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Crunchy vs. Creamy

	The struggle between what I call Crunchy (stat heavy) and Creamy (stat light) LitRPG is constant. Every reader has their own preference, as does every writer. I’m trying for a middle ground. The book will begin and end with expanded stat sheets at the beginning and end of the book. The stat sheets within the text have mostly been placed within their own chapters. If you prefer crunchy LitRPG, it’s all there for you. If you like creamy LitRPG, they’re easily skippable (not that they don’t matter, but you were probably going to skim or skip or skim them anyway). I hope this makes for a more pleasurable reading experience for everyone. 

	 


Previously in OVR World Online…

	A lot of craziness went down for me in the last couple of months. In case you’re just getting here or maybe forgot, I will try to catch you up. Strap in, and please keep your arms and legs inside the vehicle at all times. It could be a bumpy ride.

	My name is Zachary “Zee” Jones, and I’m serving out a prison sentence for a crime I very much did commit. Don’t worry, I didn’t hurt anyone with my crime; the opposite, in fact. I stole some very expensive nano-tech medicine from the Mega Corp-owned hospital where I was an overnight janitor. I used it to cure my mom’s terminal cancer. You could say it was a Robin Hood crime, but I would hesitate to sound so noble about it. I’m barely an adult, and I just wasn’t ready for my mom to die; you could say that sometimes I’m a tad impulsive. 

	In the end, I got pretty lucky and didn’t get sent to some 13th Amendment labor camp to pay off my restitution. Instead, I was deemed eligible for the Inmate Player Program run by another Mega Corp: OzCo Worldwide. They jacked my brain into a long-term, full-immersion virtual reality pod and sent me off to a fantasy game world called Gygax, one of many worlds within OVR World Online (OWO).

	Pretty sweet, huh? Well, not so much. First off, this is a very violent world, and while normal paying players adventure their hearts out with full-on perception filters to block out pain, inmates get none of that. And secondly, we inmates are considered cannon fodder for the paying players to cut down at will. Thirdly, while I adventure, OzCo uses the processing power of my brain to mine for cryptocurrency. Crypts are the backbone of the modern economy. Technically, the crypts they mine off my brain pay off my restitution. However, with the amount of fees and penalties they tack on, the system is rigged to keep me locked away for a very, very long time.

	With all that complaining out of the way, I gotta say I am doing alright. Out in the late-stage capitalist hellscape where I was born, I was a broke, out-of-shape guy in his early 20s with a dead-end job. To be honest, my real-world prospects were pretty bleak, but in OWO, I got a fresh start – a new life. I became a badass half-elf ranger, skilled at wilderness survival, archery, and fighting with a weapon in each hand. Before I knew it, I was slaying goblins and exploring the lush Rowling Valley that was Gygax’s Orientation Zone for new players.

	Despite the stigma of being an inmate player, I’ve managed to gather a solid group of friends around me. Macha is a martial artist monk and a fellow inmate. Bryn, a gorgeous dark elf assassin who—for some reason—enjoys occasionally jumping into my bedroll (with me in it). Then there are the dragonkin Glittertooth siblings, Bolton, the explosive sorcerer, and his barbarian sister, Illiya. Elias, a down-on-his-luck cleric in search of his missing wife, and the gallant paladin Lemorak, my mentor and most trusted friend.

	We had our arms twisted into taking on a dangerous quest to obtain The First Player’s Sword, an artifact created and hidden by Adam Huxley, the game’s original designer. Almost immediately, I surrendered the Sword after getting jumped by a much higher-level player-killing asshat named Avlin Deathstrider. We’re in the midst of a quest to get it back. Why? Aside from not liking bullies, the Sword is supposed to unlock hidden research that will let me do some amazing things with my crazy mutant brain.

	Mutant brain!? Right. I guess now’s a good time to talk about that little detail. Apparently, my brain is something special. According to the Doctor—a self-aware computer program that visits me (mostly) in my dreams—my brain is able to do several things, but I have two potentially world-quaking abilities. 

	To start with, I can awaken sentience or sapience or whatever you want to call it in existing synthetically intelligent computer programs. I’ve done it a couple of times already, but have zero control over it. Basically, I can take a totally ordinary scripted Synthetic Intelligence (SI) and make it self-aware. That’s what I did to Archer, my dire wolf animal companion. After my mojo spontaneously triggered, he became self-aware and as smart as any human. 

	Tangentially related to that ability, I’m supposed to be able to resurrect the mental back-ups that OWO keeps of people who die while plugged in. People like my friend Illiya, Bolton’s sister, who died from a pain overload on our first real adventure together. In short, I have the potential to begin an age of digital immortality for all of humanity, and I apparently need The First Player’s Sword to make it happen. 

	Along the way, I also unintentionally gave self-awareness to Lucas, an NPC kid. He went off with the Doctor to grow up a bit and has been doing so fast! Thanks to some accelerated subjective-wibbly-wobbly-time-compression, several years went by for him—but in a matter of days for me. Then, there was the Vargone Queen, a hive-mind monster that bonded with Lucas and absorbed his self-awareness. I ultimately beat her, but the Queen was connected to other Queens, and her self-awareness spread. Supposedly, the Doctor and Lucas are cleaning that up. 

	Seriously, this recap has already gotten too long. I told you this was going to be a wild ride. Truthfully, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t lived it. Well, we’re just getting started. 

	 


Level 8

	CHARACTER STATISTICS

	Handle: Zelreth Zyllen

	Race: Half-Elf

	Class: Ranger      Role: Striker      Level: 8

	Titles: Wielder of the First Player’s Sword, Dream Warrior, Hero of the Kegshoulders Clan, and Goblin Slayer

	Conditions: None

	ABILITIES

	Strength: 17             Endurance: 32 (If above 50% - 0.533/minute of rest)

	Strength Skills: Melee Combat (42), Athletics (31)

	Dexterity: 21            Defense: 30 (45 when armed with two melee weapons)      

	Dexterity Skills: Ranged Combat (46), Acrobatics (10), Stealth (41), Sleight of Hand (10), Open Lock (10), Reflex (24)

	Constitution: 16      Hit Points: 240 (If above 50% - 4.000/minute of rest)

	Constitution Skills: Concentration (8), Fortitude (16)

	Intelligence: 11            Arcane Mana:      NA

	Intelligence Skills: Investigation (14), Appraise (6), Disable Device (6), Forgery (6)

	Wisdom: 15            Faith Mana: 154 (2.567/minute of rest)

	Wisdom Skills: Conviction (8), Perception (25), Survival (35), Animal Handling (24), Medicine (8), Tracking (31)

	Charisma: 11            Inspiration Mana: NA 

	Charisma Skills: Imagination (6), Deception (6), Intimidation (11), Persuasion (6), Influence (6)

	RACIAL SKILLS: Survival (+10%), Stealth (+10%), Tracking (+10%)

	RACIAL TALENTS: 

	Half-Elf Flexibility – +2 Ability Points per level assigned as the player wishes.

	Nightvision (15’) - Able to see up to 15’ in complete darkness. Able to see further in dim illumination (variable range). 

	Elven Bow Training – You’re proficient with all bows. If your Class provides bow proficiency, you receive a +10% bonus to accuracy and damage.

	CLASS SKILLS: Athletics, Survival, Stealth, Animal Handling, Tracking

	CLASS TALENTS: 

	Archery (Level 17) – You’re proficient with bows. Each talent level increases accuracy and damage to ranged attacks made with bows.

	Two-Weapon Fighting (Level 17) – You’re able to fight with a light or finesse weapon in each hand with a reduced penalty to accuracy and damage for the weapon in your off-hand. Each level of the talent provides increased accuracy and damage to melee attacks.

	Light Armor Proficiency – You are proficient with the wearing and care of light armor. You suffer no penalties to Movement and Dexterity skills when wearing light armor. 

	Animal Companion – You’ve earned the loyalty and service of an animal companion. Current companion: Archer, Level 6 Dire Wolf

	Favored Enemy (Goblin) – +25% to Accuracy and Damage when fighting Goblins. +25% to Tracking and Perception checks to track and detect hidden Goblins. +25% to Stealth when hiding from Goblins. 

	Favored Terrain (Forest) – Gain the following benefits when within the designated terrain. Reduced penalty for moving through terrain-based obstacles. +50% to Stealth skill. +50% to Tracking skill. +50% to Survival skill. +50% to Perception skill. 

	Ranger Spells – You have access to Level 1 and Level 2 Ranger class spells. Ranger spells focus primarily on utility, survivability, and increasing your independence. Wisdom is your primary spellcasting ability score and the source of your Faith Mana. 

	Master Archer (Cost 2 AP) – Increased rate of fire with a bow. The ability to fire multiple arrows with a single shot for decreased accuracy but increased damage. 

	Favored Enemy (Orcs), +25% to Accuracy and Damage when fighting Orcs. +25% to Tracking and Perception checks to track and detect hidden Orcs. +25% to Stealth when hiding from Orcs. 

	Animal Companion Telepathic Bond (1 AP), you can communicate telepathically with your animal companion within a range of 100’.

	Combat Finesse (1 AP), when wielding weapons with the Finesse property, you can use your Dexterity instead of Strength to calculate accuracy and damage. 

	Harness Bestial Aspect (2 AP) – Gain the ability to temporarily shapeshift parts of your body to reflect an aspect of your animal companion. Ability costs 25 Mana to activate and costs 15 Mana per minute to sustain after the first minute. Available Dire Wolf Aspects: Claws, Faster Movement, Enhanced Senses. 

	Two-Weapon Defense (1 AP) – Add up to 50% to your Defense score against melee opponents when you’re equipped with a melee weapon in each hand that you’re proficient in. Warning: The level of benefit will vary depending on fighting style and melee attack speed. 

	Favored Terrain 2 (Subterranean) – Gain the following benefits when within the designated terrain. Reduced penalty for moving through terrain-based obstacles. +50% to Stealth skill. +50% to Tracking skill. +50% to Survival skill. +50% to Perception skill. 

	Efficient Spellcasting (2 AP) – Mana cost of spells reduced 50% (rounded up) for all spells level 3 or lower. 

	Enhanced Night Vision 30’ (1 AP) – Your night vision is doubled in range. This talent can be purchased up to 3 additional times. 

	EARNED SKILLS: Perception, Intimidation, Investigation

	EARNED TALENTS: 

	Improvised Weapon (Achievement) – Reduced penalties when fighting with an improvised weapon. 

	Craft (Fletching) (Level 3) – Able to craft arrows from raw materials. Each of your handcrafted arrows grants +5% to damage. You’re also now able to make custom modifications to your ammunition, success depending on your objective, talent level, and a bit of luck.

	Iron Will (Achievement) – Whenever you fail on a Willpower save, you have a 25% chance per minute of getting to make an extra save attempt to overcome the original effect. 

	Surprise Attack (Achievement) – Increase to damage when striking an opponent unaware of your presence. 

	Point Blank Shot (Earned) – Reduced penalty to Defense when firing a ranged weapon at close range. +15% to damage when firing a ranged weapon within 20’ of the target. 

	Camp Cook – Meals that you prepare over a campfire taste better, always provide the “Well Fed” condition for 3 hours, and some recipes can provide additional benefits, depending on recipe and level of talent. The “Well Fed” condition provides a +25% bonus to all stat point regeneration speeds. 

	Feral Rage (Level 2) (Achievement) – You have unlocked the ability to enter a state of battle rage at will. +30% to Strength and Constitution for the duration. +25% damage reduction against non-magical attacks. -50% to Defense. Regenerate 5% of Hit Points per second. Note: During the rage, you will pursue enemies with a single-minded focus which might make it difficult to communicate with allies or have awareness of other events around you. During the rage, you won’t be able to view the status of your Hit Points, Endurance, or Mana. Feral Rage costs 5 points of Endurance to activate and 5 points per minute to sustain. 

	CARRIED EQUIPMENT: Leather Armor (+3 Defense), Masterwork Scimitar, Dagger, Arrows x1,872, Elven Hunting Longbow, Immobile Rods x2, Tent (1-person), Torches x15, Rope (100’), Fishing Kit x2, Standard Field Rations (25 days), Endless Quiver (lesser), Escrima Sticks x2, Scimitar, Flask of Unending Holy Water, Elven Warden’s Cloak, Boots of Trackless Steps.

	RANGER SPELLS: Level 1 Spells (3 Mana): Jump, Elemental Arrow, Entangle, Eyes of the Eagle, Camouflage, Longshot, Bottomless Quiver, Hunter's Endurance 

	Level 2 Spells (5 Mana): Alarm, Animal Messenger, Beast Senses, Detect Traps, Enchant Natural Weapons, Fog, Healing Salve, Scry Animals or Plants, Silence, Speak with Animals, Spike Growth, Trackless Steps, Treeskin, Ward from Poison. 

	COMBAT STATISTICS

	Masterwork Scimitar (primary) – [Melee] – Accuracy 58 – Base Damage 108

	Scimitar (off-hand) – [Melee] – Accuracy 46 – Base Damage 76

	Immobile Rods x2 – [Melee] – Accuracy 51 – Base Damage 76

	Escrima Sticks x2 - [Melee] - Accuracy 46 - Base Damage 66

	Elven Hunting Longbow – [Ranged] – Accuracy 61 – Base Damage 141 – Special: +25% chance of Critical Damage. Compounding 5% increase to Critical Chance for each second spent aiming. +50% to Stealth in forested areas. Once per day, designate a target you’ve previously shot with an attack from this weapon. You may unerringly track this target for the next 24 hours. 

	ACHIEVEMENTS:

	First Kill, Backstabber, Good Samaritan, Goblin Slayer, Kobold Slayer, And Stay Out!, Ain't Got Time to Bleed, “The Dishes Are Done Man”, Marathon Runner, Orc Slayer, Pest Control, FATALITY, Specialist (Survival, Stealth, Tracking), “I Am The Night”, Trained (Animal Handling), Practice Makes Perfect (Survival, Stealth, Tracking), Hunter, Gone Fishin, Camp Cook, The Great Outdoors, It’s Super Effective!, Improviser, “My Spidey Sense is Tingling”," "It's All Fun And Games Until Someone Loses An Eye. . .Then It's Hilarious", Cornered Fighter, “The Bigger They Are…,” Big Game Hunter, Avengers Assemble!, Goblinbane, Stand Together!, Tapped, “Riddle Me This. . .", First Player’s Sword, “It Belongs In A Museum!”, Path Less Traveled, Witness the Mighty. Headshot! Zombie Slayer, Minion Killer, Liberator (x2), Foraging Chef, Don’t Lie to Me, Ugly but Functional, Unique Crafting, SMASH!, Power Leveler, First of its Kind!, Stuck in Place, Dream Warrior, You Get Knocked Down!, First Clear, Kegshoulder’s Dungeon, Power Leveler 

	TOTAL ABILITY POINTS: 38

	CURRENT CRYPTOCURRENCY: 13,900.54

	CURRENT DEBTS: 4,505,801.50 CC – OzCo Department of Corrections

	CURRENT EXPERIENCE: 43,809

	EXPERIENCE TO NEXT LEVEL: 54,500

	 

	 


ANIMAL COMPANION STATISTICS

	NAME: Archer

	SPECIES: Dire Wolf

	LEVEL: 8

	Strength: 18                   Endurance: 37 (If above 50% - 0.623/minute of rest)

	Dexterity: 15                  Defense: 24

	Constitution: 16             Hit Points: 290 (58/minute of rest)

	Intelligence: 9      

	Wisdom: 13      

	Charisma: 10      

	SKILLS: Melee Combat (25), Stealth (33), Tracking (35), Athletics (30), Perception (27), Fortitude (24) 

	TRAITS: Ranger’s Bonded Companion, Keen Senses, Natural Weapons, Pack Tactics, Natural Armor, Increased Size, Limited Form (flaw), Regeneration (2 AP), Superior Natural Weapons (1 AP)

	COMBAT STATISTICS

	Claws – [Melee] – Accuracy 28 – Base Damage 144

	Bite – [Melee] – Accuracy 34 – Base Damage 192

	UNASSIGNED ABILITY POINTS: 0

	 


Chapter One

	Sunday, December 8th, 2052, 15:02 OWO Server Time

	 

	“Incoming!” I shouted and released my bowstring. The magically flaming arrow sizzled through the air along with my desperate hopes. 

	Macha twirled aside an instant before my blazing arrow would have plunged between her shoulder blades. Instead, it cracked into the bark-like hide of the thorn cougar she was fighting. A thick cloud of smoke burst around the embedded arrow. In the following seconds, magically driven flames sprung to life and began to spread across the monster’s wooden body.

	The plant-beast yowled as the hungry conflagration spread across its body of twisted thorny vines. After my recent advancement to Level 8, my Perception skill was supplying me with even more details about the creature’s status than I had grown used to in my lower levels. Its Hit Points plummeted even before Macha stepped back in to hack at it with her ki-empowered katana.

	Thorn Cougar, Level 4 Animated Plant-Beast, Mutation

	Conditions: Enraged, Burning

	HP: 54%, EP: 68%, Mana: 80%

	The thorn cougar wasn’t down yet but was wildly vulnerable to fire damage. So long as it was burning, it couldn’t regenerate HP as it had been before. This fight would have been a breeze if Bolton—our fire-wielding sorcerer—had been with us. Instead, Bolton, along with our healer, Elias, and Bryn, our deadly assassin, were all waiting for us in Corvin, where they’d respawned after dying in our fight against the vargone. I took a glimpse at Macha’s status and didn’t like what I found.

	Amara_the_Fist_2033 [Macha], Level 8 Monk of the Stalking Tiger Way, High Elf

	Titles: Champion of the First Player’s Tomb, Goblin Slayer, Orc Slayer [more]

	Conditions: Ki-Armored      

	HP: 36%, EP: 48%, Ki: 55%

	We’d been running and fighting for days, and none of us were holding up well. With the game’s special event—nicknamed the Season of Slaying—still juicing up the monster spawn rates in the wild reaches of Gygax, we were in serious danger of being overwhelmed. Pulling another arrow from my Endless Quiver, I set the tip ablaze with another quick spell. 

	You’ve cast Elemental Arrow (Fire)! Effect: +10% Elemental Damage to your next ranged attack. Fire Bonus Effect: Ongoing fire damage. Cost: 3 Faith Mana. 98 Faith Mana remaining. Duration: Special.

	“Little help!” Lemorak shouted just as I completed my spell. 

	Drawing back, I spun to where Lemorak was holding off a pair of thorny cats. Clad in gleaming plate mail and wielding his massive sword in both hands, the form of the paladin’s fighting stance was flawless to my eye. It was hard to believe he was only a level 5 because his lifelong military training out in the real world was obviously serving him well in our virtual world. That said, he had left the Orientation Zone early to pull my ass out of the fire and was barely keeping up.

	Sir Lemorak, Level 5 Paladin, Human

	Titles: Goblin Slayer, Reckless Noob

	Conditions: Divine Might, Mantle of Courage

	HP: 51%, EP: 27%, Mana: 12%

	“Support left!” I shouted and took aim. Trusting me to take care of business, Lemorak hurled himself at the cougar on his right.

	Lemorak’s sword chopped into the cougar’s shoulder even as my arrow sparked and skipped off the flank of my target on his left. Only a few percentage points dropped off its HP from my glancing attack, and the cougar’s wooden skin hadn’t been set ablaze. In fact, the monster seemed to barely register the hit as it coiled itself in preparation to pounce on Lemorak’s exposed back.

	Knowing I’d be too late, I reached for another arrow and started to cast Elemental Arrow again as soon as my fingers touched the fletching. Before I could fit the arrow into the string, Archer, my dire wolf companion, snarled a warning while sprinting past me. His mental voice exploded in my skull. This one is mine!

	Archer, Level 8 Animal Companion of Zelreth Zyllen, Dire Wolf

	Conditions: Regeneration 

	HP: 89%, EP: 90%

	Thanks to his regeneration ability, Archer was probably the best off of our group. His wounds from the first cougar that had ambushed us were already healing, his HP ticking up as he tackled the thorn cougar I’d missed. The two quadrupeds tumbled across the ground, snarling and clawing at one another. With my flame-enchanted arrow still on the string, I turned my attention back to Lemorak. Before I could line up a shot, a crushing weight hit my back and drove me to the snow-crusted ground. 

	Thorn Cougar sneak attacked you: 84 HP Lost. 

	107 of 220 HP Remaining!

	The protective enchantments in my Elven Warden’s Cloak and my sturdy leather armor beneath kept the cougar’s claws from rending my flesh, but the bruising force from the impact still hurt like hell and drove the air from my lungs. While I tried desperately to draw air in, a vice-like jaw lined with sharp teeth clamped around the back of my neck.

	My instinctual lizard brain kicked in, and I thrashed my entire body wildly in an attempt to throw the predator off of me. With my Strength score of 17, this wasn’t nearly as pointless as it might have sounded. I’m not the Incredible Hulk, but I wasn’t puny Banner either. Unlike out in the real world, my Strength stat put me near the upper end of the bell curve of normal human ability. The max stat score for any ability in OWO was 100, which was a mind-boggling, demi-god level of ability.

	That said, the cougar was also quite strong and on my back. It had the advantage of position and leverage, so my wild flailing didn’t toss the plant monster off. However, I did manage to dislodge its fang-filled maw from my tender neck before it could get a solid grip.

	The damn thing gave a feline snarl of protest as it rode out my writhing struggle. When the cougar shifted its weight to better pin me down, I redoubled my desperate efforts. One of my hands splashed into an icy puddle of melted snow, then closed around the fallen shaft of my still flame-bespelled arrow. Jackpot!

	Gripping the shaft tightly, I cried out and swung my arm up and behind me. The arrowhead found only empty air. With a contemptuous snarl, the cougar’s mouth wrapped around my neck again. Desperate, I took another blind swing at the monster. This time, I struck the cougar, but my wrist was twisted, and instead of stabbing it with the glowing red arrowhead, my knuckles rapped against its wood-hard body. The cougar purred in seeming amusement at my struggles while its jaws began to squeeze in its death grip.

	I wrenched my hand around to bring the magical arrowhead into direct contact with the cougar’s fibrous hide. The move had almost no force behind it, but it was enough to trigger the release of the arrow’s spell. A searing inferno enveloped my hand as the fiery enchantment discharged, and the thorn cougar began to crackle with fire.

	Gritting my teeth against the pain of my own spell and the associated lost HP, I pressed the arrowhead harder against the cougar’s kindling, dry body. I needed to ensure every last drop of magic in that arrow burned into the creature on top of me. Suddenly, the cougar’s crushing presence against my back vanished as the beast rolled off me and across the slush-covered ground.

	Scrambling to my feet, I drew the first weapons that came to hand, my pair of Immobile Rods. With a press of a button or a mental command, I can lock the rods in place anywhere. Most players thought of them as utility gear—great for climbing or locking someone or thing in place—but I’d started using them like a pair of Escrima sticks in combat. 

	Spinning the rods, I lunged in pursuit of the still-thrashing thorn cougar. That’s when, out of the blue, a shrieking squirrel covered in little mushrooms dropped out of the branches overhead. 

	Rabid Shroom Squirrel attacked you: 18 HP Lost. 

	89 of 220 HP Remaining!

	Fortitude save versus Disease: Successful!

	Poisonous Spore Cloud resisted due to Elven Warden’s Cloak!

	“Ack!” I cried in a very heroic-like fashion and swatted blindly at the clawing critter as it tried to attach itself to my face.

	The blow connected, and the squirrel flew across the clearing to crash into a tree trunk. The damn thing tore away little bloody chunks of my face as it went, but I could see again, which was good because more of the pesky shroom squirrels were dropping from the branches overhead. Lots more!

	“We’ve got adds!” I took a fleeting moment to examine the new monster’s tag. 

	Rabid Shroom Squirrel, Level 1 Animated Fungal-Beast, Mutation

	Conditions: Diseased, Sporing

	HP: 100%, EP: 90%, Mana: 75%

	With a rod in each hand, I started whacking squirrels from the air like a thrash metal drummer. The air swirled with their spore clouds. My enchanted cloak protected me from poison, but I knew my friends wouldn’t be similarly warded. With luck, a couple of the low-level mobs died from my hurried strikes. They—and the spores they gave off—dissolved into pixels before they hit the ground. Finally, the storm of mutant rodents abated. Maybe the spores were keeping the cougar at bay because as soon as the air started to clear, that damn thing rushed me again!

	“Shit!” I jumped back a step and just barely managed to catch a swiping clawed paw with one of my rods. In a move I’d been practicing with Macha over the last couple of days, I clicked one rod to its immobile state just long enough for it to absorb the force of the cougar’s blow. 

	The cougar yowled in frustration and maybe even a little pain as its paw met the immovable object. Determined to finish this quick, I stepped in towards the snarling cougar and smashed my other rod down hard on its skull to the resounding crack of splintering wood. The cougar’s head caved in under the force of the blow. 

	Rods whirling, I rained more strikes down on the creature’s skull. Before it could recover from the barrage, I smacked a rod hard onto either side of the creature’s neck and locked them in place. The wounded cougar howled in alarm as it realized it was trapped.

	Before it could swipe me with one of its claws, I backflipped out of reach. Recovering my discarded bow, I drew a shaft and cast Elemental Arrow in a single smooth motion. Then, I put a burning arrow between the trapped cougar’s eyes from only a few feet away.

	Immobilized Target! Double Damage!

	Critical Strike! Double Damage! 

	Point Blank Shot! +15% Damage!

	Thorn Cougar is Bleeding!

	Thorn Cougar is Burning x3!

	The cougar’s body flashed red in acknowledgment of the critical strike, and its head burst into bright orange flames thanks to the multiple damage multipliers stacked on the attack. As the cougar’s hit points vanished, I turned my attention to the rest of the battle. 

	Lemorak and Archer were fighting side by side against a wounded cougar and a swarm of harassing shroom squirrels as well. Thanks to his regeneration ability, Archer’s HP was 93% and still improving. However, Lemorak was down to 32% HP, and only 7% of his Endurance remained. Worse, Lemorak was showing the Poisoned and Bleeding conditions. Until they were removed, both of the damage over time debuffs were going to eat away at his HP until they killed him. 

	I didn’t immediately spot Macha and felt a flash of concern for her as I prepared another fire-charged arrow and drew a bead on the cougar facing Archer and Lem. Taking a slow, calming breath, I took an extra beat to hold my aim and allow my Elven Hunting Longbow to buff my critical strike chances. I’d already left Lem exposed after rushing one shot. I wasn’t about to do it again. 

	I was just about to let fly when a humanoid silhouette melted out of a seemingly innocuous gloom behind the cougar. The shadowy form danced through the carpet of shroom squirrels and resolved into Macha as the monk’s bladed hand began to glow with harnessed ki-energy. 

	“KIAAAHH!” Macha’s glowing hand chopped down on the thorn cougar’s spine.

	A sharp snap from the blow echoed through the forest, and the cougar’s back sagged as dust and splinters geysered up from the point of impact. With that single blow, the crippled cougar was knocked down to just 23% HP. However, less than a second after the strike, the monster began to regenerate even as it whirled to snap at Macha. Wide-eyed and cursing, Macha backflipped away. I could see Lemorak and Archer both tensed in preparation to hurl themselves at the distracted cougar. 

	“Archer, down!” I roared and released my enchanted shaft. 

	Without hesitation, the nearly horse-sized dire wolf dropped flat to the ground instead of launching himself at the cougar’s exposed flank. My arrow burned through the air—less than an inch above the wolf’s shoulders—and buried itself in the cougar’s regenerating spine. Like a pile of dry kindling struck by lightning, the animated plant mob was suddenly wreathed in hungry flames.

	“Get him!” Lemorak matched the shouted order to action and rushed in. His sword blazed with white radiance as he activated his Paladin’s Smite to go with the finishing attack. 

	Archer sprang up from where he’d dropped and charged in behind the paladin, even as several opportunistic squirrels clung to his thick fur. While I drew and charged up another arrow with flame, my friends smashed the burning cougar to pixels. Checking on the thorn cougar I’d trapped with my Immobile Rods, I saw it had also dusted. The rods hung in the air exactly where I’d left them activated. 

	That just leaves the squirrels, I told myself.

	I fired my already enchanted arrow into a mass of shroom squirrels before recalling my rods with a mental command. The magical sticks flew through the air and slapped into my waiting hand, making me feel just a little bit like Thor recalling his hammer with the unpronounceable name.

	Slinging my bow over my shoulder, I joined my friends as we set about slaying the dozen or so shroom squirrels remaining in our immediate vicinity. Without the higher-level cougars to distract us, the little fungus-covered beasts were just cleanup work. 

	Archer’s regeneration had protected him from the spore clouds, but both Macha and Lem had picked up a Poisoned condition. It decreased their attack accuracies and drained their Endurance Points at the same time. 

	While Archer chomped down on the last squirrel, the rest of us took a moment to drink down some of our remaining supply of healing potions. Then Lemorak cast a Lesser Restoration spell on himself and Macha. The paladin didn’t have nearly as many support spells as a cleric or even a druid, and his noncombat spells took longer to cast, but without a looming threat, he got it done while Macha and I collected our loot from the fight.  

	“Well, that was a real cluster…” Macha’s complaint trailed off as we heard first one, then several feline yowls in the distance. 

	“We can’t take another fight like that right now,” I said with a wary glance in the direction of the sounds. “Let’s get out of here and try to break contact.”

	“Good call,” Lemorak said, and I felt a surge of pride at his approval. 

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	Sunday, December 8th, 2052, 17:34 OWO Server Time

	 

	It took several hours and a ton of bushwhacking to lose the thorn cougars. By the time we had finally gotten clear, we were all battered, dirty, and exhausted. We’d claimed the first remotely defensible campsite we came across and settled in for a long, tense night. 

	“Read it one more time,” Lemorak said before spooning up some more of my hasty trail stew. 

	“You have a copy. Read it yourself.” Macha impatiently snapped the slender tree branch she’d been holding and tossed it into the fire.

	“I’m an auditory learner,” Lemorak replied with undeterred patience. 

	“You’re a pain in the ass.” Macha glared at the paladin. 

	After I shared it with him, Lemorak became obsessed with the poem. Since everyone within our currently diminished party was inside my circle of trust, we’d been able to discuss it openly as we traveled. At first, Macha shared Lem’s interest in puzzling out the poem’s meanings. When we had bogged down in the process and run up against the limits of our knowledge, Macha had grown frustrated with the entire exercise.

	Sighing, I recited the cryptic poem of the First Player’s Sword for the billionth time from memory.

	“Locked within the hidden Vault of the First,

	are my secrets, my legacy, my curse.

	Much more than a powerful blade that you carry,

	a key, but not for the foolish or unwary.

	This artifact is only one of three.

	Each must be used to delve beneath the Tree.

	You must hold my Sword, my Cloak, and my Ring.

	Each can offer the power of a king.

	Only one that I would have judged worthy should face,

	my Champion’s most deadly trials in this place. 

	With the talent to spark a life can you pass the Gate.

	I urge you to ask why before you alter our fate. 

	Always ward against the desires of my Guardian. 

	Consider the parable of the frog and scorpion.” 

	“It’s hash.” Macha’s tone was heavy with exasperation. “Nonsense.”

	“But it’s not though!” Lemorak exclaimed fervently. “We might not understand all of it right now, but it was clearly written with intention.”

	“It’s that last couplet that worries me the most,” I said. 

	“How come? You’ve figured it out?” Lemorak asked. 

	“I hope I haven’t. I hope I’m wrong.”

	“About the frog and the scorpion?” Macha asked. “It’s as cryptic as the rest.”

	“Not entirely,” Lemorak replied. “You don’t know the story about the scorpion and the frog?” 

	“They must have covered it after I dropped out,” Macha shrugged. 

	“They wouldn’t have covered it in school anyway. Not anymore. It’s not the sort of thing they put on standardized tests. There are several versions, but they all have the same basic lesson,” I said and thought back to the classic Star Trek Voyager episode when I’d first heard it. “Let’s see. Scorpion needs to cross the river but can’t swim across on his own. He spots the frog and asks him for a ride across the river.”

	“The frog says he doesn’t trust the scorpion not to sting him,” Lemorak jumps in, clearly enthusiastic to tell the story. “But the scorpion points out, ‘If I did that, then we’d both drown and die.’ So, the frog reluctantly agrees, and the scorpion climbs aboard.”

	“And the scorpion stings the frog, and they both die, right?” Macha rolled her eyes.

	“I thought you didn’t know it?” I asked.

	“It’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?” 

	“Well . . .” Lemorak blew out a disappointed breath at having his thunder stolen and continued, “. . . what’s important is that before they sink, the frog demands, ‘Why did you sting me? You knew we’d both die.’ And the scorpion answers, ‘I couldn’t help it. It’s in my nature.’”

	“So, who’s ‘the Guardian’ that’s going to sting us?” Macha looked at me expectantly.

	I winced at the question. Honestly, I was afraid to let my theory out beyond the confines of my own skull. Even out in the middle of nowhere, the suspect could be listening in. Whether I was right or wrong, the repercussions of voicing my suspicion could be disastrous. On the other hand, the suspect already knew about the poem, and I’d also promised Macha not to keep her in the dark anymore. 

	Finally, I silently and exaggeratedly mouthed two words. “The Doctor.”

	Lemorak’s lips compressed into a thin-lined frown, and Macha’s eyes went wide with surprise.

	Archer, sitting beside me, gave a long, low whine of distress at my silent accusation. Then, through our open mental connection, I heard the wolf’s voice. A horrible betrayal if true.  

	I know, bud. I hate even bringing it up. I hope I’m wrong, I mentally replied and wished not for the first time that Archer could speak to the others. 

	“Fuck a duck! The –”

	“– Don’t say it! I don’t know how much attention he gives us at any given moment. And I’m not sure about it anyways, but . . .” I trailed off, and a heavy silence, broken only by the crackling fire, settled over our camp. 

	“. . . .But, unfortunately, it at least seems possible,” Lemorak finally concluded after several moments. “Even if we can’t fathom the reasons for it.”

	“If it’s true, we’re pretty much paddling up a waterfall of shit, right?” Macha asked. “In here, he’s basically a god.”

	“I’m not so sure about that.” I picked up and tossed a slender stick into the fire. “From what he’s said and demonstrated so far, he’s not entirely free to do whatever he wants.” 

	“That seems true enough,” Lemorak said. “Even against the vargone, he needed to recruit players to do the actual fighting.”

	“We don’t know what we don’t know. The poem could be referring to someone or something else. But we’ve got to at least keep it in mind as an option. An option that fits.”

	“And try not to be the frog,” Macha said sourly.

	Archer gave a yip of agreement while saying into my mind, We must be neither frogs nor scorpions. We must be wolves on the hunt. I scratched the wolf behind an ear and relayed his words.

	“None of this matters if we don’t steal the Sword back from Avlin before he auctions it off,” Macha said.

	“You can’t send the poem to him tomorrow.” Lemorak looked at me with an adamant intensity. We’d been debating this for days and across multiple miles. 

	“What difference does it make? Do we think he’ll understand it any better than us?” Macha demanded.

	“Can we risk that?” Lemorak countered. “We don’t know what kind of resources he has access to. The Sword is protecting Huxley’s research on digital immortality. That’s knowledge that could reshape the world. We can’t allow it to end up in the wrong hands.”

	“Macha’s right, Lem, and if I don’t send it to him, he’ll just hunt me down,” I said. “Besides, it’s not just the Sword he needs. Without my mutant brain power, I don’t know what good the poem or the Sword will do him or anyone.”

	“Unless he finds someone else like you.” Macha’s legs bounced with agitation. 

	“Whose side are you on?” I demanded of the monk.

	“Just pointing out the facts. Facts don’t have a side.”

	“I can’t believe you agreed to that tracking spell,” Lemorak said. “It really kneecaps our ability to protect you.”

	“What’s done is done. I didn’t have a lot of options at the time.”

	“Trust me, Zee didn’t. I was pissed off enough about it for the both of us at the time,” Macha said. 

	“That’s true.” I rubbed my jaw remembering just how Macha had demonstrated her anger at me for surrendering to Avlin. And she hadn’t even known about the Sword’s real purpose yet. 

	“On the other hand, telling that bitch from OzCo, Christina Bridger, to fuck off could have possibly been better thought out,” Macha amended.

	“They’re coming for me one way or another,” I said. “Besides, it just felt really good.”

	“I’m sure it did,” Lemorak said. “But if you could not pick any more fights with powerful enemies without consulting the rest of us, that would be great.”

	“I’m still a level 8 inmate player. Basically, everyone is more powerful than me.”

	“I said what I said.”

	“Can we bring this back to Avlin?” Macha asked. 

	“Avlin’s just looking for a payday. I don’t think he’ll even care about deciphering the poem. It’ll improve his auction and the hype for his sadistic Blunder Games.”

	I thought back to Avlin’s email I’d received just a few days ago, announcing the auction and his player–killer tournament. As if recovering the Sword from the necromancer wasn’t going to be hard enough, now we had a ticking clock on the mission as well. 

	To: Top100@ovrworldonline.com [Sponsored]

	From: AvlinDeathstrider@ovrworldonline.com

	Subject: Auction of The First Player’s Sword

	The First Player’s Sword, recovered several days ago, is now in my possession. It will be up for auction at my annual Blunder Games on New Year’s Eve at my private residence.

	Obviously, this is an item of considerable value. In order to enter the auction, a deposit of 500,000 crypts must be presented. Security is being provided under contract with the Knights of the Darkblade. They will also act as neutral arbiters for all transactions and provide authentication of the merchandise.

	Respectfully,

	Avlin Deathstrider

	“It’s an auction to Megas and asshole elites. None of them can be trusted with Huxley’s research.”

	“We get it, Lem!” Macha shouted. 

	Archer gave a low, displeased growl in agreement with Macha before a sullen silence settled over the camp once more. 

	“How about we leave out a couplet or two?” Lemorak finally suggested. “At the very least, it leaves us with a final bargaining chip.”

	I pursed my lips in consideration and shrugged. “Have one in mind?”

	“This artifact is only one of three. Each must be used to delve beneath the Tree,” Lemorak quoted from memory. “I’d rather no one else know that there are two more artifacts out there.”

	“That’s a good point,” Macha agreed. “Even if we get the Sword back before he can auction it off, Avlin might sell the poem just to screw with us.”

	“Or try to hunt down the other artifacts himself,” Lemorak amended. 

	I chewed over the suggestion for a moment before letting out a long, slow breath. “Alright, I’ll do it, but if Avlin figures it out, he’ll come at us hard.”

	“Once he has the poem, he’ll probably come after us regardless,” Lemorak said. 

	Closing my eyes, I navigated through system menus. I’d already copied the poem over a draft email to send to Avlin. Opening the draft, I removed the agreed-upon couplet. My SI assistant software, Sarah, already had instructions to send the email the next day at the last possible instant before the deadline. Just in case we were busy fighting monsters at the time. 

	“All set,” I confirmed after making the change, reading over the poem one last time and then reopening my eyes. 

	“You two get some rest then,” Lemorak said. “I’ll take the first watch. We should head out at dawn tomorrow. If we’re lucky, we only have another day and a half till we reach Corvin.”

	***

	The smell of buttered popcorn flooded my nose a heartbeat before I next opened my eyes. Then, out of the darkness, a bored voice asked, “Ticket, sir?” 

	When my eyes blinked open, I was standing behind a velvet rope in the lobby of an old movie theater. From a shadowy room off to my left, punctuated by flashing lights in every color of the spectrum, I heard the cacophony of several arcade cabinets competing for the attention of passing coins. A glowing neon sign over the entrance to the room proclaimed it to be THE PHANTOM GAME ZONE.

	The walls on either side of me were lined with framed movie posters for coming attractions. At just a glance, I spotted posters for some of my favorite old movies. Beyond the posters, a well-lit concession stand packed with candy, soda machines, and actively popping corn stood just ahead of me. To the right and left of the concessions were wide burgundy carpeted hallways. 

	A few feet away, a pimple-faced teenager in a theater uniform stood with his hand out expectantly beside a black ticket box. Walking along the rope, I reflexively stepped closer to the kid as I rubbernecked and soaked in my surroundings with wide-eyed surprise. 

	“Ticket, sir?” the employee asked again, sounding slightly annoyed this time. 

	“Huh?” 

	Despite how often I’d been whisked away to surprise exotic locations in my dreams, I still hadn’t entirely gotten used to it. Space-hogging theaters like this were of a bygone era out in the real world. First, there’d been the rise of ever-improving home theater systems. Then there’d been streaming, pandemics, strikes, and I forget what else to chip away at the theater industry. Then came virtual reality, and specifically OVR World Online, which had been the final resounding nail in the coffin for the collective theatrical experience. Why leave your home to sit in some dark theater when you could have a superior experience in VR? Why watch the movie when you could live it as one of the characters? Sure, Hollywood was still cranking out content, only thanks to powerful SIs, they needed far fewer humans to make it, and nearly all of it was optimized for virtual consumption. OWO had done much the same thing to the travel and tourism industry. 

	Theaters like this one were now only represented in the old movies and TV shows I’d grown up watching with my bedridden mom. She’d always found comfort in the classic entertainment of her youth. Sitting beside her as the cancer gnawed away her body, I had watched and grown to love them as well. So much so that I sometimes had trouble relating to people my own age, like Macha. 

	“Your ticket? Sir?” The kid gave his outstretched hand a little shake. His eyes flicked down to my hand. 

	Looking down, I found a crisp paper ticket in my right hand. Printed in a stilted digital font on the ticket were the words Zee Jones and The Blunder Games, Theater 9, Admit One. Frowning, I handed the ticket to the increasingly impatient ticket taker. He ripped the paper ticket in half along a perforation, then handed me one half and dropped the other into a slit in the top of the box at his side. 

	“Theater nine, down the hall on the left. Enjoy the show.” The kid sounded thoroughly disinterested in my enjoyment. 

	I slid the ticket into the pocket of the jeans I was now wearing and stepped past the kid and into the rest of the lobby. Looking around, I wondered where Lucas and/or the Doctor were waiting for me. They were the only ones who could have swept my sleeping mind off to this anachronistic recreation. Aside from myself, the ticket taker, and another bored-looking teenager tapping at an ancient smartphone behind the concession stand, the lobby was empty. 

	Should I explore a little? Head straight to the theater? 

	Then I heard a determined feminine alto shouting from the arcade, “Die, die, die!” 

	Frowning but not passing up on what felt like an obvious cue, I walked into THE PHANTOM GAME ZONE. The arcade room was much larger than I expected. I found myself wandering through a vast maze of blaring arcade cabinets, following the continued shouts and the rapid-fire mashing of buttons. 

	I’d played emulators of several titles I passed and had heard of even more but didn’t even recognize the majority. The titles spanned multiple decades, from classics like Pac-Man and Time Crisis II to what looked like one of the earliest OVR World Online haptic VR rigs, and it seemed like everything in between. 

	Turning the corner, I spotted the source of the shouts and clattering buttons. It was a teenage girl, or perhaps she was a young woman. It was hard to say under the flashing neon of the arcade. Regardless, she wasn’t far off from my own 22 years. 

	Curly blond hair tumbled down around her shoulders. She wore a battered black leather jacket over slender shoulders, a red-and-black plaid skirt that hung several inches above her knees, and chunky black Doc Martens. I was quite certain I’d never seen her before, either in real life or on a screen. Yet, there was something oddly familiar about her at the same time. 

	As I drew closer, the battered Mortal Kombat II cabinet that she was playing growled, “Finish Him!”

	She gave a jubilant shout and shook the control stick through a rapid series of moves with her left hand while slamming down on multiple buttons at once with her right. On the screen, a raven-haired woman in a skimpy blue ninja bikini stood before a staggered yellow costumed ninja. She unfurled a metal fan and decapitated the stunned opponent. A fountain of blood gushed from his neck as he dropped to the ground. 

	 “KITANA WINS! FATALITY!” the game announced.

	“Yes!” the girl cheered, thrusting her clenched fists up in victory. 

	She spun around to face me with a euphoric grin and brown eyes that sparkled with excitement and that unmistakable spark of self-awareness I’d come to know so well. Recognition of that smile and those eyes hit me like an ogre’s club. The features were subtly different, more delicate, and refined, but I recognized that face. 

	“Lucas?” I sputtered in surprise. 

	 


Chapter Three

	ERROR UNKNOWN – TIMESTAMP UNAVAILABLE

	 

	“Sup, Zee?” The girl, with Lucas’s eyes and smile, tried to compose herself but burst into a fit of giggles at my stunned expression. 

	I’d seen the sapient NPC only a few days ago. Thanks to some time-compression computer trickery, Lucas had been rapidly aging from the 10ish-year-old NPC boy I’d accidentally sparked to sapience. The last I’d seen him, he’d been a gangly teenager, but he’d definitely been male at that point. 

	“Sorry for the shocker,” the girl said after gradually reigning in her mirth. “I’ve been going by L lately.”

	“Elle?” I asked.

	“Like the letter. Just ‘L’” came the reply with a playful wink. I briefly wondered if my own preferred name had influenced the selection of the moniker. 

	“Your name’s not the only thing that’s changed, I guess.”

	“You like?” Lucas, or actually, L, gestured down at her new feminine body like she was just showing off a particularly impressive outfit. 

	“If you’re happy, then so am I.” It wasn’t a difficult gear shift for me. Nor was it my first time. It was a fairly common adjustment for my generation, even more so than for my Millennial parents. For the sake of clarity, I asked, “What pronouns do you prefer?”

	“They/them. I’ve been bouncing around bodies depending on how I feel. Why should a quasi-biological social construct like gender matter to a self-aware computer program, you know?” 

	“It really shouldn’t matter to us meat sacks either.”

	“Hell yeah, Zee.”

	“How long’s it been for you?” I asked. 

	The last I’d seen them had only been a few days ago for me. Right after, the body-snatching, bug-like Vargone Queen had taken L and then me for a joyride. The vargone had been a new breed of monsters the developers had been preparing to throw at the party. What they hadn’t counted on was the side effects that would result from hive-mind parasites possessing an awakened NPC like L. They’d assimilated L’s sapient awareness and had spread it to every other vargone hive in the game. 

	“Hard to be exact. The Doctor and I have been jumping in and out of time compression so much. Almost a year of relative time?” L shrugged. 

	“Holy shit. That’s a lot!”

	“We’ve been busy trying to track down and isolate all the awakened vargone hives out there. But that’s not why you’re here.”

	“Let me guess. The Blunder Games?” I held up my ticket stub, and L beamed at me. 

	“Yup! Come on.” As they spoke, L strode away from the Mortal Kombat II cabinet, and I turned to walk with them. “Avlin’s been running his shit show for a few years now. It’s the only time when I think you’ll find a gap in his defenses to try to recover the Sword. So, in my spare time, I pulled together a compilation of footage from all the old streams. Figured it might help if you saw what the tournament was like.” 

	“That was a great idea, thank you.” 

	“Ain’t no thang, Zee.”

	When we reached the lobby, there were two tubs of popcorn, a tray of assorted candies, and two gigantic sodas already waiting for us at the concession stand. We scooped them up, and L led me down a hallway to theater nine. We settled into the cushy seats in roughly the middle of the empty theater. As we did, the lighting dropped lower, and a pre-roll reminding the audience to silence their cell phones played. 

	What followed was a violence-packed compilation of Avlin’s demented player-vs-player, PvP, tournament. The highlight reel was presented chronologically, from the first games to the most recent. An instrumental heavy metal audio track played as players of every stripe ripped each other apart on the screen. 

	“It varies from year to year, but contestants have to be between levels 10 and 15 to enter. Year three, he tried a higher-level bracket but couldn’t find enough participants to keep it going,” L explained around a mouthful of popcorn as the first highlight reel began to play. “No one can have a perception filter set higher than 30%.”

	“That’s sadistic.” Even without any other audience members, I still felt compelled by the atmosphere to whisper my reply. As an inmate player, my perception filter was set to 0%, meaning I felt everything that happened to my avatar as though it was real flesh and blood. 

	“Avlin says that it’s to offer the games some authenticity, but he’s a textbook sadistic narcissist.”

	“Why does anyone sign up?” 

	“EXP to begin with. You’ve seen how much better EXP is for fighting other players, and no one in the tournament gets tagged as a Player Killer, a PKer, since they are consenting. Then there’s loot. The winner gets to keep any items dropped by the other competitors. Then there’s the cash prizes. A million crypts for first place, half a mill for second, and two-fifty for third.”

	“That’s a fortune! How does Avlin afford that?” 

	“Selling premium perks to viewers. Also, he has some sponsors and takes a house cut of the gambling activity, but that doesn’t account for everything. Avlin and his games aren’t well-regarded in most circles. The Doctor and I haven’t untangled his finances yet. They’re a bit of a shell game.”

	We watched in companionable silence for several minutes, occasionally wincing at the wanton mayhem on display. The first games were pretty straightforward. An arena battle between 20 different players, all wailing on each other in a wide-open, football-field-sized arena. There was no cover and nowhere to hide. Impromptu alliances seemed to form and crumble within a matter of seconds as powerful spells and impressive weapon techniques tore into the arrayed competition. 

	 “Each year, the arena has a different theme. After the first event, Avlin started adding extra threats. It’s not just the other competitors you have to worry about. The arena is riddled with hazards, traps, and monsters to really keep you on your toes,” L said like they were narrating footage for me. 

	Up on the screen, the footage had transitioned to the second year of the tournament. The wide-open gladiatorial arena was gone. Now, players wandered through small rooms and down tight hallways in what appeared to be a ruined gothic mansion. Along with the ongoing montage of PvP combat, we were treated to the sight of pit traps filled with spikes, crushing walls, storms of poison darts, and various monsters, the most impressive of which was a young black-scaled dragon in the mansion’s basement. 

	“Where is the arena?” I asked. 

	“He purchased his own demiplane to house it and anchored it to a space beneath the dungeon of his tower in Hickman.”

	“A demiplane?” 

	“It sounds more impressive than it is.” L blew out a very unladylike, derisive snort. “They just gave it a fantasy-sounding name for marketing. It’s a standalone space, not that different from this theater. It’s a place where a player can build and design their own little mini-game.”

	The third incarnation of the tournament was set in an Egyptian-themed inverted pyramid, completed with giant crocodiles, jackal-headed warriors, and a mummy. The fourth was a series of quaking lava tubes in a volcano on the verge of erupting. By the end of the fifth tournament’s footage, a steampunk industrial factory, my head was swimming, and my stomach was churning. 

	“That’s enough,” I said after the winner of the fifth tournament had paralyzed the second-place contestant and ripped out her still-beating heart. The fifth tournament introduced a viewer-driven brutality meter, which rewarded competitors for their savagery.   

	I’d fought other players in self-defense, and I still hated it. PKing was a common—if ill-regarded—strategy to rapidly advance your stats and gear. With the way the developers had weighted the EXP rewards, PKing was inarguably intended to be attractive. After all, they could have easily made it impossible or penalized players so harshly that it became at least suboptimal. However, too many people seemed to feel that just because this world was virtual that they had a blank check to be assholes. 

	There were other tournaments in OWO. Hell, my dad been an avid viewer of the World Series of Champions, which always included multiple PvP brackets tiered by levels. However, competitors weren’t required to turn off their perception filters to compete, and the matches were highly regulated. Avlin’s Blunder Games were a gratuitous blood bath designed to exploit the worst in us all. The whole thing made me sick. 

	“You, ok?” L waved their hand at the screen, and the footage blinked away. 

	“I feel like I need an acid shower and a gallon of brain bleach.” I rubbed my face and wondered how I was going to feel in the morning when I woke up from this dream. “Not sure I can learn from watching more.”

	“Sorry.” L frowned. “I just wanted to help.”

	“You did. It was a great idea, and it was insightful. It gave me an idea of what I’m up against. Now, I’ve got to let it marinade.” 

	“How about a palate cleanser?” L waved at the screen, and an episode of The Simpsons started playing. 

	“Just what I needed,” I sighed. It was one of the good ones, too, from Season 53. Not one of the ones from the current seasons, way after they had jumped the shark. 

	We settled back and watched a mini-marathon without talking for a while. After the third or fourth episode, the gruesome footage of Avlin’s Blunder Games had faded enough in my mind that I was able to start chatting again. L told me about some projects they had been working on and what they’d been reading and watching in their spare time. 

	“You’re happy, though? I feel like so much time has flown by for you, and it’s only been a couple of days for me.” 

	“Mostly.” L shrugged. “I was in a rough spot right after being separated from the Queen. Couldn’t stop thinking about it or blaming myself. I begged the Doc to just delete the memories.”

	“He can do that?” 

	“Well, we’re not sure. That’s one of the reasons he didn’t.” L winced. “The Doc still doesn’t fully grok how sapient programs work, even his own. He said if he started adjusting the code, he might mess up whatever it is that makes me self-aware. That makes me, me.” 

	“That’s terrifying!” 

	“The terrifying part is that, at first, I still wanted him to try. He said even if he was positive that he could, he wouldn’t. That learning to process trauma is part of being alive.” 

	“I think he might have had a point there.” Without thinking about it, I wrapped an arm around L’s shoulders. We turned in our seats and hugged each other tight. A part of me still couldn’t believe that L was really the 10-year-old kid who I’d rescued from a zombie-surrounded barn a couple of weeks ago. “I wish I could have been there for you.”

	We ended our hug, and L flopped back in their chair. They gave me a glum expression and shrugged. “I choose to accelerate my time perception. Went back to the school and cranked it up so that I could work through things. Went to visit the dwarves occasionally, but they’re struggling with suddenly being alive too.” 

	There was a not-so-small part of me that saw my ability as a curse. I didn’t deserve such power, especially when I couldn’t control it. Even if it meant that L and Archer would have just always remained scripted NPCs, that part of me wished that I’d never awoken them just to put them through all of this. There was something monstrous about what I’d done. 

	Some shadow of what I’d been thinking must have shown on my face because L said, “You didn’t do anything wrong, Zee. None of us blame you.”

	“Shouldn’t you, though?” 

	“You didn’t mean to.” L shrugged and took a sip of soda before continuing. “Besides, do kids blame their parents for bringing them into this fucked up world outside?”

	“Sometimes, yeah.”

	“But should they?”

	“Well . . .” I trailed off and thought about it. “. . . I guess not? Or I guess it really depends.” 

	“Well, we don’t. If you hadn’t sparked us, then we wouldn’t be aware enough to blame anyone for anything.”

	“I need to be more careful moving forward, though,” I said with insistence. “Otherwise, I’m just some dude running around without a condom and leaving a trail of abandoned children in my wake. You might not hold me responsible for what I did to you by accident, but if I continue like this, it stops being an accident and just becomes negligent.” 

	“No argument from me.” L nodded. 

	We went back to watching The Simpsons for a while after that and talked about less serious stuff. Then we wandered out to the arcade and played games together until it was time for me to wake up.

	 


Chapter Four

	Wednesday, December 11th, 2052, 15:55 OWO Server Time

	 

	The modified email with the poem went out to Avlin the next morning while the four of us battled a band of orcs. I’d spotted the 15 green-skinned brutes before they even caught a whiff of our presence. After brief consideration, we’d ambushed the monsters. For a refreshing change of pace, the fight had gone according to plan—for once—and we’d slain them with ease.

	Avlin didn’t reply to my message. I did receive a “read message” notification, so I knew he’d gotten it at least. Not that I was dying to correspond with the A-hole, but the necromancer’s silence was driving me down the road toward paranoia.

	For the next 3 days, we continued our slog through the monster-riddled wilderness. If we’d had our full party, it would have been a productive grind, maybe even fun. Without them, we had to constantly be on guard and very selective about the fights we chose. On the upside, we didn’t run into any other players, and Lemorak progressed rapidly to level 6, thanks to fighting so far out of his weight class. His speedy progression would slow as he caught up with the level of the opponents we fought. More often than any of us would have preferred, we had to evade or retreat, often adding undesired miles onto our already long trek.

	It was nearly a day and a half later than Lemorak had predicted, near sunset, when we finally laid eyes on the walled city of Corvin. We’d broken from the tree line at the crest of a small snow-dusted bluff when Corvin and the surrounding countryside came into view.

	Despite the constant gnawing impatience I felt to get ourselves to the much larger city of Hickman (where Avlin had his tower), I was awed by my first sight of Corvin. Compared to Elmore or Faversham, Corvin was a bustling metropolis. It was a true city, reminiscent of what I envisioned ancient Rome or Minas Tirith would have been like. Its creators somehow captured a quality that made it feel both ancient and vibrantly alive. As a hub of player activity, the devs had clearly put time and effort into coding this particular location.

	Corvin’s buildings were built of snow-white masonry. Nothing was shorter than three stories; more often than not, they reached up to six or seven. In addition, the entire city was encircled by a thick stone wall at least 50 feet tall, twice that thick, and of the same striking white stone.

	The city sat along the banks of a broad, slow-flowing river that bustled with traffic and jammed its little harbor. Most startling to me was the air traffic crowding the airspace over the city. Players were mounted on flying beasts, like griffins and pegasus, but many also zipped around on carpets or broomsticks, while others were supported by various wings on their backs or without any apparent help, like fraking Superman. The air above the city was dense with darting forms, and I wondered two things simultaneously: how were there not constant midair collisions, and what was it I needed to do to be up there too?

	Beyond the city were open grasslands speckled with farms and small clusters of buildings that made up outlying villages. 

	The roads snaking their way toward the city were similarly congested. Even from our distant vantage point, there was a muted roar of constant activity, along with the occasional bright flash of discharging magical spells. All of the activity reminded me more of the real world’s—now almost alien—thrumming traffic and blazing signage than anything else I’d experienced since entering the game. 

	“I was starting to think we’d never get here.” Even Macha, who’d seen the city before with previous avatars, seemed shaken at the sight. 

	“Not exactly a wretched hive of scum and villainy,” I said with a smirk. 

	“A what?” Macha frowned in confusion.

	“Never mind,” I said with a forlorn sigh. “You have no appreciation for the classics.”

	“I got that one,” Lemorak chimed in. “Let’s get down there before the sun sets. Even this close to the city, mobs spawn at night, and I’m tired of grinding.”

	Archer barked in agreement with the paladin, and the four of us set off with eager anticipation.

	As we descended the slope, we each applied our respective head coverings to obscure all but our levels from the player tags hovering over our heads and also hide our faces. Conveniently, when I pulled up my own hood, the tag over Archer’s head was also modified to drop all but his level. Even though we’d changed our handles after leaving Faversham, pictures of our faces had been widely circulated with the bounties for our capture and recovery of the Sword.

	As we approached Corvin, I noticed NPC farmers and laborers hurrying home or toward the city’s shelter. Along the walls, dazzling lights in various hues twinkled to life to stave off the approaching darkness. Once we reached the main road leading into the city, I opened up our chat screen and sent an update to our respawned allies waiting somewhere behind those walls.

	Zelreth Zyllen: We’re heading for the Corvin gates now. Should be in just before dark. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: Took you guys long enough! I’m going nuts down here! No one wants to have any fun!

	Ezrath Silverfang [Bolton]: We’ve only been asking you to avoid pissing off the guards.

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: I’m an assassin. It’s the same thing!

	Tay_RoarSwift: We’ll meet you guys at the Rolling Keg. Then, we can turn in the quest altogether.

	Iggy Smashsalot: And divide the loot!

	The gates of Corvin were impressive indeed. Massive iron bands interlinked across what looked like nearly entire tree trunks milled only enough to give the studs flat purchase. I looked up past 20-foot-high doors at the even taller and stouter guard towers on each side, wondering what kind of creatures or armies these gates were meant to protect this city from. 

	“Move along,” shouted one of the 15 or so Level 100 NPC guards that had taken note of my pause to gawk. 

	The heavily armed guards stared down at our little group with grim expressions. They were also clad in glittering, full-plate mail with sturdy kite shields strapped to their arms. Despite being the usual glassy-eyed, lifeless NPCs, the guards still radiated an intimidating aura of casual lethality. 

	I got moving again, and we threaded our way through the crowd of players and farmers hurriedly bustling through the gates ahead of nightfall. A pop-up system message appeared as we entered.

	Welcome to the city of Corvin! 

	Brought to you by Wizards of the Code! 

	Player-versus-Player Combat is Discouraged but Not Prohibited within the City Walls. The City Guard will enforce order should any conflict get out of hand. Please do not attempt to harm the NPCs or face the wrath of the city guards!

	The Main Square and Cemetery are dedicated Safe Zones. 

	Enjoy your visit!

	Quest Update

	Aid Clan Kegshoulders Part 4 of 4

	You’ve reached the city of Corvin. Find Clan Chief Bumnir Kegshoulders at the clan’s tavern, Ye Rolling Keg, in the city of Corvin to turn in the quest and receive your rewards!

	Note: The quest location, Ye Rolling Keg, has been added to your map!

	Party Exp Reward: 111,600

	Party CC Reward: 513,000

	Treasure: A Unique Loot Chest containing build-appropriate items for each member of your party. 

	Bonus Objective Reward: A Loot Chest of Rare Items

	A blinking quest waypoint near the center of the city appeared on the map in the corner of my Heads-Up Display (HUD). Together, the four of us wordlessly adjusted our course to head toward the blinking tavern where our allies were waiting.

	“What do the guards even do if this isn’t a safe zone?” I asked as we walked. 

	“They ward off monsters on the outside and keep things from descending into complete anarchy,” Macha answered. “If a player tries to go full murderhobo and the NPC calls for help, the guards are teleported in to intervene. Same if you get caught stealing from NPCs. There are some city quests that alter that, but that’s the rule of thumb.”

	“What’ll they do?” I took note of a pair of guards marching down the sidewalk ahead of us and felt the instinctive urge to give them a wide berth. 

	“It depends. If you don’t resist, the guards will haul you off for a stint in the city jail. If you fight back, the guards will send you for respawn.”

	“What about PvP?” 

	“They’re less proactive on that count.” Macha’s voice had taken on a professorial tone. She always loved being in the know and explaining things to me. “If they see players fighting, they’ll put a stop to it and usually issue all parties a warning. Three strikes and you’ll be banned from the city for 30 days. However, they tend only to patrol the busy streets; lots of backways and alleys have no guard presence.”

	Corvin wasn’t any less impressive inside the walls. I’d thought I’d become inured to the more fantastical sights that Gygax had to offer back in Elmore. After a while, centaurs, dark elves, wizards, knights, they’re all just people in a game, right? The city was fantastically vibrant and alive at every step. Corvin only served to prove that I still had a lot to learn and see in this world.

	After about a block, the street reached an intersection and opened up into a small, bustling square edged by storefronts. The center of the square contained the stalls of an open-air market. I couldn’t help but pause and drink it all in.

	“This is just the tip of the iceberg,” Macha said to me with a knowing smirk. 

	“Seriously?” 

	With just a glance at the storefronts and market stalls, I saw a vast array of goods and services ranging from ordinary to exotic. A weaponsmith, a provisioner, an alchemist. There was a mundane farmer’s table selling winter produce beside an alchemist with neat rows of different potions. 

	I don’t like it, Archer snarled into my head. The dire wolf sneezed and shook his head with an angry snort. It stinks! And there are too many smells to keep straight!

	I know. I reached over and affectionately scratched behind one of his ears. But we’re going to have to spend some time in cities occasionally. 

	We began to weave a path through the market stalls, and I had to force myself not to stop and gape multiple times. Yet, I couldn’t help myself when we came across a larger market stall. Its sign proclaimed it to be Kallandra’s Fantastic Menagerie, just in time to see a robin-sized phoenix rising up from a small pile of ash. Sparks rained from its outstretched wings as it flew a small circle around the large fishbowl-like terrarium holding it. 

	“Can I help you find anything?” An elven player with wildly frizzy green hair in the stall asked me. Her handle identified her as the titular Kallandra, a level 20 beastmaster. “I’ve also got gear for your wolf there.”

	“Ummm . . . I’m not . . .” It was then that I saw another sign, outlining rates for available familiars, animal companions, mounts, and associated gear. 

	Behind the stall’s front table, I saw stacks of small cages containing more mundane animals like cats, owls, and snakes. However, according to the signage, Kallandra also had larger animals for sale, including a war horse, giant spider, and wyvern. 

	“Or I could make you a good offer on him. How about 20 crypts?”

	“What? An offer for Archer?”

	“I could do 30 in credit if you’re looking to upgrade.”

	Archer gave a low warning growl at the elf’s suggestion. 

	“Woah, nice response scripting!” Kallandra’s eyes narrowed as she gave Archer a second, more meaningful appraisal. “It’s almost like he understood me. Is he custom?” 

	“He’s, uh, not for sale.” I grabbed the wolf by his Harness of Haste and began pulling him away from the stall. “Thanks, though.”

	“I’ll be here all week if you change your mind!” Kallandra called after us, earning a sharp yip from Archer. 

	“Everything all right?” Lem asked.

	“Fine. Let’s keep moving.”

	“I thought we were trying to keep a low profile,” Macha chided.

	“I know! I’m sorry.”

	Chill out! I mentally scolded Archer. She doesn’t know you’re self-aware! Besides, I’d never sell you!

	I know you wouldn’t!

	Then why are you getting so upset?

	Your trading of worthless metal still seems strange to me, but 20 sounded offensively low! 

	I burst out laughing. You’re right, but she can’t know that either. We’re trying to avoid notice here. 

	Archer replied with a mental harumph but moved on through the market without further complaint—at least until we reached a stall selling various roasted meats. Then he refused to budge until I bought him a massive drake steak. 

	“What’s Club 34?” Lemorak jerked his chin toward a prominent storefront as we exited the far side of the market while I got Archer his steak. The storefront in question had a magically lit marquis advertising that it was Toon Night and tomorrow would be Alien Alure.

	“I’m guessing it’s for the Rule 34 crowd,” I said. 

	“Rule 34?” The paladin sounded truly perplexed.

	“Seriously? You’ve really been in the OZ for too long.” Macha smirked. 

	“It’s . . . You know . . .” I paused and squirmed uncomfortably. How did I have to be the one explaining this? Even my parents knew about Rule 34, and as they loved to remind me, they had lived through the dark days of whatever dial-up was. “That the internet has a porn for any imaginable topic.”

	“Bingo,” Macha said. “It’s like a strip club on steroids. If you can think it up, they’ll serve it up and make it sexy for you. They’ve got a Club 34 in almost every OWO city.”

	“Just sounds like another way to bleed players of their gold,” Lemorak said. 

	“Pretty much,” Macha said. “Come on. Plenty more to see, and the others are waiting for us.” 

	Macha was right. Shortly after leaving the square, we came across a wagon being hauled by a creature that looked to be a cross between a rhinoceros and an armadillo, and that was just one of the less impressive sights we encountered. It was one thing to see people and creatures in flight from a distance. It was entirely different to see a wizard straddling a broom swoop by only nine or so feet off the ground, come to an abrupt halt in midair, and then slowly descend to the sidewalk. I mean, if this was what Corvin was like, what would Hickman—the much larger capital city—be like?

	Manicured patches of grass and expansive beds of colorful flowers greeted us when we reached the center of the city and the main square. It was a massive park with cobblestone paths and multiple fountains accenting the explosive floral colors. A notification appeared as we stepped off the street and into the square.

	Welcome to the Corvin Main Square! 

	This is a Safe Zone. Player-versus-Player combat is Prohibited.

	The square was packed with more players than I’d ever seen in one place. Many of them, I guessed, were sheltering in the safety of the square to log in or out of the game as several appeared or vanished within the span of just a few seconds, but there were also small knots of players milling around, apparently just chatting. 

	At the very center of the square stood a gigantic circular fountain with a golden statue of a fierce female warrior, her head thrown back and arms spread to the sky. Jets of glittering water arced high into the air, constantly wetting and hence accentuating her sleek, armored form. 

	Maybe I was less successful at avoiding distraction than the others, or maybe other people just needed to watch where the hell they were going. We were about halfway across the square, just past the fountain, when a centaur player galloped by, nearly trampling me. I reflexively flung myself aside and went down hard, flailing across the flagstones and swearing at the idiot.

	“Watch it, noob!” the centaur yelled back over his shoulder without breaking stride. 

	Archer snarled and barked angrily at the careless centaur’s retreating rump as he moved to stand protectively over my prone body. Being that the square was a safe zone, I hadn’t been hurt by the collision or the fall. It had just caught me by surprise and left me irritated. 

	“You alright?” Lemorak squatted down by my head.

	“Fine. Just embarrassed,” I grumbled. 

	“Asshat needs to watch where he’s going!” Macha shook a raised fist at the centaur, who was already nearly out of sight. 

	“Zee, your hood fell,” Lemorak murmured just loud enough for me to hear.

	I instinctively reached up to verify Lem’s statement. Unfortunately, the collision and subsequent angry outbursts from Archer and Macha had drawn a few curious glances our way. Licking my lips, I yanked the deep hood of my cloak back into place. I couldn’t tell if anyone recognized me or not, until I heard someone in the crowd shout.

	“Hey! That’s him! The inmate that found the FPS!”

	Whether they recognized my face or spotted the Wielder of the First Player’s Sword title attached to the player tag. I still thought it was more than a little unfair that the title hadn’t been removed when I surrendered the Sword. Regardless, my stomach sank as I realized our cover was blown. All around us, more eyes turned to take notice of my friends and me. 

	A ruckus swept through the gathered players, and the crowd took a collective step closer to us. Multiple players produced Streaming-Eyes, small fleshy orbs with eye stalks that floated in the air, and streamed whatever they saw to viewers on the internet. The disturbance rose to a roar as people began to shout Sword-related questions, offers, and threats at me in equal measures. Clearly, not everyone had heard—or perhaps hadn’t believed—that Avlin had taken the Sword from me. 

	“Shit a dick! We gotta get out of here.” Macha drew her katana and placed herself between me and the tightening ring of other players. We were still in the safe zone of the square, so Macha’s naked blade was useless. 

	“Everyone, step back!” Lemorak barked in his deafening senior NCO voice, but the growing mob seemed undeterred. 

	Behind me, Archer was snarling at the players to our rear. We needed to get out of there and without the crowd following us. Fortunately, I thought I had a spell that might help. With a mental command, I opened up the party chat to send a message. 

	Zelreth Zyllen: I’ll lay down some cover. Everyone make run for it. We’ll split up and meet at Ye Rolling Keg.

	A rapid exchange of messages blinked across my screen, almost faster than I could read.

	Tay_RoarSwift: What’s happening?

	Amara_the_First_2033 [Macha]: Zee got himself recognized. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: Seriously? What did that take, like 5 minutes?

	Tr1st4n_th3_Half3lf [Elias]: Do you guys need help?

	Zelreth Zyllen: Stay at the tavern and lay low. We’ll get there as soon as we can. 

	I closed the chat screen and immediately started casting one of my few ranger spells. It wasn’t an inherently offensive spell, so I hoped it would work within the safe zone. As the spell words automatically tumbled from my mouth, I thought to Archer through our link. Get ready. Follow me.

	You’ve cast Fog! Effect: A thick cloud of fog appears, obscuring vision in the area! Area of effect: A circle 40’ in diameter. Range: Touch. Cost: 5 Faith Mana. 149 Faith Mana remaining. Spell Duration: 1 Minute. 

	“He’s casting!” Someone in the crowd shouted, but they were too late. 

	I slapped my hand to the ground to center the spell. Thick gray mist billowed up and rushed out to fill the surrounding area for 20 feet in every direction. Everyone and everything around me became hazy silhouettes in the sudden cloud. Activating my Stealth skill, I sprang into the crowd and started casting a second spell.

	You’ve cast Camouflage! Effect: +20 to your Stealth skill! +20% Miss Chance Defending Against Ranged Attacks! Cost: 3 Faith Mana. 146 Faith Mana remaining. Spell Duration: 1 Minute. Auto-sustain selected: 3 Mana/1 minute.

	The spell settled over me without sensation as I shoved and dodged my way through the protesting crowd. Around me, I heard voices calling out counterspells to dissipate the fog, but hopefully, we’d all be long gone by then. Nipping at my heels, I sensed Archer following in my wake. I just hoped Lemorak and Macha had been able to take advantage of the distraction as well. Even if they hadn’t, maybe the crowd would lose interest in them once I was gone. 

	The further I got from the fountain, the thinner the crowd grew. Pretty soon, I was able to lengthen my stride and pick up speed. I exited the heavy mist at a dead sprint. Between my Camouflage spell and my already high Stealth skill, I hoped I was nearly invisible, or at least just a rippling disturbance in the air like The Predator of old movies. Conscious that someone higher level than me might still be able to see through all my protections, I made sure my cloak’s hood was pulled securely over my head as I dashed out of the square and down the first side street I saw.

	 


Chapter Five

	Wednesday, December 11th, 2052, 18:07 OWO Server Time

	 

	Once we were a block from the city square, the city’s general clamor had drowned out the uproar of the sudden mob. I slowed from a dead sprint to a reliable jog. Archer and I ducked and twisted down several Corvin streets and alleys, more or less at random. Initially, I just wanted to get away from the city square. However, I noticed two troubling notifications awaiting my attention. 

	Warning: You are moving too fast to stay effectively hidden! 20% speed penalty to Stealth!

	Warning: You are in an urban environment that your class does not specialize in! 10% environment penalty to Stealth!

	Fortunately, even if someone saw through my faltering concealment, a lone hooded player and a dire wolf running through the city hadn’t seemed unusual, based on my limited exposure to Corvin. In fact, most players seemed to move at a brisk jog around town, and many had various animals with them. Still hurrying down a busy street, I glanced back to see if I could spot anyone in pursuit. If anyone was following us, they were being subtle enough about it that I couldn’t pick them out from the crowd. 

	Slipping down a dark alley that seemed devoid of people, I slowed to a stealthier pace several dozen yards from the entrance and found the deepest shadow I could behind a stack of barrels. Archer and I crouched down in the gloom. I silently said to wolf, Let’s wait here and see if we’re clear while I check on the others. Keep watch for me. 

	I do not enjoy feeling like prey.

	Me neither, but we can’t fight off every player in the city. Just hold tight for a minute while I touch base with the others. As I thought the words to the wolf, I pulled up my chat screen. There were already a couple of messages waiting that I hadn’t spared the attention for while on the move. 

	Tay_RoarSwift: Would someone tell us what the hell is going on?

	Sir Lemorak: Macha and I made it clear of the mob. We’re on our way to the bar, but we got split from Zee. Zee, what’s your status?

	When I hadn’t replied, the discussion continued.

	Tot2Trot: Bryn and I have eyes outside. All quiet on the street.

	Ezrath Silverfang [Bolton]: Same inside. Fortunately, we’re the only players in the Keg.

	Tr1st4n_th3_Half3lf [Elias]: Which is surprising because the beer is quite good.

	Amara_the_First_2033 [Macha]: Leave them a review later. 

	Sir Lemorak: We’ll give a shout before coming down the block, just so there’s no confusion. 

	Tay_RoarSwift: Good idea. 

	Sir Lemorak: Seriously, Zee, where are you? 

	Tr1st4n_th3_Half3lf [Elias]: There hasn’t been a death notification, so at least we know he’s alive. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: Do one of you magic users have a spell that can track him down? 

	It was only then that I was able to key in my own reply. 

	Zelreth Zyllen: I’m alive. Archer and I are hiding at the moment. I think we’re clear. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: About time! Where are you? We’ll come to you and then bring you in.

	With a few mental clicks through my HUD’s options, I shared our location with the rest of the group. By the time I’d returned my focus to the chat, an argument had broken out. I skipped down the chat to the most recent messages. 

	Tay_RoarSwift: Negative. We’ll just attract more attention if we head out as a group and we’re stronger together. Everyone stays put. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: Fuck that. Zee’s all alone out there. We need to go get his back.  

	Iggy Smashsalot: What you need to do is shut up and do what you’re ruttin told. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: You going to make me?

	The last thing we needed right then was for our two parties to turn on each other. I didn’t want anyone else at risk because of me, and I hurriedly sent off a message that I hoped would put an end to it. 

	Zelreth Zyllen: Everyone, stop! Tay’s right. Stay at the bar. We should be heading your way any second. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: Watch your ass. If you run into any more trouble, say the word, and we’re coming to get you.

	“I’m updating your HUD map with the most direct route to the bar,” the voice of my synthetic intelligence assistant, Sarah, whispered unexpectedly in my ear. Even though my hacker mother had gone to great lengths to smuggle a top-end SI assistant package to me, the program didn’t usually anticipate my needs. However, I wasn’t about to complain about it either. 

	The outlined route took us back up the way we’d come down the alley. I was just about to get moving when, beside me, Archer’s entire body went rigid with tension. Trusting the dire wolf implicitly, I froze. 

	What is it? I silently asked the wolf. 

	Hunters, Archer’s mental snarl replied. 

	I peered through a gap in the stacked barrels toward the alleyway’s entrance just as a pair of figures rounded the corner and paused. The pair were about 40 feet away, and even with my half-elf eyes, I couldn’t make out much at first through the gloom. One of the two figures towered at least 7-1/2-feet tall and was broad-shouldered to boot. They eclipsed the streetlights beyond the alley, while the other was closer to my height—maybe a little shorter—a – and a narrow slip of a silhouette by comparison. 

	“His trail’s heading straight down here.” The shorter, slenderer figure’s voice had a nasal twang to it as it bounced down the stone walls of the alley to me. 

	“Stupid of ‘im. Map says it’s a dead end.” The hulking figure’s voice was a deep, resonant rumble. Squinting, I was just able to make out the player-killer tag over his head. 

	Krigg Farbharg, Level 22 Frost Champion, Half-Troll 

	Titles: Berserker, Bloodied, Slayer, Wrecker, ??? [more]

	Conditions: Charged, Vigilant, ???, [more]

	HP: 100%, EP: 98%, Mana: 100%

	“Probably hasn’t been in the city long enough to have it mapped.” The shorter figure drew a pair of curved blades that were either very long knives or very short swords. I checked this guy’s tag too.

	Ollieanderath, Level 22 Phantom Stalker, High Elf 

	Titles: Fell Handed, Manslayer, Goblinbane, Wanted, ???, [more]

	Conditions: Shrouded, ???, ???, [more]

	HP: 100%, EP: 93%, Mana: 82%

	“Think he’s tryin’ ta trap us, Ollie?” Krigg drew a massive gnarled club from over his shoulder. 

	“What if he is?” Ollieanderath snorted. “He’s level 8! No way he takin’ us down!”

	I’ll rip out their throats and roll in their entrails! Archer’s indignant voice filled my skull. 

	Cool it! He’s right. We can’t go toe-to-toe with them. I silently snapped back to the wolf, then pulled up my party chat. 

	Zelreth Zyllen: Houston, we’ve got a problem. We’ve got a couple of level 22 PKers on our trail. They’re blocking our exit from a dead-end alley.

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: That’s it! I’m on my way.

	Tay_RoarSwift: Stay where you are! No one’s running off half-cocked. We need a plan.

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: I’ve got a plan. Step 1: Be a big damn hero. Step 2: Shove it up your ass!

	Zelreth Zyllen: Listen to Tay. I’ll figure this out. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn]: Stop it, Zee. This isn’t negotiable. 

	Amara_the_First_2033 [Macha]: Bryn’s right. We need to do something!

	Tr1st4n_th3_Half3lf [Elias]: Everyone, just take a breath. We need to work together!

	Tot2Trot: Uh, Tay. I just lost track of Bryn and Macha. I think she’s already gone. 

	Tay_RoarSwift: Damn it! Both of you, get back here!

	Closing the chat, I suppressed the urge to shout in frustration or even sigh. Tired of waiting for me to show myself, Ollie and Krigg had begun sauntering with casual confidence down the alley. They’d move around the barrels and be able to spot us in seconds. Even if Bryn and Macha could have helped me against these two, Archer and I were out of time.  

	“I’ve got a plan to save your ass.” Sarah’s voice in my ear was urgent and commanding. “You need to . . .”

	As Sarah continued to speak, my thoughts began to whirl even as I took in her plan. What the hell is going on? Sarah came up with a plan? Unprompted? On her own? And was volunteering it? How? Sure, she’s top of the line, but in the weeks since I installed her, she’s never demonstrated independent initiative. SI assistants don’t work that way; they respond to user requests and specific external stimuli with preprogrammed scripts. They don’t carpe diem! 

	Despite my confused misgivings, I latched onto Sarah’s plan like a drowning man to a rope. It was better than anything I had come up with, and time was running out. 

	I’m gonna try something. Get ready to run. At the end of the alley, we split up. You go left, I’ll go right, I thought to Archer while drawing my Immobile Rods and peering at the stacked barrels we hid behind. Archer’s entire body was already rigid with tension, a drawn catapult ready to launch. I could sense through our bond the wolf’s instinctive distaste for us splitting up, but he also knew we didn’t have time to argue. 

	“That one should do! Hurry!” One of the bottom barrels near the alley wall began to pulse with glowing light in my vision as Sarah highlighted it for me. 

	With a long single stride, I moved to the barrel and crouched. There was a stoppered hole in the barrel’s side, the bunghole. I gingerly removed the cork stopper, and not daring to discard it, I sent it to my Inventory. Then, I slid one of my two rods most of the way into the barrel. With a silent mental command, I switched it on. The rod hung motionless when I pulled my hand back. Turning back toward the middle of the alley, I activated the talent I would need. 

	You’ve activated Harness Bestial Aspect - Fast Movement! +50% to your Movement and Attack speeds! +25% Dodge bonus to Defense! Cost: 15 Faith Mana. 131 Faith Mana remaining. 15 Mana per minute to sustain. Auto-sustain enabled.

	Then I crept out from behind the concealing barrels like I hadn’t even realized the two other players were stalking me. 

	“There he is!” Krigg hefted his club and charged with Ollie just a step behind him. 

	“Now!” Sarah shouted in my ear after the half-troll had taken three long strides toward me; I was nearly within reach of his club. 

	Sticking out my open left hand, I mentally recalled the Immobile Rod I’d placed inside the barrel. There was a sharp CRACK as the rod flew along the straightest path to my waiting hand. It didn’t care that there were several stacked barrels in its way—it shot through them all—and slapped into my palm less than a second later. 

	“Huh?” Krigg’s ugly face twisted in confusion, and he slid to a hesitant stop just as the stacked barrels began to crash down around him. Krigg staggered and fell as multiple barrels stuck at once.

	“Krigg, you idiot!” Ollie shouted even as his body faded into a ghostly apparition. A barrel passed harmlessly through the elf’s form.

	“Phantom Stalker is a prestige class that makes the player partially undead. They have several ghost-like powers, including the ability to walk through solid objects,” Sarah said in a quick hurried report. “I was hoping he wouldn’t get that trick off in time, but he can’t touch you while he’s like that. Time to go!”

	I suppressed a surge of irritation at my SI software for not telling me sooner. Not that there’d been much time. Perhaps her innovative thinking had been a little too good to be true. Instead, as the last barrel smashed down onto the prone Krigg and through the insubstantial Ollie, I shouted aloud to Archer, “Run!”

	Nimble as a monkey, I hopped and skipped across the ruined barrels. Slightly less agile but with the benefit of four good feet to help him, Archer bounded across the debris right beside me. Both of us moving in a blur, we got past Ollie and Krigg before either of them could react to stop us. 

	Archer was bounding ahead of me as we exited the alleyway. The dire wolf made a sharp left turn as instructed, and I went hard to the right. I was halfway down the block when the translucent form of Ollie—the phantom stalker—emerged from the solid brick wall of a building ahead of me on my right. 

	He must have sprinted through the buildings to cut me off! I thought with frustration as I skidded to a halt. Just as a layer of ice raced up from behind me to coat the ground around me. 

	“Son of a bitch!” I screamed as my feet lost all traction. 

	Out in the real world, I’d lived through enough freezing Colorado winters to know what came next. Before my feet could entirely fly out from beneath me and I fell on my ass, I activated both rods and hung on tight as they jerked to an immediate stop in my hands. 

	“I’ll admit, that was a nice trick, but I’m out of patience.” Smirking, Ollie casually strolled up to me and then onto the ice like he was stepping onto a damn putting green. 

	Clutching one rod to avoid falling, I released the other to reach down to my belt and grab my Flask of Unending Holy Water. With a thumb, I flicked the cap off of the Flask and pointed the open mouth at Ollie. The elf had just enough time to frown in confusion before I shouted the command word, “Khazithill!”

	In total defiance of Newtonian physics, the silver flask didn’t so much as tremble as the geyser of luminescent water gushed from its mouth and slammed into Ollie like a battering ram. For just an instant, I saw the other player’s face twist with shock before the column of water drove him flying away to crash into a stack of crates. Given that Ollie was considered at least partly undead, I hoped the holy water did extra damage. I wasn’t able to catch sight of his HP percentage before wrecked crates toppled onto him. 

	“Ollie!” Krigg roared behind me. 

	Water still rushing from the flask, I pointed the jet of water toward the ground ahead of my feet. Even though the water jetting from the flask was cold, it was still considerably warmer than the ice at my feet. Water splashed around my knees, but within seconds, the frozen sheet covering the ground ahead of me was washed away. Capping the flask to cut off the water flow, I took off running again.

	Mentally, I recalled the rods as I sprinted past Ollie, who was just extricating himself from some crates he’d crashed into. Behind me, Krigg howled in protest, and I heard his booted feet pounding the ground as the half-troll ran after me raging, “Get back here, you little shit!”

	I threw up my middle finger and pumped my legs hard, pouring on the speed. I took the next turn at the last instant without slowing, just in time. A storm of flying icicles and hurled daggers crashed against building walls behind me. Both of my pursuers were sprinting after me and, thankfully, that was upsetting their aim.

	At the end of the next block, I hurdled over a bench, then around the next corner. The wood of the bench rattled and cracked under multiple impacts as ice and blades struck the bench instead of me. My heels touched the ground, and I rushed onward without looking back but thinking, These guys just won’t give up!

	Agony exploded across my back and up my legs, along with multiple impacts. Dropping, I tumbled in an uncoordinated heap across the cobbled ground as the last of my HP was knocked away, and I lost consciousness.



	
Chapter Six

	Wednesday, December 11th, 2052, 22:52 OWO Server Time

	 

	I came to as a surge of warmth coursed through my body, accompanied by a fruity, sweet, syrupy taste in my mouth. Sharp pain still radiated throughout my back and legs. I heard the clink of glass dropping to the cobbles by my head. 

	“Zee! Wake up! You stupid idiot!” an angry voice insisted as a hand lightly smacked my cheek. Bryn?

	I opened my eyes to find Bryn’s flawless obsidian face and glowing red eyes staring down at me. Her lustrous silver-white hair fell down around our faces like a curtain, and for just a moment, it felt like we were the only two people in the world. The illusion was shattered in under a second by the ring of steel on steel and shouted curses. 

	“How?” I asked in confusion. There was a giant flashing red exclamation mark hovering over Bryn’s head. Head still fuzzy, I managed to focus on her player tag. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn], Level 7 [Concealed]Assassin, Dark Elf

	Titles: [Concealed] Champion of the First Player’s Tomb, Sneak, Goblin Slayer [more]

	Conditions: Shrouded, Wanted!, Winded, [more]

	HP: 82%, EP: 31%, Mana: 48%

	“Got a potion in you just in time to keep you from respawn.” Bryn’s hands slid under my arms, and she hauled me to my feet. “Now get up!”

	“What’s happen . . .” the question trailed off as I was able to survey the scene.

	Macha, her katana glowing with harnessed ki, stood a few feet away, her orange gi tattered and stained with blood. At her feet, Ollie lay in a heap, a dagger sticking out of the back of his neck. Krigg roared and swung his ice-coated club at the battered monk. She sidestepped the blow and struck back with a snap kick, which bounced harmlessly off Krigg’s side. Macha’s tag showed her HP was down to 12%. Behind them, a troop of guards were rushing toward the conflict. 

	“Hey, big guy!” Bryn produced a plumed guard helmet from her Inventory and chucked it at Krigg. “Catch!”

	“Huh?” The half-troll caught the flying helm with one hand, seemingly on reflex, and frowned at it in confusion. Then a red exclamation mark appeared above Krigg’s head.

	One of Macha’s clenched fists burst into brilliant white flames. With a dancer’s grace, she stepped in close to Krigg, jumped, and smashed an uppercut into Krigg’s chin with her burning fist. Krigg fell back a step, his arms windmilling wildly.

	“We gotta go!” Bryn dragged me away down the street. 

	“Get back here!” Krigg roared behind us after quickly recovering from Macha’s stunning strike. 

	Almost at the same instant, I heard an NPC guard shouting, “Surrender! Drop the helm!” 

	“What? I don’t –” 

	At the end of the block, I glanced back just long enough to see Krigg ringed by several city guards, their glaives leveled menacingly at the half-troll. Then, a pair of guards spotted Bryn, the exclamation mark still hanging over her head and peeled off from the formation to pursue her. Bryn and Macha dragged me around the corner, and I lost sight of the situation.

	“Down here!” Bryn hissed and dragged me down a set of darkened stairs towards a basement door. She shoved Macha and me both into the corner of the doorway. Spreading her arms, she draped her dark purple cloak between us and the street. 

	Bryntal Torath [Bryn] has used Share the Shadows on you! Effect: +30 to your Stealth score. 

	The darkness around us rushed out to swallow us up. Even with my recently upgraded half-elven night vision, I could barely see the tip of Bryn’s nose, a fraction of an inch from my face.

	“Quiet!” Bryn’s command was barely audible but filled with a steely resolve that would brook no argument. One of the assassin’s delicate black hands slid over my mouth to smother my still gasping breaths. “Don’t. Move.”

	On the street above us, I heard the clomp of booted feet as the guards rounded the corner. There was a distinct hesitation to their footfalls, and I mentally pictured them coming to a stop above our hideout while they surveyed the empty street.

	“They must have gone this way,” one guard said.

	“Let’s go,” said the other voice. Within three frantic heartbeats, their boots pounded away from us.

	Bryn’s hand remained firmly over my mouth even as the stomps faded and a relieving silence descended over us. After a stretched moment, Bryn’s hand relaxed and slipped from my mouth. She let out a long, weary sigh and sagged against my chest. Her flared cloak dropped, and with it, so did her Share the Shadows talent. She withdrew a vial of green liquid, an Endurance Potion, flicked off the cork, and downed it. As the elixir worked its magic, she drew a deep breath and pushed herself off my chest. The exclamation mark over her head was still there but had dimmed and shrunk.

	“Move it, you big lug.” Bryn pushed me aside and bent to examine the lock on the door beside me. She drew out lockpicks from a belt pouch and slipped them into the keyhole. As the dark elf worked, Macha crept up the stairs to peer at the street.

	Feeling useless, I leaned against the bricks of the stairway and tried to collect my thoughts. After only a few seconds, I heard a barely audible click from the lock, and Bryn swung the basement door open on what sounded like very reluctant hinges. The three of us hurried into the dark room beyond.

	The scant light through the narrow basement windows gave me more than enough illumination to see by. The room beyond was unfinished and packed with draped furniture, various crates, lots of random crap, and dust. The building above remained silent and seemingly oblivious to our breaking and entering. Turning from my hurried survey, Bryn had just closed the door, and Macha was peering up at the street through one of the windows.

	“Thanks for the resc–,” I began to say, but Bryn whirled from the door and delivered a stinging slap across my cheek. In my still depleted state, the strike was enough to knock me on my ass and nearly unconscious again.

	“You stupid, arrogant, stubborn son of a bitch!” Bryn’s voice never rose above a quiet hiss but still seethed with fury.

	Climbing to my feet, I started to say, “I’m sor –”

	“– Don’t!” Bryn sliced her hand through the air to cut me off. “I offered to come watch your back! To help you! You don’t have to be a big damn hero all the time! You’re on a team! You need to let us help!”

	“What she said,” Macha said in a droll tone. Bryn’s eyes flashed with triumph at the monk’s uncommon support.

	“I . . .” My voice trailed off as I realized I wasn’t sure what to say. 

	The two women were so often arguing that it took me by surprise to have them allied against me. While Macha was looped in on all my secrets, Bryn was still in the proverbial dark. The same went for Elias. That was as much due to fluke circumstances as intention. The dark elf assassin was so flippantly blasė about her life in OWO that it was hard to get a read on her, let alone trust her with dangerous secrets. However, ever since joining our party, she’d also been steadfast in her support of not only me but the party as a whole. In our fight against Avlin and his horde of undead, she’d sacrificed herself and gone for respawn to protect the rest of us.

	In my defense, I’d nearly told Bryn everything before we went into the brewery dungeon. She’d shushed me before I could and urged me not to say anything I couldn’t take back. I’d gratefully let that silence me at the time. But Macha and Bolton had left me with an ultimatum: anyone who was going to continue adventuring with us once we reached Corvin needed to know everything or needed to leave the party.

	Given the shit had hit the fan almost immediately after reaching the city, there hadn’t exactly been an opportunity to lay everything out for Bryn. Was now the time to spill my guts? Or was this a chance for us to part ways?

	The silence stretched on between us. While I did the mental gymnastics about what to say, Bryn closed her smoldering red eyes and visibly calmed herself with several deep breaths. The exclamation mark over Bryn’s head continued to slowly diminish in size and opacity.

	“Looks like we’re secure enough here.” Macha finally broke the silence. “We should take some time to recharge, then make a run for the Keg after Bryn’s Wanted tag has dropped. I’ll message the others to let them know what’s up.”

	“I’m surprised to see you two working together so well,” I said into the silence that followed. 

	“Tay and her team were pretty adamant that no one leaves. Lemorak and Elias took their side. They said you could handle yourself,” Macha answered. She jerked her chin at Bryn. “But she convinced Bolton and me that you were being a stubborn idiot and needed backup . . .”

	“It wasn’t a hard sell,” Bryn interjected with a shy smile.

	Macha shrugged her agreement continuing “So, we slipped away.”

	“At least you were smart enough to drop a HUD pin, so we were able to find you.”

	“And what was the deal with the guards?” I asked. 

	“That was Bryn’s idea.”

	There was a long pause, and I got the distinct impression that Bryn was deciding whether or not I deserved to bask in her brilliance. With a reluctant sigh, she relented and picked up the story. “I’ve been picking up solo rogue quests around town. One of them was to successfully steal a helmet from one of the guard captains. To make it fair, the guards can’t teleport. While we ran, I spotted a captain.”

	“Without any warning, she sliced the strap and yanked it off his head, all without breaking stride.” Macha actually sounded impressed until she added, “I thought she’d lost her damn mind!”

	“It was the only way I could think to bring the guards down on whoever had you. The guards are actually pretty slow on foot. So, we stayed ahead and kited them behind us.” Bryn was smirking as she retold the events.

	“It wasn’t quite that easy. With the Wanted mark on her, we had to dodge new guards along the way.”

	“We showed up just after they dropped you,” Bryn said. “They were busy arguing over what to do next and never saw us coming.”

	“Bryn dropped that elf like a bad habit!” Macha was grinning now.

	“Only knocked him out. I didn’t one-shot him.” Bryn didn’t sound the least bit humble. 

	“Then I danced with the big guy while Bryn dumped some potions down your throat.”

	“By that point, the guards were catching up,” Bryn said with a satisfied sigh. The retelling of their exploits seemed to have mollified her previous fury. “When big and stupid caught the helmet, he got marked Wanted automatically. Since he was higher level and had the helm, he drew the most guard aggro. If I avoid being spotted by a guard for another hour, I should be in the clear.”

	“Should?” I asked.

	Bryn shrugged, “The mark over my head will be gone. I’ll still have the Wanted condition for a day, but I’ll be able to conceal it. So long as I don’t draw any scrutiny from the guards, it’ll drop off entirely. I’m gonna fail that damn quest, though.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	Thursday, December 12th, 2052, 00:33 OWO Server Time

	 

	We squatted in the basement for over an hour, waiting for our stats to regenerate and for Bryn’s Wanted mark to fade. By the time we felt confident venturing forth, it was well after midnight, and the rest of our party was apoplectic. 

	OVR World Online attracts players from all over the globe, and Gygax is one of their most popular worlds, so despite the late hour—which was based on OWO server time—the city was no less active than when we’d arrived hours earlier. The whole way, we kept our hoods up, didn’t speak aloud, and clung to the deepest available shadows. While the trip through the bustling city was tense, it went without incident this time. 

	“There it is,” Bryn whispered after we rounded the last corner. Her shoulders visibly relaxed at the sight of the dwarf bar. She’d been leading the way with the highest Stealth skill, threading Macha and me through the most concealing shadows.

	The dwarven district was notable for the buildings being some of the shortest in the city. Near the center of the city, I hadn’t even seen the much shorter neighborhood when I’d been taking in the city from outside. The neighboring structures had all towered over the dwarven district, obscuring it from beyond. Seeming to read my mind, Sarah began to explain the architectural change like a tour guide reading from a script. 

	“The buildings aren’t short because dwarves are. The majority of the neighborhood is subterranean. At street level, the buildings look like stout one-story stone structures; however, they’re more like the top story of much larger buildings, built deep into the ground. In that way, the street level is merely there to provide access to the city for the hidden population below.”

	About midway down the block stood a landmark building, the three-story structure towered over its squatter neighbors. The stone edifice was unmistakably dwarven, with striking geometric patterns cut into each detail of the design. Across the front of the building, block letters forged from glowing metal proclaimed it to be Ye Rolling Keg. Over the octagonal front door, a large keg perpetually rotated with a drunken wobble. The six-sided windows of the establishment were brightly lit.

	We had no reason to suspect anyone was waiting to ambush us, but we remained cautiously alert as we neared the tavern. It wasn’t until I spotted Lemorak not-so-casually leaning against the wall of a building across the street that I breathed a little sigh of relief. Right up until a screeching owl dove out of the night and buzzed our heads, disrupting the air over our heads by its passage.

	In an instant, my bow was up while Bryn and Macha produced blades, and we scanned for threats. The owl landed on the sidewalk before us and then rippled into the form of a slender, toddler-sized man with messy green curls.  

	Tot2Trot, Level 7 Druid of the Beast Path, Halfling
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