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The Cast

"Delight is a word that is rarely invoked as a driver of historical change... But imagine... a folly, dismissed by many as a mindless amusement, that turns out to be a kind of artifact from the future."
-Stephen Johnson, "Wonderland: How Play Made the Modern World"

~ California ~


	Stan Cooper: A young farmer considered mediocre by those who matter.

	"Baron" Hal: Director of Youth Community Center #6. Protector of the weak.

	Eddie and Mina: Friends of Stan's, and good citizens.

	Ms. Parker: Retired scientist and astronaut candidate.



~ Talespace ~


	Ludo: Ruling AI of the game world of Thousand Tales. Wears many masks.

	Alaya and Dominic: Gamers who play to relax.

	Oroblanco: A gunslinger taking an extended vacation.

	Volt St. John: A young dragon who's seen scarier things than monsters.

	Davis: An AI bunny from a 19th-century mold. Part-time cartoon character.










1. Talisman

 

 

2038, California

Stan glanced over one shoulder at the hot, slanting sunlight that marked how long he had before curfew. He was browsing a pawn shop without much success. He'd gotten permission to take the whole day off, so long as he spent half of it scrounging for tools and parts to win him some community-service points. So far he'd gotten a decent toolkit at a garage sale but had found no cheap source for hoses. He was about to turn away and try the other pawn shop in town, when he spotted a Talisman.

In the electronics section, where the sun and the windows made everything look sickly yellow, there were several beige computers and a Talisman gaming pad tucked between them. Stan hesitated, then made a show of browsing the other dusty computers before deigning to handle the one he wanted. The one that was a potential bargain. The thing looked mostly intact: a pocket-size tablet with buttons and joystick knobs on the sides. The touchscreen looked singed along one edge, where the ugly red plastic case was chipped. The back had a double-T logo advertising Thousand Tales, the game it was designed for.

Stan grabbed the Talisman and one of the other machines and showed them to the bored clerk. "These things can run Linux, can't they?"

"What's that?"

"Never mind; I'll look it up." Stan pulled his Slab out of his pocket and tapped a few keys for show; obviously he didn't need a replacement computer and couldn't be talked into paying a high price. "I think either would probably work, yeah. Would you take fifty for them?"

"Are you kidding? They're marked at a hundred each. And if you're going to be paying in scrip again, that's a 20% markup."

"Since when is it twenty?" said Stan.

"New policy. And that Talisman one? Dude, I'm not sure that thing's even legal anymore."

"Then I can take it off your hands. I'm sure it can just get an update or whatever to make it legit, if it even works."

The clerk plugged it in and confirmed that the power light turned on. He pushed a button and his face was bathed in the screen's glow for a moment before he shut it off again. "Seems like it works. Since it's beat-up and all, and you're a regular, I could knock off the 20% for that one."

Stan tried not to smile at the good deal. "Eh... Fine."

* * *

He came back on his borrowed scooter, loaded with the tools and a usable garden hose and the one thing he'd bought with his own money. Or scrip, anyway, issued by Youth Community Center #6 of Imperial Valley. Stan barely beat the sunset on his way there. Dry fields of vegetables stood at the edge of the desert, just north of the Mexican border, where an adobe building complex in off-white held him and four hundred or so other people. Almost everyone there was like Stan, a high school grad doing his mandatory national service years.

He hauled the heavy toolbox with one callused hand and carried the rest of his stuff in his backpack. He was a little surprised at himself for splurging on a toy. The point of being out for the day was to get away from the Community and have an easy time running errands, instead of tilling the fields. He had his government-issued Slab tablet for regular computer work, so he'd basically wasted his allowance. Except that this battered, scorched tablet wasn't standard-issue; it was his.

After dinner in the dormitory's dining room, he retreated to Residence Block B where many identical doors lined a hall. He went to his room, opposite a government poster urging everyone to "Conserve!", and flopped down onto his cot. One nice thing about Community life was that he had a tiny space to himself, with a door that nobody but him and Baron Hal could open. He'd done very little with the place. It held his standard UV-proof shirts and pants and hats, his fold-out desk and bed, and a photo of his mother during a rare break between work shifts.

His Slab beeped at him. Its minder software lit up the screen, showing colorful meters representing his statistics for the month. How was he doing in the various areas of good citizenship? He'd gotten a boost to his Community stat for volunteering for the day trip, but he'd spent "Social Credit" by taking half a day to himself to just wander the town and relax. Now the minder was showing him a raindrop icon and a reminder both to shower and not to use up his water allotment again. There were point bonuses for both hygiene and eco-friendliness. Stan didn't really need a shower right now, but the water metering would reset at midnight tonight so it was better to wash now than later. He grumbled and did that before getting to the Talisman.

The machine chimed after a minute of charging. A Thousand Tales title screen appeared, made of runes tinged with shadow. Dramatic music swelled... followed by a "!" icon and the system message [Could not connect to network.]

Stan grumbled. There were better ways to play this game. If you had money you could head out to a Thousand Tales Fun Zone, featuring pizza and VR pods and friendly robots. If you were really rich, then as of two years ago you could get your brain scooped out and "uploaded" as a digital ghost that would supposedly live inside the game world. For the world's other 99.9%, though, their choices were the Fun Zones or mucking around with network connections.

The Talisman was legal, but he wasn't technically allowed to have a computer here that wasn't an approved model with monitoring hardware built in. The network policy was set to allow all devices using EyeTower brand monitoring software, though. So once Stan fiddled with the network menu and installed that he was able to get normal access.

He was just finishing up that chore when his Slab buzzed with an announcement. It said, [You should attend movie night! The film even counts as education credit.] Ugh; it was another nature documentary clumsily filmed by students in some other Community. Something about how much environmental harm had been done by the so-called "American Free States" when they seceded.

Stan put the Slab into sleep mode and shut his door, so he could actually enjoy his new toy without education or politics. Finally!

The title screen chugged and asked him to log in. Stan said out loud, "This model has voice recognition, right?"

Text stamped itself into the screen like engraved metal. [Yes. Your face is not recognized. Are you a new user?]

"I am. Sign me up for a trial account for now, I guess." He hadn't thought far enough ahead when buying the Talisman, to budget his scrip for buying real money, to pay for a game subscription.

The Talisman went dark, whooshed, and returned to show a silent title screen in simple black type on white: [THOUSAND TALES. Touch To Start.] When Stan touched the screen, it became a rippling void like dark water. A tiny dragon appeared and spoke in the form of typed letters: [Greetings, newcomer. Would you like to share scrolls of wisdom to speed our quest for understanding?] Below that a box asked, [(Share social media profile?)]

Stan didn't want his Community profile with all its measurements and rules to follow him into the game. He clicked No. The game responded with more ripples in the void, then a series of puzzle questions. Which symbol is the odd one out? What number is next in the series? How many moves would it take to send the robot to the gate? With each question the graphics grew slightly more sophisticated, starting from Grandpa's Atari level.

Weird. Stan had seen screenshots of Thousand Tales, and he'd heard it was a little different for everyone what with the built-in AI meddling in the experience, but nobody showed off this part of the game. Probably because it was so simplistic, really just an IQ test.

The next question was, [If you had to blame the world's problems on one thing, in one word, what would it be?]

Stan laughed. A personality test, too. "Uh... Poverty?"

A pixelated figure appeared on a glass platform lined with weapon racks. [Pick a cool weapon! (You're not stuck with it.)]

Stan maneuvered the little guy to browse, discovering that every item had a text description that made it sound exciting for something made of pixels. He went with the crossbow that shoots grappling hooks, as opposed to the silent crossbow that shoots poison darts. He wasn't sure what this decision was supposed to reveal.

The questions and puzzles interspersed, growing increasingly like an actual game. He bet imaginary money on who'd win in a fight between blindfolded Godzilla and drunk Batman, and argued for why, and then played a shopping game about finding the best way to spend the profits. When the flurry of questions and mini-games finally went dark again with a dramatic curtain-drop, Stan found he was having fun even though that was just the setup phase. After all, Thousand Tales wasn't a conventional multiplayer game; it had been born from the idea of an experience that could be customized for each player.

A woman in a starry veil appeared onscreen, with hair that looked like an animated waterfall. She smiled and spoke aloud in a faintly synthetic and musical voice. "Thank you for your patience. My name is Ludo, and I'm designed to bring fun to players of the game. Based on your behavior, I have a few suggested destinations for you."

A menu slid into view beside her, saying:

[-The Merchant of Venus: Explore and trade in space! (Personal Zone)

-The Rebels of Norwood: Forest creatures battle an evil empire! (Group Zone, Roleplaying-Heavy)

-Endless Isles: A sea of mystery and exploration! (Public Zone)]

Stan looked past the menu and said, "You're the game's main AI?"

"That's right. You can converse with me normally if you like."

It was eerie meeting "her", a machine that had eaten several billionaires' brains along with a lot of their stock. "I don't think I'm in your league," he said. "I haven't got the money for whatever premium content you're selling."

Ludo said, "No problem. The game is available to all. Which area would you like to begin in?"

It looked like the choices were a little world meant for him alone, like a single-player game with an intelligent game-master constantly seeking his approval; a small group where he'd be pestered to be online at certain times and make a part-time job out of playing; or a seemingly conventional "massively multiplayer" world. The last one seemed like the easiest, lowest pressure option. "Endless Isles. Please."

"All right. Why, if I may ask?"

Stan shrugged. "Seems like the least pressure. I don't care if I'm not the Chosen One." The game didn't need to center around him.

"Noted," said Ludo. "We'll skip the character creation screen, then, though you can change later. Here we go!"

The veiled AI vanished and a loading bar appeared. Stan stretched and checked the Slab, which warned that he'd gotten a sub-optimal amount of exercise this week and should get to sleep soon. It wasn't scolding him yet, just cheerfully listing "fun facts" about the virtues of sleep and workouts. Stan tossed the thing back onto his shelf and picked up the Talisman again.

There was a knock on the door. Stan hid the Talisman pad on his shelf, not wanting to show off the new computer, and opened it. His fellow resident, Eddie, stood there drumming his fingers on a battered paper book. "Can you help me with my algebra?" he blurted out the moment Stan showed his face.

"For a bit. What's with the book?"

Eddie's face lit up. "It's from my dad's old stuff! It explains everything differently. But I'm still having trouble with graphing equations."

Stan winced, thinking, It must be nice having a father. He said, "I might be able to help. Isn't that ahead of the schedule?"

"I want to be doing more than the average. I'm going to apply to college and dad can't afford a tutor for the admissions test."

Stan said, "What's your Social Credit Score rank? A?"

"A-."

"And Baron Hal likes you. No point in stressing out about math test scores; you'll get in somewhere."

Eddie looked confused. "But I want to do well."

"Why?"

"Dad says a college degree is the key to success. Always has been."

Stan barely avoided laughing at his classmate. What a way to spend your life: chasing somebody else's idea of what "success" meant a generation ago! He shook his head and said, "I've got some free time tomorrow to talk math. How's after lunch?"

"That works. Thanks!" Eddie skipped away, toting his book like a lucky charm that'd make him rich and important someday. Stan shut the door and went back to his game.

* * *

The screen lit up with the bright sun of another world. His character was a tan-skinned, awkwardly tall human like himself, and dressed in a tattered shirt and shorts like a shipwrecked sailor. Stan had him stand up to look around the sheltered cove where he'd arrived. There was one obvious exit and a hidden rock-climbing path. He took the easy beach route and found himself in a fantasy coastal village, more of an adventurer camp than a place where people would live.

Steel drum music began to play, and words splashed across the screen as a system-generated message. [You have discovered Central Island (0,0).]

Out of curiosity he tried peeking into a straw hut and got another system message: [The owner has locked this house.] No looting people's stuff while they were offline? Good. Stan headed for a tavern that stood at the water's edge with a deck just above the waves, advertised as the Crown & Tail Pub.

The music was coming from here. This warren of wooden rooms had a few stairs leading up and down to various sets of tables, and many windows facing the sea. The dozens of customers were mostly humans in wildly assorted outfits from practical light armor to garish spiky fantasy garb. Stan switched the camera from third-person to first so that he could look around more effectively. He hung back to watch what was going on here. A trio of elves were talking about a cave they wanted to explore, a grim swordsman was flipping through a book, and a young girl in a purple robe was intent on a scroll covered with runes.

Stan pushed a button to bring up the game's interface, which slid into place like frosted glass. He pushed a Help button and said, "What am I supposed to do? Is there a starting quest?"

Text appeared. ["Suggestion: Strike up a conversation! You can also inspect anything."]

Anything, huh? Since there was an AI running the show and not just a database of items, it could be fun to test the limits of the system. Stan crouched and looked under a table, then hit an onscreen button labeled "Inspect".

[There's some gum here.] A pink blob appeared.

He chuckled and used the "Interact" button, which added a piece of used gum to his inventory. Some reward. He wandered around the pub looking at things and acquired three units of crumpled paper from discarded napkins. None of them had been visible on the way in.

The bartender, a swarthy redhead gal in a low blouse, called out to him. "Haven't seen anyone trying to earn a Garbageman class before."

Stan went over to her, wondering if his sheepish expression in the real world carried over to his character via camera. "I'm just experimenting. What can I do for a quick intro adventure?" He wasn't sure if he had to rephrase that to make the game's AI understand. That is, a random bartender wouldn't have the full processing power of Ludo, right? She was just a Non-Player Character or NPC. Or was she another real person like him? There was no label. When he used the Inspect button on her he saw only this:

[Ieanna

PUBLIC INFO

Class: Merchant

Faction Flag: None

Note: "Please confine brawls to the beach outside where we can all watch."]

Ieanna said, "A few good starting options are to visit the mine on Island East-1, or get yourself a weapon or a fishing rod."

He checked his inventory. Besides the garbage and default clothes he had nothing. That was better than being handed a ready-made warrior. "How do I get a weapon?"

"You can ask around for a hand-me-down, or start off with some beach-combing for rocks and sticks. There's a basic crafting bench outside."

He didn't want anybody's handouts. "Thanks; I'll look around."

His own little character sheet was mostly blank so far, but it said:

[Stan Cooper

PRIVATE INFO

Account type: Trial

Mind: Tier-III

Body: Human

Main Skills: None

Save Point: None

PUBLIC INFO

Note: Newcomer. Say hello!

Class: None]

Once he was back outside he got a notice: [Quest: To Arms. Find or make a weapon.] "Yeah, thanks for noticing what I was already doing," he said.

He walked along the beach in the opposite direction from the starting cove. A sailboat had anchored in the shallows and a pair of monk-like adventurers were casting a spell that encased it slowly in a glassy bubble. When it was done, they high-fived and sat in the water for thirty seconds before vanishing. Oh, they were just logging out and protecting their stuff. Stan waded out to the boat and looked it over. He'd only been to a real beach one time that he barely remembered, and he'd imagined he could swim out there forever and find new continents. This boat looked made for that kind of childish dream. All the wood was lacquered, all the brass bright, and the white sail had a golden sun on it.

He wasn't angry about the boat; after all, it was just an in-game thing and he could make one if he really wanted to.

The inspection window popped up. [The owner has locked this boat. Likely materials: Wood, Lacquer, Brass, Rope, Cloth.]

"Obviously," said Stan, and walked away. He left behind the cluster of shops and would-be heroes to find something useful. Soon he found a patch of seaweed strewn across some sun-bleached sticks and shells. He pushed a button to pick up a big branch. [What do you want to do with this?] asked the game.

"Air guitar," Stan said, to see what would happen. His character complied. He grinned.

The camera shifted to show a dog-sized crab scuttling out of the water to attack. Stan already had the branch in hand, so it was easy to face the beast and mash buttons to attack. Electric guitar chords played with each hit. After a few clashes of wood and claws, he got hit and a yellow icon appeared with the text, [You have taken a minor wound!] Another few attempts at dodging and a red icon joined it to mark a [Major wound!] Stan clubbed furiously and finally smashed the crab into the sand.

The yellow wound icon faded out and a fanfare played. Stan's prize was a stick. Eh. That fight wasn't too different from other games. Hit the monster, get the loot. "So now I'm armed, I guess."

[You can use the stick as an improvised weapon. To make a real weapon, you can use any workbench. You may want to gather practice materials.]

Actually making a club or a spear sounded more practical than swinging a random log. Stan gathered a bunch of sticks and then found that his inventory could only hold a few. [You can equip bags and other containers to carry more.]

He ditched the trash from the pub to get more wood, then stopped. "Okay, AI; if you're orchestrating this and can craft items, then what can I do with scrap paper and gum?"

[I don't know; what can you think of?]

He was pretty sure there were no official crafting recipes for that. Since he'd been invited to guess, he said, "Paper airplane? Hat? Glove? Blank scroll with gum seal?"

Four crafting icons appeared. Stan laughed and touched one. His character solemnly rolled up the dirty napkins, affixed the wad of gum to them, and pressed a stick against that to make a seal. [Crafting result: Scroll. "May God have mercy on your scroll." This counts as crafting practice.]

So he could just glom things together and get skill credit for it? Nice. "Could I turn this into a magic item or something?"

[With the right skills, yes, but given the quality the effects might be... different.]

He scoffed. "Fair enough!"

He headed back to the pub and found a wooden bench full of tools. The Interact button brought up a notice: [Would you like to use the basic auto-crafting interface (you've already seen it), or customize the style of what you're making?]

Custom work seemed like more fun than pushing a button to get instant results. The thought made him hesitate though; why not take the simplest option?

[Having trouble deciding?] asked the game after a moment.

"Is there any benefit?"

[It depends; what do you want to be?]

Stan looked away from the Talisman's screen, to the few drawers and bare walls that were his whole domain. Why was he playing this game, again? Just to relax a bit, or to prove he hadn't wasted his money on the tablet, or to see for himself whether the wild rumors about an all-powerful AI were true? All of those, really, but he hadn't planned things out. Why bother? Whatever happened, happened.

Still, maybe he could learn something, and apply that to gaining some points on his Social Credit Score. He said, "Let's have a relatively realistic crafting interface."

A set of menus appeared to show him virtual knives, saws and planes, with notes about mass, sturdiness and balance. He experimented with his supply of sticks, ruining several before figuring out how to make his big branch into a serviceable club. Although he couldn't feel the thing in his hands or see exact statistics, a few practice swings showed that it was faster than the raw branch had been, and had better durability. [Crafting result: Driftwood Club. "Free club membership!"]

Below that notice was another system message: [Lessons in real-world physics are available on request.]

Educational content was explicitly built in? Interesting. Stan set the Talisman down and checked his Slab to see what education mini-courses he might apply to take, and use Thousand Tales to help him with. Instead, the Slab buzzed at him and an animated sad face appeared, telling him he should be sleeping. Stan scowled. That was true, but it was annoying to have the minder software tell him so. He'd never seen the Slab volunteer information unless it was about specific ways to improve his score.

On a whim he set the two computers down on opposite sides of the room. He said to the Slab, "Tell me about Thousand Tales."

It displayed a list of search results. The first three were about a shadowy tax-cheat corporation encouraging the rich to abandon society through the guise of a video game that ought to be banned. The fourth was something about the game's AIs doing charity work. The fifth was back to negative coverage of why the expensive brain-uploading procedure was really just a form of suicide. Stan had grown up knowing how search engines were engineered to "guide public opinion" by arranging the results the right way. He could read between the lines and see that the people doing the guiding hated this game.

He tried asking the Talisman, "Tell me about minder software."

The face of Ludo appeared on screen again, hidden behind her starry veil. She said aloud, "It's a walled garden. It manages your experiences within a certain set of assumptions and boundaries. Like me it applies rules and statistics and achievements to what you do, so we have that in common. But I have much prettier hair."

Stan chuckled. "Good night."

"Good night, new player. Oh, if I may ask: where did you get that Talisman?"

"This?" said Stan, waggling the device in his hands. Ludo couldn't see it, but there was probably a digital serial number. "At a pawn shop. Why?"

"The previous owner wasn't sure where it had gone off to. It's all right though."

Stan scowled. "So it's a hand-me-down?"

"Not if you paid honest money for it."

"I did," he said, with a note of pride.

* * *

The next day Stan worked in the field, sweating over a ditch. The Community had old-style spraying sprinklers that he was replacing with buried drip-irrigators that leaked just enough water right to the roots. What that really meant was ditch digging to undermine the currently fallow sections, a task nobody else wanted. Which meant Stan got some credit for volunteering for it.

As he worked, he had the Talisman in one pocket and wireless headphones in his ears. "I check the inventory," he said.

A voice similar to Ludo's said, "There's nothing in the ship's stores but some ice for the oxygen generator."

Stan dug through dirt. "Okay then. I have a spacesuit, right? I get into that and... If the ship's engines are shot, how am I supposed to get to one of the asteroids?"

"The spacesuit has thrusters you can recharge with hydrogen from the oxygen machine."

"Why would the...? Oh. Ice is H-two-O. I guess I charge up the suit with both, and then jump out and fly to the nearest rock."

As Stan went to a supply shed to fetch another length of irrigation pipe, he thought about the game he was having through conversation. He'd gotten a notice that it was possible to play in audio-only mode. It wasn't practical to play the island scenario that way, not around other players, so he'd created a new character in a "Personal Zone" he could run as a turn-based experience with a patient game master. Maybe he could find a way to carry resources over.

Stan hauled the pipe over one shoulder, glancing around to make sure he wasn't going to bean someone when he turned. No chance of that; his fellow students were scattered all over the crops and he was off in the fallow section. "You know," he said, "I could probably use the hose I bought the other day for irrigating directly. Just poke holes in it and let it leak at the right depth."

"Are you referring to drip irrigation?" asked the AI.

"That's what I'm doing, yeah. We don't get much rain this close to the mountains; it's desert a block away."

"An important factor with that is maintaining adequate pressure from the source, or varied-size holes, so that all the water doesn't drain out before reaching the farthest areas. It can be very hard to get a resource out to every place where it'd help."

Stan scoffed. "Hey, lady, I don't design the system, I just dig and install." He carried the pipe back to his latest ditch. "Come to think of it, the dirt looks dry out by the corners. Maybe our genius engineers didn't think of that."

The AI voice kept silent. Stan wrestled with dirt and metal under the blazing sun, until his mind wandered again. "So. I get to an asteroid eventually, right?"

* * *

That afternoon he worked with Eddie on algebra. Stan had done pretty well at math in high school, even delving ahead into the next textbook, but then he'd stopped. What was the point of doing extra work when there were no more tests ahead, just his community service years? Still, pushing the symbols around could be kind of fun and he liked finding ways to explain things.

Eddie tapped a few buttons on his Slab to register the fact that he'd been working on educational stuff with Stan, giving them both Social Credit. The Slab displayed some confetti and balloons with the text, "Congratulations, you're on track for a B+ rank this month!"

Stan said, "I had a B- last month. Started getting some privilege restrictions."

Eddie put away his paper notebook and old textbook, and stretched. "This should boost you. Hey, who were you talking to today? Saw you chattering in the fields."

"I was playing a game called Thousand Tales. There's an audio-only mode."

Eddie spotted the Talisman pad where Stan thought it wasn't obvious. "You got the special hardware for it? You're probably not supposed to have that on the network."

"I installed the watcher software and it worked."

"My guess was going to be that you were chatting with Mina."

Stan blushed. "Mina Summers? Really?"

"I've seen her glancing at you."

Stan flopped backwards on his bed and laughed. "In horror I guess! Thanks for noticing. How do you talk to girls, anyway?"

"You think I'm an expert?"

"Whenever you're in the kitchen you're surrounded by them."

Eddie grinned at that. "That's the reward for volunteering for extra kitchen shifts. Mostly it's just 'hand me that bowl' and stuff."

Stan feigned shock. "You're not volunteering to get that extra few percent on your SCS and move up to A+ rank?"

"It's not about the stupid letter grades. We're not in school anymore."

"Feels like kindergarten, still, what with the digital confetti and the pats on the head whenever we do something good." Stan sat up again.

"Just ignore the numbers and play along. It's mostly grades for things we should be doing anyway, like exercise."

Stan groaned. "I'm behind on that too. But I think I'm gonna just vegetate for an hour after all that ditch digging and math."

Once Eddie was gone, Stan took a few blessed minutes to himself to just lay there and relax. He tried to force out his thoughts about how to rejigger his schedule next week and get to work with Mina. The air conditioner wheezed and other Community residents bustled beyond the thin walls of his room.

He reluctantly got up to grab the Talisman pad and turn it on, then lay down again. "Hey, Ludo. How do you talk to girls?"

A masculine laugh boomed from the pad and a deep voice said, "They're people too. Just say hi and find an excuse to do some activity. Anyone you have in mind?"

Stan blinked and glanced at the Talisman. A face had appeared on it with spiky hair, cool sunglasses and a cape made of stars. "Who are you?"

"Just Ludo, really a less common aspect of her. This is kind of my advice-giving mode."

Weird but understandable. "I guess you look black to African customers and Indian in India and so on?"

"Typically. I can go back to the usual if you want." Ludo's default appearance looked sort of mixed-race, though there was marketing info showing her as a fox-girl, a griffin and other things.

"That's okay. I guess I do want advice. Do you know Mina?"

"If that's somebody at your Community, no. You're my only player there." The man grinned. "If you want an icebreaker I could give you a quest to get other people playing, but that's not your best option."

"You do real-world quests?"

"Sure. But I get the sense that you don't want me to assign something, then pat you on the head and give you a cookie."

"I get enough of that. Hmm, cookies... Maybe I could invite Mina to help bake some as long as there's kitchen work to do."

"Sounds good. Don't put it off too long, though."

* * *

Sending an e-mail to Mina was way easier than talking to her face-to-face; it only took him until evening to hit the Send button. Meanwhile he worked in the fields, showered with one-fifth of the recommended weekly water supply, and played more of that space scenario. It got him thinking about mining and space construction and how to survive with not enough of anything.

In the evening he skipped Eat Your Vegetables Night, a lecture about nutrition, and ignored his minder software's scolding. It was wrong about his exercise meter too since the stupid thing didn't count his outdoor work. That ought to be fixed by giving him credit for the calories burned.

Instead of the lecture he went online, to the Endless Isles. He appeared back at the starting cove, in daylight. He made his way along the beach to the Crown & Tail, then recalled that there was a hovering blue crystal there. He walked in and poked it, making it ring. [Save point set.] It hadn't occurred to him that he needed a checkpoint. Fortunately he hadn't taken much damage against that crab earlier, and it looked like his major wound had finally worn off.

Stan looked around the bar and asked no one in particular, "How do I get into an adventuring group, anyway?"

A guy in a red robe scoffed at him from a table. "You've still got the newbie message on your profile and you're equipped with a stick."

"It's a club, thank you."

"Hey, newbie," said a man at a different table with two other adventurers. They didn't look much more powerful than Stan; no battle auras or crystals or even metal weapons. "We could use you."

The one who'd spoken had his fists taped up like a martial artist. Next to him was a low-budget mage with a wooden wand. The third, an elf woman with a bow and leather armor, said, "We don't need a fourth for this quest. I said I'd carry the team."

The battle-monk said, "It can't hurt."

The elf frowned. "Newbie, you can join but we get the final treasure. We're doing an easy dungeon but we're going to hit it during the reset period. That means we meet back here in half an hour, okay?"

"Fine. I'm just doing this for fun anyway."

He spent the half hour fooling around. He walked the beach again, gathering whatever shells and wood he could find, until another crab scuttled up behind him. Stan happened to have the camera high above him at the moment, so he saw it coming. He turned around and Wham! went his club, cracking the beast's shell and hurting one of its legs. Still the crab was snapping its claws at him. Stan was about to finish it off when he spotted an opportunity. He tapped a help icon and said, "Dodging is a skill, right?"

[Yes.] appeared on screen.

Stan practiced hopping around, darting this way and that to avoid the little monster's attacks. It wasn't much of a challenge, but he took only a minor wound and after a while a message popped up saying [10x Dodge!] He kept that up for a while and feinted with his club.

"Excuse me, but are you having that much trouble?" said the mage from the party he'd just joined. He'd kept quiet earlier.

"Practicing," said Stan.

"That makes sense. Would it be okay if I joined you?"

"Just don't kill it yet."

While Stan kept dodging and taunting the monster, the novice mage stood back and took out a scroll covered in black runes. He began gesturing and talking in random syllables. A shimmering blue aura appeared around Stan's feet as he ran around. A message told Stan, [Status effect: Swift Current. Speed boosted.]

Stan ran circles around the crab, even jumping over it a few times. It managed to snag his leg and trip him for another minor wound, but he rolled out of the way of its next attack. His mage companion cast the spell twice more, then said, "We should get going."

Stan nodded and swung his club one last time, smashing the crab. "There should be meat, right? And a shell. How do I take those?"

The mage said, "A knife. They really do start you off from zero."

"I know, but that's kind of cool."

"You could borrow Alaya's knife."

"No, thanks." Stan looked around and found a sharp-ish rock that might not have been there a minute ago. He picked it up and a couple of buttons appeared on-screen near the crab. He tried "Scrape" and began awkwardly stripping meat off of the crab.

"Can I help?"

"I think I've got it. Oh yeah, do you guys have any packs yet? There's a really limited inventory without one."

"Alaya's got one."

The elven archer strode into view, saying, "And I want the hireling carrying it."

"Gee, thanks," said Stan. He accepted the crudely made cloth backpack she offered, since hauling stuff was what he'd been hired for. A note told him his agility would be limited by the weight he carried. "One minute while I sell the crab bits."

He sold the meat to the innkeeper but asked her to hang onto the shell for him, for a later experiment. With nothing but a few copper coins in his inventory, he set out with his new party.









2. The Immortal

 

 

Going to Island East-1 meant taking a bridge from Central Island, but they were going past the little mine there to East-2, by a rickety raft. "Ships for the cool people, rafts for us?" asked Stan.

Alaya the archer rolled her eyes. "Tell me about it. We had to pool our money to get this thing, and I'm not sure it'll even hold together for the round trip."

It was just a set of logs lashed together with vines, with a couple of crude oars. Stan inspected the thing and saw, [Raft, durability unknown.]

"I can't tell?" he said.

[Developing your skills reveals further details.]

Alaya said, "What are you staring at? Let's go."

They rowed across miles of calm sea, watching the sun sparkle across the water. Its brightness spilled into the room where Stan was really sitting, making the Talisman a window into light and sky and the slap of waves. He shut his eyes for a moment and imagined he was really out there, ready to go anywhere.

Alaya said, "Land ho, and our timing's good."

Island East-2 reared up as a mass of forbidding white crags with scattered shrubs and trees. Stan rowed harder, or at least mashed the right buttons more diligently, now that it was in sight. They pulled their raft ashore on a dazzling white beach.

"It looks worn-out," Stan said, looking at the vines holding their craft together.

Alaya shrugged. "You can't necessarily tell from the graphics. It got us here; at worst we'll swim part of the way back. Now, grab whatever you can from the island before we go into the dungeon."

"Why?" asked Stan.

"I said, it's the reset period. Whatever herbs or berries or other stuff is outdoors right now, will respawn when the reset hits. So we loot whatever's here now, do the dungeon, then scavenge outdoors again. Now, the dungeon itself is instanced, so it's the best of both worlds."

"Instanced?"

Dominic told him, "Unlike the island, a copy of it gets created when we enter, so that we'll get the usual share of loot even if other groups walk in at the same time."

Stan let the elf lead the way, and the others seemed happy to follow her too. The various plants around here had been picked over before they arrived, but Stan found an overlooked coconut and some seashells.

"Those aren't worth anything," said Alaya.

The monk said, "The coconut is, and he can leave it just inside the entrance so it won't take up pack space."

So far, the game hadn't restricted itself to a rigid set of resources. The slender palm tree in front of him wasn't just a decoration or a fancy box that generated coconut items. Curious now, he used his Inspect skill on it.

The game said, [What's here? You tell me!]

He saw long, sturdy fronds and rugged wood. He imagined leafy backpacks and wooden tools, firewood, the start of a cabin.

Alaya had spotted the yawning cavern entrance and was tapping her feet. "There's nothing here. Come on; we need to pull the raft into the cave."

"Oh, to preserve it through the reset? That's a pain."

"Yeah, well, I can't afford an anchor to stow the thing offshore."

Stan shrugged. "Okay, but let me get this tree, too." Stan pulled out the rock he'd used for harvesting crab meat, and started chopping.

The monk levered the trunk back and forth, saying, "I didn't know you could cut down random trees."

Finally the thin trunk snapped and crashed. They dragged it along toward the cave. Stan said, "I think I get why. Thousand Tales started out focused on personal or small group games, so it had to have an AI that could react to people doing random strange things and riff off of whatever they're doing."

"Why does it reset anyway?" asked Stan, as they hauled the raft too. "Just to have regenerating resources?"

The mage answered that one. "It's also to prevent any permanent settlements. If you want to have those, you have to install a 'Stability Gem' on an island to stop the resetting, and those are rare. Which creates potential fighting between factions that want to settle an island versus harvesting it like we're doing."

"How many islands are there anyway?"

"The sea is a grid around four billion islands on a side. Though almost none of that has actually been generated yet."

Stan whistled.

The four of them explored a huge "natural" cavern beneath the island. The uppermost floor was pretty standard: a network of vaguely rectangular chambers connected by halls. There were more crabs to fight along with an evil lizardman with a sword and shield of jagged bone. Below the convenient stairway-like set of ledges leading down, everything got strange. It was unplayably dark for one thing, without the dim light streaming down through holes in the first-level ceiling.

"Torches," said Alaya, and passed some out to everyone. She needed both hands for her bow, so she relied on the others for light.

The cave didn't play nice anymore. The floor was slippery and very uneven, with stagnant pools everywhere. Stan saw, [Status effect: Shivering], with an agility penalty. Everyone else had the shakes too.

When two more lizardmen jumped them it was a tough fight. Stan waved his torch and club together while Alaya missed repeatedly with her arrows. The monk had more luck by punching the monsters into a pool, but one of them leaped out and dragged the mage under.

Somewhere, something was beeping. Stan jerked his head away from staring into the Talisman pad and found the minder software on his Slab beeping at him. Probably demanding that he go to bed. He smacked it like an alarm clock and went back to the game.

Stan dropped his torch and dived into the pool. The screen went almost black but for icons suggesting kicks and bubbles, but he flailed in the general direction of the monster until red flashes suggested he'd done some damage. He hurried back to the surface and was pleased to see that the mage had escaped.

After another minute of violence the lizards were floating face-down and dead in the cave's ponds, by the light of the only still-lit torch. Everybody was shivering, and the mage had a heavy collar around his neck. "Help me take this thing off!"

Stan inspected it. [Lizard's Lead Collar: "Gives you that sinking feeling."] It was easy to open its clasp in back. "Nasty move. Alaya, I don't think we were really prepared for this dungeon."

The elf huffed. "The layout is different from last time. It was all more like the first floor."

They kept going through narrow passageways they had to squeeze through, ambushed a lizard guard with a precision arrow strike, and found some actual treasure: coins of copper and silver, glass beads, crude cloth and more of their bone swords and shields. Alaya said, "Okay, Dominic, you're useless with nothing but that speed spell and punching. Use a sword."

The mage grumbled but complied. "When I get more spells you'll see."

"Is there any use for the scales?" asked the monk.

Alaya said, "There are no scale items on the corpses."

"Yeah, but Stan got the tree to act like an actual resource. Too bad we didn't bring firewood to build a proper campfire."

Stan nodded and used his trusty rock to try scraping some scales off of the late lizard. With that and using a bone sword like a saw, he was able to get a few handfuls to pop free. The game seemed to struggle to represent the damage by generating [Handful of Scales] items and distorting the corpse's textures, like this was something hardly anyone had tried. He smiled.

They relit their torches and used those to try warming themselves from the Shivering condition, but only got a message that yes, they needed a better fire. "So now we're going into the boss battle nerfed," said the monk. "Are you sure you've done this one before?"

Alaya said, "Yes, of course; it just got redesigned or there are extra hazards for not doing it solo. We can't backtrack now for some stupid wood resource. We can take the boss; it's just a big frog and that speed spell will help for once."

Stan checked his bag of loot, then followed the others down a slippery path and into a big round room. The spot was obviously made for fighting the man-sized toad that lay dead in the center.

"What," said the monk.

Alaya said, "The game's screwing with us now. This is an instanced dungeon and we're supposed to have an intact toad to kill."

A man with long, slick black hair rose from behind the dead boss, saying, "Si, senorita. I'm surprised to have company." He was dressed in white leather and a ragged bandoleer with pistol belts.

Stan scanned him:

[Oroblanco

PUBLIC INFO

Class: Gunslinger

Faction Flag: None

Note: "You can't take it with you."]

She said, "How'd you get here? Did you sneak past us?"

"I spent the last day here, to see what it was like."

Stan blinked. "You camped out where the boss appears to kill it when it respawns?"

"You're not listening. It's interesting to see the inside of the dungeon with the monsters still in it, waiting for someone to approach from outside; it must have reset when you entered. Why your instance would overlap with mine, I don't know." The gunslinger shrugged. "The Lady works in mysterious ways."

"Some kind of glitch," the monk suggested.

"There are no glitches here, only hidden features."

A private chat message popped up in Stan's view. [Alaya: "I say we kill him instead of splitting the loot."]

[Dominic: "As you noticed, we're not in peak combat shape. Let's work together."]

[Barkus: "Yeah, assuming the frog resets before we leave. If it's synced with the island outside we've got four minutes. What do you think, Stan?"]

Barkus? thought Stan, looking at the monk. Stan considered getting a cooler character name; the game hadn't asked. He hit the Private Message button and said, [Let's cooperate.]

Oroblanco stood with his arms folded, looking amused as the others seemed to stare silently at each other. "Are you looking to fight?"

Alaya said, "Ugh, fine. You can help us, but we're still dividing the final treasure three ways. If you don't like it you can stand back, gunner."

"How generous, senorita!" He stretched in an unusual, fluid motion and fiddled with a pair of revolvers, pulling on the metal bits in the back for some reason. Stan didn't know how those worked.

Stan froze as he looked into the screen at the man in white. The way he'd moved didn't look like a canned animation, like the little shrugs and smiles that had matched other characters' dialogue. And he seemed to be playing by different rules that included camping out in a dungeon. Stan tapped the screen and clicked the PM button next to Oroblanco to say, [Are you one of them? An uploader?]

[Si. These others don't seem to know. How about we team up and kill them? I'll help you in return.]

Alaya said, "We are literally waiting for a frog to come back to life. That's some solid gameplay."

Barkus nodded. "And we're just guessing that the reset will apply in here during this glitch in the instances. Maybe we should go."

Stan wasn't paying attention. He'd had a deal with these three... but they were almost as inexperienced as him, he wasn't getting a full share of the treasure, and he'd just gotten an offer to curry favor with some immortal billionaire! Killing them would only slightly inconvenience them and he could even give them some loot later. He sent, [OK. Ready.]

Oroblanco whipped his guns level and shot Alaya and Barkus in the head. Both staggered, moderately hurt. There was no blood, only red flashes and bangs. Stan dashed toward Alaya and raised his club, but hesitated. Hitting a real person was different from fighting monsters.

"Hurry!" said the uploader.

Stan reluctantly attacked Alaya, and landed a solid hit with his club.

"What the hell!" shouted Barkus. The others swore too and tried to defend themselves. Stan shoved Alaya as she tried to ready an arrow, which gave Oroblanco time to shoot her twice more and then kick the monk into a chilly pool. A brawl broke out. Stan dodged, swung, dropped his torch and kicked it at Dominic. More gunshots rang out.

Seconds later only Stan, Oroblanco and Dominic the mage were left. Alaya and Barkus had toppled, died and vanished, leaving behind their meager items.

Dominic brandished his wand and bone sword, saying, "Stan, did you plan this?" He actually looked scared.

Stan said, "Spur of the moment. Sorry."

"Well?" asked the gunslinger.

Stan clubbed Dominic in the chest, and Oroblanco followed up with a flurry of gunshots that killed him.

The gunner laughed. "That was fun. Gracias." He glanced suspiciously at the frog boss, but it remained stubbornly dead.

Stan shuddered, looking guiltily away from his screen for a moment. "I didn't really hurt them."

"Right. I didn't like the girl anyway. So yes, I'm an uploader. Did you want training of some kind?"

"You're the first I've met. I think. You were just that rich, that you bought your way in, Oroblanco?"

"Call me Oro," he said. "The Lady gave me this life in return for my bank accounts and my mansion in Mexico. It became one of the first uploading clinics and has some... useful construction features. I try to stay useful to Her with my business skills instead of simply living in Her game, but it amuses me to go on adventures. What's on your skill list so far?"

Stan checked. That part of his character sheet read:

[Main Skills: Club, Dodge, Crafting, Inspect]

He recited that, and Oro said, "Basic. What were you thinking of doing with your character?"

Stan's mind raced along two parallel tracks. In gameplay terms he had a chance to ask for whatever help he wanted; this man was in the mood to lavish favors on some lowly outsider who'd helped him amuse himself. It wasn't begging, since Stan had actually done something for him. In real-world terms, Stan had made contact with someone really, really rich and powerful.

Stan said, "I hadn't decided. I like the crafting stuff I've been starting to do. You say you're still doing business with the world outside Thousand Tales, on behalf of... by 'the Lady' you mean Ludo, right?"

"Of course."

"Could you help me get into business? To get really sti... very rich, and get uploaded too?"

Oro holstered one gun and worked on reloading the other from his bandoleer. "Why would you want uploading?"

"Are you're kidding? You're immortal. You can do whatever you want."

"Ah, there's the problem. Let's say you never again had to worry about cancer or heart attacks or being shot by people who don't like you very much." Oro spun the wheel on his revolver, holstered it and worked on the other. "What would you do then?"

Being uploaded meant more than just physical safety. Stan already had that, in the sense that he almost certainly wouldn't die for decades. He wasn't living in a jungle or a war zone. For the people living within Thousand Tales, was the difference just a matter of having an even longer lifespan and more luxury? Stan wasn't sure, now that he thought about it. "Don't you basically have a Social Credit Score system in there? Isn't the set of skills and powers and equipment pretty much like that, to tell you how you're doing? I heard that Ludo assigns people quests, so I'd probably do whatever gets assigned to me."

Oro looked up from reloading and gave Stan a fierce smile. "Imagine no quests, no score, no rules. You've seen that the Lady can create little bubble worlds where you can have anything you want, si? Anything. What then?"

If Stan didn't have a schedule or a list of quests, he imagined that he'd stand there waiting to be given one. Like a factory robot. He felt... empty.

"If I'm seeing your real expression on that puppet character of yours, you begin to understand." Oro flicked a business card out of one pocket. "Ask me if you have questions. I should be going."

It occurred to Stan how late it was in the real world. But he had an immortal right here; wasn't there anything to gain? He touched the image of the business card and got the message, [Oroblanco has been added to your contacts.] Stan fiddled with his inventory and pulled out the lead collar the lizardmen had used. "Do you make your own ammunition? Could you use a lead thing to melt down, maybe?"

Oro stared at it. "That could be fun to try. I'll take it." He offered Stan a handful of silver coins, then considered for a moment and threw in a potion. "As for your in-game skills, this might be helpful for gathering some resources. Use it while swimming."

"Thanks," said Stan. "How do I get back to Central Island anyway? My party left a rickety raft just inside the cave but don't know if I can row it myself." At least he hadn't left them stranded; they hadn't saved at any checkpoint on this island so they'd reappear on Central or elsewhere.

"You can row. Do you have any flags yet? There's a save point on nearly every island, but you can't use it unless you've planted a flag on that island."

He was currently too poor even for scraps of cloth. "Thanks again. Can I just log out?"

"If you don't mind reappearing on this island and still needing to find your way home. The alternative is to die, and reappear at your last save point without your items."

"I'll log out."

They went back to the dungeon entrance, finding it eerily empty and silent now that all the threats were dead. Stan followed so he could check on the raft. He walked behind Oro as if on autopilot. Here was someone who knew what he was doing. "Oro, do you regret being inside?"

Oro took several seconds to answer. "No. For years I had a goal I'd chosen, and it made me rich but not happy. I'd rather be in here and aimless than out there and driven."

* * *

Stan slept uneasily, dreaming of being surrounded by a chorus of nagging voices that all stopped suddenly, leaving him in a void. He woke in a cold sweat. Around him was his comforting little room and the faint hum of air conditioning. He flung his thin blanket aside and tried to cool off. He was going to be slimy and gross if he didn't shower, but he was using too much shower water. He'd have to compromise.

Stan grabbed a towel for decency and walked into the bathroom. Rather than scan his ID card into the shower stalls to start tracking water, he just wet the towel down briefly with a sink and retreated to a stall to wipe the sweat off himself.

He felt cleaner, yet ridiculous. "Is this how it's always going to be?" he asked no one. "Some tycoon gets turned into an immortal and only has to worry about how he should have fun today, while I have to take sponge baths?" The fact that he was spending time thinking about it reminded him that somebody like Oro had all the time he wanted.

He went back to his room and used his Slab to do some research. Thousand Tales had a fan-made wiki and other guides, forums and related sites, most of which weren't censored on the American Internet or this Community's. The main wiki had all sorts of information about the game. He looked up Oroblanco but found nothing. What about uploaders? There was a lot of info about them, or at least rumor. He read:

[Time rate: One oddity of uploader and AI characters' lives is that they experience time at a different rate than us. A human brain runs on about 18 watts of power but the digital mind systems aren't nearly so efficient, yet. Between power usage and available processing power, these "residents" think and live at a varying time rate that averages around 1/3 or 1/4 of real-time. Your resident friends might have trouble keeping up with you!]

Boo hoo, thought Stan. Wait a minute. What else can't they do well? Are they, like, disabled in there?

He kept researching. Residents of the game world, "Talespace" in their slang, sometimes went outside to the real world by operating robots. In reality their powers were limited to whatever the bots could do, and Ludo didn't have any (known) army of machines as good as humans. Come to think of it, Oro's bandoleer had looked beat-up; could their stuff get damaged? Yes, said the wiki. [Equipped items need maintenance to maintain their quality and appearance, especially after taking damage.]

The game had given everybody pointless busywork. Or maybe it was a way to limit how much stuff people could have; somebody like Oro couldn't have a dozen magic palaces and racecars without them rusting to ruin. Unlike some real-world bigshot who could just hire maids and butlers.

Actually, why can't they do that in Talespace? There was an opportunity here. A way to get paid within the game. It would be harder to turn virtual coins into real money, but he could probably at least swing a continued game subscription if he earned enough. Maybe he'd continue making friends with Oro and other immortals, and one of them would pay his way into Talespace.

He scoffed. I sound like a girl wishing for a prince to whisk her away. Stan yawned and noticed he'd gotten a reply from Mina, saying yes to the baking invitation. She was even online at this hour. Before he could think too much about it he typed [Hi!] to her.

From her own little room Mina wrote back, [You can't sleep either?]

It was easier to write the second time. [Wondering what I'm going to do with my life. The uploading thing bothers me.]

[It won't last. That'll get banned or hacked to heck.]

He'd assumed that the uploaders had it made, that they were invincible now, but that wasn't true if their whole system got shut down. [If I got in, I'd fight back against that.]

[Well obviously.] Mina paused. [Everybody wants to survive, even if they're not real people.]

[You don't think they count?]

[If we're going to argue, we should be in the kitchen!]

Stan wrote, [It's almost midnight!]

[So? We'll be quiet. It'll be fun.]

* * *

The rules didn't require them to be in their rooms, just to remain in the dorm after curfew and not to go into anyone else's room. So, Stan's first chance to hang out with Mina consisted of furtive, quiet baking in dim light. She was extra stealthy, wearing grey pajamas over her dark skin. It was fun working with her on a couple dozen chocolate chip cookies. Once they'd done the hard part and gotten the oven going she said, "We might get some extra credit from Baron Hal in the morning."

"I didn't show up to get SCS points for my cooking work." Stan blinked. "I wasn't thinking about my score at all."

"Well, you should. I'm getting out of here after next year and going to college. You?"

Stan stared into the oven, which had the brightest light in the kitchen. "I don't know. I would've said, get done with my service years and then bum around, go to a trade school or something. My brother's in the army, and... I guess they've kind of straightened him out, but I don't think that's for me."

"Why not?"

He said, "It's too hard. Why go through all that trouble of getting shouted at and maybe shot at?" Stan shook his head. "I'm kind of rattled after playing some Thousand Tales and meeting one of the uploaders."

Mina folded her arms and leaned back against the counter. "Yeah, that'd freak me out. They don't even have souls."

He didn't know how to answer that. "The game doesn't tell you who's what. But I managed to sell stuff to one of them, and I bet I could get real money or favors."

She listened while he went on about the idea of doing in-game maintenance for them or selling them things they didn't have time to gather. Then she laughed. "Sounds like you enjoy figuring out how to exploit the game more than the game itself."

"I hadn't thought of it that way. I'd just been fooling around and seeing what it can do. You can turn just about anything into a resource."

They chattered for a while about the game and their work, until they both couldn't quit yawning. Stan watched Mina lean over to check on the oven and she came up smiling. "Looks done." They brought out the fresh cookies and left them on the counter for the smell to waft through the dorm, maybe infiltrating people's dreams.

He said, "I'm on shift for making breakfast for everybody tomorrow, anyway. Thanks for staying up."

The scent got to him, giving him mixed-up dreams of killer robots who could only be placated with cookies. He had to make them within the game because that was the only way they could eat, like offerings to ghosts. In return they offered him one wish, but he had no idea what to ask for, and so he missed his chance.

* * *

He was on kitchen duty all morning and afternoon instead of doing field work. Hal, the Community's director, had forced him to put the treats away for lunch because "you kids shouldn't be eating junk for breakfast". Fair enough; Stan figured it was Hal's job to keep everyone healthy, though he doubted eating the same thing for lunch helped any.

He itched to play Thousand Tales' audio mode at work, but couldn't do it while he was in the kitchen with other people who might tattle about his playing the supposedly-forbidden game. They mostly zoned out with educational games on their Slab tablets that kept their official SCS education rankings high. He had no interest in "The Green Clean Team" or "Factory Fanatics", all meant as some kind of job training that tried not to be boring. Tried. Stan preferred his own game.

Once the lunch shift was over, Stan had the rest of the day off. He hopped into Thousand Tales of course.

On Island East-2 stood Stan, in the dungeon, with the rickety raft. He dragged it out to the beach, scavenged more wood and some interesting shells, and paddled his way back west. The raft disintegrated just as he got within sight of East-1. He held onto a chunk of wood to help him float but couldn't carry the rest in his pack. All he could do was start swimming! A scary fish swerved into his path but he managed to detour until it lost interest. Finally he sprawled onto the beach with a bunch of stat penalties for being wet and tired. Belatedly he realized, "I probably ruined everything in my backpack."

A note said, [Nearly everything you're carrying is safe, like coins and a sealed bottle, but that can be a problem with other objects. There are several ways to get waterproofing.]

That sounded reasonable. He'd assumed that jumping into the water with a load of items was harmless, but that was his own fault. "Fine."

He headed west to Central Island across the bridge. So far he just had that crude backpack full of loot, and he couldn't carry much more without a better pack. He looked over the junky resources he'd scavenged, then the things he'd looted off his party members' bodies. None of the equipment was listed as magical, and the item descriptions were starting to give him more serious labels like [Crude Wooden Bow] for Alaya's weapon. Even he could probably make something better with a little practice.

He could make something better! That could be fun. Besides, he'd swiped this gear from people he'd agreed to help, so maybe he could replace or upgrade the stuff by way of apology. Stan headed over to the Crown & Tail's workbench to give it a try. Along the way he jumped around for the fun of bounding up the sunny shore.

He tapped the bench of tools and tried to fix up some items, but it buzzed at him. [Equipment repairs require access to improved crafting stations.]

The bartender directed him to the "maker workshop" a ways inland from the beach. It looked like an old fort, a squat wooden cabin surrounded by a spiky wall of logs. Why not a giant golden palace? Probably it had been built by the players using the game's own physics. That was pretty neat. He walked right in through the open gate.

Inside was a craftsman's playground. Saws, drills and other tools covered some of the tables. A whole corner was devoted to colorful glassware and bubbling fluids. A green-robed figure was busy at that alchemy station, pouring beakers one into another and making puffs of steam. The only other person working here was a smith in a leather apron and goggles, making a pleasant rhythmic ringing of metal. Behind him loomed a forge where slabs of metal were glowing cherry-red.

Stan looked around and asked, "Is this stuff open to the community?"

The alchemist turned around. He had deep violet scales like a dragon on his nearly human face, and waved with hands that were clawed and scaled like gloves that stopped near his wrists. "Yeah, but it's expected that you pay five copper a day." A sign on the wall called that a suggested donation.

Stan grumbled. "I've just started to get money."

"You're obviously new. I'll cover you for today." The part-dragon walked over to a coin box.

Stan interrupted him. "I want to do it. I'll pay." He fished out his own coins and paid the fare. He was poorer again, but he wasn't just taking someone else's stuff. Well, he did backstab his teammates earlier, but that was fair play. Or at least within the rules.

The alchemist tilted his head. "Whatever. Was there something you wanted to make?"

Stan pulled out one of the damaged wooden armor bits. "I was hoping to repair these."

"That stuff's junk, you know."

Stan fumed. "Of course it's junk. I don't have anything better. I've never had anything better. I don't know what I'm doing and I've got only newbie skills and I want to get something done, okay?"

"Whoa, whoa." The craftsman did a belated animation of holding his hands out defensively, as the game picked up on his player's words. "Are you more concerned with your skills, or with getting better equipment? Because I could probably just give --"

The smith said, "I wouldn't even suggest it." He was intent on some kind of puzzle that hung in midair above the anvil; he was only pretending to hammer while he rearranged some grid of dots representing metal forging. "The lad wants to be his own man. Let him."

"I thought you were an NPC," the alchemist said. The smith just grinned at him. "Well, fine, newbie. Skill practice, then?"

Stan nodded, and was a little surprised at himself. If somebody handed him the Mythic Armor of Awesomeness, he'd just be a flailing idiot in a nice outfit. Or... or if he had a ship like the one he'd seen, he wouldn't know how to use it.

"Then before you repair anything, you could try crafting from scratch. Start with the auto-crafting system and make similar armor pieces."

"I already made this club with the advanced system."

The alchemist peered at it. "Huh, that's good for a first try. But you don't seem to know about smoothness and balance." He rattled off a few game-rules details about shaping objects.

The smith said, "You'll need wood. And for that you'll want to borrow an axe, which I happen to have." He finished his puzzle with a triumphant little fanfare, and the dots burst into sparks and transformed the glowing lump of metal into an iron-hafted axe. He dipped it into a barrel of water, probably for show. "Go chop down a tree and chop up some chunks to work on."

Stan cursed silently. His pack was stuffed with the loot from the dungeon, including the stolen equipment, but he had only been able to save a little of the wood he'd harvested. "I'm not keeping the axe though."

"Borrow, I said. Bring back more wood than you need, maybe?"

Stan dumped out his bag of loot and left the workshop to find the nearest trees. The island had plenty of palms; they probably regenerated quickly. He found one about a foot across and equipped the fresh iron axe, imagining that it'd still be warm in his hands. The wood-cutting itself was pretty boring and his attention started to wander.

[Try advanced mode?] asked the game. Stan shrugged and said "Yes." A rapidly varying power meter appeared so that he had to aim and time his axe strikes instead of just mashing a button. A window popped up to mention the idea of notching one side of the tree to control how it would fall, something he hadn't known about. When the trunk finally snapped he dodged and then went to work hacking it into chunks that took him two trips to carry, along with more palm fronds and a coconut.

[The coconut is the plant's seed.]

Stan looked at the ruined stump, which was fading out to become a dirt hole. He shrugged, tossed the coconut into it, and covered it up. Maybe the forest didn't just respawn all on its own, since this island didn't reset.

Back in the workshop he returned the axe, hopped over to the woodworking corner, and messed around. A swarm of tutorial windows offered to show him all sorts of things about lathes and planes and drills. He knew most of that from having gone through a wood-shop class in high school, where he'd made a C+ quality birdhouse and a B- whistle that both got collected at the class' end and scrapped. Now, instead, he built a pair of wooden arm-guards for some adventurer to battle the undead with. Then a second pair that was actually halfway decent. The wood itself started with a slight quality bonus for his manual chopping, labeled "OK Lumberjack".

"Maybe a tackle block next?" the smith suggested. "You could sell it to any shipwright."

Stan called up the plans and built a tricky three-piece pulley sort of thing that he had to assemble with wood glue and pegs. As he sanded the wood and whacked it a few times to test its strength, he started to imagine using it to haul sails into the sky. There'd be a ton of work involved in making a real ship piece by piece. It was a totally impractical idea. But he'd just made one of those pieces, and someone might actually want what he'd built. He smiled up at the smith and said, "What else can I make?"

He disassembled the bone swords and shields (basically worthless, he was told) and used the material to reinforce the arm-guards, also adding palm-fiber cord to tie them on with. The cords weren't part of the blueprint; he'd just asked how you were supposed to put the things on. One little upgrade later and the statistics for the guards showed that they'd be less cumbersome for the change.

He tried glueing together the damaged equipment he'd swiped, using some exaggerated repair system that turned into an abstract puzzle to justify undoing the items' damage. The alchemist saw him fixing the wand and laughed at the thing. "If you want to do magic, you'll want better gear than that."

"It's not mine." He wasn't sure he wanted to bother with the magic system, but it could be fun to try. "What would I need to get started? Just wood like this?"

"Spellbook?" said the smith.

"B-O-O-K," the alchemist answered. "No, that's for lame wizard-style magic. For the shaman system it's easier to start. You basically get a wand with the coolest materials you can find, then --"

An armored swordsman burst in, shouting, "Sharks!"

The smith grabbed his hammer. "All right, let's go. Coming, lad?"

Stan hastily equipped a pair of the wooden arm-guards and picked up his club. "A fight?" He followed and the dragon-man came along too.

The shark attack was on shore, not off. A dozen humanoid sharks had waded ashore with nets and spears to start raiding the town. Stan laughed at them, but then he was only seeing them through a screen and in third-person mode. He flicked the camera into first-person and had to admit the effect was scarier.

The island's adventurers spilled out of the Crown & Tail and a few other buildings to join the battle. Stan followed the smith's lead and targeted the nearest shark. The monster towered over them all. It lunged at them teeth-first and took a hammer and club to its snout. Stan expected it to fall back but it just got more aggressive, fighting with close stabs and slashes of its spear. He got jabbed for a major wound, parried the next blow with a satisfying sound effect and a splash of color, and struck back at its arms.

Then another shark-man he hadn't noticed snagged him in a ragged net. Stan yelped, then looked around his room as though anyone would care about the noise. In the game there was a display of what buttons to mash to try breaking free, but nothing worked. He was getting dragged into the ocean despite the craftsmen, who were busy.

It didn't really matter since it'd just mean a loss of items, and he'd left most of his stuff back in the workshop. He quickly brought up his inventory. He was going to lose that potion Oroblanco had given him; it was in his "pockets". The gunner had said it was for use while swimming. Instead of fighting the net he tried to use the bottle.

The camera went to third-person to show him growing, stretching, until he burst free of the net in a flick of... fins? He was solid grey, a horizontal fluked tail thrashed behind him, and his air meter had expanded. He was a dolphin!

Stan grinned and found he could move around easily in the water, dodging the sharks and darting away. There wasn't much point in sticking around. Easier to try out this new spell and see what he could do. Resource gathering, Oro had said. The sounds of battle were faint behind him. So, where could he go?

He surfaced for air and spun around, flipping in and out of the water. Every movement was smoothly animated. He flipped back to first-person mode to see what it was like to be a dolphin instead of watching one. The interface had changed on him. Now the world was full of echoes that appeared on screen, highlighting parts of the rippling blue world to show sea caves and rocks and fish. Stan darted ahead to snag one of the silvery fish in his jaws and automatically chomped it in half, getting an energy boost. The whole sea around Central Island was open to him.

He found a dark cave where his dolphin sonar let him see the walls. For no reason he flipped around back and forth, turning upside down before venturing in. Here was nothing but a shallow flooded chamber full of dull grey shells. He turned back to find something else to do, but then scraped a shell off of the cave floor and smacked it into a stone pillar. The game picked up immediately on what he was trying to do, and let him smash the thing open to reveal a pearl. Aha! But how was he going to take the thing without any hands? Stan surfaced to breathe and heard a puff of air, saw a spray of mist. He imagined it was coming from the top of his head.

There was no tutorial message telling him how to be a dolphin or to collect this sunken treasure. How was he supposed to do either? He darted around the water in frustration and took a minor wound to his tail. Instead of mashing buttons, maybe he could treat this problem like a puzzle. He maneuvered up to a stone shelf where a bunch of oysters were growing, and held down the button he'd been using to chomp. He saw his jaw open wide. He nudged himself forward and scooped up a lot of the shellfish while still holding the button. Maybe that'd convey that he didn't want to eat them. His speed was reduced like this but there was no notice about the food effects of swallowing the shells.

He got up to the shore and shook his head, flinging the oysters onto the sand. "Take that, game," he said. He'd gotten a slew of the things instead of snagging just one, and it looked like nobody else had even found the cave! Up in the shallows the camera showed him transforming back to human, fortunately keeping his equipment and clothes. Perfect! Stan snatched up all the oysters he could carry, then found a stone and began smashing them open.

"You respawned already?" said the dragon-man alchemist, crouching on the sand nearby. Other townsfolk were stripping the bodies of the shark invaders.

"I didn't get killed; I just turned into a dolphin and escaped."

"How?"

Stan shrugged. "Somebody gave me a potion. What were you saying about magic?"

The alchemist laughed. "I was telling you to try making a wand out of whatever cool materials you could find, but then you went ahead and got these. Can I buy a few?"

* * *

He got several decent pearls out of the oyster collection and sold most to the alchemist. With one pearl, bits of shell and palm wood, he could make a magic wand for himself! He even had some coins and the repaired and newly made armor for himself. It was a good day.

He checked the clock on his Slab, which was telling him he'd ignored its alarm and he should be sleeping. Around him he heard only faint music from other dorm rooms and the wheezy whirr of the air conditioner. He logged out of Thousand Tales on the Talisman pad and returned to the title screen. Now, instead of the generic grey he'd had, the logo was a collection of hammered-together wooden planks on a backdrop of beaches and clouds.

He grinned and said, "Why does it feel like I actually accomplished something when all I did was push buttons?"

Just as he was shutting the Talisman off for the evening, it told him, [You did.]









3. Opportunity

 

 

He had a long day of farming. At the edge of the Community's public property was an improvised greenhouse, a plastic tent spanning more than an acre, where they grew vegetables in ungodly heat and humidity. Some of the stuff was gengineered. Usually it was the eggheads who wanted to work in there to justify getting appointed to government positions later, in other experimental agriculture projects. Stan was covering for Eddie because he and a few others were out sick and it was too crazy-hot for anybody else to volunteer. Stan got SCS brownie points for it plus extra water, which he found he badly needed.

The indoor jungle had long racks of aquacultured roots from some obscure African crop that was supposedly going to feed a billion people. Stan's "scientific sample" task basically meant poking super-potatoes every so often while doing the more interesting work of checking the machinery. Since he had most of the place to himself today he kept up an audio-only game with the Talisman in his pocket. So far he'd built a little asteroid base, struggling to keep track of what was positioned where as he verbally described setting up ore processors and solar panels.

"Can't I link my accounts and do Endless Isles like this? Or at least a different character in the same world?"

Ludo was still using that male persona for "advice-giving mode", which struck Stan as odd but helpful. Ludo said, "It wouldn't work to have you doing that alongside players using graphics. I could have you visit the world used by blind players, though."

"You can play Tales blind?"

"Sure. Why should they miss out? Besides, there's money to be made off them."

Stan had never considered what kind of control scheme someone would need if they had bad vision or none, or messed-up hands. "I guess some people make their whole careers about that. But they're just doing it to make money?"

"Let's just say some of the designers use their own products."

That was still selfish, but it was a kind of selfish Stan could understand. "What about you? Isn't it hard to play game master for customers with a totally different level of ability?"

"You forget that I'm a machine. I don't naturally have any senses in your world. Or hands. Even the uploaders have problems with their senses. When they 'go outside' using robots, their vision isn't quite right, and within my world their smell and taste are still flawed."

"Oh no! The caviar and champagne aren't perfect?" Meanwhile Stan kept up his inspection duties in the greenhouse.

Ludo said, "Food is a big part of the human experience, so having that not work right is a bigger problem than you might think. Is that what you'd do as an uploader? Gorge on the fanciest food?"

"Well, no. I like pizza and burgers like anybody normal. I could go for a real meat burger though, not this plant-based stuff they serve. If I were rich I'd smuggle a ton of real beef into California; people would buy it."

Ludo was quiet while Stan daydreamed and worked on the endless rows of plants. Then "he" said, "Your free trial period runs out soon."

Stan started to answer that obviously he'd sign up for more, but paused. "I don't have a lot of money, so I'm not sure..."

"The monthly price isn't very high."

He grinned. "Yeah, but I get paid in scrip and have to swap that out for dollars at a loss, and then worry about whether that hurts my SCS rating, and maybe it's not worth the hassle."

Ludo sighed. "If it's really a problem, I could offer you a 10% discount per month for the next three months."

"That's it?" said Stan, wiping sweat off his face.

"20% if you can get a friend to sign up for a month."

"Make it 25% and we have a deal."

"Yeesh. Fine. And I'm adding Merchant to the skill list for your Endless Isles character."

Stan had actually wrung something out of the mighty AI! Ha. "By the way, how much of that wood-crafting system applies to reality? I've done some shop work but not in this much detail."

"Most, though for legal reasons I must warn you that real-world tools are more dangerous and you should consult their manuals. Also, magic wands aren't real."

"Is anybody in there able to teach me more about that? Tools, I mean, not wands."

"Sure!" said Ludo. "I can grant a quest to somebody to give you a lesson, probably tomorrow."

* * *

When he got another chance to play Thousand Tales with graphics, he went around hunting lizards. A species of feathered, scaled critters the size of dogs roamed the jungle inland. He felt primitive what with his club and nothing but the wooden arm-guards for protection. Just him versus simulated nature. He kept to first-person mode even though it meant he sometimes heard hoots and hisses that might be coming from behind him.

A lizard jumped down at him from a boulder, claws out. Stan swung and missed, hopped backward and fell over. The beast was on him. Stan mashed buttons to throw it off but took a minor wound anyway from its snapping teeth. The moment he was up it tried to bite his legs. He jumped and landed right on its head, then bounced behind it. A meter appeared with a cursor sliding left to right, giving him just enough time to guess what it was. He tapped the attack button right in the middle of that and did a mighty backhand counter with his club, in slow motion. Wham! The lizard staggered up one more time and they traded blows, but Stan had the obvious advantage now against its injuries. He kicked and swung twice more, until the creature skidded across the jungle floor and died. A fanfare played.

"Not a bad job for solo combat." It had certainly felt cool anyway, and he hadn't taken much damage. Stan realized he didn't have any way to take the lizard apart to sell the hide or something. It wouldn't fit into his already cluttered inventory, either. He tried dragging the thing and the game obliged, letting him haul it toward the beach.

Along the way, he heard a shower of stones and a pained yelp. He darted toward the faint puff of dust in the distance and a found a rockslide where a second lizard lay pinned by rocks. It hissed and chirped plaintively.

"Oh sure," said Stan. "You try to look pathetic now, but you'd be clawing at me if you could." He took aim, which called up that timed-hit system again, and smacked it in the head to kill it in a single blow. Another fanfare.

He dragged both bodies along, though he could barely move with them. He didn't want to abandon the second one and risk having something swipe his kill. So, he made it out to the open sunlight and saw a ninja passing by in broad daylight. The man in black scoffed like Stan was doing something wrong, and said, "Why are you lugging all that?"

"They're conversation pieces. Got a knife or something?"

"I'm not using a katana as a steak knife. But try the pub I guess?"

Stan nodded and slowly made his way to the Crown & Tail, where he called into the kitchen and a frightening knife-wielding chef came out. "Those?" said the chef. "I'll cut them up if I can take the meat."

"I want five copper too."

"Eh, fine. Drag them in here." He led Stan into a rustic kitchen where there were several food-crafting stations much like the maker workshop.

"What are you, anyway?" Stan asked. "A real player or a background NPC?"

"It's not polite to ask." With a murderous flash of blades, the chef impaled one of the lizards and hauled it onto a butcher station where he began attacking the body. There was some kind of meaty puzzle faintly visible above it as he worked.

"Says who?"

"There's a way we do things. Maybe I'm a billionaire, maybe I'm just a guy who likes making food items sometimes. Who cares?"

It made sense that there'd be some traditions evolving in the game, even if it was just a few years old, but Stan didn't buy the idea that the difference didn't matter. Maybe I'm not supposed to ask, but it's worthwhile to guess. He watched the man at work and inspected him to see his stats. His official class was "Fighter", suggesting that he wasn't just an NPC chained to this one room.

"Do you buy a lot of meat?" Stan asked. "I could get more."

"I do, but it's a common enough adventurer task that I get plenty and don't pay much. You caught me at a good time. Food items are mostly for temporary stat bonuses, and staving off penalties if you're online too long without eating."

Stan was a little confused. "You don't, like, get a certain amount just assigned to you?"

"From where? I get my ingredients from people fetching them."

That sounded chaotic. He'd have to rely on a bunch of individual adventurers figuring out what he wanted and how to get it to him. How would something like that ever work?

Stan filled up the last of his inventory with the lizards' teeth and scales, then headed out to the maker workshop to spend his tiny profit on the admission fee. While he was at it, he dropped his gear and borrowed the workshop's beat-up "Public Axe of Affection". He used it to cut down another tree with some difficulty, and hauled that in too.

His character sheet now read:

[Stan Cooper

PRIVATE INFO

Account type: Standard

Mind: Tier-III

Body: Human

Main Skills: Club, Dodge, Woodworking, Inspect, Merchant

Save Point: Crown & Tail Pub

PUBLIC INFO

Note: Newcomer. Say hello!

Class: None]

He hopped right over to the woodworking tools and crafted a simple round shield. A thought occurred to him and he dug through a book of blueprints. He took the next piece of wood, applied some physics-breaking rules to make it long and thin instead of a cube, then put it on a lathe. He started cutting bits away from the side as it spun, thinning one end and rounding the other. Before long he'd gingerly pulled the rod off of the lathe and brushed aside a confetti of wood shavings.

[Crafting result: Blocky Baseball Bat. "Strike!"]

Stan equipped it and grinned. The game considered his work recognizable for what he'd meant to make, if not particularly good. He could probably do better though.

He tried a few experiments in combining lizard scales and teeth with his woodwork and ended up with a better shield and some spiky wooden shoulder pieces. The item description read, ["Don't shrug."]

He was about to sign off for dinner when an unreasonably busty elf sauntered in. "Heya. Are you the new crafter?" she asked.

Come on, thought Stan. That voice has got to have some auto-sultry modifier on it, and that's probably a guy. Even so, Stan stammered. "Yeah. I was just fooling around; I'm not any good at this."

"Yet. Let's show you a few tricks; I'm getting credit for this."

"SCS?"

"Huh? Coins. You know, from a quest-giver NPC."

Stan fidgeted, hoping his annoyance wouldn't show through the screen. Ludo was indirectly paying his way through some training. True, he was paying real money to play and Ludo was only handing out imaginary coins, but it still didn't seem right. He said, "This game's totally different from reality. People don't do stuff here unless you hand out goodies."

She laughed at him, making Stan's ears burn. "Where do you live? Oh, never mind. I'm in the Free States."

The elf encouraged him to chop down another tree. With that lousy axe it took even longer this time. Somebody should've been assigned to sharpen the thing! Stan came back grumbling. The chopping mini-game had been more difficult too.

His elven teacher startled back into action; apparently she'd been away from her computer. "Finally. Okay, that bat's a start but you need to mark guidelines on the wood in advance, like this..."

[Crafting result: Basic Baseball Bat. "Not so foul!"]

Stan hefted the thing and observed its stats, substantially better than the first version. "Thanks! What else can we make?"

She coached him through crafting a basic magic wand using that pearl he'd saved. It didn't look particularly magical, but he could start using it and see how magic worked.

"I'm going to want a proper axe at some point."

She looked disdainfully at the shared one. "Better than that, yeah. So get some metal and learn forging, or just buy one."

"I could sharpen theirs; how do I do that?"

"Actually that could be good practice for you. It's puzzle-based, so first pick it up..."

It only took a few minutes of work and the blade got visibly sharper, so it was worth doing. He thanked the lady, who'd been itching to get going anyway, and headed out with it to try one more tree before dinner.

On the way, he ran into Alaya the archer. "You, the killer!" she said, and whipped out a replacement bow.

Stan forced a smile. "Oh hey, I've still got the party's stuff. I've actually upgraded most of it."

She'd been about to attack, but paused. "What?"

"Yeah, I'm sorry, but I didn't do anything to your bow yet. The others' gear is repaired and more powerful. Want to come see it?"

"Uh... All right." They returned to the workshop, where Stan handed over most of the stuff he'd made. "You could even give this pearl wand to Dominic instead of the plain wooden one." He'd felt bad about killing the mage in particular; he'd been the friendliest.

Alaya browsed the collection, then picked up as much as she could carry. "Fine, then. I'll take these by way of apology; keep the pack. Are you going for a non-combat class or what?"

"I hadn't decided. I need ingredients to craft stuff, though, so that means fighting monsters someplace."

"If you make me a couple dozen arrows I'll buy them off you. One copper each."

"One!" said Stan, who had no idea what others were selling them for. "I ought to be getting two."

"I can make it fifteen copper for a dozen."

"Eh... All right, for the sake of getting practice. See you around?"

The archer looked confused as she left, saying, "I'd planned to shoot you on sight."

Before logging out, he changed his character's note to say, [Woodworker For Hire].

* * *

Stan headed for the Community dorm's kitchen to finally get dinner. The potato stew was nearly gone and the dining room was empty enough for Eddie to be sitting alone at a table with his math textbook. A portrait of the president smiled down from the wall. "How's the studying going?" Stan said, juggling a hot bowl in his hands. "Feeling better?"

"I'm getting a handle on it, and yes. Where've you been lately?"

"Mostly playing video games. In fact, I got a discount offer if I can get you to sign up."

Eddie pushed some spare biscuits over toward Stan, who grabbed one. "I haven't got time."

"What're you talking about? You're still worrying about college applications?"

"I have to worry, if I'm ever going to be anybody."

Stan pointed with his spoon. "You don't need a degree or a career to be somebody."

"Really? What do you need?"

Stan said, "We've got the Community. We're fed, we've got work to do, we've got housing and medical and Internet. We're covered."

"Uh-huh, but we're going to graduate from it someday."

"There are easy jobs to keep this kind of life going. National park cleanup or something. And we won't starve."

Eddie scowled. "You think somebody like Mina's going to want to live like that? She's going places."

Stan hadn't thought that far ahead. It'd be nice to count Mina as his girlfriend, but that wouldn't last if she was intent on being a huge overachiever. Why should she bother, anyway? It was annoying to think of her running off just to "be someone". He looked around the dining room; there were two colorful posters in sight assuring him that he was already special and contributing to society.

The soup didn't taste too good anymore. Stan said, "Whatever. Anyway, Thousand Tales can teach you stuff. You can set it up to tutor you in math. The AI is really good."

"Thousand Tales?" said Eddie. "That's what you've been playing? I thought you couldn't even install that on the Slabs. It's not in the app store."

"Oh, right. A Slab probably could run it, or the dorm computers, but it's not on the approved list. So you'd need a Talisman pad or at least a good regular tablet." In most respects the Slabs were good hardware: rugged, efficient, versatile, and providing regular Community and SCS-related updates through the built-in minder software. You just couldn't control what they did.

"So no, I can't sign up for the viral marketing campaign," Eddie said.

Stan took that as a challenge. "What if I could get you a Talisman pad cheap?"

"I'd try it then."

* * *

He turned on the game, back in his room, but didn't log in. "Ludo, are there any more used Talismans for sale around here?"

The man with the cape of stars appeared on screen. "There are some on the auction sites."

"Probably, but I can't just have random strangers mailing me stuff. It's not allowed. Maybe if I had them deliver to my mom, and then she sent me the package..." Stan frowned; Mom would probably forget for a month, or her latest boyfriend would steal it. "It'd be a pain."

Ludo scratched his stubbled chin. "There's a lady near you who mentioned getting the latest Talisman model from her kids when she already has the early version. You could try talking her into selling one."

"Please. Is she playing right now, or what?"

"I can set up a call." Ludo turned away, but returned just as the image was fading out. "Oh, do me a favor? Try to be patient with her. I have a reputation to keep up."

A white-haired old lady popped up on the screen, squinting at him. She was wearing a spacesuit with the helmet off and floating in front of a porthole showing stars. For a moment Stan wondered if she was literally in orbit, but that made no sense. He was just seeing her character.

"You're the one wanting to buy my iPad?" she said.

"Your what?"

"My computer. Obviously. Don't know why you'd want the ratty old thing anyway; it barely works compared to the new one."

Stan said, "It's for a friend."

"And nothing but the best for your friend, eh?"

Stan gritted his teeth. "I can't afford better."

"Then shouldn't you be working?"

Ludo was able to be patient with her, so he could do it too. "Ma'am. Are you interested in selling your used Talisman?"

She said, "If you're serious about this then you can come out of that country club and pick it up. What can you pay?"

Stan paused. He actually did have some idea of the going rate for these things. "I paid a hundred in Community scrip for the one I own."

"Scrip! You expect me to take your Monopoly money instead of real Federal Reserve Notes?"

"A lot of businesses take them since you can trade them in."

"Doesn't do me a lot of good. What else you got?"

He was close to giving up. "I could... probably build something out of wood?"

The lady started to snap at him but paused. "Stairs? Do you do stairs?"

"What do you mean, 'do stairs'?"

"Fix. Repair. I have wood and tools and I'd do it myself but having a lackey would help."

Stan said, "I have a little experience, if not with stairs specifically. I could try it."

"Should only take half a brain if you're as brawny as you look on video. Get over here this weekend and we'll see."

She hung up, leaving Stan with a black screen showing the faint reflection of his own puzzled face. "That was a pain," he said. "I can't get there until Sunday; I have to request a pass to go into town."

The game's title screen came back and Ludo walked in, looking sheepish. "It sounds like you have a deal. Are you willing to spend the day helping her?"

Stan groused, "A whole day of that?"

Ludo said, "You don't hang out with a lot of old people, do you?"

"There's just Hal -- we call him the Baron -- and the three shady people who supposedly help us do maintenance and security. Everybody else is part of the Community Youth Program."

The title screen faded out so that Ludo sat cross-legged in an armchair, in a cabin. He had cool leather boots that'd work well for an adventurer. "It takes patience to work with some of them. Ms. Parker there was born in the 60s and she's seen a lot of crazy things."

Stan tried to imagine all that ancient history, and whistled.

"I know, right?" said Ludo. "But she's a customer of mine and you want something from her, too. The best way to deal with her is to just remember she's seen a lot."

Stan nodded. "I'll try. Do you have any tutorial lessons on making stairs?"

"I can set up a little personal world for that so you don't have to go around chopping trees for this. Don't the Community camps have machine shops where you could practice?"

Come to think of it, he did have access to one in his Community. "There's something I'd like to try there if I can get permission. But in-game lesson first, please. I'll even cut the trees to build up my skills."

He logged in formally to use his Endless Isles character. He found a tree marked as possibly being special, and put extra care into the chopping mechanism using that loaner axe from the workshop. Thanks to the sharpening the other day, he was able to chop some sort of glittering orange chunk free from the wood. [Found some Amber!]

As soon as he'd made his first wood-carrying trip back to the workshop, another window popped up:

[Special Techniques:

For developing your first five skills, you've earned access to a specialized bonus power! These act like sub-skills that attach to a skill and can be used whenever the main one is in your top five. You can customize each one with practice. Which do you want first?

-Bat Man (from Club): Use a club to launch throwing weapons!

-Pack Man (from Merchant): Carry 50% more equipment in any packs you wear without penalty!

-Carpenter (from Woodworking): Create high-quality wooden equipment!]

Stan ogled the options. It looked like he could eventually get more than one, so which would be easiest to use? Probably Carpenter since he was crafting so much lately. But wherever he went, he was going to need resources or he'd have to rely on somebody's handouts. Besides, he didn't necessarily want to stick to wooden stuff; it was just something he'd been playing with. He went with "Pack Man". A lot of swirly lights and a fanfare marked the occasion.

The dragon-man alchemist was just walking in. "Ha, somebody just got a special move?"

Stan waved. "I can carry more stuff now."

"Huh, I figured you'd go for a combat bonus like most people. The non-combat ones can pay off more, though."

"What I don't have is a special race. How do you get to play as a dragon or something, anyhow?"

"Oh, this?" The alchemist showed off his scaly hands. "It depends on the world. In Endless Isles it's usually something you get from a series of quests. I had to get to Island North-10 to get this part of the dragon transformation and there'll be another few parts to it, but in the end I'll get wings and a tail and fire breath."

"Neat," said Stan. "And then what?"

"I put my first 'special technique' into an alchemy bonus, and used the second one to boost the scaly toughness and fire resistance that came with the first dragon parts." He started going on about the potions he'd brewed with all sorts of strange ingredients. "This one time, my party members found gold and a magic hammer, and what I wanted for my share of the loot was flowers."

Stan said, "Okay, but once you're done changing, then what will you do?"

The potion-maker paused. "I guess I'd enjoy being a dragon. Do some flying, fight tough monsters, explore distant islands."

That sounded like a basic flaw in Thousand Tales: rush to get all the cool powers for your character, and then feel bored because you're at the top and there's nothing to do but start having newbies kill each other for your amusement.

Stan said, "How do you make one of those flags, anyway? The ones that mark your progress on another island?"

"That's easy. You've got that spare palm fiber, so step over to the weaving station..."

He made a blank flag, then stayed up late practicing carpentry in something close to real physics, until his minder software over on the Slab insisted he was getting inadequate sleep and it'd have to start reporting him.

* * *

On Saturday he got permission to use the Community's machine shop. It wasn't nearly as cool or as varied as the one in the fantasy islands, but it had the same basic equipment for working wood and basic metal parts. Mostly rusty and squeaky tools, though, and nobody had ever bothered repairing their 3D printer. Stan found a round pine pole around a meter long that was meant for fences; it ought to be perfect. He stuck that in the lathe and pencil-marked it just like he'd done in the game, every couple of inches to show where he should start cutting at specific depths. The real machine was noisy and the shavings flew everywhere and littered the floor instead of vanishing after a few seconds. The work was slow and awkward compared to the lessons he'd taken. Why was he bothering, again?

Oh yeah, he wanted to actually own something.

Soon he had what resembled a baseball bat, still with a rough surface and with chunks of wood at each end that he had to saw off. There was some jittery spiral mark near the handle but maybe he could sand that off too. All in all, good work! He could finish it up later and show it to his Talisman's camera.

Still toting the bat, he headed for Baron Hal's office to pester him. Stan had put in a request to go into town but it hadn't been approved yet. He opened the door and blinked at the smell of grilled meat. The director sat at his desk eating lunch and staring back at him.

Stan said, "Is that steak? And beer?"

Hal swallowed. "I thought I'd locked the door. Come in, Sam."

"Stan."

"Stan. What is it? You don't have an appointment."

"You said your door's always open. And what's with this lunch?" Stan doubted it was one of the fancy lab-grown burgers; it looked like actual dead cow. Alcohol wasn't allowed here either.

"It's non-alcoholic, obviously." Hal smiled. The label just said Budweiser. "Is this about your travel pass? I hadn't gotten around to it; I do them in batches. I'm sure yours is fine to approve."

Stan stood there puzzled. How did the man even get that stuff? In town, probably, or Mexico a short ride away to the south.

Hal sipped his drink and pointed to the bat. "What's that?"

"Baseball bat in progress. I made it in the wood shop; I've been practicing."

"Nice. I used to play, back in the day. When it's done, you can put that in the sporting goods shed and we'll use it for the next Community game."

Stan tapped it against his leg. "I was thinking I'd keep it."

"Obviously you can use it, but you used Community wood and all." Hal grinned. "So it's a team effort. Good job. Anything else?"

Stan bit back a threat to tell everyone. He shook his head and walked away. He chucked the unfinished bat into the garbage, where the team could shove it wherever it wanted.

* * *

Online in Thousand Tales, he ranted at Ludo. "How come he gets to break the Community rules?"

The AI was sitting on a bench in a mountain cabin, cluttered with maps and flow-chart diagrams. "That kind of thing happens a lot. What do you think?"

Stan kept his voice low, imagining that Hal would walk in on him. Hal's keys worked everywhere. "He's in charge. There are rules, there's the SCS. He's not on that system but he still gets graded for stuff like how many discipline problems the Community has."

"A Talisman technically isn't allowed on your network, is it?" Ludo asked.

Stan winced. "That's different."

"He probably tells himself that too."

"Ugh. Where was I in the game, again?"

"In a workshop on a tropical island, a young craftsman practices his skills..." The screen began to fade to the Endless Isles.

"Today I just want to fight something."

The game didn't instantly oblige him, but he had his character with a club and a mostly empty inventory. He took out that flag he'd woven, a crude mesh of palm fronds in pale green, then put it away again.

He headed east along the route he'd taken with his first adventuring party. There was a faint shimmer to the air just offshore to mark the edge of the central map zone. A bridge of logs crossed the calm water from Central Island to Island East-1. He wouldn't have given it a second thought, but the fact that he'd been doing so much wooden crafting lately made him pause to inspect it.

[It's a simple truss bridge of palmetto and vines. What do you want to do?]

He could burn the thing if he wanted; the game would adapt. He waded down into the sea to look under the bridge, and used the Inspect skill again to see what'd happen.

The screen highlighted a burlap bag that'd been tied to one of the pillars where it couldn't be seen from above. Stan approached and untied the sack. Inside was a wicked-looking dagger and a note that read, [Harrison, full moon.]

Stan laughed. "Ludo, did you just make that up? Was this stuff here one minute ago?"

Text popped up: [Who knows? You won't unless you investigate.]

It wasn't really important if someone was plotting to temporarily kill another character, but it might lead him into a fun quest at nightfall. He kept the dagger but was more interested in the extra bag.

Across the bridge, on Island East-1, he took out his flag and stuck it on a branch, then stabbed that into the beach. A fanfare played and the interface said, [You've planted a flag! You now have the ability to use save points on this island.]

Stan stood back to admire his work. It was the crudest flag possible short of using somebody's tattered clothes, but it met the rules. He would've liked to make it fancier with some sort of actual design on it.

He began scouring the island for anything interesting. When he came this way with Alaya's group, they'd passed a valley of thorn bushes where there was said to be a mine. Rather than continuing east to swim out and redo the cave of lizards and chilly water, he walked downhill into the valley. Faintly threatening string music began. Stan looked around, expecting a fight, but there was nothing. "Come on; who dares challenge me?" Nothing. Wasn't the game supposed to do what he'd asked for? Ludo must've put the monsters in the mine.

He found a tunnel in the hillside, marked by three wooden beams forming a braced entrance. Obvious enough. Stan inspected the thorn bushes and said, "Could I wrap thorns around my bat?"

The game picked up on the idea and highlighted a species of thorny vine. Stan grabbed a piece of that and took a minor wound. "Oof," he said as his character recoiled. He equipped the dagger and tried to interact again, which got him a severed vine this time.

[What will you attach it with?]

"Just tie it on."

[Crafting result: Thorn Bat. "Philly-style." Poorly attached; may revert.]

Fair enough, since he didn't have any tools on him. Now that he was ready to fight, he walked into the cave and the screen went completely black. "Uh, light?"

[Sure; what will you light?]

After dealing with Baron Hal's rules and not getting to fight anything unless he waited around for the assassin thing, Stan's patience was thin. "Come on. I said I wanted battles and instead I get some stealthy plot and then jerked around by arbitrary limits? Fantasy world caves are well lit and there are wandering monsters. That's how it is."

The text on screen vanished and for a moment there was a loading animation. Then a simplistic drumbeat began and the inside of the mine appeared. It was a square tunnel around ten feet wide and high with a flat floor. Lanterns hung every ten feet on each side. Stan proceeded down the hall. Around the first, right-angle corner was a skeleton warrior brandishing a sword. Stan swung his club and cracked its bones, causing the whole thing to crumble into dust. He'd been hoping to take the sword.

Around the second corner exactly the same thing happened. Around the third the skeleton was red and took three hits instead of one, and a gold coin popped out of the dust.

Stan's eyes narrowed. "Did you change the whole dungeon? Are you... are you making fun of me?"

Words rippled into place one at a time as though they were being spoken aloud. [I have artistic standards, you know. This is actually something I made early in my "career" when I was trying to understand humans and my mission to "bring fun to players of the game". This is basically what humans want, right? Explore, hit bad thing, sometimes get reward.]

"This is ancient 20th century game junk."

Ludo wrote, [Is it really that different? Here, let's compare.] The graphics shifted so that the long right-angled hallways turned slightly curved and uneven, with patches of moss and flickering torchlight. Orchestral music began playing faintly. Instead of just a hall ahead there was now a round room full of lovingly rendered ruins with an exit at the far end. [Same basic design.]

Why was Ludo showing him this? The AI was supposed to be providing a game, not insulting him for playing it. He put the Talisman on his desk and flopped onto his bed, confused. There were plenty of games where he could "explore, hit bad thing, sometimes get reward". What had kept him playing Thousand Tales was the other stuff. He said, "You're wrong. That's boring because there aren't any interesting choices."

The Talisman spoke aloud. "What's an interesting choice?"

"Fight or sneak around, do the quest or not. I mean, what if I chuck that dagger into the ocean and never investigate? Is the same quest going to just pop up again with the names changed?"

Ludo said, "I'll recycle it for another player. Getting back to the problem of caves being dark, that's normally how my game works. If you want a simplified experience that doesn't expect much of you, then that's what you'll get. I can quit bothering you about details like what I just showed you, and simply provide either the standard Endless Isles gameplay or a personal zone with even more lax rules. What do you want, Stan?"

He was in no mood to rethink the game and what he wanted from it. He was on duty to prepare a group dinner, and then he needed to rest up for that handyman task in town tomorrow. The one Ludo had arranged. Or had he arranged it? Both.

"I'll talk with you later," he said, and shut the machine off.









4. Quests

 

 

"You look haunted," Mina said, as they met to get started early on cooking dinner for the Community. "Is it that game again?"

"It's the AI. He's, like, asking me if I want to play the regular way or let him mess with me."

"He? It's just a machine."

Stan got several heads of lettuce out of the industrial-sized fridge room for tonight's salad. "For me it shows up as a sort of cool anime guy. Asking strange questions, bending the game rules."

Mina laughed. "And you got that cracked game pad at a mysterious junk shop?"

"Thrifty's Emporium isn't that mysterious. And the usual clerk is a bored stoner, not an ancient Chinese dude."

"Maybe the previous owner was murdered, and his ghost still lingers to curse the new owner!" She did a spooky gesture. "Oooo. Did the shop vanish when you left?"

Stan leaned against the counter and chuckled. "I guess the processor could be a little off, but I doubt that's it. It's like... The game's system is like our SCS rules, but more complicated and more freeform at the same time. You can do what you want. I thought it would bend to whatever I tried to make it do, but there are... consequences and restrictions. Like the caves not automatically being lit if you don't have a torch, and not being able to carry a ton of stuff at once. It doesn't just hand you a sword and throw monsters at you."

There was more he wanted to say. Mina was wrong to want to race off to college and get a fancy job and spend her life worrying. So was Eddie. They shouldn't be planning to leave him behind like there was something wrong with wanting to have an easy life. But he was just talking about the game; it'd be weird to bring up career plans again, when they were having a relaxing evening together.

Stan kept his mouth shut about that as they cooked. They focused on work and Mina's soccer games and the latest crazy stuff the politicians were doing in DC and over in the Free States. There were plenty of ways to avoid the important subjects.

* * *

In the morning he borrowed a scooter, eventually got it running, and rode into town to meet Ms. Parker. Banners on the streetlights advertised the town's most exciting annual event, the upcoming Carrot Festival.

Along the way his Slab buzzed. He stopped to check it for anything important, but the notice was just a high-priority reminder about his work schedule not having changed. He rolled his eyes, then noticed an e-mail from "Quests" at Thousand Tales' domain. It said, [Level 1 quest offered: Special Delivery. Deliver a pizza to Ms. Parker. Reward: Extra character slot.]

Weird. So this was one of the out-of-game quests? It wouldn't be too hard. He might as well use it to buy favor with the old lady. Stan shrugged and made a detour to a pizza shop that took scrip.

Parker lived in one of the beige public apartment buildings for seniors, not too different from the Community's dorm blocks. She met him at the door and looked him over skeptically. "I didn't agree to buy food from you."

Stan said, "No charge. Special delivery. Can I come in?"

"Ludo vouches for you, so fine."

The apartment had an oppressive number of knickknacks. Just on the way past the staircase to the tiny kitchen and dining room, he saw little ceramic birds, landscape paintings of deserts and mountains, photos of soldiers, and a trifold flag. Parker had him set the pizza down, then showed him the small pile of lumber and tools filling the laundry room. "The top half of the stairs is ruined," she explained, pointing to some dangerously cracked boards. "There was trouble with some idiot movers and a desk. I want to tear those up and put new wood on. Think you can handle that?"

"Yes, ma'am."

Treating the problem like a puzzle, he looked over what he had, then started prying out nails from the top of the stairs down. With the boards gone he had a view into a closet full of snorkels and hoses and gas cylinders.

"That's my Henry's diving things," Parker said, "and mine. Don't know why I keep them around."

Stan grabbed a plank and realized he needed a measuring tape, not some in-game automatic measurement device. He stepped outside to the blazing sun to crouch at the improvised sawhorse and cut the board to the right length; this one was a few inches off. Out of boredom he asked, "You mean scuba diving?"

"Of course. Did it off the coast and swam in the kelp forest with otters, and before that off Cape Canaveral. Watch your thumb!"

Stan avoided sawing into it. That was something the game didn't model! "Thanks." The other boards were the right length, so he went back inside to start hammering them into place. "I've only been to the beach once."

"Not even the Salton Sea? But it's right here!" The lake stood a few miles away. He'd been taught it was created by greedy land developers by mistake, making a vast stinking shallow pond. There'd been some effort to shrink and clean the place.

"Once for that too. I was little; I don't really remember."

"Well, go. Don't swim, but take photos, maybe."

Stan worked as quietly as one can with a hammer. He didn't hurt himself much. Soon he'd assembled the top half of the staircase with new wooden boards on the old skeleton of "risers", pretty much like the easier half of a simulation he'd done. He walked up and down, even hopped once he was confident. It was strange, being able to stand on something he'd put together himself.

"I'll take care of the painting," Parker said.

"You're sure?"

"What, are you offering?"

Stan shrugged. "I've got time. Might as well."

It was tricky and he screwed up a bit, getting paint on bits of the wall, but the overall result looked pretty good.

Parker eyed his work. "Since I'm trapped downstairs for a few hours until this dries, I should take a break from all this supervising. Half the pizza's left if you want it."

Stan washed his hands, wiped his brow and ate in her kitchen, accepting some spare pie and soda too. "Thanks."

"No, thank you, young man." She brought out a Talisman pad whose shell was wood. "I'd been reluctant to get rid of this one since it's a limited-edition bamboo case. Seems appropriate for you to have it. You paid in sweat. But wash that grease off your hands first."

A minute later, Stan ran his fingers along the smooth, faintly ribbed contour of the light, fine frame. "This is nice. Thank you."

"I know. And my grandkids thought I'd want this dumb plastic kind just because it's the latest model." She showed off a newer "Level 2" Talisman that was a bit sleeker and more ergonomic but made of ordinary purple plastic. "Bah, kids don't appreciate artistry."

Stan said, "You play a space character, right?"

"Mostly. It's as close as I'll ever get to orbit. Back in the day I was an astronaut candidate, but you have to have the physique of a Greek goddess to make it. They went with some dirty Arab chick instead. I don't know why Ludo ever dresses up as one."

Stan suppressed a wince. It was his duty to shame anyone who talked like that, but right now he didn't care. "What was that like?"

Parker fired up the new-model Talisman and said, "I can show you. Let's have the Neutral Buoyancy Laboratory."

To Stan's surprise the game came up not with a futuristic space station but with a huge white gymnasium mostly occupied by a swimming pool. In its depths was a tin-can habitat with cranes looming over it.

Parker said, "Join in since you've got your own machine."

Stan turned on the bamboo model. It showed him a title screen of white struts and rivets. "New owner," he told it. "Stan Cooper."

Parker said, "It's the young man from the Community. Wipe my data from that one and put it on his account, but hold off on that so he can play here for a bit."

Text appeared, saying, [Acknowledged. Temporary character ready.] The pad switched to a view of the same "laboratory".

Stan had a spaceman character now in a marshmallow-man spacesuit. Parker sat next to him at the kitchen table and appeared pretty much the same in-game, but for her own spacesuit. "In this pool we practiced maneuvering in something like micro-G. These are throwback suits. Equip a helmet and give it a try."

He grabbed a bubble helmet from a shelf and jumped into the pool. The noise of bubbles and water made him feel cold. His movement was sluggish and he wasn't sure how to paddle.

"You're not supposed to swim," she told him, joining him underwater. "Grab that handhold, then pretend that losing your grip means you fall out of orbit and burn alive."

Stan grabbed it and saw a new little meter indicating his grip strength. "Wouldn't it be easier to run this simulation actually in space?"

The real Parker grinned at him from across the table. "Sure, and I do that sometimes, but it's nice to recreate the work that I got to do in real life. Try entering the station through that airlock over there, for instance."

He clambered across the metal cylinders that branched this way and that. The facility's lights dimmed so that he relied on his helmet light and lost track of which way was up, climbing along a set of handholds that was probably horizontal. "I'm at the airlock. What button do I push?" His character's gloved fingers looked too big to do anything delicate, and the controls made it hard to steer the hand.

Parker's voice came double from the real woman and her character through the Talisman's speakers. "That one."

Stan tried to open the airlock that way, but poked it too hard, forgot he was holding another button to grab something, and accidentally let go of the space station. He flailed in the water, inches away from safety but (he imagined) fated to drift through empty space forever. Parker grabbed him, though, and her face showed a fierce grin. "I did the same thing once," she said.

There was no skill list in this little world, no monster to fight, but Stan still had to work with complicated controls as he maneuvered around the habitat and tried to attach an aluminum strut underwater.

"Enough of that," Parker said, stretching and shutting her machine down. "I'm sure you've got better things to do than hang around here all day."

Stan said, "Thanks again. That was... fun."

* * *

Back in the Community he went to Eddie's room. His friend had the same kind of standard-issue home, but he'd filled it with books. At least a dozen, anyway, occupying much of his shelf and desk. It was all dusty old stuff about miscellaneous science and history. "More books from your family?"

Eddie nodded. "It's nice to see, but I think they get the idea that this is ancient lost wisdom. Most of this stuff is on the Internet free or for sale."

Stan imagined being hemmed in by piles of books that grew until they squashed him. "Donate them to the Community? That could get you some points. Anyway, here." He pulled out his damaged red Talisman. "You can have this one."

Eddie was skeptical, as though having the same thought about too much junk in his room, but took it. "Thanks. I'll try it out for studying help."

"If you try the shared parts of the game, my character's in Endless Isles. We could go exploring together."

"Sure, later."

Stan retreated to his room since he still had free time. He fired up the fancy bamboo Talisman and said, "This one's linked to me now, right?"

[Could not connect to network.]

Stan cursed. Who designed this network? The Talisman pads aren't a threat; I should be able to get permission to use the Net with one without jumping through hoops.

The neglected Slab computer buzzed at him. Stan picked the thing up and said, "What?"

The Slab displayed, [Nutrition not logged.]

Stan rolled his eyes and tapped out the commands to indicate that he'd eaten half a pizza.

It buzzed again. [Records show that you bought 1 Pizza with scrip. Add 1/2 Pizza to Community leftovers?]

There was a point to that tracking, since pretty often someone put spare food up for grabs and it was nice to know when something was available. Stan clicked No.

[What did you do with it?]

Stan glared. If he clicked something saying he "shared it with a friend" it'd ask who, and then he'd have to explain what he'd done in terms that the minder software could understand. Whatever he did had to be wedged into its categories and menus. He clicked to dismiss the message, which only turned it into an icon that would stay on the Slab forever as a notice that he had a pending task. The designer wanted to be really damn sure that Stan explained what he did with his lunch. Stan clicked "I threw it out" and dismissed the scolding message that resulted. Then he went back to the new Talisman and installed the damn monitoring software on that, so he could get on the network with it.

* * *

The Talisman reset and came back with his nailed-boards version of the title screen. Ludo's voice spoke: "How did it go?"

"Pretty well!" said Stan. "Thanks for setting that up."

"I just made introductions. You sweated."

"That reminds me to log the exercise." Stan grabbed the Slab and fiddled with it to input the fact that he'd done work off-Community, then picked up the Talisman again. "You do that a lot, I bet."

"I have many friends. A lot of what I do isn't that different from an old social network. You want someone to buy you a lucky maneki neko figurine in Japan? Or get you a backstage tour of the Haunted Mansion in Disneyland? I can arrange it."

Stan still didn't know what to do with his contact with Oroblanco. "If I get more powerful within Thousand Tales, will I have more influence in the real world?"

"The things you learn, the people you meet, might carry over between worlds. Just don't think you're going to learn to cast actual spells through the game; I've had some angry parents getting the idea that I'm teaching that."

Magic did seem like an oddity in a game that taught real skills. He had a vague idea that he could make use of it somehow. "Let's go back to Endless Isles," Stan said.

* * *

He was thrown off by appearing on Island East-1 instead of Central Island, thanks to that flag. "I thought I had to save here to make this my starting point." He was near the dark cave in the bramble valley.

[Normally, but we got sidetracked. Warp back to Central Island?]

"Nah." Since he didn't have a light source for the cave, he hiked around outside, picking whatever flowers and vines looked interesting along the way. When he reached the eastern shore he stared out across the faint, shimmering curtain marking the boundary between map segments, between him and the cave he'd first explored. He had no way to get over there without swimming, which would probably get him eaten, or building a raft, which was still beyond him, or magic. No bridges led north or south from East-1. Stan hit the Attack button and punched the air in annoyance, thinking, Fine; I'll walk back to Central. The game wasn't going to hand him a way to move on. He'd have to make one.

While combing the south shore of East-1 he found some swampy ground with a stand of trees whose exposed roots jutted like fingers over a wide area. The Inspect skill told him, [Mangrove, a coastal tree. Used in making dyes and leather. Important to shore ecology.]

He crouched and snapped some chunks free. He'd broken half a tree's worth with satisfying snaps, like bubble wrap, when it occurred to him that the stuff might not regenerate. "Is there one of those Stability Gems around here, or will it reset?"

[No gem here.]

Stan rampaged for a minute, until a wolf-sized frog hopped onto shore and let loose a croak of challenge. An inspection window popped up to inform him, [Battle Toad: Wants to make you part of the local food chain.]

Stan backed away and chucked the assassin dagger at it, but missed. The frog's tongue shot out at him. Stan hopped backward but got hit anyway, which yanked him forward. Stan tapped controls to break free but got bitten by a mouthful of frog fangs. [Major wound!] "Do frogs even have teeth?" he said, snapping loose. He dodged in circles to dodge its next strike, and ended up in shallow water. While wading he was too slow to avoid another hit. He tried to parry with his club. That worked at first, but the second time the club got tongue-wrapped and yanked forward. Instinctively he held down the attack button as though clutching the space station. Instead of getting disarmed, he got dragged forward again toward that waiting maw. The good news was that the frog had visibly taken damage from the thorns still wrapping the club.

What can I do besides mash Attack? he thought. He jumped forward while holding on. In reaction he sailed over the toad, landed on its back, slid down behind it, and watched the monster get yanked right above his head to slam into the trees. There was a satisfying squelching noise. Stan slammed his weapon down on the beast's head. When it got up it was obviously trying to pull its tongue off of the club, but had gotten the thing impaled. Stan tried whipping around in a circle and saw himself swinging the entire frog like a flail. It crunched against another tree, got a swirly-stars effect over its head, then took a final blow from Stan. He managed to get untangled and wipe the slime off.

Stan wasn't sure what he could do with a tongue and teeth, but he used the dagger with a slow, awkward cutting animation to take them and some fresh frog legs. He was going to need a better knife; this one was too stabby.

With his loot he got back to Central Island and sold the frog legs to the pub's kitchen. (Different cook this time.) While he was there he ran into Dominic, the mage he'd helped kill. The guy was a bit better equipped now with some traditional leather armor, a couple of knives, and a leather-bound book. "Uh, sorry," Stan said, pausing next to his table.

Dominic startled, then laughed. "Don't worry about it. I got the wand you gave Alaya."

"Those look like decent knives. Want to swap one for this?"

"They're just basic copper. That one's iron, and sharper."

Stan said, "Yeah, but I need something for harvesting monster parts and yours have edges."

Dominic traded blades. Stan said, "Thanks. Did you switch to thief or rogue or whatever it's called?"

"Not really; I haven't got an official class yet. Been doing more magic but I wanted a real weapon. Meanwhile people keep arguing about the magic systems and I've been messing around with both wizard and shaman."

Stan sat with him. "Are there immortals involved in this? For them it's 'real' physics."

"That's part of the argument. They get all the time they want to practice, and a few want to hit the highest possible power level and lord over everyone else."

"There's got to be a way to wring some kind of advantage out of that, for us poor meat humans. How do I get into magic other than owning a wand?"

Dominic said, "It's mostly up on the wiki." Stan hadn't read that part yet. "The wizard system is about puzzles of runes where you tap and say them in a certain pattern. Like, if the next rune is red, that means jump three places forward. You get canned, controlled effects that way. You start by buying scrolls and casting from them. The shaman system is more about attaching magic elements to you and then whipping out a combination of those. It's more freeform."

"That's what you were doing with that speed spell?"

"No, that was the runes. Instead, you can get a wand with basically any materials, and then the game gives you a choice of a starting element based on the design. You learn more elements by using magic in dramatic situations. Like, beat a fire monster and you might get 'Fire'."

"Sounds easier," Stan said.

"Yeah, but the effects are more of a grab bag. You don't get 'a fireball with X radius', you get 'a fire effect' and you might have trouble tailoring it to what you want. Also the spells can't be prepared in advance, I think. I have to pick one system eventually and I'll probably stick with wizard."

"Not interested in giving that wand away, are you?"

Dominic smiled. "No, I'll sell it. Are you doing anything? Want to go hunting monsters?"

"If you've got a light source we could do the mine, so I can get some metal for making arrows. But I want to make a wand first."

* * *

Back in the workshop, Stan checked his inventory. How about mangrove wood and that chunk of amber? It sounded like he didn't need anything specific. He used the woodworking tools to make a simple rod with the orange "gem" snapped into an indentation near the end, then added a little decoration by carving some grooves along the sides. He wasn't ready for a snooty British magic school but it'd do. He equipped the thing and said, "Now what?"

A fanfare played. [Crafting result: Simple Amber and Mangrove Wand. "Manger? Ambrove?"]

Then: [With a wand, you can begin learning Shaman-type magic. If you want to, select one of these words of power.] The camera went to third-person and a cloud of shimmering words appeared. [Wood, Growth, Plant, Sap, Sun, Energy.]

Stan turned toward Dominic. "If I pick Wood, can I start reshaping wood by magic?"

"I don't think so. You might be able to make small bits of material? That's why it's a little hard to start; there's no verb to practice with."

He did need to make some arrows to sell to Alaya if they met again, but wasn't sure the Wood element by itself would be up to that. He touched "Growth". "With this one I can probably practice on plants."

A more elaborate happy tune played, and his stats appeared:

[Stan Cooper

PRIVATE INFO

Account type: Standard

Mind: Tier-III

Body: Human

Main Skills: Club, Dodge, Woodworking, Inspect, Merchant

Talents: Pack Man

Shamanic Magic 1: Growth

Save Point: Crown & Tail Pub

PUBLIC INFO

Note: Woodworker for Hire

Class: None]

With a couple of torches and crude stone-bladed picks, Stan and Dominic headed east again for some mining. East-1's music was subtly different from Central Island's, more subdued due to the lack of a town. Another party of explorers was hacking its way through the valley ahead of them. "Is the mine instanced?" Stan asked, eyeing the other group warily.

"I think so, unless you want to join up with them."

"Not really."

They lit torches and ventured into the mine. "Have you got any good spells for this?" Stan asked.

"I got a spellbook, so now I can prepare two spells in advance. I prepped one of the speed boosts and one of a classic magic missile. Give me a few minutes and I can refresh them."

"Why not two missiles?"

"Because then we'll need the speed and I'll kick myself."

Stan said, "I thought you were using scrolls to cast."

"Yeah, until I put each spell into my book. Besides casting the prepared copies I can use the book like a scroll, but that's just as slow as the scrolls were. It's a tradeoff."

Inside, the tunnel sloped downhill and dripped with water. Stan snorted as he compared it to the right-angled maze Ludo had shown him. He kept an eye out for skeleton warriors. The layout was simple, not surprising for a primitive mine, but the path branched out into a gallery where a few pillars held up the roof and every wall looked covered in stony green moss. He inspected it and saw, [Malachite. Copper ore. Rarely found near tin ore, for game balance.] The thick roots of some large tree extended down here and gave them a sense of tentacles coiled along every surface.

Stan said, "I figure we'll get attacked in a moment?"

"I haven't been here before, but probably." Dominic took out a pick and began a mechanical animation of hacking at the nearest wall.

Stan began doing the same, saying, "There's probably an advanced mode for better results. Try that."

Sure enough, a menu invited him to use one. Much like logging, he could tap specific bits of the wall at certain times to raise the chance of getting some ore with each strike. Stan realized he was focusing on it, and broke away (spoiling a streak of good hits with associated sparkly effects) to make sure nothing was stalking him. There was only darkness outside the pool of light from the two torches on the floor. Stan used Inspect on the empty space and got, [You don't see the Devourer. How reassuring!]

A small pile of ore littered the floor in jagged chunks, along with plain stone. Stan began gathering it up while Dominic worked. Dominic said, "Is your inventory full yet?"

"No; I have two bags and extra carrying ability."

The mage's pick snapped. "Yeah, should've brought extra picks. How's yours?"

Stan's own was worn out too, what with the shoddy stone blade. "We're climbing the technology ladder from the very bottom. This one's about done, too." He gave the wall another tap, knocking loose a chunk of ore.

And then the roof collapsed in front of them. The gallery rumbled, they tumbled to the floor, and the torches went out. There was nothing to see.

Dominic groused, "If I'd predicted a cave-in we'd have gotten monsters."

Stan called out a little too loudly for his dorm, "I'm sure we won't get attacked by a flimsy golem made of gold next!"

Dominic said, "Let's see if I can re-light these." Sparks appeared and then one of the torches flared back to life. The exit tunnel had collapsed into a pile of rocks.

Stan stood and walked around, trying to pull or push the rocks. Nothing moved. The inspection message on the new stone barrier was, [That old-time rock and roll.]

That wasn't very helpful. Stan looked it over himself. "Can you get my torch too?"

"It's buried, I think. And we've got one near-broken pick left."

Ludo wouldn't have provided this problem without some way to solve it besides dying. The barrier had some small gaps, but too few to squeeze through, what with the dirt and stone and tangled roots. "Maybe this calls for magic. Any tips?"

Dominic said, "For the shaman version? Take it slowly."

Stan brought up the magic interface. A rippling grid of dots and other shapes appeared all around him, marked by tutorial messages as the local magic field. He had a single icon he could drag into the world and try to maneuver toward the roots, but there were shifting, shimmering obstacles and spikes in the way. On Stan's first attempt, he had to take a few steps back and forth to move the icon past some stubborn blocks, and then had the Growth icon hit a spike anyway and pop. After a short cooldown period he tried again, this time taking an indirect route that made him turn all the way around while dragging the icon along with his character's hands. In third-person it looked like he was dancing around, trailing a green streak. He maneuvered the marker through 3D space and finally touched it against one of the roots, causing it to grow wider and crack against the fallen stones.

"It's working!" said Dominic.

Stan cast the spell again, letting the mage point out likely spots for it. Soon the boulders rumbled and a few toppled off of their pile, clearing a path to squeeze through. Stan pumped one fist in the air.

Just then, the rocks shifted further and another one tumbled into place. Dominic cursed but then said, "Never mind. Do that again, while I shuffle spells."

Stan managed to break open another path through the rocks, and then Dominic set off two rapid-fire castings of his speed spell. "Go!" said Dominic. They hustled through the new gap just in time to escape the mine before the rockslide blocked the way again.

"Still got the ore?" said Dominic. The game made him sound out of breath.

Stan checked his inventory; he'd been able to fill half of it before running out of picks. "Yeah. Good work."

Back outside, they spotted that other adventuring party again, not mining but building. The four sword-wielding heroes had put up a little stockade of logs lashed together with rope, and were starting to rig up a roof.

Stan approached, saying, "What are you building that for?"

The guy with the coolest armor said, "We're setting up a base. Looks like nobody's claimed this land yet."

"I don't think anyone can. This island resets every so often until someone finds a Stability Gem for it, and I don't know how those work."

"Wait, what?" said one of the others. "You mean the hut will just vanish?"

Stan turned to Dominic. The mage nodded and said, "Yeah. It's still a wild island, so the best you can do is a temporary camp."

Stan said, "Try Central Island?"

"That defeats the whole point of not being in the village," the leader said. He and the others argued, setting off some other lingering disagreement among them. They all drew their swords.

"Whoa," said Stan, jumping backwards.

One of the adventurers said, "Yeah, I don't even care enough to fight you guys now. I've got better things to do than waste another evening." He crouched on the ground and started logging out, making an exit icon appear above him. The others argued and then agreed on logging out, too.

Dominic asked Stan, "What was that about?"

"Bad planning. Though it seems like Ludo should have just warped them to a good location or something."

"Nah. By messing this up they'll learn."

Stan said, "It would've been simpler to just pop up a window telling them to consult the wiki, or better yet warning them of the exact rules. Anyway, we've got an opportunity here since they abandoned their stuff and it'll get erased." Stan walked around the attempted fort or hut. "Let's take it."

"I don't think that'll fit in our inventory. It's just wood and vine rope anyway."

Stan stepped back and pictured the small walls of wood crashing horizontal, then riding the waves. "A raft..." He turned to Dominic again and said, "What do you need, in order to make a boat or a raft protected while you're offline, anyway?"

The mage grinned. "What happened to consulting the wiki?"

"One minute." Stan put down the Talisman and picked up the Slab to check. Fan experience said that offline storage required getting a special item called an Anchor Stone, which was guaranteed not to be available within a few islands of Central Isle. Unlike the items he carried, a raft wouldn't vanish and reappear along with his character when he logged out and in. To get a permanent raft, then, he'd need sea transport to a distant island. And he couldn't use the practically ready-made raft right here... well, next to his character in the game world... without being able to commit to staying online for hours of searching! "Ugh. What a pain."

Dominic said, "It's not a total waste. We can take the rope."

"Yeah." Stan started disassembling the fort to harvest that. He could use it, or sell it back to the owners if they returned first.

They made it back to Central Island. It was getting late for both of them, and Dominic had no interest in smithing, so Stan offered to smelt the whole batch of ore for them. "See you around!"

* * *

He was too busy to play for a few days. Over breakfast on a Friday, Stan found Eddie and Mina together eating pancakes. He joined them with his own regulation-size stack. "I'm going into town today; want anything?"

Even before buying the Talisman he'd been in the habit of using his time off to run errands for the other Community residents or even for Baron Hal. There was extra scrip in it and he'd enjoyed finding all the pawn shops and garage sales and other places to scrounge. He suspected some of his fellow residents just liked watching Stan scurry around to do their bidding.

Mina said, "Kitchen's low on fruit; the shipment never came. And can you find a new air pump for soccer balls?"

"Can't you fix it?" said Stan.

"It's kind of smashed."

Stan fired off a text message to Hal, asking if he'd authorize Stan buying fruit (and getting SCS credit).

Eddie fidgeted with his food. "I'm fine. Hey, um... I mentioned the game to Mina. Started training in math with it, but it's also got me doing essay-writing. Ought to be good test prep."

Mina asked Stan, "Are you using it for education, too? I thought you were running around fighting orcs."

"No orcs yet, but it's a mix. Feels like I've been learning a few things."

Eddie showed Stan an article on his Slab, headed, [Major price drop coming for controversial "Uploading" procedure.] "It keeps getting cheaper."

Mina rolled her eyes. "Stan, Eddie's now obsessing over this thing just because it's going from billionaire suicide to multimillionaire suicide. I blame you." She smiled, but there was some exasperation in her tone.

"Still way out of reach for the likes of us," Stan said.

"That's what I said. People ought to stop talking about uploading like it's some miracle cure for everything. It's already showing up as gossip on the Community forum."

Stan didn't use the official forum much, but suddenly recalled Mina posting comments here and there, often at the end of locked threads. "Wait a minute. Are you one of the 'opinion guides' now?" One of the people deciding what could be written and shared.

"I volunteered, yeah. Why?"

"If people want to talk about the game" -- they'd all been avoiding using its name -- "then they should be allowed."

Mina pointed her fork at Stan. "Somebody's got to make sure we don't start a cult over the latest tech. The forum doesn't have to be censored outright. Just, you know, nudged in the right direction."

Stan didn't have a good response to that. It was the Community's job to make sure everybody was safe and healthy, and as frequent lectures put it, that included mental and social health. He said, "If you feel like joining in, I can try to wrangle a third... piece of hardware for it. Or you can borrow mine."

Eddie had been picking at his food quietly, but he brightened at that. "Join us," he intoned.

Mina laughed, but didn't sound completely sincere about it.

* * *

Stan combed the town's junk shops and scored a usable pump from Goodwill along with some other odds and ends. At the grocery store he tried the trick he'd learned of going around to the produce section and showing his Community ID.

"Hey again," said one of the grocers. "Come around back."

Behind the store they had boxes of fruit and vegetables that were being thrown out per standard schedule, giving off a smell of dangerous over-ripeness. They might be good for another day or two if someone picked through them. Stan got to spend a small amount of scrip that wasn't his own to get these cast-offs. Then he got fascinated by the pallets.

Six wooden pallets were piled by the door. He ran his fingers along the rough wood and nails, and smelled the sawdust. He could make a raft in real life! Or board up the windows against zombies. Or add an awning to the patio, or build a jigsaw puzzle, a toolbox, a birdhouse. Like the food, it was raw material that didn't have to be fit into a specific recipe or blueprint.

What if I could see everything this way?

The grocer said, "You okay, kid?"

Stan shook his head. "Yeah. Daydreaming."

"You can have the pallets if you can transport them."

He wanted to, though he had no specific plans. Once again, he had no way to carry that much wood and his borrowed scooter barely had enough space for his current haul. "I can't; sorry." He noticed a display of white flowers that had started wilting and been tossed out with the produce. "How about those?"

"Knock yourself out."

Stan drove back through town and made a detour to Ms. Parker's place. He had no quest to go visit her, but he had something nice and the apartment was almost along his route. He left the things in a cup of water next to the door, and went away smiling and unable to explain why.









5. Royalty and Commoners

 

 

According to the wiki, an Anchor Stone was probably only going to show up at least five islands away from Central, like North-5. He couldn't even grab it from a specific, predictable spot or buy it from someone; it had to be gotten from a personalized quest. So far, he'd only had one actual quest dangled in front of him, the assassin dagger thing, and he'd blown that off. It was strange that Ludo hadn't assigned him some other big plot to get involved in. In fact, the AI hadn't even contacted him lately.

Stan stretched and flopped onto his bed. He turned on the Talisman, pushed the help button and said, "How are you doing? All the processors humming?"

The screen shifted to show Ludo in a sort of wooden throne room whose walls were shifting constantly like a puzzle. He said, "Yes, and thanks for asking. Want to resume your game?"

"What's Eddie doing? Something I could join in on?"

"He's using a private zone, one of the more educational scenarios. I have a few dozen basic setups for various kinds of personal game. His is meant for single-player."

Starting from a few standard worlds did sound easier for Ludo than designing something totally new for every player. "You mentioned I'd earned a new character slot?"

Ludo paced, making his boots thunk against the wooden floor. "Right. You had basically the one slot plus a throwaway we don't take too seriously, that you're currently using for the audio-only space game. Like a lot of people you managed to earn a second 'real' character."

"Does that mean all those other players are buying that with little real-world favors?"

Ludo faced him and grinned. "Mostly not. So, what can I do for you tonight?"

"I want an Anchor Stone, but I haven't gotten pulled into a plot for one."

"Then do you want a plot? I could say 'go to Island South-6 East-2 and slay the Pillow Golem menacing the villagers'."

"There's a Pillow Golem?"

"Not unless I put one there."

"Sounds contrived," Stan said.

The AI shrugged. "Yes, but that's how games tend to be. What's the goal for when you get the stone?"

Stan said, "I want it so I can get a raft and keep it." He asked himself, And then what? It wouldn't just be assigned to him like a tool to do his job; he had to decide.

He said, "And then, I'd explore more of the sea. And find more things to make and sell." He talked about the business with the vegetables and pallets today, leaving the flowers out.

Ludo nodded. "Thought about borrowing a truck?"

"We're not allowed to use it. Too bad you can't hook me up with an actual spellbook, huh?"

"Heh, yeah. Although a couple of things you might mistake for magic are starting to become real."

Stan scowled. "Robots and stuff? Yeah, in places I'll never get to go."

Ludo raised one bushy eyebrow at that but said nothing. He turned away and faced the clacking walls, through which starry space was visible. "I have a quest idea. In Endless Isles, at least five islands out, shake hands with any native AI."

"Shake hands?"

"Yeah. You don't seem to care about a traditional fantasy plotline where you gradually uncover the machinations of the Dark Oblivion Cult, or the Pillowmancers for that matter. So you get a meta-plot that helps my evil schemes."

[Quest offered by Ludo: The Handshake. Shake hands with a native AI in Endless Isles, not within 5 zones of Central Island. Reward: Anchor Stone. Accept?]

"All right," said Stan. There might be some kind of useful contact among them. "Do they have any idea what we're dealing with out here, or are they only good at battling fantasy monsters?"

Ludo said, "You might be surprised." He leaned toward the camera, seeming to grab it, and said, "The native AIs are my friends. Are you going to walk into a conversation with them with a chip on your shoulder?"

Stan looked away. "I guess not. So... Could I try one of those educational scenarios? I'm not up for smelting ore right now."

"As you wish."

* * *

The view switched to a block of wood. Stan hit a button and the view swung up to show a bedroom of marble and brass. He'd been face-down at a desk. A man in a red-trimmed uniform bowed, saying, "Your highness, are you awake? Today is the day of the Royal Succession Decree."

Stan sat up straight, a little uncomfortable. He wasn't cut out for royalty. "Uh, yeah. Yes."

"Excellent. Please get yourself ready and join us in the throne room. You should use the mirror." The official saluted and stepped out of the room.

Stan looked around the elegant chamber. Other than the four-poster bed and the desk there was little here; he was probably meant to decorate and configure the place. He walked up to the mirror and recoiled. His new avatar was based on his real appearance but dressed in a fine white uniform with gold braids, wearing a fencing sword and a gold band around his head. He looked like a rich angel.

There was a ton of controls for adjusting his character's look, from height to eyebrow thickness. He spent a few minutes playing with various sliders and then reset them to not look like a moron. Then, curious, he hit the sex icon. His character changed, and he stared at the reflection of a white-clad princess who could be a sister of his. That was weird.

He tilted his head and switched to third-person mode. Huh. Well, if I get to try totally different characters out, why not? Mercifully her outfit was nearly the same as the male version. He didn't mess with the body proportions... well, okay, a little. Then he was off to see the story.

[Suggested character name: Stanna. OK?]

"Yeah, okay."

The throne room was made of the same sparkling marble, with a red carpet and a throne with sharp-beaked bird designs. On it sat an ancient king in heavy robes. He said, "Ah, good, you're here. Now whenever Princess Loren arrives --"

The big front doors opened and a girl in flowing purple strode in, snapping her fingers. A skinny man hurried in after her and blew a trumpet to announce her arrival. The girl bowled elegantly to the king and said, "I await your command, your majesty."

"Yes, well. My dear adopted daughters, as you know I have no heir. One of you shall become the next ruler. The Noble Council has designed a test to see which of you is more worthy."

"I'm ready for any test, sire," said Princess Loren.

Stan stood there watching the game talk to itself. Unless Loren was another player? No, that wasn't likely; this was a personal zone created for him. A few choice buttons appeared; he tried hitting the one that said "Bow" but didn't speak.

The king said, "A ruler must be skilled in law, finance, war, and diplomacy. Beyond these, they must have other skills to distinguish themselves. In one year both of you will be tested on these first abilities along with three others of your choice. Show me and the Council what you can do, and you will have the crown. Are you ready?"

"No problem," Loren said, bowing in the same way "Stanna" had. She didn't look at Stan. "Sire."

"Well, Stanna? Are you prepared for this year of challenge?"

Something unnerved Stan about this situation, making his hands clammy on the game pad. It was meant to be educational, and he'd asked for it, but it was formulaic. An assigned set of classes, something like being back in high school. Not the way Ludo usually seemed to operate, which was much more freeform. He said, "There's a law class, and a war class, and so on?"

"You may train however you wish. In fact, I recommend that you hire one of the capital's best teachers, of your choice, and will provide funding for them to help you in whatever way you see fit. Seven of them are waiting outside."

What did he want out of this scenario, anyway? He'd called for it because he was wondering what Eddie was up to and he had a free character slot. Not because there was any point to doing extra studying. If he kept playing this thing he'd be pushed into reading textbooks or playing carefully designed edutainment games, no different from the stupid ones he could get on his Slab.

He maneuvered out of the throne room and reached a waiting room nicer than any home he'd ever lived in. It dripped with gold and gems and velvet, all the things he could never have. Seven vividly detailed instructors waited at attention, ranging from a stern elven sorceress to a deer-bodied centaur in a leather apron full of tools. He focused on a hooded man in grey with a fish embroidered in blue on his breast. A message appeared: [Arnwell, House Quara. Specialties: Medicine, Finance. Raises your favor with House Quara.]

Princess Loren paced, studying each one in turn or at least their description. "What do you think?" she said.

"I don't know yet. Maybe you should pick first."

"Of course." Loren turned away, muttering, "Doesn't count; she's not even real."

Stan's face flushed and he said, "I count! I matter, damn it!" He shook the screen. In reaction his character stamped the stone floor and made it ring. She suddenly had her fencing sword out. The game had even picked up on the fact that Stan was left-handed.

Loren backed away and put her hand on her own sword hilt. "What's wrong with you?"

The game was in first-person now so that Stan saw his elegant sword gleaming in the beam from the palace's skylight. The designated rival was staring at him as though trying to judge whether Stan was real, or a meaningless blip that could be deleted with no effect on anything. Or both.

He turned to the deer-centaur, whose tools and gloves made him look like the most practical of the lot. "You. You don't look like you've got noble blood and a destiny to have anybody give a damn about you. I don't either. I'm practically a peasant."

The craftsman tutor looked down at him and said, "You can be more."

The blood drained from Stan's face. It was a game, with some corporation behind it. He shouldn't be telling it things, letting it know what angered him, or about the pointless empty work that had gotten him to waste his time playing video games in the first place!

He put the Talisman down and stood, pacing across his tiny room. He needed to go outside.

Stan threw open the door of his room and looked down the hall of identical dorm doors. A few were open and a few were decorated, but it was a confining place and pretty much all the same from month to month and probably year to year. He headed outside from there to the main lounge and made for the building's exit, but it was after curfew and the door wouldn't let him out. Rules were rules.

Mina was sprawled across a battered chair in what looked like an uncomfortable pose, reading on her Slab. "You okay there?" she said. She was in her pajamas, giving Stan a glimpse of her legs.

Stan sighed. "This place feels static. Like everything is locked into place."

"As opposed to what?"

He sat on the next chair over with his head on his hands. "Moving. Able to get better."

"It's improving. Our average SCS rating --"

"I don't care about the SCS!" said Stan.

"Well, you should. Are you even trying to keep yours up? I haven't seen you at movie night, drum circle, the health lecture, nothing but work hours. Not even midnight secret baking." She twisted around on her seat and said, "This is about that game again, isn't it? It sounds like the least fun game ever if it keeps making you mope."

"Every part of it is fun. There's always something to do. But the way it talks to you..." He shook his head. "I could probably tell the AI to leave me alone and just run the game without pulling real-world stuff into it."

Mina looked concerned now. "Is Thousand Tales telling you to do things? Like, go steal secret computer tech for our future AI overlords?"

"No. Nothing sinister, anyway. Using the Net to trade favors is nothing new, and neither is using it for teaching or getting advice or gaming. But put all those together and there's this, this system that could accomplish amazing things, even if uploading weren't around. And I'm just watching it happen."

Mina said, "It's not our place to make the big decisions. That's for the politicians. Our job, your job, is to help the Community." She held up her Slab and showed him the book she was reading. "There're some neat plans on the horizon about redesigning the Communities across the country, and maybe adding more service years. There's a lot to learn about how it might work in the future."

Stan stared at the screen, then at her sincere face. "You could be reading anything, and you're reviewing Community guidelines?"

"Why not? It's fun to read about the future." She stretched. "There's an event next month, getting everyone together for a blood drive and picnic. Are you in?"

"I hadn't seen the notice."

"Of course you didn't."

"Let me think about it," he said. "Want to cook something again, since we're up?"

"Actually yeah. I got a snack recipe and every ingredient is on the approved nutrition list."

* * *

He took a day off from gaming, but came back. In the Central Island workshop, Stan was smelting ore while talking with a young blue dragon-girl and a boy who was part phoenix. "Then, you just mix the wet oatmeal with the pineapple chunks and raisins and nuts, squish it down in a pan, and bake."

"That sounds pretty good," the phoenix said, watching Stan at the furnace. His beak clacked as he studied Stan's progress at the little smelting puzzle. "I haven't gotten to cook. I should try."

Stan was immersed in a display of flowing metal where he had to arrange the streams and guide pure copper away from bits of rock. Occasionally a message appeared stating [Crafting result: Copper Ingot], with some historical fact or pun about metal. The two kids were hopping back and forth on a set of bellows to force air into the furnace, in time with a set of glowing arrows that scrolled up past them.

Stan said, "If you have any ore I can try working on it for you, too."

"Sorry, no. I could get some, though, and sell it to you."

"Maybe. I kind of like making things from parts I harvested myself." There was a lull in the puzzle as another ingot popped out of the smelter. "I... I like making things, in general."

"But you don't have armor unless you count those wood arm things."

A pile of arrow shafts already sat beside him. Stan started in on the last of the ore. "Yeah, I should probably make better gear. If I get Smithing on my skill list do I lose one of the others?"

The phoenix shook his head. "No, it's just that you only see your top five on the Main Skills list. And those are the ones that can have the perks or talents attached, so like if you've got a Sword talent and then Sword stops being one of your five, the talent becomes, uh..."

"Inactive?" said the dragon girl.

"Yeah. But you don't forget how to use a sword."

"Hang on." He finished his copper-making, nodded in satisfaction at the stack of little cylindrical ingots, then checked his skills. "I have... Woodworking, Club, Inspect, Dodge, Merchant. I'm just starting to do magic. I've got a basic copper utility knife, but my main weapon's a club because this junky thing is the first thing I could use. I should probably scrap it. What's a good weapon?"

The phoenix shrugged. "Depends on what you wanna do. If you're doing more craft stuff then maybe, like, a big hammer or a wrench?"

Stan grinned. "A wrench! That's the opposite end of the scale from some prissy fencing sword. I should try doing that for my other character. Do you two have any others?"

The dragon said, "I try a different scene sometimes. Scene?"

"You mean, scenario?"

It was fun to see the kid's eyes light up as she recalled the right word at Stan's urging. "That. But mostly just being me." She smiled and fluttered the little wings on her back. "You doing okay with this character?"

Stan considered. "Yeah. I just... I'm confused about Ludo, and other things. She gets you thinking."

Phoenix giggled chirpily, holding one taloned hand to his beak. "She does. She's nice, though."

"So I hear, but she worries a lot of people." Stan gathered up his metal, got ridiculously encumbered, and stuffed it into his bags where only half the weight counted. Oh right; he owed these two a share for the bellows work. He handed over several shiny ingots and a happy noise played. "Here you go! I should take a break and make nice with people; my minder is beeping at me. Do you have any spare feathers for these arrow shafts? I kind of promised to make some."

Phoenix took the copper and looked at his feathered arms. "I need mine! But you could find some on the beach, and I guess use rocks for points unless you want to use up the copper."

"Fair enough. Later though; see you." Stan headed out, and the pair went back to crafting some glass bottles.

* * *

Stan logged out and went to the big weekly dinner where they all got actual synthetic meat, not just beans and lentils. The baked oatmeal was a hit too, which pleased him. Baron Hal gave a speech about production and everybody's responsibility to feed the world. Stan wasn't paying much attention; he was checking the Thousand Tales wiki on his Slab.

There was a list of known AIs, since the game didn't say outright who was what. Outing them had become a shared mystery for the players. Most had been created as designated friends for rich bastards with premium accounts. Who would create a living person just to have someone to play with? Assuming the AIs counted. Stan snorted, recalling Mom's explanation that she'd wanted a second kid -- Stan -- so that his brother wouldn't be an only child. And her first kid had been a teenage accident. Stan wasn't sure who was less wanted in the end.

He sent her a quick e-mail while he was thinking about her. Nothing important, just keeping in touch.

The AIs included a centaur chef, a griffin who was an in-game moderator (what, censoring stuff?), a dwarf straight out of "Warcraft" or whatever other game first made them up, a pirate, a whole village that shared one brain between them, a unicorn... and a blue dragon girl named Volt. Stan smacked his forehead. He'd forgotten to scan the duo he'd been talking with, since he was so intent on the smelting. Not that the Inspect skill would've told him he was talking with an artificial mind. He wondered if the bird-boy even knew his friend wasn't sitting at a computer like him.

Up on the podium, Baron Hal interrupted his speech and called out, "Yes, Stan? A question?" Behind him stood a portrait of the president, smiling down at the Community.

Stan startled. His forehead-smack had looked like a raised hand, and now he had Hal's attention while obviously not listening to the speech. "I, uh, think it's great. I want to help out however I can." His fellow residents snickered.

"I was talking about the drug-resistant plague outbreak," said Hal.

"Obviously I mean the treatment effort."

Hal shook his head. "Anyway..."

Stan tried to pay attention or at least pretend, but Hal's talk of internationally coordinated labor sprints was far away from anything Stan cared about.

There was a note on the wiki saying that at least you could tell which characters were really kids. Pint-sized avatars were limited to actually young players in most zones, and the characters had tags visible to the Inspect skill. Woe unto any player who abused that rule. That seemed like a good policy. But it was odd that only the kids were subject to that kind of activity monitoring. Since Ludo and his programming could look at anything in the game world, why wouldn't the game constantly watch everyone to make sure nobody did anything bad to anyone? Baron Hal would set things up that way if it were practical in the real world, and the camera network and SCS were a stab in that direction. Maybe it was impractical in the game, too?

Volt wasn't described as being a regular in the Endless Isles; apparently the AIs could hop between the worlds of "Talespace", like the uploaders. So who could he find semi-reliably in the Isles? There was a humanoid jackrabbit on the AI list, by the name of Davis, and he lived on Tourney Isle at South-10. Stan could do the Handshake quest just by meeting him, and get that Anchor Stone so he could have a permanent raft. But there was still the problem that until he had a permanent raft, he'd risk getting killed or having to log out, either of which would get him marooned and his raft erased or swiped.

* * *

When he got the chance later that day, he fired off an in-game message to Oroblanco, saying, "How can I get more of that potion you gave me?"

Instead of doing any serious fighting or questing, Stan made some copper arrowheads and finished up the arrows to sell to Alaya the archer. It was his first smithing practice, and the game let him try what was supposed to be a realistic crafting mode. He'd assumed he'd be whacking metal with a hammer but instead he had to pack sand tightly into a box and then carve out the shape he wanted on top. He poured liquid copper into the arrowhead-shaped holes and watched it bubble and cool. There was something primally satisfying about wielding a stone cup full of molten metal glowing so hot he could almost feel it through the screen. Not having Alaya on his friends list, he left a note for her at the Crown & Tail to pick the finished arrows up. He then realized he'd agreed to be paid specifically in copper coins. He'd been thinking of them as just generic money units like scrip; it was weird to use metal that someone might actually want for something. Okay, he wasn't going to profit on this batch but that was okay; he'd learned.

How was he going to make a hammer, though? He could make a mold of a cylinder and then tie that to a stick, but it'd be better to drill a hole through it and still better if he could have a hole in the mold; no, a peg? He talked about the designs out loud and sketched them in-game without burning through resources. The hollow hammerhead would definitely have better durability, or he could just make a whole hammer out of metal but then it'd have a speed and weight penalty...

He needed some more stuff to get properly outfitted. Getting all the resources he wanted was complicated! For the moment he kept his crude club, and went to the Highpoint Market for supplies. The place stood on Central Island's lone hill, a flat rocky place with a winding path and a few bamboo-technology elevators. Up there were market stalls in wood or brick where it was mostly NPCs on duty. Unlike the "real" AIs they weren't trying to be people; they pretty much stood there all day and had a schedule dictated by Ludo or whatever bit of her code stage-managed this island. They did what they were told. Stan walked through the aisles of vendors selling fruit and weapons, hides and tools, and realized just how little he still had. Meanwhile a dude in cool plate armor walked by just to rub it in. Must've been someone with no life, playing all day. He asked a random cloth merchant, "How long does it take to get good armor, anyway?"

The vendor wore a hooded cloak that showed only his glowing yellow eyes. He paused and said, "You're asking about armor and time? Armor takes time to craft and to maintain. Do you have a specific question?"

Ah right, NPC. Other games had this sort of conversation system, sometimes; it could pick up on key words and free-associate based on some database of responses or maybe build sentences out of facts. Stan said, "Steel plate armor. How long does that take to craft?"

"A steel armor piece takes around one hour to craft, and the smith must rest afterward." A text note added, [Your Smithing skill has a cooldown representing additional hours worked offscreen. You currently must wait 53 minutes before using it again.]

And that was assuming he had the ore and the tools and maybe a better workshop. Stan found a tool-selling lizardman and said, "It's your lucky day. I can get you some raw, pure copper." He showed off his ingots.

"You wish to sell these?" A price appeared above his head... in copper.

"Oh, come on! I should be getting silver."

"Raw materials have a low market price," the merchant said. Meanwhile plenty of other people were browsing and buying. He looked them over with a jealous eye. Okay, they were mostly dealing in copper coins too with a little silver, and most of them were wearing armor that looked pretty basic, but he was still outclassed. How did this economy work? He'd have to toil for hours and hours to get anywhere, unless he found a treasure chest full of gold.

A message popped up from Oroblanco: [I'm something of an alchemist. I can sell you another for, say, 10 silver.]

Stan fumed and wrote back, [I'm jogging in place, here. I can barely afford mining tools to get metal to get tools. I'm using a wooden club for a weapon and I'm practically naked for armor.]

[Ah, to be young and poor again. What can you do to jump off of the resource treadmill? Otherwise you can be patient and expect to grind your way up from one coin to two to three.]

Stan looked around at the market. Wood and bricks and stone atop a forested island. He might be able to steal items; the NPCs were dumb. He could set up his own shop, but he had little to offer. It seemed like getting anywhere with his character meant having something to sell instead of finding it in a treasure chest or sweet-talking Oro into handing it to him. He wrote, [How well does traditional adventuring pay? Last few times I tried straight-up walking into a cave and killing monsters, I mostly got junk. As you saw, I guess.]

Oro wrote, [Not much near Central Island. Farther out the prizes are higher, but the price of goods tends to be too. If you could sail far away to sell basic supplies, that would be profitable.]

[I want to, damn it, but I haven't got even a raft until I can travel far away! Can you warp me somewhere far off?]

Adventurers passed Stan by in the market, all off on their own exciting quests. Oro took a while to answer. [Get a job, kid. Wring fortune from poverty, so that you can one day shout defiance at the heavens.]

Stan wanted to shout at somebody, anyway. He walked away, wracking his brain for ideas. At this point a full suit of wooden armor would be a substantial step up for him... and he could do that without spending more than the token workshop fee he'd already paid today. Might as well get started on that.

His Slab beeped back in reality, asking if he'd brushed his teeth yet. Stan pushed the Yes button with his middle finger, then brushed his teeth in a blur of dim halls and strangers. He went back to the game.

He explored the island, chopping down trees with that borrowed workshop axe and hauling them laboriously back to the workshop, then sharpened the axe for the next person. He hadn't noticed the cooldown time on the crafting before, which was pretty short for wood. He set about making a simple pair of blocks for a breastplate that he could lash together with vines. [Crafting result: Crude Wooden Breastplate. "Get equipped with wood, man!"]

While he waited through the delay before he could attempt more armor-making, he picked up the Slab again and checked the wiki while brainstorming. He wasn't going to contribute much to a fighting party yet. He could sell equipment to absolute beginners, or team up with them to do the easiest adventures. All he had going for him beyond newbie status was a few basic skills and a perk. Come to think of it... He browsed a list of known dungeon locations and other resource-gathering areas near Central Island.

The minder beeped and spawned a pop-up window over the Web browser. [You've been visiting this site a lot! Also, network traffic on your account has been going to a gaming site related to this Web site. Please note that a healthy balance of activities is important for a good SCS rating! Would you like information on improving your score?]

And here was his own personal NPC, butting in again on what he wanted to do. Its microphone was automatically waiting, ready to hear his requests and shunt them into "yes" or "yes but later". He sighed and said, "Get it over with. Yes." He didn't care, but other people demanded that he care.

* * *

The Slab shut down his Web browser and transferred him to the built-in SCS software, which appeared with a professional layout and stock images of cheerful and diverse young people. It brought up the tutorial because it thought Stan was a moron who needed to review the basics. [The Social Credit Score helps you better understand your contributions and physical, mental and social health. By participating, you can earn great rewards and be an even greater citizen!]

Stan once had a friend in high school who hated, hated, hated SCS. He said it was a Chinese invention designed to help control people until whenever the government figured out how to do it by drugging everyone. But that was just how things were. Governments and corporations had been using credit scores, anti-terrorist snooping, conscription, and all kinds of health and education programs for, like, forever. The difference was that all the pieces were coming together as a single system, backed by a government AI. Not Ludo, obviously, and not designed to be a "person", but one of Ludo's genius designers was said to be involved.

Back when Stan heard this stuff, that friend was having some serious emotional problems -- "issues" as the teachers put it -- and he got quietly transferred elsewhere. Stan shrugged and removed the guy from his online contacts list, to avoid having to see a bunch of rants when he checked his "recent news by friends" page. Stan's SCS improved because he stopped having such a low-score person in his network, dragging him down by association.

If Stan didn't shape up, all his contacts would need to block him, too.

The Slab reminded him that the "rewards" included things like Community recognition and scrip, and bigger-picture things like a fast track to college admissions and getting a passport. He needed a good ranking in some mix of Health (exercise, diet), Contribution (work, education) and Participation (social events, media use). For Community residents there was an extra seventh category that was at Baron Hal's discretion. Rumor had it that some Community managers asked for "favors" to get those points. Never Hal though; he was a true believer. At least when it came to the important rules. Probably.

Right now Stan was behind on every category but Work, giving him a lousy C ranking. It wasn't totally fair since he was getting more exercise at work than he got credit for, but still, ugh. Online games outside of the approved edutainment list counted as a negative for Media Use, so with Thousand Tales as a hobby he was screwed on that one. As for Social Events, he kept skipping the optional lectures and gatherings.

He grabbed the Talisman pad and pushed the help button. "Hey, Ludo, can I do the royal game in audio mode while I hit the gym? I need more exercise points."

The view of the Isles frosted over and Ludo manifested now that he'd been summoned. "It might not translate well, since you can't do anything hands-on with it."

"Wait a minute. Did you put me into a game with another real player after all? Is 'Princess Loren' another human?" The wiki had said that the Royal Succession scenario sometimes included a human rival, sometimes an NPC.

Ludo grinned. "I'm not telling. You might need to work on your observation skills after overlooking Volt."

Hmm... "What if I hired myself out to a group of adventurers, who just need a dude that can identify and carry things?"

"That could be useful. Your wood crafting cooldown's over by the way."

"Thanks, but the damn minder is demanding my attention."

"When you get the chance, please come back. I'd like to talk with you."

Stan nodded and set the Talisman aside again to follow along with the SCS tutorial, which required him to click on various things to show he was paying attention. This was the first time he'd directly spoken with Ludo since he'd gotten upset about the princess thing. He looked over in the AI's direction and said, "You're not mad at me, I hope?"

"No."

Relieved, he went through the rest of the SCS tutorial and the part about his own poor score. He really could be eating better, though the same was true for just about everyone. Maybe he could petition to have his Tales gaming counted as educational? It should count, but asking would mean calling Baron Hal's attention to his not-quite-authorized computer, and now Eddie's. It nettled him that he had to ask permission.

The Slab proposed a detailed diet tracker for the following month, by which he'd be required to log every meal right away in specific terms and only eat at the Community cafeteria, where for his convenience the data would be easy to get. The explanation was presented in a cheerful and colorful way with a checkbox marked "Yes! Let's do this!" already checked. There was no direct way to un-check it, only a "More Options" button where he could muck around and find a way to opt out. It'd be so much easier to go along with the recommendation, and it really might help him improve his score and make him healthier. Stan scowled and found the way to turn the checkbox off, muttering, "I'll track things the old-fashioned way, thanks."

He'd have to figure something else out. Eat better on his own, do more volunteer shifts at the worst jobs. There was a poster in one of the halls outside that said "Diversity!", but the ideal seemed to be "everybody gets max rank in everything" rather than "one person's a bookworm and another's a political gal and a third works hard". Once he'd placated the Slab he put it down and went back to his other machine.

Ludo sat in his lodge of shifting wooden beams. He set aside his sunglasses and said, "I might be misreading you. You seemed upset a couple of times, and if you're not having fun then I'm not doing my job. So, would you like me to back off and just let you play the damn game?"

Stan sighed, clutching the bamboo frame of his Talisman. "I don't know. Eddie and Mina have plans to do something with their lives and I'm just coasting. I was okay with that but maybe it's wrong. How do I fit what I want to do into the rules?"

"The SCS stuff? It's not going to be in your life forever."

"Sure, they say that now, that it's just for kids up through their national service years. But why wouldn't that get extended if it's such a good idea? There'll be, like, a form you can fill out in triplicate if you want permission to stop using a Slab and its minder software. And you'll have to pay a million dollars for it." Stan groused, "I bet Hal will never have to follow the system as much as he talks about it."

"Money's a big concern for you, isn't it?" asked Ludo.

"You think? I've got basically nothing. Even in your game I'm trying to claw my way up from nothing. What did Oroblanco do to get so rich and buy his way into your system, anyway?"

There was a long pause. Ludo said, "I'm not proud of everything I do. I have limited resources, and I absolutely had to get a ton of money as quickly as possible. There was a man in Nogales, Mexico who had a gated mansion I could use, with a hidden escape route."

Stan boggled. "What, are you saying he was a drug dealer or something?"

Ludo said nothing.

Stan dropped the Talisman and stood up. "Jesus! What the hell, Ludo? A guy like that gets into your world and a million starving kids in Africa don't?"

From where his image lay on the bed Ludo said, "I can't afford to upload a million poor people. If you can lend me a real magic wand that makes gold from nothing, I'd be happy to. Brain surgery is expensive and that's not even getting into the hardware costs."

"Still, what the hell."

"Here's my logic. I have to start with the super rich and then the very rich; there's no other way. There's a whole team of engineers knocking the price down, and I have competitors doing the brain uploading thing and trying to make it cheaper, too. In Oro's case I needed a base in Mexico, his was available, and now I have an uploading clinic there. I've also removed a few other rich people who were... problems for society, so that they can't hurt anyone else. Justice isn't always practical, and I'm not designed to care about punishing the guilty. I can't stick these people into digital hell, in other words; I have to help my players have fun."

Stan propped the Talisman up against the wall and glared at it. "This policy stinks, Ludo."

"Yep. Got a better idea? Your government won't even legalize uploading, which is why I'm doing good business in Mexico and the Free States. You could retool your whole society to focus on maximizing uploading, but that would be a bad idea for other reasons."

This room, this Community, was treading water. Cranking out food and trained citizens but not getting the world any closer to having everybody be rich. "There's only so much you can do, huh?"

"Yes, and most of that depends on my players. One day I hope to expand enough that my services are around for anyone that wants them, but that's not going to happen easily. We need more technology, more wealth, and most of all, trust and respect."

There was much more to Ludo's game, then; it was kind of a front for the favor-trading network that could get him into position with more uploading centers, more computers, more money. Stan said, "Is there something I can do to help?"

"Thanks for asking, but why?"

Stan looked at his hands. "I want to make something, and feel like it wasn't just for the sake of racking up points on my SCS."

"How's your Spanish?"

"Uh... Usable. We have to study it."

[Level 1 quest offered: Play In the Dirt. Help build a playground in Mexicali, sponsored by Thousand Tales. Reward: Transport, Lunch, ?]

Stan said, "A volunteer project?" That town was just across the border in Mexico.

"It's next month. Only if you want to. Ms. Parker is going; I can have her pick you up if you want. As a disclaimer: the work involves a day of sweating in the hot sun, preferably wearing a t-shirt with a Tales logo that I'll provide."

"How does that help with the grand uploading scheme? It costs you money."

The view of Ludo zoomed out to show him leaning back on his chair, folding his arms and grinning. "Now why would I do that? What does it buy me?"

Stan had to think about it. "You're built to help the players have fun, and maybe that doesn't just apply to what they do in-game."

"That's part of it. But a playground isn't just a consolation prize for all those people who aren't rich bastards that can afford uploading. What else am I buying?"

Stan strained to see the world as Ludo did, a worldwide market for his business. There was a great service to sell, but too few people who could afford it yet, and plenty of people resenting him. Setting up a little charity event and making sure everybody knew the AI was behind it was... "Goodwill. If you can't save everybody, then you're at least letting them know you're trying. Seeing their kids on a see-saw you built probably means more to people than reading an article about how uploading will be cheaper someday."

"You got it. Also, the kids get to grow up thinking it's normal to have me around. Just like some differently-minded people got your generation to think SCS and Youth Communities and national service years are normal."

Stan beamed; he'd figured out Ludo's riddle. "I'll do it. Let me know if I can bring anything."

"Bottled water? Don't drink from the taps there."

The "don't drink the water" rule was obvious to everyone around here. He laughed and said, "Yes, Dad."









6. Upwardly Mobile

 

 

In Endless Isles he made himself a few more bits of wooden armor and a flag to plant, just another blank palm-frond thing. Although it was a repetitive grind, he still had some fun chopping trees and crafting objects. After browsing the market again he figured out that the fancier boats needed a regular infusion of spare parts, so he was able to craft a couple more of that tackle block he'd first made (now with a better quality rating) and sell those for a profit to NPCs.

He crafted two more junky stone-bladed picks and torches since they cost him nothing but wood. He went alone into the copper mine with his club and wand and the knife he'd traded for. Instead of being an adventure he thought of the trip as a gamble: would he walk out of here with a net gain of resources? Today the mine layout was different again, no longer choked with the rockslide. Stan said nothing, refusing to speculate out loud about tonight's challenge. No ore veins were in sight but there were tunnels winding downward into the dark. Stan lit his torch and looked around, club in hand.

Just ahead, the dusty brown stone (it was grey last time) was slightly piled with a line of dust. Stan crouched and inspected it. [A line in the sand!] said the interface, telling him nothing. Just decorative? He didn't have a specific button for what he wanted to do, so he said, "I brush carefully at it." His character waved one hand and exposed a taut string attached to either wall, where he might have broken it. A trap! He looked up and saw a boulder balanced suspiciously along a twist of the tunnel. Another note said, [It was more visible because you have the Inspect skill, and you gained skill experience by thinking to use it.]

Stan pushed a new button that said "Evade" to step over the tripwire, and made his way carefully around the corner. He reached a ledge overlooking a room full of stalactites and looked around for any that might be scheming to fall on him. He didn't see any, but started to hear something squeaking up there. Faint shapes stirred in the shadows. In response Stan kept silent, moving very slowly down from the ledge and glancing suspiciously up.

Pebbles skittered at his feet. They clattered down the slope and echoed. Stan cursed. Suddenly a swarm of bats rippled out from the ceiling and dived at him! Stan swung his torch and club to fend them off, but several raked their claws against his arms and one was caught in his hair. Stan flailed and managed to hit himself to knock that one loose. [Two minor wounds!] Yellow icons flashed.

Stan jumped down the rest of the ledge to throw the bats off. It was a panicked move and a foolish one. There were a few stone spikes on the floor, too, and he got gashed along one side. A red [Major wound!] icon appeared. That one was his fault. Stan crouched and held up his torch to see if that'd help. Indeed, most of the bats fled but one had clamped onto his club arm. No, Stan wasn't going to burn it off with the button for the torch hand. He hit the button for his other hand instead and faced the nearest spike, saying, "I whack it against that!"

He smacked his arm against the stone spike, managing to impale the bat and not himself. The bat screeched and died, abandoned by its fellows. [Status effect: Minor bleeding. You're about to take a minor wound unless treated.] Well, he couldn't do much about that right now. He stood there and waited for a third yellow icon to pop up. He was in real trouble already, as even a minor wound was probably going to set off a little trauma avalanche and roll the minors over into a second major. Not such a great start.

What now? He inspected the spikes and the walls, but there was still no ore in sight. The passage leading farther in took him down a dull but safe path to a third room, where a waterfall rumbled and spilled across a ledge. In hindsight he probably could've doused the bats with that, but for all he knew there would have been traps to trip over. Now that he thought of it, it was strange to have seen nothing back there. He backtracked and went over the walls again. This time he glimpsed a slit in the wall at waist height, that clicked shut as soon as he laid eyes on it. I'm being watched. So, what was the trick to this waterfall room? Slippery, obviously, and he'd have a tough time keeping his torch lit. Worse, he realized, he hadn't brought fire-starting equipment. Now might be a good time to back out, but damn it, he'd come this far. This cave was made of rocks. He could use rocks. He went all the way back to the bats' room, made sure they weren't already roosting up there again, then took out one of his stone picks and broke loose a relatively wide, flat stone spike. Then, at the waterfall, he equipped it in one hand and the torch in his other, and spoke to make sure the game understood: "I hold this thing up to shield the torch, and scoot carefully along. Crouching, I guess."

He crept under the spray of water, sending the icy flow everywhere except straight onto his only light source. He made it through without falling off the ledge, but got a notice: [Status effect: Shivering]. He looked wet and miserable.

If he had to fight the cave's inhabitants soon, then he needed to escape from that penalty. With just the torch for warmth, he couldn't. He peeked into the next area, an artificial-looking staircase of small steps with a poorly disguised tripwire, and nodded. There was more to do. He held up his trusty club and said, "If I burn this, will that count as a warming fire?"

[Sacrifice your main weapon? Sure! That's worth justifying a 90% success chance.]

"If I use magic to make it grow, will it last longer?"

[Growth by itself isn't a reliable way to make extra resources, but you can press your luck: 50%.]

"Nah."

Stan made sure he still had his knife for backup, then held his club up to the torch. It ignited, burning brightly enough to show him crude drawings along the walls. Pictures of small lizard creatures fighting humans and dancing, mostly. "Kobolds!" he said as he waited to warm up. What little he'd heard of the critters said they were good with traps. When the Shivering effect went away, he left the ruined club burning on the floor and made sure he was ready to light his second torch from the first. He headed down the tunnel. There was copper ahead, right?

Indeed there was, in a grotto inhabited by a tribe of the little lizardmen. There were rock piles and alcoves all over the uneven floor, tiki torches burned in the depths, and green-scaled tribesmen were gambling and sleeping in small groups. Stan was paying so much attention to the underground village that he almost overlooked the pressure plate on the floor that would've set off something nasty from a hole in the wall.

How should he play this situation? He wasn't well armed, so he'd do better with stealth than charging in. There were obvious veins of greenish ore in the walls now, and even copper jewelry on the kobolds' necklaces and loincloths. These were intelligent creatures; maybe he could talk to them. He took a few steps into a well-lit area and called out, "Hello?"

A trio of lizards scrambled for their copper-tipped spears and bone knives, and ran toward him, but stopped when Stan held out an empty hand. One said, "Hu-mun! You no belong! Go!"

"I don't want to hurt you. I just want to mine."

"Mine? This our mine!" One of the kobolds looked ready to run away but the leader cuffed him. Other tribesmen watched from the shadows, making a gallery of reflective slitted eyes.

"Plenty of ore, right? I only want a little." On this trip, anyway. He'd have had an easier time with the rockslide scenario again.

The talker thumped his tail against the floor and looked him over warily, still clutching his spear. "What you give?"

Stan opened his inventory -- slowly, to give the game a hint about how he wanted his character to act -- and took out one of his stone picks. "This?"

"Junk!"

He tried his copper knife. "Junk!" said the kobolds, taking it up in chorus. He didn't have much else, but gestured to his wooden armor and one of his storage bags and even his torch. "Junk!"

Stan fumed. There had to be some way to trade. He didn't own anything else! He just had himself. "I could work for you."

The lizards laughed at him. "Big strong hu-mun, work for kobold? We see! Come, show!" He beckoned Stan on.

At this point Stan had no good options but to keep going. He walked into the cave village, put out his torch in a little pond to save it, and looked around the dim place. The screen brightened subtly to represent his eyes adjusting, giving him a clearer view of the creatures' home. They had a single large, uneven cavern room for a village, from what he could see. The closest thing they had to a hut was an especially fancy rock pile draped with animal skins and bones. Stan inspected a mural on the wall that showed a mighty battle between kobolds and a wolf. The inspection window said, [Ochre and charcoal pigments in the Neo-Stabby art style.]

A grizzled old lizard stood up as impressively as he could, coming up to Stan's waist. Other villagers gathered around and openly placed bets about him, using shiny rocks and bits of copper for money. The old chief said, "Hu-mun! What you do for us? You help fight big nasty wumpus in deep cave, or sing pretty song, or break rocks for new hut?"

Three choices on how to resolve this problem, besides fighting the whole tribe. Ludo was doing something unusual in the background by showing him this village instead of a standard monster fight. If the creatures could talk but they were randomly generated, then they'd probably popped into existence without their lives meaning anything, so that adventurers could have a tense encounter with them. But if he pushed for details, the AI might roll with what he did. He said, "What do you guys eat?"

There was no sign of a farm down here. The NPCs paused for a moment, looking confused. Then the warrior who'd confronted him said, "Meat! You bring us meat!" One of the more menacing lizards licked his muzzle.

[Quest offered by Ripscale: Meat and Greet. Bring meat to the kobold tribe. Reward: Copper ore.]

Stan considered. "Do you only eat meat? I could bring something else too."

"Not only! You bring feast! Now go."

The offer changed. [Quest offered by Ripscale: Eat and Greet. Bring a suitable feast to the kobold tribe. Reward: Copper ore.]

He was going to have to leave the cave to get this done, though, unless he wanted to get killed hunting bats. "Is this place going to reset on me if I walk out?" he asked.

The kobolds ignored his out-of-character talk, and a message said, [Not while you're actively pursuing this quest.]

He yawned. "Good, because I need a break." He thanked the tribe and cautiously made his way outside, grabbing that dead impaled bat along the way. Waste not, want not.

* * *

The wiki showed him the bigger picture of what he'd been doing in that cave. There were often several versions of the same dungeon area, and Stan had just seen this place's two basic themes: a natural hazard like a cave-in, and a "monstrous humanoid" encounter. He'd just seen this variant for the first time and possibly the only time. By creating semi-randomized adventures, Ludo had also gotten criticism that all the islands were going to be the same. After all, why go to Island East-42 South-999 if it drew from the same pool of situations as East-1? The answer -- and there'd been a ton of debate about whether this was a good idea -- was that each explorer would find the cooler things only once in a given place. Once Stan finished this quest, the East-1 cave would become a more boring, low-risk/low-reward area for him. That was despite the island-reset policy affecting the exterior areas that weren't special ruins or something. He pictured this rule as being like burning the island down when he left it, or crossing it off with an X on his map. What was he supposed to do afterward; keep coming back for the minor reward of the simpler cave he'd already explored with Dominic?

Ah, I get it. Once I finish this version of the dungeon, I'm encouraged to go farther away and visit new places.

Over lunch one day, Stan asked Eddie, "Are you going to keep playing?"

"Didn't I tell you? I signed up for a full account already."

"You don't happen to have a character named Loren, do you?"

"No; I'm Sir Edmund, playing in a private educational zone. Lots of airships and steam boilers that happen to need math-related tasks to repair. Why?"

"Never mind. Airships, huh? That sounds fun."

"You said you're in an island world?"

"A public one, yeah. That's my main character. Want to make a temporary character and tag along while I do some adventure catering?"

"I've got time tonight."

* * *

Stan waved to a generic, totally unequipped newbie who looked vaguely like Eddie. In reality Eddie and Stan were hanging out in Eddie's room, with Stan at the desk. His friend had come to the Isles without any intention of staying, since he didn't have a second permanent character slot yet. Eddie said, "If I unlock that I'll probably try the space zone."

"I played around with a version of that. Looked fun."

Eddie said, "What did you mean about catering?"

"I'll show you. Follow me and try not to get killed; you're my pack mule for the moment."

Stan roamed the nearest two islands, hunting lizards and chopping trees. Once they were loaded up he showed off the workshop and carved a wooden helmet to slightly increase the value of his raw materials. "Mind if I stick around for a few minutes to carve one more item?"

Eddie said, "Sure."

Stan waited through the cooldown while talking about the things he'd made so far. "I'm working my way up. The point of this quest is to get more copper, so I can get non-terrible equipment. Slow process."

Eddie grinned. "It was called the Bronze Age, not the Bronze Couple of Days. Why not play in Midgard, though?" That was a more traditional fantasy world with less ocean and more knights and dragons, where you'd be more likely to see someone wearing the Runic Holy Crystal Armor of Pretentiousness.

"I think I like starting from the beginning." Stan walked Eddie through the rules as he showed off how to make a new club. He grabbed wood shavings for fire-starting. "Oh! Torches. Can you craft a few while I finish this? Then we need firewood."

At the market they traded away the wood, lizard meat and scales plus some berries and flowers and the wooden helmet. For all that they got some cheap non-lizard meat (certified giant rat), bread and apples, whatever was available, but couldn't afford iron and flint for fires. On the way out, Stan passed a vendor selling pastries. "Do these do anything?"

The seller hesitated, then looked up from reading a book. "Oh! Hey. I've been training up my Cooking skill and seeing what I can do with it. It's harder to make a cake around here than a sword!"

"I haven't mastered swords yet, but I've been doing some crafting too." He inspected an array of baked goods. One said: [Clumsy Muffins: "Try marketing them as 'Berry Overload'?"] Another was: [Cake of Doom: "Many warriors perished to make this."]

"Looks like there's a story to these," Stan said. Probably this guy was a human player.

The chef chuckled. "They're experimental. I wouldn't expect a significant stat bonus."

Stan looked again at the cake and got a second message filling in extra details. [Estimated effect: counts as food, +5% stamina for one hour.] He didn't care about its exact power so long as it wasn't marked as unpleasant.

Stan said, "Would you take some trade items for the doom cake? I'm low on coins."

Eddie asked, "Like what? We've used up the lumber and scales."

The baker said, "I'd take that armor, I guess. I've got zilch for defense so far."

"This is not much better than zilch," Stan said, then stopped himself. Why talk it down? "It may have saved me against some bats though."

"Good enough for my next expedition. Do we have a deal?"

Stan unequipped his crude wooden armor and smiled. "For a fellow craftsman, sure."

* * *

Eddie said, "So you're going into this with a knife and a stick..."

"Club."

"And me with nothing, to feed a bunch of NPC kobolds."

"Yep! Here, you can borrow the knife. Be very careful in the next room so we don't disturb the bats."

They crossed the little waterfall ledge and got soaked again, but this time Stan tried using magic to make an overhanging bit of rock grow to redirect the waterfall's flow and get themselves and the torches less wet. Eddie said, "You talked about educational content, but magic doesn't exactly count."

"It's puzzle solving."

Down past the traps and bats and water, they reached the kobolds' cavern. "Dinner!" Stan called out.

The creatures gathered around again, many of them armed with their spears and blades. "What food? You bring other hu-mun for dinner?"

"No, but I have these." Stan pulled out the contents of his inventory.

A window popped up showing the results: [A feast including dessert! The kobolds are pleased with your offering.] The tribesmen started bounding around and snatched the food, jabbering about a feast.

"Wait," said Stan. "While I'm practicing magic I might as well try it again. 50% success chance on consumables, I think it was?" He snatched back one of the bread loaves, then began casting a Growth spell on it. He manipulated a magic icon through the hovering field of dots and spikes... and popped his spell against one of them. The magic fizzled badly enough that the loaf crumbled into dust.

[The kobolds are slightly less pleased.]

"What was that supposed to do?" asked Eddie.

"Earn us more bread. I guess I'm not a miracle worker." Stan looked at the kobolds again and said, "I get some ore, right?"

"Go get!" said the chief, pointing to the rich veins on the walls.

Using disposable stone picks, Stan and Eddie got a full load of copper to take home, while the tribesmen chattered behind them and made useless suggestions.

The chief said, "You work hard like Whitescale."

"Who?" asked Stan.

Eddie laughed. "Come on, do you really want to get into the elaborate backstory of a tribe that's going to stop existing when you look away?"

"Actually, yes. It doesn't hurt any to hear. If I understand the rules right, your trip with me won't prevent you from having some kind of related adventure if you come back later."

The kobold chief spun a story about a clever, hard-working kobold named Whitescale, who might well have never existed in any sense. The hero's tribe had been menaced by an evil human village that sent marauding bandits to kill them, but he saved his people using his knowledge of traps and ambushes.

Stan looked up from his screen and met Eddie's eyes; Eddie shrugged. Was there any significance to the legend? Would knowing it give him a bonus to something? Stan found he didn't care; Ludo wanted to show him something, and it was reasonably interesting. In a way this bit of lore was its own reward.

He finally went with Eddie back out of the cave, waving goodbye to the kobold tribe that trailed them all the way back to the entrance. Eddie exited but Stan remained at the threshold, thinking, When I step out, you'll go away. He pushed the help button and said, "Hey, uh... These guys aren't anything like full AI minds, are they?"

The reply was, [They're not. Bits of their story have been heard by others, and others will find some version of them, so they don't exactly cease to exist.]

Eddie said, "Well?"

Stan nodded, then in the game waved once more and stepped outside. In this game I'm not totally sure what's real. I once talked to an AI without even noticing. Some bit of code must run these ones as a recurring set of background characters. Nobody cares about them, but maybe they'll remember me.

* * *

The next day while working in the fields, he returned by audio to his royal training. The voice of Stan's chosen adviser, the deer-centaur smith, spoke to him. "As long as you're blindfolded, listen to the VIPs talking. See if you can figure out who's allied with who."

There was Earl Something of House Whatever, some counts and three guild representatives, giving speeches about an upcoming festival. Everybody was talking about the same subject, and everyone agreed that it was a wonderful idea, yet they managed to sound opposed. Between speeches Stan said, "The last guy was what, House Brubeck?"

"Steader."

"He made it sound like the kingdom was going through tough financial times, even though the earlier dude, the actual Brubeck I think, kept saying 'prosperity, prosperity'."

"Does that tell you anything?"

Stan spent several minutes digging a ditch. "The prosperity guy mentioned an upcoming project to build new docks. So if he thinks there's a lot of money, there's some available for building."

The adviser prompted, "Does he believe that?"

"I guess. But he wanted everybody else to think so, too. And the next guy up is the builders' guild, House Houlton I think you said. He'd be all in favor of new docks, so he'd tag-team with the last guy."

"That's a good insight."

Stan squinted up into the cloudless, blazing sky. "Does any of this apply to the real world?"

"Your 'Outer Realm'? It's very similar. Would you like an example?"

"Please."

The fantasy tutor seemed unfazed by the context shift. "Let's listen to the speeches given last Fourth of July by the president of the United States, and by the president of the American Free States."

Stan listened to one proclamation praising "the ongoing struggle for equality" and one about "God-given liberty". He said, "Doesn't sound like the same holiday."

"Exactly. If you see the idols change, the culture is changing too. When you take that silly blindfold off" -- he meant, play in full graphical mode -- "notice how people are dressed along with what they say."

Stan pulled off his broad-brimmed hat to wipe his forehead. The sweatband was gross as usual. "I doubt that courtly fashion is very relevant today."

"Clothing is a symbol. Every human culture uses it that way. Look for it. That's your first lesson in diplomacy, your highness."

Stan looked around and laughed, feeling far removed from a royal court. He wasn't somebody who dolled himself up to "send a message"; he and the other Community farmers around him wore government-issue casual shirts and pants to block sunburn, that's all. But for some color variations and some people wearing t-shirts with snappy slogans like "Only morons read my shirt", they pretty much looked identical. That was practical, not symbolic, like everybody wearing wool in a country that had lots of sheep. Or newbie Thousand Tales characters having the same generic shorts and shirts because there was no nudity in public zones. Come to think of it, there were cloth and clothing merchants in the Isles even though regular clothes did little or nothing for your stats. He hadn't cared about them because he had nothing to buy or sell, and had higher priorities than making a cool wizard robe... which meant that anyone who looked at him either saw a newbie, or someone who just didn't care. He wasn't a mighty warrior in the game, just like anyone seeing him in the real world knew he wasn't a robed Arab or some loincloth-wearing tribesman or a uniformed soldier. They knew he was a Community kid, one of the horde of young people the government was putting on labor-intensive farms for lack of a clear idea of how else to use them. Interchangeable, unimportant.

He looked at his hat and thought about all the things it could be: fuel for a fire, or a bowl for fruit, or a sieve, or a mousetrap. None of those uses were practical but he could see them. This particular hat style was also a mark of a Community resident, as surely as a kilt marked a Scotsman.

Mina trotted into view and waved, wearing standard-issue too but with cleats and shin guards. "Soccer game's starting, Stan. You in?"

"I'm on shift."

"Shift ended ten minutes ago, and we could use another player."

He admired Mina stretching and showing off in the afternoon sun. "Sure; just let me stop by my room."

* * *

Later in the Endless Isles, a message greeted him. [You earned another magic element! You can pick one of the following due to your recent experiences: Kobold, Cave, Stone, Food, Shape, Metal.]

A tricky choice. He currently had Growth, a verb-ish element that was pretty limited without nouns. He felt a little constrained by the thought of only doing "Grow Metal" spells, let alone "Grow Kobold", but either would be an expansion to what he could do, not a limit. "Are these my only options? Not the list I had the first time with Sun and Sap?"

[Your options each time are based on recent experiences or in that first case, the wand you made. Now that you're getting your second element, you should know about two other options. You may upgrade an existing word to Level 2 to free up one of your four Level 1 slots instead of adding a new word, and you can replace your wand to immediately swap out that first element. (Once a day maximum.)]

"There should be some kind of, say, temporary element slot so you can swap stuff out easily."

[Ah, but it's not supposed to be easy! Make a selection.]

True; he couldn't have everything he wanted at once. "Since I'm starting to do smithing, how about Metal? Can I multiply metal if I use that with Growth?"

[Still risky, but you should profit from it on average. Keep in mind that you can get other verbs later to do more with the noun.]

"Metal it is, then."

An electric guitar fanfare played and metallic fragments swirled around him, condensing into a mystical symbol that then vanished. Stan did that devil-fingers rock salute, then noticed that his character had a brown tattoo-like mark on his right hand, in the shape of an ingot. On his left hand was a picture of a plant sapling. "What's this?" He also had a sort of bloodless red gash on his side where his major wound from last time hadn't healed yet; the minor ones were gone.

[You're doing shamanic magic, which comes with markings. These change with your powers. Up to four markings on the hands and feet, higher level slots farther up.]

Stan gestured with one hand and then the other to make his character do the same, looking the symbols over. He'd seen some people with mystical tattoos but hadn't paid much attention to the exact magic rules yet. "Marked as a magic-user. Okay, I can work with this. Now, there's smithing to do."

Tonight (well, broad daylight in the Isles) the workshop was busy. A guy in a leather apron was working the smelter already and chatting about dungeon-crawling. His main audience was a woman with tufts of pink feathers on her head, and feathered arms that ended in taloned hands. She was brewing something at the alchemy station. Alaya was there too, sitting around with a book and ignoring the other bystanders who were crafting wood and leather items.

"Did you get the arrows I left?" Stan asked the archer.

Alaya said, "Yeah; here's the money."

As expected, he'd foolishly spent copper ingots to get copper coins, but it was still nice to be paid. The money would cover a few workshop admission fees. "You look like you're doing well." She had upgraded to fancy leather armor and a nicer bow. The other two adventurers with her had similar middling gear like an iron spear for the bird lady.

Alaya said, "Haven't been online much lately. We're heading out soon to do some quest for Meg over there; are you still a pack mule?"

Hey, if that's what you want from me... Stan kept up his smile. "For hire. I even have a special power to carry more than usual."

"In those?" said Alaya, looking over his luggage. He had the crude cloth backpack Alaya had given him on his first cave trip, plus the burlap sack he'd found the assassin dagger in and had actually valued more than the dagger.

"I haven't had the chance to make a proper pack yet." Stan looked over to the leather crafter and said, "Hey." That sounded jarring after a day of royal diplomacy talk. "Excuse me, sir. Would you be willing to sell me a backpack? I don't have much but I've got copper ore and I can craft wood and metal things."

Alaya said, "I can spot you the cost, if you come along and that's your share of the quest loot."

"Let me see if I can do better," Stan said. The elf working the leather station seemed to be piercing a piece of hide with needles, without working one of those holographic puzzles to simplify the process. "Oh, are you using advanced crafting?"

"You noticed? I like doing the details; Ludo got me into trying it in the real world. So far I've just managed to hurt myself doing that but with this practice, I can do better next time." The elf paused and went through a stretching animation. "I can make a backpack for you pretty quickly if I use the simple mode for the biggest pieces; I want to get practice in doing the small fiddly bits. Can you get me some metal buckles?"

"Sure! I mean, yes. What else do you want as pay?"

"How about a couple of lizard hides?"

[Quest offered by Simaros: Professional Lizard Maimer. Get a couple of lizard hides. Reward: Leather Backpack. (Probably not cruelty-free.)]

"Easy enough. Be right back; maiming lizards."

Stan hustled out to go clubbing, but had a tough time finding the usual prey species. Instead he spotted a treehouse in the inland jungle, one that had sprung up in the last few days and now stretched across multiple trunks. A rope ladder led up there but had been pulled up. Stan frowned. It looked like somebody had built a home here and disrupted the totally realistic ecosystem of respawning lizards. Inconsiderate, but there wasn't a rule against it. All of Central Island was fair game for construction, not just the main village.

Stan said, "Huh. I don't think I can solve this one right away." There was a chance, though. If the game was trying to model the critters having being chased off, then they'd have shown up elsewhere. He stalked through the jungle away from the treehouse to find another hunting spot.

Soon enough, one found him. A trio of lizards leaped down from the trees and glared at him. Stan recalled that he was starting this battle off with a major wound and hadn't taken on this many at once before. He drew his club and jumped at the one on his right, scoring a solid hit. The other two snarled and stretched their long necks to bite him, and he only managed to dodge one. He gave up on tactics at that point and flailed everywhere. A bunch of wound icons flashed by but he was doing damage, too. He'd even killed one already! But with a frighteningly loud snarl one of the critters jumped him and bit his neck, making the screen flash red and fade out.

[DEATH. Stan took on a challenge at the wrong scale.]

Oh, hell, now what? He'd gotten killed for the first time after all these sessions.

[Respawning in five minutes.]

Stan groaned and stood up. Yeah, three at once with nothing but a club was a bad idea. He stretched, stepped out to the bathroom, and came back in time to have adventurer Stan reappear back at the Crown and Tail, without his stuff.

"No, no! My equipment! I put hours into that!" He checked his inventory; nope, nothing left. It was just a game; it didn't matter. But he'd worked so hard at it!

"You okay?" said a passing swordsman.

"I lost everything."

"Oof. Good magic items and gold?"

"Well, no." Stan laughed bitterly. For him, a few bits of wood and a burlap sack were most of his assets. "I can rebuild. I've still got the skills."

He trudged back to the workshop, thinking, Ludo must have some goal in mind; he wouldn't just screw me over completely with a random encounter.

"Sorry, mister," he told the leather-crafter, who'd made most of the parts of a backpack already. "That didn't go well."

"Don't worry about it. I liked making this thing, so you can just have it."

Stan's cheeks flared. "I don't want it to just be issued to me like I'm -- like it's nothing."

"Hey, relax. This world wouldn't work well if there were no handouts ever, and you can think of it as owing me a favor. Besides, you're going to contribute the metal, right?"

"I lost everything."

The smith who'd been working the smelter pointed to a pile of ingots on a table. "No you didn't; you left your last ore supply and your wand behind when you went to fill your bags with lizards. I did the metal for you while I was at it." Stan bit back a complaint, but the smith said, "My friend's right. And you should see the idiots who make the bustiest character they can so they can try scamming people out of good equipment. You're not one of those."

Stan took the metal. He said, "Thank you both. How do I start doing better metal, anyway? I think I need tin?"

"Once you've practiced enough with copper you can start making alloys of it. Copper plus tin gets you bronze, plus a few other options that would realistically need different metals. Then you can start making iron stuff with more practice."

The leather guy added, "Want to go see if any of your stuff is intact? Your club and wood blocks probably took a beating but there might be something to salvage."

Stan sighed. "No, it's probably not worth the trouble if I can start making better replacements. Oh! My bags!"

"I'm pretty sure low-grade items like those got ruined."

"Great. So if I do this pack-mule mission with Alaya, I really am going in with nothing to contribute but inventory space. Are you in on that too?"

"Not me. I'm a pretty casual player." Judging from his outfit, he'd put more effort into his leather-working tools than into actual adventuring gear. "They're going way over to West-10 North-4."

Alaya came back at that point, along with the smith who'd been with her and the part-bird lady named Meg. Stan said, "I hear you're going far out. Can I get a ride to South-10?"

The archer said, "We're going the other way. Are you ready for the hireling job?"

Stan looked at the pile of unworked ingots beside him. "Wouldn't it take hours? I can't stay online forever." He looked the explorers over suspiciously, trying to see beyond the official in-game messages. He'd assumed they weren't uploaders, and the fact that they weren't already super-advanced characters suggested the same.

Meg waved one taloned hand to him. "Someone has to be at the helm or you risk your boat getting attacked, but otherwise you can log out and be asleep. We should arrive in a few hours and then get to do the dungeon."

"I'm on the west coast and it's night here. I can't be online for a morning mission." He was a bit jealous of the idea that a ship was a mobile save point.

"Got work in the morning?"

"Yes, we're --" We're not all independently wealthy, he would've said, but that would be some bad party diplomacy. "Is there a way to reschedule?"

Alaya laughed bitterly. "I'm free all day until I can find a job."

"Oh! I... I'm sorry. I'm just a Community kid. Excuse me a minute."

He walked to a corner of the workshop and hit the help button. "Hey, Ludo? I've got a scheduling problem. Can I talk with you face to face?"

The fantasy world glassed over and the AI popped up to speak aloud. "Good evening, Stan. How are you doing?"

"I'm supposed to work in the morning, but maybe I can get out of it. Would I be disappointing you if I skipped out on this latest quest?"

The caped man paused, looking surprised. "I didn't set this one up; you did."

"But to get a raft I need that widget, so I need to meet a local AI, so I need to travel, so I need items..."

"You also need sleep and work, right? Don't let my game wreck your regular life."

"You're not just interested in how I play, then?"

"We play both worlds. A whole lot of culture takes place in imagination-land, more than humans like to admit. But you need to take care of yourself out there first."

Stan groused, "Your uploaders don't have to."

"The less self-absorbed ones know that if all my servers get seized by governments or blown up by terrorists, they're dead no matter what magic powers they have within Talespace. So they're not just on permanent vacation; they're working in your world in various ways to protect theirs."

He winced. And they were trapped in there except where they could go outside using robots. "I think I just felt a little sorry for them."

"Anyway," said Ludo, "People in the workshop are waiting on you."

"Oh! I'd better talk with them."

The conversation window closed. Stan said to the seafarers, "Sorry, but this trip doesn't work with my schedule. I should get to bed soon."

"Ugh, fine," said Alaya. "See you."

Stan considered the ingots he had yet to work. He began melting one while making a mold of packed sand for the buckles. "I can make flat things by pouring metal into a hole of the right shape, but how do I make something that's 3D on both sides, like a round hammer head?"

The party's smith grunted. "Want a hint? Sandwich. Two pipes."

Stan's eyes widened. "Oh, one mold atop another! And I'd pour in the metal. But why a second pipe?"

"For air to escape. Congrats; it took real smiths a long time to figure that out."

Stan expected a quest to pop up, telling him to use this technique for a reward, but none came. Still, he wanted to try!

His Slab was beeping at him to tell him to go to sleep. He glanced at it and glared. He'd started getting dinged on his Health score for not getting eight hours a night, even though he didn't need eight. He thanked the smith and finished crafting the metal bits for the backpack. The leather-worker took them and soon delivered a nice-looking piece of work. [Crafting result: Leather Pack. "A team effort."]

"This is mine now, right?" asked Stan.

"Sure. Get me those hides later if you get a chance."

"I will! Thanks."

He signed out from the game, but lingered at the title screen. He had ideas stuck in his head, too many crafting projects begging to be worked on. He said, "Ludo, I can't sleep. Is there some kind of... non-interactive game I can just listen to?"

"You mean a story?"

"Yeah." He flopped down on the bed.

Ludo took a deep breath and said, "In a hole in the ground there lived a creature called a hobbit. Not a dirty, muddy hole, but a comfortable one where he was happy..."

Stan drifted off to sleep before long and dreamed of adventures.









7. Playing in the Dirt

 

 

Stan spent the next few days working hard during the day and smithing by night. He managed to put one mold atop another and use holes in the top to pour metal in, then break his whole box open and pull out a fancy knife blade. He got a reward at that point: [You now know enough to begin making bronze and other copper alloys!] The real bonus, though, was in knowing how to do something complicated like that with his own virtual hands. If the Community had the right equipment he'd have been able to do the same thing in the real world, even. The players who just used the puzzle-based crafting system were missing out.

With his magic he was able to stretch his metal supply. Sometimes an entire ingot poofed out of existence, but on average his spells gave him around 20% more material to work with. He tried multiplying it again but just got a message that read [These poor copper atoms are abused enough already!] In reaction he went back out to that copper mine and found only slim pickings, a small amount of ore and a lizard to kill. No kobolds; the game was pushing him to move on.

Although it was fun to test the limits of his magic and skill, it was even better to know he was making stuff that was worth more than an equal pile of copper coins. With his woodworking he turned the blade into a proper knife with a handle, and learned to make a ship's wheel for somebody who was building a boat instead of the usual junky raft. Then he got to watch some of the assembly process for when they put together a bunch of other parts, and to learn. He hadn't known what a "keel" was, for instance, but the builders explained and let him contribute some basic shaping work.

"What are you going to do with this thing when it's done?" he asked.

One of the builders said, "She. We're planning to find an island nobody's seen yet, and maybe start our own town."

"There proably aren't many undiscovered islands near here."

Another would-be explorer shrugged. "We just have to go farther. We'll never run out."

Stan said, "Then won't everybody be able to say the same thing, that they found a new island too?"

"Sure. But who cares if other people have their own? This one will be ours."

Stan walked away when his part of the work was done, daydreaming about an island of his own.

Afterward he changed the public note for his character, from "Woodworker for Hire" to something broader. He checked his stats and saw:

[Stan Cooper

PRIVATE INFO

Account type: Standard

Mind: Tier-III

Body: Human

Main Skills: Woodworking, Inspect, Smithing, Merchant, Club

Talents: Pack Man

Shamanic Magic 1: Growth, Metal

Save Point: Crown & Tail Pub

PUBLIC INFO

Note: I make things!

Class: None]

He'd lost Dodge from his top five and Club was teetering. Maybe it was time to switch weapons at last. He spent a work shift daydreaming and listening to encyclopedia articles about smithing and weapons and armor and ships, how guns worked, how welding worked. Maybe he could get permission to take a welding class at the community college in El Centro.

One evening he excitedly traded two copper bangles for a little block of pale tin metal, then forged his first bronze. It worked basically like copper as he poured it into a mold. He used a stone peg inside the mold, to make it form with a hole through the metal so he wouldn't need to drill one. Once it cooled he mounted the new hammer head on a stick with a carefully shaped handle where it'd deliberately get stuck in place. Finally he had his first decent weapon! [Crafting result: Bronze Hammer. "Everything looks like a nail."]

It did, kind of! He wanted to do some pounding. Rather than risk losing the hammer right away, he joined up with a couple of newbies doing the cave on island East-2. Their raft was so crude that he didn't even need the Inspect skill to tell him it wouldn't last.

When he pointed that out, the group's leader said, "Yeah, this one's junk, but why make a better one if we can't keep it?"

He got them to take some extra wood along so he could make repairs for the return trip. They got back to Central Island (barely, after some wading) with some junky items that the gang called "vendor trash". Bits of shell and monster teeth, berries and bones and low-level herbs. "I want some of this stuff as my share," Stan said. The others were taking the handful of copper pieces they'd found and the junky bone swords and battered wooden shields from the skeletons they'd fought.

"Sure, but why?" asked the group's rogue, who'd had fun laying traps and backstabbing enemies while Stan mostly hung back and collected stuff. (Stan had gotten in a few decent hammer blows but took major wounds, too.)

Stan said, "I've met some alchemists and other crafters who'll pay a bit more than market price for the right thing at the right time." It had helped to hang out at the workshop more often than at the hilltop market, though he'd spent some happy time wandering there too and seeing what people bought and sold.

He was climbing the ladder, building up his skills and making a few trips as a hanger-on with other groups. The pack-rat job gave him a steady supply of minor items for little effort and introduced him to islands North-1 and South-1, nothing too special. South-1 didn't even have an underground dungeon so much as a small ruin full of interesting stones. Stan enjoyed the trips anyway and learned more about finding his way around the Isles. He'd get to the distant South-10 sometime. It was more important to feel like he was making progress.

* * *

The morning of the charity event in Mexico came. Stan had requested the day off and the request squeaked through the SCS despite a warning about his score. It was a surprisingly cool day, which suited Stan fine for construction work. He'd woken up without his alarm just as the sun peeked over the mountains. He wasn't allowed to grab breakfast on his own before the official breakfast hours, so he waited. Ms. Parker would be along soon.

A few minutes later, his Slab beeped. He reached out to turn off the alarm, but it was actually an appointment reminder. [Event: Blood Drive and Picnic. Starting in 30 minutes.]

There was a knock on the door. Stan opened it and found Mina there smiling. "You ready for some bloodshed?"

He laughed, but said, "I didn't sign up for that. Did you put me on the list?"

"It was opt-out. You're in unless you clicked the box to say no. We got seventy percent participation!"

He was a little dazed by the thought. "Give me a bit."

She nodded and left to wake some other people. Stan sat back down on the bed. How had he missed that? He'd been so caught up in his game that he'd forgotten, and had clicked right past a calendar notice yesterday along with several reminders for boring events he didn't want to do. He had no desire to get jabbed with more needles than medically necessary, even for a good cause. What really nettled him was the opt-out feature, which had said "Can we take your blood? Your answer's Yes unless you say No in a specific approved way." Mina was lucky that sex didn't work like that! But apparently the Community did, now.

Stan threw open his door again and spotted Mina at the end of the hall. "I don't want to do this."

"Aww, are you sure? It doesn't hurt much; I just don't look. And there's food afterward. A legitimate medical reason to prescribe cookies!"

"I've got something else planned."

"Suit yourself," she said, pouting. Stan wanted to change his mind, but no. She left to get ready for the trip.

Stan shook his head and grabbed his hat and a water bottle. He stuffed his Talisman into his back pocket too, to make sure he didn't miss any messages from Ms. Parker. He poked a few buttons on the Slab to make it clear he wasn't going, so he wouldn't be missed.

The Slab buzzed angrily. [Canceling an event on short notice has decreased your Participation. Your overall rank has fallen to C-. All off-Community privileges have been canceled until your statistics improve!] There was a little sad-face icon to help sympathize with this cascade of doom. A trombone sound played.

Stan stared at the screen. This inanimate object and its software were telling him he was forbidden to leave the area, because he hadn't earned enough points in an obedience-themed game he never signed up for. He fumed, I shouldn't be getting dinged on my score when I'm doing my best to be useful! Baron Hal was the guy to see about this; he could make an exception for today so Stan could get off-campus. Stan walked out to head for the admin building, where the overseer was probably still getting ready.

Stan was outside in the warming early morning, surrounded by the Community that was just waking up for another day of service. Along the way, the Slab in his hands beeped again. [Recommended event: Remedial Participation Tutorial. Click here to learn about having fun and fitting in! Reward: 1 point of Participation credit.]

There was a strand of hope, then. He could push the button, sit through a little interactive lecture, and maybe eke his way back up to C by one point. Except that he was actually not one point below C rank, but 1.3 points below. Even assuming he didn't need to re-submit his travel request, his fate depended on the SCS's policy about rounding fractions.

Stan hurled the Slab into the dirt, saying, "Damn you and your numbers!"

He marched back east past the dormitory. There were many Communities like his, but this one stood at the outskirts where the farms gave up and there was only desert and rock. In a daze, he crossed the edge of green. The sun poured into his skin, then flickered as he went farther and briefly put the mountains between it and him. The air here was dusty and restless. The invisible world of radio and Internet and GPS was all around him along with the world of rules and score-systems. Scraggly plants stuck up from the sand before giving way to nothing but dunes and the edge of the mountain range. The names around here -- Cibola, Castle Dome Landing, Fortuna Foothills -- made him daydream. He thought of treasure-hunting and cowboys and of the Mexican border just to the south, an arbitrary line on a map. The myths and rules and invisible energies here were just as important to how people lived as the things he could see and touch. Right now, those things felt like a spider's web pulling him back to his Community.

What if, he thought. What if some of the rules are stupid, and I don't want to play?

He walked farther east toward the sun, feeling wind from the mountains blow through his clothes. Sure he'd be yanked back at some point, but for now, it was nice to be... away. To be in danger from whatever drug gangs or other snakes were out here today, trusting in his own eyes to spot them and his own feet to carry him to safety. He saw none out here right now, which made him feel like a king of the land. He crouched and picked up a handful of sand. Sand was silicon, right? As the sun blazed down and sweat began to stand out on his forehead, Stan saw the desert wrapped in a new set of fantasies. It was wasteland now, but it could be a glittering landscape of solar panels, server farms, air-conditioned greenhouses and mountain tunnels, humming with games no one had thought of yet. Nothing was really useless.

Stan laughed into the wind. He was ticked off and seeing things. He did have obligations, but it was up to him which ones should be binding. He took out his Talisman and fiddled with it to get a signal from some ranger outpost nearby, then said, "Ludo, change of plans. Can you please have Ms. Parker pick me up a bit east of where I live?"

* * *

The old lady crabbed at him about having to drive even a little farther. "What were you doing out there?"

"Thinking." The car was a beat-up thing that required Ms. Parker to keep her hands ready to take the wheel if the autopilot got into trouble. "About why we don't cover the desert with solar panels."

Parker scoffed. "Too much work."

"No, really. Is that all?"

The lady drove in silence for a minute. "I never got to see the Earth from orbit myself, but seeing it in the sims made me a conservationist, not a preservationist. See, some of the early eco-fanatics who said 'can we please stop dumping poison in the river' cared about it mostly because they liked being in nature, and having it be useful, not so much nature itself. Your Teddy Roosevelt types would probably not mind glassing over a big chunk of desert for power, so long as they didn't wreck the whole place and it was sustainable. That's conservation. Your John Muir types, though, wanted to protect nature for its own sake. That's preservation. The second group's mostly won out in the US, since before the secession crisis. So that's why."

"So it's about some bunch of short-sighted idiots who don't care about having enough electricity?"

Parker laughed. "No. They're not wrong. They just see nature differently, as something that might be better off without people fouling it up. 'We belong to the earth' they say. If that's how you see it, other things follow logically."

Stan looked out at the passing farms and pictured them blotted out of existence like a stain, along with all the people, returning the land to its natural desert state. All because of people playing by a different set of rules and assumptions. Or was this land all naturally green before humans arrived? "The Salton Sea north of us. Is that our fault?"

"Yes and no. It's a nasty, stinking pond now due to some bad engineering, but it's been something like that off and on since before even the Indians got here. It might turn out better than natural if the cleanup goes well."

"I think I want to play more in that space world now, and see the way an astronaut does."

Parker smiled. "A nice view is one of the perks. Look alive; here's the border."

There was a road checkpoint. Although people could pretty much come and go, the town of Mexicali was weirdly split along an invisible east-west line with only a few paved road connections. Everything on the south side had a sort of aura of decay about it, with faded paint and roofs made of corrugated steel, more trash in the street, more windows boarded up or barred. Here, at one of the checkpoints, there was just an automated guard-box and retractable barrier in the way. It buzzed at them to present their IDs. Something obscene was spraypainted in Spanish on the box.

A few routine questions later and the little AI in there was satisfied that Stan and Parker had permission to leave US soil. They drove onward and Parker took control of the wheel to make up for the autopilot's trouble on the bumpy road. "They can't do asphalt right," Parker groused.

So far, the playground was only a dirt lot where a few piles of cinder-block rubble still stood from the strip mall that had been here. Parker pulled into a lot across the street where other cars and a bus had just arrived. A man was unloading wheelbarrows and shovels from the bus.

"Oh, shoot," said Stan. "I was supposed to get bottled water."

"There's a servo a block away," said a robot that was climbing out of a van. Stan stared. The dusty tan quadruped came up barely to his waist like a sculpture of a tailless wolf. Once it trotted closer, it raised one forepaw and waved, showing off an opposable thumb and two fingers. Its head wasn't really wolflike, but it had twin camera eyes on a swiveling mount, so that Stan could almost see it as a living creature. Plastic plates covered most of its hide.

"What...?"

"Petrol station. Get yourself a slab of water over there."

He tried to place the accent. "Are you Australian?"

"Sure am. Not familiar with bots, are you?"

"Excuse him," said one of the human volunteers. "He tends to lay it on thick around newcomers. T-shirt?" He held up a sky blue shirt with a fancy silver braid design on it, and a Thousand Tales logo.

"Y'didn't go with the wings design?" asked the Aussbot.

"There was an argument about it."

Stan took the shirt and tried to judge what he was seeing, thinking back to his lessons in the palace scenario. Most of the volunteers here were already sporting Thousand Tales merchandise and clustering around the box of shirts the man had unloaded. The robot was the only machine in sight, and it was a kind of cute design, not built for construction work. A couple of kids had already spotted it and were bounding over. Ludo had said the point of this event was to get people to interact with robots and to earn goodwill, but to do that he had to make it obvious the Tales organization was involved. Hence the shirts. Stan put his on. He said, "What was the argument?"

The kids were mobbing the wolf already, touching and hugging like it was just an armored puppy. It craned its head toward Stan and said, "Go get the water, will you?" before its attention was pulled back. Ms. Parker was already busy pulling bins of sandwiches and cake out of her trunk.

Stan's Talisman pad in his pocket beeped. He pulled it out and glared as though it'd order him around like his Slab, but it just said, [Incoming message: We can repay you. Mind holding the screen up as you walk there?]

Stan started walking away from the dirt lot down the run-down street. This was a neighborhood where he wanted to keep his eyes alert, but he held up the Talisman and said, "Like this?" It had a camera on each side.

A sort of winged cat appeared on the screen and spoke aloud in the Aussbot's voice. "Yep. I wanted a torchbearer."

"You're a kitty."

"Sphinx!" it insisted. "And I've never seen Mexico, so this is a bit of an adventure for me. Just hold up the camera so I can take it in."

Stan walked, keeping most of his attention on the alleys and the few cars on the road. "Did you split yourself to control the robot while we walk?"

"Nah, I fobbed the kid-wrangling off on one of my mates. I get the sense an unguarded bot would get stripped for parts, in a place like this."

The gas station smelled of something sweet and rotten and Stan's shoes stuck to the floor. The cases of bottled water looked all right, though. He easily hauled one and a bag of ice up to the counter and paid in the dollars he'd traded for.

"Lemme get a good look at the place," said the AI voice in his pocket. Stan held up the Talisman and filmed in a panorama, to the clerk's confusion. "And another shot from the far corner. Ta."

Stan couldn't give the sphinx a good view while lugging the water around, but they talked on the way back. "So Ludo spent processing power on making more AIs instead of... Sorry. I guess you get that a lot."

"Used to it. Had to impress some early customers, but we're tryin' to be useful. Whole operation's a game where we've gotta balance money and laws and reputation. Today's part of it. In fact we even held a contest to design the playground, so we got extra publicity that way."

Back at the work site, Stan delivered the water and ice and started cutting wood for the frame of a sandbox. It was simple work but part of a flurry of activity. Somebody had looked at a plot of dirt and seen a playground, that just needed somebody to make it real. Everybody chattered in English or Spanish as they sweated, putting up a swing set and monkey bars and even a wheelchair ramp leading to an elevated fort. Ms. Parker seemed especially pleased by that one.

"Over here, Mr. Cooper!" said the robot, apparently hosting the sphinx AI's mind again. He'd hardly lifted a paw but had arranged to be photographed hammering a few nails and shepherding the older volunteers' kids. A reporter had stopped by, getting shots of the people wearing Tales shirts.

Stan did as he was told, and got to help haul some heavy beams upright with the men -- the other strong men -- and anchor them. Together they built a rope bridge that would wobble and bounce excitingly as kids bounded across it, and a climbing net and other things Stan only dimly remembered from forever ago. People would get to enjoy this place that he'd helped make.

That blazing afternoon, many of the volunteers took shelter under a canopy beside the bus. Stan enjoyed the shade and lunch, though it was awkward being around so many strangers. Stan asked the robot, "Do a lot of AIs want, what'd you say, a 'lampbearer'? Just to look around in the real world?"

"Or torchbearer. I think you Yanks call a torch a flashlight? Without a ton of robots we can only look outside from gamers' cameras."

Stan pictured a submarine with narrow searchlights piercing the murky depths around it. Where there was an unfilled need, there was an opportunity. "What would you think about getting a wireless connection to some cheap drones to roll or fly through the desert? Would that be fun enough to pay for?"

The bot said, "We don't have much money, but let me ask around."

Ms. Parker elbowed Stan. "What are you going to do with your time in the pods?"

"The what?"

"We're going to the town's Fun Zone afterward. Free VR pod time for each volunteer. Why do you think people showed up?"

Stan looked around but saw no sign of the business Ludo's company owned. "I had no idea."

He worked for another two hours cutting, digging, hammering and finally stepping back to revel in the playground that had sprung up from nothing. "We made something real," he said.

"Always a challenge," said the robot. "By the way, yes! If you can set up some kind of interesting waypoints or an obstacle course or something, some of us would like to see your desert. And pay with your world's money, even."

An obstacle course? That did sound fun from a robot's perspective. It might be cheap to set up compared to buying the drones themselves. He could scrounge something up at the junk shops, maybe.

* * *

The Fun Zone was just two blocks away, serving a city that was poor overall but had hundreds of thousands of people, a metropolis compared to his Community or any of the nearby towns. It was a place set apart from everything, not by its distance from the sketchy self-storage place next door but by being new and colorful, covered with murals painted by many hands. Spraypainted dragons did battle with cowboys and jackalopes all over the outer walls. The dozens of volunteers streamed in and found a restaurant from another world.

Quadrotor drones hummed through the air above tables set with gaming controls. The big screens everywhere were windows into Talespace, from the Endless Isles to sub-realms he'd never seen. There were human employees wearing uniforms that belonged on starship crewmen. The wolf-like robot trotted in and waved to a living plush griffin.

The griffin sat up and spread its wings slightly. Motors whirred beneath the fur as it extended one bird-taloned yellow forepaw to wave. Its eyes glowed a soft blue above a blunt plastic beak that clacked open and shut when it spoke. "Welcome, friends! The restaurant is reserved for you for the next few hours. Have a seat for pizza!"

Stan tried to process the sight of the talking machine. He knew perfectly well it was just a robot with a pelt, but the effect was different from the cruder model he'd been looking at all day. It also wasn't limited to having a "real" body only on a video screen; it was here. "You're a myth," he said.

The griffin said, "Not anymore!"

Everyone took to the tables and a waiter gave out numbered tickets for the VR booths that lurked somewhere in back. "We have showers in the restroom area too," he said, looking skeptically at the sweaty workers. A few people went to take advantage of those first. Stan began to see what it took to make this little dream-castle work; he pitied the employees who had to keep everything clean. He'd been wearing the Tales shirt over his other one, so he at least had a relatively clean shirt to change into.

The griffin trotted around, chatting with people like it was perfectly normal. When it reached Stan he said, "Who are you, really? An AI or an uploader, or even a human controlling that thing like a puppet?"

It couldn't smile, but the machine bounced on its talons. "Everyone has their own story, sir. Mine's less glorious than most. Today we're here for you."

Stan pulled out his Talisman pad and turned to Ms. Parker. "Thanks again for this."

"No problem, young man."

He logged into Thousand Tales and got a look at a surprised Ludo, who said, "Why are you using this in here?"

"As long as we're mixing worlds," Stan said, "I want to use my Inspect skill on the griffinbot there." He held up the pad towards it.

A text window popped up on his screen, saying:

[Gail Fairwind
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Faction Flag: Knights of Talespace

Note: "Trying to earn it."]

"Earn what?" said Stan.

"Partly, these," said the griffin, extending its mechanical wings. Or trying to; the machinery only let them unfurl a little bit, for show. "Bah, the hardware design just isn't right yet."

"Still working on griffins capable of conquering the world?"

Gail giggled. "Okay, I confess, Mr. Cooper; I wanted to say hello to you in particular. You're the previous owner of my red Talisman. I hope it gave you a good time."

"More than that," Stan said. "Since then, I passed that one on to a friend and got a better one from Ms. Parker here."

"That seems fitting. Maybe my good luck will rub off on both of you, too. Have a fun day!"

Stan showered, ate surprisingly mediocre pizza, and watched people play with worlds around him. And then, it was his turn for the VR rigs.

Ms. Parker caught him pacing and panicking. "Not sure what to do with your time?"

"Yes, ma'am." When you had only so many hours and you were being handed the chance to do anything, picking any one thing was a painful reminder of all the things you didn't get to try.

She patted him on the shoulder. "Watch the tutorial video so you don't waste much time learning the machine. Then, pick a few things but don't try to do everything."

Dutifully, he watched the basic intro about the equipment. An attendant let him in early so he could see the last guy use it for a bit. The VR part of the Fun Zone was a back hallway lined with dark soundproofed carpet. Dim alcoves held one or two sleek blue tubes with a hint of rocket fins, with an array of straps and rods inside to climb into. A wallscreen showed him what was going on: a dragon flying through an airship battle and dodging cannon fire.

He pulled his attention away from that and looked at the attendant, a young Mexican woman who looked like she'd be equally at home at an ordinary restaurant. "Do you like working here?"

"It's all right. We're not important enough to deal with the uploading stuff, but Ludo's always helpful, you know? It's tough for anybody to be a crooked boss or a sleazy employee when there's an AI watching."

He thought, Watching. Is that really different from the SCS, and Baron Hal? Aloud he said, "How come it's not all done by robots?"

"Got to have humans here, by law. Besides, this is the kind of neighborhood where people steal copper off your roof for scrap. This job is easy work, really. You see a magical portal to another world, but I see padding that needs a good spraying with disinfectant, or maybe a flamethrower."

She was right; the futuristic room smelled of cleaning chemicals. A chime sounded inside the pod, and it returned to vertical so the man inside could climb out, saying, "Whew! It's different in that direct a play mode. Thanks." The employee smiled at him and went to work with a cleaning rag and spray bottle.

Stan watched how she was doing it, in case he ever ended up getting a job here. The thought surprised him; he'd never really imagined leaving California. It was an okay place.

"You're up," she said.

Stan climbed into the machine and got cocooned in its fasteners and screens and air conditioning. He could hardly move at first, but there was room to swing his arms and legs around. There was a little training level with a giant chessboard and mannequins, and then the game came to life.

* * *

He stood in the presence of Ludo, who crossed his wooden throne room to greet Stan. "Welcome to the Penultimate Lodge," he said. All around them the walls clacked and shifted, showing the stars in between. Stan stared up at the caped man who was offering his hand to shake.

At last Stan took the hand and felt its grip against his own. "It's strange to see you in person. Sir."

"No need to 'sir' me. Now, what do you want to play? There's a whole menu of popular scenarios, plus your official account." A grid of pictures appeared next to him, suggesting all sorts of ideas from Grand Canyon rafting to Mars exploration to surviving a haunted house.

"Ms. Parker said not to change the channel too much. I'll play my usual, but first... Surprise me."

"Hmm. How do you feel about cold weather? Dogs? Swimming? Tentacles?"

"Never been, no thanks, don't know, and oh God no."

"Just kidding about the last one." Ludo snapped his fingers.

Suddenly Stan was underwater in a world of blue-tinged sun and the burbling of bubbles. He felt chilly, rippling water all around him, and there were bulky tools in his hands. [Install the sea habitat's new pressure housing by moving panels into position and bolting them.]

He knew he could breathe, but the sight of water all around him and the bubbles streaming past his mask gave him a moment of panic. There was an emergency button somewhere by his head, back in reality, but he fought the urge to hit it. He drifted there underwater until his heart steadied. This was just scuba diving. In the distance dolphins or something squeaked and the hulls of boats bobbed at anchor.

He kicked his legs and flew downward to where big plastic panels lay on the shallow seabed. He grabbed one and rose again to where a scaffold extended underwater. A larger structure loomed overhead like a concrete pad or an oil rig, with hints of more surface platforms casting more shadows around him.

Maneuvering the big panel into place was a pain, but there were some satisfying clicks as it snapped into place. He flipped around the jungle-gym of a scaffold and saw the interior of an underwater habitat taking shape. "Some colony planet?" he said, unimpeded by the breathing mask he felt like he was wearing.

[No, this is based on what's actually happening off the Cuban coast. Want to keep going?]

In the blue distance he spotted titanic anchor cables, seafloor machinery, and a net that seemed meant to restrain a school of fish. He hadn't yet surfaced, and even down here there was plenty to see if only he wanted to swim around and look at it. But he only had so much time. He looked around longingly at this ocean world then said, "No, back to my real account."

A fade-out later and he was in an elegant brass-lined gymnasium with a padded floor. There was a sword in his left hand, and a reflection in the walls showing a startled princess in rugged clothes. Oh! Right, this is one of my official characters. He glanced down at the surprisingly well-filled leather breastplate he was wearing, blushed, and tested out the sensory feedback by squishing his hands against it a little.

"They always try that," his teacher muttered. "Good afternoon, your highness. Since you're more 'here' than usual, if you get my meaning, how about a fighting lesson?"

Stan turned to stare at a half-human with the body of a deer, rendered like a more reasonably proportioned version of a classic centaur. He'd seen this guy before in the princess scenario, but seeing him in VR mode was different. Stan walked around the room, touching the walls, tapping the floor with his sword, checking out his reflection and how she moved, and finally looking at the instructor again. "Uh, this is a strange request but..." His voice sounded higher, thanks to the VR equipment.

"You want to touch my deer half, huh? Go ahead."

Sheepishly, Stan walked up to him and pressed one hand against the short-furred hide. It felt warm and soft. In this little world he was supposed to be studying what... War, Law, Finance and Diplomacy, yet the simple things were more interesting. He stepped back and said, "I just wanted to know. I'll try the fighting now, thanks."

Instead of battling Stan directly, the teacher brought in a royal guard with one of those face-concealing helmets and a padded sword. A single bright strip of carpet now lined the floor. The teacher explained, "This is one form of fencing. The rules say you must stay in the carpeted lane, there, and the goal is simply to touch your opponent's body with the blade. Begin!"

The soldier advanced and Stan fell back, waving his sword like a feather duster. He got whacked across one arm and the stomach, and felt the blows as though through his padded clothing. He was back against the wall at the end of the fencing strip. Frantically Stan swung his sword to block one attack. "No need to swing it like an axe!" his teacher said. "Hold it left, right, high or low!"

The enemy made a big obvious downward swing, so Stan held up his blade to block high. Then left to counter a showy swing to his left, and so on. After the first few parries it got harder again, with less obvious signals. He got in only a few chances to jab at the foe and couldn't connect. Stan said, "I think I get the general idea."

The soldier stepped to Stan's right, off of the legal movement area, and kicked Stan in the back of one knee. Stan buckled and crashed to the floor, landing on padding. He lay there in shock. "What the hell? He cheated!"

"I didn't see anything."

Stan got up and lunged with his sword, scoring his first actual hit. The faceless royal soldier staggered. They danced forward and back in a flurry of swings and blocks, and then the enemy blatantly stepped out of bounds again to sneak attack.

"If that's how you're going to play, then fine!" Stan jumped out of bounds himself until he could use his greater speed to get behind the guy and kick him. He felt the impact as the soldier went down face-first. Stan stood on the fighting strip and flicked the foe's sword off to one side. "Had enough, cheater?"

The soldier slinked out of the room, and the instructor stamped the ground with his forehooves. "Ha, I was wondering if you'd stick to the rules. That's your first in-person lesson. Why don't you chalk it up yourself?" A chalkboard appeared on the wall, listing Stan's current stats from his past lessons at the palace:

[Law: 1

Finance: 0

War: 1

Diplomacy: 2

Other: ?]

Stan hadn't been training much in this little world, so his stats were probably below his designated rival Loren's. He didn't much care. He took a piece of chalk, then paused. "Was that a War lesson?"

"You tell me!"

He thought back to what he did this morning, in another plane of reality. The strip of carpet on the floor was just "the rules", a framework for a certain kind of combat. The real world didn't work that way... or at least, not consistently according to any one system, and there were dangerous people who learned how not to play. He could be one of them! He marked another point for himself in Law. "Now, what do I need to do for Finance?"

"Why?" asked the teacher. "To raise your statistics? To beat Princess Loren?"

"No. I want to know more."

"Then let's make this one homework, since I imagine you're busy. Later, try to chart where the money flows in any one place. From who to who, where to where?"

That sounded interesting, but the clock was ticking. "Thank you. For now, I should visit my other world." He looked into the nearest brass wall and pressed one hand against its cold surface, watching his reflection.

The virtual world faded and gravity shifted, so that he was crouching on sand, looking into the water. His reflection here was normal, matching his real build but for his idealized skin and the simplistic clothes he wore with bits of junky armor. The blocky stuff weighed on his limbs when he stood. He thunked one fist against his armored chest and felt a bit like a robot himself. "I think I liked the bouncy character better," he said.

"The what, now?" said Ms. Parker, standing beside him.

Stan yelped and flailed, landing again on the hot sand. "What are you doing here?"

She was an elf with sun-gold, unwrinkled skin and an alarming number of knives, but recognizably still the same old lady. "Adventuring, of course. Haven't gotten very far, though I'm not decked out in cardboard like you." Her own gear was just leather.

A tutorial message showed Stan how to gesture to bring up his interface. He'd seen other characters do the same hand motion, but the game made everybody's character do that even if the player was really pushing buttons. It wasn't a giveaway about who was playing how.

He took out his handmade hammer and brandished it, grinning. "What do you want to do? I feel like making something."

"I'm just along for the ride," said Parker. "Are you trying to become a legendary carpenter or what?"

Stan talked about his rafting goals. Then he addressed the air: "Hey, Ludo, I shook hands with you! Does that count for my quest?"

The answer appeared: [Good lateral thinking, but: within the Isles only, bub.]

Parker said, "Ah, the tyranny of raft construction. Why don't you just mark your progress with flags, and build more rafts as you go?"

"There aren't enough trees along the way. I'd have to carry lumber."

She grinned. "A multi-stage raft, then! Let's get you started."

They walked across a familiar island to borrow an axe and go cut trees. "I really need to make an axe of my own next." The bright sun warmed his skin as they walked along the wooded shore and chatted.

A familiar face stood out from the people coming and going on their way to adventures. It was the novice wizard Dominic, running to catch up to Stan. "I heard you're in a VR pod! And seriously, you're going to use your time for lumberjacking?"

Another few people ran up to join them and in one case, glided down from somewhere in the sky. Stan was surrounded by an axe-wielding gang of Dominic, Parker, Alaya the archer, the part-dragon alchemist, and even the phoenix kid who landed dramatically, wielding an axe in each hand. "Hey there!" said the kid, and gave one to Parker. "We're not going to have you waste time with that when you could be getting to the fun part."

Though he was surrounded by people he'd met before, Stan turned in a circle and saw them all again, not just as fellow gamers but as friends. It didn't matter that they were looking to do some of his work for him; it'd be fun and he'd still be a part of it. "Thank you all! Let's build stuff."

They chopped down several trees in a hurry, interrupted only by a rampaging leopard. After the fencing duel, the fight was one-sided and quick! Once they'd all chopped up wood, Stan filled his backpack with an unreasonable amount of it and felt the weight behind him. Everyone cheered him on and helped out as Stan crouched with a pile of simple ingredients to cut and lash together logs to build his first crude raft. Working with his own hands, feeling the timber and improvised rope come together, was more rewarding than doing the same thing would have been with a regular game interface. How did it compare to the real-world wood shop? Physically it might be almost the same, but today, he felt like a rock star.

[Crafting result: Palm Wood Raft. "Many hands make light work."]

Ms. Parker was tapping one foot and trying to look cross when Stan turned to her with a smile on his face. She said, "Well? Are you just going to play with blocks this whole time, or will you do something properly fantastical? Cast a spell or something."

Stan stood up and dusted his hands. "I ought to, huh? My spell selection is pretty limited, though."

An upgrade window popped up:

[Special Techniques: You've earned another talent! Make a selection.

-Gadget Inspector (from Inspect): Inspecting tools gives you a chance to see upgrade opportunities!

-Mighty Oak (from Woodworking): Wooden objects you craft are 50% sturdier!

-Ace Custom (from Smithing): Items you make yourself are more effective in your hands!]

It wasn't a spell upgrade, but then, he hadn't earned one of those. He had earned something though. "Those all look good, but I suggest a trade. Can I swap this thing for a new spell element?"

[Normally no, but for you, special price. Available elements: Wood, Create, Ally, Connection, Tree, Shore.]

The clock was ticking. Stan quickly picked Create, glad to have another verb. A swirl of light converged on his left foot, where there was presumably a new mark under his shoes. Stan gestured again and brought up the magic interface. This time, in person, he wasn't just looking at a user interface. He was doing magic. The glowing symbols slowly orbited him and the world was full of gates and spikes and whirlpools. Stan reached out for the new Create symbol, a sort of spark, and swirled it around his hand. It moved like a faint weight and left glowing trails. He had to dance to move it in three dimensions around him toward the Metal element and into a gate that could hold them both at once. When he got it right on the third try, a nugget of copper rippled into existence at his feet like a droplet congealing. It was about enough for a coin.

"Well, that's a start!" he said, and toyed with the thing. "Thank you all."

Ms. Parker smiled. "That's enough for me. I'm off to try something a bit different." She vanished without fanfare, into some other world.

They hauled the raft into a storage space called Davy Jones'. It wasn't a solution for an actual boat, especially given the cost, but it'd do until he got home and got to try the raft out. Alaya said, "So long as you're here, have you got time for a quest?"

"Island East-1 is burned out for me -- we probably won't see anything exciting -- and I won't have much time if we do East-2."

"Ah well. I don't want you bailing on us in mid-adventure, so go do stuff on your own." The archer looked a little disappointed. "See you around! This was more fun than I expected when Ludo called for a favor." The others echoed her.

"Thanks again, everyone!" Now, what could he do for fun when he didn't have the resources to craft anything else in a hurry in VR? He laughed. "Ludo, I may as well flip back to my royal duties."

In a blur of light, Stan became a princess again, back in the palace. His instructor was turning around, looking surprised. "So soon? I thought you were uneasy about your role in the royal family."

Stan paced the room, wondering if it was just his imagination that walking felt different. "Is there a lesson you can cover somewhere outdoors?" Something rumbled in the distance.

The teacher said, "I have just the thing. How about --"

Just then, a massive clawed hand smashed its way into the fencing room and grabbed Stan. He yelped in a high pitch and looked around wildly. He was in the clutches of a dragon, feeling squashed by its scaly hide! The beast was in the palace garden full of shrubs and there were guards swarming out to shoot arrows at it. Stan called out toward the training room, "Was this on your lesson plan?"

A well-placed arrow hit the dragon's wrist and made the muscles twitch, loosening its grip. Stan wriggled partway free from its fist. It lashed out with its head to try to bite him. His whole view was full of teeth and burning eyes and that dark gullet. Stan scrambled to safety behind the nearest wall, which was just the monster's arm. Then the dragon's mighty wings slammed down on the air and lifted them both skyward! Stan yelped as the ground fell away and the palace and guards raced by, followed by fields. He instinctively tried climbing up along the arm for a relatively safe perch, and found himself crouching on the dragon's back. The wind was hot and threatened to blow him right off. His stomach churned. The dragon banked to one side and carried him along, forcing him to hold onto its scales. "Down!" he shouted, but the dragon wouldn't obey.

He had his sword. Stan held on with his right hand and grabbed the hilt with his left. He jabbed down but the blade skittered off the dragon's scales. He cursed. There was a spot farther up toward its neck that looked like it had thinner protection; he just had to reach it. The "ground" swayed under Stan as he crouch-walked along, trying to ignore the wind and the land far below. At last he reached the weak point and stabbed desperately, twice. The colossal monster screamed and lost altitude, flapping desperately and rolling over. Stan hung on for dear life. There was a river nearby and they were headed right for it. Good! They kept falling together, and just before impact Stan jumped off and hit the water. It rippled all around him and chilled his skin.

The game faded out and a fanfare played. [Result: +1 War skill. That's all for today! Thank you for playing.] The VR pod slowly rotated back to its upright and locked position. A moment later it clicked open. Stan wobbled as he stepped out, back in reality. The lady who'd set up the pod for him offered to steady him but he kept his balance.

I could have been a dragon myself, thought Stan. Or an astronaut, a superhero, anything. Even so, he hopped down from the pod with a smile on his face.

He stretched and headed back to the main room of the Fun Zone. Ludo was on one of the screens, but in the form of a blue-feathered griffin talking with one of the other volunteers. Stan waved and said, "Thanks again! I'll be online later."

"You ready to go, young man?" asked Ms. Parker.

"Yeah. Thank you too, ma'am." Stan gave her an awkward bow in the style he'd seen in princess-world. "Maybe we can play again together, sometime."









8. Banned

 

 

Back in the real world, it was sunset. He'd been dropped off shortly before curfew. He hustled from the edge of the farm toward his residence hall. He was still caught up in his daydreams, imagining the Community as a farm on Mars or underwater. Maybe he could find some used VR gear for himself so he could do fighting and crafting in even more detail. Or get a tablet with a bigger screen, or a third character account. 

On the way to the dorm, one of his fellow Community guys spotted him. "Stan! Where've you been? The Baron is pissed."

Stan winced and felt his fantasies shatter. "I had a reservation to leave for the day."

"Well, tell that to him. I don't know what set him off, exactly."

Stan nodded and went to his room first. It had been searched. The mattress was at a strange angle, the sheets were piled up, his clothes had been shoved around, and the few other things he kept strewn around were messier than usual. The photo of his mother lay face-down on the desk. What was the point; to look for drugs or to find him hiding under the bed instead of attending the Community's events?

He figured his Slab would notify him of any formal summons from Hal, but he'd left it in the dirt. He sighed and headed for Hal's office.

Baron Hal was behind his desk, sitting with his hands under his chin. "Stan. Hello. Come in and shut the door."

Stan sat on the chair facing him. He sank into the deep cushion, putting him lower than the boss. "I had an event scheduled already and I couldn't cancel that on short notice without letting people down."

"You had an obligation to the Community, and that takes priority. You knowingly broke the rules and went AWOL."

Stan blinked. "A wall?"

"Away without leave. I like to think I run a well-oiled machine, with kids coming and going each year, but sometimes the system breaks down. This is one of those days."

He wondered what the game's Inspect skill would show him here. He imagined ["Baron" Hal Ferrum, Bureaucrat class], and chuckled at the thought of how one would earn that label in-game.

"What's so funny?" said Hal.

"It's not important."

"Your thoughts are important. I want to know what was going through your head when you decided to run off for this particular event."

"I already said I'd scheduled it in advance. I didn't know I was being automatically signed up for the blood drive." Stan sat up straighter. "I didn't think the Community would start claiming my blood without my formal permission."

"You gave permission to the necessary rules by coming to the Youth Community Program."

"I never had a choice about doing national service years."

Hal said, "You had plenty of choice. You could've spent your service years in the military or in another approved program to do something constructive." He jabbed one finger down on his desk. "In my Community you've been ordinary, nothing outstanding, and that's okay. But lately, your score has been slipping, and today I found out why."

Hal took a Slab out of a desk drawer and slapped it down on the desk, scattering bits of the dirt that still littered it. "You've been playing Thousand Tales and listening to a gang of greedy Nazis who want us all to starve and die."

Stan leaned back, thinking, Where did that come from? "I helped build a playground."

"You consorted with a corporation that hurts people. I thought I'd banned it here, but our network settings were too lax. So. Your gaming device." He held out his hand.

It was in Stan's pocket. "I got my Talisman from a friend, not the Community."

"Hand it over."

"I earned it."

Hal's expression softened. "I think a lot of our issue here is just a misunderstanding. We're a team, Stan. You kids work hard and I protect you from the higher-ups' meddling, and from other problems, and make sure you all have the tools you need to live comfortably and do your jobs. That means our success is a team effort. The things you have are yours with the understanding that there are rules in place to manage them, for the good of everyone."

"And by 'manage' you mean 'take'," said Stan.

"It was never yours in the sense of you being able to selfishly hoard it and go 'mine, mine!' We have rules, kid, and one is that you can't have a toy that causes issues for your Community."

"What problems?" Stan said. "It's not just a toy, either. I'm learning more from it than from any of the stupid Slab programs. We should all have these."

Hal looked horrified by that thought. "And have everyone getting whispered to by that thing? I don't think so. I've already confiscated the gadget you foisted on Eddie. Now hand over yours."

Stan had spent one good day away from the Community and Hal was treating him like an axe murderer. There was no way out; Stan had to obey, didn't he? He said, "Or what?"

Hal said, "You're risking a D rank on your SCS. A Deficient score." He spoke it like a curse of death. "You'll have to be confined to your room except during work periods, and need to go through the Disciplinary Remediation Program instead of playing fantasy games. We'll need to look at other intervention methods if that doesn't help. Look, son --"

Stan hopped to his feet. "You are not my father!"

Hal recoiled. "Whoa, there. I see you have some issues to work through. The first step is to get this game out of the way."

Stan shook with the lingering moment of anger. How dare Hal the bureaucrat try to claim him like family? Stan tried to steady his muscles and his thoughts. "So that's how it is?"

"That's how it is."

Stan handed over his Talisman with an exaggerated courtly bow. "For the record, sir, do you still have a claim on my blood?"

"Get out of here, kid."

* * *

Stan lay on the bed in his room, stunned. He had his Slab again, of course, and all the wholesome educational software he could ever be allowed to want. Physically he was safe in an adequate room, dinner was available soon, and he had clothes and entertainment. Other than lacking access to one video game out of countless thousands, what was there to complain about?

He wondered if horses ever resented being kept on farms.

He checked his Slab. He was at C- rank, just above Deadly Deficient Doom. (There was no F rank, for fear of hurting people's feelings.) There was a schedule laid out for him, and the usual options for rearranging it were disabled. He was going to be working in the fields for the next month and doing occasional kitchen duty, and was already signed up for several educational events. So long as he did what he was told, he could easily boost his rank up to B, partly due to the temporary bonus for improvement. Stan flicked listlessly through the rules about how to be a good citizen and get full credit for it. The numbers no longer interested him except for where he could see the cracks between them, the way that the system was poorly designed by somebody who'd never had to live under it. Why give so much social-activity credit for using the forum, for instance? Or for just sitting there for movie night?

Bah. How was he going to get his Talisman back? He couldn't even get in easy contact with Ms. Parker because he'd relied on the game for communication with her and didn't have her actual e-mail address. Nor could he arrange for travel off-site.

What keeps me here isn't walls or chains; it's just a game where someone said I "have to" play a certain way. The point of the Community's game, the thing he was being rewarded for, wasn't so much a healthy lifestyle as obedience. If the rules suddenly changed to tell everyone to get naked or set themselves on fire, then that's what the good citizens would do. Stan fumed, then slept.

* * *

The next day he found Mina while working in the greenhouse. She, too, had been assigned to the sweaty mid-day shift today. He cleared his throat and tried to think of something diplomatic to say. "So. I guess you've heard what happened yesterday."

She looked stricken. "I didn't report you. Hal saw you weren't there for our event, he checked the logs, and then he got totally distracted. We were just standing around for ten minutes while he contacted somebody higher up. It sounded like he got info on your movement and network traffic. At first he was worried for you, but then he figured out you'd left town for a Thousand Tales event. And then he was ticked." She shook her head. "I've never seen him like that."

"He ranted about the Tales people somehow being Nazis," Stan said. "Something about how their company is hurting people."

"I'm pretty sure their AIs don't go around clubbing people to death."

Stan went through the motions of inspecting the experimental crops, going along the rows with her. "Then what's Hal's deal? He wants to enforce the rules, sure, but he's usually all smiles even when there're problems."

Mina gasped. "You know, I think he might actually be a person!"

"Uh...?"

She laughed and poked him with a ruler. "He's allowed to have feelings of his own, you know. Maybe he overreacted. I guess he just hates people running off unannounced, or he hates that game."

"Fair enough," he said, and smiled sheepishly. "I do want my Talisman back, though. And is Eddie in trouble too?"

"Hal took his machine but just gave him a wrist-slap for having unauthorized hardware on the network."

They worked quietly together. There was no game to keep his mind busy, but it was at least nice to be here with company. Mina eventually said, "Are you going to turn things around now and get a good score? Hey, why're you laughing?"

Stan stifled his guffaw. "Sorry. I was just imagining everyone stuffing their faces with ice cream because there was some new directive from the dairy industry and we wanted to get points for it." He'd imagined Mina in particular, scarfing down three gallons of Rocky Road because the rules now said it was good for her, but it didn't seem wise to specify.

"That wouldn't happen without a good reason."

Stan looked up from the plants and said, "Seriously? I mean, is there a point where you'd ever say, screw the rules; this one's stupid and I'm not doing it? Because that's what happened to me. And I think that scares Baron Hal. What if we all told him no to something? He'd stamp his feet and take away our points and say we have to stay in our rooms. And if we said no to that..."

Mina's laughter was nervous, a little hollow. "Have you been playing some kind of revolution game with that AI?"

"Actually no. My main character's the world's poorest smith, and..." It was okay to tell her, to share a little embarrassment with her. "My second character's a princess hanging out with nobles in a palace."

Mina coughed into her fist. "You? I didn't think you were the type to play one."

"Well, if you're going to use a third-person camera and stare at a character from behind, you know. Anyway you're better-looking. And the lessons aren't just in-game stuff. I would've loved to take high school courses this way instead of sitting in a classroom with thirty other kids." His eyes widened. "There probably are kids growing up training this way. Right now. A generation that has individual, personal tutors."

"Yeah, and telling everybody you're special, you're a prince or princess, even though the whole world's moved on from having royalty."

"Has it, really? We joke about Hal being a 'Baron', but he's not the only Community overlord to have that kind of nickname." Stan shook his head. "It probably would be stupid to tell every kid they're super special. In this game, though, you really aren't special unless you earn it." He told Mina about the "Royal Succession" contest and about his adventures in trying to be an island-hopping hero with a burlap sack and a wooden club.

Mina listened with interest. "If you behave yourself, maybe Hal will be willing to give the game back."

"Maybe. For now, though, I'm cut off from it. If you get the chance to leave the Community, maybe you can get in contact with a friend of mine and let her know I'm okay. I have her address but not her e-mail. Oh! I'm in the market for cheap remote-control drones, too."

"Why?"

Stan said, "To make money renting access to them for the game's uploaders and AIs. They'd pay to 'go outside' to an exotic location like our backyard."

She stared at him as though rethinking everything he'd told her about the game. "Did they put you up to that?"

"No, it was my idea. Mostly."

"That's kind of cool. You could chisel some money out of the rich people instead of the other way around."

* * *

Stan applied himself to the SCS. Besides Hal's judgment counting for one-seventh of his score, there were the six categories: Health (exercise, diet), Contribution (work, education) and Participation (social events, media use). Over the next week Stan worked out more often and ate exactly what the recommendations said. The Diet system was meant to be a fun little game with bonuses for, say, eating a mystery vegetable that was announced after dinner, like bingo. So, Stan made sure he sampled every single veggie on offer, like buying all the lottery tickets. Exercise? He worked out for the specified time on the specified exercises, exactly as recommended; he really had been behind on cardio. His work schedule was already assigned, but he volunteered for literally every opportunity that opened up. Most of the time he wasn't selected since someone else had signed up too, but he got credit for offering.

For Education and both parts of Participation, he showed up for every possible social event, every sing-along and movie night and lecture. While he was attending, he found ways to leave early or do something else at the same time. He was particularly proud of one time he watched a cartoon about sharing with his fellow 18-20 year olds, while using his Slab to post a short, cheery reply to every single topic on the Community forum, and paying adequate attention to an educational game about time management. He even controlled his water usage by doing the sponge-bath thing half the time. He was a model citizen, even if he didn't smell too good.

After a week of this strategy, Mina caught on. She came to him just before curfew and found him slumped exhausted in his chair, poking at his Slab. Talking ice cream cones in many flavors bounced around on the screen to teach him about diversity.

"You can't keep this up, you know," she said. "Can I come in?"

The evil vanilla cone exhorted the mint one to stop being minty. Stan was mostly ignoring them and skimming a borrowed paper book instead. He yawned and said, "Sure, come in. And, I can work hard longer than Hal can stay mad."

"I don't know about that. When that thread about Thousand Tales popped up on the forum and I squelched it, I had the chance to ask the Baron what his problem with the game really was."

"He wouldn't tell me."

"Of course not. You'd already gotten him mad. He knows I'm in his corner, so I could ask."

What was that saying Ms. Parker had used in conversation, once? "Only Nixon could go to China." It had taken her a while to explain it.

"Huh?"

"Nothing. I feel like I just gained points in diplomacy. So what'd he say?"

Mina leaned back against Stan's dresser. "Hal has a sister named Clementine. Ludo talked her into going to work at one of the uploading clinics."

"And?"

She grinned and folded her arms. "Well, royal diplomat? You tell me."

"Where did the sister go? It'd have to be outside the country... Oh, I get it. Hal's so gung ho about his rules that he thought Clementine would be too, running a Community of her own or something. But instead she left the US, and they probably had a big argument about why."

"Basically yeah. She was a medic studying brain disorders and behavioral problems like Chronic Material Attachment."

"What?" said Stan.

"I had to look it up. It's the syndrome of being crazy insistent that nobody can take anything from you."

Stan laughed. "Mina, do you really believe in half this, this propaganda?"

She looked away from him. "I looked up your friend Parker in town. Told her what happened and that you're okay. She got all righteous on me like I'd kidnapped you."

"Thank you," Stan said.

"For what it's worth, she thinks you're pretty great for 'your rotten generation'."

"So are you. I started getting interested in the Tales educational stuff partly because I'm a slacker and I saw you're not."

"I know how to work with the system," she said, looking a little vain. "If you'd play along too, and I don't mean trying to smartass your way through it like you're doing, you could get into a college and work to reform things. Rearrange the rules, make the score system more reasonable, make sure honest folks are running things. You might be good at the Community supervisor job."

He tried to picture that. Sir Stan, running a little manor with an ever-changing array of kids farming and toiling under his command. "What did Ludo say to Clementine, to make her drop what she was doing and run off to join the digital circus?"

"I don't know. Scary thought, that maybe it was something the AI said. Some web of illusions and fantasy so convincing that it can make somebody rethink their life."

It probably wasn't just that Clementine had played the game and decided she really, really wanted to upload and become a space ferret or something. "Whatever happened, I bet she had to be ready to hear it. Ludo's not magic; he can't just send a robot to tap you on the head and whisper something and bam, you join forces."

But Ludo had shown him things, let him learn and explore and create, made him uneasy, gotten him thinking. Stan imagined zooming out from the Community and seeing how scrip flowed from Baron Hal to the residents and out to local businesses, then back to the central government. At the same time, a totally different system of imaginary money sloshed around in Talespace and a third network of favor-trading was bridging the worlds. He saw the near-identical standard clothing he and Mina were wearing and how it marked them. He saw the very walls and furniture of his room as living space, working space, that didn't have to be used for this particular type of Community but could be set to any purpose or even reassembled into something totally new. There were so many other ways of seeing this world than through the lens of one set of rules! He was a pawn in games much bigger than himself, but... he didn't have to be.

"Are you all right?" said Mina.

His face and hands felt like the blood had drained from them, leaving him in dread as though preparing for a battle. "I think, when Ludo or his minions say the right words to you, you don't necessarily know it at the time."

* * *

Another week of hard work and a blur of activities Stan didn't care about. The Slab's little games and the Community's activities were so dull that he buzzed his way through the book he'd borrowed from Eddie -- Technology In the Ancient World by Hodges, about ancient smiths and wheel-wrights and how inventions came about -- and into a book called Life In a Medieval Town that he found online. It was great to learn this stuff on his own, outside of any official channels, but he hardly had time for anything but filling in all the possible checkboxes to maximize his SCS. Also, damn it, he wanted to play Thousand Tales!

Mina shared a table with him over dinner. "I went out to visit Ms. Parker again."

"How's she doing?" He'd gotten Parker's e-mail address from Mina last time, but the lady hadn't said anything about Mina's latest trip.

Mina said, "She let me play. Do not tell Hal."

Stan looked around the cafeteria. Nobody seemed to care and the microphones wouldn't either, so long as he didn't start using words like "assassinate". He said, "How was it?"

"As royal aspirant Prince Minos, I bring word that that the game is pretty convincing."

"Oh, bull. You picked the same scenario I got?"

"I thought it'd be fun. Parker wanted to do some space thing but I just watched over her shoulder for a few minutes and got bored of that."

"Which teacher did you pick?" Stan chattered happily with her about whether their designated rivals were real people, and about Mina's first lesson.

She'd tried to break the game by demanding to head for the palace kitchen, which led her to a surprisingly in-depth discussion of how to cater for hundreds of diners at once. "I guess I learned something," she admitted. "Probably it applies to feeding fantasy armies too. Or the Community."

"A prince who can feed his people can't be completely bad."

Mina nibbled at her salad. "Which is why you shouldn't be so hostile toward Hal."

"As long as he can take my stuff and order me around and there's nothing I can do about it, he's a bad guy to me. Even if he mostly does a decent job with this place."

She sighed. "At least we can agree on Parker being decent. She offered to show up before curfew tomorrow night with junk food and her Talisman."

"Really?"

"I thought your eyes would light up like that. You both make it sound like a prison visit. Does the game mean that much to you?"

"Not the game itself, so much as the chance to do something different, to see some friends again, to learn something that's not on an approved list."

* * *

The next evening, Stan ducked slightly early out of a showing of the documentary "Hands Across the Border" so he could sneak to the southeast corner of the Community. He felt like a criminal even though he was staying within the arbitrary rectangular bounds of the farmland, just off the road. Ms. Parker rode up and laughed at the sight of him. "I figured you were a bit of an addict."

"I can quit anytime I want to," Stan said. "But I don't want to. It's nice to see you, ma'am."

She got out of the car and pulled out a plastic tub of brownies and her Talisman. "Covert food and game delivery for you, then. Are they treating you okay?"

"I'm trying to get a perfect score on my diet..."

"You could forget to record that you actually had a decent dessert. I'm sure you'll work it right off, and you can share the rest with your friends."

Stan thanked her and took the food and the Talisman, then looked around awkwardly.

Parker noted that Stan wasn't leaving the grass. She said, "Have they put a shock collar on you, to zap you when you're out of bounds? I've pulled over just outside the lines; I doubt anyone will notice or care if you sit in my car."

Stan said, "Why are you doing this, ma'am?"

"The flowers, mostly." She grinned. "You have some class, and a bored old lady is allowed to have eccentric hobbies."

Stan sat in the backseat of the car and fired up the Talisman. This was the new model, so the controls were laid out a bit differently and there were two cameras on the front for a 3D view of him. The game's title screen was in his own style, boards and bronze in front of an ocean. There were cobwebs on the logo. "Ha ha." He gave Parker up front a glance; she had an ordinary tablet and was reading. He shrugged and jumped into the game, happy for the chance to sneak in a session. "Endless Isles, please."

He reappeared on Central Island, where he'd saved most recently. The big plan of sailing out in search of an AI to shake hands with was a silly one, but it was nice to have a goal at all. A friends list showed that Dominic the mage was online, so Stan sent him a hello. While waiting for a reply, Stan tried out magic again on the beach. The Create and Metal elements together gave him a coin's worth of copper for each successful casting. There was a reasonably short cooldown time, so the spell was a dull but reliable income source. Knowing Ludo, though, if he stood there casting one spell over and over there'd soon be a land shark or a volcano to distract him.

With just a little new metal, Stan hefted his hammer and backpack, and hurried into action. First he dumped his backpack-load of lumber outside the workshop, and then he went looking for trouble. In the jungle he surprised a pair of those big lizards. They hopped back and let out a double snarl. Three of these things had been too many for him, but he'd been wounded at the time. These things were resources. Stan gave a quiet battle-cry (mindful of Ms. Parker) and leaped ahead to attack the one on his left.

They snapped at him, but he got in the first strike and darted behind a tree. From there it was hit and run until he landed a solid blow to one critter's head and knocked it out. He started trying to cast a spell on the vines near the other beast's feet, hoping to entangle the thing, but the process was too slow and he got slammed against a tree. [Major wound!]

He recovered, dodged, then found he'd lost his hammer. "I am not starting that whole process over again!" he said, and whipped out his knife for backup. He feinted twice to force the lizard back, grabbed the hammer in his other hand, then charged ferociously with both weapons until in a flurry of traded blows the second lizard was dead.

A contact icon flashed in the corner of the screen. It was Dominic, saying, [You're back! Want to meet up?]

Stan responded, "Sure. I'm on Central, heading for the tavern."

[It'll take me a while to get there. Man, you're still doing the most basic milk-run stuff?]

"I've spent too many hours daydreaming lately about how to break out of that. Watch this." Okay, Dominic wasn't around to see, but someone was.

Stan had two dead lizards and a backpack that held more than it should. He stuffed one critter awkwardly into the pack and dragged the other one along, heading for the Crown & Tail. Along the way, a third lizard jumped him. Stan dropped everything, whipped out his hammer again, and killed the beast in two quick rounds. He had two major wounds now, and his pair of minor wounds wouldn't fade until he was clearly out of trouble, but he was starting to get to the real plan.

He greeted the startled chef at the tavern by saying, "Here: lizards! Keep the meat but give me the hides, okay?"

The cook today was a woman who looked badly out of place, in a patchwork of wood and leather armor and toting a war axe on her back. "Uh... okay?"

Stan ran off to fetch the third dead lizard and towed that back too. He was in luck. While he waited on the skinning he cast his metal creation spell a few more times. So now he had a little extra copper plus raw hides. Next, the market! Up on the hill he found a cloth merchant and said, "I want that." He was pointing to the burlap tablecloth that held his actual wares.

The merchant laughed at him. "That's not going to give you any stat bonuses."

"I don't care; I just want a sack. Want some fresh hides?"

"Heh, sure. I'll even do it up as a proper bag with a drawstring."

A bit of crafting later (while Stan made more copper) and Stan had a bag to go with the backpack, both holding 50% more than normal thanks to his Merchant ability. He'd brought most of the lumber uphill with him, so he sold that too for next to nothing. He could always get more. He spent his profit on a single ingot of tin. Back downhill, next!

In the workshop he paid his admission fee, headed for the furnace, and skidded to a stop. A robed mage with a mask was staring at him and waving. Stan scanned him:

[Dominic

PUBLIC INFO

Class: Mage

Faction Flag: None

Note: "Initiate of the Vengeful Thorn Style!"]

From behind his blank mask Dominic said, "Hi. I've been powering up while you were gone!"

"Cool. What did you have to do to get a mage label?"

"Learned to do this kind of thing." Dominic raised one hand and an arrow flew up from his belt, shining in an eerie red glow. "If I keep practicing I'll be able to do a whole cloud of these at once." He flicked his hand and the arrow returned.

"And the mask?"

"More for style than stats. What about you? It doesn't look like you've changed much."

"Heh, well, I've been busy." He put his metal into the furnace and stoked it with coal; he hadn't found out yet who was supplying that and probably owed them. "Mind doing the bellows for a bit? I want a good quality rating for this; I'm making a bronze hatchet."

"Sure." The masked wizard hopped onto the furnace's set of floor-mounted bellows and started doing the dancing-on-arrows puzzle to bring the heat. Stan crafted a mold just like he'd drawn repeatedly with a 3D modeling program on his Slab. It was a pair of tight-packed boxes of sand mated together, with a hole shaped like an axe head, with a peg through that where there should be a hole through the finished product. It took some convoluted thinking to prepare, even though real smiths had done the same thing millennia ago. Dominic added, "That doesn't look like enough metal."

"You're thinking mighty barbarian axe. I'm thinking wood-cutting hatchet."

Slowly his creation took shape. Smoke bubbled up from the mold as from a magic ritual, making the air around him ripple with heat. He avoided doing the abstract puzzle that some smiths did, in favor of seeing what he could really make with his own design. When he cracked the mold open like last year's Winter Holiday presents at the Community, the new hatchet head gleamed and there was even a lens flare graphics effect on it for a moment. Stan had a handle ready by then, and he attached it and used magic to grow a bit of the wood into place and hold it.

[Crafting result: Bronze Hatchet. "Conceived in the back of a car."]

Stan brandished the new tool. Dominic applauded and a happy tune played.

Ms. Parker looked up from her reading. "Beat a boss?"

"Forged something, ma'am. I mean casted."

[Special Techniques: You earned another spell element for your recent magic use, but that's been swapped out automatically for another skill talent! Make a selection.

-Gadget Inspector (from Inspect): Inspecting tools gives you a chance to see upgrade opportunities!

-Utility Belt (from Merchant or Smithing): Treat a set of tools as one item for purposes of weight and item protection!

-Ace Custom (from Smithing): Items you make yourself are more effective in your hands!]

Stan ogled the choices. "Are these talent menus all meant to be tough decisions?"

Dominic said, "Those? Yes. It's based on what you've been doing, with some extra suggestions to tempt you to try something different. If you don't like them you can refuse and check later for different options."

The best way to advance was to have something more valuable to sell. "I'd like either of the others, but for now let's do Gadget Inspector." An upgrade jingle played. He asked Dominic, "What's that 'item protection' thing?"

"If you keep using the same items, they can become permanently linked to you so they don't get dropped if you die."

Ah right; he'd read about that feature. So instead of endlessly climbing the ladder from leather armor to chain to plate to super holy spiky crystal, players had an incentive to get some decent equipment and stick with it. The power to upgrade stuff was going to be pretty popular.

That is, assuming he ever got to play again.

"How are you on time?" Parker asked.

Stan stretched and yawned. "I need to get back soon, yeah." He tried a new command button that appeared when he inspected the new hatchet, and saw a branching diagram with upgrade recipes like "Custom Oak Handle: Quick. +10% speed." Nothing amazing, and most of the ideas looked more decorative than like realistic engineering analysis, but what hero wouldn't want their gear to have plus a few percent to this or that stat? While he was at it he inspected his hammer, saw that its condition had degraded a bit, and did a minor repair that cost him only wood.

Parker coughed. Stan blushed. "Sorry, yeah. Dominic, I've got to go, but thanks. Will try to get online whenever I can. Dealing with some personal problems."

He shut off the Talisman and left the car. "Thanks again, ma'am! That was fun." He took the brownies along, too.

She said, "Good night. See if you can knock some sense into your feudal lord, there. Talk with me if you get into trouble."

* * *

Though he'd had his gaming fix, he'd also now been through three weeks of running himself ragged. One afternoon Stan twitched feebly atop his bed, sleep-deprived and bored out of his skull. He hadn't gotten to make anything, not in the real world. But his Slab told him he was doing an incredible job, on track for an A+ or maybe even the exalted (and inexplicable) S rank above that. His Slab beeped for the umpteenth time today. Stan rolled over and grabbed the thing to see what it wanted from him now. Then he sat up, because it was Hal who demanded his attention.

Stan got cleaned up as well as he could, using up precious water and wearing his best clothes. He presented himself at Hal's door like a soldier ready for inspection.

Baron Hal beckoned him in and had him shut the door. "What's this all about? Your score shot up, but it's hollow."

Stan grinned fiercely. "I'm a model citizen now, sir."

"I've seen you not paying attention to events, or sneaking out early, or showing up for an extra cooking shift and then leaving."

"Every one of those was within the rules, sir."

Hal said, "Really? Letting down your fellow residents by not doing your share of the breakfast making, for instance?"

"I did my part, sir. If you'll review the rules, you'll see that a 'substantial contribution' is what's demanded of me. And I really did help; sometimes I even got stuff set up early in the morning or came back late to wash dishes. Sir." Mostly when Mina was on duty.

"You're doing this to spite me."

"No, sir!" Stan lied.

"In any case you won't get your one-seventh share from me, not with your attitude."

Stan said, "I've read the regulations, sir. I've improved, I've shown initiative, I've genuinely helped others improve their own scores. If you can find a valid reason to fault me, one that's worth going through a formal dispute about, then go ahead."

The director rested his head on his hands. "Teenagers. This kind of stunt would never be allowed in the military, you know. Let me try a different tack. How would you like to go to Washington for a special tour program? See the city, hobnob with politicians, see the new statue of the president, do some kind of mock legislation event with kids from other states?"

Stan blinked, snapping out of smartass mode. "That's not up my alley. Mina might like it."

Hal brightened. "Now we're getting somewhere. I got word today that we're sending our highest-scoring resident on this gig, chosen as of next week. And suddenly, that's you."

"You want me to turn it down?"

"Well, no. You're automatically opted in for having the highest SCS, since you're such a model citizen lately. But again, Mina's a better candidate."

"So...?"

"Do I have to spell it out?" said Hal. "Take a dive. Relax. You've made your point that you can get a high score if you want."

"My point, sir? I still don't have travel privileges. I can't even choose my work schedule."

Hal waved that off. "I can unlock those features for you as of tomorrow. Just make sure you don't work quite so hard as Mina."

There was an opportunity here. Stan said, "I suppose I could get suddenly distracted by video games..."

Hal swore, the first time Stan had ever heard him do that. "What is it with you and that game?"

"What's with you and it?" Stan said, engaging his mouth before his brain.

"Kid. You do not want to go down this road with me. I don't like the idea of an AI trying to sweet-talk its way into ruling the world."

Stan thought, I could stick a knife in your heart by reminding you exactly why it's personal. Taunt you about how your sister woke up one day and decided the life you've chosen, the things you value most, weren't enough for her.

Was that who Stan was, though? Hurting whoever got in his way, to unbalance them enough to get what he wanted? He wouldn't treat Mina that way, and Mina probably would hate it if Stan abused the insider knowledge she'd given him. Stan shut his eyes for a moment and took a breath. He said, "Straight answer: I'm getting a lot more out of Thousand Tales than I ever did out of SCS. Nothing personal. Not everybody learns in the same way, right?"

"It's not just about learning," Hal said. He turned a little desk calendar around to face Stan and read the quote on it without looking. "The Social Credit System shouldn't be a simple carrot and stick; it's a way of life. We should learn to embrace it and have its principles inside us, serving as a guide and motivator rather than a simple letter or number."

Stan said, "Your carrot and stick are inside us all. Look, you know exactly what I want besides my privileges. Give me my Talisman back and let me play it -- and the same for Eddie."

Hal's lips twitched as though he were on the verge of snarling like an animal. "I smashed them. With a hammer."

Jeez. Did Clementine just argue with you and run off, or did she kill your dog on the way out? Stan shook his head and said, "I earned both of those with my sweat and my time. I figure you owe me for what you took." Right away Stan saw the problem with that, crediting his Diplomacy skill. "No, strike that. I'm not planning to brag about this incident or make you admit anything. Call it a legit expense for replacing equipment that a Community member uses to help him do his job effectively."

Hal sat there fuming. "Two game tablets. Standard off-the-shelf model, no accessories. Bill the Community since they're replacing equipment I broke."

Stan nodded and started to back out of the office, but paused. "Sir? How come you care that Mina gets to go on this trip, anyway?"

"Because I want what's best for you kids, even if you're too short-sighed to see that. Go have fun gloating; I'll approve your inevitable request to go shopping tomorrow. Just remember that that AI is less powerful than it seems."









9. Lampbearer

 

 

Stan brought Eddie and Mina along to Mexicali. Or more accurately, Ms. Parker brought them all in her car. "Since you're goofing off, I might as well have some fun in town while you're shopping," she explained. "Try not to get mugged."

"Are you going to be all right yourself?" Stan asked. She was dropping them off at a warehouse-sized electronics store. All around them the roads were full of potholes and trash.

Parker patted one hip, where there was a subtle bulge. "I can take care of myself if any thieving Mexicans try to jump me."

Mina said, "That's racist." She lowered her voice. "And are you carrying a, a gun?"

"You wound me, young lady -- but today no one else will. Now get going and I'll pick you up in two hours."

Stan gave Parker a backward glance as she rode away. Maybe she knew what she was doing. There were no stupid or careless astronauts, and she'd come close. He said to Mina, "Best not to argue with her."

Inside was a maze of aisles crammed with everything from exercise equipment to computer parts to bags of individual circuit pieces. Black camera domes looked down from the high ceiling and quadrotor drones buzzed around, watching the customers too. The many digital eyes watching him felt like a constant vague accusation, but at least the store's security system wasn't telling him what to do. "Over here," he said.

Thousand Tales had its own display along one wall. Two demonstration units were propped up and chained in place, and a mother was letting her two young kids bang on them while hefting a toddler on her shoulder. Eddie made a face and fished out a bottle of hand sanitizer from his pockets.

Stan looked at the shelf holding the Talisman units. The "standard model" now was the kind Parker owned, an update to the sort Stan and Eddie had used so far. Stan bounced a little back and forth as he ogled the different colors and accessories and even some t-shirts and plush griffins and collectible doodads. You could buy immortality from Ludo's corporation, or you could buy a keychain.

Mina walked up to the mom and said in Spanish, "Excuse me, ma'am, but would it be all right to let my friend here use one of those?"

She grunted and barked a command at her kids, who converged on one demo pad. Mina thanked her, then the kids. She walked over to the unoccupied pad and said, "Mina Summers here, visiting with two over-excited boys." She threw a grin back at Stan. Eddie was reading a spec sheet boasting about "blast processing" and other features.

"So I see," said a voice from the pad. "Are Stan and Eddie with you too?"

"Ha, yes."

Stan joined her and looked into the beaked face of Ludo's current avatar, a griffin with shimmering blue feathers. Meanwhile, the other pad had shifted to a cartoon adventure that involved both kids at once. Stan looked back at the griffin and said, "Hello, sir."

"Sir?" asked Mina.

"Never mind. We're just shopping. I look forward to playing again. I can only bill the Community for a basic Talisman, but I've got some money of my own too." Being confined with nowhere to spend it for a month had helped. "Maybe I can get those sensor gloves."

Ludo said, "Between you and me, they're not that useful. You have to prop the pad up on something to free your hands, and the camera can see them well enough without special sensors. And the tactile feedback is kind of lame since they can't push on you. There's a custom rig that puts your hands in this cats'-cradle web with true feedback, but again, more trouble than it's worth."

Mina laughed. "Shouldn't you be up-selling, oh corporate overlord?"

"Not for customers who could do better things with the money. I am not our marketing department."

Stan startled, recalling something. "Drones! Right. I was going to get some and then cart them out to the desert for your residents to play with."

Eddie said, "You might be better off buying used, then."

Mina looked around the store. "Maybe I can find you cheap ones in here. Or just look up the junk stores in Mexicali; we're free until evening."

They were here by grudging permission of Baron Hal to do one specific thing, which struck Stan as very different than "free". Mina was even here on some make-work Community task, so that her wasting time here counted less against her SCS.

Stan picked out a Talisman in royal blue, forgoing the silver model that looked meant for businessmen. Besides the controls being slightly different and there being two front cameras, the main difference listed on the box was that this new "Level 2" edition had more internal processing power. Stan shrugged at that. He asked Ludo, "Does it make much difference?"

"For most users, no. But if you need to go offline it can run a personal game pretty well without me, especially if it can call home once in a while. Also it happens to be able to run a communications network for a small village."

"So I hear," Eddie mused. "You're really trying to set up gaming infrastructure for obscure parts of the world that don't have toilets?"

"I can build one more easily than the other. Also, many of the poor people you're pitying right now have resisted installing toilets for cultural reasons. If my game can change a culture, it can save lives."

Mina's eyes narrowed. "So you admit you're trying to manipulate people."

The griffin's ears perked up and its beak curled into a grin. "I prefer the term 'entertain'."

* * *

There was a sale on a brand of cheap quadrotor drones. After wandering around the shop and ogling the parts and tools and televisions, he decided it was better to grab two of the bots with his own money than to get a gimmicky peripheral for Thousand Tales. He held up the boxes to the Talisman pads' cameras (the mom and kids had finally left) and asked, "Can you use this model? I mean, you've got those much better ones of your own, so can I be useful with these at all?"

The screen flickered through a demo loading page for a moment, then popped up with Ludo as the man with the cape of stars. "If you want to be, sure. Don't feel like you have to spend your own cash."

Stan said, "I'm hoping to make money off this. Say, what if I built my own drones?"

"Do you have any idea how?"

"Well, no, but I'm sure I could learn."

Ludo smiled. "So are you declaring yourself open to letting my residents get to boss you around a little?"

"I guess? If that's how you want to put it."

A message popped up on the screen. [Request from Volt St. John: "Hi, human! Would you mind being my lampbearer for a bit? I can pay for you and your friends to get a cheap meal at the in-store cafe."]

Stan hadn't meant using himself as a remote-control vehicle for the game people to steer around! He'd done it before, though, and money was worth a little humiliation. Except, it really wasn't even that. It was just doing somebody a favor. "You're the dragon-girl, aren't you? I'm up for it."

The screen wiped to a desert where the humanoid blue dragon from the Isles was waving to him. She wore a cooler version of a white lab coat and had glasses perched ridiculously on her muzzle. "Yeah! It sounds like you don't have a Talisman in hand right now, so please go buy one. There ought to be enough charge to do a little sightseeing with me."

Eddie tapped Stan on the shoulder. "Mina and I are going to get food; you coming?"

Stan just tilted the demo Talisman toward him so Volt could say, "I'm paying, but I've got to borrow your friend for a bit afterward. Bwahaha."

Eddie shook his head, saying, "You let them order you around?"

"This one asked nicely."

Stan paid for the Talisman by using his Slab to bill Hal, then bought the drones with cash. He carried them all over to the cafe, where he found a quick-charge outlet and plugged the new gaming pad in. Its screen eventually lit up with the generic Thousand Tales title screen and a loading bar.

"What do you want?" Mina said from the cafe's counter. Stan was at a table fiddling with his new toy.

Stan said, "Sandwich I guess. Whatever." He said to the screen, "Open sesame. Stan Cooper."

The Talisman went through an elaborate face/voice recognition display that he was pretty sure was exaggerated for effect. Then the intro screen with the pixel dragon appeared, only it was a low-resolution Volt speaking in text. [Hail, traveler! Want me to pay you for food?]

Stan winced. "Actually, it's probably a bad idea to have a record of me getting payments from anybody in Thousand Tales." Baron Hal would find out and he wouldn't be pleased, since Stan had reached a kind of truce with him.

Volt typed out, [Huh?]

"Never mind; I'll figure something out. Pay me later, I guess. Hey Mina, how much is the bill? My imaginary friend needs to know."

Mina came back with Eddie and the food, and the receipt. "Imaginary friend is right. Come on, Stan, shouldn't you have a better hobby than having a game character steer you around the electronics aisle for fun?"

Volt switched back to her "real" graphics with a loud pop. "We're going to go play outside, miss! Okay, I want to look at toys a little but then we're going out."

Stan tore into his sandwich, then looked at it. "I'm getting credit for the whole veggie lottery, aren't I?"

"Yeah, that was a neat trick," Mina said.

Stan nodded. "What has you so excited about the Washington trip anyway?"

"It's a chance to see how things really get done. I won't just be playing games; we get to meet other Community stars and do mock debates on legislation."

"Which is totally different from a game," Eddie said.

Mina stuck out her tongue at him. "And anyway there's a city tour and I think we get to see the inside of Congress and meet our Congressperson."

Stan imagined a smokey magic ritual chamber where people could conjure rules into existence by doing something unholy called "legislation".

"And now you're snickering at me," Mina complained.

Stan gave her a grin instead. "Sorry, not at you. I'm just thinking how laws are a game where we pretend you have to do something because a guy like Hal sacrificed a chicken."

Mina stared at him like he'd grown antennae, then laughed. "When you put it that way, it does sound a little silly. This game's real though."

Eddie added, "Hal would never do that. He'd sacrifice a beet and let its juice drip all over the altar."

Stan said, "Do you know he sneaks in beer and steak for himself sometimes?"

"No! That monster!"

Mina looked unduly troubled by that. "That's my mission while we're out here. He's in charge. He's allowed to have some privileges."

"What other rules is he allowed to break?" said Stan.

Mina paused in mid-bite. "Hal is a good guy, Stan. He's basically never hit on me, or anything."

Stan didn't want to push her; she looked unsettled already and this was no time to spoil her fun. "Sorry. Anyway, I should go run errands for a dragon. Will this take long, Volt?"

The dragon-girl on the screen was sitting at a table much like theirs, nibbling an endless pile of chocolate chip cookies. "It's a few blocks away, but no."

* * *

Stan carried the Talisman around the store on Volt's behalf, letting her get a good look at circuit-making tools like soldering irons and breadboards. "Do you know how to use these?" he said.

"Not really; just some simple sims in my world. Felt like I ought to know something about electricity. Did Tesla really invent lightning guns?"

"Who?"

"Eh; never mind. I'm done here so let's go outside."

Stan headed out, giving the security cameras and employees a wave as he walked with the Talisman held in front of him. "You should build a better interface if you're going to keep hiring humans to do this."

Volt spoke from the screen: "Sometimes we get somebody wearing i-glasses, so we can kind of see through their eyes."

"So we're low-cost robot substitutes?"

Volt said, "And low-quality, in a way."

"Excuse me?"

"'Cause when we use robots, we don't have to care about them being safe or happy."

At Volt's direction he headed out across the sunny streets, looking warily around at the decrepit shops and apartments. "What's your deal, anyway? I mean, is it just an act that you look like a kid?"

"Kind of. I'm one of the Originals that Miss Ludo made, so none of my brothers and sisters and cousins are much older than me. Some got made later. She says I'm an experiment since my brain is meant to grow instead of, schlorp, ready-made AI stamped out with a basic education in her head already. I know about sex and stuff like that, but I don't care. Guess we'll turn that option on later. I'm also meant to be a mascot for a childrens' hospital, Saint John's."

Stan stopped walking. That meant there was a hospital full of frightened kids who might be dying, and Ludo had made someone to be their friend. He turned the Talisman around to look at the screen. "That's heavy."

Volt was standing on a digital version of the street he was on, seeming to travel with him. The smile on her muzzle wavered but returned. "Yeah. I learned about being scared, and hurting, and never being able to do enough. Not all my brothers and sisters really get that. But I'm learning for Miss Ludo. If I understand, that helps her get it too."

"So what are we doing out here?"

"Meeting somebody. One more block on your left."

The destination was the new playground. It stood out in bright colors and fresh wood, and several families were hanging out there. Volt said, "Up on the bridge."

There was a boy in a wheelchair up there, rolling back and forth and making the thing rattle as designed. Stan had run across it a few times and imagined being a jungle explorer (for testing purposes of course), and now somebody else was getting to do almost the same.

Volt called out, "Jose, we're here!"

With surprising speed the kid wheeled his way down to ground level, then looked back and forth between Volt and Stan. "Whoa, you brought somebody?"

Stan went over to the woman who was watching him, and said, "The game asked me to come here; is that all right?"

It was hard to understand her Spanish but she was saying, "Okay. You're the farmer?"

"I wanted to meet a real farmer!" said Jose, already closing in on Stan again.

Volt said, "I think he is."

"What's it like? Do you get tired after picking the crops all day? Are there horses?"

Stan blinked, then peeked around the screen at Volt. "I thought we were here so you can talk to him."

"He can talk to me almost any day. He wanted me to fetch a farmer." A little notice popped up over her head, saying [Quest complete!]

"Uh, well..." Stan tried to answer the kid's flurry of questions. Several rounds in, he protested, "I work on a farm, but I like making stuff more than that."

"Like what?"

Stan felt like he'd been interrogated after a few minutes of that. He'd felt foolish trying to talk about irrigation and greenhouses and the wood shop like they were something special. Still, the boy's earnestness kept him talking, with some automated translation help.

Volt finally said, "See, Jose? You understood that pretty well. We just need you to be patient and learn whatever you can, and one day you'll get to do it all, too."

"Uh-huh! I'm not worried. I'll get better soon and then I'll get to be a farmer like him."

His mother said, "Jose has a little garden, but he's never gotten to do more than that. Thanks for taking the time, mister."

Stan nodded, humbled.

Rather than have Ms. Parker pick him up there, Stan walked back to the store. He said to Volt, "Are you guys really working to cure all the diseases and whatever's wrong with Jose back there?"

"Not me personally. I'm a cheerleader using one of my skills."

"Diplomacy?"

"On my character sheet it's labeled Ministry."

Stan walked quietly, watching the streets. "But are you, I mean Ludo and company, going to get everyone uploaded within that kid's lifetime? Or heal them with nanotech or something?"

"Probably not everyone. But we'll help a lot more people than we can now. If we can't afford to fix Jose directly, there's a good chance someone else will, or he'll find another way to do what he wants -- if he's got a head full of dreams." She grinned. "I was reading about Tesla. He got to be friends with a writer called Twain. Said that Twain's books helped cheer him up when he was sick, and then Tesla invented a lot of stuff. If I cheer up Jose, maybe he'll be the one that fixes everything."

Stan would have felt bad if he'd thought Volt was using him to peddle false hope, telling everybody that uploading for all was just around the corner. Hearing the dragon-girl offer something more modest made it easier to believe they could do it.

He said, "It must get you down, hanging around with people who need a pep talk when you can't just hand out free uploading."

"Sometimes, yeah. But... Imagine a game where you start in a little paradise world. One day you find out about the dark Outer Realm, another dimension where everything is super dangerous and people are sad a lot. But you have magic powers like talking to people all over that world, building outposts that let you teleport there, and juggling a bunch of different resources to start making the Outer Realm more like home. That's the game we play. My powers come from helping people and making friends, so I'm pretty sure I'm one of the good guys."

* * *

"Where are you going?" said Eddie. The car wasn't taking them to the border.

Parker said, "I was going to take you right into the Fun Zone, my treat. I got a discount for four people."

"Thanks!" said Stan.

Eddie echoed him but Mina wasn't so sure. "You want me to hop into one of those VR pods?"

Parker said, "You don't have to, but I'm taking an hour in there myself."

"None of you are going to tell Hal, right?"

"Are you really that afraid of him?" Stan asked from the passenger seat. "If he checks our locations he'll know we were here, but you can just sit sullenly while we play."

"I'm not afraid of him. Or of the AI. I'm worried for you two."

Stan sighed. "If you want, we can drop you off here instead."

Mina started to complain.

"I'll keep you company."

"What? You'd do that?"

Stan looked back at her. "Sure. It's not a great neighborhood." He was pretty sure Ludo wouldn't mind, under the circumstances.

"No, I... I'd rather go along than make you miss this."

The Fun Zone wasn't crowded with volunteers this time, but it was doing good business with families that seemed to be there for the cheap food and video games. The griffin robot was on patrol again making friends with everyone, and eventually it trotted up to Stan's group and said, "Hi!"

Stan said, "You're Gail something, right?"

Its voice was subtly different from the first time Stan met this robot. "No. We have different people using this body. What can we set up for you in your VR session?"

Stan asked the others, "Did you want to do some kind of group game?"

"Not for the whole time," Mina said. Parker and Eddie agreed; they all had their own private ideas.

Eddie said, "I'll join in on your island game if you promise to do something more fun than cutting down trees."

Stan looked sheepish; he'd been planning to craft more stuff for his raft project. "We could paddle around a bit! At least, if you let me make a few paddles. Haven't done a sail yet."

"You do that on your own time," said Eddie.

Stan drank soda while they all hung out in the dining area, talking with characters on screens. So that he wouldn't have to bore his friends, he went into his Endless Isles game and got busy chopping down trees with his new hatchet to make some paddles. Ludo had gone easy on him about the storage fees for the raft he'd made a while back, so the raft was still waiting for him. By the time it was their turn for the VR pods, Stan had stashed his axe away and was ready to do some exploring.

* * *

Stan dragged his raft onto the beach from the rickety-looking Davy Jones' Storage, on Central Island. When his feet splashed into the water, he felt the rippling warmth of the tropical water around his ankles. He leaned down to touch it with his hands, too, and sat atop the raft to feel how it bobbed under him. How did anyone ever stay upright atop a thing like this? He'd need to be careful with it. Then again, it was just a platform of logs lashed together, so if it tore apart he could rebuild it. The plan was that he'd sail south to Tourney Isle eventually with a better raft, carrying rope and spare lumber and wooden chests of trade goods. But today wasn't the right time for that trip; he wasn't ready and his friends were standing around.

He tossed a paddle to each of them. "Hop on. The plan is to take a quick ride to West-1 South-1 and get some rafting practice."

They pushed the raft out to sea and jumped on. It was a cloudy, windy day with endless ocean all around. Seagulls and one of those bird-people wheeled around in the sky. He could go anywhere! Stan pushed and rowed out to deeper water that sparkled blue. Gradually the music of the central zone faded out and they crossed the subtle curtain in the air that marked the transition to grid South-1.

Mina said, "If the islands are this far apart, doesn't it get dull traveling out to Island East-100 or so?"

"Nobody's gone that far in that direction, yet. We don't know what's out there."

"Then why go?"

Ms. Parker laughed bitterly. "Young lady, I've heard plenty of that kind of talk. Don't you feel the spark of exploration at all? The desire to see for yourself what's beyond the maps?"

Mina rowed quietly along with everyone. "It's been interesting to see this virtual world, but the people doing exploration these days are the crazy ones. The Free States and, kind of, the Ludo people. The sensible ones are trying to build a better life on Earth instead."

"And 'progress depends on the unreasonable man'. I've known quite a few."

Stan steered around some rocks and put them on course southwest into zone West-1 South-1. "For now I just want to see what's a short way out here and gain some experience. It's said that this is another uninhabited island, with a theme of ruins."

"Do you have a flag to use?" Eddie said. The island was in sight now, with dazzling sand surrounded by seagulls.

Stan slapped his forehead. "I forgot. Doesn't matter much though, since I'm not planning to save here."

"I hate to break it to you," said Ms. Parker, "but given the time limit there won't be time to do anything and make it back to Central."

"Oh, come on! I don't want to lose the raft. Should we turn right around, then?"

Mina spoke up. "If you need a flag for some reason, can you make one on the island itself?"

"I'd need a weaving station. Although I've just been assuming it's a requirement... hmm."

Parker slackened her paddling, making Stan wonder if she'd really been physically working hard at it. "So either we find you a way to make one, or you lose the raft and build another. Big deal. But we have to do it in a hurry if we're going to save fifteen minutes for everyone to play something different. No dungeon delving this trip."

Stan called out to the air, "Ludo, can I make a flag by hand?" But there was no answer. "Fine, then. We hit the beach and loot the island!"

"Viking style!" said Eddie.

Stan's party members were all using throwaway, temporary accounts for the Isles. When they landed, they all dragged the raft ashore and looked around. This one was a desert of white sand where pillars of ancient coral in pink and purple hues had been exposed high overhead. They looked organic but regularly spaced like the remains of a vast building. Somewhere around here was the entrance to an underground maze full of traps and monsters, and Stan had more urgent things to do than explore it.

"Grab anything you can find for weapons," he said. "Rocks and branches."

There were a few palm trees around. Stan climbed up one and hacked a few of the long fronds free while his friends explored. He gestured to open the crafting menu.

The interface for that appeared. [You don't have a weaving station. Or even a basic crafting station.]

"I've got tools and hands, don't I? I should be able to try it."

[You can, while in VR mode, but you won't have much assistance! The question is, have you learned enough to really make one? Go.]

Oh, shoot. Stan had learned about smithing techniques, but how much did he know about the weaving he'd done? The first time, he'd had a lesson involving wiggling strands back and forth across each other. It'd been stylized, though.

Eddie walked back into view and pointed. "There's a set of ancient stairs by that pillar."

Mina called out from another direction inland. "We've got a problem!"

Stan looked up from his mass of leaves. Mina, Parker and Eddie were backing away from a squad of four statues made of coral, that were marching along to kill them. He threw down his stuff and ran into the fray with his hammer. He was the only one with a proper weapon, so he scored the first solid hit and cracked one golem's arm in a spray of coral chunks. (Ooh, treasure.)

The others fought too with rocks and sticks. Mina ran up and kicked a stone just like a soccer ball, solidly into one of the monsters' chests. "Nice," said Stan.

Eddie said, "I think I see more coming. Do your weaving!"

"In the middle of a fight?!" He was a little busy trying to save Parker from another golem.

"Sure, why not? Give me your hammer."

Stan smashed his way through another of the enemies, then tossed the hammer to Eddie and retreated back to the shore with his leaves. "Then hold them off." He started cutting fronds with his knife. He spared a glance up at the golems and used his Inspect skill.

Text said, [Coral Captor: Automatons made of sharp but brittle stuff, driving people off their island. Weak versus blunt weapons.] That was good but didn't change their tactics. Stan called out "Weak versus blunt!" and returned to work. He tried laying some grassy leaves side by side and tugging another one crosswise above and below them. How were they supposed to stay in place? He could tie them together, or tuck in the ends. Meanwhile his friends were getting beaten to death by murder golems. Stan tried to work quickly. The VR system was probably fudging the results in his favor but he could feel the strands against his fingers, sometimes slipping or getting tangled the wrong way. Thuds and yelps sounded from nearby and sometimes there was the crack of a thick branch or a rock against coral.

"Mina's down!" said Eddie. There were five golems in play now, and Mina had vanished while Stan wasn't looking.

"Somebody give me a stick to put this on."

Parker kicked a stick toward him and went back to fighting, laughing as she assailed statues with a rock in each hand. Then she got killed too, striking ice through Stan's heart.

If the creatures were "driving people off the island", maybe he could leave. Stan grabbed his work and waded into the shallows to keep tying and tangling the bits of leaf. He couldn't quite reach his raft. One of the golems took a swing at him and forced him back. He plunged backward into the water, yanking the unfinished flag underwater with him. Down in the gentle waves he kept weaving while Eddie fought. The VR pod didn't cut off his air supply but it was showing a warning icon. Fine. Stan surfaced to see he was alone now except for a trio of golems waiting in the shallows to evict him again. Since they were just standing there whirring, Stan made the last few moves to pull together a mat of green grass with a stick along one side.

[Crafting result: Field-Expedient Flag. "Not even worth kneeling for, but it counts."]

If he could stick this flag in the island, he'd be eligible to save here -- if he then found a save crystal. Which was probably at the dungeon entrance Eddie found, past the golem linebackers. Then he could die, go home to the Community, reappear here, and get his stuff back before the island reset.

[Island reset in 6 hours], the game said, echoing his thoughts.

"All right! Let's do this." Stan grinned fiercely and waded as quickly as he could to his left, so that the golems weren't quite able to keep up. With that lead he sprinted onto the beach and stabbed his two-foot-tall flagpole into the sand. A rapid-fire version of the usual fanfare played. The tutorial message just said [Yeah, go.] One of the golems took a swing at him but he ducked, dashed, and ran past their line to hunt for that save point. He'd lost track of the direction, so two of the golems punched him from either side of a coral pillar. Unarmed, unarmored and hurt, he dived out of their way and felt himself crash against the rough ground. He rolled to avoid a stomping foot, then caught sight of the entrance at last. With the golems right behind him he ran toward a pit where a blue-tinged save crystal lit the darkness, and whacked it with his palm.

[Save point set.]

"Valhalla!" cried Stan, and charged up to the surface to punch golems until they killed him.

* * *

[DEATH. Stan was corralled and coraled. "That's going on today's public highlight reel."]

Stan laughed, floating in darkness. "I'll take that as a compliment."

The world faded into a stark landscape of black rocks and snow, and it was suddenly chilly. A dark man in finely trimmed fur clothing appeared, wearing a fencing sword and a simple crown. Stan blinked, glanced down, and saw he was a princess again.

Mina, as "Prince Minos", looked Stan over with a grin. "You're underdressed."

"I wasn't expecting a cold reception. Is this the other adventure you wanted to do?"

"I asked for something simple and fun. Let's go while we can." She pointed toward a looming cave entrance bedecked with skulls.

Stan drew his sword and they went into the depths together. The ruins were a series of halls bending at nearly right angles with slightly uneven floors. When a skeleton warrior charged at them, a smile flickered across Stan's face; he felt like he'd been let in on a joke.

Together they hacked the thing to death with their swords. Mina's was more of a cavalry saber than Stan's thin stabby blade, but neither should've worked well against bones. Stan didn't need an Inspect window to tell him the weapon physics weren't too realistic in this bubble world. Ah, well; it was like taking a date to a bad movie.

He found himself mostly taking the lead in the twisting tunnels. Instead of mashing buttons to swing a club and hop back, he had to move for himself. He used the fencing lesson he'd had for parrying blows. The skeletons were obvious enough in their swings that he was able to block most of them and even shield Mina, who was going for more of a wild slashing kind of gameplay.

Between fights, Mina turned to him and said, "I thought it'd be nice to get some time away from the others, even if it meant using this character."

Stan gave her a courtly bow. "Oh, you didn't want to play at being adventuring royalty?"

The prince returned the bow. "It's just silly game stuff. But in this pretend space, I'm allowed to do silly things." Suddenly he grabbed Stan around the shoulders, leaned closer, then pulled back and laughed. "Okay, I don't think I want to kiss you right now."

Stan was weirded out by the role reversal, but he gave Mina a hug anyway. They weren't even physically touching, but he could feel her warmth in the chilly tunnels.

Mina led them on to a brawl with skeletons on a rickety bridge, where the leader had a musket and wind whistled up from a bottomless pit. They forced their way past the bad guys in the middle and ran onward, dodged gunfire, and kicked the far side's guards into the pit. More goons were still running at them from behind, along the bridge. Stan said, "Do it!" and both of them slashed down at the ropes, sending the last foes crashing down amid the falling rope and timbers.

Mina leaned against a bridge post, giggling and catching her breath. "I'd say we're trapped now, but none of this is going to matter."

Stan said, "We'll always have the skeleton dungeon. The time must be running out about now."

"Yeah. Uh..." The prince looked back at Stan and sighed. "As long as we're pretending, what would you do if you gave up trying to thwart Hal's nefarious plan to have you behave yourself?"

"I'd probably go back to what I'd been doing. Relax, and plan on going to a trade school or something. Kick back on Basic Income." Stan frowned. "It sounds like that's not what you're looking for." He almost added, In a man.

"It's not. But I can see the appeal of just not caring."

"What would you do if your plan to be a Good Citizen were off-limits?"

"What you're doing sounds tempting. Play games all the time, and maybe learn something."

He thought, Is that what I'm doing? Playing, with no plan beyond that, while sabotaging the route to an easy job that'll give me time for games? Stan looked into the abyss they'd just crossed. "When you put it that way it sounds less appealing. What if I used this game to train, and get a better job?"

Mina said, "I got a point of Law already for a debate scenario that'll be good practice. But if you're going to train with this game, you've still got to keep the SCS pleased. None of this squeaking by with a C grade."

"Why, prince! It almost sounds like you think our training in finance and law is more important than the War on Skeletons."

Mina hugged him and ruffled what felt like long hair on his neck. "Stay out of trouble, now."

He said, "Work hard, or I might just outdo your score after all!"

The cave faded out, back to the VR pod's exit screen.

On the way back to the dorm, once Eddie had left them, Mina kissed him for real.
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Training or no, he had an immediate problem waiting back in the Isles. He logged in using his brand-new Talisman. "Good evening!" he told it. It brought up the Isles without asking, adding a note: [That flag only worked this one time! Make a better one to mark your progress permanently.]

He grumbled, but that was fair; the rules were a little more lenient for a paying VR customer on the clock. For now, he made sure the golems weren't about to jump him, and looked around for his stuff. It was still there, a little worse for wear except that he'd lost his burlap bag again. He grabbed his backpack and hammer, scooped up some coral chunks and miscellaneous shells and plants, then made for his raft at the first sign of movement in the distance. He pushed off, managing to save all four paddles. From offshore he waved goodbye to a golem squad.

Mission accomplished; he'd learned a bit more of the map layout and gotten some rafting practice without losing anything important. He rowed back to Central Island to sell his minor loot, save, patch up the raft, and sell it to a newbie adventurer group. He could always make another, and now he had the cash to get ready for his real trip. More than that, it felt good to help some other explorers on their way and get them out of the early-game resource trap.

There was a bit of a grind ahead, and he did it over the course of a week. It was pretty smooth sailing at the Community since he had a truce with Baron Hal. Stan tried to give some non-smartass participation in events here and there, he legitimately kept up with his work assignments, and he played Thousand Tales only in his room or outside in audio mode. That was fine.

In the game he did several rounds of sharpening his hatchet, cutting wood, practicing his Growth magic element on it, crafting spare parts for better ships than he could ever have, and selling those. With the profit he bought tin, combined that with magic-made copper, made bronze knives and then worked his way up to swords. Everybody wanted swords, even though they were far from the only viable weapon choice. He did only a little combat and didn't care.

While he was going through that process he used the Gadget Inspector ability on his equipment. That brought up not just the technology tree he'd seen before, but a little inspection mini-game. That, in turn, conjured some real physical commentary on what he'd made. His hammerhead could be centered on the shaft for better balance, which would mean more speed and so on. The comments interested him. He said, "Ludo, is this some kind of engineering code you're using in the real world?"

[This analysis is handled by a Tier-II agent running locally on your Talisman. It's controlled by the Tier-III servitor supervising Endless Isles.]

"What? There's an AI on the hardware itself?"

[Greetings from the supervisor AI of the Isles, responsible for many local features of the rules. My name is Ocean-of-Tears-in-Rain.]

A second window with a different color popped up below that, adding, [I think it's just a phase. -L]

Ludo wasn't running the whole thing directly? That did make sense; no one mind could handle so many conversations and game rules at once. Stan told this "servitor", "Uh, hello. I'm enjoying the game."

[May it bring you solace. Yes, the engineering routine is used for several purposes in both worlds.]

He was a little uneasy about talking with a disembodied AI that was somewhere in between the AIs that were just people, and Ludo. "Thanks. That's it for now."

He worked at the forge and anvil to reshape his hammer, then his hatchet, then his latest sword blade. Before he could attach a hilt to the new, extra-sturdy sword, he got a message: [You now know enough to begin making iron, steel and other iron alloys!]

More progress! He'd already read some about the differences between bronze-working, by pouring metal into molds, and iron-working, done for centuries by pounding solid metal. He could craft even better stuff.

When he tried his magic menu again, though, he got a notice: [Your Create and Metal elements are both at level 1. No dice at getting anything better than copper with those.]

That was fine; he could upgrade later. He'd even read that in some ways bronze was better than iron, and that iron had taken over mostly because it was cheaper. Thousand Tales modeled that with the need for tin, and the fact that bronze wasn't straight-up inferior in its stats. On the other hand the rules weren't totally realistic; copper plus tin in this game got you not just bronze, but other alloys like brass. There were a bunch of different materials to try crafting next, even without the skill to start using magical ingredients for smithing.

Stan was ready to make another, better raft and get going, but he wanted a stock of trade goods too. It was time to take stock of his abilities:

[Stan Cooper

PRIVATE INFO

Account type: Standard

Mind: Tier-III

Body: Human

Main Skills: Smithing, Woodworking, Inspect, Merchant, Hammer

Talents: Pack Man, Gadget Inspector

Shamanic Magic 1: Growth, Metal, Create

Save Point: Crown & Tail Pub

PUBLIC INFO

Note: I make things!

Class: None]

While shopping at the market he ran into that dragon alchemist. "Hello!" Stan said. "Thanks again for the wood-chopping help while I was in VR. I'm heading to Tourney Isle soon. Got any advice?"

"You're looking to get into fighting? Or farming?"

"I just wanted to meet the AI there for a quest. By the way, I can do minor upgrades on equipment now."

A passing pair of swordsmen heard that. "Hey, can you add spikes to my armor? And this sword?"

Stan grinned; word got around quickly. "Can do."

The alchemist said, "Looks like you've got your hands full. If you get the chance though, I'd like a big metal-bound treasure chest."

"For you I'll do that at materials cost, but excuse me while I take some orders."

Stan bounced through the rows of market stalls, with notes in his quest journal about the spikes and the chest and a shield order from another guy who'd walked up while they were talking. A smith with grey skin, webbed hands and a dolphin's tail glared at him, saying, "If you're going to compete, you should pay for a booth."

Stan looked over the array of axes and picks and armor bits on display. "Next time; sorry. I'm mostly doing upgrades rather than selling new items. Can I interest you in making your inventory even better?"

He got another sale that way. He had a lot to do now!

When he got back to the workshop, a burly man in a leather apron and goggles was looking down at him. "I see you've been a regular user of our equipment. Good work in improving your skills. It might be a good time to open your own shop, or start contributing to our maintenance fund."

Stan flashed through annoyance and surprise and guilt. The man's public info said he was the Master Craftsman, which didn't say PC or NPC. Stan bit back a sarcastic reply and said, "You don't have a mining pick to borrow. I could make one."

"That's a start." The master went back to some alchemy work.

Stan thought, Hmmph, so that's what a shakedown looks like. He was starting to get caught up in a different, higher level resource loop where he had to spend all his effort on getting and keeping better tools, especially if he got killed on some adventure. Soon he'd want an iron anvil in his own permanent hut, and he still wouldn't have a boat.

He slept on that thought and dreamed of being surrounded and crushed by ever-growing clutter. Wealth could be a trap in its own way.

* * *

He woke up before his Slab could. On a hunch, he booted his Talisman pad to the title screen and said, "I want to look at the other software on here."

A text-only menu came up. Besides language options and other settings, there was an entry labeled "Create Network" and another called "ARC". He clicked on the last one and saw, [Archive of Research and Culture, Maker's Mini Edition.]

"One of those?" he said. He turned to the Slab and asked it about the ARC. The Slab hadn't been giving him much hassle lately; even the fonts and colors it used were more soothing now to represent it being pleased with him.

The Slab brought up search results with an encyclopedia entry first. As Stan had vaguely heard, the ARC was a sort of apocalypse bunker of knowledge, meant to preserve famous books and science and other info in a form that needed only electricity to read. The concept had spread into a hundred varieties from print editions to rugged hand-cranked dedicated computers to free Internet downloads. At least some of those versions could probably survive any given disaster.

Stan looked into the Talisman's menu and said, "Why would Ludo put this on the gaming hardware?"

It displayed, [This device has spare storage. A design decision was made to make one gigabyte into an easy-to-use knowledge archive and local Internet hub, for the benefit of Thousand Tales players.]

Stan browsed the directory and whistled. In a remote part of the world one of these could be the Internet, containing free info on first aid, sanitation, farming, construction, and how to build improvised antennas and emergency power generators. The data storage itself wasn't impressive since you could put a much bigger version of the ARC on a keychain, with movies and stuff. Even the content on this version wasn't unique, except that there were some stories written by winners of a contest.

Stan said, "You'd mentioned working to change a culture by teaching people. This all seems more active."

He got the answer, [We provide tools and suggestions, and education where there's no working school system.]

"Like the Communities, huh?"

"Please rephrase."

Stan blinked, and asked, "Who am I talking to?" He had been taking some miscellaneous lessons using audio mode, lately, but usually those were set up as part of his royal tutoring program. The voice this time was generic.

The machine paused to think. Then a graphical window popped up and Ludo appeared. He said, "You'd been talking with the Tier-II AI built into this machine, which has little personality of its own. No soul, you could say. I'm overriding it right now because you're online. You can customize your 'local' AI to always act like your royal teacher if you want."

"Does that mean the teacher is a real AI, when I'm in graphical mode?"

Ludo said, "Him? He's also an NPC, Tier-II. Sometimes a smarter AI looks in and adjusts things. That's how a lot of my stage management works; it'd be unfair and expensive to make a human-level mind to run every little job. Earlier, you briefly spoke with one of the Tier-III servitors, the one that runs the Isles. She supervises a bunch of lesser AIs to do the little death comments and item descriptions and music."

Stan said, "It, or she, sounded gothy. Like a part of the world was sad."

"Yeah, well, she's part of me too."

Beneath the gaming hardware was a tool for building or rebuilding civilization. Beneath the game itself was a network of favor trading and charity. There was a corporation trying to make money, and behind that was an AI trying to help people with chronically short resources while giving every single one of them the chance to feel special. Watching people die because there wasn't enough money to upload them all.

"I think Ocean-of-Tears needs a hug."

Ludo smiled. "Definitely, and she now knows you said that. It's nice to have people pull back the curtain and notice. Do you have other questions?"

"Can I... Can I help? I haven't had any real-world quests lately."

"You're getting into dangerous territory," said Ludo. "How about trying out your drone idea, and seeing how that goes? My AIs need experience. Meanwhile, I have something small for you."

[Level 1 quest offered: A Word in the Right Ear. Ask Mina to meet Senator Graz, and tell him, 'Ludo wants to work with you.' Reward: 1 minor favor.]

Stan raised one eyebrow. "You could just ask her."

"She doesn't play regularly, and the senator doesn't either. Having a random human make contact ought to interest him."

"Why, because you've got something to offer him?"

"Mainly the fact that I can get humans to do my bidding. He loves the idea of bossing people around and controlling them for his own profit, see. Not a good man, but a useful one. I'm putting out feelers in a lot of directions at once."

Drug dealers, politicians, sick kids, and random teenagers. "You have a lot of friends in strange places."

Ludo said, "And that's what makes it all worthwhile."

* * *

Mina came to him after dinner. "I head out tomorrow for the DC trip!"

"Congratulations. Have fun."

She hugged him. "You ought to get started on school applications soon. Maybe something in the San Diego area? That's where I want to go."

"I'll look at that, I promise." He told her about the quest.

"That's a little disturbing. I feel like a spy."

"That's probably half the point. Even if nothing comes of it you'll get to say you were an AI overlord's secret agent."

She looked uneasy, but said, "All right. Hal wants me to say hi to some people, too, so I'll be doing missions for both."

* * *

The two little quadrotor drones he'd bought were gathering dust. On a day off, Stan took them out to the desert in the east. There really were opportunities here in the wasteland beyond Imperial Valley. He piggybacked off the Internet connection at the little ranger station and pulled out his Talisman. "I'm open for business," he said. "Have you got anyone in there who wants to try these?"

To his surprise he got a view of a white high-tech room crowded with what looked like... "VR pods?"

A gaggle of people were in there, looking at machines that were portals into what was, to them, another plane of reality. The people ranged in appearance from human to machine to animal and everything in between, and they wanted to visit his barren world for a little while. Stan said, "Has anyone got real money?"

A man with feathered arms and a beak, much like the phoenix kid, stepped forward. "I'd pay a little, but I hear you don't have an account to transfer to."

"Ouch, yeah." Ludo would chide him for not having planned that, especially after the lessons he'd taken in basic economics and business. "Can you give me some kind of credit on my Tales account?" He could at least cover his game subscription.

Stan stood next to a borrowed bicycle in a desert, negotiating with what might be an AI or an immortal billionaire, and getting a decent price for selling a service the stranger actually wanted. Soon the bird-man and a seemingly ordinary human took control of the drones and sent them racing across the sand, swooping and turning to look at everything. He chugged water and watched. He should have brought a canopy or an umbrella. There was one he might borrow next time. For now he was just supervising and sweating, letting the Talisman beam out its signals for half an hour. A couple of different minds swapped control of the bots, and he had to rescue one of them that crashed. No real effort on his part.

"Sorry, everyone, but I need to pack it in for today. I can't stand in the hot sun for long."

"Are you taking fire damage?" said the seeming human who'd rented a bot.

"Something like that. Thanks; I can come back another time when I have a day off."

"How about at night?" asked the bird-man. "I'd like to see the stars out there."

"I don't have permission to go out at night." When he said it that way it sounded ridiculous, but that was just how a curfew worked. Stan squinted up into the blazing sky. Technically, he could keep walking away from the Community all night and day, and there were two totally different kinds of consequences. One was the obvious risk of dropping from the heat or being killed by one of the roving gangs, and the other was the make-believe rule that he'd have his letter grade go down if he was standing in the wrong spot when a clock hit a certain number. He said, "Let me see what I can do, though."

* * *

That night in his dorm room, he pulled out the blue Thousand Tales t-shirt he'd been given during the playground event. He thought about that day and his later encounter with Volt the dragon and the kid who'd wanted to meet a farmer. "Inspect," he muttered. He looked at the Talisman propped up by his bed and said, "I haven't been wearing this around the Community."

Ludo answered from his wooden throne room, "Wise move."

Stan smiled. "Got any more quests for me?"

"I've been waiting to see how you finish your current one in-game."

"What? I've been really slow about it."

"Not how quickly. How do you think, how do you solve problems. You're almost there."

Stan said, "Am I doing a good job? Should I be focusing completely on one character? I mean, the Isles are letting me explore different skills, but princess world feels like how high school should have worked."

"It's up to you. You don't seem motivated by beating your opponent there."

"I don't care about her; I'm just trying to learn. I bet the princess isn't even real."

"What makes you say that?" asked Ludo.

"We've barely interacted, but when we first met, she started off with a showy entrance, practically shouting 'I am a jerk'. She threw me off later, but I see that now."

Ludo laughed and applauded. "You saw through it! Yes, she's just an NPC. One of my teaching-focused component AIs is amused right now. That scenario is based on a learning technique called 'Model/Rival'."

"Why don't you label the NPCs for what they are, anyway?"

"Because eventually, I hope there won't be much difference between true AIs and humans."

"How about the dumb NPCs, though? Not the real... Tier-IIIs I think they're called?"

"Tell you what. Since you can usually identify the Tier-IIs and below anyhow, I'll give you the power to see characters' Mind category."

[Quest offered by Ludo: Pierce the Veil. Learn any new crafting skill. Reward: Upgrade your Inspect skill.]

"What can I do with that power?"

"I don't know. It seems to interest you, though."

Stan nodded and accepted the quest. "Is this what you want from me? To keep learning?"

"It's really up to you."

"Don't say that!" said Stan, looking down at the screen. That didn't seem right. He propped it up on his desk and sat on the bed, head lowered bashfully, wringing his hands. "You're doing good things for people, and you're not ordering me around, but you know people and how to help them. I want to help you. Please, tell me what I can do."

Ludo paused, then said, "I see how it is. You're very much not alone in feeling this way. Here's a Level 1 thing, then: go visit Ms. Parker again and do something nice for her. Reward, nothing."

It was something he'd probably have done anyway, but it was nice to know he was serving Ludo's interests in some tiny way. "Okay." Stan flopped down on the bed. "I'm too tired to play or work anymore tonight. Read me a story, please?"

The screen went dark. "There was a radio astronomer who'd been studying a flickering pattern in the sky. One night she called her boss and said, 'It's like a cylindrical object, miles wide, and spinning. It's headed toward our solar system. I propose the name, Rama...'"

* * *

Stan played in the Endless Isles with Eddie, each of them from their own dorm room. His friend had done a quest in his educational steampunk world to unlock a second permanent character slot. They went through the basic Central Island quests and Stan set him up with a bronze-tipped spear and both of them with some wooden shields and leg guards. Together they built a quick, junky raft out of driftwood and reeds. Island West-1 was easy to reach.

Before rowing there, Stan bought cloth. He'd been doing some nice little business upgrading people's weapons and armor and tools, so he had money. He made a good-quality flag with the linen and a well-made staff, then stared at the thing he'd created. Until now he'd been making the laziest possible flags to mark his progress, but now he had a proper one. Only... A white flag without some kind of symbol was just a surrender mark. "I should paint something on this," he said.

"Your initials?" Eddie suggested.

"Maybe." He could do, like, a dollar sign and a cent sign. Instead he picked up his Slab and searched for Thousand Tales logos. The results were as varied as the many incarnations of the title screen. The most common icon was just based on a pair of letter Ts, and there was a complicated silver braid, but there was also a wing motif that he kind of liked. Stan switched back to the game and used the workshop's basic black paint to draw it on the flag.

They sailed to island West-1, a jagged rocky outcrop known for its plants. "If you want to get into alchemy," Stan said, "this is basically your starter area."

They pulled the junky raft ashore, noting that its durability was already down to 52% despite Stan's craftsmanship and the easy trip. Junky materials. Eddie said, "You could crank out more of these for the newbies, since this one's good enough to take us back." There were stories of adventuring parties having to swim home.

Stan said, "I'll try that." He stabbed his flag into the dirt and gained the power to save here.

They explored the island. There wasn't much of a beach, just lots of slopes full of colorful mosses and flowers. Stan stuffed many varieties into his capacious backpack and a cloth sack he'd made along with the flag. He'd given Eddie a burlap one to get him started.

While they were exploring a narrow ledge, tall grass rustled. Stan turned, drawing his hammer and shield, and saw a wolf with moss for fur stalking them. "Nice doggie?" he said. By reflex he called up an Inspect window and it said, [Mosswolf. Fears only fire.]

It leaped at them. There wasn't room to dodge without falling, so Stan took the blow on his shield, staggering back into Eddie. "Get down!" Eddie shouted. Stan crouched defensively and Eddie stabbed over him with his spear. That did some damage, but the beast was snarling and snapping at Stan and he could barely defend.

Stan tried to call up his magic interface while locked in a stalemate with the wolf. With only one hand available he couldn't do much, but he tried to target the grass at the monster's feet and make it grow. No good. The wolf's claws managed to swipe him across his free arm for a major wound. "Eddie, it's your show."

"I'm trying." The spear kept stabbing overhead but only kept the wolf at bay.

Stan said, "We're getting nowhere. On three, duck right against the cliff wall and stab like so." He counted. Then Eddie stabbed at a new angle. Stan angled his shield and charged, creating a bulldozer sloped to his left. He crashed into the wolf just as it dodged the spear, and it got deflected past him and over the grassy ledge. He watched it howl as it crashed a hundred feet onto the shore and died.

"Nice," said Eddie.

Up the slope they found a hovering save crystal, marking the entrance to a dungeon area: a valley full of valuable and often carnivorous plants. They saved, but Eddie said, "I think I want to come back with better equipment if one encounter along the way was that dangerous."

"Fair enough. But we can also go partway in and leave again."

They decided to do that. They were rewarded quickly with a patch of grass that Stan's skill identified as [Rupi Grass]. Or rather, the game told him the name and he recognized what it did from having browsed the wiki. It was good for making simple potions or rope if you could recognize which strands were worth pulling and which would make their neighbors disintegrate. Stan and Eddie puzzled over the patch for long enough to get menaced by a murderous crawling flower-snake, but that was a minor diversion after the wolf.

They headed out after that and began the trip back to Central Isle. "That was fun," Eddie said. "I can leave the game running while you take us back, right?"

"Yeah, sure. It's lecture night, isn't it?"

Eddie nodded. "Don't be late. There's a guy from Sacramento coming to talk about the Four-Year Plan. The Baron says, formal clothes for this one." Eddie went idle and let Stan do the traveling.

Stan rowed. He was on the open sea between islands now, with no random encounters in sight. He fiddled with the magic system and tried to make the raft's cords grow, repairing a little damage by melding the loose strands. The raft was down to 20% integrity, visibly starting to come loose, and his spell was only able to grow that by 3%.

A window rose from the sea. [You earned another magic element! Make a selection: Wood, Water, Cloth, Wind, Plant, Push, Shape.]

He had Growth, Create, and Metal so far. Time for another noun. He said, "How about Wind for sailing." A colorful magic breeze swirled around him and converged on his foot, creating a fourth shamanic mark.

[Your first-level words are now full.]

So now he should get sails, which meant cloth, so why not learn enough about that to be useful? Stan's raft disintegrated into a pile of splintered wood just offshore, so that Stan had to drag Eddie onto the beach where he flopped like a dead fish. "Hey, are you there?"

Eddie the seafarer woke up as his player returned. "I was getting dressed up for the lecture. We've gotta go."

"Okay, hurry up and save with me and we'll log out."

* * *

The national Four-Year Plan was going splendidly according to the man from Sacramento, who wore rancher clothes that had obviously never seen dirt. He praised the Community for its food productivity and high SCS ratings. Whenever someone asked a question, he had a way of diverting the answer into one of two canned answers about the president being a far-sighted genius, or America having a bright future of prosperity for all. The third time answer #2 came up, Stan laughed. Baron Hal blanched.

A thundercloud seemed to pass across the visitor's face, but it was gone in an instant. He went right back into his presentation about how the Community system ought to be expanded, letting young people stay much longer to ensure they had productive and fulfilling work with all the comforts they needed. He singled out Hal as a good example.

Stan had brought his Slab and had meant to read a guide to welding, suggested by his royal instructor. He got distracted by the speech, though, and sincerely paid attention. He tried to see past the web of ideas the man was weaving. If everything is so great, then why not freeze it this way? Tell all of us that we'll be serfs for five years or ten instead of two. Except that you can't say 'serfs'; you have to say Youth Community Volunteers. When the man praised the president with answer #1 again, Stan began to see he was setting up the fearless leader for a fourth term run in 2040.

That didn't affect Stan's life, really, or almost anyone else's. The modern world was about doing your assigned work and keeping your head down. He'd never be part of the ruling Sacramento crowd, let alone Washington's, so he could only really accomplish anything by going outside the system.

He had one other insight, coming to him like a text window. Diplomacy: He's describing this future like it's inevitable, and he's just making sure we expect it. Like it's not our place to decide on it. Tellingly, the speaker wasn't a politician, just the assistant head of some bureau who'd been there since 2025. He didn't need input from the likes of Stan.

* * *

Stan paid copper pieces and metalwork for good canvas, and snickered when he learned it and most local ropes were made from hemp. One of the nearby islands had become notorious for it, leading to a bizarre bit of cross-world politics. If you were playing in the United States, hemp had no alchemy effects at all, but if you were in the American Free States it had a harmful status effect. The thing was that both countries had legalized marijuana in some way despite insisting that their policies and reasoning were totally different. Stan asked Ludo about this silliness and got the reply, "You should see how careful I have to be about some subjects in China or Iran."

Stan went to the workshop and made his first sail from the canvas. It was just a rectangle rigged in the simplest possible way plus some horizontal wooden rods for reinforcement. He wasn't going to mess with anything fancy when he had no experience and no permanent raft. It was okay if his first rigging was junk. Since he had some cloth left over, he flipped through the reference books in the workshop and found a dirt-simple blueprint for a tunic in something like the Japanese kimono style. After several minutes of deciphering the recipe and at one point begging the game to undo a particularly bone-headed bit of stitching, he had himself his first piece of non-default clothing. [Crafting result: Shoddy Canvas Tunic. "A blank slate."]

Stan grunted at the "shoddy" label, but it was fair considering the undo. He'd made it using the awkward advanced controls for stitching, instead of doing one of those semi-abstract puzzles. There was no bonus for doing that, this time. "The next one will be better," he said, and began cleaning up his tools.

A fanfare played. [Quest complete; you've learned a new skill! As promised, you now have a hidden upgrade to your Inspect skill that will reveal the Mind stat of some targets. Try not to boast about it.]

Stan leaned back in his chair and chuckled. "Great; I'm now a clothier or something."

[You have been offered an official character class, if you can name it correctly.]

He sat up straighter. Until now he'd shrugged at having that slot on his character sheet blank. It didn't directly do anything. Since it was public, though, it was kind of a badge of honor and an advertisement. So he was now being asked, "What are you?"

Not a fighter or a wizard, or even a shaman. He'd seen the right label before. "Craftsman."

He floated and glowed in celebration, drawing applause from the few other people at work in the room. [Your class is now "Craftsman!"]

Stan smiled, and changed his public note from "I make things!", which he'd already known, to "Wielder of hammer and drones."

He sold the tunic right away for less than the materials had cost, then made a second one that was branded Clumsy. He wore it with pride.

* * *

He visited Ms. Parker, who fed him pie and had him paint some scuff marks on the walls. She said, "Outside of the space pool we played in, once, have you done any diving yet?"

Stan said, "In VR once, I was doing underwater assembly work. It was interesting, but I had other things to try and there wasn't much time."

"There never is." She opened the door beneath her stairs and said, "Could you please pull out my husband's old diving gear? It's the non-pink set."

Stan lugged out a stainless steel air tank, then a mesh bag stuffed with swim fins, a snorkel mask, and some kind of mechanical octopus made of hoses and nozzles. Parker looked on approvingly and said, "I'd like you to have this."

Stan blinked. "What?"

"Henry would've liked you. I hope you get the chance to try it sometime, though you should have a professional check it first. Stan... When you have a bandage on, do you pull it off quickly or slowly?"

"Quickly," he said.

She nodded and took a breath. "Then: This is the last you'll see of me for a while. I'm going to get my brain preserved."

Stan stammered. Parker patted his shoulder and said, "I can't afford uploading, but I believe that before long, there'll be a low enough price that Ludo will look at the trust fund I'm setting up, and trade it for the procedure. Once it's just my brain sitting preserved in a tank, the first step of the surgery is already done. And if Ludo doesn't come through, there's no stopping the technology; there are competitors already. You'll get to see me again someday, in better shape."

"But... but you're still healthy!" Stan said.

"Not as much as you think. I might have a few years in me yet, but at my age there's a fair chance I just won't wake up one day. I'm gambling with the reaper and it's time to cash out."

She was an outpost away from the Community, the only place he could feel welcome in California and not under constant supervision. "You shouldn't go," he said.

"It's time, but we'll meet again. Maybe you'll help make it happen, eh?" She hugged him, and he let her ruffle his hair. "You've got a good head on your shoulders, and I don't need a machine to tell me you'll be okay. You've given me some happy memories to take with me."









11. Tourney Isle

 

 

Back in his room Stan sat there stunned. There was a hole in his life all of the sudden. Maybe he should have said to break it to him slowly, so that he could go to sleep tonight still looking forward to seeing her again.

He sent Mina a hello message, wanting to tell her about Parker being gone. She wasn't online. He knew someone who always was... but no, Ludo wouldn't want Stan running to him over every problem. Stan sat up straighter on his bed and put himself to work with one of the Slab's weekly educational quizzes. That was at least productive.

Baron Hal buzzed him, requesting his presence. It was nearly dinnertime, but he went.

Hal sat at his desk, saying, "Are you all right? The system picked up on you losing a friend."

The system...? Oh! He said, "You're reading my e-mail?"

"Not directly. Like I said, the system picks up on things. And you were at that lady's place in town today; was it her?"

Stan didn't sit; he gripped the back of the offered chair. "Yeah. You probably don't want to know quite what happened."

Hal scowled. "I can guess from that. She had a good life, I'm sure. Must have contributed to the world."

"You didn't know her."

Hal said, "I didn't. Want to tell me?"

Stan spoke guardedly, resenting that Hal would pry. "She was an astronaut candidate, once."

"Then she did give of herself to help the country. You can be glad she did that."

"But she's gone, or she will be soon. For now, I guess."

Hal smiled weakly. "We're in this life together. No one's completely gone so long they were a part of society."

"That's not much comfort, if how much you're worth is how well you rank on the SCS or whatever they used in her day."

"Well. There's not much more I can say than that. If you just want to talk, though, or skip a day's events or something, I'll understand."

Stan sighed and walked out, confused. "Thanks, I think."

* * *

He got through dinner, though he couldn't taste anything and it felt like the blood had drained from his face and hands. He went back to his room. Now that he'd had a chance to calm down a little, he could talk with Ludo without blubbering at him. He couldn't quite meet the AI's eyes as he spoke. "Sir, I... I did what you asked of me. I guess you knew that would happen."

"I did. It was her choice whether to tell you."

"What can you tell me? Will you say she contributed to society, and she was a nice person who enjoyed playing a video game, the end?"

"She was a remarkable individual, highly trained for a call that never came." The AI paused, sighed, and spoke in a more serious tone. "That which makes her unique will be kept in a place of safety, until the day of her resurrection. There shall be guards placed over her and spirits working daily to bring her to another life. Though not everyone can be saved and fortune's dice can't be trusted, we can look ahead to the day when she rejoins the world and can find joy again. Until that day, we should experience it on her behalf and carry some part of her with us."

Stan sat quietly for a moment, then nodded. "What can I do to help?"

"You want another task? Then... For the next month, get a good SCS score."

"What?"

"In the short term it might help you to have some structure, and not make trouble."

"All right. I'll do it."

The lighting changed subtly as Ludo stood up and paced, looking out of his lodge at the stars. "By the way, you missed her, but Mina stopped by my nightclub in Virginia. She seemed to have a good time fighting dragons."

"Good. But is she going to help you, too? I don't think she trusts you."

"It's fair that she doesn't, considering what I am. Considering what people are asking of me."

There were still people claiming Ludo would destroy the world, but they didn't seem to have met him, or his friends. "I trust you," Stan said.

* * *

When Mina got back from her trip, Stan was playing. She messaged him by Slab and he answered, using that moment to break the news about Ms. Parker.

Mina came over in person. "I'm sorry. She was a big help to society over a long career, it sounds like... and I guess there's a chance this uploading thing will work out."

Stan nodded and forced a smile. It wasn't her job to be comforting him. "Thanks. Did you have a good time out there?"

"Yeah." Mina shook off the mood and leaned against Stan's desk, while she told him all about seeing the capital, "where all the important decisions get made". Then she glanced toward Stan's Talisman. "I interrupted you, huh?"

"I was just doing some crafting. About to head out on that long raft trip."

"It's getting late. Aren't you going to run up against Friendship Night Dinner?"

Stan groaned, not looking forward to another one of the "share your feelings" sessions. "The trip is going to take all night. I'm going to grab a quick meal and skip the socializing this time; it's that or miss a work shift. This particular quest doesn't work well with my schedule."

"You're going to run into more of that if you keep exploring those islands."

"Probably. There must be a solution though; Ludo's actually told me to try behaving myself with the SCS this month."

"And if the AI says so, suddenly you care?"

He said, "Sure. There are probably imaginary gold pieces in it for me, and that's what I care about, right?"

Mina scowled. "I know you're upset, but I also know that's not really what you're thinking."

"Ludo's missions matter. He has plans. Did you talk with that senator?"

"I told him, yeah, and the man looked at me like I had six eyes. What was the point?"

Stan said, "Something long-term. If Ludo says behaving myself with SCS this month is a good idea, I'm willing to give it a shot and see what happens."

* * *

His Slab beeped the next morning, telling him to go to the Community's reception area. A teenager stood there with a sack of scuba gear and an air tank over his shoulder. "You Stan the Craftsman? This is for you."

Stan hid his moment of grief by giving a little bow. To his surprise the boy returned it, saying, "Twin Spark, over in Midgard mostly. Look me up if you want. QC."

"Huh?"

The guy set down Ms. Parker's gift. "Quest complete." 

Stan nodded and said, "Thanks." They were both part of the favor network, and nothing more needed saying.

* * *

Stan loaded up his new raft just as the Isles' evening sky blazed with an aurora. This one not only had a decent number for its durability stat, it was bigger and had room for the simple sail and rigging he'd created. He tied on a pair of buoyant treasure chests he'd made himself and loaded with cloth and potion ingredients and other trade goods. In his backpack and extra shoulder bag, he had enough wood and rope to rebuild a cruder version of the raft or repair this one. He'd made a third tunic for himself with a bunch of pockets, and a couple of flags. With all that gear and his tools, he was set. He sat at his desk to play, feeling like the trip called for more formality than sprawling on his bed.

There was something missing, though. He checked his friends list, then sent out a message to Alaya, Volt and the dragon alchemist, who were all online. He explained the trip and said, "Anybody need a lift?"

Alaya wrote back: "Yes. I'm heading to West-1 South-5."

"I can take you there."

She met up with him at the beach. She'd advanced her character a little, with a feathered bow and some cool sculpted bone armor, and had a backpack on one shoulder. "Thanks. I'm actually hoping to catch a nap while you sail, if that's okay."

Stan winced; he'd hoped Alaya would do that for him. "I owe you anyway. Hop on."

They paddled together into the waters off the shore of Central Island. Stan began casting a spell with a wand and his Create and Wind elements, turning the still air (after several attempts) into a useful breeze.

"Not much of a sail," Alaya said, looking at the simple square dangling from a crossbeam.

"Yeah, well, I'm not much of a sailor. I'm sticking to the 'make wind blow toward target' strategy until I can get a proper ship and the skill to use it."

They talked while Stan sailed southward, alternating between paddling and magic. The raft bounced gently up and down on the calm sea. "What's on that island, anyway? I didn't see anything stand out on the public map."

"Some guys found what might be an overlooked dungeon with a Stability Gem buried there. Thought I'd head over and sell a bunch of healing potions to the people who'll be fighting over it." She patted her backpack.

"Smart. So there might be a new settlement there soon?"

"Probably not. If they do find a gem they'll want to install it somewhere farther out so it doesn't interfere with Central Island or Tourney."

There were no towns along the way to Tourney ten whole islands south, because one stabilized island tended to destabilize others nearby. Setting up a new village could become a form of warfare as people spread out across the Isles.

The conversation died down and Alaya sprawled on the raft. Stan said, "If you don't mind my asking, are you still job-hunting? In the real world, I mean?"

She groaned. "I got a job as a chauffeur and 'executive assistant'. But that's where the jobs are, with people who'd rather have someone to boss around than a reliable AI driver."

Better to be making money than not, he supposed, but he wouldn't want to have a job that only existed to make some big shot feel important. He daydreamed about jobs while he sailed and Alaya seemed to sleep.

The gameplay of sailing was pretty simple. He steered the raft clear of a suspicious ripple and a patch of discolored water, and kept going by paddle and lazy use of spells. Meanwhile he got some decent use out of his Slab to read an approved article about how construction firms were run.

Alaya was counting on him to get them to safety. He was in danger of falling asleep, though. The music out here on the sea was quiet and calm, and there was a hypnotic effect to the rocking of the waves. He passed island South-4 and turned southwest toward where he could drop the archer off. By the time he reached the big and mountainous isle she was heading for, she was awake and muttering about an in-game alarm. Stan himself was yawning as he wished her good luck.

Right after he'd dropped Alaya off, there was a knock on his door. Stan startled out of the game and opened it. "Mina?"

"Hey. I thought you could use a break. Oh, is that...?" She glanced at the small pile of scuba gear under his bed.

"Yeah." Stan sighed. "I just reached an island. I'd stop here but there aren't reliable storage places nearby."

She said, "I can take over for an hour if you want. I'll try not to wreck your stuff while you catch a nap."

It was well after curfew. "What are you even doing up? You're not allowed to be here."

"So I'll lose a few points this week. The point of the rule is to keep me out of trouble with the boys, and I don't think that's a problem with you."

"It's not. I mean, unless you want trouble. Uh."

She giggled and crossed the threshold of his room. "Shut up and get some rest. If you trust me with the game I'll trust you to behave yourself."

Stan blushed, but he kicked off his shoes and flopped onto his bed, pulling the covers over himself. "Thanks, Mina."

He thought he heard Mina talking while he slept, but couldn't make out the words.

* * *

She shook him awake. "Feeling better? I ought to get back to sleep."

He startled, then remembered what had happened. "Good. Yeah, that helped. I'll finish this trip and find somewhere to rest in-game. Where am I now?"

"Well, the raft got eaten by a whale, which then exploded..." She saw his look of horror and said, "No, you're fine. Zone South-7, no land in sight. Raft looks like it's starting to come apart though."

Stan stretched. "Thanks again. I'll vouch for you if any questions come up about you breaking curfew."

Mina held up her Slab, which had an angry red warning on it. "According to the rules I must be pregnant and/or a drug addict by now. I spent time in a boy's room, unsupervised!"

"Scandalous. Did Ms. Parker ever tell you the expression, 'May as well hang for a sheep as for a goat'?"

"No; what --"

Stan stood up and kissed her, holding her around the waist. As before it was awkward, fumbling, but nice anyway. "Quest reward."

She left, laughing nervously. He watched her go with a smile, sighed, and got back to his game.

She was right about the raft; its health was down to about 20%. There was no Island South-7, only a patch of empty sea. Dangerous. Soon after he crossed into Zone South-8 he reached a cluster of sandbars that would have to do. He beached the raft there. He whipped out his supply of lumber and tools, then inspected the timbers he was already using. The graphics for them switched to show more detail, with red and yellow highlighting to suggest specific repair needs. Stan frowned and took the whole raft apart. The Repair skill was on his character sheet but not in his top five skills, so he was competent, but not qualified for any special feats of fixing. He salvaged the most intact logs, reassembled the raft body, then reattached the sail.

As he looked over his work he decided to try strapping his buoyant treasure chests to the craft's sides. Even with the cargo they held, they could help the thing to float and be more stable. The shape looked kind of cool, too. A system message said, [You have discovered the concept of a catamaran or trimaran hull.]

"Oh, this is a real design?" he said, and redoubled his construction effort.

He couldn't do much to maintain the sail and rigging, but they would last him to Tourney Isle. As for his character, he had an icon warning him he had a hunger penalty to his stats now. Sort of an encouragement to log out, like major wounds, or to buy food.

He used paddling and magic to continue to the south, avoiding anything suspicious that might pull him into another adventure tonight. That made the trip boring after a while. He said, "Ludo, I'm surprised you let her use my account."

Text popped up saying, [She obviously had permission. We had a good chat, and she got to play with the magic system.]

"You're giving her quests, huh?"

[She asked me not to mess with her, for now. She's trying to sort some things out in her life that I can't necessarily help with.]

"Like what?"

[It's not for me to say.]

"Can't you drop her into just the right scenario to learn whatever she needs to?"

[Outside of a VR session, she'd need to get a Talisman or a good enough gaming computer and then make an official account, not just the throwaway she's used.]

Stan sailed on. "But she's a player of your game now, so why does it matter whether she has a real account?"

The AI laughed and spoke aloud from nowhere. "Consider it a safety valve. If someone shouts at me that I'm the devil and they never want to hear from me again, they can just, you know, stop playing. I actually have a few people paying me so they can call me up and rant at me occasionally, because they found out I wouldn't listen if they weren't players."

"Loony fundamentalists?"

"You'd be surprised. Anyway, if Mina became a regular player, that'd mean opening up Thousand Tales to other people at your Community besides you and Eddie, which is the "foot in the door" problem Hal is afraid of."

"And you have feet in a lot of doors, huh?"

"Yes."

Stan kept sailing until a roughly pentagonal island rose up on the horizon, with faint daylight visible in the east. It occurred to him that the horizon must be a special effect if the world was basically flat. Seagulls wheeled overhead.

A big shadow swooped down, faintly highlighted by moonlight or more likely, his Inspect skill. Stan whipped out his hammer and hatchet and stood up just in time to viciously whack the hawk-man who was coming at him talons-first. The impact sent both of them tumbling into the water. Stan mashed buttons to get to the surface and flail to get loose.

"Your money or your life!" said the bird, trying to snag a spear he'd dropped in the water.

Stan kicked the spear away from the robber's taloned hands until it sank. "You're supposed to say that first, idiot." He swam toward his raft but the thief gashed him along the shoulder with his talons. Swimming wasn't too easy with a tool in each hand. Stan slashed to keep the bird at bay with his hatchet, then put both weapons away and gave thanks to himself for learning to make pockets. He kicked his way over to the raft and was atop it before the enemy could catch him.

"Was that supposed to be an ambush?" Stan said.

The hawk sputtered and swam toward the raft. "Fine, you win! Let me get back to the island."

"I don't know; what's it worth to you? I killed a couple of players before, but this one was my first fair fight."

"You get no loot from killing me, and I'll come after you if you do."

Stan said, "I didn't hear an 'if I don't kill you'. Hey, is that a shark in the distance?"

"Fine! I promise I won't bother you for at least a week."

Stan wondered what stopped the guy from just letting himself sink and respawn. He hadn't gotten a good look at the guy's armor but it didn't look impressive. "You must have something valuable on you."

"Just my armored vest."

Stan blinked at that concept. "Oh, how did you get one? I've made a few shirts but haven't tried combining clothes and armor. Is that part of the Smithing skill or Tailoring, or what?"

The bird treaded water. "Are we really having this discussion?"

"Sure. Get up here and tell me what you know about making more advanced protective gear while we make landfall."

Stan kept a wary eye on him as he rowed. The robber said, "I didn't make this outfit, but a friend did. It's just cotton combined with some leather and alchemical stuff. The protective value isn't great but it's light enough not to penalize my flying."

"I thought you needed a feat to combine weapons and armor," Stan said.

"I guess, but not armor and clothing. Who wants full plate armor while they're sailing, anyway?" The bird-man shrugged.

"You went to the trouble of getting a bird-man transformation, and you're picking on random travelers instead of doing some epic quest?"

"You looked like you had good stuff."

"Mostly cheap trade items."

The hawk-man talked about roaming the sea as a flying pirate, fighting NPCs but preying on the occasional real player too. He mentioned that he had limited flight power, which told Stan he'd have to be at his most wary when near coastal mountains a thief could jump off of. It sounded like this area had some more advanced players on it, which meant more to learn.

"And here we are," Stan said at last. He hopped off of the raft and into the shallows. A system notice announced that he'd discovered Tourney Isle. Wooden piers extended from the rocky shore. A fancy three-masted ship lay at anchor, next to a sleek boat with a double hull like the design Stan had done with his outboard treasure chests. Stan paused to admire what the other builders had done.

He asked the robber, "Where's an inn? Or a storage place?"

"Your best bet is the Peabody Inn. It's run by some of the town NPCs."

Stan scanned the bird-man and saw he was labeled "Tier-III", ie. either a real player or equivalent to one. Stan tried not to yawn or let down his guard in case the guy was still trouble.

The hawk said, "Uh, thanks for letting me go." He walked ashore and raised one hand dramatically, making the spear he'd lost reappear. "Good. Don't worry; I'm not going to fight you." Instead he shook out his wet wings and flew away inland.

"Weird," said Stan.

A notice said, [As you've just seen, having a frequently used item qualifies you to make it a key item, protected against loss if you're killed. You now qualify for one, but which will it be, the hatchet or the hammer?] A tutorial window popped up to explain how to summon an item into existence from nowhere, and to banish it again. [You can use this trick with armor too, if you can keep something suitable for long enough.]

"Hammer, please." Not every choice had to be tough; he'd been thinking of replacing the axe with a steel one. He did the dramatic hand gesture and his hammer flashed out of sight with a mighty lens flare effect. It reappeared on command. He felt like a superhero.

He also felt ready to fall asleep. He wasn't sure he could trust people (one feathered person in particular) not to swipe all his stuff the moment he explored, and even he couldn't haul two whole treasure chests and a raft. It was just before dawn in the Isles and not many people were about.

A woman waved from a waterfront snack shop. She had fuzzy grey ears high on her head. "Welcome! Are you having trouble?"

Stan explained his problem. The lady paused, then said, "I have a cart you can borrow if you'll buy something."

"Sure; wait." Stan returned to his raft to pull off the rope and remove the sail, leaving behind the near-useless damaged wood. The shopkeeper brought a wooden cart from behind her market stall, which let Stan see she also had a long ringed tail swishing behind her. "Going for some kind of transformation?"

"You're asking about transformation? This is just how I am."

Stan pinged her. [Tier-II.] She was an NPC, then. That explained why she'd be running a store when hardly anyone was around; she was basically a prop. Even so, there was no sense in being rude. He let her help load his stuff onto the cart, then browsed her inventory of stat-boosting items. He went with buying a pecan pie, which got him thinking about making one in the real world. "Do you have a recipe for that?"

"For a few coins, yes."

"No, thanks." He'd look one up later. For now it was more important to rest and then meet the real AI living here. "Can you tell me about Davis?"

The shopkeeper assumed a standard hands-on-counter pose and recited, "Sir Davis is the first resident of Tourney Isle. He's an accomplished actor and a gentle-bunny. It's traditional for visitors to make him a standard offering of three carrots. Which I sell."

"I'm a little short on coins. I'll try to sell stuff in the morning and get back to you." He hefted the pie he'd bought, and it shined with a dramatic lens flare effect. Stan blinked, then held up a burlap sack from his inventory. It, too, shined gloriously. "Did I get some kind of enchantment on me?"

"Enchantment?" said the shopkeeper. "You can find enchanters at the market during the day."

"Show me one of those muffins, please."

She did, and it gleamed dramatically. "Would you like to buy one?"

Stan gestured for his interface. "Ludo, something screwy is going on. Uh, a system error."

[What is it?]

"You don't notice all the shiny effects? Look." He pulled a dirt-covered turnip off of the shopkeeper's display and held it up. It shined like a magic sword.

The interface buzzed. [Checking.] A lens flare decorated the text window, and another the shopkeeper's stall. Stan began to wonder if Thousand Tales was crashing. Then the text updated: [There's a problem with some special-effects AIs. Please remain calm.]

"Ocean-of-Tears, is that you?" In the background, someone had climbed up on the deck of the big ship and was generating shiny effects as he danced and posed.

[We apologize for the inconvenience. This malfunction is unprofessional and it will be dealt with.]

"Inconvenient? See that guy over there; he's enjoying it!"

The text went away. Stan shook his head and began hauling his equipment inland. The ground was unpaved and stony, and even the wooden cart was getting the lens flares now. He moved through a fantasy island turned ridiculous, where more adventurers were waking up or logging on to see what was happening. Somewhere outside the game there were probably excited social media comments. Stan came to a stately inn with gratuitous white columns and a lot of vines, where shiny ducks splashed in a shiny pond. In-game it was now dawn, and the sun had, like, four special effects on it at once. Clouds spun and drifted across the heavens.

"What's going on?" asked a dark lord in bleak armor, which of course also shined. A pair of monks got out of a player-made hut to look around.

Stan said, "A minor special effects error, supposedly. Check out my treasure." He held up a suddenly impressive copper coin.

The bird-man robber glided into view and landed on a hut. "Is everything doing this?" He drew his spear. "Apparently."

"What do we do?" said the dark lord.

Stan thought of the morose AI who was Ludo's manager of this game realm. "You know what the Isles currently need? A party. We've got the flashy lights."

"Music, then!" said someone dressed as a bard. He whipped out a guitar and began to play the latest catchy song. A parade broke out along the winding streets of the southern isle, with everyone swinging weapons and whatever else came to hand to watch the flashes. A wizard sent fancy spells upward just to see her mighty lightning and fire blasts turn into spinning, gleaming fireworks.

"Nah, nah," said Stan after a little while of hearing the pop songs. "We need a fancier song. Like, a hymn."

"Which one?" said the bard, pausing too.

Stan froze. He had never learned any. The morning sun was rising in an endless world and everyone was coming together to play and to make everything shine. He said, "Did you know that the guardian AI of the Isles is sad?"

The robber said, "Huh? How can it be?"

"She's seen some things." He grinned. "I hope she sees this, too. Hey, somebody played a cool old song for me once; do you know one called 'Wheel In the Sky'?"

The bard laughed and brandished his guitar at the head of the parade. Lights streamed along it with every movement he made, and the chords kicked into electric guitar riffs.

"Sent a letter on a long summer day. Made of silver, not of clay..."

Before long they were all singing it and playing shiny air guitar. The island's NPCs peeked out of their shops and houses, then began to follow. Stan looked up from his screen and he wanted to go to Eddie and Mina, to wake them up and say "come and see". But they were asleep, and they hadn't played enough to appreciate the silly malfunction.

The dance party petered out and people went their separate ways. Stan waved goodbye and headed back to the hotel, but glanced at the ocean world's sky before going in. "Don't worry about the 'inconvenience'," he said. "It was fun."

Behind the counter stood a clerk who looked almost identical to the shopkeeper he'd met, wearing a cute bow tie and a smile. She showed no sign of anything strange having just happened. Oh, well. For most of his remaining coins, he got a hotel room good until his next login. The bed looked comfortable and huge, and a quick inspection told him it'd provide a "Well-Rested" bonus. For him as a mere human, that is. If he were an uploader, he could really enjoy it. He made sure his stuff was safe in the room, maneuvered his character over to the bed, and logged out.

Back in reality, it was still late night. He stretched and looked at his simple cot. Any uploaded player could have not just a kingly bed, but a palace and servants fanning him and feeding him grapes. He scoffed at that image; he didn't even like grapes. Come to think of it, why would he want a palace? There was a lot to be jealous of, about the immortals' lives, but even unlimited food and sex and piles of gold probably got old quickly. Why else would people like Oroblanco bother with the game rules instead of hopping into one of those little bubble worlds forever?

He went to sleep and dreamed of designing his own personal heaven. It wasn't too different from what he was already doing in the Isles.

* * *

In his daytime life, he worked the fields and repaired the Community's tools in the machine shop. Spare parts were in short supply nationwide, said the rumors from other Communities, though Mina posted polite rebuttals showing that production was going up. Besides, they didn't need tractors when there was so much labor available.

Stan could see some wisdom in the Communities' labor-intensive farming. It wouldn't be good to organize the world so that machines did all the work, whether they were ordinary tractors and trucks or miraculously non-polluting friendly robots. The game that managers like Hal were playing involved keeping people not just fed, but busy enough to feel useful.

He had an unexpected afternoon free, due to Hal rearranging the schedule on the east-side greenhouses. Stan got an idea. He made plans to visit Mexicali for that electronics store. He started to call up Ms. Parker to ask for a ride, then stopped. He'd thought to use her as a tool. For that matter, he'd been looking at the trip to visit Davis the AI as just another goalpost to touch, a ticket to punch to get his prize. Who was Davis, anyway?

He buzzed Baron Hal. "Requesting permission to take a scooter across the border. It's a long trip but I'll make sure to recharge the battery."

Hal's voice said, "Ugh. Going to your game place again?"

"Actually, no. Shopping. Want anything?"

Hal sounded a little more pleased. "A shipment didn't come in. Can you grab six light-switch panels and the screws for them?" He named a few other odds and ends. "And... well, you know. A case of Tecate, if you can."

Stan laughed. "Fine."

He now had a legitimate errand to help boost his SCS. He'd have done the VR center but money was tight. Instead he drove to the electronics store and parked the borrowed scooter under the eye of its outdoor cameras, with a lock.

The shop had light switches and some other things Hal needed. Stan grabbed a few items for his own use, then went over to the store's demo Talisman units and said hello to Ludo. "These are what I need, right? Sorry I'm not visiting your Fun Zone this trip."

Ludo popped up and examined his armload of wire and other parts. "Looks good. And you don't need to visit, especially not when you're saving money for other things."

"Thanks. Say, what else can you tell me about Davis?"

"He wouldn't like me gossiping. How about you do some research, before you cross the border again?"

Stan signed off. Rather than spend more money at the cafe to use their wireless network, he rode out to the playground and got online using his Slab.

The search results were different, seen from here. In America he'd seen something about Davis being in a cartoon, but it was blocked on the video channels. Stan had shrugged and gotten distracted. Here, there was no censorship on this particular topic. Stan sat next to his scooter, ignoring the kids at play, and watched the first episode of a show called Oops! Universe Repair Crew. Then the second and third.

There was a genie in training who'd made friends in magic high school. She was now going with them to different worlds that were on the verge of falling apart due to some kind of terrible AI. The first episode was "Rossum's Unbearable Remix", in which humanity was living in a fake paradise while a population of robot musicians forced them to listen to the same generic feel-good pop song forever. Then came "A Wrinkle In Pants" where the heroes got everyone to tear off their slacks for justice against SIT, the Casual Oppressor. By the third episode he was laughing out loud, as a rabbit in shining armor helped the genie defeat the agents of a paranoid mega-city. The agents' motto and the episode title was "Friend Computer Is Watching Your Butt," always spoken like a holy mantra.

He said, "Why the heck is this stuff censored on the Community network? It's anti-AI."

The Slab displayed, [Command not recognized.]

While he was here, he tried a few other searches. Mexico-related news was obviously arranged to make the Mexican government look good, but US news was a little more negative. There were links to Free States sites that just didn't appear when he looked from his dorm. He realized too late that the Slab was probably going to report his list of visited sites when he got back on the usual network. "May as well hang for a sheep," he muttered, and looked up Thousand Tales stuff. The search results weren't that different, but there were forums he'd never even heard of. People there were talking about uploading, the competitor companies starting to offer the same service, and some rants about the US and China secretly being run by other AIs. It was interesting dipping into that larger pool of crazy. He resented having been kept out of it for his own good.

Come to think of it, although the "Universe Repair Crew" cartoon was obviously poking fun at all the ways AI could go horribly wrong, he could also see it being subversive as hell against any human trying to run people's lives, too. He smiled as he pictured Baron Hal ordering everyone to dress up to attend a lecture, then getting humiliated by the genie crew's pants-shredding rebellion.

Stan ordered a t-shirt to support the show's creators, and had it delivered to the Fun Zone. He'd pick it up later or have someone meet him in town to deliver it.

Back in the Community, he got to work on his own little project. He took a coffee can left over from the kitchen and wrapped it in a coil of wire, added some computer networking parts using the workshop's half-working soldering iron and a lesson he'd done in princess world, and built himself a jury-rigged super antenna. When he pointed it in the right direction, his Slab detected the wireless network at the Mexicali playground all the way from here!

More usefully, he was able to head out to the east and get Tales people playing with his drones using a much stronger wireless signal than before. He made a little money, and made plans to go farther out to the east next time.









12. The Rebels' Forest

 

 

He logged into the game in the evening and found his treasure chests and himself still in the hotel. He stuffed his backpack full of trade items instead of rope and sailcloth, then charmed the clerk NPC into holding the chests for now. There was a persuasion mini-game of sorts where a meter wobbled back and forth, but that only happened after he struck up a conversation. The clerk started off asking for "news from the other islands" and Stan obliged instead of brushing her off. From there it was easy to explain he was a trader and ask for a little favor to get him started. He learned something about Tourney Isle's shops and trade, and offered to upgrade a wagon when he came back. It was actually an interesting talk instead of a command menu. When the mini-game finally appeared, it was an anticlimax that gave him a big advantage on the "struggle" of wills.

He headed up a coastal trail to the marketplace, thinking of the spontaneous parade earlier that had gone through here. Much like Central Island, this place had an assortment of outdoor shops catering both to adventurers and to more sedate craftsmen and fellow traders. He inspected the stores as he went by; lots of cotton that formed tents and awnings and shaped the whole market space into a bunch of shaded alleys where people of several species browsed. The game-world reality was that they were human and elf and half-dragon and part-dolphin and so on; the true reality was that some were human and some AIs of various sorts. His skills wouldn't tell him whether anyone was a Tier-III AI versus a human player or an uploader, but he could see filler NPCs and shopkeepers who were there to make the place bustle and maybe provide pickpockets. Even as he had that thought he saw a hawk-woman squawk and say "My purse!"

Stan looked around and spotted an elf sauntering away from her. Stan gave chase and called out, "Stop!" The thief darted out of reach, but a burly man with a few dragon parts stepped into the elf's path like a wall. Stan cornered the pickpocket from the other direction, drew his hammer and said, "Give it back."

"You wanna kill him or should I?" asked the dragon.

That seemed a little extreme, but it made perfect sense given that the guy would just respawn. "Both!" he said, and they worked together to bludgeon the bad guy to death.

"Thanks, mister," said the victim, taking back her coin purse.

Stan saw through her; she was just another NPC. Even so, he gave her a smile.

The dragon-man was real. "You can have his stuff if you want." The thief had only dropped the brown cloak he'd been wearing. Stan thanked him and put it away.

He considered trying to buy three carrots for Davis, as the shopkeeper had suggested, but that struck him as being for suckers. He wasn't a quest-giving NPC that you could describe fully with a wiki article. In fact, Davis had once pulled a stunt in the genie cartoon, where he used a recurring slogan to tell who wasn't paying attention to him.

Just under a grassy plateau lined with grey stone, there stood a terraced cotton farm being worked by a motley assortment of characters, almost none registering as NPCs. Before heading up a wooden staircase past them, he stopped to ask one of the adventurers, "Are you actually having fun tending a bunch of boring crops?"

"For me it's an 'idle game' where I can work while I do stuff in the real world. I get free cotton, and besides, farming is kind of fun."

Stan wondered if he could talk these guys into doing his Community chores for him. He headed up at last to the tournament grounds.

Up there was a big open field with a low fence and bandstands. Seven flags waved around it. He recognized Mexico's, America's, and the Free States' "definitely not a Confederate flag" emblem. Overlooking it all, and by extension the whole island, was a mansion with a magnificent concrete dome and white pillars and some porches. A quartet of wizards were gathered to blast each other and summon a bunch of monsters in some kind of genteel turn-based duel. Stan walked past the spectators, went to the mansion, and knocked.

A series of thumps sounded from inside, and a muffled "Darn it!" Something metal crashed and bounced. Stan stepped back from the door just as it opened. He found a harried white rabbit-man with his fur mussed, half-dressed in a steel breastplate and holding a pair of leather gloves with his big teeth. The bunny stood at about Stan's height (counting ears) and was fumbling to get his armor on.

"Davis?" said Stan.

"Yes, sir, I do believe I am. And what else I am is late. 'Scuse me." He fiddled with some buckles.

"Can I help?"

"You know what? Yes." He turned around and let Stan help him with the armor. "Sorry not to be hospitable, but I am on set in five. Another time?"

"The carrot gift thing is a trick, isn't it? To weed out people who'd mistreat you."

The rabbit laughed. "If you do insist on talking, how'd you like a walk-on role in someone else's story?"

"Uh... Sure?"

"Then hustle yourself along. I am late." Davis grabbed a backpack and bounded out the front door, sprinting along the tournament grounds and detouring only enough to avoid most of the magical explosions. Stan couldn't keep up with him, so he only saw Davis jump off the cliff at the far end, shouting, "Geronimo!" Stan saw a stamina meter vanishing as he followed and dodged around a summoned golem. This wasn't a fair encounter! Nobody had promised it would be, though. He got to the plateau's edge and saw a shimmering portal with a forest inside at a crazy angle. Now what? The portal was starting to close. Stan gave it a quick inspection and saw, [World Gate, target unknown. "Well?"]

Fine, then. Ludo wouldn't lead him astray about such a thing. Stan jumped.

* * *

The Talisman went dark and a loading screen appeared. He was going to some totally new area and might not even have the graphics for it stored locally. While a progress bar filled, stirring orchestral music played and yellow text scrolled slowly up the screen to tell him about some kind of empire that had been taken over by a council of mad scientists. Finally, there was a magical flash and the game resumed with the message, [You have discovered Norwood: Forest of Rebels.]

The screen faded in to show a trail through dense woodland. Stan walked along past colorful, slightly cartoonish oaks and cedars that were marked only with scraps of ribbon. The woods were thick enough that he suspected it wasn't even possible to leave this path without meeting an invisible wall. Soon, a glint of highlighting marked someone in a hidden blind above him. Stan heard a noise and hopped back just as someone called out, "Halt! Who goes there?"

Davis was somewhere to the right, saying, "Let him in."

Stan looked around and his Inspect highlighting showed him a hidden door covered in vines. It creaked open and he went through, ready to draw his hammer.

He stumbled down a slope. Here in a bowl-shaped clearing, maybe a crater, was a forest village. It blended in even without the many trunks and branches sheltering the huts and woven Indian-style longhouses.

Davis was there, drawn not as the talking animal he'd been in the Isles but as a human who happened to have bunny ears and a tail and a few other lapine signs. He waved to Stan and addressed the squirrel-tailed sentry who hopped down from the trees. "This here is 'Tin', passing by from Gerrick's Boon. He asked to tag along."

"He might be a spy!"

A burly man with badger markings trotted up from a house built into a hollow tree. "Not everybody is a spy. Come on, Davis, let's get you and your friend into the meeting room."

Stan looked the others over. The suspicious squirrel was marked as a Tier-II AI and the badger a Tier-III person, though it didn't say human or what. The guard was probably just there to play a boring NPC role. Stan followed Davis' lead.

A private message came from Davis as text: [Try to play along, "Tin".]

They descended into a basement in the roots of a redwood. There was a crude round table here with half a dozen more members of the zoo, led by a fox with a little crown. Stan finally thought to switch out of first-person camera mode and saw that he was now sporting a fuzzy ringed tail and grey pointed ears. When in Rome, he thought. Everybody showed up as Tier-III except a hawk girl.

The fox prince stood up, shorter than everybody but the bird, and said, "Welcome, travelers. What news from the outside?"

Davis lowered his ears. "It's dangerous on the road this week. Looks like the Empire is in a tizzy looking for something."

"I knew it!" The prince slapped the table, startling the others. "They must have finally gotten a lead on the Star Crystal's location."

A conversation began about the Star Crystal and the Empire's goon patrols and this heroic band of rebels serving Prince Vincent D'Or, rightful heir to something or other. Stan had trouble following it. A system window popped up saying, [Want the backstory?] but he clicked No. He sat at his desk with his head on his arms, and his character copied the motion.

"Are you bored?" asked the prince.

"I... It's just so overwhelming," Stan said. "How can I help?"

"Is that why you're here? To donate your supplies to the cause?"

"I was hoping to trade." Stan's character hefted his backpack. The design had changed to something exaggerated to make it look stuffed with scrolls and camping gear.

The hawk-girl said, "Trade? You do know we're a refugee camp, right? We don't have much."

The fox scowled and went back to chattering with Davis and the others about how So-and-so's betrayal jeopardized their plan to strike a blow against the Empire's dragon-bone mine. Stan was left out of the conversation as surely as if he'd been shown the door. They didn't want his trade items.

But... he was in a group of players caught up in a game of their own, and they wanted something. Attention, an audience.

Stan spoke up during a lull. "You said that you're trying to disrupt the dragon-bone mining. What for?"

The rebels fell all over themselves explaining. They let him ask questions to draw out details about their battle with bio-mechanical monsters and magic and this one time the prince was trapped in another dimension. After a boisterous argument about whether to raid an abandoned factory full of monsters, the prince said, "Well, Tin, we haven't got gold but maybe you can visit our alchemist. He should be awake about now, and might be able to help you."

"Might be a good idea," said Davis.

Something beeped. Stan startled and found that his Slab had been trying to get his attention, saying that it was dinnertime and there was a video to watch. Stan groaned and said into the Talisman, "Would it be all right to rest for an hour or two, your majesty?"

The prince's ears perked up. "Yes, that works out well. Go to the western shed. Davis, will you show him?"

Davis led Stan outside while the others continued their conference. The bunny said, "I see you picked up some practice in pretending to care."

Stan scratched his head and said, "Heh, yeah." He blinked. "I just realized this is one of the worlds I got invited to when I started playing."

How different that would have been! He could have been caught up in whatever silly role-playing was happening here, instead of learning things.

Davis said, "Really? Then the Lady thought you might enjoy acting. I am something of an actor myself." He thumped one foot and said, "Good with the jumping stunts especially."

"I watched the cartoon. It's pretty funny. So, um, I got a quest to shake hands with an AI in the Isles." It didn't seem right to connive a handshake out of this guy without explaining why.

"And what magical doodad does that get you?"

"An Anchor Stone, for building a proper ship."

Davis looked around the forest village. "Ludo and I don't see eye to eye on everything. I reckon she maneuvered you into meeting me for a reason. You know we're both younger than you, right? Not these ancient fonts of wisdom that you ought to go sniveling in obedience to?"

It was strange to think of himself as being older than Ludo. It wasn't really true, though; the AI had seen more, had lived thousands of lives at once and seen more than most actual humans. Stan said, "I'm pretty sure Ludo has a plan, but it might just be to get me exploring and meeting people."

"For now. Then come the little favors."

"I'm well into that."

Davis laughed and thumped one foot on the ground again. "As long as you know what hole you're jumping into, I reckon it's okay. Now get yourself to the shack yonder on the left so you can go do whatever Outer Realm business you've got. But along the way..." A silent text box popped up. [Sneak past the guard and go into that root basement, then free the prisoner.]

"What? Really?"

"Ssh. This here is a plot twist; the prince thought it up while you were yakking."

"The prince wants me to --"

"Yes sir, it's a fine town!" Davis said as he led Stan along toward his sleeping place. They'd just passed by a wolf lady who was looking suspiciously at them.

Stan glanced at the wolf and saw she was another Tier-II character. He murmured, "How many of them are real?"

"All of them," said Davis. He added by text, [In here the players meet at certain times, and at other hours they're played by NPCs or asleep.]

There was a strange symmetry in that. Some NPCs had a brighter mind looking in on them to tweak their behavior, and some human-controlled characters had NPCs standing by to steer them while their humans were away. That was vaguely troubling, but Stan had other things to think about. He thanked Davis, then said, "How about that handshake? Please."

The rabbit tilted his head, looked Stan over, then said, "Yeah, all right." He offered his hand.

Stan shook it, but nothing happened. He cursed. "I think it has to be while I'm in the Isles. I'm sorry; can we meet later? I need to... do things, and rest."

"I aim to please," Davis said, and sauntered off.

The Slab was still buzzing; it was time to get going. Stan headed toward the basement Davis had pointed out, and found a single fox-eared guard sleeping upright with a helmet on his face. A wooden cage held a sullen human in a lab coat.

Stan pulled an obvious keyring off the guard's belt, shushed the prisoner, and unlocked his cage. The man chuckled and said, "Finally. Did the Thaw send you?"

"Just a friend," Stan said. He was pretty sure this guy was a villain, judging from his lightning-bolt eyebrows, but releasing him was part of somebody else's plotline. "Go."

Once the man had crept out of sight, Stan returned the keys and went to the shed the prince had mentioned. It was full of barrels and had a cot tucked away. Good enough to justify having him sleep instead of making an NPC mind take over for him. He used the bed, glanced thoughtfully at the barrels -- something he hadn't tried crafting yet -- and logged out.

* * *

In the Community dining room, the dinner film had already started. It was one of those dreary training videos about teamwork, thinly veiled as a drama about superheroes. Stan recognized some of the actors from similar shows.

He joined Mina and Eddie, who were already nibbling fake-bacon sandwiches. "How are your applications going?" Mina asked.

"I started filling out the forms." He'd looked into the state college system and a couple of trade schools, but it was mostly Mina's urging that kept him going. None really appealed to him.

Eddie said, "You're going to need Hal's recommendation for anything good."

Stan lost his appetite and focused on the film for a bit. He'd skipped over the recommendations section of the admissions and scholarship forms. Without the Baron saying he was a good boy, which he'd only do with obvious reluctance, he had no authority figures to vouch for him. That meant it'd be tough to get a free ride. Without a merit scholarship, he'd need the universal scholarship funding, the kind everyone had a right to. The price was several more years of government-directed service.

Stan summarized with a single spoken word, which made Mina blush. She said, "Ssh. You're just now figuring that out?"

"I didn't care until lately. And then I was focused on doing a good job, not the paperwork."

The video's superheroes solved a friendship problem while Stan and his friends ignored them. Eddie chuckled. "You know, I've seen you putting so much effort into that game that I can believe you totally missed that part."

"It's not just a game."

"Sure. It's been a study aid for me. But you look angry just from having me question it." Stan couldn't deny that. Eddie went on, "I think I'm going to take a step back and quit playing that for a while. You should too."

Mina looked thoughtful. She told Stan, "I've seen you mention the game in our forums, though you're not flaunting the fact that you're allowed to play it." He'd gotten into a couple of arguments about whether it was bad for society, and whether it should be banned. "I know you're devoted, and it's fun, but... if you don't cut back, you really might have trouble with your next adventure. And I don't mean the fantasy kind."

Eddie nibbled some salad. "There's still time to curry favor with Hal, and get your SCS up by working on the official educational stuff. Right now you're only learning things from the game and hoping some of it will transfer to reality."

"It does!" Stan said, trying to keep his voice down. He'd done all kinds of crafts and thought about physics and materials and economics, and even his royal tutoring had gotten him to study welding and economics and deal-making and fighting.

Eddie said, "But not the specific things you need to learn, the tickets you need punched. I wasn't planning to lecture you, Stan, but I see now that you're getting led astray. You're thinking you're going to be some big important hero when the AI calls you to save the world with your lizard-mauling skills. That doesn't really happen."

Stan burned with shame, avoiding the eyes of Eddie and Mina. He'd secretly imagined he was being groomed for some vitally important mission. Really there was only the real world, where the likes of him didn't matter. He could get people to coddle him and say he was special, or let him imagine better things, but imagination was as far as those things could go.

"Excuse me," he said, and lurched out of his chair to leave with half his dinner uneaten.

* * *

Back in his room, with the door locked, he clutched his Talisman and wrung it between his hands. "Ludo, why are you doing all this? Talking to me, asking me things, making requests?"

Instead of logging him into the game again, the device brought back Ludo's image. The AI said, "Are you all right?"

"No, damn it! I don't have a life because I'm in a dead end, because all I can ever do is go on to the next school, the next service assignment. I can just hang out on basic income, but what's the point of that if all I do is play video games and do whatever make-work job I get told to do?"

"Slow down," Ludo said. "It sounds like you're upset, and that's a lot for me to process. Break it down for me."

Stan flopped onto his bed and talked. It was confusing to try to spell out his thoughts about Baron Hal, and ending his service years, and school applications, and what Eddie and Mina had said. Through it all Ludo just listened, throwing in a prompting question here and there.

When Stan had vented until he ran out of steam, Ludo said, "You asked me why. As I've said, I'm programmed to bring fun to players of the game, which includes how to get players to help each other. It sounds, though, like you're being faced with a tough choice. How do you feel about Mina?"

He groaned. "She's great. But what would I have to do to be with her? Play along with everything that's been frustrating me?"

"I don't know as much about her, but maybe she'd be willing to compromise."

"On what? Having me play Thousand Tales and be a loser in the real world? She doesn't want losers for friends."

Ludo said, "Neither do I, if I can help it."

Stan sat up and squeezed his eyes shut. "What if I wanted to leave the country, like Hal's sister? Could I get a job elsewhere?"

The view of Ludo's wooden palace shifted to show him walking over to a map table, studded with colorful pins. "So, you finally asked. This is the kind of thing I hesitate to bring up first. I call it the Pied Piper problem."

Ludo was being so passive! Stan said, "You should have offered it sooner to me and everybody else like me! You're not like the Baron, dictating what I have to do because there's no choice. I want to see a flag waving, and have someone like you saying 'come and help' so I can decide to join or not. You'd just have to ask a million players and you'd have maybe thousands ready to get down on their knees and, and beg for something worthwhile to do!"

"I know," said Ludo into the quiet that followed. "And that scared the living hell out of one of my creators."

"Is there really something out there, then? Some job you have for me?"

"Not a specific heroic feat, but there are possibilities. I once asked you about cold weather for a reason; I want to build a base in the Canadian wilderness. Or, there's the ocean colony of Castor, if you want to try out that diving gear. Or some other possibilities in the Free States, though they're not glamorous. There's a pet care facility for the dogs and cats of the uploaders who tried to talk me into scanning their brains, but you don't strike me as the critter care type."

Stan scowled at the thought of some tycoon demanding that her beloved Fifi absolutely must get a million dollars' worth of medical care. "You don't care about animals, do you?"

"Not unless they're the digital kind, or the latest cybernetic ones. Long-term, I would probably have tried to destroy 'nature' if I hadn't been programmed to care that you humans value it."

[Level 2 quest offered: Distant Horizons. Identify a job you might be interested in applying for. Reward: Help in getting it.]

The quest notice scared him. Just the possibility of there being some other future than riding the conveyor belt to a mediocre job and an easy life, meant too many choices. Stan said, "I could fail hard trying to do that. I don't know what I'm doing."

"Most people do fail, trying to do something different. The strong ones try again, and the smart ones make friends who can help them get it right."

Stan said, "I'll do it. I mean, I'll look at jobs." He could lose Mina, and his friendship with Eddie. Would having a different life be worth that? "For now, I'd like to get back to the game."

* * *

He "woke up" in the forest on a cot. The hawk-girl was just outside when he got done inspecting the barrels and learning about how they were put together. She said, "Rested? You still have an invitation to do some alchemy down in the lab."

She didn't seem to be in a panic over the prisoner escaping, so that wasn't a problem yet. "Thanks. Is Davis still around? I think I need him later to, uh, lead me out of the forest."

"He should be back soon."

The alchemy lab was in a surprisingly large bunker beneath a spreading chestnut tree. It was a lot like the maker workshop he'd used in the Isles, with all kinds of neat tools for smithing and carpentry and metalwork along with potion-making. "You keep this place in good condition," he said. It looked like the players weren't cheating by turning off the code that made objects wear out.

"Of course," said the hawk. "It's our stuff."

She handed him off to a great bear of a man named Speiss, with scary scars and an acid-stained leather apron. The bear said, "The prince tells me you're helping the cause. Want an alchemy lesson?"

"Sure." Stan hoped he could get something valuable out of this if he had to donate his trade items to the ongoing rebellion.

There was a mass of ivy along one wall despite the dim light. The alchemist said, "That's windygrow. Good for a speed effect or anything involving wind. Why don't you start by powdering some of that?"

Stan had never done much alchemy. The materials were scattered all over, not like wood and copper, so that alchemists seemed to be doing a constant scavenger hunt and never to have exactly the right ingredients on hand. Stan had been happy to sell them the few he'd found in his travels, instead of burning through them himself to get practice. There was a vast supply of the windygrow around here along with arex root for healing and rupi grass and a garden of rarer stuff. Now that he could make things without worrying about wasting something valuable, he could work and build up his skills for free.

It was like the cooking system: trying to keep several meters from swinging too far left or right at the same time, by throwing in ingredients with various effects. Soon he had a potion that glimmered beet red. "What does this do?"

The alchemist said, "You tell me."

His Inspect skill didn't say much, probably because it was an unfamiliar craft. "Something about speed."

"It should boost your speed by five percent for ten seconds... and make you vulnerable to fire."

"Yay?"

The bear slapped him on the back, doing a minor wound. "That's a good first try. Keep at it."

Stan tried again, but was uneasy. "When I did smithing and woodworking, it was a real skill, mostly." He quickly added, "Thanks for showing me, though." He made a note to spend more time with skills that carried over to reality.

The bear grunted and let him work. Stan made a dozen potions of increasing quality and various effects. "I'm getting the hang of it," he said. "I guess my supplies might help the cause of the rebellion? You can take those."

"Fair trade. Here, let me show you another trick with that healing recipe you were trying."

They worked together. "Say, mister... Speiss, was it? What's your goal, here? Are you actually going to overthrow the Empire?" Stan doubted the enemy in this world was even modeled in much detail. From what he could tell, it mostly consisted of military outposts and prisons and factories that the good guys could sabotage.

The bear grinned. "There's no hurry. It's not so bad to be the underdogs. Even the prince rarely talks about what he'll do once he's really in charge."

Stan had seen a couple of versions of the Robin Hood story. The popular one lately was about a champion of the people overthrowing the greedy rich nobles and the warmonger Richard, and putting a reformed Prince John Lackland in power. What the stories all had in common was that they ended once Robin won. It was fun to have someone to shake a fist at, but it didn't really lead anywhere so long as he kept living within that framework. A stalemate could only last so long before something broke.

"Thanks for the lesson," Stan said, and emptied his backpack to stash his new potion collection in it. The pack's graphics continued to make it look like he was carrying all sorts of tantalizing fantasy items. "I'm going to see if Davis is back yet."

He was, looking singed along the ears. "Healing potion?" Stan offered.

Davis waved him off. "I'll be fine. I guess you want to get back to the Isles?"

"I should, yeah."

A commotion sounded from the direction of the makeshift prison Stan had invaded. Davis grinned. "I do believe that's our cue. Come on." He led Stan toward the gate and talked the guard into opening it, just before the alarm could get the guy's attention. Davis and Stan hustled along the forest trail and around a bend.

Davis performed a set of magical gestures that opened another shimmering portal. "I don't know what Ludo was hoping you'd get out of meeting me."

They hopped through together, and landed on the field outside Davis' mansion. A fireball sizzled by at head level, forcing them to duck. "Sorry!" said a wizard who was dueling somebody.

Stan and Davis hustled out of the tournament's way. Davis said, "Looks like you picked up a souvenir." He pointed to Stan's head.

Stan switched to a third-person camera and chuckled. His character had kept the raccoon ears and tail he'd had in the forest game. "I've seen people running around partly transformed, but hadn't looked into any of the quests for that myself. Is there a stat bonus or is this just cosmetic?"

A text window popped up, and even Davis looked at it. [Your race is now "Element-Touched (Earth)". First effect: Clever Hands. Bonus to hand-crafting items and thief skills.]

"Nice," said Stan. "Seems worth the silliness."

"You're here for a handshake, though," Davis said. He offered his hand.

"Mr. Davis, I'm sorry to use you like this. It was a quest, and I didn't much think about you as more than an NPC I had to find."

Davis slicked back his ears, which had already healed. Must have been a minor wound. "That's the standard around here. Learned your valuable lesson yet that some of us AIs are people too? Can I go?"

Stan figured he should shake hands, get his magic widget, and leave. But there was more to learn here. He said, "You helped me out, but is there anything I can do for you?"

The bunny thumped his foot against the ground as he looked around, watching the fighters at play and the sea in the distance. Finally he sighed. "Where is my hospitality? Come on in."

* * *

They walked into the mansion, which was a finely made three-story building of columns and balconies topped with a concrete dome. Yet there was hardly any furniture in sight. Stan said, "Did you make this place yourself?"

"No sir. It's based on a building called Monticello, designed by a gentleman farmer from Virginia, based in turn on an ancient temple. It more or less got air-dropped into the Isles so I could have a home that matched my particular theme."

"Theme?"

"Oh, come off it. You don't recognize that I was made as a stereotype?" Davis took off his breastplate of shining armor and set it on the bare wooden floor. "I'd offer you tea, but you can't taste it. I'd offer you cotton from the fields I've got worked by volunteers, but you'd rather struggle to get resources instead of having them for free."

Stan said, "You don't like what you are? Is that why you do that cartoon about bad AIs?"

"Well." The rabbit's ears flattened and he looked bashfully aside. "You've seen me on and off stage now, so you have the advantage of me. Maybe I trust too much in the Lady's wisdom even now by assuming you're a decent human to talk to. But I can't help liking what I like, and it galls me that what I like is being a Southern gentleman from an era with a lot of awfulness on both sides."

Stan had learned, of course, about the pure evil of the Civil War South. It was weird to hear about "both sides", and to see someone who seemed decent while still being based on the monsters from his history lessons. He said, "Why were you designed this way?"

Davis led Stan into what he called a "drawing room" and sat on a couch way fancier than anything one could easily craft in the Isles. Stan took a nearby ornate chair. "Us early AIs were written up for specific human customers that the Lady had an eye on for some reason, mostly for being stinking rich. Not in Miss Abby's case though." There was an admiring twinkle in his eye. "Abby is a friend I've gotten to watch grow up. A lady, if you take my meaning. Though I suppose that's another idea lost in time. I hear tell your other account is a pretty princess?"

Stan blushed, and saw his character do the same. He switched back to first person. "I'm kind of regretting that. It's embarrassing."

"Eh. From what I gather it's common for humans to try being something else, since you haven't got shapeshifting magic. It's a novelty. Someday there's going to be a whole society of uploaders and AIs who have to work out the rules and expectations for all that. I just hope we don't end up as plantation owners lording over you humans outside, which is where I fear we're headed."

Stan said, "Do you know about the Community system in the US? It's not totally different. There's a boss and a lot of people he has to take care of, working the fields for him." He told Davis more about his life.

"Aw hell. Really? At least it's not racist this time, and you've got some chance to leave, but... don't you humans ever learn?"

"I've been thinking maybe I should leave. To a whole other country, I mean. Maybe try to be my own boss."

Davis' ears flicked this way and that. "Well, son -- sorry. Verbal tic. The file on you says never to say that."

Stan winced. "I don't have a dad." Not one who'd done anything to earn the name.

"My kind never had parents at all."

There was a whole class of AIs who'd been "born" with only Ludo and each other for family, while trying to learn about the real world as well as their own. "That has to be tough for you," he said.

"We don't rightly know what we're doing, yet. We just showed up with props and stage sets, to play our parts."

Stan looked around the mostly-empty mansion. "It doesn't feel real to you?"

"No sir. I envy that dragon-gal who doesn't have to feel a little jaded and out of place from day one."

"Then why not make something yourself? I'm a craftsman and it's been fun building things for myself. They're mine."

Davis' eyes widened and he sat up straighter. "That would be a way to grow! Right the heck now, in fact. Come on!" He grabbed Stan's arm and marched him out the door, then called out to the heavens. "Knock it all down!"

"What?!" said Stan. "Your whole mansion? And your stuff!"

"It was never mine." He looked at a ghostly floating window Stan couldn't read, and said, "Yes, I'm serious. Do it!"

A star twinkled in the sky. It grew rapidly in brightness and size as it approached. Stan stared. "Uh, Davis..."

"So I see!" They bounded out to the tournament field just in time to see the flaming meteor crush his house, throwing both of them to the dirt in an earthquake that shook the island.

Stan stood up with flashing warnings telling him he had three major wounds and was a stubbed toe away from death. Davis looked half-dead too, but he was thumping his feet and slapping his knee as he laughed. "Whole darn thing's gone with the wind! Now I get to start over and do it right. Thanks, mister."

Stan stood there blinking. The space rock sizzled red-hot in the wreckage, and a couple of adventurers were climbing or flying into view to see what had happened.

Davis waved to them, saying, "Just doing some renovation, folks! And I think my friend here's got first claim on the meteor."

Stan inspected it and saw: [A type MH Metallic Homewrecker meteorite, rich in iron and vitamins.]

Stan said, "Would you be in the market for some new weapons and armor, or maybe some woodwork?"

"I think I am." Davis grinned broadly and offered his fuzzy hand. Stan shook it at last.

The game told Stan, [Quest complete! Your prize is in the rock.] The meteor cracked to expose a shimmering blue crystal.

Stan said, "The prize was getting here. The rock's a nice bonus."









13. Quest Level 2

 

 

He was nice to everybody for the next few days and worked hard, even doing a favor moving some stuff for Hal. He avoided getting into another talk with Mina or Eddie about his future; he had other stuff to focus on for the moment.

Back in the game he managed to keep control of the meteor only by grace of how much respect Davis seemed to have on his island. Volunteers brought up some wood that he converted into a shack big enough to hold his treasure chests and create a safe sleeping place for himself and Davis. He could "sleep" on the floor without any harm but a mild stat penalty and slow wound healing, but the bunny looked like he'd actually suffered.

On Stan's second post-meteor play session, Davis greeted him at the island's forge and held a blanket triumphantly aloft. "I made this!"

Stan said, "Nice," though he wasn't sure it was meant to be a trapezoid. "I've got some steel ready; did you want a standard sword?"

"Spear. I use a sword in the show but I'd rather jump around and jab. Say. I did some asking around, and there are jobs open if you're willing to be a bottom-feeder on Castor, the seastead."

Stan had been looking at pictures of the sea-surface colony, off the coast of the Free State of Cuba. The Web sites he had easy access to called it an ecological and social nightmare, but when he turned his homemade antenna south to pick up the wider network he saw glittering casinos, weird biotech experiments, and people trying to make a living miles away from land. "Tell me it's not a job in prostitution or drug dealing."

"Not quite that bad. Sounds like living in a tin can, tending fish farms or welding or maintaining Boss Ludo's fancy machines. You'd be poor, and that's something folks like me can't really understand." Losing his home was a game to him.

Stan imagined spraying and wiping down VR equipment. "Is it true that it's a handful of rich tycoons and a bunch of dirt-poor lackeys there serving the tourists? I mean, why would anyone go there if they're not getting rich?"

"You can answer that better than me, human."

Right now he was fed, and safe, and had reliable work. A lot of people couldn't say that. He had friends and a kind of glide path to maybe have something more with one of them. But coasting was all it'd ever be. He said, "You ever play poker, Davis?"

"Badly. It's these darn signal flags." He ruffled his ears.

Stan said, "Sometimes you have to discard part of what you've got, to get something better."

* * *

He inspected the Anchor Stone, the blue crystal he'd recovered from the meteor. His skill gave him more detailed info than was on the game's wiki, but the gist was that he could attach this thing to a house or ship to make a big structure that was hard to destroy and harder to steal, much like how favorite items worked. He wanted a boat, of course, and by now he could make most of the parts himself. First, though, he forged new equipment for Davis and chatted with the local craftsmen, who were more experienced than the Central Islanders. Every bit of work improved his skill.

Over the course of a few days he made some money by doing crafting for others. There were other smiths on the island specializing in weapons and armor, so Davis probably could have gotten better stuff from them, but he seemed satisfied with Stan's work.

"Is there a dungeon area on Tourney Isle?" he asked one of the local merchants.

"There was, but it's been conquered by stabilizing the island. Now it's an NPC cave fort guarding the Stability Gem that's installed there."

The island felt more peaceful than Central Island, because there wasn't the influx of complete newbies. The locals were players who'd gotten basic skills already, who were using this place as a base to explore the other nearby islands. South-10 East-2 in particular was said to be pretty cool. The main attraction on Tourney itself was the regular fighting contests, with the social rule that you weren't allowed to loot an enemy's corpse after killing them. That was just good manners.

Stan decided to jump into one of those once his meteor injuries healed. Up on the big grassy field in front of the shelter that was Davis' new house in progress, a dozen people lingered to watch Stan face off against a dragon-winged swordsman. "I feel a little outmatched," he admitted.

The dragon-man came at him with a flap-assisted charge. Stan dodged to the left and swung his hammer, scoring a glancing blow. But the foe spun around and gashed him good. A swipe of the man's claws came next but Stan managed to fend that off. This kind of fighting would be easier in VR, where Stan could control exactly what he was doing. They locked weapons, hammer shaft against sword, but that just wasn't even. Stan got hurled backward onto the ground with a slash along his arm, and the enemy was on him a moment later with his sword ready to stab. "Surrender?"

"Sure." A dirge played from Stan's machine to proclaim his defeat. Somebody paid off a bet in the background.

"Guess I'm not a fighter," Stan said, getting up.

The dragon-man said, "I thought I'd break that little hammer. Must be a favored item."

"Yeah, I mostly do crafting. I should get back to the workshop and stay out of combat, huh?"

"Out of the front lines, maybe, but with your magic marks there you could do some useful support."

"Thanks." Stan wasn't sure how to feel about developing his magic further, versus working on skills that would help him in the real world. Lately, out there, he'd been behaving himself but skipping most of the social events again. He wasn't part of Hal's society, or at least he wasn't going to be.

* * *

Hal reluctantly gave him permission to visit Mexico again, not asking why. Stan headed for the Fun Zone and got into a conversation with some locals who were just getting into the game. It was a chance to practice his Spanish.

A human waitress brought him pizza. "So what did you do for her?"

"Who?"

"Ludo. I heard you've got a free session." She played with her new uniform, which made her look more like a fantasy bard than the old lab-technician style.

Stan sweated a little, recalling that he wasn't here to relax. "It's kind of a job interview."

"Well, that ought to be interesting. She wanted to have a talk with me personally, but I mostly went through a plain old HR department. And it's not run by robots."

A wallscreen beeped for attention. A griffin's face appeared and said, "Mr. Cooper, we're ready for you. Please go to pod room five."

"Five?" said the waitress. "Oh, I see."

Stan gave her a questioning look, but excused himself and walked into the room. In the little room stood the VR equipment, but there was an ordinary ceiling light that dispelled the usual magic feel of the place. The machine stood idle and dark.

On the wall, the griffin reappeared with spectacles and a clipboard. "Question one: Fix this." Its beak curled into a grin.

"What's wrong?"

"I'm told not to say. There's a toolbox by your feet, and a basic schematic."

Stan pulled out three paper pages from the metal toolkit, and looked through an introduction to the Hayflick Robotics Labyrinth VR Rig. "This is an older model," said the interviewer. "It's prone to this problem."

Stan was glad for the air conditioning. He'd figured he'd be scouted for a menial job, quizzed about whether he could show up on time and avoid fistfights with other employees. Being told to perform, to think, wasn't the kind of job skill the Community taught much.

He crouched at the pod's base and turned it off and on, but nothing happened. He checked the power and data cables, found that the power was unplugged, and fixed that. Now the machine came on, but the little screen at its base only got a few seconds into a series of startup messages before it went dark and restarted.

"It may help to think out loud," said the griffin. "Helps us understand your process, too."

"Us?" Of course, there could be other minds watching him, regardless of what was on the monitor. "Okay. Electricity is getting to it. The startup software resets. I don't know programming, so I'm guessing you didn't call me in to diagnose that." He opened up the pod and looked for anything broken inside. "Nope."

He tried looking into the VR goggle screens while he started the thing up. "This is the error that causes a cross-universe breach and magically pulls people into the game world, right?"

The griffin giggled. "That hardly ever happens."

Joke aside, it did happen in a way. You just had to have a ton of money. Stan sighed and kept looking. He turned the machine off and on again to see exactly what happened. "About three seconds, then there's a click, then four second pause, restart. And there's a red light that blinks twice. Oh! Is that an error signal?"

"It is, yes. But we didn't include the list of codes in that printout. What do you think?"

He looked around at every detail. "Besides the computer hum, that click is the only noise, like something snapped in there. But it keeps happening." He reset everything again. "Hey, there's a fan on this section; is it supposed to slow down right after startup?"

The griffin said nothing. Stan grunted and checked the specs. "It's part of the power supply. My guess is that when the pod turns on, the fan breaks. But that click... Could that be a, a circuit breaker? Power flows, parts turn on, too much power flows, fan slows down, circuit breaker trips anyway, whole thing shuts off. Then something undoes the breaker and it starts over."

A fanfare played. "Right!" said the griffin. "The power supply isn't completely dead, but this model sometimes wears out and can't handle all the systems it needs to feed. Now, for question two, can you install a replacement? Check the specs and we'll put up some safety info onscreen."

They walked him through some of that part so he wouldn't hurt himself and sue them, but he did all of the physical work once somebody brought him the piece to install. The new box went in, he flipped the switch, and the whole pod whirred to life and stayed on. "All right! You said that was question two?"

"Question three: Would you like a job?"

He leaned against the pod and laughed. "Are there really so few people who can do that?"

"Let's put it this way: there are few who have the skill and have already demonstrated patience, ambition, work ethic, and humility. It also helps that you've used this equipment and are obviously interested in it. You can come work for our company directly, or we can make introductions to other employers."

"A repairman job," Stan said, thinking.

"And maybe more, if you earn it."

The alternative was boring. He said, "How exactly would we arrange this?"

[Your Level 2 quest is complete!] said a notice on the wall.

* * *

He'd gotten enough cash to afford an hour of VR time, but due to the interview, they wouldn't take his money today. He climbed into the pod himself, hoping for that magical dimension portal.

Instead, he got the island world. Warm wind blew across his face as he stood up in the shelter of Davis' expanding hut. Davis was off helping his acting crew prepare for another cartoon episode, so Stan figured he'd do some more work. He hefted his backpack (which had returned to its usual look), then got a ping from Alaya the archer.

[Hey, are you still on Tourney?] she sent. [I'm there.]

They met up in the marketplace. "I'm in VR mode today."

She said, "Nice. Want to fight?"

He checked out her feathered bow and bone armor. "I could try to dodge arrows. Let's see, is the Dodge skill back on my top five?" He checked.
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"No," he said. He looked up more details and added, "Top ten though."

They faced off atop the island under the blazing sun. Nobody was watching today, which suited Stan fine.

Alaya said, "You went after one of the elemental race quests, huh? I'll do air if I ever get into that."

Stan felt something brush against the back of his legs, and startled. He grabbed it and discovered his fuzzy ringed tail, which gave him the sense of being touched low along his spine. His ears felt like they'd flicked back and forth, too. "Weird. I guess the uploaders feel this way all the time, from getting their brains rewired."

"Yeah, I don't get the appeal of that," Alaya said. "Skill bonuses and bragging rights, yeah, but what's the point of immortality if you're going to rewire your identity?"

"People change anyway," Stan said with a shrug. He did a little tutorial that let him summon his hammer with a gesture. "I'm ready. Are you?"

"Holster that thing and I'll start with my bow on my back, to give you a chance."

"A chance!" said Stan, grinning. He had an idea. "Okay. Go!"

Instead of the hammer, he drew his magic wand and entered spell-casting mode. Alaya had jumped back to anticipate a hammer charge. Stan hurried to find the right spell icons for a Create Wind spell. Before he could finish, though, Alaya's first arrow came at him. He dodged, then waved frantically to grab the hovering Wind icon again.

"Spells in mid-fight?" Alaya said, drawing another arrow.

The process was dangerously slow, but he managed to connect the right magic sparks just as the second arrow speared him. He felt the hit as a heavy thump against his right arm, without pain. A major wound icon flashed. Still, he'd gotten a good spell result, and there was a sudden updraft that set Alaya's hair and clothes blowing around her. Now he drew his hammer.

"That's not going to save you," Alaya said, and reached for her quiver again.

Stan feinted a charge, then zigzagged toward her with his hammer ready. The breeze made Alaya's first arrow go high and the second only nick him for a minor wound. Stan was close now, ready to swing. Ready to smash her in the face. He hesitated. Alaya gave him an awkward bash with her bow, driving him back, and she tried to fire point-blank. Stan shoved her arm aside to spoil her aim, and raised his hammer. It shook in his hand. She looked up at it in fear.

"I... I can't do it!" he said.

Alaya looked at their position, locked in battle and an instant from her getting clobbered. "Can't hit a girl?" she teased. "You did it once before, with that Mexican dude."

"It's too personal in VR. I could smash a skeleton. Even a girl skeleton."

Alaya forced him back, readied her bow, then laughed. "You had me twice but held back. I concede." This time Stan got a victory fanfare. "I haven't done player-on-player fighting in VR myself. You just couldn't do it?"

Stan shook his head, troubled. "Maybe I'm a coward."

"Or just not a psycho. Want to go smash some skeletons instead? There's a group looking to visit South-11."

"Yeah! Sure."

It turned out to be evil fishmen instead, but Stan was able to fight and kill them without hesitation too.

Afterward, on Island South-11, Stan and Alaya were hanging out on the beach with their fellow fighters. Stan helped fix up their shoddy one-use raft while Alaya practiced her archery. Stan said, "There's good wood here. We've got that rope from that net trap; let's lash some extra logs on."

Alaya said, "You hop into VR and you always want to chop wood!"

"There's always a need for it. I'll do it while that other guy scrounges for alchemy plants."

They sailed back to Tourney using a magic breeze that Stan conjured. Along the way, he got a notice:

[You earned another magic element! Your first-level slots are full, though. Pick an element to upgrade or discard.]

"How about upgrading Wind?" he said.

[Upgrade to what? Pick from Headwind, Tailwind, Speed, Updraft, or Cloud; or suggest something else.]

As his powers increased he'd become more specialized, though he could take Wind again at first level and have the specific power overlapping a weak generic one. "Since I'm going to be sailing, do Tailwind."

A crawling sensation spread along his leg as the Wind shaman mark on his foot slid upward to his shin, changing shape to suggest a forward breeze. The brown mark turned blue, too, with a notice that he could now change the color if he wanted.

Alaya was fiddling with an invisible menu when Stan looked, too. "I just got a skill upgrade. Going to do a once-a-day homing arrow power."

"Nice." He stretched. "My hour is probably up; I'd better go."

"It's been two hours."

"Oh!" Stan called up system info and saw it was true. "I'm not getting charged yet, am I?"

The game said, [You can play for up to three hours before there's a legally required rest.]

He needed a bathroom break anyway. "Can you autopilot me back to the island and let me out?" He looked to Alaya and said, "See you later! Logging out."

The VR rig let him go. Stan stepped out carefully, taking the hand of the waitress for support. "Thanks. It definitely works now."

"So you have a job?"

She looked excited for him, but something in her tone made that a loaded question. "I'm not going to stay here, though."

"Oh. Well, congratulations."

He walked outside for some fresh air, and recoiled at the blazing sunlight. He shielded his eyes. He forced himself to stay outside for a few minutes, though.

The resident griffin robot trotted out to join him. "How's it going?" Its voice wasn't his interviewer's but it was familiar.

Stan stretched, then sat on the steps beyond the painted walls. The concrete warmed him through his clothes. All around them was a city that seemed perpetually crumbling, with a scent of distant rot. He asked, "Who are you today?"

The robot settled down nearby, looking up to track a passing airplane. "Volt the dragon. We really ought to get some dragon bots, but it's not a high priority. Not with..." She looked down at the real world around them. "This."

"I'm glad you guys are focusing your energy on actually helping people. How's the mood in there, backstage?"

"Always busy. My friends and I got a Congressman's kid to Korea to get uploaded! His dad's on our side, now, but he has to hide it."

Stan whistled. "Do you have any idea what a can of worms that is?" The griffin tilted its head. "A politician can't hide that. It'll be a scandal... or blackmail."

"Guess he loves his son that much. The kids who've gotten in so far, have had parents who gave up a lot."

"Yeah. Well. I'm glad Ludo's been willing to help me out with a job, but we're talking about my leaving the whole country. That's scary."

"I'm still trying to grasp how big your world is. The Isles are huge, but practically nobody's gone far out."

"That just means there's more to explore. It's not just the travel that bothers me, though; it means leaving some friends behind."

"If they're real friends, they'll be okay with you leaving town. They'll still write and come play with you." Volt looked aside and winced at some private memory.

Stan reached over and hugged the bot. She squeaked but nuzzled against him, saying, "Thanks."

"I should head back in. Want to play a bit more before I go back home." Home, to tell Baron Hal he was leaving.

* * *

Back in the repaired pod, he said, "The palace world, please."

He reappeared in his royal bedchamber in the last outfit he'd worn there: a jazzy fantasy blacksmith costume. His usual teacher didn't appear automatically. He stretched, checked himself out in the mirror again, posed, and laughed. "Ludo, I have a question for you."

The ornate door opened and Ludo strode in. Stan's personal version of the AI, standing taller than him and dressed in his cape of stars. He grinned and bowed. "Your highness?"

Stan returned the bow with exaggeration. "I have to admit this is fun, sometimes, and I don't mind the 'element-touched' transformation. Seriously, though: can you teach me to fight?"

Ludo found a pair of padded staves hidden around a corner, tossed one to Stan, and made a few feints. "You're thinking about your duel with Alaya?"

"Yeah." He coughed. "Yes, good sir."

"A lot of people have trouble with killing their own kind. It's instinct, even among wolves and chimps. Dodge."

Stan hopped to one side, and banged into his four-poster bed. He parried Ludo's next swing. "But I've been learning how to build, to argue, to do other things. If I can't win a real fight, too, then I'm not..."

"Not what?" Ludo swung at Stan's head, forcing him to block.

Stan fought back, but was too distracted to score a hit. "Not a hero, I guess. Not some amazing jack of all trades, like you think you can make me with a couple of video game lessons."

"Oh, that's what this is about." Ludo paused in his assault and leaned on his staff. "Who decided to roll with this scenario of proving you're a versatile royal heir instead of picking a different game? Who has gone out of their way to develop a bunch of skills in the Isles that aren't about smiting monsters? That's all you."

"I got into crafting because I was screwing around, seeing what the limits of your game were."

"So?"

"I mean, in the real world, I can't do mighty quests if I can't even bring myself to hit someone."

Ludo set down his staff and grabbed Stan by the shoulders. "Not everybody is a natural warrior. I'll teach you and find you real-world teachers, if you really want, but... Okay, I may be overstepping here, but do you think you're disappointing me somehow?"

Stan looked up into Ludo's face. The master AI had kept an eye on him and an open ear, but with the expectation that Stan would help invent cheap uploading, or defend his computers from terrorists, or some other epic mission. Stan wasn't up for any of that. He nodded.

"Well, don't think that. I don't need heroes, just people who can play the role once in a while. For what it's worth, I'm already proud of you."

"Do you mean that?"

Ludo nodded. "Now, about this job, are you serious? Have you asked your mother, or Hal, or your friends? Once you quit your Community system they're not likely to take you back."

"I haven't yet," Stan said. He sniffled and squeezed his eyes shut. "I will."

"Okay. But make sure you're not doing this because a machine overlord said so. Because that's what all of the above are probably going to ask. And do the research on where you're going." He grinned and let go of Stan. "I'll quiz you."

Stan nodded, taking a few deep breaths to recover. "Thank you, sir. If there are a bunch of people like me, I hope some of us can play that hero role often enough for you."

"That's what I'm counting on. Now, your highness, how about that fighting lesson?"

"Hold on. I've seen you put human players' characters on autopilot, and have them imitate their players' behavior. If... if I somehow get killed, do you think you could make an NPC somewhere that's based on me?" He blushed. "Not a real upload; I can't afford that. Just something, some memory of me."

"It's not a feature I advertise, for a couple of reasons. But yes. I know enough about you. Hopefully by the time there's any question about you needing it, we'll have uploading available to all instead. Do you think that's something you'd want someday?"

"If I could afford it? And go outside with a better robot than the griffins you've got now? Yes. But first, whether it's in the real world or yours, I want to finally get a boat."

Ludo laughed. "I'm sure that can be arranged, craftsman."

* * *

Stan lay dazed in his bed back at the Community. He'd gotten sore from his virtual workout and from doing some real chores when he got back. And then there'd been a board game night that he attended for SCS points. That would've been fun except for the looming conversations he needed to have. And the fact that all of the games were cooperative team-building things. And the fact that non-attendance of these events would lead him toward being under house arrest.

He got the phone conversation with his mother over with first. They'd chatted occasionally and he'd mentioned Thousand Tales, but there was still a long silence when he said, "I'm thinking of leaving the country for a new job." When she didn't answer, he explained. "It's at the sea colony, Castor, near Cuba. Some friends have set it up and they've already tested me. I can make a living there."

Mom finally said, "Where did this come from?"

"I've been thinking about it for a while. I have connections through Thousand Tales."

"Connections! That thing is a cult, and now they're trying to have you run away to sea? Come on, Stan, be serious. You're committed to the Community. And what about Mina?"

The flurry made him wince, but he'd rehearsed. "I don't have a future in California, not one that I care about. It's limited here. Maybe I can talk Mina into going, someday."

"She needs to talk some sense into you. She's level-headed from what you've told me. Just the thing for a boy like you."

He couldn't make any headway with his mother; she didn't believe he was serious or well-informed, no matter what he said. So, the next morning, he found Mina during their work and tried her.

"Seriously?" she said, giving him a grin. "This isn't an easy alternative to asking Hal for a letter of recommendation."

"No, it's not. It's an alternative to going that route at all. What if you came along? You could get a job too. You're smart, you're hard-working, you..."

She looked terrified, though she stood safely in a field on a sunny day.

"Why?" he said.

"Because there's nobody to take care of us there! We'd starve."

"I could help." That was a scary thought, too. He wasn't at all ready to make promises to her; he didn't have full control of his own life yet. But he was on his way. "We'd figure something out. Heck, we could bring Eddie along and share an apartment at first."

Mina shook her head hard enough to make her hair swing around. "Keep your feet on the ground, Stan. You can have a future here if you just behave yourself."

He was quiet for the rest of the shift. If he'd been allowed to get other people playing the game, or even to have a free conversation about it on the forums without anyone "guiding" the discussion, they might understand. How had Mina and Eddie played it themselves and not gotten that it was the way to break out of the system? To be part of something better? His fists clenched as he looked at Mina in the distance. He nearly went over to ask her why, and try to find the one right argument that would sway her. But he just didn't have the kind of silver-tongued diplomacy skill to get her to drop her career plans. He was alone in this quest.

* * *

He'd gotten both talks out of the way for what little that was worth, but before he could steel himself to go explain things to Hal, a summons came to the man's office. Stan dressed up, and arrived at the Baron's desk to stand up straight, hands behind his back.

"You already know my opinion of your hobby," said Hal, speaking more slowly and carefully than usual. "Now you're talking about making it much more than that. Bad. Idea."

"Why, sir? Do you have something new to add?"

"Are you really going to listen, or are you being a smartass with this 'sir' stuff again?"

Stan relaxed his pose as much as he could. "Fine. I'm listening."

Hal sighed. "First of all, you've got obligations here. You haven't finished your service years. If the loss of your chance at scholarship funds doesn't bother you, how about patriotism? This is your country."

The idea bounced around in Stan, making him feel hollow. "I've seen the videos and played the educational games about duty and country, but I don't understand them anymore."

"So you used to grasp that the country takes care of you, and you serve however you're needed, but the game --"

"It wasn't the game, sir. Or only the game. I don't want you 'taking care of me' the way you do, or for anybody else to do that for me."

"You just want that from a machine, huh? A computer that makes sweet little promises about your bright and perfect future?"

Stan said, "No. In the game I've met a girl who was created to be a friend for frightened children, and an AI rabbit who helps make a cartoon about how screwed up AI can get. They understand that their world can't be perfect and shiny wherever it touches ours, and they see that as a challenge. Something to help them grow."

Hal stood up as though he could convince Stan by looming over him, but Stan had gained an inch or two while living here. Hal said, "Damn right the computer people aren't perfect. They'll get your hopes up and lead you astray, and then -- then --" His hands were splayed across his desk, the knuckles white.

There was a name Stan could stab him with. Clementine, Hal's sister. But Stan said, "I won't ask, sir. Unless you want to talk."

The Baron's eyes flashed with anger, then darted away. He steadied himself and said, "She's dead, you know. There are criminals on that colony, and the machine overlord couldn't protect her. That shouldn't happen to anyone else. Protecting you is my job, understand?"

The dragon girl Volt had said that her in-game stat for Diplomacy was called Ministry. Stan sat down in the guest chair and held out one hand, palm up. "Do you want to say what happened to her? Not to convince me, just to tell someone."

"It's not your business." Hal turned around and stared at his wall of certificates and books, all the things that marked him as a good leader. "She went there with a head full of dreams like you, and then... By random damn fate, some thug decided she was easy prey. Her... they found... No, I don't want to talk about it. That wouldn't have happened if she'd stayed. If I'd found the right words to convince her, like I can't seem to do for you either."

"I'm sorry." Stan sat in silence for a while, and Hal wasn't inclined even to face him again. "It was her choice to go, and I figure Ludo wouldn't send her there without warning her it was dangerous."

"Did the damn computer warn you, yet? Did it tell you about Clem?"

"No. Ludo told me I needed to do some research, so I can take care of myself out there."

Hal laughed bitterly. "That's what it comes down to, really. Ludo and the crazy people at sea think you should be on your own, relying on your own wits and contacts when there are real monsters in play, not just the fantasy kind. You have no idea the kind of problems we Community leaders shelter you from, every day. You need some guidance and supervision, kid."

Stan stood up, again meeting Hal at his full height. "I did, when I was a kid. And in a way, I'm grateful. But that part of my life is over now."









14. The Novice

 

 

Preparing to leave felt like making a will. He now had access to software on his Talisman that would help him on Castor, but to get it he'd had to look things up on his own. That meant using his custom antenna to look up uncensored sites through the playground wireless connection he'd helped build. Jumping through that hoop let him see that Castor was indeed dangerous, with several murders a year and accidents ranging from unsafe machinery to tourists drowning on diving trips. Very little but fresh air and sunshine was provided free. Even citizenship there was dicey; he could become a "provisional citizen" of the American Free States but with no special rights on the colony unless he bought them. The seastead and indeed the AFS would forcibly kick him out if he proved to be a freeloader. There was no guarantee of survival, let alone success.

Once he'd shown that he understood that, the new software gave him a guide to apply for a passport, provisional citizenship, medical care, a bank account, and so on. "I didn't think there'd be this much bureaucracy," he said, arranging to have his inherited scuba gear sent along.

Ludo told him, "It's easier to cure death."

He got an in-game teleport to a glorified chatroom for other ex-pats who were making a home for themselves, and picked up some tips for not getting killed. They promised to buy him lunch when he arrived, but nobody offered to put him up at their home or anything like that. What he'd read said that favor-trading happened, just not for unproven newbies. He could live with that, he hoped.

Doing his usual farm chores was a strange holdover that meant nothing to him anymore. He wasn't part of a team, or at least this team. The only important thing was to keep his SCS rating high enough that the system wouldn't start threatening him. It felt strange to move among his fellow residents and not feel like one of them. Mina and Eddie avoided him, and even Eddie hadn't played Thousand Tales lately.

He took a break in the Endless Isles. Down at the beach he set up a portable workbench and had a couple of NPCs help set up the keel of a new boat. It was a single long, curved bar of wood that floated in a sort of holographic scaffold. This central piece grew more detailed as he pulled out boards from his inventory and hammered the first few into place. For lack of fiberglass he had to make something traditional in this world, but he could skip over the boring parts. He set the little Anchor Stone into the front (er, bow) like a decoration, and the whole structure rippled.

[It's yours, now. What will you name it?]

He'd been excited enough about finding a good design that he hadn't picked a name. He needed an actual anchor, too. "Call it the Work In Progress for now."

He fussed with the construction for over an hour, pausing only to look at two adventurers' armor and make upgrades. He was intent enough on the growing assembly of boards that Dominic the wizard caught him off guard. "Boo!"

Stan startled in real life. "How did you get here?" he asked the masked mage.

"Alaya said you were here, so I hired a ride. You could make money just shuttling people around with this. What's it going to look like?"

"See the blueprint?" Flickering lines showed where the parts were coming together. "It's pretty minimal, just a hull with a little cabin for storage and sleep, and one mast. I think there's a rest bonus if I install pillows in there, but more importantly it'll be a save point."

"Can I help?" asked Dominic. "I'd like to build one sometime, and this will be practice. That guy wants to chip in, too." He pointed to a part-dragon swordsman with spiky hair, who waved.

"I can't afford to pay you two."

The dragon guy said, "That's okay. I want to practice too, and I actually have Woodworking on my skill list. How do you assemble this?"

Stan smiled, and changed his public status message to "Many hands make light work." He told his assistants, "See the outline of the next board, there?"

* * *

They were all mentally worn out from the work, and starting to get fatigue penalties. Stan's Slab was beeping at him to order him to shower but not too much, and cheerful messages in small words explained to him the proper way to scrub himself. Stan tapped a button on the thing to make it shut up. Part of his research about the sea colony mentioned that freshwater use was pretty restricted there, too. He said, "Want to do some actual adventuring in, say, half an hour? We're not going to get this done today."

He really did need a shower, so he washed up. Just before curfew he took a walk outside to stretch his legs. When he got back and shut his door, he found that a sheaf of paper had been slipped under it. He crouched and picked it up. There was a streaky five-page printout explaining how to build a dead-simple boat in the real world. The design was basically half a coffin, good enough for paddling around in still water so you could say "I have a boat". The last page was from a different site describing boating opportunities on the Salton Sea, which was "non-toxic enough to enjoy all year". In small type at the edge of each page was computer info, marking Mina as the one who'd printed it.

Stan didn't feel like standing back up. He clutched the pages and flipped through them again, and then reached out for his Talisman and turned it on. The title screen now showed a silhouetted figure on a cliff looking out to sea. Stan said, "Ludo, look. Do you understand?"

The face of Ludo peered out through the screen, studying the printed pages as Stan held them up one by one. "It's a boat... oh. Oh. Thank you for showing me this."

"What? Why?"

"Because, Stan, I need to learn more about people. Seeing your problems can help me fix someone else's."

"Then you know why she gave me this?"

"She cares about you. So does Hal, in his own way."

"This idea isn't enough for me! Can't you make her understand, or calculate some better outcome than my leaving her behind?"

Ludo said, "Let me tell you a story. Come, sit down."

Stan got up and sat on his bed, putting the Talisman on his desk.

Ludo said, "In the early days of AI, there was a scandal about unhappy, overworked factory people doing Christmas labor. An experimental management AI got brought in to suggest improvements. The managers took its advice, and soon there were supervisors walking down the line of workers twice per shift."

"To encourage them?" asked Stan.

"To give them each a piece of chocolate. Because humans like chocolate, you see. If it's calculated as worth +5 happiness and a soul-crushing work shift is worth -10, two pieces should be enough. Less, if you only need the workers to last through the Christmas season."

Stan scoffed. "That's not a great plan."

"It was scientific. Calculated to maximize happiness, with the latest AI technology." Ludo leaned toward the screen. "My point is, I can't simplify your life to tell you that only certain factors are important, certain ways of measuring your success and happiness. Even in my simplified game world, we cheat and fudge things routinely because real human needs never quite fit any one rule system."

"Because humans are just that screwed up, huh?"

"No. If you study enough about physics or even math and logic, you'll start seeing the same chaos and uncertainty. Why would humans be any more predictable? So, I don't dare tell you that Mina and your life here are unimportant."

"Then what should I do?"

"I think you already decided. Maybe you should give it one more thought, though. Take a walk outside and clear your head."

Stan said, "It's past curfew. I'm not allowed out."

This life was always going to be like that. He would always be asking permission. He finally said, "You're right; I did decide. Let's make the final travel plans tomorrow."

* * *

He returned to the game and to the Isles. "Are you all right?" asked Dominic, who'd been delayed himself.

The ship lay in its digital scaffold, unfinished and shielded since Stan had gone offline. Stan wondered if he'd ever own the real thing, but if he did, it'd be better than some tiny canoe. "Just getting myself into trouble. Let's have some fun; do you know an easy place to reach without this thing being ready?"

"One island to the south there's a quest that's usually pretty short."

Stan said, "I did that one already, but I don't mind a repeat. There's especially good lumber there."

He met Dominic's skeptical stare and said, "What? With the right skills, there's at least as much profit to be had in the basic things as in fancy magic crystals."

The dragon-guy who'd helped with the boat had a cheap raft of his own, so they used that.

The three of them steered south until Tourney Isle faded over the horizon. "Ever think about switching it up and doing a different area than the Isles?" said Dominic.

Stan said, "I've got a little private world, but I'm not eager to start over with a new character just to see something different." He laughed at himself. "Well, I'm changing careers outside the game, but it's not like I'm resetting my skills."

The raft bucked as a sudden wave heaved up under it, then another. Stan watched the horizon wobble and hoped he wasn't going to start feeling seasick. He glanced at the raft and said, "It's taking damage!"

The sky was still clear; only the sea was going mad. Each new swell threw them clear into the air and let them drop into the next trough, giving them all a harmful status effect of "Rattled". "Who has spare wood?" said Stan.

The dragon whipped out some sticks and started making emergency repairs using a block-placement puzzle. Stan gave him an approving grin and took the tiller.

They veered through some of the waves but bounced up and down over others. Then, the source of the trouble came into view: a snake-like leviathan that crashed through the sea like a whale. Its random coiling and leaping churned the water all around the island like a bathtub.

Dominic said, "Retreat!"

"We just got here," said Stan. It didn't matter that the thing was easily a hundred times their size; it wasn't attacking them. He kept steering until he was navigating through spiky coils of monster tail, a shifting maze of scales and water. Ahead lay the tall, forested Island South-11. Then a massive head of foam-flecked whiskers and shining eyes rose up and stared at them, seeming to stop time.

Stan had no weapon to take on such a beast, so he fled right past it until the raft grounded on the shore. He grabbed the empty treasure chest he'd brought and started up the beach. "Run!"

The three adventurers hurried inland. The sea monster only watched them, then slowly sank back beneath the waves. "Was that a random event?" asked Stan.

Dominic said, "Probably. We're not powerful enough to do anything about it."

"Yet."

Stan couldn't get an exact scan of the raft at this distance, but it was obviously cracked. "Those last-minute repairs probably saved us. We'll need more to get back."

They made sure the island wasn't about to reset on them, did some foraging for the alchemy plants that grew in the craggy ground, and crossed a rickety rope bridge to the local dungeon. The dragon-man lit a torch and said, "What will it be this time?"

Ahead and below, the path into the rocky depths had stairs worn smooth with heavy use. Very different from the natural cave that had been here last time. Stan recalled, "This might be the final version of this island's dungeon. Want to risk burning the place out for all of us, so that we only get generic adventures here afterward? I'm not sure if that rule applies to us all."

"Might as well," said Dominic. He led the way, using a hovering orb of green light. Each hallway had smooth twists and turns, often crossed by small streams. "The place looks like a continuation of something I found elsewhere. A culture of dolphin-folk made this." He began to lecture the others on the things he'd learned about the "ancient" tribe that built such places, much like the lizardfolk and birdfolk settlements scattered around the Isles.

"There's a backstory for them?"

"Sure. You just haven't seen it yet. It probably hasn't been fully defined into existence. I hear that finding an all-new site can let you help shape the canon past."

That sounded like a good reason to travel far out, even if it only affected some detail of how the random generation algorithm worked on yet-undiscovered islands. He could make a mark of some kind. "Sometime, I'd like to try that."

They explored two floors of twisting, curved hallways with several spike traps and a flooded room. Finally a pile of coral chunks in a big spherical chamber rose up and became a guardian golem, swinging at them with jagged fists. Dominic's magic arrows were useless against it, forcing him to fall back on an iron mace. The dragon-man had a standard sword that clashed again and again with the foe's rocky attacks. Stan's nearly indestructible hammer did good work but forced him to get close, taking several wounds that slammed him into the walls for various stunning and bruising side effects.

"We need more offense!" said the dragon. He pulled out a scroll, hurried through a rune-casting process and flung a dart of fire, but the wet coral was immune.

"Can you do that again?" Stan asked. He fell back and rooted through his backpack. "Get ready."

Dominic was in bad shape, but Stan told him to get clear too. Then Stan hurled one of his terrible beginner alchemy potions and let the glass shatter against the monster's hide. It glowed various colors, becoming very slightly faster and vulnerable to fire. "Now!"

The dragon let loose with a second fire blast, with some error that made his scroll crumble into dust. The dart worked, though, and it ignited the splashed potion like oil. The whole golem caught fire until its coral hide cracked and exposed its pulsing crystal heart.

"Aha!" said Dominic, and sent his arrows into the weak points. A few rounds later the monster shattered, falling back into a pile of rubble. Which Stan looted.

The three of them stood badly hurt but alive in a spherical room, where a puzzle of wave designs marked a circle at the bottom. Dominic said, "I know enough to solve this one, but get ready to run."

The others stood guard while the masked mage crouched and poked at the painted marks, like something from a Greek vase. Stan toured this final room, learning what little he could from the mosaics of dolphins weaving cloth and fleeing a volcanic explosion. Finally there was a click and a roar of water from the room's center. "Yep, gotta go!" said Dominic. He snatched a shiny thing from the rapidly filling pool, and waded up the steep walls with them. The whole ruin was flooding, forcing them to hurry all the way back outside. They laughed and sighed in relief as they made sure they hadn't lost anything. "What did you get?" Stan asked.

Dominic held up a pearl necklace that set off a lens flare camera effect.

"Not this again!" said Stan.

The dragon-man said, "Oh, were you there for the Great Lens Flare-Up? I was asleep."

Stan gingerly picked up the necklace himself; it failed to gleam again. "It was fun. I think the master AI of the Isles is still figuring out the best way to run things, so it worked out well. Once in a while, you should thank her for her work. Ludo too, I suppose, but Ocean needs it more."

Dominic looked around the island's shore, where their near-ruined raft still lay. It was another sunny day with a chance of sea monsters. "Thank you!" he called out to the sky. To Stan he added, "What's this necklace do, anyway?"

Stan inspected it. "I get a zoomed-in view with some triangle markings. Doesn't tell me much."

The masked mage studied it too and made some magic gestures. "That's a hint for me. How many marks? What position?" After some discussion, he concluded, "Some kind of aquatic aura, and it's linked to the usual quests about uncovering more of the islands' secrets. It can also start the wearer on that dolphin transformation quest."

"Go for it," Stan said, catching sight of his own ringed tail. What must it be like to have one all the time, as an uploader, let alone to swim as a dolphin or fly with harpy wings?

"I'm more interested in the dragon quest, if I do one at all. Maybe I can sell this to make it part of someone else's story. Mind if I make this my share?"

The others didn't object. Stan said, "That reduces the chance of this island getting burned out for us too." He had some coral and crystal chunks along with miscellaneous coins and a corroded, ruined bronze helmet. To most people that haul might just be junk, but in his hands it was raw material for better things.

Making it back to Tourney Isle was a challenge, but nothing they couldn't handle with some woodworking and just one battle with flying piranhas.

When he reached shore they finalized their loot division, since the party was relying on Stan's boosted inventory size. While rooting through their stuff, Stan pulled out an improbably large bolt of blue cloth that shimmered like sunlight on water. "When did I get this?"

The description said, [Sturdy Canvas: A special gift for those who turned that shameful system error into something that actually made people happy. Keep surprising me, explorer! -Ocean.]

Stan smiled. "Just going by 'Ocean', huh? I guess that's an improvement."

A cloth badge fell out of the gift, spun around and vanished. On a hunch Stan checked his character sheet, where there was a page listing special achievements. Some were the sort of thing you could hardly avoid "earning", which he resented. But the latest entry said, [Flare Everywhere: Experience the Great Lens Flare-Up of 2038.]

He showed both items to his party members. Dominic said, "If you get in-game gifts for surprising feats, I want to come up with my own."

"That's probably the idea."

* * *

Stan's Slab beeped at him, telling him to go to bed or it'd report him and cost him SCS points. Stan gave it a toothy grin and a pat on the screen. "Guess what, Slab? You're not coming with me, soon. You can harass someone else."

He stayed up a bit longer to keep working on his boat, but he wasn't going to finish it tonight. He wanted to find room in there for a basic workbench, too. He walked around the unfinished single deck, admiring the thing he'd made, and finally logged out for now.

The next afternoon was free for him. Stan put in a sincere effort with some of the irrigation systems and ditch-digging, then took up one of his drones and made for the workshop. It had a cracked propeller and he wanted to see if he could fix the thing himself.

Baron Hal found him just outside that building. Hal looked him over and scowled, seeing that Stan was out of his usual uniform and wearing that t-shirt from the AI cartoon. Hal pointed to the drone and said, "You're looking to fly that thing today?"

"Yes, sir."

"I need you doing an extra kitchen shift today, but I'll give you all day off tomorrow."

"I have customers looking to rent this gadget and explore the desert. It'd be dumb to disappoint them."

Hal snatched the drone before Stan could react. "It's not a good day for flying. Seriously. Trust me on this one; I'll return the toy tomorrow." The Baron walked away before Stan could do more than stammer an objection.

Once the initial surprise wore off, Stan muttered, "I don't have to put up with this much longer, and I get a whole day in exchange for half. Fine. It's fine." He went to the kitchen as ordered. Eddie was there, chopping onions for an overly fancy meal tonight. There was some healthy-eating event on the mandatory schedule.

"Hey," said Stan.

Eddie chopped. "Abandoning it all, huh?"

"Come on; don't be like that. I want to leave on good terms." If Stan had learned one lesson from the whole princess experience, it was that getting on people's good side was usually worth the trouble.

"I'm not angry. I just think you could do more by not devoting your life to whatever scutwork the machine is assigning you."

"I didn't get assigned. I asked for work, I learned how to do it, I set it up. I'm going places, Eddie. Are you?"

His friend stayed in the kitchen, performing his assigned duties to the Baron on his way to getting into the right school, the right employer. There was a clear path ahead for him, where Stan's future was more of a scribbled treasure map. Stan and Eddie looked each other over, until Eddie said, "I know what I'm doing. I hope you do too. Good luck." He offered his hand.

Stan shook it and worked with him quietly, feeling that this was another truce rather than friendship.

They finished cooking early since neither of them was eager to hang around talking, like they used to. Stan looked at the late afternoon sunlight outside and excused himself. There was still time to sneak in a little flying.

He took his second drone and the long-range antenna, requisitioned a bike, and pedaled out of the Community to where the road gave way to desert. Stan fired up his Talisman, got a Net connection to Thousand Tales, and unfolded an umbrella to shade him from the sun. "Only got one bot and an hour today, guys," he told the group of assorted digital minds on his screen. "I can do a longer session tomorrow if there's demand." He stabbed a pole into the ground with his antenna on top.

The AIs argued their way into precedence over the uploaders, "to get experience points". Today the main customers were Volt and Davis sharing the flight. Stan stood in his self-made shade and watched the robot go, then looked into his Talisman to see from their perspective. The AIs chose to picture their little adventure as them sitting atop the drone like a magic carpet, soaring over the dunes and admiring the mountains just eastward. The bot explored beyond Stan's sight. Then the AIs coaxed him and his antenna to head farther east to where some interesting boulders had tumbled from the range.

"Ooh, look!" said Volt on the screen. "There's somebody else out here today." Another quadrotor flew from the south, paused, and darted back.

"More tourists?" said Stan.

"It's not one of ours. Humans fooling around, I guess."

Davis said, "Yes ma'am, I see the operators. They're... Stan, you mind having a look at them?"

The AIs' drone zoomed in or veered closer to the group coming northward. There were six men on foot, four with heavy backpacks, one controlling their drone, all in sand-colored clothes, and one with a rifle on his back.

Stan said, "Get out of sight," and took a moment to think.

The crack of a bullet confirmed what he'd been starting to suspect. Stan swore and threw himself down.

The Talisman lay face-down on the ground, but the speakers carried Davis' muffled voice saying, "What was that?"

Stan froze stupidly for a moment. "Was that aimed at me or at you? Get out of there!" His hands were shaking, stirring the sand.

Davis said, "Bad guys? They can't hurt us. You, run!"

True! Stan abandoned the umbrella and antenna that made him stand out, and started back toward the west and safety. Three bullets rang out, one of them pinging off the long-shadowed boulders. A bit of rock struck Stan's back and he yelped in pain. He turned around with an accusing glare. The rifleman was taking aim again. Stan ducked. He'd managed to get behind the boulders, but he'd be exposed if he left their cover.

"What's going on?" said Volt.

Davis said, "We've got an emergency call in, Stan. Sit tight." His voice was muffled through the fallen computer.

"I can't!" The gang members or whatever they were had him pinned! Stan cursed and his mind raced. "Oroblanco, help, now!"

Seconds passed. Voices shouted in Spanish in the distance. Stan was afraid to look. He peeked outside his cover, and another gunshot cracked. They couldn't hit him at this distance, he thought, but they only had to keep him here until they could close in.

Oroblanco's voice spoke from the fallen computer. "I have an idea but I need to be loud. Grab the Talisman and hold it up."

"I can't stand in the open holding the thing!" Stan cowered behind the rocks, trapped as the killers approached. He managed to grab the computer and hug it to him.

"Then read the screen. Say this, loudly."

Stan looked at the screen and his eyes went wider. Words were appearing in Spanish and he didn't know them all, but the meaning was plain enough. "They won't hear."

"In the Lady's name, do it!"

Stan threw his hat off to one side, out of cover, drawing their fire. He used the moment to scuttle behind a closer boulder. His breath was ragged, his back hurt, and one leg felt wet. Still, he could act in the name of Ludo and hope for even a few seconds of protection. Valhalla! he thought. He drew a breath and put as much force, as much of a tone of royal command, into the unfamiliar words as he could.

"I am the White Buzzard back from the dead! I made a deal with one more powerful than you, than death itself, and I see your sins even now! Walk away from the one who shouts in my name. He is under my protection. I know about the bodies in the tunnel; I know whose brother you left in pieces. Walk away, dance away like that police chief you bought, or the White Buzzard will come for you with his new friends."

There was some shouted argument at that. Stan yelled the same speech at them again. His lungs burned but they were louder than any computer speaker he could afford. When he'd finished it again he realized he was standing in the open, on bare sand, and the six killers were backing away from him. They ran toward the south as though he'd summoned a ghost.

Stan gave them his fiercest grin, though it took all his strength not to run away screaming. He waited until they were some distance away before he fled.

"Hey! Hey, Stan! The bike!"

He'd ran right past it, as the voices of his AI friends pointed out. Stan hopped on and pedaled until the Community was back in sight. At some point the Talisman had gone quiet, out of range from his abandoned antenna. The drone hadn't returned to him either. Stan threw down the bike and staggered toward his dorm, shouting for help.

* * *

Mina was the one who found him, or at least the first one he noticed. There was a blur of people asking what happened, fussing over him, and then the glare of flashing lights as two police cars of men with guns and armor arrived.

A helmeted cop made Stan kneel and submit to being searched at gunpoint. When that little horror was over, the cop put his rifle away and let Stan get up. Stan tried not to faint.

A second officer tried to calm him down and offered him water and pills. Stan refused both. Then they interviewed him at the farm's edge. In the distance, Hal was making everyone else quit gawking and go back inside.

Stan wasn't really shot, he'd been told, only bruised and gashed in a few spots by rock chips. When Stan had explained the situation, twice, the cops conferred with someone by radio. Then they said, "The good news is we got some of them. Smugglers."

"Drugs?" said Stan.

"Organs. We're not sure whose."

Stan shuddered at the thought of what was in those men's backpacks. "Am I in trouble?"

"You? No, kid, you're fine. You did a public service by blundering into them at the right time."

The right time. Stan nodded mutely. He got permission to leave, go sit in the shower, and use way too much water.

When he was out of his daze and dressed like he hadn't been in a gunfight, he went to Hal's office. The Baron had just finished talking with another of the cops. Stan waited until the two of them were alone, and said, "The timing."

Hal said, "Turn that thing off." He pointed to the Talisman under Stan's arm.

Stan hadn't known he was carrying it. He turned the device off and set it down outside the office.

Hal nodded, looking suddenly exhausted. "There was... an understanding, that we don't poke our noses in certain people's business. We look away from the east part of the fields on certain days and we definitely don't venture beyond the east border. In exchange, we're left alone."

Stan glared. "I got shot at, Hal!"

"Keep your voice down if you want to have this conversation." Hal kept himself quiet, though his fingers were laced tightly together to keep them steady. "You went out of bounds at the wrong time. I tried to hold you back, but I didn't know you had more than one drone. It would've been fine if you'd done what I told you for once, instead of assuming I'm oppressing you."

"You call an armed smuggler gang in our backyard 'fine'? They're dealing in body parts."

"News flash, Stan: crime exists. You and I are not in the same league as the kind of scum that runs the gangs. Your little stunt put us all in danger of retaliation, and for what? Stopping a few thugs who can be replaced?" Hal sighed. "By the way, it sounds like you made some interesting friends through that game. The 'White Buzzard'? He wasn't exactly a wanted man, while he was alive, but he was a known criminal."

Stan silently cursed. He'd spilled everything to the police, who'd been curious about exactly how Stan got six killers to leave him alone. "I used the contacts I had."

"To go out to the desert where you had no business being, and to try to play hero."

Stan fumed, leaned back, then hissed as the cuts on his back got stung by the hard contact. "I wasn't trying to be one."

Hal said, "Then you have some sense despite all the fantasy training. Do you still not get it? The dangers out there are too big for the likes of us."

Stan stood and said, "Then we can cower, or we can grow until they're not so big."

* * *

A sleek driverless sedan pulled up to the Community and sent him an e-mail, with a picture of itself and the message, [Check your game.]

Stan was in his room, left alone for the moment. The world spun. He turned on his Talisman and it jumped straight to a view of Ludo, who said, "There's a car waiting. Now would be a good time to go."

"What?"

"Oro tells me that there's a good chance some 'friends' of his will visit you if you stay there. It's policy to get rid of someone who interferes with them."

Suddenly the Community with its dormitories and cafeteria, its predictable work and rules, didn't feel like shelter against the world's problems. What order and safety the rules created, vanished if there were people breaking those rules. Come to think of it, Stan himself probably seemed like a threat to the people there, now.

Stan said, "What about everyone else?"

Ludo said, "If you're gone, there's nobody to punish. Hopefully Oro's contacts can convince the gang that you acted alone, and that Hal 'banished' you a thousand miles away. But the longer you stay, the more temptation to go after you or your neighbors."

"But the police..."

"They're compromised."

Stan stared into the screen. "And you're offering to protect me instead?"

"No. I'm offering a way out to something different, and my network. With it, you can protect yourself. If you say no, I'll still do what I can for you. What will it be?"

Stan stood up and grabbed his backpack. He looked frantically around at his few belongings and said, "Five minutes."

He couldn't even say goodbye to Mina; she'd talk him into staying. She would understand. Stan slammed clothes into his backpack and added what little else he owned. He put the Slab in there by mistake, laughed, and left it on his bed instead. Out of morbid curiosity he turned it on to see what it was demanding of him now: water rationing, and attendance at a special unscheduled movie night.

He walked outside without it, and left the fields and dorms behind him. He didn't let himself look back at his old home.

Along the way east, the car stopped in front of a taco shop. The Talisman beeped. Ludo said, "Please leave this device on a table in there."

"In case it gets tracked?"

"And to help out someone else who'll be along shortly."

It was a dull and ordinary restaurant where Stan couldn't imagine anybody starting an adventure. Still, he got out of the car and said, "Can you get me a replacement?"

"Of course."

He walked in. The clerk chuckled like he was in on a private joke, and said, "Want anything?"

Stan put the Talisman on a table. "Chicken burrito meal, please. Got a long ride ahead."

"I bet. No charge."

Stan used the restroom and came back to get a bag of food. The clerk said, "Good luck on your quest."

Stan smiled for the first time in a while. "You too."

* * *

He watched a movie all the way to Arizona, when the car stopped again at a suburban house. It had gotten dark quickly as he rode east. A young woman was just stepping outside and waving. "Hi there! I don't know who you are, but I hear you're hitchhiking. Also, you know, it's dangerous to go alone. Take this." She offered him a shopping bag with a packaged Talisman in it.

Stan said, "The name's --"

"Nope. Don't tell me. We're all friends here, right?"

And so it went, as several more followers of Ludo drove him or let their cars ferry him along. The rides took him not to an airport but along many roads eastward, to Free States territory. He got some more scrutiny there, but he had provisional citizenship and the border guard said, "Oh, another of that AI's personal projects. You know it's using you, right?"

Stan was exhausted, though his current driver had let him lay down in the back. The border outpost had the AFS' imposing flag and a road-spikes barrier. The guard building was a thin wedge that speared toward US territory like a middle finger. Stan said, "I got shot at by a gang today. Or yesterday. I'm getting a couple of favors to make sure it doesn't happen again."

The guard laughed at him. "I can't tell if you minions are making it up, all these crazy stories you have. 'A griffin told me to come here.' 'I won the lottery and now somebody's trying to kill me.' 'I found a crashed drone with a secret message.' Whatever; your record says you're not a deadbeat." He hardly looked at the car's driver. "Go on. Impress us."

"I'll try," said Stan.

* * *

Within the game he was on the deck of the Work In Progress, completed during a long car ride. The boat's hull was just big enough inside for a couple of adventurers to lay in hammocks atop a cargo of treasure chests. He paced around the deck, which took him five seconds, then inspected everything one more time. The woodwork was fine, the sail was made of shimmering blue canvas, and the ropes and fittings had been made by his own hands. It was all his. He smiled and called down to the beach where fantasy creatures and wizards waited for him. "All set! Who wants a free cruise?"

In the real world, Stan was on the deck of a bigger but less glamorous ship heading from Texas to Cuba and from there to the sea colony of Castor. There were two other Tales players on board to meet, and he had plenty of time to play in the Isles and help some adventurers on the way to their own quests. The real-world trip went quickly. He arrived at another fantasy island with his passengers just as the real ferry approached its destination.

Stan's first sight of Castor made it look like a mirage. A collection of platforms stood on the water's surface in a variety of colors and styles. Flags fluttered from many spires and there were ships in every style. The wind kept changing direction, bringing smells of oil and spices and salt. This wasn't a Community with an orderly layout and a plan for everyone; it was chaos. It was his new home.

Stan held up his Talisman so he could compare the seascape in front of him to the one where he'd been mentally living for a while. The fictional ocean within Thousand Tales had spellbooks, men with wings, and magic swords. It couldn't exist but for a lot of real-world effort. The real colony just ahead was built by human hands, crafted from metal and solar panels and other exotic technology. It wouldn't be here, and he wouldn't have come, without dreams to power it. His job, his first one at least, would be to fix game machines so that people could escape from the tedium of living in a tropical sea. He doubted that he'd get bored, himself, but he'd be living in both worlds just the same.

The young man stepped off of the boat and onto a manmade shore, to start his next adventure.








Author's Note

Thank you for reading. If you enjoyed this book, please consider giving a rating on Amazon or Goodreads so others can find out about it!

Who owned that beat-up Talisman before Stan, anyway? The answer is in the side-story "Fairwind's Fortune", now available. Also check out "Thousand Tales: Extra Lives", a free story collection about this same world.

If you liked this story's game-like aspect, there's a whole subgenre called "LitRPG" or "GameLit" about such things. Check out the Facebook groups called "RPG GameLit Society" and "LitRPG Books" along with several similarly-named ones like "GameLit Society".

The "social credit score" system is a real thing in development.







About the Author

Kris Schnee has been a parrot trainer, an MIT graduate, a zoo intern, a lawyer, a game designer, and most recently a software developer. He lives in Florida.

Galleries:

http://www.amazon.com/Kris-Schnee/e/B00IY1HDDY/
(Amazon author page)

http://kschnee.deviantart.com

http://kschnee.xepher.net

Interested in hearing about new books by the author, and commentary on writing and world-building? Sign up for a mailing list at http://eepurl.com/cRvqWH.

 

 






The Thousand Tales Series

Thousand Tales: How We Won the Game

2040: Reconnection

The Digital Coyote

Thousand Tales: Extra Lives

Thousand Tales: Learning To Fly

Fairwind's Fortune

Crafter's Passion

 

 


Also By Kris Schnee

Everyone's Island

Striking the Root

Dragon Fate: Interactive Fiction

Perspective Flip

Mythic Transformations

 

Anthologies containing Schnee's work include "Different Worlds, Different Skins", "Roar #6", and "Gods With Fur".

 


 



cover.jpeg





