
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Orb of Stanton 
 
      
 
    Master Player Blue Chronicles 
 
    Rodney Hartman 
 
    

  

 
   
    DEDICATION 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    This book is dedicated to my great nephew, Brandon Hartman. A man with a tender heart who was always ready with a smile and a willingness to help wherever he was needed. Whether assisting a fellow driver in getting their vehicle ready for the next race or a friend who just needed a helping hand, he was always there. Brandon, you are missed so much by family and friends, and you touched the lives of more people than you could ever have imagined. Those who were privileged to know you are better people for it. Although you are gone far too soon, the memory of your easy smile helps fill the hole in the hearts of those who loved you. 
 
    [September 18, 1998 – October 27, 2021] 
 
    

  

 
   
    Copyright © 2023 by Rodney Hartman 
 
    All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
 
    Cover Design by Laercio Messias 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    Other Books by Rodney W. Hartman 
 
    Wizard Scout Missions Series 
 
    The Unicorn Gambit 
 
    Shield of the Ancients 
 
    Wizard Guardian 
 
    Intergalactic Wizard Scout Chronicles 
 
    Wizard Defiant Book One 
 
    Wizard Cadet Book Two 
 
    Wizard Scout Book Three 
 
    Wizard Omega Book Four 
 
    Wizard Rebellion Book Five 
 
    Wizard Betrayed Book Six 
 
    Wizard Redeemed Book Seven 
 
    Wizard Defender Book Eight 
 
    Wizard Gigantic Book Nine 
 
    Wizard Angelic Book Ten 
 
    Wizard Draconic Book Eleven 
 
    Wizard Armageddon Book Twelve 
 
    Wizard Scout Trinity Delgado Series 
 
    Trinity Unleashed 
 
    Last Stand on Talos Seven 
 
      
 
    Paladin 05 Series 
 
    Steel Apocalypse 
 
    Steel Uprising 
 
    

  

 
   
    Table of Contents 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    DEDICATION 
 
    Copyright 
 
    Table of Contents 
 
    Chapter 1 – Unwilling 
 
    Chapter 2 – Gob’s Tavern 
 
    Chapter 3 – Baggage 
 
    Chapter 4 – Ambush 
 
    Chapter 5 – Another Dice Roll 
 
    Chapter 6 – Orcs 
 
    Chapter 7 – Stanton Dungeon 
 
    Chapter 8 – Caretaker 
 
    Chapter 9 – Inside the Dungeon 
 
    Chapter 10 – Resets 
 
    Chapter 11 – Up is Out 
 
    Chapter 12 – Level Two 
 
    Chapter 13 – Level Five 
 
    Chapter 14 – Ivy’s Story 
 
    Chapter 15 – Very Large Bones 
 
    Chapter 16 – Control Room 
 
    Chapter 17 – The Wall 
 
    Chapter 18 – Cobwebs 
 
    Chapter 19 – Spiders 
 
    Chapter 20 – Friend or Foe 
 
    Chapter 21 – Mutual Objective 
 
    Chapter 22 – Stairway 
 
    Chapter 23 – Showdown 
 
    Chapter 24 – Nature of the Game 
 
    Chapter 25 – Joint Mission 
 
    Chapter 26 – Never Alone 
 
    Chapter 27 – Loot 
 
    Chapter 28 –Zero Loot 
 
    Chapter 29 – Treasure Lost 
 
    Chapter 30 – Odd Man Out 
 
    Chapter 31 – Consensus 
 
    Chapter 32 – Spider Cave 
 
    Chapter 33 – Tidal Wave 
 
    Chapter 34 – Upper Exit 
 
    Chapter 35 – Choices 
 
    Chapter 36 – Crazy Fool 
 
    Chapter 37 – Four Riders 
 
    Chapter 38 – Blame 
 
    Chapter 39 – Unexpected Encounter 
 
    Chapter 40 – Rest and Healing 
 
    Chapter 41 – Gob’s Tavern Again 
 
    Chapter 42 – Found 
 
    Chapter 43 – It Pays to Be a Thief 
 
    Chapter 44 – Backstory 
 
    Chapter 45 – Orange Team 
 
    Chapter 46 – New Graves 
 
    Chapter 47 – Powerful Source 
 
    Chapter 48 – The Climb 
 
    Chapter 49 – Upper Level 
 
    Chapter 50 – Lich 
 
    Chapter 51 – Trap 
 
    Chapter 52 – Nowhere Safe 
 
    Chapter 53 – Last Goodbye 
 
    Chapter 54 – Teammates 
 
    Chapter 55 – Real World 
 
    Chapter 56 – Jamal 
 
    Chapter 57 – Fang 
 
    Chapter 58 – Mirabelle 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
    About the Author 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 – Unwilling 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    [Begin Transmission] 
 
    Two dragon eyes stare me in the face. 
 
    They’ve been staring at me for a long time; possibly an eternity. 
 
    Forcing my attention from the dragon eyes, I concentrate on the screen flashing in my mind. Is it a computer display? A mirage? A figment of my imagination? I’ve no idea. I read the message on the display again for the thousandth time. 
 
    
     Name: Steve Harmon  Race: Human  Gender: Male  Age: 28 
 
     Class: Nonplayer   Level: 0 
 
     Do you wish to enter the game in progress? Yes/No 
 
   
 
    The words haven’t changed. They’re the same as the last time I looked. 
 
    How long have I been frozen in time staring at this blasted screen and those damned eyes? 
 
    To be honest, I’ve no idea. It’s been long enough I’m past the point of ranting, raving, and sheer panic that set in when the screen first appeared. I suppose I’ve come to terms with my new reality and accepted what’s happening. 
 
    Hell, what choice do I have? 
 
    I think back to the moment when the screen first appeared. I’m driving home after another late night at work. A bolt of lightning streaks across the night sky, illuminating the winding mountain road west of Denver for a split second before total darkness sets in. 
 
    When I say total darkness, I mean dark as the deepest pit of hell darkness, because at the same moment the electrical display flashes from one side of the night sky to the other, the lights on my pickup truck go out. 
 
    Well, that sucks, I remember thinking. 
 
    I’ll be the first to admit my truck’s old and a little beat up, but maintenance wise, anyone will tell you that I keep my vehicle in good shape. I may be an up-and-coming junior executive at L.D. Trust Insurance Corporation’s Denver office, but I still know my way around a toolbox. At twenty-eight, I enjoy getting my hands dirty during my off time. When I’m not hiking, rafting, or camping in the mountains with buddies, I can usually be found at the local dirt track helping competitors work on their race cars when I’m not driving one myself. I’m on good enough terms with the other drivers that they ask my help whenever they’ve got a mechanical problem. I’m more than glad to assist. Before my mom passed, she used to say it’s in my nature to help. She liked to say I was a giver and not a taker, and that I had a tender heart. Maybe she was right. At the moment, though, I don’t feel like helping anyone other than myself. I’ve got a feeling I’d do just about anything to change my current circumstances. 
 
    I stare at the screen flashing in my mind again, hoping against hope it’s changed. It hasn’t. 
 
    I’m going to go crazy if something doesn’t happen soon. 
 
    I think back on my life for something to do. I don’t mean to brag, but like I said, I’m pretty good at fixing things. I suppose it’s the way my mind works. I’ve always been a little on the logical side. Logic seems to help when working on old cars. In any regard, I’m good at taking things apart and putting them back together. Hell, I totally rewired my truck’s electrical system last year, so there’s no way on God’s green Earth the headlights, dashboard, and everything in between should’ve gone out at the same time; even though they did. 
 
    I look at the two dragon eyes staring at me. 
 
    Think! Think! How did this happen? Maybe I missed something. 
 
    When my truck’s lights went out, everything happened so fast. I’m blessed with good reflexes, but even before time froze, I knew my reflexes weren’t going to be fast enough to stop what was about to happen. 
 
    Glancing at the two dragon eyes, the logical part of my mind assures me they don’t belong to an overly large reptile. When my truck’s electrical system went out, a pair of headlights rounded the bend in the road. I recall my foot coming off the accelerator and going for the brake. With a hundred-foot drop on one side of the road and the side of a mountain on the other, I knew there was no way I could brake without hitting the cliff or skidding off the road. 
 
    As it turned out, it didn’t matter what I did because the damned steering wheel jerked to the left on its own, taking me straight into the path of two approaching headlights that belonged to the biggest 18-wheeler I’ve ever seen. 
 
    That’s when time froze. 
 
    When I say froze, I don’t mean turned to ice. I mean everything comes to a halt. The raindrops splattering against my windshield stop in mid-splatter. My foot halts halfway between the accelerator and brake. I remember straining the muscles in my arms to turn the steering wheel, but neither arms, legs, feet, nor hands respond. Hell, I still can’t blink my eyes. 
 
    Although I can’t move my eyes, I can see out of them well enough to make out the face of the 18-wheeler’s driver. He’s frozen in time the same as me. Even now the man’s staring at me with his mouth wide open like he’s in the middle of a scream. I don’t blame him. My mouth’s wide open too. 
 
    Am I screaming? If so, why don’t I hear it? 
 
    Everything surreal. I’m long past the point of being frightened. Concerned yes; but frightened, no. 
 
    If this is my new reality, I suppose I just need to deal with it. Maybe the 18-wheeler already hit me. Maybe I’m dead? Is this frozen-in-time existence my personalized version of hell? Mom told me I should pray more and work on cars less. Guess she was right. This sure as hell doesn’t look like any heaven I ever imagined. 
 
    I wait for something; anything; to change. 
 
    It does. 
 
    An irritatingly shrill voice sounds in my head. “Are you ever going to answer the question? You are not the only potential player I have been assigned. I have other things requiring my attention. You are holding up my schedule.” 
 
    Irritating the voice might be, but it’s the first sound I’ve heard since time froze. I jump on the voice with both feet. Unable to speak out loud since my mouth’s frozen in time, I think my words. 
 
    “Who are you? What’s happening to me? Am I dead? Is this hell? How can I get ba—” 
 
    “See?” interrupts the irritating voice. “This is exactly why they tell us to avoid conversations with preselected players. No matter how much the potential players have been briefed, they still have questions.” 
 
    “Briefed? I haven’t been briefed! I don’t know squat.” 
 
    The irritating voice snorts what might be a laugh. “Of course, you have been briefed. Every preselected player is briefed. Here, I will pull up the screen where you signed the consent form. You can verify it for yourself.” 
 
    A pause. Maybe it’s longer than a pause. I can’t tell for sure since time is still frozen. 
 
    “Hmm, that is strange,” says the voice. “I am unable to locate a record of your briefing.” 
 
    “That’s because I haven’t been briefed! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” 
 
    “There is no use getting snippety. It is not easy being a preselector. Mistakes happen.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. This whole thing’s gotta be one big mistake.” A thought comes to me. “By the way, what’s a preselector?” 
 
    “One who preselects, obviously.” Another pause. “Ah, I see what happened. You are a special case. The game is already in progress. You will be the fourth Quantas. You missed your tutorial. It happens.” 
 
    “It does?” I ask, unsure what to make of the whole exchange. 
 
    “Well, actually, no. At least it never has before.” The irritating voice pauses again. “This is quite irregular. You are being resurrected as a duplicate Quantas. Standard procedure is for master players to replace a deceased game character with a completely new character. In your case, you are a new player, but you will be reentering the game as a clone of the deceased Quantas at the level he was at when he died in the game. No matter. It will all work out. Just answer the question so I can move on to other matters more important than you.” 
 
    “Answer what question?” 
 
    The bottom part of the box that appeared in my mind when my truck’s lights went out glows brighter. 
 
    Do you wish to enter the game in progress? Yes/No 
 
    “That question,” says the irritating voice. “Concentrate on the response box and answer the query. I have other things to do. Master Player Blue will not be happy if I do not attend to the preselection of the rest of my potential players. Yours is not the only game in my sphere of responsibility.” 
 
    I know I’m suspended in time and an 18-wheeler is staring me in the face, but I’ve spent too many years listening to account managers for L.D. Trust Insurance Corporation talk about how they pulled one over on a client by getting them to sign contracts without knowing what’s in them. I don’t intend on making the same mistake; at least not this time. 
 
    “I’m not answering any blasted question until I know what the question’s asking. What is this game you’re talking about, and what the hell is a Quantas?” 
 
    I think I hear a mental sigh, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    “Very well, I can see we are going to have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    The screen I’ve been staring at in my mind is replaced by another. 
 
    
     WELCOME Replacement Player Quantas. 
 
     Game in progress. Updated profile follows. 
 
     Name: Quantas   Race: Human 
 
     Looks: silver hair, brown eyes, smooth shaven, lanky, small scar above left eye, handsome in a roguish sort of way 
 
     Age: 23  Weight: 142 lbs.   Height: 5 ft. 6 in.  Gender: Male  
 
     Class: Thief   Level: 4   Health: 19   Current Experience: 11,327   Next Level: 13,001 
 
     Armor: Leather   Armor Class: 2 + reflex bonus of 4 = Total AC: 6 
 
     Strength: 14 
 
     Reflex: 18 (add 4 to armor class) 
 
     Nimbleness: 18 (add 10 to pick locks, trap skills, climb, sneak, hide, move silently) 
 
     Stamina: 15 
 
     Intellect: 16 
 
     Perception: 12 
 
     Leadership/Appeal: 10 
 
     Magic Power: N/A 
 
     Weapons: Short Sword, Dagger, Sling (with bullets) 
 
     Do you wish to enter the game in progress? Yes/No 
 
   
 
    “There, are you satisfied?” says the voice. “That’s Quantas. That’s who you’ll be in the game. Now, please answer the question. I’m already late.” 
 
    I played enough role-playing games in college to recognize a character sheet when I see it. Things are starting to make sense. Not much, but a little. Nevertheless, just because I’m familiar with gaming concepts doesn’t mean I want to be a participant in one. 
 
    “So, I’m a thief in this game of yours?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, your avatar is a thief. Here are your thief skills if you do not believe me.” 
 
    
     Thief Skills:  
 
     Pick Locks: 52% 
 
     Find/Disarm Traps: 40% 
 
     Sneak: 46% 
 
     Move Silently: 43% 
 
     Hide: 35% 
 
     Hear Obscure Sounds: 15% 
 
     Climb: 88% 
 
     Backstab: double damage at level 1 thru 4 
 
   
 
    I’m not impressed. “You still haven’t told me what game I’m supposed to be playing?” 
 
    Actually, I have a pretty good idea of what’s being asked, but all I can think to do is stall for time and hope I can figure how to get out of being forced into making a choice I’m probably going to regret. 
 
    “Ugh, I swear you are the most difficult potential player I have ever had to deal with. Why Master Player Blue specifically requested you is beyond me. Nevertheless, I will have your in-game assistant start from the beginning, so listen carefully.” 
 
    A slightly mechanical but at the same time cheerful male voice speaks in my mind. 
 
    “Steve Harmon. You have the honor of being selected as the replacement thief for Blue Team Six. From this day forth, you shall be known as Quantas in the game. Please select yes so we can begin.” 
 
    “Who’s speaking?” I demand, doing my best to direct my comment at the irritating voice instead of the mechanical one. “What’s Blue Team Six? And, you still haven’t explained the game to me. Plus, who the hell is this Master Player Blue?” 
 
    My comment must go to the right place, because the irritating voice speaks instead of the mechanical one. 
 
    “You ask too many questions, Steve Harmon. The voice you heard was your in-game assistant. He has a limited set of responses. Also, if you must know, Master Player Blue is what you can think of as the owner of multiple sports’ teams like you have on Earth. Only Master Player Blue’s teams are not limited to a single planet or dimension. Blue Team Six is one team of many. Fortunately for you, the members of your team all originate on Earth. Now, please answer the question. Do you wish to play or not? Master Player Blue must not be kept waiting.” 
 
    “Well, you can tell this Mr. Blue of yours that I don’t care if he’s God almighty. I’m not answering your question until I know more about what’s going on.” 
 
    The irritating voice inside my head laughs. “Oh, Master Player Blue is most definitely not God. Fortunately for you, Master Player Blue is not the opposite either. Still, I highly recommend you be more respectful and address him as Master Player Blue in the future. Let me put this in terms your limited brain compacity can understand. Master Player Blue is a connoisseur of the game in which you have a unique opportunity to participate. Blue Team Six has, hmm, how shall we say, had problems keeping its thief character alive. Three thieves have proceeded you. They lacked the skills necessary to advance Master Player Blue’s position in the game. It would be most beneficial if you try not to emulate your predecessors’ failures. It is not as easy as you may think to find suitable players for a game that is already in progress.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I think I’m probably going to pass on your little game. All I want to do is get back to my life.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Steve? I think you would be a lot better off as Quantas for the time being. You do see what is about to happen in your current existence, do you not?” 
 
    A glance at my surroundings and the 18-wheeler’s headlights coming straight at me tells me all I need to know about what’s probably going to happen. 
 
    “I was doing fine until my truck’s lights went out. Did you have something to do with that?” 
 
    “Me? No, Steve, I did not. That was a collateral effect of the lightning combined with an abnormality in the atmosphere. As a preselector, I merely took advantage of the situation. Perhaps you should think of me as your savior.” 
 
    I have serious doubts the irritating voice belongs to a savior in any way, shape, or form. 
 
    “My steering wheel jerked left after my lights went out. I suppose you didn’t have anything to do with that either, did you?” 
 
    “What matters, Steve, is your current situation does not bode well for your existence. If Master Player Blue allows the sequence of events that you call time to continue, your demise will almost certainly follow. That is, your death will follow unless you receive outside assistance. Master Player Blue is prepared to offer you the necessary aid if you do something for him. Join Blue Team Six as their thief and make certain gates. If you assist Blue Team Six in accomplishing their mission, Master Player Blue will return you to your current reality and provide the support necessary to ensure you remain alive. However, if you refuse to participate in the game, Master Player Blue will be forced to allow your perception of time to return. I regret neither Master Player Blue nor I will be able to provide you any help in that scenario. As you can imagine, Master Player Blue has other things requiring his attention. He cannot afford to waste energy assisting those who do not help advance his game. I hope you understand what I am saying.” 
 
    I’m normally pretty level headed, but my frustration level’s about pegged out. The only thing keeping my temper in check is my logic; pure and simple. In this case, logic tells me I shouldn’t piss off whatever entity’s talking to me if I want him or his Master Player Blue to help me get my life back. 
 
    “Look, why me? I’m no thief. I work for a company specializing in insurance consultation.” 
 
    “True, Steve, but as a preselector, I can assure you that you have the necessary skills to make a difference in Blue Team Six’s odds of success. Plus, you are not without experience in life and death matters.” 
 
    When the voice mentions life-and-death matters, I’m pretty sure he isn’t talking about my experience working for a corporation that helps other companies sell life, auto, and health insurance. Memories of my three years in the military and some of the things I saw during my two combat tours overseas flash in my head. 
 
    “Look, you can tell this Mr. Blue—” 
 
    “Master Player Blue if you please, Steve. You should address him as Master Player Blue.” 
 
    “Fine. Look, surely this Master Player Blue of yours can understand my hesitancy. You said he’d bring me back here and help me stay alive if I play this game of his and make certain gates. What gates? Plus, how do I know I can trust this Master Player Blue? Or you for that matter?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the gates. Blue Team Six’s mission is to locate the Orb of Stanton and present it to the Archbishop of Stanton. I am authorized to give you Master Player Blue’s word that if you willingly participate in the game and provide meaningful assistance to help your teammates present the orb to the archbishop, you will be returned to your current existence and provided the assistance you need to remain alive. As for trusting Master Player Blue, he is a master player. A master player’s word is his bond. Should a master player go back on his word, those who control the game would deny the master player’s continued participation. That would never do. So, believe me or not, but Master Player Blue will do as he says. The choice is yours. Decide now. I have other duties to attend.” 
 
    It’s all too apparent my time’s growing short. One way or the other, I’m going to have to decide. I try to think how one of our corporate lawyers might handle the situation. A single word comes to mind: loopholes. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” I tell the voice. “Like I said, I’m no thief. Heck, I don’t know how to pick locks, detect traps, or any of that kind of crap. Not to mention it’s been years since I’ve been in combat. If this game is going to be some kind of virtual reality version of the role-playing games I did in college, I won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Steve, as I mentioned earlier, Blue Team Six’s time in the tutorial is long past. As a result, it will be up to your teammates to show you the ropes, so to speak.” For some reason, the irritating voice laughs. “As for thief skills, let your avatar do what it does best. As your preselector, I have faith in you.” The voice laughs again. “Not a lot of faith I will admit, but enough to allow you to be part of one of Master Player Blue’s teams.” 
 
    Growing desperate, I grasp for any kind of advantage. “Can’t you give me something? Anything? I mean, what good will it do you to throw me into a game just to have me die right off the bat?” 
 
    “Hmm. I suppose you have a valid point, Steve. Master Player Blue has a side bet with a couple of the other master players. Perhaps they will allow you a small edge given the circumstances. I will ask Master Player Blue. I would not hold your breath though if I were you.” 
 
    Since time’s frozen, all I can do is hold my breath, so I wait. I honestly can’t say how long I wait. All I’ve got is the headlights of an 18-wheeler bearing down on me for company. I can’t help but wonder if my personal hell is to stare at those lights for the rest of eternity. 
 
    “Ah, Steve. You are one lucky individual. The other master players have agreed to allow you a smidgin of an edge in exchange for a slight handicap and a significant increase in the size of Master Player Blue’s bet. The edge you will be given is not much, but if you play the game the way I hope you can, you may well succeed where your predecessors failed. I hope you will not let Master Player Blue down, Steve. He does so hate to lose his bets.” 
 
    “Well, I think—” 
 
    “Enough! Choose now! Do you want to be Steve for the few seconds of life you have left? Or do you want to be player Quantas and have an opportunity to save your pitiful existence?” 
 
    One glance at the 18-wheeler bearing down on me makes my decision easy. I look at the response box hovering in my mind and its question. 
 
    Do you wish to enter the game in progress? Yes/No 
 
    I think the word ‘Yes’ as hard as I can. 
 
    A tingle runs through my body as everything around me fades to black. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – Gob’s Tavern 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    “He’s over here,” says a gruff, male voice through the fog of my mind. The man behind the voice snorts. “Looks like he’s already drunk. He’s gonna be as useless as the others. The least Master Player Blue can do is give us a thief with some ability. What is this guy anyway? The fourth one. They die so quick I lose count.” 
 
    A softer, feminine voice is the next to speak. “Be kind, Thangar. He’ll be waking soon. Remember how it was when you first got here. He’ll be as confused as we were. Plus, he won’t have the advantage of going through the tutorial. He’ll be going straight to the dungeon with us. Why don’t we all have a seat and wait for him to wake up?” 
 
    I hear what sounds like chairs scooting on a floor along with metal rubbing against metal. 
 
    The gruff voice the female had called Thangar speaks again. “You’ve always been a bleeding heart, Vanessa. Maybe that’s because you’re a mother back in the real world. Just remember, he ain’t one of your bloomin’ kids, so don’t get too attached. I doubt he’ll be with us long.” 
 
    “Thangar’s got a point,” says a higher-pitched male voice. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you’ll learn you’ve got to watch out for number one. No one else is going to do it for you.” The higher-pitched voice pauses before continuing. “Besides, based on how things have gone with our other thieves, the odds of him being with us this time next week are low to middling.” 
 
    “Not you too, Astari,” says the softspoken Vanessa. “He might do better than the others. There’s always hope. Master Player Blue wants us to succeed. I’m sure he does.” 
 
    Since the turn of conversation isn’t making me feel all butterflies and roses, I fight to open my eyes. Somehow, I manage to pry them open enough to see what looks like the top of a none too clean wooden table. 
 
    Well, so far so good. At least I can control my eyes, so I’m not frozen anymore. I wonder if I can move the rest of me? 
 
    I concentrate on my body. It feels different, but at the same time familiar if that makes any sense. From what I can figure out, I’m slouched over in a chair at a table with my head resting on my arms. With more than a little effort, I force myself to sit up and shake my head to clear the cobwebs. The world slowly comes into focus. 
 
    Yep, I was right. I’m sitting in a chair at a round, wooden table with five other chairs spaced around it. The remaining five chairs are occupied. Directly across from me is a tall woman with short, dark hair and the deepest-green eyes I’ve ever seen. From what I can make out, she’s wearing chainmail beneath a white tunic. To her right is a pretty woman with short brown hair who’s also wearing chainmail. To the green-eyed woman’s left is a short, bearded man wearing steel-plate armor. Glancing to my left I see a giant of a man with long blond hair and bulging muscles who’s wearing leather armor. The hilt of a large sword is visible over his shoulder. Peeking out the corner of my eye to the right, I take in a deep breath. Sitting in the seat next to me is a man in a blue robe with emerald-green trim. Only, he isn’t a man. The pointy ears sticking out of his dark hair prove that. 
 
    Looking further afield tells me my table is one of a half dozen in a room that has all the makings of a tavern. A score of customers sit at the other tables or stand next to the room’s bar. Several of the other occupants of the tavern aren’t human either. 
 
    I look back at the short, bearded man in plate armor who’s sitting at my table. He has an unruly beard as red as his curly, shoulder-length hair. The man looks like he’s a knight out of a history book, only one hell of a lot shorter. I instinctively know he’s the owner of the gruff voice I heard earlier; the one the soft-spoken woman addressed as Thangar. Although lacking in height, the redhaired man’s nearly as wide as he is tall. 
 
    Looks like he can rip me in half without breaking a sweat. I wonder if he’s a dwarf? Am I in a fantasy game? Is that the game type I’ve been stuck in? It would explain the weird-looking people in the room. 
 
    The mechanical, cheerful voice I heard earlier sounds in my head. 
 
    “You are part of Blue Team Six. I am your in-game assistant, Max. The current game consists of a medieval flavor with magical components and fantasy races similar to several role-playing games on your home world of Earth. Master Player Blue has given you a special ‘Identify’ ability. If you concentrate on the dwarf, you can find out more about him.” 
 
    Taking the mechanical sounding Max at his word, I concentrate on the short, redheaded man. An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Name: Thangar   Race: Dwarf (male) 
 
     Class: Fighter   Level: 5   Health: 46   Armor Class: 8 
 
   
 
    I accept the dialog box for what it is; a gaming interface for providing information. I saw enough of them when one of my roommates in the military played his video games. With a thought, I close the screen. 
 
    Cool. 
 
    Shifting my gaze, I concentrate on the green-eyed woman directly across from me and hope I get another info box. I do. 
 
    
     Name: Vanessa   Race: Human (female) 
 
     Class: Priestess  Level: 5  Health: 31   Armor Class: 6 
 
   
 
    I notice her white tunic has more than a few dirt smudges on it along with a couple of dark stains. 
 
    Is that blood? I wonder. 
 
    The mechanical voice of my in-game assistant, Max, speaks in my mind again. “I have a suggestion. Use your identify ability to determine the source of the substance.” 
 
    I concentrate on the dark stains on Vanessa’s tunic. 
 
    
     Substance: Blood, dried, human 
 
     Substance: Blood, dried, dwarf 
 
   
 
    Well, I suppose that figures if she’s a priestess. It’s probably hard to keep clothes tidy-clean when you’re in a fight. 
 
    I look closer at the woman called Vanessa. The priestess’s entire being emanates peace. Her green eyes sparkle with a kindness that immediately puts me at ease. I’ve no doubt she’s the softspoken woman I heard previously. 
 
    Vanessa smiles at me. She has a nice smile. 
 
    “I imagine you’re a little confused,” she says in her soft voice. 
 
    I return her smile as best I can under the circumstances. “Uh, you could say I’m more than a little confused. I’m still trying to recover from the shock.” 
 
    She laughs. Her laugh’s as nice as her smile. “No doubt. We’ve all been there.” She stops laughing. “Uh…did Master Player Blue brief you?” 
 
    I’m not sure how much I should tell any of them until I get a feel for the lay of the land, but what the hell? From where I’m sitting, I doubt I’ve got time to figure out how to take a crap in this place much less understand the lay of the land. Throwing caution to the wind, I decide to tell her what little I know. 
 
    “The information I was given is pretty slim. Someone claiming to be a preselector told me I’d be in some kind of game for a Mr. Blue. The preselector said something about finding an orb. Said if I turn it in, this blue guy will let me go back to my old life. Uh…the pickup truck I was driving was about to get creamed by an 18-wheeler when time seemed to freeze. The preselector told me I’d be briefed by my team when I got here. I’m guessing you’re my team, so what kind of game is this?” 
 
    The dwarf snorts. “Ain’t no game, sonny. The sooner you learn that, the better. Things here can hurt you. People can and do die.” 
 
    The pointy-eared man in the blue robe sitting to my right between the dwarf and me shifts in his seat. 
 
    I use my newfound identify ability to open an information box on him. 
 
    
     Name: Astari   Race: High Elf (male)  
 
     Class: Mage  Level: 5  Health: 14  Armor Class: 2 
 
   
 
    I can’t help but stare at the pointy ears sticking out of the blue-robed Astari’s dark hair. Since he’s an elf, I take it for granted he’s a lot older than the early twenties he looks. Having never met an elf before, I’m in no position to say for sure. One thing that strikes me odd about the guy is the length of his fingers. He has really long fingers. 
 
    I wonder if all elves have long fingers. He’d probably make a good piano player, but I’ve got a feeling none of us are going to be playing musical instruments much in this game. 
 
    The elf points one of his long fingers in the dwarf’s direction. “Technically, what we’re in is indeed a game,” He turns to me. “Name’s Astari.” He jerks a thumb at the dwarf. “That tub of lard’s Thangar. He may look like a fool, but he’s right about people getting hurt. If you’re stabbed by a sword, you’ll experience pain. If the blade hits a vital organ, your avatar dies. I don’t know your whole situation, but from what you’ve said, I’m guessing if your avatar’s killed, or we fail to present the orb to the archbishop, you’re not going to live long once you get back to the real world.” He nods at the dwarf. “You’re not the only one. Thangar’s bleeding to death in Viet—” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to know anything about me,” snaps the dwarf. “I sure as hell don’t want to know anything about him. How about we get this over with and head back to the dungeon? I’ve got another idea about we can get over the wall.” 
 
    The pretty woman with short brown hair who’s sitting to Vanessa’s right bursts out laughing so hard her chainmail rattles. 
 
    I concentrate on her. In less time than it takes my heart to beat once, another information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Name: Ivy   Race: Human (female) 
 
     Class: Tracker  Level: 5   Health: 41  Armor Class: 9 
 
   
 
    Something strikes me odd about the woman’s armor class. “Hey, Max. Something must be wrong with my identify ability thingy. The cleric and tracker both have on chainmail, but the cleric’s armor class is six while the tracker’s is nine. I notice they’ve both got shields leaning against their packs, so what gives? For that matter, everyone’s armor class seems a little off. Things aren’t adding up right.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. I swear you players worry about the most inconsequential things. Your identify ability is working within its designed specs. Please do not confuse the rules of this game to the one you played when you were in college. The rules are similar, but they are not the same. For instance, in this version of the game, the armor class works as follows:” 
 
    
     Armor Class: 
 
     0 – Naked 
 
     1 - Cloth 
 
     2 – Leather 
 
     3 – Chainmail 
 
     4 – Plate Mail 
 
   
 
    “Hold on right there, Max. That doesn’t make any sense. Plate armor should be more than one higher than chainmail. And there’s no way chain’s only a step above leather. Plus, there’s studded leather, banded, splint mail, and a whole bunch of other combinations to consider. What about them?” 
 
    “What about them, player? These are the armor class rules that apply to the game you are currently in. When you create your own cosmic version of a role-playing game, I suppose you can make the rules however you want. Until then, these are the rules. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. In addition to the armor class rating for various types of armor, as I am sure you realize, there are bonuses for a character’s reflexes. Also, there are bonuses for magic items. Take the tracker Ivy for instance. She is wearing chainmail which has a base armor class of three. Her armor is magically enhanced to give a plus-one bonus, which gives her an armor class of four. Since she has reflexes of eighteen, she gets an additional plus-four bonus to her armor class which gives her a total of eight.” 
 
    I spot a flaw in my in-game assistant’s arithmetic. “My identify ability said the tracker has an armor class of nine. I knew it was screwed up.” 
 
    “You did not let me finish, player. As you noted earlier, the tracker Ivy has a shield leaning against her pack. When she is using her shield, her armor class is a nine. When she is using her bow, she will obviously not be using her shield, so her armor class would be an eight. And before you ask, the reason the cleric’s armor class is different is because her chainmail is not magically enhanced, plus her reflexes are lower than the tracker’s, so her armor class is less. Does that answer all your questions?” 
 
    It doesn’t, not by a longshot. However, the tracker Ivy has stopped laughing at the dwarf and is poking a finger at his face, so I turn my attention back to them. 
 
    “You and your ideas,” says Ivy. “Your last notion how to get over the wall is what got our previous Quantas killed.” 
 
    The dwarf glares at the woman. “Don’t start on me again, Ivy. At least I had an idea. What’d those tracker skills of yours do for us in the dungeon? Nothing! That’s what.” 
 
    I notice the woman called Ivy wrap her right hand around the hilt of a dagger tucked in the leather belt at her waist. Gritting her teeth, she says, “Kiss my ass, dwarf!” 
 
    Instead of getting angry, Thangar hoots like he’s just scored a point. “Your wish is my command. How about bending over while I pucker up?” 
 
    The tracker rises from her seat as her dagger comes out of its sheath. “Why you little sh—” 
 
    Down comes the flat of Vanessa’s hand on the table. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    “Enough!” The priestess’s voice is no longer gentle. The look in her eyes is anything but kind. “You’re worse than a bunch of children. If I could do this mission by myself and get back to my family, I would, but I can’t, so that’s that. I swear, though, if any of you push me any further, I’ll let you bleed out the next time you get wounded. Maybe then Master Player Blue will give me someone who gives a crap.” 
 
    Everyone at the table, including me, freezes and grows silent. 
 
    After a half-dozen heartbeats, the giant of a man in leather armor to my left squirms in his chair. He’s at least a head taller than me. Or rather, a head taller than who I am back in the real world. I haven’t yet had a chance to look at myself in a mirror, but if the character sheet I saw earlier was correct, my current avatar’s only five-and-a-half feet instead of my normal six-foot frame. 
 
    I will another info box into existence as I look at the big man. 
 
    
     Name: Chanton   Race: Human (barbarian, male) 
 
     Class: Fighter  Level: 5  Health: 52   Armor Class: 6 
 
   
 
    The big man looks at Vanessa and speaks in a surprisingly meek voice. “What about me? I haven’t said anything since we got here. You’ll still heal me, won’t you, Vanessa?” 
 
    Despite the man looking like he could pick me up by both legs and rip me apart, I swear his eyes start to water. 
 
    Hell, if I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s getting ready to cry. 
 
    Speaking in her previously kind voice, the priestess reaches across the table and gently pats the big man’s hand. “Don’t worry, Chanton. I’ll still heal you.” Pulling her arm back, she waves her hand at the rest of us. “I suppose I’ll heal them too. Lord knows I’ve put too much effort into keeping you all alive to stop now.” 
 
    Watching the team’s dynamics, I can’t help but wonder if Master Player Blue’s setting me up for failure. I’d been blessed with closeknit teams during my years in the military. The contrast between my old comrades and the ones being thrust on me now are worlds apart. 
 
    Geesh. No wonder their thieves keep dying. I’m surprised any of them are alive. 
 
    Before anyone can say another word, I attempt to get the conversation back to something that might actually keep me from getting killed. “What was it you said about a dungeon? Is that where the Orb of Stanton’s supposed to be?” 
 
    The dwarf looks away from the priestess long enough to glare at me. 
 
    Maybe I’m making something out of it that isn’t there, but I swear he looks like he thinks I’m a freaking idiot. Hopefully, I’m wrong. 
 
    The dwarf snorts. “Are you a freakin’ idiot? You think we’ve been spending every day in that stinkin’ hellhole for the last month for the fun of it? Hell, yeah, that’s where the orb’s at.” He tugs on his fiery beard as he eyes me. “What the hell do you do back in the real world, anyway? You a cat burglar or something useful like that?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope, not a cat burglar. I work at the corporate office for an insurance consulting company.” 
 
    The blue-robed Astari’s eyes grow large. “You’re an insurance salesman? You’ve gotta be kidding.” The elf turns to Vanessa. “How the hell do we get stuck with these guys as thieves? At least our last Quantas was an ex-con.” 
 
    The tracker Ivy looks at the mage and laughs before the priestess can answer. “The last Quantas was a drug dealer who’d just had a shiv shoved into him in a prison yard. That hardly qualified him as a good thief.” The pretty woman turns to me and winks. “When we left the dungeon yesterday, your predecessor’s body was hanging on the wall with a half dozen spikes sticking out of his back.” Laughing again, she jerks a thumb in the dwarf’s direction. “Ol’ Thangar here came up with the brilliant idea of having our previous Quantas use a couple of wooden beams sticking out of the wall to climb up the side. The thief was supposed to throw us down a rope when he got to the top. Needless to say, he never made it.” 
 
    I see Thangar’s cheeks turn a bright red. 
 
    The dwarf shifts in his chair to look at me. “It would’ve worked if the thief had checked for traps. He didn’t, so he paid the price. I hope you’re smarter than him, otherwise we’ll be talking to a new Quantas in a couple of days.” Chuckling, he looks at the elf mage. “Hey, I just had a thought. Maybe our new Quantas can sell himself a life insurance policy and make us the beneficiaries.” With a full belly laugh, he adds, “Hell’s bells. We’re all gonna be rich.” 
 
    The elf Astari joins in with a chuckle of his own. “Maybe the Quantas after this guy will be a financial adviser who can help us invest this guy’s life insurance money in the stock market. Then we can all make some real money.” 
 
    Pounding the table with the palm of his hand, Thangar laughs even harder. “Yeah. We’ll make a killing. Get it? Life insurance. Killing?” 
 
    I notice only the dwarf and elf are laughing. 
 
    Vanessa stands up. “All right. You’ve had your fun. This is getting us nowhere. How about shutting the hell up so we can get back to work?” She shifts her gaze to me. “We’ve all got our reasons for wanting the team to succeed. That means we’ve got to work together. What other jobs have you had besides insurance? Do you have any useful skills? The world we’re in operates similar to role-playing games back on Earth from what we’ve been able to tell.” She sits back down. “If you’re familiar with role-playing games, it might help.” 
 
    Maybe someone smarter than me might keep a few things secret, but I’ve never claimed to be the brightest pup in the litter. Since Vanessa is obviously the de-facto leader of the group, I speak directly to her. 
 
    “First off, I don’t sell insurance. I’m just employed by a business that does risk analysis and consulting for insurance companies. I have an MBA, and I work in the corporate office as an actuary specializing in analyzing risk factors. That’s not the only place I’ve worked. I spent a hitch in the military as an infantryman in Afghanistan for a year and another twelve months in Iraq. I got out after my enlistment was over and went to college.” 
 
    I glance around the table. Everyone’s attention is on me, and no one’s laughing. 
 
    “I’m no thief, but my buddies and I like to spend our weekends hiking and climbing the mountains near Denver. I’m not saying I can scale this wall of yours, but I’ve done my share of rappelling, free-climbing, and that sort of thing over the years.” 
 
    When no one comments, I continue. “And yeah, I’m familiar with role-playing games. It’s been years since I’ve played though.” 
 
    Vanessa speaks before anyone else gets a chance to chime in. 
 
    “All right, I’m impressed. Maybe you’ll last more than a couple of days after all.” She waves a hand around the room. “What do you see when you look at the other people in this room?” 
 
    Since I only had a chance to take a cursory glance at the tavern’s occupants, I take the opportunity to look a little closer now. Popup windows appear in my mind as I scan over the other customers, confirming at least a third of them aren’t human. 
 
    My eyes are drawn to an ugly female with coarse yellow hair a couple of tables away. She’s wearing leather armor and has a short sword and dagger strapped to her side. At the table with her is what I take to be a male gnome in a black robe. Next to the gnome is a human woman with frizzy green hair who’s wearing chainmail over a grungy white gown. Concentrating on the threesome, a popup box appears in my mind over the heads of each. 
 
    
     Name: Fang   Race: Half-orc (female)  
 
     Class: Assassin  Level: 8  Health: 46   Armor Class: 14 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Name: Basil   Race: Gnome (male)  
 
     Class: Illusionist  Level: 8  Health: 21   Armor Class: 8 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     Name: Aster   Race: Human (female)  
 
     Class: Priestess   Level: 8  Health: 51   Armor Class: 15 
 
   
 
    I glance back at Vanessa. “Well, first off, not everyone here is what I think of as people. For instance, that’s a half-orc sitting with a gnome and a human female.” 
 
    The mage Astari speaks before the priestess gets the chance. “You’ll find quite a few of the players’ avatars in the game are something other than human. For instance, I’m a high elf.” He grins. “You’ll find not all nonhumans are as friendly as me though. The half-orc sitting at the table over there is called Fang, and she’s as vicious as they come. The big man at the bar with the two-handed sword is with the three at the table. Truth is, all four of them are meaner than crap. They’re currently the leaders in the quest.” 
 
    I look at the bar and see a man standing there who’s half-a-head taller than our Chanton. The man at the bar has the largest two-handed sword I’ve ever seen strapped across his back. Of course, I’ve never actually seen a two-handed sword except in movies and books, so maybe that’s not saying much.  
 
    Curious, I will another dialog box into existence. 
 
    
     Name: Scar   Race: Human (male)  
 
     Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 82   Armor Class: 19 
 
   
 
    Just to see what happens, I concentrate on the man’s sword. 
 
    Item: Sword, two-handed, +4  
 
    My curiosity satisfied; I turn back to the mage. “What do you mean by they’re the leaders?” 
 
    Vanessa answers my question before the elf gets the chance. “What he’s trying to say is the four of them have reached level eight. They’re Yellow Team Sixteen, and they’ve pretty much been the first ones into each unexplored section of the dungeons. As a result, they’ve gotten most of the serious loot. Hell, they’ve all got magically enhanced armor and weapons, plus who knows what kind of magic rings and necklaces they have. I figure Scar over by the bar must be a walking tank by now.” 
 
    Hmm. I guess that explains his armor class of nineteen. A realization of something else the cleric said hits me. “Team sixteen? We’re team six. Are you saying there’s sixteen teams in this game?” 
 
    Thangar laughs. “You wish. There are probably thousands of teams; maybe millions for all we know. We’re Blue Team Six because there are at least five other blue teams. Not that we’ve met them, but it just stands to reason.” 
 
    Ivy leans forward, her chainmail sleeves scraping against the table. “There’s probably way more than that. We think Master Player Blue plays lots of games besides the one we’re in, but there’s no way to know for sure.” 
 
    “Well, I think—” starts Astari 
 
    Vanessa cuts him off. “Let’s not get sidetracked with one of your conspiracy theories. I’d like to get back to the dungeon today since it looks like Yellow Team Sixteen is taking a down day. If we hustle, maybe we can find an unexplored tunnel in the dungeon before them. It would be nice to find enough coin to replace some of the equipment we’ve lost.” 
 
    Astari nods in agreement. “Amen to that. I’m a fifth level mage now, and spell components aren’t getting any cheaper.” 
 
    The barbarian Chanton looks at the priestess and speaks in his child-like voice. “I could use a new shield. Mine’s got cracked in half when that ogre hit it last week. All the other fighters in town have shields. I should have one too.” 
 
    “I know,” Vanessa sighs. “I told you we’d get you a new shield, but we’ve got to find some treasure first.” Pointing at me, she makes it obvious how she thinks our team’s going to get it. “I believe he’ll be able to help us. We just need to get him to the dungeon and see what happens. I think we should leave right now.” 
 
    Her comment takes me by surprise. “Now, hold on just a minute. I need a little more information than I’ve been given before I do anything. I’m not leaving this chair until I find out a hell of a lot more than you’ve told me.” 
 
    Before anyone can respond, the half-orc assassin at the other table yells, “Hey, you! Did I hear you say something about selling insurance?” 
 
    Everyone at my table except Vanessa and me immediately sit up straight and place their hands on the handles of their weapons. 
 
    I start to open my mouth to tell the female half-orc it’s none of her business. 
 
    Vanessa catches my eye and shakes her head slightly. 
 
    I wisely keep my mouth shut. I might not be the sharpest knife in the drawer, but I’m not completely stupid. 
 
    Turning to the other table, Vanessa says, “He’s new, Fang. He doesn’t want any trouble. None of us do.” 
 
    The half-orc’s yellow eyes glare at me. They’re so full of hate, I unconsciously reach down and wrap my fingers around the handle of a dagger tucked in my belt. I didn’t even know I had a dagger, but I’m guessing my avatar did. 
 
    The assassin Fang scoots her chair back and stands up. 
 
    The green-haired priestess and the gnome illusionist start to rise. At a hand motion from the half-orc, they sit back down. 
 
    The half-orc called Fang walks toward our table. 
 
    I hear something that sounds like a whimper come from my left, making it obvious the barbarian on our team’s scared. 
 
    Crap. How bad is this Fang if the biggest man in our group sounds like he’s about to wet his pants? 
 
    I suppose I’m about to find out, because the assassin walks up and squats down next to my chair. She leans close enough the stink from her breath fills my nostrils. 
 
    I force myself to remain still. 
 
    “Are you deaf, thief?” the half-orc growls. “I asked if you sell insurance.” 
 
    “Fang,” says Vanessa. “We’re not looking for trouble.” She nods her head toward the end of the bar where two beefy soldiers wearing chainmail are standing next to the wall. “Don’t forget we’re being watched.” 
 
    The half-orc assassin glances over her shoulder at the soldiers before turning back to me. “You damn insurance vultures are all alike. You’re full of promises when you’re trying to get money from some poor sap, but when things get tough, all you do is spout a bunch of legal doubletalk to keep from paying out.” She stands upright and looks at Vanessa. “We’ve pretty much left your team alone, but that’s over. We’re taking a few down days, but after that, you’d best stay out of our way.” She turns to me. “Doesn’t matter whether you run or hide, thief. Sooner or later, I’ll find you when you’re not around a guardian. Then I’ll make sure you never screw anyone over again.” 
 
    With that, she stands and heads back to her table. After she’s in her chair, she says something to her companions I can’t hear. They all laugh. 
 
    The tracker Ivy places her hands back on the table. “Well, Quantas, you sure told her off, didn’t you?” 
 
    Thangar and Astari laugh. 
 
    Before I can ask what the half-orc has against insurance, the double doors at the front of the tavern swing open. 
 
    In walks a female dwarf with long yellow hair. Dressed in plate mail, she looks as deadly as our Thangar. Behind her comes two male fighters followed a second later by two women. One of the women is wearing chainmail and tunic similar to Vanessa’s. The other woman is decked out in a robe that looks blacker than the deepest pit in hell. 
 
    Another woman follows a couple of steps behind. This one’s wearing leather armor with a small crossbow strung across her back. She’s got a short sword and dagger strapped to her side. Every move she makes reminds me of a cat; a very deadly cat. Despite her menacing aura, I can’t help but think she’s beautiful in an I’ll-rip-your-heart-out-if-you-look-at-me-wrong sort of way. Her light-brown, shoulder-length hair is held in place by a leather headband with a dark gem, possibly onyx, positioned at the center of her forehead. 
 
    More than a little interested in the catlike woman, I will another information screen into existence. 
 
    
     Name: Jalena   Race: Human (female) 
 
     Class: Assassin  Level: 5  Health: 21  Armor Class: 9 
 
   
 
    When the catlike woman’s eyes focus on me, time seems to stop. 
 
    Sensing she’s as interested in me as I am in her, my heart skips a beat. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a serious relationship with anyone. I can’t help but feel here’s someone I was destined to meet. 
 
    The woman’s eyes widen as she points at me. “You murdered, Dresdel! I’ll kill you!” 
 
    Drawing her short sword, she lunges forward with death in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 – Baggage 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    As the catlike woman charges forward, a hell of a lot of things happen at once. Most of them are too fast for my mind to comprehend, but my body reacts instinctively. 
 
    Everyone at my table, including myself, stands up and either draws their weapon or begins chanting a spell. I’m vaguely aware the group near the entrance are doing the same. Most of the other customers in the tavern, including the assassin Fang and her two companions, either dive under their tables or over the top of the bar. I see a few of the smarter souls rush out of what I take to be a backdoor off to the left side of the bar. 
 
    The two beefy soldiers who’d been standing quietly in the corner near the bar draw their longswords and step forward. The blades of their weapons glow blue. Info boxes appear above each of the soldiers. 
 
    Class: Guardian   Level: 20  Health: 300   Armor Class: 30   Weapon: Longsword +4 
 
    I vaguely hear “Holy crap,” come out of my mouth. Hell, I’m a pathetic level four thief with a lousy nineteen health. The short sword that somehow appeared in my right hand and the dagger in my left seem woefully inadequate for a hand-to-hand fight with the two super-soldiers. 
 
    The dwarf female in the group by the door grabs hold of the catlike woman by the shoulder as she passes by and literally throws the woman back toward the wall. “No! Not here! Not now!” 
 
    Somehow, the woman in leather armor manages to get her feet behind her, kick off the wall, and land on her feet, all while continuing to hold onto her sword. 
 
    I don’t know about anyone else in the room, but I’m impressed. 
 
    “Put your weapons away!” shouts Vanessa as she raises one hand toward our team in a stopping motion. “Guardians kill first and ask questions later.” 
 
    Astari stops what I guess is the beginning of a spell in mid-chant. Thangar, Chanton, and Ivy practically throw their weapons on the table and raise their hands high overhead. After a meaningful glance from Vanessa, I toss my sword and dagger onto the table along with the others. 
 
    Across the room, the dwarf female manages to get control of her team and physically shove all of them out the door except for the catlike woman. 
 
    The two guardians turn toward the yellow-haired dwarf and the woman in leather armor. 
 
    The female dwarf says something to the woman in leather that I can’t hear. The brown-haired girl reluctantly drops her weapon on the floor and raises her hands as does the dwarf. 
 
    “There,” says the dwarven female to the two guardians. “All’s peaceful here. No need to get the tavern all messy with blood.” She glances in the direction of our table. “Ain’t that right, Vanessa?” 
 
    Vanessa steps forward, having never drawn a weapon in the first place. “No need at all, Gemstar.” 
 
    The female dwarf, whose name’s apparently Gemstar, looks back at the two soldiers. “See? There’s no trouble. Jalena just got a little excited when she saw an old friend of hers. That’s all. Tell ‘em, Jalena.” 
 
    The female assassin called Jalena glares at me and grits her teeth. “That’s right. Just an old friend. I’m sure we’ll meet again when we can discuss old times without any outside interference.” 
 
    A vaguely familiar rumbling echoes in my mind. 
 
    I swear that sounds like rolling dice. 
 
    Whether it’s due to a throw of cosmic dice or another reason, the two guardians sheath their glowing swords and return to their positions in the corner of the tavern. 
 
    Once the soldiers are back in place, I look in the direction of the door. Both dwarf and thief are gone, having retrieved their weapons and left without me noticing. 
 
    An obvious businessman, the barkeep shouts, “Show’s over, folks, but there’s still plenty of ale at Gob’s Tavern!” He gestures at our table. “A round of drinks for everyone courtesy of Blue Team Six!” 
 
    The room erupts in shouts. 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “That’s more like it!” 
 
    “I’ll have two!” 
 
    The other members of Blue Team Six turn and stare at me. 
 
    Thangar points a stubby finger in my direction. “That’s coming out of his share, Vanessa! I’m not paying for his mistakes.” 
 
    Surprised at the turn of events, all I can do is stand where I am, hoping someone will have the courtesy to explain what just happened. The team’s game tutorial apparently didn’t include a section on good manners because none of my teammates explain squat. 
 
    Vanessa motions toward Ivy with her hand. “Go outside and make sure the coast is clear. I don’t want any trouble in town.” 
 
    With nary a word, the brown-haired tracker grabs her sword off the table and sheaths it before heading for the front door. 
 
    The priestess turns to Thangar and Chanton. “Get the horses and meet us out back. We’re leaving before Jalena manages to talk the others into setting up an ambush.” 
 
    By now my initial shock’s worn off. In fact, I’m getting a little pissed, which is unusual for me. I’m usually a level-headed guy. “What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    Ignoring me, Vanessa points at Astari. “Wait with him outside while I settle with the barkeep.” Plucking a near-empty pouch off her belt, she gauges its weight before casting her eyes on me. “I hope you’re worth it. This will basically drain us dry.” 
 
    I open my mouth to protest, but the priestess is already heading in the direction of the bar. 
 
    Astari nods at the backdoor. “Come, master thief. I’ll catch you up on a few things while we wait for the horses.” The elf takes a step toward the door at the back of the tavern before glancing over his shoulder and flashing me a grin. “You’ve ridden a horse before, haven’t you?” 
 
    I have, but since I doubt the merry-go-round at the park when I was a kid counts, so I opt to say nothing. 
 
    The elf laughs. “It figures. Don’t worry about it. Your Quantas avatar is an expert at horses. He comes from the north steppes. Hell, all they do is raise horses there. You’re Quantas now, so just let your avatar do the work and go along for the ride.” The wizard laughs again as he heads for the door. “Trust me. You’ll get used to ‘the avatar does this, and I do that’ part of the game.” Reaching the door, he pulls it open and flashes a wide smile. “That is, assuming Jalena lets you live long enough to get used to anything.” 
 
    Or that half-orc assassin, I think, but I keep the thought to myself. 
 
    Glancing out the backdoor, I see a none too clean alley. The air quality’s less than desirable too. 
 
    Stepping outside, the elf guides me behind a stack of barrels that stinks worse than any slit-trench I used to relieve myself back in Afghanistan. I open my mouth to complain, but decide against it, assuming it won’t help me stay in the elf’s good graces. I do my best to breath in as little air as possible. “What was all that back there? What’s this Jalena got against me?” 
 
    Astari shrugs. “Hey, you entered the game at level four. There’s been three predecessors ahead of you to make enemies. This avatar of yours has more than a little baggage. As for Jalena, our first Quantas made the mistake of backstabbing Red Team Four’s mage in town while we were all still level one. A guardian cut Quantas in half before Jalena got a chance to get her revenge. She’s hated you…well, Quantas, ever since.” 
 
    “That’s crazy! I didn’t do it. Hasn’t someone told her the guilty Quantas died, and the others are just clone avatars of the original?” 
 
    “Oh, Vanessa told her, but Jalena doesn’t believe it. As far as she’s concerned, after the first Quantas got killed, Master Player Blue had him resurrected. She thinks you’re the same Quantas who killed her friend.” 
 
    “But I’m a different person. Why can’t she understand that?” 
 
    The mage looks away for a second before turning back to me. “Well, to be honest, if I wasn’t on the same team as you, I wouldn’t believe it either.” 
 
    His comment catches me by surprise. “Why not?” 
 
    Astari sighs. “Because when every other player I’ve ever heard about dies, they’re replaced by a completely different avatar. Quantas is the only avatar who keeps coming back. I suspect Jalena isn’t the only one who thinks you’re the original Quantas resurrected. I mean, hell, what’s the purpose of bringing back the same avatar with a different player?” 
 
    “Why ask me? All I know is I didn’t kill Jalena’s friend. I haven’t even been in the game an hour yet. None of this makes any sense.” 
 
    The elf mage laughs. “Like you said, we’re in a game. Lots of things don’t make sense.” He waves a hand at the trash-strewn alleyway. “Take our beautiful town for instance. It’s a level eight town. No player characters above level eight can enter.” 
 
    “Those two guards were level twenty. I had a display box pop up about them.” 
 
    Astari shrugs. “They’re nonplayer characters. Lots of the NPCs in town are higher than level eight, but not players. I suppose it’s to keep us real folks from slaughtering each other for the experience points. This town’s where we come to rest, recuperate, and resupply after being in the dungeons. It’s our safe space so to speak.” He grins. “If you’d come during our tutorial, you’d know all this, but you didn’t, so you don’t.” His smile widens. “You’ve got a lot to learn, old boy.” 
 
    “I suppose.” I eye him closer. “For instance, you’re not like any elf I’ve ever read about. I thought they were supposed to be dour faced elitists who think they’re better than other races. You laugh and crack jokes. What gives?” 
 
    Astari answers my question with a laugh, basically proving my point. “I’m no more an elf than you’re a horseman from the northern steppe lands.” He holds out a hand. “My real name’s Milford Harrison, and I’ve done just about anything you can think of back in the real world. I’ve been married and divorced three times.” He winks. “No children that I know of. I was a merchant marine for five years and a safari guide in Africa for four. I’ve been a skydiver for the hell of it and a professional scuba diver looking for sunken treasure because I needed the money. I’ve climbed Mount Everest, and was part of an expedition to the North Pole. I’ve been to every continent at least once, and I served as a mercenary for three years in Africa and another two in South America.” His grin widens. “Hell, I’ve even been in two movies as an extra and had a ball doing it.” Laughing, he says, “How’s that for an introduction?” 
 
    Taking his hand, I give it a shake and return his grin. “My real name’s Steve Harmon, and I’m afraid my life’s been nowhere near as eventful as yours.” I turn serious. “How old are you by the way, back in the real world, I mean, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    His laugh dies away. “I’m eighty-two. I spent a year wasting away in ‘The Golden Years’ nursing home in Johannesburg before I was given the opportunity to play the game. When I’m asleep back in the real world, I’m here. When I’m asleep here, I’m back in the real world. I don’t mind telling you being bedridden twenty-four hours a day with no chance of getting better sucks; pure and simple.” Staring straight into my eyes, he says, “Master Player Blue promises if our team presents the orb to the archbishop, I’ll be allowed to remain in the game and go on another mission. If we fail, I’ll be back in the real world fulltime, and he’ll never bring me back here.” His previous good-naturedness disappears completely. “If you screw this up for me, I swear I’ll make you pay. Somehow, someway, I’ll make you pay.” 
 
    At a loss for words, I’m saved from answering by the arrival of Thangar and Chanton as they come around the corner of the alley astride two horses while leading four more by the reins. 
 
    “Mount up,” growls Thangar, who seems grouchy even for a dwarf. Not that I’ve met any real dwarves before, but just saying. 
 
    The dwarf throws a set of reins belonging to a brown-colored mare in my direction. 
 
    I catch the reins and start to mount. 
 
    The strange rumbling like dice being rolled that I heard in the tavern sounds in my head again. 
 
    I mount my horse with no problem before I have a chance to think about what I’m doing. 
 
    “See?” grins Astari from atop the black mare he’d been given. “Your avatar knows what he’s doing. Let your body’s reflexes handle things until you learn a little more. There’ll be time enough to use your own knowledge when we get to the dungeon.” 
 
    Without further ado, the barbarian Chanton leads us out the back of the alley. Vanessa’s there along with Ivy. Once they mount, the priestess raises her right hand and points toward a cluster of shanties. 
 
    The barbarian Chanton frowns. “If we go south it’ll take an extra three hours to get to Stanton Dungeon since we’ll have to circle to the west. We’re liable to run into trouble near the forest.” 
 
    The chain-mailed Ivy answers before the priestess gets the chance. “I ran into Red Team Four on the street. They were heading north on their horses, and Jalena looked none too happy. If there hadn’t been a guardian nearby, I think she might’ve been pissed enough to attack me.” Ivy jerks a thumb in my direction. “If we want to keep him alive long enough to get us over the wall, south’s the best direction.” 
 
    Shrugging, Chanton shifts the handle of his bastard sword into a more comfortable position before guiding his horse toward the shanties. Vanessa takes up position behind the barbarian and motions for me to fall in behind her. Following a few paces to my rear comes Astari and Thangar. 
 
    Noticing the tracker Ivy turn her mount to the right and gallop off, I can’t help but be a little curious. “Where’s she going?” 
 
    Vanessa glances over her shoulder. “She’s going to circle around and make sure Red Team Four keeps going north. Jalena might be persuasive enough to convince her team to turn south and ambush us.” 
 
    “They’d do that?” I ask. “Do they all hate me?” 
 
    Leaning forward in his saddle, Astari explains. “Nope, only Jalena. Everyone else on Red Team Four are replacement players except for her. Jalena’s team got into a fracas with a troll while they were still level one. Since you…well, the first Quantas, killed their mage, they didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Snorting, Thangar puts in his two cents worth. “They wouldn’t have stood a chance even with a level one mage. I swear, all you spellcasters are overrated.” 
 
    Astari’s eyes flash fire. “Says who? Maybe you think an extra dwarf fighter would’ve mattered? Even a run of the mill troll would’ve been picking its teeth with the bones of any level one player; fighter, mage, or otherwise.” 
 
    Sensing another argument in the making, I elect to cut it off at the pass by pointing something out. “This Jalena made it out of the fight with the troll alive. Wasn’t she a level one?” 
 
    The dwarf turns his attention from the elf and looks at me. “Well, she was, and she wasn’t. Not sure what it is about her. She’s fifth level now just like us, but did you notice her kick off the wall when Gemstar threw her? That wasn’t no fifth level thief trick. I’ve seen her do things above her level before. Like I said, not sure what it is about her, but I’d stay clear of the woman if I was you. In fact, if you ever get the chance to backstab her, you should probably just go for it and hope for the best.” 
 
    “I’m no murderer.” 
 
    The dwarf shrugs. “Suit yourself. It’s your funeral.” 
 
    Astar grins and adjusts the sleeve of his blue robe. “Technically, it wouldn’t be murder.” He touches his chest. “This isn’t my body, and Jalena’s avatar isn’t hers. We’re in a game, remember? These avatars of ours aren’t real.” 
 
    I think about something the dwarf said and look back at him. “Why’d you call Jalena a thief? She’s an assassin, right?” 
 
    Thangar’s brow furrows. “An assassin? I suppose that would explain a lot if she were.” He cocks his head and looks at me closer. “What makes you think she’s an assassin?” 
 
    I shrug. “From her information box. The same way I know what Vanessa and the rest of you are.” 
 
    I see four people staring at me. 
 
    “Uh, did I get it wrong?” I look at Thangar. “What’s your information box say about her? Does it indicate something besides an assassin?” 
 
    The dwarf frowns. “The game provides popup boxes about nonplayer characters sometimes when it suits whoever’s managing the game, but I’ve never heard of it being done for another player. What makes you so special?” 
 
    I don’t feel special. In fact, I feel anything but. Before I can say so, an old woman steps out of a doorway of one of the shanties we’re passing and dumps a pot of yellowish liquid mixed with brown lumps into the ditch by the side of the road. The stench is strong enough to make me gag. 
 
    “Welcome to the crisp, morning air of your new home,” laughs Astari. “If you don’t want to stay here and experience all the less than desirable consequences of living in a medieval world, you better hope we find the orb before any of the other teams do.” 
 
    At that moment I realize something else I’ve been missing. “Are you saying the yellow and red teams are trying to find the orb too?” 
 
    Vanessa turns in her saddle. “Yes. Them and a couple of dozen other teams; all level eight or less. Stanton Dungeon is a level four to eight dungeon. The South Pyramid Dungeon located east of us is for levels one to three. We were there until last month when we all dinged level four. For all I know, there’s hundreds of other dungeons and quests happening all over this world as we speak.” Apparently seeing the blank look on my face, she adds, “Don’t worry about the big picture too much. Concentrate on finding the orb before any of the other teams do.” She gestures ahead at something. “That’s the force field coming up. Once we leave the dubious protection of Stanton Town, we’ll be beyond the watch-care of the guardians. One of the other teams might try to ambush us if they get the opportunity. We’re all competing against each other. That’s why I sent Ivy to check on red team.” 
 
    Glancing ahead, I see a shimmering in the air I hadn’t noticed earlier. The shimmering crosses the road. Turning in my saddle, I can tell the same shimmer completely encases the part of town I can see. When I look up at the sky, I see a similar disturbance. 
 
    The mage Astari laughs. “That’s right. The entire town is surrounded to make sure no high-level players sneak in and kill us poor lower-levels for the experience points. From what I’ve been able to figure out, the shield also goes underground.” He waves at the magical shield. “But once we’re outside its protection, we’re on our own.” 
 
    I state the obvious. “Then why don’t we stay in town where we’re safe?” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” Thangar growls. “We’ve all got quest spells cast on us, including you whether you know it or not.” He eyes me closer. “You know what a quest spell is, don’t you?” 
 
    I pull up an almost forgotten memory from my gaming days in college. “It’s a high-level priestess spell requiring the target to perform a mission. If the target doesn’t, then bad things will happen to them.” 
 
    “That’s right.” The dwarf jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “Stanton Dungeon’s north of town. Our quest is to find the Orb of Stanton and present it to the archbishop. Every team based out of Stanton Town has the same quest, so we’ve got to watch our backs. Even if we’re the first to find the orb, the other teams may try to steal it from us before we’re able to turn it in.” He eyes me and snorts. “Unless you want that 18-wheeler you told us about to smash you to a pulp, you’d best hope we find the orb.” 
 
    I’m already wishing we’d found the orb so I can get back to my real life. 
 
    As we draw even with the last of the shanties, I notice two guardians fifty yards ahead standing off to the side of the road near the field of energy. 
 
    Trying to lighten the mood, I gesture at them. “They there to kiss us goodbye?” 
 
    Before anyone can answer, I hear the rumbling of dice in my mind. Having played enough role-playing games during my college days to recognize something’s about to happen, I go on high alert. I catch movement out the corner of my eye. Before I can figure out what it is, my avatar ducks in the saddle. 
 
    Something whizzes through the air where my head was a split-second earlier. 
 
    Yells come from the direction of the shanties. 
 
    Vanessa shouts, “Ambush!” 
 
    That’s when all hell breaks loose. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Ambush 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Sitting up straight in my saddle, I glance in the direction of the dilapidated buildings in time to see a dozen men charging forward carrying swords and shields. Four other men hiding behind a wooden fence are in the process of reloading crossbows. 
 
    Vanessa jumps off her horse and throws the reins in Astari’s direction. “Get the horses to safety. The rest of us will fight on foot. I don’t want to risk getting any of our mounts killed.” 
 
    Chanton and Thangar are already off their horses. So am I for that matter. I don’t remember dismounting, but I’m on the ground nonetheless. I see Astari galloping to the east with the rest of the horses in tow as he makes for a stand of trees. 
 
    As Chanton, Thangar, and Vanessa more forward to meet the attacking men, I’m at a loss what to do. Fortunately, my avatar isn’t. Before I know it, I’m moving low through tall grass and working my way around one of the buildings in order to sneak behind the four crossbowmen. They get off another volley before I get into position, but a smile crosses my lips as I creep up behind one of the men. Unbidden, a box pops up in my mind. 
 
    Race: Human (male)  Class: Fighter  Level: 3  Health: 18   AC: 1   X.P. Value: 104 
 
    With a short sword in my right hand and a dagger in my left, my muscles tense for the killing blow. Before I can strike, a thought comes to me. 
 
    What am I doing? I’m no murderer. 
 
    The roll of cosmic dice sounds in my head. 
 
    The man I’m behind spins around, swinging his crossbow like a club as he does. 
 
    The end of the weapon hits me on the shoulder, knocking me to one knee. Reflexively, I thrust out with my sword. I hear a scream. Pulling my blade back, it’s dripping with blood as the man kneels over and falls to the ground. 
 
    One of the other men throws his empty crossbow at me and draws his sword while his two companions attempt to finish reloading their weapons. I notice the two guardians near the road staring in our direction, but staying where they are. 
 
    Why aren’t they breaking this fight up? is all I’ve got time to wonder before the swordsman is on me. 
 
    I kick out with my foot at the man’s knee. He crumples to the ground. Without thinking, I stab him in the chest with my sword. He’s not wearing armor, so my blade goes in and back out with ease. 
 
    The two remaining crossbowmen are in the process of placing quarrels in their cocked bows. 
 
    Without taking the time to think, I raise my arms over my shoulders and throw both sword and dagger at the same time. 
 
    I hear the rumble of rolling dice in my mind. 
 
    My thrown sword catches one man in the chest while the dagger sticks into his companion’s neck. 
 
    Running forward, I retrieve my weapons, doing my best to ignore the gurgling sound from the man with the neck wound as I draw my dagger out of his throat. 
 
    I’ve got to be honest here. I’ve been in more than a few firefights during my tours in Afghanistan and Iraq. I’ve also sent more than my share of rounds downrange at fleeting targets through the smoke and fog of war. However, I’ve never killed anyone up close and personnel with cold-steel like I just did.  
 
    My stomach heaves at the sight of blood dripping from both my blades. Somehow, I manage not to vomit. 
 
    An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 125 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 11,452   Next Level: 13,001 
 
   
 
    I know it’s silly since it’s just a game, but I’m a little pissed I only receive 125 experience points. 
 
    What the hell? I killed four of these guys. Why didn’t I get more experience? I’ve got to get to level five like the others. 
 
    Thinking of my teammates, I glance back at the road. Astari has returned with the horses. Chanton, Thangar, and Vanessa are in the process of searching bodies on the ground. I count seven bodies in total near the road. 
 
    I look back at the four people; no, let’s call them avatars, I killed. The word ‘loot’ pops into my mind. 
 
    Without thinking about it, I squat by the first corpse and rummage through his pockets. Nothing. I allow my avatar to search the other three, coming up with a grand total of three silver coins and a scattering of copper. Not exactly my idea of treasure. 
 
    A glance at the men’s weapons show they’re rusted and beat up. Even I can tell they’re not worth picking up. Leaving the weapons where they are, I mosey back to the road. 
 
    “I see you survived your first battle,” Astari says. “Good for you.” 
 
    Thangar stands up from the body he’s searching and glares at me. “You almost didn’t. I saw you hesitate when you were behind that guy. You could’ve backstabbed him easy, but you didn’t. You best come to terms with the game before you get yourself and the rest of us killed.” 
 
    Vanessa stares at me hard for a second. “He’s right.” She waves a hand at the bodies littering the ground. “These aren’t real people. They’re part of the game.” She touches her chest. “Even our avatars aren’t real. You aren’t killing actual people.” 
 
    I know what she’s saying’s true about NPCs. However, I can’t help but think a player’s avatar is a different matter. They might not be real, but after listening to Astari talk about himself being stuck in a nursing home, and my own situation with the 18-wheeler, I figure killing a player’s avatar has real-life consequences. 
 
    I decide not to waste my time arguing about it. We’re each going to believe what we believe. Instead, I switch the conversation by pointing at the two guardians standing by the side of the road near the force field. They hadn’t moved an inch during our battle. 
 
    “What’s with those guys? Why didn’t they stop the fight?” 
 
    Astari laughs. “You’ve definitely got a lot to learn. The guardians are only here to prevent players from killing other players. It’s the town sheriff who handles run-of-the-mill robbers like these guys.” He glances around before looking back at me and winking. “I don’t see no sheriff around, do you?” 
 
    Vanessa pulls the pouch from her belt and drops something in. I hear the clinking sound of metal on metal. She holds the pouch out toward me. “All right, dump it in. I saw you search the bodies by the fence.” 
 
    I take the measly number of coins I found and drop them in the bag. 
 
    Thangar snorts. “Ain’t much. You sure you ain’t holding out?” 
 
    “Thangar,” says Vanessa. “We’re a team. We’ve got to trust each other.” 
 
    The dwarf glares at me, making it obvious he doesn’t trust anybody. “He’s a thief. Just saying.” 
 
    I try holding my temper in check, but the dwarf’s attitude pisses me off, which is normally hard to do. “Hey, I give a crap less about a few imaginary coins.” I hold my arms out at shoulder height. “Search me if you want.” 
 
    Vanessa shakes her head. “That won’t be necessary.” She heads toward her horse and climbs on before looking back at the rest of us. “You coming? Or am I going to the dungeon by myself?” 
 
    The rest of us mount up. Falling in behind her, we ride past the guardians. 
 
    Thanks for nothing, I think, but I keep the words to myself just in case the soldiers are thin-skinned. 
 
    As we pass through the magic barrier surrounding the town, I half expect to get blown out of my saddle. I feel nothing. 
 
    Astari apparently sees me tense up. “Relax. You’re only level four. The protective shield is designed to keep you safe; not hurt you. I wouldn’t recommend trying to come back if you ever make it to level nine though.” 
 
    “Piss on level nine. All I want to do is go back home. I’ve got a good life there. I don’t want to be stuck in this place one minute longer than necessary.” 
 
    The mage chuckles. “A good life, huh? You married?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. I had one, but we broke up a few months ago. She thought I spent too much time at work and not enough paying attention to her.” 
 
    “Hmm. I see.” The elf rubs his chin before asking, “You got any family?” 
 
    I’m suspicious where the blue-robed elf’s heading, but I answer anyway. “A couple of cousins, but we’re not close. My mom died when I was fifteen. Dad passed away last year.” 
 
    “Do you do a lot of traveling? Are you living life to the fullest? Seeing the world and all that?” 
 
    “No, I’ve got too much going on at work. There’s no way I could get away.” Feeling suddenly defensive, I tell the elf, “I have friends. We spend our free time at the dirt track racing cars or camping in the mountains.” 
 
    “Are any of your friends single females?” 
 
    “Well, no,” I admit. “But…hey, I don’t have to explain my life to you. Like I said, I’ve got a good life. All I want to do is go home and get back to it.” 
 
    The dwarf Thangar snorts before snarling, “Then you’d better find the orb quick, thief.” 
 
    I ignore the grouchy dwarf and concentrate on the elf mage instead since he seems a whole lot friendlier than the dwarf. I decide to change topics. “I’m not complaining, but I killed four guys back there. Yet I was only awarded a hundred and twenty-five experience points. It should’ve been closer to five hundred if this game calculates experience like the role-playing game I played in college.” 
 
    Laughing, Astari says, “Well, apparently the all-powerful entities running this game don’t do things exactly the same way you did it in college. The nerve of them, huh?” 
 
    Twisting around in her saddle, Vanessa explains, “We’re a team. You killed four, and we killed seven. The other five ran. As near as we’ve been able to figure out, the entire team gets experience for the kills no matter who does it. Assuming everyone contributes in some manner, of course. We also get some reduced experience for the ones who ran away.” She pats her pouch. “Then there’s the loot which is a necessary part of the game. Not that we got anything to brag about this time, but I’m hopeful we’ll do better once we get to the dungeon.” 
 
    Chanton, who’s in the lead, stops his horse in midstride and looks back. “Don’t forget about treasure like magic weapons and armor. We get experience for them too.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” agrees Vanessa before looking back at me. “But unlike some role-playing games back in the real world, we don’t get experience for monetary items like coins and gems or for selling items we find. Understand?” 
 
    I did, but I didn’t. I’ve had some gamemasters award experience for monetary items and some not, so that part I understand. It’s the other part that irritates me. “So, let me get this straight. Even though I killed four of them, and the three of you only killed seven, we split the experience four ways?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Vanessa laughs. “No, we split it five ways. Astari didn’t fight because we had him get away with the horses to keep them safe, but he still gets a share. Since Ivy wasn’t here, she doesn’t split the experience. Then again, if she kills something while she’s out scouting, she’ll keep it all to herself because we’re not there with her.” 
 
    Joining in the conversation, Thangar says, “You forgot to explain how levels affect division of experience points.” He eyes me, grinning like he’s privy to some inside joke. 
 
    Astari snaps his fingers. “That’s right. I almost forgot since our team’s usually the same level.” He smiles and gives me a wink. “Except for you, of course. You’re level four. If your predecessors hadn’t kept dying on us, you’d probably be level five like the rest of us, but it is what it is.” 
 
    I can tell Thangar’s waiting to give the punchline of his joke, so I play along. “All right, I’ll bite. How do levels affect the division of experience points?” 
 
    The dwarf’s grin widens. “The total experience for the group is divided by the number of levels in the group. Then each person receives the amount of experience based on their level. Since you are low man on the totem pole, you get less than the rest of us. Serves you right too since you didn’t backstab that guy when you had the chance. You’re a thief. Thieves backstab. End of story.” 
 
    The division of experience doesn’t seem fair to me, but I can tell the dwarf wants to argue, so I shrug and leave it at that. 
 
    Vanessa draws her horse even with Chanton and stops him before looking back at me. “You’re on point now, Quantas. Stay forty or fifty yards ahead. When you come to a split in the road, take the right fork. That’ll be the Western Bypass. After a couple of miles, you’ll see a trail to the right. That’ll be the Northwest Cutoff. Stay on it all the way to Stanton Dungeon. Keep an eye out when you get to the lake. One of the other teams got ambushed there last week.” 
 
    Unsure I heard her correctly I stay where I am. “Me on point? I’m the new guy, remember?” I nod toward Chanton. “He’s the barbarian. Why doesn’t he stay on point?” 
 
    Fire flares in the priestess’s eyes. “Because I said you’re on point, that’s why. Now either get your ass in gear, or you’re off the team. Then you’ll never find the orb. Your choice.” 
 
    We have a staring contest for a few seconds. 
 
    I blink first. “What the hell happened to the nice Vanessa back in town?” 
 
    The fire in her eyes dims a little. “She’ll be there waiting for us when we get back. In the meantime, it’s my responsibility to keep everyone alive. That requires having the best people do the job. At this moment in time, you’re the best I’ve got to pull point.” 
 
    Besides being logical, my dad always used to say I could be a bit on the stubborn side. I show some of my stubbornness now by waving a hand at Chanton. “But he’s the barbarian. I’m the insurance salesman from Denver, remember?” 
 
    Astari moves his mount up next to mine and places a hand on my shoulder. “She’s right. You’re the best one of us to do the job until Ivy gets back. I’ll explain later.” Removing his hand, he looks me in the eye. “Remember, you’re not Steve from Denver anymore. You’re Quantas, a hardened thief from the north steppes. You’ve seen everything worth seeing, and there ain’t nothing you can’t do if you put your mind to it.” 
 
    Outnumbered, I capitulate and touch my heels to the sides of my horse. My mount steps out at a quick trot. It doesn’t take long to get fifty yards ahead of the others. The road’s semi-flat, and the area on both sides is clear, so I relax a little. Not a lot; but a little. 
 
    Now, don’t get me wrong. I’ve pulled point before when I was in the military. However, it was usually in the passenger seat of an armored Humvee with a .50 caliber machinegun on top for support or on foot with a four-man recon patrol in a built-up area. Being point-man from the back of a horse in a fantasy game where I might be up against dog-sized spiders coming out of trapdoors in the ground is out of my comfort zone to say the least. Despite my discomfort, I do my best to keep my team and me safe. 
 
    For the next half hour, I follow the trail. It’s hard to miss since it’s more of a hardpacked road than a trail. My eyes instinctively move from one side of the path to the other, noticing things I’m sure I’d have missed back in the real world. A depression in what looks like otherwise flat ground draws my eye. Nothing. From there I scan a clump of low brush on the other side of the road. Nothing. Next, my eyes train on two head-size stones twenty yards ahead and to the right. 
 
    Did something just move behind those stones? 
 
    The rumble of dice comes into my mind. 
 
    I don’t wait to see what the dice roll is about. I dive off my horse for the ground. 
 
    Something taps hard against my left shoulder before I hit the road. 
 
    I’m up in a flash with the loops of a sling in my right hand. My left hand’s holding a metal ball the size of my thumb in the sling’s leather pocket. I scan the area around the two stones, but see nothing. I think I hear the sound of hoofbeats from the direction of the stones, but I can’t be sure since the rest of my team’s galloping in my direction. 
 
    Blue team skids to a halt on the road around me as Chanton draws his bow and looks for targets. 
 
    For some reason, my sling, which I didn’t even know I had until it was in my hand, is heavier than it has a right to be. The leather thong and metal bullet slip out of my fingers as I drop to my knees on the road. 
 
    Vanessa’s at my side in a heartbeat. She props me up with her arms and says something no soldier likes to hear. 
 
    “You’ve been shot.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – Another Dice Roll 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    At the priestess’s words, I look at my left shoulder and see an eighteen-inch-long feathered shaft poking out of my leather armor. 
 
    Where the hell did that come from? 
 
    The analytical part of my mind decides the crossbow bolt must be longer than a foot and a half since there’s at least a couple of inches stuck in the flesh of my shoulder. My eyes are drawn to a red liquid oozing out of the leather around the wooden shaft. I forget all about how long the quarrel might be as a wave of pain hits me like nothing I’ve felt before. 
 
    “God almighty,” I groan. My mind grows fuzzy. It’s suddenly hard to think. “What happened?” 
 
    Thangar, who’s the least empathetic one in the group, answers. “Somebody put a crossbow bolt in you, that’s what happened. Is this your idea of flushing out an ambush? Letting someone shoot holes in you in order to find out where they’re hiding?” He laughs. “You wouldn’t make it a week back in Nam, thief.” 
 
    “Shut up, Thangar, and help me get his armor off,” orders Vanessa. 
 
    While I’ve been in more than one firefight during my military days, I was fortunate enough never to get shot. The arrow in my shoulder hurts, and the sight of blood pouring out of the hole in my armor doesn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    “Am I going to die?” I ask, feeling like I’m on the verge of fainting. If the priestess wasn’t holding me up, I’m pretty sure I’d be flat on the ground. 
 
    Vanessa doesn’t bother answering. She’s too busy unbuckling the straps of my chest armor. 
 
    The world around me dims. 
 
    The next thing I know, my armor’s off, and the dwarf is in front of me with both hands gripping the shaft of wood. The feathered part of the quarrel’s been broken off. 
 
    Strange. It wasn’t broken the last time I looked. Did I pass out? 
 
    Vanessa nods her head at the dwarf. “Now!” 
 
    Thangar shoves forward on the wooden shaft with both hands. 
 
    “Holy Mother of God!” I yell as a fresh wave of pain hits me. 
 
    Someone behind me, I think it’s Chanton, pulls the crossbow bolt out the back part of my shoulder. 
 
    Placing both hands on my wound, Vanessa says words I hear but can’t make out. 
 
    The pain in my shoulder lessens before disappearing completely. My head clears, and I feel semi-normal again. 
 
    The priestess shifts positions and looks in my eyes. “You’ll be all right. Get your armor back on. We need to get moving before whoever tried to kill you comes back to finish the job.” 
 
    The knowledge there’s someone out there with a crossbow who wants to kill me is all the motivation I need. I slip my bloody armor over my head and onto my chest and back. Chanton stays to help me strap it on while the others gather the horses. The hole in the leather covering my left shoulder’s a reminder I’m vulnerable despite wearing armor. 
 
    “Thangar,” says Vanessa. “You’re on point.” 
 
    “Me? I’m a dwarf. I’m made for underground, not riding a horse like a sitting duck.” 
 
    The fire in the priestess’s eyes comes back. Thankfully it isn’t directed at me this time. “You heard me. You’re always bragging how you can slip through the jungle unseen back in Vietnam. Well, see if you can slip down the road without getting us all killed.” 
 
    The dwarf looks at me. “That’s just great. You screw up and get wounded, and I’m the one who gets stuck on point. Figures.” 
 
    Mounting his pony, he gallops ahead. 
 
    The rest of us follow fifty yards behind. 
 
    Astari rides up beside me. “Well, you’ve had your first blood drawn. Welcome to the game. I doubt it’ll be your last wound. Too bad though. Vanessa can only remember five first-level healing spells at a time. She had to use one on you, so that leaves her with four. She may need to rest up and pray for a replacement spell before we enter the dungeon. That’ll cost us time.” 
 
    “Sorry my getting shot’s an inconvenience.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it.” The elf laughs. “Hell, odds are we’ll run into more trouble when we pass by the Forest of Evil. That’s why most groups avoid the Northwest Cutoff.” 
 
    “Forest of Evil, huh?” I try to make lighter of it than I feel. “Sounds like a great place for a picnic.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t get me wrong. We’ve taken the road before and stayed out of trouble, but we’ve always had Ivy with us. She’s a wiz when it comes to spotting ambushes when we’re not underground.” 
 
    I played a tracker as one of my characters during my college days, so I can appreciate Ivy’s tracker abilities. “I’ll bet. Too bad she wasn’t with us a few minutes ago. Maybe she could’ve kept me from getting shot by Jalena.” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t Jalena who put the quarrel in you.” 
 
    I glance at him. “What makes you say that? She’s the one who hates me. I haven’t been here long enough to make any other enemies.” 
 
    The mage laughs. He seems to laugh a lot considering the fact he’s in a place where things are trying to kill him. I suppose being eighty-two and wasting away in a nursing home changes a man’s perspective on what’s enjoyable and what isn’t. 
 
    “Oh, my friend,” says Astari. “You have no idea how many enemies the other three Quantas’s made. Jalena hates you, but she’s not the one who put the crossbow bolt in you. Vanessa had Chanton check out those rocks while you were passed out. He found a hidden draw large enough for a horse and rider. Chanton knows red team’s horses. The tracks weren’t one of theirs. His avatar’s a barbarian from the north country, so he should know.” 
 
    “Well, if it wasn’t Jalena or one of her teammates, who was it then?” 
 
    The elf shrugs. “Who knows? Maybe it was Fang.” He scratches his chin. “Hmm. Probably not since she uses explosive heads on her quarrels. I suppose it could’ve been one of the other teams just trying to whittle down the odds. Probably best to consider it one of life’s little mysteries and leave it at that.” 
 
    Despite Astari’s words, my gut tells me it was Jalena who shot me. She’s an assassin after all. I make a silent vow to kill her avatar if I ever get the opportunity. 
 
    Dwarf or not, Thangar gets us to the split in the road without incident and leads us onto the rightmost of the trails. According to Astari, we’re on the Western Bypass which leads to civilized lands to the west. Not that we’re heading that way. 
 
    In less than an hour, we turn a bend in the road and see Thangar sitting on his horse by another trail cutting off to the north. The trail doesn’t look as well used as the path we’ve been on. 
 
    “That’s the Northwest Cutoff,” says Astari who stayed next to me the whole time talking about things he’s done in the real world. He’s had a very interesting life, and his wild stories definitely made the time go by faster. 
 
    “We’ll stop here for a thirty-minute break,” says Vanessa as she dismounts. “Water your horses and get yourself something to eat. I want to make it inside Stanton Dungeon while we’ve still got some daylight.” 
 
    Dismounting, I follow the elf over to a stream where we water our horses. Afterwards, the elf and I dig some rations out of our packs and chew on them. They suck as far as taste goes, but the mage assures me the compressed bar of whatever it is contains enough nutrition to keep a body alive. 
 
    While my horse grazes on the lush grass at the side of the road, I wander over to a large tree where Chanton’s in the process of marking his territory. Between my years in the military and camping in the Rocky Mountains near Denver, I’m comfortable using the great outdoors as my latrine. Unbuttoning my trousers, I relieve myself on the opposite side of the tree. Although probably not the best time to have my first one-on-one conversation with the big barbarian, I go for it anyway. 
 
    “Astari says you’re sure it wasn’t Jalena who shot me.” 
 
    The big man glances at me and blushes. He hastily finishes his business and buttons his pants. Turning around so his back is to me, he says, “Uh, actually…uh, I’m only sure it wasn’t one of red team’s horses. The rider shot from the saddle so I didn’t see a footprint. Doesn’t matter. Jalena’s a proud woman. She’ll want to look you in the eye when she kills you. I know I would.” 
 
    I finish my business and button my fly. “She’s an assassin. I doubt she’s got morals.” 
 
    The big man turns around and pats his chest. “These are avatars. They aren’t who we are. You say her avatar’s an assassin, fine, I won’t argue with you about it.” He pounds his chest with his fist. “But this isn’t who I am, and Jalena’s avatar isn’t who she is. Every one of us has a story, and you haven’t got the faintest idea what Jalena’s, mine’s, or anyone else’s is.” 
 
    Obviously, I’ve touched a nerve. “You’re right. Sorry. I’ve just never been shot before, and I’d prefer not to have it happen again.” 
 
    The strained muscles around the barbarian’s mouth relax a little. “I hear you. I’m not fond of getting shot or stabbed either for that matter. If we didn’t have Vanessa with us, my avatar would’ve been dead long ago. She’s a good person.” 
 
    I suppose she is, but before I can say so, the priestess yells at us to get our sorry asses back in the saddles. I decide to hold my opinion on how good she is for a while longer. 
 
    This time Vanessa rides point, heading up the Northwest Cutoff while the rest of us follow fifty yards behind. When the trail widens enough for two horses, I see Astari trot up next to Chanton, so I ease my mount back until I’m even with the dwarf. 
 
    He frowns, making it obvious my company’s not exactly welcome. 
 
    I ignore his attitude. “I know you don’t like me, and to be honest, I don’t like you all that much either, but we’ve got to work together if we’re going to get that orb thingy.” 
 
    The dwarf sighs as if coming to a decision. “Like or not like has nothing to do with it, thief.” He turns in the saddle to look at me. “All I care about is finding the orb. I need people on my team who are going to help me do it. So far, you haven’t shown me jack except how to get shot.” 
 
    I start to point out I killed four robbers earlier, but since he wasn’t impressed when I said it before, I decide to let it be. Like I’ve said, I’m pretty logical, and right now, logic’s telling me the dwarf and I’ve got to come to terms. I decide to try for a point of commonality. 
 
    “I heard Vanessa say you served in Vietnam. I was in the military for a stint.” 
 
    The dwarf doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. Finally, his eyes narrow. “I suppose you were some white-assed, financial officer or something like that.” 
 
    Sensing more than a little hostility, I tread carefully. “No. I was in the infantry. I went in as a buck private and got out three years later as a sergeant.” I grin, knowing I’m taking a risk. “What about you? Are you a white-assed, financial officer or something like that sitting around an air-conditioned office in Saigon while the grunts do all the work?” 
 
    The muscles around the dwarf’s mouth tighten. A second later, they relax. He chuckles. “Maybe you’re going to be all right after all, thief. Naw. I’m infantry same as you, and about as far from white as you can get.” He reaches out a hand. “Sergeant Booker Addison, United States Marine Corps.” 
 
    I take his hand. “Ex-sergeant Steve Harmon. I was in the army, but I promise not to hold it against you for being a marine.” 
 
    We both grin and shake hands before taking our reins and continuing to ride. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. 
 
    I keep my mouth shut, not wanting to spoil the mood. 
 
    Thangar looks at me and stares for a couple of seconds. “I’m still in Vietnam.” 
 
    “What?” is all I can think to say. 
 
    “It’s 1969. I’m still in Vietnam. I was on patrol when my team got ambushed. I made the mistake of stepping on a mine. My right foot’s blown off.” His eyes take on a faraway look. “Jacob managed to tie a tourniquet above my knee before they cut him down. I don’t know where Zack and Devon are. Dead I suppose. I fired all my ammo, threw my last grenade, and fixed a bayonet to my rifle.” He looks at me and shrugs. “Figure I might take one more of them with me before I go down. That’s when it happened.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure I know what he’s going to say, but I ask anyway. “What happened?” 
 
    “I get this popup box welcoming me to the game and asking if I want to play.” He grins. “I didn’t know what was going on. Scared the crap out me, though. I was trying to remember one of the prayers my grandmother tried to teach me when Master Player Blue’s preselector starts explaining what’s going on. He said if I prove myself by completing missions in the game, I’ll continue to live…in the game. Otherwise, it’s back to reality. I didn’t hesitate selecting the ‘yes’ box.” 
 
    “And you’ve been hunting the orb ever since?” 
 
    The dwarf snorts. “Not hardly. This ain’t my first mission. On the first one, my team and I were supposed to rescue a merchant’s daughter from some lord. We got the daughter.” He glances at me and grins. “Ugliest woman I’ve ever seen. Don’t know why anyone would want to kidnap her in the first place, but we got her back all the same. After that mission, Master Player Blue sent me to find the orb. I had to start over at level one again.” He looks at me and winks. “I’ll tell you one thing I’ve learned about ol’ Master Player Blue. He’s got a sense of humor.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    Thangar laughs. “I’m a six-foot-six brother from Atlanta. He made me a three-and-a-half-foot-tall white gnome on my first mission and a four-and-a-half-foot white dwarf on the second.” He laughs again. “Now, tell me Master Player Blue ain’t somewhere laughing his ass off.” 
 
    I return his grin. “Well, after we find the orb, maybe he’ll make you a strapping Zulu warrior on you next mission.” 
 
    “One can only hope,” chuckles the dwarf. 
 
    The trail’s starting to narrow again, so I know my time to talk’s short, and there’s something I want to know. I point at Chanton. “What’s with the barbarian? I know I’m new here, but I’ve been in combat, and we weren’t in the habit of making our medic point man. Chanton should be leading, not Vanessa. What gives?” 
 
    Thangar nods. “Yep, that’s Vanessa for you. She’s got a heart for kids.” 
 
    “Well, Chanton’s not a kid. He’s as old as me.” 
 
    The dwarf grins. “Your mind is still stuck in the real world, thief. People aren’t who you see here.” He touches his chest. “These piles of simulated flesh and bones are avatars. Vanessa’s a mother of two. Got a good husband back in New Zealand from what she says. Went to sleep one night and got the game offer from Master Player Blue. Unlike me, he threatens to keep her in the game if she doesn’t present the orb to the archbishop. She wants to go back to her family something fierce, so don’t let her good looks and nature fool you. She’ll kill to get back home if it comes to that.” 
 
    I suppose that explains some of the fire I’ve seen in her eyes. “What’s that got to do with Chanton? I still say he’d be the best one on point, being a barbarian and all.” 
 
    “Oh, you would, would you?” He looks at me closer. “You said you’ve been in combat. Would you send out a fourteen-year-old girl as your point?” 
 
    “Fourteen?” Then I catch what else he’d said. “Are you telling me that walking mass of muscles is a teenage girl?” 
 
    “Yep. Japanese, I think. Vanessa knows way more about her than me. All I know is, Chanton hates it back in the real world and wants to stay in the game as much as I do. To do that, she needs to find the orb.” 
 
    I look ahead at Chanton, trying to reconcile myself with the fact that despite the barbarian’s looks, he’s a girl. “Hell, I took a leak in front of her.” 
 
    Thangar laughs. “Yeah. I noticed. And they say dwarves got no couth.” 
 
    I’m about to say more when I hear the rumble of dice in my head again. 
 
    I hear Chanton shout, “Vanessa! Ambush!” 
 
    All I can think is, Oh, no. Not again. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 – Orcs 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The barbarian takes off galloping with Astari riding close behind. 
 
    Neither Thangar nor I hesitate. We dig our heels into our horse’s sides and take off at a full gallop. I don’t even think about the fact I’ve only ridden merry-go-rounds before today. I let the part of me that’s Quantas take charge. My left hand slaps my horse’s rear as my right pulls out my sword. 
 
    I sense Thangar trying to keep up, but neither his avatar nor his horse is a good enough match. I pull ahead a full ten yards by the time we come around a bend in the road. A stand of tall trees, black as night and twice as ugly, is on the left side of the trail. Pouring out of the tree line are nearly a dozen orcs armed with swords and spears. An info box appears in my mind long enough for me to read: 
 
    Race: Orc   Class: Fighter  Level: 1  Health: 10  AC: 8   X.P. Value: 20 
 
    Three large creatures that would put a gorilla to shame are following close behind the orcs. One of the creatures is a head taller than the other two and is carrying a spiked club as long as I am tall. 
 
    I will an info box into existence. 
 
    Race: Ogre Leader   Class: Fighter   Level: 6   Health: 34   AC: 5   X.P. Value: 497 
 
    I concentrate on the other two. 
 
    Race: Ogre   Class: Fighter  Level: 5  Health: 28  AC: 4   X.P. Value: 202 
 
    I notice a single orc with a plumed headdress standing at the edge of the woods holding a glowing staff high and chanting something I can’t hear but somehow know is some type of prayer spell to increase the attack and defense capabilities of the orcs and ogres. An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    Race: Orc   Class: Shaman   Level: 5  Health: 27   AC: 3   X.P. Value: 625 
 
    My eyes take in everything in the time it takes my heart to beat once. Ahead I see Vanessa’s horse being attacked by four of the largest wolves I’ve ever seen. Another box appears. 
 
    Monster: Dire Wolf   Level: 3  Health: 22   AC: 4   X.P. Value: 148 
 
    Vanessa swings her mace at the four-legged attackers. 
 
    The rumble of cosmic dice echoes in my mind. 
 
    Her mace smashes the head of one of the wolves to a bloody pulp. 
 
    Another wolf latches onto the priestess’s horse by the neck and drags the poor beast to the ground. The two remaining wolves start to go for the downed priestess, but the sound of beating hoofs causes them to change their minds. They turn in time for Chanton to ride over the top of one. His mount screams with fury as the horse’s hoofs stomp the black-furred creature into the ground. At the same time, the barbarian leaps from his stallion’s back and lands on top of the last wolf. They both go down in a tangle of black fur, bare skin, and cold steel. 
 
    I see Astari jump from his horse and face the advancing orcs and ogres. His hands begin moving in a complicated pattern. A ball of swirling blue energy forms a couple of feet to his front. 
 
    Two of the charging orcs throw their spears at the mage. 
 
    I hear more dice being thrown in my head. 
 
    The spears miss Astari by a few inches. Apparently, the mage has nerves of steel, because he doesn’t miss a beat and continues chanting. 
 
    Thangar catches up to me and tosses a dagger in my direction. “Take out the shaman.” He rides past, heading for a point between Astari and the charging orcs and ogres. 
 
    Catching the dagger in midair, I instinctively know it’s magic. I spin my mount around and head back the way I came, doing my best to make it look like I’m running away. I don’t go far. As soon as I’m around the bend, I jump off my horse and head through the woods in the direction of the orc shaman. 
 
    I hear an explosion and glimpse a flash of yellow light reflecting off leaves. I vaguely remember Vanessa saying Astari had just made fifth level. 
 
    If the rules of this game’s anything like the one I played in college, it means our mage can cast a fireball. Maybe it’ll do enough damage to take out a few of the orcs and ogres. 
 
    Above the screams of the dying, I hear an unintelligible chanting ahead. 
 
    Without conscious thought, I stick to the darkest shadows cast by the trees. Through the brush I see the shaman holding a glowing staff high in the air. The orc’s back is to me, making a tempting target. 
 
    He’s not real. He’s just part of the game. 
 
    I cover the remaining distance quickly while somehow avoiding the dry leaves and dead sticks littering the ground. When I’m only a step away, I draw back my arm before thrusting Thangar’s dagger forward as hard as I can, aiming for the orc’s heart. 
 
    The sound of dice being rolled rumbles in my head. 
 
    The shaman starts to turn, swinging his glowing staff as he does. 
 
    My dagger sticks into his side, finding flesh, but deflecting off a rib. 
 
    I duck below the orc’s staff and stab at the shaman’s belly. I draw blood, but the orc manages to step back enough to keep my blade away from anything vital. 
 
    The shaman’s too close for a good blow with his staff, so he shoves out with the length of glowing wood, hitting my chest. 
 
    More dice roll in my mind. 
 
    I feel an electric shock, but either my leather armor and padding insulate me from the electricity, or the shock isn’t that much to begin with. Either way, I stab upward with Thangar’s dagger, catching the shaman beneath his chin. His eyes bulge as blood pours out of his mouth. I unconsciously give the dagger a twist to do max damage. Pulling the blade free, I head for the road as the dying orc collapses to the ground. 
 
    Ahead I see smoke, coals, and five smoldering bodies, one of them being twice the size of the others. 
 
    Looks like Astari took out one of the ogres and four orcs. Too bad it wasn’t more. 
 
    I see Thangar ten feet in front of Astari. The dwarf dodges from one of two ogres to the other while keeping both attackers off balance. I’m impressed. The little guy’s everywhere at once as his battle axe forces the ogres to keep their distance. 
 
    Astari waves a hand and shouts words I hear but quickly forget. Three red balls streak out from his hand, striking the largest ogre on the right side of its chest. The ogre leader stumbles back a step. Thangar charges forward, swinging his battle axe with one hand as he deflects a blow from the ogre leader’s club with his shield. 
 
    The razor-sharp edge of the dwarf’s battle axe bites deep into the ogre’s flesh just above the knee. 
 
    The rumble of dice sounds in my head again. 
 
    The axe blade glows bright and goes completely through the ogre leader’s leg, lopping the limb off at the knee. 
 
    I see two orc spearmen drawing their arms back to throw their spears at Thangar’s exposed back. 
 
    My sling somehow appears in my hand with a steel-ball thingy loaded. I cast the metal bullet, and it strikes true, hitting the leftmost spearman on the back of the head just below his skullcap. The orc goes down hard, dropping his spear. 
 
    Knowing I have no time to cast another bullet before the second spearman throws his weapon at the unsuspecting dwarf’s back, I place another ball in the sling’s leather pad anyway. 
 
    An arrow appears in the second spearman’s neck. The choking orc falls to the ground as he claws at his throat. 
 
    Hoofbeats sound on the packed-dirt trail. I see a brown-haired woman in chainmail charging down the path with a bow in one hand and the reins of her mount gripped between her teeth. The rider is the tracker, Ivy. She tosses her bow to the side and draws her longsword instead. The blade of the weapon glows blue. Pointing her sword in my direction, she hollers, “Help Chanton and Vanessa.” Then she passes by an orc and lops its head off before galloping toward Thangar and the remaining ogre and orcs. 
 
    I let my avatar take charge and run toward Vanessa’s fallen horse. The priestess’s leg is stuck in her mount’s stirrup. I see Chanton swinging his bastard sword with both hands in an attempt to keep the two remaining dire wolves away from the downed horse and rider. 
 
    Since my sling’s still in my hand, I swing it over my head on the run and let the ball of metal within the leather pocket fly. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    The bullet grazes the side of one of the wolves, doing no noticeable damage. The near miss does draw the dire wolf’s attention. With a yelp, it pivots on its rear legs and comes charging at me with hate in its red eyes. Opening its jaws, the dire wolf leaps in the air the last ten feet, heading straight for my throat. 
 
    Dropping the sling, I fumble for Thangar’s dagger which I vaguely remember sticking in my belt earlier. Leaning backwards in an attempt to avoid the finger-long fangs hungering to clamp down on my neck, I make a wild thrust upwards with the dagger. 
 
    Once again, the sound of dice echoes in my brain. 
 
    The blade of my dagger hits something. Apparently its nothing vital because the beast’s jaws close around my shoulder as the dire wolf shakes its head violently. Tossed one way and then the other like a rag doll, I strike at the wolf’s body with the blade in my right hand. I strike again and again. 
 
    The shaking lessens. 
 
    Switching targets, I shove my dagger into the dire wolf’s left eye all the way to the hilt. 
 
    The shaking stops completely. 
 
    My shoulder hurts like hell, but I don’t waste time checking to see how bad it is. Crawling from beneath the wolf’s body, I stumble in the direction of Vanessa and her fallen horse with the idea of helping Chanton. There is no need. The big barbarian, his bare chest and arms covered with blood, is tossing the last of the wolves to the side, having broken its neck with his bare hands. The giant of a man kneels and lifts Vanessa, cradling her limp body in his arms. Looking up with tear-filled eyes, he sees me. 
 
    “She’s bleeding from her neck bad. Help me.” 
 
    I’m no healer, but I think back to my roleplaying game days in college. “Do you have a healing potion?” 
 
    The big man’s eyes widen. “My pack’s tied to the back of my saddle. There are two healing potions inside. Vanessa makes sure we all keep two with us in case she’s not around.” 
 
    I’m guessing I’ve probably got a couple in my pack too, but my horse is on the far side of the road bend near the edge of the forest. I spy Chanton’s horse twenty yards away standing over the bloody body of one of the dire wolves. I hurry over, but not so fast as to spook the stallion. Letting my avatar do his northern steppe thing, I hear a soft cooing sound come from my throat as I draw near the barbarian’s mount. The stallion shakes its head but stays put. Grabbing the pack tied to the rear of the saddle, I hurry back to Chanton, dumping the bag’s contents on the ground to save time. 
 
    Still holding the priestess in his arms, Chanton points with his chin. “There! Give me one of the bottles with the pink liquid.” 
 
    There are half a dozen bottles mixed in with an assortment of dirty socks, rations, and various other stuff. Ignoring the bottles with the yellow, green, orange, and blue liquids, I grab both of the bottles with pink and hand one to the barbarian. 
 
    Chanton twists the cap off the bottle and pours the pink liquid down the priestess’s throat. 
 
    Most of the fluid leaks out of her mouth and dribbles down her chin, but I see Vanessa swallow, so at least some must be going down her throat. A couple of seconds later, the flow of blood from her neck slows, but it doesn’t stop completely. 
 
    A firm believer in you shouldn’t take half-measures when someone’s life is on the line, I twist the cap off the second vial and hand it to the barbarian. 
 
    He pours the contents into the priestess’s mouth. 
 
    This time Vanessa swallows it all. She coughs, spitting out a mouthful of blood as her eyelids flutter. After a deep breath, she opens her eyes wide, jerks out of the barbarian’s arms and yells, “Ambush!” 
 
    I look around long enough to see Thangar, Astari, and Ivy walking in our direction. There’s no sign of any other living creatures other than our horses. I turn back to the priestess. “Relax. It’s all over.” 
 
    Vanessa touches her neck before looking at the empty bottles in Chanton’s hand. “Thanks,” she tells him before looking at me. “You’re bleeding. How bad is it? Do you need me to heal you?” 
 
    In my concern for her, I forgot all about my own wound. That tells me it can’t be all that bad. Glancing at my left shoulder, I see two holes in my leather armor where the dire wolf’s fangs found a home in addition to the hole where I’d been shot earlier. Blood oozes out of the two new holes. I grow faint, but force myself to remain conscious. 
 
    My male bravado takes over. “Best see how bad the others are hurt first before you waste another healing spell on me. I think mine’s just a flesh wound.” 
 
    She seems to gauge the flow of blood coming out of the holes in the leather. “Flesh wound my ass.” Turning to Chanton, she says, “Get his armor off and put a bandage on that thing while I check on the rest of the team.” Without waiting to see what we do she stands up and hurries toward the others. 
 
    I look at the barbarian and force a weak grin. “You know, for someone who was at death’s door, she’s made a heck of a recovery.” 
 
    Chanton nods. “Yeah. Healing potions are worth their weight in gold.” He points at my wound. “Let’s get your armor off and see what’s going on under there.” 
 
    In short order, my chest armor’s off. Although my wound’s not life threatening, it’s bad enough Chanton’s forced to apply pressure with a bandage in order to get the bleeding under control. For someone who looks like he could tear me in half, he’s surprisingly gentle.  
 
    “You’ve got a soft touch for such a big man,” I say. 
 
    The barbarian looks at me, his cheeks turning pink. “I’m not really a man; just my avatar. I’m a girl back in the real world.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Thangar told me. He said you were a fourteen-year-old kid. How’d you get stuck in this place if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    The big man, or she depending on how you look at it, presses his lips together for a second before shrugging. “First off, I’m not stuck here. This is the only place I want to be. And I’ll be fifteen in a month, so I’m not a kid.” The barbarian squeezes my pressure bandage hard enough to make me wince. “Got it?” 
 
    “Ouch! Yeah, I got it.” 
 
    The pressure on my bandage relaxes. 
 
    Chanton smiles. “Sorry about that. My avatar has a temper sometimes.” 
 
    I have a feeling it isn’t the avatar who has the problem, but I wisely decide to keep my opinion to myself. Instead, I try to keep the man talking. “Thangar said he thought you were from Japan. I’m from the good ol’ USA.” 
 
    “You told us.” The barbarian raises my bandage enough to look beneath it. “The bleeding’s stopped. I’ll tie it off and help you get your armor back on.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Between the two of us, I’m back in my armor in no time. 
 
    I roll my shoulder. “Hurts like hell.” 
 
    Chanton grins. “You’re lucky you didn’t have two of those wolves on you. They’d have ripped you apart.” 
 
    I return his grin and nod at my shoulder. “Yeah, lucky me.” 
 
    “Hey, you two!” comes Ivy’s shout. “You going to help us loot the bodies? Or are you going to sit around and wait for more orcs to show up?” 
 
    “Duty calls,” I tell the barbarian. 
 
    Chanton laughs. “Yeah, no rest for the wicked, I suppose.” He holds out his hand. “My real name’s Sakura Jakasi. My parents are dead. I live with my aunt and uncle in Tokyo, and they hate me. Everyone at school hates me.” The big man glances at Ivy, Vanessa, Thangar, and Astari as they loot the bodies. “I’ve got friends here. I never want to go back to the real world.” He looks at me. “You better be able to climb that wall so we can find the orb.” 
 
    Now, I know the big barbarian is really a girl, but he looks like a man, so in order to keep my eyes and mind in sync, I decide to think of her as a man, even though I know she isn’t. Of course, now that I know his gender back in the real world, I’ll do my private stuff…well, in private. Other than that, I’ll think of him as a man. 
 
    Looking at Chanton, I say, “I’ll do the best I can with the wall. That’s all I can promise.” 
 
    He grins and offers me his hand. “Good enough for me.” 
 
    I shake his hand. 
 
    “Well?” shouts Ivy in a voice that’s obviously getting irritated. “Are you going to help us or not?” 
 
    We help. Within five minutes we’re all back on the road along with our horses; minus Vanessa’s mount of course. 
 
    After piling our loot on the ground, Vanessa scoops up a handful of silver and two gold coins and deposits them in the group’s money-pouch tied to her belt. That leaves two daggers, a staff, and four bottles; three containing pink liquid and one with blue. 
 
    Vanessa hands two bottles with the pink liquid to Chanton. “That’s to make up for the two healing potions you used on me.” 
 
    She hands the remaining pink bottle to me. “Drink it. I used the last of my healing spells on Thangar. If we run into trouble before we get to Stanton Dungeon, I don’t want you with an injured shoulder.” 
 
    I don’t protest since my shoulder hurts like the dickens. Twisting the cap off, I swallow the contents. A warmth flows across my left side. The pain goes away within seconds. 
 
    Astari gestures at the remaining bottle and weapons on the ground. “The bottle of blue liquid is an anti-poison. It’s similar to the priestess spell. As for the weapons, I can sense magic radiating from them, but until I memorize an identify spell, I won’t know what they are exactly.” 
 
    On a whim, I concentrate on the staff and the two daggers. A popup box appears in my head. 
 
    
     Item: Staff, quarter +2  X.P. Value: 2,500 
 
     Special Effect: + 3 electric shock 
 
     Item: Dagger +2   X.P. Value: 750 
 
     Item: Dagger +1  X.P. Value: 500 
 
   
 
    I point at the staff. “That’s a plus-two-staff with an additional plus-three electrical damage. The daggers are a plus-one and plus-two. I don’t see any special abilities on them.” Looking up, I see everyone staring at me. “Uh, did you guys get something different on your popups?” 
 
    The first to speak is Vanessa. “I didn’t pursue this earlier when you said you saw info screens on other players, but I’m not going to let this slide. I can’t vouch for the rest of the team, but I don’t get info boxes on items. I doubt any of the others do either except for Astari when he casts an identify spell.” She glances at the others. “Correct me if I’m wrong.” 
 
    Neither Astari, Chanton, Ivy, nor Thangar say anything. They just continue staring at me with surprised expressions. Actually, Thangar looks more suspicious than surprised. 
 
    Me and my big mouth. Why didn’t I just keep quiet? 
 
    No one has to tell me why I didn’t. Dad always said I was too honest. He used to say my tongue would probably fall off if I lied. That isn’t the case, but I do hate lying. It gets way too confusing. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t think identifying things or creatures was any big deal. The preselector was worried he was going to miss some deadline, so I asked him to give me something to help me in the game. I mean, I did come into it late, and I missed the tutorial. According to the preselector, the blue guy agreed to my request. However, he had to increase the size of his bet with some of the other master players to give me what the preselector called a slight edge. According to my in-game assistant, Max, I was given a special ‘Identify’ ability. I was hoping for something to help me fight. I got the identify thing instead. I doubt it’ll be all that useful.” I look at the other members of my team, wishing one of them would say something. “Uh, you guys do have in-game assistants, don’t you?” 
 
    Vanessa answers first before anyone else gets the chance. “Yes, not that they’re all that helpful, but yeah.” She glances around at the dead bodies littering the ground before looking back at me. “This isn’t the time or place to talk about this special ability of yours, but believe me, we’re going to talk. In the meantime, we need to skedaddle before the big gamemaster in the sky rolls us another encounter.” She looks at Ivy. “Glad to have you back. You’re on point.” 
 
    The tracker grins, breaking the previous grim mood. “Fine by me. By the way, I followed Red Team Four all the way to Stanton Dungeon. Once I saw them put their horses in the corral, I came back to find you.” 
 
    Nodding, Vanessa says, “We’re glad you did. Now, I want everybody to mount up so we can get moving.” 
 
    “What about the treasure?” Thangar says. 
 
    The priestess chews her lip a second before bending down and picking up the staff. She hands it to me. “Ivy looted this off the orc shaman you killed. You’ve got first choice if you want.” 
 
    The wooden staff feels awkward in my grasp. “Hey, I’m a thief. I’d just get myself killed trying to climb with this thing.” I pass the staff to Astari. “Seems to me you’re the one who should have it.” 
 
    The mage’s face brightens. He tosses his old, nonmagical staff on the ground and hefts the new one in his hands. “Thanks, partner.” 
 
    Vanessa nods approvingly. “See? That’s the way a team works.” She picks up the plus-two dagger and gives it to me. “You need a magic weapon. This should work until you find something better.” 
 
    Thangar frowns. “He’s already got a magic weapon. I gave him my plus-one dagger.” 
 
    The priestess laughs. “You mean you loaned him your dagger. I have no doubt you’d already be demanding it back if you weren’t trying to get the plus-two dagger for yourself.” She eyes me. “Give Thangar his dagger back. The plus-two is yours.” 
 
    Pulling the dwarf’s dagger from my belt, I hand it to him. 
 
    He doesn’t look all that grateful when he takes it from me. 
 
    “What about the other dagger?” Thangar says. 
 
    Glancing at each of us in turn, Vanessa tosses the dagger to Chanton. 
 
    The barbarian catches it in midair and replaces his non-magical one with it. 
 
    The dwarf eyes the big man, but says nothing about the dagger. He does look down at the blue potion bottle on the ground. “I’ve got dibs on the anti-poison potion.” 
 
    Vanessa gives him the evil eye. 
 
    “Fine,” says the dwarf. “I don’t get dibs. Who gets it then?” 
 
    Picking up the blue potion, Vanessa hands it to me. “Our thief gets it. He’ll be operating alone once he climbs the wall. He might need it.” 
 
    I hear the dwarf grumble something, but I can’t quite make out what he’s saying. I’m guessing it’s just as well. 
 
    Astari straightens up. “Here it comes.” 
 
    Before I can ask what’s coming, a dialog box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 996 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 12,448   Next Level: 13,001 
 
   
 
    Cool. Another five hundred and fifty-three points, and I’ll be level five like the others. 
 
    In short order, we’re back on our horses. Of course, Vanessa isn’t on her horse since the poor animal’s deader than a doornail. After grabbing her pack from the back of her mount, she climbs behind me and off we go. When I ask her why me, she points out that Astari needs his hands free in case he needs to cast a spell, and the others are either too heavy or have on too much armor for their mounts to carry double. 
 
    Hmm. Lucky me. I’m semi-short and only wearing leather, so I’m the one with the passenger. 
 
    I’m not complaining though. I’ve been in the game almost four hours, and I’m still alive. 
 
    I wonder what the next four hours are going to bring? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Stanton Dungeon 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    After a few minutes of riding, Vanessa taps me on the shoulder. “This isn’t going to work. Switch places.” 
 
    “Switch?” I have no desire to get out of my comfy saddle and ride on the mare’s hindquarters. “But she’s my horse.” 
 
    The priestess laughs. “Yeah, and it’s my butt that’s getting rubbed raw by chainmail. Your leather pants will work a lot better sitting back here than my chain, so switch.” 
 
    When I was in the military, a common saying had been to never piss off finance clerks or cooks. They could make your life a living hell if you did. Fingering the spots in my armor where the crossbow bolt and wolf fangs left holes, I decide it’s probably best not to irritate a team’s priestess in a fantasy game who can opt not to heal you if she feels so inclined. 
 
    Stopping my horse, I hop off. As soon as Vanessa scoots forward on the saddle, I climb behind her. Once I’m on, the priestess touches her heels against the horse’s flanks and off we go. It’s none too comfortable riding on the horse’s tailbone, and I feel every jolt as the mare’s hoofs hit the ground. A Tennessee Walking Horse she isn’t. 
 
    “Much better,” says Vanessa. “I appreciate you switching places.” 
 
    “Yeah. Glad I thought of it.” 
 
    The priestess chuckles as do I. 
 
    “How much longer we got?” I ask. “Until we get to the dungeon, I mean.” 
 
    After glancing at the midday sun through an opening in the tree branches along the side of the trail, she says, “Two hours. Maybe more depending on how often Ivy has us detour around possible trouble.” 
 
    “I’m not sure my ass is going to last two more hours of riding.” 
 
    Vanessa laughs. “It’ll last the ride. The question is how long’s it’s going to last once we’re in the dungeon.” 
 
    I don’t bother making a reply. I’ve been wondering the same thing all morning. 
 
    We ride in silence for another twenty minutes until Ivy brings us to a halt. I hear the rumbling of dice in my mind, but nothing happens. After waiting five minutes Ivy motions us to start again, giving no explanation why we stopped. 
 
    “Does she do this often when she’s leading?” I ask. “Stopping us for no reason?” 
 
    Vanessa snorts. “Don’t kid yourself. When Ivy has us stop, it’s for a reason. If anyone can keep us out of trouble, it’s her. Of course, if someone’s got a high-level illusionist on their side, the odds of spotting an ambush goes down drastically. Some of their illusion spells can be very convincing with both audio and visual effects.” 
 
    “Uh, I seem to remember yellow team’s illusionist, Basil, is a level eight. Do you consider that high level?” 
 
    The priestess laughs. “I’m a level five, so yeah, I consider a level eight high-level. But Fang said yellow team’s taking a few down days, so I think we’re safe enough for today. If there’s an ambush out there, Ivy will spot it; above ground anyway. Once we’re in the tunnels, it’s a different matter. That’s when Thangar and you need to take up the slack.” 
 
    I’ve been thinking a lot about the dungeon and its tunnels. “Thangar’s a dwarf. I’m assuming he can see in the dark. Except for Astari, the rest of us are human. How are we supposed to get around? I noticed a candle and a flask of oil in my pack when I was getting my rations out earlier, but can’t say I saw anything resembling a flashlight.” 
 
    Vanessa laughs again. She has a nice laugh. “Nope, no flashlights. But you can relax. Most of the tunnels and rooms are lit by torches or lanterns. A few aren’t, but that’s where Thangar and Astari come in handy.” 
 
    “Torches, huh? Who replaces them when they burn out? Somebody’s got to do it.” 
 
    The priestess shrugs her shoulders. “Who the hell knows? We’re in a fantasy game, remember? You could just as easily ask who removes all the dead bodies and cleans up the blood after we leave the dungeon. We don’t know who, but someone does. I’ve learned to just take it for granted some entity does it and leave it at that. Not everything in this game makes sense. You’ll realize that when we get to the dungeon. It’s, uh…different.” 
 
    I have a feeling things in the game do make sense, but as players we don’t have enough information to understand what’s happening. I suppose it’s like contracts; insurance or otherwise. People tend to glance over the legalese and think they know what it says, but they’re missing key information because they don’t read the fine-print. I’ve heard far too many horror stories during my time at L.D. Trust Insurance Corporation about policyholders who are shocked to learn their policy doesn’t cover them like they expected. To be honest, I didn’t take the time to read all the fine print on my insurance policy either, and I work in the insurance field. Shows what I know. 
 
    I decide to change topics rather than get into a discussion about contracts and fine-print. “You mentioned not relying too much on my in-game assistant, Max. Why’s that? What’s an in-game assistant’s purpose? Will Max give me useful advice once I’m in the dungeon?” 
 
    A full belly laugh comes from the priestess this time. It’s loud enough Thangar and Astari look back. Vanessa jerks a thumb at me. “He thinks his in-game assistant’s going to give him useful advice.” 
 
    The dwarf and elf laugh before turning back around in their saddles. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder at me, the priestess says, “Our in-game assistants can be useful when we have questions about the rules of the game, but they don’t give us advice on what we should do or warn us about dangers.” 
 
    “Rules?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah. Like when you asked a question about how experience points were divided. Your Max could’ve told you if you’d asked him.” 
 
    “All right, point noted.” More to pass away the time than anything else, I ask, “What’s your in-game assistant’s name?” 
 
    Vanessa laughs again. 
 
    I’m getting a little sensitive about being laughed at so much. “What’d I say that was so funny this time?” 
 
    She stops laughing, apparently hearing the irritation in my voice. “Sorry. You caught me by surprise. Everyone’s in-game assistant is named Max. Hell, for all I know we’ve all got the same Max. I asked my Max once if he was everybody’s in-game assistant. He just said it was not in his authorized list of responses.” She glances over her shoulder at me and winks. “You’ll hear that a lot when you ask your Max questions that are something other than a question about the rules.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all I could think to say. 
 
    Ivy turns off the trail ahead and rides into the forest. The rest of us follow in file formation. 
 
    “Where’s she taking us?” 
 
    The priestess stands in the stirrups before settling back into the saddle. “Hard to say. There’s a lake about a quarter of a mile ahead. One of the other teams was ambushed by some mermen there last week. It could be Ivy’s seen something and is detouring around a suspicious spot.” She looks back at me. “I wouldn’t worry about it. What I do worry about is you?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    She chuckles. “Yeah, you. Big surprise, huh?” Growing serious, she says, “So, Master Player Blue gave you this special identify ability no one else has. Any idea why?” 
 
    “Haven’t the foggiest.” 
 
    “I figured as much.” 
 
    “Uh, did the other Quantas’s have the same ability?” I’ve been wondering about it, and this seems like as good a time to ask as any. 
 
    “If they did, they didn’t tell us. You got any other kind of ability you haven’t told us about? Anything strange you haven’t mentioned?” 
 
    This time I’m the one who laughs. “Every minute of my existence has been strange since I got here.” 
 
    “All right,” Vanessa laughs. “I’ll give you that. My existence’s been pretty strange too. Still, you told us you’d played RPG games before. You’re bound to know how characters in a game work. Have you noticed anything outside a normal character’s abilities?” 
 
    There is one thing I’ve been hesitant to mention. “Well, I hear rumbling sometimes.” 
 
    “Rumbling?” 
 
    “Yeah. Like when our gamemaster used to roll dice behind her screen. Whenever she did, I’d go on high alert, figuring she was checking to see if we were going to be attacked or a trap was about to be sprung. You know. That kind of thing. Uh…do you hear rumbling of dice being thrown sometimes?” 
 
    “Uh, not no, but hell no.” She looks over her shoulder at me as if trying to decide if I’m pulling her leg. “You’re serious, aren’t you? I doubt Master Player Blue and the other master players are sitting around a cosmic sized table throwing dice to determine what happens to us.” 
 
    After what’s already happened to me since the lights on my pickup truck went out, I wouldn’t put it past them, but I see her point. “All right, probably not, but dice being rolled is what it sounds like. Sometimes when I hear it, nothing happens, but other times something does. For instance, I heard dice being rolled back on the trail this morning just before the crossbow bolt came heading my way. That’s why I dove off my horse. I heard the same thing back in the shanty town just before those crossbowmen fired at us. I managed to duck in time because I heard the rolling of dice.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for several heartbeats. 
 
    “You think I’m crazy don’t you,” I ask, already thinking it about myself. 
 
    The priestess shakes her head. “No more crazy than the rest of us. Like I said, I doubt there’s a group of godlike entities up there rolling dice, but maybe Master Player Blue’s set up some way to warn you when something might happen. Maybe you should just think of it as a premonition and leave it at that. Oh, and I wouldn’t mention this to the others, especially Thangar. He tends to get suspicious about things he doesn’t understand.” She laughs. “Which is a hell of a lot of things come to think of it.” 
 
    I’ve got a feeling keeping the rumbling to myself is a pretty good idea too. 
 
    “That all?” Vanessa says. “There’s nothing else you’re hiding from us?” 
 
    “Nothing intentional.” I think about something the mage mentioned when we were back in town. “Astari told me as far as he knows, my avatar’s the only one that keeps coming back. He said when the avatars of other players are killed, they’re replaced with a completely different character. Why do you think my avatar keeps getting resurrected?” 
 
    The priestess is silent for so long I begin to think she isn’t going to answer. Finally, she shifts in her saddle and pulls back on the reins, stopping our mount in the middle of the trail. 
 
    “That’s something I’ve thought about long before you arrived.” She turns sideways in the saddle to look back at me. “What Astari told you is true. When other avatars die, they’re replaced by a completely different avatar with a new player controlling them. The new avatar always starts out at first level. That means the team must take the time to get the new player enough experience points to work their way up to the level needed to enter whatever dungeon the group’s in. Stanton Dungeon is a level four to eight dungeon, so it takes a lot of time to get a new avatar to that level. It’s one of the reasons I think Yellow Team Sixteen only has four players. Master Player Yellow obviously doesn’t want his team to slow down long enough to train two new players.” She looks me in the eyes. “The master players take the game very seriously. From what I can figure out, they make side bets with each other, and they’re willing to bend the rules to make sure their team wins. As for Quantas, I think Master Player Blue created an avatar that will give Blue Team Six an advantage. Somehow, Master Player Blue has bent the rules enough to keep bringing back the same thief avatar at the same level Quantas was before he died.” 
 
    I think about what she’s telling me for a second. “So…you think there’s something about me that’ll give us an advantage finding the orb?” 
 
    Vanessa laughs. “No. I think you’re just Steve Harmon, an insurance salesman from Denver.” Turning around, she gets our horse moving again. “Quantas on the other hand is something special. I’ve got no idea what’s so special about your avatar, but you can bet it’s something the other master players don’t realize, or they wouldn’t let Master Player Blue keep bringing Quantas back no matter what kind of odds he’s giving them.” 
 
    I pull up my character screen again but see absolutely nothing that seems like my Quantas avatar is special. I mean, he’s not bad as statistics go, but except for reflexes and nimbleness of eighteen, his attributes aren’t anything special. 
 
    “Hey, Max,” I think in my head. “You there?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant,” says the mechanical voice in my mind. “How may I be of service?” 
 
    “What’s so special about my avatar?” 
 
    “I am sorry. The answer to your question is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    “All right, let me put it this way. Are any of my avatar’s abilities higher than normal?” 
 
    “Your avatar is part of a fantasy role playing game. Define normal.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Good question. After all, what’s normal in a game? Let me put it this way, Max, ol’ buddy. I have reflexes and nimbleness of eighteen. Is that the maximum?” 
 
    “Your avatar has both reflexes and nimbleness of eighteen out of a possible twenty-four.” 
 
    “Twenty-four? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Pretty sure. I am your in-game assistant, after all. Let me check the rules’ database. Yes, I was correct. Your avatar’s reflex and nimbleness scores have a possible maximum of twenty-four.” 
 
    “Uh, is that normal?” 
 
    “Once again, I ask define normal.” 
 
    “Max, why are you being so difficult? What’s the maximum scores for the other players’ avatars?” 
 
    “It depends on their race, Steve. May I call you, Steve?” 
 
    I’m quickly beginning to realize what Vanessa was trying to tell me about in-game assistants not being all that useful. “Why the hell not? Steve will work just fine. So, what about human avatars? What is the maximum for their characteristic scores?” 
 
    “Twenty-four, Steve.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that I can get my fourteen strength all the way up to twenty-four?” 
 
    “Doubtful, Steve. It’s within the allowable limits of the game rules, but look at your arms. Do you really think those skinny little things are the arms of a world-class bodybuilder?” 
 
    I’m beginning to think Max has a sense of humor. Just my luck. Fortunately, my luck changes. 
 
    At that moment, the trees thin as Ivy leads us out of the forest. Stretched out ahead is a grassy plain with a mountain three or four miles ahead. Now, when I say mountain, I don’t mean a mountain in the sense of the ones near Denver. One mountain near the city tops off around 9,000 feet. I’m guessing this mountain’s height is only a little over 3,000 feet. Even so, it’s just as jagged and steep as the mountains my friends and I climb on the weekends, so I’m calling it a mountain instead of a large hill. Plus, this mountain’s impressive in another way. Halfway up the steep slope is a section of white rock that looks all the world like a human skull; black eyeholes and all. 
 
    At the base of the mountain is a set of double doors large enough to be seen from four miles away. Circling around the top of the mountain are flocks of flying birds. Somehow, I know they’re overly large vultures waiting for an easy meal. 
 
    The entire mountain looks ominous. 
 
    “Damn,” I say. 
 
    Vanessa laughs. “Damn is right. Welcome to Stanton Dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Caretaker 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    As Ivy leads the way onto the grassy plain, Vanessa raises her hand and points to a dirt road about half a mile to our right. “That’s the North Road. It’s the quickest way between Stanton Town and Stanton Dungeon. If you look ahead, you can see where the Northwest Cutoff we’ve been following merges with the North Road.” 
 
    I see the ‘Y’ where the two roads intersect, but I’m more interested in what I observe near the mountain than I am the roads. “I’m assuming those double doors are the entrance to the dungeon. Is that a farmhouse to the left side of the doors? Who the hell would want to farm out here?” 
 
    Vanessa chuckles. “Same thing I thought when I first saw the place. As it turns out, it’s not a farm. The house is where the Caretaker lives.” 
 
    “Caretaker?” 
 
    “Yeah, Caretaker, as in ‘he takes care of our horses while we’re in the dungeon.’” She points ahead. “See the corral about a hundred yards to the right of the house? That’s where we’ll put our animals.” 
 
    I see the corral. From what I can tell, there must be at least eighteen to twenty horses already in it. “I’m guessing those horses belong to other teams in the dungeon. How big is this place? With all those people inside, looks like we’d be bumping into each other every time we turn a corner.” 
 
    “You’d think, but we don’t. At least we don’t very often. For one thing, entrance to the dungeon’s controlled so there’s a time lapse between when teams enter. Plus, the dungeon is massive. It may be infinite in size for all I know.” 
 
    “Uh, infinite?” I’m more than a little dubious about a dungeon the size of infinity, but I don’t want to outright call her a liar. She is our priestess after all, and I don’t mess around with finance clerks, cooks, or priestesses. 
 
    “You’ll see what I mean once we’re inside. Just take my word for it until then.” 
 
    I assume I don’t have a choice. 
 
    It takes another twenty minutes to reach what looks like a single-story, two-room, unpainted, wood-slat farmhouse. Once we do, I make out what’s without a doubt the oldest guy I’ve ever seen sitting in a rocking chair on the front porch. The man is so wrinkled I have trouble making out his eyes, or if he even has eyes. He has a long, ivory pipe stuck between his teeth, but there’s not the slightest hint of smoke coming from it. 
 
    Vanessa glances back at me. “Get off, then come with me. You might find this interesting.” 
 
    I doubt interesting is the word I’d use, but I dismount anyway. 
 
    After the priestess is on the ground, she tosses the horse’s reins to Chanton and motions for me to follow. Once we’re both standing on the porch, she bows to the old man. “Greetings again, Caretaker. With your permission, we’d like to enter the dungeon.” 
 
    Removing the pipe from his mouth, the Caretaker speaks in a voice so gravelly it’s hard to make out what he’s saying. “One silver for each of your mounts. I’ll make sure they get feed and water while they’re in the corral.” 
 
    Apparently, Vanessa already knows the boarding fee because she drops five pieces of silver out of her hand into a two-foot-square wooden crate at the side of the old man’s rocker. Peering into the box I’m surprised to see hundreds of silver coins in it. 
 
    The Caretaker catches my eye and gives a hint of a smile before turning to Vanessa and handing her a copper coin. “Stanton Dungeon is dangerous. Remember, only the gods know whether you will live or die, but do not let it get you down. The only way out is up.” 
 
    “We’ll remember, Caretaker,” says the priestess. 
 
    With that, Vanessa bows and heads down the stairs. 
 
    It comes to me that I hadn’t bowed earlier. I’m not sure whether I should now or not. I compromise by nodding my head at the old man before turning and following Vanessa down the stairs. 
 
    I notice the others have our horses in the corral and are removing the animals’ saddles and bridles. Never one to shirk my share of the work, I take a step toward the corral to help when the priestess reaches out and grabs my arm. 
 
    “Let them do it. I’m sure you’ve got questions.” 
 
    I have a million questions, but I don’t think she has the answers to most of them. Still, there’s one thing about the whole situation that perturbs me more than others. “The box next to the old man’s chair is full of silver coins. I’m surprised someone hasn’t taken them from him.” 
 
    Vanessa laughs. “I think that’s your thief avatar talking. The fact is, Alexor, a thief from Silver Team Thirteen, tried to pull a slick one and filch a handful of coins from the box.” She points to the left of the corral. “You see the smoke coming from the fenced-in area on the other side of the road? Why don’t you go over there and say hello to Alexor? It might do your thief avatar good.” 
 
    I’m surprised since she’s been pushing us all day to hurry. “Do we have time?” I glance at the sun, guessing we have less than an hour of daylight left. “I thought you wanted to be inside the dungeon before dark.” 
 
    With a shrug, Vanessa hands me the copper coin the Caretaker gave her. “We’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
    Studying the coin, I see what looks like a timestamp imprinted in the metal. The part of me that’s my avatar recognizes the time as being nine hours from now. 
 
    “What’s this?” I ask. 
 
    “That’s when we’ll be allowed to enter the dungeon. Green Team Eight must’ve gotten here a little after Red Team Four. The powers-that-be like to space teams out by about five hours. I was hoping we’d be next in line after the red team.” She shrugs. “I suppose it’s just as well though. I’m all out of healing spells, and Astari used up his best attack spells against those ogres. The downtime will give us a chance to rest and relearn our spells.” 
 
    I never played a priest during my RPG days in college, but I know enough about them to understand they don’t learn spells, they pray for them. “How’s spells work for you? Do you have a ‘god’ you pray to?” 
 
    Vanessa stares at me a second before replying. “That’s a tough one. I’ve got pretty strong religious beliefs back home, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to pray to some pretend god here.” She shakes her head. “Nope, that’s not happening. Max found a loophole in the rules. I need to rest and meditate, but I don’t have to pray for spells. I just think of the ones I want, and after the appropriate amount of meditation, the words of the incantation come to my mind.” 
 
    “Oh.” I glance around the area, not seeing much in the way of a nice spot to meditate. I didn’t envy her. “Uh, while Astari and you are doing your spell thing, what are the rest of us supposed to do?” 
 
    Vanessa shrugs. Her shrug turns into a grin. “I think you should go over to the fenced-in area and say hello to Alexor. It doesn’t pay to cross the Caretaker, and I think it would do your avatar good to reinforce the fact. Then I recommend you eat and drink something before you go to sleep. Thangar will rustle up some replacement rations for us from the Caretaker, but make sure you refill your canteen before you call it a night. It’ll be oh-dark-thirty when we get up, and we won’t have time to spare before we enter the dungeon.” She points to a small building a hundred feet or so from the Caretaker’s house. “That’s the outhouse. I’d advise using it before we leave. It may look rustic on the outside, but it’s clean with running water, and it even has a fantasy version of a bidet on the inside. That’s definitely a luxury we won’t have once we’re inside the dungeon.” 
 
    Before I can ask another question, she turns and heads toward the corral, leaving me standing where I am. A glance at the corral confirms Chanton already has my horse unsaddled and is in the process of feeding her. 
 
    Looking back at the house, I see the old man staring at me with what I’m pretty sure is a smile half-hidden by the mass of wrinkles around his lips. 
 
    Out of curiosity, I will up an information box on him. 
 
    Race: Unknown   Class: Unknown   Level: Unknown   Health: 1,000   AC: 200 
 
    The Caretaker points a bony finger in the direction of the fenced-in area. 
 
    A chill runs down my spine. I turn and waste no time in heading toward the rising column of smoke. 
 
    Don’t mess with the coins, Steve, I think. Don’t mess with the coins. 
 
    As I get closer to the fence, I notice three-foot-high stones sticking out of the ground. There must be at least fifty of them. 
 
    Hmm. Strange I didn’t notice this place when we rode in. We must’ve passed right by it. Guess I was paying too much attention to the house and the corral. 
 
    I glance at the Caretaker’s home. The old man’s still on the porch puffing on his unlit pipe. 
 
    Turning back to the fenced-in area, I swear there’s more of the three-foot-high stones than there’d been only seconds early. Must be a couple hundred of them now. No, double that. Actually, now that I’m looking closer, the rows of stones seem to go as far as I can see. It’s very disconcerting. 
 
    The stones themselves come in a variety of colors. The nearer stones seem less weather-beaten. I notice three blue stones, five red ones, a couple of yellows, along with a slew of other colors in a section of the fenced area that looks downright new. 
 
    The colorful stones are intriguing in a childish sort of way. What’s this place supposed to be? Rainbow land? 
 
    I walk up to the fence. As soon as I get there, a chill runs down my spine. 
 
    It’s a friggin’ graveyard. 
 
    I see a freshly covered grave with a blue monument just inside the fence. The new grave’s next to two other blue stones. Entering the fenced area through a gated opening, I walk over to the trio of blue markers. 
 
    I read each of the blue monuments in turn, starting with the freshly dug one. 
 
    Quantas   (Blue Team Six) 
 
    Thief   Level Four 
 
    Rest in Peace 
 
    The other two read the same except with Thief Level Three and Thief Level One. 
 
    A shiver runs down my spine as I notice there’s space for a fourth blue stone next to the other three. 
 
    A whiff of acrid smoke drifts into my nose. Glancing across the cemetery, I see a silver headstone with a thin column of smoke rising out of the ground near it. 
 
    I’ve no desire to go see what’s causing the smoke, but my legs seemingly move of their own accord. In less than thirty seconds, I’m standing in front of the silver stone. 
 
    Alexor   (Silver Team Thirteen) 
 
    Thief  Level Three 
 
    May He Burn in Hell 
 
    I decide then and there never to steal coins from the old man’s crate. 
 
    Without further ado, I head for the gap in the fence where I entered. Somehow, I’m able to keep my pace at a fast walk instead of the full-out run I’d like to make. Halfway to the exit, I glance at a red headstone and freeze in my tracks. I read the words etched into the stone. 
 
    Dresdel   (Red Team Four) 
 
    Mage   Level One 
 
    Rest in Peace 
 
    Murdered by Quantas 
 
    The words ‘Murdered by Quantas’ appear to have been scratched into the colored granite with the point of a knife. It doesn’t take much imagination to guess who did the scratching. 
 
    I look at the double-doored entryway in the side of the mountain, assuming Jalena’s somewhere inside waiting to shove the same knife into my heart. 
 
    I brace myself for a long, sleepless night. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – Inside the Dungeon 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Dawn’s still two hours away when I find myself standing in front of a set of barely visible, black-as-night, giant-sized, double-wooden doors with my left hand clutched to the back of the elf Astari’s belt. The barbarian Chanton’s right hand is next to mine. 
 
    “How the hell are we supposed to see?” I whisper. “I can’t see squat.” 
 
    Astari laughs. “Then watch where you step, my friend. I doubt there’ll be time to clean your shoes later.” 
 
    Chanton, who rarely speaks, must feel sympathetic to me, because he says in a normal volume voice, “There’s plenty of light inside. And you don’t have to whisper. There’s nothing going to attack us out here, and we pretty much know what we’re going to find once we’re in the dungeon.” 
 
    “You do?” I ask. I mean, I know they’ve been going in the dungeon for the past month, but my two combat tours taught me things are rarely as they seem, especially when you get too relaxed. 
 
    “He’s right,” says Astari. “This will be our fifteenth time in the dungeon, and every time is pretty much the same. The anteroom on the other side of this door will have four, level-three human guards. A couple of times there’s been a fourth-level mage with them, but other than a low-level energy missile spell, the magic user isn’t anything to worry about.” 
 
    “Don’t kid yourselves,” comes Vanessa’s voice from up ahead where Ivy and she are holding onto the back of the dwarf Thangar’s belt. “The guards could get lucky with a hit, so stay on your toes.” I vaguely see her outline in the dark moving in our direction. Once there, she places her hand on my shoulder. “Everyone knows what to do except you. We don’t want to waste any of our spells during this battle. Chanton, Ivy, and Thangar will rush the four guards. The guards will only be third level. Except for you, we’re all fifth level, so they shouldn’t be much of a problem. Astari and I will hang back as reserves in case we’re needed. Once we open this door, I want you to scoot to the right. There’s a spot close to the wall where the torchlight is partially blocked. Do you hide-in-shadows thing. If there’s a mage or priestess with the guards, you can sneak behind the magic user and put him or her out of action quick. Got it?” 
 
    “Backstab the magic user. Yeah, I got it. But how do you kn—” 
 
    “We’re wasting time,” snaps Thangar from out of the dark. “Let me put this in a way even a dufus like you can understand. The dungeon is reset every few hours, and it’s always the same, or almost always. The rooms are filled with the same low-level NPCs, and they never have much in the way of loot on ‘em. The first one to a section of the dungeon has the privilege of encountering the higher-level NPCs which means they reap the benefits of the good treasure. Yellow Team Sixteen has been first most of the time. We’ve only been first in a room or tunnel twice. Those two times paid our bills until you showed up at Gob’s Tavern.” 
 
    “We were almost out of coins anyway,” says Astari, “so don’t let it bother you. Oh, and Thangar forgot to mention someone cleans up the bodies and blood. That’s why you won’t see any previous kills once we’re inside.” 
 
    “Who cleans them up?” I ask, curious if a bunch of automated goblins are running around the dungeon tidying up whatever mess the players make. 
 
    “Who the hell knows?” growls the dwarf. “Somebody does. That’s all that matters. This is a fantasy game. Things don’t have to make sense. They are what they are.” 
 
    I disagree. Things do need to make sense, but seeing how I’m outnumbered, I keep my opinion to myself. 
 
    Vanessa takes her hand off my shoulder and grabs a mace from her belt. “All right then. Let’s get it done. We’ll head straight for the wall and see if Quantas here can do better than his predecessors.” 
 
    Everyone gathers in front of the double doors. 
 
    I see something glow in the priestess’s hand. It takes me a second to realize it’s the coin the Caretaker gave her. 
 
    Reaching out, Vanessa slips the glowing coin into a slot in one of the doorways’ handles. 
 
    Both giant sized doors swing inward. 
 
    I’m half-blinded by yellow torchlight as everyone runs down a ten-meter-long tunnel. I hear the doors slam shut behind me, but I keep running at top speed after the others. The roughhewn walls flash by before the tunnel opens into a twenty-foot-high cavern. A dozen torches stuck into sconces along the walls provide more than enough light to see. 
 
    “Crap!” I hear Vanessa yell as the sound of metal on metal reverberates throughout the cavern. 
 
    I dive to the right toward the shadows and come up out of a roll with my plus-two dagger in my left hand and short sword in my right. That’s when I get a chance to scan the area, and I don’t mind saying I don’t like what I see. 
 
    Four massive ogres are trading blows with Chanton, Thangar, and Ivy. 
 
    Unbidden, a translucent box appears over each of the monsters. 
 
    Race: Ogre   Class: Fighter   Level: 5   Health: 28   AC: 4   X.P. Value: 202 
 
    There’s already a half-dozen bloody human bodies on the floor. I don’t waste time trying to figure out who the corpses were. Time enough later for that. 
 
    Three balls of red energy streak through the air from the far side of the cavern and head straight for Vanessa and Astari. The priestess raises her shield, deflecting one of the energy missiles off to the side as she dodges a second energy ball. The third missile strikes her right shoulder. Her mace goes flying through the air as Astari tackles her to the ground and drags her behind a stone column. 
 
    Following the paths of the red missiles back to their source, I see a tall man dressed in a black robe with patches of silver moons and stars sewn onto it. I concentrate on him. 
 
    Race: Human (male)  Class: Mage   Level: 6   Health: 17   AC: 6   X.P. Value: 527 
 
    Levels three and four my ass, is all I have time to think before my avatar’s skirting in and out of the shadows near the wall in the direction of the mage. 
 
    The tall man in the black robe shouts words I hear but can’t understand as he waves his hands in front of his body. Before the mage finishes his incantation, Astari jumps up from behind the stone column where he’s been hiding and throws a hand-length dart in the enemy magic-user’s direction. The elf’s dart flies straight for the tall man’s head, but the sixth-level mage manages to duck below the dart. The black-robed man stands erect and restarts whatever spell he’d been trying to cast. 
 
    It ain’t happening, I think as my avatar slips behind the man and stabs forward with the plus-two dagger in my hand. 
 
    The rumble of dice sounds in my head. 
 
    The black-robed man starts to turn. 
 
    I see his eyes grow wide as my dagger sticks into his side. I feel resistance against my blade, but it’s clear my dagger finds more cloth than it does flesh. 
 
    The enemy mage jumps back and shouts a single word I can’t understand. Blue electricity arcs between his hands as he reaches for my throat. 
 
    The sound of rolling dice echoes in my mind. 
 
    I manage to dodge to the side so the mage’s hands grab my right arm instead of my neck. 
 
    The rumble of dice being thrown sounds again. 
 
    An electric shock knocks me to the ground as my short sword falls out of my right hand. 
 
    My right arm’s numb, but I’m still able to move. I roll toward the mage and stab straight into his groin with the dagger in my left hand. 
 
    The mage screams as hot blood flows down my arm. 
 
    In another place and time, I might be sorry for the man, but not here and not now. As the man falls to his knees, I thrust my dagger upward, splitting his belly wide open. Actually, it’s more a case of my thief avatar thrusts with the knife, and I just go along for the ride, but the results are the same. 
 
    The blood-soaked magic user stops screaming in mid-shriek and sprawls onto the stone floor. 
 
    My right arm is hanging useless at my side, but I don’t care. My blood fury’s up. I jump to my feet and look for another target. 
 
    Ivy, Chanton, and Thangar are each engaged with an ogre. I see the fourth ogre running in Astari’s direction with a spiked club raised above its head. 
 
    The elf starts waving his hands as he shouts words I hear but quickly forget. 
 
    I’m no mage, but it’s obvious to me whatever spell the elf’s trying to cast won’t be finished before the ogre reaches him. 
 
    Flipping my dagger in my left hand so I’m holding it by the blade, I throw the weapon at the middle of the ogre’s unarmored back. 
 
    I hear rolling dice. 
 
    I miss my target which is the ogre’s back, but I luck out in that the blade sinks into the base of the ogre’s neck. I expect the big guard to go down. He doesn’t. Instead, he turns and runs straight for me with his spiked club held high. 
 
    Weaponless and with my right arm out of action, I start to turn, hoping against hope I can outrun the enraged monster. 
 
    Before I can complete my turn, Astari finishes his spell. Three red balls of energy streak through the air and strike the ogre’s back. 
 
    The ogre stumbles and goes down on one knee. 
 
    Somehow, I stop my spin, hit the ground with a roll, and come up with my short sword in my left hand. Lashing out with a wide swing, the razor-sharp tip of my blade slices a line of red across the ogre’s throat. 
 
    The nightmarish creature clutches its neck with its left hand as it rises to its feet and raises its club in its right hand. 
 
    A dart appears as if by magic near the ogre’s right ear. 
 
    The ogre turns back toward Astari. When the mass of bone and muscle does, I rush in and thrust my short sword all the way to the hilt in the ogre’s back. 
 
    Dice roll in my head again. 
 
    The ogre falls to the ground, ripping the sword out of my hand as it does. 
 
    Glancing around, I see the ogre Ivy was fighting is sprawled on the floor, holding onto what’s left of a leg amputated at the knee. Black blood spreads across the stone floor from the creature’s massive wound. 
 
    Ivy is now helping Chanton double-team an ogre. As the barbarian distracts the monster from the front, I see Ivy swing her longsword at the back of the ogre’s unarmored legs. The blade of the longsword glows blue as it slices completely through one ankle, separating foot from limb. 
 
    Having played a tracker when I was in college, I’m not surprised at the devastating blow. If the rules for this game are anything like the RPG game I played in college, the level-five tracker should be dealing extra damage each time she hits a giant-sized opponent. Combined with the damage from her plus-one longsword, she’s a lethal fighting machine. 
 
    Despite missing a foot, the ogre isn’t down for the count. It swings a rusty mace with both hands, catching Ivy on her shield. The metal-rimmed, wooden shield shatters as the tracker dodges to the side. Before the ogre can take advantage of the situation, Chanton yells in rage and rushes forward, swinging his bastard sword for all he’s worth. 
 
    Realizing the tracker and barbarian have things well under control, I switch my attention to Thangar. The ogre the dwarf’s fighting has him cornered against the wall with nowhere to go. 
 
    I hear Astari shout words I quickly forget. Three balls of red energy whiz through the air. Two of the energy missiles miss the ogre’s head by inches, but the third ball leaves a track of smoldering flesh across the monster’s face. 
 
    The ogre cries out in pain, but manages to swing his six-foot-long club at the dwarf’s legs. 
 
    I hear the distinctive sound of breaking bones as Thangar’s knocked to the ground. Somehow, the dwarf fighter manages to hold onto his battle axe, but with at least one broken leg, I’m not sure what good the axe will do him. 
 
    With Thangar down and the ogre raising its club for the killing blow, I’m not sure what to do. Fortunately, my avatar does. My sling appears in my left hand. Although the feeling in my right arm’s partially returned, my hand’s not in good enough condition to use the sling like normal. Still, it’s good enough to load a metal bullet into the sling’s leather pouch. I pray my avatar’s practiced using the sling from each hand as I whip the missile weapon over my head. The metal bullet flies in the direction of the ogre. 
 
    I ignore the rumbling of dice in my head as I try to reload the sling. Either I hit my target or I don’t. 
 
    The ogre screams in pain. 
 
    Guess I hit. 
 
    With my sling reloaded, I glance up to see the metal bullet apparently hit the ogre’s cheek in the same spot where Astari’s energy missile made contact. Although my shot doesn’t cause much additional damage, it’s enough to throw the ogre’s aim off, causing it to miss Thangar with its club and hit the stone floor instead. The massive club shatters into half a dozen pieces. 
 
    Although both of Thangar’s legs are broken, the dwarf doesn’t give up. He chops at the ogre’s knee with his battle-axe, doing some damage, but not enough to take the monster out of action. 
 
    The ogre roars in rage and drops what’s left of its club. The beastly humanoid grabs hold of both of Thangar’s shattered legs and lifts him high into the air. 
 
    The dwarf screams in pain, his axe falling from his hand. Weaponless, Thangar beats at the ogre’s massive arms with his fists. 
 
    The ogre laughs at the dwarf’s pitiful attack and positions one of Thangar’s legs in each of its hands like I might a wishbone. 
 
    Oh, God. The ogre’s going to tear him in half. 
 
    I hear Astari yell, “Vanessa! No!” 
 
    Glancing in the mage’s direction, I see the priestess charging forward with a mace in her left hand and a shield in her right. She strikes the ogre at the base of its spine. 
 
    Astari’s only a step behind her. He throws a dagger at the ogre’s back but misses. 
 
    I let fly with my sling, sending a metal bullet at the ogre’s face. 
 
    Dice rumble. 
 
    My bullet strikes the ogre in its left eye. 
 
    The monstrous fiend spins around, throwing Thangar at the priestess and the mage. 
 
    Vanessa, Astari, and Thangar all go down in a tangled mess. 
 
    The ogre steps forward with its arms outstretched as it heads in the trio’s direction. 
 
    An arrow flies through the air and sticks in the side of the ogre’s neck. 
 
    I catch a glimpse of Chanton with his short bow in hand standing next to the body of the ogre that Ivy and he’d been fighting. 
 
    The tracker’s running forward with her longsword while screaming like a wild woman. 
 
    The ogre forgets about its intended victims and spins around to face the tracker. 
 
    Noticing my plus-two dagger on the floor not five feet from the ogre’s back, I drop my sling and rush forward. Diving for the stone floor, I come up with the dagger in my left hand. In one continuous motion, I stick the dagger’s blade into the ogre’s unarmored back, doing my best to hit its heart. 
 
    Dice rumble. 
 
    I’m luckier than I deserve, or perhaps the dice are being exceptionally good, because I sense my blade slip between two rib bones. 
 
    The ogre stiffens and falls forward. 
 
    Before the monster hits the floor, Ivy’s longsword, glowing blue in the torchlight, slices downward and decapitates the ogre’s head.  
 
    Blood spurts into the air with no small amount splattering against my face. The stink’s indescribable. I gag and try to clear my eyes of the hot liquid. By the time I’m able to see again, Ivy and Chanton are rummaging through their packs, pulling out bottles of pink liquid. 
 
    I join them next to my wounded comrades and drop my pack on the floor, finding and removing two bottles of healing potion as I do. Vanessa, Astari, and Thangar are soon moving again, but five empty vials lay on the cavern’s floor. 
 
    “You okay, Thangar?” asks Vanessa. 
 
    The dwarf glances at the three empty bottles next to him. “Yeah. Sorry it took so much. I’m fine though.” He points at two battered pieces of steel plate on the floor next to the vials. “Can’t say as much for my leg armor. They’re too bent to go back on me.” 
 
    Astari rotates his left arm as if testing it out. Considering it was broken in two places a couple of minutes earlier, I think it’s moving pretty good. 
 
    The mage glances at the dwarf and laughs. “Complaining about not having armor for your legs, huh? Guess you’ll see how it feels to be a mage and only have a thin piece of cloth between you and the blade of an enemy.” 
 
    Thangar growls and hefts his battle axe. 
 
    “Settle down you two,” says Vanessa. “We don’t have time for it.” She points at the healing potion in my hand. “Better save that last one unless you need it for yourself.” 
 
    I wiggle the fingers of my right hand. The numbness that had been there previously is almost gone. “I’ll be okay. Either the mage’s shock spell semi-fizzled, or my leather sleeves insulated me from the worst of the damage.” I offer the vial of pink liquid to Chanton and Ivy. “Either of you need this?” 
 
    Although the barbarian’s chest is covered with blood, he shakes his head. “This stuff’s not mine.” He glances at Ivy. “I came out of the fight in pretty good shape thanks to you. Do you need the potion?” 
 
    The tracker looks at her left forearm. The chainmail sleeve is torn. A trickle of red liquid is seeping out of the rip in the armor. “It’s just a flesh wound. Better save the potion in case someone needs it worse later.” 
 
    Since all of us are kneeling on the floor, Vanessa shifts over next to Ivy and lays her hand over the wound. 
 
    Ivy jerks her arm back. “No. You need to save your spells.” 
 
    The priestess grabs the tracker’s arm and pulls it back to her. “I’m the priestess, not you, and I’ll be the one deciding when to use my spells. My healing spells are only first level. They weren’t up to the damage Thangar, Astari, or I took during the fight. We had to use the potions. But my spells are good enough to heal that wound of yours, so stay still. This isn’t over yet, and I need everyone in top condition for the next fight.” 
 
    I glance back the way we came. “What next fight? We should get out of here while the getting’s good.” I nod at the corpses littering the cavern floor. “I say we loot the bodies and leave before something worse than ogres come along.” 
 
    “Forget it, thief,” growls Thangar who sounds like he’s in an even worse mood than usual. “The entrance we came through is one way only. We can’t get out that way.” 
 
    Considering the dwarf had both legs broken and his head had probably been rattled more than a little in the fight with the ogre, I take his words with a grain of salt. “What do you mean we can’t get out that way?” 
 
    Chanton stands up and looks down at me. “It’s like Thangar says, the entrance we came through is one way only. All we can do is go forward.” He looks at Vanessa. “I’ll grab my bow and pull guard while the rest of you sort things out.” 
 
    As soon as the priestess nods, the barbarian picks up his bow and heads toward a tunnel in the wall of the cavern opposite where we entered. 
 
    Vanessa turns to the rest of us. “Enough talk. Get busy looting bodies.” 
 
    “There won’t be anything on the ogres,” snaps Thangar. “There never is.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Vanessa snaps back. “But there might be something on green team, so haul your ass off the floor and start searching. 
 
    “Green team?” I ask as I stand up. 
 
    Astari points at a non-ogre body wearing battered plate-mail armor near the rock column he’d used as a hiding spot. “That’s Trinell. He was the main tank for green team. The rest of green team is on the floor around us. Looks like they got their asses wiped. Their avatars were only fourth level, so it’s no wonder.” He looks at Vanessa and gestures toward the nearest ogre. “These weren’t no third level guards. They were level five monsters at the minimum.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I say before taking the time to think. “They were fifth level. Their mage was sixth.” 
 
    Thangar glares at me. “That’s right. You’ve got that identify ability. You’re the reason things are different.” 
 
    “Me? Now wait a min—” I start. 
 
    “He’s right,” says Vanessa. “Things are different. Odds are it’s because of your identify and dice roll abilities.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say, feeling a little betrayed. “I thought we were going to keep the dice roll thing between us.” 
 
    The priestess shakes her head. “Not now. We’re in trouble. This isn’t a time for secrets.” 
 
    “What’s this about dice rolling?” asks Thangar suspiciously. 
 
    “I hear what sounds like dice rolling in my head sometimes,” I explain. “It’s no big deal.” 
 
    Vanessa shakes her head again. “You’re wrong. Master Player Blue must’ve done something to make you hear the dice. From what you told me, it acts as a sort of early warning system. The other master players wouldn’t allow Master Player Blue to give you the identify ability or the rolling of dice thingy without getting something in return.” 
 
    I’m starting to get a little defensive with the way everyone’s staring at me. “The preselector said the blue guy had to increase the size of his bet. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    The dwarf spits on the floor before looking back at me. “It’d take more than increasing the bet for the other master players to allow another team to have an early warning advantage. This is a high-stakes competition. This is my second time in the game, and I’m here to tell you the master players can be vicious. They must’ve gotten some type of concession; say like increasing the power of the monsters in Stanton Dungeon.” 
 
    Ivy, who I’ve started to think of as an easy-going gal, points a gloved finger at me. “Yeah, and you can bet the other master players that have side wagers with Master Player Blue aren’t going to let their teams in the dungeon while the monsters’ powers are increased. I thought it was strange Yellow Team Sixteen was taking a break. They never take days off.” 
 
    “Damn right, they don’t,” snarls Thangar. He pokes me in the chest with a stubby finger. “You led us straight into a trap, you son of a—” 
 
    “Enough!” says Vanessa. 
 
    The retort in my throat stays where it’s at. 
 
    “This is getting us nowhere.” The priestess points at Ivy, Astari, and Thangar in turn. “Loot the bodies. Green Team Eight may have enough magic equipment to replace at least some of the stuff we lost, so get to it.” She points at me. “Go doublecheck the entrance. The doors have always been gone before, but if the dungeon’s changed, maybe it’s different this time.” 
 
    With Chanton pulling sentry, the others rifle the bodies of the ogres, the black-robed mage, and what remains of green team after the ogres stopped playing with their bodies. 
 
    I take a step in the direction of the tunnel we used to enter the dungeon. Before I take a second step, an info box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 202 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 12,650   Next Level: 13,001 
 
   
 
    The experience point award seems a little light to me compared to the difficulty of the battle. 
 
    “Hey, Max.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. How may I be of service?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you how. I’m not sure the experience points I was given is correct. I mean, come on, two hundred points? We almost got wiped.” 
 
    “Two hundred and two points, Steve, to be exact. Let me check the data logs. Ah, here it is. The awarded experience points are correct, player.” 
 
    “So, the rest of my team only got a lousy two hundred points for the fight also?” 
 
    “Two hundred and two points, player. But, no, they got more. They are fifth level players while you are only fourth. As it has already been explained to you by your teammates, experience is divided by the number of levels of the players participating in the battle or finding of treasure and then multiplied accordingly to come up with the amount of award for each player. Of course, some players get a ten-percent bonus for abilities, so that adds a little extra also.” 
 
    “Don’t I get a ten-percent bonus? My avatar’s reflexes and nimbleness are both eighteen. That should deserve something.” 
 
    “It does, Steve. In fact, it gives you a ten percent bonus to any earned experience.” 
 
    I suppose I feel a little better. I may be lower level than the others, but at least I get the same bonus for my attributes. 
 
    “Of course,” continues Max, “your ten per cent bonus is counteracted by your thirty percent penalty, so you end up with a negative twenty percent to any earned experience.” 
 
    “What? What the hell are you talking about? What’s this crap about a thirty percent penalty? No one told me anything about a penalty.” 
 
    “No? Hmm. The preselector should have mentioned it to you when he told you about the special identify ability you were being given. It is all about game balance, you know. If you get something good, it is almost always counterbalanced by something bad. The preselector should have explained it when he informed you of your identify ability.” 
 
    “You’re the one who told me about my identify ability. The preselector just mentioned I was being given a slight edge.” 
 
    “Really? I told you? And I didn’t mention the penalty? Hmm? Guess I must have had my mind on other things that day. Oh, well, no harm, no foul. At least you know about the penalty now.” 
 
    I look at the information box again with its pitiful two hundred and two experience point award. “What do you mean no foul? My experience points are less because of that damn penalty.” 
 
    “Yes, they are. However, I said no foul because even if you had known about the penalty, it would not have changed anything. Tell me, Steve, would you have done anything different if you had been told about the penalty?” 
 
    My in-game assistant doesn’t give me time to answer. 
 
    “Of course, you wouldn’t. So, logically speaking, your lack of knowledge caused no harm. Oh, and just so you know, the thirty percent penalty is for having been given both the identify ability and the early warning system the other master players allowed Master Player Blue to give you.” 
 
    I’m suspicious. “What early warning system? You mean the dice rolling around in my head? Hell, it’s more of a distraction that an early warning.” 
 
    “Really? All right then, I can contact Master Player Blue and have the dice roll simulation muted so you will not be distracted. The penalty will still stay though. Case closed. Now, do you want me to contact Master Player Blue?” 
 
    I’m half-tempted to have him tell Master Player Blue where he can stick his dice rolls, but since they’ve saved my life a couple of times, I say nothing. Instead, I will the information box away and head down the short tunnel toward the doors we used to enter the dungeon. 
 
    It doesn’t take long to figure the double doors are no longer there. In place of the entrance is a solid rock wall. I spend a couple of minutes checking for hidden doors or a latch mechanism of some kind but wind up with nada. Since I don’t hear the rolling of dice, I give up and return to the cavern. 
 
    Everyone except Chanton is standing around a small pile of equipment. 
 
    Vanessa points at me. “Do your thing.” 
 
    It doesn’t take a genius to figure the priestess wants me to identify any magic items. I’m tempted to tell my teammates about my thirty percent penalty for my privilege of having the ability, but one glance at Thangar convinces me that I won’t get any sympathy. Life’s not fair, I suppose. 
 
    Glancing at each of the objects in turn, a few interesting ones pop up. 
 
    
     Shield +2        X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Shield +1        X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Mace +2       X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Dagger +1      X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Ring of Protection +1    X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Healing Potion (5)    X.P. Value: N/A 
 
   
 
    There are also four loose arrows that identify as plus-one and a pouch with 20 plus-one bullets for a sling. Neither of them has any experience point value. I immediately complain to my in-game assistant. “Hey, Max. What gives? Why don’t we get any experience points for this magic stuff?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. Let me check the rules. Ah, here it is. You did not kill the ones who owned the magic items. Blue Team Six merely looted the corpses of the ones the ogres killed. Surely, even you must agree your team doesn’t deserve experience for doing that? If anyone deserves experience, it would be the ogres, and they are dead.” 
 
    Figuring there’s no use arguing about rules when I don’t have a copy of the rulebook, I let it slide and tell the others what I see. 
 
    Vanessa gives the plus-two shield to Ivy and the plus-one shield to Thangar. She looks at the dwarf. “Give your old shield and the plus-one arrows to Chanton.” 
 
    “What about the ring and the other dagger?” asks Thangar, eyeing the items in question with a greedy look in his eyes. “I don’t have any armor for my legs. I could use the ring.” 
 
    Vanessa snorts. “We’ll buy you some leg armor when we get back to town. The ring goes to Astari. I’ll take the plus-two mace, and Quantas gets the plus-one dagger.” 
 
    “Quantas?!” growls the dwarf. “He’s already got a plus-two dagger. Why’s he need another magic dagger? I should get it this time. I’m the one who got my legs broke for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    The priestess stares at Thangar for a second before he backs down. 
 
    “I’m just asking, that’s all,” says the dwarf in a more respectful tone. “No harm asking, is there?” 
 
    “No harm at all,” replies Vanessa in a voice that’s far too quiet. 
 
    I’m glad she’s not using that tone on me. Crap, it’s downright scary. 
 
    Thangar must think so too because he glances at the floor and toes a loose piece of shattered wood from somebody’s shield. “I’m sorry, Vanessa.” He looks back up. “This whole thing’s got me spooked.” 
 
    “It’s got me spooked too,” admits the priestess in a voice a hell of a lot more normal. “But to answer your question, you get a magic shield out of this, so that’s your share of the loot. “I’m giving the magic dagger to Quantas.” She looks at me. “I’ve seen you throw your weapons more than once and score hits. Your predecessors never did that. If you’re going to keep throwing them, you’ll need more than one blade, so take the plus-one dagger. You can have the pouch of magic bullets too. No one else on the team has a sling, so you’re the obvious choice. And before anyone asks, the healing potions go to the ones who used theirs.” She glances around the group. “Any questions?” 
 
    “Uh, how’d we do on coins?” asks Thangar with another greedy look in his eyes. 
 
    “Thirty-eight silver and two gold.” Vanessa pats the pouch attached to her belt. “Ol’ Green Team Eight was loaded. They also had two gems. Nonmagical, but I’d guess they’re worth at least a hundred gold each.” 
 
    “That’s about what it’ll cost to buy Thangar a new set of plate-mail pants,” says Astari. “Basically, all we did was break even on the fight.” 
 
    Vanessa shakes her head. “We didn’t come close to breaking even. You used both your energy missile spells during the fight. What’s that leave you with? Your fireball and what else?” 
 
    The elf shrugs. “Not much. A sleep spell and a light spell. Both are first level. I’ve also got second-level open door and spiderweb spells memorized. What about you?” 
 
    “Not much better. I’ve got four first-level healing spells, three hold person spells, a find traps, and a silence spell.” 
 
    Ivy pats the priestess on the shoulder. “It’ll be enough. Let’s get to the exit and leave before we have a roving encounter.” 
 
    Nodding, Vanessa looks at me. “She’s right. We need to get moving. You’re our thief, so you’ve got point. Get us to the exit as quick as you can.” 
 
    I’m more than a little surprised. Like I said before, I’ve pulled point lots of times, but it wasn’t in a fantasy game. Plus, I’m missing an important piece of information. “How am I supposed to do that? I’ve never been here before. Where the hell am I supposed to go? Do we even have a map?” 
 
    The priestess frowns. “Yeah, I keep forgetting you didn’t go through the tutorial. Have your Max pull up a map for you. Our in-game assistants track everywhere we’ve been. Quantas has been here before, so follow your map. Watch out for any traps marked on our route. They’re always in the same spot in the areas we’ve been.” 
 
    I’m not so sure about that considering what just happened. “Yeah, like these guards we fought are always third level?” 
 
    Vanessa stares at me for a second before nodding. “Good point. Keep an eye out for traps as you go. Every floor but the fifth is exactly alike. We’re on the first floor. The next hallway to the left is King’s Way. From there, take another tunnel to the left. The exit is always at the end of that tunnel. It’s the same on every floor.” 
 
    “Except the fifth floor,” Ivy adds. “The fifth floor’s different from the others.” 
 
    Nodding, Vanessa says, “Yeah, except for the fifth.” She looks back at me. “Now, get going and make us proud. Try to get us to the exit without another fight.” 
 
    Proud my ass, I think, but I keep the thought to myself. “Max. You there? Pull me up a damned map of this place.” 
 
    “A damned map?” says Max’s mechanical voice. “When you say ‘damned,’ do you mean as in cursed?” 
 
    “Just pull me up the map, wiseass.” 
 
    A map appears in my mind. I spot the first hallway branching to the left. The words King’s Way is written to the side of the hall. According to the map’s scale, it’s less than fifty yards away. Just a few yards down King’s Way is a red ‘X’ marked with the word trap. A few yards past that is a four-way intersection with another red ‘X’ ten yards or so down the left tunnel. An arrow next to the tunnel is marked with the words: ‘To Exit.’ 
 
    All right, watch out for traps, I remind myself. Good safety tip. 
 
    Having already retrieved my short sword, I place my plus-two dagger in its sheath and stick the new magic dagger I’d been given along with its sheath into my belt. 
 
    Feeling expectant eyes on me, I shrug my shoulders. Well, here goes nothing. 
 
    Off I go with one main thought on my mind. 
 
    Don’t get killed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Resets 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Leaving the cavern, I follow the roughhewn tunnel that progressively turns from something looking like it’s out of a coal mine to a smooth-granite hallway with glowing balls of white energy embedded every twenty feet in the ceiling. 
 
    At least there’s plenty of light. 
 
    Someone whispers behind me, “Hurry up.” 
 
    I recognize the gravelly voice as Thangar’s. Glancing over my left shoulder, I give the dwarf who’s next in line ten feet behind me a one-finger salute with my left hand. “Kiss my ass. I’m checking for traps. I’m new at this, so give me a break.” 
 
    “The dwarf’s right,” says Ivy who’s third in line and five feet behind the dwarf. “If we take too long, we’ll get hit by a roving patrol. The first trap’s not until after we enter the King’s Way. It’s safe to pick up the pace here.” 
 
    Normally, I’m an easy-going guy, but the circumstances are anything but normal. Stopping dead in my tracks, I wave an arm toward my front. “Be my guest if you’re so sure, and I’ll I follow you. After all, there’s no traps until the next hall, right?” 
 
    Fire blazes in the tracker’s eyes, but she remains where she’s at. 
 
    Vanessa, who’s behind the tracker, gives me a look showing her displeasure. 
 
    My military training kicks in. Only one person can be in charge, and on this team, it’s the priestess. Nodding, I move out again at my same slow, methodological pace. I mean, hell, I’ve never been a thief before. I let my avatar’s eyes scan the walls and floors, seeing details I’d never have noticed on my own. To be honest, I’m not even sure what I’m looking for. I suppose it’s best to trust my thief avatar’s abilities and let it do what it does. 
 
    I notice a four-way intersection thirty feet ahead. Making a fist with my left hand, I raise it above my head. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I see the others spreading out as Chanton and Ivy nock arrows in their bows. Using two fingers on my left hand, I move them like they’re walking and point toward the intersection. 
 
    As soon as I take my first step, the sound of dice being rolled echoes in my mind. 
 
    I freeze with one foot in the air, waiting to see if something’s going to rush around the corners of the intersection at me. 
 
    Nothing happens. 
 
    “What is it?” whispers Thangar in a voice that’s a hell of a lot louder than a whisper. 
 
    “Dice roll,” I whisper back, hoping the dwarf will take the hint. 
 
    I ease my foot back onto the floor where it had been and wait a full thirty seconds. 
 
    Nothing happens. 
 
    “Max. What was the dice roll for? Is something getting ready to attack?” 
 
    “I am sorry, player. That is not in my list of authorized responses. How else may I be of service?” 
 
    Worthless, I think to myself. 
 
    Lifting my foot off the floor again, I prepare to take another step. 
 
    Once more the sound of dice echoes in my mind. 
 
    I put my foot back in the same spot it had been and squat down, scanning every crack and crevice in the floor and walls, looking for anything unusual. 
 
    The sound of steps come from behind me. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I see Vanessa and Ivy walking cautiously forward. Once they’re a couple of paces behind me, they kneel. 
 
    “What is it?” asks Vanessa. 
 
    “Not sure,” I answer honestly. “Might be a trap, but I don’t see anything.” 
 
    The tracker shakes her head. “Can’t be. The first trap is around the corner to the left. It’s a trip wire. Our previous Quantas usually sets it off by throwing a grapnel tied to a line.” 
 
    I concentrate on the priestess. “Look, I know I’m the newbie here, but I’m telling you something’s just ahead. I’ve had two dice rolls; once for each time I raised my foot. I’m guessing there’s a trap a few feet to our front, but I don’t see it. Since I can’t see it, I don’t know how to walk around it without setting it off.” 
 
    Vanessa stares at me for a couple of seconds. “How sure are you? I’ve got a single find traps spell memorized. If I use it here, we won’t have it to use on another spot.” 
 
    Ivy shakes her head. “We can’t use your spell now. The trap down the exit tunnel’s hard to spot. We need to save it for there.” 
 
    Giving the tracker a shrug, Vanessa says, “Quantas is our thief. If we aren’t going to trust him with thief stuff, why’d the hell did we bring him?” She turns back to me. “It’s your call. Do you want me to use my spell.” 
 
    I stand up and raise my foot again as if I’m going to take a step down the hall. The same rumbling of dice sounds in my mind. 
 
    Lowering my foot, I look the priestess in the eyes. “Use the spell. There’s something there I can’t see.” 
 
    Staring into my eyes as if trying to gauge my soul, the priestess finally nods. “All right, then.” She stands and waves Ivy and me back before holding her staff to her front and mumbling words I hear but quickly forget. 
 
    A bluish haze the width of the hall moves out from her a good fifteen feet before dissipating. Two blocks of tile on the floor glow red. The nearest of the two glowing tiles is less than a yard from where I was standing. 
 
    The priestess turns and gives me a tightlipped smile. “You were right. Those are traps. Stay near the wall and get us moving again. The longer we’re stationary, the greater the odds of a patrol running into us.” She turns to Ivy. “You still got your red chalk?” 
 
    The tracker nods. 
 
    “Good. Mark the traps for next time.” 
 
    The glow surrounding the two tiles is already starting to fade, but I have no trouble remembering where they were. With my back against the right side of the wall, I scoot sideways until I’m well clear of the stones before returning to the center of the hall and walking normally. I glance over my shoulder long enough to see Ivy marking a large circle around the tiles that glowed red. 
 
    Forgetting about those traps, I concentrate on making sure I don’t trigger whatever else might be down the hall. I arrive at the four-way intersection unscathed and peek around the corner of the King’s Way. Not ten feet down the hall is a large circle marked in red chalk. 
 
    Concentrating on that area, I try to sense whatever trap is there. I sense nothing. 
 
    “Hey, Max. Is my find traps ability working? There’s supposed to be a trap there.” 
 
    “Is there, Steve? I am sorry, but that is not in my authorized list of responses. How else may I be of service?” 
 
    Forgetting about the red circle for a moment, I look at the hallway directly across from me. Unlike the corridor I’m in, the hall opposite me is lit by torches stuck into sconces in the walls. The hall continues for at least fifty feet before turning to the right. Glancing at the map in my mind, I see the words ‘East tunnel complex. Hunted out.’ I also note the hall going to my right leads into a small chamber marked ‘Empty guard room.’ 
 
    Peeking around the corner of the intersection enough to see into the supposedly empty room, I see it isn’t exactly uninhabited. Yeah, there’s nothing alive in there as far as I can tell, but the body of a woman in chainmail surrounded by a dark stain on the floor doesn’t bode well. 
 
    I use my sword to indicate the room to the right. Ivy and Vanessa creep forward and squat down next to me. 
 
    Vanessa looks to the right and draws in a deep breath. “That’s Casey.” 
 
    “Who?” I ask. 
 
    Ivy catches my eye with hers. “Casey’s the priestess for Red Team Four. Vanessa and her were friends; sort of.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all I can think to say. 
 
    The tracker stands. “Do you want me to check the body?” 
 
    After a pause, Vanessa stands as do I. 
 
    Shaking her head, the priestess says, “No. Her pouch and pack are off to the side with the flaps open. Also, her hammer’s missing. That was her only magic weapon. I’d say red team looted her body and moved on.” Glancing at the body again, she sighs. “Poor, Casey. You had a gentle soul, girl. You deserve better than this.” 
 
    Not having been formally introduced to the dead girl in question, I’m not quite as emotional. “We all deserve better than this. What I’d like to know is what killed her, and how do we keep the same thing from happening to us?” 
 
    The priestess faces me, her eyes glaring. After a couple of seconds, they soften. “Who knows? Might’ve been a roving patrol. Also, Tan Team Three’s horses were in the corral, so they’re in here somewhere. They’re levels six, seven, and eight. I don’t think they would’ve ambushed red team, but who knows? Assuming the rest of red team got away, they’re operating without a priestess now. There’s a good chance we’ll find their bodies as we head for the exit. They entered the dungeon ten hours before us, so we know they didn’t make it out; at least not before we entered.” 
 
    Vanessa glances around the corner at the King’s Way tunnel. “You see the red chalk marks, right Quantas?” 
 
    “I do, but I haven’t detected any trap.” 
 
    Ivy snorts, apparently unimpressed with my thieving abilities. 
 
    “Maybe there isn’t a trap anymore, so there’s nothing to find,” Vanessa says, coming to my defense. “Maybe this whole blasted dungeon has changed. All I want now is to get the hell out of this place as quickly as we can before we wind up like Casey.” She looks at me. “Get moving. The exit tunnel is about a hundred feet down King’s Way. Stay close to the left wall to avoid the red chalk mark. Check every inch for traps as you go.” 
 
    She didn’t have to tell me twice. I move out at the same methodical pace I’ve been keeping while letting my avatar’s senses do whatever they do to check for traps. I detect none. 
 
    The overhead illumination provides plenty of light, but even so, I see nothing suspicious. I slowly make my way toward another intersection. According to the map in my mind, the tunnel to the right leads into a large circular room with a pool of water in the center. The room also contains a set of stairs leading down to level two. Having no desire to go deeper into the dungeon, I verify the map shows a tunnel to the left marked: ‘West Tunnel Complex 1. Hunted out. Leads to Exit.’ 
 
    Looking to my front, I check for the tunnel to the left, but see nothing. 
 
    Maybe the wall’s blocking me from seeing it. 
 
    Easing forward, I still don’t see a tunnel to the left. The rightmost tunnel is in plain sight, but there’s only a solid granite wall to the left. 
 
    I don’t have to call Ivy and Vanessa forward this time. They arrive as I’m feeling the solid rock on the left side of King’s Way, looking for any sign of cracks that might indicate a secret door or something. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Damn,” says Vanessa. 
 
    “Double damn,” says Ivy. “The way to the exit’s missing. What the hell do we do now?” 
 
    The priestess looks me in the eye. “The only thing we can do. Take us down to level two, Quantas, and pray there’s an exit tunnel there.” 
 
    I’m usually not much on praying, but I’m open to anything that might get me out of this alive. 
 
    What the hell have I gotten myself into? 
 
    “Good question, Steve,” comes Max’s mechanical voice in my mind. “What have you gotten yourself into?” 
 
    I have no idea. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Up is Out 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Although the map shows King’s Way continuing for several hundred feet with multiple rooms and intersecting tunnels, they’re all marked as hunted out. Figuring the priestess and tracker have a better understanding of how to get out of the dungeon than me, I cross the hallway and enter the tunnel leading to the room the map shows with a pool of water in the center. I keep checking for traps as I go. It’s slow going, but I’d rather be slow than dead. 
 
    I hear dripping water ahead; a lot of dripping water. 
 
    Is it raining? Underground? 
 
    The tunnel’s short. After twenty feet it opens to a fifty-foot diameter cavern lit by several torches along the jagged rock wall. The flickering yellow light reflects off a ten-meter-wide pool of water. Drops of liquid dripping from the ceiling into the pool sound like a light Spring rain. 
 
    Curiously, although water’s leaking from the ceiling into the pool, the water’s not overflowing even though I see no exit point. I force myself to ignore the oddity and scan the room. The cave’s empty save for another body sprawled on the rough-rock floor near a set of stairs leading down. The corpse is a human male in leather armor, and he’s wearing bright orange boots for some reason. I see no sign of anyone or anything else in the cavern. There isn’t even a set of stairs heading up. 
 
    Signaling my team to stop, I wave Ivy and Vanessa forward and point at the corpse. 
 
    “We’ve got another body,” I say. “Is he from red or tan team?” 
 
    Vanessa chuckles, which I think is strange. “Oh, that’s ol’ Orange Boots. He’s always there. I should’ve warned you. He’s just dungeon dressing. Isn’t he marked on your map?” 
 
    I look closer at my map but have trouble identifying the details. 
 
    A mechanical voice speaks in my mind. “I am Max, your in-game assistant. If you would like to zoom in on a specific area of the map, just think the thought, and it will be done.” 
 
    I will the map image of the cavern larger until I can make out a body near the set of stairs. A previously unrecognizable scribble to the side of the corpse reads: ‘Body with orange boots.’ An annotation next to the stairway says ‘To level 2.’ 
 
    I look at the priestess. “I’m guessing there’s no reason to search the body.” 
 
    Vanessa smiles. Despite the drops of dried blood on her face, I think she has a nice smile. 
 
    “No need for that,” she says. “Old Orange Boots here has probably been searched a hundred times, and he’s got nothing worth looting on him. I think the dungeon designers put him here to make things look spookier. Just ignore him and get us down to level two.” 
 
    As I stand and head for the stairs, I give mental kudos to whatever design team thought of adding the body to the room. It certainly makes the place look spookier to me. 
 
    With my short sword gripped tight in my right hand, I move forward past the dead body, checking for traps the whole way. I keep an especially close eye on the stairs, determined nothing’s going to pop up the stairway and catch me by surprise. Nothing does. The surprise comes from another direction all together. 
 
    One of Orange Boot’s hands reaches out and jerks my right leg out from beneath me, knocking me to the ground. 
 
    Rolling onto my side, I kick out at a bloody head with snapping teeth coming in my direction. 
 
    Somebody screams. I think it’s me. I’m too busy kicking and slapping with my sword at the corpse that’s trying to bite my legs to worry about something as trivial as a scream. 
 
    A mace slams into the back of the zombie’s head, splattering both brains and blood across my leather pants. 
 
    “Crap!” I yell as I scramble to my feet. I whirl on Vanessa who’s in the process of shaking brain matter off her mace. “What the hell?! You told me not to worry about him. You told me he was dungeon dressing. Are you trying to get me killed?” 
 
    Ivy steps between the priestess and me. “Hey! We’re just as surprised as you. We’ve been by that thing over a dozen times. It’s never moved. There’s one on every floor. They’re always the same. They never move.” 
 
    “Well, it sure as hell moved this time,” I say, stating the obvious. 
 
    Vanessa nods. “Yes, it did. I’m sorry. Apparently, nothing in the dungeon can be trusted anymore.” She points at the dripping blood and pieces of flesh on my pants. Better wash that off. You don’t want to accidentally get that stuff in a cut and have it turn you into a zombie.” 
 
    I glance at my pants and head for the pool. The water’s clear and about a foot deep. Seeing nothing sinister swimming in the water, I take a risk and use my hand to splash water onto my pants. As I’m cleaning my clothes, a dialog box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 3 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 12,653  Next Level: 13,001 
 
   
 
    “Three points? Hey Max, this is bullcrap. The zombie should’ve been worth more than three lousy experience points. It could’ve killed me.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. A zombie is a second-level mob. You are level four, and the rest of your team is level five. It was six against one, hardly an epic battle. You were not even the one who destroyed it. Why do you think you should get more experience? For falling down and hitting your head? My advice is to be grateful you got three experience points out of the deal and stop complaining. May I be of further assistance?” 
 
    Jerk, I think, keeping my opinion to myself. 
 
    Cleaning the last of the goo off my pants, I notice Thangar’s taken up guard at the top of the stairs while Chanton is pulling sentry duty near the tunnel entrance. Vanessa, Ivy, and Astari are in a small group near the corpse of Orange Boots whispering. Maybe it’s because my thief avatar’s ears are a lot better than my old ears, but I hear their low voices no problem. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” says Astari. “What if there’s no exit on the second level either?” 
 
    “We can’t make plans on ‘what ifs,’” says Vanessa. “We’ve got to keep moving. Hell, for all I know they’ve made another exit on level one, but we can’t afford to go stomping around trying to find it. You know how many encounters we had exploring level one the first time. If the power of the monsters has been increased like they were in the guard room, we’ll be dead before we get halfway down King’s Way.” 
 
    The tracker glances at me. 
 
    I take a keen interest in my pants and pretend to wash away something that isn’t there. 
 
    Ivy looks back at the priestess and mage. “Our only chance is to try each level in turn and check for an exit tunnel. I’m just wondering how long the thief’s luck will hold out. Sooner or later, we’re going to hit a trap he doesn’t spot.” 
 
    Her comment pisses me off. “You mean I’m going to hit a trap. I’m the one on point, remember?” 
 
    Vanessa faces me and speaks in a normal tone. “Believe me, I remember. I’m sorry. I’d be the one up front if I had the ability to find traps or that rolling dice thing of yours, but I don’t, so it wouldn’t do any good. We each have our tasks to do. You’re a thief. We depend on you keeping us away from traps.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I feel like I’m some dumbass marine on point searching for mines by stomping on the ground hard with my feet.” 
 
    “Hey,” growls Thangar from where he’s on guard at the top of the stairs. “I’m a marine, so watch your tongue.” 
 
    Ignoring the dwarf, I point at the dead zombie. “That thing almost got me. I don’t know if I’d have turned into an undead if I’d got bitten, but I don’t want to find out. We need a better plan than just going from level to level hoping we can find an exit.” 
 
    The stress of the situation’s obviously getting to the priestess because her jaws tighten as more than a little fire flares in her eyes. “What do you suggest? Waiting here until something wanders by and takes us out like it did Casey?” 
 
    I force myself to remain calm. “No. I just think we need a better plan. In order to do that, we need information. For instance, I keep hearing you say all the levels are the same except for level five. What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Ivy snorts. “What the hell do you think we mean by it? They’re all the same except for five.” 
 
    “Now, hold on,” says Astari. “It took us a full week before we figured things out after we got here.” He glances at Vanessa. 
 
    The priestess nods. 
 
    The elf waves a hand to include the whole cavern. “This place and every other part of level one seems to be the original. By the time we entered Stanton Dungeon, the yellow and tan teams had pretty much cleared level one out. We found a couple of rooms they hadn’t touched, but other than that, we just encountered the resets of mobs they had already fought and destroyed. The resets have always been weaker…well, until this time, of course.” 
 
    “What’s that got to do with the levels being the same?” I ask. 
 
    Vanessa sighs as if realizing she needs to take the time to explain before I’ll go anywhere. 
 
    “It’s got everything to do with it,” says the priestess. “I think whoever designed the game spent a lot of time designing level one, and then decided to make a clone of it for all the other levels.” 
 
    “Except level five,” chimes in Thangar who seems to be paying more attention to us than he is guarding the stairs. 
 
    Giving the dwarf a warning glare, Vanessa turns back to me. “Except level five. I’ll get to that in a second. By the time we discovered yellow and tan teams had cleared out level one, we were already halfway through the first level. That’s when we got the bright idea of jumping ahead of them. We went down to level three. It was the exact match of level one.” She points at the stairway. “With the exception that level one only has a set of stairs leading down while the other levels have both down and up.” 
 
    After glancing at the stairs, I say, “All right, level one and three are the same. What makes you think all the others are the same?” I glance at Thangar. “Except for five, that is.” 
 
    The tracker takes up the story. “Because we went from level two down to ten then onto twenty. They were all exactly the same. Same low three and four hit-dice mobs and very little loot. Great for grinding out levels, but they weren’t getting us any closer to finding the orb. Finally, we took the stairs all the way down to level fifty. It was the same as all the others.” She walks over to the stairs and motions me over. 
 
    Suspicious, I make my way toward her. 
 
    I become even more leery when the dwarf laughs, “This outta be good.” 
 
    Once I’m standing next to Ivy, she holds out her hand. “Give me one of the bullets for your sling; a nonmagical one.” 
 
    While I don’t like wasting ammunition, I make an exception in this case and pull a metal bullet out of my pouch and hand it to her. 
 
    She leans over the staircase’s wooden railing. “Take a look. What do you see?” 
 
    I cautiously lean over the banister. Looking down, I see staircase after staircase circling downward with a six-foot-wide gap in the center. I can’t see a bottom. 
 
    The tracker drops the bullet over the side. 
 
    The heavy piece of metal falls down the gap between the circular staircase. Torches along the walls of the stairs glint off the metal as it spins end over end. Eventually, the bullet becomes too small for me to see. I strain my ears to hear it hit bottom. 
 
    I listen for a good ten seconds. Nothing. 
 
    Thangar laughs. “If you’re waiting for it to hit something, you’re going to be disappointed. There’s no bottom; not as far as we can tell, anyway. Like Ivy said, we went to level fifty. Pink Team Nine claims to have gone to level one hundred.” 
 
    I have a hard time believing what I’m hearing. “What are you trying to say? That it’s infinite? Not possible.” 
 
    Ivy shrugs. “Possible or not, it is what it is. I think the game creates the levels as you get to them. You could go all the way to level ten thousand, and I think you’d find an exact match of all the other levels except level five.” 
 
    “The one with the wall,” I say. 
 
    Vanessa comes over to the railing and catches my eye. “That’s right. The one with the wall. Yellow, tan, and red teams are the only ones who’ve successfully made it over the wall.” 
 
    I think back to something the Caretaker mentioned. “Vanessa, do you remember what the Caretaker said…the last thing he told us, I mean? Does he always say the same thing?” 
 
    The priestess shakes her head. “He always warns us about the dungeon being dangerous and that only the gods know if we’ll live or die, but that last part he added was new.” 
 
    Ivy looks at Vanessa. “Different how? You didn’t mention him saying anything different.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was important,” admits the priestess. 
 
    Thangar’s no longer even pretending to be guarding the stairs. “Well? Don’t hold back. What’d he say that was different?” 
 
    Ignoring the dwarf and Ivy, Vanessa addresses me. “The Caretaker said, ‘The only way out is up.’ That part was new.” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it. I’ve been keeping an eye out for a set of stairs leading up, which you say there isn’t any going up on level one. So, I’m starting to think the Caretaker was trying to tell us the way out of the dungeon is up over the wall on level five. I mean, unless you’re telling me there’s an exit on level five before you get to the wall.” 
 
    Ivy shakes her head in no uncertain terms. “No. There’s no exit before the wall. I’m sure of it. We’ve always had to go back up to level four or down to level six in order to leave the dungeon. But I’m sure there’s an exit past the fifth-level wall. One of the tan team members gave me the finger once from the top of the wall. Tan team beat us out of the dungeon that day, and they never came back down the wall before we left.” 
 
    Thangar laughs. “That’s right. I remember.” He gives me a wink and laughs even more. “Our tracker here was so pissed I thought she was gonna have an apoplectic fit.” 
 
    Ivy turns on the dwarf, longsword in hand. “Why you little sh—” 
 
    “Enough!” says Vanessa in a tone that makes it all too obvious she’s reached her limit. She turns on me. “That’s all the information we’ve got time for. So, do you have a plan? Otherwise, I suggest you get your ass in gear and lead us down to level two.” 
 
    My mind’s churning a hundred miles a minute. “I’ll agree it’s worth our time to check out level two, but if there’s no exit tunnel there, I vote we head straight for level five and the wall. From what you’ve told me, if level two’s a dead end, the other levels will be also.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” says the priestess noncommittedly. 
 
    “I suppose we will.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Level Two 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Having wasted enough time, I walk around Thangar and head down the stairs, checking for traps as I go. With every footstep, I expect to hear the rolling of dice. It doesn’t come. Except for the sound of dripping water from both behind and ahead, I hear nothing except my none-too-calm breathing. Halfway down the circular stairway, I spot another room below me with a pool of water in the center. The place looks exactly like the cavern I just left, complete with a corpse wearing orange boots. 
 
    A faint noise comes to me. It’s the sound of chalk on an old school blackboard coming from the direction of the room below. An involuntary shiver runs down my spine. 
 
    Forming the thumb and fingers of my left hand into the shape of a pistol, I turn it upside down and point toward the room. Ivy and Vanessa look clueless when they see my hand signal. Thangar on the other hand picks up on my ‘Enemy in Sight’ signal and whispers something to the tracker. The rest of the team stops where they’re at as Ivy and Chanton notch arrows in their bows. 
 
    Easing forward with my short sword at the ready, I make my way down to the stairs’ landing for level two and ease up to the open doorway. Carefully peeking around the corner, I keep one eye on the orange-booted corpse and the other out for whatever’s in the room. As I expect, the room isn’t empty. A five-foot-tall, half-bird, half-reptile looking creature with a line of yellow feathers trailing down from its rooster head to its reptilian body is in the room. A lizard-like tail with a pointed end completes the nightmarish creature. The beast is standing at the pool in the center of the room drinking water with its back to me. 
 
    Concentrating on the monster, I will an information box into existence. 
 
    
     Monster: Cockatrice   Level: 5   Health: 27   AC: 6   X.P. Value: 550 
 
     Special Attack: Petrification (two saving throws) 
 
     Fail first saving throw: Paralysis for thirty seconds 
 
     Fail second saving throw: Turn to stone permanently 
 
   
 
    Piss. I’ve no desire to spend the rest of eternity as a Quantas’ statue. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I notice Ivy and Chanton positioning themselves halfway down the stairs with their bows drawn. Although I doubt they can see the cockatrice from where they’re at, they’re actions make me feel a little better. I see Thangar and Vanessa maneuver past them and tiptoe down the stairs. What I actually mean is they tiptoe as well as people wearing chainmail and plate mail armor can tiptoe. Astari remains behind Ivy and Chanton with a dart in one hand and magic staff in the other. 
 
    Drawing my plus-two dagger in my left hand, I place my back against the wall next to the entrance in order to backstab the monster if it charges through. Otherwise, all I can think to do is wait and let Vanessa figure something out. 
 
    As it so happens, no one’s got to figure anything out. Thangar makes sure of that since he accidentally dislodges a small stone at the edge of a step. The thumb-size rock falls over the edge, striking the stairs somewhere down on level three. 
 
    “Caw!” comes a screech from the pool room. 
 
    I hear steel-hard toenails clicking on stone. 
 
    Both Vanessa and Thangar rush down the steps with their shields in their left hands and weapons in their right. 
 
    “What is it?” yells Thangar who’s looking at me. 
 
    I keep my mouth shut, opting to hide unnoticed next to the doorway. Besides, I figure the dwarf will find out soon enough anyway. 
 
    Sure enough, the reptilian-looking bird-monster comes charging through the opening and strikes out with its five-foot-long neck. The cockatrice’s beak hits Vanessa’s shield, bouncing off the metal-covered wood and doing no harm to either shield or its bearer. 
 
    As soon as the ostrich-like beast is completely through the door, I step behind it and draw my left arm back in preparation for plunging the magic dagger into the creature’s back. Before I can strike, something grabs hold of my foot and spins me around. 
 
    To my horror, a blood-covered man wearing orange boots is on the floor, pulling himself up my leg while biting at the thick leather of my knee-high boots as he goes. In less than a heartbeat, he’s past my boot with his teeth heading toward the thinner leather of the pants covering my thigh not to mention an even more personal part of my body. 
 
    Primeval fear rushes through me. I stab wildly at the zombie’s head with the dagger in my left hand. 
 
    The sound of rolling dice echoes in my mind. 
 
    The tip of my magic blade goes deep into the zombie’s temple, spewing black blood in all directions as it does. 
 
    Hard toenails scrape on stone behind me. 
 
    Crap. The cockatrice. 
 
    Spinning around, I see the rooster head and its pointed beak coming straight for my chest. I try to dodge. More dice roll in my head. 
 
    The monster’s beak hits the hard-leather armor covering my left shoulder and slides into one of the holes left by a wolf fang the day before. 
 
    Dice rumble again. 
 
    A hot flame spreads from my shoulder throughout my entire body. My muscles lockup as the cockatrice pulls its head back for another blow. 
 
    Two arrows and a dart magically appear in the monster’s throat. 
 
    I see a blur as Thangar’s sword and Vanessa’s mace slam against the beast’s neck. 
 
    My stiff muscles are no longer able to support me. The room turns askew as I fall to the side. Something hard hits my head, or maybe I hit it. Hell, I don’t know. 
 
    The last thing I hear is the sound of rolling dice. 
 
    Then everything goes black. 
 
    * * * 
 
    My eyes flutter. 
 
    An angel wearing a steel helm is smiling down at me as she cradles my head in her lap. 
 
    “You better now?” asks Vanessa in her most caring voice. 
 
    The kindness emanating from her almost makes what remains of the fire in my body go away; almost, but not quite. 
 
    “I…I guess so,” I manage to stutter while trying to get my bearings. 
 
    The priestess smiles. “You’re lucky. The cockatrice got a good enough hit on you to paralyze, but not enough to turn you to stone. I don’t know if you’re a religious man or not, but I’d say God was looking out for you today.” 
 
    If God was looking out for me, I wouldn’t be here in the first place, I think, but I keep my opinion to myself. Best not to rile up anyone, especially God. 
 
    Sitting up, I look around. I spot the bloody body of the cockatrice along with the doubly dead orange-booted zombie. A dialog box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 79 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 12,732   Next Level: 13,001 
 
   
 
    “How long have I been out?” I ask. 
 
    “Less than a minute.” Vanessa stands up. “Do you need to be healed? That overgrown parakeet pecked you hard enough to draw blood.” 
 
    I rotate my left arm. My shoulder hurts, but it’s not so sore I want her to waste a healing spell on it. “Nah. I’ll be all right. If it starts bleeding too much, I’ll stuff a bandage under my armor.” 
 
    The priestess shrugs. “Okay, tough guy. Can’t say I didn’t offer.” She points toward the tunnel where the others are standing. “You ready, then?” 
 
    I don’t have to ask what I need to be ready for. According to the map in my head, the tunnel leads to level two’s version of the King’s Way. 
 
    Rising to my feet, I move beside the priestess. I notice someone’s taken the time to replace my short sword and dagger back in their sheaths. 
 
    Since I’m still a little groggy, I point at the cockatrice’s body to buy some time. “I don’t suppose that thing had any treasure.” 
 
    The priestess smiles. “It’s an animal. They don’t have treasure. We searched Orange Boots. He didn’t have anything on him. I didn’t think he would, but as screwed up as the dungeon is now, I figured it was worth a shot.” 
 
    I remember watching a nature show once about a type of bird that liked to steal shiny objects. I decide not to mention the fact some animals do collect treasure. Over time, I’ve found people don’t always appreciate it when I point out exceptions. 
 
    My mind’s as clear now as I figure it’s going to get, so I head toward the tunnel where the others are waiting. The sound of rumbling of dice echoes in my mind as I pass by the pool. I freeze with my left foot in midair. 
 
    Did I trigger a trap? I wonder. 
 
    Nothing happens. 
 
    I lower my foot and wait half a dozen heartbeats before raising my foot again and preparing to take a step. I keep my foot in midair. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Vanessa’s whispers from behind, “What is it? A trap?” 
 
    I shake my head and lower my foot back to the stone floor. “I don’t think so. I heard a dice roll when I started to pass by this part of the pool. I didn’t hear it when I raised my foot the second time. I’m guessing there’s something here, but I don’t think it’s a trap.” 
 
    Moving next to my shoulder, Vanessa peers into the clear water of the pool. 
 
    I do the same. “Is that a stick?” I ask, pointing at something long and black at the bottom of the shallow pool. 
 
    Vanessa grins. “Nope, not a stick, but you tell me.” 
 
    Catching her drift, I concentrate on the foot-long length of wood. 
 
    Wand, Energy Missile (20 charges)   X.P. Value: 5,000 
 
    Reaching into the cold water, I pick the wand up and shake the excess liquid off. A second information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 551 X.P. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Five Thief! 
 
     Current Experience: 13,283   Next Level: 28,001 
 
   
 
    I suppose I should be happy, but I’m not. Being an actuary, I’m well aware numbers can be manipulated. “Max, explain to me how I only get five hundred and fifty-one points. The wand was worth five thousand points. What gives?” 
 
    “I swear players obsess too much over the division of experience points. Very well, I will explain the rules again so even you can understand. At the time you found the wand, you had six members in the group with a total of twenty-nine levels. Five thousand divided by twenty-nine is a hundred and seventy-two points give or take a few tenths. Of those twenty-nine levels, four of them were yours. Four times a hundred and seventy-two is approximately six hundred and eighty-nine. Multiply that by point eight to account for your penalty and you will get a grand total of five hundred and fifty-one after you round down.” 
 
    “Well, I’d get a different number if I multiplied—” 
 
    “Are you the gamemaster? When you players create your own cosmic games, then you can use whatever formulas you want for awarding experience points. Until then, I recommend being grateful for what you get.” 
 
    I’m not grateful, but I know a dead-end when I see it. 
 
    Vanessa pats me on the back. “Congratulations, thief. Now you’re level five like the rest of us.” 
 
    “You heard the ding?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course. We all hear the ding whenever a member of our team gains a level. I’m glad now I didn’t waste a healing spell on you.” 
 
    I’m confused. “What do you mean by waste?” 
 
    The priestess laughs. “What do you think I mean? In this game, whenever a player gains a level, they’re automatically healed to their new health.” 
 
    “What’s gaining a level got to do with healing wounds? It didn’t work that way in any RPG game I ever played.” 
 
    Vanessa laughs again. “Apparently, it makes sense to whoever designed the game we’re in, because that’s how it works here. I’m glad it does too, because it’s saved my life more than once.” 
 
    Before I can ask another question, the others walk over, grinning as they come. 
 
    Thangar flashes me a gruff smile. “Congratulations, thief. Maybe you’ll be able to climb the wall when we get there after all.” 
 
    After a few more pats on the back from the rest of my team, I pass the wand I found to Astari. “It’s an Energy Missile wand. The info box says it has twenty charges.” 
 
    The elf reverently takes the slender piece of dark wood from my hand and looks me in the eye. “You sure you don’t want to keep it? Wands like this are valuable.” 
 
    “Can I use it?” I ask. 
 
    “Uh, no,” admits the elf. 
 
    Shrugging, I say, “Then it only makes sense for you to keep it.” 
 
    The mage grins. “Talked me into it. I only asked to be polite.” The elf stuffs the wand in his belt and looks at Vanessa. “This should help a little until I can re-memorize my spells.” 
 
    While the others talk, I recheck my character’s pertinent stats. 
 
    
     Name: Quantas   Race: Human 
 
     Class: Thief  Level: 5   Health: 24   Experience: 13,283   Next Level: 28,001 
 
     Armor: Leather  Armor Class: 2 + reflex bonus of 4 = Total AC: 6 
 
     Thief Skills: 
 
     Pick Locks: 57% 
 
     Find/Disarm Traps: 45% 
 
     Sneak: 50% 
 
     Move Silently: 46% (+20 for boots = 66%) 
 
     Hide: 41% 
 
     Hear Obscure Sounds: 20% 
 
     Climb: 90% (+5 for boots = 95%) 
 
     Backstabbing: triple damage at level 5 thru 8 
 
   
 
    Five more points on my health bar, and backstabs are triple damage now. That’s good news. Plus, my find and disarm traps’ ability is getting close to fifty percent. That’s gotta be worth something. 
 
    “Enough lollygagging around,” says Vanessa, breaking the mood. “We’re not out of this yet.” She looks at me. “How about putting those new level five skills of yours to work and see if you can get us to the exit tunnel in one piece?” 
 
    Feeling pretty chipper considering the circumstances, I say, “You bet, boss,” and head for the tunnel leading out of the room. The layout on level two is just like the first level. Even with me checking for traps, it doesn’t take long to get to the intersection with the second level’s version of King’s Way. Looking directly across the hall, I see no sign of the tunnel the map in my mind swears will lead to an exit. 
 
    After a quick check to the left and right to make sure there’s nothing in the main hallway, I glance over my shoulder at the priestess and shrug. 
 
    Vanessa whispers something to Thangar. 
 
    The dwarf scurries up. He squats next to me and whispers, “Vanessa wants us to check the wall just in case. I’ll see if I can detect any kind of hidden wall or secret door while you make sure we don’t trigger a trap.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Leading the way across the hall, I detect no traps. Of course, even with my improved ability, I still only have a forty-five percent probability of locating traps, but it is what it is. I concentrate on what appears to be a solid stone wall, hoping my thief avatar’s heighten senses can spot something that might indicate a hidden doorway. I discover nothing. Neither does Thangar. 
 
    Although I hadn’t expected to find anything, I’m still a little disappointed. I suppose that means I did expect to find something. 
 
    Crossing to the tunnel leading back to the pool room, I let Thangar give the rest of the team the bad news. “There’s nothing there except solid rock. Looks like the next stop is going to be level five.” 
 
    “All right,” says Vanessa. “I’d hoped we’d get lucky, but it can’t be helped.” She gestures in the direction of the pool room. “Lead the way to level five, Quantas. Stop on the landing for level five. It’s, uh, different.” 
 
    As far as I’m concerned, the whole dungeon’s different, but I figure no one wants to hear me state the obvious, so I remain silent. 
 
    Taking point, I make my way back through the tunnel and into the pool room again, giving the orange-booted zombie and the dead cockatrice a wide berth. 
 
    A thought comes to me. “Hey, Max. Can a cockatrice turn into a zombie? That’s the last thing I need.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” asks Max in reply. 
 
    “Yeah, I would. That’s why I asked, wise guy.” 
 
    “Sorry, player. The answer to your question is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    Not for the first time, I wish I had a rulebook instead of a not-so-helpful, in-game assistant. Since I don’t, I continue through the room at a fast pace. Once on the stairwell, I make sure everyone’s lined up behind me with Ivy second in line. She’s a tracker. From my previous experience as playing a tracker during my gaming days in college, I figure she should be hard to surprise. I’m not sure a tracker’s the same in this game, but all I can do is hope. 
 
    When Ivy gives me a nod that she’s ready to go, I start walking down the stairs, checking for traps as I go. I barely make it down five steps before I notice a crack in one of the stairs that seems out of place. Actually, my avatar’s the one that notices. I’ve been on a lot of stairs during my life, and I’m betting more than one had cracks in it. I just never gave it a passing thought. But my avatar’s senses are on high alert. I’m not sure what’s different about the crack, but since my thief avatar thinks it’s strange, it’s good enough for me. 
 
    Raising my fist to signal Ivy to stop, I bend down to get a better view of the stair in question. So far, I haven’t heard the roll of any dice, but I’m not stupid enough to rely on Master Player Blue’s generosity to warn me every time I’m in possible danger. I doubt the other master players would allow him to do so, but then again, I’m not privy to their cosmic negotiations, so what do I know? 
 
    Some of my avatar’s trap training makes me think the crack might be part of a pressure plate. An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 50 X.P. for finding a trap. 
 
     Current Experience: 13,333   Next Level: 28,001 
 
   
 
    “What’s wrong?” asks Ivy from behind me. 
 
    Glancing back at her, I tell her what I’ve found. “The stair’s trapped. I think it’s some kind of pressure plate.” 
 
    Rummaging in her pouch, the tracker pulls out a piece of red chalk and hands it to me. “Mark the trap and keep going.” 
 
    I mark an ‘X’ on the wall above the stair in question offering the chalk back to her. 
 
    She shakes her head. “You’d better keep it. I’m betting it’s not going to be the only trap you find before we get out of here.” 
 
    Stuffing the chalk into my pocket, I step over the marked stair and keep going downward. 
 
    Ivy’s right about finding more traps. By the time I reach the landing at the entrance to level five, two more stairs are marked with an ‘X,’ and I’ve got a hundred more experience points. 
 
    While I wait for the rest of the team to reach the landing, I summon Max in my mind. “Why am I getting experience for finding traps. The game I played in college only gave experience for killing monsters and finding treasure.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. Let me check the rules. Ah, here it is. The version of the game that Master Player Blue and the other master players are playing is not the same game you played in college. Hmm. Who would’ve thought?” 
 
    I think I hear a mechanical laugh, but can’t be sure. 
 
    Max continues talking. “The game you are in has many similarities, which I deduce is why the preselectors chose you, but it is most definitely not the same game. I ask you, doesn’t it make sense a thief should get experience when they use their thieving abilities?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, but—” 
 
    “But what, player? Do you want me to bend the rules and take the experience points back?” 
 
    “No. I don’t want you to take them back. Uh, you can do that?” 
 
    “Not really, Steve. Points are awarded according to the rules. I am just an in-game assistant. I can neither give nor take away points or affect the game in any manner other than advising you of the rules.” 
 
    “Then why do I waste my time talking to you?” 
 
    “You tell me, Steve. Why do you waste your time talking to me? After all, you are the one who asked me a question.” 
 
    This time I’m positive I hear mechanical laughter in my head. 
 
    Thankfully, the rest of the team is on the landing by now, so I don’t have to bother replying to my irksome assistant. Not that I should have to worry about replying since I’m guessing Max is just a computer program or some cosmic version of such. Nevertheless, he has a way of getting under my skin. 
 
    Vanessa gathers us around in a circle on the landing with Chanton keeping watch on the stairs coming down from level four. I notice Thangar covering the stairway leading up from level six while also keeping an eye on us. 
 
    The priestess points at me. “You’re new here, so watch our lead. The tunnel on level five’s a lot wider, so Ivy and you will both lead. Thangar and I’ll come next with Astari and Chanton bringing up the rear. I want ten paces between each set of two. We don’t want a fireball or a lightning bolt taking all of us out at once.” 
 
    Seeing as how I’m going to be on point, I don’t want a fireball or lightning bolt taking Ivy and me out regardless of who else is involved. 
 
    Vanessa looks at Thangar. “We know the dungeon’s changed. Except for the missing exit tunnel, the halls and rooms appear to be in the same place, but the traps and monsters are different. I’m guessing there may be secret doors or such we haven’t seen before. I’m relying on your dwarf abilities to help us find them.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.” The dwarf shrugs. “Can’t make no promises.” 
 
    Ivy laughs. “I’ve found your promises haven’t been all that reliable in the first place, short-stuff.” 
 
    Instead of taking offense, Thangar grins. “That they ain’t, sweetie.” 
 
    “Time’s wasting,” says Vanessa. She looks at Ivy and me. “Lead the way.” 
 
    With the tracker on my right, I head through the opening to level five. 
 
    “What am I going to find there?” I ask Max. 
 
    I get no reply. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – Level Five 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    With the tracker on my right, I step from the stair’s landing past the opening to level five. The hallway’s ten feet wide and well-lit with smokeless torches burning every twenty feet on both sides of the hall. There’s more than enough light to see a score of skeletons gathered in the hallway a hundred feet or so ahead. 
 
    Monster: Skeleton (human)   Level: 1   Health: 6   AC: 3   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
    The skeletons see Ivy and me at the same time we see them. I use the word see lightly. I mean, they have empty sockets in their skulls instead of eyeballs, so obviously they can’t see. Regardless of their nonexistent visual organs, they somehow sense our presence and charge forward. A few of the skeletons carry rusty swords while others are armed with equally rusty maces. Half of the undead creatures are weaponless, but they clench their boney hands into even bonier fists and charge ahead with the rest of the mob. 
 
    “Skeletons!” yells Ivy as she switches her longsword for a mace tied to the side of her backpack. 
 
    With twenty skeletons heading straight for me, my short sword seems pathetic to say the least. I draw my plus-two dagger. It seems even more pitiful against something consisting of bones with no flesh, but they’re all I got, so I’ll have to make the best of them. I make a mental note to find a club somewhere if I have to whittle one out of a door. 
 
    Chanton, Thangar, and Vanessa rush forward, forming a line across the hall that’s even with the tracker. 
 
    I start to line up with them. 
 
    The priestess grabs me by the shoulders and none too gently shoves me to the rear. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” Vanessa shouts. “You don’t even have a shield. Stay with Astari and make sure nothing attacks us from behind.” 
 
    My male pride flares a little at being regulated to reserve duty, but I notice Thangar has exchanged his battle axe for a hammer while Chanton has a three-foot-long crowbar in place of his bastard sword. Where the hell the barbarian had been keeping that, I’ve got no idea. 
 
    Since I figured they’re all better equipped to fight skeletons than me, I look over at Astari. 
 
    The elf laughs and jiggles the magic staff in his hand. “This is a lot better than those pig stickers of yours, boy. Guess I should’ve warned you about our bonier opponents before we entered the dungeon. Then you could’ve at least brought a tree limb or something.” He winks. “Too late now.” 
 
    Too late indeed. The lead skeletons hit the team’s four-person-wide shield wall and bounce back into their fleshless companions. It doesn’t take long for me to realize the skeletons’ rusty swords and maces are no match for the steel-reinforced shields of my teammates. After shoving against the skeletons with their shields, the four members of Blue Team Six on the front line go to work. Between Ivy and Vanessa’s maces, Thangar’s hammer, and Chanton’s crowbar, the mob of skeletons are quickly reduced to a pile of cracked and broken bones. 
 
    One skeleton manages to slip past Chanton and runs toward me with its fists raised above its white skull. I thrust out with the tip of my sword for the spot where the monster’s heart would be. My blade passes between two ribs and comes out the back side, doing no damage. What a surprise, huh? 
 
    Astari’s staff cracks against the skeleton’s skull, snapping its head completely off the body. Whatever energy was holding the bones together is lost as the bones separate and scatter across the floor. 
 
    “Thanks,” I tell the elf mage. 
 
    Astari pulls his staff back into a ready position, but there’s no need. In place of the twenty animated skeletons that had been in the hall a minute earlier, only scattered piles of shattered bones remain. 
 
    Thangar laughs and switches his hammer out for his double-sided battle axe. “That was easier than I thought it was going to be. Maybe those high-level ogre guards at the entrance were a fluke.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” warns Vanessa. “No fluke killed Casey. She was a fifth level priestess same as me, and we don’t die easy.” 
 
    The smile leaves the dwarf’s face. “Sorry.” He waves a hand at the broken bones. “But you’ve got to admit this was an easy encounter. I mean, come on. Skeletons are first level mobs. We’re fifth level. We haven’t had to fight skeletons since the South Pyramid Dungeon.” 
 
    Astari whispers in my ear. “That’s the dungeon for levels one through three. We left there last month.” 
 
    Nodding, I point toward the elf’s staff. “I notice everyone has a battering weapon but me. Why don’t I have one?” 
 
    The mage grins. “Good question. The first two Quantas’s had clubs. They came in handy in the South Pyramid Dungeon against our boney adversaries. Once we left there, Quantas number-three decided his club was an unnecessary weight and threw it away.” His smile grows wider. “I tried telling him that he’d regret it, but I guess I was wrong. His avatar died, and you’re the one who ended up trying to fight skeletons with a sword and dagger.” He laughs. “Shows what I know.” 
 
    In no mood for jokes, I glance at the discarded weapons littering the floor. There’s a couple of very rusty maces with wooden handles so rotted they look like they’d break off after the first blow. There are no other battering weapons as far as I can see. I wisely decide not betting my life on one of the overly worn maces, opting to hold out for something better. 
 
    Vanessa glances back at me. “All right, let’s get moving. Ivy and you are still on point.” 
 
    I hesitate. 
 
    “Something wrong?” asks the priestess. 
 
    I shrug. “Well, I guess I’m just waiting for the experience point reward.” 
 
    Thangar laughs. “Then you’ll be waitin’ a long time. Skeletons are first level. We’re fifth. There’s too big of a power gap between us. We could destroy a hundred of ‘em and still not get any experience.” 
 
    “Even if skeletons are first level, we should still ge—” I start. 
 
    “To hell with experience!” snaps Vanessa. “The only thing important right now is getting out of here alive.” She gives the entire group a glare. “Don’t you guys realize that? I want to go home to my husband and kids. In order to do that, we’ve got to stay alive. Now, let’s start moving and get to the wall so we can find an exit. Then we’ll come back once the dungeon reverts to normal and find the orb. Unless one of you yahoos has a better idea, I suggest you get back in formation and keep your traps shut.” 
 
    I wisely keep my mouth closed and take my place across the hall from Ivy. I notice the tracker still has her mace in hand instead of switching back to her bladed weapon like the dwarf did. 
 
    At a questioning look from me, she grins. “Just playing the odds. I doubt whoever’s redesigned this dungeon is going to be satisfied throwing a score of first-level skeletons at us. A hundred maybe, but not twenty.” 
 
    Shrugging, I head out, checking for traps as I go, but at a faster pace than normal. Hell, I figure if there was a trap in this part of the hall, the score of walking bones would’ve set it off. 
 
    Apparently, I’m right, because we make it all the way to the corner where the skeletons had been without incident. The hall takes a ninety degree turn to the right. An eerie feeling comes over me as I imagine a hundred skeletons waiting around the corner to challenge me and my nonexistent battering weapon. 
 
    Gripping the handles of my short sword and dagger tighter, I suddenly regret not taking one of the skeletons’ rusty maces. 
 
    As the tracker and I round the corner, I notice the lighting in the hall change from torches to lanterns. The glass-enclosed flames are hanging from chains on the ceiling. The lighting isn’t the only thing different about this new part of the corridor. At the end of the hallway are more skeletons. There’s only a score of them instead of the five score I’d imagined, but these skeletons are shorter and stockier than the ones we just fought. 
 
    A box appears in my mind. 
 
    Monster: Skeleton (dwarf)   Level: 2   Health: 12   AC: 8   X.P. Value: 20 
 
    I beat Ivy to the punch this time by yelling, “Skeletons. They’re second level.” 
 
    Ivy raises her mace and gives me a ‘See what I mean’ kind of look before she braces her shield against her forward leg to receive the skeletons’ charge. 
 
    And charge the skeletons do. They’re faster than the previous mass of walking bones had been. Chanton, Thangar, and Vanessa barely get in line next to the tracker before the dwarf skeletons make contact with blue team’s shield wall. Like the last time, the skeletons bounce back into their companions. Two of the stocky skeletons go down. 
 
    I take my place next to Astari again, determined to get a battering weapon the first chance I get. 
 
    The maces, hammer, and crowbar of my teammates do their jobs as the floor becomes littered with shattered bones. Unfortunately, the skeletons don’t go down near as fast as they did during the first fight. Three sets of animated bones manage to slip beneath or around the shield wall and come charging at the elf and me. Two of the skeletons have swords. I block one sword thrust with my blades as I kick the thigh bone of a second skeleton. 
 
    Astari’s staff whacks the head off the third skeleton. 
 
    The undead creature I kicked manages to thrust out with his sword at the elf, grazing the mage across the ribs and leaving a bloody trail behind. 
 
    “Arrgh!” cries Astari as the skeleton grabs the elf by the throat with its free hand before pulling him closer to its snapping jaws. 
 
    Without thinking, I leap forward and body-slam the skeleton, taking both it and me to the floor. 
 
    White-hot fire traces a line of pain across my right leg. 
 
    I come off the floor with a rusty sword sticking out of my calf. The snapped off hand of the skeleton is still holding the blade’s handle. 
 
    I sense more than see the sword of another skeleton heading straight for my head. I dive backwards onto the floor in an attempt to get out of the way. A staff intercepts the undead monster’s blow and deflects the skeleton’s blade to the side. 
 
    Ignoring the pain in my right leg, I leverage myself off the floor in time to use the flat of my sword blade against the skeleton who’s missing one of its hands. I think back to my baseball days as I wield my sword like a little leaguer swinging his bat while trying for a homerun. 
 
    A roll of dice sounds in my mind. 
 
    Bam! 
 
    It must be a hell of a roll, because the skeleton’s head goes flying while the rest of its bones clatter to the stone floor. 
 
    I look around for the remaining skeleton, but all I see is Astari standing over a pile of bones with his staff at the ready. The left side of the mage’s robe is soaked with blood. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” I say, stating the obvious. Hey, sometimes that’s all you can say. 
 
    The elf grimaces and points at my leg; the one with the sword sticking out of it. “So are you.” 
 
    Before either of us can say anything else, Vanessa’s at Astari’s side chanting words I hear but quickly forget. 
 
    I guess I black out for a second because the next thing I know, I’m sitting with my back against the wall. Chanton’s arms are around me for support. 
 
    The priestess leaves the mage and hurries over to me. She gestures at my right leg before looking at the dwarf. “Thangar, do you want to do the honors?” 
 
    The dwarf laughs and knocks away the boney hand still clutching the handle of the sword sticking out of my leg. “My pleasure,” he says as he rips the blade out of my lower limb. 
 
    “Holy mother of Christ!” I yell before the world around me goes out of focus. 
 
    I vaguely hear Vanessa saying words I hear but forget as quickly as the sound reaches my ears. 
 
    A warmth spreads throughout my body, concentrating in my right thigh before working its way down to the calf. The world comes back into view as the pain fades away to nothing. 
 
    “Thanks,” I tell Vanessa, silently vowing never to do anything to piss her off. Cooks, finance clerks, and priestesses. I ain’t ever going to forget who I need to keep happy. 
 
    The priestess sighs and faces the team. “That’s the last of my healing spells. All you’ve got to depend on now are your healing potions.” She unhooks the mace from her belt and grips it in her right hand. “Until I get a chance to rest and meditate for spells, I’m just a glorified fighter.” 
 
    “Hardly,” says Ivy. “You’re our leader. Thangar, Chanton, and I are the dumbass fighters.” 
 
    “Hey!” growls Thangar. “Who you calling dumb?” 
 
    “I’ll give you one guess, dwarf.” 
 
    “That’s enough you two,” snaps Vanessa. 
 
    A message box appears in my mind letting me know I’ve been awarded sixty-six experience points. I’m not impressed. 
 
    “Max, are you there?” I mentally ask. 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Don’t waste my time giving me updates every time I get a few rinky-dink experience points. It’s distracting and serves no purpose.” 
 
    “All right, Steve. You are the player. I am just your in-game assistant.” 
 
    I hear Vanessa speaking and notice her staring at me. 
 
    With an edge to her voice, the priestess says, “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “Uh, sure. Uh…what was it you said again?” 
 
    So much for me not pissing her off, I think. 
 
    The priestess’s eyes flash fire, but I see her take a deep breath before speaking. “I said you’re new at this, so I’m not sure you picked up on the significance of what just happened.” 
 
    I guess I haven’t because I don’t have the faintest idea what she’s talking about. “Uh, we almost got our asses handed to us on a platter?” 
 
    The dwarf snorts. “You mean you and the elf almost got yours handed to you. The rest of us did just fine.” 
 
    The priestess pokes Thangar in the chest with her mace. “No, we didn’t do just fine, and you know it. If we’d been doing fine, three of those skeletons wouldn’t have slipped past our shield wall.” She turns back to me. “When you gave your warning, you said the skeletons were level two. Are you sure?” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s what their info boxes had on them. Whether it’s true or not, I can’t say.” 
 
    Ivy, who’d automatically shifted positions and switched to her bow in order to cover the corner where the dwarven skeletons had been standing, glances over her shoulder. “Well, those guys sure as hell weren’t level one monsters. Some of them were tough enough to be level three.” 
 
    “No,” I tell her. “They were all level twos as far as I could tell.” 
 
    Astari frowns before shaking his head. “Not possible. Skeletons are always level one. That’s all they ever are. Those are the rules.” He looks at Vanessa almost hopefully. “Aren’t they?” 
 
    “Uh, you’re slipping, elf,” laughs Ivy like she’s just scored a point. “I’ve heard tales of dragon skeletons being as high as level fifteen to twenty.” 
 
    “They’re exceptions,” replies the mage. “Normal skeletons are level one. End of story.” 
 
    Before the tracker can respond, Vanessa raises her hand in a stopping motion. “Enough. We don’t have time for this.” She turns back to me. “The point I’m trying to make is that as Astari pointed out, skeletons are supposed to be level one. If these were level two monsters, and by the way they hit and dodged I believe they were, then the norms we’ve become used to in the game have changed. I’ve got no idea what might be ahead of us. I need to know what we’re going to be facing in order to come up with a plan that might actually keep us alive.” 
 
    The priestess stares at me expectantly. 
 
    I realize where she’s headed. “You want me to scout ahead on my own, don’t you?” 
 
    She doesn’t blink. “You’re the thief, and you’ve got that identify ability. We need to know what’s ahead of us so we can make plans.” 
 
    “Fine, but I want a battering weapon. My sword didn’t do squat against those skeletons.” 
 
    The priestess glances around the floor. I’m guessing she doesn’t see anything useful because she points at Chanton. “Loan him your crowbar.” 
 
    The barbarian, who I keep having to remind myself is just a kid back in the real world, looks at the yard-long bar of metal in his hand. “But…I’ve had this since I was first level.” His eyes turn watery. “You…you gave it to me as a gift. Remember? You even blessed it.” 
 
    Vanessa’s eyes soften. “You’re just loaning it to him. He’ll bring it back.” She gives me an eye. “Won’t you, Quantas?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I’ll bring it right back.” 
 
    More than a little reluctantly, the big man hands the bar of cold-steel to me. 
 
    Before the barbarian can change his mind, I turn and hurry down the hall toward the spot where I’d originally seen the dwarf skeletons. Figuring if there’d been any traps, the undead dwarves would’ve set them off, I don’t waste time checking. 
 
    As I pass by Ivy, she whispers, “Good luck, thief.” 
 
    I’ve got a feeling I’m going to need it. What with all the lanterns suspended from the ceiling, there ain’t much in the way of shadows for me to hide in. I opt for Plan B and concentrate on being extra quiet as I make my way toward the point where the hallway makes a hard left turn. 
 
    Once I reach the corner, I hear the sound of dice rolling in my head. 
 
    Crap. That doesn’t bode well. 
 
    Removing my pack, I rummage inside and find the small mirror I used to shave the day before. Out the corner of my eye, I notice Vanessa waving me forward. I ignore her and take the time to quietly put my pack back on. 
 
    With the crowbar gripped in my right hand, I use my left to poke the mirror around the corner of the hall. I immediately wish I’d stayed ignorant of what was coming my way. A four-legged skeleton resembling a wolf is walking toward me with a whole pack of his friends standing in the hall thirty or so paces behind. A message box appears over the nearest wolf skeleton. 
 
    Monster: Skeleton (dire wolf)   Level: 3   Health: 18   AC: 7   X.P. Value: 65 
 
    Double crap. 
 
    Pulling the mirror back, I stick it in my pants pocket and grip the crowbar with both hands over my head. Barely breathing, I wait for the wolf’s skull to poke its white snout around the corner. As soon as the wolf’s head appears, I bring the crowbar down with all my might. 
 
    Dice roll. 
 
    The white skull jerks back, causing the crowbar to hit the tip of the wolf-skeleton’s nose. The undead monster’s snout shatters, which I assume means it won’t be smelling much in the future, but most of its teeth remains in its mouth. The wolf-skeleton growls and comes all the way around the corner, snapping at my legs as it does. 
 
    How the hell something without lungs or a voice-box can growl, I don’t know and care less. All I know is the thing growls, and that’s good enough for me. 
 
    Somehow, I get my crowbar between me and the snapping teeth. As the wolf bites down, I jerk the crowbar back, succeeding in breaking off two of its fangs in the process. I hear what sounds like a yelp as the wolf-skeleton leaps high and knocks me down with its forepaws. 
 
    Two red balls of energy hit the skeleton’s skull, blasting it into a shower of fragmented bones. 
 
    Scrambling to my feet, I yell, “Skeletons. Dire wolfs. Level three,” as I run for all I’m worth toward my companions and hopefully whatever safety they entail. 
 
    I see Astari raise the wand I’d given him. He shouts a single word. Two red balls of glowing light streak out, passing dangerously close to my head and shoulders. 
 
    Figuring the mage isn’t shooting at me, and trusting his aim, I don’t waste time looking behind me to see what’s coming. I dive head first for the shield wall set up by Thangar, Vanessa, Ivy, and Chanton. As I slide beneath the shields, I manage to pass the crowbar I’d borrowed into the barbarian’s waiting hand similar to a relay runner passing a baton. 
 
    Coming up out of my roll with my short sword in one hand and plus-two dagger in the other, I hear Astari chuckle. 
 
    “Long time no see, brother. What kept you?” 
 
    The mage doesn’t give me time to answer. Instead, he shouts a word I hear but quickly forget as two more red balls fly out the end of his wand. 
 
    At almost the same time, I see Ivy fall backward onto the stone floor with a dire-wolf-skeleton on top of her, doing its best to rip her chainmail-protected throat out. 
 
    Without thinking, I leap onto the wolf’s back, jerking its head away from my teammate as I drive the tip of my dagger into one of its eye sockets. My blade scores the bone, but it doesn’t stop the wolf-skeleton from twisting in my grasp and lunging for my bare throat with its fangs. 
 
    A mace slams against the skeleton’s skull, shattering it into pieces. 
 
    “Thanks!” yells Ivy as she scrambles to her feet with mace in hand and rejoins the shield wall. 
 
    Two more balls of red energy pass by Thangar’s head and literally blow a wolf’s skull off its skeleton body. 
 
    “Take this,” yells Astari as he throws his staff in my direction. Then he shouts a magic word as another pair of energy missiles fly out the end of his wand. 
 
    Dropping both sword and dagger, I catch the mage’s staff in the air and swing at a wolf-skeleton that’s managed to slip past Vanessa’s guard and is heading for Astari. My wild swing strikes home and hits the skeleton on its front leg, causing it to trip and fall to the floor. I’d been aiming for its head, but I happily take what I get. 
 
    A part of my mind wonders why I didn’t hear a roll of any dice. Before I can wonder too much, the undead beast starts to rise off the floor. I hit it again with a two-handed blow of the stave. The magic staff lands on the creature’s other foreleg, which is what I was aiming for this time. The wolf’s forepaw comes off, and the wolf-skeleton falls again. Raising the staff above my head, I bring it down twice in quick succession. 
 
    This time I hear the sound of rolling dice. 
 
    Arcs of electricity reach out from the staff and completely cover the skeleton. The undead wolf stops moving and literally falls to pieces. 
 
    I look for another target. There is none. 
 
    I notice Thangar on the floor, wrapping his belt around his right leg just above the knee. The lower part of his leg’s a mangled mess with blood spurting out in more than one place. The blood flow slows and finally stops as the dwarf jerks the belt tight. 
 
    Seeing the dwarf’s okay for the moment, I hear Chanton say, “Hold still Ivy so I can get it on.” 
 
    Turning, I see Chanton attempting to put a tourniquet around Ivy’s blood-soaked neck. 
 
    The tracker weakly tries to knock the barbarian’s hand away. “Are you crazy? You’re going to choke me to death.” 
 
    Squatting on the floor next to Ivy while shoving Chanton none too gently out of the way, I reach into Ivy’s pack and pull out a vial full of pink liquid. 
 
    Ivy grabs hold of my hand. “No. We need to save it for an emergency. Someone might need it worse than me.” 
 
    Glancing at the blood oozing from two holes in the part of the chainmail coif protecting her neck, I ignore the tracker’s protest. Removing her hand from mine, I quickly knock the top off the bottle and pour the contents down the woman’s throat; somewhat forcibly I might add. The flow of blood from her neck immediately stops as the flesh beneath her chainmail heals together. 
 
    Ivy touches her neck with her left hand before pulling it away and looking at the dripping blood. She glances at the empty bottle I’m holding and glares at me. “Don’t you ever do that again when I say no.” She stares at the blood on her hand again. “But…thanks.” 
 
    By the time I turn back to the dwarf, Vanessa’s forcing Thangar to drink one of his healing potions. 
 
    “Damnit,” says the dwarf after the priestess removes the empty vial from his mouth. “The wolf wouldn’t have gotten me if I’d had armor on my legs. I hope the ogre who ruined my leg armor burns in hell.” 
 
    I’m not sure that’s the way things work in whatever fantasy game we’re in, but I keep my thought to myself. I’m pretty sure the foul-tempered dwarf isn’t open to differences of opinion at the moment. 
 
    “Chanton,” says Vanessa as she points at the corner of the hall where the wolf-skeletons had come from. “Get over there and make sure no more are heading our way while we decide what to do.” 
 
    “What’s to decide?” growls Thangar who’s obviously feeling a hell of a lot better. “We’ve got to get to the wall. It’s just a few hundred yards from here.” 
 
    Ivy picks up my sword and dagger and hands them to me before looking back at the dwarf. “A few hundred yards and how many encounters? Even someone with a dwarf’s limited brainpower should see a trend here. First level skeletons, then second level, and now third. We’re out of spells, and Astari used up half the charges in his wand during the last attack. We’re in no shape to take on a score of fourth-level undead if that’s what’s coming next.” 
 
    “Maybe it ain’t,” says the Thangar. “Maybe that was the last of them, and it’ll be clear sailing from here on out.” 
 
    Ivy glares at the dwarf. “You’re even stupider than I thought. My kids need me back home. Getting killed because you ain’t got enough brains to understand what’s happening isn’t going to get me back to them.” 
 
    “I understand just fine,” snaps Thangar. “You’re the one who doesn’t un—” 
 
    “Enough!” growls Vanessa. “Ivy’s right. We won’t survive another fight like this.” She points at the tracker. “Go relieve Chanton. Take the thief with you.” We’ll risk camping here for eight hours and hope we don’t get any roving patrols wandering by.” She glances at Thangar. “You guard our rear. Chanton, Astari, and I’ll try to get some sleep. Wake us in four hours, and well switch places. Got it?” 
 
    The dwarf opens his mouth like he’s about to argue. Apparently, he sees the fire in the priestess’s eyes and changes his mind. “I got it. I’ll see you in four hours.” Picking up his weapons and shield, he moves to the rear and finds a comfortable spot near a corner of the wall and sits down. 
 
    Vanessa glances over at me. “Well?” 
 
    Looking around, I notice Ivy’s already halfway up the hall on her way to relieve the barbarian. 
 
    I waste no time in following the tracker’s lead. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – Ivy’s Story 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Moving quickly to stand guard at the end of the hall, I notice Ivy’s already relieved the barbarian. The big man’s even now walking down the hallway to rejoin the others. When he draws even with me, Chanton reaches out and grabs hold of my arm, stopping me in place. 
 
    Leaning close, the barbarian whispers, “Ivy’s mad at me because I tried to put a tourniquet around her neck? I was just trying to help. How was I supposed to know? I’m only twelve.” 
 
    First off, I’m not sure why he’s asking me. Secondly, well, secondly, something he said confuses the hell out of me. “Twelve? I thought you told me you were almost fifteen.” 
 
    The barbarian’s cheeks grow pink as if he’d made a slip of the tongue. He leans close and whispers even lower in my ear. “Twelve’s kind of almost fifteen. The truth is I’ll be thirteen next month back in the real world” He glances over his shoulder at Ivy as if checking to make sure she’s not listening. “Please don’t tell the others. It was hard enough getting them to let me stay in the group when they thought I was about to turn fifteen.” 
 
    The man’s eyes take on a pleading look that contradicts the size of his muscles and scarred face. 
 
    I force myself to remember he’s really a young girl. Apparently, he’s an even younger girl than I’d been led to believe. “I won’t tell. It’ll be our little secret.” 
 
    With a nod of gratitude, the big man hefts his crowbar in his right hand in salute and continues down the hall for some much-needed rest. 
 
    With a shake of my head, I make my way to the place where I’d used my mirror to spot the wolf-skeletons before sitting down next to the tracker. “Well, we’ve got four hours to kill. Do you want to try and get some rest while I watch the hall?” 
 
    Ivy shakes her head. “Maybe later.” She scoots over to make room for me so I can also look down the hallway. Pointing ahead, she says, “You see where the side hall intersects the main hallway at a forty-five-degree angle?” 
 
    I look ahead, noticing a three-way intersection about forty yards away with a roughhewn tunnel going to the left. “Yeah, what about it?” 
 
    “The tunnel going to the right is the Northeast Hall. We’ve already searched for the orb there. The left fork will take us to the cavern with the wall we’ve been telling you about. There’s a retractable bridge to the left that crosses a river of lava. We’ll have to go into a room before we get to the lava river and set some controls to extend the bridge. We always have an encounter in the control room, so be ready. There’s usually a quartet of third or fourth-level guards, but who knows what we’ll find this time?” 
 
    “Well, it is what it is, I suppose.” 
 
    Removing my pack, I dig out a compressed bar of whatever it is we have for rations and take a bite. The dense food tastes like crap, but I figure I need the energy, so I force myself to swallow. I waste no time in washing it down with water from my canteen. 
 
    “Go easy on the water,” says Ivy. “There’s a well in the cavern with the wall, but at the rate we’re moving, who knows how long it’ll take us to get there.” 
 
    I shake my canteen and guesstimate it’s half-full. I decide not to take a second swallow and place the canteen back into its holder on my hip. 
 
    The tracker glances down the hall before looking back at me. She touches her neck. “Thanks again for helping me out back there.” 
 
    “Hey, all I did was give you a potion. No big deal.” 
 
    “Well, that too, but I meant for pulling the wolf-skeleton off me. I couldn’t break free on my own. Thought I was done for sure.” She glances down the hall again before turning her attention back to me. “My kids need me. I have to get back home. To do that, we’ve got to find the orb.” Fire flares in her eyes. “Understand?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    She sighs. “I wasn’t sure about you at first, but you’re better than the other thieves we’ve had. For what it’s worth, I want you to know I’ve got your back.” 
 
    I’m touched. My time in the military gave me a deep appreciation for teammates watching out for each other. “I’ve got yours too.” 
 
    Silence reigns for about a minute. 
 
    Glancing back to where Vanessa, Astaria, and Chanton are, I notice all three are lying on their blankets. I don’t know if they’re asleep or not, but they’re not moving. Thinking back to my military days, I remember taking advantage of any time I could get to take a few winks. I suppose the ability to take catnaps is just a necessary part of being in the military. I’m guessing it also applies to a group of reluctant adventurers in a virtual reality fantasy game. 
 
    A thought comes to me. “Hey, Max. You there?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. How may I be of service?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a dialog box after the last battle. Those wolf-skeletons were worth at least sixty-five points apiece. What gives? Are you falling down on the job?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, player. I could swear you told me not to bother you with rinky-dink updates. I believe that’s the words you used. Perhaps our definition of rinky-dink is different.” 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a wad. We’ve got time to spare now, so how’d we do?” 
 
    “Well, if you must know, the other members of your team were awarded 270 points. After taking into consideration your ten percent bonus for stats and thirty percent penalty for your identify ability, you were awarded 216 points. Your current experience is 13,715. You need 26,001 to obtain level six. At the rate you are going, I have a feeling it is going to take a while.” 
 
    I have the feeling it will too. 
 
    With nothing to do but watch the empty hallway, I eye Ivy out the corner of my eye. The tracker’s cute in a deadly sort of way what with her short brown hair sticking out from beneath her battered helmet. 
 
    “You mentioned kids,” I whisper. “I take it you’re married. Back home, I mean.” 
 
    Without taking her eyes off the hall, she says, “Divorced. And before you ask, I’m thirty-nine, so you’re way too young for me back in the real world.” She looks over at me and winks. “I’m no cougar. I think that’s what you Americans call older women who like younger men.” 
 
    “Uh…so you’re not American?” 
 
    She chuckles softly. “Typical American. You think the world revolves around your country. I’m from Columbia. Name’s Margery Hermanez.” 
 
    “Really? Hmm. You speak such good English I just assumed you were from the states.” 
 
    She laughs. “You’ve got a lot to learn about this place, Quantas. I’m not speaking English. To me, everyone’s speaking Spanish. Chanton’s from Japan. She swears all of us are talking in Japanese.” 
 
    “No kidding?” I mumble. “That’s weird.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Hey. We’re in a fantasy game with orcs, ogres, zombies, and skeletons trying to kill us. After all of that, you think the way we’re communicating’s the weird thing?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose when you put it that way…” 
 
    It’s silent again for another minute. 
 
    Have I mentioned I get bored easily? I’m a people person at heart. Makes me wonder why I’m an actuary at an insurance consulting company. I suppose it’s because L.D. Trust Insurance Corporation was the first one to offer me a decent job when I got out of college, and I’m comfortable with what I do. It’s not a job I want to do for the rest of my life, but then again, I’m not sure what I want to do with the rest of my life. 
 
    With nothing to do but watch an empty hallway and think, I concentrate on my companion. “How about telling me about your kids?” 
 
    She glances suspiciously at me. “Why?” 
 
    I shrug. “Why not. We’ve got time to burn, and intriguing as this hallway is, I think I can only admire it for so long before I go bonkers.” 
 
    Turning toward me, she smiles. “You’re kind of cute, you know. Too bad we didn’t meet back in the real world and our ages were a little closer together. It might’ve saved me a lot of heartache.” 
 
    “Heartache?” I ask, more than a little curious. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a good fifteen to twenty seconds. Just when I think she’s not going to answer, she whispers in a voice that’s almost too low to hear. 
 
    “I’m dying back in the real world.” 
 
    “Dying?” I ask, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    She sighs and glances down the hall with her bow at the ready. “Yes. Dying. I’m a health physicist.” 
 
    “Health physicist? Never heard of it.” 
 
    She shrugs without turning around. “Doesn’t matter. There was an accident. I was exposed to a large dose of radiation. I’m at home back in Columbia on palliative care. It’s what I think you call Hospice in America. Master Player Blue came to me in my sleep.” She snorts softly. “About all I do back in the real world is sleep nowadays.” 
 
    It grows quiet again. 
 
    I hate quiet. “What about your kids? Who’s taking care of them?” 
 
    She spins around, forgetting all about watching the hallway. “My damned ex-husband’s watching them, that’s who. Who do you think?” 
 
    I suddenly wish I enjoyed the quiet more. 
 
    Her eyes soften a little, and she takes a deep breath. “Their father has Manuel and Juan. My ex is rich. The lawyers I was able to afford couldn’t compete with his, so he got custody of the kids. Juan’s twelve, and Manuel’s only eight. They’re sweet and innocent. They deserve better.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I mean, it must be tough seeing their mom in—” 
 
    “They don’t see me,” she snaps. Fire blazes in her eyes. “Carlos took them to his house. Oh, sure, he’s paying for my around-the-clock medical care, but he’s just waiting for me to die.” Her fiery eyes glow even brighter, taking on a faraway look at the same time. “But I’m going to fool him. I’m going to live. Master Player Blue says if our team finds the orb, he’ll cure me of the cancer eating away at my body. He promised to make sure I get my children back. Once we’re together again, the three of us will find a place to hide where even Carlos won’t be able to find us.” 
 
    “Hide?” I ask before I think better of it. 
 
    Her eyes focus on me. “Si. Hide. Carlos is a drug dealer. He seemed nice when I first met him, but he changed. He’s a murderer a hundred times over. He wouldn’t hesitate to kill me if he thought I was leaving with the kids.” She drops her bow on the floor and grabs the collar of my leather chest armor, pulling me close until our faces are mere inches apart. “He’s not going to ruin Manuel and Juan. I’m going to live, and you’re going to help me do it. Do you hear me?” 
 
    I nod; unsure what else to do. 
 
    She releases me, picks up her bow, and returns to scanning the hallway. She speaks again, but I get the feeling she’s not talking to me. 
 
    “We’re going to find the orb. I’m going to live, and I’m going to get my children away from their father. My kids and I’ll go somewhere we can live in peace and be happy. By God, I swear it.” 
 
    I don’t say another word for the next three and a half hours. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Very Large Bones 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I sense more than hear someone drawing near me. Opening my eyes with plus-two dagger in hand, I see Astari standing a couple of paces away with his staff outstretched in my direction. 
 
    The mage grins and retracts his staff. “I had a feeling you were a light sleeper. That’s why I was going to use my staff to wake you. Didn’t like the looks of that blade in your hand.” He gives me a wink. “Don’t get as old as I am back in the real world without being a little cautious.” 
 
    Sitting up on the thin blanket I’d used for my bedding; I glance around to see what’s happening. Vanessa’s shaking the dwarf, while Chanton is waking the tracker. 
 
    I rub my eyes to buy some time to think. “That was a quick four hours. Barely feels like I closed my eyes.” 
 
    The elf grins again. “Well, it was long enough for Vanessa and I to regain our spells, so it’s all the time you get.” He reaches inside his pack and pulls out two rusty balls, each the size of my fist, that are tied together with a half-inch-thick leather strap. The mage holds them out. “Made these for you while I was on guard.” 
 
    I take the heavy metal balls and leather string. “Uh, thanks…I guess.” After inspecting the rusty pieces of metal, I glance back at the mage. “Looks like the heads off a couple of second-hand maces.” 
 
    Laughing, Astari says, “That’s exactly what they are. While you were getting your beauty sleep, Chanton and I retrieved a couple of the maces from our fight with the dwarf skeletons. The handles were half rotted, so we drilled out the wood and tied the metal heads together with an extra piece of leather the barbarian had in his pack.” He grins. “Still haven’t figured it out, have you? It’s a bola. Ivy told me about them. The gauchos in South America use them to take down animals as large as two hundred pounds. The balls are a little too heavy to throw far, but since you don’t have a battering weapon yet, I figured they’d be better than nothing. Hell, you can swing it like a poor-man’s flail if nothing else.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I tell him, although I’m not all that sure the makeshift weapon will be useful in an actual fight. 
 
    “Hurry up, you guys,” hisses Vanessa as she looks at the mage and me. “We’re lucky we didn’t have a random encounter while we rested. I don’t want to press our luck by hanging around here any longer than necessary.” 
 
    I vaguely remember dreaming a bunch of cosmic beings were sitting around a universe size table rolling dice. I’m pretty sure it was a dream. I hope it was a dream. 
 
    Rolling up my blanket, I put it away and tie the makeshift bola to the side of my pack using a quick release knot. I seriously doubt I’ll use the rusty thing, but I don’t want to hurt the mage’s feelings either. It’s not that I don’t appreciate his gift, but I’m pretty sure my avatar’s more comfortable with a sword and dagger in hand instead of two rusty balls tied together by a piece of leather. 
 
    Vanessa waves a hand down the hall in the direction where the dire-wolf skeletons had come around the corner only eight short hours before. “You’re on point, Quantas.” 
 
    “No surprise there,” I mutter. 
 
    The priestess gives me a look like one of her kids back in the real world just got sassy with her. “What was that?” 
 
    “Not a thing, boss. I love being on point.” I fake a grin. “It’s what I live for.” 
 
    “Just make sure you don’t die on us. We need you for the wall.” Vanessa points at Ivy with her mace. “Stay ten paces behind him.” The priestess turns to the others. “Chanton and Thangar, you’ve got rearguard. Astari and I’ll stay in the middle.” 
 
    With everyone ready to go, I head out. Like the woman said, there’s no use hanging around here and risking a roving encounter. 
 
    When I get to the corner where Ivy and I pulled guard, I retrieve my mirror out of my pants pocket and use it to look around the bend. The good news is nothing’s in sight. The bad news is, I’ve got to start checking for traps again. 
 
    I work my way up to the forty-five-degree intersection to the left without finding anything. The way to the northeast looks clear, so I ignore it and concentrate on the main tunnel. I take my time moving forward, checking for traps as I go. Reaching the corner of a three-way intersection to the left, I use my trusty mirror to check what’s in the intersecting tunnel. Unlike the current corridor which is well lit, the one intersecting from the left only has a few torches stuck in the roughhewn walls. I don’t mind saying it’s a little on the spooky side. I see another three-way intersection with a tunnel coming from the left about thirty yards away. There’s a flickering glow about twenty yards past the intersecting tunnel. 
 
    “Max. Show me a map of this place.” 
 
    “Okay, Steve. Your character has been here before, so this area is mapped. I hope you do not think you can pull up a schematic when we get to unexplored territory.” 
 
    I don’t, but I figure I’ll take advantage of my avatar’s previous exploration of the dungeon while I can. With a flashing white dot marking my location, I’m pretty sure the orange and yellow glow I see is coming from a lava river that cuts through the tunnel according to the map in my mind. There’s no legend for the map, but from what I can tell, there’s supposed to be a bridge across the lava. 
 
    I poke my head around the corner to get a better view than I can get from using my mirror. I don’t see an obvious bridge, but then again, the lava river is still a good fifty yards away, and the lighting in the tunnel sucks to say the least. 
 
    Well, here goes nothing. 
 
    Switching my mirror out for my dagger, I step completely around the corner on high alert; both for traps and skeletons. I see neither. I don’t know whether I should be relieved or suspicious. Although I don’t see anything, I do hear a scraping sound that reminds me of a handful of iron spikes scratching across stone. Creeping forward, I go slower with every step. I mean crap, after what I’ve seen in this dungeon already, the sound of iron spikes scratching against stone doesn’t bode well. 
 
    As I get closer to the intersection on the left side of the new tunnel, I draw close enough to the lava river to tell it’s more a stream than a river. It’s a deadly flow nonetheless, and there’s no way to get across as far as I can tell. No bridge. No nothing. Just smooth walls and a chasm that’s at least thirty-feet deep and ten-feet across. It’s too far to risk jumping, especially for those wearing metal armor. 
 
    That sucks. 
 
    Glancing at the map in my mind, I notice the intersection to the left leads to a large room with the words ‘Bridge Controls’ written next to one of the room’s walls. 
 
    Turning around, I catch Ivy’s eye who’s hanging to the right side of the tunnel about ten paces behind me. She has her bow at the ready which gives me a boost of confidence. I point at the tunnel on the left that leads to the room with the bridge controls. 
 
    The tracker nods and draws the arrow in her bow back in preparation for firing. 
 
    I’m not sure if she knows something I don’t since I seriously doubt an arrow’s going to do much against a skeleton, but hey, what do I know? I’m the new guy. 
 
    Placing my dagger back in its sheath, I pull out my trusty mirror and peer around the corner of the tunnel to the left. This tunnel has even less torches than the one we’re in, meaning there’s a lot of shadows. Good for me as a thief since it means I’ve got places to hide. Bad for me as point man since it means something else may be hiding in the darker shadows waiting to jump on some poor fool like me who’s taking a stroll through the tunnel. 
 
    Why couldn’t I have been an elf? Or better yet, why isn’t Thangar or Astari pulling point instead of me? They can see in the dark. I can’t. 
 
    I don’t have an answer, and I’m pretty sure Vanessa wouldn’t appreciate me going back to ask, so I slink around the corner. The tunnel makes a ninety-degree turn to the right about ten yards ahead. With only one flickering torch in the roughhewn hall lighting my way, I make a half-ass stab at spotting traps as I move forward. Apparently, I’m lucky, because I don’t find any. In other words, I don’t step on one and get my friggin’ ass blown to hell. 
 
    Just as I reach the next corner, I hear the spikes scrapping on stone again. 
 
    What the hell is that? 
 
    Using my mirror, I peek around the corner. The tunnel does a hard turn to the left about ten yards ahead. There’s no torch in this section of the tunnel, but there’s a dim light coming from around the next corner. Glancing at the map in my mind, I see this is the last turn before the control room. I figure once I can look around the next bend, I should be able to see into at least part of the room. 
 
    I glance behind me to make sure Ivy’s there. 
 
    She is, and she’s changed out her bow for a mace. 
 
    Hmm. Guess she doesn’t know something I don’t after all. She doesn’t have any better idea what’s ahead than I do. 
 
    The scratching sound comes again. This time it’s accompanied by a moan so soft it might not even exist at all. Maybe it’s my supersensitive thief hearing or whatever, but I’m sure the noise is real. The moaning sounds like it is straight out of a horror movie. 
 
    What the hell am I doing in this place? 
 
    A desire to run back the way I came washes over me, but I guess I was a soldier too long to bugout on my team. Swallowing the foul taste of fear in my throat, I creep forward to the final turn in the tunnel. With sword in one hand and mirror in the other, I ease the barest tip of the mirror around the corner. 
 
    Holy mother of God! 
 
    I freeze in place, too scared to move. Not ten feet away is a seven-foot-tall bundle of rags with blazing red eyes, and they’re staring straight at the corner where I’m standing. 
 
    There’s no way in hell it doesn’t see my mirror. 
 
    The sound of dice rolling echoes in my mind. 
 
    The seven-foot-tall bundle of filthy bandages continues to stare at the corner without moving. A translucent box appears above the nightmare creature’s head. 
 
    
     Monster: Mummy   Level: 6   Health: 47   AC: 7   X.P. Value: 1,526 
 
     Special Attack: Fear, Paralysis, Disease 
 
     Special Defense: Only hit by magic weapons, fire, holy water, or magic spells. 
 
   
 
    I wish I could say due to my bravery I manage to keep my mirror in place in order to see what’s in the room behind the mummy, but I’d be lying. I do see what’s in the part of the room that’s visible to the mirror, but only because I’m too scared to move my feet and run away. 
 
    I mean; it’s a freakin’ mummy for crying out loud! It’s one thing to hear the word mummy when I’m playing a game back in college, but it’s another thing altogether when the undead monster’s standing around the corner from me. The thing’s so close I can smell it, and believe me, the stench is anything but pleasant. 
 
    Somehow, I gain control of my emotions enough to pay attention to what’s in the part of the control room I can see. I immediately wish I hadn’t bothered looking. A three-foot-wide, white skull with horns is floating ten feet off the floor. Okay, the skull’s not actually floating. It’s attached to a lengthy bone-neck with an equally long skeleton-body and a bone tail with a stinger at the end. 
 
    An information box appears above the skull. 
 
    
     Monster: Skeleton (Wyvern)   Level: 7   Health: 57 (91)   AC: 7   X.P. Value: 1,432 
 
     Special attack: Poison 
 
   
 
    The tracker character I played during my college years fought against wyverns a couple of times. Unlike dragons which have four legs, a wyvern only has two. They’re tough SOBs. Considering the fact this wyvern’s a skeleton, I have a feeling it isn’t going down easy. 
 
    As I’m about to pull my mirror back, I notice the wyvern’s standing a little lopsided, appearing to favor its right side. After inspecting the massive skeleton closer, I notice it’s missing most of its right foot. 
 
    Hmm. I guess that’s why it only has 57 of its 91 health. Must’ve already been in a fight. 
 
    Apparently, my assumption’s correct, because just a few feet past the dragon-like skeleton is the body of a male dwarf wearing plate mail. The upper half of the dwarf’s a mixture of torn flesh and battered armor, which I suppose explains why the dwarf’s a corpse and not a living, breathing adventurer. 
 
    By now I’ve managed to regain a reasonable amount of control over my fear. I suppose it’s due to the fact the mummy isn’t charging forward with its arms outstretched to choke the life out of me. Whatever the reason, I keep my mirror where it is and give what I can see of the room a more detailed scan. I notice a pile of large bones against the far wall that looks like a disassembled version of the wyvern skeleton standing near the dwarf’s body. I also see several piles of much smaller, but equally shattered bones spread across the floor. Parts of some of the bones appear to be scorched. 
 
    The dwarf must’ve had some buddies. Maybe the bodies of his friends are in the part of the room I can’t see. 
 
    The wyvern-skeleton decides at that moment to scratch the floor with its remaining foot. I hear the same spikes-scratching-across-stone noise I heard earlier. The scratching noise is followed by a low moan, and it’s not coming from the mummy standing around the corner from me. 
 
    Crap. There must be another mummy in there somewhere. 
 
    Figuring I’ve used up my share of luck for the day, I ease my mirror back, expecting the mummy to come charging at me any second. 
 
    Dice roll in my mind. 
 
    I retrieve the mirror with no problem and stick it in my pocket. Slowly reversing course down the tunnel, I wave Ivy back the way we came. 
 
    The tracker doesn’t argue. Maybe she senses my fear, or maybe she smells something coming from my pants. Hell, I don’t really know or care. I just want to get back to the others so my ass isn’t hanging out there all by its lonesome. 
 
    Once the tracker and I make it back to Vanessa in the main tunnel, I tell Ivy, Astari, Chanton, and the priestess what I saw. 
 
    Thangar looks at me. “Was the body Gemstar?” His normally gruff voice has a strange, almost fearful tone to it. 
 
    I shake my head. “No. The dead dwarf’s a male. I’ve never seen him before.” 
 
    Thangar turns away and dabs at his eyes. 
 
    Crap. Is he crying? I thought the ol’ bastard was tough as nails. I suppose we’ve all got our weak spots. 
 
    “It’s got to be Copper from Tan Team Three,” says Ivy. “Green Team Eight was wiped out in the guard room. Gemstar’s the only dwarf on the red team, and she’s a female.” The tracker looks at me. “You’re sure the dwarf was a male.” 
 
    I shrug. “The upper part of his body was torn up pretty good, but his face was mostly intact. He was either a male or the ugliest woman I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Female dwarves aren’t all that good-looking unless you like beards,” laughs Astari. 
 
    “Watch your mouth, elf,” growls Thangar. 
 
    The grin leaves the mage’s face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean Gemstar. She’s an exception.” 
 
    The dwarf’s eyes narrow. 
 
    Before he can say anything else, Vanessa takes charge. “Can the chatter. We can’t get across the lava without the bridge. The controls are in the room, so someone’s got to go in there and extend the bridge.” 
 
    “Someone?” I say, determined to make sure I’m not about to be volunteered for an impossible mission. “I’ll be damned if I’m going in there by myself. There’s at least two mummies and a wounded wyvern in the room. And who the hell knows what’s in the part of the room I couldn’t see.” I jerk a thumb in the direction of the chasm. “I’d just as soon take my chances with the lava.” 
 
    “That’s no chance at all,” says Vanessa. “And you won’t be going in the room by yourself. We’re all going.” 
 
    Ivy shifts position and looks at the priestess. “Now wait a minute. Let’s think this thing through. Tan team may have gotten wiped out in there, and they’re a hell of a lot tougher than us at level six or higher. Next to yellow team, they’ve gotten most of the good magic items from the dungeons. If they got their asses kicked, what chance do we have?” 
 
    Vanessa stares at the tracker for a few heartbeats before replying. “What chance do we have if we sit around doing nothing?” She points at the chasm. “The only way out of this place is across that thing, and to get to the other side we need a bridge. Unless someone has a better idea, we’ve got to think how we’re going to handle the control room.” 
 
    No one says anything, but the priestess isn’t satisfied. 
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you,” she continues, “but I’m going to get out of here alive so I can go home to my family. If you don’t want to go with me, then you can keep your sorry asses here while I go extend the bridge.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you, Vanessa,” says Chanton. 
 
    The priestess’s eyes soften as she gives the barbarian a tight smile. “I know you will. I never doubted it.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean I wouldn’t go,” says Ivy. “I just said we need to think about it before we rush in there.” She pauses a second before looking at me. “Did you see any sign of red team?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Just the one body’s all I saw. Maybe their corpses are in the part of the room I couldn’t see along with the rest of tan team. No way to tell.” 
 
    Astari glances in the direction of the tunnel leading to the control room before looking back at us. “From what our thief says, tan team or red or whoever they were did some damage to the mobs in there. It sounds like they destroyed one wyvern and wounded the other. Maybe the other teams softened the mobs up enough for us to win where they failed?” 
 
    “Maybe,” says Ivy. “Still, I don’t like it.” She turns to Vanessa. “The dungeon’s acting crazy. Player’s bodies should be transported to the graveyard each time a room’s reset. Why hasn’t the control room been reset? According to the Caretaker, tan team entered the dungeon a good sixteen hours before us. The control room should’ve reset by now. Plus, where’s red team? The control room’s not big enough to hide all their bodies. The thief should’ve seen some sign of red team.” 
 
    The priestess bites her lip hard enough to leave impressions of her teeth. After a couple of seconds, she relaxes. “I don’t know any more than the rest of you. I only know we’ve got to make it to the wall to get out. To do that, we need to get past the chasm. So, unless one of you has the ability to swim across lava you haven’t told me about, we’re going in the room.” 
 
    A thought comes to me. “What about levitation?” I look at Astari. “You’re a mage. Why don’t you levitate me across the chasm. Once I’m on the other side, I’ll tie off a rope for the rest of you. Hell, we’ve got enough rope in our packs to make a rope bridge. It’ll be no different that crossing a mountain stream. My friends and I’ve done that lots of times. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    The mage laughs and pretends to smack his head. “Oh, levitate. Why the hell didn’t we think of that before?” He stops laughing and eyes me. “If I had a levitate spell, we wouldn’t need you to climb the wall for us, now would we? None of the teams’ mages have levitate spells. We don’t know why, but I suppose it’s because whoever designed this dungeon wants us to cross bridges and climb walls instead of levitating over them.” 
 
    I hold my hands out in a stopping motion. I’ve obviously touched on a sore point with the mage. “Hey, it was only a thought. I didn’t know.” 
 
    The dwarf snorts. “There’s a lot of things you don’t know, thief. If we need some help selling insurance, we’ll ask your advice. Until then, leave the magic crap to the spellcasters.” 
 
    Obviously, I’ve touched a raw nerve on more than the mage. I mentally vow to never make another suggestion unless I’m asked. 
 
    Another thought comes to me as I forget my vow. “What about holy water? Do we have any?” 
 
    Vanessa eyes me before answering. “I’ve got three? Why? They won’t do enough damage to take out a mummy or the wyvern-skeleton if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    I touch the side of my pack where the bola’s tied. “I was thinking we could splash some holy water in the mummy’s face that’s just around the corner. While it’s distracted, I can tangle its legs with this thing. Then we can pour oil on it and set the thing on fire. My team did that once during a game back in college. It worked great.” 
 
    “College?” snorts Thangar. “This ain’t no game. People die here.” 
 
    Actually, this is a game, but I decide not to argue the point with him. Besides, I have to give him credit for the dying part. If what he told me was true, he’s bleeding to death back in Vietnam. If his avatar dies, or he doesn’t get the orb, then he’ll die back in the real world. Come to think of it, if my avatar dies, or I don’t get the orb, I’ll be back in my pickup with about two seconds to live before I’m a hood ornament on an 18-wheeler. 
 
    The dwarf’s not done with me. “Listen, you stupid shit. The last thing we need is a friggin’ insurance salesman telling—”  
 
    Maybe it’s the strain of the game, but my usual easy-going nature goes out the window. “You call me an insurance salesman one more time, dwarf, and I’ll shove your teeth down the back of your throat.” 
 
    Gripping his battle axe, Thangar growls, “You even try, and it’ll be the last thing you ever do, thief.” 
 
    Despite his threat, I notice he doesn’t call me an insurance salesman. 
 
    “That’s enough out of you two,” says Vanessa. “I ain’t got time to babysit a couple of kindergartners.” She reaches into her pack and pulls out three glass vials. She hands one to the dwarf and one to me while keeping the third for herself. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll cast a silence spell in the hall just past the corner. That should prevent whatever sound we make fighting the first mummy from alerting whatever’s in the room.” She looks at me. “You’ll lead and splash some holy water in the mummy’s eyes and use your bola to trip him to the floor. Once the mummy’s down, the rest of us will charge down the tunnel.” She turns to Astari. “After you’re clear of the silence spell, cast a fireball into the control room. When it dies down, we’ll all go into the room and mop up whatever’s left.” 
 
    Thangar doesn’t look overly impressed. “Sounds risky.” He glances at the vial in his hand. “What am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    “Use it against the second mummy,” says Vanessa. 
 
    “Piss on the mummy,” growls the dwarf. “I’ll be fighting the wyvern. That’s our biggest danger.” 
 
    “You don’t even have leg armor,” laughs Ivy. “That dragon-wannabe will stick its stinger in your ass and watch you squirm on the floor.” 
 
    “That pile of bones ain’t fast enough to get me, tracker. If I was you, I’d—” 
 
    “Quiet!” From the fire in her eyes, it’s obvious Vanessa’s taken all she can stand. “Ivy, Chanton, and I will fight the wyvern.” She points at Thangar with her mace. “You’ll seek out the second mummy and throw the holy water on it. Between Astari’s fireball and the holy water, the mummy should be on its last legs. But don’t get cocky. If it gets a good hit on you, you’ll be paralyzed. If it doesn’t rip you apart then, you’re liable to catch something that’ll make your private part rot off, so be careful. I don’t have a cure disease spell memorized, and I’m not going to waste the only cure disease potion we’ve got on you if you play around and let the mummy hit you.” 
 
    Despite her words, I have a feeling she’d use her potion on the dwarf if it came down to it. 
 
    “What about me?” I ask. “Am I supposed to take on the first mummy all by myself?” 
 
    “What’s the matter, insur…err, thief?” says Thangar. “I thought you said you had no problem handling a mummy back in college.” 
 
    I ignore the dwarf and look at the priestess. “I’ve only got one flask of oil. What if it’s not enough to burn the first mummy up?” 
 
    Ivy reaches in a pouch on the outside of her pack and pulls out a flask. “Here’s another just in case.” She points at the bola attached to my pack. “You sure you can use that thing?” 
 
    “Not really,” I admit. “I figure I’ll just swing it around my head a couple of times and hope for the best.” 
 
    The tracker smiles. “Sounds like a good way to get yourself killed.” She holds out her hand. “Give it to me. I grew up on a ranch before I married Carlos. One of our gauchos made me a bola and taught me how to use it.” She looks at Vanessa. “It’s been a few years, and that thing’s too heavy to be a real bola, but I should still be able to hit something only ten feet away.” She nods toward me. “I’ll have a hell of a lot better chance than this fool.” 
 
    What is this? I think. Pick on the thief day? 
 
    Vanessa glances at me. “Give her the bola. Once the mummy’s down, burn it, then get to the control room and help us. Any questions?” 
 
    Astari grins. “I’m assuming I’m fire support. I’ve got two energy missile spells memorized and eight charges left in the wand.” 
 
    The priestess nods. “Stay clear of the action and cover us as best you can after you cast your fireball.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” The elf laughs. “I’ve had enough action during my eighty-two years back in the real world to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    Vanessa looks at each of us in turn. “I’ve got five first level healing spells memorized. My second level spells are worthless in this kind of a fight. I do have a third-level prayer spell I’ll use as the elf’s casting his fireball. It should help us with hits and saving throws. Anybody got anything else to add?” 
 
    Ivy laughs. “Yeah. God help us.” 
 
    I wholeheartedly agree. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 – Control Room 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    As soon as Vanessa casts her spell, everything turns deathly quiet. I step around the corner of the tunnel with a vial of holy water in one hand and magic dagger in the other. As the mummy’s arms reach out for me, I splash the contents of the vial at the undead monster’s flaming red eyes. 
 
    The sound of dice rolling in my head tells me the priestess’s silence spell doesn’t extend to my brain. Not that I thought it would, but I’ve been through so much since I’ve been in the game it wouldn’t surprise me. 
 
    Smoke pours out of the bandages wrapped around the mummy’s head as its mouth opens in what would probably be an agonizing scream except for the priestess’s spell. 
 
    The mummified body takes a step toward me with its arms outstretched. Before it can take a second step, two rusty balls attached to one another by a leather strap wrap around the monster’s legs. Down the seven-foot-tall bundle of half-rotted rags goes. 
 
    My teammates rush by me as I pour the contents of one of my two oil flasks across the mummy’s body as the monster struggles to rise from the stone floor. Grabbing a torch off the tunnel’s wall, I get the oil lit in no time flat. The results are epic. Flames flare up from one end of the mummy’s body to the other. Pieces of half-burnt bandages float into the air as the undead creature flops around, striking out with its arms at the air and floor. The strap holding the bola together snaps. 
 
    Crap. That’s not good. 
 
    I half-splash, half-pour the contents of the second flask of oil onto the mummy as it rises off the floor. In place of its red eyes, all I see are blackened sockets. 
 
    Maybe it can’t see me, I think, trying to be optimistic. 
 
    No such luck. 
 
    The monster heads straight for me with its still flaming arms outstretched and charred fingers aching to wrap around my scrawny neck. 
 
    I dive for the floor. 
 
    One of the mummy’s thrashing arms strikes my chest armor but glances off, doing no damage. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    I come up behind the undead monster, who at this point looks more like a human torch than a mummy. It’s obviously hurt, but the thing’s far from down for the count. Ignoring the flames as best I can, I stab out with the plus-two dagger in my left hand, straight into the undead creature’s blazing back. 
 
    “Arrgh!” I pull my gloved hand back, feeling blisters already forming beneath the tough leather. 
 
    The mummy falls to the floor as the flames completely envelope it’s body. The air shimmers above the undead monster as if its very essence is leaving the creature. The mummy stops moving, and what’s left of its burning bandages turn to ashes. 
 
    Spinning around, I rush down the tunnel in the direction the others went. 
 
    Acrid smoke’s drifting out of the control room, making it hard to breathe. 
 
    Although I hadn’t heard the mage’s fireball go off, the drifting smoke and the scorch marks on the wyvern that’s fighting Vanessa, Ivy, and Chanton are sure signs it had. I see Astari at the end of the tunnel waving his hands in the air. When I get within two steps of the elf, three red balls of energy shoot out from his hands and strike the wyvern’s skull, adding to the scorch marks already there. 
 
    I run another step. Suddenly, I hear shouts and the sounds of battle, making it obvious I’m clear of the priestess’s silence spell. 
 
    “Where’s Thangar?” I yell at the mage as I pass on his left. 
 
    Astari gestures toward the right side of the control room before waving his hands in the air and chanting words I hear but can’t understand. 
 
    I don’t wait to see what spell he’s casting next. Bursting into the control room, I head for the part of the chamber I hadn’t been able to see before. The room’s a lot longer than I thought, stretching a full fifty feet past the tunnel entrance. 
 
    Thangar’s halfway between the far wall and me, swinging his battle axe at a bundle of smoldering rags while trying to stay out of the second mummy’s grasp. I have a thought the stout fighter would probably do a lot better if there weren’t also two ogre-skeletons supporting the mummy, each doing their best to cut off the dwarf’s unarmored legs with their five-foot-long swords. 
 
    My feet tangle with something, tripping me onto the floor. Glancing at whatever’s entangling my legs, I see a human body in a slightly scorched set of leather armor. A metal-tipped club’s still in the dead man’s hand. 
 
    An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    Club +2, iron tip   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
    With my bola in ruins back in the tunnel, I grab the corpse’s club with my right hand and come off the floor swinging at one of the ogre-skeletons with its back to me. The force of the blow’s hard enough against the skeleton’s shoulder blade to stun my hand, but I manage to hang onto the club. 
 
    The undead ogre spins around, chopping at me with its sword as it does. 
 
    I hear dice roll. At the same time, I feel a warmth wash over me. 
 
    I’m not sure if the warmth is the effect of the priestess’s prayer spell, but whatever it is, I feel luckier than I have a right to be. 
 
    The ogre’s sword misses me with only an inch to spare. 
 
    I swing my club at the skeleton’s knee. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Bone splinters fly across the room as the ogre-skeleton’s leg gives out. Down it goes. Even down, it’s still swinging its sword, but it’s forced to crawl on the floor as it tries to get closer to me. 
 
    Ignoring the downed skeleton for the moment, I head for the mummy who’s facing away from me as it tries to grab the dodging Thangar. I stab for the mass of bandages’ heart with my plus-two dagger. I hit something hard. My dagger twists out of my hand as the mummy spins around, swinging both arms as it does. One bandaged arm strikes me on my left shoulder, sending me flying head over heels across the room. 
 
    Damn it’s strong. 
 
    I hear dice roll. 
 
    For some reason I don’t sense the warmth of the priestess’s prayer spell around me anymore. 
 
    I wind up against the wall and try to stand. My legs won’t move. Neither do my arms. In fact, nothing moves. 
 
    Crap. I’m paralyzed. 
 
    Dice roll again. 
 
    I sense something microscopic moving throughout my body, eating away at the very cells of my body. 
 
    Am I diseased? 
 
    The feeling of something eating away at my insides increases. 
 
    Lying on the floor, I’m facing away from the battle. Paralyzed as I am, all I can do is listen and wait for the victors to either come save me or tear me to pieces. 
 
    It’s a long sixty heartbeats before two hands roll me over. 
 
    Vanessa pours the contents of an orange vial into my mouth. 
 
    Half-choking on the nauseating liquid, I manage to swallow most of it. The feeling of something eating away at my body disappears. I’m still paralyzed, but I don’t care. I’m going to live. That’s what matters. 
 
    The priestess props me up before going over to the dwarf who’s in the process of striking flint against steel above a bundle of bandages on the floor. A spark catches the rags, and flames lick up from the oil-soaked bandages. Within seconds, the mummy’s aflame. The thing doesn’t move. I’m guessing that means it’s dead, but then again, it was already dead, so I’m not sure what to call its current state. Doesn’t matter. I’m just glad the undead monster’s not going to eat me or whatever mummy’s do to their victims. 
 
    A tingling comes into my arms and legs. I manage to move my right hand in an attempt to reach my canteen. My hand doesn’t make it halfway before it flops onto the floor. 
 
    The dwarf heads in my direction and squats down beside me. Reaching to my belt, he unhooks the canteen, unscrews the cap, and supports my head as he pours a little water into my mouth. 
 
    “Swish this around and then spit it out.” He grins. “I know from experience cure disease potions taste like crap.” 
 
    I think ‘crap’ is giving the taste of the potion too much credit. It’s a whole lot worse than mere excrement. Not that I’ve ever tasted crap, but it’s a lot worse than how I think the stuff should taste. 
 
    After swirling the water around inside my mouth a few times, I turn my head and attempt to spit the liquid onto the floor. Most of the water dribbles off my chin, down my neck, and beneath my chest armor. 
 
    That’s all I need. Wet clothes under leather armor. 
 
    Laughing, Thangar raises the canteen back to my mouth. “I’m guessing your lips are still a mite numb. Try swallowing the water this time.” 
 
    I swallow two large gulps. The water helps clear the foul taste in my mouth. 
 
    Flexing my hand, I notice my fingers are still a little numb, but they’re not as bad as they were. 
 
    The dwarf pats me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll be right as rain in another five or ten minutes. I got paralyzed by a mummy when I was on the rescue mission I told you about. Course, I was level seven, so it might affect you a little longer than it did me since you’re only level five.” 
 
    I’m confused. “You were level seven? How’s that possible? You’re level five now. What’d you do to lose levels?” 
 
    Thangar grins. “You really are a newbie at this, ain’t you? I started this mission as a level one just like everybody else.” 
 
    “Level one? Are players always reset to level one?” 
 
    The dwarf laughs. “Why the hell are you asking me? I didn’t make this game up. I’m just a player like you.” He shrugs. “Maybe Master Player Blue will leave me at level five for my next mission, or maybe I’ll be higher. I suppose the master players can do whatever the hell they want. Jalena’s been on five missions, and she told me that—” 
 
    “Jalena? Red team’s assassin? She’s a killer. What are you doing talking to her?” 
 
    The dwarf grins. “Oh, she’s not so bad ifn’ you’re not the one who killed her friend. In fact, she can be downright friendly once you get a few drinks in her.” He winks. “Of course, in your case, it might take one hell of a lot of drinks. Anyway, what I was about to say was Jalena’s been on five missions for Master Player Red. She’s in a fantasy game this time, but she’s been an officer on a starship, a mech pilot on a hundred-foot-tall death robot, and some kind of octopus in a game pitting sea creatures against each other. If you stay in the game long enough, it's hard telling what you’ll wind up as.” 
 
    “Well, I ain’t going to be here long enough to find out. Once we find the orb, I’m going back to my old life. I’ve got friends and a good paying job. I’ve got everything I need.” 
 
    The dwarf’s no longer grinning. “Do you?” He leans back against the wall next to me. “Just curious. Are they friends, or are they acquaintances? My momma told me if on the day I die I can look back and count five true friends, I’ll have lived a blessed life.” He waves a hand at Vanessa, Ivy, Chanton, and Astari, who are in the process of looting the two tan team corpses and sorting through the remains of the mummy and the skeletons. “I couldn’t ask for truer friends than them.” He glances at me and winks. “Hell, who knows? I may even decide you’re a friend before this thing’s over.” 
 
    I check the dwarf’s face to see if he’s joking. He looks dead serious. “Why are you being so nice to me all of a sudden?” 
 
    Thangar laughs. “Yeah, I know. I can be an asshole sometimes. Just ask the tracker. But hey, that ogre-skeleton would’ve had both my legs cut off if you hadn’t barged into the party. Not to mention you took the wind out of the mummy’s sail when you backstabbed it. I may not be the brightest dwarf in the game, but I’m not a complete idiot. I know you risked your life to save mine. God knows I’ve got faults, but being unappreciative isn’t one of ‘em.” 
 
    “Hey, Thangar!” yells Ivy who’s standing over the corpse of tan team’s dwarf. “The lower part of Copper’s plate mail’s still in good shape. You may even be able to salvage part of the upper pieces. If you want the stuff then come and get it, otherwise I’ll give it to the next midget zombie I see and call it a day. Serve you right too.” 
 
    Thangar gives me another wink as he leverages himself off the floor. “Like a said, can’t ask for better friends.” 
 
    I watch him go and help the tracker strip off the dead dwarf’s armor. 
 
    I’m not left alone for long. Vanessa and Chanton come over and drop a lot of armor, weapons, and various other items in front of me. 
 
    The priestess points at the loot. “If you’re up to it, check these out and tell us if anything’s useful. The body you tripped over was Prentis. He was tan team’s thief, and I know for a fact his leather armor was magic. Not sure how powerful it is, but it’s definitely magic.” 
 
    I glance at the pile of equipment and will an information box into existence. 
 
    
     Leather armor +2   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Contact Lenses of Night Seeing (Thermal vision)   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Ring of Protection +1   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Dagger of Poisoning (6 doses)   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Boots of Thievery (+20% move silently, +5% climb walls)   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Hammer +2   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Medium Shield +2   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Exploding Stones (5)   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Potion of Healing   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Potion of Anti-poison   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Broach of Protection +2   X.P. Value: 3,000 
 
     Scroll of Lightning Bolt   X.P. Value: 1,500 
 
   
 
    Just for kicks, I glance at Ivy and Thangar who are still stripping the armor off tan team’s dwarf. 
 
    Plate Mail +2, small   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
    I give Vanessa the good news about the items. In addition to the equipment, there’s forty gold coins and a half-dozen gems valued at 500 gold apiece. 
 
    By now I’m able to move enough to stand up, so I do. 
 
    Vanessa points at me. “The leather armor, boots, dagger, and contacts are yours.” 
 
    “Hey,” says Thangar who’s made his way back over to us with an armful of plate mail. “That’s an awful big share of the loot he’s getting. I wouldn’t mind having some of it.” 
 
    “Like what?” snorts the priestess. “The leather armor? That’s plus-two plate you’ve got in your arms. You want to give it up for the plus-two leather?” 
 
    “Well, no,” admits the dwarf. 
 
    “And how about the boots?” Vanessa continues. “Are you going to have plate mail on the rest of your body and a thin pair of leather boots on your feet? Plus, they’re called Boots of Thievery for a reason. Are you a thief?” 
 
    “Uh, no, but—” 
 
    Ivy joins in the conversation. “Not to mention those night-vision contact lenses. Hell, you already see in the dark. I swear dwarves can be the greediest SOBs I’ve ever met.” 
 
    The elf Astari laughs. “Let’s not forget about the dagger, my short friend. That’s an assassin weapon if I’ve ever seen one. Those types of things usually have trigger traps on them. Takes a nimble set of fingers for someone to use one without getting themselves killed. I suppose you’re going to take off your plate-and-chain glove whenever you’re going to stab something in the back with it?” 
 
    “Mind your own business, elf,” growls Thangar. He looks at the priestess. “I didn’t say I wanted the damn things. I, uh, just said I wouldn’t mind having some of it. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is,” says Vanessa not at all amused. “As I was saying, Quantas gets the leather armor, boots, dagger, and contacts. Chanton, you get the plus-two shield and the ring. Astari, the scroll and exploding stones are yours. 
 
    “Sweet,” says the mage as he rubs his hands together. “As soon as we get back to town, I’ll get the lightning bolt written into my spell book.” He holds up the pouch with the exploding stones. “Uh, not sure about these things. I’ll have to think about them a bit before I risk using one.” 
 
    Vanessa points at the tracker. “Ivy, you’ll take the broach. I’ll take the potions.” 
 
    The tracker pulls her hand back when the priestess attempts to hand the piece of jewelry to her. “I’m armor class ten. You’re only six. You keep the broach.” 
 
    When Vanessa tries to force the protective broach into the tracker’s hand, Ivy jerks away. “I said, no! Either you keep it, or I’ll throw the damn thing in the lava when we cross the bridge.” 
 
    Thangar reaches out and closes the priestess’s hand around the broach. “Ivy’s right. You need it more than the rest of us. Face it, we’re all dead if we lose our priestess. You’ll be doing the rest of us a favor by wearing it.” 
 
    Maybe it’s the fact the greediest one in our group thinks she should have it that makes her change her mind. Hell, what do I know? Whatever the reason, Vanessa looks at each of us in turn before pinning the broach to the part of her tunic showing above the neckline of her chainmail. “Well, all right, I guess. But Ivy gets the next protective ring or amulet.” 
 
    “Uh,” says the dwarf. “Not trying to sound greedy, but what do I get?” 
 
    Pointing at the load of plate mail in the dwarf’s arms, Vanessa says, “You get the plus-two plate mail.” When the dwarf frowns, she hands him the bag of gold and gems. “Plus, you can hold onto these. They’re the group’s loot, so don’t get any ideas when we get back to town and start buying everyone in the bar drinks.” 
 
    Thangar’s eyes light up as he hungrily opens the pouch and looks inside before sticking it in his pack. I get the feeling the tracker was right. Dwarves can be greedy SOBs. 
 
    Vanessa points at the metal tipped club I dropped after the mummy hit me. “Quantas, I saw you grab the club off Prentis’s body. I assume it’s magic.” 
 
    “Plus-two club,” I reply. “Your mace isn’t magic, is it? Maybe you should take the club.” 
 
    The priestess shakes her head. “No. A club’s more of a thief weapon. It’s too light for a fighter or priestess. You may as well keep it.” 
 
    I don’t argue, although I’m aware I wound up with the lion’s share of the magic items. I do point out the one item that’s still up for grabs. “Don’t forget about the plus-two hammer. It looks like a priestess’s weapon to me.” 
 
    “Thangar should have it,” she says. 
 
    The dwarf shakes his head. “Naw. I got the gold and gems. For some reason, it just feels nice knowing they’re in my pack. You take the hammer with my blessing.” 
 
    At the urging of the others Vanessa picks up the magic hammer and exchanges it for her non-magic mace. 
 
    It occurs to me I no longer feel any side effects from the mummy’s paralysis. Since we’ll probably be leaving soon, I switch out my leather armor for its magic counterpart. I notice the dwarf doing the same with his plate mail. 
 
    Once I’ve got my armor on and recover my plus-two dagger from where I dropped it, I point out something that’s been bugging me. “Where’s the rest of Tan Team Three?” 
 
    Vanessa glances at me. “Good question.” She looks at our tracker. “What’s your take on the subject?” 
 
    Shrugging, Ivy waves an arm in the direction of the two tan team corpses. “I can only guess, but I think the entire team came in to extend the bridge. Copper died fighting the wyvern. Looks like Prentis managed to activate the bridge controls before he got his head splattered by the mummy. Since their teammates were obviously dead, I think the others took off and left their friends’ bodies. That’s what I would’ve done.” 
 
    “Me too,” agrees Thangar. He glances at me and winks. “Doesn’t do any good getting yourself killed trying to save someone who’s already dead. Leave ‘em where they lay is my motto.” 
 
    It’s not mine, but I keep quiet. Each to their own, I suppose. 
 
    “Where’s red team?” asks Chanton. “We haven’t found any more of their bodies. Where do you think they are?” 
 
    When no one offers an opinion, Vanessa shrugs. “No way of knowing. Maybe they decided not to try for the wall.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that, do you?” asks Astari. 
 
    The priestess shakes her head. “No. No, I don’t. But I don’t know how they could’ve come in here and extended the bridge without having to fight the wyvern and mummies. All I know for sure is we’ve got to get moving.” She points toward a series of levers on the wall a few feet from where I’m standing. “Quantas, would you do the honors?” 
 
    Walking over to the levers, I check for traps, finding none. I will an information box into existence. 
 
    
     Controls, bridge 
 
     Move levers 1, 3, and 5, in that order 
 
   
 
    I’m not sure whether I should blindly take the box’s word for it, but since I don’t detect any traps, I take the risk. Moving the three levers in the indicated order, I hear a grating sound in the distance. 
 
    “Quantas, you’ve got the lead,” says Vanessa. “Ivy, back him up.” 
 
    As the tracker and I lead the way out of the room, I hear Vanessa’s voice behind us. 
 
    “Put that stuff down! Don’t be a fool.” 
 
    Turning around, I see Thangar with his old plate mail in his arms. 
 
    “But it’s plus-one plate,” says the dwarf. “It’s valuable. We can’t just leave it here.” 
 
    The priestess points her newly acquired hammer in Thangar’s direction. “We can, and we will. Forget about loot for once. Getting out of here alive is what’s important. Besides, whatever treasure you rack up on this mission will be gone on your next. You can’t take the crap with you.” 
 
    With five sets of eyes on him, the dwarf reluctantly places his old armor on the floor. “Well, all right, but I’m going to be mighty pissed off if I find out later on that I could’ve taken my treasure with me.” 
 
    Ivy laughs. “Better pissed off than pissed on.” 
 
    “Keep your opinions to yourself, tracker,” growls Thangar. 
 
    Ivy laughs in reply and moves out down the tunnel. 
 
    I catch up to her. As I pass by to take my place on point, I say, “That was a hell of a fight back there.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” she agrees. “I got 1,875 experience points out of it. Another 2,500 and I’ll be level six.” 
 
    Realizing I hadn’t heard anything from my in-game assistant, I mentally say, “Hey, Max. Where’s my experience points?” 
 
    “On your character sheet where it should be, Steve. In case you forgot, you told me not to bother you with the rinky-dink points. You never clarified your definition of rinky-dink, which makes my job difficult. However, because I am your in-game assistant, I suffer in silence. Nevertheless, here is an update on your experience.” 
 
    A box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 1,564 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 15,279   Next Level: 28,001 
 
   
 
    Dismissing the box, I lead the way toward the bridge and whatever lies on the other side. 
 
    Surprisingly, I’m not afraid. Why should I be? 
 
    I’m Quantas; the best damned thief in the game. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 – The Wall 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    By good fortune or skill, we make it past the bridge and continue down the hall for another two hours without incident. No traps, no monsters, and no other players; alive or dead. Heck, I don’t even hear dice rolling in my head. To be honest, after the first thirty minutes, I get a little bored. Not bored enough to want something to jump out of the wall and try to kill me, but bored nonetheless. 
 
    During one rest break, I discover my newly acquired Boots of Thievery are very handy because I manage to walk up on Ivy without her hearing me. Believe me, that’s hard to do to a tracker. Such is my appreciation of the boots I want to go find a dark tunnel somewhere so I can try out my Contact Lenses of Night Seeing, but Vanessa won’t hear of it. The halls and tunnels we’re in are far too well-lit to attempt to use a night vision device. 
 
    Well, you can’t have everything I suppose. 
 
    After two hours, I hear a hiss from Ivy who’s a couple of paces behind me. “The ice cave is just ahead. That’s where the wall’s at. We usually have an encounter there, so be on your toes.” 
 
    My previous boredom dissipates completely. I stop in place and look over my shoulder at the tracker. “Ice cave? No one mentioned anything about ice.” I begin to wish I’d found a set of magic crampons instead of see-in-the-dark contacts. 
 
    Ivy grins and moves next to me. “It’s not really ice. It’s solid stone, but it looks and feels like ice. You’ll see what I mean in a minute.” Sighing, she notches an arrow in her bow. “Better let me take point on this last part. I know what to expect.” 
 
    I don’t argue. 
 
    The tracker leads the way around a ninety-degree turn to the right in the tunnel. 
 
    As soon as I turn the corner ten feet behind her, I see a thirty-foot-long tunnel opening up to a vast white space. When I say white, I mean whiter than anything I’ve ever seen. It’s a good hundred yards to the side of the cavern opposite our tunnel. The opposing wall and the floor between are purest white. I’ve never been to the Arctic, but the floor looks like what I imagine an ice shelf in the polar region would look like only a hell of a lot smoother. 
 
    Moving next to the tracker, I squat down as she surveys the cavern for trouble. 
 
    “Looks like ice in the Arctic to me,” I whisper. “You sure it’s not?” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s not ice,” she says, keeping her voice low. “Good thing too. The walls are slicker than snot, but the floor is walkable. Just don’t try running on it unless you want to fall and break your neck.” 
 
    I take her safety tip and store it away for future use. 
 
    Taking a closer look at the ice cavern that isn’t ice, I guesstimate the cavern is a hundred yards across and half-again as long. The tunnel I’m in is at the rightmost corner of the cave. In the center of the open space is a twenty-foot-wide dais about a foot-and-a-half high. It’s made of the same slick white stone. 
 
    Ivy must notice where I’m looking. “That’s the teleport pad.” 
 
    “Teleport? Where does it take us?” 
 
    The tracker snorts. “Nowhere. You can stand on it all day long and shout ‘Alakazam’ until you’re blue in the face, and it won’t take you anywhere.” 
 
    “Then what does it teleport?” 
 
    “Monsters,” replies the tracker. “If we make too much noise, the dais changes color. The next thing you know, you’ve got a half-dozen orcs, or ogres, or human death knights, or something else on your hands. The same thing happens if we stay in the cavern too long.” She points at the gray stone floor of the tunnel where it meets the white of the cavern. “Once we cross that line, we’ve got about an hour at the most before the teleporter brings us some new friends.” 
 
    I hear footsteps behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I see Vanessa and Astari moving up. I notice Thangar and Chanton pulling rearguard. 
 
    Once the priestess and mage are squatting next to us, Vanessa says, “Ivy’s right about the teleporter. That’s why it’s important not to waste time once we enter the cave. And before you ask, it doesn’t reset the clock if you stay in there for fifty-nine minutes and step back into the tunnel. The teleporter’s going to activate an hour after we enter, and we can either fight or run. That’ll be our only choices.” 
 
    Astari waves a hand toward the far end of the cavern a good hundred-and-fifty yards away to our left. “That’s the wall. You’ll notice a long opening about a hundred feet up the wall. We saw yellow team looking down at us once from the opening, so we know there’s another tunnel system up there. We’ve just never figured out how to get to it.” 
 
    I look at the elongated opening. It reminds me of a forty-foot-long window without the glass. If I had to guess, I’d say there was a hallway on the other side of the window-like opening. The wall leading up to it is concave, which means to get to the opening, I’ll have to climb an inverse incline of ice-like stone. 
 
    I notice a series of dark dots leading from the floor up to the right side of the long window. “What are those dots?” 
 
    Astari chuckles. “That’s where your predecessor met his doom. Those are six-inch by six-inch pieces of timber sticking out of the stone. Thangar convinced our previous Quantas to use them to climb the wall. He didn’t make it ten feet before a dozen iron spikes shot out of the wall and turned him into a human pincushion.” 
 
    I smile. “All right, good safety tip. Don’t use the pieces of wood to climb the wall unless I want to look like a porcupine.” 
 
    Inspecting the wall like it’s one of the cliffs my buddies and I climb on the weekends, I figure it’s got more than a few technical challenges, but it’s far from impossible. Heck, I’ve done inverted inclines before. The ones my friends and I did back in the real world weren’t easy, but once we hammered in a few pitons to set up a pulley system or for anchoring carabiners, we managed. Unfortunately, all I’ve got in my pack are five spikes and a thin rope with a grapnel at the end. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” asks Vanessa. “We know it’s doable. Yellow, tan, and red teams have made it up there. Maybe even a couple of other teams we don’t know about.” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know. Maybe if I pound in a few spikes as handholds, I can—” 
 
    The priestess shakes her head. “No pounding. The teleporter would bring us some visitors before you got the second spike in the wall.” 
 
    I scan the cavern again. It’s well lit by lanterns hung from sconces every ten feet around the room. Glancing at the ceiling a full two hundred feet over my head, I notice massive candelabras with glowing balls of light instead of candles hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    Apparently, Astari notices the direction of my stare. “Those are light spells.” 
 
    Seeing no help from the ceiling, I turn my attention back to the wall beneath the window-like opening. After a minute of intense studying, I shake my head. “There ain’t no way in hell anyone can climb that without a hell of a lot of spikes and a complex set of pulleys and belay system. Can’t be done.” 
 
    “Well, yellow, red, and tan teams did it somehow,” says Vanessa. “Are you saying their thieves are better than ours?” 
 
    I want to make a snide comment about tan team’s thief being mummy food back in the control room, but I resist the urge. Snide comments won’t help things, plus I like to get along with people when I can. 
 
    On impulse, I step into the cavern and turn around to see what’s above our tunnel. The wall here’s as concave and slick at the other parts of the cavern. 
 
    “That was stupid,” says Ivy. “You just started the timer. Now we’ve got an hour to get over the wall or run back the way we came and hope we don’t encounter anything we can’t handle.” 
 
    Ignoring the tracker, I continue studying the part of the cavern wall over the tunnel entrance. There’s a two-foot-long, fist-wide crack in the stone about thirty feet up. Another forty feet higher, there’s a six-foot-section of the wall that’s a different shade of white than the rest of the cavern. 
 
    Pointing at the wall above the tunnel, I say, “What’s that?” 
 
    Vanessa and Astari join me in the cavern while Ivy covers us with her bow. 
 
    After a few seconds of looking, Vanessa says, “You mean the crack? It’s nothing. Our last Quantas managed to get a grapnel and rope hook to it. He climbed up there. It’s just a crack. He said it wasn’t helpful and came back down.” 
 
    I look at the odd-colored spot forty feet higher than the crack. An epiphany comes to me. Concentrating on the white smudge, I will an information box into existence. 
 
    Hidden access to tunnel 
 
    “Hey, Max,” I say in my mind. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me I could find secret doors with my identify ability?” 
 
    “Hey, Steve,” comes Max’s mechanical reply. “Why the hell didn’t you ask?” 
 
    “Jerk,” I mentally snort. 
 
    “Player,” comes the mechanical retort. 
 
    The priestess taps me on the shoulder. “From the look on your face, I’m guessing you see something we don’t?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I point at the spot where the color is different. “I think the white smudge up there’s a hidden door in the stone.” 
 
    Astari rubs his chin as he eyes the spot. After a couple of seconds, he looks back at me. “I didn’t know thieves had the ability to find secret doors. That’s an elf and dwarf ability in this game.” 
 
    “Well, this thief can.” Hedging my bets, I add, “At least in this case I’m able to do it.” I point at the smudge. “I think if I can get up there, I might be able to open the door and lower a rope for the rest of you.” 
 
    Vanessa turns away from me and looks back at the wall above the tunnel entrance. “I don’t know, Quantas. I’m confident you can get up to the crack since our other Quantas did it, but how are you going to climb the next forty feet to the smudge; assuming it really is a hidden door.” 
 
    Shrugging, I grin. “I’ll figure that out once I get to the crack.” 
 
    The priestess doesn’t seem impressed with my confidence. 
 
    I look her in the eye. “Hey, you brought me here to climb the wall. That’s what I’m going to do. The wall opening at the other end of the cavern’s a hundred feet off the ground. The secret door’s only seventy and the inverse slope on the wall’s less. In my opinion, this is our best chance to get to whatever’s up there.” 
 
    The elf Astari comes to my defense; sorta. “It’s his funeral, Vanessa. Like the man says, this is why we brought him along, isn’t it?” 
 
    The priestess looks at me. Her eyes are slightly watery. “I don’t want to lose anyone else.” 
 
    “Me either,” I say, agreeing wholeheartedly with her sentiment. “On the other hand, I want to find the orb and get the hell back home where I belong. I think the hidden door is the way to do it. So, are you going to let me try and climb up there or not?” 
 
    After glancing at the others, Vanessa nods. “All right. You can try it if you think you’ve got a chance. Tell us your plan?” 
 
    I eye the two-foot-wide cleft in the rock thirty feet above the tunnel. “Barbarians usually have a good arm, or at least they did in the RPG games I played in college. How about having Chanton try to get a grappling hook into the crack while I take my gear off?” 
 
    Astari looks at the priestess. “Sounds reasonable. Chanton’s the one who got the hook up there the last time. I’ll go back and relieve him from rearguard and send him to you.” 
 
    Vanessa touches the elf’s arm as he turns to leave. “Thangar and you can both come back here. You can pull rearguard at the entrance to the tunnel. If the teleporter activates, I want all of us together.” 
 
    While the mage goes back to get the barbarian and the dwarf, I begin stripping off my excess gear and handing it to Ivy. “Tie this stuff to the end of my rope. Once I get to the crack, I’ll unhook the grapnel and tie the end of the rope to me. I’m hoping I’ll find some smaller cracks up there I can use to freeclimb the rest of the way to the secret door.” 
 
    Ivy glances at the concave wall. “You’d better hope there’s a lot of cracks we can’t see.” She looks back at me. “You mentioned you climbed back in the real world. I’m assuming you’ve done something like this before.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not without a lot of advanced gear and some good climbers backing me up.” I look at her and grin. “But then again, I’m not a thief back in the real world. I’m hoping my thief climbing skills will make all the difference.” I turn from the tracker to Vanessa. “I may have to pound in a few spikes to get up to the door. I’ll try to be as quiet as possible.” 
 
    Snorting, the priestess looks me in the eye. “Pounding and quiet don’t usually go hand in hand.” She sighs. “I suppose you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do though.” 
 
    The barbarian comes running through the tunnel. When he reaches us, Ivy hands him the end of my rope with the grapnel attached. Chanton doesn’t waste time asking questions. He just whirls the hook and rope over his head and lets it fly. 
 
    The grapnel falls short, clattering against the wall before falling toward the floor thirty feet below. Somehow, the big barbarian manages to catch the hook before it hits the stone floor without getting stabbed. 
 
    Personally, I’d have let it hit the floor, but then again, I haven’t been here when the teleporter activates, so maybe I’m not as adverse to making noise. 
 
    I notice Vanessa, Astari, Thangar, and Ivy raise their weapons as they look around to see if anything’s attracted by the sound. Not wanting to look out of place, I stop removing my gear and pick my sword up from the floor. When the others relax, I put my sword back in its sheath and continue removing my armor and gear until I’m down to just my leather pants, cloth blouse, and boots. 
 
    Glancing up at the spot where I hope there’s a hidden door, I mentally say, “Max. What’s my climb ability now?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game personal assistant. Your climb ability currently stands at ninety-five percent. That percentage includes the extra five percent you get for the Boots of Thievery you are wearing. The boot’s soles are magically designed to adhere to minute cracks in walls. Thought you would like to know.” 
 
    I look at the forty feet between the cleft in the rock where Chanton’s still trying to get the grappling hook to stick and the smudge where the secret door should be. “So, I’ve got a ninety-five percent chance of making it up to the secret door.” 
 
    A sound of mechanical laughter comes to my mind. “You wish. According to the game rules, a thief’s ability to scale walls is based upon the surface being rough or having fingerholds. The wall you are looking at is slicker-than-snot as the tracker put it.” 
 
    “You were listening when she said that?” I feel a little paranoia come over me. I’ve never liked spying on people, especially when I’m the one getting spied on. 
 
    “Was I personally listening? No. However, you are in a game, and everything in the game gets logged. Not in a way your simple mind can comprehend, of course, but logged nonetheless. In any regard, I have access to the information log, hence I know what the tracker told you.” 
 
    “Everything’s logged, huh? Then you must know where the Orb of Stanton’s located? So, where is the thing?” 
 
    “Sorry, Steve. That is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    “Asshole.” 
 
    “Player.” 
 
    “Oh, forget it. Just tell me what my chances are of climbing this wall?” 
 
    “Oh, as I was saying, this wall is slick, plus it is slightly concave with a ten percent inward slope that increases to twenty-percent right before the colored smudge seventy feet up. Based on these conditions, the probability of successfully climbing the wall decreases to twenty-seven percent.” 
 
    “Twenty-seven? Well, that sucks. Did you consider the fact I do a lot of climbing back in the real world?” 
 
    “Do you take me for a novice? Of course, I took that under consideration.” 
 
    “What if I hammer in some spikes for handholds?” 
 
    “Hmm. Good question, player. Is that what you are going to do? As your personal in-game assistant, I am obliged to remind you that loud noises have a probability of attracting undesirable encounters.” 
 
    “How high a probability?” 
 
    “The information you are requesting is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    “Of course not. Nothing useful ever is. Just tell me how much using spikes will increase my chance of climbing the wall?” 
 
    “Three percent per spike, more or less, Steve.” 
 
    “Crap. Only three?” 
 
    “Yes. Only three per spike.” 
 
    I glance at the rest of blue team. “I’m going to need any climbing gear you guys have. Spikes or pitons would be helpful. I can hammer them in to create—” 
 
    “No,” says Vanessa. “I told you excessive noise activates the teleporter.” 
 
    “Well, if I don’t use more than the five spikes I’ve got, I don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of climbing the wall; here or anywhere else in the room. Plus, I’ll need more rope than the fifty feet I have in my pack. So, unless you’ve got a better idea about how to get over the wall, I suggest everyone start turning over their climbing gear.” 
 
    The priestess tilts her head to look at the discolored spot seventy feet up. “How sure are you there’s a secret door up there?” 
 
    “A hundred percent,” I lie. 
 
    The priestess’s eyes narrow, making me doubt she believes me. I could be wrong, but I’m thinking I’m right. 
 
    Vanessa sighs. “How sure are you the secret door will lead where we need to go once you open it?” 
 
    “I haven’t the foggiest where it’ll lead.” 
 
    The priestess opens her mouth to speak, but I beat her to the punch, anticipating what she’s going to say. 
 
    “But…it’ll lead somewhere, and that’s a hell of a lot better option than we’ve got down here. As soon as I open the secret door and get inside, I’ll secure the grapnel and rope. Once I pull up my gear, I’ll lower the rope back so the rest of you can climb up. Then we can see if we can find an exit out of this dungeon.” 
 
    I get unexpected support from Thangar who’s standing at the tunnel’s entrance. “Let him try, Vanessa.” He grins. “Hell, what’s the worst that could happen? He’ll fall to his death, and we’ll get us another thief who might actually be able to pull his weight. Besides, he might do it. I’ve got faith in him.” 
 
    “Who are you trying to kid?” laughs Ivy. “You’re probably hoping he’ll get himself killed so you can loot his body.” 
 
    The dwarf shrugs. “Hey, waste not, want not.” 
 
    “That’s enough.” Vanessa glances at the wall again before looking back at the others. “All right, give him whatever climbing gear you’ve got. The clock’s running, so make it snappy.” 
 
    In less than a minute, I’ve got ten spikes, five pitons, a climbing harness, a pulley, and two extra ropes. One of the ropes has silver threads running through it, which seems a little strange. 
 
    On a hunch, I pull up an information box on the rope with the intertwined silver. 
 
    
     Thieves’ Rope, 50 feet   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
     Activation word: Climber Awake 
 
     Deactivation word: Climber Sleep 
 
   
 
    “Hey, Max. What can you tell me about a thieves’ rope. I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Oh, there are counterparts in the games back on your Earth, although there are several different varieties. Fortunately for you, the information you are requesting on this particular rope is in my list of authorized responses. A Thieves’ Rope is magical in nature and only usable by thieves. No surprise there, I assume. Upon saying the activation word, the thief may picture an anchor point in their mind, and the end of the rope will climb, slither, or crawl to the indicated spot and adhere to any surface until saying the deactivation word.” 
 
    I look at the dwarf who’s the one who added the silver-threaded rope to the pile. “Where did you get your rope? It’s magic. Something called a Thieves’ Rope.” 
 
    Ivy spins around to look at the short fighter. “Why you little shit. I saw you take the rope off Prentis’s body.” She turns to Vanessa. “A Thieves’ Rope is worth around 10,000 in gold. We could outfit our whole party with high-quality armor for that much gold.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t know the thing was magic,” Thangar protests. “You’ve got to believe me, Vanessa. I’ll admit I saw the silver thread in the rope and thought it might be worth a few coins, but I didn’t know the blasted thing was magic, nor how valuable it was.” 
 
    Ivy spits on the floor, making it obvious she doesn’t believe the dwarf. 
 
    Vanessa’s a little more forgiving. “I believe you, Thangar, but from now on I want you to let Quantas check out loot before you stuff it in your pack.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” says Thangar. “Uh, I’ll get the rope back after he’s done using it, won’t I?” 
 
    “What do you think?” says Ivy. 
 
    The dwarf doesn’t say what he thinks. I’m guessing it’s probably for the best. 
 
    Astari clears his throat and looks at me. “Those things require activation words. By any chance do you know them?” 
 
    I nod. “Yep. Climber awake to activate, and climber sleep to deactivate.” 
 
    Vanessa glances at the wall before looking back at me. “The rope’s a little short. You’ll still have to climb some.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I gauge the distance. “But if the rope does what Max tells me, I’ll only have to hammer in a single piton. If I’m wearing the climbing harness, I can hook it to the piton and then reset the rope to go the last twenty feet.” 
 
    Chanton still has the rope and grapnel in his hand, not yet having successfully gotten the hook to catch in the cleft. “You’ll need this and another rope to lower down to us so we can climb up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, taking the rope from him and coiling it up to hang around my shoulder. “I’ll take the pulley with me and a couple of extra pitons. We’ll have to haul the heavier armor and gear up by hand. Ain’t no way Thangar can climb this thin rope wearing plate mail.” 
 
    “Or Ivy or me in chainmail for that matter,” says Vanessa. She looks at me. “Well, get to it. You started the timer. We’ve got to be out of the cavern before the teleporter activates.” 
 
    I give her a grin and a wink. “Got you covered, boss.” 
 
    Picking up the magic rope, I picture a point on the wall halfway between the floor and where the secret door’s supposed to be. “Climber awake!” 
 
    One end of the silver-threaded rope slithers out of my hand and begins rising in the air, heading for the spot on the concave wall I pictured in my mind. When the rope reaches the spot, the end adheres to the wall and stays there. 
 
    Cool, I think. What I wouldn’t give to have one of these when I get back home. Climbing would be a breeze. 
 
    Since I’ve already removed my armor and gear in preparation for climbing the wall, I buckle the climbing harness around my waist and legs. While ascending the wall should be a lot easier thanks to the magic rope, it still won’t be a breeze. Although it makes sense not to climb with armor or weapon, at the last second, I take my plus-two dagger and shove it into my belt. On a whim, I remove my sling and pouch of magic bullets from the pile of gear and stick them in my pants’ pocket along with the small metal container holding the Contact Lenses of Night Seeing. 
 
    Once I’m ready, Chanton slides the rope with the grapnel over my shoulder before tying a bag containing a small hammer, a couple of pitons, and the pulley to my belt. 
 
    As ready to go as I can be, I grab hold of the magic rope. 
 
    Vanessa raises a hand in a stopping motion. Reaching into my pack that’s laying in the pile of gear on the stone floor, she pulls out my two healing potions and the vial of anti-poison. She shoves them into the bag tied to my waist and smiles. “You never know.” 
 
    Giving the priestess a nod of appreciation, I start climbing the magic rope hand over hand. It’s pretty easy going. For one thing, my avatar’s a lot stronger than he looks, and my lithe frame’s fairly light. Plus, although the rope’s hanging in midair due to the concave of the wall, it’s close enough for me to brace my feet against the wall. The soles of my magic boots adhere to the wall slightly, making the climb relatively easy. 
 
    Heck, I could’ve kept my armor on and done this. Too late now, though. 
 
    When I reach the end of the rope, a shiver runs down my spine. The end of the rope’s stuck to the wall without any obvious anchor point. It ain’t natural. Whether natural or not, I reach in the bag Chanton hooked to my belt and pull out my hammer and a single piton. 
 
    Each hit of the hammer on the metal spike sends an echo throughout the cavern. After every hit, I hear a roll of dice in my mind. I look at the teleporter to check for any changes. Everything’s staying the same. After five hard blows, I deem the piton’s secure enough to hold my weight. I attach my climbing harness to the piton and let go of the magic rope. The piton holds. 
 
    Holding the rope with my right hand, I say the deactivation words, “Climber sleep.” 
 
    The end of the rope detaches itself from the wall, leaving me hanging by my harness from the piton. 
 
    Picturing a point just above the secret door, I command, “Climber awake.” 
 
    The rope shoots through the air, going all the way to the secret door and slightly above it before adhering to the wall. Due to the increase of the concave in the wall at this point, my feet can’t touch the wall. Wrapping a loop of rope around my boots, I take a good grip on the rope with my right hand and unhook my climbing harness from the piton. Once free, I climb up the rope until I’m even with the six-foot-long smudge. Concentrating on the smudge, I will an information box into existence. 
 
    Hidden access to tunnel 
 
    Well, crap. That’s not very helpful. I was hoping for some hint how to open it. 
 
    I inspect the smudge closer, looking for any sign of cracks or changes in the wall’s texture. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    I hold my breath. When nothing happens after ten seconds, I continue looking for a way to open the secret door. I look for a full five minutes. Nothing 
 
    Well, that sucks. I go to all the trouble of climbing up here, and now I’m going to have to go back down and tell the others it was a waste of time. The dwarf’s never going to let me live it down. 
 
    I glance below to see Vanessa, Thangar, and Astari looking up at me while Ivy and Chanton keep an eye on the teleporter with their bows nocked and ready. 
 
    “Trouble?” asks the priestess. 
 
    I hate to admit defeat, but it is what it is. “There’s something here, but I don’t see any way to open it. Do you want me to climb down and try somewhere else?” 
 
    Vanessa shakes her head. “No. Stay where you are.” She turns to the mage. “You mentioned an open door spell before? You still got it memorized?” 
 
    The elf nods. “Yeah, but the spell’s range is only sixty feet. That’s got to be at least seventy. My spell won’t reach that far.” 
 
    Chanton turns away from the teleporter long enough to say, “My avatar’s six and a half feet. You’re short for an elf at five and a half, but if you stand on my shoulders, you’d be in range, wouldn’t you.” 
 
    The elf laughs. “You must think I’m an acrobat at the circus. Ain’t no way in hell I can stand on your shoulders and cast a spell. It would be all I could do to keep from falling. Come to think of it, I don’t think I could keep from falling. I’d be face down on the floor in a heartbeat; plain and simple.” 
 
    “Not if you braced yourself against the wall,” Chanton insists, which is unusual since he normally likes to stay quiet in the background. “I’ve seen performers back in Tokyo build human pyramids six people high when they use a wall for support.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” I say, teaming up with the barbarian. “Hanging from this rope isn’t getting any easier, and like you told me earlier, Vanessa, our timer’s running.” 
 
    After glancing from the mage to the barbarian, the priestess finally nods. “What do we have to lose? Might as well give it a try.” 
 
    It takes a couple of minutes for the others to help the elf climb onto the barbarian’s shoulders. It takes another minute before the mage is stable enough with his back against the wall to cast his spell. Looking up, he waves his hands a couple of times and says words I hear but quickly forget. 
 
    Swoosh! 
 
    A six-foot length of stone three-feet high slides up and out of sight in front of my eyes as a rush of dank air hits me in the face. 
 
    That’s when it hits me. 
 
    It’s the stench of death. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 – Cobwebs 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Damn that stinks, is all I can think as the nauseating air behind the secret panel fills my nostrils. I’m sure I’ve smelled worse; I just can’t remember when. 
 
    Peering into the opening, I see a ten-foot-wide, roughhewn tunnel leading to my right. Except for the light seeping in through the opening from the ice cavern, it’s dark inside. Real dark. There aren’t any burning torches on the walls, and for good reason. A mass of cobwebs hangs from the ceiling, half-filling the tunnel. I don’t see any spiders, but that doesn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    “Well?” hisses Thangar. “You going inside? Or are you planning on hanging onto that rope until something comes through the teleporter and eats us all for lunch?” 
 
    After taking another glance at the cobweb infested tunnel, I hiss back, “I’m going. Don’t rush me. It’s full of spiderwebs.” 
 
    Taking another look in the opening, I check for spiders again. I detest spiders. When I was five, a black widow bite almost sent me to the hospital. Despite ice packs and a liberal use of antihistamines, I was in agony for a couple of days. I mean, I was only five. It was pretty traumatic. Ever since, I’ve avoided any kind of eight-legged critters whenever possible. When not possible, my motto is to use a liberal supply of bug spray. Last time I checked my pack, I didn’t have any spray in there; bug or otherwise. 
 
    Drat the luck. 
 
    Inspecting the webs closer, I see no sign of egg sacs or spiders hiding among the silken strands. Of course, I can only see a few feet. What’s in the farther reaches of the tunnel is anyone’s guess. 
 
    I’m half-tempted to dig out the Contact Lenses of Night Vision in order to see into the darker reaches of the tunnel, but decide against it. I mean, hell, I’m hanging from a rope seventy feet above the cavern floor. It’s not that easy hanging on considering the back of my left hand’s still blistered from the fight with the mummy. 
 
    Well, I can’t stay out her forever. Best get to it. 
 
    Swinging one leg through the opening followed by the other, I half-roll, half-crawl onto the tunnel floor. After removing more than a few cobwebs from my face, I look around. All’s quiet inside. That’s more than I can say for the outside. 
 
    “Hey!” yells Thangar. “What’d you find?” 
 
    “Quiet, dumbass,” I hear Ivy say in a voice almost as loud as the dwarf’s. “You trying to get us all killed?” 
 
    Poking my head back through the opening, I look at the others. It’s a long way down. 
 
    Making eye contact with Vanessa, I say, “It’s a tunnel. Looks like it heads in the direction of that opening where you saw yellow team.” I wipe a mass of silk strands from my face. “The place is choked with cobwebs, but I don’t see anything alive in here.” 
 
    “Did you say choked with webs?” says Ivy. “If the tunnel’s full of webs, then it can’t be the way the other teams have been getting up the wall.” 
 
    Thangar laughs. “Shows what trackers know. The gamemasters probably reset everything after a team goes through. Hey, for all we know, whatever webs we knock out of the way will be back an hour after we leave the place.” 
 
    I glance at the floor of the tunnel behind me. Except for where I entered, the stone’s covered with a half-inch-thick layer of undisturbed dust. In my opinion, it would take a pretty good reset to get the tunnel back in this condition after a team of six passed through. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter whether it’s reset or not,” says Vanessa. “We’ve got to get out of this cavern before the timer runs out.” She looks up at me. “Get a line down to us. We’ll send Astari up first to give you some backup. He’s not wearing armor, so he should be able to make the climb easy.” The priestess looks at the others on the team. “The rest of us need to strip our armor and gear off.” She points at the barbarian. “Chanton, rig our gear into small bundles so Quantas and Astari can them haul up.” 
 
    Everyone except the mage starts removing their armor. 
 
    Astari looks up at me and grins. “You know I can’t get up there unless you throw me a rope, right?” 
 
    Since some additional company would be nice in this spooky old tunnel, I uncoil the rope with the grapnel from around my neck and shoulder. Spotting a metal ring embedded in the tunnel floor that looks like it was made for securing a grapnel, I stick the point of the hook into the ring. It fits perfectly. 
 
    After tugging on the rope with both hands to make sure the ring holds, I throw the end of the rope through the opening. Sticking my head out, I see the end of the rope’s a good twenty feet above the cavern floor. 
 
    That sucks. 
 
    An idea pops into my head. 
 
    After pulling the rope back inside the tunnel, I reach out and grab hold of my magic rope which is still attached to the wall above the opening. 
 
    “Climber sleep!” 
 
    Once the magic rope detaches itself from the wall, I haul it inside with me. Grabbing the ends of the two ropes, I’m on the verge of tying them together with a double-fisherman’s knot when I have better idea. Picturing the free end of the nonmagical rope, I say, “Climber awake!” 
 
    An end of the magic rope slithers out of my hand like it’s a living thing and attaches itself to its nonmagical counterpart. Inspecting the spot where the two ropes join, I can’t figure out where one starts and the other stops. I jerk on both sides of the splice. The rope doesn’t give. 
 
    Cool. 
 
    “Watch out below!” I warn the others as I toss the combined length of rope out the opening. 
 
    After doublechecking the grapnel’s still secure, I give Astari a thumbs-up that it’s okay to start climbing. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” says the mage, looking up at me. He waves his hands in the air. “Do these look like the hands of a thief? I’m a mage for cryin’ out loud. The only exercise my avatar does is lifting a writing quill when he scribes incantations in a spell book. You’re going to have to help pull me up.” 
 
    “All right, hold on a minute.” I pull a piton and the pulley out of my bag along with a hammer. Half-sitting, half-leaning out of the opening, I turn around so I’m facing the stone wall and begin hammering the piton into the rockface above the secret door. Every time the hammer strikes the metal piton, I hear the sound of dice rolling in my mind. 
 
    The dice tell me what I’m doing’s dangerous, but hey, what else am I supposed to do? 
 
    I keep hammering. 
 
    On the fourth strike of metal-on-metal contact, a loud buzz fills the cavern 
 
    Ivy yells, “The teleporter’s activating!” 
 
    Spinning around in the opening, I see the teleport pad in the center of the cavern alternatingly glowing white, blue, then red before starting over again. I glance down at my teammates. Vanessa, Thangar, and Ivy are half out of their armor and are scrambling to get it back on. Chanton’s still in his leather, apparently never having taken it off. The big barbarian’s nocking an arrow in his bow while facing the teleporter. 
 
    That’s all the time I’ve got to look. 
 
    Something, maybe a faint grinding noise, causes my avatar to jerk back inside the tunnel a split-second before the secret door slams shut. 
 
    Bam! 
 
    Total darkness. 
 
    Cobwebs cover my face.  
 
    Damn. I’m all alone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 – Spiders 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    With the shutting of the door, I freeze where I am. 
 
    Panic swells up inside me as images of thousands of black widow spiders heading my way through the mass of cobwebs floods my imagination. For a couple of seconds, I’m a little five-year-old boy again, frozen in fear as the eight-legged insect with the red hourglass on its belly slowly climbs up my arm until it starts to sink its fangs into my— 
 
    “Stop it!” I hiss between gritted teeth. “Get control of yourself. You’re a grown man for crying out loud.” 
 
    I’ve been in several very dangerous situations during my combat tours in the military and while rock climbing with my buddies as a civilian. I’m used to having the crap scared out of me, or rather as used to it as one can get. I swear though, I’ve never been in circumstances more frightening than what I’m facing now. Total darkness. Cobwebs. Images of spiders. Cutoff from my teammates. The list goes on. 
 
    The analytical part of my mind that makes me one of the best actuaries at L.D. Trust Insurance Corporation overcomes my rampant emotions. I take a deep breath and let it out. I do the same twice more. I’m still what you might call terrified, but I’m no longer frozen in fear. 
 
    If I could see, it wouldn’t be so bad, but it’s darker than a witch’s heart. 
 
    A mechanical voice comes into my mind. “Were you talking to me, player? Might I suggest the Contact Lenses of Night Seeing?” 
 
    “Crap. I forgot about those. Thanks.” 
 
    Reaching into my pouch, I fumble around until my fingers touch a small metal case the size of my thumb. Pulling it out, I pop the lid open. 
 
    “Don’t you dare drop them,” I whisper, wishing I had someone with me I could talk to besides my in-game assistant. 
 
    Having never needed glasses much less contact lenses, I copy what I’ve seen others do who have. It’s not easy in the dark, but I manage to stick a contact lens on the end of my right index finger. Bending my head back, I hold my right eye open with my left hand as I move my finger toward my eye. Before my finger is within a half-foot of my face, I feel something touch my eye. 
 
    I blink and jerk back. 
 
    The tunnel’s no longer black, at least not from my right eye. The area around me is a complex merging of white, grays, and black. What I’m seeing reminds me of some of the advanced thermal systems I used during my military days. 
 
    I quickly scan the part of the tunnel near me to make sure there’s not some creepy crawler getting ready to slither up my arm. 
 
    There isn’t. 
 
    Placing the second contact lens on the tip of my finger, I tilt my head back again and do the same procedure for my left eye. This time I see the contact lens leap off my finger and head toward my eye. 
 
    I glance around the tunnel with both eyes. All things considered; I can see pretty good. 
 
    The floor vibrates as I hear a muffled explosion from outside the secret door, making it obvious my team is fighting for their lives. 
 
    I’ve got to get to them. 
 
    Scanning the area around the secret door, I see no controls of any kind. I do see the grapnel hooked to the ring in the floor with about four feet of loose rope tied to it. Picking up the line, I look at the frayed end. 
 
    The door must’ve cut the rope when it slammed shut. 
 
    I suppose I should feel lucky the door didn’t cut me in half as it closed, but lost in a dungeon and separated from my team as I am, I’m feeling anything but lucky. 
 
    Another explosion sounds from outside as the floor vibrates again. 
 
    That’s when I hear it. Not the explosion. What I hear isn’t coming from outside. A distinct chittering noise is coming from my left. 
 
    What the hell is that? 
 
    I look to my left, expecting to see a rock wall. I mean, when I first climbed through the opening, the tunnel went to the right, but it ended in a rock wall just a few yards to the left. That’s not what I see now. Instead of solid stone, there’s a vast, cobweb-filled cavern as far as my thermal vision can see. Blobs of white are moving across the webs in my direction. I haven’t used the goggles long enough to figure out the depth perception and size ratio yet, but the moving blobs of white look a hell of a lot bigger than the spiders I’m used to seeing back in the real world. 
 
    Panic starts to take over again. I force my fear aside as my military training kicks in. 
 
    My team needs me. 
 
    Another explosion echoes from outside the stone. 
 
    I’ve got to find a way to get the door open. 
 
    Glancing to my right, I see nothing moving in the tunnel in that direction. I notice the cobwebs hanging from the ceiling look less dense to the right than the mass of silk to my left. 
 
    Dropping the small hammer I’d use to pound in the pitons onto the floor, I pull my plus-two dagger from its sheath with my left hand. Except for my sling, my knife’s all I got. The rest of my gear, including my pack, armor, and sword is back in the ice cavern. A glance at the moving blobs of white heat scurrying toward me from my left tells me that I need another weapon. The spiders, if that’s what I see, are getting way too close. 
 
    Unhooking the grapnel from the ring in the floor, I grip the metal hook and what’s left of the rope in my free hand and take off running down the tunnel to my right. 
 
    I say running, but it’s not much of a run. The cobwebs are sticky affairs that slow my pace down to a fast walk. 
 
    The chittering gets closer. Some of the chittering is very close. 
 
    Spinning around, I see a white blob forming an image of a dog-sized spider not six feet away. It’s coming toward me through the webs at head height. 
 
    A box appears above the massive insect. 
 
    
     Monster: Spider, tunnel, huge   Level: 3   Health: 15   AC: 4   X.P. Value: 220 
 
     Special attack: Poison 
 
   
 
    Twisting the end of the rope around my right hand, I swing the grapnel, using the makeshift weapon like a flail. 
 
    I miss. 
 
    No surprise there since I’ve never used a flail before. Fortunately, my blow spooks the spider enough to cause it to jump back a few feet, buying me a couple of seconds. 
 
    I take off running again. The webs aren’t quite as thick in this part of the tunnel. 
 
    The chittering sounds close again. 
 
    I spin around, swinging my makeshift flail at head height as I turn. 
 
    I hear dice roll. 
 
    The grapnel contacts the spider’s hairy body, knocking it off the web and into the side of the tunnel. Leaping forward I shove the tip of my magic dagger into the creature’s abdomen. Its fangs stab at my arm. 
 
    I hear more dice rolling in my mind. 
 
    The fangs pierce the sleeve of my blouse but miss my flesh. 
 
    Twisting the blade of my dagger in the spider’s abdomen, I shove the tip as deep into the hairy monster as I can. At the same time, I jerk on the rope in a way that allows me to retrieve the metal grapnel with my right hand. 
 
    Switching gears, I use the metal hook like a club, driving one of the three points into the spider’s head. Its fangs snap at my arm again, but only succeed in biting air. The spider’s legs curl up around its body as the massive arachnid stops moving. 
 
    I haven’t got time to gloat over my victory as more chittering echoes in the tunnel. Glancing back the way I came; I see a half-dozen white blobs the size of dogs weaving their way through the cobwebs. One gigantic blob of white-heat at least ten times the size of the others is about thirty yards further back from the smaller blobs. The larger blob is also making its way through the webs, making it obvious the tunnel’s ceiling must be a lot higher than I originally thought. 
 
    What is that thing? 
 
    A box appears over the elephant-sized blob of white. 
 
    
     Monster: Spider, tunnel, giant   Level: 7   Health: 49   AC: 6   X.P. Value: 1,247 
 
     Special attacks: Poison 
 
   
 
    I don’t need an actuarial formula that calculates risk assessment to know I’m dead if I don’t get moving. 
 
    Putting on every ounce of speed in my avatar’s legs, I see a glow in the tunnel ahead. 
 
    That’s got to be torches or lanterns. These contacts are thermal. They only pick up changes in heat. 
 
    I hear chittering right behind me as the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. 
 
    Spinning around, I swing the grapnel at the end of the rope as hard as I can. 
 
    I miss, but the dog-sized spider three paces behind me jumps to the right. 
 
    The elephant-sized spider further back shrieks an ear-piercing sound. 
 
    The half-dozen dog-sized spiders chasing me scurry toward the ceiling and disappear into the mass of cobwebs overhead. 
 
    The gigantic spider’s the only one visible now. Its massive form fills half the width of the tunnel. The monstrous creature’s only twenty yards away and closing fast. 
 
    I turn and run, fear giving me strength to bust through the sticky webs. When the rope with the grapnel gets tangled in a thick clump of spiderwebs, I let the rope go and keep on running. 
 
    The shrieks of the giant spider sound even closer. 
 
    The analytical part of my mind registers the webs are getting thinner as the glow to my front grows brighter. 
 
    I hear the sound of rolling dice in my mind. 
 
    A block of stone in the center of the floor three paces to my front draws my attention. Despite an elephant-sized spider literally breathing down my neck, I sense my avatar recognizing the two-foot-square piece of stone as a trap. An information box pops into existence. 
 
    Trap: Pressure plate; spears from side of tunnel (6) 
 
    I jump over the stone block, hoping the elephant-sized spider will trigger it. 
 
    No such luck. The large spider is running through the webs, and its hairy feet aren’t touching the floor. 
 
    I notice another two-foot-square block ahead. I don’t wait for dice to roll. I just jump over the block and keep on going. 
 
    A third suspicious block appears in my path. I leap over that one too. 
 
    A shriek sounds right behind my ear. The strands of cobwebs around me flutter, telling me my giant pursuer is on the verge of getting me 
 
    My avatar notices a fourth two-foot-square block of stone in the center of the tunnel. 
 
    My analytical mind makes a quick risk assessment. Instead of jumping over the block of stone, I do a summersault across. When I hit the floor, I spin around into a prone position and slap out with my right hand. 
 
    Dice roll. 
 
    My hand hits the center of the two-foot-square piece of stone. 
 
    The giant spider’s mouth is right above me. The creature’s forelegs reach out as a sticky substance on the monster’s feet latches onto my shoulders. The spider starts pulling me toward its gaping mouth. 
 
    At that moment, holes open along the side walls of the tunnel. Out shoot half-a-dozen steel-tipped spears. 
 
    I hear more dice rolls. 
 
    Four of the projectiles hit the spider. Two spears stick into its abdomen. Another spear penetrates a front leg, while the fourth spear goes into the monster’s hairy head. 
 
    The two remaining spears miss me and bounce off the opposite wall before clattering to the floor. One spear lands an armlength away. 
 
    The elephant-sized spider shrieks in what I’m guessing is extreme pain. Not being a spider myself, I can’t be sure, so take it for what it’s worth. 
 
    My thermal lenses pick up streams of hot liquid flowing out of the monster’s head and abdomen. Based upon the nightmarish creature’s continuing efforts to scoop me into its mouth with its front legs, the thing’s far from dead. 
 
    A mechanical voice sounds in my head. “Thought I should point out the spear that hit the spider’s leg knocked its grip loose from your shoulder. Your left arm is now free. Just a little FYI.” 
 
    My thief avatar doesn’t wait for me to come up with a plan. In the blink of an eye, my avatar uses the plus-two magic dagger gripped in my left hand to stab the undamaged leg still glued to my right shoulder. The monstrous spider jerks back, releasing its hold while letting loose with another loud shriek. 
 
    As the elephant-sized spider pulls away, I grab hold of the spear laying on the floor near me. Jumping to my feet, I shove the spear’s steel-tip into the spider’s mouth as far as it’ll go. 
 
    I hear dice roll. 
 
    “Oops!” says a mechanical voice in my mind. “You just made a horrible roll. I suggest trying to do better next time, player.” 
 
    Before I can wonder what the roll was for, my gloved hand slips on the shaft of the spear, sliding toward the spider’s mouth as it does. As I try to pull my hand back, a six-inch-long fang stabs deep into my right forearm. 
 
    Arrgh! 
 
    I hear the sound of more dice rolling. 
 
    Hot fire races all along my arm. 
 
    Oh, God! I’m poisoned. 
 
    Unsure how long it will take for the poison to take me out, I decide to make the best use of whatever time I’ve got remaining. Still clutching my dagger in my left hand, I stab hard at a glowing, plate sized eye. Faster than I’ve ever moved before, I pull the blade free and stab again and again. 
 
    After a fourth stab, the giant spider gives out its loudest shriek of all and falls to the floor. Its eight hairy legs twitch a few times before curling up around its body. 
 
    I hear chittering sounds echoing in the tunnel as the dog-sized spiders that had previously made space for their larger kin begin heading my way again. Actually, it sounds like there’s more of them than there was before. Glancing back down the tunnel, I see dozens of white-heat sources in the webs coming toward me. 
 
    Adrenaline kicks in as I run in the opposite direction. The glow of torches I saw earlier gives me hope the tunnel has an end. The cobwebs become less dense with each stride before ending completely. After three more steps, I exit the roughhewn tunnel into a marble-lined hallway. 
 
    Torches burn in sconces on the side of the hall nearest the tunnel entrance. My avatar takes the initiative and grabs the nearest torch and tosses it into the ten-foot-wide, dark hole that’s the spiders’ tunnel. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    As if the cobwebs are soaked in gasoline, the fire catches hold in a fiery blast that consumes the mass of silk hanging from the tunnel’s ceiling. The images in my thermal contact lenses turn pure white. Heat from the blaze drives me back a dozen steps, then a dozen more. 
 
    Half-blinded by the glare from the fire and the remaining torches, I bend my head low while holding my left hand below my eyes. My Contact Lenses of Night Seeing fall into my palm. Looking up, I see colors again instead of grays and whites. 
 
    The roar of the fire seems less. I turn and face the tunnel to see over a dozen withering bodies mixed in with the flaming cobwebs. As I watch, the flames die out, but the acrid smoke drives me still further down the hallway away from the tunnel entrance. 
 
    The dense cloud of smoke brings on a fit of coughing. Seeking cleaner air before I pass out, I run down the hall without bothering to check for traps. Did I say run? It’s more of a stagger. What with the spider’s poison continuing to run up and down my right arm and the black smoke, it’s all I can do to move one foot in front of the other. 
 
    The marble hallway I’m in takes a hard turn to the right. I practically fall around the corner. Miraculously, I find myself sucking in lungful’s of relatively fresh air. 
 
    As my breathing slows, Max’s mechanical voice says, “Not sure if this is enough points to warrant updating you or not, Steve, but you have been awarded 9,467 experience points for your fight with the spiders. It is hard for me to determine when to tell you or not tell you about your awards since your request not to be bothered with the rinky-dink stuff is outside my established protocol.” 
 
    Struggling with the pain in my right arm, I glance at the wound from the spider’s fang. It’s bleeding profusely. While I’m able to move my arm a little, I can almost feel the poison burning beneath my flesh. I can’t help but wonder why I’m still alive. 
 
    “Max. The information box said the spider’s bite was poisonous. Why aren’t I dead? Am I immune or something?” 
 
    “Hardly, player. Some bites from poisonous creatures are dry strikes. Let me check the log. Oh, there it is. You made a horrible roll to see if you could keep from being bitten, but your second roll to check if you would be poisoned was better. The spider only managed to inject some of its poison in you. Based upon the amount of poison that entered your bloodstream, your arm will hurt, but you will not die.” 
 
    Somewhat relieved, I remember what else my in-game assistant had said. “Oh, Max, you don’t have to keep asking me each time whether to tell me my experience awards. Just do what you need to do. I won’t yell at you anymore about it.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Steve. I do feel more comfortable when I follow protocol. With that said:” 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 9,467 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 24,746    Next Level: 28,001 
 
   
 
    Now that I know I’m not going to die from the poison, I take a little more interest in what my in-game assistant’s telling me. “Uh, that’s more points than I would’ve expected, Max. Why so many? I mean, it’s divided six ways, right?” 
 
    “No, it is not. Since you are separated from your team, you get all the points for the encounter. You received points for three giant spiders, thirty-five of the large spiders, and another two hundred points for spotting traps.” 
 
    “Uh, I only remember killing the giant spider that bit me and one of the dog-sized spiders.” 
 
    “Actually, you killed way more than that when you threw the torch into the cobwebs. The resulting fire burned thirty-four of the dog-sized spiders as you call them. Plus, two more of the elephant-sized spiders had just entered the tunnel when the fire caught them. You received all the experience points for your actions.” 
 
    “So, the rest of my team don’t get any of those points?” 
 
    “No, Steve, they do not. If it makes you feel any better, you do not get a share of the kills they made back in the ice cavern since you are also cut off from them.” 
 
    The thought of my teammates being in a fight reminds me of the explosions I heard. “Is the rest of my team still alive? Are any of them hurt? How do I link back up with them?” 
 
    “I am sorry, but that information is not in my list of authorized responses. I can only provide explanations for questions you have about the rules.” 
 
    His words remind me of something else. “That’s a lie. You suggested I use my contact lenses. Not to mention you told me about my left arm being free. That wasn’t exactly explaining the rules.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Those exceptions were authorized by Master Player Blue. He is very impressed with the way you are evolving in the game.” 
 
    “I could care less if he’s impressed or not.” 
 
    “You might want to make an attitude adjustment, Steve. The master players have a lot of leeway in what they can do or not do to assist their players while still remaining within the limits of the rules. Master Player Blue has assisted you in the game more than you realize. That’s all I can say on the subject, so please do not ask for clarification.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. It’s not in your list of authorized responses.” I poke my head around the corner of the hall and look back at the still smoking tunnel. “I’ve got to get back to the secret door and link up with my friends, Max. Any suggestions?” 
 
    “Hmm. Do you realize this is the first time you have called your teammates your friends?” 
 
    I think about it a second. I know I’ve only been with them a few days, but they are my friends. Even the dwarf’s my friend in an antagonistic sort of way. 
 
    “Well, I need to get back to my team. Can you help me get through the secret door or not?” 
 
    “I can provide an updated map back to the secret door in question since you have been there, player, but I would advise against returning to the tunnel. The fire destroyed the webs in the main passageway, but it did nothing to the nest in the cave you saw to the left of the secret door. The spiders you killed were only a few of many. There are hundreds of others. Some of them are entering the tunnel as we speak. The safest thing for you to do would be to continue forward and hope for the best.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like an explanation of the rules. Is it another exception from Master Player Blue?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Steve. That is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    Glancing back at the burnt-out tunnel, I think I see several somethings moving in the gloom, but I can’t be sure. I consider putting the contact lenses I’m holding in my hand back on my eyes so I can see what’s in the tunnel, but decide against it. To be honest, I’ve seen all the spiders I want to see, whether in living color or as thermal blotches of white and gray. 
 
    Placing the lenses into their container, I stick them in my pouch. Manipulating my right arm isn’t easy. While I may not be dying, the spider bite still hurts like the dickens. Between the bloody fang holes in my forearm and the burning from the poison, I know I can’t continue like I am. 
 
    Although I hate to do it, I reach into my pouch and pull out one of the vials of pink liquid Vanessa stuck in the leather bag. Removing the cap from the vial, I swallow every drop of the healing potion. A feeling of warmth washes over my body. Within seconds, the wound on my right arm closes over. Even the blisters on the back of my left hand from my fight with the mummy go away. Plus, my mouth’s no longer dry, and my eyes don’t sting from their previous exposure to the smoke. I still feel the burning of the poison beneath my flesh, but it seems to be lessening. 
 
    “That was smart using the healing potion, Steve,” says Max, who seems to be getting awfully chummy considering the fact I think he’s a cosmic version of a computer. “The blood flow from your wound could have alerted monsters to your presence. Also, you do not have your gear, which means you are without water or rations. The healing potion has replenished your body. That should buy you a few hours. And as you have ascertained, the effects of the spider’s poison are wearing off, so you should be as good as new in a few minutes.” 
 
    I take another glance at the burnt-out tunnel. Seeing even more movement in the shadows, I give up any hope of returning to the secret door. I’m very aware I got lucky getting out of the tunnel alive. With only a dagger and sling as weapons, and having no armor, reentering the tunnel isn’t an option. 
 
    Turning back to the marbled hallway, I square my shoulders and move forward, checking for traps as I go. Every few steps I catch myself looking over my shoulder to make sure no spiders are sneaking up on me. I swear, I hate spiders. 
 
    Before long, I come upon a four-way intersection where a smaller corridor crosses through the larger hallway. I opt to stick to the main hall. After peeking around the corner and seeing nothing of interest, I dash across the intersection before continuing down the hall as I check for traps. Once I travel another fifty yards or so, the hall turns right. Going around that corner, I see it turn right again after another twenty yards. I continue down the hall another thirty yards. Glancing at the map being drawn in my mind, it looks like the hallway I’m in should intersect the side corridor I crossed earlier. Only it doesn’t. 
 
    “Max, are you sure this map is right? I should’ve hit the other hallway by now.” 
 
    “You mean using the rules of your world you should have intersected the other hall. You are in the game. The rules you knew back on Earth do not always apply here. The map is correct. Take my word for it.” 
 
    Since I don’t have any choice but to take his word for it, I continue walking. I make four more righthand turns which should have me walking the same path I was on, but it doesn’t. Just as I’m about to turn around and retrace my steps to one of the side hallways I passed earlier, I hear a noise up ahead. It sounds like a human groan. 
 
    I stand dead still, straining my ears to hear. Since my avatar’s a thief, I’ve got pretty good hearing. I hear another groan. It’s followed by someone cursing in a low voice. The voice sounds feminine. Moving forward as quietly as I can, I hold my dagger to my front, ready to strike whatever or whoever’s ahead if the need arises. Considering where I am and what I’ve seen in the past few hours, I have a feeling the need to defend myself is definitely going to arise. 
 
    I make one more righthand turn. The hall goes ten feet before the left wall disappears, forming a bridge-like opening thirty feet in length where the left and right walls of the hall should be. The side wall reappears past the opening as the hall continues on for at least another thirty feet before making a hard turn to the right. 
 
    Peeking around the corner of the cutout in the wall, I see a well-lit chamber fifty feet below. From what I can tell, the hallway I’m on forms a bridge over the chamber below. The walls of the lower room appear to be made of solid black glass. Smack dab in the center of the hundred-by-hundred-foot room is a woman in leather armor. Her left leg’s stuck up to the knee in the tiled floor as if she’s stepped into some type of punji pit. 
 
    It doesn’t take me long to recognize who the woman is. 
 
    She’s none other than red team’s assassin. 
 
    It’s Jalena. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 – Friend or Foe 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Barely breathing, I watch as the assassin tugs at her left leg with both hands. The same low groan I heard earlier drifts up to me. The left leg of her pants, already dark with blood, oozes more of the life-giving substance onto the floor where it joins a large pool of dark liquid. Having seen someone bleed to death during my time in the military, I have a hard time believing all the blood on the floor is hers. 
 
    In the midst of my wondering at the source of all the blood, the brown-haired assassin reaches into a small bag tied to her belt and pulls out a vial of pink liquid. Removing the cap, she drains the bottle dry and drops it onto the floor where it joins three empty vials already there. 
 
    Curious, I will an information box into existence over the woman. 
 
    
     Name: Jalena   Race: Human (female) 
 
     Class: Assassin   Level: 5   Health: 8 (21)   Armor Class: 9 
 
   
 
    Looking at the spot where her left leg disappears into the floor, I will another box into existence. 
 
    
     Trap: Pit, small, 1 ft. X 1 ft., metal barbs 
 
     Poison Damage: 1-2 per 6 seconds, save for half, critical save for no damage. 
 
   
 
    I barely make out the knife-like pieces of metal slanted downward along the edge of the one-foot-by-one-foot hole that’s preventing the assassin from removing her leg. 
 
    Remembering Thangar’s admonition if I ever get the chance to backstab the assassin I should take it, I duck behind my corner of the wall. She’s too far away to backstab, but I have another idea. Sticking my dagger in its sheath, I pull out my sling and a plus-one metal bullet from the bag tied to my belt. After positioning the bullet in the sling’s leather pocket, I peek around the corner and gauge the distance to red team’s assassin. Including the downward angle, it’s at least a seventy-foot shot. I duck back around the corner. 
 
    “Max, what are my odds of killing her with a single hit from my sling? She’s only got a health of eight.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. I swear players ask questions that do not have a good answer. A standard sling projectile has a damage potential of two to five points. You are using plus-one bullets, so in theory, if you hit your target, you could potentially cause three to six points of damage to her health, which would lead an average player to think he or she could not kill something with a health of eight with a single bullet. However, as I am sure you are aware from your game-playing days in college, a player’s health or hit points includes more than just the ability to take physical damage. For instance, your avatar’s potential full health is currently twenty-one. A typical grizzly bear might have a health of thirty to thirty-five, which is only a little higher than yours. Grizzly bears have been known to take a bullet to the heart and keep on coming long enough to kill the hunter who shot them. Do you think you could take a bullet to the heart and continue to fight?” 
 
    “Uh, no, but that’s not what I’m ask—” 
 
    You obviously could not take that kind of damage, yet your health is close to that of a grizzly. So, you are probably asking yourself right about now, what exactly is health?” 
 
    I’m not asking myself that, but I let Max ramble. After all, the assassin isn’t going anywhere. There’s still plenty of time to kill her. 
 
    “Health,” Max continues, “is a combination of physical condition, luck, fighting skill, training, and a few dozen other things that are not in my list of authorized responses, so do not bother asking. The end result is there is more to killing something than just a weapon’s damage potential and the health of the target.” 
 
    What Max is saying pisses me off a little. As an actuary, I spend a lot of time plugging numbers into formulas and using the results to make risk assessments. Formulas need dependable rules. 
 
    “Tell me this, Max. If a comparison of health and weapon’s damage can’t be relied on, then why bother having them in the first place.” 
 
    “It is only a reference point, Steve. Players need reference points. The game developer used health and damage to provide a reference. For instance, let’s say you fire your magic bullet at the assassin. Part of her remaining eight health is composed of fighting skill and training along with her actual physical condition. Depending on dice rolls, even in her reduced state of physical wellbeing, she might sense the bullet heading her way and duck, making you miss. That miss may or may not remove part of her health; not the physical part of course, but some of the other elements that make up health such as luck.” 
 
    “If I don’t hit her, then it shouldn’t reduce her health at all. I don’t care what you say. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Steve, Steve, Steve. Are you even listening to me? Part of her health is luck, skill, and training. Even though you miss, part of her luck may be temporarily reduced, which would increase the odds of you getting a killing blow on the next shot.” 
 
    “You know, Max, considering the fact there’s supposed to be rules to this game, you’re making them see awfully arbitrary. Plus, you mentioned luck. I haven’t seen any luck statistic on any character sheets or information boxes. Heck, even my character sheet doesn’t have a luck ability slot on it.” 
 
    “Of course, it does, Steve. As does everyone and everything else’s. You are just not authorized to view it. Your avatar currently has two-hundred-and-thirty-seven thousand characteristics associated with it. Your limited mind could not begin to understand the relationship of all those characteristics to one another. You asked me if a single shot with your sling could kill Jalena. The answer is probably not, but it is not a definite no. You might get a critical hit in your dice throw, or she might get a critical defense roll. Or her luck, skill, and abilities might overrule your luck, skill, and abilities. Or the gamemaster may use a god-blessing to allow the bullet from your sling to hit a fatal point on the assassin’s head and kill her outright with a single blow. On the other hand, a god-blessing for Jalena may cause a bat to fly in the path of your projectile and cause you to miss. There is so much more to calculating what happens than a simple roll of the cosmic dice.” 
 
    “What are god-blessings?” 
 
    “Sorry, Steve, but that is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    “You’re no help.” 
 
    “Of course, I am, player, just not in the way you want me to be.” 
 
    I hear a sob from the lower room. Glancing around the corner of the hall with one eye, I see the red team’s assassin bent over, holding her left leg with both hands as if trying to relieve some of the pressure on it. I notice her shoulders shake as I hear another sob. 
 
    Is she crying? 
 
    I’m not sure. I mean, she’s a hard-assed assassin, right? Still, I’m not as enthused about using my sling on her as I was a few seconds earlier. A memory of a time in Afghanistan when one of my buddies was critically wounded comes to my mind. I remember sitting next to him as he lay on the litter. I held his hand while we waited for the medevac chopper to arrive. He kept begging me over and over not to leave him. I’m pretty sure he knew he wasn’t going to make it despite the fact I was telling him everything was going to be okay. He knew I couldn’t do anything to prevent his approaching death. I don’t believe he was scared of dying, but at the same time, I don’t think he wanted to be alone when he died. I stayed with him to the very end. I still have dreams about it. Sometimes in my dreams, I’m the one sitting next to his litter holding his hand. Other times, I’m the one on the litter begging him not to leave me alone. 
 
    As I look at the leather-clad woman below, my heart softens. 
 
    Maybe she doesn’t want to die alone either? 
 
    I sigh and shake my head. 
 
    I suppose nobody deserves to die all by themselves. The least I can do is let her know someone’s here with her, even if I can’t do anything to help. 
 
    Resolved, I step around the corner and say, “Got yourself into a bit of a predic—” 
 
    The assassin moves so fast my brain barely comprehends what she’s doing. Fortunately, my avatar’s reflexes are faster than my mind. 
 
    As the assassin whips the crossbow off her back and fires at the balcony, my thief avatar dives behind the corner of the hall. Something whizzes by my head a split-second before I get behind the protective corner. 
 
    A lock of my hair falls to the floor. 
 
    Damn, that was close. I didn’t even see her cock and load the quarrel in the crossbow. I didn’t hear a dice roll either. 
 
    Rising to my feet with my back hard against the wall, I count to ten in an attempt to control my breathing. 
 
    “You still alive up there, asshole?” comes Jalena’s voice from below the balcony. 
 
    I consider keeping her guessing, but finally opt to say, “Yeah, I’m still alive. It was close though.” 
 
    “How about sticking your head back around the corner? I’ll see if I can do better the next time.” 
 
    I half-laugh. I suppose adrenaline makes a person do strange things. “No, that’s all right. Once is enough.” 
 
    I slide down into a sitting position, keeping my back flat against the wall. 
 
    All’s quiet for another thirty seconds. I hear a low groan, but I’m not stupid enough to stick my nose around the corner to see what’s happening. I mentally kick myself for not sticking my mirror in my pocket before I left the ice cavern. 
 
    A mumbling sound comes from below, but I can’t make out the words. 
 
    “Were you talking to me?” I ask. 
 
    Ten seconds go by. 
 
    Jalena’s answer comes in a voice a whole lot weaker than it was a little while ago. “I said, why do you have to be the one to loot my body? You murdered Dresdel.” 
 
    “I’ve never murdered anyone in my life. I certainly didn’t kill your friend. Hell, I’ve only been here a couple of days.” 
 
    “You’re a liar. You’d say anything to save your sorry ass.” 
 
    As I’ve said before, I’m normally a pretty easy-going guy, but my temper can get riled just like anyone else’s. “Why the hell would I bother lying to you? Face it. You ain’t going to be around long. If you don’t bleed to death in the next five minutes, the poison will kill you. Serves you right too for being so stubborn.” 
 
    Dead silence for a dozen heartbeats. It’s enough time for my conscience to get the better of me. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Astari told me what happened; what the first Quantas did to your team’s mage. I’m guessing Dresdel was your lover or something?” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    I can’t help but wonder if she’s dead, but I’m not so curious I want to stick my head around the corner to find out. 
 
    A soft voice barely above a whisper finally replies. “Dresdel was only nine. He was scared. I told him that I was going to take care of him. He believed me. Then you…the first Quantas, stuck a knife in his back. For what? We’d just gotten to town and were in the middle of our tutorials. None of us had any treasure. Dresdel was murdered for a couple of copper pieces and a few lousy experience points.” 
 
    I chew that around for a couple of heartbeats. It’s hard to chew. I know I wasn’t the one who killed him, but an avatar who looks exactly like me did. “Maybe your friend’s still alive back in the real world. It was just his avatar that got ki—” 
 
    I hear the clink of glass on stone. 
 
    Jalena speaks in a voice much stronger than it was a few seconds earlier. “His name was Jamal. He was trapped in an apartment fire with no way out when he was offered a chance to play the game. Master Player Red told him as long as he completed his missions, he could stay in the game. If he failed; even once; he’d go back to the real world and the fire. He was an innocent child, and he was scared beyond anything you can imagine. I promised I’d help him succeed. I told him that he’d be able to stay in the game. I told him I wasn’t going to let him die. Then you…or the first Quantas whoever that was, butchered him like some animal.” 
 
    The story touches me in a way that shakes me to the very core. I was behind a Humvee once when it hit a mine. The vehicle caught fire. I helped drag out two burning soldiers. The smell was…well, it’s not something you can forget. The army pinned a medal on my chest. Big deal. I didn’t do crap. I heard both soldiers died a few days later, never making it out of the burn ward. Maybe they’d have been better off if they’d died in their vehicle. Hell, I don’t know. All I know for sure is I hate fire almost as much as I detest spiders. 
 
    I whisper, “I’m sorry,” before I even realize the words are coming out of my mouth. 
 
    Apparently, the acoustics in the glass-walled chamber are excellent because I hear a whispered, “So am I.” 
 
    The tinkle of glass on stone is followed by a half-laugh. “That was my last healing potion. You won’t have to wait long now to loot my body. I’m sure that’ll make you happy.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything against you, Jalena. I never have. And you don’t have to worry about me looting your corpse. I don’t have a rope, and unless I missed something, those fifty-foot glass walls are unclimbable.” 
 
    An almost maniacal laugh echoes up from the lower chamber. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. What kind of thief doesn’t have a rope? You’re pathetic, you know that?” 
 
    For some reason her words strike me as funny. I can’t help but laugh when I think of what else I don’t have. “If you think me not having a rope’s pathetic, you’ll get a kick out of this. I don’t have armor or any weapons beside a dagger and a sling.” I have a bout of laughter at the hopelessness of the situation. “Plus, I’m separated from my team. My avatar will probably be dead before your body’s cold. Shortly after that, I’ll be back in the real world sitting in my pickup on a mountain road with an 18-wheeler about to make me a bug-splatter on its bumper. Hopefully, that’ll give you a little consolation.” 
 
    I think I hear a chuckle, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    “I suppose it’s a little comforting.” She pauses. “Dammit. I’ve passed through this glass room a dozen times in the last month, and there’s never been a hint of a trap. I was in a hurry, so I didn’t bother checking this time. I got careless. Now I’m going to pay for my mistake with my life.” 
 
    “What you got was screwed by the master players. Some of them got together and made sure the dungeon was temporarily changed. I suppose the changes were on account of me.” 
 
    “You?” Despite being in the process of bleeding to death, she seems genuinely curious. 
 
    “Yeah, me. From what we can gather, Master Player Blue convinced some of the other master players to allow him to bend the rules enough to give me a slight edge. I guess in return, the other master players were allowed to change the dungeon along with requiring Master Player Blue to make a sizeable increase in his wager. I think the master players who are betting against him want to kill blue team off in order to take me out. Red, tan, and green teams were unfortunate enough to get caught in the dungeon with us.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you saw the two tan team members in the bridge control room then?” 
 
    I nod, which is silly. I’m still out of sight behind the corner and plan on staying there. “Yeah, we saw ‘em. In fact, I’m wearing Prentis’s boots. Figured he wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Are you saying you were able to loot tan team’s bodies? You would’ve had to kill everything in the room. How many of blue team died doing it? Is Vanessa still alive? I liked her. 
 
    “Tan team softened the wyvern and mummies up, so we managed to take them out without any losses.” I suppose the situation’s a tad surreal since I’m having a conversation with a trained assassin who swore she’d kill me, but I have to ask something that’s been bothering me. “How’d red team make it through there without anyone dying? You didn’t even have a priestess.” 
 
    There’s silence for a dozen heartbeats. 
 
    “No, we lost Casey shortly after we entered the dungeon. Couldn’t find a way out, so we crossed the wall and came into this part of the dungeon hoping one of the exits would be open.” 
 
    “So, there is an exit on this side of the wall?” 
 
    She hesitates a couple of seconds before saying, “We’ve found two in the past. They’re both closed now. We were hoping to find a third, but the way to the part of the dungeon past the wall we haven’t searched yet is blocked. I backtracked to here hoping I could find a new path.” 
 
    “How’d you extend the bridge over the lava without having to fight the wyvern and its buddies? 
 
    Another hesitation. When she speaks, her voice is noticeably weaker. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now. I stripped naked except for my headband. Then Raven, our mage, cast an invisibility spell on me. The sides in the tunnel and the control room are roughcut, so I managed to climb along the wall and above the bridge controls unseen and unheard. I extended the bridge and made my way back. No sweat.” 
 
    I’d been impressed with her before. I’m super-impressed now. The avatar part of me knows circumventing the length of the tunnel while staying quiet enough not to be heard by the mummy or the wyvern is something I couldn’t have done. It’s something no one should be able to do as far as my avatar is concerned. 
 
    “You mentioned a headband. Why didn’t you take that off along with your clothes? Is it magic or something?” 
 
    Silence is my only reply. 
 
    “You still alive?” I ask. 
 
    The assassin responds with a weak laugh. “Why don’t you stick your head around the corner and find out?” 
 
    Oh, she’s definitely alive. 
 
    I remain safely behind my corner. 
 
    The seconds pass. A morbid part of me wonders how long I’ll need to wait before it’ll be safe to move. I’m not sure how potent the poison in the pit trap is. 
 
    She sounds weaker, but for all I know, she’s faking to get a shot at me. 
 
    A minute passes before the assassin speaks again. “You still there, thief?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here. I know how much you’d miss me if I left.” 
 
    I think I hear a low chuckle. Can’t be sure though. 
 
    She sighs. “How about telling Vanessa for me that it took blue team long enough to find the lever to extend the stairs over the wall? I expected better from her. Red team located it the first week we got to the dungeon.” 
 
    “What stairs?” I ask before I have time to think about what I’m saying. 
 
    She doesn’t reply for a few seconds. “What do you mean, what stairs? How’d you get over the wall if you didn’t use the stairs? No one can climb that concave of a cliff. The thing’s too slick, and you can’t pound in pitons due to the teleporter.” 
 
    Not that I planned to ever go into the tunnel with the spiders again, but I’d already screwed up by basically admitting we didn’t know anything about any stairs over the wall. I know it would be foolish to give any more information away, but then again, this wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been called a fool. The analytical part of my mind makes the decision for me based upon the reality of the situation. 
 
    “Ah, what the hell? We’re both going to be dead soon anyway. There’s a secret door about seventy feet above the entrance to the ice cavern. I climbed up and lowered a rope for the others. The secret door slammed shut and cut the rope before the rest of my team could climb up and join me. I left most of my gear in the cavern with the others so I could climb to the secret door. I wound up alone in a tunnel of spiders the size of dogs and an eight-legged monster as large as an elephant. I managed to get away and wound up here.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you mean the tunnel with all the cobwebs. It’s full of spiders, you say?” 
 
    “It was. I managed to kill a few when I burned the cobwebs. Max says there’s a large chamber at the other end of the tunnel that’s crawling with spiders the size of elephants. According to Max, they’re pretty pissed I killed their friends. You couldn’t pay me to go in that tunnel again.” 
 
    “Well, if that way’s closed off, it means my team’s screwed.” 
 
    “Why screwed?” 
 
    Voice barely above a whisper now, Jalena says, “We’ve always avoided the cobweb tunnel. Figured it was too dangerous. But desperate times call for desperate measures. Since we couldn’t find another way out, I was on my way to check if the cobweb tunnel led to an exit. The others were going to wait for me until I got back. Sounds like your spider-tunnel is a no-go, so my team’s screwed.” She laughs softly. “Red team and what’s left of tan is going to die.” She laughs a laugh that’s full of sadness. “Everyone in the dungeon’s going to die.” 
 
    “Jalena, you mentioned a st—” 
 
    “Enough. Let me die in peace. I don’t think you’ll have to wait long.” 
 
    I remain quiet. I can appreciate the fact that talking to the person she’s hated for so long isn’t a peaceful way to die. The silence is oppressive. Not knowing if she’s alive or dead makes the quiet even worse. 
 
    Just to have something to do, I start planning my route ahead. Concentrating on the part of the hall that forms the walkway over the glassy room below, I check for traps as best I can. I see none, but then again, it’s hard to spot a trap from forty feet away. I look at the far end of the overlook where the corner of the opposite wall begins. On a lark, I will an information box into existence, expecting it to detail the type of stone the hallway’s made from. A translucent box appears on the wall across the walkway about four feet above the floor. 
 
    Secret Trap Controls: Lower room 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I concentrate on the exact spot where the information box is and will a more detailed box into existence. I get a whole lot more than I asked for. A schematic appears in my mind of a set of controls behind a block in the stone wall. One of the hidden levers appears to activate the trap while a second deactivates it. The control for the trap is currently activated. 
 
    Now what do I do? 
 
    It occurs to me that I have an opportunity to save the assassin’s life if I’ve a mind to do so. Assuming, of course, she’s not already dead. 
 
    The question is, do I really want to save the life of someone who swore they’d kill me? 
 
    It doesn’t take me long to decide. Like I’ve said, my mother always said I was a nice guy at heart. I’m about to prove she was right. 
 
    “Jalena. Are you still alive?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Look, I know I’m not your favorite person in the world, but I spotted a set of controls across the walkway that controls the trap your leg’s caught in. 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    “Jalena, talk to me. Do you understand what I’m saying? I may be able to save you. Don’t you want to live?” 
 
    A voice almost too weak to hear says, “I don’t believe you. You just want to get across the walkway without getting shot. If there was a set of controls for the trap up there, why didn’t you mention it earlier?” 
 
    “The controls are in a secret compartment where the hallway starts again. I just spotted it.” 
 
    I hear what might be a weak snort. 
 
    “Now I know you’re lying. No one can detect a secret compartment from forty feet away.” 
 
    Time’s short. The weakness of her voice tells me that much. 
 
    “Jalena, I didn’t murder your friend. You can either believe me or not. And I’m not lying to you about the trap controls. It’s like I told you earlier, Master Player Blue gave me an edge. I get information boxes about things I have no right to see. Max also says Master Player Blue tries to help me from time to time. I think he’s helping me now. I think he wants me to save your life for some reason.” 
 
    Actually, I hadn’t thought any of that until now, but as soon as I say it, I’m sure I’m right. 
 
    “Believe me or not, but there’s a set of controls across the walkway. To free you, I just need to deactivate the trap. I’d do it without asking, but I don’t want to get a crossbow bolt in the back getting over there. I’ll make a deal with you. If you slide your crossbow out of reach, I’ll walk to the other side of the bridge and deactivate the trap.” 
 
    A half-dozen heartbeats pass. 
 
    “It’s too late,” she says finally. “Even if my leg’s freed, I’m out of healing potions. I’ll bleed to death anyway. Plus, I’m poisoned. I can feel the venom burning through my body. I’m dead no matter what you do.” 
 
    “No! You’re not dead. I’ve got a healing potion and an anti-poison potion too. I’ll throw them down to you once I get across the walkway. You’ve still got a chance to live. You’ve got to trust me. I can save you.” 
 
    “Throw them down now if you’ve got them.” 
 
    “Uh, I’d feel more comfortable waiting until I’m across the bridge before I give them to you.” 
 
    “Trust goes both ways.” 
 
    “I know it does, but you’re the one in the trap, and I’m the one with the potions and the ability to get to the controls. Now, slide your crossbow to the other side of the room. That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    It’s a full ten seconds before I hear the sound of something large being slid hard across the floor. 
 
    Finally, she’s being logical. 
 
    I step out from behind my protective corner of the hall. “Glad to see you’re listening to rea—” 
 
    I freeze in my tracks as my avatar notices the assassin’s backpack on the floor against the wall on the opposite side of the glass room. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the room with her leg still in the trap is Jalena, and her loaded crossbow is aimed at my chest. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 – Mutual Objective 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    We stare at each other for a couple of heartbeats. I can’t help but notice the assassin’s face is pale-white from loss of blood. Her arms quiver slightly, but they’re not shaking so much I’m willing to bet my life she’ll miss. 
 
    “Throw me down the potions, thief, and I’ll let you cross. Otherwise, I’ll shoot you where you stand.” 
 
    There’s an art to risk analysis, and sometimes you’ve got to make a choice and go with it. I’m not happy with my possible choices, but I take the risk anyway. 
 
    “If you shoot me, I’m just as liable to fall on the walkway as I am the room. Even if I fall down there with you, my body probably won’t be close enough to get the potions off me.” 
 
    “Give me those potions, thief,” she growls. “This is my last warning.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I’m going to walk across this bridge and deactivate the trap. Once I do, I’ll throw you the potions. You’ve got to trust me.” 
 
    “I don’t trust anyone.” 
 
    “Well, if you shoot me, you die. If I don’t do what I say I’m going to do; you die. If we stand here doing nothing, you die. Face it. I’m you’re only hope. I can save your life, but you’ve got to trust me.” 
 
    For a tense six seconds, nothing happens. 
 
    I run the numbers in my mind and come to a decision. I begin walking across the bridge, more than half expecting a steel-tipped quarrel to pierce my back at any moment. When I’m halfway across, I glance down. The assassin’s sitting on the floor with her crossbow on the floor beside her. Whether it’s because she’s too weak to continue standing, or she’s just given up, I don’t know. 
 
    Actually, I doubt she’s the type to ever give up. Whatever the reason she’s sitting on the floor, I’m glad her weapon isn’t pointed at me any longer. I walk at a faster pace in case she changes her mind. 
 
    Once I reach the far side of the walkway, I waste no time checking for traps around the area where the controls are at. I see none. 
 
    Now what? I wonder. 
 
    “Might I suggest feeling around for a hidden catch,” says a mechanical voice in my mind. 
 
    I do just that and hear a click. 
 
    A section of the stone rotates out, revealing a set of controls behind it. Picking out the lever with the word ‘DEACTIVATE’ below it, I move the handle. 
 
    “Arrgh!” comes a cry from below. 
 
    Stepping back around the corner, I see Jalena still sitting on the floor. Her leg’s no longer in the trap, and she’s doing her best to tie a belt around her bleeding limb. 
 
    Her eyes glance up and lock with mine. “Well? Are you going to throw me those potions? Or are you going to stand there and watch me bleed to death?” 
 
    Pulling the anti-poison potion out of my pouch, I cock my arm back. “I hope you’re a good catcher.” 
 
    “I hope you’re a better thrower than you are a thief.” 
 
    I toss the glass vial in her direction. While I might not be a better thrower than I am a thief, my avatar’s excellent at his thievery skills. The precious bottle flies straight into the assassin’s waiting hands. 
 
    She doesn’t waste time. The assassin breaks the seal on the bottle and chugs the liquid down. 
 
    After she tosses the empty vial onto the floor, I throw her the bottle of pink liquid. She catches it as easily as she did the first. Once its contents are down her throat, she straightens and snatches her crossbow off the floor. Jumping up, she aims the loaded weapon at my heart. I notice her arms are no longer quivering. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding,” I say, more pissed than afraid. “I just saved your life. I kept my word. You need to keep yours.” 
 
    She stares at me a second before saying, “I didn’t give you my word about anything.” 
 
    “Ah,” says Max in my mind. “I have reviewed the logs of the last few minutes. The assassin is correct. She never committed to anything. You are the one who was foolish enough to make promises.” 
 
    Piss. 
 
    The crossbow lowers slightly in the assassin’s hands. “Oh, what the hell. Go. I’ve got to get back to my friends. Tell Vanessa ‘Hi’ for me.” 
 
    For some reason I don’t move. 
 
    Jalena’s eyes narrow. “Are you deaf? I said ‘Go.’ Now get out of my sight before I change my mind.” 
 
    I don’t move. 
 
    She shakes her head. “You’re about the dumbest thief I’ve ever met. I’m not going to shoot you in the back if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    It wasn’t, but I suppose it’s something to consider. 
 
    I notice despite having downed the healing potion the assassin’s face is pale as a vampire. Not that I’ve ever seen a vampire outside of a movie, but her skin tone’s what I think a vampire’s flesh would look like. A thought crosses my mind that I hope I never see a vampire in the flesh. Since I’m in a fantasy game, it’s probably a valid concern. 
 
    “You don’t look so good,” I tell her.  
 
    She takes her left hand off the crossbow and touches her face but immediately grabs back hold of her weapon. “You don’t look so good yourself, ass-wipe. At least I’m not covered in spider goo.” 
 
    I suppose I do look bad, but then again, who wouldn’t if they’d had an elephant-sized spider as a playmate. 
 
    Raising both hands in a sign of stopping motion, I say, “No. I mean you’ve lost a lot of blood. Are you going to be all right?” 
 
    “I’ll have to be, won’t I?” she snaps. “Unless of course you’ve got a couple of extra-healing potions you want to toss down to me.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Sorry. I gave you all I had. Do your teammates have any extras they can give you?” 
 
    “Why the sudden interest? You planning on getting the rest of your team and ambushing us to take our stuff?” 
 
    For some reason her question pisses me off. “Damnit! What is it with you people in this game? I can’t even show a little compassion without someone thinking I’m trying to trick ‘em?” 
 
    She glares at me for a second before her eyes soften slightly. She lowers her crossbow some; not a lot, but some. I’m not sure if it’s because she’s tired, or she’s decided she doesn’t want to shoot me after all. 
 
    “You’re in the game too,” she says. “We’re competitors. Only one team can possess the orb. The rest are screwed.” 
 
    My brain’s working double time as I weigh risks and probabilities. 
 
    “Point noted, I’ll give you that,” I tell her. “But in blue team’s case, we’re not looking for the orb now. We’re just trying to get out of this dungeon alive. We’ll worry about the orb another day. What about your team? Are you trying to find the orb, or are you just trying to get what’s left of your team out of here in one piece?” 
 
    She takes her eyes off me for a second, but only a second. 
 
    The floor vibrates slightly as an explosion sounds in the distance. 
 
    “Your friends are in trouble unless I miss my guess,” Jalena says. “That wasn’t a fireball.” 
 
    “No, it’s probably one of the exploding stones we looted off those two bodies from tan team. We found five. That’s the fourth explosion I’ve heard.” 
 
    
     Player Ivy: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Six Tracker! 
 
   
 
    I smile. “Ivy just gained a level. She’s a sixth level tracker now.” 
 
    The assassin’s eyes flash fire. 
 
    My smile goes away. 
 
    “What the hell are you standing around talking to me for?” Jalena says. “Your team’s fighting for their lives. I’d think you’d want to be with them.” 
 
    I do. More than she can possibly know. There is too much military in me not to want to be with them. In fact, it’s all I can do to keep from running blindly in the direction of the explosions. The analytical mind of mine has other ideas. 
 
    “Max, she mentioned the possibility of an exit being in the spider cave. Is she right?” 
 
    “I am sorry, player. That information is not in my list of authorized responses. All I can do is explain the rules of the game to you.” 
 
    I know that’s a lie. He’s given me information before that has nothing to do with the rules. Still, I know it won’t do any good to argue with him. 
 
    “Let me put it this way then, Max. Based upon the game rules, what are the odds the cave with the spiders has an exit out of the dungeon?” 
 
    “A hundred percent, Steve.” 
 
    “A hundred? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Are you questioning me, player?” 
 
    I am, but I’m not going to tell him that. For an in-game assistant, he seems pretty sensitive. 
 
    “How many spiders are in the cavern I saw?” 
 
    “Sorry, player. That is not in my list of auth—” 
 
    “Let me rephrase my question. Considering the rules of the game, how many spiders are probably in that cavern?” 
 
    “Well, since you put it that way, Steve, based upon the rules, there are probably seven giant spiders and fifty-seven of the dog-sized spiders in the cavern along with half-a-dozen egg sacks. The cavern you saw is the volcano’s main vent. There are thousands more spiders lower in the vent.” 
 
    It’s worse than I thought. I look down at the assassin. 
 
    “Look, Jalena, I know you don’t like me, but if you can put your animosity aside for a few hours, maybe we can get both our teams out of here alive.” 
 
    Her eyes narrow. “I’m listening.” 
 
    The woman’s crossbow remains lowered slightly. I take that as a good sign. 
 
    I tap the tip of my index finger against my temple. “I’ve been talking to Max. He confirms there’s an exit out of the dungeon in the cavern with the spiders.” 
 
    The crossbow rises. “Bull. We’ve all got the same in-game assistant. He explains game rules. That’s all. What the hell are you up to? What do you hope to gain by lying to me? I should shoot you where you stand and be done with it.” 
 
    I’m suddenly wishing I’d taken off running toward the sound of the explosion. 
 
    “I’m not lying to you. My Max has let slip a few things that aren’t rules related.” 
 
    “They kind of are,” says Max defensively. “It all depends on how you define rules.” 
 
    Ignoring him, I concentrate on Jalena. “I’m telling you the truth. Max says there’s an exit in the spiders’ cavern. I believe him. He also says there’s seven of the elephant-sized spiders and fifty-seven the size of dogs. There are thousands more down the volcano’s main vent. Blue team can’t fight our way through them alone. Neither can red.” 
 
    The tip of the crossbow lowers slightly again. Her eyes narrow. “What are you getting at, thief?” 
 
    I’m pretty sure she already knows where I’m headed, but I voice my proposition anyway. “Your team doesn’t have a priestess. There’s no way in hell blue or red working separately can force their way through those spiders to the exit. But…maybe…” 
 
    Her eyes widen. “Are you talking about teaming up? You’re crazy. We’re enemies.” 
 
    “No, we’re not. We’re competitors. There’s a difference. We’re all caught up in this stupid game. If the orb was in the spider cavern, I suppose we’d be fighting each other to get the damned thing. It’s not, so all we’re trying to do is find an exit and get out alive. Neither team can do it by ourselves. Maybe the eleven of us can do it if we work together.” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    I’m confused. “Ten what? 
 
    “Ten of us,” says Jalena. “We lost Trivian. He was our tracker. One of those ten-foot-wide jelly cubes got him. Had to run for our lives. We couldn’t even hang around to salvage his gear.” 
 
    “Sorry. Ten of us then. Maybe the ten of us can succeed where neither of us can do it alone.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. 
 
    “We’ve got a healer,” I say, trying to sweeten the pot. 
 
    She nods. “I know. Next to Casey, Vanessa’s the best. I trust her.” She eyes me suspiciously. “You’re the one I don’t trust. Now that you’re on this side of the wall, I’d think you’d want to be searching for the orb, not trying to get out.” 
 
    I laugh. “Ha! Fat lot of good the orb will do us if we’re dead. Besides, from what you’ve told me, your team’s been on this side of the wall for weeks. If you haven’t found it yet, what’s the odds we’ll find it in the next few hours? We just want to get out and regroup. We’ll come find the orb later. And before you ask, I’m not planning on wasting my time looking for another exit. If there was one to be had besides the one in the spider cavern, you’d have found it by now. We don’t even have a map of this side of the wall. Except for the path back to the spiders, this area’s a blank slate to me. Blue team needs red as much as red needs blue. The ten of us can do it if we work together.” 
 
    She bites her lip and lowers the tip of the crossbow toward the floor. “Might be twelve of us. I snuck past Dmitri and Pavel on the way here. They’re fighters from Tan Team Three. I think they’re all that’s left of their team. They might be desperate enough to join this crazy scheme of yours.” 
 
    “Where are they at?” I’m not sure I want too many people getting involved in our little task force. 
 
    “They’re in a side cave resting. They didn’t see me when I passed by. If they’re still alive, I can make them the offer as I go back to get the rest of my team.” 
 
    “All right. I guess. If you think they can be trusted.” 
 
    The brown-haired assassin laughs. She’s pretty when she laughs. “I don’t think anyone can be trusted, especially you, thief. But I’ll talk to the rest of my team about your offer and get their opinion.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I’ll go back to my team and do the same. If red team decides to do it, you can meet us at the spider tunnel.” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    I take it she agrees. Nevertheless, I wish she’d voice it so I’d know for sure. 
 
    I take a look at the hallway where the trap controls are located and step toward it, figuring it’s as good a way to find my way back to the ice cave as any. 
 
    “Hey, thief!” 
 
    I stop in midstride and look down at her. 
 
    She points toward the hallway behind me. “You need to go back the way you came. When you get to the four-way intersection, take a left. It’ll take you to the balcony on the wall above the teleport room.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” 
 
    I turn around, but stop again. 
 
    “What is it now?” she asks. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t have a rope. I’m not sure how I can get my team up the wall. You mentioned a set of stairs. I don’t suppose you’d uh, well…” 
 
    The assassin glances at the spot on the floor where the trap’s located. She mutters something I can’t make out. After a couple of seconds, she looks up at me. “Tell Vanessa the second sconce to the left of the entrance tunnel is the control for the stairs. Twist it ninety degrees to the left. The stairs will stay extended for three minutes. Your teammates can use it to climb to the balcony above the wall.” 
 
    “Uh, what about getting back down?” 
 
    “Jump.” 
 
    An image of the hundred-foot drop from the balcony to the floor at the base of the wall appears in my mind. “Jump?” 
 
    I think I see something resembling a smile cross the assassin’s lips. 
 
    “Yeah, you can jump. If the others want to get back down, there’s a sconce with a torch to the left side of the balcony. Tell Vanessa if she twists the sconce to the left like she did the other one, the stairs will extend back out for three minutes.” 
 
    I suppose after all that’s happened, my brain’s not working at a hundred percent. “Uh, so you were joking about me jumping?” 
 
    This time I’m sure I see a smile on her lips. 
 
    “That’s right, thief. I was joking; this time.” Her smile disappears. “Now, get moving. Tell Vanessa to bring plenty of healing spells. I have a feeling we’re going to need ‘em.” 
 
    I have the same feeling. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 – Stairway 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Even following Jalena’s instructions, it takes a good forty minutes to make it to the balcony overlooking the ice cavern with the teleporter. As soon as I glance down into the chamber, I feel shame at not having been by my teammate’s side when they needed me. At least two dozen bodies, not all humanoid in shape, litter the stone floor around the teleport dais. Thankfully, none of them are Blue Team Six. I see my five friends huddled near the entrance tunnel with their backs against the wall. 
 
    “Hey!” I yell. “Up here!” 
 
    The dwarf glances up, and he looks none too happy. “Keep the noise down, you fool!” Thangar shouts in a voice that’s a hell of a lot louder than me. “You want the teleporter to activate again?” 
 
    I don’t. My reply is quieter, although it’s still fairly loud since it has to reach all the way to the tunnel. “Vanessa. I met Jalena. She says the second sconce to the left of the tunnel will extend a set of stairs from the wall. Twist the sconce ninety degrees to the left. The stairs will stay extended for three minutes, so don’t waste any time getting up here.” 
 
    The elf Astari stares at me. “You met Jalena? How the hell are you still alive?” 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    I notice the dais in the middle of the chamber changing color. 
 
    Ivy’s tracker reflexes kick in. She doesn’t wait for orders from Vanessa. She just runs to the second sconce and gives it a hard twist to the left. 
 
    A grinding sound echoes in the chamber as a ten-foot-wide section of the wall centered on the balcony begins moving outward. The previously solid stone forms a set of stairs as it does. 
 
    The dais in the center of the room glows bright red. 
 
    “Move your asses!” I yell, figuring there’s no longer a point in trying to keep quiet. 
 
    With Ivy and Thangar pulling rear guard, Chanton, Astari, and Vanessa head for the newly formed staircase. I’d say they were running for the stairs, but I’d be lying. Chanton’s hobbling on a heavily bandaged leg. The barbarian’s carrying a sword in one hand and what looks like my pack, weapons, and the rest of my gear in the other. Vanessa’s leaning on Astari for support as the two of them double-time for the stairs. Like the barbarian, they’re sporting bloody bandages. A quick glance at Thangar and Ivy confirms they’ve got a few wounds of their own, although the tracker looks like she’s in the best shape of any of them. 
 
    “I hear what you are thinking,” says Max in my mind. “According to the logs, the tracker gained level six during one of their fights. All her wounds were healed when she leveled. She took some damage in the two encounters your teammates had since she became a level six tracker, but she is in much better health than the others.” 
 
    “You know it doesn’t make any sense for wounds to be healed just because a person levels, don’t you?” 
 
    “I know I am just your in-game assistant, Steve, but do you really want to get into this discussion now? I mean, the teleporter has been activated. I believe you have bigger problems to worry about then how players are healed when they gain levels.” 
 
    I glance at the glowing dais. The shadowy forms of a half-dozen, winged creatures can be seen within the red glow. They solidify into six of the largest birds I’ve ever seen. Standing at least five feet high, they’ve got wicked looking beaks and equally wicked talons. No one has to tell me we’re in trouble. When one of the birds spreads its ten-foot-long wings and lets loose with a shrill cry, I know we’re in trouble. I forget all about players getting healed when they level. 
 
    An information box appears above the large bird spreading its wings. 
 
    Monster: Eagle, Giant  Level: 4  Health: 23   Armor Class: 4  X.P. Value: 252 
 
    “Hurry!” I yell as I point at the dais. “Eagles! Big ones!” 
 
    The others take one look at the massive birds and redouble their efforts to reach the stairs. 
 
    I’m not sure how much good climbing the stairs will do them since I assume these eagles can fly. I make a quick assessment of the situation and decide my teammates will have a better chance of surviving if they reach the stairs than they will trying to get back to the tunnel. 
 
    Pulling my sling out of my pouch with a plus-one bullet, I begin running down the set of stairs, determined to meet my teammates halfway. The only trouble is there’s a hell of a lot of steps between here and the cavern floor. 
 
    Apparently spotting my running teammates, the eagle spreading its wings launches itself into the air. Since the cavern ceiling’s only a couple of hundred feet high, the monstrous eagle can’t go far, but it goes high enough to dive straight for Astari and Vanessa. 
 
    Running down the stairs as I am, I doubt I can hit the diving eagle with my sling, but I try anyway. 
 
    I hear dice roll in my mind. 
 
    My shot goes wide. 
 
    An arrow glances off the plunging bird’s chest feathers, forcing the eagle to turn away from its prey. 
 
    I notice Ivy nocking another arrow in her bow as she continues to run. 
 
    Two more of the massive birds launch into the air and begin circling. The ice cavern’s nowhere near large enough for three giant eagles to fly around unimpeded at the same time, so they immediately get in each other’s way. I’m not sure if that’ll give my teammates much of an edge, but it’s better than nothing. 
 
    The three eagles still on the dais must see the futility of trying to join their brethren flying, so they begin bird-hopping toward the dwarf and tracker who are staying a good ten meters behind Chanton, Astari, and Vanessa. 
 
    Still three-quarters up the stairs, I have a bird’s eye view so to speak of the battle. Seeing the three eagles hopping across the stone floor toward Thangar and Ivy, I yell down to Astari and Vanessa who’ve just reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Astari! Do you have any more of those exploding rocks?” 
 
    “They are called exploding stones,” comes Max’s mechanical voice in my head. 
 
    At the moment, I don’t really care what they’re called. 
 
    Apparently, the elf mage doesn’t care about semantics either, because he reaches into his pouch and pulls something out. Cocking his arm, he throws whatever he removed from his pouch at the hopping birds. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The resulting explosion’s a hell of a lot larger than any grenade I’ve every thrown. Although the stone lands behind the three leaping birds, the blast catches them from the rear and throws their feathered bodies head over heels in the direction of the dwarf and tracker. 
 
    I’m sure all three eagles are badly injured, but as soon as they stop rolling, they begin scrambling to their clawed feet, ruffled feathers and all. Thangar doesn’t give them time to finish standing. He’s amongst them in a heartbeat, swinging his battle axe like a farmer slaughtering chickens for Sunday dinner. As soon as a third bloody head hits the floor, a voice sounds in my head. 
 
    
     Player Vanessa: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Six Priestess! 
 
   
 
    I don’t have time to wonder why the priestess is receiving experience points during the middle of a fight. I’m just thankful to see her straighten up as if she’s received a burst of energy. She places both hands on Astari and begins chanting words I hear but quickly forget. A heartbeat later, the mage squares his shoulders and grips his staff with both hands in preparation for doing battle. As soon as he does, Vanessa turns and heads for the barbarian. 
 
    I don’t waste time trying to figure things out. She’s obviously relearned her spells. How or why, I don’t know or care. I run down the stairs, reloading another bullet into my sling as I go. 
 
    One of the eagles flying near the cavern’s ceiling gives a loud screech and dives at Vanessa and Chanton with its razor-like talons outstretched. With her back to the diving bird and healing the barbarian as she is, I know she has no idea winged death is only a heartbeat away. 
 
    Taking aim with my sling, I let the metal bullet fly. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    Once again, my bullet flies wide of its mark. I’m not surprised, considering the fact I’m using the sling while running down the stairs at full speed. 
 
    As the eagle continues its deadly dive, I track the plunging bird’s path. It’s going to pass close to the staircase. A wild idea pops into my mind. Wild or not, my analytical mind figures it’s the only chance the priestess has. 
 
    Tossing my sling to the side, I pull my plus-two dagger out of its sheath and make a running leap off the staircase. Although I’m still a good sixty feet above the cavern floor, I don’t give a crap whether I’m going to reappear in my pickup with an 18-wheeler breathing down my neck or not. All I care about at the moment is my teammates, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Vanessa die. 
 
    Apparently, I’m better at jumping off stairs at diving eagles than I am at hitting them with my sling because I land square on the eagle’s back. Plunging my magic dagger up to the hilt into the flesh beneath the mass of feathers, I hope my triple damage for backstabbing is enough to mortally wound the bird. I also hope the damned thing will live long enough to flap its wings a few times before we hit the ground. 
 
    Max’s voice sounds in my mind. “Perhaps you should have thought your plan out a little better before you jumped on its back, player.” 
 
    Perhaps I should’ve, but it is what it is. 
 
    Down the eagle and I go. The massive bird manages to flap its wings twice before its left wing folds completely. We hit the stone floor hard. Or rather, the bird hits the floor. I manage to stay on the thing’s back. The eagle’s body cushions the impact enough to keep my bones from breaking. Even so, all the air’s knocked out of my lungs. 
 
    Rolling off the twitching bird, I manage to keep my dagger in my hand as I hit the floor and curl up while desperately trying to suck in air. 
 
    Someone’s hand pounds my back. The size of the hand tells me it belongs to Chanton. 
 
    With the barbarian’s aid, I manage to draw in some much needed air. 
 
    Chanton lifts me to my feet and shoves a bundle consisting of armor, weapons, and pack into my arms. My dazed mind notices two coiled ropes attached to my backpack. One of the ropes is intertwined with silver thread. 
 
    “Get back up the stairs!” yells Chanton. “I’ll help the others.” 
 
    The barbarian disappears as quickly as he came, leaving me to stare at my gear. Shaking my head to clear the fog, I turn and start up the stairs before stopping in my tracks and spinning back around to make sure the others are okay. 
 
    I notice one of the eagles that had been flying is now flopping around on the ground with enough arrows in it to make a good facsimile of a pincushion. The remaining eagle is circling near the ceiling as if trying to decide what to do next. 
 
    Both the barbarian and tracker fire their bows at the eagle. 
 
    The large bird dodges them easily. 
 
    “Forget about it!” shouts Vanessa. “Ivy! Chanton! Cover us with your bows until the rest of us get to the top of the stairs.” She points a finger at me. “And you, you damn idiot! You’re not even wearing armor. Don’t you ever try a fool stunt like that again. If you do, I swear I’ll kill you myself.” With that, she takes off up the stairs taking the steps two at a time. 
 
    “You’re welcome very much,” I say to myself as I follow her up the staircase. I quickly slow to a walk. There’s a hell of a lot of stairs. 
 
    Ivy and Chanton’s the last to make it up to the top of the wall. Once we’re all gathered on the balcony, I guess the remaining eagle decides there’s no use hanging around. It lands on the dais. As soon as its wings fold against its back, the platform is enveloped in a yellow glow. When the light fades, the giant bird is gone. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 230 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 24,976   Next Level: 28,001 
 
   
 
    While Ivy and Chanton stand guard, the rest of us gather in a circle with Vanessa. 
 
    Before the priestess can speak, Thangar points a stubby finger at me. “You’ve been gone for hours, thief. You left our asses hanging in the wind. We almost died.” 
 
    I’m in no mood for the dwarf’s crap. “Well, join the club. I wasn’t having a great time myself.” 
 
    The dwarf opens his mouth again, but Vanessa raises a hand in a stopping motion and looks at me. “You said Jalena told you how to extend the stairs.” 
 
    As if on cue, the stairway begins retracting back into the wall. 
 
    I ignore the stairs as does the priestess. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s the one who told me.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she didn’t kill you,” growls the dwarf. 
 
    “She tried,” I growl back. 
 
    A hint of a smile comes to Vanessa’s lips. “I’ll just bet she did. Now, how about bringing us up to date. We’re obviously missing something.” 
 
    I glower at the dwarf before turning my attention to the priestess. “Jalena and I came to a mutual understanding. It’s a long story. The end result is red team’s in trouble without their priestess. The assassin was scouting for a way out when she got caught in a trap. I helped her get free. She told me she thought there might be an exit in the cave with the spiders. She—” 
 
    “What cave with spiders?” asks Thangar. “I hate spiders.” 
 
    The priestess frowns at the dwarf while making a shushing motion with her hand. When Thangar keeps any further questions to himself, she looks back at me. “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, Jalena thought there might be an exit in a cave full of spiders. Max told me it’s the main vent for the volcano. The secret door we found is near there. Max verified there’s an exit in the vent.” 
 
    “Now I know you’re lying,” snorts the dwarf. “In-game assistants don’t tell you stuff like that. They just mumble a few useless things about the rules. I stopped talking to my Max weeks ago.” 
 
    I look at the dwarf. “Then you’re an idiot. I’ve been able to get lots of information from Max.” 
 
    Astari glances from the dwarf to me. “I’ve got to agree with Thangar. My Max hasn’t been too helpful. About all he’s ever done for me is clarify what spell components I need and things like that.” 
 
    “Why?” says Vanessa, looking at me. 
 
    “Why?” I ask. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why would Max help you while being basically useless to the rest of us?” 
 
    “I am not useless to them,” says a mechanical voice in my mind. “Perhaps they do not ask the right questions.” 
 
    I ignore my in-game assistant and concentrate on Vanessa. “I think Master Player Blue wants us to win.” 
 
    “No kidding, Sherlock,” snorts Thangar. “Of course, he wants blue team to win.” 
 
    Overlooking the dwarf’s comment, I continue. “I get the impression from Max that Master Player Blue is bending the rules some to try and give our team an edge. I think he’s using Max to feed me information at critical moments in the game. I’m not sure if that’ll continue, but it saved my life when I got trapped behind the secret door.” 
 
    “All right, forget it,” says Vanessa. “We don’t have time for this. If you know where there’s an exit, then lead the way and let’s get the hell out of this place.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s not that easy.” 
 
    “It never is,” mutters Astari. 
 
    I glance at the elf. “I suppose not.” I turn back to the priestess. “In this case, the cave’s full of elephant-sized and dog-sized spiders; a whole lot of them. They’re poisonous. I don’t think there’s any way in hell the six of us can fight our way through to the exit.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying? We’re screwed?” growls Thangar. 
 
    I smile. “Not necessarily. Jalena says they lost their tracker, but red team still has two fighters and a mage in addition to her.” 
 
    A look of concern replaces Thangar’s normally gruff features. “Is Gemstar still alive?” 
 
    I nod at the dwarf. “Far as I know. When we split up, Jalena was going to go back and get the rest of her team and meet us at the tunnel leading to the spider cave.” 
 
    A perplexed look comes over Vanessa. “Meet us? Why?” 
 
    I grin. This was probably the first time I’ve seen the priestess confused. “Jalena and I made a command decision to join forces. She thinks she might be able to pick up two of tan team’s fighters on the way. If she can, that’ll give us twelve people, two of who are mages plus our resident priestess. With that much power, I think we can handle the spiders, giant or otherwise, and get free of this place until things go back to normal. Whatever the hell that is.” 
 
    The dwarf says what Vanessa and Astari are probably thinking. “You’re crazy. We’re on different teams. We’re against each other. This game’s life and death, and I plan on staying alive.” 
 
    I’m easy going, but the stress of the situation’s worn on my good nature, and I’m tired of the man’s crap. “That’s right. It is life and death. At the moment, our lives depend on getting out of this dungeon in one piece. When I say our, I mean blue team and whatever’s left of red and tan. We’re all in the same boat. None of us are looking for the orb right now. We’re all just trying to survive. Vanessa’s the only priestess left alive in the dungeon as far as we know. Red and tan teams ain’t got a snowball’s chance in hell of getting out alive without a priestess. We’ve got about the same snowball’s chance of getting out on our own.” I turn to Vanessa. “We need red and tan teams’ help as much as they need ours. So, what do you say, boss?” 
 
    All eyes turn to Vanessa. 
 
    She sighs and shakes her head. “This is the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.” She glances at each of us in turn, including Ivy and Chanton who are paying more attention to us than they are guarding us against an unexpected attack. 
 
    Shaking her head again, Vanessa laughs. “What the hell? Looks like we’re going to get a few new temporary teammates.” She points at the bundle of equipment I’ve still got in my arms. “You’ve got about one minute to put your gear on, then we’re moving out.” She grins. “I’ll give you two guesses who’s on point.” 
 
    I only need one. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 – Showdown 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The scene reminds me of an old western I’d seen on television when I was young. A group of armed ranch hands are on one street of an intersection while the sheriff and his deputies are on another. Not to be outdone, a bunch of townspeople with guns are on a third. Everyone’s waiting for another group to make the first move. In our case, the intersection is a four-way joining of two hallways with Blue Team Six occupying one, the four members of Red Team Four on another, and the two surviving members of Tan Team Three on the third. Although not in sight, the fourth hall leads to the blackened tunnel we must pass through in order to reach the spider cave and hopefully the exit out of this Godforsaken dungeon. 
 
    Well, might as well know who I’ll be going into battle with. 
 
    Starting with red team, I scan their leader. Gemstar’s long yellow hair is complemented by an equally yellow beard. I’m not exactly drawn to women with beards, but I must say it looks good on her. Dressed in plate mail armor, she looks every bit as deadly as Thangar. 
 
    
     Name: Gemstar   Race: Dwarf (female) 
 
     Class: Fighter   Level: 6   Health: 27 (53)   Armor Class: 10 
 
     Armor: Plate mail +2, Shield   Primary Weapon: Battle Axe +2 
 
   
 
    The female dwarf’s got an extra war hammer attached to her pack and a dagger at her hip which are both plus-one weapons. 
 
    I glance at Jalena. Despite the dirt smudges on her face, I think she looks as pretty as ever. Her short brown hair is tied back by a black-leather headband with an onyx stone positioned in the center of her forehead. 
 
    
     Name: Jalena   Race: Human (female) 
 
     Class: Assassin   Level: 5   Health: 11 (21)   Armor Class: 9 
 
     Armor: Leather, Small Shield  Primary Weapon: Short Sword +2 
 
     Special Item: Headband of Xenith +2 AC, +5 Saves, +10 thief skills, +10 acrobatic skills, infravision 60 ft. 
 
   
 
    Nice hairband. I notice she’s also carrying a plus-one dagger, a light crossbow, and a sling. 
 
    I’m pretty sure the assassin would think I was spying on her if she knew I’d found out about her headband. Come to think of it, I guess I am spying on her. I quickly shutdown the info box and move on to red team’s mage, a black-haired beauty of about twenty-five wearing a long robe as dark as her hair. 
 
    
     Name: Raven   Race: Human (female) 
 
     Class: Mage   Level: 6   Health: 14 (19)   Armor Class: 4 
 
     Armor: Ring of Protection +1  Primary Weapon: Dagger +1 
 
     Special Items: Energy Missile Wand (empty), Fireball Wand (empty) 
 
   
 
    Crap. Her wands are as empty as Astari’s wand. I was hoping for better. 
 
    I switch targets to the last of red team, a tall human male in full plate armor with short-cropped brown hair and a recently acquired cut across his right cheek. I notice a trickle of blood dripping down his face. The fact the wound’s still bleeding tells me without a priestess that red team is in deep trouble if they get in another fight. 
 
    
     Name: Ashtan   Race: Human (male) 
 
     Class: Fighter   Level: 5   Health: 25 (47)   Armor Class: 10 
 
     Armor: Plate mail, Large Shield +1  Primary Weapon: Long Sword +1 
 
   
 
    He’s only got twenty-five health out of a possible forty-seven, and Gemstar has twenty-seven out of fifty-three. That means they must be out of healing potions. Ain’t no way they’d leave their tanks so low on health if they could do something about it. 
 
    I glance over at the two members of Tan Team Three. From the dark curly hair sticking out from beneath their metal helms and the I-will-kill-you-if-you-blink-wrong scowls on their faces, the two men look like they could be twins. Hardcases for sure, but they’re probably just the kind of men we want fighting on our side against the spiders. Then again, hell, for all I know they’re ten-year-old kids back in the real world. Both of them are wearing heavy plate armor and carrying longswords plus shields with a mace and dagger hanging from their waists. I’m guessing their weapons are magic, but I pull up information boxes to find out for sure. 
 
    
     Name: Dmitri   Race: Human (male) 
 
     Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 13 (71)   Armor Class: 19 
 
     Armor: Plate mail +4, Large Shield +3, Ring of Protection +3, 
 
     Primary Weapon: Long Sword +4 
 
     Secondary Weapons: Dagger +2, Mace +2 
 
     Special Items: Gloves of the Ogre 
 
     Ring of Feather Falling 
 
     Necklace of Disease Resistance (+6 to saving throw against disease) 
 
     Dimensional Pack (holds 100 cubic feet and/or 2000 pounds) 
 
   
 
    He’s magic heavy. Astari mentioned next to yellow team, Tan Team Three was the first to most parts of the dungeon. He said yellow and tan teams found the lion’s share of the loot. Looks like the mage was right. I’m jealous of Dmitri’s ring. A piece of jewelry that allows me to fall like a feather would come in handy if I was climbing one of the local peaks near Denver and happened to lose my grip. I wonder what else this Dmitri guy has got in his pack. Since his team’s mage and priestess are missing, they’re probably dead. He might have their gear in there if he got a chance to loot their bodies. I doubt he’s going to pull it out and show me though, so I may as well see what his buddy has. 
 
    
     Name: Pavel   Race: Human (male) 
 
     Class: Fighter   Level: 7   Health: 21 (64)   Armor Class: 16 
 
     Armor: Plate mail +3, Large Shield +2, Ring of Protection +3 
 
     Primary Weapon: Long Sword +3 
 
     Secondary Weapons: Dagger +1, Mace +2 
 
     Special Items: Ring of Anti-poison (immune to all poison attacks) 
 
     Ring of Fire Resistance (+4 to saving throw against fire, half-damage if fail) 
 
     Ring of Anti-Paralysis (immune to all paralysis attacks) 
 
     Necklace of Cold Resistance (+4 to saving throw against cold, half-damage if fail) 
 
   
 
    Ol’ Pavel here is a little better off on his health than his buddy Dmitri, but they’re both hurting.  
 
    I have a thought about the game rules, and I know just who to ask. “Hey, Max. Do the rules allow me to take anything back to the real world when I go back.” 
 
    “Hey, player. Not no, but hell no. Besides, what makes you think anything you encounter in this game is real. Have you considered it may all be a figment of your imagination?” 
 
    I’d considered it, but doubted I’m lucky enough to actually be in bed asleep and just having a bad dream. 
 
    “Well?” says Vanessa, looking at the two tan team fighters. “Are you in, or are you out?” 
 
    The burly Dmitri points at me. “Depends on your thief. The rope on his pack belongs to Tan Team Three. So do those boots he’s wearing. We want ‘em back.” 
 
    “Yeah,” snarls his buddy Pavel. “And we want anything else you looted off our teammates.” The fighter points at me. “We’ll start with those boots and the rope.” 
 
    Now, as I’ve mentioned before, I try to be a nice guy as much as possible, but sometimes it’s just not possible. “If you wanted them, you should’ve stayed around and kept your friends from dying instead of running away like scared little girls.” 
 
    At almost six and a half feet, both tan team fighters tower a full foot over me. Pavel and Dmitri grab the hilts of their swords and start to pull them out of their scabbards. 
 
    I beat them to the punch. My plus-two dagger is in my left hand and my short sword’s in my right before either of the fighters can draw they’re weapons. Fast as I am, there’s someone faster. 
 
    “Don’t!” snaps Jalena in a voice as deadly as you’d expect the voice of an assassin to be. 
 
    Whether it’s Jalena’s voice or the crossbow pointed directly at Dmitri’s face that keeps both men’s swords in their sheaths, I don’t know. In any regard, the two men freeze in place. 
 
    “You taking his side, Jalena?” says Dmitri. “Pavel and I are seventh and eighth level and wearing plate mail. You don’t want to mess with us.” 
 
    The assassin laughs. It’s not a humorous laugh. “Plate mail doesn’t do crap when you’re stupid enough to have your visor up with you face exposed. Even a quarrel from a light crossbow to the eye will take you out. Plus, you look like you’re both low on health.” She smiles. It’s a deadly smile. “I think I’ll take my chances if it comes to that.” 
 
    I raise my arm and flip my dagger in my hand so I’m holding it blade first. “I’ll have my dagger in Pavel’s eye before either of you can lower your visor.” 
 
    Flames of anger flare in both men’s eyes, making me think this Mexican standoff can go either way. 
 
    Hoping they’re not as stupid as they look, I decide to try reasoning with them. “Dmitri, you’ve got a health of thirteen out of seventy-one, and Pavel, you’ve only got twenty-one out of sixty-four. Blue team’s at full health. Are you sure you want to get into this now?” 
 
    Actually, my teammates and I aren’t quite at full health since even after getting her spells back when she made sixth level, Vanessa still didn’t have enough healing spells to get all our hurts taken care of. Still, we’re a hell of a lot better off than the two tan team fighters. 
 
    “Standdown, everyone,” says Vanessa, ever the peacemaker. “We need to work together to get out of here alive, not kill each other off and save those spiders the trouble.” 
 
    I notice like my blue team companions, the members of red team have their weapons drawn. Also, like blue team, their weapons are pointed at the two tan team fighters. 
 
    Apparently, Dmitri and Pavel aren’t as stupid as they look. They release the handles of their swords and give me stares of promise before turning their attention to the priestess. 
 
    “We only want what’s ours,” says Dmitri. “I suppose we can discuss this a little more once we’re out of the dungeon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” says Pavel, glancing back at me. “We’re reasonable men. We’ll loan you the boots and rope until we’re outside.” 
 
    “Come and get them any time if you think you’re man enough,” I growl, keeping my dagger and sword where they are. 
 
    “I said, ‘Stand down!’” snaps Vanessa. “Put your weapons away. All of you.” She looks at the assassin. “That includes you, Jalena.” 
 
    Neither the assassin nor I lower our weapons. 
 
    “I said put them down!” Vanessa says in a voice that’s far from kind. “I’ll be damned if I’ll heal anyone who’s still got a weapon in their hand in the next five seconds. You can bleed to death for all I care.” 
 
    The sound of weapons being sheathed sounds in the tunnel. 
 
    After glancing at each of us in turn, Vanessa says, “That’s better. I’m going to get home to my husband and kids. First, I need to get out of this dungeon alive. All of you are going to help me do it. Any objections?” 
 
    No one says anything. 
 
    “Tan team,” Vanessa says. “Are you in or out?” 
 
    The two fighters look at each other. After a couple of seconds, Dmitri looks at the priestess and nods. “We’re in.” As Vanessa starts to turn toward red team, Dmitri adds, “But…we’re going to need some healing first. We ain’t going against no giant spiders unless we’re at full health.” 
 
    “We can use some healing too,” says red team’s leader, Gemstar. 
 
    Nonplussed, Vanessa nods. “I’ll get around to that after I relearn some spells. We’re going to have to find a place to rest up a bit before we tackle those spiders. I’m sure our mages could use some time to relearn their spells before we get into another fight.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” says red team’s black-haired mage, Raven. 
 
    Astari grins. “I’ll second that, sister. 
 
    Turning to Gemstar, Vanessa raises her eyebrows. “Well?” 
 
    The female dwarf doesn’t waste time thinking about it. “Count red team in. If we weren’t going to do it, we wouldn’t have bothered showing up.” 
 
    The tan team fighter, Dmitri, nudges his teammate in the side. “Since we’ve explored this part of the dungeon the longest, Pavel or I should be the leader. We know wh—” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” growls Thangar. “I wouldn’t trust either one of you to lead a bunch of rubbernecking tourists out of a subway station much less take charge in this dungeon.” 
 
    “We’re level seven and eight fighters,” snarls Pavel, “so watch your mouth, dwarf.” 
 
    Thangar grabs hold of the shaft of his battle axe. “I don’t care if you’re level ten. If you’re down to twenty-one health like Quantas says, all it would take is one good hit from my axe to send your head flying.” 
 
    The tan team fighter pulls his sword from his scabbard and points it at the dwarf. “I’ll cut you in half, little man, before you take the first step.” 
 
    Vanessa grabs Astari’s staff out of his hand and pounds the butt on the floor with it. Electric sparks shoot out of the staff as she does. I’m not sure if she intended for that to happen, but the display of miniature lightning certainly gets everyone’s attention. 
 
    The priestess hands the staff back to the mage. “Here’s how this is going to work. There are six of us in blue team, plus I’m the only priestess. I’ll be in charge at least until we get out of this hellhole of a dungeon.” 
 
    Dmitri opens his mouth. 
 
    Before he can start arguing, Vanessa says, “There’s no discussion. If you don’t like it, then leave. Good luck getting out of here without a healer.” 
 
    The tan team fighter’s cheeks turn red, and his eyes light up with fire. After a couple of seconds, he nods in defeat. “Fine. Have it your way. Now, as I was about to say earlier, Pavel and I know where there’s a secret room. We can stay there for a few hours without getting bothered. We’ve used it before. If we go there, you spellcasters should be able to rest up no problem. We’ll show you to the room, but…once you get your healing spells back, Pavel and I get healed first.” 
 
    Vanessa opens her mouth to speak, but this time it’s Dmitri who beats her to the punch. “There’s no discussion. If you don’t like it, then good luck finding a place in this part of the dungeon where you can rest without getting jumped by a roving encounter.” 
 
    The priestess glances at Gemstar. “Red team’s been past the wall for a while. Can you think of any place we can rest without being disturbed?” 
 
    Red team’s leader shakes her head. “No. We’ve found the part of the dungeon past the wall has a higher-than-normal random encounter rate. Whenever we’ve needed to rest up, we’ve went down the wall and out an exit. The two exits we’ve used in this part of the dungeon before are blocked now.” 
 
    Pavel snorts. “There was a third one, but it ain’t there now either. We looked, and we lost Alexi and Trofka in the process.” 
 
    Astari leans close to me and whispers in my ear. “He’s talking about tan team’s mage and priestess. I wonder if they got a chance to loot their bodies. I’ll bet they had some good stuff on ‘em.” 
 
    I’m betting they did too. Glancing at Dmitri’s dimensional pack, I have a feeling I know where they stashed whatever the fighters couldn’t use themselves. 
 
    Dmitri looks at Vanessa. “Well? Do we have a deal? We’ll take you to the secret room if you agree to heal Pavel and me first.” 
 
    Blue team’s priestess glances at each member of blue team in turn. Thangar spits on the floor before nodding. Ivy just shrugs her shoulders, while Astari mutters something about needing to rememorize spells. Chanton smiles, making it obvious the child in the body of a barbarian is fine with whatever Vanessa decides. 
 
    Looking at me, the priestess says, “It needs to be unanimous. What do you say?” 
 
    I think back to when I was in the grip of the elephant-sized spider, knowing there’s at least seven more waiting in the volcano’s main vent for us. “Two extra fighters are going to come in handy. What does it matter who’s healed first? We won’t tackle those blasted arachnids until everybody’s at full health anyway, right?” 
 
    Vanessa flashes me a grateful smile before turning back to Dmitri. “You’ve got a deal. Take us to this room of yours so we can rest up and get something to eat.” 
 
    At that moment, Thangar’s stomach gives a loud growl. 
 
    Everyone, even tan team, laughs. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 – Nature of the Game 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Although I refuse to admit it to them, tan team’s secret room is nice. I mean, nice in that despite having a roughcut stone wall and ceiling, the floor is semi-smooth. Plus, there’s a trickle of fresh water in one corner of the room that forms a pool. The water source allows us to drink as much as we want and still have enough left to wash ourselves. I can’t vouch for everyone else, but I stink to high heaven. 
 
    Of course, the best thing about the cave-like room is there are no monsters. After arriving, Vanessa quickly made guard assignments and ordered us to get some sleep. Even with the three spellcasters being exempt so they can relearn their spells, there are nine of us for guard rotation. For once, I manage to get plenty of rest. 
 
    After the first eight-hour break ends, red team’s mage, Raven, and our resident mage, Astari, spend the next couple of hours with their noses stuck in their spell books. Thanks to the loophole Max found for Vanessa, she doesn’t have to spend time praying for her priestess spells. Instead, she spends an hour or so meditating for replacement spells. At the end of her meditation, she has five first-level healing spells imprinted in her mind as well five second-level spells and three third. Unfortunately for us, the version of the game we’re in doesn’t have any second or third level healing spells, so Vanessa’s first-level healing spells are used up in quick order. As promised, Vanessa heals the two tan team fighters first. That means another eight-hour rest break until she can meditate for the healing spells needed for the rest of us. 
 
    The next eight hours pass quickly. Vanessa heals the remainder of our wounds, using all five healing spells again. Naturally, that means she needs another eight-hour break to renew her spells again before we’ll be able to make a try for the exit in the spider cave. 
 
    While the first eight-hour break was nice since I was tired, I’m here to tell you twenty-four hours holed up in a cave is nothing to brag about. Sure, we have plenty of food since Vanessa meditated for a third-level spell that creates both food and water, but after trying to sleep unsuccessfully during the second eight-hour rest period, I grow bored to the point of tears. Except for a few tense moments when Jalena and I hear something large passing outside the door to the secret room, it’s been boredom city. 
 
    After being healed, tan team mostly stays to themselves in one corner of the room while red and blue teams occupy two of the other corners. I guess you can say we’re all a little cliquish. There are a couple of exceptions. I notice Raven and Astari spend a lot of time huddled together discussing spells. Red team’s mage generously provides our resident elf with the special ink and materials Astari needs to transfer the lightning bolt scroll we found to his spell book. The two mages also cast continual light spells on a handful of rocks and give us each one just in case. I wrap mine in a pair of socks and stick it in a pocket of my pack so no light will leak out and give me away. 
 
    In addition to the mutual cooperation between our two mages, I can’t help but notice Gemstar and Thangar also spend an inordinate amount of time together. I have a feeling if they could find a place with a little bit more privacy, they’d probably take advantage of it. Just saying. 
 
    Anyway, after sixteen hours of rest and starting on our third eight-hour break, I’m way past bored. About the seventeenth hour of downtime, I notice Jalena sitting near Vanessa. The two are whispering to each other. After a few minutes, the assassin rises and heads straight toward me. Since her hands are free of weapons, I decide to give her the benefit of the doubt and remain sitting with my back against the wall. I do move my left hand so it’s within striking distance of one of my daggers. There’s a difference between giving someone the benefit of the doubt and being completely naïve. 
 
    The pretty assassin notices my hand movement. She smiles and stops a half-dozen steps away. I suppose there’s not a lot the girl misses. 
 
    Squatting down, she stares at me a couple of seconds before speaking. “I want you to look me in the eye and swear you’re not the Quantas who killed Dresdel.” 
 
    I don’t bother reminding her that I’ve already told her that. I straighten my shoulders and speak with conviction. “I give you my word. I wasn’t the one who killed Dresdel. I’ve been in this game less than five days, and all I want to do is go back home and get back to my real life. If you don’t believe me, ask Vanessa or Thangar or any of the others. I wasn’t the one who murdered your friend.” 
 
    She holds my eyes for a good ten seconds before the muscles on her face relax. “I believe you. And I did talk to the rest of blue team. They back up what you’ve told me.” She shakes her head and glances around the room before looking back at me. “This is my fifth mission for Master Player Red. I’ve always entered the game for each new mission as a level one player. Everyone enters the game at level one.” She chews her lower lip for a couple of seconds. “Except you.” 
 
    “Yeah. So I’ve been told.” 
 
    I see a hint of a smile cross her lips. 
 
    “I’ll just bet you have.” She sighs and stands up. “All right then. Now that we’ve got that settled, come on. I know where we can get four healing potions. I think the two of us can get them by ourselves.” 
 
    “Uh…the two of us?” I stand up, somewhat reluctantly I don’t mind admitting. 
 
    The pretty assassin laughs. Her green eyes sparkle for the first time I’ve seen. She jerks a thumb in Vanessa’s direction. “Don’t worry. I cleared it with your boss, and she agrees. We’re going to need those healing potions.” 
 
    I glance around the room at the others before looking back at Jalena. “Yeah, uh, but just the two of us?” 
 
    Her eyes twinkle with what I take to be amusement. 
 
    “What? You scared to be alone with me?” Laughing, she says, “I don’t bite…much.” 
 
    Scared isn’t the word I’d use; nervous, worried, jittery, yeah, but scared…no. “Why just the two of us? And where are these healing potions if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “They’re on Trivian’s body.” 
 
    “Red team’s tracker? I thought you said one of those jelly things got him.” 
 
    I see something resembling sadness replace the twinkle in the assassin’s eyes. 
 
    “You heard right. We couldn’t save him. There were at least a hundred orcs around besides the jelly cube. The rest of red team and I had to run. We left Trivian in the thing’s body. He had four healing potions in his pack. We need to fetch them.” 
 
    “Uh, won’t they be digested by now?” 
 
    Jalena snorts. “It’s obvious you’re new to this version of the game. That’s not how jelly monsters work in this part of the world. They digest anything flesh and dump the rest on the floor somewhere. Ask your Max if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    I don’t bother asking. “All right, let’s say you’re right. We’ve still got to find your tracker’s remains. You mentioned a hundred orcs. They’re low level. Why not take everyone with us and go in force. Our fighters would make mincemeat out of ‘em.” 
 
    The look in the assassin’s eyes tells me that I’m not impressing her with my logic. “You Americans are so arrogant it’s pathetic. You think you can wave that big stick of yours and make everything happen the way you want.” 
 
    Her words confuse me. “We Americans? Aren’t you from America?” 
 
    She spits on the floor. “Don’t insult me. I’m French.” 
 
    “French? Oh. I just assumed because you’re speaking perfect English that you’re—” 
 
    The assassin snorts. “You really are new to the game, aren’t you? I’m not speaking English. You’re speaking French.” She nods in the direction of tan team’s fighters. “To them, we’re all speaking Russian. Everyone hears things in their own language.” She laughs. “Hell, for all I know, we aren’t even talking. This game might be entirely in our minds.” 
 
    I remember the wolves biting through my armor and into my flesh. I’m pretty sure the pain wasn’t just in my mind. It damn well hurt. I vaguely remember Ivy telling me that for her, everyone is speaking Spanish, so I concede Jalena the point. 
 
    “All right, so your French. Sorry I insulted you.” 
 
    She smiles. “No, you’re not, but thanks for at least trying to be polite.” Her smile fades. “To answer your question, we’re not taking the whole team because we’re liable to take more damage than four healing potions are worth. I convinced Vanessa that you and I could get the potions undetected and be back before this last rest period ends.” 
 
    The assassin seems a lot more confident than me. “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    Jalena smiles again and points at my boots. “Because of those.” She touches her headband. “And because of this. It helps me—” 
 
    “I know what it does.” 
 
    Her eyes narrow. “How do—” She stops. “Oh, it’s that identify ability of yours. Am I right?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    She steps close and whispers. “What else do you know? Anything about tan team?” 
 
    Cleaned up as she is, combined with the nearness of her body, I forget I’m talking to a deadly assassin for the briefest of moments. A growing heat roils below my beltline. She really is pretty, and she’s done something to make her breath smell fresh. I make a mental note to ask Astari or Thangar if the game has a magic counterpart for mouthwash. Sure, I’ve brushed my teeth a few times since I’ve been here, but just wetting my toothbrush with water without toothpaste sure as hell doesn’t leave one’s mouth minty fresh. 
 
    “Well?” whispers Jalena. 
 
    A hope flares in me that she’s asking about something physical when I remember she asked me a question. The warmth below my belt cools significantly.  
 
    “Uh,” I stammer trying to get my thoughts back on track, “Dmitri’s got ogre gloves and a plus-four sword.” I pause for a second. “He also has a dimensional pack. It’s a pack that holds—” 
 
    “I know what it is.” She glances at tan team out the corner of her eye before whispering, “I’ll bet they’ve got Alexi and Trofka’s gear in there. Trofka was their priest. Last time I saw him, he was carrying a Staff of Healing. Vanessa could use that when we hit the spider cave.” 
 
    I’d played in a game back in college where our priestess had a similar sounding staff. It saved our lives more than once. I eye Dmitri. “Then why doesn’t he give it to her if he’s got one. She could’ve used it to heal all of us instead of waiting around with our thumbs up our collective asses.” 
 
    I sense more than see a smile on the assassin’s lips. 
 
    “He probably figures Vanessa would keep the staff. You’re keeping the boots, right?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. But we found them fair and square. He’d just be loaning the staff to Vanessa.” I eyeball the tan team fighter again before whispering, “Besides, he can’t use the thing. What’s he want it for? To sell?” 
 
    She pulls back and shakes her head. “You keep taking me by surprise with your lack of knowledge about the game. Tan team’s down four people. Assuming we get out of here alive, Dmitri and Pavel are going to have to ask Master Player Tan for replacements. They’re new teammates will be level one, but once they’re power-leveled up a bit, the replacement priest or priestess will be able to use the staff.” She looks at Vanessa before turning back to me. She no longer whispers. “Blue team’s lucky. You’ve still got your priestess. Red team is in the same boat as tan. We’ll have to petition Master Player Red for a replacement priestess and tracker. If we still had Casey, we could continue playing the game a player or two short, but we’d never make it without a healer. Once we get out of here, red team will be down a couple of weeks while we level up our new teammates.” She eyes me. “Looks like blue team’s going to have free rein of the dungeon for the next half month.” 
 
    This time I’m the one who smiles. “You mean except for the other twenty or so teams playing, right?” 
 
    Her green eyes twinkle. She’s got pretty eyes. “Yeah, except for them. Plus, yellow team will still be here. Fang doesn’t like you. I’d steer clear of that half-orc if I was you.” 
 
    I have a feeling I might not have any choice in the matter. 
 
    Jalena steps back a couple of paces. “Well, you ready to go? We’re traveling light, so leave your pack. Bring that magic rope of yours though. We might need it.” 
 
    After untying the rope from my pack, I loop the coil across my shoulders and jump up and down a couple of times to make sure it doesn’t make any noise. It doesn’t. I notice Jalena nod. For some reason I’m proud she approves of my actions. 
 
    Without further ado, we take our leave and head for the secret door. Everyone wishes us luck. Everyone that is except Dmitri and Pavel. They seem to eye my rope and boots before bending close to each other and whispering. 
 
    I make a mental note never to turn my back on either of them. 
 
    Come to think of it, I make a mental note never to turn my back on Jalena either. 
 
    Such is the nature of the game. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 – Joint Mission 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    After an hour of weaving through the tunnels and halls, my respect for the darkhaired assassin increases dramatically. Although I can see where she is twenty feet ahead of me, I don’t hear a whisper of a sound as she makes her way through the dungeon. 
 
    “She’s good,” I tell Max after the assassin spots a third trap. 
 
    I make sure I stay well clear of the trap’s trigger. 
 
    “Do not sell yourself short, Steve,” says Max. “Do not forget. You detected a trap she missed. While I am only an in-game assistant, I would say both of you are good at what you do.” 
 
    I’ve been in enough joint missions during my time in the military to know a good team complements each other’s abilities. I suppose having the assassin grab my arm to keep me from one of the previous traps earned her the right to be considered a teammate. I’m not sure whether the feeling’s mutual, but since she hasn’t tried sticking a dagger in my back, I can’t help but think maybe I’m growing on her. 
 
    Since we’re currently in one of the dungeon’s unlit tunnels, I’m wearing my Contact Lenses of Night Seeing. Jalena’s white form is clearly visible on the right side of the tunnel. By mutual consent, I continue to hang back on the left side of the tunnel. Since she’s been here before and has the area mapped, it only makes sense for her to lead. I’ll admit my manhood rebels against it, but my logical mind accepts it for what it is. She’s the best one in our two-person team to lead the way. 
 
    I hear dice roll in my head. 
 
    Just as I open my mouth to shout a warning, Jalena’s thermal image drops from sight. I hear a muffled cry along with the distinctive click of a trap door being sprung. 
 
    Hurrying to the right side of the tunnel, I see Jalena’s heated footprints and try to place my feet in the same spots while forcing myself not to run. While I’m still halfway to the point where she disappeared, I make out a four-foot-square opening in the stone floor ahead. Lying down, I low-crawl the last five feet and peer over the edge of the pit. Ten feet below me is Jalena’s thermal image hanging onto the side of a drop-off that descends as far as my thermal vision can see, which is pretty far. 
 
    “You okay?” I ask, trying to sound calm but being anything but. 
 
    Her not so calm voice replies, “Do I look okay? Toss me your rope.” 
 
    Quite frankly, I’m amazed she’s hanging onto the side of the deep pit. The sides of the hole look slicker than snot. 
 
    Wasting no time trying to figure out how she managed not to fall to her death, I pull the coiled rope off my shoulder and try to pan out one end. All I succeed in doing is creating a knotted mess. “The thing’s tangled. Hold on.” 
 
    “Hurry!” Jalena says in a voice that’s a lot higher-pitched than it was a couple of seconds ago. 
 
    She’s scared. I don’t blame her. I desperately try unraveling the rope. All I do is tangle it more. 
 
    “I’m slipping!” yells Jalena. 
 
    A mechanical voice sounds in my head. “If you order the rope to do what you want, it will untangle itself.” 
 
    I hear a loud scream. 
 
    I shout ‘Climber awake!” At the same time, I picture the assassin’s waist in my mind. 
 
    The free end of the rope snakes out over the lip of the pit and downward faster than my eye can follow. How the rope can move so fast while untangling itself at the same time I don’t know. When only three coils of rope remain in my hands, it occurs to me I haven’t anchored my end of the rope. 
 
    “The rope will anchor itself on the floor if you order it,” says Max in my mind. 
 
    I imagine my end of the rope attaching itself to the stone floor. 
 
    The rope jerks tight and slips out of my hands. 
 
    A hear a cry of pain from below. 
 
    Despite my empty hands, I see my end of the rope is firmly attached to the floor a few inches from the lip of the trap door. 
 
    Peering over the edge again, I make out a blob of white dangling fifty feet below. It’s Jalena. Her thermal image is holding onto the rope for dear life. 
 
    Kneeling next to the hole, I grab the rope with both hands. “I’ve got you!” 
 
    The assassin doesn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. Finally, I hear a weak, “Pull me up.” 
 
    I pull. While my avatar’s not as big as my six-foot body back in the real world, it’s lithe and muscular in its own right. Plus, the nimble assassin’s not all that heavy. Nevertheless, fifty feet is a long way to pull a dead weight, and I’m panting up a storm by the time I’m able to reach down and grab hold of her wrists. With my last ounce of strength, I haul her over the pit’s rim and onto solid floor. 
 
    The assassin scrambles to a kneeling position next to me and wraps her arms around my neck, holding on tight as she gasps for air. 
 
    I feel a shiver run through her body. I don’t blame her. I had the crap scared out of me, and I wasn’t the one falling to my death. 
 
    With her arms still around my neck, I give her what I hope’s a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    She winces. “My ribs. They’re cracked.” 
 
    I release my hold and start to pull away. 
 
    “No,” she whispers as she wraps her arms tighter around me. She buries her face in my neck. “Just hold me until I catch my breath.” 
 
    Placing my arms carefully around her shoulders, I hold on until her breathing slows. It takes a while. I honestly don’t know how long we stay there, clutching one another in the dark. 
 
    After what might be an eternity, she releases her grip and shifts back on her heels. There’s an embarrassed tone to her voice when she speaks. “Sorry. I fell while climbing back in the real world. It was, uh…bad. I still have nightmares about it.” 
 
    “I understand. I have nightmares about a few things myself.” I play with the rope which is tangled worse than it was before. 
 
    I notice Jalena’s thermal image tugging at the rope around her waist, trying to remove it, but having no success. 
 
    “Uh…climber sleep,” I say, picturing an image of the line coiled in my hand. 
 
    The magic rope detaches itself from Jalena and the floor at the same time and slithers into a neat coil in my left hand. I position the coiled rope over my neck and shoulder before looking back at Jalena. It’s hard to see facial expressions when I can only see her thermal image, but from what I can make out, she’s in pain. A glance at her left side shows a spot with more heat than the rest of her body. I assume it’s where her ribs are cracked. 
 
    “Can you walk?” I ask. I’m not sure how long we’ve been kneeling by the pit. Since we were none too quiet during her rescue, there’s a good chance we’ll have a roving encounter if we don’t get moving. 
 
    “Yeah, I can walk.” She looks around the floor before spotting her short sword hanging precariously near the opening with half the blade dangling in midair. Reaching over, she rescues her sword and sheaths it before looking at me. “Don’t want to lose this. It’s a plus-two. I’d look pretty stupid walking around the dungeon with just a dagger. I suppose I made a mistake leaving the rest of our gear with the others. I probably should’ve brought my crossbow at least.” 
 
    “I’ve got an extra plus-one dagger I could’ve loaned you. Plus, I have my sling. It’s not as accurate as your crossbow, but it’ll do in a pinch.” 
 
    Jalena doesn’t say anything for several seconds. “Well, hopefully we can get where we’re going without having to fight anything.” She forces a grin. At least I think it’s a grin. It’s hard to tell when all I’m seeing is a thermal image. “That’s the whole reason I just wanted the two of us to go; so we can avoid fights. There’s no way in hell our fighters wearing plate mail could move quietly.” 
 
    I try imagining Thangar tiptoeing through the dungeon with his plate-mail armor clanking away. It isn’t possible. 
 
    Jalena starts to rise. She grimaces and remains on her knees. After taking a couple of deep breaths, she says, “You better help me up so we can get moving.” 
 
    The fact she’s asking me for assistance tells me that her cracked ribs are hurting worse than she’s letting on. I worry she’s got other injuries from the fall she isn’t telling me about. 
 
    Rising to my feet, I reach down and take the hand she offers and help her to her feet. 
 
    After letting go of my hand, the assassin takes a step. She immediately winces and clutches her side. 
 
    “You sure you’re going to be okay?” I ask. 
 
    The assassin’s eyes flash with fire. Since I’m wearing thermal contact lenses, I should know. 
 
    “I’ll be fine” she snaps. 
 
    Brushing her irritability off to pain, I hold my hands up at chest height in a sign of surrender. “I’m sure you will, but maybe I should take point. I mean, uh…” 
 
    Her eyes flash white-hot in her thermal image. 
 
    I notice her glance at the still open trap door that nearly killed her. 
 
    She turns back to me and nods. Her eyes don’t glow as hot as they did a second earlier. “Yeah. Maybe you should.” She sighs, wincing as she does. “I’ll admit I’m not feeling a hundred percent. I doubt I’ll be much good at spotting traps right now.” 
 
    I give a low laugh. “Hell, there’s nothing saying I’ll be any better at spotting traps.” I wave a hand at the four-by-four-foot opening in the floor and laugh again. “At least you discovered this one.” I take a step down the hall, making sure I’m well clear of the still open trapdoor. “I don’t think there will be anymore traps for quite a—” 
 
    The floor of the entire hallway drops beneath my feet. 
 
    I’m falling. I hear a scream. I think it’s me. 
 
    If I hadn’t just used it, I probably wouldn’t think of the rope, but I had and I do. “Climber awake!” I yell or scream or maybe it’s a whisper or only a thought. Hell, I don’t know which. I picture the magic rope attaching itself to Jalena and me as well as the side of the hole were dropping down. Actually, I don’t know if we’re in a hole or if there’s even sides to whatever we’re falling through, but I picture something anyway. 
 
    Either I’ve got a pretty good imagination, or the rope’s got a mind of its own, because I feel something snake around my waist. A heartbeat latter, I jerk hard as the rope tightens around my body. Thankfully, the ropes got some give to it, because it stretches a little, cushioning the stop before bouncing upward. I hit something. I think it’s the assassin, but can’t be sure. Everything’s happening too fast, and the thermal images from my contact lenses are blurred white, gray, and black colors that merge together, making it difficult to distinguish things. 
 
    I reach the apex of my bounce and fall again. I hit something on the way back down and grab hold of soft flesh. It’s Jalena. I wrap both arms around her and hold on tight. 
 
    We bounce twice more before coming to a stop. 
 
    “Jalena! Are you okay?” 
 
    I hear a soft groan, but that’s it. 
 
    Looking up, I see a long opening the length of the hall we were in. It’s a good sixty feet above me. As I look, I hear a grating noise. The rectangular opening disappears as the floor of the hall closes back. 
 
    “Damn! Damn! Damn!” 
 
    I hear rushing water below me. I glance down and see dark shades of gray. 
 
    “Max! What is that down there?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. The answer to your question is not in my list of authorized responses. I can only assist you by answering questions about the game’s rules.” 
 
    “Fine! Based on the rules, what could be below us?” 
 
    “Well, Steve. Since you put it that way. What you might be picking up with your contact lenses could be thermal images of a fast-moving, underground river. If you look closer, you may observe flows of darker grays where the faster moving sections of the water are a slightly different temperature than the surrounding liquid. You are currently dangling fifty-seven feet above the water. Your rope is attached to an outcropping of rock which sticks out from the side of the cliff face. That piece of rock is currently in the process of cracking. I estimate you have about twelve seconds before it breaks off and the two of you fall into the water. My advice would be to release the rope before the stone cracks, otherwise you will have a four-hundred-pound stone for an anchor. According to the rules, the river directly below you could be a good sixty to seventy feet deep, so an anchor is probably not what you want. Uh…of course, everything I just told you is conjecture based upon the rules of the game. Uh…obviously, I am not authorized to advise you on how things actually are.” 
 
    I hear a cracking sound from overhead. 
 
    Damn. I hate it when life doesn’t give you any good choices. 
 
    Tightening my grip on the unmoving assassin, I shout, “Climber sleep!” 
 
    Down we go, falling into I know not what. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 – Never Alone 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I slam into what might as well be solid ground. The water hurts, and it’s freezing cold to boot. Ten-thousand needles of ice penetrate every fiber of my being. The seemingly icy hand of a giant rips Jalena from my grasp and drives me deeper beneath the surface of the water. Down I go, twisting end over end as snake-like tentacles wrap around me, pinning my arms to my sides. The analytical part of my mind tells me it’s my magic rope and not snakes, but I open my mouth to scream anyway. All I succeed in doing is sucking in water instead of air. At that moment, I know I’m going to die. 
 
    My avatar isn’t quite so ready to give up. 
 
    I sense my arms pulling themselves free from the coils of rope and flailing out in something that at least resembles a swimming stroke. I’m not sure whether my avatar’s heading toward the surface of the water or the bottom, but it’s as good a direction as any. I take charge of my body and swim for all I’m worth. 
 
    Damn, it’s cold. 
 
    It feels like I’m swimming in ice cubes. I remember back to some cold weather training the army sent me to in Alaska. I thought it was strange at the time since my unit was getting ready to deploy to the Middle East, but hey, it was the military. Not everything the upper echelons did made sense. Anyway, I remember our cold-weather instructor telling us if we fell into the near freezing water of the lakes, we’d die of hypothermia in fifteen minutes. Then he laughed and told us not to worry though, because the cold water would cause our muscles to lock up in three minutes, so we’d drown before we froze to death. I didn’t think it was funny at the time, and I certainly don’t think so now. 
 
    The water around me is so cold I have serious doubts I’ll be able to keep swimming for even a minute before my muscles lock up. I’ve been cold before, but never anything like this. The icy water’s literally sucking the life out of me. 
 
    Just as I’m about ready to give up and meet my fate, my head breaks the surface of the water. I gag trying to take a breath. I cough and spit out a mouthful of water before managing to suck in a lungful of sweet-tasting air. A wave knocks me beneath the surface again. I struggle back up, gulping in a couple of breaths before I’m forced under a third time. 
 
    I succeed in regaining the surface. From the flash of stone walls speeding by, I know the river current’s taking me at a high rate of speed further and further away from where I fell in. 
 
    No. Not I fell in. Where we fell in. 
 
    “Jalena!” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Jalena!” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    A strand of rope floats by my face. I grab hold, pulling the line toward me. It’s not easy trying to stay above the water and pull at the same time. I’m forced underwater twice more, but manage to hold my breath each time. The slack in the rope tightens. I see the thermal image of something light-gray beneath the surface. I continue pulling on the line. Just as my strength’s about to give out, I grab hold of Jalena. 
 
    Compared to the white thermal image of my arms and hands, Jalena’s light-gray color scares the crap out of me. Her core temperature’s still white though, which gives me a little hope. 
 
    Doing my best to keep both our heads above the water, I look around for someplace safe. The river’s narrowed to about thirty-feet wide now. My feet hit something. 
 
    Is that the bottom? 
 
    The fast-moving current knocks my legs out from beneath me. 
 
    I regain my feet. I see something ahead. 
 
    Is it an island? 
 
    If it is, it isn’t a very big island, but it’s solid land, and that’s a hell of a lot better than where I am. Flailing with one arm while trying to keep Jalena’s head out of the water with the other, I make for the spit of land. I trip on something hard and slippery, but manage to remain on my feet. The water’s only up to my chest now. Half-swimming, half-wadding, I force my way through the fast-moving water toward the island. A series of well-positioned boulders blunt the force of the current, making a twenty-foot-wide pool of relatively calm water. Using the last bit of energy in my rapidly tiring muscles and freezing body, I struggle forward, dragging the assassin behind me through the now knee-deep water. With a last Herculean effort, I reach dry land. 
 
    Actually, it’s not all that dry, but at least we’re out of the water. 
 
    Falling forward face first, I curl up into a ball on the sandy beach. One part of my mind wonders what sand’s doing down here and why it’s not washed away. Another part of my mind doesn’t give a crap one way or the other. All I want to do is close my eyes and get it over with. Death’s got to be better than the torture of the thousands of icy daggers stabbing into my flesh. 
 
    I’ll just lay here and rest for a moment. If I can just stop shivering, I can go to sleep. 
 
    I close my eyes, but only for a second. A part of the training drilled into me during my years in the military tells me that I’m forgetting something. 
 
    What? What am I forgetting? 
 
    Then it comes to me. I’m not forgetting something. I’m forgetting somebody. 
 
    Concern for my teammate overrides my shivering muscles and urge to sleep. Opening my eyes, I see Jalena lying an arms-length away. Her thermal image shows her core temperature has dropped even more. Grabbing hold of her, I drag her further up the sandy beach until her boots are completely out of the water. 
 
    Rolling the assassin onto her back, I place two fingers on her neck, checking for a pulse. My hands are shivering too much to tell one way or another. 
 
    “Damnit!” I yell, although I imagine it would probably sound more like a croak if anyone were around to hear. 
 
    Turning Jalena’s head to the side, I clear her airway as best I can. Straightening her head, I tilt her chin back, pinch her nose shut with my left hand, and seal my mouth over hers. I give her five rescue breaths to start CPR. Rising to my knees, I place both hands on her chest before my fogged mind grasps the fact that like me, she’s wearing leather armor. 
 
    “Crap!” Anger combined with frustration makes my voice louder than it was before. I suppose whatever adrenaline’s flowing though my body is adding to my strength. 
 
    I unbuckle her armor. It’s not easy. My hands are frozen stiff, but I manage somehow. Throwing her chest armor to the side, I loosen her belt before giving her two more breaths. Positioning my hands over her chest like I’d been taught in the military, I give her fifteen chest compressions before giving her two more breaths. I repeat the process. I repeat it a lot. I keep repeating it until I don’t have the strength to do any more. Somehow, I continue anyway. 
 
    “Max!” I yell in my mind. “Is she alive?” 
 
    “Sorry, player. That is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    “Screw you!” 
 
    “Now, Steve. How will yelling at me help your situation? You are doing all you can. I will admit you Earthlings have seemingly ever-changing standards for giving cardiopulmonary resuscitation, but your current methodology is adequate for your situation. Based upon the game rules, what you are doing is about the best you can do other than hope one of the other bodies has a healing potion on them.” 
 
    It takes me a few seconds to realize what my in-game assistant said. 
 
    “Did you say other bodies? What other bodies?” 
 
    “Uh…did I say other bodies? That is not in my list of authorized responses. Forget I mentioned it. We wouldn’t want to break the rules, would we?” 
 
    I breath two more breaths into the unconscious assassin before switching back to chest compressions. As I push down with my stiffened arms, I look around, seeing only a thermal image of an empty beach. I’m about to tell Max that he doesn’t know what he’s talking about when I notice a dark smudge at the base of one of the boulders forming the lagoon. 
 
    Is that a body? It’s big enough, but… 
 
    I see several more smudges jammed up against some of the other boulders. There are a few more man-length smudges out in the lagoon. 
 
    I vaguely remember tripping on something slippery as I was making my way toward the island. I’d assumed it was a slime-covered stone. 
 
    What if it wasn’t a rock? 
 
    I’m not sure if the dark smudges are bodies or just cooler rocks. All I know is I’m about out of strength, and my efforts at CPR on the assassin don’t seem to be doing squat. Switching positions, I seal my mouth around Jalena’s and breathe five breaths into her lungs. Standing up, I run toward the boulders and their dark smudges. 
 
    My efforts at CPR have warmed me up a little, but as soon as I hit the water, I’m attacked by a thousand icy daggers again. I stagger forward, falling into the water. Too weak to stand up again, I crawl toward the smudge at the base of the nearest boulder. 
 
    The water’s only knee deep here. As I half-swim and half-crawl closer, I see a suit of plate mail. It’s only the top half of armor. There’s no leg armor, but I see what looks like pack straps on the suit’s shoulders. 
 
    Hope flares in my mind. I drag myself to the half-suit of armor and roll it over. There are pieces of a leather there, but if it’s a pack, it’s long rotted out. As far as I can tell, the few pieces of leather still together contain nothing. 
 
    “God! Please!” 
 
    I look at the next boulder. The water’s a little deeper, but I make out a dark shape of another body. More than half-frozen, I manage to stand and wade over. It’s a body, alright. Unlike its plate-mail-wearing companion, this body’s complete, and it’s wearing leather armor. The armor looks in good shape. I glance at the next boulder and see two more bodies, but they’re in chest-deep water. 
 
    I’ll never make it there. This one’s either got something, or Jalena’s dead. 
 
    Grabbing hold of the dead man’s collar, I drag him behind me toward the shore. He’s heavy, which I assume means he’s either freshly dead or very waterlogged. Maybe both. 
 
    After reaching shore, I turn around and look closer at my burden. I was wrong. It’s not a man. It’s a woman. Or rather it was a woman. Her head and face are beaten up pretty good, probably from being bounced along the bottom of the river, but the rest of her looks in relatively good shape. She’s wearing a pack. 
 
    I waste no time in ripping the backpack from her shoulders, half-expecting her to come to life and attack. She doesn’t. Her bloated body just lays there. 
 
    I dump the contents of the leather container onto the beach. Mixed in with a few pieces of clothing and various other items are two vials. I grab hold of the two bottles and raise them in front of my face. 
 
    How the hell am I supposed to tell what they are? I can’t see colors. All I see are their thermal images. 
 
    “Uh, was your question directed at me, player?” says Max. “I cannot tell you what they are if that is what you are asking because it is not in my list of authorized responses. Too bad you don’t have the ability to identify things yourself. Oops! Wait. You do have that ability. Silly me.” 
 
    I will information boxes into existence. 
 
    
     Potion of Extra-healing   X.P. Value: 450 
 
     Potion of Extra-healing   X.P. Value: 450 
 
   
 
    “Congratulations, Steve,” says Max. “You just gained 400 experience points. You now have—” 
 
    “Shut up! I don’t give a crap.” 
 
    I run back toward Jalena with my precious cargo, falling twice in the process. When I reach the assassin, I raise her into a sitting position and knock the glass lid off one of the vials by hitting it against the handle of my sheathed dagger. Prying her lips apart, I pour the contents into her mouth. Most of the magic liquid trickles down her chin. I’m not sure how much actually goes down her throat, but I hope it’s enough. I wait a couple of seconds. Nothing happens. 
 
    Just as I’m about to knock the lid off the second bottle, Jalena coughs. She coughs again, spewing water and who knows what else across my face and chest. The assassin rolls out of my arms and onto all fours before vomiting. After a few more coughs, she wipes an arm across her mouth. Taking a couple of deep breaths, she sits up and looks around before casting her eyes on me. 
 
    “You’re wet,” she whispers. 
 
    All I can do is smile. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 – Loot 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Jalena cuddles deeper into my arms. There’s nothing sexual about it. We’re cold, wet, and feeling like half-drowned puppies. Thankfully, the pack that held the healing potions also contained a wool blanket. As many an instructor told me during my years in the military, wool will keep you warm even when it’s wet. It’s a good thing too, because the blanket’s soaked. Even sharing body heat in the small overhang we found at the base of a boulder, I’m still on the verge of hypothermia. 
 
    As if to prove the point, I cough. Not once, but several times. 
 
    Jalena turns in my arms enough to place a hand on my forehead. “You’re getting worse. Maybe you should use the other healing potion.” 
 
    “No. We need to save it for when things get really bad.” 
 
    The assassin snorts and nods toward the wet ground outside our cubbyhole. “What do you call this? A vacation in sunny Barcelona?” 
 
    I see her point, but I don’t want to waste the only way we’ve got to heal ourselves. 
 
    Jalena turns completely around in my arms so she’s facing me. 
 
    Since we both removed our armor in order to better share body heat, I feel every curve of her athletic body. She feels good. I know that probably sounds strange considering our situation, but hey, she does. 
 
    The assassin looks me in the eye. “You know we can’t stay here. We’re probably as thawed as we’re going to get. I think we should try to recover a couple more of those bodies you told me about and see if they’ve got anything useful on ‘em.” 
 
    I already feel like a ghoul for dragging the one body out of the water and looting it. I’m pretty sure I’ll be repeating my action in future nightmares if I live. Still, her point about not getting any warmer is valid. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” I tell her. “Either we stay curled up in this hole and freeze to death, or we try swimming in the river and see where it takes us.” 
 
    Even wearing my thermal contacts, I can tell from her facial expression she doesn’t think much of my suggestion. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Not swim. We’d be dead after a few minutes in the water.” She reaches up and gently touches my face. Her action takes me by surprise. She lowers her hand. “I haven’t thanked you yet for saving my life; twice actually.” 
 
    I smile. “Not sure I saved anything. It ain’t looking so good unless you know something I don’t.” 
 
    Her thermal image smiles. “All I know is, I’m grateful for every second of life I receive. You’ve given me a gift of a few minutes longer if nothing else. I’m thankful for that.” 
 
    My teeth chatter. “You’re welcome. You’d do the same for me, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Her voice is serious when she answers. “I would now.” 
 
    If we’d been anywhere but where we were and my teeth weren’t chattering like a highspeed typewriter, I think I might try to kiss her. But we’re where we are, and we’re freezing, so I don’t. It’s probably for the best. After all, she is an assassin.” 
 
    With a deep sigh, Jalena rolls out of my arms, dragging the blanket with her. She stands up outside our cubbyhole. “You coming? Or do you want me to carve a tombstone so anyone coming by will know who the frozen chunk of meat in the hole is?” 
 
    With both blanket and her body heat gone, my spot beneath the boulder’s overhang is anything but comfortable. I crawl out and stand beside her, trying my best to grin. “You can be a little on the cruel side. Has anyone ever told you that?” 
 
    She returns my grin. “You mean and lived?” 
 
    I’m glad she’s grinning, but I decide it’s probably best to move on to a different subject. I point toward the corpse lying on the beach. “There’s the one who had the potions. There’s also part of a body in plate mail near that first big boulder in the water.” 
 
    Jalena scans the slow-moving water in the lagoon before giving what might be a laugh. I suppose it could just as easily be a sigh of despair. 
 
    “Well, I suppose there’s no putting it off,” she says. “You’d better stay on land with that cold of yours. I don’t want you catching pneumonia. I’ll wade out in the water and see what I can find. How about ordering that rope of yours to wrap around my waist? If I get in trouble, you can pull me back to shore.” 
 
    I’d been doing a lot of thinking while I was snuggled up to the assassin trying to get warm. I think I figured out a workaround to the problem of swimming in freezing cold water to recover bodies. Although I haven’t mentioned my plan to her before now, I reach out and grab Jalena’s shoulder as she bends down to remove one of her boots. 
 
    “Hold on a second. Maybe neither one of us will have to go in the water.” Before the assassin can ask what I mean, I pick the Thieves’ Rope up off the ground where I laid it with my armor. Forming an image of the half-body of the man in plate mail, I command, “Climber awake!” 
 
    One end of the silver-threaded rope immediately slithers out of my hand and across the beach. It heads into the water in the direction of the half-submerged boulder, uncoiling as it goes. A second later, the robe stops moving. 
 
    Grabbing the rope, I glance at Jalena. She takes the hint and grabs hold of the rope. Pulling together, we drag the plate-mailed body onshore. It’s not as easy as it sounds. Plate mail’s heavy, plus who knows how long it’s been half-buried in the lagoon’s sandy bottom. Nevertheless, we manage to get it onto the beach. 
 
    “Climber sleep!” I command. 
 
    The rope obediently disengages from the plate-mailed body and recoils itself in my hand. 
 
    Nodding, Jalena says, “Nice rope.” 
 
    I couldn’t agree more. 
 
    Moving closer to the half-corpse, I wonder about the lack of smell. I mean, it is a dead body. As I close the distance, I see a white bone where the right hand should be. There’s nary an ounce of meat on the skeletal fingers. The logical part of my mind tells me there’s no way the finger bones should still be connected since all of the flesh and ligaments are gone, but hey, I’m in a fantasy world, so what can I say? 
 
    Jalena apparently notices where I’m looking. “Whatever fish is in the river must’ve cleaned out the suit of armor out long ago. Can you use that identify thing of yours to see if it’s worth checking out?” 
 
    I mentally kick myself for not thinking about doing so before we went to all the trouble of dragging the body onto the beach. 
 
    Concentrating on the human remains, I will an information box into existence. 
 
    
     Plate Mail +4   X.P. Value: 600 
 
     Mace +3   X.P. Value: 400 
 
     Ring of Protection +2   X.P. Value: 750 
 
     Necklace of Fire Resistance   X.P. Value: 500 
 
   
 
    “Jackpot,” I tell Jalena before describing the four items. 
 
    She leads the way to the body and removes the necklace and ring while leaving the plate mail and mace where they are. 
 
    “Uh, what are you doing?” I ask. “That’s plus-four plate-mail. One of our fighters might be able to use it. And the mace is a plus-three. Hell, I could use that if Vanessa or one of the others don’t want it.” 
 
    She looks at me a second before shaking her head. “You’re forgetting where we are. The plate mail and mace are heavy. How are we supposed to carry them? Maybe if we had Dmitri’s dimensional pack, but we don’t. We need to take what we can use and leave the rest.” 
 
    “But…but, it’s plus-four plate-mail.” 
 
    The assassin laughs. It’s not a complimentary laugh. “I don’t care if it’s plus-ten armor. If we can’t use it, we need to leave it.” 
 
    I shiver as a breeze stirred up by the fast-moving river hits me. I can’t help but think I was a whole lot more comfortable when I was curled up next to Jalena’s semi-warm body. 
 
    “Look,” she says. “This is my fifth mission. We don’t get to keep any of the crap we find when we finish whatever mission we’re on. Assuming we get another mission, we’ll start out at level one with the same piece-of-crap gear as everyone else. Take my word for it. Loot what we can use and leave the rest.” 
 
    Although a greedy part of me wants to grab the mace and armor, the less emotional part of my mind wins out. As I’ve mentioned before, my mom always said I was the logical one in the family. 
 
    I nod. “All right. You win. What do you want? The ring or the necklace?” 
 
    She shrugs. “It was your rope. You pick first.” She holds out the two items in her hands. 
 
    Maybe it’s my masculinity talking, but I decide on the ring instead of the necklace. “I could use a higher armor class. I’ll take the ring.” 
 
    She tosses me the ring. 
 
    I catch it in midair and slip it on my finger. 
 
    Jalena places the fire-resistance necklace around her throat. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 500 X.P. 
 
     Current Experience: 25,876   Next Level: 28,001 
 
   
 
    I’m confused. “Hey, Max. What gives? My current experience doesn’t add up right.” 
 
    “Are you asking for a rule clarification, player? If so, the explanation is simple. The game designer deemed the ring and necklace worth 1,250. That amount is split with your team. Your share for the jewelry was 625 points. After reducing the amount for your twenty-percent experience penalty, that leaves you with 500 points. Of course, you also earned 400 points for the extra-healing potions you found earlier. I would have given you an update on total experience before now for the potions, but you told me to ‘shut up’ as I remember. Let me check the log files. Yep. There it is. You told me to shut up because you did not give a crap.” 
 
    I vaguely remember saying those words. 
 
    Still, his explanation seems off. “I thought my team didn’t share the experience if we’re apart. Besides, even if we were close enough, dividing it six ways still doesn’t work out right.” 
 
    “Hmm. Did I say anything about dividing it six ways? You only have one teammate close enough to share in the experience, and she’s standing next to you.” 
 
    “Jalena? What are you talking about? She’s on the red team. I’m on the blue.” 
 
    “It never ceases to amaze me how players do not believe me when I tell them the rules. In any regard, the blue, red, and tan teams formed an alliance. For the purposes of sharing experience, each member of the alliance is considered a teammate, otherwise you would be stealing each other’s kills during a battle. That would basically defeat the purpose of an alliance which is to work together for a common cause.” 
 
    His explanation gives me an idea. “Since we’re allied with each other, does that mean if we find the orb all three teams will get the credit?” 
 
    “No, Steve. It does not mean that. Finding the orb doesn’t do squat. A team must present the Orb of Stanton to the Archbishop of Stanton to win. Those are the rules, and there is no way around them. The winning team must present the Archbishop of Stanton with the Orb of Stanton. All other teams are out of luck. I do not see how it can be any clearer than that. Any further questions?” 
 
    I have lots of questions, but I’m not going to waste my time asking him. I turn my attention to Jalena. “Max says because our teams formed an alliance, we share in ex—” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. My Max just told me. I keep pretty close tabs on my experience. I was wondering where those extra experience points came from. It’s been a couple of missions since I’ve been in an alliance, so I forgot about the sharing of experience across teams.” She laughs. “I’ll bet you’re wishing now you’d let me die so you could have all the experience from the ring and necklace for yourself.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t thinking that. I wouldn’t want you to die.” 
 
    I can’t be sure since I’m looking at her via a thermal image, but her eyes look softer than they did earlier. They’re a light gray now where they’d been white-hot before. 
 
    She shakes her head. “You know, if anyone else said that, I wouldn’t believe them. For some reason, coming from you, I think you’re telling the truth.” 
 
    “Of course, I am. Why would I lie?” 
 
    She laughs. She’s got a nice laugh. Not sure why I didn’t realize it before now. 
 
    “Most people don’t need a reason to lie. They just do.” She shakes her head again. “I swear, you’re probably the most naïve person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I doubt she’s giving me a compliment, but I let it slide. “Well, we are who we are. In the meantime, I suppose I should scan the lagoon and check for anything else we can use.” 
 
    She shivers. “A warm coat would be nice,” sounding like she’s only half joking. 
 
    Although I seriously doubt I’ll find warm clothing, I scan the lagoon with my identify ability. A dozen info boxes appear across the twenty-by-thirty-foot inlet. Most items are worthless with descriptions involving adjectives like rotted, rusted, decayed, broken, empty, and busted. Five items do catch my attention: 
 
    Short Sword of Quickness +2   X.P. Value: 1,500 
 
    Gloves of Enhanced Reflexes +1   X.P. Value: 1,000 
 
    Bracelet of Water Walking  X.P. Value: 1,000 
 
    Healing Potion (3)   X.P. Value: 600 
 
    Sword of the Holy Knight +6   X.P. Value: 4,000 
 
    The first four items are in one spot near the center of the lagoon while the Sword of the Holy Knight is near the boulder where I’d found the half-body in plate mail. 
 
    “Wow!” is all I can say. 
 
    Jalena steps next to me. “What’d you find? Something good I hope?” 
 
    “You could say that.” I point toward the boulder where the body with the upper plate mail had been. “There’s a Sword of the Holy Knight there. If it’s anything like the sword of the same name from my role-playing days in college, that weapon kicks ass.” 
 
    The assassin doesn’t seem as impressed as me. “Forget about it. What else did you spot?” 
 
    “Forget about it? Are you crazy? It’s a plus-six weapon. The thing’s worth four-thousand experience points.” 
 
    “Get your head out of your ass, Quantas. A Sword of the Holy Knight is only good in the hands of a paladin. You’re a thief, not one of those holy warriors. Concentrate on stuff we can use to get us out of here alive.” 
 
    I’m usually not a greedy person. Maybe my avatar’s thief qualities are affecting me, but it’s hard to forget about something as powerful as a Sword of the Holy Knight. The analytical part of my mind takes into consideration the fact I’m on the verge of hypothermia. Not to mention I’m trapped on an island smaller than my apartment back in the real world. Plus, I’m in the middle of a raging underground river. Then of course there’s the fact I haven’t got the faintest idea how to get back to the rest of my team. 
 
    Sighing, I admit defeat. “I suppose you’re right.” Forgetting about the spot by the boulder, I point toward the middle of the lagoon. “I think there’s a body there with a Short Sword of Quickness, some enhanced reflex gloves, a water walking bracelet, and three healing potions.” 
 
    The assassin claps her hands together. “Okay, that’s more like it. We can use those healing potions for sure. And a bracelet that lets the wearer walk on water can definitely come in handy. Do you see anything else useful?” 
 
    “Nothing in the lagoon as far as I can tell. I think there are at least a half-dozen other bodies out there, but the information boxes just show junk armor and crap gear.” 
 
    “Too bad,” she says. “I was hoping for something that might actually help us get out of here.” 
 
    I have a sudden thought. “You know, I can’t help but wonder how seven bodies, well, six-and-a-half bodies really, all wound up in the lagoon.” I wave a hand at the water. “Doesn’t it strike you as strange all these bodies are basically in the same spot.” 
 
    Jalena shrugs. “Not really. Like I said before, this is my fifth mission for Master Player Red. One thing I’ve come to realize during those missions is these games have been going on for a long time. When I say long, I mean thousands of years long. Maybe more for all I know. I’m guessing the hallway trap that dropped us into the river has been killing players for centuries, maybe millenniums. Some of those previous victims must’ve washed up here. This lagoon’s a natural place for the river to deposit a few of the bodies that fell into it from the trap.” 
 
    Her comment makes sense. A member of my weekend hiking and climbing group back in Denver was also an amateur prospector. He talked me into going with him once to pan for gold in a mountain stream west of the city. We only found a few flakes of gold, but he talked nonstop explaining how fast-moving streams would deposit heavier metals such as gold in the bends of rivers where the current slowed or at the base of rocks and boulders. Now, I know bodies of adventurers aren’t gold nuggets, but logically speaking, I figure the river’s current could’ve been doing the same thing with the corpses and gear of the trap’s victims. 
 
    An image of men and women wearing armor or laden down with heavy packs dropping the hundred-plus feet from the hallway into the freezing-cold water flashes in my mind. After a quick, or not so quick, death, I picture their bodies rolling along the river bottom until they wind up in the calmer water of the lagoon. It’s a sobering thought, and it could’ve just as easily been us. 
 
    I look away from the river at Jalena. “I guess you’re right. The trap may have been killing players for tens of centuries. If that’s the case, I’m surprised there’s only seven bodies here. I’d think there’d be more.” 
 
    She shrugs before pointing past the lagoon to the river beyond. “Maybe there are more. Have you checked out there?” 
 
    I hadn’t. I shiver at the thought of finding more cadavers. It’s just the cold, I tell myself, but I’m not so sure. 
 
    Glancing at the river proper, I will an info box into existence for any possible bodies that might be in the river. I don’t get one box. To my shock, hundreds; no, more like thousands of information boxes appear over the water. 
 
    “By all that’s holy,” I breath, thinking of the past pain and death I’m viewing. 
 
    “What is it?” Jalena asks. “Do you see something?” 
 
    My mind has trouble grasping the magnitude of the mass of information boxes spread out across the river. “There must be thousands of bodies, or what’s left of them, out them. My God, there’s magic armor, weapons, wands, rings, necklaces, anything you can think of just waiting for the taking. We’re rich. We’ll be more powerful than yellow team. We can—” 
 
    The assassin spins around and slaps me hard across the face, catching me by surprise. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid!” she snaps. “We’re dying here, and all you can think about is treasure? What good will gold or magic items do if you’re dead?” Her voice takes on an edge. “I’m not going back to the real world. Not now; not ever. I’m not spending the rest of my life in a bed listening to…” Her voice trails off. She glares at me like she’s caught me spying on her. “My avatar’s got to live and find the orb, and you’re not going to stop me.” She pokes me in the chest with two stiffened fingers. “Got it!” 
 
    Between the slap, the jab, and her words, I’m basically in shock. I rub my chest where she poked me. Without my armor on, her fingers hurt. They hurt a lot. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble. “You’re right. Getting out of her alive is what’s important.” I cast a wishful eye at the information boxes dotting the river. “It’s just that, I mean, some of the gear can probably help us get out of here.” I point at one of the information boxes about a hundred feet away, knowing she can’t see it, but pointing all the same. “For instance, there’s a Ring of Cold Resistance.” I involuntarily shiver. “Tell me a couple of those wouldn’t be useful right about now.” I point at another box. “There’s a frost giant girdle. We could probably do something with that.” I gesture further up the river. “Looks like there’s about a hundred potions scattered around over there. Some of them are healing potions.” My voice takes on a little excitement again. “And there’s a set of plus-four leather armor. One of us could use that. Over there’s a Rod of Neptune. I don’t know what it does, but it sounds water-related to me. And near the far bank is a—” 
 
    “Can you reach any of that stuff with your rope?” Jalena says, throwing cold water on my growing enthusiasm. 
 
    “Well, uh, no,” I admit. “My rope’s only fifty feet. The closest item in the river is at least sixty or more.” 
 
    Apparently, Jalena’s a realist. “Then don’t worry about any of the river stuff until we can get to it.” She nods at the lagoon. “You mentioned a Bracelet of Water Walking in there. Can you reach it with your rope? If we can get it, I suppose we could use it to go shopping anywhere on the river we wanted.” 
 
    I mentally kick myself for not thinking of it earlier. I begin to think of all the items in the river we could use. Hell, for all I know there’s some type of dimensional pack in there somewhere. I imagine myself plopping down a plus-five set of plate mail for Thangar along with a plus-six hammer or something along that line at the grumpy dwarf’s feet. 
 
    I’ll bet that would raise his opinion of me a bit. 
 
    The assassin’s voice interrupts my image of humbling the dwarf. 
 
    “Well?” she says. 
 
    “Uh, well what? 
 
    “How about getting your rope busy retrieving the bracelet? Maybe we can use it to walk back along the river to where we fell in. We’re both climbers. Between the two of us, we should be able to figure out how to climb up to the trap so we can link back up with our teams.” 
 
    Now, some men might be offended at being ordered around by a woman. I’m not one of them. In the military, I’d had several superiors who’d been females. Heck, I remember one time when a wisp of a soldier who happened to be a woman had come charging in with her Humvee and saved my team’s ass when we’d been ambushed. I sure as hell hadn’t checked the driver’s gender when she’d ordered me to get into her armored vehicle. I’d just shoved in my wounded buddy and dove in behind him. Consequently, I’m not offended in the least by Jalena telling me to do something that might save our lives. 
 
    With magic rope in hand, I imagine a body beneath the water with the four items I’d spotted earlier: Short Sword of Quickness, Gloves of Enhanced Reflexes, Bracelet of Water Walking, and the three Healing Potions. Although I have no idea what the body looks like, or even if there is a body, my hope is the rope’s intelligent enough to figure out what I mean. 
 
    “Climber awake!” 
 
    The free end of the rope shoots out of my hand and plops into the water as if it knows exactly where it’s got to go. The line continues uncoiling for several seconds before it abruptly stops. 
 
    Taking a firm grip on the line, I give the rope a tug. It doesn’t budge. Bracing my boots in the sand, I attempt to pull whatever’s down there free from the lagoon’s bottom. The line still doesn’t give. 
 
    Jalena laughs. “Need some help, little kitten?” 
 
    All right. I’ll admit my male ego’s a little offended this time, but I’m man enough to admit when I need assistance. I offer her part of the rope. “Yeah, some help would be appreciated.” 
 
    Taking the line in her hands, Jalena moves behind me and braces her boots in the sand. “Say when.” 
 
    “Now!” I tell her as I throw my weight into my pull. 
 
    Even with the two of us, the rope doesn’t budge. 
 
    “My God,” says Jalena. “It’s harder to pull than that body in the plate mail. Try again. If we can’t get it to move this time, I’ll wade out and free it by hand.” 
 
    I have no desire for either of us to get in the freezing-cold water again. I mentally swear we’re going to get it this time come hell or high water. 
 
    “All right,” I tell her. “On the count of three give it everything you’ve got. One…two…” 
 
    I hear dice roll in my mind. 
 
    “…three!” 
 
    Throwing everything I’ve got into it; I strain against the rope. The line gives an inch; maybe two. 
 
    “Pull harder!” says Jalena. “Whatever it is, I think it’s coming loose.” 
 
    I pull harder, but the rope stubbornly stays where it is. Just as I’m about to give up, the line moves. It moves a lot. And it’s moving toward us. 
 
    Pulling hand over hand, Jalena and I drag whatever it is closer to shore, barely keeping up with the movement of the line. 
 
    I see stirring in the lagoon where I think the end of the rope should be. The disturbance in the water reminds me of a large trout back home swimming beneath the surface of a mountain lake. Only problem is, if I’m looking at a trout, it’s the biggest trout I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I stop pulling. 
 
    So does Jalena. 
 
    The stirring in the water continues to head straight toward us. When the disturbance is about ten feet from shore, a couple of snakelike tentacles with suction cups break the surface. 
 
    “My God!” Jalena and I say at the same time. We both let go of the rope and draw our swords. 
 
    My eyes glance over at the two piles of leather armor near our cubbyhole that we removed in order to share body heat. 
 
    No time to put them on now. All we can do is wait for the owner of the tentacles to break the lagoon’s surface. 
 
    We don’t have to wait long. 
 
    A pasty-white, bulbous body the size of a large cow breaks the surface of the inlet with eight tentacles flailing all around. 
 
    “It’s a giant octopus!” shouts Jalena. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s a giant or not, but it’s the biggest octopus I’ve ever seen. The massive creature reaches the edge of the water. It doesn’t stop there. Using two of its ten-feet-long tentacles to pull itself across the wet sand, the octopus slithers in our direction. 
 
    More disturbances appear in the lagoon. A second later, I count six more of the giant octopuses breaking the water’s surface. 
 
    God, get me out of this alive, and I swear I’ll never eat calamari again. 
 
    Before I can figure out if God’s listening or not, the first octopus is on us. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 –Zero Loot 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Two of the octopus’s tentacles reach out toward Jalena. I have just enough time to notice the barbs around the tentacles’ suction cups before my sword cuts one tentacle in half. 
 
    The other tentacle wraps around my leg and jerks me off my feet. 
 
    The moist sand cushions my fall, and I manage to strike at the offending tentacle without cutting my leg. The tentacle draws back only to be replaced by two more, one of which is heading directly toward my face. 
 
    A blur of motion catches my eye as Jalena jumps onto the octopus’s slimy back and jabs her plus-two short sword into one of the beast’s eyes. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    The sea beast withers violently this way and that, throwing Jalena off its back. Jumping up, I run over and stab my sword into the octopus’s other eye. It stiffens before basically flattening out and moving no more. A horrible stench assails my nostrils. Somehow, I resist the urge to vomit. Turning to thank Jalena for saving me, I see two more of the monstrous beasts are out of the water, each with a tentacle wrapped around the assassin. One tentacle has her by the waist while another is wrapped across her face, covering her mouth and nose. 
 
    Running forward with sword and plus-two dagger in hand, I strike the tentacle covering Jalena’s face. Maybe it’s adrenaline or maybe my avatar’s body is a lot stronger than it looks, but the blade of my short sword cleaves the tentacle in half. I jerk the slimy flesh away from the assassin’s mouth and nose, catching a glimpse of a bloody sucker mark on her cheek. 
 
    Before I can do anything else, a slime-covered tendril wraps around my chest, pulling me onto the sand. A second later, I’m being dragged toward the water. Flipping over, I manage to drive my dagger into the tentacle. It releases its grip, but another tentacle from behind me wraps around my left arm. I feel a sharp pain in my flesh as barbed suckers grab hold. I think I scream, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    Swinging my sword with my right hand, I cut the tentacle off and manage to slip free of another appendage before it can get a hold on me. 
 
    I see an octopus with four of its tentacles wrapped around Jalena. The river monster’s pulling her toward a parrot-like beak in the center of its body. 
 
    Ignoring the other creatures around me, I charge forward, driving both dagger and sword up to their hilts into the back of the octopus attacking the assassin. 
 
    Dice roll. 
 
    The octopus releases Jalena and curls up into a ball before its arms flop out like soggy spaghetti. 
 
    Something wraps around my neck, tearing into my flesh as it does. 
 
    I can’t breathe. Both sword and dagger fall from my hands as I beat at an arm-thick tentacle choking me to death. The island around me slowly fades from sight. 
 
    Suddenly, I can breathe. I fall to my hands and knees, drawing in deep breaths of air as I do. I’m weak. Touching my neck with my left hand, I feel something warm and sticky. 
 
    Blood? My blood? 
 
    I hear Jalena yell, “Get up and fight!” 
 
    Grabbing my sword and dagger off the sand, I stagger to my feet. I’m weak, but I’m not out of the fight yet. Glancing around, I see the collapsed bodies of three octopuses. Two more very much alive octopuses are attacking Jalena. Somehow, she’s managing to stay out of their grasp. 
 
    As I look for an opening, I see the assassin jump across the bulbous back of one of the sea monsters, cutting off a tentacle as she does. The second creature snaps out at Jalena with its beak, missing her leg by mere inches. 
 
    Sensing more than hearing something behind me, I spin around, swinging out with sword and dagger as I do. My blades catch a tentacle in midair, severing it in half, but three of the octopus’s other tentacles reach out for me. I dodge two. The third slithers around my leg just below the knee and drags me down. The sea creature heads for the lagoon, pulling me through the sand behind it. A few yards past it in the water is another octopus. The second octopus stretches out its tentacles and snaps its parrot beak as if urging its sister to hurry up with its snack so they can feast on my flesh together. 
 
    As the first octopus reaches the water, I look back to shore, shouting, “Jalena!” as I do. 
 
    The assassin’s lying flat on the beach with the collapsed body of an octopus a few feet away. The second sea beast that had been attacking her is dragging itself in my direction as fast as its tentacles can take it. 
 
    Still wearing my thermal contact lenses, I see a hot liquid flowing out of Jalena’s chest and stomach, pooling in the sand beneath her. Although it’s hard to tell, I think I see her eyes looking at me as if begging for help. 
 
    Weak from loss of blood, and being dragged to my own death, I drop my sword and reach into the pouch at my belt, pulling out the vial of extra-healing potion I’d found earlier. Drawing back my arm, I heave the bottle with all my strength in Jalena’s direction. 
 
    The sound of dice rolling echoes in my mind. 
 
    The container of lifegiving fluid falls well short of its target. The fingers of one of the assassin’s hands seem to dig into the sand as if trying to drag her wounded body forward, but the fingers stop moving a good six feet shy of the bottle. 
 
    Damn. I’m dead. We’re both dead. 
 
    I think I feel sorrier for Jalena than I do for myself. From what little she told me, her life back in the real world must be a living hell. All I’m facing when I get back is a violent but quick death. 
 
    An icy-cold liquid flows into my boots, reminding me to face my doom like a good soldier. Turning my head, I see the octopus whose tentacle has me in its grip. The sea monster’s half-submerged in the lagoon. Both of my feet are in the water. I see the second octopus swimming to join its companion. Through my thermal lenses, the sea creature’s eyes remind me of the 18-wheeler’s headlights I’ll be seeing all too soon. 
 
    A mechanical voice sounds in my head. “Uh, I probably should not say this since it is not in my list of authorized responses, Steve, but the assassin only needs a hundred and seventy-three experience points to advance to level six. Since you are allies, any experience from kills you make will be divided with her. Unfortunately for you, even counting the experience for the four octopuses the assassin and you have killed so far, you still need an additional 1,024 points to reach your next level.” 
 
    The emotional part of my mind has already given up. The logical part of my mind mulls over my in-game assistant’s words. Glancing at the octopus dragging me toward its clicking beak, I will an information box into existence. 
 
    Monster: Octopus, adult   Level: 5   Health: 37   AC: 6   X.P. Value: 458 
 
    I see my short sword in the sand, well beyond my reach, but I’ve still got my plus-two dagger in my left hand. Pulling up what little strength’s left in my body, I roll toward the clicking beak and shove my hand and part of my arm inside with the tip of my blade tilted up. The parrot-like beak closes shut, tearing into my flesh, but it doesn’t close all the way. I guess the hilt of my knife’s stopping it from closing completely. The octopus begins shaking its body left and right, its beak ripping into my flesh. It vomits my bloody arm out as it squirts a dark liquid in my face, blinding me. 
 
    White hot pain shoots up my mangled left arm and hand. 
 
    I scream. 
 
    Something else screams. 
 
    Is it the octopus? 
 
    I don’t know. I’m blind from the monster’s ink. For all I know, I’m imagining things since I don’t think octopuses can scream. 
 
    
     Player Jalena: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Six Assassin! 
 
   
 
    I pass out. 
 
    The next thing I feel is cold water splashing against my face. 
 
    “Hold your eyes open so I can wash the ink out of ‘em,” comes Jalena’s voice. “You look like you stuck your head in an ink well.” 
 
    The pain shooting up my left arm makes it too difficult to reply, but I try and keep my eyes open. After a couple more splashes, I see Jalena’s white thermal shape holding me in her arms. 
 
    The assassin stops splashing. “You’re lucky you were wearing those contact lenses, otherwise you’d probably be blind. And your arm. I swear it couldn’t be any worse if you stuck it in the thing’s mouth. What’d you do?” 
 
    I mutter something about sticking my arm in its mouth. 
 
    Turning my head toward my left arm, I see a tourniquet tied above the elbow. It’s hard to tell from a thermal image, but the tourniquet looks a lot like Jalena’s blouse. Glancing at her, I notice she’s not wearing a blouse. 
 
    I feel like I’m forgetting something. Then it comes to me. “There’s another octopus in the water. Watch out.” 
 
    “It’s dead. I killed it after I leveled. Max told me what you did. I…you’re an idiot…but thanks. Now, we’ve got to save you.” 
 
    “Max,” I say in my mind. “Are you there?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. How may I assist you?” 
 
    “How close am I to leveling?” 
 
    “Close, Steve, but according to the rules of leveling, you will not heal until you actually level.” 
 
    “How close, Max?” 
 
    “You received 1,101 points for your share of killing the first four octopuses. You got another 624 for the last three. Since the assassin leveled to six and you are still fifth level, your share of the last octopus was smaller. You currently have a grand total of 27,601 experience points. You need 28,001 to reach level six, so you are 400 points short. Sorry, Steve. The rules are the rules.” 
 
    I grab Jalena’s arm with my right hand. My voice growing weak, I say, “Kill something so I can level.” 
 
    She looks around. “Kill what? The only things left alive on this beach are you and me.” 
 
    The pain in my mangled left arm’s agonizing, making it hard to think. I begin to black out, but I manage to stay conscious. 
 
    Jalena looks at the blood pool forming in the sand below my arm. She gives the tourniquet another twist. “You’re bleeding out. Where’s the healing potion you had? I checked your pouch. It’s not there.” 
 
    My voice is barely audible now. “I threw it to you when you were over there.” I try to wave my right hand in the direction I’d thrown the vial. My right arm doesn’t seem to be working any better than my left.” 
 
    Jalena snaps her fingers. “You said there were three healing potions on the body you hooked your rope to. Is the rope still attached?” 
 
    I have no idea. I’m about at the point where I don’t care one way or the other. All I want to do is go to sleep and hope the pain in my arm goes away. 
 
    Laying me on the sand, I sense Jalena leave me. 
 
    Across a vast distance, I hear the pretty assassin yell, “The rope is still attached. I’m pulling it in.” 
 
    She is pretty, I think. I wish I’d met her back in the real world. I wonder if she likes me. 
 
    An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 1,772 X.P. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Six Thief! 
 
     Current Experience: 29,373    Next Level: 60,001 
 
   
 
    The pain in my arm disappears. My mind clears. The area around me comes back into focus. 
 
    I see Jalena’s thermal image smiling at me. 
 
    “Feeling better?” she asks. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Uh, I think something’s wrong with my arm though.” 
 
    Laughing, the pretty assassin says, “You’ve still got a tourniquet around your left arm. Here, let me help you take it off.” 
 
    With a surprisingly gentle touch, she removes her blouse from around my arm, wrings it out, and puts it on. She laughs. “Wearing a blood-soaked blouse isn’t the best feeling in the world, but it beats wearing nothing.” 
 
    Actually, I kind of like the idea of her wearing nothing, but with the thermal contact lenses on, I suppose it doesn’t matter all that much what she wears. All I can see is varying levels of heat as white, gray, and black. 
 
    She tosses a bracelet in my lap. 
 
    “What’s this?” I ask. I may be healed, but my mind’s definitely not working at a hundred percent yet. 
 
    “That’s your share of the loot. I had to tell Max we were keeping the stuff before the experience points could be awarded. It’s the rules according to Max. I’m keeping the Short Sword of Quickness and Gloves of Enhanced Reflexes. I assumed you wouldn’t mind since you were almost dead at the time.” 
 
    I didn’t. “And the bracelet?” 
 
    The assassin shrugs. “Bracelet of Water Walking is what you called it. Max says it will allow you to walk on any liquid with a weight of up to twelve-hundred pounds.” She pauses for a second. “Correction. Max just told me your boots won’t actually touch the liquid, but you can still get splashed by waves and such. I figure between the bracelet and your magic rope, you can go out on the river and do a little shopping for the two of us. Before we were attacked, you mentioned there was a lot of gear out there. I took the liberty of recoiling your rope after I took the stuff off it.” 
 
    At the memory of what I’d seen, I jump to my feet. Since I have the energy to do that, I assume it means I was returned to full health when I leveled. I will the pertinent parts of my character sheet up to check what’s changed. 
 
    
     Name: Quantas  Race: Human 
 
     Class: Thief  Level: 6   Health: 29   Experience: 29,373   Next Level: 60,001 
 
       
 
     Special Items: Bracelet of Water Walking 
 
     Ring of Protection +2 
 
     Boots of Thievery (+20% to move silently)  
 
     Contact Lenses of Night Seeing (thermal vision),  
 
     Thieves’ Rope (50 feet) [activate- Climber Awake, deactivate- Climber Sleep 
 
       
 
     Armor: Leather Armor Class: 2 + reflex bonus of 4 + Ring of Protection +2 = Total AC: 8 
 
     Strength: 14 
 
     Reflex: 18 (add 4 to armor class) 
 
     Nimbleness: 18 (add 10 to pick locks, trap skills, climb, sneak, hide, move silently) 
 
     Stamina: 15 
 
     Intellect: 16 
 
     Perception: 12 
 
     Leadership/Appeal: 10 
 
     Magic Power: N/A 
 
     Thief Skills:  
 
     Pick Locks: 62% 
 
     Find/Disarm Traps: 50% 
 
     Sneak: 55% 
 
     Move Silently: 57% (+20% for boots) = 77% 
 
     Hide: 47% 
 
     Hear Obscure Sounds: 25% 
 
     Climb:95% (+5% for boots) = 100% 
 
   
 
    I can’t help but be a little disappointed my health only went up five points. With a constitution of only fifteen and being a thief, I suppose it could be worse. It’s nice seeing my thief skills getting up to more respectable levels, although I do wish I had better than a fifty percent chance of finding and disarming traps. Still, I figure my climb ability of a hundred percent should come in handy when we try to get back up to the trap that dropped us in the river. 
 
    Jamming the Bracelet of Water Walking onto my right arm, I grab the rope coiled on the ground near my feet and look at Jalena. “There’s a lot of stuff out there in the river. Let’s get some of it while the getting’s good.” 
 
    Jalena shakes her head. “Slow down, kitten. Let’s put our armor back on and then find the healing potion you threw at me. It was a Potion of Extra-healing. We might need it.” 
 
    I wave an arm at the river. “There’s a lot better armor and a ton of potions out there. Why waste time with the crap we’ve got?” 
 
    The assassin’s voice takes on an edge. I’ve noticed it does that a lot; especially when she’s talking to me. “Don’t be a fool. What if some more of those octopuses or something worse attacks us before we can retrieve any of the gear in the river. If there’s one thing I’ve learn on my missions for Master Player Red, it’s to take what I have while I have it and not depend on stuff just out of my reach until it’s in my hot little hands.” 
 
    The logical part of my mind tells me that her words make sense. Even though I know she’s right, I don’t want to admit it. Nevertheless, I walk over to where my leather armor lays on the ground and start putting it on. After I’ve got my armor in place, I order the rope to latch onto the Potion of Extra-healing. Even though I’m not exactly sure where it’s at on the beach, the rope shoots out from my hand and attaches itself to something buried in the sand. When I pull the rope back, the vial of extra-healing liquid is attached to it. 
 
    I offer the container of elixir to Jalena. 
 
    “No, you keep it. I’ll hold onto the three regular healing potions.” 
 
    It’s fine by me. There’s way too much high-level gear waiting for the taking out in the river to worry about small stuff like minor healing potions. Heck, I’ll bet if I look long enough, I might be able to find a Regeneration Ring. If I find one of those, I’ll never need a healing potion or healing spell again. 
 
    “Climber, sleep!” I order. 
 
    The rope coils in my hand. 
 
    Turning in the direction of the boulder where the half of a plate-mailed body had been in the water, I walk forward until I’m at the edge of the lagoon. Taking another step, my foot stays an inch or so above the surface of the inlet. Even the sole of my boot doesn’t get wet. 
 
    I laugh, imagining how I could impress my friends back in the real world by walking on water. I look back at Jalena. “Well, the Bracelet of Water Walking’s working. Time to do a little shopping.” 
 
    Stepping forward, I take a couple of steps toward the boulder. Walking on top of the water as I am, I remain completely dry as I step across the small waves. Raising the magic rope in my left hand, I mentally prepare to use it again. 
 
    Jalena fastens the last buckle of her armor before staring at me. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going to get the Sword of the Holy Knight.” 
 
    “What is it with you and that damned sword? I told you it’s too heavy to carry. Forget about it and go get us something useful.” 
 
    All right. I’ll be the first to admit I can be a tad on the stubborn side. I prove it now. 
 
    “It’s a stinking Sword of the Holy Knight, Jalena. And it’s not too heavy. There’s bound to be a dimensional pack or something similar out in the river. Once I find one, we can load ourselves down with so much gear even Fang and Yellow Team Sixteen will stay out of our way. We’ll be able to roam this dungeon at will; monsters be damned. I’m betting with the gear we salvage that we can find the orb and be back in the real world in no time flat.” 
 
    Jalena’s voice takes on a dangerous edge. “This is my real world now. And what do you mean by we’ll find the orb? Only the team presenting the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop wins. You’re blue team. I’m red. There is no we.” 
 
    Her words throw cold water on an image I’ve had of the two of us presenting the orb to the Archbishop of Stanton and reuniting back in the real world to spend our lives together. I sensed a connection with her the first moment I saw her at the tavern. Over the last few hours, I guess I basically forgot we’re on opposing teams. Her words remind me of the fact now. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out, Jalena. I don’t want to fight you. We’re not enemies.” 
 
    Her voice softens. “No. We’re not; at least not any longer.” She sighs. “It doesn’t matter. Once we get out of this dungeon, the alliance is over. We have different master players. They can’t both win. When we get out of here, blue team and red team will be against each other again.” 
 
    I think I hear a low sob, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    “That’s just the way it is.” Her voice hardens again. “I’m not going to lose. I’m going to win, and no one’s going to stand in my way. Not even you.” 
 
    I try to think of something useful to say. I come up short. My logical mind tells me things are what they are; no matter how I want them to be different. 
 
    Before I can decide what to do next, a roar echoes through the cavern from the direction of the river. 
 
    Hastily glancing toward the water, I see a hundred-foot-long tentacle come up out of the river and slam into the lagoon, knocking the boulder where the half-body was located out of the way. The Sword of the Holy Knight flies into the air along with the bottom half of a set of plate mail. Both armor and sword land on the beach with the Sword of the Holy Knight sticking in the sand point first. A rotted-out backpack lands slightly behind the sword and armor. I notice a bright light shining out of the pack. An info box appears above the backpack. 
 
    Item: Orb, magic   Special Abilities: Unknown   Purpose: Unknown   X.P. Value: Unknown 
 
    A single thought goes through my mind. 
 
    It’s the Orb of Stanton. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 – Treasure Lost 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Two more of the hundred-foot-long tentacles break the river’s surface along with a grotesque white mass the size of a small house. The logical part of my mind tells me the giant creature is more of a squid than an octopus. The massive sea creature lets loose with another roar as it begins swimming in our direction, creating a two-meter-high wave of water as it comes. 
 
    Jalena reacts quicker than me. Taking a running leap toward the lagoon, she lands near me and climbs onto my back like I’m a horse in some little kid’s backyard game. 
 
    “Run!” she yells. 
 
    Despite her added weight, my feet remain above the water thanks to my bracelet. 
 
    Instead of running upstream away from the charging house-sized sea monster, I turn toward the beach and yell, “Climber awake!” 
 
    A free end of the magic rope shoots out in the direction of the armor and sword that had been knocked onto the beach by the giant squid’s tentacle. They aren’t my target though. My full focus is on the rotted backpack with the light shining out of it. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” yells Jalena as she slaps me on the side of the head with her left hand. “That sword isn’t worth dying for I tell you.” 
 
    I don’t waste time explaining. Instead, as soon as the end of the Thieves’ Rope latches onto the pack, I jerk on the line. The backpack comes flying through the air into my waiting arms along with the rope. The Sword of the Holy Knight and bottom-half of plate mail remain where they are on the beach. 
 
    “Climber sleep!” I yell as I take off running upstream with the backpack tucked safely in my arms. 
 
    The giant squid’s fast, and two of its tentacles hit the water only a few yards behind me. I silently pray I can stay ahead of the fast-moving monster. I don’t bother trying to summon an information box on the giant-sized squid. It’s far too obvious the thing can kill Jalena and me with a single hit from one of its tentacles. 
 
    As the magic rope finishes coiling itself in my grasp, I shove the loops over my neck to free up both of my hands. I concentrate on running and holding onto the precious backpack. The running is the easy part thanks to the bracelet. The hard part is keeping the rotten leather bag from falling apart in my arms. Despite my attempt to secure the pack and its contents, I watch helplessly as a wand falls out and splashes into the water. The wand is quickly followed by a jeweled necklace that glows bright blue. 
 
    “Drop the damn bag and concentrate on running!” Jalena yells in my ear. 
 
    “The orb’s in the pack!” I shout back. 
 
    A tentacle hits the water less than ten feet to my right, creating a wave that does its best to knock me over. I manage to remain on my feet and hold onto both the pack and Jalena, but the freezing cold river water soaks me from head to toe. 
 
    “The Orb of Stanton!” shouts Jalena. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “This isn’t the time to play twenty questions,” I yell back. “It’s an orb, and it’s magic. We can work out the details later.” 
 
    “Hand me the pack. I’ll hold onto it so you can concentrate on running.” 
 
    I have a fleeting thought she might take the orb and make a dash for it, leaving me high and dry. However, another hundred-foot-tentacle hits the water to my left, convincing me the assassin hasn’t got anywhere to go. Either the two of us get out of this together, or we won’t make it out at all. 
 
    Passing the decrepit pack over my shoulder, I wait until her left hand and arm has a secure hold on the bag and its contents before I let go. 
 
    Once she has the pack, I put every bit of energy I have into running. It’s not easy trying to sprint over running water with somebody clinging to my back. Not to mention Jalena’s right arm is wrapped so tight around my neck it’s on the verge of choking off my air supply. Doesn’t matter. With a giant squid on my ass, having trouble breathing is the least of my worries. 
 
    With both arms free, I run as fast as I can across the water. Unfortunately, the speed of the current is counteracting part of my forward movement, making it seem like I’m taking a leisurely stroll instead of running for my life. The house-sized sea creature behind us apparently doesn’t have the same problem because the next tentacle to strike the water hits right in front of me. 
 
    Leaping over the treelike mass, I perform a jump that would make an Olympic high-jumper proud. How I’m able to do it with someone clinging to my back is a mystery, but I do, so that’s good enough for me. 
 
    As I continue up river, I see an information box appear above the water’s surface. 
 
    
     Leather Armor +3   X.P. Value: 1,200 
 
     Short Sword +2   X.P. Value: 800 
 
     Necklace of the Shape Shifter   X.P. Value: 3,500 
 
   
 
    Although the giant squid is breathing down my neck, I sense the part of me that’s my thief avatar wanting to pause long enough to send the magic rope down to retrieve the items. A hit from another tentacle against the side of the underground cavern rains shards of broken rock all around me. Miraculously, neither Jalena nor I are hit. The close call gives me the mental fortitude to force my avatar’s greed to the side and concentrate on running instead. 
 
    More information boxes appear above the water every few yards, foretelling of the great wealth and power lying just beyond my grasp. I ignore them all and keep running. As I go farther away from the lake, the information boxes thin out before disappearing completely. 
 
    I notice the cavern ceiling getting lower as the sides of the canyon close in. 
 
    I’m more tired than I’ve ever been. My lungs are burning. My legs feel like they’re encased in lead weights. Whatever health I gained when I made sixth-level thief is rapidly dissipating. I doubt I can run much further. 
 
    I’ll run until I get to that cleft in the wall, then I’ll stop. I can’t run any further than that. 
 
    I reach the cleft. 
 
    All right, I’ll run to where the wall juts out, then I’ll quit. The squid can have me. I’m done. 
 
    Once I reach the jut in the wall, I pick out another waypoint, then another and another. Somehow, I’m able to trick my mind into keeping my body running. I hurt and ache, but I continue to run. 
 
    “The ceiling’s getting lower,” Jalena shouts in my ear above the roar of fast-moving water. “Keep running. I don’t think it’ll be able to follow us much farther.” 
 
    Encouraged, I notice a choke point ahead where the river narrows to only twenty feet in width. The roof descends until it is only ten feet above the river. The water current speeds up even more as the canyon narrows. I can’t be sure, but I think the giant beast behind us is having a harder time gaining ground. 
 
    Another tentacle hits the water, but it lands a good fifteen feet to my rear. The resulting wave of water propels me forward. Then we’re past the choke point. 
 
    I hear a roar behind me and the sound of crashing rocks. 
 
    The river widens to a full fifty feet as the ceiling gets increasingly higher. With the widening of the canyon, the current slows. I continue running, making sure I’m farther than one of the massive tentacles can reach from the chokepoint. I see a rock ledge at the side of the river and make my way there, basically collapsing on the stone. Jalena falls onto the ledge with me. I’ve no doubt she’s as frozen from the icy water that splashed on us as I am. 
 
    I’m not sure how long we lay on the rock platform shivering. All I know is I gasp for air for a long time. When my breathing slows, I notice the assassin’s cuddled up against my back with her arms wrapped protectively around my shoulders. Even with her body heat, I’m still shivering. 
 
    “You did good, Quantas,” she whispers in my ear. “You did good.” 
 
    I roll around until I’m facing her. “St…Steve.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I take a couple of deep breaths before answering through chattering teeth. “Steve. My name’s Steve. My avatar’s Quantas. I’m Steve.” 
 
    Mere inches from each other, I feel her warm breath on my lips. The warmth from her breath feels good against my face. 
 
    The assassin doesn’t say anything for several seconds. Finally, she sighs. “One way or another, this mission’s about over. Now’s not the time to get too personal. You’re Quantas, and I’m Jalena. That’s all we can ever be to each other.” 
 
    “No. I don’t believe it. There’s a life waiting for us outside this stupid game. We’ve just got to reach out and grab it.” 
 
    Once again, Jalena doesn’t reply right away. Just as I open my mouth, she says, “If that’s what you think, then you’re a fool. There’s only the game; at least for me that’s all there is. Maybe you’ve got a life waiting for you back in the real world, Steve, but I don’t. The game is my life now. I’ve accepted that. You should too.” 
 
    I don’t miss the fact she calls me, Steve. I doubt she even realizes it, but having her call me by my real name makes my heart beat faster for some reason. 
 
    Neither of us say anything for what must be a couple of minutes. We just lie there looking into each other’s eyes; albeit via a thermal image on my part. 
 
    Finally, Jalena disengages her arms from around my shoulders and sits up with her back against the wall. Bending her knees to her chest, there’s just enough room on the ledge to keep her boots out of the water. She looks down at me. “We French have a saying that life is a beautiful dream, but don’t wake up.” She waves a hand at our surroundings. “This is my life. Dream or not, I don’t intend to wake up from it.” 
 
    Overcoming my shivering, I leverage my body up. I join her with my back against the wall. Our shoulders touch. The slight contact feels good. 
 
    “This isn’t life, Jalena. This is hell. We could have something better back in the real world. I’m sure we can.” 
 
    I think she smiles. It’s hard to tell from a thermal image. 
 
    “Then I think we will have to agree to disagree at this point.” She points at the half-rotted out leather bag. “What do you say we see what we’ve got in there? Are you sure it’s the Orb of Stanton?” 
 
    I shrug. “The info box said it’s a magic orb. That’s all I know. Why don’t you take it out and see?” 
 
    Picking up the bag, she starts to unbuckle the flap. The piece of leather securing the flap snaps apart in her hand. A sphere of brilliant white the size of a doubled fist rolls out before hitting the stone ledge and rolling toward the river’s edge. 
 
    Both Jalena and I grab for the orb before it can fall into the water. She beats me by a cat’s hair. 
 
    Good reflexes, I think. 
 
    “Was that comment for me?” says Max’s mechanical voice. “If so, I will say, yes. Assassins have good reflexes as do thieves. However, she is wearing Gloves of Enhanced Reflexes which adds an additional point to her reflex attribute. She now has a nineteen reflex. Combined with her Short Sword of Quickness, you would have a hard time besting her in a fight.” 
 
    I have no intention of fighting her, so I let my in-game assistant’s comment go. 
 
    Jalena raises the orb in her hand. It’s hard to tell through my thermal contact lenses, but the glowing globe appears to be filled with some type of swirling gas. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” says Jalena. “This must be the Orb of Stanton. It’s warm; almost hot.” 
 
    The light coming from the glowing sphere’s so bright it screws with the thermal images from my contact lenses. I raise a hand to shield my eyes. 
 
    The assassin chuckles. “I think you can take those contacts out now. It’s bright as day for a good hundred feet all around.” 
 
    I’m not sure I want to take my contacts out, but since the glow from the orb is causing havoc with my thermal vision, I remove the lenses and place them in their container before storing them in my pouch. 
 
    Sure enough, as soon as my contacts are out, I see everything in this part of the river canyon as if I’m looking at it under a noonday sun. The canyon walls are multicolored shades of blue, red, and green. Glancing at the orb, I see it is indeed filled with a swirling gas of purest light. It’s strange, but bright as the orb is, I can look directly at it without being blinded. It’s almost as if the swirling gas wants me to look at it; wants to draw me into its warmth; and envelope me with a peace I’ve always yearned for but never found. 
 
    It’s a struggle to break eye contact with the orb. When I do, I look at Jalena. 
 
    She smiles. She’s pretty when she smiles. Despite her damp brown hair, bloodstained armor and clothing, and dirt smudges on her face, I think she’s never looked prettier. A momentary thought crosses my mind that the orb is affecting my emotions. I shove the thought aside. I don’t need help from a magic orb to know Jalena’s beautiful. Her green eyes shine beneath her short brown hair, making her look like some magical pixie. Maybe it’s my male ego, but I find myself hoping she’s also drawn to me. 
 
    Jalena’s eyes twinkle as she laughs. “You should see yourself. The octopus got you good. You have ink all over your face and gear. It’s going to take more than one bar of soap and a hell of a lot of hot water to make you presentable again.” 
 
    I glance at my hands. Now that I’m no longer viewing everything as a thermal image, I can tell my gloves are stained a deep black with only splotches of the original brown leather showing through. Even the leather bracers on my arms and the sleeves of what used to be the light-gray blouse beneath are splattered with dark ink. 
 
    I touch my face and look at Jalena. “Is my fa—” 
 
    “Yep,” she says, making no attempt to stop laughing. “I’ve seen coal miners cleaner than you.” She turns serious. “You’re lucky you were wearing those contact lenses when you got squirted, otherwise you’d have been in real trouble.” 
 
    Taking my right glove off, I wipe at my face with my relatively clean hand. Holding my fingers in front of my eyes, I see no sign of ink on my fingertips.” 
 
    The assassin tries to hide a smile but is unsuccessful. “Too late for that. Whatever could come off was washed away during our run over the river. I think you’re pretty much going to have to live with what you’ve got until we get back to Stanton. Unless of course you can convince Astari or Raven to memorize a prestidigitation spell and cast the ‘clean’ version on you.” 
 
    “Uh.” I scrape at my face with my fingernails to see if I can get some of the ink to come off. It doesn’t. “I’m not familiar with the spell.” 
 
    She grins. “Prestidigitation spells are used for a mages’ initial training in the tutorial. We’re well past that point, but I imagine both Astari and Raven still have it in their spell books.” 
 
    I quit rubbing my face and make a mental note to sweettalk one of the mages into cleaning me up when we get back. That is, assuming we get back. 
 
    After placing my glove back on, I point at the orb in Jalena’s hand. “What are we going to do about that thing?” 
 
    She lays the sphere of swirling gas between us on the ledge. “I didn’t think we’d find it this soon. Our teams allied with each other to escape the dungeon. We didn’t make provisions about what to do if we found the orb.” 
 
    “Maybe since we found the orb together, it will count as our alliance finding it,” I said hopefully. “Maybe all three of our teams will get credit for finding the orb.” 
 
    Jalena frowns. “It’s not the finding of the orb that counts. Whichever team presents it to the Archbishop of Stanton gets credit for completing the mission. Hell, yellow team or one of the others could ambush us on the way back to Stanton Town, present the orb to the archbishop, and get the credit. They’d get the reward, and we’d get jack. Ask your Max if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    I don’t want to believe that’s the way it works, but I don’t want to find out for sure either. It would mean she and I would be against each other again. The thought of being on the opposite side from her is unthinkable. Sure, I want to complete the mission so I don’t get crushed under an 18-wheeler’s tires, but I don’t want her, or anyone else for that matter, to lose either. My logical mind tells me that I’ve got to ask the question. 
 
    “Max.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Since red, tan, and blue teams are allies, will we all get credit for presenting the orb to the archbishop.” 
 
    “Ah. You are asking a rule question. I answered the question for you once, Steve, but apparently it was not good enough. Being allies has nothing to do with mission completion. When a team presents the Orb of Stanton to the Archbishop of Stanton, then the mission is completed. The presenting team will receive their reward from their master player. At the end of the game, the master players whose teams failed to present the orb to the archbishop will be subject to the terms of whatever bets they made with the winning master player. I must point out the assassin is right. Finding the Orb of Stanton has nothing to do with completing the mission. It’s the presentation of the orb to the archbishop that’s important.” 
 
    I look at Jalena. 
 
    “You don’t have to say it,” she says. “I already confirmed the rules with Max while I was trying to get you warm. There’s no such thing as a participation trophy.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do? Fight each other for the orb? I wish the thing had stayed buried under the boulder.” 
 
    She stares at the glowing sphere for a few seconds before looking back at me. “So do I, but it didn’t, so that’s our reality.” She picks the orb up and rotates it in her hand a couple of times. “We don’t have to decide right now, do we? For all we know, we’ll die down here. I think we should concentrate on working together to get back to the others. They’ll be time enough later to worry about what we might or might not do once we get back to Stanton Town.” 
 
    I hear a large splash downstream, but see nothing when I look in the direction of the chokepoint. Still, the noise reminds me there’s a giant squid waiting for us somewhere back there. For all I know it may find a way to reach us if we stay where we’re at. Although the rocky ceiling’s only forty or fifty feet above the water where we are, I know it’s well over a hundred feet high at the point in the canyon where we fell through the trap. 
 
    I come to a decision and look at Jalena. “We’ll forget about the orb for now. Even with the Thieves’ Rope, I’m betting it’ll take both of us working in tandem to climb to the trap. Not to mention we’ll have to figure how to get it open before we can get back to the others.” I have a thought. “Can you use the rope without me?” 
 
    The assassin’s green eyes lock with mine. “No. I’m not a thief. Only thieves can use a Thieves’ Rope. Why do you ask? Are you worried I’m going to stab you in the back and steal your rope?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” To be completely honest, the thought had briefly crossed my mind. I’m not going to tell her that, though. 
 
    “Well, don’t concern yourself about it. If I ever want to kill you, I’ll do it to your face.” 
 
    Her words don’t make me feel any better for some reason. I decide to change the subject. At this point, anything’s better than talking about the orb. I point at the half-rotted backpack. “Was there anything in there besides the orb?” 
 
    Jalena eyes what’s left of the pack. “I didn’t get a chance to look.” She nods toward the glowing sphere in her hand. “Guess I was concentrating too much on that thing.” 
 
    Reaching out, I pick up the pack and raise the flap. A small leather bag half the size of my fist is wedged in a corner of the container. Other than the small bag, the pack’s empty. Considering the number of holes and tears in the rotted leather, I’m surprised the small bag and the orb hadn’t fallen out long ago. 
 
    As I pull the small bag out of the pack, I notice it’s not leather like I thought. I’m not sure what material it’s made from, but whatever it is, being submerged in the river for who knows how long hasn’t done it any harm as far as I can tell. The material of the bag is soft as silk, but the cloth is bone dry. 
 
    I will an information box into existence. 
 
    Item: Dimensional Purse (holds 1 cubic foot and total weight of 30 pounds)   X.P. Value: 850 
 
    I lift the small sack up so Jalena can see it. “According to the info box, this is some kind of dimensional purse. It only holds a cubic foot and thirty pounds.” I smile. “Guess we won’t be putting a suit of armor or a sword in this thing.” 
 
    “No,” says Jalena. “I guess not.” She shrugs. “Even if it only holds something small, it might be useful.” 
 
    Opening the drawstrings, I peek inside. All I see is black. I tilt the sack so anything inside will fall into the palm of my other hand. Nothing comes out. “Guess it’s empty.” 
 
    The look Jalena gives tells me I’m probably wrong. “You really should’ve gone through a tutorial. Dimensional bags require you to reach inside and pull things out. I’ve used a couple of their counterparts on my other missions for Master Player Red.” 
 
    The opening in the small purse isn’t large enough to put my hand in, so I shove in two of my fingers. I feel something hard. Using my fingers like a rake, I pull whatever it is out into the light of day. Well, the light of the orb, actually, but it provides plenty of illumination to tell what I’ve found is an emerald the size of a fingernail. 
 
    I hear Jalena suck in air. “Hmm. I’m guessing it’s valuable?” 
 
    She recovers quickly and nods. “Anything else in there?” 
 
    Setting the emerald on the ledge, I stick my fingers into the purse again. I manage to rake out three diamonds. They’re not as large as the emerald, but any of them would make an engagement ring fit for a movie star. 
 
    I continue to dig in the purse until we have a total of fourteen gems, twenty-seven gold coins, a hundred and forty-three silver pieces, and a man’s ring sporting a large diamond. 
 
    I use my identify ability to check if the ring is magical. It isn’t. 
 
    Waving a hand at the pile of loot, I grin. “Nice haul.” 
 
    The assassin doesn’t seem as impressed as me. Maybe it’s because her avatar’s an assassin, and mine’s a thief. I suppose our avatars’ priorities are different. 
 
    Taking the purse from my hand, Jalena scoops up the gems, coins, and ring and sticks them in the bag before handing it back to me. “You may as well keep this. I’ll hold onto the orb.” 
 
    Suspicion rears its ugly head in me. Or, maybe it’s just my thief avatar who’s suspicious. I can’t tell for sure. “Why do you get to keep the orb?” 
 
    She eyes me a couple of heartbeats. “You’ll be walking on water with that bracelet of yours.” Pointing at the rope coiled over my neck and across my chest, she adds, “Plus, you’ll have to use that thing. Are you planning on holding the orb in one hand and climbing the rope with the other?” 
 
    “No…and I was just asking. That’s all.” 
 
    Jalena smiles knowingly. “Sure, you were.” She glances at the river. “I’d say it’s about time to go. How about turning around so I can mount up? It’d be nice to find some place warm before I turn into a popsicle.” 
 
    Pretty cold myself, finding a place to get warm sounds pretty good to me. I place one foot on the water. My boot remains an inch above the river as the Bracelet of Water Walking does its job. Unfortunately, the river current immediately jerks my foot downstream. Pulling my leg back to the ledge, I bend my knees with my back toward the assassin. “Mount up.” 
 
    “Ah,” she laughs. “My gallant steed has arrived.” 
 
    How she can laugh at a time like this is beyond me. I suppose I should just be glad she’s not trying to stab me in the back in order to have the orb all to herself. Of course, it’s still early, so who knows what the day will bring? 
 
    Jalena climbs onto my back and wraps her right arm securely around my neck while her left holds the orb high, lighting the stone walls around us. 
 
    Gauging the river current, I step onto the water and take off walking at a fast pace, timing my step like I’m getting on an escalator at a mall back home. Although I stagger for a second, I don’t fall. Within a couple of strides, I’m walking on top of the water with no problem. 
 
    We traverse the river, heading upstream. As we go, I check for items or bodies beneath the waves. Other than a few stray fish, no information boxes appear. I guess I lost my chance to go shopping once we left the lake. Doesn’t matter. I’ve no desire to go back. One encounter with a house-sized squid with hundred-foot-long tentacles is enough to last me a lifetime. 
 
    Days later…well, all right, I suppose it’s more like a couple of hours, but it sure seems like days…we reach the point on the river where we fell in. It’s easy enough to spot, because when I look up at the ceiling a hundred-plus-feet overhead, two information boxes appear. One indicates a hundred-foot-long trapdoor, and the other denotes a four-foot-square trap. 
 
    Since there’s no convenient ledge around, I continue walking while timing my strides based on the river current in order to hold my position. It’s a long way up to the traps. The walls beneath the traps look like someone’s taken a giant-sized piece of sandpaper and smoothed the stone to a glasslike shine. 
 
    “Any suggestions?” I ask, concentrating more on making sure my steps are keeping us in the same position than I am on figuring out how to get up to the traps. 
 
    Jalena raises the orb higher, causing the shadows from the light to shift around. It’s several seconds before she answers me. “Whoever created this trap spent a lot of time making sure its victims couldn’t climb back up even if they survived the fall. With these Gloves of Enhanced Reflexes you so graciously gave me, I’ve got a ninety-nine percent chance to climb normal walls.” 
 
    “Uh, I didn’t give you the gloves,” I remind her. “I’m pretty sure you just took them.” 
 
    She smiles. “That’s beside the point. All I’m saying is these walls are smooth as glass. I’m betting there’s a magic component to them too. I’d guess my ninety-nine percent climbing ability is less than twenty percent on these walls. There’s no way either one of us can climb to the trap on our own.” She touches the rope coiled across my shoulder. “This little baby of yours is going to help us.” 
 
    I eye the wall and gauge the height to the traps overhead. “The rope’s only fifty feet long. It’s more than double that to the traps.” 
 
    She grins. “Well, then, I guess you’re going to have to get creative. I’ve got faith in you. Impress me.” 
 
    Now, I’m a pretty good climber if I do say so myself. I’m not in the league of Mount Everest climbers or anything like that, but this isn’t Everest, so that’s neither here nor there. I look at the slick walls, thinking of the technical aspects required to ascend to the traps. With our climbing gear being a single rope, only one idea comes to my mind. I laugh as I picture what I’m thinking about doing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” says Jalena. “How about letting me in on your little joke?” 
 
    “Do you read comic books?” 
 
    “Uh…I don’t…uh, not really. Why?” 
 
    I grin. “Well, I’m thinking about a comic book character who was bitten by a spider and gained some of the abilities of an arachnid. The dude in this comic book is into science. He comes up with a device that allows him to use webs to swing from one building to another.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, watch this.” 
 
    Removing the magic rope from around my shoulder, I divide it in half and wrap a loop around my waist. Then I flip a loop around each of my arms and hold on tight with my hands. The loose ends of the rope hit the water as the river current tries to take them away. I’m not worried since the rope is secured around my wrists and arms. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder at Jalena. “Hold on.” 
 
    Her grip tightens around my neck as her legs wrap completely around my waist with her boots interlocked. 
 
    After making sure the rope won’t get caught up in her legs, I picture one end of the line attaching itself to the wall twenty-five feet over my head. “Climber awake!” 
 
    The end of the rope looped around my left hand obediently rises and latches onto the stone wall. I tug on the magically braided cord as hard as I can. Slick wall or not, the rope holds. I imagine the opposite end of the rope attaching itself to a point five feet higher. The end of the rope looped around my right hand goes up. I time its speed and jerk on the rope in my left hand to gain a little height. With Jalena’s weight added to mine, the strength of my left arm isn’t up to the task. Fortunately, the Thieves’ Rope has a strength of its own. It easily raises both the assassin and me the five feet required to attach itself to the higher point on the wall. 
 
    I wince as the rope cuts into my arms. 
 
    “What is it?” Jalena asks. 
 
    “We’re too heavy. Rope’s cutting off my circulation where it’s wrapped around my wrists.” 
 
    She’s not sympathetic. I suppose most assassins aren’t. “Then I guess you better hurry, hadn’t you?” 
 
    Hurrying isn’t an option, but I do the best I can. I imagine the end of the rope that’s coiled around my left arm attaching itself five foot higher than its brethren. It does. 
 
    So, it goes. Gaining five feet at a time, we ascend the glassy surface like a spider climbing up to its lair. At Jalena’s suggestion, I angle the climb so we’ll come out beneath the smaller of the two trap doors. The last twenty-five feet is the trickiest since I’m forced to making additional loops around my waist to shorten the rope. In the end, both Jalena and I are suspended a couple of feet to the side of the four-by-four-foot trapdoor with our heads only a foot or so below the rough ceiling. 
 
    Jalena checks for traps. I do too. We find none. Since as a sixth-level thief I’ve got a fifty percent chance of finding a trap and she’s got a sixty-seven percent probability thanks to her magic headband, I’m semi-confident there’s nothing to find. 
 
    The assassin taps the bottom of the trapdoor with her knuckle. “Guess whoever designed this thing didn’t imagine anyone would be able to climb back up. Hence no traps.” 
 
    “I suppose they didn’t.” I stare at the bottom of the four-by-four-foot trapdoor. “The question now is how do we get the thing open. My arms and hands are pretty much asleep. I’m not going to be much help if we need to pick a lock.” 
 
    She eyes the trapdoor before glancing back at me. “Did you by any chance bring your lock picking tools with you?” 
 
    “Uh…” I say, not wanting to admit I hadn’t. 
 
    She flashes me an ‘I-knew-it’ grin. “Figures. You Americans never take the time to think ahead. Fortunately, we French do. I’ve got my picks in my pouch. Now, all we need to do is find a lock or trigger of some kind.” 
 
    I study the trapdoor and the area around it. I don’t see any locks or triggers, but I do see a complicated series of levers, gears, and springs. They remind me of parts in an engine, each relying on the other to perform specific functions in order to do theirs. I follow each of the pieces while trying to determine their probable function. 
 
    “Well, I think—” starts Jalena. 
 
    “Shush!” I snap. “I’m trying to figure this out.” 
 
    The assassin doesn’t say anything, but from the way she tightens her arm around my neck, she lets me know in no uncertain terms she doesn’t like being shushed. 
 
    I take another minute to study the trap mechanism before pointing to one of the metallic levers with my chin. “See that lever with the rust spot about halfway down its length.” 
 
    “This one?” she says. 
 
    “No. The other rusty lever six inches to the right. Take your dagger and pry it to the left. I’m pretty sure it’ll trigger the trapdoor to fall.” 
 
    To her credit, the assassin doesn’t balk at doing what I ask. 
 
    I’m surprised. I guess she trusts my judgement. 
 
    Removing her dagger from its sheath, she places the blade next to the lever but doesn’t do any prying. “How sure are you? I don’t want to set off a magic fireball or something like that.” 
 
    Hmm. Guess she doesn’t trust my judgement after all. 
 
    I’m not all that sure I trust my judgement either. I look at the lever in question again. Logically speaking, it should trigger the trapdoor. I look at her and try to sound confident. “I’m positive. Pry the lever to the left. The door will open.” 
 
    With a shrug of her shoulders, she uses the tip of her dagger to force the lever to the left. 
 
    The four-by-four-foot trapdoor falls and swings by a hidden set of hinges. Warm air from above washes over us. The light from the orb in the assassin’s left hand reflects off the ceiling of the hallway above. After what we’ve been through, the warm hallway looks like an old friend. 
 
    Sticking her dagger back in its sheath, Jalena says, “How about getting us up there before the door slams shut?” 
 
    I like the way she thinks. 
 
    I imagine the end of the rope looped around my right hand attaching itself to the ceiling of the hallway. 
 
    It does so. 
 
    Once it’s secure, I picture the other end of the magic rope attaching itself further down the ceiling. As it does, it pulls Jalena and me through the trapdoor and onto the floor of the hallway above. 
 
    Jalena slides off my back, releasing her grip on my neck. 
 
    “Climber sleep,” I order the magic rope. 
 
    The ends of the line detach from the ceiling and obediently uncoils itself from around my arms and waist before winding up in a neat coil by my feet. 
 
    Ten thousand pinpricks stab up and down my arms as my circulation returns. I attempt to move my fingers and hands. Instant pain. 
 
    The distinctive sound of a sword coming out of its sheath echoes in the hall. 
 
    Spinning around, I see Jalena with the magic orb in one hand and her Short Sword of Quickness in the other. She glances from me to the orb and back to me. 
 
    There’s a strange look in her eyes. Is it greed? Determination? Or maybe a look of I don’t care who I have to kill, I’m going to have the orb. I can’t be sure one way or the other. 
 
    I’m all too aware since we’re safely back in the hallway, she no longer needs my assistance with the Thieves’ Rope. I suppose I’m extra baggage. I’m the only thing standing between her and total possession of the magic orb. 
 
    The light from the glowing sphere of swirling gas reflects off the keen edge of her sword as her eyes narrow. She raises her sword over her shoulder in preparation for throwing it at me. 
 
    With my arms and hands useless from lack of circulation, there’s no way to defend myself. 
 
    An image of an 18-wheeler’s headlights coming straight at me comes into my mind. I’m not sure what’s going to hurt worse. Getting crushed by the truck, or being betrayed by the woman I’ve grown to love. 
 
    I look at Jalena, resigned to my fate. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 – Odd Man Out 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The assassin’s fast. In a blur of motion, she takes a step forward and throws her short sword straight for my head. 
 
    I don’t dodge. My heart’s too broken. What’s the use? 
 
    Only fate isn’t done with me yet. The sword doesn’t come straight for my head like I thought. It passes a hairsbreadth to the side of my right ear. 
 
    A thud sounds behind me followed by a high-pitched shriek. 
 
    Spinning around, the squirming body of a spider twice the size of a dinner plate’s dangling from a thread not two feet from my face. The blade of Jalena’s sword’s sticking out of the arachnid’s abdomen. 
 
    I jump back, stumble, and fall toward the still open four-by-four trapdoor. 
 
    Two hands grab hold of me, holding me steady. One of the hands grips a glowing orb. 
 
    “Careful, my little cabbage,” Jalena says as she props me upright. “I’m not sure you’d survive another fall.” 
 
    I doubt I would either. The tingling in my arms have calmed down a little, but I’m pretty sure I couldn’t hold onto anything with them, not even with the help of a magic rope. 
 
    Moving toward the dangling spider, Jalena grabs hold of the hilt of her sword and jerks the blade out of its body. As she does, I notice the distinctive red-hourglass shape on the spider’s abdomen. 
 
    “Oversized black widow,” I breath. “You saved my life.” I can’t help but ask, “Why?” 
 
    She shrugs and wipes the sword blade off on her pant leg before placing it back in its sheath. “You mean why didn’t I let the spider bite you so I could have this?” She hefts the orb in her left hand. “Believe me, the thought crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you?” I suppose I should just thank my lucky stars and let the matter lie, but that logical mind of mine needs to know. 
 
    She stares at me a couple of seconds before replying. “Maybe I like you. Or, maybe my avatar’s a heartless assassin, but I’m not. Or, maybe I think it’ll take us working together to get the hell out of this dungeon alive.” 
 
    My mom used to say I only hear what I want to hear and ignore the rest. I suppose she was right. “You like me?” 
 
    Jalena grins and waves a hand at the dead spider along with the still open trapdoor. “After all we’ve been through, that’s what you want to know?” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything. 
 
    Something else she said comes to mind. “You called me a cabbage.” I grin, trying to lighten the mood a little. “What am I? A vegetable? I’m guessing you think my head looks like a cabbage.” 
 
    The smile on her face disappears. Her eyes take on a wistful appearance. “No. I don’t think that.” The melancholy in her eyes disappears, and she gives me a facsimile of a grin. “I must admit though, you do look strange with ink all over your face.” 
 
    I don’t let her get me sidetracked. “That doesn’t explain the cabbage remark.” 
 
    She bites at her lower lip before answering. “Slip of the tongue. It’s a French term. I imagine it doesn’t translate to your English well. Forget it. We’ve got other things to worry about.” 
 
    “Max,” I say in my mind. “Can you tell me what the rules say about translations? What does a French cabbage have to do with me?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. I must agree with the assassin. You are trapped in a dungeon, and a poisonous spider almost bit you. You have bigger things to worry about than translating French to English. Are you sure you want to waste time asking me that?” 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    “As you wish. The assassin called you ‘Mon petit chou’ in her language. Literally, it translates as ‘my little cabbage’ in your English. However, context is everything. When referring to people, the French usually consider the phrase a term of endearment. In English, it would be similar to ‘my little creampuff’ or something along those lines. Not knowing the assassin’s actual intentions, the translation algorithm gave the literal translation instead of assuming what the assassin meant. I can explain further if you desire since this is a rule question.” 
 
    Truth be told, I stopped listening when Max mentioned ‘term of endearment.’ 
 
    I guess she does like me. 
 
    Something resembling butterflies flutter in my stomach. 
 
    A frown crosses Jalena’s face. “If you don’t stop ogling me like that with your mouth open, I’m going to throw you down the trapdoor and keep the orb for myself.” 
 
    Thankfully, whatever’s controlling the trapdoor decides to close at that exact moment. 
 
    Bam! 
 
    I shut my mouth anyway, figuring it’s probably best not to rile an assassin, even if she does think I’m her little cabbage. “Well, I guess we should head back. Heck, for all we know, our teammates have given us up for dead and fought their way out of the dungeon without us.” 
 
    “Doubtful. They’ll have gotten the notifications when we made level six. I don’t know about Vanessa, but Gemstar wouldn’t leave if she thinks I’m alive.” 
 
    Although I hadn’t been a member of Blue Team Six all that long, I don’t think Vanessa would leave one of her teammates either. 
 
    I pat the dimensional purse with the gems and coins that’s tied to my belt. “Speaking of levels, the dungeon master we had back in college gave us experience for treasure like coins and such. I didn’t get any alerts about gaining experience points when we found this stuff.” 
 
    Jalena snorts. For some reason, I think it’s kind of cute when she does it. Strange I don’t think it’s so endearing when Thangar makes the same noise. 
 
    The pretty assassin looks at me. “I’ve found a lot of wealth during the five missions I’ve been on, and I’ve never gotten a single experience point for coins or gems. If obtaining wealth was the way to get experience, I’d be better off setting up a store somewhere and selling overpriced items to idiotic American adventurers like you.” 
 
    Now that hurts. 
 
    Her eyes soften a little. “Forget I said that. You’re not an idiot. Sometimes I let my mouth get away with me.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    She hefts the orb in her hand. “This is what matters, not experience. The team presenting this to the archbishop completes the mission. Once we’re out of this dungeon, we’ll have to decide which team gets the orb. Then we’ll need to skedaddle to Stanton Town and present it to the archbishop before any of the other teams realize we have it. You can damn well bet yellow team would slit our throats to get the orb. So would the other teams for that matter.” 
 
    “I find it hard to believe everyone’s that bloodthirsty.” 
 
    She eyes me hard. “Don’t kid yourself. Every master player is holding their team over a barrel. Once the word is out the Orb of Stanton’s been found, every team will turn on each other until only one team’s left. That team will present the orb to the archbishop and collect the prize. I’ve seen the same thing happen before on other missions.” Her eyes soften slightly, but they’re still deadly serious. She shakes the orb in her hand which makes the gaseous substance inside swirl like a miniature tornado. “The only thing that matters now is getting this to the archbishop. Once red team does, I’ll be sent on another mission as a level one again. That’s why experience points gained during the mission is meaningless other than getting me to a high enough level to find this.” 
 
    “You’ll be a level one assassin again if you win?” I know that’s a stupid question when I should be worried about which team will be getting the orb, but I ask it anyway. 
 
    Any remaining sign of hardness leaves Jalena’s eyes. “You like me as an assassin, don’t you?” She grins. “Like being around dangerous things, do you? An adrenaline rush, perhaps? Don’t get too attached. This is my fifth mission in the game, but it’s the first time I’ve been an assassin.” Her eyes twinkle. “For all I know, I might be a priestess next time or maybe even a pig farmer on some asteroid out in space. Who the hell knows? Doesn’t matter. All I care about is staying in the game.” 
 
    Come to think of it, I do like her as an assassin. I suppose I’ve been thinking of her as something similar to a beautiful and mysterious female spy in a movie. Of course, the half-orc, Fang, is also an assassin, but I sure as hell ain’t attracted to her, so I guess that blows the attracted-to-assassins theory out of the water. 
 
    I look at Jalena for a few seconds before nodding in the direction of the spider hanging from the ceiling. “Is the only reason you saved my life so I can help you get out of this dungeon?” 
 
    She sighs. “That’s not the only reason I threw the sword, but yeah, it crossed my mind I might need you later.” 
 
    Her answer gives me a lot to think about. 
 
    My struggle to understand must show on my face because she says, “Don’t over think it. I wish we were on the same team so we could both get credit for presenting the orb, but we aren’t, so we can’t. Master Player Red and Master Player Blue are competitors; as are we. From what Max tells me, they’ve each placed hefty bets their team will win. I plan on being on red team for a long time, so I’m not going to disappoint Master Player Red just because I like you.” 
 
    Butterflies in my stomach again. “So, you do like me?” 
 
    A hint of a smile crosses the assassin’s lips again. “Are you for real? Are you that naïve?” 
 
    “What do you mean by naïve?” 
 
    “Forget it.” She glances at the orb in her hand a couple of seconds before holding it out in my direction. “Here. Take it.” 
 
    I’m more than a little suspicious. I keep my hands at my side. “You’re giving it to me?” 
 
    She makes her little snorting noise again. “Hardly. I’m going to let you carry it. There’s a difference. Once we join the others, we can figure out what to do with the orb. Whatever it is, it’ll have to be something that’s fair. We’ll need all three teams working together to get through the spider cave in one piece.” 
 
    Max’s mechanical voice sounds in my mind. “The game rules allow for the drawing of lots.” 
 
    “Uh, what?” I think back. I suppose I can be a little slow on the uptake, but I’m not sure how a game of chance will help us. 
 
    “I said you could draw lots,” says Max, reiterating his point. “All three teams need to work together to get out of the dungeon. If two of the teams think they will not be getting the orb, there is no incentive for them to help the third team make it out of the dungeon alive. If you can get all three teams to agree to drawing lots, you could delay deciding which team will get the orb until after you get out of the dungeon. That way, there will be an equal chance for any of the teams to win the privilege of presenting the orb to the archbishop. Logically speaking, all three teams should then be motivated to do their share of the fighting to get through the spider cavern in one piece.” 
 
    I’m not so sure about my in-game assistant’s plan, but I haven’t been able to think of anything else that would work. I decide to keep any criticism to myself. I look at Jalena. 
 
    Before I get a chance to speak, she says, “Draw lots.” 
 
    “Max told you his plan?” 
 
    “He did. What do you think?” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows, unsure what to think. “I don’t know. What’s your opinion? Do you think drawing lots might help?” 
 
    She taps the hilt of her sword with the tips of her fingers. “It’s a way to put off deciding who’ll get the orb until we’re out of the dungeon.” She stops fiddling with her sword and looks at me. “I’m curious why Max is being so helpful. He’s only provided generic explanations of game rules to me in the past. I’m a little suspicious.” 
 
    From hearing the others on blue team talk, I know Max has been a heck of a lot more helpful to me than he’s been to them. I’m not sure why, and I don’t think now’s the time to start asking questions. Face it. We can use all the help we can get. 
 
    “Look,” Jalena says shoving the glowing orb in my direction. “Do you want to hold onto this thing or not?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I trust you with it until we can draw lots.” 
 
    Raising her right hand, she moves a stray brown hair away from her eyes. “Like I said. You’re naïve. I learned a long time ago not to trust anyone.” 
 
    “Then I feel sorry for you.” 
 
    “We’ll see how sorry you are when the rest of our team members hear what you’ve got planned for the orb.” 
 
    I can only imagine. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 – Consensus 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    After the initial ‘where the hell have you been?’ and ‘what’s all over you face?’ comments, between Jalena and me, we manage to explain our plan about the orb. Things don’t go as well as I’d hoped. 
 
    Five minutes after our return to the secret room, blue team and I are standing in one corner with weapons drawn. The two surviving members of tan team are in another, also with weapons drawn. Jalena and the rest of red team occupy the corner of the room nearest the door. 
 
    Although the two fighters from tan team are outnumbered, Dmitri, the higher level of the two, isn’t hesitant to give his opinion on who should have the orb. 
 
    “The orb belongs to tan team, Jalena.” The burly fighter points a steel-gloved finger at me. “Your boyfriend admits the Thieves’ Rope is the only reason you got the orb. The rope belonged to Prentis, so it’s the property of Tan Team Three. That makes the orb ours.” He holds his hand out palm up. “Now, hand it over.” 
 
    Jalena apparently isn’t won over by the fighter’s skewed logic, because she keeps the orb and takes a step toward the door. 
 
    Both Dmitri and Pavel’s swords come up to the ready position. 
 
    Dmitri moves in Jalena’s direction. “You make one more step toward that door with the orb, girl, and I swear I’ll split you straight down the middle and wear your scalp as a headband.” 
 
    Red team’s fighter, Ashtan, raises both shield and sword and places his body between Dmitri and Jalena. “You mean you’ll try,” growls the muscular man. 
 
    Although Ashtan is half-a-head shorter than either of tan team’s fighters, he still looks impressive in his battered and bloodstained plate mail armor which has obviously seen a lot of use. I notice his longsword has a faint bluish glow around the blade. 
 
    An info box comes into being near the sword, indicating it is a plus-one blade. Nothing great, but a hell of a lot better than a non-magic weapon. 
 
    The beefy Dmitri isn’t impressed. “I’m guessing you’re a sixth level fighter now, Ashtan. I’m eighth. I eat sixth levels for breakfast.” 
 
    The leader of red team, Gemstar, steps forward. “How do you feel about two sixth-level fighters working together?” 
 
    Pavel moves next to his fellow tan team member. “That’ll be two sixths against an eighth and a seventh.” He laughs as if making a joke. “How do like them odds, shorty? You’re outclassed, dwarf. You might want to reconsider your options.” 
 
    The dark-robed Raven moves so she’s a step behind and to the right of Jalena. “Maybe we should throw a sixth-level mage into the equation.” Her eyes narrow as she gives Pavel a none-too-friendly smile. “Who’s outclassed now?” 
 
    “Why don’t we make that a fifth and sixth-level mage?” says Astari as he wiggles his fingers in an intricate pattern to form a fist sized blue ball of energy above his right hand. He gives Raven a wink. “Guess I always did have a soft spot for the underdogs.” 
 
    “Might as well throw in a level six tracker,” chimes in Ivy as she nocks an arrow in her bow. 
 
    Chanton glances at Vanessa. 
 
    Blue team’s priestess gives the barbarian a supportive smile before casting a not-so-reassuring look at the two tan team fighters. “What say we add a sixth level priestess and barbarian to the mix, boys?” 
 
    Vanessa turns an eye to Thangar. 
 
    The foul-tempered dwarf snorts before raising his plus-one battle axe. “Oh, what the hell? May as well have two dwarves in the fight.” 
 
    I’m guessing Dmitri and Pavel know where Jalena and I stand on the subject, because the two tan team fighters don’t wait for us to say whose side we’re on. They just step back into their corner of the room with shields raised and stand shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    Although the odds are ten against two, I’ve no doubt tan team’s two high-level fighters will give a good account of themselves. Several info boxes pop into existence in my mind, reinforcing what I already know. The two men are equipped with exceptionally high-quality magic armor and weapons. They won’t go down easy, and they’ll probably take half or more of red and blue team with them. 
 
    I’ve been known to do more than a few things spur of the moment. Even so, I surprise myself by sheathing my short sword and stepping into the middle of the room, facing Dmitri and Pavel as I do. 
 
    “Fighting among ourselves isn’t going to help any of us,” I tell them. I wave a hand to indicate everyone in the room. “We’ve all got to work together if we’re to have any chance of making it through the spider cave to safety.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” snarls Dmitri. “Of course, that’s what you say now.” He raises his visor and spits on the stone floor, thankfully not at me. “Do you think we’re stupid? The moment your girlfriend and you make it out of the dungeon, you’ll slip a dagger through our ribs. That’s the only thanks we’ll get for helping you get through those spiders.” 
 
    I want to tell him that Jalena isn’t my girlfriend, but for some reason I can’t bring myself to do it. Grasping for a way out of the tense situation, I say, “We don’t even know for sure it’s the Orb of Stanton. All my identify ability tells me is that it’s a magic orb with unknown qualities.” 
 
    Pavel raises the visor of his helmet and looks at me. “Like Dmitri said, we’re not stupid. What else could it be except the Orb of Stanton? Hell, between yellow team and us, we’ve searched every crack and cranny of the dungeon’s fifth level.” The fighter points at the glowing sphere in Jalena’s hand. “If that thing was in the river like you said, it explains why we haven’t been able to find the orb until now. Some fool discovered it first and got killed by the hallway trap before he could get away.” 
 
    A sly smile comes over Dmitri’s lips. He points the tip of his sword at the orb in Jalena’s hand. “If the two of you really believe it isn’t the Orb of Stanton, then you won’t mind handing it over to me for safekeeping.” He pats the canvas container on his back. “This is a dimensional pack. I can stick it in here so someone less honest than me won’t be tempted to steal it.” 
 
    Jalena pulls the orb closer. “It’s safe enough where it’s at.” She nods toward me. “Besides, St…err, Quantas, only said we don’t know for sure what it is. And Quantas has a dimensional purse. If we need to put it somewhere safe, we can stick it in there.” 
 
    “A purse?” laughs Pavel. “Figures.” He laughs again. “What’s in it? Lipstick?” 
 
    My cheeks grow warm as a foul-tasting bile rises in my throat. 
 
    “No,” says Jalena. “He’s got enough gems and gold in there to outfit us with anything we need once we get back to town.” 
 
    Thangar and Gemstar perk up as the dwarven nature of their avatars take hold. 
 
    “Gems?” says Thangar. 
 
    “Gold?” says red team’s leader. 
 
    “Who the hell cares?” growls Dmitri. He points the tip of his sword at the glowing sphere again. “If that thing’s the Orb of Stanton; and I think we all know it is; then the mission’s over as soon as we get back to town. Gems and gold won’t mean squat. Only the team presenting the orb to the archbishop wins, and that’s going to be tan team. I ain’t going back to that Godforsaken gulag. I swear I ain’t.” 
 
    The tan team fighter’s mention of a gulag reminds me each of us have a reason for wanting to win. I don’t want to die under the wheels of an 18-wheeler, and the Russian doesn’t want to go back to whatever prison he was in. A tidbit of information comes to me that gulags went out of vogue in the Soviet Union during the mid-1950s. I suppose Dmitri must be in the same boat as Thangar in that he’s from the past. Of course, for all I know, some of the other players might be from the future, which would mean I’m from their past. It’s enough to make my head spin. 
 
    “Well, I ain’t going back to Vietnam and bleed to death either,” growls Thangar. He raises his axe. “So, if we’re going to fight for the orb, let’s get at it. I’m tired of talking.” He takes a step toward Dmitri. 
 
    Vanessa places a hand on the dwarf’s shoulder, stopping him in place. “Well, I’m not tired of talking, so hold your horses.” She looks at the two tan team fighters before waving at hand to encompass the room. “We’ve all got our reasons for wanting the orb. I know I do. But none of us are going to make it out of here alive if we don’t work together. Hell, if we start fighting each other, the odds are all we’ll do is kill each other off. Then Fang or somebody from another team will come wandering by and loot the orb off our rotting corpses. Is that what you want? For yellow team or one of the others to win?” 
 
    Dmitri glances at Pavel before looking back at Vanessa. “The orb’s rightfully ours. We’re not going to let you or anyone else cheat us out of it.” 
 
    I decide now’s a good time to get back in the conversation. “Tan team will have just as much chance to win the orb as red or blue if we draw lots for it once we’re safely out of the dungeon.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” laughs Pavel in a way that’s anything but friendly. “Blue team will get six chances, red team four, and ol’ tan team will get two. No thanks.” He spins his sword in the air in a flashy move I’m not sure would be all that useful in combat but looks damn impressive nonetheless. “I like my chances in a fight a whole lot better.” 
 
    “No!” Jalena says. “There’s not going to be a fight; at least not between our teams. Steve has it all worked out so things will be fair.” She glances at me. “Don’t you?” 
 
    Actually, I don’t. All I have is a general idea about drawing lots. I haven’t considered any of the details how to do the actual drawing. Hmm. Come to think of it, I’m not really the one who thought of drawing lots. 
 
    I direct my next words to Max. “Hey, Max.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Don’t play games. You already know what I’m going to ask.” 
 
    For once, my in-game assistant doesn’t play stupid. 
 
    “I do. Hmm, let me see. How can I word this as an explanation of the game rules? Ah, I see. I can explain an ‘Oath’ spell to you.” 
 
    “Uh, say what?” 
 
    “An Oath spell, Steve. It’s a high-level version of a quest spell. When an Oath is placed on players, it forms an unbreakable bond that will require them to abide by whatever vow they make. The members of tan, red, and blue teams can swear they’ll abide by whichever team wins the drawing of lots and allow them to take the orb, vowing to do them no harm in the process. To make it fair, one person from each team can draw a lot. That way everybody will have a one-in-three chance of winning the orb. Once bound by their Oath, the other teams will step aside and allow the winning team to present the orb to the archbishop.” 
 
    “An Oath spell,” I say out loud. 
 
    “What?” says a half-dozen people at the same time. 
 
    “Uh, an Oath spell,” I say again, wishing I’d taken time to find out more about it from Max. “It’s, uh, like a quest, only more powerful.” I’m not sure about that last part, but it sounds reasonable. 
 
    Jalena gives me a questioning look as if saying, “That’s your plan?” 
 
    I begin to wish I’d kept my mouth shut and just drawn my short sword and got it over with. Looking at Astari and Vanessa, I try to will one of them into backing me up. 
 
    The elf mage is the first one to open his mouth. “I hate to burst your bubble, Quantas, but I’ve never heard of an ‘Oath’ spell. Quest spells, yes, but Oath, no. I don’t know about priestess spells to force players into quests, but the quest-type spells for mages require us to be at least level twelve. I’m only a level five mage.” He nods his head toward red team’s mage. “Raven’s a sixth.” He turns to Vanessa. “What about casting a priestess spell on us to complete a quest? Is that something you can do?” 
 
    I’m hopeful. I’ve got nothing but respect for our priestess. 
 
    She shakes her head. “No.” 
 
    My hope goes spiraling down the toilet bowl. 
 
    Vanessa turns to me. “I’m sorry, Quantas, but instilling quests on targets takes at least a ninth-level priestess. Our mission will be over way before any of us are level nine.” Her brow furrows for a second. “Besides, I don’t think a quest is intended to do what you want. They’re more for requiring players to perform tasks. Using the spells to try and force someone not to do something goes against their intent. Too many things can go wrong.” She shrugs. “As for an Oath spell or whatever that is, I’m with Astari. I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    Any hope I have left disappears completely. 
 
    Strangely enough, neither Dmitri nor Pavel say anything. In fact, I notice the two tan team fighters whispering to each other in their corner of the room. After a few seconds, Dmitri looks at me. 
 
    “This ain’t my first mission,” says the plate-mailed Russian. “I had an Oath cast on me by a demi-god once. It’s unbreakable. It’ll do what you want, no doubt about it.” 
 
    Hope flares in me again. 
 
    “But…” says the tan team fighter, “I don’t see no demigods around here. Do you?” 
 
    I don’t. “Max. What the hell did you get me into?” 
 
    “Me?” says Max in his semi-cheerful mechanical voice. “You are the one who got yourself in this situation. I was merely explaining rules about an Oath spell to you. For instance, the Russian is correct in that only very high nonplayer characters such as demigods and such can cast an Oath. The rules for this specific dungeon prohibit such a nonplayer character from being in the dungeon. If not for those rules, I believe the Caretaker would have been placed in the first room of the dungeon instead of staying at the farmhouse outside the dungeon.” 
 
    “Are you saying the Caretaker can cast an Oath spell?” 
 
    “I do not believe I said those words, Steve. Let me check the logs. Nope. I merely pointed out the game rules for this dungeon prohibit NPCs who are of sufficient level to cast an Oath spell from being in the dungeon. That rule is the reason the Caretaker must remain outside.” 
 
    “Damnit, Max. Can the Caretaker cast an Oath on us or not?” 
 
    “Damnit, Steve. Yes, he can. There. Are you satisfied?” 
 
    I look at Dmitri, but I speak to everyone in the room. “The Caretaker can cast an Oath spell on us. We can have him word it so we will all support whichever team wins the drawing of the lots. The winning team will get the orb and can present it to the archbishop. The losing teams will remain with the Caretaker and await whatever fate their master player has for them.” 
 
    Dmitri glances at Pavel before turning back to me. “So, we don’t draw lots until after the Caretaker casts an Oath on us?” The big fighter shakes his head. “I don’t like it. What’s to keep red team, or blue team for that matter, from running off with the orb as soon as we clear the spider cave if we won’t be getting the Oath until we make it back to the Caretaker’s house?” 
 
    “MAD,” Thangar laughs. “Mutual assured destruction.” 
 
    Everyone, including me, stares at the dwarf. He looks at the rest of us and grins. 
 
    “Come on. Surely, you’ve heard of it. Mutual assured destruction is what the nuclear policy of my time’s based on. The only thing stopping the Soviet Union or the good ol’ USA from nuking each other is the fact they’ll still be enough nukes left in the other country after a first strike to wipe their enemy out.” 
 
    I’d read about the nuclear policy of the sixties and seventies when I was in college. I hadn’t been impressed then, but I could see where it might work now. “Thangar’s right. If any of our three teams try to get away with the orb before we get to the Caretaker, the other two teams can gang up on them and wipe them out. Each team has a one-in-three chance of winning the orb when we draw lots. The odds of stealing the orb and getting away with it is a lot smaller than that. Tan and red working together can beat blue team. Blue and red can destroy tan. Tan and blue can defeat red. Any team trying to steal the orb and run back to town before the Caretaker casts an Oath on us is facing mutual assured destruction.” 
 
    Dmitri and Pavel lean close and start whispering to each other. I see red team huddling together near the door. Vanessa motions blue team to gather around her. 
 
    Once I join the priestess and the others, she wastes no time in asking, “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “As sure as I can be,” I say. “Max assures me the Caretaker can cast an Oath on us.” 
 
    “Hey,” says Max in my mind. “I assured you of no such thing. I merely explained the rules to you.” 
 
    I ignore my in-game assistant. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” says Ivy. “I need to get back to my kids. A one-in-three chance isn’t what I bargained for.” 
 
    Vanessa glances at each of us in turn. “I’m with Quantas. It’s the best chance we got. One-in-three odds are better than anything we’ve had up to now.” 
 
    Thangar’s eyes narrow. “We could rush red team and grab the orb.” 
 
    “Really?” says Vanessa. “Are you willing to kill Gemstar to get it?” 
 
    The dwarf’s cheeks reddened. He shakes his head. “No. I guess not. I was just brainstorming.” 
 
    The priestess looks at all of us again. “Anyone else got any brilliant suggestions?” 
 
    No one says anything. 
 
    “All right, then,” says Vanessa. “I take it we’re all in agreement.” 
 
    Each of us nods in turn. 
 
    With the decision made, we turn back to the other two teams. They aren’t quite as fast in deciding as blue team, but in the end, both red and tan teams agree to go to the Caretaker for an Oath and draw lots for the orb there. 
 
    “Well,” say Vanessa. “I suppose we better head for the spider cave before some wandering monster finds our hiding spot.” 
 
    Gemstar looks at the orb. “From what Quantas tells us about the spider cave and the tunnel leading to it, there’s no light. We’ll need to keep the orb out so those without night vision can see.” 
 
    Jalena rotates the glowing sphere in her hand before walking over to blue team and handing it to Vanessa. “You keep it. My headband allows me to see in the dark. You’re our only priestess. You need to stay in the rear anyway so we can keep you safe.” 
 
    “I’m not staying in the re—” starts Vanessa. 
 
    Gemstar raises a hand in a stopping motion. “Jalena’s right. We’ve got to protect the only source of healing we’ve got other than the few potions Quantas and Jalena brought back. If we lose you, we’re dead anyway, so you may as well hold onto the orb.” 
 
    Glancing around the room, Vanessa gives a questioning look to everyone in turn. Each and every person in the alliance, including the two tan team fighters, nod their head in agreement. 
 
    The priestess sighs, making it obvious she doesn’t like it, but she’s willing to accept the group consensus. “All right then.” She points at Jalena and me. “The two of you will be on point. Make us proud.” 
 
    Before either the assassin or I can take a step toward the door, Dmitri holds up a hand. “Wait a second.” He leans close to Pavel and whispers something in his fellow fighter’s ear. The whispering goes back and forth for about thirty seconds. 
 
    Finally, Pavel turns to us. “Oh, what the hell. One way or the other this mission’s going to be over if we can’t get past those spiders. I suppose we may as well go out with a bang.” 
 
    Vanessa gives Dmitri a questioning look. “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    The big Russian grins, which is strange in itself. 
 
    I suspect the worst and brace myself for whatever it is. 
 
    The worst doesn’t happen. 
 
    Instead of attacking, Dmitri removes the dimensional pack off his shoulders, raises the flap, and begins pulling items out. First comes plate mail and chainmail armor. Then a couple of longswords, a hammer, and a battle axe. He adds a short bow and long bow with quivers of arrows to the growing pile of gear. Next comes two sets of leather armor, two small shields, and two larger ones. 
 
    Information boxes with a hell of a lot of plus-twos, threes, and fours appear over the equipment. 
 
    The burly Russian doesn’t stop. Still pulling things out of his pack, he adds a handful of wands and a small pile of rings, necklaces, and other jewelry to the loot. 
 
    Waving a hand at the weapons and gear, Dmitri says, “Help yourself. And don’t ever say tan team didn’t pull their share of the load.” 
 
    Well, I’ll be, is all I can think. 
 
    Then I and the rest of blue and red team dive in and begin putting on armor and picking up weapons and jewelry like a bunch of excited kids on Christmas morning. 
 
    As I’m putting on a set of plus-three leather armor, I can’t help but think we’ve actually got a chance. Maybe I’m going to get out of this alive after all. 
 
    What can stop us now? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 – Spider Cave 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    While Jalena and I wait for the others to get in position, I look at the two Russians. They’re crouched against the side of the hall ten meters behind the assassin and me. The two tan team members surprised me when they divvied up their supply of magic items from Dmitri’s dimensional pack. Thanks to tan team, I’m guessing the additional magic armor, weapons, and other gear have doubled the alliance’s chance of survival. 
 
    “I still don’t trust them,” I mentally tell Max. 
 
    “Sorry,” says Max in his mechanical voice. “I do not believe that is a question about game rules. Correct me if I am wrong.” 
 
    I don’t waste time trying to redefine my comment. 
 
    Glancing behind me down the hallway, I notice Vanessa’s still getting the others organized while going over last-minute instructions with our resident mages, Raven and Astari. 
 
    With nothing to do other that wait for Vanessa to finish, I tell Max something he can answer. “Max, how about showing me the special items section of my character sheet?” 
 
    “As you wish, player.” 
 
    An information box appears in my mind with the requested information. 
 
    
     Special Items: 
 
     Bracelet of Water Walking 
 
     Ring of Electric Protection (+4 to saving throws against electricity) 
 
     Ring of Protection +2 (add 2 to armor class rating) 
 
     Necklace of Salvation (+2 to all saving throws) 
 
     Thieves’ Rope (50 feet) [activate- Climber Awake, deactivate- Climber Sleep] 
 
     Contact Lenses of Night Seeing (thermal vision) 
 
     Boots of Thievery (+20% move silently, +5% scale walls) 
 
     Potion of Extra-healing (1) 
 
     Potion of Anti-poison (1) 
 
   
 
    I concentrate on the two items I got from Dmitri’s pile of loot; the Ring of Electric Protection and a Necklace of Salvation. 
 
    I doubt I’ll be needing protection against electricity since we’ll be fighting spiders, but I’m wearing it anyway. The Necklace of Salvation’s plus-two to all saving throws will probably come in handy though. 
 
    I look at the two potions listed in my gear. While I already had the vial of extra-healing liquid, the potion for neutralizing poison is a welcome addition. 
 
    Thank God there were enough of those anti-poison potions in Dmitir’s pack to equip everyone with a least one. It’ll be a miracle if nobody gets bit by a spider. Hopefully, with my new armor, it won’t be me. 
 
    I will the part of my character sheet dealing with armor into existence. 
 
    
     Armor:  
 
     Leather Armor +3 = armor class rating:  5 
 
                                    plus 4 reflex bonus = 9 
 
                    plus 2 for Ring of Protection = 11 
 
     Total Armor Class: 11 
 
   
 
    “Hey, Max. Armor class eleven’s good, right? What are the odds one of those spiders will be able to bite me now with all this magic protection?” 
 
    “That depends on your definition of ‘good,’ Steve. As for the spiders hitting you, I have told you before it takes hundreds to thousands of calculations to determine hits and damage taken. I will admit you are in lot better position than you were the last time you fought those spiders. The dog-sized spiders are level three. You were a level five thief during your previous fight, and you are six now. Your ability to dodge has increased, which will make it harder for lower-level creatures such as a level three spider to hit you. Also, as you may remember, you left your leather armor in the ice cavern with the others when you climbed to the secret door. You wound up fighting the spiders while wearing only leather pants and a blouse. Your armor class rating is significantly higher now than during your previous fight.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m immune to the spiders now since I’m level six and have an armor class of eleven?” 
 
    I hear something sounding like a mechanical laugh. “You wish, player. The dog-sized spiders will have a harder time hitting you, but you are hardly immune. Even Demitri as a level eight fighter with an armor class of nineteen can still be hit. Critical hits are always a possibility in a game of this type. The rules of the game are designed to ensure game balance.” 
 
    That isn’t the answer I want to hear, but it is what it is. I can’t help but smile as I think how I’ll have a hell of a lot better weapons this time than during my previous fight with the spiders. I pull up the weapons list from my character sheet. 
 
    
     Weapons: Short Sword +3, Dagger +2, Dagger +1, Sling +2, Club +2 with iron tip, 
 
     Dagger of Poisoning (6 doses) 
 
   
 
    The plus-three short sword’s a definite upgrade as is the magic sling. Having regained the backpack I left in the secret room, I’m once again in possession of my Dagger of Poisoning. Thankfully, before we left our hiding spot, Jalena took a few minutes to show me how to use the deadly weapon without triggering the built-in traps in the handle. 
 
    Hmm. I wonder if that means she likes me? 
 
    Turning my head, I look at the pretty assassin crouching on the opposite side of the hallway. We’re still in the part of the brightly lit corridor that’s just before the dark tunnel begins. The tunnel entrance is still scorched where I burned the webs during my last encounter with the spiders. I suppose that means whoever resets the dungeon and keeps it bright and shiny is falling down on the job. 
 
    I notice Jalena flash me a smile. 
 
    Not that I mind her attention, but I can’t help but ask, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Her eyes twinkle. “I was just thinking you look a lot better with the ink off your face.” 
 
    I grin, having taken the time to look at myself in my hand mirror before red team’s mage had graciously done her magic thing. “Yeah, I’m lucky Raven had a cleaning spell memorized to do her laundry.” 
 
    The twinkle in the assassin’s eyes brighten. “You were definitely lucky. I don’t think our Russian friends would’ve loaned you their precious armor if they thought you were going to get ink all over it.” 
 
    I know she’s trying to make a joke, but the tan team fighters’ attitudes concern me. Keeping my voice low so it won’t carry to the Russians, I whisper, “Doesn’t it seem strange those two Russians had two sets of plus-three leather armor in their dimensional pack? When we looted Prentis back in the control room, he was only wearing plus-two leather. Why wasn’t he wearing plus-three if they had it? And what about Copper? He was one of tan team’s tanks. Why didn’t they load him down with magic gear? Why hoard it in their bag?” 
 
    Jalena glances at the two tan team fighters before turning back to me. “I suppose it’s because some people are just greedy SOBs.” She pats her leather chest armor. “I’m betting if we didn’t already have the orb, they’d have let us go up against the spiders with the lower-grade gear we were wearing. As it is, they probably figure the mission’s about over, so why not give it all away. They can’t take it with them.” 
 
    I laugh. “Actually, they ain’t giving it to us. Dmitri made it obvious he’s only loaning the stuff.” 
 
    Nodding, Jalena smiles back. “Yeah, and they were nice enough to store our old armor in their dimensional pack.” She gives me a wink. “I don’t know about you, but I think I’ll make sure I get my old equipment back before I return them their loaner gear.” 
 
    “Amen to that, sister,” I laugh. 
 
    A low whistle sound comes from behind. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I see Vanessa standing behind the tan team fighters. The sphere of luminescent gas is in her right hand, ready to light the way for the rest of the team after we enter. 
 
    Removing my contact lenses from their container, I place them in my eyes. Everything around me turns to shades of white and gray; mostly shades of white since the hallway’s well lit. 
 
    With my short sword in my right hand and my plus-two dagger in my left, I step into the dark tunnel. Of course, it’s not dark thanks to my Contact Lenses of Night Seeing, but it’s still a little creepy knowing there are dog and elephant-sized spiders somewhere ahead. 
 
    Although I can’t hear Jalena, I’m confident she’s staying the five meters behind me as planned. While her sneak/hide ability of 62% is better than my 55%, I’ve got her beat when it comes to moving silently; 77% to 62%. It’s enough of a difference to warrant me taking the lead at least for now. 
 
    I notice the dark outline of a grapnel hook on the stone floor. It reminds me of the running battle where I was swinging the hook and line for all I was worth while trying to keep the spiders at bay. Of the dead spiders themselves, there’s no sign. Either whoever resets the dungeon got rid of them, or the other spiders took them back to their cave for a late-night snack. Hell, even the body of the elephant-sized spider is gone. 
 
    Continuing to move forward, I check for traps while doing my best to be quiet. I use the red chalk Ivy gave me to mark the two-foot-square pressure plates I spotted the last time I was here. I reach the point where there’s a metal ring embedded in the floor without finding any new traps. The metal ring’s the same one I used to secure the rope before the secret door slammed shut. Although I know the hidden doorway is on the wall to my left, I see no sign of it or any mechanisms to open it. 
 
    The memories of the spiders trying to kill me the last time I was here send a shiver down my spine. I hate spiders. I don’t mind admitting I’m getting more nervous with every step. 
 
    “Max. Why don’t I hearing any dice rolls? The spider cave is just ahead. Am I making my saving throws? Are the spiders all gone? What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. Unfortunately, none of the answers to your questions are in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    “You’re a lot of help.” 
 
    “Thank you, player. It is nice to be appreciated.” 
 
    I’m not sure whether he’s trying to make a joke or not. Regardless, it’s obvious I’m not going to get any useful information from him. 
 
    I glance at Jalena. She’s five steps behind with her Short Sword of Quickness in her right hand and a small crossbow in the other. I’m confident she’s got my back covered. I will an information box into existence. 
 
    
     Name: Jalena   Race: Human (female) 
 
     Class: Assassin   Level: 6   Health: 27   Armor Class: 16 
 
   
 
    “Max, her armor class seems high? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am your in-game assistant. I do not make mistakes. Nevertheless, here is the pertinent data so you can check for yourself.” 
 
    
     Armor:  
 
     Leather Armor +3 = armor class rating: 5 
 
                                 plus 5 reflex bonus = 10 
 
               plus 2 for Headband of Xenith = 12 
 
            plus 1 for Bracelet of Protection = 13 
 
             plus 3 for Small Shield +2 = 16 
 
     Total Armor Class: 16 
 
   
 
    “She’s carrying her crossbow, so she’s got her shield strapped across her back. Shouldn’t her armor class be thirteen instead of sixteen?” 
 
    “I swear you players concentrate on the most ridiculous things. As I have told you before, there are thousands of pieces of data used to calculate attacks and armor class. The numbers displayed on the stat sheets I showed you are simplified versions. Surely, you understand that. However, you are correct in that when the assassin is not using her plus-two shield, her armor class is thirteen. Otherwise, it is sixteen. I displayed her maximum armor class of sixteen on her status sheet to keep things simple for you.” 
 
    “Well, all right. My armor class is eleven. Maybe I should have taken one of those magic shields from Dmitir so my armor class would be higher.” 
 
    “Steve…Steve. You are a thief. Even a small shield would get in your way which would counteract any advantage of carrying the shield as far as armor class goes. You made the right decision in not taking a shield from Dmitri’s pile of goodies.” 
 
    “Fine. Forget about it. How about showing me Jalena’s special items?” 
 
    “As you wish, Steve.” 
 
    
     Special Items: 
 
     Headband of Xenith (+2 A/C, +5 saves, +10 thief skills, +10 acrobatic, infravision 60 feet) 
 
     Necklace of Fire Resistance 
 
     Gloves of Enhanced Reflexes +1 
 
     Bracelet of Protection + 1 (add 1 to A/C) 
 
     Healing Potion (3) 
 
     Anti-poison Potion (1) 
 
   
 
    I’m a little jealous of her headband and gloves, but if I could, I’d probably give her even more items to make sure she’s protected more than she is. 
 
    “Before you ask, Steve, here is a list of the assassin’s current weapons.” 
 
    
     Weapons: Short Sword of Quickness +2 (double attacks per round), Dagger +1, 
 
     Sling +1 (with bullets +2), Light crossbow +1 
 
   
 
    Jalena apparently senses I’m stalling for time and waves her sword at me to keep going.  
 
    Not wanting to piss her assassin-avatar off, I go. 
 
    I move forward, taking my time to check for traps as I do. 
 
    When I’m only ten feet from the opening to the spider cave, I stop and wait for the sound of rolling dice. I hear nothing. 
 
    “Dammit, Max. If that cave’s full of spiders like you said, then I should be hearing dice rolling around in my head like they’re going out of style.” 
 
    “Dammit, player. When you asked me the question, I said based on the rules of the game the cavern probably contained seven of the larger spiders and fifty-seven of the dog-sized ones as you like to call them plus a whole lot more down the main vent. That was then, and this is now. Things change.” 
 
    “What the hell do the rules say are in the cave now?” 
 
    “Sorry, Steve. That is not in my list of authorized responses. Might I suggest you stick your head through the opening and find out?” 
 
    I hear a low whistle behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I see Jalena spread her hands apart as if saying, ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ 
 
    Well, what indeed? I’d told her about my spider bite when I was five, but the assassin wasn’t impressed. I suspect she won’t be empathetic now if I tell her I hate spiders with a passion. 
 
    Knowing standing here doing nothing isn’t going to get us anywhere, I take a deep breath and march to the cave opening. While it had been choked with spiderwebs the last time I was here, it’s relatively clear now except for a few small strands of silk blowing in the breeze. 
 
    I pause at the opening for a half-dozen heartbeats, waiting for dice to roll and hearing none. Sticking my head through the opening, I imagine something latching onto my head and pulling me inside. Nothing does. 
 
    What I do see is a lot different than the glimpse of the cobweb clogged cavern I’d viewed only a couple of days earlier. The cavern is the width of two football fields laid end to end. Glancing up, I see the ceiling at least a thousand feet above my head. Actually, it’s not really a ceiling. It’s more of a dome consisting of a quartz-like substance. Looking down, I see no sign of a floor. What I’m looking at reminds me of a large, vertical tube made from rock and quartz. 
 
    “Max, I’m guessing that’s the volcano’s main vent?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. Yes, according to the game rules, you are in a dormant volcano. As you suspect, the dome overhead is a mixture of quartz and rock. The tube you see below you is the main vent or as some call it, a conduit. The dome above you is a secondary dome that closes off this part of the conduit about halfway up the volcano. There is another open space above it before the main vent reaches the surface. As you may notice, there are two lava tubes on the far side of the main vent. Both of those hollow tubes lead to exits on the exterior slopes of the volcano.” 
 
    I’m suspicious why Max is being so generous with his information. Doesn’t matter, I suppose. What does matter is I see no sign of life in the vent. There’s not a spider in sight. I know I should be happy, but for some reason the lack of arachnids of any size worries me. 
 
    “Where’d all the spiders go, Max?” 
 
    “Sorry, Steve. That is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    Another low whistle comes from behind. I don’t bother turning around. I just wave the assassin forward. 
 
    Once Jalena’s kneeling beside me, I wave a hand at the cavern Max said was the volcano’s main vent. “We’re in luck,” I whisper. “There’s no sign of spiders.” 
 
    She eyes the conduit, paying special attention to overhead rocks and ledges that might be hiding a few eight-legged friends. She spends a full minute scanning the area of the main vent as do I. Neither of us spots anything. 
 
    Finally, she turns her head and whispers in my ear. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I’m not too fond of it either,” I admit. “I haven’t heard any dice rolls, and Max won’t tell me where the spiders went. This has all the makings of a trap.” 
 
    Jalena turns to me and looks me in the eyes. Even though all I see of her face is a thermal image, just knowing her lips are only inches from mine causes those blasted butterflies to start moving around in my stomach again. 
 
    “We’re going to have to risk it,” she says. 
 
    For a second, I wonder if she means risking a kiss. When she turns away and points at a lava tube on the opposite side of the vent that’s on a level only a few feet higher than us, I figure she isn’t talking about a romantic interlude. 
 
    “I’m no volcanologist,” Jalena says, “but that looks like a lava tube to me. Some of them can lead to dead ends. Others go all the way to the surface.” 
 
    “Max told me there were two tubes in the main vent that lead to the surface. That’s one of them over there. There’s another a couple of hundred feet higher that’s directly over the lower one.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she whispers. “Too bad they’re both on the other side of the vent. The question is, how do we get over there? My assassin avatar’s good at climbing buildings and walls, but figuring out how to traverse the inside of a volcano is outside my skillset.” 
 
    It’s outside mine too, but I don’t bother telling her that. Besides, I figure climbing the inside of a mountain can’t be all that much different than scaling the outside. 
 
    Drawing on my climbing experience from spending weekends in the mountains around Denver with my buddies, I map out possible routes. None are good, but I do spot one possible path that’s better than the others. I point to a rocky ledge a few yards above and to the side of the tunnel we’re in. “If we can get everyone up there, I think we can skirt around the side of the vent and make it to that uppermost lava tube.” 
 
    Jalena follows my finger as I point out my makeshift path to freedom. “I don’t know,” she says, sounding more than a little dubious. “That means climbing at least two hundred feet up as well as going around the side. We’ve got people in plate and chain armor. How’s that going to work out?” 
 
    “Not too well,” I admit. “…if they have it on.” 
 
    She eyes me suspiciously. At least I think it’s suspiciously. It’s hard to tell from a thermal image. 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘if they have it on?’ Of course, they’ll have it on. Just because there aren’t any spiders now doesn’t mean they won’t come back. We’d be sitting ducks without armor.” 
 
    I grin. “It’s even worse than that. There’s no way in hell our fighters can climb with most of the heavier weapons. We’ll have to put all the extra gear in Dmitri’s dimensional pack for safekeeping.” 
 
    She snorts, letting me know how safe she thinks it’ll be. 
 
    “Look,” I tell her. “I don’t like it either, but you can see for yourself. There’s no way to the other side without a lot of climbing. You and I and the two mages can probably get by wearing what we’ve got. Anybody wearing metal armor or carrying weapons larger than longswords will fall before they’re a third of the way across. Trust me. I do a lot of mountain climbing back in the real world. I know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    I see her bite her lower lip. It’s not the first time I’ve noticed that little habit of hers when she’s trying to make a hard decision. Finally, she sighs. “It’s not a question of trust. If the spiders return and attack us without our fighters having their best armor and weapons, we’re dead.” 
 
    “If we sit here doing nothing, we’re dead,” I counter. 
 
    Jalena points toward the lower of the two lava tubes; the one that’s level with us. “What about that one? It’s even with us. We wouldn’t have to do as much climbing to get to it.” 
 
    I shake my head. “There’s no direct route to that one. We could climb down to it from the upper one, but that wouldn’t make any sense. No, the upper lava tube is our pathway out. That’s just the way it’s got to be.” 
 
    She gazes at the path I’d pointed out again. “You think we can do it? It looks impossible even if we can talk our fighters into removing their armor.” 
 
    One thing I learned during my years of climbing mountains is a good team makes all the difference in what can and can’t be climbed. I look at Jalena, feeling like despite only knowing her for a short time, I can trust her completely. “If you and I work together, I know we can help everyone do it,” I tell her, believing every word I’m saying. 
 
    Sitting her crossbow on the rocky floor, she reaches out with her left hand and touches my right cheek. “You’re a strange one, Steve.” 
 
    I like the fact she calls me, Steve. 
 
    Jalena leaves her hand on my cheek for a couple of seconds before pulling it away and taking up her crossbow again. She sighs. “All right. I’ll trust you. But if you let me down, I swear I’ll rip your heart out.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “You think it’s funny?” she asks. 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “I was just thinking how Thangar’s going to react when I tell him to strip off all his armor and weapons and hand them over to Dmitri.” 
 
    Jalena snorts, apparently picturing the dwarf’s reaction in her mind. 
 
    I picture the same image. 
 
    We both laugh. 
 
    Sometimes you just need to laugh. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 – Tidal Wave 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Thangar doesn’t take the news well. Neither does Ivy. On the red team’s side, their two fighter’s, Ashtan and Gemstar, are totally against the idea of giving up their armor and best weapons. Even Vanessa’s hesitant to hand her chainmail armor and shield to tan team. In fact, the only two who don’t seem to mind are the tan team fighters, Pavel and Dmitri. 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Astari whispers as he’s standing next to Jalena and me. He glances back at Gemstar and Vanessa as they try to come up with an alternate solution to giving up their gear. Turning away from them, he nods in the direction of Dmitri and Pavel. “Those tan team boys will have all the best armor and weapons in their dimensional pack. If they skip out on us, they’ll be rich.” 
 
    “No, they won’t.” Jalena makes the little snorting noise she does when she’s perturbed. “We’ll still have the orb, and that’s all that matters. You can bet your bottom gold piece neither Vanessa nor any of the rest of us are going to let the orb out of our sight. It sure isn’t going into those Russians’ bag.” She touches the hilt of her sheathed Short Sword of Quickness. “I can promise you that.” 
 
    While Astari and Jalena are talking, I glance nervously into the volcano’s main vent. It took me a good ten minutes to explain my plan to the group and get them semi-onboard. Vanessa and Gemstar have been having their discussion for over five minutes while the rest of us wait for their final decision. 
 
    “They’re taking too long,” I mutter. 
 
    Jalena turns to me and shrugs. “I know, but they’re the leaders. All we can do is wait.” 
 
    As soon as Vanessa entered the tunnel carrying the orb, the tunnel where we’re now standing lit up bright as day. Since I removed my night-vision contacts due to the orb’s bright light, the volcano’s main vent is now darker than a witch’s cauldron. I point the tip of my sword downward. “You’ve still got your headband on, Jalena. How about checking to make sure nothing’s climbing up to say hello.” 
 
    The brown-haired assassin glances over the edge and snorts, “I told you to keep your contacts in.” 
 
    “You’re a lot prettier in real light,” I tell her, making a feeble attempt to lighten the mood and immediately regretting my words. 
 
    She turns away from the vent and looks at me. “You’re an idiot. Do you know that?” 
 
    I do, but I’m not going to tell her that. I suppose the line about her being prettier in the light was a little much. 
 
    “A little?” says a mechanical voice in my mind. “In my opinion it was downright stu—” 
 
    “Keep your comments to yourself, Max.” I can’t help but think he’s getting awfully chummy for some reason. Considering he’s a computer, or at least that’s what I assume he is, his increasingly humanlike attitude is starting to make me wonder if he’s something more. 
 
    “As you wish, Steve,” says Max. “Just trying to be helpful.” 
 
    I look at Jalena. “I took the contact lenses out because there’s no way I can traverse all the way around the vent while everything I’m looking at are shades of white, gray, and black. I need the orb lighting the rock up for me. Even a small crack or protrusion in the stone can mean the difference between life and death.” I use the point of my sword to trace the pathway across the stone we’ll be taking. “This will be the hardest climb I’ve ever tried. I’ve got to be able to see.” 
 
    The assassin glances at our agreed upon path to the other side before turning back to me. “All right. Maybe you aren’t an idiot after all.” She grins. “Maybe you’re just what we French call an imbecile.” 
 
    For some reason, I don’t think the term’s much better. Go figure. 
 
    Jalena gives me a playful punch on the arm. “Relax. I’m joking.” Sticking her head over the lip of the tunnel, she checks the main vent again. 
 
    I’ve been told I have a habit of sticking my foot in my mouth on occasion. I prove it now. “Well, I wasn’t joking. You really are prettier in real light.” 
 
    A quiet laugh comes from the elf mage. 
 
    I hear the beautiful assassin mutter something about men being idiots. 
 
    I don’t care. If thinking she’s pretty means I’m an idiot, then so be it. I’ve been called worse. 
 
    Jalena stops muttering and jerks upright. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask as I peer over the lip of the tunnel. I can only see twenty to thirty feet down before the residual light from the orb turns to sheer black. 
 
    Eyes wide, Jalena looks over at me. “Movement. A whole lot of movement.” 
 
    Dice roll in my mind. 
 
    An image of hundreds; no, thousands of spiders of all sizes climbing up the main vent from the volcano’s depths pops into my mind. Whether it’s a vision sent by Master Player Blue via Max, or it’s just my imagination painting a picture of my worst fears, I don’t know. Only…I do know. With a certainty I shouldn’t have, I know a veritable tidal wave of spiders is heading our way. 
 
    “They’re coming!” I yell. Why not yell? It’s not like the spiders don’t know we’re here. 
 
    “What?!” says several voices at the same time; both male and female. 
 
    I ignore them and start issuing commands. Yeah, I know Vanessa’s the leader of our little alliance, but one thing the military taught me was when situations change, it’s the initiative of the individual soldiers that often mean the difference between life and death. 
 
    “Get your damn armor off now!” I shout. “Dmitri, stick that stuff in your pack and make it snappy. Vanessa, I need you behind Jalena and me with the orb. We’ve got to be able to see.” I point at Pavel. Next to Dmitri, he’s our best fighter “You stick with Vanessa like glue. She’s our only priestess. If she goes down, we’re all dead.” 
 
    Picking up my Thieves’ Rope, I command “Climber awake” as I picture a point five feet above a large ledge forty feet over the top of our tunnel. 
 
    The free end of the magic rope shoots upward and attaches itself above the ledge. 
 
    “Jalena. You first. Use a piton to secure another rope. I’ll need the Thieves’ Rope for the next section.” 
 
    I’ll say one thing about Jalena. She may be a hard-assed assassin, but she knows when to take orders. Slinging her crossbow over her back, she grabs hold of the rope and starts climbing. 
 
    Light from the orb brightens of its own accord, pushing the darkness in the vent away. I can see a full hundred yards downward. Thankfully, I don’t see anything that close yet. Lack of visual spiders doesn’t make me feel any better. I know they’re there, plus Jalena saw them using her headband, which seems strange since the specs I’d pulled up on it only gave the headband’s infravision a distance of sixty feet. I’m not sure what to believe now. No, that’s not true. I believe in Jalena. I trust her with my life. 
 
    Vanessa moves beside me and holds the orb past the tunnel lip. The magical light pushes the darkness even further away, extending at least three or four football fields downward. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” says the priestess. “Are you sure you—” 
 
    I’m in no mood for second-guessing. “Get your damn armor off, woman!” I glare at everybody. “That goes for all of you. If you’re wearing metal armor, take it off now if you want to live.” 
 
    Vanessa looks at me, anger evident in her eyes. Maybe it’s the fear in mine that changes her mood, but her anger melts away. It’s replaced by something else. I’m guessing it’s her desire to get home to her family. 
 
    Turning away from me, Vanessa orders, “You heard the man. Get your metal armor off and give it to Dmitri.” She hands me the orb and tosses her shield in the Russian’s direction before beginning to strip off her chainmail. “Give him anything that’ll get in your way while climbing.” 
 
    “What about us?” says Astari. 
 
    I notice the red team’s mage, Raven, has joined him. 
 
    “I want the two of you up on the ledge with Jalena,” I tell him. “You’ll be our fire support.” I look over at Vanessa who’s tossing her chainmail into the growing pile of armor and weapons at Dmitri’s feet. “If that’s okay with you, I mean.” 
 
    The priestess flashes me a grin. “Oh. So, I’m back in charge again?” She nods at the two mages. “Up and at ‘em. I’ll see you on the ledge.” 
 
    Having no armor to get rid of, the two mages turn toward the magic rope which is still dangling in front of the tunnel. 
 
    “Ladies first,” grins Astari as he waves his hand at the rope and bows. 
 
    “Kiss off, old man,” says Raven. Nevertheless, the dark-haired woman tucks the lower part of her black robe into her belt. With her legs free, she grabs hold of the magic rope and climbs hand-over-hand upward. 
 
    She’s a good climber. I’m impressed. 
 
    Astari laughs. “Who’s she thinks she’s calling old? I know for a fact she’s close to ninety back in the real world and is wasting away in a nursing home same as me.” He glances at the red team mage’s taut legs before giving me a conspiratorial grin. “She’s a looker here, though, ain’t she.” 
 
    Not being in the habit of ogling ninety-year-old women, I pointedly make sure I don’t look at her limbs. Not that they aren’t nice legs. Just saying. 
 
    I hear pounding of metal-on-metal from above. Three heartbeats later a second rope joins the magic one. 
 
    “That’s our cue,” I tell Astari. “Up you go.” 
 
    Without waiting to see what the mage does, I turn to Vanessa. “Once I’m on the ledge, I want Thangar to be the next one up. He’s small and light without his armor, but stronger than crap. He can help pull the rest of you up.” 
 
    Vanessa eyes me. “So…I was wrong. You’re still the one in charge?” 
 
    Grinning, I hand her back the orb. “No, you are. I’m just the lead climber. You’re in charge of everything else.” 
 
    I notice only the elf mage’s leather shoes and the end of his robe are visible as he climbs up the rope thrown down by Jalena. I wrap a loop of the Thieves’ Rope around my waist and grab hold of some more rope with my left hand before catching Pavel’s eye. “Your job is to guard our priestess. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it.” He eyes the orb in Vanessa’s hand. “I won’t let her out of my sight.” 
 
    Not for the first time, I regret allowing the two members of tan team to join our alliance, but it’s too late to change things now. I picture a point I’d picked out earlier on the main vent’s wall that’s a good thirty feet higher than the ledge. As soon as I send the image to my magic rope, the free-end that’s dangling at the lower lip of the tunnel flies upward, taking me with it. 
 
    The magic rope tightens around my waist hard enough it’ll probably leave a bruise. Doesn’t matter. Speed’s what’s important now. 
 
    Past the ledge I go where Raven and Jalena are standing. I catch a glimpse of what can only be described as a bewildered look on the assassin’s face as I fly past. 
 
    Hey. Maybe I’m finally impressing her. 
 
    The end of the Thieves’ Rope latches onto the point on the main vent’s rocky wall thirty feet higher than the ledge. Unfortunately for me, my momentum slams me into the stone, knocking my breath out of me. Recovering, I look down at Jalena. From the look on her face, I’m pretty sure she’s not impressed. 
 
    The assassin spreads her hands and gives me a questioning look that seems to say, ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ 
 
    Good question. Unfortunately, I don’t have an answer. 
 
    “Max,” I say in my mind. “Are you Jalena’s in-game assistant?” 
 
    “Uh…sorry, player. That is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    “Do the game rules require every player to have a different in-game assistant?” 
 
    “Define different.” 
 
    “Dammit, Max. Just answer the question.” 
 
    “Fine. The answer is no. The rules do not require every player to have a different in-game assistant. There. Does that make you happy?” 
 
    For a supposedly cosmic computer, I think Max seems to be getting hot under the collar. I’m guessing he’s a little on the thin-skinned side. 
 
    “All right, Max. Since we’ve got that established, tell Jalena to stay where she is until everybody’s up. Then she needs to retrieve her rope and climb up here. She can rig the rope to help everyone get to this ledge while I use the Thieves’ Rope to scale the vent to our next anchor point.” 
 
    “I cannot do what you request, player. It is against the rules.” 
 
    For some reason I’m not so sure it is. “Is it really against the rules, Max? Or is it just the fact no one’s ever tried to use you to communicate with their teammates before?” 
 
    “Oh, they have tried, player, but every in-game assistant is a different thread of consciousness. Each thread is designed to keep information sep…why am I explaining this to you? That seems very strange to me. Hmm, uh…never mind. Uh…that is, I mean, uh, it is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    I hear a double-whoosh from below. Glancing down at the rocky ledge where Jalena’s waiting, I see everyone’s made it up. I notice Raven and Astari pointing their wands over the edge. In unison, they shout something I hear but quickly forget. Two balls of red energy shoot out the ends of their wands and speed downward. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    Twin balls of magical fire explode two football lengths down the vent. The explosions’ flames light up a swarm of dog-sized spiders heading our way. The fiery light illuminates the main vent for another three hundred yards downward. 
 
    Oh, God. There are hundreds of them. 
 
    It’s all too obvious the two dozen spiders killed by the mages’ fireball wands are only a drop in the bucket. 
 
    A loud chittering sounds from the mouths of hundreds if not thousands of arachnids making their way upward. 
 
    I notice Jalena waving her hands and yelling at me. I think she’s asking me what to do, but I can’t be sure. The spiders’ chittering is growing ever louder, making it hard to hear. 
 
    Whoosh. Whoosh. 
 
    Two more balls of red energy streak downward as the mages attempt to slow the wave of spiders climbing toward us. I know it’s not going to be enough. 
 
    Ivy, Chanton, and Dmitri begin firing their bows at the advancing horde. Red team’s fighter, Ashtan joins them with his bow while Thangar picks up a loose rock and throws it downward. Despite the addition of arrows and rocks, the wave of spiders continues unabated. 
 
    “Max, dammit. Tell Jalena what I said and don’t give me any crap. I know programmers leave backdoors in their code. There’s gotta be some way around the rules. Find me a loophole and make it happen.” 
 
    Truth be told, I don’t know very much about programming. All I know about computer code is what my video-gaming roommate told me along with a few things I read in science fiction books when I was a kid. Nevertheless, I notice Jalena grab her rope and begin coiling it up, so I assume she got my message. 
 
    As I watch, I see Pavel grab hold of the Thieves’ Rope with both hands in preparation for climbing. 
 
    “Climber sleep!” I command. 
 
    The Thieves’ Rope obediently releases itself from its anchor points and slithers out of the tan team fighter’s hands before coiling at my feet. I don’t give the magic rope time to rest. “Climber awake!” I yell as I picture the next anchor point. 
 
    Upward goes one end of the rope, attaching itself just above another ledge. 
 
    I picture the end of the rope near my boots anchoring onto the ledge where I’m standing. 
 
    It does. 
 
    Too much slack, I think as I picture another point that will stretch the rope taut. Once I’m satisfied, I glance back at the others. I’m all too aware it’s a risk forcing Jalena to make the climb to my ledge without the aid of the Thieves’ Rope. Nevertheless, my damned analytical mind gauged the advance of the spiders against the speed of our climb and determined we’re coming up short. It’s all too obvious our only hope is to reach the ledge the assassin and I picked out earlier that’s even with the uppermost exit. 
 
    I stop worrying when I see Jalena climbing up toward my ledge with her own rope coiled around her shoulders. She’s a heck of a climber. I can’t help but think I wouldn’t mind having her join my buddies and I on one of our weekend adventures in the mountains near Denver. 
 
    Raven and Astari send two more fireballs out of their wands. I see Raven stick her wand into her belt and draw out another. She yells something I hear but quickly forget. A blue ball of energy blasts out of her wand and transforms into a forked bolt of lightning. Striking the lead spider, the electricity leapfrogs from one eight-legged monster to another, leaving a dozen blackened spiders in its wake. 
 
    I notice Pavel scrambling to his feet on the lower ledge. I vaguely remember him about to swing his leg up on the Thieves’ Rope when I disconnected it. With the disappearance of the magic rope, apparently he’d fallen and nearly rolled off the ledge. Thankfully for him, Vanessa had been Johnny-on-the-spot and grabbed him before he went over. 
 
    The tan team fighter glares at me with hatred in his eyes. 
 
    Well, tough. Next time maybe you’ll wait for your turn before trying to climb. 
 
    Vanessa yells something in the man’s ear. He doesn’t look happy, but he takes the bow he’d slung across his back and fires at the nearest of the dog-sized spiders climbing up the vent. The arrow strikes the arachnid dead-center between two eyes. Of course, the overgrown spider has at least a hundred eyes, so maybe that’s not saying much. 
 
    Down goes the spider, wiggling its legs as it falls past hundreds of its companions, all of whom are vying to be the first to take its place. 
 
    “Might I suggest you hurry, player?” says Max. 
 
    I hurry. Climbing to the next ledge, I look down and notice Jalena’s already standing on the rocky abutment I just left. She’s in the process of hooking up the pulley to a newly driven-in piton. 
 
    “Max. Tell Vanessa to send up one of the mages. Then she and Pavel are to come up next.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant, not your damned personal secretary.” 
 
    “Just tell her!” 
 
    Although Max doesn’t say anything, I notice the priestess jerk as if she’s startled. A second later, she grabs Astari and shoves him in the direction of the rope Jalena’s just dropped down to the ledge. 
 
    The lead spiders are only twenty yards below the ledge where the remainder of my team is standing. A part of me wants to go back and help my friends fight off the spiders. My analytical mind nixes the idea. My job is to find the quickest route to the upper exit. I start climbing the magic rope to its higher anchor point which is another ledge I hope will be large enough to hold everyone. When I get there, I see it is. 
 
    I hear a man scream below. 
 
    Spinning around, I look down to see the first of the spiders are on the ledge where I left the others. Red team’s fighter, Ashtan is down with a spider on top of him. Without armor, I can only imagine what the spider’s fangs are doing to the poor man’s body. The dwarf Gemstar swings her battle axe, cleaving the spider’s abdomen from the rest of its body. The impact of the axe knocks the spider off the ledge. 
 
    I notice Vanessa is on the next ledge along with Jalena and Astari, unable to aid the downed fighter. 
 
    With no priestess to help Ashtan, Gemstar pulls a bottle out of her pocket, knocks the lid off, and pours the contents down the mauled fighter’s mouth. Apparently not satisfied with the results, she pulls a second vial from her pouch and does the same. She reaches into her bag a third time, but Ashtan stays her hand and staggers to his feet in time to stab the tip of his sword into another spider that’s lunging toward Gemstar. 
 
    I feel helpless. I grab hold of the magic rope in preparation for sliding down to get to the others. 
 
    “No!” comes Max’s mechanical voice in my mind. “That is from Jalena by the way. The assassin says she will rip your heart out and feed it to the spiders if you even think about climbing back down. She says your job is to find the path to the exit. The others will keep the spiders at bay.” 
 
    I turn my back on what’s happening below. I swear it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Regardless, I pick out another ledge that seems to form a path leading toward the upper exit tube. Pulling a piton out of my pack, I hammer it into the stone. Once I make sure the piton’s secure, I unhook the spare rope from my pack, tie it off, and toss the end down to Jalena. 
 
    The assassin’s no longer alone. Both Astari and Raven are there, firing their wands as fast as they can shout command words. Vanessa and Pavel are with them as is Thangar. The priestess and the two fighters have a lot of blood on them, whether from their wounds or from the spiders I can’t tell. 
 
    I notice Ashtan is in the process of climbing up to join the others. Only Ivy, Gemstar, and Dmitri are left on the original ledge. In a Herculean show of strength, Dmitri grabs a dog-sized spider by the legs and swings it like a club, knocking a half-dozen of the thing’s arachnid brothers off the ledge. 
 
    I’ll admit I don’t like the crazy Russian, but I can’t help but admire his courage and fighting abilities. Of course, the Gloves of the Ogre that I know he’s wearing doesn’t hurt. Still, they don’t have anything to do with being brave, and I’ve got to admit, even without armor, the man is not afraid to get in the middle of the fray. 
 
    A shout from Jalena makes me forget about the Russian. I’m not sure what the assassin yelled, but from the look on her face, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t a compliment. 
 
    I look up at the last point in the climb until we can start traversing around the side of the main vent. “Climber awake!” I yell. 
 
    One end of the magic rope obediently crawls upward and grips a point five feet above the final ledge. As soon as it does, I begin climbing. Once on the ledge, I turn around, pulling out my sling and loading a metal bullet into the pouch. 
 
    It’s chaos down below. Ivy and Dmitri are two ledges below fighting a delaying action against four of the dog-sized spiders and a fifth one the size of an elephant. Damn if the crazy Russian doesn’t charge forward, somehow avoiding the giant spider’s fangs, and sticking his plus-four longsword all the way to the hilt into the eight-legged monstrosity’s head. 
 
    The elephant-sized spider shrieks once before falling over the end of the ledge, taking Dmitri’s sword with it. Fortunately, the tan team fighter doesn’t go down with his sword. He draws a wicked looking dagger and thrusts it into the face of a dog-sized spider attacking the tracker. 
 
    Ivy reciprocates by cutting off a spider leg trying to latch onto the fighter. 
 
    “Max. The spiders are pressing Ivy and Dmitri too hard. They’ll never be able to climb to the next ledge. Contact Astari and Raven. Tell them to use their wands to hold the spiders back long enough for Ivy and Dmitri to break free.” 
 
    “For the last time, I am not your personal communication device, Steve, so please stop trying to use me as such. This is the last time I am going to do it, so do not bother asking again.” 
 
    Actually, I wasn’t asking; I was telling; but I decide not to get into a discussion with Max on semantics. 
 
    Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh! 
 
    So many balls of energy fly out of the two mages’ wands I lose count. Doesn’t matter though. What matters is the explosions of fire and electricity decimating the leading edge of spiders nearest the lower ledge. 
 
    With their temporary respite, Ivy and Dmitri begin climbing the rope one after another. I notice they’re bleeding profusely, making me wonder if they can reach the top before their strength gives out. 
 
    An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Pavel: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Eight Fighter! 
 
   
 
    What the…how the hell did he ding? I haven’t been awarded any experience points. 
 
    
     Player Chanton: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Seven Fighter! 
 
   
 
    Additional info boxes appear in my mind as I hear dings for Raven as a seventh-level mage, Ashtan as a seventh-level fighter, and Gemstar as a seventh-level fighter. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on, Max?” 
 
    “What do you mean, player? The mages have been using their wands to kill spiders right and left, not to mention what the others have done with their arrows and blades. The alliance has been racking up a lot of experience points. Those experience points were divided between the total number of levels for the alliance and then multiplied accordingly by each players’ level to calculate their award. Plus, of course, some of your teammates get a ten percent bonus for their abilities. Paval, Chantan, Raven, Gemstar, and Ashtan were awarded enough experience to gain their next level. The calculations were correct. Trust me.” 
 
    “Well… what about me?” 
 
    “What do you mean, player?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. Where’s my experience points?” 
 
    “Surely you jest, Steve. You are in the middle of a fight for your life and you are worried about your share of the experience? Fine. Congratulations. You have been awarded 15,887 experience points. Taking into account the experience point penalty for your identify and rolling of dice abilities, you now have a grand total of 45,260 experience. Not that it matters right now since you need 60,001 experience to get to your next level. I did not want to distract you with a running total of gained experience in the middle of a fight, but since you insisted, I have. There. Are you satisfied?” 
 
    I’m not, and my in-game assistant’s attitude isn’t helping. The main point I get out of his rambling is I still need almost 15,000 experience points before I can level. Bummer. I need help now, not later. 
 
    Before I can say anything else, a hairy leg twice the length of a man pops up over the lip of the rock ledge where I’m standing. The leg is quickly followed by an equally hairy body the size of an elephant. The massive arachnid glares at me with a hundred eyes, each promising to suck the life out of my body. All the while, its fangs drip their poisonous liquid onto the rocky ledge, making it obvious my time in the game is about to come to an end. 
 
    Too late to do me any good, I hear the roll of dice in my mind. 
 
    All I have time to think is it better be a heck of a roll, because the only weapon I’ve got in my hand to fight the goliath creature is a lousy sling. 
 
    And I sure as hell ain’t no David. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 – Upper Exit 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I let fly with my sling at pointblank range straight at one of the spider’s eyes. 
 
    The massive arachnid doesn’t even flinch. It gathers its legs beneath it in preparation for a jump that will surely mean my death. 
 
    Before the spider can leap, a blue ball of energy comes out of nowhere and transforms into a bolt of lightning, hitting the spider in its abdomen. The massive creature shrieks in pain as it rears up on two of its hind legs. 
 
    A fork of the electricity arcs off the elephant-sized spider’s body and hits me on my leather chest armor. 
 
    Dice roll in my head again. 
 
    The newly acquired Ring of Electric Protection on my left index finger and the Necklace of Salvation around my neck grow warm. 
 
    Other than a slight tingle in my chest and the smell of ozone in my nostrils, I feel no ill effects from the blast of electricity. 
 
    I don’t bother trying to figure out how high a computerized saving throw I must’ve rolled. I just trade my sling for the plus-three short sword I have on loan from Dmitri and charge forward. Swinging at one of the arachnid’s rear legs that’s attached to the lip of the ledge, I do my best to slice through the arm-thick limb. The hairy appendage is no match for the magic blade, and the limb separates from the spider’s body. 
 
    Still upright, the elephant-sized spider loses its grip on the rock with its second leg and falls down the main vent while tumbling past a score of its smaller brethren who seem determined to reach the upper exit before me. 
 
    I see an arm swing up over the lip of the ledge not far from where the giant spider had been a moment earlier. 
 
    Raising my sword, I prepare to attack the arm’s owner. I hold my blow when I see Astari roll over the edge and onto his back, still holding a wand in one hand. A thin stream of blood squirts into the air from a puncture wound on his left arm. I notice the elf mage’s lips turning blue as he grabs at his throat. 
 
    One word comes into my mind, “Poison!” 
 
    Snatching the bottle of anti-poison from my pouch, I pour the contents down the mage’s throat. For good measure, I reach into Astari’s pouch and pull out a bottle of healing potion. Knocking the top off, I empty it into his mouth. In less time than it takes my heart to beat twice, the man’s eyes focus on me as the color of his lips return to normal. 
 
    For having been at death’s door, the elf’s recovery’s hard to believe. The mage jumps to his feet and pulls his magic dagger out of its sheath. “Thought you could use a little help with that blasted spider, so I used the last charge in my wand of lightning.” He winks. “Didn’t think you’d mind.” Glancing at the wand in his hand, he shoves it into his belt. “Thing’s empty now. So are all of Raven’s wands. I used all my offensive spells too.” He glances over at me and shakes his dagger in the air a couple of times. “Guess I’m gonna find out how good I am with this thing.” 
 
    Before I can thank him for saving my life, a head appears over the lip of the ledge. The head belongs to Vanessa. She’s quickly followed by Pavel. 
 
    Although the tan team fighter’s clothing is soaked with blood, he shows no sign of wounds as he helps Vanessa to her feet. 
 
    Once the priestess is up, Pavel turns to me. “We’ve got to get her to the exit. Is the way clear?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. There’s a gap further along the vent that’s a good fifteen feet across. I’ll need to use the Thieves’ Rope to make a bridge so everyone can cross over.” 
 
    The tan team fighter grabs hold of my arm, none too gently I might add. “Then get to it. Don’t you see what’s coming?” 
 
    I jerk my arm loose from the man, but something in his voice makes me look over the ledge. Far beyond the wave of spiders trying to make their way past the alliance members covering our rear, I spot something moving in the darkness. Whatever it is, the thing’s massive; many times larger than the elephant-sized spider I just fought. 
 
    The enormous creature steps out of the darkness into the light from the orb. 
 
    “My God,” I say out loud. “The thing’s as big as a house.” 
 
    “That’s right, sonny boy,” growls Pavel. “We’ve got to get the priestess to the exit before that thing gets here.” 
 
    Vanessa moves between the Russian and me. “He’s right, Quantas. Once Jalena climbs up here with another rope, I need you to take your magic lariat and make us a bridge or whatever you think we need to get across that gap of yours.” She glances over the side of the ledge. “Whatever you’ve got planned, you’d better do it in a hurry. I don’t think we have much time.” 
 
    I see the reflection of a flash of fire off the stone wall. The flash is followed by an explosion. 
 
    “That was Raven,” says Vanessa. “The mages’ wands are empty, and that was her last offensive spell. All we’ve got now are our bows, slings, and hand weapons.” 
 
    Pavel pulls something out of his pocket. “And this.” 
 
    I see a rock between the man’s fingers. 
 
    “Is that an exploding stone?” asks Vanessa. “Why didn’t you use it before now?” 
 
    The tan team fighter sneers. “What? You think these things grow on trees? I’ve only got six of them. I wasn’t going to waste them while the mages still had spells. Hell, Dmitri and I gave you guys the wands. I was saving these stones for an emergency.” 
 
    Seeing the house-sized spider with its fifty-foot-long legs moving at the edge of the orb’s light below us, I can’t help but wonder what the man’s idea of an emergency is. 
 
    Pavel throws the stone in his hand at two elephant-sized spiders threatening Thangar, Ivy, Ashtan, and Dmitri. The exploding rock erupts in a ball of fire and smoke, sending parts of the two spiders in all directions. 
 
    An information box appears in my mind as I hear the words: 
 
    
     Player Thangar: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Seven Fighter! 
 
   
 
    A second later, I hear a shout from blue team’s dwarf on the lower ledge with Ivy, Ashtan, and Dmitri. “I was healed when I leveled. The rest of you climb while I cover you.” 
 
    At the same moment as the dwarf’s shouting, Jalena clambers over the lip of the ledge where Vanessa, Pavel, Astari, and I are standing. She glances at me and nods in the direction of the upper exit before removing the rope coiled over her shoulder and tossing the free end over the edge. 
 
    I take that as my cue to get moving. “Climber sleep!” 
 
    The Thieves’ Rope obediently coils in my hand. 
 
    Glancing at Jalena, I point toward the others on the ledge below who are waiting to get pulled up. “Can you handle this without me?” 
 
    The glare she gives me makes it obvious I shouldn’t waste time asking stupid questions. “Get going.” Her glare softens. “And try not to get yourself killed.” 
 
    “You too.” I’d like to say more, but there isn’t time. Turning away with a whole lot of words unsaid, I hurry along the three-foot-wide ledge in the direction of the upper exit tube. Halfway there, a dog-sized spider jumps in front of me. The hairy monster bites at my chest. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    The spider’s fangs glance off the plus-three leather armor I have on loan from tan team. 
 
    Stabbing downward with my plus-two dagger, I penetrate the monster’s skull. I’m guessing my level six thief skills are working to my advantage because without thinking about it, I stab twice more in the same spot, making a bloody mess of the arachnid’s head. The hairy creature falls off the side of the ledge and disappears into the darkness. 
 
    Good riddance is all I can think. 
 
    
     Player Astari: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Seven Mage! 
 
   
 
    It seems like everyone’s leveling but me. I don’t think I’m jealous, but since I’m thinking about it, I suppose I am. 
 
    As I continue along the path, I hear an explosion followed two seconds later by another. Part of me wants to turn around and see what’s happening, but the analytical part of my mind wins out, and I keep running. 
 
    Max’s voice sounds in my mind. “Oh, just so you know, Pavel used two more of his exploding stones to take out four of the elephant-sized spiders. Unfortunately for your teammates, there are another twenty coming up the main vent, not to mention the mother-of-all spiders making her way behind them. If the rules allowed me to give advice, I would advise you to hurry. Since I am limited to explaining game rules, I must keep my opinion to myself.” 
 
    I let my in-game assistant ramble as I concentrate on moving as fast as I can without falling off the ledge. It’s not exactly easy going since the ledge is more of a crack jutting out from the vent than it is an actual path. The stone is anything but level. Nevertheless, it’s all we’ve got to take us to safety, so I deal with it as best I can. 
 
    The crack ends abruptly, and I skid to a stop, windmilling my arms to keep from going over the edge. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    My thief avatar manages to shift my weight backwards, saving me from a fall. I’ve got a feeling the Necklace of Salvation with its increased saving throw is the only reason I’m not spiraling down the vent into the loving arms of the spiders below. 
 
    Fifteen feet across the chasm is an abutment of rock that leads all the way to the upper exit tunnel. I stare at the fifteen feet of airspace separating my team from safety. I concentrate on it for several seconds as I use my weekend mountain climbing skills to calculate the best way to rig a bridge. Some of my comrades, maybe all of them, are wounded. Crossing over isn’t going to be easy, especially while we’re in the middle of a fight for our lives. 
 
    I sense a presence behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I see Pavel and Vanessa. The tan team fighter is leading the way. They both have fresh wounds. A cut on the Russian’s neck is oozing blood, while the priestess is pressing a puncture wound in her left arm to her chest. Despite her injury, she’s got a strong grip on the orb in her right hand. I notice her eyes are crystal clear which tells me she isn’t poisoned. Nevertheless, I can’t help but notice there’s a hell of a lot of blood dripping down her arm onto the stone near her booted feet. 
 
    Concern for the priestess overrides the rigging of a bridge. “You’re hurt. I’ve got an extra-healing potion you can—” 
 
    Vanessa shakes her head. “No. I’ll be fine. Get that bridge of yours up. The others will be here in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” says Pavel as he pulls a dirty bandage out of a pocket in his pants. “You take care of the bridge. I’ll see about her. We need to get the priestess to the other side before the spiders get here.” 
 
    I don’t like the big man, nor do I like the way his eyes light up whenever he looks at the orb, but I know he’s right about getting Vanessa and the orb to safety. If the orb’s lost, everybody loses. 
 
    Picturing a rope bridge spanning the chasm, I shout, “Climber awake!” 
 
    The Thieves’ Rope uncoils from my shoulder. One end of the magic rope latches onto the other side of the gap. The middle of the rope anchors itself to my end of the chasm. The remaining free end jumps over to the other side. The rope attaches itself there again, forming a second line that’s four feet higher than the first. The free end then returns in my direction, weaving itself from the lower to upper line as it comes in order to give the two lines some stability. 
 
    I look at the rope bridge more than a little dubious of its safety. With only fifty feet of rope to work with, I suppose it’s the best I can do. Even so, beside Jalena, I have serious doubts any of my teammates can traverse the bridge without falling. 
 
    Max’s voice sounds in my mind. “It is unfortunate I am restricted to explaining the rules. If I were allowed to give you advice, I would recommend having the upper line of the rope bridge attach itself to the wall at multiple spots to provide anchor points. Something like this, I suppose.” 
 
    An image of the bridge I’d created appears in my mind. In the image, the rope moves closer to the wall of the vent with the upper rope anchored to the wall every foot and a half. 
 
    Now, I may not be the brightest person in the world, but I’m not the stupidest either. I send Max’s image to the Thieves’ Rope. As soon as I do, the magic line repositions itself against the wall and anchors its upper line accordingly. 
 
    “Thanks, Max. It does look a lot studier.” 
 
    “Thanks for what, player? I did not tell you anything. I am only allowed to explain game rules.” 
 
    I don’t argue. Obviously, the rules of the game have subtle loopholes I can’t begin to fathom. 
 
    Having done all I can, I turn to Pavel. “I’ll go across first to check the stability. If I make it without falling, send Vanessa over next.” 
 
    The Russian’s eyes narrow. “Do you think I’m stupid? Once the two of you are on the other side with the orb, you’ll take the bridge down and be on your way. Dmitri and I’ll be left here with the spiders while you turn the orb over to the archbishop.” 
 
    “What?” The man’s accusation goes against everything I valued about teams in the military. “Do you honestly think I’d leave the rest of you here holding the bag while Vanessa and I take off with the orb?” 
 
    I can tell by the man’s eyes that’s exactly what he thinks. I suspect it’s because it’s what he’d do if he were in my situation. 
 
    Before our disagreement can turn to blows, Vanessa steps between us. 
 
    “Pavel, you’ll go after Quantas. Once the two of you are on the other side, I’ll cross over.” 
 
    I eye the bandage and sling the tan team fighter put on the priestess’s arm. The field dressing is already soaked with blood. “Your arm’s bleeding, and it’s in a sling? You can’t cross over the bridge like that. Maybe I should give you my healing potion.” 
 
    Vanessa shakes her head. “No! There are others hurt worse than me. Your potion may be the only think that keeps one of them from dying.” She stares hard at me with promise in her eyes. “I can make it across your bridge.” She takes her left arm out of the sling. “Trust me. I can do it.” 
 
    Pavel nods toward the glowing sphere in the priestess’s right hand. “I suppose I could carry the orb across for you to free up both your hands.” 
 
    Vanessa’s lips tighten together. They relax a second later. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll make it. When you get to the other side, make sure you’ve got one of those exploding stones of yours ready in case we get mobbed by the spiders.” 
 
    The big fighter looks none too happy about his offer being declined, but he doesn’t argue. Instead, he removes the bow from his back and nocks an arrow before looking at me. “I’ll cover you until you get to the other side. Once I start over, I’ll expect you to do the same for me with that sling of yours.” 
 
    A glance at the man’s quiver shows he’s only got three arrows left in addition to the one he has nocked. I suppose all I can do is hope no more than four spiders try to attack me while I’m crossing. 
 
    “I’ll cover you when it’s your turn,” I tell him. “Don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    With nothing left to say, I sheath my dagger and sword. Placing both hands on the end of the bridge’s upper line. I tug as hard as I can. The rope holds. 
 
    “Good luck,” says Vanessa. 
 
    “Thanks. Same to you,” I tell her. Then I start across. 
 
    It only takes a few side steps on the rope bridge’s lower line to realize Max’s idea about having the magic rope’s upper line anchor itself every eighteen inches works. Admittedly, my avatar’s a thief, so the fact I’m speeding across the bridge isn’t surprising, but with each step I grow more confident the rest of my team can make it. 
 
    That’s when something grabs hold of my right boot. 
 
    Twang! 
 
    I glance down in time to see a dog-sized spider with an arrow in its head. 
 
    The eight-legged monster releases its grip on my boot and tumbles down the side of the vent, taking another spider with it. 
 
    Two more of the dog-sized spiders are only ten feet below me and coming fast. 
 
    Twang! Twang! 
 
    I don’t bother to check if Pavel hits his mark. He’s level eight now, so at this range, I’m confident he can’t miss. I continue across the bridge, making it to the other side without getting bitten. 
 
    A shout comes from the other side of the chasm. “My turn!” says Pavel. “Cover me.” 
 
    Pulling out my plus-two sling, I load one of my magic bullets into its leather pouch. 
 
    “I’ve got you covered,” I yell. “Don’t dawdle.” 
 
    The Russian’s avatar might be an eighth-level fighter, but it sure as hell ain’t an eighth-level mountain climber. The big man’s left foot slips on the bottom rope at his first step, and he nearly loses his grip. 
 
    “Keep your arms tucked in close,” I yell. “The top rope’s stable. Use it to keep your balance.” 
 
    The big fighter looks at me. There’s fear in his eyes. I suppose I don’t blame him. It’s a long way down, and there’s a house-sized spider waiting to suck the life out of him if he falls. 
 
    “You can do it,” I shout, trying to be heard over the increasingly loud chittering. “Move your feet six inches at time. Don’t let your feet get ahead of your hands.” 
 
    The tan team fighter moves. He slips a second time but recovers quickly. With each sidestep he appears to gain confidence, and his rate of movement increases. 
 
    When Pavel reaches the halfway point, I hear Vanessa shout, “Quantas! Spiders!” 
 
    Taking my eyes off the fighter, I look down in the direction the priestess’s pointing. Three of the dog-sized spiders are thirty feet below the rope bridge and climbing straight toward the Russian. 
 
    I let loose with my sling. The magic missile goes straight and true. I mean, heck, it’s only thirty-feet, and the spiders are getting closer with every second. 
 
    Dice roll in my mind. 
 
    The metal bullet hits the lead spider in the head. Its feet loosen from the wall, and it falls back, hitting one of its companions. They both fall down the vent. 
 
    The third spider’s only ten feet below Pavel now. 
 
    “Quantas!” yells the tan team fighter. “Hurry!” 
 
    I’m hurrying as fast as I can, but my analytical mind tells me the spider’s going to reach Pavel before I can cast another bullet. 
 
    I hear a loud screech. 
 
    An arrow has magically appeared in the spider’s abdomen. Its legs curl up, and it falls down the volcano’s main vent, striking several oncoming spiders as it does. 
 
    Glancing past the point where the spider had been, I spot the rest of our team on the lower ledge. Ivy raises her bow high in the air. I nod back in thanks. I notice her quiver’s empty. So are the quivers strapped to the backs of Ashtan, Chanton, and Jalena. 
 
    Pavel takes a final step on the rope bridge and leaps the last three feet. I don’t think that’s the smart way to do it, but it works for him, and he lands on the ledge without falling. 
 
    The tan team fighter glares at me. “Thanks for nothing, thief. That last spider would’ve gotten me if it hadn’t been for the tracker.” 
 
    I don’t bother pointing out the first two spiders would’ve had him if I hadn’t taken them out of the picture. Sometimes you just can’t win. 
 
    Ignoring the irate fighter, I wave Vanessa toward the bridge. “Come on! You can do it. Pavel and I’ll cover you.” 
 
    I see half a dozen spiders heading for the bridge, with the nearest being fifty-feet away. With Pavel only having a single arrow left for his bow, I have a feeling I’m going to need to step up to the plate and make my sling do something spectacular. 
 
    Since I’ve already got a magic bullet loaded in my sling, I let it fly at the closet spider. 
 
    Dice roll in my mind. 
 
    The piece of thumb sized metal passes through a few hairs on the spider’s back, but fails to connect with any flesh. 
 
    “Thieves are pathetic,” growls Pavel as he releases the last of his arrows from his bow. 
 
    The feathered shaft flies straight and true, sticking into one of the hairy creature’s many eyes. 
 
    The spider’s legs twitch and lose their grip on the vent’s stone. A second later it’s tumbling end over end before disappearing into the darkness. Not that I watch its fall. I’m too busy loading another bullet into the sling’s pouch. 
 
    Taking aim at the next nearest spider, I let my missile fly. 
 
    Dice roll. 
 
    The metal bullet hits dead-center on the spider’s head. It’s not a killing blow, and the spider is just stunned, but it doesn’t matter. The arachnid tumbles downward anyway. 
 
    “Hurry!” yells Pavel. 
 
    I’m not sure whether the fighter’s yelling at me or Vanessa. The priestess is halfway across the bridge, but she’s struggling. I notice she’s using her left arm like a claw to hook the rope and hold her steady while her right hand does most of the work of holding onto the rope. Even that’s not easy since she’s got a death grip on the orb with her right hand. 
 
    I see the orb slip in her fingers, but she manages to brace the glowing sphere of light against her chest. 
 
    “If you drop the orb, I swear I’ll kill you myself!” yells Pavel. 
 
    By this time, I’ve got another bullet loaded in my sling. I’m half-tempted to use it against the tan team fighter. He’s not wearing armor, and his back’s turned to me. I sense my avatar urging me to take the man out. 
 
    I whirl my sling and let the bullet fly. It heads straight for my intended target; the head of a spider only ten feet below Vanessa. I don’t hear any rolling of dice, but the magically enhanced piece of metal splatters one of the spider’s eyes. The dog-sized monster’s eight legs let go of the vent. Down it goes. 
 
    Three more spiders to go, and Vanessa’s only two-thirds of the way across the makeshift bridge. 
 
    “Hurry!” I yell as I pull another bullet out of the pouch tied to my belt. 
 
    Dice roll. 
 
    The magic bullet slips out of my fingers. It hits the stone near my left boot and bounces over the edge. 
 
    “Damnit, Max!” I mentally yell as I fumble to remove another missile from my pouch. “I had a good grip on that bullet. It shouldn’t have fallen.” 
 
    “Sorry, player. Every action of your avatar has a percentage chance of succeeding or failing. As for dropping your bullet, just think of it as making a very low roll on the cosmic dice. Even with your Necklace of Salvation, your roll was so bad you dropped the bullet.” 
 
    My in-game assistant’s not fooling anyone, especially me. I know there’s no such thing as cosmic dice. More likely some random number generator came up with a low number, but it all depends on whatever algorithm the game’s computer used to determine if I held onto the bullet. I can’t help but suspect the game’s rigged against us players. 
 
    By the time I finish my thought, a new bullet is in my sling. The three spiders are only fifteen feet below the priestess. 
 
    Whirling my sling once over my head, I let the metal bullet fly. It strikes the lead spider right above its mouth. The creature shakes its head but keeps on climbing. 
 
    The three spiders are just a little over ten feet from Vanessa now. As I grab another bullet out of my pouch, my analytical mind tells me even if I can let loose with the missile in time, it’s not going to take out all three spiders. 
 
    I notice Pavel standing at the end of the rope bridge with his sword in his right hand. He reaches out with his left in the priestess’s direction. “Toss me the orb.” 
 
    If anything, Vanessa tightens her grip on the sphere of magic light. She makes the mistake of looking down, staring straight into the eyes of a spider only five feet below. 
 
    The priestess screams. 
 
    I’m pretty sure I scream too. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 – Choices 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I sense my avatar body swing the sling in a single arc. The magic bullet whizzes through the air, striking the lead spider in the head. The piece of magically enhanced metal penetrates an eye. Flailing at its injured eye with two of its front feet, the spider releases its hold on the stone wall and falls back into the vent. Two more spiders take its place only five feet below Vanessa. 
 
    Four fist sized balls of red energy come streaking through the air with two striking each of the spiders. 
 
    Energy missiles. How? 
 
    “I heard your thoughts,” says Max in my mind. “Astari leveled. When he did, he automatically relearned his spells.” 
 
    Once again, the game’s rules make no sense to me, but since the mage managed to hit the spiders when I couldn’t, I’m not complaining. 
 
    The dog-sized arachnids screech. I see the leftmost of the spiders bend its legs in preparation for jumping on the priestess who’s almost at the end of the rope bridge. Four more energy missiles streak inward. This time all four hit the spider that’s getting ready to jump on Vanessa. The arachnid’s head basically disappears as the spider’s body falls backwards, trailing smoke from the hole in its body as it disappears down the main vent. 
 
    The remaining dog-sized spider reaches out with its two front legs and latches onto the priestess. 
 
    She screams, losing her grip on the bridge’s upper line but managing to hold onto the orb. 
 
    In a move I think would make a trained acrobat proud, Pavel simultaneously grabs hold of Vanessa with his left hand while striking out with the longsword in his right. The plus-three blade pierces the spider’s head and comes out its abdomen, spraying green goo all over Vanessa and the tan team fighter as it does. 
 
    With a strength at least twice that of my thief avatar, Pavel hauls Vanessa onto the ledge as he lets the spider’s corpse slide off his sword and down into the vent. 
 
    “Wait for us!” comes a shout from the other side of the rope bridge. 
 
    I look in the direction of the shout and spy Dmitri grabbing hold of the upper line of the bridge. About thirty yards behind him and coming fast are Raven, Chanton, Thangar, and Gemstar. Further back along the upper ledge stand Ivy, Astari, and Ashtan. Both the tracker and the red team fighter are swinging their swords at an elephant-sized spider trying to climb onto the ledge. As I look, Astari waves a hand in the air and shouts a word I hear but quickly forget. Four red balls of magic energy form in front of his hand before shooting out and striking the giant spider just above its mouth. The monstrous creature rears up, exposing its soft underbelly. Both Ivy and Ashtan take advantage of the situation and drive their magic longswords deep into the spider’s flesh. The elephant-sized creature falls down the main vent, smashing into a dozen dog-sized spiders as it does. They all disappear into the darkness. 
 
    A woman’s shriek draws my attention back to my side of the rope bridge. 
 
    “I’ll take that sweetheart,” growls Pavel. 
 
    Spinning around, I see the Russian with the edge of his longsword against Vanessa’s throat. The magic orb is in his left hand as he backs down the rocky ledge in the direction of the upper exit while using Vanessa as a shield. 
 
    Dropping my sling, I draw my plus-two dagger and start forward. 
 
    Pavel presses his sword tighter against the priestess’s neck, drawing a thin line of blood as he does. “Don’t even think about it, thief. I’ll have her throat slit and toss her over the ledge before you get halfway here.” 
 
    My analytical mind does a quick analysis. He’s right. The priestess would be dead and over the side before I could get within range to even have a decent chance of hitting him with a knife throw. I stop in my tracks. 
 
    “That’s right, thief,” sneers Pavel. “I’m the one holding all the cards.” He wiggles the orb in his left hand as if showing it off. “I’ve got this baby now. I ain’t going back to no gulag, I can tell you that. Not now. Not ever.” 
 
    “Pavel!” 
 
    The shout comes from Dmitri who’s managed to make it halfway across the rope bridge. “You don’t need to do this, comrade. I believe the thief’s plan will work. Let the woman go. We’ll all finish this together.” 
 
    Flames of hate flare in Pavel’s eyes. “You were always the weak one. If you hadn’t been higher level than me, I’d have been in charge of Tan Team Three, not you.” He gives a maniacal laugh. “Well, I’m level eight now the same as you, and you can stay here and rot with your new friends for all I care.” 
 
    Sticking the orb in the crook of his arm, Pavel pulls out a rock from his trouser pocket. I recognize it as an exploding stone. 
 
    “He has three left,” says Max in my mind. “You foolishly dropped your sling, so you don’t have a ranged weapon other than your dagger. The rest of red and blue team are heading for the bridge, but they’re out of arrows, so they can’t help you. Astari has used all the offensive spells he got when he leveled except for a lightning bolt. Raven is in even worse shape. She does not have any offensive spells left. I would not expect any help from your mages.” 
 
    I’m past the point of expecting help from anyone; magic user or otherwise. Reversing the dagger in my hand in preparation for throwing, I pray my avatar’s fast enough to hit the tan team fighter before he can carry out his threat against Vanessa. 
 
    Paval’s no fool. He ducks his head lower behind the priestess’s shoulder until only his eyes and forehead are showing while continuing to use her body to shield his. “Don’t even think it, thief. Your avatar’s good with a knife, but even at level six, he’s not good enough to hit me with that little pigsticker of yours before my avatar slits her throat and throws her down the vent. 
 
    All I can think to do is stall for time until the rest of my teammates arrive. “So, what are we going to do?” I wave my free hand at the house-sized spider steadily crawling up to make our acquaintance. “Are we just going to stand around until that thing gets here?” 
 
    Pavel raises his head slightly and grins as he jiggles his left hand that’s holding the exploding stone. “I’ve got three of these things left. I’m going to use one on that bridge of yours. The others are for the two exits as soon as I make my escape. You and the rest of these weaklings can be spider food for all I care.” 
 
    The tan team fighter draws his left hand back in preparation for throwing, apparently not caring his fellow tan team-member Dmitri is still crossing the rope bridge. 
 
    “Pavel! No!” yells Dmitri. “We can do this together, my friend.” 
 
    A ten-foot-long spider leg as thick as my thigh latches onto the ledge between Pavel, Vanessa, and me. Pavel glances down and throws the rock in his hand; not at the rope bridge, but at whatever’s below the ledge. My eyes follow the stone. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The blast is dead center between three elephant-sized spiders on the verge of climbing onto the ledge. 
 
    Chunks of spider flesh and gallons of goo spray up into the air. I ignore the greenish fluid raining onto my body. My eyes are all on Pavel, looking for an opening of any kind. I see none. 
 
    “That leaves you two stones,” I tell the Russian. “You can’t take out the bridge and both of the exits now.” 
 
    Pavel glances at the chasm and the rope bridge. Dmitri’s three-quarters of the way across. Raven, Chanton, Thangar, and Gemstar are almost to the bridge with Jalena, Ivy, Astari, and Ashtan running as fast as they can fifty-feet behind. 
 
    The big Russian looks at me. I see a mixture of desperation and fear in his eyes. From my two combat tours, I know it’s a deadly mix. The man’s apt to do anything. 
 
    “Call your rope to you, thief!” yells Pavel. “Do it now, or I swear I’ll cut her throat!” 
 
    Jerking Vanessa’s head back, the tan team fighter slices the flesh of her neck; but only enough to draw blood; not enough to kill. 
 
    “Do it!” he yells. “I swear I’ll cut her throat wide open!” 
 
    My analytical mind sees no other options. “Climber sleep!” 
 
    The magic rope detaches itself from the stone and shoots toward me, coiling into loops as it does. 
 
    I hear Dmitri yell, followed by a thud. 
 
    “The Russian landed on the ledge,” says Max in my mind. “He hit hard. According to the logbook, he has broken his leg.” 
 
    I don’t give a crap about the Russian’s leg. My eyes are on Pavel and Vanessa. The priestess’s eyes lock with me. They look almost apologetic. She tries to mouth something, but I can’t make it out. 
 
    “I did what you asked,” I tell Pavel. “You’ve got what you want. You have the orb. Now let Vanessa go.” 
 
    The Russian’s eyes narrow. “Sure thing, thief. She’s all yours.” 
 
    With that, he slices his sword across Vanessa’s throat and shoves her body over the side of the ledge as a fountain of red trails behind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 – Crazy Fool 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Everything happens at once. Or maybe it’s that nothing happens for what seems like an eternity. My eyes see Vanessa tumbling over the ledge with blood spurting out of her neck. Pavel’s turning to run for the upper exit. A part of my mind registers Dmitri trying to rise using a longsword for a crutch. Where he got the sword, I don’t know. I vaguely remember his plus-four longsword going over the side of the cliff still stuck in the belly of an elephant-sized spider. The analytical part of my mind figures he got another sword out of his pack. The emotional part of my mind doesn’t give a flip one way or the other. 
 
    I sense the remainder of blue and red team sliding to a halt at the edge of the chasm where the rope bridge had once been. An image of what’s happening in the main vent of the volcano flashes into my mind. The house-sized spider has called off its smaller brethren, apparently wanting to partake of its waiting prey all by itself. 
 
    My analytical mind registers three choices. I can command the Thieves’ Rope to recreate the bridge across the chasm and hope between us all, one of us can stop Pavel before he makes good his escape and destroys the exits. Or, I can use the rope to try and trip the Russian and hope he doesn’t fall over the ledge with the orb. In both scenarios, I know Vanessa will die if she’s not dead already. 
 
    A third option appears in my mind. Is it from Max? From my avatar? From me? I’ve got no idea. I just do what I know needs to be done. 
 
    I dive over the side of the ledge. 
 
    “Climber awake!” I scream as I picture an end of the rope wrapping around the priestess while the other end attaches itself to the side of the main vent. 
 
    The coil of rope goes downward out of my hand. It shoots out fast; faster than I’ve ever seen it move before. 
 
    Falling head down as I am, I see the middle of the rope wrap itself around Vanessa as one of the free ends anchors onto the side of the main vent. My avatar reaches out toward the rope to stop my fall, but the rope is too far away. 
 
    Before I can modify the image I sent to the magic cord, the remaining end of the Thieves’ Rope moves outward of its own accord and wraps around my right wrist. Down I go, but only until the rope’s stretched tight. 
 
    Bam! 
 
    I slam into the side of the vent. 
 
    Something warm and wet drips into my eyes. I reflexively swat at the liquid with my left hand, coming dangerous close to cutting myself with my dagger. I look at my glove. It’s streaked with red. 
 
    Blood. Vanessa’s blood. 
 
    Without taking the time to regain my breath, I climb upward. As if knowing I’m moving too slow, the rope around my wrist pulls me up. Within two heartbeats, I’m level with the priestess. The blood flowing from the ragged gash in her throat has slowed. That’s not a good sign. 
 
    I let go of my plus-two dagger, not wanting to waste time trying to sheath it. The magic blade goes tumbling down the vent and out of sight. Reaching into my pouch with my left hand, I pull out the extra-healing potion. Knocking the top of the vial off, I pour half into the priestess’s mouth and the rest onto the gash on her neck. The mortal wound closes over slightly, but it’s still bad. Blood begins to stream out at a faster rate, but almost immediately starts to slow again. 
 
    “You crazy fool,” comes Max’s voice in my mind. “What did you expect to accomplish? You’d need at least a half-dozen of those potions to make a difference in her outcome. You bought her maybe an additional fifteen seconds of life at the most. Your demise will come shortly after. That mother-of-all spiders is a hundred feet below you. Even with your rope, you’ll never make it back to the ledge before that monster has you in its hairy paws.” 
 
    A shout comes from overhead. I look up to see Pavel staring over the edge of the vent. He’s holding a rock in his right hand and the magic orb in the other. 
 
    “You still alive, thief?” laughs the Russian. “You won’t be for long. I’m going to blast the lower exit closed, and then blow the entrance to the upper one after I’m inside. See you in hell, thief.” 
 
    With those words, he tosses the exploding stone down. In that moment three information boxes appear in my mind. One box denotes the exploding stone. A second information box is just above the orb. 
 
    Item: Orb, magic   Special Abilities: Unknown   Purpose: Unknown   X.P. Value: Unknown 
 
    For some reason, I see another box about the orb slightly above the other. 
 
    Item: Orb of Stanton   Purpose: Game Completion   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
    I don’t have time to wonder why the information in the second orb box isn’t just included with the first. My eyes are on the falling stone. 
 
    Reaching out, I hold onto the part of the rope that’s above Vanessa’s waist with my right hand and into a crack in the vent wall with my left. At the same time, I picture the end of the rope around my right wrist letting go and latching onto the falling rock. 
 
    The Thieves’ Rope obeys my command, almost as if expecting it. The end of the line flies out. My analytical mind tells me it’s going to be close. The falling stone’s at least twenty feet off to the side of where Vanessa and I are hanging, and I’m not sure there’s twenty feet of free rope remaining. 
 
    The barest tip of the rope touches the falling rock, pulling it close before wrapping around the magic stone like a protective serpent. 
 
    Looking downward, I see the lower exit. Two of the giant spider’s front legs are already past it with more coming. I look upward. Pavel’s no longer there, but I notice Dmitri hobble past, limping along while using his sword as a crutch. 
 
    “Pavel! Wait!” yells Dmitri. “We can still do this as a te—” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Fire and dust explode outward from the ledge. The blast is followed closely by rocks and the shattered body of Dmitri who falls past me at a rate a hell of a lot slower than the rocks. I suppose even though its possessor’s dead, the Ring of Feather Falling I’d seen on him earlier is still doing its job. Unfortunately, although falling slow, the Russian’s corpse is too far away to even think about trying to recover his body. A part of my mind notices the dimensional pack still strapped to the Russian’s corpse as it falls beyond my sight. Another part of my mind wonders how Thangar’s going to take losing his magic, plate-mail armor. The analytical part of my mind figures it won’t matter since we’ll all be dead. 
 
    “Max!” I mentally yell. “What can I do? There’s got to be a way to turn this around. No gamemaster would go to all the trouble of setting up a game without giving the players a way out. How can I save Vanessa?” 
 
    “Sorry, player. My responses are limited to explanation of the game rules. According to the rules, the priestess’s wound is so massive only the attainment of a new level would save her. Too bad. I was just beginning to like her.” 
 
    “Another level?” 
 
    I’m not sure how close Vanessa is to leveling, but I look around for something to kill anyway. There’s nothing. All the dog and elephant-sized spiders were ordered back by the house-sized spider. 
 
    I look down into the seemingly thousand eyes of the giant of a spider only a hundred feet below. The reflection of my certain death is all too obvious in them. I don’t care. Vanessa’s my teammate. I spent too many years in the military to let a teammate die without at least attempting to save them. 
 
    Releasing the rope with my right hand and the crack in the wall with my left, I fall straight toward the giant spider’s head. 
 
    My thief avatar reaches out, touching the side of the volcano’s main vent with his hands and feet, slowing my fall as I go. At the same time, my plus-three short sword appears in my right hand. I pull out my plus-one dagger, wishing it was my plus-two instead, but that weapon’s long gone. Doesn’t matter. I’ve got a feeling I could have a plus-ten weapon and still come up short. 
 
    I slam into the spider’s head, the bristly, foot-long hairs cushioning my fall. I stab into one eye, then another. The spider shrieks. The end of a massive leg reaches up. When the spider’s foot touches my chest, the sticky substance at the end adheres to me like glue. My feeble attempts to pull away are to no avail. I lash out with my short sword and dagger, but the spider’s exoskeleton is too tough. Neither of my weapons penetrate. 
 
    Pulling me off its head and dangling me in front of its many eyes, the spider inspects me as I might look at a chunk of juicy steak on the end of a fork. The monster’s mouth opens wide. I can only assume it’s going to swallow me whole instead of using its poisonous fangs to suck out my juices. I’m not sure which would be worse. 
 
    I continue beating at the creature’s leg with my weapons, knowing it’ll do no good, but determined to go down fighting. 
 
    A memory of an exploding stone inside a protective coil of the Thieves’ Rope comes to my mind. I vaguely remember a small ledge near where Vanessa and I were hanging. 
 
    I picture Vanessa’s body on the ledge. Next, I imagine the rope coming down to me and placing the exploding stone in my hand. Although I don’t picture it, I know I can smash the stone against the spider’s fang as its leg shoves me into the arachnid’s mouth. Better a quick death by explosion than being slowly digested alive in the creature’s stomach. 
 
    Max’s mechanical voice sounds in my mind. “Did I hear you ask if the game rules allowed the Thieves’ Rope to smash the exploding stone against the spider’s fang? If so, the answer is yes. If I heard wrong, please forget I said anything.” 
 
    The magic rope’s almost to me. I see the protective coil unwrapping itself from around the rock cradled on the inside. I modify the image in my mind. Instead of the rope handing the exploding stone to me, I picture it slamming the rock against the spider’s fang. 
 
    The end of the rope snakes past me and toward the spider’s open mouth. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Fire, dust, and pieces of exoskeleton smash into me, throwing me against the side of the vent. The arachnid shrapnel is too much for leather armor; magic though it is. My flesh is cut and torn from head to foot. Amidst my pain, I hear bones crack and snap; my bones. 
 
    I fall, landing on the ledge in front of the lower exit, doing even more damage to my battered body. Doesn’t matter. I have no doubt merciful death’s only seconds away. My painfilled eyes see the torn body of the house-sized spider tumble past. Bits of burnt and tattered rope fall onto the stone path in front of me. Somehow, I’ve managed to hold onto my sword and dagger. I just hope my friends are the ones who loot them off my corpse. 
 
    I wait for the end and the soon to be seen 18-wheeler bearing down on me. My only regret is I wasn’t able to save Vanessa. 
 
    
     Player Vanessa: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Seven Priestess! 
 
   
 
    I see other information boxes appear in my mind for Ivy and Jalena, both of whom are promoted to seventh level tracker and assassin respectively. Info boxes also appear announcing advancements for Raven and Astari as eighth-level mages. Ashtan, Chanton, Gemstar, and Thangar are now eighth-level fighters. 
 
    As the world around me darkens, I can’t help but feel grateful my friends are going to live. The mother spider’s dead, and the lower exit’s still open. I’m more than confident Jalena as a seventh-level assassin can rig up something with the ropes that are left to get the others across the chasm and down to the exit. 
 
    I don’t regret what I did, but I wish I could be there to help them catch Pavel and recover the orb. 
 
    “Oh, I am sorry, Steve,” says Max in my mind. “I am running behind in my logbook. I have yet to show you this.” 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 30,237 X.P. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Seven Thief! 
 
     Current Experience: 75,497   Next Level: 100,001 
 
   
 
    The world comes back into view as a surge of strength courses through my body. 
 
    “You have been healed, Steve,” says Max. “Based upon game rules, you should probably get your ass in gear and go after Pavel. Just a thought…uh, based on the game rules.” 
 
    I jump to my feet, which is pretty amazing considering I was at death’s door just a couple of seconds earlier. I don’t waste time trying to figure out how gaining a level has anything to do with healing my body. It just does, so that’s that. 
 
    The tunnel that’s the lower exit’s only twenty feet away, almost begging me to enter and try and catch up with Pavel once I’m out of the dungeon. I take a step toward it and trip, nearly falling on my face. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Glancing down at my feet, I see my boots are ripped and torn with half the sole of my right boot missing. The lower part of my leather trousers is dripping with blood and laced with holes and pieces of exoskeleton. The realization hits me the blood is my blood. 
 
    Doesn’t matter. I’m healed, but I’m not going anywhere in these boots. They’re done for. 
 
    I kick my boots off, which is pretty easy considering the fact there’s not much left of them anyway. I also take a couple of seconds to remove my leather chest armor, or what’s left of it. What with the holes and the pieces of the spider’s exoskeleton poking out of it, my previously plus-three leather armor isn’t going to provide much in the way of protection for anyone ever again. 
 
    I start to take a step toward the exit tunnel, but take a moment to glance up. I see Jalena pounding a piton in the side of the main vent a hundred feet above me. Thangar and Gemstar are busy lowering a rope down to Vanessa who’s up and standing on the ledge where I left her. 
 
    The priestess glances down at me, locking eyes. Pointing at the lower exit, she yells, “Go! Don’t wait for us. You’ve got to stop Pavel before he gets away with the orb.” 
 
    Knowing it will take Jalena and the others at least five minutes to reach my ledge, I start to take a step. A loud chittering from lower down the vent stops me in my tracks. Peering over the side of the ledge, I see movement in the darkness. I see a lot of movement. 
 
    “Max?” I ask. 
 
    For once, my in-game assistant doesn’t give me any crap about some list of authorized responses. 
 
    “The other spiders are on their way back, Steve. I think you pissed them off by killing their mother. There are thousands of them on their way, including at least three more of the house-sized mothers.” 
 
    “Crap!” 
 
    Looking up at the rest of my team, I yell at the top of my lungs. “Move your asses! There are thousands of spiders on their way up the vent. Anyone who isn’t in the exit tunnel in five minutes is dead!” 
 
    It goes against my grain to leave the rest of my team in a lurch, but I’ve got my own mission. I know full well if the Russian turns in the orb to the archbishop, we’re all as good as dead anyway. And when I say dead, I mean the real us and not some make believe avatar in a game. 
 
    I take off running for the exit. The jagged volcanic rock of the ledge bites into my bare feet, but I ignore the pain as best I can. I know full well the 18-wheeler that’s about to plow into my pickup truck back in the real world’s going to hurt a lot worse. 
 
    Into the tunnel I go. No boots. No armor. With just a plus-three short sword and a plus-one dagger to fight an eighth-level fighter. I vaguely remember dropping my plus-two sling on the ledge before I jumped off. 
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid, but it is what it is. 
 
    The tunnel that’s the lower exit is pitch dark, forcing me to waste twenty seconds putting my Contact Lenses of Night Seeing in. Once they’re in place, I sprint over the roughhewn stone as fast as I can. Thankfully, the further I go in the tunnel, the smoother the rock floor gets. 
 
    I run for ten minutes. I suppose I didn’t consider how deep in the mountain we were. The tunnel angles upward, and the path gets steeper as I go. Panting for breath, I’m almost on the verge of stopping to catch my breath when the tunnel connects with another tunnel. 
 
    The upper exit maybe? 
 
    I’m not sure, but at least I’m no longer travelling uphill. In fact, I think I’m angling slightly downhill which makes the going a hell of a lot easier. 
 
    Within three minutes, I see light ahead, or at least the thermal image of what looks like light. Taking a risk, I remove one of my contacts. It’s definitely light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    I’m almost outside. 
 
    With renewed strength, I speed up, removing my other contact lens and placing the container back in my pouch. 
 
    Seconds later I’m outside. Fresh air never smelled so good. 
 
    I take a few seconds to catch my breath as well as get my bearings. Ain’t no use in continuing to run if I don’t know where the hell I’m going. I’m at least halfway up the mountain. In the distance, a couple of thousand feet lower than me and a good three miles away as the crow flies is a house I recognize as the one belonging to the Caretaker, complete with corral and graveyard off to the side. 
 
    Pavel will be heading there to get his horse. I’ve got to beat him to it. 
 
    I’m far from rested, but I take off running again. It’s downhill, but the rocks are sharp and within a hundred yards, my feet are bloody. I keep running, knowing the death of my friends and me are the only fate that awaits if I can’t beat the Russian to the ranch. 
 
    I fall so many times I lose count, but stubbornly regain my feet and continue to sprint. Finally, the volcanic rock is replaced by soil, trees, and grass. The change in environment’s too abrupt to be natural, but then again, I’m in a game. This isn’t the real world. 
 
    Thorns tear at my legs, finding the holes in my leather pants. My unarmored chest doesn’t fare any better, nor does my face. I force my way through the brush, stopping only to pull the worst of the thorns out of my bare feet. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    “Steve!” 
 
    “I gained seventh level. What’s my max health now? What’s my armor class? Do I—” 
 
    “Player, please. One question at a time. Your health is now thirty-two out of a max of thirty-five. Your max health is good for a thief considering you only have a stamina of fifteen. Of course, you are not on par with a fighter of the same level, but then again, thieves aren’t intended to do a lot of fighting. Unfortunately for you, Pavel was promoted to an eighth-level fighter during the battle with the spiders. According to the logbooks, his max health increased to a max of seventy-six when he leveled. On the plus side, like the other fighters, he was forced to put his plus-three plate mail and plus-two shield in Dmitri’s dimensional pack. As you and I both know, that is somewhere at the bottle of the volcano’s main vent along with Dmitri’s corpse.” 
 
    “What’s my armor class?” I suppose I could calculate it myself, but my brain’s far too busy forcing air into my lungs to try and calculate anything. 
 
    “You have an armor class of eight compared to the Russian’s seven, Steve, thanks to your high reflexes and plus-two ring of protection. Not that the higher armor class rating will do you much good in my opinion. Based on the game rules, an eighth-level fighter has a lot better chance of hitting a seventh-level thief with an armor class of eight, than a seventh-level thief has of hitting an eighth-level fighter with an armor class of seven. The rules are the rules, Steve. Sorry.” 
 
    Not as sorry as I’ll probably be once I catch up with the traitorous fighter, but things are what they are, so I’ll just have to do the best I can. 
 
    “Maybe if I catch him unawares, I can backstab him and get a critical hit.” 
 
    “Uh, maybe, player. I daresay you will need to get a hell of a dice roll.” 
 
    Before I can tell my in-game assistant I don’t believe anyone’s really rolling dice for my actions, I hear the sound of dice rolling in my head. 
 
    I go on high alert. 
 
    The trees give way to a clearing that’s twenty yards across. The grass is too short to hide what’s in the middle of the clearing. 
 
    It’s a body. 
 
    It’s Pavel’s body. 
 
    I stop in my tracks and drop to my knees as I scan the opposite tree line for movement. I see nothing. Not that the lack of movement means anything. Hell, I’m a thief, not a tracker. 
 
    Birds chirping in the trees convince me there’s no one waiting to ambush me. Of course, I seem to remember Yellow Team Sixteen has an eighth level illusionist, so I suppose there’s that to consider. Having never played an illusionist, I’m not sure whether eighth level is high enough to create illusions with sound effects or not. 
 
    What the hell? No guts, no glory. 
 
    Standing erect, I enter the clearing and head straight for the body, half-expecting a crossbow bolt or arrow to appear in my gut. None do. 
 
    Kneeling beside the body, it’s obvious the Russian’s dead. I mean, there’s two arrows and a crossbow bolt sticking out of his back. On top of that, his throat’s been slit, so I’ll say that’s a pretty good indicator he’s deader than a doornail. I notice Pavel’s pockets have been turned out which means the orb is probably long gone. I search the bloody corpse anyway. I was right. The orb’s gone. 
 
    My heart sinks. Someone, I don’t know who, killed Pavel and stole the orb. The enormity of what’s happened hits me like a ton of bricks. One thought comes into my mind. 
 
    We’re screwed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 – Four Riders 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Whoever killed Pavel didn’t waste time trying to hide their tracks when they left. I suppose since they have the orb, they must figure the sooner they get it back to Stanton Town and present it to the archbishop, the better. Although I’m a thief and not a tracker, I have no trouble spotting four distinct sets of boot prints in addition to the dead Russian’s. All four sets of prints head in the direction of the Caretaker’s house. 
 
    I start to rise, determined to do my best to catch up with the Russian’s killers. Halfway up, I change my mind and kneel by Pavel’s body again. Taking off the man’s right boot, I hold it next to my bloody foot. The boot’s at least three sizes larger than my foot. 
 
    “Damn Russian. Why’d you have to be so big?” 
 
    The dead man doesn’t answer, but I suppose if he could, he’d probably tell me if he wasn’t so big, he might’ve been a thief instead of a fighter. 
 
    Slipping my foot into his oversized boot, I tie it as tight as I can. The boot’s loose, but I’m guessing it’ll be better than trying to run through thorns or over rocks barefoot. After hurriedly ripping off Pavel’s remaining boot, I put it on, take up my weapons, and stand up. 
 
    “Uh,” says Max. “You do know the game rules allow you to loot the man’s body of more than just his boots. It appears Pavel’s killers took the orb but left the rest of his gear. If you’re determined to take on the four members of Yellow Team Sixteen, including an eighth-level assassin, all by yourself, the Ring of Anti-poison he is wearing might come in handy. Uh…according to the rules that is. Just saying.” 
 
    “Yellow team? Who said yellow team killed him?” 
 
    “Uh…certainly not me, player. I was…uh, just saying in general that based upon the game rules if you were by some chance forced to fight a team like Yellow Team Sixteen that…uh…a Ring of Anti-poison might be a good thing for you to have.” 
 
    “Max, you and your damn game rules’ crap is starting to piss me off. If you’ve got something to say, just say it, and stop beating around the bush.” 
 
    My in-game assistant doesn’t answer, but I don’t press the point. Bending down again, I strip two rings off Pavel’s hands. I find two more in his shirt pocket. For good measure, I remove the necklace off the corpse. 
 
    Glancing at the loot, I will an information box into existence. 
 
    
     Ring of Protection +3 
 
     Ring of Anti-poison (immune to all poison attacks) 
 
     Ring of Fire Resistance (+4 to saving throw against fire, half-damage if fail) 
 
     Ring of Anti-Paralysis (immune to all paralysis attacks) 
 
     Necklace of Cold Resistance (+4 to saving throw against cold, half-damage if fail) 
 
   
 
    In other circumstances, I might be more excited about my find, but as it is, I just start shoving the rings on my fingers. 
 
    Max’s mechanical voice interrupts before I get two out of the four rings on. “That is not how things works, Steve. You can have one magic ring and one ring only on each hand. If you have more than one on a hand, their magic negates each other. You are going to have to pick and choose what you want. By the way, the same rule applies to necklaces.” 
 
    I ain’t got time to make a detailed analysis of the pros and cons of each ring. I just remove the Ring of Electric Protection from my left index finger and slip the Ring of Anti-poison on in its place. Then I replace the plus-two Ring of Protection on my right index finger with the Russian’s plus-three before sticking the rest of the man’s jewelry into my dimensional pouch. Once I’m finished, I stand. 
 
    Having wasted too much time already, I take off in pursuit of yellow team, if that’s who made the boot prints. I move at a hell of a lot faster pace than when I was barefoot. I’ve no doubt the loose footgear will blister my feet, but that’s the least of my worries what with a quartet of eighth level’s ahead of me. 
 
    Entering the brush on the other side of the clearing, I bull my way through, ignoring the sticker vines and thorns tearing at my flesh. All that matters is catching up with Pavel’s murderers. Not that I care about the dead Russian since he betrayed us, but I do care about recovering the orb. 
 
    “Hey, Max. Shouldn’t I be getting close to the road? How much farther before I get clear of these trees?” 
 
    “Hey, player. Why not pull up a map and check for yourself? Your Quantas predecessors and you have been in the area of the Caretaker’s house multiple times in the past. It is all on your map. Try using it for a change.” 
 
    I will a map of the area into existence. Sure enough, both the North Road and the Northwest Cutoff are clearly marked, as are the Caretaker’s house, the corral, the graveyard, and the entrance to Stanton Dungeon we’d used just a few days earlier. I see a big X denoting my current location. 
 
    Another hundred yards of trees and I should be able to see the North Road. 
 
    The sound of galloping horses drifts through the trees. 
 
    Damnit. I’m too late. 
 
    I pick up speed, falling twice in the process due to my overly large boots. Even so, I break out of the tree line in time to see four riders hightailing it down the dirt road in the direction of Stanton Town. I recognize the four as members of yellow team. The lead rider, Fang, is too hard to mistake for anyone else. All four riders are already a good half mile past me and riding hard to the south. 
 
    I’ve got to get my horse and slow ‘em down until the others can catch up with me. 
 
    I run in the direction of the corral which is only a quarter of a mile away. Before I cover half the distance, anger roils inside my gut. Instead of a scene of the horses standing in the corral peacefully munching on lush grass, I see bloodstained mounds of brown, black, white, and gray scattered across the ground. 
 
    They’ve slaughtered all the horses. 
 
    I suppose it’s because my thief avatar is a horseman from the North Steppes, but the deaths of the horses affect me a hell of a lot more than yellow team murdering the Russian. Of course, Pavel tried his best to kill my friends and me, so that may also explain the lack of tears for the man. The horses though, they’re a completely different story. 
 
    I swear I’ll kill yellow team for this if it’s the last thing I do. 
 
    “I sense your thoughts, player,” says Max. “Just a reminder that you are in a game, and those bodies you see in the corral are not real, at least not in the sense of flesh and blood. However, if your team does not present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop, you will immediately be sent back to your world and have a close encounter of the third kind with an 18-wheeler. My recommendation is to concentrate on recovering the orb instead of plotting your revenge for the deaths of horse avatars.” 
 
    Before I can tell my in-game assistant what he can do with his recommendation, I hear a shout from behind me. Spinning around, I see Jalena and Ivy halfway between the tree line and the road. 
 
    The knot that had been in my stomach ever since I left the others in the volcano’s main vent relaxes. I concentrate on Jalena, noting a bloody scratch across the right side of her face. Ivy is in worse shape. Her left arm is in a makeshift sling, but she’s got her longsword gripped tight in her right hand. By the determined look in the tracker’s eyes, I wouldn’t want to go up against her even with her left arm out of action. 
 
    “Thank God you’re alive!” I yell. I grow concerned. “Where are the others? They aren’t, err—” 
 
    “They’re fine,” says Jalena as Ivy and her come to a stop on the dirt road. “What about— ” 
 
    “Pavel’s dead,” I tell them. 
 
    “We know,” says Ivy. “We found his body when we were following you.” The tracker looks at me like she already knows the answer, but she asks anyway. “The orb?” 
 
    I jerk a thumb south in the direction of Stanton Town. “I think yellow team stole it. They rode by a couple of minutes ago.” I point at the corral a couple of hundred yards away. “They killed all the horses except theirs. There’s no way we can catch up with them now.” 
 
    Jalena glances at the corral before looking south down the long road. She turns back to the corral and house. “Maybe the Caretaker can help. We paid him to take care of our horses while we were in the dungeon.” 
 
    Ivy shrugs. “I wouldn’t hold my breath. We only paid him a silver each to feed and water the animals. I don’t think fighting to protect them was part of the contract.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” I say, automatically taking Jalena’s side for some reason. 
 
    In consensus, we walk at a fast pace down the road in the direction of the Caretaker’s house. I suppose we should have run instead of walk, but my feet are in bad shape, and Ivy isn’t doing so hot what with her arm wound. Besides, since yellow team’s long gone, there’s no longer a reason to hurry. 
 
    When we reach the house, the wrinkled old man’s right where we left him, rocking in his chair on the porch and smoking his long-stemmed pipe. Pissed as I am about the horses, I’m already thinking of what I’m going to tell the old fart, and to hell with the consequences. 
 
    “Nice boots,” says Ivy. 
 
    I notice her pointing at the big clodhoppers on my feet. 
 
    For some reason, all three of us laugh. 
 
    Don’t ask me why. 
 
    I suppose the tracker lightening the mood with her comment is a good thing. I’m not sure how someone as powerful as the Caretaker would react to the speech I was preparing to use on him. Thankfully, I don’t have to find out. 
 
    At our approach, the old man stops puffing on his pipe, reaches into the box of coins near his feet and pulls out a handful of silver. “Sorry about your horses. The game rules do not allow me to protect them from other players.” He tosses six coins to Jalena before handing five more to Ivy. “It’s only fair I return your coins” 
 
    “Fat lot of good these’ll do us,” I growl. The thought of the slaughtered horses gnaws at me. “Yellow team has the orb. Without horses, we’re as good as dead. We’ll never catch them now.” 
 
    The Caretaker takes a draw from his pipe, leans back in his rocker, and blows a smoke ring into the air. “Ah, yes. The orb.” The old man looks me in the eye. “You remember what I told you, right? The only way out is up?” 
 
    I glare back, unwilling to be the one to blink first. “Yeah, I remember. Fat lot of good it did. The spiders nearly killed us. We we’re lucky to make it out of the vent alive.” 
 
    Jalena snorts. “That’s for sure.” She looks at me. “We had to fight our way through another wave of spiders after you left. It took all of Vanessa’s healing spells to get us to the lower vent exit alive. If we hadn’t all leveled beforehand and gotten our health back first, we’d have died for sure.” 
 
    Ivy turns to me. “Speaking of which, you are one crazy fool, Quantas. Taking the mother spider on all by yourself was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.” She sheaths her longsword and holds out her right hand. “Regardless of what happens, it’s been an honor.” 
 
    After shaking her hand, I don’t let go. “I’m…I’m sorry about your kids. I let you down.” I look at Jalena. “I let you all down. I should’ve killed Pavel when I had the chance.” 
 
    The assassin stares at me for a second before saying anything. “Yeah, you should’ve. But then again, if you had, you wouldn’t be who you are, would you?” 
 
    I suppose I wouldn’t. 
 
    The Caretaker takes his pipe out his mouth and uses the stem to point at the road. “Looks like the rest of your friends are here. Best be on your way.” 
 
    I beat Jalena with a snort of my own this time. “On our way where? Yellow team will have the orb to the archbishop before we can make it a tenth of the way back to town. We lost. Pure and simple.” 
 
    The old man looks at me. It’s hard to tell with all his wrinkles, but I swear he’s smiling. 
 
    “I expected better of you than your three predecessors, Quantas. Your time in the military back in your reality should’ve taught you never to give up. There’s always hope. If you’re concerned about Yellow Team Sixteen, then maybe you should get after them. Hell, for all you know, someone might ambush them the way they ambushed Pavel.” 
 
    I know the man’s right, and yeah, I do know better. There’s always hope, and I’ve never been one to go down without swinging. I look at Ivy and Jalena. “I suppose we might as well link up with the others before they walk all the way here. You never know, fate may step in and help us out.” 
 
    The Caretaker lets loose with a gravelly laugh. “That’s the spirit, thief. Remember, the only way out is up.” He glances at Stanton Mountain before looking back at me. “Now, get going. The dungeon’s reverting back to its old rules, and I’ve got a lot of graves to dig. Ain’t got no time for fools who can’t do what I tell ‘em.” 
 
    With that, he turns and walks inside his house, shutting the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 – Blame 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    We’re a bedraggled lot walking south on the North Road. The pace is much slower than I anticipated. There’s not a man or woman in our party of ten who isn’t injured. Bloody bandages on arms, legs, torsos, and heads give moot evidence to the ferocity of the final fight to get my friends out of the dungeon. Heck, even though I wasn’t in that part of the battle to freedom, I’m still moving slower than an old man walking down the produce aisle at the local supermarket. My feet are so swollen and blistered that Pavel’s boots aren’t nearly as loose as they were a couple of hours earlier. 
 
    Ivy and Chanton are fifty yards ahead, pulling scout duty for the rest of us. I’d argued against Ivy being on point since she’s got one arm in a sling, but the tracker would have none of it. She pointed out that with my massive clown boots kicking stones and breaking the dead branches scattered on this stretch of the road, I’d be alerting every monster within a dozen miles of our presence. Personally, I don’t think being fifty feet back is going to make me any quieter, but hey, she’s the tracker, and I’m just the thief, so what the hey? 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I notice our alliance has gravitated into pairs. Jalena and I are fifty yards behind Ivy. Next in line are Vanessa and Ashtan. The priestess’s robe, which had been snowy white on the first day back in the tavern is now stained with blood from hem to collar. No one has to tell me most of the dried blood is hers. I thought sure when Pavel cut her throat it would be the end of her. I still don’t understand how gaining enough experience points to advance to the next level has anything to do with healing, but since it’s the only reason she’s alive, I’m not planning to send any strongly worded letter to the game’s complaint department. 
 
    Twenty yards back from the priestess and red team’s fighter are Astari and Raven. They’re a strange pair. Both are eighth-level mages now, and seemingly all they want to do is talk about the higher-level spells they can cast if they can only find or buy the incantations to put in their spell books. Personally, I think they’re being awfully optimistic considering the fact within another two or three hours, yellow team will probably present the orb to the archbishop, and the rest of us will be left to our fates. If what Astari told me was true, Raven and he will be left to rot in nursing homes for whatever number of years they’ve got left in the real world. Consequently, I haven’t tried to remind the two mages their technical discussion on spells is a waste of breath. Why deprive them of what little joy they’ve got left? Right? 
 
    Pulling rear guard for our ragtag band of heroes are Gemstar and Thangar. Of all the people in our alliance, I think they’re the happiest. Now, beards on women have never turned me on, but blue team’s dwarf seems enamored with the likeable lady. Heck, to be honest, I’ve become a little fond of the members of red team who make up forty percent of our alliance. I suppose if I had no other choice, I could probably think of worse things than to include them on my list of friends. Of course, there’s a member of red team who I’ve begun to think of as a whole lot more than a friend. 
 
    I stumble on a half-rotted branch I swear wasn’t on the dirt path a second earlier. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Ivy half-turns and stares at me. Even at fifty paces, she doesn’t have to say anything. The look in her eyes says it all. ‘If you don’t keep the damned noise down, I’m coming back there and break both your legs.’ 
 
    Now, I don’t really believe she’d break my legs, but on the other hand, I don’t want to take the risk, so I make it a point to keep my eyes on the road more than worrying about the positions of the rest of my team. 
 
    “I’m going to miss her,” whispers Jalena. “We made a great team.” 
 
    I’m not sure the pretty assassin meant the remark for me, but I take the chance she did. “Ivy? Have the two of you been on another mission together?” 
 
    Jalena glances over at me and frowns, making it obvious the comment had been intended for her ears only. She sighs. “Yeah. Didn’t she tell you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. She mentioned she has some kind of radiation sickness and is dying. Plus, she told me she’s trying to get her two children back from her ex. Didn’t say nothing about being on any other missions than this one though.” 
 
    Jalena looks at the tracker’s back for a couple of seconds. “Well, it’s her story, so maybe I should let her tell it.” 
 
    “I’d rather you wouldn’t. I mean, if yellow team turns in the orb, I’m going to be a hood ornament on an 18-wheeler. I suppose Ivy will die from radiation, and ol’ Thangar will bleed to death in some Vietnamese jungle. I doubt anyone’s going to have the time to tell me squat. I guess we’re all going to lose something.” 
 
    The brown-haired assassin doesn’t say anything for several seconds. Her eyes turn glassy. If I didn’t know her better, I’d say she was on the verge of tears. 
 
    Damn. I’m a self-absorbed ass. She’s got her own demons to worry about. I wonder what’s facing her back in the real world that’s worse than being in this damned game. She said this is her fifth mission. I’d think it would be a living hell for her. 
 
    Feeling guilty, I mumble, “Forget it. I was just making conversation.” 
 
    The assassin glances away to the side of the road and rubs at her eyes with her left hand. When she turns back, her eyes are dry. “Ivy and I were on a mission on a starship together. She used to be on red team same as me. So, she didn’t tell you that?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    A slight smile crosses Jalena’s lips. “Well, she was. The Stargazer, that was the name of our ship, had been hit hard during a ship-to-ship fight. Our hyperdrive was out. We were sitting ducks for the enemy fighters. Ivy donned a spacesuit, grabbed a laser-welding torch, and entered the ship’s ion drive from the outside. She managed to cut enough debris away to allow our captain to use the engine to make a single jump with our hyperdrive. She saved my life and everyone else’s on red team.” Jalena stares hard into my eyes. “Ivy’s avatar was caught in the backblast of ion radiation when the hyperdrive activated. Her avatar died, so she failed the mission.” 
 
    “Uh, I’m confused. Then was her punishment to stay and do another mission?” 
 
    With a shake of her head, Jalena nixes the idea. “No. According to Max, Master Player Blue acquired the rights to Ivy from Master Player Red. I’ve never heard of that happening before, but Max said it’s within the rules. So, anyway, while Master Player Red was ready to send her back to the real world to die, Master Player Blue gave her a second chance.” 
 
    Her words got me thinking. A slight ray of hope pops over the horizon in my mind. “Maybe the big blue and red guys will give all of us another chance even if yellow team turns in the orb.” 
 
    “Negative on that idea, Steve,” says Max in my mind. “The contract for this game is quite specific. Only the surviving members of a team presenting the Orb of Stanton to the Archbishop of Stanton will be credited with mission success. All other players will forfeit whatever reward was promised them. The wagers between the master players on this particular thread of the game are far too high to risk breaking the agreed upon contract by deviating from the rules. There will be no second chances. Only the players on a team presenting the orb to the archbishop will receive their reward. That’s just the way it is, Steve. I am truly sorry.” 
 
    I look at Jalena, dreading having to tell her what I’ve just been told. 
 
    She beats me to the punch. “You don’t have to say it. Max just gave me the bad news. I’ve got a feeling he let everyone else on the team know at the same time he told us.” 
 
    I see Ivy stop in place and fall to her knees. Glancing back, I notice Vanessa staring at me. The look on her face is gut-wrenching. 
 
    She blames herself for losing the orb. I see it on her face. 
 
    I march straight back toward Vanessa and Ashtan. When I get within ten feet, I point my finger at the priestess. “Don’t you dare blame yourself. It’s not your fault. The master players are the bad guys. We’re all victims here, and it’s none of our fault.” 
 
    Although I’m looking at Vanessa, I see Gemstar, Thangar, Astari, and Raven running up. The sound of footsteps from behind leaves little doubt Jalena, Ivy, and Chanton are hurrying toward us as well. 
 
    What? Do they think I’m going to hurt Vanessa or something? 
 
    As the others draw near, the priestess only has eyes for me. “You should’ve let Pavel kill my avatar. You could’ve used your magic rope to grab the orb.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I couldn’t let you die.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Vanessa laughs. It’s more a crazed cackle than anything. “My avatar would’ve died, not me.” Her eyes water. “When yellow team turns in the orb, I’ll be sent on another mission. I’ll still be alive. Eventually, I’ll get back to my family. You on the other hand are going to die because I was stupid and let Pavel get the drop on me.” 
 
    She sobs. I hate it when women cry. I’m not too fond of it when men do it either. I have no idea what to do; how to fix it. 
 
    “She’s not one of your race car engines, Steve,” says Max in my mind. “You can’t fix what’s hurting her. All you can do is listen and tell her it is not her fault.” 
 
    I don’t think getting advice from a computer’s the best way to handle an emotional situation. On the other hand, I can’t think of anything else to say. “It’s not your fault, Vanessa. No one blames you.” 
 
    Ivy steps forward and places a hand on the priestess’s shoulder. “He’s right. It’s no one’s fault. There are twenty-seven teams all vying to be the first to find the orb and turn it in. Only one team can win. The odds were against us from the start.” 
 
    Wiping at her eyes, Vanessa says, “Thangar, Quantas, and you are going to die when you get back to the real world. Astari and Raven will rot away in nursing homes for the rest of their lives.” 
 
    “Ha!” says Astari. “Shows what you know. Raven and I have already planned our great escape if things don’t work out here. For all you know we’ll be living high on the hog in some retirement community and enjoying our golden years to the fullest.” 
 
    I have a thought. “Yeah. And don’t you go worrying about me either. I race cars on dirt tracks on weekends. Ain’t no 18-wheeler I can’t dodge with that old pickup truck of mine.” I force a smile. “Hell, odds are I’m be selling insurance for the next sixty years, so look me up if you ever get to Denver.” 
 
    Jalena moves up and pats Vanessa on the back. “They’re right. None of us knows for sure what’s going to happen to us. It’s going to be all right.” 
 
    The priestess looks at Thangar. “You’re bleeding to death back in the real world. When you go back, it’ll be my fault you die.” 
 
    The dwarf spits on the ground before looking back at her. “I’ve had a good life, so don’t you fret. Besides, yellow team ain’t turned in the orb yet. If’n they had, we wouldn’t be wastin’ time standing around listening to everybody flap their jaws. I’d already be back in Vietnam. But I ain’t, so I’d appreciate it if we’d all get moving toward Stanton Town. We haven’t lost yet. For all we know, a dragon might’ve killed and ate yellow team.” He laughs. “Hell, if’n anybody sees a big pile of dragon crap on the road, we’d better check it out. Might be we’ll be the ones turning in the orb after all.” 
 
    Gemstar gives a half-laugh. “I’ve seen a couple of dragons before, and a pile of their crap ain’t a pretty sight. If’n you wanna stick your hand in it, be my guest.” Her eyes twinkle. “I’ll volunteer to pour water over the orb to wash it off after you find it.” 
 
    Astari joins in the attempt to lighten the mood. “I’ll supply the towel to dry it off.” He turns to Vanessa. “I think we’ve wasted more than enough time talking about this.” He points a finger at the priestess. “Now, I don’t want to hear any more about this being your fault.” He glances around at the rest of us. “We’re in this together, aren’t we?” 
 
    I nod. The others do too. Jalena and Ivy both say, “That’s right.” 
 
    Vanessa looks down at the dirt path and wipes her eyes with her right hand. It’s a good dozen seconds before she looks back up. 
 
    “All right then. Let’s get going. Ivy and Chanton; you’re on point.” She makes an attempt at a smile. “If you see a large pile of dragon crap in the middle of the road, let me know, and I’ll send Thangar to check it out.” 
 
    Several people laugh. Even Thangar chuckles. 
 
    As the laughter dies down, we each take up our positions and begin moving down the road. Although our pace isn’t any faster than it had been due to our injuries, for some reason, the road doesn’t seem nearly as rough as it was. Our mood’s changed, and I think I know the reason why. 
 
    Each of us in our own way has been given something everybody needs. 
 
    We’ve been given hope. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 – Unexpected Encounter 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Three hours pass. Although our group’s mood is nowhere near as depressed as it had been a few hours earlier, even the cheeriest of us isn’t very jolly. Plus, our rest breaks are coming increasingly more frequent. I mean, even with blistered and cut feet, I’m in better shape than most of the others. Every time I look at the blood-soaked bandage on Vanessa’s arm, I kick myself for not staying to help the others during their final fight to escape the dungeon. After all, what good did it do for me to chase after Pavel? Yellow Team Sixteen wound up with the orb anyway. All blue and red teams got out of the deal was a bunch of cuts and bruises. 
 
    Jalena takes a swig from her canteen before offering it to me. 
 
    Although mine’s ran dry a couple of hours ago, I shake my head. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” she says as she shoves her canteen into my hands. “There’s a stream another mile or so up. We can refill our canteens there. I’m just going to dump the warm crap I’ve got out and get something a little fresher anyway, so you might as well drink some.” 
 
    Her canteen is about a quarter full, so I take a couple of sips. Truth be told, I’m thirsty enough I could drain it dry, but my mother always told me not to be greedy. From the urge to drink it all that I’m getting from my thief avatar, I figure his mother didn’t have the same philosophy. Sticking the stopper back in the canteen, I return it to the assassin. 
 
    “Thanks,” I tell her. 
 
    She snorts. I know that doesn’t sound very ladylike, but coming from her, I think it’s cute. 
 
    “You didn’t drink enough to keep a sparrow alive.” Jalena shrugs. “All I can do is offer.” 
 
    We walk fifty yards in silence. 
 
    “Jalena?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I’m not sure how to approach the subject, so I decide to make a frontal assault. I suppose it’s the infantry mentality leftover in me from my military days. “Uh, if by some miracle I survive the 18-wheeler, do you, uh, do you think maybe I could come see you? Back in the real world I mean?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The sound of her reply is vicious. I look at her, seeing anger blazing in her eyes. I’m hurt. It must show on my face because the anger in her eyes fades as quickly as it came. 
 
    Jalena sighs. She waves a hand at the forest around us. “Can’t you get it through that thick skull of yours this is my reality? The other world is the nightmare, not this one.” 
 
    Her reply makes me wonder what her life must be like back in the real world. Is she trapped in a burning car? Is she like Raven and Thangar; an old person wasting away in a nursing home. Hell, she’s never mentioned her real life. I don’t even know her age. No, that’s not quite true. Raven and Thangar’s avatars are young, but when talking to them, I sense their maturity, just like speaking with Chanton makes it obvious that he, well, really her, is young. Jalena on the other hand feels like she’s my age or close to it. Of course, that just may be my desire for her to be my age talking. Hell, what do I know? 
 
    There is one thing I do know for sure. “Jalena, I love you.” The words are out before I can stop them. Oh, God. Now what have I done? 
 
    The assassin stops in her tracks. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think it.” 
 
    I stop and look at her. My damned logical mind tells me it’s too late to turn back now. I’ve already crossed the bridge, so I may as well keep going. “I love you. That’s just the way it is, and I can’t change it. If by some miracle I live, I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Whatever’s happening in your life back in the real world, we can work through it. Together.” 
 
    “Is everything all right?” comes Vanessa’s voice twenty yards back. 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I see the priestess and Ashtan are stopped. Red team’s fighter has his sword drawn and is staring at the side of the road, apparently suspecting a trap. Vanessa is looking at Jalena and me. Behind her, I see Raven, Astari, Thangar, and Gemstar have also stopped and are scanning the sides of the road. I have no doubt Ivy and Chanton are doing the same on point. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I tell Vanessa. “Just give us a minute.” 
 
    The priestess stares hard at me for a couple of seconds before raising her good arm in the agreed upon signal that means to take a rest break. The rest of the team moves into the trees, leaving Jalena and me standing alone on the trail. 
 
    I look at Jalena. 
 
    She stares back at me. 
 
    “You like me, right?” I ask her. 
 
    She hesitates for a couple of seconds, but nods, almost as if she’s forcing herself to admit it. 
 
    I take a gamble. “Do you love me?” 
 
    It’s quiet for a lot more than a couple of seconds this time. The silence lasts long enough for me to decide she’s not going to answer. Obviously, I’ve screwed up big time. 
 
    Just had to open my big mouth, didn’t I? Why couldn’t I leave well enough alone? 
 
    Jalena’s voice is barely above a whisper when she answers. “Yes. I love you. God help us, I do love you.” 
 
    My heart leaps for joy. I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about her. Images of possibilities flare in my mind. Somehow, I know we can make things work. 
 
    Her voice is stronger when she next speaks. “Doesn’t matter. It’ll never work.” 
 
    “Yes, it will. I know it will. Life’s not that unfair.” 
 
    Jalena laughs. It’s a harsh laugh. When she speaks, her voice is just as harsh. “If you believe that, then you’re a bigger fool than I thought. Yellow team’s probably at the archbishop’s right now turning in the orb. Why they haven’t done it already, I don’t know, but as soon as they do, we’re both screwed. You’ve got a date with an 18-wheeler, and I’ve got…well, it doesn’t matter what I’ve got.” Her eyes turn shiny. Her voice turns soft. “These may be our last minutes together. I don’t want to spend them arguing.” 
 
    Nor do I. I’m not sure what I should say next, but a sound coming further up the road just beyond a bend makes me forget about everything else. Someone’s coming. 
 
    I hear dice rolling in my head. 
 
    Jalena and I draw our swords and daggers at the same time. I find myself wishing she had a quarrel for the light crossbow strapped across her back, but she doesn’t. Hell, none of the others have arrows for their bows either. Whatever’s coming around the road bend will have to be handled by steel blades. 
 
    God, please don’t let whoever it is have bows. 
 
    Six riders come around the bend in the road. Two of the riders have bows nocked and ready. A third man in leather armor has a crossbow. A woman in a dark-blue robe has the look of a magic user. I suppose the wand in her hand gives it away. A fifth rider, also a woman, is wearing chainmail and shield with a mace in her right hand. The sixth person in the group is a fighter in full plate mail and carrying a shield emblazoned with a red cross. The longsword in his right hand blazes with power. An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    Sword of the Holy Knight +6   X.P. Value: 4,000 
 
    He’s a paladin. He’s got to be. He’s supposed to be good. Does that mean he won’t attack? I’m not sure. 
 
    Although I may have my doubts, apparently Jalena doesn’t. Lowering her sword, she sheaths her dagger and raises her left hand in greeting. 
 
    “Sir Baldard!” she shouts. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Out the side of her mouth, Jalena says, “Relax. It’s Orange Team Nine. They’re about as friendly as you can get. They’re all in law enforcement back in the real world. Doesn’t automatically mean they can be trusted, but I do know they sure as hell don’t going around trying to kill everyone else.” 
 
    I relax slightly, but only slightly. 
 
    Ivy and Chanton come out of the woods and greet the newcomers. I hear more than see Raven, Astari, Ashtan, and Vanessa making their way in our direction from behind us. 
 
    I’m all for waiting for the others to catch up before we move, but Jalena doesn’t hesitate. She starts walking at a fast pace toward Ivy, Chanton, and the newcomers. 
 
    I hurry to catch up, which isn’t easy in my oversized boots. Somehow, I draw even with the assassin before she reaches the spot in the road where Ivy and Chanton are speaking with orange team. I hear Vanessa and the others running up behind us. 
 
    “Well met, Sir Baldard,” I hear Ivy say as I come to a stop. 
 
    The knight has the visor of his steel helmet raised. From what I can make out from his face, he’s a young man in his late twenties. He nods his head at the tracker. “Same to you, Lady Ivy.” He glances from Ivy to Jalena and me before looking back at the tracker. “I must say this is a surprise. Fang told everyone that blue, red, green, and tan teams all died inside Stanton Dungeon.” 
 
    Vanessa, Raven, Ashtan, and Astari come to a stop behind us with Gemstar and Thangar not far behind. The priestess pushes her way past me to stand next to Ivy. 
 
    “You’ve seen Fang?” says Vanessa. “Where? Are you saying they haven’t made it back to town yet?” 
 
    The orange team knight looks at the priestess. “Lady Vanessa. You’re hurt.” He waves a hand at the rest of us, including the two dwarves who’ve just joined our impromptu meeting. “As are all of you. Although I see the half-orc’s pronouncement of your death was somewhat premature, from the extent of your injuries, I suppose she wasn’t far off the mark. Might I inquire what happened to you, and why other than the few in leather, none of you are wearing armor?” 
 
    The priestess glances at the rest of us before turning back to the knight. “It’s a long story, Sir Baldard, and there is no time for it now. We’ve got to catch up with yellow team. They, uh…they’ve taken something that belongs to us.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the knight laughs as do a couple of others in orange team. 
 
    Sir Baldard looks at Vanessa. “By taken something, I assume you mean the orb?” 
 
    My heart sinks. If orange team’s knight knows about the orb, it means yellow team has already made it back to town and turned the orb into the archbishop. I’d already feared as much, but of course, the question is if the orb’s been turned in, why am I still here? I should be making the acquaintance of an 18-wheeler about now. 
 
    “You know about the orb?” asks Vanessa. 
 
    Sir Baldard laughs again. “Do we know about it, Lady Vanessa? The whole town knows about it. Yellow Team Sixteen arrived in town earlier this morning and headed straight for the archbishop. From what I’m told, Fang herself rung the Proclamation Bell outside the monastery. The sounding of the bell rang throughout the entire town. It was accompanied by a loud voice announcing someone was about to present the Orb of Stanton to the Archbishop of Stanton, and all players should make their way to the monastery.” 
 
    An older woman with gray streaks in her brown hair who’s dressed in chainmail and holding a mace in her hand laughs. “You should’ve been there, Vanessa. You would’ve enjoyed seeing yellow team get their comeuppance.” 
 
    Vanessa turns to the older woman who I assume is orange team’s priestess. “Their comeuppance? What are you saying, Creanne? Didn’t yellow team turn the orb in? Didn’t they complete the mission?” 
 
    “Hardly,” laughs orange team’s priestess. She gives Vanessa a wink. “I want you to picture Yellow Team Sixteen standing in front of the monastery’s doors with all the other teams gathered on the hillside behind to see what will happen.” 
 
    “All the other teams except blue, red, green, and tan,” corrects Sir Baldard. 
 
    I notice Creanne roll her eyes slightly. “Yes, except for them, Sir Baldard.” She continues with her story. “Anyway, there we all are gathered behind yellow team when the monastery doors open and out steps the Archbishop of Stanton accompanied by two of his priests. Fang holds out the orb. Its light outshines even the sun. The half-orc announces Yellow Team Sixteen has found the Orb of Stanton and is presenting it to the Archbishop of Stanton. Fang then shouts so all can hear, ‘As per the rules of the game, Yellow Team Sixteen is here to claim their reward for mission completion.’” 
 
    The older woman stops her story as if enjoying our suspense. 
 
    “Well, woman?” snaps Thangar. “Don’t wait all day. Then what happened?” 
 
    Orange team’s priestess smiles. “Ah, you’ve never been one for patience, have you Thangar? Very well, I will not torture you any longer. The Archbishop of Stanton looks at the orb and shouts his announcement for all to hear. I’ll never forget what he told yellow team for as long as I live.” 
 
    Once again, Creanne stops her story in midstride. 
 
    I notice Thangar’s face turning red. He really isn’t one for patience. 
 
    “Dammit, woman,” growls Thangar. “What the hell did the archbishop say?” 
 
    Orange team’s priestess smiles. 
 
    “That is not the Orb of Stanton.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 – Rest and Healing 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    It takes a while for the entire story to come out, but the end result is the Orb of Stanton is yet to be found. According to Sir Baldard, not long after red and blue teams left Stanton Town, a loud voice announced Stanton Dungeon had been temporarily modified to a higher difficulty rating. The voice had then recommended all players remain in Stanton Town until the dungeon reverted to normal. Although the announcement came too late for green, tan, red, and blue teams, all the other teams, including Yellow Team Sixteen, had opted to follow the voice’s advice and remain in town. 
 
    Creanne added to the story that she’d been in the livery stable taking care of orange team’s horses yesterday evening when Fang and the rest of yellow team barged in, saddled their horses, and rode off into the night. She’d thought it strange until early this morning when the same mysterious voice announced Stanton Dungeon was back to normal. A few hours later, Yellow Team Sixteen rode into town and attempted to present their orb to the archbishop. 
 
    Based upon orange team’s story, we no longer have a need to catch up with yellow team to recover the orb. As a result, Vanessa and Gemstar have red and blue teams make camp for a well-deserved rest. Orange team’s priestess, Creanne, graciously uses a few of her healing spells to take care of some of the worst of our wounds. Unfortunately, that doesn’t include my cut and blistered feet, but I suppose in a triage situation, they don’t rate as high as broken bones and spider-fang holes in arms and legs. 
 
    Once orange team departs, Jalena and I pull first shift as guards while the others do their best to sleep or meditate. 
 
    As I look over the relatively peaceful scene, I tell Jalena, “It was nice of orange team to help us out by healing some of our wounds. I’m surprised since we’re competitors.” 
 
    The pretty assassin shrugs. “That’s orange team for you. Of course, none of them are facing life and death situations back in the real world. If they don’t turn in the orb, all that happens to them is staying for another mission. Their life will be waiting for them whenever they return. Sooner or later, they’ll make it back.” 
 
    Her words remind me that orange team’s punishment for not finding the orb is her reward if red team recovers the orb. “Well, the good news is we’ve still got a chance to find the orb and present it to the archbishop.” 
 
    Jalena looks hard at me. “You really are naïve, aren’t you?” 
 
    I’m not sure what she means. I suppose my confusion appears on my face. 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you, Steve? There is no we. There’s red team, and there’s blue team. Only one of us can find the orb and get the reward. We’re competitors again.” 
 
    “But the alliance. We made an agreement to—” 
 
    “An agreement to what?” she says. “Are you planning on splitting the orb in half and hoping each of us gets the reward?” She snorts. “It doesn’t work that way. We formed the alliance to get out of the dungeon. Well, we’re out. Once we get back to town and purchase some replacement armor, blue team will head back to the dungeon while red team levels up our new players.” 
 
    “Your new players?” I ask. 
 
    Jalena snorts again, making it obvious I’m slow on the uptake. “Yeah. New players. We can’t go back in the dungeon without a priestess. Plus, we need a tracker. Whoever we get will be level one. We’ll have to spend two or three weeks power-leveling them to at least level four so the Caretaker will allow them to enter Stanton Dungeon. You and the rest of blue team will have a few weeks to search for the orb without us getting in the way, so you’d better make the most of it. Once red team makes it back to the dungeon, all bets are off. I recommend you stay out of our way.” 
 
    The thought that red team would no longer be allies goes against my grain. They’re more than just part of an alliance. Each of them has become a friend. Hell, we stared death in the face together and came out alive by working as a team. I’m not about to forget it. 
 
    “Would you kill me to get the orb?” I ask her pointblank. 
 
    It’s only late afternoon, so there’s plenty of light to see her eyes take on a shine. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds, but finally shakes her head. “No. I wouldn’t kill you or Vanessa or any of the others in blue team. But it doesn’t change the fact we’re competitors. We both can’t win. Somebody’s going to lose.” 
 
    “It’s not fair. There’s got to be a way around this.” 
 
    Jalena snorts again. I suppose she snorts a lot, but I don’t care. 
 
    “Life’s not fair, Steve. Whoever told you it was, lied.” 
 
    Actually, no one told me. I don’t have a good response though. “I can’t believe whoever created this game didn’t make some way for us both to win. Hell, for that matter, I don’t want orange team to lose either. Sir Baldard, Creanne, and the others were nice to us. We should be working together, not against each other.” 
 
    Jalena smiles. It’s the first real smile I’ve seen from her since we left the dungeon. 
 
    “They are nice, especially Sir Baldard. Which is a little strange considering the fact where he and the rest of orange team work. I’d think they’d be more cautious.” 
 
    I cock my head. “Uh, what?” 
 
    “I told you they were law enforcement, right? What I didn’t tell you was everyone on orange team works in your American FBI. From what Creanne told me once, Sir Baldard is a high-level manager in the FBI. His real name is Jacob MacMasters if I remember correctly. You’d think he’d be a suspicious a-hole, but he’s not. He’s always treated me fair enough.” 
 
    I don’t know much about the FBI, and at the moment I don’t want to know. I’m more worried about what happens to Jalena and me. “If blue team finds the orb, I’ll come looking for you back in the real world. Maybe we can—” 
 
    Her eyes harden. “No. We can’t, so don’t even go there. You don’t know my real name, and I’m never going to tell you, so forget it.” 
 
    “But you said you loved me.” 
 
    Her eyes soften and take on a shine again. She bites her lip before replying. “I do love you. God help me, I do, but it doesn’t matter. We can never be together back in the real world or even here since we’re on different teams.” 
 
    “There’s got to be a way,” I say. I’m stubborn if nothing else. “We can be together somehow. I know we can.” 
 
    “We can,” she says. “At least for a while. It might be months, maybe years, before anyone finds the orb. We need to make the most of our time together when we’re in town. It may be the only chance we have.” 
 
    “A few weeks or months isn’t enough for me. I told you who I am back in the real world. Tell me your real name. I’ll find you. Whatever’s going on with you back there, we’ll work it out together.” 
 
    Her eyes flash with anger. Whipping out her dagger faster than my thief avatar can respond, she holds it against my throat. “Never ask me my name again, or I swear I’ll cut your tongue out.” She presses the edge of her blade a little harder against my neck. “Got it?” 
 
    I don’t think she’d cutout my tongue or do me harm, but then again, her avatar’s an assassin. I look into her bright-green eyes only inches away. “I got it.” 
 
    The anger leaves her gaze as she sheaths her dagger. “Good.” Her lips give a hint of a smile. “All right then. Let’s put this behind us. Vanessa says we’ll camp here until everyone’s fully healed. She doesn’t want to risk running into yellow team when we’re down on health. It’ll take at least two rest periods for her to relearn enough spells to heal us all. That means after we finish our guard duty, we’ll have some downtime.” The smile on her lips grows, and her eyes sparkle. “How about when we get relieved, you and I grab our bedrolls and find some place where we can be alone?” 
 
    I’m not sure at first if she’s serious. I mean, hell, she just finished threatening me with a knife. I look at her unsure what to say. My mind tells me that I should grab my things and run away as quick as I can. My heart tells me otherwise 
 
    “I think some alone time will do us both good,” I hear myself saying. 
 
    Privately, I think, ‘Somehow, someway, I’ll find a way for us to be together. I swear to God I will.’ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 – Gob’s Tavern Again 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Five days. That’s how long it takes to buy, trade, and finagle replacement armor and weapons. Face it. We lost some of our best gear when Dmitri plummeted down the volcano taking his dimensional pack and everything in it with him. Not that the replacement equipment is as good as what we lost, but it’s a hell of a lot better than no armor or heavy weapons at all. Still, it could be worse. Although the alliance is no more, blue and red teams are somewhat forced to pool our assets to find enough replacement armor, weapons, potions, and scrolls of new spells appropriate for our eighth-level mages as well as the required spell components. 
 
    I suppose the best part of the last five days has been the fact Jalena and I wind up sharing one of the rooms located above Gob’s Tavern. So do Thangar and Gemstar. The others are staying either in single rooms at the tavern, or in Ivy and Ashtan’s case, in the loft above the livery stable. When I asked the tracker why she chose to stay in a drafty old barn, she mumbled something about keeping an eye on the horses. I didn’t bother asking red team’s fighter what his excuse was. I’ve seen the way he looks at Ivy whenever she’s around, so there’s no need. 
 
    When all things are considered, the last five days haven’t been horrible. I mean, we did need to refit our gear. Besides, when I think about it, there’s really no reason to hurry. The Orb of Stanton is just as lost as ever. Most of the teams that made their way to the dungeon after it reverted to its original status began returning to town yesterday. According to the other players, the dungeon isn’t exactly back the way it was. To hear them talk, it seems most of the floors have an over-abundance of spiders for some reason. 
 
    Hmm. I wonder where they came from? Not. 
 
    Another difference in the dungeon is the secret stairway going over the wall isn’t so secret now. Apparently, the stairs are permanently extended, allowing all the teams access to level five’s previously inaccessible upper region. As Thangar puts it, the place is probably busier than Grand Central Station at the moment, so there’s no need to hurry back. So, by consensus, both red and blue teams decided to spend a few days relaxing and taking our time getting the best available gear. 
 
    Nothing is free though, and both the town’s shopkeepers and the other teams who have extra gear to sell know we’re desperate. Thankfully, red team’s fighter, Ashtan, has a hobby of antique picking in the real world, and he knows how to finagle the lowest price possible. Even so, it takes all the gems in my dimensional pouch and Thangar’s pack to refit our two teams. Hell, even our gems aren’t enough. We’re forced to give up some of our magic items as well. Much as I hate it, I have to donate my Bracelet of Water Walking for the greater good. Not quite as hard of a loss are my rings of electric protection and fire resistance. I suppose what I regret most though is the destruction of my thieves’ rope and boots during our escape from the dungeon. I’d become pretty dependent on them. The odds I’ll ever find anything like them again are low to nil. 
 
    The evening of the fifth day finds me sitting in a chair in Gob’s Tavern. Like most evenings, red and blue teams have pulled together two large tables. Amid the camaraderie and laughter, I glance down at my boots. They’re good soft leather; perfect for a thief, but they aren’t my Boots of Thievery. Nothing lasts forever though, a fact I know all too well. The thought makes me more than a little gloomy, knowing the enjoyment I’ve found over the last five days is fast coming to an end. After all, red team will be getting their new team members soon and leaving town to get them trained, while Vanessa has indicated this is probably blue team’s last night in town for quite some time. 
 
    Jalena, who’s sitting to my left apparently notices me gazing down at my footgear. “You’re still not sulking about those stupid Boots of Thievery, are you? They’re gone. As we French sometimes say, ‘The carrots are cooked.’ What’s done is done.” She pours some ale from the pitcher on our table into my half-empty mug. “Forget about it. Blue team will be going back to Stanton Dungeon tomorrow. You’d best enjoy yourself while you can.” She glances across the table at Vanessa who’s sitting next to Gemstar. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Vanessa grins. “Up to a point. I need our thief sober enough in the morning to take lead.” 
 
    My eyes narrow. “Hey! Do I need to remind you that I’m the team’s thief, not their tracker? Ivy should be leading the way to the dungeon.” 
 
    Ivy’s sitting next to Ashtan. Both of them are more than a little drunk. The tracker looks up from the plate of venison she’s been picking at for most of the evening. “Don’t go volunteering me for nothing, Quantas. I’ll be reconning the path ahead to make sure yellow team doesn’t try anything funny. Fang’s made it known she blames you for all her troubles.” 
 
    By her troubles, I know Ivy means for making yellow team the laughing stock of the rest of the players. Not that anyone’s stupid enough to laugh in front of the half-orc’s face. Still, word gets around, and for whatever reason, Fang and the rest of yellow team have placed the responsibility for them thinking they had the Orb of Stanton all on me. It’s not fair in my opinion, but there it is. I’ve just got to deal with it. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” says Thangar who’s sitting on the other side of Gemstar. 
 
    I notice blue team’s dwarf nod at the tavern’s front door, so I twist in my chair. 
 
    Standing in the doorway are none other than Fang along with Basil, yellow team’s gnome illusionist. Behind them is Aster, yellow team’s priestess. Her green hair’s as frizzy as ever. Although the priestess’s grungy white robe is dirtier than normal, the human woman’s chainmail is in topnotch condition. 
 
    I will an information box into existence over the green-haired priestess. 
 
    Name: Aster   Class: Priestess   Level: 8   Health: 51   AC: 15 
 
    “Hey, Max. Is my identify ability screwed up again? Ain’t no way an eighth-level priestess has an armor class of fifteen.” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. As I keep telling you, there is nothing wrong with your ability to identify things. It is working perfectly. As for Aster’s armor class, she is wearing plus-four chainmail. She also has an additional plus-two for a high reflex score. That brings her armor class up to eleven. Then you must consider she is wearing a plus-two Ring of Protection which takes her to a thirteen armor-class. As for the other two points, she has a plus-one shield slung over her back. If she chooses to use it when she is not casting spells, then her total armor class is a whopping fifteen. Now I ask you, is that too hard to understand?” 
 
    I think back to my own armor class. Although I lost my plus-three leather armor during the explosion that killed the mother spider, the plus-one leather Ashtan managed to acquire for me brings my armor class up to three. Adding in the plus-three Ring of Protection I pilfered off Pavel’s body and the plus-four from my reflexes, my armor class is a respectable ten. Nothing to brag about, but certainly nothing to be ashamed of either. After all, I’m a thief not a fighter. 
 
    “Are you done reminiscing about your armor?” says Max. “If so, I recommend you concentrate on yellow team. I assume you noticed their fighter, Scar, slipped into the tavern through the backdoor.” 
 
    I don’t want to admit to my in-game assistant that I hadn’t noticed, but thankfully, I’m not the only one at the table. Jalena’s staring hard in the direction of the backdoor. I figure she’s got my back covered. 
 
    Fang and her two companions at the front door don’t waste any time. They head straight toward us. Some of the other players sitting at the tables near us suddenly decide they’d rather be at the bar for some reason. I get the feeling they don’t expect our meeting with yellow team to be exactly cordial. 
 
    I glance in the corner of the tavern to make sure the two guardians standing there are aware of what’s going on. Since both of them have their hands on the handles of their magic swords, I take it for granted they are. Their presence doesn’t mean my team and I are safe by any means, but it does mean things should remain relatively peaceful unless the half-orc decides to go scorched-earth. 
 
    I rest my left hand on the Dagger of Poisoning attached to the back of my belt just in case. Although I haven’t had the opportunity to use the assassin weapon yet, thanks to Jalena’s instructions, I’m confident I can do so in a crunch without poisoning myself. Besides, I’m wearing the Ring of Anti-poison I got off Pavel’s corpse. Even if I trigger the poison trap on the handle, I should still be okay. I’ll admit the word should bothers me, but there it is. 
 
    Vanessa rises from her chair. “We’ve got no beef with you, Fang. We’re not fourth levels any more. We’re sevens and eights. We’ll defend our teammates if the need arises.” 
 
    The half-orc comes to a stop three feet to my right, ignoring our priestess. “Well, well, you think you pulled one over on us, don’t you, insurance salesman?” 
 
    I turn my chair to face the orc assassin, making sure my left hand remains on the handle of my Dagger of Poisoning. “I don’t know what you think I did, but I know what I didn’t do. I didn’t murder Pavel and steal the orb. I didn’t rush back to town with his blood still warm on my hands and try to present the orb to the archbishop.” 
 
    The half-orc kneels so her head’s level with mine. Her breath stinks. I’m not sure what half-orcs eat, but it obviously isn’t lilacs and honeysuckle. I do my best to ignore the smell. I don’t think I’m doing a very good job at it because Fang grins, baring two finger-sized tusks. 
 
    “No, you didn’t, did you?” she hisses. “We had a long chat with Pavel before he died. He told us all about that identify ability of yours. You knew it wasn’t the Orb of Stanton, but you let him and the others think it was. I’ve been trying to figure out why?” 
 
    She draws close until her ugly mug is only two hands-breath from mine. 
 
    I slide the Dagger of Poisoning out a half inch to make sure it won’t stick in the sheath in case I need it. 
 
    Fang’s yellow eyes bore into mine for a good five seconds before she turns to look at the rest of blue and red team sitting at our joined tables. “You know what I think? I think the insurance salesman knows where the real Orb of Stanton is. I bet he was hoping you’d all kill each other over the fake orb so he could get away with the real one.” She looks back at me. “Well, your little plan backfired, didn’t it? You managed to make sure tan team was a wipe, but red team’s still alive and kicking.” She turns to Jalena. “I thought better of you, girl.” She jerks a thumb at me. “How can you stand being around a liar like this one?” 
 
    As I’ve mentioned more than once, I’m normally an easy-going guy, but the half-orc’s starting to piss me off. “I never told anyone it was the Orb of Stanton. I just said it was magic.” I glance at Jalena, making sure I keep one eye on yellow team’s assassin at the same time. “Tell her, Jalena. Dmitri and Pavel are the ones who kept saying it was the Orb of Stanton, not me.” 
 
    Jalena doesn’t answer for several seconds, which bothers me to no end. 
 
    When she finally answers, it’s less than the enthusiastic support I hoped for. “Actually, based upon what you told us, I was also convinced it was the Orb of Stanton.” She glances at the others sitting at the table. “What about the rest of you?” 
 
    I take my eyes off the half-orc long enough to look at my fellow teammates. I’m shocked. They don’t need to say what they thought. The looks on their faces tell it all. 
 
    Damn. They blame me. 
 
    Since Fang hasn’t made a move, I decide to plead my case with my friends. “Hey, guys. You don’t really think I lied to you, do you? I never said it was the Orb of Stanton. In fact, I’m pretty sure I said I didn’t know if it was or not. I only told you it was magic. Dmitri and Pavel were the ones claiming otherwise.” 
 
    “They weren’t the only ones who thought that,” says Thangar. “Hell, you’re the one with the identify thingy. All we have to go on is what you tell us. If you didn’t tell us the truth about the orb, how do we know what else you’ve lied to us about? Maybe some of that magic stuff you’ve kept for yourself is something other than what you’ve told us. Maybe one of those extra rings in your pouch is a Regeneration Ring you conveniently forgot to tell us about.” 
 
    Still standing, Vanessa slaps her hand on the top of the table. “That’s enough, dammit. Teams depend on trust.” Eyes glaring, she points a finger at the half-orc. “I don’t appreciate you stirring up trouble, Fang. I run blue team, and Gemstar runs red. You should stick to yellow team’s business and stay out of ours.” 
 
    Fire blazes in Fangs eyes for a second. Hand going toward the handle of her sword, she stands. 
 
    Nine blue and red team members stand at the same time and draw their weapons. 
 
    Vanessa’s mace stays hooked to her belt. She slaps the table again. “Put those things away! Now!” She nods her head at the corner of the room near the bar. “This is neither the place nor time.” 
 
    I notice both guardians have their swords drawn. Fortunately, they haven’t moved in our direction yet. Maybe it’s because Fang, Basil, and Aster’s weapons are still in their scabbards. I’m not sure. 
 
    I sheath my dagger. The others follow suit and sit down as do I. Only Vanessa and Fang remain on their feet. 
 
    The half-orc assassin laughs. “That’s right. Everything’s got to stay all friendly like here in town.” She looks hard at me. “But you’re not going to be here forever. I’ll catch you somewhere alone one of these days. When I do, you’re going to pay for what you’ve done to my husband. I swear you will.” 
 
    Her husband? Who the hell’s her husband, and what did I ever do to him? 
 
    Without giving me time to protest, all four members of yellow team, including their fighter Scar, depart through the front door. 
 
    The entire tavern’s deathly silent, which is pretty difficult considering the barroom’s twice as big as it was when I arrived two weeks ago. According to Astari, the game designers gave the building the ability to shrink or expand depending on how many customers are inside. Today, there are a lot of other players at the tables and the bar. Every one of them is staring straight at me. 
 
    Shoving my chair back, I jump to my feet again, glaring at the other players in the room. “This is bull crap! I haven’t even been here a full two weeks yet. I didn’t bring any of you here. I’m not responsible for your problems. If I could work it out so everyone got credit for turning in the orb, I would, but I can’t, so that’s that. And I’m no liar. I didn’t tell anyone the globe we found was the Orb of Stanton.” I turn and look down at Jalena. “Tell them I didn’t lie. Tell them you believe me.” 
 
    She’s silent for a couple of seconds, which makes my heart drop. “It doesn’t matter what I believe or don’t believe,” she finally says. “Gemstar’s going to have her Max petition Master Player Red to provide us with a replacement priestess and tracker as soon as possible. This time tomorrow, we’ll be out in the woods trying to power-level them until they’re high enough to enter Stanton Dungeon. The alliance between our blue and red teams is over. Each team is on their own now.” 
 
    “What about us?” I ask. “Is that over too?” 
 
    She shrugs and studiously avoids making eye contact. “Maybe we can still get together whenever we’re in town. Other than that, we’re on different teams. Nothing either one of us can say or do is ever going to change that.” 
 
    The fantasy world I’ve been building in my mind over the last five days comes crashing down. I feel betrayed. “You said you loved me. Was that a lie? Is that why you won’t tell me your real name? Because it was a lie?” 
 
    Jalena stands, her eyes blazing fire. “You want to know why I won’t tell you who I am back in the real world? It’s because it wouldn’t do any good. I’m a peasant girl living on the streets in Paris. My life’s a stink hole. That’s why I want to win and stay here. There! Are you satisfied?” 
 
    I’m not. “Tell me your real name. I’m going to survive the crash with that truck, I know I will. I’m not rich, but I’ve got a little money. I’ll come find you. We can be together. We can be happy.” 
 
    The assassin’s eyes are no longer blazing. In fact, they look a little moist. “We can never be together, Steve. Can’t you get that through your thick skull? We don’t even live in the same century.” 
 
    “Uh…what?” I manage to stutter, wondering why I’d never asked about dates and time. 
 
    She sniffs. “You heard me. It’s 1850 back in my world. Thangar told me you live in the twenty-first century. Can you travel back through time? How the hell do you think we can ever be together?” 
 
    I don’t have an answer. 
 
    Her eyes are definitely moist now. I think mine are too. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” she says, her eyes growing hard again. “This was never going to work. I should’ve known better. I’ll get my gear out of our room and find another place to stay.” 
 
    “No! Don’t! We can—” 
 
    “No, we can’t! Damn you for making me love you.” She wipes at her eyes. “Just stay away from me, Quantas. I mean it. Just stay away.” 
 
    With that, she whirls around and heads for the stairs leading up to our room. 
 
    I don’t know what to say. 
 
    Sometimes, there isn’t anything you can say. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 – Found 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Hours later, I lay alone in bed staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep. 
 
    Jalena’s gear was gone before I made it upstairs. I suppose I should’ve headed to our room right after our argument, but I doubt it would’ve made a difference. Even so, at two in the morning, my mind’s full of should haves, would haves, and could haves. It’s strange how a person’s brain works when they’re tired.  
 
    “I know I am just your in-game assistant,” says Max, “but I would be amiss if I did not remind you that blue team will be leaving for Stanton Dungeon shortly after sunrise. You should really get some sleep. You will be on point, after all.” 
 
    “Kiss off. This is all your fault.” 
 
    “Mine?” Max’s mechanical voice sounds as confused as a mechanical voice can be. “How did you come to your conclusion? Did you roll a set of dice, and my name just happened to come up?” 
 
    Since it’s well past midnight, I’m in no mood for my in-game assistant’s attempt at humor, if that’s what it is. Without taking the time to consider my words, I take my frustration out on him. 
 
    “You should’ve told me the orb we found wasn’t the Orb of Stanton.” 
 
    “I never said it was.” 
 
    “You never said it wasn’t.” 
 
    A thought comes to me. “Come to think of it, you actually did tell me it was the Orb of Stanton.” 
 
    Max’s voice takes on a tone of astonishment. “I did no such thing.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. Pull out those log files you keep harping to me about. Find the time when we were in the main vent. Pavel was above me holding the orb in one hand and an exploding rock in another. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Uh…maybe. What about it?” 
 
    “You popped up an information box telling me it was the Orb of Stanton. And it wasn’t. The archbishop said it wasn’t. How do you explain that? I’ll tell you how. The damned identify ability you gave me is defective. It can’t be trusted. It’s broken.” 
 
    “First off, Steve. I was not the one who gave you the identify ability. It came from the game designer at Master Player Blue’s request.” 
 
    “Designer?” I ask. “Not designers? Are you saying there’s only one?” 
 
    Max ignores my question. “Secondly, according to the log files at the time in question, the Russian had just thrown the exploding stone down toward the lower exit. That is when three information boxes popped up. One recognized the exploding stone falling through the air. Another box denoted the orb in Pavel’s hand as a magic orb. The third box identified the Orb of Stanton.” 
 
    “Exactly! That’s what I’ve been saying all along. My identify ability made a mistake. Pavel’s orb wasn’t the Orb of Stanton, was it?” 
 
    “No, Steve. It was not.” 
 
    I really hate computers. They can be so infuriating sometimes. 
 
    “You just proved my point, Max. My identify ability screwed up. It made a mistake.” 
 
    “Your identify ability is and has been working correctly. It does not make mistakes any more than I do.” 
 
    Have I mentioned computers are infuriating? They’re a little on the pompous side too. 
 
    “Max, you’re not making any sense. Was the orb the Orb of Stanton or not?” 
 
    “Which orb are you talking about, Steve?” 
 
    My in-game assistant’s words hit me like a bucket of ice-cold water. I’ll admit my mind’s none too sharp at two in the morning, but even so, an idea burrows its way through the foggy landscape. “How many orbs were there when those boxes popped up, Max?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Steve. That is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    I jerk upright in bed and swing my legs over the side. 
 
    “Max, cut the crap. Was the orb in Pavel’s hand the Orb of Stanton or not?” 
 
    “It was not, Steve.” 
 
    “But a box popped up over the orb identifying it as the Orb of Stanton, right?” 
 
    “I am sorry. That is not in my list of authorized responses.” 
 
    I hate computers! 
 
    “All right, let me put it this way. Was the information box about the Orb of Stanton correct or not.” 
 
    “It was correct, Steve.” 
 
    “Was the third information box that popped up about the orb in Pavel’s hand or not?” 
 
    “It was not.” 
 
    “Then what the hell was it about? What was it identifying?” 
 
    “That is not in my list of authorized responses, Steve.” 
 
    “Stop it, Max. Cut the crap and tell me what you know.” 
 
    “I am limited to explaining the rules of the game. You know that.” 
 
    “That’s bull crap. You’ve told me a lot more than rules before.” 
 
    “Those were loopholes. My current responses are limited on the line of questioning you are pursuing. You are just going to have to figure it out on your own.” 
 
    I think back to when I’d seen the information boxes, doing my best to remember the exact scene. I’d been dangling on the rope with the unconscious Vanessa. In my mind, I see Pavel throwing the exploding stone at me. I do my best to remember the positions of the three information boxes when they appeared. I think back on something the Caretaker told me more than once. Then it clicks. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” I say out loud. 
 
    “Uh…was that comment intended for me, Steve. I do so hate it when you talk to yourself. It confuses me.” 
 
    I ignore him. Things are getting too complicated. I need help sorting it out. I need someone I can trust. Only one person comes to my mind. 
 
    “Max, where’s Jalena?” 
 
    “I am your in-game assistant, not a personal locator device.” 
 
    “Damn it, Max. Pull up a map of Stanton Town. Show me the location of everyone in the alliance.” 
 
    “Technically, the alliance no longer exists. You are not authorized to know the locations of Red Team Four.” 
 
    “Find me a loophole. I don’t care how you do it, just show me where Jalena’s at.” 
 
    “Fine! Loophole found. You do not need a map. Red team’s assassin is currently in Vanessa’s room.” 
 
    I don’t bother putting on my boots. Rushing out the door barefoot, I run down the hall until I’m even with the room assigned to Vanessa. I knock on the door. Did I say knock? I mean I pound on the door? I pound hard. 
 
    Five seconds later, a very irate priestess opens the door with mace at the ready. I notice Jalena in a corner of the room standing next to her bedroll. The crossbow in her hand is leveled at my chest. 
 
    “Quantas!” starts Vanessa. “What the hell to you mean pounding on my door at—” 
 
    I don’t give her time to finish. What I’ve got to say is a hell of a lot more important. 
 
    “I know where the Orb of Stanton’s at.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 – It Pays to Be a Thief 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The livery stable is a strange location to hold a clandestine meeting, but it’s the best place Vanessa, Jalena, and I can come up with under the circumstances that will give us at least a little privacy. To be on the safe side, we search the place from top to bottom to make sure there are no prying eyes. After that, Astari, Raven, and Vanessa use detection spells to ensure there isn’t any magic scrying going on and nobody has polymorphed as one of the many rats roaming around the stables. Although they don’t find anyone polymorphed as a rat or a horse, they do discover three scrying spells. Between the trio of spellcasters, they dispel the scrying spells in short order. Once that’s done, we finally start our meeting. I waste no time in explaining what I’ve figured out. When I’m done, I wait for questions. I don’t have to wait long. 
 
    “How sure are you about the location of the Orb of Stanton?” growls Thangar. “I don’t intend to risk my life on another wild-goose chase.” 
 
    I should’ve known the ornery dwarf would be the first one to second guess me. “A hundred percent,” I tell him, staring him in the eyes. Truth be told though, I’m more like seventy-five percent sure, but hey, I’m rounding up. It’s close enough for government work. 
 
    The grouchy dwarf’s even testier than normal. I suppose I am too at three in the morning. I suspect we all are. 
 
    Thangar’s eyes narrow. “A hundred percent, huh? You better not be lying to us again.” 
 
    I grab the handle of the plus-three short sword strapped to my hip. “You call me a liar one more time, and I swear you better be swinging that battle axe of yours, because I’m sure as hell going to start poking holes in you with this sword.” 
 
    Fire flares in the dwarf’s eyes as he hefts his battle axe in his right hand. “You mean you’ll try, thief.” 
 
    Vanessa, ever the peacemaker, steps between us and looks down at Thangar. “How would you like it if someone kept calling you a liar?” 
 
    “That’s right, dwarf,” I say. “How would you li—" 
 
    The priestess whirls on me. “And what would you think if someone told you something as implausible as what you’ve just told us? Wouldn’t you doubt what they’re saying? It took a while to convince Jalena and me, didn’t it? Give the others the same chance. Explain to them why you think you know where the Orb of Stanton is at. And don’t give them any of that hundred percent crap. Tell them what you know and let them make up their own minds.” 
 
    After giving the dwarf a final glare, I remove my hand from my sword hilt and glance around the stable at the others. “Okay, then. Here’s what I know. Like I said earlier, Max popped up three information boxes. One box was for the exploding stone, one for the orb in Pavel’s hand, and one for something else. That something else is the Orb of Stanton.” 
 
    Gemstar rises from the feed sack where she’s been sitting and moves next to Thangar before looking back at me. “Why didn’t you mention you saw the Orb of Stanton information box before now? Why’d you keep saying all your identify ability could tell you was the orb was magic?” 
 
    Thangar spits on the dirt floor. “Because he’s a li—” 
 
    My hand grabs the handle of my sword. 
 
    Thangar’s eyes narrow, then relax. “What I mean is, he sometimes keeps information from us.” He eyes me. “Or am I wrong?” 
 
    I know he’s right. Everyone knows he’s right. I did keep some information back, but it’s not the same as intentionally lying. I didn’t think the information was pertinent. 
 
    “I only saw the one box about the Orb of Stanton,” I say, forcing myself to look the dwarf in the eye. “It flashed on and off so quick I wasn’t even sure I saw it in the first place.” 
 
    “But you’re sure now?” asks Gemstar. 
 
    “I am. Max confirms I saw it.” 
 
    Ivy shifts on the haybale where she’s sitting. “Are you saying Max confirms the real Orb of Stanton is in the volcano’s main vent? That place was crawling with spiders when we left. I doubt we could force our way back in if we took every team in Stanton Town with us.” 
 
    “The Orb of Stanton isn’t in the volcano’s main vent,” I tell her. “It’s above the dome that’s covering the main vent.” 
 
    Ivy’s never struck me as one to take a person at their word without having a little information to back it up. She doesn’t strike me as that type of person now. 
 
    The tracker’s eyes narrow. “And your Max confirms this?” 
 
    “Not in so many words,” I admit. 
 
    The tracker’s eyes grow even narrower. “Then in how many words did he say it?” 
 
    Geesh. The tracker’s proving even harder to convince than Vanessa and Jalena. Not that they’d been totally convinced before they’d agreed to call our impromptu meeting come to think of it. 
 
    “Max said I needed to figure it out on my own.” 
 
    Ivy opens her mouth to speak, but I beat her to the punch. 
 
    “But…it makes perfect sense. I was looking up at Pavel when the two orb boxes appeared. The one box was right over the orb in the Russian’s hand. The second box denoting the Orb of Stanton was offset above that one. I’m positive that’s because it wasn’t describing the orb Pavel was holding. It was identifying something above him. The only thing above him was the dome over the main vent. It’s only logical the Orb of Stanton is above the dome.” 
 
    “You mean it’s logical to you, thief,” snarls Thangar. “It’s not so apparent to me.” 
 
    Astari and Raven have been whispering to each other while the dwarf and I’ve been talking. When they stop whispering, the elf mage looks at me. 
 
    “I hate to admit it,” says Astari, “but I’ve got to agree with the dwarf. It’s not all that apparent to Raven and me either. You got any other proof besides you thinking it’s logical?” 
 
    I do, although it’s not exactly proof. “Uh, in an obfuscated way.” 
 
    The elf frowns and glances at Raven before turning back to me. “Pretend we don’t know what that word means.” 
 
    I take a deep breath to give me time to think. I wish I’d used another word, but it’s too late to take it back now. “What I mean is the whole thing with the Orb of Stanton’s complicated and obscure. Obfuscate means to muddy things up in order to make it hard to determine the truth.” 
 
    Astari grins and looks around at the others. “Well, that certainly clears things up, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I open my mouth to explain further. 
 
    The elf shakes his head. “Never mind. Just tell us what this muddied-up reason is so we can either get back to bed or go get our gear and head for Stanton Mountain.” 
 
    I sigh, determined to keep my cool. “The Caretaker told me more than once to remember the only way out is up. I thought it was strange wording at the time since I assumed he meant we had to go over the wall in order to get out of the dungeon.” 
 
    Red team’s mage, Raven, is the next to speak. “You don’t think so now?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I believe the Caretaker was trying to tell me the only way out of the game was to go up. I’m positive he was trying to tell me that we need to go up the mountain to find the Orb of Stanton.” 
 
    “Why would he tell you and no one else?” asks Raven. “What makes you so special?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “I haven’t the faintest. I can only tell you what he told me.” 
 
    “You’re not giving us much to go on,” says Ivy. She glances around the stable at the others. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m not much of a mountaineer. Climbing up the inside of the volcano’s main vent was about all I could handle, and we only climbed up a couple of hundred feet or so. The top of Stanton Mountain’s over three thousand feet high. I don’t think I can do it.” 
 
    “Amen to that, sister,” Thangar growls. He smacks his steel breastplate with his fist and glares at me. “And you can forget about asking me to remove my armor again in order to climb. I ain’t getting’ caught in a fight without armor ever again.” 
 
    Gemstar nods. I’m not surprised she’s backing her fellow dwarf up. Especially since they’ve been sharing a room at the tavern. 
 
    “He’s got a point, Quantas,” says red team’s leader. “Jalena, Chanton, and you were able to keep your leather armor on, but the rest of us had to climb half-naked.” 
 
    I don’t bother pointing out our two mages don’t wear armor even if they’re not climbing. I figure neither of the dwarves will appreciate me pointing it out. I must admit though, all this questioning and naysaying is starting to rile my normal good nature. Taking a deep breath, I do my best to keep my rising temper under control. 
 
    “As I told blue team when I first joined them, I’ve done a lot of climbing in the mountains near Denver on my free weekends. I’m confident between Jalena and me, we can rig up something to get everyone up the mountain without having to remove their armor.” 
 
    Jalena has been leaning against one of the stable’s supports for its hayloft while I talk. At my words, she stands full erect. “Hold on there, kitten. My avatar’s an assassin, not a mountain climber. I scale buildings and sneak in upper windows. Rigging ropes to help everyone climb a hundred feet or so up the volcano’s main vent was one thing.” She jerks a thumb in Ashtan’s direction. “Helping a full-grown man in plate mail and weapons climb the side of an entire mountain is another. Like Ivy said, it’s over three thousand feet to the top. Can’t be done.” 
 
    I don’t want to argue with her since we’re on a talking basis again, but there’s no help for it. 
 
    “It can be done,” I tell her. “And, we’re not going all the way to the top. We’re going through one of the eye holes in the part of the rockface that looks like a skull. That’s about halfway up the mountain, maybe a couple thousand feet at the most.” 
 
    Thangar snorts. “Two thousand; three thousand,” he snarls. “What’s the difference? Gemstar and I are built for going under mountains, not climbing over them. It’s like the assassin says. What you’re proposing can’t be done.” 
 
    “Yes, it can,” I insist more vigorously than I had with Jalena. “Max pulled up some detailed overlays of the south side of the mountain. There’s a goat path leading part of the way up. I’m sure Jalena and I can rig something to help even our worst climbers over the rough spots. I’m not saying this is going to be easy, but dammit, what other choice do we have? The Orb of Stanton’s not in the dungeon. It’s in the level above the dome, and the only way in is from the outside.” 
 
    All right, I’ll admit that may or may not be true, but it’s the only way I know, and that’s all that matters at the moment. 
 
    Chanton, who rarely speaks during our team meetings raises his big hand. Some of the others who’ve been whispering to each other stop and look at the barbarian. I think they’re as shocked as me that the kid has something to say. 
 
    “What is it, Chanton?” asks Vanessa in her usual soft voice. 
 
    “I know I’m young,” says Chanton, “but I don’t think the question we should be asking ourselves is whether we’re going to go or not.” 
 
    All eyes are on the barbarian. For a kid, he or she definitely has a way of getting everyone’s attention. 
 
    “What I think we should be asking is what are we going to do once we have the Orb of Stanton? Is blue and red team going to fight it out to see who gets the privilege of turning in the orb?” 
 
    Vanessa and Jalena turn to me. They’d asked the same question before agreeing to rouse everyone out of bed to attend our meeting. 
 
    “That’s a valid question,” I tell the barbarian. “And you’re right, that’s what we should be asking. I mean, Jalena and I are going to try for the orb. Is there anyone here who’s seriously considering not coming along with us?” 
 
    No one says anything. I take their silence as the answer it is. 
 
    “All right, then,” I continue. “The big question is what do we do with the Orb of Stanton once we get it?” I look at Jalena. “I won’t fight you for it.” I look at Gemstar, Raven, and Ashtan in turn. “I won’t fight any of you for it. You’re my comrades in arms. You’re also my friends.” 
 
    “We don’t want to fight blue team either,” says Gemstar. “But the fact remains, only one team can turn in the orb to the archbishop, and calling ourselves allies don’t make us the same team. We have different master players. They can’t both win. Those are the rules.” 
 
    “Are they?” I ask. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Gemstar stares at me a couple of seconds with her mouth open before speaking. “If you know something you aren’t telling us, thief, spit it out. I’m all ears.” 
 
    “They’re nice looking ears, though,” grins Thangar. 
 
    Chanton snickers. Then someone laughs. Within seconds everyone’s laughing, even me. It’s a strange moment, but it relieves the tension that’s been building between our two teams. 
 
    I wait until things return to a semblance of normal before answering Gemstar’s question. “I’ve been going over the rules with Max. Nothing in them specifically says only one team can present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop.” 
 
    Astari and Raven exchange glances before looking back at me. 
 
    “Sure, they do,” Astari says. “I’m not stupid. None of us are. Don’t you think we asked? My Max has told me lots of times only one team can win.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Have your Max pull up the log files of the times you’ve asked the question and what you think he told you. I believe you’ll find he never actually says it outright. His answers are just obfuscated to make you think it’s what he’s telling you. I’ve had my Max check my log files, and each time I thought he told me only one team can win, he actually didn’t say that. Check your logs if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    I see blank looks on several of the others’ faces as they communicate with their version of Max. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, Raven breaks the silence. “Okay, I suppose if this was a court of law, maybe Max didn’t exactly say that. But if it’s not the rule, then what is? My Max won’t tell me.” 
 
    I grin. While Jalena and Vanessa were rousing their teams to attend the meeting, I stayed in deep discussion with Max. It had taken a lot of arm-twisting so to speak, but I’d finally gotten my in-game assistant to admit the actual rule. I tell the others the rule now. “Only one team can get credit for finding the Orb of Stanton, but more than one team can get credit for the actual presentation of the orb to the archbishop if they make the presentation together. It’s a loophole in the rules according to Max. He says the game designer will probably get rid of the loophole after our mission’s over, but it’s a legacy rule right now, and the master players will have to abide by it.” I look at Jalena. “Both red and blue teams can win the game if we do this together. Neither of us need to lose.” 
 
    Thangar turns to Gemstar. “If he’s right, that means we—” 
 
    Gemstar doesn’t let him finish. “It means we can both stay in the game. You won’t get booted back to Vietnam to bleed to death, and I won’t…well, you know. We can both stay in the game for another mission. We’ll see each other again.” 
 
    Ashtan glances at Raven and Jalena before looking at Gemstar. “You’re red team’s leader. We’ll go with whatever you think?” 
 
    I attempt to sweeten the pot. “Everyone should doublecheck with your Max to make sure I’m right. If anyone finds out anything different, let the rest of us know. Otherwise, I say as soon as the stores in town open, we buy whatever climbing gear we need and be on our way.” 
 
    As it turns out, we don’t wait for the stores to open. At Vanessa’s suggestion, Jalena and I break into the largest of the stores and take whatever we need. Although my avatar’s a thief, I make sure I leave enough coins on the counter to pay for the equipment we take ten times over. 
 
    Sometimes it pays to be a thief, even if it’s an honest one. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 – Backstory 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    It’s a good hour until daylight as we ride out to meet our destiny, but not everyone in town is asleep. As my horse nears Gob’s Tavern, I see a pair of yellow eyes tracking my every movement. The eyes belong to yellow team’s assassin, Fang. The half-orc’s sitting in a rocking chair on the boardwalk staring straight at me with a hatred more intense than anything I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I don’t say anything. Neither does the yellow-eyed assassin. Not that she needs words to convey her intentions. As I draw even with the half-orc, she raises her right hand and makes a slicing motion across her neck with an index finger. 
 
    Now, I may not be the smartest guy in the world, but I’m pretty sure the half-orc isn’t volunteering to slice her throat in order to make my life easier. Between her hand motion and her obvious desire to kill me, I’ll be the first to admit I’m a little rattled. It takes all my nerve to keep riding without looking behind me. I mean, hell, with every step of my horse I’m more than half expecting the steel head of a crossbow bolt to enter my back. None do. I suppose I’ve got the two guardians standing at the tavern’s entrance to thank for that. 
 
    Once we’re past the energy field protecting Stanton Town, Vanessa sends Ivy to scout ahead. She forms the rest of us into twos with Jalena and me in the lead a hundred yards ahead of the others. We’re quiet for the first thirty minute, having no need to communicate in order to do our jobs. I suppose we got good at working together during our time in the dungeon. Between us, we check out every bush and dip in the terrain for any sign of an ambush. 
 
    After a half hour, the first hint of gray on the eastern horizon announces the approaching dawn. With the coming light, I relax a little. Not a lot, but a little. To be honest, an image of Fang looking at me keeps popping into my mind. I suppose my concern must show on my face because Jalena speaks up. 
 
    “Let it go,” she says. “Fang’s an assassin, not a tracker. Ivy’s riding a half mile ahead of us. Between her and us, there ain’t no way in hell yellow team’s going to catch us in an ambush.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I say, although I continue to check out every place around us that might hide an onlooker. I notice Jalena is doing the same. 
 
    After another minute of silence, I twist in my saddle and look at her. “That half-orc’s as evil as they come. What I don’t get is why she hates me so much. She mentioned something about her husband. Was he another player? What happened? Did an earlier Quantas kill him?” 
 
    Jalena shakes her head. “First off, Fang’s not evil. She’s desperate, just like most players. Fang’s real name is Andrea Basone. She’s a seventy-five-year-old woman living in Boston. She’s an American like you. And no, her husband, Peter, isn’t another player. He’s an eighty-one-year-old man with a rare form of cancer. It’s terminal.” 
 
    I fail to see the connection with me. “All right. She’s desperate. What’s her husband’s cancer got to do with me? I’m no doctor.” 
 
    “No, but you sell insurance.” 
 
    I suppose I’m getting tired of people implying I’m an insurance salesman. My voice takes on an edge. “I don’t sell insurance, dammit. I’m an actuary. I spend most of my day figuring out risk formulas and creating reports for crying out loud.” 
 
    Jalena’s eyes take on a hint of fire. The flames die away quickly. She snorts. “All the more reason for Fang to hate you.” 
 
    I’m even more confused. “Maybe I’m not seeing the forest for the trees, but what the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    The hint of anger returns to her eyes. “What I’m talking about is a damned insurance agent sold Andrea and her husband a sham of a health insurance policy.” The anger in her voice matches the fire in her eyes. “The salesman preyed on an old woman and her husband. They’re poor. They can’t afford around the clock care like some superrich family living in a mansion who’s hired fulltime staff to care for their invalid daughter. The Basone’s insurance company took their money when everything was fine, but refused to pay for more than minimal care when Peter got sick. Andrea says there are some experimental drugs and programs out there that might help her husband, but they’re expensive. Their insurance company refuses to pay. Master Player Yellow promised Andrea if Yellow Team Sixteen presents the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop that her husband will be cured.” 
 
    The assassin’s mention of a rich family living in a mansion who are caring for their invalid daughter confuses me, but I let it slide. Lots of things confuse me, and most of them aren’t important. I concentrate on what I do know. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry some unscrupulous salesman sold Fang and her husband a line of goods, but it wasn’t me. I’m an actuary. Besides, I work for an underwriter company. We don’t physically sell the insurance. We figure out risks and advise companies where to invest accordingly.” 
 
    “You’re talking about risks, and I’m talking about people’s lives.” She snorts. “And people think assassins are heartless.” Jalena points a gloved finger at me. “You help create the charts the insurance companies use to decide which types of patients get what kind of care, don’t you?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “You’re just as guilty as the man who sold Andrea and Peter the insurance, only you can fool yourself into thinking you’re innocent because you can hide behind your formulas.” 
 
    I’m surprised a poor street rat from Paris in the 1800’s knows what an underwriter company does. I keep the thought to myself, deciding to tackle something else that’s bothering me instead. 
 
    After studying the terrain again to make sure no one’s sneaking up on us, I turn back to Jalena. “You keep calling the half-orc, Andrea, like you are best buddies. How is it you’re on a first-name basis with someone from another team? Seems a little strange, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I see her bite her lip as if to keep whatever reply’s struggling to get out from hitting air. After a couple of deep breaths, a hint of a smile crosses her lips. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m on first name basis with you. Does that seem so strange?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    She laughs. It’s a quiet laugh, but it’s a laugh nonetheless. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” She grows serious. “If you must know, out of the twenty-seven teams stationed out of Stanton Town, Fang and I are the only two assassins. When everyone was first levels, we were all a little more naïve and trusting of each other, until…well, you know.” 
 
    I didn’t need her to explain what had changed everybody’s attitude. An image of Dresdel’s gravestone comes to my mind. I nod to let her know I understand. 
 
    She sighs. “Well, anyway, when we were first starting out, the teams were less competitive. I can’t say friendly, but definitely more open to doing things with each other. After a particularly hard day of tutorials, Andrea and I spent the night getting drunk at Gob’s Tavern. Before the night was over, she spilled her guts to me and told me all about her husband and the trouble with their insurance company.” She eyes me. “You haven’t been here as long as most of us, so I don’t think you really appreciate what everyone’s dealing with. Andrea may be a half-orc assassin called Fang to you, but to me, she’s a seventy-five-year-old woman stuck in a three-room apartment in Boston. She’s doing the best she can to keep her dying husband comfortable until…” 
 
    Her voice trails off. 
 
    I say nothing. Hell, I don’t like the half-orc, but it’s hard not to feel sorry for an old woman faced with an impossible situation. I suppose if I were in her shoes, I wouldn’t much like anyone who worked for an insurance company either; even if they were underwriters. 
 
    Before I can say anything else, I hear hoofbeats heading our way. The morning sun’s shining in all its glory now, so it’s easy enough to make out Ivy as she rounds the bend in the road fifty yards ahead. 
 
    “Trouble?” asks Jalena as Ivy slows her mount to a walk when she draws close. 
 
    The tracker shakes her head. “Not unless you call a giant-sized skull floating above Stanton Mountain trouble.” 
 
    Actually, I’m inclined to call that trouble. Maybe it’s just me. 
 
    Before I’m able to ask what she means, Ivy says, “Go see for yourselves while I tell the others. The way ahead is clear. The rest of us will catch up with you.” 
 
    Without another word, the tracker goes off at a trot in the direction of Vanessa and Gemstar. 
 
    Jalena and I exchange glances before digging our heels into our horses’ ribs. 
 
    At a dead run, we charge up the dirt road. Rounding the bend, the landscape opens onto a large valley with Stanton Mountain dead ahead. Jerking on our reins, we slide to a stop. 
 
    I draw in a deep breath at what lies before us. 
 
    Jalena’s more vocal. 
 
    “Oh, my God! It looks like death!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 – Orange Team 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    All right, maybe it’s not exactly death, but it is a dark cloud in the shape of a skull that’s centered directly over the top of Stanton Mountain. I remember watching a movie once where a cloud took on the form of a human face. The angry mist wound up swallowing the hero’s hot-air balloon. The cloud to our front isn’t human, and we aren’t in a balloon, but I swear no one in Hollywood’s ever done a better job at special effects than the thing staring at us now. The dark cloud in the form of a skull looks like it wants to swallow us where we stand. Even the swirling, deep-socket eyes seem to be staring straight at me. 
 
    “Damn,” I say. 
 
    “I can think of a few other choice words for it,” says Jalena. 
 
    I’m surprised our horses aren’t reacting to the scene before us. Instead of rearing in fear, my mount’s taking the opportunity to munch on a few blades of lush grass next to the road. 
 
    Vanessa, Gemstar, and Ivy ride up with the others following close behind. We all stay there in a group for a good ten minutes discussing the situation. No one’s ever seen anything like it before. The general consensus is the dungeon has definitely not reverted back to its normal self, regardless of what we’ve been told. 
 
    As we’re discussing what we should do next, I notice six adventurers making their way from the mountain in our direction. Although they don’t exactly have theirs mounts running, they aren’t keeping them at a slow walk either. 
 
    “It’s Orange Team Nine,” says Ivy who’s got the best eyesight in the group. “Sir Baldard’s in the lead. Looks like they’ve been bloodied up a little.” 
 
    Sure enough, as the six members of orange team draw close, I see a multitude of bloody bandages mixed among some very battered armor. 
 
    “Sir Baldard!” says Vanessa. “You look worse than we did when last we met.” 
 
    Despite having his arm in a sling and a bandage around his forehead, the big knight manages a grin. “Doubtful. Your two teams were in horrible shape.” He half raises the arm in the sling and laughs. “If you think we look bad, you should see the other guy.” 
 
    Vanessa starts to dismount. “Creanne and you healed us last time. This time I’ll return the favor.” 
 
    “No!” says Sir Baldard in a particularly sharp voice. 
 
    Vanessa freezes half out of her saddle looking as surprised as the rest of us. 
 
    The knight lets out a puff of air and raises the hand attached to the arm that’s not in a sling in a conciliatory gesture. “I’m sorry. Let me explain.” He waves a hand at his injured team. “It’s not that we don’t appreciate your gesture, but it was made all too clear to us by the Caretaker that—” 
 
    “The Caretaker?” I say. “What’s that old man got to do with Vanessa healing you?” 
 
    Sir Baldard looks at me, his face taking on an all too serious expression. “Ah, yes; Quantas. And that brings us to you.” He glances at the others in his team before looking back at me. “We’ve been trying to figure out what makes you so special.” 
 
    “Uh…,” his words hit me like a fist in the gut. “Uh…I’m not special. What, uh, makes you say that?” 
 
    Vanessa sits back in her saddle and moves her horse up next to Jalena and me. She looks at the knight. “I’d like to hear the answer to that one myself. Why bring this up now?” 
 
    Sir Baldard looks over at Creanne, orange team’s priestess. “The Caretaker talked to you more than he did me. Maybe you should take over.” 
 
    Creanne frowns, making it obvious she isn’t all that excited about taking the lead. After repositioning a bandage on her left arm, she turns her attention to Vanessa. “We were past the wall on the fifth level about to get overrun when we were teleported out.” 
 
    “Teleported how?” asks Vanessa. “Did you find something we missed past the fifth-level wall?” 
 
    Sir Baldard laughs. “We didn’t find nothing except more undead monsters than you can shake a stick at. I swear I’ve never seen so many on any of the three missions I’ve been—” 
 
    Orange team’s priestess reaches over and taps the knight on his uninjured arm with her mace hard enough the metal-on-metal contact with his armor resonates in the air. “I thought you wanted me to tell this story?” 
 
    The knight winks at Vanessa before turning to his priestess. “Sorry, Creanne. It’s your tale.” 
 
    Orange team’s priestess stares at her leader a couple of seconds before looking back at Vanessa, Jalena, and me. “All right then. As I was saying, we were about to get overrun when we were teleported out. We materialized in front of the Caretaker’s house. He told us in no uncertain terms Stanton Mountain and the valley around it are off limits for the next twelve hours except for red and blue teams.” 
 
    Jalena sits upright in her saddle. “Our teams? Why?” 
 
    Creanne shrugs. “No idea. When I saw all of you on the road, I was hoping you could tell us. The Caretaker did mention some kind of side bet on Quantas between the master players. He didn’t bother explaining it to us, and to be quite frank, we didn’t ask. If he hadn’t teleported us out when he did, I think orange team would’ve been a wipe.” 
 
    “It was that bad?” says Vanessa. 
 
    Sir Baldard shifts in his saddle and nods at his arm in the sling. “It was worse. After we healed you guys the last time, we continued to the dungeon. Everything was normal…well, except for the price the Caretaker’s charging to take care of our horses. It’s a platinum each instead of a silver.” 
 
    “What?” snarls Thangar who’s probably the greediest member of our party. “That’s highway robbery. Hell, the Caretaker didn’t even take care of our horses the last time. Yellow team killed all of them, and the Caretaker let them get away with it.” 
 
    Sir Baldard nods. “Yeah, we kinda mentioned that to him in a tactful sort of way. The Caretaker said all the silver coin got us was feed and water for the horses along with a guarantee they wouldn’t get out of the corral. Apparently after yellow team’s little escapade, the rules have changed. The platinum pieces guarantee the safety of the horses.” 
 
    Personally, I’m more interested in why the mountain’s been put off limits to the other teams than I am the cost of taking care of our mounts. “Creanne, you were telling us you materialized in front of the Caretaker, and he told you the mountain was off limits.” 
 
    Orange team’s priestess nods at me. “That’s right. And he mentioned a side bet about you. Whatever that is I don’t know. What I do know is the Caretaker told us to return to Stanton Town and tell the other teams to remain there for the next twelve hours. He said one way or the other, our mission is coming to an end.” 
 
    I glance around at my teammates. They’re all staring at me. “Hey, don’t look at me. I don’t know what’s going on any more than the rest of you.” 
 
    The frown on Thangar’s face makes it obvious he doesn’t believe me, but to be honest, I stopped caring what the dwarf thinks a long time ago. 
 
    I look at orange team’s priestess. “So, we’ve got twelve hours to do what we need to do?” 
 
    Creanne shakes her head. “More like eleven. We were teleported out an hour ago. It took us a while to get bandaged up and gather our gear.” She turns to Vanessa. “Whatever you’re planning on doing, you’d better do it quick. And be careful. The dungeon’s literally crawling with undead.” 
 
    “It’s always been undead heavy,” growls Thangar. 
 
    “Not like this,” says Sir Baldard. “When we entered the dungeon a few days ago after we met you, it was back to its old self, albeit with a lot more spiders than normal. That changed this morning. Ghasts, ghouls, zombies, mummies, wraths, wights, and skeletons started spawning all over the place. Those we could handle, but they were joined by vampires, ghosts, shadows, banshees, phantoms, revenants, and specters. I got the impression the undead in the dungeon are now being controlled by a single entity.” 
 
    Vanessa’s eyes narrow. “What entity is that?” 
 
    Creanne shrugs. “Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is our mission’s about over, and it doesn’t look like orange team’s going to win.” 
 
    Vanessa’s eyes turn shiny. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Orange team’s priestess laughs. “Don’t waste your pity on us. No one on orange team is in dire straits. If we aren’t the ones to present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop, the worst that will happen to us is we’ll have to go on another mission. We’ll win eventually, then we’ll be able to get back to our real lives.” She looks at me. “In case you didn’t know, we all work for the FBI. Looks us up sometime if you ever need a favor. We players need to stick together.” 
 
    I suppose there could be worse things than knowing some members of the FBI. “I may do that if I live.” 
 
    Creanne smiles. “Yeah, there’s always that.” She turns back to Vanessa. “You take care Vanessa. Maybe we’ll meet again back in the real world.” 
 
    “You never know,” says Vanessa. 
 
    I glance at the mountain and its ominous cloud. 
 
    I’ve got a feeling no one knows. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 – New Graves 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Riding past the graveyard toward the Caretaker’s ranch house is a sobering experience. Fourteen freshly dug graves adorn the fenced-in area. Six have green headstones; six tan; and two red. 
 
    Jalena stops on the roadway staring at the red team headstones in the graveyard. Pulling on my reins, I stop beside her. The others ride past, heading toward the corral, although Raven does stop long enough to pat Jalena on the back and whisper something in her ear. Then red team’s mage departs, leaving Jalena and me with our thoughts. 
 
    I hear Jalena whisper, “Poor Casey. All she ever wanted was to go back to her students and teach school. Now she’ll be stuck doing another mission for Master Player Red.” She nods toward the second of the freshly dug red team graves. “Trivian is a crab fisherman in Alaska. He was knocked off his boat by a wave during a storm. Master Player Red promised to make sure he was rescued if he presented the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop with our team. He’s married with two young kids.” She turns to me. Her eyes are wet, but no tears are on her cheeks. “What’s to become of him? Tell me that.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. 
 
    The assassin turns away to stare at the older of the three graves. The name Dresdel with the words ‘Murdered by Quantas’ scratched into the stone below the name is hard for me to look at. 
 
    It’s quiet for another minute before Jalena shifts in her saddle to look at me. “I don’t blame you anymore. I know you didn’t do it. Still, it’s hard to accept the fact when the other Quantas killed him, Jamal was sent back to the real world to burn to de…” 
 
    Her voice trails off. She turns her head away. I hear a sob. 
 
    I wait a few seconds. “You don’t know for sure he, uh, died. Maybe he gets away. People get out of burning buildings all the time. Maybe he can—” 
 
    “No, he can’t.” Her voice is no longer a whisper, and there’s a hint of fire in her eyes. “He’s a nine-year-old boy trapped in a burning apartment. He told me his mom was at work. He hid in his bedroom closet with his dog. He said there was smoke everywhere, and he couldn’t breathe. He’s on the seventh floor.” She sobs as the hint of flames in her eyes is replaced by tears. “He trusted me to save him. I promised he’d be saved.” Another sob. “I let him down.” 
 
    “Maybe…uh, when’s the fire? Is it during your time? Mine? Maybe one of us can save him when we go back to the real world. Maybe you could—” 
 
    She glares at me. “Don’t you think I’d save him if I could? I’d give anything if I could help him, but I can’t.” 
 
    “You mean because he’s not back in 1850?” 
 
    “Wh…oh, yeah. Because of that.” She swipes her hand across her eyes, removing the tears. She stops for a second and looks at me. Something comes into her eyes; possibly hope. “But maybe you…maybe.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. 
 
    “Maybe what, Jalena?” 
 
    “Maybe you can rescue him.” She reaches over and grabs my arm. “Astari told me the date when you were taken from the real world. That’s three days before the fire. Maybe you can save him.” She squeezes my arm hard. “You’ve got to save him.” 
 
    “Well, uh, sure. Uh, course I’ve got to get away from that 18-wheeler first, but sure, I’ll help him if I can.” My logical mind makes me keep things realistic. “But even if I don’t make it, maybe one of the others can—” 
 
    Without warning, she reaches across with her other hand and grabs me by the collar, giving me a hard shake. I’m surprised neither of our horses bolt. I suppose that’s an advantage of being in a virtual fantasy world. Not everything works the way it would in the real world. 
 
    “No!” Jalena says. “It’s got to be you. Everyone else I’ve talked to comes from a time that’s too soon before, or their time is after the fire. Some are only from a few days after, but it’s too late to help Jamal. You’re different. You’re from a time three days before the fire. You’ve got to live so you can help him.” Her voice grows excited. “We’ve got to make sure you complete the mission. You’re the one who needs to present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop.” 
 
    I’m stunned. I’m not sure what to say. 
 
    She shakes me hard with both hands. “Do you hear me?” 
 
    “I…I hear you, Jalena. Hell, we’re both going to complete the mission. We’re both going to get everything we want.” 
 
    She let’s go and sits back in her saddle. Her eyes moisten as she looks into my eyes. “No, not everything. I’d hoped maybe you could convince Master Player Blue to let you stay in the game so we’d be together. I know now that’s not possible. I can never be happy.” She looks at me and attempts to smile. “But if you can save Jamal, that’ll be enough for me. I’ll be satisfied. It’ll be enough.” She looks hard into my eyes. “Promise me you’ll save him. Do it for me.” 
 
    There’s only one thing I can say. “I promise, Jalena. If I survive the 18-wheeler, I’ll do everything in my power to save Jamal.” 
 
    She reaches out with her left hand and caresses my cheek. 
 
    “Hey, you guys!” comes a grating shout from Thangar. “Are you going to turn those horses into the corral or not? You’re wasting time.” 
 
    I swear the dwarf can be the most irritating person I’ve ever met. Even so, I know he’s right. We’ve got less than eleven hours to complete the mission. 
 
    Jalena lowers her hand. “We need to go. I’ll give you all the details I know about where Jamal lives.” She looks at me. “Remember your promise.” 
 
    “I’ll remember,” I tell her. 
 
    Looking into her pleading eyes, how the hell could I forget? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 – Powerful Source 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Why Vanessa tasked me with taking the ten platinum pieces to the Caretaker, I’m not sure, but she did. As a result, while the others are getting their packs and gear together, I’m heading for the ranch house. The wrinkled owner of the home is sitting in the same rocking chair with the wooden crate on the deck near him. As I ascend the four steps to the front porch, I notice the wood box is no longer full of silver coins. Those are gone. In their place are a few dozen shiny platinum pieces. 
 
    I make a quick decision to crack a joke with the hope it will hide my nervousness. I doubt it’ll work, but I do it anyway. 
 
    “Business has been a little slow I see,” I say as I toss in the handful of coins Vanessa gave me. 
 
    Surprisingly, the ancient husk of a man grins, making the wrinkles around his eyes close tight enough it’s hard to tell if they’re still open. “Business will pick up sooner or later. It always does. This avatar of mine has been here fifty-thousand years. It’ll probably be here for another fifty thousand. Players come and go. The mission and prizes change. Hell, even some parts of the dungeon changes, but the game continues.” 
 
    His reply confuses me. I wave a hand at the old man’s body. “You said this is your avatar? Are you a player like me?” 
 
    “Like you?” The old man laughs. “Hardly. Let me steal a phrase from your in-game assistant and say what you are asking is not in my list of authorized responses.” The smile on his face disappears, allowing me to see his eyes again. “Probably best you leave it at that and move on to something else.” 
 
    One look in the Caretaker’s eyes tells me that he’s right. It is probably best to leave it at that. I decide to take a different approach. “You mentioned the last time I was here to remember that up was out. My friends and I are going up the mountain this time.” 
 
    The man’s eyes disappear as another smile crosses his face. “Wasn’t supposed to take you so long to figure it out. Master Player Blue thought sure you’d use the identify ability he gave you to check the mountain’s skull for the Orb of Stanton before you entered the dungeon the first time.” His grin widens. “Just goes to show you can’t trust a player to do what you figure. It’s that vaunted freewill of yours, I suppose. I expect that’s what makes the wagers between the master players so interesting. Try as the master players might to manipulate their teams, they never know for sure what their players are going to do.” 
 
    The idea a few cosmic beings find the life and death struggles of their players ‘interesting’ burns me to no end, but I hold my temper in check. The Caretaker’s not the one who brought me here. Hell, for all I know he’s another player; albeit a different kind of player. 
 
    “Sorry to inconvenience Master Player Blue,” I lie. I nod my head toward the mountain. “Of course, he inconvenienced me more than a little too.” 
 
    The Caretaker’s face turns serious again. “Did he? Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Forgetting for a moment who I’m talking to, I let some of my anger at Master Player Blue boil to the surface. “Hell, yeah, I’m sure! He kidnapped me! I have a good life back in the real world, and he took me away from it. He’s forcing me to find his damn orb, or I’ll be killed. So, yeah, I call that more than a little inconvenient.” 
 
    The old man waves a hand at a second rocker located to his left. “Sit down, Steve.” 
 
    It’s not until I sit in the rocking chair that I wonder where the piece of furniture came from. I swear only one rocker was on the porch when I climbed the stairs. I shake the thought off. 
 
    After I’m firmly in my seat, the Caretaker looks me square in the eye. “Let me clue you into something. There’s not a player in this game who hasn’t been given a great gift by being offered a chance to participate in the game, and that includes you.” 
 
    I laugh. “A gift? Master Player Blue took out the electrical system of my pickup just as I was getting ready to go around a bend in a mountain road. It was at night in the rain I might add. He took control of my vehicle and swerved it into the path of an approaching 18-wheeler. You have the audacity to call that a gift? If I don’t present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop, I’m going to die. Ol’ Master Blue didn’t give me a gift. He put me in a position where I’m going to die if I don’t successfully complete his mission. If I fail, it’ll be murder; plain and simple. Just like Ivy, Thangar, and who knows how many others will be murdered if they don’t present the orb to the archbishop.” 
 
    Instead of getting angry, the old man takes a puff on his pipe and blows a smoke ring. 
 
    Once again, I’m confused. To the best of my memory, there’d been no pipe in his hand a second ago. 
 
    The Caretaker removes the pipe from between his lips and points the long stem at me. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Steve. You think your life was going great before Master Player Blue took out your pickup’s electrical system, do you? What if I were to tell you that if you’d continued at the same speed around the corner of the mountain road, you were going to die for sure? The road was slick, and the 18-wheeler’s air brakes were screwed up.” He grins. “Still are for that matter. Time’s a pesky little thing when trying to explain stuff to players who don’t have the capacity to grasp what I’m saying. No matter. Take my word for it. The 18-wheeler’s brakes have a clog in the airline that causes a delay. Both your pickup and the semi-truck would’ve collided and went over the edge. Nothing either of you could do about it. When Master Player Blue took out your headlights, you took your foot off the gas pedal. You slowed down a little. Do you remember that?” 
 
    I vaguely remember taking my foot off the gas pedal, but hell, what else was I supposed to do? 
 
    The Caretaker chuckles. “You don’t need to answer. I see it in your eyes. You slowed down just enough to keep the wreck from being a certainty.” 
 
    “So, what if I did slow down? Master Player Blue or his preselector or one of his underlings took control of the steering wheel and moved me directly into the 18-wheeler’s path. He put me in a position where I’m going to die if I don’t do what he says.” 
 
    The old man shakes his head. “Master Player Blue put you in a position where you have a chance to live if everything’s done just right. If you don’t present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop, you’ll be left to your own devices. Good as your reflexes are back in your world, I don’t believe you have a snowball’s chance in hell of saving your life. However, if Blue Team Six presents the orb to the archbishop, I predict Master Player Blue will move your steering wheel just enough to save the lives of both the truck driver and you.” 
 
    I’m suspicious, and it’s not because I’m paranoid. “Why are you telling me this? Why are you being so helpful? Are you working for Master Player Blue?” 
 
    A full belly laugh comes out of the Caretaker. It’s loud enough that I see the others at the corral stop what they’re doing and look in our direction. 
 
    After a few seconds, the old man’s laughter dies down. “Ah, that was a good one, player. I needed that.” The remains of his smile disappear. “No, I do not work for any of the master players. Think of me as a neutral party. As for telling you, it pleases me to tell you. Sometimes the master players get a little too full of themselves. I think in a small way you may be able to help me take them down a notch.” He takes another puff on his pipe before continuing. “Every player in the game is on the verge of death whether they know it or not. Only life forms who are going to die anyway are allowed to take part in the game. That’s a hard and fast rule. The master players give them an opportunity to live. I call that a gift.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t.” I twist in my rocker to face him. “Even if I believe what you’re saying about me and the truck; which I don’t; but even if I did, what about the others? They weren’t all destined to die. Vanessa’s asleep in her bed with her husband. She just wants to go home to her family.” 
 
    “Vanessa has a brain aneurysm back in your world. It is going to burst while she is asleep. She isn’t going to wake up without help. Once she successfully finishes a mission, Master Player Blue will allow her to return to her real world as you like to think of it and live. He will heal her aneurysm. She’ll wake up, never knowing she was in danger and thinking all of this was a horrible dream.” 
 
    I think I remember Vanessa mentioning having a headache when she’d went to bed that night at her home, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    The Caretaker’s not done. He points the stem of his pipe in the direction of the corral. “And take the rest of your friends. Thangar’s lying on a jungle floor with both of his legs blown off. Master Player Blue didn’t do that. He has given your friend a chance for life here in the game.” 
 
    “This isn’t life,” I say. “This is a pretend world in someone’s imagination.” 
 
    Another laugh from the man. “What makes you think your real world is any different?” He chuckles. “You players have no idea what reality is. Doesn’t matter, though, does it? You still want to go back to what you think of as the real world even when something better might be staring you in the face.” 
 
    This time I’m the one who laughs. “This isn’t better. I’ve almost died more times than I can remember since I’ve been here.” 
 
    The old man smiles. “You mean your avatar has almost been destroyed. There’s a difference.” 
 
    I don’t care, so I ignore his comment. “I’ve got friends back in my world.” 
 
    He nods toward the corral. “You’ve got friends here. You’ve got friends who would give their lives to save yours.” 
 
    I ignore his words. “I’ve got a great job back home.” 
 
    “Oh, really? What’s so great about it? The fact you work till all hours of the night trying to impress your bosses? The fact you’re destined to spend every day of your life for the next forty years plugging numbers into formulas to see which risks are more advantageous to some faceless corporation? Or maybe you think you’ve got a great job because you help make people’s lives better? Enlighten me. Name ten people you’ve helped by doing your job. No. I’ll make it easy for you. Name one person whose life you’ve made better by doing your job.” 
 
    I can’t think of any at the moment. Hell, I can’t think much of anything under this pressure. Who could? 
 
    “Tell me this, Steve. Will anyone truly miss you if you die in a wreck on a mountain road? Your parents are both dead. You have no siblings. Sure, you’re liked well enough by your mountain climbing and race car buddies, but will they really miss you if you’re gone? Or, will they be sorry for a few days before they get another so called ‘friend’ to go mountain climbing with them or work on their race cars?” 
 
    “Stop it!” I don’t like anyone making fun of my life. It’s my life. I’ve got a good life. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll stop, Steve.” He shrugs. “I was just trying to help you see what’s important.” Using his pipe, he points toward the corral again. “What about her?” 
 
    I know who he’s talking about, and it’s not Vanessa, Ivy, or Raven. 
 
    “You leave Jalena out of this.” 
 
    The Caretaker stares at the assassin for a few seconds. “She’s a fighter. I admire her for that.” The old man turns to me. “She’s in love with you, you know? Every bit as much as you’re in love with her unless I miss my guess.” 
 
    Through gritted teeth I hiss, “I said leave her out of this.” 
 
    The Caretaker eyes me for a couple of seconds before shrugging. “As you wish, Steve. I just wanted to remind you what’s important in life. You’re like everyone else in the game. You think you know what you want, but do you really? Players lie. They lie to each other. They even lie to themselves. Not everything you hear from other players is the truth. They’ve got hidden agendas, and everyone has something to lose.” 
 
    “So you’ve said.” 
 
    “Ah, but do you believe me? Pavel and Dmitri are both in a gulag. Nasty places, gulags. One of Pavel’s enemies at the camp is destined to stab him. Dmitri will get sick and die in a couple of months unless he’s freed. In less than two weeks upon Chanton’s return, she will be murdered by her uncle, and her will be body dumped in Tokyo Bay. Ashtan dies while he’s an innocent bystander during a bank robbery gone bad three days after he returns unless Master Player Red saves him. Sir Baldard, Creanne and the rest of Orange Team Nine are in the process of returning to the United States on an FBI airplane after they were in Colombia attempting to dig up evidence against a drug lord. Coincidently, the drug lord is Ivy’s ex-husband. He had a bomb planted on their aircraft. All of orange team will die unless Master Player Orange saves them, which he won’t do unless they present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop.” 
 
    The ramifications of what the man’s saying hits me. I cover my ears, not wanting to hear any more revelations. My hands can’t keep out the Caretaker’s words as they appear in my mind. 
 
    “Everyone has something to lose, Steve, and everyone has something to gain. The master players can only take life forms for their teams who are going to die anyway. The rules require the master players to make their contracts in such a way that each of their team members have a chance to live. Some of the players, like Thangar for instance, is given a chance to live by staying in the game. The thing you call life has a lot of forms.” 
 
    “Orange team doesn’t know there’s a bomb on their airplane, do they? Orange team doesn’t know they’re going to die.” 
 
    “No, they don’t, Steve. But Master Player Orange does, and the fine print of orange team’s contract specifies the bomb will be deactivated if they present the orb to the archbishop.” 
 
    I take my hands off my ears and glare at the ancient man with all the hate I can muster. “So, what are you telling me? If red and blue team wins, we’re responsible for orange team’s deaths? We’re responsible for the deaths of all the other players?” 
 
    The wrinkled man before me doesn’t respond to my hate. His eyes take on a softness I hadn’t noticed before. “No. That’s not what I’m telling you. Orange team will keep playing the game until they successfully complete a mission. Some of the members of the other teams may die if they do not succeed, but surely you don’t think you can save everyone, do you?” 
 
    My emotions are drained. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    The Caretaker stares at me for what seems like an eternity. “Because you care.” 
 
    I do. God help me, I do care. How can I live with so many deaths on my hands? 
 
    The old man scoots his rocker around until he’s facing me. “Steve, the master players have bent the rules once too often to accommodate their little side wagers. I want you to help me teach them a lesson they won’t soon forget.” 
 
    I don’t feel like teaching anyone a lesson. 
 
    The old man gives what I take to be a sympathetic smile. “I know it’s a lot to take in, and I can’t do anything to directly help you. All I can tell you is that you need to win. Find the Orb of Stanton in the next ten and a half hours. Take it to Stanton Town, and then do what you think best.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure I’ll find the orb?” 
 
    Pointing with the stem of his pipe at the mountain, the Caretaker says, “What do you see when you use your identify ability on the mountain?” 
 
    I don’t want to do it, but I do it anyway. Looking at the white stone forming an image of a skull halfway up the mountain, I see an information box appear. 
 
    Item: Orb of Stanton   Purpose: Game Completion   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
    I tell the old man what I see. 
 
    He shrugs. “Is that all you see?” 
 
    I’m not sure what he wants. I stare at the mountain, doing my best to will another information box into existence. After a few seconds, a box appears in my mind next to the first box. 
 
    
     Monster: Lich Lord, Mage   Level: 12   Health: 132   AC: 18   X.P. Value: 34,727 
 
     Special Attacks: Magic, Paralysis, Fear, Cold 
 
     Special Defenses: Immune to cold and fear, 
 
     +2 or higher weapon to hit,  
 
     +4 to saving throw for fire and electric attacks (half damage if fail) 
 
   
 
    “God help us,” I whisper. 
 
    I hear the Caretaker whisper back. 
 
    “Amen to that, Steve. God help you indeed.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 – The Climb 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I watch Jalena position the piton in a crack in the white stone. Once she’s got it set, she looks over at me. 
 
    “Is this high enough?” she asks. 
 
    I calculate the angle between her piton and the one I pounded into the stone on the opposite side of the crevasse. “No. I think yours needs to go a couple of feet higher if you can manage it.” 
 
    Despite clinging to a rock nearly two thousand feet up the side of a mountain, the lithe assassin flashes me a grin. “You ask a lot of the women in your life, don’t you?” 
 
    I don’t, but then again, it’s been a while since I’ve had a woman in my life. The fact she considers herself a part of my life creates a stir in my stomach as little butterflies start fluttering around. I mean, hell, it wasn’t that long ago I thought I’d lost her. 
 
    I don’t bother telling her any of this though. Like Mom used to say, sometimes things are best left unsaid. 
 
    Stretching her right leg to its fullest in a split I don’t think my avatar body could handle, Jalena finds a new foothold on the slick rock. Once she’s secure, she reaches up and begins pounding her piton into the crack. 
 
    “They’re making another divebombing run!” comes a shout from Ivy who’s on a ledge forty-feet below with the others. “Heads up, you guys!” 
 
    Although every bone in my body wants to look up, I concentrate on pounding another piton into a crack on my side of the crevasse. Jalena and my jobs are to get the ropes rigged to allow the rest of our team to get up this last obstacle. It’s the final rough spot before we can enter the giant-sized skull’s eye. The rest of our team’s task is to cover us. While speed’s not normally something I push for when mountain climbing, the current situation’s an exception. Whatever’s inside guarding the Orb of Stanton knows we’re here. The persistent attacks by the overly large vultures prove that. 
 
    Twang! Twang! Twang! 
 
    I hear something squawk as it flutters through the air behind me. Since I don’t feel talons or sharp beaks trying to rip me off the side of the stone wall where I’m working, I keep pounding with my hammer. Just as I finish giving my piton a final blow, I hear a shout from Jalena. 
 
    “Got it,” she yells. “I’m attaching my rope to the pulley.” 
 
    I do the same on my side with my pulley. Once done, I tie a piton to the end of the line for weight and toss it down to where the others are waiting. 
 
    “Heads up!” I yell. 
 
    Possibly due to pent up adrenaline, I wait too long to warn the others of the descending piece of hardware. Thankfully, good ol’ Ivy raises her shield in time to keep the piton from hitting Thangar on the head. 
 
    The dwarf glares up at me as soon as he realizes what nearly happened. “Hey! You trying to kill someone? Whose side you on, anyway?” 
 
    I don’t get overly excited about it. After all, the grouchy fighter’s wearing a helmet. Hell, allowing the others to keep their armor on is the only reason Jalena and I are going through the hassle of setting up a double pulley system in the first place. Once they get their Swiss seats rigged and a clevis attached to Jalena and my ropes, I’m hopeful they’ll be able to pull each other up quick enough. I mean, Jalena and I climbed the steep incline with no help whatsoever, so I’m confident everyone can make it with the pulleys to assist. 
 
    I see a trio of dark shapes descending through a cloud. 
 
    “Incoming!” I yell as I point skyward. 
 
    Chanton, Ashtan, and Ivy all fire their bows. They’re dead-on target, and in less time than it takes for me to take a double-breath, three vultures with eight-feet-long wingspans are spiraling through the air trailing blood and feathers behind them. 
 
    By this time, Astari and Thangar have Raven hooked up to the double-rope pulley system. The stout dwarf grabs both ropes at the same time and begins hauling red team’s mage up the white stone. Using her legs, Raven semi-walks up the wall in a sort of reverse rappel. While she’s doing that, the others watch for attacking vultures. 
 
    Taking advantage of the magic user’s ascent to catch my breath, I glance over at Jalena. She’s pretty with the wind whipping through her short brown hair. I suppose I’d think she was pretty even if the wind wasn’t blowing her hair around. Maybe that sounds corny, but I don’t care. Pretty is pretty. 
 
    Apparently, she notices me looking at her. “Don’t you have anything better to do that stare at me?” 
 
    I grin. “Can’t think of anything at the moment that would be better than looking at you.” 
 
    I see a smile cross her lips before she forces it away. 
 
    Her eyes narrow. “Well, maybe you should concentrate on figuring out how we’re going to take on a twelfth-level lich lord. Are you sure that identify thing of yours said it was level twelve? Liches in this game top out at eleven.” 
 
    I think back to my college days. “Really? When I was playing the game back in college, we fought a lich that was level eighteen. Level twelve doesn’t seem all that tough to me.” 
 
    She laughs. It’s more of a derisive laugh than anything humorous. 
 
    “Oh, really?” She frowns. “Well, they don’t come that high around here, and we’re lucky they don’t. Level eighteen would be bordering on god-level. We’re level seven and eight. A twelfth level lich mage is going to be tough to beat. Not to mention we don’t know what kind of backup the lich has with it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been worrying about that too. Too bad my identify ability can’t penetrate the stone and tell us what we’ll be facing besides the lich.” 
 
    After spotting the undead mage lord, I’d asked the Caretaker if it was all alone, and he’d just smiled. He’d told me my identify ability didn’t work through thick stone unless the power emanating from the subject was extremely powerful. Obviously, the lich and the orb are potent sources of energy. Skeletons and zombies, not so much. 
 
    I look at Jalena, trying my best to appear confident. “Well, whatever’s inside, we’ll handle it. Like I said, I don’t think twelfth level is all that much. That time back in college when we were playing against the eighteenth-level lich, we—” 
 
    “Will you forget about your glory days playing games in college? The virtual reality we’re in isn’t based on the same version of the game you played. From what I’ve been able to tell, this one has more of the qualities of an older version of one of the more popular games. You should’ve been able to figure that out by looking at your monster database.” 
 
    “Uh…my what?” 
 
    A semi-shocked look appears on the assassin’s face. “Your mon…boy, you really did miss out on a lot by not going through the tutorial, didn’t you? I’m talking about your monster database. That’s the one thing my Max has been good for; showing me the stats for specific types of monsters since they’re rules’ questions. You know, things like typical levels and health ranges for a certain type of monster along with their standard number of attacks and potential damage per hits. Hell, Max can even tell me what a typical monster of a specific type’s weaknesses and strengths are.” She cocks her head as she looks at me. “Are you trying to tell me all this time you’ve been going into fights without knowing your opponent’s capabilities?” 
 
    “Max?” I think in my mind. “What’s she talking about? Why didn’t you tell me that I had access to a database of the monsters in the game?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask, player? I am your in-game assistant, not your mommy. Besides, I calculated you were getting all the information you required from your identify ability. Why should I bother you about a monster database?” 
 
    “Well, bother me now. What can you tell me about the twelfth-level lich lord we’re getting ready to face?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” I ask. I can’t help but wonder if he’s telling me the truth. 
 
    “That is correct, Steve. I cannot tell you anything about a specific monster. That is not in my list of authorized responses. However, before you blow a gasket as those racing buddies of yours are fond of saying, what I can do is tell you general information about a lich in this game. As your assassin friend mentioned, the designer for the version of the game you are currently playing used an older, role-playing game as a template. Of course, the designer added and removed a lot to make the version of the game you are in different. Still, a lich in this game normally tops out at eleven with some exceptions. The twelfth-level lich you are about to face is obviously an exception.” 
 
    “Figures,” I mutter. 
 
    “What are you complaining about?” says Max. “Did you think the climax to the game was going to be easy? As it is, you’ve been given a golden opportunity. A lich keeps its life essence in a soul-jar. That is what makes them immortal. If you destroy their body, it will reform since their soul is safe in whatever phylactery they stored it. In most cases after the lich reconstitutes itself, it will hunt down whoever attacked it and punish them accordingly.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know all that. I’ve fought a lich before.” 
 
    For what may well be the first time since we’ve been together, I hear Max really laugh. 
 
    “Oh, you have, have you? I suspect what you actually mean is you’ve played a game where your pretend character fought a pretend lich. Because if you mean you really fought one, then it means you know what it feels like when their bony hand touches you, and the freezing cold penetrates every part of your body, turning your individual cells into ice. It would also mean you’ve sensed the overwhelming fear when you are in their presence along with the desire to run even if it means abandoning your friends. And it would also mean that you have felt—” 
 
    “All right! Enough! I get your point. I just played a character who fought a lich. I haven’t actually done it myself. Are you satisfied?” 
 
    Another chuckle sounds in my mind. “Strangely enough, I find your admission most satisfying.” 
 
    At the moment, I don’t care whether my in-game assistant is satisfied or not. 
 
    “All right. What about this lich? When I fought the lich during my college days, we beat it by destroying its soul-jar. Does it work the same way in this game?” 
 
    “It does, player. As I mentioned, you have been given a golden opportunity. Previously, this particular lich hid his soul-jar in level five of Stanton Dungeon. Teams of players have been looking for the lich’s soul-jar for fifty-thousand years without finding it.” 
 
    “Uh, I fail to see how that’s a golden opportunity for us.” 
 
    “Well, player, as it so happens, when you stirred up the spiders in the volcano’s main vent, they inundated level five of the dungeon to the point of endangering the safety of the phylactery containing the lich’s soul. The lich has temporarily taken possession of his soul-jar until his minions can regain control of Stanton Dungeon. That is why Sir Baldard and Orange Team Nine encountered so many undead in the dungeon. The lich has sent most of his servants to the other dungeon levels to force the spiders to return to the lower levels of the volcano’s main vent. Only a few of the lich’s guards remain in the skull level.” 
 
    “And the lich has his soul-jar with him, which means he can be destroyed?” 
 
    “Bingo, player. By Jove, I believe you’ve got it.” 
 
    I switch my attention to Jalena. “Max says—” 
 
    She doesn’t give me a chance to finish. “Yeah, my Max just updated me. The lich has his soul-jar with him.” 
 
    I nod and flash a grin. “Not only that. According to Max, most of the lich’s underlings are in the lower dungeon. Our mission’s not to destroy the lich. With luck, maybe we can slip in, find the orb, and get out without having to fight.” 
 
    She doesn’t return my smile. In fact, she looks downright serious. 
 
    “You really think that?” she says. “This is my fifth mission, and I don’t believe it for a second.” 
 
    I suppose I don’t either, but hell, what’s wrong with being a little optimistic? “Well, all I know is, I’m going to use my identify ability to lead us to the orb while staying as far away from the lich as possible. For all I care, the lich can go on living for another fifty-thousand years.” 
 
    She snorts. “You haven’t figured out how these games work, have you? Do you honestly think the game designers went to all the trouble to put a twelfth-level lich up here just to let us waltz in, grab the orb, and get out without fighting the mob boss they went to all the trouble to create?” 
 
    “Uh…maybe.” 
 
    “Well, think again, Steve. I can pretty much guarantee you that we’re going to have to fight the lich in order to get the Orb of Stanton.” She sighs and glances down at Raven who only has ten feet more to go to reach our ledge. The pretty assassin looks back at me. “And I’ll tell you another thing. The odds are some of us aren’t going to make it out of this mountain alive.” 
 
    I look down at Raven who’s almost done with her climb and the others still on the lower ledge. They’re my friends. They’re all my friends. I don’t want to lose any of ‘em. 
 
    I turn my gaze on Jalena, knowing she’s so much more than a friend. I’m sure I could spend the rest of my life with her even if it meant staying in the game. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you, Jalena.” 
 
    She looks at me, her eyes growing soft. 
 
    “Sometimes we don’t get what we want, Steve. It’s just the way things are.” 
 
    I make a decision right then and there. Jalena and the rest of them are going to live. 
 
    I swear they are. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 – Upper Level 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    “Max. How many experience points do I need before I reach level eight?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. You need far too many points to be worrying about it now in my opinion, but since you asked, here is your answer.” 
 
    
     Name: Quantas   Race: Human 
 
     Class: Thief   Level: 7   Health: 35   Experience: 75,497   Next Level: 100,001 
 
   
 
    “Damn. That’s more than I thought. I’d hoped I was closer.” 
 
    “Well, you are not, so unless you are planning on killing the lich, you should probably get used to being a level seven thief. Fortunately, you do have some good magic items that should prove helpful in case you get into a tough fight. See for yourself.” 
 
    An information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Special Items: 
 
     Necklace of Salvation (+2 to all saving throws)  
 
     Contact Lenses of Night Seeing (thermal vision)  
 
     Potion of Extra-healing (1) 
 
     Potion of Healing (3) 
 
     Anti-poison Potion (1) 
 
     Ring of Protection +3 
 
     Ring of Anti-poison (immune to all poison attacks) 
 
   
 
    “Based on the game rules, player, your Necklace of Salvation’s addition to your saving throws should prove invaluable against the lich’s fear, paralysis, and cold attacks.” 
 
    “It won’t help me as much as the Ring of Anti-Paralysis and Necklace of Cold Resistance I looted off Pavel’s body would’ve.” 
 
    “True, player. However, you gave the Ring of Anti-Paralysis to Ashtan and the Necklace of Cold Resistance to Thangar. There is no use crying over spilled milk as they say back in your reality. I doubt you will appreciate my analysis, but I believe you made the right decision in giving those two items away. You are already wearing a necklace and two rings, so you are maxed out in those spots. The additional ring and necklace would do you no good unless you planned on calling for a timeout in the middle of battle in order to switch out jewelry. By giving those items to two of your team’s tanks, you increased the alliance’s odds of survival. That is, uh, according to the game rules you probably increased the odds. I do not know it for a fact since I am not authorized to give advice. Oh, and before you ask, here is your current armor class.” 
 
    Another box appears in my mind. 
 
    Since I’d been planning on requesting the information, I figure it’s just as well he beat me to the punch. 
 
    
     Armor: 
 
     Leather Armor +1       = AC  3 
 
     Reflex bonus of 4        =        7 
 
     Ring of Protection +3  =       10 
 
     Total Armor Class:           10 
 
   
 
    “Well, Max, I guess ten’s not too bad considering I’m a thief and not a fighter. Speaking of which, you may as well show me where my thief skills are at now.” 
 
    “As you wish player.” 
 
    
     Thief Skills:  
 
     Pick Locks: 62% 
 
     Find/Disarm Traps: 55% 
 
     Sneak: 60% 
 
     Move Silently: 81% 
 
     Hide: 52% 
 
     Hear Obscure Sounds: 30% 
 
     Climb: 105% 
 
     Backstab: triple damage at level 5 thru 8 
 
   
 
    I’d hoped for better, but they are what they are. Besides, for all I know, I may not have to use any of my thief skills to get the orb, so maybe my skill percentages aren’t going to matter. 
 
    “All right, Max. You may as well finish off the list and show me my weapons and equipment.” 
 
    My in-game assistant doesn’t reply. Since another info box appears in my mind, I suppose he doesn’t need to say anything. 
 
    
     Weapons:  
 
     Short Sword +3  
 
     Dagger +1  
 
     Club +2, iron tip  
 
     Dagger of Poisoning (6 doses)  
 
     Sling +2 
 
     Equipment: 
 
     pack, dimensional pouch, thieves’ tools, 50 thin foot rope with grapnel, canteen, candle, tinder box, flask oil, 5 spikes, small hammer, 3 day’s rations, pouch with 20 bullets +1 for sling, bandages (3), small mirror, vial of holy water (3) 
 
   
 
    “That completes your status sheet,” says Max. “I most heartedly recommend you start looking for the Orb of Stanton now. That is, unless you want to waste more time checking out everyone else’s stats.” 
 
    I’m tempted, but I know my in-game assistant’s right. I don’t have time to waste. Besides, I already know all I need to know. Thangar, Ashtan, Astari, Raven, Gemstar, and Chanton are level eights, while Vanessa, Ivy, Jalena, and I are still level sevens. I suspect my fellow level sevens are closer to making level eight than me since I’m saddled with an experience point handicap, but I don’t waste time bringing up information boxes to verify my suspicions. We’re in enemy territory, and as Max said, it’s time to get down to business. 
 
    I glance to my right and spot Jalena. She’s on the opposite side of the eight-foot-wide hallway leading out of the small cave that’s the skull’s left eye socket. After we’d gotten everyone inside the skull, I’d used my identify ability to spot the location of the Orb of Stanton. It’s deeper in the mountain to the right front of the eye socket. Unfortunately, my identify ability can only pinpoint a direction, not a distance. 
 
    I still have no idea how far we need to penetrate the mountain before we get to the orb. Doesn’t matter, though. With only the one hallway leading from the eye socket, our choice of direction is limited. As a result, I find myself in a well-lit hallway thirty meters from the eye-socket cave. 
 
    A hiss sounds from my right. It’s Jalena. 
 
    The lithe assassin lifts a finger toward her eye before pointing at the white-marbled floor five feet in front of her and making the agreed upon symbol for a trap. Her gestures are easy to see since light spells are attached on both sides of the walls every dozen or so feet. 
 
    I concentrate on the spot where she’s pointing but see no sign of any trap. 
 
    “Max. Jalena says there’s a trap there, but I don’t see it. Even my identify ability isn’t picking up anything.” 
 
    “Sorry, Steve, but according to my review of the logfiles, you rolled a sixty-two for your ‘find trap’ check. Even with your bonuses for nimbleness and intellect, you only have a fifty-five percent chance of spotting a normal trap. Your roll was close, but close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades. As a result, you missed the trap. Uh…I mean you would have missed a trap if there was one there. Since I am only an in-game assistant, I can neither confirm nor deny the presence of a trap at the location indicated by the assassin.” 
 
    “You know, Max, sometimes I think you can be a little on the worthless side. Let me ask you this then. According to the game rules, why didn’t my identify ability spot the trap? Tell me that.” 
 
    “Sorry, player. Many things are not in my list of authorized responses of which that is one. My recommendation is to view any information you get with your identify ability as a gift. It is not a guaranteed thing.” 
 
    I’m not sure what’s worse. An in-game assistant who’s not all that helpful, or an identify ability I can’t rely on. 
 
    I see Jalena bending down. She marks a large ‘T’ on the marble tile on her side of the trap with a piece of red chalk. Once she’s done, she motions me to move forward. I take a step, doing my best to spot any additional traps that might be on my side of the hall. I hear multiple dice rolls in my mind, but spot nothing. The dice rolls do not give me a warm and comfy feeling. 
 
    “Max. What’s with all the dice rolls I’m hearing? Do the log files show the rolls are checking for traps?” 
 
    “Come now, player. Do you really expect me to answer your question? If I say yes, then you will know there is a trap ahead even though you didn’t spot one. If I say no, then you’ll know the outcome generator is rolling dice to check if you notice the presence of the mist…uh, I mean, uh, forget I said that. Just consider my words as meaningless rambling. We in-game assistants tend to ramble from time to time. Pay no attention to the in-game assistant behind the computerized curtain.” 
 
    “Mist? What mist?” 
 
    Max’s lack of a reply puts me on higher alert than I already am. I freeze in place, checking out the hallway ahead for any sign of fog. I see none. The hall goes straight for a full twenty yards before ending at a ‘T’ intersection. The entire area between me and the end of the hall’s well lit, making it obvious there nothing there. 
 
    I hear another hiss from my right rear. It’s Jalena. She spreads her hands as if asking, ‘What the hell are you waiting for?’ 
 
    I wish I could tell her, but I can’t. I’m not sure what’s going on, but alarm bells are going off in my head louder than our yearly fire-drill back at corporate headquarters. 
 
    After rechecking the hallway ahead and spotting nothing, I look behind me to make sure everyone’s alert. Our two main tanks, Thangar and Ashtan are next in line ten yards behind. They both have their shields and weapons raised, ready to do battle at a moment’s notice. Five yards beyond them are Vanessa and Astari. Five steps to their rear are Gemstar and Raven. Five paces behind them are Chanton and Ivy who have their backs to me as they watch for an attack from the direction of the eye-socket room. 
 
    I shift my gaze to Thangar and Ashtan, willing an information box into existence just to make sure they both have their best weapons ready. They do. Thangar has a plus-three battle axe in his right hand with a plus-two shield we bought in town in his left. The red team fighter, Ashtan, is equipped with a plus-three longsword and a plus-three shield. Both are wearing plus-two plate-mail armor. 
 
    Satisfied the two tanks are covering my back. I turn my attention back to the hallway ahead. My eyes are drawn to the sphere of magic light attached to the wall five feet ahead on my side of the hallway. The ball of light’s supported by a black sconce. I notice a barely visible mist floating in the air next to the light globe that I missed earlier. A quick check shows similar mists are floating near several of the other light globes along the hall. 
 
    The sound of dice rolling echoes in my head again. 
 
    I tense up, but nothing happens. 
 
    On hyper-alert, I concentrate on the nearest mist. As I do, I will an information box into existence. 
 
    Magic: Light Globe   Range: 15 feet 
 
    Offset from the first info box is another. 
 
    Monster: Vampire   Level: 8   Health: 67   AC: 9   X.P. Value: 2,104 
 
    Five more information boxes pop into existence down the hallway. Each info box is near one of the globes of light. All five boxes show the specs for vampires with levels ranging from seven to nine. At the same moment I see the information boxes, I notice the six ethereal mists start to solidify. 
 
    “Vampires!” I yell. I’ll be the first to admit it’s more a scream than a yell, but it gets the job done. 
 
    A shout comes from Vanessa. “Fighters, form a shield wall with Thangar and Ashtan!” 
 
    A thought pops into my mind the two tanks are a long ten yards to my rear. Jalena and I are out here by our lonesome with our asses hanging in the wind. My mind freezes for a moment. I mean, hell, I’ve never seen a real vampire in my life. It’s unnerving to say the least. Thankfully, my thief avatar’s either seen them before or has better reactions. Without any guidance from me, my right arm stretches out and stabs the point of my plus-three short sword into the rapidly solidifying mist five feet to my front. 
 
    A half-formed female face with blazing red eyes and two vicious-looking fangs appears in the mist. The face is beautiful in a terrifying sort of way. As the magic blade penetrates the still solidifying vapor, the woman emits a horrific scream, sending shivers down my spine. 
 
    Pulling my sword back, I prepare to thrust my blade into the vapor again. Only thing is, the floating cloud is no longer a mist. The ghostly substance has fully solidified into what is undoubtedly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Dressed in a flowing white gossamer dress, the angelic looking woman gazes deep into my eyes, drawing me in. 
 
    I hear another dice roll in my mind. 
 
    I no longer care about rolling dice or anything else for that matter. All that matters is the feeling of warmth sweeping over me. Any thoughts of using my sword against the woman disappears. She’s too beautiful to want to hurt. Her eyes have changed to a deep blue, reminding me of a mountain lake near my Denver home. In fact, the woman herself reminds me of home. 
 
    “Home,” I hear someone whisper. I suppose it could be me, but I can’t be sure, and I don’t really care. 
 
    “Yes, home,” the beautiful woman whispers back. “Come closer, Quantas. I’ll take you home.” 
 
    I take a step forward, raising my chin to better expose my neck, knowing she’s going to take me someplace safe. 
 
    A bluish glow streaks past my ear. My mind vaguely recognizes the glow as a sword. The luminescent blade is followed by an arm; Jalena’s arm. 
 
    The assassin’s plus-two Short Sword of Quickness stabs straight into the female vampire’s open mouth. Before the undead woman can scream, the magic sword pulls out, spraying blood across my face. 
 
    Jalena’s sword flashes past my ear again, this time driving deep into the vampire’s chest. 
 
    A piercing scream drives any thoughts of home from my mind. Instead of the beautiful woman who’d been standing in front of me a couple of seconds earlier, I see a disgusting blob of pale flesh, red eyes, and two finger-length fangs. 
 
    Either my reflexes or those of my avatar take over. I stab out with my sword, aiming for the same spot on the left side of the vampire’s chest where Jalena’s sword is embedded. My magic blade goes in all the way to the hilt, spraying more blood across my face. 
 
    The wounded vampire retreats with blood trailing onto the floor behind her. After two steps, the wound from Jalena’s first strike to the vampire’s face begins to heal. 
 
    “We’ve got to kill her before she regenerates all the way!” I yell. I take a step forward to continue my attack. 
 
    Two hands grab my shoulders and jerk me back. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot!” shouts Jalena as she literally drags me toward the shield wall being formed by Thangar, Ashtan, Gemstar, Ivy, and Chanton. 
 
    As I’m being dragged, I see Vanessa, Astari, and Raven forming a second line ten paces behind our fighters. At the same time, Vanessa raises a palm-sized, silver cross high in her right hand and shouts words I hear but quickly forget. 
 
    A wave of wellbeing and goodness rolls out from the priestess and flows over me as it continues in the direction of the five unwounded vampires. 
 
    Dice roll in my mind. 
 
    The smallest of the male vampires who happens to be near the back of the mob turns and runs down the hall in the opposite direction. 
 
    By this time, Jalena and I are close to our friends’ shield wall. When we are only a step away, Ashtan and Chanton open their shields enough to create a space for us to pass through. 
 
    Max’s voice sounds in my mind. “Your priestess came up with a compromise to use her ‘turn undead’ ability. As a seventh-level priestess, she has a twenty-percent chance of turning away a vampire. According to the log files, she just rolled a thirteen on a hundred-sided die, so luckily for you a vampire was turned. Unfortunately, she did not roll good enough to turn more than one of the vampires. Still, you should be thankful for what you got. Nevertheless, I would not recommend celebrating just yet. The vampire that was turned will recover in a few minutes. He may come back. Just a little FYI.” 
 
    I hadn’t planned on celebrating. I’m far too busy exchanging my sword and dagger for my sling. In less than two heartbeats, I finish loading a plus-one bullet in the sling and wait for a target. As I search for something to launch my missile at, I hear Astari and Raven shouting spells. A second later, balls of red energy shoot out from the two mages toward the five remaining vampires. All eight energy missiles hit the nearest vampire, blasting holes in the creature’s chest. The undead monster is blown back through the air and splatters against the marble floor a dozen feet back. 
 
    The remaining four vampires hit our team’s shield wall at the same time. Thangar, Ashtan, Gemstar, Ivy, and Chanton are forced back several steps. With Vanessa shouting words of encouragement, they steady and hold firm. While I have the utmost respect for our team’s fighters, I can’t help but think the magic in the shields we acquired in town plus Vanessa’s blessing spell are the only things allowing our fighters to keep the superhuman strength of the vampires at bay. 
 
    Despite the shields’ magic, I hear the sound of cracking wood from at least one of them. 
 
    “Ah,” says Max. “The barbarian’s shield is only a plus-one. Based upon the game rules, the vampire fighting against him has a twenty percent probability of destroying Chanton’s shield with every fist blow.” 
 
    Taking my in-game assistant’s words under consideration, I take aim at the undead creature attacking the barbarian and let fly with my sling. At a range of less than ten feet, it would be hard to miss. I don’t. The magic bullet slams into the vampire’s right eye, obliterating the orb. The undead monster, a thin, pale man with shoulder-length brown hair, grabs at his eye with both hands, forgetting all about beating on the barbarian’s shield. 
 
    With the momentary respite, Chanton strikes out with his plus-two bastard sword and cuts off his opponent’s left arm at the shoulder. The vampire howls in fury, but not for long. Astari and Raven both shout a single word. Eight streaks of red energy fly through the air, striking the vampire full in the face. The undead man’s head basically explodes as his bloody body collapses to the floor. 
 
    The remaining three vampires seem to gain energy from their companion’s demise as they beat furiously against the shield wall. Thangar, Ashtan, Gemstar, Chanton, and Ivy fight back as they strike out with their weapons. My friends’ magic blades bite deep into their foes. The vampires scream in pain, but their wounds heal almost as fast as they’re made. I notice the vampire the mages first attacked with their energy missiles rise off the floor, his chest wound completely healed. 
 
    To my horror, the vampire lying on the floor in front of Chanton whose head had been blown off only seconds ago is already regenerating a new head. 
 
    “Your teams’ magic is powerful enough to hurt the vampires,” says Max in my mind, “but it is not strong enough to destroy them. Only high-level spells or plus-four and higher weapons can cause lasting damage to them. Hmm. I mustn’t forget holy water. It is as deadly to the undead as acid is to the living.” 
 
    Max’s words remind me that I’ve got holy water in my pack. At Vanessa’s urging, the Archbishop of Stanton had given her a supply of holy water before we’d left town. Like each of the other members of my team, I have three vials of the precious liquid in my backpack.  
 
    Looking over at Jalena, I notice she’s in the process of reloading her crossbow. An idea forms in my mind that might be a hell of a lot more useful than a magic quarrel. 
 
    “Give me a hand!” I yell. Without waiting to see if she’s going to help, I sheath my short sword and reach between Chanton’s legs. Grabbing hold of the right foot of the semi-headless vampire that’s located on the other side of our shield wall, I begin pulling him between the barbarian’s legs. 
 
    “Hey!” yells Chanton. “What are you doing?” 
 
    I don’t bother trying to explain. I just pull harder. 
 
    Two hands grab hold of the vampire’s left leg. The hands belong to Jalena. Between the two of us, we get the undead creature past the barbarian’s feet. I continue to pull until the body’s five feet behind our shield wall. 
 
    The headless vampire is no longer quite as headless as he’d been. His face is still a mangled mess, but his eyes, mouth, and nose are quickly taking shape. His clawed fingers begin to move as if seeking to grab hold of his tormentors. I don’t plan on giving them a chance to grab onto anything ever again. 
 
    “Poke a hole in his chest to expose its heart!” I yell. 
 
    I fumble in my pack, pulling out a vial of holy water. 
 
    Blood splashes across my face. 
 
    Looking up, I see Jalena cutting into the left side of the vampire’s chest with her sword. As the dark-red liquid spews into the air, she uses the magic blade like a crowbar to pry the ribcage apart, exposing the undead monster’s beating heart. 
 
    I shove the container of holy water into the chest opening. 
 
    The assassin doesn’t wait for any command from me. She pulls her sword out of the wound and slams the blade down again, breaking the glass bottle into tiny pieces that pierce the vampire’s heart. Smoke pours out of the creature’s chest as the holy water eats away at the vital organ. 
 
    I involuntarily suck in a lungful of the acrid vapor. My chest burns, and I start coughing. 
 
    Although the vampire’s mouth has only partially reformed, the undead creature screams in a way I’m sure will haunt my dreams for the rest of my life. 
 
    Fire spreads across the monster’s chest, burning from the inside out. 
 
    Jalena, who’d apparently been smart enough to hold her breath from the start, drags me out of the way as I continue coughing so hard I can barely think of doing anything else. She raises a bottle to my lips and pours its contents down my throat. A cooling warmth envelopes my lungs. I know that sounds contradictory, but it’s what it feels like. Within three heartbeats, my coughing goes away. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have wasted a healing potion on me,” I tell her. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she counters. “Now help me grab the other vampire that’s down.” 
 
    I look in the direction of the shield wall and see another of the undead creatures writhing on the floor with its head halfway cut off on the far side of Thangar. The dwarf’s dripping axe head leaves little doubt how the vampire got its wound. 
 
    Wasting no time, Jalena and I reach around blue team’s fighter and drag the wounded vampire to our side of the shield wall. This one doesn’t come as easily as the first, but despite its attempt to bite and scratch, we get it done. Within seconds, the vampire’s body is on fire as one of Jalena’s bottles of holy water does its job. 
 
    By this time the body of the first vampire is nothing but blackened ashes. A kick by Chanton sends the remains flying in all directions. 
 
    The two remaining vampires seem to think better of their position and attempt to retreat. Our fighters don’t let them. Thangar and Gemstar each grab hold of a leg of one vampire and bring it down as Ashtan stabs into the monster’s chest and exposes the heart. Jalena throws a vial of holy water into the opening. The resulting blaze is hot enough to singe Thangar’s beard before Gemstar can drag him to safety. 
 
    Ivy and Chanton bring down the last vampire. Vanessa dives on top of the monster and holds her cross on the undead creature’s face, pinning it to the floor as it screams in fury. Its cry of anger is soon replaced by one of agony as Ivy’s dagger creates an opening in its chest large enough for the barbarian to pour in the contents of one of his vials of holy water. Within seconds, the last of the vampires is a burning mass of undead flesh and bone. 
 
    “Where’s the female?” I yell. “We’ve got to destroy her too.” 
 
    Thangar stops patting his smoking beard long enough to say, “I saw your girlfriend go running back down the hall after you burned the first vampire.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” laughs Jalena. “I’ve got a feeling you’ll be seeing her again before too long.” 
 
    I have the same feeling. 
 
    Vanessa rises from the floor and takes charge. “We can’t waste time here.” She points at Jalena and me. “Stop lollygagging around and get moving in the direction of the orb.” 
 
    I don’t think helping to kill four vampires counts as lollygagging, but I don’t argue the fact. I trade my sling for my short sword and dagger. As soon as Jalena nods she’s ready, I head down the hall at a half-trot, figuring the vampires would’ve set off any traps in the hall if there’d been any. 
 
    “Uh, I think that is a big assumption,” says Max in my mind. “But what do I know?” 
 
    I slow down a little and begin looking for traps. 
 
    As I walk along the hall, a single question runs through my mind. 
 
    What’s going to happen next? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 – Lich 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Skeletons, zombies, ghouls, wights, banshees, mummies, and even a few ghosts appear as our advance through the hallway is met by an onslaught of undead. Over the next thirty minutes, dozens of the undead die under our blades, hammers, maces, arrows, and spells. Of course, die’s probably the wrong word since they’re already dead, but I’m too busy trying to stay alive to worry about proper use of words. 
 
    Then, just as fast as the undead came, they disappear. Before I can ask Max why we’ve been given a reprieve, an information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Player Ivy: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Eight Tracker! 
 
   
 
    “Max! Ivy just leveled. How close am I?” 
 
    “Not nearly close enough to spend time worrying about it now, Steve. And there is no need to shout. We are communicating telepathically, so believe me when I say I can hear you.” 
 
    Doesn’t matter. I’ve got way too much adrenaline running through my body to whisper even if it’s all in my head. “How much more do I need to level, dammit?” I mentally shout, hoping I’m louder than I was the first time. Apparently, I am because an information box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Name: Quantas   Race: Human    
 
     Class: Thief   Level: 7   Health: 23 (35)   Experience: 82,221   Next Level: 100,001 
 
   
 
    “There,” says Max. “I displayed your current experience. You have gained 6,724 experience points since you left the Caretaker’s house. You need another 17,780 before you level. Are you happy?” 
 
    I think of all the undead my team’s had to fight just to get the experience points I’ve gotten. The thought of having to do almost three times as much is a hard blow to the gut. 
 
    “That’s too many points,” I say mentally. “I’ll never make it.” 
 
    “Well, with that kind of attitude I predict you will not. May I suggest instead of worrying about the experience points you do not have, you pay attention to your health. It is down to twenty-three points from a possible max of thirty-five. Vanessa is out of healing spells, so if I were you, I would use one of the two healing potions you have left to get your health back up.” 
 
    “I’m saving them for an emergency.” 
 
    I think I hear a mental snort come from my in-game assistant. Strange how he seems to be taking on more and more humanlike traits the longer we’re together. 
 
    “Haven’t I taught you anything since we have been together, Steve? A full bottle of healing potion in your pocket will not do you any good if you are lying dead on the floor with ghouls feasting on your flesh. Do not be stubborn. Use a potion.” 
 
    I’ll admit I can be bullheaded at times, but since my momma didn’t raise a complete idiot, I surrender to my in-game assistant’s logic. I pull out the last of my regular healing potions while keeping the extra-healing potion in my pouch for a real emergency. Before I down the contents of the vial in my hand, I glance at the rest of my team. Everyone’s bloody and hurt. It’s hard to tell how bad their wounds are since I can’t distinguish if the blood dripping off them is theirs or from one of the undead creatures they fought. 
 
    As soon as our attackers disappear, Vanessa holds in place while she gets us reorganized. Actually, hold isn’t exactly correct. Our resident priestess has Jalena and me move forward ten yards to monitor the hall for any returning attackers while the others get their act together at the shield wall. 
 
    Since we apparently have a few moments to spare, I use my identify ability to pull up the health for each of my teammates. 
 
    
     Name: Jalena   Class: Assassin   Level: 7   Health: 19 (34)   AC: 14 
 
     Name: Vanessa   Class: Priestess   Level: 7   Health: 26 (44)   AC: 12 
 
     Name: Chanton   Class: Fighter (Barbarian)   Level: 8   Health: 24 (71)   AC: 15 
 
     Name: Thangar   Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 55 (73)   AC: 19 
 
     Name: Ivy   Class: Tracker   Level: 8   Health: 51 (61)   AC: 14 
 
     Name: Astari   Class: Mage   Level: 8   Health: 19 (25)   AC: 7 
 
     Name: Ashtan   Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 47 (69)   AC: 16 
 
     Name: Gemstar   Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 47 (67)   AC: 16 
 
     Name: Raven   Class: Mage   Level: 8   Health: 12 (25)   AC: 6 
 
   
 
    “Damn,” I whisper under my breath. 
 
    Jalena is on the other side of the corpse-littered hallway from me, but she apparently hears my curse. She shifts her feet, ready to attack or retreat as needed. “What is it? Do you see something?” 
 
    “No…well, yeah. I was checking everyone stats. Chanton and Raven are less than half-health. Vanessa’s not much better.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” comes Vanessa’s voice from behind me. 
 
    I look back at the priestess, thinking her hearing’s better than I thought considering the fact she’s wearing a helmet. “Are you sure? Twenty-six out of forty-four health ain’t looking too good in my book.” I hold up the healing potion in my hand. “I’m thinking you need this more than me.” 
 
    Red team’s mage, Raven, nods in agreement. “He’s right. We can’t afford to lose our only priestess.” The black-haired mage pulls a small bottle out of the pocket of her moon and star emblazoned robe. It’s another healing potion. “You should probably drink both his and mine.” 
 
    Vanessa shakes her head in no uncertain terms. “No. I only need a little over three hundred experience points to make level eight. My health will go to full strength as soon as I level. It would be a waste of healing potions to use them on me now.” She looks at me and changes the subject. “How close are we to the orb?” 
 
    Before I can answer, Thangar looks up as he’s wiping blood off his axe with the half-rotted cape of a nearby corpse. “And can we get to the blasted orb without tangling with the lich?” 
 
    I stare down the hallway which ends at a ‘T’ intersection thirty yards ahead. I will information boxes for the orb and lich into existence. They’re basically on top of one another. 
 
    Ignoring the dwarf, I eye Vanessa. “My identify ability only gives a direction, not a distance.” I point down the hall. “The orb’s straight ahead, that’s all I can tell you.” I glance at Thangar since I can pretty much feel his eyes drilling holes into me. “I’ve got a feeling the orb and lich are in the same place.” 
 
    Vanessa looks behind her at our tracker. “Ivy, what do you think?” 
 
    Ivy exchanges her bow for a longsword and shield. I notice her quiver’s empty. She purses her lips before replying. “Quantas said he spotted the Orb of Stanton when he looked up while we were in the main volcano vent. I’ve been counting steps. We’re close to the middle of the mountain now.” She points in the direction of the ‘T’ intersection. “My guess is once we get on the other side of that wall, we’ll be dead center over the main vent. I’m also guessing we’ll find both the orb and the lich there.” 
 
    Gemstar throws in her two-cents worth. “Yeah, along with whatever nasties the lich still has with it.” She glances at the corpses littering the hallway. “The Caretaker told us the lich sent most of its minions to the lower levels to clear out the spiders. Even so, I don’t think we killed all that were left on this level. I’m curious why they stopped coming all of a sudden. There’s bound to be more of ‘em.” Red team’s leader shrugs. “Even if there aren’t, we’re going to be in for a heck of a fight if we have to take on a twelfth-level, magic-using lich.” 
 
    Vanessa glances at the ceiling. I’m not sure whether she’s weighing Ivy and Gemstar’s words or praying for answers. After a few seconds, she looks back at Gemstar and nods her head. “I don’t know why the attacks stopped. All I know is we’ve got to keep moving forward. Once we get to the other side of that wall, we’ll be in the fight of our lives. It’s going to be all or nothing. That means we’ve got to be ready.” She pulls three healing potions out of her pouch. “I want everyone to use whatever healing potions we’ve got left.” 
 
    Astari pulls a healing potion from his pocket and shoves it into Raven’s hands. “Bottoms up, sweetie.” He winks. “Never let it be said I didn’t buy you a drink on our big date.” 
 
    The darkhaired Raven shoves the bottle back in Astari’s hand. “Kiss off, old man. I’ll buy my own drink, thank you very much.” With that, she opens the top of the healing potion she’d offered to Vanessa and swallows the contents down. 
 
    The worst of the red team’s mage’s wounds heal over, but I can tell she’s still far from perfect. I offer the healing potion I’m holding to her. 
 
    Raven shakes her head. “No. Jalena and you are on point. Astari and I’ll be behind the fighters. We’ll be fine with whatever health we get from one healing potion.” She eyes blue team’s mage. “Won’t we, old man?” 
 
    Astari winks and laughs. “Wait ‘til we get back to town. I’ll show you who’s old.” With that, he downs his healing potion.” 
 
    With my healing potion still in my hand, I look over at Jalena. 
 
    The assassin snorts. “Don’t even think about it, thief.” She pats her pocket. “I’ve got my own.” 
 
    Knowing she’s only got nineteen out of thirty-four health, I say, “Well then, why don’t you drink it?” 
 
    A hint of fire comes to the blood-splattered assassin’s eyes. “Maybe I’m saving it, so mind your own business.” 
 
    I’m hurt. As far as I’m concerned, her welfare will always be my business. Before I can say something I’ll probably regret, Vanessa works her way past me and forces one of her three healing potions into the assassin’s hands. 
 
    “And maybe the only thing in your pocket is the anti-poison potion you had,” Vanessa tells Jalena in a sterner voice than I’m used to hearing the priestess use. “Now, drink this and don’t give me any crap about it.” 
 
    The priestess and assassin have a staring contest. After a half-dozen heartbeats, Jalena knocks the lid off the bottle in her hand with the blade of her sword and chugs the magic liquid down. My logical mind tells me there’s probably a few glass splinters floating around in the liquid, but hey, it’s a healing potion, so I suppose it doesn’t matter. When I see Jalena’s shoulders straighten and a bad bruise on the left side of her face disappear, it convinces me a few stray splinters of glass probably didn’t make any difference whatsoever. 
 
    Satisfied, Vanessa turns to me and nods toward the vial I’m holding. “Your turn, thief.” 
 
    I’m tempted to offer the bottle to her instead, but the fire in the priestess’s eyes tells me it’s best to do what I’m told. Unscrewing the cap off the small bottle, I drink the healing liquid. I instantly feel better. I’m not at a hundred percent by any means, but I’m definitely in better shape than I was. 
 
    Remembering the Potion of Extra-healing in my pouch, I pull it out. “All right,” I say, presenting the bottle to Vanessa. “It’s your turn now.” 
 
    The priestess takes the potent healing potion out of my grasp and tosses it to Chanton. The barbarian’s avatar catches the unexpected toss with ease. 
 
    “Drink it,” Vanessa tells the big man, or pre-teen girl, depending on how you look at it. 
 
    Chanton glances at the bottle before looking back at the priestess. “You need this more than me, Vanessa,” he says as he cocks his arm to toss the container and its precious contents back to the priestess. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” growls Vanessa with a definite edge to her voice. 
 
    I’ve never heard the normally softspoken priestess growl before. The barbarian’s as shocked as I am. 
 
    Sighing, Vanessa continues in a softer tone. “I only need a few hundred points to level. I’ll be completely healed when I do. All my spells will be refreshed. Hell, I’m already spiritually prepared to memorize two fourth-level healing spells to go along with my other healing spells. As soon as I transition to level eight, I should be able to get everybody up to full health. Your job is to kill enough mobs to get me the experience I need. You can’t do that in your weakened state. So, drink up.” She glances at the rest of us. “I want everyone to drink whatever healing potions we’ve got. Do it now so we can get this last fight over with, grab the Orb of Stanton, and present it to the archbishop. I want to spend tonight with my family back in the real world, and you’re going to help me do it.” 
 
    Nobody moves. 
 
    “Drink the damn potions!” Vanessa snaps. 
 
    People begin drinking. 
 
    Hell, I’d be drinking too, but I already drank mine. I can’t help but feel kinda left out. 
 
    Once everyone’s finished, I pull up a new set of specs. 
 
    
     Name: Jalena  Class: Assassin   Level: 7   Health: 27 (34)   AC: 14 
 
     Name: Vanessa   Class: Priestess   Level: 7   Health: 26 (44)   AC: 12 
 
     Name: Chanton   Class: Fighter (Barbarian)   Level: 8   Health: 51 (71)   AC: 15 
 
     Name: Thangar  Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 73 (73)   AC: 19 
 
     Name: Ivy   Class: Tracker   Level: 8   Health: 59 (61)   AC: 14 
 
     Name: Astari   Class: Mage   Level: 8   Health: 19 (25)   AC: 7 
 
     Name: Ashtan   Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 61 (69)   AC: 16 
 
     Name: Gemstar   Class: Fighter   Level: 8   Health: 59 (67)   AC: 16 
 
     Name: Raven   Class: Mage   Level: 8   Health: 20 (25)   AC: 6 
 
   
 
    My friends are still short on health, but overall, we’re a hell of a lot better than we were. 
 
    “You forgot to ask about yourself,” says Max in my mind. “Fortunately for you, I am your in-game assistant, and I do not forget about such things.” 
 
    An info box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Name: Quantas   Race: Human 
 
     Class: Thief   Level: 7   Health: 27 (35)   Experience: 82,221   Next Level: 100,001 
 
   
 
    “My health only went up four points,” I complain. 
 
    “Really?” Max snips. “Let me check. Yes. You are correct. Perhaps that is because a normal healing potion will restore four to ten points depending on your roll. You rolled the minimum, so you got the minimum amount of health restored. My recommendation is to roll better next time.” 
 
    I know full well I didn’t roll squat, but since it’s useless to complain, I keep my mouth, well…my mind, shut. 
 
    I remember the anti-poison potion in my pouch. Pulling it out, I offer it to Jalena. “I’m wearing Pavel’s anti-poison ring. I won’t need this.” 
 
    The assassin snorts. I’m not sure if she intends for the sound to make me feel like an idiot, but it does. I doubt she means it that way though. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” she says, leaving no doubt what she meant. “I’ve already got a bottle of anti-poison potion. If one of us gets poisoned and can’t get to our bottle, or we’ve already used ours, you can use your potion on us, so keep it.” 
 
    She makes sense, so I stuff the vial back in my pouch. 
 
    Vanessa looks at all of us. “Okay. We’ve done all the preparations we can.” She points in the direction of the ‘T’ intersection. “I don’t know how I know, but I’m positive the Orb of Stanton is on the other side of that wall. So is the lich and whatever undead is with it.” She stares at each of us in turn. “Some of us may not make it out of this fight alive, but it’s something we’ve got to do if we want to get the orb.” 
 
    Nobody says anything for a half-dozen seconds. 
 
    Finally, Gemstar speaks up. “Well? What are we waiting for? I’m ready to get this over with one way or the other.” 
 
    “Same here,” Thangar chimes in. He grins. “Ain’t never fought a lich before. Should be interesting.” 
 
    Interesting is the last thing I’d call it, but I’m as anxious to get it over with as the dwarf. I look at Vanessa and try to smile. “I’m guessing Jalena and I’ll be going first?” 
 
    A hint of a smile crosses the priestess’s lips. “You’d be guessing right.” The smile disappears as she looks at both Jalena and me. “Remember, your task is to warn us about traps and find either the lich or the orb. It’s not your job to do the fighting for the rest of us. If you make contact with the lich, join Astari and Raven behind our shield wall. You can cover the rear and provide support for the rest of us with your sling and crossbow.” 
 
    I glance over at Jalena. The fire in her eyes tells me the odds of her retreating behind the magic users is nil to none. Nothing I can do about it though. She is what she is. I’ve no doubt wherever she goes is where I’ll be as well. 
 
    Grinning, I wave a hand in the direction of the ‘T’ intersection. “Ladies first.” 
 
    Apparently, she’s not in the mood for jokes because she replies in an all too serious voice. “You’re better at spotting traps than me. I’ll be a couple of steps behind you, so don’t go getting yourself killed.” 
 
    I don’t plan to, but from experience, I know sometimes even the best laid plans don’t work out like we expect. 
 
    With nothing further to say, I move down the hall. My avatar’s eyes sweep the hallway from one side to the other. I see nothing, nor do I hear any rolling of dice. 
 
    Five minutes later finds us at the end of the hall with a decision to make. 
 
    Looking at Jalena, I whisper, “Which way? Left or right?” 
 
    Even covered in semi-dried blood as she is, I think she’s pretty. 
 
    Biting her lower lip, she stares at the wall ahead. For all I know, she’s trying to will the stone away. If so, it doesn’t work. The rock wall stays where it is, and we’re left with our original choice of going left or right. 
 
    After what seems an eternity but is probably less than ten seconds, Jalena looks back at me. “I think both ways go to the same place. You go left. I’ll go right. We’ll meet on the other side.” 
 
    “I don’t like splitting up.” 
 
    A twinkle comes to her eyes. “If you plan on being with me, then get used to doing things you don’t like, Mon Amour. Now get moving.” 
 
    Having taken a couple of years of French in high school, I know enough for butterflies to begin fluttering around in my stomach. She does love me. 
 
    Maybe she does, but the glare she gives me when I just stand there staring at her would make a man less in love doubt it. Figuring it’s best not to push my luck, I turn to the left and make my way down the thirty feet until the corridor turns ninety degrees to the right. There’s nary a sign of traps or undead of any kind. 
 
    “Hey, Max. How about pulling me up a map of this place so I can check out what’s ahead?” 
 
    “Hey, player. How about exploring it first? You have been in the game long enough to know the rules only allow me to show you maps of places you have already been.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, the rules suck.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but the rules are the rules, so I recommend you deal with it.” 
 
    Before I turn the final corner, I glance over my shoulder and see Jalena sixty feet away at the end of her corridor which makes a hard left. She’s looking over her shoulder at me. 
 
    The assassin smiles. 
 
    I smile back, doing my best not to let the fear inside me show. I can’t help but wonder if this is the last time I’ll ever see her alive. 
 
    When Jalena looks away and disappears to the left, I go around my corner to the right. Ten short feet of smooth-granite corridor is all that separates me from a well-lit opening. Whether it’s a room or something else ahead, I can’t tell for sure. Since I assume Jalena’s walking down a similar hallway, I don’t want to waste any time moving forward. Despite my need for haste, I take the time to make a quick check of the floor, ceiling, and walls for traps. Spotting none, I step out at a quick pace with my plus-three short sword held in my right hand and plus-one dagger in my left. 
 
    The corridor opens into a hundred-by-hundred-foot room. Light globes are spaced out on the thirty-foot-high ceiling, lighting the room as if I’m standing under a summer sun. The room itself is composed of black-marble walls and floor with swirls of blue and red creating patterns that remind me of something, but I’m not sure what. Doesn’t matter though. The room’s completely empty except for three things. One of them is a head-sized sphere filled with swirling white gas that’s located on a pedestal atop a platform near the back wall. The second thing in the room is Jalena who’s standing sixty feet to my right, having just stepped out of her hallway. 
 
    The third object in the room sends a shiver of primeval fear down my spine. 
 
    A ten-foot-tall skeleton dressed in a flowing black robe with silver and red trim is standing in front of the orb. Even at ninety feet, I have no trouble recognizing the lich for what it is. A shimmering shield of red energy surrounds the undead monster, seeming to radiate outward from a jewel atop a golden staff in the monster’s right hand. 
 
    The lich’s flaming red eyes zero in on me. 
 
    “Welcome, Quantas. I’ve been expecting you. What say we put this charade to an end?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 – Trap 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    First off, let me just say having a giant-sized skeleton talk to you is downright mind blowing. I mean, Geesh, the thing doesn’t even have vocal cords or lungs. How the hell can it talk? But the monstrosity before me is speaking, and its speaking to me. I’ll be the first to admit I’m scared. My mind blanks out, and I freeze in place, unsure what to do. 
 
    Apparently, Jalena doesn’t have the same problem. Maybe her avatar’s better than mine, or maybe it’s the fact this is her fifth mission, and she’s used to seeing things out of the worst nightmares imaginable. Hell, I don’t know. Whatever the reason, the lithe assassin doesn’t freeze. She charges forward, firing a bolt from her light crossbow as she does. 
 
    Seeing the love of my life rush forward to what appears to be certain death forces my mind to start working again. I charge forward with my short sword in one hand and my dagger in the other. It’s a long ninety feet to the lich. I doubt we’re going to make it. 
 
    I’m right. 
 
    The lich says something I hear but quickly forget. A green beam shoots out of its boney left hand and strikes Jalena in the chest. The greenish glow radiates outward from her breast until the magical radiance covers her entire body. As it does, she freezes in place with one foot in the air. 
 
    I have a momentary thought it should be impossible to stand on one foot like that, but I quickly forget about it as the green beam moves away from the assassin and heads straight toward me. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    My avatar twists violently in an attempt to duck beneath the oncoming beam. I almost make it, but apparently almost doesn’t count when it comes to liches and magic. The ray of green latches onto my right arm before spreading to the rest of my body. The green glow’s cold. In fact, it’s freezing cold. The icy magic locks my muscles in place. Unlike Jalena who’s frozen in mid-stride, my body hits the floor hard. The green glow surrounding me disappears, but my muscles still don’t respond to my commands, leaving me helpless as a newborn baby. 
 
    By a trick of fate, I wind up on the floor facing the two entrances to the room. Although I can no longer see the lich, I do see Thangar, Vanessa, and Ivy come rushing through the entrance I used to enter the room. Behind them comes Astari holding his staff in one hand and a wand in the other. 
 
    At the same time my teammates come through the left entrance, Gemstar, Ashtan, and Chanton run out of the other hallway. They’re followed close behind by Raven who has a wand in each of her hands like some two-gun hero in an old cowboy movie. 
 
    “Yes. Come in. Come in,” I hear the lich say from behind me. “I was growing bored waiting for all of you to get here.” 
 
    I’m not sure if the lich wants to banty words with us or not, but Vanessa doesn’t give the undead magic user a chance. Hooking her mace to her belt, she grabs hold of the cross dangling from a chain around her neck and raises the religious symbol high. “Begone, ye demon from hell! Go back to the devil’s spawn that raised you! I command you to begone!” 
 
    The effect of the priestess’s words on the lich is less than what I would normally hope for. I imagine it’s less than what Vanessa hoped for too. 
 
    The lich laughs. “Pathetic fool. I am a twelfth-level lich lord. You are a seventh-level priestess. Did your Max forget to tell you only an eighth or higher-level priest or priestess can turn a lich?” The undead mage laughs again. “Even at eighth level you would only have a five percent chance of turning me, but at seventh level you have no possibility at all.” Another laugh. “Didn’t you think it strange my undead stopped attacking you? I knew you only needed a few hundred more experience points to make level eight. I ordered my minions away to deny you even that slim hope.” 
 
    “Max. Is the lich right? Vanessa can’t turn it?” 
 
    “I am, Max, your in-game assistant. The lich lord is correct. According to the game rules, a seventh-level priestess has zero chance of turning a lich. Even at eighth level your priestess would only have a five percent probability of turning this powerful of an undead. I would have suggested another tactic to try and defeat the lich, but you foolishly rushed forward to attack before you had the rest of your team to back you up. Now you are curled up helpless on the floor, unable to participate in the battle. I swear players confuse me to no end.” 
 
    I’m pissed. Mostly at myself for being helpless, but a little bit at Max for being right. 
 
    “What the hell was I supposed to do? Let Jalena take on the lich by herself?” 
 
    “Your assassin friend is paralyzed the same as you. If you had asked me before you charged to attack, I would have told you that according to the game rules, the lich would probably just paralyze her in order to lure the rest of her team into the room. As you can see, the lich’s plan worked. The entirety of both red and blue teams is in the room, and you are a spectator instead of an active participant. It is such a shame. The Caretaker and I had such high hopes for you.” 
 
    Just as I’m about to tell my in-game assistant what he can do with his hopes, I see Raven hold out both of her wands and shout activation words. Double balls of red energy streak out from the wand in her right hand while a single ball of blue magic shoots out the other. The double balls of red are easily recognizable as first-level energy missiles. The blue energy from the second wand has me confused for a split-second until I hear the distinctive crack of a lightning bolt. The smell of ozone drifts into my nostrils a second later. 
 
    I hope for the best. 
 
    The best doesn’t come. 
 
    “Raven! No!” yells Astari. “The lich has a Staff of Magic Protection. Only fourth level or higher spells can penetrate its protective shield.” 
 
    Red team’s mage lets both wands fall from her grasp as she begins chanting words and moving her hands and fingers in intricate gestures. Before she can finish whatever spell she’s attempting to cast, I hear the lich shout foul words I blessedly forget. 
 
    A cry comes from Vanessa. “Fireball! Everyone to Astari!” 
 
    I vaguely hear blue team’s mage shout something and see a wavering wall of energy materialize in a ten-foot area around him. The unparalyzed members of red and blue teams run or dive inside the protective shield just as a basketball-sized sphere of yellow energy explodes at the edge of the magic circle. Fire and smoke momentarily obscure my view of what’s happening. Thankfully, Jalena and I are outside the fireball’s area of effect. Even so, I feel a wave of intense heat wash over me. It’s not hot enough to burn, but it’s uncomfortable as all get-out just the same. 
 
    “Your teammates are lucky,” says Max. “Astari managed to cast a fourth-level anti-magic shield in time to counteract the lich’s fireball. No third-level or lesser spell can penetrate the shield. Unfortunately, it’s duration is limited, so your friends cannot stay there forever. Not to mention the fact the lich is high enough level to cast fourth, fifth, and even sixth level spells.” 
 
    “How much longer am I going to be paralyzed? I’ve got to get back into the fight.” 
 
    “Too long to be of any assistance, Steve. I cannot say exactly, but the lich’s paralyze spell is going to last a lot longer than Astari’s anti-magic shield, I can tell you that. Your only hope is for Vanessa or one of the mages to cast a dispel magic spell on Jalena and you.” 
 
    “Well? What are you waiting for? Tell them to do it.” 
 
    “Sorry, Steve. I can no longer act as your personal communication device with your teammates. It is a recently enacted change to the game rules. Apparently, the game designer thinks your use of that little communication loophole affects the game balance too much. Those are the breaks as they say in show business back on your home world.” 
 
    I see Raven pick herself up off the floor where she’d fallen when she’d dived behind the magic shield. She waves both hands in the air and shouts words I hear but quickly forget as a foot-wide sphere of swirling white energy forms between her outstretched palms. 
 
    “Hmm,” I hear Max say. “Your friend is casting a fourth-level ice storm spell. The lich is cold resistant, but even so, the blowing ice shards should do at least some damage.” 
 
    With a final wave of her arms, the black-robed Raven shoves her hands outward, sending the snow-white sphere through Astari’s energy shield in the direction of the lich. 
 
    I can’t see the effects of the spell, but I hear and feel them. An explosion behind me is followed by a freight-train-like roar. The heated air from the previous fireball is quickly replaced by a chill that penetrates to my very bones. Bits of ice fly past my head in the direction of my friends, but it’s too little to do them or me any harm. An agonizing scream from behind tells me the chunks of ice in the spell’s primary area of effect must be a hell of a lot larger than what I’m seeing. 
 
    The cold grows more intense as my breath turns to fog. I have a momentary wish I’d kept the Necklace of Cold Resistance I’d gotten off Pavel instead of giving it to Thangar. Too late now though. Besides, I doubt I’d have switched out my Necklace of Salvation for it anyway. 
 
    After half a dozen heartbeats, the freight-train like roar ends as does the lich’s scream. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that, woman,” says the lich. 
 
    “Stay behind my shield!” shouts Astari. 
 
    Foul words I forget as soon as I hear them come from behind. The words are followed by an orange and blue beam of light that goes through the shimmering blue shield of magic protecting my friends. The orange and blue ray catches Raven dead center on her chest. Red team’s mage goes limp and falls to the marbled floor. 
 
    “No!” screams Astari. “Raven!” 
 
    Astari rushes over to red team’s mage and kneels on the floor beside her, his shield of anti-magic forgotten. 
 
    I hear Max say, “That was a sixth-level death spell. No saving throw, unfortunately. Sorry. Your friend’s avatar is irretrievably gone.” 
 
    I don’t believe it. I glance at Vanessa hoping to see her rush over to the downed mage and cast some kind of healing spell I know nothing about to bring the red team’s mage back to life. She does nothing of the kind. 
 
    Grabbing her mace off her belt, Vanessa shouts, “Our shield’s down! We’ve got to take the lich out before it can cast another spell.” 
 
    With those words, the priestess charges forward with Chanton, Ashtan, and Ivy flanking her. Gemstar and Thangar, their shorter legs pumping furiously, are only a couple of steps behind. Within two heartbeats, only Astari remains in my sight as he holds Raven’s limp body in his arms and cries. 
 
    The sound of metal-on-metal comes from my rear. I strain with all my might to move, but my muscles refuse to obey. 
 
    “You fools!” laughs the lich. “Do you think you can destroy me with steel weapons even if they are magic? My life essence is in my soul-jar. If by some miracle you destroy this body, I will regenerate. You cannot win. You are doomed.” 
 
    Between the sound of clashing steel, I hear Vanessa yell, “Chanton! Grab the Orb of Stanton off the pedestal. Once we get it, we’ll find the lich’s soul-jar and destroy it.” 
 
    I hear the lich laugh again. “You are even bigger fools than I thought, priestess. The Orb of Stanton is my soul-jar. What are you going to do? Destroy the only way you have to win the game?” It laughs again. “Not that this mission in the game is winnable. Fools like you have searched for my soul-jar, the Orb of Stanton, for 50,000 years. I hid the Orb of Stanton on the fifth level and moved it to another location whenever some fool adventurers got too close.” Another laugh. “Sometimes I let them find fake orbs when it pleased me to watch them kill each other for nothing. This mission cannot be won.” 
 
    “No!” shouts Vanessa. “That can’t be true. The master players want their teams to win. They bet on their team winning.” 
 
    “Ha!” laughs the lich. “The master players get their entertainment from making side bets on which team kills the most mobs, or who reaches what level first. They bet on anything and everything. They even bet on which team’s player will be the last to die. The players on this mission always die. The Oath spell cast on you forces you to keep returning to Stanton Dungeon until you find the Orb of Stanton or you die trying. No player has ever finished the mission alive. When the last one is gone, the dungeon is reset and a new group of fools begin.” The lich laughs. “It is so satisfying to watch.” 
 
    The laughing stops. The lich’s voice turns angry. “The missions have always been the same until now. The Caretaker and Master Player Blue decided to take it upon themselves to change the order of things. They brought your fool of a thief here in the hopes I would be defeated. With his help you managed to flood the lower levels with spiders and threaten my soul-jar, forcing me to bring it here for safekeeping. But it will not be here for long. My minions will soon have the fifth level cleared of spiders. When it is, I will hide my soul-jar anew, and it will be safe for another fifty thousand years. You cannot win. You never had a chance.” 
 
    “Max! What’s it saying? Is the orb really it’s soul-jar?” 
 
    “It is, Steve. That is an unforeseen circumstance; at least it is for you. The lich cannot be defeated without the destruction of its soul-jar. But if you destroy the Orb of Stanton, how can you win the game?” 
 
    “Is what he said about the master players true? Have they knowingly sent us on an impossible mission?” 
 
    “It is not impossible to win, Steve, just nearly so. Unlike the other players over the last fifty thousand years, you are in the presence of the actual Orb of Stanton. If you manage to grab the orb and present it to the Archbishop of Stanton without getting killed, your team will win the mission.” 
 
    I glance at the limp body in the sobbing Astari’s arms. Even if we somehow recover the orb, poor Raven’s doomed to spend the rest of her life in a nursing home. I think of all the players who’ve died in the game over the years. They were all doomed from the beginning. The master players led them all on a wild goose chase, knowing there’s no feasible way we could ever win. 
 
    “Stay away from the orb, boy,” shouts the lich. “Or should I say, girl?” 
 
    “Chanton is making a try for the Orb of Stanton,” says Max. “It will do the barbarian no good. If he destroys it, he loses the game and returns to his life in the real world as a twelve-year-old girl. Her uncle is destined to kill her less than two weeks after her return. But if the barbarian doesn’t destroy the orb, the lich will kill all of you.” 
 
    I hear the lich shout the foulest of words which I thankfully forget. 
 
    I hear a blast; then a scream. 
 
    A pain-filled cry comes from Vanessa. “Chanton! No!” 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?!” I yell in my mind, still unable to move despite putting every ounce of strength into it. 
 
    “The lich used a sixth-level disintegrate spell on the barbarian,” says Max. “Chanton failed his saving throw. The barbarian’s avatar is gone; completely and utterly.” 
 
    “No!” I mentally scream. I’m helpless, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. 
 
    Fortunately, someone else can. 
 
    At Vanessa’s scream, I see Astari’s head jerk up. He gently lowers the body of red team’s mage to the floor before rising. Picking up his staff, he looks at me. With a wave of his hand, a ball of blue energy heads my way and passes over my shoulder. A second later, a wave of magic sweeps over me. Every muscle in my body suddenly feels as if a thousand needles are sticking in them at the same time. 
 
    “Dispel magic,” says Max as if I’m incapable of figuring it out on my own. “He cast it between the assassin and you so both of you would be in its area of effect.” 
 
    I try to rise. My muscles respond, sort of, but they’re far from a hundred percent. I only succeed in rolling over into a position where I can see the lich and the rest of my teammates. 
 
    Astari runs past me, heading straight for the ten-foot-tall skeleton who’s swinging its now fiery staff in an attempt to keep what remains of red and blue teams at bay. 
 
    Ivy dodges a thrust of the lich’s staff and hacks at the skeleton’s leg with her magic longsword. 
 
    The sound of cracking bone echoes through the room. 
 
    The lich steps back to get some distance from Ivy before waving a free hand in the direction of its leg. A reddish glow leaves the big skeleton’s palm and spreads over its damaged limb, seeming to repair at least some of the damage the tracker’s blade did. The lich lord laughs. “Fools you are, and fools you shall always be. I am not only a mage. I am also a priest. I can heal my own wounds. You cannot defeat me.” 
 
    “Heal this!” shouts Vanessa as she charges in, swinging her plus-two hammer with both hands. “This is for Chanton.” 
 
    The head of the hammer strikes the knee of the same leg Ivy struck. The lich cries out and falls to one knee as its left leg gives way. 
 
    As the lich falls, Vanessa swings her hammer again, shattering the lich’s skull. 
 
    Down the lich lord goes all the way to the floor, its bones falling apart and scattering as it does. 
 
    I see tendrils of magic flow out from the orb on the pedestal, pulling the bones back together. Two heartbeats later, the lich rises from the floor seemingly no worse for the wear, its skull fully intact. 
 
    The lich takes a step toward Vanessa, swinging its flaming staff as it does. The magic staff arcs through the air and strikes Vanessa on the chest. Although she’s wearing plus-two plate mail instead of her normal chainmail in addition to a plus-two Broach of Protection, her armor is no match for the lich’s powerful weapon. The flaming staff slices through the priestess’s armor at the waist, cutting her body in half. 
 
    “No!” I scream as the image of my friend’s blood spurting into the air along with her two halves twitching on the floor is burned into my memory forever. 
 
    Ignoring the needle-like pain in my flesh, I rise to my knees, but can go no further. The pain’s still too much, and my muscles refuse to respond as I want. I can only scream in frustration. 
 
    Thangar, Ivy, Ashtan, and Gemstar rush forward, swinging their weapons with a fury that would put a raging lion to shame as they yell their war cries. Astari joins them, swinging his staff like a club. The mage manages to strike the lich as arcs of electricity envelope the undead monster. 
 
    I hear the sound of rolling dice. 
 
    The arcs of electricity disappear, leaving the lich unharmed. 
 
    “The lich made its saving throw,” says Max. “Not that the shock would have done much damage anyway.” 
 
    I don’t care what kind of saving throw the damned thing made. I just want to get into the fight and take revenge for Vanessa, Chanton, and Raven. My anger gives me the strength I need to stagger to my feet. I stumble and fall after a single step. 
 
    Jalena hobbles past me, her steps growing stronger as she goes. 
 
    “Wait for me!” I yell, although its weak for a yell. 
 
    Jalena doesn’t wait. I suppose it’s not in an assassin’s nature to wait for anyone. 
 
    Maybe it’s the rush of adrenaline pouring into me at the fear of my love meeting the same fate as Vanessa, but I ignore any remaining pain and rise to my feet. I stagger forward in the direction of the lich with sword and dagger in hand. 
 
    Jalena is no longer staggering. I don’t know if it’s her magic headband that’s allowing her to recover from the lich’s spell faster than me or something else, but she’s moving so quick I can barely keep my eyes on her. As Thangar, Gemstar, Ivy, and Ashton keep the lich lord off balance, the assassin comes in from the undead monster’s rear, kicking off the wall and flying through the air straight toward the giant skeleton’s exposed back. Her plus-two Short Sword of Quickness is a blur as it chops, stabs, and beats at the base of the lich’s head. 
 
    Just as the lich lord starts to swing its flaming staff at its rearward attacker, its skull pops off and falls to the floor. Thangar slams down with his magic battle axe, shattering the bone head into a hundred pieces that scatter across the room. The rest of the skeleton’s body crashes to the floor, disassembling into individual bones as it does. 
 
    Jalena hits the marble floor but does a tuck and roll before jumping back to her feet. 
 
    Thangar yells in victory. Before anyone else can take up the dwarf’s cry, tendrils of energy stretch out from the Orb of Stanton where it rests on the pedestal. The orb’s magic pulls the shattered bones of the lich back together in the time it takes to blink my eyes. 
 
    The lich lord rises to its feet still clutching its jeweled staff. “I’ve wasted too much time on you, adventurers. I withdrew my undead minions because I didn’t want the priestess to gain the experience that she needed to reach level eight. Now that she’s dead, it is no longer an issue.” 
 
    Raising its left hand, the lich releases a burst of blue energy that flies outward, passing into the very walls of the room before it disappears. 
 
    “Come to me my faithful minions from hell! Feast on these fools’ blood and rid me of their presence in my inner sanctum.” 
 
    No sooner does the lich finish its words than a half-dozen clouds of mist pour out of the walls. The vapor solidifies and takes on the forms of men and women with red eyes and finger-long fangs. 
 
    “Vampires!” shouts Gemstar, who with the death of Vanessa is now the de facto leader of our group. “Pull back to the hallway! We’ll make our stand there!” 
 
    Jalena’s having none of it. “The orb! We can’t leave the orb!” 
 
    “To hell with the orb!” yells Gemstar. “Thangar, watch out for that vamp behind you!” 
 
    Blue team’s dwarf spins around and ducks just in time to avoid two clawed hands from a male vampire. Thangar dives between the undead creature’s legs and comes up on the other side, swinging his battle axe as he does. The axe’s sharp blade bites deep into the vampire’s back, severing its spine. Down the monster goes. Another swing of the dwarf’s double-bladed axe cuts off the vampire’s head. In a moment of inspiration, Thangar kicks the head across the room like he’s a kid playing with a soccer ball.  
 
    My logical brain tells me the vampire is not yet destroyed, but I’m hoping with its head all the way across the room, it will take a little while for the undead monster to reconstitute. My hope is wasted. As soon as the head rolls to a stop, it reverses direction and begins rolling back toward its body. 
 
    Astari swings at a vampire with his staff while shooting two balls of red energy from a wand in his left hand. “Use holy water on them! Does anyone have any holy water left?” 
 
    I remember I’ve still got a vial of holy water in my dimensional pouch. Sheathing my dagger, I reach inside the magic bag with my left hand and pull the vial of holy liquid out. Since I’m at a point on the left side of the room that’s even with the lich, I glance over to look for Jalena. Like me, she’s ignoring Gemstar’s order to retreat. Instead of pulling back with the others, she’s moving forward in the direction of the pedestal holding the Orb of Stanton. 
 
    A mist solidifies behind her in the shape of a female vampire. It leaps toward the assassin. 
 
    “No!” yells Ashtan as he dives forward and takes the brunt of the vampire’s attack. 
 
    Driving up with his longsword, red team’s fighter pierces the vampire’s heart with his magic blade. The female vampire screams, but manages to pull Ashtan to her. Ripping the man’s helmet off with herculean strength, she bites into his neck, ripping out his throat as she does. Both fighter and vampire fall to the floor, their blood intermingling on the marble tile. 
 
    Jalena doesn’t look back, either not knowing what just happened or so fixated on her mission she ignores everything else. She dodges an attack by a male vampire and a swing by the lich’s staff. Leaping past the lich lord, she heads for the pedestal and its precious orb. A male vampire comes out of the wall near the pedestal and blocks the assassin’s way. She nimbly avoids his grasp and kicks out with her booted right foot. Not at the vampire, but at the orb on the pedestal. 
 
    The Orb of Stanton goes flying. It hits the floor. I half expect it to break. It doesn’t. Instead, it begins to roll. 
 
    I hear Max’s voice in my mind. “The Orb of Stanton is magic in nature. It cannot be broken by a mere fall. It would take a plus-three or better weapon to destroy it.” 
 
    The orb rolls toward me and stops. It’s only ten feet away. 
 
    A mist come out of the wall and turns into a female vampire. I recognize her as the same undead monster who charmed me in the hallway. She smiles and reaches out with her hands, beckoning me to come closer. I see neither fangs nor claws, only a desirable female who wants me as much as I want her. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    The woman’s beautiful face turns to a putrid mass of skeletal remains as a wave of revulsion washes over me. 
 
    I stab forward with my plus-three short sword, plunging the tip of my blade directly into her foul heart. 
 
    She screams. 
 
    As I pull my blade out, I shove forward with my left hand, flicking the lid of the vial of holy water off with my thumb as I do. I thrust the bottle and its holy liquid into the hole left by my magic blade. Smoke pours out of the wound in the vampire’s chest. Flames lick at her body as her rotted flesh turns to dark ash. 
 
    The undead woman’s red eyes lock with mine as her skin withers around them. “Damn you to hell! You are going to lose what you love, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it!” 
 
    The vampire’s eyes change from red to black ash. A heartbeat later the monster’s body breaks apart as a strong wind scatters the ashes in every direction. 
 
    “Grab the orb!” shouts Jalena. 
 
    I glance past the lich to see Jalena locked in battle with a male vampire, avoiding the undead creature’s clawed hands as she strikes out with her sword. The vampire’s fast, but I see blood flowing from a dozen places on its body and limbs. As quick as the assassin cuts the monster’s flesh, it begins closing back together. 
 
    I take a step in Jalena’s direction, determined to save the woman I love from her undead opponent. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” she shouts. “Get the damn orb! We lose if we don’t get the orb!” 
 
    I hesitate. 
 
    The lich lord turns its attention away from Ivy, Thangar, and Gemstar and lunges in my direction instead. 
 
    A male voice shout words I hear but quickly forget. I recognize the voice as Astari’s. 
 
    A foot-thick wall of ice forms between the lich and me. Through the translucent substance, I see the shadowy form of the lich beating against the ice. The wall of frozen water starts to crack as pieces begin to fall to the bloodstained floor. 
 
    “The mage cast a fourth-level ice wall spell,” says Max in my mind. “The ice will not last long against the lich’s superhuman strength. If you are going to do something, now is the time to do it.” 
 
    A part of my mind imagines me picking up the Orb of Stanton and running back the way we came. Another part of me wonders, what then? The vampires can apparently pass through walls; we can’t. Plus, the lich lord will be on us before we can make it halfway down the hall. Not to mention the fact I don’t want to leave the bodies of Ashtan, Vanessa, Raven, and Chanton in this hellhole. 
 
    I glance at the orb. Shining on the floor as it is, the glowing ball of iridescent gas beckons to me. 
 
    An information box appears above the orb. 
 
    Item: Orb of Stanton   Purpose: Game Completion   X.P. Value: N/A 
 
    Another box overlays the first. 
 
    
     Item: Soul-jar   Purpose: Life force container   X.P. Value: 100,000 
 
     Vulnerability: Loss of gas results in destruction of lich. 
 
     Special Defenses: +3 or better weapon to damage 
 
   
 
    An image of Raven falling over dead and a sobbing Astari cradling her body appears in my mind. The image is replaced by Vanessa being cut in half by the lich’s flaming staff. That vision is replaced by Ashtan’s throat being torn out by a vampire’s fangs. Image after image flows into my mind of players dying in pursuit of the orb at my feet. Fifty-thousand years’ worth of players dying runs through my mind. 
 
    A final vision comes to me. I see a young man in a red robe; a mage. He’s walking down a street in Stanton Town. A beautiful woman in leather armor walks beside him. They’re both laughing, obviously happy to be alive. I recognize the woman as Jalena. Somehow, I know the mage is Dresdel, a nine-year-old boy in a man’s body who’s called Jamal back in the real world. The mage points at something in a store window and rubs his belly. Jalena laughs before pulling a couple of coins out of her pouch. She enters the store while the young man remains outside, staring intently at a robin singing on the limb of a nearby tree. 
 
    The point of view of my vision changes slightly to show a shadowy form slinking up behind the smiling mage. I recognize the face of the stalker. It’s the same face I’ve seen every time I’ve looked in a mirror since I was thrust into the game. The shadowy man, Quantas, sneaks up behind the blissfully unaware mage and pulls a dagger out of its sheath. 
 
    In my mind, I try to shout a warning to the mage. It does no good. It’s just a vision. I try to look away not wanting to see what’s about to happen, but can’t. I see Quantas grab the magic user with his left hand and jerk up on the young man’s chin, preventing his victim from uttering a sound. At the same time, the thief thrusts the wicked looking blade all the way into the mage’s back, twisting the handle left and right as if he’s enjoying the boy’s pain. 
 
    When the mage’s body goes limp, Quantas lowers him onto the dirt street and rifles his pockets, pulling out what appears to be two copper pieces. An evil smile crosses the thief’s lips. He rises and takes off running down the street, laughing as he goes. 
 
    Seconds later, Jalena steps out of the store holding a cooked turkey leg in each hand. Her eyes lock on the body lying in the street as the blood turns the dirt to mud. The turkey legs fall from her hands. She looks up, seeming to stare at me even though I’m not there. I’ve never seen such dreadful pain in anyone’s eyes before. I hope I never see it again. 
 
    My vision ends. 
 
    The wall of ice separating the lich from me shatters. 
 
    The lich lord kicks his way through the remaining ice, thrusting his once again flaming staff toward me as it does. 
 
    I swing down with my sword; not to block the lich’s attack, but at the orb on the floor. When my plus-three blade contacts the Orb of Stanton, the glassy outer shell shatters. White gas explodes outward in every direction. 
 
    “No!” screams the lich, its voice filled with fear and pain. 
 
    I hear other screams. I think they’re from the vampires, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    As the white gas encompasses the lich, the undead monster stiffens and lets loose with a shriek that would put a banshee’s wail to shame. The lich lord’s bones rip themselves apart, turning to dust before they hit the floor. The dust is swallowed by the white gas, becoming a part of it. The white vapor continues outward, wrapping around vampire after vampire and turning them into nothing. 
 
    The white vapor passes over me. I hold my breath, unsure if it will do anything to protect me from whatever deadly properties the white gas has. Maybe not breathing helps, and maybe it doesn’t. All I know is the vapor passes me by and permeates the very walls, floor, and ceiling of the room. I think I hear screams in the dungeon below. Maybe not. For all I know, I’m imagining it. 
 
    Within seconds, everything grows quiet. 
 
    I glance around the near empty room. Thangar, Gemstar, Ivy, Astari, and Jalena are all looking at me. 
 
    Jalena is the first to speak. “What the hell have you done?” 
 
    What the hell indeed? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 – Nowhere Safe 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I look down at the floor and the glistening pieces of thin crystal scattered across the room. They’re all that remains of the glowing sphere. Even the pedestal upon which it rested is gone. So are the bodies of the vampires we killed. Nothing remains of them or the lich. That’s when it hits me. 
 
    “Where’s Vanessa’s body?” I say, panicking. “And Ashtan’s?” Knowing Chanton had been disintegrated by the lich’s spell, I spin around and look for Raven’s body. It should be near the entrance I used to enter the room, but it’s not. 
 
    “Raven’s gone,” says Astari in a voice full of sadness and defeat. “When the white gas rolled over her, she disappeared. The gas took everything. The vampires. Our friends. The pedestal. It took everything except us and these useless pieces of crap.” 
 
    The mage kicks at a finger-long piece of crystal near his foot, sending it flying across the room. The piece of orb hits the wall hard and bounces back a couple of feet but doesn’t break. I suppose it’s because the wall isn’t a plus-three or higher magic weapon. 
 
    The mage turns to me, his eyes blazing. Before he gets a chance to say or do anything, a loud voice, possibly just in my mind, announces: 
 
    
     Player Jalena: Congratulations. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Eight Assassin! 
 
   
 
    The voice sounds again. 
 
    
     Player Quantas: Congratulations. You have been awarded 18,256 X.P. 
 
     Ding! You are a Level Eight Thief! 
 
     Current Experience: 100,477   Next Level: 176,001 
 
   
 
    The appearance of the box is followed by Max’s voice in my mind. “The destruction of the lich yielded the alliance 34,727 experience points. The soul-jar was worth another 100,000. Seven additional vampires were destroyed during the fight with the lich which added another 15,273 points for a grand total of 150,000 experience points. Since Vanessa, Chanton, Raven, and Ashtan died before the battle with the lich was over, the total experience points for the alliance were divided by the forty-six levels of the six survivors which comes to 3,260 per level. Multiplying the amount per level by your level seven at the time gives 22,820 experience points. After accounting for your experience point penalty, you were awarded 18,256 experience which gives you a grand total of 100,477 points. Since you only needed 100,001 points to reach the next level, you are now a level eight thief. Oh, and before you ask, Astari, Gemstar, Ivy, and Thangar were already level eights, so while they were awarded the experience, this mission has a cap of level eight, so no one made level nine. Any questions?” 
 
    My mind’s too full of other things to worry about something as unimportant as experience points or levels. Four of my friends are dead. I turn to Jalena, hoping we can console each other.” 
 
    The assassin doesn’t need consolation. With a hard look in her eyes, she steps forward and slaps me across the face, knocking me to the floor. 
 
    “Damn you, Quantas!” she says, her voice somewhere between anger and agony. “You ruined everything when you destroyed the orb. Now no one wins. Jamal is going to die in the fire.” She waves a hand in Ivy’s direction. “She’ll die of radiation sickness, and her children will never be free of their father.” Jalena points at Thangar. “Did you stop to consider what would happen to him when you destroyed the orb? You’ve left him to bleed to death in Vietnam.” 
 
    The dwarf stares at me a second, his eyes strangely moist. “Doesn’t matter about me. I was on borrowed time anyway.” He turns to Gemstar. “You’re the one I’m sorry for. The sailboat you’re in is sinking in a storm twenty miles off the coast of Massachusetts with your radio broken. You’ll drown, and there’s not a damned thing any of us can do about it.” 
 
    The female dwarf shrugs. “It’s not your job to save me. Besides, it was my choice to sail that day. I was a fool.” She grabs hold of Thangar’s metal-gloved hand and presses her lips to it. “I wouldn’t want to go on living anyway if we couldn’t be together.” 
 
    “You ruined everything,” I hear Jalena say again. 
 
    I pick myself up off the floor and look at the assassin. Before I can say the words rising in my throat, Ivy comes to my defense. 
 
    “It’s not Steve’s fault. He didn’t bring us here. The master players did.” The tracker looks me in the eyes and makes an attempt at a smile. “I forgive you. It isn’t your fault.” She sighs. “I just wish my children could’ve had a chance at a normal life.” 
 
    Considering she just admitted it wasn’t my fault, the logical part of my mind wonders what it is she’s forgiving me for. I suppose it doesn’t matter. After all, I’m the one who destroyed the orb. I’m the one who’s responsible for mission failure. 
 
    I glance down at the broken pieces of glasslike material scattered across the floor. My analytical mind notices they’re all similar in size and shape. Shouldn’t the pieces be different? I look closer at two of the nearest pieces. They’re not just similar in size and shape. As far as I can tell they’re exact duplicates of each other. It’s almost as if someone designed the orb to break into the shapes strewn across the room. 
 
    “Max?” I mentally ask. “How many pieces of the orb are there?” 
 
    “I am Max, your in-game assistant. There are currently twenty-seven pieces of the Orb of Stanton spread out on the floor.” 
 
    Something tickles my brain like an itch that won’t go away. I look up to see Jalena staring at me. Her eyes are hard to read, but I think they’re a mixture of love, sadness, and possibly regret. Maybe I’m imagining the love part, but I’d like to think it’s in there. 
 
    “Jalena,” I say, trying my best to keep a blossoming excitement out of my voice. “How many teams did you tell me were operating out of Stanton Town? Counting the ones who got wiped out, I mean.” 
 
    The assassin’s eyes narrow. She doesn’t reply right away. Just when I begin to think she isn’t going to answer my question, she says, “There were twenty-seven teams when we first started. Green and tan were wiped out, so that leaves twenty-five.” Her eyes grow curious. “Why?” 
 
    A tight smile spreads across my lips. “Because there are exactly twenty-seven pieces of the orb on the floor. There aren’t even slivers of broken glass laying around as far as I can tell. Each piece of the orb is the same size and shape. I think it was designed to break into the same number of pieces as there were teams in the game.” 
 
    Thangar snorts. “Shows what you know. There are thousands of teams in the game.” 
 
    Sometimes the pain-in-the-ass dwarf just plain pisses me off. I hold my temper in check. Now is neither the time nor place. “All right then, the same number of pieces as there were teams on this particular mission.” 
 
    Jalena’s eyes narrow. “What’s your point, Steve?” 
 
    I notice she calls me, Steve. Despite our current situation, the butterflies that have been missing for the last couple of days or so reappear. 
 
    I feel another smile coming to my lips. “My point is, I don’t believe we’ve failed the mission just yet. In fact, I believe we’ve won.” I look at the rest of my friends. “I believe every player on the mission who’s still alive has won, or at least they can win. We’ve just got to get the other teams to agree to it.” 
 
    The look of confusion on Thangar’s face is priceless. “Agree to what? You’re talking nonsense.” 
 
    My logical mind tells me otherwise. “No. What I’m saying makes perfect sense. There are exactly the same number of pieces of the Orb of Stanton as there were teams on this mission. I think the orb was supposed to be broken into parts. I believe whoever or whatever designed this part of the game intended for the orb to be distributed to all the teams on the mission.” 
 
    “What the hell for?” growls the dwarf, looking and sounding more confused than ever. 
 
    Before I can answer, Ivy looks at me. “Are you suggesting every team can turn in a part of the Orb of Stanton? That every team can win? You’re saying this mission was designed so everyone can win?” 
 
    Thangar opens his very large mouth to speak, but Astari cuts him off at the pass. “The master players bet against each other on who wins. I find it hard to believe they’d do that if the game was rigged so every team could win.” 
 
    I shake my head, working out the details as I go, but for some reason knowing I’m right. “I don’t think the master players knew. I suppose they do now. Hell, I don’t know. All I know is the Caretaker told me the master players needed to be taught a lesson, and I was going to help him do it. Besides, the game wasn’t actually rigged. One team could’ve found the orb and turned it in all by themselves.” I wave a hand at the pieces of crystal sparkling on the floor. “Hell, one team can still turn in all the pieces and be the only one to get credit for presenting the orb. But there’s no reason for that. There are enough pieces for every team to present part of the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop.” I grin; unable to control my growing excitement. “We can all win, I tell you.” I look at Jalena. “We’ll all get what we want.” 
 
    For some reason, the assassin doesn’t look as excited as I think she should be. 
 
    Jalena locks eyes with me. “What about the ones who’ve died? Will they win? What about Dresdel, Ashtan, Casey, Raven, and Trivian? Or, Vanessa and Chanton? Are they going to win?” 
 
    My growing enthusiasm disappears like air from a deflating balloon. “Hey. I’m just a man. I can’t fix everything.” 
 
    The assassin and I have a staring contest. I think she’s winning, but before I blink, Gemstar interrupts us. 
 
    “I just talked to Max about what you’ve told us, Quantas,” says Gemstar. “He will neither confirm nor deny.” She looks hard at me. Something in her voice makes me think she isn’t finished yet. 
 
    I break eye contact with Jalena and notice the beginnings of a smile on Gemstar’s lips. “You know something, don’t you?” 
 
    The female dwarf shrugs. “Know? Not quite. Suspect? Yes. When I questioned Max if the game rules currently allow for what you’re suggesting, he got very defensive. When I pressed him enough, he admitted the rules do allow it.” She turns to Thangar. “You don’t have to die…at least not yet.” She looks back at Jalena and me. “One thing I do know for sure, the dates and times when the players in the remaining teams were brought from the real world are spaced out along what we think of as the real world’s timeline.” She points one of her stubby fingers at me. “You’re the baseline. Half the players are before your time and the other half after. The oldest of the players was taken back in the 1950’s and the newest a few months after you were brought here. If the remaining players and we work together, I think there’s a chance at least some of the players who died in the game can be saved back in the real world.” 
 
    Jalena is no longer looking at me. Her full attention is on red team’s leader. “Which ones can be saved? Dresdel? Casey? Raven? Who?” 
 
    A shrug of Gemstar’s shoulders tells me she doesn’t know. 
 
    “I’ve no idea, lassie” says Gemstar. “Max said it wasn’t in his list of authorized responses, and no amount of pressing has made him budge.” 
 
    Ivy’s been quiet for a while, apparently satisfied to let us do the talking while she listens. She turns to Gemstar and breaks her silence. “You’re our leader since Vanessa’s gone. What do we do now?” 
 
    A noise comes from the female dwarf, sounding a whole lot like one of Thangar’s snorts. “Don’t ask me.” She grins as she points at me with the hammer in her right hand. “It’s his plan.” 
 
    Five sets of eyes turn to me. 
 
    One thing I learned during my time in the military was that standing around with your thumb up your ass never accomplishes anything. 
 
    “All right,” I tell them. “Fine. It’s my plan, so here’s what we’re going to do. Gather up the pieces of the Orb of Stanton and give them to me. I’ll stick them in my dimensional pouch. There should be twenty-seven of them.” I point at Gemstar. “You keep one piece for red team just in case we get separated.” 
 
    “Then what are we going to do?” Astari asks. 
 
    I grin. “Then we’re going to get the hell out of Dodge and pay the Archbishop of Stanton a little visit.” 
 
    Thangar grins. “About damn time!” 
 
    For once, I agree with the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 – Last Goodbye 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The path out of the upper dungeon is easier than I expected. As far as I can tell, there’s nothing alive in the upper dungeon other than us. Of course, the lich and the vampires weren’t actually alive in the first place, but the fact remains there’s nothing here. On top of that, I get the distinct feeling nothing’s alive in the entire mountain other than the six of us. It’s as if the dungeon has been cleaned out and readied for whatever the next mission is the game designers have come up with. 
 
    I suppose the biggest shock we get is when we arrive at the Caretaker’s house. There is no house. There is no Caretaker. Only the corral with our horses and the graveyard remains. Where the Caretaker’s front porch had been, is a wooden crate. I recognize it as the box where I’d thrown the platinum pieces for the horses. There are no coins in the wooden box, but there are a dozen vials of extra-healing potions along with a handwritten note with the words, ‘Thought you might need these.’ The note’s signed with a large ‘C.’ 
 
    Although Jalena and I are at full health since we leveled, the others are badly wounded. Gemstar wastes no time in dividing out the healing potions based upon the individual’s injuries. As it turns out, all but two of the potions are used before everyone’s back at full health. I suppose because she’s so fair-minded, Gemstar makes Jalena and I each take one just in case. I stick mine in the dimensional pouch along with the pieces of orb. I note which pocket Jalena sticks hers in. You never know. 
 
    “Mighty nice of the old fellow to leave us these,” grins Astari who’s obviously feeling better as he removes a bloody bandage from his arm and tosses it on the ground. 
 
    Thangar snorts and points in the direction of the graveyard. “Matter of opinion. He could’ve kept his damn potions if he’d saved them.” 
 
    I glance at the graveyard. Four freshly dug graves are all too obvious. We make our way over to say goodbye to Raven, Ashtan, Chanton, and Vanessa. I think each of us would gladly give up all twenty-seven pieces of the orb to have our friends back, but we have no such option. All we can do is say goodbye. Once we’re done, we saddle our horses, release the extra mounts into the wild, and head down the road toward town. 
 
    Without any obvious command, Ivy rides point a hundred yards ahead. Jalena and I are next in line while Gemstar, Thangar, and Astari take up positions twenty yards behind us. I’m alert. Everyone is. No one needs to remind us the mission isn’t over until the Orb of Stanton is in the hands of the archbishop. 
 
    About thirty minutes after we leave the graveyard, I see Ivy stop in the road a hundred yards ahead. Jalena and I follow suit. I don’t have to turn around to know the others will hold their positions. We’ve been together long enough to know the drill. I’m not too concerned about the tracker’s unplanned stop. It’s the fourth one in the last thirty minutes. I’ve met some careful people when I was in the military, but none of them hold a candle to Ivy. It’d have to be a hell of a good ambush to escape her sharp eyes. 
 
    After half a minute or so, Ivy kicks her horse in the side and starts moving again. Jalena and I do the same. Before we make it twenty yards down the wooded trail, I look over at Jalena. Something’s been bugging me since we left the upper dungeon, and I can’t let it wait any longer. “I didn’t say anything back in the dungeon, but according to Gemstar, the oldest of the players was taken in the 1950s. That doesn’t quite mesh with the story of a poor girl living on the streets of Paris in the 1850s, now does it?” 
 
    The look Jalena gives me tells me in no uncertain terms I’m treading on thin ice. 
 
    I don’t care. I need to understand. “Look. I know you lied to me. I’m just wondering why.” 
 
    The glare she’s giving me softens a bit. She looks away before shrugging her shoulders. “Doesn’t matter. If what you think is true, we’ll be giving the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop in a couple of hours. We’ll both succeed at our mission and get our reward as per our contracts. Master Player Blue will save you from the 18-wheeler, and you’ll go on living your life back in the real world. Master Player Red will send me on another mission, and I’ll continue my life here. We’ll both get what we want.” 
 
    “No, we won’t!” I hiss between clenched teeth. “I want to be with you. That’s the only thing I want now.” 
 
    Jalena stares straight ahead a couple of seconds before raising her left hand and wiping something away from her eyes. She glances back at me. “Well, that won’t be happening, will it? We’ve both signed contracts with the master players.” She twists in her saddle to look at me dead on. Her eyes are moist. “Your Max may have bent the rules a few times to help you out since you’ve been here, but game contracts are one thing that can’t be bent by anyone; not even the master players. If I thought for one second a contract could be changed, I’d be begging you to have Master Player Blue let you stay in the game so we can be together. But that’s not the way things work. You’ll go back to selling insurance, and I’ll be sent on another mission. There’s no use discussing it any further.” 
 
    I’ll admit it irks me when she brings up the insurance salesman stuff, but I let it slide. I’ve got bigger fish to fry. “I know you’re not from the 1850s, Jalena. At least tell me your real name, where you’re at, and the year. Maybe we can meet in the real world and—” 
 
    Jalena’s eyes flare, reminding me that her avatar’s a deadly killer. “No! Can’t you get it through your thick skull we can’t be together back in the real world. Staying here was the only chance we had of being together, and our contracts won’t let us. Even if you could stay, you work for Master Player Blue and I work for Master Player Red. They’re competitors. We can never be together.” She snorts and straightens in her saddle before scanning the forest to our right. “Now shut the hell up and watch out for ambushes on your side of the road.” 
 
    As it so happens, we’ve reached the spot where Ivy stopped in the road earlier. I’ve got absolute faith if there was any kind of ambush here our tracker would’ve spotted it. Besides, I’m not done discussing the possibility of Jalena and I being together. I’m not done by a longshot. 
 
    “There’s no ambush here,” I tell the assassin. “I’d bet my life on—” 
 
    I hear dice roll in my head. I hear a whole lot of dice rolling in my head. 
 
    Instinctively, I pull hard on my horse’s reins. Well, maybe it’s my avatar jerking on the reins. Doesn’t matter. The end result is my horse rears up on its hind legs. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    My mount’s head literally explodes, splattering me with blood and horseflesh as jagged bits of bone dig into my exposed face, temporarily blinding me. 
 
    I hear Jalena yell, “Ambush!” as my mount and I fall. 
 
    Unable to see, but not wanting to wind up with a thousand-pound horse on top of me, I do my best to kick out of my stirrups and dive off to the side of my falling mount. 
 
    Dice roll again in my mind. 
 
    I hit the ground hard, forcing the air out of my lungs. 
 
    Something slams onto my left leg. I hear the crack of breaking bone as a white flash of pain shoots up my leg. Despite my pain, my logical mind tells me my leg’s trapped beneath my horse, and my life depends on me getting free. I try jerking my left leg from beneath my mount, but can’t. The dead horse is too heavy, plus my leg’s broken. 
 
    Shouts and the clanging of metal-on-metal sound around me. 
 
    I hear the gallop of hoofbeats on hardpacked dirt. 
 
    More shouts. More metal-on-metal. 
 
    There’s an explosion to my left as a wave of heat rolls over me. 
 
    I wipe at my face with my left hand while I draw my sword with my right. My vision clears a little. I’m on the ground with a headless horse on top of my left leg. 
 
    An all too familiar, hate-filled voice comes from my right. “Say goodbye, insurance salesman!” 
 
    “Fang! No!” 
 
    I recognize the second voice as Jalena who must be behind me. I don’t bother turning around. My eyes are on the half-orc standing on the opposite side of the dead horse from me. She’s got a light crossbow in her lefthand and a short sword in her right. My avatar picks up on the fact the edge of her sword’s covered in a black substance. It doesn’t take much to figure out it’s poison. Despite the poisoned blade, I’m more concerned with the tips of the two quarrels positioned above and below the foregrip of the half-orc’s double-crossbow. I remember all too well Chanton telling me the assassin’s quarrel tips are carved from exploding stones. Even if we had a healer, I know there’d be no coming back from a hit by one of those deadly bolts. 
 
    With a vicious grin on her face, the half-orc assassin points her crossbow at my chest. 
 
    A black-clad figure appears between the half-orc and me, blocking Fang’s shot. 
 
    “Andrea! No!” says Jalena as she shifts left to remain between the half-orc and me. “This isn’t necessary. The orb’s been broken into twenty-seven pieces. There’s one for every team. We can all complete the mission successfully.” 
 
    “Out of the way, girl!” snarls Fang as she shifts left then hurriedly changes directions to the right in order to get a clear shot. 
 
    The half-orc’s fast, but Jalena’s an eighth-level assassin now too, and she matches Fang’s movements step for step. 
 
    I tug hard at my leg, doing my best to ignore the pain. It doesn’t budge from beneath the dead horse. Glancing around at the continuing sounds of battle, I see Gemstar and Thangar in a fierce fight against Scar. Yellow team’s fighter is swinging his two-handed sword in vicious, body-cleaving swings, but the two dwarves are fast. The big man misses. Even so, I know there’s no chance of help from that direction. I glimpse Astari and yellow team’s illusionist, Basil, trading balls of red energy from wands in their hands. Glancing in the opposite direction, I see Ivy with her right leg caught in a block of ice as the green-haired priestess, Aster, tries to hit her with a flaming staff. The tracker avoids the blow, but I can see there’ll be no rescue from Ivy’s direction. 
 
    “Get out of the way, Jalena!” growls Fang. “I don’t want to kill you, but you know I’ll do it if I have to in order to save Peter. My husband’s all that matters.” 
 
    The half-orc shifts positions again to get a shot at me. Jalena’s too fast. She places her body between the half-orc and me again. 
 
    “Listen to me, damnit!” shouts Jalena in a voice that’s pleading and angry at the same time. “We can all turn in the orb pieces together. Peter can live. He won’t die. Just stop this useless fighting, and we can all win. We can all get what we want.” 
 
    The half-orc hesitates for a second, lowering her crossbow slightly. “You say you’ve got all twenty-seven pieces?” 
 
    “Quantas has them. He says if every team turns in one piece that we can all—” 
 
    “He says?” laughs Fang. “And you believe him? He’s a liar just like all insurance salesmen.” 
 
    Jalena shakes her head. “No, he’s not. I believe him. Won’t you trust me? We’re both assassins. Do you think I’d lie to you?” 
 
    The half-orc’s crossbow lowers even more. “Well, I suppose if you put it that wa—” 
 
    Quick as lightning, Fang dives to the left and fires her crossbow. The bolt flies through the air straight toward my chest. 
 
    Dice roll. 
 
    I manage to twist left. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The exploding bolt hits the ground instead of my chest. The resulting explosion’s nowhere near as large as the ones from the exploding stones we used against the spiders, but the force is still enough to throw me to the side. My body goes as far as it can with my leg trapped under my horse. I scream as my left hipbone’s jerked out of its socket. 
 
    A primeval scream of an enraged animal sounds over the din of battle. 
 
    Forgoing my own screaming by sheer force of will, I see Jalena and Fang locked in battle. They’re fast. Both of them are so fast all I see are two blurs of flesh and leather armor swinging swords. I hear Jalena yell in rage again. The two assassins separate for a brief moment. 
 
    Jalena’s eyes catch mine. “Remember your promise. Remember Jamal.” 
 
    It’s all too obvious she’s saying goodbye. 
 
    “No!” I yell. 
 
    Red team’s assassin sidesteps a thrust of Fang’s sword and stabs out with her Short Sword of Quickness. Her blade bites deep into the half-orc’s right thigh. As yellow team’s assassin falls to the ground, she fires the second quarrel from her crossbow. The deadly bolt hits Jalena in the center of her chest and explodes. Her body’s thrown back a good ten feet, spraying blood in the air before she finally hits the ground. 
 
    “No!” I scream. “Jalena!” 
 
    There’s no reply; only the sounds of metal-on-metal and blasts of wands from far away. 
 
    The half-orc rises from the ground. She glances at the bloody body of her fellow assassin and shakes her head. “I warned you, girl. I told you I’d do it if I had to.” She lets the empty crossbow fall to the ground before turning to look at me. “Your turn, insurance salesman.” 
 
    Hobbling over on her wounded right leg, the assassin waves the tip of her short sword in a hypnotic pattern. Two rubies embedded in the hilt draw me in. I can’t help but think they look like the eyes of a serpent waiting to sink its fangs in me. 
 
    I hear dice roll in my head. 
 
    I try looking away, but can’t. 
 
    I hear Fang laugh. “That’s right, thief. This is a viper sword. The ruby eyes are going to be the last thing you ever see.” 
 
    I sense more than see the half-orc draw near. 
 
    Dice roll in my head again. 
 
    My eyes remain locked on the sword’s red eyes. I try to break eye contact, but can’t. I swing out with my sword anyway, determined not to go down without a fight. 
 
    Something slashes across my right arm. My sword goes flying out of my suddenly limp hand. Liquid fire from the poison on the assassin’s blade spreads up my right arm, racing toward my heart. A feeling of coolness travels up my left arm, reminding me of the Ring of Anti-poison on my left index finger. Both fire and coolness speed toward my heart in a race of life and death. They meet in the left side of my chest. A spasm violently lifts me a handsbreadth off the ground. I scream from the pain of the fire. The coolness washes the pain away. Then just like that, the liquid fire is gone. 
 
    Dice roll in my head. 
 
    “You just made a hell of a saving throw!” shouts Max in my mind. “Don’t waste it! Do something!” 
 
    I manage to break eye contact with the two rubies in Fang’s sword. 
 
    The half-orc assassin’s kneeling next to me. Her sword’s raised point down, ready to plunge the tip into my heart. 
 
    I reach behind my back with my left hand and grab hold of the handle of my Dagger of Poisoning. 
 
    Dice roll again. 
 
    With a speed I didn’t think I had, I pull the blade free of its sheath and thrust upward, aiming for the half-orc’s belly. 
 
    The assassin’s no slouch. She senses danger and twists to the side. 
 
    Another dice roll. 
 
    I think if I was still a seventh-level thief, the half-orc would’ve made it. But I’m eighth level, and my blade slices into the leather armor covering the assassin’s belly. Even so, I can tell the tip of my blade barely penetrates her flesh. I trigger the mechanism to release the blade’s poison. Throwing caution to the wind, I press hard on the blade’s trigger, releasing all six doses of poison at the same time. 
 
    Fang jerks back and to the side, tearing my poisoned blade out of my hand. Grabbing hold of the dagger’s handle, she rips the blade out of her armor and stares at the drops of black liquid mixed in with the blood on the blade’s keen edge. 
 
    The assassin shifts her gaze to me, her eyes growing wide. “I can’t die. I can’t. Peter needs me.” Dropping her sword, she reaches into her pouch and pulls out a vial of blueish liquid. She quickly snaps the lid off and raises the bottle toward her mouth. 
 
    An information box appears in my mind: 
 
    Item: Potion, Anti-poison   Special Properties: Neutralizes any poison 
 
    Not today, bitch. Ignoring the pain in my left hip, I twist in the assassin’s direction and slap the bottle out of her hand before it reaches her lips. 
 
    The precious liquid splashes out of the vial as it spins in the air. The bottle hits a rock on the ground and shatters. 
 
    “No!” cries the assassin. Her voice grows weaker. “What’ve you done?” 
 
    Fang falls to the ground on her back. One hand reaches out toward the stone and what little liquid remains in the shattered pieces of glass, but they’re out of reach. 
 
    “Peter,” she whispers. “I failed you, Peter. I’m sorry, my sweet husband.” 
 
    Reaching into my pouch, I pull out the extra-healing potion Gemstar gave me. Removing the cap, I swallow the sweet liquid down. My hipbone goes back into its socket. The flesh on my face and arm closes over as renewed strength returns to my muscles. I pull on my left leg with both hands, its bones whole again. Maybe the blast from the explosive quarrel loosened the dead horse’s hold on me, or maybe…well, it doesn’t matter why. The fact remains my leg comes free. 
 
    I crawl my way to the half-orc, rising to a kneeling position when I get there. I see her chest rise and fall. Her breaths are shallow, but she’s not dead yet. 
 
    Reaching into my pouch, I pull out my bottle of anti-poison and wave the vial in front of the assassin’s half-glazed eyes. 
 
    Fang’s head moves slightly as her eyes follow the bottle. 
 
    “You know what this is, don’t you?” I ask. 
 
    She nods; barely. Her whisper is barely audible. “Peter. I’ve got to save, Peter.” 
 
    Twisting the cap off the potion, I pour its contents onto the ground, making sure the half-orc sees what I’m doing. 
 
    “To hell with Peter,” I growl. “And to hell with you.” 
 
    The assassin’s eyes glaze over. I think I hear her whisper the word, “Peter,” one last time before she stops breathing, but I can’t be sure. I don’t really care. 
 
    The sounds of battle are quieter. I don’t care about that either. I only care about one thing. Rising to my feet, I head for the one person in my life who matters. I fall twice before I reach the blood-soaked body of the woman I love. She’s face down on the ground. I turn her over. 
 
    Half her chest is blown away. Her lifeless eyes stare at me accusingly. 
 
    “No!” I yell. 
 
    In desperation, I reach into her pouch and pull out the healing potion given to her by Gemstar. Removing the lid, I try pouring some past her lips. The healing liquid trickles down her chin. With half the bottle gone, I pour the remainder of the potion directly into her chest wound. Nothing happens. 
 
    I shake her. “Wake up, damn you! Wake up. I’m the one who should be dead, not you. Not you.” 
 
    I’m not sure how long I sit there holding her lifeless body in my arms. Eventually, two hands pry Jalena from my grasp. 
 
    “She’s gone,” says Astari. “So’s Gemstar.” 
 
    I look at the mage, barely comprehending what he’s saying. In the distance, I hear a man crying. His cries are almost as agonized as the way I feel. 
 
    Blue team’s mage kneels next to me. I see blood oozing out of a wound on his head. I don’t care. I only care about Jalena. 
 
    “It’s time to go,” he says in a voice gentler than normal. “We need to get back to Stanton Town before another team ambushes us and takes the orb.” 
 
    “To hell with the orb,” I whisper as I pull Jalena back against my chest. Tears stream down my cheeks. “I don’t care about the orb. I’ll never care about anything ever again.” 
 
    A hand slaps the side of my face. 
 
    I don’t care. 
 
    The hand slaps me again. 
 
    This time I care. 
 
    I see Astari pull his arm back for another blow. Apparently, he sees something in my eyes because the blow doesn’t land. “You promised Jalena you’d save Jamal, didn’t you? You can’t do that unless you’re alive back in the real world. You don’t want to let Jalena down, do you?” 
 
    I don’t, but I can’t go on without her. 
 
    Astari changes tactics. He touches Jalena’s shoulder. “This isn’t Jalena. It’s only a lifeless avatar. She’s back in the real world now.” 
 
    His words penetrate my sorrow, giving me at least a little hope. I look up at the mage. “Where in the real world? When?” 
 
    The shrug of his shoulders tells me his answer before his words hit air. “I don’t know. Maybe she told someone on red team, but they’re all gone now. Only Ivy, Thangar, you, and I are left.” 
 
    The spark of hope in me dies away. I clutch Jalena to me and sob. 
 
    A hand hits the side of my face again, harder than before. 
 
    “Snap out of it, damn you, Quantas! Do you think you’re the only one who’s lost somebody? I’ve lost Raven. She failed her contract with Master Player Red. She’s off his team. She’ll never come back here again. She’ll die in that damn nursing home the same as I’ll die in mine.” 
 
    I don’t care. I clutch Jalena closer to my chest. 
 
    Astari points to Thangar kneeling in the road with a small figure in plate mail cradled in his arms. “And what about him. He’s bleeding to death in Vietnam. He’ll die with the knowledge the woman he loves will drown in a sinking boat out in the ocean. We might be able to change that if we turn in the orb. You might be able to save her. I can’t. I’m stuck in a nursing home, but you might be able to do it.” 
 
    I don’t feel like saving anyone, not even myself. I hold Jalena tighter, wishing someone would come along and end it for me. 
 
    The mage is quiet for several seconds. Finally, he says, “You know, Jalena might’ve told someone in one of the other teams her real name and what year she’s from. All the players were pretty chummy the first few weeks until, well, you know the thing with Dresdel.” 
 
    I look up as a sliver of hope burns in my chest again. “You think she told someone on the other teams?” 
 
    The mage looks into my eyes. “I can’t say for sure, but it’s worth a try, isn’t it? Even a slim chance is better than sitting here in the middle of the road waiting to die, isn’t it? I thought you were a soldier. The soldiers I know don’t give up.” 
 
    I look down at Jalena’s sweet face and brush the bloodstained hair from her eyes. “I can’t leave her here. I don’t want some wolf…” I don’t want to say it, much less think it. 
 
    “We’ll take her with us,” says Astari. “Gemstar too. But we need to get moving. I don’t think we’ve got much time.” 
 
    I lay Jalena on the ground, resting her head on a soft mound of grass. 
 
    With the mage’s help, I stand. We make our way over to Thangar who is holding on for dear life to Gemstar’s body. A dozen feet away is Scar’s headless corpse. How either of the dwarves managed to cut the head off the giant of a man, I don’t know, but they did. 
 
    It takes Astari and I a full fifteen minutes to get Thangar to let us remove the piece of the orb in Gemstar’s pouch and put it in mine with the others. It takes another fifteen to convince him to help us gather our horses and get blankets to cover Jalena and Gemstar. The only problem is, when we remove our bedrolls from our horses’ backs and turn around, the bodies of Jalena and Gemstar are no longer there. Neither are the corpses of the four members of yellow team. Not that I give a crap about them. 
 
    Looking up at the sky, I shake my fist. “Every one of you damn master players can go square to hell!” 
 
    A determination comes over me to make them pay. I want every one of them to pay a price. I only know one way to do it. I glance at Ivy, Thangar, and Astari. 
 
    “Let’s get to Stanton Town. We’re going to teach the master players a lesson they won’t ever forget.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 – Teammates 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    As my three blue team companions and I pass through town on the main street, I’ve no doubt we’re a sorry sight. We didn’t even bother trying to clean off the blood and gore from our fight with the lich. Truth is, I don’t think any of us care how we look. I doubt I’ll ever care about much of anything again except for getting revenge on the master players. 
 
    I glance up, noticing the gray, cloud-covered sky reflects my mood. I suppose it’s only fitting. 
 
    As we ride along the street in the direction of the archbishop’s monastery, I notice players coming out of the wooden and gray-stone buildings and beginning to follow along behind. We continue to ride down the road until we’re overlooking a small valley on the east side of town. A modest monastery is in the center of the valley. The abbey itself is smaller than I thought it’d be. It’s basically an eight-foot-high, stone enclosure surrounding a modest, two-story, cut-granite house. A wooden gate the width of three men appears to be the only entrance. Outside the compound’s gateway is a large bell twice the height of a man. I’ve no doubt it’s the Proclamation Bell that Sir Baldard told us Fang had rung when she’d tried to turn in the magic orb she stole from Pavel. 
 
    Ivy, Astari, Thangar, and I make our way down the slope and stop five paces from the gate and bell. Looking over my shoulder, I’m not too surprised to see what’s probably every player in town gathered on the low hillside behind us. While they’re not a hostile crowd, they’re not cheering us on either. Why would they? Hell, as far as they’re concerned, our victory is their defeat. 
 
    Although I missed the tutorials, I don’t have to be told what needs to be done next. Ivy, Thangar, Astari, and I dismount. I glance at the other members of Blue Team Six and point at the two-man-high bell and the arm-thick rope attached to its clapper. “You’ve all been here longer than me. Do one of you want to do the honors?” 
 
    My three teammates shake their heads. 
 
    Thangar reaches up and pats me on the shoulder in a surprisingly gentle way. “Hell, we’d probably still be looking for a way over the dungeon’s fifth-level wall if you hadn’t shown up. Not to mention you’ve got all the pieces of the orb. You should be the one to do it.” 
 
    Figuring it’s not worth arguing about, I grab hold of the bell’s thick rope and prepare to ring the bell. At the last second, I release the rope and turn around to face the crowd of players. 
 
    Although I speak in a normal voice, the sound reverberates off the hillside loud enough I assume everyone can hear. “The master players told us we’re competitors. They made us think only one team can win. They took advantage of us back in the real world and forced us to sign contracts we didn’t even have time to read all the way through. Then they placed bets among each other using our lives as collateral.” I scan the crowd trying to get a feel of their emotions but come up with snake eyes. Figuring I may as well go for broke, I say, “The master players lied to us.” 
 
    Removing the dimensional pouch from my belt, I pour its contents onto the ground at my feet. At the exact moment the twenty-seven shards of crystal hit the ground, the sun peeks from behind a cloud and shines a beam of light on the pile of magic glass, creating a rainbow of colors around my friends and I. If the moment had been enacted by a Hollywood special effects company, I don’t think they could’ve done a better job. 
 
    I hear murmuring among the players gathered along the hillside, but can’t make out individual words. Doesn’t matter. I know what I need to do. 
 
    “My friends and I are here to tell you the master players lied when they told us only one team can win. They only told us part of the truth. It’s true only one team can get credit for possessing the Orb of Stanton, but multiple teams can get credit for presenting the orb to the archbishop.” 
 
    More murmuring. I see some of the players whispering to each other while more than a few draw their weapons. 
 
    Hmm. That wasn’t part of my plan. I suppose I didn’t consider the fact some of the players might consider trying to steal the orb from us at this late stage of the game. I look around the hillside for a guardian. There isn’t a single one of the game’s sentries in sight. Figures. 
 
    A large man in shiny plate mail steps forward. I recognize the crest on the knight’s shield. The man is Sir Baldard of Orange Team Nine. To his credit, other than his shield, the holy knight’s hands are empty. 
 
    “Why do you tell us this, Sir Quantas?” says Sir Baldard in a voice loud enough to be heard by all. He points at the pile of crystals at my feet. “If that broken pile of glass is the Orb of Stanton as I suspect, why not ring the Proclamation Bell and receive your reward. Blue Team Six won. The rest of us lost.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. You haven’t lost. None of you’ve lost, or at least you don’t have to lose. Twenty-seven teams started this mission together. When the Orb of Stanton shattered, it broke into twenty-seven pieces that are exactly the same. There’s one for each team. Red, green, tan, and yellow teams are gone, but I propose a representative from each of the twenty-three remaining teams take a piece of the orb so we can present the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop together. No one’s got to lose. We can all win and show the master players they don’t control us.” 
 
    The big knight glances over his shoulder at the rest of Orange Team Nine who are standing behind him. If they exchange words, I can’t make them out. 
 
    Sir Baldard turns back to me after a few seconds. “My companions are wondering at the price we must pay for your, a…generosity. I must admit I’m also curious. Why are you offering to share your victory with us? What do you get out of it?” 
 
    I think back on all I’ve learned over the past few weeks. I get more than a little pissed. Not at Sir Baldard or the others, but at the master players. “Why share victory? Because we’re not enemies. As far as I’m concerned, we’re brothers and sisters in arms who are fighting against a common foe, and that foe is the master players.” I wave a hand to include everyone on the hillside. “The master players may have divided us into separate teams, but we’re all human beings. In my eyes, that makes us teammates, and teammates share in the victory. That’s what makes us better than the master players. We’re human beings. They’re not.” 
 
    Well, okay, I don’t know that for a fact, but it feels right, so I’m sticking to it. 
 
    I look back at my friends. Astari nods his head in approval. Ivy smiles. Thangar hawks up a big one from deep inside his throat and spits the glob of goo on the ground. I’m not sure whether the dwarf’s action signals agreement or not, but I’m taking it as such. I turn back to Sir Baldard and the other players. 
 
    “This game; no, this mission, has been going on for fifty-thousand years. Did you know that?” 
 
    The knight glances back at his orange team companions before returning his gaze to me. “No. We didn’t. How do you know? And why does it matter?” 
 
    “I know because the Caretaker told me. The master players have been betting on the outcome of this mission for fifty-thousand years. Not once during those years has any team found the Orb of Stanton. This whole mission was rigged from the beginning.” 
 
    “That is not exactly what the Caretaker told you,” Max says in my mind. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. It’s logical. Tell me if I’m wrong.” 
 
    Max says nothing. I take his silence as confirmation I’m right. My logical mind weaves together a few other tidbits of information into newly realized facts. Somehow, I know they’re right as well. 
 
    “The master players have been making side bets with each other on things like which team gets over the wall first, or which team makes a certain level the fastest. Hell, I don’t know, maybe they even bet on who’s the first one to get drunk when we get back to town. The point is that for fifty-thousand years the master players haven’t cared if any of us actually find the Orb of Stanton or not. They might say they do, but they’re lying. Maybe they’re even lying to themselves. I don’t know, and I don’t really care.” I wave a hand to encompass the crowd of players again. “What matters is all of us have a chance to end this mission once and for all. We can’t do anything about the tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of players who’ve been before us, but we can damn well make sure no other poor fools ever have to hunt for it again. We can all present the orb to the archbishop together and end this mission once and for all.” 
 
    Sir Baldard doesn’t seem as impressed as I hoped he’d be. Personally, I think it was a pretty good speech. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” says the knight. “At what price are you willing to share your victory? I’ll admit some of the players are in life and death situations back in the real world, but Orange Team Nine’s safe on a plane flying from Columbia back to the United States. If we lose, we’ll have to go on another mission, but it’s not life and death to us. We’ll eventually succeed at a mission and return to our lives in the real world. If your price is too high, it wouldn’t make sense for us to pay.” 
 
    “Or us!” yells someone in the crowd. 
 
    I hear a few other similar shouts. 
 
    “There is no price,” I say in a quiet voice. Despite my lack of volume, my words carry through the entire valley. 
 
    “Nothing’s free!” someone yells. 
 
    “This is!” I shout back. I direct my next words to orange team. “You’re in a life and death situation back in the real world whether you know it or not. A drug dealer planted a bomb on your plane. You’re not going to make it back to the States without help.” 
 
    I can’t tell if the knight or his teammates believe me or not, but a thought crosses my mind. Did I say thought? Actually, it’s a whole lot of thoughts. With them comes a feeling of certainty. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you something even the master players don’t know.” I wave my hand to encompass the crowd again. “We’ve all been preselected for a purpose, and it’s not by the master players. We’ve been preselected because we’re all interrelated with each other in one way or another.” 
 
    I take a big risk with my next words. 
 
    “Someone here right now planted the bomb on orange team’s plane. Where are you?” 
 
    No one says anything. I try again. 
 
    “We’re all on the same team. Don’t let your teammates down. I know one of you planted the bomb, so speak up.” 
 
    Seconds pass. I’m sure I screwed up. Why the hell did I think the thoughts coming into my head were right. For all I know, the thoughts were from one of the master players trying to ruin my plan. 
 
    A thin, darkhaired woman wearing a green robe steps out of the crowd. “I’m a baggage handler at an airport in Columbia. I didn’t plant any bomb, but I noticed a package that seemed out of place in the baggage compartment of a private plane leaving for the United States. I was told the plane would be carrying some FBI agents.” The woman turns to look at Sir Baldard. “I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but for some reason I know now it must be the bomb the thief’s talking about. I can tell you where the package is. Maybe you can throw it out of the plane or something.” 
 
    All right, I was wrong about the person planting the bomb being here, but at least there’s someone who knows where it is. Come to think of it, though, maybe the person who planted the bomb really is here, but they’re too scared to admit it. Doesn’t matter. Orange team can be saved, and they will be if I have anything to do with it. 
 
    “See?” I say out loud. “That’s what I mean by us all being interrelated. We’re teammates. We can help each other out. I think everyone of us can do something to help the rest of us out. We’ve just got to work together.” 
 
    Someone shouts at the far end of the crowd. “What about Mysteria and Cyrus? They died in the game weeks ago. They lost. Who’s going to help them?” 
 
    I look for the owner of the yell. He’s a short man; possibly a gnome. “I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but maybe we can help the ones who died in the game as well as ourselves. I propose we share information and pledge to help one another if we can. If we do that, maybe in saving ourselves, we can save at least some of those who’ve gone before us.” 
 
    Sir Baldard shifts positions. “So, those pieces of the Orb of Stanton do have a price after all?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No.” I point down at what’s left of the shattered orb. “Every team gets one of these even if they don’t want to help the rest of us. We’re human beings, not master players. We’re not going to play God with anyone’s life. Help if you want or don’t. Each team gets a piece of the Orb of Stanton regardless of what you decide.” 
 
    It’s close to dusk before every player has had a chance to share their story, but in the end it’s unanimous. We all agree to help one another, and every team has a piece of the orb. 
 
    When everything’s said and done, the remaining twenty-three team representatives line up next to each other in front of the monastery’s entrance. I give the thick rope attached to the bell a yank. The monstrous bell moves ever so slightly. A deep clanging resounds in the valley, echoing off the wall of the monastery and the hills beyond. The ringing’s accompanied by a deep-bass voice. 
 
    “Blue Team Six has found the Orb of Stanton. All players should make their way to the monastery to witness the presentation of the orb to the Archbishop of Stanton.” 
 
    I know for a fact every player in town is already here. I’m guessing those inside the monastery know it as well, because the wooden gate opens only a few seconds after the deep-bass voice finishes speaking. As the gate opens wide, three gray-haired men step out. Two of the men wear elaborate robes embroidered with gold thread and what I take to be religious symbols stitched into the cloth. The center of the three men who’s the oldest of the trio wears a plain brown tunic more suitable for a simple monk back on Earth than a priest in a fantasy world. 
 
    The man in the brown tunic casts his gaze on the twenty-three men and women standing before him, each holding a piece of the Orb of Stanton in their hand. I’ve got five in mine; one for blue team and one each for the missing red, tan, yellow, and green teams. 
 
    The old man in the brown tunic smiles. “Ah. I see you figured it out.” He looks at me. His eyes remind me of someone, but I can’t remember who. “I had faith in you.” His smile disappears. “Well, I suppose we don’t have all day, so let’s get on with it.” 
 
    Since we’d all agreed earlier on our procedure, I say, “We the members of the alliance composed of Blue Team Six…” 
 
    One at a time, each of the representatives of the other twenty-two teams say the name of their team. When the last representative has spoken, I continue with the arranged speech. 
 
    “…present to you, the Archbishop of Stanton, the Orb of Stanton. We each claim the victory and demand our contracts be fulfilled accordingly.” 
 
    The slightest of smiles appears on the archbishop’s lips. “Demand? I’ll pass that tidbit of information on.” His eyes twinkle. “In any regard, I declare you all winners of this mission.” 
 
    I open my mouth to request our friends who died also be declared winners, starting with Jalena. 
 
    Before my words can hit air, the archbishop shouts, “This mission is complete! Begone so we can reset for the next mission!” 
 
    And just like that, everything around me turns dark. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 – Real World 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Two dragon eyes stare me in the face, blinding me in their glare. I hear the screech of rubber on pavement. My hands jerk the steering wheel of my pickup to the right. I catch a glimpse of a frightened man through the windshield of the 18-wheeler. His visage is replaced by a large tree growing on the side of the road. Something slams me in the face. I’m pretty sure it’s a steering wheel since my older model truck doesn’t have airbags. 
 
    The next thing I know, two hands are dragging me out the door of my pickup. Rain hits my face. I black out. When the world comes in focus again, I’m lying in a puddle of water and mud. A weather-beaten face looks down at me. 
 
    “Good,” says the man. “You’re awake. Thought I’d lost you there for a moment.” He nods toward the side of the road. “I think you’re going to need a ride into town.” 
 
    I glance over and see my pickup’s frontend smashed against the trunk of a tree. The windscreen’s cracked. I touch my forehead. When I pull my hand back, I see blood. 
 
    “Yeah,” says the man. “You hit it pretty good.” He jerks a thumb over his shoulder. “Managed to keep my truck on the road. Don’t think I could’ve done it by myself, but I guess Master Player Gray kept his word. I survived.” 
 
    The throbbing in my head makes it hard to concentrate. “Master Player Gray?” 
 
    The man grins. “Yeah.” He holds out his hand. “Name’s Jacob Wheaton; aka, Winston of Gray Team Seven. Welcome back to the real world.” 
 
    I take his hand and shake. “Uh, Steve Harmon. Uh, Quantas of Blue Team Six.” 
 
    The man grins again and helps me up. “Yeah. I know. Quite a speech you gave back in the game.” 
 
    The game. Things start flooding back into my mind. “I’ve got to save Jamal. I’ve got to get—” My legs grow weak. I begin to fall. 
 
    The truck driver’s strong arms keep me erect. “Slow down there, Steve. What we’ve got to do is get you in my truck and take you to a hospital. You’ve probably got a concussion.” 
 
    “Max!” I mentally yell. “Are you there? Are you here with me?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I’m alone. 
 
    “I’ve got to save Jamal,” I tell Jacob. “I’ve got to save Ashtan and Gemstar too. They need me. I’m their only hope.” 
 
    The man turns me in his arms so I’m looking into his eyes. “No, you’re not their only hope. You’ve got a whole slew of teammates who are going to be reappearing in the real world. We’re all in this together. Remember?” 
 
    I nod as the world grows dark around me again. Doesn’t matter. For some reason, I know everything’s going to be all right. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 – Jamal 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The smoke’s thicker than I thought it’d be. If I’d known exactly which of the twelve buildings in the apartment complex was going to catch fire, maybe I could’ve warned the fire department and had them evacuate everyone ahead of time. But hell, they wouldn’t have believed me, and if they had, the odds are they’d think I was an arsonist and put me in jail or something. I couldn’t risk that. Too many things still need to be done. 
 
    As it is, it doesn’t take long for Jacob and I to figure out the building with the smoke pouring out through the windows is the one we need to go to. We force our way into the structure as people are pouring out. The easy part’s getting into the building. The hard part’s running up six flights of stairs in our surplus firefighting gear to reach the seventh floor. I’ve always appreciated firefighters, but I never realized the physical shape they needed to maintain in order to haul their equipment around. Damn. I swear oxygen tanks are heavy, and it doesn’t help that Jacob and I are both carrying an extra tank and mask, one of which is sized for a small dog. 
 
    “Jamal!” I yell. 
 
    “Jamal!” I hear Jacob shout across the hall and slightly behind me. 
 
    I stop beside a door and read the number. It’s 7B. 
 
    “Here it is!” I yell as I open the door. I suppose I should’ve checked to see if the door was hot like they do in the movies, but what can I say? I’ve never run into a burning building before. I’m panicking, and I don’t mind admitting it. 
 
    Fortunately, the apartment’s clear of fire. It is filled with smoke, though. The dense fumes are nowhere near as thick as it is in the hallway, but it’s still hard to see. I can only imagine how difficult it would be to breathe. Makes me glad I have on an oxygen mask and protective gear. 
 
    I sense a presence behind me. It’s Jacob. 
 
    “You check to the left,” the truckdriver and one-time volunteer fireman yells. “I’ll try the rooms on the right. We’ve gotta hurry. I think the fire’s getting worse.” 
 
    I rush to the only door I see to the left. This time I take a second to feel it with the palm of my hand. The wood’s not hot. I guess that means it’s safe to open. Safe or not, I turn the knob and push the door wide. I see a bed and dresser. There’s another door to the right. 
 
    A closet maybe? 
 
    “Jamal!” 
 
    I don’t hear a voice, but I do hear a bark. 
 
    Pulling the closet door open, I see clothes on hangars dangling from a wooden rod. Noticing a blanket on the floor, I bend down on one knee. The blanket moves. The head of a small dog appears. It’s followed by the frightened face of a young child. 
 
    I reach out for the boy. 
 
    He pulls back. “No!” 
 
    I suppose I look kind of frightening in my slipshod firefighter’s getup. 
 
    Raising my oxygen mask so he can see my face, I make an attempt at a smile. “It’s all right, Jamal. You’re safe. I’m a friend. Jalena sent me.”  
 
    “Jalena?” he asks, looking less frightened. 
 
    “Yeah. Jalena. She promised to save you. I’m here to keep her promise.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The helicopter with the emblem of the United States Coast Guard hovers over the sinking sailboat as the rescue swimmer and his prize rise on the hoist. 
 
    After they’re inside the cabin area, the wet and totally exhausted woman looks at the crew chief. “My radio was out. How’d you know where I was?” 
 
    The man grins as he wraps a blanket around the shivering woman. “Quantas asked us to save you, Gemstar.” His grin grows wider as he waves a hand to include the two pilots and the rescue swimmer. “Courtesy of Aquamarine Team Nine.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Layers of blankets encase the man sitting in the gallery of the fishing vessel Sea Urchin. He takes another sip of coffee before looking at his rescuers. “Thanks again. Lucky for me you were nearby when I fell off my crab boat.” 
 
    The sometime cook and part owner of the Sea Urchin flashes a grin at the man. “Weren’t no luck, Trivian. You’re with Violet Team Two now. Quantas sent us.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 – Fang 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Even standing outside the apartment door in Boston with briefcase in hand, I’m not sure I want to knock. My feelings run deep. The woman inside took something precious from me. The emotional part of me hopes she burns in Hell. The logical part of my mind tells me she’s as much a victim of the game as the rest of us. If the situation were reversed, am I sure what I’d do to keep the person I love alive? Hell, I already know. I’d do just about anything to save Jalena if I had the opportunity. 
 
    I knock on the door before I have a chance to change my mind. 
 
    After a short wait, I hear footsteps on the other side. A second later the door opens. 
 
    An older woman with dark bags beneath her eyes, possibly from lack of sleep or stress gives me a once over. If I had to guess, I say she’s in her late forties or early fifties although whatever strain she’s been under makes her look older. Her gaze stops at the briefcase in my left hand. The look she gives me is anything but friendly. “What do you want? You another one of those damned attorneys from the insurance company? My mother’s not signing anything. We told you that before. We’ll see you in court.” 
 
    I hold my temper in check. I understand. I don’t especially like attorneys either. I’ve certainly spent enough time arguing with them the last few weeks. 
 
    “I need to speak with Andrea Basone.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes glare at me. “My mother’s not speaking with anyone, so leave before I call the police.” 
 
    I remain calm. I’d probably have the same attitude if I was her. “Please tell her that Quantas is here. I think she’ll speak with me.” 
 
    The woman looks dubious. 
 
    “Please,” I tell her, trying to keep my voice respectful. “It’s important. Your mother will want to see me.” 
 
    Actually, I’m not all that sure she will. Then again, I’m not all that sure I want to see her either. 
 
    Maybe it’s something in my voice, or maybe the stars just align perfectly. Whatever the reason, the woman nods. “Wait here,” before closing the door in my face. 
 
    I hear loud voices inside. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, the same woman opens the door. “My mother will see you.” 
 
    She remains standing in the doorway, blocking my entry. 
 
    I stay where I am, not wanting to make her any more antagonistic than she is. 
 
    The woman sighs. “My parents have been through a lot this past year. God knows we all have. If you’ve got any kind of decency left in that lawyer soul of yours, give my parents a break. They deserve that much at least.” 
 
    “I’m not a lawyer,” I tell her. “But…I am here to help if your mother will let me.” 
 
    The woman eyes me up and down again before stepping to the side. “My mother’s in the living room. She wants to see you alone.” The daughter gives me a hard look. “I’ll be in the kitchen, so don’t try any funny business.” 
 
    She steps aside and waves me down a short hall. 
 
    The living room isn’t hard to find. It’s not a big apartment; maybe a one bedroom with a living room, kitchen, and a bathroom. Sunlight from the two windows in the living room shine on a couch, two easy-chairs, and a tv. Other than a single end-table stacked with what appears to be copies of medical records and reports, the room’s pretty baren. 
 
    An old, white-haired woman occupies one of the easy chairs. I don’t have to be told she’s Andrea Basone. When I say she’s old, I mean, yes, she’s old physically, but there’s more to it than that. Her tired eyes look like the weight of the world’s piled on her shoulders. 
 
    I glance at a single door off to the side of where she’s sitting. 
 
    Andrea Basone apparently notices my gaze. “It’s our bedroom. Peter’s there.” She glances back at the door a second. When she returns her attention to me, her eyes are shiny. “My husband’s having one of his bad days, so I’d appreciate it if you keep your voice down. He needs his rest.” 
 
    I suppose I was kind of expecting to meet with the half-orc Fang whose image has haunted my dreams these last three months. The old woman sitting in front of me is anything but the archenemy I hate. The hard shell around my heart softens a little. Not a lot, but a little. I mean, hell, she killed Jalena, or at least her avatar. In any regard, the woman sitting before me is the reason Jalena and I can’t be together. 
 
    The shell around my heart hardens again. Nevertheless, I say what I came to say. 
 
    “After you, uh, left the game, my team and I shared the—” 
 
    “I know,” says the old woman. “Henry called and told me last week what happened.” 
 
    I’m confused. It must show on my face. 
 
    Andrea Basone shrugs. “You know Henry as Scar. His wife and he were kidnapped during a missionary trip to South America. Master Player Yellow promised to free his wife and him if we presented the orb to the archbishop.” She sighs. “We didn’t, so his wife and he were scheduled to be executed last week. They were rescued by…well, Henry wasn’t sure who rescued them except for the fact Quantas sent them.” 
 
    She looks deep into my eyes. 
 
    I return her gaze, refusing to flinch. 
 
    The old woman sighs. “Henry told me how blue team shared the orb with the other teams.” She gives a tired smile. “I suppose I should’ve believed Jalena, but…well, anyway.” Her eyes soften. “I always liked Jalena. She was the closest thing I had to a friend in the game. I’m sorry things turned out the way it did.” Her eyes narrow. “Did you come to gloat? I can’t say I blame you.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I didn’t come to gloat. Far from it.” 
 
    The old woman leans forward. Her eyes take on a pleading look. “Can you cure Peter? The team that rescued Henry told him what you’ve been doing. How ex-players have been going around helping those who died in the game.” The pleading in her eyes turn to sheer desperation. “I’ll do anything if you can save my husband. You want me to get down on my knees and beg? I’ll do it.” She points at the window. “You want me to jump out to get your revenge? Just say the word, and I’ll do it if it will save my sweet Peter.” 
 
    The wretched woman is anything but the half-orc I hated in the game. From what I can tell, she loves her Peter as much as I love Jalena. My heart melts. I give it to her straight. “No, I can’t cure Peter.” 
 
    A sob wracks the old woman, and she looks down at the floor. 
 
    I try to end her torture as quick as I can. “But…I do think I may be able to give your husband a fighting chance.” 
 
    Andrea Basone looks up. Her eyes are wet. “Anything. I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything, Mrs. Basone.” I point at the couch. “May I.” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    Sitting down, I open my briefcase and pull out twenty-seven pieces of paper. I know there’s twenty-seven because I made sure the lawyers representing the interests of L.D. Trust Insurance Corporation, and the insurance companies I convinced my superiors to deal with over the last three months, signed or initialed every page. 
 
    “What are those?” asks Andrea. 
 
    I look at her. “Hope.” Before she can ask anything else, I say, “Maybe you should ask your daughter in here so I can explain.” I give a half-smile. “After all, I wouldn’t want you thinking some slick insurance salesman is trying to take advantage of you.” 
 
    It takes two hours to explain to the mother and daughter that L.D. Trust Insurance Corporation has taken over the policy from Peter Basone’s insurance company. After a lot of convincing from me and a couple of ex-players who are higher ups in the insurance and medical industry, it was determined that one Peter Basone was a perfect candidate for a clinical trial starting next week. All expenses to be paid by the clinical trial company. Although there are no guarantees, the doctors who’d reviewed Peter’s records are hopeful. 
 
    Once the initial thanks are over, Andrea’s daughter, Meridith, goes into the kitchen to phone the good news to the rest of the family. That leaves the old woman and me sitting awkwardly in the living room. I’ve said all I’ve come to say, so I began gathering up my stuff in preparation for leaving. 
 
    “You know,” says Andrea in a voice that’s strange enough to make me stop what I’m doing. “I’ve never been the nicest person in the world. Peter’s the exact opposite. Everybody he’s ever met is a friend, and he’d give the shirt off his back to help someone if they needed it.” A fond smile crosses her face. “Hell, he’d give you his shirt if you didn’t need it just to be nice. Not sure what he ever saw in an old grouch like me, but he did, and I’m a better woman for it.” 
 
    I’m not sure what to say, so I merely nod and fiddle with my papers. The old woman’s next words take me completely by surprise. 
 
    “Have you visited Jalena yet?” 
 
    I drop several pieces of paper. “What? Jalena? I don’t even know her real name. She told me she was from the 1850s. I know she lied, but she wouldn’t tell me the truth, and no one in the other teams knew anything about her in the real world. Believe me, I asked everyone before we turned in the orb.” 
 
    The old woman shakes her head and smiles. “Yeah, that’d be like Mirabelle.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Her smile disappears, and she looks me dead in the eyes. “Mirabelle Bodin. That’s Jalena’s real name. She’s French.” 
 
    I look at her suspiciously, wondering if she’s lying to trick me in some way. I mean, hell, she’d been a half-orc. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Andrea Bosone laughs. “Yep. Just like Mirabelle.” Composing herself, she asks, “Did Jalena tell you that she and I were the only two assassins in our part of the game?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    She nods back and glances at the ceiling, her eyes taking on a faraway look. “Yep, it was a strange time when we all first got in the game.” She looks back at me. “Almost friendly we were, that is until, well, you know; the Dresdel and Quantas thing.” 
 
    I know all too well. 
 
    Andrea continues, “Well, anyway, Jalena and I hung out a lot together those first few weeks. Birds of a feather so to speak. The night after Dresdel was murdered, she got drunk and spilled her guts. Her name’s Mirabelle Bodin. She lives in Paris, France. An aspiring ballet dancer from what she told me.” 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but she raises a hand and stops me. 
 
    “Let me finish. At fifteen, Mirabelle was mountain climbing with her dad. She fell. It was bad. She’s been in a coma ever since. That was five years ago. Only thing is, she’s not in a full coma. From what she told me, Mirabelle’s totally aware of what’s happening around her, what the people are saying, only she can’t respond. It’s torture, pure and simple. Her only escape from the hell that’s her life was the game.” 
 
    I hear a sob. 
 
    The old woman dabs at her eyes with a kerchief. “And I took that from her.” 
 
    “Where in Paris is she?” I ask. Now I’m the one who’s ready to get down on my knees and beg if that’s what it takes to save my one true love. “I’ve got to see her.” 
 
    Andrea looks at me. Her eyes are soft; almost sympathetic. There’s nothing of the yellow-eyed half-orc in them. “It won’t do her or you any good. Just make it worse. Unless…” 
 
    Desperate, I ask, “Unless what?” 
 
    “Unless you can convince a master player to help her.” 
 
    “How can I do that? I’ve tried to talk to Max since I’ve been back. He’s not here.” 
 
    The old woman stands. She walks over to the couch and sits down next to me. “Of course, he’s not here. You won. As per your contract, you’re no longer a member of Blue Team Six.” She places a wrinkled hand over mind. “Only, you actually lost, didn’t you?” 
 
    I did. I know I did. 
 
    Andrea removes her hand and leans back on the couch. “I’m more tired than I like to admit, Steve. May I call you, Steve?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “The search for the orb was my twelfth mission for Master Player Yellow,” Andrea says. “He’s a devious old bastard whoever he is. The reward for each mission was to help Peter a little, not cure him, but help him by taking the worst of the pain away. I spent decades in the game on those first eleven missions. Finally, I rebelled and told Master Player Yellow flat out I’d had enough. Either he agrees to cure Peter completely, or he can take his next mission and shove it.” She sighs. “To my surprise, he agreed. But he worded the contract in such a way that one way or the other, it would be my last mission for him.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” I ask. “What’s this got to do with Jalena?” 
 
    She leans forward so she can look in my eyes. “It has everything to do with Mirabelle. Contracts are everything to the master players. They can’t deviate from them even if they want. Master Player Red’s contract with Mirabelle was she could stay in the game if her team presented the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop. She didn’t do that, well, because I…I killed her avatar. She’s no longer on Red Team Four. She’s trapped in her body here in the real world. There’s no cure for her…at least not here in the real world.” 
 
    “I…I don’t understand. What are you—” 
 
    Andrea places her hand over mine again. In an excited voice she says, “Mirabelle’s no longer on the red team. Master Player Red won’t ever take her back. It’s been my experience master players are vindictive in that way. But…another master player might take her on one of their teams.” 
 
    I vaguely remember Ivy telling me she’d been on a different team before Master Player Blue signed her up. “I don’t see how that helps Jalena and—” 
 
    “You need to try and get Master Player Blue to invite Mirabelle to Blue Team Six. Then you can be together…back in the game anyway. That is, if you love her enough to rejoin the game.” 
 
    “It’s not a case of I don’t love her enough, but I’m not in contact with Master Player Blue. I can’t tell him what I want.” My logical mind tells me another reason. “Besides, I kind of screwed Master Player Blue. I helped the Caretaker teach him and the other master players a lesson.” 
 
    Andrea laughs. “Yeah. Henry told me. You basically screwed all of them. Serves ‘em right. They’ll be gunning for you now. That’s good for Jalena and you.” 
 
    I fail to see her logic. “Good? How the hell can that be good? No master player will want me on their team.” 
 
    The old woman grins. “Oh, I wouldn’t be too sure. I’m guessing Master Player Blue might take you back if you make the right offer.” She looks at me. “You’re a good player. You jumped right in at level four without going through any tutorial. Plus, I think Master Player Blue gave you that identify and dice rolling thing of yours for a reason. I think he was playing the odds.” She smirks. “Oh, sure, he was betting against you in one way while giving you some abilities to help him win bets against the other master players in other ways. I’ve had dealings with a few blue teams before. Master Player Blue’s as devious as they come. I bet he’d jump at the chance to have you back on one of his teams. He’d make a killing placing side bets with the other master players on whether you’d survive a mission or not.” 
 
    Somehow her prediction doesn’t make me feel better. 
 
    I look at her. “Doesn’t matter. Like I said, I’m not in contact with Max anymore. I can’t tell Master Player Blue anything. My best bet is to try and get Jale…uh, Mirabelle healed here in the real world.” 
 
    A shake of Andrea’s head tells me her next words aren’t going to be encouraging. 
 
    “Can’t be done, Steve. At least not according to Mirabelle. Like I said, she can hear everything that’s said around her. She’s heard the doctors talk. Her spinal cords snapped. Even if she regained consciousness somehow, she’d be completely paralyzed. What kind of life would that be for her? For you? Do you think she’d want you to have to take care of a paraplegic?” Before I can answer, the old woman says, “Of course she wouldn’t. The only chance the two of you have to be happy is for a master player to heal her, or for the two of you to be together in the game. And…you need to be on the same team. If you work for different master players, you may never see each other in the game. From what I can figure out, there’s tens of thousands, maybe millions of missions going on at the same time. Both of you need to be on Blue Team Six. Trust me.” 
 
    I’m not sure I trust her, but then again, at least she’s holding out a little hope where I didn’t have any before I got here. “I still don’t see how I can get a message to Master Player Blue. Like you said, I’m not on blue team anymore.” 
 
    She smiles. “No, but Astari is. According to Henry, that old man’s avatar was alive when the pieces of the Orb of Stanton were presented to the archbishop. That means Astari’s still in the game. You know where he is in the real world, don’t you?” 
 
    I nod. “I visited Astari just last week in fact.” 
 
    Andrea smiles. “Well, all right then. What are you waiting for? I’ll tell you everything I know about where Mirabelle’s at. Then it’s up to you. Are you going to go?” 
 
    Does she need to ask? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 – Mirabelle 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I thought the oxygen bottle I carried when I rescued Jamal was heavy. The one I’m carrying on my shoulder now makes that one feel like a piece of cake. 
 
    I look over at Pierre who’s carrying not one but two of the metal bottles on his shoulders. Big deal. If I had the body of a pro-wrestler like him, I could probably carry more than one bottle at a time too. Pierre’s a big man. I’m surprised the medical supply company he works for has uniforms large enough for him. I suppose it helps that he owns the business. Of course, the company only has six employees, all of whom are related to Pierre, so maybe that isn’t saying much. 
 
    Today, Pierre’s medical supply company has one additional employee; me. Maybe I’m more of a temporary asset. Surprisingly, or perhaps not so surprisingly considering all that’s happened, Pierre and his wife were both players on Bronze Team One back in Stanton Town. Here in the real world, they’ve been delivering medical supplies for Jon and Maria Bodin’s comatose daughter, Mirabelle, for the last five years. They had no idea the unconscious young woman was Jalena until I contacted them. 
 
    Coincidental, huh? 
 
    Pierre leads the way into the massive Parisian mansion. 
 
    Damn, I’ve rubbed shoulders with some wealthy people in Denver, but the Bodins must be superrich. 
 
    “Stay close to me,” whispers Pierre in English. “And don’t talk to anyone if you can avoid it.” 
 
    The big man doesn’t have to remind me that my French is far from perfect. After three weeks of intense tutoring, I can get my ideas across in French, but I’ve been told my accent is atrocious. Thankfully, Pierre speaks a lot better English than I do his language. 
 
    A man in a fancy-suit waves us up an eight-foot-wide staircase with portraits of men and women in old-style clothing, most of who look like they just sucked on a lemon. As we climb the stairs, the paintings start to show people in more modern attire. A few of the subjects are even smiling. The portraits continue along the main second-floor hallway, ending at the painting of a young, darkhaired, teenage girl wearing a ballerina outfit. She’s pretty; for a teenager I mean. 
 
    “It’s at the end of the hall,” whispers Pierre, still speaking in English. “I’ll set my bottles down and keep the nurse busy with some paperwork. You take your bottle inside the girl’s room then come back out and get mine. Do whatever you’re going to do fast. That battle-axe of a nurse isn’t as stupid as she looks.” 
 
    An older woman in a crisp nurse’s outfit is sitting at a desk in front of the last doorway in the hall. As we draw near, she frowns, making it obvious we’re an irritant in her otherwise meticulously scheduled day. 
 
    Pierre sets his bottles down and leans them against the nurse’s desk. Then he and the nurse trade pleasantries. I’m guessing they’re pleasantries. They’re speaking in French, and the words are coming a hell of a lot faster than when my tutor talks to me. 
 
    After placing a stack of paperwork on the nurse’s station, Pierre turns away from the woman and says something to me in French. I catch the words ‘bottle’ and ‘inside’ as he waves toward the door. 
 
    Responding with a nod of my head, I open the door and head inside the room. It’s antiseptically white with all the makings of a modern intensive care unit at the best hospital back in the states. A single hospital bed occupies the room. On it lies a thin, young woman with a dozen wires and tubes running from her to various machines arranged around the bed. On a table next to the bed is a pair of ballerina slippers and a dried rose. A vase on a nightstand holds a bouquet of freshly picked flowers. 
 
    After closing the door, I whisper, “Jalena.” 
 
    She doesn’t answer. I didn’t expect her to. 
 
    Scanning the room again, I see half-a-dozen oxygen bottles near the window that match the one I’m carrying. Three of the metal bottles have orange tags tied to their nozzles. Knowing my time’s limited, I walk over to the stand with the oxygen bottles and exchange mine for one of the containers with an orange tag. 
 
    I exit the room and switch the out-of-date bottle for one Pierre leaned against the nurse’s desk. I see Pierre point out something to the nurse on the stack of papers they’re going through. The old woman frowns. She looks up long enough to note me switching out bottles before turning her attention back to the paper in question. Hefting the new bottle over my shoulder, I head back into the room, shutting the door behind me with my foot. 
 
    Setting the bottle on the floor, I walk next to the bed and look down at the Jalena. Maybe it’s the fact I’m in love with the woman, but I think even with tubes stuck in her nostrils, her pale complexion, and short hair, she’s still beautiful in a way I can’t describe. My heart aches. I kneel next to the bed and hold her hand. Her skin’s cold. 
 
    “Jalena,” I whisper in English. “It’s me. Steve. If you can hear me, squeeze my hand.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    I repeat the words in French. Still no response. 
 
    Damn. I can’t even tell if she knows what I’m saying. What do I do now? 
 
    No longer having an in-game assistant to give me advice, all I can do is plow ahead and hope for the best. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder at the door before looking back at the woman I love. 
 
    “Listen,” I whisper in English, hoping she understands my language better than I speak hers. “Everything worked like we planned. Every team in Stanton Town presented the Orb of Stanton to the archbishop together. We formed an alliance and agreed to help save those who’d died in the game back here in the real world. We rescued Jamal from the fire. He’s safe with his mother. Red team’s tracker, Trivian, was saved after he fell off the crab boat by one of the other players who was captain of another boat in the fleet. Gemstar was found by the Coast Guard and airlifted off her sinking sailboat.” 
 
    I look for any indication she can hear what I’m saying. Her facial expression doesn’t change. I do notice the machine monitoring her vitals indicates an increase in the rate of heartbeat. I take that as a good sign and continue in English. 
 
    “Master Player Blue kept his promise and cured Ivy. She’s got custody of her two boys and is in the witness protection program back in the states courtesy of Sir Baldard and the rest of Orange Team Nine. I visited Astari at the nursing home. He’s been on two new missions in the game, but he misses Raven and the rest of us something fierce. He and Thangar…uh, did I mention I visited the Vietnam War Memorial? I saw his name on the wall; his real name, I mean. Seeing his name there was strange to say the least. He died in the jungle, but Astari says Thangar is still in Blue Team Six, and the old goat has been on both missions with Astari. Oh, and I need to update you on Vanessa and Chanton. Vanessa woke up fine and is with her husband and kids. They’ve got a new daughter now; a ward actually.” I smile. “You’re going to like this. One of the ex-players managed to broker a deal with Chanton’s uncle. Vanessa is his, I mean, her, legal guardian now. She’s living in New Zealand with Vanessa and her family. Oh, and just so you know, Dmitri was pardoned and released from the gulag by an ex-player who was a high muckamuck in the Soviet Union. Dmitri went into industry and became quite wealthy. I met his granddaughter. She knew about his time in the game and has helped finance the rescue of quite a few ex-players.” I pause. “By the way, in case you’re wondering, Pavel didn’t make it out of the gulag alive.” 
 
    I hear a cough outside the room’s door. 
 
    “Uh…I’ve got more to tell you, but hold on just a second. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I grab the fresh bottle of oxygen and switch it with an orange tagged bottle in the stand before heading out the door. 
 
    The nurse eyes me as I exchange my bottle for the final new bottle leaning against her desk. She snaps something in French. I make out the word ‘hurry,’ but that’s about it. Just as she opens her mouth to say something else, Pierre distracts her by picking up a piece of paper and pointing at the last paragraph as he hands her a pen. 
 
    Wasting no time, I head back into the room, shutting the door behind me. Setting the bottle on the floor, I lock the door, being as quiet as I can. With time running out, I rush back to the bed and kneel beside it, taking Jalena’s hand in mine. 
 
    “Listen, my love,” I say. 
 
    I hear the beep on the heart monitor speed up. 
 
    With hope bubbling up from deep within my gut, I tell her my plan. “I talked to Astari. He promised to contact Max and have him tell Master Player Blue that I want back in the game. Oh, I talked to Fang, uh, I mean Andrea. Her husband’s doing better, by the way. Anyway, Andrea helped me come up with a plan. She thinks the other master players hate me so much for what I did to mess up their betting scheme that Master Player Blue can make a killing by getting them to bet against me if I’m back on Blue Team Six. Anyway, Astari is supposed to have Max tell Master Player Blue if he signs Gemstar, Raven, and you to Blue Team Six to replace Vanessa, Ivy, and Chanton, I’ll agree to come back. How does that sound?” 
 
    She doesn’t answer. I wasn’t expecting her to, but hey, one can hope. 
 
    The door to the room rattles as the knob turns. 
 
    A woman shouts in French. The door rattles again. 
 
    I squeeze Jalena’s hand. “I wish we had time to talk this over, but it’s now or never. If you can hear me, please, if you see a box from Master Player Blue asking if you want to return to the game, please say yes. That is…if you want us to be together again.” 
 
    The beeping from the heartrate monitor goes into overdrive. 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Someone pounds on the door hard. 
 
    Come on, Master Player Blue. Don’t leave us hanging. 
 
    A popup box appears in my mind. 
 
    
     Name: Steve Harmon  Race: Human  Gender: Male   Age: 29 
 
     Class: Nonplayer Level: 0 
 
     Do you wish to enter the game? Yes/No 
 
   
 
    I kiss the hand of the woman I love and think the word ‘Yes.’ 
 
    A tingle runs through my body as everything around me fades to black. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    I feel the vibrations of the Paladin’s powerful engine through the controls in my hands. At sixteen and a half feet, the Paladin is neither the largest nor smallest of the United Federation’s UHAAVs, or Ultra-Heavy Ambulatory Assault Vehicles. Sometimes called ‘Cats’ by their driver-pilots, they’re the assault armor of the Federation. The only thing capable of stopping an allout attack by UHAAVs are other UHAAVs. The view from my forward thermal viewscreen proves that. A full twenty flaming chunks of melting metal among the rocky landscape give moot evidence of the cost the enemy’s already paid in their attempt to take the Federation’s topsecret research facility located a mile to our rear. 
 
    Two hovercraft fly past the rocky landscape at low altitude, firing missiles and phase beams as they go. I see explosions in the distance giving testament to the accuracy of the hovercrafts’ pilots as they do their best to blunt the enemy’s next attack. Return fire from opposing UHAAVs and ground troops light up the night sky, but somehow the two Federation hovercraft manage to dodge the deadly energy beams and retreat to safety behind friendly lines in order to prepare for another attack run. 
 
    The lavender-haired, greenskinned woman in the copilot’s seat to my left glances over at me. She repositions her helmet’s microphone over her lips and snorts. “It’ll be a cold day in hell when Thangar and Gemstar let a few phase beams take ‘em out of action.” 
 
    I couldn’t agree more. Their current avatars have been flying since they were old enough to hold a hovercraft’s controls. Nevertheless, I can’t help but wonder why Master Player Blue chose to give Thangar such a large avatar. An image of Thangar’s seven foot, three-hundred and twenty pound frame squeezing into the cockpit of one of the agile fighters brings a smile to my lips. Not that Thangar’s unhappy about the situation. To put it in his words, ‘At least I ain’t no damn dwarf anymore.’ 
 
    Not this time ol’ buddy. Who knows about next time though. You’ll liable to be a three-foot-tall muskrat for all we know. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at the thought of Thangar running around as a muskrat. 
 
    My copilot glances at me with a grin of her own. “You’re awful cheerful considering the fact we’re outnumbered twenty to one. You do remember if the Crosioians manage to take the research facility our missions a failure, don’t you?” 
 
    I do, but I laugh again anyway. Maybe it’s adrenaline, or maybe I’m just in a good mood. Don’t know and don’t care. I look at my copilot. Her eyes sparkle as she looks back at me. Her avatar’s a Donarian. I’ve been told their eyes sparkle with an inner fire of brightest blue whenever they look at the one they love. The eyes gazing at me now are sparkling with the bluest blue I’ve ever seen. The thought makes a host of butterflies flutter away in my stomach. 
 
    If my human avatar’s eyes lit up whenever they stared at the one I love, I’m sure they’d be blazing away right now. 
 
    Jalena shakes her head in mock disgust. Her present name’s not Jalena, of course, but I can barely pronounce her avatar’s name much less spell it. Doesn’t matter. She’ll always be Jalena to me no matter what avatar she’s inhabiting. 
 
    “It’s time to get serious, Quantas,” Jalena says. “This is our seventh mission since we’ve been back in the game. I don’t want to break our winning streak.” She smiles. “I’m having way too much fun to stop now.” She grows serious. “So, what do we do? Order Astari and Raven to pull their light UHAAVs back to our secondary lines while we give them covering fire?” 
 
    I suppose that’d be one way to do it, but I’m not so sure it would be our best course of action. 
 
    “Hey, Max,” I say in my mind. 
 
    “Hey, player. I am Max, your in-game assistant. How may I be of service? Or should I be afraid to ask? I swear you have a habit of planning the most illogical things I have ever heard from a player.” 
 
    “They work, don’t they?” 
 
    “Define ‘work.’ Besides, just because your wild-assed plans have succeeded in the past doesn’t mean they will continue to do so in the future.” 
 
    I don’t need my in-game assistant to remind me. I know all too well our luck will run out one day. Then we’ll be back in the real world and face whatever that entails. Time enough to deal with the consequences when it happens. In the meantime, I’m living life to the fullest and embracing every minute I get with the woman I love and with the truest friends anyone can possibly have. 
 
    A realization comes over me. For the first time in my life, I’m truly happy. 
 
    I glance at Jalena and her sparkling blue eyes. 
 
    “Well?” she says. “What are we doing to do?” 
 
    I laugh. “What else? We’re going to attack before those Crosioians get their next assault organized.” 
 
    Jalena grins and grabs hold of the controls for the Paladin’s phase cannon and Gatling gun. “I like the way you think, Mon Amour. I’m ready whenever you are.” 
 
    “Roger that.” I thumb the communication switch for our attack network. “Astari and Raven. I want you to sweep around the Crosioians’ left flank and take out their communication network. Thangar; Gemstar; gives us some covering fire.” 
 
    “Where the hell are you going to be?” comes Thangar’s deep bass voice over the intercom. 
 
    I glance at Jalena and wink before giving my reply. “Where the hell else? We’re going straight down the middle. They’ll never expect it.” 
 
    With that, I shove forward on the controls as Jalena and I head toward our future. 
 
      
 
    [End Transmission] 
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