His is a couple inches shorter than me, but he probably weighs close half again as much. Very few humans ever develop the kind of muscle mass that this man has. The force of his presence far exceeds his physical size. His eyes seem to dismiss the others and settle on me, as they carefully measure me from head to toe. Those chill blue eyes give the impression of being able to see though to the very soul.
 
   The intensity of his eyes does not match the businesslike smile on his bearded lips.  “I'm Roderick. What can I be doing for you this fine afternoon.”
 
   “I'm Brand. I need some mundane chainmail repaired.” I push my cloak back from my shoulder, and point to the rent sleeve over my biceps.
 
   Roderick fingers the metal, and his narrowed eyes focus on my face. Even though nothing shows on his face other than a slight wrinkling of his brow, I am sure the thoughts are racing through his mind.
 
   “Can you take this off?”
 
   I shrug and store my cloak and weapons in my ring, seeing Roderick nod slightly, as he watches me. Taking off my hauberk, I pass it to him.
 
   A slight smile turns up the corners of Roderick's lips, as he bounces the mail in his hand. “How did you ever get enough Dvergar steel to have this made?”
 
   “Dvergar steel? What's that?”
 
   Roderick's eyes widen. “Don't you  know what you have here?”
 
   “It was made on my home world, from an alloy of high carbon steel, and very hard and heavy metals. I was not born in the Battleground. There are no Dvergar on my home world.”
 
   Roderick's slight smile turns into a frown. “If you know what metals are in this alloy, I can duplicate it for you. Without making some of this metal, I don't think this mail will ever be repaired to its original quality. Well, the quality of workmanship is not all that high, but the metal is superb. If it is not Dvergar steel, it is close enough as to be virtually identical.”
 
   Surprise turns my face into a blank mask, and it takes me a moment to process everything. I have heard of Dvergar Steel, it was mentioned by Thorrin a few times. I have a vague memory of seeing it mentioned in a few books in the Battleground of the Damned, but I cannot remember the context. Could it be made from the same combination of metals as my mail and swords?
 
   “I don't know what the metals are called in the Slave Tongue. In my native language, they are called tantalum and tungsten. I think are found in very small quantities in some ores that contain iron, but I don't know how to identify them.”
 
   Roderick scratches his bearded cheek. “There are a lot of ores you can extract iron from. I may have to experiment with the slag and see what I can refine out of it. If nothing else, you have given me a clue, which I lacked before. About your mail, I'm sorry, but I cannot repair it to be as strong as it was.”
 
   Roderick stares at the mail in his hands, then at the mail still on my legs, before turning his eyes to my burn scarred cheek. “There's a lot of metal here. There might be a better way to do this, but it will take time.”
 
   “How much time?”
 
   Roderick frowns slightly. “Well, that depends on you. It could be half a year, or it could never happen.”
 
   My eyes narrow in irritation, and the ki in my begins to naturally circulate with my aggravation.
 
   Roderick grins slightly. “Quite a temper  you  have, to go with all that ki. You also have a lot of untrained mana.”
 
   “Get to the point.”
 
   “Can I see your burn scars?”
 
   Curiosity gets the better of me, and I take off my leather gambeson.
 
   Roderick stares at my chest and stomach for several moments. “I can see the fear of fire in your eyes. You know fire, and know it better than most ever will. You know its strength, and you understand its dangers. A Smith who does not respect fire is doomed. If you overcome the fear and keep the respect, you have potential. Have you ever considered following the Path of the Maker?”
 
   I am gobsmacked by his words. It takes me several moments this time to wrap my brain around the idea and formulate an answer.
 
   “How much will that cost me?”
 
   Roderick grins. “Nothing. It's another experiment. Do you know know the secret to Patterning more powerful items?”
 
   “More Power.”
 
   Roderick laughs, while holding his belly and slapping his knees. “Every idiot knows it takes more Power. The secret is the pattern of the Maker. The stronger the Maker's pattern, the stronger the items base pattern will be.”
 
   “I still don't get it.”
 
   Roderick snorts with a superior look on his face. “Smiths are Makers. Your pattern being stronger means what you Make is stronger. Refining more Power is the fastest way to strengthen your pattern, but it has some pretty severe limits. Once you reach those limits, stories and legends are the best way to make your pattern grow.
 
   “Have you ever wondered why Named and Legendary items have so much Power? Everything in the universe is made of patterns. Just as patterns can be damaged and destroyed, they can grow. The knowledge and belief of others have in you, even if they just think of you as a story, will strengthen your pattern. It is not much for a single person, but when it becomes millions or hundreds of millions, they universe itself will help your pattern to grow. Every deed, for good or ill, that becomes known will strengthen your place in the Great Pattern. The more who know of you, the stronger your pattern becomes.
 
   “I don't adventure, anymore. I did in my youth, but now I'm settled in my Smithy. I've reached the limits of refining Power, and the weapons and armor I create do not spread my fame fast enough.
 
   “You are different. You're already steeped in blood, and I'm sure your infamy will become beyond legend. If I train you and you make it known that I am your teacher, I will become a part of your story. That may spread my fame faster than anything. I'll grow stronger, simply from being your teacher.
 
   “You're masterwork will be to melt and reforge that chain into a new suit of armor, which you will Pattern.”
 
   I stare at Roderick. “What makes you so certain about this?”
 
   “I'm a Smith. The first thing you have to learn to be a Smith is to see patterns. In your body and mind, I can see an enormous potential as a Maker. What do you say?”
 
   It feels as though something is still playing with my fate, but I do not think this is the Nameless' work. I cannot keep the smirk off my face. “Sure.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (City of Tallifer) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 54
 
    
 
   Clang! clink. Clang! clink. Clang! clink. Clang! clink.
 
   Sigurd and Xenia have returned to Jinmu's base. Only Perzey is still with me. When she is not practicing her combat arts in a quiet corner of the Smithy, she squats near my forge. With her arms resting on her knees and her chin resting on her arms, she sit watching me for hours. Her hungry eyes follow the movement of hammer, and feral smile twists her lips.
 
   With each swing of the hammer, I feel the mana surging through my body, down my arm, and into the hammer's head. A faint blood red aura surrounds the hammer, and multicolored sparks fly from each impact on the orange glowing steel.
 
   Ironically, the glowing metal and the heat of the forge chill me. Being so close to them, the scars on my bare chest burn with the remembered pain, while a cold hard lump sits in the pit of my stomach.
 
   “Good, you have achieved basic control over your mana. Now, you can learn to see. The secret to seeing patterns is in how your perceive the world. First, you have to change the way you think about your surroundings, then you have to use mana to filter what your eyes see.” Roderick is standing on the opposite side of the anvil from me.
 
   “Normally, no one ever looks past the surface of the universe. Our eyes are part of our bodies. They are both of the physical world and bound by the laws of the physical world. Patterns are part of the laws that make up the very nature of the universe, so the eyes can normally not see them. You need to learn to look at the structure of the universe, the universe itself, not the veil that we see around us.
 
   “This not something that can be taught. Each person has to find their own way to twist their mind and look beneath the surface. That sight is the core of Making. Smithing is a Making art, and every person has their own way of Making. It comes from your soul. If you cannot find the way within yourself, all your potential as a Smith will be wasted.”
 
   I turn a flat stare on Roderick. “Why do I have the feeling that is much easier said than done?”
 
   Roderick's chuckle, matches his ironic grin. “If it was easy, the universe would be filled with Makers. There's a couple tons of scrap metal here. Keep pounding out the impurities, until you see the secrets of steel or give up. When you can see the secrets of steel, I can begin your real training.”
 
   Roderick raises his hand and a spell pattern hovers over it. “Remember this spell. When you have found your insight, use it on yourself, on your own eyes.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (Divine Wind's Fort) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 55
 
    
 
   The members of Divine Wind were running around in a panic. A stone longboat could be seen flying straight toward their fort from the southwest. The only race that knew the secret of making flying stone ships was the DokkAlfar.
 
   Carlson and two of the other leaders within Divine Wind were surrounded by clamoring Divine Wind members, when Jinmu exited the keep. Divine Wind was currently an alliance of five small guilds, that had banded together after The Nameless trapped more that a million Taereun players in the bodies of their characters.
 
   Originally, they had just been an informal coalition of the guilds, but under Jinmu's influence, they had formed a permanent alliance, , with the five guild leaders acting as council. Since then, they had trained in tactics and strategy under Jinmu and begun to operate as a mercenary unit. The guild leaders, fearful of his charisma and skills, kept Jinmu in the role of an adviser, but in the field, their lack of ability forced them to stand aside, while Jinmu commanded the mercenary force in their few battles to date.
 
   As Jinmu observed the situation, Delilah exited the keep behind him. *What is that?”
 
   *The DokkAlfar.*
 
   Delilah shivered hearing Jinmu's words in their personal party chat.
 
   Seeing Jinmu standing outside the keep, a number of Divine Wind members, who were part of the active mercenary force, rapidly approached him.
 
   “Jinmu, those are DokkAlfar! What should we do?”
 
   Jinmu glanced around the courtyard. Carlson was one of three guild leaders present, but none of them were giving any effective orders.
 
   “Take bows and get to the top of the keep. If that boat does not come down, do not expose yourselves to overhead fire, and wait for orders. If it does come down, take positions at the keep parapets and wait for orders.”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   Seeing how Jinmu calmed the mercenary force members with a few calm commands, Carlson looked at him with a mixture of jealousy and admiration. The other two guild leaders had expression somewhere between envy and resentment, but they did not know what to do. The DokkAlfar were a boogeymen, from their days in Taereun the game, and struck an unnatural fear into them. They could not believe that Jinmu's calm was anything but an act.
 
   Carlson quickly approached Jinmu. “You're Divine Wind's best tactician. What should we do?”
 
   “Take your people under cover for now. That airship allows the DokkAlfar to be able to assault us with virtual impunity, if we are in the open. I will wait out here and see what they do.”
 
   Carlson looked over his shoulder at the approaching stone longboat. “Okay. Just make sure you let us know when to attack.”
 
   Jinmu frowned slightly. “There may not be a battle. Wait and see what happens.”
 
   Carlson led his people into one of the towers along the wall. The other two guild leaders, seeing his actions, took their people into the other tower and the small gate barbican.
 
   *Delilah, you  go inside the main keep too. You do not have the combat experience to be safe out here, if the DokkAlfar bombard us.*
 
   Alone in the courtyard, Jinmu waited for the longboat to arrive.
 
   Less than ten minutes later, the longboat circled over the keep twice, before looping down to the defensive wall. Two DokkAlfar soldiers jumped onto the top of the wall and secured the floating ship to the battlements with mooring lines.
 
   A DokkAlfar in leather robes and a hooded leather cloak stepped off the side of the longboat and floated down to the wall. Alone, the robed DokkAlfar strode down from the wall and over to Jinmu.
 
   “Greetings, Jinmu.” Kra'cha'len's voice was had the same odd accent, as the last time Jinmu heard it.
 
   Jinmu felt a chill in his bowels. The DokkAlfar were a complication that he did not wish to deal with.
 
   “Good afternoon, Kra'cha'len. I assume that you would not be coming here without a pressing reason.”
 
   Kra'cha'len's frown was visible beneath the shadow of his hood. “I have information regarding your daughter. It is not good.”
 
   Jinmu felt as though a frozen spear had pierced his heart. How does this DokkAlfar know about Mei?
 
   “My daughter?”
 
   “There is no point in feigning ignorance. The Great God has taken an interest in you, and there is nothing that can be hidden from his eyes. Your daughter is one of the nameless traitor's victims, those who call themselves the Damned. She goes by the name Selestra.”
 
   “Come with me.” Jinmu entered the keep, leading the DokkAlfar to an empty storage room near the door he used.
 
   “You are a Priest-Wizard. Can you seal this room against sound?”
 
   Kra'cha'len's finger rapidly traced a spell pattern in the air and activated it with a flick of his wrist. The silvery light expanded covering the walls, ceiling, floor, and door before disappearing.
 
   “It is done.”
 
   “Tell me about my daughter.”
 
   Kra'cha'len's frown returns. “In the years since their defeat at Haven, the surviving Damned have spread out in a number of directions. Your daughter was sold by her friends in Free Port, so that they could buy their safety from one of the Houses. She has been placed in a brothel, where she is used by dozen's of men a week. A half-breed between LjosAlfar and SvartAlfar is an exotic toy that draws a number of the cities most twisted perverts to the brothel.”
 
   Jinmu's face was pale, and his hands were shaking, with a mix of fear and rage. “I do not believe your words.”
 
   Kra'cha'len sighed dramatically. “If you do not believe my words, I can arrange to show you images, but it will take me forty of fifty days to arrange it. Getting one of an attuned pair of scrying devices to your from here to Free Port will take time.”
 
   Jinmu fixed a cold stare on Kra'cha'len's hooded face. “What is your purpose in telling me these things?”
 
   “If you swear yourself to Yggr, I can arrange for you to be taken to Free Port, instead of just sending a scrying device.”
 
   “I have no trust in your words. Do not return to bother me with more false statements.”
 
   Kra'cha'len's smile was cold as he turned and left the storeroom.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (City of Tallifer) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 60
 
    
 
   The secrets of steel. How can such a simple thing to say be so hard to understand? No matter how I try to see through, a lump of red hot iron or steel is still a red hot lump of iron or steel. I do not know what I am looking for and have no clue how to look for it.
 
   I have seen hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, of spell patterns, but Roderick says a spell pattern is not a real pattern. When he refers to a spell pattern, he derisively calls it a spell web. Just what am I supposed to see in the steel?
 
   A presence near the door of the Smithy catches my attention, and I turn toward Jinmu. He is intently scanning the forges and smelters set up in the work area. His slight smile and gleaming eyes give his face an air of almost childish delight.
 
   Beside him, Sigurd stares at the scars on my chest. In the hospital, I always wore shirt during my physical therapy. Even if he has seen pictures, there is a difference in impact between a picture and the reality. Seeing me watching him, Sigurd swallows reflexively, as he meets my eyes.
 
   I move toward the gate to the smithy, and Perzey stops her practice, quickly running over to follow me like my shadow. Her control over her body has reached the point where she almost appears to glide when she runs. Even without using her air abilities, she is starting move like an embodiment of the wind.
 
   Jinmu looks past me toward Perzey, his eyes weighing the changes in her. Returning his gaze to me, he smiles slightly.
 
   “Your ideas seem to have succeeded.”
 
   I shake my head. “Not in the manner that I expected. I don't think she will ever again be the person that was once a player. She has become a fusion of two minds. It will be interesting to see where it leads her in the end.”
 
   “What happened to Harkins?”
 
   I shrug. “No clue. After he attacked me, I slapped him around, and Perzey blew him off. I haven't seen him since.”
 
   Sigurd stares at me, aghast. From his expression, it appears he is looking at a monster. My smile causes him to shiver. Was he afraid to ask about Harkins, or did Jinmu never tell him about the man following us?
 
   The door to Roderick's office opens, and I turn toward him.
 
   “Roderick, this is Jinmu. He is from my home world. We came here together.”
 
   Roderick nods to Jinmu. “Another ki adept. In this part of the Battleground, only about one in ten thousand adepts ever have enough strength in ki to master it. Yet, both of you from a single world are so strong in it. Is everyone in your world like the two of you?”
 
   Jinmu laughs. “In our world, we were the exceptions, the ones who did not truly belong.”
 
   Roderick pats me on the shoulder. “Brand, you should take some time away from the forge. You are trying to force a breakthrough, and that will never work. Spend some time with your friends and clear your mind.”
 
   I turn to look at my forge.
 
   “I'll clean up. Come back tomorrow.”
 
   I frown. “Alright, I'll do that.”
 
   Roderick starts to walk toward the forge. “You frustration is obvious. Success will not necessarily happen overnight, but if you let its lack cloud your mind, you will never find it.”
 
   Jinmu rests his hand on my shoulder. “Let's go to a restaurant. There are many place where I have not yet had the chance to sample the cuisine.”
 
   While walking along the streets, we do not talk, not even using a party channel from the party charms. The restaurant that Jinmu leads us to is in the upper floors of a tower near the harbor. Just the furniture makes it obvious that this is not a cheap establishment.
 
   A scantily clad hostess leads us to a table on the balcony. Being early afternoon, the lunch patrons are mostly gone, and it is too early for the dinner crowds. Barely an eighth of the tables are occupied.
 
   “Did you come into a fortune while I was away?” I use English, since no natives will understand it.
 
   Jinmu smiles. “Thug Horde has been very generous to us. There seem to be a lot of them wandering around this area.”
 
   “Their main base is in the western part of the Southern Reaches. You didn't know that?”
 
   Jinmu is a bit surprised. “No one I have talked to knew where they were based from. Do you know about this because of your history?”
 
   “I tracked them down early on. During the days of the game, they ruthlessly murdered anyone they thought was an NPC to keep their base secret. Only players have ever really known about it. It's rather hard to keep your base hidden from people who can resurrect forever.”
 
   Jinmu laughs, but it seems halfhearted. Something is off about his behavior. He is acting more or less like Jinmu, but there is none of the intense drive of the Jinmu I know.
 
   “How long will it be before we advance to where Mei is, and how long will it take to reach her”
 
   I cannot keep from frowning. “It's a bit hard to say. I want to master Smithing, before I move on. After that, it will be at least four years, but probably longer. The gate out of the Battlefield of the Damned is sealed and dead, but I think I know who may be able to help us open it. The problem is that it's at least a six month journey to Alkhalazen's Demise. I don't know how long it will take the Dvergar to make any arrangements they need. Then, it's another year and a half give or take to reach the gate. Once the gate is open, it's a solid two year journey, barring any obstacles.”
 
   Jinmu looks down. “So long. I did not realize how long it would actually take.”
 
   I shrug. “It was the roll of the dice. We had no idea where would enter Taereun. I was guessing it would be inside the Labyrinth, but I expected to wind up in the Chamber of Transition. The Four Bones Goblin Lair is really ass-fuck nowhere. To be honest, the sheer size and power of Tallifer, considering its location, has always amazed me.”
 
   Sigurd's eyes are troubled. “Did you spend a lot of time here, when you played the game?”
 
   I snort. “Not really. There are too many people here, but I passed through on business a number of times.”
 
   Tallifer is in a decidedly warm climate. It is more subtropical than tropical, but there are very few cold days during the year. On the streets, normal Tallifer citizens do not wear much clothing, if they are not wearing armor. The waitress who comes to our table is a scantily clad as the hostess. Tallifer has nothing that resembles the moral codes of a puritan or even early turn of the millennium American culture. They know that sex sells, and the waitresses are probably available if you offer enough money.
 
   Even though we are using English, I wait until the waitress is gone, before continuing. “What are you doing that you're running into Thug Horde?”
 
   Jinmu faintly smiles. “Bounty hunting, mostly. We also do some courier work. We are required to post a bond for it, but the pay is good. I have one hundred forty-seven people under me. Not many, but it is a start.”
 
   We spend the rest of our meal discussing strategy and logistics for Jinmu's work. He is building a mercenary force for the time being, and I give him what decade plus out of date information I have about the Southern Reaches.
 
   When the restaurant begins to fill with the night crowd, we leave. Jinmu and Sigurd return to the harbor, and Perzey follows me back to the room I am renting near the Smithy.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (City of Tallifer) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 76
 
    
 
   Clang! clink. Clang! clink. Clang! clink. Clang! clink.
 
   I have already internalized the physical aspects of repeated full power swings and no longer to focus on what I am doing. My mind is wandering, as I watch Perzey more than the metal I am forging.
 
   Perzey is not a beautiful woman, but her body is still mesmerizing. She moves like her body has almost become one with the air. Grown from shoulder length to the middle of her back, Perzey's hair is a brown curtain dancing in the wake of her movements. She is getting better, but I will need to slap her around a bit more to put a sharper edge on her.
 
   In the corner of my eye, something draws my attention back to the iron beneath my hammer. A burst of light was visible for a moment on the metal. It almost looked like a condensed version of the polychromatic sparks given off, when my hammer lands. I keep working the steel, but after a few minutes nothing more is visible. I return the cooling metal to the forge again.
 
   Memories of the days and nights with Perzey drift through my mind. Before arriving in Tallifer, I would train her everyday. No matter how much I hurt her while training, she was passionately hungry for my touch in the night. No, it would be more accurate to say, the more I hurt her in the day, the more she hungered for me to fuck her brains out in the night.
 
   I want to take the time to train her again, to see how well she fares, when I push her.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I catch something in the metal again. No matter how intently I focus, I cannot catch another glimpse.
 
   Angrily, I take the heated steel out of the fire placing it on the anvil again. Filled with rage, I swing my hammer down on the steel. The aura around the hammer's head is a deep bloody red, casting a strong sanguine glow on my anvil. I want to crush the metal, that refuses to give up its secrets
 
   CLANG! clink. CLANG! clink. CLANG! clink. CLANG! clink.
 
   Again, I see a flash of light within the metal. Smithing is a Making art, and every person has their own way or Making. It comes from your soul. Is this my key? Cruelty? Pain?
 
   I picture the spell pattern Roderick showed, filling it with mana. Burning pain fills my eyes for a moment, blurring my vision. As my vision clears, I see a new world. Everything around me has become networks of light. Some things like the the anvil and the steel are relatively simple, with wide, heavy, bold rays and curves of light. Others like Perzey, the Smiths, and apprentices are incredibly complex masses that appear to be fractal patterns of light, with only a vaguely human shape.
 
   Turning my eyes to the steel on my anvil, the base pattern is composed of broad streaks of silver-grey light. I do not know what they mean, but I can tell that it is the steel. Scattered inside of the silver-grey there are patches of other colored light. Are those the impurities in the metal?
 
   Swinging my hammer, I focus on the other lights inside the silver-grey. With each blow one of those lights shatters in a polychromatic spray a dozen times more dazzling than when I was just swinging blindly.
 
   CLANG! clink. CLANG! clink. CLANG! clink. CLANG! clink.
 
   After fifteen hammer blows, the remaining impurities are specks too small for me to focus the force of the blows on them. I release the spell pattern and look at the silver-grey lump of almost pure steel.
 
   “What are the secrets of steel?” Roderick's voice is soft, as he stands next me staring at the steel.
 
   “Pain. Cruelty.”
 
   “Then that is the core of your soul. What you Make will always be painful and cruel, a hard path for a Maker to walk.”
 
   I raise my left arm, looking at the scars. Garion  told me they were self-inflicted. He was probably right. “It's the only way I know how to live.”
 
   


  
 

The Postmen
 
   
  
 

*** Emer Valley - The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over: Day 87
 
    
 
   Thorrin Hammerfist stared out from the wall at the south end of Emer Valley, as it had recently been named in the First Alliance Council. Thug Horde's army had over 2,500 core members and nearly 3,000 from their tributary guilds.
 
   Looking to either side, he had less than 2,500 people in total, and many of them were not top of the line combatants. Most of the people guarding this southern wall were newer players or players who had played Taereun for the chance to be craftsmen and traders. They had come to Emer, hoping for a safe place to hide, while others pursued The Nameless' quest.
 
   The southern wall was still under construction. While the outer face of the wall was stone, the platforms behind it were still mostly hastily constructed from wood. The only crenelations along the wall were in the central part, where the stout wooden gates blocked the road.
 
   Damn cocksuckers. It's almost like they knew the undead were going to attack. If nothing else, I'm going to take that piece of shit Menton with me. Thorrin kept his bitter conjectures to himself. The Alliance's morale was so fragile the wrong word would completely shatter it.
 
   From his position atop the wall, Thorrin's Dvergar eyes could easily see the smug smile on Menton's face. Menton, the guild leader of Thug Horde, was standing in front of his massed troops. Almost two hours had passed since they arrived, but so far, there had been no attacks and no demands. Menton was allowing the presence of Thug Horde wear away at the nerves of the Emer Valley's defenders.
 
   I may be a Dvergar, but most of my Power is focused as a Smith. That bastard Meton is an Umbral Sorcerer. The difference in the Powers we use and how we use them is night and day. Still, there is no one else in the Alliance that has any hope of taking that fucker on. Thorrin was waiting. He would not provoke the imminent confrontation, hoping to buy as much time as possible.
 
   Thorrin turned his head as the sound of explosions reached his ears from the north. Damn the undead must be attacking the north wall already. Our scouts said there were close 100,000 of them, but they were wrong. Talon told me that it's closer to a quarter million. No one else believed him, of course. They called him a liar. They're all idiots. As a scout or a fighter, Talon is better than any of them, but they're so arrogant they can't see it.
 
   The idiots on the Steering Committee ordered me to come here, so that they wouldn't have to hear my opinions about how they intend to ruin the battle. They think that their game experience, in a “Fantasy” setting, is more important, than my training and experience in the real world military. Connor is better than I am. He has a lot more combat experience, and those imbeciles still ignore him. They don't have a clue how terrifying a real battle is, one where there is no coming back from death. Even with the north wall to fight from, they'll be lucky to keep their forces form breaking and running.
 
   Looking back toward Thug Horde, Thorrin watched as their casters began weaving spells. Thug Horde was still outside the effective range of his casters and archers. Attacking now would simply demoralize his forces, when they saw their attacks were ineffective. Thorrin could do nothing but watch as the shields of wind and stone appeared in front of and over the enemy force.
 
   “Hold your fire, until I call for it! Don't waste arrows and mana! Wait for my orders!” Thorrin's gravelly voice was easily heard at the far ends of the wall. Thug Horde was well able to hear it, as well.
 
   I don't know what that bastard Talon's secret is, but I've never been able to bind him in a whisper charm. Hurry, Nessa. If you don't find Talon quick, it won't matter what happens at the north wall.
 
   The Thug Horde forces began to advance under the cover of their magic defenses. When they reached an effective range for their own spells and archers, Meton still did not give the order to attack. When the front line of troops was thirty yards from the wall, Menton raised his hand. The advance stopped, and the stone shields settled into the ground.
 
   A warrior, dressed in red lacquered plate armor, with a halberd in his left hand, stepped forward. He planted the butt of the halberd on the ground and raised his helm's visor. His face was filled with malicious glee, as he scanned the top of the wall.
 
   “Surrender now! Everyone who does not surrender now will be killed!”
 
   Turning, the warrior walked behind the stone shields again.
 
   On top of the wall, many of the former players were looking to the people at their sides. Some were resolute, but they were in the minority.
 
   “Stand firm! To kill you, they have take the walls. If you surrender, Thug Horde will make you slaves. Stand and fight like men!”
 
   A handful of cheers answered Thorrin's words, but they were mostly from the members of Thorrin's Hammers.
 
   “Begin.” Even though Menton's voice was only at a conversational volume, everyone along the length of the wall heard it.
 
   “Casters, get your shields up! Now!” Thorrin's yell was audible along the length of the wall, as well.
 
   Menton and twelve other casters began to weave spells. All of their spell patterns were being woven with black Umbral Power, and all of them were weaving the identical patterns.
 
   The Alliance casters, scattered among the defenders, begin to weave spells of their own.
 
   “Steel is stubbornness.” Thorrin's words were to quiet for anyone else to hear them.
 
   Thorrin grabbed a spear that was leaning against the wall next to him. Staring at the spear, he exercised his Power. In his hands, the common looking spear took on a sheen of Power, and Thorrin's frown deepened.
 
   At first, I couldn't use the skills of a Smith. Even though I have the superhuman body of a Dvergar, I would eventually fall behind, if I could not use my Power. It took weeks for me to realize such a simple fact, about why I could not use the skills of a Smith. The real Thorrin's secret of steel was different from my own. His secret was resolution. My secret is just plain old stubbornness.
 
   Drawing back his arm, Thorrin hurled the spear at Menton, who ignored it. Striking the wind shield over Menton, the spear released a brilliant silver-grey light and penetrated. Menton tried to dodge, but the spear still left a gash in his left shoulder.
 
   The red armored warrior spun toward Menton, his posture revealing his shock. “Archers! Attack the wall! Suppress that filthy dwarf!”
 
   Dozens of spells and thousands of arrows pounded the defensive shields at the top of the walls, but they were not enough to break the spells of the defenders. Still, the defenders found themselves unable to retaliate effectively. All of their casters were tied up in the maintenance of the spells, and they lacked the numbers of archers needed to break the attackers' shields.
 
   The attackers' casters reinforced the spells defending Menton, and Thorrin did not attempt to break them again. Instead, he took up his axe, a thick slab of metal weighing over a hundred pounds, but its massive weight paled next to his shield's. Forged for a Dvergar's superlative strength, the octagonal sheet of metal, three feet edge to edge and an inch thick, was so heavy the strongest of human adepts could not use it effectively.
 
   Thorrin's gaze was drawn to a lone figure behind the Thug Horde army. Unnoticed, he was sauntering up to the oblivious Thugs in the rear.
 
   Talon, you bastard, it took you long enough to get here.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (Divine Wind's Fort) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 101
 
    
 
   The DokkAlfar appeared without warning in Jinmu's office. There were no sounds to expose his movements, and the office door never opened.
 
   The stare Jinmu turned on the Kra'cha'len promised death. “So, was that your Power or your god's that allowed you reach this point unnoticed?”
 
   Kra'cha'len smiled coldly and began to weave a spell pattern. He did not say a word before the spell sealed the office against sound.
 
   “You wanted proof of your daughter's condition. An agent of the the DokkAlfar is about to enter the brothel, where your daughter is spreading her legs. Would you like to watch?”
 
   Jinmu was barely able to suppress his rage, as he stared coldly at the DokkAlfar Priest-Wizard, but he was desperate to know about his daughter's fate.
 
   “Show me.”
 
   A large black crystal materialized in Kra'cha'len's hand, and he briefly closed his eyes.
 
   “You are in luck. The agent is about to enter your daughter's room.”
 
   Black light flared from the crystal, and a globe about two feet in diameter appeared floating over it. After a few seconds, an image appeared in the globe.
 
   A fat woman in a low-cut red dress was walking with her back to the images point of view.. There were doors every twelve or so feet along the hall she was walking down. She stopped next to one and opened it. The center point of the image seemed to be about four and half feet off the floor.
 
   “This is that Alfar slut. It's an extra ten thousand gold if you kill her and a hundred gold for every cut, burn, or broken bone. We have a list of every injury on her body, so don't try to play games. Enjoy yourself.”
 
   The image moved into the room revealing a naked girl, with silver hair, laying on her side in a bed, at the back of the room. A collar with dimly glowing runes was locked around her neck, and a chain secured it to the wall behind the bed. The girls skin was a dusky grey color, and her small breasts were tipped with sooty black nipples. As she rolled onto her back and spread her legs, she revealed a hairless vagina with a labia as sooty black as her nipples. Her body was covered with welts, abrasions, and burns.
 
   Smiling toward the top of the image with vacant eyes, the girl spread the lips of her vagina with her fingers, revealing the pink flesh inside. “Selestra will make Master feel good. Stick your dick in Selestra, Master.”
 
   The image closed in to the side of the bed.
 
   “There is no way to know if that is my daughter or not.”
 
   The girl on the bed looked around, her face a shocked mask.
 
   “She is your daughter. She can hear you if you talk to her.”
 
   “Girl, what is you name.” Jinmu's tone was flat.
 
   The girl started cackling madly.
 
   “If you don't answer, I'll take a belt to your tits.” The voice was angry and hostile.
 
   The girl started talking in English. “I've lost it. I'm going crazy. I though I heard Otousan's voice. Maybe, I'll be too crazy to know what's happening soon.”
 
   The girl started crying, and violently wiped the tears away. “I can't cry. That's what they want. They get hornier and hurt me more, when I cry. Fuck, why am I talking to myself.”
 
   Jinmu changed to English. “What is your name on Earth? Tell me!”
 
   “Mei. Mei Urehara. Otousan, I'm insane. I think I hear your voice. I hope this ends soon. I just want it all to end so I can see Okaasan.”
 
   “Mei, it's Papa. You hold on. I'm coming to get you. Papa is going to come take you out of there.”
 
   Selestra started laughing, and her burgeoning insanity could be clearly heard in the sound.
 
   Jinmu turned to Kra'cha'len, his eyes so cold that the DokkAlfar felt a trace of fear.
 
   “Take me to that place!”
 
   Kra'cha'len smiled. “If you want to be taken to your daughter, you have to pay the prices.”
 
   “What prices?”
 
   “Serve the Great God. You will swear yourself to Yggr and be Spirit Bonded, to become his Medium.”
 
   Jinmu's steely glare never wavered. “I accept. What else?”
 
   Kra'cha'len's smile broadened. “You will give us Brand. Give him to us collared and helpless.”
 
   Jinmu's face paled, he felt like he had been punched in the stomach. He stared at Kra'cha'len, without saying anything.
 
   Kra'cha'len's smile turned malicious. “Well, will you give us Brand? It is all or nothing. If you do not meet both conditions, you can hope that Brand will get you to Free Port. He might eventually find a way out of the Battleground. There is no way you will make it on your own.”
 
   Jinmu's teeth were clenched, as he hissed his reply. “I will give you Brand.”
 
   “Excellent. Kneel and I will take your oath to the Great God.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (City of Tallifer) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 133
 
    
 
   Roderick stares at me, with a broad grin. “I've never met anyone that took to Smithing the way you have, but that armor is truly frightening. Knowing your secrets, I can see them all to easily in the shape of the plates and that mask, but why did you cast it in the face of a Dvergar?”
 
   “In remembrance of the dead.” Roderick does not need to know more than that.
 
   I move in front of the window in Roderick's office and stare at my reflection. The face I do not want to forget, the face I wore for eleven years, stares back at me. Even if it is formed from steel alloy, the facial features hammered into the mask of my armor is an exact replica of my Half-Dvergar face. The beard abruptly ends below my chin, but it would be ridiculous if I had made the full length of my old beard. This new armor is made of plates molded to fit the lineaments my body, to point where the outlines of my musculature are cast in clear relief. The only chain left in the armor is there to cover the gaps at my joints.
 
   The most important feature of this armor is that it has been Patterned and is tied to me with a soul thread. The Power contained in the armor causes it to fit like a second skin, once donned. Even though it weighs more that the chain that was melted down to form the base of the alloy, this new armor is far less restrictive to my movements than the old chain.
 
   “That armor is worthy of being a masterwork. You are the equal of a Master Smith. Now, you need only practice your craft. There is virtually nothing left that I could teach you. Though how you managed to absorb so much knowledge in barely more than a month is beyond me. Maybe, you were born to be a Maker.”
 
   I only shrug. I have no answers to Roderick's questions. I do not understand how I was able master his Smithing techniques so quickly. I find it hard to believe that Roderick has taught me everything needed to become a Master Smith, but the sullenly jealous expressions of the journeymen in the Smithy attest to the truth of it.
 
   Drawn by something odd about my eyes, I move closer to the office window. My eyes used to be a yellowish-green, but now they are a deep green, with silver and black mixed in.
 
   “Your eyes have been changing as you mastered the art of Smiting. Didn't you notice?”
 
   “If you looked like me, would you spend much time looking at your own reflection?”
 
   Roderick chuckles softly. “Probably not.”
 
   “Perzey likes Brand's eyes. Brand is special.” The words are whispered by Perzey, while she does not quite meet my eyes.
 
   I find myself staring at Perzey blankly, not sure how to react to her words. She has changed so much from when I first saw her naked in that cell, that I do not know quite to make of her. She was typical of the modern American trash that I had dealt with all my life, but she broke so easily. I never considered that normal people might have been oppressed to the breaking point under the twisted social system that exists in America.
 
   Is that why Taereun had such fanatical followers? It was anything but a mainstream game. It had no leader boards, no internet RMT (Real Money Transaction) marketplace, not even any stats that players could brag about, but the people who played it still put so much time and effort into the game. For me, it was a life where I could live by my own strength and hurt people without avoiding the social cameras, but what was it for other people?
 
   Perzey's hair is almost down to her waist now. The almost constant air currents that surround her play with that wild, uncombed brown curtain. She does not resist, when I take her chin between thumb and forefinger, and turn her face toward me. The hunger in her eyes is still as strong as when I first woke it in the Swamp of the Lost, but she seems more wild than insane.
 
   “You've changed.”
 
   Perzey smiles. “Brand changed Perzey.”
 
   I do not say anything. I think I might be afraid of what she will say, if I ask the question in my thoughts. I no longer hate Perzey, but I might never have hated Perzey, only Helen.
 
   Looking around the forge, I am filled with a sense of incongruity. This is not my place. While I was learning Smithing, I did not pay attention to the ambiance, but now, I perceive the dislike and hostility of Roderick's apprentices and journeymen. The two Master Smiths who work for Roderick are looking me with ironic miens.
 
   I cannot keep the acerbity out of my voice. “I don't belong here, any more than Perzey does.”
 
   Roderick's mouth turns into a doleful frown. “No, not really. This is just a stay in your journey, and I cannot foresee the end of that road.”
 
   “Destruction or eternity.”
 
   A shiver passes through Roderick, and his voice has a hint of dread. “Godhead.”
 
   “Gods are myths.”
 
   “Maybe, other gods see gods as myths, but for us mortals, gods a real. I fear, you will either shake the heavens or be crushed them.”
 
   “It's time I left.”
 
   I offer my hand to Roderick, and he clasps my wrist, the shake of one warrior to another.
 
   Roderick's face becomes a picture of surprise, when Perzey kisses his bearded cheek.
 
   “Bye-bye.” Perzey waves, as she runs out of the Smithy.
 
   “Remember to tell people who trained you as a Smith.”
 
   When I reach the bottom of the tower, the sun is near its zenith. Many streets in Tallifer are only touched by the sun's rays, when it is this high. Staying in the Smithy with me from dawn till sunset, it has been more than a month since Perzey has been out in the sun. She is standing in the street, with her face towards the sun and her arms spread wide. Wearing only a short diaphanous dress, he light bronze toned skin gleams, under the midday light. As with many of the women of Tallifer, her breasts and bikini-like loincloth are clearly visible under the barely concealing fabric.
 
   Many of the people on the street blatantly stare at Perzey  as they pass by, clearly admiring her. A group of five men and two women, all armed and armored, walk up to Perzey. The biggest of the men has a clearly lecherous smile plastered on his face. The rest of the group move to encircle her.
 
   “Hey, gorgeous, are you by yourself?” The language is the Slave Tongue, but the phrasing makes it sound like they are Possessed.
 
   Perzey looks at the people surrounding her, with a faint mocking smile on her lips.
 
   “Weak.” Springing into the air, Perzey glides over the heads of the group surrounding her and touches down next to me. Linking her arm with mine, she smiles up at me.
 
   “Can Perzey kill them? Pretty please?”
 
   “No, they aren't worth it.” I turn, following the road to the east.
 
   “Brand never lets Perzey have fun.”
 
   “Hey, asshole!” The big one starts to pursue us.
 
   Another man grabs the big one's arm.
 
   “Don't! We don't need trouble with the guards. Tallifer hasn't turned hostile toward players yet.” 
 
   So, it has already started. The residents of the Battlefield must have figured out that the Possessed are no longer resurrecting, and some of the polities have started targeting them. In the near future, things will start to get ugly. The question is whether the Possessed will fight back or roll over and take it, like the Earth-born cowards they are.
 
   Perzey hums softly to herself as we walk through Tallifer, surrounded by a small bubble of clear space. I do not recognize the tune, but it sounds like something from Earth, not from within the Battlefield.
 
   It takes a bit over half an hour to reach my destination. Standing on a plaza directly behind the harbor warehouses is a small tower, only twenty-three stories tall. The tower is owned by a player guild, who operate their business from the ground floor and the top seven floors. The rest of the tower is rented out to other players or player guilds. When I was Talon, I would use their facilities at times, mostly for information gathering.
 
   Over the main entry to the tower, there is huge kite shield shaped plaque, embossed with the guilds logo. In the center two pigeons in flight are separated by an upright sword. Over the sword a single word is etched in all Roman capital letters: POSTMEN. On the bottom of the shield, the guild motto is also etched in Roman script: We Always Deliver.
 
   The Postmen can be considered the single most successful guild in all of Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. They single-handedly changed the face of communications in the Battleground. Their leader goes by the name of Alva, and she is supposed to have been a telecommunications engineer on Earth.
 
   The Postmen researched and developed magical transmitters and repeaters that can transmit objects up to about three feet square through the teleport gates. Through contracts, treaties, and in some cases brute force invasions, they have extended their network throughout most of the known and populated sections of the Battleground of the Damned. To safeguard their monopoly, they installed self-destruct spell formations into every single piece of their magic technology. At the time of the Great Fuck Over, they had become indispensable to most of the polities in the Battleground, and the ones relying on their services protected them from the polities hostile to them. As for the other players, not even Thug Horde dared to openly antagonize The Postmen.
 
   In front of the tower, two guards stand on either side of the entry. They are probably local citizens of Tallifer. One of The Postmen's tactics is to hire locals to feed money back into the local economies. That makes them more popular with the commoners and sometimes the rulers.
 
   The ground floor of the tower is mostly open to the customers, with the back being cordoned off by a long counter. The actual “mail” is kept in the underground levels of the tower and sent up by chutes as needed. The customer area is a meeting place, where people can exchange information and read the posts on the various bulletin boards.
 
   Near one corner of the room is my goal. A giant holographic display is projected from a complex metal and crystal artifact, showing a map of all the known zones in the Battleground of the Damned. This is maintained in concert with the Explorers Guild.
 
   The Explorers Guild is actually not a player guild. They are a rather loose organization made up of hundreds of thousands of adventurers, who operate in any arrangement from solo to small armies. Their purpose is to seek out every corner of every zone in the Battleground of the Damned. The leadership is mostly made up of citizens from various polities in the Battleground, but a few of the Possessed have risen to high offices, with one on the Overseers Council.
 
   My only interest in checking the map is to see if anyone has reported the discovery of the zone that contains the Chamber of Transition. Not wanting to draw attention to the specific zone it is connected to, I peruse the entirety of the northern part of the Western Reaches. There are at least a dozen zones I do not recognize, and three times as many that do not look quite right. The Western Reaches are the least populated by “civilized races” of the Five Reaches, but it seems like someone has been extensively active, since the Great Fuck Over.
 
   A tall lean man man, with a goatee and a lion's mane of white hair, approaches me. His clothes are all made from extremely high quality silk, with large ventilation slits in the style of upper class Tallifer merchants. His jewelry alone is probably worth enough to buy a small kingdom.
 
   “Steel is cruelty. Steel is pain.” A thin strand of the mana inside me touches my eyes, twisting my perceptions to show me the world as patterns.
 
   Like within Perzey, I can see the dissonance of his mind and soul from his body. He is one of the players, that have been trapped in the Battleground.
 
   “Brand, I presume?” His voice is slightly nasal sounding, and he has an odd pronunciation that sounds like he might have been an Asian native on Earth.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Sulius, the Tallifer Region Manager. Could you please remove the mask, so that I might confirm your identity?”
 
   When I release my helm's mask and push it up, Sulius winces at the sight of my face. He is already annoying me.
 
   “I have a missive for you from a party, whose name I cannot speak in the open like this. Would you please come upstairs to my office?”
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   Sulius glances at Perzey disdainfully. “This is an extremely sensitive matter. It would be best if your doxy remained here.”
 
   Perzey looks at me with her usual sweet killing smile, but does not say a word, when I put my armored finger over her lips.
 
   “Maybe later.”
 
   Since I have learned my secrets of steel, my ki aura has become distinctly dark and cruel. As I release it, Sulius shivers, his skin becoming even more pale than it already was.
 
   “You are beginning to piss me off. If you have something for me, give it to me.”
 
   “P-please, follow me.”
 
   Perzey hugs my armor clad arm tightly and grins mockingly at Sulius. Her face is slightly flushed, and her hard nipples are easily seen through the near transparent fabric of her dress.
 
   “Weak faggot.”
 
   Sulius is silent as he leads us up the ramp to the second floor and into an elevator. While not common, elevators inside buildings are not unknown in the Battleground of the Damned. Most interior elevators make use of air or gravitational based magic bound in sigils or formations to raise and lower the platform or car. This elevator only reaches the eighteenth floor of the tower.
 
   From the eighteenth to the twenty-third floor, Sulius leads us past dozens of guards. I get the impression he is trying to make a point regarding his power. While it would impress or cow most people, he clearly does not understand who I am.
 
   An effeminate looking male secretary is seated behind a rather large desk outside the door to Sulius' office. When he sees Sulius, the secretary stands up revealing that like his shirt his pants are made of the same type of diaphanous material as Perzey's dress.
 
   “Lord, Sul...” The secretary's voice falters, under Sulius' glare.
 
   “Bring us a pot of Calistene coffee and knock before entering.”
 
   Calist Moors is a Core zone know for its mercenaries. I have never heard anything resembling coffee being grown there.
 
   The secretary's eyes turn toward me, and he cannot keep his obvious disgust hidden. He looks rapidly at Perzey, as though to escape the horror of my ruined face. When his eyes float downward to her big tits, with the still erect nipple, the tent pole in his pants deflates, as his disgust turns into disdain.
 
   “No.”
 
   Perzey pouts, when I do not even let her ask her inevitable question.
 
   The office is trapezoidal. At least a hundred feet deep, its entire outer wall is made crystalline windows, looking out over the harbor. The furniture is all made of thick heavy wood, stained a deep mahogany color, and the desk near the windows is big enough to park a large wagon on. It has been Patterned and is heavily impregnated with Power.
 
   The secretary closes the office door behind us, and Sulius sits down behind his huge desk. His chair is thickly padded and covered with black suede style leather. I do not bother to look for stains on the seat.
 
   After using a kind of a Power infused crystal key, Sulius opens a drawer in the desk. Taking a black scroll case out the drawer, he places it on the desk.
 
   “Please.”
 
   Picking up the scroll case, I stare at the white eye on the outside.
 
   “Since when have The Postmen had dealings with DokkAlfar?”
 
   Sulius sniffs primly. “The Postmen will deal with anyone and everyone who pays the price for our services and does not try to move against us. We do not discriminate in any manner against those seeking our services.”
 
   I open the tube, and take out the scroll inside.
 
    
 
   My Dearest Brand,
 
   While we have never met, we have seen each other. I am Kra'cha'len, Priest-Wizard of the Central Fane of Yggr. It is with heartfelt joy that I send this missive to you. The foolish and misdirected actions of the Left Hand Order of Yggr have been curtailed, and the Temple of Yggr is extending a sincere invitation to you to join our ranks.
 
   As you appear to do, the Temple of Yggr stands in opposition to the vicious manipulations carried out by the renegade that calls itself The Nameless God. We would earnestly welcome your help in dealing with the fools that join in the service of the traitor, and can provide you with support beyond your wildest imagination.
 
   I look forward to hearing at the very least that you wish to meet face to face to discuss the merits of joining the Temple of Yggr.
 
   Sincerely yours,
 
   Kra'cha'len, Priest-Wizard of the Central Fane of Yggr
 
    
 
   “You know what this is about.” I gesture at Sulius with the letter.
 
   “I have a general idea and have been given instructions for transmitting your reply to the Fane of Yggr.” Sulius has a demeanor of smug pride.
 
   Sulius gapes, as the paper in my hand burst into flame. Perzey laughs at him, while smiling sweetly.
 
   “You fool, do you understand how much power the Priests of Yggr  have? Were they not offering you a chance to join them?”
 
   My smile is cold. “Idiots, that want to suck the dick of some asshole that calls himself a god, can all go to hell.”
 
   I turn around and start walking to the door. Perzey waves over her shoulder at Sulius. Noises from the corridor outside make me stop.
 
   “Put your armor and weapons on.”
 
   Perzey smiles and strips naked, before taking her armor and weapons harness out of her bracelet. Draping them over my shoulder, she takes out a different loincloth and boots, while standing in front of me still naked.
 
   “Wait! What is she doing?”
 
   I can not even begin to guess how her mind works anymore. She seems to be switching between an innocent killer and a sex starved tease. Why that is making her so much more in touch with the talents and abilities that came with her body, I do not understand.
 
   “You can't leave yet!”
 
   If this was not a regional headquarters form The Postmen, I would be slightly worried. They have some very strong adepts who work as mercenaries in the hinterland of the Battleground, but I have never seen any of them in places like Tallifer. Most of The Postmen's influence comes from their ability to transmit and control information, not their ability to project force.
 
   When Perzey puts on the thin leather shirt she wears under her armor, I turn back to Sulius. His face is oddly pale. There seems to be something else going on here.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “You seem to have a history with Thug Horde. You also have connections the mercenary leader Jinmu. We are having problems with Thug Horde, fairly close to Tallifer, and would like hire both yourself and Jinmu's band.”
 
   “Then, why don't you contact Jinmu directly? And for that matter, how do you know about my connections with Jinmu?”
 
   Sulius pales a little more. “Do not underestimate The Postmen's intelligence network.”
 
   “The DokkAlfar told you.”
 
   Sulius' expression stiffens, and his eyes start darting from side to side.
 
   “What did Kra'cha'len tell you?”
 
   Sulius fidgets, not looking me straight in the eye. “Ah . . . he said that you would probably turn down his offer, and we should use you to deal with Thug Horde. Thug Horde is apparently working for that Nameless God, who trapped us all here.”
 
   I already suspected that Thug Horde was working for The Nameless. The DokkAlfar with the band wiped out by the Dvergar and the Priest-Captain's comments pretty much confirmed it. What are the objectives of The Nameless and Yggr? There are too many things I do not know.
 
   “What are you offering?”
 
   Sulius smiles, his eyes lighting up. “One thousand Tallifer golden boats to take part in an assault on a single Thug Horde base.”
 
   For one assault on one base, he is offering a lot of money. Tallifer's coinage is known for its purity, and the golden boat is their largest gold coin.
 
   “Not interested. I don't need money right now.”
 
   Sulius' face blanches, and Perzey laughs. I turn toward the door again.
 
   “Wait! I will give the thousand golden boats, whether you participate in the assault or not, as long as you go to Jinmu with my envoy.”
 
   “Why are you so desperate?”
 
   Sulius stares straight at me. “Priest-Wizard Kra'cha'len said that without your presence, the assault would most like fail. We cannot afford to leave this Thug Horde group unchecked. They are threatening our only relay line between Tallifer and the Troven's Depths region.”
 
   I do not know much about Troven's Depths or the surrounding zones. There is supposed to be a lot of wealth to be had from trading with them, but I do not know any specifics. The only thing I do know is that many of the zones are densely populated, and the inhabitants conduct extensive amounts of magical research.
 
   I look at Perzey and see anger simmering in her eyes.
 
   “Do you want to go?”
 
   Surprise is plastered all over Perzey's face, as she turns to me. “Perzey only wants to go, if Perzey can hurt Xenia.”
 
   “If Xenia attacks you first, do whatever you want. Just leave her alive.”
 
   With a big grin, Perzey wraps her arm around my neck and kisses me, a long lingering kiss. Her body is pressed tightly against mine, while her tongue pushes passionately into my mouth. It would be a lot more enjoyable, if we were not both wearing armor.
 
   After a few minutes, Perzey settles onto the flats of her feet, with her hands still resting on my shoulders. A flush colors her cheeks as, she stares at the middle of my chest.
 
   “Perzey wants to fuck Brand. Perzey . . . Perzey wants to make  Brand feel good.”
 
   Sulius is staring at us, with an expression like he has vomited into his mouth, a few dozen times.
 
   My hand reaches for the door handle.
 
   “What about the envoy?”
 
   I look into Perzey's eyes.
 
   “Have him out front tomorrow noon, with the money and a courier ship waiting. I'll be licking, kissing and fucking my woman until then.”
 
   I do not look back to see what Sulius' gagging noises portend.
 
   The mercenary squad in the corridor falls back in fear, as my aura hits them. Their armor is polished to a brilliant luster, and every one of them has perfect plumes rising from his helm. Their movement are sluggish and show a lack of combat oriented training, but they can probably march on a drill field with the best of them.
 
   I am not sure, if I should laugh or feel insulted. Sulius and his catamite actually thought these gutless popinjays would be a threat to me?
 
   


  
 

Ultimatum
 
   
  
 

*** Emer Valley - The Lands of Despair ***
 
   
  
 

The Great Fuck Over: Day 87
 
    
 
   Standing atop the south wall of Emer Valley, Thorrin smiled grimly. Wielding a matched pair of axes forged by Thorrin himself, an inhuman whirlwind was tearing into the backs of the enemy. This was the Talon he remembered from before the Great Fuck Over, an unmatched killing machine. Every Thug that tried to stand against him was cut down in less than three blows.
 
   “Meton! That's Talon! He's coming for you!” Thorrin stood atop a crenelation, pointing at Menton. His laughter echoed from the wall, as the Thug Horde army began to turn toward the source of the cacophony behind them.
 
   Seeing Talon's grin, as his eyes followed Thorrin's pointing finger, Thorrin jumped off the wall and ducked behind the crenelation. A storm of arrows slammed into the wall, where he was hiding, or sailed off into Emer Valley, behind him.
 
   Thug Horde's ranks became disorganized, as they turned in ones and twos to try and stop the engine of death that was carving a path through their center. The Thugs who tried to attack Talon's back, found their bones shattered by kicks and elbows, when Talon would suddenly reverse the direction of his movement. Always moving and always attacking, Talon kept the Thugs from boxing him in or being able to bring more than a few attacks to bear at any one time. The Thugs had to constantly be wary of hitting their comrades and could not attack freely.
 
   The Umbral Sorcerers in the front ranks released their spells, and tentacles malignant darkness began to unfold towards the wall. Casters on the wall tried to block the tentacles with a variety of magical shields, but the darkness dissolved them all.
 
   Staring fearfully at the approaching tendrils of Power, the defenders were milling around. Thorrin knew that it would only take the smallest of pushes to break them, but he had no way to steady them.
 
   Talon, you have to disorder that army enough for me to take advantage of it.
 
   The Umbral Power reached the walls and began to eat through the stone. The former players looked around wildly, many of them looking ready to flee.
 
   “HOLD STEADY, DAMN YOUR EYES! IF YOU RUN, YOU DIE! THE UNDEAD ARE ALREADY ASSAULTING THE NORTH WALL! THERE IS NO PLACE TO FLEE!” Thorrin's bellow echoed form the steep stony ridges on either side of the valley.
 
   Talon was already half way through the Thug Horde formation. Menton was looking in the direction of the approaching Half-Dvergar, an uneasy look on his face.
 
   Thorrin frowned maliciously, waiting for the right time to sortie. If he moved too early, he and anyone with him would be overwhelmed. Only when Talon had drawn enough of Thug Horde's attention would a sortie succeed.
 
   The sound of footsteps on the ramp behind him made Thorrin turn. His brow furrow with irritation. The members of the Rainbow Society had vocally declared their intentions to sit out the battle. Their Society was made up of dozens of small clans, as they called themselves. Each clan was made entirely of the same sex with a patriarch or matriarch in charge. They were all boisterous proponents of their rights to special status as homosexuals.
 
   “What are you doing here, Herodotus?”
 
   Herodotus was a man with a late middle-aged appearance. His thin features and pale skin gave him an unhealthy appearance. Supposedly, a history professor in real life, he was the undisputed leader of the Rainbow Society members trapped by the Great Fuck Over.
 
   “We are here to help.” Herodotus' manner suggested that he was doing something thoroughly beneath his dignity.
 
   Thorrin sneered, not bothering to hide his dislike nor his disgust. “Then get your . . . people up on the walls.”
 
   Turning back to watch the enemy before the walls, Thorrin saw a dozen of the Rainbow Society members spread out across the walkway above the gates. They had drawn their weapons, but many of them were so nervous they could not keep their weapons from quivering, as they tried to look everywhere.
 
   When Thorrin felt the points of two swords against the sides of his neck, the Rainbow Society members around the gates viciously attacked the people around them. Many of their targets fell, but the others fought back. The people Thorrin had gathered to protect the gates were among the toughest of the former players at the southern wall.
 
   “Order everyone to surrender to Menton.”
 
   Thorrin turned his head toward Herodotus, the swords pressed against his neck drawing blood. “What do you faggots think you're doing?”
 
   Herodotus sniffed. “Making sure that bigots like you are removed from power. You scoffed at us demanding the rights accorded us under US and European laws, but Menton is an enlightened leader, who will give us the respect we are entitled to.”
 
   Thorrin spat in Herodotus' face. “Stupid faggot, we expect you to earn what you receive. Menton will make you think Middle-Eastern jihadists were the worlds biggest supporters of homosexual rights. Thug Horde used to have competitions to see who could hunt down and torture the most homos.”
 
   Wiping the phlegm off his face, Herodotus looked down his nose at Thorrin. “Your words are a clear example of your bigoted hatemongering. You cannot even speak respectfully to me, and you expect me to give credence to your words. Menton apologized profusely for the old leadership's detestable actions and has curtailed the practice.”
 
   Herodotus winced, as Thorrin turned his head to look around the gate platform, cutting deeper wounds into his own neck. Except for Herodotus and the two with swords to his neck, the rest of the Rainbow Society members on the platform were too injured to fight or dead. The only things that kept Herodotus and his two lackeys from being attacked were the swords at Thorrin's neck.
 
   Thorrin's frown was murderous, when he turned his head back to Herodotus. “Looks like you three faggots are all that's left. I don't think those ball-less bitches down below are going to be much help to you. Tell your two pansies here to drop the swords.”
 
   “If you do not order your collection of cretins to surrender, we will kill you.”
 
   “Then kill me.”
 
   Herodotus stared at Thorrin agape.
 
   “What's the matter? Did you think I was a gutless homo like you? Kill me, if you have the balls to do it, but you'll be dead within seconds. The Hammers won't let a bunch of faggot traitors get away with murdering me.”
 
   “Steel is stubbornness.” With Thorrin's mumbled words, his eyes glowed faintly, and he looked at the swords against his throat. With a whiplashing motion, the edge of shield and his axe blade struck the swords piercing his neck.
 
   Clang-clatter. Clang-clatter.
 
   The shattered fragments of both swords  lay on the stone of the walkway.
 
   “What kind of a moron gives a Master Smith time to do as he wills to a weapon. Send these faggots to Menton, since they love him so much!”
 
   Thorrin dropped his axe into the hangar on his belt, and grabbed Herodotus by the front of his robes. With a twist and a grunt, Herodotus' body was sent flying over the crenelations of the wall.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

*** Tallifer (City of Tallifer) - Battleground of the Damned ***
 
   
  
 

Return: Day 134
 
    
 
   The plaza in front of The Postmen's tower is as busy as ever, but different from a normal day, there is a man standing near the doorway, with The Postmen' logo embroidered into his grey surcoat. Beneath the surcoat, he is wearing silver chainmail, and he is carrying silver washed spear. As we approach, his eyes are fixated on Perzey.
 
   “You the envoy?”
 
   The man's stare shifts to my masked face. “You're Brand I take it?”
 
   “I'm sure the old faggot gave you my description. Who are you?”
 
   The man frowns, hostility visible in his eyes. Strangely, the hostility shifts into satisfaction, after a moment. “I'm Trantor. I'm a troubleshooter for The Postmen.”
 
   The Postmen's troubleshooters are supposed to all be badasses. I do not know if it is accurate, but supposedly, it is impossible to kiss-ass your way into the position.
 
   “You have my money?”
 
   Trantor takes out a rather large leather pouch and hands it to me.
 
   After opening the drawstring to make sure that coins are golden boats, I do not bother to count it. I really do not care about the money, or if The Postmen are trying to cheat me. The only reason I am doing this is to get an easy boat ride to Jinmu's base.
 
   “I need to buy a party charm, before we leave. Where is the nearest location to get one?”
 
   Trantor points over his shoulder, with his thumb. “Inside at the main counter. The Postmen deal in most of the common player invented items. Our people were heavily involved in the research project for the party charms, whisper charms. and guild bracelets.”
 
   I knew they were involved in the research, but I never know you could buy them at the post offices. After all, I never did pay enough attention to what most of the other players were doing. Thug Horde and their trash feeder guilds were the only ones I ever kept tabs on, and that was just so that I would have a better idea when they would be coming after me.
 
   I walk over to the main counter, with Perzey at my side. Standing in the doorway, Trantor's reflection is visible in the crystal cover of a bulletin board. His glare is more hostile than the one he initially gave me. Something is not right here, but what is it?
 
   The girl behind the counter is barely over five feet tall and slightly built. Most anyone would consider her pretty, and her professional smile is perfect for a customer service position. After a quick glance between Perzey and myself, her eyes settle on me.
 
   “Welcome, sir. How may I help you this fine day?”
 
   “I need to buy a party charm.”
 
   The girl's smile broadens and she take out a display box from under the counter. “We have a number of styles.”
 
   I gesture at the case. “Pick what you want.”
 
   Perzey's looks at the box, and points to a bracelet. After the girl takes it out a fastens it on Perzey's wrist, Perzey holds it up for me to look at.
 
   I shrug. “If that's the one you want, it's fine.”
 
   Perzey frowns, and turns to the girl. “Which is most expensive?”
 
   The girl's smile threatens to turn into a smirk, before she schools her face into a bland mask. She reaches into the box, taking out a pendent in the shape of an eight pointed star, with red gems in the center and yellowish gems along the rays.
 
   “This is made from pure platinum. The center stones are rubies and the outer ones are yellow diamonds. It costs eight hundred golden boats.”
 
   Perzey gives the girl the bracelet and takes the pendant, turning to me. “Perzey wants this one. Brand told Perzey to pick the one Perzey wants. Brand sucks, so Perzey wants this one.”
 
   I take out the bag of coins that Trantor gave me and count out eighty stacks of ten golden boats each. As the girl watches me, her face maintains the professional smile, but she cannot hide the greed in her eyes. She must get a commission from what she sells.
 
   “Thank you, for your business, sir.” The professional smile is not quite so professional at the moment.
 
   Perzey holds the chain with the charm on it out to me. “Put this on Perzey.”
 
   I take off my gauntlets and drop them into a dimensional storage.
 
   After releasing her grip on the chain, Perzey turns around and pulls the waterfall of hair away from her neck. The clasp is rather small even with my bare hands, but I can feel the strength in the chain.
 
   “Steel is cruelty. Steel is pain.” I whisper the words under my breath.
 
   The chain has been Patterned, but it is a different pattern from the charm. Considering the feel of platinum chain, its pattern is meant to strengthen it to an obscene level. As impressive as the chain is, I could probably duplicate it. The party charm is a whole different animal. I do not even know where to start to begin unraveling that pattern. The people who designed the party charms have knowledge far beyond mine or Roderick's.
 
   Thorrin was supposed to be part of the group that created the whisper charms, party charms, and guild bracelets. Once I get out of the Labyrinth of Yggr, I need to take the time to talk with him.
 
   Perzey turns around, grinning at me. She touches the locks holding my mask in place and pushes it up. The locks are specially attuned to me. She should not be able to manipulate them, and I cannot see how she is doing it. When we are alone, I will have to get her to demonstrate the technique for me.
 
   Turning her head so that she does not bang her face on my open helm, Perzey kisses me. I do not hesitate to return it, but I keep my eyes open. We are not in friendly territory.
 
   The girl behind the counter has a look of disgust on her face, as she stares at the scars on my face. She is one of the Possessed, her pattern has the same distinctive gaps as Perzey's used to, the gaps of a mind and soul out of sync with the body.
 
   Dropping out of Jinmu's group, I create my own. When I invite Perzey, she accepts with a broad grin. We can rejoin Jinmu's group when we need to.
 
   As I turn back to the entry, Trantor averts his eyes, but not before I have the chance to get a good look at them. His lust filled eyes had been glued to Perzey. He wants my woman. Fuck him. Perzey belongs to me.
 
   “Take us to your courier ship.”
 
   Trantor stares nonplussed at my face for a few moments, before his gaze flickers to Perzey. He turns away and starts walking.
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   Lowering the mask over my face, I follow. Perzey walks at my side, with a pleased smirk on her face. Her humming reminds of a song I heard playing on peoples phones and watches, when I was a college student. It has been too long for me to remember the name of it, if I ever knew it in the first place.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The Postmen have a private wharf in one corner of the harbor. I do not know whether they rent or own it, and I really do not care. Each time I visited Tallifer in the past, there were always four of five ships docked there. They were normally small schooners.
 
   While Battleground ships come in every class and size of non-mechanized ship known on Earth, and some not known on Earth, schooners are the most popular ship in Tallifer. I am not an expert on sailing ships, but I do know that schooners are among the faster ones.
 
   Trantor leads us onto a ship that is about sixty feet long. It has a crew of only ten men plus a captain.
 
   “Sir Trantor.” The captain salutes him as he boards.
 
   “Captain, are you ready to set sail?”
 
   “We can sail at any time, Sir Trantor.”
 
   “The get us underway.”
 
   “Aye, sir.”
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   The Tallifer zone is an entire world, that is about 90% ocean. Tallifer Island is not the largest island, but it is by far the most populous. Twelve fixed destination teleport gates surround Tallifer Island. All of them are over the horizon, even when you are at the top of the tallest of the city's cylinders. Inside the ring of teleport gates there is no land other then Tallifer Island.
 
   In the far north of the world of Tallifer, there an unlimited teleport gate. The only problem with an unlimited teleport gate is that it can only take you a teleport gate that you are already attuned to, and that means you can only travel to places you have already been to. I may or may not be attuned to the places I once went as Talon, since I do not know if the required attunement is of the body, mind, soul, any of the three, or all of the three.
 
   Outside the ring of teleport gates are hundreds of other small islands, and Jinmu has made one of those his base. If Jinmu's island has a name, I do not know it, nor do I particularly care to. It is not a large island, maybe ten or twelve miles long. The west and south are mostly cliff and a small mountain. The entire island is likely the top of an otherwise underwater mountain.
 
   A small town on the east side appears to survive by fishing and cultivating the land around it. They probably have a trading ship or two that ply the lesser routes along one or more of the trade corridors as well. Most small towns on this world have at least one such ship.
 
   Jinmu's base is in a ruined fort, that has been partially restored, built on the southern face of the mountain. Below the fort, there is a small sheltered bay, with a pier carved out of the cliff side. The courier ship is currently moored at the wharf.
 
   I did not recognize the people who met our ship at the wharf, but they clearly were familiar with Trantor. He did not introduce Perzey or myself, and I had no interest in making our identity known to them either.
 
   As we pass through the fort's gate, a well ordered training scene opens up in front of us. There are nearly a hundred people engaged in small unit drills. Separated into squads of six combat adepts and one or two casters, they are engaged in drills or squad vs squad sparring. Another fifty or so people are engage in various non-combat tasks: preparing food, cleaning clothes, equipment maintenance, and one Smith forging a new sword.
 
   A group of thirteen people are gathered in the northeast corner of the courtyard, where Jinmu is conducting strategy or tactics lessons at a sand table. According to Jinmu, the Japanese have long had the opinion that business is war. He is an expert in works on tactics and strategy, such as A Book of Five Rings, Thirty-Six Stratagems, On Guerrilla Warfare, The Rommel Papers, and The Art of War.
 
   Turning his head, Jinmu sees us entering the gate. Saying something to his students, he walks toward the gate. Even though he is smiling, his expression seems a bit strained.
 
   Stopping a few feet in front of Trantor, Jinmu nods. “Trantor. Have you been well?”
 
   Trantor's eyes flicker in my direction, before he says anything. “As well as can be expected. We have a job, that we would like you to undertake. Our intelligence indicates that Brand will be invaluable in completing it.”
 
   Sulius gave the impression that The Postmen have never worked with Jinmu before, but Trantor seems quite familiar with him. Something is not right, but what game are The Postmen playing?
 
   Jinmu claps me on the shoulder. “This armor looks well made. You completed your training as a smith?”
 
   I take off my helm and put it in my belt pouch. “I've learned everything Roderick had to teach me. We can head for Alkhalazen's Demise, whenever you're ready.”
 
   Jinmu grins. “Then, we should have a party.”
 
   “Wait! What about the mission?” Trantor has a confused demeanor.
 
   Jinmu looks at him. “I am not sure we will be able to perform your mission. You are welcome to stay for the party. We can discuss the mission afterward.”
 
   Perzey links her arm with mine, walking on the opposite side of me from Jinmu. Pulling the party charm out from under her armor, she lets it lay prominently on the impressive bulge in the chain armor covering her chest.
 
   Trantor has a decidedly irritated look on his face as he follows.
 
   “Tarna. Crystal. We are having a party tonight. Get everything ready.” Jinmu's words are directed at two women, who seem to be in charge of the food preparation.
 
   “Oh? What's the occasion, Bushou?”
 
   Jinmu puts his arm around my shoulders. “My good friend, Brand, has completed his training as Smith, and now, he has returned to us.”
 
   Trantor stiffens, behind me. When I glance over my shoulder, he is glaring at me, but he quickly wipes the expression off his face.
 
   The man who was forging the sword stops his work and walks over. “Hi, I'm Carlson. I'm Divine Wind's Smith. Where did you train? Who trained you?”
 
   Carlson is red haired, freckled, six inches shorter then me, and wiry. He looks absolutely nothing like what you would expect a Smith to. Still, he has an aura of strength and power in every move.
 
   “Roderick of Tallifer.”
 
   Carlson's face turns cold and hostile. “If you don't want to tell me, just say so. There's no reason to lie to me.”
 
   Perzey bristles at my side, but when I put my gauntleted finger over her lips, she does not say anything. After looking into my eyes, she tilts her head slightly, smiling.
 
   Carlson looks ready to explode, when I turn back to him.
 
   “Believe me or not, I don't give a fuck. I don't any reason to waste my energy lying to you.”
 
   Carlson's eyes shift from myself to Perzey and back again. “Roderick can spot a player, when they walk in the door. He won't train players, and he won't even do work for them. You're a fucking liar.”
 
   Why is it that some males, I am not sure if they qualify as men, get upset seeing Perzey hang on me the way she does? She is on the better side of average. Pretty, but not the kind of pretty to make most men stupid. Of course, the way she is now, you would have to be a faggot to not get a hardon just looking at her.
 
   My grin is nasty.  “I'm not a Possessed. This my real body. I came to the Battleground from Earth by choice.”
 
   “Do you think you can lie to me? I'm a Smith like you. I can see patterns.”
 
   “Have you looked at mine?”
 
   Carlson mumbles under his breath. I cannot understand the words, but it has to be his secret. A faint glow touches his eyes for a second, before disappearing. As he stares intently at me, his mouth slowly falls open.
 
   “No fucking way! You're like Jinmu.” Even whispered, the intensity in his words cannot be missed.
 
   “Do you know how to get back to Earth? Can you take us home?” His shout echoes from the walls of the courtyard.
 
   My derisive laughter is louder than Carlson's shout. “I don't know and don't care how to get back to Earth. I like this place. Why would I want to go back to that fucking cesspool?”
 
   Everyone around the courtyard stares at me. Their faces showing a various mixes of disbelief, outrage, anger and hate. You can take the Earthlings out of the Earth, but you cannot take the Earth out of the Earthlings.
 
   Only Jinmu and Perzey have differing expressions. Perzey is thoughtful, not something I have seen much of in her before. Jinmu's face is a non-expressive mask.
 
   “You dropped out of the party.” Jinmu sounds surprised.
 
   “Perzey's party charm was lost. When I bought her a new one, I made a new party, since I couldn't invite her to yours.”
 
   Perzey hold up the gem encrusted star, with a wide smile. “The first present Brand bought for Perzey.”
 
   Jinmu looks from one of us to the other. His face has a complicated mix of emotions I cannot decipher.
 
   “I will have someone find you a room. We will have the party tonight, but I have business I need to attend to before then.”
 
   I nod and watch Jinmu's back, as he walks away.
 
   * * * * *
 
   A company member brought Perzey and I to a room. If the girl mentioned her name, I did not notice. My mind was focused on how odd it feels to be in this keep, surrounded by these people. This is Jinmu's company and the members are all his people. I am not one of his people. I do not belong here.
 
   Inside our room, Perzey strips naked, only keeping the bracelet and pendant on. Her fingers are gently caressing the pendant.
 
   “Perzey wants to say thank you. Brand should get naked too.”
 
   I laugh once, and undress.
 
   Perzey moves closer but keeps a slight distance. Her free hand caresses the scars on my chest. She does not quite meet my eyes, looking at my mouth or chin.
 
   “Brand should feel more than pain. Brand is already strong. Brand deserves to feel good sometimes. Perzey wants … I … I am Perzey. I . . . I want to make Brand feel good.”
 
   Perzey looks up at me, her eyes shining with unshed tears. She is trembling, and something seems to be breaking lose inside her. “Brand will . . . you will always grow stronger. Even if you have more than just pain, you will get stronger than everyone.
 
   “I am not like Brand, like you. I want to get strong, but I am scared. I don't want to give up everything. I want to feel good. I want to be held and caressed. I want to feel love.”
 
   Perzey's tears start to fall. “I'm afraid. I'm always afraid. You're strong, but you won't be here forever. You will throw me away, when you don't want me anymore. I am afraid of being alone. I am afraid I won't be strong enough to survive.”
 
   The hunger, the wildness, and the madness are still in Perzey's eyes, but now, there is more. One thing is not there. The one thing that every woman or girls has is missing. Even though she is afraid, she still does not seem to be disgusted by my scars.
 
   I do not know what to say to Perzey. I did not expected this was hiding behind her voracious need for strength. I never thought she had these insecurities and fears. I do not know where my path will take me, but I do know that I will never settle down and play house. I do not say anything.
 
   Perzey trembles, when I put my hands on her cheeks. She hungrily returns my kiss and clings tightly to me. I sit down on the small bed and draw Perzey onto my lap. She moans as I enter her, but the silent tears are still rolling down her cheeks. I do not think we are making love. We do not love each other. Still, we are not fucking like animals, the way we normally do.
 
   Perzey clings to me when she orgasms.
 
   “I love you!” The fierce whisper seems to thunder in my ears, as the tears fall on my neck and shoulders.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Leaning against the wall in the keep's main hall, I watch the ribaldry and antics of the Divine Wind members. Most of them have already had far too much to drink or done far too many drugs. They are acting like fools. The low tables piled with food are the only furniture in the hall. Anyone sitting is sitting on folded blankets, furs, or cushions.
 
   Jinmu had Perzey and myself seated at his table on the dais, along with his consort, Delilah, and Trantor. Jinmu and Trantor are busy discussing Thug Horde's current activities, but I am not really paying attention.
 
   Delilah is leaning against Jinmu, who has his arm around her waist, but she is not paying attention to the conversation. She gives the impression that she is watching and cataloguing the activities of everyone in the hall, especially who is talking to who.
 
   Five of the Divine Wind members formed a band, and they are not bad. The woman singing for them is more than plump, but her singing voice is amazing. At times others have performed acrobatics, juggling, and knife throwing to the cheers or jeers of their compatriots.
 
   The male to female ratio in  is about two to one. Several pairs of the females seem be homosexuals and are busy undressing and fondling one another in between mouthfuls of food and alcohol. More than half of the rest of the females seem to be playing two or more men against one anther, or engaging in group fingering, licking and sucking with multiple partners. Xenia is among them, but I do not see Sigurd anywhere around.
 
   The remaining half of the females are either paired up with a single male, or gathered in groups trying to not get involved in the sexual antics.
 
   I notice Delilah squirm around until she can comfortably slide Jinmu's hand through the split skirt of her dress.
 
   Perzey is wearing one of the near transparent dresses she took a liking to in Tallifer, and most of the males without any female company are eyeing her impressive tits.
 
   *The castoffs are staring at your tits.*
 
   *Perzey doesn't . . . I don't care. Let them drool. They cannot touch me.* 
 
   Perzey slides her hand along my chest. I am only wearing pants, boots, and a vest.
 
   * * * * *
 
   When I tried to dress in my normal concealing clothes, Perzey became upset. She was almost crying, while holding a vest out to me.
 
   “Brand hides Brand's scars. Why? Is Brand ashamed? Brand's scars show how strong Brand is. Weak people hate Brand, because they fear Brand. They see Brand's scars and know they are not strong enough to survive Brand's pain. Helen was like them. She feared Brand, and hated Brand, because she feared him. Don't hide. Let everyone see how strong Perzey's man is.”
 
   When I put away the other clothes and took the vest, Perzey's kiss was so hungry we wound up back in the bed fucking like animals again.
 
   * * * * *
 
   *If Brand wants me to sit here naked, I will take off my dress.*
 
   I look around the hall. *This trash doesn't deserve to see  you naked.*
 
   Grinning Perzey climbs into my lap, with her back to the room, and slips out of her thin dress. After dragging my vest off, she snuggles up against me.
 
   *Now, they can only see my hair.*
 
   *What was Helen like?*
 
   Perzey frowns. *Perzey doesn't want to think about Helen. She was short and fat. Helen was only 5'2” and weighed over 170lbs. She hated herself. She doted on her sister. Rachael was a slut, who fucked all the men Helen lusted after, but Helen loved her. Helen was weak. Perzey is happy Helen is dead. Perzey will be Perzey forever.*
 
   I do not want to know anything else about Helen. She was typical of the weak, bullied victims of Earth, the people I always hated. Earth culture twists everything that lives under it.
 
   “Brand, I know you like beer but try this.” Jinmu is holding out a ceramic jug with a paper seal on top. Another open jug sits on the low table between Jinmu and Trantor.
 
   I take the jug from him. Breaking the seal, I smell herbs and strong alcohol.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Jinmu smiles. “It is from my personal supply. The taste is very much like sake, with some very spicy herbs mixed in.”
 
   I like spicy food. I take swig, and feel like my mouth is on fire. I cannot identify the herbs, but they add a heat like Thai peppers.
 
   Perzey grabs the jug and takes a deep drink from it. After a few seconds, her face turns red, and she nearly spills the wine, before I grab the jug from her.
 
   Jinmu's booming laughter fills the hall, and Perzey glares at him.
 
   I lean back against the wall again, sipping from the jug now and then. Every time I take a drink, Perzey drinks too. She glares at me, when I laugh at her.
 
   While from time to time, Divine Wind members have sat at the high table talking to Jinmu, Delilah, and Trantor, not a single one has approached Perzey or myself. Now, looking around the hall, I seen a number of them staring at me, with secretive smirks. I get the feeling they are sizing me up, but I do not understand the smirks.
 
   I am not sure how much time passes, before the hall begins to shake and a thunderous rumbling hammers the world. The upheaval does not stop.
 
   I try to circulate my ki throughout my body, and find that I cannot even touch it. It is almost as though someone has complete cut me off from my ki. How could that happen?
 
   “Steel is cruelty. Steel is pain.” Nothing, I cannot even control my mana to activate my sight.
 
   *Perzey use the wind to get to your feet*
 
   Perzey's eyes go wide, and fear is all over her face.
 
   *Perzey cannot use her Power! What happened to Perzey!*
 
   No one else in the hall seems to having the same problem. They are unstable with the continuous tremors, but their Power seems to be working. Why?
 
   My eyes move to the jug of wine on the floor, before fixing on Jinmu. He is staring at me, with a complicated mix of emotions on his face, but he can obviously use his ki.
 
   I suddenly remember something from long before the Great Fuck Over. I saw Sulius once. He was friends with Herodotus, one of the leaders of the Rainbow society. They were the best of ass-buddies, and Herodotus showed himself to be a traitorous piece of shit after the Great Fuck Over.
 
   What is happening with Jinmu? Have Sulius and Trantor manipulated him into doing something he does not believe is right?
 
   The disturbance goes on and on, for more than an hour, before abruptly ending.
 
   Everyone  is looking around in confusion, myself among them.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Was that an earthquake?”
 
   “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   The stream of random questions are all in the same vein, with no one having any answers. Jinmu is whispering with Trantor, and both of them look pale.
 
   *Come on. We're going outside.*
 
   Perzey leaves her dress lying on the floor and clings to my arm. Even though we could be in real danger, why is it I just want to throw her on her back and fuck her?
 
   In their confusion and near panic, no one is paying attention to us. We slip quietly through a side door out of the hall. The passage is empty, and we race to the courtyard.
 
   The door into the courtyard is closed, but there are people outside talking.
 
   “It doesn't matter what that was. The DokkAlfar citadel is almost here. Go let Bushou know his guests are coming.”
 
   DokkAlfar guests? What the hell is going on?
 
   The door rattles, as someone pulls the latch handle, and I push Perzey against the wall.
 
   The man in chain armor does not notice use, until he is already closing the door. As his eyes widen and his mouth opens to shout, my foot shoves the door closed, and my fore knuckles slam into his throat. The man falls to his knees gasping for air, and I apply a choke hold to his neck. Even without control over my ki, my strength far outstrips the man's.
 
   Perzey is staring at me, with a grin and hard nipples. She runs the tip of her tongue over her lips.
 
   “If you make too much noise, I will kill you. When I loosen my hold, you will explain about the DokkAlfar. Nod, if you understand.”
 
   The man jerkily nods. As I release the pressure on his throat, the man twists his head around a little.
 
   “Talk.”
 
   “The DokkAlfar are the ones who have been paying us to hunt Thug Horde. They're coming here to collect a package.”
 
   “What package.”
 
   “I … I don't know.” Something in the man's voice sound odd.
 
   “DENIZEN'S OF MY BATTLEGROUND OF SLAVES HEED MY WORDS! KNOW THAT ALL WHO  ARE WITHIN THE BATTLEGROUND CAN HEAR ME!” The booming voice seems to come from everywhere and nowhere, at the same time. It is a voice, I have come to detest hearing.
 
   “What the fuck is that?”
 
   “How is he projecting that huge image?”
 
   “What the fuck is going on, tonight?”
 
   I choke out my prisoner and drop him to the floor.
 
   Cracking the door, I see over twenty men in the courtyard. They are looking and gesticulating at a giant figure floating in the night sky.
 
   Dressed in grey leathers and a brown hooded cloak, the translucent image of The Nameless floats in the sky. The hood is concealing all of his face, except for the mouth and chin. In his left hand, he is carrying his ever present staff, the runes glowing with a deep blood-red light.
 
   “UNTIL THIS DAY, I HAVE MADE NO DEMANDS OF YOU, BUT THAT CHANGES AS OF NOW. FROM THIS DAY FORWARD, YOU EITHER SERVE ME, THE NAMELESS GOD, OR YOU WILL ENSLAVED OR EXTERMINATED.”
 
   When the voice pauses, the men in armor look at on another in confusion. They mumble questions at one another, but no one has any answers.
 
   I wait for The Nameless start speaking again, so that I can use his voice as a distraction.
 
   “THIS NIGHT, I HAVE ADDED A NEW REALM  TO THE BATTLEGROUND, THE WORLD CALLED EARTH. POSSESSED, BE AWARE, THIS IS YOUR HOMEWORLD. YOUR BODIES ARE DEAD, BUT YOU STILL KNOW HOW TO USE THE MACHINES OF YOUR HOME. MY PRIESTS AND ACOLYTES WILL MAKE THEMSELVES KNOWN TO YOU. THROUGH THEM, YOU CAN SWEAR FEALTY AND PERFORM OBEISANCE TO ME. THOSE WHO DO SO WILL RECEIVE PREFRENTIAL TREATMENT. YOU WILL BE GIVEN WEAPONS OF  YOUR HOMEWORLD AND BECOME THE VANGUARD OF MY CHURCH'S NEW ARMIES. THOSE WHO DO NOT SWEAR TO ME, WILL BE TREATED NO DIFFERENT THAN THE COMMON TRASH OF THE BATTLEGROUND.”
 
   Perzey and I are at the ramp leading to parapets, by the time The Nameless pauses again, but our luck has run out.
 
   The main doors to the keep are thrown wide, and Jinmu walks out, with the partiers from his Divine Wind at his heels. Most of them are still half or entirely naked. Some are stumbling, nearly overcome with the effects of too much alcohol or drugs.
 
   Xenia is among them, her body and hair spattered with yellowish-white patches of dried cum. She looks around the courtyard, until her glare locks onto Perzey.
 
   “There's Brand and the whore! Don't let them get away!” Her voice is a shrill, hate-filled shriek.
 
   The men in armor we were passing behind, turn around and stare at us in surprise. Several of them are more interested in staring at Perzey's naked tits, than much of anything else.
 
   “YOU WHO ARE NOT POSSESSED, YOUR KINGDOMS ARE HEREBY DISSOLVED. IF YOU DO NOT SWEAR FEALTY AND PERFORM OBEISANCE TO ME, YOU WILL BE MADE SLAVES WHEN MY FORCES SHATTER ANY PATHETIC RESISTANCE. LOYALTY, SLAVERY, OR DEATH, THERE ARE NO OTHER OPTIONS!”
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   As the last words are spoken, The Nameless' image disappears from the sky.
 
   Silhouetted against the moon, in the now empty sky, one of the Seven Great Citadels floats toward the island. The Citadels are giant flying fortresses built at some point in the distant past. There are records of their existence more than 10,000 years old. Each one appears to have been built on top of a floating meteor, or mountain top. None of the Great Citadels are constructed in the exact same manner, but I am not familiar enough with the features to identify one of them from another. I have seen three of them in the past, but I do not think this is one of the three.
 
   Forming n ragged semicircle, the armored Divine Wind troops are surrounding Perzey and I. A few of them even jumped up on the parapet walkway to block that route for us.
 
   With The Nameless' voice gone, a pregnant silence has fallen on the courtyard.
 
   I look at Jinmu. His eyes are haunted, but there is no sign of him being irresolute.
 
   “What was in that wine?” My voice is pitched at a conversational level.
 
   “A drug to inhibit your use of Power. It will block a persons ability to use mana, ki, and psi. Even your impressive physique should take more than a day overcome its effects.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Jinmu sighs, and his eyes lower toward the ground. “Four years is to long for me to wait to escape from the Labyrinth. My baby girl is chained by the neck in a brothel. Her chain will barely let her stand erect in front of her crib. She has been beaten over and over. Now, she spreads her legs at the sight of a man.”
 
   I feel bad for Jinmu, but I really do not have any sympathy for Mei. She was always a little bitch, and she made her own bed.
 
   “So, why do you have to attack me?”
 
   Jinmu points to the fortress. “The price the DokkAlfar demanded for taking me out of the Battleground was to turn you over to them in chains. They provided the drug, so I would not be forced to kill you.”
 
   I take my swords out of my dimensional storage. “You're sending them to their deaths.”
 
   The Divine Wind troops get visibly angry, at my words. My mocking smile, only reinforces their pique.
 
   “Ignore Brand. He is just trying to anger you. Attack them as a group.”
 
   Jinmu's words have a limited affect. Gamers are mostly arrogant pricks, who think they are better than everyone at their chosen games. These pricks probably still have not figured out and really accepted that this is no longer the game Taereun: Battleground of the Damned. They are going to learn the hard way, this is the real Battleground of the Damned.
 
   *Stand with your back to the wall. Do not engage them, if they do not attack first.*
 
   *Perzey will help Brand.*
 
   *STAY BACK! You don't know how to fight without mana.*
 
   Perzey pouts, as she pulls her swords out from her bracelet.
 
   “If any of you touches the girl, I'm going to turn you balls into ground meat and leave you alive.”
 
   “Do not touch the woman. It will only make him harder to deal with.”
 
   At Jinmu's words, the troops glance at one another and start to close with me again.
 
   With a snarl, I jump onto the ramp leading to the parapet walkway. As I launch myself over ten feet into the air, the troopers on the ramp stare in shock. When my feet touch the ramp, my left hand blade knocks the shield of the nearest one up. The following right hand blade punches through his lower abdomen, and a spray of blood fans out from his back. The stupid look on his face fades into a death mask, as my kick drives him into the trooper next to him.  My left hand spears through that troopers eye, killing him instantly.
 
   Once the bodies clatter to the ramp, silence fills the courtyard. The rest of the armored troops are staring at me, in slack-jawed incomprehension.
 
   “What the fuck? He's not supposed to be able to use ki or mana.”
 
   My laugh is malicious. “Who the fuck needs ki to deal with bitches like you?”
 
   I launch myself into the middle of the armored troops. As my victim tries to back way, my swords attack high and low. On my third strike, he moves his shield to far to the side, and my fourth strike, a thrust, goes through his throat.
 
   The rest of the armored troops are starting to move, their anger visible in their eyes and their too tense movements. They try to surround me. Perhaps, they think they can stab me in the back. I step to the side, and the troops surround empty ground.
 
   Even without my ki, Shadow Fist allows me to move in ways that draw out the absolute limits of my body's capabilities. I do not have the raw physical power of my Half-Dvergar body, but I have far more experience fighting than I did at the start of the Great Fuck Over.
 
   “I'm over here. Try harder.”
 
   “Caster's, attack!” Jinmu's words fill the fearful silence.
 
   The caster's start chanting or drawing patterns in the air. I wait for the fastest to be almost finished. It only takes a few seconds. As his spell starts to cast, I move.
 
   The trooper I am charging at has a look of terror on his face, as he raises his shield to slam me. I collapse to the ground, sliding toward him. My lead foot hits the trooper in the ankle, breaking it and flipping him over onto me. My punch, to his shield, sends him back up into the air.
 
   Woosh! Boom! Crackle! Splat! Boom!
 
   The spells slam into the troopers, while they try to dive in all directions to escape.
 
   As I stand up, only slightly singed, Jinmu shakes his head.
 
   “Enough!”
 
   “You sure you don't want to do this a few more times? I have some other tricks I want to try.”
 
   Whssshhh! Snap!
 
   As I stare at Sigurd, the tow halves of the arrow fall to the ground at my feet. Sigurd's face is a mask of righteous anger.
 
   “Et tu, Sigurd?” My words are soft, but I pitch my voice so that they carry. Everyone in the courtyard clearly hears them.
 
   “They aren't trying to kill you, but you're murdering them! They're real human beings, from Earth. Just like you.”
 
   My laugh is derisive, as I gesture toward the troops killed by magic. “You think they'll respawn in a day or two? You still think this is some fucking game? Get your head out of your ass. This is real. You're living the only life you'll ever have. Did you listen to that Nameless prick? He brought your precious shithole Earth into the Battleground. You can walk home anytime you want, but you'll be stuck in that body you're in now.”
 
   More arrows fly toward me, and I cut each in half. One. Two. Three. Ten. Twelve. After twenty arrows, Sigurd gives up. He looks past my shoulder.
 
   Turning, I see Perzey has moved away from the wall. She is watching me with a brilliant smile. Wearing only a loincloth, the swords held in her hands are raised halfway to her guard posture. Her hard nipples and flushed skin make it look like she just finished having sex. The innocent joy on her face is completely at odds with her physical state.
 
   Behind her, Xenia is drawing back her spear for a thrust. Her face is twisted with malice, hatred, and resentment.
 
   “Behind you!” I raise my arm, pointing.
 
   It was too late, before I started to yell. Perzey's faces starts to show confused look, that turns to horrified agony.
 
   With a thick hardwood shaft, the head of that spear is a good six inches wide at the base. Perzey's right breast is turned into a ruin of raw red meat and blood. The fountain of her blood sprays out more than six feet.
 
   Looking over her shoulder, Perzey seizes the haft of the spear. As Xenia shakes the spear, trying to pull it out, Perzey clenches her teeth, her face scrunched up in agony.
 
   All my life, I have lived with anger. It has never been easy to suppress. Too many times, I had to choke it down, because of the social cameras and anti-violence laws. No matter how fierce the anger of the past, nothing has ever come close to the rage that fills me.
 
   One. Two. Three steps. My sword whistle through the air, as terror turns Xenia's face uglier than it already is. A yellow flow starts to run down her legs, but it has barely gone six inches, before my swords tear into Sigurd. His collar bone and ribs are shattered under the impact of my left blade. His left arm is severed above the elbow, by my right blade, before it punches through his floating ribs and tears up his intestines.
 
   I do not know what he used to move so quickly, but in theory, there could be as many abilities as there are adepts.
 
   Xenia bounces off the wall at an angle flipping and rolling across the ground, spattering piss over everyone near her path. Lying on her belly in the spreading yellow pool, Xenia stares at me, while quivering.
 
   The entire courtyard has turned into a frozen tableau. The fear is so thick, the air feels like it is filled with sludge.
 
   Sigurd weakly grabs my wrist with his remaining hand, as I start to pull my swords out of his ruined carcass.
 
   My eyes turn to him. “Still alive? Was it worth it? Dying for that cum and piss covered whore?”
 
   “Please . . . don't . . .” Sigurd's eyes turn glassy, and his hand flops to the ground.
 
   Perzey's whimpering draws my attention away from killing Xenia. She is kneeling on the ground, with only the haft of the spear keeping her from falling over entirely. She smiles wanly, as I kneel down next to her.
 
   “Perzey … sorry.”
 
   “Ssshhh!”
 
   Supporting her back with one arm, I lean her head back against my shoulder. I smile at her and pull the spear through her body in a single motion. The spear splinters stone shards from the curtain wall, when it strikes it.
 
   “Ah!” Perzey's gasp of pain is weak.
 
   “Where is your fucking healer, Jinmu?”
 
   “We don't have anyone that can save her from that kind of wound.” Jinmu's voice sounds slightly sad.
 
   Perzey opens her mouth to say something and is wracked by coughing. Blood sprays out covering her lips and chin.
 
   “Don't talk.”
 
   *Perzey sorry. I wanted to stay with Brand forever. Brand can't die. Promise Perzey. Promise me. Brand will live. Brand will kill them all. Brand will kill Jinmu, too. Promise!*
 
   “I promise.”
 
   Perzey smiles, and shakily reaches up to brush my cheek.
 
   *No cry. Don't cry for Perzey. Brand too strong.*
 
   I rub my cheeks, and look at my hand. What the fuck? Perzey's blood is slightly diluted with tears.
 
   “I love you.” I whisper the lie in Perzey's ear.
 
   Perzey's smile is brilliant. Even the blood cannot hide its radiance.
 
   *First time. Only Brand loves Perzey. Kiss Perzey. Last time.*
 
   Perzey is so week, she can barely respond to my kiss. The first time I kissed Perzey, her mouth was bleeding and the kiss tasted of blood. This time her mouth is filled with her blood. She breathes her last breath into my mouth.
 
   Her eyes are already closed as I lay Perzey down on the blood soaked ground. When I push her mouth shut, she almost looks like she is smiling.
 
   Sorry for lying to you, Perzey. At least, the lie made you happy.
 
   If it was just a lie, why do I feel so empty?
 
   Cackling reaches my ears, from behind me. Turning, I stare at Xenia.
 
   A manic grin is plastered on Xenia's mouth, and her eyes are full of hatred and triumph. “That little bitch got what she deserved. She attacked me like she actually was someone. Fat little bitch was nothing but the designated cum sack to give to the ugly slobs we didn't want, and she was too stupid to figure it out. She got off too  easy. It should have hurt more.”
 
   That cunt is the epitome of so many things I hate about the Earth. She is a reminder of why I played Taereun the game. Something fills the emptiness, hate and rage. It wells up from deep inside and brings the Dark Od with it.
 
   “AAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”
 
   My scream shakes the walls of the old fortress, as the Dark Od passes through my body.  Pouring out of my skin, the Dark Od surrounds Perzey's body, before seeping out of this dimension. With its disappearance, Perzey's body is gone. Only, her swords, jewelry, and loincloth remain. Why did  that happen?
 
   Panting in reaction to the agonizing pain of the Dark Od, I start to laugh. At first a soft chuckle, it rises in volume and intensity, until insane, maniacal laughter echoes from the mountainside, rising  above the keep.
 
   “Steel is cruelty. Steal is pain.”
 
   A trickle of mana touches my eyes, twisting my left eye's vision so I can view patterns. I leave my right eye alone.
 
   Taking up Perzey's swords, I slice my wrist coating the edges of both blades with my blood. In my mind, I concentrate on the image of an incredibly complex pattern.
 
   “My heart is steel. My soul is the forge. My thoughts are life to my blade.”
 
   I kiss the guards of both of Perzey's swords, and they float into the air, to circle around my head. I put Perzey's jewelry into one of my rings. The soul threads once attached to the items are gone. Taking my own swords, which lie on the ground where I dropped them, I stand and turn toward Xenia.
 
   The cunt must have drank half the booze at the party. She pisses all over herself again, and scrambles backwards in a crab walk.
 
   “Where do you think you're running to cunt? There's no fucking escape for you.” Even though my voice is a low growl, the force of the ki in it vibrates through the bodies of everyone present.
 
   I glance at Jinmu, calmly donning his armor. No, it does not go through everyone. His own ki is strong enough to completely block mine out. He was nowhere near that strong a couple of months ago. What happened with him?
 
   Focusing on Xenia, I direct the flight of Perzey's swords. Faster than an arrow in flight, they streak toward Xenia and pierce her, one in her cunt and one up her ass.
 
   “AAAAAAAAAA! AAAAAAAAAA! AAAAA! AAA! AAAAAAAAAA!”
 
   Her shrieks bring a smile to my face. The wounds are mortal, but not instantly fatal. She should last five to ten minutes, maybe longer if she is strong enough. However, they are nowhere near painful enough.
 
   “Remember the forge.”
 
   “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”
 
   Xenia's shriek sounds like the howls of the damned. Her back arches and she starts to flop about wildly. Her nails tear ragged, bloody lines into her belly. Flames burst from her stomach, and Xenia flops bonelessly to the ground.
 
   I hold up my arm and a red-orange, glowing sword tears out Xenia's body. Flying to me, the flat of its blade slaps against my still bleeding wound. With the gash cauterized, the sword falls to the ground, lifeless.
 
   The Divine Wind members are staring at me in horror. Fighting with one another to get as far away from me as possible.
 
   Jinmu looks around. “Since you are this cowardly, you may all leave.”
 
   A wild stampede ensues as the courtyard empties. The Divine Wind members flee down the path to the dock, many of them still stark naked from their party exertions. Trantor and Delilah remain, their faces paler than fresh snow.
 
   I look at three stone longboats approaching from the Great Citadel. It will only be a minute or so, before they arrive.
 
   “Your friends are almost here.”
 
   Jinmu frowns, without glancing at the longboats. “They are not my friends. I only had one friend left, and I am about to sell him for my daughter.”
 
   “As much as I despise Mei, I would have helped you save her.”
 
   Jinmu lets out a soft sigh. “You way would have taken too long. The Central Fane of Yggr can get me outside the Labyrinth in a month.”
 
   I hold my blades out to my sides at a downward angle. Their edges shimmering with ki generated force. “I will not be sold to DokkAlfar.”
 
   Jinmu raises his hands to shoulder height, his katana pointing toward the sky, next to his his head.
 
   We do not bow. This is not a duel. We are no longer friends. Auras flare outward from our bodies. Mine is dark an oppressive. Jinmu's is fierce and domineering.
 
   More than a hundred feet separate us, but we only need one step each to close the distance. Our fighting styles are as different as our weapon choices. I have come to appreciate Shadow Fist's endemic nature, using unending attacks to overwhelm and crush my enemy.
 
   Urehara Style Martial Arts are different. The style focus on precision strikes against vulnerable and or vital points on the body. Most attacks are performed in a fast in and out manner, followed by circling and feints, until another opportunity presents itself.
 
   As we clash, Jinmu slashes at the ligaments in the side of my knees, but I block it. My slash to his side is avoided as he continues past me. In a fraction of a second, the exchange is over, and we turn to face each other again.
 
   We clash over and over. With dozens of passes, I am still unable to pins him down and for a continued exchange.
 
   The stone longboats have anchored to the wall. DokkAlfar are debarking from them, and watching our fight from atop the wall. Kra'cha'len is among them.
 
   Jinmu's armor and katana have been Patterned. The work is poorly done, but they are still Items of Power. He is using all of his ki to enhance his physical ability.
 
   “My heart is steel. Steel is the blood and bone of the Smith. While the flame of my soul burns, the steel of my sword will never break and never dull.”
 
   A Silver sheen surrounds my sword, the visible representation of the spell pattern enhancing it. I shift all of my ki into my body.
 
   When Jinmu attempts to disengage from our clash, my step twists space, and I stay in front of him. My swords attack from high and low, left and right. Jinmu is quickly pushed into a defensive posture. Using only one sword, he can apply more power to his attacks, but he cannot easily defend against two weapons rapidly attacking.
 
   We circle round and round. Jinmu tries to disengage in all directions, but every time, I move in front of him. My swords hit him once, five times, fifteen times, but each time he is able to move or twist his body enough to keep me from penetrating his armor. If it was not for the Patterning, poorly done as it is, I would have shattered his armor a dozen times already.
 
   “Your skill is truly a frightening thing to behold. Even after being Transcended, I cannot beat you in a fair fight. That art you practice could be called cheating.”
 
   What does he mean  by “being Transcended?” Is that why his so much stronger? Did he become a Transcendent? That does not seem right. He is pathetically weak compared to those Dvergar Transcendents.
 
   “There's no cheating in a fight to the death. There is only living and dying. You taught me that, when I was still five years old.”
 
   Jinmu smiles. “True, but I am not trying to kill you. The DokkAlfar want you alive. If not, I might not have agreed to their price.”
 
   My eyes flicker to the wall and back. I have no worries Jinmu will be able to attack me unawares. I can feel every move of both his katana and armor in my heart and soul.
 
   “It would be more merciful to kill me than turn me over to them.”
 
   Jinmu uses English. “If you are alive, you will one day escape. If anyone can endure and escape, it will be you. I am sorry for this.”
 
   “Greatest of Gods, bring Judgment upon this human Named Mark McGuinness.”
 
   There is no sound I can hear. There is no Power I can feel. Still, I am hit from all directions at once, with enough force to make me think I am being hit by supersonic freight trains. The agony suddenly flaring through my entire body causes my muscles to spasm, making me stumble.
 
   Jinmu's fists, elbows, and feet begin to hammer into me. Strike after strike, each blow hits a vital or vulnerable area: my balls, the nerve clusters at the back of the jaw, my armpits, my throat. He controls his power enough to not do significant damage, but I still cannot fight  back. It takes almost a minute, but he finally beats me to the ground. Taking a sigil engraved black collar out of his dimensional belt, the one I took from the frog for him, Jinmu clasps it on my neck. The sigils flare brightly for a moment, before going dull again.
 
   I no longer have any awareness of my ki or mana.
 
   “Having to call on the Great God's aid to subdue on non-Transcendent human. I do not know if I should praise him or scorn you.” Kra'cha'len's voice is mockery incarnate.
 
   Jinmu turns to him. “I do not care which you do. Brand is without doubt the single greatest warrior the Earth has produced, since the Kensai. Just give me what was promised.”
 
   Kra'cha'len smirks and backhandedly gestures to a DokkAlfar beside him. “Raider-Captain take this Priest to the the Tren'fon Array.”
 
   The Raider-Captain steps forward. There is a trace of fear visible in his eyes. “Honorable Priest please board my ship. I will make the journey as swift as possible.”
 
   Jinmu boards the stone longboat, with Delilah and Trantor at his heels.
 
   Kra'cha'len watches the longboat streak away to the north. When the longboat disappears behind the mountain, he turns to look at me.
 
   “You were given the chance to willingly serve the Great God. You should not have turned down such a generous offer. With your potential, you would have risen to a high position among the trash. The Great God might have even Transcended you. Now, you will be nothing but a gladiatorial slave and die in an arena for our amusement.”
 
   I force myself to stand. “What the fuck is so important about me? Why did you go to such lengths to get me?”
 
   Kra'cha'len laughs so hard his alabaster skin turns nearly scarlet. “You mean nothing to us. We could not care less about you. You turned us down, so we would have slaughtered you, like the animal you are, the next time we encountered you.
 
   “Jinmu is the one we care about. His strength as a Medium is nearly unprecedented. He will rise high in the service of the Great God. You were nothing but a means to break him. One by one, we will force him to betray everything he cares about, until he has nothing but the Great God left.”
 
   A female DokkAlfar is standing next to Kra'cha'len. Her snowy white skin is tattooed in the patterns of an Umbral Sorcerer, but she is dressed like a bondage queen. Her boots reach to mid thigh and are strapped to a leather garter belt. Her leather, bikini style panties have no crotch, and I can see the glint of metal from her cunt, every time she moves. Her leather bra just cups the undersides of her small tits, leaving her pierced nipple sticking out. Her ears have lines of piercings, and a needle is piercing her nose. Her long silver hair, that reaches to the backs of her knees, is gathered into a pony tail at the top of her head.
 
   “Mighty Priest-Wizard, did you bring me here, that I might take him for my stable?”
 
   Kra'cha'len looks at the bondage queen. “Yes, Elan'fer'sha. He is yours. Use him, until he is nothing but raw meat, and fight him, until he dies.”
 
   “Thank you, Lord.”
 
   Elan'fer'sha struts down the ramp from the wall and up to me. Her stiletto heeled boots let her look down at me. She stares into my eyes for a few moments, before grabbing my collar. After licking my cheek, her whispering breath tickles my ear.
 
   “I am going to enjoy you human. So much hate. So much anger. So much Power. I am going to bleed you dry, while you earn me a fortune in the arenas.”
 
    
 
   End of Path of Transcendence
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