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    Reader, 
 
    Before you begin, you should know that most of my series are connected through the “Proxima Galaxy,” which is the name for the online galaxy in which works such as The Feedback Loop series, the Fantasy Online series, and The Last Warrior of Unigaea trilogy take place.  
 
    You can join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook here, or by clicking the image below. The group gets exclusive content, early previews of new works, advanced copies, free audiobooks, and eventually, we will work on a wiki that shows just how intertwined all these series are. 
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    A world rid of evil is a world rid of good. All we can hope to do is combat evil and spread good, as good is much harder to cultivate than evil, and good dies much more quickly than its counterpart. 
 
    – Olivas, the Unigaean poet and jeweler 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One: A Biting Storm 
 
      
 
    The waves are rough and the breeze that sweeps past cools my face. My Splintered Sword across my back, Wolf in the center of our raft with his head tucked between his paws, Sam Raid resting beside the Tagvornin beast – I’m as happy as I’ve been in ages. 
 
    A farmer’s hat covers Sam’s face. Out of her armor now, she looks thin and fit. She rests with her legs crossed, her skin glistening in the sun as she drums her fingers along the deck of the raft. 
 
    Unigaea is on the brink of destruction, yet I am happy, content.  
 
    Maybe it’s that I finally have human companionship, that I’m no longer feared by those in Stater and Tangka. A little less fear goes a long way. This coupled with my double-sided personal quest – to rid Unigaea of the Drachma Killers and to save the entire world – has me on cloud nine, even if it is technically a cloudless day. 
 
    I glance up at the maroon sky, determined to stop the spread of the Red Plague, the sourcecode bomb. Fools rush into things, and I’m no different. My only plan is to figure out a plan once we get in the Rune Lands, and this improvised plan may be the best we’ve ever had.  
 
    There are other options available, such as visiting the great libraries in Solidus to see if anything like this has happened before, but that’s what I would do if I didn’t know the cause of the plague. 
 
    The source code bomb, or as the locals put it, the Red Plague. Slow moving, but if someone doesn’t do something about it soon …  
 
    Sam Raid yawns and turns to her side. 
 
    “Getting comfortable?” I ask her. 
 
    “Are we there yet? Wolf and I don’t like being on the raft.” She reaches her hand out and lightly scratches behind Wolf’s ear. He thumps his leg, remembers he’s on a raft, and then slowly lowers his leg. 
 
    “Since when have you had waterfright?” 
 
    “Since you started paddling.” 
 
    “I’ve kept the raft steady and I haven’t strayed off course. What more to paddling is there?” I smirk at Sam, who is too bothered to even remove the hat covering her face and look at me. 
 
    “If you really want me to paddle … ” 
 
    “You just relax and keep Wolf company. I’ll see to it we … ” 
 
    A sweeping rain approaches from the east, faster than any rainstorm I’ve ever seen. It’s over us in seconds. Lightning cracks in the sky; black clouds billow overhead. 
 
    “Hold on!” 
 
    A frothy wave lifts into the water, buzzing and bubbling as it slaps against our vessel. The wood beneath us trembles. Wolf yelps as another wave comes and lashes against the deck. Sam hops up, her hands out for stability. 
 
    “What do we do?” she shouts over the sudden thunder and lightning. 
 
    Another wave forms, lifts us into the air, and carries us to the east. We almost capsize, but I manage to keep the raft stable. The water settles, sizzling, as series of medium-sized waves approach. 
 
    “Damn!” I try to stabilize the raft with my paddle and stop it from drifting east. 
 
    Wolf is soaking wet now – we all are – and he’s scratching at the surface of the raft as if he can dig a hole in it and hide from the water. 
 
    Another wave whips into the raft, and I lose my balance. Sam is at my side moments later, helping me up. 
 
    “Paddle away from it!” she shouts as another wave comes. 
 
    “I have no idea what I’m doing!” 
 
    “Clearly, Oric!” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    The wind missiles around us, slinging hail and whipping up more chaos. Cold water sprays into our eyes as the raft is lifted yet again by a giant wave. 
 
    A thought comes to me as I try to hold on. 
 
    We’re nearing Hashmonean. 
 
    And at that thought, I notice a clawed, female hand lift from the water. It drops onto the deck of the raft and another one follows. 
 
    “Shit! Sam!” 
 
    A vampiric mermaid with wild red hair pulls herself onto the deck and bares her fangs. 
 
    She claws forward, her nude body scraping against the deck as she advances towards Wolf. I instinctively swing at her with the paddle, smashing it onto the deck, missing her only because of the shifting raft. 
 
    “Oric!” 
 
    Something yanks my feet out from beneath me. 
 
    Another vampiric mermaid presses her body into mine, the weight of her scaly tail heavy as her arms pin down my shoulders. She hisses, licks her lips with a forked tongue, and locks her dark-green eyes onto me as she comes in for the kill. 
 
    I push her to the side just in time; her long brown hair and her tail whip at me as she slaps against the deck. 
 
    I press myself up to see Wolf lying on his side, completely subdued. Panic rises in my heart. The raft trembles as I wipe water from my eyes, trying to get a grip on what’s happening. 
 
    “Oric!” I glance the other way to see the redheaded mermaid has pulled Sam down. My St. Lucia crossbow pistol appears in my hand and I’m just about to fire my shot when another wave shakes the raft and I fall backwards onto the deck. 
 
    “Dammit, Sam!” My vision pane flashes as I squeeze the trigger; it’s only after I’ve fired the bolt that I feel the vampiric mermaid next to me, her arm under mine and her hand on my chest as she again digs her fangs into my neck.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: The Obelisk of Unigaea 
 
      
 
    I stir, my vision blurring into focus. Is someone singing? I blink rapidly, trying to take in my surroundings, trying to process the soft, melodic singing taking place all around me. 
 
    I am in a lagoon by the looks of it, resting on a small swath of land in the middle. Blooming wetland plants jut from the calm water, which is partially concealed by a fine mist. Insects buzz around my head, flies, mosquitos, and a few dragonflies with pink and blue bodies. 
 
    Something scurries into the water and I try desperately to focus on it. Again with the singing in my head. 
 
    Images come to me of the vampiric mermaids scrambling onto the deck of the raft. I gulp and press my hand into the side of my neck to find … 
 
    Two bite marks. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whisper, my throat parched, my soul heavy with fear of what comes next. I press myself off the ground and sit up. 
 
    I touch the bite mark again. It has already scabbed over; there’s no telling what will happen now. I careen my head forward, willing my fangs to grow. 
 
    Nope, I’m not a vampire. 
 
    I chuckle at my own stupidity, realize where I am again, and quickly sober up. I place my fingers on the bite wound, as if touching it will somehow unlock its secrets and simultaneously erase it. 
 
    “I’m not craving blood,” I tell myself, but I am craving something. My inventory list comes up and I chomp down a piece of blue melon jerky. Halfway through my supply, but at least something’s now in my belly. 
 
    I find the energy to stand and cup my hands around my mouth. “Wolf!” After yelling his name a few times, I go with a whistle. “Where are you, boy?” 
 
    The sun is out; I can tell by the blips of light-crimson light peeking through the foliage. But the wetlands are so dense, and the vines hanging from the trees so thick, that the area barely gets any sun. It’s dark here, cold too. 
 
    It’s time to go. 
 
    Just as I’m about to wade into the water to hack my way out, the vampiric mermaid with red hair pops up from the water, the same one that attacked our raft. 
 
    “Fuck no, lady,” I say, unsheathing my Splintered Sword. “Keep back!” 
 
    She doesn’t have a handle, I think as I look her over. 
 
    Nude from the waist up, the vampiric mermaid has small, pointed breasts that work against her otherwise soft features. Her clavicle protrudes from the top of her chest as she swishes her arms in the water. 
 
    She’s toying with me. 
 
    “Keep back, dammit!” I grit. 
 
    I’d peg her with an arrow, but I don’t know if that would do the trick. Better to see if I can lure her onto dry land, and then we’ll see who’s calling the shots. The brunette mermaid from earlier emerges from the water, also nude, prettier than the first. 
 
    She grins wickedly at me and licks her lips with her forked tongue as the first one speaks. “Oric Rune,” the redhead practically sings. “Oric … Rune.” 
 
    I bristle, the hairs on my arms and neck standing to attention, my breath suddenly shallow, my nerves short-circuiting. 
 
    Her companion laughs. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Oric Rune; we’ve already bitten you.” 
 
    “It was good. Your blood is wonderful, rich, and sweet.” 
 
    I instinctively lift my hand to my wound, glaring bitterly at the brunette. I cast my hand away and return my focus to the two, ready for them to try whatever it is they intend to try. 
 
    “The Obelisk will see you now,” the redhead says. 
 
    “The Obelisk?” I shake my head. Impossible. 
 
    The women step aside as a prismatic dragonfly zips between them. 
 
    The dragonfly stops at the water’s edge and pauses before me. Its wings balloon in size and slap together, creating a woman’s torso as they trail down to the water and outward to form arms and hands. 
 
    The head is the last to materialize and not a second later, I’m looking at a strikingly beautiful female in a spike-laden helm. 
 
    The vampiric mermaids open their mouths in unison. Their fangs grow in size as an eerie utterance spills forth from their pale lips. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    “There is nothing to be afraid of, Oric Rune,” the Obelisk says, her voice the buzz of a million crickets. Her large eyes have fly-like qualities, reflective, and closer to her temples than to the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “Where are the others? Wolf and Sam!” I keep my weapon trained on the Obelisk, if that’s what she really is. Unigaea’s main AI? Impossible! I suddenly feel delirious; my hand trembles as I swipe my Splintered Sword in front of me. “Answer me, dammit!” 
 
    The Obelisk is next to me in a flash, staring out at the lagoon with her disco-ball eyes. 
 
    I jump back as more vampiric mermaids rise from the water. My weapon disappears. I go for my inventory list. The option is no longer available. 
 
    The Obelisk turns to me. 
 
    “Please, relax, Oric, I’ve called you here for a reason.” 
 
    “Tell me where they are,” I say, my hands trembling. I swallow again, trying to contain the anxiety blossoming in my chest. “You’re the NVA Seed, you … you keep this world together. Tell me, goddammit!” 
 
    “They’re asleep on the raft.” She raises her long, prismatic fingers and an image appears between us, broadcast from her open palm. In the image, Sam Raid rests with her back against Wolf. A few mermaids surround the raft, keeping guard. 
 
    The Obelisk snaps her hand shut. The image disappears. 
 
    “So … they’re okay.” Relief comes over me in waves. 
 
    She nods, her disco-ball eyes still trained on the horizon. 
 
    “Why did they bite me, then?” I ask, pointing at mermaids behind her. “They attacked us!” 
 
    “Because I asked them to. Have you noticed any changes yet?” 
 
    “Aside from a scar and a pounding headache, no. Have any aspirin?” 
 
    The wit returns. 
 
    Even though I’m on pins and needles, I still have the wherewithal to be a bit snarky, all thanks to the attribute points I tossed into MIND. “Actually, I don’t have a headache, and it’s my heart that’s pounding.” 
 
    “Fear can be a good thing,” she says, her face still expressionless. “My mermaids have given you a new ability, one of a few gifts you’ll be given today. Next time you are in a body of water, you’ll understand why the bite is important.” 
 
    “Sam and Wolf too? Were they bitten?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And they have this power?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But Wolf hates water.” 
 
    “That’s not something I’m at liberty to change.” 
 
    “But you’re the NVA Seed, the Neuronal Visualization Algorithmic Seed. Last I checked, you control everything.” 
 
    “Not free will, aside from my mermaids. But enough mindless chatter. We need to discuss Unigaea; this is why I’ve called you here. As you know, something is happening in the Rune Lands that is destroying the world.” 
 
    “The source code bomb, the Red Plague.” 
 
    “Yes.” She takes a few steps towards the water and turns back to me. “I am unable to get close to it. Seeing as how you’ve made it your personal quest to stop it, I am putting my faith in you.” 
 
    “You’re putting your faith in … me?” I raise an eyebrow at the former dragonfly. I can see my reflection a thousand times in her mirrored eyes. “Why would anyone in their right mind do that?” 
 
    “You love Unigaea, do you not?” 
 
    I think about the fact that I’m permalogged in to Unigaea, that I’ve been here over a year, continuing to explore the expansive continent. I’ve played many roles, culminating in the building of the village of Ducat. It has been a long and arduous journey, and there is still so much more to experience. 
 
    “Maybe I should rephrase that: You enjoy Unigaea, do you not?” 
 
    “Immensely, more than anything I’ve ever experienced,” I say with fatal certainty. I’ll never forget my life up there, but this is better – much better. 
 
    The NVA Seed clasps her hands behind her back. “Out of all the Player Characters logged into Unigaea at this very moment, you are the only one that has made it a personal quest to stop the destruction of this world. Your personal quest has inspired two others, as well as an NPC Tagvornin Wolf.” 
 
    “Two others?” 
 
    “Sam Raid and Deathdale, even though the latter’s intentions are more aligned with the revenge you seek against the Drachma Killers. This is why I’ve called you here today, to place my faith in you and give you all the assistance I can, which was why I instructed my mermaids to bite you.” 
 
    “So I can become a ... merman?” 
 
    “The bite will allow you to breathe underwater, which may be helpful in the future.” 
 
    Breathe underwater? I press my hand against the bite mark again. 
 
    “It is not the only thing I will give you today. I am unable to go any higher than five – a rule set forth by the developers – but five levels should aid you in your journey; this will also allow you to assign the attribute points your kind so desires.” 
 
    Level up! Level up! Level up! Level up! Level up! 
 
    +15 attribute points! 
 
    Before I can say anything else, I’m swept a few feet backwards by a searing flash of light. 
 
    I scream as I tear my armor off my chest. The burning sensation grows in intensity as I run to the shoreline and splash cool water onto myself. 
 
    “What the hell did you do?” I ask as smoke steams from the fresh wound on my chest. “This is how you give me levels!?” 
 
    “That is how I give you rage,” she says, and even though her eyes are impossible to fully understand, I get the sense she is staring right at me, through me, even. 
 
    The singed flesh on my chest boils, hardens, and blackens into something that is a cross between a tattoo and scarification. The water before me suddenly flattens, my reflection crystal clear. 
 
    “What’s it say?” I ask, immediately recognizing it is Unigaean script. 
 
    “Its direct translation is Last Warrior.” 
 
    I run my hand along the scar. It no longer hurts, but as I touch it, I feel a tingling sensation at the depths of my gut. All around me now, the vampiric mermaids begin humming, their jarring sound like a million subsonic crickets trapped in a broom closet. 
 
    I raise my hands to my ears and they stop before I can stick my fingers in. 
 
    “With this, you will be able to rage once per day.” 
 
    “How do I activate it?” 
 
    A thin smile forms on her face. “Think the word ‘rage’ and it will activate itself. When you do this, your attack power and your defense power will double. You will also get a SPEED bonus. It will last the duration of whatever battle or trying situation you’ve found yourself in, so use it wisely.” 
 
    “Rage,” I say as I flit my fingers along my new scar. “Got it.” 
 
    “At this time, at your new level, I’m unable to give you any more advantages. I’m unable to give you armor, better weapons, or an infinite amount of lira. This was a handicap placed on me by the world’s developers, so I wouldn’t make the same mistake other NVA Seeds have made in other worlds in the past.” 
 
    “So you called me here to give me power?” I return to my Stater armor and start to put it back on. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And that’s it? There’s no catch?” 
 
    The mermaids start to drop into the water one by one. As they do, the Obelisk reaches her hand out to me. “There is no catch, but please choose what you do next wisely. Come now, I will return you to your traveling companions.” 
 
    She reaches her hand out. I approach her as a halo of splintered mirrors forms around her head. 
 
    We clasp our hands together, I feel an electric sensation twist around my spine, and I’m suddenly back on the raft. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Quest update! 
 
    You’ve met the Obelisk and she has given you a new ability. The Obelisk has pledged her assistance to you in your personal quest to stop the spread of the Red Plague. 
 
    I swipe the quest reminder away. 
 
    The weather is calm now and the vampiric mermaids I saw earlier are gone. Sam Raid rests with her body against Wolf. She’s more beautiful than ever, her skin bright and pink from the afternoon sun and strands of her short blond hair beating in the breeze. 
 
    I pull up my stat sheet to find I’ve indeed moved up five levels. 
 
    Oric Rune 
 
    Class: Level 14 Player Killer 
 
    Subclass: Level 3 Herbalist 
 
    INFAMY: 45 Players killed 
 
    HP: 1899/1899 
 
    HP recovery rate: 3% per minute 
 
    ATK: 213 +90 
 
    DEF: 193 +69 
 
    Fifteen attribute points, huh? Rather than process the craziness that just happened to me, I think for a moment about how I’d like to assign the points. 
 
    I definitely want to put more in MIND just to see what will happen, because hell, I didn’t work for these points so I might as well do some experimenting. 
 
    So I shoot five points straight into MIND. 
 
    If the chaotic ending sequence of the classic Beatles’ song “A Day in the Life” could be put into a physical context, it would aptly describe what it feels like to get a sudden boost of MIND.  
 
    As my consciousness expands, so does a sense of compassion within me, which will be totally at odds with my Player Killer class and something I’ll have to come to grips with. Minute concepts of being, semantics, combat knowledge, and physiology come to me. 
 
    My brain expands, triggered by a neuronal atom bomb, swelling with ideas and emotions I’ve never had as an avatar. My ability to greatly manipulate my visual thinking makes itself known as I see my body in the dive vat back in my hometown of Cicero, Chicago. 
 
    Like a piano played by a hundred fingers, the music of my thoughts is sharp and percussive, expanding as the city streets stretch to Lake Michigan, while the Seluecid Sea lightly brushes at the sides of the raft. 
 
    “Whew!” I say, taking a knee. 
 
    I’ve had high points in MIND before as other avatars, into the twenties and thirties, but nothing ever felt like this, like I’ve lit the end of stick of dynamite filled with knowledge and shoved it in my ear, letting it explode within my skull cavity. 
 
    The thoughts eventually die down and once they do – once I’ve regained control – I return to the task of adjusting my character sheet. 
 
    With Willhammer’s Ring on, which I might add is a pretty good-looking piece of jewelry, my WILL is matched to my DEXTERITY. I add three points to this, leaving me seven more attribute points to assign. 
 
    As soon as I do this, I feel my agility increase and a sense of accomplishment fills me. I will do this; I will save Unigaea, I remind myself. 
 
    And somewhere, in the back of my head, a prudent voice reminds me that my quest for vengeance may overpower my quest to save the world if I’m not careful. 
 
    I’ll make the revenge quick, I tell the voice. 
 
    I throw three points in STRENGTH, and as soon as I do my muscles bulge and pulsate. Figuring it can’t hurt any, I put the final four points in SPEED. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    STRENGTH: 13 
 
    WILL: 13 
 
    DEXTERITY: 13 
 
    MIND: 11 
 
    SPEED: 9 
 
    A quick wave of my hand in front of my face and I assume I’m faster now. Looked faster, anyway. I’ll have to test it. 
 
    Only one more thing to do. 
 
    I crawl to the side of the raft and look down at the water. A deep breath in, I bend forward with my eyes clenched shut and stick my head beneath the waves. I hold my breath as I’m accustomed to, and once I’m ready, I breathe out and take a deep breath in. 
 
    Instead of water swelling into my mouth, I feel digital oxygen filling my lungs. 
 
    I give it another go, this time more relaxed than before. As the raft continues to float towards the southern continent, I keep my head under the water, breathing in and out. 
 
    I could definitely get used to this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Vampiric Mer-Dog 
 
      
 
    I turn my head and see the wavy outline of Sam Raid hovering over me. I whip my head out of the water and press my long wet hair out of my face. 
 
    “Um … ” She bursts out laughing. 
 
    “What? I was testing something.” 
 
    “Well, you could use a bath … ” 
 
    “Bath?” I sniff my armpit. “I’m still fresh. Wait,” I say as I take in the casual expression on her face. “You don’t remember anything, do you?” 
 
    “I remember taking a nap, and now we appear to be just drifting along, which brings me to another point: why aren’t you paddling? I told you I don’t mind doing it.” 
 
    “Sam, touch your neck.” 
 
    “My neck?” 
 
    She looks at me suspiciously as I show her my scar. 
 
    “Jesus, Oric! What happened!?” 
 
    Her hand instinctively comes to her neck, and she lets out a little yelp. Wolf emits a panicked yip in response. After telling them both to cool down, I begin explaining what has transpired over the last hour or so. 
 
    “So ... you met the NVA Seed?” she asks, momentarily forgetting her bite marks. 
 
    “Yes, the Obelisk, as she’s known here. She’s supporting us.” 
 
    “By sending vampiric mermaids after us?” 
 
    “Like I said, relax, Sam, it’s not as bad as it seems. Just, you know what, I’ll let you see for yourself. Put your head underwater.” 
 
    Sam raises an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “I’m serious here, just see for yourself.” 
 
    “Is the water cold?” she asks as a sly grin forms on her face. 
 
    “Dunk your head or I throw you in. Which would you prefer?” 
 
    “Ha! I’d like to see you try to throw me in.” She places both hands on her hips. 
 
    “Is that an invitation? ’Cause I don’t think it’d be very hard for me to toss you into the water.” 
 
    She cocks her head at me. “Are you challenging me?” 
 
    “All right, Sam, you win,” I say as she stares a damn hole through me. “I won’t toss you in.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Sam marches right past me, gets down on her knees, glances up to me one more time to let me know she’s still highly suspicious of what she’s about to do, and dunks her head in. She comes up almost immediately. “That was crazy!” She does it again and comes up nearly a minute later. 
 
    “Cool, huh?” 
 
    “Aside from the bite mark, yeah, it’s pretty cool.” She uses her hand to shake the water out of her short blond hair. “What about Wolf? Was he bitten?” 
 
    “Yep.” We move over to the Tagvornin canine and I crouch down in front of him. “You okay, buddy?” 
 
    He whines, and I place my hand on the scruff around his neck. I massage my fingers in and find the two vampire marks. “Well, Wolf, I’m happy to report that you are now a vampiric mer-dog.” 
 
    Sam laughs. “That’s one way to put it.” 
 
    He glances up to me with his big blue-green eyes and my heart melts. 
 
    In that instant he looks like a puppy, a helpless little thing barely able to stand let alone take care of himself. This is hard to stomach juxtaposed with the big, bad wolf I’ve seen maim people to death on multiple occasions, tearing their necks out one shred of flesh at a time. 
 
    It’s funny how that works, how one can go from innocuous to intimidating at the drop of a hat. 
 
    “We’ll test your abilities later,” I finally tell him. “For now, we need to get to the coast before another storm comes.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Smooth sailing the rest of the way, and I get the feeling that our path is being shepherded – that our newfound guardian angel, the Obelisk, is buzzing somewhere over the water in her dragonfly form, keeping an eye on our passage and sending the sea dragons, who will always be lurking on the periphery, to another pair of hapless fools. 
 
    I say hapless given the task we’ve decided to undertake, a task Sam has now repeatedly said is right up her alley. 
 
    We bear the weight of the Obelisk’s faith. 
 
    “But seriously, Sam, you could just go back to doing what you were doing, rebuilding the city of Tangka and whipping the militia into shape for the next time the Tags decide to drop in uninvited.” 
 
    “And leave all the fun to you?” She waves this thought away. “You seriously underestimated my militiamen during the battle for Tangka, and you continue to underestimate them. Jeff of Hays has taken charge of the militia while I’m away, and if he doesn’t feel up to the task, Ralph or Jay will step in.” 
 
    “That’s if Jay isn’t in a tree.” 
 
    “He doesn’t climb trees all the time! And besides, this ‘save the world’ goal is your thing, your personal quest.” 
 
    “I’m aware, and that’s what concerns me,” I say as I press the paddle through the water. 
 
    I can see the shoreline now; I’ve never been more ready in my life to get off the raft. My water escapades over the last week have been trying, to say the least. That said, not many can say they’ve bested a sea dragon, been bitten by vampiric mermaids, met the NVA Seed of Unigaea, and lived to tell the tale. 
 
    I clear my throat. “What I’ve decided to do will, in the end, put me face to face with the source code bomb. You and Wolf as well.” 
 
    “I told you a dozen times already, Oric, I’m down.” She smirks at me. “And what else does Wolf have to do?” 
 
    “But what about your smuggling operations? Don’t you have something better you could be doing?” 
 
    “I’ve been smuggling ever since the Proxima Pilot Program was introduced. That’s eleven years, Oric, since 2058. I deserve a break. It’s like you don’t want me on this journey.” 
 
    “No!” I say a bit too loud. I clear my throat. “It’s not that, not that at all, Sam. I want you here – hell, Wolf wants you here. And Deathdale doesn’t know it yet, but we could use your help.” 
 
    “Yes, Deathdale,” she says, her grin fading. 
 
    “She’s not as bad as she seems.” An image of the eye-patched Solar Mage comes to me, her short gray hair, her impractical armor shaped like an A-line dress, her heeled boots. “But that’s beside the point. I’m just trying to tell you if you have something better to do, something more profitable, I totally understand. Do that, ’cause this is going to get crazy.” 
 
    “What could be more profitable than going to the Rune Lands and taking on the source code bomb? Speaking of which, did the Obelisk give you any advice on how to actually stop the spread of the bomb?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “Not much. She did give me a pretty sweet tattoo on my chest. Forgot to tell you about that. Five levels too. Can’t complain there.” 
 
    Sam shakes her head. “You’re a ridiculous man, you know that?” 
 
    “It’s better than being incredulous. Actually, I’m pretty incredulous too, especially when it comes to folksy bullshit and legends.” 
 
    “Right. Why am I sensing that you have underlying anger towards folk religions?” 
 
    “Ah, I don’t really, just not into superstition.” 
 
    “Okay. I don’t know what we’re arguing about then.” 
 
    “Are we arguing?” I motion for her to paddle. “You ready to finally do a little work?” 
 
    She laughs and walks next to me, making sure to nearly knock me into the water with her hip. Wolf moans and buries his head even further between his paws. 
 
    “You’ve got to be careful on such a small raft,” Sam says as she steers us closer to the shoreline. “And seriously, Oric, unless you want me to call you Eric, stop asking me if I’m serious about joining you. I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t.” 
 
    “You’ll have to log out at some point.” 
 
    “I have my own vat.” 
 
    “Really? Must be nice.” 
 
    Sam jams the paddle deep into the water and pushes us forward with real vigor. The shore is a stone’s throw away; I can almost taste solid ground. She gives the raft another vigorous push forward. 
 
    “You’re strong!” 
 
    “Is that an invitation for an arm wrestling match?” she asks over her shoulder. 
 
    “I was pretty drunk the last time I arm wrestled someone. It was in Rial Resort Town. Rich narco-orcs from the western splits love to get drunk and challenge each other to strength contests. Crazy night.” 
 
    “Did you win?” 
 
    Before I can answer, Wolf takes a running leap and lands on the shore. He circles around for a moment, huffing as his water anxiety leaves him. Driftwood is scattered along the shore; a circle of rocks marks a place where someone recently set up camp. 
 
    “I lost miserably,” I say after I’ve joined Wolf on land. 
 
    Sam throws me the rope and I pull the raft ashore. I look around for a place to hide it, wishing that Unigaea had Bags of Holding. 
 
    “So you’d like to replicate your loss tonight?” she asks as soon as she’s ashore. Sam Raid stands with her hands on her hips, a gesture I’ve come to recognize as uniquely hers. 
 
    “Ha! Sure.” 
 
    “Good, ’cause look what I got.” She pulls a bottle of champagne out of thin air. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that?” I grin at her. 
 
    “I stole it from Florin’s little banquet.” She shrugs. “What did you expect? I’m a smuggler.” 
 
    “That’s some good stuff,” I say once I’m close enough to take the bottle from her. I hold the bottle up as if it were Simba, admiring the way the manufacturer has sealed it with Stater blue wax. 
 
    “You think Deathdale will be there?” she asks as we move the raft to a small clearing of fallen palm leaves. 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    “And where did you say we’re going again? Your hut?” 
 
    “Yeah, my Walden’s Pond.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I start covering the raft with fallen fronds. “Long story short: Before I met you, I needed to get to Stater. I met some fishermen who told me some bandits were harassing them. I killed the bandits and took their hut. That’s where I sent Deathdale after the battle.” 
 
    “That’s right, you told me that. You didn’t tell me the backstory, though.” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s better that way.” 
 
    We’re both quiet for a moment. I don’t believe I’ve said anything profound, but by our silence, it feels that way. The breeze that comes ripples the tops of the waves. Seagulls fly over the water, swooping down occasionally to see what they can find. 
 
    Wolf licks his lips. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” I tell him. 
 
    Sam looks from Wolf to the seagulls. “He likes seagulls?” 
 
    “They’re not so bad. Taste a bit like chicken.” 
 
    “Gross, only an idiot would eat a seagull.” 
 
    “Well then, you’re looking at two idiots,” I say as I hook my thumb at Wolf. 
 
    “Give Wolf some jerky. You and I can eat the Unigaean MREs I’ve prepared. They’re good, trust me.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    I make a quick fire and begin boiling water. As Wolf chomps down on the jerky I’ve given him, Sam produces two square packages that remind me of bento boxes. They’re made of wood and the contents are wrapped in leaves. 
 
    She removes the leaves almost the way a person would husk an ear of corn, and places the gelatinous contents back into the wood box, which, as it turns out, has been cut with slits on its bottom side so it resembles a grill. 
 
    “I need a way to warm them over the water, rather than submerge them,” she says. “Luckily, I have this.” She produces a grill about the size of a large pizza. “It’s a bit big – supposed to be used to cook for several people.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you made these.” 
 
    “My cooking trade skill is at level six.” 
 
    “Damn! You got me by four levels.” 
 
    “I took an interest in preparing food here as it isn’t quite a buff, but it does make you feel better to have something in your stomach. I wish it were a buff, actually. I’d continue to improve my skill if that were the case.” 
 
    Sam places the grill over the boiling water and puts the food on top, keeping them in their wooden boxes. The smell that emerges from the food gets Wolf whining again. 
 
    “You’ve had your jerky.” 
 
    “You’re so cute, Wolf, a big bad cutie wolfie!” Sam laughs. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you one.” 
 
    “We don’t want to eat you out of house and, um, inventory list. Also, you’re turning him into a softy. He’s supposed to be ferocious.” 
 
    Sam shrugs. “It’s fine. I’m stocked up. No food worries when I’m around and I’m pretty sure he’ll be just as ferocious after getting pampered as he was when you were neglecting him and filling him full of jerky.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with jerky!” 
 
    She produces another box, unpeels the food, and places it over the grill. Once it is good and red, she hands me my box along with a spork. I stab into the mush and it squirts me in the eye. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “Careful,” she tells me, a little too late. “It’s a variation of a piroshki, with a rib-broth soup inside.” 
 
    I take my first bite, ignoring my stinging eye. “Nice!” 
 
    I’m no foodie, but I’d bet good lira that a Brooklyn food critic would travel all the way to the Bronx just to stand in line for this stuff. 
 
    Wolf swallows his portion whole. 
 
    “Damn, boy,” I say with a chuckle. “That’s one way to do it.” 
 
    I decide to give Sam’s soup piroshki the Wolf treatment and slurp the rest of it down. I’m rewarded with burnt lips, but at least my hunger is sated. 
 
    “That good, huh?” she asks. 
 
    “Fucking amazing. Seriously. You’ve got to give me this recipe.” 
 
    “You’ll have to earn it,” she says with a wink. 
 
    What the hell is that supposed to mean? I think as I stab my spork into a small piece that got away. The flirting between Sam and me has heightened over the last day, and it seemed like something might have happened in Governor Talonas’s seaside manor last night. But she retired to her room, and I retired to mine. 
 
    At some point in the middle of the night, Wolf snuck out to sleep with her. 
 
    The traitor. 
 
    As Sam finishes eating, I clean up the mess and return the lingering items to the list. 
 
    “You ready?” I ask both her and Wolf. She nods, and once she’s washed her hands in the water, she hops on. 
 
    I get onto Wolf’s back and pull her in close. 
 
    “Hey,” she says, but she doesn’t move away. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    His tongue wagging out the side of his mouth, Wolf tears through the sand dunes, past a few shaman huts, and into the underbrush that separates the coast from my humbly stolen abode. 
 
    The sun is a few winks away from setting, yet it still tries to hold on, rays cutting through the crimson skyline. But the dark will come, and no sun born fails to set. 
 
    As we ride, my thoughts settle on one thing: The Drachma Killers must go. 
 
    I’m surprised the Obelisk didn’t sense the feeling of revenge brooding inside me. It’s an extended detour, but I don’t plan to ride all the way to the far north of Unigaea without seeing that the Killers get their just desserts. 
 
    But our levels will prove to be a problem, I think. 
 
    Sam looks over her shoulder at me and scoots back a little, pressing her body into mine. I feel a spark between us. My thoughts are suddenly less macrocosmic, less poetic, more carnal, primal. 
 
    But game brain takes over pretty quickly, especially since there isn’t much we can do on the back of a wolf. I’ve got five free levels, great; Deathdale is now at level eleven, and Sam at level six. This is chump change compared to the Killers, who are at least in the fifties, or were when I last saw them. 
 
    We’ll have to go about it a different way, I think as Wolf slows. Loosely scattered patches of trees separated by clusters of rocks make it so he has to travel a bit slower than normal. The scent in the air has changed from the smell of the sea to that of blooming flowers. I glance around, semi-familiar with our current location. 
 
    “Having fun yet?” Sam asks over her shoulder. 
 
    “Anytime I ride Wolf, it’s fun.” 
 
    She snorts. 
 
    “Yeah, laugh it up. You damn well know what I meant. It’s up ahead, by the way. I can tell because of the hill.” 
 
    I hop off Wolf, gain my footing, and start running ahead, leaving Sam and the Tagvornin canine behind. I burst through some bramble, nicking my arms a bit but enjoying the speed. Wolf’s hot on my tail, and with less weight on his back, he’s swiftly approaching. 
 
    “Faster!” Sam yells and not seconds later, Wolf crashes through the brush, sees me, and leaps. 
 
    “Shit!” I roll out of the way just in time. He lands; Sam flies off, flips, and lands on her feet. “And that,” she says, slightly out of breath and after a full bow, “is how you do it!” 
 
    “You really are something else, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m just me.” She turns to the bandits’ hut. “This the place?” 
 
    “You were expecting something bigger?” 
 
    She gives me a coy look. “Not going to answer that one.” Sam turns, walks up to the place, and begins examining it while I dust off my armor. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going next time,” I tell Wolf under my breath. He sits and paws at his nose in a cute way. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “She’s gone, by the way,” Sam calls from inside the hut. “Left the door unlocked too.” 
 
    I run up to meet her to find her sitting on a chair, one leg crossed over the other. 
 
    “It’s not very cozy and you could use a new roof.” She points up at the rafters. “There’s a leak there.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be cozy; it’s supposed to be a getaway hut.” I take a big whiff of the air. “Hey! It’s not too bad in here, smells like blue melon.” 
 
    “Someone cleaned.” 
 
    “Wasn’t me,” I say as Wolf enters the hut, his nails clomping against the wooden floor. “Wasn’t him either.” 
 
    “A dog that cleans, that’d be something,” she muses. “Hey, what’s this?” She retrieves a letter from the table and unfolds it. “Tin Ingot.” 
 
    She hands it to me, and I see the two words hastily written on the torn piece of parchment. “Tin Ingot.” 
 
    Quest update! 
 
    Deathdale has left you a note to meet her in Tin Ingot. Ride there to meet with her tomorrow. 
 
    “Not one for words, your friend.” 
 
    “I don’t know if Deathdale is my friend or not.”  I run my hand through my hair and tuck some of it behind my ear. “Regardless, she’s gone to Tin Ingot, so that gives us somewhere else to go. Although … ” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I think back to the botched kidnapping of Drake Farmrot, orchestrated by the Tin Ingot authorities and ruined by three stray arrows from that asshole Czech Meyout. “I don’t know why she’d go there.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Sam’s bottle of stolen Stater Sea Fruit champagne takes shape in her hands and she sets it on the table. “Let’s celebrate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Crimson Moon 
 
      
 
    How I ended up on the bed with Sam Raid on top of me can be chocked up to luck, good timing, and an abundance of fine wine. Wolf rests near the door, not quite sure what to make of the scene. 
 
    Her legs straddled around my waist, Sam drops and bites at my lips. She wraps her hand around the back of my head and pulls me up harshly, pressing her lips into mine. 
 
    I fall back, laughing. She’s topless, her panties still on her body but not for much longer. I’m as nude as the day my avatar was created, my pants, armor and Splintered Sword on the floor. 
 
    Our intimacy shatters as a rock comes sailing through the window, sending glass onto the floor. 
 
    “Shit!” I reach my hands up to pull Sam down, but she pushes me away, equipping her weapon instead. 
 
    Wolf jumps just as the door kicks in; he lands on top of the first bandit to enter and goes to town. 
 
    “Sam!” 
 
    An arrow zips through the window right into Sam’s temple. 
 
    She falls to the side in slow motion, where she smacks the side of her face against the wall. Before she can even slouch, another bolt comes through the window and goes right into the side of her neck. 
 
    Confusion and anger set in; I scramble to get myself out from under her weight and the tangle of the blankets as more arrows come. 
 
    I hit the floor and roll towards my gear, Sam’s blood streaked across my body. Another bandit bursts in and I go to meet him with my Splintered Sword, buck-ass naked and filled with fury. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    My blade goes into his stomach and I use his body as a shield. 
 
    Thunk! Thunk! 
 
    The arrows sail into his back and the man relieves himself, urine and shit pouring down the inside of his pant legs. 
 
    Running to my right, I lift the impaled bandit with my blade and stuff him into the shattered window, blocking more arrows. I yank my broken blade out just in time to meet another bandit with a curved sword. 
 
    Instincts take over, my reptilian brain, even this deep in the game, and I rise to meet the guy’s sword with my weapon. 
 
    Behind me, the guy I stuffed in the window falls and I step aside just in time for an arrow to sail through and get the bandit accosting me in the eye. 
 
    -358 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    Dead or dying, I push the guy away and keep low to the wall. Wolf is on the other side of the open door now, breathing heavily, his teeth red with blood. He snarls and barks at the door, daring anyone to try to enter. 
 
    My brain kicks into high gear. 
 
    It’s a fatal funnel scenario, for sure; even though we have advantage in the room as of now, they could smoke us out like Wolf and I did to the bandits that originally owned the place. 
 
    But if we go out now, we’ll be prone, I think as I try to level my breath. 
 
    I look back at Sam, feel a sob come on, and swallow it down. At that moment, I hate Unigaea with a passion; I hate the harsh rules of the world that so easily strip people of their lives. If it were any other fantasy world, I’d be able to heal her, bring her back. 
 
    She can still come back as another avatar, I remind myself, but she won’t be who she was before. 
 
    The thought of rebirth does little to quell my anxiety. Sam, the Sam Raid I know, is dead, an arrow through the skull and another through the neck. 
 
    The single word comes to me, a whisper at the back of my mind: 
 
    Rage. 
 
    I feel my muscles tense and something tingle in my chest. I look down to see the Unigaean tattoo glowing blue. 
 
    Has it been activated? Something inside my head tells me it has, and I know instantly what needs to happen next. But first, I need my armor. 
 
    As my vision starts to blur, I whistle for Wolf and nod towards my pants. He gets the gist and quickly crosses in front of the door, his body low to the ground. Wolf retrieves them and drops them at my feet. As soon as I touch them, they appear on my body – no time to go about doing this the correct way. 
 
    Activated by the pants, the rest of the armor takes shape, even as the world starts to tremor and splinter around me. 
 
    Rage, I think again, and my blood starts to boil. My muscles pulse, my veins swell, and a sense of total abandon washes over me. “Let’s do this!” I growl. 
 
    My Splintered Sword in one hand, I take the lead, bursting out the open doorway and veering towards the right, towards the archer. It’s a suicide mission, I’m sure of this, but sheer animosity clouds my thoughts. 
 
    I stop dead in my tracks when I see a group of Tagvornin warriors at the top of the hill outside the hut. Their leader points his sword at me. 
 
    The rest charge. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    I sprint towards the incoming group and somehow, in the midst of the chaos and fury writhing through me, my reptilian brain turns my Splintered Sword upside down, so I’m holding the blade with the tip pointing towards the ground. 
 
    I’m running faster than I ever have, my actions no longer my own as I leap into the air, oblivious to arrows zipping past me, and bring my weapon down onto the shoulder of the first man I encounter. 
 
    -439 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    His knees buckle and with one foot on his shoulder, I pull my blade out and use my upward momentum to climb even higher. I crash-land into three or four Tagvornins with their shields up, scattering them like dominoes. 
 
    Wolf soars past me and cannonballs into another man with a shield. 
 
    My mind buzzes with excitement as I pick up speed, homing in on the pair of crossbow men who are desperately trying to take me out. 
 
    Their arrows won’t stick. They plink off my armor as if I’m the teflon don, and even though they have complete advantage firing down at me as I’m lit by the moon, I reach them and get to work, hoping to hasten the death of the fuckers that killed Sam. 
 
    The first loses his hand as he tries to block my attack with his crossbow. 
 
    -250 HP! 
 
    The second lunges at me with a dagger; I strike him in the face with my elbow, sending teeth flying. I follow up with my blade, still upside down. My strike tears into his upper neck and cheek, practically giving him a lobotomy. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Infamy +1! 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    With a quick swipe, I finish the now-handless NPC archer and return my attention to the shielded Tags, who have half-surrounded Wolf and are narrowing in with their pikes. 
 
    Rage at full blast, the world spinning and pulsating around me, I machine-gun towards them and come up on their blindside, bringing my blade in an upward swing that catches three of them. 
 
    The men cry out in pain as I turn my blade around and go to meet one of their compadres. He jabs his pike at me; I dodge right and bring a swipe down across his shoulder that brings him to his knees. 
 
    -421 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    I simultaneously knee him in the face and yank the blade out. 
 
    Filled with utter fury, I cut down another Tag and kill him instantly. Leaving Wolf to mop up the rest, I charge the rest of the way up the hill towards their leader. 
 
    [Tagvornin Commander, Level 12] 
 
    He brandishes a buster sword not unlike the St. Lucia blade given to me by Governor Florin Talonas of Stater. 
 
    Rather than start off toe-to-toe, I reach for the front of my armor and grab two of my throwing knives, zinging them off as a distraction. 
 
    He bats them away just as the image of Sam flashes across my mind’s eye. 
 
    She was just there, alive, on top of me, her light olive skin shimmering in the candlelight of my hut. We were drunk – shit, I may still be drunk – and the sexual tension that had built between us had just come to a head. All was well, all was set …  
 
    “And you fucked that up!” I scream into the face of the Tagvornin leader. A stupid thing to scream, sure, but I’m surprised I’m able to get anything out aside from grunts. 
 
    Suddenly, my vision pane is alive with red tendrils. 
 
    I don’t know how long the tendrils have been there, but with tunnel vision at full capacity, all I can seem to do now is swing my sword blindly. 
 
    I keep swinging and swinging, until I’ve overpowered the Tagvornin leader and brought him to his knees. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    His head flies off and I barely feel my blade go through his neck. I turn, wipe his blood out of my eyes, and advance towards the shielded men still surrounding Wolf. 
 
    My arms move on their own accord, my legs carrying me faster than I’ve ever moved before. 
 
    I hack at the shields in front of me – the men in front of me – and as rage surges through me, I close my eyes and keep hacking away. 
 
    The sound of metal on metal, metal moving through flesh, Wolf snarling and snapping his teeth, the men left standing crying out in pain, our feet kicking up dirt, their bodies falling, my body falling on top of theirs – as rage becomes me, I notice a percussive cadence to it all, a maniacal pattern of doom and terror, the sick discord of death churning all around me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: Follow the Rhino 
 
      
 
    Two vultures wait on the periphery, their wings arched forward, their necks long and angled. One has a strip of flesh in its beak. 
 
    “Fuck you.” I spit blood and push myself off a stack of bodies. 
 
    Where … ? 
 
    It’s then I start to become aware of my surroundings. 
 
    I’m resting atop a pile of dead Tagvornins and their shields, my back to them as I stare up at the crimson morning. 
 
    “Damn.” I slide off the stack of bodies. My palm naturally lands on one of their helmets, and I toss it at the vulture’s tree, scaring them away. 
 
    “Not dead yet.” I grit my teeth and stumble to my feet. 
 
    No need to whistle for Wolf. He’s asleep near the hut, and as soon as he sees me, he trots over and looks up with his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth as he pants. 
 
    “Good boy,” I tell him as I survey the damage. 
 
    I killed twelve Tags? Shit. Pretty sure one was a Player Killer …  
 
    A glance to my life bar, which blurs into focus on the top of my viewing pane as soon as I think of it, and it shows me I’m at three-fourths health, which should be impossible considering the amount of scattered bodies around me. 
 
    This isn’t counting the handful of bandits I slayed in the hut. 
 
    I raise my hand to wipe my hair out of my face and notice it is caked with blood, the wrinkles of my finger creating peach crease marks in the red. 
 
    My life as a Player Killer is an existence embroiled in revenge; it began as such, and if things continue the way they’re going, it very well may end this way. 
 
    I consider this as I slowly make my way towards the hut, getting my footing under control with each step. I slept poorly, but I’d expect nothing else from a night spent sleeping atop a pile of the dead. 
 
    The crick in my neck forces a smirk across my face. Little details in Unigaea still continue to amaze me, even after I’ve been permalogged in for a year. 
 
    The smirk shatters upon entering the hut and seeing Sam’s bloodied body bundled in the stained blanket on the floor. I no longer get sick when I see dead bodies in Unigaea, but seeing Sam is different – it triggers something deep inside me, and suddenly I can hardly contain the urge to vomit. 
 
    “Fuck,” I say as I step out and do the deed. Not two dry heaves later, Sam’s piroshki comes up. “Get away,” I tell Wolf as he approaches me. “I said GET!” 
 
    He backpedals and sits on his haunches, angling his head at me in a curious way. 
 
    I wipe my lips with my dirty forearm and shake my head at the way he’s looking at me. He gets that he’s being cute, and does a little jig as he hops back up to his feet. He drops down onto his front paws like he wants to play. 
 
    “Of all the times to want to play … ” I mumble as I look at the bodies and weapons in utter disarray. “Now is not the time, boy. Later. I promise,” I tell him as I wipe my mouth again. 
 
    He sits and cocks his head at me. 
 
    “Later. I want to bury Sam.” I shake my head, my throat on fire. 
 
    No shovel in my list; I knew I was missing something. I drive my heel against the ground to test its firmness. 
 
    It will be difficult to break ground here, and it’s not quite the best use for my sword. 
 
    “Think we’ll ever come back here?” I ask Wolf. He barks, drops his head, and shakes it. “Yeah, that’s how I’m feeling.” 
 
    I wipe my lips again, noticing a twitch in my stomach. 
 
    Hunger is a real thing in Unigaea, and to quell mine and cover the vomit taste in my mouth, I snarf down two hunks of jerky. Of course, this doesn’t go as planned, as one doesn’t simply snarf jerky. So I end up with more than I can chew, trying to do my best Wolf impression since he has no problem swallowing a slice of jerky whole. 
 
    Once I’m through eating and I’ve fed Wolf, I again steel myself and enter the hut. 
 
    Death is in every corner of the room, the shattered glass on the floor adding a sparkle to the bloody loss of life. 
 
    I choke back a sob as I take in the horrible sight of the arrow through Sam’s skull and the broken arrow jutting from her neck. Rigor mortis has already set in, evident in the stiffness of her face. 
 
    Lifting her and placing her into the bed, I use the end of the sheet to wipe the blood that has dried on her cheeks. 
 
    I bend and kiss her forehead. “This won’t be the last time we meet.” 
 
    Truth be told, as long as she logs in again and tries to find me, it won’t be difficult for us to reunite. My guess is she’ll look in Tin Ingot, assuming that I won’t want to stick around here. 
 
    I can wait for her there. 
 
    Sam will have a new avatar and she’ll need to level, but I owe it to her to wait and see what she prefers to do, if she prefers to continue north. 
 
    Once I’ve placed her in the bed, I start loading the Tagvornins into the hut, checking each of them for loot. Aside from their weapons, all of which are lower quality than mine – even the commander's – the only thing I can find is some dried Stater sea fruit. Half the soldiers have the stuff, which is known to increase adrenaline when dried and seasoned in a certain way. 
 
    I eat the dried fruit and feel no effect on my adrenaline. 
 
    As I eat, I examine one of the dead bodies again. The other thing that is strange about this particular group of Tags is their skin color. They’re all much tanner than a typical person from the Rune Lands. These Tags have been getting some sun, or they’ve been in the south longer than they’re letting on. 
 
    Strange. 
 
    How did they know this was where I’d be? 
 
    This has me most troubled, now that I’m able to temporarily get over the fact that Sam is dead (she’ll be back, I can feel it, but this thought doesn’t stop the anguish I continue to feel when I think of her dying on top of me). 
 
    Were we followed? 
 
    I try to recall mentioning the location of the bandits’ hut to anyone. Word probably got out amongst the bandits living in this area, I conclude, another reason to get the hell out. Sure, it’s a new day, and I’ll be able to rage again, but I wasn’t expecting to pass out after raging, something the Obelisk didn’t mention. 
 
    I’ll need to be more careful in the future. 
 
    Bodies, bodies, bodies. It isn’t a pleasant job, but someone has to do it. 
 
    The commander is the last to go into the small wooden hut. Once he’s in and I’ve checked the property for any stray weapons or body parts, I grab some of the hay stacked at the back of the hut and begin arranging it. 
 
    As the sun rises higher into the sky, and as beads of sweat form and trickle down my face, I finish arranging the hay. I pour out what’s left of the alcohol onto the outer corners of the hut and equip my fire-starter kit. 
 
    It’s not long before the hay is smoking at the back two corners of the hut. I light the front and whistle for Wolf, who won’t come any closer. 
 
    “Smart dog,” I say as I approach him. 
 
    The hut is blazing fifteen minutes later, the bodies inside fuel for the fire. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    I watch the fire for a good thirty minutes, wishing I could stay longer but also knowing the big plume of black smoke will attract attention. Something about the flames, something about the metaphorical implications of fire and the cathartic cleansing it’s known for fails to reach me. 
 
    All I can think about is the moment just before Sam’s death, how if we were in any other position, those arrows might have reached me. Or hell, they would have missed her completely, something I could also live with. 
 
    “Goodbye, Sam,” I say to the dancing flames. 
 
    Wolf and I set off to the northwest, in the direction of Tin Ingot. 
 
    The smell of smoke is heavy in his coat as we travel. I try not to think of the fact that some of that smell is Sam’s avatar, that her body’s burning along with a dozen or so Tags and a handful of bandits. A damned funeral pyre if there ever was one. 
 
    Rather than try to navigate the bramble, we move further to the west, towards the scree that fills a large swath of land between the brush and the mountains that make the outer shell of Mohar. 
 
    It would be nice to go to Mohar, but the cliffside city is difficult to reach from this side of the continent and the enemies up there rival the fierceness of the enemies in the Eastern and Western Splits. 
 
    A breeze picks up from the east, moving down the slopes of the mountains in the distance and putting the smoking hut further and further into my past. 
 
    “Sam isn’t going to be happy we burned her,” I tell Wolf, “but she’ll get over it. I never pictured us as immolators, but I also never pictured us neologists, so there’s that.” 
 
    Neologists? I shake my head at the word. 
 
    Maybe if I put more points in MIND, I’ll be able to understand quantum entanglement and how a Proxima dream world such as Unigaea actually works, or how Copenhagen’s Interpretation is a fundamental principle in comprehending the Orthogonal Matrix Inverse Base, the OMIB, the space that binds all Proxima worlds together yet exists behind the scenes of each world independently. 
 
    “What the fuck are you thinking about?” I whisper as Wolf slows, trying to avoid sharp rocks. 
 
    Where did I get the concept of the OMIB? Did Sam mention it to me? I want to be snarky and quick-witted, not smart enough that my own genius confuses me! 
 
    “Damn you, MIND!” I shout, laughing bitterly. Bitter laughter is the only thing I can muster on a day like today. Wolf takes my statement to mean I want him to travel faster so he speeds up, his tongue flapping out the side of his mouth as he kicks up dust and debris. 
 
    “Whoa!” I shout as I hold on for dear life, my legs tightening around his body. 
 
    Any false calculation on his part will send me flying over his head and face-planting in a cringeworthy, TwitchTube-Red-video sort of way. A saddle would help, but no one rides wolves with saddles in Unigaea and I don’t want to be the first one to offer the handicap or look like an assclown. 
 
    What can I say? Male pride is another word for sheer stupidity, but I am what I eat, which means I should be turning into a pretty big hunk of jerky in the near future. 
 
    It’s thoughts like these that remind me why I really, really liked having Sam around. Someone to talk to, someone to joke with, to flirt with, to tease – I don’t think I’ll get the same company from Deathdale, but that remains to be seen. 
 
    Maybe she’ll talk this time. 
 
    She might not even be there, and I don’t know how long I should wait around in Tin Ingot for Sam. Part of me wants to wait until she comes, even if that wait sees the Red Plague descending upon the bustling seaside town. 
 
    That’s called a morose thought, Oric. 
 
    “Slow down a second.” I pat Wolf on the side and he skids to a halt. Once I hop off, he finds the nearest rock, lifts his leg, and lets everyone know he’s been there. 
 
    I crouch and take a big whiff of the cinnamon flowers, enjoying the fragrance. 
 
    The flowers grow in the cracks of rocks and only bloom in the morning. I’m surprised they haven’t closed up. They’re known for their smell, which should be self-explanatory, but they are also good for upset stomachs and probably for something else, but I have no idea what this “something else” may be. 
 
    Which is why I need a mentor to teach me the fine arts of herbalism. 
 
    I start hacking away at the flowers and once I have a bundle, I add it to my list. 
 
    [Cinnamon flower x 3] 
 
    “You ready, boy?” 
 
    Wolf flips around and snaps his teeth as a rock moves. It’s only after looking at it closely that I see this is no rock at all. 
 
    [Stone Man, Level 8] 
 
    Native to this region, stone men have a sickness that hardens their outer flesh, turning it to a thick, porous rock layer. They can still move, slowly, and it is said that these men can live for weeks and weeks without eating or drinking. To do so, they sit and wait for something to get close enough to catch, the Venus Fly Traps of fantasy petrology. 
 
    I brandish my Splintered Sword just as the stone man comes down with both fists, trying to smash me outright. I parry left and swipe my Splintered Sword against his forearm. 
 
    -2 HP! 
 
    Only two? 
 
    The wound bleeds green as I roll to my feet and pivot around, ready for his next attack. Wolf is on the side of the stone man now, growling and dipping in to snap his teeth at the angry bruiser. 
 
    The stone man’s face, crusted with rock, is a permanent visage of fury, his eyebrows arching and his eyes black as he releases a throaty shout. 
 
    He throws his fist forward and I quickly dodge. I try to come back up for another swing and while it connects, my attack, again, only takes a handful of HP. 
 
    -4 HP! 
 
    “Shit … ” I mumble to myself as another stone man appears, this one too at level eight. He charges down a steep incline and just barely manages to keep his footing as he meets us. Rather than attack me, he swings at the other stone man, knocking him out cold. 
 
    -221 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Wolf loops behind me and I grab on. We take off, putting some distance between the two warring stone men as the second one drops on top of the first and brings both fists down onto his chest. 
 
    Again and again until he’s dead, the second stone man lays into him with his jagged knuckles. 
 
    He stands, his chest moving up and down as he breathes in gulps of air. He lifts one finger, points at me, and points to the northwest. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” I say as Wolf starts to trot. Once he’s clear of the sharp little rocks, he brings his movement up to a full sprint. 
 
    What was that all about? I think as the wind whips through my hair. 
 
    The thought is like a brick to the face – The Obelisk intervened. I shake my head, ashamed it took me that long to figure it out. 
 
    “Looks like we have a fairy godmother,” I tell Wolf. He grunts, his tongue flapping out the right side of his mouth as he continues along a path cut into the soil. 
 
    Why did the NVA Seed of Unigaea feel it was necessary to intervene? 
 
    Maybe she knew something you didn’t. 
 
    “Clearly,” I tell the voice in my head, fully aware I’m talking to myself. “You keep great company, by the way.” 
 
    I wait for Wolf to snort, only to realize he’s too busy running to pay any attention to my inner ramblings. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    The reason we’ve stuck to this particular path becomes apparent when I see an overturned cart about a quarter of the mile down the way, in a wide valley, the northern side of which is covered in tiny white flowers. Sitting outside the cart on a large rock is a man with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    It takes just a few minutes to reach the man, and as we approach he brandishes a short sword, his hand trembling as he points it at me. “I don’t want any trouble!” he says in a hickish voice. “Keep on ridin’, Player Killer.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” Wolf slows and I raise both hands into the air. “What happened here?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid to use my sword!” he shouts, his hand tightening on the grip. 
 
    “If I wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead,” I say. “Hell, if I wanted to kill you, I would have stood back there…” – I point over my shoulder – “and I would have sent him to kill you.” 
 
    “Fuck you and the dog you rode in on!” 
 
    “Relax,” I tell him, annoyed now. “We aren’t going to do anything to you.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” he says with his weapon still at the ready. “It ain’t often you see a Player Killer in Stater armor.” The man is an NPC, his head completely shaved aside from a braided rat tail that hangs from a spot behind his ear. He has a single eyebrow and a shiny nose ring, which are at odds with his tattered tunic. 
 
    “Not often you see a man with a shaved eyebrow and a nose ring.” 
 
    “Not often you see an asshole that looks like a muscular barmaid riding a Tagvornin wolf.” 
 
    “Are we going to keep this up?” 
 
    “I guess not.” He lowers his weapon fully. “I was robbed, dammit. If you want to know what happened here, that’s what happened.” 
 
    “By bandits?” 
 
    He snorts. “Bandits? Pfft! If it had been bandits, you would have found a few dead bodies on your ride over here. Ain’t no goddamn bandit gonna get shit off me. Fuck. I eat bandits for breakfast!” 
 
    “You’re a cannibal?” 
 
    “What? Hell no. Who would eat a person?” 
 
    I look to Wolf who, luckily for him, doesn’t have to deal with randoms he encounters in the mountains of Unigaea. I can sense a quest in the making, so I take the bait. “If it wasn’t bandits, what was it?” I ask in a voice that screams, Please, get on with it. 
 
    “It was a fucking mountain rhino, that’s what it was. Look at the damn hole he tore in my cart! I was sleeping in there and this big piece of shit comes running up with his horn and drives it into the cart. Damn near killed my sorry ass! Luckily, I sleep on my back and it only tore the canvas. But that ain’t all. He destroyed half my shit and ate all my jerky! All my fucking jerky!” 
 
    “You hear that, Wolf?” 
 
    Wolf nods. 
 
    “Jerky theft is a crime where we’re from.” 
 
    “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Actually, no, we eat a shitton of jerky. If anyone stole our jerky, I’d wring their neck.” 
 
    He nods in agreement. “See this tree?” He points up at the tree looming over us, the only tree in the meadow from what I can tell. “I ran my happy little ass up the tree – shit, and believe you me, I’m good at climbing trees.” He puffs his chest out. “I’ve got a certificate from Jay the tree climber saying such. Know the guy?” 
 
    “Can’t say the name rings a bell,” I lie, remembering the guy I saw fall from a tree at the Tangka militia camp. I don’t know why this guy keeps coming up in my narrative. Maybe there was a quest I was supposed to take but missed somehow. 
 
    “Well that’s where I was, in that there damn tree. And the bastard rhino ripped all my stuff to shreds and ate his weight in jerky. These rhinos up here eat meat, just in case you don’t get out much. By the looks of it, I’d say you never get out, but that’s just me. I’m a good judge of character.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Maybe you were dropped on your head as a baby. If that’s the case, sorry to hear that. Bad parenting is rampant in these parts. It’s a real tragedy. Anyway, the fucking rhino ate all the jerky and thrashed my items. You can follow the trail.” 
 
    I see a few discarded items, and one in particular catches my eye. It is a sword, but the hilt is the handle of a gun. It’s been smashed to pieces, but whatever it is, it’s definitely not world appropriate. “So you sell jerky and rare items.” 
 
    “You bet your player killing ass I sell jerky and rare items. Fucking good jerky too. Comes from Grope the shed guy.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at him. Wolf sits, and starts scratching the side of his body with his hind leg. “Grope the shed guy?” 
 
    “My brother-in-law. Yeah, Grope makes his jerky in a shed outside Tangka. Heard of the guy?” 
 
    I nod my head. “I helped him rebuild his shed a few days back. Someone, um, hacked through the door and stole all his jerky.” 
 
    “Ha! Grope’s a charity case now?” He laughs so hard he nearly falls over. “Hate to break it to you, but Grope definitely pulled the wool over your eyes. He has a shed closer to the city for looters that he only fills with his worst shit. His real shit is hidden in the bramble about two miles outside the city limits. You wouldn’t find it, trust me. So you rebuilt a dummy shed.” 
 
    “He seemed pretty pissed that someone hacked it to pieces.” 
 
    “I’m sure he was. Anyway, fuck, how’d we start talking about jerky for the last five minutes? Here’s the deal, tough guy: I’ll give you a pretty good-sized care package from what I have left if you rid me of that goddamn rhino. Revenge is a dish best served by the end of a big ass sword, if you get my drift. You won’t find this stuff anywhere else in Unigaea, believe you me. But I got dibs on the rhino hide and whatnot, ’cause my wife wanted me to bring something home and a rhino hide is something. So, what do you say, Player Killer? We have a deal here?” 
 
    Side quest alert! 
 
    You have been asked by a merchant to kill a mountain rhino that destroyed most of his goods. 
 
    Risks: Death and/or injury. 
 
    Rewards: A package of rare items and EXP. 
 
    Do you want to help the merchant? 
 
    [Yes or No] 
 
    “Want to take on a rhino, boy?” Wolf sits on his haunches and yawns. I place my hand on his head and give his ear a good scratch. “Well?” He makes a whimpering sound, licks his lips, and looks up at me with his big blue-green eyes. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’ Sure, mister, we’ll do it.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    “There he is, right over there,” the merchant whispers. We are crouched behind a couple of bushes jutting out from a small hillside. The rhino, about the size of an aeros minivan, stands with his ass facing us, a trail of loose items scattered to the right of him. 
 
    I don’t know if this little side quest was what the Obelisk had in mind for my future, but I can always run away if the rhino gets too angry. 
 
    So there’s that. 
 
    “I swear to the gods these rhinos are demon spawns,” growls the merchant. “And there’s so many of them up here. I mean, look at that big fucker!” 
 
    The rhino’s ears twitch. It turns its head to the right, revealing its beak-shaped lip and set of two horns, each nearly a foot long. Its little tail flaps and it drops a deuce, peppering its digital shit with a spray of urine akin to a fire hydrant going off. 
 
    “It’s really big.” 
 
    The merchant snorts. “Staring at its pecker, ain’t ya? Yup, I knew you was a wolf-boy fucker, but hey, whatever floats your boat.” 
 
    Wolf-boy fucker? 
 
    “I’m going to take his pecker too, once you kill it. Sell that shit to one of the dumbass shamans near the coast. You’d be surprised how much healing juju they can strain out of a flaccid rhino penis. What can I say? What they do ain’t my business as long as they help me grow my business. You get me?” 
 
    “I don’t, and I wasn’t referring to its penis, and I’m definitely not a wolf-boy fucker, whatever the hell that is. But fine, whatever, if shamans will pay you good lira for a rhino dick, who am I to stop you?” 
 
    “I like your thinking.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. “But the reward for taking this rhino down better be worth my time. I have real shit to do.” 
 
    He shoots me a toothy grin that would be toothier if he had more than six teeth. “Trust me, Player Killer, the merchandise the rhino didn’t get is worth its weight in tits and hand jobs.” 
 
    “That’s a unit of measurement?” 
 
    He nods. “Where I’m from, yeah.” 
 
    “And where are you from?” I drop my hand to my side and touch the top of Wolf’s head. He’s crouched next to me, completely immersed in the hunt. 
 
    “Karuna.” 
 
    “I need to get back there. It’s peaceful.” 
 
    “Not the part I’m from,” he says under his breath. Somehow, this comment makes me think of Chicago. Odd the change in scenery and lifestyle just a few blocks over. I wave the thought away and return to the task at hand. “Stay here.” 
 
    “Like I’m stupid enough to go fuck with that rhino. Good luck, Player Killer.” 
 
    With that, he sneaks back a bit, just to be sure he has plenty of room to get away if things go sour. 
 
    I drop next to Wolf and point my hand at the rhino. “Go around the front; distract him. I’ll come up from the back.” 
 
    [Mountain Rhino, Level 10] 
 
    Wolf gets the gist when I make a sweeping gesture with my hand. 
 
    Keeping low to the ground like a cobra, the Tagvornin beast takes his sweet time going the long way around. If the Rhino stops to snort and look in his general direction, Wolf pauses, his dark fur making him no more than a shadow. 
 
    This is the type of stalking that takes time, and it’s a good fifteen minutes before Wolf is on the other side of the rhino, directly in front of him but situated behind a few shrubs. 
 
    “Easy boy,” I whisper as he gets into position. 
 
    He locks eyes onto me and with a loud bark, he bursts from his hiding spot. The rhino takes a step back, gets his bearings and swings his horns forward. 
 
    Wolf skids to a halt just in time and jumps back to miss the horns, barking wildly the entire time. 
 
    Here goes nothing. 
 
    I advance towards the rhino, Wolf continuing to distract him from the front. One shot, one kill is on my mind, but I’m also not dumb enough to think I’ll be able to get the rhino as easily as I’d like. 
 
    With a running leap, I swipe my Splintered Sword against the creature’s tough hide. 
 
    -93 HP! 
 
    It swings back and the tip of its larger horn connects with my armor. I’m tossed aside; the rhino snorts, cries out, and kicks up more dust as it tries to charge me. 
 
    Wolf pounces onto its back and digs his teeth into the wound I’ve opened up. 
 
    “Careful!” I shout as the rhino twists around, Wolf hanging on for dear life as the rhino tries to buck him off. 
 
    This is going to take some timing, I think as I stand several feet away from the action, bristling as I wait for my opening. My heart twists as Wolf is tossed off, hits the ground, and flips once. 
 
    “Wolf!” 
 
    I’m running with my Splintered Sword at the ready before I can even think of my next move. 
 
    As the rhino turns from Wolf to me, I twist my sword around, grab it with the other hand and hold it like a dagger. 
 
    With both hands on the blade, I crouch left as the rhino charges, his head tilted forward. Pressing off my opposite foot just in time, I bring my jagged weapon into the rhino’s fat side belly, holding on for dear life as the rhino stumbles to a halt. 
 
    -169 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    I bail just before it gets me with its horn, leaving my blade jutting out of its side. The rhino, its eyelids crusted over with big warts, tries to get its bearings as it turns to me. 
 
    “Fuck that rhino up!” 
 
    I glance right to see the merchant, cheering me on from a safe distance. 
 
    Bad move. 
 
    “Shit!” The rhino tosses me up into the air, my vision pane flashing as I sail over his head. 
 
    I land in a position that would make a gymnast cringe. It’s not quite a full plough pose, but it does hurt like a bitch. Defying all laws of physics, I snap right back up onto my feet and go for my weapon, which is nonexistent because it’s still stuck in the side of the rhino’s body. 
 
    Limping, Wolf does his damndest to charge the rhino. 
 
    He’s nursing his back leg and as soon as he nears the beast, it whips its horn at him in a mad frenzy. 
 
    I move over to Wolf and step in front of him. “Stay back!” I shout over my shoulder. 
 
    The rhino, my blade still sticking out of its side, makes a half circle and starts to move away from us, wheezing with each step and kicking up dust. Wolf and I look to each other, ostensibly thinking the same thing. 
 
    We follow the rhino. 
 
    Keeping our distance, we trail behind the wheezing, bleeding rhino. It stomps its hooves against the ground, hoping to get us to leave it the hell alone, its body swaying with each step. 
 
    The merchant catches up with us a few minutes later, totally out of breath. 
 
    “Say, aren’t you going to kill it?” he asks, his hands on his knees. 
 
    “We are killing it,” I tell him. 
 
    “I was expecting something a little more heroic, something I could tell the grandkids about. Not gonna lie, Player Killer, I figured you’d be riding that thing right about now, stabbing it in the neck and drinking the blood gusherin’ up into the air. Whoo! That’d be a sight to see!” 
 
    “He’ll die just the same. My blade has stirred up his internal organs; his movement will only exacerbate this.” 
 
    “Exer-what the fuck are you going on about?” He snorts. “Never met a smart Player Killer!” 
 
    Wolf takes one look up at merchant and bares his teeth. 
 
    “Shit, mister, you need to get hold of your dog.” 
 
    “If you’re not quiet, he’ll get hold of you.” 
 
    My last phrase seems to do the trick. 
 
    The merchant keeps his trap shut as we continue to follow the rhino, who is losing steam fast. He drags his back legs now, huffs and gruffs as he continues to the other side of the valley. His blood blackens the ground, each movement he takes making his wound that much worse as my three-pronged blade digs in even deeper. 
 
    The rhino finally falls, and Wolf temporarily forgets his wounded leg as he speeds over to the beast and goes for its jugular. 
 
    “Gruesome stuff,” the merchant says as Wolf does what he does best, ripping and tearing at the rhino’s neck. 
 
    I turn to the merchant and smile. “I believe you owe me something.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I do, but tell your dog not to mess with the horns or the pecker.” 
 
    I shake my head at the crude merchant. “He won’t. Now, the merchandise you promised.” 
 
    I place my hand on the hilt of my sword so he gets the hint of what may happen if he reneges on his promise. 
 
    “Cool your ass, Player Killer, I’ll get you your shit. Here’s what I got.” The merchant crouches and spreads a few items out on the ground. “This one here is called Aramis weed; this ain’t ganja, though, just a weed. From Aramis. I got a ton of it.” He drops several bundles onto the ground. “You can have it all.” 
 
    “Aramis? That’s not a place in Unigaea, unless it’s a new city.” 
 
    “None of my shit is from Unigaea. I got a hook-up in Tritania.” He eyes me suspiciously. “Nope, not gonna tell you his name.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask.” I examine the Aramis weed, which is long and fibrous. “What’s it do?” 
 
    “It’s explosive, but that’s not all I have for you. Here’s some wizardous.” He tosses me a small sack of white powder. 
 
    “This looks like some sort of drug.” 
 
    “No idea what it is. I tried to use it as salt and it didn’t taste very good.” 
 
    “Then why are you giving it to me?” 
 
    He laughs. “It’s your reward for killing that damn rhino. You figure out how to use it yourself. Last but not least … ” 
 
    He produces a small burlap sack filled with clipped yellow roots that remind me of red potatoes. 
 
    “And this does what exactly?” 
 
    “It’s called Jatla root. I tried this one, boiled it up with some wild onions. It increases your stamina. How the hell do you think I got up into these mountains? I ran my happy little ass up here, that’s how! Mix it with your dog’s food or chop it up and snort it; you’ll be scooting along real fast. One more thing … ” He takes a piece of thick rope from his pack. “Do you have any rope?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “Then take this stuff. It isn’t from Tritania or anything, but it’s the same stuff the giants in Tael use for tug-o-war competitions. Well, theirs is thicker, but fuck me, you’re a Player Killer, you should be carrying rope. And I know how you like thick things.” He winks at me. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “What? Just fuckin’ with you, buddy!” 
 
    Wolf loosens his grip on the rhino’s tethered throat and the dead beast drops its head onto the soil. 
 
    Wolf level up! 
 
    Nice, I think as I turn away from the merchant. 
 
    “So that’s it, not even a thank you?” 
 
    I turn back to him. “Thank you?” 
 
    “No problem!” He claps his hands together. “Glad we could do business. See you around, Player Killer!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Take a Peek 
 
      
 
    “Come here, boy,” I say to Wolf once we are away from the annoying merchant. Glad to be rid of him. I don’t yet know if the items he gifted me for slaying the rhino are worth it, but there’s nothing I can do about that now, and at least Wolf got a level. 
 
    The Tagvornin beast limps over to me and takes a seat. “We’ll see about that limp next,” I tell him. He senses what I’m saying and growls. “Nope, not going to argue with you about it. We need to get to Tin Ingot and you aren’t going to make it with that limp.” 
 
    I pull up his stats. 
 
    Wolf Ruffian 
 
    Class: Level 5 Tagvornin Wolf 
 
    Subclass: N/A 
 
    INFAMY: 82 Players killed 
 
    HP: 1016/1431 
 
    HP recovery rate: 1.2% per minute 
 
    ATK: 246 
 
    DEF: 322 
 
    Attributes 
 
    STRENGTH: 11 
 
    WILL: 4 
 
    DEXTERITY: 6 
 
    MIND: 4 
 
    SPEED: 5 
 
    “I hope I don’t regret doing this … ” I say as I place all three points in MIND. 
 
    The expression on Wolf’s face suddenly changes as his pupils intensify. 
 
    “Relax,” I tell him as I pop the cork out of the healing potion. 
 
    His lips lift into a snarl. 
 
    “I’m still in charge here, and I don’t care if I have to wrestle you down and pry this in your mouth, you have to drink it. Look at your leg.” 
 
    He does as instructed and looks back to me, an ironic smirk on his face. 
 
    “Um, okay, look at that tree.” I point and he follows my finger to the tree. 
 
    Okay, any dog can do that, I think. 
 
    “How about this? If you can understand me better now, blink twice.” 
 
    Wolf blinks twice. 
 
    “Blink three times.” 
 
    Wolf blinks three times. 
 
    “Damn, all right, um, bite your tail.” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “I’m just trying to test if you really can understand me or not. This isn’t the time to protest!” 
 
    Wolf sighs and reaches his neck back. He opens his jaw and stops just short of biting his tail. 
 
    “Okay, bark once, nod your head up and down, growl at me, and make one complete circle around me.” 
 
    Wolf does as instructed. Once he’s back in front of me, he sits onto his haunches and gives me the “happy now?” look. 
 
    “So you’re getting smarter …Good, but don’t think you’re suddenly smarter than me. Remember, I’m the one who can speak here.” 
 
    He barks. 
 
    “See? No one understands you. But enough. Good boy. You did good back there.” 
 
    Wolf smiles at me genuinely and lifts his head so I can pet his snout. 
 
    “Now I know you don’t like this, but you’re going to have to suck it up and drink it. Easy way or hard way?” 
 
    Wolf bares his teeth, relaxes, throws his head back and sticks out his tongue. 
 
    “Good, easy way. Just hold tight and try to get it down in one gulp.” 
 
    I approach his open jaw cautiously. I’d like to not lose my hand today, or any day for that matter, and akin to a crocodile’s jaw, once Wolf snaps his teeth shut he rarely lets go. 
 
    Hovering about seven inches above his open mouth, I look at him in the eyes, remind him nonverbally not to fight back, and tip the healing potion in. 
 
    +200 HP! 
 
    Wolf gets most of it back and I pull away just in time. He dry heaves, eats a bit of grass, and gives up his protest at just about the same time he notices he can walk better. A normal animal might not show appreciation for this, but Wolf suddenly gets it. He sits on his haunches and opens his mouth again. 
 
    “Good!” I tell him as I pour the rest in. 
 
    +200 HP! 
 
    Wolf shakes his head, trying to get the taste out of his mouth. I laugh, and once he’s done with his dramatic act, I hop on and we take off to the northwest. “Wait,” I tell him as I hop off again. “You deserve a treat.” 
 
    I grab a sliver of the blue melon jerky from my list, take a small bite from it, and toss him the rest. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    We travel in silence for some time. A day that began with a funeral pyre has passed rather quickly, and dealing with the merchant took longer than I thought it would. 
 
    Wolf rides gently at first, still nursing his leg just in case it cramps up. Once he’s sure of himself, he takes off at a good clip and we’re slowed only by the occasional random confrontation, all of which we avoid as I’d like to get to Tin Ingot by nightfall. 
 
    We travel up a series of hills marked by trees with overhanging vines. The sour scent of tree pollen hovers in the air. We are cautious as we move through this part, as I know for a fact that witches haunt these viney woods, many of whom live in nest-like homes in the branches above us. 
 
    Fuck, if I’m not on edge as we move through, Wolf’s ears twitching at anything that could signal someone approaching us. Moharian cicadas frequent these woods as well, and their loud drone makes it damn-near impossible to focus on anything, let alone a potential hostile creeping towards us. 
 
    Smoke coming from a clearing up ahead catches my eye. 
 
    Who would camp out anywhere near these woods?  
 
    As we get closer, Wolf starts to sniff at the ground. He stops before a severed hand, ants and insects already swarming all over it. I slide off Wolf, noticing some of the leaves are still wet with blood. 
 
    After drawing my sword, I creep forward just a bit more, the light from the clearing now cutting into the dense woods. A puddle of muddy water provides me an opportunity to darken my complexion, just in case something is patrolling the area up ahead. 
 
    I take a small hair tie from my pocket and pull my hair back. 
 
    Once it’s tight and in a top knot, I dip my fingertips into the puddle of mud and bring some up to my face to make sure it isn’t blood. 
 
    I place my hand in again, scoop some of the mud out of the bottom of the puddle and begin covering my face and the exposed portion of my arms. Once I’m good and muddied up, I drop to my belly next to Wolf. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask him. 
 
    We creep to the edge of the clearing and I press through the tall grass on its outer perimeter. I see now there are ten witches tossed in a pile outside an encampment. They’ve been mutilated, and by the screams I can suddenly hear, a few are still being tortured. 
 
    It’s what I see next that makes my blood run cold. 
 
    A Stater soldier perched on a black Shire horse circles around the stack of bodies. 
 
    What is a Stater soldier doing on a black Shire horse? 
 
    Shire Horses are almost exclusively used by the Tagvornins and other inhabitants of the Rune Lands. Stater is far south in the Pesata Keys, just about as far away as one can get from the north. 
 
    I press back into the shadows provided by the trees. With a subtle movement of my finger, my dashboard comes up. 
 
    A few hours until night. 
 
    Whatever is happening, I’d be stupid not to stick around to figure out what’s going on. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    I keep my eye on the campsite as the sun sets in the crimson sky. It’s been a few hours now, and the mud covering my body has long since dried. Wolf rests near me, occasionally snapping his teeth at a particularly bothersome fly. 
 
    “Shhhh … ” I tell him as two men approach the mangled stack of witches. They throw another on the pile and the sound is sickening. The two wear Stater armor, similar to what I have on but poorer quality. 
 
    Something isn’t right here. 
 
    The men cackle and move back to the front of the camp. 
 
    Over the past few hours, I’ve thought about sneaking around to the front and using the foliage as my disguise, yet a nagging little voice at the back of my head keeps telling me to stay put, that I’d be better off not bringing any attention to myself. 
 
    So that’s what I’ve done. 
 
    Wolf scoots closer to me and lays his head out. He looks up at me with his puppy eyes in a way that tells me he wants to be petted. I drop my hand onto his head and scratch behind his favorite ear. After a moment of this, he starts to lick my hand. 
 
    “I’ll just sneak up there, take a peek, and then you and I will get to the coast,” I tell him. “We can camp out there and hit Tin Ingot in the morning.” 
 
    I smile at him. If I have my choice of sleeping in the woods or on the beach, I always choose the beach. There’s less ground to cover in terms of enemies, and I love listening to the sound of the waves. 
 
    “Cool?” 
 
    Wolf bats his eyes at me. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    About thirty minutes later, I move forward towards the encampment, creeping as low to the ground as I can while keeping to the shadows. The mud covering my skin has started to crack, and in retrospect there really was no reason for me to smear it on. There was absolutely no one on patrol. 
 
    I stop near the stack of bodies. A wave of terror rolls through me as one of the witches’ eyes opens and locks onto me. 
 
    A green light behind her eye flashes and fades as she slumps her head forward. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whisper on an exhale. 
 
    Something moves past me, and I turn to see Wolf creeping along. I’m just about to silently reprimand him when he looks at me, gives me a head nod, and continues to the right. 
 
    “All right, smart ass,” I say under my breath as I follow him. 
 
    A blazing fire ahead spits glittering sparks into the night sky. The men – I still don’t know how many there are – have likely gathered around the fire for supper, providing Wolf and me the perfect opportunity to see what it is they’re up to. 
 
    Not that I’m opposed to clearing out these woods, I just don’t see Stater soldiers being assigned to do the task, especially since they are currently trying to win the southern Unigaeans over. Some of these witches are popular shamans; people travel all the way from Scudo to seek their guidance, so this definitely isn’t a public relations campaign, and if it is, it’s an example of what not to do. 
 
    The only scent in the air comes from the fire, as the wind has now turned the smoke my way.  
 
    A couple of crates have been stacked near a covered wagon. Once I’m sure no one is looking, I bolt over to the crates and duck behind them. Wolf joins me seconds later. He extends his neck out, checks to see that I’m clear, and nods me forward. 
 
    “Um, okay,” I whisper, still not sure how I feel about stacking my pup’s MIND attribute. 
 
    Keeping as low to the ground as possible, and careful not to disturb the horses at the front of the wagon, I move from the crates to the back wheel. Once I’m sure the coast is clear, I quietly place my hands on the back ledge of the wagon and lift myself into it. 
 
    I gasp. The crackling flames of the campfire and the dark crimson sky provide just enough light that I can get a sense of what’s in the wagon. I move further back into the wagon to check more of the contents. 
 
    “Impossible … ” I whisper as I lift a chest plate and turn it over in my hands. 
 
    Why would a group of Stater soldiers be carrying around Tagvornin armor? 
 
    I hear the yip and bark of dogs in the distance. My hair stands on end.  
 
    Wolf’s eyes fill with fear as he glances from the north back to me. He keeps looking back and forth, and I swear he nods in a way that screams, “Get over here now!” 
 
    Don’t need to ask me twice. 
 
    I climb out of the wagon, and after checking to make sure the coast is clear, I roll over to him. 
 
    Not a moment too soon, either. A Stater soldier riding a Tagvornin wolf – What in the actual fuck!? – careens through the camp, his dog barking as the rider waves a morning star over his head. 
 
    Of course, his Tagvornin beast spots me in a matter of moments. 
 
    I just barely manage to pull myself onto Wolf and take off. 
 
    “Come on!” We sprint towards the northwest, Wolf’s paws cutting through the high grass. 
 
    “Faster, faster, faster … ” I say as I hear the bark of several dogs behind us. 
 
    The Stater soldier in charge shouts directions and the others fan out. 
 
    Wolf rushes down the slope and hops to avoid a jagged rock. I press my body closer to his, inhaling his scent, feeling the warmth of his fur as he tears to the northwest. 
 
    “That way!” I point to the west, towards a patch of tall grass. 
 
    He breaks through the field of grass and arrives at a bustling stream. I can hear the bark of the Tagvornin wolves behind us. They snarl and snap their teeth as their riders shout. 
 
    They’re gaining on us …  
 
    I tilt my head up to see a thick-wooded area. “You’ll be faster without me,” I tell Wolf, hoping to hell he truly understands me. “I’ll jump off here, you go ahead and circle back around to get me. Lose them in the trees, dammit!” 
 
    With that, I push off Wolf and roll to my side. 
 
    He breaks into the tree line, and I quickly shimmy up the nearest tree trunk. I get to a good spot about twenty feet off the ground and catch my breath as the approaching enemies take off into the woods after Wolf. 
 
    Come on, Wolf, lose them! 
 
    The last Stater soldier holds back, letting the others pass. His wolf starts sniffing at the ground, making its way in my direction. 
 
    Blood pulsating through my body, I equip my St. Lucia crossbow pistol and wait for the rider’s red outline to appear in my pane of vision. 
 
    I need all the handicap I can get at the moment, and once a blue icon flashes over his head, I feel even better about my odds. 
 
    [Stater Soldier, Level 9] 
 
    [Tagvornin Wolf, Level 2] 
 
    A Player Character, I think as he approaches me on his wolf. I steady my breath, settle my gaze on my striking point, and as his wolf comes to a halt ...  
 
    There’s no way I’ll be able to land my shot from this angle. 
 
    With no other option, my crossbow pistol dematerializes and I brandish my Splintered Sword. 
 
    The sudden howl of other wolves in the distance chills my blood. 
 
    As the Stater soldier’s wolf lifts its head from the ground up to the tree, I leap down and drive the hilt of my weapon onto the front of his helm. 
 
    -79 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    I drop onto the man and his wolf. 
 
    Its rider out cold, the wolf gets its bearings and bares down, the hair on its neck bristling as saliva drips from its teeth. 
 
    I swipe my Splintered Sword at the beast to let it know I mean business. 
 
    As we circle one another, waiting for the other to strike, I get the overwhelming sense that the wolf knows full well it is more powerful than me. 
 
    The wolf bends back, preparing to snap forward, and I charge the Tagvornin beast instead, bringing my blade inches away from its gnashing teeth. It growls and I pull back, my sword at the ready. 
 
    This is going to be harder than I thought it would be. 
 
    Out of the blue, Wolf charges forward and collides with the other Tagvornin canine. 
 
    They’re equally sized, but Wolf is smarter, and this becomes evident as they break and the Tag immediately tries to come back in for an attack. Wolf goes up and brings his paws on his opponent's back, dragging the Tag to the ground and biting down onto its neck. 
 
    His opponent yelps loudly and Wolf doubles down. 
 
    Their tails whip as they try to overpower each other, but with Wolf’s leverage, he’s soon worn his opponent down enough for him to get the Tag onto its side and sink his teeth into its neck. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Wolf twists his head left and right, shaking the life out of the Tagvornin canine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Digital Psyops 
 
      
 
    The Stater soldier I knocked out with the hilt of my sword stirs. I pull my fist back and coldcock him – -49 HP! – knocking him out again. From there I begin removing the bulkier part of his armor, just to cut down on the weight. 
 
    As I remove the armor, I muse on the fact that a solid punch to the face at my current strength level takes just under fifty HP. I don’t have a future in boxing, but that was solid enough to put the Player Character back under while I finish removing his gear. 
 
    So that’s something. 
 
    Once I’ve lightened him of his armor, I use the rope the merchant gave me to tie his legs together, being sure to double-knot it so it doesn’t come loose. 
 
    “This is going to hurt you more than it’s going to hurt me,” I tell him as I mount Wolf, the roped gripped tightly in hand. I loop it around Wolf’s chest and secure it in place. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Wolf huffs and starts trotting north. I keep my eye on the rope, and just like the annoying merchant said it would, it holds strong. 
 
    Wolf picks up his speed. 
 
    I can hear the guy behind us slapping against the ground every time we hit a groove in the soil. It’s a ballsy move, I’m aware, but I’m feeling savage, especially after discovering what I’ve just discovered. 
 
    Stater soldiers are disguising themselves as Tagvornins …  
 
    I feel suddenly like I’ve been possessed, shocked that the aftermath of Sam’s death has led to a situation in which I feel the best way to take a captive is to tie him up and drag him behind us. 
 
    This isn’t you, a voice in my head says as the guy comes alive. 
 
    The soldier shrieks just as Wolf hits a bump. I look back just in time to see his head snap against a rock. 
 
    “He’s not dead yet,” I say to Wolf once I’m sure he’s still alive. “Faster.” 
 
    The howl of the other Tags in the background tells me they are further away than I thought they’d be. I really don’t know what I thought, to be honest. I’m surprised Wolf was able to get them off his scent so quickly. 
 
    The Obelisk, I think as we continue towards the north, curving in a westerly direction so we’ll eventually hit the coast. That’s how, but why would she intervene in my follies? 
 
    I swallow shame just as the man behind us yells. 
 
    “Please!” he shouts. “Shit!” I ignore his cries as Wolf barrels down a small hillock, the Stater soldier’s body bouncing up and down. 
 
    Fwwip! 
 
    We hit a flat swath of land and a crossbow bolt flies over my head. I glance back to see the soldier reloading his weapon. 
 
    “Faster!” Wolf picks up his speed, forcing the man to lose his crossbow pistol. 
 
    We blaze through a patchy field and down another steep slope, our path lit by the pale crimson moon. It’s only once we go down a few more hills that I tell Wolf to slow. 
 
    I hop off, my Splintered Sword in hand. 
 
    “I’ll make this quick,” I tell the Stater soldier as I approach him. Again, a blue icon flashes over his head, a Player Character. 
 
    “You fucking dragged me a … a mile!? Asshole! How the hell am I still alive!?” 
 
    A healing potion appears in his hand and he chugs it. His wounds heal up instantly, aside from the bolt jutting out of his chest. 
 
    Note to self – tie hands next time. 
 
    “At least give me a weapon,” he grits. “Face me like a man!” 
 
    Wolf gnashes his teeth as he circles the man. 
 
    “You think I’m scared of a Tagvornin Wolf? Ha! I have one … ” Confusion sets across his face. “You killed it!” 
 
    “You catch on quick.” 
 
    He spits in my direction. “Bring it, motherfucker!” 
 
    I grab the rope and yank it towards me to remind him who is in charge. He sits up and as he does, I come forward and swing my blade at his hand, cutting it off at the wrist. 
 
    -242 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    “Fuck!” He grabs his wrist with his other hand, blood squirting out onto his face. He starts sobbing, tries to steel himself, shits himself by the smell of it, and chokes back more sobs as he nurses the bloody stump. 
 
    I bring the three prongs of my Splintered Sword under his chin and raise his head to meet mine. “Tell me what I need to know and I’ll make this quick.” 
 
    “Fine!” he sobs. “Ask me whatever! I just want to log out!” 
 
    “Relax,” I tell him, my sword under his chin, “and this will all be over soon. Let’s start here: Why are Stater soldiers traveling with Tagvornin armor and riding wolves?” 
 
    He grins, his teeth awash with blood. “It’s all part of his plan; it’ll work, too! Florin Talonas is a fucking genius!” 
 
    I feel a sinking sensation in my chest, my suspicions confirmed. “So this has something to do with Governor Talonas?” 
 
    He starts to make a wisecrack, looks at his bleeding wrist, and thinks otherwise. “You’d better heal me soon,” he says, his voice suddenly woozy, “or I’ll just fucking die right here.” 
 
    “Fine. Next question: Do you know about a group of Stater soldiers disguised as Tagvornins who were supposed to raid a bandits’ hut last night?” 
 
    He blinks slowly, his strength fading fast. He even lowers his head some, so his chin now rests in one of the grooves of my Splintered Sword. 
 
    “Do it,” he growls. 
 
    A sudden flashback reminds me of a time not so long ago when I said the very same thing to another Player Character. My, how the tables have turned. 
 
    “Yes or no?” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, blood dribbling over his lips. “And they didn’t come back.” 
 
    I press my blade forward and drive it into his neck. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Infamy +1! 
 
    I wipe my blade on the grass and when that doesn’t do the trick, I find a clean spot on his undershirt and finish cleaning my weapon. It goes back in the sheath on my back and I walk over to Wolf. 
 
    “To the coast,” I tell him half-heartedly. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    The future is an open wound that has as much a chance of healing as it does metastasizing. The blur that is my night becomes the blur that is my life. My thoughts wrap around what the Stater soldier said, my brutality towards him, what all this may mean, and what lies ahead. 
 
    Wolf and I arrive at the coast and he drops onto the sand, exhausted. The sound of the rolling waves relaxes me as I stare out at the water, my hands crossed behind my back. 
 
    Stater soldiers dressed as Tagvornins attacked us last night, which means Governor Talonas must have known about it. 
 
    I know this is true; I remember the way they fought, different from the free-for-all nature of the Tagvornins. 
 
    They killed Sam. 
 
    Thinking back, I try to remember how they fought at the Battle for Tangka. Were those Tagvornins really Stater soldiers in disguise? Did Florin Talonas send his own men dressed as the enemy to occupy a city, only to then liberate it? 
 
    He’s trying to consolidate power, a voice says in the back of my head, and to do so, he’s using his own soldiers as enemies to make a push for war. 
 
    Psychological warfare is nothing new. Talonas, a Reborn Player Character, would be familiar with the myriad of ways one can start a war and get his people, and those he is choosing to protect, to rally behind him. 
 
    Alexander the Great would have his weaponsmiths create “giant armor,” big enough for an eight-foot-tall man. His army would then attack a portion of a city at night and leave some of this armor behind, spreading terror through the village the next morning. 
 
    Giants came last night! Look at the armor they left! 
 
    The Mongols did it by sending demands forward to the next settlement, promising utter annihilation if they weren’t met. The ones that were foolish enough to not follow the Khan’s demands were slaughtered, the news of their slaughter reaching other villages and forcing instant capitulation. Khan would also order his troops to ride through dust fields, back and forth, kicking up enough sand to make an intimidating cloud visible from miles away. 
 
    Really scare them. 
 
    No century has passed without psyops, and the art of using jingoism and confusion to literally make war has only grown in cleverness. Operation Himmler, Shock and Awe, armed propaganda teams, the Art of Warfare, the list goes on. 
 
    And if warfare is indeed centered on deception, then Governor Talonas is pulling the wool over the eyes of the all the southerners of Unigaea with his message of hope, his call to fight the Tags, and his eagerness to help rebuild cities such as Tangka. 
 
    The meteor shower, I think as I make my way to the sea. Could he be responsible for that as well? 
 
    Wolf is several paces behind me, anxiously watching me approach. “You know you can breathe underwater, right?” I call over my shoulder. 
 
    I drop to my knees, feeling the soft sand give way to my weight. The water rolls towards me and I dip my hands in it, wiping the dried mud from my face. 
 
    Feeling like going a bit further, I strip down and toss my armor onto the beach. 
 
    Wolf barks as I wade my naked ass out into the cool water and dip myself in. With my eyes closed, my new ability goes to work. I take a deep breath underwater, allowing the mud and possibly some blood to wash away from my body. 
 
    I sit underwater like this for five minutes, cross-legged, and then surface only to assure Wolf I’m fine. 
 
    The sea is wonderful, cathartic. I go back under again and come up, whipping my long hair back and smoothing it over with my hand. I can taste salt in the corners of my lips, a nice touch in a digital world. As I move back to the beach, my other hand naturally comes to the scar tattoo on my chest. 
 
    I run my fingers along it, then move my hand down to my abs. 
 
    This gets me thinking what it would be like to be this muscular in real life. 
 
    Before I decided to permalog in, I was nearly six feet tall and pushing two hundred pounds. Not fat enough to get an FDA Monitor and I watched what I ate, but I never had the body I now have as Oric Rune. 
 
    A smirk spreads across my face. It’s a fantasy, I remind myself as I drum my fingers along my rock-hard abs. But it’s my fantasy and I’ve chosen this fantasy to be my life, so it’s my life. 
 
    Circular reasoning should be a condition in Dictionary of Psychology, a condition for which there is no cure. 
 
    Shut up, MIND. 
 
    I take a deep breath and organize my last hour or so of musing into a single sentence, skipping the pseudo-philosophical bullshit: Governor Talonas is trying to consolidate power by using his own soldiers disguised as Tags to attack the south and then rush to the south’s defense, becoming the hero everyone needs in an effort to extend hegemony over the southern cities. 
 
    “And the meteors?” I look to Wolf, who tilts his head at me in curiosity. 
 
    “You’ve seen me naked before.” I laugh and he tilts his head even more. “And I agree with you, I’d bet good lira that Talonas also arranged the meteor attack on Solidus.” The grin on my face all but disappears. “And he killed Sam, which means … ” 
 
    I flop down onto the sand and bring my knees to my chest. I stare out at the waves, accented by the dark crimson sky. 
 
    “We’ll need to pay the governor a visit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: IED 
 
      
 
    I awake to the squawks of a pair of seagulls. I blink my eyes open, yawn, and roll to my side. Wolf sits on his haunches, tracking the seagulls. 
 
    Quest update! 
 
    You have discovered that Stater soldiers are parading around as Tagvornin warriors. Get to Tin Ingot and meet with Deathdale. Once you’ve done so, you can decide what to do next. 
 
    “Thanks for the permission.” 
 
    Wolf barks at one of the seagulls and licks his lips. 
 
    “Somebody’s hungry,” I say as I sit up. “Go on then, get one, like you did that fat one back on Karuna Island.” 
 
    He quickly glances from me back to the two seagulls. 
 
    “I’ll buy you something to eat in Tin Ingot. I promise.” After I stretch my arms over my head, I pull up my dashboard to quickly check the map. We’re not far from Tin Ingot, in about the place I expected us to be, so it shouldn’t take very long for us to get there. 
 
    “I don’t know how I’ll find Deathdale when we get there,” I tell Wolf as I pull my sea dragon boot up. I wiggle my toes, pushing my foot all the way to the toe of the boot. 
 
    Wolf barks at the seagulls again and does a little circle. 
 
    “They’re too far away for me to get with my crossbow pistol,” I say. “I promise we’ll eat. We can get something outside the city gates.” 
 
    He whines for a moment, paces, and finally turns to me. 
 
    “No jerky. We have to conserve what little jerky we have left. Also, we should really start eating something other than jerky. It feels like we eat jerky for every meal.” 
 
    Wolf sighs deeply. 
 
    “I agree,” I tell him as I pet him on the head, “jerky is good, but there’s other stuff we could eat. Nuts, vegetables, fruit – um, what am I missing? Doritos; I’m missing Doritos. Ever had them?” I ask as I put my Stater armor on. 
 
    Sure, I’d like to be wearing something else, especially under the circumstances, but the Stater armor is the best armor I’ve got. 
 
    “Well, trust me, you’d like Doritos. Cheetos too. You’d love those, especially the spicy ones. There’s a lot of stuff you’d like in my world, but your stomach wouldn’t like it after you ate it. People food, dog food, different stuff ... Mexican food. Fuck, I’d like some Mexican food. I’ll stop rambling now.” I drop a little and look him in the eye. “Just a little further and I’ll buy you the meatiest thing I can afford.” 
 
    His big blue-green eyes scan me for a moment. 
 
    “I’m serious. Hey!” I push him away as he starts slobbering on my face. 
 
    Once I have my armor on, I mount Wolf and we move towards Tin Ingot, keeping to the coastline to hopefully avoid running into enemies. 
 
    We move along at a good clip. 
 
    I see a few fishing boats out at sea and I wonder briefly whatever happened to Walrus Man and Scar Cheek, the two fishermen who provided my passage to Stater. This gets me thinking of coincidence and circumstance, and what Governor Talonas would have done if I hadn’t shown up to do his dirty work. 
 
    There’s no telling. 
 
    “Faster, Wolf!” I shout as Sam Raid’s image comes to me. My heart tells me I’ll see her again, but my brain knows that my heart, like that of most humans, is easy to sway under the right conditions. 
 
    Maybe I won’t see her; maybe our one night together was the final thrill of our relationship. 
 
    Who knows? 
 
    Some burn bush catches my eye and I tell Wolf to slow down. I take one of my throwing knives out and cut at the bush, stacking it until I have several bundles’ worth. 
 
    This gives me an idea. I pull up my herb inventory and give it a quick scroll: 
 
    Mandrake Flower (6) 
 
    Sunset Root (1) 
 
    Jatla Root (1) 
 
    Wizardous (1) 
 
    Karuna Seaweed (11) 
 
    Yellow Bonnet (4) 
 
    Cinnamon Flower (3) 
 
    Aramis Weed (3) 
 
    Burn Bush (3) 
 
    I place the Aramis weed on the ground next to the burn bush and equip one of the magnolia-pine-cone smoke bombs I made a few days back. 
 
    Using my knife, I cut a slit into the burn bush I’ve already wrapped around the pine cone and from there, I cut into the center of the pine cone, boring out a small hole. 
 
    I take some of the Aramis weed and stuff it in the hole, then rewrap the entire cone with more burn bush. I make sure to leave a six-inch fuse sticking out the end so I have something to light, and once it’s ready, I turn to the east. 
 
    “Stay back,” I tell Wolf. 
 
    He moves away from me and keeps sniffing at the ground until he finds a good place to piss. I light the fuse with my fire-starter kit and once it’s going, I throw the wrapped pine cone as far as I can and run back a little, my fingers in my ears. 
 
    I wait, Wolf looks at me funny, and I wait some more. 
 
    When I’m just about convinced the Aramis weed isn’t as explosive as the merchant led me to believe, a loud explosion sends debris into the air. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Wolf yelps. We both feel the concussion in our chest, and even though the explosion is over, I hit the deck. 
 
    Sand and rocks rain onto the soil as a large cloud of smoke moves from us towards the water. 
 
    Subclass level up! 
 
    You are now a level 4 Herbalist. Your knowledge of the plants of Unigaea and their properties have improved. Your ability to improvise and create new combinations has grown, and will grow even faster if you seek out a mentor or take an herbalist course at one of the many academies across the continent. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I grin at Wolf. The look on his face is a lot less enthusiastic than I hoped it would be. “Trust me, boy, explosives are a good thing to have around.” 
 
    While I wait for the blast site to clear, I crouch in front of the other two pine-cone smoke bombs I have and hollow them out as well. I stuff even more Aramis weed inside and this time, I look around for sharp rocks to add to the outer layer. 
 
    Once I’ve found some rocks, I place them as best I can into the burn bush already wrapped around the pine cone, just to hold them in place. I then wrap the entire thing in fresh burn bush, and give them each a long fuse. 
 
    “That’ll do.” I throw my new magnolia pine cone IEDs into my list and move over to the blast site. 
 
    Never thought of myself as a ballistics guy, but something tells me these will come in handy, and I’d be stupid not to make more. Maybe I can find some bigger pine cones, or maybe I can make an IED with two pine cones and pieces of metal inside. 
 
    The sky’s the limit when it comes to humans finding clever ways to kill each other. 
 
    “Ready to go?” I ask Wolf as I approach him. 
 
    After about forty or fifty minutes of riding north, we ride in front of a makeshift fishery and I know Tin Ingot won’t be far off. 
 
    A man in a big apron covered in fish guts and a bandana pulled tightly around his head eyes us warily as we pass. 
 
    While we may be “heroes” in the south, whatever the hell that means in context of what I witnessed yesterday, news of what the Player Killer and his big, bad wolf did hasn’t reached Tin Ingot. This is evident in the faces of the family we pass, who have brought along a picnic basket for a day at the beach. 
 
    The kids gawk and the father steers them away; the mother, the boldest of the bunch, gives me a dirty look and practically hisses as we pass. Wolf stops, turns his head to her, and lowers his ears. 
 
    “Keep moving,” I tell him as we approach a cluster of merchants outside the southern entrance to the city. Not wanting to pay city taxes to set up shop in Tin Ingot proper, merchants from all over Unigaea have shops just outside the city gates. 
 
    As one would imagine, it’s a free-for-all regarding quality and the rarity of the items sold there. There are also food stands set up for the same reason. No one likes paying taxes. 
 
    Wolf stops, sniffs the air, and licks his lips repeatedly. 
 
    “I see him too,” I say as I dismount. We walk over to a guy with a roadside rotisserie chicken stand called Kenny’s. The man cowers when he sees me and quickly changes his tune when I pull out a bit of lira. 
 
    Shit, I think as I hand the lira over, I should have checked Sam’s pants for cash. This thought triggers another, of how angry she would be if she found out I looted her corpse. So maybe I did the right thing. 
 
    “Fuck if I know,” I mumble. 
 
    “What was that?” the chicken man asks. 
 
    “Private conversation with a friend of mine I like to call Eric. No need to put that second chicken on a tray. Just toss it to him.” 
 
    The man starts to say something but thinks otherwise when I lower my eyebrows at him. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No.” He tosses Wolf’s chicken to the ground. Wolf grabs it and greedily runs off. 
 
    “Thanks.” I take my tray and move to the seating area, which consists of a single picnic table, the wood surface of which has been so stained with oily chicken fat it looks like it’s wet. A burly NPC twice my size with beardtails sits across from me, eating noisily. 
 
    The big man takes one look at me, curls his lips, and spits a bone onto his plate. “No funny business,” he growls. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and eat your fucking chicken. If I wanted to kill you, I would have done so when I approached you from behind. Eat your chicken, let me eat mine, and keep your slobber to your side of the table. We clear?” 
 
    He harrumphs. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “You’re a Player Killer.” 
 
    “And you probably find it difficult to write your own name. Look, we all have problems.” I set my tray down and sit across from him. “Now…” I nod to the condiments on the table. “Pass me the pepper.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    No telling how difficult it’ll be to get into Tin Ingot, especially after my botched kidnapping of the Rial Resort Town’s governor. Then again, my Stater armor may help me, but if the last few interactions with the locals are any indication, it may not give me the pass I need to go through without any trouble. 
 
    Cloak it is, I think as I approach a jovial merchant in head-to-toe purple leather. The sides of his head are shaved and his long black hair on top has been braided and tucked into the collar of his purple leather jacket. 
 
    “How can I help you, Player Killer?” he asks. 
 
    Wolf is beside me now, still licking his teeth with the hope of getting any leftover bits of chicken out. 
 
    “The name is Lavender, by the way,” he says with a bow. 
 
    “Hi, Lavender.” 
 
    “What will it be, then? Or are you looking for information?” He darts his eyes left and right and I sense a quest coming on. 
 
    “Nope, I’m well-informed – too well-informed, actually. I’m looking for a cloak.” 
 
    He claps his hands together and Wolf jumps back. “Then you’ve come to the right place! I just got a shipment in.” He grabs a wooden crate from under a table, sets it on the table before him, and starts taking out folded cloaks. 
 
    “What size, what size … ?” he mumbles as he works. 
 
    “Do you have another color?” I ask once he’s unloaded the entire crate. Sitting before me are no less than a dozen lavender cloaks of varying size and length. 
 
    His smile shatters. “Is there something wrong with lavender?” 
 
    “As a scent, no. As a color, not really, but, um … ” 
 
    “Too much of a tough guy to wear lavender, eh?” He thumbs the front of his purple leather vest. “Are you suggesting I’m not so good looking in this color?” 
 
    “No, I was just hoping for another color.” 
 
    “I’m the only guy out here with cloaks, so it’s lavender or it’s the highway.” He raises his nose at me. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll take lavender. And don’t you say anything,” I tell Wolf, who now carries a comical grin on his face. “What’ll it cost?” 
 
    “Two thousand lira,” he says with a grin. 
 
    Wolf growls and we both look to him. 
 
    The purple-clad merchant gasps. “He … he understands me?” 
 
    “Yep, and if you don’t give me the cloak at a reasonable price, he’ll understand when I tell him to rip your fucking arm off.” 
 
    Wolf snaps his teeth and the merchant jumps back. 
 
    “Okay, five hundred; that’s the cloak at cost.” I hand him the lira and he quickly tosses me the cloak. “Now beat it,” he says, “before I call the guards.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: Know Thy Customer 
 
      
 
    Wolf and I stick to the cover of the horse-drawn merchant carts heading towards the Tin Ingot Flea Market. The guards at the city gate, both clad in Samurai-ish armor that looks incredibly bulky, assume we are part of the group of merchants and wave us through with the carts. 
 
    Each large city in Unigaea has its own characteristics and rules governing who can come in and what they can come in on. Some cities, like Solidus, have a strict ban on large animals, which everyone knows means Tagvornin wolves and Shire Horses. 
 
    Others, like Tin Ingot, let just about anyone they can into the city, mostly for financial reasons. After all, marauders need somewhere to spend their hard-stolen lira, and with all the city guards, they know better than to cause trouble. 
 
    I keep my head down, the hood of my lavender cloak casting a shadow on my face. 
 
    “Look at the fag boy!” a burly man with a cane calls out to me. “Lavender brings out the pussy in you, mate!” 
 
    I shake him off and continue. I really have no idea why people jeer at others in public places. If I had wanted to, I could have taken the man’s head off with a single gesture. 
 
    Hell, I could have just sicced Wolf on him. 
 
    “Low profile,” I remind myself, which is laughable considering how much I stand out. I’m not a giant, but I am pretty muscled up. This with the pony-sized wolf moving next to me is already an attention grabber, never mind the lavender cloak. 
 
    Maybe I should have gotten Wolf a matching one …  
 
    I take the stone stairs and think about stopping at the apothecary for a moment to grab some potions. A fat man selling metal toy soldiers in front of an armor shop catches my eye. The little soldiers, each about an inch high, would make great shrapnel for my pine-cone IEDs. 
 
    “How much for a sack?” I ask the fat man. 
 
    “I’ll give you a sack!” he chortles. “Just playing, Player Killer. Like your cloak, by the way. Damn, if lavender isn’t in season this year. My wife is into high fashion, you know, all that shit they sell in Solidus that’s the same as the shit in other cities but twice the price. It’s all bullshit if you ask me. Anyway, yeah, that color, it’s definitely on trend.” 
 
    “Um, thanks.” 
 
    “So, you want some soldiers, huh?” he asks as he picks up one of the little metal guys with his sausage fingers. “These are made of scraps from the local blacksmiths. No one soldier is alike.” 
 
    Wolf snaps his jaw at a passing fly and for once, he catches it. This surprises him some. His eyes go wide as he swallows the fly down. 
 
    The fat man chortles. “That was funny! He’s a cute Taggy, yes he is. Can I pet him?” 
 
    I glance from the man’s pudgy hand to Wolf’s snout. “Better not.” 
 
    He gulps. “Very well. Okay, so a bag of soldiers. Here’s what I have.” With the wave of his hand, he drops three small leather bags onto the table. “The big one is 1,000 lira and it has between 50 and 60 soldiers inside; the medium is 500 and it has about 25 to 30; the small one is 100 and it has 10.” 
 
    “Give me the big one.” 
 
    “I’ll give you the big one!” he chortles again. “Never mind, I’ve got a sick mind. Need to get laid more often. What can I say? You know, people say all sorts of sexual-laced things every day. I think it’s great. We don’t use the word ‘salacious’ enough in Unigaea, go figure.” 
 
    Once we’ve exchanged lira, Wolf and I continue along to the Tin Ingot Flea Market. People go wide to avoid Wolf, even though there isn’t a lot of walking space. A few city guards give us the hairy eyeball, but we keep a low enough profile and soon, we arrive at the entrance to the flea market. 
 
    A vampiric mermaid statue at the entrance to the flea market has become a common meeting point in Tin Ingot. Crowds huddle around the buxom statue, waiting for their friends and recruiting people to join them on their quests. Moving amidst the crowd are snake oil salesmen with all sorts of potions and trinkets. 
 
    Seeing them sell potions gets me thinking more about my herbalist subclass. I really need to play with it more, aside from creating IEDs. An herbalist who doesn’t make poisons? A purist would shake their head at me. 
 
    “But you’re trying to save the world,” I whisper, which sounds just about as stupid coming out of my mouth as I thought it would. 
 
    As I take a position at the front of the statue, I relax into the lavender cloak and cross my arms over my chest. Feeling like I’m looking too much like, well, a Player Killer, I drop my arms to my sides and start scanning the crowd for Deathdale or Sam – not that either of them will be hard to find. 
 
    “Easy,” I tell Wolf as an orange cat tears through the crowd, chasing a tiny mouse. 
 
    Wolf tracks the cat, his big blue-green eyes locked on the feline as he licks his lips. This naturally gets me wondering why dogs and cats don’t get along, which somehow morphs into a philosophical discussion between the left and right side of my brain about why certain groups of people can’t get along, both in the Proxima Galaxy and the real world. 
 
    “Chill,” I whisper as my brain continues to form links between things that seemingly have no connection. 
 
    The crowd morphs around me – orcs, elves, drow, half-giants, you name it. I stand beneath the statue looking for a familiar face, and I’m surprised when I see a short gnome in a cone hat marching my way. 
 
    “Player Killer,” he says as he reaches me. “Remember me? The name’s Arun.” 
 
    “From Mohar,” I say, recalling how I met this gnome and his wife in Mohar and how they were the only people in the market who were kind to me. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Chantrea and I got sick of Mohar. You know, those caverns can get really stuffy, especially when people light candles at night. Phew! So we’re here now, just over there. You waiting for someone?” 
 
    “I think. Actually, I have no idea if they’ll show up or not.” 
 
    “Well there’s no sense in standing here in a lavender cloak sticking out like a sore, purple thumb!” He waves me towards his booth. “Follow me.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    “I remember you,” Arun’s gnome wife says as we approach. “What was your name again?” 
 
    “I never told you, or at least I don’t think I did,” I say as Arun presses past me. “But the name is Oric, Oric Rune.” 
 
    “Chantrea, in case you’ve forgotten.” The older female gnome has an agreeable face and a soft smile. The wrinkles at the corners of her eyes make her seem wise beyond her years. Her modest, long-sleeved dress covers almost every part of her body aside from her hands, neck, and face. 
 
    I follow Arun to the other side of the booth, which is much more spacious than the front. The booksellers in the booth next to them gawk as they see me take a seat on a wooden crate. Wolf joins me, and to get out of the way he rests at the back corner of their rented booth, as far away from the bustling crowd out front as he can get. 
 
    I don’t blame him. 
 
    There aren’t many places Wolf can go where he isn’t gawked at. Before I can say anything else, Chantrea approaches and hands me a small glass of piping-hot milk tea. With no stem, I’m forced to hold the glass by its lip to drink the hot liquid. 
 
    “Gnome’s tea,” she says. “It’s good for the heart.” 
 
    Arun sits on a stool in front of me and stares at me fondly. “So … ” 
 
    “So?” I ask as I take a sip of the tea. “Damn, that’s some stuff!” I place the tea on the table and out of the way. 
 
    “What’s been happening for you? I see you have Stater armor now.” 
 
    “I do, which is something I’d like to talk to you about.” 
 
    “You want to trade it?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” I say as I start to unhook the chest plate. “I want to mod it. Can you remove any insignia on the armor that shows it’s from Stater? I’m talking about this griffin here, and the one on the back as well.” 
 
    Arun raises a bushy eyebrow at me. “Is it stolen?” 
 
    “Actually, Governor Talonas himself gave this to me.” 
 
    “Did he?” He takes the armor from me and runs his finger along the griffin. “In that case, I believe there’s something I can do about it. It may take the rest of the afternoon, though.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I don’t want any affiliation with Stater.” I lower my voice. “Not after what I saw.” 
 
    “Go on,” Arun says as his wife hands him a glass of tea. As he sips his tea, I proceed to explain to him everything that has happened over the last few days, from the meteor shower to the battle of Tangka, from Sam’s death to my discovery last night. 
 
    Arun’s eyes fill with understanding. “So Talonas is disguising his own soldiers, or maybe even mercenaries, as Tagvornins and attacking the south.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And then he’s swooping back in to rebuild after the destruction has been wrought.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I believe to be happening.” 
 
    Chantrea, who sits at the front of their booth yet is focused entirely on our conversation, looks to me and gasps. “Do you think he’s responsible for the meteor shower?” 
 
    “I have no way to prove that,” I tell her, “but I wouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “He’s there now,” Arun says. “Word is Governor Talonas has gone to Solidus to visit architects at the great academies and pledge his support to rebuild the city. Will you go there?” 
 
    I finish my tea and take a long, hard look at Wolf. Now isn’t the time to seek revenge. I know that, and I’m well aware just by looking up at the crimson sky there are bigger forces at play. Hell, the fact that I’m planning to take a detour to deal with the Drachma Killers is distraction enough. 
 
    Arun stands. “Well, unless you want to stick around in Tin Ingot another day, I need to see about getting your armor looked at. While I’m gone, do you mind helping Chantrea run the place?” 
 
    I glance to the female gnome, who has turned her attention to a thin woman with a bad skin condition. “I’m not that great of a salesperson.” 
 
    “Sure you are! Just help her with whatever she needs.” 
 
    With that, Arun places my armor in a burlap sack, spins on his heels, and exits the booth. 
 
    I stand and join Chantrea at the front of the booth. As she finishes a transaction, my eyes stop on a necklace of pure silver. 
 
    “That’s some piece,” I say once her customer is gone. 
 
    “Ah, this?” Chantrea lifts the necklace and hands it to me. 
 
    Attached to the silver necklace is a symbol I have never seen before. Upon further inspection, I see the Unigaean characters have been smelted together to form the main piece. 
 
    “It’s one of a kind. Let me rephrase: it is two of a kind. There are only two of these necklaces in existence, and I have one.” She sticks her small hands into her collar and lifts the other necklace out. “Both were made by Olivas, and both have an attribute bonus for your people.” 
 
    I’ve heard Player Characters called “your people” before. I try not to get into the details of what NPCs think of us for a number of reasons, one of them being my natural curiosity: I’m afraid of what I would discover. 
 
    “How much for this one?” I ask her. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask about the attribute it boosts?” 
 
    “Sure, what’s it boost?” 
 
    “It boosts SPEED by three points. Mine boosts MIND.” 
 
    “Want to trade?” 
 
    She laughs. “You haven’t even traded for this one yet! To answer your question, I will trade you the SPEED necklace for something, but I won’t trade mine. I quite like feeling smarter.” 
 
    I nod in appreciation. “I know that feeling. Okay, how about this … ” 
 
    I scroll through my list and stop on my St. Lucia Buster Sword. Normally I wouldn’t get rid of this, and it is stupid, really, to hand it over to her, but the less I have from Stater the better and besides, my broken sword is more effective. 
 
    I stab the ironing board of a sword into the ground. “I hope I don’t regret this.” 
 
    “You will,” she says knowingly. “We always do. And fine, the necklace is yours.” She gives me the necklace and I instantly put it on. 
 
    SPEED +3! 
 
    I take a brief look at my attributes: 
 
    Attributes 
 
    STRENGTH: 13 
 
    WILL: 13 
 
    DEXTERITY: 13 
 
    MIND: 11 
 
    SPEED: 12 
 
    “Not bad,” I finally say. I wave my hand around to see if it looks like I’m moving any faster. 
 
    Chantrea chuckles. “That’s not exactly what that necklace is for.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to take a jog later to see how much faster I move.” 
 
    She laughs again and places her hands on her stomach. “I’d like to take a wee break. Are you okay with manning the front?” 
 
    I glance over my shoulder at Wolf, who is now fast asleep. “I’ll do my best. If there’s trouble, I’ll just point to him.” 
 
    “If anyone wants to buy anything big, don’t make the sale until I come back.” She hovers her hand over the valuable items on the table. “This is what I mean by big. These things are rare. Also, keep an eye out for thieves.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    “I’ll give ye two hundreed leera, notheeng more!” spits a hobgoblin with red eyes and a gray face full of scars. He has a necklace made of teeth and a series of symbols carved into the flesh of his chin. 
 
    “It’s not for sale,” I tell him again, my fingers twitching and ready to go for the hilt of my sword. 
 
    The hobgoblin, nearly my height but much skinnier aside from his potbelly, has been arguing with me for the last five minutes. Of all things, the bald fucker wants a comb clearly – clearly – in Chantrea’s “do not sell until I am here to approve the sale” pile. 
 
    He bares his teeth. “You don’t want me beesness? Two hundreed fiftee leera, damn ye! I want theese feeking comb!” 
 
    “You don’t have any hair, goddammit! Quit haggling me about it; you aren’t getting it until the owner gets back.” I whistle for Wolf and he immediately approaches. 
 
    “Hehe! Theenk ye Tagvorneen wolf scares me?” The hobgoblin narrows his red eyes on Wolf as his lips part into a sinister grin. “I eat wolf for breakfast. I eat your wolf if ye don’t sell!” 
 
    I pull my Splintered Sword and angle it in his direction. “One more word,” I say through gritted teeth. 
 
    A grin still plastered on his face, the hobgoblin squints to his left and I follow his gaze to see two city guards coming our way. I sheathe my blade before he can blink again. 
 
    “Go,” I tell him, “I’m not selling the comb.” 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” Chantrea says, suddenly appearing at my side. How she got on my side of the booth will forever remain a mystery. 
 
    “Comb!” The hobgoblin rests his hands on top of his little potbelly and drums his fingers together. “Geeve to me!” 
 
    “Why, certainly!” 
 
    Chantrea launches into a sales pitch the likes of which I’ve never heard in Unigaea. By the end of her spiel, she has the hobgoblin eating out of her hand, ready to trade his house and livestock for the comb. 
 
    Through their conversation, I discover the hobgoblin doesn’t want the comb for himself but rather for his bride to be, who is already the mother of six of his eight offspring (the mother of the other two being her sister – a long story it seems). 
 
    Chantrea listens with real concern on her face, and once he’s finished, she switches into a sales pitch about how this comb will bring the hobgoblin and his current and future offspring a happiness that has never been witnessed in Unigaea. 
 
    She sells him the comb for 2,000 lira, and that’s after giving him a discount from 2,500 because, really, she “understands” his situation and “wants” to make things better for him. He leaves a happy camper. 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t want you to sell these items,” she says as soon as he’s far enough away that her words won’t reach his cauliflower ears. 
 
    “I told you I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “If you must know, these items are enchanted, but they’re only valuable to certain types of people. In actuality, that comb is worthless.” She fishes a similar comb from the pocket on the front of her dress. “I paid fifteen lira for it. The problem is, buyers like that only come around in a blue moon.” 
 
    “And that’s why you didn’t want me to sell it.” 
 
    “Exactly. Know thy customer.” 
 
    Just as Chantrea launches into another explanation about enchanted items, I see a hauntingly familiar face in the crowd. 
 
    My pulse quickens as Deathdale approaches, her short gray bob tied back into a tight little top knot, her impractical A-line armor, her unnecessary heeled boots and her trademarked eyepatch completing her outfit. 
 
    Deathdale’s good eye catches me and a light behind her eye signals she recognizes the cloaked Player Killer standing before her. She strolls over, casual even, and Chantrea takes notice as she approaches. 
 
    “That’s an odd one,” she whispers under her breath. 
 
    Deathdale stops before us and Wolf barks at her. He sits and barks again. People at the other booths turn to us and whisper; the city guards close by move a bit closer, just in case things get out of hand. 
 
    “Hey there,” I say awkwardly. 
 
    Deathdale slowly looks from Chantrea’s items to my face, to the necklace around my neck pressed into the front of my lavender cloak. 
 
    “It’s not what it seems like.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “We’ve got a lot to talk about – or at least I do,” I tell her. “Also, seriously, you need a disguise. We were just in this city and remember what happened then?” 
 
    She shrugs and Wolf barks at her again. 
 
    “Please, um, come to this side of the booth.” Chantrea invites Deathdale in. “You two catch up,” says the gnome. “I’ll stand up front.” 
 
    Deathdale joins me and Wolf at the back of the booth. 
 
    It’s cramped, but not as bad as some of the other booths around. 
 
    “Sam’s dead,” I say, starting at the logical point. Deathdale acknowledges this statement with a cold look. “We went to the bandits’ hut to find you, found the letter, and were attacked that night by a band of Tags. It gets more interesting, though.” 
 
    I tell her about my campsite discovery and the conversation with the Stater soldier I kidnapped. “It’s all a ploy; Governor Talonas played us. Stater soldiers are disguising themselves as Tagvornins.” Suspicion paints across my face as the realization comes. “Wait, did you … did you know? You came with them at the battle; you must have known.” 
 
    Deathdale shakes her head. 
 
    “You can speak with me. And seriously … ” I gulp and give her a hard look. “Did you know?” 
 
    She shakes her head again. “I joined after.” 
 
    “After? You mean they were already wearing Tagvornin armor and whatnot?” 
 
    She nods. “I promise.” 
 
    I offer her a seat on one of the crates and she takes it. “We could do it,” I say after a long pause. “We could ride to Solidus and kill Governor Talonas. I don’t know if you’d be into that, but he – he’s responsible for the deaths of several people close to me.” 
 
    The image of the old woman from Tangka moves across my mind’s eye. She was the one who set me on this journey. After this comes an image of Sam, and the arrow that took her away from me. 
 
    “He tricked us,” I say bitterly. 
 
    This thought gets me thinking about vengeance, and whether its abstract necessity outweighs its selfishness. 
 
    A philosophical debate for another day. 
 
    The red sky visible in the distance reminds me what the Obelisk has asked me to do. This combined with the pressure of wanting to take the fight to Talonas and then to the Drachma Killers, has my mind pinging inside my digital skull. 
 
    I take a deep breath in and feel Deathdale’s gloved hand reach up to meet my arm. 
 
    I lock eyes with her and instantly, my thoughts have settled. “We’ll stick to the original plan,” I say firmly, “Drachma Killers and then the source code bomb. If the opportunity to revisit the past presents itself, we – or, better, I – will take it. I don’t want to loop you into any of it.” 
 
    She nods, her face expressionless as she takes her arm away from me. 
 
    “We’ll be closing soon,” Chantrea says, interrupting our moment. “I’d like to get home early to let the pugs out and start cooking. Arun will meet us there, if you two would care to join us for dinner?” 
 
    I look to Deathdale and she shrugs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: Pyro Affliction 
 
      
 
    “It’s a rental,” Chantrea says as we follow her up a narrow cobblestone lane. “Modest, but we like it.” 
 
    The home Chantrea considers modest speaks volumes about her concept of wealth. Set in Tin Ingot’s exclusive Manor District, a gated community right off the city center, the two-story home is shaded by ancient oak trees and surrounded by a wrought-iron fence. 
 
    The richest gnomes I’ve ever seen? I’d say that’s about right. 
 
    An NPC orc with a greataxe patrolling the cobblestone lane waves to Chantrea. 
 
    [Orc Security Guard, level 30] 
 
    He gives Deathdale and me an extra-long look, likely due to our Player Killer class. 
 
    “Hi, Mueslag,” Chantrea says as she unlocks her gate. “Don’t mind them; they’re harmless.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” I joke as we take the steps to Chantrea’s front door. I hear dogs barking on the other side, and I suddenly recall her mentioning something about pugs. Sure enough, she opens the door and two black, bug-eyed pugs run out barking. 
 
    Both fat little pugs catch wind of Wolf and take off the other way, yipping. 
 
    Wolf glances up at me, a sad look on his face. “Not everyone is going to like you,” I remind him. “Don’t let it get to you.” 
 
    He sneezes. 
 
    “What kind of answer is that?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Chantrea says as she invites us into her expansive home. The air is scented with blue melon and a hint of mint, and the place is cozy, inviting. A spiral staircase in the center of the room goes to the top floors and that’s exactly where the two pugs have gone. 
 
    From the top, they look through the railing down at Wolf, afraid to come down. “Milo, Bawa!” Chantrea calls out, “Get down here and be friendly!” 
 
    “It’s fine, really,” I say as Wolf brushes past us. He finds a lush bugbear rug and stretches out on it. “Hey, get off that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she says as she waves us into the dining area. “The pugs always sleep on that rug.” 
 
    Wolf cocks his head at me and I shrug. “Fine, do what you want.” 
 
    Deathdale takes a seat at the dining-room table, which is picnic style and cut from a single slab of Taelian redwood. Such a domestic setting seems at odds with her appearance and her abilities. 
 
    It wasn’t long ago I saw her burn men alive with her solar power. If she’s bored, I can’t tell. 
 
    Chantrea heads to the kitchen and immediately starts pulling things out of crates stacked on top of one another. I help her by moving the crates and soon realize the entire gnome strategy for food preservation is baffling, but say nothing as I help out. 
 
    Soon we have a few plates of snacks – dried sea fruit from Stater, plantain chips from Karuna – and as I arrange them on the table, Arun enters through the front door, causing the pugs upstairs to go bonkers. 
 
    “They like him better,” Chantrea mumbles bitterly. 
 
    Arun comes into the kitchen with a big burlap sack. He sets the sack on the ground and starts pulling the armor out, carefully setting each piece on the table. 
 
    “Not bad.” I run my finger along the place where a griffin used to be, admiring the handiwork. Any sign this was once Stater armor is nonexistent. 
 
    The pugs are going insane, barking and running back and forth above us. Wolf tracks their barks, his eyes locked on the ceiling. 
 
    “They’re rowdy,” Arun says as he takes a seat, “but they sure are cute.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I say as I continue to look at Wolf. 
 
    “So,” he says, “lowering his voice. What’s your plan?” He glances from Deathdale to me. “I don’t believe we’ve met. Ahem, the name is Arun,” he says, extending his hand. “I’m assuming you’re one of Oric’s associates.” 
 
    Deathdale slowly extends her gloved hand and Arun takes it. He lets go as soon as he notices it’s warm. “Ah,” he says softly, “a Solar Mage. And she’s familiar with everything that’s going on?” he asks me. 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “And what have you decided?” 
 
    “I’ve decided to put Governor Talonas on the back burner for now. There are more pressing matters.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    After eating a delicious meal of baked ham and potatoes, Deathdale and I bid the two gnomes and their little black pugs farewell. 
 
    “I don’t know when will see you again,” I say, “but I truly appreciate the hospitality.” 
 
    “The pleasure is ours and I do hope we cross paths again,” says Chantrea, now holding one of their black pugs, who snorts and licks its lips excitedly. “Take care of the necklace I gave you.” 
 
    “Will do.” I turn back to Arun, who holds the other pug. “Look, I don’t know if the friend I told you about – our friend,” I say with a nod towards Deathdale, “will come here or not. I also don’t know what Sam will look like when she does, or hell, if she’ll even be a she for that matter.” 
 
    Arun chuckles. “Well, what do you know?” 
 
    I glance down at Wolf’s face to see the big mutt staring at the two black pugs like he wants to play. “I was thinking you could tack a sign up at the front of your booth, just for a few days.” 
 
    “A sign that says?” 
 
    “Sam Raid. Odds are, if she comes here, she’ll go to the flea market to the main meeting point there. If she happens to look around a bit, she’ll see her name. And you can tell her we rode to Metica, that she can meet us there or if she’s fast, that she can meet us along the way.” 
 
    “Sure, will do,” Arun says hurriedly. “I’ll write it in big red letters. If she comes there, she won’t miss it.” 
 
    “Thanks again.” 
 
    Quest update! 
 
    You have decided to head north rather than go to meet Governor Talonas. You’ve left a message for Sam Raid with the gnomes, with the hope that she’ll meet you as you make your way to Metica. 
 
    Deathdale, Wolf and I turn to the south, towards the only exit of the exclusive neighborhood. Not twenty paces later, we are immediately stopped by the orc guard from earlier who patrols the place. 
 
    “Two Player Killers out and about at this hour, huh?” he asks in a low, rumbly voice. 
 
    “We’re leaving Tin Ingot,” I tell him, “so there’s no reason to bother us.” 
 
    He snorts. “Good. We don’t want your kind here anyway.” 
 
    “You’ve made yourself clear,” I say as I step in front of Deathdale.  
 
    I don’t like the way she has her head cocked at the orc and, while I like a good fight as much as any other player, this one would end very poorly for the ugly fucker.  
 
    “We’ll be on our way now – that is, unless you’d like to see what it feels like to be roasted from the inside.” 
 
    “Sick fucks,” the orc says as he steps aside. He doesn’t pursue us, which is good for him, and it takes us another ten minutes to wind our way out of the neighborhood. 
 
    The funny part about this district is how “hidden in plain sight” it is. If you didn’t know the wealthy people of Tin Ingot lived here, you’d miss the steps that lead from the main city street to the district and would be completely oblivious to it. 
 
    Wolf barks and a few passing drunkards turn to us. I place my hand on his head and turn my attention to Deathdale. “How would you like to travel tonight? Should we rent a horse for you or, um, are you going to ride Wolf with me?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “Please, just talk to me. You were silent all through dinner. You must know it’s awkward as shit, right? Plus, it’ll make it hard in the future to plan out what we’re going to do. Before you say anything –  ha! – here’s an idea: How about you just say short answers, like two or three words? What do you think? You don’t have to go into any great detail, but it will allow us to communicate.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I nearly lose my footing as a smile lifts Deathdale’s cheeks. 
 
    “Good! A little communication goes a long way.” I clap my hands together, excited to have someone to talk to. “What do you say? Shall we ride Wolf or find a horse?” 
 
    “I have a new skill.” 
 
    “Five words?” I count them again on my finger. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    She shakes her head at me as a ray of light spirals from her ankles to her heels and returns back to her ankles. Seconds later, the Solar Mage floats about eight inches off the ground and propels herself forward. 
 
    “Whoa!” I say as I start jogging to catch up with her. Wolf barks and chases after both of us. A city guard just getting off his shift looks from us to a pub across the street. He shrugs, removes his shogun-like helmet, and heads to a pub called The Whore’s Head. 
 
    “How long can you go like that for?” I ask as she slows. 
 
    “A while.” 
 
    “Good, because I’d like to cut some of our travel time down tomorrow by getting as far north as we can today. It’ll take us a day and a half or so to get to Metica. The sooner the better.” 
 
    I mount Wolf and scratch him behind the ears. “Think you can keep up with her?” 
 
    He barks as Deathdale takes off, floating close to the ground with the bottom of her heels encompassed by light. She speeds past a rickshaw man pulling a young couple and zips around a small donkey hooked to a cart in the middle of the street. 
 
    Wolf follows close behind her, panting as he trots. 
 
    The wind through my hair makes me feel alive. Seeing Deathdale speeding in front of me as if she is on a hover board is a sight to behold, her revealing armor flapping and nearly giving me a view of her ass cheeks. 
 
    Nearly. 
 
    I am male, hear me roar. 
 
    This last thought is suddenly distasteful to me, which I assume is because of my attribute boost in MIND. Why must men roar and beat their chests, and why am I promoting that behavior? When in doubt, blame MIND, as it seems to be the culprit behind most things. It’s an odd type of shame, the type you feel when you have a thought you know you shouldn’t be having. 
 
    Be professional, Oric. 
 
    She’s not my fucking coworker, Eric. And why shouldn’t you be having thoughts like that? I think as we near the city gates. 
 
    My inner debate is interrupted by a few people yelling and pointing to the sides of the main boulevard. I suppose a Conan-looking guy riding a big-ass Tagvornin wolf and chasing a floating Solar Mage isn’t something they see every day, not to mention the fact that both are Player Killers. 
 
    “This isn’t a show!” I call to a group of girls who have stopped to watch us. The youngest of the bunch shrieks, turns, and hugs her sister. 
 
    So much for making a friendly exit. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I press my body closer to Wolf’s, feeling his muscles move as he tears after Deathdale. She’s faster than hell, and I don’t believe for one minute she’ll be able to sustain this kind of travel indefinitely. 
 
    “Whoa!” A city guard jumps back as Deathdale blazes past the city gate. He does so again as Wolf and I come racing along. “Hey!” he calls after us, but we’re long gone by the time he can get his weapon out, not that it would have done him any good. 
 
    The fields surrounding northern Tin Ingot are mostly used for grain. 
 
    There isn’t a tree in sight, and under an early crimson evening, Deathdale and I speed along a dirt road with wagon-tire grooves permanently cut into the soil. She’s still making record timing, and Wolf is breathing pretty heavily to keep up the pace. 
 
    “Let’s slow a bit!” I call after her. She stops and Wolf whips past, only to slow so she can catch up. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I ask, immediately cursing myself for asking her a dumb question. This gets me contemplating whether my question is indeed dumb, and why I’m overanalyzing it in the first place. I know the culprit – MIND – and maybe I should leave that attribute alone once I level up again. 
 
    Or not. Hell, if I dump everything in there, I could become the smartest Player Killer Unigaea has ever seen! Ha! 
 
    You’re an idiot. 
 
    I grin at Deathdale and she doesn’t say anything to me as she presses forward. 
 
    Thank God you can’t read my mind. 
 
    As she moves, the wheat fields to her immediate left lean towards her, as if attracted to her energy. A spark of light in the distance catches my eye and I point to it. A hill a least a mile away looks to have a campsite on it. 
 
    I wouldn’t normally disturb the campsite, but the arrangement of the fire catches my eye. 
 
    Rather than a single flame, six flames form a semi-circle. 
 
    Some kind of ritual? 
 
    My feelings on shamanism – and religiosity, for that matter – make me wary to investigate what may be happening on the hill. But before I can really make a decision about it one way or another, Deathdale cuts into a field of dirt. 
 
    I guess that settles that, I think as Wolf trots after her. 
 
    As we get closer to the hillock, I notice the fires are actually effigies shaped into human forms. They burn slowly, likely fashioned from the oaks that surround the Eastern Split Mountains, which are known for their slow-burn properties. 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stands to attention as we approach the bottom of the hill and I see the charred bodies all around it. 
 
    Adding to my apprehension is the fact that the bodies have been arranged on their backs, with the tops of their blackened skulls facing up the hill. 
 
    Deathdale drops to her feet and takes a few steps forward, the fire crackling and the flames whipping in the air atop the hill. 
 
    “Is that a person?” I ask as I see something slide down one of the effigies. The flames ripple and spit blue sparks. 
 
    A female hits the ground and stands, her body awash with flames like the Human Torch. 
 
    The other effigies move as flaming people slide down to the ground. 
 
    Six people who appear to be burning alive now stand at the top of the hill, looking down at us. 
 
    “Pyro affliction.” As soon as the words leave my lips, I hop off Wolf and brandish my Splintered Sword. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Two of the men, their bodies engulfed in flames, run down the hill flailing their arms over their heads. “Get back, Wolf!” I cry, stepping before him. 
 
    I go to meet the first man, heat radiating off his body as he swings his flaming arms at me.  
 
    -86 HP! 
 
    I slice right through his arms and the flaming appendages go whizzing over his head. “Careful!” I manage to call out to Deathdale, who has pulled her blade of light out and is set to engage the other burning man. 
 
    The one I’ve just disarmed swings at me with his stubs, his maw wide as he screeches. Fiery strands of saliva connect the top of his mouth to the bottom, and as he screams, bits of flame flicker from his lips. 
 
    Our surroundings heat up. I pivot to miss his fiery stubs and bring my Splintered Sword down onto the back of his neck. 
 
    -274 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    His head separates from his body and his torso turns to me, his chest heaving up and down. He brings one of his stubs up and I cut it off at the armpit. 
 
    -43 HP! 
 
    The rest of his arm goes spinning away and I follow through by swinging my blade around and cutting his leg off at the knee. 
 
    -59 HP! 
 
    “Fuck!” I say as the pyro-afflicted man hits the ground and starts crawling towards me as best he can with one good leg and half an arm. Flames lick his body as he picks up speed, the grass beneath him catching fire as I backpedal. 
 
    Pyro affliction is a condition without a cure. Once it takes a person’s body, the particularly viral fire takes over their basic motor functions, using the person as a host. They are like zombies, and cutting off an arm or a leg will do little to stop their advances. 
 
    Any living being a person with pyro affliction touches either dies or turns, depending on their will. The blacked bodies all around the hill are a testament to how many people didn’t make it through the transformation. 
 
    “Don’t let them touch you!” I shout to both Wolf and Deathdale. 
 
    With no idea how deep Deathdale’s knowledge of Unigaea runs, I take it upon myself to inform her of just what it is we are up against. “If their flames touch you, you’ll become one of them!” 
 
    The four on top of the hill slowly begin making their way towards us, their shoulders slinking up and down as they track our movements, a trail of flames in their wake. Their leader, one of the females, stands back just a bit, letting the other three move forward. 
 
    I’ve got bigger problems. 
 
    The only way to stop the pyro-afflicted is to cut all their heads and limbs off and let them burn eternally, keeping them from moving around. Miraculously, the one on the ground is still able to slither fairly easy. 
 
    He lunges towards me and lifts his belly off the ground like a striking cobra. I roll to his left, avoiding the flame trailing behind him, and bring my Splintered Sword down onto his last leg. 
 
    -57 HP! 
 
    He cries out and, seeing an opening, I lead my blade in a scooping motion and take off the rest of his arm. -31 HP! 
 
    Not a moment too soon, either. 
 
    As Deathdale swings her blade up, splitting her opponent’s body in half, and as Wolf barks on the sidelines, two of the pyro-afflicted descend upon me. 
 
    I run to my right, giving myself a little more space before I try to address them. They lay chase, faster than I would have expected, and once I’m in the clear, I swivel around to meet them. 
 
    The first swings her arm and I step into it, moving left just in time to slice through her burning flesh and cut her arm away. 
 
    -74 HP! 
 
    Wolf sprints forward. “No! Back! Get back!” 
 
    The flaming woman swipes her other arm at me and the man accompanying her, on hands and feet now, charges as flames spark off his body. I jump out of the way and latch onto Wolf, who charges back towards Deathdale as I hold on for dear life. 
 
    I get my footing and hop on, only to see the two pyro-afflicted speeding towards me, their bodies bright beacons on a very near horizon. 
 
    “Let’s go, Deathdale!” I call out. It’s too risky. I know this, and I’d rather not botch what I’ve apparently been put on Unigaea to do by turning into what amounts to a flaming zombie. 
 
    But the Solar Mage has other plans. 
 
    As the four pyro-afflicted surround her, a blinding column of light blasts down from the crimson heavens, the cylinder of energy completely engulfing Deathdale. Wolf skids to a halt and I shield my eyes as the light thins and brightens her skin until she’s glowing. 
 
    The four standing pyro-afflicted stop dead in their tracks. 
 
    The first to fall is the one whose arm I took. She begins convulsing, the flames bouncing off her body and sending sparks into the night sky as she falls to her knees. 
 
    The others follow. The leader still tries to reach out to Deathdale but falls and lands in a pile of flames, inches away from the Solar Mage’s heeled boot. 
 
    Deathdale’s knees buckle. 
 
    “Wolf!” He gets the gist and tears off towards the Solar Mage, careful not to touch any of the raging flames. I leap off him and land in a run, my face covered in sweat. 
 
    Deathdale passes out and I don’t quite catch her – I wish it were that easy – but I do perform something like a baseball slide, allowing her to fall onto my body rather than the hard soil. 
 
    As light as she is, it isn’t hard for me to lift the Solar Mage over my shoulder and carry her over to Wolf.  
 
    It’s only then I notice how hard I’m breathing, each breath painful as the air fills my lungs. 
 
    The heat. 
 
    Six bodies burn all around us, amidst crisscrossing trails of flames. I place Deathdale on the ground and wipe sweat from my face. 
 
    “Why do we keep meeting like this?” I ask her, recalling the time in Rial Resort Town when she overexerted herself and I had to carry her. “You’re powerful,” I tell her as I crouch before her, “but you already knew that.” 
 
    Wolf sits on his haunches and bends forward, pressing his cold nose against Deathdale’s gray hair. 
 
    “Careful,” I tell him as he nudges her. “My guess is she’ll be out for a while, recharging. Apparently, the game treats this the same way it treats an injury – so she can’t logout.” 
 
    This gets me thinking about what she’s doing right now, or what I was doing, for that matter, when I was beaten to an inch of my life. If I exist completely in a neuronally constructed fantasy world, and I pass out, what happens to my mind? Where does it go? Is this yet another example of a poor misappropriation of Schrodinger's cat, or is it simply a form of digital inertia? 
 
    I shake my head at the question as the fire flickers not too far away from us. 
 
    Not now. Get to safety. 
 
    “Let’s find somewhere to camp,” I say as I bend forward and lift Deathdale, fire flickering all around us. “Anywhere but here.” 
 
    I don’t need to look at the gruesome scene of flaming dead bodies to come to the conclusion that there are better places to camp. Once I have Deathdale situated on Wolf, I secure a place behind her and hold onto her waist with my arm as Wolf moves away from the campsite. 
 
    To my surprise, Deathdale’s hand comes alive and she squeezes my arm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: A Giant Surprise 
 
      
 
    Cold air from the northeast swoops over the prairie land situated between the Eastern and Western Splits. After riding for a good hour, we stumble upon a communal campground, noted for its circular pattern of rocks, and take refuge in the shared safe space that doesn’t allow combat within its perimeter. 
 
    The frigid wind reminds me of where we’re going – the Rune Lands – and the change in temperature makes me regret not starting a fire. After fending off the pyro-afflicted, a burning campfire was the last thing I wanted to see. 
 
    That, and the fact that my skin is still hot from the flames an hour later, keeps me from gathering brush and equipping my fire-starter kit. 
 
    Deathdale rests next to Wolf and for all I know, she may log out in the morning as soon as she wakes. She did that once before, on Karuna Island, and if she logs out I will again be alone, my only companion a giant Tagvornin wolf and the voice in my head. 
 
    It’s not that bad, Oric. 
 
    You’re right, Eric. 
 
    “No worries,” I tell myself as I sit down with my back against one of the big rocks making up the perimeter of the camping space. I wouldn’t mind cuddling up next to Wolf, or Deathdale for that matter, but I don’t quite know how she would react to wake up next to me, and I’d rather not be boiled alive from the inside like the pyro-afflicted she killed. 
 
    I’m surprised that even worked. 
 
    I’ve dealt with the pyro-afflicted before, those damn flaming zombies, back when I was mayor of Ducat. A group of ten or so came from the Eastern Splits and we were lucky to defeat them. 
 
    You didn’t defeat them, I remind myself. Like anyone with enough money and power, I let others fight my battles for me. 
 
    “And now you are the last warrior,” I whisper half-jokingly as sleep comes over me. 
 
    Part of me wants to chastise myself for this, especially after some of my actions over the last two days, but there is nothing about the “last warrior” moniker that says I need to be moral, or just for that matter. 
 
    It simply is how the Obelisk has christened me – branded me. 
 
    As I blink my eyes shut, I’m suddenly standing in the lagoon in Hashmonean, the Obelisk before me in her stunning dragonfly-esque armor. Golden glitter is splashed across her face and her disco-ball eyes are locked onto me. As she moves towards me, four vampiric mermaids lift from the water, their naked breasts perky and their wet hair matted to their faces. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” the Obelisk says, her voice that of a thousand hissing insects. 
 
    “Is this real?” 
 
    She rolls her head back on her shoulders. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “This is a dream.” 
 
    “Your life is a dream.” 
 
    “I am dreaming within a dream.” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “Why have you come here?” 
 
    “To remind you of your task.” 
 
    “I was betrayed,” I whisper, bringing things back down to the real-enough world. “Governor Talonas tricked me. He killed Sam Raid; he killed all those people. It was a false flag, a ruse. But I’m over that for now. I’m heading north.” 
 
    “Yes. To see to the Red Plague.” 
 
    “I’m making a pit stop along the way.” 
 
    The Obelisk studies me for a moment, her heavy gaze boring a hole through my head. “I am aware.” 
 
    “Where is Sam? Will she return? Has she respawned?” 
 
    “She will.” 
 
    “Where is she?” I plead. “I can ride to her, tonight even!” 
 
    “She’ll join you sooner than later. Before that, a giant surprise awaits you.” 
 
    The mermaids behind her begin to hum. The Obelisk’s sharply angled helm begins to melt down her face, boiling her flesh away. She has no features, no eyes, no nose, and no mouth – just an empty stretch of skin. As her pointed helmet evanesces, so does the rest of her dragonfly armor, from her sharp epaulets to the brittle ribcage coverings. 
 
    It’s as if she wears a flawless latex bodysuit, no blemishes on her skin, no genitalia or nipples. 
 
    I take a step back, overcome by the oddity of it all. 
 
    Wolf barks and I wake. 
 
    Morning has come. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    To my surprise, Deathdale is still logged in. She sits cross-legged facing the pink-crimson sun and Wolf sits next to her, both their backs to me. 
 
    I stand and rub the sleep out of my eyes. I try to recall the dream I’ve just had, but I can only settle on the image of the Obelisk’s expressionless face. 
 
    Hunger pangs remind me I’d better eat something soon, and seeing how all I have is jerky – jerky I’d prefer to ration – I’ll either have to do some scavenging or a bit of hunting. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    Two large rabbits approach me from outside the circle of stones, fall to their sides, and let out their last breaths. 
 
    “Who wants rabbit?” I say aloud after I’ve grabbed both fat woodland creatures by the legs. 
 
    Wolf turns to me and trots over, his tail wagging. He barks, tries for one of the rabbits, and I pull it away just in time. 
 
    Deathdale remains motionless, her gaze focused on the horizon. I walk around to her front side and smile at her. 
 
    “Where?” she asks, her eye locking on the two rabbits. 
 
    “A gift from the Obelisk. There are some things, um, I haven’t really told you yet.” I lay the dead rabbits on the ground and remind Wolf to keep away from them. 
 
    She looks up at me curiously. 
 
    “I guess this is kind of an important detail, so here it is: On our way back from Stater, Sam Raid and I were attacked by vampiric mermaids from Hashmonean. I woke up in a lagoon on Hashmonean, alone, and was visited by the Obelisk, whom you may know as Unigaea’s AI, its Neuronal Visualization Algorithmic Seed, the NVA Seed. Damn, that’s a mouthful. Are you familiar with what I’m talking about?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “So that’s where this came from.” I move my hair to the side and show her the bite mark. “Don’t worry, I’m not a vampire now or anything, but I can breathe underwater. Which is cool.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I say as I unclip my chestplate, “the Obelisk gave me five levels and this mark as well.” I take off my undershirt and show her the symbol on my chest. 
 
    Her eyebrows raise, either at my new mark or my muscles. I secretly hope it’s the latter, quickly swallow this shallow thought, and continue, “This mark allows me to rage once per day, and by rage I mean my attack power and defense doubles. I get faster too. Long story short – and here’s the important part regarding our little arrangement – the Obelisk has our back. She wants us to ride north to see about the Red Plague.” 
 
    “Source code bomb.” 
 
    “So you know. Good. Anyway, I was visited by the Obelisk again last night, I think.” I recall her armor melting away and her complete void of a face. “Could have been a nightmare too. She said Sam is alive, and will join us. Or at least she insinuated that. She also said something about ‘a giant surprise,’ which I’m still trying to piece together.” 
 
    “Drachma Killers.” 
 
    “I have not forgotten that I promised you we’d see to the Drachma Killers. That’s our first stop; if you plan to ride north with us after, whoever ‘us’ may be at that point, that’s entirely up to you.” 
 
    She nods in a way that neither confirms nor denies this is her intention. 
 
    “Anyway, what I meant earlier is these two rabbits simply approached me and fell over and died, something I will take as a gift from the Obelisk. So, who’s hungry?” 
 
    Wolf barks excitedly; Deathdale’s expression remains the same. Her gloved hand comes up and she produces a small package of food from her list. Wrapped in a brown leaf, she places the package on her lap, removes her glove, and warms it with her bare hand. 
 
    “Microwave hands,” I tell her. “That’d be a useful skill.” 
 
    She looks up to me. 
 
    “What?” I equip a kitchen knife given to me by a family in Tangka. “It would!” 
 
    Holding the first rabbit with one hand, I slit its jugular and let the blood drain out. I do the same to the other and then remove the first one’s head, keeping it in the air long enough for the blood to completely drain out. 
 
    Wolf goes for the rabbit’s decapitated head and runs off with it. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I tell Deathdale, “Wolf and I aren’t as animalistic as we seem. Actually, I guess we are. At least we’re not eating seagulls, not that there’s anything wrong with that.” I turn the second rabbit upside down and drain its blood. “You know how it is to be a Player Killer; no one likes you. I’m pretty sure if there were blues musicians in Unigaea instead of bards, they’d be Player Killers. Just a hunch.” 
 
    I hold the rabbit by its hind leg and gather a bunch of skin around its ankle. I twist it until it breaks and begin the process of pulling the fur off the rabbit’s body. I do the same for the other leg, and once the skin is off, I find a rock and cut off its paws. 
 
    From there, I flip the rabbit over and make a cut along its belly, through its ribcage and pelvis. After I pry open the side of the belly, I get hold of the windpipe below the rabbit’s severed neck and yank it out. 
 
    Wolf goes for it and I let him. A few minutes later and I’ve done the same to the second rabbit. 
 
    Now it’s time for the seasoning. 
 
    I throw on a little of the Tritanian lemon pepper and let them sit on my cutting board until I can find some sharp sticks, which require a bit of whittling but not enough to really work up a sweat. 
 
    The rabbits on their new skewers, I get a fire going using my fire-starter kit and a mixture of twigs and bramble. Using a makeshift rotisserie I found lying next to the fire pit – most these public camp places have items to aid in cooking – I get the rabbits over the fire and slowly roast them to perfection. 
 
    “Smells good, admit it?” I ask Deathdale. 
 
    She gives me a cold, Glomar response. 
 
    Wolf circles the fire, his eyes on the roasting rabbits. Once they’re ready, I toss him the fatter one. He snaps it out of the air and goes to town, finishing it before I can get a bite off. 
 
    I chew on mine for a moment – tastes a bit like chicken, but so does most meat I’ve encountered in Unigaea – and once I’ve had a good three fourths of the rabbit, I toss the rest to Wolf. 
 
    “He’s hungry,” Deathdale says in a soft voice as she approaches me. 
 
    “One thing I’ve learned about dogs here in Unigaea is they’re always hungry. They will literally eat themselves into a coma. Never had a dog up there. Had a cat though. He was different.” 
 
    When I say “up there” Deathdale turns away from me, ending our conversation. I guess now is not the time to ask about who she is in the real world, not that it really matters to me. It’s not like I’ve been there in a year anyhow. 
 
    Hell, for all I know, Deathdale is a seventy-year-old, retired, gender-neutral millennial living behind the hurricane barrier in Tampa, Florida. 
 
    There really is no telling. 
 
    “You ready?” I ask. She nods and I whistle for Wolf, who gets the hint we’re about to leave, relieves himself, and trots over to me. I mount up, Deathdale lifts half a foot into the air, and we take off towards Metica. 
 
    It’ll still take us another day to get there, but if we travel at a steady pace all day, we’ll be in Metica by morning. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    There’s a noticeable chill in the air as we move further north. 
 
    With less moisture in the air comes less chance for rain, evident in the light-brown patches of grass. Prone to wildfires, the stretch of land between the Eastern and Western Splits is one of the most traversed areas of the continent. 
 
    We pass a group of men carrying heavy loads on their packs, which they have tied to their foreheads like Sherpas. Their skin brown from the constant sun and their leg muscles popping, they march past us without so much as looking in our general direction. 
 
    These carriers are paid by delivery, so it is in their best interest to quickly move past anyone who looks as if they may cause trouble. I’m not saying a Solar Mage and a Player Killer with a giant Tagvornin Wolf will cause them trouble, but if I saw our odd little trio, I’d be heading the other direction as well. 
 
    The carcass of a dead horse along the side of the road catches my eye. 
 
    It’s a Shire horse, clearly bigger than the small horses used in the south, and by the look of its skeleton, it’s been dead for quite a while. The next thing that catches my eye is an overturned wagon, the wheels of which have been stripped. 
 
    It is inadvisable to travel on this swatch of land without protection. Once, many avatars ago when I was a dark mage, I accompanied a trio of merchants from Solidus to Tael. It was a grand journey, and we were lucky one of the merchants was good with a sword. 
 
    But really, the bandits up here are different than the bandits near the southern coast. These are more ruthless, stronger, and there are more occurrences of odd conditions in this area, like pyro affliction. 
 
    Deathdale and I keep to the main road, avoiding any paths that splinter off from it. 
 
    Cloud coverage overhead blocks out most of the crimson sky, casting the rolling plains before us in a maroon and gray mashup akin to a photo viewed with a sepia filter on it. 
 
    I smile as the Solar Mage whizzes past me. 
 
    Since the day we met, there’s been something about her I can’t quite place my finger on. The desire to know more about her is hard to suppress, but I bottle it up, knowing better than to probe for answers. 
 
    Both of us skid to a halt when we see a red-haired giant seated along the roadside. 
 
    A giant surprise, huh? 
 
    Visible from half a mile away, it may be better for us to loop around the giant entirely. Then again, if he is hostile and we kill him, it will net us a ton of EXP. 
 
    “What do you think?” I ask. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Deathdale moves along the road at a slower pace than normal. 
 
    Wolf and I follow behind her, keeping a good distance so she can use one of her more powerful solar spells if need be. 
 
    The NPC giant wears the deep-blue toga of a scholar from the Solidus University of Alchemy. He’s young, regardless of his stubbly red beard, and by the looks of it, he’s probably a recent graduate. While he may be four times my size, the fact that he’s wearing oval glasses, sandals, and is currently poring over a bit of parchment makes me a lot less scared of the towering youth. 
 
    “He’s not a hostile,” I call up to Deathdale. 
 
    Oblivious to our approach, the scholarly giant continues reading the parchment in his hands. It is only when we are within firing range that he turns and locks eyes with me. 
 
    [Taelian Giant, Level 20] 
 
    Wolf slows and barks. He paces back and forth, not sure of what to make of the giant. 
 
    The giant glances from me and Wolf to Deathdale. He considers her for a moment as a blade of light forms on the Solar Mage’s forearm. 
 
    I hop off Wolf and approach cautiously. 
 
    “Easy,” I tell Deathdale under my breath. “He’s a scholar, not a fighter.” I chuckle. “Ever heard ‘I’m a lover, not a fighter?’ That sounded similar. Sorry, getting off track.” 
 
    I clear my throat and grin at her. 
 
    “In a previous incarnation I was a lecturer at one of the academies in Solidus, the Academy of Topographical Studies. Most of the knowledge left me when I respawned; sorry, TMI. All this to say – he’s not going to fight us.” 
 
    “I’ve only seen one other Solar Mage,” the giant says as he places his parchment on the ground. He sits on his haunches with his knees in front of him. Next to him is a crate known as a meditations box. 
 
    The Unigaean higher education system revolves around three main student classifications: pupil, post-pupil, and scholar. A meditations box, which doubles as a storage container, is something used exclusively by scholars. 
 
    The word “meditation” pluralized is not meant for meditation in a Buddhist or Eastern spirituality sense; rather, these are boxes one sits on to think deeply at night rather than sleep, allowing for total, uninterrupted concentration on a subject. 
 
    I know, I’ve done it – although like many of the lecturers, I didn’t do it very often and only kept the meditations box around to encourage others to think deeply on their subjects. 
 
    Appearance is everything. 
 
    “I’m Oric Rune. This is Wolf, and this is Deathdale.” 
 
    He takes off his glasses and uses his blue toga to clean the lens. Once he has his glasses back on, he speaks in a calm voice. “My name is Lothar Shane. Might I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Shoot,” I tell him. 
 
    “I am trying to understand the meaning of this letter I received from my … well, I don’t want to call her a girlfriend, but we were closely associated and she has been there for me over the last five years, while I was in Solidus becoming a scholar.” 
 
    “So she was your girlfriend?” I ask. 
 
    “We never established an agreed-upon definition of our relationship.” 
 
    I glance to Deathdale, who now has her hand on Wolf’s head and is scratching him behind the ear. As she does, he sits and thumps his back leg against the ground. 
 
    “I also have questions about your Tagvornin Wolf, but logic dictates that we should begin with my first question,” Lothar says, “as it has been troubling me and it is the reason I was sitting here, the reason we have crossed paths, which taken into the whole scheme of things is unique in and of itself.” 
 
    “You are pretty hard to miss,” I remind the red-haired giant. 
 
    “My size is something I’ve long since come to terms with, so if you are saying that to get a response from me, well, I’ve give you that response. Now this letter … a Player Killer from up there would surely know what this letter means.” 
 
    He’s a scholar, I remind myself as I approach him, and only NPC scholars, RPCs and of course, PCs, understand the existential nature of Player Character diving to an online Proxima world such as Unigaea. 
 
    “Let me take a look at it,” I say as he flattens the letter, which is about the size of a tablecloth, on the ground. Written in a bubbly, feminine handwriting, the letter reads: 
 
    Lothar Shane, 
 
    I’ve been waiting for five years for you to finish your trials and become a scholar, and I am incredibly proud that you have done so. That said, you returned to Tael and immediately got to work on a post-scholar thesis. I’ve been patient, and I’m sorry it has come to this. 
 
    Goodbye, 
 
    Gadsaa Malin 
 
    “It’s a breakup letter,” I tell him almost immediately. 
 
    “Breakup? Why would we breakup? What would Gadsaa and I have to breakup from? We’ve been together for a very long time.” 
 
    I stare at Lothar incredulously for a moment. “It says right here why she’s breaking up with you. ‘I’ve been patient, and I’m sorry it has come to this. Goodbye.’ It’s pretty clear.” I turn to Deathdale for support and she nods. “See, even the generally silent Solar Mage gets it!” 
 
    “This is just a departing letter. I do not understand why she’d want to end our relationship right as I set off for Solidus. It seems illogical.” 
 
    I shake my head up at him. “You’re not reading between the lines, Lothar. This letter basically says you didn’t pay enough attention to her, she waited, and now she’s ending it. Plain and simple.” 
 
    “I see.” He sits back for a moment and runs his hand along his beard stubble. “Well, that’s fine then. Your interpretation is likely correct. I couldn’t figure out what she could be apologizing for, and figured it was because she didn’t understand my explanation of my post-scholar thesis.” 
 
    I reread the letter with the giant’s interpretation in mind. “Okay, I can see how, if you lived in a vacuum like most scholars do, you’d misinterpret this. Sorry, giant friend, this is a breakup letter. You need to get a new girlfriend.” 
 
    He sighs deeply. “That’s too bad. I am disappointed in her lack of patience, even though she claims to be patient in this letter. But what can I do? The source code bomb has arrived. There are more important things to do than procreate.” 
 
    “So you know about it?” I ask. 
 
    He takes a deep breath and nods. “It’s why I was heading south to Solidus, to see how I can be of assistance in researching it.” 
 
    “But the bomb struck up north.” 
 
    “Yes, starting in Lucre, in the Rune Lands.” 
 
    “Which is where we are heading,” I tell the giant. “By way of Drachma.” 
 
    “Why Drachma?” he asks. 
 
    I glance to Deathdale, not sure how to interpret the look on her face. “We have our reasons.” 
 
    “Revenge,” she says firmly. 
 
    “Intriguing. So you are going to Drachma for revenge and then heading north. May I ask why you are heading to the Rune Lands?” 
 
    “I’ve made it my personal mission to put a stop to the source code bomb, whatever that entails. The Obelisk recently gave me her support.” I touch my chest, even though Lothar can’t see the mark through my armor. 
 
    There’s a twinkle in his eyes as he says, “If the Obelisk wills it, then I will join you. Not for your petty revenge, as I am a pacifist, but I will accompany you to the north. I’ve heard how much Governor Talonas has helped the south fight back against the Tagvornins, and while I don’t quite understand why the Stater symbols on your armor have been removed, I am well aware that you must have his blessing as well. Normal soldiers aren’t given that type of armor.” 
 
    “How do you know I didn’t kill someone for it?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Now I know.” 
 
    “And another thing, you aren’t a pacifist,” I tell him. “That’s bullshit. No one in Unigaea is a pacifist. Everyone here fights for one thing or another, and sometimes that ‘one thing’ is simply survival. All scholars have to go through combat trials; I know, I was a scholar at the Solidus School of Topography, several avatars ago.” 
 
    “Ah, topography! A subject I’d love to know more about.” 
 
    “I’ve forgotten most of it. But back to Stater and Governor Talonas. There’s a lot more to that story than you may be aware of.” 
 
    It takes me a moment to catch him up. Once I finish, the redheaded giant clasps his hands over his chest and sits back, contemplating what I’ve said. 
 
    “A false flag to spread Stater hegemony,” he says finally. “Well, I wouldn’t worry much about it. There will be no difference between Stater and Solidus rule of the south, and that’s if the source code bomb can even be stopped. Stater and Solidus aren’t even two sides of the same coin; they are a coin with matching images on both sides. Stater has ruled in the past before, several hundred years ago, and if they take the south again, Solidus will rule again in the future.” 
 
    “My anger at the situation is not as much about the politics as it is about being tricked, and the fact that Stater soldiers disguised as Tags attacked me twice. They killed a friend of mine, Sam Raid, just like I told you. They killed people I’ve come to care for in Tangka.” 
 
    He waves my concern away. “They’ll be reborn, if they so choose. Shall we get on the road, then? You said you were heading to Drachma, correct?” 
 
    “To Metica first, to recruit mercenaries to join us for our excursion to Drachma.” 
 
    Deathdale nods. 
 
    “Then let us go.” He stands and, true to his nature, the first step Lothar takes shakes the ground a bit. 
 
    Quest update! 
 
    Lothar Shane, a giant scholar from Tael, has joined you in your quest to stop the source code bomb. 
 
    “Sorry,” he says as he adjusts his oval glasses, “I’ll try to tread as lightly as possible.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: Electric Shield 
 
      
 
    “I believe in a branch of realism that I’ve labeled, for thesis purposes, Non-NPC,” the giant says as he drags his meditations box behind him. He’s lucky one side has wheels. Wolf and I trot next to Lothar, and Deathdale scoots along a little ahead of us, propelled by her solar power. 
 
    “Everything exists outside the mind, yet NPCs such as myself have complete access to mind-dependent reality. We exist in a shared space sutured together by a neuronal algorithm, a space that should transcend class and wealth yet, ironically, akin to your world, is entirely defined by it. This makes us different from you, yet uncannily equal. Same-same but different, in a sense. If a tree falls in the woods and nobody's around, nobody in your world hears it. If a tree falls here, regardless of the conditions that have caused its felling, it is in some way controlled by an algorithm.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I tell the studious giant, who is taking just about the longest way possible to talk to me about revenge. Our conversation, which started thirty minutes ago, was originally about my desire to kill the Drachma Killers. It has now moved on to digital existentialism, which is clearly Lothar’s favorite subject. 
 
    “All this, all I’ve said, is a roundabout way – well, I suppose it is an academically direct way, but that’s semantics – for me to question your personal quest for revenge.” 
 
    “Ever heard of Ducat?” I call up to him. 
 
    He stops and runs his hand along his chin. From there, he takes his glasses and wipes them, his exertions causing them to fog up a little. “It was a city to the southwest of Drachma, to the east of the Eastern Splits, yes?” 
 
    “I founded that village. The Drachma Killers, the guild of Player Killers we’re after, destroyed it. All I worked for, they destroyed in one terrible night.” 
 
    “Funny, I can’t picture you as a bureaucrat.” 
 
    An image of who I was before flashes across my mind’s eye. I see myself in the mirror, a different face but the same eyes, in the penguin-tuxedo-like suit I had made for Ducat’s first fall harvest ball. 
 
    Seeing myself like this is a first for me. 
 
    I had dressed nice in my various roles before, especially as a scholar, but never had I worn such an elaborate outfit, never had I looked quite so professional. 
 
    It was then, even after I had already formed the city and helped build it from the ground up, that I knew I had stepped into a different role entirely, one of government service and public appearance, a life that shouldn’t have ended in suicide as the Drachma Killers beat at my door. 
 
    “And you, Deathdale,” Lothar says, interrupting my thought. “What is your reason for revenge?” 
 
    Deathdale ignores the curious giant as she continues forward. 
 
    “Is she always this reticent?” 
 
    “It takes her some time to warm up to you, no pun intended. I’ve gotten her to say two or three words at a time – one five-word sentence, which I consider a personal triumph.” 
 
    “Well, then I say to both of you, revenge is a dish best not served at all.” 
 
    “The people we plan to kill are evil,” I grit. 
 
    “And you yourself have become evil to better kill them, have you not? This is why you’re a Player Killer, is it not? What about the greater good? What about your sense of morality?” 
 
    I nod, my eyes focused on the rolling hills ahead of us. No one likes to have their personal philosophy shot full of holes. “That’s why I, we, are traveling to investigate the Red Plague, the bomb.” 
 
    “Ha! And this will be your redemption? Olivas, the great jewelry smith – ” 
 
    “I know who he is; I have one of his necklaces.” Wolf stops and sniffs the ground for a moment. “Not now,” I tell him quietly, scratching him behind the ear. 
 
    “Olivas once said, ‘A world rid of evil is a world rid of good.’ Now before you pick that apart on its surface, I’ll have you know I wrote my upper pupil thesis on this phrase – the full phrase, mind you, not just the section most quoted by others.” 
 
    “So they are one in the same, huh? Evil and good?” 
 
    He chuckles. “No, no, nothing like that. The phrase only points out their connectedness. He goes on to say that ‘all we can hope to do is combat evil and spread good, as good is much harder to cultivate than evil, and good dies much more quickly than its counterpart.’ I don’t agree with the first part of his phrase – a world rid of evil is not necessarily rid of good – and I’d add, if I may be so bold, that a world cannot be rid of evil, nor can it be rid of good, and the spread of one leads naturally to the spread of the other, in an opposite direction yet aimed at the same horizon.” 
 
    Fwwip! 
 
    An arrow strikes Lothar in his bicep and he drops his meditations box. His face full of shock, he looks down at it, goes to pull it out and stops. Due to his size, the arrow is small, as if someone tossed a dart at a normal-sized person. 
 
    “That’s what it feels like,” he whispers. 
 
    By this point, Deathdale has already zipped off to the right, returning fire by pulling thick stalagmites of light all around us. 
 
    Fwwip! 
 
    Arrows hit her magic and fizzle off before they reach us. 
 
    “Get down, Lothar!” I shout over my shoulder at the giant. Wolf tears around Deathdale’s attack as our enemies loom into view, eight in total, all Player Characters, all with the red icons over their heads signaling they’re Player Killers. 
 
    I grin. It’s going to be a bloodbath. 
 
    I leap off Wolf, allowing him to tear through the tall grass. I roll and come up, the arrows whizzing overhead, my focus only on Wolf as he makes it out of the line of fire. 
 
    It only takes the Tagvornin beast another moment to slam into his target. 
 
    “Argh!” One of the archers goes down as the other two quickly load their crossbows. Meanwhile, the men armed with swords go for Deathdale, who now has two jagged blades of light attached to her forearms as she advances towards them. 
 
    Wolf crashes into another archer as I fling one my throwing knives at the third, who is just raising his weapon to meet Wolf. 
 
    -89 HP! 
 
    The throwing knife tears through his cheek and out the other side. He falls, completely in shock as Wolf starts mauling him. Running at full speed, faster than I’ve ever run in my life, I unsheathe my Splintered Sword and drive it into the back of the first downed archer. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Infamy +1! 
 
    I move to the other and perform the same move, spritzing the air with blood. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Infamy +1! 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” The biggest, maddest, baddest bearded merc breaks from the others engaging Deathdale and charges at me, shield in one hand and longsword in the other. 
 
    [Mercenary leader, Level 18] 
 
    I swing my Splintered Sword at him and he goes to meet my attack with his shield. 
 
    Bzzzzz! 
 
    “Fuck!” The electric charge from his shield tosses me backwards. 
 
    A shield with elemental properties … I bring myself to my feet just in time to avoid an attack from his longsword. 
 
    He brings his blade down and I catch it in the groove of my weapon. 
 
    As we push back and forth, I’m broadsided again by his charged shield. 
 
    Bzzzzz! 
 
    I hit the ground and flop like a fish for a moment, get hold of myself, and with my vision pane flashing, I roll again to avoid a direct strike from his weapon. 
 
    Wolf slams into the bearded man’s shielded side. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    He yelps loudly as electricity courses through his veins. Wolf flies to the ground, his body twitching. The man swings his longsword at the downed Tagvornin canine and … 
 
    “Wolf!” I cry, overcome with adrenaline. 
 
    Wolf scurries out of the way just in time, taking off with his tail tucked between his legs. I hop to my feet, my muscles tensing as rage pulses through me. 
 
    “No!” I scream at myself, not certain if this is the time I’d like to use my once-daily rage ability. 
 
    Focus, Oric, focus! a voice screams inside my head. Not now! There’s no telling what you’ll encounter later! 
 
    I collapse to the ground and the merc, seeing an opportunity, smashes his charged shield down on top of me. I cry out in pain as my insides fry, as my muscles spasm, and flashes of red zip across my viewing pane. 
 
    The bearded man gets on top of me and pulls out a big knife that was sheathed to the front of his arm. “Say goodnight, Player Killer!” 
 
    And taking the time to say his dumbass closing line turns out to be the biggest mistake he’ll make this avatar around. 
 
    The earth shakes beneath me and suddenly, a huge foot punts my would-be murderer off my body. My vision steadies on Lothar, whose shadow completely covers my body. He’s peering down at me, the small arrow still sticking out of his bicep. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He lowers his big hand to me and scoops me onto my feet. 
 
    “I thought you were a pacifist!” I say as blood dribbles out my mouth. 
 
    “He would have killed you.” 
 
    “Aware. Wolf!” I shout and he approaches moments later, his muscles shaky. 
 
    “I find it interesting how much you care for an NPC Wolf.” 
 
    “Can it, Lothar. You all right, boy?” I sit up and press my head to Wolf’s, looking him in the eyes. 
 
    Damn if his big blue-green eyes don’t mesmerize me for a moment. Every time I look at him this close, I get the sense he isn’t an animal at all; rather, he’s a human trapped in an animal’s body, which sounds so stupid. 
 
    Why do we humanize everything? 
 
    “You’ve got to be careful,” I whisper, my hand naturally moving behind his ear to give him a quick scratch. “You’re all I’ve got.” 
 
    I turn towards the bearded man, who is completely unconscious and lying on his side. Limping over to him, my muscles still fried from the electricity of his shield, I roll him to his back and bring the grooves of my Splintered Sword to his throat. 
 
    I’m pretty sure Wolf left me one of the archers, and since he isn’t far off, I turn to the third and final archer, whose armor leaves quite a big opening over his stomach. 
 
    “No!” the archer cries as I use both hands to drive my jagged blade into his stomach and twist up his guts. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Infamy + 1! 
 
    I return to the bearded merc, who is just now blinking his eyes awake. The ground rumbles a bit as Lothar approaches. Behind my back now, I hear the final man shriek as Deathdale kills him. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Lothar asks. 
 
    “I’m going to kill him. What the hell does it look like I’m going to do?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to find out why he attacked us?” 
 
    “He’s a fucking bandit, that’s why.” 
 
    Lothar considers this for a moment as he scratches his head. “Do bandits normally have shields charged with elemental powers?” 
 
    I glance to the man’s shield, something I totally intend to pocket. “Dammit, Lothar, it is totally possible for a bandit to have that kind of shield. Fuck!” I lower my weapon and give the man a solid kick. 
 
    Lothar clears his throat. “It may be helpful to see what he has to say before you kill him. Or, dare I suggest, let him live.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    After I’ve used my rope to tie the bearded man to a tree, Deathdale, Lothar, and I gather around him, ready for answers. 
 
    Deathdale has already made her opinion known; she isn’t the “spare his life” type of gal, and if there ever was a time for the bearded mercenary to mind his Ps and Qs, now would be that time. 
 
    Wolf has made his opinion too. He stands near the road, looking back and forth to make sure there are no hostiles approaching. 
 
    “Who sent you?” I ask the man for the second time. 
 
    The bearded Player Killer sucks up some snot and hawks a loogie onto Deathdale’s boot. 
 
    “Oh, dude, you really, really, shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    I step aside as Deathdale removes her black glove and brings her hand to the man’s face. He struggles to get away from her and twists his neck back and forth as her fingers spread wide, her palm planted directly over his eyes. 
 
    Her white hand glows red. 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck!” he shrieks as his eyeballs sizzle. The stench of burning flesh makes Wolf’s nose twitch. He barks at about the time Deathdale removes her hand, leaving a handprint from the bridge of the bearded man’s nose to the top of his forehead. 
 
    His eyeballs completely nonexistent, the man cries hoarsely for a moment about how he can’t see. His cries morph from shock to anger. 
 
    Lothar, who still has a tiny arrow sticking out his chest, clears his throat. “Please, let’s not torture him.” 
 
    “Fuck you, you stupid fucking giant! Kill me, you big piece of shit! You filthy fucking NPC!” The man spits. “Do it, bitch!” 
 
    I’m not quite able to “take Lothar aside” and go over the finer points of torture with him, if there are finer points. Instead, I look up at him and bring one finger to my mouth, letting him know Deathdale and I have this under control. 
 
    Lothar starts to speak but stops and looks away as the smell of burnt flesh meets his big nostrils. He dry heaves for a moment and excuses himself. 
 
    “Good,” I say after he’s wandered off to the other side of the road to vomit. “Surprised it took him that long.” 
 
    Deathdale shrugs as she places her glove back on. 
 
    “So, what would you like us to burn next? Or are you ready to talk?” 
 
    “You can’t do this!” the bearded man seethes. 
 
    “Can’t do what? Torture you? How’d you get to be a level-eighteen Player Killer without familiarizing yourself with the finer arts of torture?” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you. Kill me now and let’s be done with this!” 
 
    I look to Deathdale and smile. “You attacked us, and therefore, you deserve whatever death comes to you. I see two options on your horizon: one involves me killing you now, allowing you to take a new avatar if you so choose and more importantly, allowing you to logout. The second involves me cutting away your limbs and leaving you tied to this tree, allowing the animals to naturally pick you apart until you die. This could take a while.” 
 
    “You’d … you’d do that?” 
 
    “We will,” says Deathdale. 
 
    “Where’s the giant? Giant!” 
 
    “Stay back, Lothar,” I call over my shoulder. I move in closer to the man, who now sweats bullets. “What will it be?” 
 
    He gulps. “What … what do you want to know?” 
 
    “I already asked you the one thing we want to know. Who sent you to attack us?” 
 
    “No one! We were just trying to rob merchants!” 
 
    “Bullshit. We hardly look like a group of merchants. Besides that, we have a fuckin’ giant with us. Only an idiot would attack a group with a giant. Let alone a man with a Tagvornin wolf and a Solar Mage. Last chance – why?” 
 
    “We were paid.” 
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    “You can have the lira,” he says, “all of it! Just don’t leave me here to die.” 
 
    “Tell us who sent you now.” 
 
    “It … ” He swallows hard. “Stater. They did it through backchannels. We didn’t meet anyone related to the Stater government. That’s the truth, honest.” 
 
    “And how do you know it was them?” 
 
    “Because of the lira. You ever seen the way they transport lira in Stater?” he asks, blood dribbling down his lips and getting lost in his beard. “They wrap it in sea fruit husks. Pretty good indicator. Didn’t ask any questions about it though.” 
 
    “So you believe Stater sent you?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Got any more questions?” I ask Deathdale. 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Infamy + 1! 
 
    Bonus attribute point received! 
 
    Level up! 
 
    The bearded merc lets out one final gasp as he slouches forward. 
 
    “Hold on,” I tell Deathdale as I pull my Splintered Sword out of the man’s gut. My stats come up and I quickly go to work. 
 
    Oric Rune 
 
    Class: Level 15 Player Killer 
 
    Subclass: Level 4 Herbalist 
 
    INFAMY: 50 Players killed 
 
    HP: 1678/1945 
 
    HP recovery rate: 3% per minute 
 
    ATK: 218 +90 
 
    DEF: 196 +69 
 
    With four attribute points to assign, one because of my Player Killer bonus and the other three from the level up, I decide to bring MIND up by one point, STRENGTH by two, and WILL by one, which because of my ring, also gives me an added point in DEXTERITY. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    STRENGTH: 14 
 
    WILL: 14 
 
    DEXTERITY: 14 
 
    MIND: 12 
 
    SPEED: 12 
 
    I notice a change almost immediately. My mind expands further and as the galaxy of my thoughts settle, my veins pulse with an inner fire lit by the desire to see to the Obelisk’s wish and my own personal quest to their completion. I also feel a sense of anger towards Governor Talonas. Why is he suddenly so anxious to see me die? 
 
    I step over to the man’s shield. 
 
    Armor: Electric Shield 
 
    Grade: B 
 
    Weight: medium 
 
    Def: +37 
 
    Special: Charged with electricity, activated when held. 
 
    “Definitely keeping this,” I say as I turn to Lothar. Deathdale stays back a moment longer, watching the bound merc bleed out. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Lothar sits on his knees, his big fingers pressed around the arrow, which even with its small size, has still caused a good amount of bleeding. 
 
    “Do you want me to pull it out?” I ask him. 
 
    He looks away from the arrow and nods. “I’ve never been shot before.” 
 
    “I hate to say that you’ll get used to it, but, um, you’ll get used to it. This is barely a flesh wound because of your size, but you are a bit of a bleeder,” I tell him as he lowers towards me. “I’m not climbing on you either, so you’ll need to lower even more.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Once I get it out, I can whip up a salve of some kind, although this would be like someone throwing a dart at me. Sure, it stings, but it’ll heal; you don’t need to go to a hospital or anything.” 
 
    Wolf approaches Lothar and the giant sticks his hand out. Wolf sniffs it for a moment and turns his head back to me. 
 
    “Can I pet him?” 
 
    “Um…” I consider their sizes and nod. “Sure, go for it, but wait until I’ve pulled the arrow out.” 
 
    I get both hands on the arrow, remind him to look away, and using my legs as leverage, I yank the arrow out. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “That didn’t sound like it hurt,” I say as I snap the arrow in half and toss it away. 
 
    “It didn’t. Well, it stung a little.” 
 
    “You can pet Wolf now, but just use your finger. I don’t want you crushing him.” 
 
    “I’d never do such a thing! And before you ask, yes, most giants have accidently killed animals, people too. I did, when I was younger. An animal though, not a person. I stepped on a sheep. Poor guy. In my hometown of Tael, if a giant mistakenly kills a person, it is no longer considered accidental manslaughter.” 
 
    “What is it considered?” I ask as I look up at him. 
 
    “Just accidental, that’s all.” 
 
    “This is why most sane people don’t visit Tael. At least in Tagvornin there are rules and there’s the giant district.” 
 
    “You’ve been?” he asks, his eyes filling with curiosity. 
 
    “This isn’t my first rodeo, not by a longshot.” 
 
    “I see.” Lothar stops petting Wolf, then looks to the dead bodies across the road and back to me. “So did the man give you the information you wanted before you killed him?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have killed him if he hadn’t.” 
 
    “And correct me if I’m wrong … He would have been tied to that tree, unable to logout until he died, correct?” 
 
    “Sort of. It’s why he told us what we needed to know.” 
 
    He considers this for a moment, his eyes fixed on me through his oval glasses. “What happens in your world if a person can’t log out and they don’t have some sort of life support system? This is something I’m very unclear about.” 
 
    “Are you familiar with NV Visors?” I ask. 
 
    “Neuronal Visualization Visors. Yes, I’m quite familiar. I mean, I’ve never seen one in person, obviously, but I have seen sketches and diagrams. The amount of information we have available in the Occult Athenaeum is awe-inspiring.” 
 
    An image of the great room of forbidden records flashes across my mind’s eye. The Occult Athenaeum has books and scrolls that go from floor to ceiling. It is a place of wonder, knowledge, and exclusivity. “If a person is stuck in the game because of something like what we would have done to the bearded guy – leaving him here, tied to the tree – their NVA Visor will turn off after a six-hour cycle.” 
 
    “Then why wouldn’t he just wait it out?” 
 
    “Good question. One answer is he doesn’t want to lose his avatar. Now this guy, that wouldn’t be the case, but a six-hour wait tied to a tree would go by very slowly. And he’d likely endure an animal or two picking at some of his limbs, which would be painful. He won’t get to a hospital unless someone happens by. Then again, look at this mess of bodies. Most Unigaeans would move right past.” 
 
    “But if he were patient, then he’d be forced to logout.” 
 
    “Correct, and still lose his avatar. Remember, that’s if he’s not diving here using something like a dive vat. In that case, it would keep him logged in twenty-four hours, which would really suck, especially if he were tied to a tree and consciously getting eaten alive. This is one reason people give up on Unigaea pretty quickly. Further, the NPCs do not understand this. They even have a term for a person going mad while trying to logout.” 
 
    “Sufferers of Tommy-Rot,” Lothar says. “And to be clear, a dive vat is the full-immersion tank?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is your body in a dive vat?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    Rather than answer him, I call over to the Solar Mage. “You about ready?” 
 
    Deathdale now stands with her back to the man, eating a small burrito-like item. Just seeing her eat makes me hungry, so I go for a little jerky and before I can pop it in my mouth, Wolf comes around and tries to snap it out of my hand. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    I toss him a piece and the big Tagvornin puppy gobbles it down.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Wake Up 
 
      
 
    Lothar never seems to shut up. As we travel further north, and as the temperature continues to drop, the giant explains everything he knows about everything he knows, talking constantly for our entire five-hour walk, and asking as many questions as he can conjure up regarding the process of diving to Unigaea. 
 
    The only sound other than his talking and my responses is of the wheels of his meditations box rolling on the road. 
 
    “ … And that’s what I use my dashboard for,” I tell him as we come to another public camping space. Night is upon us, and the crimson sky has turned to the deep shade of coagulated blood. The air is nippy, crisp in a way that reminds me of Chicago in November. None of the moisture, but the chill is there. 
 
    Several ravens lift into the air as Lothar comes to a stop. They take refuge in a copse of trees to the west, cawing loudly and snapping their beaks. 
 
    “Interesting.” Lothar looks around for a place to rest his feet. He gives up pretty quickly, and sits on the ground with his legs crossed. Once he’s settled, he pulls his meditations box next to him, opens it, produces a giant-sized sheepskin canteen and drinks from it. “I believe it will be cold tonight, and there may be snow. We should build a fire.” 
 
    “We will definitely do that,” I tell him, “after we find something to eat.” 
 
    His stomach grumbles. 
 
    “Yes, you too,” I tell him. There’s something juvenile about the scholarly giant, something I’ve noticed in many of the academics of Solidus – most have never had to work a day in their lives, nor face the hardships of the common folk of Unigaea. 
 
    “I don’t know how to hunt.” 
 
    I laugh. “How were you going to get all the way to Solidus without food?” 
 
    “There are a few families that live along the Western Splits who host communal dinners at night. I’ve befriended them, and planned to stop there.” 
 
    “Got it. You gather firewood and stack it there,” I say pointing next to the fire pit. “Deathdale and I will hunt.” 
 
    Deathdale turns to me and gives me a look that tells me she doesn’t like being volunteered for anything. Her frown thins and she equips a form-fitting fur coat. I glance from the fur to Wolf. 
 
    “Tagvornin wolf fur?” I ask her. 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “That’s a little inappropriate,” I joke. 
 
    Deathdale shrugs. 
 
    “You forgot to cover your legs,” I say as she moves past me. 
 
    “It is interesting watching people equip things, don’t you think?” asks Lothar as I turn away from him. “No one questions when Player Characters such as yourself pull things out of thin air. The rest of us can’t do that. We just accept it. I believe it is wired in us not to question or wonder about things like that. There’s another phrase I’m fond of: No questions asked, no answers questioned. It seems we’ve been programmed.” 
 
    “Where’d you hear that quote?” 
 
    “A book written by an unknown goddess.” 
 
    Wolf yawns and collapses onto the ground. I drop next to him and scratch him behind the ear. “I know you’re tired, boy. Just rest and let me take care of dinner tonight. Keep an eye on the giant too; make sure he doesn’t step on you.” 
 
    He looks up at me, concern in his eyes. “Don’t worry.” I scratch behind his ear just a little more. “I’ll be back with dinner before you know it.” 
 
    I join Deathdale at the edge of the forest. Once I have confirmation from her, we press into the woods, dipping under some low hanging branches. The woods are quiet, murky, dire. The fact that the sun is setting doesn’t only adds to the darkness before us. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind Lothar.” 
 
    A halo illuminates above Deathdale’s head. 
 
    “Is that a joke?” 
 
    She smiles at me. “Lothar is fine.” 
 
    “He’s chatty, but he means well. He could come in handy, especially with hard-to-reach places. Okay, dinner plans: I’ll chase something out, you kill it.” 
 
    She nods and I brandish my Splintered Sword, certain I’m currently carrying a wild look in my eyes. My hand tight around my sword’s grip, I press forward into the dark forest. 
 
    Something wet touches the exposed part of my arm. I move past it as quietly as possible, step into a small puddle, and keep on going. I slowly creep through the thick forest until Deathdale’s halo is a soft beacon behind me. 
 
    Something moves to my right. 
 
    I stop dead in my tracks. 
 
    It moves again, and whatever it is, it sounds big. One big gulp in and I just barely manage to get out of the way as a bear slams into me from the side. 
 
    The bear roars and throws its claws out, connecting with the back of my neck. My dashboard flashes, the blackness of the forest accented by sparks of red. 
 
    Rage. 
 
    My muscles pulsate just as the bear tries to broadside me again. My vision pane constricts and my heart explodes in my chest, blood rushing to my extremities. 
 
    RAGE! 
 
    I bring my Splintered Sword up just in time and connect with its incoming paw. 
 
    -164 HP! 
 
    It cries out. Scurries back into the darkness. 
 
    I breathe heavy now, seething as power and fury roll over me in waves. Nothing is as it seems. Darkness be damned, I can hardly focus on anything, even with the handicap red outline of the bear throbbing on my vision pane. 
 
    Every noise of the forest comes to me until I hear the brush move behind me. 
 
    “Arggh!” I go to meet the towering bear as it comes at me on its hind legs. I bring my Splintered Sword against its thick flesh, sending a trail of blood into the air. 
 
    My heart is a sledge hammer in my chest, my sword an extension of my rage, my movements the gallop of wild horses. I breathe heavily as the bear moves away, dragging its injured paw against the soil. 
 
    The hunter becomes the hunted. 
 
    I charge after the sound and slam my shoulder into a tree, completely oblivious to the pain. Swiping my sword before me, blind with an uncanny rage, I cut through shrubbery and leap over fallen tree trunks as I pursue the terrible creature. 
 
    In a last-ditch effort to survive our encounter, the bear whips around with its claws extended. 
 
    It connects with my chestplate and I’m tossed backwards into a patch of bramble. 
 
    My agility completely takes over what little bodily control I still possess. I hit my back and flip forward onto my feet. Pressing off my heels, I slam into the bear and dig my blade deep into its gut. 
 
    -97 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    Its head next to my shoulder now, the furry beast roars, spit flying out of its mouth. 
 
    We collapse together and I roll on top of it, digging my blade in deeper. 
 
    Hello, Chicago. I stand on the small beach closest to the Navy Pier. A man in a swim cap swims towards me, his form cutting through the glistening waters of Lake Michigan. My feet in the sand, I take a few steps closer to him, trying to recognize his face. 
 
    Where have I seen you before? 
 
    The sun is a glowing orb in the sky. My veins fill with ichor as it approaches me, its vibrant light warming my face. 
 
    Eric. 
 
    18th Street station submerged in Lake Michigan. 
 
    Eric Renfro. 
 
    The sun is warm, the sun is good. 
 
    “Oric … ” 
 
    Rage laid waste to the place of distaste. 
 
    “Oric Rune.” 
 
    The voice is real. I am not real. 
 
    “Oric … ” 
 
    I tunnel through a spiral of glittering lights and awaken in the arms of a stranger, her skin warm to the touch, her gaze cold and calculating. 
 
    Deathdale. 
 
    “I killed a fucking bear,” I cough, my voice barely audible. 
 
    “I see that.” 
 
    The Solar Mage helps me to my feet and keeps her arm under mine. I let her hold on as long as she likes. “Thanks,” I tell her after an awkward moment passes. “I’m still getting used to my rage ability. It … does something to me.” 
 
    The light over her head gives us just enough brightness to see the bear. The beast is by no means small, about eight feet long from what I can tell. 
 
    “How are we going to lug this thing back?” 
 
    Deathdale cocks her head at me. “We?” 
 
    “You aren’t going to help?” I ask, each passing moment adding more clarity to my surroundings and what has just transpired. You fought a big bear. Pat yourself on the back and get over it. 
 
    “I mean, I can try to drag it out. Fuck. I don’t know, though. My strength is pretty much shot. The rage ability depletes me. I was out an entire night the first time I used it.” I suck in another deep breath, feeling better now. 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    “Easier said than done, Deathdale,” I say as I take the rope given to me by the rhino merchant out of my list. I tie it around the bear’s feet and try to drag it. 
 
    Nope, not going to happen. 
 
    I’m lucky this thing didn’t come down on top of me. 
 
    “Any ideas? Don’t tell me you can levitate shit.” 
 
    “Wolf.” 
 
    “He’s not going to like that,” I say as I turn back to the encampment. “But he’ll do it if there’s food involved. Stay here, and keep that halo burning bright so I can find you when I return with him.” 
 
    The halo around Deathdale’s head forms a solid pillar of light that pushes through the top of the foliage. 
 
    “That works too.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Lothar takes over once Wolf and I get to the clearing. The redheaded giant easily drags the bear, and looking from the bear to the giant, I realize we’ll likely need more food, at least for Wolf and me. 
 
    Just then, four white rabbits run out of the forest and die at my feet. 
 
    My vision still a little shaky and my nerves on fire, I glance from to the rabbits to Deathdale and shrug. “The Obelisk,” I tell her. “And thanks,” I say to the sky. 
 
    Wolf falls onto his back and curls his legs. 
 
    “You did good back there,” I say as I roll up the rope we used to tie the bear to Wolf’s chest. “Don’t give up on me now.” 
 
    He whines, paws at the sky. 
 
    “I’m not carrying you,” I tell him. 
 
    Deathdale laughs and Wolf and I look to her. She stops laughing and her face hardens. Sensing an opportunity, Wolf bats his paw at her and rubs his lower back against the ground, his tail kicking up dust. 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    The Solar Mage turns away from us and makes her way to the camp. 
 
    The aftereffects of my rage ability are hard to define, nor do I know quite how long the power can last. It seemed to have lasted much longer when I fought the Tagvornins in front of the bandits’ hut, but truthfully, I passed out too soon to tell. 
 
    I make my way over to the large stack of wood Lothar has collected. Wolf, having given up on being cute for the time being, follows and sighs once he sees the towering stack. 
 
    I glance down at him. “Really?” 
 
    He looks up at me with his blue-green eyes and nods. 
 
    “Wolf thinks it’s too much.” 
 
    “Not tonight!” says the giant. “It is supposed to be very cold. You do have a blanket or something, don’t you?” 
 
    “Um.” 
 
    “I have one.” 
 
    I turn to Deathdale. “Is it large enough for us to share?” 
 
    A bit of color paints her face as she raises her nose to me. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “She didn’t say ‘no,’ which is a legal defense in Tael. Sad, isn’t it?” 
 
    I shake my head at the giant. 
 
    “Fine,” she says, turning away. 
 
    Lothar claps his big hands together, startling the ravens in a nearby tree. “Glad that’s settled. Do you have a fire kit?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    For the next hour or so, as the biggest bonfire this side of Karuna cackles and spits, I go about prepping the meat, both rabbit and bear. Wolf whines until I just give him two of the rabbits to eat, fur and all. 
 
    Lothar doesn’t whine, but does talk a lot about the different meats he has eaten in Solidus, and is about as helpful as a kick in the ass while I deal with his dinner. 
 
    We go to town once the meat is ready, while Deathdale eats another small package wrapped in leaves that she’s pulled from her list. It’s like she has a direct line to EBAYmazon’s Whole Foods feeding into her list, and I’m about to tease her about it when I think otherwise. 
 
    Blanket, I remind myself, and as the temperature continues to drop I think I’d better not get on her bad side if I plan to share any of her blanket with her. 
 
    Besides that, I get the sense there is something going on between us. I can’t quite pin my finger on it, and I know I have much bigger issues at hand – like, ahem, saving the world – but the feeling is there. 
 
    “Maybe I’m losing my mind,” I say under my breath as Lothar launches into an explanation of the best way to prepare bear meat based on a treaty he read, and how what I’ve prepared isn’t that bad but could definitely be improved upon. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    The conversation winds down and like clockwork, Lothar goes to sit on his meditations box. He crosses his legs together, the light of the fire flickering on his face and accenting his features. His shadow is huge, something to marvel at as Wolf finishes the rabbit I didn’t eat. 
 
    Deathdale’s armor disappears, evident by the way her fur coat decompresses a bit. She lies on the ground a bit away from the warmth of the fire. A blanket appears on her body and with one eye, she motions me over to her. 
 
    No need to ask me twice. 
 
    I lose my buffed-over Stater armor and crawl under the blanket. The grass is cold against the exposed skin of my shoulders and neck. I scoot just a bit closer to Deathdale and notice there’s a natural warmth radiating off her. 
 
    No wonder we’re so far from the fire, I think as Wolf yawns loudly. 
 
    The big Tagvornin canine drops with his back right next to our skulls, providing a headboard if we want it. 
 
    Deathdale murmurs at this, but I’m not certain what she says as sleep sits on the horizon of my psyche. 
 
    Staring up at the crimson night, listening as Wolf’s body fills with breath, I drift off and find myself in Ducat. 
 
    I’m standing in the home I built for myself, two stories, with a downstairs completely defined by its living space and an upstairs that contains a master bedroom, a study, and a smaller bedroom for if I ever hope to expand my little mayoral operation and find a wife. 
 
    I glance down at my arm and notice I’m wearing a robe made of silk, my fingernails are perfectly manicured and I have a small golden bracelet on my right wrist. I stand from my writing table and approach a large mirror. 
 
    A twirl of my finger and my stats – my old stats – come up: 
 
    Eric Roon  
 
    Class: Level 22 City Planner 
 
    Subclass: N/A 
 
    HP: 2549/2549 
 
    HP recovery rate: N/A 
 
    ATK: 28 +6 
 
    DEF: 13 +11 
 
    Attributes 
 
    STRENGTH: 5 
 
    WILL: 30 
 
    DEXTERITY: 7 
 
    MIND: 15 
 
    SPEED: 5 
 
    I watch a smirk spread across my face in the mirror’s reflection. This is pretty damn accurate for a dream; then again, I live in a digital dream world, so accuracy is a whole different beast compared to a normal, real-word dream. 
 
    It’s then, with a shit-eating grin plastered across my face, that I hear the screams outside my window. I run to the window and look out over the city of Ducat. 
 
    Fire to the north – something terrible is coming this way, powered by shrieks and the sound of galloping horses. 
 
    My instinct is to run. I glance to my table and see my letter opener, which I’ve recently sharpened after being given a whetstone by a man who owed me a favor. 
 
    I grab the sharpened letter opener and stuff it into the pocket of my robe. 
 
    I bolt down the stairs of my chambers, not sure where I’m going but also hoping to see or hear more of what is going on. 
 
    Once I reach my rather large living room, I shoulder through the front door and out onto the street. 
 
    “What is it?” I yell to the neighbor, who is in the process of latching his windows shut. 
 
    He opens them and shouts the three words that strike terror into the heart of anyone in a smaller village in Unigaea. 
 
    “The Drachma Killers!” 
 
    I slam my own door shut and run to the windows, making sure they’re locked. Panic uncoils like a snake in my gut and I suddenly feel weighed down, no longer able to think clearly. 
 
    My hand goes to the letter opener in my robe. I pull it out and toss it to the floor. 
 
    Wake up. 
 
    I scramble back to the window to see the first Drachma Killer coming into view.  
 
    The man wears gray armor, mostly made of leather with some bits of forged Taelian steel on common strike points. The armor allows him to move swiftly, but it also leaves him entirely vulnerable. 
 
    I fall to my knees, my legs completely jelly. 
 
    My eyes settle on the sharpened letter opener and I drag my body towards the glinting weapon. 
 
    Sitting up, I glance to the flames now flickering outside my window. 
 
    Wake up. 
 
    I bring the letter opener to my chest. 
 
    “You idiot,” I start to sob. “Pathetic idiot.” 
 
    I run my thumb along the blade of the letter opener. I turn the tip towards my throat, pull my hand back, and place a hardened fist on the other side of the hilt of the letter opener. 
 
    One …  
 
    I steel myself for the pain that will follow. 
 
    Two … 
 
    My heart does a somersault as a wave of rage erupts inside me. I bring myself back to my feet, look to the door, and take a staggering step towards it. 
 
    “You will not … !” 
 
    I scream and charge the door, shouldering through it again. My letter opener held over my head, I take a running leap at the Drachma Killer whose back is to me. 
 
    I land on him and drive the letter opener into the side of his neck, stabbing him repeatedly. 
 
    -31 HP! -48 HP! -22 HP! -57 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    Blood flicks into the air with each stab. 
 
    Fwwip! 
 
    “No!” I shout as my vision pane flashes, a crossbow bolt sticking out of my back. I stagger backwards as more bolts fire into my chest. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Everything is a blur, a tunnel at a thousand miles per hour, a racing cheetah coked up on energy drinks. 
 
    “Oric, you’re having a bad dream.” 
 
    I blink my eyes, not believing what I see before me. 
 
    “Oric, wake up.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and fully open my eyes. Standing before me is a woman in white robes, a shaved head, and a large hourglass necklace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: The Hourglass Mage 
 
      
 
    “It’s … it’s you!” I say, my heart overcome with joy. 
 
    Sam Raid offers me a hand and I take it. Deathdale stirs, sees the oddly dressed mage, and is instantly on her feet, not quite in a battle pose, but ready to produce a weapon at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Relax, Deathdale,” Sam Raid says, her mouth lifting into a mischievous grin. 
 
    I break their standoff with a big hug. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    I swoop Sam into my arms and lift her frail body into the air. 
 
    “Sam! I can’t believe it’s you!” I pat her on the head. “Going for the monk look, yeah?” 
 
    “It’s the way my avatar came. I’m a chronomancer, which Unigaea calls an Hourglass Mage.” 
 
    Wolf, who has somehow slept through her approach – strange – is completely beside himself. He’s running little circles around us, looking for his opening, and once I set her down he goes for it, practically knocking her over as he tries to lick at her face. 
 
    “Wolf! Chill, buddy!” 
 
    Lothar, sitting on his meditations box, slowly starts to wake. The giant’s stomach grumbles as he rolls his head on his neck, his eyes still shut. 
 
    “Down, Wolf!” 
 
    He drops to all fours and presses his body up against Sam, who naturally starts petting him. “You’re a good boy, Wolf,” she says as she scratches behind his ear. 
 
    “I have so much to tell you,” I start to say, “But you first. What … what are you exactly?” 
 
    A handle over her head tells me she’s already at level six, and I’ll get to that later. For now, I’m just curious what she is, and why she wears gray monk’s robes with an hourglass necklace and a shaved head. 
 
    “It’s the rarest class,” she tells me as her handle flashes red. 
 
    “You’re … a Player Killer?” 
 
    Her smile thins. “Player Killer is my subclass, and it wasn’t my choice to take it. None of this was my choice.” 
 
    “And your main class?” I ask, glancing to Deathdale. 
 
    “I’m an Hourglass Mage, a chronomancer.” 
 
    Lothar gasps. “An Hourglass Mage, of course! Why didn’t I recognize that? That’d make you the first in … in a millennium!” 
 
    “So it appears,” she says as her hand falls to the hourglass on her neck. “This represents the recharge time between the spells I cast. Notice the sand inside is on top right now and not falling through.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I say. 
 
    “If I cast a spell, the sand starts falling and I can’t cast another until it is finished.” Her gray eyes brighten. “It also flows in the reverse direction, which is interesting to see.” 
 
    “And your, um, weapon?” 
 
    “I have a wand.” A thin wand sparkles as it takes shape in her hand. The tip of her wand is gold, the bottom stained Blackwood. “And this book, the Book of Time.” 
 
    A leather-bound tome forms under her other arm. She hands it to me and I notice there is a closed eye cut into the leather. As soon as I touch it, the eye opens, revealing a clock with golden hands and an opal backing. 
 
    I quickly hand it back to her. 
 
    “As I level, spells appear and I’m able to cast them,” she explains. “It takes some getting used to. I, um … I’m not very happy with the class at the moment.” 
 
    “Not happy?” Lothar laughs. “You have the potential to be the most powerful mage in a century!” 
 
    Sam looks up at the giant and back to me. 
 
    “His name is Lothar and he’s accompanying us north. He’s a scholar, interested in – well, lots of things, the source code bomb being one of those things. Also talking too much, he’s interested in that.” 
 
    “I’d say I talk just enough to get my point across,” Lothar grumbles. 
 
    Deathdale huffs as she moves past. I hardly pay attention to her, so mesmerized I am in seeing Sam. “How did you get your levels?” I ask. 
 
    “Same way you did. The Obelisk met me as soon as I spawned. She gave me five levels and whisked me away to Tin Ingot, where I ran into two gnomes that told me you had ridden north. There was a group of merchants leaving and I tagged along with them. I saw the giant on the horizon and figured it’d be worth checking out. It appears I was right.” 
 
    “See? I’m useful!” 
 
    “Did she give you a big scar across your chest that activates a rage ability?” 
 
    Sam shakes her head. 
 
    “The ability to breathe underwater?” 
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    I hug her again and she relaxes a little. “I’m sorry, I’m probably smelly. I’m just happy as hell to see you. A lot has happened since we were attacked by the Tags at my hut.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    I give Sam the briefing and as I do, a look of shock slowly spreads across her face. “You’re saying that Governor Talonas has Stater soldiers parading around as Tagvornins?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Consider the evidence: the false flag, the armor that the convoy I discovered was harboring, the fact that Stater soldiers were riding wolves, the confession from the soldier I killed. And then there was the battle yesterday. Stater sent mercenaries after us.” 
 
    Sam’s face hardens. “That motherfucker.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. And I have to be honest with you here, it’s taken just about everything I have not to ride south and put an end to that RPC’s life. Well, Florin will respawn, but at least he’ll no longer be the governor. Deathdale’s all for it too.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she didn’t know they were Stater soldiers when she joined up with them,” Sam says, her eyes narrowing on Deathdale. 
 
    The Solar Mage turns to her and bares her teeth. “I was unaware.” 
 
    Wolf barks, lightening the mood some. He moves over to Deathdale and sits, letting her pet his head. 
 
    “Well, the important thing is we’re all here now,” Sam says. “So what was your next plan?” 
 
    “We were planning to go to Metica to find a few sellswords.” 
 
    “Why do you need mercenaries?” she asks, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “The Drachma Killers.” I glance at Deathdale and she nods at me. 
 
    “Ha! We’re still considering your little revenge fantasy?” 
 
    “It’s not a little fantasy; it’s a very real thing.” 
 
    “I, for one, won’t be part of taking on the Drachma Killers; I’m a pacifist,” Lothar says matter-of-factly. “I will return home, to Tael, and we can regroup there.” 
 
    “No one asked you to partake and that’s fine. Go to Tael; it is a day and a half from Metica. This is something I, we – ” I point to Deathdale. “ – have to do. And you knew it was part of the deal, Sam.” 
 
    Sam Raid’s Book of Time disappears. She takes a few steps closer to me, Wolf still at her side. “There are a few things I’ve come to know since taking my new avatar, feelings, really – feelings I can’t really define.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The future is hazy, and I’m not able to completely predict it, but I do have the sense that going to Drachma is a step in the wrong direction. We are the ones the Obelisk has somehow linked together, and we should take every effort to do what it is we were put here to accomplish.” 
 
    “And we will,” I tell her firmly, “but this is something I was put here to accomplish. Drachma is more or less on the way, and if we’re smart about it, we can close this chapter and move on.” 
 
    “For every chapter that closes, Oric, a new one opens. Sometimes, the story on the pages that follow is considerably worse than the story currently being told.” 
 
    I shrug her concern off. “Are you a prophet now, too?” 
 
    She places her soft hand on my arm. “No, but I am a friend, and I don’t see this ending well.” 
 
    “Non-negotiable, Sam.” 
 
    She keeps her hand on me for a moment longer and I can feel a spark of electricity between us. “I was afraid you’d say that. In that case, I will go to Tael with Lothar when the time comes. I’ve never visited, and now seems as good a time as any. I won’t argue about this with you again. Too many words are wasted on things that have already been said. I support your decision, but I believe you will come to regret it.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    “... And it was during the reign of Piebald the Powerful that Metica experienced its first and only male ruler. It was a good run, and it was at a time when Tagvornin had spread hegemony as far south as Tin Ingot, if you can imagine that.” Lothar chuckles. “It was years ago; hard to imagine Tags that far south now!” 
 
    Sam sits before me, my arms around her waist as we trot along on Wolf’s back. 
 
    “Metican rulers have always had allegiances with either the Tagvornins or with Solidus. The Meticans – note that some pronounce this meh-tee-kans and others met-i-kens; meh-tee-kans is correct – are known for the short horses they ride without saddles. Typical male/female roles are reversed in the city too, leaving men at home while women handle government affairs and war.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Sam says just to keep him going. 
 
    Lothar bites his lip for a moment. “It really is too bad that Tael, my home city, has been at odds with Metica since before I was a child. My parents fondly remember going to Metica and being treated as guests; giants are now treated as suspected enemies.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I scoot a bit closer to Sam and she looks at me over her shoulder. Deathdale, on the other side of Lothar, travels on a spiral of light at her heels. She hasn’t said much since her brief interaction with Sam back at the campsite. 
 
    “A dispute with the last ruler of Metica, a woman named Orchid, whose allegiances were tied to Tagvornin. If Orchid is still the same ruler, I would bet good lira she’d want to meet you and would be partial to your cause.” 
 
    “And you?” I ask. “How will they react when they see a big guy like yourself?” 
 
    “We will find out shortly.” 
 
    Shortly comes in another thirty minutes or so, as the city gates appear on the horizon. Dark clouds hang above the city and blips of crimson light poke through them, a foreboding reminder that nothing will stop the Red Plague. 
 
    City guards take off on small horses, stand-riding as they race towards us. It’s been a good while since I’ve been to Metica, and while I am aware of their leader, Orchid, I didn’t pursue a relationship with her as the mayor of Ducat. I wanted Ducat to be entirely neutral, and to do so, it had to be a place where both the north and south could trade. 
 
    Aligning with Metica would have skewed this. 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” I tell the group as the Metica city guard approach. 
 
    Sam laughs. “You? Diplomatic check – since when did you want to do the talking? Maybe it’s better if I do the talking.” 
 
    “By all means, Sam,” I tell her. “But when you’re ready to let the big dogs handle it, you let me and Wolf know.” 
 
    She laughs. “I seriously doubt there is anything you can say that I couldn’t say better.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. I’ve put a lot of points in MIND since we last met.” 
 
    She laughs. “You clearly haven’t put enough.” 
 
    Wolf skids to a halt and Sam and I both hop off. 
 
    Her hands tucked in her robes, she steps before us as the city guards arrive. The women’s horses snort as soon as they slow. The first guard to approach, a muscular female with spiky black hair and an androgynous face, keeps her eyes on Lothar as Sam speaks. 
 
    “We have been sent north by the Obelisk to investigate the Red Plague.” 
 
    The city guard drops her gaze from Lothar to Sam. 
 
    The Metican warrior women wear white armor that accentuates their curves. Tied to the left side of their waists are what, with my little knowledge of fashion, I’d label as “half-skirts.” The bottom of the half-skirts are cut in an oval-like pattern, and there are embroidered symbols along the seams. 
 
    After introducing all of us, Sam begins: “As representatives of the Obelisk, we would like to meet with Lady Orchid, to discuss a situation in the south that may prove useful to the free peoples of Metica. If this is not possible, please grant us passage to Metica so we can resupply for our journey north.” 
 
    “Lady Orchid is no more,” the city guard says, her voice strong and clear. “Lady Blacknor is now the leader of the free peoples of Metica.” 
 
    “When did this happen?” Lothar asks. 
 
    The city guard ignores the giant as she continues. “Seeing as how you’ve been sent by the Obelisk and you possess information we could use, I will have one of my guards see if Our Lady is available for a meeting this afternoon.” As soon as she says these words, the guard at the back of the pack takes off. 
 
    “We can wait here,” says Lothar. 
 
    The guard places her hands on her hips and looks up to Lothar. “No, all of you will meet Lady Blacknor. We have yet to make contact with anyone from Tael; now is as good a time as any.” 
 
    “I’ve never pictured myself as a unifier of cities, but if the shoe fits … ” 
 
    “Quiet, Lothar,” Deathdale hisses. 
 
    We all turn to the Solar Mage, whose arm is at her side, ready to pull her sword of light from the air if need be. 
 
    “Get your girl under control,” Sam says under her breath. 
 
    My girl? I swallow hard as I make my way over to Deathdale. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    The Solar Mage keeps her eyes forward as three more city guards arrive. 
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    “Keep your cool, for now. If Lady Blacknor is sympathetic to our cause, she may give us some assistance in taking out the Drachma Killers.” 
 
    She narrows her single eye on me. 
 
    “What’s that look supposed to mean? Use your words, Deathdale.” 
 
    “What happens?” 
 
    “If what?” 
 
    “If we can’t get help.” 
 
    “Then we’ll get mercenaries,” I say under my breath as I shoot one of the Metican warriors a shit-eating grin and a thumbs up. 
 
    “And if no mercenaries?” 
 
    I nod. “Don’t worry. I have a plan. Well, sort of, but we can flesh it out as we ride there. It should be about eight hours’ ride from here. That’s plenty of time to come up with something.” 
 
    Deathdale nods. “And then?” 
 
    “And once we kill them – all of them – we will ride that very night to Tael and meet up with Sam and Lothar in two days’ time. It’s not a stupid idea,” I say just to reassure myself. “The Obelisk knows this was one reason I came north. I want it to be quick – one night, one strike, and then we’re gone.” 
 
    I glance to the ground, suddenly ashamed for my personal quest. Deathdale reaches out to me and touches my arm. 
 
    “You understand the importance of this, right? Even with the Red Plague?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And you’re still willing to go along?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    After offering Deathdale a firm nod, I walk around Lothar and return to Sam’s side. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: Lady Blacknor’s Outside Court 
 
      
 
    It takes the Metican city guard who left a good hour to return to us. During this time, Lothar continues to talk everyone’s ear off, and like many academics, he never gets the hint that none of us are interested in what he has to say. 
 
    And for me, it isn’t because I can’t understand him, especially with my added points in MIND; no, it has more to do with the fact that there are now twelve city guards on small horses before us, ready to attack at a moment’s notice, led by a woman in head-to-toe armor who has chosen to forgo the half-skirt the others wear. 
 
    It’s times like this I miss the silence of solitude. 
 
    Riding to Tin Ingot the other day, while lonely, did provide an ample amount of time to get lost in my thoughts. Even with Deathdale around, this is possible. With Lothar, impossible – Sam too, as we’ve had banter going between us since we first met. 
 
    Simpler times? This thought brings a smile across my face. Only could a man with a life stained with vengeance and violence look back at a time just before he was to go to war and call it “simple.” 
 
    A mounted Metican gallops towards us, her sword sheathed at her side. I relax a little, knowing that if she were bringing bad news, there would have been some signal to the guards surrounding us. 
 
    She stops before us, her round half-skirt draping from the right side of her small horse. “Lady Blacknor will see you.” 
 
    “Me too?” Lothar asks. 
 
    “Lady Blacknor will hold the meeting in our arena to accommodate your size.” 
 
    “That is very considerate of her.” The ground shakes a bit as Lothar gets back to his feet. He’s been sitting on his meditations box for the last thirty minutes or so, after complaining he was growing tired of standing. 
 
    “Please, follow me.” She turns and the city guards around her fan out, forming a large circle around us. Lothar lifts his meditations box by its handle and holds it over his shoulder. As he takes his first step, Deathdale zips past him propelled by her magic. Sam mounts Wolf and I follow. 
 
    “This should be interesting,” I tell her. 
 
    “Get ready for anything,” Sam replies. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    We are kept away from the city proper, with its houses built closely together for added warmth. According to Lothar, Metica has thought of an inventive way to keep their homes warm. In the northeast corridor of the city, they have a mansion-sized furnace that constantly burns a special wood known as white log, which has a good heat output and an impossibly slow burn – a single log can burn for two days or more. 
 
    The steam from the boiling water goes through a succession of pipes beneath each of the homes, warming the floor. Now isn’t the season for burning, but it is chilly and soon, the city furnace will kick on. 
 
    “You can smell it for miles,” Lothar says to anyone who will listen. “Since childhood, I’ve recognized the smell of burning white wood in Metica.” He laughs. “That is some scent!” 
 
    Rather than go into the city, we circle around to the left, to a stadium outside the main gates. The stadium is a simple affair and I’d estimate it can hold several thousand people in its stands. It is nothing like the coliseum of Solidus, a grand architectural piece with a famous promenade on its sea-facing side. 
 
    More female guards stand at the entrance to the stadium, forming two lines for us to pass through. 
 
    “This is a bit unexpected,” Lothar says as a cool wind blows up, ruffling his red hair. It’s odd how quickly I’ve grown used to traveling with a giant. I learned pretty early on to stay clear of his feet, not for fear of trampling, but because he can be a bit heavy-footed and the quakes from his steps throw Wolf off. 
 
    Once we enter the arena proper, the sweet smell of blue melon reaches my nose. I glance around, looking for the source. 
 
    “You smell that?” I ask Sam. 
 
    It’s Deathdale’s scent, I think as we continue forward to the center of the arena. 
 
    “Yes,” she says, “but I can’t tell where it’s coming from.” 
 
    “The blue melon fields aren’t far from here,” Lothar calls down to us. He laughs jovially. “They are quite fragrant this time of year.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I say, recalling a time when merchants from Metica would come to Ducat to sell blue-melon-related items. 
 
    We approach a dais at the opposite end of the stadium. Sitting on a throne made of large bones – a nice touch, if I may add – is who I can only assume is the new woman in charge, Lady Blacknor. While her guards and attendants wear white, she wears a sunburst-yellow dress that fades into white at its tips, a dress at odds with the sharp armor and weapons all around her. 
 
    “I thought she’d be wearing black,” I say under my breath to Sam after we’ve gotten off Wolf. “I do like the throne of bones though; that’s something I was hoping to install at the hut before I burnt it down.” 
 
    “Behave,” she tells me. “Did you just say you burnt it down?” 
 
    “I thought I mentioned that. Long story short: lots of bodies and I needed something to do with them.” 
 
    Sam turns to me. “My body too?” 
 
    “It was a humane way to go! Don’t worry, I didn’t loot your corpse or anything.” 
 
    “Ahem!” Lady Blacknor’s lead attendant, a feeble man with a collar around his neck, steps before her and begins her introduction. “Seated before you is Lady Blacknor, leader of the free people of Metica, the answer to the despair wrought by the former leader of Metica.” 
 
    All those gathered slap their hands against their sides. I glance at Deathdale, who seems completely on edge. She stands on the other side of Lothar, one of her heeled boots slightly in front of the other. My hand naturally finds Wolf’s head – or better, he finds my hand – and I start scratching his ear. 
 
    “Please step forward,” her lead attendant says, “and state for the record who you are and why it is you have come here.” 
 
    Sam tucks her hands in her robes. “I am Sam Raid, and I speak for all of us when I say we have come here for two reasons, the first being to discuss the Red Plague and the second regarding a recent development in southern Unigaea.” 
 
    “I am Oric Rune and this is Wolf Ruffian,” I tell those gathered. “It is an honor to meet you, milady.” I bow my head slightly. 
 
    “I am Lothar Shane,” says the giant. “I met these travelers on my way to Solidus to join academics in understanding the Red Plague.” 
 
    Everyone in the room looks to our final member. 
 
    “I am Deathdale.” The Solar Mage steps forward, offers a full bow, and steps back in line. 
 
    “You may be seated,” Lady Blacknor tells her lead attendant. She returns her cold stare to us. “Who is the leader among you?” 
 
    Lothar and Deathdale look to me, and I look to Sam. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Sam whispers, “but stay classy.” 
 
    I approach Lady Blacknor and bow my head again. “I am the leader. Fearless, I might add.” 
 
    “Oric,” Sam hisses. 
 
    Lady Blacknor’s gaze hardens on me. “Before we discuss the Red Plague, please explain to me what is going on in the southern lands.” 
 
    I clear my throat. “Governor Florin Talonas, of Stater Island, is waging war with the Tagvornins, who have already attacked Tangka, which we,” I nod from Sam to Deathdale, “defended not long ago. Governor Talonas provided the armor for us to defend the city, and he has helped me in other ways, including outfitting me with weapons. But as we’ve come north, we’ve discovered that things aren’t what they seem.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Talonas is hardly pious. The entire spectacle has been a false flag, and I seriously doubt if the Tagvornins know they are being misrepresented. You see, I happened upon a convoy of Stater soldiers with wagons that contained Tagvornin armor. They were also riding Tagvornin wolves. I managed to take one of the soldiers aside and I confirmed it for myself – Stater soldiers are disguising themselves as Tagvornins. Also, a group of mercenaries attacked us yesterday and were paid in lira wrapped in sea fruit husks, and only Stater does this. It is a false-flag operation to extend southern hegemony.” 
 
    Lady Blacknor considers this for a moment. Finally, she locks her cold eyes onto me and speaks. “The mercenaries do not concern me. Regarding your other claim, you are saying that Governor Talonas is having his men and possibly others dress as Tagvornins to attack southern cities, are you not? He then defends the cities, and uses the defense of the cities to extend his power.” 
 
    “Yes, milady, and while I don’t have evidence of it yet, I believe he may be behind a meteor attack on Solidus. We were there when it happened,” I say, again nodding my head back to Deathdale. “From what we’ve learned, the meteor shower has nothing to do with the Red Plague. It is something an advanced mage could likely have caused.” 
 
    “I see. And you come to me, aware of the free people of Metica and our allegiances?” 
 
    “Your allegiances?” Lothar asks. “To Tagvornin and the Rune Lands, like Lady Orchid before you.” 
 
    Lady Blacknor bares her teeth as she offers the giant a sinister grin. “I’m afraid you are wrong, giant; our allegiances are to the south, to Governor Talonas. How do you think he got the Tagvornin wolves and the armor? Before the coup d’état that put me in power, I’m the one who sent the armor and weapons to them. We’re the ones – ” She points at the Metican warriors closing in around us. “ – who slaughtered a good many Tags to get the supplies.” 
 
    She stands from her chair and laughs. “Guards, kill them all!” 
 
    Deathdale brandishes her sword of light. Sam’s hands are tucked in her robe; if she feels a fight coming on, she’s showing no signs of it. 
 
    I flourish Splintered Sword and drop to a battle-ready position next to Wolf, who lowers his head, snarling as the guards surround us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen: Bloody Coronation 
 
      
 
    The ground quakes as Lothar comes down hard with both feet, sending shockwaves all around him. The Metican guards closing in on us are thrown off balance, giving me time to spin right with my Splintered Sword. 
 
    “Lothar! Throwing knives!” Sam shouts, her wand cast before her and pointed directly at Lady Blacknor. I look to her and she nods insistently as pink magic swirls around her wand. “Do it!” 
 
    “Got it!” I grab the handle of one of my knives and with one fluid gesture, pull back and launch it at Lady Blacknor. I miss my target, her heart, but the knife does graze the side of her exposed arm. 
 
    -13 HP! 
 
    “Metastasize wound!” A blistering pink blast from Sam’s wand strikes Lady Blacknor and everyone, including Deathdale and Wolf, glance up to the dais. 
 
    “What … what have you done?” A look of horror spreads across the Metican leader’s face as the wound turns green and the infection spreads up her body. White magic swirls around the wrists of her nearest male attendant. Sigils appear in the air as he tries to heal her, all to no avail. 
 
    The wound spreads, grows with infection, boiling pus, as it moves up her shoulder and to her chest. 
 
    Lady Blacknor drops to her knees. 
 
    Blood appears in the whites of her eyes as the infection spreads further across her body, her sunburst yellow clothes withering away. “Kill … them … ” she says through parched lips. “Kill … them … all.” 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Lady Blacknor falls face first onto the dais. 
 
    “Holy shit, Sam!” 
 
    Sam lowers her wand, slightly out of breath now. “I can’t cast any more magic until the hourglass finishes,” she says, pink energy evaporating off her weapon of choice. I see the antique hourglass necklace and the sand slowly falling from the top to the bottom. 
 
    The ground shakes again and this time it isn’t Lothar. A group of city guards come galloping into the arena. They carry harpoons with ropes attached, clearly meant to take down the giant.  
 
    “Lothar, protect Sam!” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Fuck me, I think as I whistle for Wolf. “Kill them if they get near her, dammit! You’re bigger than them! Fight back, dammit!” 
 
    “But I’m a … ” 
 
    I ignore the bleeding-heart giant as Wolf comes around. I hop on, keeping low as we go to meet the incoming guards. We juke them out just in time and move around to their side, Wolf putting the SPEED points I gave him to good use. 
 
    We loop around and go for the wrecking-ball approach. 
 
    As we advance on them, as those with pikes turn towards us, I drop one arm around Wolf’s neck and lower both legs on one side of his body. “Faster!” I say as I try not to choke him, my weight pulling him to the side a bit. 
 
    I let go and both feet hit the ground running. I launch myself forward, propelled by digital physics. Wolf skids to the right just as I fly in the air with my blade drawn at the first warrior female. 
 
    -169 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    Her arm comes off at the elbow, my knee cracks against her horse’s skull, and I bring them both down, causing a small amount of injury to myself. 
 
    A beam of solid light cuts through the battlefield. 
 
    Deathdale’s blazing eyepatch attack partially vaporizes six of the mounted female warriors and their horses. The parts the light doesn’t touch are left smoldering, crackling as they burn to a crisp. 
 
    Gruesome. A quick glance over my shoulder and I see Deathdale with energy charging around her. Meanwhile, Lothar stands in front of Sam, his attackers closing in. 
 
    Deathdale turns to them, two scorpion tails of light forming out of her lower back.  
 
    Wolf slams into a woman just about to stab me with her pike. -69 HP! -74 HP! - 85 HP! He tears at her neck, spritzing the air with blood. 
 
    I go to meet another female warrior holding a harpoon. She eyes me fearlessly, a large dagger in her hand just as a horn sounds off in the distance. 
 
    I glance up to the corners of the arena, the foreboding crimson sky overhead. 
 
    More are on the way. 
 
    I swipe at the warrior before me with my Splintered Sword, hoping to finish this one quickly. She parries left, lunges at me with a dagger – her attack stopped by my Stater armor – and rolls away. 
 
    Wolf barks as the guards who weren’t fried by Deathdale’s beam of death-light form a circle around me. A few have pikes; others have short swords. Their horses neigh as they close in, ready to kick their legs up. 
 
    “Give up now,” says the lead woman, whom I recognize as the heavily armored city guard who greeted us on the city limits. She brandishes two swords. “You won’t win this fight.” 
 
    “We didn’t come here to fight you,” I say, spitting blood. “It is Lady Blacknor who is to blame for all this.” 
 
    The lead guard’s lips curl. “How dare you mention her by name, Player Killer filth!” 
 
    “You aren’t going to win this one, so let me give you a little advice,” I say as I catch my breath. “If you’re the toughest of the Metican warriors, use it to your advantage. Your people damn sure need a leader, especially now. So take charge.” 
 
    She lowers her weapons ever-so-slightly. 
 
    “Let us go and live to fight another day. What’s your name, milady?” 
 
    The woman gulps. She still has her blades pointed at me, but a flash of light behind her eye tells me she is considering what I’ve said. “Desdemona.” 
 
    “Lady Desdemona,” I say with a soft smile. “Call your guards off. You will not win this fight – not now, not ever. We have a Solar Mage and an Hourglass Mage. A giant too, for what that’s worth.” 
 
    “Temporal Decay!” Sam shouts from about forty feet away, completely oblivious to our conversation. 
 
    The guards surrounding Lothar take a step back as their weapons crumble to ash. 
 
    A pink trail of magic hovers above Sam’s wand as she turns to us. The pikes and short swords pointed at me crumble into a fine dust, leaving the female warriors weaponless with a pile of dust at their feet. 
 
    “Enough!” A dash of cunning spreads across the face of Lady Desdemona. “We will let them leave,” she says in an authoritative voice, her lips curling, “and they shall never be allowed to return.” 
 
    The warriors around her turn to their newfound leader. 
 
    “If this is an issue,” she announces to those gathered, “you can bring it up with me tomorrow, after my coronation ceremony.” 
 
    The two women warriors next to Lady Desdemona take positions at her sides. They keep to her as she walks to the dais, and they stop in front of it. Weaponless yet fierce as ever, the two women stare down anyone who dares look as the new governor of Metica takes the stage. 
 
    Lady Desdemona kicks aside the shriveled body of Lady Blacknor and calls one of the attendants over. The manservant gives her a dagger made of gold, and she cuts her finger and drips a bit of the blood on Lady Blacknor’s body. Once she’s finished, she points at the nearest group of mounted warriors. 
 
    “Escort them to the city limits.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting that!” Lothar says once we’ve reached the outer limits of Metica. “We just witnessed a Metican coup, apparently the second in the last few weeks.” He runs his hand through his tangled red hair. “How crazy was that?” 
 
    The mounted warriors that escorted us here keep a perimeter about two hundred feet away from us. The two from the battle are still weaponless, thanks to Sam’s magic, but the others who have joined them are loaded to the teeth. 
 
    “Let’s just get to a place we can rest for a moment,” I tell the scholarly giant. “We can hash things out once we get there. Truth is, we got lucky. Really lucky. Lady Desdemona could have continued the fight and there are more of them than us, so eventually we would have been overwhelmed.” 
 
    A cold breeze blows past. 
 
    “The weather seems to be getting worse.” Lothar lifts his big foot and places it on a table-sized rock. He takes off his oval glasses, polishes them on the front of his blue tunic, and focuses on Sam. “I never thought it would be possible to speed up the decomposition of a weapon. Have you tried it on a structure such as a wall or a building?” 
 
    “I have not, but it’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    “Humans?” Deathdale asks. 
 
    “No,” Sam says tersely.  
 
    I hop off Wolf and he sits on his haunches. He pants for a moment, stands, finds a standing puddle of water that was likely frozen last night, and drinks from it. “What other spells do you have?” 
 
    “I have been given several spells.” She equips a large, leather-bound book filled with loose paper. “But I’m not able to use some of them yet.” 
 
    With a grunt, she opens to a page filled with symbols and Unigaean writing. 
 
    “Can you read that?” I ask. 
 
    “No, but I understand it. Weird to say.” She flips to another page. “This part is mostly about Time Mages of the past, their history. There can only be one at a time. Apparently, they all use the same book, this one, which is why there are advanced spells I can’t read. Again, I understand it, but can’t make out the details. It’s like reading a wet newspaper.” 
 
    “A what? Kidding. And that technically means you can read it.” 
 
    “You know what I’m trying to say,” Sam says as she stops on a particular page. “Earlier, I cast Metastasize Wound on Lady Blacknor. This apparently works with any injury,” she says, pointing at a diagram, “and it leads to instant death. There are some other strange spells in here, like one that can turn a person or creature back into a baby.” 
 
    “A baby spell?” I nod. 
 
    “It’s called Fountain of Youth.” 
 
    “Can you freeze time or anything?” Lothar drops his meditations box to the ground and sits on it. He peers over Sam’s shoulder as best he can at his size. 
 
    “Not yet, but the spell is in here.” 
 
    “What about Speed Time or Reverse Time?” 
 
    Sam hesitates. “They are both in here, but I’m not at the correct level to use them, and I don’t think I’d use them anyway.” 
 
    “Why not?” Deathdale stands in her Tagvornin fur jacket with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “There’s a caveat with those two. When I use it, my hourglass cracks. Once it breaks, I die. The Obelisk explained this to me. As my hourglass wears, I age; if it’s cracked, I age even faster. It’s my handicap – the ultimate handicap if you ask me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t wear it around my neck if that were the case,” I say. 
 
    Sam removes the necklace and places it on a stump. “Try to break it.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I do that?” 
 
    A lasso made of light cracks into the side of the hourglass. The antique doesn’t even wobble. We both look to Deathdale. 
 
    “She’s right,” the Solar Mage says as her weapon filters away. 
 
    Wolf whines as he senses some tension between the three of us. “What is it?” I ask him. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Like I said, it won’t break.” Sam glares at Deathdale for a moment and turns to Wolf once he barks again. She places the hourglass necklace back over her head and equips a large bag of jerky. 
 
    Wolf practically does a backflip, so excited he is to slam some jerky. 
 
    “Here you go, boy!” she tosses him a piece and he leaps into the air to retrieve it. 
 
    “Where’s my piece?” I ask. 
 
    “Will you catch it in your mouth?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” I take a good-sized hunk of jerky from her and pop it in my mouth. “Where’d you get this stuff? Shit is good!” I stop chewing. “Wait a minute, this stuff isn’t from Grope the shed guy, is it?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I wish I had some jerky my size,” Lothar laments. 
 
    Sam laughs. “Sorry, no giant-sized jerky today. And who’s Grope the shed guy?” 
 
    “You should know,” I tell her as I chew another piece. “He’s the guy who makes all the shed jerky back in Tangka. The same guy whose shed I beat down when we infiltrated Tangka, the guy who keeps making himself known in my little narrative.” 
 
    “Well, he’s not in my narrative. Never met him.” She takes a bite of the jerky. “I picked this stuff up in Tin Ingot.” 
 
    Wolf eats as much jerky as Sam will give him. Once I’m finished gnawing on a particularly chewy piece, Sam turns to me and asks, “So, fearless leader, what’s your plan?” 
 
    I smirk. “I thought you were the leader.” 
 
    “No, that was my last avatar. Now I’m just a lowly mage.” 
 
    Lothar snorts. “That’s not true!” 
 
    My face grows serious. “You two know very well what we are planning next.” I clear my throat. “We are heading to Drachma and it will take us a day to reach there. You both are still invited.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Sam asks. 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    Deathdale nods in agreement. She takes something wrapped in seaweed from her inventory list and starts eating it. 
 
    “I don’t agree with your actions,” Lothar says, “but there isn’t anything I can do to stop you, so we’ll stick to the plan. We’ll go to Tael and wait for you two to come that way. We have a handy magnifier in our library there for smaller texts. I may be able to help interpret parts of Sam’s Book of Time.” 
 
    “Good idea, you two go there and we’ll meet you.” 
 
    His glasses drop to the end of his nose. “It is a pity you’re choosing revenge over the Red Plague, but at the rate it is moving – theoretically, of course; we won’t know until we get up to the northernmost part of the Rune Lands – I believe we do have a bit of time. Not much though. So you two should hurry.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    “Be safe, Oric,” says Sam, her eyes filling with worry. “We need you. The Obelisk chose you, for whatever goddamn reason, to try to fix the source code bomb.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Lothar says, “be safe. I don’t want to see any harm come to you or your wolf. He seems very smart. Smarter than any dog I’ve ever met.” He sighs. “I wish the powers that be gave us giant dogs. There are other giant animals, but not dogs. I’ve always wanted a dog.” 
 
    Quest update! 
 
    You have decided to continue to Drachma with Deathdale. Sam Raid and Lothar Shane will ride to Tael, and once you have completed your personal quest, you will join them in Tael. 
 
    “Got it,” I mumble as I instinctively swipe the quest update away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen: The Snow Must Go On 
 
      
 
    It’s hard to shake the look Sam Raid gave me before I turned east. A mix of apprehension and disappointment, her visage continues to burn a hole in my psyche as Deathdale and I make our push to the coastal city of Drachma. 
 
    It isn’t long before we are greeted by a mild snowstorm, nothing to write home about, but it is cold, and I’m kicking myself in the ass for not getting a jacket or something … 
 
    “Wait!” I call to Deathdale, who levitates before me. 
 
    A quick scroll through my inventory and I come to the lavender cloak I picked up outside Tin Ingot. I put the cloak on and bring the hood over my head. Warmth doesn’t come instantly, but at least the wind isn’t as cold as we continue on our way. 
 
    “What?” I ask when I see a grin lift her cheeks. “It’s all I have.” 
 
    Rock formations pepper the landscape between Metica and Drachma. No mountains, but there are tons of small caves in which we can take shelter, caves famous for the psychedelic mushrooms that grow in them in the early morning. 
 
    A wind separates Deathdale and me, carrying with it an avalanche worth of snow. I squint, looking for the bit of light that surrounds the Solar Mage’s feet as she moves. 
 
    “Hold on, boy,” I tell Wolf as I pat him on the neck. He slows, the black fur on the back of his head covered in specks of glittery snow. 
 
    He barks and his ears press back. 
 
    “What do you see?” I ask, my hand instinctively going to the hilt of my Splintered Sword. I’ve seen this type of snow in real life, back in Chicago, snow so cold it presses through your clothing and chills your bones. 
 
    We travel forward slowly, waiting for some indication of Deathdale. 
 
    As soon as the winds settle, we see the Solar Mage now a good seventy-five feet in front of us. She’s still in her coat and her dress-like armor, the tips of which flutter in the wind as she speeds forward. 
 
    “Hey!” I call and Wolf picks up his pace, his feet kicking up what looks like white dust. He pants now, the snow thickening at his feet but not yet past his ankles. 
 
    Once we’re caught up and the wind has finished, I turn my thoughts to Drachma, and what I know about the coastal city. Man-made islands linked by canals and bridges make up the eastern half of Drachma. Most of the guildhalls and homes of richer merchants are in the Canal District, as it is known, which is infamous for its pricey real estate. 
 
    That’s where they’ll be. 
 
    The Drachma Killers practically own Drachma, and anyone that so much as looks at them funny, quickly meets their death. The politicians, the governor, the merchants, anyone who is anyone in the city pays tithe to the Killers. 
 
    I nod as an odd plan solidifies in my mind. 
 
    It could definitely work, but we’ll need to scout the place out first. 
 
    This was why I took my avatar, why I became a Player Killer, and sure, it is brazen as hell to go up against a guild three times my current level, but there are more ways to skin a cat than direct confrontation. 
 
    Something moving in the distance catches my eye. The wind picks up, and I catch the black fin of something twice as large as Wolf moving towards us. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    A fin? 
 
    “Deathdale!” 
 
    Snow spins into the air as an enormous creature leaps into the path between us. The orca-wolf hybrid snaps its teeth at us and for the first time in as long as I can remember, Wolf yelps and backpedals away from the creature. 
 
    [Akhult, Level 13] 
 
    A blast of light knocks the akhult to the side, but does little to cut through its thick, black skin. Below its eyes are white circles – its orca ancestry, also evident in its tail that ends in two flukes. The rest of the creature, including its intimidating stance and razor-sharp teeth, is all canine. 
 
    My Splintered Sword in hand, I dismount Wolf so we can add an extra combatant to the fight. 
 
    Another blast from Deathdale turns the snow to water and cuts off the tip of the akhult’s fin. 
 
    -35 HP! 
 
    The towering creature lets out a roar that would wake a dormant volcano. Its lips pull back as it turns to Deathdale, baring and gnashing its teeth. 
 
    It goes for her just as Wolf attacks it from the side. Wolf manages to get hold of the creature’s back, and holds on just long enough for me to get in close and drive my Splintered Sword into its flesh. 
 
    -68 HP! 
 
    “Shit!” I scream as Wolf is tossed off. The akhult flat out ignores me as it hops over to Wolf, its four paws leaving deep prints in the gathering snow. 
 
    More wind and more snow flurries make it hard to see the action taking place before me. 
 
    I can hear Wolf crying out for help as the beast gets its jaws around his neck. 
 
    Rage. 
 
    I run towards the sound, my fists shaking with rage, my body filled with an anger I can barely contain. The power given to me by the Obelisk comes over me, multiplying my strength and my defense. 
 
    Blurred vision. 
 
    Rage! 
 
    A numbness to my very core. 
 
    I scream with fury as I descend upon the akhult and bring my blade into its side. 
 
    -98 HP! 
 
    The orca-wolf hybrid cries as I pull my blade out, its dark blood flicking onto the snow. Wolf scurries away, his neck wet with ichor. The creature goes onto its back legs and comes down on top of me, its tail whipping in the air above its head. 
 
    My actions no longer my own and with time at a rapid eye-blink, my new electrically charged shield appears in my hand. I slam it into the monstrosity just as a blast from Deathdale’s eyepatch cuts through anything in its path. 
 
    The blast takes the akhult’s tail off and I meet its front side with my electric shield. 
 
    -351 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    The orca-wolf goes to its side and I leap on top, my hands on its jaw. 
 
    As unadulterated power rages through me. I begin prying its jaw apart as if it were a crocodile, even as its razor-sharp teeth cut into my flesh, even as it swipes at me with its claws in a fit of terror. 
 
    My muscles bulge as I snap the creature’s mouth open. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    “No … ” 
 
    The snowstorm spins around me as my thoughts coalesce. My knees buckle and my strength gives way. 
 
    Blackout. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen: Deathdale Moves in for the Kill 
 
      
 
    The hourglass shatters and the glass splinters away as my mind twists into an endless knot. There is a light in the distance, a faint beacon of ill-gotten hope. Oric Rune, Eric Renfro – we are one. I am he and he is me, and there’s nothing the crimson sky or the jagged Chicago skyline can do about it. 
 
    Confusion contusion. 
 
    My mouth is dry, my throat is parched, and my bones are cold but my skin is on fire; the Proxima Galaxy beckons me closer with open arms, her stars knifing my psyche. A whirling galaxy on repeat, a screensaver of biblical proportions, a snowstorm of sharp stars. 
 
    I blink my eyes open and suck in air. 
 
    My nostrils flare and the scent of rock and ash registers. Digital dream existence blurs into focus, and I feel something warm at my side, something familiar. 
 
    Wolf makes a whimpering sound as he stands over me and starts licking my face. His breath smells like shit, his tongue soft and sticky. I push him away half-heartedly, my hand naturally landing on the hair of his neck. 
 
    The blood from earlier is gone, and I’m just about to ask what happened when I see Deathdale’s shadow looming before me, a shadow created by a fire she has started at the entrance of the cave. 
 
    You’re in a cave, I think. I sit up and lean my back against the cave wall. You’ve traveled some distance, somehow. She must have done it. Wolf too. 
 
    It helps to analyze how I’ve gotten here, to get a grip on my tainted neuronal reality. Another breath in and I remove Deathdale’s blanket. I gaze at her with true appreciation on my face. 
 
    “My rage … ” I start to tell her. She simply nods, having seen it before. “I still don’t understand it fully. But I had to do something; that thing had Wolf by the neck. It would have killed him.” 
 
    The Solar Mage offers me a bowl of warm liquid. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Healing.” 
 
    Deathdale gets to her knees next to me and lifts the bowl to my lips. There is no taste, but the liquid is thick, fibrous. I finish guzzling the goo and the bowl disappears as it returns to her list. 
 
    +215 HP! 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, my mind going from sheer delirium to heightened awareness now that Deathdale is close to me. 
 
    “I like you,” I tell her in a whisper. I curse myself in my head – where is my MIND ability when it comes to romantic crass? I clear my throat. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind what I just said. It’s the, um, medicine talking. Whatever you gave me. It’s buzzing in my stomach like strong kombucha … Feels good, though.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” She smiles as she presses the hair out of her face. 
 
    “Um … ” I glance at Wolf. “You healed him too?” 
 
    Deathdale nods, her eye locked onto me in a way that tells me she wants something more. 
 
    No way. 
 
    I massage my temples for a minute. I must still be hallucinating. Definitely. Rage has got me all sorts of fucked up. 
 
    “So, um, let’s talk. Lots to talk about.” 
 
    She nods and takes a seat next to me. Both of us now face the fire she’s lit at the entrance to the cave. The flames lick seductively at the cold, crisp air, the fire dancing before us. 
 
    Seductively? I shake my head at this last thought. What the hell am I thinking? 
 
    Get out of your own head!  
 
    “What is it?” she asks. 
 
    The struggle is real. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say as I rub the back of my head. “My mind is a broken faucet continually dripping sewage into the polluted river of my thoughts. Or something like that. I don’t know why I’ve all of a sudden become so pathetically poetic. I blame the rage and your medicine. You make this yourself?” 
 
    She chuckles. “Bought it, warmed it.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    Silence permeates the space between us for a moment. 
 
    “I’m feeling good – better – like a million bucks, or a million lira is more like it. Ahem. But enough about me.” I clear my throat again. “And we can talk about the fact that a hybrid between a wolf and an orca shouldn’t exist later. Dammit, Wolf almost died back there. My rage keeps knocking me out after I’ve made my kill. I believe there may come a time when it knocks me out before I can get somewhere safe, or at least, safe enough.” I gulp at that thought. “So there’s that.” 
 
    “Respawn.” 
 
    “Yes, I could respawn, but … ” I gulp again. “I’d lose Wolf. And besides that, the world is dying. There may not be a Unigaea in the future if we aren’t able to do something. But that’s not what this is about; that’s not what I want to ask you. I want to tell you what the Drachma Killers did to me, why I plan to take them out, and then I want you to tell me what they did to you.” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “And it will take more than two or three words.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Wolf rests on the ground, his head tucked between his legs. Deathdale to my right, Wolf to my left and a fire blazing before me, I feel at home, at ease. I relax a bit further and notice that the Solar Mage is sitting close enough to me for our bodies to touch. I begin my explanation of what happened to me. 
 
    “... and that’s pretty much it,” I tell her after I’ve finished. “The Drachma Killers destroyed the thriving village I’d built from the ground up. Like a coward, I took my own life rather than face their torture.” 
 
    As I say this last part, Deathdale’s expression sours. 
 
    “I know I was a coward; you don’t have to remind me.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” she finally says. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You did the right thing.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Deathdale looks away from me and to the fire. “The Drachma Killers,” she says bitterly. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She takes a deep breath and smooths her hand across her face. “I was traveling with a caravan to Tagvornin. My last avatar, I mean.” 
 
    “I understand. Go on, please. What happened?” 
 
    Terror blooms across her face. “They came riding out of nowhere, the skin of people they’d recently killed hanging over the backs of their horses. They’d skinned them whole … first thing I remember. It was daytime and I could see the skin, the hair, the drying blood. Their boneless faces like Halloween masks.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    She nods. “The Killers surrounded us. We tried to fight back. I wasn’t strong enough. Just a merchant. They tied me to a wagon wheel, gagged me.” She sighs deeply. “They brought the other merchants before me, male and female. Killed them one by one. Raped their dead bodies, made me watch. Laughed like hyenas … ” Her voice trails off. 
 
    “I get it,” I say bitterly. “They’re sick, twisted, the motherfuckers.” Wolf places his big head in my lap and looks up to me. “We’ll get them.” 
 
    “They turned to me,” Deathdale says, her voice wavering. “It was late afternoon now. One of them started a fire and boiled oil. They pulled my head back and poured the oil into my eye.” She touches her patch. “The pain. I couldn’t log out. Then I passed out. Woke up naked, I remember that. Somewhere else. My body splayed open. One eye gone. In and out of consciousness as they cut my limbs off. Started with my right arm. Left arm. Leg. And that’s when I died, I think.” 
 
    “And you respawned as a Solar Mage. How long after?” 
 
    “Weeks. I couldn’t … just couldn’t come back to Unigaea. Other Proxima worlds out there. But I didn’t want them to get away with it. So I came back, and I was gifted a rare class.” 
 
    “And the eye they took?” 
 
    She exhales deeply. “Now the most concentrated source of my energy.” 
 
    “Can you see out of it? Weird question. I mean, when you move your eyepatch.” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “It seems like the Obelisk gave you this power to remind you of what the Drachma Killers did. I don’t know if this is to your advantage or if it is somewhat of an insult.” 
 
    “Advantage.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. Seeing Deathdale take out dozens of people with her eye only reminds me that everything happens for a reason, no matter how cruel that “everything” is. 
 
    “Agreed, although I don’t know how I’d react if I were Cyclops.” 
 
    The seriousness leaves her face. “From X-Men?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what your power reminds me of. You spawned with the eyepatch, correct?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “And if you lift the flap, it just blazes out … or do you will it or something?” 
 
    “I don’t will it. The eyepatch stops it from constantly firing.” 
 
    “See? Cyclops. No pun intended.” 
 
    I picture Deathdale with the eyepatch off, a constant stream of light pouring from her face. Good thing she spawned with the patch. 
 
    “Well, now that we’ve both confessed our reasons for revenge, um, tell me more about you. I mean, you up there. My name is Eric Renfro up there. I’m from Chicago, and I’m permalogged in using my UBI to pay for it. Which is a scam, really.” 
 
    “Universal Basic Income?” 
 
    “No, that’s a necessity since Humandroids have replaced – what is it? – fifty percent of the workforce? Something like that.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Imagine what it’ll be like in thirty years.” 
 
    “I try not to.” 
 
    “What’s your name up there?” 
 
    “Blanche.” 
 
    “Just Blanche?” 
 
    “Chmilenko. Blanche Chmilenko.” 
 
    “Okay, so where are you up there? Are you on UBI?” 
 
    “Yes. Calgary.” 
 
    “You’re Canadian?” 
 
    “Is that odd?” 
 
    “No not at all. I love Canadians. Well, I guess that’s not how I wanted to say that. I mean, we are pretty much the same, Americans and Canadians.” 
 
    “Except for guns, language, and social services.” 
 
    I laugh. “Well, there’s that. You know what I mean, though.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Silence moves like a slow cloud over our conversation. We both stare at the fire as it flickers, lost in thought about god knows what. My thoughts jump like a crazed monkey from life in the real world to what Deathdale has just told me about the Drachma Killers to the first time I met her in Tin Ingot. 
 
    It’s weird how thoughts work, how they hardly stand still yet they can crystallize as quickly as they can berate me, a thousand miles a second. 
 
    Somewhere in all this cranial chatter – damn you, MIND points – Deathdale’s hand moves from her lap to my leg, close to Wolf’s snout. His tongue comes out and he licks at her fingers. 
 
    “He’s a good dog.” 
 
    She moves the hand up my chest until it rests naturally at the side of my face. Her fingers are warm to the touch, even with her black glove on. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    You’re an idiot, Oric, I think as soon as the words leave my mouth. 
 
    Deathdale’s face softens. “You aren’t very smart, are you?” 
 
    “That’s not what my stats say,” I joke as I press Wolf’s head away. He protests, but gets the picture as Deathdale slowly shifts into my lap. 
 
    “Not what I was expecting,” I mumble as she wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me. Deathdale pulls back and stares at me long and hard, my heart fluttering as she moves in for the kill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen: Canal Views 
 
      
 
    I don’t know anything about the general happiness of clams, or what it is they have to be happy with in the first place. That said, if a colloquial saying fits, why attempt anything else? 
 
    I sigh audibly, happy as a fucking clam. 
 
    Deathdale is cuddled up next to me, her porcelain skin warm against mine. I push her blanket off my body and focus on Wolf, who sleeps next to me, snoring lightly. 
 
    I’ve heard that dogs take on the illnesses of their owners. If the owner has a skin condition, the dog will inevitably get a skin condition, or if the owner has a cough, the dog will have a cough. Surely this is just superstition, but as I look at Wolf, I wonder what my condition is and if he has somehow taken it on. 
 
    Insanity. Bloodlust. 
 
    I smile at this thought as I turn back to Deathdale, my hands on her nude body. I touch her breasts and she stirs, her warm hands falling onto mine. 
 
    Her hands aren’t quite hot to the touch, but if she holds mine for too long, I start to lose hit points. 
 
    Odd. 
 
    “I have food,” she purrs. 
 
    I consider this. Sure, I’d like some meat, but whatever gerbil food she has will probably hit the spot. 
 
    “Meat too.” 
 
    “Well, that settles it.” I hop up, nude as the day I was spawned, and start doing jumping jacks. “It’s cold!” I say, my breath visible. 
 
    Deathdale sits up and pulls the blanket to her chest. 
 
    She has a full bed set, apparently, including a fold-out mat big enough for three people. I’ve already made a mental note to get one, and I act like an idiot for a moment longer as I hop up and down in the air. Boys will be boys, and my jumping jacks are in lieu of full on celebrating that I’ve scored with the hottest Solar Mage I’ve ever met. 
 
    Dammit, I’ve become a man-child. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” she asks. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to watch this thing flopping around for too long.” I give my proof of digital manhood a flick and my skivvies appear on my body. The rest of the armor comes – the easy way to equip stuff – and I’m dressed up before Deathdale can take her next breath. I’ve even gone with long sleeves, just to keep me a bit warmer. 
 
    “Well, we were supposed to talk strategy,” I say as I make my way to the entrance of the cave. Wolf follows, sniffing the air as soon as we’re outside. 
 
    “And?” Deathdale dresses instantly too; I turn to find her walking towards me, not quite a seductress but not far off, with a small package of food. 
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
    “Wolf.” She bends and pets the Tagvornin beast. She opens the package and a solid slab of uncooked meat falls out. 
 
    “Damn, I’ll have what he’s having,” I say as Wolf goes to town. 
 
    She hands me a smaller package. 
 
    “Or this.” I unwrap the package to find a sliver of fish wrapped in seaweed and brown rice. One bite later and I’m in heaven. “Hey, not bad!” 
 
    I eat quickly and once I’m finished, I equip one of my magnolia-pine-cone IEDs. “So about my plan. There don’t seem to be pine cones up here, but I have two of these, and we can get more pine cones at the market in Drachma. Plus I got toy soldiers to fill them with to work as shrapnel.” I wave away the skeptical look on her face. “I guess I should explain that better. Here, check this out.” 
 
    I toss one to her and she examines it. 
 
    “Consider it a bomb. The pine cones are filled with Aramis weed, Aramis being some place on Tritania. Heard of it?” 
 
    “Another Proxima world.” 
 
    “Bingo. Anyway, if I light the fuse, or if someone else lights it with, ahem, with her solar power, it explodes. So it is a pine-cone IED, for lack of a better term.” 
 
    She gives the IED back to me and I inventory it. I pull up my herb list and scan through it, reminding myself of what I have. 
 
    Mandrake Flower (6) 
 
    Sunset Root (1) 
 
    Jatla Root (1) 
 
    Wizardous (1) 
 
    Karuna Seaweed (11) 
 
    Yellow Bonnet (4) 
 
    Cinnamon Flower (3) 
 
    Aramis Weed (3) 
 
    Burn Bush (3) 
 
    “Yeah,” I think aloud, “that could work. Here’s what we could do. I’ll swim up under the Drachma Killers’ headquarters, which is in the Canal District. Once I’m under there – remember, I can breathe underwater now – I’ll affix IEDs to the main structures keeping the place up. I’ll spread the rest of my burn bush and Aramis weed around the IEDs, creating a sort of web. You attack the place with your solar power from afar. Boom.” 
 
    “How will you make it stick?” 
 
    I point at the seaweed wrap in her hand. “Drachma seaweed is like duct tape, and we can pick some up in the market.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I used the seaweed all the time in Ducat; it’s sticky as hell. The Canal District is actually built on stilts to adjust for high tide. The homes and streets in the district have little stairs that go down to the main thoroughfares, where the gondolas are. I know; I’ve been there a few times as mayor of Ducat. There’s plenty of space for me to swim up under the district and attach IEDs to the structure holding up the Killers’ guild.” 
 
    Deathdale’s eyebrows rise. 
 
    “You will need to charge all day. No levitating. We will book a hotel near the canal, I’ll set the bombs, you’ll fry the place until it explodes.” 
 
    “How many are there?” 
 
    “How many Killers?” Wolf approaches me and licks his lips. I pet him behind the ear and smile down at him. “That’s a good question. We’ll have to poke around a little bit, but that should be fairly easy. Everyone in town knows who the Drachma Killers are.” 
 
    “Explosives are for cowards.” Deathdale’s face hardens. 
 
    “Shit, I want to make them pay as much as you do, but at our levels, they’ll fillet us alive.” 
 
    She turns away from me and looks back at the cave. I cautiously approach her and place a hand on her shoulder. “There will likely be a few who make it out. They’ll be on fire. I’ll be sure to handle them.” 
 
    “No rage,” she says without looking at me. 
 
    “Yeah, I won’t if you’re down from energy exhaustion. If you’re still up after blowing the place … I can’t guarantee anything. All of this is a risk.” 
 
    She turns to me, a light burning behind her eye. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Let’s destroy the entire Canal District.” 
 
    I take a step back from her. “But ... ” I think about what she’s said for a moment, envisioning the entire district on fire. “There are dozens of homes and guilds there, innocent lives, PCs, RPCs, NPCs.” 
 
    “We are Player Killers,” she says firmly. “The attribute bonus.” 
 
    I run my hand through my long hair as I consider this. “That could be like … a thousand people or more.” 
 
    Deathdale nods. 
 
    That’s not why you took this avatar, I remind myself. 
 
    “Destroy it all,” she says bitterly. 
 
    I finally shake my head at her. “No, we can’t do that; we can’t torch the place. Just the Drachma Killers’ guild. That’s not who I am. I don’t care if we could net a ton of attribute points. That’s not why I’m going to Drachma. I’m going for one reason, and one reason only.” 
 
    Deathdale huffs and takes a few steps away from me. I circle around so I’m in front of her again. She stops, and I place both hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m not that kind of bad guy,” I say, wincing at the simplicity of my terms. “What I mean to say is, it is not my desire to become as cruel as the Drachma Killers. If we destroy the entire district, we are no different than them.” 
 
    “They torture.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if we kill everyone, we’ll be hunted.” 
 
    “Our levels.” 
 
    “You’re right, they will be higher – much higher – if we wreck the whole place. But no. I can’t. Please understand that.” 
 
    The hard look on her face softens. 
 
    “Please understand that we are here, we’ve been joined together for a much bigger purpose. Hell, the fact that you and I are riding to Drachma goes against our bigger purpose of saving Unigaea, but I promised you we’d take the Killers out and it is a promise I’ve made for myself.” 
 
    “Okay,” she finally says. 
 
    I pull her in tight and give her a hug. “Thanks.” 
 
    She laughs. “For what?” 
 
    “For seeing things my way.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she says after a deep breath. “It’s not why we came here.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Riding with Deathdale pressed into my body in front of me is a much better way to get to Drachma than watching her levitate to my left or right. At least for me. And if Wolf is uncomfortable or anything, he doesn’t show it. 
 
    The hint of blue melon radiates off the Solar Mage. I can smell it even with the wind hitting my face. 
 
    Deathdale wasn’t wrong to suggest we destroy the entire district. The rewards for doing so, in some respects, would outweigh the rewards for not doing it. I’m aware of that, but I can’t, I won’t, have that many deaths on my conscience. 
 
    It’s not why you took this avatar, I remind myself for the hundredth time as we ride east. 
 
    The snow from last night begins to melt as soon as the sun reaches its apex in the sky. The main path to Drachma remains semi-dry, mostly due to the clay that has been packed onto the path to prevent freezing. There’s still a chill in the air, but soon it will be warmer, the temperature moving up a few degrees every hour. 
 
    As we ride, I feel a sense of guilt for leaving Sam and Lothar, for impulsively heading east rather than north. I swallow it down. A vision of the Obelisk comes to me and I swallow this down too. 
 
    I can still save the place. I will still save the place. I need this. 
 
    “It’s a detour,” I whisper to myself as the city of Drachma emerges from the fog in the distance. 
 
    A detour will still get you there. 
 
    I smile at the voice in my head. “Hear that, Obelisk?” 
 
    In and out, I remind myself. Blow up the place, sort out anyone still alive, and get out. 
 
    Drachma is completely protected by the Killers’ reputation. 
 
    Every warlord, warlock, Player Killer, rogue, and drow in Unigaea knows better than to attack the city lest they face the wrath of the Killers – and by wrath I mean cruel and unnecessary torture. This has also made Drachma a place well-suited for anyone on the run from something, be it the law, a close relative, or an army. 
 
    There are no guards at the city gates and the only insignia is a single red flag, whipping its rope against the flagpole as a zephyr rolls by. Most of the ice from the previous night has melted, but it is still a bit nippy. 
 
    We dismount from Wolf after we’ve passed through the gates. Tagvornins are allowed here, as are giants, who have their own district to the northwest with larger buildings, taverns, and streets. It’s a mind trip to go from the normal-sized section of the city to the giant-sized, but today isn’t the day to explore. 
 
    The Canal District is easy enough to find, as is a hotel called Canal View, which features several rooms with balconies with grand views of the district. I stayed at the place once, when I was mayor of Ducat. I know exactly which guildhall belongs to the Drachma Killers, as it is the tallest in the district and not very far from the hotel. 
 
    “Let’s get a room here,” I tell Deathdale. “You can rest after, while I go to the market and get supplies.” 
 
    She nods as I open the door for her. We’re greeted by a female concierge in a suit, who welcomes us to Canal View Hotel with a bow. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I turn to Deathdale and give her a cheek-to-cheek grin. “Um, I’m pretty low on lira. Have anything?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes – well, eye – and I shrug. 
 
    “I’m a broke-ass Player Killer, what can I say?” 
 
    “Yes, I have some.” 
 
    “Good. We will take the best room you have,” I tell the concierge. “Whatever faces the canal district. That’s why we came.” I force a yawn. “We need a vacation.” 
 
    Could you look any more conspicuous? I ask myself. 
 
    “Our executive suite it is. You’ll love the views, the high ceilings, the complimentary breakfast in the morning, the hot stone bath and the fact that your floor is semi-exclusive. There’s only one other room, the executive suite across from yours, which features views of the rest of Drachma.” 
 
    “We’ll take the one with the canal views.” 
 
    Deathdale keeps quiet as the concierge lays out a list of hotel rules. I sign them, Deathdale signs them, and after we negotiate the animal cost – I can’t understand why the concierge assumes Wolf will take a shit in the room; he’s house trained! – we head up to our room. 
 
    Our room is a lush affair, and I truly wish we had time to enjoy it. The space is expansive, with a king-sized bed filled with enough pillows to outfit an orphanage. The drapes are golden, there is a white couch facing a fireplace, and a picture of a dead pheasant on a silver platter is tacked above the fireplace. 
 
    Wolf, not one to pass up a good place to nap, skips the bear-fur rug before the fireplace and hops on the bed. 
 
    Deathdale laughs at this. 
 
    “Um, sorry about him. He’s a bed dog.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she says as she sits on the bed.  
 
    “He snores too. Um, farts too. If he eats bad food.” 
 
    Deathdale gives me a funny look. 
 
    “It’s just a warning. Okay, like I said, you rest, I’ll hit the market and come back with seaweed and pine cones.” 
 
    “Do you have enough money?” she asks. 
 
    “I have like … ” I check my dashboard. “Eight hundred lira. No idea where I got that. Really haven’t been focused on funds as of late. Money comes and money goes. I remain.” 
 
    She rolls her … well, eye. “And that’s enough?” 
 
    “You’re not my sugar mama, you know.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    I blow her a kiss. “To answer your question, yes, eight hundred should be enough to buy pine cones and seaweed. If not, god save us all.” 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    The market is to the north, and as I make my way through the streets, I’m glad there isn’t much discrimination against Player Killers in Drachma. No one calls out to me, and no one flings boogers or threatens to piss on my mother’s grave. 
 
    A quest update appears on my pane of vision, but I ignore it, swiping it away before I can fully read what it says. 
 
    There are other PKers about, merchants pushing carts and NPC randoms, a staple of most cities in Unigaea. The interesting thing about these “NPC randoms,” as I like to call them, is they each have a backstory, a series of endless quests associated with them if I were to probe a little, and they each have connections across Unigaea – an aunt here, a brother there. 
 
    It would be nice to take an avatar one day that just randomly goes around meeting people, forming friendships, and seeing where digital life takes him. I’ve thought about doing this before, but it never really works out that way. Besides, going around performing random quests gets old. 
 
    I see the entrance to the market, patrolled by two city guards in leather armor, which is another sign the place doesn’t have much crime. 
 
    Not a lot of crime but a lot of atrocities, I think. Which leads me down a philosophical query about aggression and war-mongering states, and the safety inherent. 
 
    Talk about a can of worms I’m not keen to open. I drop the thought and focus on finding the herb section of the market, which isn’t hard, as the stink of wild-onion tree bark always signals an herb section. I follow my nose and take a quick glance around. 
 
    Tons of seaweed sellers. That’ll be easy to find since it is a product of Drachma. Pine cones, not so much. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I ask an old woman with glasses and a hump on her back à la Quasimodo, “I’m looking for pine cones.” 
 
    “Three stalls down,” she says in a slurred voice. 
 
    I move three stalls down, where I find a man with a head covered in welts. He’s bald, heavy-set, with a pair of calm eyes that seem to shrink into his face. 
 
    “Pine cones?” I ask him. “Preferably magnolia pine cones.” 
 
    “I got ’em,” he grumbles, “but they ain’t fresh, not like your faggotity lavender cloak.” 
 
    “Lavender is in season – at least, um, fashion-wise. Someone told me that.” I smile briskly at the bald seller. “Anyway, pine cones, don’t need them fresh, but I do need twenty of them.” 
 
    “That’ll be eight hundred lira.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at the fucker. “Are you being serious here? We’re talking pine cones.” 
 
    He offers me a toothless grin. “That’s my price, for a Player Killer.” 
 
    This shit again? I shake my head at the man. “Anyone else in the market sell pine cones?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, I’ll pay your fucking ridiculous price if you throw in a couple of healing potions and five bundles of Drachma seaweed.” 
 
    He mulls this over for a moment, his Vienna-sausage fingers flashing some numbers in front of his ugly bald mug. “I dunno, seems like I’m getting the short end of the stick.” 
 
    “Eight hundred is all I have, so unless you want me to find another vendor … I’m sure someone has pine cones here. I’m not an idiot. I’ve lived in Karuna and … ” I gulp. “Ducat. Pine cones there are twenty-five lira a piece, and that was only a day and a half south of here.” 
 
    “The Red Plague is driving up prices.” He looks to the sky, as if to confirm his statement. “But I believe we can work out some type of deal, Mr. Lavender, especially since you are so stylish.” 
 
    He whistles for a teenager at the back of his little booth. After a few instructions, the teen runs out of the booth, aimed at the areas with seaweed sellers. 
 
    “Twenty pine cones, two potions, three bundles of seaweed,” he tells me once his helper has run off. 
 
    “Seaweed is cheap and plentiful.” 
 
    “Not the seaweed my lad is getting for you,” he says with a huckster’s grin. “It’s the best in Drachma.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” 
 
    “So do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Fine,” I tell the slimy bastard. “We have a deal.” A thought comes to me as I stare through his shit-eating grin. “Hey, so I’m new in town … ” 
 
    He snorts. “Clearly.” 
 
    I ignore his retort and continue. “And like any other Player Killer, I’ve heard of the Drachma Killers.” 
 
    “You’re in Drachma, what other ‘killers’ did you expect? What are you hinting at?” 
 
    “Not hinting at anything yet. Can I finish?” 
 
    He glances left and right, suddenly suspicious of me. “Go on.” 
 
    “So I was thinking about meeting them, and possibly joining up.” 
 
    “You?” The bald man looks me over, top to bottom, twice. He snorts, and hawks a loogie into a tin cup he keeps on his table. 
 
    “I have a wolf too.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I got a hamster that shits gold named Florin Talonas. What’s your point?” He places both hands on his waist, his patience wearing thin. 
 
    “My point? My point is I want to join them.” 
 
    “What’s your damn wolf have to do with it?” 
 
    “Well, he’d join too.” 
 
    “Hold the fuck on. Are you telling me that you, some lowly Player Killer with a few scars, dirty hair, and a wolf, not to mention a broken sword, are going to just waltz in and join the Drachma Killers?” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to waltz anywhere,” I tell him. “I wanted to know about the protocol.” 
 
    “To join?” 
 
    “Yeah. To join. How do they recruit?” 
 
    “Well, first … ” 
 
    “Wait, how many Drachma Killers are there?” I ask, interrupting him. “I mean, let’s start there.” 
 
    “There are fifteen.” 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “Okay, fifteen. Please continue.” 
 
    “Well first, you need to be a lot stronger. You’ll need to stop slurping on your wolf’s little red rocket and kick that fucker out of your two-person poofter squad. You’ll also need to figure out a way to kill one of them. The Drachma Killers, that is. The Killers are always fifteen – no more, no less. And they ain’t easy to kill, like roaches; roaches aren’t easy to kill either, especially the ones from Scudo.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    His errand boy returns with the seaweed. 
 
    “You think they’re there now?” I ask the seller. “The Killers, I mean. 
 
    “Of course they’re there,” he says, his voice even lower this time. “You see that flagpole there?” He points with his nose and I turn to see a flagpole with a red flag flying in an open area about a hundred feet away, the same one I saw at the city gates earlier. 
 
    “Ah, so that’s what that means.” 
 
    “Correct, Mr. Lavender. When they’re here, that flag is up. Look for the flags all over town. Now then, eight hundred lira and we have a deal.” 
 
    I hand the money over and he hands me the pine cones, the seaweed, and the healing potions. 
 
    “And good luck joining their guild.” He laughs as soon as I turn my back to him. “You’re going to need it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty: Afternoon Swim 
 
      
 
    “And that, young lady, is how you make a magnolia-pine-cone IED.” I show Deathdale the hollowed-out pine cone with some burn bush wrapped around it. For good measure, I’ve wrapped a strip of Drachma seaweed to keep everything nice and together, plus I’ve stuffed some toy soldiers inside to act as shrapnel. 
 
    We’re in our hotel room with our balcony door open, a cool breeze blowing in. Outside, somewhere in the Canal District, I can see the striking red flag that means the Drachma Killers are in town. 
 
    “Young lady?” Deathdale shakes her head as she takes the pine cone. I see her hand start to turn red and I whip the pine cone away from her. 
 
    “Seriously,” I tell her, “these things are explosive as fuck.” 
 
    She sighs and lies back down. Wolf stirs, licks her arm, and gets comfortable again. 
 
    “You two look mighty cozy,” I say as I return to my work. 
 
    It takes me a good thirty minutes to get all the pine cones stuffed with toy soldiers and Aramis weed. Once I’m finished, I go down two floors, give the concierge a quick wave, and hit the streets. To the Canal District I go, minding my own business and trying to be as casual as possible. 
 
    I pass directly in front of the Drachma Killers’ guild and notice a man in all black standing at the front door, his arms crossed behind his back. His armor is spiky, from his shoulders to his kneepads, yet it is also light. He is clearly able to wield the double-bladed sword sheathed at his waist. 
 
    He locks eyes with me and spits the toothpick out of his mouth. His features are dark, his beard unkempt, his nose crooked after having been broken several times. 
 
    [Drachma Killer, Level 49] 
 
    Motherfucker. I keep right on walking until he is far behind me. As I walk, I try to remember the faces of the Killers I saw in Ducat. I can’t. Their black shire horses, their cloaks. Nothing but fleeting images. 
 
    I wonder if he was one of them, I think as I continue towards the pier at the far end of the Canal District. A man steering a gondola full of supplies sees me, nods, and continues past, taking a left at the main thoroughfare and moving under a bridge. 
 
    I glance around, checking to see if anyone is trailing me. 
 
    The streets are more or less empty. There are a few vendors out, and a few strolling couples, but no one seems to be paying attention to anyone else. With this in mind, I turn to the canal, keeping my eyes on the murky water. 
 
    From my current vantage point, I can see the stilts that hold up the buildings of the district. The waves lash lightly at the stilts, the tide at its highest point. 
 
    After one more look around, I stretch my arms over my head and dive in, my armor disappearing midair. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    One deep breath in and my exhalation turns to bubbles. I swim deeper into the sea, and once I’m about eight feet below the surface, my ears are popping, I bring my hand to the vampire bite on my neck and notice the mark is now warm to the touch. 
 
    This is so great. 
 
    A fish with a silver tail passes before me, light reflecting off its fin. It speeds up, whipping deeper into the abyss. The murky water is cold, but aside from the initial shock of jumping in, I have quickly grown used to it. 
 
    Something about the water reminds me of Lake Michigan, the mystery beneath its depths, the lives it nourishes. I remain stationary for a moment, getting my bearings. It won’t be too hard to find the Drachma Killers’ guildhall–currently to the right–but I’ll need to be careful to make sure I’ve affixed the explosives on the right pillar. 
 
    Another deep breath in – damn, that’s cool – and I begin swimming towards the Killers’ guildhall. I move at a quick pace, but I also take my time, getting used to the movement and the way it feels to have as much in common with a fish as I do an ape. 
 
    That’s one way to put it. 
 
    Something touches my foot and a tingling sensation spreads up my spine. I whip away from a jellyfish, its body illuminating turquoise. The little bastard stung me, but I’m not in too much pain. 
 
    I do, however, check my stats just to note what a Drachma jellyfish does to one’s HP. 
 
    Oric Rune 
 
    Class: Level 15 Player Killer 
 
    Subclass: Level 4 Herbalist 
 
    INFAMY: 50 Players killed 
 
    HP: 1776/1945 
 
    HP recovery rate: 3% per minute 
 
    ATK: 218 +90 
 
    DEF: 196 +69 
 
    Damn, that much? Well, at least it didn’t poison me. 
 
    While I may be able to breathe, my vision is more or less the same as it would normally be underwater – blurry and hard to make out objects. No matter, the objects I’m looking for are solid masses, and it isn’t long until I see one ahead, the pillar’s form illuminated by the sun and the crimson sky, which, oddly enough, reminds me of the Hindu Holi celebration I’ve seen. 
 
    Weird where the mind will take you if you let it run loose. 
 
    I swim to the stone pillar and reach my first conundrum, climbing to the top. I wrap my arms around and shimmy up and out of the water. 
 
    Moss along the column makes it difficult to hold steady, but I use my core – or at least I think it’s my core; I’ve never been able to get fitness terms right and still snicker every time someone says “burpee” –  to reach the top of the stone pillar. 
 
    With my legs wrapped tightly around the pillar, I begin the process. I start by first applying some seaweed to the wood ceiling above me. Technically the floor of the Drachma Killers’ guildhall, the wood has been stained with something that protects it from water damage. 
 
    I equip dry seaweed, swipe the seaweed against my wet arm, and stick it to the wood. It stays, and I do the same thing again, this time using the bit of water still on my arm. I wrap more of the seaweed around the pine cone and attach it. 
 
    From there, I press some Aramis weed onto the wet seaweed, add some more seaweed and some extra burn bush, and put more seaweed on top of that. 
 
    The glint of a gondola about seventy-five feet away catches my eye and I slip into the water. I keep to the surface, and slowly press my eyes out like a frog. 
 
    The gondola passes and once I’m clear, I climb back up the column to add a little more seaweed, just to make sure the pine cone stays in place. It ends up looking somewhat like a mud dauber’s nest, but rather than give myself a pat on the back and admire my uniquely human ingenuity, I drop back into the water and head to the next pillar. 
 
    I shimmy up the same way, using my legs to keep my body stable as I place the explosive. I still don’t know if this is going to work, or what our escape plan will be if it doesn’t, but I believe with twenty of these pine-cone IEDs, something will happen. 
 
    Glancing around, I realize that my current pillar is the centermost ones. Being as such, I start another pine cone on the opposite side of the one that I’ve just set. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whisper as I fumble the pine cone and it falls into the water. Once it pops back to the surface, I drop down to retrieve it and climb back up to the top. “It’ll dry,” I say as I get the pine cone in place. I cushion it with more Aramis weed, then add some more seaweed and more burn bush. 
 
    As I move to the next column, my thoughts drift to the last few days, and how different they’ve been from my life just a few weeks back. 
 
    This is one thing I’ve never been able to grasp about humanity – the futility of it all, ha!  
 
    Thinks a man permalogged into a digital world, sticking explosive toy-soldier-infused pine cones to the underside of a guildhall filled with the worst Player Killers an online game has ever known. 
 
    Once I’m finished, I drop back into the water. I swim to the next one just as a large catfish surfaces at the far end of the columns. It stares at me for a moment, the beast easily the size of a sheep, and I instinctively go for my sword. 
 
    “Fuck,” the curse word leaves my lips as I get the déjà-vu feeling. Having had one underwater battle against a sea dragon, I’d like not to face anything else. 
 
    My heart settles as the fish drops back in, but keeps its fin out long enough for me to see it swim away from the guildhall. 
 
    Still, not taking any chances. I stay frosty – easy to do in frigid water – as I put the fifth, sixth, and seventh pine cones in place. 
 
    I climb the eighth pillar and get to it again, affixing two to this one as it faces the back side of the guildhall, and I want to make sure any fuckers standing back there get what is coming for them. 
 
    I lower back down to the water this time, cautious of anything that may be swimming around me. 
 
    A couple more columns to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One: The Fate of Icarus 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t say Deathdale awaits me anxiously in our hotel room, her legs wide and ready for more, but she does go for me immediately after I’ve returned, and it doesn’t take her more than two kisses to notice the smell of the ocean on my skin. So we move from the bed to the hot stone bath, which quickly warms (advantage of hooking up with a Solar Mage). Once I’m clean, it’s back to the bed after I’ve lit some candles, and from there, onto the floor. 
 
    Animals. 
 
    At some point, Wolf gets tired of watching our digital coitus, so he heads out onto the balcony and rests there with his nose sticking out from the bannister. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting that,” I say after everything's said and done. We’re back on the bed, and I’m still breathing more heavily than I would like. 
 
    Deathdale, her blanket pulled to her chest, shrugs it off. She rests now with her back to the headboard, her cheeks slightly red, a smile on her face. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t, um, lose any energy.” 
 
    She chuckles. 
 
    “What? We have big plans for tonight.” 
 
    “A date?” 
 
    “Yes, you could call it that.” 
 
    “My energy level is fine.” 
 
    I face her, my head propped up on my hand. “So, what now? You hungry?” 
 
    Deathdale rolls her eyes. 
 
    “What? Did I say something wrong? That took a lot out of me. Remember, I’d been underwater for like two hours or something before everything that just happened. It’s been a day.” 
 
    I nod to our discarded clothes on the floor as if they hold the answer to some oft-sought-after question. 
 
    “Just a little longer.” She sighs and closes her eye. 
 
    With little else to do, I move closer to her, pressing my face against her warm chest. She has her gloves on, yet her hands are still warm as they curl around my arm. It doesn’t take long for me to drift off, sleeping heavier with each breath in. 
 
    I don’t know how much later it is when I wake, but the sun has set and the sky has gone from crimson to, well, dark crimson. Still a developing augury, still an Armageddon-to-be if someone doesn’t do something about it. 
 
    Doomsday. 
 
    I’ve grown used to the foreboding sky, and the fact that I’ve become so accustomed to gloom and doom strikes me as odd. 
 
    I try to recall my late afternoon dream. Something about Chicago, some colorful graffiti at the 18th Street station, a woman riding the train with striking features, her body that of a gazelle, her shoulders broad like a yogini, her hair decorated with feathers, her features sharp not unlike the Obelisk. 
 
    I settle on an image of her dark, lifeless eyes boring a hole in my soul. 
 
    Remind me not to take long naps. 
 
    After a long yawn, I move away from Deathdale, who has turned to her side with her back to me, the blanket draping over her body and accentuating the curve of her shoulder. Wolf comes in and makes the whining sound he makes when he’s hungry. 
 
    It’s dark in our room now, but I don’t need light to take something from my list. 
 
    “I’ve got … ” A quick swipe through my inventory and I see I have some jerky left. Don’t know where I got it, as I thought I had eaten it all; but there it is, so I grab it and toss the majority to Wolf. 
 
    He leaps in the air to catch a big piece and swallows it down without even tasting. I chew my piece and turn to the balcony, my clothes appearing on my body as soon as I take my second step. 
 
    A breeze lifts to meet me, carrying with it the smell of the sea and fire burning in a few fireplaces in the Canal District. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just a dream I had.” 
 
    Deathdale steps up behind me, her clothing tight to her body. She seems well rested, happy even. The candles in our room have been lit, likely her doing. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    The door smashes open and two Stater soldiers burst into the room. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    Stater soldiers!?  
 
    My mind can hardly comprehend what’s happening as everything goes to bullet time – my movements slowing, the world around me frozen, my heart stuck in place. 
 
    Time speeds up. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Wolf leaps to tackle the first Stater soldier; my armor attaches to my body and I go for the next man, who wields two short swords. 
 
    [Stater Soldier, Level 19] 
 
    Two swords lunge at me and I bail left, clipping my shoulder on an end table and crashing into a chaise lounge. Both his swords come down and I roll away just in time. 
 
    Focus, focus, focus! 
 
    A solar blast from Deathdale sends the man with two swords into the mirror on the opposite side of the room. I go to Wolf, who has his jaw clenched around the other soldier’s wrist and is whipping his head back and forth. 
 
    -8 HP! -14 HP! -9 HP! 
 
    “Get out of the way!” I shout to Wolf just as another Stater soldier runs in. 
 
    How the fuck did they know!? 
 
    My Splintered Sword drawn, I drive it into the skull of downed soldier. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Instinct has taken over; the fight for survival has once again beaten the living shit out of the calculating part of my psyche. 
 
    We will not go down this way. 
 
    Wolf greets the other man as I try to pry my weapon out of the Stater soldier’s face. Shit is harder than it looks! I get a grip on it and yank it out, splashing the wall with blood. 
 
    Another blast from Deathdale slices the arm off the man with two swords. 
 
    -378 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    He cries out, the wound instantly cauterized, as I go to meet the next Stater soldier running into the room. 
 
    Our swords clank together; he tries again and I parry, my eyes catching yet another soldier coming through the entrance. 
 
    We have the advantage, I remind myself, smiling at the soldier before me. As long as we can pick them off as they come in, the fact that they’re entering a fatal funnel will work to their detriment. 
 
    Oomph! 
 
    A surprise boot to the gut knocks the air out of me, and I just barely raise my arm in time to meet my assailant’s follow-up attack. We crash through a small table, shattering the crystal tea set on top. I quickly overpower him, only to be kicked in the back by another soldier. 
 
    This one flies across the room courtesy of Deathdale’s power. 
 
    She’s wasting her energy. 
 
    -96 HP! -111 HP! -73 HP! 
 
    I start to bash the soldier before me with the hilt of my sword. His helmet does little to protect him and soon, his face is covered in bloody welts. 
 
    I stand, lift the armor on his stomach with my toe, and quickly drive my blade in. 
 
    -258 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    I go to meet two soldiers Wolf has whipped into a frenzy. They’re trying to strike him, but there’s not enough room. They’re clearly afraid, and having trouble tracking him with the way he moves. 
 
    More are coming. 
 
    I don’t know how they’ve gotten here, and I get the sense it has something to do with Florin Talonas and possibly Metica, but they couldn’t possibly have moved this quickly. Word doesn’t spread that quickly in Unigaea; the place is designed that way. 
 
    Unless they were already en route. 
 
    “Do it!” I shout to Deathdale suddenly. “Destroy the guild! I’ll handle them!” 
 
    The Solar Mage stands poised at the balcony, the ends of her dress beating in the wind, energy radiating off her body. 
 
    She looks at me, and that’s when the fire starts. 
 
    (^_^) 
 
    The candles near the drapes. The fire flares up just as another Stater soldier runs in. 
 
    A candle can’t be that strong … I think as the warmth from the raging flames meets my face. The true culprit comes in the form of a fire-tipped arrow, which sails through the open balcony door and strikes our bed. 
 
    “Destroy the guildhall!” I shout to Deathdale as I bring my Splintered Sword up and use sheer strength to knock one of the Stater soldiers backwards. Wolf goes in for the kill and I go in to protect Wolf as he mauls. 
 
    Sparks fly as my sword meets the sword of the soldier in front of me, as another fire arrow flies into the room. 
 
    A one-second glance over my shoulder and I see Deathdale charging, a spiral of blistering red and blue light curling up her legs and arms as a halo forms around her head. 
 
    -148 HP! 
 
    Wolf snarls and growls as he shakes the life out of his prey. 
 
    I cut one of the soldiers down, my foot moves onto his face, and I press my weight forward, snapping his neck. 
 
    -59 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    I meet the sword of the last soldier standing. He completely misses my right fist, and as he stumbles back from my punch, I swipe his sword out of his hand. I charge him, get him by the neck and slam him into the wall, knocking his helmet off. 
 
    -93 HP! 
 
    Another fire arrow comes from the open balcony door and is deflected by a tentacle of light radiating off Deathdale’s body. 
 
    I return my attention to the soldier in my grips. 
 
    “Who sent you!?” I scream, my hand tightening around his neck. I slam the back of his head into the wall again and lift him. 
 
    A wild look paints over his eyes. He spits in my face and I end it right there with my Splintered Sword. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    “Fucker!” I shout as I kick his dead body. 
 
    Wolf looks up at me, blood dripping from his chin, his eyes beady, and nods. He returns to tearing out the throat of the man on the ground before him. 
 
    I make my way over to the Solar Mage and crouch near her, ready to protect her if more soldiers run in. The light radiating off her makes it hard to make out her features. I cover my brow with my hand just as a concentrated beam of energy six feet tall and eight feet wide erupts from her body. 
 
    The beam of light hits the Drachma Killers’ guildhall and for a moment, nothing happens. 
 
    In that moment, I look at Deathdale, her body nearly translucent as light radiates from every pore. The explosion that follows shakes the ground, rattles the furniture not already toppled over in the room, and fills the Canal District with fire – and rather than drop down, as I expected Deathdale to do, she actually moves higher into the air. 
 
    A fire arrow sails towards her and it’s licked out of the air by a tendril of her solar energy as she continues to fry the Canal District. 
 
    My eyes settle on a sphere of vibrant energy forming around the Solar Mage’s body, energy coming into her from every direction, as if she were at the core of a plasma globe. 
 
    Another explosion rattles the hotel room. 
 
    “Enough!” I scream to Deathdale as I come to grips with what she’s doing. I reach for her only to be tossed backwards into the room by her flaming aura of light. 
 
    Wolf meets me seconds later and I place my hands on him. “I’ve got to stop her! She’s trying to destroy the entire district!” 
 
    I push myself up, the lights before me so bright I can no longer make out Deathdale’s form. 
 
    All I can see is a radiating inner sphere, red tendrils of light fizzing out as they add power to the outer shell. 
 
    She’s now ten feet above the balcony. 
 
    I look away, black spots appearing on my vision pane from staring too long at the orb of blistering light. 
 
    “Deathdale! Stop!” My lungs hurt as I scream her name as loud as I possibly can. “Deathdale, please!” 
 
    I can no longer make out my surroundings as everything around me is bathed in light. 
 
    Something grabs me from behind. It pulls me backwards and I fall. 
 
    It feels like I’m falling through a rabbit hole; my sense of space is obliterated, my spatial awareness null. 
 
    I feel Wolf tugging at my ankle. 
 
    “Wolf!” I turn and grab him by the neck, trying to pull myself up. He snaps his teeth at me as another explosion rocks the Canal District. 
 
    She’s destroying everything! 
 
    “We’ve got to stop her!” I cry out as globes of energy filter off the sphere around her body. 
 
    I pull away from Wolf as the big Tagvornin beast circles around in front of me. He collapses into my arms as if he’s playing with me, as if this is a game. 
 
    He pins me to the ground. 
 
    “Get off, Wolf!” 
 
    Rage. 
 
    No! I scream inside my head as I feel my muscles tensing. I swallow hard, try to push Wolf off again without activating my rage. 
 
    RAGE! 
 
    “No, goddammit!” 
 
    Suddenly, as if someone has sucked all the light out of the Deathdale, the energy radiating from her form filters away. Darkness accented by flickering fire returns to the room as the Solar Mage drops to the ground. 
 
    “Get off!” 
 
    I just manage to push Wolf off me when a blade of light from the sky strikes the Solar Mage, and the sphere reforms around her. 
 
    In that instant, with Wolf between us, Deathdale explodes. 
 
    I’m tossed backwards into a wall, through the wall, into the hallway, and through another wall, where I’m stopped by a bedpost. 
 
    My vision pane flashes. I can barely make out my surroundings. 
 
    Rage. 
 
    No! I scream in my head. Not now, please not now! Save it! 
 
    The words leave my lips before I can even comprehend them. “Wolf! WOLF!” 
 
    I press up, dizzy, the world spinning around me, moving from slow motion to an out of body experience and back again. I take a step towards the entrance to the room and drop my hand onto the door handle. 
 
    I turn it and shoulder the door open. 
 
    Everything in the hallway is black from the blast. The smell of smoke and seared flesh is ever-present. I move to the door of our hotel room, dragging my left leg. The door is locked, so I enter from the hole I just made. 
 
    “Wolf!” I cry out again, my throat parched, my voice hoarse as smoke hangs heavy in the air. I feel something at my feet and know instantly it’s not a dead Stater soldier. 
 
    I collapse onto Wolf’s form. “Wake up, boy!” I tell him, my hand on his jaw. I press my head into his chest, listening for a heartbeat. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Even with my ears ringing, even with the sound of flames still burning in the room and the cries from the street below and the smell of burning flesh all around me, I know beyond any doubt that Wolf is dead. 
 
    I press my head against his body, sobbing. 
 
    “No!” I scream, a sudden burst of strength coming to me. I bend and place both arms around Wolf’s body. A deep breath in, tears still streaming down my face, I try to lift the Tagvornin beast. 
 
    I’m able to lift him a few feet off the ground before my knees buckle. 
 
    I try again, and as I do, I hear a piercing whisper-scream at the back of my mind. 
 
    RAGE! 
 
    My muscles tense and harden, my vision pane constricts, and my veins bulge as an intense weight moves through my body, increasing my strength. 
 
    Everything is a smoky, flame-licked, blood-ridden blur as I make my way out of our hotel room, Wolf’s dead body hoisted over my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The end. 
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    The final book in the Last Warrior Trilogy will be released on December 15th, 2017! Grab it then. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 WELCOME to the Proxima Galaxy! 
 
    FREE -- nearly 1,000 pages of LitRPG fantasy mayhem! 
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    Click her to get your FREE box set here! 
 
    Join my reader’s group to get a box set of three Proxima Galaxy books. You’ve just read one of them, NOW find the connections in the others and save $$ over buying them individually.  
 
    Easy email sign-up, only takes thirty seconds, and then you’re reading again! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back of the Book Shit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
    So as you likely know by now, this book is connected to my other books in the Proxima Galaxy, namely The Feedback Loop and Fantasy Online. Next year, 2018, Sam Raid will get her own series, the first book of which will be called Imperium and Beyond. It will explore her background as a Proxima smuggler (think LitRPG space opera) ten years before the Last Warrior Trilogy. That will make our timeline look like this (all links go to Amazon): 
 
    2058 – The Feedback Loop series 
 
    2058 – The Sam Raid Books (coming 2018) 
 
    2069 – The Last Warrior of Unigaea   
 
    2075 – Fantasy Online series 
 
    2083 – Life is a Beautiful Thing series  
 
    Inspired 
 
    I don’t have much to say this time around, I’m too busy trying to get the third and final book out! I will say a few things about various inspirations for this second book. For one, I’m still going for a Witcher meets Mad Max meets Punisher theme. While unintentional, I believe I almost introduced a harem in this one, and I can only blame Super Sales for Super Heroes author William Arand for that, as I was listening to his audiobook while writing this one. 
 
    Music-wise, I went with a list published by Pitchfork of the top fifty ambient albums of all time. For action scenes, I usually wrote to The Field’s odd drum and bass or the soundtrack to Nier Automata, one of the strangest RPGs I’ve played.  
 
    Of course some of my super readers including Jay, Bobby, Dave, Don, and a host of others have really kept me going with their interest in my books and their readership. I keep running into great readers. I had no idea so many existed and I’m proud to call some of them my friends. 
 
      
 
    Grassy Ass 
 
    There are loads of people to thank, including all my fine readers that continue to spread the love for the Proxima Galaxy. Our Facebook group continues to grow, and it is great getting to see some of my newer readers catch up with the various series and discover their connections. That said, a few people in particular really did me a solid on this book including Kay, my longtime beta reader, my editor Allison Wright, and Holly, who went through the text finding comma issues. Scott also found a huge mistake in his advanced copy and I was grateful that he shared it with me. 
 
    FREE BOOKS 
 
    Join my reader’s group and get a copy of the Feedback Loop book one and Fantasy Online for free! Click here to do so and thanks. 
 
    Yours in sanity,  
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fantasy Online 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Get it here! 
 
    Nineteen-year-old Ryuk Matsuzaki and his best friend Tamana decide to start over with new avatars. When Tamana is suddenly killed right in front of him in a Tokyo subway, Ryuk knows there is only one place he can search for answers –Tritania, the world’s most popular online fantasy world. Standing in his way are a mysterious guild known as the Shinigami, and his older brother, a Yakuza crime lord hell-bent on squashing his dreams. 
 
      
 
    Note: Oric and Wolf appear in Fantasy Online Book Two and continue their adventure in that series! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Join in the conversation! 
 
    Is there a place to mingle with other writers and fans of the litRPG genre? Of course there is! Check it out on Facebook here: 
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    I also frequent the LitPRG Society. Click the picture below to join this one or search it on Facebook. This is another great place to meet other readers, authors, and find out about the genre. 
 
    [image: ] 
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