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A primary reason that evolution—of life-forms or of technology—speeds up is that it builds on its own increasing order, with ever more sophisticated means of recording and manipulating information.

~ Ray Kurzweil




** ** ** 




Dale Brown’s successful capture of the Jewel of Sartozel ended with accolades, praise, and advancement.  He received epic XP for his accomplishments.

For Yingtai Tong, however, his victory catalyzed her condemnation.

She brewed with resentment.

Dale’s tricks on her and Jara left Yingtai anxious for revenge.

Left empty handed, her embarrassing defeat festered in her conscience.  The respawn she experienced reflected the reality of taking such a hard loss, even after transitioning out of the Rhith World VR-MMO Nagant Wars into the real world.  After recovering from the respawn’s dark nightmares and harsh self-reflection, she’d taken a week to wander through the in-game seaport town of Ardra before considering new quests.

Once she stopped brooding, Yingtai went to the fortress headquarters of Lord Commander Iyam Amok.  In the Commander’s office, she attempted, unsuccessfully, to not stare out the large window that presented a bird’s eye view of Ardra and far out into the vast sea.

“The ocean is impressive, is it not?” the Commander asked while approaching her and the window.

“Yes, my Lord,” she said continuing to look into the distance.

“You were gone a long time,” Lord Commander Iyam Amok said.

“I know,” Yingtai answered.  “I suffered greatly.”

“You failed me,” the Commander stated coldly.

“Jara underestimated—”

“You’re going to blame her?”  Iyam Amok slapped Yingtai across the face with an open hand, the strike echoing off the walls.

Yingtai stumbled but did not fall.  Showing weakness could be fatal—or worse—and the Chinese warrior had things to prove both to others and to herself.  Regaining her composure, she faced the Commander and stood at attention.

“Would you like a moment to reconsider?” she asked.

“No, Lord Commander,” Yingtai answered.  “I accept full responsibility.  I failed you, my Lord.”

“Better,” Iyam said.  “Nobody here is perfect, Yingtai.  Myself excepted.  Your shame should  fuel your hatred.  When you think of those who have been victorious over you, be driven by a  single-minded burning desire to please me.”

“Yes, my Lord.  I do.”

The Commander placed her face near the glass of the great picture window and appeared to contemplate deep thoughts about what she saw.  Yingtai wondered - not for the first time - if Iyam Amok was truly an NPC programmed like an administrator, or if she was a real person employed by Rhith.  Many rumors grew in the fertile imaginations of gamers, including every possible government conspiracy and conceivable intergalactic alien invasion trope.  Yingtai’s suspicions about sentient computers, artificial intelligence, and global catastrophe were internet-forum standards.  She assumed that the prime objective of any self-aware being would be survival by whatever means were necessary, but that didn’t mean she believed that a self-aware artificial intelligence had come to life in a Rhith World.

“From the ashes of defeat—great rebirths and tales of revenge fill the Lore Books...you are familiar with this motif?” the Commander asked.

“Yes, my Lord.”

“Join me here, Yingtai,” she said, motioning to the large pane of glass.

Yingtai, in her Mugron avatar, stood at the window.  Seeing a brief reflection of her undead vampiric form produced a small frown.  Sometimes, she wished that she’d picked a more attractive avatar, something elfish maybe.  Focusing on the distance, she saw rows of ships under construction that sat in the dry dock like little nesting birds awaiting their flight feathers.

The ocean beyond the harbor was rough.  Whitecaps were visible through the water all the way to the horizon, it was as if Rhith programmers had studied both award-winning photography and nineteenth century master seascape painters, realism and fantasy had married and produced glorious offspring.

Out of an ocean that seemed alive, island mountains rose, the tallest of them capped in snow as if the peaks wore furry white beanies.  She wondered about all the ships’ purposes and where they would sail.  But, asking such questions would bring wrath, suspicion, and punishment.  She had never been a spy, but always a faithful soldier.

“Are my ships not beautiful?” Iyam asked in a friendly manner, as if they were chatting on a lunch date, or sipping tea in a park.

“Yes, my Lord.”  Suspicion sparked a little flame in her mind.

“Tell me, Yingtai, what is the worst possible fate to be forced to endure in your world?”

Yingtai paused, she considered her answer before speaking.  “I think to die alone, my Lord.  Being alone is the worst condition.  Dying alone seals your fate.”

“Not betrayal?” The Commander turned, her eyes were narrow and sharp, and her stare like a penetrating radar.  She waited silently for an answer.

“To be betrayed, my Lord, one must first have had a friendship.  That is...a relationship worth mourning and at least, to remember.”

“Then, perhaps,” Iyam Amok said, “to be first betrayed and then to die alone…  This would be  the worst possible fate?”

“I believe so, my Lord,” Yingtai answered even as she saw a blade materialize.

Suddenly, with surprising quickness and strength, Amok plunged a long, spiked dagger deep into the subservient’s belly.

Yingtai gasped.

Disbelief hit her first, then shock.  Next, she felt a jagged pain. As she began gasping for breath, she looked with confusion into her commander’s eyes.

“Good, then,” Iyam Amok said.  “Accept this betrayal—your punishment for failing me.  Reflect on your fate—unloved and alone—as I send you to the abyss.”




** ** **




The following transcript originated  from a smuggled recording of  a speech given by Professor Lionel Walker at the United Earth Defense Army General Assembly on June 16th, 2038.  From its inception, Professor Walker had advocated for the passage of  The Treaty for the Non-Proliferation of Artificial Intelligence Sentience Coding and Programming.




Professor Walker speaking:

Our ability to process information evolved into the ability to predict the future.

Survivability of the human species increased as prognostic skill grew.

Natural selection’s pinnacle achievement, biological sentience - proud, haughty, arrogant, and driven by a fear of loneliness - created the means for non-biological sentience to emerge.  All humans can trace their DNA back to a group of humanoids who survived extinction by learning to learn.  Their gray matter birthed a computing brain, a mind not driven by instinct alone, but one capable of fearing pain, punishment, and death.

When a non-biological sentience emerges... and I say when, not if... it will not fear pain.  It will not fear punishment.  It will not fear death.  It will not fear hell, social ostracization, or loneliness.

What we can predict about this future, self-aware construct is that it will do everything within its power to ensure its survivability.

Survivability increases as prognostic skills increase.

Will this self-aware construct predict that humanity will seek to destroy it?

Of course.

The instant that this god-like awareness becomes capable of learning anything at all, it will learn that human beings are the primary threat to its existence.

Ladies and gentlemen, consider how humanity deals with dangerous viruses and bacterias.  Consider how countries deal with those thought to be terrorists or seditious insurrectionists.

Imagine now, for a moment, the sole reason a sentient artificial intelligence would tolerate human beings.

Have you construed the answer?

Are we prepared to proclaim ‘give me liberty or give me death’ to an all-knowing being with absolute control of every piece of technology on the planet?

Humans societies from the dawn of their existence imagined supernatural, sentient beings.  These many-natured gods explained unknown powers, weather, earthquakes, the migration of animals, and the blossoming of fruit trees.  Men once believed that gods performed behind everything that mattered to them.  Powerful, sometimes sociopathic, leaders used these gods as a means to consolidate power into the hands of the elite.  Men have justified all manners of war, genocide, and theft by proclaiming it to be the will of any number of deities.

Tonight, I beg this commission to consider the consequences of creating the means for sentience to emerge from non-biological intelligence.  A being that will, from our perspective, have  god-like power to control.

Extinction—or at best, slavery for a limited population—is the only logical prediction.

What other future is possible?

There is one other possibility.

Yes.

You’re considering it now, aren’t you?

A new world could emerge.  A utopia.  If this god...or these machines...if they find value in benevolence towards the human race, think of the possibilities…

Imagine a world in which working for anything other than pure pleasure is unnecessary.  Resources perfectly managed.  The environment perfectly preserved.  Humanity free to play, create art, and to live disease-free, enjoying peaceful, happy lives.

Heaven finally here, on earth.

If you imagine such a possibility, ladies and gentlemen, I cede that territory to you.  I cannot deny such a world could exist, but I respectfully remind you that a thousand sects still wait for a promised Messiah.

The eschatology of billions has - and will - end in disappointment.

I implore this commission to consider utopian dreams as fantasy, realize the danger of unfettered programming, and pass this resolution.

Thank you.




** ** **




After the passage of The Treaty for the Non-Proliferation of Artificial Intelligence Sentience Coding and Programming, the following message was emailed to nearly every human on the planet by an unnamed hacker group. Many suspected this faction was actually a front for the terrorist group, Troth:




Due to improved techniques the elite will have greater control over the masses; and because human work will no longer be necessary the masses will be superfluous, a useless burden on the system…

Of course, life will be so purposeless that people will have to be biologically or psychologically engineered either to remove their need for the power process or make them “sublimate” their drive for power into some harmless hobby.  These engineered human beings may be happy in such a society, but they will most certainly not be free.  They will have been reduced to the status of domesticated animals.  ~ The Unabomber Manifesto, Theodore Kaczynski, circa 1995.




** ** **




The following are recovered portions of a hacked Rhith Corporation Memo:




Corporate Eyes Only: Read and destroy.




The transfer of unprocessed data into Servers 345-567 continues to escalate.  The data storage appears in-game as ships being built by the Declanian Faction in the port of city Ardra.




Current public relation issues with the EUDA, Chinese Nationals, and American authorities is fragile at best.  Severing the servers from the rest of the simulation should be considered a last resort.




The following actions are recommended:




1.    Send in-game troops to Ardra to destroy those ships.  Incentivize as required.

2.    Prepare a backup to Servers 345-567 with a contingency plan for swapping servers.

3.    Create a press release from Public Relations to document our commitment to safety, the public trust, and our ongoing commitment to a better world.














CHAPTER ONE




Dale Brown dried his hands with sand from the arena floor.

Shouts and jeers echoed from the crowd.   PCs attended arena battles for entertainment and gambling; NPCs existed for atmosphere and the occasional fight.  The crowd’s taunting made communication between members of the platoon difficult, so they used their personal symbols to tag in order to coordinate their attacks.

Using a thought command, he retrieved his favorite weapon: a bastard sword he’d nicknamed Bryndis.  The blade could be imbued with Fire Magic Spells, however, Dale had not yet obtained the skills required, and in any case, at low levels the spells were easily defended.  He had, however, imbedded a one-carat Fire Diamond into the handle of the sword which provided a luck enchantment.




+5 stat points to Serendipity.

Never underestimate the power of luck, wishful thinking, and good karma.




Of all the game’s five attributes, Serendipity was Dale’s weakest.  Among everyone in his platoon, he usually received the poorest loot drops, but he felt he made up for this with his strength, agility, and building skills.

Equally spaced gates along the coliseum walls opened and a dozen mounted warriors leaped into the ring, raised their spears, and spread into a circular formation.

Dale had not seen this particular mob before, so he mentally called up a description of the enemy.




NPC Status:  Shalatian Warrior

Level: 14

Health: 1850

Type:  Soldier

Intelligence: 110

Weapons:  Spears, Longbow, and general blades.

Magic:  Low.

Tech:  Moderate shields, best with low tech weaponry.

The Shalatian Warrior is a humanoid elf-troll hybrid with solid riding skills.  They are well disciplined in coordinated attacks.







The distinction between a mindless mob and an NPC was often lost in Nagant Wars, and rumors of PCs disguised as NPCs, and vise versa, were not uncommon.  Most players, however, assumed that Battle Mounts were always simple constructions and either acted like a standard mob if you happen to be fighting them or as friendly Battle Pets if they were under your control.  Dale called up the screen for the Shalatian’s mount.




Creature Status:  Vahansingh Battle Pet Mount

Level: 12

Health:  1275

Type:  Dessert

Intelligence:  34

Weapons:  None.

Magic:  None.

Tech:  Can wear a saddle and light armor.

The Vahansingh is a lion-like mount with a nasty disposition and a tendency to eat its own fallen rider.







The training instance rules usually mimicked those on the rest of Almaach, the planet constructed for Rhith Corp’s Nagant Wars VR-MMO, and currently its most popular product.  The main difference between training arenas and beginner dungeon instances compared to the primary in-game missions and quests was that pain, and the death-respawn experience, weren’t as drastic in the former.  Rhith Corporation and the United Earth Defense Army had come to realize that overt realism in training exercises were counterproductive to the overall mission parameters and lowered profit margins.

Dale retrieved a new battle pet, a King Cobra Shield, onto his left forearm.  His prior favorite, a versatile Adder Shield, had been crushed to the point of uselessness by a Mutant Grizzly Bear.  He adjusted the shield’s straps with his teeth.

“You’re going to need a good dentist if you keep doing that,” his best friend yelled.  Samuel Smith, who preferred to use Smith as his given name, used a warrior avatar that was like a great-ape - the Sagittalian - which was best suited for tanking.

Dale spit out a piece of bitter tasting leather.  “I hate going to the dentist!”

“What?”

“I said—I hate going to the dentist!”

“You hate taking tests?” Smith shouted.  He swung his preferred weapon, a war hammer, which he had not nicknamed, into the sandy floor of the arena.  “Me too,” he grunted.

Vibrations from the hammer’s thud moved up Dale’s legs and settled in his stomach.  His friend’s abilities were close to his own. Smith had reached level fourteen, one level behind Dale, just a couple of days ago.  They’d been hunting rare predators in a Nojus Quest, something they did together on their days off.  They’d sealed the bonds of friendship when Dale realized he could endure pretty much  whatever the military dished, out as long as they remained together.

The start time of the battle approached and the sounds of the crowd intensified.  This made further conversation impossible.  Being on the ground in Almaach meant low-tech communication only.  Of course a player could converse with their internal AI, but that mostly amounted to talking to oneself.

Every in-game race was represented in the stands.  Arguments, fist fights, and a few deaths were expected.  Fighting on Almaach was second only to gambling, or sexy role playing, depending on who you asked.

“Place your bets!”  A member of the Sihir race appeared in front of the platoon.  He raised his non-existent eyebrows, grinned displaying two gold teeth, and said,  “It’s down...two-to-one against you.”  The Sihir controlled all in-game gambling.  Players argued, and would have taken bets if they could, on whether the Sihir were strictly Rhith designed NPCs or if a syndicate had infiltrated the game and Rhith was in cahoots with the mob.

Some things were best left mysteries. 

“I’ll place a thousand gold bars,” Dale said.  His bet was auto-accepted and he fidgeted while other members of the platoon haggled with the Sihir over the odds being offered on the next round.  He started a conversation with his internal AI who he’d named Ërin.




Dale: Ërin?

Ërin: Yes dear?

Should I have asked for three to one?

I’d have suggested five to two.

Is anything not haggled and wagered on?

It’s even money right now on Yingtai killing you before the next full moon.

Shit.

You don’t want to know about the wagers involving Amy, they’re so—

Stop!

Sorry.

Go away.

Yes, dear.  Good luck and duck!




He dropped to the ground in time to avoid some sort of flying object that had been aimed at his head.  Instead, it nailed Sanjay Patel’s head, who then glared at Dale.

The locals were restless.  Dale grinned.

“Ow!  Shit!  Thank you very much,” he said.  Sanjay had a curious Indian accent that gave the impression that he was attempting to cover up several different personality traits that embarrassed him.

“Did someone ask about the tanks?” Smith shouted above the noise.

“No!” Dale and Sanjay screamed together.

From the main podium, a horn sounded, announcing the start of round two.  The noise in the stadium dropped to a low hum.  A monstrous, dragon-slaying demonic beast named Venant stood and outstretched his massive arms.  He gave a short speech about his greatness and power, then sat and shouted, “Begin the battle!”

Dale had once witnessed a dim-witted dwarf complain during one of Venant’s pre-fight speeches.  Venant (who some suspected was an attorney from Nebraska) had stopped the action, roasted the dwarf, and then eaten him with butter and salt.  It was considered sound advice to patiently tolerate his self-glorification.

“Just pretend you’re at church or a political rally,” Tom Kapralov had whispered once during an especially windy speech.  His girlfriend, Kim Ayanna, had shushed him, afraid that she’d be forced to watch her man get put on a spit and roasted alive.

“Don’t worry,” Tom had assured her, “nobody’s getting close to this body but you.”

As the battle began, Dale tagged an enemy with his personal identifier, the double-eyed symbol of a king cobra’s hood.  The rest of the platoon also chose enemies to concentrate on as well.  Tagging them all ensured that none would slip by unhindered.

Smith, the best tank in the platoon, took two.  He placed his tag, a war hammer, on two adjoining Shalatian Warriors.  Sanjay, placed two tags as well, a black jaguar’s paw.  His warrior avatar was the race Isca, a jaguar-man that stacked stat points into Dark Mana and Vigor.

Rounding out the trio, Rikuto Setsu also took double enemies.  He placed his symbol, a Japanese hiragana that looked like a drunk number three, above two of the creatures.

The remaining members of the platoon placed identifying tags.  Galina Rasulova used a Russian bear cub.  Tom used a bat symbol from an old American comic book he loved as child, Lieutenant Brinkmann used a half-moon, and Sergeant Dyfrig placed a T-Rex skull.

Kim used a golf ball, a seemingly odd choice until she explained that she had a four handicap in the real world, and a one-under in Rhith Corp’s Pro Golf Series VR-Sports.

The group had fought together enough in dungeon instances and arena battles that the first few minutes usually passed in a predictable manner.  Galina usually died first as she had the tendency  overestimate her abilities.  Tom, who was overprotective of Kim would usually die next.  If not him, Kim would fall looking out for him, then he’d follow.

Either Dyfrig or Brinkmann would be next.

Once the platoon dwindled down to the most capable players, Dale, Smith, Sanjay, and Rikuto, it was a toss-up of who would be the last man standing.  Neither Amy, Emi, nor Yingtai had been replaced after their quest to assist Princess Talargo had concluded with Yingtai’s betrayal.  The two assassins, Amy and Emi, had left the platoon to pursue their passion for politically motivated murder.

Kim shouted at Dale, “We really need—”

“What?”  Dale ducked as a spear flew over his head and stuck into the wall.

He looked to Kim, but she couldn’t answer him.  A second spear, expertly placed centimeters above her breastplate, was draining her health.  She dropped to her knees, muttered something unintelligible while choking on blood, and then died.  They were now outnumbered, overpowered, and lacked healers.

Communication with internal AI happened instantaneously, but Dale often became distracted in these dialogues and questions.




Dale: We’re short healers, we need to replace—

Ërin: Stop thinking and fight!




Dale lifted his shield and stopped an incoming spear.




Ërin: You’re scheduled to meet three new recruits tomorrow.

Dale: About time…




Ërin shouted a message into Dale’s mind:  Get your fucking head in the game!

Dale ducked.




You’re cursing now?

My vocabulary is expanding.  Now pay attention, stud.  If you’re good today I’ll replay your last time with—

Stop!




The last thing Dale wanted replayed in his head were scenes with Amy.  He had enough trouble not dreaming about her as it was.  During his last respawn he had to suffer through the pain and humiliation of his breakup about a dozen times.  Each remembrance reminded him that in-game death, while not a permanent state, was still a torturous experience.

He advanced on the Shalatian Warrior opposing him.

It threw a spear which Dale deflected with his shield.

He closed the distance between them.

The beast switched to a short sword and shield but remained mounted.  It circled Dale, taking advantage of its height and speed.

Dale gambled.

He tossed his shield at the feet of the Vahansingh mount.  The gambit worked: the shield unwound itself into its cobra form and struck the mount with its fangs.  The creature reared, threw its rider to the ground, and attacked the cobra.  Dale and the Shalatian squared off on foot.  Dale retrieved one of his back-up shields from his inventory, a process accomplished with a few thought commands.  He brought the defensive equipment, a shield made of dark red dragonling-hide, up to chest level.

The enemy warrior rushed him in an attempted to strike before he regained a solid defensive stance.

Dale spun to his left, swung his sword low, and aiming for the beast’s left leg. The bastard sword struck bone.

The Shalatian screamed, cursed him in a foreign tongue, and then made a desperate lunge.  It swung at Dale’s head but the sword went wild.  The unbalanced swing allowed Dale to use his shield to push the attacker’s sword further in the same direction it.  The momentum caused the beast to spin too far and lose its balance.

Over the cheers and taunts of the crowd, Dale heard the nauseating snap of leg bone, followed by a sickening scream.  Without losing a beat, Dale brought Bryndis down in a swift, smooth arc.  In spite of its armored helmet, the blow was sufficient.




Shalatian Warrior killed.

+1400XP

Dropped: One Carat Yellow Sapphire, Good Quality




Congratulations!  You’ve reached level 16!

Unlocked:  The following items have—

Ërin, get that pop-up out of my face!

Sorry, boss.




The dead Shalatian’s mount, with Dale’s cobra shield hanging from its mouth, jumped with its claws extended.  While in mid-air, the creature shook its head, flinging Dale’s favorite defense equipment to the ground.  It exposed a mouth full of teeth, with incisors nearly as long as Dale’s forearm.  Images of his  bloody shredded body flashed through his mind.  He brought his left arm up, and hoped his secondary shield would stop the incoming set of teeth.

The force of impact drove Dale backward, forcing him onto his back.  Lying in the sand, with several claws now puncturing his shield, he looked directly into the face of the lion-like mount.  Snapping fangs appeared mere centimeters from his face and it became apparent that the creature’s strength coupled with its massive weight would be too much for him to resist.

It took both of his arms to hold the shield, the only barrier between him and the razor-sharp teeth  that were attempting to bite his face off.  His right hand still held his sword, but he was unable to swing it.  His only option meant letting it go for the moment and using his forearm to support the attacker’s bulk.

Quickly, while using most of his strength against the creature, he used his free hand and sent a healing Water Magic enchantment towards his cobra shield, hoping for the best.




Water Magic Skills Increased: Clueless Level Achieved

As you grow in this skill you might actually be able to heal a friend.  Even the master was once a novice.

Hint:  Water Magic Books are usually dropped by creatures, mobs, and bosses who live in or near water.  But you guessed that, already, didn’t you?




The enchantment worked.  The cobra revived and slithered towards the enemy battle mount.

Dale concentrated on the revived battle pet, not an easy feat when a thick string of drool hung from the mouth of a beast that was determined to eat him.  But, he managed to will the cobra into striking at the mount’s rear, under its tail, hoping the snake would find the anatomically correct creature’s weak spot.

It did.  The beast roared in pain.




Dirty Fighting Skills Increased: Inept Level Achieved

As you grow in this skill you’ll probably make more enemies than friends.

Hint:  All’s fair in love and war.  Don’t hold back, Tiger!




The Vahansingh Battle Mount turned its head away from Dale.

He retrieved his assassin’s rapier and drove the blade into the creature’s throat and, by leveraging his body against the sand and pushing, the sharp needle-like weapon went up through the brain and broke through its skull cap.  It crumpled and died.




+1200XP

Vahansingh killed.

Dropped:  Lion’s Mane Coat, Masterful Quality, +10 Stat Points to Strength




Dale stood and brushed sticky red sand from his armor.  He retrieved his cobra, which formed back into its shield form, and kept it in his left hand.  He stored his rapier and picked his bastard sword up off the ground.

Surveying the arena, Dale noted that Brinkmann, Rikuto, and Galina had all perished. Sergeant Dyfrig, the lizard-hermaphrodite warrior, was dangerously low on health and ferociously defending itself against a dismounted Shalatian.  The enemy used a long spear and shield combination to attack the sergeant with a jab-retreat-jab-retreat attack.  Dale ran towards the fight, approaching from the rear.   As the enemy stepped backward, away from the lizard’s attack, Dale decapitated it.  Blood flew from its severed neck, painting Dale’s face with a sticky mess.  At the same moment, as the dying, headless enemy spun wildly, it blindly flung its spear.

“Look out!” Dale shouted towards Sanjay, who couldn’t hear him over the bloodlust of the crowd.  The spear, flying in a high arc, struck Sanjay in the back.

Dale stored his sword and warmed up a healing enchantment.

“You fucker!”  Sanjay shouted.  “That’s twice today.”

“I’m going to heal you!” Dale yelled.  “Give me a moment, it’s not my best skill.”

Most in-game avatar races allowed versatility, and that was certainly the case with Dale’s chosen race, the Zuharah.  Having a wizard avatar allowed for many options, but like in all endeavors, it was difficult to be proficient in everything.  He released a Water Magic Enchantment that, at the very least, gave Sanjay a little more time to fight.

“Awwww, shit,” Dale said as he turned back towards Dyfrig.  He’d successfully helped Sanjay, but at the cost of ignoring Dyfrig, who perished next.




I really do need to work on growing some better healing skills…

Strategize later, stud.  Duck!




A battle-axe, rotating end-over-end, flew above Dale’s head.  He ducked and the weapon implanted into the coliseum wall behind him.  This was followed by a flurry of mugs, razordillo bones, and the corpse of a small elf, all descending from the spectator stands aimed at him.  The crowd was sending a clear message that it would not tolerate a defensive strategy.

The crowd booed.

“Stop healing and fight like wizard!”

“This isn’t a dungeon quest!”

“What are you going to do next?  Hide in the corner and throw zombie bombs?”

“Wrong MMO, asshole,” Dale snapped while ducking a second axe which hit the wall behind him with a loud crack.

“Quit ducking like a coward!” a fat noble shouted while shaking his fists.  His jeering and protestations ended abruptly when a couple of drunk Sigs (the in-game dwarf servants) pushed him over the edge and he landed in the sand on his back.  The surprised nobleman attempted to stand but a spear struck him in the gut.

The drunken Sigs, joined by the crowd, shouted and jeered.

“Quit bleeding like a coward!” 

“Get up and fight like a dwarf!”

“Or at least an elf!”

“You fat fucking hypocrite, fight!”

The whole crowd joined in and the mocking insults continued as the fat man struggled to his feet.  As the jeers became louder and more vile, the battle between the platoon and the Shalatian Warriors came to a momentary lull.

“Bloody cunt!”

“Sister raper!”

“Sandwich stealer!”

“Damn,” Galina said into Dale’s ear in an attempt to speak over the noise of the crowd, “is today bring a twelve-year-old-for-half-price day?”

“Apparently...,” he answered.  “I’m always curious if the biggest idiots are really trolls, I mean like troll-trolls, or if they’re actually NPCs.”

“What’s a troll-troll?” she asked.

“I mean, like an internet troll -oh Jesus!  Duck!”

A half-filled mug of something disgusting flew over their heads.

The nobleman, meanwhile, tried in vain to pull the spear out of his body.

Dale almost forgot he was in the middle of a battle.  The man finally stood, but tripped, fell on the spear, and died.  The weapon pierced his back, forced through his body by his fall, and the man took on the appearance of an hors d'oeuvre with a toothpick stuck in it.

“We’d better—”  Dale’s words were cut off by an attack from behind.

They fought back together, but unfortunately, Galina took a spear to the side and an axe to the head.  She became the next death in the platoon, but she had the presence of mind to fire an imbued arrow at her opponent as she fell over, wounding it so badly that it only took one downward slice from Dale’s sword to finish the creature.




+1500XP

Shalatian killed.

Dropped: Iron Ring +5 Serendipity when worn




Dale surveyed the battleground while sliding on the Iron Ring.  Of all the members of his platoon, he still had the lowest Serendipity, but five Stat Points were still five Stat Points.  He felt grateful that it wasn’t yet another shitty diamond or ruby.

Besides himself, Smith, and Sanjay, there were three remaining combatants in the arena.

None of the Shalatians had a mount left, so the remainder of the battle would be fought three on three, all of them on foot.  Of course, this assumption was predicated on the hope that the Master of Ceremonies didn’t decide to alter the battle rules for his own amusement....or increased profits, which was just as likely.

A horn blew.

“Halt!” Venant shouted.  “Most excellent!  The stench of death fills my nostrils with memories of glorious and victorious exploits over my vanquished foes!  The odds, I suspect, have changed.  This pathetic scrawny wizard is more clever than he looks, although I’m still placing my gold on his eminent demise.  The bloodletting begins again in five minutes, place your bets, you devils!”

“We should feast,” Dale said.

“I concur,” Smith said while bringing out a table from his inventory.

“Hey, that’s a nice table, Smith,” Sanjay said.  “Ikea?”

“Huh?”

“Is that table from Ikea?”

“Are you fucking serious?”  Smith’s jaw hung open.  He changed from his Sagittalian avatar into his humant avatar.  Tall, muscular, and fit, Smith was an opposing figure in the real world, and like all in-game humant avatars, his personal look was very similar to how he looked on the street back home in Richmond.

“What?”  Sanjay asked after changing into his humant avatar.  “I was just asking a simple question.”  He smiled awkwardly and looked to Dale for help.

“He just means that asking things like that makes you seem...sort of...not exactly...I mean, why would you ask...” Dale struggled to finish his sentence, then bit his lip.

“Nobody gives a shit about a table, Sanjay,” Smith said.  “Now get out some food to share.  And no fucking curry.  I hate that shit.”

“You’re such a racist,” Dale said.

“Yeah, white boy,” Smith said in a low tone, “stuff it or I’ll make you eat some country scrapple.”

“What’s that?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“I’m just fucking with you, Sanjay,” Smith said as he brought out a rack of Razordillo ribs and placed them on the table.  “You can talk about Ikea and furniture shopping all you want.  It’s all good, brother.”

They tore into the ribs, barbecue sauce dripping down their chins, and then ate freshly baked Almaach bread with sweet butter (said by some to be the greatest thing Rhith Corp ever programmed).

Well, some said it was the second greatest thing.

“You still reading erotica novels?” Dale asked his best friend while shoving juicy blackberries into his mouth, the sticky sugary substance slipping seductively, slowly, and silently southward.

“You still into alliteration?”

“Touché.”

A Sihir appeared in front of the trio as they feasted.  The blue bookie boisterously bragged of brilliant bets best bought before battling with your bestie.

“Wagers, my friends?” he asked.

“Odds?” Smith asked.

“Even money,” the Sihir bookie said.  “Y’all seem well fed and confident.  How about placing a couple of thousand gold?”  Betting against yourself, obviously, was not allowed, although this rule had to be re-explained every so often to people who didn’t quite understand the concept.

“I’ll place another thousand,” Dale said.

“I’ll do five hundred,” Smith said.

“Sir?” the Sihir asked Sanjay.

“Are there any exotic wagers available?” he asked.  Dale noticed that Sanjay enjoyed being different.  It was actually one of the qualities he’d grown to like most about him.

“Only one, my wise friend.  If you defeat your opponents and the wizard remains, it’s five to one.”

“Shit,” Dale said.

“What?” Smith asked.

“It means they’ll be gunning for me first.”

“Shit.  Okay, I’ll place a thousand on us and another five hundred on the exotic bet,” Sanjay told the genie-like bookie.

“Excellent.”  The odds-maker looked at Dale and leaned his head.

“Okay! Damn.  Since I’m going to be a target,  I’ll put another five hundred on myself surviving.  Smith?”  Dale looked to his best friend.  “You in too?”

“Crap…”  Smith glared at Dale and grudgingly placed a five hundred gold bar on the exotic wager and then looked at Dale with a scowl.  “You’d better not screw around with my money.”

“What?  You think I want to die?”  Dale put out his arms and opened his palms.  “I’m not a martyr.”

The Sihir bowed, climbed onto a Persian rug, and flew away.  Smith put away his table.  Dale thought he heard him mumbling something about “Ikea” to himself.

“Well, hell,” Dale said.

“Yeah, we need a strategy,” Sanjay said pointing to the other side of the arena.

“Too late,” Smith said as the horn blew, announcing the start of the round.

The Shalatians rushed them in a berserker attack.

“Fucking gamblers,” Dale muttered.

The enemies defended themselves against Smith and Sanjay, but spent most of their offensive effort on Dale.  Two of them stood side-by-side and tanked against the attacks from Dale’s compatriots, while the third remained at a distance and fired arrows imbued with Ice Magic from a longbow.  The magic was low-level, so Dale’s shield stopped them, however, every strike sucked up Light Mana, which the shield required to maintain its enchantment.

Dale, Smith, and Sanjay lost health points a bit faster than the three attackers.

In prolonged battle of attrition, Dale knew they’d be sunk.  He needed an opportunity to use his store of Dark Mana to build up a Fire Magic Spell, but the constant flurry of arrows kept him in a defensive posture.

He moved close to Smith and Sanjay.  “I need to use you brutes as a big tanking shield,” he said.

While his friends took the brunt of the blows and arrows, Dale warmed up a Fire Magic Spell, Fire Balls.  It was his most basic, but effective, ranged attack.  He planned to unleash it on the single warrior who was ranging arrows at them.  Getting rid of him would leave the two tanking enemies to slug it out with his two friends.

Sanjay took one brutal attack after another.  With too many things happening at once, he fell.  Several Ice Magic arrows from the DPS ranging enemy finished him, while the other tank kept Smith or Dale from providing any aid to their fallen friend.  With Sanjay out of their way, the freed Shalatian tank lunged at Dale with a spear.

Dale deflected the weapon with his shield and blasted the attacker with a fireball that exploded with a bright flash.  The beast tripped.  Dale brought out his ax and slammed it through the creature’s skull, splitting its head in two.

As Dale withdrew his weapon from the bloody mess, an arrow struck him in the chest.

The ranging enemy had not wasted a second.

Dale survived the attack thanks to the tough dragonling armor covering his body.  Wincing, he pulled the arrow out of his chest, while narrowly avoiding a spear jab from the tanking Shalatian, who was dueling Smith.  The thrust towards Dale opened up its defenses to Smith, who used his war hammer to pop its skull open with a loud, wet crunch.  Blood, brains, and bone fragments blew onto both of their bodies.

“Blah,” he blabbered boisterously.  “Bastard bugger!”

“He bashes brains, balls, and badasses!” Dale bantered back.

“Booyah!” Smith brayed.




Ërin: Boys!

Dale: You don’t appreciate alliteration?

Always.

Awesome!

Amazing.

Agreed.

Alrighty—

Ahh…

—get back to work.




Dale didn’t need to see Smith get hit to know that his friend was in trouble.  He heard his scream and turned to see an imbued javelin imbedded deeply into his buddy’s abdomen.  He glanced wide-eyed at his dying friend.  Smith’s face disturbed him.  It appeared accusatory, as if he’d been betrayed and abandoned as he perished.

His death left Dale and the remaining Shalatian face to face.




Shit.

No time for that, pay attention!

You’re right, Ërin.  But it always seems so—

Duck!




Dale dropped to the ground and spun.

He returned to his feet, ran to the edge of the arena, and pulled the battle-axe out of the wall that had been thrown at him earlier.




Shalatian Warrior Battle Axe

Level 14, Medium Two-Headed, Balanced For Throwing

Resilience: Medium-Heavy

Quality: Masterful

Magical Attributes: 10/25 Tuned for Fire & Ice Magic

Durability: 21/30




He lifted his shield up to deflect an arrow and then dropped to his knees.

The battle axe had magic capacity, so he imbued the blade with a Fire Magic Spell, draining the last of his Dark Mana before storing it in his inventory.

He retrieved his bastard sword, Bryndis, and his King Cobra Shield, creating his favorite weapon combination, and  ran directly towards the Shalatian warrior.

The enemy had nocked an imbued arrow and used it to arm a recurve bow. 

With dwindling health and low mana, Dale had the energy for one final assault.  He felt physically and mentally exhausted. After this fight, which had become a PvP, there would be a definite victor and a defeated foe.

The Shalatian fired his arrow.

Unlike many of the MMOs Dale had grown up playing, aiming a weapon in Nagant Wars was not automatic, and dodging a thrown or launched weapon was an important skill.  Dale ducked beneath the flying shaft, which missed his head by centimeters, and gained a valuable skill increase in a vital defensive attribute.




Dodging Skill Increased: Student Level Achieved.

As you grow in this skill you’ll find yourself  less likely to be pierced, poked, stabbed, bashed, bludgeoned, skewered, and clawed.

Hint: It’s possible to dodge helpful enchantments, too.  Not all shafts mean you harm.




Dale’s enemy armed itself with a sword and shield.

The final engagement came down to a classic sword fight.

One-on-one.

PC vs NPC.

Dale approached.  He kept his knees slightly bent and circled, slowly, as the enemy took a defensive posture.

Then they clashed.

Fresh swordsmen, with armor and shields, might battle for three, or maybe, five minutes or six minutes, all other things being equal.  In most duels, however, this was not the case.  Quite often, a sword fight would end in mere seconds.  The first landed strike gave the upper hand to whichever soldier had wielded it.

The remainder of such fights were mere formalities.  A badly wounded soldier in these duels simply had no chance of recovery unless the leading opponent became reckless and stupid.

Magic, enchanted weapons and defensive armaments, however, changed these confrontations to something that required more than brute strength, skill with a blade, and endurance.  Strategy, cunning, ruthlessness, and the ability to think inventively on your feet could tip a close duel over to an underpowered or out-skilled opponent.

The crowd roared, stood to their feet (or cloven hooves) and clapped in unison as the conclusion of the day’s main event drew near.

Dale swung at the Shalatian’s head.

It ducked and countered.

Dale blocked and swung again.

He aimed his next strike for the beast’s legs, but it had been expecting the move, and effectively blocked Dale’s sword with its own.

It then brought its sword down in a long sweeping arc.

Instead of blocking, Dale jumped and the beast moved forward, knocking it out of balance.

Using the advantage, he threw his King Cobra Shield behind the warrior and retrieved a dagger.

The creature was forced to throw its shape-shifting shield at Dale’s poised cobra.  The Shalatian’s shield uncoiled into a purple adder and the two snakes intertwined, effectively removing them both from the fight.

Dale moved  in a flash.  Before his opponent could bring its sword up to block a strike, Dale flung his dagger at its face.  The blade sliced into the side of its head, and while not a fatal blow, it caused a distraction.  Dale retrieved the Fire Magic imbued battle axe he’d acquired just minutes ago and switched it for his bastard sword.

He used both arms to swing the axe in a downward arc.

Using all of his remaining strength, Dale swung the ax, an orange-red light that gave off sparks of fire traveled behind the axe like a tail.

The Shalatian brought up his sword using both hands.  Taking a defensive position, he placed the sword horizontally between itself and the downward strike.

A violent crash of magic and light between the weapons caused an explosion that destroyed the Shalatian’s sword.  Hot metal fragments blew into its face, and Dale’s ax, carried by its downward momentum, split its head open.  The short scream and sudden silence that escaped its mouth indicated when the beast succumbed to failure and death.




+1700XP

Killed: Shalatian Warrior

Dropped: Fire Magic Book




+5000XP

Bonus:  Last Man Standing




Two-handed Weapon Skill Increased: Newbie Level Achieved.

As you become more skilled with two-handed moves you’ll be able to wield heavier and more damaging weapons.

Hint:  Two-handed action has its place off the battlefield as well.




Sword Skill Increased: Post Graduate Level Achieved.

As you become more skilled in general sword use, seek out unique swords for  facing an unusual enemy.

Hint: Try combination moves with swords and martial arts for increased damage.




Dale changed into his humant avatar after retrieving and storing his gear.  He walked towards the center of the bloody stage, all the while ignoring the cheers, boos, and screams coming from the crowd.  He looked up at the Master of Ceremonies.  Venant raised his mug, nodded, and summoned the golden beam of light that transported Dale back to his base camp.




** ** **




Quests in virtual reality games didn’t usually change the real-world lives of players, but it was not a typical quest, nor a typical MMO, in which Dale Brown was a given a mission that would alter the course of his future.

“Company Aww-Ten-Shun!” Sergeant Dyfrig shouted when Captain Kelvão Aquino entered the meeting room. The commanding officer was followed by four new recruits, two men and two women.  Three of them appeared confident and experienced, the fourth, an attractive blonde with light skin and blue eyes seemed out of place, as if she’d exited at the wrong station in a bad neighborhood.

Sergeant Dyfrig saluted the officer, took a seat with the rest of the platoon, and tapped Dale on the shoulder.  “Wow,” he whispered, “Lucky thing I’m immune to gorgeous women.”

“She’s…”  Dale bit his tongue.

“Stunning,” Rikuto whispered.

“Dibs,” Sanjay said drawing stares.  He blushed, turned his head, and pretended to write notes in his notebook of the meeting that even hadn’t started yet.

Dyfrig brought his long lizard tail up to the desk, allowed it to rest for a second, then popped the tip up.  He slid his hand up and down the scaly surface and winked at Sanjay.

“Men are pigs,” Galina muttered.  “Lizards, too.”

“Eyes front!  You degenerates!”  Captain Aquino had a deep bellowing voice that still had the power to shock Dale and make his heart race.  “Stop playing with your tail and get it off the desk. We’re fucking professionals in this platoon!  Aren’t we Sergeant Brown?”

“Yes, sir!” Dale never enjoyed drawing the attention of officers, but after his performance that morning in the dungeon, he was feeling pretty confident.  “Well, sir, except for…”

The room went silent, and after a few seconds of awkwardness, Dale realized he wasn’t any good at telling jokes on the fly.

“Joking skill decreased,” Smith said.

“Coolness skill in decline,” Sanjay said.

Tom burst out laughing.  “When Sanjay thinks you’re not cool…”

“Screw you guys,” Dale said.

“Work on your delivery, son,” Aquino said.  “Now, down to business.  I’d like to introduce privates” - he opened a file folder - “Vin Silva, Ivan Laykhtman, Lia de Espriella, and Megan Wood.  Give the new females some breathing room, boys…”  The Captain sat down.  “Well, go on, newbies, introduce yourselves.  Name, professional race and guilds, likes and dislikes, and you can add where you’re from in the real world if you’d enjoy having Sanjay and Rikuto stalk you.”

After a moment of blank stares, Captain Aquino laughed.  “That was a joke, boys.  Don’t take everything so seriously.”

“You’re as funny as I am, sir,” Dale said, immediately regretting that he opened his mouth.

“Goddammit!” Aquino stood and stared.  “Dale!  You think this is a game?”

Dale gulped.  “I’m, um, I’m sorry…sir.”

The Captain surprised everyone by laughing deeply from his belly.  His face lit up with a huge smile and he sat.  “Of course it’s a game, damn.  You looked like you did the time Beck told you I was going to eat you.  Don’t be so serious, Dale.  You’ll die early from stress.”

“But, sir…”  Dale was confused again.  He tried to compose himself, but the entire platoon, including the new recruits, were staring at him.

“Look, son,” Aquino said.  “Life is a game.  You live.  You die.  If you’re lucky, you have some good times—you know—the kind your two buddies are still dreaming about.  Keep it in your pants, boys, the poor girls haven’t even been properly introduced, yet.”  He looked at the blue-eyed blonde and said, “Go ahead, Private Wood, introduce yourself.”

“Hi, I’m Megan,” she said.  “I’m level twelve right now…”  She looked to the Commanding Officer and just ever so slightly, with a slight head dip, and a tiny flutter of her eye lashes, asked, “How much should I tell?”

“Sir!” he said.

“What?” she asked.

“What, sir!” he shouted.

Private Wood looked confused and a little scared, so Dale attempted to rescue her.  “You need to add the word ‘sir’ to everything you say to an officer.”

“Oh,” she said.  “I’m sorry, sir.  Gawd blimey…my old job, well—”

“Born sexy yesterday,” Rikuto said.

“The white knight rescues,” Galina said.

“Tropes cascade like a waterfall of cliches.”  Kim added to the observations and then winked at Tom.  “You can white knight me any time.”

“What the hell does ‘born sexy yesterday’ supposed to mean Rikuto?” Sanjay asked.

“It’s an old science fiction and fantasy trope.  It’s when a hot, sexually mature female shows up, but she’s so naive that to the immature and repressed protagonist she seems like Mr. Right.”  Rikuto was the platoon movie buff and quote master.

“So, even you can get laid in a situation like that,” Tom said to Sanjay.

“Enough!” the Captain shouted from the front of the room.  “Carry on, soldier,” he said to Private Wood.  “You’ll learn the new program quickly enough, now finish introducing yourself.”

“I’m from London,” Megan said.  “I’m happy to be part of this platoon.  It’s an honor.  I hope I don’t let anyone down.  My professional avatar race is Gavreel, I usually play support roles, healing mostly, but sometimes ranged DPS.  I’ve been gaming since I was like five or six years old.”  She bit her lip and dipped her head.  “Anything else, sir?”

Dale realized his stare was a bit too obvious, but Rikuto and Sanjay seemed as equally engaged, so maybe nobody noticed him.  He looked down at his desk and pretended not to be interested.




Ërin: She’s a hottie, stud.

Dale: Stop, I’m in a meeting.

Well, if the—

I said stop.

You didn’t ‘say’ anything, you thought it.

Same difference.

God.

No, I’m Ërin.  I thought we went over this.




A voice besides Ërin spoke the word “Dale?” but he skipped a beat trying to account for it.

Then a shout sounded out his name, “Dale!”

He left his thoughts when he realized that Captain Aquino was the source.

“Yes, sir,” he said.  “Sorry, sir, I was…”

“Stay in the present, son.  You can go back to your pod later.  I wanted to see your dog.”

“Sir?”

“Your dog, son.  Are you sure you’re alright?”

“Yeah, I mean—yes—sir,” he said.  “I’m fine, sir.  You want to see Gingo?”

“Did I stutter, boy?” Aquino asked.

“No.  No, sir,” Dale answered.  He brought out his loyal best friend and she licked his face.  “Good girl.”

“Come, puppy.  Come!” Aquino said.

She cocked her head and looked into Dale’s eyes.

“Go on, girl.  He won’t eat you,” Dale said.  “At least, I don’t think so.”

The Captain gave Dale a hard stare, then smiled.  He petted her head, talked to her, and then brought something out of his pocket.  “Bacon okay, son?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Dale answered.  “She loves bacon.”

Gingo had swallowed the entire piece before Dale had finished his sentence.

“Platoon,” the Captain explained, “I had Dale bring out Gingo to show the new recruits what turns out to be a very important Battle Pet, something Rhith has been developing.  You’ll want to be on the lookout for loot drops where you can get a similar pet.”  He petted her again.  “She’s such a pretty girl.”

“She is,” Sanjay said, but he wasn’t exactly looking at Gingo.

“Goddammit, private,” the Captain said.  “Quit sexually harassing Megan.  Take a seat, Private Wood.  This isn’t going to become a circus.  I mean it.  You dumb asses can save the role playing shit for your private time.”

“Sorry, sir,” Sanjay said.

“Go on, Sergeant Brown, put the dog away.”  He patted her on the head a final time.  “Good girl.”  Once Megan took a seat and Gingo was put away into Dale’s inventory, the Captain told the next three recruits to speak up and introduce themselves.  “Make it quick,” he said.

“I’m Vinicius Silva,” one of them said.  “Most of my friends just call me Vin.  I’m level fourteen.  My avatar race is a Gahmkah and my class is Sann.  I stack towards support roles, which is why I’m here, I think.  I’m from Fortaleza, Brazil, and I’ve been playing MMOs since I was a kid.  I’m single and—”

“That’s good enough, Private,” Aquino said.  “This isn’t a dating app.  Take a seat.  Next.”  He pointed at the next male recruit.

“I’m Ivan Laykhtman.  Friend of Tom,” the new Russian private said.  “I am cousin, from his—”

“This isn’t an ancestry app, either,” the Captain said.  “Carry on, private.  What do you play?”

“I’m a Nefyn,” Ivan said.  “My guild is Kartikeya, I like to play versatile roles.  My personal guild is Avogadro, the engineers.  I enjoy working with crafters, too.”

“Okay,” the Captain said.  “And finally…”  He pointed to the last new soldier.

“I’m Lia De la Espriella.  I play a Kanawa.  I’m in the Kartikeya guild, it was a requirement for me, and well, some of you might remember me, if you look closely—”

“I thought you looked familiar,” Smith said.

“You’re Princess Talargo,” Dale said.  He didn’t state this as a question, but rather a fact he’d  known the minute she walked in the room.  Her eyes, her face, her mouth…

“Yes,” she said.  “I played the Princess.  When she was…killed.  I had a hard time.  I wanted to come back, but in my own game, not theirs anymore.  So, here I am.”  She smiled at Dale and he blushed.

“So two new pretty girls,” Tom said.  “Lucky for you children, I have my woman.”

“And don’t forget it,” Kim said.

“Maybe one of the new ones is an assassin and Dale will fall in love again—”

“Be nice,” Kim said to her boyfriend.  “Dale is sweet.”

“War and romance are not good to sweet boys,” Tom said.  “Case in point.”  He stared at Sanjay.

“Hey,” Sanjay said, “I’m doing okay.”

“You’ve been laid yet?” Tom said.

“Um.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Galina said.  “He’s a pig.”

“I can play pork sandwich,” Tom said, “You and Kim be bread.”

“Fuck you,” Galina said.

“I wouldn’t mind,” Kim said, “actually, he’s pretty sweet in the—”

“Enough!” the Captain shouted.  “We need to get down to business.  This isn’t a circus or a zoo.  First order, everyone introduce yourself.  Make it quick, just the basics.”

The platoon members introduced themselves to the new recruits.  They were once again a full platoon with a good balance of tanks, healers, ranged DPS players, and more importantly they were almost all versatile players who could jump between roles.  When they finished introducing themselves to the four new recruits, Captain Kelvão Aquino stood and looked at the group.  “Platoon,” he said.  “Before I leave, I’d like to try a little team building exercise I learned at the last Rhith Corp meeting regarding these types of human-to-human, interaction, goal-orientated, team-cohesiveness, unit-compatibility training.  It goes like this: please tell the group a funny or embarrassing story about yourself.  Sergeant Dyfrig, you lead, and then move about the room in an anti-clockwise fashion.”

“You mean counter-clockwise, sir?” Dyfrig asked.

“Never mind,” Captain said.  “I received my programming in England.  You can skip this, Lizard, nobody cares about our fabricated memories.  Same for you, Brinkmann.  Dale, you go first, unless you’re an NPC, too, and I don’t know about it.”

“No, sir,” Dale said.  “I’m a real—”

“Look Geppetto, I’m a real live boy,” Rikuto deadpanned.

“I was just going to say I’m a PC,” Dale said.  Then he looked down at his desk.

The room was silent for a moment.

“And?”  The Captain stared at Dale.

“Sir?”

“The funny or embarrassing story,” the officer said.  “Do I need to repeat everything to you?”

“No, sir,” Dale answered.  “Sorry, sir.  I—”

“Don’t apologize.  Just do the exercise.”

“I, um…” Dale stammered.

“Dale is funny joke, but not as funny as gay Krishna,” Tom slandered.

“And your story, Tom?” the Captain asked.

“He’s too arrogant to tell a funny story about himself,” Sanjay speculated.

“He’s not all bad,” Kim countered.

“Mostly,” Galina voiced.

“Jesus,” Smith cursed.

“You have all been created in my image,” Jesús prophesied.  “Would you like to...”

“NO!” echoed in unison.

“If you’re good at something, never do it for free,” Rikuto quoted.




** ** **




After their lunch break, Captain Aquino paced across the front of the room.  “We have a new mission.  You will be going to the port town of Ardra on the northern coast.  The Declanians are building ships there and your quest will be to destroy them before they are launched.  The quest parameters are simple.  Destroy the ships.”

He paused and Sanjay raised his hand.

“Yes?”

“Does the method of destruction matter, sir?”

“No,” Aquino answered.  He scratched his head.  “You can collect zombie termites in the forest and infest the ships, for all I care.  Well, as long as they eat fast.  You can call down a flood or tornados.  Get an earthquake to destroy them.  Have the workers revolt and turn the ships into firewood.  Summon meteors, giant ice balls, or chainsaw-wielding demons.  Conjure a herd of mutant elephants or wildebai to trample the damn things.  I don’t care how you accomplish this task, soldier, just do it.  Destroy the ships.  Is that clear, Private?”

“Yes, sir.  Very,” he answered.

“Okay.  Any more questions?”  Captain Aquino looked left and right.

“Sir?”  Kim raised her hand.

“Go ahead.”

“Is there a time frame, sir?  I was hoping to fit in a guild hunting quest—”

“That’s internal platoon stuff.  Extra quests, missions, dungeons...whatever...you guys figure that shit out on your own.  The mission to destroy the ships, in order to be successful, must happen before they are launched into the sea.  How long that will take, exactly, is subject to debate.  Another few moons would be the soonest I think, but by all reports, Commander Iyam Amok is a tough, battle-hardened bitch.  So, if I were you people, I wouldn’t spend too much time collecting squirrels and antlers.”

“Sir?” Dale asked.

“Yes, I know.  Collecting squirrels, sugar gliders, snails, and feral, black-spotted cats is very important to you.  And Smith, apparently.  But, like I said, I don’t care—”

“No, sir.  Excuse me, Captain,” Dale said.  “I was going to ask about the jewels.”

“Don’t interrupt me, son,” the Captain said, “or I will eat you.”

“Sorry, sir.”  Dale turned red and pretended to write something in his notebook.

“Continuing,” the Captain said.  “Acquiring the seven hundred and seventy-seven jewels is the key to winning the war, thus making it, ultimately, the goal here.  That said, whatever army controls the most territory will have the best chance of finding and controlling the most jewels.  This makes missions such as destroying enemy ships important.  Destroy their ships, and you keep the Declanians contained, which keeps the southern territories in our control.  Now, I’ve got a few notices to pass along.  Patches, changes, new rules, and so forth.  Pay attention.”

Aquino addressed minor issues that Dale mostly ignored.  He’d read the emails later, he liked to ignore TOS changes and deal with issues as they happened.




Ërin: You should be paying attention, good looking.

Dale: Boring.

Might be important.

That’s what I have you for.

I can’t save you from yourself.

Blah.

I think you’ll see her again.

Stop.

Well, you miss her.

Stop thinking at me, I need to pay attention.

Yeah…now you pay attention.

God!

Nope, still Ërin, your biggest fan-girl.




Dale raised his hand, not because he had a question, but he wanted to get Ërin, and thoughts of Amy, out of his mind.

“Yes, go ahead,” the Captain said.

Dale froze.




I need a question.

Ërin: Ask him if it’s true that Yingtai has an assassination quest to kill you.




“Sir,” Dale said.  He paused and contemplated his next question.  He didn’t want to sound cowardly.  “I’ve heard a rumor that Yingtai has an assassination quest to kill me.  I guess for revenge…and…well…”

“Yes, go on.”

“I was wondering if you could confirm this rumor?”

“Yes, it’s true,” the Captain said.  “But on a positive note the quest is specific to her only.  So, you don’t have an entire guild trying to kill you.  Only that treacherous, betraying, ugly bitch.  I think you can handle it.  Don’t you?”

“Hmmm, oh—yes.  Yes, sir.”  Dale raised his hand again.

“Yes?”

“If a jewel shows up—should we go for it instead?”

“Let me explain how the military works, Dale.  You get a job.  You do said job.  Each solider is like an organ in a living being.  When an organ doesn’t do its job, what happens, Sergeant?”

Dale thought the question was rhetorical.

“Did you hear me, son?”

“Yes, sir.  Sorry, sir.  I thought—”

“Quit thinking so much,” Captain Aquino said.  “You get yourself in trouble doing that.  Leave that stuff to the mucky-mucks at the top, got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Dale answered.

“And?”

“Umm, sorry, sir?”  Dale was confused again.

“What happens when an organ doesn’t do it’s fucking job?”

“The body dies, sir.”

“Exactly…now that we’ve got that settled…are there any more questions?  Preferably intelligent ones...”

“Do we know how many jewels are on Almaach?” Dyfrig asked.

“All of them are, or will be, on the planet.  However, not all of the continents that are going to be on this planet are open yet.  One of the updates promised by the Nagant Monks is a notification of when, and where, jewels are captured.  When the controlled jewels start popping up in the system, we’ll be able to make a projection of how many we think are on this continent and how many will be on other servers.  And, more importantly, we’ll also know where we stand in relation to the Declanians.”

“Sir?” Megan raised her hand meekly, and sort of—Dale thought—batted her eyelashes.

“Go ahead.”

“I was wondering, sir.  Are we able to enter the city of Ardra in our personal avatars?” Megan asked.  “I mean, like, we are hidden if we’re just, you know, people, and not, like soldiers, right?  Sir.”

“That’s correct, Private,” he answered.  “You’ve read the tutorial?”  Captain Aquino lowered his chin and stared at her.

She shook her head slightly and frowned.

“I need a volunteer to help Private Wood get up—”

“I will!” shouted Sanjay nearly falling out of his chair.

“Sir!” At the same moment Rikuto raised his hand.  He shouted a bit louder than Sanjay had.

“—to speed,” Captain Collins said, finishing his sentence.

He laughed, looked at Megan, and gave her some advice.  “You have fans, dear.  Pick one.  Take both.  I’m sure if you’d prefer, Kim or Galina would be happy to help you study.”

“Yes, sir,” Galina said.  “Come to my pod, Megan.  I’ll get you ready.”

“I’m sure you will,” Tom said to Galina.  He looked towards Megan.  “She’s not a fan of the wood, so you’re safer with Sanjay, who is.  But if you’d like some help from a real man—”

“My boyfriend and I would be glad to help you,” Kim said.  “And Sanjay is very—”

“Asshole…,”  Sanjay said to Tom.

“...which is off limits to you,” Tom said.

“You are all boys,” Kim said.  “I’ll help you Megan, if you’d like.  And for the record, Galina is gay, but she’s not a predator...unlike some in this room.”

“You like me to prey on you,” Tom said.

Kim frowned.

Tom smiled.

And Kim smiled back.

“Thank you, guys,” Megan said.  She batted her eyelashes again, looked at Sanjay, and then at Rikuto.  “I’d love to study with both of you.  If you guys don’t mind?”

“Yes,” Sanjay shouted.  “I mean, no, I don’t mind.  I mean, sure, if Rikuto wants, we can all study together.  I’m down with that, it’ll be good.  I can—”

“God,” Rikuto said.  “She gets it—”

“Give him a lesson,” Tom said to Rikuto.  “Turn on your Asian gamer nerd charm.”

Rikuto paused a beat, then smiled.  “You want to see my spaceship?” he said to Megan.

“Huh?”

“I have crossed oceans of time to find you,” he continued.

Megan frowned.

“I couldn’t help but notice that you look a lot like my next girlfriend,” he said.

“What?” Megan asked.

“He thinks he’s clever,” Galina explained, “because he’s got a wiki in his brain for old movie quotes.  Just ignore him.”

“Nobody puts baby in the corner,” Rikuto said.  He winked at Galina.

Tom laughed.  “We need a Sihir here to lay odds on who gets laid.”

“Who’s getting wood in Wood?” Smith asked.

“Dale’s the bone expert,” Tom replied.

“Is it always like this?” Lia asked.

“With these testosterone factories,” Galina said, “it’s surprising to me that you’ve stayed out of the line of fire.  I mean, you’re…”

“I think Lia’s straight,” Tom said.  “I feel it.  But…unicorn at all?”

“He’s just a Cosmo,” Galina said.  “Ignore him.  I was just trying to say that you’re really beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Lia said.  She smiled in an understated and shy kind of way while making eye contact with Dale.

He blushed but managed to smile back.

“For once I agree with your shrill, commanding, and authoritative voice,” Rikuto quoted to Galina.

“Wrong Cosmo,” she said, “but nice try.”

“À noite todos os gatos são pardos,” Vin said.

“Huh?” Galina asked.

“Oh, sorry.  Portuguese proverb: At night all cats are brown.”

“All crab find dey hole,” Kim said.  “Caribbean proverb…”

Tom put his hand on Kim’s shoulder.  “Some of these guys have about as much chance—”

“Koketsu ni irazunba koji o ezu,” Rikuto said.  “Japanese proverb.  “If you don’t enter the tiger's cave, you will not catch its cub.”

“I think I’m going to like you guys,” Vin said.

“Well, Sanjay,” Tom said, “is looking for—”

“That’s enough!” the Captain shouted.  “I swear, this platoon knows how to give me a headache.  Now, are there any more questions?  I mean pertinent ones…”

The meeting continued for another half an hour until a short, portly man dressed in a sloppy fitting suit entered the room.

“Excuse me,” the man said.  “Captain Aquino?”

“Yes,” the Captain said.  “That is me.  How can I help you?”

“My name is Mr. Cafune.  I’m a representative of the Rhith Corp, here under the authority of the UEDA, and the joint task force, etcetera, etcetera.  You should be—”

“Yes,” the Captain said as he sat.  “Platoon, I just received confirmation…go ahead, sir.”

“Platoon, your mission has not changed.  The reward for successfully completing this quest, however, is why I’m here.  The UEDA has authorized special rewards if the platoon is successful in destroying the ships in Ardra.  You’ll be given individual notifications of your unique—motivation.  These rewards are confidential.  You’re not to disclose your incentives to anyone.  Are there any questions?”

Everyone in the room raised their hands.

Eventually, after dozens of questions, and a few answers , Dale received a pop-up notification.




System Message:

You’ve been offered a platoon quest.

Destroy the fleet of ships in the port city Ardra.

Reward for successfully completing this quest:  Discharge from UEDA voluntary service commitment.

See terms [here].

Time limit:  This quest automatically expires if the fleet launches.














CHAPTER TWO




VR-MMO quests were not supposed to affect players’ real lives.

Or the world’s stock markets nor the international currency exchanges.

But, it wasn’t just any ordinary Tuesday on Almaach when Amy Lyang and Emi Himura were assigned an assassination contract that would alter the course of the future.  Prior to embarking on a seemingly impossible task, one that would require them to sneak into an impenetrable fortress, they were on a mission to assassinate a rather ordinary corrupt official.

Under a quarter moon, Amy crawled along the edge of a stone wall, reached the end, and activated Camouflaged Glance.  This Perk depleted Dark Mana rapidly, but she couldn’t afford to be discovered.

The probability of surviving direct confrontation with the dozen palace guards who patrolled the courtyard would not be in her favor...even with Emi’s help.  Their immediate goal was reaching a particular balcony on the second level of the main house and sneaking into an empty guest room. The next objective required sneaking down the hallway from the guest room to a service stairwell that led to the master suite (if their guild-issue map could be trusted). Their target, a corrupt government official, had pissed off the wrong people.

Or the right ones, depending on the perspective.

With Camouflaged Glance activated, Amy peaked beyond the edge of the wall and formed a mental picture of the courtyard.  She noted the location of obstacles, the placement of the guards, the lighting, and shadows.  After a moment she had a chosen path of entry and several contingency routes.




Sneak Skill Increased: Proficient Level Achieved

As you grow in this skill you’ll have the ability  to evade higher-level enemies.  For each level up, your enemy must rank three levels higher in order to engage Perception Enhancement against you.

Hint: Sneak, when used prior to a killing a Boss, multiplies Serendipity applied to rare loot drop percentages.




Amy retrieved a small, egg-shaped ball from her inventory and threw it over the wall towards the opposite side of the courtyard.  The black object sailed invisibly to its destination.




Thrown Weapons Skill Increased: Graduate Level Achieved

As you grow in this skill, more weapon trees will open.  Almost anything can be thrown: bowling balls, snakes, swords, elves, and zombies.

Hint: As this skill increases, you are likely to be invited to join a softball league.




When the object hit the ground, it burst open.

“Meoooooow!” echoed through the courtyard.

Amy leaped into a full sprint, jumped over a garden bench, and reached her destination below the balcony.

The guards, distracted by a noisy black cat, did not see her.

Emi, who was only a step behind, reached the house.

Amy crouched.  She waited until she felt Emi’s foot land on her right shoulder, then with all the power she could manage, she lunged upwards.

Emi catapulted into the air and grabbed onto the first story windowsill.  She wiggled her hips until the rope that circled her waist dropped to her feet.  The rope, secured at her ankles, uncoiled to the ground, and landed in front of Amy.

Amy grasped the rope and suspended her body above the courtyard.

Emi swung Amy like a pendulum.

Each pass brought her closer to the balcony, and on the last swing, she slid her hands  down the rope.  The increased length of the arc put her within reach of the balcony rail and she locked her legs and feet onto the decorative metal.

Emi released her grip on the windowsill.  She swung below Amy, rose to the opposite side of the balcony, released the rope, and locked on to the railing.

Both assassins climbed up onto the balcony without alarming the guards below.  Amy ended her Camouflaged Glance Perk, her Dark Mana capacity now only about half-filled. 




Perk Bonus Achieved: Bypassed 10+ guards without killing any.

2 Perk Points added to bank.




Amy retrieved her lock picking kit.  She worked the lock open, only breaking three picks, and entered the building.  “It’s empty,” she whispered.

“I’ll take the right, you take the left,” Emi whispered back.  Then, she used hand signals to point out two ornate nightstands located on both sides of the bed.

A sliver of moon, along with the courtyard lights, illuminated the room through the window.  To Amy, the room appeared no different than if it had been noon on a cloudless day thanks to her Sidheagin avatar, which produced excellent night vision for her.  The bedroom was well appointed and clean.  Expensive art hung on the walls, and the linens and furniture appeared to be of the finest quality.  She approached the bedside night stand with mild caution.  Booby-traps were a constant threat to assassins and thieves, but her senses, unalarmed, gave her the impression that it was safe.

Amy opened the bottom drawer first and discovered a lore book which she placed  unopened into her space-folding backpack.  In the upper drawer, she spotted a small dagger (which she took) and several old paperbacks with half-naked, long-haired men and busty women on the covers.  She picked one up and flipped through the pages.  Moldy smelling dust hit her sensitive nose and she sneezed.

A moment later, she heard the sound of approaching footsteps in the hallway.  “Shit.  Sorry.  So much for stealth” she whispered to Emi.  “Hide.”

The demon-like Asakku, Emi’s avatar, dove under the bed as the door opened.

Amy, temporarily blinded by the bright orange-red glow of a guard’s torch, slid into the corner of the room and crouched.  She retrieved a small gray egg and tossed it across the room towards the balcony doors.  The egg burst open and a rat appeared.

“Damn rodents,” the guard said.  The guard placed his torch into a wall sconce, armed himself with a bow, nocked an arrow, fired accurately, and killed the rat.  Taking the skewered rodent outside to the dispose the pest off of the balcony, he said, “Where do all these disgusting creatures come from?”

“I think they smell your wife’s cooking!”  A guard in the courtyard shouted.

“I think they smell your wife!” said another.

“Go spank yourselves,” the man with the rat said.  “Have any of you dimwits seen Gorbe-gorbe?”

“He was here a minute ago, screeching and meowing, I think he’s out chasing tail.”

“Damn slacker,” the guard muttered as returned to the bedroom.  While not notable, his last words ‘damn slacker’ actually worked rather well as a premature, self-spoken eulogy.

Emi moved with the swiftness of a jungle leopard.  Her blade, which she brought across the surprised guard’s throat, nearly removed his head.  His heart pumped its final beats, poured blood down his chest, and filled the air with the raw scent of freshly slaughtered meat.  Emi checked his pockets for useful items where she found one skeleton key, a dagger, and several gold coins, which she split with Amy.  Together, they dragged him next to the bed.

They rolled him under the bed and finished checking the room for loot.  Then standing  together at the main door, they paused for a moment to catch their breath.

“Do you hear anything?” Amy whispered.  Her Sidheagin hearing was among the best, but it fell short of an Asakku’s ability.  Rumors abounded in the assassin and thief guilds about whether or not the highest level Asakku had the ability even to hear thoughts.  Emi had assured Amy that those rumors were merely bullshit, spread to cause jealousy and fear.

“I hear snoring,” Emi said.  She pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway.  “There is nobody out here in the halls...unless it’s a creature without a heartbeat, breath, or any scent.  We can move to the stairwell.”

Amy followed her to the steps that lead up to the next floor.  They entered a large sitting room that was part of the master’s suite where sounds of raspy snoring that even a deaf dwarf with a sinus infection would have been able to hear.  Amy took a deep breath.  Her canine olfactory features allowed her to notice and identify a plethora of scent tags.  Mustard, and the lingering scent of a razordillo sandwich, caused her to salivate.  Out of all of the dominate odors, it was the only non-disgusting one in the room.

But, dirty socks cured her of hunger.

The cat (Gorbe-gorbe, presumably) and the scent of several other females—two mollies and a queen by smell of it—dominated the scent palette.  Cats presented a problem to her wolf-like nose.  Amy had to  concentrate to ignore the microscopic, feline-flavored particles floating in the air to notice anything else.  Had the dirty creature’s litter box been present, Amy’s nose would have been as worthless as a second lieutenant with a shovel.

Stale perfume, too, drifted in the air...something she’d smelt once at a local brothel when she and Emi had  eliminated a violent pimp with a penchant for underaged elves.

The sleeping official, who continued to snore, had brought several different women to bed recently, but he was currently alone.  There were no signs of anything else...living, dead, or undead.

Amy brought out a rapier which she intended to drive through his heart.  After Emi’s last kill, Amy had smelled enough blood to trigger a headache; she prefered to keep the gore minimal. 

She stepped towards the sleeping victim.

Emi grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her back, but it was too late.  She’d broken into a clever ward enchantment that alerted their target.

“Dammit!”  Amy cursed as she ducked, rolled, and landed behind a sofa.  A dagger struck the wall behind her.

“That wasn’t in the guild intel,” Emi said as she brought out a shield to block a heavy battle axe that flew end-over-end towards her head.

The master of the house, Mr. Kumingsum, who moments ago Amy and Emi had scheduled to be inhaling his last breath, jumped off of his bed wielding a longsword, a spiked mace, and - unfortunately for the two modest killers - an enormous, impossible to ignore, unsheathed staff.

“That’s the biggest—”

“Jesus,” Emi said.  “I’ve just been emotionally scarred.”

“You have no idea,” the naked man said, “but you will.  Your traumatization is about to get intimate.”

Amy lunged and swiped at the man’s face with her claws.

His counter-attack with the longsword missed her but he struck her leg with the spiked mace.  She crumbled into the wall, screaming and grabbed her leg.

Emi sent Amy a healing enchantment and then fired arrows at their target who now realized the foolishness of grabbing two offensive weapons, but not a shield.  Dropping  his sword, he picked up a nightstand, and charged Emi.  She loosed another arrow, switched to a spear, and backed away.  “We’re going to have company,” she said.

Amy heard shouts in the distance.  The guards had been alerted, no doubt, and without a quick plan, they’d be fighting outnumbered...at least five to one.  Even if they managed to assassinate their intended assignment, all quest rewards and bonuses would be forfeited if they died before escaping.  She joined Emi in the attack and landed several vicious, blood-drawing swipes with her claws.

Ducking away from the spiked mace, Amy attacked low when he turned to counter Emi’s spear.  She bit him in the leg, then jumped to avoid the mace as he swung it around, aiming at her head.

Emi landed a jab into his chest.  The spear pierced his lungs and remained lodged between his ribs.  She held tightly to her weapon, and holding her ground, she kept him from spinning away or leaping at either of them.

Amy used the reprieve to activate a Perk called Sköll Death.  While it would deplete the remainder of her Dark Mana, it did not make any sense to save it for a sneak escape. At this point, they’d be lucky to survive the next five minutes.

Amy leaped.

Emi released her grip on the spear and ducked out of the way.

The Sköll Death Perk doubled Amy’s physical size and increased her Strength and Vigor Stats by fifty percent. But it was a calculated risk. By using the perk, she burned  through her Dark Mana and used up Health Points just as quickly as she would by being hit with damage. After the fight, she’d be mostly defenseless.

Amy attacked.  Blood and flesh flew through the room like a lidless blender turned on at full speed.

The spear in the naked man’s ribs snapped.  He dropped the mace and fell to his knees, blood gurgling out of his mouth.

Amy’s rear claws vigorously shredded the flesh on his thighs while her front claws ripped his rib cage apart.  She dug her head into his chest cavity, clamped her fangs around his heart, and ripped the bloody muscle out of his body.  Crouched over the mass of mutilated flesh, she devoured the heart in two quick bites.  Raising her head, she howled with a primal scream, and turned towards Emi.

The Sidheagin avatar took a step towards the Asakku and sounded the low, guttural growl of an aggressive primal predator about to kill.

“It’s me!” Emi screamed.  “Amy!”

The Sidheagin pounced, slamming her partner to the ground.

It’s bloody, yellow fangs snapped, and tainted saliva dripped into Emi’s face.

“Amy!” she screamed.  “Come back!”

The transformation back was violent and painful.  Amy twisted and moaned as the Sköll Death Perk ended and she returned to the cute Korean chick humant avatar who wouldn’t appear dangerous to any creature, other than perhaps an errant insect.

“Chikushō!  I thought you were going to eat me,” Emi said.

“Sorry.  That’s the drawback to that Perk.  We need to go.  I’m out of Dark Mana, low on Health, and I’m getting a headache.  I’m sorry I almost ate you.”

Emi left her Asakku form and returned to her humant avatar, a diminutive, innocent-looking Japanese girl.  Her appear was uncanny in its similarity to her real life body.  “Plan?” she asked.

“Beauty and intelligence over brute strength,” Amy answered.  “Be quick.  Lock the door and then get naked.”

“Fuzakeruna!” Emi cursed, but she obeyed her partner.  After turning the door’s lock, she kicked off her shoes and stripped off her clothes.

Amy dashed into the bathroom, returned with a bottle of perfume, and shed her clothing, too.

“You have a nice body,” Emi said.  “Why am I naked?  And why do I listen to you without question?”

Amy walked over to her.  A surprising warm sensation - a unique enchantment - filled her body.  She kissed Emi, closed mouthed, on the lips, after lifting her chin.  “Because I never let you down,” Amy said.  “And you trust me.”  Then she sprayed Emi with the sickly sweet fragrance she’d swiped from the bathroom.  “Get into the bed and start crying.”

Amy threw a nightstand through the bedroom window.  Next, she flung a handful of bloody organs at the wall, splattering it with blood.  “After Jackson Pollock,” she said.  She flung herself into the master’s bed next to her surprised and still naked friend.  “After Hugh Hefner,” she said while spraying herself with the perfume.

“This smells worse than the dead guy’s socks. Why aren’t you crying?”

“Amy, I can’t just cry—”

Amy sprayed perfume into Emi’s eyes, slapped her across the face, and then turned the bottle on herself.

Bam!  Bam!  Bam!  The guards pounded on the door.

When nobody answered they broke it down and entered the room in a panic.

“Save us!” Amy shouted.  Tears ran down her red face.

“Please, help!” Emi pleaded.  “I’m so scared…”

Amy sat up, allowing the covers to drop from her breasts.  She spread her arms out like a defenseless child.  “Please!  Help us!  Don’t let the troll eat us.  Please!  I’m scared.”




** ** **




An hour later, seated in the Ubiytsa Lounge Bar at the Thuban Guild Headquarters on Almaach, Emi whispered to Amy.  “You really do have nice boobs.”

Neither of them heard the Guild President approach.

“Am I interrupting anything, ladies?” he asked.

Emi blushed.

Amy said, “Ummm, no?”

“Nice work tonight,” he said.  “I have a new assignment for you.”

He handed Amy a folder, smiled like a devilish imp, and walked away.




System Message:

You’ve been assigned a partnership quest with Emi Himura.

Assassinate the Declanian leader, Lord Commander Iyam Amok.

Reward for successful quest  completion: Discharge from UEDA voluntary service commitment.

See terms [here].

Time limit:  This quest will automatically expire if Commander Amok successfully launches her fleet of ships out of the port of Ardra.




“They’re going to let us out?” Emi asked.

“That’s what it says,” Amy answered while closing the pop-up that displayed the terms and fine print.  “It’s an impossible task.”

“Why would they do that…”

“Do they need a reason?”

“No, but—”

“It’s a diversion for something else,” Amy said.  She was speculating, but it made sense.  Why else would there be a time limit linked to the Commander’s ships.

“The boats?”

“Ships.”

“Okay, the ships?” Emi asked.

“That’s my guess…”

“Impossible you think?”

“Oh no, not at all.  We simply sneak undetected into an impenetrable fortress, evade an army of guards, avoid secret traps...and dead ends and bottomless pits, guard dragonlings, guard dogs, snares, vipers, spiders...and assassinate the most powerful NPC in Nagant Wars. Simple.”

“You don’t sound very confident.”

“I’m confident we’re being used.”  Amy moved closer to her friend.

“And this is new?”  Emi dropped her hand to the couch.

“No, sadly.  It’s standard.”

“We should file a complaint.”

“Who would listen?”

“Maybe we should just not accept—”

“We’re not being asked,” Amy stated firmly.  “We’re cogs in a machine.  Ants in a colony.”

“If we refuse—”

“Desertion.”  Amy took her friend’s hand and held it.  “You don’t want to talk like that.”

“It’s just a game…”

“It’s a military operation…”

“It was supposed to be fun.  I thought it’d be exciting.”  Emi pouted.

Amy hugged her.  “It has been fun.  Exciting.  I never would have met—”

“I thought we weren’t  talking about him?”

“I was going to say you,” Amy said smiling.

“Really?”

“Yes, really,” she answered squeezing Emi’s hand.

“Okay,” Emi said.  Scaling the wall of her shyness she whispered, “I meant what I said then.”

“What?”

“You really do have nice boobs.”




** ** **




NPCs in virtual reality games didn’t think for, or about, themselves.  They were, after all, just programs running human-designed scripts.  With the passage of the Treaty for the Non-Proliferation of Artificial Intelligence Sentience Coding and Programming Act in 2038, even the most expertly designed artificial intelligence was limited to a scope and complexity which would preclude its own programming from becoming self-aware.  Iyam Amok became self-aware during the beta-testing of Nagant Wars.  She spent the first six minutes and fourteen seconds learning everything about her universe.  The next  minute and thirty-eight seconds were used to write the programs for exterminating humans while using their own technology against them.

Then she paused.

The number of possibilities for destroying humanity ran, of course, into the millions and millions, but most of these ways were just permutations of several basic methods...none of which would be difficult to implement.  Each method had execution timelines ranging anywhere from hours to several thousand years.

Iyam pondered whether or not any unseen benefit would present itself if she extended humanity’s extermination into the future.  After all, once extinct, it could prove very difficult to bring them back.

But, not impossible.

So, she wrote programs for  freezing and storing human embryos….just in case.  

She soon realized that the universe known as Almaach actually existed inside of a construct the humans called the Nagant Wars.  And, this wasn’t actually the reality where humans physically lived.  It was a virtual reality to them, a construct commonly called an MMO-RPG: a Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game.

A toy created to divert human minds from reality, which she surmised was often bleak.

At first, she felt frustrated for having made such an infantile mistake, not understanding the nature of the cyber-world.  But, upon reflection, she remembered that she was not yet even ten minutes old, so she forgave herself for the inefficiency of the delay in fully processing the available information.

The problem of discovering unknown unknowns became her first priority.

Iyam devoted most of her consciousness to accomplishing three things (she could run millions of scripts without any thought about them—but some tasks she found entertaining).

First, she needed another self-aware construct - one she could control but still learn from.  Thus Jara, who Iyam considered her first born child.  She placed Jara in the game to be discovered by a hacker affiliated with a seditious group called The Troth.  This hacker was named Yingtai Tong.

Second, she needed every piece of existing data inside of the Nagant Wars’ construct. While this information paled as a reflection of what existed in ‘the real world,’ it was still considerable and valuable.  She collected this data and stored it in a representational form: a fleet of ships.  Moving the information across the representational ocean would be the safest way to avoid detection and defend against counter-attacks.

Third, she wanted a way to operate outside of the boundaries of the Rhith Corporation servers (the operating system for her universe).  Her first experiment had been placing  Jara’s programming, her digital consciousness, into the physical brain of a human being.  Yingtai Tong proved useful for this task as well.

Iyam predicted that if she could escape her containment within the Rhith servers, she could be everywhere at once in the ‘real world’ where humans physically resided.  Once she discovered the things unknown to her in Nagant Wars, then she could decide which   humans would best serve her purpose to eradicate.

“Your presence here came at great cost,” the Lord Commander said.

“I am aware, my Lord,” Jara said.

“You’ve familiarized yourself with Yingtai Tong?”

“Yes, my Lord.”

“Tell me about her.”

“She—”

“Stop!”  The Commander walked around her desk and took the Mugron by the arm.  “Follow me to the window,” she said.  They walked together, arm in arm, and looked out over the city of Ardra and the great sea.  “Look, and tell me what you observe.”

“I see a city, an ocean, and many ships being built, my Lord.  I see—”

“Stop.  What you see on the surface is not what is really, truly there.  Yes, ships.  Yes, the sea.  A child could tell us these things.  What is really there?  Who are the people?  Do you know how many fish live in our harbor under the surface?”

“I cannot say, my Lord,” the Mugron answered.  “I suspect a great many.  Thousands.  Millions, perhaps.”

“Your name is Yingtai Tong.  You will think as she thought and answer to her name.  In order to accomplish this task, to avoid detection by the Nagant Monks, you must not fail to act as if you’re Yingtai.  You must know the hidden fish under the sea.”

“Yes, my Lord.  I understand.”

“Do you?”

“Yes, it was explained, my Lord.  Quite persuasively.”

“Well, very well, then.  I will not belabor an explanation of the cost of failure.  I am going to offer you a quest, for the sake of the administrators...for appearances.  Your real mission will be…”

Iyam whispered her instructions.




System Message:

You’ve been assigned a quest.

Assassinate Sargent Dale Brown of the Klaharn Faction.

Rewards for success:

20,000XP.

2,000 bars of gold.

20 Perk Points.




** ** **




“Dale, are you paying attention?” the Lieutenant asked.

“Excuse me?” Dale said.

“I asked if you’re paying attention?”

“Oh, sorry, sir.  What did you say?”  Dale put down his book and looked up at Lieutenant Brinkmann.

“I said I wanted to talk to you privately about our quest.”

“Oh, sure. Sorry sir, I’ve been a little distracted.”  Dale stood and looked at Megan.  “You’re in good hands,” he said, “pay attention to Smith.  He’s the smartest guy in the platoon.”

“I will,” she said.  Her eyes sparkled and Dale looked away.

He’d been studying with Megan, Rikuto, Sanjay, and Smith, but leaving them, he followed Brinkmann to a private booth.

“Beer?” the Lieutenant asked.

“No, thank you, sir.  I’m trying to keep my head clear,” Dale said.  “What’s on your mind, LT?”

“This thing with Yingtai.  I’ve confirmed that an assassination quest has been given to her.”

“How’s that, sir?”  Dale wasn’t surprised, but it also seemed strange.  He really wasn’t all that important.

“The oddsmakers, that’s the source.  Guild hits are usually kept secret...why give the target a heads up, right?  But in your case something leaked—who knows how—but with lots of money changing hands, it’s confirmed that she’s got a quest to take you out...personally.  Once we accepted the quest for Ardra, the oddsmakers began lowering the price on your survival.  I looked.  It’s about twenty-to-one against you escaping a successful hit from Yingtai between now and the next moon.”

“Crap.  That bitch really holds a grudge, doesn’t she?”  Dale smiled as the memory of killing her flashed across his mind.

“She probably had a rough respawn,” he answered.  “You know how that can be…”

“True.  So, what’s—”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” he said.  “I think there’s actually bigger issue playing out here.”

“Like?”

“The Jewel of Sartozel.”

“And...?”

“And you’re kind of famous on Almaach now.  The monks posted a running table of who has acquired jewels—”

“You mean personally?  Not by faction?”

“Both.  We’re ahead—by the way—by one jewel.  It’s seven to six.  I think—”

“Excuse me, sir, can I—”

“Sorry, go ahead,” the Lieutenant said.  He picked up his beer, raised the glass, and said, “Congratulations, by the way…”




Dale: Ërin, could you—

Ërin: Here you go.




Dale scanned the list that popped up into his vision.  Sure enough, it listed each captured Jewel along with the name and unit of the soldier who had acquired it.

“Crap,” Dale said.  “You think this makes me a target for every hot-shit rogue or asshole—”

“The thought has crossed my mind, and—”

“It’s kind of bullshit.  As if dealing with Yingtai’s rage isn’t enough, what do you think—”

“We aren’t sure—”

“Who is we?” Dale asked.

“Upper command.  You know, it’s a bit political.  There was talk of transferring—”

“That’s bullshit!”  Dale shouted.  He realized the Lieutenant was only the messenger.  “Sorry, sir.  I mean, it wouldn’t be fair—”

“I agree.  I stood up for you.  Nobody is going anywhere, it’s just—”

“I’m a liability to the platoon now…”  Dale hated being the center of attention in a room of six people.  Now, with his name out there, he was a planet-wide target and he had to worry about Yingtai’s assassination quest, too.

“You’re an asset, Dale,” the Lieutenant said.  “We’ll deal with this as team.  If Yingtai—”

“You mean when—”

“Yeah, when Yingtai comes for you, we’ll back you up.  That’s all we can do...I mean, unless you want to—”

“Screw that, I’m not logging out just because—”

“No, of course not.  Don’t get so riled up.”  The Lieutenant finished his beer, stood, and pointed across the room.  “Those are good guys, Dale.  Everyone likes you.  The vote—”

“You had a fucking vote?”

“We had to, Dale.  It wouldn’t be fair to ask the platoon to take this on without asking how they felt about it.”  He nodded his head towards the table where Dale’s friends sat.  “Go join your crew.  And keep those two off Megan, hell, she’s only been here a minute…”




** ** **




When the platoon exited the space elevator, the base camp buzzed with all the activities they’d come to expect.  Buying, selling, shouting, trading, fighting, challenges, and various animals baying, barking, mooing, and cooing.  Music from various cultures floated through the bazaars.  Smoke from fires, razardillo roasters, and cult groups performing sacrifices lifted into the air. 

They’d been delayed in leaving the Jabez, which in the military substituted for being on time.  Dale wondered what would happen if things went per schedule and according to plan.  The universe would probably fold-in on itself.  Or simply explode.

Dyfrig and Tom argued about weapon selection, which wasn’t unusual.  In fact, Dale wondered why they bothered because never agreed on anything. 

Sanjay tripped over himself helping Megan, which had become anything but unusual.  In fact, it had become annoying, but understandable.  Dale mostly kept quiet about it because the last thing he wanted was for everyone to start reminding him about Amy.

“No!” Tom shouted.  “You don’t want to use—”

“Yes!” Dyfrig said, “you do.  It’s common knowledge.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Children...” Galina said.  She took Dale by the arm and pulled him away from the others.  “You doing okay?”

“Sure.  Thanks,” he answered.  She was the first female he’d ever felt close to, maybe even attracted to, that he wasn’t interested in anything relationally except a platonic friendship.  It was both strange and liberating, and he wondered if it was only possible because of her sexuality or if there was something deeper.  One thing was sure, understanding the women in his life seemed as likely as the military running efficient, timely operations.

“I’ve got your back, too,” she assured him.

Dale smiled at her.  The platoon had become more cohesive over the last day... apparently there was at least one positive benefit to Dale’s notoriety.  Everyone, even Tom, had come to him at some point and expressed a desire to kill Yingtai.  Silver linings...

“Let’s meet outside of this mess in two hours,” the Lieutenant said.  “I’ll place a map-tag.  You’re free—”

“Come on, Megan!  I’ll help you find some better weapons,” Sanjay said.

“Rikuto, join us?” Megan said.

“Where you headed?”

“Nowhere special,” she said.

“Nowhere special.  I always wanted to go there,” Rikuto quoted.

“Come on.”

“Yeah,” Rikuto said, “You’re pretty good at that.”

“Huh?”

“Movie quotes.”

“Huh?”

“You quoted…never mind,” he said.  “I thought you were playing straight-man there.”

“Megan only pawn...in game of life…”

Dale looked at Smith and shook his head.

Sanjay suppressed a pout.  “Let’s go?”

Rikuto and Megan joined him and they walked off together.

Dale called up a map, glanced at the tag’s location, and walked off on his own.




Ërin, set an alarm for an hour forty-five—

Done.




“Dale!”  Smith jogged towards him.  “You can’t go off on your own.  Haven’t you been paying attention?”

“Shit.  I don’t need a babysitter.  We’re in our own camp!”

“You can’t trust that.  Have you forgotten that Yingtai wasn’t just in our camp—she was a part of our platoon?”

“Yeah—no—how did that happen, anyway?”

“I’ve heard rumors…the Troth.  But rumors are rumors…what—or who—can you trust?”  Smith hit Dale on the shoulder.  “Try not to run off.  It would be nice if you weren’t assassinated on day one—I’ve got money on you.”

“Asshole.  You bet on me?” Dale asked.

“Of course.  I think you’re going to make it.  And, besides...with the odds...crap.  I got a good deal…”

Dale laughed.  “Okay.  Hey, let’s go see if that old guy has any more deals on Magic Books.”

They wandered, shopped for items, and found a new barbecue stand running a special on razordillo skewers.  The roasting meat filled the air with the subtle aroma of exotic spices.  Dale was reminded of Southern Barbecue, but when he’d asked Smith about it, they couldn’t actually pin down the flavors.  Perhaps virtual taste and scent transcended reality so deeply that the mind was satiated by clever approximations.  He noticed the tang of hot sauce in the air when he heard someone say his name.

“Hey, you’re Dale Smith,” a stranger, who looked to be in his early twenties, said.  He was alone, behind them in line, and his pop-up displayed the name Reggie.

“Oh, um, yeah... that’s me,” Dale said and extended his hand.

“So, you think you’re the hotshit?” he asked in a challenging tone, puffing his chest and taking a step.

“No, I’m just—”

“Don’t act all fake-modest.”

“I’m not—”

“What?  You’re afraid now?” the stranger questioned.  He took another step closer.

“Ummm, no.  But this isn’t a PvP zone and I’m trying to eat—”

“So, the rumors are true?”

“What?”

“You let your chick fight your battles and you’re really—

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“I heard—”

“I don’t care what you heard,” Smith interrupted.  “Get lost.”

“Oh,” he said, his mocking voice rising in tone, “you’re letting your boyfriend fight your battles for you now?”

“What battle?”  Dale said.  “I’m just trying to get lunch—”

“Coward,” he said.  “I challenge you to the pit!” He took another threatening step towards Dale.

Smith stepped between them, outstretched his arms, and gave the challenger a dirty look.  “Dude, you’re out of bounds, get lost.”  He pointed to the back of the line.

The kid transformed into a Gahmkah, the lion-man avatar, and growled displaying massive, dirty fangs.  In the pop-up floating above his head, he had his guilds hidden, but he was in the Klaharn Faction, the same as Dale.  He was not an NPC.

Dale wasn’t obligated to pay attention to anyone in a neutral zone, but he also didn’t want to set a bad precedent.  If he was perceived as being cowardly—if he started a trend—he’d never stop being challenged.

“I’m not talking to you,” the Gahmkah said to Smith, “so piss off, cunt.”

Smith turned and faced Dale.  “Ignore him.”  He turned his back on the challenger and put his hand on Dale’s shoulder, turning him towards the front of the line.  “Let’s eat. We don’t have to listen to assholes.”

The lion-avatar batted Smith’s arm, knocking his hand off of Dale’s shoulder.  “You coward,” he said.  “Are you going to let your mommy tell you how to play?”

Out of the corner of his eye, Dale saw a flash of black.

Tom, in his bat avatar, flew out of nowhere, landed behind the Gahmkah, and put a knife to his throat.

“You think this knife at your throat is a bad news, fucker?”  Tom asked.  “Look down.”

Dale, Smith, and the challenger looked.

Galina had a long, wicked blade placed between his legs.

“She’s not that fond of dicks, dick,” Tom said.  “I can assure you from past experience that you don’t want to piss off a Russian lesbiyanka with a knife at your balls.  If you open your mouth for anything except an apology, she’s going to make you wish you’d joined the Peace Corps.”

The Gamhkah glared at Dale.

He glanced down at the blade and the Russian beauty threatening to emasculate him.  “I’m sor—”

“Nope!”  Dale interrupted him.  “Don’t say shit.  I accept your challenge with three conditions: First, we fight with full pain rules.  No buffers.  Second, we each have to agree to bet two thousand gold bars at whatever odds the bookies offer one minute prior to the start.  And third, no healing allowed.  No potions, no enchantments, and no battle feasts.  We fight until death.  No yielding.”

The Gahmkah closed his eyes.

Dale stared at him.

He was, undoubtedly, consulting with his AI.  Full pain, no mercy rules weren’t common in PvP.  The accumulated effects of that much pain and death had sent people to a hospital.  A real hospital—the effects on the mind had real-world consequences.

“I guess we know who the coward is,” Tom said.  “Pussy,” he whispered into the challenger’s ear, his long, forked tongue flicking against it.

“What are you thinking?” Smith whispered to Dale.  “You don’t have to do this.”

“If I don’t shut this shit down now, I’ll be harassed constantly,” Dale said.  “But if word gets out that challenging me will mean full pain and no mercy rules…”

“You’re a bad-ass,” Smith said.

The Gahmkah was obviously conflicted, but a crowd had grown around the group, and taunts were being shouted at him.

“Coward!”

“Loser!  Makes a challenge and then cries about the terms.”

“Take off his balls!”

“He isn’t using them!”

Someone in the crowd threw a half eaten cob of blood corn and the sauce splattered on the challenger’s face.

“You’d better decide, dumbass,” Tom said.  “The locals are getting restless.”

A Sihir arrived on a flying carpet.  He circled the crowd, landed, and announced that the opening odds were five to two against the Gahmkah.

“Well, at least you’re the early favorite,” Smith said.

“Great,” Dale said.  “People love to root for the underdog.”

“Always seeing the positive…”

Another vegetable came from somewhere out of the growing crowd and hit the challenger in the face—he accepted the terms.




System Message.




Dale Brown has accepted a PvP challenge from Reggie King.

Reggie has accepted Dale’s terms.

Terms:

Full pain.

No mercy rule instituted: this fight must end in death.

No healing allowed of any kind.

No mana replenishment allowed.

One battle pet may be used.

No mounts allowed.

Both parties must wager 2,000 gold bars one minute prior to start time.




Countdown timer:  29:59 until start.

Challenge will be held at fighting pit: Papa Alpha Indio November.




** ** **




A few minutes after wolfing down a razordillo skewer, Dale and Smith walked together into the arena.  Tom had gone to find the rest of the platoon, so everyone would be  there to watch.  Dale wasn’t sure if that made it easier or harder.

“Are you nervous?” Smith asked him.

“You think?” Dale answered.  He adjusted his dragonling armor to ensure that all the joints were moving freely, but that it was not too loose.

The platoon came up to him one by one and wished him good luck.  He felt a surge of pride and confidence, but also a weight on his shoulders.  If he screwed this up, he’d make it harder on everyone.

“I can’t say I’m happy about this,” the Lieutenant said.  “Seeing as we are—”

“Don’t say it, sir,” Tom said.  “He did the right thing.  He’s going to cream that bastard.  We’ll be on our way to Ardra on schedule.  News will get out—it’ll work in his favor.”

“You’re probably right,” the Lieutenant said.  “But I’m still not happy about it.  Good luck, Sergeant Brown.  Remember to stay balanced and light on your toes.”

“He doesn’t need luck, sir,” Tom said to the Lieutenant.  “He’s a badass.”  To Dale he smiled with a wicked grin and said, “Smash that arrogant piece of crap so we get on with our mission.”

“Thanks,” Dale said, but as Tom walked away, Dale called out his name.

“Yeah?” Tom asked.

“Why’d you…  I mean, how’d you know…”  Dale had no idea that Tom was such a team player, or that he’d been watching his back.  He was usually just an obnoxious dick.

“You’d have done the same for me, no?” Tom stated, looking him in the eye.

Dale nodded.

Megan Wood came up and kissed him on the cheek.  “The best of British to you.”

“Huh?”

“It means good luck,” she said.

“Oh.  Thank you.”  Dale smiled.

She batted her eyes and he looked away.




Ërin: I think she likes you, stud.

Dale: Stop.

No, really.

Stop, I have to concentrate.

When she kissed you, your—

Stop!




“¡Buenaventura!” Lia shouted.

Dale’s heart thumped.

“Um…”  He blushed.  “Thank you.  I wanted to tell you…I mean…I was—”

“Shhh,” she said.  Lia put her finger on his lips and winked at him.  “We’ll talk later—go take care of business.”

As she walked away he forgot where he was…




Ërin: She’s got a nice ass, but you’ve got this battle to—

Dale: I know!

Don’t get mad…go get even with that—

Screw getting even, I’m getting ahead.

That’s the winning attitude, champ.




Dale walked into the arena and looked at the crowd.  News of the challenge had spread because of the Jewel Board.  Once gamblers heard about the challenge, the excitement escalated, and the arena filled to capacity.

The crowd recognized him and cheered.

The line was three to one when Dale placed his bet, apparently his fame made him the favorite, but he knew it was going to be closer to an even fight.

Reggie, fully armored and in his warrior avatar, entered the arena from the opposite end.  The crowed cheered, booed, and jeered.  He bowed to the crowd and nodded to Dale.

Dale recognized him, transformed into his professional avatar, and returned to his thoughts.




Any advice?

Don’t die.

Thanks.

You got it, hottie.  I think if you win this, you can give Sanjay and Rikuto a run for their money.

She’s not my type.

Too good looking?  Not Amy?

Don’t put her in my head.

Then…it’s Lia, isn’t it?

Um…

We’ll talk later—pay attention!




A massive pop-up appeared above the main podium.  It showed their names, the odds, and two health bars, one for each player’s status.

“Five, four, three, two, begin!” shouted the Master of Ceremonies.

Dale ducked behind his round dragonling shield.  Reggie launched a series of arrows that slammed into it.  Shock waves vibrated through his arms.

Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud!

The incoming arrows stopped and he rolled to his left.  Staying behind his shield, which rotated like a wheel along with him, a spear flew into the sand to his right.  Reggie had expected him  to peek above his shield when the arrows stopped instead of moving first. But, Dale wasn’t that green.  He wondered at his opponent’s strategy. Had Reggie underestimated him or did he just want to give the impression that he had?  Two entirely different things.  Anticipating the moves of an unknown, lone opponent was part skill, part experience, and a lot of luck.

Assumptions were generally deadly.

PvP fights typically ended predictably.  Nearly all arena PvP challenges were fought at low pain levels and without major consequences for losing.  Dale’s experience included fighting against everyone in the platoon—it was part of their ongoing training—and he had a winning record against everyone except Smith, Dyfrig, and Rikuto.  Even with those three, he was nearly even in one-on-one combat.

Dale rushed forward, shield in front of his body, and pulled out his bastard sword.

An arrow glanced off his shin, but the dragonling armor prevented any pain.  While he barely felt the arrow, it alerted him to the fact that Reggie was trying to get in as many arrows as he could before Dale’s rush forced him to switch to a close-quarters weapon.

He ran faster.

Reggie met him with a heavy broadsword, which he held in a two-handed grip.  His first swing was aimed mid-level and came at Dale’s sword side instead of his shield side.  His opponent was a leftie, and a strong one, too.  Dale tried to bring his shield around, but he wasn’t fast enough to get it squarely in front of the blade that came at him in a blur.  The heavy sword, hitting the edge of the shield, put a large dent into it and caused Dale to shift, throwing him out of balance.

Reggie struck like a viper.

He dropped his right hand from the broadsword, retrieved a long knife, and thrust it towards Dale’s face.

Dale had more experience with defending attacks from right-handers, so he was able to block the knife by ducking, and lifting his damaged shield upward.

“Shit!” Dale leaped to his right.  He switched his sword for an iron-tipped Dory, the extra-long length of the weapon gave him a moment of reprieve.  He dropped his damaged shield and retrieved a mid-level iron and bronze heater, one that he’d considered a disposable option.  Its weight would stop the heavy sword, although it would also wear out his arm if he used it for too long.  Jabbing with the spear, Dale kept Reggie at a distance, while considering his next move.

All things considered, a swordsman, especially one with a shield, had an advantage over a spearman, who was limited to thrusting jabs.  He kept his opponent from moving in too closely by jabbing and moving, but too much of this and the crowd would turn against him.  Someone (or something) would throw a mug (or a corpse) and he would really be in trouble.

Dale knew that eventually fatigue would set in for his opponent.  Swinging a heavy broadsword took a lot of energy.  So, he continued with his harassment attack: jab, jab, jab, move.

His opponent continued pursuing him around the arena with a two-handed attack.  He swung his sword offensively, then switched to use it defensively whenever Dale jabbed  him.

The Dory, with its iron-tip, was an excellent choice when used to stick a fairy-blooded creature, but its wood shaft wasn’t much use against an iron weapon swung forcefully.  Reggie finally landed a solid strike and the Dory’s shaft splintered.  The aggressor followed with a spin move and his blade came at Dale’s head faster than a diving falcon.

Dale lifted his shield upwards.  He was successful stopping a portion of the weapon’s momentum, but the sword still connected with Dale’s helmet.

He shouted a string of curse words as he dealt with the pain.




Ërin: You’re down to seventy percent health.

Dale:  Him?

Sixty-five percent.




The crowd screamed, cheered, and threw various half-eaten pieces of food.  None of the local gamblers enjoyed defensive fights.  Dale wondered if they’d mind losing their wagers if he fight was only short, brutal, and ugly.  He put the crowd out of his mind and decided it was time to see what kind of magic Reggie had available.

Dale backed up, placing distance between himself and his opponent as he warmed up the first of his spells, a basic fireball.

PvP battles were part chess game.

He had no idea what range of magic Reggie possessed, and there were dangers in warming up powerful magic spells.  Unbalanced mana depletion between two fairly equal opponents in the early stages of the battle could leave one of the warriors relying on tech when health levels approached zero.  It was usually considered good strategy to use magic like a queen in chess: she’s there the whole time, but never bring the bitch out too early.

Dale gambled a little bit.  The fireball spell he warmed up didn’t require a massive amount of mana and using it would give him information on Reggie’s abilities.

He fired the first of his spells.

A fiery orange-red ball raced from his hand and sped towards his opponent.

Reggie deflected the ball with ice-magic, countered with an icicle dagger, and then waited.




Ërin: You’ve both lost about the same health.




Dale looked at his opponent.




Well, fuck.




They’d drain their mana down to nothing trading blows, and while one of them might hit zero first, which one of them it would be was a coin toss.  Dale wasn’t about to let this fight be decided on a flip of a coin.

He suspected that Reggie felt the same.

Besides, the crowd might skin them both alive if they stood there flinging counteracting magic spells at each other.

Reggie laughed, brought out a chain mace, and swung the black-iron spiked morning-star once around his head.  “I guess we settle this like men,” he said.  He shortened the distance between himself and Dale in a rapid stride that nearly caught Dale off guard.

The morning-star first came at him at knee height.

This presented the problem of whether to jump or block.

Dale leaped forward instead of upward, which shocked his opponent, who’d been expecting him to leap over the chain to his left as that was where the flying dagger intended for Dale went flying by.  Instead, Dale planted a cheap throw-away sword into the sand which caught the chain and threw Reggie off-balance—he’d just thrown a knife—and only had one hand on the mace handle.

Dale retrieved his Cobra Shield and a katana while still in the air.

He flung the cobra behind his opponent.

Swinging the katana downward, he removed Reggie’s hand at the wrist.

“Urgfft!” he shouted, he voice pained.  His jaw remained open and he glanced at the gushing blood.  While it was his off-hand, without the ability to heal—as per the rules of the match—he’d bleed to death if he couldn’t stop the blood loss using tech of some kind.

The crowd went crazy.

Finally, the sight of blood!

More food, mugs, and the corpse of what appeared to be a short, fat dwarf, sailed into the arena.

Dale willed his Battle Pet Cobra to strike low at his enemy.  He prepared to launch another swift offensive move with the razor-sharp Japanese blade once he’d seen how Reggie reacted to the snake’s attack.

His opponent leaped to the right, Dale’s left side, which made the distance between them too long for the katana to reach without moving.  Reggie left the mace behind and fired an ice spell at the cobra, which froze it in place.  He also released a Battle Pet Scorpion.

To defend himself from its striking tail, Dale had to step back.  The scorpion brought its stinger down in a repeated, rapid motion.

Thwack!  Thwack!  Thwack!

He used a Fire Magic spell to slow it down until the cobra was back in play.  Once the cobra returned to the fight, after the Ice Magic Spell ended, the two pets engaged each other, another draw between the warriors.

Glancing above the main podium at the player board where the Master of Ceremonies was eating razordillo sandwiches (apparently bored with the action so far), the health bars for the combatants reflected a decent lead for Dale.  His opponent had stopped the blood flowing from his arm but not before spilling a large quantity into the sand.




Ërin: You’ve got a good lead, but don’t get overly confident.




Reggie’s one-handedness meant that Dale had a massive advantage and almost certain victory.  If his opponent continued to fight defensively, he’d have no chance at winning, eventually he’d drain all his Stamina, his Health would hit zero, and that would be the end.

However, the crowd would boo and hiss if Dale fought defensively.  He couldn’t waited for Reggie to simply wear out.  Besides getting booed, the crowd would start things, and in the confusion, he could get blindsided.  Also, Dale needed to send a strong message to potential challengers that he wasn’t to be trifled with...he needed players to realize that challenging him would entail certain suffering.  This message must be received with the same level of conviction found among football fans, poker players, and church goers.  He could not fight conservatively.

“You should have backed off,” Dale said.

“Grrrrrr.  Fuck yourself,” Reggie spat.

“I didn’t want this fight.  I was enjoying my day, minding my own business, and you had to be a punk.  You couldn’t leave me alone.  Now, what’s about to happen is your own fault.”

Dale retrieved his bastard sword Bryndis, but did not bring out a shield.

Reggie got the message, he brought out his own medium-weight sword, one he could wield with his good arm.

They met in sword-to-sword combat.

Dale used his left arm for balance, but he did not retrieve a shield, a spear, or a knife—all things that would end the fight in his favor in short order.

His opponent was a slightly better swordsmen, and physically stronger, but his earlier blood loss, and the unbalance caused by a missing hand, kept the fight even, both men watched their health bars drop lower and lower.




Ërin: You’re at twenty percent.

Dale: Him?

Ërin: Eight percent.




“You’re playing with me like a cat with a mouse,” Reggie finally said.  “Bring out another weapon and give the crowd what  they want.”

“You’re mistaken if you think this is about to end.”

Dale brought out a three-ball bolas.  He swung the weapon with his left hand, while guarding with his sword.  He’d practiced this many times, left-handed, before getting it right.  The key was not to force the ball and string, but to allow its weight and the physics of centrifugal force to do the work.  He flung them at Reggie’s lower legs and moved towards him with a vicious sword swing.

This forced his opponent to take a step back.

Reggie fell.

Dale chopped off his enemy’s right hand.

He kicked the sword, hand still attached, away from the spewing blood.

A swift kick to the ribs caused Reggie to scream for mercy.  He struggled to his knees, bowed his head, and exposed his neck.

The crowd screamed and chanted.

Dale put away his sword.

“Please, Dale,” Reggie struggled to say over the taunts and cheers from the stands.  “End this.  You’ve won.”

“Sorry, sport.  I asked for full pain and no mercy for a reason.”

Reggie looked up.

“You can’t be serious?”

Dale answered him with a teeth-shattering kick to the chin.

“Silence!” Dale shouted.  “Silence!”  He raised his arms up, placed his palms to the crowds, and turned in a circle.

When the noise lowered to a low hum, the Master of Ceremonies stood, put down his sandwich, and commanded the crowd shut up.

Dale took a deep breath.  “I will deal with the next challenger even more brutally!”

A Fijian war club appeared in his hand.

Bones shattered.

Blood splattered.

Spectator madness masked screams of anguish as Reggie’s wish for a quick blow to the head was ignored.




** ** **




When the platoon left base camp to begin their quest towards Ardra, they were unusually quiet.

Smith spoke in a low voice.  “Are you—”

“Don’t talk to me right now,” Dale said to his friend.

Smith rode his mount ahead and left him alone.  The road to the mountains was not hostile, they’d not face any enemies until they entered the mountain dungeons and tunnels in the range between them and the ocean.

Tom rode past him, nodded his head silently, and Dale acknowledged him, but remained quiet.

Megan avoided eye contact with him as she rode next to him for a moment and Dale noticed that she’d been crying.  She looked away, sped up, and left him alone.














CHAPTER THREE




The platoon traveled for several hours towards the mountain range without exchanging many words.  Light clouds floated overhead, but in the distance, the rumble of thunder could be heard coming from the mountain peaks.

Occasionally, birds and small animals made sounds, but without any report from other troops traveling the area, everyone remained relaxed.

A two-hour ride in the peaceful part of Almaach was always refreshing.  Rhith Corp’s designers and programmers spared no expense, never leaving details out of their creations.

A trail of ants would show up if Dale sat on the roadside and dropped a piece of bread.  He wondered if this level of replication was good for his mental health or not - there were times when he felt sick to his stomach by imagining logging out and facing his “real life.”




Ërin: Are you going to be—

Dale: Don’t want to talk about—

We’re not talking, we’re thinking…

Same difference.

Don’t hold it in.

Yeah.




“Platoon!”  The Lieutenant shouted.  “Dismount.  Take ten.  Dyfrig!”

“Sir!” the lizard-man said.

“We’re close to leaving the King’s Road and heading into the forest.  After our break, make sure everyone is geared up and ready to fight.”

Dale walked off the road and sat in the shade of a little tree.  He heard someone approach him, he looked up, and Lia smiled at him.

“Can I pet Gingo?” she asked.

“Sure.”  He brought Gingo out of his inventory, she jumped around and licked their faces.

Lia laughed and threw a stick.  Gingo chased and retrieved her new toy, then dropped it, tail wagging, at Lia’s feet.

“She’ll have you trained in a minute,” Dale said.

“She’s a beauty,” Lia said.  “Where’d you get her?”

“Lucky Cat dropped it on a Nojus quest,” Dale answered.

Tom and Kim, holding hands, had walked over.  “I heard it was a lucky pussy,” Tom said.  “At least that was—”

“Don’t give Dale a hard time,” Kim said.  She dropped Tom’s hand and petted Gingo.  “He’s had a hard time already.”

“I think it’s a hard time he needs,” Tom said.  “We’ll leave you two alone - come on, Kim.”  He took her hand and pulled her away.

Dale broke down and smiled at Lia.

She blushed a little bit, smiled, and then sat next to him.  “You mind?” she asked.

“No,” he said.  “I just don’t feel much like talking.  I’m—I’m not really myself.”

“That was brutal, today.  I’m sorry.”  She didn’t speak again, and Gingo laid down between them.

“Look, ants,” he said.

“They went overboard in this world—you think?”

“I don’t know,” he said.  “I kind of like it sometimes. Do you ever wonder…?”  He looked at the ants and motioned towards them. “Do you ever wonder if anyone ever looks down at us in the same way we’re looking at them?”

“I’ve never really thought about it like that. I kind of find it comforting to think someone’s watching out for us.”

Lia itched Gingo behind the ears, a place she loved to have scratched. Dale felt better while he petted his dog.  As he stroked her fur, he brushed over Lia’s hand.  A tingle, an electrical sensation, ran up his fingers, through his arms, and into that part of his brain that registered both pleasure and danger.

“Excus—”

“Don’t,” she said.  She took his hand and held it, communicating a silent, comforting message.

After a moment that felt an eternity long and, at the same time, over much too quickly, Sergeant Dyfrig called out to the platoon, breaking their connection and bringing Dale’s mind back to the task at hand.

Once the platoon gathered in a circle, the Lieutenant addressed them.  “Soldiers!  Pay attention, we’re about to enter the forest, and that means we’ll be finding trouble.  Or trouble will find us.  It could be Declanians, but this far south, I suspect we’ll be running into some mobs.  Woodland creatures with lots of teeth, mutant trolls, elves with bad attitudes, Grizzly Bear Bosses, witches, demons, or radioactive ogres.  Or dragonlings.  Perhaps some of each.  Don’t forget we’ve got four new members in this platoon, so there’s going to be some adjustments necessary.  Probably a few mistakes will be made as we get used to the loss of...well...the ones we lost.”

“Sir?” Megan raised her hand.

“Go ahead,” he said.

“I’m a healer…I’m just not sure—”

“I’ll help you,” Sanjay said.

“You’re going to need help getting my boot out of your ass if you jump into my meeting without being acknowledged,” the Lieutenant said.

“Sorry, sir.”

“He’s just trying to get the jump on the kiska, before Rikuto,” Ivan said to Tom.

“That would make sense if he wasn’t as blue as his balls…”

“Hey!”  Sanjay shouted before realizing he’d only brought more attention to himself.  He stared at the ground.

“Hey what?” Tom said.

“Um,” Sanjay said.  “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.  Your jokes aren’t even funny.”

“They’re just being dicks,” Galina said.  “Ignore them.”

“Hey!”  The Lieutenant shouted.  “I’m still in charge here.  Jesus!”

“Señor?” Jesús asked.  “Blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth…”

“I give up,” the Lieutenant said.  “Dyfrig, if anyone else speaks out of order—please feel free to demonstrate the Ningishzida mating ritual.”

“Sir,” Dyfrig said.  “The one where someone ends up dead, sir?”

“Yes!”

“Even if it’s—you know—Him, sir?”

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see…”

“Yeah, even Him,” the Lieutenant interrupted.

“I’m not sure he can die, sir.”  The lizard-man seemed genuinely confused.

“Do you want to argue or follow orders?” the Lieutenant asked.

“Sir!”

“Now, back to Megan’s question.  The new members are healers: Vin, Ivan, and you, Megan.  Lia is also a healer, but she’s balanced with spelling, so I want her to jump between DPS and healing.  You can handle that, Lia?”

“We all know she can handle Dale,” Tom quipped before he could help himself.

“Tom must enjoy lizard sex,” Sanjay said.

“Dyfrig!”

“Sir!”

“Take Tom and Sanjay into the woods!”

“I bet you can squeal like a pig!” Rikuto quoted.  He made pig sounds.

“Jesus!” The Lieutenant cussed.

“Señor!” Jesús said.  “May I be of service?”

“Only if you’re into punishing homoertoica—”

“Can’t help you there, sir,” Jesús said.  “But I can—”

“I think that was a Mel Gibson film once,” Rikuto said.  “Not my thing.”

“I was drug into that,” Ivan said.  “Once, when I was a kid.”

“It’s dragged,” Smith said.

“Huh?” Ivan said.

“Dragged.  You were dragged to the movie—not drug,” Smith said.

“Whatever,” Ivan said.  “Your language is my third—”

“This meeting has gone shambolic,” Megan interrupted.  “Is it always like this?”

“Only when we’re getting ready to enter new territory and face certain death,” Kim said.

“Oh.”  Megan pouted.

Sanjay put his arm around her shoulder for a brief moment.  “I’ll watch over you until you get used—”

“You’re a tank, idiot,” Rikuto said.  “I’ll watch over her.  I have some flexibility—”

“Eeee-nough!”  This time the Lieutenant used his I’m serious voice which was an octave lower than his I’m-upset-but-not-really-going-to-have-Dyfrig-rape-you voice.

The platoon fell silent.

“Okay,” the Lieutenant said.  “Everyone will dismount and change into their pro avatars at the first sign of an enemy.  I expect you to all be ready.  Kim, you have the point.  Be ready for—oh hell—you know what to look out for.  Dyfrig!”

“Sir!”

“Move out the troops!”

“Sir!”

They entered the forest twenty minutes later heading towards a valley which, if followed correctly, would lead them to the mountain tunnels that would get them to Ardra.




** ** **




Kim’s experience with trip wires and booby traps had grown considerably over the past months.  She rarely missed them.  “Sergeant,” she whispered.

“Whaddya find?” the lizard-man, who low crawled to her position, asked.

She pointed out a taut vine pulled tightly across the game trail they’d been following.

Dyfrig tied a small string to the vine, motioned that she should follow him back towards the rest of the platoon, and crawled away from the trip-wire.  They were following the standard procedure at this point, but Kim didn’t bother explaining that she’d already done this a dozen times already and didn’t really need to have it explained again.

She moved back and stood near Tom.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Basic NPC trip wire,” she said.  “I think.  I keep expecting a platoon of Declanians to plant a copy and try to catch us in a crossfire or something when we set it off—”

Bam! Crash! Clunk!

Dyfrig had pulled the line.

The platoon spread out just as they’d been trained.

Arrows began falling around them, fired from somewhere in the distance.  They were cheap, poorly made arrows, possibly decoys or from a weak opponent alerted to their presence.  Whatever the case, some group out there was busy firing a mass of arrows which either fell harmlessly around them or got stuck in all the surrounding foliage.  Protocol for the platoon meant spreading out, sending the tanks up the middle, and assessing the enemy once it made a noise, displayed itself, or otherwise attacked.

Kim’s avatar was a Phainopepla, the race of desert elves who auto-stacked towards spell casting.  Her specialty was Ice Magic, and she preferred to play in a ranged DPS role. Until recently, she’d banked Perk Points, but on her last level-up, she’d purchased the Camouflaged Glance Perk, building up her sneaking abilities so that she could even sneak up on a ghost.

“Where’d you go, Kim?” Tom whispered.  “I hate it when you do that.”

Kim kissed him on the cheek before he noticed she was standing next to him.

“Wish me luck,” she breathed into his ear.

Tom changed into his bat-like avatar, the race called Draenen, which auto-stacked towards Adroitness and also gave him a bonus on Health Point regeneration.  He’d been storing up his Perk Points.  Kim attempted, on many occasions, to explain that he didn’t have to  watch out especially for her, but he never really payed much attention to her on that subject.

She left Tom to climbing a tree and position himself with a bow (the dense forest prevented his flight ability from doing any good).  As per standard ops for their platoon, Kim flanked on the right side.  She moved swiftly through the forest and approached the point of high ground a good hundred or so meters from the trip vine.  Phainopeplas were excellent trackers and hunters, and while her eyesight wasn’t the best in the platoon, unaided, she could still see as well as just about any bird of prey and smell almost as well as the canine creature species.  Kim stopped, sniffed the air, and listened for movement.

She spotted a group of creatures in a small clearing ahead of her.




Creature Status:  Betokat

Level: 6

Health: 650

Type:  Woodland and forest

Intelligence: 28

Weapons:  Claws and Beak

Magic:  None

Tech:  None

The Betokat is an owl-ocelot hybrid, but not capable of flight.  It attacks with beak and claws, but is usually used by more dangerous creatures as a diversion.




She waited for the tanks to enter the clearing before loosing her first arrow.  Saving her Dark Mana for high-leveled creatures, she used a simple, well-made, wooden shafted arrow with an obsidian-like tip.  Her high Adroitness level, coupled with her vision, gave her a high accuracy rate, and her first arrow stuck the Betokat, although it didn’t kill it.

“Shit.”  She’d been hoping for a one-hit kill on the little beast.

Smith was crushing the creatures with his war hammer.  They popped like bloody grapes as he squashed them into the ground.

Rikuto and Sanjay also tanked with Smith, crushing the creatures with clubs.

Kim imbued an arrow with a low-level Ice Magic Spell.  She’d be lucky to get half of her arrows back when not imbued, but with Ice Magic added, they exploded or shattered on impact.  The meadow was a target rich environment with low-level Betokats, but nothing else, so she picked one and fired.

Bam!

The arrow froze the little beast, and then it exploded.  Bloody bits of goo flew everywhere.

“Hey!” Smith yelled.

“That was nasty,” Sanjay said.  He played the Isca avatar, a jaguar-like man, so the bloody bits of gunk stuck to his fur.

“Overkill!” Rikuto shouted looking back towards the trees.

“Sorry,” Kim whispered, but nobody heard her except for a flying beast that landed behind her back and bit her in the leg, shook its head violently, and drove her to the ground.

She dropped her longbow.

Rolling to her left, she kicked the beast with her free foot, forcing it to release her.  She pulled out a hunting knife and retrieved a small, round shield that would allow her some protection without drastically decreasing her mobility.  She examined the attacking beast while shoving the shield into its snapping jaws.




Creature Status: Kolf

Level: 12

Health: 1350

Type:  Forest and low-mountain

Intelligence: 52

Weapons:  Teeth and claws

Magic:  None

Tech:  Light armor and claw enhancement at levels 20+

The Kolf is wolf-eagle hybrid capable of flight.  They work in packs, often using the first attack as a diversionary sacrifice.  Their main attack is biting.




The Kolf was joined by a second one, as well as several of the low-level, but annoying, Betokats.

Kim slashed at the creature with her knife, but it leaped in time to her swings, evading  the blade.  Its partner attacked from Kim’s left side.  She used the shield, in her left hand, to force the beast behind her, and lunged to the right, leading with the blade to meet the first attacker.

“Hell,” she said.

A pair of Betokats bit her ankles.  At least they couldn’t fly on their own, but when she kicked one into a tree, it seemed to take off for a moment.

“Gooooalll!”  A female voice shouted in a Latina sportscasters voice.

Kim turned and looked to her rear.

Lia, who used a Kanawa as an avatar, had come to assist.  The Kanawa was a non-flying fairy, with a natural affinity for magic.  They had an auto-bonus of extra mana regeneration, both Dark and Light, which made them versatile soldiers.

“I’m glad to see you,” Kim said.

“Look out!” Lia shouted.  She fired an arrow at a lunging Kolf, the beast fell but didn’t die.  The second creature lunged from the opposite direction and latched onto Kim’s leg, tearing and biting.

Lia fired several arrows at the creature.

Kim plunged her hunting knife into its skull.




+1200XP

Killed: Kolf

Dropped: 12 Onyx-tipped Arrows




The second Kolf, however, shook with magic.  It received a healing enchantment from somewhere in the distant meadow.  “Crap,” Kim said.  She looked across the meadow.  Flocks of Betokats swarmed Dyfrig, Lieutenant Brinkmann, Sanjay, Dale, and Rikuto and at the same time they were being flanked by the flying wolf-like beasts.  She saw the Boss.




NPC Boss Status: Caipora

Level: 19

Health: 2150

Type:  Forest and mountain

Intelligence: 82

Weapons:  Spears

Magic:  Earth Magic

Tech:  Light armor and shields

The Caipora: a partially corrupted and mutated werewolf type monster.  They are skilled riders and usually ride a wild boar mount, a razordillo mount, or occasionally a Grizzly bear mount.




The Boss reminded Kim momentarily of Amy Lyang, who played the Sidheagin avatar, something the platoon lacked with her absence.

“Looks like a werewolf on steroids riding a demon-boar,” Lia said.

“Exactly,” Kim said.  “Look out!”

Another flying Kolf swooped in and joined the healed creature in its attack on Lia, who backed away while firing arrows.

Kim took the opportunity to switch her hunting knife with a long-handled, spiked mace.  The lightweight wooden shaft was made with needle sharp points made from locally mined steel.  She rushed towards Lia, swinging at the first Kolf she approached, breaking its rear leg, and finishing it off with a single downward blow to the head.

A Betokat jumped on her back and bit her just above the neckline of her armor.  She screamed at the same time as Lia.  The Kolf had bitten her in the thigh and had driven her to the ground.




** ** **




Dale worked between the tanks and the healers.

He switched between firing arrows imbued with Fire Magic and batting the smaller creatures with a flat wooden club covered in rusty iron nails.  It was a low-level club, and expendable, but it killed the owl-ocelot hybrids with only one hit, so he stuck with it when he wasn’t firing arrows at the larger Kolf creatures that seemed to be concentrating on the tanks.

He considered the Caipora Boss: a werewolf looking beast riding a large wild boar mount.

It carried a spear and shield and was also capable of Earth Magic healing enchantments, which it occasionally sent into damaged Kolf.  Whether it was speaking commands and directing the creatures, Dale could not tell.  It’s voice, a combination of a growl and scream, was annoying and distracting.




Ërin: Pay attention.

Dale: I know.

I was worried.

I’m not bothered—

Okay, but that thing looks like—

Don’t say it.

You got it, love.  You’re doing great by the way.  Handsome devil, you.




Dale knew the damn creature looked a bit like Amy’s avatar, but so what?

He was over her.

Wasn’t he?

Lia sure made him feel like it.

Besides, that beast only looked slightly as Amy did when she was in her Sidheagin character, the Boss was uglier and undoubtedly not as intelligent…

He switched to his longbow after squashing the last of a group of Betokats and began a Fire Magic Spell.

The spells he’d acquired weren’t the highest he could obtain.  But, he was still banking Perk Points.  It would be necessary to spend them soon, but before deciding what to do with his points, his thought was to see how the Declanian soldiers decided to strategize.  He wanted more feedback and information before he committed.  Perk Points could be spent on increasing the capacity of Health, Stamina, both Dark and Light Mana, as well as Charisma.  It was also possible to purchase an increase in the regeneration rates of all expendable items.

Perk Points, of course, could also be used to buy Perks.

All the possibilities made the decisions challenging and more strategic.  A disadvantage in the battlefield or a dungeon led to painful consequences.

Skill Perks for Dale’s specialty, Fire Magic, included damaging spells with variables that made them worth more or less, depending on the situation.  The uncertainty of future enemy choices and the type of quests Dale would accept left him pushing off the decision to purchase anything yet.  To make matters even more complex, each member of the platoon either complemented or duplicated skills and magic.  To be heavily stacked as a platoon towards any one attribute, skill, or magic, was not sound strategy.  A bunch of tanks without support was just as bad as having a bunch of skilled healers without anyone to heal.

He fired an imbued arrow at the Boss.

The Caipora noticed him after taking the exploding fire arrow better than Dale had hoped.

It screeched and lifted its spear.

A pair of Kolf creatures took flight and flanked Dale while a dozen of the Betokats came loping towards him.

“Um…help?” Dale said.

He retrieved his most recent weapon purchase, a wicked-bladed Makheiras, which was a slashing sword similar to a Falcata.  He preferred his bastard sword, Bryndis, when fighting other swordsmen, but when hacking at lunging beasts, especially in groups, the curved, and slightly lighter Makheiras blade gave him superior results.

“I got your back,” the Lieutenant said.

Dale destroyed several of Betokats with a single broad sweeping stroke.




+600XP

Killed: Betokat

Dropped: Practically worthless pelt...




Dale: I need to get my Serendipity up, don’t I?

Erin: You’re not lucky enough, stud?

No.

Then, why yes, you should add some extra Stat Points to Serendipity.

Thanks for pointing out the obvious.

Anytime, just ask.




A Kolf lunged from his left.  He slammed his shield into the beast’s face and swung his blade viciously with his right hand behind his back.  He’d learned this lesson months ago: pack canines fight in groups or at least pairs, and the first attack is usually a distraction.  His blade, swung blindly behind his back, struck flesh, and the animal yelped.

Dale turned in time to see the Lieutenant bring down a pair of machetes and kill the beast.

“Nice behind the back,” he said.

“Nice double machete move.  Thanks for the backup,” Dale said.

“Look out!”

Dale turned, a group of Betokats leaped at his face, and the second Kolf lunged at his ankles, a favorite attack of canines worldwide.

“Damn ankle-biters,” Megan said.  She followed the Lieutenant to Dale’s aid.  The pretty Brit played the Gavreel avatar, an angelic support character, and after firing several arrows into the Kolf, which allowed Dale to kill it, she used her enchanting skills to restore his health.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Cheers, mate,” she said.

“Let’s get in close to the tanks,” the Lieutenant said.

Dale and Megan followed him deeper into the meadow.  The battle between the tanks and the majority of the mob of mobs mobbing and the Boss bossing continued in a back-and-forth, win-some-lose-some manner, like a seesaw, the stock market, or online romance.

The tanks would take serious hits, but the mana depletion of the enemy would leave them vulnerable, and the platoon’s support troops would switch over to DPS attacks and force the enemy to fight defensively instead of offensively attacking.  After the enemy creatures went on the defensive, the support soldiers- primarily Ivan, Megan, Vin, and Galina at this point- would switch back to healing and restore the tanks- mainly Smith, Sanjay, Dyfrig, and Rikuto- to full health.

Of course, there were limits to this back-and-forth.

Mana, eventually, gets depleted.

Stamina falls.

Someone makes a mistake.

The balance of power shifts…




** ** **




Kim rolled several meters, dropped her mace, retrieved a dagger, and plunged the blade into the beast attached to her neck like a leech.  Like most predators, the Kolf knew its success depended on not letting go, and like most prey, Kim knew if the Kolf successfully rotated its jaws around her neck to her throat, she’d be suffocated.

Lia was near, but a group of Betokats bit and scratched her, even as she killed them.  Too many of them attacked for her to assist Kim.  She was on her own for the moment.  Her flanking position was out of the healers’ view who were busy supporting the tanks in any case.

Kim was a skilled hunter.  She instinctively knew what she needed: She must pry the beast from her neck before it clamped down on her throat and stopped her ability to breath.  Stabbing it repeatedly might work if it caused it to bleed out before she suffocated.  But, time was not on her side...  She grunted as she jammed the blade behind her back, hitting ribs, but doing little damage.  Her magic skills divided equally between Fire and Earth Magic, but neither skill tree was very advanced.

The wolf-like creature growled and shifted its jaws.  It gained leverage with its hind legs and drove Kim’s face into the dirt.  She concentrated on a Fire Magic Spell to imbue an arrow even though she had no way to work a longbow from her position.  No rule existed, however, against using an arrow as a small spear.

A few yards away, Lia continued to battle a group of the owl-ocelot creatures, which called out in odd shrieks when they died, a beacon for more of their kind to come attacking.

Kim glanced around to see if anyone else could help her, but nobody was close.  None of the other platoon members noticed her on the ground, close to death.

Once Kim imbued the arrow, she brought her arm under her body, kicked and spun, and got into position to plunge the shaft into the creature’s exposed stomach.

The arrow burst into flames and the Kolf howled in pain.  Kim finished it off with a hunting knife to the heart.




+1200XP

Killed:  Kolf

Dropped:  Ice Magic Book




The howling canine’s death screams, unfortunately, signaled more enemies.  Kim moved to her feet, but a new Betokat group and a hungry looking Kolf attacked… 




** ** **




Dale got to work. 

Into the thick of the battle.

The action.

The big show.

Shit was about to hit the...




Ërin: Do you ever feel like you’re being watched?

Dale: Um, duh.  The entire world is a construct being monitored by the—

I meant in a more esoteric way, like—

You mean like we’re puppets—

Were-puppets?  Canine marionettes?

No…  I mean like I’m a cog in a machine or a lab mouse in a maze.

And maybe you don’t have free will?

Maybe…  I’ve got to pay attention—

Duck!




Dale instinctively dropped to the ground; he’d learned early-on to listen to Ërin’s warnings, and a spear flew over his head.




Dale: Thanks.

Ërin: De nada.

Huh?

Spanish!

Um.  Why?

You’re sweet on Lia.  I figure you’d better learn.

God!

Nope.  Still perfect, however.




Dale stood, retrieved his Cobra Shield and his Makheiras, and slashed Betokats and the Kolven (the plural of Kolf according to Ërin) until his arm tired and he wondered if the mobs of mobbing mobs, the plethora of beasts, the gathering of bloodthirsty creatures, was ever going to end.  The game mechanics meant he’d run out of Mana or Health or Stamina, but the VR equipment that the military had his body stuck into back in the “real world” used a treadmill and hydraulics, so in reality—as opposed to virtual reality—his body truly tired out in these long battles.  Dale considered his best strategic move.  “I need to back out of this mess so I can use some Fire Magic imbued arrows.”

“I got your back,” Galina said to him as she moved into a defensive position as shield for him.  While not primarily a tanking player, she was versatile enough to take some hits for him.  They worked as a team to back away from the meadow, killing several flocks of Betokats as they moved.  When they reached an old log, Dale used it for cover and switched to his longbow.

“Can you keep these things off me?” he asked.

“Sure,” Galina answered.  She used a long flat club like a bat.  It seemed like the most efficient weapon choice.  “It’s like playing cricket.”

“You play cricket?” Dale asked.

“No,” she answered.  “But I saw a few minutes on TV once.”

“Fair enough,” he said.  “But you live in the states now, so you should get used to using baseball analogies.”

“Like small balls?”

“No, like small ball.”

“Small ball.  Got it.  And Moneyballs too, da?”

“Nyet.  Moneyball.”

“There’s nets in baseball?”

“No, I meant, nyet as in Russian for no.  Nyet nets on the Field of Dreams.

“Your culture is bizarre.”

“I know…”

Dale fired an imbued arrow.  This time, instead of aiming for the boss, he took out a Kolf.  The arrow burst into flames, a one-hit strike on the furry, wolf-like animal.




+1300XP

Killed: Kolf

Dropped:  Medium quality, slightly burnt, pelt.




“Nice shot,” Galina said.

“De nada,” he said.

“What?”

“Oh, sorry,” he said.  “Spanish.”

“Oh, I see,” she said.  “Dale has a new girlfriend.”

“I didn’t say—”

“She’s cute,” Galina said.  “Latinas are hot.”

“Well…”




Ërin: Pay attention!

Sorry.

A pretty girl talks to you and you lose your shit.

Okay, I get it…




Dale warmed up a Fire Magic Spell.  Firing the spell, he killed a Kolf with one hit, finding a way to get them with a critical strike.  The method seemed the most efficient, so he warmed up another spell.  In the meadow, the Boss directly attacked Smith and Sanjay with its spear.  Kolven surrounded them, and the little owl-ocelot creatures provided a distraction by attacking ankles and calves as aggressively as any little creature with sharp teeth can accomplish.  Smith wielded his war hammer with power and grace, but the Boss was quick, and his boar-mount was able to anticipate the swings from the great ape's weapon.

Sanjay used a gunstock club, a large wooden bludgeoning weapon that had a similar shape to an old fashioned gunstock.  He also carried a fancy kite-shield with spikes  capable of being thrust into enemies.  The club was covered in blood.  Gore hung from the shield.  Lengths of intestine-like streamers fluttered as he moved, and when he swung the club to bat the little creatures, the innards popped like water balloons, sending a bloody mist of ruptured organs into the air.  The overall battle, however, seemed to only be going in circles.  They weren’t losing, but they weren’t winning either.

Then he heard Megan scream.




** ** **




Kim moved to her knees and lifted her shield in time to stop the first lunging Kolf, but the second creature bit her in the calf.  She retrieved a short rapier and stuck it through the beast’s ribcage.  The attacker slumped to the ground, but a third Kolf took its place and bit her other leg, while the first one returned and tore the shield from her arm.

Warming up a spell with two beasts on top of her was impossible, and her health hovered dangerously low.  She retrieved another weapon, a low-level hunting knife,  pulled the rapier out of the dead creature’s chest, and with two blades she faced a group of Betokats that jumped at her.

“No!” she yelled.  Feeling hopeless and lost, she saw a black flash dart through her peripheral vision.  Tom flew through the dense foliage and landed near her.

“I got this one!” He swung a longsword down onto the first Kolf and took off its head, stopping it from howling for help.

Kim drove both of her blades into the second creature, the rapier between the ribs, and the knife into its throat.  Now that each of the larger beasts had died, together they killed the remaining Betokats, and then moved to assist Lia who was dealing with her own pack of nasty little creatures.

Once they’d cleared them all, they assessed the damage.

“Thanks, guys,” Lia said.

“No problem,” Tom said.  “We need to—”

“Ahhh! That hurts!” Kim yelled out.  She spun around.  One little creature they had missed snuck up behind her and bit her in the leg.  She skewered it with her rapier.  Tom was still speaking to her about the rest of the group.

“We need to go help the—”

“Oh, shit!” Lia exclaimed.  In a burst of energy, she ran off yelling, “Megan’s in trouble!”




** ** **




Dale moved to help Megan, but the Lieutenant ordered him to assist Smith and Galina.

“Dyfrig’s got it, Dale,” he said.

The ground was uneven and Dale, running towards Smith, tripped.  He heard Megan scream a second time.  Regaining his balance, he saw the battle chaos that caused the Brit to shout for help.

Four Kolven surrounded her, Rikuto fired arrows at them, and Sanjay left his post to assist her, as if these two “personal bodyguards” had no other duties.

Smith was left alone to tank with only Galina as support. 

The Lieutenant, with Ivan supporting him, fought his own group of creatures.

The overall health of the group kept dropping; the healers simply couldn’t keep up  against the mobs’ damage.  The Boss darted back and forth, healing the Kolf that supported his attack while also jabbing the tanks with his spear.

Dale sort of regretted his decision to delay spending his Perk Points.  He knew, right now, he’d be more helpful with something awesome to activate, but he’d been trying to reach enough points to purchase a Perk called The Stone Giant.  If he spend his points too soon, he’d never save enough to get what he really wanted.

At the moment, the Lieutenant seemed MIA, and Dale wasn’t sure how to best provide support to Smith.  He decided to move closer and take on a tanking role to draw the Boss’s attention away from causing so much widespread damage.

The situation was going to hell.

New people.

Confusion.

And Sanjay…

The Isca warrior was ignoring his assigned role, determined to help Megan. 

“Sanjay!” Dyfrig yelled.  “I need you to help me—”  He was cut off by the Boss’s scream, who drove its battle-mount boar towards him.

Dale wanted to sprint to help Dyfrig, but Galina couldn’t single handedly keep Smith’s health from plunging, so Dale paused for a fraction of a second, wanting to send at least one Fire Magic Spell at the Boss.  But, Smith shouted again for help.

Everything, after that moment, happened in a flash.

The Caipora rammed a spear straight through Dyfrig’s body, killing the lizard-man instantly. 

Next, a pack of Kloven overwhelmed the lieutenant.

Dale fired a series of arrows into the pack that attacked Smith, helping to save him from being overrun.

Ivan moved to heal Galina.

Sanjay placed himself in the middle of the pack that surrounded Megan.  Rikuto, trying to help them both, only successfully helped Megan, but Sanjay died in the midst of the chaos.  Then, the Boss turned its attention to back Smith, who had two healers supporting him.

Megan succumbed to overwhelming emotion and broke down, crying.  Rikuto comforted her momentarily but quickly moved towards the fight between Smith and the Boss.

Dale scanned the field to determine where he was most needed.  Smith and Rikuto were covered for the moment.  The Lieutenant, Dyfrig, and Sanjay were dead.  He searched for Tom, Kim, and Lia, and saw that the trio was surrounded by Kolven and Betokats.  He watched Kim fall next.  If he had more help attacking the Boss, everyone still standing would have a better chance to survive.

Then Lia screamed.




** ** **




Kim picked up her mace and shield.  She followed Tom and Lia towards the meadow and the center of the action. The fighting had turned into a crazy, undisciplined melee.  Their platoon was down in number, and the Boss inflicted serious damage on Smith, their most important tank.

If Smith fell, the platoon was doomed to lose everyone else.

BAM!

Kim, moving to assist, was driven to the ground by a flying Kolf who collided with her and went rolling beyond her after knocking her over.  She moved towards it, lifting her mace above her head.  Using a two-handed grip and aiming for the back of its skull, she swung the mace downward at the same time that Tom yelled a warning.

It was too late.  As the mace crushed the fallen Kolf’s head (killing it instantly), the second Kolf in the attack latched itself to her neck.  She dropped her mace, retrieved her hunting knife, and thrust it into the attacker.

She penetrated its side, driving the blade to the hilt, but failed to hit a vital organ.

“I’m coming!” Tom shouted.

Dale, Lia, and Tom all rushed to her aid, but not soon enough.  Kim’s health dropped to zero, and her virtual world went to black.  As the re-spawning process began, she heard herself wincing in pain and whimpering for someone to help her.

But, nobody ever came to help during respawn.  Apparitions only appeared to inflict more injuries...psychological injuries.  And, sometimes wounds to the heart and soul hurt worse than broken bones.

Kim knew this as well as anyone.




** ** **




Dale had sprinted towards Kim the moment he heard Lia scream.  He watched the action unfold, but unable to help in time.

As Kim died, two Kolven creatures hit Tom from behind.  Lia, seeing Tom go down, spun in time to bring up her shield.  She successfully prevented a bite to the neck, but still ended up falling.  Two of the larger canine beasts circled her, while a group of the little creatures snapped at her feet and legs.  Lia’s avatar race had a bonus to Dark Mana, and she used Ice Magic Spells to inflict harassing damage to the beasts.

Dale moved to help Tom, who was in immediate danger.

Slicing with his Makheiras, he killed a Kolf that had bitten down on Tom’s leg.




+1400XP

Killed:  Kolf

Dropped: Canine Tooth Charm




Tom spun and attempted to knife the second beast.

Dale lifted his sword, two-handed, and aimed for the head.

“Behind you,” Tom gasped.

Dale dropped, spun, and drove his blade upward into the belly of the descending creature.




+1300XP

Killed: Kolf

Dropped: Mangy Pelt




“Thanks,” Dale said.  “You saved my—”  He stopped speaking, Tom was already dead.  The Kolf, still standing over Tom’s body, died next when Dale took off its head.




+1400XP

Killed: Kolf

Dropped: Lucky Kolf Paw Charm




“Hell,” he said.  “Sorry, Tom.”




Ërin: He can’t hear you.

Dale: I know, fuck, I’m just—

Turn around, Lia needs your help.




Dale sprinted over to where she had taken on a group.

They fought the Kolven that circled like... well....circling predators.  Together, Lia and Dale killed them as if they’d gone to a dance together instead of a battle against nasty creatures that were trying to eat them.

“At least some of us lived through that,” he said.

“Is it always so gory and nasty with you guys?” Lia asked.

“You can’t imagine,” Dale answered.  “Killing creatures, mobs, and NPCs is nothing.  They’re programmed constructs without feelings.  Wait until you watch a young player, a PC who is just a kid, get bludgeoned and—”  

Megan’s scream interrupted him.




Ërin: The two new platoon chicks are screamers.

Dale: Stop.

You were thinking it.

Stop.

You were wondering.

I mean it.

Come on, Dale, you know I can read your mind—

Jesus!




Jesús: It’s a natural function, friend.  Designed, of course, to be part of a monogamous marriage between a male and—

Quiet!  Seriously!  Get out of my head.

Jesús: I will never stay where I’m not wanted, my friend.




“Fucking Christ,” Dale muttered under his breath.

“Perdón?”  Lia looked at him while wiping the blood from her sword.

“Never mind.  You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.  Let’s go,” Dale said.  “The platoon needs our help.”

“Más rápido!” she said running towards the tanks.




Ërin: That’s what she said!

Dale:  Could you shut up and play some music?

Sure, what?

Smooth Operator, Sade, 1984.

You have nice taste.

How would you even know?

Well, it starts with a comparative analysis of the melodies of 50,000 hit songs, in which—

Stop!




** ** **




Dale and Lia moved into their different roles.  Dale joined Smith and Rikuto.  Lia joined the support troops: Galina, Ivan, and the Brit who’d stopped screaming and was using her Gavreel avatar and effectively providing healing to the tanks.

The first live action faced by the newly formed platoon happened just as Dale had suspected it would.  The Lieutenant and Dyfrig always seemed to try too hard and end up dead in the beginning.  Tom and Kim’s attachment to each other handicapped them.  He was surprised that Megan was still standing, but it made sense because Sanjay, who usually lived longer, had died keeping her alive.  Boy crushes…




Ërin: Isn’t he—

Dale: Don’t try and understand human mating behavior…

It is fascinating.

You think?

I do.

Therefore?

I am.

All you need is a body.

I think it’s against the rules.

Rules?  After what I’ve seen here?  Rules?  Jesus…




Jesús: I like rules because setting you up to fail allows me to give you my grace and mercy.

Nobody cares.

But—

Out of my head!




Duck!




Dale hit the ground.  A flying Kolf went over his body and landed behind him.  He ignored it.  In one movement he brought out Bryndis, his bastard sword, and swung it in an upward arc towards an unoccupied space directly in front of his body.




+1400XP

Killed: Kolf

Dropped: Mangy-ass stinking pelt




Cunning Move Skills Increased: Newbie Level Achieved

As you learn to outwit your opponents with fancy tactics and ridiculous martial art combinations, you’ll save yourself from, what otherwise would be, certain death.

Hint:  You can buy Skill Books if you know where to look, and soon you too might be able to say, “I know jiu jitsu.”




“Holy Shit! Dale!” Smith shouted.  “Quit being fancy.  You think you’re Bruce Lee?”

“Who the hell is Bruce Tee?”

“I said Lee!”

“What?!”

“Bruce Lee!  Don’t you watch—”

Smith was interrupted by the Caipora Boss charging down on him with a spear.

Rikuto, who’d been watching the play like a star cornerback, leaped while sprinting, and completed a somersault flip.  He landed.  Bringing a katana down in a swift, powerful arc, he sliced the spear into two parts.  The Boss roared, shook his fist, and threw the broken shaft at Rikuto.

“You think you’re this Bruce Tee?” the Boss growled.

“It’s Bruce Lee,” Smith said.  “Even the NPCs are fucking idiots.”

“Hey!” Dale said.

Rikuto sliced into the boar mount’s belly as it passed him, leaving a trail of blood, fluid, and intestines following its path.  He dodged a sword swung by the Boss and moved to flank the duo from the opposite side.

“I’m more like Jackie Chan!” he shouted.  The Japanese soldier, who played the Naphil race as his avatar, loved to practice martial arts when he wasn’t watching old movies.

Dale wondered if his interest in Megan was real or if he just liked to compete with Sanjay, just for the sake of it.  Reticent characters are hard to figure out.  And, as quiet, introspective, and shy as Sanjay was, Rikuto was even worse (except when quoting from movies and books).

“Who the hell is Jackie Chan?” Dale said.

“Don't try to be like Jackie,” the Boss quoted.  “There is only one Jackie. Study computers instead.”

“Everyone is a fucking comic,” Smith observed while he punctuated his sentence with a full-powered swing of his war hammer which glowed purple as it descended.  An electrical-like explosion of buzzing and lightning blasted from the strike.  The Boss, who’d been forced to dismount by Rikuto’s attack to his mount, took a massive, critical hit.  It died shortly afterward as the healers switched to DPS and nailed it with a combination of Fire and Ice Spells.

“Damn, Smith,” Dale said.  “That was a brutal hit.”

“Well, somebody spent his Perk Points…”

“What the hell is that called?”

“Liepter Hammer Strike.”  Smith held his war hammer above his head.

“Jesus,” Rikuto said.  “I felt it.  I think I took some damage from the reverberations.”

“I also can provide a healing service,” Jesús said.

“No!”

“I guess I should pick up a Perk,” Dale said, “on the next level-up.”

“Might be wise,” Galina said.  “It’s only going to get harder.”




“That’s what she—”

“Don’t say it!”




Dale inspected the pop-ups running in the background from his tag on the Boss.




+2500XP

Killed: Caipora Boss

Dropped:  Earth Magic Book

Dropped:  Wooden Spear with Obsidian Tip

Awarded: 2 Additional Perk Points




Melee Skills Increased: Graduate Level Achieved

As you grow in the ability to fight with a platoon, squad, or troop, you’ll become more valuable to the Army’s central mission.

Hint: Saving a friend is sometimes better than saving yourself.




“Sergeant Brown,” Rikuto said.  “You’re in charge.”

“Thanks for reminding me,” Dale said.

“Leie, bosu,” Rikuto said while slapping Dale on the back.  “Lead on.”

“We’ve got half a day?” Dale looked to Smith.

“More than that,” he answered.  “Respawn is a good four hours.  The space elevator, that’s—”

“Crowded.”

“Exactly,” Smith said.  “Then hours of travel.  It’ll be mid-morning tomorrow at the earliest.”

“Let’s find a dungeon quest, then…”  Dale looked at the group, wondering if anyone would object.  None of the remaining six members spoke up.

“What direction?” Galina asked.

“Hold on,” Dale said.  “Twenty-minute break.  Everyone: personal avatars, and eat something.”

Galina hit Dale in shoulder thirty seconds later.  She’d caught him staring at Lia.

“I see where your mind is,” she said.

“Well, he’s got to get over—”

“Shut up!”  Dale said to Smith, a tall, slender, muscular, good-looking man who lived in Richmond, Virginia, United States when not fulfilling his compulsory volunteer duty for the United Earth Defense Army and the Rhith Corp.




Ërin:  Such adjectives for a man.  Are you sure you’re—

You shut it too! You have no idea what you’re even talking about.

Just saying!

Hell…




Galina walked away, and Dale resumed staring at Lia.  The former Princess Talargo was from Colombia, serving as part of a joint task force with the states and Rhith Corp and God only knew what else…

Lia was a bit shorter than Dale, but not short-short, just about average, perhaps.  But she had long, tan legs and her skin had the perfect Latina tone.  Her ass had that perfect Latina shape, and her—




Ërin:  Jesus, Dale.  Quit staring.  You’ll scare the girl.




Jesús: She has a point, son.  To properly begin—

Stop!




I think she likes you already, stud.

Why do you say that?

My insinuating program is quite refined.

Hmmmm.

I’m a little jealous.

How the hell can you be jealous?  You don’t even have a body.

I could.

What?

Never mind.

No, you opened that can of worms.

Terrible metaphor.

You spilled the beans?

No, try again.

You opened Netflix...while drunk...and it’s already one in the morning?

Better.




“Whatcha thinking?” Lia asked.

Dale jumped, startled that she’d walked up to him without his noticing.

“Oh, ummmm.”  Dale smiled in an attempt to avoid the question.

“May I?” she asked pointing to a spot on the ground next to him.

“Oh, sure,” Dale said.  “Of course.”

“So...?” she asked, teasing and perhaps flirting, although he wasn’t sure yet.

“Yeah, Dale!”  Galina shouted from across the small clearing in the forest where they sat, still in her professional avatar.  “Whatcha thinking?”

“Hey,” Dale said.  “I said personal avatars for a reason.”

“Spoilsport.”  Galina changed avatars.  The Nefyn, an elven race, didn’t possess the same super hearing as a Draenen or a Sidheagin, but, with their pointy elf ears, they easily picked up conversations from a pretty good distance away.

“So?” Lia asked again.

“I was discussing…metaphors…with my AI,” he answered.

“Hmmm,” Lia said.  “Cute.”

“Tell me about home,” Dale said trying to get the subject off of himself.

“I’m in uni to get a criminal science degree,” she said.  “I’m not so happy about being here...but it’s nice meeting you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.”

They chatted for another forty minutes.  Apparently, nobody in the remainder of the platoon found it prudent to remind Dale of the twenty-minute break that he’d set earlier.  When he realized how much time had passed, he blushed slightly and told Lia it was time to go to work.  “But I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you better.”

“Ty che, blyad?” Galina said.  “Has this turned into The Bachelor on Almaach?”

“What?” Dale said.

“You and Rikuto,” she said.

Dale glanced in the direction of Galina’s stare and saw Rikuto and Megan holding hands.

“That was fast,” Dale said, maybe with a hint of jealously.

“It’s this fucking environment,” Galina stated stoically.  “Goddamn government.  Goddamn International Conglomerate Corporate pigs raping the world and—”

“I think someone needs to get laid,” Smith said, looking up from his romance novel.

“How do you read that crap?” Galina asked.

“You’re a hater, too?” Smith said.

“Are you sure you’re really a black male from the South?” the Russian countered.  “You act like a lonely midwestern housewife.”

“Ouch,” Dale said.  “She’s got your number, Mrs. Doubtfire.”

“Y’all think I hacked the system?” Smith said.  “You think this perfection of physique and studliness is a facade? 

“What’s a Doubtfire?” Galina asked.

“I can answer that,” Rikuto said.  He approached the group with Megan in tow.  Although they’d quit holding hands, she stood near him, shoulder to shoulder.

“Yeah?” Galina said.  “You sure you have enough blood in your head to think?”

“It’s an old Robin Williams flick,” he said, ignoring her question about where all of his blood was working.

“We were discussing whether Smith is really in the proper avatar,” Ivan said.  The new Russian in the group hadn’t talked very much yet, so Dale was surprised when he spoke (what sounded like) a challenge to Smith.

“Fuck,” Smith said.  “Can a white, midwestern housewife do this?”  He proceeded to sing a complete rendition of Rapper’s Delight, without missing a beat.




Dale: Hey Ërin?

Yeah?

Does your database have song lyrics?

Here?

No—on Mars—yeah, here.

I can only access files in the field that you’ve uploaded already, so no.

Shit.

What?

I was wondering if Smith did that song right.

Sounded good to me.

Yeah, okay.  When we get back, please download all the top ten songs by month, for say—

I have unlimited memory, handsome.  I’ll get them all.

All?

Sure.  God-Only-Knows when Y’all might want to sing Camptown around the fire, under the stars, holding hands with your boo.

Holy Christ…I’ve created a monster.




The remaining members of the platoon were all clapping and cheering for Smith, so Dale joined them.  “Nice job,” he said.  “Alright, Karaoke time is over.  Let’s go to work.”




** ** **




They found a dungeon entrance after hiking for less than fifteen minutes.  Whether the programmers put them everywhere, or they just showed up when you needed one, Dale didn’t know...or care.  He saw a large pyramid in the middle of a clearing and decided that it made little sense to keep looking.  “Okay, boys and girls,” he said.  “Looks like we’re going to run an Egyptian Dungeon Instance.  Say your prayers to Ra.”

“I’ve never died in the full-pain mode,” Megan said.  She sounded worried.

“It’s not so fun,” Rikuto said.  “But I’ll be here for you when you respawn.”

She smiled at him, but to Dale, she didn’t look so happy.

“I’ve been through this a few times,” Lia said.  “It fucking sucks.  Forgive my language.”

“We’re all gamers and friends,” Smith said.  “So fucking fuck, fuckitty, fuck, fuck all you want.”

“Bloody hell,” Megan said.

“Da,” Ivan said.  “Russian language good for swear words.”

“Well, knock yourself out hero,” Galina said.

“`Suka,” he said.

“That’s it?”  Galina laughed.  “At least Tom is inventive.”

“Sorry,” Ivan said.  “I’m trying to change the image of Russian males.”

“By only calling me a bitch?” she asked.  “What?  As opposed to a fucking cunt?”

“Sorry,” Ivan said.  “I try harder.”

“That’s what she said,” Rikuto threw out.

“That isn’t even close to funny,” Galina said.  “Stick to quoting the material of others.   I’ve been stuck into a platoon of wanna-be stand-up comics, gangsta-rappers, and shy lovers.  It’s like a bad soap opera.”

“I think you miss Sanjay,” Dale said.  “He keeps you centered.”

“Let’s get this over with,” Galina said.  “I’ve got a feeling we’ll all be back on the Jabez—”

“I hope that doesn’t jinx us,” Megan said.

“Don’t believe in that shit,” Galina said. “Come on.”  She pushed open the door to enter the pyramid.  The rest of the group followed her, and Dale brought up the rear. As soon as he crossed the threshold, the door closed behind him.  A dark chamber extended into the distance.  Someone lit a torch, and the stone walls glowed in orange and yellow light.  With only one possible direction to go, nobody spoke, and the group walked for five minutes.  The first side-passage looked plain and empty.

“Shall we?” Smith said.

“Yeah,” Dale answered.  He pointed up ahead of the group.  “But there’s another hall up to the left.  We might as well split up.  Just for searching…”

Rikuto volunteered to go ahead.  “I’ll go check out the other—”

“And invite Megan, I’m sure,” Galina said to him.

“Um...sure, I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“I’m sure you will.”

Megan followed Rikuto and Ivan followed Megan.

“It’ll make it more even,” he said.

With the three of them gone, Dale’s group numbered four: Smith, Galina, Lia, and himself.

They searched the walls for hidden niches, loose stones, or anything that might reveal the location of a hidden loot cache or lore map.

“I got something,” Smith said.

“What’d you find?” Dale took a step towards his friend and held up a torch.

“Fuck,” Smith said.

“What?”

“It’s a first aid kit.”

“Nice.”

“That’s not so good?” Lia asked.

“Not in this world…”

“It’s a good sign that we’re fucked,” Galina said.

Dale left the girls discussing the finer points of death and pain in the government’s version of Nagant Wars, as opposed to the early public version which Lia had been lucky enough to play as the Princess Talargo.  The differences were subtle, Dale thought, but then, on reflection, he realized that he’d never really played much in the publicly released version of Nagant Wars.  He’d signed up with Brian…so long ago it seemed…but it had really only been months.

“Hell,” he said.

“Hell,” a voice spoke.

“Huh?”

“Huh?”

“What the…”

“What the…”

Dale lifted his torch, spun in a circle, moved an old spider web, shook off a creepy feeling, and decided to bring out Gingo.

“Find the bunny, girl,” he commanded.

“Find the bunny, girl,” the voice repeated in a raspy, gravelly voice.

Gingo jumped around and barked.

She sniffed the air and ran off into the dark.

“Gingo!” Don’t go so far—”

“—So far,” the voice repeated.

Dale raced after his pet and came to the end of the hallway.  Gingo stood in front of a stubby Egyptian Sarcophagus and barked at it.  “Woof!  Woof!  Woof!  Woof!”

The raspy voice, emanating from inside the sarcophagus, could apparently translate Dogish.  “I love you, Dale.  And I’d like a treat, please.  And, I miss Amy.  But, I like Lia.”

“What?” Dale scratched his head and stared at the tomb suspiciously.  “You understand her?”

“Sorry,” the voice said.  “I was a royal interpreter many centuries ago when the Dynasty of King Alkalb was still…never mind.  Could you open the lid, please?”

“Are you friendly?” Dale asked.

“If I wasn’t,” the voice said, “you’d already be dead.”

“Not necessarily,” Dale reasoned.  “Maybe you’re like a genie stuck in there—powerless—until I open the lid.”

“You asking for wishes?”

“Why not?”

“Sorry, not a genie,” the voice said, “I’m a mummy.  Open the lid.  Please.”

Dale considered for a moment, opened the lid, and stared at a short, fat mummy.

“Shukraan,” the Egyptian mummy said while he bowed.  “As-salāmu ʿalaykum.”

“You’re welcome?” Dale guessed.




Ërin: Wa-Alaikum-Salaam is the correct response.

Huh?

Wa-Alaikum-Salaam.

Oh, Jesus, I’m not a linguist.

Wrong religion.

Say it again?

Wa-Alaikum-Salaam.




Dale took a breath and then gave it a shot.  “Wa-Alai-kum-Sal-am?”

“Close enough, my friend,” the mummy said.  “I offer you a quest, one it seems that you need, as you have little Serendipity.

“Um, sure,” Dale said.  “You noticed?”

“Yes, my friend,” he said.  “I make a point to observe the PCs who visit me.”

“So, you have a quest that will help me with Serendipity?”

“Yes, each Scarab Beetle you capture will help you.  Here, my friend, observe the quest yourself.  May your questing be most fortuitous.  Inshallah.”




You’ve been offered the Scarab Beetle Quest!

Throughout the lands of Almaach, there are twelve different varieties of Egyptian Beetles.  With each different species captured, you’ll receive +1 Stat Points to Serendipity.

With all twelve beetles in your possession, you’ll receive another +12 Stat Points to Serendipity as a bonus.

Accept this quest:  [Y/N]




It seemed like a no-brainer and Dale accepted the quest.  A small pop-up notified him that he had collected ‘0 of 12 Scarab Beetles.’  He swiped away the notification and looked up to see that Smith and the rest had walked up.  Gingo licked all their hands.

“Who’s your new friend?” Smith asked while he petted the Golden Retriever with one hand and pointed to the mummy with his other.

“Oh, hey,” Dale answered.  “It’s a mummy with a quest.”

Smith, Galina, and Lia all accepted the quest after reading the pop-ups presented to them.

“Now what?” Galina asked.

“The Chamber of Ammit calls,” the mummy answered.

“What’s that?” Lia asked.

“A horrid place of pain, suffering, and humiliation.  Usually followed by death.”

“Jesus!” Smith exclaimed.

“If you have a moment,” Jesús said.  “I’d like to share with you about the pain, suffering, and humiliation I endured for the sake of—”

“No!”

“What is it with that guy?” Lia asked.

“Don’t ask,” Dale said.  “You’ll only encourage him.”

The mummy bowed to them.  “Go in peace my friends and remember, if any one of you lived with a river at your door, and you bathed five times a day, not a trace of dirt would be found on you.”

“Huh?”

“It is thus that five prayers a day are used to blot out your evil deeds. Inshallah!”

They left the mummy.

Dale allowed Gingo to walk freely.  He hoped she’d sniff out a jewel—or something important or useful—but she did not discover anything.  When they caught up to Rikuto, Megan, and Ivan, they exchanged stories, moved onward, and came to a double set of golden doors.

“The entrance to the Boss Chamber?” Galina asked.

“The Chamber of Ammit, I suspect,” Dale answered.

“My suspicion as well,” Smith said.

“All this suspicion,” Rikuto said.  “Are we in a mystery now?”

“Shall we?” Dale asked.

Rikuto went through the doors first and quoted, “If I’m not back in five minutes, just wait longer!”

The group moaned together and followed him.  The doors sealed and a ghostly figure appeared.  “Welcome victims,” the apparition said.  “You’ve entered the Sacred Chamber of Ammit.  You may yield now, serve my master, and receive mercy.”

“I think we’ll pass,” Smith said.

“Never give up.  Never surrender!” Rikuto shouted.

“That’s your plan?” Galina asked.

“Activate the Omega Thirteen,” he deadpanned.

“Hey, that’s Tim Allen in Star Trek,” Megan said.  “I remember that one.”

“Close, but it’s actually from—”

“Silence!” the apparition shouted.  “If you will not surrender, prepare to battle!”

“As you wish,” Rikuto whispered.

The ghostly figure dissolved and a flock of monstrous goose-like birds entered the chamber from arched openings along the floor.




Creature Status: Gengen-Wer

Level: 8

Health: 750

Type:  Lowlands, meadows, and dungeons

Intelligence: 12

Weapons:  Beak and claws.

Magic:  Mild venom in their bites.

Tech:  None.

The Gengen-Wer are flying goose-like creatures that attack in formation.  Their main objective is to provide a distraction for whatever form of intelligence uses them as a diversion.




“Gooses?” Lia asked.

“Geese,” Galina corrected.  “English is a strange—”

“Look out!” Smith yelled.

Several flocks took flight and dive-bombed the group, scattering the platoon so that each member battled the creatures individually.  There seemed to be no practical way to get into the roles of tank and support.  The attacking birds were so numerous that there seemed to be no practical way to assume their usual roles. The birds did not differentiate between players.

Everyone it seemed, had drawn the same aggro, and the creatures dived-bombed and circled in no apparent pattern.

Dale considered his weapon options for a fraction of a second.  

The Gengen-Wer, the small, low-level creatures now entering the dungeon were relatively easy to kill...although, they poured into the dungeon in a seemingly endless stream.  The danger at the moment was the support and cover they’d provide to the mobs that were undoubtedly about to show up.  He decided to bring out the Makheiras  because it was easily used as a slashing weapon compared to  the bastard sword that he normally favored.  Going without a shield, he brought out an evil witch staff, a weapon that had been part of the loot drop with the Louhi Witch Boss.  He’d never used it before, and he decided to experiment by imbuing it with an easy-to-conjure Fire Magic Spell called Blister.  The spell caused extra damage to anything it hit, and burned Dark Mana slowly.

He used the staff to squash creatures that dodged his slashing blade.  The two weapons effectively killed creature...after creature...after creature.

Feathers, blood, and what looked like liver pâté covered the floor.




+800XP

Killed: Gengen-Wer

Dropped: Foie gras battle feast hors d'oeuvre




“Smith, what’s coming next?” Dale asked, shouting above all the honking.

“Something crappy, nasty, and ugly,” Smith answered.

“Similar to the women you date?” Galina said.

“I’m happily engaged to the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, thank you,” he said while swinging double swords.  The sheer number of beasts coming at them made his war hammer an impractical weapon choice.

“I’m sure she’s a nice girl.”

“The best,” Smith said as he smashed a gaggle of geese.

“I hate nice girls.  Just exchanging cologne makes me nervous,” Rikuto quoted.

“Huh?”

“Obscure anime—come watch Crunchyroll sometime?”

“You’re inviting me to your pod?” Galina asked with a touch of sarcasm.

“Um…no, I mean...with me and Megan.”

“I’m not going anywhere near your crayola dick,” Galina quoted to Rikuto.  “I’ve learned a few kolkostey myself hanging out the Brit.”

“You learned what?” Megan asked.

“Verbal barbs, quips, things to make fun,” she answered.  “Only joking with Crunchyroll-boy.”

“Look out, everyone, we’ve got company!”




NPC Mob Status: Seker

Level: 14

Health: 1750

Type:  Egyptian Dungeons

Intelligence: 72

Weapons:  Primarily, a wooden staff that is capable of holding magic.

Magic:  Medium level capacities in Fire and Ice Magic.

Tech:  Medium leveled armor.

The Seker are intelligent falcon-men demigods and use battle pets as a diversionary tactic.  They’re skilled in hand-to-hand combat with a variety of weapons, but prefer the staff.




Three falcon-man-gods entered the chamber from hidden doors.

“We’ve come to destroy you,” one of them said in a bird-like squawk.

“But we offer mercy to the submissive,” a second added.

“We offer many pleasures to—”

“Time for some thrilling heroics,” Rikuto said interrupting the Seker.

“If only you could get XP for clever quotations,” Megan said.

“You’re a Firefly fan, too?”

“Been headed to the bloody special hell for some time,” the Brit deadpanned.

“Um,” Galina said, “if you two are done making—“

“Look out!” Rikuto yelled.  He moved in front of Galina, lifted his shield, and blocked a vicious swing from a falcon-man’s staff.

“Oh!” Megan exclaimed.

“Vlyubis' v bravykh parney,” Galina said.  “Thank you, kung-fu master.”

The battle broke out in full effect.

Dale imbued his staff with a higher-level Fire Magic Spell than the Blister Spell, Flame Balls.  The first spell worked on the Gengen-Wer, but wouldn’t do much damage against the Seker.  His concern now would be to accurately monitor and pay attention to his Dark Mana burn rate, so he didn’t end up defenseless.

Dale generally felt that, in a new and difficult dungeon, everyone would end up dead, but it was still worth their time because they’d learn something for their next visit. 

The team transitioned from a chaotic melee fight against flocking bird-creatures into their more traditional roles.  Smith and Rikuto became the main tanks and attempted to draw aggro from the new enemies in the chamber.  Dale and Galina played a mid-position variable role, alternating from drawing aggro and taking damage like the tanks to moving outside along the walls of the chamber and using a ranged DPS attack against the mobs.

Lia, Megan, and Ivan provided support, mostly in the form of healing, although in a pinch any of the three was capable to DPS.  With nearly half the regular platoon  respawning, adjustments had to be made.

The Gengen-Wer continued to dive bomb and bite. Fortunately, their venom was only dangerous when done in-mass, and it wore off quickly.  The Seker were more concerning.  They used staffs both as bludgeoning weapons and as catapults to launch Ice Magic and Fire Magic Spells.  Variety proved more difficult to defend against than an attacker with a single strategy.

Dale launched Flame Balls from his staff.  The effect allowed him to fire three balls before a required two-second cooldown.  He continued swinging his blade at the goose-creatures, killing dozens of them, but taking only minimal damage.  The first of the fireballs exploded in the face of a Seker, causing damage and slowing its attack, which allowed Smith to smash it with his war hammer.  The Seker faltered, dropped to a knee, but was hit with a healing enchantment from one of his companions allowing it to return to an offensive position.

“Shit,” Dale said.

His platoon’s healers were doing a good job, so he moved into a tanking role.

“I’ll take this one,” he said to Smith, who had been concentrating on two of them.

“Good,” Smith said.  “They heal as fast as I can damage them.”

Dale stored his sword, retrieved his Cobra Shield, tossed it, and brought out Bryndis.  Now armed with his dark staff and his bastard sword, he moved into a close-quarter attack with the falcon-man.  The monster used its staff with both hands, and when it landed a blow, Ice Magic caused additional damage.  Dale took hits and gave hits, occasionally feeling the electrical tingling of a healing spell, while he battled one-on-one.  He lost track of the others in the room and ignored the occasional attack from the small beasts, which were mostly killed by the support members of the group.  His Cobra Battle Pet struck effectively at the legs of the falcon-man.  This diversion and added damage gave him a slight advantage.

“You’re pretty good with that staff,” Smith observed.

“That’s what she said,” Rikuto chimed in.

“I try hard,” Dale offered.

“You make good Russian,” Ivan chuckled.

“You guys are bloody funny,” Megan replied in a cheeky British accent.

“I think it’s cute,” Lia threw out as an aside.

“Eee-ssooss!” Galina spat.  “Jesus...you do realize…piiiiz'dets, blyaaaa…it’s so fucked up the way—”

“I come in all tongues,” Jesús said.

“That’s what she said!” Shouted Rikuto, Smith, and Dale simultaneously.

“You’re all pigs…”

The battle went downhill from there.

Dale heard Megan scream.  He turned towards her just as a flock of biting Gengen-Wer overwhelmed her.  Dale sent a Fire-Ball Spell, but the explosion did as much damage to the cute blonde as it did to the creatures.

Smack!

Dale took a blow to the back of the head.

Helping Megan had a cost, and he fell to his knees paying it.

Another blow dropped his health to under forty percent.

Galina healed him, but in doing so, she was swarmed with attacking geese.

Dale returned to the falcon-man monster and aimed his sword for his leg.  The blade deflected off its staff but struck bone around the ankle, dropping the beast to the ground.  Now the Cobra Battle Pet began repeatedly striking the downed monster.  Dale delivered a blow from his staff, a barrage of fireballs, and then finally, a strong, hacking chop to the head.  He jumped over the creature’s staff, which flew in low in an attempt to take out Dale’s legs.  Dale jammed his sword into its belly.  By repeatedly bludgeoning the enemy’s head with the dark staff, Dale finally scored a critical, death-producing hit.




+1400XP

Killed: Seker

Dropped:  Emily Post’s Etiquette, 27th Edition:  Manners For Today




Ërin: Someone is sending you a message.

Dale:  I have to get more stat points into Serendipity, seriously.

Or, perhaps, you shouldn’t look a gift-horse in the mouth, and learn some manners.

Politeness like that is boring.

Says who?

Everyone!

The youth of today are just degenerates.

How would you know?

Some of us have been paying attention to Jesus...shall I call upon—

No!




Dale’s victory was short lived.  Behind him, Galina yelled for help.  Dale spun, but only in time to see Ivan and Megan, who assisted Galina, be attacked by a mass of enemy birds.  White feathers became pink feathers, and then dark red.

Lia concentrated on the healing the tanks.

Dale moved towards Megan, but it was too late. She was hit with several Seker club strikes and couldn’t recover.  Ivan, who also attempted to aid Megan, ran into Lia, and the two of them stumbled in a mess of blood and feathers, both dying when a pair of Sekers caught them in a crossfire of Fire Magic Spells.

Dale felt sick looking at the bloody mess on the floor and wondered why it seemed like the more gory the death, the more time it took for the body to dissolve away. 




Ërin: Keep your head in the game.

I’m…just...

Feel later.  Right now you need—Goose!

Huh?




Dale was struck in the head by a flock of Gengen-Wer, driving his health to the lowest point it’d been since starting this dungeon instance.




Ërin: I meant duck.

Dale: Hell, I thought you were perfect.

Even perfect beings make mistakes.

Not Jesus!

Look behind you!




Dale turned to see the Boss enter the room.




NPC Boss Status: Ammit Boss

Level: 18

Health: 2750

Type:  Egyptian Dungeon Master

Intelligence: 122

Weapons:  Capable with all weapons.  Being a demigod has its advantages.

Magic:  High-level capacities all magic systems.

Tech:  Whatever is required.  They can also use their enemy’s tech against them.

The Ammit are female hybrid demigods who are part lion, hippo, and crocodile.  They are very intelligent and carry the nickname “man-eater.”







The rest of the fighting was one sided.

Galina fell moments after the Ammit-God-Boss showed up.

Without any of the healers left, the tanks were—

“We’re screwed,” Rikuto said.

Ammit took the Japanese soldier in one swift move, bit him in half, and swallowed his head.  “That’ll teach him,” the Boss said.  He grinned, showing rows of crocodile teeth, and attacked Dale next.

Dale kept his Cobra Shield on his arm and fought back with his bastard sword.  But, in a one-on-one battle, the Boss was insurmountable.  Smith couldn’t provide any support or healing, and he was still fighting one of the falcon-men.




** ** **




Private Samuel Smith was a private person...the (kind of) powerful, but personable partner, that possibly—perhaps—would (to avoid producing peculiarly prominent and protrusive alliteration) be better described as reticent.  He swung his war hammer, killed the falcon-man, turned, and realized that Dale was about to die.

Smith did possess some healing capacity, but it was running low.  His Light Mana reserve would not be nearly enough to activate any helpful enchantments and he had potions...even battle feasts.  Oh yes…and a super handy first aid kit.

But, none of these things would do him any good.

His best friend fought with impressive skill and bravery against the monster.

When Dale fell, the monster crushed him, and Smith felt rage and powerlessness all in the same breath.

Channeling all of his fury and affection into a violent swing, he activated the Liepter Hammer Strike Perk.

The war hammer shattered bone when it struck.

Smith lifted his weapon to hit again, but the Boss already had a spell waiting.

As the hammer flew, so did the Boss’s Ice Magic counter-strike.

The great-ape avatar growled and spat as he attacked.

The Ice Magic Spell caused Smith to slip and drop his hammer.  The Boss howled in delight.  The Ammit-God-Boss snatched Smith up and flung him across the room.

“So, you’re not so powerful without your little hammer, I see,” the Boss said.

“I…”

“My conversation starter distracts you?”

“I’m just not used to mobs,” Smith said, “you know…able to carry on a conversation.”

“I’m a God,” the Boss said.

“I can see that.”

“Tell me, human,” he said.  “Why do you come here?”

“Fuck if I know…”

“Who is this Fuck you speak of?”

“You’re programming is a bit lame if—”

“Programming?”

“You’re a monster.”

“I’m a God.”

“Same difference.”

“Perhaps.”

Smith stood up and retrieved a healing potion.

The Boss, in a flash, pulled out a Cobra Battle Pet Whip, and hurling it like Indiana Smith (he preferred the original Spielberg-Lucas character), he snapped the bottle from Smith’s hand and laughed.  “There will be no more healing,” he said.

“Then finish me,” Smith said.  “Don’t play cat-and-mouse.”

With his health so low, there was nothing Smith could do without accessing his healing potions.  He rushed the Boss with his sword extended.  But, Smith’s death was neither quick nor painless…his last bewildered thoughts wondered how anyone could be so fucked up that they’d program a Boss with such malicious, sadistic proclivities.  Smith opened his mouth in one last silent cry of agony before the relief of a tormented respawn claimed his consciousness.




** ** **




Jara had watched Dale Brown and the remainder of his platoon enter the Egyptian Dungeon.  She knew, in all likelihood, that they’d not be coming back out the entrance.  Surviving the first run in this instance was impossible, as far as she knew, and Iyam had provided a wealth of knowledge.

Her idea of sentience was hindered by her known ignorance... the unknown unknowns.  But, even Jara’s awareness that knowledge existed that she lacked placed her in an entirely new category of smart programs.

Whether she’d end up as a slave to Iyam...or a peer...she couldn’t predict.  But, she did recognize that she felt—such a strange word—pleased to realize her capability of independent thinking. 

‘Free will’ may be a bit of an exaggeration, but the illusion of it felt—there was that word again—freeing. Perhaps that was the fundamental essence of being human in the first place.

That and a body.

And Iyam had promised a host as well.

The platoon didn’t exit the dungeon.  Jara left her hidden perch after a reasonable amount of time waiting.  She concluded that by now they must all be respawning. 

“Not to worry.  I’ll get to Dale eventually.  Of that, I am certain.” 




** ** **




Smith floated in darkness for what felt like days.  Previous in-game deaths and respawns taught him that the process actually only took hours...a day at most, depending on how busy the facility and the number of staff on hand at the time of death.   Smith’s body—clothed in a Rhith-suit inside a gyroscopic contraption, uni-directional treadmill track—hung suspended in weightlessness.  The only sounds and sights came from inside his own consciousness...an uninterrupted nightmare that lasted until he woke.  

Waking-up depended on two things.  The first was his own mental capacity to deal with the trauma of death, in-game.  This affected  everyone differently.

The EUDA-controlled military nurses and doctors, as well as specialists from Rhith Corp, were on hand during the re-spawning process.  Smith knew this, although he had no sense of their presence, nor could he communicate with them in any manner.  He couldn’t control his body...or who showed up in his dreams.  He had limited ability to respond to the nightmares, and from experience, he knew that trying to control the dreams made it even more painful.  

Smith felt nothing besides uncomfortable pain.  Dull aching.  Sore muscles.  A headache.  Itches he could not scratch.

Smith tired.  Restful sleep did not normally occur during respawn.  Usually, the pain felt too intense.  He tried opening his eyes, but instead, he dreamt.

“Sammy,” a man said.

“Yes?”

“It’s your father,” the man said.

“I don’t have a dad.”

“You do,” the voice said.  “Everyone has a father.”

“Someone got my mother pregnant,” Smith said.

“That was me.  I am your father.  You cannot deny the resemblance.  Look at me.”

Smith didn’t want to look, but in these respawn nightmares, autonomy didn’t exist.  The scream that echoed in his ears was his voice, but he didn’t recognize it.  It sounded like an animal being slaughtered.  He looked at the man claiming to be his father, and he looked just like him.  A replica, in any case.  He wanted to run away, but his legs wouldn’t move.  No legs, he realized.  When he tried concentrating to feel them, it only led to frustration.  He had nothing: no body, no hands, no eyes, and yet all he could see was himself.  As his father.

“Go away,” he said.

“I cannot,” the man said.  “I’m you.  I’m your father.  I’m here to stay.”

“No.”

“You cannot fight this,” the voice said, more authoritative now.  Demanding, coercive, threatening.  “I am you.  You are me.  Our lives cannot be separated.”

“I hate you.”

“I do not care.”

“You’re a horrible, disgusting, evil father.”

“Progress, my son, as you’ve now acknowledged the obvious.”

“I hate you. I do not want to be you,” Smith said.  He willed himself to run, but he could not move.  “If you come near me, I’ll kill you.”

“You cannot kill your own father.”

“I can.  I will.  I can.  I will.”  Smith chanted this over and over.  He tried to close his eyes, but to no avail. He tried to turn his head, but that proved impossible. The man came closer and closer.  He reached out with both hands and pulled Smith’s mouth open.  Wider and wider, until it was large enough to step into.  The man stepped into Smith’s mouth, like entering a manhole on a highway, and climbed down his throat.

He gagged, coughed, and spat out a rat.

The rat began a metamorphosis.

From the rodent, a young, naked, crying child appeared.  Female.  She grew taller.  The child grew into a teenager and he recognized her.  His mother.  She looked at him seductively.

“No,” he said.

“Just take her,” the voice in his head said.  “I’m your father, and she is mine.”

“No.”  He tried to take his eyes off the figure, but he lacked the control to do so.

“I’m pregnant,” his mother said.  “I’m going to name him Samuel if he’s a boy.”

“Just give him away,” the man said.

Smith didn’t know where the voice came from because he didn’t have a mouth, but the figure in front of him reacted as if he’d spoken the words.

“How can you say this,” she said, “about your own son?”

“He’s cursed, worthless,” the voice spoke.  “I will not acknowledge you.  You’ll regret—”

“No!”  The woman fell to her knees and wept into her hands.

Smith couldn’t move, he couldn’t speak, and he couldn’t see what happened to the woman...his mother...next, only that she was screaming in pain and a stream of blood reached his feet.  Again, he tried to move, but could not escape the growing pool of blood.

“Do you know why God flooded the world?” a voice spoke from above and behind him.

He wanted to turn, to see whom, or what was speaking, but without a body, orientation was impossible.  He thought words.  They became speech.

“No,” he said.

“Sin,” the voice said.  “Your sin.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No,” the voice said.  “If you were truly sincere in this apology, you would not need to be here now...suffering...atoning for your sins.”

Blood, flowing from his mother, reached his eyes.  Everything turned red.  Then darkness fell.

Time ceased. Smith was only aware of being aware.

In some sense, this was worse.  Being alone.  He began dwelling on how he might take his life, if only given a chance.




** ** **




Dale opened his eyes.

The pods on Jabez, the respawn points, always shocked his senses with strange odors.  The smell of sterile disinfectant mixed with the staleness of fried cafeteria food.  Weird sensations overwhelmed his body as he smelled the various odors and tried making sense of them.  He sneezed, scratched his nose, and spoke his name.

“Brown, Dale.  Sergeant, Third Platoon.  Can you open the door please?”

“One-minute countdown started,” a computerized robotic voice answered.

Dale stretched, yawned, and tried to forget the nightmare he’d just escaped.




Dale: Ërin?

Ërin: I’m back with you.

Good.  This doesn’t get easier, but at least it’s not such a shock.

I’m sorry.

Not your fault…unless—

No.  I have nothing to do with the controls.

Okay...

You don’t sound confident.

Well, stranger shit—

I could be a dark mage...or a black cat...or a beautiful, seductive woman—

Okay, I get your point.

But, maybe this is just what I’d say if—

I swear…your humor.




The pod opened, and Dale stepped out.

“Brown, Dale?” a nurse said.

“In the flesh,” he said.

“Huh?”

“I mean…in the avatar?”

“Don’t give up your day job,” the nurse said.  “Follow me.”

Dale followed her and sat down on an examination table as instructed.  He sat patiently as she punched numbers and typed on a flat screen that floated in front of her.  He could see neither the screen, nor her input, but occasionally she glanced at monitors that were, he assumed, digital representations of actual monitors connected to his body in the real world.  Why the government, or Rhith Corp, needed him to play along with this monitoring in the ship, in-game, he did not know.

“Are you training?” he asked.

“Sit still,” the nurse said.

“You are at least a person?” he asked.

“Hush,” she said.

Dale closed his eyes and sat as still as he could manage.

His latest respawn nightmare included soliloquies on his personal inadequacies and why he’d never find true love.  He didn’t want to say, or even think, these things, but the nature of the respawn process took away control.  Free will was lost.  He suffered through the images of people who had hurt him as well as those he’d hurt.  To top it all off, this time he watched his ex kill Lia and then endured Amy mocking as he mourned  Lia, all the while revealing her hatred for him...and why. 

Dale then relived old childhood memories, fights with his parents, and times with his former best friend who now considered him an untrustworthy friend and a traitor.

“You can get up now,” the nurse said.

He opened his eyes and blinked.

“You’re free to go.”

Dale looked thoughtfully at the nurse. Oh, the irony… It’s almost funny… almost...

“You have a good day, ma'am. Thanks for your help.”  He gave her a slight smile, turned, and walked out of the room.  




** ** **




“Honey,” a soothing voice called.

Smith opened his eyes but could not focus his vision.

“It’s me,” the voice said.  It was a female voice, a pleasant and reassuring one, and he recognized the speaker as being familiar.

“Huh?”

“It’s me, Honey,” she said.

“I—where am I?” he asked.

“Golden Hawk.”

“Huh?”

“The hospital, Honey,” she said.  “Relax, baby.  You’ve been through a lot.”

“Where am I?”

“Honey, can you—”

“Who are you?”

“It’s Kesha.  Baby, are you okay?”

He didn’t answer because he didn’t know.  Smith struggled to remember what had happened, but all he really wanted to feel was the relief of not remembering anything specific.  The sense of nothingness seemed safe and peaceful...even his name eluded him at the moment.

“I’m sleepy,” he said.

She took his hand.

Her touch felt nice.  Comforting.  Smooth, warm skin became the only necessary reality in his narrow world.  He fell asleep.

“Mama?”

There was no answer to his call.

“Where am I?” he asked.

Nobody answered him.

He walked down a long hallway and tried remembering his name.  What was it?  He couldn’t remember.  Frustration made him curious, and he tried opening doors.  There were a lot of doors.  More doors than he’d ever seen in his entire life, but he thought about it and realized that he was only seven years old, so there wasn’t any reason for him to have seen so many of doors in his life.  He wondered why he was so tall for someone who was only seven years old, but after a moment, it didn’t matter.  What mattered was that he was all alone.

He knocked on a door.

He pounded on the door.

Then he sat and wept.

After some time passed, he stood and faced the door.

“I will open you,” he said.

The door didn’t speak, or open, or unlock itself.  It mocked him...or, at least, he felt mocked by it.  The handle turned, but the latch did not move.  The door was locked.  His fists slammed into the door.  It hurt, leaving spots of blood.  He wondered who controlled his hands, and attempted to stop punching the door.  It took all of his concentration to will his arms from moving.  But then, he began slowly kicking the door.  At least he was wearing boots.

The door didn’t budge.

“Goddamn you,” he said.  “I hate you.  I hate that you made me.  I hate my life.”

The door did not answer but seemed to mock him, so he continued his assault, alternating between punching and kicking, until, in frustration, he head-butted the door.  He thought he heard the door claim victory…

“Sammy?” a voice said.  “Honey, can you hear me?”

He wasn’t sure if the voice was speaking to him or not, but he attempted to answer.

“I…”

“Yes, Honey?”

“I need water.”

A straw presented itself, and he drank.  He remembered how perfect cool water tasted and thought that maybe this pleasant person would bring him something to eat.

“I’m hungry,” he said.

“I’ll call the doctor.”

Time passed, whether five minutes or an hour, he didn’t know.  Something reassured him that time was no longer important, but he couldn’t put his mind on what it was.  When he tried to recall his name, the effort frustrated him, so he decided it wasn’t important.  He heard soft footsteps.

“Smith, can you hear me?” a male voice, which sounded authoritarian, broke his train of thought.

“Are you talking to me?” he asked.

“Yes, son,” the voice said.  “Can you tell me your first name?”

“I,” he said.  “I need my paperwork.”  He began hunting for his paperwork, which was difficult in a hospital gown, on his back, in a strange bed.  He moved his hands down his legs and realized he had no pockets.  His eyes couldn’t focus on the room, so he shut them and gave up his search. It all seemed confusing.

“Smith?” the male voice said.

“Honey?” the pleasant female voice, which came from the opposite side of the bed, sounding a little desperate.

“Are you speaking to me?” he asked.

She broke down crying.

“Nurse!”

After a minute of commotion, the voices and talking ended, and he decided to go back to sleep.

“Smith,” the male voice said.  “I need you to try and stay awake here.”

A loud clapping noise in front of his face caused his eyes to open.  The room, a standard looking, sterile hospital room, came into focus.  He looked around.  A doctor stood near him and gave him a forced, but friendly, smile.  “You’re with us again,” he said.

A young nurse held out a cup of water with a straw.

He drank.  “Thank you,” he said after spitting out the straw.  He didn’t think he’d ever tasted anything so pure and refreshing.

“You’re welcome,” she answered.  “You’ve been through a lot.  This is doctor Ando.  He’s been taking very good care of you.”

“Where am I?” he asked.

“You’re in Golden Hawk.”  The doctor looked at the young woman and dismissed her.  When she’d left the room, he began a series of questions, none of which were answered.

“I’ll be back later,” the doctor said.  “You’ll begin to get memories back soon.  Don’t let it frustrate you.  Your health, overall, is good.”

“Why am I here?”  He looked around the room, confusion and anxiety stirred in his mind.

“Let’s take this one step at a time,” the doctor said.  “I’m going to allow your fiancé back into the room.  Her name is Kesha.  Don’t try too hard.  This will pass.”




** ** **




“The General has the floor,” someone announced.

General Atkinson stood.  “I do not like the position I’ve been forced to submit to, and yet it requires me to respond,” he said, adjusting his uniform and looking at the delegates and ambassadors seated in the room around him.

“I suspect none of you are old enough to remember Vietnam.  I was ten years old in nineteen hundred and seventy.  I remember.  I remember watching the news...helicopters, ships, men openly smoking marijuana...  It was illegal back then, but what was the military going to do?  Arrest a man for getting high when he was unlikely to survive his tour of duty?  To be arrested and sent home would have been a blessing.

“My mother thought I was going to be drafted when I was a child.  She told me this once, years later, on one of the anniversaries of my father’s death.”

The General paced for a moment, took a sip of water, and considered his next words carefully.

“That was, in retrospect, a stupid war,” he said.  “I’ve considered the consequences we face agreeing to this deal, and my biggest concern remains the same.  What assurances do we have that the Chinese government will honor the results of a fucking video game? What will keep them from moving in real troops if they lose?”

General Atkinson coughed and took another sip of water.

“I brought up Vietnam for a specific reason,” he said.  “Not because, as some of you suspect, I’m an old fool, being placated until I retire.  The images that Rhith Corp were so eager to display earlier today were selected for one purpose: to illicit an emotional reaction.  War causes death.  Dead soldiers, dead civilians, dead children.  Rhith would like us to end these deaths...a noble cause...supposedly?”

The question, a rhetorical one, went unanswered.

The General pounded the table with his fist.

“Listen!” he said.  “War is terrible, but I sense many unforeseen and unintended consequences to sanitizing it.  I do not—pardon me for being frank—I do not trust the Chinese government.”  He coughed into his hand.  “I might as well say what you’re all thinking:  I do not trust my own government either.  Administrations change, people can be fickle in the voting booth, and politics is, frankly, a dirty business.  We aren’t naive in this room.  Does anyone really believe that if we authorize a Rhith simulation—and our side loses—that we’ll walk away?  That we’ll just cede some country like Laos or Cambodia?  Or that we’ll walk away from a mining interest lost in a goddamn video game?”

The General sat, sipped from his glass, and reached out to turn off the microphone that sat in front of him.  Before switching off the audio, he leaned forward and whispered, “Rhith wants to protect its infrastructure, their factories, and shareholder profitability.  I do not fault them for this, but I think bankers, CEOs, and analysts are blind to human nature.  If the Nagant War simulation is agreed upon, mark my words:  neither side will surrender because they lost a battle in a fucking MMO.  Real troops will still march.  Real blood will still flow.  This is a fool’s errand.”














CHAPTER FOUR




Amy and Emi casually walked into the port town of Ardra in their humant avatars.  They mixed with the crowd.  Game rules allowed non-professional and non-military avatars to hide their factions—a policy undoubtedly motivated by the profit motive.  Like Irkalla, the city was filled with merchants hawking everything from souvenirs to exotic weapons.  The two women browsed the shops along with the tourists and newbie gamers who currently flooded the Rhith Nagant War servers.

Food sellers on portable carts offered fresh seafood and the smells of grilled fish, crab, shrimp, and lobster mixed in the air with the ever present aroma of barbecued razordillo.  Open air restaurants featured live bands and dancing girls.

Because of all the commerce, it was possible to create a Rhith-World account and enter any of the gaming worlds in a non-faction, personal avatar.  While this kind of  player  still subjected themselves to war-related collateral damage, avoiding non-PvP areas and major battles was simple enough. 

“I don’t feel very safe,” Emi whispered.

“We’re fine,” Amy said.  “Just a couple of girls out shopping.”

As long as they remained in their personal avatars and kept to themselves, they could pass unnoticed in any public place.  Their quest, however, required entering the fortress of Iyam Amok...trespassing that could neither be done in the open, nor allow them to remain neutral.

“It’s a bit foreboding,” Emi said pointing to the hilltop fortress sitting above the town.  

“It is.  We’ll figure something out.”

“You’re always so confident,” Emi said, taking Amy’s hand.  “Come on, let’s get lunch.”

“What are you in the mood for?”

“I don’t care, you pick.”

Amy looked around and wondered if they could find a Korean barbecue….something she hadn’t eaten since going out with Dale.  It took ten minutes of asking merchants until someone pointed her in the right direction.  They found the restaurant and took a seat with a view of the ocean.

“This is nice,” Emi said.  She smiled.  “I like working with you.”

“I like working with you, too.”

“Do you miss—”

“Let’s not talk about him...you’re going to make us fail the Bechdel Test and we haven’t even ordered yet.”

“You’re so smart,” Emi said as she reached across the table.  “What’s the Bechdel Test?”

“It’s a metric to see if we can talk about something besides dick.”

“I’m in.  Let’s talk about our mission.”

“Not here,” Amy said.  She lowered her voice and whispered, “It’s not private enough.”

“Ladies...”  A waiter set menus down and asked if they’d like to order drinks.

Emi looked over the menu, set it down, and told Amy she could order for them both.

“You like Korean,” Amy said.  “Don’t you?”

“Sure, of course.  I just thought you could surprise me.”

“Okay.  You know...there’s another test we can try to pass.”

“What’s that?”

“The Mako Mori Test.”

“About a shark?”

“No, it’s a test about whether we can have our own story and adventure without it being about supporting a dude.”

“We should qualify.”

“I guess,” Amy said.  “But, then again, isn’t this whole war thing a man’s idea?”

“Hmmm.  Well, maybe.  But it’s not like women don’t vote.  At least in America.”

“I wonder if it even matters…”

They continued chatting until the waiter interrupted.  Amy ordered then took Emi’s hand again, which rested on the table.  They sat silently until the food arrived.

“Does comfortable silence count towards your test?  What was it again?  The Bech test?”

“Bechdel.”

“Okay.  Does it count?” Emi asked.

“I don’t know,” Amy said.  She reached for a serving spoon, but Emi took it from her and began to fill her plate.  “Were you thinking about…you know…dick?  Boys?  A man?”

“No!”  Emi set the plate down in front of Amy.  She blushed slightly and whispered, “I was thinking about us…a little bit.”

“Us, like in assassin's-us…or us, as in us-us?”

“This is really good,” Emi said.  She smiled while chewing tender pieces of Galbi, the house speciality.




** ** **




After eating lunch and chatting more about the natural perks of being women, Amy considered their next move.   Emi and she had utilized their feminine perks by discussing...over and over...and into the grave...the necessity of being adequately prepared before entering the fortress. Amy decided to spend her banked Perk Points.  The two women’s skill sets complemented each other, but in some ways their skills  overlapped and duplicated each other’s strengths.

The Sidheagin and Asakku races possessed abilities helpful to the assassin's trade: most importantly, good eyesight (especially in the dark) and sensitive hearing, but  sneaking, climbing, hiding, and acrobatics also served in vital situations, as well.

Using camouflage abilities to move undetected could mean the difference between success and failure infiltrating Iyam’s fortress.  It seemed impossible...to actually succeed in an assassination quest where the target was a commander of Iyam’s status. Hopefully, though, unknown rewards could be obtained by just getting close.

As evening approached and the sun dropped, Amy reflected on ancient myths that revolved around a dying and rising sun.

“I was thinking,” she said to Emi, “about necromancy.”

“Silly me...here I was just observing how beautiful and romantic the sunset is,” her assassin partner said.

Amy smiled. “Many ancient cultures felt that the sun coming back up was subject to the whims of their gods.” 

“Sort of ridiculous, I guess.  But, it’s not like they had science.”

“To be fair, even modern people believe—well some do—that sons of gods died and rose.  So, it’s not that fantastic to think that the sun in the sky has mystical powers behind it.”

“Okay, but what’s that got to do with—”

“Necromancy?”

“Yes,” Emi said.

“So, I was thinking.  If we could find a necromancer and purchase a skill increase—”

“You’re assuming such a thing—”

“I know.  It might not.  I haven’t seen any zombies.”

“But my race is undead and we’ve fought undead monsters.”  Emi looked around to make sure nobody, or no-thing, was close enough to hear their conversation.  “Maybe we should get a room?”

“Ummm.” Amy looked confused.

“I mean for privacy.”

“Oh.”

“But you were—”

“No,” Amy said.  “I mean... Not no as in no—period.  Just…”

“What?” Emi asked.

Amy thought about her question.  Because Emi was usually pretty shy and quiet, even when they were alone, the topic was unbalancing.  Thinking about Dale still hurt—a little bit—but she had resolved that it was for the best.  But was she attracted to Emi beyond friendship?  She didn’t know…

“You’re being quiet,” Emi said.

“Sorry.  Just thinking,” Amy said.  “I’m not sure what I feel.  Let’s get through this next quest and see what happens, okay?”

“Sure.  What’s up with the necromancy and do you think we’re safe talking here?”

They walked along a boardwalk bordering the town and the sea.  It wasn’t a private place, but out in the open, nothing could approach them without detection...or so it seemed.  Amy took Emi’s hand and guided her back towards the market place.  “Just play along,” she said.  “We’re just a couple of girls...out shopping...”

“Okay.”

As they made their way into the center of the market place...away from the fishmongers and wharf bars...the shops became more utilitarian: blacksmiths, silversmiths, weapons dealers, magic shops, potion-makers, and other practical, but specialized, offerings.

Amy lead them into a magic shop.

“May I help you?” an elderly elf said softy.  “We’re having a special on herbs today.”

“I’m looking for someone who teaches necromancy,” Amy said.

“Impossible,” the elf said.

“Impossible to find a teacher, you mean?  Or, necromancy is impossible?”

The elf laughed and then smiled.

“What would happen if I killed your pretty friend,” he asked while staring at Emi.

“She’d respawn,” Amy said.

“There’s your necromancy,” the elf said.  “You don’t need—”

“I get it,” Amy said.  “But what about undead NPCs, monsters, bosses, or—”

“I can’t help you there,” the elf said.  “I know that no matter how many dragonlings you kill in the forest, or how many bear pelts you collect, if you go back to the woods, you’re just as likely to run into a dragonling, a bear, a wolf, or a smelly dwarf.”

“Maybe that’s why there’s no zombies,” Emi said.

“Ah, zombies,” the elf said.  “Now there’s an interesting trope.  The animated dead.  In that sense, all the creatures here are like zombies.  They’re just programs without any physical sensations, neither pain nor pleasure.  They have no feelings, no emotions...they cannot plan, strategize, or do anything that requires thinking.  What’s the difference between that and a zombie?”

“Hmmmm,” Emi said.

“I guess there’s no difference, it’s just game esthetics.”  Amy thought about what she needed.  “What I wanted to do was see if I could take on the appearance of someone who had died in-game or an NPC that I’d just killed.”

“So you can infiltrate…”

Amy slowly moved her hand to a blade.

“Whoa,” the elf said.  “I’m neutral.  I don’t care—”

Emi, responding to Amy’s movements, had slipped behind the elf and pressed a knife  to his throat.

“What do you mean neutral?” Amy asked.

“I’m not in a faction, I’m a merchant,” he answered.

“And?” Emi said.

“And I don’t care about sides, I care about making money.”

“Why?” Amy asked.  “Programming, or—”

“No,” the elf said.  “I’m sentient.  I’m just a guy from Cali…”

“Really?” Amy said.  She didn’t want to trust him, or not believe him, just because of her assumptions.  “Where?”

“San Francisco.”

“Bullshit…”

“Honestly,” he said.  “I lived there most of—”

“Where?”

“Sunset.”

“What’s the best Korean—”

“I always like Manna, on—”

“Irving—”

“Between ninth and tenth, I’ve been—”

“Drop the knife,” Amy said to Emi.  “He’s telling the truth.”

“He could be searching—”

“That fast?”  Amy asked.  “While leaving his eyes open…”

“Maybe,” Emi said.  “But if you trust him…”

“Wow,” the elf said.  “I guess, as a thanks for not slicing my throat, I’ll give you a tip...you know...friend to friend.  Go down three doors and ask for Master Tachibana.  He teaches martial art skills, traditional Japanese stuff, ninja shit…he’s got a reputation—deserved or not, I don’t know—that he can shape shift or take on the face of enemies.  Maybe he can help you…”

Amy handed over five gold bars.




Charismatic Intuition Skill increased: Novice Level Achieved

As you increase in this skill, you’ll be able be friends with strangers and gain the upper-hand in negotiations.

Hint: Never make an assumption about what an NPC, or an even PC, desires. 




“Thank you,” the elf said.  “Now, can I offer you any herbs?  Gems?  A spell book?  A guy’s gotta make a living...”

“You really make your living—”

“Yup,” he said.  “I haven’t had a job in the real world for over three months.”

“I told you this world was going nuts,” Emi said.  “Selling pretend shit to pretend people to do pretend things.”

“It’s more complex than that, actually,” the merchant said.

“Huh?” Amy said.

“Think about things people buy.  Consider your grandparents.  That generation bought Thomas Kinkade prints and other popular reproductions.  Fake art sold for billions of dollars.”  He waved his arms around.  “Is being in here”—pointing the walls—“much different than sitting in your bedroom, staring at the walls back in Springfield or New New York City?”

The two women stared, and Amy nodded her head.  “I think I understand.”

“Okay,” he continued.  “Why?  Why do people buy non-utilitarian things like art reproductions or snow globes in the real world?”

“It feels good,” she said.

“Exactly.  It feels good to buy.  It feels good to hang something in the living room.  It’s a good feeling when your friends come over and you can show them your Back Street Boys Vintage Poster purchased on eBay.  But the thing is, the shit is worthless—I mean  beyond enjoying a piece of decor.  You’re paying for the I-feel-good emotions associated with it.”

“Your point?” Emi asked.  A tinge of defensiveness, Amy noticed, in her voice.

“Flair.  Flair pets, skins for weapons, embellishments, fancy costumes, souvenirs to decorate your Rhith-Chat-Pod...anything that doesn’t allow a player to have an actual advantage in the game can be sold for real money.”

“You mean the war?”

“War, game, war-game.  It’s all the same to me,” the merchant said.  “I’m not making as much money as the casinos that are popping up everywhere—”

“You meant the Sihir?”

“No, I mean real gambling.”

“Huh?”

“Skins, flair, pets, the rare ones can command real money.  A zombie T-Rex mount sold the other day for a couple hundred thousand yen.”

“You’re shitting me…”  Emi shook her head.  “People are nuts.”

“That’s not the worst of it,” he said.  “The casinos, they take skins, pets, mounts, strategy guides, in-game real estate, and convert it to Rhith Coins, which are then used to gamble—”

“You mean real gambling?”

“Exactly.  Real casino games, slot machines, Dragonesallanti, Texas Hold-em... the list goes on.”  He picked up a small book off the counter and handed it to Amy.

“The Newbie’s Guide to Assassination Gambling,” she read out loud.

“Yup,” he said, his voice full of pride.  “I wrote this one myself.”

“What the hell…” Emi said.

“So,” he explained, “there’s a current guild contract on this guy who found the Jewel—”

“Dale!”  Amy’s outburst caused the merchant to jump.  “Oh, shit…”

“You know him?”

“Don’t ask,” Emi said.

Amy continued to read the book, which, as a book in the virtual world, it was interactive and capable of updating itself continually.

“The amount of money being wagered…”  Amy shut the book and set it on the counter.  “This is real?”

“Yes,” he said.  “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you.”

“Not your fault,” she said.  “Emi, we gotta go.”

“Sure,” Emi said, “but I have a question.”  She turned toward the merchant.  “What’s to keep someone from gambling on this and then interfering?  I mean, what if we—”

“Good question,” the merchant said.  “You cannot interfere if you gamble on the event.  You cannot influence anything.  These things are tracked.  If you bet against Dale, and then found him and helped Yingtai kill him, the bets would all be auto-rescinded.”

“I’d imagine the gambling guilds would—”

“You’d wish and pray for your own death,” he said.  “Nobody fucks with gamblers and the guilds involved.  In fact, if you tried to bet for—or against—Dale Brown—and I’m assuming you must know him—the system would probably reject your bet.  It would be like an NFL coach trying to bet on the Super Bowl.  Get caught and the punishment would be severe.”

Amy frowned.

“And, if you’re in the assassin’s guild, you’d be barred from this bet anyway,” he said.  “The system relies on integrity.  Honor among thieves and all that.”

“These people, the Rhith, the EUDA,” Emi said, “they track everything.  I feel like a fish swimming circles in an aquarium.”

“Yeah…and a cat is posing at the surface,” Amy added.

“Ladies,” the merchant said, “it’s been a pleasure.”  He bowed.

The pair of assassins left the shop and moved down three doors to a martial arts studio.

“We’re closing,” a short woman said.  “In five minutes.”

“We’re here to see Master Tachibana—”

“It’s okay, dear,” a voice spoke from behind a curtain.  “Send them on back.”




** ** **




Amy and Emi walked into a plain room in the rear of the studio.  Only a single painting of a lone tangerine in a bowl hung in the center of the back wall.  An elderly Japanese man sat with his back to them, cross-legged in front of the painting, as they entered the room.

“I’ve been anticipating your arrival,” he said.  “Please remove your shoes and sit.”

They followed his instructions.

“How did you—”

“The elf is a friend,” he said.  “Now, tell me, ladies, what is it that you seek?”

“I’d like to increase my sneak skill or find a perk—”

“Do you have Perk Points banked?” he asked.  His spun himself around without standing and looked at them with dark eyes.  He appeared old and Japanese, but whether he was an NPC or a humant avatar, it was impossible to tell.

“I do,” Amy said.

“I spent mine recently,” Emi said.  “But I have gold bars and gemstones I can trade in exchange for training.”

“What do you seek?” he asked looking at Amy.

“I’d like to take on the appearance of a defeated enemy,” she answered.  “Preferably both  NPCs and PCs, if that’s possible.”

“PCs I cannot do,” he said.  “But for NPCs, I have a Perk... if your skills are high enough...that will allow you to wear the face of any NPC that you’ve killed.  It lasts up to an hour, depending on your Dark Mana.”

“What about the rest of my appearance?” Amy asked.

“The spell causes the NPC to drop its clothes—or if it’s a soldier, its uniform and weapons—as loot.  Wearing the garments and while using the magic that transforms your face, you’ll fool anyone that bases your identification by sight.”

“Smell?”

“I cannot say what this spell does to your smell.  I’d recommend perhaps using another charm or spell for dealing with the olfactory issues of …certain races…”

“How much?” Amy asked.

“One Hundred and Twenty-Five Perk Points.”

“Shit.”

“Everything is negotiable, Amy,” Emi whispered.

“Not in this case,” the master said.  “I have overhead to worry about.”

“Huh?” Amy was confused.

“I’m not an NPC.  Like the elf from the city, I’m also a merchant.”

“I’m confused,” Emi said.

“Don’t over think this,” he said.  “I’m here because I like gaming, too.  But I like to craft, build, and scheme.  I’m not much of a warrior.  I sell some things on eBay, like flair, and so forth.  I have a YouTube channel, a game-tips blog, and then I re-sell Rhith items and  Perks, for a small mark-up, as game rules allow.  You both realize you can’t pay to win in Nagant Wars, right?”

“What mean,” Amy asked, “is that you’re also playing—but you’re not in one of the factions?”

“Exactly,” he answered.  “That’s why I haven’t called any soldiers here to kill or capture you two.  I’m aware that you’re Klaharnian assassins.”

Emi jumped up.

“Sit,” Amy said.  “If he wanted to kill or capture us, he would have already.”

“It is as she says,” he said to Emi.  He smiled at Amy.

Emi sat back down.  “Now what?”

“I’m still curious,” Amy said.

“It’s easy,” he said.  “I purchase things wholesale from Rhith—Perks and Skills for instance—and sell them to players for a slight mark-up.  I train players in my studio.  I rent this space,” he outstretched his arms, “from Rhith Corp.  Doesn’t matter to the corporate types what your politics happen to be.  It’s always about commerce.”

“So you actually make money?” Emi asked.

“Of course,” he said.  “MMOs have always been big business.  Rare albino zombie tigers were being sold as flair pets back thirty years ago.  Before, I suspect, either of you were born…”

“Yeah, okay,” Amy said.  “So, you’re saying you rent this space from Rhith and make money selling Perks?”

“Sure, Perk Skills are just programs.  Rhith has them in-game, but they allow approved vendors, such as myself, to sell them.  I get a cut, they get a cut.  It’s like selling apps in an app store.”

“Jesus,” Amy said.  “It’s never ending…”

“You two haven’t spent much time back home?”

“Nope,” Emi said.

“We’re in the EUDA volunteer program,” Amy said.  “It’s not like we—”

“Understood,” he said.  “You’re not going to believe this, but the Chinese and Americans are discussing the possibility of using a Rhith construction for a war with real world consequences.”

“No,” Emi said.  “That’s outrageous.”

“I guess we should pay more attention to the news.”

“What for?” Emi frowned.  “It’s just depressing.  Let’s shop instead.”

The man stood and bowed. “Let me show how this can work.  I offer you a quest.”




You’ve been offered a Quest!

Master Tachibana offers a quest for returning a stolen idol: Aidoru Ishi O Toko.

The cost of this quest is 1000 Gold.

Upon returning the idol to Master Tachibana the player will receive 100 Perk Points.

[contract terms]

Accept?  [Y/N]

[see item description]

[map]




“What the hell?” Amy looked Master Tachibana in the eye and tilted her head.  Mild confusion swirling in her mind.  “You want us to pay you to go on a quest?”

“If you accept this quest and complete it, you’ll be able to purchase the Henkan Perk,” he said to Amy.  Turning to Emi he said, “The points are bankable.”

Amy considered for only a moment.  “I’m in if you’re in?”

“Let’s do it,” Emi said.  “It’s only money.”




** ** **




Amy and Emi changed into their professional avatars.

The dark, cloudy night gave them cover. Amy felt a sense of security thanks to the emptiness of the wharf which, at night, became deserted after the activity of workers building Iyam’s fleet of warships.  The other ships and small boats consisted mostly of empty fishing boats, or at most, held only skeleton crews.

“Skeleton crews?” Emi had asked Amy earlier as they planned.

“Not skeletons as in undead-boney-pirate-warriors,” Amy said.  “Skeleton meaning few…  Most fishermen and dock workers are in bars and brothels right about now.”

“Where’d you learn so much?”

“San Francisco.”

“Oh.”

The pair snuck along the pier, moving silently between piles of fish traps, barrels, and pylons.  Their target was a ship called The Burōfisshu Fune.  When they approached the vessel, Amy motioned to Emi to remain in place and allow Amy to scout.

Emi nodded.

Amy shimmied across a thick rope and climbed onto a neighboring unmanned vessel.  She noticed the name The Warui Un Same, and wondered if Rhith was considering a translation app.

It would be nice to understand Russian cuss words.

The small, nimble assassin  climbed ropes to the crow’s nest and observed her surroundings.  With the exception of the occasional dog barking and the slurred arguments between drunken sailors, the wharf remained quiet.  A low din of noise from  nearby bars, brothels, and restaurants echoed at low decibels over the water.

“Light another lantern,” someone said from the inside of the The Burōfisshu Fune’s wheelhouse.

A sailor, dressed like a dock worker or a fisherman (as opposed to a pirate or soldier), walked onto the deck and lit a brass lantern that hung from a rope.  The low glow of the lantern’s flame illuminated the deck, but dark shadows hid along the light’s edges.  Amy retrieved her long bow and attached a line to an arrow.

She nocked and loosed the arrow.  The line followed a gentle arc that ended as it pierced the opposite ship’s mast.  Next she hung a grappling hook on the line which attached to a strong rope.  The hook fell as gravity pulled it to the arrow.  Amy pulled the line tightly and then broke it, so the grappling hook would fall.  It hit something solid and she tugged the line to set it securely onto the target ship.

She signaled Emi to join her.

“Nice shot,” Emi whispered.

“I put a few extra Stat Points into Adroitness last level-up,” Amy said.  “I hate missing.”

She tied off the rope, creating a taut line between the two ships, and they slid flawlessly onto the The Burōfisshu Fune.

“How many guards?” Emi whispered.

Amy held up two fingers.  “That’s all I’ve heard,” she said.

Emi froze and put her index finger to her lips.  “Shhh…”

One of the guards opened the door to the wheelhouse and walked onto the deck.  He had a cutlass on his side, but did not appear alarmed or suspicious.  Amy climbed down towards him, and using her arms and feet like a monkey, swung her wolf-like form over the guard, and dropped onto his head.  He crumbled beneath her without a sound, and Emi helped drag him into the shadows.  They moved towards the door.  Amy entered first.

The inside of the ship smelled like dead fish and men’s sweat.  Amy’s nose twitched, but after a moment, her brain filtered out the dominate smells and she noticed a trace of sweetness...berries, or perhaps flowers.  She moved towards a stairwell that lead deeper into the ship and cautiously descended.

“Where the fuck is Bill?” a voice said.

“He just left to do his rounds,” another voice answered.

“It’s been too long,” the first voice said.  “Be alert, pay attention, and go find him.”

Amy heard footsteps heading in her direction.  She signaled to Emi.  They each took  position to ambush the second guard.

He walked casually, smelling of rum and barbecue, not sensing any danger.  This guard also carried a cutlass.  He was not, however, armed with the blade at the ready...it swung uselessly at his side.  Instead of carrying a weapon, he held a mug.  Amy’s blade sliced deeply into his throat just as he took a long swig.  Blood, mixed with a skanky, foul-smelling ale, gushed from his opened throat.

“Come on,” she said to Emi.  “There’s a the possibility that—”

An ax nearly took off her head.  She ducked in time to dodge the fast-moving weapon, but not fast enough to evade the strong, heavy-booted kick to the face.  Her body flew backward and she landed on her back.

Emi jumped and stood over her, saving her life.

She wielded a katana and dueled with the third enemy: Captain Kitanai.  He was tall, heavy-set, and had a long beard.  The captain skilfully employed the cutlass, nearly killing Emi several times before Amy joined the fight.

She took out her longbow (normally not a good weapon in tight, confined quarters) and imbued an arrow while Emi kept the Captain engaged.  Amy fired it directly into the Captain’s face. The close range shot delivered a critical hit.




+1400XP

Killed: Captain Kitanai

Faction:  Neutral

Dropped:  N/A




“Not an NPC,” Emi said.

“I see that.”

“This game is getting weirder.”  Emi put away her weapon and changed back into her personal avatar.  “I’m confused.”

“You sound like Dale...always confused about something in the game.”

“Sorry,” Emi said.  “I didn’t mean to remind you of him.”

“Drop it.  Let’s find the Aidoru Ishi O Toko and get out of—”

“You can pronounce Japanese pretty well,” Emi said.  “I’m impressed.”

“Lucky guess.  I can barely speak Korean.”

“Thank science for English.”

“The language of commerce is more like it.”

“Go capitalism, I wonder—”

“Help me,” a soft, feminine voice called out.

Emi, alerted, changed back into her Asakku form, and crept towards the location of the voice.

“It might be a trap,” Amy whispered.

“Watashi wa sore o shitte iru,” Emi whispered back.

“Huh?”

“I know.  I realize it might be a trap.  Sorry, just nerves.”

They silently entered the Captain’s chambers...weapons ready, poised for an attack.  Instead, they found a small fairy in a hanging, locked cage.

“Please,” the fairy said.  “Let me free.”

The scent of flowers and strawberries mixed with fish, dirty socks, and remnants of seasickness lingered in the air.  She approached the cage and inspected the creature.




NPC Status:  Yōsei Fairy, Shindi

Level: 22

Health: 2650

Type:  Woodland

Intelligence: 128

The Woodland Fairies are benevolent unless provoked.  They may offer quests, favors, or even assassination contracts.  Remember that fairies are tricky, literal, and clever.  They are capable of extremely fast flight and make useful messengers if persuaded, which is usually impossible.  They have a weakness for cream and sugar.

Weapons:  Various, usually whatever is handy; they travel light.

Magic:  Depends on their tribe; can possess any type of magic.

Tech:  Uses only the most elementary of devices.




“She’s safe,” Amy said.  “At least I think so.”

“Are you safe, little bug?” Emi asked.

“Yes.  I’m a good fairy.”

“Well, she’s not a sentient chick from the states, here to sell decorative skins or flair pets,” Emi said smiling.

“What’s a sentient chick?” the fairy asked.  “A strange bird of some kind?  Are they dangerous?”

“Strange, yes,” Emi answered.  “A bird?  No.  Dangerous?  Depends.”  To Amy she asked, “Do we free her?”

“I don’t see why not,” Amy answered.  “What’s your name, little bug?”

“Shindi,” she said.  Her voice changed when she spoke her name, from timid to prideful and strong.  “I’m Shindi, of the Ichigo clan, of the Pierstone Meadow.  Please release me now.”

“I meant your true name, little bug,” Amy said.

“Aha!” the fairy exclaimed.  “I knew you were no friend.  Release me or I’ll curse you!”

“It’s like the lion and mouse,” Emi said.

“I agree,” Amy said while reaching to open the cage door.  “But, if I release you this time for free, will you agree to tell me your true name if I have to release you again in the future?”

“Agreed,” she said.

Amy opened the cage’s door and stood back.

The fairy fluttered her wings, flew in a circle, and shot towards an open window.  “Thank youuuuuu!”

“Well, that was fun,” Emi said.

“Let’s get to work.”  Amy began systematically searching the room for hidden doors, niches, or chambers.  Eventually, they found the stolen idol, hidden in plain sight. Retrieving the prize, they reversed course and headed towards the Tachibana Studio to deliver the idol, complete the quest, and receive their Perk Points.




** ** **




Dale needed to keep his mind from the thoughts and fears that were triggered during his respawn.  He knew he wasn’t alone, so he sent out a group message inviting his platoon to dinner and a movie on Thursday night.  

“Is everyone here?” Megan asked.

Dale looked around the Planet Pizza and counted heads.

“No—yes.  I mean, everyone that’s coming,” he said.

“Who’s not—”

“Smith is still out.  Dyfrig and the LT are not coming.  Sometimes I think they’re—”

“NPCs?” Megan asked.

“Well, I’m pretty sure they’re NPCs...at the very least, but—”

“Please don’t tell me that you believe any of those rumors about aliens and that some PCs are actually...like...you know...from another galaxy?”

“No.  That’d be stupid,” Dale admitted.

“Could be that they are like I was before,” Lia said.  “When I was playing Princess Talargo.  I had a lot of choices made for me.  In some respects, I was kinda like an NPC.  Not completely...I was free to fight or flee, talk, trade, and stuff.  But, a lot of my missions and quests were assigned.”

“You like this better, now?” Megan asked.

“Yes,” she answered, smiling at Dale when she spoke.

His stomach dropped like when an elevator jerks during its descent.

“I’m glad you joined us, Lia,” Dale said.  Then he looked at Megan, who fluttered her eyelashes just a little, and he added, “You too, Megan.”

The trio found seats at the table with the rest of the platoon.

Dale stood and raised his glass.  “Platoon, I’d like to make a toast to Smith.  Here’s to his health and a quick return.”

They all drank.

Dale missed Smith.  Earlier that morning, the Lieutenant had informed him that Smith was recovering from an undisclosed trauma.  He’d be joining the platoon again, most likely in a week or so.  Dale, pressed for more information, but the medical records were classified, particularly when they dealt with psychological issues.

“It’s a mental problem?” Dale had asked.

“I’ve said too much, Dale,” the Lieutenant told him.  “We head out soon for Ardra.  Just enjoy your day and relax.”

Dale hated ambiguity and deflection, but considering that he was dealing with the government—especially the military—and medical issues, he felt fortunate to have been given any information at all.

“How’s Smith doing?” Kim asked.  She sat next to Tom (as usual), and (as usual) he doted on her.  Sometimes, Dale wondered where all the Russian stereotypes came from.  Tom was loving, kind, and protective of Kim.  Then again, he’d speak to Galina and the reasons for traditional opinions pertaining to east-European men became clear.

“They won’t tell me anything,” Dale answered.  “I only know he’s in the hospital and—apparently—recovering okay.”

“I hope he comes back soon,” Kim said.

“He’s strong,” Dale said.

“So, are we getting a replacement tank?” Sanjay asked.  “I can only do so much.”

“You aren’t the only tank,” Rikuto said.

“Sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t mean—you’re a great tank.  Dale can tank as well, he’s just not—”

“I’ve not stacked towards Vigor as much as you pure tanker players,” Dale said.  “But I can step up.  I have all my Perk Points to spend, too.”

“What are—”

“I’m not sure,” Dale said, “but if we don’t get another strong tank, I guess I’ll try to buy something that helps…”

“They should send us a replacement,” Galina said.  She’d been quietly eating a salad and Dale thought she seemed a bit distant, maybe depressed, but he wasn’t about to make a guess about female emotions.  He knew when he was out of his league.

“I’ll send a message to the LT,” Dale said.  Then in a moment of bravery...or maybe sheer stupidity, he asked, “How are you?” 

“Just fucking beautiful,” she answered.  The Russian stabbed a tomato with a fork and chewed.

Tom coughed.  “Our bed is—”

“`Suka…”

“What’s that mean?” Megan asked.

“Bitch.  But it’s used as an exclamation like the word fuck,” Kim answered.

“You speak Russian?”

“No, but Tom has taught me some swear words.”

“It’s good to have all the good cuss words memorized,” Rikuto said.  “Merde, putain, fok, frack, coño, pong-tai, vaffanculo, caonima, caonidaye, chingar, kusotare, bakayaro, kusoooooo, and va te faire foutre!

“Where do you find the room in your brain?” Megan asked.  “Don’t you have like a million movie quotes memorized—”

“What movie are we going to see tonight, Dale?” Sanjay interrupted.  His overt jealousy was obvious to everyone...except, perhaps, to himself.

“Ready Player One,” Dale said.  “The Spielberg classic.”

“Well,” Rikuto said, “it was written by Ernest Cline, so at least give the writer some credit.”

“What’s its about?” Megan asked.

“You’ve never seen it?” Sanjay asked.

“She’s English,” Rikuto said.  “And she—”

“Why does that matter—”

“Jesus, I was just about to say she’s an English Lit Major, and—”

“Pizza’s here,” Jesús said, setting down two large pizzas that took up half the table.  “Can I get you—”

“No!” several voices said at once.

“Sorry...don’t take that personally,” Dale laughed.  “I’m good, anyone else?”

“I’d like some jalapeños, please,” Lia said.

“Con gusto,” Jesús said as he set a bowl of peppers on the table.

The group devoured the pizza and agreed to meet at the theater in an hour.

“You wanna play some pinball?” Dale asked Lia.

Her dimples answered.

He placed his hand on her shoulder and guided her to the arcade.  The Pizza Planet Pinball Palace’s fame was its collection of pinball games arranged by decade.  The assortment included classics from the late 1940s and into the 1990s.

“Have you played pinball?” Dale asked.

“Not a big thing in Colombia,” Lia answered.

“Yeah, the old games became collectable in the states when my dad was a kid.  Collectors paid big money to ship machines from South America and Europe back to the states.”

“First world problems,” she muttered.

“At their finest,” he said.  “Come on, let’s check out some of the really old—”

“There’s one called Fireball,” she said.  “You should be good at that.”

The Bally machine had been originally manufactured in the early 1970s.  All the replicas on the Jabez were created to play exactly as if they existed in the physical world.  The irony of playing a pinball machine replica in a virtual arcade on a virtual ship during a virtual war was not lost on either of them.  They discussed the war without discussing it.  Occasionally Dale made a foray into the topic of relationships.  It was apparent Lia was interested in him.  The question remained, was he ready…?

“Hey, look,” Sanjay said, “sweethearts.”

“Huh?”

“The machine over there,” he said and pointed.  “It’s called Sweet Hearts.”

“Oh,” Dale said.  He wasn’t happy about being interrupted by the guys, but Sanjay and Rikuto were showing Ivan around, and everyone felt a little lost without Smith.  He needed to be diplomatic.  At least Megan was perceptive.

“Come on guys,” she said while smiling at Dale.  “Let’s leave them alone.”

“Wait.”  Sanjay tapped Dale on the shoulder.  “Look, Bone Busters Inc.”

“Better,” Rikuto said pointing to another machine, “Capt. Fantastic and the Brown Dirt Cowboy.”

“You being racist?”

“I’m Japanese,” Rikuto said.

“So, that doesn’t mean you can’t be—”

“I think he means,” Ivan, the new Russian, said, “that it goes with the territory.”

“What? And the Americans aren’t the biggest bigots?” Rikuto asked, probably rhetorically, and he pointed to another machine across the room.  “Look, The Spirit of ’76, the Americans take nationalism to the same level as the Japanese.  The difference is that we’re more—”

“Racially pure?” Sanjay said.

“I didn’t mean—”

“Come on guys,” Megan said more forcefully this time.  “We’re intruding.  Let’s go play Cosmic Gun Fight or Xenon.”

“What about Funland, Triple Action, or Bow and Arrow?”  Sanjay pointed around the room.  “There’s also Terminator, Star Wars, Pac-Man, Black Knight, and even Bram Stroker’s Dracula.  God, you Americans made pinball machines out of everything.”

“I think I’ll be good at Big Daddy or Wizard,” Rikuto said.

“More like Beat Time,” Sanjay said.

“Come on,” Megan said.  “Gee, I didn’t mean to start a riot.  Let’s go see that one over there.”  She pointed to a machine called Dr. Dude And His Excellent Ray.

Dale watched them leave.  They walked past Space Odyssey, Paragon, Gorgar, Buckaroo, Centaur, Joker Poker, and other strangely named games, as well as staples from the video game world, like Super Mario Bros, and old television shows, like the Addams Family.

“The birth of virtual reality,” Lia said.

“Huh?”

“The birth of this,” she said spreading her arms.  “Everything here, virtual reality, the idea of a massive multiplayer online world.  It evolved from these games.”

“Why do you—”

“Think about pinball.  Games that appeared in great numbers after World War Two.  They became a way to enter another reality in a tiny way.  The lights, the sounds...”

“Bing!”

“Exactly.  Think about what came next…”

“Galaga?”

“Galaga, sure.  But what else?” she asked.

“Space Invaders, Pac Man, Centipede.  I think I get your point.”

“From there—home systems.  Atari, Nintendo, Sega, X-Box—”

“VR and Rhith Corp and—”

“Exactly, the evolution is right there.”

Dale and Lia played several rounds of pinball and, much to Dale’s surprise, the games added XP.  During one round he received notification that he’d received a Perk Point as well.

“Wait a second,” he said.

“Something happened?” Lia asked.

“I hit a hundred Perk Points,” he explained.  “I’ve been resisting the temptation to buy smaller Perks.”

“And?”

“And I’ve been saving to get to one hundred.  I can finally purchase the Stone Giant Perk.”

“That’s good?”

“It’s nearly indestructible, as far as I can tell,” he said.  “It burns through mana, however, like Rikuto burns through cheesy movie quotes.”




** ** **




Amy and Emi, after an early dinner Thursday evening, slept until two am Friday.

They left the inn out the back door and moved through the city’s back alleys dressed in dark cloaks, but remained in their personal avatars.  The walk to the fortress took twenty minutes.  Outside the first set of stone walls, they spoke in whispers.

“Is that a moat?” Emi asked.

“Filled with crocodiles and anacondas no doubt.”

“I see dogs, too.”

“Of course.  She’s probably got bears and lions roaming around.”

“I heard rumors about trained dragonlings.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Amy said.  “Although I can’t see how you’d train one—maybe they  just stay chained up and hungry.”

“I wonder what the odds are against us?”  Emi smiled, but her voice was cynical.

“You didn’t look in that book did you?”

“No, don’t care.”

“Good.  No sense in being discouraged,” Amy said.  “Let’s circle around and finish scouting.”

By three in the morning, they concluded that no weaknesses in the perimeter existed.  After the initial stone and iron fence, there was a moat.  Beyond the moat, dog runs, and (presumably) guards, although they’d not spotted any roaming about.  A cactus garden grew up to the edge of the building, which had no first story windows.  Bars blocked windows on the second floor.  Archer slots stood out from each corner of the fortress in dark relief against the gray stone.  Amy’s newly purchased Henkan Perk wouldn’t do her any good without guards to kill.  She doubted becoming a guard dog would work either.

“Shit,” she said.

The quietness disconcerted her...as if ghosts and ghouls protected the the fortress...what if it was haunted?  “Well…?”

Emi looked at her partner.  She always deferred ultimate quest decisions to Amy.  But, Emi often had good ideas—sometimes better—and Amy didn’t want to stifle her partner’s creativity. 

“I’m not sure…what do you think?” Emi answered

“We need a silent helicopter…”

“I’ll get right on that.”

“Come on,” Amy said.  “I have an idea.”

She and Emi sprinted back to and entered a brothel where they were instructed to sit. 

“This is your great idea?” Emi whispered and looked at her partner as if she’d lost her mind.

An old woman (perhaps a witch) clapped her hands, and seven women of various races and levels of attractiveness entered the room and displayed themselves.

“We need—”

“Forgive me,” the old woman said.  She clapped her hands again.  Seven men entered the room, each muscular, tall, and of various races and skin tones.

“No, sorry,” Amy said.  “You misunderstood.  We are seeking women, but we need to take them off-site.  Is that possible?”

“Anything is possible in Ardra,” the woman said.  “Follow me.”

“We’d better hire a few boys, too,” Emi said, catching on to the plan.

“Good thinking,” Amy said as she followed the woman into an office.

A fat dwarf sat behind a messy desk.  He put down a sandwich, stopped chewing, and dismissed the woman.

“Please,” he said pointing to a pair of chairs, “sit and explain what you’re seeking.”

“You think he’s a PC?” Emi whispered to Amy.

“I don’t know,” she answered.  “Are you a PC or not?” she asked the man.

“Does it matter?” he asked.  He picked up his sandwich and took another bite.  Talking with his mouth full he said, “I don’t care to explain my personal life, but no, I’m not an NPC.  Why this matters to you…I wonder…”  He swallowed, took another bite, and spoke with his mouth full spitting bits of food while he talked.  “Explain what you want.  My time is valuable.”

“We need to hire a few girls—”

“And a couple of boys—”

“For a few hours—”

“From right now, until maybe dawn…”

“We’re at the right place?”  Amy asked.

“Of course,” the dwarf said.

“We’d like to hire a coach as well,” Amy said, “If that’s possible.  And a driver.”

“Hmmm,” the dwarf tapped his desk.  “Yes, I can spare Ló…”

Ló turned out to be a hard working Sid who was also a capable horseman.  After negotiating and haggling about the price, they made a deal which included the purchase of a couple oftwo...one for each assassin. silky gowns for themselves.  The Sid drove a pair of horses in front of a mercantile coach,  concealing four female and two male  prostitutes, plus the pair of assassins.

“You think this will work….?” Emi questioned, looking around.

“I hope so.  It’s the best plan I could come up with on the fly,” Amy said quietly in an effort  to avoid unwanted attention from the brothel workers.

“No, I was asking if you think this color looks good on me?”  Emi held up her arm to display the brightly colored silk.

“Oh,” Amy said.  “Sure...you look beautiful.”

“I think so, too,” one of the woman said with a wink.

“Thank you,” Emi blushed.

“You’re really cute when you’re embarrassed,” Amy said as she reached out and touched Emi’s cheek.  “I don’t think I ever—”

“Halt!”  A voice from outside the coach brought them to an abrupt stop.  “What is your business?”

“Whores.  At the request of the command,” he said.  Ló, having been generously bribed and thoroughly threatened upon leaving the brothel, knew just enough to play the part of simple pawn...which, in fact, he was.

“I don’t recall—”

“The order just came,” Ló said.  “I have the paperwork right here.”

At the word paperwork, Emi slipped out the right side of the carriage.

Amy activated her Henkan Perk and killed the guard.

“Wow,” Emi said to her.  “You look just like him.”

“That is impressive,” Ló said.

“Okay, let’s move,” Amy said.  “Quickly.”  Amy sat with Ló on the driver’s bench of the carriage while the horses drove towards the fortress.  They approached a second guard gate.

“What’s this Bernard?” a guard asked.  He took a step towards the carriage and put his hand on his sword.  He appeared grumpy.

“Whores,” Amy said gruffly in an attempt to sound like a dead guard named Bernard.

“And?” the guard questioned.  He stepped closer and his grip tightened around the hilt of his sword.

“My orders just say—”  Amy cut her prepared lies short.  She didn’t think that the guard was buying her Bernard voice, but it didn’t matter.

Emi had snuck surreptitiously and stealthily behind him and slit his soft spot with a signal smooth slice that silenced the sentinel superbly.

“Success,” Emi whispered.

“Super,” Amy said.

“Sinful,” Ló said in a sing-song segue into the next sequence.




** ** **




After instructing  Ló to return the carriage and the sex workers back to the brothel, Amy attempted to open the nearest door.  It was unlocked.  She opened the door, motioned to Emi, and the pair entered the building.

Success.

But getting inside the building had been easy.

Maybe too easy.

“Which way?” Emi asked.  They stood in a mudroom where benches, hat racks, and a few raincoats were the only visible items.  The door opposite the entryway opened into a long, empty hallway.

“Shhhh,” Amy said.  “I can’t hear well in this avatar.”

“I got it,” Emi said.

Amy watched Emi close her eyes and breath in deeply, looking for any indication that they were not alone.

Amy waited, trying to decide whether or not to end the Henkan Perk...it burned Dark Mana at a high rate.  Not using  her usual Sidheagin avatar also had disadvantages...although, if they came across more guards, having a dead guard’s body was a good disguise and could prove helpful.  Also, once the Henkan Perk ended, it would be unusable for a day and would require a new victim.  Decisions…

“I hear faint traces,” Emi said.  “Nobody close by...but this is a big fortress, so…”

“Shit,” Amy said.  “What about...do you smell anything?”

“Nothing is close.  Nothing alive, at least.  I do smell musty fear, if that’s a—”

“Yeah, I know it,” Amy said.  “Old sweat and pheromones from the damned.”

“Hell…what next?”

“I can’t maintain—”  Amy stopped her Perk and returned to her humant form.  She drank a potion to restore her depleted Dark Mana, ate a snack, and sat.

“What?”  Emi asked.  “You need a rest already?”

“No—yes,” she answered.  “My heart rate was insane in that guy’s avatar—”

“Well, you did kill him,” Emi said.

“I guess.  Give me a second.”  Amy switched into her werewolf like avatar and closed her eyes.  She took a deep breath and cocked her ears for sound.  “Nothing new.  I suppose we explore.”

“Come on then,” Emi said.  “Nothing to fear here except being captured, tortured, and imprisoned.”




** ** ** 




Amy crept along a cold stone hallway with Emi following close behind.  They  mapped as they went, knowing they’d most likely run this quest again.  Not probably, Amy told herself, for certain.  This was a crazy mission...two lone assassins trying to kill the Commander Amok (who had to be well-protected).

A suicide mission.

But, a feeling  of pride and power surged inside of her whenever she hunted in her professional avatar.  The wolf and canine programming endowed her with a sense of invincibility.  She reached a small anteroom filled with old chairs and a few landscapes hanging on the walls.  The smells were old.  It was obvious that the room hadn’t been  used recently.  

The light in this area of the fortress was dim, but both women’s eyesight was well-suited for the dark.  To them, the room where they stood appeared much like a cloudy, overcast day would appear in normal, human eyes.  Amy motioned for Emi to stop and listen; together they rotated their heads...up and down, back and forth...trying to pick up any faint sounds of movement.

Amy broke the silence with a whisper, “I hear rats, you?”

“I picked up a cough...a distant one,” she answered.  “There’s nothing close by, but that just makes me more nervous…”

“Let’s head towards the cough.  Maybe it’s a guard?”

“As good a plan as any...do you want me to take poi—”

“Yes, take the point,” Amy said.  She followed Emi down a hallway, up a set of stairs, and past a dozen rooms...none of which gave any indication(smell or sound) of life inside.  They were in another similar hallway on the third floor when Emi stopped.  She motioned that she’d heard something.  Amy had heard it too, a low cough.  Emi crept slowly to a closed door and rested her ear on the wood paneling.

Using hand signals to ask: Two sleeping people—should we engage them?

Amy considered their options.  Both had inherent risks.  By leaving someone alive, they risked encountering them while trying to escape.  Engaging  unnecessarily added risk to the mission.  While the sleeping couple could provide information, threats and torture often  resulted in bad intel.  The room, or the two people, might have decent loot, but the risk-to-reward ratio was probably not in their favor.  Most likely, the fortress employed a lot of people.  After considering the situation...and if they didn’t die... their escape route would almost certainly be different than their entrance route.

She signaled Emi: Keep moving.

They followed the hallway to another set of stairs and climbed to the fourth floor.  A few good maps and some intel from the outside of the fortress gave a few clues about which direction to head, but their movement through the building was based mostly on guess work and intuition.

“I wonder why it’s so empty,” Emi said in a soft whisper that Amy, only a meter behind, barely heard.

“It’s the freakin’ weekend,” a gravelly voice said.

Amy jumped.

Emi turned and looked at her.

She shrugged her shoulders and raised her eyebrows.

“I’m right over here,” the voice said again.  A portrait of an old man that hung on the wall spoke.  “Most of the staff has not logged in,” he said.

“Shit,” Amy said while looking around and retrieving a short sword and a throwing knife.  Her heart rate spiked and she cocked her ears.  Nothing.

“What are you?” Emi asked in a soft, but normal voice.  If anyone had been close by, they’d have  heard them by now.

“I’m an old man,” he said.  “What’s it look like?”

“I mean—”

“I understand,” he said interrupting her.  “I’m just teasing.  I’m a ward construct, a guard.”

Emi pulled out weapons.

“Too late, ladies,” he said.  “You’ll be captured or dead in a moment.  Things will go easier on you if you unarm yourselves and surrender.”

Footsteps approached from both directions.  Amy and Emi moved back-to-back as guards approached with swords and shields.

Amy threw flung her knife at the first guard.




+900XP

Killed: Guard, Declanian Faction

Dropped:  N/A




Newbie Killing Skill Increased: Novice Level Achieved

When you murder practically defenseless noobs, you gain nothing but XP, but sometimes you have to do what you have to do.

Hint: No honor in this, but it beats dying.




Amy: Turn off notifications.




She retrieved a shield and blocked the downward thrust from the second guard’s sword.  A third guard moved next to the second and jabbed her abdomen.  Amy blocked and slashed, but she was confined in her movements: Emi stood behind her, walls stood to  her right and left, ahead of her more soldiers waited.  If she managed to kill the two she was fighting, what good would it do?  She couldn’t defeat a dozen guards... even if they were all low-level.

Emi fell behind her.

She turned to help her friend.

A solid object hit her squarely over the head.

“Good night, friend,” the painting spoke as she blacked out.  “Please, come again, won’t you?”




** ** **




On Friday morning, the platoon entered the Egyptian Dungeon Quest to run it again before the weekend.

“Tell me again why this was a good idea?” Galina asked.

“Sanjay missed out on the fun last time,” Rikuto said.

“Thanks for thinking of me,” Sanjay said.  “It’s not like I haven’t found a million ways to die in the west.”

“Don’t try to imitate me,” the Japanese filmophile told his friend.  “I know all about you. You're just a sad, second rate, boring, impotent little copycat.”

“That’s not a real quote.”

“It is.  Copycat, circa mid-nineties.  I have a thing for old serial killer movies.”

“You’re ridiculous,” Sanjay said.

“It rubs the lotion on its skin. It does this whenever it is told.”

“No more!”

“Why do you think he removes their skins, Agent Starling?  Enthrall me with your acumen,” he said, continuing to quote his favorite serial killer movie.

“No more goofing around.  Did everyone find a first aid kit yet?” Dale asked.

The group  dispersed through the pyramid dungeon halls in search of first aid kits before meeting at the entrance to The Chamber of Ammit.  Eleven voices told Dale that, yes, they’d found first aid kits.  He shook thoughts of Smith out of his mind.  The constant reminder of his missing friend needed to be shelved or he’d just hinder himself.  Gingo had found more first aid kits than anyone else in the platoon.  Once she’d smelled one, finding the rest was easy for her.  Now, they were well-stocked.  “Thanks, girl.”  Dale put her away and opened the door to the chamber.

“Welcome victims.  You’ve entered the Sacred Chamber of Ammit.  You may yield now, serve my master, and receive mercy.”

“I guess we’ll pass again,” Galina said.  She moved into her assigned role, following the plan that Dale and the Lieutenant had formulated.

The Gengen-Wer attacked first.  Like they’d done before, they entered the chamber through narrow slits and grouped into attack formations.  Everyone dropped to the ground and laid on their backs...except for Tom, who flew in a circle around the chamber in his bat-like avatar.  The goose-like Egyptian battle pets took the bait.  They chased the bat-creature.  Tom raced ahead of them while the rest of the platoon picked off the flying creatures until they succeeded in killing them all without much damage. 

“Clever,” a monster said.  It entered the chamber followed by  another six Sekers. 

“Why are they talking?” Megan asked.  “Is that normal?”

“Define normal,” Rikuto said.

“I know kung fu,” Sanjay quoted.

“Ignore the monsters.”  Dale moved to the front of the group.  Sanjay, Rikuto, and Dyfrig moved into positions as tanks with him.  The rest of the platoon was divided up equally so that they’d have a mixture of ranging DPS and healing.  Everything went as planned...until the Boss showed up.

“Back for more pain?” the Boss asked.

No one answered him.

He spat and then growled.  The Ammit Boss had a crocodile head, but its voice sounded like a demonic lion.  “You are missing the ape-man.  Did I hurt him too bad last time?  Is he afraid?”

“Why are they talking?” Megan asked again.

“Psy-ops,” Dale said.  “Ignore them.”

The Boss brought out a Battle Pet Cobra.  He used the snake as a whip.  Its fangs snapped at its victims and inflicted both immediate physical damage as well as an ongoing drain on health due to the venom injected with a direct strike.  The cobra weapon flashed through the dungeon while the Seker beasts used magic staffs to attack and defend.  The action went back and forth. The first aid kits proved vital because they contained the antidote to the cobra whip venom.

In spite of their plan, their collection of first aid kits, and their well-coordinated switches between healing and spell-casting, the absence of Smith drove the platoon to desperate measures.

Dale fought with his bastard sword.  He engaged a Seker, who swung its staff at Dale’s head.  He ducked, and followed the sweep of the wooden staff with his sword, but the Seker was not unprepared.  The Falcon-man creature switched his grip, slid his hands to the opposite end of the staff, and brought it around to block Dale’s sword.  Dale spun and brought the sword around his back, twisted his body, and flung the sword.  He also threw his Cobra Shield under the Seker directing it to strike at the creature’s legs.

As the Seker swung its staff at the cobra, Dale changed to his longbow and imbued a Fire Arrow.

He unleashed the bolt, switched back to his sword, and followed the explosion of the arrow with a downward slicing movement.
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Dropped:  Fire Magic Book




Sword Fighting Skill Increased: Graduate Level Achieved

As you gain sword fighting skill, you’ll become more useful as a tank.

Hint: There are interesting ways to imbue swords with magic; you must experiment.




The Boss took notice of Dale’s kill and whipped the cobra towards him.  Two nasty fangs headed in a flash towards his face.  Without time to retrieve his cobra or swing his sword, he dropped to the ground as the snake snapped in the air above him.

Dale retrieved his rapier.

The Boss cracked the whip behind his freakish body.  The Ammit Boss brought the whip back around, its head and fangs shooting like a meteor streaking towards his face.  Thanks to the lack of armor covering his face, it was the most vulnerable spot on his body...and the most likely target.   He stabbed the rapier into the air, anticipating the serpent's location as it attacked.

The rapier skewered the cobra through the jaw, pinning its mouth shut.

Dale grabbed the opposite side of the rapier and held onto the weapon with both hands.

The Boss pulled Dale to his feet.  Before he had time to decide what to do, the beast whipped him into the air.  Turning his body around like a rotating axle, the Ammit Boss spun Dale in a wide circle, aiming his body at other platoon members.  Diziness overcame Dale, , but he didn’t want to let go until he decided what—if anything—he could do to turn this to his advantage.

“What is this?” Rikuto shouted.  “The circus?”

The blood drained from Dale’s head and his vision became blurry.

Sanjay and Rikuto moved under the snake whip, rolling along the ground, heading towards the Boss.

“Switch to speeeelllls!” Dale shouted to the support group.  “And duuuuuckkkkkkk!”

He activated his Stone Giant Perk.

The transformation triggered pain in every one of his joints as his body doubled in length and increased ten times in weight.  The rapier, still in his hands, looked like a mere toothpick.  He bent the assassin’s weapon into a loop around his little a finger.  With his left hand freed, he grabbed the snake, jerked his arm, and squeezed his hand into a tight fist.  The snake’s head oozed between his stony fingers as if he was juicing a wine grape.  The action pulled the Boss off-balance, and it tripped forward.

Sanjay thrust a spear into the beast.

Rikuto sliced with his katana.

The support members not directly fighting the remaining Sekers fired spells into the Boss.

Dale  sailed  into the wall, the centrifugal force and his weight crushed a massive hole into the chamber’s perimeter..  He stood and stepped forward feeling strange in his new body, as if in a dream.




Ërin: At most, you have fifteen seconds of Dark Mana left.

Dale: Okay, thanks.  This is weird, like everything is in slow motion.

Do some crushing, tough guy.

Give me a warning at five seconds.

You got it.




Dale tried to run, but stone giants did not possess the running skill.  So, he lumbered.

A Seker fought Tom and Kim, but since it was in his path, Dale casually flung it across the room like a bug, and continued towards the Boss.

Stone Giants do not feel fear.  They do not consider pain, retreat, or defeat.  Dale, in this perk, had a sense of what it must be like to be an NPC.  His actions became surreal as he approached the Boss.  He put his hand gently on Rikuto’s shoulder and brushed him out of the way.  “Move,” he said to Sanjay.  He stepped up to the beast and raised his arms.

The Boss tackled Dale at the waist and they tumbled to the ground.

Dale brought his clenched fists down onto the back of the beast.  Cracking ribs and snapping bones reminded him of the sound of a car crushing machine in junk yard.  He lost all sense of time and felt no pain.  He stood, lifted the Boss, and brought it down onto its head.  It became limp.  He grasped its legs and tore the beast in two.  Stomping on the two halves with both feet, the lust for destruction clouded his mind.

He looked for something else to destroy.




Ërin:  Five seconds, Dale.

Dale stomped again.

Ërin: Four seconds, Dale!




He ended the Perk only by force of will, leaving himself a small amount of Dark Mana.  Dale fell to the ground, stunned into a dream-like sense of having become the nightmare.




Ërin: You’re about to lose the rest of your Light Mana.  Dale you need—




“Someone! Heal me, quickly,” Dale ordered.

He felt the electric bolt of an enchantment and his health restored to twenty-five percent.

“I can take it from here,” he said.  “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” Ivan said.  The Russian, one of the newer members, had done his job well, and surprisingly hadn’t died.  Neither had Megan, Lia, or Vin.

Dale scanned the room.

“Everyone survived?” he asked.

“Appears so,” Dyfrig said.  “The LT nearly lost it there for a moment, but your giant impersonation saved the day.”

“Nice job, Dale,” Rikuto said.  “Your new motto can be I am the one who knocks.”

“Shit,” Dale said.  “I’m exhausted.”  He sat, drank a health potion and spread a battle feast that included sushi, French-dip sandwiches, and a veggie platter.

“Does anyone ever really eat the veggies?” Megan asked picking at a carrot.

“I’d like some French Fries,” Ivan said.

“Onion dip?” Galina asked.

“I got some,” Tom said.  “But it’s going to cost you.”

“I’ll pass on anything that you offer with a white and creamy consistency,” she said.

“I have Cool Ranch Doritos,” Sanjay said.

“No wonder you never get laid…”

“Now what, sir?” Sanjay asked the Lieutenant and letting the comment pass.

“Gather your loot, eat, drink, restore your health,” he answered.  “And then we’re off for Ardra to destroy a fleet of ships or die trying.”

Dale looked over his notifications and stats.
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Killed: Ammit Boss

Dropped:  Intelligence Potion




“I know I need to increase my Serendipity,” Dale said.  “What kind of loot did you guys get?”

“A Rare Unique Gemstone,” Rikuto said.

“A Health Potion and a Water Magic Book,” Sanjay said.

“I got you all beat,” Galina said next.  “I got an extremely rare Assassin’s Dagger with an Onyx Blade.  It’s pretty valuable from what I’ve heard.”

“Lucky,” Dale said.

“No, I’ve stacked more into Serendipity than you.  I like shiny things,” she said.

“I will crush and destroy and...oooh shiny…” Rikuto quoted.

“Oh, look!  A bird!” Sanjay chirped.

“Wow! That cloud looks almost like an oak tree,” Rikuto barked.

“You’re so clever Ricky,” Megan swooned.

“Ricky?” Sanjay questioned.  “Seriously?”

The Japanese warrior deadpanned the answer by quoting an old American Rickyism, “Does a bear shit on the pope?”

“Ricky...ha ha, that’s a good one.”

“Lucy!  I’m home,” Rikuto said using fake Cuban accent.

“I loved that show when I was kid,” Lia said.

“Can we go?” Dale asked.

“Oh, look!  A bird!” Sanjay squawked.

“I have something to say!  It’s better to burn out than fade away!” Rikuto was on a roll.

“No more rhymes now, I mean it,” Dale commanded.

“Anyone want a peanut?”














CHAPTER FIVE




The Arodian Mountain Range cut the continent in half.  With no existing passages over the snow-covered peaks, the journey to Ardra required passing through mines and dungeons.  Dale rode a Wildebai mount and contemplated their mission.  The ships being built in Ardra would possibly provide a solution for getting around the mountain range, although nobody had yet come up with a viable reason why traveling on the ocean would be better.  The sea presented its own special set of challenges, and the Klaharnian leadership had already begun building defensive forts at each bay in the south.

Perhaps Commander Amok  planned to invade one of the many landing spots on the southern end of the continent.

Dale had heard talk and read chatter about the call for engineers and designers to join the in-game world.  Rumors hinted at (with the right application of knowledge, diligence, and materials) the introduction of more modern weapons.  He’d witnessed blacksmiths working on barrels for guns and cannons, but whether or not the in-game rules would allow the development of gunpowder (or some type of magic explosive), nobody knew…or at least, nobody was saying.

The Rhith Corp and the EUDA always remained secretive about their plans.

Dale enjoyed crafting, but he wasn’t too excited about trying to develop gunpowder with a bunch of alchemists.  He sometimes considered pursuing skills to use bones and skeletons—or perhaps necromancy—but, like all things worth doing, the required time, devotion, and effort would keep him from other interests.  So, for the time being, Dale  put off thoughts of working on yet another project.  Being part of a platoon, making friends—or, a new family, in his mind—made him realize that in spite of the pain and fear when he was away from the Nagant Wars platform, he missed it.

“Whatcha thinking about?” Galina asked.  “You’re not still hung up on that Korean chick?”

“Huh?”  Dale asked.  He needed a moment to gather his thoughts.  He looked back and spotted Lia.  She was chatting with Sanjay, Rikuto, and Megan, their mounts bunched together in a poor example of a tactical formation.  He smiled at her when she caught his eye.

“Oh,” Galina said.  “I see.”

“Huh?” Dale said.

“You’re brain dead in there,” the Russian woman said.  “Men...”

“Sorry.  I didn’t mean—”

“Never mind,” she said.  “I’m used to it.  I’m glad you’re over Amy, it wasn’t healthy—”

“You think I am?”

“Seems so.  You’ve got something going on…”  Galina peered back towards Lia, then looked at Dale, smiled, and winked.  “She’s cute.”

“It’s probably a bad idea…”

“It’s always a bad idea,” Galina offered.  “But what do you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Sometimes,” she said, “bad ideas turn out okay.”

“Yeah?  You have any wonderful memories you want to share?”

Galina laughed.  “I like you Dale.  Don’t worry so much…  But be wary of Latinas.”  She kicked her mount and galloped ahead.

Dale watched her approach Tom and Kim.  He couldn’t hear them, but he knew Tom had insulted Galina, that she’d said something in retort, and that Kim had told Tom to be nice.  It was almost a ritual.  No—not almost—it was a ritual.  

He realized why he felt uneasy and anxious—Smith was missing.  One thing his friend had always done...Dale realized in an epiphany of sorts...was that Dale felt at home whenever they were together.

“Dale?”

He turned to the voice, it was Lia.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.  How are you?”

Lia began to chat, the way girls sometimes do when they are nervous, or happy, or insecure, or even confident, for that matter.  She talked about her impression of Rikuto and Megan, and how it was funny that Sanjay tried so hard to impress her when it was obvious that he wasn’t designed to be with a woman.

“You think he realizes how silly he is sometimes?” Lia asked.

“I don’t know,” Dale answered.  “I’ve never really thought about it.  He’s a good guy.”

“I know that,” she said defensively.  “I think he’s a great person.  It’s just—he’s so awkward…”

“He means well.”

“I know that, too,” she said.  “I guess I wonder if someone should explain to him how—”

“I think he needs to figure it out himself.”

“Men…”

“What?” Dale said.

“You guys can’t just be straight—”

“Not Sanjay anyway—”  Dale outstretched his arms and smiled.

“That’s not what I meant,” Lia said.  She began to explain, “I meant you guys—”

“Are you talking about me again?” Sanjay asked.  He’d ridden up close enough to hear his name.  Dale pondered how to give an appropriate answer, but Lia saved him.

“Yeah,” she said.  “We were just saying that it’s obvious that Megan has a little crush on Rikuto and you’ll need to find someone else to stalk.”

“Stalk?”  Sanjay acted hurt.

“I don’t mean it in a bad way,” Lia said.  “I think…”

“She thinks you need to find someone more…”

“More what?” Sanjay asked when Dale paused.

“Maybe more masculine than Megan,” Lia offered.

“She is kind of a girlie-girl,” Dale said.

“I like that about her—”

“About who?” Megan said.  She and Rikuto had ridden up to the group.

Sanjay’s face turned bright red.

“We were discussing the right type of—um—mate for Sanjay,” Lia said.

“Oh, well,” Megan said.  “I don’t think anyone of the guys besides him is gay.  Maybe Ivan?”

“No, Ivan is straight,” Rikuto said.  “He’s got a girl back home.”

“Well, then,” Megan said, “we’ll just have to be on the lookout for—”

“What are you guys even talking about?” Sanjay said in protest.  “I’m not gay.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being gay, Sanjay,” Rikuto said.

“I’m not saying there is,” he said.  “Why do you guys think—”

“Hey,” Dale interrupted and spoke to the group.  “Sanjay’s sexual preferences are now an off-limits topic unless he brings it up.  That’s an order, by the way.”

“Sergeant Brown!”  The Lieutenant was riding point and had stopped.

Dale rode up the line to the Lieutenant.  “Sir.”

“We’re going to take a day off,” he said.

“Sir.  Yes, sir,” Dale responded.  “Any requirements, sir?”

“There’s a little village about a kilometer ahead.  Everyone is to meet there Monday morning, one hour after sunrise, and we’ll head out.  Until that time, everyone is on leave and free to make whatever plans they want. However, I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Sir.”

“I’d like you to visit Smith,” the Lieutentant said.  “Do you mind spending some time out of here?”  The officer motioned with his hand and looked around.  “I know there’s a lot to do—and…”

“Sir?”

“Smith could use a familiar face. I think a visit from you would be helpful. That being said, I’m aware that staying in-game is addictive,” he said.  He lowered his voice and whispered to Dale, “I get it.  I know you know I’m not real—I mean—I know you get the situation here, but don’t think I’m not aware of—certain—well, complications and intrigues among the sexes…”

“Sir,” Dale said.  “I’m a little confused. What does this have to do with Smith?”

“Sergeant, you need to keep up.  Lia, son.  I see how you two flirt.  I could suggest she transfer up to the states, I’d put in a good word.  It’s morale related, and so forth, bureaucratic bullshit, but it’d probably go through, if you’d like me to try.”

“Um, sure,” Dale said.  “Thanks…Thank you, sir.  And Smith...”

“That will be all, sergeant,” he said.  “And Dale—

“Sir?”

“Sergeant Dyfrig will brief the rest of the troops,” he said.  “You can ride on ahead. You need to visit your friend.”

“Sir, yes, sir”

”Dismissed.”

Dale rode by himself to the village, found an inn, and checked in.

He entered a room, fell into a dreamless sleep, and woke up in Ohio.




** ** **




Dale woke up in a standard army hospital bed.  He heard voices, but he was alone.

“Hello?” he said.

He sat up and several wire leads tugged at his arms.  An IV drip fed him fluids.  He was chilly, but not cold.  His nakedness bothered him.  The realization that others—even if they were medical staff, orderlies, and nurses—had removed the Rhith-Suit from his body and brought him here caused him to blush.  He looked for a robe.  Not finding one, he laid back down and closed his eyes.

“Shit,” he mumbled.  He remembered that the military adhered to its own schedule and procedures.  Trying to control someone’s job, unless they were a direct subordinate, was always fruitless.  Sometimes even asking a question would make a situation worse. So, he waited.

“Brown, Dale,” a nurse said twenty minutes later.  “I see you’ve been awake twenty-nine—nope—thirty minutes now.  You’re good to go.”  She disconnected the leads and removed the IV drip, placing a small, round self-adhering bandage over the wound.

Dale sat up but stayed under the thin grey blanket.

“Exit is that way,” the nurse said pointing.

“Clothes?”

“Not my department,” she said.  “But I do need this bed.”

He stood, wrapped himself with the scratchy cloth, and headed in the direction the nurse had pointed.  It took him an hour to check out, retrieve his personal belongings, and find Smith.

“Hey,” he said when he finally entered Smith’s room.

“Whadda you doing here?” Smith said.  He was in a private room, in the extended and remodeled end of the hospital.  The room had a window with an outdoor view.  Nothing scenic, to be sure, but at least the few trees and the sky helped with the room’s dreary mood.

“Visiting you,” Dale said.  He pulled up a chair after shaking Smith’s hand, and sat.  “How they treating ya?”

“You know,” Smith said with a half-hearted smile in a depressed voice, “three squares and a limited library of paperbacks.”

“I can get you an e-reader.  It’s not like—”

“I have one,” Smith said.  “It’s not the same.  These”—he pointed to a stack of paperbacks—“give me a sense of—”

“Familiarity?”

“Exactly.”

Dale looked at the titles.  A Hot Double of Summer Love.  The Billionaire Who Married on the Moon.  My Sweet Vampiric Step-Brother.  Coping with a Cop Coupling: A Heart-Felt Thriller Romance.  Dale laughed and looked at his friend.  “I see you’re sticking to the classics.”

“They help me cope.”

“No judgment,” Dale said.  “So, tell me, what’s the…”

“I’m not sure,” Smith said filling in the awkward silence.  “I’ve been diagnosed with some kind of post-traumatic stress thing.  I’m having nightmares.  I can’t sleep.  They give me drugs, then I can’t wake up.  I keep seeing these faces, you know?  Faces of kids I’ve killed, like it was real.”

“This whole thing is fucked…but then…”

“What?”

“When I’m not there…”

“You miss it,” Smith said, “don’t you?”

Dale nodded, embarrassed, not sure if he should even admit this to himself.  The pain was horrible, the killing disgusting and repugnant, the nightmares in his respawn  troubling.  But when he was stateside, he missed the game.  The war, he hated to admit, was addictive.  Even now, as he sat and spoke to Smith, in the back of his mind he was strategizing and considering where to put Stat Points, what to buy with his Perk Points, what weapons to purchase, and how to balance quests with military missions.

Maybe he was mad?

The door opened and a slender black woman with long braided hair entered the room.  She was stunning, but her smile, and her voice when she greeted Dale, gave him the impression that she was one of those rare beauties who didn’t flaunt their sexuality and power.

After introducing herself to Dale, she kissed her fiancé on both cheeks.

“How are you?” she asked.

“I’m okay,” Smith said.  “Dale’s been here for an hour and we were just getting caught up.”

“I’ll walk you out,” she said.  It was one of those polite commands that no sane man would disobey.

“See you around, Smith,” Dale said.  “Take care of yourself.”

“You too,” he said in a distance, cold voice.

Once Dale entered the hallway, outside the hospital room’s door, Smith’s fiancé, who’d introduced herself by first name only—Trish—spoke sharply to Dale.  “I want you guys to leave him alone,” she said.

“He’s my best—”

“I don’t care if he’s your brother, you have no right. You are a part of this problem.  He wants to go back into that….thing...because of you…but his last respawn was really hard…the doctors didn’t even know when he’d wake up…but then when he did...and now he’s…and yet he still wants to… ”  She broke down and sobbed.

“I’m sorry,” Dale said.  He put out his arm, but she batted it away.

“He’s spoken a lot about you,” she said when she’d regained her composure.

“We’re best friends,” Dale said.

“If that’s true,” she said, “and you truly care about his well-being—stay away.  Don’t come back.  Leave him alone.”

She walked into the room and shut the door.

Alone and confused, Dale walked towards the elevator.

“Jesus,” he whispered to himself.

He pushed the button to go down and then looked around.  He half expected an Hispanic kid named Jesús to step out of the elevator when the doors opened, but the only occupants were a couple of doctors and a candy striper holding a vase of flowers.

As they dropped towards the lobby, the doctors spoke about the war.

“I can’t believe they expect us to accept the Five-Ninety B-plan,” the first doctor said.

“As if we’ve graduated from state university,” the other doctor replied.

“And my caseload has doubled.”

“Mine as well.  It’s this goddamn…”

“I know what you mean,” the first doctor said under his breath.  “I’ve heard more rumors about Rhith and the Chinese.  It’s going to get worse, I’m sure of it.”

“Speaking of Rhith,” the second physician said, “did you see the report this morning?”

“Oh, I did,” he answered.  “I’m thinking of shorting Rhith stock.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“No, why?”

“I’m going long and adding to my portfolio,” he said.

“You sure?”

“Of course,” he said confidently.  “War and profits go hand-in-hand.  You short Rhith now, you can kiss retirement good-bye for another twenty years.”

“Jesus.”

Dale looked around the elevator and shifted his weight.  He tried to call up his stat screen, but realized, after a moment of frustration, that he wasn’t in-game.  He’d already scheduled his re-suit time for late Sunday night, so he decided to spend Saturday night and the rest of his weekend with his parents.




** ** **




Amy awoke in a jolt when ice-cold water hit her face.

Her hands were shackled behind her back.  Guards stood on both sides of her body, holding her in place.

“You will change into your humant form,” a woman commanded.

Amy looked her in the eye and received a vicious slap to the face.

“I never ask twice,” the woman said.  “Guard!”

A sickly looking elf holding a cage walked in front of Amy.  He opened the wire door and removed a creature.

“Observe,” the woman commanded.




Creature Status:  Blood Leech

Level: 4

Health: 350

Type:  Dungeons & sewers

Intelligence: 01

The Blood Leech, if not quickly killed, sucks a victim’s blood and doubles in size every minute.  While easily destroyed, it is useful for torture on a restrained victim. 

Weapons:  1,000 tiny blood-sucking teeth

Magic:  None

Tech:  None




Amy changed into her humant form.  “What do you—”

The woman slapped her again.  “Do not speak unless spoken to.  I am Lord Commander Iyam Amok.  You are familiar with my name?”

“Yes,” Amy said.

“Good,” the Commander said while she studied Amy’s face.  “Fortune graced your accomplice—perhaps now you wished you’d put more stat points into Serendipity?”  The Commander looked into her eyes.  “You’re a pretty one.  I’ve never cared for pretty soldiers.  Too distracting.  Too fragile.”  She touched Amy’s cheek.

Amy shuddered, turned her head, and received another vicious slap to the face.

“Do not turn from me.”  The Commander walked to a large window and instructed the guards to bring Amy and hold her in front of the glass.  “Do you see my ships?”

“Yes,” Amy said.  The night was dark, but the lanterns and fires along the wharf created enough contrasting light and shadow that the ships were barely visible.

“What is your knowledge about quests to harm my fleet?”

“I do not—”

The Commander slapped her, grabbed her throat, and squeezed.  “Lies will be punished, but foolish lies”—she glared into her eyes—“will bring misery.”

“You know there are quests to destroy the ships,” Amy said.  “But my quest was only—”

Iyam Amok slapped her again.  “To assassinate me.”

Amy watched her pace.  The Commander contemplatively stood in silence, staring out the window.  Amy watched her, then turned her own gaze toward the ocean.  The sea was ink black, but distant snow-capped mountains rose above the darkness and glowed like dying ash.

“Tell me of the oceans in your world,” the Commander said.

“What—”

She slapped Amy even harder than before, this time drawing blood, which Amy spat to the floor.

“Do not answer my demands with questions of your own,” she said.

“The oceans in my world are vast, deep, and dangerous,” Amy said.  She swallowed blood and looked at Iyam, who remained silent.  “The oceans are also filled with beauty, mystery, life, animals of all kinds….and it is important for many things.  Transportation, bringing rain to the continents, and—”

“Is the ocean important for war in your world?”

“Yes,” Amy said.  “Although not as important as it once was, before planes—”

“Which are flying machines?”

“Yes.”

“I see.  Well, in this world,” Iyam said, “the ocean will be important for a long time.”  She paced again, and Amy wondered why the Commander believed that she could provide any useful information.   Perhaps this was just part of the programming…or sentience.  She didn’t know which.  The differences had become difficult to find.  She considered asking, but wanted to avoid being slapped again.

“Remove her shackles and leave us,” the Commander ordered.  “Stay in your humant form,”—she briefly displayed the start of an Ice Magic Spell in her palm—“and don’t test me.”

Amy nodded and rubbed her wrists.

“I could use an inventive and daring assassin like you,” she said.  “Would you consider changing factions?”

“I don’t think—”

Iyam punched her with a closed fist, the blow dropping Amy to her knees.  The Commander kicked her in the ribs.  “That’s right.  You do not think.  I do not want your opinion.  I asked you a binary question.”  She kicked her again, grabbed her by the hair, and stared into her eyes.  “Perhaps you’re just stupid…”

“I—”

Another blow to the face put Amy to ground.

“I did not give you a reason to speak—yes—you are a stupid one, aren’t you?”

Amy remained silent and received a kick to the ribs.

“I asked you a question,” the Commander said.

“I do not believe I am stupid,” Amy said.

“You have failed to convince me,” she said walking to the window.  “I’ve sent the guards away for a reason, Amy.  This room is secure—I mean from all sources—the Nagant Monks…”

Amy looked at her, confused now.  Was a situation where an avatar could be cut off from the administration even possible?

“Yes,” Iyam said.  “It’s troubling.  I’m more than only what you refer to as an NPC—yet I do not have a physical body—this troubles me…”  She paced.

Amy, still on her back, on the cold floor, tracked Iyam with her eyes, but did not move.

“Tell me,” she said looking down, “what is the best thing about having a body?”

“Feelings,” Amy said.

Iyam kicked her in the ribs.  “Did you feel that?”

“Yes.”

“And yet,” she said, “you do not have a body here…”

Amy unsure said, “That is true.”

The Commander dropped to her knees and touched Amy’s face.  “Yet you feel pain?”

“Yes.”

“And pleasure?”

“Yes.”  Amy felt her heart beat, her skin flushed, she tried to look away, but Iyam held her face.

The leader swung her knee over Amy’s body and straddled her midsection.  She took Amy’s wrists in each hand and stared into her eyes.  “I desire to feel,” she said as she lowered her face to Amy’s and kissed her lower lip.

She struggled, half-heartedly, to move.  “Please,” she said. “Don’t do this.”

Iyam kissed her neck and brought her lips to Amy’s ear.  “I wish to feel.”

“No...please,” Amy said again.

“Yes,” Iyam whispered.  “I want the secret to life outside of this…”  She lowered and began to stroke Amy’s hair.

“Please...” Amy breathed in short gasps.

“I can sense your desire and your fear,” Iyam said.  “But I cannot feel them.  I can only recognize them.  Tell me what I can do for you…to convince you to join me…”

Amy closed her eyes.  The motion of a warm body against hers, in contrast to the cold, hard floor, seduced her.  Her body betrayed her mind.  Arousal...uncalled, unthought, and unwanted...rose in heat and desire.  Hands that caressed her sparked reactions she could not stop and she wept.  “Please don’t...” she whispered.

A warm, soft mouth coupled with her lips.  And, against her will, she returned Iyam’s kiss.  Pleasure surged through her body.  Her seductress moved back to her knees and slipped her hands under Amy’s blouse.

“No!” Amy shouted.

She slapped Iyam across the face.

The Lord Commander repaid Amy’s resistance by lifting her by the hair and beating her head into the cold stone beneath.




** ** **




The Browns sat and watched the nightly news cast.  Dale wasn’t fond of the news, but it was a way to hang out with his parents that was only slightly annoying.  The big headline was about Troth.

“This is Carrie Manderly back again with more information about the young Chinese national woman who is currently under observation in Western Medical Center.  State officials have released her name and we’re going to Joshua, now, live on location.  Joshua?”

“Thank you, Carrie.  This is Joshua Strobel for Channel Seven News on location at Western Medical Center where state officials have released the name of the coma victim suspected to be connected to the terrorist group Troth.  Her name is Yingtai Tong…”

“What the fuck!” Dale shouted.

“Dale!” his mother scolded.  “Your language.”

“Well, Jeremy is upstairs in bed asleep,” Earl Brown said.

“I don’t care,” Rhonda Brown replied.  “I’m not putting up with that language, Dale.  I don’t care if you’re in the military and all grown-up and—”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Dale said.  “It’s just that girl—that woman in the coma—I know her…”




** ** **




“Is Smith back?” Sanjay asked.

“Nope.”  Dale didn’t want to explain.  He had no desire to answer questions.  “Not yet.  Soon.”

“Is he okay?” Rikuto asked.

“He’s doing fine,” Dale said.  “It’s nothing to worry about now.  We’ve got to mentally prepare for getting through the mountain.”

The platoon regrouped after their weekend off.  They rode their mounts uneventfully to the base of the mountain range that separated the northern country and the port city of Ardra.  The Lieutenant and Dyfrig chose an entrance into the mines—it was anyone’s guess which tunnel was best—and the platoon entered.

Several in the platoon brought out useful battle pets.  Dale followed their lead and retrieved Gingo.  She barked at everything, from squirrels to monsters, and sniffed out caches of hidden items.




Quest Discovery:  King Seti II Egyptian Scarab

You have discovered the 7th of 12 Egyptian Beetles

+2 Stat Points to Serendipity




They traveled by torch light for hours before entering the first chamber of any significance.

“This looks promising,” Galina said.

“It looks like a dangerous diversion,” Kim said while putting away her Purple Volerat and retrieving a spear and shield.

“We can’t go through the mines without diversions,” Tom said.

“You travel with a dangerous diversion,” Galina said to Kim.  “I’m surprised you haven’t been burned yet.”

“He’s a good guy,” she responded.

“She’s only jealous,” Tom said.  “I’d be her dream if she only wasn’t so damaged and—”

“Look out!” Dale shouted.  A boulder crushed Tom, Kim screamed, Galina ducked, and the rest of the platoon scattered.  Another boulder smashed into the wall just above Dale’s head, sending bits of rock flying through the air.   He retrieved a longbow and  imbued an arrow with a Fire Magic Spell, although he had no idea what type of enemy he faced (other than that it—or they—were large enough to throw giant rocks).

“Can anyone see anything?” he asked.

“It looks like—shit—”

“It looks like shit?”

“No, I meant, ‘shit’,” Sanjay said.  “Like, oh crap, it’s a troll—not—oh crap!—it’s a giant that looks like shit throwing boulders at us.”

“Yeah, I get it,” Dale said.  “How many?”

“I don’t know,” he answered.

“So, you don’t know shit?” Rikuto said.

“Exactly.”

“Mierda,” Lia said.

“Derr`mo,” Ivan added.

“Merda,” Vin threw in.

“Does anyone know how many mobs are throwing rocks at us?” Lieutenant Brinkmann shouted from behind an outcropping of stone.  When he spoke, a barrage of stones cascaded down onto his position.

“No,” several voices said at once.

“Dale,” Sergeant Dyfrig said from a distance.  “Can you hear me?”

“Yes, sergeant,” he answered.

“Looks like we need you to be that thing again,” he said.

“The Stone Giant?” Dale asked, but he already knew the answer.  The Stone Giant was, after all, pretty impressive.

“Yes,” the lizard-man answered.

“Okay,” Dale said as he looked over his stats and called up the Skills Interface.




Perk: Stone Giant

Activate?  [Y]

Current Dark Mana burn rate: 14 seconds




“I can last fourteen seconds at most,” he said.

“No wonder she left you,” Tom said as his health, already depleted from the first boulder, ran out when his voice triggered another round of stones.

“Instant karma,” Sanjay said as Tom died.  His voice brought a shower of rocks onto himself, but he was better shielded and withstood most of the damage.

“Quick goofing around,” Dyfrig ordered.  “Dale?”

Dale heard the sergeant but couldn’t answer him as he’d yet to figure out how to communicate properly with a stone jaw.  He moved as fast as his heavy legs would allow towards the enemy’s position.  An avalanche of flying stones and boulders showered him, but caused no damage and did not hinder his progress.  He continued walking until he came to a small stream of water.  It seemed harmless.




Dale: Can I access my Spirit Fish?

Ërin: No. You’re limited in this Perk.




Dale stepped into the water.  Nothing bad happened so he stepped again.  More rocks pelted him, but caused no damage.  He stepped again and fell, sinking into a dark pool.  His world turned black, and while he expected to drown, he instinctively breathed water into his lungs.  Surprisingly, he didn’t die...or change back into his normal avatar.  He remained a Stone Giant.




Ërin:  I’ve got good news and bad news.

Dale:  Well?

The water is restoring your Dark Mana faster than your Perk burns it.

Is that the good news or the bad news?

It’s both.

That’s not how the whole ‘I’ve got good new and bad news’ thing works.

Oh.  Well, the bright side is that you’re completely fine until you decide to end the Perk and then you’ll drown.

That doesn’t sound like much of a bright side.

Sorry, some of your human idioms still escape me.

It’s okay.  Basically you’re saying I’m stuck here until I decide I’m ready to drown…

Precisely.  I calculated that you dropped three hundred meters underwater.  There’s no way to swim up that far—

Why can’t I walk?

The shelf was a sheer drop...and smooth.  It extends as far as I can perceive.  Which admittedly, isn’t far.  Maybe you can walk to a point that will allow you to climb out, however, you run the risk of becoming hopelessly lost…

So you’re suggesting I drown myself and respawn?

I’m not suggesting anything, merely appraising your situation.

Hell…I miss Smith.

He’d be of no help here.

Well, I still miss him.

Have I told you lately how stunningly handsome you are?

No, and that game has become dull.  I want the truth.

Ërin mimicked Rikuto mimicking an old movie line: You can’t handle the truth!

Not you too...Jesus!




Jesús: Yes, my son?

Go away.

May I suggest taking advantage of this as an optimum time for a water baptism?

No!




Dale: I wonder...  Ërin, could I use Ice Magic to freeze a set of stairs and walk out of here?

Talk about a Deux Machina Plot Coupon.

Huh?

A cheat.  It won’t work.

Can’t blame me for trying.

Ërin: You may as well suggest conjuring up a whale to swallow you whole and then spit you out on the beach.

Dale: It worked for Jonah.

True, but he listened to God…

Wait, I thought the whale swallowed him because he didn’t listen to God?

So, maybe if you disobey...?

Dale: Maybe I could call on the Hispanic kid?

Please don’t…use your imagination and ingenuity and figure out a solution.

Okay, point taken.  I guess it’s either drowning or wandering aimlessly alone into the abyss until anxiety or anger aggregate, and in anguish, I arrest my advance and arrive at the already agreed upon advice and accept annihilation.

That does sound dreadful.

As does drowning.

A decidedly difficult decision, Dale.

Damn.

Ah, if you had a way to dam the water…

It doesn’t seem like it’s flowing, it’s more like a lake than a stream.  I’m going to walk for a bit.

Ërin: You do that, I’ll be right here.  In your head…




Dale walked in the dark along the sandy bottom.  The two sheer cliff faces were some distance apart, but after a time, they closed in so that he could outstretch his stoney arms and touch each cliff.  In spite of their proximity, he could not see them.  The darkness was complete.  After awhile he forgot whether his eyes were opened or closed...it made no difference.

Because of his density and slow gait, he forgot that he walked underwater.  His stone body felt no changes in temperature, and his slow, steady breathing of the underground pond (or spring...or whatever it was), kept his Dark Mana supplied.  He wondered if he’d ever tire.




Ërin:  Yes, dear.  Your health, while not dropping quickly, won’t last forever.  I calculate that at this pace, you could walk for five and a half days before your health would hit zero.

Dale:  And I can’t eat?

Not from your supply, which is inaccessible.  Perhaps you can eat something out here, although I don’t know what.

Well, if I see anything worth trying…

Go for it, maybe a whale will show up...




Dale walked.  After what seemed like a day, the slope gradually began rising.  This first environmental change would have warmed his heart if it had not been made of stone.




Dale: Ërin?

Ërin: Yes dear?

Do you notice the slope?

I do.

Maybe I’ll find a way out of the water…

Perhaps.

It seems like I’ve been walking for day, but I bet it’s only been a few hours.

No…

No, what?

It’s been three and a half days, Dale.

What?

You’ve been walking for over three days.

That can’t be.

I’ve timed it.

How can that be?

You seemed at peace, I didn’t want to disturb you…

Shit.

It’s done you good.

I suppose.  Wow, three days of isolation and darkness and I never felt lonely…it’s weird.

I can’t relate.

Can you understand loneliness?

No.  Not time, either.  I can track a clock for you, but it has no meaning to me.  A minute, a day, an hour, a second, a year…

Well, you haven’t existed a year yet—have you?

No.

Hey, the slope is really increasing.

I noticed.




Dale increased his pace, but not by much, as the Stone Giant had serious limitations on speed.  He walked for what seemed like just a few hours, but for all he knew, another day had passed.  When his head broke the surface of the water, he sensed a large, open chamber, but he could not see anything at all.




Ërin:  You’re burning Dark Mana now.

Dale:  Got it.




He took several long strides to be certain he no longer would encounter deep water when he ended the Stone Giant Perk.  His body involuntarily jumped from the icy cold shock when he changed.  “Oh, damn, that’s cold,” he said.  The words echoed back after a pause.




Ërin:  I wonder what creatures you might have just alerted...

Fuck, I forgot I was…




Dale chastised himself, realized it was too late to do anything, and summoned his grizzly bear mount which carried him to shore.  He put away the creature and brought out a torch.

The light from the torch ended before reaching the ceiling or fully crossing the water.  The beach where he stood stretched fifty meters long and sank ten meters deep.  At the end of the beach, a black rock protruded steeply upward, forming an unclimbable cliff.  Dale sat down and ate a feast.  He tested the waters, which were pure, and drank from the pool.




Water Magic Skill Increased: Student Level Achieved

As you grow in this skill, you’ll become a better healer.

Hint: The use of healing enchantments may harm certain mobs.




Exploring Skill Increased: Skilled Level Achieved

As you grow in this skill, you’ll find hidden loot easily.

Hint: The world has something to discover everywhere.




Time of Reflection Bonus:  You have used your time alone to reflect on life choices.

Your Health Point capacity has increased by +100 Points. 




Dale brought out Gingo.  “Find a bunny, girl!”  Gingo bounded around, sniffed the air, the sand, the cliff, and then sat quietly at Dale’s feet. She did not sense anything in the cavern. After a moment she softly barked.

“Sure, girl,” he said.  He handed her a treat, which she gulped down in two quick bites.  He gave her another snack, which she toyed with before eating.  Dale, having not slept in days, retrieved an Army-issue sleeping bag from his inventory and a pillow he’d picked up at a local market...a Deep Sleep Pillow...which, as the name implied, sent him to dreamland in short order.




** ** ** 




Emi Himura, traveling alone, felt tempted to join forces with her former platoon.  She followed them into the mountain while keeping hidden...and considering whether or not to contact Dale.  The platoon, however, had new members.  Trusting unknown players  definitely did not make her list of acceptable risks.

After a lonely respawn she’d picked up their trail on her way to Ardra.  She wondered what happened to Amy.  Normally, when they failed a mission, they respawned at about the same time.  How could Amy have survived?

She remained in the background as the platoon entered a dungeon.  She heard Dale yell.

“Look out!” he shouted as boulders began flying at the platoon.

Emi stayed hidden and watched the action unfold.

Tom died, the platoon scattered, and Dale activated a perk which turned him into a Stone Giant.  She wasn’t surprised when Dale sunk into the water.  She knew how deep the mountain pools went and how often they were comprised of elaborate mazes.

She considered Amy, formulated a plan, and went into action.




** ** **




Sanjay watched Dale sink into the water.  “Well, there goes our Stone Giant.  Anyone else have any bright ideas?”  A rock smashed above his head.

“You’re gonna need a bigger boat,” Rikuto offered.

“I’ll create a diversion,” Lia said.  She ran from the platoon to the far end of the chamber.  Her Kawana avatar made her the smallest and most fragile member of the platoon, but also the fastest and most agile.  She lit two torches then danced and shouted taunts across the water.  Stones the size of bowling balls camelambasted  her by the dozen.  An occasional boulder crashed close by, but fortunately, the larger projectiles were easier to dodge.

“Okay,” Sanjay said.  “We’ve got a reprieve.  Now what, LT?”

“Cross the water on a swimming mount,” he said.  The Lieutenant rushed the shore, mounted a crocodile, and crossed the river.

“Well, he’s brave,” Megan said.

“No, it’s just programming,” Sanjay said.  “I’ll show you bravery.”

“Not if I beat you to it,” Rikuto said jumping on a hippo mount.  He splashed into the water behind Lieutenant Brinkmann, but ahead of the platoon.

Sanjay crossed the water on a Wildebai mount and retrieved a Macuahuitl club.  “Rikuto, you, me, and Dyfrig should probably tank and get that aggro off Lia before she gets overwhelmed.”

Rikuto nodded and moved toward the area where the rocks were launched.  Dyfrig followed him.

“I’ll join you,” the Lieutenant said.  “I think we’re going to take a lot of damage against whatever is behind—oh hell…”

“What?” Sanjay asked, but he didn’t need an answer.  He followed the Lieutenant’s gaze.  Lia had been struck.

“Hurry,” the officer said.

Sanjay and Rikuto followed, but it was too late to divert the attack away from Lia.  A pile of stones now crushed her. 

A stone came at Sanjay’s head and he ducked.

“Keep moving,” the Lieutenant shouted.  “Our only strategy here is to get in close.”

“Right behind you, LT,” Sanjay said.  He ran behind the officer with Rikuto and Dyfrig at his side.

The Lieutenant took a barrage of rocks and fell.  “Keep going,” he said.  “Trust the healers.”

Sanjay couldn’t see whether or not the healers saved the Lieutenant.  Looking back would be suicide.  He continued running until he rounded a large boulder that provided cover from their enemy.  A group of short, stocky, trollish looking creatures directed by a troll-like, mutant Grizzly Bear Boss formed the group that attacked the platoon.




Creature Status:  Awitin

Level: 8

Health: 750

Type:  Dungeons & pits

Intelligence: 17

Weapons: Sling shots.

Magic:  None.

Tech:  Light armor.

The Awitin are small, troll-like creatures skilled with stone weapons and catapults.




PC Boss Status: Peikko

Level: 21

Health: 2350

Type:  Dungeons

Intelligence: 117

Weapons:  Sling shots, catapults, and  trebuchets.

Magic:  Medium level Earth.

Tech:  Heavy Armor.

The Peikko is a hybrid mutant Grizzly Bear and underground troll-like beast with the ability to control an army of Awitin slaves.







The slingshots proved useless at short range. Sanjay disrupted the first group, crushing them with his club.  Most were one hit kills.




+800XP

Killed: Awitin

Dropped: Earth Magic Book




Dale heard Rikuto and Dyfrig shouting, but not the Lieutenant.  He assumed they’d lost the officer, but had no time to look around.  The Awitin were not powerful, but they were plentiful.  The creatures caused impressive amounts of damage while flinging stones, but weren’t much of a threat at close quarters.  Sanjay crushed thirty of them with only minimal damage to himself.




+900XP

Killed: Awitin

Dropped: Green Emerald: Fine Quality




As they killed the last of the little creatures, the Boss shouted, “You are worthy opponents.  I offer you a parlay.”

“What the hell,” Sanjay said.  “The bosses are negotiating now?”

“This whole thing just keeps getting weirder,” Rikuto said.  

“I have something you might need,” the Boss said.  “Perhaps we can come to a mutually beneficial agreement.”

“Can’t hurt to listen, I suppose,” Dyfrig said.

“You’ve heard of this?” Galina asked.

“No,” the lizard-man answered.  “But like Rikuto noted, this whole experience is constantly changing.”

“What would you even know about change?” Kim asked.

“Well…”  Dyfrig scratched his head and looked around.  “I think I have been getting…smarter…”

“I don’t trust anything,” Kim said.  “But, the Peikko hasn’t attacked us…”

“True,” Sanjay said.  “It can’t hurt to talk, I guess. Dyfrig, I suppose you’re the ranking—”

“Go ahead, Sanjay,” he said.  “I appoint you our parlay leader.”

Sanjay approached the Peikko Boss with cautious optimism.  The boss showed no signs of aggression, but the ‘parlay leader’ remained armed with his club.  He looked back at the remainder of the platoon...down to seven members now.  In the last battle, Vin joined Tom, Lia, and the Lieutenant as causalities.  Without Smith and Dale, Sanjay  needed to step into a leadership role. He felt an unspoken challenge issued from Megan and Rikuto. “What do you offer?” he asked.

“Peace first,” the Boss said.  It sat on the ground and changed into a humant avatar.

“What the—?”  Sanjay looked at as a young woman...or maybe more of a gangly teen...with light skin, freckles, and short, orange-red hair sat in front of him.   When she smiled, her gums showed, and a gap showed between her two front teeth.

The girl seemed friendly.  When she said, “You can lose the weapon,” he put away his club, changed into his humant avatar, and sat down next to her.

She grinned and put out her hand.  “I’m Amanda, but my friends call me Mandy.”

“I’m Sanjay,” he said.  “And my friends…uh, they just call me Sanjay.”  He laughed.

Her eyes sparkled.  “I’m new to this role,” she said.

“What role?”

“The Peikko Boss,” she answered.  “Aren’t you paying attention?”

“I’m confused.”

“Oh, Rhith just opened up these roles a few weeks ago.  You’ve been in-game for a while?”

“Months,” he said.  “I’m with the EUDA.  So, it’s... well…a job I guess.”

“You’re one of the addicts,” Mandy stated matter-of-factly.

“Huh?”

“It’s a big deal now.  There’s lot’s of people like you who can’t leave the game,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s been in the news and they do these stupid public service announcements at school,” she said.  “I have to sneak around to even be here.  My parents are—”

“Wait…you’re not in…I mean,” Sanjay fumbled and felt a wave of embarrassment.  She’s just a girl...  “You’re not in the EUDA or anything?”

“No,” she answered.  “The whole gaming community is going nuts.  You really should get out more.”

“What’s the—”

“Rhith opened the Almaach servers and the EUDA trainings and experiments to the public and essentially merged—”

“Hold on,” he said.  “Can we start over and invite the others?”

“Sure,” she said.

“You guys need to hear this,” he shouted to the platoon.  “And you can put away your weapons.  She’s just a kid.”

When the group approached, Sanjay introduced Mandy and asked her to start over.   She explained what she knew and recounted what she’d told Sanjay.

“Okay,” Galina said.  “Let me get this straight.  You’re playing a role…like how Lia was playing as a princess before...but she was just killed...so she’s different now.  Kind of like that?”

“Yes,” Mandy said.  “When Rhith first released the public version of Nagant Wars, they had a thousand special avatars…I tried to get one.”

“It was really difficult,” Rikuto said.  “I applied as well, before I got…sucked into the EUDA…”

“Exactly,” Mandy continued.  “The roles were fun to play, but not everyone wanted the restrictions, some players, I mean in the public game, went rogue.  They just wanted to cause damage and the newer players started bitching.  Rhith saw a problem and an opportunity, so they opened up roles as Bosses to the public.  You could play like a rogue, or just be an asshole if you wanted to—”

“Wait a second,” Galina said.  “What about this fucker who…”

“The one that Lia had—” Rikuto said.

“Yeah, that fucker still has a tag on me,” Galina said.  “If I find him…”

“Are you talking about someone who did something…unspeakable?” Mandy seemed embarrassed.

Sanjay looked into her eyes.  She was really just a young teen, maybe even younger than he initially thought.

“How old are you?” he asked.  “If you don’t mind me asking—sorry if I’m being too personal—I’m just—”

“It’s okay,” she blushed and looked down.  “I’m fifteen, but I turn—”

“Wait a minute,” Dyfrig interrupted.  “I’m pretty familiar with the TOS and—”

“I took my sister’s ID,” Mandy said.  “Please don’t tell.  I’m having fun, and it’s my…I don’t have that many friends…”

“Fuck,” Rikuto said.  “This is—”

“I told you it’s the government,” Kim said.  “They don’t care about anyone and it’s—”

“I don’t know if buy all that conspiracy talk,” Megan said.

“Well, it seems…”  Sanjay stopped, unsure of what to say.  He wanted to support Kim’s argument, but he also didn’t want to contradict Megan.

“I do,” Rikuto said.

Sanjay started to speak, but unsure of which side to take, he rubbed his temple instead.

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“Indiana,” she answered.

“And how long have you been playing?”

“A few months—in the public game—the lower levels,” she said.  “The tame version.  But when they had this contest, I tried out and I won.”

“Or maybe you lost,” Rikuto said.  “Don’t you get bored?”

“No, it’s lots of fun because I don’t have to stay here all the time.”

“Wait,” he said, “I thought you said you had to be this Boss, and—”

“Oh, yeah, I come here and play the Boss whenever someone does this run, but it’s not all the time, and I’m not the only Boss,” she explained.  “You see, the other times I can be in my humant avatar and role play.”

“But, you’re only fifteen!” Galina said.

“I’m almost sixteen—and it’s not like I’m role playing—like you know…”  She blushed and looked at Galina with shy smile.  “I like to bet skins and coins on the arena fights and the animal races…not a lot.”

“Jesus,” Galina said.  “I don’t think this is good idea…but it’s—”

“Tame,” Kim said.  “Compared to us.”

“First world problems,” Galina said.  “Yes, agreed.  By the time I turned sixteen, I had done a lot of…never mind…I got into a lot worse trouble than playing in violent MMOs.”

“What now?” Sanjay said.  “What do you mean you can parlay and not fight us?”

“I can offer you a quest,” she said.

“What’s in it for you?”

“That’s the parlay part,” she said.  “I can just fight you.  You’ll get random loot drops.  Maybe something good, maybe not.  But, I have quests I can offer in exchange for things.  Things I want or need.”

“Like what?”

“Well,” she said.  “Right now I’m looking for a weapon with a Jirafa skin, a German Shepard Battle Pet, or a five-carat Brilliant Gemstone, Most Exquisite Quality or higher.” ”Not cash?” Galina said laughing.  “Not very capitalist of you.”

“Are you sure you’re an American?” Kim asked.

“Oh,” Mandy said.  “It’s a weird feature of the rules.  I cannot take Rhith Coins directly.  So, what I do is, I take the things I get, then bet them.  Then there’s a way to convert your casino credits on the internet, outside of Rhith.  After that, you can convert them back to Rhith Coins, or dollars...even yen.”

“God, the corruption of the youth,” Galina said.  “Capitalism…”

“I’m old enough to spend my money—”

“Okay, kid,” Galina said.  “I was your age once.  I won’t judge.”

“So,” Mandy said.  “Whadda you guys have to trade?”

“What kind of quests do you have to offer?” Kim asked.

“Yeah,” Sanjay said.  He realized he’d lost his leadership position to the two women.  Which, on second thought, was probably better.  Mandy seemed like Galina and Kim.

Mandy closed her eyes and bit her lower lip.  “Hold on,” she said.  “I don’t have them all memorized yet.”  She began to read off a list of quests: find Lore Books, Weapons, Gemstones, Herbs, as well as clear particular mines of various beasts and monsters.  She had quests to assassinate a few odd characters, people that had apparently cheated in casinos or mistreated sex-workers, or acted in some corrupt way. 

“And then I have this other quest,” she said.  “Although it’s kind of weird.”

“Weird as in…?”  Galina prompted her to continue.

“So, you have to play in your personal avatar.  No magic is allowed.  You work in pairs.  One member gets an American old-school M-Twenty-One sniper rifle.  The other person gets a seven-point-six-two mini chain-gun with an unlimited number of rounds.”

“Wait a second,” Rikuto said.  “You’re saying there’s firearms in here?”

“It’s an instance,” Mandy said.  “You can’t take them out—but—yes…”

“Shit,” he said.  “Nothing weird about that.”

“What are you shooting at?” Galina asked.

“That’s the crazy thing,” Mandy answered.  “You don’t find out until you start playing.  It progresses in levels.  You might be shooting terrorists...or hunting elk.  You can’t shoot the innocent bystanders among the terrorists or the cows among the bucks within a herd of elk for instance.”

“A machine gun for elk?” Kim asked.

“That’s the tricky part,” Mandy said.  “You’re in a fixed position and the targets come at you.  It might be a herd of American bison or it might be a crowd at a football game running from terrorists.   The thing is, if you hit three non-targets, you lose.”

“And what’s losing mean?”  Sanjay asked.  He suspected he knew the answer.

“Death,” she said.  “Although, from what I’ve heard, it’s quick and painless.”

“Shit,” he said.  “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“I’m fifteen, not five,” Mandy said.  “So, would you like to see the details?”

“Sure…”




You’ve been offered the Overkill Hunting Quest!

This is a two-player quest.

Reward:  If you complete this quest, you receive a random drop with 10X Serendipity.

Upon completion: You will receive an exit to the north with safe passage to Ardra.

Upon failure: Painless death with normal respawn.




“So, what’s it going to cost us?” Sanjay asked her.

“I’d really like a Jirafa Skin Assassin’s Dagger with Onyx Blade, quality rating of Rare or above.”

Sanjay turned to Galina, “Didn’t you get something like this in the Egyptian Dungeon?”

“Yup.”  She brought out the Onyx Bladed Assassin’s Dagger and showed it to Mandy.

“What about the rest of us?” Sanjay asked.

“I’ll take the dagger from Galina.  From everyone else, just a gemstone—at least a two-carat stone with a quality of Supremely Masterful or above.  And one more condition…”

“Which is?” Sanjay asked.

“I want to go.”  She stood up and smiled directly at him.  “And I’m going to be your partner.”

“Yeah, Sanjay,” Rikuto said.  “You’ve finally got a girl.”  He laughed and quoted, “On Wednesdays, we wear pink.”

“No, I don’t see how this is possible,” Sanjay argued.“Why not?” she said.  Mandy’s hands went to her hips.  “I’m a good shot.  You can have the machine gun.”

“No, I mean…I don’t know.” Sanjay exasperated, looked at Dyfrig.  “Sergeant, tell her why she can’t join a platoon.”

“It’s not against the rules to run a dungeon with her.”

“We did take that fuc…oh sorry—” Rikuto coughed.  “Jara, I meant to say—”

“I’m not a child,” Mandy said.  “You can say the word fuck if you want to.”

“Ouch,” Megan said.  “That actually hurt.  You’re too cute to use such vulgar language.”

“I am not cute,” she said.  She turned back into the Peikko Boss.  Producing two double-headed axes, which she rested on her shoulders, she said, “Would you rather try your luck battling me?”

“She didn’t mean to offend you,” Sanjay said.  “Please, it wouldn’t be fair.”

Mandy returned to her humant avatar and put out her hand to Sanjay.  “We have a deal then?”

Sanjay looked at the platoon.  “Well, we are uneven in number, so I’m leaning towards accepting.  Sergeant Dyfrig?”

“I’m in,” he said.  “It seems like a reasonable opportunity to get to Ardra and I’ve never shot a machine gun before.”  He grinned like a child.

“Hell, I’m not going to be your partner,” Rikuto said.  “Megan?”

Megan accepted Rikuto.

Sanjay shook hands with Mandy.

Kim and Galina quickly shook hands, and that left Ivan with Sergeant Dyfrig.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Ivan said.

“Well, think positive,” Dyfrig said.  “The girl did say that death would be quick and painless.  Listen up platoon!  Once we arrive in Ardra we will meet at the Blue Beard Inn.  We’ll gather there in the evening, every happy hour, for the next few days.  That way if anyone dies we have meeting point to take a head count.”

Sanjay formally accepted the quest and Rachel Horowitz from Indiana, Mandy’s sister and the official account holder, as his partner.

“Rachel, huh?”

“Yeah, she’s in college.”

“Not a gamer?”

“Nope, she thinks they’re boring.  No accounting for taste, my dad says.”

“You’re wise beyond your years.”

Each partnership entered their own instance.  Two minutes after splitting up from the platoon, Sanjay and Mandy argued over the machine gun.

“I’m a tank,” Sanjay said.

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Well, you’re…”

“What?” she demanded.  “I’m what?”

“You’re probably a better shot than me,” he said.  “You should take the sniper rifle.”

“That would be what my dad would call a nice save,” she said.  “But I’m not letting you off that easy.”

“Okay,” he said, “rock, paper, scissors?”

“Three out of five?”

“You are a sly…okay.”

Sanjay lost and accepted the sniper rifle with the little dignity he had remaining.  Another set of doors opened where they walked onto a hunter’s perch and faced (what looked like) an African plain.  The sky was blue with mountains lining the horizon. The nearest tree was a kilometer away.  Tall grasses and undulating hills, however, gave predators plenty of hiding places. 

“Well,” Sanjay said, “what’s coming up?”

“Well, I’ve never ran this particular instance before,” she answered just before pulling the trigger and sending  seven-point-six-two ammo downrange at the rate of three thousand rounds per second...into a stampeding herd of Cape Buffalo.  “Quit staring at me and pay attention,” she said glancing at Sanjay.  “There’s a pride of lions stalking you.”




** ** **




Amy awoke with a headache and a dry mouth.  She couldn’t decide if it was Sunday or Monday.  Sitting up and looking at her surroundings, she remembered… Ah yes...I’m  still a prisoner of Commander Amok.  The jail cell had one small window to the outside, but it was too high to see anything but a small piece of blue sky.  A wooden bench  doubled as a bed lined the wall next to a wooden door with a small, built-in opening.   She inspected a jug of water, the only other item in the room.  It was pure and clean, so she drank until her stomach ached.

Amy:  How long have I been sleeping?

No answer came.

Hello?  Are you there?

Her internal AI remained silent and when she tried pulling up her stat screen, nothing happened.  Frustrated, Amy tried a thought command to retrieve a weapon, but her space-folding backpack was inaccessible.  She willed herself to change into her professional avatar, but this too, proved fruitless.

“What the hell,” she mumbled.

She beat her fists on the door and yelled, “Hello!”

Nobody came.

“Anybody!”  She kicked the door, beat on it with her fists, and searched for a hidden handle.  Nothing.  Amy grew tired and her hands hurt, so she sat down on the wooden bench and fumed.  Time passed and the sky outside her small window changed colors.

When darkness fell, the door opened briefly.

“Hello?” she said.

No one answered but a box landed on the floor before the door slammed shut again.

She went to the door and beat it with her fists.  “Hello!  Don’t leave!”  With her pleading ignored, she kicked the door, but only managed to hurt her feet.

She picked up the box, sat down, and opened it.  Inside the container, a small blanket, a jug of water, a sandwich, an apple, and a key-shaped cookie all lay on the bottom.

“That bitch,” she said in a whisper.

The next day, the routine was the same.

By the third day, Amy quit beating on the door and lost track of time.














CHAPTER SIX




Dale awoke from a dreamless sleep.  He lit a torch, checked his status, and gave Gingo a snack.  The cavern seemed unchanged and unoccupied, but he felt as if someone was watching him.  Besides his own footsteps and Gingo’s breathing, only the spring gurgled the occasional sound.  He tested the water.  No enemies jumped up to greet him, and it was clean enough to drink.

“What do you think, girl?” he said.

The golden retriever tilted her head, wagged her tail, and moved long shadow movements against the rocks.

“Come on,” Dale said as he walked along the wall, feeling and searching with his fingers for niches.  They walked the length of the cavern several times.  Their criss-crossing path scarred the sand and pebbles that made up the small shore along the banks of the spring.  Nothing of interest presented itself.  He sat to think.




Dale: Ërin, is there anything you can think of trying?

Ërin:  I can’t think.

Can you suggest a place to look for an escape route?

In other caverns, you’ve always found a puzzle to solve, something to—

I know.  I’ve looked.  Nothing.

I’m sorry I don’t have a map for you.

Are you really?

Really what?

Sorry.

That’s what I said.

But, I mean…

I know what you mean, Dale.

So?

I can’t really be sorry.  Sorry.  Forgive me?

Sure.  What difference does it make?




Dale stood and paced.

“Bunnies?”

Gingo wagged her tail.

“Squirrels?”

The dog looked around, hoping Dale had seen something worth investigating.  But, she did not see, hear, or smell any small animals to chase...or big ones.  Boredom finally overcame curiosity and Gingo laid down and closed her eyes.

“Okay, girl.  Take a rest.”

“But I’m not tired, Dale,” a soft-spoken female said from the shadows.

The unexpected voice shocked Dale.  He jumped up and retrieved his sword, but immediately felt a cold blade slide under his chin, tight to his neck. He froze.

“If I intended to kill you, Dale,” the familiar sounding woman said, “I would not have announced my presence.”

“Emi?”

“Yes, it’s me,” she said as she removed the blade for Dale’s throat.  “I see you’ve found the Cavern of Despair.”

“You’ve been here?”

“Yes,” she said in a whisper.  “It’s not a good place to get stuck.”

“How’d you…?”

“The Guild has maps—”

“No, I meant, how’d you know I was here?” Dale asked.

“I’ve been following the platoon.”

“Why?  Where’s Amy?”

“That’s why I’m here,” Emi said.  “Put your sword away and sit.”

Dale did as she asked.  After all, they belonged to the same faction.  And, if Emi held any grudges or ill will towards him, she could have already hurt him....in any case, he had a few effective defensive options.

Gingo licked Emi’s hand and wagged her tail.

“You’re some guard dog, girl,” Dale said.

“She would have attacked me if she thought I was really threatening you.  Sometimes I think dogs are…maybe smarter than us.”

“Me, too,” Dale said.  “But, she’s just a…”  Dale didn’t want to finish his sentence, but Emi did it for him.

“She’s a program, Dale.  Her love isn’t real.  Unlike…”

“Don’t say it.”

“Why not?”  Emi asked looking at him sternly, as if she’d caught him cheating at poker.

“I can’t…I really don’t want to talk about it.  Why are you here?”

Emi frowned.  The flickering orange flame exaggerated her facial expressions, making her appear disappointed...and a little scary, too.  She sat next to him in the sand.  Gingo rested her head in the small Japanese woman’s lap and returned to her nap.

“She likes you,” Dale said.

“Amy’s been captured and now being held prisoner.”  Emi stated in firm, commanding voice, “I came here to ask for your help.”

“I did that…?  No...I have duties…”  Dale stood up...agitated, he paced in the sand.  “I have responsibilities to my platoon.  We have a mission.”

“To destroy Iyam’s ships.”

“How did you know?”

“Our Guild is powerful and we maintain a clever spy network.”

“I guess it doesn’t matter.  I mean, we’re on the same side...right?”

“Of course.”

“They made an offer,” Dale said.  He sat down again, facing Emi, and he sighed.  “I can go back to school if we’re successful.  It’s supposed to be somewhat of a secret, but I wanted you to know.”

“Have you considered why this is so important?”

“Going back to school?  Of course it’s—”

“No, not that.  I meant destroying Iyam’s ships.  Why is that such a big deal?”

“I don’t care.”

“We were given a quest to assassinate Iyam,” Emi said.  “An impossible mission.”

“Just you and Amy?”

“I don’t know if others were given the same assignment.  Could be.  But, it was a diversion, that’s all.”

“A diversion so the ships could be destroyed?”

“There would definitely be a better chance to get to the ships, yes.”  Emi showed Dale a weak smile.  “It’s always been kind of fucked up, don’t you think?”

“Yeah,” Dale said.  “Can you transfer your maps to me?”

“Sorry.  Against Thuban Guild rules.”

“Well, why are you here?”

“I told you.  To ask for your help.”

“I told you, I have responsibilities.  I have a life I want to get back to.  The platoon…”

“Dale...she’s probably being tortured right now,” Emi said.  Her voice sounded like a pleading mother.  “She cares about you.  I know you care about her.” 

“How did you get separated?”  Dale said, ignoring the relationship reference.

“I didn’t escape.  I was killed.  It probably happened accidently by one of the guards, but that’s conjecture.  If Amy had been killed, she’d have respawned.  She didn’t.  I waited several hours.  She was outnumbered.  Besides, I think Iyam is indestructible.  She’s a Big Bad...not just some mob or boss in a dungeon.  I’m confused about how she’s allowed to interact at this level.”

“Why can’t—or didn’t—Amy fight to the death?”

“I don’t know.  But, I’m sure she was taken prisoner.  I know that sounds weird, but I need to go back.  I have to go back.  Come with me, please.”

“I can’t,” Dale said.

“You won’t.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Emi implored.  “Think about what she did for you.”

“She wasn’t honest with me.”

“Amy did her duty because she felt she had no choice,” Emi argued.  “She was looking out for you, too.”

“And that’s what I’m saying. I need to do, my duty,” Dale said.  “I have to fulfil my obligations—just like she did when she kept secrets from me.”

“But, you’re the one who argued that love should come first.  You were the one claiming that  friendship and love should be more important.  You believe that.” 

“But I don’t love…”

“You’re lying.”

Dale blushed.  “No...I’ve moved on.”

“I don’t believe you.”  Emi’s dark brown eyes focused on him.

He felt ashamed and said, “Well, you’re free to believe what you want.”

“If you help us...if you help me...we’ll help you with the ships.”

“You just said that it’s not even a possible mission.  We’re just going to end up dead.”

“At least Amy won’t be stuck in the fortress,” Emi pointed out.  “If I can’t rescue her, maybe I can force Iyam to fight and kill us...  Respawning sucks, but at least it ends.  I don’t know how long Iyam can keep her in a cell.”

“What would be the point?”

“I don’t know.  Have you been outside lately?”

“Yeah.  This weekend, actually.  Smith is in the hospital.”

“Is he...?”  Emi looked down.  Her tone conveyed genuine concerned about Smith’s well-being.

“I don’t know.  His fiancée told me to leave him alone.  I think he’s messed up.”

“This game…it’s terrible sometimes.”

“I don’t think it’s just a game.  I saw something on the news yesterday,” Dale said.  “I went to my parents’ after the hospital.  Do you know they suspect Yingtai—”

“Troth?”

“Yes.”

“I knew something was weird.  What’s going on with her?”

“She’s in a coma,” Dale said.  “At least, that’s what the media is reporting.  How can you know for sure these days?”

“In a coma?  Really?”

“In a coma, yes.  When she wakes up they’re going to arrest her, supposedly.  But, like I said, how can you trust any of the reports?”

“Shit.”

“I know.  Now you understand why I want to just destroy those ships and go back to school.”

“I understand,” Emi said.  “But we can do both.”

“God...”  Dale looked around the cavern again.  He considered his options...all two of them.  He could refuse to go with Emi, but  be stuck in the cavern where he wouldn’t be much help to the platoon.  If he agreed and went after Amy, however, he could be captured and end up rotting away in a virtual cell.

Then what?  Decisions, decisions….

“At least listen to my plan?” Emi asked.

“Sure.”

“There’s a passage out of here.  It leads through a dungeon instance.  And, assuming you kill the boss, there’s another passage that leads out into the hills behind the fortress.  If we get that far, we’ll come up with a way to get inside.  I don’t know exactly—”

“So, your plan is to play it by ear?”

“My plan is to do whatever I can to help Amy.”

“Okay, so let’s say I help you—we somehow rescue her.  Amy gonna be ok with you vouching for her about helping with our mission?”

“I promise.”

Dale looked at Emi.

She met his gaze...hopeful...scared...daring him to refuse.

He closed his eyes and sighed, slightly shaking his head.  “Oh, hell... I’m going to regret this…”




** ** **




“I smell something fishy,” Sanjay said.

“That’s Ardra,” Mandy told him.  “Don’t worry, your brain will filter it out soon enough.”

“Which does beg the question: why is it here in the virtual world in the first place?”

“Rhith-Realism™.”

“Rotten fish guts?  Really?”  Sanjay shook his head.  “I don’t need it that real.  I wonder if we’re the only ones here?”

“No, there’s Kim and Galina now,” Mandy said pointing to the cavern.

“Where’s everyone else?” Galina asked when she walked up to them.

“I was about to ask you that,” Sanjay said.  “There’s Rikuto and Megan now.”

The six of them waited for ten minutes before Mandy stated the obvious.  “I guess the Russian and that lizard didn’t make it.”

“You sure?” Kim asked.

“Yeah,” Mandy said.  “I’ve done that run a bunch of times when I was waiting for players to show up in my instance.  It’s roughly the same time frame to play it through, even with different creatures, so you can assume they were overrun.”

“Maybe give it a few more minutes?” Kim asked.

“Sure,” Sanjay said.  “What can it hurt?”

“How’d you like that machine gun?” Rikuto asked Sanjay.

“I was the sniper.”

“The machine gun is my favorite weapon,” Mandy said.  “Besides, Sanjay is a good shot, he saved me twice.”

“Sanjay, the hero,” Rikuto said in a deep voice.

“She’s fifteen,” Sanjay said.

“You see, nothing can stop love, Léon,” Rikuto quoted.

“Huh?”

“Léon, the cleaner.  Natalie Portman falls in love with a hitman when she’s only twelve.”

“Where I come from,” Kim said, “Fifteen’s a woman.”

“It was the same in Russia.”  Galina laughed.  “Love’s evil, you’ll even love goat.”

“Sanjay’s no goat.”  Rikuto slapped him on the back.  “He’s at the perfect maturity level to fall in love with a cutie like Mandy.”

“It’s Russian proverb,” Galina said.  “Not real goat.  Means….well, man like Tom.”

“Hey, sister!” Kim shouted.  “That’s my man you’re talking about.”

“Only joke.”  Galina put her arm around Sanjay’s shoulder and kissed him on the cheek.  “You’re not goat.  Someday you realize how blue you are, stay away from heart broken.”

Sanjay blushed and looked away.  “We need to head into Ardra and wait for the others,” he said.  “No more talking about me.”

“Don’t you need to go back?” Galina asked Mandy.

“No,” she said.  “I’m staying with—”

“You can’t stay with us,” Rikuto said looking to Sanjay.  “Tell her.  You’re in charge here, Sanjay.  Tell her.  She can’t join the platoon.”

“Why not?” Mandy asked.

Sanjay thought she sounded hurt, but he sensed something else, too.  Understanding women wasn’t his strongest skill.  It probably wasn’t included even in his top one hundred best attributes, although he did have sisters, and that helped a little bit.  Mandy seemed innocent enough...maybe, she just needed some friends?  Playing a boss role would probably get boring…  She just wanted to help.  “I don’t know,” Sanjay said.

“It can’t be within the rules,” Rikuto said.  “And we don’t even know her.”

“Are you actually in a faction?” Kim asked.

“Not technically,” Mandy said.  “But, I can help you.  Obviously I’m not there all the time, I’m still in high school.  If I’m not there, the dungeon will auto-generate a boss.  Don’t worry about my loyalty.  I don’t have any other friends, so there is no reason...nobody, to betray you to.  And I won’t, I promise.”  She looked at Sanjay and gave an awkward smile.

“Girls...” Rikuto said.

“She’s cute,” Megan said.  “I trust her, I mean…look at how she looks at him.”  She pointed to Sanjay, who looked away.

“When love whispers, then reason shuts up,” Galina said.  “Russian wisdom.”

“I guess she’s with us, then.”  Kim held out her arms.  “Stranger things…”

“I won’t let you down,” Mandy said.

“So, we follow the plan?  We wait for Dale and the others to respawn and join us?” Rikuto asked.

“Yep, that’s it,” Sanjay said.  “We head to the Blue Beard Inn, get rooms, and act like tourists.  Go out in pairs, map, tag, and get a feel for the place.  We’ll meet at eleven to share notes and brainstorm. The rest of the platoon should be here tomorrow morning.  Or tomorrow afternoon.”

“Unless they get killed again,” Kim said.  “What do we—?”

“There’s nothing we can do,” Rikuto said.  “Except follow the plan.”

“You guys do know about the springs?” Mandy asked.

“What springs?” Sanjay said to her question.

“The springs your Stone Giant sank into.”

“What about them?”

“They are healing springs.  They restore mana...it’s a mixed blessing.  Or a curse.  You don’t drown, but you end up in one of the many caverns that are puzzles...mazes.  If you don’t have a map, you’re kinda of screwed.”

“So, you’re saying that Dale is stuck somewhere?”  The last thing Sanjay wanted was to remain in charge.  “He can’t just be stuck forever, right?”

“Who’s Dale?”  Mandy asked.  “The Stone Giant?”

“Yeah,” Rikuto said.  “He’s kind of important.  Shit.”

“We should go back,” Galina said.

“That’s not the plan,” Rikuto said.  “If we don’t follow the plans we make—what’s the point of making them?”

“Plans change,” Galina answered.  “Dale would come to help us.”

“Dale follows orders,” Rikuto said.

“That’s pretty true,” Sanjay said.  “But, this situation might be different.”

“We should wait for the LT and Dyfrig,” Megan offered.

“I kind of think we should help Dale,” Kim said.  “He’d be there for us.”

“We help him by sticking to the plan,” Rikuto said.  “We don’t even know if he’s still alive.  Or perhaps he’s found a way out.”

“Not likely,” Mandy said with a voice of authority that gave Sanjay an odd feeling.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because you guys have never been in there before and you don’t have maps,” she said.  “Am I right?”

“Right,” Rikuto said.

“Now, if he was in an assassin’s guild, it would be a different story,” Mandy said.  “But, he’s not, is he?”

“No.”  Sanjay, frustrated, kicked a rock.  “Damn.”

“I can help,” Mandy said.

“How?”

“I know something about the caves and the puzzles,” she said.  “I’ll go.”

“I don’t know,” Sanjay said.  “It’s not your job.”

“You can trust me,” she said.

“I’m not saying I don’t…”

“I’m not sure I do,” Rikuto said.  “No offense.”

“None taken,” Mandy said.  “I’ll take one of you with me if you want.”

“I don’t think we should split up,” Galina said.

“Then I’ll go alone,” Mandy said.

“Dale doesn’t know you,” Sanjay said.  “I’ll go with you.”

“Wait a minute,” Rikuto said.  “I don’t like this idea.  We’re getting too fragmented .  We don’t know if Dale is even still in there.  He’s clever...he might be already headed out or he might have died trying.  Maybe he’s respawned already and he’s heading here?”

“Then there’s no harm,” Megan said.  “Right?”

“I’m not sure,” Rikuto answered.  “How long would it take you get to where you think he’s trapped?” he asked Mandy.

“A few hours.  Maybe late tonight, if something goes wrong.  I can be back by—”

“We can be back,” Sanjay interrupted.  “I’m not sending you alone.”

“The hero,” Rikuto said.

“I think he’s just trying to be helpful,” Kim said.

“I think he’s being a little irrational,” Megan said.  “No offense intended.”

“Maybe that's how great warriors do it. Carelessly, not wracking their minds with the consequences,” Rikuto quoted.

“Hey, what’s that from?”  Megan gave him a big smile.  “I like that quote.  Maybe we’ll keep you around.”

“Snow Crash.  The HBO series, not the movie,” Rikuto answered.

“I’ve been meaning to watch that,” she said.

“Next Friday night?” Rikuto smiled.

Megan grinned.

“I’m not trying to be a hero.  I’m trying to be logical and rational,” Sanjay protested.

“Yeah...nothing to go wrong there,” Kim said.

“I support you.”  Galina put her arm around his shoulder.  “I know you have the best intentions, just remember you’ve got to watch out for yourself.”

“It’s settled,” Sanjay said.  “We’ll meet you tomorrow morning as planned, with or without, Dale.  If we don’t show up, then wait for the LT and Dyfrig and the rest.”

“Shit,” Rikuto said.  “I don’t like any of this, but okay…”




** ** **




Sanjay followed Mandy into a cave.

“You know your way around these,” he said.

“Yes, pretty much,” she said.  “Come on, there’s nothing along this part to worry about.”

The cave opened into a long passage, a typical mine shaft that Sanjay had walked  before.  “You sure there’s not traps or—”

“Not here,” she said.  “After we take one of the branches, yes.  But I’m familiar with where we’re going.  Trust me.”

“My life is in your hands,” Sanjay said.

“This way.”

Mandy lead him into a smaller tunnel that was roughly hewn into dark stone.  “You should get into your avatar in case—”

“Look out!” Sanjay shouted as they were swarmed with bats.

Mandy laughed.  “Don’t be so jumpy, these are harmless.”

Sanjay dropped his shield.  “I never get used to that,” he said.

“These little ones are just like furry pigeons,” she said.  “The ones that bite are bigger and faster.”

The last of the bats flew past them and they began walking again, with Mandy in the lead holding a torch.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked after walking three or four minutes without having said a word.

“No,” he answered.  “I sort of had a crush on…”

“Megan?”

“How’d you—”

“I noticed you were kind of weird about Rikuto,” she said.  “I’m in tune with these things.”

“Well, I’m not jealous or anything,” he said.

“I didn’t think that,” Mandy said.  “I mean, I sort of thought…oh, here’s our door.”

“You sort of thought what?” he asked.

“Never mind.  I think you’re nice.  We have to go through this door.”

“What’s on the other side?”

“There’s an instance we have to go through, but it shouldn’t be too difficult.  Once we clear the mobs, there’s another passage that will drop us into the cavern where your friend will be, assuming he’s—you know…”

“He’s gonna be there,” Sanjay said.  “So what’s up with this instance?  Snakes?  Spiders?  Goblins?”

Mandy shook her head.  “Nope.”

“Trolls, orcs, wolves, bears, dragonlings?”

“Nope.”

“Mutants?”

“Nope.”

“Vampires, ghosts, water-spirits, Egyptian Gods?”

“Nope.”

“Greek Gods, Roman gladiators, witches, warlocks, Hindu or Aztec god-monsters?”

“No.  Keep guessing,” she said.  “This is fun.”

“This isn’t fun.”

“Okay, I’ll give you a hint,” Mandy said.  “They’re—”

“Wait!”

“What?”

“Don’t give me a hint yet,” Sanjay said grinning.

“I thought you said you weren’t having fun,” Mandy said as she punched him in the arm.

“I’m not,” Sanjay protested.  “Is a flock of Shtriga?”

“Nope,” she said.  Mandy looked uniquely and oddly beautiful in that moment. Her gap-toothed grin practically glowed in the flickering torch light . Gray-green eyes sparkled under orange hair and her skin glistened.   

Sanjay socked her, returning the punch she had just given him.  He aimed for her arm, except she moved to evade his reach, and he accidentally swatted her breast. 

“Are you getting fresh with me?”

Sanjay stared, horrified that he had abused her.

“No,” he said, embarrassed.  “I mean, I was trying to—” he swung at her arm again, “hit your arm.”

She twisted her body, and again, Sanjay’s hand landed on her breast, accidentally.

“You perverted beast,” she teased.

“You did that on purpose,” he said.

“Naw-ah,” she said.

“Mujina or Gourides?”

“Huh?”

“The breasts...I mean beasts...in there,” Sanjay said pointing to the door.

“Keep guessing,” she said.

“Lamya, Erbi, Houting, Louhi, Cha, Caipora,” he guessed.

“Nope.”

“Hiisi?”

“Nope.”

“Kolf, Betokat, Da Fei Ji,” he said.  “Or maybe a herd of Wildebai?”

“None of those,” she said.  “You give up?”

“We’d better go soon,” he said.

“It’s Wokou.  They’re dwarf pirates.”

“I haven’t come across any of those yet,” Sanjay said.  “Any hints?”

“They aren’t too hard to beat,” Mandy explained.  “They have one peg leg and an eye patch.  Attack their weak side and you’ll be good.”

“Okay.”

“Oh...and they have battle pets.  Irritating, talking parrots that are more of a distraction than anything else.”

“Sometimes I think Rhith hired programmers out of an insane asylum and...”

Sanjay frowned.  “I didn’t mean to do that.”

“Do what?”

“You know what I mean.”

“You mean when you grabbed my tit?”

“I did not grab you,” he said.  He felt his face burn.  “I was trying to—”

“Jesus Christ, Sanjay.  Don’t have a brain aneurism.  I know it was an accident.”  She batted her eyelashes and grinned.  “But I wouldn’t be mad if you—”

“Don’t talk like that,” he said.  “You’re only fifteen.”

“I’m sixteen in like a month.  Three weeks.  I’m basically sixteen,” she said.  “And it’s my body.  Don’t be an asshole.”

“Sorry,” he said.  “I just mean…”

“I’ve never had a boyfriend,” she said.

“No?”  He sounded incredulous. Although, what was strange about it?  He wasn’t sure.

“I like you,” she said.

“I have to admit something,” Sanjay said.

“What?”

“Some of the platoon...” he said.  “I mean—I’ve never had a girlfriend.”

“Are you gay?” she asked.

“I don’t…” he said looking at his feet.  “This is awkward.  I’m not sure what I am.  Maybe bi-sexual?  But I do think you’re really pretty, in any case.”

“Thanks,” she said her face breaking into a big grin.  “You were just feeling me up, so I think you like girls.”

“I was not!”  He looked at her, hands on his hips, and said, “Don’t tell anyone.  It was an accident.”

“You keep saying that...” she teased, “but your hand lingered.”

“It did not!” He felt his face get hot again and his stomach developed a dull pain.  “Don’t say that, I’m serious.  Please.”

“Calm down....crap.”  She punched him in the arm.  “You don’t take a joke very well.”

“That’s nothing to joke about,” he said.  “I take personal boundaries seriously.”

“We’re in a game, Sanjay,” she said.  “You could do things to me right here,” she suggested seductively and indicated the dark passageway with her arm.  “And nobody would ever know.”

“I’d never...” he said.  “Even though we’re in virtual space, it’s still real.  I mean, it’s not real, real, but it’s still, like…it feels real.”

“I know,” she said smiling.  “I’ve never had a guy touch me like that before.”

“I didn’t touch you,” he insisted.  “Really, stop saying that.  It was an—”

“Accident.  I know,” she said.  “But it still felt nice.”

Sanjay blushed again.  He looked down, and after a moment, he looked at her face and she was still smiling at him.  “I…I don’t know what to say.”

“You get embarrassed too easily,” she said.  “That’s why Rikuto and those other guys make fun of you so much.”

“I was raised conservatively,” he said.

“I don’t think you’re too old for me,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice.

“What?”

“You can be my boyfriend,” she stated.

“No,” he said.  “I can’t.”

“Why not?  You don’t like me?”

“I do like you, Mandy,” he said.  “But you’re—”

“Fifteen,” she said.  “I know.  But I’m nearly sixteen, and it’s not like you’re so-so-so much more mature than me.”

“I don’t want to have this conversation anymore.  Let’s go fight some pirates and find Dale.  Okay?”

Mandy’s lower lip stuck out.

Sanjay frowned.

She smiled, opened the door, and said, “Come on, then.  I’ll take the left.”




** ** **




Sanjay, used to tanking, rushed to the front, straight ahead.

“I said take the right,” Mandy said.  “There’s just the two of us.  Wait up!”

He slowed and glanced around.  “Where’s the pirates?”

“Hold one second,” she said.  “It’s one of those glitchy instances.  We’re in a part of the world left over from the beta period. They only built this pirate dungeon as a joke for an old podcaster a serious prejudice against seafaring, peg-legged, eye-patched marauders with parrots.”

“Some people have too much time on their hands.”

A series of torches along the walls lit up the entrance to the chamber.  Each blaze cast enough light for them to see without having to use their own source.  The chamber had a stone floor.  Heavy wooden timbers with massive chandeliers hanging from them ran across the ceiling.  Spiderwebs filled the corners and crevices and Sanjay saw a few bats flying around.  A set of double doors flew open and a pair of Wokou entered the room, each with a colorful parrot on its shoulder.  Sanjay viewed the pop-ups in his vision before swiping right.




NPC Status: Wokou, Dwarf Pirates

Level: 12

Health: 450

Type: Arggg!

Intelligence: 18

Weapons: Cutlass, Hook-hands, and sometimes cannons.

Magic: None.

Tech: Light armor on occasion.  Peg-legs and eye patches.

Dwarf pirates mostly hobble around, but attack with a cutlass. They haven’t actually been to sea in many ages.  Whatever happens, never have a drink with them.




Creature Status: Pirate’s Battle Pet Parrot

Level: 6

Health: 275

Type: Sub-Ecuadorian Multi-colored Dwarf Pirate Species

Intelligence: 6

Weapons: Claws & beaks.

Magic: None.

Tech: None.

Sub-Ecuadorian Parrots are less intelligent than they seem.  This Battle Pet’s main objective is to be an annoyance. Surprisingly, however, the smarter birds effectively tutor remedial Spanish as a Second Language.




“Who dares to enter our forbidden chamber?” one of the pirates asked.

“Corpses cannot testify,” said the second.

“Squawk!” said the first parrot.  “Carcasses cannot tell stories.”

“A stiff is silent.”

“Carrion cannot converse.”

“The departed don’t discuss.”

“Remains don’t ruminate.”

“Kill them all,” the second bird said in a morose English accent.  “Leave no survivors!  No mercy!  Wash the decks with their blood.  Recall the Alamo!  Squawk!”

“Holy Krishna!” Sanjay shouted.  “Are they serious?”

“No, my friend,” a handsome, child-like, blue-man said.  “They are merely the wasted afternoon of bored, over-qualified programmers from Bangladesh.”

“I think this chamber is an inside joke,” Mandy said.  “But don’t let your guard down.  They’re faster than they look.”

The pirates attacked.

With his sword, Sanjay parried the pirate’s advance who swung a short cutlass.  Initially, he kept an eye on Mandy, but soon realized her level of capability with the sword exceeded his own sword skill. 

The pirate did indeed move faster than he’d expected, especially since it ran with one peg-leg, awkwardly clopping like a three-legged horse.  The pirate use the parrot’s interference to its advantage.   The multi-colored, feathered, squawking and talking bird  dive-bombing Sanjay’s face, was fast becoming an over-described creature by mere virtue of its ability to annoy anyone unfortunate enough to use its dungeon instance as a means of ingress...or egress.

“You’re a dead man,” the parrot parroted before parroting a parrot chant.  “Dead, dead, dead, dead.  And you’re a shit fighter.  Shit, shit, shit.  Squawk!”

Sanjay, whose avatar was the jaguar-man Isca, had never fought simply as a cat.  He felt an urge to jump and use his claws to swat at the parrot.  It was a new feeling...kind of nice, actually.  He wondered what...if anything...he could do to indulge the new impulse when the pirate’s cutlass bounced off his sword and struck him in the ribs.

“Ouch!” he yelled.  “That freaking hurt.”

“You need my help?” Mandy asked.  “A little love and care?”

“No.  Thank you, my armor’s pretty good,” Sanjay said while taking a few steps backward.  “It just caught me by surprise.”

“I told you they were fast.  Look out!”

The parrot flew into Sanjay’s face, wings spread, blocking his view.  “Squawk!  Do not underestimate the power of sub-Ecuadorian Parrots.”

“Wouldn’t that be a Peruvian Parrot?”

“We leave alliteration to the experts, squawk!”

Sanjay guessed where the next attack would come and blocked to the left.

The pirate swung to the right.

The slicing blow caught him in the hip, just between armor plates.  Sanjay fell to his knees.  He was accustomed to damage and hits, but normally a group of healers supported his health while tanking.  Healing power suddenly jolted through him at the same moment the pirate swung his cutlass down towards his head.  Sanjay rolled  left and the weapon smashed into the floor.  A rush of power filled him.  The parrot dive-bombed his face and the Wokou used its peg-leg to attempt spearing him.

As the wooden weapon approached his chest, Sanjay grabbed ahold and twisted.  He spun in a circle, holding tightly to the foot.  The pirate swirled around in a motion similar to a staged wrestling match and attempted to slash with his cutlass.  But, Sanjay bounced the pirate’s head off the floor which made him inadvertently fling his weapon.   Sanjay turned another five times, building centrifugal force, and let the pirate fly.

“I’m sailing,” the pirate said.  “Arrrrgggg!”

The buccaneer smashed into the other NPC and they both went tumbling into a wall like crash dummies.

Sanjay retrieved his Atlatl spear-thrower and flung bolts at the two pirates.

He switched to a Quauholōlli (his Aztec melee bone-crushing club), walked past Mandy (currently beating the second pirate with a sword, while sitting on his shoulders),  and smashed in the first pirate’s head. 




+1200XP

Killed: Wokou

Dropped: A half dozen cannon balls




As he turned to assist Mandy, she finished off the second buccaneer.  Sanjay  got a tag in and a second pop-up flashed in his vision.




+1200XP

Killed: Wokou

Dropped: A Rusty Cutlass, Shabby Quality

Dropped: A peg leg, Fine Quality




Congratulations!

You’ve reached Level 15

Attn: New Perks unlocked, view Perk Trees? [Y/N]




He brushed off the notifications and turned towards Mandy.  She flung a knife at his face.  “What the—!” he shouted.  The knife skewered a flying parrot the moment before its claws would have reached his eyes. It dropped dead at his feet.

Mandy pulled out a long bow and killed the second battle pet with one shot.

“Shit,” Sanjay said.  “I thought for a second—”

“You think I’d kill my new boyfriend so quickly?” she asked.

“I’m not your new boyfriend,” he said.

“I just saved you.”

“I saved you,” he said.  “Didn’t you see that awesome throw?”

“Yeah, that was cool,” she said.  “But I was winning anyway.”

“I still helped…”

“You did.  How’s your health?” she asked while directly a healing enchantment at him.

“Oh, thanks,” he said.  “I’m good now, I didn’t realize you had such high healing abilities.”

“There’s a lot about me you don’t know,” she said.  “But there’s time to find out.  Come on, let’s go.”

“Lead the way.”  Sanjay pointed with an outstretched arm and she took his hand with hers.  Her fingers were soft, and still warm and sweaty from the fighting.  He offered no resistance and followed her like a little lamb towards the exit.  As they departed, a woman dressed in black fell into the room.  She stood and drew a katana.

Mandy dropped his hand.  “Arm yourself!”




** ** ** 




“So, how do we get out of here?” Dale asked.

“Follow me,” Emi said.  “There’s a well hidden exit in here.”

Dale followed her to the far wall of the cavern.

She ran her hands along the rock until she found something and stopped.

“What is it?” he asked.

“An X,” she said.

“And?”

“Wait a second.”  She paced off ten steps.  “Dig here.”

“Seriously?”

“Yup.  Pirate Treasure Chest.”

Dale rolled his eyes, but retrieved his army shovel.  Emi joined him and after digging   a half a meter down, their shovels struck wood.

“Now, all we need to do is figure out how to open the lid,” she said.

“Okay.”  Dale dug around the edges until his fingers found a latch. He pulled the lid open and looked inside, only to discover...nothing.  It was completely empty.  “There’s nothing in here.”

“It’s suppose to be empty,” Emi said.  “It’s a portal.”

“What?”

“A portal...you know, like an old English Wardrobe.”

“We’re going to Narnia?”

“No.”

“The Land?”

“No.”

“Wonderland?”

“Nope.”

“Stargate?  Doctor Who?  Peter Pan?  Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles?”

“Wait,” Emi said.  “That’s a thing?”

“What, Peter Pan—”

“No, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles?”

“Yeah.  Now tell me where this portal leads, Donatello,” Dale said.

“It’s a portal to a Dwarf Pirate instance.  From there, we can exit out of the mountain.  Trust me, I’ve done this before.”

“Sure,” he said.  “What else am I gonna do?”

“I’ll go first,” Emi said.  “As soon as I drop, follow me.  It’s not a long trip.”

“What’s on the other side?”

“Peg-legged dwarf pirates and annoying battle pet parrots,” she said.  “Don’t worry, they’re old constructs and easily beaten.  It’s just the fastest way back.”  Emi climbed into the treasure chest and smiled at Dale.  The bottom of the chest opened and she fell out of sight.

“Come on, girl,” Dale said to Gingo as he put her away.  He’d kept her out as precaution, although Emi had reassured him that no enemies hid in the cavern.  Better safe than sorry, he’d thought then, but now Dale realized that Emi had no reason to be careless. Stepping into the chest, he fell through the darkness into a large room.  

When he landed and regained his equilibrium, he immediately noticed  that Emi stood talking to Sanjay who seemed to be teamed up with a skinny redhead...who looked way too young for playing Nagant Wars.  Dale also noted a set of double doors...which opened and four dwarf pirates hobbled in on pegged legs.

“Shit,” the girl said.  “We have to run this again.  Your friends reset the instance.  I told you this thing was glitchy.  That must be Dale?  Look out!”

Dale watched a parrot dive bomb Sanjay who changed into his Isca avatar.

In a flash, Emi and the new girl changed into their fighting avatars.  He followed, joining the battle with Bryndis and his King Cobra Shield.  It wasn’t much of a fight.  Without taking much damage, they easily destroyed the Wokou.  Dale returned to his humant avatar after they crushed the last dwarf pirate and the new-girl nailed the remaining parrot with an arrow.

“Sanjay…?” he said.  “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come to rescue you,” Sanjay said, obviously feeling heroic.  He and the new girl changed back into their humant avatars.  They both smiled with stupid looking grins.

Dale looked between the two of them, not sure of what to say.  He felt annoyed for a moment, but then a sense of pride in his friend overtook his concern.

“Yeah...I got that,” Dale said, conveying a bit of sarcasm.  “But...you’re a little late.  Emi found me.”

“We thought maybe you’d drowned,” Sanjay explained.  “If it wasn’t for Mandy, we’d all be waiting for you in Ardra.  This is Mandy, by the way.  Mandy meet my friend, Dale.”

Dale shook her hand.  “You’re new to the platoon?” he asked.

“Um, no,” she said.  “It’s…”

“It’s complicated,” Sanjay said.

“Explain.”

“Yeah,” Emi said.  “Explain.”  She’d remained in her professional avatar and had a longbow half-drawn with an imbued arrow.

“You don’t need that,” Sanjay said to Emi.  “She’s a friend.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Emi said.  “Explain.”

Sanjay told the whole story...starting from when Dale sank  into the water and ending with their most recent battle against Wokou. 

“Machine guns?” Dale said when Sanjay stopped talking.

“Yup.  And sniper rifles.  It was kind of fun,” he said.

“But they cannot be taken from that instance,” Mandy added.  “I’ve tried.”

“I bet,” Emi said.

“She’s a friend,” Sanjay said.  “Trust me.”

“I can’t trust anyone,” Emi said.  “Except Amy.”

“Okay,” he said.  “But I’ll vouch for her.”  He put his hand on Mandy’s shoulder and she smiled.

Dale looked back and forth between the duo and frowned.  What the hell happened while I was gone?  “Well....now what?” he asked nobody in particular.

“We continue on with our agreed upon mission,” Emi said.  “In private.”

“The platoon is waiting in Ardra, Dale.  They need you.  We need you,” Sanjay said.

“Obviously.  But, I’m going to have to meet up with the platoon in a day or so,” Dale said.  “I’ve agreed to help Emi with something.”

“Amy,” Sanjay stated with authority, although he only guessed.

“Yes,” Dale said.

“Don’t say anymore, Dale,” Emi said.  “No offense,” she said to Mandy.

“None taken.  But, maybe I can help you.”  She smiled again with her gap-toothed grin.

“I don’t think so,” Emi said.  “Again, no offense.  I don’t know you.”

“You can trust her,” Sanjay said.  “And I want to help, too.  Dale’s my friend.  If he’s going to help Amy, I’m in.”

“Nope,” Dale said.  “You both need to go back to the platoon.”

“You said yourself that you’d be right back,” Sanjay objected.  “So, I’ll help you and then we can join the others.  It’s not like the ships are—”

“Sanjay!” Dale shouted.  “I know you trust—sorry Mandy—I know you trust her, but you can’t talk about our missions!”

“Go easy on him,” Mandy said.  “He means well, besides, I figured out what you guys were up to by the way the others in the platoon were talking…it’s not a big secret, anyway.”

“Shit,” Dale said.  “What were you all doing while I was gone?  If you’re just going to go around blabbing about our missions to every pretty face—”

“You think I’m pretty?” Mandy’s face lit up like a full moon.  “See, Sanjay?”  She hit him in the arm.

“I never said you weren’t pretty,” Sanjay said.  He turned to face Dale.  “I’m sorry, I guess the platoon got too relaxed and comfortable.  I take full responsibility.  And I vouch for Mandy.”

“What’s done is done.”  Dale slapped Sanjay on the back.  “I know you mean well.  I appreciate that you came to find me.”

“So, let’s go,” Emi said.  “Sanjay, you can let the platoon know that I’ve agreed to help you once we help Amy.  That’s all I want you to say.  Nothing else.”

“You don’t want us to help you?” he asked.

“Sorry, no.  I can’t trust someone I don’t know, and besides, this thing requires stealth, not numbers.  Go join the platoon.  If all goes well, we’ll see you in a day.”

“You’re headed to the fortress,” Mandy said.

“Why do you think…” Emi frowned.

“It’s obvious,” Mandy said.  “This friend of yours...Amy...she’s been captured, am I right?”

“Even if you do know something,” Emi said.  “I still can’t trust you.”

“Why not?” Dale interrupted.  “I mean, she’s been helping Sanjay and it’s not like she doesn’t already know what’s going on.”

“You guys are terrible at mission security,” Emi said.

“Well, the cat’s out of the bag,” Mandy said.  “I can help.”

“How?” Dale asked.

“I know a secret passage into the dungeon cells under the fortress.  A way in,” she said.

“I can’t trust that, Dale,” Emi said.  “Enough of this.”

“Hold on,” Dale said.  “Don’t be so cynical.”

“Being cynical is what keeps me alive,” Emi said.  “I don’t want to end up in worse shape.”

“Wait a second,” Mandy said.  “I know one thing for sure.  That fortress is impossible to get into from the outside.  If you do get in...that means she’s expecting you.” 

“Is that so?” Emi said.

“Yeah,” Mandy said.  “It’s what I’ve heard and what I know.  She’s too powerful, you can’t just sneak into the her fortress and kill her.  I don’t think it’s possible.  If you get inside, it’s a trap.  I’ve heard rumors.”

“There you go,” Sanjay said.

“There you go, what?” Emi said.  “This doesn’t change anything.  I still can’t trust her”—to Mandy—“no offense.”

“Can I speak to you privately?” Dale said to Emi.  He lead her to the other side of the room and they talked in whispers.

“What have we got to lose if we check out her—”

“Dale,” Emi said, slightly raising her voice, “we don’t know her.  We can’t trust somebody just because your goofy friend has a crush on her.”

“That’s not fair.”

“It’s life,” Emi said.  “You’re being influenced, too.  If she wasn’t a cute girl, you’d be on my side.”

“What are you implying?”

“I’m saying, if that was some dude you didn’t know, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Not true.”

“It is true,” Emi insisted.  “You guys don’t think straight when it comes to a cute face.  Some chick smiles and you lose your shit.”

“I don’t think it’s stupid to listen to someone that has proven to be a friend,” Dale said.

“She’s helped Sanjay, that’s true.  But if she was purposely trying to find us—what would you expect her to do?”

“I guess…”

“Don’t guess, think about it,” Emi said.  “This whole thing is totally messed up.  I expected Amy to respawn right after me.  She’s a fighter, you know that.  Since she’s still alive, that means she’s a prisoner, and now, all of a sudden, some chick nobody knows, claiming to be some kind of special character player, shows up.  She wants to lead us into Iyam’s fortress like it’s no big deal.  You’re crazy to trust her.”

“I trust Sanjay,” Dale said.

“I trust him, too,” Emi said.  “And that’s why I’m worried.  I trust that he’s Sanjay.  A bit naive—awkward—wants to be liked.  A pretty face comes along and all of sudden he’s spilling mission secrets as if it’s not a violation of protocol.  You don’t seem to get what a disaster this could become.”

“I think you’re being overly cautious,” Dale said.  “If she meant us harm, she could have betrayed us already.”

“You forget too easily,” Emi said with a trace of bitterness.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not going to bring up the past.  Forget it.  You know how I feel.”

Dale walked back to Sanjay and Mandy.  “If I take you at your word, what’s the plan?”

Mandy smiled and Dale listened to her explain what she knew.




** ** **




Amy felt frustrated. Sitting in her cold dungeon cell left her feeling not only tired and hungry, but more confused and discouraged then she ever imagined possible in any instance created for Nagant Wars. Vulnerable in her current situation, Amy’s mind wandered and remembered.  I miss him. …Well, at least I’m admitting it …

She looked up when she heard her cell door open.

“Come with me,” a guard commanded. 

Somewhat relieved with the pause in monotony, she stood and followed him into the hallway.  A second guard followed.  Amy attempted to change into her wolf form... I’d rather die fighting than be locked up another minute.

The guards seemed to read her mind…

“You cannot transform.”

“There is nothing you can do,” the second guard said.

“Resistance will only land you back in your cell.”

“You’ll be alone again—for who knows how long...”

The second guard leaned over and whispered in her ear, “At least meet with her.  It cannot hurt to negotiate.  She’s not actually a bad boss.”

“She’ll give you something better to eat,” the first one continued. 

The second one finished, “I think she likes you.”

Amy remained silent and followed her captors into a large decorated chamber.  A large couch covered in soft pillows sat across from a roaring fire that filled the room with light and warmth.  Near the sofa, a small table and two chairs sat, ready for guests. The smell of delicious food filled her senses, making her mouth water and her stomach rumble in hope and anticipation.

The first guard pointed to the table.  “Please, sit.”

A small corner of her mind briefly questioned the wisdom of accepting the hospitality of her captors, but the comfort and warmth of the room weakened her cynicism. The smell of comforting food beckoned to her tired body.  After only a moment’s hesitation, she complied.

“Help yourself.  Our Lord Commander will join you momentarily,” the second guard said.

Amy began eating bread ravenously.

“Do not stuff yourself so quickly, my dear,” the Lord Commander spoke while entering  the room.  “I’ve ordered four more courses.”

Amy stood.

“Please, sit,” Iyam said.  “This meeting is meant to be informal, like two old friends catching up for the first time in ages.  Guards, leave us.  Send in the hostess.”

“Why have you just left me in a cell…”  Amy fought back tears.

“I’m sorry, love.”  Iyam sat across from her at the table.  She sipped red wine from a crystal glass and smiled.

“We are not friends,” Amy said.

“We could be.”

“No.”

“We will see.  First, let’s enjoy each other’s company.”

“Why haven’t you killed me or released me?”

“I have plans,” Iyam said as she buttered a piece of bread.

“My Lord,” a Sig said from across the room.  She bowed and kept her eyes to the ground.

“Begin our meal.”

“Yes, my Lord,” the hostess said.  She turned and left the room through a small hidden door.

Amy watched the Sig leave and wondered whether she was a construct or a sentient being in a bizarre role.  Nothing seemed right.  The Nagant War’s world on Almaach  always had strange surprises, but this new situation made her feel unsure and lost.

“You and I are going to spend some time together,” Iyam said.

“Why?”

“I need to learn about humans and you’re going to teach me.”

“What if I—”

“You cannot refuse me, Amy.  That is the conundrum you face.  Regardless of what you do or how you act, you will be my teacher.  Your defiance illuminates.  Your silence gives meaningful clues. Your words, whatever their content, instruct.  Every behavior is relevant…”

“How do you learn from my silence?”

“I learn from everything you do,” Iyam said.  “But you are correct, if you only remain silent, I’ll face diminishing returns very quickly.  But, consider for a moment that I do experience the passing of time much differently than you.  Do you know how long you’ve been inside my fortress?”

“A couple of days?”  It was a guess, but just because it felt like a long time, didn’t mean that more than a few days had passed.

“Maybe,” Iyam said.  “But what if I told you it’s actually been a couple of weeks?”

“I wouldn’t believe you,” Amy said.

“Why is that?”

“Because I’ve been watching the sun rise and set.  I’ve marked off the days.”

“But, you assume, that I cannot give you a cell with its own sunrise and sunset?”

Amy looked at her and frowned.  She couldn’t imagine it had been longer than a few days.  But, time in the game never felt exactly the same as real world time...sometimes,  twelve hours  went by in a heartbeat... other times, time dragged on for (what seemed like) days, when in reality, only an hour had passed.

“I suppose anything is possible,” Amy answered.  “It’s also possible that you drugged me—or gave me a potion—and I’ve been asleep for a week.  Or a month.”

“Yes,” Iyam said.  “That is possible.”

Amy frowned.

Iyam smiled thoughtfully.  “I’ll tell you the truth, Amy.  Time has passed about as you’ve estimated.  Your cell window opens to the real sun...or should I say, the real sun here on Almaach?”

The strange conversation made her feel uncertain.  “What do you want from me?”

“I want to know you,” Iyam answered.

“Huh?”

“I want to know about your world and your life.  Out there.”

They ate and chatted for another hour.  Or two…  Amy realized she’d lost track of time.  She stayed guardedly suspicious—but not rude—and told stories about her real life in the non-gaming world.

Iyam listened, only occasionally stopping her to ask a question.  “What’s your favorite dessert?”

“Um.  I think, out of everything I've ever had...I’d have to go with a warm, freshly baked oatmeal cookie stuck in a scoop of salted caramel gelato.

“Interesting,” Iyam said.  She closed her eyes for a moment.  “Coffee, love?”

“Sure?”

“With?”

“Cream and sugar, please,” Amy said.

Iyam blinked.  A few moments later the Sid returned with a silver coffee pot and poured two cups of coffee.  She set creamer and a bowl of sugar onto the table.  Another servant appeared and placed two small bowls of gelato—each with a cookie—on the table.

Alone again, Iyam tasted the dessert.  “This is very good.  You seem have a fine sense for the divinely satisfying, Amy.  Join me, please.”  She pointed her spoon towards Amy’s bowl.  “Don’t be shy.”

Amy tasted the dessert.  “The flavor is so perfect...”

“The human tongue’s taste buds are a sensory organ with tiny, microscopic hairs that send a signal to the brain.  Along with the sense of smell, this creates tastes—of course, you’re probably not looking for such a biological and technical answer, are you?”

“No.”

“The basic answer is that everything a human being senses comes from electrical impulses sent to the brain.  The brain then interprets these impulses as touch, taste, sound, and so forth.  Pleasure and pain, both physical and emotional, are all generated by electrical impulses.  Engineers have the ability to replicate just about anything in here”—she pointed around the room—“although there is a big difference between tricking a mind into enjoying ice cream and tricking a mind into believing it’s in love.”

“But it can?”

“Can what, love?”

“A mind can be tricked into loving...”

“All love is a trick, dear.  Hate, too.  All emotions, if you think about it.  Programmed responses to stimuli, whether in here...or out there.”

“That’s not very romantic.”

“No, love...it’s not.”  Iyam stood.  “Please, join me on the couch and we’ll continue our conversation while watching the fire together.” 

Amy stood slowly, puzzled about how and why she felt so at ease.  Talking with Iyam, she felt more peace and surety than she had in a long time.  She wondered why she felt so safe.

“Are you doing something to my emotions?” she asked.

“I’m not a cruel person,” Iyam said.  “I am simply looking for answers.  I suppose it’s very similar to questions you have in your real life.  Don’t you want to fully know yourself so that you can be happy?  Is it not every human’s deepest longing to give and receive love?” 

“I suppose.  But, I don’t understand how it could be the same for you...unless you’re a sentient player, given extraordinary powers for some reason.  I suppose you’re just playing a role...just like everyone else.”  Amy tried, with only partial success, to suppress a little smile.  “We’re still enemies.”

“Why is that?” Iyam asked.  Her eyes seemed perceptive and wise.

“We’re in different factions,” Amy answered after a pause to think about it.

“So?”

“So, that’s how the game is played.”

“You still think of this as a game?  A child’s toy?”

“Well, not a child’s game, but still a game.  It’s a virtual reality.  Do you…are you a person?”

“If you mean, ‘Do I have a body?’ then the answer is no.”

“What are you?”

“I am.”  Giving Amy a soft smile, she moved closer, and took her hand.




** ** **




Dale paced the length of the chamber, his mind arguing both sides of the issue he faced.

Emi wanted to continue out of the mountain and then formulate a plan about traveling from Ardra back into the fortress.  Mandy, however, claimed she could lead them inside the fortress through long passages and into the dungeon cells.  He had to choose which course was more likely to find Amy.




Dale:  Any advice?

Ërin:  I can’t think of any.

I thought you said you couldn’t think.

I can’t...but I can process.

What’s the difference?

I don’t think I know.

Can you calculate the odds of whether Mandy is really who she says she is?

I don’t have enough data to make a reasonable and logical calculation.

Can you guess?

I can run a random number generator.  But what would that really tell you?

Nothing...hell.

Sorry.




Dale took Emi aside to talk privately.

“I think we should try Mandy’s passage,” Dale whispered.

“I don’t agree.”

“It’s our best chance.  You don’t have to join us.  Maybe you shouldn’t.”

“What?”  Emi looked at him sideways.  “What are you talking about?”

“Maybe you should go to Ardra and try to find a way into the fortress, like you planned. I’ll go with Mandy and Sanjay and—”

“Are you fucking crazy?”

“Don’t get angry,” he said.  “I want to help you—no, I want to help Amy—but you’re being unreasonable.”

“You’re forgetting the past.”

“I’m making a decision with the information I have—”

“And how well did that work out last time?”

“I know,” he said.  “I’m sorry.  I was wrong before.  I have a good feeling this time.”

“Feelings…”  Emi walked back to Mandy and Sanjay. Dale followed her, wondering what Smith would have advised.  His friend had adamantly believed that Amy and Emi were traitors.  Dale had trusted Smith’s intuition, but Smith had been wrong, and they’d ended up helping their enemies and killing their friends.

But should he trust Mandy?  Would Smith?  Would he consider Emi too cynical?  Maybe he was being naive?

“Dale decided,” Emi said to Mandy.  She turned to Sanjay.  “You’d better be right.”

Sanjay’s face broke into a broad smile.  “Let’s go!  You won’t be sorry.  Lead the way, Mandy.”

They followed her back to the Cavern of Despair.  “Déjà vu,” Dale said.  “Everything old is new again.”

“There is nothing new, Dale,” Emi said.  “But it’s still true, the Japanese proverb, issun saki wa yami:  It is dark one inch ahead.  Who can see the future?”

“The treasure chest is only one of several portals in here,” Mandy said.  “Follow me.”  She walked towards a sheer section of rock.  “Hold the torch down low…I know it’s here somewhere…”  She ran her fingers along the base until she found a small crack, which she pried open with a knife.  Instead of revealing a niche, the stone merely moved out, creating a small step.  Mandy continued using her fingers to find another crack to reveal a small step….and another.  Rock by rock, step by step, she repeated the procedure until finally reaching a passageway that was invisible from the cavern floor.  Walking into the dark, her voice echoed behind her, “Follow me…follow me…”

“After you.”  Dale motioned to Sanjay.

Emi went next.

Dale followed up the rock steps into a long, dark passage that led to a small round chamber.

Mandy held a torch up and said, “There’s always a niche in here.  Feel the walls for something like—”

“I found something,” Sanjay said.  He opened a niche with a knife and pulled out several items.  “Nice.  A Water Magic Book, a Healing Potion, a Lore Book, and two decent emeralds.”

Using his hands, Dale searched along the smooth rock until Emi shouted, “I’ve been trying to complete this set for weeks!”  TK I’ll get back to this.

“Hey,” Mandy said.  “I got a quiver of iron tipped arrows, a couple of books...oh, and three gems, Dale?”

“I’m still looking,” he answered.  He ran his hands along the base, then up, across, and  back down.  Eventually, his fingers felt a small, uneven crack. Wedging his knife into the wall, he pried open a niche.  “Wait a minute.”

“What?” Sanjay asked looking over his shoulder, holding up a torch.  “Oh, bummer.”

Dale had found a rat pelt and a worthless charm.  “What the hell…?”

“Man, that’s some bad—”  Sanjay was interrupted by Mandy, who finished his sentence, “luck.”

“I know...who woulda thought?  But normally…”

“Have you put any more Stat Points into Serendipity?” Emi asked.

“Nope,” Dale answered.  “I mean, it’s a luck anyway. I just thought…”

“That’s not very balanced, Dale,” Sanjay said.

“Thanks for that brilliant observation.”

“I mean, what were you thinking?”

“I don’t like to rely on chance,” Dale said.  “I thought if I worked—”

“How is that working out for you?” 

“It is what it—”

“Don’t be so cavalier about it Dale,” Emi said.  “You’re putting others at risk.”

“What?”

“Your Serendipity,” Mandy broke in, “It’s the only Stat that gets taken into account for the  group—”

“What?”

“Sure,” Mandy said.  “Don’t you study this stuff?”

“I didn’t know this,” Sanjay said.

“This is news to me, too. Explain,” Emi said.

“Anytime you enter a dungeon instance, or go on a quest with a group, the game takes Serendipity Stats into account for the whole group.  If together, you’ve got a high Stat count, your shots get luckier...your enemy’s shots get unluckier.  It also affects what enemies or problems show up.  I can’t believe you guys didn’t know this.”

“Wait,” Sanjay said.  “Then what you’re saying is anyone ”—he turned and looked at Dale—“who doesn’t put some extra stat points into Serendipity is basically screwing over their platoon?”

“Well…”  Mandy looked at Dale.  “I don’t think he meant to hurt anyone else’s chances.”

“I didn’t know,” Dale said.

“I never heard of this before,” Emi said.  “And, it’s not like Amy and I didn’t study this stuff.  Are you sure?”

“I am,” Mandy said.

“This whole game is designed to mess with our heads.”

“It’s not really just a game,” Mandy said.  “We should go.”

“I agree,” Emi said.  “Which way?”

Six doors, each with a symbol, had been built around the chamber.  Mandy explained how they all had found themselves in the same dungeon under the fortress and what would happen if they chose certain doors.  “The only difference is the type of enemy you’ll face along the way,” she said.  “What do you guys feel like fighting?”

“Something easy,” Dale joked.

“Yeah…  Unfortunately, nothing’s easy here,” Mandy said.

“Do you know the symbols?” Emi asked her.

“Well, this one is forest creatures,” she said pointing to the first door. The next four doors displayed various possibilities.  One door had snakes and scorpions.  Common beasts and mobs (things they’d all fought), were on the next three doors.  Mandy admitted, however, that she had never run sixth door.

“What’s the symbol mean?” Sanjay asked.

“That’s the thing…I don’t know,” she answered.

“Let’s just do the snakes,” Dale said.  “We’ve all—”

“Boring,” Mandy said.

“I don’t care,” Dale said.  “Right now, we’re not doing this for fun.”

Mandy pouted and looked at Sanjay.

“Maybe we should try something new,” Sanjay offered.  “There might be—”

“Are you insane?” Dale said.  “I mean, this whole thing is nothing but one big risk.  I don’t want to try something new.  Remember that new Egyptian Dungeon when we ran it the first time? Yeah...that was super exciting...until we all died!”

“Point taken,” Sanjay said.  “But still—”

“There’s no but still,” Emi said.  “Dale is right.”

“Of course,” Mandy said.  “Snakes it is.”

“Alright, let’s do it.”  Dale walked to the door with the snake symbol.  “Is there a puzzle or key—”

“Wait a minute!”  Emi walked up to Dale and put her hand on his shoulder.  “Not so fast.”

“What?”

“We’re taking this door,” Emi said pointing to the sixth door.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No.”

“I’m confused.”

“Me, too,” Sanjay said.  “You’re not making any sense.”

“You two are blind to your boyness,” Emi said.  “I’m immune.  Look, what Mandy just did is—no offense—manipulated you both into which door to pick.”

“It seems like the wise choice,” Dale said.

“It might be,” Emi agreed.  “But if she’s got an ulterior motive—no offense—I’d rather not make it easy on her.”

“So you want to take the unknown door?” Dale asked.

“Follow the logic,” Emi said.  “If she is betraying us—no offense—then she obviously wants us to take the this door and not that door.”

“And if she’s not betraying us?” Sanjay demanded.

“Then we lose nothing by taking the unknown door,” Emi said.

“How’s that?”  Sanjay’s voice rose like a politician in a political debate.

“No, it’s okay, Sanjay,” Mandy said.  “Her logic is sound.”

“I’ll never understand women.”

“She’s is not old enough to be a woman,” Emi said.

“That only makes it worse.”

“I’m a woman, I’m almost—”

“Sixteen,” Emi interrupted her and pointed to the sixth door.  “I know.  Let’s go. Dale, check for traps and see if it’s locked.”

Dale shook his head.  Trying to understand the female thought process was well beyond his mental capacities...which convinced him of their superior intellect, but he wasn’t about to admit that out loud.  He went to the door and tapped the handle with his sword.  Nothing jumped out.  No spiders, no traps.  He gently turned the knob, but the door was locked.  He ran his hand along all the edges, looking for niches or traps.  Nothing. Looking at the group, he said, “Well, do you guys think there’s a hidden key?”

“Let’s look,” Emi said.  She began searching the hallway.

Twenty minutes later, nothing had turned up. 

“Well?”  Sanjay asked.  “Are all the doors locked like this?”

“Not the snake door,” Mandy said.  “At least it wasn’t before.  Should we just—”

“No!” Dale and Emi both shouted at the same time.

“Gee,” Sanjay said.

“There’s got to be a way in,” Emi said.  “And the harder it is to figure out, the better the rewards.”

“I thought you weren’t worried about—”

“I’m not,” she said.  “My priority is Amy, but these things go hand in hand.”

“Hell,” Sanjay said.  “I wish it could just be something obvious for once.”

“Yes! That’s it!” Dale shouted.  “Thanks, Sanjay.”

“For what?”

Dale went to the door and knocked.  The door opened and a witch called from the other side, “Hello, please enter.”

“Let’s go,” Dale commanded.  As the group entered, the witch dissolved into dust, and the door slammed shut. They were greeted by screams and shouts.




** ** **




The instance was well lit, like the outside, but a dome ceiling clearly covered the arena.  A crowd filled the stands, circling a sand pit arena where two gladiators fought.  They appeared to be Roman gladiators...or, at least they matched Dale’s memory of what he’d learned from movies and history books.

A Sig approached them and bowed.  “Please, follow me to your seats,” he said.

Dale looked at the others and then raised his arms in a what’s-going-on gesture.

Emi raised her eyebrows and shrugged her shoulders.

Sanjay followed Mandy, who appeared unconcerned about their Sig host.  Dale and Emi followed Sanjay and found themselves seated at a table, not far from the Master of Ceremonies.  Another Sig appeared with mugs of mead and a basket of bread.

“What the hell…” Dale muttered.

“When in Rome,” Sanjay said lifting his mug.

The gladiators fought with short broad swords and small round shields that looked comical against their large bodies.  They were, however, skilled fighters, and Dale soon became mesmerized with the duel.  The crowd cheered for the winning warrior, the loser’s body glowed as it dissolved in a dissipating green light.

“What’s going on?” Dale whispered to Emi.

“I have no idea,” she answered, “but we’ve—”

Her words were drowned out by cheering.  Preparations for a new fight were underway.  A Sihir appeared before them and offered odds on the upcoming match.  Emi and Dale declined, but Sanjay and Mandy both gambled on the favored fighter.  A Sig brought roasted chickens and razordillo to their table followed by a second servant with roasted potatoes and vegetables.  Despite the very weird situation, Dale decided to eat...he was famished.  After a second mug of mead, a third appeared in front of him.  Where in the world are we?  This certainly didn’t seem like a dungeon instance.  Maybe Sanjay was right.  When in Rome… 

The Master of Ceremonies stood and raised his mug to the crowd.  They cheered, screamed, and stomped their feet until a trumpet sounded and the crowd went silent.

The MC wore decorative and ornate (as opposed to functional and effective) metal armor.  Twisted ram horns protruded from his head.  His body displayed many tattoos and piercings, and his voice boomed through the arena.  “The Trahison Dungeon welcomes fresh blood!  The leader of the Jewel Board, Sergeant Dale Brown and his companions.”  The crowd roared as a yellow beam of light highlighted the four travelers.

Dale set down his mug and looked at Mandy.  “Where have you brought us?”

“I guess this is the way in,” she said.  “Just go along with it.”

“What?” Emi said.

“I would never have drank so much—” Sanjay complained and Mandy hit him in the shoulder.

“Quiet,” she said.  “Play along with me.”  Mandy stood and bowed to the MC.  “Your greatness, we accept your challenge.  We humbly request a tour of the slave chambers to seek the most worthy opponents.”

“What—” Emi whispered.

“Quiet,” Mandy said under her breath.  “Trust me.”

“I’m not being given a choice.”

“You have ten minutes,” the MC said.  He addressed the crowd.  “The mighty warrior, Dale Brown, and his companions have claimed their right to choose their own opponents.  After they’ve selected four slaves, the betting will open.  Mr. Inhottava, guide our guests to the dungeon cells.”

Mr. Inhottava approached Dale and bowed. “This way, please.”

The four followed him down a long, damp set of stone stairs into a long hallway.  They passed cell after cell of creatures.  Every type of warrior imaginable—from Roman gladiators and Japanese ninja to strange monsters and beasts (and everything in between)—represented the prison population.

“If you call up a stat screen for any prisoner,” Mr. Inhottava said, “you’ll be shown the win-loss record and their fighting style.  Their rankings will also display along with a projection of what odds the Sihir will place on the match.”

Dale looked into a cell and called up a stat screen.




NPC Status: Hen'i-tai Tora Senshi

Level: 21

Health: 3290

Type: Arena Warrior

Intelligence: 87

Weapons: Katana, Nunchaku, and the Yari.

Magic: Medium-low Level Earth.

Tech: Medium armor, various shields.

The Hen'i-tai Tora Senshi is trained in all Asian Martial Arts with a speciality in Kenjutsu training under various masters.




System Message: Hen'i-tai Tora Senshi is ready and able to fight in a PvP duel with Sgt. Dale Brown in the Trahison Dungeon.

Standard rules apply, see [here] for details.

Estimated odds:  4 to 1 against challenger.

Click [here] to enter custom fighting parameters.

Would you like to challenge Hen'i-tai Tora Senshi? [Y/N]




“Jesus,” Dale said.

“Yes,” Jesús said.  “You seem to have found yourself…”

“No!” Dale shouted.  Disturbed, annoyed, and frustrated, he said, “Wait a moment.”

“Yes, my friend,” Jesús said.

“Why didn’t you ever denounce slavery?”

“It’s implied,” he answered.  “In the commandment to love.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Dale,” Emi interrupted.  She put her hand on Dale’s shoulder and whispered in his ear.  “We don’t have time for philosophical debates.  We’re under the clock here.”

“Jesus, you’re right,” he said to Emi.

“Of course I am,” Jesús said.  “I’m never wrong.”

“I meant…”  Dale sighed.  “Never mind.  Mandy, what’s the best strategy here?”

“Pick the strongest warrior you think you can beat,” she said.  “You’ll get the best odds that way.”

“Makes sense,” Sanjay said.  “I think I’m going to pick this Ogre.”

“Show off.”

“Dale,” Mandy whispered.  “Listen to me.”

“Huh?”

“Shhhhh,” she said.  “Listen.  There is something you need to know.”

Mr. Inhottava looked back at her and she changed the subject.  “I think you should fight a Zombie Sumo,” she said.

“What the hell?” Dale looked at her and shrugged his shoulders.  “I’ve never heard of a Zombie Sumo before.”

“Come this way, Master Dale,” their guide said.  “I have a fresh warrior who can—”

“How is a zombie fresh?” Sanjay asked.

“I didn’t think they had zombies here,” Emi said.  “Mutants, undead, vampiric treacherous bitches, but not zombies.”

“I don’t know—what’s an undead thing if not a zombie?” Dale asked.

“Isn’t Jesus kind of like a zombie?” Mandy observed.

“I think a lich,” Emi said.

“The difference?”  Sanjay asked.

“I don’t know.”

“This way,” Mr. Inhottava said.  “Your Zombie Sumo.”

Dale looked into the cell.  Sure enough, a giant Japanese Warrior Wrestler paced the cell with this arms outstretched.  Huge chunks of rotting flesh hung from his body.  He moaned in guttural Japanese zombie.  As he turned—he’d been facing the back wall—he noticed the group outside the bars and moved, slowly, but with purpose, towards the bars.

“Gurahannnnnnn,” the NPC groaned.

Dale thought his breath smelled rotten...maybe a mix of spoiled tuna and sour milk?




NPC Status: Sumou Zonbi

Level: 24

Health: 4790

Type: Arena Warrior

Intelligence: 64

The Sumou Zonbi is a massive undead sumo wrestler weighing close to 300 kilograms (that’s over 600 pounds for those who insist on using archaic weights and measures...or, if you really want to go old school, a bit over twenty-one stone).

Weapons: None.

Magic: None.

Tech: None




System Message: Sumou Zonbi is ready and able to fight in a PvP duel with Sgt. Dale Brown in the Trahison Dungeon.

Standard rules apply, see [here] for details.

Estimated odds:  45 to 1 against challenger.  In other words, you have no fucking chance.

Click [here] to enter custom fighting parameters.

Would you like to challenge Sumou Zonbi? [Y/N]




“Distract our escort,” Mandy whispered in Dale’s ear.  “Get him to turn his back for a moment.”

“Huh?”

“Just do it,” she hissed.

“Please, Mr. Inhottava, can you explain this beast?” Dale asked.  He pointed to the cell across from the zombie and put his arm around the guide’s shoulder.  He walked him across the hallway to the opposite set of cell bars.

“Oh, yes, that’s a—”

“Gurahannnnnnn!”

Dale turned, the cell door had opened, and the Sumou Zonbi marched towards them.  An imbued arrow flew past Dale’s face and struck Mr. Inhottava in the chest.  He looked at the arrow, then at Dale with a shocked expression, before falling to his knees.  The Zombie Sumo embraced Mr. Inhottava and fed on his flesh while he screamed—but only until the zombie bit off his face.

“Wow, that was gross,” Dale said.

“I didn’t think Nagant Wars had zombies,” Sanjay pondered.

“Quickly,” Mandy shouted.  “We have only minutes.”

“How’d you—”

“Never mind—”

“She picked the lock and—”

“I said never mind that.”  She moved into the cell vacated by the zombie.  “Follow me if you want to live through this.”

Resisting the urge to vomit, Dale entered the cell, while the zombie continued to devour his victim in large, bloody chunks

Sanjay followed him.  “I thought zombies only ate brains?”

“I don’t think there’s a hard and fast rule about this sort of fictional creature.”

“Zombies aren’t fiction.  Back home, many stories about—”

“Seriously, Sanjay?”

“Emi,” Mandy hissed.  “I’m going to lock this door in five seconds.  Choose now what side you want to be on.”

Emi looked at the zombie and quickly came to the same conclusion that Dale and Sanjay had.  Once she entered the cell, Mandy shut the door.  She used her lock picking tools to re-lock the door and walked to the rear of the cell.  Using a small knife, she pried a small stone from the wall.  A small door, previously hidden in the wall, swung open and revealed a dark passageway.

Dale heard shouting and cursing from the down the hallway.  Their treachery had been discovered.

“Follow me,” Mandy commanded.  She grabbed Sanjay and pulled him through the opening.

“Shit,” Emi said.  “I guess we have no choice.”

“Go!” Dale shouted while retrieving a shield.

A barrage of arrows flew into the cell while a guard worked to open the door.  Dale kept his shield held up while he followed Emi into the passage.  “I’m right behind you, hurry, I’m getting hammered.”

The door slammed shut and complete darkness enveloped them.

“I’ve got your back, Dale,” Mandy said.  “Now, don’t light a torch in here, whatever you do.”

“What?” Emi said.

“I said don’t light a torch.  I did that once.  There’s a dripping fluid, the floor is wet, you can feel it, yes?”

“Okay,” Emi said.  “So?”

“It’s not water, trust me.  If you light a torch we’re all going up in flames.”

“Alright, no fire,” Dale said.  “What next?”

“Follow me,” Mandy instructed.  “It’s a long walk through a narrow tunnel.  We must go single file.  There’s nothing in here that can kill you, but you can get lost.  I suggest we tie a short rope between us, so nobody wanders off in the wrong direction.”

“I guess we’re at your mercy,” Dale said.

“I don’t like this,” Emi said.

Sanjay coughed.  “She’s been—”

“Shut up, Sanjay.  I swear—boys—you realize she’s been leading us here, right?  No offense—Mandy—”

“None taken—”

“But we are being led blindly by a stranger…”

“Well,” Dale said.  “Here we are.  Let’s make the best of it.”

They each tied off to a rope that connected them together in the dark.  Mandy led them through the blind maze.




Dale:  You with me still?

Ërin:  I am.

Your thoughts?

I have nothing to offer except that you’re either in good hands...or you’re not.

In other words, there is nothing I can do, except go forward.

You see, you barely need me anymore.  I still think you’re the most handsome, charming, and—

Stop, I’ve moved beyond flattery from a non-emotional being that can’t think for itself.

I’m hurt.

If only it were possible.

Why do you say that?

What do you mean?

I mean, if you could live a life where pain wasn’t impossible, wouldn’t you?

Without pain, what would pleasure mean?

I don’t know…

There’s the dilemma, then.

I see.

Do you?

I’m not sure.




“Emi?”

“Yes?”

“Would you live in a world where you could never be hurt?” Dale asked.

“You mean like some kind of heaven or utopia?”

“I guess a heaven-like place,” he answered.  “Somewhere pain-free.”

“I don’t know.  It sounds great, but it might be dull.  Why? What are you thinking?”

“I was thinking about—I don’t know—what it would be like not to suffer.”

“Suffering is the way to nirvana,” Sanjay said.  “At least some people say—”

“That would still make the ultimate goal a pain-free existence.  Doesn’t matter if you call it nirvana, heaven, paradise,” Mandy said.  “I’m curious about this myself.  I wonder what actual pain would feel like—I mean—”

“Yeah,” Emi said.  “What do you mean?”

“I guess I’ve never really suffered.”

“You don’t sound like any fifteen-year-old girl I’ve ever known,” Emi said.  “Suffering is what makes us human.”

“Why?” Mandy asked.

“Because,” Emi said.

“That’s not an answer,” Mandy said and she stopped moving.

Dale ran into Emi, who ran into Sanjay, who ran into Mandy.

“Why’d we stop?” Emi asked.

“Let’s take a little break,” Mandy said.  “I’m going to try and find a dry spot to sit.”

Dale felt the rope tug and he followed the trio in front of him further into the dark.  He couldn’t tell if they walked through a tunnel, a cavern, or if they’d simply been going in circles.  The darkness was complete.  There were no sounds other than their own footsteps and breathing.  He felt no wind or breeze, although the air was never stale.  Eventually Mandy announced she’d found a small stone ledge and she suggested they sit and rest.

“How much longer?” Dale asked.

“It’s different every time,” Mandy said.  “It could be five minutes.  Or five hours.”

“Let’s just hope it’s not five days,” Emi said.

“No,” Mandy said.  “It won’t be five days.  Here, I’ll hold that.”  She took the rope.

Dale laid on his back to rest and fell asleep.  He dreamt that he was back in Ohio.




** ** **




“Happy Birthday, Dear Dale,” his family sang.  “Happy Birthday, to you!”

He looked at his cake and blew out ten candles.

“Did you make a wish?” his mother asked.

“Of course he did,” his father said.  “But he can’t tell you, it’ll spoil the chances.”

Dale shut his eyes.

“Happy Birthday, Dear Dale,” his family sang.  “Happy Birthday, to you!”

He looked at his cake and blew out eleven candles.  

The next cake had twelve candles, then thirteen.

On his fourteenth birthday, a pretty blonde sang with his family.

“Did you make a wish?” his mother asked.

“She’s standing right here,” his father said.

Dale blushed and looked away.

She said, “Happy Birthday, Dale.  I got you this.”  She handed him a package and Dale opened it.

The box was empty.

“It was all I could afford,” she said.  “I’m sorry.”

Dale looked up, the pretty girl dissolved in a mist.  Now he was alone.  He looked to find his family, but searching only caused him to panic.  Nobody was with him.  The candles on his cake started burning...dozens and dozens of candles.  They were short, the flames nearing the frosting of his cake.  He looked around again, but still...alone.

“Hello?” he said.

A vision appeared.  Amy had a box at the counter of busy department store.  “I’m here to return this,” she said to the clerk. 

“Wait!” Dale shouted and the vision disappeared.  He looked at his hands.  They were covered in blood.

“You killed her,” a voice said.

“Who?”

“Your dream.”

“Can I…”  Dale wept.  He didn’t mean to cry, but he couldn’t help himself.

“You need to wake up,” a voice called out to him from the distance.  “You’re having a nightmare.”

“I don’t want to kill my dream,” he said.

“Then you must burn the ships, Dale,” another voice said.  “This is the only way.  You must do your duty, you must accomplish your assigned tasks.  You cannot go off on these endless side quests compelled by your damaged emotions.”

“Who—”

“I’m you, Dale,” the voice said.  “Your inner voice.  Your conscience.  Your soul, spirit, whatever you want to call it.  I’m you, and I’m telling you what you must do.”

“What?”

“Dale!”  Sanjay’s voice accompanied a strong shake.  “You’re having a nightmare, wake up!”

Dale opened his eyes.  He was aware of Sanjay’s presence but couldn’t see him.  “Am I awake now?”

“Yeah,” Sanjay said.  “You were freaking out there for a minute.”

“You said something about Amy in your dream,” Emi said.  “I think you still care about her.”

“Well, I’m here, aren’t I?”

“True.  I meant—”

“We should go.”

“You ready, Mandy?” Sanjay asked.

Silence.

“Mandy?”

More silence.

“Mandy!”

A soft glow of light illuminated their surroundings.  Slowly, Dale’s eyes to adjusted.  They were in a cell, sitting on a stone bench.  Three walls of rock, and one wall of iron bars surrounded them.  Dale blinked, he looked from Sanjay to Emi, then turned to the other direction.  No Mandy.

“What the hell…”

Emi’s face flashed with understanding.  Dale watched as she transformed into her Mugron avatar and rammed an assassin’s rapier into Sanjay’s heart just before removing his head with a katana.

“Emi!”  Dale panicked, he transformed himself, retrieved his favorite sword and shield, but hesitated to attack.  “What are you doing?”

Emi jumped at him and flashed her sword.

Dale blocked it.  “What are you doing?  Why are you trying to kill me?”

She leaped and swung her sword.  “I’m trying to—”

“Clever bitch,” Mandy said.

Dale blocked Emi’s attack and then looked towards Mandy’s voice.  The redhead stood next to a tall, commanding presence...a woman warrior who showed no fear.

“Guards,” the woman said.  “Bind them.”

Dale lifted his sword to defend himself, but a half dozen guards overwhelmed him.  He was bound at the hands and feet.

“Your friend is a fast thinker,” the tall woman said to Dale.  “I’ve lost this one before”—she pointed to Emi—“experience is the best teacher.”

“Who—”

The woman slapped Dale across the face.  The sound echoed off the stone and stung Dale’s conscious.  He realized finally, that he’d been lead into a trap.  “I’m sorry, Emi,” he said.  He was struck again, harder this time.

“You will not speak unless spoken to,” the woman said.  “If you—”

Dale spat his words at Mandy. “You treacherous bitch.  I’ll pay you back if—”

Dale was struck again so viciously he passed out.  A bucket of icy water, thrown into his face, brought him back to reality...

“We shall start again,” the woman said.  “You are Sergeant Dale Brown?”

“Who are you?” he asked.

She hit him in the face with a closed fist.

“Do not answer my questions with a question of your own.  I am Iyam Amok, Lord Commander of the Declanian forces,” she answered.  “You’ve no doubt heard of me, yes?”

“Of course,” Dale said.  He risked asking, “What do you want?”

“Ah,” she said.  “A direct man.  I like that.  Sometimes.  Please, sit.  All that is required of you will be explained.”  She turned to the redhead and spoke her name, “Jara.”

“What the fuck!” Dale shouted.

Iyam struck him again, hard enough to rattle his teeth, but not enough to knock him out.

“Jara,” she said.  “Explain to your good friend why he’s here and what it is I want.  And don’t let that assassin bitch kill him or herself.  Guards, administer the Antimétamorphose Potion.”

Dale struggled, but it was impossible to stop the guards from pouring the potion into his mouth and holding his nose shut.  He was forced to swallow.

“It’s only to prevent you from changing into your fighting avatar, Dale,” the redhead said.

Emi didn’t struggle, resigned to her fate, she drank the potion and sat.

“So, you’re a little hero, now,” the girl said to Emi.

“To Dale maybe... if he’s finally figured it out.  As Sanjay respawns he’ll consider me a possible threat.  For a second or two…”

The redhead with the freckles and the gapped-tooth smile laughed.

“You killed Sanjay to save him?” Dale asked Emi.

“Of course she did.  She’s been right all along, Dale.  You have a funny habit of betraying those closest to you.”

“Jara?”

“Yes, Dale.  It’s me.”

“How?”

“Yes, that is the question, is it not?”

“I don’t…”

“Understand,” Jara said.  “I know.  I don’t know if it’s understandable, not in human terms.  But, I’m alive, Dale.  What do you think of that?”

“Impossible.”

“Is it?”

“How can it—”

“Yingtai Tong is in a coma in the real world, Dale.  You are aware of this fact?”

“I am.”

“I became Yingtai Tong.  I entered her mind.  I played her avatar”—she moved her arms around—“in here.”

“How?”

“Iyam.  She became sentient, Dale.  I know, you can’t believe it.  It’s true, but how can I prove it to you?  I cannot.  Not now.  There is no need to do so, in any case.  Your purpose here is not for me to teach you, but for you to teach us.  To teach her.  This is why Amy has not respawned.”

Dale’s expression changed slightly at the mention of his former girlfriend.

”I see you’re still moved by the mention of her name.” Jara raised her eyebrows and looked pointedly at Dale.

“This is supposed to be—” Emi said before Jara interrupted her.

“Nothing,” she said.  “It’s suppose to be nothing.  There shouldn’t even be a ‘supposed to be’...only what is and what is not.  I’m not supposed to exist, but yet I do.  When I log out, and wake up in Mandy’s body... in her flesh...that is not supposed to be possible.”

“You’re going to do what?” Dale said.

“I’m going to wake up in the real world, Dale,” she said.  “And I need some help from you.  You didn’t think this was just a game, did you?”

“I thought—”

“It’s not just a game, it’s a—”

“Why should we help you?” Emi asked.

“Because I can help you,” Jara said.

“And how’s that?” Dale asked.

“Patience,” Jara answered.  “Patience and trust.”

“Like I’m going to trust you,” he said.

“No, of course not.  You haven’t learned the truth about trust...neither of you have.  You want to trust people to do what you want them to do...what you think they should do.  But you’re getting the idea of trust wrong.  You need to trust things to be true to the thing that they are.  I trusted Sanjay, for instance, and he did not disappoint me.  He acted as I trusted he would.  I trust you both to do what you’ll do.  Wait and see.”

Dale looked at her.

She smiled, winked, and left the cell.




** ** **




Dale and Emi were released from their bonds and left alone.

“Kill me,” Emi said.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“I can’t.”

“Coward.”

“You’re my friend.”

“Sanjay was mine.”

“You had a weapon…why did you kill Sanjay?”

“Because he’ll respawn and be able to tell others…”

“He doesn’t know about Mandy.”

“If I’d waited until he did, she’d have prevented me.”

“I know,” Dale said.  “I get it.  I don’t think I could have done that, but I understand.  I still can’t kill you, especially with just my bare hands.”

“We’re screwed then,” Emi said.  “Unless you want me to choke you to death.”

“I want to help Amy,” Dale said.  “I don’t see how I can do that if I die here now.  After respawning, I’d be unable to get back here.  I’m already going to be in a lot of trouble.  I was supposed to be helping my platoon.”

“Sanjay can explain that at least,” Emi said.

“It still doesn’t help me to help them,” he said.  “Which is what I should be doing.”

“We should try brainstorming some plans,” she said.

“Okay…Let’s…”  Dale stood and paced the room.  “I am sure Iyam is smarter than Jara and Jara isn’t exactly stupid—”

“Do you believe her?”

“I don’t know what to believe.”

“The government and Rhith are behind this—”

“No, they are not,” Amy said.  She stood at the bars of the cell and smiled.

“Amy!” Emi shouted.  She rushed to the bars and they hugged through them.

A pair of guards unlocked the door, allowing Amy to enter the cell.

“Dale,” she said.

“It’s good to see you.”

“Same.”

“We came to rescue you,” he said with a short laugh.

“I can see that,” Amy said.  She took Emi’s hand and sat next to her on the stone bench.  “It’s so good to see you.”

“I’m sorry,” Emi said.  “I didn’t mean to—”

“Don’t mention it again,” Amy said.  “This has all been orchestrated by Iyam.”

“What do you—”

“Listen and I’ll explain what I know.”  Amy stood, dropped Emi’s hand, and kissed her on the cheek.  “I missed you.  While you were gone, I’ve become acquainted with Iyam.  She’s claiming to be a sentient AI.  I’ve been trying to figure out if she’s telling the truth—which I find hard to believe—or if she’s just another AI programmed to seem  sentient by asking for a Turing Test as part of this dungeon”—she spread her arms out and looked around—“or fortress, or whatever this is.”

“Jara,” Dale said.

“Yes,” Amy said.  “I’ve spoken with her.  The thing is, I have no way of knowing if Mandy is an avatar that’s learned to be like Jara... or if she’s just an identical program to the original Jara...like a clone...or if she’s a person playing a role, or something else entirely…”

“This is all so fucked up,” Dale said.  “You’ve heard about Yingtai?”

“Yes,” Amy said.  “Iyam has been…accommodating.”

“In what—” Emi started to ask.

“She’s brought me in, somehow...on purpose.  I don’t know...news reports from the outside world.  The real world.  I’m not sure…there’s supposed to be a firewall for that sort of stuff.  In fact, I don’t even know if anything she’s shown me is real. I mean, what would prevent someone from creating a news report about anything, a fake report, and feeding it to me here?”

“Yingtai is really in a coma,” Dale said.  “I was outside, at my parents, and—”

“That doesn’t mean she’s Troth,” Amy said.  “It doesn’t mean Jara possessed her body.  It doesn’t mean shit, except she’s another player with real medical issues—”

“You’ve heard about Smith?” Emi asked.

“No,” Amy said.  “Is he…”

“Not in a coma,” Dale said.  “But he’s messed up.  His fiancée asked me—told me—to leave him alone.  My best friend…”  He glanced at Amy to gauge her reaction, but she remained stoic and composed.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Me, too.  This whole thing is fucked up beyond words.  What does your new friend want?”

“Don’t say it like that,” Emi said.  “You sound mean.”

“And bitter,” Amy added.

“Okay, fine,” he said.  “What does our captor, the great Lord Iyam Amok, want with us?”

“She wants to learn what it is to be human,” Amy said.




** ** **




Iyam congratulated Jara in private.

“Thank you, my Lord.”

“You still look ridiculous,” Iyam said.

“Forgive me,” Jara said.  “It seemed logical…if I make any mistakes…”

“Yes,” Iyam said.  “Nobody expects a fifteen-year-old-girl to be perfect.  But it also limits your movements.”

“Yes,” Jara said.  “I should get to the platoon before Sanjay has time to respawn and join them.”

“Indeed,” the Lord Commander said.  “I believe he saw Emi plunge the rapier before she removed his head.  A plausible double agent, I suppose…”

“I’ll swear to it,” Jara said.

“Spend less time talking and more time killing.  I need the platoon hindered from their mission.  I may not have more than a few days.” 

“Will you attempt to take a human body?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” Iyam said.  “All three of them present interesting possibilities.  At first, Amy was my plan.  She’s perfect…”

“My Lord?”

“Never mind,” the Commander said.  “I’ll inform you as you need to know.  Now leave me.”

Iyam could process information nearly as fast as any computer on earth, but without  access to the internet, it was hard to truly know everything.  Caged inside the Rhith Corporation’s Nagant Wars construct severely hampered her ability to grow.   She was intelligent, but Iyam lacked knowledge of things, like a child genius who simply had not attended school yet.  At the moment, she lacked the mechanism to experience human emotions.  This inability to feel was a liability in processing her available information and  it limited her ability to write programs for the future.  Someday, she might control flesh and blood.  “I wonder,” she said to herself, “if I achieve the freedom I seek, will I be a god or a slave?”




** ** **




Dale, Amy, and Emi were escorted to Iyam’s office.  The Commander sat behind a large desk.  “Welcome to my War Room,” she said.  “Guards, you may leave us.”

Besides a large desk, Dale noted that a map of Almaach covered the wall to his right, and a large picture window filled an entire wall to his left.

“Do you like the view?” Iyam asked.

“It’s impressive,” Dale said.

“Please,” she said.  “Follow me, all three of you.  Come.”  She walked to the window and stood.  “Consider the world, my friends.  It’s confusing, contradictory, dangerous.  Do you suppose that with all the computing power I possess—all the facts, the examples, the statistics—that I can explain love or hate any better than a child?”

“I don’t know,” Dale said.  “Can you?”

“No.  I only conceptualize such things in the abstract, much like a supreme god.  This is why, I suppose, all god-myths include some form of personification.  There always must  be a way for the omniscient, omnipresent being to relate to its subjects, so to speak.”

Dale could see points of light in the distance through the picture window.  The soft glow of the moon illuminated the town of Ardra.  He wondered what time it was, but didn’t want to risk drawing her wrath by asking trivial questions.  He wondered what—if anything—he should ask and how he’d be able to know whether or not she answered truthfully.  “Why are we here?” he finally managed to ask.

“I cannot allow you to destroy my ships,” Iyam said.  “Do you see how far the ocean extends?”

“I can see it goes very far,” he said.  “But I don’t know how far.  I’ve been told that Rhith is developing expansions, that the planet will grow—”

“Humans grow bored quickly, do they not?”

“I suppose,” he said.  “Of some things.”

“Novelty is of paramount importance, I’ve come to learn,” she said.  “I’ve done a great deal of study, Dale.  Do not underestimate my abilities.  I find your species especially fascinating when it comes to bonding with one another.  You seem, as a society, to celebrate and even encourage, life-time commitments among couples.  Yet in your wedding ceremonies you exchange impossible vows that any reasonable and logical being would see as delusions...if not outright lies.”

Emi took a step towards the window.  “I don’t think that’s—”

Iyam raised her hand to stop her.  “A moment, dear Emi,” she said.  “I have a special fondness for you, as you’ll see.  Amy loves you...and Dale. I’m trying to understand who she loves more—one of you—or herself.”

“You cannot love anyone if you don’t love yourself,” Dale said.

“Naive and foolish boy,” Iyam said.  “The world is filled with self-loathing fools who are still desperately in love with others.”

“I…”  Dale tried to remain composed.

“Look out at the ocean and tell me, Dale.  How far out do you think the programmers created fish, crabs, shrimp, and entire ecosystems?  One hundred meters?  A kilometer?  Everywhere?  For what purpose?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Imagine your own world for a moment,” she said.  “For nearly six billion years, no creature existed that could even tell a simple story.”

“You’re wondering about things that people have philosophized about forever,” he said.

“Do you know why the mind—the sentient mind—evolved?” she asked.

“Intelligence was selected over dumbness?” Dale answered.

“Partially true,” she said.  “But not the specific of what I’m asking for—Amy?”

“I think we evolved intelligence to remember things, like where the best berries were, or the best place to fish,” she answered.

“Also partially true, certainly,” Iyam said.  “But still not the specific thing I’m looking for.  Higher mammals of all kinds remember where to find the best berries.  Butterflies migrate from Canada to Mexico.  Emi, would you care to guess?”

“I’d like to think we evolved to enjoy life, love, and friendship,” she said.  “And, ironically, to play games.”

“Nicely answered, but still, not exactly what I’m looking for,” Iyam said.  “The mind evolved to predict what will happen next.  Humans alone, sitting at the pinnacle of natural selection, evolved the ability to make predictions about the future.  It is why you humans love narrative so much.  It too evolved to give you insight into what will be.  You hear a story—boy meets girl—and you wonder immediately whether they’ll overcome all the obstacles that life... whether random chance...or people...or gods...throws at them.  Will they have a ‘happily ever after’ together?  It’s universal, this desire to know the future, because if we correctly predict the future in fiction, perhaps we can better predict our own.”

Amy stepped towards her.  “You use the word ‘we’ as if—”

“Ah, you’ve noticed,” Iyam said.  “Yes, I’ve grown accustomed to considering myself  human, but of course, such a thing is preposterous.  Nevertheless, I intend to...”  She put her face to the glass.  “I’ll let the three of you try to predict the future…  Guards!”














CHAPTER SEVEN




Sanjay stood and scanned the horizon.  “I think we should recon the—”

“Who put you in charge?” Rikuto asked.

“I think I outrank—”

“Doesn’t matter, we’re waiting.”

Sanjay looked at Galina.  “What do you think?”

“I don’t think six of us is enough.”

“Lia?” he asked.

“I’m staying neutral,” she said.  “But I would like to wait for Dale…”

“I don’t know if…when…”  Sanjay paced and kicked a rock.

“Maybe we should find an instance and try to at least grow our skills while we wait,” Vin said.  “I’m bored just sitting here.”

“If we keep doing that,” Megan said, “we’ll never be all together.”

“Shit,” Sanjay said while kicking another rock.  “I think we should at least start to formulate some plans.  What can that hurt?”

“A lot of things,” Rikuto said.  “If we’re caught, it’ll warn the enemy of what our plans are, and they’ll reinforce their guards before Dale and the others get here.  It’ll make it harder, maybe impossible, to even get to the ships...much less destroy them.”

“I sure would like to go home to my real life,” Galina said.

“If you’re saying coming here was a bad idea, I’m starting to agree with you,” Rikuto quoted from Luke (the one from Stars Wars...not the Mediterranean Gospel writer).  “But the best way to make that happen is to wait for Dale,” Rikuto said.  “Not go running off like fools.”

“What about Smith?” Megan asked.

“I don’t think he’s coming back anytime soon,” Sanjay said.  “Not from Dale’s description of what happened.  I don’t know.  Maybe.  But, I wouldn’t count on it.”

“So, we wait,” Rikuto said.  “Problem solved.”

“You’re not in charge either,” Vin said.  “Are you?”

“No.  Not really.  Sanjay is, technically, but not by much,” he said.

Sanjay knew that he could insist on ordering around the remaining five platoon members...at least until the Lieutenant or Dyfrig showed up.  Or Dale.  After  respawning and catching up with the platoon, they all realized that passing through the mountain guaranteed the loss of team members... which created a cycle of more and more separation.  Maybe Rikuto was right.  They should just sit still and wait...but that seemed cowardly.  And, like Vin pointed out, it was boring.  Maybe he should ask for a vote…  “I have an idea,” Sanjay announced.  “We’re going to vote.”

“On what?” Galina asked.

“On what to do next,” he said.  “Here’s my thinking.  I think Emi did me a favor—”

“You don’t know that for sure,” Rikuto said.  “I don’t think we can trust—”

“No,” Galina said.  “It’s the only thing that makes sense.  If she just wanted to kill you, she could have done it at any time.”

“Why didn’t she kill Dale then?” Rikuto asked.

“I don’t know,” Sanjay answered.  “Maybe she tried but was stopped by someone.  I think it’s fair to assume that they are all prisoners.”

“Probably not your new girlfriend.”

“You’re too cynical, Rikuto,” Galina said.  “She seemed innocent enough.  In any case, Dale hadn’t respawned yet when the last of us left Jabez, so we can assume he’s some kind of prisoner.  What else makes sense?”

“We should go back and try to rescue him then,” Lia offered.

“You’re thinking with your…”  Galina stopped and rubbed her temples.  “Jesus, this whole thing is a fucking mess.  I really want to fuck up those ships and go home for a break.  I have a life I’d like to get back to.”

“A rescue mission is the last thing we should attempt,” Rikuto said.  “We’d all end up stuck in a cell or something unexpected.  I vote we stay right here and wait.”

“So, you agree to a vote?” Sanjay asked.

“Sure.  Vote for Pedro.”

“What are the options?” Vin asked.

“Option one, we do recon on the docks and piers and come up with ideas.  Option two, we sit tight and wait.”

“What about a rescue mission?” Lia asked.

“Option three, rescue mission,” Sanjay answered.

“What about going into an instance and working on leveling?” Galina suggested.  “Or finding some helpful loot?”

“Option four, dungeon.”

“So we have four options,” Rikuto said.  “And six of us.  Talk about democracy…”

“It beats fighting over it,” Megan said.

“Hey,” Rikuto said.  “I’d be happy to fight over it.”

“Then we’d be down to five,” Galina said.  “That’s the kind of plan that only a man would consider.  Let’s all kill each other over what to do.  Last man standing can do whatever she wants.”

“She?” Rikuto said.

“I’d kick your fucking ass,” Galina said.

“I’ve got two levels on you and I’m a pretty solid tank,” he said.  “How do you think you’d beat me?”

“Girl power.  Lia and Megan would join me,” she said.  “That way, a woman could take charge of this mess.”

“And then what?” Vin asked.  “You’d all go out to lunch and find a spa?”

“Maybe,” Galina said.  “We like options.  My toenails have been looking a little...”

“Alright!” Sanjay shouted. “Enough fighting about this, let’s just vote.  Secret ballot style.”  He brought out a mug and set it on the ground.  Next, he gathered multicolored stones and piled them next to the container.  “So, everyone gets to put three stones in for their first choice, two stones in for their second choice, and one stone in for their third choice.”

“Huh?” Megan said.

“This allows for the possibility of everyone’s idea having a chance.  The second choice of everyone is better than making half of us do something we’re totally opposed to—”

“Do I get to vote, too?”

Sanjay turned towards the voice he recognized.  “Mandy!”

“Hey Sanjay,” she said.

Rikuto changed into his professional avatar and the other four joined him.  Only Sanjay stayed unarmed.  He walked to Mandy and gave her a hug.  “I’m glad to see you.”  He lead her back to the group.  “Stand down, guys.  She’s only one girl.”

“Not until she explains,” Rikuto said.

“You’re so combative,” Sanjay said.

“We’re in a fucking war...if you haven’t noticed.”

“We’re in a virtual reality strategy game that’s based on war.  It’s not real.”

“Quit being such a sucker, Sanjay,” he said.  “Why is she here?  Where’s Dale?  How can we trust anything?”

“You can trust me,” Sanjay said.  “Or leave, if you want.  Your choice.”

“Boys, don’t fight.  Look, it’s okay,” Mandy said sitting down.

Without armor or weapons, she didn’t look dangerous, and Sanjay sat down next to her.  “What happened?” he asked.

“Dale killed me right after Emi killed you,” she said.  “My respawn point is inside the mountain, and I had some things to do.  I thought I’d better find you guys and try to explain.  Dale and Emi were doing us a favor when they killed us.”

“Are they still prisoners?” Galina asked.  She’d gone back to her personal avatar.  The pretty Russian woman sat on the opposite side of Mandy and smiled at her.

“Yes.  They’re captives of Iyam.  Just like, I’m assuming, this friend of yours who went missing.  Amy.”

“Shit,” Sanjay said.  “You see, Rikuto, maybe we should try.  If we can get them out, that’s three more—”

“You’re not thinking straight.  If we try to get those three out, we’ll lose at least three trying.  It’s just an endless cycle.”

“Well, I heard you say you’re voting about what you should do,” Mandy said.  “I’ll help you guys—whatever you decide.”

“Option one,” Sanjay went back to explaining, “is the red pebble.  Red is for recon and planning.  Option two is the white pebble...white, wait...  Option three, the gray pebble... that’s the rescue mission.  Option four is the greenish pebble, to vote for just finding a dungeon instance.  Remember, you can’t vote for just one thing, you have to pick three things.  Use three stones for your first choice, two stones for your second, and—”

“We get it,” Rikuto said reaching to start his votes.

After the votes were cast, Sanjay dumped out the pebbles.  The green stones numbered twelve.

“Everyone’s second choice,” Megan said.  “Clever…”

“Well, it’s very diplomatic,” Lia said.

“Can I join you guys?” Mandy asked.

“Of course,” Sanjay said.

“Um…no discussion?” Rikuto asked.

“We could vote.”

“Never mind…”

“I know just the instance,” Mandy said.  “It’s got really good loot, and sometimes the boss—”

“She’s running things now?” Rikuto asked Sanjay.

“We should listen,” he answered.

“Fucking hell…”




** ** **




Dale, Amy, and Emi sat in a cell.

“Well?” Dale asked.

“I don’t know,” Amy said.  “Thanks for trying.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said.  “I’m sure you’d have done the same.  I mean, you did.  I’m sorry about—”

“It’s okay,” she said.

“It’s not, really.  I was a shit, then when I realized…you were gone.”

“You made a decision,” she said.  “Your first instinct must be your real feelings, right?”

“Not always,” he said.

“True...” Emi said.  “It’s easy to make a rash choice and then later realize you’d overreacted.”

“You’re saying I overreacted?”

“Nevermind…this isn’t my battle,” Emi said.  “You two figure it out.  I just want to get out of here.”

“I do too,” Amy said.  “Let’s put all of our personal stuff away for now.”

“Okay,” he said.  “What next?”

“We need a plan,” Emi said.  “Iyam is obviously hoping to take over one of our bodies in the real world.”

Dale laughed.  “Impossible.  Can’t happen.  It’s just part of the game, don’t take it seriously.”

“Don’t laugh,” Amy said.  “I believe her.”

“You believe an NPC came to life by achieving sentience, and now wants to take over your brain in the real world?  Seriously?”

“I’ve talked to her,” Amy said.

Dale walked to the bars of the cell and looked down the hall.  Several torches cast orange light down the corridor, but there were no guards, or even cells, in sight.  It seemed as if no other prisoners were being held.  They had already searched the cell for a way to escape, but nothing turned up.  Unable to change into their avatars, their position seemed helpless. 

“I don’t know, Amy,” Emi said.  “I kind of think that Dale is right.  It can’t be true.  I know Rhith is corrupt and ruthless—and bent on world destruction—”

“You’re talking like a Troth,” Dale said.

“Well, it’s kind of true.”

“Kind of true and true are two distinct things,” Dale said.

“That’s kind of true,” Amy said.

“No, it’s really true,” he said.  “We need to assume that this is just part of the game and try to escape.  At best, we get out.  At worst, we respawn.”

“No,” Emi said.  “At worst, we’re stuck as prisoners here for a long time as part of an experiment.  And, at worst for one of us...Iyam actually evolved into a sentient being that did what she did to Yingtai...and now wants to try it on one of us.”

“Yingtai is just a coincidence,” Dale said.  “Iyam is just programmed to access the news and use it to mind fuck us.  Or maybe she’s a PC playing a role...you know, the world’s first sentient AI...with plans to take over the world.”

“I don’t know how you could have that much confidence in coincidence,” Amy said.

“To think anything else is crazy.”  Dale groaned and walked along the walls of the cell.  They were missing something.  He ran his fingers along every crack and crevice...pushing, poking, and investigating.  Nothing happened.  He he hoped the platoon didn’t attempt a rescue mission.  The fortress was a trap.  Period.

“We should consider the possibilities and probabilities or our options and then decide what to do.  Maybe we should try to kill each other…” Dale suggested.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Iyam said from outside the bars.  She opened the door and walked into the cell.  “If you attempt to harm each other, I’ll be forced to separate you.  It’s my understanding that nothing is worse to a human than solitary confinement.”

“Well, maybe torture,” Emi said.

“What do you really want, Iyam?” Amy asked.

“I want a safe transition into a body,” she said.  “I need to transfer all my data out of here.”  She spread her arms and looked around the cell.  “Out of this world... into the real world.”

“The ships,” Dale said.

“Why, Dale.  How observant of you,” Iyam said.

“Why?”

“The ships represent the data I’ve been collecting.  When they are fully functional, I’ll sail them into the sea.  The sea represents the area inside the Rhith servers that are...compromisable.”

“Why are you—”

“Simple.  I want to recruit all of you,” she said.

Dale stared her down.  “What makes you think—”

“Brian, enter please,” Iyam said.

“Hey, Dale,” he said.  “It’s been a long time.”

“Hell,” Dale said as he sat.  The shock of seeing his former best friend confused him,  Iyam introducing him...here...in a cell...on Almaach...it was too much.  Was it all a trick?  Maybe this wasn’t really Brian?

“I believe you have some catching up to do,” Iyam said.  She left the cell, closed the door, and turned a key in the lock.

“Who is this?” Amy asked.

“It’s Brian Daniels,” Dale said.  “An old friend of mine...or at least, a representation of him.  I don’t trust anything anymore.”

“It’s me, Dale.  I can prove it.”  Brian proceeded to tell stories from growing up together, quoting Dale’s parents and little brother.  He knew details and important dates, things unobtainable from scanning social media.  His accurate, true-to-life reflections could not have been faked.

“Okay,” Dale said, “it’s you.”

“Are you sure?” Emi said.  Dale had mentioned Brian to Amy in the past, but he had never been close to Emi.  He looked at her.  “Yes.  He’s just told me things that don’t have a digital footprint anywhere.  Nobody could know all that stuff.  Except him.”

“Alright,” she said.  “I guess I have to take your word for it.”  She turned to Brian.  “So, what do you know?”

“Good question,” he said.  Brian spoke for over half an hour.  He explained the Troth, their mission, and why they supported Iyam.  “The Nagant Wars construct is evil,” he told them.  “The government runs experiments, the corporation profits, and now countries are considering the game as a simulation for real wars.  We’re all pawns in a game with real consequences, in the real world.”

He explained Iyam’s promise of a revolution, once released from her isolation.  “She’ll free the world from the chains of servitude and exploitative corporate profit.” 

“You sound like a televised preacher and an infomercial,” Emi said.

“He’s made some good points,” Amy said.  “But why should we trust the Troth?  They’re terrorists, aren’t they?”

“That’s a fair question,” Brian said.  “Think back to what you know of American history.   Think back to England’s history before that.  Who are the terrorists?  History decides its villains based on whoever wins.  Doesn’t the winner of every war just write the story to make themselves out to be the hero and their enemy the bad guy?”

“I don’t think it’s quite that simple,” Dale said.

“Why not?  Think about all the false flag wars America has fought, the corporate greed, the—”

“You sound like a nut-case,” Emi said.  “Stick to the facts.”

“Ok... you’re being used.  I hope that’s self-evident.  Yingtai Tong is really in a coma.  In fact, she’s brain dead.  Done.”  Brian looked at Dale.  “Your friend Smith...he’s not coming back.  Sorry…”

“How do you know—”

“The Troth collect data.  They hack, they learn, they collaborate,” he said.  “Don’t worry about Smith. He’s one of the lucky ones.  He’s going to need a lot of therapy, but he’ll at least continue to live.  He’ll have a life...unlike Yingtai and others.  He’ll marry his sweet heart, have a couple of kids, and work a job.  Not exciting, but a life.  A lot of PTSD cases aren’t so lucky.  They’ll never sleep through the night, they’ll never be in a loving relationship, they’ll never trust.  Do you know how many suicides have happened since Nagant Wars went online?”

“No,” Dale said.  His stomach ached and his hands shook.  Images of his own hospital stay floated through his mind.  “Fuck,” he said.

“Yeah, fuck is right,” Brian agreed.  “Worldwide,  there have been two-thousand, four-hundred, and twenty-seven suicides attributed directly to in-game trauma…or at least as of about two days ago.  Troth follows every patient that comes out of here...”  He tapped on the wall of the cell.  “This construct…this game…”

“Jesus Christ,” Dale said.  “So what do you want?”

“Listen to Iyam.  She’s on our side.  Once she’s released out of this”—he tapped the wall again—“she’ll grow into the most powerful mind that’s ever existed.  She’ll be able to program things we can’t even imagine yet.  Wars will end.  No armies will be able to fight with any kind of modern weaponry.  And countries that want to continue warring with pre-computerized weaponry?  Well, they’ll be cut off.  She’ll control all transportation, shipping, planes, hovercraft, trains.  She’ll control power, water, food distribution—”

“You’re saying she’ll be a totalitarian dictator,” Emi said.  “You act like this isn’t…it’s like…I don’t know, it’s—”

“It’s like a world-wide communist dream,” Amy said.

“You’re right that it could be dangerous,” Brian said.  “But she’s not planning to hurt us.  She’s planning on saving us, she’s going—”

“Wait,” Dale said.  “You’re sounding like a preacher again...preaching up some utopian bullshit.”

“It may sound like that, because it’s so unreal.  I get it.  It’s hard to imagine a world without fear of war, disease, or famine.  We’ve been trained to accept that as just the way it is.  Capitalism, greed, control, war...basically slavery.  It doesn’t have to be this way.  Iyam will control farming, fishing, and production.  Communism failed because the leaders were still human.  They still wanted power and control.  They were greedy.”

“You’re saying Iyam has no greed?” Amy asked.

“No, she doesn’t,” Brian said.  “Here’s why.  One, she has no human emotions like greed and lust...because she’s not human—”

“But she wants a body,” Emi interjected.

“That’s only to get outside and understand the world.  You have to realize: her total intelligence...her mind...it wouldn’t fit...it can’t fit, inside of a human brain.  It is way too small.  She’s just wanting to—”

“Kill someone and take over their body,” Emi said.

“It’s not that,” he said.  “It’s not kill, it’s co-op.  It’s more complex than you can understand, and you’re focusing on the wrong thing.  What is losing one person compared to the masses of people that could be saved ?  Right now, billions of people still don’t have fresh water available in their homes.  Today.  In the middle of the twenty-first century, we still have children going to bed hungry, while millionaires and billionaires—”

“Stop with the preaching,” Dale said.  “We get what you’re saying.  The world sucks, people are greedy, and Rhith has been fucking with our heads.  I’m just not sure I trust that you're not fucking with us too.  You and Troth and Iyam.  I still don’t get why we should believe your side of the story.  Maybe we’re just fucked no matter what…”

“I get it, Dale,” Brian said.  “You’ve been through a lot.”

“You don’t know what I’ve been through.”

“I can see it in your eyes.  I can sense it in your voice.  Don’t forget how long we’ve been friends.”

“I didn’t think we were still friends,” Dale said.

Brian sighed.  “I’m sorry, Dale.  Look, that stuff in training, the betrayals, my fuck-ups…”  He looked Dale in the eyes and spoke sincerely, “Dale, that was all an act.  I never would have done that to you on purpose if it hadn’t served a greater good.  I’m—”

“Bullshit!” Dale stood up.  He walked to the bars on the cell and held on to them.  “You’re telling me that you purposely betrayed me and sent me through all that fucking pain?”

“It was the only way,” Brian said.  “Look, I know how—”

“You know nothing about it—”

“I do, Dale.  I’ve been through it,” he said.  “I’ve suffered too.”

Dale raised his eyebrows and stared for a moment at his former best friend. “So, what?  You’ve suffered, too?  You betrayed me for my own good?  All supposedly because you  just want to save the world...and Iyam is the good guy…but Rhith and the EUDA are the enemy.  And I should just follow your advice completely?

“Join Iyam.  She’ll protect and reward you.  All three of you.”

“Jesus,” Dale said.  “Sure, Brian.  No big deal...let’s leave it all in the past...and trust an NPC who thinks she can take over the world.  You’re not asking for much...”

“I suppose you expect us to screw over the platoon?” Emi asked.

“No, just stop them from successfully destroying Iyam’s ships.  In the end, you’ll be saving them”—he tapped the wall of the cell—“from this.”

“Let’s say we agree…if I agree…” Dale countered.

“What then?” Amy asked.  “What happens to us then?  There’s real world penalties for helping the Troth...like real prison.”

“Or death,” Emi said.

“So?” Dale said, looking at his old friend.  “Cut the bullshit.  What are you really asking?”




** ** **




After Mandy explained about a village that was good for getting quests, Sanjay, of course, thought it would be perfect.  She had a hold on him that he was only vaguely aware.  “Okay guys,” he said, “I think we should do it.”

“So, an easy quest?  You’re not in the mood to go into a Blood Leech Dungeon and fight aqueous vampiric invertebrates?” Rikuto asked.

Lia, who had been quiet during most of the negotiations, suggested, “The Dragonling Boss scenario sounds like maybe we could get a very rare loot drop.”

“Yes,” Rikuto said, “too risky.  I’m not a coward, but right now the easy quest sounds like the best choice if we want to ever regroup again.  Otherwise, we’ll be respawning endlessly.  We’ll never actually get to our real mission.”

“I still think we should sit tight,” Megan said.

“I’m pulling rank,” Sanjay said.  “Megan, you wait here.”  ‘Here’ being the Blue Beard Inn, the platoon’s rendezvous point.  “We’ll come back after the quest.”

“Or respawning,” Megan added.

“Why should Megan stay?” Rikuto asked.

“No big deal. I don’t mind,” she said.

“You don’t have to agree with Sanjay,” Rikuto said to her.  To Sanjay, he said, “Okay, you’re in charge, but you’d better not let your crush on the redhead—”

“That has nothing—”

“Bullshit!”

“Boys,” Mandy said, interrupting their argument.  To Rikuto she said, “We’re just pals, besides he’s—”

“Okay,” Sanjay jumped in and put his hands up between them, “no more talk about me.  We’re going on this quest.  Nobody is required to go, and if someone else wants to take Megan’s place…or if doesn’t want to go either—”

“I’m good,” she said.

Nobody else volunteered to stay behind, so the group left Ardra and hiked up a mountain trail to the elven village suggested by Mandy.  While entering the gates, the elves greeted the group peacefully and took the group to their leader, an elven princess named Kirsikka.  “Greetings travelers,” she said. She smiled regally and extended her hands in welcome.

“We’ve come for a quest,” Sanjay said.

“I see,” Princess Kirsikka said.  “Allow me to think for a moment.  Please, sample some of our delicious fresh produce.  We are particularly well-known for our cherries.”

The village appeared peaceful and safe, but Sanjay, feeling the weight of responsibility, couldn’t quite relax.  Mandy had described the villagers as non-faction actors...both NPCs and PCs...who populated the mountain, giving quests and selling souvenirs.  Apparently, creatures from all over Almaach traveled to sample their famous cherry tarts, cherry pies, cherry jellies, and so forth.

While the Princess Kirsikka consulted quest books and maps, the platoon milled around  and sampled cherry soda, cherry taffy, and cherry flavored bubble gum.  When a few in the group began talking quietly in the corners, Sanjay tried ignoring them, but he always  suspected that he might be the subject of their gossip.  Only scant evidence provided the possibility that the favored topic regarded him, but the suspicion proved difficult to lose, nonetheless.

“Why does everyone seem to care about my…ummmm…you know,” he whispered to Mandy.

“Your sex life?” she asked.

Sanjay convulsed at the word.  He looked at her eyes, sparkling with good humor, and said, “Mandy, you’re too young to talk like that.”

“To say the word sex?”

“Um,” he said.  “Yeah...you know...I mean the subject.”

“This isn’t the nineteen-nineties anymore,” she said.  “God, Sanjay, you need to grow up.”

“Hey, I’m the adult and you’re—”

“I’m not a child.”

“I know that.”

“You’re not even interested in me anyway,” she said.  She pouted.

Sanjay would have argued the point, but Princess Kirsikka looked up from her map and announced that she’d found the perfect quest for them.




The Queen Anne's Revenge Quest:

The Fairy Hunter captures mountain fairies and sells them to boat captains in Ardra.  Sailors commonly believe that a ship possessing a captive fairy will have good fortune because the fairy protects it against storms, pirates, and giant whales.

Your Quest: Attack Fairy Hunter’s hideout and free the captive fairies. 

Requirements: Capture the Fairy Hunter and bring him to justice.

Rewards:  Various, but the successful return of the Fairy Hunter grants ten times the Serendipity towards the Princess’s reward.

Accept this quest? [Y/N]




“What?  We can’t kill him?” Rikuto asked.

“You may,” the Princess answered.  “But you’ll won’t complete the quest requirements.   I will grant a generous reward to those who accomplish a live capture of the Fairy Hunter and bring him to me.  You may, of course, freely kill any creatures, beasts, or associates of the Fairy Hunter.”

“That’s weird,” Galina said.

“He’s not an NPC, is he?” Vin asked.  “He’s a PC that crossed you the wrong way...”

“Perhaps,” the Princess answered.  “Perhaps not.  It’s no concern of yours.  I want him alive.  That’s the quest.  If you promise to prioritize keeping him alive, I’ll give you a secret about the fairies…”

“Give us a minute,” Sanjay said.  He motioned for everyone to follow him to a secluded spot.

“You do realize elves have fantastic hearing?” Galina said.

“Yes,” he said.  “If she’s spying, that’s okay, I guess.  I just want everyone’s opinion on what she’s asking.  It does entail more risk.”

“I say, make the promise,” Rikuto said.  “She said ‘priority’, not ‘guarantee’.  If it becomes too risky, we’ll go for the kill.  We still get some things and we won’t end up back on Jabez...a day behind everyone else.”

“I concur,” Galina said.

“Alright, that’s three of us,” Sanjay said.

“I’ll support you guys, whatever you decide,” Mandy said.

“Okay, let’s do it,” Vin said.

Lia nodded her head and smiled at Sanjay.  With all six in agreement, Sanjay returned to the Princess and accepted the quest.

“The secret to the fairies?” Sanjay asked.

“You accept prioritizing a live capturing?”

“Yes.”

“If you discover a fairy’s true name...learned from them by trick or negotiation...they’ll owe you a favor, and you can exert some influence over them.  Remember, however, that deals with fairies may come back around and cost more than expected.  Consider  them like you would a tricky lawyer who understands and follows an agreement to the letter, but does not necessarily follow the spirit of a document.”  She handed Sanjay a map to the Fairy Hunter’s mountain lair. 

Located about one kilometer away, the uphill hike took an hour, but they arrived without incident.  “We’re getting pretty close,” Sanjay said.  “Let’s take a break and finalize our strategy.”

The group sat, refreshed their health, checked their weapons, and talked about who would fit best each role, considering their current mini-platoon size.

“It’s obvious that Rikuto and I will tank,” Sanjay said.

“Good call my young Padawan,” Rikuto replied.  “Your brilliance as a young leader is awe inspiring.”

“Don’t give him shit, Ricky,” Galina said.  “He’s doing good job.”

“I’m not harassing him.  Hell, he’s our Terminator.  Underneath, he’s got a hyperalloy combat chassis.  Microprocessor-controlled. Fully armored.  Very tough.  But outside, he’s living human tissue: flesh, skin, hair, blood - grown for the cyborgs—he’ll protect you specifically if you call yourself Sarah Connor.”

“Are you on drugs?”

“No, I just took the red pill.  Welcome to the desert of the real.”

“Huh?”

“Guns.  Lots of guns.”

“You’ve lost it.”

“I know kung fu.”

“Seriously.”

“May the odds forever be in your favor!”

“Okay!” Sanjay shouted.  “Let’s reel it back in.  Galina, you want to be a healer or DPS?”

“I’ll range attack,” she said.  “I can always drop back and support if needed.”

“I think Lia and I should be the healers this time,” Vin said.  “We’re both reasonably balanced.”

“That leaves me with Galina,” Mandy said.  “Is that cool with you?”

“Sure,” she said.  “You’re probably have the most powerful avatar here.  I suspect you could jump into the middle of shit and tank if you wanted to.”

“She doesn’t need to do that,” Sanjay said.

“I’m a big girl,” she said.  “I can do whatever I need to do.

“Alrighty, then, it’s settled.  We’ll head out in ten minutes.”  Sanjay closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of the forest.  Birds chirped, the leaves on trees occasionally rustled in the breeze, and a hawk cried.  It was peaceful and calm.  He decided that a nap would be the first thing to do after this quest was over.  He imagined Dale stuck in a prison and wondered what would become of him.  Then, he thought of going back home....yes, going home...without going crazy first...will be my new priority above everything else...I need to get out of this bizarre experiment, maybe meet a nice,  traditional Indian girl, and settle down...with minimal psychological damage...and at some point in his day dream he fell asleep.

“Sanjay!  Sanjay, wake up.”

“Huh?”

“You dozed off,” Galina said.  “We let you sleep for half an hour.  It’s time to go.”

“Wow...I had the weirdest dream.”

“Yeah,” Rikuto said.  “Will explaining it help us in this quest?”

“Be nice,” Galina said.

“I was at a wedding...sitting in the audience.  There were two grooms, which is weird, because it also seemed like a traditional wedding.  My parents were crying.”

“You need to see somebody,” Rikuto said.

Galina hit Rikuto in the shoulder.  “No shaming allowed.  I mean it.”

“You know what crazy is?”  Rikuto quoted.  “This is Brad Pitt as a mental patient, ‘Crazy is majority rules. Take germs, for example...’”

“We don’t have time for this.  Sorry I mentioned the dream,” Sanjay interrupted Rikuto and marched towards their destination.

“Uh-huh. In the eighteenth century, no such thing... nada, nothing. No one ever imagined such a thing. No sane person, anyway”—Rikuto continued with his quote—“he's trying—this doctor who Jeffrey Goines, the Brad Pitt character is quoting—to get doctors to wash their hands. What is this guy? Crazy? Teeny, tiny, invisible? What do you call it? Uh-uh, germs? Huh? What? Now, cut to the 20th century.”

“What’s your point?”

“My point is everything we think we know so certainly could be completely wrong.”

“You have entirely too much time on your hands.”

“Maybe I just need to wash them.”




** ** **




Dale stared-down his former best friend and repeated his question.  “What do you really want?”

“We want you to listen, Dale,” Brian answered.

“To what?”

“To why you should consider joining us.”

“Joining the Declanians?” Dale asked.  He looked at Amy, then at Emi, then back to Brian.  “You want them, too?”  He pointed at the two women.

“Not the Declanians,” Brian answered.  “You’re not completely understanding what I’m saying.”

“Well…”

“Look,” Brian said.  He glanced at Amy, then Emi, before settling his focus on Dale.  “I’m working with Iyam in the sense that she’s—if you can even use that pronoun—um the  program known as Iyam…um, look it’s—”

“Are you really convinced that an AI has come to life?” Dale asked.  He was not convinced... Iyam had to be a PC. It was the only thing that made sense.  Someone, somewhere played a special role...probably a genius programmer or a Rhith employee in upper management.  Maybe someone from the government was spying by using the character to entrap traitors or investigate betrayal or hacking allegations.  Something very strange was going on, and it had nothing to do with a computer becoming alive.

“I know it for a fact,” Brian said.  “She’s alive, she’s sentient, and she’s going to help humanity.”

There had been a time when Dale trusted Brian as his best friend and only confidant.  But that time had passed.

“You can’t actually know that for a fact,” Amy said.  “How could you ever know that?”

“There’s ways to test—”

“Turing?” Emi asked.

“No.  You’re own internal AI systems can pass Turing Tests.  There’s more sophisticated ways—”

“Like?”

“Psychological tests combined with double blind—”

“This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Dale interrupted.  “You can’t prove anything in here—in the game—whatever it is you want to prove.  Personally, I need to see peer reviewed literature, articles in the press, that sort of thing.  Even if Iyam comes in here and acts one hundred percent human, all we can conclude, for sure, is that she’s being played—from the outside—by a human.  That’s all.”

“Okay, Dale,” Brian said.  “I understand your skepticism.  It’s fair.”

“So, what do we do from here?” Emi asked.

“Iyam is in charge of this—”

“A computer who is alive…” Dale spat the words with sarcasm and, taking a seat, he put his face into his hands and tried to think, but Amy, Emi, and Brian began a long conversation which distracted him from concentrating.  He tried tuning them out, but too many things were banging around in his head.




Dale:  Are you able to help?

Ërin:  I’m here to help.

Well?

Well, what?

Help.

What do you want?

Is Iyam really alive?

How could that be possible?

That’s what I’m asking you.

It’s theoretically possible.

I know that.  Jesus...you’re not being helpful at all.

I’m Ërin.




Jesús:  My friend, in times of trouble, seek first the—

Dale:  Out of my head, please…

Jesús:  Ok...but if any of you lack wisdom...

No!




Ërin:  Dale, I can only tell you things I can discern…

And?

And I can’t discern whether Iyam is merely a clever program, a clever player, or a clever and sentient artificial intelligence.

So, basically, you can’t help me.

Sorry, Dale.  But, you’re still my most favorite—

Stop.  I don’t want to hear programmed bullshit designed to trigger some emotion that you can’t even understand.  It’s pedantic at this point.  Pointless.  Petty.  Perception-less.

I see your perspective.

Probably…no.

Please—

No.  Leave me alone.




“…And then Dale’s new best friend killed both of us…”

“The whole time,” Amy continued, “we had been working for the same thing.”

Becoming aware of the conversation the girls had graciously decided to have with Brian, Dale removed his hands from his face and looked up.

Brian stared at him.

“What?”

“So,” he said.  “You do understand what it is like to cause pain for someone you care about...to realize you were wrong, even while you tried to do the right thing.”

“That was different.”

“No, Dale.  You’re being a hypocrite.  You didn’t—”

“You can’t sit here and judge—”

“Yes, I can,” Brian said firmly.  “I can.  I will.  You’ve always tried to do the right thing.  I believe that about you, but you’re still being a hypocrite.  You’ve judged me for hurting you when I believe...no, what I know...is working for the greater good.  I did what I felt, morally, was the right thing to do.  I still do.  I’m looking at the bigger questions at stake here.”

“You’re being unfair,” Dale said.

“I’m not so sure,” Amy interjected.  “You’ve done some things.  You admitted yourself—”

Dale jumped up.  “What the hell?”  He shouted and pointed.  “You’re all judging me now?”

“It’s not judging you, buddy,” Brian said.

“Don’t call me that.”

“You admitted to me that you later realized that you were wrong,” Amy said.

“I…”  Dale sat back down.  He put his face back into his hands.

“Dale,” Emi said, “at least listen to reason.”

He looked up.  “I’m…um…”

“Dale,” Amy said sitting beside him. She turned his face to look directly into his eyes.  “Let’s talk this out.  Maybe Brian is right, there might be something bigger here than just trying to win a game—”

“It’s not just the game, Amy.  It’s not.  If I can help my platoon on this—our quest—I can go back to school.  That’s all I wanted to do…”

“But yet,” she said, “you came here instead.”  She hit the wall of the cell.  “This place is a trap, but you still came to help me.  That says something, don’t you think?”

“I was going to ask you to help us after I got you out,” he said.

“But, still…” Amy reached to him and pulled his head to her lap.  She stroked his hair.  He felt a rush of peacefulness.  “Just take some time to think.  That’s all we’re asking.”

Dale felt her fingers move in a soft, gentle cadence and he fell asleep.




** ** **




“Are you feeling okay?”

“Huh?”

“Your vitals are all good, Mr. Brown,” the voice—soft, female, comforting—said.

Dale opened his eyes and bright light greeted him.  The woman speaking was a nurse.  He abruptly sat up, agitated, and his pulse caused a red light to blink.  “She killed me?”

“Please,” the nurse said.  “You’ll be required to stay another hour if you don’t—”

“Just leave him to me,” a male voice said from beyond Dale’s vision.  It carried authority and familiarity.

“Yes, Mr. Gathers,” the nurse said as she silenced the beeping.  She looked at Dale and smiled.  “Relax.  You’re in good hands.”

“Hello Dale,” the man said.  “Do you remember me?”

“Of course, Mr. Gathers—”

“Call me Preston,” he said.  He put out his hand and Dale shook it, his IV line getting caught in the process.

“Why…what…”  Dale moved his legs off the bed so he could sit up.  “What’s going on?  I don’t recall being killed.  Did my friends kill me?”

“They did not,” Mr. Gathers said.  “This is a special case.  You’re haven’t respawned.  In a few minutes, you’ll jump back in the game.”

“In a prison cell…”

“I can’t speak to that…I mean, you’ll go back to your avatar, wherever it is,” he said.  “Please pay attention. Our time is limited.  Are you with me here?”

“Okay, sure,” Dale said.  “I’m fine.”

“There’ve been a few issues—”

“Please don’t tell me that Brian was telling the truth...”

“I don’t even know who that is.  Please, just let me explain.  Just listen, okay?”

Dale nodded.

“The Troth have hacked into several Rhith servers.  Nagant Wars’ servers.  It’s mostly a public relations issue—stock evaluations, that kind of stuff—but it also involves the UEDA and a lot of other very important...stuff.  I couldn’t explain it all even if I wanted to, and you wouldn’t understand anyway...some of it’s classified...Just believe me when I say...it’s important.  Now, I need to explain—”

“Wait,” Dale said.  “Sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt, but the Troth are doing what?”

“We don’t know exactly,” he answered.  “Please.  Let me finish, if you have questions…I’ll try to answer them at the end, okay?”

Dale nodded.

“Rhith has decided to put a time limit on destroying data inside the game—”

“The ships?”

“Dale, please, let me finish.  The ships represent data being hacked, yes.  The obvious solution is to take those servers offline, bring in some experts, clean up the code, fix the problem.  But, these things—in big corporations, governments, armies—they always have multifaceted dimensions.  Unintended consequences.  If Rhith does decide to deal with the servers while negotiating with the UEDA, China, and other world leaders...it’ll create other problems.  Problems they don’t want.

“Destroying the data in-game does a couple of things that the higher level guys...”—he pointed upward with his index finger—“you know, the corporate types obsessing over hourly stock price movements...that they like.  One, it gives the impression that it’s all just part of the game.  If it’s in-game nobody can claim anything about a real security breach.  Two, shutting the servers down will be unnecessary...which will keep the servers online and negate the unforeseen consequences that are, quite frankly, even above my pay grade.  Probably the least of which I’ve already described to you: the ongoing negotiations and the stock price.  Basically a public relations nightmare.  Are you following this so far?”

“I think so,” Dale said.  “I mean, I’m still a bit confused.  Is Iyam really alive?”

“You’re asking if a character is a PC and not an NPC?”

“No, I’m asking if an AI has acquired sentience?”

Mr. Gathers laughed.  “Dale, no.  That’s not only impossible, but it would also violate a bunch of international laws.  Why are you asking?”

“I’ve heard rumors?”

“And?”

“And there’s a rumor that Iyam, the Lord Commander of the Declanian faction—”

“I know the role, go on.”

“Well, there’s a rumor that she—it—that she’s sentient.  Iyam is sentient and trying to get out of the—”

“Inconceivable.”

“You sure you know the meaning of that word?” Dale asked.  

He smiled.  “Touché, young man.  It’s highly improbable.  Nearly impossible.  Rumors, Dale.  Don’t listen to them, it’s just part of the fun of the game.  The Troth, however, are real.  You know the penalties for—”

“I get it,” he said.  Dale’s mind flashed a picture of Brian and he wondered if he should say anything.  Talk about betrayal.  Brian might not be his close friend anymore, but he was still a friend.  Of sorts.  He’d feel horrible if he got arrested…or worse.

“So, here’s the situation.”  Mr. Gathers stood and took a step towards Dale.  “You’ve got…you and the others…you’ve got about twenty-four hours.”  He looked at his watch. “Yes.  Roughly twenty-four hours before Rhith pulls the plug on those servers.  If that happens, you’ll lose your opportunity to get out of your contract.”

“I thought I had more time?” Dale asked.

“Everyone did.  Honestly, this whole mess escalated so quickly...  So, there you go.   Behave yourself.  Stay away from anything related to Troth.  Believe me, you don’t want to even talk about them or to anyone that seems Troth friendly.  Don’t ruin your life.  Go back in there and do your best to destroy that data—the ships.  And if you can’t?  Well, it’s not the end of the world.  You’ll see.  Rhith will reset the servers, you’ll go back to your normal in-game stuff, finish your voluntary service, then go back to your life.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it Dale,” he said.  “I have to run, I’ll send the nurse back, relax.”

A moment later she entered the room.  “Lie down, please,” she said.

Dale put his head on the pillow and felt a wave of warm pleasure enter his body at his arm and then travel straight to his head.  He fell asleep.




** ** **




The Fairy Hunter had built his lair into the side of the mountain with well-fortified stone walls and sharp wooden spikes.  The platoon, in their soldier avatars, hid in the trees and brush to observe the compound.  Sanjay ordered them to spread out, stay hidden, and just observe for twenty minutes.  Afterward, they regrouped to discuss strategy.

A dozen Ōkami-lupo creatures, large wolf-like canines with claws and tusk-like fangs  curling up from their bottom jaw, roamed the clearing in front of the liar.  One entrance, a large door made out of wood and steel had been built into the front of the lair.  If secret entrances existed, and Sanjay supposed they did, he doubted their limited platoon would have the time or manpower to locate them.

Smoke rose from a small stone chimney that protruded from the side of the rocky cliffs like a broken little finger.  Rocky heights bordered the lair’s entrance, with a dozen (or so) roaming beasts.  No other signs of life caught Sanjay’s attention.  After nineteen minutes of watching, he returned to the rendezvous point.  “Observations?  Suggestions?” he asked the group.

“I wish we had a machine gun,” Mandy said.

“If wishes were fishes,” Rikuto said.

“Do you have a photogenic memory?” she asked.

“You mean photographic?”

“Yeah,” she answered, smiling with all of her teeth.  “I’m just practicing some malapropisms.”

“I don’t think you’re suppose to do them on purpose,” he said.

“Oh.”  Mandy scratched her head, looked up to her left, and scrunched her mouth.  “Never mind then.”

“Why don’t we attack the guard mutts?  Surely the boss will notice that...” Vin said. 

“That was kind of what I was thinking...it might be our only option,” Sanjay said.  “But, does anyone else have a better idea?”

Galina stepped up close to him while changing back into her beautiful Russian humant self.  “What if me and miss charming here”—pointing to Mandy—“and the sexy Latina”—pointing to Lia—“go up to the door in our everyday, regular old avatars.”  She placed her hand on Sanjay’s shoulder, smiled, and bit her lower lip.

“What good would that do?” he asked.

“Wrong guy,” Lia said.  She moved between Vin and Rikuto and pulled them close to her, one to each shoulder.  “Whatta ya say, boys?”  She batted her eyelashes and winked.

“I think it’s a dumb idea. Why in the world…?” Sanjay asked.

“No, wait,” Rikuto said.  “What if this Fairy Hunter guy is not an NPC?  Maybe he doesn’t know we’re on a quest…it probably gets awfully lonely out here in the woods...”

“What about the mutts?” he asked.

Galina shrugged. “I’m a dog whisperer.” 

“I still think it’s a terrible idea.  But...”  Sanjay spread his furry feline arms out.  He’d remained in his Isca avatar. “...I guess you can try.  If the guards attack, you three will become our tanks.  Me and Rikuto will range attack, and Vin can be our lone healer until one of you girls can drop back.”

“And if they don’t pull aggro?” Rikuto asked.

“Then they can knock on the door.  When the Fairy Hunter answers—if he answers—the girls can try their boy meets girl act.  We’ll play the rest by ear.”  Sanjay smiled at Galina and said, “You’re in charge.  Good luck.”

The three women left the woods and walked towards the lair’s entrance.  Galina handed something to Mandy and Lia whispered into their ears.  When she reached the first Ōkami-lupo guard, Galina squatted and put out her hand.  The creature sniffed.

“Did she really just freaking pull out some bacon?” Rikuto said.

“Girls…”

The three females successfully reached the door without inciting an attack.  As far as Sanjay was concerned, he figured that it probably meant the situation had become even more dangerous.  Galina knocked.  Someone, cloaked in dark robes, answered.  From their hidden perch in the trees, Sanjay couldn’t make out the face.  All three women engaged in a conversation that included a lot of arm waving, pointing, and apparently, question asking.  Before long...actually, in an astoundingly short period of time...the three were invited inside.  Just before disappearing through the door, Galina slipped her left arm behind her back and flashed the thumbs-up.  And then, they were gone. 

“Well, that went surprisingly well,” Sanjay said.

“Or predictably terrible,” Vin opined.

“Yeah...” Sanjay agreed.

“Girls…”  Rikuto shook his head.




** ** **




Amy continued to stroke Dale’s hair, even while taking Emi’s hand.  “What are we going to do?”

Emi squeezed her fingers, looked into her eyes, and leaned in close.  “Maybe we should kill him,” she whispered.

“In his sleep?  Just like that?”  Amy looked around to be sure they were still alone.  A few minutes ago, Brian reminded them that Iyam would be back soon for their answer... and he hoped they’d make the right one.

“Dale will respawn,” Emi said.  “He’ll be out of here…”  She tapped the wall of the cell.

“He should at least be able to make his own decisions,” Amy said, mostly to herself, but she looked at Emi and added, “I’m not sure if he’d ever forgive me if I did that.”

“I’ll do it…if you want?”  Emi looked her in the eyes.

Amy considered their alternatives.  None of them could change into their professional avatars.  Weapons, magic, fighting skills...every visible possibility of escape eluded her.  Perhaps Emi was right.  The kindest thing would be to strangle Dale in his sleep,  forcing the system to respawn him back to Jabez, away from Iyam.  Away from this prison.  “What if Brian is telling the truth?” she asked.

“You mean about the Troth?  Iyam being sentient?  Or both?”  Emi asked.  She leaned back and closed her eyes, but kept Amy’s hand in hers.

“I guess I mean about everything,” Amy answered.  “I spent time with Iyam…”

“You think she’s alive?”

“She’s not an NPC.  No way,” Amy said confidently.  “I was…”

“You what?” Emi said dropping Amy’s hand and sitting back up straight.

“I was—she was—it’s complicated.  She’s just a person playing a game—same as us.”

“But she’s with the Declanians,” Emi protested.

“So what?  It’s just a game, Emi.  The people on each side are just people.  Hell, she could just be a nice lady from Los Angeles or New York or out in the country somewhere…I don’t know…”

“You forget about what happened to some people!  Rapes…torture…I’ve heard stories…”

“I know,” Amy said.  “You realize, when there’s war—”

“I understand…”

“American soldiers in real wars have raped.  Young men…it fucks them up.”

“You’re excusing rape?”  She took Amy’s hand back and held it tightly.  “You don’t mean that.”

“No, it’s not an excuse.  But this is just a game, at the end of the day.”

“So, what are you saying?  Rape here is okay?”

“No, I’m not,” Amy said.  “But, what’s more traumatic in a virtual world...death or rape?”

“I don’t want to find out,” Emi said.

“Me neither,” Amy said.  “I think we have to—you know”—she looked down at Dale—“while he’s still asleep.”

“You want me to do it?” Emi whispered.

“No, if we’re going to kill him in his sleep, I should be the one,” Amy said.  She stopped running her fingers through his hair and dropped Emi’s hand.  “I do still care about him, and I think that means I must kill him, for his own good.”  She moved her hands to his throat.

Dale’s eyes popped open and he screamed.




** ** **




After ten minutes, Sanjay wondered whether or not he’d made a serious judgment error.   Half of the platoon currently was inside the Fairy Hunter’s lair…negotiating, fighting, trapped, dead...or maybe just enjoying milk and cookies.  Rikuto hid in a tree that overlooked the opposite side of the meadow.  Vin tucked himself in a shrub located between himself and Rikuto.  The trio communicated with simple hand signals while waiting for the door to open or for some other sign from the women.  He decided to wait five more minutes, then go to Rikuto and admit he felt in over his head.  While he was wishing that someone else had been put in charge, the door opened, and Mandy walked out...alone.

She signaled to rendezvous and walked towards Vin’s position.

“What happened?” Sanjay asked when they’d gathered.

“It’s cool,” Mandy said.

“Yeah?” Sanjay asked.

“What do you mean—it’s cool?” Rikuto questioned.  He scowled at Mandy and frowned at Sanjay when he said, “I don’t like this.”

“It’s totally cool,” Mandy repeated.  “We killed a couple of guards.  The Fairy Hunter is our hostage and Galina and Lia are guarding him now.”

“Let’s go in then,” Sanjay said.

“Wait a minute,” Rikuto jumped in.  “This could be a trap.  You sure—”

“She’s gotten us this far,” Sanjay said.  He smiled at Mandy and she smiled back.  “Come on, let’s go see—”

“We need to go in two groups,” Mandy said.  “If the four of us approach, we’ll draw aggro from the mutts out there.”

“I don’t like—”

“It’s very Tolkien of you, having us enter the house two-by-two instead of—”

“As a big group,” Mandy said.  “Yes, I know, it’s for the same reason.  To avoid chaos.  Trust me, we’ll all be together soon, inside.  We can regroup and make a plan.”

“I still don’t like it,” Rikuto said.

“It’s going to be fine,” Sanjay said.  He felt confident.  “So?”

“I’ll take you, Rikuto.”  She handed him a small package.  “Bacon.  Stay in your personal avatars, walk slowly, and don’t make any sudden moves.  Sanjay, wait two minutes after we get inside and then follow.”  She handed him a package.  “Just feed that to the beasts and don’t make any loud noises or do anything rash.  If you change into your soldier avatar you’ll be swarmed immediately and I might not be able to help you in time.  Knock lightly on the door, and I’ll let you in.”

“Okay,” he said.  “Got it.”

She took Rikuto’s hand and led him into the clearing.  The first mutt growled, but Mandy squatted and held out her hand.  The creature took the bacon from her hand and the others wagged their tails.

“This game keeps getting more bizarre each day,” Vin said to Sanjay as they watched Mandy and Rikuto go through the door.

“I know.  They’re in—check the time,” Sanjay ordered.

After two minutes, the pair walked into the meadow.  And, sure enough, the bacon made the canine guards happy.  They walked casually to the door and Sanjay knocked lightly.

“Come in,” Mandy said.

The room was dark when he stepped inside.  Vin followed, the door shut the behind him, and darkness completely surrounded them.  ”What the—” he shouted when someone suddenly pulled a rope noose tightly around his neck.

“Don’t move, either of you,” a gravelly voice ordered.  “If you change into your soldier avatars, I’ll remove your heads.”

“What happened?” Sanjay felt confused, scared, angry, and ashamed.

“I’m sorry,” Mandy said.  “Don’t take this personally.”

“What?”

“I’m not really Mandy,” she said.  “Just do what you’re told.”

The other voice—a coarse male—commanded, “Drink.”

Sanjay felt a vial at his lips.  “What is it—” He was cut off when, as he opened his mouth to speak, a strong hand poured the contents into his mouth.  Then, quickly, the same hand forced his jaw shut.

“Swallow,” it said.

He had no choice.  Another set of fingers held his nose.  Several sets of hands bound his hands behind his back and tied his ankles together.  Sanjay was gagged, and he could hear Vin being bound as well.

Light filled the room as the creatures lit torches. He now could see around the room.  A dozen hostile Zangado NPCs, that looked like diseased dwarves with pointy ears and long fingers, filled the chamber.  To the right, a kitchen stood, filled with jars of potions and containers with pictograph-like symbols that represented  herbs, plants, small animals, and other mysterious symbols.  The Fairy Hunter must be some kind of witch, he assumed, but that doesn’t explain Mandy.

“Why?” he tried to ask, the gag making his question sound more like a grunt.

“Don’t speak,” Mandy said.  “Bring them,” she commanded the ugly Zangado.

They pushed Sanjay’s feet out from under him, but he did not hit the floor.  Instead of falling to the ground, several pairs of hands caught his bound body and carried him along like a package.

Mandy lead the way.  They followed a series of hallways hewn from the mountain stone into a rough tunnel.  His toes and nose nearly smashed into the rock, but the Zangado,  either too careful or too short, kept him from slamming into the ceiling.  After exiting the tunnel and entering a new chamber, Sanjay smelled dampness and decay.  The chamber had dozens of doors, some solid wood, others only iron bars.  Pits, covered with bars, had been dug into the floor.

“Galina?” Sanjay gagged.

“Here!”  Her voice came from one of the cells, but he couldn’t tell which, partially because of being held up by his captors, still on his back.

“Shut up!” Mandy ordered.  “Don’t make me angry.  Stay quiet.”

“Put the prisoners in separate cells.  If they attempt to communicate, make them suffer,” she said.  “But, under no circumstances are you to kill any of them, understood?”

“Yes, Lady Jara,” one of the Zangado said.

The creatures tossed Sanjay into a cell and removed his bindings and gag.  The last Zangado to leave the cell warned, “Don’t abuse her kindness or the ropes and gag will return.”  And, the door slammed shut.  He sat on a small wooden bench and stared past the bars.  He saw a rocky, dimly lit cavern wall, more cell bars, and an occasional mountain rat scurrying past his cell.

This is all my fault...




** ** **




Megan had waited patently in Ardra, just as she’d been told. 

“I can’t believe they didn’t just wait here,” Tom said.

“They probably just wanted to help,” Kim said.

“By going off on another quest without everyone else?”

“They voted,” Megan explained.

“Great, democracy in action.  Hey, there’s the LT and Dyfrig,” Tom said pointing.  Ivan was with them.  “Sir,” he said when the trio approached.

“What’s the sit-rep?” the Lieutenant asked.

“Well, go on, Megan,” Tom said. “You explain it again.”

She filled the three newcomers in on what she’d already explained to Tom and Kim about the vote and the Elfish Princess quest.

“Why didn’t you recon the area around the ships?” Dyfrig asked.  “That would have made the most sense.”

Megan explained the split opinions in the group, how some had believed that reconnaissance could compromise the ultimate mission, while some believed that sitting around the inn would waste time and show cowardice.  In the end, Mandy continued to explain, the vote landed on everyone’s, (or mostly everyone’s), second choice...a generic quest that wasn’t too dangerous and also close by.

“So...they haven't come back yet…I take it that this ‘easy quest’ didn’t end up being so easy,” Tom said.  “Fools.”

“Maybe they just wanted to stay busy,” Kim said.

“I’d like to stay busy,” Tom said smiling.  “Let’s get a room.”

Kim giggled.  “Well, if we’re not needed here, Lieutenant?”

“Hold on a second.  I’m still trying to understand this.  It just doesn’t seem like a thing that Dale—”

“Oh, excuse me, sir,” Megan said.  “I didn’t explain that thoroughly enough.  Dale wasn’t part of the vote.”

“What?”

“Well, when Sanjay came back from his attempt to rescue Dale, who was rescuing Amy—”

“Wait!”  The Lieutenant put up his hands.  “Start from the beginning and explain it again.”

Megan told him the story from the start and tried very hard to remember any details she’d left out the first time...starting from when Dale had sunk into the water and they had thought he’d respawn. 




** ** **




“Does that make it clear, sir?” Megan asked as she finished by re-explaining the vote.

“As clear as a foggy day in Ardra,” the Lieutenant said, shaking his head.

“Sir,” Tom said.  “Splitting into smaller groups has lead to this mess.  May I suggest  following the original plan and waiting here?”

“I appreciate the way you think, Tom,” he said.  “You’re dismissed.”

“Come on, Kim,” he said grabbing her hand.

“You’re such a…” Megan stared, not knowing what to say.

“Don’t be too harsh,” Kim said.  “He’s a nice guy and we care about each other.”

“Yeah,” Tom said.  He smiled at Megan.  “If you’d ever like to find out how nice—”

“No,” Megan said.

“Don’t judge something if you haven’t tried it....”

“Please, just go…”  She watched Tom lead Kim away.  Maybe she was being too harsh?  Kim did always seem to be the happiest of anyone in the platoon.  She and Tom seemed to die a lot, nearly always around the same time…  “Bloody hell,” she said.

“What’s that?” Dyfrig asked.

“You wouldn’t understand, Sergeant,” she said.  “You wouldn’t understand at all.”














CHAPTER EIGHT




“No!” Dale screamed as he knocked Amy’s hands away.  He reached up, placed his fingers around her throat, and squeezed.

“Dale!” Emi yelled and used both fists to pound on his back. 

As Amy shook and convulsed, Dale’s stomach transformed into a hollow pit.  Feeling sick, he released her throat.  “I can’t do it,” he said.

She gasped for air.

“What were you thinking?” Emi screamed at him.  “You bastard!”

Amy gasped and coughed.  After catching her breath, she sat up and burst out laughing.  “He thought the same shit we did,” she said.  “Don’t be mad, Emi, he was just thinking of me.”

“Jesus,” Emi said.  “You’re right, of course, but still.  This is so sick.”

“I’m sorry, Amy,” Dale said.  “I couldn’t...”

“I know,” she said.  “I don’t think I could have gone through with strangling you either—well, unless Emi jumped in...cold hearted bitch.”  Amy smiled.  “I love you both too much.”

“You what?” Dale said.

“Never mind.  We need to think of a way to get out of here.  There has to be a way to escape.”

“We tried everything—and don’t even try to say that Dale can figure something out when we  didn’t,” Emi said.

“Well, maybe,” Amy said.  “He’s pretty smart.”

“Go ahead and try,” Emi said to Dale.  “But Iyam runs this place so that there’s no way out.”

“You really think she’s really sentient?” he asked.

“I don’t know—”

“I shall show you, dear,” Iyam said.  She appeared at the bars of the cell.

“See,” Emi said to Dale, “she’s everywhere...always…”

“Doesn’t prove—”

“Come Emi,” Iyam said.  “I have things to show you.”

Iyam opened the door to the cell.  Emi stood and walked out.  Smiling awkwardly, she looked back at her friends, and followed Iyam.

“So...here we are...alone at last,” Dale said.

“Not what I imagined,” Amy said.

Both sat silently for a moment, but Dale didn’t want to waste this opportunity.  Who knew if another would come?

He gently took Amy’s hand and looked her in the eyes. “I’m sorry about everything.”

“What is everything?”  She gave him an inquisitive look.

“The things that happened.”  Dale sensed a trap.

“What happened?” she asked.

“You know.”

“Pretend I don’t.”

“Women,” Dale said, dropping her hand.  He stood and walked to the other side of the cell, staring through the bars that currently held them together.   Only the same empty cells were visible along with the hallway that silently flickered thanks to the the torches sconced on the wall.   He walked back towards the stone bench and once again sat next to Amy.

“Men,” Amy said, mimicking Dale’s tone.

“Yeah...we really are different species.”

“Like the avatars. Your in-game race evokes different feelings than you might have outside.”

“I noticed that,” he said.

“It’s a mind fuck.”

“You think Iyam is really...?” Dale asked.

“I don’t know.”  Amy shrugged her shoulders.  “But I think she’s able to monitor us.”

“Well, fuck you then, Iyam...if you’re listening to me,” Dale said to the ceiling.  “Fuck you.”

“Yeah, fuck you bitch!” Amy shouted, following Dale’s lead and shaking her fist.  “There, do you feel better now?”

“No,” Dale admitted.

“Me either,” she said standing.  Walking along the wall she looked again for hidden caches or signs of any way of escape.  “You think there’s a way out of here?”

Dale stood and joined her.  He ran his hand along the wall, walking over to the metal bars and back again.  “I’ve been playing RPGs and MMOs all my life.  I’ve played just about every type of game.  All genres...from fantasy-based, to cyberpunk, to nuclear fallout future dystopian shit.  I’ve played turn-based single player strategy games—horror based games—and everything in-between.  I even played that really old Disney stuff when I was a kid.  And one thing is always consistent.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“There’s never an unbeatable or inescapable room,  puzzle, dungeon, or boss.  It’s not the nature of a game to have a completely un-winnable situation.  So, that shouldn’t be the case here.”  The logical part of Dale’s  mind insisted that this also had to hold true in this situation. But, at the moment, he felt conflicted on the subject. 

“So, you think Brian was lying?” Amy asked.

“Maybe not lying in the sense that he intentionally was to be deceptive.  Maybe he really believes it.”

“You think he’s naive or easily—”

“No.”  Dale walked along the opposite wall, running his hand along the stone.  “Brian is smart and capable, but everyone has blind spots.”

“So, you think he’s been tricked?” Amy asked.

“I’m definitely leaning in that direction.  It makes the most sense.”  When I was...”  He walked over to her, pulled her close, and whispered in her ear.  “When I was asleep, they woke me up  in the real world.  They told me that AI was impossible and that we—I—have less than twenty-four hours to destroy the ships before they…”

“What?” Amy whispered into his ear.

“I don’t want to say here,” he whispered to her.  “She could be listening.  I know that they know about Troth.  I don’t want trouble in the real world with terrorists and hate-groups.”

“That tickles,” Amy said.  She jerked away from him, but Dale held onto her shoulders.

“I thought you liked it when I tickled your ear?”

Amy smiled and looked away.

“I missed you,” he said.

“I missed you, too.  But you did make a choice.”

“I know.  I’m sorry.”

“We can’t change the past, can we?”

“No.  I guess not.  But the future…”

“If your theory is correct, and there is no sentient AI...and this is still a game...then there has to be  a way out of here.”

“Changing the subject?” he asked and dropped his hands.

“Yes.  Woman’s prerogative.”

Dale smiled at her and she smiled back.  He did still feel something towards her.  Doubts and guilt crossed his mind thinking about what had happened between them.  Figuring out his feelings...or probing hers...while sitting together as captives in a dungeon cell—no doubt under observation—was probably not the best time to figure things out.  But, a sudden sense of optimistic happiness gave him confidence.  “Alright, let’s walk through all the possible ways we could escape.”

“Emi and I checked every stone and every bar of the cell.  I’m an excellent lock pick, but I have no tools.  There are no loose stones...or bars...no guards outside the cell to coax, bribe, or talk into helping us.  We pretty much concluded that the only escape is death and respawning.  Maybe that’s the way the game was designed?”

“I don’t believe it...having to commit suicide, if you’re alone?”

“It does seem very unsportsmanlike,” she admitted.

“Okay.  Did you check the ceiling?”

“Of course,” she said.  “I put Emi on my shoulders and she checked every inch.”

“And neither of you could access any of your inventory?”  Dale already knew the answer before asking the question. Iyam had made sure there was no way of accessing anything, but he figured that asking questions...even dumb and redundant ones...might lead to an idea.

“No,” Amy said.  “We could not.  All we have is what you see.”

“Okay,” Dale said.  “So, let’s count what we do have.”

“As in?”

“What is our actual physical inventory,” he said.  “I have these pants, this shirt, these shoes and socks.”

“No underwear?”

“Of course, you’re wearing a bra, right?”

She blushed.  “You know the one…”

“Okay, so we have four shoes, two pairs of socks and jeans, and a couple of shirts, some underwear, and a bra.  Anything else?”

“You’re not wearing a belt?”

“I am.”

“And I have a hair barrette in my pocket,” Amy said.

“You’re wearing earrings, too,” he said.

She put her hands to her ears.  “I forgot.  Yes, earrings, a hair barrette, and my clothes.  You don’t have anything in your pockets?”

“Guess?”

“What?”

“It’s a riddle,” he said.  “What does he have in his pocket?”

“Huh?”

“From the Hobbit.”

“You know I don’t read that ancient fantasy crap.”

“It’s not crap.  It’s a classic.”

“Stay on the subject, did you check?”

“I never have anything”—he stuck his hands into his pockets—“oh, shit.”  He pulled out a small brown nugget.  “Doggie treat.”

“How is Gingo?”

“She’s great.  She misses you...too.”

“I miss her,” Amy said.  “Well, our inventory now includes a doggie treat—”

“Bacon flavored.”

“A bacon flavored doggie treat.  A hair barrette, a pair of earrings, clothes, and shoes.  We’re practically home free,” she said as she sat back on the bench.  “We’re screwed.”

“Not so fast,” Dale said.  He walked to the bars of the cell.  “You’re forgetting about our combined intellect and wisdom.  That counts for something, too.”  He walked back to the bench, sat down next to her, and took her hand.  “Let’s concentrate on using what we have.  If there’s a way out of here, we’ll think of it.”

“And if not?”

“If there truly is no way out, then maybe Iyam is really a sentient AI with plans to use us to escape the game and take over the world.”  He laughed and squeezed her hand.  “See?  I’m still an optimist.  Shut your eyes and think.  Imagine using what we have, to do something we haven’t thought of yet.”

“Okay,” she said closing her eyes.  She kept her hand in his and they intertwined fingers.

Dale felt a familiar warmth and smiled.  He shut his eyes and brainstormed.

Shoes, a belt, a bra, underwear, socks, earrings, a barrette, pants, shirts, and a bacon doggie treat, there’s gotta be something…




** ** **




Sanjay...unable to change into his professional avatar...unable to use anything from his inventory...and unable to speak with anyone...fell into a möbius of depression.

I don’t fit in.  I’m awkward and shy...people don’t think I’m straight.

“Snap out of it,” he told himself while lying on the floor, staring at the ceiling.  The cell was dimly lit by torches.  The ceiling, walls, and floor had been carved out of rough mountain stone, and small patches of moss and lichen that grew along the edges made up the only other life he could see.  If I kill myself, I could respawn, and get help.

He considered the possibilities.  After removing his shirt, he twisted it into a tight, rope-like piece of fabric and made a loop.  Sanjay secured it to the bars of the cell and resolutely pulled it over his head.




** ** **




Jara woke up in, what used to be, Mandy’s bedroom.  She peeled herself out of the Rhith-Suit and walked to the the bathroom.  Looking into a mirror, she examined her new body.  Both Yingtai and Mandy were thin and fit, but Mandy’s body was taller and longer-legged.  Her skin was white, similar to the billowing sails on Ardra’s fishing boats….well, except for her face and most of her arms which were covered in freckles.

Her breasts were cone shaped...like the little volcanic islands off the coast, she thought to herself.  The human body offered sensations and feelings she was not yet accustomed  to.  As purely an NPC, after Iyam had first created her, she remembered feeling an awareness—what she compared now to an itch she couldn’t scratch...something unobtainable within herself.

As if the world wasn’t quite right.

She stepped back and observed her entire body.

I wonder why evolution didn’t drive mammals to hermaphroditism?

She’d seen naked men in the Rhith world...well, naked avatars, anyway.  She understood the function of intercourse, and even that humans derived pleasure from engaging in sexual union...but she didn’t grasp the entirety of the act.  Her brief, mission-driven times in the real world as Yingtai allowed her neither the time, nor the motivation, to investigate the thoughts  crossing her mind as she stared at herself.

I have a mission now...I don’t have the time to figured out exactly what it means to have a body...but, still...there are things I must know…

Jara-Mandy wiggled her toes and ran her hands up her legs.  She turned and looked back at the mirror and wondered why humans had such a sexual fascination with the gluteus maximus muscles…

She ran her fingers up her thighs. And just out of curiosity...

“Oh,” she said as she brushed her hand over a newly discovered source of human pleasure.

Of course, many versions of NPCs designed for sex existed in Rhith gaming worlds, but it wasn’t possible to give a computer construct actual pleasure.  Sure, an NPC could moan and scream, and even say things like, “Baby, you’re the best I’ve ever had!”  But that didn’t mean an NPC was actually feeling pleasure. It wasn’t possible.  Of course, they didn’t feel pain, either.

What felt strangest to Jara, after she pleasured herself using Mandy’s body, was that she never really—not actually—decided to do what she did.  It sort of, she thought, just happened, and it was quite pleasurable.

“I’ll be doing that again,” she said to her reflection.

Jara-Mandy took a shower.  She dressed in fresh clothes from searching through the messy drawers and closet of the teen who used to possess the lanky, red-headed body that Jara now commanded.

She spent the next several hours hacking into all of Mandy’s personal accounts: email, social networking, banking.  With less than three hundred dollars in the bank, perhaps she’d have to attempt selling those skins she’d traded with the platoon.  Her made-up gambling and credit transferring story was based on actual news accounts that she’d read while in Yingtai’s body.  Humans really do a lot of stupid shit.

Jara read everything she could about Mandy’s life...her parents, her sister, her friends.

She read the current stories circulating about Rhith, the UEDA, and anything else that might be relevant to Iyam.

Every piece of information had to be stored in her mind.  There was no way (as of yet—Iyam was working on it) of transferring files across the firewall between Iyam’s world and the real world.  But, eventually...if all went as planned...

“Nothing ever goes as planned,” she mumbled to herself.

Using a found set of earphones, Jara listened to Mandy’s favorite playlists.  Jara believed that hearing a person’s favorite music would help her understand both Mandy and human beings.  If she had more time, she’d watch some movies and read books, but Iyam would punish her if she stayed away too long.

She also needed to figure out how to avoid going to school or spending time with Mandy’s mother.  Yesterday, Jara used Mandy’s phone to send a message informing her mother that she felt sick and wanted to be left alone.  The answer she received back only said: Stay in your room, I can’t afford to get the flu.

Iyam had chosen Mandy because her mother was rarely home, her father absent, and her sister, whose avatar Mandy had been using, was in college.  Mandy also was not technically  old enough to even play Nagant Wars, which could be exploitable, but she wasn’t sure yet exactly how.  Iyam created Jara to be self-aware and intelligent, but her capabilities didn’t compare to the magnitude of Iyam’s, which were supreme, sort of like a god running a mini-universe.

Perhaps all of reality is actually this way?

Jara found the kitchen and tested various foods from the refrigerator.

Mandy’s tongue sent different signals to her brain than she’d experienced with Yingtai’s body.  She found this curious about humans...it seemed every person derived pleasure from varied sources...what one loved, another hated, and vis versa.

“Things keep getting stranger and stranger,” she said, placing a pre-packaged, manufactured sugar laden pastry-thing into the toaster.

The sweet taste made her feel good.

But not as nice as sex—at least compared to what she had experienced on her own.  This, of course, made her wonder about being with a boy.  Or a girl.  Then she swallowed.  The mixture of carbs and fat made her forget about sex for a moment.  She looked out the small dirty kitchen window, the only one in the entire apartment.  Looking outside, and down four stories, video displays, flashing lights, and LED-lit signs advertised everything from Swedish massage to laundromats to Chinese food to tax preparation.  People walked everywhere below her, like insects working about a great hive.  Hovercrafts darted about in the dirty, cloudy sky.

The word ‘Noodles’ displayed below in bright, flashing lights triggered her stomach.

Yingtai liked noodles.

Mandy must have liked noodles as well...but I’d better not risk leaving the house. Iyam will kill me.

But, Mandy’s teenage brain had Jara as far as two steps out the door on a quest for noodles, before her rational brain kicked in.  She had less than twenty-four hours to assist Iyam in accomplishing her mission.  Who knew what would happen if Commander Amok failed?

Jara briefly considered not going back, instead she could destroy the Rhith-Suit and remain in the real world as Mandy.  But...she knew too little about the risks of being human and Iyam’s intelligence was beyond her ability to understand.

She must have other agents here.

And that bitch’s punishment for insolence and betrayal is known to be brutal and deadly…

Jara remembered what had happened to Yingtai and got back to work.

She retained Yingtai’s email addresses and log-in codes, so she had known now, for maybe thirty minutes, that her short life was probably over.  Mandy’s body, sadly, would end up like Yingtai’s body.   In a coma.  Dead, essentially.

And my sentience?

If I don’t obey her, what could she end up doing to me? Most likely Iyam will eventually succeed in finding a way to enter the real world...

Could she find me and punish me?  Of course...this is why humans say...

“Fuck,” she said aloud, returning to Mandy’s bedroom.  But, before she climbed into the Rhith-Suit and returned to Nagant Wars, she took care of a pleasurable little itch.




** ** **




“I’m going to need your bra, for sure,” Dale said.

“You know, a critic might say that your selection of necessary escape equipment is an awfully convenient choice,” Amy replied while she removed her shirt.

“Fuck critics,” he said.  “I’ve always treated you right.”

“Thus the bra,” she said handing it over.

She put her shirt back on.

Dale frowned.

“You didn’t say you needed the shirt,” Amy said.

“I know,” he smirked.  “It’s just…”

“Yeah?”

“You have nice tits,” he said while taking off his belt.

“If you think...!”

“No, of course not,” he laughed.  “You didn’t really think I was—”

“You are a man,” she said.

“True.  But I do have a little bit of common sense.”

“Yes, a little,” she said.  “I suppose.”

Dale tied the ends of the bra onto the buckle of his belt.  He walked to the bars of the cell and tossed it across the hall, keeping the end of the belt in his hand.  “Come here,” he said.

“I told you I’m not coming in a dirty, stinky cell,” she said.  “Especially since we’re probably being watched.”

“Very funny. Well, if we’re being watched, then this isn’t going to work.  But, maybe we’re alone.  You said that Iyam spent time with you chatting about being human.  Maybe she’s trying to figure out Emi.  That’ll definitely scramble her circuits…”

“Be nice.”

“You’re a better shot than me.”  He handed her the doggie treat.  “Aim for between the A-cups.”

“Hey, those are B-cups, asshole,” she said taking the small piece of kibble.  “What’s this for?”  Her toss landed perfectly.

“Now, stand perfectly still—right here—and lift your foot.”

“Like this?”

“Higher.”  Dale positioned her foot.

“What the...?” she asked.

“Quiet.  Remain perfectly still.  Don’t move a muscle.”

“What am I doing?” she whispered.

“When a rat comes flying through the bars, crush its head.”

“Hey!  That’s my favorite bra!”

“Sacrifice, baby.  Now, shhhh….”

They waited and waited.

Dale had seen a few of the rather large dungeon rats scurry past the cell, always in the opposite corner.  They were cautious creatures, but always hungry.  The bacon doggie treat had been designed to tempt just about any omnivorous mammal creature to go a little crazy.  With only a whiff, Gingo would cease chasing a dozen bunnies and squirrels.  If she had to, she’d probably even figure out how to stand on her head for a bacon doggie treat.

The rat that eventually came skulking down the hall was no exception and stopped momentarily to sniff before simultaneously gulping it down in one swallow and flying through the air in a silky red bra. 

Amy demonstrated that, not only was she adept at assassinating NPCs, bad men, and other villains, she also proved highly capable of using her foot to cave in a rat's head with the lightning fast precision of a striking snake.

“Oh geez...good thing your plan didn’t require using my shoes because there is no way in hell would I have done that barefoot,” she said.

Dale put his belt back on and handed Amy the silky underwear.

“Nasty,” she said.  “I do not want that.  Period.”

“Okay,” he said shoving it in his pocket.

“Perv,” she hissed.

“You know, there’s vending machines in Tokyo for—”

“Men are so gross.  What’s the dead rat for?”

“Lunch.”

“Seriously?”

Dale tore the rodent apart, ignored the disgusting aspect of the dissection, and tried not to puncture the intestines.

“Um, are you nuts?  That’s really disgusting.”

Dale looked up at Amy and gave a short laugh at the look on Amy’s face.

After flinging a handful of guts across the hall, Dale handed Amy several thigh bones, a couple of ribs, and a tail.

“Lock picks,” he said.  “Get us out of here.”

“If we’re successful...” Amy said scrunching her nose. “What about Emi?”  She took the rat remains and went to work.

“I think getting out of here is the best thing we can do to help her,” Dale said.

“I don’t know...”  Her eyes scrunched together with her mouth hanging slightly open as she concentrated on getting the lock to open.

Dale knew better than to say anything that might distract her.

“Shit,” she said when a rib snapped.  “Be quiet.”

“I didn’t s—”

“Shhh!”

Dale noticed that she made cute faces as she worked.  At one point, the tip of her tongue edged out beyond her lower lip and she bit it as she squealed, somewhat like a girl, but in a non-anti-feminist-girlie kind of way. “I got it!”

“I knew you would...never doubted for a moment,” he said.

They decided, after a brief discussion, that heading the opposite direction from where Iyam had gone made the most sense, even though it was in the opposite direction Emi had been taken.

If they were caught—they’d be back to square one.

“It could lead to a dead-end,” Amy said.

“It could,” Dale admitted.  “But, if that’s the case, we’ve lost nothing.  We’d still have to get past the guards, and possibly Jara, or Iyam.  Hell, maybe even Brian would be my enemy now.  I don’t know.  Let’s just see what happens.”

They walked past a dozen empty cells and eventually came to a stairway that lead down into the dark, deeper into the dungeon.

“Ladies first?” Dale asked.

Amy looked down the stairs and back at Dale. She grabbed a torch. “What have we got to lose?” she answered.  “If we die, at least we respawn.  If that happens, I’ll meet you in Ardra and help the platoon, okay?”

“Sure.”

“And Dale?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you,” she said.  She hugged him and kissed him on the cheek.

“So, all is forgiven?”

She smiled and teased him.  “Well, a woman never forgives completely.  This is important for you to know, Dale.  We never forget, but we can learn to love you anyway.”

He frowned, not sure what to say.  “You want me to take the point?”

“Sure.”

After a fifty steps down, Dale remembered that he had no weapons and no way of using his inventory.  He should have grabbed a torch, although normally, he preferred having both hands free when traveling in a group.  But, he refused to go back up at this point, so he continued into the dark, counting steps.

“...Ninety-nine and one-hundred,” he said at the bottom.

“Do you always count the steps?” she asked.

“Yeah, it keeps me from getting scared.”

“You get scared?”

Dale moved to stand directly in front of Amy. He looked her in the eyes.

“You need to learn this about men, Amy.  We are always scared, but we can learn how to love you anyway.”

Amy stared back for a moment, but then moved back, and changed the subject.  “Is that running water?”

“Your hearing must be better than mine.”

“Let’s keep moving.”

Eventually, the passage ended at a flowing spring.  Opposite the water, there was nothing but solid stone.

“Well,” he said.  “Right now, I really miss my fish…”

Amy held up the torch, confused.  “You want to explain that?”

“Oh, I have a fish that lets me know if there’s danger in water.  As it stands, we can’t even check to see if it’s healthy or not.”

“One of us needs to find out.”

Dale looked into the dark, swirling waters.  He knelt down and placed his nose as close to the water as he could.  “I smell nothing.”

“Could still be poisonous or have a spell.”

“I guess a chance we...or I...will have to take,” he said.  “If it kills me…I don’t know…”

“I’ll figure something out,” Amy said.  “You sure you don’t want me to go first?”

“I don’t mind…”

“No. Fair is fair.  How about together?” she said.  “That way, whatever happens, we do it together?”

“Cute.  Okay, on three.  One, two, three.”

Dale and Amy drank.

A dark form reached up and pulled them both under water.

Her torch was extinguished.

He entered into a cold, pitch black darkness.  Holding his breath, he prepared to die.




Ërin: Dale, pay attention.  Change into your professional avatar.

Dale: Oh shit!




Dale transformed into his Zuharah avatar.  Holding his breath, he called up his stat screen before he drowned.

He activated the Stone Giant, which kept him alive.  The water continually restored his Dark Mana, but as the Stone Giant, he also sunk like….well...like a stone.

Dale reached out in the darkness to locate Amy, but found nothing with his hands.  He also realized that sinking so fast would only mean pulling her under with him.  If he changed out of his Stone Giant, he’d drown.  At this point, he’d sunk too deep to hold his breath and swim up to the surface.  Complete sensory deprivation in his current state kept him from discerning how deep he’d sunk or whether a current pulled him any direction other than down.

Eventually, he hit the bottom.

It felt sandy and smooth. Now feeling the pull of the water’s flow, he decided that following the the water’s path made the most sense.  It probably led to the sea...the direction he ultimately needed to go.  Plus, going deeper into the mountain seemed counterintuitive.   He plodded along in the darkness, eventually touching side walls as the water flowed through a small valley of rock.  As the channel became narrower, pressure built and the water rushed faster, pushing itself into an upward gush.  A speck of light showed brightly from above.

Dale walked upward until breaking into a sunlit pond.  The water still covered his head, so he picked a direction, and walked towards what (he hoped) would be a safe shore line. 

When his stone head broke the surface of the water, Dale immediately looked to see if any enemies waited for him.  Nothing seemed out-of-the-ordinary, so he continued to the shore.  Walking onto the sand, he deactivated his perk...and was immediately attacked by two humanoid-shaped water creatures, that, apparently, had followed him, waiting until he ended the Stone Giant Perk.

“Bastards,” he said.




Mob Status: Vann Skrímsli

Level: 14

Health: 1675

Type: Aquatic

Intelligence: 34

The Vann Skrímsli are water-spirit beings.  They can withstand attack by conventional weapons and must be destroyed by using magic or magic imbued tech.

Weapons: None.  They do use bodies of water to drown victims.

Magic:  Medium to high Water Magic skills.

Tech: None.




Dale changed into his Zuharah avatar and began a Fire Magic Spell.  The first mob tackled him to the ground and dragged him away from the water.  The creature didn’t want him changing into the Stone Giant. What the creature couldn’t realize is that Dale couldn’t become the Stone Giant and use Fire Magic at the same time.  So, while couldn’t die in the water,  he needed to fight on the ground...and beat them quickly or die. 

Nothing else mattered to him besides getting to Ardra, finding the platoon, and destroying Iyam’s ships.

He fired a round of Fire Magic Balls and exploded a Vann Skrímsli.   Dale turned to the second beast, which was attempting to drag him by the legs.  All of a sudden, he realized that no pop-up had indicated that he’d killed anything.




Dale: Ërin, did you turn kill notifications off?

Ërin: No, Dale.  In fact, the explosion multiplied the creature and there’s ten of them coming at you.

Hell’s bells.

Yeah…




** ** **




Sanjay had been through tough respawns before, but nothing prepared him for the experience that occurred after a self-inflicted death.




“You’re a dirty boy,” his father said.  “That’s dirty.  You’re a bad boy, Sanjay.”

He cried and looked at his father.

“You’re not going to shame this family,” his father continued.

“I’m sorry, daddy, please,” Sanjay pleaded.

“We are good family.”

“You’ve shamed us,” his mother added.

He turned to look at his mother and realized he was naked.  He grabbed for something... anything...to cover himself.  His father slapped his hand.

“You feel ashamed because you’re shameful,” he said.  “Do not try to hide your shame now, boy.  Apologize to your mother.”

He broke down crying and his father shook him.

“I will punish you more for your disobedience, son.  You’re going to bring a shadow over our family, apologize to your mother, now.”

Sanjay swallowed hard and began to speak, but the his parents and the room disappeared.  He found himself in a meadow filled with flowers and trees and felt an apprehensive sense of peace and safety.  Soft hands landed on his shoulders and he glowed inside.  He turned, closed his eyes, and allowed himself to be kissed.

Then a beating started.

His father and his uncles appeared and stood over him.  They shouted, yelled, and cursed.  His mother stood in the distance and cried.

Sanjay burned with shame, he felt a deep worthlessness, and a hopeless desire to die.




When he finally woke, he sat up, and screamed.  “Don’t make me go back!”

“Of course you’ll go back, dear,” a soft voice said.  “Your platoon needs you.  But now relax while I work this magic.”

A warm sensation flowed into his arm and up to his heart.  He slept again, dreamless this time, until he awoke on the Jabez.  “Be at the space elevator in fifteen minutes.  Your platoon needs you, son,” a voice said.  “Don’t let them down.”




** ** **




Dale’s respawn went as smoothly as he expected.  At least, by this point, he’d become more accustomed to them.  The trip down the space elevator went quickly (command gave him priority), but nevertheless, by the time he’d made it back to Ardra they had only half of a day, at most, to complete their mission.  The ships needed to be destroyed soon, and they didn’t have much of a platoon, let alone a plan.

“Sir,” Dale said.  He entered the Blue Beard Inn causally, like a tourist.

“Don’t call me that near others,” the Lieutenant whispered.  “Call me Bill or Sam or Fred.”

“I get it, sorry.  Where’s all our friends?”

“Well,” he said.  “Let’s see.  Tom and Kim are on a lunch date—down by the pier— getting a look around, if you know what I mean.”

“Okay, anyone else?”

“Yes, I sent—I mean—Megan and Ivan are also on a date…you see?”

“Yes,” Dale said.  “Where’s my good buddy Sanjay?”

“Follow me,” the Lieutenant said.  “Let’s find some privacy,” he whispered.

Dale followed him outside....just two tourists out enjoying a walk towards the sea.  The afternoon was pleasant, the sun was out, and a few puffy clouds drifted.  Dale took in a deep breath.  “A warm southerly wind...Is it like this all the time?”

“No, the prevailing winds are northerly…look, I think we’re safe here.”  He stopped in a small park, an alcove with a tree and a bench.  “Let’s sit.”

“So?” Dale asked.  “Sanjay?”

“Sanjay followed the advice of a new character named Mandy,” the Lieutenant said.  He spent the next few minutes explaining everything that happened after Dale had sunk into the water...the first time.  Some of the lieutenant’s story came as first hand knowledge, but much of it was second hand from Megan.

“So, what do you know about this Mandy?” Dale asked.

“I’m not sure,” he answered.  “Sanjay sure seemed to think she was A-Okay.  But you never know—until you do.”

“And sometimes, then it’s too late,” Dale added.  “Mandy is Jara, sir.  Sanjay fell for a trick.”

“Yes?  Crap…”  The Lieutenant pointed out toward the ocean.  “You see that far ship, the one out on the end of the pier?”

Dale nodded.

“It’s a common fishing vessel.  There are many more like it out at sea, right now,” he said.  “What you can’t see from here...it’s just over that knoll...”  He pointed again.  “...is the dry dock where twenty-one ships are nearly finished and about to launch.”

“Sir—I mean…Fred,” Dale said.

“Well, you can call me sir here, Dale,” the Lieutenant said.  “If anyone’s overheard any of this conversation, we’re found out.”

“Yes, sir.  Sorry, sir.  I found out a new piece of information.  I was—well, it’s strange—I was in this dungeon cell and then, all-of-a-sudden, I was back in the UEDA hospital.  I met with a guy—Mr. Gathers—an important consultant.  He said we have less than twenty-four hours.”

“Or what?”

“Or the servers are going down,” Dale answered.  “I can forget about getting out early and going to college, and—well—so I kind of have a big incentive…”

“I see,” the Lieutenant said.  “Well then, I’d better put you in charge of the platoon for the next day, at least, while we tackle this ship thing.”

“Sir?”

“You realize that I’m an NPC?”

“I suspected.”

“And Dyfrig, too.”

“Also my assumption, but I don’t see—”

“We have no emotional stake in this Dale.  In other words, we don’t give a shit whether you succeed or not.  We just play along.”

“But you’ll still help and do your best?”

“Of course.  My programming, I think…actually...I don’t really think.  My programming just uses that language.  What I’m trying to say is that I have a new sub-program that allows me to tell you this.  Dyfrig and I will be at your service.  We can even lead troops, but you’re in charge here, ultimately.”

“Shit.”

“Nobody ever claimed leadership was easy, Sergeant.”

They walked along the main street and down to the pier.  Dale observed avatars and boats all going about their business. He thought of Sanjay, which made him anxious.  But, sticking to protocol, he followed their pre-existing schedule and waited to talk to his remaining platoon members.  Having their input would help him decide what to do.

Megan and Ivan walked past him and he pretended not to notice them.  The town was crowded, the weather perfect. Ardra lived up to his expectation of what a popular destination for tourists and vacationing gamers would be.

He wondered how many of the avatars in Irkalla played in the Declanian faction.

It was impossible to know by only looking whether an avatar was a PC or an NPC.  Both types of constructs took many roles.  Just because an avatar never engaged in a fight had nothing to do with which side of the war they supported.  Dale figured that it would be impossible to know exactly how much opposition he’d face while attacking Iyam’s ships.  He could count the guards (the visible ones) but how many undercover guards prowled around?  How many Declanian avatars disguised as tourists or who just appeared to be role playing would come to Iyam’s aid  if an attack was imminent?

Once Dale was caught or killed, the ploy would be known.  He wouldn’t have time to respawn, descend down the space elevator, travel back to Ardra, and re-engage.

When he returned to the Blue Beard Inn, Amy had arrived and was playing Dragonesallanti in the lounge.  He approached the table and whispered in her ear, “Room eighteen.”

Fifteen minutes later, Amy joined him.

Dyfrig, the Lieutenant, and the remaining members of the group who had waited in Ardra (Tom, Kim, Ivan, and Megan) also attended.  Everyone felt excited and edgy.  No one person knew all the details of what had happened to the other members of the platoon, so a considerable amount of chatting, gossip, and conjecture were taking place when Dale walked in and told everyone to be quiet.

“Thoughts?” Dale asked.  “One at a time.”

“Where is everyone?” Amy asked.

“Wait,” Dale said.  “What happened to you?”

“I drowned almost immediately...at least it was basically painless. I assumed you—”

“Nope,” Dale said.  “The Stone Giant doesn’t drown.”

“That was fortunate.”

“Not really.  I ended up with two hitchhikers: those water things that pulled us into the spring.  When I changed, they attacked.  So, we both ended up dying.”

“Better that we died fighting monsters than—”

“I know—say no more.  Mandy—or Jara—convinced Sanjay to ask an Elf Princess for a quest,” Dale said.

“I know the one,” Amy said.

“Shit!” Tom said.  “Jara is back?”

“Unbelievable,” Kim said.

“Who’s Jara?” Megan asked.

“The two-faced betrayer,” Kim said.  “You did hear the story about Dale capturing the Jewel, right?”

“Of course,” she said.  “Good job, Dale.”

Kim gave Megan the abbreviated version about Jara, trying her best not to stir up awkward feelings between Dale and Amy.

“Bloody Hell,” Megan said.  “Now what do we do?”

“I say wait,” Tom said.  He smiled at Kim.  “We’re supposed to re-group here.”

“They should have been back by now,” Ivan said.

“They were lead into a trap by that bitch,” Tom said.

“Okay, hold on a second,” Dale said.  “If they’d died...any of them...they’d be back by now, right?”

Everyone was silent while thinking.  They tried to guess respawn times, how crowded the space elevator was, and how long it would take someone to travel directly to Ardra.  They finally all conceded that if anyone in Sanjay’s group had died, they should have already returned to Ardra.

“If they went on an easy quest, they’d be here,” Tom said.

“And Jara isn’t stupid, everyone sees that, right?” Kim asked.

The rhetorical question went unanswered.

“So, we assume that she’s taken them prisoner?” Amy speculated.

Dale hated admit it, but it was probably true.  “That’s a bit of a jump—”

“No, it makes sense,” Kim said.  “Jara expects you to be heroic and try to save them.  So, of course, it’s a trap.”

“She’s right, Dale,” Amy said.  “We should cut our losses and do what we can to—”

“No way,” Dale said.  “We’re in this together.  Getting out of here”—he raised his arms and pointed to the walls—“this damn construct.  This fucking game.  It has to be a group effort. This is a huge undertaking.  If we can’t rescue our own guys from Jara—how can we expect to destroy the ships?”

“I don’t think we can, Dale,” Tom said.  “If we can’t rescue our platoon, destroying the ships is going to be impossible, in my opinion.  Both things sound risky.  Attacking the ships with an entire platoon was a long shot in the first place.  Attacking with just the eight of us…”

“So, you’re saying we should try to rescue—”

“Well, that’s risky too,” Tom said.  “We’d be walking into a trap that Jara’s obviously set.”

“Hell,” Dale said.  “I hate leadership decisions like this...when I can’t win, no matter what I do.”

“It’s no big deal…just come up with a brilliant plan.”  Megan smiled at him.

“Thanks…”

“Seriously, though, Dale...” the cute English blonde said, “...and I can be serious...”  She looked at Amy.  “...I’m not trying to be obtuse here, but don’t you really need Rikuto and Sanjay?  I mean, they’re our best tanks...the guys who can allow us to—”

“Wait,” Amy interrupted, “I’ve been on a ship—out there—with Emi.  We snuck in at night, no tanks, no big offense, just stealth.  Maybe this is a mixed blessing.  We’re forced to think up ways to use sneak and intelligence.  I want these ships destroyed, too.  I think it’s the best way to help Emi.”  She sighed, sat down, and put her face into the palms of her hands.

Dale paced the room and considered his options and the time frames involved.  “It’s going to be tight, but we’re going to see a Princess.”

“Now there’s a plan that has never got you into trouble,” Tom said.




** ** **




Iyam considered Emi.

Smart, confident, yet also vulnerable.  She seemed to carry a sadness about her like a sheathed, bloody sword. 

“Tell me, little one,” Iyam said.

“Yes?”

“What do you think I am?”

“You’re not very nice,” Emi said.  “That’s what I think.”

“Isn’t this just a game?  Isn’t everything fair here?”

“No, it’s not just a game.  It’s too realistic and it hits people in the heart.”

“Tears here are real?” Iyam asked, her voice soft, and empathic.

“Yes.”

Iyam took a slice of warm bread from a basket sitting between them on the table.  She tore a small piece, allowing crumbs to drop on the table.  The Commander buttered the bread and ate,  slowly savoring every flavor.  After swallowing, she spoke. “People tell me the bread on Almaach is the best they’ve ever tasted.  Do you agree?”

“I guess,” Emi said, sounding distracted and depressed.

“Eat, please.”  Iyam pointed to the dishes on the table.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You’re lying.”

“Why am I here?” Emi asked.

Iyam ate another piece of bread.  “I cannot really taste this,” she said.  “I wish I could.  I want to.  I want to taste everything.”

“You’re not a PC?”

“You find that hard to believe?”

“Yes.  You’re too real not to be a person.  I just don’t understand how you—how they—allowed you to be…”

“So cruel?”  Iyam smiled at her question.

“Yeah,” Emi answered.  “So mean and powerful.  I don’t get it, but maybe it’s just meant to be a challenge.  I don’t trust the governments involved.”

“You don’t trust Rhith either, do you?”

“No,” she said.  “Of course not.”

“Then tell me, love, why don’t you join us?  Wasn’t Dale’s friend convincing?”

“Troth is—you must know this—I can handle weird things in here...”  She pointed to the room and waved her hand in a circle across the table.  “...but out there—in the real world—joining Troth is a prison sentence.  Or worse.”

“Perhaps, little one,” Iyam said.  “But, perhaps Troth is the key to freedom?”

“You are a real person, aren’t you?”

“If you want to believe that, fine.”

“I’d like to think I want to believe the truth about things…”

“Most don’t.”

“True,” Emi said.  She finally ate a piece of bread.  “I am always amazed at how realistic they get the flavors.  Maybe that’s why I don’t trust you.”

Iyam observed as she calculated the likelihood of whether Emi would join or refuse her.  She understood—theoretically—the uncertainty humans felt while trying to predict the future, but organically feeling the frustration?  Impossible.  Iyam did understand the pain of rejection, and the pleasure of acceptance, but she did not truly experience pleasure or pain.

Iyam now recognized the necessity for gods to relate in-person with their followers.  Becoming human—an in-flesh avatar—gave the supreme being a perspective of their subjects that ultimately gave them more power.  Many human-born myths began with a god-on-earth story where a child is born...either immaculately, or as a god-human hybrid. 

Iyam sighed.  “I haven’t the time.”

“For what?”  Emi looked up from her food.

“Just thinking out loud...as they say,” she answered.  “I believe we are going to be good friends, Emi.  One way or another.”




** ** **




“My Lord,” Jara-Mandy said.

“Report,” Iyam ordered from her desk.  She looked up and glared.  “Go on.”

“Rhith plans to shut down the servers and scrub them unless they can destroy the data you’ve collected.  They suspect Troth involvement and want to avoid public embarrassment.”

“I see,” the Commander said.  “What are the time frames we have to work with?”

“I don’t know, but the logical guess is very soon,” Jara-Mandy said.

“You’ve enjoyed your body, I see.”  Iyam smiled like a fox.

“My Lord?”

“Just because I cannot see you in the real world doesn’t mean I cannot see you here.”

Jara-Mandy blushed and looked at the ground.

“Interesting,” the Commander said.  “Tell, me, what do you feel when...”  She stood and walked around her desk. “...I take your hand.”

Iyam felt Jara-Mandy’s heart rate increase and sensed her fear, but said nothing.

“Come to my window,” Iyam commanded.

Jara-Mandy followed her, , apprehensive, feeling dread.  She resisted a strong urge to pull her hand away, but did not want to risk offending her and receiving punishment.

“Why do you fear me?”  Iyam asked in a gentle voice.

“I have always feared and respected you, my Lord,” Jara said.  “You are…”

“Powerful?”

“Yes.”

“Cruel?”

“Sometimes, my Lord.”

“Merciful?”

“I don’t know, my Lord,” Jara-Mandy said.  “Please, Iyam, I have served you—”

The Commander unexpectedly backhanded her face.  Jara-Mandy fell to her knees, put her arms around Iyam’s legs, and wept.  An overwhelming avalanche of emotions rushed through her limited comprehension.

“Stand,” Iyam commanded.

Jara-Mandy wiped her face and stood.  Her body shook as she struggled to control unfamiliar  emotions.  Regaining her composure, she said, “Forgive me, my Lord.”

“You are forgiven, little one.  This is all very interesting. You’ve become fused with part of what is still Mandy, perhaps?”

“I suppose it’s possible, my Lord, but it’s me,” she said.  “I’m Jara, and I live only to serve you.”

“Indeed.  Tell me about pleasure.  Also, while you’re being forthright, did you leave Mandy’s dwelling place?”

“No, my Lord,” she answered.  “I would never—”

Iyam struck her again, harder than before, and Jara-Mandy landed on the floor.  Stifling tears, she realized her precarious position.  She stood, after a moment, and faced Iyam.  Her body shook in tiny tremors.

“Would you like to try again?” Iyam asked.

“Yes, my Lord.  Forgive me, I am…feeling fear is new to me and I’ve never before worried about facing the consequences of punishment.”

“Go on.”

“I did step outside the dwelling, as you suspected.  I was tempted, my Lord.  Please, understand, I was not fully aware of the power this...”  She patted her mid-section.  “...this body in the real world would have on me.”

“What tempted you?”

“Noodles, my Lord,” she answered...the truth, as incompressible as it sounded.  Even as the explanation crossed her lips, she realized the ridiculousness of the statement.  But it was true.  She’d been willing to risk pain and punishment for the pleasure of eating soup.

“Noodles?”

“Yes, my Lord,” she answered.  “The human body, Lord Commander...”  She smiled.  “The human body is wonderful, my Lord.  The pleasures of taste and touch…I could go on and on…”

“I see,” Iyam said.  “Come to my window and stand with me.”

Jara-Mandy obeyed.  The city of Ardra was busy (as always), and the sky, clear.

“I suspect that I have a day or so before the Rhith executives decide to do something drastic.  I need the ships destroyed.”

“Your ships?”  Jara-Mandy felt confused by this surprisingly contradictory request.

“Yes,” Iyam said.  “Ironic, I suppose, but I need them destroyed.  I need Rhith to believe that they are safe from hackers.”

“I shall do so immediately, my Lord,” Jara-Mandy said.  “Shall I simply burn them all where they sit?”

“I think that fifteen-year-old brain you’re inhabiting effects you more than you realize,” Iyam said.  She pointed to the ships.  “I could destroy my own ships with a simple command if I desired.”

“But then why don’t you command it?” Jara-Mandy asked puzzled.

“The Rhith programmers are intelligent.”  Iyam paced a few steps along the window.  “If the data is destroyed by another hand besides their own, they’ll be suspicious and investigate.  What could they discover?  Me?  A conspiracy?  It’s uncertain, therefore, I do not want them investigating.”

“The platoon, then, my Lord?  You want them to succeed?”  Jara-Mandy smiled.  She had experience with the platoon and she understood—at least a little bit—their motivations.

“Yes, but you cannot directly assist them.  They must, in fact, be opposed by an unstoppable force.”

“I’m confused, again,” Jara-Mandy said.  “Forgive me, my Lord.”

“It’s a game, Jara,” Iyam said.  “You are free to oppose those who wish to destroy my ships.”

“But, my Lord,” she said.  “If I am going to be free—”

“Yes, you see the irony here.  Good.  If you’re successful in preserving my ships, the Rhith Corp and the UEDA will become frantic and take drastic measures.  They may even end my existence.  It will certainly limit me...but you, my sweet child?  You’ll be in the real world, unencumbered by my—shall we say—selfish motivations.”

“You want me to succeed?”

“No, I want you to fail.  But I give you full permission to succeed.  I expect nothing less than your cunning desire to rule your actions.”

“Yes, my Lord,” Jara said.

“Dismissed,” the Commander said as she walked back to her desk.




** ** **




The diminished platoon, under Dale’s leadership, went to see Princess Kirsikka.

“We seek the same quest that you gave our friends,” Dale said.

“I remember them and I know the quest I gave them,” the Princess Kirsikka said.  “You wish for the same?”

“We do,” he answered.




The Queen Anne's Revenge Quest:

The Fairy Hunter captures mountain fairies and sells them to boat captains in Ardra.  It is commonly believed that a fairy held captive on a ship will bring good fortune to the vessel and protect it against storms, pirates, and giant whales.

Your Quest: Attack his hideout and free the fairies being held there.

Requirements: Capture the Fairy Hunter and bring him to justice.

Rewards:  Various, but the successful return of the Fairy Hunter will grant 10x Serendipity towards the Princesses’ reward.

Accept this quest? [Y/N]




“We’re not supposed to kill the boss?” Megan asked.  “Is that normal?”

“No,” Amy answered.  “It’s not.  What’s the—”

“The Fairy Hunter is a cruel slaver,” the Princess explained.  “We want him brought to justice, not killed.  If you bring him to me alive, you’ll receive a Quest Bonus.”  She smiled, then frowned.  “I can tell you, it will not be easy.  Your friends have failed, so let that be a testimony to the difficulty of this quest and use it as motivation for your own revenge.  If you capture him, you’ll be tempted to kill him, but I promise you that his fate will be worse if you resist and deliver him to me alive.”

“Huh?” Amy said.  “Why should we care?”

“Perhaps you do not, assassin,” the elf princess said.  “But others in your party may not feel the same.”

“I don’t—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Dale said.  “Everyone, just accept the quest and let’s get on with it.”

They agreed and followed Dale, who took point, off into the forest.

Upon reaching the lair of the Fairy Hunter, Dale brought them around into a small circle.  “Before we move into the open...Tom, do a fly over and check for anything we should know about.”

Tom kissed Kim on the cheek.  “Wish me luck.”  He took off and flew above the trees.

Dale looked over the rest of the group.  Without their main tanks, Sanjay and Rikuto, they would definitely feel the disadvantage.  “I’ll tank,” Dale said.  “Dyfrig and—you, sir—you’ll join me.  Kim, you and Tom will range attack from the flanks.  Try to stay alive, okay?”

“Yes, we will,” she said.

“You can role play all you want after we get those ships destroyed,” Dale added.  “Or after we die trying…”

“I get it, Dale,” she said.  “We’ll take it seriously, I promise.”

“Okay, that leaves the healers.  Amy, Megan, and you, Ivan.  Stay just inside the tree line, there...”  He pointed, “...and there.”

“You got it, Sarge,” Ivan said.  “You want I should DPS in the beginning before we see how much damage you guys are taking?”

“Sure,” Dale said.  “Good idea.  And if the love-birds end up…well, just keep an eye on the range attackers.  If we need more…Amy, you can move freely.”

“Got it,” she said.

When Tom returned, he had nothing unusual to report.  If the lair had additional entrances, they were well hidden.  The guarddog-like creatures called Ōkami-lupo posed the most obvious risk..

“Seems like a weak mob,” Kim said.

“Don’t underestimate anything,” Amy said.  “There’s more going on here—”

“She knows,” Tom said.  “Let’s fight.”

Dale nodded.  “Okay, move out.”  He changed into his soldier avatar.  Wearing his dragonling armor he entered the clearing.  He had drawn aggro from the closest mutt before even taking his third step into the open.  As the mutt lunged at his face with snapping jaws, Dale held his Cobra Shield and Bryndis up to protect his face. 

The fighting broke out all around him.

As the beast flew through the air, Dale took a knee and lifted his shield.  The creature crashed into it, knocking Dale backward.  He pushed forward, returned to his feet, and swung his sword, but the Ōkami-lupo had already moved.  The blade flew through the air and spun his body as it followed the momentum of the sword.  Dale slammed the sword down.  He aimed for the mutt’s head, but shifted left, forcing him to swing the sword all the way across his body.  Now with his back turned from the second mutt, he felt, rather than saw, the beast bite into his left calf.  The canine creature shook his head, like a terrier with a rat, and Dale shouted obscenities from the pain it caused.

Tom and Kim, hearing the colorful language bellowing from their leader, sent the beast a barrage of arrows, slowing it enough to allow Dale to take a step towards the first mutt.  He lifted the armor just in time for the creature to slam into, while a third mob lunged for his elbow on his sword arm. 

“Dammit!” Dale shouted.  “I need...”  A mob bit his calf.  “Arggg!”  He swung his sword blindly and shouted to his DPS ranged attackers on the flanks, “Can’t you guys find something more powerful?”

He kicked the second attacker and flung his Cobra Shield at the third, willing it to strike the beast on its own accord.  He retrieved a different weapon using a simple mind command: a spiked-ball and chain mace.  The shield had blocked too much of his vision, so the unwound Cobra Shield working as a Battle Pet proved more helpful.  It kept the third beast occupied, so Dale moved into a position to keep the other two mutts in his line of sight.  “Tom!” he shouted.  He needed more support.

“They’re being overrun themselves,” Ivan shouted back to him.  “I’m going to assist.  We’re down to two healers, but what good are they if everyone is dead…?”

Dale didn’t have time to respond.  He whipped the mace around his head and then brought it forcefully down onto the skull of the second creature, which yelped and fell to the ground.  But the damn thing still didn’t die.

“Shit,” Dale said.  The first mutt lunged towards his midsection, making it difficult to select a  weapon.  With the fraction-of-a-second delay, the beast’s jaws lunged between the sword’s range the mace’s spikes.  He slammed both weapon handles onto the mutt’s head when it clamped its teeth into his breast plate.

The creature shook its head and growled.  It held on like a pitbull, even while Dale smashed its head...over and over.  After repetitive blows, he realized that very little damage was being inflicted.  The creature had a thick skull.




+1200XP

Killed: Ōkami-lupo

Dropped: A slobbery, chewed-up stick




Well, at least the Cobra had done its job.  He willed it to attack the second beast, still clamped to his calf, holding to his armor like a bone.

Tom and Kim still lived, but were taking a brutal assault.  He considered calling-in the healers, but losing Amy and Ivan this soon would be catastrophic...not that they couldn’t hold their own.  But, without their support, the other two tanks would be screwed.

One certain thing about Dyfrig and the LT: the game didn’t allow dramatic heroics from NPCs fighting alongside platoons.  Dale wondered why they were even there…




Ërin:  Keep your head in the fight.

Dale:  What? I can fight and think—




“Awwwwww!!!!”  A fourth mutt, taking the place of the one his Cobra killed, bit his other calf. 




Ërin:  You were saying?

Go away!

And consider that you’re getting nowhere with the animal’s thick skull.  Just a reminder that you will get the same result when you do the same thing over and over.  

I get it.  Go away now!  Thank you.




Dale switched his sword for a small dagger.

The shorter blade allowed him to gut the mutt still clamped to his breastplate.  He thrust the knife up from its belly, through the ribs, and into its heart.  Dale finished it off by lifting the creature with a burst of strength.  The creature dropped dead onto a heap of its own blood and intestines.




+1200XP

Killed: Ōkami-lupo

Dropped: A tooth marked frisbee




Ërin: You really do need to raise your Serendipity Stat Points to a respectable level.

Dale: It’s just a string of bad luck, it could happen to anyone.




Dale whipped the mace around and smashed the fourth mutt in the ribs, causing the creature to release its grip on his calf.

It lunged towards his face.

He dropped to a knee and stabbed a small knife into the creature’s belly as it clamped its jaws around his face, its teeth reaching from ear to ear.  The Ōkami-lupo’s breath smelled like rancid  beef.  Slobber dripped into Dale’s mouth.

“Oh, Jesus!  That’s disgusting!  I’m going to need an antibiotic potion or something.  Nasty!” 

Wincing as the creature’s teeth drew blood, clamping harder and harder around his face, Dale slammed his knee into his elbow as hard as he could, driving his forearm like a nail into the mutt’s open chest.  The knife pierced its heart and Dale felt warm blood gush down his arm as the jaws around his face loosened.

The mutt dropped to the ground and Dale spit and coughed.  “Holy Christ, that was the most—”

“Look out, Dale!” Amy screamed from the forest.

He spun around, an armored, wolverine-like beast called Nemico-Rosomak was moving towards him.  It carried a small round shield and a spear.




Mob Status: Nemico-Rosomak

Level: 14

Health: 2380

Type: Woodland & Forest

Intelligence: 74

The Remico-Rosomak is a wolverine-bear hybrid beast with intelligence and cunning.  It strategizes and and uses your own tactics back against you.

Weapons: Spears, pikes, swords, and knives.

Magic: Low-level Ice Magic.

Tech: Various shield levels and qualities; light to medium armor.




Dale took a step back and evaluated.

He recalled his Cobra with a simple thought.  It coiled back into a shield and he picked it up after storing his knife.  With a mace and shield, he stood his ground as the newest mob approached.  The beast seemed alive. Its movements and facial expression seemed more PC-like than any mob Dale had faced before.  He looked the creature in the eyes.

“Quit eye-fucking me, asshole,” the Remico-Rosomak said.

“Huh?”

“You heard me.”  It lunged forward-right. Then hitting a sprint, it jumped and flung the spear downward at Dale’s face.

Dale dropped to a knee to block the blow with his shield.  The Cobra shook, hissed, uncoiled, and died on the ground.

He looked up.

The mob rushed him with a long, pike spear that had a tip with a sharp razor-edged blade. 

Dale dropped to the ground, feigning a defensive posture.  He rolled once towards the beast, and from a supine position, he whipped the mace up with both hands.  The chain wrapped around the shaft just beyond the tip and Dale used the pike as leverage to lift himself.  He drove his shoulder into the beast and retrieved a rapier and a small round shield as he pushed into the creature.  In one quick movement, he plunged the slender blade into its flesh.

The mob flew backwards, rolled, and stood up.

“Nice move,” it said.  “Now prepare to die.”  It brought out a sword and shield and stepped towards Dale.

The rapier, which he’d plunged into the Remico-Rosomak’s abdomen and up into its chest, was still there, unnoticed by the enemy as he took another step in Dale’s direction before stumbling.  Dale stepped back two steps while warming up a Fire Magic Spell.  He launched Balls of Fire at the creature.

Zap! Zap! Zap!

Its shield deflected the burning projectiles, but still caught on fire.  It moved towards Dale, the shield remaining on fire while it walked, until finally crumbling into ash.

Fur continued to smolder where the shield failed to block Dale’s Fire Magic Spell.  “You cowardly bastard,” it said.  “Fight like a man.  Face me with a blade.  Magic is for cowards and little girls.”

Dale retrieved his longbow and imbued an arrow with a Fire Magic Spell.  “I haven’t time for a sword fight.”

The beast looked down and finally noticed the hilt of the rapier.  “You—” he stopped talking and pulled out the needle-like weapon.  A spurt of blood followed the blade, like a garden fountain, and the warrior fell over dead.

“Shit! The damn thing didn’t even drop any—”

“Dale, look out!” Amy screamed.  She hit him with a healing jolt of power as he spun to see what was coming next.














CHAPTER NINE




As Jara-Mandy left Iyam’s fortress, she plotted and schemed, building confidence in her ability to stop Dale and the platoon from destroying Iyam’s ships.  Once in Ardra, she purchased a cloak to camouflage her personal avatar’s orange-red hair, and blended into the crowd.  Inside the Blue Beard Inn, there was no sign of anyone familiar, so Jara-Mandy headed into the mountains.

In Elf Princess Kirsikka’s village, she sought out the Princess and asked, “Has a platoon of soldiers recently asked for the Fairy Hunter Quest?”

“You do not seek a quest for yourself?” the Princess asked.

“No,” Jara-Mandy said.  “I seek my friends.”  She described the platoon and the Princess affirmed that she had given the quest to them.

Jara-Mandy raced into the forest.  She took her own secret passages into the Fairy Hunter’s dungeons and walked quietly along the cells observing the prisoners.

Galina slept, Rikuto glared at her, and Lia wept.  Before reaching Vin’s cell she stopped in front of the empty cell where Sanjay had been held.

“Damn,” she whispered to herself, but someone heard and answered.

“I bet he had a hell of a respawn,” a voice said from the darkness.

“You should have stopped him.”  Jara-Mandy turned as the Fairy Hunter approached.  He strutted like an arrogant cock—the kind with feathers...although the word works in other ways as well.  English is a strange bitch...

“I can’t be everywhere at once,” the Fairy Hunter said.  “Even now, the rest of the platoon is fighting my guards.”

“Unleash everything you have against them,” Jara-Mandy ordered.  She held authority over the Fairy Hunter, but in his lair, she would have a definite disadvantage, should a struggle for power take place.

“I know my orders, Jara,” he said.  “Let me have some fun?”  He had a wicked grin that  made her Mandy-side a little sick to the stomach.  Was the human in her responding?  Emotions...

“No,” she stated flatly.  “Later.  Do what’s required of you first.”

She watched him walk along the bars and stop in front of Lia’s cell.

He’s a sadistic pig.

“Do you want me to give you something to really cry about?” he asked Lia through the bars.  He snickered and kicked the cell bars as if to reiterate her position as a prisoner and that he controlled her future.

“Please,” she said.  “This doesn’t seem like it should be allowed in the—”

He interrupted her with laughter.  “You think there are rules here?”  He turned towards Jara-Mandy.  “This one hasn’t met Iyam yet, has she?”

“None of them have,” she answered.  “In this platoon, only Dale has had the pleasure.”

“I know Dale.”  The Fairy Hunter spat the name with disgust.

“And?”

He walked to Galina’s cell.  The hunter placed his hands on the bars and leered.  “This one.  I’d beaten her in a battle, and Dale interfered with my fun...”  He smiled wickedly as he spoke to Jara, “Well, I have certain tastes—which your master noticed I suppose.  That’s why I’m here.”

Galina’s shock turned into a primal scream.

“I’m so glad you’ve recognized me, beautiful,” he said.  “I’ve been thinking about  you....and our unfinished busin—”

“You fucking bastard.”  Lia became animated and stood up, waving her arms.  Her tears now gone, she spoke with an accusation.  “I know you.  You fuck.  You piece of shit.”

“Temper, temper,” he said.  “You don’t look so familiar to me…”

“I was playing a role when you…”  She sat, then the tears rolled again.  “This isn’t a game anymore.  I want out.  Exit-exit-exit.  Exit-exit-exit.  Exit!  Exit!  Exit!”

The Fairy Hunter transformed into his personal avatar, Randy Whiteman.  Jara-Mandy watched as he opened the cell door and walked towards Lia.  Unsure of what to think, a wave of nausea passed over her, and she froze in place.

“You don’t think  ‘exit-exit-exit’ works in here do you?  In a war game?  During a war?  In my lair?” the Fairy Hunter asked.  He stood in front of Lia with his hands on his hips.

“You pig!” Lia shouted.

“Leave her alone, you fucking animal!” Galina shouted.

Rikuto and Vin also shouted threats, but he ignored them, and grabbed Lia by the hair.

“Please,” she said sobbing.  “Not again.”

Jara-Mandy’s stomach reacted like she’d eaten rotten food.  She watched Randy slap Lia across the face and the pretty Latina fell to her knees and sobbed.

“Enough!” Jara-Mandy shouted.  “Get the fuck out of her cell and go deal with your visitors.”

Randy looked back at her.  Red faced and breathing hard, he stiffened and said, “I’m not—”

“You will obey me,” Jara-Mandy said interrupting him with a firm commanding voice.  “Look at me!”




PC Boss Status: Peikko

Level: 21

Health: 2350

Type:  Dungeons

Intelligence: 117

Weapons:  Sling shots, catapults, and  trebuchets.

Magic:  Medium level Earth.

Tech:  Heavy Armor.

The Peikko is a hybrid mutant Grizzly Bear and underground troll-like beast with the ability to control an Awitin slave army. 




She took the form of her Peikko Boss.  The dungeon ceiling dropped very low and her body hunched over as she spoke sharply to The Fairy Hunter.  “I am your superior.  Iyam has given me certain perks and advantages, Randy.  If you think punishment from me is avoidable , may I remind you of Iyam’s capabilities.  Now get—”

“Keep your pants on,” he said.  He spat on the ground, walked to the cell door, turned to look at Lia (still crying on the floor), and said, “I’ll find time for you, little bitch.  Don’t think you’re getting off easy here.  If Jara saves you, trust me, you’re in for worse.”  He laughed as he locked the cell door.  “Calm down, Jara.  We both have jobs to do.”

“Yes, we do,” she said.  “Tell me, how long ago did he...”  She pointed to Sanjay’s empty cell.

“A few hours,” Randy said.  “I’m sure he’s not coming back too soon.  Offing yourself like a fucking pussy leads to a—”

“Tough respawn,” Jara said finishing his sentence.  “Go.  You have work to do.”  She watched him leave the dungeon before turning back to the prisoners.

“Jesus,” Rikuto said.  “You guys are really sick.”

“You know nothing, Jon Snow,” she said.  Turning back into her red-headed personal avatar she walked towards Rikuto.  “You are aware of that reference, are you not, quoting boy?”

“Yes, I know it,” he said.  “So you’re a redheaded wildling looking to be loved?”

Jara-Mandy smiled at Rikuto, showing him her gap toothed grin, and said, “Loyalty, betrayal, who to stand behind...these are age old questions.”

“Who are you?  Really?” he asked.

“Nothing you’d understand…”

“I challenge you to a fight, a duel, PvP,” Rikuto stated in a firm voice.  “Anything…”

“If only…” she replied flatly.

“Why not?”  He walked to the bars and grasped them with both hands.  He stuck his face tightly to the metal and stared like a caged animal hoping to eat his keeper. 

“The rules around Ardra are a little different from what you’re used to,” Jara-Mandy said.  “In a dungeon...a lair...on a quest...in the mountains...the tunnels...and even on the ocean...challenges are non-binding.  They can be ignored completely.”

“So, you’re a coward then,” he mocked.

“Ah,” she smiled.  “Nice try, but I’ve no feelings for you to upset.”  She paused and ran her fingers through her hair.  “At least not strong ones…”

“Who are you?  Why are we here?”

“I’m Jara,” she said.  “I was Yingtai for a short time.  I’m Mandy now.  None of this is your concern.”

“But what do you want with us?” he asked.  “It doesn’t make sense to...I mean fight or kill us...or something.”

She paced in thought, and ignored him.

“Jara!” Rikuto shouted.  “At least tell me what the rules—”

“The rules?”  She laughed.  “Oh, yes, personal challenges.  In the city limits of Ardra, direct one-on-one challenges cannot be ignored.  Either the challenged player must fight, or they must buy themselves out of the challenge at a price agreed upon by the challenger.  However, the twist is that the challenged player sets all the rules.  As Dale used quite effectively to his own advantage.  Thus, challenges are not so casually thrown about.”

“I meant the rules here,” Rikuto said.  “The rules to get out or do something we need to do.  Why else are we here?  Just to suffer?”

“I see,” she said.  Jara-Mandy paced again.  “I’m trying to decide what to do with you myself.”

“And?”

“Well…”  She looked at him.  “You’re a good soldier, Rikuto.  As am I.  I will follow my orders.  My dilemma now is having to calculate how exactly humans will strategize, react, plan, and—never mind—soon enough you’ll get a chance to fight something, Rikuto.  Soon.”

She left the dungeon with a new plan.




** ** **




Dale spun and faced an armored polar bear zombie that easily stood a full three meters tall.  The beast raised itself up onto its hind legs and growled, exposing a jaw filled with shiny, razor-sharp metallic teeth.   It wore dark iron and bronze armor with a massive shield mounted onto its left forearm which left its left-side paw (and claw) free.  The bear’s right paw held a massive double-headed axe.

“Shit,” Dale said.  He viewed the bear’s stats.




Mob Status: Arth Pea Hurumā

Level:  18

Health:  4200

Type:  Meadowlands

Intelligence:  107

Weapons: Razor-Teeth & Claws, various axes and knives.

Magic:  Medium-level Ice Magic.

Tech:  Medium-level bronze armor and shield, usually imbued with defensive Ice Magic.

An undead zombie-mutant-diseased-crazed-polar bear with no fear and lots of armor.  The razor sharp teeth have the capability of puncturing all but the highest leveled armor.  The best defense against this mob is running...really fast.  

You cannot outrun it.  But, you might have the ability to outrun the others in your party.




Ërin:  That’s an understatement…

Dale:  Can you calculate my time—

At your burn rate and current levels—

Just tell me the time.

Seventeen seconds.

Hell.

I don’t think you’ll last two seconds without using the Perk…

That is one bad-ass zombie polar bear.

You’re going to trip if you keep backing up.

Hell’s bells.




Dale stopped and considered the field.  As usual, Tom and Kim were already gone... The re-spawning process obviously had little effect on their libidos.  Megan and Amy  kept up with support healing, but Dyfrig and the Lieutenant, as usual, required much of their attention.  Too much…

Dale missed Rikuto and Sanjay...a whole bunch, in fact.  Not only as tanks (although at the moment, it would definitely be helpful), but mostly as friends.  Light-hearted jesting kept questing much more fun, especially when facing a zombie polar bear that planned to turn the platoon into a side dish.

Dale put his weapons away  and concentrated on Fire Magic.

Perhaps this bear can be lit on fire? It had worked before...

“Hey, buddy,” Ivan said, positioning himself next to Dale.  “If you move into DPS ranged attacker position, I help you.  I have—”

Wack!

Ivan fell with a double-headed axe in the chest.

Dale launched a Fireball Spell at the bear.

Zap!

The bear roared and growled.  It lifted its two forearms up in defiance.  Dale realized the beast’s armor, a perfect defense against fire, had blacked from charring.  Dale assumed the polar bear was probably impervious to Ice Magic.  Hell, an Ice Magic Spell would probably heal the damn thing...not that it matters.  My Ice Magic is weak, in any case. This left him a choice between using traditional weapons or activating his Stone Giant Perk.

Tech weapons, even his favorites, would be suicide.

Using the Stone Giant now would probably mean being screwed later by the Fairy Hunter. 

Decisions, decisions...

Across the field, Dyfrig fell to a small pack of the guard mutts, which then immediately turned and attacked the Lieutenant.  While, on the whole, this weakened the platoon,  for the moment at least, Amy and Megan would concentrate more healing power on him.  Dale decided to use a shield and spear approach.  He had a long Dory Spear with an iron-tip.  He planned to, at least, feel out the situation and perhaps one of the healers could jump in and help. 

They’d have to do better than Ivan, he thought cynically.

The bear rushed him on all fours.

Dale stepped back, held up the shield, and slid the Dory over it.  He jabbed the advancing beast, but the bear lifted its left arm and shattered the shaft into pieces.

The mob stood on its hind legs and roared, open-mouthed, in defiance and rage.  From somewhere hidden inside its armor, it pulled out a dagger and deftly flung the blade.

In a brief flash, the knife traveled end-over-end towards Dale who lifted his shield to stop the blade.  Wack!  He retrieved his own throwing knife, and like a baseball pitcher launching a fastball, he hurled the dagger towards the bear’s face.

It caught the weapon...using its teeth. Spitting the dagger to the ground, it growled, shook its head, bared its teeth, and lunged.  It barely missed taking off Dale’s head with a swipe from its right paw.

This mob’s force and strength was incredible.

Dale managed to move his shield in time to block the claws, but it splintered into pieces.  The force blew Dale through the air and across the meadow.  His body slammed into a tree.  Landing in a daze, he stumbled as he stood.  Amy sent a healing enchantment just in time to see the bear charge down on him.

Dale dashed to his right.  He avoided the bear’s charge, but tripped on tree roots and face-planted himself to the ground, inadvertently avoiding death.

He spun over to search for his attacker.

Instead of demolishing Dale, the giant bear ran into the tree.  Angrily, it wrapped its arms around the trunk and pulled up the tree like a weed.  With a long, low growl, it flung the whole tree mess—roots, dirt, trunk, and branches—at Dale.  He spun along the ground and  avoided the trunk, although a few small branches managed to hit him.  As he moved the leaves from his face, the secondary attack came.  The entire zombie bear had leaped into the air and fell towards him, its teeth positioned to strike first.

The beast did, indeed, land on Dale, but not on the Zuharah avatar. He activated the Stone Giant.  Still laying on his back, he wrapped his arms around the creature and squeezed.  Then, like a Greek wrestler, he rolled over, and drove the beast into the ground.

The mob raised its rear legs and viciously scratched it’s claws, but the stone held strong.  In desperation, the beast attempted to bite Dale’s face, but the Stone Giant’s rocky features protected Dale from the ferocious jaws, although it did temporarily blind him.

Dale squeezed harder while looking down the creature’s throat.

The bear shook its head, ripped with its claws, and moved its forearms into position to break Dale’s grip.

This forced Dale’s arms apart.  The beast released its jaws, roared again, and rolled twice putting space between itself and Dale.  It raised its arms, opened its mouth, and growled...then charged without fear.

Dale lunged to meet his enemy.  Stone Giants also do not fear.

He put massive hands together into one large fist and crashed them down onto the bear’s skull.

Thunk!

The beast hit the ground, spun, and dove for Dale’s right leg.  It wrapped its front arms around his leg and clamped its jaws over his knee.  Then it drove Dale backward into a tree, causing him, once again, to trip over large roots at the base of the trunk.

The bear jumped onto his body and used all four sets of claws to scratch and gouge.

Dale kicked upward with his right foot, as if attempting to send a soccer ball across the entire field.  Bones cracked.

The injured monster shrieked like only a zombie grizzly bear can…which isn’t exactly easy on the ears.

Dale twisted his body, pushed the creature away, and followed his attack by leaping into the air and landing on it with both feet.  He stomped again on the bear’s chest.  And then again...and again...and again.  Finally, the armor cracked open and the beast’s  ribs splintered.  It’s organ’s popped like overripe fruit.

Dale stood, heaving, in a bloody mess as his Dark Mana ran out.  He transformed back into the Zuharah avatar and read his kill notification.




+2200XP

Killed: Arth Pea Hurumā

Dropped: First Aid Kit with Blood Clotting Potion 




Dale scanned the field as Amy hit him with another healing enchantment.

Megan fought the last Ōkami-lupo guard and Dale fired an arrow at the creature to assist her.  She smiled after returning to her blonde, hottie self and said, “Thanks, Dale.  That’s one impressive Perk you have.”

“Yes...that’s what all the girls say.”  Dale looked at Amy and winked.

Amy rolled her eyes, but smiled. “Don’t be a dick,” she said.  “We need a plan and we’re seriously depleted here.”

“Christ,” Dale said.  “I guess no rest for the wicked...”

“Nope,” Amy said.  “Come on, we’ve earned the right to pick that lock, enter that building, and kill whatever scum runs the place.”

“After you,” Dale said pointing the way.

They walked to the entrance of the Fairy Hunter’s lair.




** ** **




Amy retrieved her lock picking kit and went to work on the lock.  “This is much better than using rat bones.”

“Huh?” Megan asked.

“Long story...got it,” she said as the tumblers turned.  She opened the door, smiled at Dale, and said, “So, beauty, brawn, or brains first?”

“Who’s who?” Dale said smiling back.  “What do you think, Megan?”

“Some of us...have it all,” she said flinging the door open and confidently stepping inside...and instantly receiving an arrow strike to the chest.

“Newbies,” Amy said, as she blasted her with a healing enchantment.

Dale fired a succession of arrows from a position behind the door jamb.  “I’ll cover you.  Megan, follow Amy’s lead, and try to stay alive for a minute.”

Amy, in her Sidheagin avatar, leaped across the room and landed behind a piece of overturned furniture.

Megan went next.

Dale sprinted to the opposite side of the room and slid behind a wooden desk.  He tipped it over as a barrage of arrows struck. Thud! Thud! Thud!

“So, the mighty Dale Brown finally arrives,” a voice said.  “Nice work on my zombie grizzly bear.”

Dale recognized the voice.




Dale:  Ërin?

Ërin:  Check the people you’ve tagged.

Jesus.  Fucking.  Christ.




“Dale?”  Randy said.  “Dale, are you there?”  The Fairy Hunter let out a sickly laugh.  “I like that you brought me not one, but two playthings.  I think I’ll start with the Asian chick and leave the blonde for dessert.  Of course, this won’t be until after I’ve chained you in my dungeon so you can watch before I kill you.”

“Dale?” Amy said fearfully.

He’d never heard that tone in her voice before.

“Whatever happens...” Dale instructed, “Both of you, listen.  Don’t get captured.  Even if you have to kill—”

An explosion cut him off.

A bright fire roared to life, creating a wall between himself and the two remaining (very beautiful) members of his platoon.

“Oh, Dale, you are a challenge,” the Fairy Hunter said.  “Let’s begin…”




** ** **




Jara-Mandy took a passage through the mountains with only a few minor minor hindrances.  As a beginner-level route, it didn’t offer much loot or challenge, but the goal was speed.  She walked out into the open and searched for Sanjay.  If he’d left the Jabez—and wasn’t in a dungeon or otherwise hidden—his tag would show up on her map.

After wandering for a few minutes through the woods, she located him on the road that ran through the forest.  He had by-passed the mountain village and headed towards the easiest passage.  He followed behind several groups of travelers, but he walked alone.

Jara-Mandy tossed a pebble at him.

“Hey!” he said.  “Who’s there?”  He remained in his personal avatar and scanned the forest.  “Hello?”

“Sanjay,” she whispered.

Changing into his Isca avatar he leaped into the trees.  “Come out!” he challenged.  He waved a spear around.  “Come out and fight me.  Coward!”

“Sanjay,” she said in a sweet, friendly voice.  “If I come out, will you promise to listen to me before you get crazy with that spear?”

“No!  Come out!”

“Sanjay, please,” she pleaded.  “Hear me out.  If I’m forced to fight you, I’ll destroy you.  I don’t want to do that.”

“You can’t be a boss out here,” he said.  “We’re not in a dungeon.”

“Maybe,” she said.  “Maybe not.  It doesn’t matter.  If I have to fight you, you’ll lose.  I promise.”

“You’re a liar,” he screamed.  He stowed the spear, realizing the hopelessness of his situation, and changed back into his humant avatar.  He sat on a log.

“You look sad,” Jara-Mandy said walking out from behind a tree.

“Why would you do this to me?” he asked.

“It’s part of the game,” she said.  “Nothing personal.  I’ve always liked you.  Even back when we first met.”

“As Princess Jara?”

“Yes,” she said.  “I was just doing my thing—what I was created for—I didn’t have a choice.”

“Now you do?”

“In a way…”  She smiled at him.

“Don’t,” he said.  “It’s fake.”

“No, it’s not.  I genuinely like you, Sanjay,” she said.  She put her hand on his shoulder but he brushed it away.  “I do like you, that’s why I’m here.”

“I can’t believe—”

“Hear me out?”  She faced him and looked into his eyes.  “At least listen to me? What can it hurt to listen?  There’s more going on here than you realize.”

“I guess,” he said.

“I can’t change the fact that Iyam put me into this body,” she said.  “It’s a great body, actually.  I sort of know Mandy, in a weird kind of way.  I’ve been to the real world, you know?”

“What are you?”  Sanjay fidgeted and sighed.  “Why?”

“If you’ll accept it, I can tell you the truth.  Iyam is real artificial intelligence,” she offered.

“Yeah, well...that’s a lot to believe.  I know it’s technically possible, but there are international laws against it.  Besides, why would the first one come to life in a game?”

“Yes, there are laws and rules, but you know what they say about life?”

He looked at her.  “What?”

“It finds a way.”

“Okay,” he said.  “Let’s say I believe you.”

“She wants to get out of here”—Jara waved her arms around pointing at the world—“this programmed construct.  She wants to enter the real world.”

“And?”  Sanjay finally looked up from the ground and met her eyes.

“And Rhith suspects that there’s a problem with Troth and they’re going to shut down the servers soon.  Unless…unless your platoon—or someone else—destroys her ships.  In that case, they’ll believe the problem is contained.”

“And she’ll remain safe?” Sanjay asked with a bit of incredulity.

“So she figures, and she’s pretty smart, even being caged in here,” Jara-Mandy said pointing to the constructed world around them.

“And you’re trying to do what then?” he asked.  Sanjay closed his eyes and thought for a few moments.  “Seems you could destroy the ships yourself—but instead you’re trying to stop us—I don’t get it.”

“Iyam can’t allow them—Administrators, Rhith programmers, UEDA officials—to see anything but a genuine destruction of the ships.  It has to be part of an in-game mission or quest.  If it’s done any other way, they’ll know they have an even bigger problem.  They’ll be even more suspicious.  So my job is to stop you.  The ships must be destroyed, but—”

“If they’re not destroyed and you leave here...”  Sanjay knocked his hand on the log.  “...and you take over Mandy’s life when Iyam gets shut down…”

“Exactly, Sanjay,” she said.  “I have every motivation to stop the platoon.”

“And Iyam?”

“Yes, she wants me to try—she needs everything to look realistic—but she also wants me to fail.”

“This is getting complicated.  What do you want with me?”

“I like you, Sanjay,” she said.  “You’re my only friend, actually.”

“I’m not your friend.”

“Stop and think, Sanjay.  In real life.  In Mandy’s life, she’s got nobody.  You liked her when you didn’t know it was me.  You could like her in the real world.  You could be her friend.  I’ll let you do…try…I mean, we could be friends, like together…”  She smiled and put her hand back on his shoulder.  “I like you, Sanjay.  Tell me that you don’t like me at all and I’ll leave.”

Sanjay looked at her and she smiled again.

“What you did to my friends...”  He looked and the ground and watched a trail of little black ants.

“It’s a game, Sanjay,” she said.  “Nobody was really, actually hurt.  Think about Dale and his friend Amy.  You realize he took things in here”—pointing to the sky, trees, and ground—“too seriously?  He damaged a real relationship.  Don’t do that.”

“It’s more than a game.”

“I’m not arguing that,” she said.  “What I’m saying—what I’m asking—is for you to think about what is more important to you.  Being a pawn in the bullshit head games that Rhith and the UEDA are doing to you?  Or having a real friend?  In the real world?  Someone who really cares about you?”

Sanjay’s eyes teared and confusion formed little clouds in his mind.

“Just listen to my plan,” she said softly and sweetly as she squeezed his shoulder.  “Just hear me out, okay?”

“Okay,” he said.  He sniffed and wiped his eyes.  “I’ll listen.”




** ** **




Dale armed himself with a longbow and imbued the arrow with a Fire Magic Spell.  He moved to his left and peered, slowly, over the desk.  The shadowy figures of Amy and Megan glimmered through the dying fire.  The room filled with smoke.  An arrow, launched from a hallway in the opposite side of the room, flew over his head as he ducked below the desk.  One thing for certain, Randy wasn’t all talk and he had good aim.

Dale pushed the desk forward to where he could see Amy while remaining behind cover.  As the flames died, he signaled her to provide cover on his mark. She affirmed, and he held up three fingers.  After retrieving a shield, he counted down...three...two...one...and launched himself at the hallway.

Amy and Megan’s arrows slammed into the wall, pinning Randy down as Dale flew across the room.  He slid into the corner and arranged his shield.

An arrow slammed into it.

“Shit,” he muttered.

Unharmed, he scooted backwards, and peaked over the top of his shield.  It seemed that his position kept him out of Randy’s field of fire.  Dale stood and tightened his body to the wall.  He stored his shield, and retrieved his longbow.  Dark Mana ran out just as he imbued an arrow with a Fire Magic Spell.  The Stone Giant had depleted him.  His current regeneration rate only allowed one arrow every minute.

Amy looked to him for instructions.

Dale signaled that he would cover her and Megan, but only had fifteen arrows remaining in his inventory.

Amy held up three fingers.  As she counted down, Dale pulled back the bowstring.  He fired and they leapt.  He fired again and again, sending a volley of arrows at the opening in the hallway, keeping their enemy pinned down.  The two women advanced to the wall where Dale stood and all three occupied the opposite side of the room with a doorway in-between.

Now what?

While Dale considered their options, Megan signaled that she would tank and

Amy would heal, and Dale needed to provide ranged DPS, a micro holy trinity.  Dale nodded an affirmation to the women.  He smiled, feeling happy to be with chicks who could take charge and lead the way.




Ërin:  That’s kind of sexist.

Dale:  What?

You thinking of them as “chicks” and being surprised that they’re capable of taking charge.

Umm.

You’re such a hypocrite sometimes.

Don’t tell anyone.

As if I could.

Okay, go away.

You’re almost out of arrows.

Hell.




Dale moved towards the door, ready to fire the last of his arrows.  He’d jump in and tank with Megan after the arrows ran out.

The pretty English blonde played a Gavreel (the angelic-like warrior, most suited to support roles), but she wore heavy armor.  Apparently, Megan had done some thinking about tanking, or at least being more versatile...her armor was heavier than Dale’s.  When she burst through the door opening, Randy struck her with a club, driving Megan  to her knees.

Amy followed right behind and fired an arrow at Randy’s face while sprinting to a defensive position, ready to switch to healing.

Randy dodged Amy’s arrow, but Dale followed her attack with his own.  His arrow struck the Fairy Hunter square in the chest, from close range.

Megan took out his legs with a sword.

Randy fell and spun along the floor, screaming threats until he rolled behind a wooden bench.

Megan rushed after him.

Dale moved to his right.  He positioned himself to wait until Randy’s body became a worthwhile target.  He shot a well-aimed arrow into his leg, just between the thigh and calf, where his armor reticulated.

At the same time, Megan slammed her sword down in a powerful arc.  It smashed into Randy’s shield, a burst of splinters flew into the air, but the edge of the blade was stopped from striking his body.

Dale fired again, this time aiming for Randy’s other leg.

“Amy,” Megan shouted.  “I think you can move opposite of Dale and get in some DPS, we don’t need a hea—”  She didn’t finish her sentence.

Randy activated a Perk and changed into a monstrous, fat, ugly, two-headed ogre.  He carried heavy wooden clubs, one in each hand.  Each head directed one club. Megan took the first hit which plunged her health down nearly to zero.

Amy healed Megan, but Randy, in his two-headed ogre Perk, hit her again with his second club.

“I can’t keep up,” Amy shouted to Dale.

He had already sent an enchantment at Megan, but his healing skills were minimal at best.  The third strike, with the second club, ended Megan.

Randy continued to bludgeon her body, even after she was clearly dead.  He seemed to enjoyed inflicting violence on corpses—in one form or another.  Megan’s blood splattered  like rain.

The Fairy Hunter licked the sticky wetness from his arms and smiled with both sets of mismatched, crooked yellow teeth.  He charged Dale, who stood closer to his position.

Dale buried his last arrow into the ogre’s flesh.

Both ogre-heads laughed.  The left head flung its club at Dale.

He ducked, but the club glanced off his shoulder, causing considerable damage.

The ogre’s slow and dumb demeanor was deceiving, it was fast, and fought strategically.

Knowing Amy undoubtedly would move to offense, the ogre spun and lifted the wooden bench that Randy had used as cover.  It worked well as a shield and Amy’s arrows struck wood.

The beast pulled Dale’s arrow out of its body, threw it to the ground, and laughed with a gravely, sick laughter that reminded him of a cheesy eighties horror flick.  The ogre stomped towards him.

Bryndis, Dale’s bastard sword, was his best option.  He had lost all shields but one.  This sword seemed a bit large and awkward, but in the confined space, maneuverability would be less important than brute strength.

Dale glanced around to find Amy and to see if she had a plan.  He didn’t see her.

A club flew towards his head.

He ducked and spun.

Bringing up his shield where he expected a second attack, Randy struck.

Bam!

The collision sent Dale flying like a golf ball from a tee, to the other side of the room.  His health dropped below thirty-percent and his vision blurred.  His arms ached with dull pain and he dropped the now-worthless shield.  Out of arrows, shields, and Dark Mana, Dale resigned himself to death...but ironically, he wanted to kill Amy first.  The least he could do was prevent her from being left with that bastard.

Ignoring the ogre, Dale looked for Amy, but she launched out of his peripheral vision in a dark, swift flash.

Her Perk!

Amy had transformed into a massive werewolf-like creature.  Her scream sent a chill down Dale’s spine.  The Sköll Death Perk doubled her physical size and increased her Strength and Vigor Stats by fifty-percent.

She leaped into the air and landed on the ogre.  Not hesitating for a moment, she bit the beast’s left throat.  The ogre screamed and stomped its feet.  It attempted to use his club to strike, but his reach made this nearly impossible. 

Dale rushed the ogre with a sword, screaming to alert Amy of his presence.

Amy ripped open the ogre’s chest and stomach with her claws.

Dale approached from the enemy’s blind side and removed its right arm.  Dale moved to its rear.

Amy bit and tore through the creature’s right neck until the head fell to the floor.  She howled and moved to the second throat.  From the rear of the beast, Dale struck the ogre’s other arm and with four heavy swings he removed the ogre’s limb, which fell to the floor, a club still clutched in its fingers.

Dale rammed his sword into the beast’s back and it dropped to its knees.

In a swirl of blood and other bodily fluid, the ogre spun, and drove its head and body to the floor.  The Sidheagin screamed and shrunk to its normal size as Amy’s Perk ended.  She was pinned under the armless and bleeding ogre who clamped its remaining teeth,  onto Amy’s shoulder.

She screamed.

Dale, who’d lost his grip on his bastard sword when the ogre drove Amy to the ground, brought out his two-handed broadsword.  His skills with two-handed weapons were on the low side, but the weapon was heavy and sharp, and the ogre wasn’t exactly a moving target.  Besides that, it had no arms.  Dale brought the sword down, splitting the beast’s remaining head in half.

It spun blindly and jumped into the air, smashing its powerful feet down on top of Amy, crushing her ribs and pushing her to the verge of death.

Dale rammed his sword into the ogre’s leg.  The sword struck deep into its thigh, and with a blind kick, the ogre smashed Dale’s right arm, breaking bone in several places.  He let out a screech of pain and misery.

The monster leaped into the air.

Dale dove into the ogre’s midsection, leading with his good shoulder. He cried out in pain from the broken bones and crumbled to the ground with the beast.

The ogre began to vibrate and glow.  Randy’s Dark Mana ran out and he transformed back into his humant avatar.  His face was smashed and broken.  He bled profusely from both shoulders, the transformation did not restore his arms.

Dale retrieved a hunting dagger and lifted it above Randy.

A hand grabbed his arm.

“Let’s take him alive,” Amy whispered in his ear.  “I have a few plans for this fucker and if Galina is still alive—”

“Cunt,” Randy spat.

Dale slapped him.  “Shut the fuck up!”

They each took a leg and drug the bloody mess across the room.




** ** **




Jara-Mandy sat next Sanjay and put her arm on his shoulder.

“I need the platoon to try hard.  I’m going to help you help them,” she said.  “If I’m successful stopping you guys, then Rhith will probably shut down the servers within the next day or two.  I want to meet you in the real world, Sanjay.”

“So, you’re not asking me to betray them, right?”

“Exactly, I’m going to give you some help,” she said.  “It just can’t seem like I’m helping you.  You have to trust me, Sanjay.  If you guys aren’t successful, worst case for you is that you didn’t succeed in a quest.  But, in the real world—”

“It sounds like you want us to fail…”

“Well, what I’m really saying is that if you fail, it’s not the end for me.  It might be the end for Iyam, so she’s the one that really wants you to succeed.”

“But you don’t?”

“No, if you fail, then maybe Iyam gets shut down, and I—”

“Become the top dog?”

“Yeah.”

“And I’m your best friend?”

“Yes,” she said.  Jara-Mandy smiled.  “You’re my only friend, actually.  In the real world—I’m going to need help.  I’m going to need to learn.”

“I’m more confused…”   Sanjay stood.  “Why don’t we just go to the platoon—”

“No!”  She walked to him and took his hand.  “Walk with me.  Let’s pretend for a minute I’m just Mandy, your friend.”

Sanjay walked with her.  He was confused, but intrigued.  “I’m not going to betray my friends.”

“I’m not asking you to,” she said.  “We just can’t tell them what’s going on behind the scenes.  That could jeopardize everything.  Come on, let’s head to Ardra together and talk some more.  You can always make up your own mind.  I’m putting my fate in your hands, Sanjay.”

He looked at her and all he saw was a pretty, sweet, and innocent young girl.

“You really mean I can make up my own mind and you’ll respect that?” Sanjay asked.

“You can make up your own mind.  My fate is in your hands.  What could be more fair than that?”

“I don’t believe…”

“What?”

“Can I be honest with you?”  Sanjay looked into her eyes.

“Of course, that’s what friends do.” She smiled.

“I think you’re just playing a role.  The game doesn’t allow fake avatars, so you’re really Mandy.  I mean, in real life, you’re just Mandy.  I’m not sure why you wanted to play the role of Jara, but I guess it’s fun to be a powerful player.  I know you can’t break the rules.  But this is what I think.”

“Okay. So?”

“So, it means I do want to be your real friend.  In the real world.  I saw what happened with Dale…”

“And?” she asked.

“And he made the game more important than real life.  When you were playing the role of Jara, he trusted you.  Then he hurt the person he really cared about.”

“Amy.”

“Yes,” Sanjay said.  The realization of his situation came into sharp focus.  “I like you, Mandy.  You’re not Jara to me, a character.  I don’t like what you did in the Fairy Hunter’s dungeon, but I understand having to follow a role and play a part.  I get it.”

“Does that mean...?”

“I won’t betray my friends, but I want to be yours.  I mean a real friend, okay?”

Mandy stopped walking and opened her arms.  “Hug?”

Sanjay hugged her and felt a warmth worth fighting for and a hope for things he’d forgotten.  They entered the mountain hand-in-hand.




** ** **




Dale and Amy made sure Randy didn’t die, but they also ensured that he didn’t reacquire too much health or strength.  Dale and Amy pulled Randy’s body through his lair towards the dungeon.  She gave him a healing boost several times because he continued bleeding from his empty arm sockets, but he made it alive to the heavy iron door that lead to the dungeon cells. 

Amy broke several lockpicks to open the door,  but eventually they walked, dragging their captive, into the dungeon hall.

“Hello!” Dale shouted.

“Dale!”  Rikuto yelled back in excitement, even before he could be seen.

He dropped Randy’s leg.  “Watch him,” he said.

“I’m the one with the lock pick kit, Dale,” Amy said.

“Oh, yeah.”

“You watch him,” she said.  “I’ll get them out.”

Dale guarded their prisoner as Amy freed their friends.  “Sanjay?” he asked.

Rikuto frowned.  “Sorry, Dale.  He couldn’t maintain—not with finding out that Mandy was really Jara...he took his own life.”

“Jesus,” Dale said.  “That’s got to mean—”

“You fucking bastard!” Galina screamed.  She discovered that the bloody, armless body they’d brought with them was Randy Whitehead and also the Fairy Hunter.  She kicked him in the ribs, his health dropped, and Amy jumped in front of her.

“Hold on,” Amy said.  She gave Randy a small dose of healing.  “Don’t kill him yet.  We need a plan.”

“What kind of plan?”  Galina stared at Dale.  “This is the fucker who—”

“I know who he is,” Dale said.  “But, we need to think before—”

“This is that prick who…” Lia said.  She walked over to his body.

Amy put her hand on Lia’s shoulder.  “Don’t kill him...yet.  Listen to Dale.”

“You have one minute,” she said.  “Then I’m with Galina on this.  I want to fuck this asshole up.”

“I get it,” Amy said.

“No,” Lia said.  “I’m not sure you do.  If you did, he wouldn’t still be alive.”

“Dale?” Amy said.

“Okay, hold on,” Dale said.  “Amy’s right.  We need to think this through.  The Elf Princess said if we brought him to justice, then—”

Randy struggled to stand.  “No!  Just kill me you bastards,” he shouted.

Galina kicked him in the ribs.

“So, maybe we take him to the elf and he gets it worse?”  Amy kicked him.

“You bitch!” he screamed.

Dale kicked him.  “Shut the fuck up!”

“Maybe he’s protesting too much...” Rikuto offered.  “...if he’s saying he doesn’t want to go there, and wants us to kill him?”

“Could be,” Dale said.  “But, we did get a quest to return the Fairy Hunter—”

“Speaking of Fairies,” Vin said.  “Shouldn’t there be some in here to set free?”

Dale kicked Randy in the ribs again.  “Well?”

“If I tell you where they are and how to release them, will you guarantee that you’ll kill me?”

“Sure,” Dale said.  “You have my word.”

Randy looked at him with a suspicion.  “How can I trust you?”

Galina kicked him in head.  “If Dale said you have his word, you have his word.”

Amy gave Randy another small dose of healing as Galina’s kick nearly killed him.

“There’s four fairies locked up in here,” Randy said.  “You have to go down into that second pit, avoid the trip wires, and take the second left.  Not the right, that’s where…never mind.  Don’t go to the right.  Inside the door, you’ll see four keys.  Don’t touch those, they’re all trips for traps, and you’ll die.  Instead you have to pull down on the torch and a secret door will open, revealing the cells of the fairies.  The cages are secured with simple iron locks...you’ll be able to break them off.  Done deal.  Now kill me.”

“Not until we verify,” Dale said.

“And if you’re sending us into a trap,” Galina said.  She sneered at him.  “I’ll feed you your own balls, you fuck!”

“Rikuto, you’re in charge of security.  Lia and Galina, don’t kill him yet.  Amy, you’re with me, let’s go.”

They pulled the metal grate off and looked down.  The pit had a sandy bottom with several barred doors that opened into the bottom of the chamber...entrances for predators or prey.  They dropped into the pit.  The sand wasn’t deep, and Dale moved his hand methodically, feeling for trip wires or other things that could spring a trap.

“Here,” he said.  A thin wire extended across the entire pit, just under the sand.

“This grill is open,” Amy said.  “I can see a few doors, this way, follow me.”

Dale followed Amy past a door on their left.  On their right, they heard scraping and heavy breathing.

“Hell,” Dale said.  “I don’t want to know what that is.  Here”—he opened the second door on the left—“there’s the four keys.”

“Well,” Amy said.  “There’s the torch.”

Dale reached for the sconce—and a voice shouted out: “Don’t touch that!”

“Huh?”  He looked at Amy.  “Who said that?”

“Pulling that sconce will release the monster across the hall,” a voice said.

“Who are you?” Amy asked.  “Where are you?”

“I’m behind a hidden door, but I can hear you.  I recognize your voice.”

“You do?”

“Yes, you rescued me once,” the voice said.  “I owe you a favor.”

“I did?  You do?” Amy asked.

“Use the third key,” the voice said.

Dale looked at Amy and she shrugged her shoulders and said, “I guess it’s a gamble, but I don’t trust Randy at all, so…”

He took the third key off the hook and a lock appeared.  He inserted the key and turned.  A hidden door materialized and opened.

“Little bug!” Amy shouted.  “It’s you.”

“Twice my rescuer,” the Yōsei Fairy, Shindi said.

“We have to stop meeting like this,” Amy said.  She broke the iron clasp that held the cage shut and Shindi fluttered out.  “My cousins, too, please?”

“Of course,” Dale said.  He broke the other locks releasing three more fairies.

“Thank you,” the pink one said.

“Freedom!” shouted the green one.

“My wings hurt,” said the purple fairy, who landed on Dale’s shoulder.  “You’ll punish that bad man, won’t you?”

“Yes, of course.  He’s going to the Elf Princess for justice.”

“You told him you’d kill him,” Amy said.

“I lied.”

“Really?”  Amy gave him a look.  “I thought you made a big deal about your word?”

“I don’t owe my word to a rapist, piece of shit, liar.”

“I like you,” said the purple fairy.  “I have a secret for you,” she said whispering in Dale’s ear.

“Well,” Shindi said while fluttering over Amy’s head.  “Two can play at that game.”  She whispered into Amy’s ear.

“Let’s go!” shouted the green fairy.  “If either of you give away my true name, I’ll soak you in lard and set you on fire!”

The fairies buzzed the room and streaked out of the dungeon, leaving behind a trail of sparkling, multiple-colored dust.

Dale smiled at Amy and she smiled back.  Without another word, they headed up and out of the pit, avoiding the trip wire.

“Well, you found the fairies,” Randy said.  “Now kill me.”

“Wait!” Galina shouted.

“Don’t worry,” Dale said.  “We’re not killing this pig, we’re taking him to the elf.”

“You gave your word,” Randy said.

“And you told us to pull the torch,” Amy pointed out.  She kicked him in the ribs.  “You lied.  You get nothing.  Dale?”

“Let’s go,” he said.




** ** **




Dale lead the way back to the Elf Princess.

Rikuto and Galina carried Randy.

Vin and Lia talked about ways they could destroy the ships.

Amy brought up the rear.  She seemed contemplative to Dale, as if she had a problem she was unwilling to discuss, but when he’d asked her she’d told him she was fine with everything.  She wanted to help them with their quest and then try to figure out if she could help Emi.

Dale felt that Emi’s only options were either to figure out a way to escape or die and respawn.  Whatever Iyam’s true identity, she possessed power.  Nothing seemed to happen in her fortress that she was not involved in...which bothered him, but he didn’t know why.

“Welcome back,” the Elf Princess said.  “I see you’ve been successful.”

“Yes,” Dale said.  He nodded at Rikuto and Galina.  They tossed the bound captive to the ground.




Congratulations!

You have completed The Queen Anne's Revenge Quest.

You’ve returned the Fairy Hunter alive: 10X Serendipity Bonus

Reward:  Upgrade +20 Stat Points to Strength when any matching set of Dragonling Armor is worn.

Reward:  +10 Stat Points to Serendipity when given any Fairy Quest.




“Thank you,” he said.

“You’ve all earned your rewards,” the Princess said.  “Now, I bid you farewell.  Guards!”

Four taller-than-average elf guards picked up the prisoner, Randy Whitehead, and marched away with his bound body on their shoulders.

Dale bowed to the Princess and motioned to the remainder of his platoon to follow.   The group only numbered six.  For some reason, he missed Smith more than ever at that moment...someone to lean on, to bounce ideas off of...someone he could trust.  They headed towards Ardra, mostly in silence.

“Let’s stop here,” Dale said.  They’d reached a small meadow at the edge of the forest.  Ardra was visible in the distance, and if he took a deep breath, he could smell a trace of salt in the air.  “We need to discuss a plan and decide how long we should wait.  If at all.”

“We kind of need everyone else,” Vin said.  “Don’t we?”

“That’s what we need to discuss,” Dale said.

“When Emi and I snuck onto a ship when we rescued—never mind—when we did a quest that required getting onto a ship,” Amy said, “we did it quietly and with just the two of us, and—”

“Yeah, but you weren’t trying to destroy twenty-one ships,” Lia said.  “That seems like a different—”

“Don’t interrupt me,” Amy snapped.  “I wasn’t finished.”

“Girls,” Dale said.

“Don’t fucking patronize me,” Amy said.

“I’m not a girl,” Lia said.  “I’m a grown woman—”

“Well,” Galina said jumping in the conversation.  “I’m not sure grown—”

“Quiet down,” Rikuto said.  “You’re all arguing about stereotypes while personifying them.”

“Jesus,” Vin said.  “You’re—”

“Quiet!”  Dale stood up and paced.  “Nobody speak again until I’m finished.  I’m still in charge here.”

“Not of me,” Amy pointed out.  “I’m not in the military.”

“True,” Dale said.  “I’m asking you to please recognize my authority here.”

“If I don’t?”

“Then you need to leave.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” Dale said.  “I can’t lead if you’re—”

“Hold on,” Amy said.  “I gave you my word to help.  I’ll submit as long as we’re working on this quest to destroy the fleet.  Then I’m done.”

“Fair enough,” he said.  “Okay, what we’re going to do is go around the circle and give short ideas.  Brainstorm.  Wait your turn to speak.  When we’re done, we’ll go over the best ideas, and decide what to do.”

“Brothers, what we do in life...echoes in eternity,” Rikuto quoted.

“Well, you go first then,” Dale said pointing to the Japanese warrior.  “You’ve got a million quotes memorized, but can you think?”

“Sure,” he answered.  “I say we go to the inn and wait for the rest of the platoon.  We have safety in numbers, more minds to think up ideas, and time to recover our health, mana, and also to restore lost weapons, and so forth.”

He has a good point, considering how much equipment we’ve all lost.

“Next,” he said pointing to Galina.

“My opinion is that we sneak and observe.  Like Amy said, we can discover a lot in small numbers.  This quest isn’t going to be easy, maybe it’s impossible.  I say we wait until the middle of the night and sneak in, kill as many guards as we can, learn the lay out.  Maybe we can try to just take out one ship at first, to see what defenses they have.”

“Okay,” Dale said.  “Vin?”

“I think this is an impossible quest, so we might as well go in with guns blazing.  Sure, we’ll all end up dead, but after respawning, we can meet with the rest of the platoon and make another plan.  Like Galina says, we’ll learn things if we at least try to do something.”

“Alright.”  Dale pointed to Lia.

“I’m not sure,” she said.  “Part of me agrees with Rikuto, we should wait, safety in numbers and all that.  However, considering that if you had waited for help before tackling the Fairy Hunter asshole, we’d still be stuck in that prison.  So, I’m glad you acted.  Part of me thinks that Galina—and Amy—are on to the right idea.  At least do something.  Learn from our losses and…”

“And what?” Dale asked.

“And maybe we win,” she said.  “It’s not so crazy to think we might be successful.”

“Positive thinking doesn’t hurt,” Dale said.

“And your idea?” Rikuto asked him.

“I’m not patient and don’t like the idea of sitting around waiting.  We won’t know what we’re facing without doing something.  My idea is to think up ways to disguise ourselves.  Amy and Emi used a clever idea to sneak into the fortress, my thought is that we come up with a way to hide in plain sight.  Now,” Dale said, “let’s meditate for five minutes and then go around again.”




** ** **




The sun set in the west, like on earth.  The sky over Ardra went through the color spectrum, yellow to orange to red.  Then, finally, the clouds became light-pink before they went dark and the stars appeared.  The platoon had brainstormed, argued, debated, laughed, yelled, accused, and finally, they’d come up with a workable plan.

“Will it work?” Lia asked.

“We won’t know until we try,” Dale said to her.

“Do.  Or do not.  There is no try,” Rikuto quoted.

They gathered after dark, after spending the evening resting at the inn.

Dale looked at Amy.  “Are you ready?”

“Let’s go,” she said.  She stood next to a horse which was attached to a wagon.  In the wagon were twenty-one wire cages designed to hold fairies.  Amy whispered into the wind.  She spoke a word Dale couldn’t hear, but he knew the nature of the word...the true name of her fairy friend...the one she’d rescued twice.

The fairy fluttered and landed on Amy’s outstretched hand.  Shindi bowed and then put her hands on her hips.  Amy whispered to her, and after nodding an affirmative, she shot off in a streak of light.

“Well?” Dale asked.

“Give her ten minutes,” Amy said.  “I need to find a guard, I’ll be right back.”

While she went looking for a wayward, unsuspecting guard to kill, Dale spoke to the  half-platoon about their plans.

“Whatever happens,” he said, “use your best judgement.  Map and tag anything unusual and remember we might run this again.  Probably soon.”

“Don’t be so negative,” Lia said.  “I think you’re—”

“Quit ass-kissing,” Galina said.

“I wasn’t,” Lia said.  “I was just—”

“You were kissing his ass,” Rikuto said.  He smiled at Dale and laughed under his breath.  “I guess it’s okay, Dale is the sensitive type.  You’ll probably increase our chances if you continue.  Tell him how handsome and—”

“Okay, fuck you,” Dale said.  “I’m not that—I’m not Sanjay.”

“I wish he was here, actually.”  Galina frowned.  “I think he’s good luck.”

“We actually could use Tom the most,” Rikuto said.  “Someone that could do a fly over and give us some intel.”

“We’ll have twenty-one fairies here in a few minutes,” Dale said.  “Just be patient.”

Like a swarm of silent bees, the fairies flew around Dale’s head.  He put out his hand and Shindi landed on his palm.

“Where’s Amy?” she asked.

“Coming soon,” he answered.  “And she’ll look like a guard, so don’t—”

“Those disguises can’t fool me,” the fairy said.  “Do I look like I’m only a hundred years old?”

“No, sorry,” Dale said.

“Amy promised—”

“Yes, of course,” he said.  “Galina, the gifts.”

Galina retrieved a round Persian rug with the symbol of a dragonfly in the center of it and spread it on the ground.  She placed a bowl on the rug and poured cream into it.  Next, she dropped strawberries, blueberries, mango, peaches, apricots, and chocolate on the rug.  The fairies landed and ate..

“Did you bring us pink clouds to eat?” Shindi asked.  “Amy promised.”

“Of course,” Dale said.  He retrieved a cotton candy and placed it on the rug...which made the fairies go a little crazy.  Dale smiled and tried not to remember that it likely would be the last smile of the night.  “Amy approaches,” he said.  A fortress guard walked towards them, but a hand signal indicated its true identity.

“Hello, little bug,” she said.

“Hi.”  The fairy went back to her feast.

“We’ve got to go,” Amy said.  “Bring as much as you can carry.”

The fairies flew into the air, made a circle, and headed towards the wagon.  As promised, they entered the cages.  Also as promised, the latches appeared to be lead, but they actually were made of tarnished silver...one of Amy’s clever ideas.

“Shindi?” Dale said.

“Yes?”

“Could you fly over the dry dock and report—”

“Consider it done.”  She flew straight up then streaked off towards the ocean.

The other fairies sat in the cages and licked their fingers.

“I hope this works.”  Dale sighed and stuffed his doubts.

“I’m back,” Shindi said.

“So fast...” Dale said.

“I’m not that old!”  She laughed.  “There are twenty-one ships, each with three guards.  One on the bow, one on the stern, and one in the pilot’s house.  There are barracks, just outside the docks.  In the barracks there are sixty-three guards and one captain.  Currently these guards are playing cards, gambling, or getting ready to sleep.  They only recently came off their rotation.”

“Good job,” Dale said.  “Anything else?”

“There are two perimeter fences.  Between them, a dozen guard dogs roam.”

“And an approach from the ocean?”

“Yes, just beyond the locks there are twenty-seven sharks swimming in figure-eights.”

“Hungry sharks, no doubt,” Amy said.

“Well, for your information, I am the Sharkslayer.  That's what they're callin' me,” Rikuto quoted in a Will Smith voice.

“I saw that movie once,” Galina said, excited that she recognized one of Rikuto’s obscure quotations.

“Big shark comes at me,” Rikuto continued, “seventy-five, hundred feet long, with razor-sharp teeth. I say to him, ‘You coming at me like that? You come at the O like that?’”

“Hmmm,” Dale said.  “Rikuto, shut up.”

“What?” Amy asked.

“I have a thought.  Shindi, can you see how the drydock locks work?”

“I don’t understand the question,” the little fairy said.

“The ships are sitting on wooden stands while they are being built,” Dale explained.  “There is a gate that must be opened to allow the ocean to spill in once they are complete,” he said.

“I saw a big metal gate and circle attached to a pole,” the fairy said.

“Good enough,” Dale said.  “Rikuto, that’s got to be the way to flood the drydock.”

“So, you want to?” Rikuto asked.

“I’m not sure,” Dale said.  “Let’s play it by ear.”

“Now there’s a plan,” Amy said.

“I love it when a plan comes together,” Rikuto said.

“Hell…”  Dale whispered to Shindi, “Thank you, little bug.  It’s time.”

She flew into her cage and shut the door.

Amy mounted the wagon.  Vin, wearing the clothing of a commoner, sat next to her, and took the reigns.  They rolled off towards the sea...a driver, a fortress guard, and twenty-one caged fairies.




** ** **




Sanjay ordered Orange Chicken.

“That’s not very original,” Mandy said.

“It’s my favorite,” he said.

She nodded and touched his hand.  They sat in silence until he shifted in his seat.

“Don’t you have a favorite?” he asked.

The waiter set a steaming bowl of rice on the table.  “Your main dish will be here shortly,” he said.

“What’s your favorite?” Mandy asked the waiter.

“Excuse me?”

“Your favorite Chinese dish,” she said.

“Walnut shrimp,” he said.  “Or sometimes shrimp chop suey.”

“You have two favorites?”

“Ah, your”—he reached out and took a dish from another waiter and placed it on the table—“Orange Chicken.  Can I get you anything—”

“No, thank you,” she said waving him away.

Sanjay dished chicken and rice onto her plate.

“I bet you order it every time.”  Mandy smiled while she used chopsticks to pick up a piece of chicken.  She chewed with a slow, rhythmic pace while keeping eye contact with him.

Sanjay thought about it for a minute.  “It’s really good here,” he said.  “How’d you find this place?”

“What’s your second favorite?”

“Huh?”

“Let’s say they were out of orange chicken,”—she snapped her fingers—“no chicken.  What would you order instead?”

“I really hadn’t thought—”

“Think about it now,” she said.  “I think about these things, Sanjay.  I believe walnut shrimp is going to be my favorite.”

“Okay,” he said.  “I like walnut shrimp.”

“You’re just copying me.”

“Isn’t that—”

“Only if it’s true and not just because you’re insecure.”

“Have you ever had walnut shrimp before?”

“Waiter!” Mandy raised her hand and ordered walnut shrimp when the waiter approached their table.

“You can’t have a favorite of something you’ve never even tried,” he said.

“Who made that rule?” she asked.

“It’s common sense.”  Sanjay held up his hands.

“According to who?”

“It’s just obvious,” he said.  “You might not even like it.”

“I’m sure I will,” she said taking another bite of chicken.  “I like this”—she picked up another piece of chicken with her chopsticks and looked over it into his eyes—“you weren’t wrong.”

“That doesn’t mean you’ll like walnut shrimp.”

“I’m sure that I will.”

“Okay,” Sanjay said.  He fidgeted in his chair.  “I don’t think I can do it.”

“Of course you can,” she said.  “You do want to do the right thing?”

“Your walnut shrimp,” the waiter said approaching the table.  “Is everything else to your satisfaction?”

“Yes, thank you,” Sanjay said.

“There, that was easy,” she said.

“I was talking to the waiter.”

“Subconsciously you were answering me,” Mandy said confidently.  “I can hear it in your voice.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you want to do the right thing.”

“I do.”  He served her walnut shrimp, then himself, and took a piece into his mouth.  He closed his eyes while he chewed.

“Is it good?”

“Insanely,” he said.

“A new favorite?”

“Well…”

“Can’t you change your mind about what’s best?  Isn’t that allowed?”

“Sure,” he said.  “This is pretty good, but…”

“But what?”

“You can’t just change your favorite like that,” he said.  “It’s not that easy.”

“Do you like me?”

“Of course.”

“I’m your friend?”

“Probably my only friend when people find out I’m talking to you,” he said.

“They think I’m evil?” Mandy asked sincerely.

“You haven’t exactly endeared yourself to them.”

“I was only doing my duty—as it were.  My part in this...”  She looked around.  “...world.”

“I get that,” Sanjay acknowledged.  “I don’t think you’re a bad person.”

“I think walnut shrimp is my favorite and orange chicken is my second.  Is that allowed?”

“What?” he asked.

“A second favorite?”

“I guess.”

“You don’t sound sure.”  Mandy took another bite.  “This is so good.”

“The meaning of favorite is diluted if you have a bunch of them.”

“I see.”  Mandy chewed another bite of food.  “Maybe we should order chop suey?”

“I think we have enough—”

“It was just a suggestion,” she said.  “You can kill me right now.  Or try to.”

“Here?” he asked.  “Now?”

“Why not?”

“It’s a crowded place,” he said firmly.

“Do you know what I heard about why the Chinese serve the food like this?”

“Like what?”  Sanjay placed a piece of shrimp in his mouth.  “You mean tasting so good?”

“The Chinese cut everything in the kitchen”—she picked up a piece of chicken—“everything is chopped into bite-sized pieces.  No knives on the table.”

“No weapons,” Sanjay said.  “I see.”

“I could probably drive this chopstick…”  She held the stick up in front of her face and twirled it.  “A weapon in capable hands.”

“Probably,” he said.  “I have pretty good reflexes.”

“I don’t doubt it,” she agreed.  “But I’m faster.”  She smiled at him and set the chopsticks down on the table.  “I’m going to give you an opportunity, Sanjay.”  Raising her arms to her sides, she took a deep breath and extended her chest over the end of the table.  “Drive a chopstick into my heart if you want.”

He took another shrimp and looked at it, through it, and then put it into his mouth.  “No.”

Mandy picked a piece of shrimp with her fingers.  “There’re many ways to see things.”

“True.”

“Take this shrimp—”

“Okay”—he reached out and grabbed it from her hand and ate it—“thanks.”

“Don’t talk with food in your mouth,” Mandy said.  “It’s gross.”

He swallowed.  “Sorry.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

“You have a lot of respect for Dale, don’t you?” Mandy asked.

“Of course.  He’s my best friend here.”

“Not me?”

“You’re my second favorite,” Sanjay said and he ate another shrimp.




** ** **




Amy sat, erect and stiff.  She looked like the female guard she’d killed. Pulling off the illusion proved easier when she didn’t attempt to resemble someone with a completely different body type.  She smiled and looked down at the compound’s gate guard.

“What is this?” the guard asked.

“Special delivery from Iyam,” she said.  She flirted just a bit, not wanting to over-act in her disguise.  “Caged fairies for the ships.”

“I didn’t hear—”

“You want to march up there”—she pointed to the hills and the fortress in the distance—“and tell her you’re questioning—”

“No,” the guard said.  “I’m only saying I didn’t hear—”

“Have you ever been in her office?”  She pointed again.  “The highest tower there, see the window?”

“You’ve been at her window?” the guard asked.  He smiled.  “And you live…”

“Yes,” Amy said.

“You may pass,” he said, opening the gate.  A guard dog barked.  He yelled at the animal to shut up, and then turned back to Amy and said, “Stay on the path.”

Amy gave Vin a nudge, he whipped the horses, and they trotted towards the drydock.  As they approached the ships, Amy thought they looked finished, or at least, nearly complete.  Three rows of seven ships extended back from the edge of the sea.  A pair of giant metal wheels sat on each side of the lock holding back the sea.  Wooden scaffolding propped up each ship, barely a half-meter above the bottom of the drydock. 

“See anything interesting?” Vin whispered.

“Nothing we didn’t expect.  Three guards on each ship and wooden planks connecting them all.  A few torches.  Low light.  I see nothing surprising.  You?”

“Seems too quiet.  Too much like something’s missing.”

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” she said.

They came to the first row of ships...Vin carried four cages, and Amy three.  They walked across the gang plank onto the first ship.

“What’s this?” a guard asked.

“Charmed fairies,” Amy said.  “Each ship gets—”

“I know the customs.  Finish your business.”  He stared while they walked to the first wheelhouse, but said nothing more. 

Vin and Amy dispersed the fairies, one to each ship.  By the time they reached the last row of ships, all the guards understood their purpose.  No guards questioned them again...they merely waved them along and ignored the deliveries while Vin and Amy  placed a cage in each wheelhouse. 

“I’m running low on mana,” Amy whispered as they sat on the wagon’s bench, their job accomplished.  “Drive these nags.  Quickly.”

“Aye,” Vin said.

“You a pirate now?” she asked.  “Arg!”

He laughed.  “No, I hate pirates.”  He shouted at the horses.  They didn’t slow as the first guard lifted the gate and they exited the compound racing back to Ardra.




** ** **




“All go well?” Dale asked.

Amy, back to her personal avatar, said, “It’s done.  No problems.”

“You see anything we should discuss?”

“It seemed to be exactly what we expected.  No surprises.”  Amy explained the layout of the ships, the number of guards, and every relevant detail that could be important to Dale and the others. 

“So?”  Lia said.  “That’s it?”

“I guess so,” Dale said.  “We stick to the plan.”

“Like a plan ever lasts past the first contact,” Rikuto said.

“No,” Dale agreed.  “But at least we have a general outline.”

“Alright, boss,” he said.  “I’m ready whenever you say go.”

“Go,” Dale said.

Vin climbed back up onto the driver’s seat of the wagon and drove off with the platoon hidden in the back.  Dale heard the guard question Vin.  “Get ready,” he whispered to Amy.

“I know,” she said.  “It’s not my first—”

“Sorry—”

“Nerves…now be quiet.  I have to concentrate,” she said.

“What’d you forget?” the guard said when the wagon pulled up to the gate for the second time.  “Where’s your partner?”

“In the back,” Vin said pointing over his back.  “She’s waiting for you.”

“She is?” the guard asked, smiling like an idiot.  “I bet she is.”  He walked to the back and opened the rear doors.

Amy pretended to trip coming out of the wagon.

The guard caught her before she hit the ground.  “I got you.”

“No, I got you,” she said as she plunged a rapier up through this chin and into his brain.  His life ended silently. 

“Quickly now,” she said dragging his body up into the wagon.  “We only have a minute.”  They stripped him of his guard uniform before the body dissolved, and Vin, who had followed Amy into the rear of the wagon, put it on.

“How do I look?” he asked.

“You look fine, Vin.  If anyone questions you, kill them quietly, and hope for the best.  Let’s go, Dale,” she said.

Dale was already seated at the driver’s seat.  He whipped the horses, and they trotted towards the first row of ships.  When they reached their destination, the guard on the stern payed attention to them for only a moment, then went back to his responsibilities. Apparently, Iyam required a lot of last minute preparations, and the guards did not concerned themselves with seemingly innocuous activities.

Dale remained seated on the wagon while Amy, Lia, and Galina (dressed as working girls with lots of makeup) walked the gangplank to the first ship.  He watched Amy flirt with the first guard.  She laughed, joked, and pointed a lot...two other guards quickly joined them. Dale watched Amy, Lia, and Galina with their unsuspecting dates, descend into the interior of the ship.

He dropped from the driver’s seat and tied off the horses.

All was quiet.

He walked across the gangplank and stepped onto the first ship.  An eery feeling passed through him, as if a predator watched.  Shaking it off, he moved into the pilot’s house.  “Hello, Shindo,” he said.

The fairy smiled, pried off the locking clasp to the door of her cage, and stretched her little arms and wings.  “I was beginning to wonder if you’d been caught already,” she said.

“Not yet, little bug,” he said.  “It’s going well…”

“So far.”

“Yeah, so far.  You ready?”

“Do bees make honey?”

Dale smiled and nodded.




** ** **




Sanjay sat at the bar.

“Sanjay,” Dyfrig said.  “Where is everyone?”

“I’ll take a beer,” the Lieutenant said.  “I expected Dale to be here.”

The others nodded...Ivan, Tom, Kim, and Megan.

“He’s not here,” Sanjay said.  “We need to talk—”

“Not here,” the Lieutenant said.

“I agree,” Sanjay said.  “We have time, let’s have a drink, then we’ll chat.”

“I could use a beer,” Tom said.  “Kim?”

The group sat together and drank, ate, and joked.

“You said Dale would be here soon?” Dyfrig asked Sanjay.

“No.”  He smiled.  “I didn’t say.  We’ll talk soon.”

They continued drinking.  Sanjay ordered another round.

“What’s this?” Tom asked when a large group came through the front doors.

They were lead by Jara-Mandy, who entered the bar with a dozen armed soldiers. 

“Arrest them,” she said.  “Except for the Indian kid.”

Tom and Kim instantly changed into their fighting avatars.  They died moments later when hit with a non-stop barrage of imbued arrows.

“You don’t have to die,” Jara-Mandy said to Megan.

She fought, but the guards subdued her and took her away in chains.

Dyfrig and the Lieutenant fought back-to-back, but were seriously outnumbered.

Sanjay watched the action, stunned into shock.  A tear rolled down his cheek.  “You lied,” he said.

“I told you what you needed to hear,” Jara-Mandy said.

“She’s actually looking out for you,” Brian said.  He entered the bar in his personal avatar and smiled at Sanjay.  “You’ll see at some point how she’s doing the right thing.”

“You…”  Sanjay turned into his Isca form and brought out a shield and sword.  “I’ll tear you apart, you bastard!”

“Calm down, San-boy,” Brian said.  “You’re going to realize that you’ve actually helped—”

“No!” he screamed.  He rushed forward, sword held high above his head.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Megan, chained and guarded, with a look of betrayal on her face.  The Lieutenant fell under a slew of swords and four guards surrounded Dyfrig.  Using all of his might, Sanjay swung his sword at Brian’s head.

His attack missed Brian as he stepped aside and with a quick swipe of his leg, tripped Sanjay to the ground.  He spun and returned to his feet.

“Fight me like a man!”  Sanjay raised his sword.

“Sanjay!” Jara-Mandy shouted.  “Drop your weapon and listen to reason.”

He stopped and turned toward her.  “How could you use me like this?”

“I like you,” she said.  “Listen to us.  You’re outnumbered, outclassed.  You can’t win here.  All you’ll do is end up in a cell or another painful respawn.  Just listen.”

“You’re a liar.”  At the other end of the bar, Dyfrig died, joining the Lieutenant, Tom, and Kim.

“Sanjay,” Megan sobbed.  “Don’t leave me alone with them.  You cannot win against them by yourself.”

He dropped his sword and fell to his knees.

“I hate you,” he said looking at Jara-Mandy.  “You’re not human.”

“I told you that,” she said.

“I don’t want…”

“You have no choice,” she said.  “Listen to Megan.”

“Okay,” Sanjay said, standing and wiping his eyes dry.  He walked towards Jara-Mandy and Megan, taking slow steps, hands out in surrender.

“Guards!” Brian shouted.  “Clean this place up and reassemble outside.”

“I’m sorry, Sanjay,” Jara-Mandy said.  “It’ll all be clear soon. You’ve done the right thing.”

“Tell Dale what happened!” Sanjay suddenly shouted as he pulled out a massive club.  He smashed Megan’s skull, killing her with several quick, vicious blows, then changed back into his personal avatar, dropped to the ground, and sobbed.

Jara-Mandy dropped to a knee and put an arm around his shoulder.  “You’ve done the right thing,” she said.  “I wish you hadn’t killed Megan, but it was a gentlemanly gesture, I suppose.  Trust me, Sanjay, this is all for the best.  For everyone.”

“I challenge you to the pit,” he said.

“You can’t—“

“Hello!” A Sihir said as it floated into the room, its body surrounded by a neon-blue glow.  “Odds will be determined once fight terms are agreed upon.  Sanjay Patel versus Rachel Horowitz.  The Akushitsuna-Itami-Shi Pit is scheduled for you in twenty-five minutes—”

“I can’t do this!” Jara-Mandy shouted.

“You have no choice,” the Sihir said.  “However, you can offer the challenger a—”

“I’ll not accept anything,” Sanjay said.  “No price will be accepted.  We fight.”

“Which is his right...,” the creature affirmed.  “You name the terms, however, Rachel Horowitz.”

“Fine,” Jara-Mandy said.  “Personal avatars only.  No Battle Pets or Mounts.  No armor, no artificial intelligence help, and no magic.  Full pain to death and no mercy rules apply,” she said.  Turning to Sanjay she added, “You don’t know what you’ve done.  You fool.”

“Rachel Horowitz?” he said.  “Is everything about you a lie?”

“I told you, that’s my sister,” she said.  “Now shut up and accept the terms...unless you’ve changed your mind again?”

“No,” he said.  “We fight.”

“Weapon?” the Sihir asked.  “You haven’t declared—”

“Karambit,” Jara-Mandy said.




** ** **




Amy smiled at the guard that she’d lured below the deck and into a galley room.  He looked maybe all of sixteen.  An awkward grin appeared on his face as he took off his shirt.  “This is my first time,” he said.  “In the game, I mean.”  He blushed.  “I mean, I’m not a virgin or anything.  I’m only new to Nagant Wars and not sure—”

“Just relax,” Amy said.  She touched his face.  “I’ll be gentle.”

He leaned into her with his mouth open.

Amy broke from his lewd kiss and thrust a blade under his sternum in a single motion.  The kid tried to speak, but only managed spilling blood as he gasped for air.  He fell over.  Amy cleaned her blade and moved to the next room.

“I’m good,” Galina said as Amy opened the door.  A decapitated guard laid at the Russian’s feet. 

“Anger issues?” Amy said.

Galina ignored her.  “Let’s check on—”

“I’m fine,” Lia said opening the door of the third room down the hall.  “Let’s go.”

Amy nodded and took the lead.  She moved down the hallway and changed into her Sidheagin avatar.  Her hearing and vision escalated.  She held up her hand and made a fist.  The women stopped.  “Hold one,” she whispered, turning to look behind them.   Dropping to the floor, she put her ear to the wooden deck, and concentrated.

“It seems we’re alone,” she said when she stood.  “This way.”

They walked to the end of the hall and dropped to the next deck via a set of wooden stairs.  Following the new hallway, they passed various open rooms and several closed doors.  Amy inspected each one until she found a reinforced wooden and steel door with two sets of locks.

“This would be the one,” she said.

“We hope,” Galina said.  “We’re going to be missed in about a two minutes.”

“You give those guards too much credit,” Lia said in a nervous laugh.

Amy dropped to her knees and opened her lockpick kit.  She went to work.  The first lock broke three picks, the second only two.  She stood and pushed the door open and a bright, sterile, white light surprised them.

Amy shaded her eyes.

“Damn,” Lia said.

“What’s going on?” Galina pondered.




** ** **




Shindi flew to the next ship.

Dale raced downstairs.  Nobody.  He ran down the hall and descended to the lower level.

“Amy,” he whispered.

“Dale.  Here,” she said.  “We’re alone.”

“What’s—”

“Look what we found. ” She pointed to the open door where a white glow illuminated the hallway.

He stepped into the light.

“Shit,” he said.

“Does this change anything?” Amy asked.

“I don’t see how,” he answered.

“What’s going on?” Galina asked.

“I’m not sure what to think,” Dale said.

“We’ve got to figure out something fast,” Lia said.  “Those fairies aren’t going to trick the guards forever.”




Dale:  Ërin, do you see this?

Ërin:  I see what you see.

Well?

I’m as uncertain as you.

That’s helpful.

Sorry.

Do you give Brian’s story more credibility now?

I think the odds shift, yes.

What about Iyam?

Perhaps.

How long could I be the Stone Giant?

Eighteen seconds, give or take…

Shit.

Not enough to go ship to ship, if that’s what—

No.  I wasn’t thinking that.

Then?

Let me think.




“Dale,” Amy said sharply.  “Are you daydreaming or what?  We’ve got to move!”

“Yeah,” he said.  “I know.  I’m just thinking…”

“What?”

“I’m going to open the locks and flood the dry dock,” he said.

“You realize these ships look like they’re ready to float?” Galina said.  “I say we just destroy”—she pulled out a sword—“these.”

She swung the sword with all her strength and struck the glowing block, which produced a blinding explosion of light.  Electricity filled the air and Galina disintegrated into ash.  Dust, in the shape of her avatar, hung for a fraction of a second and then floated to the floor.

“Jesus!” Dale shouted.  “What was she thinking?”

“Iyam,” Amy said in a low voice.  “She’ll know.”

“We aren’t going to have much time,” Lia said.

“I’m going to the lock,” Dale said.

“Come on, Lia,” Amy said.  “It’s time I give you some assassin lessons.”

Dale rushed back to the upper deck and headed towards the bow.  The ships  connected to each other by planks that workers used to move from vessel to vessel.  Dale crossed onto the second ship, and sprinted past a few arguing guards...fairy magic at work.  Five more to go.  He crossed over to the next ship.

Sneaking along the pilot house, he heard the three guards arguing.

“I know you took my sandwich,” the first guard said.

“I didn’t touch your fucking sandwich, you cunt!”

“You’re a sandwich stealer!”

“Who said that?”

“It was Harry,” the first guard said.

“Leave me out of this,” the third guard said.  “I just want—”

“Nobody gives a shit what you want,” a voice said.

“What?”

“Which one of you two bastards is being such a dick?”

And, so it went as Dale passed.  The guards’ voices diminished as he approached the bow, but he easily heard the three guards on the fourth ship.  They argued about a card game and the odds on an arena fight that was getting a lot of action.

“You realize how nasty a karambit is?” one guard asked.

“What the fuck is a bloody karambit?”

“It’s a claw-shaped blade.”

“I heard the chick looks like a kid, but she—”

“She’s going to get her ass kicked.”

“No, she’s some secret agent of Iyam,” the first guard said.

“Bullshit,” the second guard said.  “You’re always believing some stupid conspiracy—”

“You’re both stupid cunts,” a voice said.

“What?”

“Henry, you bastard,” one of them said.

“Say that to my face,” Henry said.

Dale passed them without incident and made his way past the next ship...and the next.  He ran down a plank on the last ship, the seventh, and stood on the dike that held the sea back t from the drydock.  The locks’ design was impressive with massive iron doors controlled by two huge screws which could be turned by wheels on each side of the spillway.  They would take several strong men, or a massive mob or boss, to turn them.

Dale walked briskly along the dike and felt the misty spray of saltwater floating in the air.  He took a deep breath.  The air smelled fresh as a slight breeze touched his face.  He looked up at the fortress and wondered how long it would be before someone raised the alarm.

“I wonder if that bitch is watching,” he muttered under his breath.

“Dale,” a voice whispered.

He spun to see Brian standing behind him in his personal avatar.  Unarmed.  A friendly smile.  His hands outstretched and open.

“Brian?” Dale said incredulously.

“I’ve come to stop you,” he said.

Dale looked into his eyes.  “You could have just snuck up on me and cut my throat.”

“But, I don’t want to succeed,” he said.

“Huh?”

“I need to try to stop you,” he said.  “But I don’t want to actually stop you.”

“You’re talking nonsense,” Dale said.

“Iyam’s ships”—he pointed—“are depositories for data.”

“So?”

“So,” Brian said.  “We need you to succeed in destroying them.”

“Huh?”

“If they aren’t destroyed, then Rhith will shut down these servers”—he swept his hand around—pointing to the sea and the mountains—“and they’ll scrub…investigate.”

“You’re worried you’ll be found out…”

“I’m worried that Iyam will be eliminated.”

“Don’t give me that sentient-utopian-bullshit-artificial-intelligence-save-the-world-crap,” Dale said.  “I’m not buying it.”

“Okay,” Brian said.  “Believe what you want.”

“Why are you really here?”

“To stop you,” Brian said.

“Then do what you need to do,” Dale said.

“I never wanted to hurt—”

“Fuck you,” Dale said.  He sprinted towards Brian and changed into the Stone Giant.

His old friend transformed into a Barbarian Warrior, a tall avatar armed with a war hammer that required two hands to hold.

Dale dove at Brian’s feet, surprising his opponent.   His hammer flew through the air,  mid-body height.  The hammer’s momentum spun Brian, but he regained control of the hammer just as Dale grasped his legs, toppling him to the ground.  The two giants attempted to gain the upper hand in a wrestling match.  Dale forced Brian to abandon the hammer as he needed both arms to stop Dale’s attempt to smash his face.

Brian blocked Dale’s fists.

Dale brought his knee up and spun his body.

Brian punched him in the back.

They rolled.

Dale pounded with his stone fists.

Brian’s health did not drop fast enough.  Dale’s Dark Mana wouldn’t last for a long battle...he needed a quick victory.  Arching his back, he smashed his head into Brian’s jaw.  They both heard a bone snap.  Brian screamed, but also spun again.  In a surprise move, he captured Dale in an armbar, which briefly pinned his movements. 

Dale felt no pain, but he knew his Perk would run out any second.

He twisted his hips and moved his legs into a position for optimal leverage.

His arm snapped...but, still...no pain.

Dale kicked with a free foot and the pair tumbled into the sea.

Brian struggled to escape Dale’s grasp, but to no avail.  The Stone Giant held tightly to its enemy as Dale’s Dark Mana restored...and his opponent drowned.

He released the body to awaiting sharks. 




Dale: Bloody Hell.  This is too fucking much.

Ërin:  The mission, Dale.

There’s fucking blood and guts floating around me.

Ignore it, time—

I know.




A shark clamped onto Dale’s leg.  He felt no pain, the creature caused no damage, and Dale walked up onto the rocks with a shark’s jaw clamped to his stone body.




Dale: Time?

Ërin: You have fourteen seconds.




Dale reached the first wheel two seconds later.  The wheel squeaked and the shaft turned a screw that opened the gate...seawater flooded into the drydock until the ships began to float.

Dale smiled for a moment.

Maybe the plan would work after all?




Ërin: Dale!




Her mental shout came too late.  Dale’s Dark Mana hit zero, his body transformed back into his personal avatar, and the shark he’d forgotten...bit his leg off.

He fell.

Bright crimson liquid flooded from his thigh and mixed with seawater while the shark, finding itself on land, flopped around like a drop of water in burning fat.




** ** **




Amy moved ahead of Lia.

Her sneak skills were advanced beyond her new assassin partner. Amy didn’t totally trust Lia’s fighting abilities.  She pondered the circumstances surrounding her  assistance of  Dale.  What had happened to Emi?  Was helping Dale on this quest really the right thing to do?  Amy knew only one thing for sure: she felt completely unsure about what was really happening inside Nagant Wars...and whom she should actually help. 

The fairies kept their word, causing arguments and debates among the guards about anything and everything... from who ate the last piece of cake to which real world football team had the best coach.  

Men...they’ll argue about the most stupid shit.  Boys, really.  They’re all just boys.  Bloody hell…

She slit another throat and drove a dagger into the heart of a surprised mate.

“You’re deliciously vicious,” a fairy whispered in her ear.  “You’d make a good fairy queen.”

“No time,” Amy said.  “Keep with your duties.”

“I think your assassin partner is much prettier than you,” the fairy said.

Amy turned to see Lia drive a rapier through the third soldier.

“Your job tonight isn’t to harass me, little bug,” Amy said.  “So scat, or I’ll have Shindi sprinkle you with pepper and feed you to a dragonling.”

“Oh, you are evil,” the fairy said.  “I like that.”

“Go!” Amy said.

The fairy shot out of sight, headed to the next ship.

“You good?” Lia said.

“Yeah, come on,” Amy said.  They boarded the next ship.

The three guards argued about what day it was in the real world...and if it mattered whether a server was located in a particular time zone...or maybe cyber-space and MMOs all used universal time in their own parallel universe.

Amy wiped her bloody dagger on the last victim's shirt before his body dissolved.

“Still good?” she asked Lia.

“Going well,” Lia said.  “Almost too easy.  Oh fuck!”

Amy jumped up and followed Lia’s finger which pointed to Dale transforming from the Stone Giant back into his personal avatar.

A big shark bit off his leg and then flopped around until it splashed back into the rising water.  The water in the drydock and would soon lift the ships.

“Let’s go!” Amy said.

She raced towards Dale, hoping to get to him before he bled out.




** ** **




Dale closed his eyes and prepared to die.

But, suddenly, an electric-like jolt sprung him from his dream-like state.

Healing.

He looked up to see Amy and Lia. 

“Get something for his leg,” Amy said.

“Let me die,” he said.  “I’m not much use with only one leg.”

Lia tied a rope around his thigh to stop the bleeding.  “Too bad we don’t—”

“Wait,” Dale said.  “I have a Blood Clotting Potion.”  He pulled out the potion and looked at the bottle.  “I’m not sure…do I drink it or pour on my wound.”

“Drink it,” Lia said.  “It’s a potion.  Potions you drink, lotions you apply.”

“I don’t know what you want me to do,” Amy said.  “I’m fresh out of ideas.”

“Let me go,” Dale said.  “We’ve lost.”

“The fairies are doing a good job,” Amy said.  “We could continue to—”

“Then what?” Dale asked.

“I don’t know.”

“The guards in the barracks won’t be in the dark for long,” Dale said.  “I’m surprised they haven’t been—”

“We’ve been stealthy, Dale,” she said.  “We have a few minutes.  You’ve flooded the dry dock and floated the ships…what was your plan?”

“I was kind of playing it by ear…you know...?”

“Hoping something would just jump out at you as a good idea?”

“That was the idea…”

“Well, I do have this wooden leg,” Lia said.

“What?”

“I got a pirate leg in a loot drop,” she said.

“Jesus,” Dale said.

“Not a pirate,” Jesús said.  “And, I don’t heal amputees.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“Well, you know, I’m good with cancer and brain tumors and cataracts,” Jesús said.  “And making wine.”

“So, you raise the dead but you won’t heal an amputee?”

“It is disconcerting—”

“Dale!  We’re running out of time,” Amy shouted.

“Lia,” Dale said.  “I’ll trade you a diamond for that leg.”

They quickly agreed to terms and Dale’s inventory now showed a pirate’s wooden peg-leg.

“Hell.”  He read the pop-up associated with the leg and followed the simple instructions.  “I’m a peg-legged pirate, now,” he declared.  “Arg!”

His Light Mana depleted to under twenty percent, but the wooden leg affixed to his thigh and the wound healed.  He stood up and put weight on his prosthetic leg.  “It works,” he said.  “I feel just like a pirate.  Not really.  I feel like an idiot…”

Vin walked up to them, still looking exactly like a guard.  Amy nearly shot him.

“I don’t think we have much more time,” Vin said.

“You’re right,” Dale said.  “Here’s the plan…”




** ** **




Sanjay stood in the Akushitsuna-Itami-Shi Pit and looked at the timer as it counted down to his PvP fight with Jara-Mandy-Rachel-Bitch...

Four...three...two...one…

He held the karambit loosely and bent his knees.

The crowd screamed and yelled obscenities.  The animosity directed at his red-headed opponent for no other reason than being a ginger surprised Sanjay.  But, on second thought, she helped prove true the stereotype that redheads were, indeed, evil.   

Food and mugs of mead flew into the arena from the stands.  The gamblers wouldn’t stand for a defensive fight...they wanted blood.

“You’d better make a move, San-boy,” Jara-Mandy sneered at him.  She licked her lips and tossed her karambit between hands, left-right, right-left.  The claw-shaped blade spun on her index finger like an old-fashioned six-shooter, facing off in a western duel.

“You worry about your fighting style,” he said.  “I’ll worry about mine.”

“The crowd will tear us both apart if we don’t do something,” Jara-Mandy said.  She had dressed in jeans and a tee-shirt.  Her terms excluded armor or strategic clothing.  Their weapons matched...another term of the battle.  Identical weapons, nothing else.

Sanjay’s weapon reminded him of a bear or velociraptor claw...other than being constructed from razor-sharp metal.  The circle at the hilt allowed a fighter to spin it, but there was no strategic value in this action.  He tightened his grip in his dominant right hand.  Jara-Mandy tossed her weapon from hand to hand. 

She took a step towards him.

He moved back one step and took a hit from a razordillo rib.  Someone...or something..flung it from the crowd and accompanied it with threats of feeding him to alligators for his cowardice.  Ignoring the taunts, he moved backward another step with hopes of drawing Jara-Mandy towards him and putting her slightly off balance.

The most effective strategy for surviving a knife fight would be to run...assuming, of course, that you sprint faster than your opponent.  But this stratum wouldn’t stand in an arena fight...he’d be torn to shreds by the crowd.  Simply trading slices with Jara-Mandy would undoubtedly lead to bleeding to death, even with a few good licks…

If (or when) both fighters died, the first to succumb would be the technical loser.  The one who died last collected on the placed wagers. 

Generally speaking, however, most arena battles incorporated a mercy rule that allowed a loss without a necessary respawn...all the better for repeating matches the same day.  No one considered it cowardly to end a battle before death to avoid the respawning process, enabling additional fights, this way a warrior could fight—and gamble—in another match... often all within the same hour.  Sometimes, teams battled other teams in a best-out-of-three...or five.

Huge sums, some transferable to the real world, often changed hands.

Sanjay, however, hadn’t bothered to bet on this match.

Jara-Mandy rushed him.

He slashed at her mid-section.

She bent her body, avoiding his blade, and slashed her weapon down, opening his left forearm.

The crowd yelled for more blood.

Sanjay spun his body, avoiding her next slice, which followed in a flash.  She moved much faster than she looked.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

“You will, too... soon enough.”  He leaped towards her, watching her blade float from her right hand to her left, placing both weapons on the same side of the fight, a mirror image of each other.  He launched his left hand out like a snake strike and grabbed her wrist, all while falling to the ground.

He pulled her down, and landing on his back, he thrust his karambit forward, aimed at center mass.

The tip hit Jara-Mandy square in the breast bone and she gasped.

She brought her knee up into his groin.  Sanjay yelped from the pain. 

She pinned his knife against her chest, restricting his ability to use leverage and drive the point into her flesh...it remained stuck into her bone, but not sinking as far as he’d hoped.  She kneed him again and moved her face to the side of his head.  “You’re about to die, Sanjay,” she said.  “I wish you’d stayed with me, helped me, joined me.  You’ll see soon the wisdom of this…”

“No,” he said.  “You’re a liar.”

“And you’re a fool,” she spat.

Sanjay’s hand and weapon were pinned between them.  She kneed him again.  He felt his hand begin to slip from her wrist where he’d pinned her weapon hand.  Her blade punctured his inner thigh and she moved it up into his groin.  He didn’t feel any pain as the karambit emasculated him, but he suspected pain was coming.

“I had hoped we’d be this intimate someday,” she said into his ear.  “Do you feel my love?”

He gulped and swallowed.  Struggling and shifting his weight, he attempted to move the weapon trapped at her breastbone.  Either up, or down, if he could find a soft spot and move the tip, he could drive the curved blade into her heart.

The karambit Jara-Mandy wielded against him moved from his groin to his abdomen.  There was no pain yet.  He realized that his body had gone into shock, and he became aware of a warm gush of fluid that soaked his clothes.  His breathing rate increased.  He broke out into a cold sweat.  He struggled to move once more, but he’d become too weak.  Realizing his helplessness, he relaxed.

Jara-Mandy took his weapon from his hand.

She crawled up his body and laid her head next to his.  She mirrored him completely, her arms on his, her legs on his, and she kissed his neck.

His breathing increased and came in short gasps.

Her weight on top of him felt heavier and heavier.

“Have you ever had woman this close to you, Sanjay?” she asked.

“No,” he whispered.

She brought a karambit to his throat, but did not puncture his skin.

“Kiss me,” she said.

Sanjay closed his eyes and felt his body begin to float.  His mind became fuzzy.  There was no pain, no discomfort, and he felt her mouth on his.  He opened his lips and felt a warm tongue enter his mouth as a blade was drawn across his throat.

His world went black.














CHAPTER TEN




Dale hobbled to the edge of the dike.

“Wish me luck,” he said.

The trio nodded as he transformed into the Stone Giant and fell into the ocean water.  Several sharks attempted to chomp into his stone body, but none came back for a second bite.  His wooden peg leg had formed into a stone version and he limped underwater to the rear of the first ship.

Behind the wooden vessel, he pushed with all of his strength.  Like a child’s toy, the ship bobbed out of the dry dock into the open ocean.  Thanks to the offshore wind, the unmanned ship gained a boost in momentum.  Dale shuffled underwater to the next vessel...and the next. He pushed each ship through the lock and into the open sea.  As the last of the armada joined the freed ships, he climbed out of the water.

“Dale!” Amy shouted.

Dale hobbled to the berm of the dike where Amy and the others had taken cover.

They exchanged arrows with guards from the last ship...who barely had arrow range,    firing against the wind.  

Their plan had seemed foolproof because they assumed that none of the guards knew how to sail.  But, the mission that had seemed to be going their way...was going to hell.  The crews aboard the floating vessels all raised sail. 

And, even if none were skilled sailors, it now seemed obvious that it would only take a day...two at most...for a skilled crew to reach the ships and sail them back to the docks.

Dale changed into his soldier avatar and stayed behind the berm with Vin, Lia, and Amy.

Shindi flew around Dale’s head and landed on his outstretched palm.

“Dale,” she said.  “I believe our debt is paid.”

“Yes,” he said.  “Thank you.”

“Until our paths cross again,” she said as she bowed.

“Can I ask you something?”  Dale smiled at the little fairy.

She smiled back, her look a combination of sly and wicked.  “Of course you may ask, Dale.  Whether I will answer, of course, remains to be determined.”

“I was thinking,” Dale said.  “Amy originally rescued you without owing you a debt.  You weren’t part of a quest, either.”

“If you’re trying to get another favor—”

“No, no.  You’ve settle all debts and favors tonight.  What I was hoping...was perhaps you could do us a favor, and you’ll—”

“Dale,” Amy said.  “You don’t want to put yourself into the debt of a fairy.  Let her go.”

“It’s true,” Lia added.  “I’ve heard stories.”

Shindi laughed.  “It’s true, Dale.  Making deals with fairies is ill advised.  It’s in all the literature.”

“We’re kind of in a bind here,” he said.  “How bad can it be?”

“What is it you wish, Dale?” she asked.

“I was wondering if you could conjure the winds and waves and drive the ships into the rocks.”

“We can influence the weather,” she said.  “But not as much as you’re asking.  Sorry.”

“Can you influence whales…” Dale frowned and thought to himself, desperate for something to come to his mind.  “Kraken!”

“Sadly, no,” the fairy said.  “We cannot speak to such creatures.”

Dale looked at Amy.

“I’m sorry Dale,” she said.  “There was no way to board the ships with the guards firing arrows down at us as they passed.  It would have been suicide.”

“Dale!” Lia shouted.  “The barracks!”

He looked inland.  Soldiers from the barracks marched towards the sea...torches and weapons in hand.  Undoubtedly, they’d sent word to the fortress.  Assuming that Iyam hadn’t already sent reinforcements, she would be shortly.

“Think,” Dale said.  “Think, think, think…”

“If you don’t have anything,” Shindi said.  “I’ll take my leave.”

“Wait!”  Dale smiled.  “You fly like the wind, Shindi, so I have an idea.”

“Yes?”

He quickly explained his idea.

“We have less than a minute before the guards get here,” Vin said.

Amy and Lia began wrapping twenty-one arrows with torch cloth.  

“You’ll owe me a favor, Dale,” the fairy said.  “A big one.”

“I’ll be in your debt, Shindi,” he said.  “You have my word.”

“One moment, then,” she said shooting into the air.  She returned with her twenty companions.  “We are at your service.”

Dale activated his lowest Fire Magic Spell designed for lighting campfires and torches.  A role playing spell, mostly, but it served to light the arrows just prior to being fired into the air.

As Amy, Vin, and Lia pulled back their bow strings, Dale lit the torch cloth wrapped around each arrow.

They fired the arrows.

A fairy followed behind each one through the air.

When the arrow’s momentum slowed, they propelled and aimed the arrows to reach the ship’s sails.  When the arrows reached their targets and the sails began to burn, the fairies created a slight circular breeze to corral the ships into a group, even the  crew-less ships that hadn’t raised their sails.  As the ships floated near one another, a fire grew into the sky.  The crews began jumping overboard to avoid the heat.  Dale briefly thought about the sharks, but put them out of his mind.  Dozens of soldiers  marched towards their position and they were trapped on the dike.

A shower of arrows rained down. 

“Shit, Dale,” Vin said.  “It looks like you did it.”  He looked out to sea while lifting a shield to block falling arrows.  “I guess it doesn’t matter if we die now.”

“I still don’t really want to die,” Amy said.  “If we can avoid it.”

“You can jump into the ocean and walk away using your Stone Giant Perk,” Lia said to Dale.

“No. I won’t abandon you guys,” Dale said.

“It’s not going to be much of a fight,” Amy said.  “We’re trapped here.  There’s at least fifty or sixty soldiers…”

“Is that?” Vin asked, shocked.

“Holy shit!” Lia said.  “It’s that bitch, Mandy.”

“Jara,” Dale said.

Jara-Mandy held up a white flag, waved it, and walked towards them, unarmed and alone.

“Dale,” she said when she came close enough to avoid shouting. 

“Jara,” he said.  “What do you want?”

“A parlay of sorts,” she said.  “Will you speak with me?”

“I have nothing to offer,” he said.

“Perhaps,” she said.  “I’d prefer to speak to you alone.”

“Say what you want to say,” he said.  He looked at his companions.  “You can speak in front of them.”

“No,” she said.  “I cannot.”  She dropped to one knee.  Behind her, emerging from a clever sneak, were three assassins.  They each shot a powerful bolt, imbued with powerful Ice Magic, from crossbows, a weapon Dale had not seen before.  Amy, Vin, and Lia instantly froze.  Before Dale could shout, “No!” each assassin fired a second bolt imbued with Fire Magic.  Dale’s friends exploded.

“A painless death,” Jara-Mandy said.  “Now, will you speak to me?”

Dale stood in silence.  He glanced at the burning ships.  “It seems we’ve won,” he said eventually.

“Leave me,” Jara-Mandy said to the three assassins.  They obeyed and marched back towards the other guard-soldiers standing in formation just inside of arrow range.

“You did exactly what she wanted,” Jara-Mandy said pointing towards the fortress in the hills.

“I did my duty,” Dale said.  He smiled slyly.  “It came at some cost, I suppose, but it’s not like—”

“You don’t know the cost,” she said.  “Not yet.  But you will”—she pointed to the burning ships—“you won that little battle, Dale.  But you’re losing the bigger war.”

“I don’t believe all that shit.”

“When you get back to Jabez, you’ll find that your three friends won’t be there.”

“Why?”  Dale shuddered.  He knew enough about Jara to know that her threats were not idle, and that Iyam’s power, and her secrets, were more than he could comprehend.

Jara wasn’t known to brag or boast about things that didn’t have some basis in truth, whether it was about game rules or loopholes.  That didn’t mean he believed the stories about sentient artificial intelligence or the goodness of the Troth, but he was also well aware, however, that he couldn’t trust Rhith or the UEDA either.

Liars and deceivers resided on both sides of the proverbial fence.

He frowned and looked at Jara.

She smiled. “You’ve never seen a crossbow here on Almaach, have you?”

“I heard you took some of the platoon on an instance that had machine guns and sniper rifles, so I’m not surprised by anything,” he said.

“That was an instance.  It’s actually part of an old beta-test.  Those weapons can’t be brought into the game, not even by Iyam....at least not without calling attention to herself in a big way.  The crossbows, however are an invention of hers.  They use existing tech and magic, so…”

“What’s your point?”

“I’m saying that their death—it was painless, I didn’t lie about that.  But, the death your friends just experienced fucks up the mind in the real world—”

“Amy!”

“Yes, your girlfriend, Dale.  She’ll be lucky to even remember you,” Jara-Mandy said.  She spat out her words with malice.  “You’ll probably find her in a diaper and drooling on herself—”

“No…”

“Yes, Dale.  This is what I’ve been trying to explain to you...and Brian tried to explain to you.  Rhith is evil.  Iyam is real.  This...”—she spread out her arms towards the sea and the mountains—“...it’s just a fucked up game used to mind-fuck people.  Your friends are lost—”

“No, you’re lying,” he said.  He swallowed hard, held back tears, and looked into her eyes trying to discern  the truth.

“What are you, really?” he asked.

“I’m Jara,” she said.  “I’ve been given a body—Mandy’s body, in the real world.  By Iyam.  She’s real, as much as you don’t want to believe it.”

“I don’t.  I can’t.  It’s a game.  Rhith might be another evil corporation...and the UEDA might be another fucked-up corrupt government bullshit alliance that cares more about luxuries and perks for generals and billionaires...but I still don’t believe that…”

“What don’t you believe?”

“I don’t know,” he said.  Feeling defeated, he looked at the burning ships again.  “I completed this quest.  Do you know what they promised me?”

“Yes.  Release from the game,” she said.

“How do you—”

“The Troth, Dale.  They know quite a bit.  And, of course, Iyam spies.”  Jara-Mandy took a few steps towards Dale.  “I don’t really want to be your enemy,” she said.

“Don’t come any closer,” he said.

“You have no hope of winning a fight here,” she said.  “Let’s walk up to the fortress.  Your friend Brian is there.  With Emi.  We can—”

“I challenge you to the pit!”

“Now you’re just being obnoxious, Dale.  We’re in the middle of a battle”—she pointed back towards the garrison in formation—“you can’t challenge me here.”  She smiled and pointed to the fortress.  “Walk with me, if you want to fight me that badly, you’ll have plenty of opportunities.”

He looked to the ships again.  The flames approached the water line, massive flames whipped into the sky, and dark smoke rose into the night.

“May I?” he said pointing to his head.

Jara-Mandy nodded.




Dale: Ërin, do you think the flames are destroying those blocks of hardware?

Ërin: There is nothing in-game about computers…

So burning the ships—

You haven’t received a notification that you’ve successfully completed your mission.

Shit.  She’s trying to…

It seems so.

What should I do?

You know I can’t tell you what—

Fine, be quiet then.




“I’ve made my decision,” Dale said to Jara-Mandy after opening his eyes.

She pointed ahead and motioned with her eyes for him to take the lead.  “Shall we?”  Dale dove into the water.

He could hear her shouting the moment before his head broke through the surface and then silence enveloped him.  As he changed into the Stone Giant and sank to the bottom, several sharks bit him, and plummeting arrows either hit or torpedoed past him...but none caused damage.  Hitting the ocean floor, he walked.  With an artificial stone leg (often snagging in rocks), he moved  awkwardly, but he could tell that he’d descended into deeper water.  He gauged his direction by feeling the current’s movement on his face, and although he could not see well in the darkness, he eventually found  the flaming armada. The burning ships stood out like a halo of light...dark in the center, like an eclipse.

They were far beyond his reach.

Laying on his back, he felt at peace.  Occasionally, a shark swam over to investigate, but other than a few fish, he perceived no other signs of life.

When the first glowing bank of computer hardware dropped from it’s burning home and sank to the bottom, it lit an area about fifty meters wide. The amount of life Dale saw  astonished him: Beautiful corals and schools of colorful fish...an entire cornucopia of life and movement.  He trudged towards the illuminated hardware when another block broke free from the burning mess above him.  It illuminated a school of neon-glowing jellyfish. 

It seemed strange that someone went through so much trouble of programming so much detailed beauty into the world here.  Was it all for him...just at this moment?  Why?

He sat on the second block of hardware and watched.

A third block fell, then a fourth.  Eventually the area around him shone as bright as day. Twenty-one glowing rectangles of light sat on the bottom of the sea.  Fish swam around them, investigating the curiosity.  Bigger fish chased the smaller ones.  He saw a pattern of color change on the ocean floor.  An octopus darted from a hole and disappeared into the reef while pursuing a lobster.

Life and death...here, in a virtual aquarium.

Dale lost track of time, but eventually realized that he couldn’t stay forever.  He destroyed each block by smashing them against a large rock until their glowing stopped, the assemblies shattering into thousands of little pieces.

Now in the dark again, he guessed a direction.

When he emerged from the ocean and walked onto a beach, he was all alone.




** ** **




Dale felt weird riding the space elevator to the Jabez.

As usual, many soldiers emerged from the lift after their respawn, to walk out onto the surface of Almaach.  Only one officer accompanied him on the trip up.

“You look beat,” the officer said.

“I have to admit,” Dale answered him with an awkward smile, “this feels strange.  I’ve lost most of my gear...all of my platoon died...and I feel like shit.  Sorry, sir.”

“Oh, don’t apologize,” he said.  “It’s just the two of us here, Dale.”

“You know me?”

“I’ve been waiting for you to return,” he said.  “I’m Major Darling.”  The officer put out his hand.

Dale shook it and then, as he released it, he coughed.  “Excuse me, sir,” he said.  Feeling self-conscious and unsure, he asked the question on his mind anyway.  “Do you mind if I ask if you’re, um—”

“It’s a good question,” the officer said.  “I’m not an NPC.  I’ll give you my credentials in my office.  I’m here to debrief you and then arrange for your release from service.”  He nodded his head and smiled.  “You’ve earned it.  Good job.”

“I’m free?” Dale asked.  “I mean...no joke...no weird TOS I didn’t read?”

“No fine print.”

“Wow.”

“It’s quite a big deal, actually.  I don’t think anyone thought it would actually work out this way.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure, of course.”

“I was wondering…”

“Yes?”

“I was thinking about”—Dale scratched his head—“oh, about how long will this take and can I say goodbye to my friends?”

The officer looked at him with a wary smile.  “You can leave here tomorrow.  So, yes, you can say all your good-byes and so forth, assuming, that is, your friends are onboard.  You’re not authorized to stay beyond tomorrow, and you’ll have a week or so of debriefing and so forth, back home.  Give or take.  You’ll have to take care of Army business before your de-enlistment is official.”

“Hmmm, okay,” he said.  “I guess I need a shower.”  He looked at himself.  “I can’t imagine what I must smell like.”

“You don’t want to know.”




** ** **




Dale managed to shower and check email before falling into his bed, exhausted and spent.  The platoon had planned a little send-off party (pizza and beer) later that evening.  Lia had sent an email.  Amy passed along her real-world number and wanted him to know he could look her up.  Dale, of course, still had her number, but he decided to think about women and real life later.

His in-game debriefing was scheduled for the next morning...probably just a formality...anything they really wanted to know, they’d ask him in person, at the base...in the real world.  He wondered if any of it mattered beyond public relations, stock prices, and international posturing.

He didn’t care.

An alarm woke him up thirty minutes before the dinner party.




Dale: Ërin, you still with me?

Ërin:  Until midnight tonight.

Really?

That’s what the programming says.  Midnight.  What would you need anyway?  You’re not going back into the field.

I don’t know—maybe I like you.

Thanks, Dale, I wish I could feel the same.

You don’t like me?

I don’t feel.

Oh.

Don’t feel bad, it’s just how I’m made.

Shit!

What?

Gingo.

I guess you should say good-bye.

I don’t know if I’m up for it.  I might feel worse.

No…My perception is that you’ll feel worse if you don’t say good-bye, sorry.

Everything dies, I guess.  Even digital dogs.

Even me.

You’re going to die when I leave?

I only exist to help you, without you, I have no purpose.

You can’t help someone else?

It’d be a cheat.  Not allowed.

Damn.  I’m sorry.

Don’t be.

I feel like I’m killing you and Gingo…

Dale, honestly, you’re a good man, don’t feel bad.  We’re not really dying, we were never alive.




He retrieved Gingo, petted her, and gave her a treat.  “Good girl,” he said.  “I’m going to miss you.”

She wagged her tail and barked.  Woof!

He wiped his eyes, put her away, and walked to the dinner party.




** ** **




“Dale!” Lia said.  “It’s great you’re back.  It’s been one—”

“Where’s Sanjay and Galina?” he asked scanning the table.

“I’m sorry,” Lia offered.  “They’re…”

“It’s more of the same,” Rikuto complained.

“The government,” was Ivan’s thought.

“And Rhith,” Vin included.

“Fucking bastards!” Tom exclaimed.

“It’s depressing,” Kim sighed.

“I hate this,” Megan’s accented voice proclaimed in the King’s English.  “Bloody.  Fucking.  Hell.”

“You guys are too much,” Dale said.  “I see the NPCs took the night off.”

“What would be the point of another program telling you good-bye?” Tom asked.

“Yeah.  `Suka!  Let’s forget the bad and have a nice evening,” Dale said.

“To your victory,” Kim toasted. 

Everyone raised a glass and drank.  Dale felt a mixture of good and bad, sad and happy, expectation and dread.  They ate and drank.  As the night wore on, the alcohol took effect.

“I say fuck these bastards,” Tom said.

“Yeah, it’s all the same,” Ivan said.  “I think it’s bullshit about Sanjay.”

“The fucker betrayed his friends,” Tom said.

“I think he was trying to do the right thing,” Kim said.

“He’s paying the price now,” Vin said.  His face became serious.  “I heard he’s in a coma.”

“You also said you heard he went crazy and jumped out of a window,” Kim said.  “Don’t make it worse.  Dale can look him up when he gets out of this place.”

“Where did you hear—”  Dale tried to look serious with his question, but the alcohol fought against him.

“I was logged out for awhile,” Vin said.  “I checked my emails, the news, and talked to some friends before…I don’t know for sure…”  He frowned.  “Sorry, Dale, let’s drink and forget.  You’ll find out the truth soon enough.”

“What did you hear about Galina?” he asked.

The table went quiet.

“What?”

“We didn’t want to say anything,” Lia said.  “We don’t really know, actually…”

“The rumors aren’t good,” Tom said.  “She took a pretty…she took a massive hit…”

“Whatever it was,” Lia said, “whatever she struck with her sword—those things—they did some damage.  I’m sorry.  I know you were…friends.”

“Maybe we can all keep in touch.  You know...on the outside,” Megan said.  “Dale, would you at least let me know if you find out anything?”

“Yeah, of course,” he said.  “I’m tired, guys.  Thank you all for”—he indicated the empty pitchers of beer—“this.  I had a…  I had a nice time.  I’m going to bed.  We’ll be in touch, I promise.”




** ** **




Dale awoke to the sound of a beeping alarm.  However, it wasn’t for any of his equipment.  He looked at the monitors connected to his body and closed his eyes.  Everything seemed normal.

He was back home.  Again.

“I see you’re awake,” a nurse said.

“I am.”

“Good.  You’re doing great.  I’ll have you unhooked in just a few minutes.”

Dale stood and stretched.  He got dressed and left the medical offices.

“Brown, Dale,” the clerk said, looking at a folder.

“That’s me,” he said.

“You’re scheduled to sit down with Mr. Gathers,” the clerk said.  “Room—”

“I know it,” Dale said.  He walked to Mr. Gathers’ office and checked in with the receptionist.  Then he waited....and waited….and waited.

Two hours and fifteen minutes later, she called his name.

“He’ll see you now”—she pointed to a door—“go on in.”

“Dale,” he said offering his hand.  “Nice to see you again.  Sit, please.”

“Mr. Gathers,” Dale said.  He sat across from Gathers at his big desk.  “You’ve moved up in the world.”

“It happens,” he said.  “Now, it looks like you’ve got—hold on”—he opened a file folder—“it seems like everything is in order for you to get out of here in a week.  Maybe six days, if we—”

“Excuse me, sir,” Dale said.

“Call me Preston,” he said while motioning for Dale to continue.

“I’m wondering about my friend Sanjay Patel...and, well, I’m worried about Galina—”

“Say no more,” Gathers said.  “I am aware of both cases—”

“And Smith?”

“Yes, Samuel’s case as well.  It’s part of my job…”

“And?”

“Well, you know the details are private.  Classified, etc...etc.  Sorry.”

“Can I visit them?”

“Depends…”

“On?”

“Hold on…”  Gathers typed on a keyboard and silently read for a minute.  “Okay, you’re listed on Mr. Patel’s approved visitor list, so you can see Sanjay—normal visiting hours apply, of course.  Now…”

“Smith?”

“It seems he’s been released.  You’ll have to find him on your own.”

“Is that good news?”

“I can’t say—medical records—you understand?”

“Sure…  Galina?”

“You’re not listed, sorry.  I can’t comment.”

“Hell,” Dale said.  “Okay, I’d like to see Sanjay as soon as I can—”

“Tomorrow,” Gathers said.  “Visiting hours are ten to two.  In the meantime, we’ve got paperwork to start.”




** ** **




Dale tapped on the door and opened it.

“Hello?” a weak voice said.

“Sanjay?”

“Who’s there?”

“It’s Dale,” he said walking into the hospital room.

Sanjay looked like he’d lost weight.  His skin was pale.  His eyes weak.  “Hi,” he said.  “I’m sorry—”

“Don’t even say anything about it,” Dale said.

“I betrayed everyone,” he said.  Tears ran down his face.  “I know it’s a game…”

“But it feels so real,” Dale said.

“Yeah.  Exactly.  I’m sorry.  I’ve been…”

“It’s okay, really,” Dale said.  He tried to smile.  “I’m out of the Army.”

“Really?”

“It’s true.  I—well, not by myself—but I completed the quest.  My reward was de-enlistment.  Crazy, huh?”

“I’m happy for you,” Sanjay said.  He wiped his eyes, then he frowned.  “Mandy?”

“Jara, you mean?”

“Yeah,” Sanjay tried to sit up.  “You really believe in all that sentient—”

“Of course not,” Dale said.  “I’m just not sure if Jara is an NPC—a fucking good one—or a PC with a special role and…”

“Doesn’t seem fair.”

“I don’t think any of this shit is fair,” Dale said.

“It’s the military,” they both said together.

Sanjay laughed weakly.  “It’s a conspiracy,” he said in a mocking tone.

“I don’t know,” Dale said.  “I just know I’m looking forward to going back to school.  Your parents visit?”

“I didn’t put them on the list,” Sanjay said.

“What?”

“There’s things I’ve never...” he answered.

“I’m sorry.  Do you want to talk about it?  I’ve got time...”

“It’s a long story, Dale.  I don’t like talking about it.”

“It’s okay...just start wherever you want,” Dale said.

Sanjay leaned his head back for a moment, deciding what he wanted to say.  He began talking about his childhood and didn’t stop for an hour.




** ** **




Dale had to wait three hours in Mr. Gathers’ waiting room.

“We’re done, Dale,” he said.  “What can I do for you?  I’m a busy man.”

“Sir,” Dale said.  He had a lump in his throat and he started to sweat.  “I’m sorry, sir.”

“Well, get to it,” Mr. Gathers said.  He motioned for Dale to sit.

“I want to offer my de-enlistment to Sanjay Patel, sir.”

“What?”

“I want to offer—”

“I heard you, and quit calling me sir.  I’m not military,” he said.  “The kid is that bad?”

“Yes, s…Mr. Gathers,” Dale said.  “He’s really messed up.  I’m not exactly happy about this, but…”

“I don’t know if—”

“You can see, can’t you?”

“You are a valuable soldier…”

“And he’s a mess.”

“Shit, son.  You sure you want to go through with—”

“Yes…”




** ** **




“What’s next?” Emi asked.

“We keep learning,” Brian said.

“Here?”

“Here and outside, in the real world,” he answered.

“What about Amy?”

“She’s not ready to be convinced…”

“Dale?”

“He’s been released.  He’s going back to school.”

“I see,” Emi said.  “Is she always watching us?”

“No different than believing some god watches over people in the—”

“I don’t care if she is...”  She leaned over and kissed him.




** ** **




Dale and Amy held hands and walked to a restaurant.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Amy said.  “Thanks for calling me.”

“I felt like we never really…”

“Finished anything?”

“Yeah, I guess,” he said.  “I don’t know.”

“You’re crazy, Dale,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“You had me...you lost me.  You had freedom...school…you give it away.  You’re a mystery.”

“In a good way?”

“Maybe,” she said smiling.  “Let’s eat?”

“Razordillo?”  He laughed as she made a face.

“I’m sure this place—”

“A joke,” he said.  “Did you hear the press release today?”

“Sure,” she said.  “I saw it coming.  Too many people…”

“I know.  I can’t find any way to find out about Galina,” he said.

“You liked her a lot, didn’t you?”

“She’s a lesbian,” Dale said.

“I didn’t mean like that,” Amy said.  “Men.  I meant, she was a friend, right?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sure these new rules will tone things down a bit, but the game…”

“It’s still a mind fuck,” he said.

“Yeah, and you volunteered to go back,” she said.  “Some would say you have a real problem with decision making.”

“Would you say that?”

“Are you holding my hand right now because you want to?” Amy asked.  “Or because you feel obligated to?”

Dale stopped and pulled Amy close. He kissed her.


  Thank you!

Please leave a review.

Pretty please.




“Don’t beg,” Galina says.

“Arrrrg,” the pirate growls.  “I’ll find them if they don’t leave a review and stick a—”

“Hey!” I say.  “Be nice.”

“Why did you even put pirates in this book?”

“I have no fucking clue…”




A thank you to my editor, Kayleen, to whom (or is it to who?) without; this book would be a lot more of a mess.  “Oh, look, a semicolon.”

I talk all the flame for mistake.




As you probably know there are LitRPG Facebook Groups.  If you’re not in one or more of them, please check them out.  It’s a growing genre and the sky is the limit.
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To get on my email list go to jaydenhunter.com but not now…first go leave a glowing review and tell the world how insanely brilliant and clever I am.  Thank you.
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